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      “Hey, Mars, have you met Alicia’s friend Sabrina?” Heartbreaker called out from across the room.

      Jack Marsten, otherwise known as Mars to his teammates, cringed. He had purposely avoided Alicia’s friend since they’d arrived at Wolf’s place for one of his experimental dinner menus. Jack shook his head and braced himself for the inevitable introduction to yet another female his teammates felt obligated to shove his direction.

      Since Heartbreaker, Joker and Zig had all found women to settle down with, they were certain Jack would remain the cranky, secluded bastard he’d always been unless they found him a woman who could accept him as he was…a grumpy loner who preferred to be by himself than to marry a woman who wouldn’t last one week of him being deployed.

      As far as Jack was concerned, Navy SEALs had no business getting married. More often than not, their wives got lonely, fooled around and ultimately divorced their military spouses. Jack should know. He’d learned his lesson even before he’d completed BUD/S training. The woman he’d married straight out of high school had dumped him while he’d been going through some of the most grueling training he’d ever had the honor of surviving. She’d filed for divorce during Hell Week.

      Jack could have chosen to ring the bell and give up his dream of becoming a Navy SEAL to chase after the woman, but he’d decided he’d come that far, he’d be damned if he gave up. If Kylie had given up on him while he’d been in training, she sure as hell wouldn’t have lasted through a fourteen-month deployment. He’d cut his losses and decided he wasn’t going to commit to a long-term relationship as long as he remained on active duty as a Navy SEAL.

      Heartbreaker had succumbed to the insanity of love with Alicia. And she was all right for a female. However, ever since, she and Brian had made it their mission to matchmake for the single members of SEAL Team 7.

      When Jack only waved a hand from a distance, Alicia grabbed her friend’s arm and marched her across the large gourmet kitchen inside Wolf’s house to present her latest offering.

      If Jack hadn’t been as hungry as he was, he’d have said hello, turned around and left, but the aromas coming from Wolf’s oven and stovetop had Jack salivating. He’d eat, make some lame excuse, like he’d left the water running in his bathtub, and leave right after dinner.

      “Mars, this is my friend, Sabrina.” Alicia turned to Sabrina. “Sabrina, Mars. You two talk.” She shrugged. “Or not. Oh, dear Lord, I’m becoming my mother.” Alicia abandoned Sabrina with Jack.

      Jack swallowed an annoyed groan and frowned at the retreating Alicia. “What did she mean by she’s becoming her mother?”

      Sabrina laughed. “Her mother was forever matchmaking, trying to find the perfect man for Alicia. She swore she’d never do that to anyone else.” Sabrina raised her eyebrows. “I take it you’re not interested in being matched?”

      Jack’s mouth twisted. “Not really. I’m here for Wolf’s cooking.”

      “Then I won’t bother you.” She held out her hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      He shook her hand, glad she’d let him off the hook so easily. They parted, moving in opposite directions.

      Jack took a seat on a stool at the kitchen bar, his stomach growling. He wasn’t sure he’d make it much longer before he got hangry. “Hey, Wolf, what’s for supper?”

      All the other men of their team groaned.

      “We’re eating a few of my favorites tonight.” Wolf grinned as he stirred something in a pan on the gas stove. “You can start with the appetizers.” Setting down his long spoon, he removed foil from a tray, laid the platter of food on the counter and pointed to the first item. “Those are crostini with an onion marmalade, Taleggio cheese and wood-fired roasted pork belly. Or you can have the bacon-wrapped dates stuffed with whipped Feta.” He went back to stirring the food in the pan.

      “Sounds good,” Jack reached for the marmalade pork belly thing and popped one in his mouth.

      “Oh, he’s not done telling you what all you’re in for tonight,” Gage Fontenot said with his south Louisiana, Cajun accent. “I swear it’s a ten-course meal, and I don’t know what half of it really is.”

      Chris “Zig” Bykowski snorted. “None of us know what it is, but you can be damned sure it’ll taste good.” He tipped his head toward Wolf. “Go on. Tell him the rest.”

      Wolf nodded toward the pan he was working over. “Right now, I’m making seared scallops in hazelnut butter with mascarpone. For the main course, we’re having pork chops with a cherry port reduction, potatoes au gratin and roasted Brussels sprouts.” He leaned his head toward two rows of six ceramic bowls. “In those ramekins, I’ll prepare a lemon souffle with raspberry crème anglaise for dessert.”

      Jack grabbed one of the bacon-wrapped things and stuffed it into his mouth. He wasn’t sure what he was eating, but it was amazing. “I’m almost sorry I asked.”

      “I know, right?” Ted “Bear” Black, the team lead, reached over Jack’s shoulder for one of the pork belly appetizers. “When Wolf’s cooking, you learn not to ask, just eat and enjoy.”

      “Whatever happened to grilling hamburgers in the backyard?” Zig asked. “At least, then, you know what you’re getting.”

      Cash “Inferno” Mancini popped one of the bacon-wrapped dates in his mouth and moaned. “Those are better than sex.”

      “Exactly.” One corner of Wolf’s mouth quirked upward. “Cooking is like artwork, and food can take on every color of the palette to provide an explosion of flavors in your mouth. Why settle for hamburgers, when you can have so much more?”

      “You haven’t had one of my hamburgers,” Gage said. “You start with ground, fresh alligator, add a healthy portion of Cajun spices and bacon.”

      “You’ll get an explosion, all right,” Joker said. “And someone will need to bring the extinguisher to put the fire out in your mouth. I’ve had one of your burgers.” He shook his head. “Just how much cayenne pepper did you use in that seasoning?”

      Gage shrugged. “The right amount.”

      “We’ll have to plan a Cajun dinner,” Wolf said.

      “We could do a crawfish and crab boil, if we can get some shipped in.”

      “Our luck, we’d order it to be shipped and be deployed about the time it’s due to arrive,” Inferno said. “It’s been a day or two since our last mission.”

      “Don’t jinx me,” Jack said. “I’ll be on vacation next week.”

      “That’s right.” Bear clapped a hand on Jack’s shoulder. “Going up to Montana to fish?”

      Jack nodded. “I am. Looking forward to some peace and quiet after spending too much time with you boneheads.”

      “That’s bone frogs,” Joker corrected.

      “You say potato,” Jack said with a shrug, “I say boneheads.”

      “Isn’t Hank Patterson putting you up on his ranch?” Heartbreaker asked. “I hear he’s got a sweet setup there with his agency, the Brotherhood Protectors.”

      Bear frowned. “You’re not going up to interview with him, are you?”

      Jack shook his head.

      “Interview?” Zig slid the platter of appetizers in his direction. “You’re not getting ready to jump ship, are you?”

      Jack pulled the platter of appetizers back toward him. “I’m not going up to Montana to interview for a job. I have one already with this motley crew.”

      “Then why go all the way to Montana to fish?” Andi Westall, Zig’s woman asked. “You can do some great deep-sea fishing off the coast of Coronado.”

      “I’m going fly fishing,” Jack said. “It’s different. I don’t need a boat. I can go out by myself, and I won’t have anyone talking to me while I’m trying to fish.”

      “Hank’s not going with you?”

      Jack shook his head. “He’s loaning me a lake cabin he owns back in the Crazy Mountains. The only time I’ll see him is the day I get there and the day before I leave.”

      “Hank’s a good guy,” Bear said. “We served together in Afghanistan. Saved my ass when we were overrun by Taliban.”

      Jack nodded. “I served with him when I was a pretty green SEAL, fresh out of BUD/S. He showed me the ropes and took me under his wing. The Navy lost a good one when he left the SEALs.”

      “Yes, we did,” Bear said. “Tell him I said hello. What time are you flying out?”

      “I’m not. I’m driving,” Jack said. “I leave early tomorrow morning.”

      Inferno’s eyes widened. “Seriously? Isn’t that at least a two-day drive?”

      Jack lifted a shoulder. “Yeah. I plan on stopping in Vegas.”

      “I thought you didn’t like people,” Zig said.

      “I don’t,” Jack said. “But I like poker.”

      “You might as well gamble while you can. Once you get married, that will all end,” Heartbreaker said.

      Alicia jabbed him in the side with her elbow. “How do you know? Not all women tell their husbands they can’t gamble anymore.”

      Heartbreaker grabbed his chest. “No, but I’m betting you would.”

      Zig grinned. “Do we hear wedding bells in your future?”

      Heartbreaker and Alicia answered as one, “No!”

      “Really?” Gage cocked an eyebrow. “You two argue like a married couple.

      Alicia frowned. “No, we don’t.”

      Joker laughed. “I can see the two of you. In Vegas. Tying the knot at one of those wedding chapels with Elvis officiating.”

      Zig raised a hand. “I’d go.”

      “Me, too,” Inferno seconded.

      “Forget it,” Alicia said. “We’re not ready for that kind of commitment.”

      Heartbreaker nodded. “What she said.”

      “Who is?” Jack muttered.

      “Are you guys done flapping your jaws and ready to eat?” After scraping the scallops out of the pan onto a dozen dinner plates, Wolf pulled the pork chops, potatoes and Brussels sprouts from the oven and laid them on the plates beside the scallops, arranging them as beautifully as they smelled.

      Jack was full-on drooling by the time all the plates were full.

      “If everyone would come grab a plate, we can gather at the table,” Wolf said.

      He didn’t have to tell them twice.

      In a manner mimicking lines in a chow hall, the men and women queued up, took their plates and carried them to the extra-long table made of two-by-six pine planks.

      Somehow, Alicia managed to seat Sabrina beside Jack.

      Sabrina gave Jack a twisted smile. “Don’t worry. I’m just here for the food.

      Jack nodded, grateful the woman wasn’t trying to flirt with him. He hated when women came on to him. Despite the grumpy look he wore when he was in public, they still came up to him and started conversations.

      “Wolf, did you make this table?” Brian asked as he set his plate down and held Alicia’s chair for her.

      “No. I have a friend who likes to build furniture. I supplied the wood, gave him the dimensions and he came up with this amazing piece.” Wolf took the seat at the end of the table, and then popped up for some forgotten item. “Don’t wait on me,” he said. “Eat.” He hurried back to the kitchen island, grabbed a basket of freshly baked dinner rolls and brought them back to the table.

