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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The kiss caught her by surprise. Soft, hesitant at first. Learning. Tasting. Teasing. But it wasn't enough. It could never be enough. 
 
    She pressed herself closer, a whisper of need escaping her. He cupped her face between his rough palms and deepened the kiss. Drinking her in. Unleashing fires of need kept banked for too long. 
 
    Scorching. Cleansing. Deep and intense. God, so intense. All she wanted to do was crawl on top of Mac, crawl inside him, be consumed by him, the crowd be damned. He was everything she wanted—needed. Hot. Hard. 
 
    And his mouth. God, his mouth. So deceptively soft. Gentle. And hot. So hot— 
 
    Cold. 
 
    So painfully cold, a hundred thousand needles pricking her skin. Under her skin, down to bone and marrow. Shredding. Tearing. Ripping. 
 
    Consciousness returned slowly. Disoriented, sluggish, confused. Something was wrong, she shouldn't be this cold. Where was Mac? He was gone, his heat replaced by the shocking iciness surrounding her. She needed him, needed his heat— 
 
    Water pooled around her feet, her legs, her hips. She was entrenched in a dreamlike state. There was no sound other than the oddly hollow gurgle of water as it washed around her. No illumination other than the pale ghostly hue of the dashboard lights wavering through the watery darkness surrounding her. And cold, so bitterly cold. Freezing. Numbing.  
 
    She watched, detached, as her hands floated near the deflated bag hanging from the steering wheel. Struggled to make sense of everything, knowing something was wrong.  
 
    Something— 
 
    Full consciousness returned and with it, fear. Raw, consuming. Terrifying. Panic ripped through her as she struggled with the seatbelt, her numb fingers useless. The water was higher now, to her chest, coming in faster as the car descended deeper into murky blackness.  
 
    She needed to get out. Now. But she was trapped by the seatbelt, couldn't get it to release. Couldn't open the door— 
 
    Oh God, no.  
 
    No! 
 
    The sound of her harsh breathing echoed around her, sharp and terrified. Shallow. Fast. Too fast, she was hyperventilating, on the verge of passing out. 
 
    On the verge of drowning. 
 
    The water climbed even higher. Past her chest. Her shoulders. Biting cold, sapping what little strength she had, increasing the panic and desperation clawing at her. She struggled with the seatbelt, fought to control her breathing, fought to get free— 
 
    But it was too late.  
 
    One breath. One more, dark water rushing over her face, into her mouth, her nose. 
 
    Too late— 
 
    Mac— 
 
      
 
    # # 
 
      
 
    "Fuck!" 
 
    Gordon "Mac" MacGregor watched in horror as TR's car hit the edge of the pond's bank, went airborne for a brief second, then hit the water nose-first and started sinking. He slammed on the brakes, causing his truck to fishtail before it slid to a stop. The headlights cut through the inky darkness and reflected off the fine mist of icy pellets, the naked branches of overgrown trees and shrubbery— 
 
    And the black surface of the pond that was quickly swallowing TR's car. 
 
    She had been right there, not twenty yards in front of him, mere seconds ago. The bright glare of a car cutting in front of him had momentarily blinded him for a second, maybe two, before he heard the sound of metal scraping metal. Silence, then the muted splash, the sound oddly distant. 
 
    "Fuck!" 
 
    Mac already had his door open before slamming the truck into Park. He jumped out, his hand automatically yanking the phone from the front pocket of his tux jacket. There was no time to call for help—TR's car was sinking too rapidly, the lights of the dash already obscured by the brackish water. He hit one button, tossed the phone on the leather seat before grabbing the multi-tool from the side pocket of the door, then ran toward the pond. 
 
    Toward TR's sinking car. 
 
    Branches and brambles snagged at his jacket, his pants. The soles of his dress shoes slipped in the muck of the bank as he crashed through the thin glaze of ice at the edge. Mud sucked at his feet, slowing him down before he broke through and hit the water. Icy cold, forcing the breath from his lungs. It covered his ankles, his knees, his thighs. 
 
    How deep? Six feet? Eight? Ten? It didn't matter, not when it was enough to cover TR's car. He lunged forward, his large body breaking the dark surface as he dove toward the car, reaching it just as it disappeared under the surface. 
 
    "TR!" He yelled her name, not knowing if she could hear him or not. Was she conscious? Was she struggling to get out as the icy water closed over her, turning the car into a water-filled coffin? Did she know he was here, that he was coming for her? Or was it already too late— 
 
    No! Fuck that. It was not too late. He was here, dammit. He'd get her out— 
 
    Or die trying. 
 
    He sucked in a deep breath and plunged beneath the surface, following the murky light of the car's headlights, ignoring the searing pain as icy water sliced at his eyes. His hand slid across the roof, found the edge of the windshield then moved back, down to the driver's door. Lower, until his hand closed over the handle and pulled. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Dammit! Fuck! 
 
    He kicked, pushing himself deeper, held himself against the car with a death grip on that handle as he felt for the bottom corner of the window. There. Right there— 
 
    He turned the small tool in his hand, his numb fingers almost losing their hold on it. Then he pressed it against the window and pushed, sensed the glass spiderwebbing with the sharp impact. He hit the window with his elbow, felt the glass give way— 
 
    Felt a hand close over his arm, nothing more than the lightest of brushes, the grip weak. 
 
    She was still conscious, still alive. But for how long? How much air had been trapped in the car before it filled with water? How much longer could she hold her breath? His own lungs were starting to ache, to burn. Demanding that he open his mouth and suck in great gulps of air.  
 
    He grabbed her hand, squeezed it, letting her know that he was here, that she wasn't alone. There was no answering squeeze, no movement at all from those still fingers.  
 
    Mac forced his torso through the small opening, blindly felt for the seatbelt strapping her in. The latch mechanism was jammed, holding her prisoner in the oversized coffin instead of keeping her safe. 
 
    He readjusted his grip on the tool, fighting off the icy numbness that threatened to make his fingers thick and useless. Two slices severed the seatbelt, freeing her. He yanked them away from her, slid one arm behind her and pulled. 
 
    TR's arms floated uselessly between them. Lifeless, her pale skin nothing more than a lighter shadow in the murky water. Mac tugged again, refusing to think of anything except freeing TR. 
 
    Refusing to accept that he may have been too late. 
 
    No! No, he wasn't too late, dammit. It wasn't possible. It couldn't be. TR was too full of life for it to be otherwise. 
 
    He tugged again, bracing one knee against the door as he backed out of the window, pulling TR's limp body with him. Black dots exploded at the edges of his vision as a wave of dizziness swept over him. He shook his head and fought against the blackness that threatened to overcome him then tightened his arm around TR and pulled one last time. 
 
    She was out! 
 
    Mac kicked with his legs, propelling them both to the surface. Cold air washed across his face, nipped at his mouth and nose as he sucked in huge gulps and filled his lungs. 
 
    But the woman in his arms remained motionless. 
 
    He swallowed against the churning fear and swam toward the bank then sank to his knees as muck washed around his legs. TR was still motionless. Limp. 
 
    Lifeless. 
 
    He draped her across his lap, bent low and pressed his fingers against her pale throat. His mouth moved in silent prayer as he waited to feel her pulse, that steady reassuring beat that would let him know she was still alive. 
 
    But he couldn't feel anything, his fingers were too numb, her flesh too cold. He swore to himself then dragged them both further up the bank, out of the icy water. 
 
    "TR! Tabitha!" He shouted her name, expecting her to open her eyes and give him hell for calling her that. She hated that name. Tabitha. He didn't know why, had never bothered to ask her, had never thought it important enough to ask. 
 
    Had been too afraid of getting close to her. Too afraid of letting her get close to him. Too afraid that getting to know her would make him vulnerable. Weak. 
 
    He pushed the regret away and pressed the tips of his numb fingers harder against her throat. Was that a pulse he felt? Or simply wishful thinking? 
 
    There it was again, weak and thready—but there.  
 
    He ran his hand along her face, brushed the wet hair from her cheeks and bent forward to place his mouth against hers. Her lips were cold, so cold. So unlike they'd been a few hours—a lifetime—ago. When he'd kissed her for the first time, at the stroke of midnight of the new year. When he'd finally thrown a year of caution away and acted on impulse and desire. 
 
    He swallowed back the regret of a hundred lifetimes and blew into her mouth, forcing air into her lungs. Once. Twice. Once more, until a weak cough tumbled from her lips. Another cough, stronger this time, one that ended in a deep retching sound. He rolled her to the side, kept his arms around her. Holding her, supporting her. 
 
    Swearing he'd never let her go. Not this time. 
 
    "Mac!" 
 
    He heard his name being called, looked up to see the strong beam of a flashlight sweeping the bank. His first instinct was to duck, to flatten himself on top of TR to keep her safe, to protect her with the cover of his own body. 
 
    To protect her now, when he had failed only minutes ago. 
 
    But there was no danger from the voice calling out to him, a voice he would recognize even from the depths of hell. A voice he had heard from the depths of hell, where they had served together. 
 
    "Down here!" 
 
    The beam of light was accompanied by the sound of footsteps crashing through brush and bramble. Mac turned his head away from the bright light, leaned over and pulled TR into his arms. 
 
    "What the fuck?" 
 
    "I need blankets. Now." Mac pushed to his feet, staggered in the mud then caught himself. Daryl Anderson—one of his business partners in Cover Six Security and a brother in every way but blood—reached for him. No, not for him. For TR. Mac shook his head, the low noise coming from his throat a feral warning growl. Daryl dropped his hand and turned to the side, lighting the way for Mac. 
 
    "What happened?" 
 
    "Somebody tried to fucking kill her." He felt Daryl tense beside him, sensed him reaching for the pistol tucked at his back. Mac shook his head as he cleared the last of the scraggly brush lining the pond's bank and headed for his truck. 
 
    "Not like that." He heard sirens in the distance, the wail slowly getting closer. He turned back to Daryl, who gave a quick shake of his head. 
 
    "Not me." 
 
    Who had called 9-1-1? There was nobody else around, the dark country road vacant except for Mac's truck and Daryl's large SUV parked at an odd angle on the side of the road. Did someone hear the accident and report it? Did someone drive by and notice his truck sitting near the edge of the pond, its engine running and the door wide open?  
 
    Or did the unknown driver himself call it in? And if so, why? 
 
    Mac brushed the questions away and climbed into the back of the truck, settling TR on his lap as Daryl got into the front. The other man leaned over and cranked the heat all the way up as Mac reached under his seat and pulled out a heavy bag. 
 
    Daryl grabbed it from him, rummaged through the contents as Mac shifted TR enough to shrug out of his soaking jacket and toss it to the side. He grabbed the straps of TR's gown and tugged, trying to pull it off. He needed to get the wet clothes off her, needed to get her warm. Tugging wasn't working so he grabbed the tool he had used to cut her seatbelt and sliced the gown along the side seam.  
 
    Daryl pulled an emergency blanket from the heavy duffle, quickly unfolded it then handed it back to Mac. "What the hell happened?" 
 
    Mac wrapped the lightweight blanket around TR, tucked it around her shaking body then pulled her even closer, trying to share what little body heat he had. "I'm not sure. I was following her home, to make sure she made it okay. A car came out of nowhere, blinding me. He must have hit her, pushed her into the pond." 
 
    Daryl turned in the seat once more, his odd amber eyes boring into Mac for a long second. "What makes you think it wasn't an accident? Just some random drunk on his way home?" 
 
    "Because my gut says it wasn't." He didn't elaborate—he didn't have to, not with Daryl. 
 
    "Mac..." TR's voice, hoarse and groggy, more like a rush of soft breath than a whisper. He tightened his arms around her, pulled her closer as he leaned down and brushed his lips against her cold cheek. 
 
    "Shh, babe. I'm here. I've got you." 
 
    She said something else but the soft words were lost amid the wailing sirens. Closer now, the red and white strobe lights of the emergency equipment splitting the darkness. Mac glanced behind him, squinted against the bright lights as his own body started to shake. From adrenaline? From the cold?  
 
    From the gut-wrenching fear that he had come so close to losing TR? 
 
    He looked up, noticed Daryl watching him with eyes that were carefully blank, showing nothing. A dozen different questions hung in the silence between them, questions that wouldn't be asked. Not here. Not now. 
 
    A fire engine pulled alongside Mac's truck, followed by a medic unit. Personnel in turnout gear approached them, their body language cautious, wary despite the adrenaline Mac sensed in them.  
 
    Daryl gave him one last look then offered a curt nod. "We'll talk. Later. After you both get checked out." 
 
    "I'm fine. TR's the one—" 
 
    "Both of you." The order was issued in sharp tones that left no room for argument, no room for discussion. Then Daryl opened the door and slid out, his deep voice clipped and impersonal as he spoke with the emergency personnel. 
 
    The backdoor opened and a woman in her late-twenties leaned in, her doe eyes assessing the situation with a professional coolness that would have impressed Mac if she hadn't reached for TR. He tightened his arms around her even more and shifted sideways, protecting her with his body. The woman hesitated but only for a second as her dark eyes met his. 
 
    "We need to get you both into the medic unit, sir." There was no surprise in her calm voice, no hint of frustration or impatience. Mac nodded, shifted TR's shaking body in his arms, then slowly climbed from the truck. The second medic, a young man who looked like he was barely old enough to shave, reached for TR then quickly dropped his hand at Mac's low warning. 
 
    "I have her." 
 
    Yes, he had her—and he was never letting her go. Not now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Cold. So cold. 
 
    Something was wrong, she shouldn't be this cold— 
 
    Memory slammed into her and she bolted upright, fighting against the panic that clawed at her. She couldn't breathe, she was drowning— 
 
    "Easy, babe. I've got you." Strong arms wrapped around her, more comforting than the low words brushing against her ear. Tabitha "TR" Meyers blinked, fought against the dizziness of the disorientation, blinked again as her gaze finally focused on the man holding her. 
 
    Mac. 
 
    She closed her hands around his arms, holding on as if afraid he'd leave. Her breathing calmed enough for her to study her surroundings. The faded blue curtain hanging from the metal track suspended from the ceiling. The machines clustered beside her bed. The metal railing pulled up on one side and the multiple layers of white blankets covering her. 
 
    She sucked in several deep breaths, fighting the sensation that each one would be her last. The air was stale, dry, off somehow and she slowly realized that it wasn't air she was breathing but rather oxygen, coming from the tubing wrapped around her face. Panic tore at her and she reached for the tubing, tried to pull it off, suddenly convinced it would suffocate her, strangle her.  
 
    Mac's hand closed around hers, stopping her. "TR, you need to leave it in—" 
 
    "I can't. Get it off. Please." She hated the pleading in her voice, hated the weakness but was unable to stop it, unable to do anything except suck in deep breaths, each one faster and shorter than the one before it. 
 
    "TR, look at me." 
 
    She struggled to pull her hand free, to yank the tubing from her face, her nose. "No. Get it off—" 
 
    "Look at me." There was a command in his soft voice that she was unable to ignore. It cut through her panic, oddly calming. She moved her head, her gaze meeting his dark eyes. Those eyes held her in place, silently reassuring her. Calming her. 
 
    "Just focus on me, babe. That's it. Nice and easy." He squeezed her hand, his gaze never leaving hers as he reached up and gently stroked her hair. Over and over, until her breathing slowed and the panic ebbed. "Better?" 
 
    She closed her eyes and nodded, swallowed back her disappointment when he stopped stroking her hair.  
 
    "Do you remember what happened?" 
 
    She shook her head. Nodded. Shook it again even though flashes of memory danced in front of her. The New Year's Eve party at the Senator's house. Mac's arms around her, pulling her against him as he kissed her. The feel of her hand wrapped in his, so large and strong and warm as they drove back to the large warehouse that served as the main office for Cover Six Security. 
 
    Awareness of Mac, anticipation of the hours ahead when he insisted on following her home. Would he walk her to the door? Yes, of course he would. But would he accept her invitation to come in? Her invitation to stay?  
 
    She had been preoccupied during the drive back to her apartment, thinking of ways to convince him to stay, of ways to break through his hesitation. Yes, he had kissed her—a searing hot kiss that made her heart race and her toes curl. A kiss that heated her from the inside out and made her want to crawl inside him.  
 
    Made her want, period. 
 
    But could she convince him to give her more than a kiss, when it had taken nearly a year to get that? That's what she had been pondering when bright lights slashed across her vision, blinding her. She felt something hit her car, saw an explosion of white and then...nothing. 
 
    Not until she had come to and felt herself surrounded by water, icy cold and dark. Felt it closing over legs and her chest as she struggled to get free. Felt it closing over her face and her nose as panic set it— 
 
    "Easy, babe. I'm here. Everything's fine. I'm here. Deep breath. Relax." Mac's voice, soft and calming, his breath warm against her ear. She nodded, pulled in a shuddering breath, nodded again then opened her eyes. 
 
    "I—I'm fine. I'm good." 
 
    Mac's dark gaze penetrated hers, giving away nothing. She nodded again and moved back the slightest bit, suddenly needing to put distance between herself and the burning intensity rolling off him. 
 
    She lowered her gaze, her eyes skimming the network of scars covering his lower face and the shadow of scruff covering his jaw, the corded muscles of his strong throat, down to the stretched-out collar of his faded sweatshirt. She frowned. Gone was the elegant tux that had draped his large body, the fit perfectly accenting his broad shoulders and chest, his thick arms, his strong thighs. In its place was the thick gray sweatshirt, the edges of the collar stretched and worn. Faded denim hugged his legs, the fit loose and relaxed. 
 
    Another odd sense of disorientation swam over her and she shook her head, trying to dislodge it. The feeling only grew worse when she looked down and noticed her own gown was gone, the silky black material replaced by the faded cotton of a hospital gown.  
 
    Yes, she was in a hospital. That much had been obvious when she saw the curtain surrounding the bed, saw the machines next to her and felt the tubing against her face, her nose. But how long had she been here? Hours? Days? She glanced at her wrist, frowned when she saw only skin where her watch used to be. 
 
    "It's a little after ten." Mac must have seen her confusion, sensed her unasked question because he added, "In the morning. The accident was last night." 
 
    The disorientation faded and she squeezed his hand in silent thanks then looked around once more. She finally noticed the sounds coming from the other side of the curtain: the rush of hurried steps, the moans of patients and clipped tones of a nurse or a doctor, the beep of other machines, the muffled call over an intercom. Not a private room, then. The ER? Probably. Did it matter? No, not when she was ready to leave, to go home and curl up and just...forget. 
 
    "How long do I need to stay here?" 
 
    "Until the results of the last blood draw come back." 
 
    TR looked down at her arm, noticed the IV line attached and resisted the urge to pull it out. "Blood test for what?" 
 
    Mac shrugged. "Oxygen levels. Blood gases. Probably a few other things before they decide if you can be released or if you need to be admitted." 
 
    "Admitted? I don't need to be admitted. I feel fine." 
 
    Mac leaned forward, concern flashing in the depths of his intensely mesmerizing dark brown eyes. "You almost drowned, TR. You had the beginning stages of hypothermia. You could have died. I don't care how you think you feel, if they want to admit you, you'll let them." 
 
    She opened her mouth to argue, to tell him again that she felt fine and wanted to go home, but there was something in his deep, gravelly voice; something in the depths of his eyes, some emotion she couldn't read, that kept her quiet. She pressed her lips together and looked away, suddenly tired.  
 
    Drained. Exhausted. 
 
    She rested her head against the flat pillow and closed her eyes, Mac's hand still holding hers. Strong. Warm.  
 
    The next time she opened her eyes, the room was empty. That frightening and unaccustomed panic strangled her but she fought it off, refused to give into it. There was no explanation for the terrifying weight on her chest, no reason for the need to suck in deep breaths of air, as if each one was going to be her last. 
 
    No reason...except that she had nearly drowned and almost died. 
 
    TR closed her eyes, forced herself to inhale slow and deep, held that breath for a count of five. She made it to three before that suffocating sensation squeezed her lungs, taunting her. 
 
    Stop it. 
 
    The command did little to calm her so she repeated it again, more forcefully this time. There was no reason to panic, not now. She was very much alive, in the hospital where she was safe. Mac was on the other side of the closed curtain, talking to someone in a low voice. 
 
    Yes, she was perfectly safe. Mac wouldn't let anything happen to her. 
 
    She kept her eyes closed and tried to make out what he was saying but his voice was pitched too low. It didn't matter—he was probably talking to the doctor or maybe a nurse. That idea struck her as odd. Weren't medical personnel not supposed to talk to anyone other than family? They shouldn't be talking to Mac, not if she hadn't given them permission. She would have if they had asked, but nobody had—that she remembered. If the doctors were talking to anyone, it should be her mother— 
 
    TR sat straight up, another kind of horror washing over her. Her mother! Had anyone called her? She'd be frantic with worry, demanding to know exactly what was going on, demanding that someone find the reckless driver who had nearly killed TR and to do it now or else... 
 
    TR gave herself a mental shake. Of course nobody had called her mother. They—whoever they were—probably didn't have her contact info. That was just as well because TR didn't want her mom to worry. She was fine and her mother couldn't possibly even know about the accident. There was nothing her mom could do in any case so better to tell her after the fact. 
 
    If TR told her at all.  
 
    The curtain slid open and the greeting TR had been ready to give to Mac died on her lips. It wasn't just Mac standing there. Flanking him were two other men, both of them almost as large and intimidating as Mac. Neither one was a doctor and they both looked vaguely familiar. 
 
    Her brain finally kicked into gear and with it, recognition: Daryl Anderson and Ryder Hess, two of the men Mac worked with. She had briefly met Daryl last year, just long enough for a quick introduction. Ryder, she had met only last week, when her car had been broken into at Penn Station. 
 
    Had it only been a week? She frowned, thinking. No, less than a week. How was that even possible? 
 
    Over that came another question: what were the two men doing here? And why were all three of them looking at her as if she had just risen from the great beyond? 
 
    She pulled the blankets higher around her, trying to ward off a chill that had nothing to do with the temperature and everything to do with the way the three men were watching her. TR was ready to ask them what was wrong when a fourth man appeared and stepped around them.  
 
    Not a doctor—a police officer. 
 
    TR shot a nervous glance at Mac then looked back at the police officer when he introduced himself. Then he started rattling off questions, jotting down notes with each of her stuttered answers. 
 
    What happened? 
 
    Did she know what kind of vehicle hit hers? Color? Make? Model? 
 
    How fast was she going? Did she know how fast the other car was driving? 
 
    Had she been drinking? 
 
    TR sat up a little straighter, her jaw clenched at the last question. Mac stepped forward, taking a spot directly next to her before reaching down for her hand. 
 
    "She wasn't drinking. I already told you that. I also gave you all the other information." 
 
    Daryl stepped forward, his brows lowered over deep-set amber eyes that were focused solely on Mac. He shook his head, just once, in Mac's direction. A warning? For what? And why? Was Mac in some kind of trouble? 
 
    Was she? 
 
    The police officer flipped the notepad closed and met Mac's unflinching gaze with his own steady one. TR felt like she was watching two alpha dogs squaring off for top position and nearly laughed, choking it back at the last second with a strangled cough.  
 
    Did anyone else notice? Yes, Ryder must have because the corner of his mouth twitched in a quick grin. Maybe Mac had noticed, too, because his hand tightened around hers for the briefest second. 
 
    The police officer simply told them he'd be in touch and left. Then, before TR could ask what that had been about and why the other men were here, Mac turned to her with a stony expression that contradicted the burning fury in his eyes. 
 
    "They cleared you to go home. We're leaving." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    "You missed the exit." 
 
    "No, I didn't." 
 
    TR pointed out the window. "My apartment is that way." 
 
    "I'm not taking you to your apartment." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "No buts." 
 
    TR pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders then shifted in the seat to study Mac. His left arm rested against the door frame and his right hand clenched the steering wheel. A muscle jumped in his jaw as he focused his gaze straight ahead on the empty lanes of I-83 stretching in front of them. 
 
    TR clenched her own jaw against the chilled shiver that swept over her and briefly wondered if it was because she was still cold—it felt like she'd never be warm again—or if it had anything to do with Mac's eerie silence. He'd been quiet for the last hour, ever since he told her she had been cleared to leave. Not a pensive quiet, or a thoughtful quiet, or even a tired quiet. This silence was edgy, filled with a tension that filled the cab of the truck and made her want to curl up in a corner and disappear. Mac was angry and she didn't understand why, had no idea what had happened to cause the anger. 
 
    It was wearing on her nerves, creating an answering tension inside her that was both unexpected and unwelcome. 
 
    "If you're not taking me to my apartment, where are you taking me?" Impatience laced her voice, making the words come out sharper than she intended. Maybe that's what she should have done when they left the hospital thirty minutes ago because Mac finally looked over at her, surprise flashing in his eyes.  
 
    "I'm taking you back to my place." 
 
    Now it was her turn to be surprised. "Why?" 
 
    "Why? Because you nearly drowned, TR, that's why." 
 
    "What does that have to do with you taking me back to my apartment?" 
 
    Mac sighed, the heavy sound laced with impatience. "You could develop pneumonia. There could be other complications. Somebody needs to keep an eye on you for the next twenty-four hours. At least." 
 
    "So then take me back to my apartment and I can call my mom. She'll keep me company." 
 
    "No." 
 
    The finality of the word robbed her of speech. No? Was he actually refusing to take her home? She opened her mouth then immediately closed it again, not knowing what to say or how to respond. No? Seriously? 
 
    She glanced out the window, saw the exit for Belfast Road whizz by, and suddenly realized she had no idea where Mac lived. Not that it mattered because his place wasn't her place— 
 
    "But all my stuff is at my apartment. I need my stuff." So what if she sounded whiny? So what if her stuff didn't really matter in the grand scheme of things? The sudden change in Mac's attitude and the tension rolling off him were both throwing her for a loop, confusing her and making her latch onto the most insignificant issue because she had no idea what was going on and her mind was afraid to focus on the bigger issue of what had happened to her. 
 
    Mac apparently thought her point was as senseless as it sounded because he turned to her with one eyebrow raised in surprise. "What kind of stuff do you need that I don't have?" 
 
    There were so many ways she could answer that but settled on the most basic for starters. Basic she could handle—for now, at least. She waved a hand from her head to her knees, motioning to the borrowed set of oversized scrubs she had been given to wear under the two blankets wrapped around her.  
 
    "My clothes." She sniffed and wrinkled her nose against the stench of dried pond water. "My shampoo and conditioner. My moisturizer. My toothbrush and toothpaste—" 
 
    "I have sweats you can borrow." 
 
    She almost laughed—until the image of cuddling in Mac's clothes sent a flash of warmth rushing through her. She pushed the thought away. "They'd be too big. And I still need my shampoo and stuff." 
 
    "I have shampoo." 
 
    "You have guy shampoo. Not the same." She shook her head, interrupting him before he could argue. "And I need my laptop. And my notes. I have two stories that are due and—" 
 
    "Then you can make a list and I'll have one of the guys pick everything up for you." 
 
    The idea of 'one of the guys' going through her things filled her with mortification. Then, to add to it, tears formed and burned the backs of her eyes. She turned her head to the side and swallowed. "I don't want anyone to pick up anything. I want to go home. To my place." 
 
    Mac swore, the words too soft to really make out. A few quiet seconds went by before he reached over and wrapped his hand around hers and squeezed. But he didn't say anything as he kept driving north, further away from her apartment. 
 
    TR wanted to argue with him, wanted to tell him she didn't want to go home with him, that she didn't understand why he wouldn't take her home—to her home. But she was afraid she did understand, and what she thought she knew terrified her.  
 
    Just like he didn't think her car being broken into last week was random, Mac didn't think the accident last night had been an accident. He hadn't said as much—not to her, anyway. But she had overheard him speaking in low tones outside that tiny curtained cubicle in the hospital, heard the anger lacing his voice as he argued about something with Daryl.  
 
    And she could sense his thoughts, could feel his worry. How was that even possible? Up until a week or so ago, she hadn't even seen him in almost a year—and that last time had been when he turned down her advances and told her they could only be friends. 
 
    No, it didn't make sense that she could sense Mac's thoughts and worries but she couldn't worry about that right now, not when she was trying to figure out why he thought the accident hadn't been an accident. That's what made no sense. Did he really think it had something to do with the Senator and the story she was working on? The idea was laughable—or rather, it would be, if not for that unsettled feeling deep inside her. Or was she simply reacting to Mac's personal feelings about the Senator? 
 
    Mac didn't care for the man. There was obviously some kind of history there—and not good history, either. That much had been evident last night at the Senator's New Year's Eve Party—a party she still didn't understand why she'd been invited to. She didn't have any political connections, didn't move in political circles. She didn't even cover politics for the weekly regional paper where she worked. So why had she been invited? And how could that invitation and last night's accident even be connected? 
 
    She pushed the thoughts—and the irrational fear—away. She was too tired, too drained, to think clearly. There was too much information whirling through her mind and none of it made sense. She needed to distance herself from everything, let her subconscious puzzle it out while she slept. Then she could sit down and sort the pieces out, make notes and try to fit everything together. And she wanted to be at her own apartment, surrounded by her own things, when she did it. It didn't look like that was going to happen, not when Mac was determined to take her back to his place instead. 
 
    Should she say something? Dig in her heels and insist? Why, when it would be nothing more than wasted breath on her part? Mac wasn't going to budge, not from this—the rigid set of his shoulders telegraphed that loud and clear. It would be easier to just go along with him—for now. At least until after she had a chance to clean up and maybe get something to eat. 
 
    A large yawn came out of nowhere, surprising her as much as the sleepiness that weighed down her eyelids. She fought it for a few minutes then finally gave in, letting her lids drift shut. Not for long, just until they got to Mac's place... 
 
    A rush of cold air woke her and she jerked up, surprised to find herself in Mac's arms. She stiffened then slowly relaxed against him—his hard body, the furnace blast of heat emanating from him.  
 
    "I can walk." The words were nothing more than a sleepy whisper spoken against his chest, empty of any argument. Yes, she could walk—but she didn't want to. 
 
    "You're not wearing shoes." 
 
    TR blinked, tilted her head and focused on her feet and the thin terry-cloth hospital booties covering them. Unexpected and irrational disappointment filled her and she almost pushed against him, almost insisted that he put her down and let her walk. She didn't want him to carry her because he had to—she wanted him to carry her because he wanted to. 
 
    So much for being an independent woman. 
 
    But she was too tired to argue—with him and with herself. She simply rested her head against his shoulder, her gaze taking in the stone walkway, the mature oak trees, the full covered porch at the front of the old farmhouse. Then he was opening the door, carrying her over the threshold before moving to the side and pressing a code into an alarm panel. She waited for him to put her down—they were inside now, there was no reason she couldn't walk. Instead of putting her down, he continued through the entranceway and up the stairs to a large bedroom at the end of the hallway, not stopping until he entered the attached bathroom. Only then did he release her, gently lowering her to her feet. TR stumbled, caught herself at the last second and braced herself against the wall. 
 
    Mac studied her with a frown. "You okay?" 
 
    "Yeah. Fine." 
 
    He made a soft grunting sound then opened the glass door of the walk-in shower and turned on the water. "Stay here while I get you something to change into." 
 
    TR nodded, her astonished gaze already moving around the room. It was bigger than the bathroom in her apartment, spacious but not frilly. Of course it wouldn't be frilly, not for Mac. But it certainly wasn't the spartan basics she'd been expecting. The room was tiled in warm browns and creams, with bronze fixtures on the sink, toilet, and shower. She stepped closer to the shower and peeked in, swallowed back a sigh of pure envy when she saw the pebbled stone floor and the built-in bench.  
 
    "Still doing okay?" 
 
    TR jerked back in surprise, heat filling her face at being caught peeking. Mac stood just inside the door, a pile of clothes in his hand. "I think I have bathroom envy." 
 
    One corner of his mouth twitched in what might have been a smile. He stepped into the room and placed the clothes on the counter, then motioned around him. "Soap and shampoo and shit are in the shower. Towels are clean. There's a spare toothbrush in the top drawer over there." He pointed to the large vanity, his mouth twitching in another almost-smile. "Brand new, still in the package. I'll be downstairs if you need me." 
 
    If you need me. 
 
    TR wanted to tell him yes, she needed him. Wanted to ask him to stay. But he was gone, the bathroom door already pulled closed behind him. She stared at it for a few seconds then shook her head at her own foolishness. Yes, he had kissed her last night. If they had made it back to her place, they may have done more than kiss. At least, that had been her hope. 
 
    But that had been last night—a lifetime ago. And the Mac from last night—the one that had held her close and rocked her world with a single kiss—was gone. In his place was the silent and wary Mac who kept people—who kept her—at a distance. 
 
    TR blinked against the unwelcome burning in her eyes then quickly undressed, tossing the hospital scrubs and blankets in a corner before stepping into the large shower. Hot water cascaded over her, pounding into tight muscles and weary bone.  
 
    Warming her.  
 
    Rinsing away the stench of pond water. 
 
    Rinsing away the regret of what might have been. 
 
      
 
    # # 
 
      
 
    The arrogant fool! 
 
    The man's hand clenched around the phone, fury burning deep inside him. The emotion surprised him with its strength, which only angered him more. 
 
    He didn't feel emotion.  
 
    He didn't feel surprise. 
 
    But that fool had caused him to feel both and for that, he would pay. 
 
    The man carefully placed the phone on the cheap nightstand next to the sagging bed and turned his attention back to the secured laptop. His long fingers flew over the keyboard, each stroke short and precise. Did the client think he could be so easily fooled into thinking the accident was nothing more than coincidence? 
 
    The man was nobody's fool. 
 
    And he didn't believe in coincidences. 
 
    He studied the report but it told him nothing. It was preliminary only, presenting nothing but the most basic of facts. The accident had happened only hours ago and was still being investigated. He made note of the investigating officer's name then backed out of the system, silently smirking at the naivety of departments that convinced themselves of the security of their systems. Nothing was secure, not if one knew where to look. 
 
    And it was his job to know. 
 
    His phone rang again—a different phone this time. There was no need to glance at the screen, not when the call had been expected. Not when he knew who it was. 
 
    He answered it with a quiet, "Yes" then waited, knowing he wouldn't have to wait long. 
 
    A distant voice, devoid of any emotion except superiority, came over the line. "The situation has escalated. What information do you have?" 
 
    "The client assures me it was nothing more than a coincidence." 
 
    A pause, filled with disbelief. "And you believe him?"  
 
    "I don't believe in coincidences." 
 
    "How fast do you think he's deteriorating?" 
 
    The man thought before answering. He was playing a dangerous game, precariously balancing between two worlds, manipulating the players into positions that would be most advantageous to him.  
 
    It was his favorite kind of game. 
 
    "There is no reason to believe the client is getting worse at this moment." 
 
    "And you're sure of that?" 
 
    The man's hand clenched around the phone. How dare he be questioned like that! He kept his voice quiet, neutral. "Yes." He hesitated, his eyes narrowing the slightest bit. "If you are worried, I can act now. Eliminate—" 
 
    "No, not yet. We still have time."  
 
    "Yes. Of course." 
 
    "Keep me posted. Contact me immediately if there are any changes." 
 
    "Of course." The man disconnected the second call and placed that phone on the scratched table next to the laptop. The insinuation that he could possibly fail to do his job should anger him but it didn't. Contempt kept the anger in check. Kept him calm and focused. Neither his client nor his patron truly appreciated his talents—or the danger he presented. Neither of them could ever be a worthy opponent. But they would both learn.  
 
    In time. 
 
    His fingers flew across the keyboard once more, accessing another secure system. He saw the file he wanted and opened it, unperturbed by the lack of anything but the most basic of information. This system—and the files he wanted to see—would take longer to access. 
 
    The man didn't mind. The simple lack of information told him enough. And he had time— 
 
    For now. 
 
    He stared at the name at the top of the file, something almost like a smile pulling at his lips.  
 
    Gordon MacGregor. 
 
    Now here was a worthy opponent. Someone who could challenge his skill and talent. Someone who's own power would strengthen his own. 
 
    The man sat back in the cheap chair and studied the grainy picture that accompanied the file, once again feeling that foreign tug pulling at his mouth.  
 
    Let the games begin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    "You need to fucking stop and think about what the fuck you're saying." Daryl's voice was a low hiss, mingling with the sound of the crackling fire burning in the fireplace. There was just as much heat in the words, maybe more. Was he trying to get a rise out of Mac? Trying to force a reaction from him? 
 
    Tough shit if he was because it wasn't fucking working. Mac was already pissed off. More than pissed off. He was ready to go ballistic and rain hell down on everyone around him. 
 
    He was ready to commit murder. 
 
    The only thing stopping him was the woman upstairs in his bed. TR needed him here—at least for now. Until he was certain she was fine.  
 
    After that, all bets were off. 
 
    He tightened his fist, ground his back teeth together. Other than that, he didn't move. Didn't blink. Didn't breathe. He just waited, his hard gaze never leaving Daryl's, silently daring him to say more than he already had. 
 
    They were in one of the back rooms of the old house, a larger one that he'd renovated and turned into an office. Not just him and Daryl—Boomer was here, too, as well as Reigs and Wolf. He still didn't know how the fuck the sanctity of his house had been breached and turned into grand-fucking-central station for this impromptu meeting. Daryl, he had expected. Maybe. But everyone else? 
 
    Fuck, no. 
 
    Daryl ran a hand over his face, muffling the heavy sigh that fell from his lips. He shook his head, looked at Mac one final time, then swore. "Fuck. You're not even listening, are you?" 
 
    "I'm listening." 
 
    "Yeah, but are you fucking hearing what I'm saying? You can't go around making accusations like that. Not without some really hard evidence." 
 
    "Then I'll get it." 
 
    Daryl slammed one fist against the rough mantlepiece. "How the fuck are you going to do that? There is no evidence. Are you going to march into his office and force him to confess?" 
 
    A slow smile crossed Mac's face. "If I have to." 
 
    "Bullshit. You have nothing to go on—" 
 
    "I have my gut. And my gut is telling me I'm right." 
 
    "Your gut. You know as well as I do that your gut isn't proof." 
 
    "Maybe not." Mac raised one hand and absently ran the tips of his fingers over the scars lining the lower half of his face. He dropped his hand and smiled that cold smile once more. "But we know what happened the last time I ignored my gut." 
 
    Silence greeted his words, as he knew it would. Daryl had been there that night. Jonathan Reigler hadn't been far behind. They both knew he'd had a bad feeling about that mission, knew he'd been sure something was off. And it had been—terribly, mortally off. The explosions still haunted him. The rock and sway of the Humvee as it hit the IED. The staccato burst of gunfire coming from both sides as their line was ambushed. The screams, cut brutally short. The heat of the baking desert and the stench of blood and death. 
 
    The dying whimper of PFC Sterling as he thrashed in Mac's arms, his tactical vest shredded like a dog's toy, the ceramic plates inside that should have protected him shattered. The sight of the kid's belly torn open, his eviscerated guts pulsing beneath the lights of flickering flames. The horror of being helpless. The hopelessness of knowing that, even if he'd been able to, there was nothing he could do for the kid. The gut-wrenching certainty that Mac was responsible—for the ambush, for the screams, for the deaths. 
 
    The kid had just turned nineteen. Nineteen-fucking-years-old with his entire life in front of him—a life cut short because Mac hadn't listened to his gut. 
 
    Because some fuckhead in DC wanted to line his fucking pockets at the cost of every nameless, faceless soldier serving in hell. 
 
    Boomer and Wolf—Ryder Hess and Sebastian Wood, two of the men who now worked with them at Cover Six Security—hadn't been there that night. Hell, Mac hadn't even known them back then. But they knew bits of the story. Had probably lived a similar version during their own stints in hell. 
 
    And they sure as hell saw the evidence on Mac's scarred face every damn day. 
 
    Reigs shifted in the leather chair—the son-of-a-bitch had plopped down behind Mac's desk like he owned the fucking place—his gaze bouncing between Daryl and Mac. He folded his hands behind his head and leaned back, silently studying Mac for a long second before speaking. 
 
    "You sure you're looking at this with a clear head?" 
 
    "What the fuck is that supposed to mean?" 
 
    Reigs shrugged. "It means you and the Senator have an ugly history. You sure that isn't clouding your judgment?" 
 
    "The son-of-a-bitch was guilty as sin. Everyone knows it." 
 
    "There was no proof—" 
 
    "The hell there wasn't. There was plenty of proof. Everyone just ignored it." 
 
    Jonathan narrowed his eyes, kept his gaze focused on Mac as he spoke, each word clipped and precise. "There. Was. No. Proof." 
 
    "Because they chose to bury it during the hearings." Mac's voice hummed with the pent-up fury he still retained from three years ago. "He was taking kickbacks from the contractor to favor their high bid when he damn well knew there were issues with the equipment. When he knew it was faulty and could cost men their lives. They all knew. Every damn one of them." 
 
    And the son-of-a-bitch had gotten away with it. The hearing had been nothing more than a token attempt at appearances six months after the ambush. Less than two days of testimony and nothing more than circumstantial evidence that was dismissed as being inconclusive. The entire thing had barely made a blip in the media, quickly buried beneath the sex scandals of several high-profile aides on the Hill. Mac still wondered about the convenient timing, still wondered how much those aides had been paid for the timely distraction. He never said that out loud, though, knowing he'd be accused of seeing conspiracies in the smallest things. 
 
    And maybe he was. Maybe he'd been so jaded and burnt by his experiences that everything was a conspiracy to him. 
 
    The day of Mac's testimony had marked the beginning of the end of his career with the military. He had known there was a possibility of that happening going in but he didn't care, had convinced himself he was simply being paranoid. Had convinced himself that justice would win, that the justice meted out for the men who died that night—and the men before and after them—would make it all worth it. Only there had been no justice for the men who had lost their lives—and no repercussions for the Senator he had come to hate. 
 
    Ugly history? 
 
    No, it was more than just ugly history. A lot more. That didn't mean the past was clouding his judgment now. 
 
    He opened his mouth, ready to argue with Reigs, but Daryl interrupted him. 
 
    "That's not what Jon means and you know it. We know there was proof but it got buried. The point is, nothing sticks to the man, no matter how much proof you have." He stepped away from the fireplace, closed the distance between them until he was a foot away from Mac. His deep-set eyes burned beneath lowered brows. "And if you go off half-cocked on this, he's going to bury you. He's going to make it look like it's nothing more than you trying to get back at him for what happened three years ago. And if that happens, you can kiss any chance at justice goodbye. Is that what you want?" 
 
    Mac wanted to argue—the words boiled deep inside him, mixing with the rage and fury over the possibility that, once again, the Senator would get away with it. He buried the words, buried the arguments, because Daryl was right. Without solid proof, irrefutable proof, nothing would happen. And right now, the only proof Mac had was his gut. 
 
    He ran a hand over his face, heard the bristle of day-old whiskers scratching against his callused palm. It went against everything he stood for, everything he believed in, but he slowly shook his head. "You know it's not. That doesn't mean I'm giving up—" 
 
    "I don't expect you to. And I'm not asking you to." Daryl clapped him on the shoulder. "We just need to come up with a plan." 
 
    "Where do we start?" The question came from Boomer, who had been standing quietly in the corner until now.  
 
    Daryl stepped back, his gaze sweeping across the room, pausing on each man before landing on Mac. "We start by talking to TR and finding out what she knows." 
 
    A protective wave swept over Mac, surprising him with its fierceness. His hands curled into fists at the idea of these men surrounding TR. Intimidating her. Questioning her. As soon as the thought came, he pushed it away. These men were his brothers—they weren't going to surround TR or interrogate her. Daryl was right—they needed to talk to her, find out what was going on. They needed every detail, no matter how small and insignificant it might be.  
 
    But he still hesitated, wanting to shield her for as long as possible. To protect her. The last fourteen hours had been pure hell on his nerves—he knew it had been worse for TR. He wanted to let her sleep, just a little longer. Wanted to let her stay lost in warm dreams before waking her and dragging her into cold reality. 
 
    "She's still sleeping." 
 
    Daryl moved over to the leather sofa and sat down next to Wolf. "Then we wait." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    TR lay in bed, her eyes closed, the covers pulled up to her chin. She still wasn't warm, although she thought maybe that was more psychological than physical. Heat brushed across her face from the vent above the bed and the weight of the covers alone should be enough to keep her warm. The blanket was fleece and the comforter was down-filled, both more than sufficient to melt even the iciest glacier. 
 
    But she still felt chilled, thought she might never truly feel warm again, even if she dove head-first into a firepit. 
 
    It wasn't the chill that had awakened her, though. It wasn't even the light streaming in from the hallway, which was nothing more than a pale glow, weak and filtered through the narrow gap in door. The door was mostly closed, cracked open maybe an inch or two, just enough to let that hallway light in. And there was no light peeking through the heavy curtains that were pulled closed in front of the window by the bed. 
 
    No, it wasn't the chill or the light that caused her to stir to consciousness. It was the smell of food, something warm with a hint of spice that teased her nose and made her stomach rumble with hunger. 
 
    How could she be hungry, after everything that had happened? Last night was a nightmare, the images haunting her mind in flashes. Taunting her. Toying with her. Not all at once—it would be easier to deal with if that was the case. If the memories—the images—came at her all at once, she could just face everything head-on, confront it and be done with it. 
 
    Maybe she should do that now. Just focus on what happened, let the images play out in one long movie instead of those nightmarish flashes.  
 
    She squeezed her eyes tighter and forced the night to replay in her mind. Driving along the dark road. 
 
    Thinking of the hours ahead. 
 
    Wondering if Mac would accept her invitation to come inside when they got to her apartment, or if he'd play the gentleman he was and say no. 
 
    The curve in the road that circled the pond, the bumpy asphalt just a little slick from the icy pellets falling from the night sky. She wasn't worried—she drove this back road frequently as a shortcut, knew the twists and turns, knew the hills and valleys and which spots iced up faster than the others. She wasn't driving fast at all, still getting used to the rental car. She wasn't worried— 
 
    Headlights, appearing from nowhere, surprising her. Blinding her. 
 
    The impact of her car being hit from the side, a frightening moment of helplessness as it raced toward the pond. 
 
    Then...nothing but blackness. An odd sensation of floating. Of not existing. 
 
    And then— 
 
    TR's eyes snapped open as the breath hitched in her chest, freezing her lungs. She curled her hands around the edges of the down comforter, stared at the shadowed ceiling and forced herself to count to ten. To breathe in and out, slow, deep breaths until her heart no longer felt like it was going to explode in her chest. 
 
    She closed her eyes on a frustrated sigh, suddenly irritated with her reaction. It was stupid, this feeling of panic that overwhelmed her whenever she tried to remember. She knew what happened, every painful second of it. At least, most of it. So why did she panic every time she tried to replay it in her mind? 
 
    It made no sense. Worse, it made her feel weak. Helpless.  
 
    Her stomach rumbled again, the sound finally distracting her. How long had it been since she last ate? Hours, at least. Not since the hors d'oeuvres at last night's party. Mac had brought up some oatmeal when she got out of the shower but she hadn't been hungry then, hadn't been able to bear the thought of putting food in her mouth. She'd been too tired, too drained. Too...too numb to do anything but fall face-first onto the bed. 
 
    She looked over at the nightstand, empty except for a bottle of water and a small clock. It was one of those old-fashioned clocks, with a big round face and numbers that glowed a pale green. It had two bells at the top, with a small hammer between them that would make an ear-piercing noise when it released and hit each bell, back-and-forth, back-and-forth, until you threw it across the room or beat it into submission with a sledge hammer. It was the kind of clock you had to wind-up. Or maybe this one worked on batteries. Either way, the clock must be broken because the time couldn't be right. 
 
    7:18 
 
    She leaned closer, blinking to clear her eyes, just in case. The second-hand was moving, marking the passing of time with each tiny jump. If she listened, she could even hear it, the faint tick-tick-tick of each passing second. 
 
    The second hand swept past the large twelve, causing the minute hand to jump. 
 
    Click. 
 
    7:19 
 
    Her stomach rumbled again, a little louder this time, more insistent. TR muttered under her breath then threw the covers back, sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed. 
 
    Was it really that late? Had she really slept that long? Maybe. She couldn't be sure, because she didn't remember what time she'd left the hospital. Didn't know what time they got here to Mac's or how long she'd been in the shower. For all she knew, she'd only been asleep for an hour. 
 