      Jack had already dug into the scallops. They were as delicious as they looked. The pork chop was nothing like any other pork chop he’d ever experienced. It was so tender, it came apart in his mouth. The potatoes au gratin were light and creamy and the cheese perfectly balanced. Every bite of the meal was world-class.

      Which was why he still sat there. Otherwise, he would have left at the first sign of matchmaking. Or he would have left before dessert, if he didn’t like lemons so much.

      The lemon souffle melted in his mouth and completed the entire meal. Jack sat back, patted his flat abs and sighed. “I don’t know how you do it, Wolf, but you should open your own restaurant. That was amazing.”

      “No, he should have his own cooking show,” Joker said. “Only he should cook without a shirt. Can’t you see it? The Shirtless Chef Cooking Show. All the ladies would watch.”

      “I’d watch,” Alicia said.

      Brian frowned.

      “What?” Alicia gave him an innocent rise of her eyebrows. “I want to learn how to cook like that. And it wouldn’t hurt to see some gorgeous muscles in the process.”

      “Me, too,” Sabrina said, her cheeks flushing pink.

      “I’d watch,” April, Joker’s woman, said. “I want to know how to make those scallops taste so amazing.” She shrugged. “And, like Alicia said, gorgeous muscles are always appreciated.”

      “I’d pay to sit in the audience,” Andi said. “As long as I got to eat what he cooked. Wow, Wolf. Just wow.”

      “Well,” Jack glanced at his watch. “It’s getting late, and I’m going to be up and out at O-dark-thirty tomorrow morning…”

      “And Mars makes his move for the great disappearing act,” Inferno said.

      “I can’t believe you’re driving instead of flying to Montana.” Bear shook his head. “You’re wasting a couple days on the road that you could be fishing.”

      “I’m making a stop in Vegas to play some poker. Then I’ll head for Montana.” He stood, stretched and grinned. “Meanwhile, you losers will be going to work.”

      “For your sake, I hope we don’t get called up,” Bear said. “Are you taking a satellite phone? I hear they get really lousy cellphone reception in the Crazy Mountains where Hank Patterson lives.”

      Jack shook his head. “No satellite phone. If you need to get a hold of me, you’ll have to call Hank. He’ll know where to find me.” His eyes narrowed. “And it better be for a damn good reason. I’ve been planning this vacation for months. I even bought a new fly fishing rod and taught myself how to tie fly fishing knots.” He lifted his chin. “I’m going fishing where I can be alone with nothing but the sound of the water running in the stream.”

      “And the bears crashing through the brush,” Joker said with a grin. “I hear they can run up to thirty-five miles per hour. You taking your running shoes?”

      “I’m trading in my running shoes for hip waders,” Jack said. “The bears will have to fight me for the fish I catch.”

      Zig frowned. “You might want to take some bear spray to keep them at bay. Some bears are smart enough to know that, where there’s a fisherman, there might be an easy meal of fish.”

      “I’m taking bear spray, bug spray, my rifle, handgun and anything else I might need. Nothing is going to get in the way of me and this vacation. After back-to-back deployments, I need this down time with no one around jabbering in my ear.” He shot a glance at Joker.

      Joker held up his hands. “Don’t worry. I have no desire to swat mosquitoes and play with bears. You can have your vacation. I’ll stay here with April and enjoy the amenities of Coronado.” He pulled April close and nuzzled her neck.

      “Hey, watch the amenities,” April said with a stern look that turned into a smile. “I hope you enjoy your time off, Mars. You guys work hard. You deserve some peace and relaxation.”

      “Yeah,” Zig said. “And maybe you’ll find a woman up there in the Crazy Mountains who likes to fish and play with bears.”

      The others laughed.

      “Seriously, don’t do anything to get yourself killed or maimed. We need you on the team,” Bear said. “What with Lucky and Pops already gone to civilian life and new guys coming on board, we need experienced SEALs to bring those new guys up to speed.”

      “You’re not getting rid of me that easily,” Jack said. “I’ll be back in two weeks. But right now, I need to get back to my place for some Zs. Tomorrow is an early wake-up for me.” He waved at Wolf. “Thanks for the grub. It was great, as usual.”

      Wolf gave him a chin lift. “Don’t lose your shirt in Vegas, or your skin in the mountains.”

      Jack left Wolf’s place, climbed into his truck and headed back to his apartment, a grin stretching across his face.

      He was officially on vacation, and he couldn’t wait to hit the road.

      By himself. Alone.

      Though he loved his SEAL brothers, after months of deployment with them, it would be nice to sit back, relax and enjoy some uninterrupted peace and quiet.
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      “Hi, you must be the tenant in the apartment across the hall from me,” a voice called out behind her.

      Deirdre Anne Tyler turned, her eyes narrowing at the woman coming toward her at the end of the hallway. She didn’t want to engage in conversation, but she also didn’t want to be rude. She nodded and stuck the key in the doorknob. The woman kept coming.

      “Hi, I’m Brittany.” The cute brunette stuck her hand out. “I’m in apartment 2A across the hall from you. You moved in a few weeks ago, didn’t you?”

      Anne nodded. “Yes, last week. I’m…Anne…Smith.” Anne hesitated over the name, though she’d been using it for the past three weeks. She’d never been a good liar, but she was getting better out of necessity.

      “You must just be starting out. I didn’t see many boxes or furniture coming in when you moved in.”

      Anne nodded. “That’s right.” Again, she didn’t want to share too much information. The less she talked with people, the less they noticed her, and the better chance she had of flying under the radar. She just needed to remember her name was Anne Smith, not Deirdre Anne Tyler. Deirdre Anne Tyler was as good as dead, or she’d be as good as dead if he found her.

      “Well, nice to meet you,” she said and started to push the door open. “Hey, would you like to come over for a drink or maybe some crackers and cheese?” The young woman gave her a crooked smile. “That’s probably all I have in my refrigerator. You know, so we can get to know each other better since we’re going to be neighbors.”

      In any other circumstance, Anne would have welcomed the idea, but she couldn’t. Any risk she took wasn’t just a danger to herself. Her hand rested on her belly, still flat but not for much longer. She gave Brittany a tight smile. “Thank you for the invite, but I’ve been up since early this morning and I’m really tired.”

      Brittany shrugged. “I understand. Maybe we can do it another time.”

      Anne nodded. “That would be nice.”

      The truth was, she had no intention of getting to know anyone, and she didn’t want anyone to get to know her. She’d barely gotten away from her ex-boyfriend. Never in her life had she pictured herself prying bars over windows loose enough from exterior stucco to allow her to shimmy out onto a roof and drop over the edge of the eaves to the ground ten feet away. She lived in the US, not a third world country.

      Once she’d gotten free, she’d worn sunglasses to hide the bruises around her eyes and long sleeves and pants to hide the rest. She’d used Derek’s ATM card that she’d swiped from his wallet to take the maximum amount of money she could get from his account to add to the small stash of cash she’d managed to squirrel away when she’d been working and hadn’t been locked inside his house. She’d hidden it in the well behind the toilet roll holder in the bathroom. It was tip money she’d earned from being a waitress.

      When she’d moved in with Derek, he’d made her hand over all of her money every time she came home from work and gave her just enough for bus fare to get her there and back. He told her he needed it for her expenses living with him, although he had plenty of money, and he was making more doing some kind of computer work. Anne was convinced he was hacking, either stealing money from people’s accounts or loading ransomware onto people’s computer systems and demanding that they pay huge sums of money for him to remove the destructive software from their systems.

      When she’d discovered that she’d been right, she’d called him out on it. That’s when her world had shut down, and he’d locked her in the house. Situated on a dead-end street, with only boarded up or condemned houses around it, no one heard her cries or screams. She’d just about given up hope when she’d woken up one morning sick to her stomach, realizing she’d skipped her period for two weeks. The next morning when she’d been sick again, she’d known with a sinking feeling that she was pregnant, and she had to get out of the situation, if not for herself, then for her baby. Because no matter what, the baby had not chosen who his parents would be.

      Anne had waited by the door one day hoping to push past Derek as he came into the house. Perhaps if she knocked him on his ass, it would give her time to make her escape. She had to make it good, otherwise there would be consequences. He’d beaten her before. One time, he’d beaten her so badly, she’d thought she might die, and he’d refused to take her to the emergency room when she’d coughed up blood.

      That day, she’d attempted an escape through the front door. She’d watched through the window as he’d walked up the front steps, placed his key in the lock and turned it. She’d hurried to her position, took up a stance like a football player and waited for that door to open. As it swung inward, she’d launched herself at him, hitting him at his middle with her shoulder.

      Derek had fallen backward, rolled down the steps and came to a stop at the bottom.

      Anne had vaulted over the porch rail and hit the ground running. Derek had gotten to his feet just as soon as he’d hit the ground and chased after her. She hadn’t even gotten past the empty houses to the next street, where there were people living, before she’d been hit from behind.

      She’d gone down hard, hitting her head on the ground, which had temporarily stunned her. He’d flipped her over and punched her face again and again. At that point, Anne had just wanted to die. When he’d finally gotten off her, she’d lain still, unable to move.

      Derek had yanked her up by her arm.

      She’d staggered, and would have fallen, but he’d punched her again, this time in the gut.

      Anne had cried out, “No, don’t hit me there. You’ll hurt the baby.”

      That had only stopped him for a second as he’d looked at her in stunned disbelief. “You damn bitch. I ain’t having no stinkin’ kid in my house.”

      She’d covered her belly with her hands. “Then let me go.”

      “No way. You’re mine, and I don’t give up what’s mine, but you ain’t having no kid.” He’d punched her in the gut again and again until she’d fallen to her knees and curled into a fetal position, every part of her body burning, especially her heart.

      She had no idea what she’d seen in him in the first place. She regretted every day of her life since he’d insisted on her moving in with him. Derek had been kind and considerate while they’d been dating. It wasn’t until she’d moved in that he’d shown his true colors.

      He’d forced her to give up everything—her friends, her connections and her independence. And that’s when the beatings had begun.