    Or maybe the clock was wrong and it wasn't that late. 
 
    Maybe she was wrong and it was really that early. 
 
    She glanced at her wrist, already knowing her watch was gone but still sighing in frustration when she saw nothing but bare skin where her watch had been. She couldn't even look at her phone for the right time, because that had been in her tiny purse and who knew where that had ended up. 
 
    She glanced around the room, searching for another clock, but there was none. The room, while not exactly spartan, held nothing but the basics. Dresser and mirror. Two nightstands. A chair tucked into the corner. The large bed she was currently sitting on. 
 
    The old plank floor looked like it had been recently refinished. There were several small area rugs in deep reds and greens but they were the only real decoration. Every surface was neat and clean, empty of clutter, so unlike her own dresser and nightstand, which held a variety of things ranging from her e-reader to ponytail holders to lip balm to little trinkets she had picked up here and there, as well as the occasional article of clothing that missed the hamper. 
 
    TR glanced at the chair in the corner. Nope, not a single piece of clothing hung from the back or rested on the floor underneath. 
 
    Mac must have thought she was a total slob the last time he'd been to her place. 
 
    She pushed the thought away, recognizing it for what it was: avoidance. It was a skill she had a feeling she'd become better at over the next few days, until she was able to come to grips with what happened. 
 
    Better to focus on what she could handle, instead of what she couldn't control.  
 
    With that thought in mind, she finally stood and made her way out of the room, following the warm, spicy aroma that made her stomach rumble with hunger. The oversized sweatpants sagged to her hips and she yanked them back up, twisting the waistband in her hand to keep them in place. Even the socks Mac had given her were too big, the excess material bunched around her toes. She took extra care with each step, not wanting to trip and fall. The last thing she needed was to break an arm or leg. 
 
    There were four more doors off the wide hallway upstairs. Curiosity sparked inside her and she almost gave into it, wanting to peek around. Were they all bedrooms? Maybe one was another bathroom. 
 
    And why did a single man like Mac need such a big house? 
 
    TR ruthlessly pushed the curiosity—and the twinge of jealousy—away. There was no other woman in Mac's life—he wasn't the kind of man to play games, of that she was a hundred percent certain. Although thinking in terms of "another woman" was pushing things, implying that she and Mac were together when they weren't.  
 
    One kiss. That was all they had shared. One kiss, nothing more. 
 
    And could she possibly do anything else to avoid thinking of what happened after that kiss? Because she knew—as sure as she knew Mac would never play around—that he was going to have questions. That as soon as she went downstairs, she'd be forced to remember everything that happened last night. Not just remember it, but recount it in detail. 
 
    And she wasn't looking forward to it, not when she knew Mac didn't think the accident was really an accident. 
 
    Fine. Let him ask his questions. She would answer. Maybe that would help her get over the irrational panic that simply thinking about it caused. Just rip the proverbial bandage off and let it go. 
 
    Yeah, sure. She could hope. 
 
    But first she wanted to eat. Surely Mac would let her do that much. Why else would he be cooking? 
 
    Probably because he's hungry. 
 
    TR frowned at the little voice, promptly told it to shut up, then made her way down the stairs. Carefully, holding onto the railing with one hand and the oversized sweatpants with the other so she wouldn't slip and slide down on her ass. 
 
    The downstairs was quiet, the kind of quiet that came from being empty. Would Mac have left her here by herself, without even telling her he was going somewhere? She didn't think so. And she didn't remember him coming into the room. Then again, with what he did, maybe he didn't have time to tell her. Maybe he just left a note before running off to save the world. 
 
    Not that she really knew what he did, not exactly. Dash around the world and save people from the bad guys? Yeah, something like that. She thought. Maybe. 
 
    No, he hadn't left—she could hear voices coming from the back of the house, from the same direction as that spicy aroma. It was probably the television, or maybe a radio. That made sense, because she didn't think he had company. 
 
    She resisted the urge to peek around the sprawling downstairs—she could ask Mac for a tour later—and made her way down a central hallway behind the stairs. The voices were a little louder, still muted enough that she couldn't make out words. Probably definitely a television, the volume turned down low so it was nothing more than background noise. She did the same thing sometimes, when the quiet was just too loud and she couldn't focus, when she needed that noise humming in the background. 
 
    She readjusted her grip on the waistband of the sweatpants, pulling them back up to her waist, then pushed open the door. 
 
    "I hope you saved me some because I think I'm starving—" She skidded to a stop, her feet nearly sliding out from under her as a tsunami of testosterone battered her. Five heads swiveled in her direction. Five sets of eyes stared at her, their reaction ranging from...well, she didn't know, because she couldn't read any of their reactions. Not even Mac's. 
 
    Her first instinct was to turn and run. That's what any sane woman would do when confronted by the sheer masculinity facing her. Her second instinct—who was she kidding? There was no second instinct. And she couldn't act on the first because she was frozen in place, unable to move, even when one of the men spoke. 
 
    "Looks like Sleeping Beauty decided to join us." 
 
    A second man leaned back against the large table in the center of the room, his head tilted to the side. Light reflected off his thick blonde hair, giving him a regal air that belied the danger TR felt simmering just below the surface. 
 
    "Nah, not yet. Sleeping Beauty needs a kiss from the prince before she wakes up." 
 
    Mac was suddenly standing beside her, his hand hovering near her shoulder, not quite touching her. A scowl wreathed his face as he stared down at the man who had just spoken.  
 
    "I will snap your fucking neck if you even think about it." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    A bowl of chili sat near her elbow, only half-eaten. The chili—and the cornbread that had accompanied it—was delicious, with just the right amount of heat that lingered on the back of her tongue. 
 
    It wasn't the taste of the chili that stopped TR from eating. It wasn't even because she was full—she could probably finish that bowl and a second one on top of it with no problem. At least, she could have if not for the five men staring at her. 
 
    There was something about being watched as you were trying to eat that killed your appetite, no matter how good the food was. Add to that the fact that the five men watching her could be a walking advertisement for Heroes-R-Us and yeah, no. No way could she finish eating, not without worrying about dribbling chili all down the front of her shirt. 
 
    The front of Mac's shirt. 
 
    She reached for her glass of milk and took a small sip, trying to remember the last time she'd had milk. Did cream in her coffee count? Probably not. And who would have ever figured Mac for a milk-drinker? Then again, with his size, maybe he drank a gallon a day. Maybe that's why he was so big— 
 
    And yeah, she was falling head-first into that whole avoidance thing again. Not that thinking about Mac was a hardship—which was just one reason to stop doing it. Thinking about Mac would lead her to think of last night. Of that soul-searing kiss, and the one after that and the one after that...then what might have come later. What might have happened if they had made it back to her apartment—if not for the accident.  
 
    With everything else going on, it shouldn't surprise her that she was leaping into the whole avoidance thing. And it wasn't just everything that had already happened, it was her present company as well. The poster boys from Heroes-R-Us. Glancing around the table, could anyone blame her? It was hard not to fall into self-preservation mode with the five men surrounding her. 
 
    It should have helped that she knew four of them. At least, she'd met them before. Mac, of course. And Daryl.  
 
    Ryder Hess, although they kept calling him Boomer. He was the one Mac had sent to babysit her when her car had been vandalized at the train station. 
 
    Right after her meeting with the Senator, the meeting that had left her confused and wary. The same meeting that had caused the hair on her arms to stand up, for reasons she still didn't understand. 
 
    Jonathan Reigler, who happened to be married to Samantha Reigler, a hockey player for the Chesapeake Blades. It was Sammie's story that had led her to meeting Mac. And it was their wedding—Jonathan and Sammie's—that she had attended with Mac, almost a year ago.  
 
    The same night she had propositioned him only to have him turn her down and tell her they could only be friends. That was the last night she'd seen Mac, up until two weeks ago when she had walked into the offices of Cover Six Security, looking for him. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at Jonathan and briefly considered dumping the rest of her milk over his head. Maybe she was doing nothing more than projecting her own frustration but surely, he deserved something for...for what? For somehow being connected to Mac?  
 
    No, it wasn't his fault that she'd made a fool of herself at his wedding. That didn't mean she couldn't briefly fantasize about a little payback, even if it wasn't deserved. Not that she'd get far, even if she wanted to. There was something about the way he was watching her, with one eyebrow cocked in her direction and the briefest hint of a smile on his face that told her he somehow knew exactly what she was thinking. 
 
    The fifth man—the one with the thick blonde hair and startling green eyes that had jokingly teased about kissing Sleeping Beauty—was the unknown entity. Because of that, she was a little wary of him, more so than the others. Or maybe it was because of the tension hidden just below that calm exterior, the threat of danger she sensed beneath his cover-model good looks. What was his name? 
 
    She frowned, recalling the hasty introductions. Something odd, unusual, a little old-fashioned. It had briefly reminded her of a favorite book she had read when she was younger— 
 
    Sebastian. That was it. Sebastian Wolf. No—Wolf was his nickname, not his last name. His last name was close, though...Wood. Sebastian Wood. She could see how he got his nickname though, with the way he sat back and watched, studied, sized up his prey— 
 
    TR rolled her eyes and muttered a silent oath. More avoidance? Or nothing more than an overactive imagination? Probably a combination of both. 
 
    "Are you sure you don't want more to eat?" Mac's gravelly voice cut through her thoughts, snapping her back to the here-and-now. She glanced up, surprised to see him hovering beside her, his mouth turned down in a scowl as he stared at the half-empty bowl of chili. 
 
    "No, thank you." 
 
    He frowned at her then took the bowl away and carried it over to the double sink. She expected him to just leave it there, or maybe dump it in the dishwasher then come back to join the interrogation she sensed was coming. He did neither. Instead, he carefully washed it and rinsed it, then placed it on the small rack to dry. 
 
    Sebastian—Wolf—nudged her elbow and offered a bright smile. "Mac's a bit of a neat freak."  
 
    TR slid just the tiniest bit away from him then looked around the room and nodded. Yes, she could see that—had noticed it even with the lack of clutter in his room. The kitchen was just as neat, despite its rustic feel. It took up nearly the entire width of the house, with worn plank floors polished to a soft glow and exposed natural wood beams overhead. The exterior wall was fashioned of brick—and looked to be original to the house instead of some fabricated design meant to look old. The cabinets looked as if they had recently been restored but the appliances were relatively new. The center island was a butcher block table, large and heavy and probably fifty-years-old, at least. Copper pots hung from a rack suspended from the ceiling. Shiny, but worn enough to testify to the fact that they were more than simple decoration.   
 
    A large trestle table with a long bench on either side filled the other half of the spacious room. A few placemats sat on the table, along with five glasses filled with different drinks. Other than that, the table was empty. No basket of trinkets, no vase of flowers—not that she thought Mac was a flowers kind of guy—no decoration of any kind. 
 
    Neat. Tidy. Homey-feeling despite the lack of knick-knacks. 
 
    TR nodded again. "I can see that." 
 
    Mac dried his hands on a kitchen towel, folded it and placed it on the granite counter, then returned to the large table and sat down across from her. "Nothing wrong with being a neat-freak. Control the chaos before it controls you." 
 
    "Then I guess you were doing your best not to hyperventilate when you were at my apartment the other night, huh?"  
 
    The silence in the room changed as soon as she said the words. Heat filled her face and she shook her head, ready to tell the four men staring at her that it wasn't like what they were thinking. Mac spoke first, covering her stammering efforts. 
 
    "I wasn't there to grade your housekeeping skills. I told you, I was just checking to make sure everything was safe." 
 
    "And it was. Nothing more dangerous than those killer dust bunnies hiding under the—" She stopped, swallowed, forced a smile to her face and quickly chose another word besides bed. "—the sofa." Yes, he had been in her bedroom, but not like that. Would the other men think otherwise? She started to look around, to see if they were studying her or if it was just her imagination, when Mac spoke up. 
 
    "Never underestimate the lethal ferocity of a dust bunny." 
 
    Mac deadpanned the words, his voice totally flat and monotone. TR's eyes widened a second before she started laughing, only to choke it back seconds later because nobody else was. In fact, the other four men looked like they were in shock as they sent curious gazes first in her direction, then in Mac's.  
 
    She wanted to ask what was wrong—surely they had heard Mac joke before—but stopped herself before saying anything. At least, anything about that. 
 
    "Speaking of dust bunnies—when can I go home?" 
 
    The air in the room shifted, became a little heavier. A little thicker. A little more tension-filled. Or maybe that was just another figment of her overworked imagination, brought on by the odd look Mac and Daryl exchanged. And it wasn't just the two of them—Jon and Ryder both shifted on the bench, suddenly preoccupied with studying the grain of the wooden table. Even Wolf...Wood...whatever his name was...looked away. 
 
    TR ran her gaze over all five men, finally stopping at Mac. He sat across from her, his mouth tight, his jaw clenched. He looked directly at her, his eyes deeply intense. Foreboding.  
 
    Forbidding. 
 
    TR clenched her own jaw and sat up a little straighter. "Don't tell me I can't go home. I feel fine. No ill effects at all." 
 
    "You nearly drowned." 
 
    "Nearly. I'm still alive." She waved both hands around her head, wondering if she looked as crazy as she suddenly felt, talking about nearly dying like it was no big deal. Like feeling the cold water wash over her and steal her breath away was an everyday thing. "See? Perfectly fine. There's no reason I can't go home." 
 
    "There could still be complications." 
 
    "No." TR shook her head, silently swore when her eyes started burning. She blinked several times, knowing it wouldn't help hide anything because Mac was still watching her, noticing everything. "No complications. I'm fine. You said I could go home." 
 
    "TR—" 
 
    "No. I want to go home. I need my things. My clothes. My shampoo. My laptop. My files—" 
 
    "There's a bag for you in the other room." Jonathan interrupted her, his voice a little rushed, as if he couldn't get the words out fast enough. Afraid she'd totally break down and really start crying? Maybe. He looked over at her, shrugged, then just as quickly looked away as a faint blush filled his face. "I didn't go through your things, Sammie did. I mean, she didn't go through them, she just picked out what she thought you might want and need—" 
 
    "I knew what you meant."  
 
    "Your laptop is in there, too. I grabbed that." 
 
    TR didn't say anything, not even a simple thank you. She couldn't, not when she was too busy trying to control her emotions. 
 
    Anger. Impatience. Disbelief. And, under it all, fear. Fear that she was missing something. Fear that she was standing just outside a door leading to the unknown, ready to be pushed through it— 
 
    Certain that once that happened, nothing would ever be the same again. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around her to ward off the sudden chill and turned back to Mac, not bothering to hide the pleading in her voice. "You said I could go home." 
 
    It wasn't Mac who answered—it was Daryl. And there was no mistaking the edge in his voice, the power and command. 
 
    "Not yet. Not until we're sure you're safe." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Mac stood off to the side, his arms folded across his chest as he leaned against the butcher block table. Daryl sat across from TR, his gaze focused on her with laser intensity. Reigs and Boomer sat at the end of one bench, Wolf at the other. Nobody said anything—nobody but Daryl, as he threw one question after another at TR. 
 
    How long had they been sitting like that? How long had this interrogation been going on? Because that's exactly what it was: an interrogation. There was no shouting, no threat of violence, nothing like that, just one question after another. Sometimes the same question, phrased differently, meant to gather as much information as possible. 
 
    If they had been anywhere else—if it had been anyone else besides TR—the questions would have been phrased in ways to trip her up, to poke and prod until cracks appeared, until inconsistencies made themselves known. That wasn't what Daryl was trying to do, though. 
 
    That didn't mean Mac felt any better about it. 
 
    He glanced at his watch, frowned and tapped it with the blunt tip of one finger, certain it had stopped. No, the second hand continued with its smooth sweep, the minute and hour hands marching around the face as they should.  
 
    Not quite ninety minutes, but it felt like days. 
 
    TR seemed to be holding steady. Her face was a little pale and her shoulders were hunched under the blanket Mac had brought in from the den earlier because she had been shivering. He wasn't even sure she noticed when he draped it around her shoulders because she hadn't looked at him, hadn't moved except to fist her hands around the edges of the fleece throw and pull it tighter. 
 
    He fisted his own hands around his arms, the move the only outward sign of his frustration. TR needed to be upstairs, in bed, curled under the heavy covers and sound asleep. She was still recovering from her near-drowning, she needed rest and quiet. She was tired—he could see the exhaustion in the pinched lines of her mouth, in the shadows under those clear pale blue eyes that always caught him off-guard with the way they lit up and danced whenever she smiled or laughed. 
 
    She wasn't smiling now. Her brows were pulled low over her eyes, her mouth pursed in a frown as she considered Daryl's last question. She finally shook her head then reached up and impatiently brushed at the thick, black hair that had fallen across her cheek. 
 
    "I'm not sure. It just..." Her voice trailed off and she shifted on the bench, tossing a quick glance in his direction before turning back to Daryl with a shrug. "It just seemed like the smart thing to do." 
 
    What the hell? Mac frowned, wondering what he had missed. What had Daryl asked her? He pushed away from the island only to stop at the brief shake of Daryl's head. 
 
    "You asked Mac to take you to the party because of a gut feeling." Daryl phrased it as a comment, not a question, but TR still nodded. 
 
    "Yeah. I guess." 
 
    Mac stiffened, opened his mouth then closed it again. There was more to her reason than what she had just told Daryl but he couldn't speak up. Not yet. Not until he gave her a chance to elaborate and explain exactly what she had been thinking. 
 
    Silence filled the room, tense with anticipation. Could TR feel it? Did she know that every single one of them knew there was something more to her answer? Not because Mac had told them but because of the way she fidgeted on the bench. Because of the way her hands twisted around the edges of the throw and the way her gaze dropped to the table. 
 
    She finally sighed and looked back at him once more before facing Daryl again. "I—I thought Mac could keep an eye out so I could look around the Senator's house. See if I could find...I don't know. Something." 
 
    Daryl blinked, the only sign of surprise to cross his face. Wolf choked back a laugh, the sound ending sharply when Boomer kicked him under the table. Even Reigs hastily turned his head to the side and covered his mouth with one hand, no doubt to hide a quick smile. 
 
    "You were going to snoop around a senator's house?" Surprise laced Daryl's voice but Mac doubted if TR noticed it—just like she didn't notice the odd noises and subtle shifting from the other men in the room. 
 
    "I—well...not really snoop. Just, you know, look around." 
 
    "A senator's house." 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "While Mac kept an eye out." 
 
    "Um, yeah." 
 
    "And you didn't think anyone would notice?" 
 
    "I wasn't—" TR stopped, cleared her throat, tossed another glance at Mac over her shoulder. "I guess I didn't think it through all the way. Until Mac pointed out what a stupid idea it was." 
 
    "That's not exactly what I said." No, he hadn't said that at all, not even close. He'd been angry, had accused her of using him as a distraction. What had he said to her? 
 
    Have the scarred monster scare everyone so they wouldn't notice you slinking around where you don't belong. 
 
    Ugly words that exposed his own fucked-up fears and insecurities and hit too close to home, even if he had been the one to say them. Except TR had knocked him off-balance with her response. With the way she had raised her hand and traced the network of scars covering his lower face, telling him she didn't care about the scars, that she never had. 
 
    Then she had lowered her hand, dragged it down the crisp edges of his shirt until her palm rested in the middle of his chest, right above his heart. Her beautiful pale blue eyes never left his, her gaze intense and powerful, hiding nothing when she spoke. 
 
    This is what I care about. 
 
    Mac shifted, lowered his gaze to the floor and wondered if everyone could see his sudden discomfort. Christ, it had only been twenty-four hours since she'd said that. Twenty-four fucking hours and so much had happened since then—none of it even close to what he had expected. 
 
    Daryl's voice cut through the amused tension. "Whatever the reason, be glad you didn't. We'd be having this conversation somewhere else if you had." 
 
    Boomer braced his elbows on the table and leaned closer. "What were you hoping to find? If you had snooped around, I mean." 
 
    "I'm not sure. Something to explain why the Senator had acted so weird. Something—" 
 
    "What do you mean, acting weird?" 
 
    TR tossed another glance at Mac, this one so full of helplessness that he finally moved from his perch and straddled the bench next to her. He started to reach for then stopped. "Tell them what you told me." 
 
    TR took a deep breath and slowly released it, as if preparing herself for battle. "Just...weird. I had a meeting with him, the night my car was broken into. I almost left because his assistant kept making excuses for him, saying he was running late or that something else came up. When he finally showed up, he was so late that I figured I'd only have ten minutes at the most to interview him." 
 
    "And you thought that was weird?" 
 
    TR looked over at Wolf, her brows pulled low as she shook her head. "No. Not really. What was weird was the way he was acting. Like he was confused. Disoriented. He kept repeating himself and half of what he said didn't even make sense." She paused, lowered her gaze to the empty cup of coffee in front of her. "I got the feeling that he wasn't even sure who I was or what I was doing there." 
 
    Mac looked at Daryl, saw the same bewildered expression on his face that he saw on Jon's and Boomer's and Wolf's. Hell, maybe it was even on his own face. None of what TR was saying amounted to anything suspicious. Odd, yes—especially for the Senator. But suspicious? No. 
 
    And it sure as hell didn't explain why someone would try to kill her.  
 
    Had Mac overreacted? Had he allowed his own hatred for the Senator to cloud his judgment? 
 
    No. His instinct was still sounding alarms in his head, loud and clear. Something was going on—they just needed to find out what. 
 
    He exchanged a silent glance with Daryl then leaned forward and gently rubbed TR's back. Nothing more than a quick touch, meant to reassure her. He hadn't expected her to lean toward him, hadn't expected to see her lashes sweep across her pale skin as her eyes fluttered closed. 
 
    He dropped his hand, told himself he only imagined the flash of disappointment that crossed her face when he stopped touching her. 
 
    "Why don't you back up and start from the beginning? Tell us more about this story you were working on." 
 
    TR sighed, the loud sound filled with frustration and impatience. Her head tilted back, her gaze focused on one of the rough beams overhead. Her voice, when she spoke, was flat. Emotionless. Like she was reciting something by heart with the same enthusiasm of a sixteen-year-old repeating dry poetry. 
 
    "I was told to look into any possible historical significance attached to the tract of land that's going to be used for that facility outside of Frederick." 
 
    "The defense complex." 
 
    TR's gaze snapped to Wolf's, her frustration evident. "Yes. I already said that. Twice." 
 
    Wolf held both hands up, palm out, in silent apology then motioned for her to continue. 
 
    "The purchase went through so fast that nobody had time to do a study on it. Any kind of study, not even an environmental one. My editor thought it might make an interesting story—you know, typical bureaucracy once again obliterating a historical site. Government breaking the rules they set up for everyone else. Something like that. He was thinking a few column inches at the most. Not a big deal." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "And the Senator is—was—the driving force behind it. Everything was a done deal before anyone got wind of it. All I was going to do was ask him a few questions about it, put the article together and list some pros and cons, and that was it." She hesitated, once more lowering her gaze. "Until I got the email." 
 
    "The one that said to look deeper." 
 
    "Yeah." She closed her eyes. "To look deeper. To follow the money. To follow my instinct." 
 
    "And what was your instinct saying?" 
 
    TR's eyes snapped open and a wry smile briefly curled the corners of her mouth. "Up until that point, nothing. Even after I got the email, I thought maybe someone on staff was pranking me. You know, playing a joke on the new kid, making her think she really had something newsworthy. Sit back and laugh as she chased nonexistent leads before tossing out the punchline." 
 
    "What changed your mind?" 
 
    "My response to the email bounced back. And then things just started feeling...off somehow. How fast the whole deal went through. The way the Senator kept blowing off my attempts to interview him but all of a sudden, he's sending me an invitation to his New Year's Eve party. Just...I don't know. Little things that didn't add up." TR finished with a shrug then reached for the empty coffee cup. She stared into it for a second then sat it back down with a half-hearted attempt at a smile. "I still think there should be better oversight on purchases like that because no way do I think that property was worth that much. Not unless it has a gold mine hidden on it somewhere." 
 
    Daryl stiffened—hell, they all did. "How much are we talking?" 
 
    "More than 35 million for twelve acres. Twelve acres isn't a lot for a complex, is it?" 
 
    "Depends on what they have planned. TR, are you sure about that price?" 
 
    "Positive. I almost fell out of my chair when I saw it." 
 
    "Do you remember who owned the property?" 
 
    "Not off the top of my head, no. It's in my notes, though." 
 
    Daryl exchanged another look with Mac. Could TR sense the energy, the alertness, going through them? He doubted it. She'd be more on edge if she could. 
 
    "Would you happen to have your notes on your laptop at all?" 
 
    "No, they're back at my apartment. On a thumb drive, along with a copy of the email. Why? Is it important?" 
 
    Daryl offered her a smile, one meant to relax and reassure. Mac doubted it worked because he saw the way TR stiffened, just the slightest bit. "Not really, no. But it would be nice information to have. Nothing that can't wait until later, though." He stood, motioned to the other three men who quickly did the same. "And we've kept you long enough. You look exhausted. You should go upstairs and get some rest." 
 
    What the fuck? Mac frowned at Daryl, wondering if the ass actually thought that ploy would work. How fucking obvious could he be? No way would TR not see through that lame attempt to get rid of her. 
 
    Except maybe she did because, other than a brief hesitation where she took turns looking at all five of them, she pulled the fleece throw tighter around her shoulders and stood to leave. She paused at the doorway, tossed one last glance back at them, then disappeared down the hallway. Mac tilted his head to the side, following the sound of her steps as she climbed the stairs. As she moved along the upstairs hallway. As she finally entered his room and made her way to the bed. 
 
    He turned to Daryl, a scowl on his face. "You know she didn't buy that abrupt dismissal for a second." 
 
    "Maybe not but it got her out of here." He turned to Boomer. "Find anything?" 
 
    He looked up from his phone and shook his head. "Nope, nothing. There's info on the training facility but nothing specific about the sale or who sold it for how much." 
 
    "Keep looking when you get home." Daryl turned to Mac, his face impassive. "You need to take her home tomorrow, let her get her notes. Then bring her back to the office so we can go over them." 
 
    "What are you thinking? Kickbacks?" 
 
    Daryl shrugged. "Possibly. Wouldn't be the first fucking time. And it's not like news of a kickback going public would destroy many people, not even during an election year. Still doesn't explain why anyone would target her. And it doesn't explain a few other things she mentioned." 
 
    "Like?" 
 
    "Like how the Senator was acting when she met with him. According to her, I mean. The man might be a dirty son-of-a-bitch but distracted? Confused? Something isn't right." 
 
    Mac followed the four men to the front door. He didn't even try to keep the satisfaction from his voice when he spoke. "Then you agree with me when I tell you my gut is screaming."  
 
    "I agree there's something—we just need to figure out what." Daryl pulled open the door, paused to glance upstairs then turned back to Mac. "Let's plan on meeting at thirteen-hundred hours. In the meantime, keep an eye on her." 
 
    Mac nodded then locked the door behind the four men. He turned, glanced up the stairs at the darkened hallway. Had TR gone to sleep already? No—he could see the faintest glow, coming from the light in his room. Daryl's words echoed in his ear. 
 
    Keep an eye on her. 
 
    Mac planned on doing a lot more than that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    TR sat on the edge of the bed, her back to the doorway. Every line of her body screamed dejection. Exhaustion. Worry. Did she even know he was there, watching her?  
 
    Probably not. 
 
    And what the hell was he doing, watching her like some obsessed stalker? She was tired—she had been tired, even when she came downstairs earlier to eat what little she had. The last few hours of rehashing everything with Daryl must have been even more exhausting for her. But she hadn't quit. Hadn't given up or balked. 
 
    A brief smile curved his mouth. Maybe she had balked, a little. When Daryl had instructed her to start at the beginning—again. He'd seen the flash of impatience in her eyes, heard the sharp edge of frustration in her voice. But she hadn't stormed off, hadn't gotten pissed. She had stayed in control and recited every little detail for the twentieth time even though it had been obvious she thought it was a waste. 
 
    Yes, she was exhausted. So much had happened in the last twenty-four hours. It still boggled his mind that they'd been out together last night. Not a date, not really. She had simply needed someone to go with her to the Senator's party—it didn't have to be him. It almost wasn't him, had almost been Boomer because Mac—ass that he was—had turned her down at first. 
 
    Until blistering jealousy exploded inside him when he pictured Boomer escorting her to the black-tie affair. Fuck that. Maybe it wasn't a real date but damned if he was going to let anyone else take her. 
 
    No, it wasn't a real date. He had kept telling himself that the entire night—until he'd pulled her into his arms at the stroke of midnight and kissed her. Until her body molded against his as she leaned into him. Until her mouth softened and opened under his. Until he swallowed her tiny little moans as his tongue swept into the hot recess of her mouth.  
 
    Maybe it hadn't been a real date but damned if his body had realized that. His cock was growing hard right now, just remembering the feel of TR's body pressed against him. What kind of fucking animal did that make him? To be standing in the doorway watching her with a hard-on, thinking about having her under him, on top of him, when she was exhausted and needed sleep? When she had damn near died last night? 
 
    He pushed those thoughts ruthlessly away and cleared his throat before rapping his knuckles against the doorframe. TR jerked just the tiniest bit—proof that she'd been lost in her own thoughts as he watched her—then turned toward him. He held up the large backpack in his hand. "Here's your things. I wasn't sure if there was anything you needed in here before you went to sleep or not." 
 
    "Oh. Yeah, thanks." She pushed off the bed, walked toward him until she was less than a foot away, close enough that he could feel the heat from her body. Close enough that he could smell the faintest hint of his shampoo and soap on her. A wave of possessiveness swept over him, strong enough that he staggered back a step in surprise then silently cursed himself for being so foolish. Of course she smelled like his soap and shampoo—that's all she'd been able to use when she cleaned up earlier. What had she called it?  
 
    Guy shampoo. 
 
    Yeah, maybe, but it sure as hell smelled better on her than it did on him. 
 
    TR's fingers brushed against his as she took the bag from him. Was it his imagination, or had she felt that brief tingle of awareness shoot across her skin as well? 
 
    Must be his imagination because TR didn't even glance at him. She simply carried the bag across the room and dropped it on the chair in the corner then stood there, staring at it. 
 
    She looked so...lost. Confused. He wasn't used to seeing her this way, not when she was normally so alive and filled with energy and sass. The sudden urge to pull her into his arms and hold her, to tell her everything was going to be fine, was overwhelming. Mac jammed his hands into the front pockets of his jeans and leaned against the doorframe instead. Better to do that than make an ass out of himself. 
 
    "You okay?" 
 
    "Hm?" TR turned, her eyes focused somewhere else for a few seconds. She blinked, finally looked at him and offered him a small smile. "Yeah. Fine." 
 
    "Did you need anything before you go to sleep?" 
 
    "No, I'm good." 
 
    "Good." Mac nodded, pushed away from the frame. Started to turn around. Stopped. "If you, uh, if you need anything, I'll be downstairs." 
 
    A small frown wrinkled her delicate brow. "Downstairs?" 
 
    "Yeah. In the den." 
 
    "But..." She paused, looked around the room then back at him. "Isn't this your bedroom?" 
 
    "Yeah, but—" 
 
    "Then you should sleep in here, Mac." She grabbed the backpack and tossed it over her shoulder. "I didn't mean to kick you out of your own room. I can sleep in one of the guest rooms." 
 
    "There aren't any." 
 
    "What? But I thought...what are the other rooms up here, then?" 
 
    "Bedrooms. At least, they will be. I'm still renovating." 
 
    "So they're empty?" 
 
    "Not just empty—they're gutted. The only rooms that are finished are this one and the attached bath, the kitchen, and the den." 
 
    "But I saw the living room—" 
 
    "I haven't started demolishing that one yet." 
 
    "Oh." She shook her head and hoisted the backpack higher on her shoulder. "Then I can sleep in the den. You don't—" 
 
    "TR, I'll be fine." He offered her a small smile. "Trust me, I've slept in worse places." 
 
    "But this is your room. I don't want—after everything else you've done—" Her voice cracked and she quickly looked away, sucked in a shaky breath and shook her head. Mac started toward her, stopped when he realized she was blinking back tears.  
 
    "TR—" Fuck! He didn't want to see her cry, had no idea what the hell to do to make things better. He didn't even know why she was crying. Except she wasn't because she wiped a hand across her eyes and offered him a shaky smile, a wavering version of what he was used to seeing spread across her face.   
 
    "I never said thank you." 
 
    "Thank you? For what?" 
 
    "For saving my life." 
 
    "I didn't—" 
 
    "Yes, you did. When you pulled me from the car last night." 
 
    "It was—" nothing. He had started to say it was nothing but it wasn't. It was so much more than nothing. The thought of her dying, the thought of never seeing her teasing smile again, still made his gut clench with fear. With regret. He would have gone in after anyone—that's part of what he did, who he was. But with TR...no, it was more than that.  
 
    He would have gladly given his life to save hers.  
 
    But he couldn't tell her that—any of it—so he simply shrugged and said the first thing that came to mind. "It—it was no big deal. I would have—" 
 
    "Stop it!" The anger in her voice brought him up short, surprising him with its vibrating intensity. The bag hit the floor with a loud thunk when she dropped it. Her face was a mask of rage yet unshed tears burned in her eyes as she approached him in three angry strides. She raised her hand and poked him in the middle of the chest. Hard. 
 
    "Stop it!" Poke. "You don't." Poke. "Get to say." Poke. "It was. No. Big." Poke-poke. "Deal!" 
 
    "Hey!" He grabbed her hand and folded it in his, felt her fingers trembling where they curled against his palm. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean—" 
 
    "You didn't have to go in after me. You could have died, Mac. And for what? You shouldn't have—" Her voice broke on a sob and the tears she'd been trying so hard to hold back finally broke free. Mac released her hand, pulled her into his arms and held her. Her own arms circled his waist, her hands twisting in the fabric of his t-shirt as she buried her face in his chest and cried. Not loud and wet sobs, but silent tears that made her shoulders shake with the effort of holding them back. Even now, with him holding her and her face hidden, she was trying to hold them back.  
 
    Trying to stay strong. 
 
    Mac tightened one arm around her, smoothed her hair with his free hand and murmured soft words in her ear. Reassuring words, over and over until her shoulders finally relaxed, until her small gasps turned into quiet sniffles that were muffled against his chest. 
 
    "I'm sorry." She murmured the words into his shirt then tried to step back. He tightened his arms for a brief second, reluctant to let her go, then finally released her. 
 
    "Why are you sorry?" 
 
    She turned her back to him, her hands moving up to wipe her face. "For crying." 
 
    "TR, there's nothing wrong with crying." 
 
    "Yeah there is. I'm an ugly crier." 
 
    Mac swallowed back his choked laughter. "You mean there's such a thing as a pretty crier?" 
 
    "Yeah. Most women are pretty criers. I didn't inherit that gene, I guess." 
 
    Mac moved to the bathroom, grabbed a handful of tissues then came back out and handed them to her. "You're not like most women." 
 
    "Thank you. I think." TR wiped her face then quietly blew her nose before turning back to him. She leaned forward then frowned. "I messed up your shirt." 
 
    "My shirt?" Mac glanced down, saw the damp spot in the center of his chest where she had pressed her face against him. "It's just a little wet—" 
 
    "I probably snotted all over it." 
 
    That time he did laugh, the sound a little rusty, a little gravelly. "It'll wash out." 
 
    "I'm sorry—" 
 
    "Stop apologizing. It's just a shirt. And it's been a really long day for you. Hell of a way to ring in the new year, right?" 
 
    "New year?" TR frowned. Then her eyes widened and she looked up at him, her mouth slightly parted in surprise. "Oh God, how could I have forgotten? So much has happened, I didn't even remember that today's New Year's Day." 
 
    Mac glanced at his watch. "Only for two more hours. Which means you need to get to sleep." He stepped past her, moving toward the closet to pull out a spare pillow and blanket. TR stepped beside him, her hand closing over his arm as she gazed up at him. 
 
    "Mac, I should be the one sleeping downstairs." 
 
    "No. We already had this discussion—" 
 
    "Then sleep up here. With me." She dropped her hand and stepped back but not before he saw the faint blush coloring her cheeks. "I mean—it's a big bed. We can both fit in it without touching." 
 
    Christ, she had no idea what she was asking. Did she have any idea what the mere thought of being in the same bed with her did to him? He prided himself on his self-control but holy fuck, he was only human. "TR—" 
 
     Her chin tilted up just a fraction of an inch as she narrowed her eyes at him. He recognized the stubbornness in her gaze, in the way her jaw clenched ever-so-slightly. "It's either that or I sleep downstairs. Or you can take me home. Your choice." 
 
    He hesitated, did a little jaw-clenching of his own. "Fine. I'll sleep up here." Yeah—until she was sound asleep. Then he'd move to the sofa in the den. "Just let me go turn everything off downstairs." 
 
    She eyed him in suspicion. "No tricks?" 
 
    "No tricks." 
 
    "Scout's honor?" 
 
    "Scout's honor." Easy for him to say—he'd never been a scout. 
 
    "Okay. Fine. But if you're not back in five minutes, I'm coming after you." 
 
    She was coming after him? Mac almost laughed. As far as threats went, the words were fairly tame. And he was half-tempted to push her time limit, just to see what she would do. 
 
    Did she really think her coming after him was a threat?  
 
    Not even close. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    The bed dipped, waking her.  
 
    TR almost rolled over, her body instinctively seeking Mac's heat, but something stopped her. Not fear. Not surprise. She wasn't sure what it was, only knew that whatever it was held her still, kept her from moving. She kept her eyes closed, her breathing steady and even, as her mind sorted out the puzzle... 
 
    It was Mac.  
 
    Well yes, of course it was Mac. Who else would be climbing into the bed with her? It was his bed after all— 
 
    Stop. 
 
    Her mind issued the silent command and she nearly laughed—what was wrong with her, that she was now arguing with herself? Silly. Stupid. She shouldn't be arguing with herself, not when she was trying to figure out why she couldn't simply roll over and snuggle with Mac. Why she couldn't rest her head on his chest and let the steady beat of his heart echoing in her ear lull her back to sleep— 
 
    That was it. She didn't want to sleep. Didn't want to listen to the sound of his heart beat under her ear, didn't want it to lull her back to sleep. She didn't want to sleep, she wanted— 
 
    Mac. 
 
    Yes, that was it. She wanted Mac. Wanted to feel him hold her. Kiss her. Wanted to feel the length of his hard body stretched out over hers. Wanted to trace the lines of his body, wanted to feel if he was as hard as he looked. Her fingers itched with the need, with the desire, to touch him. Every inch of him. 
 
    The bed dipped again as he shifted positions, rolling away from her. So that was how it was going to be. Disappointment swept through her when she realized he wasn't even close to her—he must be sleeping right on the edge of the mattress, afraid to so much as brush against her.  
 
    Had she really expected anything different? He'd always held himself away from her, had always been afraid of getting too close. A year ago, at Sammie's wedding, when she had so boldly propositioned him, certain he'd been just as attracted to her as she to him.  
 
    Less than two weeks ago, when she had shown up at his office out of the blue and asked him to be her date. 
 
    A few days ago, when she leaned up and pressed a kiss against his cheek at the range, after her disastrous shooting lesson. 
 
    Last night, when he had finally pulled her into his arms and kissed her. A real kiss, one that ignited a fire banked deep inside her, a fire she had long ago thought burnt out.  
 
    But it hadn't burnt out as she had feared—it had simply been waiting for the right ignition source to bring it back to life. 
 
    It had been waiting for Mac. 
 
    She had been waiting for Mac. All this time, without realizing it. Or maybe she had realized it and simply hadn't accepted it. Maybe that was why she had searched him out. Maybe that was why she had willingly made a fool of herself—again—by asking him to escort her to the New Year's Eve gala at the Senator's. 
 
    And she had thought—last night, at least—that he felt the same pull. The same attraction. The same need. But here they were, in his bed—and he was so far away, he may as well be sleeping on the sofa in the den.  
 
    Had she simply been deluding herself? Kidding herself into thinking the attraction was mutual? 
 
    No, she didn't think so.  
 
    TR held herself still, her mind weighing every option, every choice, while her body remained frozen in place. Afraid to move. Afraid to so much as breathe for fear Mac would hear and move away— 
 
    "Are you trying to make yourself pass out?" 
 
    Mac's deep voice, quiet as a whisper, startled her. She sucked in a deep breath, the noise somehow too loud, then rolled to her back. "What are you talking about?" 
 
    "You were holding your breath." 
 
    "No I wasn't. I was asleep." 
 
    "You were—until I sat on the bed." He shifted, the bed moving under him. "I didn't mean to wake you up." 
 
    "You didn't—" 
 
    "Liar." He shifted again, adjusting the pillow under his head. "Go back to sleep." 
 
    And just like that, she was second-guessing herself again. Had she imagined the attraction? As impossible as it seemed, she must have. If she hadn't, wouldn't Mac make some kind of move? Something small, something she'd have to really look for because this was Mac. She knew him, for reasons she still didn't quite understand. He'd be afraid of coming on too strong, afraid of scaring her. Of overwhelming her. So yes, he'd be subtle— 
 
    Except TR didn't do subtle. She never had. She didn't understand subtle. It was too easy to misunderstand the signs, to misinterpret the silent signals. Give her straightforward any day. Straightforward, she understood. Everything else...not so much. 
 
    She rolled to her side, facing Mac this time. Not that she could see him—the bedroom door was closed, the curtains pulled tight against the cold night outside. There was no light at all, except for the very faint glow coming from the small alarm clock. But she could still make out the silhouette of his body under the covers, could feel the wash of heat from his legs as he shifted once more. 
 
    Could hear his low growl when he lifted his head then punched the pillow. 
 
    "Everything okay?" 
 
    "Yeah. Fine. Go to sleep." 
 
    TR bit back a smile at the gruffness of his voice. "You sure about that?" 
 
    "Yeah. Positive." 
 
    "You don't sound positive." 
 
    A small sigh, followed by the feel of the bed dipping as he rolled over. "I thought you were tired." 
 
    "I was." 
 
    "Then go to sleep." 
 
    "Okay." She waited a few seconds then propped her head in her hand. "Are you sure everything's fine?" 
 
    "TR—" 
 
    "I mean, you just seem, I don't know. Out of sorts or something." 
 
    A few seconds of silence, followed by a soft sigh that might have been a growl. "I'm not used to sleeping on this side of the bed." 
 
    "Then switch." 
 
    "No, this is fine—"  
 
    TR didn't let him finish. She simply rolled across the bed and crawled on top of him—then froze. It wasn't deliberate—at least, not consciously. Subconsciously was a different story but who was she to argue with her subconscious? She straddled him, one arm braced on either side of his chest, frozen in place by the sheer enormity of his size. By the heat of his body washing over her. By the feel of rock-hard thighs pressed between her legs. By— 
 
    She swallowed, held herself still, afraid to move. Needing to move. 
 
    Not away from him, but against him. 
 
    TR slowly released the breath she'd been holding, allowed herself to relax against him. Allowed her hips to move just the slightest bit, to rock against him— 
 
    His hands closed over her hips, stopping her. Not pushing her away, but not pulling her closer, either. "TR—" 
 
    "Mac." She said his name in a clear voice, silently daring him to argue. She heard him grunt in frustration, wondered if he could tell she was smiling. 
 
    "This isn't a good idea." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "It's not. I...You—it just isn't." 
 
    TR pressed her hips against his, swallowed a sigh of need at the feel of his hard length brushing against her. She rocked her hips against him, liquid heat pooling between her legs with each movement. Once. Twice. Once more.  
 
    "Why isn't it?" Her voice was a ragged whisper, the words filled with need. She didn't wait for his answer, didn't wait for whatever excuse he'd try to give her. She sat back on her heels, rocked against him again, harder this time. Then she ran her hands down his sides, dipped her fingers under his shirt and gently eased it up. Her palms grazed the flat of his stomach, tingled at the expanse of hot, hard skin under them. God, he was so hard, every ridge of his abdomen defined as if he'd been carved from stone. 
 
    No, not stone. Stone was cold. Impersonal. And Mac was—he was everything. Hot and hard and alive. And she wanted him. Wanted him like she'd never wanted anything or anyone else before. 
 
    She trailed her hands higher, to the broad expanse of his chest. His breath hitched and caught, released in a low growl as he closed his own hands around her wrists.  
 
    "TR..." 
 
    That was it, just her name, uttered in a hoarse whisper, his rough voice filled with warning. 
 
    With need. 
 
    She leaned forward, pressed a kiss against the warm flesh of his stomach as she rocked her hips against him once more. Long. Hard. Slow. "Do you want me to stop?" 
 
    "We shouldn't—" 
 
    "Yes or no." 
 
    "This...isn't a good idea." 
 
    TR pressed another kiss against his hot flesh, lower this time, near the indentation of his hip. She heard the hiss of his breath, felt the way his stomach muscles clenched by her cheek. "That wasn't an answer Mr. MacGregor. Yes or no." 
 
    "I—" He sucked in another breath when she gently nipped the firm flesh by his hipbone. His hands tightened around her wrists, pressed her palms flat against his chest. "What was the question?" 
 
    TR smiled and eased one hand from his grip, trailed it down along the ridges of his abdomen. Lower. Lower still until she reached between them and traced the hard length of his thick erection. "Do you want me to stop?" 
 
    "No. Fuck, no." He jackknifed to a sitting position, startling her with his speed. One arm wrapped around her waist, holding her against him as he used his free hand to yank his shirt off. Her hands closed over his shoulders, her fingers digging into hard flesh as she wrapped her legs around him. Then his mouth captured hers. Hard. Hot. Wet. 
 
    There was nothing gentle about this kiss. Nothing tame or teasing. Her mouth parted on a sigh and he ruthlessly took advantage, sweeping his tongue inside to dance with hers. 
 
    Hunger and need spiraled within her, growing, consuming. She trailed her hands along his shoulders. His arms. His chest. She needed to feel him. Touch him. Taste him. All of him.  
 
    Now. 
 
    He reached between them, grabbed the hem of her shirt and pulled it up. Large hands cupped her breasts. Squeezing. Kneading. She moaned, broke the kiss and leaned back, braced her hands against his heavy thighs.  
 
    "Please..." She didn't know what she was begging for. Him. Her. Them. The feel of his hot mouth on her, the feel of his thick length inside her. All of it. More. 
 
    Mac tugged the shirt higher, pulled it over her head and tossed it to the side. Then his mouth was on her breast, hot and needy, his tongue laving the hard point of one nipple. Nipping. Sucking.  
 
    She dug her fingers into his rock-hard thighs, pressed her hips against his. Rocking. Grinding. Hard. Fast. Needing... 
 
    He reached between them, grabbed the waistband of her sleep shorts and pulled them down as far as her spread thighs would allow. He pressed his palm against her, slid one long finger along her wet clit and stroked. 
 
    A ragged cry escaped her as she rocked against him, needing more. Always more...But his hand was gone. He was gone. His mouth, his touch— 
 
    She was weightless, the room spinning for a dizzying second and then she was suddenly on her back. Mac yanked the shorts down her legs, moved between her spread thighs then leaned down, his mouth claiming hers once more.  
 
    No, not claiming. 
 
    Conquering. 
 
    She moaned when he ended the kiss, sucked in a sharp breath when he pressed his hot mouth against her ear. "Time to see if your pussy tastes as sweet as I've been dreaming about." 
 
    Her eyes flew open and she had just enough time to register the surprise that those words had come from Mac—quiet, reserved Mac—and then his mouth closed over her and she could think no more. 
 
    She didn't want to think. Couldn't think. Thinking was overrated. It was impossible to think with Mac's tongue working magic against her sensitive flesh. Stroking. Nipping. Making her feel...everything. 
 
    She fisted her hands into the thick comforter. Dug her heels against the mattress, her back arching as liquid heat pooled between her legs. Hot. Hotter. God, so hot. Her muscles quivered, tightened. Tighter, tighter still as sensation built, as nerve-endings sparked and flamed, as her entire body soared. High, higher, release finally exploding in a ball of white light that left her blind and breathless. 
 
    She screamed Mac's name—out loud or in her mind, she didn't know. But she needed him. Now. Now, even though he was already pulling away. She heard the rustle of foil. Then a whimper, realized it came from her, tried to open her eyes and couldn't. And then it didn't matter because he was back. Mac, hot and hard and larger than life, stretched out on top of her. He placed a knee between her thighs, nudged her legs further apart, the heavy weight of his erection brushing against her sensitive clit. And then he was there, pushing inside her. Deep and hot and thick and oh God, she was ready to explode again, just from the slow slide of him entering her. 
 