      Her need to be loved and her inexperience with abuse had made her a fool. That and Derek’s accusations blaming her for any small infraction. She’d thought she’d done something wrong, and that his treatment of her was entirely her fault. If she was just a little faster, a little nicer, a little prettier, he wouldn’t hit her. But nothing she did was right. After he’d beaten her and left her on the ground, he’d walked a few steps away, almost giving Anne enough hope that she could crawl away from him…if he’d just go back into his house and leave her alone.

      Then his cellphone had rung. He’d looked down at the screen and then raised it to his ear. After a minute or so he’d cursed, ended the call, and turned back to her. “Time to move, sweetheart.” Then he’d walked over to her, grabbed her arm and dragged her all the way back to the house. She hadn’t had the strength to get up and walk. Instead, she’d hung limply as he’d scraped her body across the pavement.

      When he’d reached the driveway, he left her there, unlocked the trunk of his car, tossed her in, and closed the trunk. Thankfully, she’d tucked what little money she had into her bra. She’d felt for it, relieved it was still there. Wherever he took her next, she’d have to make sure she found a good place to hide it. If she got another opportunity to escape, she’d need money to start over.

      Derek had cut her off from her old friends. Even if he hadn’t, she couldn’t go back to them because that would be the first place he’d look. As she’d lain in the darkness of the trunk, pain screaming through every part of her body, she’d made a vow. As soon as she was able to, she would get away from him. In the meantime, she’d let him think that he’d beaten the child out of her. At that point, every inch of her body throbbing with pain, she thought maybe he had.

      It wasn’t until three weeks later in a hovel of a house he’d brought her to in Los Angeles in a very sketchy neighborhood, she’d discovered that the bars on the windows were loose. Every time he’d left the house, she’d worked on those bars until she got the bottom ones free, and she could push the grill out enough where she could fit through the window and under the bars onto the roof.

      She’d had to wait until just after he’d left to make her move. The second he had, she’d crawled out onto the roof and dropped to the ground. Unfortunately, as she’d landed, she’d twisted her ankle just slightly. She hadn’t cared how much pain she was in, it had been less than what he had inflicted on her when he’d beaten her. She’d half-run half-limped her way off that street and kept running in the dark through the night until she’d reached a truck stop, slipped into the cab of a truck into the sleeping quarters in the back and burrowed beneath the blankets. The truck driver had been on a roll and hadn’t stopped that night. He’d taken her all the way from Los Angeles to San Diego.

      Early the next morning, the truck driver had pulled up at a loading dock and gotten out to talk to the guy in receiving.

      Anne had taken the opportunity to slip out of the truck cab and slipped away without the truck driver knowing she’d ever been there.

      And that’s how she’d started her new life and became Anne Smith.

      The money she’d gotten out of the ATM in LA, plus the money she had hidden away from tips, had been enough to pay a month’s rent on a one-bedroom apartment. She’d made the excuse that she’d lost her driver’s license and that she would bring a copy of it as soon as she got it renewed, and she’d signed everything in the name of Anne Smith. She’d found a job in a restaurant. When the owner had asked for her social security number, she’d promised him she’d work strictly for tips. She’d told him that her social security card and driver’s license had been in a house fire, and she couldn’t remember the numbers. Since she’d worked for tips only, he hadn’t needed to report to the IRS.

      He’d agreed because he’d needed the help at the time.

      Anne had ended up working the breakfast hours, coming into work at five-thirty in the morning, working through the lunch crowd and getting off at four o’clock in the afternoon when the evening shift arrived.

      Her first purchase for her apartment had been a foam mattress that she’d laid on the floor and vitamins for the baby. That had been three weeks ago, and so far, so good. As she’d earned a little bit more money, she’d added items to her wardrobe, not many because she hadn’t been sure how long she’d be able to stay—a new pair of jeans, a couple of shirts, and some tennis shoes to work in. She’d purchased them all through a thrift store, saving as much money as she could, knowing she would have to pay rent again. She didn’t have enough money in her stash to waste it all on other things.

      She’d also picked up a couple of items for the kitchen, including a skillet, pot, plate, bowl and a couple of spoons, forks and knives. Again, all from a thrift store, keeping her costs at a bare minimum.

      Because she hadn’t been earning a wage where she’d worked, they had allowed her to eat there, but that had only been during the day. She’d managed to buy a few groceries for the evenings. She had to eat to feed the baby. If she’d only had to worry about herself, she could have gone without food for a while.

      Over the three-week period since her escape, she’d constantly looked over her shoulder. Although she’d thought, surely, he couldn’t find her. She didn’t have a cellphone he could track. She’d ditched his ATM card that she’d used while still in LA. He couldn’t track her with that because she’d thrown it in the trash after she’d withdrawn the money. She hadn’t used her real name, driver’s license or social security number anywhere.

      Three weeks had passed without any sign of Derek. Three weeks without beatings. Three weeks where she had been able to move around on her own, even if she had been looking over her shoulder the entire time.

      She couldn’t let him find her. She’d die rather than go back to him. And she couldn’t die because she had a baby who was depending on her because, despite the beatings she’d taken, she hadn’t started her period, she hadn’t bled out with a miscarriage, and she was still feeling nauseated in the mornings.

      As she entered her apartment, she dropped her purse on the kitchen counter and trudged to the bathroom where she stripped and showered the smells of French fries, hamburgers, and fried chicken off her body.

      Exhausted from work and the effects of the pregnancy on her body, she dressed in jeans and a T-shirt and trudged to the kitchen, determined to eat something for the baby’s sake.

      Anne managed to scramble a couple of eggs and microwaved her last of a can of green beans, figuring she was getting something green and protein to help the baby grow.

      When she finished the last bite, she dropped down on her foam mattress and closed her eyes with the intention of taking a short nap.

      She wasn’t sure how much later it was when a noise woke her from a dead sleep. At first, she thought maybe it was somebody in another apartment, the AC kicking on, a bowl sliding in the sink… At first, she ignored it and closed her eyes again.

      Then she heard it again. It was closer than a neighboring apartment. She rolled out of her bed and onto her feet. She tiptoed out of her room, her gaze shooting to the door to the apartment.

      The handle jiggled.

      Moving as quietly as she could, she hurried to the door and glanced through the peephole. Her heart leapt to her throat. The dark-haired man standing outside was her worst nightmare. How had he found her? Almost paralyzed with fear, for a moment, she stood frozen. Then she moved as quickly and as quietly as she could, grabbing shoes and the wad of money she’d been hoarding. She ran to the sliding door of her second-story balcony and slid it open as quietly as she could, just enough that she could squeeze through the opening. Once on the balcony, she slid the glass closed.

      When she’d first looked at this apartment, she’d made sure there was an escape route. Even though her place was on the second floor, she’d had to have a way out. However, she was too high above the ground to jump down, but not too far to get onto the next balcony, if she really stretched.

      Before she could lose her nerve, she tossed her shoes to the next balcony, tucked her money in her bra and climbed over the metal rail. Then holding onto the railing, she stretched out her leg until her toes touched the balcony floor on the apartment beside hers. When she had her foot there, she reached out with one of her hands, holding on with the other and dangled above the two stories. If she fell, she’d land on the concrete sidewalk and possibly break something. She couldn’t afford that. She had to make it across to the other balcony and hope that Derek didn’t think to look out on the balcony at all.

      Her hands found purchase on the other railing. Quickly, she made the transfer of her other foot, slung her leg over the top of the rail and fell to the balcony. Once there, she gathered her shoes and ran to the sliding door on her neighbor’s apartment and prayed that the renter hadn’t locked it.

      Anne grabbed the handle and tugged gently. At first, the door didn’t move. She put a little more strength into her efforts and tugged harder.

      The door slid open. Anne stepped through, softly slid the door closed and locked it. A loud thud shook the wall between the two apartments. Derek had made it past her lock and must have slammed the door open. Then she drew the curtains closed, blocking out all light from the streetlights outside the apartment complex. She ran to the door, pressed her fingers to the paneling and her eye to the peephole, and counted the seconds. When Derek left her apartment, he’d have to pass her neighbor’s apartment to get out of the apartment building.

      She stood there shaking, her breath lodged in her lungs, her pulse pounding so loudly in her ears she couldn’t hear anything else.
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      A minute passed, and then two. After what seemed like a lifetime, Derek moved past the apartment door and down the hallway. She let out a little bit of the breath she was holding, relieved she’d escaped capture…this time.

      Only she wasn’t free. He’d be waiting for her to leave, and he’d be watching. She’d thought about going to the police, but the bruises he’d inflicted had faded. It would be her word against his, and she’d still have to start over somewhere else. Derek would not give up easily; he’d find her again. This time, she’d have to escape to someplace much farther away.

      As she watched out the peephole, another figure appeared in front of the door, a tall broad-shouldered man with dark hair and dark eyes. She recognized him as her neighbor who lived in the apartment she was hiding inside. Her pulse kicked up.

      The man could call the police and turn her in for breaking and entering. She didn’t have money for an attorney; she didn’t have anywhere else to go. Maybe she could hide from him until he left for work the next morning. She spun and scanned the room. The man barely had any furniture—a brown leather couch, a television resting on a makeshift stand of wood planks and concrete blocks. No pictures anywhere.

      Anne ran for his bedroom. A metal frame with a box springs and mattress was made up military-style with tight lines and corners. Even his closet was pretty bare. He had several uniforms hanging inside, indicating he was Navy, a large duffle bag, a rollaway suitcase big enough to carry a lot of stuff, a few pairs of jeans, two nice shirts, and a few hats on the shelf above, mostly military, one an LA Dodgers baseball cap.

      Figuring he’d probably get in the shower first, she didn’t try to go into the bathroom and hide in the bathtub. Instead she pushed aside the military uniforms and squeezed herself into the back corner of the closet. Once there, she pulled over the uniforms to cover her, but her legs were still showing. She reached out and closed the closet door enough that she would be left in the shadows if he turned on a light.

      The door to the apartment opened, and footsteps sounded in the living room.

      Anne jumped at the sound of keys hitting a countertop.

      Since the bedroom was carpeted, she didn’t hear his footsteps, but she could hear him rustling around in the dresser, sliding drawers out, closing them. The bathroom door opened and closed. Then came the sound of water being turned on in the shower, while she stood still in the closet, afraid to move in case he hadn’t actually gotten into the shower yet. When the water started making that splashing sound indicating that somebody was actually standing under the spray, she let her knees relax a little bit.

      Her stomach roiled and growled with hunger. She knew if she didn’t get a cracker in her belly quickly, she’d be reduced to the dry heaves of morning sickness. Taking a huge risk, she left the security of the closet, quietly ran into the kitchen, yanked open the door to his refrigerator and searched for anything she could eat to quell the hunger pains and the nausea. All she saw was leftover pizza and beer.

      Alcohol was out, so it had to be the pizza. She opened the box and grabbed a cold slice of pizza with every kind of meat loaded on top. As fast as she could, she ran back to the closet and hid behind the uniforms just as the water shut off.

      Knowing he’d have to dry off a little before he came out of the bathroom, she took several bites of the pizza, chewed quickly and swallowed. She was halfway through the slice of pizza when the bathroom door opened, and a rush of steam and the smell of soap filled the air in the bedroom even making its way into the closet. She swallowed the bite of pizza she’d been eating and remained still. She couldn’t hear where he was moving, and if he was barefoot, he could be out in the living room, and she would never hear him.

      The pizza she’d swallowed hit the bottom of her empty belly. Cheese, grease and meat churned. Her gut rebelled, pushing the food back up the way it had gone down.

      She had two choices: throw up in the man’s boots or make a dive for the bathroom and throw up in the toilet there.

      Her neighbor hadn’t asked for her to break into his apartment, and he wouldn’t appreciate the fact that she had. He’d appreciate even less if she were to throw up in his boots.

      Anne clamped a hand over her mouth, took a deep breath, and ran out of the closet, around the corner and smacked right into a broad naked chest.

      Hands came up to grab her, she shook her head afraid to let go of her mouth, knocked his hands loose, ducked beneath his arm and ran into the bathroom just in time for her stomach to erupt. She didn’t make it to the toilet, but she did make it to the sink where she lost the few bites of pizza she’d managed to swallow. When she was done, she rinsed the sink, splashed water on her face and finally turned to face her neighbor.

      He held a 9mm pistol in his hand as he shook his head. “You’re lucky I didn’t shoot you.”

      Still feeling nauseated, she sank onto the toilet seat and hugged her arms around her knees. “I’d say go ahead and shoot me,” she said. “Unfortunately, I need to live.” When she thought she could raise her head again without the world spinning and her stomach turning over, she sat up slowly, squared her shoulders and faced her neighbor. “All I ask is that you don’t call the police.”

      “You broke into my apartment,” he said. “That’s against the law.”

      “The balcony door was unlocked. I didn’t have to break anything. I did try to eat one of your pieces of pizza, and I’ll pay you for it.”

      “I don’t care about the pizza. I do care that you entered my apartment without my permission. To me, that’s breaking and entering.”

      “If it’s a choice between the cops or shooting me…go ahead and shoot me.” She said the words, but she prayed he wouldn’t.

      The man frowned and lowered his weapon. “I’m not going to shoot you. As far as I can tell, you’re unarmed, and even though you’re trespassing, you’re not a threat to me. However, you might be a threat to my pizza and my bathroom.”

      She gave him a weak smile and bent back over to hug her knees again as another wave of nausea hit her.

      The man’s frown deepened. “If you won’t let me call the police, at least let me call an ambulance.”

      She shook her head and raised her chin, her eyes wide. “Please don’t. I beg you, please don’t let anyone know I’m here.”

      “Why? Are you running from the cops?”

      She laughed and a tear slipped down her cheek. “No, I’m not. I’m running from something much worse, my ex-boyfriend.”

      The man raised his hands. “Look, I don’t want to get involved in this. I’m leaving in the morning. I’m going on vacation. I don’t need this kind of complication. Now, if you’ll just leave my apartment, I won’t call the cops.”

      She pushed to her feet. “You don’t understand. I can’t leave. He’s out there, and he’s watching, waiting for me to come out. When I do, he’ll have me again.”

      “How about I get you to your car, and you can leave and get as far away from here as possible?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t have a car.”

      “Fine,” he said. “I’ll drive you to a bus station.”

      She snorted softly. “I can’t afford a ticket. I need every cent I’ve scrounged to start over somewhere else.”

      The man’s jaw hardened, and his fists clenched. “How about I go out and pound this guy?”

      “He won’t come out until he sees me, and I can’t let him see me. I barely survived the last time.”

      Her neighbor’s eyes narrowed. “He beat you?”

      Anne nodded. “Then he locked me in the house.”

      “Can I take you to some women’s shelter or something?” he asked.

      “He’d follow me there.”

      “What’s your name?” he demanded. His eyebrows dipped low.

      She swallowed hard. “Anne…Smith.”

      “Anne, I’m Jack. I’d say it was nice to meet you, but it really isn’t.” His lips formed a thin line. “And you can’t stay here.”

      Tears welled in her eyes, and she willed them to go away. One of the unfortunate side effects of being pregnant, she’d found, was that she was a lot more emotional than she had been before she was pregnant.

      “Oh, dear Lord.” Her neighbor raised his hands. “Please don’t turn on the waterworks.”

      She lifted her chin. “I…can’t…help…it.”

      “Okay, fine, you can stay here. I’m leaving tomorrow morning for vacation. You can stay here for as long as you like. I don’t care. Just don’t cry.”

      Her tears increased as sobs rose up her throat, choking off her words of gratitude.

      He looked at her as if in horror. “Geez, what did I say?”

      “Nothing. You’re just being kind,” she blubbered. “Nobody’s been that kind to me since I met Derek.”

      “Is Derek the asshole who’s been beating you?”

      She nodded.

      He left the bathroom and crossed into the bedroom.

      Anne pushed to her feet and followed. “You’re not going to call the cops…?”

      “No.” He grabbed the blanket off the bed and shoved it into her arms. “I just told you that you could stay in my place while I’m gone on vacation. When I get back, you’re going to have to figure out what to do on your own. And whatever you do, don’t cry. I can’t deal with crying females.”

      Anne sniffed. “Won’t your girlfriend mind if I’m staying here?”

      He laughed. “I don’t have a girlfriend for a reason. I don’t answer to anybody but myself, and I like it that way. Look, you can stay on one condition, and that one condition is that you’re not here when I get back.”

      “Where are you going?” she asked.

      He smiled. “As far away as I can get. I’m headed to Montana.”

      Her brow puckered as a germ of an idea took root. “What is that, about a two- or three-day drive?”

      “I’m taking my time, but yes, normally.”

      “So, you’ll be gone how long?”

      “Two weeks. That gives you two weeks to find some other way out of this mess besides hiding in my apartment.”

      She nodded, thoughts already spinning around in her head. “Okay. I really appreciate it. Thank you.”

      “I’m letting you stay in my apartment, but you’ll have to sleep on the couch.”

      She nodded. “Thank you.” And it would probably be more comfortable than the foam mattress on the floor of her apartment that she had been sleeping on. She was not going to complain about it, especially when he had every right to throw her out or call the police and have her arrested. “You’ve been more than kind, thank you.” She took the blanket out to the couch and curled up in a corner of it.

      Her host came out of the bedroom. “Did you save me any of that pizza?”

      She nodded. “About that, let me pay you for it.”

      He shook his head. “No need. It wasn’t that good anyway, as you obviously demonstrated. I’m going to make an omelet. You want one?”

      Her stomach rumbled. “No, I’ve already taken advantage of you too much.”

      “A couple of eggs aren’t going to break me,” he said. “Do you want one or not?”

      “Yes, please. Would you rather I cooked it?”

      His lips twitched. “Actually, yes. I’m a terrible cook.” He patted his flat belly. “I just had a really big meal at a friend’s house, and I shouldn’t be eating at all. But I can’t help it…I’m hungry. Besides, I’ll burn it all off tomorrow morning when I run before I leave.”

      “Do you have any onions or bell peppers?”

      “Only what you’ll find on that pizza. I usually eat out, except for eggs in the morning. I do have some bacon in there, if you want it, and probably some cheese.”

      As she scrambled eggs and fried bacon, her thoughts spun with the possibilities.

      She needed to get away from California altogether.

      Her neighbor was headed to Montana.

      She may have just found her ticket out.

      

      Jack hadn’t liked leaving his apartment with the woman still in it, but he’d be damned if he missed his vacation because of some female who’d entered his apartment without his permission and then refused to leave. Sure, she was cute with her sandy-blond hair and light gray eyes. But he wasn’t interested in cute, and he wasn’t interested in having a female in his apartment. Besides, he didn’t trust cute. His ex-wife had been cute. He’d been more than generous to the intruder, letting her stay the night and even the next two weeks, and she hadn’t even bothered to say thank you or goodbye.

      Instead, she’d locked herself in the bathroom. He’d made several trips carrying bags down to his truck, and still she hadn’t emerged from the bathroom. Ready to go and angry that she’d refused to even thank him, he’d yelled through the bathroom door, “When you decide to leave, just lock up on your way out.”

      And that was it.

      He’d left early, wanting to make Vegas in plenty of time to enjoy some gambling before it got too late. He only planned to stay there one night and make it to Montana the next day, which would be a long twelve-hour drive from Vegas. Not that there was a whole lot of scenery worth seeing in between for most of the trip.

      Once he reached Hank’s fishing cabin, he would kick back, relax and try his new fly fishing rod and the lures he’d handmade. Hank had assured him the cabin he’d be staying in was secluded. Nobody would bother him. He’d be located right next to the river where he’d be fishing. Life couldn’t get any better than that. Nobody shooting at him, nobody interrupting him when he wanted silence. To him, it would be pure heaven.

      Jack was halfway to Vegas when he pulled off the interstate for a bathroom break. The full cup of coffee he’d consumed along the way forced him to stop sooner than he’d planned. He went ahead and topped off his gas tank, hit the restroom and grabbed another cup of coffee. He was back in the truck in less than ten minutes.