    She reached for him, her hands closing over his arms, her fingers digging into hard biceps. "Mac—" 
 
    "I'm here, babe. Right here." He claimed her mouth, the kiss deep and somehow tender. His hand closed around her leg, dragged it up and off to the side, opening her even more as he slid deeper inside. Deeper still. In, then out, slow strokes that sent her to the edge and kept her there. Teasing. Taunting. The breath left her lungs in short gasps. Need coiled tight inside her, tighter with each slow, deep stroke.  
 
    She whispered his name, silently begging for release. Now. She needed...now. 
 
    Then she was flying again, once more spinning as Mac shifted positions. His large hands settled her hips over his, held her in place as he pushed up. She gasped, closed her hands over his wrists as her lids fluttered open.  
 
    Mac was nothing more than a shadow but she could feel his gaze on her, knew that—somehow—he could see her, that she was more than just a shadow to him. He released his grip on her waist, stretched his arms over his head. 
 
    "Show me, babe. Show me what you want." 
 
    She hesitated then braced her hands behind her, against his legs. Then she rocked her hips, grinding against him. Raised up, her breath held as her muscles gripped his thick length. Lowered her hips, gasped as she took all of him in. Over and over. Up, down. Riding him. Harder. Faster. Harder still until her muscles contracted, tighter, tighter, finally exploding in deep spasms that stole her breath, her strength.  
 
    Hands closed over her hips, bracing her as Mac drove into her, sending her flying even higher. Again. Harder. Faster, until his own body stiffened and shuddered with his release. 
 
    TR collapsed on top of him, her chest heaving as she fought to catch her breath. Strong arms closed around her and a rough voice whispered words of reassurance in her ear. Words she couldn't hear, words she didn't understand. 
 
    It didn't matter. She was safe. She was with Mac.  
 
    Right where she wanted to be. 
 
      
 
    # # 
 
      
 
    The man stood at the edge of the road across from the long driveway, hidden in the thick trees that lined the rough and narrow back road. It had taken him longer than he'd expected to find this place—but he had found it. 
 
    Just as he knew he would. 
 
    The night sky was dark, with little more than a pale sliver of moon above him. The house—nothing more than a shadow in the night—sat back from the road, hidden by old trees, their gnarled limbs reaching skyward. 
 
    His excitement over meeting someone worthy of his time and talent faded. How utterly foolish of Gordon MacGregor. Did he honestly think seclusion would guarantee the woman's safety? His safety? 
 
    The man shook his head. Had he overestimated his prey? 
 
    Yes, he had. The seclusion of the dark house was proof of that. It would be so very easy to make his way up the narrow, rutted drive. So very easy to slip inside, unseen and unheard. 
 
    So very easy to end the two lives within. 
 
    Were they with each other now? Together? Carelessly ignoring his threat while they feasted on the sins of the flesh? 
 
    How disappointing. But he shouldn't be surprised, not when he was coming to realize that MacGregor wasn't the worthy opponent he had first thought.  
 
    Who should he remove first? MacGregor? Or the woman?  
 
    He closed his eyes, sighing in pleasure as he imagined the woman's warm blood flowing over his hands as he used his knife on her. 
 
    Yes. The woman first, while MacGregor watched. Incompetent. Helpless. 
 
    Terrified. 
 
    He would use the woman's blood to anoint his flesh, to purify himself. And then...then he would go after MacGregor. End his life. Absorb his power and take it for his own. 
 
    But not yet. Not now.  
 
    Not tonight. 
 
    He had his orders—orders which must be carried out first, lest both his patron and his client become suspicious. A few more days, that was all. Just a few more days before the men who thought to control him learned that he was the one in control. 
 
    He had always been in control. 
 
    The man turned and made his way back through the trees, silent as the cold night around him. 
 
    Soon. 
 
    Very soon. 
 
      
 
    # # 
 
      
 
    Mac's eyes shot open, every instinct on alert. The rhythm of his breathing remained the same: steady, deep, calm. A lifetime of training kept his body still as his mind searched for whatever had awakened him. 
 
    An unusual sound? No, nothing like that. No creak of a floorboard, no click of a door opening or closing. The only sound was the soft breathing coming from the woman curled next to him, her head cradled on his chest. 
 
    No, it wasn't a sound that had disturbed him, it was something else. A feeling of...of being watched. Studied. Hunted. 
 
    Mac eased away from TR, careful not to wake her. There was no immediate danger, not now. Whatever had caused that odd feeling of being watched was gone now, of that he was certain. 
 
    But he was still going to check. 
 
    He moved the corner of the comforter over TR's bare shoulders and slipped out of bed, his hand already curled around the grip of the handgun he kept secured at the base of the headboard. 
 
    Mac moved across the room, his bare feet soundless against the plank flooring. His hand closed over the doorknob, slowly turned it without a sound, then eased the door open. Slow, an inch at a time, knowing exactly when the door would squeak, knowing exactly how to avoid it. 
 
    He paused at each closed door upstairs, his head tilted to the side, listening for some sound that didn't belong—a creak, a sigh, anything.  
 
    But there was nothing. 
 
    He moved to the top of the stairs, waiting and listening before slowly descending. Careful, soundless, one step at a time, knowing where to place his weight and which steps to avoid. 
 
    He repeated the maneuver throughout the house, checking each bare room as he made his way to the back. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Mac finally relaxed, allowed the tension to drain from his shoulders even though his grip on the Glock never wavered. 
 
    What the fuck had he heard? What had pulled him from the soundest fucking sleep he'd had in longer than he could remember? He didn't know and that worried him more than he cared to admit. 
 
    He made his way to the den, closed the door and moved to the hidden camera system tucked behind his desk. Nothing. No alarm had been tripped anywhere around the property, nothing showed on any of the footage he reviewed. 
 
    Was he missing something? Was it nothing more than his imagination, brought on by the stress of the last thirty-six hours? Brought on by his worry over TR? 
 
    If he'd been a laughing man, he would have snorted in disbelief. He didn't get stressed and no amount of worry would cause him to imagine anything. He was too well-trained for that, too attuned to his surroundings. 
 
    So what the fuck was it?  
 
    He shook his head, wished he could shake off the gut feeling that he had missed something—something he should have seen, should have noticed. The feeling followed him back to bed, stayed with him when he crawled back under the covers and stretched out beside TR. She rolled toward him, settled against him with a sleepy sigh, and snuggled closer. 
 
    He draped his arm around her and gently ran the tips of his fingers up and down her arm, marveling at the feel of her soft, warm skin.  
 
    Marveling that she was actually here. With him. That she wanted to be here with him, in his bed. 
 
    He'd been a fool a year ago when he'd turned her down, a fool to waste all that time simply because he'd been certain he knew what was best for her. She deserved more—one hell of a lot more. He had nothing to offer her, nothing except a scarred body that had stood on the edges of hell more times than he cared to count.  
 
    Yes, TR deserved more—only she didn't see it that way. She didn't see him that way. She didn't see him for what he really was: a scarred, battle-worn soldier who was too rough around the edges for civilian life, a soldier who had left chunks of his soul in hell. Or maybe she did see him for what he was and simply didn't care.  
 
    Either way, she was here now. With him. In spite of him. And now that she was, Mac had no plans of letting her go anytime soon. 
 
    And he'd do anything to keep her safe. 
 
    No matter what. 
 
    It was a long time before he finally let himself drift back to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    "Can you access your email from your laptop?" 
 
    TR looked up from the coffee she'd been sipping, raised one eyebrow in question, then lowered the cup. "Yeah. Why?" 
 
    Mac straddled the bench across from her and braced his elbows on the table. She tried to keep her gaze on his, really tried not to let her eyes wander over the expanse of his bare chest, but she failed. Miserably. For her own sanity, she should probably ask him to put on a shirt. 
 
    She'd rather go insane than do such an idiotic thing. 
 
    She'd known he was well-built. Thick and broad and hard. She'd been able to see that much whenever she saw him in one of his usual black t-shirts, had been able to tell that much even when he wore a baggy sweatshirt—and she had certainly felt it for herself last night, when her hands had explored every inch of his body. But that had been last night, in the dark, when she could only feel. And feeling had been...exquisite. Beyond even her wildest imagination—and she had imagined quite a bit about Mac over the last year. 
 
    But seeing him...in the flesh, in broad daylight—yeah, not even her imagination had come close. It wasn't just the wide expanse of bare flesh and hard muscle—that by itself was enough to make her mouth dry with need. But the tattoos...wow. Just...wow. 
 
    She'd never before thought of herself as someone who could be turned on by tattoos. Ink didn't bother her. In fact, some ink was nice. But Mac's tattoos were a work of art. A huge American Flag, its tattered shape expertly drawn in shades of black and gray, covered the top half of his chest. A wreath of poppies framed in bold tribal markings draped his back and shoulders. In place of stems, the flowers—symbols of remembrance—had names inked in delicate scrollwork. Too many names. 
 
    She didn't need to ask whose names they were or why Mac carried them on his flesh—she knew. They were names of men he had served with, men who hadn't come home. 
 
    She blinked, forced her mind from that sobering thought, forced her gaze from the broad expanse of Mac's chest— 
 
    And found him staring at her, the barest hint of a smile curling one scarred corner of his mouth. Heat filled her face as she cleared her throat and looked away.  
 
    "You didn't hear a thing I said, did you?" 
 
    "Um, no. I, uh, I was..." Her voice faded into the amused silence.  
 
    "Distracted?" Mac supplied the word for her with just a trace of humor in his voice. Damn him! How could he go from being so quiet and reserved—so damned reluctant—to being so damn sexy in the space of one night? No, that wasn't right—he'd always been sexy, to her. But he'd never impressed her as being comfortable with his appeal, or even realizing he had appeal. She wanted to throw something at him. She wanted to wipe that sexy smirk of male satisfaction of his face. She wanted— 
 
    Him. God, yes. Him. She wanted to drag him back upstairs. Hell, she wanted to drag him across the table, crawl on top of him, straddle that large body and ride him until she collapsed in a boneless heap— 
 
    "Everything you're thinking shows on your face." His deep voice, low and gravelly, raced across her pebbled skin. 
 
    "It does?" 
 
    Mac nodded, those deep intense eyes never leaving hers. He moved with lightning speed. One second, he was sitting on the other side of the long table. The next, he was leaning over it, one strong arm behind her shoulders, pulling her toward him. His hand closed around her neck, large and warm and rough yet gentle. His mouth crashed over hers.  
 
    Hot. Wet. Hungry. 
 
    Demanding a surrender she willingly conceded. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his neck, opened her mouth under his. Sighed at his tongue's invasion.  
 
    Moaned when he pulled away, his breathing as harsh and raspy as hers. Her lids fluttered open and she sat back, trying to catch her breath, secretly pleased that Mac seemed to be having trouble doing the same—until he spoke. 
 
    "About that email." 
 
    TR blinked, not bothering to hide her surprise—or her disappointment. "Email? After that, you're asking about an email?" 
 
    "It's either that or throw you on your back. Right here." His voice lowered, his eyes sparking with hunger. 
 
    "Is there something wrong with option two?" 
 
    "No." Those dark eyes swept over her, igniting fire to her already sensitive nerve endings. "But the email, along with those notes you told Daryl about, is important. And so is running to the store." 
 
    Her mind swirled with a million questions, finally latching onto the most insignificant one. "The store?" 
 
    "Yeah." He stood, stretched his arms high above him and rolled his head from side-to-side, each vertebra making a small popping noise. Then he faced her again and pinned her with a look that made a flush creep across every bare inch of her skin. "For more condoms. We used the only two I had last night." 
 
    "Oh. I...ah." She coughed, cleared her throat, coughed again as she stared at the grainy pattern of the table's surface. "Um, okay." 
 
    "Now about that email—" 
 
    "Let me get my laptop." She started to get up, hesitated then sat back down with a frown. "Mac, I have other emails on there. From interview subjects. From my editor. They're private. Nothing earth-shattering or cryptic or anything like that, but still private. You're not going to go through them, right? You don't need to look at everything?" 
 
    "I'm not looking at anything, Chaos is." 
 
    "Chaos? Who's that?" 
 
    "Derrick Biggs. He's our tech genius. And no, he doesn't need to go through anything else." 
 
    "He's coming here?" 
 
    "No, we're going to him. To the office. I told him we could be there in an hour. It might be better for him to see what he can find before we meet with Daryl later." He grabbed her coffee mug from the table and carried it to the sink, completely at ease in nothing more than a pair of sweatpants that hugged the tight curves of his ass. She let her eyes roam over his back, over the wreath of poppies and the network of scars beneath it. Lower, to the indentation of his waist and the dimple to the right of his spine.  
 
    TR narrowed her eyes and leaned forward. No, not a dimple. Another scar, round and puckered, a little faded with age. She sat back, unable to hide her gasp. Mac stiffened, his shoulders flexing for a brief second, then relaxed. He glanced at her over his shoulder, his eyes carefully blank. 
 
    But still questioning. Still waiting for her judgement. 
 
    She moved from the bench and closed the distance between them. Her hand automatically reached out, her fingers trembling before gently touching the scar. 
 
    "Is this—" She stopped, swallowed, tried to convince herself she was jumping to conclusions. She would ask the question and Mac would laugh and tell her no, it was something different. "Is this from a gunshot?" 
 
    Mac turned, his hand closing overs with a gentleness that took her breath away. But the expression on his face was anything but gentle. Hard, rough, carefully impassive.   
 
    "It's old."  
 
    "But it's from a gunshot? It really is?" 
 
    His fingers tightened around hers, abruptly released them. "Yeah. Happened a little more than ten years ago." 
 
    "You were shot?" 
 
    "It's not a big deal—" 
 
    "How can you say that? Mac, you were shot! Someone tried to kill you! You could have died—" 
 
    His hands closed over her shoulders, silencing her with their strength, their warmth... 
 
    Their gentleness. 
 
    "TR, I've been shot at quite a few times. And I've faced death at least a hundred times. It's part of what I do." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "Why are you so upset over that tiny scar when these—" He drew his hand to his face, traced the network of scars covering the lower half of his jaw. "—don't even phase you?" 
 
    "Because you were shot! You could have died!" And why was he making light of it? Couldn't he see the difference? Didn't he know that it wasn't the scars she cared about but the fact that his life had come so close to being snuffed out? Here one second, so alive and big and larger-than-life and then...gone. Extinguished with the carelessness of a gust of wind blowing out the feeble flame of a single candle. 
 
    No, he didn't see that. Or if he did, he didn't care. What was it he had said? 
 
    It's part of what I do. 
 
    And maybe it was as simple as that—for him. But not for her. 
 
    The world needed men like Mac, heroes ready to give their life in the blink of an eye. Without question. Without regret. 
 
    But she didn't, not like that. She refused to be the reason for his life—for any life—to be so carelessly extinguished. Not today. Not tomorrow. 
 
    Never. 
 
    Mac thought there was more to what was going on than either one of them knew. He seemed to think that, for some reason, her life was in danger. She didn't think so, thought his worry was nothing more than an overprotective streak she didn't understand. 
 
    At least, she hoped that's all it was. 
 
    And if it wasn't...well, if it wasn't, then so be it. She'd figure out how to handle it on her own. 
 
    Because it wasn't worth even the smallest risk to Mac. 
 
    She finally met his dark gaze, offered him a quick smile she didn't really feel, and leaned up to press a quick kiss against the corner of his mouth. 
 
    "I'll get dressed and grab my laptop so we can leave." 
 
    She turned on her heel and left, not giving him the chance to respond. And not giving him the chance to look at her too closely, worried he'd see everything she was thinking and feeling on her face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    "It's gone." 
 
    "What?" The color drained from TR's face. She pushed herself in front of Chaos, actually sliding his chair out of the way before tapping the keys of her laptop. She frowned at the screen, completely ignoring the surprise that lifted his brows or the amused half-smile he tossed at Mac. 
 
    Mac said nothing, just simply stood there, watching as TR pounded the keyboard. She swore under her breath then spun around, pinning Chaos with such an expression of pure anger that Mac had to bite his tongue to keep from snorting laughter. 
 
    "What did you do? Everything's gone!" 
 
    "Yeah, that's what I said. And I didn't do anything—your email was deleted before I even got in there." 
 
    "No. No, that's not right." She turned back to her laptop, banged a few more keys. "It was just there. Everything. You must have done something. It wouldn't have just disappeared." 
 
    "Listen, lady—" Chaos caught Mac's low warning growl and snapped his mouth closed. Took a deep breath. Started over in a calmer voice. "I didn't delete anything. All I did was launch your email program after you booted the laptop. And it was already empty." 
 
    TR shook her head and turned back to the laptop. She lowered herself to the chair, her fingers still tapping at the keyboard. Not as hard this time, though—it was almost a gentle coaxing, like she could cajole everything into reappearing. She even spoke to the computer, her voice lower than a whisper, so soft that Mac couldn't even make out the words.  
 
    "TR—" 
 
    "No." She shook her head, repeated the word even louder. "No, he must have done something. Everything was here the other day. Right. Here. It has to be here. It can't have just disappeared—" 
 
    "TR, it could have—" 
 
    She spun around and pinned him with an angry gaze. "No, Mac, it couldn't have. Things just don't disappear from your email. It doesn't work that way. Not unless someone deleted them." Her brows lowered in an angry frown as she spun back toward Chaos. "And you are the only person who accessed my email since I did." 
 
    Chaos straightened in the chair, his neck muscles bulging as he fought to control his reaction. Biggs was a large guy, Mac's height but not as broad. He'd served in the Marines, got out and did a stint working black ops before seeking out Daryl and Mac, looking for something a little less...dark. A little less covert. 
 
    The man wasn't used to having his abilities questioned. Hell, Mac doubted if he was used to being questioned, period. But he kept his cool, strangled back any comment he'd been about to make. 
 
    Not because of his own control, which was probably as finely-tuned as Mac's, but because of the dark look Mac shot his way. 
 
    "You're right in that emails don't just disappear. Somebody probably deleted them." Chaos took a relaxing breath, released it with a slow sigh then offered TR a smile that was anything but reassuring. "But it wasn't me." 
 
    She spun around, her black hair fanning across her right cheek. She brushed it away with an impatient swipe of her hand then narrowed her eyes at Chaos, completely oblivious of the dangerous animal that lay beneath the civilized surface. "What do you mean, it wasn't you? Who else could it possibly be? You're the only one—" 
 
    "Not necessarily." He pushed away from the desk and stood, towering over TR's slight frame. Mac stepped forward. He didn't give a shit if Chaos worked for him or not, didn't give a shit if the man had talents worth ten times what they paid him—which was one hell of a lot. If he so much as looked at TR the wrong way, Mac would snap his fucking neck like a twig. 
 
    Chaos quirked a brow in his direction, one corner of his mouth twitching in what might have been a smile. Yeah, no doubt about it—he'd received Mac's message loud and clear and was sending another message back, one that let Mac know he was overreacting. 
 
    "Your email program is web-based. Secure, but not that secure. It could have been hacked by anyone who knew what he was doing." 
 
    Mac silenced TR's argument with a quick wave of his hand. "You're saying someone hacked into her email?" 
 
    "That's what it looks like." 
 
    "Can you tell who?" 
 
    Chaos paused, frowned, finally shrugged. "Maybe, if they were careless and left a signature behind. If it was a pro..." His voice trailed off, the silence providing an answer for him. If it had been a pro then no, there was no telling who might have hacked into the system. 
 
    "But it can't be gone. I don't believe it. Who would have done that? And why? There was nothing that important in there. Nothing except that stupid email that started this whole thing. Why not just delete that? Why delete everything else?" Disbelief filled TR's voice. Not just disbelief—there was a hint of defeat in her voice as well, as if losing her email on top of everything else that had happened this past week was the final straw. Her unsuccessful and confusing meeting with the Senator. Her car being vandalized. The New Year's Eve gala and the accident. Being trapped in her car, nearly dying, nearly drowning— 
 
    She'd handled all of that, only to brought up short by the realization her email had been hacked.  
 
    Mac took a step toward her, stopped when she raised her head and met his gaze. Her eyes narrowed and her chin jutted forward with sheer stubbornness. 
 
    Mac swallowed back the overwhelming need to pull her into his arms and reassure her. He'd had to do the same thing an hour ago, in his kitchen. Right after she'd seen the scar on his lower back. Something had changed in her, some miniscule shift in...something. He didn't know what, couldn't put his finger on it, couldn't read the expression that had crossed her face before she quickly shuttered it. Even now, he had no idea what had been going on in her head. All he knew was that he didn't like it. 
 
    And he hated the feeling of icy apprehension that washed over him whenever he thought of it. She was up to something. He had no idea what, didn't need to know. Just simply knowing TR was up to something was enough to freeze the blood in his veins and make his balls draw tight in fear. 
 
    She pulled her gaze from his and swung around to face Chaos. "Can you find it? The email. Can you find it and restore it?" 
 
    Chaos shot a quick glance at Mac then turned back to TR. His broad shoulders rose and fell in a noncommittal shrug. "Maybe. Maybe not." 
 
    "But if you had the email, you could trace it, right? You could figure out who sent it from where?" 
 
    "Again, maybe. Maybe not. Depends on—" 
 
    "I don't care what it depends on. Just do it." TR shot from the chair with enough force that it slid back and hit the desk with a soft thud. "And I'll get you a copy of that email, then we can see how good you really are." 
 
    "TR—" 
 
    "Get me a copy and I'll rock your world so hard, you'll be worshipping at my feet, doll." 
 
    TR leaned forward, invading Chaos's personal space enough that Mac actually worried the man would push her away. He didn't—but he wanted to. Chaos didn't like his personal space invaded. Hell, none of them did. Mac was ready to grab her and pull her to safety but she started speaking before he could.  
 
    "I'll hold you to it...Chaos. But for the record, my world's only been rocked once." She straightened, her pale blue eyes sweeping Chaos from head to toe and back again. "And I doubt you have the equipment to measure up." 
 
    Mac stood there, unable to control his jaw before it dropped open in surprise. He started to speak, stopped when the words tangled in a laugh and got caught in his throat. What the fuck? Had he heard TR right? He knew she was capable of attitude but holy hell, he'd never witnessed it, not really. Not like this. 
 
    What the hell had gotten into her? 
 
    He didn't have a chance to ask before she spun on her heel and grabbed his hand, tugging him toward the door. "Come on, we need to leave." 
 
    "TR—" He tugged back, dug his heels in and brought her up short. "TR, wait. What the hell are you up to? What do you think—" 
 
    "We need to go to my apartment. Now." 
 
    Mac ignored the snickering coming from Chaos, ignored the flush he felt staining his cheeks. "For what? Why the rush?" 
 
    "The thumb drive, remember? All my files are on that thumb drive back at my apartment. Everything—including the email. We can get it and bring it back and see if your boy—" She laced the word with so much artificial sweetness that Mac actually cringed, "—is as good as he thinks he is." 
 
    "Wait. I don't think it's that easy." Mac turned back to Chaos, ignored the other man's amused smirk. "Is it? Can you actually trace a copy of an email?" 
 
    "Maybe. Maybe not. Depends on how your girl—" Chaos's voice was an exact echo of TR's earlier sweet tones, "—saved it. If there's enough of a header, I might be able to work some magic." 
 
    Mac started to argue again, started to ask what the fuck he had missed and why the fuck Chaos and TR were butting heads like two surly siblings, but TR tugged his hand again. Harder this time, hard enough that he actually followed her out the door. 
 
    "Mac, come on. We need to go. Now." 
 
    He didn't argue with her, didn't question her sudden urgency. He simply followed her out the door to his truck—and wondered what had happened in the last two hours to change the shift in his new balance. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    "Son of a bitch." The curse came out in a low growl, vicious and angry. He heard TR's gasp of surprise behind him, reached out and caught her around the waist before she could move past him into the apartment. 
 
    The trashed apartment. 
 
    TR struggled against his hold, still trying to move past him as incoherent gasps of surprise fell from her mouth. He pushed her behind him, already reaching for the Glock tucked into the waistband of his pants. 
 
    "Stay here." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "Stay. Here." He pinned her with a glare that left no room for argument then moved into the living room, stepping over broken glass from the artwork that had once hung on the walls.  
 
    His gaze swept over the destruction: the slashed sofa cushions, the overturned coffee table and end tables, the destroyed artwork and small Christmas tree. Nothing had been left untouched, not even the small flat screen television, which had been thrown to the ground and smashed.  
 
    Mac tossed a quick glance over his shoulder, checking on TR. Making sure she stayed put, making sure she was safe. Her face was ash white, almost transparent against the inky darkness of her black hair. She stared at the destruction, her pale blue eyes unnaturally wide in her face. 
 
    Shock. Yes, of course she would be in shock. The best thing he could do would be to drag her out of here, drag her to safety. Take her back to his place and hide her until he found out what the fuck was going on.  
 
    And he would—in a minute. Once he checked out the rest of the apartment. Once he figured out what the fuck they—whoever the fuck they were—had been looking for. 
 
    If they had even been looking for anything. 
 
    Mac dismissed the thought as soon as it came to mind. Of course they'd been looking for something. This wasn't a case of random vandalism, or a simple break-in. The destruction was too complete, too angry. Too out-of-control. 
 
    But why? What the fuck was going on? 
 
    Mac continued through the apartment, his anger growing with each silent step. The kitchen had been ransacked, cabinets emptied and their contents smashed against the floor. The refrigerator door hung askew, vegetables and fruit and even that half-bottle of white wine TR had in there were destroyed and tossed to the side. 
 
    He passed the kitchen, his body hugging the wall as he moved toward the bathroom and looked in. More destruction that didn't make sense. The bedroom was next; he paused, reached out and slowly eased the door open... 
 
    This room, like the rest of the apartment, had been thoroughly trashed. Drawers had been removed from the dresser and tossed to the side, the closet contents removed. Clothes littered the floor. The slashed mattress and box spring rested against the wall where they had been thrown. Even the dresser mirror had been shattered, the shards of glass reflecting the light coming through the torn blinds in the window. 
 
    A shadow moved behind him and he whirled, anger clenching his jaw when TR stepped around him. Mac tucked the gun into the waistband of his jeans, his free hand already closing around TR's arm. 
 
    "I told you to stay put." 
 
    She ignored him. Or maybe she was so focused on the destruction laid out in front of her that she didn't even hear him. He tugged her out of the room, leaned down until her gaze finally met his. 
 
    "Dammit, TR, I told you to stay put. When I tell you something—" He bit back the anger, forced himself to take a calming breath. Calming, hell. No force on earth was powerful enough to calm him now, not with the destruction surrounding him. 
 
    Not with the sight of TR's quivering chin or the way she blinked back the tears forming in those wide, pained eyes. "Why? Who?" 
 
    Mac released his grip on her arm and gently ran his hand over her shoulder. "I don't know, babe, but we'll find out. Come on, we need to get out of here—" 
 
    "But I need to get my things—" 
 
    "Later." He glanced over his shoulder, bit back the anger creeping over him. Her things were trashed, most of them damaged beyond repair. TR must not realize that or else she wouldn't have asked— 
 
    "My files. I need the files." 
 
    He started to tell her the files were probably gone, that surely whoever had trashed the place must have taken them. Why else would they have broken in? Why else destroy everything in sight? 
 
    TR moved past him, heading toward the kitchen on legs steadier than he expected. He started to call after her, to ask her what the hell she was doing. He needed to get her out of here, now.  
 
    It would be easier to drag her out—and he would if he needed to. Hell, he'd toss her over his damn shoulder and carry her out if she gave him any shit. He followed her into the kitchen, ready to do just that, when he slid to a stop behind her. She was reaching for a rack on the wall, a cheap key rack in the shape of a resting cat. It had been pulled from the hooks and hung at a crazy angle, what was left of the wooden cat's tail raised high above the head. Three hooks protruded from the tail, the small curved kind designed to hold keyrings. Two of the hooks were empty. The third one held a nylon lanyard filled with decorative pins. Trailing from the lanyard was a small plastic pig, maybe two inches long, its pink body stained and marred. 
 
    TR yanked the lanyard from the hook with enough force to pull the wooden plaque from the wall. She didn't even look at it when it hit the floor, simply draped the lanyard around her neck and tucked the stupid plastic pig into her shirt. Mac started forward, ready to ask her what the fuck was so important about a stupid goddamn fucking pig. He opened his mouth but instead of words splitting the silence, there was an ominous roar. 
 
    Long. Loud.  
 
    And with enough force to knock them both to their knees. 
 
    Mac lunged for TR, covering her body with his before his mind even registered the noise. An explosion. A fucking explosion. Disbelief stunned him for a second that felt like eternity.  
 
    An explosion? Here, in TR's apartment? 
 
    No, not inside her apartment—outside, in the hallway.  
 
    Right where they would have been if she hadn't stopped for the lanyard. 
 
    But what was it? The boiler? Something in the laundry room that served the building? 
 
    He didn't know—and he had no plans to stick around to find out. 
 
    The shrill clang of alarms rang throughout the building, interspersed with surprised cries and loud shouts coming from the hallway. Smoke was already filling the apartment, dark and acrid. TR struggled in his arms, trying to push him away, trying to stand. 
 
    "No! Stay down." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "I said stay down!" Mac tightened his hold around her waist, pulled her against his chest and dragged her from the kitchen. The far wall—the one that separated her apartment from the interior stairs of the common hallway—was partially collapsed and already burning. Orange flames licked at the drywall, teased and played against the ceiling until it, too, erupted in flames. Smoke thickened, growing darker, heavier, filling the air around them. 
 
    Leaving through the door was impossible—the explosion had originated just on the other side of it. The patio doors? No, too close to the fire. It would be too risky, too hot.  
 
    The bedroom window. It was their best chance. 
 
    Mac grabbed a towel from the carnage on the floor and shoved it into TR's hand, shouting to be heard over the roar of flames and the screech of alarm bells. "Put this up to your face. Breathe in through your mouth, short breaths." 
 
    TR stared at him, her eyes wide with panic, with surprise. She tensed in his arms and for one frightening second, Mac thought she was going to jump to her feet and run for safety. 
 
    But she remained where she was, her wide gaze locked on his before she finally nodded and raised the towel to her face. Mac didn't waste any more time—he grabbed TR and rolled her to her back, ignoring her cry of surprise. He pressed his mouth close to her ear. "Wrap your arms around my neck. Hold on." 
 
    "Mac—" 
 
    He ignored her and started crawling, dragging her along with him, using his body to protect her, his strength to propel them down the hall to the bedroom. Prayed to God that he wasn't dragging her through glass, that he wasn't causing her pain.  
 
    She didn't say anything, made no noise at all except for the occasional cough that echoed his own. Smoke banked from the ceiling, coming closer to the floor with a speed that frightened him. Heat intensified, growing hotter with each agonizing inch of progress. 
 
    How much further? The apartment wasn't a big one, the hallway no more than ten feet long. He reached out with his left hand, ran it along the wall to get his bearings. They had to be close, they weren't that far away to begin with— 
 
    The wall disappeared beneath his hand, giving way with a suddenness that surprised him. He felt around, blind now in the choking smoke, touched the doorframe as a sigh of relief escaped his parched mouth. He lunged through the doorway, rolled to the side and kicked the door closed. It would buy them a little time, only minutes— 
 
    But every minute would count. 
 
    The air was clearer here, but only marginally. Mac pushed to his knees, his arm still locked around TR's waist as he hurried toward the window—then paused. 
 
    TR's apartment was on the lower level of the building, partially underground. And while her patio door opened onto level ground, the window didn't. The ground behind the building sloped up on the sides, meaning her bedroom window sat at chest level—his, not TR's. He closed his eyes, pulled up a quick mental picture of the landscape outside. Dirt and bushes and, a few yards away, trees. Lots of fucking trees. 
 
    Because TR liked her privacy. She liked sitting out on the patio and enjoying the quiet of the woods that ran behind the apartment building.  
 
    Woods that could be hiding anything—or anyone. 
 
    Dammit. Fuck! 
 
    Mac sat with his back to the wall, running different scenarios through his mind. He could go through first, make sure the area was secure then pull TR up and out behind him. But she'd be in the choking smoke longer, exposed to the heat and toxic fumes. What if she passed out? What if the fire reached the room before he could pull her out behind him? 
 
    Or he could push her out in front of him, follow behind her— 
 
    A coughing fit seized TR, long and hard, so hard he felt her body shaking where she was pressed against him. The smoke was thicker now, burning eyes and lungs, obliterating sight. How much longer? Minutes? Seconds? What would happen when he smashed the window? Would it give them some much-needed fresh air—or would that same air feed the fire and make things worse? 
 
    Fuck it. 
 
    He yanked the Glock from his waistband, made sure there was a round in the chamber and the safety was off. He grabbed TR's hand, folded it around the grip and leaned down, yelling in her ear.  
 
    "I'm pushing you out. Shoot anyone who comes near you." 
 
    She shook her head, tried to hand the gun back. "Mac, no—" 
 
    "I'll be right behind you." 
 
    He could sense her getting ready to argue again, ignored her feeble protests as he stood and thumbed the latch on the window. Heat seared his face, his ears, his lungs. He ignored it, slid the window open and sucked in a gasp of cold air a split second before the heat behind him intensified. He reached down, grabbed TR by the waistband of her jeans and hauled her up, pushing her halfway out the window as the fire roared behind him. He planted one hand on her ass and shoved her out the rest of the way as a wall of flame charged toward him, drowning out the sound of her voice as she screamed his name one final time. 
 
      
 
    # # 
 
      
 
    "What the hell is going on down there?" The voice was cold, angry, on the edge of losing control. The man replied with silence, knowing he needed to phrase his answer carefully. 
 
    The silence was broken by a string of classless profanity. "Answer me, dammit. What the hell is going on?" 
 
    The man's hand tightened just the slightest bit on the phone, relaxed as he took a deep breath and moved away from the crowd of onlookers. "It appears the woman's apartment building is on fire." 
 
    "On fire?" The voice on the other end of the phone rose an octave. "You set the fucking building on fire? After I told you to stand down?" 
 
    Anger swept over him, as swift and hot as the fire rapidly consuming the building in front of him. He pushed it back, reminded himself that he did not feel emotion, and calmly answered. "I had nothing to do with this." He hesitated, briefly clenched his jaw, relaxed. "Sir." 
 
    Yes, that was the right touch, tacking the sir at the end. It would show just enough respect for his patron's position of power. 
 
    The voice on the other end did not sound appeased. "Am I to believe this was just another coincidence? So soon after the accident? Do you honestly think I'm that stupid?" 
 
    Had his patron just called him stupid? The man frowned, trying to read the nuances of his patron's tone of voice. He had no experience with this kind of thing, wasn't sure how to proceed. His first reaction was to disconnect the call, to cut the ties of the agreement he'd been bound to and continue on his own. 
 
    No. Not yet. The man might still have use for his patron—if not the man himself, then most certainly his position. His money. 
 
    The man skirted the edges of the crowd and made his way back to the car, using the quiet minute to formulate his response— 
 
    And another plan. 
 
    "I do not believe this was a coincidence." 
 
    "Then what the hell do you believe?" 
 
    He had to be careful. Very careful. If he answered the wrong way, there was a chance his patron may call him off completely. He couldn't allow that to happen, not yet. Not until he was able to put his plan in motion. 
 
    He climbed into the car, pulled the door closed behind him, shutting out the noise of the arriving fire engines and blaring sirens. Of the onlookers complaining about the cold even as they stared at the destruction caused by the flames. 
 
    "I believe there may be a third party acting on orders from my client." 
 
    "A third party?" There was a long pause before the voice spoke again, the tone different this time. Thoughtful, possibly even amused. "Yes, that would make sense. The disease could be deteriorating what's left of his mind, exacerbating our friend's paranoia." 
 
    Another pause, followed by a decisive sigh. "There will be a change of plans with new orders issued. I need you back here. We'll discuss the next phase when you return." 
 
    The man wanted to argue but knew better. It wasn't his place to argue, only to follow orders. That was why he'd been created and trained. 
 
    That was what they paid him for. 
 
    Silence echoed in his ear, letting him know the call had been disconnected. He slowly lowered the phone, carefully dropped it in the car's cup holder. 
 
    The man stared straight ahead, his gaze focused on the truck parked several spaces down from his. MacGregor's truck. 
 
    But where was MacGregor? Where was the woman? 
 
    Nowhere in sight. 
 
    There was a possibility they were still inside. The man had arrived seconds before the small explosion in the woman's apartment, had watched the residents stream outside then mill about in panic.  
 
    But there had been no MacGregor. 
 
    No woman. 
 
    Last night, he had thought he had overestimated MacGregor, had come close to writing him off as a worthy opponent. But he'd read more of his file—a file that wasn't supposed to exist—and realized he had been too hasty in his dismissal. MacGregor wasn't his equal—nobody was—but it would be amusing to play with him until he grew tired of the game and ended his life. 
 
    Yes, it was the man's fate to end MacGregor's life—and only the man's. 
 
    It was unfathomable that the couple was still inside. MacGregor was too strong, too worthy an opponent. No, they must have escaped, possibly out the back. 
 
    The man refused to believe otherwise. 
 
    And if they hadn't? 
 
    Then the client would pay, no matter what his patron insisted. 
 
    But not yet. Not until he reported as ordered, not until he'd been given new direction. And then... 
 
    Then it would be his turn.  
 
    And if it transpired that MacGregor had perished in the fire? That the client had taken matters into his own hands and eliminated the only worthy opponent the man had encountered in far too long? 
 
    If that happened, he would make the client wish for a quick death— 
 
    And it would be a wish that fell on deaf ears. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    This couldn't be happening. It was a dream. No—a nightmare. An awful nightmare. She'd wake up, coated with a chilled sweat, kick the covers off and lay there, staring at the ceiling while she tried to catch her breath. A minute would go by, then another, maybe one more after that until her pulse slowed and her breathing calmed. She'd force a laugh, chide herself for her overactive imagination, then get ready for work.  
 
    She'd drive to the office, where her editor would assign her the article on the Frederick property—an article TR would immediately turn down because that was obviously what the nightmare was trying to tell her: stay away from it. All of it. 
 
    She pushed to her hands and knees as a coughing spell seized her, nearly knocking her back to the cold, hard ground as her lungs forced the acrid smoke from her body. And oh God, it wasn't a nightmare. The ransacked apartment, the sight of all her things destroyed. The explosion and the fire, even the gun in her hand, thrust there by Mac— 
 
    She lurched to her feet, tripped and nearly fell before catching herself and turning back to the window. Choking smoke, thick and black and oily, oozed from her bedroom window. Shouts and cries came from the front of the building; below that, the wailing shriek of a fire alarm and, from the distance, the wail of sirens. But back here, on the small tract of uneven land that separated the building from the woods, there was an eerie silence broken only by the harsh sound of her breathing and the crackling of flames. 
 
    "Mac!" Her scream was nothing more than a garbled croak, forced through a raw and swollen throat. She crawled closer to the window he had shoved her through, her bleary gaze focused on the smoke streaming from the opening. Watching, waiting, knowing he'd be coming out any second now, he had to, he had been right behind her— 
 
    "Mac!" Her cry was weaker now, burning her raw throat with fear. Where was he? He had to be there. She'd accept nothing else. 
 
    TR dropped the gun and scrambled closer, ignoring the way the hard ground and small rocks tore at her palms and bit into her knees. Ignoring the wall of heat and curtain of smoke. Mac was in there, she needed to get to him— 
 
    She dropped to her belly and pushed herself toward the window, knowing it was close, thinking only of Mac. One hand in front of the other, using her elbows and feet to propel herself forward. She heard something, a cry or a growl, then collided against something hard. 
 
    "TR! Fuck." Mac's voice, hoarse and rougher than usual. A cough, a low swear, then big hands were grabbing her, rolling her away from the building. She didn't care, not when it was Mac. He was here, alive, holding her— 
 
    "Dammit, TR! What the fuck are you doing? I told you to run!" 
 
    She opened her mouth but the only sound that came out was a small squeak. It didn't matter because Mac simply pushed to his feet, pulling her with him. He swore again, bent down and scooped the gun up from the spot where she dropped it, then closed one large hand around hers and started running. 
 
    Not toward the front of the building as she'd expected, but away from it, toward the woods. 
 
    She tried to tug on his hand, to make him stop so she could ask him where they were going. His truck was around front. The fire department was there, too, or at least they would be soon. It would be safer around front, they would be able to leave— 
 
    But TR said none of that—he didn't give her the chance and she wasn't sure she'd be able to speak even if he did. Her throat was dry and raw and her eyes burned, a stinging pain that refused to ease no matter how many times she blinked. Even her nose hurt, burning and stuffy like she'd had a head cold for a month and couldn't breathe. 
 
    And oh God, where were they going? How far was he taking her and did he plan on running the entire way? They couldn't go far—she knew that logically. Calling the patch of trees behind her apartment woods was a linguistic stretch. It wasn't a forest, merely a wooded buffer that separated her apartment complex from a small shopping center in one direction, and part of the reservoir in another. 
 
    Was that where they were going? The shopping center? But why?  
 
    TR turned her head, tried to get her bearings but it was useless—she had no idea which way they were going. She wasn't sure she'd be able to tell even if she had paid attention when they first started out. 
 
    And how long did Mac plan on running? It wasn't a fast pace, probably not even what could be considered a jog. Maybe only a little faster than a brisk walk. But her lungs ached and her feet and legs were already beginning to tire, even though they'd only gone maybe thirty yards, surely at least that far. And she couldn't breathe through her runny nose, could barely fill her burning lungs with air. The strangling sensation, the feeling that she was drowning, slammed into her out of nowhere. She needed to breathe, now. Needed to suck air into her tight chest. Now, before she suffocated— 
 
    She yanked her hand free of Mac's and stumbled to a stop, bent over at the waist and sucked in huge gulps of air. At least, she tried to. But her lungs weren't working, they wouldn't pull in the air she so desperately needed to survive. She was drowning again, only this time above water, and there was nothing she could do to stop it. She was going to suffocate, right here, with plenty of air around her and no way to breathe it in and— 
 
    "I've got you. It's okay. Look at me, babe. Right here." Hands, so large yet oddly gentle, closed over her shoulders. A face appeared in her line of vision. Rugged and chiseled, scarred yet beautiful. Dark eyes the color of melted chocolate met hers, intense and mesmerizing despite the red rimming them. "That's it. Focus on me, babe. Now breathe. In and out. There you go. Nice and easy. I've got you." 
 
    TR clutched his arms, steadied by the steely biceps flexing under her palms. Steadied by the enthralling eyes that held her in place, by the gravelly voice that soothed her sharp panic. 
 
    Air filled her lungs, clean and sharp, cold and biting and delicious. She didn't know air could taste delicious but it did and she sucked even more of it into her heaving lungs. Deep breaths that made her want to cough but she didn't care, as long as she could keep drawing that delicious air into her lungs. 
 
    Her panic waned and awareness of her surroundings slowly came into focus. The tangled brush under her feet. The bare-limbed trees stretching overhead. The slices of blue sky above them and the chill of the air cutting through the jacket she wore. 
 
    Mac's face, so rugged and focused and alive. Steaked with black, oily soot smeared around his eyes and nose and mouth. Under the soot, his face was bright red, as if he'd spent too much time under the burning sun without sunscreen. 
 
    She noticed a spot on his ear and frowned, leaned in closer and felt her skin prickle with a new kind of chill. She glanced down, saw the same spots on the back of his hands and near his wrists that she noticed on his ear. Blisters. Small. Soft and shiny, the skin stretched thin over them. 
 
    Anger slammed into her from nowhere. Mac had been burned. His skin had been blistered from the heat of the fire. 
 
    Because he'd pushed her out first.  
 
    He had risked his life for her. 
 
    Again. 
 
    She pushed away from him, curled one hand and pulled back, clipping him on the shoulder. The punch was ineffectual, so weak he probably didn't even feel it. But he straightened and took a step back, his brows slashing low over his dark eyes. 
 
    "What the hell was that for?" 
 
    "You pushed me out the window!" Her voice was low and hoarse, barely more than a croak, which only angered her more. 
 
    "What did you expect me to do? Walk you out the front door? Honey, I may be good but even I can't walk through fire." 
 
    "Don't you dare laugh at me!" She swung again but he simply moved back half a step, his mouth quivering like he was holding back a smile. 
 
    "I'm not—" 
 
    "Don't say you aren't when you are! You pushed me out the window!" 
 
    "TR, what the hell did you expect me to do?" 
 
    "You should have gone first. What if something had happened? You could have died!" 
 
    The almost-smile died on his face, replaced by a look so serious, so intense, that TR's breath caught in her lungs. He stepped toward her, wrapped one large hand behind her neck, and pulled her close. The heat of his breath caressed her cheek, her ear; her skin pebbled at the blaze of fire that erupted in his gaze. 
 
    "I will always put you first, TR. Always. If that pisses you off, tough shit. Get over it." He lowered his voice as some emotion flashed in his eyes, there and gone before she could decipher it. "Is that clear?" 
 
    She wanted to argue but there was something that stopped her. Maybe it was the intensity of his gaze, or maybe it was something as simple as a survival instinct she didn't realize she had. It didn't matter because she kept her mouth shut. 
 
    At least about that. 
 
    She yanked her gaze from his, breathed in a gulp of air, then focused at a spot over his shoulder. "You told me to shoot anyone who came close." 
 
    "Yeah. And?" 
 
    "You told me before, when we were at the range, that I'd be better off throwing my gun at someone." 
 
    "Yeah. Your gun. You wouldn't be able to miss with mine. Not that it would have done any good because you dropped it." Mac finally straightened, took a few seconds to look around, then pulled his phone from an inside pocket of his coat. 
 
    "I dropped it because—" She stopped herself at the last second, already knowing opening her mouth and saying anything had been a mistake. Mac looked up from the phone, studied her with those dark eyes, but said nothing. 
 
    Neither did she. TR had the feeling she didn't need to, that Mac somehow already knew what she'd been about to say. 
 
    Because I was going back for you. 
 
    The unspoken words hung in the air between them, the silence stretching out until she looked away and wrapped her arms around her waist. Mac moved closer, draped one big arm around her shoulders and pulled her against him. She rested her head against his chest, heard the steady beat of his heart beneath her ear. She wrapped her arms around his waist and held onto him tighter than she probably should, reassured by that sound. He was alive, they both were.  
 
    TR didn't want to think about the alternative. Couldn't imagine never hearing that reassuring beat again. She closed her eyes and tightened her hold on him, almost afraid to let him go. If she did, something might happen to him. 
 
    And she didn't think she could live with herself if it did. 
 
    His own arm tightened around her, a quick hug meant to reassure her. TR couldn't be sure but she thought he pressed a kiss against the top of her head. Then he spoke into the phone, his gruff voice low and steady and filled with silent command. 
 
    "We need a ride. Come get us." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    The men gathered around the table in the conference room were silent, focused on the news report flashing across the screen of the giant television hanging on the far wall. A reporter stood in front of the camera, a serious expression on her face as she reported on the fire burning behind her. The camera moved away from the woman and slowly panned across the building. Smoke drifted skyward from the blackened shell of the apartment where TR lived. Soot marked every opening, black stains marring the surface of the pale brick in large splotches above each window. Firefighters in dirty gear moved hose lines around, adjusting the spray of water to the roof and surrounding buildings. 
 
    The camera zoomed in closer, focusing on several people resting on stretchers, their faces obscured by oxygen masks as the reporter continued talking. 
 
    "Several injuries have been reported but thankfully, they seem to be minor in nature. Not all of the residents have been accounted for but officials are still hopeful that's because of the holiday today." 
 
    An unseen voice, steady and reserved, spoke from somewhere off screen. "Mandy, has there been any speculation as to the cause of this devastating fire?" 
 
    Mandy—the reporter—pressed a finger to her ear and tilted her head ever-so-slightly to the side. She shook her head, cast a serious look over her shoulder, then turned back to the camera. "No, Jim, not yet. There were reports from several of the residents of an explosion coming from the ground floor just before the fire broke out. The officials I spoke with haven't ruled anything out but they will be looking into the possibility of some kind of equipment malfunction. For safety reasons, they won't begin their full investigation until the fire has been completely extinguished." 
 