      A movement caught his eye, or was it a noise? He looked over the back of his seat. Everything looked as he’d left it. Maybe he’d heard something outside his vehicle. He shrugged, started the engine, shifted into gear and pulled out of the station.

      For the past five hours, he couldn’t help thinking about the woman he’d left behind in his apartment. He wondered how long she’d stay and where she would go without any money. He hadn’t had any cash on him, otherwise he would have left her some. He didn’t even know if she had a phone. He wished he’d asked. Then, at least, he could call and see how she was doing.

      He wasn’t worried about her being in his apartment. There wasn’t much to ruin or steal, unless she made off with his uniforms. He had extras in his truck in a go bag, just in case the team was called up to deploy. He might have to fly back to Coronado immediately, or fly on to his destination. He could never go anywhere without it. His vacation was only as long as the government allowed it to be. If shit hit the fan and his team was called up, it wouldn’t matter if he was on vacation, at a funeral or his own damned wedding, he’d have to go.

      As far as he knew there wasn’t anything urgent going on in the world, but that could change in a heartbeat. He just hoped it wouldn’t. He was looking forward to some rest and relaxation. He needed it after all the missions they’d been on recently. When he was just about ten miles outside of Las Vegas’s city limits, a sound behind him made him look over his shoulder into the backseat.

      The extra blanket he’d brought for the mountain cabin stirred.

      “What the f—” He slammed on his brakes.

      The blanket and what was underneath it rolled off the seat onto the floorboard and made a squealing sound.

      Jack pulled to the side of the road, jumped out of the truck and yanked open the backdoor. He grabbed the blanket and pulled it off whatever was beneath it, fully expecting to find some kind of animal. Instead, he found the woman he thought he’d left inside his apartment. “What the hell?”
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      “I’m sorry.” Anne blinked up at him. “I thought I’d make it to your final stop, but I can’t. My bladder is about to burst.” She pulled herself off the floorboard, stepped out onto the shoulder of the road and immediately crossed her legs. After a glance around, she grimaced. “Not a single bush?”

      “We’re in Nevada, lady. They don’t have bushes in Nevada. It’s a desert.”

      “I know that, but Jesus, I have to go. Could you at least turn your back?”

      “I did that for a minute, and now I have a stowaway.”

      “Seriously,” she said, her face contorting.

      Finally, he turned his back to her and crossed his arms over his chest. He heard the sound of her unzipping her jeans. “Why did you stow away in my truck?”

      “I didn’t have a choice,” she said.

      He started to turn around.

      “Don’t look!” she exclaimed.

      He realigned with his back firmly toward her. “I let you have free run of my apartment. Why didn’t you stay?”

      “I couldn’t. Derek would be back. He would have found me in your apartment. He’d have found me anywhere I would have gone in the city. I couldn’t stay in San Diego. I don’t know how he did it, but he found me after I’d come all the way from LA.”

      “I don’t understand why you think that’s my problem?”

      “You were leaving; you were getting out of the state altogether. I didn’t have the money to buy a bus ticket. Besides, he could have traced me if I had. Where are you going to stop for the night?”

      He pointed toward the city ahead of him. “Vegas.”

      “You could let me out there. I’ll figure out what to do next. I just needed to get out of San Diego without him finding me.”

      “I should just leave you here on the side of the road,” Jack said. “I didn’t ask for you to stow away in my truck.”

      “I know,” she said.

      He heard the sound of a zipper going up, and then she walked around to stand in front of him. “I’m sorry I’m inconveniencing you. I was running out of choices.”

      “I still think you should’ve called the cops.”

      “And tell them what? My ex-boyfriend beats me?” She held out her arms. “Do you see any bruises? It’s been three weeks. They’re gone.”

      “You should’ve turned him in when you had them.”

      “He kept me locked up until they went away. I only just managed to get away from him by breaking through the bars on the windows. Please,” she said, “just take me into Las Vegas and you can leave me there.”

      He stood with his lips pressed tightly together. This was not how he’d envisioned his vacation beginning, and it sure as hell better not be the way it ended. “Fine,” he said, “I’ll let you out at my hotel. Or if there’s a women’s shelter somewhere close by, I can let you out there.”

      Anne shook her head. “No, he’d find me. I have to disappear. The man’s a computer hacker. He can find just about anything. There can be no record of me, no facial recognition software, nothing.”

      Though he felt like it was against his better judgement, he let her get back into the truck, this time in the passenger seat. He wouldn’t be human if he left her out there ten miles from the city. Who knew what kind of crazy person would pick up a cute, lone female on the side of the road and what they’d do to her? Her ex-boyfriend would be the least of her worries, not that it was his responsibility.

      With his jaw set tight he got back behind the wheel and drove into Las Vegas. It was nearing noon, and the fact he hadn’t eaten breakfast was getting to him. His stomach rumbled, and he heard an answering rumble from her side of the truck. He pulled into a fast-food restaurant and got in behind the line of vehicles.

      “What do you want?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “Nothing.”

      “Look, I’m buying.”

      She shook her head again. “Nothing.”

      “Did you eat any breakfast?”

      She shook her head.

      “Then what do you want?” he asked again.

      Her stomach grumbled, and she pressed her lips together tightly. “Could you see if they could give me some crackers?”

      He looked at her like she’d lost her mind. He gave up asking and just ordered food. Two hamburgers, a chicken salad, and some crackers, with French fries and a drink. Not knowing what she wanted to drink, he ordered her a tall water. At the very least, she needed to be hydrated. Nevada was not the place to be stubborn.

      When the food came, the aroma filled the truck. He set the bags on the middle console and pulled away from the window.

      “I prefer not to eat in the truck if I don’t have to,” he said. “My hotel is several blocks from here. Once I check in, we could eat there. Then you’re on your own.”

      She nodded with her fingers pressed to her lips, her eyes wide.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      She shook her head without saying anything. She dug in the bag, pulled out a package of crackers and held them up. “Do you mind? I need something to settle my stomach.”

      After her pyrotechnics with the pizza the night before, he was okay with that. “Go ahead. I’d rather clean up cracker crumbs than vomit.”

      The woman opened up the crackers and munched on them. As she did, the frown denting her brow eased a little, and she sat back in her seat.

      “That water’s for you,” he said. “Drink.”

      She nodded and took a sip, munched a couple more bites of the cracker, took another sip and sighed.

      “You must have a sensitive stomach,” he said.

      She nodded. “Yeah, sensitive stomach.” She turned and looked out the side window, her face reflecting in the glass. She had such a sad faraway look that it tugged at Jack’s heart. And that pissed him off.

      He drove to his hotel and pulled into the valet parking area. Before he got out, he reached over the back of the seat, dug into his overnight bag and fished out a baseball cap and sunglasses. “Here, wear these. If your ex can access cameras with facial recognition software, you should disguise your face.”

      She tucked her blond hair up into the cap and settled the sunglasses over her eyes.

      “It’s better than nothing,” he commented.

      Her nose and mouth were delicate and decidedly recognizable.

      Jack frowned. “Keep your head down.”

      She nodded.

      Jack grabbed a small overnight bag, which contained his shaving kit and handgun, got down from the truck. He rounded the front of the truck to the passenger side to help his stowaway alight. If she hadn’t gathered all the bags of food, her arms would’ve been empty.

      That didn’t sit right with Jack. Here she was in a strange town with absolutely nothing, having to start over because her ex-boyfriend was an ass and dangerous. Well, the least he could do was make sure she was fed before she left.
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      Anne was already sliding out of the passenger seat and down to the ground. She’d pulled the cap over her hair and donned the sunglasses. Other than the clothes on her back and the bag of hamburgers in her hand the woman had nothing. And based on her own description, she had no money.

      Jack rolled his eyes. At the very least, he could give her a place to eat her meal. Maybe he could stop and get some cash at an ATM before he sent her on her way.

      He handed over his keys to the valet.

      Anne looked up at him and said, “Thank you for the ride. I’ll get out of your hair now.”

      When she started to push the bag of hamburgers toward him, he shook his head. “No. You need to eat before you go.”

      “This is your food,” she said, shaking her head. “I can’t take it.”

      “I ordered a hamburger and chicken salad for you. I don’t want to eat two burgers, and I sure don’t want to eat roughage.”

      She closed her eyes and inhaled the scent of burgers. “I am hungry,” she said. “But I can just take my burger and salad and go.”

      “You might as well come up to my room. It’s bound to have a table.”

      “I’m sure I could find a table somewhere in this casino.”

      He shook his head. “They’re not going to let you bring food in from outside, unless you take it straight up to a room.”

      “Surely, they’ll get over it,” she said. “You’ve done enough by getting me here.”

      “Seriously, I don’t want you walking off without food in your belly. Whether I like it or not, I feel somewhat responsible for you.”

      Her brow formed a worried V. “I didn’t intend for you to feel responsible for me. I’m on my own. I can deal with it. I don’t want to be seen too much in too many places,” she said. “I swear that has to be how he found me in San Diego, by using facial recognition software.”

      Jack nodded toward her. “With that get up on, I doubt he would be able to find you now.”

      “I hope so. I don’t want to risk being found again,” she said.

      “Well then come up to my room, eat your dinner, and then go on your way.”

      Anne kept her head down while he checked in at the registration desk. The clerk behind the counter nodded toward her and said, “I hope you and your wife enjoy your stay.”

      Jack ignored the comment, cupped Anne’s elbow, and led her toward the elevators. On the way, he stopped at the ATM and took out his daily limit of four hundred dollars and stuffed it into his pocket.

      Once they arrived at the elevator, Anne hesitated getting in.

      Jack tipped his head toward the open door. “You might as well come up. I promise, I have no intentions of taking advantage of you. I’m not a woman beater like your ex.”

      She lifted her chin and sighed. “I believe you.” She stepped into the elevator.

      He got in behind her and punched the button for his floor. They didn’t talk on the way up. When they arrived at their floor, he waited for her to step out and then led the way to the room number the clerk had indicated.

      She still carried the bag of hamburgers and went immediately to the table where she dropped the bags. A moment later, a knock at the door made Anne jump.

      “That will be the bellman.” Jack crossed to the door, looked out the peephole, verified it was the bellman, and then opened the door.

      She really was scared, and he didn’t like that. No female should be that scared of anybody. It made him angry and want to hurt her ex-boyfriend.

      Anne pulled the cap and sunglasses off after the bellman left. Then she sat down, opened up the bag with the hamburgers and laid them out on the table. She looked up at him.

      “Go ahead,” Jack said. “You don’t have to wait on me.”

      She shook her head. “You should be eating. It was your money, your food.”

      He finally took a seat across from her, opened the wrapper around the burger and took a bite.

      Finally, she lifted her own sandwich and took a little bite, chewed and swallowed. She waited a few seconds before she took another bite.

      “Does it taste okay?” he asked.

      She nodded. “It’s good. I just need to take my time. I don’t want it to upset my stomach.”

      “Is that what happened with the pizza?”

      “Some things just don’t sit well with me.” She gave him a crooked smile. “Apparently, pizza is one of them.”

      “You didn’t know that before you ate the pizza?”

      “Well, I’d never had a problem before—” She cut herself off before she finished the sentence.

      “Before what?” he asked.

      She stared down at the food. “Nothing.” Obviously, she didn’t want to open up to him.

      Jack frowned. She didn’t trust him. Or maybe she didn’t trust men, in general. And why should she? The man she’d been living with had been a monster. She needed to know he wasn’t like her ex. “Well, I’ve never had a problem,” he said. “Maybe it was the pizza.”

      She shrugged. “Maybe.”

      He felt like she was holding back, afraid to tell him the truth. He ate halfway through his hamburger before he remembered the money he’d withdrawn from the ATM. He reached into his pocket, took out the bills and laid them on the table. “Look, you need this more than I do.” He shoved it toward her.

      Her brow furrowed, and she shook her head. “I won’t take it. You’re not responsible for me. I can make it on my own.”

      “If you don’t have any money to start with, I don’t see how you can get where you’re going or even afford to put money down on another apartment. At the very least, you need to see if you can get into a shelter somewhere. For tonight, you’re welcome to stay here, as long as you sleep on the couch. I get the bed.”

      “When I’m done here,” she whispered, “I’ll leave.”

      “And go where?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I’m not your problem.”

      “Well, you kind of made me responsible for you by showing up in my apartment and then stowing away in my truck. I kind of need to know now that you’re going to be all right.”

      She took another small bite, chewed slowly and swallowed without responding.

      “At the very least, stay the night. Maybe call around and find a place to stay before you end up on the street after I leave.”

      “Again,” she said, “I’m not your responsibility. I’ll be okay.”

      “Do you have money for a room in a hotel?”

      Her lips pressed into a tight line. “Not your business.”

      Jack slammed his palm on the table.

      Anne flinched.

      As soon as his hand hit the table and he saw her reaction, Jack regretted it. Her response made him realize just how vulnerable she was, and it made him even more frustrated. He softened his tone. “You made it my business when you stowed away in my truck. Look, it’s your choice, and it’s your life. I didn’t mean to scare you by making that noise, but like it or not, I’m going to worry about you. Please, take this money and give yourself some time to find a place before you leave this room. Can’t you get on the phone? Can’t you call someplace that specializes in abusive situations?

      She shook her head. “I don’t want to call. I don’t want to leave names.”

      “You can leave a fake name. Do you even have a cellphone? If not, let me get you a burner phone. That way you can at least leave some kind of number for the places that you contact to return your call.”

      “I’ll figure it out.” She wrapped up the hamburger, after eating less than a quarter of it. “If you don’t mind, I think I’ll leave.”

      Well, wasn’t that what he’d wanted all along? Now that she was about to depart, he couldn’t stand the thought of her leaving with no place to go and no money to get her there. “Look,” he said, “I’d really feel better if you didn’t.”

      “And you’re going on vacation. You don’t need to be saddled with somebody who’s done nothing but take advantage of you from the get-go. So, do your vacation. I’ll take care of myself.” She took the burger with her as she walked toward the door.

      The money still sitting on the table bothered Jack.

      As Anne reached the door, Jack pushed to his feet. “Look, Anne, I can’t let you leave like this. Please, just stay the night. Use my laptop to look for a place to stay…a shelter or something. I’ll even let you stay in the room without me. I had planned on doing some gambling, so I’m going downstairs to do just that. You can use the shower, whatever. That way I’m not in your way and you’re not in mine.”

      She paused with her hand on the door, taking several seconds to digest what he’d said. “I could use a shower,” she murmured.

      “Good, then I’ll leave you to it and, again, you’re welcome to stay the night. If you’re not here when I get back, well, okay, I did what I could. But you are welcome to stay, and I promise not to yell again.”

      She dropped her hand from the knob. “Okay, I’ll take you up on the shower. As for the rest, I’ll think about it. Please don’t let me keep you from doing what you wanted to do.” She raised her hands. “And trust me, I’m not going to steal your things.”

      He laughed. “It would just be a bunch of clothes.” He patted the wallet in his back pocket. “I’ve got my credit cards. Not worried about it. And, seriously, this four hundred dollars…I’m leaving it on the table. Take it.”

      She shook her head. “No, I’m not taking your money. I’ve already taken too much of your time.”

      The idea of a little gambling and total relaxation had taken a big hit when Anne had landed in his apartment. Before he left the room, he dropped the extra key card on the table for her and pocketed the other. He didn’t expect to see her when he came back. He told himself that would be a good thing. At the same time, he didn’t like the idea of her disappearing and him not knowing what had become of her.

      After running from a violent ex-boyfriend, Anne had nothing. Still, she’d foolishly refused to take his money. Then again, she might take him up on the offer to stay at least a night. Jack found himself hoping she would. Whatever. He would find out what she’d decided when he got back.

      Perhaps the temptation of four hundred dollars would be something she couldn’t resist. Jack would feel better knowing she had a little cash, so that she could at least get a room for the night and not have to sleep on the streets where it wasn’t safe. She’d insisted she wasn’t his responsibility.

      Then why the hell did he feel like she was?

      

      Anne watched as Jack left. She’d had every intention of leaving as soon as the truck stopped in front of the casino. After being so angry at her for stowing away in his truck, she was very surprised Jack had more or less insisted she stay the night. And then offering her the four hundred dollars…

      She shook her head. No way would she take that money.

      Anne had to admit she was tempted. The cash would go a long way toward renting a very small apartment. She could find work to make enough money to pay the following months’ rent. Or she might do like he said and find a shelter that wouldn’t demand her driver’s license or some form of identification. Surely, there were shelters that would take her in without questions. She couldn’t leave any trace of her actual identity. If anything found its way into a computer, Derek would find her. She didn’t know how he did it. He was good at tracking people, and he made some folks pay to keep him silent.

      Once the door had closed behind Jack, Anne took her hamburger back to the table and slowly ate the rest of it, knowing she needed to feed the baby, and she hadn’t had anything to eat all morning. A hamburger wasn’t the best food to feed a baby, but the salad would provide a healthy alternative.

      If she’d stayed long enough in San Diego, she’d hoped to start eating healthier and begin collecting items for the baby. If she didn’t have enough to take care of the baby, she’d even considered putting it up for adoption. The child didn’t need to struggle along with her. She had no doubt she’d have enough love in her heart to take care of it, but she might never have enough money to do it right.

      Anne managed to eat the salad, the entire hamburger and some of the leftover French fries and she chased it with the bottle of water that was on the counter in the room. So far, everything seemed to be staying down, which was good because she needed that nourishment.

      She went into the bathroom and found shampoo, conditioner and soap in sample sizes. She locked the bathroom door just in case Jack came back or in case anybody else came into the room. Who knew? Her ex had found her apartment in San Diego. For all Anne knew, Derek might already have found her and traced her to Vegas.

      Yes, she was punchy, but she was punchy for a reason. Derek was good at what he did. Too bad he didn’t do it for a more honorable purpose, instead of blackmailing or stealing data or money from people.

      Anne stripped out of her clothes, folded them neatly and laid them on the counter. She stepped into the shower and turned on the water. At first it was cold, and she welcomed the chill, shocking her system when it was so tired and all she wanted to do was take a nap.

      She understood being pregnant would drain her. Working as a waitress every day made it hard to take a break. By noon she’d get hit with a wave of exhaustion and have to power through until she could get back to her apartment.

      Besides the exhaustion, she still had bouts of morning sickness. Hopefully, she’d pull out of that phase of her pregnancy as she completed her first trimester. In the meantime, she tried not to eat things that would upset her stomach. Unfortunately, she didn’t always have choices.

      She’d have to find another waitressing job that would allow her to work for tips. She didn’t want to leave her social security number or driver’s license or anything that Derek could find.

      Vegas might not be far enough away. She needed to get even farther. Plus, she wasn’t so sure she wanted to stay in Vegas. She might have to find another truck that was going east or north or someplace away from California altogether.

      Hadn’t Jack said he was going to Montana?

      Montana would be perfect, being so far away from California. She could get lost up there, and he’d never find her. There had to be places that were off the grid and away from internet access.

      She doubted seriously that up in Montana they’d have a whole lot of facial recognition cameras connected to computers, unlike in San Diego and Las Vegas. It was tempting to stow away again in that truck and go all the way to Montana, but she had already taken advantage of Jack for far too long. He had not been happy about it, and she couldn’t blame him.

      He was on vacation, and he didn’t want to have to deal with somebody with a significant amount of baggage.

      Anne quickly showered and then used the blow dryer to dry her hair. She dressed again in her same clothes because they were all she had. She thought about the clothes she’d had to leave behind in her San Diego apartment. They hadn’t been expensive, but she’d bought them with her own money. She squared her shoulders. She could do it again. She’d come this far. She’d be damned if she gave up. She unlocked the bathroom door and peered out before she left the relative safety of the locked room.

      After being up all the previous night, she was so tired she could barely stay awake. If she took a really quick nap, she’d wake up more refreshed and ready to handle anything. Jack had given her permission to stay overnight in the room, which she had no intention of doing. But what would it hurt to stay while he was gambling? She could take a short nap, and then leave to find a truck stop and someone headed north or east.