    "Thanks, Mandy. We can all be thankful that everyone seems to have made it out okay and that this seems to be nothing more than a terrible accident." The footage from the fire scene was quickly replaced by an image of the news anchor sitting behind a desk at the studio. "In other news today—" 
 
    Daryl stabbed the remote, turning off the television. He ran a hand over his face then tossed the remote on the table with a loud grunt. "Accident my ass." 
 
    It was nothing less than what every single one of them had been thinking—except maybe TR. Her head shot up, a frown marring her face as she studied Daryl. It was the first reaction Mac had seen from her since Daryl had picked them up forty minutes ago.  
 
    She'd been quiet, withdrawn. Saying nothing as Mac led her inside the building and ushered her into his small office. Wolf had quickly checked her out, assuring Mac that she was fine, that she didn't need to go to the hospital. Then he'd shown her to the bathroom, told her she could clean up some if she wanted.  
 
    Except she had simply stood there, her face expressionless. Mac had been the one to wash her face and hands, to remove her dirty sweater and replace it with one of the clean t-shirts he always kept in his office. That had been fifteen minutes ago, right before Daryl had called them into the conference room to watch the news footage of the fire. 
 
    TR had taken a seat in one of the chairs near the wall, her blank gaze focused on the large television as the fire played out on the screen. There'd been no expression on her face, no emotion in her eyes, just that vacant stare as she sat there and watched. 
 
    She was in shock. Mac didn't need medical training to know that much but damn if he knew what the hell to do about it. Wolf was the trained medic and Wolf had said she was fine. Could the man have missed something? 
 
    No. Wolf was damn good at what he did—if something had been wrong with TR, he would have said so. And fuck, it wasn't like being in shock wasn't normal, not after everything else that had happened. Mac had seen the same thing in the field, had witnessed civilians and soldiers alike retreat into their mind after experiencing a traumatic event. It was the mind's way of coping, of sorting things out or even tuning them out until it was ready to process what had happened. 
 
    Had TR's mind had enough time to process everything yet? Mac doubted it. Not enough time had gone by. But her face no longer held that expression of absolute blankness. In its place was an expression of disbelief. Of surprise. 
 
    Of denial. 
 
    "It was an accident." Her quiet voice was the only sound in the room but she spoke so softly, Mac still had trouble hearing her. He started toward her but Daryl stopped him with a quick shake of his head. TR didn't seem to notice. She pointed at the black screen of the television, her gaze never leaving Daryl's stony face. "They said it was an accident." 
 
    "And you believe them." It was a statement, not a question. Daryl's own voice was deceptively soft. Gentle. Mac heard the edge beneath the words, knew what was coming and started forward again only to be stopped by Wolf's hand on his arm. 
 
    "Yes. They...that's what they said. It was an accident." 
 
    "So that makes it true." 
 
    A visible shudder shook TR's body. She wrapped her arms around her middle, lowered her gaze for a brief second as she chewed on her lower lip. She looked back up and Mac saw the slight quiver of her chin. "They wouldn't lie. They have no reason to lie." 
 
    Daryl shifted in the chair, leaned forward and braced his elbows on his knees. "TR, it wasn't an accident." 
 
    "But it was. It was an accident. It had to be—" 
 
    "I think you know it wasn't." 
 
    "No. It was an accident." TR shook her head, denying Daryl's words, denying whatever she must have seen in his eyes. She finally looked away from Daryl, her frantic gaze skimming the room before landing on him. He saw disbelief in her eyes, saw the pain of realization as she slowly accepted the truth she was trying so hard to ignore. "Tell him, Mac. You were there. It was an accident. Something malfunctioned, like they said..." 
 
    Her voice trailed off, the words obliterated by a small choking sound. Mac saw guilt dance in the pale depths of her eyes a second before she looked away. She squeezed her eyes closed and tightened her arms around her waist.  
 
    Mac brushed Wolf's hand from his arm and crossed the room, dropped to his knees in front of TR's chair and carefully ran his hands along her arms. Her skin was cold, her flesh pebbled. "TR, this wasn't your fault." 
 
    She shook her head, her eyes still closed, refusing to look at him. "But it is. I'm the reason those people were hurt. Someone could have died." Her eyes fluttered open, her gaze raking his face as she released a shaky breath. "You almost died. Because of me." 
 
    What the fuck? What the hell made her think that?  
 
    Mac leaned closer, tipped her chin up when she tried to look away. "Babe, I'm fine. See? I'm right here, without so much as even a scratch." 
 
    "Yeah. Lord knows, it'll take a hell of a lot more than a simple fire to get rid of Mac's ugly ass." Chaos said the words with a laugh, meaning them as nothing more than a joke. Mac started to turn, ready to tell him that now wasn't the time. Was the man that totally fucking clueless that he couldn't see that? But TR moved before he could open his mouth, launching herself out of the chair with enough force that he stumbled back before catching his balance and jumping to his feet. 
 
    "Don't you dare say that! This isn't a joke. None of this funny—" 
 
    Mac caught TR around the waist and pulled her against him before she did something completely foolish, like launch herself at Chaos and try to gouge his eyes out. And as much as he'd love to see that—he had no doubt TR would try her best before being stopped—now wasn't the time.  
 
    He dipped his head, lowered his mouth to her ear and spoke in a soft tone. "TR, easy. He didn't mean anything by it." 
 
    She stiffened against him and for a split second, he didn't think she had heard him. Then she slowly relaxed, sagging against his chest as the brief spark of fight left her as quickly as it came.   
 
    "Your woman's a bit of a tiger, isn't she?" 
 
    "Chaos, I swear—" 
 
    "Has she had her rabies shot yet?" 
 
    "You stupid son-of-a—" 
 
    "Enough! Both of you." Daryl stepped between them, a stern scowl on his face. "Now is not the time. We need to figure out what the hell is going on and who's behind it. Fighting isn't going to help with that." 
 
    Chaos stepped back, both hands held up in surrender. "I tried doing my part. If you had succeeded in doing your part by getting those files—" 
 
    "I was a little fucking busy trying not to become a roasted marshmallow." 
 
    "I get that. All I'm saying is that having those files might make things a little easier." 
 
    Daryl split a glance between the two of them, finally turning those amber eyes on Mac. "What files? The ones she mentioned last night?" 
 
    Mac looked down at TR, waiting for her to answer the question, to explain. But she had gone quiet again, her own gaze focused inward. He gentled his hold on her but kept her close, not bothering to question the need for that physical contact, that need to feel her next to him. 
 
    "Yeah. Chaos tried accessing TR's email but it had been wiped clean. She saved a copy with the rest of her files. That's why we were at her place—to get them." But they'd been too late. TR's place had been ransacked and destroyed. The files were probably long gone—along with any evidence that might have been left behind by whoever had been there before them.  
 
    "Still would have been nice. Not that I can't still work my magic but having the files—" 
 
    "I have them." TR pulled away, looked over her shoulder at him with her pale blue eyes. Still tired, still rimmed in red from the smoke, but not quite as vacant as they had been moments earlier. "The files. I grabbed them before...before the fire." 
 
    Worry coursed through him. Was TR hallucinating? Had she hit her head or inhaled too much smoke? He'd been with her the entire time, she hadn't grabbed anything. He would have remembered, would have seen her.  
 
    "TR, you didn't—" 
 
    "But I did. They're on my thumb drive." She raised her hand to her neck, reaching for something that wasn't there. A frown creased her face and she looked down, the first hint of panic flashing in her eyes. "I grabbed it. In the kitchen. I know I did." 
 
    "What did you grab?" 
 
    "My thumb drive. It was on the lanyard. I had it—" 
 
    "The pig?" 
 
    TR's gaze snapped to his. "Yes. It was hanging from the hook. 
 
    Mac reached into his pocket and pulled out the lanyard. The dirty rubber pig swung from the end, its body spinning in a small circle. "This thing?" 
 
    "Yes." TR grabbed the lanyard from him then held the pig between her fingers. She gave it a tug and yanked. The head popped off, exposing the small thumb drive attached to the body.  
 
    Mac stared at it for a long minute, not knowing what to say. He'd been furious with her when she had stopped to grab it, wanting nothing more than to get her out of the apartment. But if she hadn't, if he had pulled her out of the kitchen and hurried her to the door like he had wanted— 
 
    Neither one of them would be here right now. They would have reached the door at the same time as the explosion.  
 
    "That damn thing saved our lives." He reached for the thumb drive, curled his fingers around it and gave it a squeeze before tossing it to Chaos. "Now let's see if you can work your magic and find out if you're as good as you say are." 
 
    Chaos caught it midair, tossed it up once and let it land in his palm. A cold smile curled the edges of his mouth as he met Mac's gaze. "I'm even better."  
 
    Mac didn't respond—he didn't have to, not when he knew that Chaos's ego had been hard-earned and well-deserved. Whether there was enough information on the thumb drive to shed light on what was going on remained to be seen. If it was there, Chaos would find it. 
 
    Wolf followed Chaos from the room, leaving just the three of them. Daryl started his own retreat then paused at the door, his gaze carefully blank when he looked at Mac— 
 
    And at the way Mac's hand was still resting protectively in the middle of TR's back.  
 
    "We'll talk later." 
 
    Mac acknowledged Daryl's suggestion with a curt nod then waited for him to leave. As soon as the door closed behind him with a soft click, Mac pulled TR into his arms. 
 
    She stiffened against him for a quick second then wrapped her own arms around his waist. Her head dropped to his chest and he felt the warmth of her breath through his shirt when she sighed.  
 
    Minutes stretched by, filled with nothing but the sound of their breathing. But instead of relaxing even more against him, TR slowly tensed, her body becoming a little more rigid. 
 
    Pulling away. Not physically, but emotionally. Mentally. He could feel it as surely as he felt the warmth of her breath against his skin. 
 
    He dropped a kiss against the top of her head then stepped back, grabbing one of her hands in his before she could move. He led her over to the table and leaned against the edge, settled her between his spread legs. She started to move away but he kept her in place by putting his hands on her hips. 
 
    "Talk to me, babe. What's wrong?" 
 
    "Nothing." 
 
    He dipped his head, caught her gaze with his own. "Yeah there is. What is it?" 
 
    TR shook her head, tried to pull away but it was only a half-hearted gesture. She dropped her hands to his, grazed his wrists with her fingers then frowned. "You need to get these looked at." 
 
    "Get what looked at?" 
 
    "These. The blisters." 
 
    "I'll be fine." 
 
    "But they could get infected—" 
 
    "TR, they're just blisters. It's not a big deal." 
 
    She lifted her head, frowned up at him. "Like being shot isn't a big deal? Or drowning while pulling me out of my car? Or dying in a fire trying to save me?" 
 
    There was something in her voice—anger, impatience, sorrow. He heard it in the sharpness of each word, saw it in the flash in her eyes. Mac waited before answering, instinct telling him he needed to choose each word carefully. TR was going through...something. Feeling...something. But damn if he knew what. 
 
    And damn if he knew the right thing to say.  
 
    "TR, I—" He stopped, still searching for the right words. He wanted to reassure her, tell her nothing would happen to him. But how could he do that with the evidence so clearly displayed on his body? When each scar—the ones she could plainly see on his face and the ones she had yet to notice—said otherwise?  
 
    There was nothing he could say. Nothing but the truth. Would that be enough? Probably not, but it was all he had. 
 
    "TR, I'm not that easy to get rid of. And I've been trained by the best. I know how—" 
 
    "That doesn't make you invincible. That doesn't mean nothing can't happen to you." The breath hitched in her chest and she looked away, pulled on her lower lip for a second before continuing. "And it's my fault. All of it." 
 
    "Whoa. Back up. What's your fault?" 
 
    She pushed against him and he almost let her. Almost. But he didn't and she finally gave up, the fight leaving her as quickly as it came. "The fire. Those people being hurt. You being hurt—" 
 
    "I wasn't hurt." 
 
    She closed her hand over his and raised his arm between them. "Then what do you call these?" 
 
    "A nuisance." He eased his arm free then caught her face between his hands, tilting her head back until she looked at him. "And this isn't your fault. None of it is—" 
 
    "But it is. You heard Daryl—he said this wasn't an accident—" 
 
    "I don't think it was—" 
 
    "Which means it's my fault. Whoever did this was after me. I'm the reason those people were hurt. I'm the reason my apartment building was burned down." Her words ended in a sob, one she quickly choked back, just as she blinked away the tears before they could spill over her lower lids. 
 
    Mac pulled her against him, holding her so tightly, he worried he might actually hurt her. But he didn't loosen his hold. Not yet. Not when he simply needed to feel her against him. 
 
    "This isn't your fault, TR. You need to stop blaming yourself." 
 
    "But it is—" 
 
    "No, it's not. It's the fault of whoever is behind this. And trust me, I'll find out who it is. And when I do—" 
 
    "No." She pulled away. Shook her head. "No, Mac. Promise me you won't do anything. Promise me you won't go after them—" 
 
    "Bullshit. I'm not making that promise." 
 
    "I don't want anything to happen to you. I couldn't live with myself if that happened. Promise me you won't—" 
 
    "TR, I'm not making that promise. You need to have a little faith in me. In the rest of the guys. We'll figure this thing out—" 
 
    "Then I'll drop the story. I'll go to work tomorrow and tell my editor I can't do it."  
 
    "Do you honestly think that would work? TR, I don't know what you stumbled on but everything that's been set into motion isn't going to stop just because you drop the story." He ran a thumb across her cheek then gentled his voice. "And you know that as much as I do." 
 
    She tilted her head back and watched him with watery eyes for a long minute. He saw the truth dawn in their clear blue depths, saw the pain of that truth flash across her face. Mac waited for her to say something, knew it wasn't in her nature to give up, not without a fight. 
 
    But maybe she realized this was something that she couldn't fight. That he'd been speaking the truth when he said that whatever was playing out wouldn't simply stop just because she dropped the story. He wanted to believe she realized that but something told him TR wasn't so easily convinced—which meant he'd have to keep a close watch on her, just in case she decided to do something foolish. Not that TR was foolish—she wasn't. But if she was blaming herself for everything, if she thought she was responsible and could somehow stop things...yeah, Mac could clearly see her trying to do just that. 
 
    TR dropped her gaze then leaned into him and rested her head against his chest. He didn't hesitate, simply wrapped his arms around her and held her close. "Things are going to work out, TR. And I'm not going to let anything happen to you." 
 
    "I know." 
 
    Did she? Maybe, maybe not. Maybe she simply thought his words were nothing more than empty words meant to reassure her. And if that was the case, he was fine with it. He knew the truth, knew that he'd protect her no matter the cost. 
 
    He pressed a kiss against her temple. "Come on, let's go home." 
 
    She stiffened, sighed, slowly pulled away. "I don't have a home." 
 
    "No, but you do have a place to stay." 
 
    "Mac, I can't—" 
 
    "Yeah, you can. And you will." 
 
    "I can stay at my mom's..." Her voice trailed off, her eyes growing wide as she stared at Mac in horror. "Oh my God, my mom. I need to call her. She probably saw the news, she's probably freaking out—" 
 
    "You can call her from my office, let her know you're okay." 
 
    "I need to see her. She won't believe me until she actually sees me for herself. Can you drive me to her place? Please?" 
 
    "Of course—" 
 
    "Wait. You can't, you left your truck at my apartment." 
 
    "I can get another set of wheels with no problem. And I'll take you to see your mom—but after we go home." 
 
    "Home? But—" 
 
    "TR, if you want to reassure your mom you're okay, you need to clean up before you see her." 
 
    "Oh." TR ran her hands through her hair, frowned when they tangled in the ends. She grabbed several long strands between her fingers and pulled them in front of her face. She sniffed then dropped them with a shudder. "I stink. Do I look as bad as I smell?" 
 
    "No, to both: you don't look bad and you don't smell. But you still need to clean up first." Mac reached down and wrapped his hand around hers. Had her sudden change of subject been a deliberate ploy to avoid talking about staying at his place? Or had TR simply been so overwhelmed by everything that she really had forgotten about her mother until just a few minutes ago? 
 
    It was possible.  
 
    But Mac wasn't buying it—which simply meant he had to be one step ahead of whatever she thought she was going to do when they got to her mother's place. 
 
    Because no way in hell was he letting her out of his sight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Mac wasn't into big family displays of affection. His mom, when she'd been alive, had always showered him with hugs but that had been too many years ago to count. His father had been a military man himself, more comfortable with war than hugs, leaving the affection part of parenting to his mother—which suited Mac just fine. He had a happy childhood growing up, had known he was loved without all the touchy-feely crap. Hadn't wanted it. Didn't miss it. 
 
    Which was why he deliberately stayed in the background when they reached TR's mother's house. 
 
    He should have stayed in the fucking car instead. Not that he would have let TR out of his sight for that long. And not that it would have done him any good—he could have been ten miles away and he still wouldn't have been able to miss the big display of family affection. 
 
    TR had barely knocked on the door of the tidy townhouse when it was thrown open by a woman who looked like an older version of TR: the same shiny black hair cut in a short, trendy style instead of worn long and loose like her daughter's; the same oval face with delicate bone structure; the same full lips and stubborn chin.  
 
    And clear, pale eyes, a shade more gray than blue, fringed with those same long, dark lashes that framed TR's eyes. 
 
    The woman had taken one look at TR then pulled her into a huge hug. And dammit, both women had started crying. Not dainty, quiet tears—which would have been bad enough. No, these were noisy, air-gulping sobs that the people ten houses down could probably hear. 
 
    And there wasn't a damn thing Mac could do about it except stand off to the side, feeling like an overgrown, ill-mannered bear as he tried to look anywhere else and pretend the emotion in those racking sobs wasn't punching him in the gut.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    TR pulled away first. She ran both hands over her face then started laughing when her mother did the same thing—first to her face, then to TR's. A smile wobbled on her face, hesitant but a smile none-the-less, a real one.  
 
    When was the last time he'd seen TR smile?  
 
    This morning. In his kitchen. When he'd caught her staring at his bare chest as he leaned across the table, using every ounce of his self-control not to pull her under him, spread her legs, and drive into her tight heat. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Had that really been just this morning? Christ, it seemed like a lifetime ago. How the hell was that even possible? He frowned, trying to figure out how time had become so fucking warped this past week. 
 
    No, the past two weeks, ever since TR had shown up at the offices of Cover Six Security and asked him to be her date. 
 
    He didn't bother hiding the scowl on his face as he went through everything that had happened since that morning that felt like a lifetime ago. And thank Christ he hadn't sent her packing that day, the way he had a year ago at Reigs's wedding, when she had propositioned him. 
 
    When he had foolishly turned her down, telling himself she deserved better.  
 
    What would have happened if he had been the same foolish jackass that morning two weeks ago? Genuine fear crept along his spine as the different possibilities unfolded in his mind—and none of them good. Just thinking of what could have happened was enough to make his balls shrivel. The accident, the fire...would TR have survived either of them? Would she be gone even now? 
 
    He didn't want to imagine a world without TR in it. Couldn't imagine it—the picture was too bleak, too gray, too empty. Fuck, his life this past year had been bleak and gray and he was only just now realizing why. No, they hadn't been together a year ago but she had still been part of his life back then. An easy friendship had developed between them, even though they hadn't known each other long. But she'd been there.  
 
    Annoying him. Teasing him. Making him laugh. 
 
    And then she wasn't—because he'd pushed her away. Because he thought he knew what she needed better than she did. Only he didn't know shit because this past year had been fucking miserable. And how fucking stupid was he that he was only now just realizing why? 
 
    Another realization blindsided him, this one startling enough that the air rushed from his lungs like he'd been sucker-punched in the gut. He shook his head, trying to deny it. It wasn't possible. 
 
    But it was.  
 
    He narrowed his eyes and looked up, only to take a step back in surprise. Both women were staring at him. Watching him. TR cocked her head to the side, her delicate brows pulled low over her pale eyes, no doubt trying to figure out what the hell he was scowling about this time. But it was her mother's expression that surprised him even more. 
 
    Her own pale eyes raked him from head-to-toe and back again. He had the feeling her clear gaze could see behind every mask and wall he'd ever erected, that she could see through him, into him. See every mistake he'd made, every regret he had, every sin he'd committed. She was taking his measure, judging his worth—and he was certain she'd find him lacking. Certain she'd grab TR and pull her into the house and tell him to stay away from her daughter, that he didn't deserve her.  
 
    And she'd be more right than she would ever know. Mac didn't deserve TR. But damn if he'd walk away from her. Not now. Not ever again. 
 
    Mac straightened to his full height, his arms loose by his side, his weight resting on the balls of his feet. Her gaze raked over him once more, finally resting on the network of scars covering the lower half of his face. Five seconds went by, then ten. Then another five—long enough that Mac felt an unaccustomed blush heat his face. Long enough that he experienced the unexpected need to fidget and flinch.  
 
    And then she moved toward him, her speed surprising him.  
 
    The large hug she gave him surprised him even more.  
 
    "Thank you. Thank you so much." 
 
    Mac opened his mouth, closed it again when he realized he had no idea what to say. And then dammit, she raised up on her toes and pressed a dry kiss against his cheek, right near the largest scar that ran from the corner of his mouth to his lower jaw. 
 
    He blinked, thankful for the dark glasses covering his eyes because he could only fucking imagine the surprise that were flashing in them. No, belay that. He couldn't imagine it, couldn't remember the last time he'd been this surprised. 
 
    No, that was wrong, too. He did remember: it had been a year ago, when TR had pressed her warm body against his, leaned up and grazed his mouth with her own, and asked him to go home with her. 
 
    And fuck. That was so the wrong fucking thing to be thinking about when her mother was still standing right there in front of him, staring up at him with that soft smile of gratitude on her face. 
 
    "Mom, don't. You'll just make him uncomfortable. He embarrasses easily." 
 
    What. The. Fuck. 
 
    Had TR just said that? Had she really just accused him of embarrassing easily? No fucking way.  
 
    Only he couldn't fucking deny it because he had no idea what to say, wouldn't have been able to choke the words out even if he did. Then he didn't need to worry about it because TR was beside him, wrapping her slender fingers around his own and tugging him toward the house. She closed the door behind them then leaned up, her voice a soft whisper. 
 
    "You're blushing." 
 
    He pushed his sunglasses up and narrowed his eyes at TR. "I don't blush." 
 
    "If you say so." She didn't give him a chance to respond, just led him into the living room of her mother's house and finally released his hand before taking a seat on the plush sofa. Mac hesitated, his gaze studying the surroundings, then eased his weight down next to her. 
 
    The first thing he noticed was the overabundance of plants. Large potted palms flanked the French doors leading out to the deck. Ferns hung in the corners of the room, their full leaves creating a canopy of shadows. More plants—some tall, some full—rested on flat surfaces everywhere he looked: the coffee table, the mantlepiece of the gas fireplace, the wooden entertainment center. It was like a jungle, only without the oppressive heat and humidity. 
 
    TR's mom moved around them, her trim figure flattered by the linen pants and sweater she wore. She offered him another smile then carefully folded her hands in front of her. "Would you like something to drink? Coffee? Soda? Water?"  
 
    "No, ma'am. Thank you." 
 
    Her smile widened a fraction of an inch before she took a graceful seat across from them and carefully crossed her legs. One slender hand smoothed the crease of her pants, reached up and tucked a short strand of hair behind her ear. Her clear gaze moved toward TR and she studied her daughter expectantly. 
 
    "Tabitha, are you going to introduce us?" 
 
    "Oh." TR sat up a little straighter, a faint blush staining her cheeks. "Mom, this is Mac. Mac, this is my mom. Lillian." 
 
    Mac leaned forward and caught the woman's hand in his own. "Ma'am." 
 
    Her fingers squeezed his for a brief second, surprising him with their strength before she sat back once more. Delicate brows raised above those clear eyes as she studied him with a small smile. "Mac. I assume that's short for something else?" 
 
    "Yes, ma'am. It's MacGregor. Gordon MacGregor." 
 
    "Gordon." She nodded as if she approved of the name. "Thank you again. When I saw the news and realized it was Tabitha's apartment...and then, when she wasn't answering the phone—" 
 
    "I think I dropped it. Earlier. When we—" TR stopped, gave him a quick warning glance. "Um, when we were leaving my apartment." 
 
    When he pushed her out the window, she meant. Except she didn't have her phone because she'd lost it last night, when her car sank in the pond—something she obviously didn't want her mother to know about. Mac acknowledged her silent warning with a slight nod and made a mental note to get a replacement phone for her, first thing tomorrow morning. Hell, maybe even tonight if the store was still open. 
 
    "And they think the fire was accidental? Some kind of explosion, they said." 
 
    Mac placed a calming hand against TR's leg, just a quick brush meant to silence her. "Yes, ma'am." 
 
    "That's just so awful. And so scary. I can't even imagine what must have been going through your mind." Lillian shuddered then quickly shook her head, as if refusing to allow herself to think too hard about the details. "At least you're safe. Both of you. That's what matters most." 
 
    "Yes, ma'am." Mac studied the woman across from him. There was something about the way she was acting, something he couldn't quite put his finger on. She wasn't being dramatic, not even close. Maybe that was what he was picking up on—she was genuinely worried, he could see that much simply by looking into her eyes. Maybe she was holding back her own fear and worry, putting on a brave face for the sake of her daughter.  
 
    Or maybe she suspected that TR wasn't being exactly truthful about everything. Didn't mothers have some kind of built-in lie detector when it came to their kids? His own mother had—she'd been able to tell something was wrong simply by looking at him. And God help him if he didn't come clean because there would be hell to pay when she figured it out.  
 
    And she always did. 
 
    Lillian shifted on the plush seat, crossing and uncrossing her legs. She rested her elbow on the overstuffed arm, her clear gaze once again moving back and forth between them. "Tabitha, were you able to save anything at all? Or is it a total loss?" 
 
    "Um, it's pretty much a total loss. I had some clothes packed already. And my laptop. Other than that..." TR's voice trailed off and she cleared her throat, no doubt trying to hide the emotion that had made the last few words quiver. Mac reached over and took her hand, gave it a comforting squeeze.  
 
    They'd need to go shopping tomorrow, replace some of her things in addition to the phone she'd lost. 
 
    Lillian's gaze dropped to their clasped hands, quickly lifted her eyes and focused on TR. "You still have some clothes packed up in your old room if you need them. And you can always borrow some of mine, you know that." 
 
    "About that." TR shifted next to him, eased her hand from his and curled it in her lap. "Um, I was thinking I could move back here for a few weeks, just until I find a new apartment." 
 
    Dammit. He knew she was going to pull a stunt like this, had known it even before they left the office. He straightened, leaned forward and opened his mouth— 
 
    "I don't think that's a good idea, sweetheart." 
 
    —and quickly snapped it shut again. Holy shit. Did he need his hearing checked? Had TR's own mother just nixed the idea? Yeah, she had—and with a finesse he would have never been able to manage. He glanced at TR, saw the same surprise he felt etched on her face. In the way her eyes widened, in the way her mouth slightly parted. 
 
    In the embarrassed flush creeping up her neck. 
 
    "You don't think it's a good idea?" TR parroted her mother's words, her voice an octave higher than usual. "But...Mom. I don't have—I mean...why? It won't be for long, just until they can find me another apartment and—" 
 
    "Sweetheart, you know I've redone your room—" 
 
    "Then I can stay in the guest room—" 
 
    "Your aunt is coming in a few days. Didn't I tell you that?" 
 
    "Yeah, but—" 
 
    "She'll be staying in the guest room." 
 
    "Then I'll sleep on the floor. I can get an air mattress and a sleeping bag—" 
 
    "I still don't think it's a good idea, dear." Lillian sat back, her face carefully impassive. Mac didn't miss the tension running through her, didn't miss the way her shoulders stiffened just the slightest bit every time she countered TR's arguments, or the way she clasped her hands in her lap, so tight that her knuckles were beginning to turn white. 
 
    She might look calm and poised, but she was definitely worried. And turning down TR was killing her a little each time. 
 
    Mac placed his hand on TR's knee, stopping her from making yet another plea. "I told you before, you can stay with me." Did she hear the warning edge in his voice? Yes, she did. And she wasn't happy with it—or with him. Or with her mom. 
 
    But he could tell she knew this was a battle she wasn't going to win. She sat back, her body language screaming defeat. Her mother, on the other hand, looked perfectly happy. 
 
    No, not quite. Even that was an act—she was trying to hide it but Mac could see the worry in her eyes, in the way those slender hands kept twisting in her lap.  
 
    "That's a perfect idea. Tabitha, why don't you go upstairs and pack a few things to take with you? There's a suitcase in the guest room you can use." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "No buts. Go on. I'll be up in a little bit to help you. I want to talk to Gordon for a few minutes." 
 
    TR must have finally realized something else was going because she narrowed her eyes and stared at her mother for a long minute before pinning Mac with that same glare. She pushed to her feet, muttering something under her breath as she made her way to the stairs. Mac watched her disappear then turned back to Lillian. Waiting. Preparing for whatever was to come. 
 
    The older woman stood up, wrapped her arms around her waist and closed her eyes on a heavy sigh. A second went by, then another, before she opened her eyes and pinned him in place with a searing intensity that would have made his instructors at Fort Benning envious. 
 
    "Is my daughter in danger?" 
 
    Mac hesitated, wondering how much to tell her. She obviously knew something was going on. How, he had no idea. Maybe she had picked up on TR's nervousness, or her evasiveness. Or hell, maybe it was just that uncanny instinct all mothers had. He couldn't lie to her—but he couldn't tell her the entire truth, either, not when he still didn't know what the hell was going on. 
 
    "She could be, yes." 
 
    Lillian uttered a small gasp, quickly swallowed it back as she blinked away the fear in her eyes. She straightened her shoulders, her chin jutting forward just a little, the gesture reminding him of TR. "Can you keep her safe?" 
 
    Mac slowly stood, met her clear gaze with his own determined one. "I won't let anything happen to her." 
 
    Lillian watched him for a long minute, studying him. Sizing him up. Peering beneath the stony facade he presented to all but a select few, seeing things he'd convinced himself nobody could see. 
 
    "I believe you." She lowered her arms, paced in a small circle in front of the fireplace, then slowly turned back to him. A brief smile, one laced with sadness, curled the corners of her full mouth before disappearing. "She talked about you, you know." 
 
    "Ma'am?" 
 
    "Last year, when she first met you. She was so—" She waved one slender hand by her face, as if trying to pluck the right word from the air, "—so intrigued by you. She never spoke of anyone else the way she did you. I thought...well, it doesn't matter what I thought." 
 
    Mac held his breath, clenched his jaw against the questions that wanted to tumble from his mouth. What had she thought? What had TR said? Mac wanted to ask, wanted to hear the answers even though a part of him was afraid of what they might be. 
 
    "You'll keep her safe?" Lillian repeated the question. "You'll protect her?" 
 
    Mac closed the distance between them in two steps, reached down and caught her slender hand between his. Her skin was cold, her fingers trembling. He gave them a gentle squeeze, his gaze never leaving hers as he swore his oath. "Ma'am, I'll protect her with my dying breath." 
 
    Lillian tilted her head, studying him again before she offered him that slightly sad smile once more. "Yes, I believe you will." She pulled her hand from his, raised it and gently touched his cheek. "She loves you, you know. She fell in love with you when she first met you, and she still loves you." 
 
    Mac stepped back, the words surprising him as much as if she had slapped him. "Ma'am?" 
 
    "Oh, Gordon. Surely you can't be that blind." 
 
    "I don't—" 
 
    "You broke my daughter's heart, I think. She never said as much, but a mother knows. What I don't understand is why. Looking at you, I can see you feel the same way." 
 
    Mac shifted his weight from one foot to the other, suddenly uncomfortable. His neck prickled—not in warning, but in fear. Sweat formed on the palms of his hands and he had to resist the urge to wipe them against his pants. His survival instinct kicked in and his first reaction was to escape and evade. He wanted to deny it, wanted to tell her she was simply imagining things.  
 
    But he couldn't do a damn thing except stand there, his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth, his feet glued to the floor. 
 
    Lillian smiled again, just a brief curling of her lips before her expression morphed into a more serious one. Determined. Stubborn. Almost ferocious. 
 
    "You'll protect my daughter." It was a command, not a request, but he answered anyway, 
 
    "Yes, ma'am." 
 
    "Not just her life, but her heart as well." 
 
    "Yes, ma'am." 
 
    "Good. Because if you don't, if anything happens to Tabitha, there will be hell to pay."  
 
    Mac knew a threat when he heard one. And he was smart enough not to dismiss it. He had always wondered where TR had come by her spitfire attitude. Now he knew: from the woman in front of him, watching him with pale eyes that blazed with determination. This woman, so deceptively slender and petite, would serve his head—and his balls—up on a silver platter if he let anything happen to her daughter. 
 
    Which was fine by him, she could have them. Because if anything—anything at all—happened to TR, it would be because someone had stepped over his lifeless corpse to get to her. 
 
    Mac didn't bother telling her that. He didn't think he needed to, figured she could see it clearly in his eyes. But he still nodded, his voice low and serious and filled with the respect she deserved when he answered her. 
 
    "Yes, ma'am." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    The scenery whizzed by as Mac maneuvered the borrowed car down York Road. Although maybe whizzed was an exaggeration. Mac wasn't driving fast enough for anything to whiz by and the shops and buildings lining this portion of York Road couldn't exactly be called scenery. And he wasn't really maneuvering anything. The road was practically empty, a fact that tickled her muddled brain for reasons she couldn't quite figure out. 
 
    TR didn't want to figure it out, either. All she wanted to do was close her eyes and sleep for the next forty hours straight. She wanted to curl up in her bed and pull her fluffy comforter over her head and just forget about everything that had happened. 
 
    Except she didn't have a bed. Or a fluffy comforter. All she had were the clothes on her back and the few outfits that had been thrown into the oversized backpack that was sitting at Mac's place.  
 
    And the suitcase of clothes she had packed at her mom's house. Clothes she'd had to pack because her mom didn't want her staying there. Her own mother. 
 
    There was something seriously wrong with that, something besides the obvious. TR wasn't stupid, and she wasn't usually this slow—she knew there was a reason her mom had said no. If she stopped to think, she'd be able to figure it out. 
 
    But she didn't want to think. She didn't want to do anything except sleep. 
 
    She ran her hands over her face. Up and down, up and down, like she could somehow scrub away everything that had happened. That didn't work so she closed her eyes, squeezed them tight and rubbed them, hoping that when she opened them, she'd wake up and realize the last however-many-hours had been nothing more than a dream. A really bad, twisted dream. 
 
    Only that didn't work either because when she opened her eyes, she saw they were parked in the lot of a small shopping strip. 
 
    Definitely not home. 
 
    And definitely not someplace she'd want to be on a...TR frowned, trying to figure out what day it was. Sunday. It was Sunday. The second day of a brand-new year. 
 
    A year that was totally sucking as far as she was concerned. 
 
    "You still with me over there?" 
 
    TR nodded, ran her hands through her hair, nodded again. "Yeah. I'm here." She turned her head, saw Mac studying her with an expression she couldn't read—probably because there was no expression. His chiseled face was carefully blank, his dark eyes giving nothing away. It was what she had once teasingly referred to as his soldier-face, his bad-ass, take-no-prisoners face. 
 
    She almost started teasing him about it again then changed her mind when she realized it probably wasn't a good thing that he was looking at her with his take-no-prisoners face. At any other time, that might concern her. Right now, she couldn't work up enough strength to even care. 
 
    She turned back and waved absently at the line of store fronts. "Why did we stop here?" 
 
    "Because you need a new phone." Mac opened his door and climbed out before she could argue, which was kind of counter-productive because she did need a new phone. She just didn't feel like dealing with it right now. But he wasn't giving her a choice because he walked around the car and opened her door then stood there, waiting. TR undid her seatbelt then climbed out with a weary sigh. 
 
    "This could have waited until tomorrow." 
 
    "Maybe, but we're here now." 
 
    "I'm not due for an upgrade yet." 
 
    Mac closed his hand around hers and tugged her toward the store. "Doesn't matter." 
 
    "I don't have my wallet—" She stopped, didn't bother to hide her groan. Her main wallet was at her apartment, or rather, what was left of her apartment. She had placed her license and her debit card in the small purse she'd taken with her to the Senator's party but even that was gone. 
 
    "What's wrong?" 
 
    "My wallet. My license, my debit card, my credit cards. They're gone. All of them." She pulled her hand from Mac's. "I don't have—" 
 
    "Hey, easy." Mac dropped his hands on her shoulders, stopping her when she would have spun away and walked back to the car. He dipped his head, those dark eyes of his catching her gaze and holding her in place. "We'll get everything replaced, okay? First thing tomorrow—" 
 
    "That doesn't help now." And so what if she sounded a little desperate? After everything she'd been through, TR figured a little desperation was excusable. "I can't replace my phone without ID. And I can't pay for it without—" 
 
    "We'll add it to my plan." 
 
    "Mac, no—" 
 
    "I'll just expense it out." He ran his thumb along her lower lip and offered her a small smile. "We can make Daryl pay for it." 
 
    She knew he was trying to be funny, trying to get her to smile. Any other time, it might have worked. But the insulating numbness was starting to wear off and taking its place was an oppressive feeling of being overwhelmed by—well, by everything. 
 
    Mac didn't give her a chance to respond, just grabbed her hand and led her into the store. There was one customer ahead of them so they browsed the available phones on display. Not that it mattered to her—she liked her old phone, wanted the exact same model. She had insurance, so that would help. Maybe. TR wasn't sure, didn't even want to think of the headache to come when it was their turn to be waited on. 
 
    In the end, it wasn't much of a headache at all. The insurance would pay for a replacement, but she wouldn't receive it until Tuesday. That was fine with her, but Mac wanted her to have a phone now. Maybe it was because they'd walked in so close to closing time, or maybe it was because of the death-glare Mac had given the salesperson. TR wasn't sure but twenty minutes later, they walked out with a brand-new phone identical to the one she had lost, completely restored from her latest back-up. Her number had been transferred to Mac's plan—or rather, a company plan. That still didn't sit well with her but she no longer felt like arguing. They could figure that out later, when her mind was working at full capacity. 
 
    The next stop was totally unplanned. They were driving north on York Road when TR noticed the red bullseye on the building to her right. Mac somehow correctly interpreted her incoherent sound and wild wave and pulled into the Target parking lot without missing a beat. He even grinned at her when she practically jumped from the car, only to be caught by the seatbelt. 
 
    "I thought you didn't have your wallet." 
 
    "I—" She frowned, deflated with disappointment until she realized Mac was teasing her. She playfully smacked him on the arm then released the seatbelt. "I don't but I figure if you're going to pay full price for a new phone, you can finance this, too. Just until I can get to the bank and get everything replaced. Besides, I only need a few things." 
 
    "A few things? Nobody runs into Target for a few things." 
 
    TR's mouth parted in surprised. She looked at Mac, blinked, blinked again while unexpected laughter started bubbling in her throat. He placed a finger under her chin and eased her mouth closed then gave her a quick wink. 
 
    "Don't look so surprised. I see the memes on social media, I know how it goes." 
 
    TR started to respond—she wasn't sure what she was going to say, only knew she had to say something—but she didn't get the chance because Mac leaned forward and caught her mouth with his. The kiss was slow and deep, like he had all the time in the world, like worshipping her mouth in the Target parking lot was perfectly normal.  
 
    He finally pulled away, ran his thumb over her lower lip while she tried to catch her breath. Then he was climbing out of the car and walking around to her side, taking her hand in his while they walked toward the store. 
 
    Like they were a regular couple. Like this was normal. Like the last however-many crazy hours had never happened. 
 
    It was enough to keep her mind spinning, to keep her attention focused on anything but the last two insane days. Was that why he'd done it? Why he had kissed her like that? To keep her mind off everything and give her that brief sense of normalcy?  
 
    Maybe. Part of her hoped there was more to it than that, that he had simply kissed her because he wanted to.  
 
    She snuck a glance at him from the corner of her eye, her heart skipping a beat or two as she studied his strong profile. His square jaw and chiseled cheekbones; the dark fringe of lashes that framed his eyes; the sensuous curve of his mouth. It was a warrior's face, a study in strength and courage and integrity. The face of a man who'd seen things she could only imagine and things she couldn't even begin to comprehend. 
 
    A face she wanted to see every night before she closed her eyes and every morning when she opened them. 
 
    Mac's hand tightened around hers, catching her when she stumbled over her own feet. One brow shot up in silent question but she shook her head and quickly looked away, wondering if her face was as red as it felt. 
 
    Where had that thought come from? So unbidden, unexpected. Or was it? She'd always been drawn to Mac, had always felt some inexplicable pull toward him from the very first day she'd met him. Should it really surprise her that her emotions were finally surfacing, begging for attention instead of staying in that secret place where she had buried them a year ago? 
 
    No, it shouldn't, not with everything else going on. Not when she'd had to work to keep them buried. The only thing that should surprise her was that it had taken them this long to resurface. 
 
    She acknowledged them—but she didn't want to deal with them. Not right now. Later, when she had some quiet time to herself, when the rest of her world wasn't falling apart with dizzying speed.  
 
    Mac was completely oblivious to the brief internal battle she was waging—something she was insanely grateful for. He was also completely oblivious to her sudden need for some brief shopping therapy because he leaned down to grab one of those handheld baskets stacked near the entrance. She squeezed his hand, loudly cleared her throat, then pointed to the shopping carts. 
 
    "I thought you said you just needed a few things." 
 
    "I do." 
 
    "But you need a shopping cart instead of a basket?" 
 
    TR nodded, bit back a smile when he rolled his eyes and retrieved a shopping cart. He even pushed it for her, an indulgent smile on his face as she slowly filled it with immediate must-haves that fell into her budget. 
 
    A new wallet. Purse. Tote bag. They weren't the same as what she'd had but they would work as immediate replacements. No clothes—she had enough to get by on for now, until she could make a list of what she actually had and what she really needed to replace. 
 
    Would her renter's insurance even cover the cost of all her clothes? Her boots? That was one more thing she needed to deal with, one more thing to add to her growing list of to-dos.  
 
    She detoured into the office supply section of the store and grabbed several packs of pens and some notebooks and tossed them into the cart. Then it was over to another section for shampoo and conditioner. Moisturizer. A new hairbrush. A hair dryer. A few scrunchies. Deodorant and hairspray and a new toothbrush. 
 
    Mac frowned at the bright pink shower pouf she threw in, along with her favorite body wash. "Why do you need that? I have soap." 
 
    "Because this is body wash, not soap." 
 
    "What's the difference?" 
 
    "Body wash is better." 
 
    "But it does the same thing." 
 
    She paused in the middle of the aisle and gave him an incredulous look. Then she rolled her eyes, bit back her smile. If she had realized teasing Mac was so much fun, she would have done it a lot sooner. "It's not the same thing. And I don't like your soap." 
 
    "What the hell's wrong with my soap?" 
 
    "It's guy soap." 
 
    "The hell it is. It's regular soap. It lathers. It cleans. It rinses. That's what soap is supposed to do. What the hell more do you want?"  
 
    TR released a dramatic sigh then grabbed the body wash from the cart and put it back on the shelf. "Fine. I'll use your stinky soap instead." 
 
    "My soap is not stinky. It's—" Mac stopped, narrowed his eyes at her. "You're teasing, aren't you?" 
 
    A small bubble of laughter escaped her. "Maybe. A little." 
 
    Something that sounded suspiciously like a growl sounded deep in Mac's chest. He moved around the cart with lightning speed and grabbed her, pulled her in for a kiss that was still powerful enough to curl her toes even though it was entirely too brief. 
 
    He grabbed the body wash from the shelf and tossed it back into the cart. "Anything else?" 
 
    TR studied the heaping contents of the cart with a frown. "I just need one more thing." 
 
    She moved a few aisles down, Mac dutifully following her. Her gaze moved from shelf to shelf, finally settling on the assortment of small boxes displayed at the end of the aisle closest to the pharmacy. She hesitated, finally grabbed two boxes of condoms and tossed them into the cart.  
 
    "Now I'm done." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    The two boxes of condoms sat at the other edge of the table. Mac darted a subtle glance at them then at TR. She sat across from him, her brow furrowed with a small frown, a small notebook opened by her elbow. But she wasn't looking at the notebook, or at the half-eaten plate of chicken and pasta she'd pushed around for the last fifteen minutes. Or even at the condoms sitting a few feet away, practically forgotten since she had placed them there with a teasing smile. 
 
    The laughter and teasing had left her before they sat down to eat, had left her not long after they'd returned to his place. She'd taken most of the bags upstairs, had carefully unpacked each one and placed the new toiletries in a corner of the large vanity in his bathroom, almost like she was afraid of taking up too much space. 
 
    She could take over the whole damn room for all he cared. Didn't she know that? He had tried to tease her about it but the only thing his teasing had evoked was a small quirk of her lips that could have passed for a smile if he hadn't known better. 
 
    But Mac did know better and he wasn't buying it. She was back in that quiet place in her mind, still dealing with the upheaval that had become her recent life. The unplanned shopping spree and relaxed teasing at the store had broken through her thoughts and animated her for a little bit—but it wasn't enough. 
 
    Only time would really help. Time, and the assurance that nothing else would happen to her. He wouldn't allow it. 
 
    He swallowed back a grunt. Allow it. Yeah, because he'd had all the control in the fucking world to stop her car from plunging into that fucking pond. To stop the fucking explosion and subsequent fire that had destroyed her fucking apartment and everything in it. 
 
    Control. 
 
    What a fucking crock of shit. His ability to control what might or might not happen was nothing more than a fucking illusion that taunted him with his very real inability to protect her the way he wanted to. In order to do that, he'd have to take her to some remote place only he knew about it and hide her away from the rest of the world. 
 
    Tempting— 
 
    If he wanted to go all caveman on her and risk having her never speak to him again. Would it be worth it? 
 
    Yeah, it would. He'd risk losing her forever if it meant keeping her safe.  
 
    But that wasn't a viable option. Not yet.   
 
    He'd just have to stay close to her. Protect her. Give her the means to protect herself, too, if it came to that. Maybe that would help with the feeling of being completely powerless, completely helpless, that she was struggling with. No, she hadn't said as much—maybe she didn't even realize it. But Mac knew. Someone as fiercely independent as TR would need to feel at least some control over her world. 
 
    Like the list she had been making.  
 
    He shifted his eyes to the notepad, studied the small, neat handwriting lining the first page. 
 
    DMV—license 
 
    Bank—debit card/credit card 
 
    Insurance company—file claim 
 
    He mentally nodded in approval. She'd had renter's insurance. Good. That should help with some of her expenses, help ease some of the stress of having to replace everything she owned. He doubted it would cover everything but he could help make up the difference—if he could figure out a way to do it without her realizing it. 
 
    He glanced back at the list and kept reading but there were only two items left—and neither one of them instilled him with happiness. 
 
    Body shop—car ready? 
 
    Car rental—replacement-?? 
 
    Of course she'd want some kind of transportation—either her own if it was ready, or another rental car until then. It made perfect sense. If she had her own transportation, she wouldn't feel as helpless. She'd feel like she had some of that elusive control back if she didn't have to rely on him to drive her around. 
 
    Too damn bad that wasn't going to happen. She was stuck with him until all this shit was figured out and he was one-hundred-and-fifty-percent positive she was safe. Not that he planned on telling her that right now—he'd deal with the argument later. There were other ways he could give her that sense of control she so badly needed until then. He just needed to be subtle about it. 
 
    "You need to finish eating." 
 
    TR looked up then blinked, her gaze finally focusing on him. She glanced at the plate then shook her head. "I'm done." 
 
    "You only ate half of it." 
 
    "Because you loaded the plate. I don't usually eat that much." 
 
    "I gave you the same amount that I had." 
 
    One eyebrow quirked up as she pointedly looked at him. "Yeah. Exactly." 
 
    What the hell was that supposed to mean? He frowned, looking from his empty plate to her half-full one. Her meaning finally sunk in and he shook his head, mentally calling himself an idiot. Of course she wouldn't eat as much as he did—she was half his size, damn near tiny and petite compared to him. 
 
    But he didn't say anything, just simply gathered the plates in the middle of the table and stacked them with the used utensils and empty glasses. Then he propped his elbows on the table and nodded at the open notebook. 
 
    "How's your list coming along?" 
 
    "Fine. I guess. There's probably at least a dozen more things I need to add to it but I have no idea what they are." 
 
    "They'll come to you. Then you can just jot them down when they do." Mac shifted on the bench, rapped his knuckles against the table. Once. Twice. Again. Cleared his throat and finally straightened. "I'll take you to the range tomorrow." 
 
    "The range?" 
 
    "Yeah. The range. I told you last week I would. We can go tomorrow, let you get in some firing time."  
 
    "I can't. I have to go to the office tomorrow." 
 
    Mac frowned, tried to keep his voice steady and emotionless when he spoke. "Work? You're going to work? Tomorrow?" 
 
    The expression on TR's face was a clear indication that he had failed miserably. She narrowed her eyes and leaned forward, silently daring him to tell her no. "Yes, work. I have a meeting in the morning. I'm on deadline. I have two stories due Thursday. So yes, I'm going to work." 
 
    "I don't think—" 
 
    "Don't care. It's not optional, Mac. It's my job. I can't just not go. Not if I want to get paid." 
 
    He opened his mouth. Closed it. Opened it again then closed it again. Raised one hand and rubbed his knuckles back and forth across the scar that sliced across the bottom half of his face. Dropped his hand with a quick sigh. 
 
    "What time is your meeting?" 
 
    TR's eyes narrowed a fraction of an inch, suspicion flaring in their depths. "Nine o'clock. Why?" 
 
    "How long will you be there?" 
 
    "I don't know. A few hours, maybe longer. However long it takes to do what I need to do. Why?" 
 
    "Just wondering how much paperwork I should bring to work on while I wait for you." 
 
    "What? What do you mean, wait for me? Mac, you're not hanging around my office all day—" 
 
    "We can go to the range when you're done working. Maybe cross some of those items off your list while we're at it." 
 
    "Mac, did you not hear me? I said no. You can't just hang out—" 
 
    "This is non-negotiable, TR." There was a finality in his voice that left no room for argument—not that that would stop her. Mac waited, watched her struggle with something that would have been amusement if the situation wasn't so serious. She must have sensed that because she sat back, her jaw clenched for a long second before finally offering a curt nod. 
 
    "Fine. But you need to stay in the background. No hovering. No glaring. And no intimidating anyone." 
 
    "I can do that." 
 
    TR rolled her eyes then dropped her head to the table with a dramatic sigh. "I'm so getting fired." 
 
    A sharp bark of laughter came out of nowhere, surprising him. Surprising TR, too, if the look she shot him was any indication. He ignored it then started to clear the table, only to stop before picking up a single dish. 
 
    "Did you know this house was part of the Underground Railroad?" 
 
    She raised her head again and shot him another look, this one a mix of confusion and curiosity—no doubt because she had no idea what prompted the sudden change of conversation. She didn't need to know that it wasn't sudden, just like she didn't need to know it was part of his plan to give her some control back. Make her feel less powerless if, God forbid, anything happened while she was here. 
 
    "The Underground Railroad?" 
 
    "Yeah. Maryland was a border state during the Civil War, heavily divided with sympathizers on both sides—" 
 
    "I know that." 
 
    "Then you shouldn't be surprised that this house was part of the Underground Railroad." 
 
    "But how do you know that?" 
 
    "I dug into the history of it." Which wasn't a lie—although it didn't come close to explaining the amount of research he'd done before buying the place. "And I found some interesting things during some of the renovations." 
 
    TR straightened, her eyes flashing with curiosity—which is exactly what he'd been counting on. "What kinds of things?" 
 
    "A room." He leaned forward, let his mouth curl in the briefest of grins. "A tunnel." 
 
    "Seriously? For real?" 
 
    "Seriously for real. Want to see?" 
 
    She was already standing, excitement pushing away the last wisps of shadows that had clouded her eyes during dinner. "Of course I want to see. Where is it? Can I take pictures? This would make such a great story." 
 
    And fuck, he hadn't even considered that—although he should have. He hesitated, wondering how much to tell her. No, not yet. He'd explain later, once she saw it. He might not even have to explain then, she'd be able to figure it out herself. 
 
    "This way." He led the way to the pantry, opened the door and waited for her to follow. He reached under the fourth shelf, pointing to the hidden latch before he pulled. The entire shelving unit swung in, exposing a set of stairs leading down. TR poked her head in, her look of awe quickly changing to trepidation. 
 
    "It's, uh, it's down there?" 
 
    "Yeah. That's where most tunnels are." He grabbed the flashlight from the shelf and clicked it on, swept the bright beam over the new set of stairs and the original brick wall flanking them.  
 
    TR gave him a hesitant look then took a deep breath and headed down, one hand on the wall as she descended. Mac followed her, stopping to pull the shelving unit closed behind him. He heard her gasp, saw the look of panic cross her face when she turned toward him. 
 
    "You can't tell from inside the pantry but this is a reinforced door." He pointed to the heavy lock, custom-designed to his own specs. "If you ever need to come down here, for any reason, secure the lock. Nothing will get through it." 
 
    TR's face paled in the beam of light. Her gaze moved from him to the door and back again, her wide eyes almost frantic. "Why would I need to come down here? Mac, what is this place?" 
 
    "A tunnel, just like I said." He moved past her on the stairs, catching her hand in his before descending the rest of the way. She paused at the bottom, tugged her hand from his and crossed her arms in front of her.  
 
    "What aren't you telling me, Mac? Why would I ever need to come down here?" 
 
    "You wouldn't." Christ, he hoped to hell not. If she did, that meant things had gone totally fucking sideways. "But you can never be too careful. Or too prepared." 
 
    She watched him for a long time, the only sound the echo of their breathing bouncing off the brick walls. His, deep and steady. Hers, short and a little too fast. But even that sound was oddly muted, most of it absorbed into the old brick before it could travel too far. 
 
    TR hugged herself even tighter, her gaze moving from him to the darkness of the tunnel to his right, to the door at the top of the stairs to his left. "This wasn't really part of the Underground Railroad, was it?" 
 
    "Yes, it really was. It's just been modified." 
 
    "Modified? Why?" 
 
    He reached out and ran one hand along her arm, felt her skin pebble—but not from his touch. From the chill? Maybe, although the temperature stayed consistent down here, not warm but not cold, either. From something else? Possibly. 
 
    Mac hesitated, wondering how much to tell her. Given enough time, she would figure it out on her own. TR was intelligent, able to look beyond the surface and deduce the right answer in the blink of an eye. If she'd been thinking clearly now, she'd have already figured it out. So should he wait, let her reason it out on her own? Or should he just tell her now? 
 
    She kept watching him. Waiting for an answer, even repeating the question. "Why is it modified, Mac?" 
 
    He offered her what he thought was a smile and knew he failed miserably when she flinched. "Let's just say I believe in being prepared. You never know when I might make enemies I'd rather avoid." 
 
    "So this is like a panic room." 
 
    Panic. Christ, he hated that fucking word. "Not exactly. It's an alternate exit in case serious shit hits the fan. The tunnel dumps out about seventy yards away. And there's a safe room, fully equipped, around the first bend." He aimed the flashlight beam down the tunnel, showing her where it curved to the right. 
 
    "The first bend? How many are there?" 
 
    "Three. Did you want to see the rest of it?" 
 
    "Um..." She rubbed her arms, hesitating. Mac was ready to take her back upstairs, convinced she was going to say no, but she finally nodded. "Okay. Yeah. Show me the rest." 
 
    He reached for her hand, curled his own around it and frowned at the chill of her flesh. Her fingers trembled just the slightest bit, squeezing his a little harder than necessary as they moved along the tunnel. "You okay?" 
 
    She looked up at him, forced a smile and nodded. "Yeah. Fine. It's just...I can't imagine being down here without a light. I'm not sure how they would have managed back then." 
 
    "You'd be surprised at what you can do when you have to." 
 
    "I guess." They moved several more feet before she spoke again. "You weren't lying earlier? This really was part of the Underground Railroad?" 
 
    "It really was. That was one of the deciding factors when I bought this place."  
 
    TR stumbled, tightened her hand around his then tossed him a look of pure confusion. "Because it was historical?" 
 
    "No. Because it already had an emergency exit built in." Mostly. He'd had to do a lot of work on it but it had been worth every penny. And it would be worth even more if it helped give TR some peace of mind while she stayed here.  
 
    Although, looking at her, she appeared anything but at peace. Her face had grown even paler, her eyes even wider as they moved deeper into the tunnel. And she was breathing faster, her chest rising and falling with each small gasp. Mac slowed their progress, came to a stop as a thought came to him out of nowhere. 
 
    "TR, are you claustrophobic?" 
 
    "What?" She spun toward him. Frowned and rapidly shook her head. "No. Of course not. Why would you say that?" 
 
    "Are you sure?" 
 
    She nodded but dropped her gaze, no longer meeting his. "Yeah. I've never had any problems before." 
 
    Before. Before when? He remembered yesterday morning, how she had struggled to pull the nasal cannula from her face, convinced it was choking her, convinced she couldn't breathe. Then earlier today, in the woods behind her building, when she had started gasping for air, that look of panic on her face and the way she had clawed at the air. Like she couldn't get enough of it. Like she was drowning. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Why hadn't he realized it before? Why hadn't he seen the signs? He should have never brought her down here, should have stopped to think before even mentioning the tunnel. 
 
    He tightened his hand around hers and turned around. "Come on, we can go back upstairs, get some coffee or something." 
 
    "No, I'm fine—" 
 
    "The hell you are. You're starting to hyperventilate. And you're as pale as a ghost." 
 
    "But I'm not claustrophobic. I'm not." 
 
    "Maybe you weren't but there's something going on. Not surprising, either, considering everything that's happened." He tugged on her hand once more. "Come on. We can do this later. When you're ready." 
 
    "I'm ready now." 
 
    "TR, dammit—" 
 
    "No." She yanked her hand from his, wrapped both arms around her waist. "You brought me down here for a reason, Mac. Not to show me a piece of history, but for a reason. Didn't you?" 
 
    He hesitated, started to deny it but she interrupted him before he could say anything. 
 
    "You did. I can see it on your face. You brought me down here because you think I—we—might need to come this way, don't you? That something might happen." 
 
    "I—" He swallowed, shook his head. Nodded. "I believe in always being prepared, TR. That doesn't mean I think anything is going to happen." 
 
    "Then I need to be prepared. Right?" 
 
    He wanted to tell her no. Wanted to tell her she didn't need to worry about anything, that he'd make sure nothing ever happened to her. That he'd protect her. Keep her safe—no matter the cost. 
 
    But he couldn't tell her that, couldn't lie to her that way. Yes, he'd protect her. He'd do whatever he needed to do, just as he promised her mother. But he, of all people, knew how quickly things could turn to shit, how quickly the best-laid plans could turn into the year's biggest clusterfuck. Did he think anything would happen? 
 
    No. 
 
    But that didn't mean she shouldn't be prepared. He knew that...but he couldn't do this to her. Not now. "TR, we can do this later—" 
 
    "No. Now." She took a deep breath, her chin lifting a notch as she forced a smile to her face. "Will there always be a flashlight available? Is there other light down here?" 
 
    "Yes." The lie fell from his mouth without hesitation.  
 
    "Liar." There was the barest hint of a smile in her voice, the barest hint of appreciation. She took another deep breath, squared her shoulders then nodded. 
 
    "Turn the flashlight off." 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Mac, I need—" 
 
    "Not yet." He grabbed her hand again, pulled her toward him then turned her so she was facing away from the stairs. He flattened her hand against the wall, pressed his own on top. "When you come down the steps, hold the wall with your right hand. And keep your hand on it at all times. Use it to guide yourself." 
 
    A shaky breath, followed by a quick nod. "Right wall, right hand. Got it." A pause, another quick breath. "Why the right?" 
 
    "To keep yourself oriented. The room is on the right, twenty yards up. If you need to come down here in the dark, all you have to do is make it to the room. You can lock yourself in there and wait." 
 
    "Wait. In the dark. Alone." There was the slightest tremor in her voice, just enough to let him know that the idea of waiting in a dark room wasn't at the top of her list of favorite things to do. 
 
    "TR, it won't come to that—" 
 
    "Prepare for the worst, right? Isn't that what you said?" 
 
    Damn him for even opening his fucking mouth. He should have never brought her down here. If he had known it was going to make things worse, he wouldn't have. If he'd had even the slightest inclination that she might be even a bit claustrophobic, he would have never brought it up. But he'd screwed up and missed the signs. 
 
    TR glanced at him over her shoulder, her eyes wide with trepidation—and the tiniest flash of impatience. "That's what you said, Mac. Prepare for the worst. Right?" 
 
    He clenched his jaw, ground his back teeth together then finally nodded. "Yeah." 
 
    "Then let's do this." She took another deep breath then faced toward the end of the tunnel. "Let go of my hand." 
 
    "TR—" 
 
    "I need to do this on my own, Mac, and if it's all the same to you, I'd kind of like to get this over with sooner instead of later. So—let go of my hand and turn off the light. Please." 
 
    Despite the assurance in her voice, Mac still hesitated. Her hand tensed under his and he knew she was ready to turn around again, ready to tell him one more time to let her do this stupid, crazy, insane thing. To prove to him that she could do it. 
 
    No, not him. She had nothing to prove to him. She needed to prove it to herself. That's what this was about. 
 
    He let go of her hand, stepped back, and turned off the flashlight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Pitch black. 
 
    Absolute darkness. 
 
    Heavy. Oppressive. A living, breathing thing. Wrapping around them, twisting and smothering, squeezing the breath from their lungs. 
 
    Mac held himself still, his body attuned to every nuance in the darkness, his mind supplying his eyes with the sight he needed. Darkness didn't bother him—it never had. He'd been part of the darkness for far too long. The darkness was his friend, providing stealth and cover and protection when he needed it most. 
 
    TR was a different story. 
 
    He tilted his head, closed his eyes and listened. Her breathing was shallow, fast. Not the sharp hiss of panic but close to the edge. He heard the scrape of her shoes as she moved forward, one hesitant step at a time. The slide of her hand against the rough brick as she maintained contact with the wall. 
 
    A small murmur, almost a whimper. Of fright. Of uncertainty. The sound of her throat closing as she swallowed, followed by another soft whimper. A gasp of air, then another and another. Faster. Sharper. 
 
    Close to panic. 
 
    Mac stepped forward, silent and fast, closed his hand over her shoulder to reassure her then sucked in his own breath when something hit him in the stomach. Hard. Damn, he hadn't been expecting that. And he hadn't known she could hit that fucking hard.  
 
    Pride dashed through him. Good for her. 
 
    Except she had let go of the wall and was now floundering, her arms waving wildly around her as she searched for that missing anchor. One hand clipped him on the shoulder, another knocked the flashlight from his hand. He felt it land by his foot, heard it roll away.  
 
    Dammit. He could use that flashlight right now. He should have turned it on as soon as TR swung at him, shouldn't have waited. 
 
    He'd get it later. In a few minutes, as soon as he calmed TR down. 
 
    He reached for her, his hands closing over her shoulders with unerring accuracy. "TR, I'm right here. It's okay. I've got you." 
 
    She swung at him again, clipping him in the jaw this time. He swallowed back a grunt and pulled her into his arms, finally holding her still. Although still was an exaggeration. Her body trembled against his, shiver after shiver coursing through her slender limbs as she held onto him, her face buried against his chest, her breaths coming in short, sharp gasps. 
 
    He rubbed small circles against her back, pressed featherlight kisses against her temple. "Everything's fine, TR. I'm right here, babe." 
 
    She nodded, the soft strands of her hair teasing his chin, his jaw. One more shudder, longer this time, then she settled against him with a deep breath and something that sounded like a sigh. 
 
    "I like when you do that." 
 
    Mac froze, frowning even though she couldn't see him. "Do what? Rub your back?" 
 
    "No. I mean, yeah. That, too. But the other thing." 
 
    "What other thing?" 
 
    "When you call me babe." 
 
    "I—" Mac snapped his mouth closed, unsure what to say. He hadn't even realized he'd called her that. And more than once, apparently, if she'd grown to like it. Should he apologize? No, she had said she liked it, why would he apologize? 
 
    "I probably shouldn't." 
 
    And maybe he should focus on the fucking conversation because he'd obviously missed something. "Shouldn't, what?" 
 
    "Shouldn't like it." 
 
    "Oh." He hesitated. "Um, like what?" 
 
    A small laugh, her warm breath seeping through the cotton of his shirt. "When you call me babe. Some women would say it's not very progressive." 
 
    "Oh." Okay. What the fuck? "Um, I'll try to stop. I didn't mean—" 
 
    "No, don't. I told you: I like it." 
 
    "Okay. Good. That's, uh, good." Something pressed against his neck, soft and warm. He stiffened, frowned, certain he was imagining things. He kept one arm around TR's waist but eased back a half-step, putting distance between them. "I'll get the flashlight and we can go back upstairs—" 
 
    "No." Her arms tightened around his waist, holding him still. Pulling him closer. "Not yet." 
 
    "TR, you don't need to prove anything to me—" 
 
    "I'm not. I just—I want to stay here for a minute. Just like this." 
 
    "Are you sure?" 
 
    She nodded, her hair once more teasing his chin, his jaw. Soft, so fucking soft. He wanted to bury his hands in those long strands, feel them wrap around his fingers, his wrists, as he tilted her head back and kissed her. As his tongue darted into her mouth and fed off her sweet heat. 
 
    And Jesus fucking Christ, what the fuck was wrong with him? She had nearly panicked, nearly came unglued in the dark, and the only thing he could think of was kissing her? No, more than that. He wanted to press her up against the wall and fuck her. Feel her long legs wrap around his waist, squeezing him as he drove his cock into her wet pussy. 
 
    Wanted to fist his hands in her hair as she dropped to her knees and closed that sweet, hot mouth around his throbbing cock. 
 
    Fucking hell. What the fuck was wrong with him? He needed his fucking head examined. Needed his fucking balls ripped off and jammed up his ass sideways. Needed— 
 
    "I can hear your heartbeat." 
 
    "Wh—" Mac stopped, cleared his throat, tried again. "What?" 
 
    "The beat of your heart. It's this deep, heavy thud. Loud. Reassuring." 
 
    "Reassuring?" 
 
    "Yeah." She loosened one arm from his waist, trailed her hand along his side, across his stomach, finally placing it in the center of his chest. "Reassuring. A steady, throbbing sound. Thick. Heavy. I don't just hear it. I can feel it." 
 
    Mac choked back a low groan, tried to step away again. Christ, that wasn't his heartbeat she was hearing—it was the sound of every drop of blood rushing to his cock. "Wrong word choice, babe. So wrong." 
 
    "What is? Steady?" 
 
    "Um, no." He reached up, curled his hand around her wrist and tried to pull it away from his chest. "Come on, let's go upstairs and—" 
 
    "Throbbing?" 
 
    Holy fuck, she was fucking killing him and didn't even know it. "TR, we need to go—" 
 
    "No. Not yet." 
 
    "TR—" 
 
    She twisted her wrist, freeing it from his grasp and settling it once more in the center of his chest. Her voice softened, the faintest plea filling the words when she spoke. "Please, Mac. I need—" A deep breath, as if she was trying to steady herself. Calm herself. "I need something else to fill the darkness. Something that won't remind me of nearly drowning. Something that won't remind me of choking smoke." 
 
    He knew what she was asking. Hell, he even knew why. But he still hesitated. Was she thinking clearly? Or was this some kind of panic-induced hysteria? No, she didn't sound hysterical. She sounded perfectly normal. A little breathless, but not with the sharp, brittle edge of panic that he'd heard earlier. 
 
    She shifted, pressed herself more fully against him, her soft breasts teasing him as she raised up on her toes and pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth. He turned his head, froze when she trailed more kisses along his cheek, his jaw.  
 
    Across the scars that marred his face. 
 
    He reached up. Cupped her face in his hands and tried to ease her away. "TR, don't—" 
 
    "Don't, what? Don't kiss you?" 
 
    "Not...not there. Not like that." 
 
    A finger reached out from the darkness, trailed along the scars with a softness that made the breath hitch in his chest. "Why?" 
 
    "Because..." His voice trailed off, his mind unable to find the right words, unable to admit to this one weakness. 
 
    "They don't bother me, Mac. They never have." She leaned forward, brushed her mouth against his jaw once more as her hands trailed along his chest, down lower to the hem of his shirt before disappearing inside. Muscles bunched and released as trembling fingers grazed his stomach, climbed higher along his heated flesh before stopping once more in the middle of his chest. 
 
    Directly over his heart. 
 
    "I told you before that this is all I care about. You. The man you are. Nothing else." 
 
    Her soft whisper heated his flesh, his blood. Unleashed something deep inside him. Something primitive. Feral. But Mac held himself still. Afraid to move. Afraid of hurting her. 
 
    Her hands, so soft and delicate, traveled across his chest, his shoulders. Pushing his shirt higher, higher still until he raised his arms and let her peel it off him. Yet he still didn't move—couldn't move, his feet were rooted to the floor as she circled his body in the absolute darkness, her hands touching every inch of him. 
 
    His chest. His shoulders. His neck and back. Lower, tracing the line of his spine one vertebrae at a time. The tips of her fingers, the soft touch of a nail against his skin. Lower still, dipping into the waistband of his pants and rubbing the curve of his ass. 
 
    Mac closed his eyes, tilted his head back and clenched his jaw against the need burning inside him. The need to stop her. The need to tell her not to stop. The need to touch, to feel— 
 
    To lose himself completely. 
 
    TR continued circling him, one slow step at a time, her hands exploring his body. His lower back. His side. Fingers trailing along his rib cage, his chest. Nails scoring the flat tip of one nipple then the other. Hands splaying across the broad expanse of his chest as muscles continued to bunch and flex under each little touch. 
 
    Lower, down along his stomach, his hips. Lower still, dipping into the waistband once more, nothing more than a light tease against flesh begging to be touched.  
 
    He could hear TR's breathing. Soft, shallow. Each breath a little faster, filled with the same sharp need eating him alive. Both of her hands gripped his waist, trailed along the front of his pants before closing over the snap. A loud pop, followed by the slow slide of a zipper and the rustle of denim against flesh as she pushed the pants down past his hips. 
 
    His own breath, a sharp hiss splitting the darkness when she closed her hand around his cock and stroked. Long. Hard. From the base all the way to the tip. One finger circled the tip of his cock, spreading the bead of precum along his engorged length. 
 
    He swallowed a groan, clenched his jaw even tighter, fisted his hands and held them by his side. Afraid to move. Afraid to touch her. Afraid of the need that threatened his very control.  
 
    Her hand disappeared and he swallowed back another groan, this one of disappointment. But he didn't move, didn't so much as breathe as his ears listened for every little sound in the complete darkness. 
 
    The whisper of cloth gliding against flesh. 
 
    The flutter of material being tossed to the ground. 
 
    A faint metallic scrape followed by another rustle of fabric, softer this time. Slower. 
 
    Mac pictured TR in front of him, her sweater caressing soft flesh as she pulled it over her head, tossed it to the ground. Could see her arms, slender and toned, reaching behind her to unhook her bra. Saw the silky straps skim the pebbled flesh of her arms as she shrugged out of it then stood before him, her smooth, pale skin bared to him. 
 
    Only him. 
 
    He needed to see her. Touch her. Taste her. Needed to run his hands over every supple curve, trace every soft dip and valley. But he couldn't move, could barely fucking breathe when he heard the scrape of a shoe against the floor, felt the silky softness of her hair brush against the flesh of his stomach, his hips, his thighs. 
 
    And then, fuck, her mouth closed over his cock. Sweet. Wet. Hot. So fucking hot as she sucked him, as her trembling fingers teased the sensitive flesh of his balls, as her tongue swirled around the head of his cock. Over and over. So fucking hot, the little sucking noises and soft moans coming from the back of her throat vibrating around his engorged flesh.  
 
    He couldn't hold back his groan, couldn't hold himself still any longer. He reached down, fisted his hands in that long, silky hair, rocked his hips. Pumping. Fucking her mouth.  
 
    It was too much. Not enough. He wanted more. Needed more. Needed her. Her tight pussy sheathing his cock, her muscles squeezing as he drove into her. Over and over. Harder. Faster. Needed to feel her cum coat his cock as he filled her, stretched her. 
 
    Lost himself in her. 
 
    He wrapped his hands around her arms, dragged her up and caught her mouth with his. The kiss was hard, punishing and claiming. Redeeming.  
 
    His hands trailed over her body, squeezed her breasts, pinched her nipples. He tried to reign himself in, to control himself. But there was no control. There had never been control, not when it came to TR. 
 
    He reached between them, undid the snap and zipper of her jeans. Dropped to his knees and yanked them down. Hands closed over his shoulders, nails digging into his flesh as he dipped his head and ran his tongue over her wet clit.  
 
    And fuck, she was so fucking wet. So fucking sweet. As long as he could taste her, feast off her, he'd never starve. 
 
    She whispered his name on a long cry, her breath hitching on a soft moan when he slid a finger inside her. Her hips rocked toward him, riding his finger, his tongue. Over and over, faster. He slid his finger out, ran the wet tip along her stomach, up higher across the tight peak of one hardened nipple. Down, tracing the curve of her waist and hip before dipping between her legs. Back inside, two fingers now, stretching her as he licked her clit, pulled the nubbin of flesh between his teeth and sucked. 
 
    She called his name again, louder this time, her hips rocking faster as nails dug into his shoulders, scoring flesh. Riding him, demanding release. Now. Now... 
 
    TR's cries echoed in the darkness surrounding them. Muscles squeezed, tight. Tighter. Tighter still before shuddering around his finger. Squeezing, squeezing harder as silky warmth coated his flesh.  
 
    He pressed one last kiss against her swollen, tender flesh. Braced her with one strong arm as he pulled at her shoes, freed her legs from the denim. Then he caught her in his arms, pulled her up, lifting her. Higher, until her legs wrapped around his waist. His mouth closed over hers with a demanding hunger that left him shaking. Reeling. Dazed. 
 
    It would be so easy to guide her hips over his. So easy to drive his cock into her. He wanted...wanted so much. But he couldn't. Not yet. 
 
    He ripped his mouth from hers, rested his forehead against hers with a shaky breath. "I need you, TR. I need to fuck you like my life depends on it. Need to feel that hot pussy wrapped around my cock." 
 
    He heard her shaky gasp, felt his face—his entire body—heat in embarrassment at his crude language. He started to apologize, stopped when she pressed a hungry kiss against his mouth. 
 
    "Then do it." 
 
    He choked back a laugh, the sound almost desperate. "The fucking condoms are upstairs. In the fucking kitchen. On the goddamn table." 
 
    She laughed, the sound a little hoarse, almost as choked as his own had been. "Not the fucking table?" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    She pressed another kiss against the corner of his mouth. Rocked her hips against his. A shudder shook her body, made the breath hitch in her chest. She pulled in a deep breath, released it slowly and tightened her hands against his shoulders. "Why is it a goddamn table and not a fucking table, when it was the fucking condoms and the fucking kitchen?" 
 
    And shit. Fuck. He had screwed up, shouldn't have used the crude language. But he hadn't been thinking, couldn't think, not logically, not when his body was screaming with the need for release only she could give him. "I'm sorry, I shouldn't—" 
 
    Fingers pressed against his mouth, quieting him. "Don't. I like it. As for the condoms..." She hesitated and he knew without being able to see that she was dipping her head, chewing on that full lower lip that was swollen from his kisses. "I'm on birth control. Pregnancy isn't an issue. And...and neither is anything else." 
 
    Mac's heart slammed into his chest, robbing him of breath. Of reason. Of coherent thought. Years of training were the only thing stopping him from driving into her. He couldn't. Not yet. 
 
    He sucked in a deep breath, let it out in a rush. "Pregnancy isn't an issue for me, either." 
 
    A surprised laugh, soft and feminine, brushed against his cheek. "I'm glad to hear that." 
 
    "And neither is anything else." 
 
    A soft gasp, this one filled with need, echoed around him. Her hands tightened on his shoulders. Her hips rocked toward him. Reaching. Seeking. Warm breath tickled his ear as her voice, velvety smooth and whisper soft, wrapped around him. 
 
    "Then fuck me, Mac. Now." 
 
    His body was already reacting to her command even as his mind tried to fit the words to TR. It didn't matter, not when his body shrugged off the last restraints of his self-control. He palmed the firm curves of her ass and braced her with one arm, closed his hand around his throbbing cock and guided the tip to her wet pussy. 
 
    And drove into her. Hard. Deep. And fuck, he was in heaven. Her wet flesh closed over him, pulling him in, squeezing as he rocked into her. In, out. Lifting her, biting back a groan as her hot pussy slid along the length of his cock before lowering her onto him. Again, nice and slow. Once more, faster and harder. 
 
    He gripped her ass with both hands, stepped back and braced himself against the wall. Tilted his head back and clenched his jaw as she rode him, hard and fast, her hips matching the demanding rhythm of his own body. 
 
    Deep. Deeper still. Muscles clenching him, silky heat wrapping around his cock, coating engorged flesh. Burning, searing. And fuck, he'd gladly burn alive if this is what it felt like. 
 
    He tightened his grip on her waist, guiding her now. Driving into her. Over and over. Harder. Deeper. Faster. Faster still until nails dug into his shoulders and scored flesh. Until sharp breaths turned to even sharper cries. Cries of need. Of release.  
 
    Until she called his name and fell apart in his arms, her body shuddering, shaking. He tightened his hold even more, caught her mouth with his and swallowed her cries. 
 
    Fed her his own cries, low and guttural, as his body shattered with his own release. As he pumped his cock into her, filling her as her body milked him, each little quiver of her pussy ringing another soft moan from him. 
 
    He gentled his hold on her, gentled the kiss and slowly lifted his head, pulling in giant gulps of air. TR's own ragged breathing matched his, breath for breath as they slowly floated back to earth. He closed his eyes—or maybe he opened them, he couldn't tell, the darkness was the same—and tilted his head back, let it rest against the wall behind him. TR dropped her head to his shoulder with a sigh, tightened her arms around him and pressed a small kiss against the base of his neck. Her breath was a warm caress against his skin when she spoke, her voice low and sleepy. 
 
    "I don't think dark, closed places will be a problem anymore." 
 
    "No?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    He smiled, pressed a kiss against the top of her head. "Good. I'm glad I could help with that." 
 
    "Hmm." She snuggled even closer. "Maybe we should do this a few more times. Just in case." 
 
    "I can help with that, too. If you think you need it, that is." 
 
    "I do. Definitely." Her voice was even lower, softer. She snuggled closer, her body relaxing against his as sleep slowly claimed her. Mac didn't move except to tighten his hold around her legs, to secure her. To protect her. He'd stand here all fucking night holding her if he had to, anything to keep from disturbing her. 
 
    He thought she had finally drifted off when she stirred against him, her voice nothing more than a sleepy murmur. "Mac?" 
 
    "Yeah?" 
 
    "I love you." 
 
    He opened his mouth but the words stuck in his throat, frozen there by the old fear that he wasn't good enough for TR. The old fear that she deserved better than him.  
 
    The same fear that had caused him to push her away a year ago. The fear that had caused them to lose a year together. 
 
    No. Fuck that. He wasn't giving into the fear, not anymore. He forced it to the darkest corner of his mind, then banished it with the fact that the woman in his arms loved him.   
 
    And TR wouldn't love someone who wasn't worthy of it. 
 
    He pressed a kiss against her temple, struggled to draw in a deep breath and whispered the words he so desperately needed to say. 
 
    "I love you too, babe. Always." 
 
    But it was too late—TR was already asleep, her body clinging to him with a trust that humbled him. 
 
    And made him swear once more that nothing would happen to her, not as long as he could draw breath.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Rage ripped through the man. How dare his patron insult him in such a way? Was it not bad enough that he'd been called away from his work? Forced to come to this meeting in New York, only to change the location to this secluded section of Central Park? 
 
    As if he was no longer good enough to walk the halls of the exclusive office building. As if his presence would be frowned upon. As if he was unworthy. 
 
    Something was wrong. He didn't feel emotion, had been trained long ago to give nothing away, trained so well that he had been able to shun those useless emotions. To discard them. Throw them to the side like the trash they were. 
 
    Had a crack developed in his finely-honed armor? No. Impossible. His training had been too intense, too complete, to allow such a thing. There must be another reason for the unexpected rage and impatience that had been seething through his cold veins the last week. Something he couldn't quite see yet. 
 
    Did it matter? The man frowned, thinking, uncertain of the answer.  
 
    Did it matter? 
 
    Possibly. Emotion was useless. A hindrance that clouded judgment and impeded performance. Emotion disturbed. Distracted. 
 
    No matter. The man was stronger than that. He would use the rage to his advantage. Let it burn inside him, use the fire to forge the strength and power that grew inside him each day. 
 
    Only the weak let emotion get in the way. And the man was anything but weak. 
 
    The man said none of that. Allowed none of his thoughts and feelings to show on his face as he stepped out of the shadows. 
 
    "You're late." His patron's voice was cold. Distant. Filled with impatience and a smug superiority. Why had the man never noticed before? Why had he never seen the weakness so clearly exposed before him? There was no power in his patron, not like he had first assumed. 
 
    The man studied his patron with cold eyes, raking him with carefully concealed impatience. The expensive suit tailored to fit the trim body, adding size and bulk where none existed. The flash of gold circling his wrist. The jeweled cufflinks and heavy ring on the patron's small finger. Signs of material wealth designed to impress. To influence. To intimidate. 
 
    The man was none of those things. And he now saw the patron for what he really was: weak, inefficient. Someone who called others to do his bidding yet looked down on them for the doing the work he was unable to do himself. 
 
    The man studied his patron's hands. Soft, with neatly manicured nails, as if physical labor was beneath him. Smooth, the nailbeds clean, as if they had never been stained in the blood the patron so often demanded of others.  
 
    His patron was nothing more than a businessman who dealt in death, who treated the lost lives as nothing more than currency filling his personal coffers. At one time, the man had respected that. He understood the value of death, appreciated the carefully-choreographed game of trading lives for money. 
 
    The man had made his own fortune in the same game.  
 
    But now...now he felt only contempt for his patron. For the first time, he saw him for the lazy, manipulative man he truly was. A man who dealt in death but refused to get his own hands dirty. A man who reaped the rewards without ever feeling the warm rush of blood coat his own flesh. A man who gleefully issued orders to his expendable force without true appreciation for how the game was played. 
 
    Impatience rolled of the patron's body. He frowned, lines creasing a smooth face made ageless with the help of well-paid surgeons. "I assume you have good reason for being late?" 
 
    "My apologies. Sir." The man offered no excuse, gave no reason. He hadn't been late—he'd been early. Keeping to the shadows. Watching. Waiting. The first taste of bitter contempt souring his mouth when he realized the patron was alone. As if the man was of no consequence. As if he posed no danger. 
 
    Such an insult would not be tolerated. 
 
    The patron frowned again. Was it possible he felt the first hint of danger? No. He was too certain of his own superiority, too inept to smell his own impending death. He started pacing, the expensive leather shoes carving a path in front of him. The man said nothing. Did nothing. 
 
    Simply stood. Watching. Waiting. 
 
    "It's time for the good Senator to depart us. His usefulness is over, has been over for quite some time. He's become a liability we can no longer afford." 
 
    The man nodded. On this, at least, he agreed. "Yes. Sir." 
 
    "Make it look like an accident. We don't need to make unnecessary headlines." 
 
    The man kept the disappointment, the seething anger, from his voice. "An accident?" 
 
    "Yes, an accident. We don't need any unnecessary attention. We don't want anyone to look too closely or stumble onto any connection, no matter how remote." His patron nodded then carefully folded his hands behind his back, as if pleased with his orders. "I already have a replacement in mind. Someone a little younger than our dear Senator." 
 
    The man kept his face carefully blank, showing no signs of the anger raging below the surface. The anger felt...right. Strong. Powerful. He grasped it, held onto it and pulled it closer, reveling in the sudden clarity it provided. Had he been wrong all this time to shun emotion? Was this what he needed to perfect his game? 
 
    Yes. Yes, it made sense. He could feel it, sharp and potent. The man fed it, allowed it to grow. To consume him. He welcomed the searing heat running through his veins and licking his flesh beneath the cheap suit he wore, an imitation of the expensive wool one clothing his patron. 
 
    The man inhaled the cold air, pulled it into his lungs and marveled at the power growing inside him with the raw anger. He knew what had to be done now. Knew what should have been done long ago. 
 
    The man kept that knowledge hidden, refused to allow it show on his face. Refused to let it tinge his voice when he spoke. He must keep the game alive, at least for a few more minutes. "And the woman? What would you like me to do with her?" 
 
    The patron tilted his head to the side, taking a moment to think. The fool. Did he really think the man didn't already know the answer? Did he really believe he was still in charge? 
 
    "I'm afraid Ms. Meyers's luck has run out and she will be the victim of yet another tragic accident. Such a shame, don't you think?" 
 
    "Yes sir. Of course." The last of the anger exploded inside the man. Consuming him. Revitalizing him. He allowed it to happen, welcomed it with a quiet joy he had never before experience.  
 
    Powerful. Potent. Pure. 
 
    And he knew what he had to do. What he'd been meant to do all along. This game had been designed to test his limits, to push him to seek perfection. The anger was nothing more than preparation for his final test. For the meeting with his only worthy opponent.  
 
    Of course. How had he not seen it before? How had he not known? 
 
    No matter. He knew now. 
 
    The Senator. 
 
    The woman. 
 
    And then...MacGregor.  
 
    But first, he must dispose of his patron. His usefulness had come to an end. The man pulled the gun from his waistband and fired. "Such a shame." 
 
    Nobody heard the shot. 
 
    And it would be a long time before anyone found the body. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    How had she ever thought Mac could be a distraction? 
 
    Not that he wasn't, because he was. A huge distraction—and definitely in more ways than one. But not the kind of distraction she had been thinking about when she invited him to that New Year's Eve gala at the Senator's. It had made sense when she first came up with the harebrained idea of snooping around the Senator's house. Bring Mac along, use him to rub elbows with anyone who might be watching—because, despite what he thought, he had a commanding presence. People listened to him when he spoke, heard the intelligence and dry wit beneath the gravelly voice. Then, when everyone was enthralled by whatever came out of his mouth, she would sneak off and look around. And if that didn't work, she could just let him use his size to intimidate the hell out of anyone who went looking for her. 
 
    It had made perfect sense that night. At least, before they arrived at the party and he'd found out about her scheme.  
 
    Before he had let her know in no uncertain terms that she'd never make it out of the main room without being followed. 
 
    As far as ideas went, it hadn't been her brightest. Not just because she hadn't thought it through all the way, hadn't realized that anyone might actually follow her if she tried looking around. 
 
    But because Mac was a distraction—in all the wrong ways. He was a distraction to her—had been since the very first time she'd met him. A distraction to her peace of mind, her concentration...her heart.  
 
    And, apparently, a distraction to her entire office, too. 
 
    They'd only been here for three hours. Plenty of time to sit through the meeting and go over next week's assignments. Plenty of time for her to finish the current assignments she was working on. Two simple stories. Feel-good fluff pieces, the kind of stuff she was used to. The research was done and verified, the interviews completed. All she needed to do was write the stories. At any other time, the first one would have already been finished and the second one outlined. 
 
    But not today.  
 
    Today had been just one interruption after another after another. First came the questions about the fire. The same dozen questions asked by a dozen different people.  
 
    What happened? 
 
    Was she okay? 
 
    Did they know what caused it? 
 
    Did she know how lucky she was? 
 
    Had she found a place to stay yet? 
 
    She wasn't sure. Yes. No. Yes. And yes. 
 
    Except that last question was always accompanied by a speculative gaze—not at her, at Mac. And she was fairly certain that most everyone who asked if she had found a place to stay yet couldn't care less, not when they were too busy mentally undressing Mac and imagining what lay beneath the layer of clothes he wore. 
 
    Ha. As if they'd ever find out. 
 
    And who was she kidding? She'd done her own fair share of casting hungry gazes in Mac's direction, mentally undressing him even as she wondered how any man could make desert combat boots, tactical pants, and a plain black polo look so damn sexy. Maybe it was the way those pants hugged the curve of that tight ass. Or the way his broad chest filled out the polo and how the sleeves of that soft shirt pulled tight across his arms. 
 
    At least he wasn't wearing his shoulder holster. She'd seen that when she walked downstairs earlier this morning and almost threw a fit. She had stomped her foot—actually stomped it, like she was a five-year-old who hadn't gotten her way—and told him, in no uncertain terms, that there was no way he could wear a shoulder holster to her office.  
 
    Instead of the argument she had expected, Mac simply shrugged and disappeared into his den, then came back out a few minutes later. No holster—and no gun in sight. But she wasn't stupid—she knew he was armed. She knew it. But she had no idea where he was concealing his weapon. 
 
    And she had looked. Had really looked. Hard.   
 
    Not that he gave any indication of even noticing.  
 
    No, this was Mac. He noticed. He just wasn't acknowledging it. 
 
    And how unfair was that? After last night, it took every ounce of concentration to even try to focus on work. Every single time she closed her eyes, she could see him.  
 
    Hear him. His hoarse voice letting her know in graphic detail exactly what he wanted.  
 
    Feel him. His rough hands gripping her, guiding her as he drove into her. Hard. Deep.  
 
    TR forced her eyes open, forced herself to focus on the stupid computer screen in front of her as she swallowed back the need surging through her. Holy hell, she was never going to get any work done, not if she couldn't stop thinking about last night— 
 
    "You okay?" 
 
    TR jumped, a small squeak of surprise falling from her parted lips. The pen in her hand went flying, flipping end-over-end until Mac deftly caught it mid-air. He curled his fingers around it then looked down at her, one eyebrow quirked in amusement. Or maybe it was a silent question. Or maybe—oh hell, she didn't know. And she couldn't look at him, not without her face turning a million shades of red because she had no doubt he knew exactly what she had been thinking. The flash of amusement dancing in his dark eyes told her that much. 
 
    She reached up and snagged the pen from his grip then turned away, avoiding his laughing gaze. "I'm fine." 
 
    "You sure? You seem distracted." 
 
    "I said I'm fine." 
 
    "I thought you were writing that article." 
 
    "I am." 
 
    "Oh." A pause. "Then shouldn't you be typing or something?" 
 
    TR squealed in frustration then spun her chair around and tilted her head back so she could glare at Mac. "I am. As soon as you stop hovering. I can't concentrate when you're hovering." 
 
    "I'm not hovering." 
 
    "Yes, you are. This—" She pointed up at him, wagged her finger through the air. "This is hovering. Standing over me like that, staring at me, is hovering." 
 
    "But I've been sitting over there, working on paperwork." He pointed to the chair pushed against the cubicle wall behind him. A small portable desk was placed next to the chair, a stack of papers neatly lined up on its surface. 
 
    TR narrowed her eyes at him. "You're not sitting there now, are you? No, you're not. Because you're hovering." 
 
    Mac chuckled, the sound deep and rich and warm. "Are you always this cranky when you don't get enough sleep?" 
 
    "And whose fault is that?" 
 
    He chuckled again then leaned down, pressed his mouth against her ear, his warm breath sending tingles of awareness shooting over every nerve ending. But it was his voice—rough and hoarse and filled with harsh need—that made her melt in a puddle of desire. 
 
    "Wait until tonight. When I slide my hard cock deep inside your tight pussy. When I drive into you. Hard and fast. Over and over until you scream my name. Until your hot cum coats my cock. My tongue. Until—" 
 
    "Stop!" She pushed him away, took a shuddering breath and crossed her legs to ease the burning ache between them. And damn if he didn't chuckle again, the sound low and warm and so deliciously dangerous.  
 
    She took another deep breath then turned toward him, shooting him a glare that should have made him wither in fear. Yeah, right. Like anything could make Mac wither in fear.  
 
    He laughed again then stepped back with a slight grimace, reaching down to adjust himself. "Fuck. That backfired." 
 
    TR's gaze travelled down to the bulge at the front of his pants then back up to meet his intense eyes. "Serves you right." 
 
    The corner of his mouth quirked in sexy grin as he sat back down, adjusting himself once more. "It was worth it." 
 
    "Hmm." She pulled in another breath, still trying to calm her racing pulse, then started laughing. Mac leaned forward, his brows raised in silent question.  
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Nothing. It's just—they always say it's the quiet ones you need to watch out for." 
 
    "Is that so?" 
 
    "Yeah. Definitely." 
 
    He frowned, the first hint of worry shadowing his eyes. "You complaining?"  
 
    "No. God, no. Not in the least." 
 
    The worry lifted from his gaze and he sat back, a hint of a smile on his face. "Good." 
 
    And damn if he didn't go back to his paperwork, looking calm and poised and totally focused, like their last exchange had never happened. How did he do that? 
 
    TR rolled her eyes then turned back to her own computer, trying to clear her mind so she could focus on the words in front of her. It surprised her to realize she could. That instead of the continued distraction she had expected because of the man behind her, she could now focus on the story. On getting the words out. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, she was sending the final copy to the proofreader. With luck, she'd have it back tomorrow for any needed corrections, go over it one final time, then be able to send it to her editor in plenty of time to make the deadline. 
 
    One down. 
 
    One to go. 
 
    TR leaned back in the chair and raised her arms over her head for a much-needed stretch. A small ding announced an incoming email and she cut her stretch off halfway through with a groan. She nudged the mouse over her email program and clicked the tab to maximize it, frowning when she saw there was no sender listed for the new message. 
 
    She opened it, her eyes skimming the message as her pulse kicked into gear. She read it again, just to be sure she wasn't seeing things, then turned in her chair. "Mac." 
 
    He must have heard something in her voice, or maybe he could sense the excitement mingling with her confusion. Why didn't matter because he was suddenly next to her, reading the email over her shoulder. 
 
    You should talk to Dr. Matthew Kettle. He might be able to share some insight on our mutual friend. 
 
    "What the fuck?" Mac muttered the words, almost like he was talking to himself, but they were an exact copy of what TR wanted to say. She opened her mouth, ready to ask him what he thought of it, but he was already nudging her out of the way, his large hands flying across the keyboard with a smooth efficiency that surprised her. 
 
    Then she realized what he was doing and tried to push him away. "Stop! You can't just forward my email—" 
 
    "I'm sending it to Chaos. See if he can trace it." 
 
    "But—" Her objection died before she could utter it. Wouldn't she have done the same thing? Yes. In fact, she already had, when she had given a copy of the first email to Chaos to see if he could trace it. Why was she so worried about protecting potential sources now, when she had already violated that principle? 
 
    Because it still upset her. Sources were to be protected at all costs, no matter what. Journalists had gone to prison for doing just that. But was this person really a source? Or were they simply playing games? Was there something bigger here than even she could imagine? 
 
    Maybe. What else could explain the accident? The fire? Was TR so willing to play games with her own life to protect the anonymous sender of an email that may or may not mean anything? 
 
    Yes, she was. But it wasn't her life she was worried about—it was the man next to her, calmly straightening as he reached for his phone. The man she knew would do anything to keep her safe. The man who had already saved her twice. 
 
    Yes, she was willing to gamble with her own life—but not with Mac's. And if that made her a hypocrite or untrustworthy or a hundred other different things, then so be it.  
 
    Mac's voice droned in the background, low and calm, professional. She ignored the words, slid closer to the desk and clicked the email, expanding the header as much as she could. She reached for the thumb drive hanging from a hook, popped it into the computer, and quickly copied the email. Then she clicked the print button and waited while her printer spat out a single sheet of paper. 
 
    "Try to reply." 
 
    She looked over, saw Mac hovering by her side, his gaze focused on her computer screen. He looked down at her then pointed to the screen.  
 
    "TR, try to reply. See what happens." 
 
    She shook her head, her fingers already racing across the keyboard.  
 
    Who is this? 
 
    She hit send then waited. Ten seconds went by. Twenty. Thirty. Her computer dinged and she opened the incoming message, already knowing what it would say. 
 
    Undeliverable. Invalid address. Recipient name is not recognized. 
 
    Mac swore under his breath then stepped out of the cubicle, his voice too low to catch more than an occasional word here and there. That didn't stop TR from trying to listen, from trying to make out what he was saying. 
 