      Anne curled up on the couch and laid her head down, promising herself thirty minutes of sleep at the most. She was asleep before her eyes fully closed.
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      Anne wasn’t sure how long she’d been asleep. When she woke, she sat up with a start, unsure of where she was. Panic set in, and she leaped to her feet. As the fog of sleep cleared, her memory returned. She was in a Vegas hotel room out of the generosity and kindness of a stranger’s heart, not that he was at all pleased about it. Still, he’d given her time to regroup and hadn’t kicked her out. Now, it was time for her to leave and keep moving to avoid Derek.

      As she finger-combed the tangles out of her damp hair, she looked around to gather her things and realized she didn’t have any things to gather, except for the little bit of money she had tucked safely in her bra. She pulled it out and counted the bills with a sinking heart. It wasn’t much. It might buy her a couple of meals, but it certainly wouldn’t buy her a room for the night.

      Her gaze landed on the four hundred dollars Jack had left on the table. As tempting as it was, she’d already imposed on him enough. The best thing she could do for him was to exit before he returned to his room. She’d leave the money and leave his life, so that he could go on with his vacation without her.

      Taking a deep breath, she started for the door. She was halfway across the room when she noticed the door handle moving. Her pulse kicked up. It might just be Jack coming back, but she didn’t trust that to be the case. Anne ran to the door and quickly pressed her eye to the peephole. In the moment she realized who it was, her heart dropped to the pit of her belly and the door opened.

      She stepped back and let the door hide her for the moment. She would have shoved it closed, but the door was on a hydraulic hinge. She couldn’t run across the room fast enough to get to the bathroom and lock herself in. All she could do was wait for Derek to enter. Before he discovered that she was there behind the door, she could duck out and run down the hall. She waited, holding her breath.

      Derek stepped in, his gaze panning the room. Unfortunately, he was still holding the door handle, so she couldn’t get around him until he let go. When he finally did, he stepped out toward the bedroom. She waited for him to take three steps. The door started to close behind him, which gave her no concealment. He was just turning her way when she ducked around him and dove for the door.

      She didn’t make it.

      He grabbed her hair and yanked her back into the room. She screamed, but nobody came running.

      “I don’t know why you thought you could get away from me,” Derek growled into her ear.

      “Why do you care?” she cried out. “I obviously mean nothing to you.”

      “You’re mine, Deirdre,” he said, his grip tightening on her hair. “I keep what’s mine.”

      She struggled to free herself from him, but his fingers were firmly twisted in her hair. “You’re coming with me,” he said. “I won’t let you whore yourself to another man.”

      “I’m not whoring myself,” she said, fighting the urge to cry. She refused to shed a single tear over this man.

      “How else are you staying in this fancy suite? What did you give him,” Derek snorted, “your body?”

      “No,” she said. “And I was about to leave. He was just kind enough to give me something to eat. I stowed away in his truck. He didn’t know until we were almost to Vegas.”

      Derek released her hair, grabbed her arm with his other hand and yanked it up behind her back. Pain shot through her shoulder, and she stood on tiptoe to keep the pain at bay.

      “Please,” she begged, “leave me alone. I don’t want to be with you. You hurt me.”

      “And I’m going to hurt you again for leaving me. But first I’m going to take care of this man who dared touch what’s mine.”

      “No!” Anne struggled despite the pain ripping through her shoulder.

      Derek pulled a knife out of his jacket pocket. “He dared to touch you. Now, he has to die.”

      “What kind of monster are you? He had nothing to do with me leaving you. You were the reason I left. Not him.”

      Derek snorted. “I don’t care why you left me. You’ve been living next door to that man for three weeks. You’ve probably been sleeping with him the whole time.”

      “No, I haven’t slept with him. I didn’t even meet him until you barged into my apartment, and I had to escape into his.”

      Derek ratcheted her arm up a little higher. “I saw you get into his truck.” He gave an evil laugh. “By the way…I took care of his ride. He won’t be taking you anywhere from here. Not in that truck.”

      Anne balanced on her toes in an attempt to relieve the pain shooting through her arm and shoulder. “Derek, what did you do with Jack’s truck?”

      He laughed. “Trust me, it’s not going anywhere.”

      Anne’s stomach roiled. Not only had she intruded on Jack’s vacation, but she had also brought the wrath of Derek upon him. She needed to get her ex-boyfriend out of Jack’s room before her benefactor returned. “Look, I’ll go with you, no question. I won’t even fight you. But we have to leave now.”

      “And we will leave…after I take care of your host.”

      “I swear, Derek, he had nothing to do with me leaving you, and he hasn’t touched me. Let’s go. Let’s go now.” She tried to lead him toward the door. He tightened his hold on her arm, pushing it higher up her back. When she tried again to move toward the door, Derek stuck the knife up to her throat, pressing the tip into her skin. If she moved at all, it would puncture her. Her breath caught in her throat. Tears welled in her eyes. “He didn’t do anything. Let’s just go. I’ll stay with you. I won’t try to run away.”

      “Damn right, you’ll stay with me,” he said. “I keep what’s mine.”

      She wanted to tell him, I’m not yours, but she needed to get away from him first. She needed to get away from Jack and Jack’s room. The lock on the door clicked. Anne’s heart leaped into her throat. Derek’s hold tightened on her, and the knife pressed against her throat a little tighter, the tip nicking her skin.

      Anne drew in a breath and waited. When the door started to open, she yelled. “Jack, don’t come in!”

      Instead of being scared away, Jack burst through the door and lunged toward Anne.

      Derek waited until Jack got close enough, and then jabbed the knife at him, stabbing him in the ribs.

      Jack jerked back, clutching a hand to his side. He cocked his leg and kicked the knife out of Derek’s hand.

      The hit made Derek loosen his grip on Anne.

      Anne jabbed Derek in the ribs with her elbow, spun around and kicked him full in the chest.

      Derek staggered backward.

      When Jack charged toward him, Derek shot through the door and raced down the hallway. A group of revelers stepped out of the elevator. As Derek passed by, he pushed through them.

      They turned and shouted at Derek’s departing figure.

      When Jack reached the revelers, they blocked him just enough to give Derek time to make it to the stairwell. Derek darted through the doorway.

      Jack followed.

      Anne ran down the hallway after the two men.

      Jack slammed into the door to the stairwell. She raced after them. When she reached the stairwell, she could hear the pounding of footsteps as Jack descended, chasing after Derek.

      Anne followed all fifteen stories down. When she reached the ground floor, her heart pounded, her legs shook and she was out of breath.

      Jack was halfway through the casino when he came to a halt and did a three-sixty turn. Apparently, he didn’t see Derek, so he headed for the exit. Anne caught up with Jack outside the front of the casino. He stood looking in both directions, looking right then left.

      “Leave it,” she said as she caught up with him.

      Jack shook his head. “No way in hell.” Blood oozed from the tear in his shirt. He pressed a hand to it. “He drew first blood.”

      “Yeah, but he’s gone,” she reasoned.

      “Who’s to say he won’t be back?” Jack asked.

      Anne couldn’t argue with that. No matter how far she’d run or how long she’d been gone, Derek always found her.

      He turned to her. “Come on, let’s go back to the room.”

      She shook her head. “No, I’m leaving, going off on my own.”

      “The hell you are,” he said. “I don’t know how he found you, but he might do it again. I can’t let you face him alone.”

      She stared at him. “You don’t have a choice. This is my life and my problem, not yours.”

      He stared down at the blood coming through his fingers and the wound on his ribs. “He just made it my problem.”

      Anne sighed, hooked her hand through his elbow and looked up at him. “The least I can do is help bandage that. We really need to get you to a hospital.”

      “I’ll be fine,” he said. “It’s just a flesh wound.”

      She shook her head. “Until it gets infected and becomes a bigger problem. You really need to go to the hospital and get some antibiotics. We don’t know what kind of germs were on Derek’s knife.”

      “I have some antibacterial ointment in my shaving kit and a first aid kit in my truck.”

      Anne bit her bottom lip. “About your truck…”

      “What about my truck?” he said, his gaze sharpening.

      “Let’s get you back up to your room, and then I’ll tell you what happened.” She slipped an arm around his waist and guided him back through the casino to the elevators.

      “I thought you were leaving?” he said.

      “I am, after I know you’re okay.” They entered the elevator, and she punched the number to go up to the floor they were staying on.

      “Why don’t you just leave me now?” he said. “It’s what you wanted to do.”

      She stepped into the elevator with him. “It’s my fault you got stabbed in the first place.”

      “No, it’s not,” he said. “You didn’t stab me, your ex did.”

      “But he wouldn’t have stabbed you if I hadn’t stowed away in your truck. He saw me get in. He followed us.”

      When they reached the room, Jack waved his key over the lock. The lock clicked, and he pushed open the door. “Well, there’s nothing wrong with my legs. I can walk on my own.”

      Anne dropped her arm from around his waist and hurried to the bathroom. Once there, she ran water in the sink, grabbed a clean washcloth, wet it and returned to Jack. “Take off your shirt,” she commanded.

      He started to and winced.

      “Here, let me.” Anne unbuttoned the front of his shirt and peeled it off his shoulders. When she saw the gash in his torso, she winced. “That’s just a little bit more than a flesh wound,” she said. “You really need stitches.”

      He shook his head. “Look in my shaving kit. I have a couple of butterfly bandages that will work just fine.”

      She handed him the washcloth. “Here, you clean the wound, while I’ll get the bandages.” She hurried back to the bathroom, dug through his shaving kit and found the butterfly bandages and the antibiotic ointment, as well as several condoms. Her heart skipped several beats at the condoms.

      What would it be like to make love with a man who respected her body? She shook her head. She might never know.

      When Anne returned to the sitting room, Jack was dabbing at the wound, making the washcloth bloody. She took it from him and said, “Don’t do anything until I get back.”

      Back in the bathroom, she found another clean washcloth, wet it down and came back to him. She cleaned the wound and applied the ointment and adhesive bandages.

      When she finished, she stood back.

      Jack asked, “Now, what about my truck?”