    Her phone rang, the shrill noise startling her. Not her cell phone, which was still tucked into the back pocket of her jeans, but her desk phone. She lifted the receiver in the middle of the second ring, hesitated before answering with a professional, "Hello?" 
 
    "TR Meyers?" 
 
    "Yes. Speaking." 
 
     "Ah, my dear, I'm so glad I caught you. Is this a bad time?" 
 
    TR frowned, trying to place the voice. There was nothing about it that was familiar. "No. Of course not." 
 
    "Splendid. Absolutely splendid. I was wondering if we could meet?" 
 
    "I'm sorry, I didn't get your name. Who is this?" 
 
    "It's me." The raspy voice chuckled, the sound almost child-like, as if the speaker truly thought the simple phrase clearly indicated who he was. "We didn't get a chance to really talk much at the party the other night, did we?" 
 
    TR pulled the receiver away from her ear and frowned at it. She shook her head, certain she was losing her mind, and moved it back to her ear. "Senator?" 
 
    "Yes, dear. I said as much, didn't I?" 
 
    "I—I'm sorry, sir. I must have missed that." She launched from her chair, poked her head around the corner and snapped her fingers in Mac's direction to get his attention. "You said you wanted to meet with me again, Senator?" 
 
    Mac's brows shot up and he spoke into his own phone, quickly ending the call before hurrying back.  
 
    "That's the Senator?" He mouthed the question, the words completely silent. TR nodded then returned to her chair, scrambling for a notepad. 
 
    "Senator? Are you still there?" 
 
    "What's that, dear?" 
 
    "You said you wanted to meet again?" 
 
    "Again? No, of course not. We've never met. That's why I was calling." 
 
    TR shot a glance at Mac, wondering if he'd been able to hear. Yes, he had—and he looked as confused as she did. He waved his hands, motioning for her to keep going. 
 
    "Um. Yes. Okay. A meeting. Sure." 
 
    "A meeting sounds like a splendid idea. We didn't really get a chance to talk much at the party the other night, did we?" 
 
    TR scribbled a few words on the notepad and slid it toward Mac. He already said that. "Um, no. No, we didn't." 
 
    "It was a lovely party, don't you think?" 
 
    "Yes, sir. I—I had fun. Thank you again for inviting me." 
 
    "My pleasure, dear. Although I am disappointed in the company you've been keeping." 
 
    TR's brows snapped over her eyes. "Excuse me?" 
 
    "That man you were with. He's really not the kind of company you should keep." 
 
    TR opened her mouth, ready to defend Mac—but Mac nudged her and shook his head, an expression of warning on his face. He scribbled a note and pushed it toward her. 
 
    Agree with him. Tell him it was just the one night. 
 
    She pursed her lips and shook her head, tried to ignore the silent command he was giving her. "It...It was just the one night, Senator. I—I don't really know him." 
 
    "I do hope you aren't planning on seeing him again. He's really not the kind of company you should keep." 
 
    Mac underlined three words on the notepad, pressing so hard that the pen actually gouged the paper. 
 
    Agree with him. 
 
    TR clenched her jaw, glared at Mac then forced the lie from her lips, trying not to gag on the words. "I—I agree with you, Senator." 
 
    "Lovely, dear. I knew you were smarter than that. And once I give you the information I have on him, you'll understand." 
 
    "I'm sorry. Information?" 
 
    "Yes, of course." 
 
    "What kind of information?" 
 
    "On Sergeant MacGregor, of course. On the kind of man he really is. I'm sure you'll be quite interested in it." 
 
    "You have information on Ma—on the sergeant?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    TR waited, realized the Senator wasn't going to say anything else, not unless she spoke first. "Um, did you want to meet?" 
 
    "Meet, dear?" 
 
    "Yes. So you can give me the information." 
 
    "That's a perfect idea. We can meet tomorrow." 
 
    "Tomorrow. That works." Mac leaned forward, started shaking his head, mouthing the word No, followed by a few choice swear words. TR tightened her hand on the receiver and turned away from him. "What time tomorrow?" 
 
    "After lunch? Maybe two o'clock?" 
 
    "Two is perfect. Where should we meet?" 
 
    "Meet?" The Senator's voice drifted off and for a few agonizing seconds, TR was afraid he'd disconnected the call. She heard rustling in the background, another voice, too faint to make out. Then the Senator spoke again, his voice a little stronger this time. "Yes, let's meet. Can you meet at my office?" 
 
    "Yes, sir. Of course. Your office at two o'clock." 
 
    "Two would be perfect. Until tomorrow, my dear." 
 
    TR stared at the phone for a long minute after the Senator disconnected. Then she dropped the receiver into the cradle and wiped her palm against her pants leg. It was irrational, feeling as if she'd somehow been contaminated from a simple call. 
 
    But the call had been anything but simple and irrational or not, she still felt dirty from it. 
 
    TR finished wiping her hand then took a deep breath, steadying herself before facing Mac. Just as she'd expected, he wasn't happy. In fact, he looked pissed. 
 
    Or maybe murderous was a more accurate description. 
 
    He opened his mouth—no doubt to bark an order and tell her she wasn't going tomorrow. She interrupted him before he could get the first word out. 
 
    "I think maybe it's time you tell me what happened between you and the Senator. And what kind of information he thinks he has on you." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Tension hung in the air. Thick. Choking. Mac clawed at his neck, like that would somehow help him breathe. Like gouging the lump from his throat would clear his fucking airway so he could finally suck air into lungs that were filling with desperation. 
 
    Not even that would help. Nothing would help—except for taking TR away from here. Far away, someplace remote and fucking safe, dammit. And keeping her there until this was over. 
 
    But dammit all to hell, he didn't even fucking know what this was, had no fucking clue what was going on. All he knew was that he did not want her meeting with Senator Suck-ass tomorrow—under any circumstances. No fucking way. No fucking how. 
 
    And fuck. Fuck it all, because that wasn't an option. Even if he knocked her unconscious and tossed her over his shoulder and carted her away to some safe, remote spot, she'd still find a way to make it back—and never speak to him again afterward. 
 
    Fine. Fuck it. It was worth losing her if it came to that. It was worth anything if it meant keeping her safe. 
 
    So what was stopping him? Not TR. She might kick and scream and bitch, but she wouldn't be able to stop him. Not physically. So why didn't he do it? Why didn't he just throw her over his shoulder and carry her off? 
 
    No, TR wouldn't stop him.  
 
    But the other men surrounding her might. 
 
    And why the fuck were they even here? Once again invading the sanctity of his house instead of the fucking warehouse they had spent a fortune on renovating and retrofitting into what they needed. Mac still wasn't sure why everyone was here instead of at HQ. Why they were crowded into his office instead of the large conference room at the warehouse.  
 
    Why every single one of them was watching him. Studying him.  
 
    Waiting. 
 
    He ignored them—Daryl, Boomer, Wolf. Even Chaos, who should be back at the warehouse tracking down that fucking email, finding out where the hell it had come from. Fine. Whatever. Let them all stare. He didn't give a shit about any of them. The only person he cared about was the woman perched on the edge of the leather sofa, her hands carefully folded in her lap, watching him with pale blue eyes filled with questions he didn't want to answer. 
 
    TR. 
 
    Christ, if not for her, he'd storm out of this fucking room and take off for destinations unknown. He needed to clear his fucking head. Gather his thoughts.  
 
    Convince himself he wasn't seeing conspiracies where none existed. Because that was the problem: everyone else in this fucking room was convinced he'd finally jumped over the edge and let his grudge take over his common sense. 
 
    "Is anyone going to tell me what's going on?" TR's clear voice finally broke the tense silence. She met his gaze first, only to frown when he clenched his jaw tight, keeping the words bottled inside. She sighed then turned toward Daryl, waited expectantly while the tension started to thicken once more. 
 
    Daryl swore under his breath then looked at Mac. "It's your story to tell. Are you going to fill her in or not?" 
 
    Dammit, Mac didn't want to tell her. Didn't want to rehash that fucking nightmare again. He started to shake his head but made the mistake of looking at TR. Made the mistake of meeting her gaze.  
 
    Pale blue eyes, so fucking blue they took his breath away. Made his gut clench with want and need. Not just her eyes, but the emotion he saw in their depths. 
 
    Worry. Respect. Love. 
 
    She loved him, had told him so last night, seconds before she drifted off. Did she even remember saying the words? Had his own words somehow reached her through her sleeping subconscious? Damn if he knew. And fucking coward that he was, he hadn't asked her. And he hadn't repeated them. 
 
    Neither had she. 
 
    Not this morning when they woke up and made love again. 
 
    Not while they sat down to eat breakfast. 
 
    Not when they'd been at her office. 
 
    Whether she remembered saying them or not, whether she had heard him or not, didn't matter. Everything she thought and felt reflected on her face and in the depths of those pale eyes. And what he saw was answer enough. 
 
    She loved him. 
 
    And she had a right to know. 
 
    Mac ran a hand over his face, felt the ruined flesh by his mouth, his jaw. Ignored it as he released a pent-up breath on a heavy sigh and relived just one of the many hellish nights he had survived. 
 
    "We were running a mission about three-and-a-half years ago. It was a shit job, supposed to be nothing more than basic intel gathering carried out under the guise of a supply run." 
 
    "Where?" 
 
    "Where doesn't matter." And even if it did, he couldn't tell her. "But something felt off about it, something I couldn't quite put my finger on." 
 
    "But you still went?" 
 
    "Yeah." Mac laughed, the sound sharp and brittle. "Yeah, we still went." 
 
    He paused, the room around him dimming, morphing into the dark desert. The night sky, an inky black pierced by thousands of cold stars. The rumble of the engines as they moved along a road they had travelled hundreds of times before. The quiet hum of conversation as his men spoke in low tones. An occasional laugh, quickly smothered. Not because anyone else could hear them—they were safely tucked behind inches of plated armor and bullet-proof glass—but because they didn't want SSgt Hardass coming down on them. 
 
    And then—the explosion. Searing heat and the rapid fire of ballistics raining down on them. The stench of blood. Screams and cries cut painfully short. 
 
    Mac blinked and the desert night disappeared, morphed back into the four walls and ceiling of his den. He stared at a spot on the far wall and cleared his throat before continuing. 
 
    "We were ambushed, from both sides. All hell broke loose. When it was over, five of my men were dead. Two of them—" He stopped, cleared his throat. "We found out later that two of them died because their vests had been compromised. The plates shattered, completely disintegrated, allowing the bullets to, uh, to pass through. One of the kids died because a piece of the fucking plate itself pierced his heart when it shattered." 
 
    Mac closed his eyes, pictured the faces of each kid that had died that night, each life he had been responsible for. Remembering them. Always remembering. He pulled in a deep breath, opened his eyes and finally met TR's gaze. 
 
    And God help him, she was crying, silent tears streaming down her face as she stared at him. The horror he'd felt that night reflected in her eyes and he wanted nothing more than to go to her. To pull her into his arms and tell her it was okay.  
 
    To have her wrap her own arms around him and tell him he was okay. That he was here. Alive. 
 
    Alive...but not living. Not until he'd met TR. And even then, he'd tried to push her away. 
 
    Yes, all he wanted to do was hold her, be held by her. But not yet. The story wasn't finished yet. 
 
    He looked away, focused on that spot on the far wall once more. 
 
    "We found out later that the vests were faulty. That the manufacturer knew they were faulty but distributed them anyway. They'd been awarded the highest bid even though there had been proof, right from the start, that the vests were faulty."  
 
    Anger from that day, from the months after, coursed through Mac. His hands curled into fists and he had to force himself to relax. To stay calm. To finish the story. "There was rumor that your Senator was taking kickbacks from the manufacturer, that he arranged for them to win the bid even though he knew there were issues." 
 
    Another deep breath, searching for that much-needed control. "I was called to testify at the hearing six months after the incident." 
 
    "Did—did anything happen?" TR's voice, soft and hesitant. He looked over at her, saw the tracks of her tears—dry now—streaking her face. She reached up, wiped her cheeks, curled her hands back in her lap.  
 
    "No. Nothing. The DoD awarded the next contract to a new manufacturer but that was it. The evidence was all circumstantial. They got away with murder. All of them—including your Senator." 
 
    A flash of anger lit her eyes. "He's not my Senator. Stop saying it that way." 
 
    "You need to understand how dangerous he is, TR." 
 
    She shook her head, either dismissing his concern—or dismissing him. "Why don't I remember hearing any of this? Why is he still serving if he was implicated in accepting kickbacks and everything else?" 
 
    Daryl spoke up, probably realizing that Mac was close to losing his shit and needed a few minutes to calm the fuck down. "There was no solid proof. The hearing lasted less than two days and was buried in the media. And you need something a lot more damaging than accepting a few kickbacks to oust a Senator that's been around as long as he has—and who has the connections he does." 
 
    "But if he was guilty—" 
 
    "Doesn't matter. The same rules we're used to don't apply in those circles—especially when there's no hard proof." 
 
    TR leaned against the arm of the sofa, one hand over her mouth, her brows pulled low over her eyes. Her gaze was focused inward, no doubt sorting through everything she'd been told, trying to fit the pieces into a neat little box.  
 
    Yeah, good luck with that. 
 
    She finally looked over at Mac, her head tilted to the side as she chewed on her lower lip. "So when he saw you at the party, he already knew you were retired from the military?" 
 
    "Sweetheart, he's the reason I'm retired. You don't go up against someone with his connection and power and come out unscathed." 
 
    "So he was deliberately taunting you? Insulting you?" 
 
    Mac nodded. "Yeah. And probably sending me a not-so-subtle reminder of the power he holds." 
 
    "Power." TR huffed, the sound filled with disdain. "I'm sorry, but the man I spoke to on the phone sounds about as powerful as an eighty-year-old man at the end of a two-day marathon." 
 
    "TR, dammit, do not underestimate how dangerous he is—" 
 
    "But you heard him, Mac. He sounded old. Frail. Confused. He remembers meeting me at the party but not our interview—" 
 
    "Yeah. And do you remember what you said to me at the party? You remember telling me he creeped you out? That he was totally different than the man you interviewed?" Mac folded his arms in front of him, dug his fingers into his biceps to keep from hitting something in frustration. "I don't care how he sounded on the phone. I don't want you meeting with him tomorrow." 
 
    "I have to. That's the only way we're going to find out what's going on." 
 
    "No. Absolutely not—" 
 
    "You don't have a say in this, Mac." 
 
    They squared off, staring at each other as heavy silence settled over the room. Mac didn't give a shit that they had an audience, didn't give a shit that he was two seconds away from totally losing it and going all caveman on TR. She was not going tomorrow, not if he had any say in it— 
 
    "Um, yeah. About all that—" 
 
    Mac turned to Chaos, ready to tear his head off. "What?" He barked the word, loud and sharp, heard it bounce off the walls and echo around the room. And damn if that crazy fucker didn't smile at him, like he knew he was five seconds away from death at Mac's hands and didn't give a shit. 
 
    "I got some intel on that email you forwarded earlier." 
 
    Daryl silenced Mac with a quick slice of his hand then turned to Chaos. "You tracked it?" 
 
    "No, not yet. Whoever sent it did a damn good job of rerouting it. But I looked into that name. Dr. Matthew Kettle." 
 
    "Yeah? And?" 
 
    Chaos sat back, a shit-eating grin spreading across his face as everyone focused on him. "Turns out the good doctor specializes in alternative treatments for Alzheimer's." 
 
    "Alzheimer's?" Daryl's voice reflected the same surprise Mac felt tearing through him. "Are you fucking shitting me? He has Alzheimer's?" 
 
    "Yeah. And while whoever sent those emails is damn good at covering their tracks, the good doctor has no idea how to secure his patient records. The Senator was diagnosed a few years ago and has recently starting showing signs of rapid decline. How he's even functioning is beyond me. I wouldn't be surprised if someone is in the background helping him because from what I read, in another month, maybe two, he'll be lucky to remember his own name." 
 
    "Jesus fucking Christ. That would explain a lot." Daryl swore, the whispered oath vibrating around the room with its implications. TR frowned, her gaze bouncing from Daryl to Chaos to Mac. 
 
    "I don't understand. Why would that explain anything that's going on now?" 
 
    "People with Alzheimer's lose all memory. Short-term first, then long-term. It doesn't just affect their mental state—it affects them physically, too. It can cause personality changes. They can suffer from behavioral issues. And paranoia." Mac's brief explanation didn't even begin to cover the disease—they would be here all night if he tried to go into a full explanation. And even then, there would still be too much left out. 
 
    "I still don't understand what that has to do with everything else going on." 
 
    "If he has Alzheimer's—and there's no reason to believe he doesn't—he's become a liability to anyone he's worked with. Anyone who's dealing on the shady side of business, that is." 
 
    "I still don't understand. If he doesn't remember anything, why would be a liability?" 
 
    "Because they still don't understand how the disease works. He may go days without remembering anything then have a lucid moment where he tells anyone who will listen everything he's done. And some patients with Alzheimer's can suffer from extreme paranoia. The problem is, there's no way to tell who—or when. Which makes him a liability." 
 
    TR frowned, nodded. Shook her head. "Okay, I get that. But again, a liability to whom?" 
 
    Daryl leaned forward, the picture of patience as he took over the explanation. "To the company that sold that piece of land to Uncle Sam, that's who. The government might overpay for a lot of things, but they're not paying that much money for twelve acres. Not unless someone is getting paid off." 
 
    He turned to Mac. "Which brings me to what we were discussing on the phone earlier before you hung up. Chaos did some more digging, found something you might be interested in." 
 
    Mac clenched his jaw, swallowed back his frustration at the man sitting across the room with that smug-ass expression on his face. "Like what?" 
 
    And damn Chaos for smiling—not at him, but at TR. "That company who sold the property? They don't exist." 
 
    TR sat back as if she'd been slapped. Mac bit back a smile, recognizing that look on her face. Chaos was ten seconds away from being lit into. Good. Mac needed some entertainment right about now. 
 
    "Excuse me? Yeah, they do. I'm not an idiot and I know how to do my job. Don't you think I actually looked into that?" 
 
    "I'm sure you did. And I'm sure you found everything they wanted you to find. But they still don't exist, not anywhere else but on paper." Chaos shifted, his attention moving from TR to Mac. "I'm still digging with a little help from a friend but I worked a hunch and decided to move in reverse." 
 
    "What are you talking about?" 
 
    "That company that manufactured those defective vests?" 
 
    "Yeah, what about them? They went bankrupt and disappeared." 
 
    "On paper, maybe. They laid low then resurfaced six months after the hearings. And I'm about three dots away from connecting them to the company that sold that land." 
 
    Mac held his tongue, allowing the information to sink in. It was a stretch—but not impossible. And it fit. 
 
    And, even more importantly, his gut wasn't rolling in turmoil, screaming that it was wrong. 
 
    "So this is all connected to those damn vests?" 
 
    Chaos shrugged. "Maybe. I mean, if the company deliberately hid the evidence that would implicate the Senator, why not? Think about it. Wouldn't you take the fall if you knew there was a hell of a payout at the end? Especially when you know nothing would happen to you? They filed bankruptcy. That was it." 
 
    "Yeah, maybe. Except that payout isn't all that much. To us, it is. But to some big corporation? That's nothing." 
 
    "Not if they reinvented themselves and got back into the game. Not if they were awarded even more contracts."  
 
    "Were they?" 
 
    Chaos shrugged again, but that smug smile reappeared in his face. "I don't know yet but my hunch says I'm right." 
 
    "Son of a bitch." Mac ran both hands over his face, blew out a heavy sigh as he tried to process everything. Hunches. Speculations. Gut feelings. They had all of that and more. What they didn't have was evidence—and without the evidence, without hard, concrete, proof, none of it meant anything. 
 
    And even with proof, it might still mean nothing. 
 
    The silence was interrupted by the sound of TR clearing her throat. Mac looked over at her—not just Mac, but everyone else in the room, too. Daryl, Chaos, Boomer, Wolf.  
 
    She cleared her throat again and fidgeted on the sofa, like suddenly being the center of attention made her uncomfortable. She finally faced Mac, focused her attention on him. "This is all really interesting but—what does any of it have to do with me?" 
 
    "You're the one working on the story." 
 
    "But it was just supposed to be a small story. I told you, no more than a few column inches." Her voice rose an octave, the tone filled with disbelief. With surprise. With denial. Mac wanted to go over to her, pull her into his arms and tell her he'd protect her. That nothing would happen to her. 
 
    But he couldn't do that yet. Not here. Not now.  
 
    It was Boomer who answered her question, his own voice calm and reassuring in spite of the words. "Somebody somewhere thinks you know something. Or wants you to know something, which would explain those emails you received." 
 
    "But I don't." 
 
    "They don't know that, though, do they?" 
 
    "We need to figure out where those emails came from." Daryl nodded toward Chaos, who pushed to his feet. 
 
    "I'm on it." 
 
    The other men stood as well, started heading toward the door as if Daryl's earlier nod had somehow signaled the end of this impromptu meeting. Even TR stood—but it wasn't to leave. 
 
    "What about my meeting tomorrow with the Senator?" 
 
    Mac pushed away from the desk, already shaking his head. "You're not going." 
 
    "Yeah, I am. I have to, Mac." 
 
    "Dammit, TR—" 
 
    "I think she needs to go." 
 
    Mac spun toward Daryl, ready to rip him a new one. "Are you out of your fucking mind?" 
 
    Daryl's gaze met his for a long time. Silent. Intense. Commanding. He finally broke eye contact and motioned for the other men to leave before turning back to Mac. "You need to look at this objectively." 
 
    "Bullshit. I don't need to look it at all. She's not going." 
 
    TR appeared at his side, anger flashing in her eyes. "Mac, you don't get to decide what I do or don't do." 
 
    "TR, dammit. You have no idea what could happen. No idea what you're getting yourself into." 
 
    "It's a meeting, Mac. That's it. And it might be my chance to learn something." 
 
    "About what? Some stupid fucking story?" Mac's voice escalated, his anger and worry finally erupting. "Is that what this is about? You're going to risk your life over a few hundred fucking words?" 
 
    TR's face was a study in different expressions. Shock. Disbelief. Hurt. 
 
    Anger. 
 
    She clenched her jaw, that stubborn chin lifting a few inches in defiance. Even the slender fingers of one hand curled inward, forming a fist that Mac fully expected to feel clip his jaw at any second. 
 
    But she didn't swing at him. She didn't even say anything, just simply turned on her heel and walked out of the room. Not stormed out, or stomped. Just...walked. Calmly, like the same emotions raging through him weren't raging through her. 
 
    He listened to her steps as she climbed the stairs, followed their sound as she moved along the hallway to the bedroom—then slammed the door so hard, he felt the vibration in his feet. 
 
    "Fuck!" 
 
    "You handled that well." 
 
    "Fuck you." Mac pushed past Daryl, ready to go after TR and...he didn't know what. He just knew he had to do something. Daryl grabbed his arm, stopping him.  
 
    It was a damn foolish move because Daryl knew Mac would have no problem ripping it from his socket. But the man didn't flinch, didn't show the least bit of concern when Mac tensed then shifted his weight, ready to break free. 
 
    "Let her go." 
 
    "Bullshit—" 
 
    "Let her go before you fuck things up even more." 
 
    Some of the fight drained from Mac, replaced by a desperation he didn't understand. "I need to talk to her—" 
 
    "No, you need to give her some space right now." 
 
    "Bull—" 
 
    "And you need to calm the fuck down before you really say something you'll regret." Daryl waited a long minute then finally released Mac's arm. "I gotta tell you, man—you're not winning any contests in the charm department right now." 
 
    "What the hell is that supposed to mean?" 
 
    "Just what I said. You've had a thing for TR for how long now? Over a year?" 
 
    "I haven't—" 
 
    He was interrupted by Daryl's sharp bark of laughter. "Oh, bullshit. You've been tangled up in knots over her from the first day you met her. Don't deny it. And now that you finally have her, you're trying to fucking sabotage it by going all macho-man on her." 
 
    "I'm not—" 
 
    "The hell you're not. Listen, I get that you don't want her to go. I even understand where you're coming from. I don't agree with you but I understand. But you can't demand that she not go. That shit ain't going to fly and you know it." 
 
    "It's a bad idea." 
 
    "Did you think that maybe you might have better luck talking her out of it if you explained why you think it's a bad idea?" 
 
    Mac ran his hands over his face, muffling the deep sigh. He tilted his head back and stared at the ceiling, blew out another sigh then softly swore. "She wouldn't listen. Or she might—then go ahead and do what she thought was right anyway. She's too damn stubborn for her own good." 
 
    "Sounds like somebody else I know." 
 
    "Yeah, sure. Whatever." Mac laced his fingers together, draped his hands behind his neck, and closed his eyes. Inhaled. Exhaled. Again, searching for a calm that eluded him. He finally opened his eyes, not bothering to hide everything he felt when he met Daryl's gaze. "I don't want her to go tomorrow. I really, really don't." 
 
    "Understood. But she won't be going by herself."  
 
    "You think she's going to let me go along? After all this?" 
 
    "Fuck, no. Not you." 
 
    "Then what the hell are you thinking?" 
 
    "If you think you've calmed down enough to actually listen, you can have a seat while I explain." 
 
    Mac hesitated. Calmed down? No, not even close. But he could fake it, at least long enough to hear what Daryl had to say. 
 
    He sat down and listened. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    The house was quiet. Dark except for the bedroom light she had left on upstairs, and the faintest of light coming from the den.  
 
    TR hesitated in the hallway, suddenly second-guessing herself. Suddenly? No, she'd been second-guessing herself since before she climbed out of bed and made her way downstairs. 
 
    Mac had come into the bedroom earlier and changed clothes—in the bathroom. She'd had just enough time to catch sight of him in a pair of sweatpants and a t-shirt before he turned off the bathroom light and started out of the room, his steps so quiet that she didn't even hear him. 
 
    She rolled over and pushed up on her elbows, ready to ask him where he was going—which was a stupid question because it was obvious he was going downstairs, where else would he go? But he answered before she could speak, quietly telling her to go back to sleep, that he'd be up in a little bit. 
 
    His low voice had been...distant. Preoccupied. And he hadn't even looked her way, had simply walked out, closing the bedroom door behind him. That had been an hour ago. Going back to sleep was impossible, not when the knot in her stomach tightened and grew with each passing minute. This feeling she had—this sense of something being wrong, of her world being unsettled—had nothing to do with the overload of information she was still trying to process from this afternoon. She was adept enough at avoidance that she could push that from her mind if that's all it was. 
 
    This was something more.  
 
    This was about their earlier...what should she call it? A rift? Confrontation? Argument? All of the above? What she called it didn't matter. What mattered was the distance, the wedge, she felt growing between her and Mac. 
 
    And she didn't like the feeling one bit. 
 
    Which was why she was now standing in the hallway outside Mac's den, the polished plank floor chilling her bare feet, trying to decide if she should go in or not. 
 
    Trying to work up the courage to move. 
 
    She could see him, lounging on the leather sofa, his long legs stretched out in front of him. He stared into the low-burning fire, an untouched tumbler of amber liquid held loosely in one strong hand. Whiskey, probably. No, not whiskey—bourbon. She still didn't understand the difference, even after Mac had explained it to her a year ago, the night of Sammie and Jon's wedding. 
 
    Firelight danced on his face, accenting the strong lines and sharp edges of his profile. She couldn't make out his expression, not from here, not when she could only see his strong profile, but she could sense his mood, could feel his emotions. 
 
    Worry. 
 
    Remorse. 
 
    Regret. 
 
    Loneliness. 
 
    Something twisted inside her, sharp and poignant, bringing tears to her eyes. She wanted to run to him, wrap her arms around him and comfort him. Reassure him. 
 
    And how silly was that? Wanting to comfort a man as strong as Mac. He was one of those rare breeds, a valiant warrior through-and-through. A man who lived life according to a strict code of honor, who abided by deeply-ingrained principles. A man who would gladly give his life standing up for what he believed. A man who would gladly die defending those weaker than himself. 
 
    A hero. 
 
    And she loved him. Had loved him for a long time although she'd been afraid to admit it.  
 
    She wanted to go to him. Hold him. Tell him again how she felt. But she was a coward and convinced herself he didn't want to hear, that he wanted to be alone right now and her presence would only disturb him. 
 
    She slid one foot behind her, careful not to make any sound, but Mac must have heard her anyway.  
 
    "I know you're there, TR. You don't need to lurk out in the hallway." 
 
    She froze, indecision warring within her. One second passed, then another and another before she finally made up her mind. She walked into the den, hesitating before moving to the sofa. She took a seat in the corner then drew her legs up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. A shield of some kind? Possibly.  
 
    Did Mac pick up on it? Probably, even though he didn't turn to look at her, not even a quick glance. He kept staring straight ahead, his intense gaze focused on the dying fire. 
 
    "I wasn't lurking." Such a stupid thing to say because she was. She knew it. Mac knew it. But at least he didn't call her on it.  
 
    No, he'd have to speak in order to do that—and Mac was completely silent. 
 
    TR shifted, rested her cheek on one knee and stared at the heavy glass tumbler in his hand. "What are you drinking?" 
 
    There was a pause before he answered. When he spoke, his voice was low, gruff. "Bourbon." 
 
    TR nodded, her mind searching for something else to say. She chewed on her lower lip, sighed, tightened her arms around her legs. "Can I have a sip?" 
 
    Mac finally turned his head, those dark eyes darting to hers before looking away. She held her breath, waiting for him to say something, but he simply held the glass out for her. Her fingers brushed his when she reached for it but he still said nothing, didn't even look in her direction again. 
 
    She raised the glass to her mouth, the strong odor burning her nose. She inhaled, her eyes watering, then tipped the glass back and took a swallow.  
 
    A long swallow. 
 
    The burn was immediate, igniting her lips, her tongue, the back of her mouth. Fire trailed down her throat and exploded in her stomach, the intense heat making her cough and wheeze. She closed her eyes and leaned over, still coughing, trying to clear the burn lingering in her throat. A hand closed around hers, removed the tumbler from her grip. A second later that same hand patted her on the back—which did absolutely nothing except nearly push her off the sofa. 
 
    "Christ, TR. You're supposed to sip it, not swill it." 
 
    "I—" She stopped, coughed, caught herself before she tumbled off the edge of the sofa and coughed again. "I didn't swill it." 
 
    Mac stared at her for a long minute then looked away, muttering something under his breath. She couldn't make out the words but she didn't need to, not when she was fairly certain at least a few of them were f-bombs. 
 
    She cleared her throat one more time then reached up to wipe her eyes before settling back in her corner. "Did you know you swear a lot when you're angry?" 
 
    A muscle jumped in his strong jaw. "I'm not angry." 
 
    "And when you're upset." 
 
    The muscle jumped again and his hand tightened around the tumbler. "I'm not upset." 
 
    "And when you're irritated." 
 
    "Dammit, TR, I'm not—" He bit the words off, shook his head and finally looked over at her. Their gazes met and she wondered if he could see the amusement in her eyes. If he did, he didn't say anything, just simply turned his head and went back to staring at the fire. A minute went by, then another, the room silent except for the crackling of the fire, the occasional pop of wood.  
 
    And Mac's deep exhale. 
 
    "Wolf's going with you tomorrow. To your meeting." 
 
    TR cocked her head to the side, thought about it for maybe two seconds, then nodded. "Okay." 
 
    "Okay?" Mac looked her, his face carefully blank in spite of the surprise in his rough voice. "Just okay? No arguments?" 
 
    TR saw her chance and jumped at it. "Is that what we're doing, Mac? Arguing?" 
 
    "What? No. We—" His mouth snapped closed, his lips pressed together in a tight line. He shook his head and looked away. "It's late. You should go to bed. Get some sleep." 
 
    "Are you coming up?" 
 
    "In a little bit." 
 
    "Then I'll wait." She grabbed the soft throw tossed over the back of the sofa and pulled it over her, tucking the ends around her bare feet before settling in. She expected Mac to argue, to come up with a reason why she needed to go upstairs now, but he remained silent for a long time. 
 
    Long enough that her eyes drifted closed, that her body relaxed as the quiet crackling of the fire lulled her into that comfortable haze between sleep and awake. Mac's voice, when he finally spoke, was a rough whisper in the stillness of the room, the words halting, hesitant. Uncertain. 
 
    "I didn't mean to order you around earlier." 
 
    TR's eyes fluttered open, her gaze focused on the fire. "I know." 
 
    "And—" He cleared his throat, shifted beside her. "And I'll try to watch my language around you." 
 
    A ghost of a smile curled her lips and she ducked her head to hide it. "It doesn't bother me." 
 
    "Yeah, well." Ice clinked against the sides of the tumbler when he raised it to his mouth for a quick swallow. He exhaled, lowered the glass and wrapped both hands around it. "I know better so I'll do a better job of it from now on." 
 
    She watched him from the corner of her eye, that small smile once more curling her mouth. "Not all the time, I hope." 
 
    Mac tilted his head toward her, his brows pulled low over his eyes. She knew exactly when understanding dawned because the frown left his face and the slightest blush, visible even in the firelight, stained his cheeks. He cleared his throat, looked away, tossed back the rest of the bourbon. "Maybe not all the time then." 
 
    TR held her breath, wondering if he'd understand the subtle hint. No, of course he didn't—he did as subtle as well as she did. She bit back a sigh, torn between doing something a little less subtle or just going upstairs like he had suggested and hoping for the best. She was still trying to decide when he spoke again, his words just as halting and unsure as before. 
 
    "We, uh, we should go out this weekend. To the movies. Or maybe dinner. Or something." 
 
    She lifted her head, fighting both her smile and her surprise. "Are you asking me out on a date?" 
 
    The flush on his face deepened and the muscle in his jaw twitched. He rolled his shoulders, cleared his throat, shrugged. "Um, yeah. A date. I, uh, I thought it would be something nice to do since we haven't been on one yet." 
 
    "Actually, we have." 
 
    He turned toward her, the surprise in his eyes morphing into denial. "We haven't—" 
 
    "Yeah, we have. Twice." 
 
    "When?" 
 
    TR shrugged the soft throw from her shoulders and switched positions, pushing to her knees. She held up one finger. "Last year at Sammie's wedding—" 
 
    "That wasn't a date." 
 
    "We were there together, weren't we?" 
 
    "Yeah but—" 
 
    "Then it was a date. Even if you did turn me down when I invited you home." 
 
    Something changed in his eyes. They grew softer, warmer. He reached for her, dropped his hand and let it rest between them instead of touching her. "That's something I've regretted every single day since then, TR. You have no idea how much." 
 
    Emotion clogged her throat, tightened her chest and squeezed the air from her lungs. She wanted to ask him what he meant, wanted to ask if he regretted it the same way she did. All that lost time. A year that they could have been together, a year to learn and grow and live and love. 
 
    But not yet. Now wasn't the time. Maybe it would never be the time. And did it matter, when they had today? Tonight and tomorrow and next week and, she hoped, every day after that?   
 
    She blinked her eyes, swallowed then pasted a wobbling smile on her face and held up a second finger. "And then we went to the New Year's Eve party together." 
 
    "That wasn't a date." 
 
    "You wore a tux." 
 
    "Yeah, but—" 
 
    "And I bought a new dress. And did my hair and make-up. It was definitely a date." 
 
    "That was business." 
 
    "No." TR slid a little closer, felt the heat from his body washing over her. "It would have been business if I had taken Ryder. Boomer. Whatever." 
 
    "Boomer wouldn't have taken you." 
 
    "He totally would have, if I had asked him again." 
 
    "Trust me. No, he wouldn't have." 
 
    "He would have—" 
 
    "No, he wouldn't. Not unless he wanted me to break every fucking bone in his body." 
 
    TR bit back a grin, coughed to hide the laughter threatening to break free when Mac opened and closed his mouth, trying to stammer out an apology. She caught his gaze and leaned forward, her face only inches from his. 
 
     "Good. Because I wouldn't have made out with Boomer." 
 
    "We didn't—"  
 
    TR pressed her fingers against his lips, interrupting him. And oh God, how could a man as hard, as solid and big and sturdy as Mac, have such soft lips? Soft and warm and full and— 
 
    She lowered her hand, leaned even closer. Close enough that she could press her mouth to those lips if she wanted to. And she wanted to. More than anything. But not yet. 
 
    "We made out. Which means it was definitely our second date because I don't make out with guys before then." 
 
    A rumble sounded in Mac's chest, low and rough. "You better not be making out with anyone, period." 
 
    TR raised a playful brow then shifted, swinging one leg over his so she straddled Mac's lap. He sucked in a deep breath, his arms automatically wrapping around her waist. She leaned in, brushed her lips against his cheek. "Not even you?" 
 
    Mac settled his hands on her hips, shifted her so she rested more fully against the hard length of his erection. She closed her eyes, sank against him and sighed. His voice rumbled in her ear but she couldn't make out the words and then it didn't matter because his mouth was on hers. 
 
    Kissing her. 
 
    Devouring her. 
 
    Claiming her. 
 
    A sigh of disappointment, sharp and needy, fell from her mouth when he ended the kiss. She forced her eyes open, watched him as he reached between them and grabbed the hem of his shirt, pulled it over his head one-handed. Her hungry gaze drifted over his sculpted body, drinking in every inch. The muscular column of his throat. Broad shoulders and thick arms. Wide chest and dark, flat nipples.  
 
    Her fingers followed the path of her gaze. Touching, always touching, delighting in the heat of bare flesh, in the tactile sensation of skin and bone and muscle. 
 
    He reached for her hands, pulled them away then silenced her small protest with a kiss. Long and deep and hungry. But that, too, was over too soon, her whimper of need morphing into a sharp sigh when he pulled her sleep shirt over her head. When he reached between and tugged at her shorts, pushing them past her hips. His hand dipped between her legs, one long finger stroking her clit before pushing into her. 
 
    "You are so fucking wet, TR. So fucking hot." 
 
    And oh God, just like that, she was ready to explode. From that one finger sliding in and out of her, from the press of his thumb against her clit. From his hot breath washing against her skin and the rough words teasing her ear. 
 
    She closed her eyes, dug her fingers into his shoulders and leaned back, her hips rocking against his hand. But it wasn't enough, not nearly enough. She needed more, needed him, all of him. 
 
    "Mac..." 
 
    Could he sense her need? Feel how close she was, how she teetered on the edge between sanity and euphoria? A sharp whimper fell from her lips when he slid his finger from her. A gasp, this one of surprise, when he lifted her from his lap and dragged her shorts off. He slid to the edge of the sofa, braced her on his strong legs while he pushed his sweatpants past his hips, freeing his cock. Thick. Hard. Long.  
 
    Perfect. Just like Mac. 
 
    She reached for him, curled her hand around the thick length and stroked. Power washed over her when he groaned, when he tilted his head back and clenched his jaw and rocked his hips against her hand. 
 
    But only for a minute because he was suddenly reaching for her. Grabbing her. Guiding her hips over his and pushing his hard length into her. Deep. Hard. Fast. Over and over until she shattered, crying his name. 
 
    Hands grabbed her and she was suddenly on her back, one leg pushed toward her shoulder, the other hanging over the edge of the sofa. Mac settled himself between her legs, pushing into her again. Again. Harder. Deeper. Filling her. Sending her flying to heights she'd never before imagined. 
 
    She reached for him, trailed her fingers along his jaw, into his hair as he caught her mouth with his, as he swallowed her cries. 
 
    He nibbled her lower lip, pulled away and looked down at her, their gazes locking when she would have looked away. Dark eyes burned into hers. Feral. Possessive. Determined. 
 
    "Mine." The word came out as a rough growl. A command. But underneath, she heard the uncertainty. Heard the question, sensed the insecurity.  
 
    No, not a command. A plea. 
 
    She raised her head, brushed her lips over his. Once. Twice. Once more. Locked her gaze to his and nodded. "Yours." 
 
    His mouth crashed over hers as he drove himself even deeper, sending her flying even higher. Following her. Protecting her. 
 
    With her.  
 
    Always. 
 
      
 
    # # 
 
      
 
    The man watched the house from his spot across the narrow country road, hidden in the patch of woods. He could make out the faintest glow at the rear of the house, amused himself with the possibilities available to him.  
 
    He was free now. Answering to only himself.  
 
    Strong. Powerful. 
 
    Unstoppable. 
 
    Should he act tonight? It would be so easy. Nothing more than child's play. 
 
    He would approach the house, find a way in. An unlocked window, perhaps. Or maybe even an unlocked door. He would wait in the shadows, wait until they were sound asleep, secure in the false knowledge that they were safe. Secure. Untouchable. 
 
    He would climb the stairs, taking his time, letting the house adjust to his presence. Move toward the bedroom. Would the door be open—or closed? It didn't matter, not for his purposes. He would simply ease inside, each movement soundless, until he stood over the bed. 
 
    Then he would watch. Count the seconds, the minutes, until they sensed his presence. Until they felt that first niggle of awareness as instinct alerted them. 
 
    But it would be too late. He'd already have the woman, would use her to bend MacGregor to his will. And he would bend. The man was sure of it.  
 
    Then he would use the knife on the woman, revel in the feel of metal slicing flesh and muscle. Not all at once. He wanted her to suffer. Wanted both of them to suffer. There would be more power in their deaths that way. And they owed him that, for the way he'd been forced to dispose of his patron. For the way he'd been unable to use his true talents the way he had wanted. 
 
    Such a shame. 
 
    Such a waste. 
 
    So yes, he would make them both suffer for that loss. 
 
    A heady feeling washed over him as he pictured every detail. Something almost...light. Joyful. He closed his eyes and breathed in the cold night air. Filled his lungs with it, allowed himself to indulge in the unexpected invigoration. 
 
    Yes, it would be so simple. Sneak in tonight. Toy with the woman, sink his blade into her. Slicing. Cutting. Over and over as MacGregor watched. Helpless.  
 
    And then...then it would be MacGregor's turn. His one worthy opponent. He would toy with him as well, allow him a brief taste of false victory before ending it. Before anointing himself with MacGregor's blood. Before bathing in the power of his opponent and summoning his strength for his own. 
 
    Yes. Yes, he could taste the victory now, feel the excitement dancing across his flesh.  
 
    Now. Tonight— 
 
    The man's eyes snapped open and he frowned. No. No, that wasn't right. It couldn't be tonight. There was something he needed to do... 
 
    Ah, yes. His client. He must take care of his client first. 
 
    Tomorrow.  
 
    His client. 
 
    The woman. 
 
    And then MacGregor. 
 
    The man tossed one last longing look at the house then turned and walked away, his lips stretched tight in what he imagined was a smile.  
 
    Tomorrow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    "What the fuck do you mean, Boomer and Wolf are gone? Where the fuck are they?" 
 
    Mac's roar echoed around the conference room. Saner people would have fled, would have raced out seeking cover from the madman he'd instantly turned into as soon as Daryl had given him the news. 
 
    But there were no sane people in here—only Daryl, Chaos, and TR. He'd once thought TR was sane but given the fact she was sitting across the table, one slender had trying to smother her smile, he had to question his earlier assertion. 
 
    Daryl and Chaos showed no reaction at all, which only proved his point that they were insane. Every single one of them. 
 
    And none of them had an issue with the fact that Boomer and Wolf were gone. 
 
    "Fuck!" Mac curled his hand into a fist and brought it down on the table. Coffee mugs shook, their contents splashing over the rim and puddling on the table. The pen by TR's elbow started rolling away, its suicide leap over the edge stopped when she grabbed it. Even Daryl's phone skipped across the polished surface of the table. 
 
    Daryl ignored the outburst, leaned back in the chair, and clasped his hands behind his neck. Cool. Calm. Collected. Of course he was. He didn't have a stake in this fucking game. 
 
    Mac knew that wasn't a fair assessment—if one of them had a stake, they all had a stake. But Daryl had no idea how twisted Mac's guts were, how he'd been walking the razor edge of insanity since waking up this morning. 
 
    Not that he'd had any sleep. 
 
    No, Daryl didn't know any of that. Or maybe he did and he was just ignoring it and if that was the case, then fuck him. 
 
    "They went wheels up at oh-three-hundred on a last-minute job." 
 
    Mac shook his head, bit back another oath. "What about Ox or Flare? Or hell, even Zen. Where are they?" 
 
    "Otherwise engaged. You know that. And Reigs has daddy-duty. That leaves Chaos." 
 
    Mac narrowed his eyes and glared at Chaos, had to stomp the impulse to launch across the table and pound that fucking smirk right off his fucking face. The fucker knew it, too, because the smirk grew into a smile. 
 
    Mac turned back to Daryl. "I think you should be the one to take her." 
 
    But Daryl was already shaking his head. "That won't work and you know it. The Senator might recognize me." 
 
    "Then fuck it. I'll take her." 
 
    "Mac, that won't work." TR had been sitting there for the last thirty minutes, watching the verbal sparring, watching him lose his shit without saying a word—even if she had laughed at him. But now she pushed away from the table and made her way over to him, every inch the professional in her tailored black pants and long cardigan hanging open over a silk royal blue blouse. The color of that blouse darkened the blue of her pale eyes, turning them to the color of the Caribbean. He felt himself drowning in their depths, realized he would gladly lose himself in her warm gaze right here. Right now. And he made a promise to himself that tonight, as soon as this shit was over, he'd pack her up and catch the first plane heading to the Caribbean. He didn't give a shit which island. Any of them. Hell, maybe they'd do some island hopping and hit all of them. 
 
    He was so caught up in that idea that the touch of TR's hand against his cheek startled him.  
 
    "You can't go, Mac, and you know it. I'm supposed to be meeting him so he can fill me in on what a big, bad guy you are, remember?" 
 
    "I can stay in the background. He won't even see me—" 
 
    "And what if he does?" 
 
    "Then he does. Who gives a shit? This whole plan is fucked up and isn't going to accomplish dick—" 
 
    "If that's your way of inspiring confidence, it's not working." TR's smile took the sting out of her words—and made him realize what an ass he was being. She was right. Hell, they were all right.  
 
    He was overreacting, letting emotion overrule logic. She'd go to DC and meet with the Senator. Chaos would be there in the background, watching over her. And maybe, if they were lucky, they'd learn something. Find out what the hell was going on. 
 
    Because if they didn't, that was it. Mac really would take TR and disappear with her to some lush tropical paradise in the Caribbean. 
 
    Mac swallowed back every last one of his objections, damn near choking on them, then stepped back and nodded. "Fine. We do it this way." He spun toward Chaos and pointed a steady finger at him. "But I swear to God if you let anything happen to her—" 
 
    "Mac, relax." TR's hand closed over his wrist. "It's a meeting. It'll be over in an hour, tops. Depending on the traffic, we'll be back here in time for dinner." 
 
    "Yeah, Mac. Listen to your girl. She's smarter than I expected, considering she's with your ugly ass." 
 
    TR spun around and pinned Chaos with a lethal glare. "Just because you're going with me doesn't mean I have to like it. And it doesn't mean I have to talk to you so just shut up." She stormed back to the table, the short, thick heels of her black boots clicking against the tile floor. She grabbed her new tote bag and slung it over her shoulder then glared at Chaos again. "Are you ready?" 
 
    "Not yet, sweetheart. We need to take some precautions first." 
 
    "Precautions? You mean like duct taping your mouth shut?" 
 
    "You're a funny one, aren't you? No, sweetheart, I mean security precautions." Chaos leaned down and grabbed the small bag resting by his feet. He plopped it on the table then motioned for TR to take the seat next to him. She hesitated, tossed a questioning glance in Mac's direction, then finally joined Chaos. 
 
    Her gaze swept over the gadgets Chaos was pulling from the bag. A small crease furrowed her brow as she reached for a necklace and held it up. "Jewelry? I already have jewelry." 
 
    "Not like this, you don't." All teasing was gone from Chaos's voice, replaced with cool professionalism as he explained each piece. What it was, what it was for, how to use it. 
 
    "The necklace is a transmitter. We'll be able to hear everything being said." 
 
    "Seriously?" TR studied it closer, turning the small jeweled pendant back and forth in her hands. "It looks like a regular necklace." 
 
    "That's the whole idea." Chaos grabbed a pen and held it out to her. "Another transmitter but this one also has built-in GPS." 
 
    "Why do I need a second one?" 
 
    "Because you always have a back-up. Always." Chaos's voice was deadly serious when he answered. TR didn't look away from his steady gaze, didn't flinch at the steel in the other man's eyes. Good—she was taking him seriously. Not that she wouldn't but seeing the close attention she paid to Chaos eased some of the tension knotting Mac's gut. 
 
    She replaced her necklace with the new one, reaching behind her to secure the clasp. The pen she slid into the tote bag. "What else?" 
 
    A pair of matching earrings was next, which quickly replaced the ones she had put in this morning. Chaos held the last two objects up: two small discs, the size of a watch battery but much thinner. TR leaned forward, squinting, then sat back. 
 
    "And they are?" 
 
    "Tracking devices." 
 
    "Tracking devices?" 
 
    "Yeah. Like GPS." 
 
    "But you said the pen—" 
 
    "Always have a back-up, remember?" 
 
    TR pursed her lips then finally nodded. "Right. Back-up. But two of them? Isn't this a bit overboard? I mean, it's just a meeting—" 
 
    "Rule Number Three: never assume anything." 
 
    "Three? What happened to one and two?" 
 
    Mac propped his hip on the edge of the table and crossed his arms in front of him. "You already know them. Rule One: Prepare for anything. Rule Two: always—" 
 
    "—have a back-up. Right. Got it." She turned back to Chaos. "So what am I supposed to do with them?" 
 
    "Place one in your sock." 
 
    "My sock? Really?" 
 
    "Yeah. The chances of losing it—or someone finding it there—aren't real high. The other one you can attach to the waistband of your underwear." Chaos leaned forward, a sly grin on his face. "And I will gladly help with that if you need it." 
 
    TR snagged both discs from Chaos's hand then leaned forward, a teasing smile on her own face. "No thanks. Something this delicate calls for an expert so I'll have Mac do it." 
 
    Chaos erupted in laughter, which was the only thing that stopped Mac from launching across the table and breaking his neck. Well that—and the warning look he got from Daryl. TR wasn't paying attention because she was studying the small discs in the palm of her hand. 
 
    "Do these things really work?" 
 
    "Which ones?" 
 
    TR looked up with a shrug. "All of them, I guess, but I meant these little tracker things." 
 
    "Yeah, they work. The ones you have are mid-range and will last about a week. They make others that last longer or work for longer distances but none of them are as good as a chip. And since I don't have time to chip you—" 
 
    "I'm sorry. Excuse me?" TR's head shot up. "Did you say chip? Like a microchip? Like the thing they put in dogs?" 
 
    "These are a bit more advanced but yeah, you've got the right idea." 
 
    TR shook her head. Not just once, but a few times. She sat back, crossed her arms in front of her, and actually slid away from the table. "No. Uh-uh. You're not microchipping me." 
 
    Chaos snapped his small bag closed. "I know, that's what I said. We don't have time—" 
 
    "Even if we had time, you wouldn't be microchipping me. That's...that's—that is so unconstitutional. So...so big brother. I can't believe—" She frowned, tilted her head to the side then looked at Mac. "Wait a minute. He's just pulling my leg, right? That was a joke." 
 
    Mac pursed his lips, shot a glance at Daryl, looking for advice. Daryl hesitated then finally answered. 
 
    "Some of us are chipped, yes." 
 
    TR's eyes widened in disbelief. "Are you serious? You're actually chipped? Like a dog?" 
 
    Mac shook his head. "It's not like that. It's—" 
 
    "It's unconstitutional! Are you trying to tell me that the government—" 
 
    "No, TR. Not the government. And it's voluntary. A precaution in case—" Mac hesitated, wondering how much to tell her. He didn't think she completely understood exactly what they did. And why should she? He'd never told her—he couldn't tell her. 
 
    Maybe he didn't have to because he saw the flash of realization in her eyes. Saw the horror and fear in her gaze before she blinked and looked away. "In case some really, really bad shit happens. Is that what you're telling me? So you guys can what—find the bodies at the end of the day?" 
 
    "TR, it's not like that—" 
 
    "Really? Then what's it like? Because you're standing there telling me your chipped so you can be tracked and I can't imagine why else you would need something like that unless it was because—" 
 
    "It's a precaution. Just like those discs in the palm of your hand." Chaos's voice was oddly gentle, filled with patient understanding. Chaos, of all people. But maybe it was best that he was the one who answered because TR's shoulders sagged as some of the tension left her. 
 
    "A precaution?" 
 
    "That's it. And we control them. Control when they activate, control who can track them. It all falls under Rule Number One." 
 
    "Prepare for anything. Yeah. Sure." TR grabbed her tote bag and stood. "Heroes-R-Us, my ass. You're all crazy but whatever. Can we leave now?" 
 
    "Yeah—as soon as you put those trackers on." 
 
    TR scowled at Chaos then spun around and stormed out of the room. Mac watched her leave then turned to Daryl, saw the same question on his face that Mac had. 
 
    "Heroes-R-Us? What the hell did that mean?" 
 
    "No idea." Mac wanted to follow her, wanted to ask her what she meant. Wanted to make sure she was okay. But he didn't. If he did, there was a good chance he'd say fuck the meeting and lock her in the bathroom.  
 
    So he kept his mouth shut, even when she returned. When he followed her and Chaos out to the lobby then outside to Chaos's car. He even kept his mouth shut when Chaos got in and started it, when he revved the engine and motioned for TR to get in. 
 
    Mac wrapped his hand around her arm, stopping her. Those pale blue eyes stared up at him in silent question, filled with emotion he couldn't read. She finally leaned up on her toes and brushed her mouth against his.  
 
    "I'll be fine. And when I get back, you can take me out to dinner." 
 
    "Yeah?" He forced the knots in his gut to settle and pasted a smile on his face. "How about that Mexican place on York Road?" 
 
    "Oh no, you're not getting off that easy. I'm thinking that new fancy steak house that just opened. The expensive one." 
 
    "I think I can handle that." Mac cupped her face with his hands and claimed her mouth with a kiss. Deep and lingering yet over too soon when the loud blast of a horn made TR jump and step back. She released a sharp breath then glared at the car. 
 
    "I think I might kill him." 
 
    Mac laughed then opened the door for her, forced himself to close it and step away. 
 
    Forced his hands to unclench as Chaos pulled out of the lot. 
 
    Quiet steps approached from his right side. A hand dropped to his shoulder, squeezed, let go. 
 
    "It's just a meeting. Everything'll be fine." 
 
    "Yeah?" He turned to Daryl, not bothering to hide his apprehension. "Tell that to all the fucking hairs standing up on the back of my fucking neck." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    "Why Chaos?" 
 
    The man in the driver's seat turned toward her, dark brows pulled low over dark blue eyes. He wasn't bad looking but there was something about him that set TR's nerves on edge. Arrogance, definitely. The man knew he was good looking and could probably charm a granny out of her panties but it was more than that. 
 
    Dangerous? Oh yes. Absolutely—but no more than Mac or Daryl or Ryder or even Jon. He had that same edgy energy, that same absolute stillness that hinted at the potential deadliness resting below the surface, coiled and ready to strike with lethal precision when you least expected it. 
 
    Except for maybe now. Now, he just looked annoyed. And impatient. And irritated. 
 
    He pressed his lips together until they were nothing more than a bloodless line and pulled in a deep breath through his nose. The furrow lines between his brows deepened as he exhaled. 
 
    "What?" He practically spat the word at her, like he didn't understand her question or couldn't comprehend why she had asked in the first place. 
 
    She lowered her voice and spoke slowly, carefully enunciating each word. "Why do they call you Chaos?" 
 
    "Because they do." 
 
    "But your name is Derrick." 
 
    "Yeah?" 
 
    "So why Chaos?" 
 
    "Jesus." He ran a hand over his face, muffling the word. Another deep breath, this one even more impatient than the last. "That's just what they call me." 
 
    "But why?" 
 
    "Holy shit. What are you, five? Stop with all the why, why, why. You're driving me insane." 
 
    "Sorry but I'm bored. I thought we could make conversation to pass the time." It wasn't that she was simply bored or that she wanted to talk—she could think of a hundred different things she'd rather do than make conversation with the man next to her. She was antsy. Edgy. Unsettled.  All she wanted to do was go home—to Mac's place. 
 
    But she couldn't because of this meeting. Only the meeting wasn't happening because the Senator wasn't in his office and his assistant didn't know where he was and had no record of TR's appointment with him. And no, he most certainly would not call him, didn't she know the man was very busy? 
 
    TR's dislike for the Senator was increasing each passing minute—and it had been at an all-time low ever since she'd found out what he'd done to Mac. So no, sitting out here in Chaos's car, waiting to see if the Senator showed up, hadn't been part of the plan.  
 
    She turned back to Chaos. "Well?" 
 
    "Well, what?" 
 
    "Why Chaos?" 
 
    "Jesus H. Christ." He ran both hands down his face, his palms scraping the dark stubble on his jaw. He gripped the steering wheel with both hands and she had the uncomfortable feeling that he was pretending those hands were wrapped around her neck, instead. 
 
    "Chaos because I can wreak havoc on any system. Because I can rain hell on anyone or anything before they even know I'm there." 
 
    TR smiled. "Oh. So, you're just a hacker." 
 
    "Just a—" The words ended in a low growl. "No, lady. I'm a hell of a lot more than just a hacker." 
 
    TR waved her hand in dismissal, just to irritate him. He shot her a dirty look that said he wanted to do a lot more than just squeeze her neck until her eyes popped out but she simply ignored it and asked her next question. "So does everyone have a nickname?" 
 
    He dropped his head against the steering wheel. Thunk. Thunk. Thunk. "Holy shit, I can't take much more of this. Wolf is dead when he gets back. He did this on purpose, I know it. I don't know what the hell I ever did to deserve this but this has got to be payback for something." 
 
    "Wow. I didn't figure you to be so drama prone." TR gave herself bonus points for saying that with a totally straight face, then added more points for keeping kept that straight face in place when he exploded. 
 
    She waited for a break in the string of mumbled profanity—the man had to take a break to breathe sooner or later—then jumped in and repeated her question. "So does everyone have a nickname?" 
 
    "Yes. Yes, they do. Boomer. Wolf. Ox. Bull. Zen. Everyone has a nickname." 
 
    "Sounds more like a zoo to me. And I don't even know who most of those people are."  
 
    "A zoo. Jesus." 
 
    "Well, it does. And Daryl doesn't have a nickname." 
 
    "Yes, he does." 
 
    "No, he doesn't. He's just Daryl." 
 
    "He's got a nickname." 
 
    "Then what is it?" 
 
    "Zeus." 
 
    "Zeus? Daryl is Zeus? Why? Does he have a god-complex?" 
 
    The oddest expression crossed Chaos's face a second before he snorted with laughter. Not a quick snort, but long and loud and filled with more mirth than her question deserved.  
 
    He sucked in a quick breath, ran the back of his hand over his mouth, then leaned toward her the tiniest bit. "I'm not the one who said that, boss. Just remember that. And I damn well better be getting hazard pay for this." 
 
    TR leaned away from him, wondering if maybe he really was insane and had finally snapped. That maybe her incessant questioning—as amusing as it had been—had sent him teetering over some edge she didn't know about. "Who are you talking to?" 
 
    Chaos pointed to her necklace. "To Zeus. And your boy, Mac." 
 
    TR reached up, felt the pendant nestled a few inches below her throat. Embarrassment heated her face. How could she have forgotten? It had only been two hours. She plucked the pendant between two fingers and lifted it up but it only reached to her chin, which made talking into it a little difficult. "Um, sorry, Daryl. I didn't mean anything by that last comment." 
 
    "Oh Jesus." Chaos nudged her hand until she dropped the pendant. "Don't do that." 
 
    "Don't do what?" 
 
    "Talk into the damn thing. Kind of ruins the whole point when you do that." 
 
    TR nodded—she wasn't going to apologize, not when that would make the satisfied smirk on his face grow even wider. She fidgeted in the seat, had to make a conscious effort not to play with the necklace. "So. They've been listening to everything we've said since we left?" 
 
    "Probably." 
 
    "Great." She looked out the window, not paying attention to the traffic or the people hurrying by, bundled against the biting chill. It was a clear day, the sun bright overhead, but it was still the first week of January and still cold. 
 
    That did nothing to alleviate the mortification burning her face as she tried to remember everything they'd said. Everything she had said. Had she said anything embarrassing? No, she hadn't. Well, except for that god-complex comment but that wasn't too bad. 
 
    "Well damn." 
 
    She turned back to Chaos with a frown. "What?" 
 
    "If I had known that was all it would take to get you to shut up, I would have reminded you an hour ago." 
 
    "Oh, shut up." She turned away and looked out the window again, this time paying closer attention to the buildings lining the street. More importantly to the building up the street, at the corner of the next block. She turned back to Chaos. "What time is it?" 
 
    He raised those dark brows and pointed to the clock on the dash then told her the time, as if she couldn't read it herself. "Fourteen-thirty-three. That means two-thirty-three." 
 
    "I know what it means. And I can see it myself." 
 
    "Then why the hell did you ask?" 
 
    "Do you think the Senator has shown up yet?" 
 
    "Did you see him go in?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Then he's not there." 
 
    "There could be a back door." 
 
    "Could be." 
 
    "Should we go check?" 
 
    "No, we'll give it a few more minutes." 
 
    "And then what?" 
 
    Chaos paused then shook his head. "No idea. I'll let Zeus make that call." 
 
    "Fine. I'm going to get some coffee and use the restroom." She reached for the door handle, her fingers barely brushing it before she was jerked back. 
 
    "No. You don't get out of this car." Chaos's whole demeanor had changed. Gone was the impatient, arrogant man she'd been bantering with the last hour. In his place was the feral warrior, the deadly fighter she had sensed lurking below the surface.  
 
    The change startled her, made the breath hitch in her chest as the first flash of real fear licked at her skin. "I was just—" 
 
    "I don't care what you were going to do. You do not get out of this car without me. You do not go anywhere without me. Is that clear?" 
 
    TR swallowed, nodded, finally eased back against the seat when Chaos released her arm. "I just wanted to get some coffee." And she really did need to use the restroom, especially now that she'd brought it up. Chaos didn't care, though, she could see that much from the stony expression on his face. He just sat there, watching her, his jaw clenched, his eyes cold and flat. 
 
    His phone vibrated and he finally pulled his gaze from hers. She sucked in a deep breath, filling her lungs with much-needed air while he checked his phone. And oh God, why was she suddenly shaking? Why was her heart pounding so hard that there was a very real possibility it would just explode in her chest? 
 
    Because she was overreacting to the sudden change in him, that was why. One second, she'd been teasing him, enjoying the banter and seeing how much she could irritate him, knowing she was completely safe pushing him. And then, the next second, he'd become a different person entirely. Dangerous. Lethal. Coldly intense. 
 
    Had she laughingly said he was just a hacker? 
 
    She'd never been more wrong in her life. 
 
    "Okay, coffee it is." 
 
    "What?" Had TR heard correctly? The Chaos she'd been teasing earlier was back. His eyes were no longer cold and flat when he watched her, his expression no longer dangerously empty. She blinked, wondering if maybe she had imagined the earlier change. 
 
    No. No, she hadn't.  
 
    "I said the coffee is a go." 
 
    "But you said—" 
 
    "Zeus okayed it." He tucked the phone into an inside pocket of his jacket then readjusted the edges to conceal the shoulder holster—and the really big gun inside it. Had she known he was carrying? Maybe. She hadn't really given it much thought, hadn't seen the weapon earlier and hadn't even thought to ask. The sight of that weapon should reassure her—but it didn't. Which made no sense. She knew Mac carried, had seen his weapon more than once, had seen him pull it, the other day at her apartment. Had even held it, when he shoved it into her hand and told her to shoot anyone who came near her. 
 
    But that hadn't seemed real—not then, not now. TR knew that made no sense but she couldn't help it. Besides, it was Mac. She knew him, knew he carried, had always known that so it didn't seem off or odd or even unusual. 
 
    But the man seated next to her, watching her with those deep blue eyes—she didn't know him. At all. And somehow, even though it didn't make sense, that only made all of this seem more real somehow. 
 
    No, not real—surreal. Like she was an actor stuck in some movie but she didn't know what part she was playing or what was going to happen or even if it was any good or not. 
 
    Chaos was still watching her, oblivious to every odd thought and sensation battering her insides. "Did you want that coffee or not?" 
 
    No, she didn't. Not anymore. All she wanted to do was go home and curl into bed and pull the covers over her head and pretend the last few weeks had never happened. 
 
    Avoidance. Yes, she really needed to dive headfirst into that right now. But while she didn't want the coffee anymore, she did need to use the restroom. If she didn't, she'd be begging Chaos to stop on the side of the highway on the way home—and she was pretty sure she had an ice cube's chance in hell of that happening. 
 
    She nodded, reached for the door handle then hesitated, wondering if he was going to jerk her back. But he was already climbing out of the car, studying their surroundings as he walked around and opened her door. 
 
    He placed his hand in the middle of her back, guiding her up the street. 
 
    "Coffee. Piss break. Then back to the car. Got it?" 
 
    TR nodded, shivering as a sharp gust of wind washed over her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Mac stared at Daryl, wondering if the man had lost his fucking mind. He wanted to reach over and throttle him. Wanted to grab his phone and send another message to Chaos to tell him to get back to the fucking car with TR. To lock the doors and start driving. 
 
    But he couldn't, not unless he wanted to risk causing a fucking accident and they'd already wasted too much time sitting in traffic as it was. I-95 had been a nightmare, the southbound lanes merging into one because of an accident. They'd cleared that only to hit another snarl on 495.  
 
    Mac's patience was at its snapping point. They were twenty minutes away from the Senator's office and it was too long. Too far. They should have left the offices sooner. Should have detoured off I-95 and found an alternate route even though he knew from experience any alternate route would have been just as bad, if not worse. 
 
    Hell, he should have just called this whole damn thing off. Should have told TR she wasn't going to the meeting. Yeah, she'd be pissed. Beyond pissed, to the point where she wouldn't even talk to him.  
 
    Tough shit. He would have dealt with it. Would deal with it because when they finally got there, he was dragging TR with him, whether she wanted to go or not. 
 
    Because those hairs standing up on the back of his neck? Yeah, they weren't standing anymore. They were jumping up and down and doing the fucking Jitterbug. 
 
    Mac reached behind him, rubbed the callused palm of his hand against his neck, trying to calm his shit down. Yeah, it had been amusing listening to their banter while they waited outside the Senator's office. Amusing as hell hearing Chaos get irritated, especially when Mac knew TR was deliberately pushing him, needling him, teasing him. Even that whole god-complex comment had been fucking funny as hell, especially when Daryl had narrowed his eyes and frowned at the receiver. 
 
    But giving the okay for coffee? No. Fuck no.  
 
    Mac checked the traffic behind him then veered into the left lane, hitting the gas then slamming on the brakes when the light turned red. Dammit. Fuck DC. Fuck this traffic. Fuck everything. 
 
    "Getting into an accident isn't going to help make up for lost time." 
 
    "I know that." 
 
    Daryl nodded, checked something on his phone. "It's just coffee." 
 
    "I know that, too." 
 
    "Chaos is damn good." 
 
    "Yeah." Yeah, he was. But he wasn't Mac.  
 
    "She'll be fine." 
 
    Yeah, she probably would. On some level, Mac knew that. Knew he was probably overreacting. Knew he was letting personal feelings get in the way. 
 
    But he didn't miss the subtle change in Daryl's voice, or the way his friend carefully checked his weapon again. 
 
    The light turned green and Mac floored it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    TR hugged herself and tried not to dance from foot-to-foot as she waited in line. Why was there always a line? 
 
    Chaos didn't seem to care. He stood right beside her, his body shifted sideways so he could study the line to the restroom—as well as the line of customers placing their coffee orders. TR glanced over her shoulder and realized that maybe he wasn't studying the line, that he was watching the front door instead. 
 
    She almost rolled her eyes at his paranoia—almost. Too many things had happened recently to discount it. If he was being extra cautious, then good for him. She would be extra cautious, too. 
 
    Until the bathroom door finally opened and the woman that had been in there forever stepped out. She offered TR an apologetic smile then moved out of the way so TR could enter. 
 
    Except Chaos went in first. 
 
    "Hey!" TR was the only one objecting and even that didn't last long because he simply stepped in, looked around, then stepped right back out again. What the hell did he expect to find? There was nothing in there except a single toilet and sink. 
 
    She pushed past him and started to close the door then hesitated. Using the toe of her boot to hold the door open, she reached up and started to unclasp the necklace—only to have Chaos grab her hands and stop her. 
 
    "Leave it." 
 
    TR clenched her jaw, looked at the three women now giving her dirty looks, then leaned closer to Chaos. "But they'll hear me." 
 
    "Tough shit." 
 
    "I won't be able to go if I know they're listening." And why was she whispering? It wasn't like Mac and Daryl couldn't hear her, thanks to the stupid necklace that was really a transmitter that she had thought would be cool to wear at first. 
 
    Chaos stepped toward her and leaned in, his face so close she could see the flecks of coal mixed in with the blue of his eyes. "Tough. Shit. Turn on the water if you need to but it stays on." 
 
    "Fine." 
 
    TR slammed the door in his face, locked it, then moved to turn the faucet on—except it was one of those motion-activated faucets and the water cut off as soon as she moved her hand away. 
 
    Great. She was going to die of embarrassment but hey, at least she was helping the environment. 
 
    "We are totally going to have a talk about this when I get home, I hope you know that. And that steak dinner you're treating me to tonight? I'm adding lobster to it."  
 
    TR kept up her one-sided conversation while she attended to business, her face grower hotter with each passing second. "And not just lobster. I'm ordering the most expensive glass of wine on the menu. No, not a glass. A whole bottle. And dessert. In fact, I think I'm just going to order one of everything and take it all home. Better yet, we can drop it off at a shelter somewhere so you'll have to take me out tomorrow night, too, instead of eating leftovers. And the next night. And the night after that. In fact, you're taking me out every night for the next month. At least." 
 
    She winced when the toilet flushed automatically then mentally chided herself when she looked in the mirror and saw the blush staining her cheeks a bright red. "Yeah, you definitely owe me for this one, Mac. Big time. Big, big time." 
 
    She dried her hands then opened the door, nearly running into Chaos. A crooked grin curled his mouth, momentarily stunning her with the way it transformed an already-attractive face. 
 
    "Having a nice conversation in there?" 
 
    "Oh, shut up." 
 
    She pushed past him and hurried toward the counter, thankful that she was next in line. Chaos mumbled something under his breath and stood next to her, his gaze still focused on the front door. 
 
    She ordered her drink then looked at him expectantly. "I need you to pay." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I left my wallet in my tote bag." 
 
    "Yeah, so?" 
 
    "My tote bag is in your car." 
 
    "Jesus." Chaos rolled his eyes to the ceiling and muttered something under his breath then reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet. He handed her a twenty, which she gave to the girl behind the register—then promptly tossed all the change she received back into the tip jar on the counter. 
 
    "Glad to see you're so free with my money." 
 
    TR stepped to the side to wait for her drink. "I'm sure Zeus will pay you back." 
 
    "Jesus." He started to say something else then stopped and reached for his phone. He glanced at the screen then raised it to his ear with a curt, "Yeah." 
 
    TR wondered if it was Daryl, or maybe even Mac, calling for whatever reason. Maybe to tell Chaos to stop griping about his money. Or maybe...well, she didn't know why they would be calling. It didn't matter because something changed in Chaos's face, in his whole demeanor. Not that coldly dangerous change that had come over him before in the car, this was something else. The danger was there, lurking under the surface, but there was also surprise. 
 
    He wrapped his hand around her arm and pulled her away from the counter as he spoke into the phone. "Are you sure?" His eyes darted to her as he listened. "Yeah. Got it. I owe you." 
 
    He ended the call then pulled her closer—so close that she thought he was going to pull her into a hug and she started to push him away. Only his body was nearly as hard as Mac's, and as immoveable as a steel wall. 
 
    And then he was hugging her, one arm wrapped around her waist, his head dipped low as he spoke. 
 
    "Those emails came from the Senator's office. We're out of here." 
 
    What? What was he talking about? What emails? 
 
    TR had just enough time to realize he hadn't been talking to her—he'd been talking to Mac and Daryl—before Chaos started pulling her toward the door. "My coffee—" 
 
    "Later."  
 
    She had to quicken her pace to keep up with him, her mind trying to piece together what he'd said as he pushed through the door and led her outside.  
 
    Emails. What emails? 
 
    The emails she had received. That was the only explanation. Wasn't that what Chaos had been working on? 
 
    But how could they have come from the Senator's office? Who would have sent them? And why? 
 
    They reached the corner then stopped for traffic before they crossed. Chaos swore under his breath, his gaze darting all around them while TR caught her breath—and tried to sort her thoughts. 
 
    "The emails I received? That's what you're talking about, isn't it?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "But that doesn't make any sense." 
 
    "It makes more sense than you know." 
 
    "But—" She stopped, her attention caught by something across the street. A wave, a flash, she wasn't sure. She looked over, frowning at the man walking toward the corner, walking toward them. Weaving, stumbling, the confusion creasing his lined face evident even at this distance. "That's the Senator—" 
 
    The remainder of the words died in her throat, choked back in a silent scream as the Senator stepped off the curb— 
 
    Straight into traffic. 
 
    Brakes squealed, drowning out the awful sound of a body being hit, dragged. Screams and more brakes, followed by doors opening and slamming shut, by the sound of pounding feet and people yelling for help. 
 
    TR was unable to pull her gaze from the sight of the crumpled body pinned beneath the wheels of an SUV. Bloodied. Battered. Shattered and torn.  
 
    Lifeless. 
 
    She started forward, was jerked back as Chaos pulled her to a stop. No, not a stop—as he pulled her back toward the coffee shop. Away from the accident. 
 
    Away from his car parked up the street. 
 
    She tried to pull her arm free. "We need—" 
 
    "To get out of here. Now." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "Now." His voice left no room for argument, not that TR would have been able to. He was practically running, dragging her with him, dodging the stream of curiosity-seekers pushing past them. Pushing into them. 
 
    Chaos steered her around the people, weaving in and out of the crowd, using his size to clear a path in front of them. They were nearing the end of the block when someone jostled her from the side. She stumbled, would have fallen if not for Chaos catching her around the waist. 
 
    "Mac and Daryl are close by. They'll be here soon." Chaos must have sensed her unasked question, must have known she was going to ask where they were going, why they were running. His voice, so calm and steady, reassured her, helped fray her shattered nerves. 
 
    But it couldn't erase the horror of the Senator's mangled body, the sight of the blood or the odd angle of his head. Nothing could ever erase that. 
 
    "Stop. Don't think about it." 
 
    She looked up, focused on the deep blue eyes staring into hers. "He—he just walked into the traffic. He didn't even stop. Why...why would he do that?" 
 
    Chaos started to say something, stopped when a car slammed its brakes behind them. TR glanced over her shoulder, expecting to see Mac, already pulling away from Chaos so she could run toward him, so she could feel those strong arms wrap around her, hear that rough voice tell her everything was going to be okay. 
 
    But it wasn't Mac. It was some stranger walking toward them, an odd smile twisting his features as he waved. A tourist, maybe? Someone asking for directions? TR stepped back, collided with Chaos and almost stumbled again when he tried to shove her behind him. He reached into his pocket and for a second that felt like an eternity, she wondered why he was pulling out his phone, was ready to ask him if he was calling Mac. 
 
    But it wasn't his phone, it was his weapon. And he wasn't looking at her, he was looking at the man who kept walking toward them, waving something at them. 
 
    "Run!" 
 
    Another second that felt like an eternity passed before TR's mind freed itself from the hazy muck holding her immobile. Everything happened so fast that it should have been a blur but she could see it all, one frame at a time. 
 
    Chaos, his hand closing over his weapon. Pulling it out. 
 
    The man, still smiling. Still waving something at them. 
 
    Chaos yelling at her, telling her again to run as he raised his gun. 
 
    A blinding flash. A muted pop, the sound oddly hollow. Muffled. Another one, the sound different. Louder. 
 
    A deep grunt as Chaos flew backward. Blood. Droplets flying through the air. The stain spreading across the side of Chaos's jacket. 
 
    The anger in his eyes when she met his gaze, his silent command to run before his body crumpled to the sidewalk. 
 
    Before his eyes closed and his head fell back. 
 
    TR staggered back, caught her balance and turned, already running. But it was too late. Arms closed behind her, yanking her off her feet. She kicked backward, her body thrashing as she tried to scream for help. A large hand closed over mouth, fingers roughly digging into her cheeks as she struggled and fought and clawed as something hard pressed against her throat. 
 
    And oh God, she couldn't breathe, couldn't draw air. Her lungs wouldn't work. She was drowning, choking, suffocating, her vision darkening as her struggles weakened. As she fought for breath instead of freedom. 
 
    The last thing she saw was Chaos's still body— 
 
    And the blood pooling on the sidewalk beneath him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    "Fuck. Goddamn fucking shit. What was that? What the fuck just happened?" Mac roared the words, forced them through a throat clogged with icy fear, a fear he'd never before known. 
 
    They'd been driving, finally making headway, listening to TR's comical demands for dinner tonight. For the next month of nights. And yeah, he was totally on board with that. Hell, he'd take her to dinner every night for the next twenty years if she wanted him to. 
 
    Then they'd heard Chaos answer his phone, heard him again, louder this time, his voice low and steady. Focused. The emails came from the Senator's office. 
 
    And what the fuck? 
 
    TR's surprised gasp, the tinkling of bells and a series of short breaths. TR's voice, a little breathless as she asked Chaos what he meant. 
 
    Her voice again, bewildered and confused. Is that the Senator? 
 
    The sound of squealing breaks. A soft thud. Screams and yells and then—fucking silence when Daryl cut the audio, transferring it to ear phones as he calmly motioned for Mac to drive. 
 
    Drive? Mac was fucking flying, forcing the SUV past traffic on the wrong side of the road, squeezing through spaces that should have been impossible to squeeze through. 
 
    They were two blocks away when he glanced over at Daryl, ready to demand an update, needing to know what the fuck was going on, now. The color drained from Daryl's face as Mac heard the echo of what could only be gunfire coming from the headset. 
 
    "What the fuck is going on?" 
 
    Daryl reached over, cut the power to the receiver and reached for his phone, already punching in numbers. "Chaos is down." 
 
    Mac's blood turned to ice. He gripped the steering wheel, forced himself to concentrate on breathing. "What the fuck do you mean, Chaos is down? What the fuck happened? Where's TR?" 
 
    "She's been taken." 
 
    Mac slammed on the brakes. The rear of the SUV fishtailed, catching the front end of a parked car before straightening. Daryl looked over, his eyes eerily calm. 
 
    "Drive." 
 
    "Where the fuck is TR?" 
 
    "I need you to drive." 
 
    "TR—" 
 
    "The sooner we get there, the sooner we can assess. Now drive." 
 
    Mac bit back his fear, swallowed his terror, tapped into every bit of training he'd ever had then stomped on the gas. Daryl spoke into the phone, the words making no sense. 
 
    TR had been taken. 
 
    By who? 
 
    Why? 
 
    Where the fuck was she? Was she okay, or was it already— 
 
    No. No, fuck that. She was fine. He'd find her and see for himself. She was fine.  
 
    She had to be. 
 
    That was the only thing that kept him driving, moving forward, forcing a path through the congested traffic as Daryl made another call and then another. Always talking. Calm. In control. In command. 
 
    Traffic finally stopped, snarled to the point there was nowhere for Mac to go, not even the sidewalk. Daryl ended his recent call and pointed. "This is as close as we're going to get. Find a spot somewhere and park it." 
 
    Mac did just that, easing to the side as far as he could get then slamming the SUV into park. He freed his Glock from the holster and reached for the door, ready to tear it from its hinges in his search for TR, but Daryl stopped him. 
 
    "Put it away. This place is crawling with police and first responders." 
 
    "TR—" 
 
    "We'll find her. But we need to get to Chaos. Assess the situation before we go in blind. 
 
    Mac wanted to argue. To rail and scream and commit murder. He'd always heard the term berserker but had never fully understood it. 
 
    Not until now. 
 
    But Daryl was right. Assess. Come up with a plan. Find TR. 
 
    He jammed the weapon back into the holster and climbed out, pretending that his gut wasn't twisted with fear, that he wasn't ready to lean to the side and lose what little he'd had to eat before totally losing his shit altogether. 
 
    TR had been taken. 
 
    By who? 
 
    And why? 
 
    Daryl nudged him in the side, motioned for Mac to follow then weaved his way through the impatient crowd hovering along the street. Flashing lights, red and white and red and blue, came from each corner of the block they were approaching. Police officers blocked the crowd, keeping the onlookers back as a team of medics wheeled a stretcher toward a waiting ambulance. 
 
    Daryl approached one of the officers, leaned in close to say something, flashed him some kind of credentials. The officer frowned, said something into his radio, then waited.  
 
    Mac had no fucking idea what the hell Daryl had said, who he might have called before their arrival, but the officer finally nodded and motioned for the two of them to move through. 
 
    Daryl headed straight for the medic unit, flashed something else at one of the paramedics then climbed into the back. He went straight to Chaos's side, knelt down and placed a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    And fuck. The man looked close to death. Pale, shaky, blood already staining the sheet covering him. An oxygen mask covered his face and an IV bag hung suspended from the ceiling, the clear tube running to the catheter inserted into his arm. 
 
    Lids fluttered open and dark blue eyes rimmed with pain focused on Daryl—then on Mac. He reached up with a shaking hand, pushed the oxygen mask away from his face. 
 
    "Didn't...see it...coming." A deep breath, ending with a sharp piss. "Sorry." 
 
    Mac didn't say anything. He couldn't. Whatever had happened wasn't the fault of the man in front of him. It was his fault—Mac's.  
 
    TR had been taken, and there was nobody to blame but himself. 
 
    "Phone..." 
 
    Daryl leaned closer, listening to the other man's raspy words, nodded then reached under the sheet, into Chaos's jacket. Chaos said something else, the words too low for Mac to hear. Daryl nodded one last time, squeezed the man's shoulder. 
 
    "I've already arranged for someone to meet you at the hospital." 
 
    Chaos nodded, swung his gaze toward Mac one more time. "Send...the...bastard...to hell." 
 
    Mac swallowed, kept his gaze locked with Chaos's fading eyes. "I will." 
 
    The briefest smile lifted one corner of his mouth a second before his eyes drifted closed. Daryl pushed against Mac, forcing him out of the back of the medic. The door slammed shut and ten seconds later, the vehicle was racing away from them, lights flashing, siren wailing. 
 
    Mac watched it disappear, turned to Daryl, the silent question in his eyes. 
 
    "He'll make it." The other man clenched his jaw, must have seen everything else in Mac's eyes, everything he'd been trying to hide. "And so will TR. We'll track her. Find her. She'll be fine." 
 
    Mac wanted to believe him, more than he had ever wanted to believe anything else in his entire life. He looked away, trying to control the fear, the absolute terror that threatened to topple him. His voice, when he spoke, was thick with emotion. "I didn't tell her how I felt. She doesn't know—" 
 
    "Then you can tell her when we find her." 
 
    Mac tried to find hope in the reassurance. 
 
    And prayed that they wouldn't be too late. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    TR jerked awake, panic ripping through her, remnants of the nightmare stealing her breath. 
 
    Suffocating. She couldn't breathe.  
 
    Drowning in the darkness. 
 
    Choking in the cold. 
 
    She forced her eyes open, searching for light. But there was no light, only darkness. 
 
    Black.  
 
    Crushing her. 
 
    A sound, high-pitched and pathetic.  
 
    Her.  
 
    The sound came from her, the whimper scraping her raw throat, trying to grow into a scream. She opened her mouth to let it out, to release the scream, to release the horror shredding her insides. 
 
    A fresh wave of terror washed over her when she realized she couldn't open her mouth. She tried to reach up but her hands were bound. Tight. Too tight. Cutting off her circulation. She couldn't feel her hands and oh God she was drowning, she couldn't breathe— 
 
    Easy, babe. I'm right here. I've got you. 
 
    Mac's voice. Calm. Steady. Reassuring. 
 
    She squinted into the darkness, searching for deep brown eyes. For an awkward smile and strong arms. 
 
    But there was nothing, just the inky darkness. Mac's voice had only been in her head. 
 
    She closed her eyes, saw him in front of her. Squatting down next to her, those warm eyes focused on her. 
 
    I'm right here, babe. I'm with you. 
 
    She nodded, knowing he couldn't see her, knowing that he wasn't really there. But it helped, thinking he was. Thinking that his gaze held hers as he told her to focus on him. To breath. Nice and easy. That was it. Nice and easy. 
 
    TR nodded, realized that she could breathe. Small, measured breaths through her nose. She needed to focus on that, on the fact that she wasn't drowning. That she wasn't choking. 
 
    Breathe. 
 
    Nice and easy. 
 
    But it was dark. So dark. Heavy, crushing her. And cold, almost as cold as the water that had washed over her when she was trapped in the car. Drowning. Fighting— 
 
    Stop it. 
 
    The command came from her this time. Her voice, sharp and strong. Yes, she needed to stop. Needed to keep the panic at bay. She could breathe. She wasn't drowning. She wasn't dying. And the darkness wasn't crushing her, it couldn't crush her, it had no weight, it was all in her head. 
 
    Don't think about it. Think about something else. 
 
    Yes. She needed to think about something else. About... 
 
    The tunnel. That night in the tunnel below Mac's house. When the darkness had freed her other senses. Her sense of touch, when she explored Mac's hard body, reveling in every inch of his masculine perfection. Her sense of taste, the tangy saltiness when she had taken him in her mouth. When he had kissed her and she'd been able to taste the hint of basil from the pasta they'd had for dinner. 
 
    Her sense of hearing, of Mac's harsh breaths mingling with hers, of each hoarse groan and cry as their bodies came together and later, the steady beat of his heart, so solid and reassuring. 
 
    Yes. Think of that instead. Picture Mac. Remember his taste and touch and the feel of his strong arms holding her. Protecting her. 
 
    Her breathing slowed, became less anxious though it was still fast, each breath echoing around her in the dark room. Each breath holding back the panic that lurked close by, ready to claw its way inside her. 
 
    That's it, babe. Nice and easy. I'm right here. 
 
    But he wasn't. Not yet. 
 
    She just needed to keep that slight hold on herself, keep herself calmed down until he was here. Because he would be here, of that she was certain. 
 
    TR closed her eyes, leaned her head against the rough wall behind her, and kept repeating that to herself. 
 
    Mac was coming. He'll be here soon. 
 
    Mac was coming. He'll be here soon. 
 
    Over and over until she lost track of time. Minutes, hours. Did it matter? No, not when she could do nothing but wait. 
 
    And breathe. 
 
    A sound startled her and she jerked forward, cried in surprise when a sharp beam of harsh light blinded her. It was Mac. He was here— 
 
    She closed her eyes and turned her head away from the light. No, it wasn't Mac. The footsteps were all wrong. Too heavy, too loud. Mac didn't move like that, he was silent, always moving with the stealth of a predator. 
 
    "Ah, you're awake. Good." The voice moved closer, the steps coming to a stop several inches in front of her. The beam of light swept to the side as the man crouched in front of her. TR cautiously turned her head, blinking before focusing on the face only inches away. 
 
    And realized that evil looked...normal. Like a neighbor or a friend. A co-worker or a cousin.  
 
    Light brown hair, neatly trimmed.  
 
    Freshly shaved cheeks. 
 
    A light blue button-down tucked into khaki trousers, both neatly pressed. 
 
    Plain brown eyes, filled with an unnatural light that hinted not just at evil but at insanity as well.  
 
    TR slid closer to the wall, shrunk in on herself when she saw the unnatural light dancing in those eyes. 
 
    Whimpered when she saw the gleam of the blade in his hand. 
 
    His thin lips stretched in a cold smile and he raised the knife, brought the point close to her cheek. She closed her eyes, waiting, jerked back when the tape was ripped from her mouth. 
 
    "Call him." 
 
    TR sucked in a quivering breath, slowly opened her eyes and turned her head. Instead of that deadly knife, the man was holding up a phone. 
 
    Her phone. 
 
    "Call him." It was an order, barked in a voice that shuddered with anger and excitement. TR swallowed, raised her bound hands. 
 
    "I—I can't." And oh God, was that her voice, so weak and quivering with fear? Yes, but the man didn't care—about her voice or the fact that her wrists were bound with duct tape. He shoved the phone into her hand. 
 
    "Call him." 
 
    TR jerked back, nearly dropped the phone. "W-who?" 
 
    "MacGregor. Call him. Now." 
 
    "M-mac?" 
 
    Light gleamed off the blade of the knife as the man swung it toward her. She jerked back, whimpered when the cold metal rested against her cheek once more. "Call him. Now." 
 
    TR started to nod, stopped when that cold blade pressed even harder against her skin. The phone started sliding from her clumsy grasp and she nearly dropped it again, caught it at the last second. Her hands were tied, how did he expect her to make a call? 
 
    But she found she could. If she held the phone sideways, she could press her thumb against the home button, could unlock it with her thumbprint. She twisted the phone again, ignoring the pain in her wrists as she slowly spun it with her clumsy fingers. As she stretched her index finger and hit her contacts list. Mac's was the second number in her favorites list, right under her mother's. 
 
    She looked up at the man, still unsure what he wanted her to do. He motioned with his free hand, the other still holding that lethal knife against her face, and nodded toward the phone. "Call him. Talk to him." 
 
    TR pressed the small icon next to Mac's name—and oh God, it was just a generic icon, not a picture, she didn't even have a picture of him!—then slowly raised the phone, getting it as close to her ear as she could. She heard ringing, saw the excited smile on the man's face and knew he heard it, too. 
 
    It rang again. Three times. Four. Five—she swallowed back a burst of panic. Oh God, what if the call went to voicemail? What if he didn't answer? Would the man kill her? Yes, he would. She saw that clearly in those unholy eyes. He would kill her and she would never hear Mac's voice again, he would never know what happened to her— 
 
    "Yeah. What's up?" Mac's voice emerged from the phone's tiny speaker. Larger than life, reassuring. Normal. Controlled. 
 
    Too controlled. 
 
    "M-Mac? It's...it's TR." 
 
    "Yeah, babe." There was an edge to his voice. Sharp, deadly. Or was she only imagining it? Was Mac sitting calmly at the office, waiting for her and Chaos to get back? 
 
    Oh God, Chaos. Where was he? Was he dead? Had he died trying to protect her? They needed to find Chaos, needed to get to him before it was too late.  
 
    Tears streamed from her eyes as she forced the words from her mouth, her voice trembling. "Mac, you need to get Chaos. P-please. I think—" 
 
    "Easy, babe. Calm down. I'm right here. Everything's okay." 
 
    But it wasn't, it might never be okay again and she didn't know how to tell him that, didn't know if he even knew what had happened. She opened her mouth to tell him but the man ripped the phone from her hand, pressed the speaker button and held it between them. 
 
    His voice was calm, showing none of the eerie excitement that danced in those eyes as he watched her. "No more games, MacGregor. You know that I have her." 
 
    There was a long pause then Mac spoke again—only it wasn't her Mac. The man speaking was cold, hard. Fury laced his voice, along with an unspoken promise of retribution. 
 
    "Who is this?" 
 
    "Who I am does not matter. What matters is what I want." 
 
    "And what's that?" 
 
    "You, MacGregor. Just you." 
 
    "Then why take the woman? If it's me you want, all you had to do was say so." 
 
    "Because taking her ensures your...cooperation." 
 
    "Let her go and I'll still cooperate." 
 
    "Tsk, tsk, MacGregor. No, I think I'll keep her. As incentive, you see. To make sure you show up." 
 
    A long pause. "Tell me where and I'll be there." Mac's words were clipped. Sharp. 
 
    Deadly. 
 
    But the man didn't seem to notice. He leaned back, his lips stretching in another cold smile. His eyes never left TR's, holding her a prisoner as much as the bindings around her wrists and ankles. 
 
    "Are you familiar with the property your little friend here has been investigating?" 
 
    Another pause. "Yes." 
 
    "There's a stone barn on the south side. Meet me here. You have two hours." 
 
    "I'll be there." 
 
    "And MacGregor?" 
 
    "Yeah?" 
 
    "I expect you to come alone. You are the opponent I need to defeat. My last worthy opponent."  
 
    The man moved closer, that smile growing wider as he pressed the flat of the blade against TR's cheek. She tried to move away, tried to swallow the whimper of fear so Mac wouldn't hear but couldn't, not when the blade was so cold. So close.  
 
    The man raised the phone, held it directly beneath her mouth then leaned in with that inhuman smile. "If you don't come alone, if you bring anyone with you, the woman will pay." 
 
    The man's hand twisted, slicing the blade across her cheek. A flash of cold, of disbelief and shock. And then...pain. Searing, burning pain as warm blood washed down her face. 
 
    TR screamed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    The woman will pay. 
 
    Mac listened in horror as a sharp scream split the air, felt his heart stop when the scream abruptly ended. He stared at the screen, his mind registering the disconnected call moments before his heart did. He tightened his hand around the phone, rage boiling inside him as he spun around, as he hurled the phone against the wall of the van. It shattered, pieces of glass and plastic and metal flying around him. 
 
    His harsh breathing filled the heavy silence. Rough, ragged, filled with rage. 
 
    With fear. 
 
    He ignored the look from Daryl, closed his eyes and tried not to picture TR writhing in pain, her body broken and bloodied. Tried to drown out the sound of her scream. 
 
    What had the son-of-a-bitch done to her? It didn't matter—he would pay.  
 
    But first, he would suffer. 
 
    The back door of the van opened and Jonathan Reigler climbed in, his face shadowed in black. He exchanged a knowing glance with Daryl then sat on the edge of the bench seat and pulled his earpiece out. Had he heard? 
 
    Yes, he had. Even without the earpiece, he would have heard. 
 
    "There's nothing around the perimeter. No cameras, no wires, no security measures at all." 
 
    "You're sure?" 
 
    "Positive. The area's clean." 
 
    Daryl frowned. "What about inside?" 
 
    "There's nobody else in there, just the two of them." 
 
    The three men exchanged confused glances. Daryl was the first to speak. "That makes no sense. Who the hell is this guy? What does he want?" 
 
    "You heard him: me." 
 
    "And he thinks you're just going to walk in there?" Daryl shook his head. "No, I don't like it. There's got to be something else going on, some kind of set-up." He turned back to Jon. "And you're sure there's nobody else in there? Nothing else showing up on thermal imaging?" 
 
    "Positive." 
 
    Mac stood, reached for the automatic rifle. "I'm going after her—" 
 
    Daryl grabbed him. "Not yet. You can't just go barging in there. Not until we come up with a better plan." 
 
    "I need to get TR—" 
 
    "And you won't do her any good if this is some kind of a trap and you end up dead. Now sit down."  
 
    Mac hesitated. His mind knew Daryl was right—barging in there with guns blazing was a rookie move and could cost TR her life. But his heart— 
 
    His heart was afraid he was already too late. If that was the case, then he didn't care about dying. 
 
    So then separate the two. Force himself to focus on what needed to be done, not what he wanted to do. Treat this like a mission. Take the emotion out of it. Do it the right way, the way he'd been doing things for the last thirteen years. 
 
    He closed his eyes, forced everything from his mind but the mission. A steely calmness stole over him, settling on his shoulders, in his gut. They would go in as a team, as they had so many times before. Concise, coordinated. Lethal. 
 
    He opened his eyes, met Daryl's gaze with his own direct one, and nodded. 
 
    Daryl inclined his head then pulled out the rough sketch Jon had made on his first pass around the property. "There's only the one door, which is going to be a challenge. Not knowing the exact layout doesn't help either." He looked over at Jon. "Do you know where she is?" 
 
    "Right now, the northwest corner." He tapped his finger against the paper. "Here. The target had been over here—" He pointed to the center area of the sketch, "—until a few minutes before the phone call." 
 
    Daryl studied the sketch. "I wish to hell we knew what we were dealing with inside." 
 
    "Honestly? I don't think there's anything there. I think it's just what it looks like: an old barn." Jon tapped the sketch again with the blunt tip of one finger. "And if that's the case, our target is hanging out right in the open." 
 
    "Why do you think that's what it is?" 
 
    Jon shrugged, a ghost of a smile curling his mouth. "Farm boy, remember? The barn is constructed a lot like the one at my parents' place. The front is open. For equipment and shit. Here, along the back and side wall, are the stalls. They could be open, or they might even be enclosed. TR's being held in the one in the corner. Breeching it will be a breeze." 
 
    "Can you do it from the outside?" 
 
    "Yeah. A small charge, a baby boom. In and out and done in one. That's it." 
 
    Daryl studied the sketch again. "I can't believe it would be that easy. Who the hell is this guy and what the hell is he up to? We know he's armed thanks to the surveillance video Chaos's buddy got for us. But no security? No back up? I don't get it." 
 
    Mac tightened his hand around the rifle, the urge to go, to get in there now, growing. "I don't either but we're wasting time."   
 
    Daryl folded the sketch, jammed it in the side pocket of his black tactical pants. "Okay, let's do this. Reigs, you grab TR. We'll wait, go in on your call." 
 
    Mac grabbed Daryl, stared at him for a long second without blinking. "He's mine." 
 
    Daryl exchanged a look with Jon then both men turned to him. Nodded. "He's all yours." 
 
    Mac killed the inside light and opened the back door, jumped out and adjusted his comm set, settling the soft mic over his throat. The sets would allow them to communicate using a series of clicks. It would also allow them to hear anything coming from the transmitter TR wore around her neck. 
 
    Had she picked up on his message earlier? Did she know they were here? That he was coming? Mac didn't know, worried that she hadn't been paying attention, that she hadn't picked up on anything he'd said. 
 
    It didn't matter. He was here. 
 
    He was coming. 
 
    And not even God himself would be able to help the fucker now.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Easy, babe. Calm down. I'm right here. Everything's okay. 
 
    Mac's voice. Quiet. Reassuring. 
 
    But there was something different about it. Something...cold. Determined. Mac, but not Mac. 
 
    TR's eyes fluttered open, closed, opened again. Her head was spinning, the room was sideways— 
 
    No, not the room. She was sideways, laying on her side on the cold, dirty floor. But it wasn't dark, there was a sliver of light seeping through the door the man had left open. Just a crack, just enough to let that tiny bit of saving light in. 
 
    TR pushed herself up, gasped in pain when her cheek stuck to the floor, the blood beneath her face thick and sticky now. She closed her eyes, pushed again, hissed in pain as she righted herself. Held her breath until the pain eased, until the room stopped spinning. How long had she been lying there on her side? She didn't know. Not long, though, the blood was still wet. 
 
    She closed her eyes and rested her head against her bent knees, waiting for the dizziness to pass. Pulled in a deep breath, held it, released it. Another one— 
 
    She could breathe. Yes, she could breathe. The tape over her mouth was gone, the man had never replaced it. 
 
    The realization filled her with a faint glimmer of hope—but only for a fleeting second. The tape was gone for now, but what about later? When the man came back? Would he put more tape over her mouth? Would he use that knife on her again, to slice at her flesh, piece by piece? 
 
    Yes, he would. Of that she had no doubt. She was going to die. She knew that, had seen the truth in the man's eyes, in the insanity that danced and twirled in their depths when he smiled at her. Laughing as she screamed. Delighting in her pain. 
 
    She raised her bound hands, gently pulled at the hair sticking to her sliced cheek. At the chain of the necklace that had become tangled in her hair.  
 
    The necklace— 
 
    TR frowned, reached for the necklace and fingered the pendant. 
 
    It wasn't her necklace. 
 
    It wasn't a necklace at all. 
 
    Easy, babe. I'm right here. Everything's okay. 
 
    Oh God, why hadn't she realized it before? It wasn't just an expression—Mac was here. He knew where she was because of the trackers. Had heard everything, even before the man had made her call him.  
 
    He was here. He was coming for her. 
 
    And he would die. Because of her. They would both die. That was why the man wanted her—to draw Mac to him. She didn't know why, didn't even know who he was, but she knew what he wanted. 
 
    Mac. 
 
    And as soon as Mac got here, the man would kill her. 
 
    And then he would kill Mac. 
 
    She had to warn him. Had to tell him not to come, tell him it was trap. She was already dead—she knew that, accepted it—but she couldn't let Mac die.  
 
    She ripped the necklace off, wincing as the chain cut into her skin, then held the pendant close to her mouth. Where was the man? Would he hear her if she started talking?  
 
    She slid away from the wall, peering through that small crack in the door, searching. There, at the far end of the room. He was just standing there, twirling that knife in his hand, watching something out of her line of vision. 
 
    And whistling. 
 
    She could hear it now, just the faintest sound, too faint to make out what it was.  
 
    But he was whistling. 
 
    Her stomach lurched in fear. Disgust. Disbelief. She closed her eyes and sucked in a deep breath, held it until her stomach settled, then slid back, bracing herself against the wall.  
 
    She cupped the pendant in the palm of one hand, prayed for the strength to keep her voice calm, and raised it to her mouth. 
 
    "Mac." Her voice shook, broke. She closed her eyes again, imagined Mac's face only inches from her. Pictured his deep eyes, so intense, so mesmerizing. His smile, always so hesitant, like he wasn't really sure how to smile. 
 
    Imagined his arms around her. Holding her. The feel of his warm breath brushing against her ear. The way his touch made her feel alive. 
 
    "Mac. I—I know you're here. Please, don't come after me. He—he has a knife. A gun, too. He shot Chaos. And he's going to kill you." 
 
    Tears mingled with the blood on her face and she reached up to wipe them away. Took a ragged breath. Kept talking. 
 
    "He's going to kill me, Mac. As soon as you get here, he's going to kill me and then he's going to kill you. So please, don't come after me. I—I don't want anything to happen to you so please, stay away." Her voice broke again and she pressed her lips together to silence the sobs. Waited a few seconds before speaking again. 
 
    "I'm not strong enough not to scream, Mac. When he cuts me again. And...I don't want you to hear that. I—I don't want you to remember me that way. So I'm going to try to break this so you don't have to listen but if I can't...promise me you won't listen. Please. I wish I was stronger, like you, but I'm not. I—I'm sorry." She took a shuddering breath, pictured his face in front of her once last time and felt a small smile curl one corner of her mouth. "I love you, Mac. I fell in love with you that first day I met you and I'll still love you when I'm gone. Always." 
 
    She tossed the pendant by her feet, raised her bound legs, and brought the heels of her boot down on it. Over and over, until she heard it splinter and crack. 
 
    Then she curled onto her side, closed her eyes, and waited. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    I'll still love you when I'm gone. 
 
    The words ripped through Mac, tearing him to pieces. Shattering. Shredding. Pain, sharp and biting. Agony blinded him, doubled him over until he couldn't fucking breathe. 
 
    No, not agony. Rage. Thick. Hot. Searing him. Obliterating all reason, all sanity. 
 
    He straightened, stared through the red haze clouding his vision and saw Daryl staring back at him. Shaking his head. Warning him. 
 
    Fuck that. 
 
    Mac slipped around the corner, silent as death, the rough wall of the barn at his back. Closer, to the edge of the open door, years of training holding him back when all he wanted to do was charge inside. 
 
    The fucker was inside, pacing. Whistling. 
 
    The fucker was whistling. 
 
    One shot. One shot and the fucker would be dead. Mac had a clear aim, could take that shot and end that fucker's life. Right here. Right now. 
 
    No. It was too clean. Too quick.  
 
    He eased the rifle down, rested it against the wall. Ignored Daryl's hiss coming through the comm set, telling Reigs to standby. Reached behind him to check the weapon resting at his back, to check the Ka-Bar sheathed against his thigh. A quick search around the interior—all clear, except for that fucker standing in the middle, fucking whistling—then he straightened, his steps deliberately heavy, gravel and dirt crunching beneath his heels. 
 
    Fuck! 
 
    The harsh growl came through his comm set. Mac reached up, ripped it off and tossed it behind him. 
 
    Then walked inside. 
 
    The man spun around, surprise flashing in his eyes. A cold, flat smile stretched his face. It should have been grotesque. Should have hinted at the twisted soul residing in his chest, at the insanity washing off him, clogging the air with its stench. 
 
    It did none of those things. 
 
    There was nothing about the man that would draw attention. Average height. Average weight. The man could be anyone. 
 
    No—the man was nothing. 
 
    And soon he would be dead. 
 
    "MacGregor. We meet at last." The man walked toward him, stopped a few feet away, that flat smile still in place. "I knew you would be early." 
 
    Mac studied the man with cold eyes. No sign of a concealed weapon and his hands were in front of him, empty except for the hunting knife, its blade smeared with dried blood.  
 
    Mac swallowed back his anger, his fury. Met the man's steady gaze. "Where's TR?" 
 
    "The woman? I'll let her join us in a minute. I am—" He paused, tilted his head as if searching for the right word. "I am excited to finally meet you. Looking at you, I knew I was right." 
 
    Mac shifted his weight, held himself ready as the man studied him. One wrong move and the man would be dead. He was already dead, he just didn't know it. But the man seemed inclined to talk and for that reason alone, Mac would let him live a few minutes longer. 
 
    "Right about what? Who are you?" 
 
    "You may call me Nelson." The man raised the knife, gently caressed the blade with one finger.  
 
    "And you can call me Death." 
 
    The man tilted his head back and laughed, the sound echoing from the walls around them, from the rafters overhead. "I knew you would be a worthy opponent. And when I have finished with you, when I have absorbed your power, I will be unstoppable." 
 
    The man was fucking crazy. Insane.  
 
    And fast.  
 
    Mac had been watching for it, had been waiting for it, yet he almost missed it—that quick blink, that small twitch of the hand a split-second before it swung out, the blade slicing through air. 
 
    Mac caught the man's wrist in his hand, squeezed and twisted until ligaments popped and bones snapped. The man screamed, the cry inhuman. Piercing. Filled with fright. He tried to pull away, whimpering, shaking, his voice a screech of pain and disbelief. 
 
    "No. No, this isn't right. I am the powerful one—" 
 
    "You are nothing." Mac twisted the man's arm, spinning him around as he yanked the limb behind his back. A pop as the shoulder dislocated. A snap as bones broke. Another scream. 
 
    "No. No." The man's knees buckled. The sour stench of urine, sharp with fear, filled the air around them. Mac pulled the man to his feet, spun him around and wrapped one hand around his throat. Squeezed.  
 
    The man struggled, clawed at Mac's wrists with the desperation of one who knew his death was imminent. 
 
    "I am the avenger. Your judge and jury." 
 
    "No—" The man's voice was weaker now, the denial a strangled croak. 
 
    A whisper of a sound floated through the air. A shuffle, a small cry. Mac twisted, using his body to block the man from TR's sight. He leaned closer, his gaze never leaving the man's. 
 
    "I am your executioner. I am your death." Mac released his hold on the man's throat, threw him to the ground. Bent over him, his gaze never wavering. He saw the man's fear, and the knowledge of what was to come.  
 
    Mac placed one hand on the back of the man's head, the other on his jaw. Leaned in, his face close, his voice menacing. "And I sentence you to hell." 
 
    He twisted, snapping the man's neck. Death clouded eyes frozen in fear. Mac shoved the body away from him, heard it hit the ground with a soft thud. Daryl and Jon moved into the barn, rifles slung over their shoulders. 
 
    Mac turned away, hurried toward TR and dropped to his knees beside her. Blood smeared her face and neck, matted her hair and stained the cardigan and silk blouse. The right side of her face was swollen, a flap of skin hanging from the two-inch gash running just below her cheekbone, from her ear to the corner of her mouth. 
 
    Pale blue eyes, clouded with pain and fear, stared up at him. "Mac—" 
 
    "I'm here, babe. It's over." 
 
    She nodded, winced when he reached for her hands. Flinched when he pulled his knife out to slice the tape from her feet and hands. And son-of-a-bitch, he wanted to kill the fucker again. Wanted to destroy him. Tear him from limb-to-limb. Make him suffer— 
 
    Daryl dropped next to him, took the knife from his hand and cut through the tape. Because Mac's hands were shaking. His whole fucking body was shaking.  
 
    With fear. 
 
    With relief. 
 
    Mac slid his arms under TR, lifted her onto his lap and cradled her against his chest. She fisted her swollen hands in his shirt, sobs wracking her body as she said his name, over and over. 
 
    Mac squeezed his eyes shut, pressed a kiss against the top of her head and held her for a long time. Until her sobs slowed, disappeared. Until the tremors racing through her body eased. 
 
    He pushed to his feet, cradling the precious cargo in his arms, and carried her toward the door. She froze, raised her head and met his gaze.  
 
    "I want to see him, Mac." 
 
    "No—" 
 
    "Please. I need to see him. To make sure he's—" Her voice cracked but she didn't stop, didn't hesitate at all. "To make sure he's dead." 
 
    "He's dead, TR." 
 
    "I—I need to see. Please." 
 
    Mac started to tell her again that he was dead, that he'd killed him, but Daryl caught his gaze. Slowly nodded, silently telling him to let TR see. 
 
    Dammit. Mac didn't want her to see the body, didn't want her to see the evidence of what he'd done. But he understood the need driving her to ask, understood what prompted the desperate plea in her voice. 
 
    She needed to see for herself. To know he couldn't come back. To know he would never hurt her again. 
 
    Mac tightened his hold on her, turned around and stepped closer to the body. She shifted in his arms, her hands still wrapped in his shirt, and stared at the twisted body of her tormentor. 
 
    She stared at him for a long time then turned to Mac. "He's dead." 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "You killed him." 
 
    Mac looked into her eyes, wondered if she could see his lack of remorse, of regret. Wondered if she knew he would do it again. "Yes." 
 
    "He's not a monster." 
 
    "No. He's nothing." 
 
    TR slowly nodded, finally looked away and rested her head against his chest. "I need you, Mac. Please don't let me go. Not yet." 
 
    "I'm never letting you go, babe. Never." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    "You're hovering." 
 
    "I'm not hovering." 
 
    "Yeah, you are." TR pushed past him and walked into the bathroom, stopped at the sight of her reflection in the mirror. Shouldn't she look different? Shouldn't there be something on her face, in her eyes, to reflect the nightmare she had lived through three days ago? 
 
    Three days. It felt like a lifetime ago. The woman staring back at her should look older—but she wasn't. Nothing had changed. She had the same black hair. The same blue eyes. The same mouth and chin. Everything was the same—except for the red slash running across her right cheek, the edges of the flesh held together by a long row of neat, tiny stitches. 
 
    Three days, and this was the first time she was really looking at it.  
 
    The first time she was making a concerted effort to decide how she felt about it. Did it bother her?  
 
    She wasn't sure. 
 
    Did looking at it bring back every horrifying minute of that night?  
 
    Yes—but she didn't need to see the cut on her cheek to remember that. And the man was dead. He wouldn't hurt her again. 
 
    He would never hurt anyone else again. 
 
    She stared at her cheek for a long time, trying to make sense of the swirling emotions battering her insides. Confusing her. She was upset—but not about the cut or the possibility of a scar. 
 
    She was unsettled and nervous—but not because of what had happened to her. 
 
    She was...she frowned, fighting against the admission even though she'd have to face it eventually, even though she knew she couldn't avoid it forever. 
 
    She closed her eyes, mentally separated the emotions that had been her constant companion for the last three days. Placed them in neat little piles, until only one was left. 
 
    Anger. 
 
    Yes, that was it. She was angry. 
 
    Not at what had happened. Not at being hurt. Not even at herself. 
 
    She was angry at Mac. Angry that he had heard her, had heard everything she'd said—not just him, but Daryl and Jon as well—and he still hadn't said anything to her about it. She'd been convinced that she'd never see him again, had felt her heart shatter at the realization—a pain that was a hundred times worse than the cut on her cheek. And she had told him she loved him, how she'd always loved him. 
 
    And he hadn't said a word about it. Not one. Single. Word. 
 
    The subject of her anger stepped into the bathroom, leaned against the doorframe and met her gaze in the mirror. Just the briefest of contacts before his gaze slid away. He jammed his hands in the front pockets of his jeans and stared at something over her shoulder. 
 
    Hovering. The way he'd been hovering since he carried her out of the barn. Asking if she needed anything. Making sure she ate. Caring for her. Even holding her at night when the nightmares came. 
 
    But not touching her.  
 
    And never talking to her, not about that night. 
 
    She clenched her jaw, winced when the movement pulled on the stitches then grabbed her toothbrush from the holder where it rested. 
 
    Right next to Mac's. 
 
    Like they were a real couple. Living together. Technically, she guessed they were. She stayed at his house. Slept in his bed. Shared his bathroom.  
 
    But they didn't talk, not about that night. 
 
    And he never looked at her. Not the way he used to. 
 
    Not at all. 
 
    She slammed the toothbrush against the counter, spun around and crossed her arms in front of her. Mac finally looked over, his gaze holding hers for a few seconds before sliding away again. 
 
    "Are you sure you're up to seeing Chaos? You look a little pale." 
 
    "I'm fine." Even if she wasn't, she'd still go visit Chaos. He was still recovering from surgery, mending from the gunshot wound that had taken his spleen. But he would survive. He would recover and return to work, like being shot was just another day in the office. And he would continue to harass and tease her, to pretend she annoyed the living hell at him—like the big brother she had never had. 
 
    "Skipping a day to rest won't hurt. He'll understand—" 
 
    "I'm not skipping a day. And I don't need to rest." 
 
    Mac's gaze darted toward her, bounced off her cheek and skipped away. And her heart broke just a little more. 
 
    "Is it that awful?" The question she needed answered finally fell from her lips. Weak. Vulnerable. She hated that weakness, wished she was strong enough that she didn't care, that his answer didn't matter.  
 
    But she wasn't, and it did. 
 
    Mac pretended he didn't understand the question, still wouldn't look at her. "Is what that awful?" 
 
    "Me!" She shouted, raised her hand and held it above her cheek. "This. The cut. Is it so hideous that you can't even look at me?" 
 
    Mac finally turned to her, his dark gaze boring into hers with an intensity that made her breath rush from her. "Is that what you think?" 
 
    "Yes." Her voice was quieter, barely a whisper. 
 
    "No, TR. That's not it." 
 
    "Then what is it, Mac? Why won't you look at me? Why won't you talk to me?" And damn her voice for breaking. Damn the tears she tried so hard to blink away. She was tired of crying, had cried enough the last two weeks that she shouldn't have any tears left. 
 
    But maybe it was the tears that finally moved Mac because he was suddenly in front of her, one large hand cupping her good cheek, tilting her head back so she could look into his eyes. What she saw there took her breath away. Frightened her. Delighted her. He hid nothing from her now, letting her see it all. 
 
    Guilt.  
 
    Regret. 
 
    Love.  
 
    Hope. 
 
    Fear. 
 
    "Don't you know you're the most beautiful woman I've ever met? Christ, TR, I can barely fucking breathe whenever I look at you. And the way you look at me? Like I'm some kind of fucking hero?" He ran his hand through her hair, rubbed the strands between his callused fingers. "That's why I walked away from you last year. That's why I fucking turned tail and ran. I'm not a hero, TR." 
 
    "But you are, Mac." She placed a hand in the center of his chest, felt the pounding of his heart against her palm. "You're my hero. You always will be." 
 
    "I'm not a hero, TR. If I was, none of this would have ever happened to you." He moved his hand, let it hover above her injured cheek, dropped it. "I would have stopped it." 
 
    "You couldn't have—" 
 
    "I could have. I was there, TR. I was fucking right there. We should have gone in as soon as we got there. But we didn't—and he cut you. He hurt you. He could have killed you and I wouldn't have been able to do anything about it because I didn't move fast enough." 
 
    Oh God, was that what he thought? That what happened was his fault? That she blamed him? She shook her head, curled her hand in his shirt when he tried to step away. "Mac, it wasn't your fault. I don't know much about how these things work but I do know that assessing the situation is the first step." 
 
    "It doesn't matter. I should have gone in, should have moved faster—" 
 
    "It's not your fault, Mac." She repeated the words, put more force into her voice, but he wasn't listening. 
 
    "I failed you, TR. And you'll remember that every single time you look in the mirror. Do you honestly think I don't want to look you? How can you even think that? How can you stand to look at me, knowing I failed you?" 
 
    "Oh, Mac." She blinked, wiped at her eyes and searched for the words, any words to keep him from pulling away. Not physically—he was still standing right in front of her, still had one hand resting against her cheek—but emotionally. She could feel him distancing himself, could see it in the shadows creeping into his eyes. "I love you, Mac. Please, don't push me away. Not again." 
 
    "I'm not—" 
 
    "You are and you know it." 
 
    He closed his eyes, tilted his head back as the muscles in his jaw bunched and flexed. Let out a deep breath and lowered his head, opened his eyes and gazed down at her. And oh God, what she saw there—vulnerability, need, longing—brought tears to her eyes, nearly brought her to her knees. 
 
    "I heard you. The other night. Everything you said. But you were wrong, TR. You're not weak. You're stronger than you know. Hell, you're stronger than I am—" 
 
    "I'm not, Mac. I'm not—" 
 
    He kept talking, as if he hadn't even heard her. "Every word tore me up, TR. Shredded something inside me I didn't even know existed. When you begged me not to come after you, so certain that bastard was going to kill me. When you said you'd still love me, even after you were gone—Christ, TR, it killed me to hear you say that. To know you were ready to sacrifice yourself for me. I don't deserve that. I don't deserve you." 
 
    TR blinked, forced the tears to stop. Forced herself to release her hold on Mac's shirt. To tilt her chin up and stare at him. 
 
    Forced herself to ask the one question she needed answered—when part of her was afraid of that very same answer. "Do you love me, Mac?" 
 
    Something flashed in his eyes. Strong, feral. Possessive. "I would die for you." 
 
    "That's not an answer." 
 
    "It is—" 
 
    "No, it's not. You're a damn hero, Mac. You would die for anyone." She straightened, kept her gaze locked on his, took reassurance in the surprise flashing in his eyes. "Do you love me?" 
 
    "I—" 
 
    "Yes or no, Mac. Do. You. Love. Me?" 
 
    "Yes, dammit. I love you." He ran the knuckles of one hand over his mouth, across the network of scars covering the lower half of his face. Dark brows pulled low over darker eyes filled with frustration. TR bit back her smile as he struggled, hid the elation bubbling inside her at the sound of that small growl deep in his chest. 
 
    His frown deepened when his gaze met hers. "If not being able to breathe whenever I see you means I love you, then yes. If having my gut twist into fucking knots whenever I think about you means I love you, then yes. Yes, I love you." 
 
    "Are you sure that's not just indigestion?" 
 
    "Dammit, TR. What the hell? What do you want from me?" He looked truly distressed. TR reached for him, to apologize for teasing him, but he stepped back. Started pacing around the room. Back and forth, back and forth. 
 
    "I don't have the flowery words, TR. If that's what you need, I can't give them to you. I'll die for you. I'll kill for you. I'll even invade small countries and topple governments for you if that what's you want. But if it's the flowery words..." He faced her, his broad shoulders slumping in defeat. "I can't do that, TR. I don't know how to. But that doesn't mean I don't love you, because I do." 
 
    She closed the distance between them, ran her hands up his arms, across his shoulders, down to the center of his chest. "Tell me." 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her waist, pulled her closer, his deep eyes dark with emotion. "I love you." 
 
    "Tell me again." 
 
    "I love you." 
 
    She leaned up on her bare toes, pressed a kiss against the corner of his mouth. "Again." 
 
    "I love you." 
 
    "And I love you, Mac. Always. And I'm not going anywhere so you're stuck with me." 
 
    "I don't—"  
 
    She pressed a finger against his mouth, silencing him. "You do." 
 
    He wrapped his hand around her wrist, eased it away from his mouth. "You don't even know what I was going to say." 
 
    "Yeah I do. You were going to give me some line about not deserving me or something." 
 
    "Actually, no." Mac grabbed her around the waist and lifted her off her feet, walked across the room and eased her down onto the counter. She grabbed his shoulders, held herself steady as a small smile teased his mouth. 
 
    "What I was going to say was—I don't think you need to see Chaos today." 
 
    "No?" 
 
    Mac shook his head, stepped between her legs and brushed his mouth against her left ear. "No." 
 
    "But what if he misses me?" 
 
    He ran his mouth along her jaw, brushed his lips against hers. "Tough shit, he'll get over it." 
 
    "That's not very nice." 
 
    He trailed his mouth along her neck, dipped his hand under her shirt and thumbed the hardened peak of one nipple. "Ask me if I give a fuck." 
 
    The breath hitched in her chest, her flesh pebbling everywhere he touched. Everywhere she wanted him to touch. "There...there you go again with that language." 
 
    "Yeah? Maybe I should stop." Mac straightened, brushed his mouth against hers then trailed a path to her ear.  
 
    "M-maybe." 
 
    And he did—but not before describing every little thing he wanted to do to her, in deliciously graphic detail the way only he could. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    Two months later. 
 
      
 
    A leather-bound notebook hit the conference desk in front of Mac. He looked up, frowned at Daryl standing a foot away, then stared at the book without touching it. 
 
    "What's this?" 
 
    "The son-of-a-bitch kept a journal." 
 
    Mac didn't ask who—he didn't need to. The man. Nelson.  
 
    They knew his full name now, knew the basics of his identity: Scott Nelson, age 42. Born in Dayton, Ohio. Graduated high school, moved to Massachusetts. Enrolled in college but never graduated. 
 
    Moved to Virginia, where he tried to enlist—everywhere. Army. Marines. Navy. Air Force. Coast Guard. But none of the branches wanted him—which should have been a red flag somewhere. Started working private security—that fact had made them all cringe—then somehow ended up working for the same defense contractor that had been responsible for the defective vests. 
 
    And kept working for them when they filed bankruptcy and reformed six months later. For reasons Mac still didn't understand, he'd been the middle man, the point of contact between the Senator and the contractor. 
 
    Yes, they had the basic information—but not the details. Why had he focused on TR? Had he had anything to do with the Senator's death, or was that just some wild coincidence? And was the death of Randall Willet, the defense contractor's CEO, somehow connected to Nelson? 
 
    How had Mac shown up on his radar? What had caused the obsession? 
 
    And the biggest question of all: why? Why had any of it happened? Was it a simple matter of paranoia on all sides when TR had been given what should have been a simple assignment? Or had the game already been set into motion? 
 
    Mac wasn't sure they'd ever find out. Had resigned himself to never knowing the answers. 
 
    He stared at the journal. It was the size of a regular notebook only much thicker. Covered in dark red leather, the spine worn and cracked, the corners bent and frayed. 
 
    Just the sight of it sent cold chills skating down his spine. 
 
    He closed the file he'd been working on, placed the pen at a precise angle next to it, then looked at Daryl. "Where did they find it?" 
 
    "A safe deposit box he kept in his mother's name." 
 
    "Did you read it?" 
 
    Daryl's amber eyes darkened, flashed with disgust. "I did." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "I have the summary if you want it. But I thought, given how personal this was for you, that you might want to read it yourself. That you might want to let TR read it." 
 
    Was Daryl fucking serious? No way did he want TR reading this—especially if the disgust in Daryl's eyes was an indication of what might be between those pages. The nightmares no longer snuck up on her when she was sleeping; he sure as hell didn't want to do anything that might cause them to come back. 
 
    He shook his head, pushed the notebook away with the tip of one finger. "No thanks, I'll pass." 
 
    "You sure about that?" 
 
    "Yeah. Positive." 
 
    Daryl nodded but made no move to grab the journal. In fact, he didn't move at all, just stood there, staring at Mac until he finally looked up. "What?" 
 
    "How's she doing?" 
 
    "Better. She still sees a therapist once a week, although I think her time at the range is helping more than her counseling sessions." Mac laughed, the sound filled with amazement. "Give her another or week or two and she'll be almost as good as you." 
 
    "Which means she's already better than you." 
 
    Mac ignored the good-natured jibe. "She keeps asking for her concealed carry permit." 
 
    "Is she ready?" 
 
    Mac didn't answer. He didn't want to answer. Yes, she was ready. But the idea of TR carrying a concealed weapon—it didn't sit well with him. Not because he had an issue with it in general— 
 
    But because he didn't like the idea that she felt she needed additional protection. He should be all the protection she needed. 
 
    Mac had made the mistake of telling her that then had been forced to sit down and listen while she lectured him. He even remembered some of it—especially the end of it, when he pulled her across his desk and kissed every inch of that body, starting at her feet and working his way up. 
 
    It had taken a long, long time to move past the halfway mark. 
 
    He gave himself a mental shake, forced his mind back to Daryl's question. 
 
    Was she ready? 
 
    "Yeah, she's ready. I don't like it but she's ready." 
 
    "I can push the paperwork through when it's time. And if it makes you feel better, I can run her through the eval." 
 
    "She's been through it already." 
 
    "Not with you." It was a statement, not a question—because the last time Mac had taken her to the range hadn't ended well. Not because TR was doing anything wrong, but because he'd been a nervous wreck and couldn't focus on teaching her. 
 
    "No, not me." Mac clenched his jaw, grabbed the pen and twisted it between his hands. "Chaos." 
 
    Daryl laughed, the rich sound filling the warm air of the conference room. "No shit." 
 
    "I know. I never saw that one coming." 
 
    "Stranger things have happened." 
 
    Mac couldn't disagree, not when he was living proof of the statement. TR loved him. Why, he didn't know. But he didn't question it anymore, just accepted it. 
 
    And did his damndest every day to show her how much he treasured that precious gift. To show her how much she was loved in return. 
 
    Daryl turned, started to leave, but Mac called him back. Pointed at the journal in the middle of the room. "You forgot something." 
 
    "We have it for twenty-four hours. Figured I'd leave it there. You know—just in case." 
 
    Just in case. 
 
    Mac returned to his paperwork but couldn't focus on it, not when his gaze kept going back to the journal. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, he closed the door to his office and settled behind his desk. Opened the journal and started reading. 
 
    And lost himself in one man's twisted descent into insanity. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
    The alarm beeped, signaling the front door had opened. TR glanced at the series of monitors in the kitchen, the small twist of anxiety morphing into excitement when Mac's image filled the screen. 
 
    She glanced at the oven clock, made a mental note of the time, started heading toward the hallway. Changed her mind and went back to the stove to set the timer. 
 
    Because the last time she'd made dinner, they had both lost track of time and the baked chicken had turned into blackened chicken, extra crispy. 
 
    Not that either one of them had complained. 
 
    She turned toward the hallway again but she was too late, Mac was already entering the kitchen. She heard him before she saw him, his steps solid. Steady. He'd changed the way he walked around the house now—for her. So she wouldn't be startled whenever he suddenly appeared behind her or beside her, his steps so silent that she never heard him. 
 
    Her heart leapt in her chest when he turned the corner. Mac. Her Mac. Tall, broad. Strong and sure. Always there for her. Not perfect—far from it. He was a diamond-in-the-rough, with language that could make a sailor blush and a sense of humor that not many people understood. No, he wasn't perfect—but he was perfect for her. 
 
    She tilted her head, noticed the weariness in his eyes. The ends of his hair were damp and his jaw freshly-shaved, the tactical pants and black t-shirt slightly wrinkled, the creases barely noticeable. Not the ones he'd left for work in, then, but the ones he kept in his go-bag, tightly rolled to take up minimum space. 
 
    She started to ask him what had happened, why he'd had to take a shower and change clothes. The words never came because he walked over to her, pulled her into his arms, and kissed her. Deep, languid. Drinking her in. Claiming her, as he did every time he kissed her, touched her. 
 
    She congratulated herself on remembering to set the oven timer then swallowed a groan when he pulled away and looked down at her. The expression in his eyes—haunted, troubled—made her stomach roll with dread. 
 
    "What is it? Did something happen? Was someone hurt?" She was more aware of what could happen to him now, what could happen to any of them. Mac, Daryl, Jon. Chaos and Boomer and Wolf. Ox, Bull. Zen. She had joked that day two months ago, sitting in the car with Chaos, calling them a zoo. But they were her zoo now, and the thought of anything happening to them— 
 
    "No, nothing like that." She had just breathed a small sigh of relief when he grabbed her hand and held it between his. "We need to talk." 
 
    She yanked her hand back, folded her arms in front of her. "That's never a good way to start a conversation." 
 
    Mac frowned, some of the torment leaving his eyes. "What?" 
 
    "Conversations that start with we need to talk don't usually end well." She hesitated, chewed on her lower lip, sighed again with just a hint of drama. "Are you dumping me? Did I finally get on your last nerve—" 
 
    "TR, what the hell? Where do you even come up with this stuff?" 
 
    "I don't know. But at least you don't look like the world's going to end now." 
 
    Mac growled, pulled her in for another kiss, this one hard and quick. Then he picked her up, carried her over to the large trestle table, and lowered her to the bench. 
 
    He straddled the bench next to her, ran the tip of one finger along her arm...but didn't say a word. TR tilted her head, leaned forward to catch his gaze. 
 
    "There was something I wanted to talk to you about, too." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Uh-uh. You first." 
 
    Mac nodded. Sat back. Looked away and frowned. "I read Nelson's journal." 
 
    "Who?" But she knew. As soon as she asked the question, she knew. Nelson. The man. A sudden chill settled over her and she hugged herself against it. "What—what did it say?" 
 
    "It was—" He stopped, frowned, shook his head. "I felt contaminated after I read it. Dirty. Even that's not the right word. The man was insane, probably had been for a long time. And he got progressively worse. Obsessed with the idea of power." 
 
    "With power? That's why he did what he did? For power?" 
 
    "Not like that. Like..." The furrow between his eyes deepened. "A mythical power of some sort. He was convinced he could absorb a person's power—their essence—by killing them. The stronger they were, the more powerful he would become. And how he killed them made a difference." 
 
    TR pressed a palm against her cheek, felt the thin line of the fresh scar. "A knife. That's why he was using the knife." 
 
    "Yeah. I think so." 
 
    "But why me? Why you? Why any of it?" 
 
    "The Senator hired him to get rid of you. He was convinced you knew about the deal. That you had evidence that would implicate him, that would lead back three years ago and prove his complicity." 
 
    "But I didn't. It was only supposed to be a small story—" 
 
    "He didn't know that. The disease was eating at his brain, increasing the guilt and paranoia that had been growing for at least three years, probably longer. I think that's why he sent you the emails—to flush you out. To find out exactly what you did know." 
 
    TR shook her head. Not in denial—there had been too much evidence for her to deny the Senator's role in everything, including hiring someone to set the explosion that caused the fire at her apartment—but in dismay. Everything that had happened—her accident, the fire, Chaos being shot, her being injured—all of it was because of one man's paranoia and greed. Because he had been too afraid to face the consequences of his actions—actions that had caused the lives of dozens of soldiers overseas, if not more.  
 
    "But why you? Why did the man—" TR swallowed, forced herself to say his name, "—why did Nelson focus on you? You weren't part of any of it." 
 
    "That night I took you home. When your car was broken into." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "He was watching your apartment. Saw me go in with you. Saw me leave. He learned who I was at the New Year's Eve party—" 
 
    "He was there?" 
 
    "Yeah, apparently. The Senator gave him my information and that was it: a new obsession was born. I became the last worthy opponent he needed to conquer in order to achieve what he thought of as the ultimate power." 
 
    TR studied Mac's face, searching for what he wasn't telling her. She knew he was hiding information, glossing over the details. Would he tell her if she asked? Yes, he would. He might not want to but he would. The question was: did she want to know? 
 
    No. No, she didn't. Maybe later, a month from now, or even a year. But not now. She didn't need to know. Knowing the details, the horror of whatever had been written in the pages of that journal, wouldn't help her. 
 
    "What about the Senator's death? Was he behind that somehow?" 
 
    Mac shook his head. "I don't know. He alluded to it, claimed he had somehow manipulated the Senator into aimlessly stepping into traffic, but I don't know how. I'm not even sure I believe it. The writings were..." He hesitated, dropped his gaze to the table and ran his hand back and forth along the edge. "I think he was pretty far gone by that point." 
 
    TR closed her hand over his, brought it to her mouth and brushed her lips along the back of his knuckles. "You shouldn't have read it." 
 
    "I needed the answers." 
 
    "Not at the expense of your peace of mind, Mac." 
 
    He offered her a smile, just a fleeting one that did nothing to dim the shadows in his eyes. "I'll get over it." 
 
    She noticed his word choice. Not he was over it, but that he'd get over it. She shifted positions on the bench, straddling it so she was facing him. Slid forward and draped her legs over his then pressed her mouth against the corner of his. "I love you, Mac." 
 
    His arms came around her, pulling her into a strong hug. "I know, babe. I love you." He pressed a kiss against her forehead then slid back, putting a few inches between them. "Your turn." 
 
    "My turn?" 
 
    "Yeah. You said you had something you wanted to tell me." 
 
    "Oh. Yeah." She cleared her throat, slid back on the bench, and tapped her nails against the smooth wood. Over and over, until one of Mac's hands closed over both of hers, stopping her. 
 
    She looked up, offered him a quick grin, looked away. Took a deep breath. Let it out. "So. You know how I'm essentially homeless right now?" 
 
    A low growl sounded in his chest. "You're not homeless. You have a home. Here. With me." 
 
    "Yeah. Well, good. Because I decided to add jobless to the list, too." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I quit today." 
 
    "TR. Why? I thought you loved that job." 
 
    "I did. I do. But I can't work for someone who isn't interested in publishing the entire truth instead of just one side." 
 
    Mac sighed, grabbed her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. "You submitted the article." 
 
    "Yeah. And you were right—my editor said no way would it ever see the light of day." 
 
    "I told you they wouldn't print it." 
 
    "I know." And he had, two days ago when she had finished it and let him read it. Six thousand words that would run as a series, delving into everything from the Senator's backroom deals with the defense contractor that had cost lives and ruined careers, to the bribes and kickbacks permeating offices throughout DC that continued to put lives at risk. The article had been filled with facts, with evidence she'd been able to dig up with a little help from Chaos's hacker friend. 
 
    Her editor read it...then had promptly shredded it without saying a word. It wasn't until TR had forced the shocked words from her mouth asking him why that she'd been told, in no uncertain terms, that printing an article like that—even a condensed version—would be the death of a small regional paper that focused mostly on human interest features and the occasional special interest piece. That the paper relied too heavily on advertisements to operate and nothing could jeopardize that. 
 
    "So you quit." 
 
    "I did. I scribbled my resignation on a sticky note and slammed it on his desk then walked out." 
 
    Mac squeezed her hand and offered her a small smile. "I would have liked to have seen that." 
 
    TR smiled back, remembering the language she had used. "You would have been proud of me. I sprinkled it with a few f-bombs, just for emphasis." 
 
    Mac laughed, the rich sound warming her. She slid closer, swallowed a groan when he palmed her ass and pulled her against him. "So what are you going to do now?" 
 
    TR wrapped her arms around his neck, fingered the damp ends of his hair. "Send my resume out, see what I can find. In the meantime, I was going to ask Daryl if he was still looking for a receptionist." 
 
    "A what?" 
 
    "You guys still need a receptionist, right?" 
 
    "Yeah but—" 
 
    "Well, I can answer phones better than Boomer any day. And I know how to type." 
 
    "I don't think—" 
 
    "And there's something else I can do better, too." 
 
    Mac narrowed his eyes, no doubt wondering what she was up to. "What's that?" 
 
    "This." She leaned forward and kissed him. Deep. Warm. Needy. Fire exploded between them as the kiss grew, became more intense. 
 
    Filled with promise. With life. With love. 
 
    Neither one of them paid any attention when the oven timer went off. And they didn't complain when they had to go out for their dinner.  
 
    Later.  
 
    Much, much later. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Four months later. 
 
      
 
    The wedding was a small one...relatively speaking. 
 
    The bride, dressed in a simple white sleeveless dress, the bare toes peeking from the sand painted a bright pink. Her dark hair was pulled up in a soft twist, a handful of tendrils hanging loose behind her neck and framing her face. 
 
    The groom, dressed in a pair of simple khakis and a loose white shirt. His hair, freshly-trimmed and military-short; his jaw, strong and freshly-shaved. The fresh ink of a new tattoo wrapped around his right forearm, letters entwined in a bold design that only a few understood.   
 
    The bride's mother, who served as matron-of-honor. The groom's father, who served as best man. 
 
    And ten attendants who flanked them, the khaki shorts and relaxed island shirts doing nothing to detract from their sheer masculine perfection—or the sharp edge of danger that even the most casual observer could see. 
 
    Guests from the secluded Caribbean resort looked on in curiosity as the couple said their vows under a simple bamboo arch draped in white gauze. A stunning setting sun served as the backdrop, framing the couple in what one guest later called a halo of love. 
 
    The applause that greeted their introduction as husband and wife was genuine, spattered with cheers and whistles that drew warning looks from the gathered attendants. 
 
    The guests at the resort didn't know who they were. A reclusive billionaire and his new bride? A high-powered Hollywood couple? Secret royalty? Possibly. What else could explain the presence of so many bodyguards? Because the guests were certain that was what the attendants were: bodyguards. What else could they be? Especially when one guest speculated—quietly, of course, for he didn't want to be overheard—that the bulge under one of the attendant's shirts was some kind of weapon. 
 
    In the end, it didn't matter who the couple was, not when their love was so evident in the way they watched each other. In the way they touched and the way their heads drew close together when they spoke.  
 
    In the way they kissed. 
 
    Women sighed when the groom swept the bride off her feet, when he carried her down the beach to the private bungalow perched over the clear blue water. Men stood a little straighter, their shoulders back and chests out, watching the retreating groom with speculation...and maybe with just the tiniest bit of envy. 
 
    Nobody thought to bother them, not when the attendants took turns watching the private walkway leading out to the bungalow. And eventually, as the minutes turned to hours, the guests drifted away. Back to the pool or beach. To the bar. To the nightclub on the other side of the small island. 
 
    All except one. She stayed where she was, hiding in plain sight, her gaze focused on the man with the sun-streaked hair and eyes the color of liquid amber, with the reassuring smile and the strength to slay dragons. 
 
    She waited. 
 
    Watching. 
 
    Hoping. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ The End ~ 
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    And be sure to keep reading for more information about the next Cover Six Security book, The Guardian: DARYL, available March 27! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Special Acknowledgement 
 
    The idea for the Cover Six Security series came about when I started the Chesapeake Blades series—particularly book 2, Loving Hard. And the more I played around with it, the more it drew me in. 
 
    I had the story ideas. Names for the guys on the team. Their backgrounds. I was ready to go, my fingers itching to get the words on paper. 
 
    What I didn't have was a name for the security company. Ideas came to me, only to be deleted because...well, frankly, because they stunk. Then I got stuck. 
 
    Like many authors, I have a fabulous reader's group on Facebook: Kamps Korner. And that's where I turned to for help. I threw the question (okay, I begged) to the greatest bunch of readers I know—and they totally came through for me! 
 
    There were dozens of suggestions, all of them fantastic—which led to another dilemma: how do I pick one? There were a few that really stood out so I did what any smart author would do: I created a poll and let the readers pick... 
 
    And Cover Six Security was born. 
 
    Thank you to everyone who offered suggestions—there were so many great ones! And special thanks—and my undying gratitude—to Elizabeth Roney and her Marine husband for the wonderful suggestion! It totally fits. And in Elizabeth's words: "He [her Marine husband] said it would be a good pick up line explaining to the ladies what cover your six means!" 
 
    And it totally is—as you'll see in several of the upcoming books! 
 
    Elizabeth and your Marine husband—this one is for you! Thank you <3! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Guardian: DARYL 
 
    Cover Six Security Book 2 
 
      
 
    These men never back away from danger—and always fall hard for love in Cover Six Security, an explosive new series from USA Today Bestselling Author Lisa B. Kamps 
 
      
 
    Daryl "Zeus" Anderson walks the edge of danger. Strong. Dependable. Always in control--except for that one night in a tropical paradise that still haunts him. When an old friend calls in a favor, Daryl answers the call, never expecting to come face-to-face with the woman who damn near shattered his restraint--and his heart.  
 
      
 
    Kelsey Davis has been running for the last five years: for her safety, for her sanity, for more than just her life. The dangerous game she's been thrust into is nearing an end and she's forced to turn to the man her father swears will guard her with his life--the same man she's already run away from once. 
 
      
 
    The clock is ticking and Kelsey needs to decide if she can trust her new guardian with more than her heart. Because in this game, there's more at stake than love--and making the wrong decision could cost much more than just their lives.  
 
      
 
    Don't miss the next sizzling title in the Cover Six Security series, The Guardian: DARYL--releasing March 27, 2019, and available for pre-order now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LOVING HARD 
 
    The Chesapeake Blades #2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Because sometimes love is the hardest game of all… 
 
      
 
    Sammie Reigler is done with men. At least, with one man in particular: her ex-husband. She fell head-over-heels in love, blindly jumped into marriage—and promptly had her heart broken when her husband served her with divorce papers while he was overseas. She picked up the shattered remnants of her life and took their daughter back home to Baltimore, where she started a new life working as a teacher—and playing hockey for the Chesapeake Blades. Now if only she could ignore the emptiness that haunts her in the middle of the night… 
 
      
 
    Nobody who knew him would call Jonathan Reigler a coward, but that was exactly what he was. Two years ago, at one of the lowest points in his life, he walked away from the only woman who ever mattered—and lost a piece of his soul in the process. Now it's time to win his family back, and he'll stop at nothing to regain the love and trust of the one woman who means more to him than life itself.  
 
      
 
    When Sammie makes demands of her own, Jonathan has to decide if he's willing to expose his biggest weakness. Will Sammie be able to forgive him and learn to love the man he's become—or will she walk away, taking his heart with her? 
 
      
 
    Turn the page for a preview of LOVING HARD, an emotional standalone second-chance romance, now available. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Air, dry and acrid, filled Jonathan Reigler's lungs with each breath he sucked in through his clenched teeth. He tightened his grip on the rifle and looked over the shoulder of the man sitting in front of him. 
 
    He couldn't meet his eyes. If he did, the man would see what this was costing him. 
 
    What the last few months had already cost him. 
 
    Loud bursts of gunfire, shattering the silence of the desert. 
 
    Screams and cries as bullets ripped into flesh. 
 
    Blood, dark and red, saturating the sand beneath his feet. 
 
    An outstretched hand, the palms scratched and caked with dirt. Lifeless fingers reaching across the desert floor, stretching toward the switch that would kill them all. 
 
    Dark eyes, opened to the searing sun beating above them, the sightless eyes focused on something nobody else could see. 
 
    The face, young and unlined, the skin oddly perfect, marred only by the blood seeping from the boy's mouth. 
 
    A boy. A fucking kid. No more than ten or eleven. Lifeless. 
 
    Because of Jonathan. 
 
    The boy wasn't the first one. Far from it. Jonathan feared he wouldn't be the last. But there was something about this body, something about this last mission that— 
 
    He sucked in another breath, the sound no more than a hiss in the stuffy air of the closed tent. Ignore it. Ignore the image, ignore the memories. 
 
    Forget everything. 
 
    Just…forget. 
 
    The man across from him finally looked away, his gaze shifting to the papers scattered on the dusty surface of the desk in front of him. "Are you sure you want to do this?" 
 
    "I don't have a choice." He thought he had, all those months ago. Thought he'd be able to separate the two lives he'd been living. The two men he'd become. But he couldn't. Not anymore. 
 
    He blinked away the image of wide brown eyes, shining with laughter. Pushed away the ghost-memory of warm hands caressing his body. Made himself forget the soft words whispered with a warm breath against his ear. 
 
    I love you, Jon. We'll be waiting for you. 
 
    Ignored the pain that ripped through him when the memories shattered what was left of his soul.  
 
    Jonathan cleared his throat and repeated the words. "I don't have a choice." 
 
    "There's always a choice." 
 
    "No, sir. Not in this. Not anymore." 
 
    The older man sighed, the sound filled with weariness. He grabbed a pen, scrawled something on the bottom line of a ragged sheet of paper, then held the pen out to Jonathan. 
 
    "You don't have to do this, Sergeant. You're still her husband." 
 
    Jonathan grabbed the pen, his fingers tightening around it for the briefest second before he scrawled his signature on the paper that would completely sever the man he'd been from the man he'd become. 
 
    Her husband? 
 
    Maybe. Once upon a time. But not now. Not anymore.  
 
    Now, he was a monster. 
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    Newsletter: http://www.lisabkamps.com/signup/ 
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