      Her lips pressed into a tight line. “I’m not exactly sure, but Derek said that he took care of it. That you wouldn’t be taking it anywhere.”

      “Let’s go check it out,” he said.

      “You might want to wear a shirt,” she suggested.

      Jack entered the bedroom and emerged a minute later, pulling a dark T-shirt over his head.

      Anne wasn’t happy about going to see the damage Derek had done to Jack’s truck. She wished she’d never landed on Jack’s balcony. He’d be on his vacation, uninjured, and his truck intact. She squared her shoulders. She’d need to get Jack’s number so she could send him money to pay for the damage to his truck…whenever she got enough to send his way.

      They went down to the parking garage. A group of valets stood around the wreck of Jack’s truck. It appeared to have been beaten with something like a tire iron or baseball bat. Every window had been shattered and the tires slashed.

      Jack swore under his breath.

      “I’m sorry,” Anne said. “I’ll get your information. When I get some money, I’ll repay you.”

      He shook his head. “Insurance will cover it.”

      “Yeah, but you’ll have a deductible,” she said, “At least, let me pay for that.”

      “Again,” he shook his head, “you didn’t do this. He did.”

      “Because of me,” she said. “I made a bad choice in boyfriends.”

      “Bad choice or not, you didn’t destroy my truck.”

      “Yeah, but now you can’t get to Montana.”

      “The hell I can’t. That’s what insurance is for.” He looked around. “I’ll rent a truck.”

      “But, seriously, let me have your information. When I get some money, I’ll send it to you to cover the deductible at the very least,” she said. “I insist.”

      He shook his head. “I’m not doing that.”

      She went to the back of his truck and committed his license plate number to memory.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “I’m memorizing your license plate number. When I get a chance, I’ll earn the money to pay you back for the damage to your truck, for the food you paid for and for the hotel room. It’s the least I can do. Now,” she said, “I’m going to leave. The sooner the better, before Derek decides to come after you again.”

      Jack frowned. “Where will you go? Do you have a plan?”

      She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. The farther away the better.”

      His eyes narrowed. “How far is far enough?”

      She shrugged again. “I don’t know.”

      Jack drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’m going to Montana. I have a friend there who provides protection to individuals who need it. I can introduce you to him.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t have money to pay anybody.”

      “Is Montana far enough?”

      “I don’t want to cause you any more problems,” she said.

      “My friend, Hank Patterson, has an organization called the Brotherhood Protectors. That’s what he does. He handles problems.” Jack tipped his head to the side. “Derek could be waiting for you out there.”

      She sighed. “Yeah, but that’s my problem.”

      “Look,” Jack said. “Don’t be stupid. Hank can help you.”

      “Then I can get to Hank by myself. You do not have to ferry me halfway across the country to get to him.”

      “And how are you going to get there?”

      She lifted a shoulder and let it fall. “I’ll find a way.”

      “Hitchhiking? Stowing away in somebody else’s truck? Somebody might not be as nice as I’ve been.”

      She gave him a crooked smile. “He knew to follow us here. I need to split off from you and keep you from taking the brunt of his anger.”

      “I can handle it,” he said.

      “Yeah, but you don’t have to,” she said. “This is my problem, my bad choices, not yours.”

      Jack didn’t like it. After he’d seen Derek with the knife pressed to Anne’s throat, he couldn’t leave her to fend for herself. “Whether or not you come with me, he’ll be back after you again,” Jack said. “If you leave now, I won’t be there to protect you.”

      “That’s the whole point,” Anne said. “You shouldn’t have to protect me. You should be going on your vacation, leaving me behind. I should never have brought you into my world.”

      “Too late. You already have.” He captured her gaze. “Let my friend Hank help you.”

      “I don’t have money to pay your friend.”

      “From what I understand, if you don’t have the money, he will still take you on. He and his wife have enough. They just want to provide help to people who need it.”

      She drew in a deep breath and narrowed her eyes. She didn’t say anything for a long moment, as if considering what he’d said. “Are you sure? Derek might find us on the way.”

      “I’m sure or I wouldn’t have offered. Now, is it yes or no? I need to make a plan.”

      Her brow furrowed, and she chewed on her bottom lip. Finally, she said, “Okay, but just to Montana, and then you’re free of me.”

      “Good,” he said.

      “I’m not so sure it’ll be good for you,” Anne said. “But I’m with you until Montana. I’d like to meet this Hank Patterson, if you really think he can help me.”

      “I worked with Hank on deployments a couple of times. He was a Navy SEAL. He’s highly trained and highly efficient.”

      “Yeah, but the civilian world can be different,” Anne said.

      “He’s been pretty successful since then. From what I understand, he helped his wife Sadie McClain in a stalker situation.”

      Anne blinked several times. “Sadie McClain, the movie star?”

      Jack grinned. “Yes, Sadie McClain, the movie star.”

      “How does he know her?”

      “She’s his wife. They have two kids together.”

      “Wow,” Anne’s eyes widened. “How’d they get to know each other?”

      “I don’t know,” Jack said. “I think they grew up together. Sadie McClain is from Montana.”

      “I’ve agreed to go with you, but I don’t want to be any more of a burden than I’ve already been.”

      “Good,” he said. “Because I don’t need any more of a burden.”

      Her brow creased. “I’m sorry about what happened to your truck.”

      He shrugged. “It was just a truck.”

      “Yeah, but it’s slowing you down. You needed to get on the road in order to make it to Montana in a reasonable amount of time.”

      “I can do that in a rental, and that’s what I have planned. My insurance will cover the rental of a truck, so it won’t slow me down too much.”

      “Will you leave tonight or in the morning?”

      “We can do either, but I’m sure that the rental car company will be better able to locate a truck by the morning, if I give them a call tonight.”

      “Which will give Derek more time to follow us,” Anne said.

      “I’m not too worried about him,” Jack said. “He ran pretty fast when he was faced with opposition.”

      A smile curved Anne’s lips. “He did, didn’t he?”

      “The main thing is,” Jack said, “for us to get out of here. The sooner the better. If you need the sleep tonight, I can get the casino’s security staff to stand guard on this room to make sure Derek doesn’t make a reappearance. Or we could find a rental truck immediately and hit the road.”

      “You’re the one who’s driving,” she said. “You decide. I’m okay with staying here or hitting the road.”

      “Then we’ll stay here for the night, because I don’t think the rental car company will be as accommodating if we leave right now.” He clapped his hands together. “In the meantime, I’m hungry. Let’s go get something to eat.”

      “We had hamburgers just a little while ago,” she pointed out. “If you haven’t noticed, it’s only been a few hours. I can stay here while you go eat.”

      “Nope. The last time I left you, here your ex-boyfriend showed up.” Jack shook his head. “You’re coming with me.”

      She looked down at what she had to wear. “I’d prefer to stay here. I’m not dressed for anything else.”

      “Fine, we’ll take you shopping as well.”

      Anne shook her head. “No way. I can’t afford to pay you back for half of what you’ve done. I can’t let you buy clothes for me as well.”

      “I’m not leaving you here. You’re coming with me.”

      Anne cocked an eyebrow. “Is that an order?”

      Jack stared at her for a moment. “I could care less whether or not you do what I say. But if I’m responsible for you, you need to come with me. I can’t leave you alone because your ex-boyfriend is bound and determined to make your life miserable. He got into our room once before whether you let him in or not.”

      “I didn’t,” Anne clarified.

      Jack nodded. “Exactly my point. He knows where you are. He knows who you’re with. What’s to keep him from coming back again while I’m out?”

      “Nothing,” Anne said. “He’s got some idiotic notion that I belong to him.” She frowned heavily. “I don’t.”

      “You belong to nobody,” Jack said. “If you don’t want to go with him, you don’t have to.”

      “I should go with him,” she said, “if I want to leave others out of it. Others like you. Don’t you get it? He wants to kill you. He doesn’t like anyone interfering in what he considers his business.” She sighed. “You are not responsible for me, and you are not responsible for his insanity.”

      “You’re right,” Jack said. “I’m not responsible for you or for his actions, but I’m not leaving you to him. That bastard’s crazy. He doesn’t appear to want to give up easily.”

      Anne snorted. “No, he doesn’t.”

      “What makes him think that way?” he asked.

      “I made the mistake of moving in with him several months ago. Once I did, he took control of my life, my money, my movements. When I tried to escape, he beat me up and locked me in a house with bars on the windows.” She gave a tight smile. “But I got away. I don’t plan on going back to him, if I can help it.”

      “What do you mean, if you can help it?” he asked.

      “I’ll do what I have to protect myself, even if it means giving in to him to avoid being beaten.”

      Jack’s fists clenched. “No woman should have to live under those kinds of restraints. Why don’t you turn him in to the police?”

      “He’s good at covering himself. One time he beat me, but he kept me locked up long enough all the bruises had faded. I couldn’t go to the police without the evidence. I had to figure my way out without him knowing. Again. He doesn’t let go of what belongs to him.”

      “You don’t belong to him,” Jack said.

      “I know that, and you know that, but he doesn’t agree. To him, I’m a possession.”

      “All the more reason for you to come with me to Montana. Hank will take care of you.”

      Anne stiffened. “That’s the problem. I don’t need anyone to take care of me. I need to learn to take care of myself. To make the right decisions. To associate with the right people.”

      Jack brushed a finger across the dot on her neck. “He had a knife to your throat, didn’t he? The same knife he stabbed me with?”

      Anne’s hand rose to touch her neck. “Yes, so?”

      “Next time, he might not let you live.”

      “And maybe that’s not a bad thing.” Anne’s hand dropped to her belly.

      Jack touched her arm, his eyebrows dipping low. “Do you really want to die at his hands? That would be like letting him win.”

      “It’s not about winning or losing,” Anne said. “It’s about survival. All I want is to find a place where I can live in peace, away from Derek.”

      “What made you go with a guy like that in the first place?” Jack asked.

      “Until I moved in with him, I didn’t see him for who he really was. Then he made demands of my life, took away my friends, took away my income. I didn’t know any better until he tried to take away my life. He beat me within an inch of losing it. I realized there was more to living than letting a man control me.”

      “Okay, well, if you’re with me,” Jack said, “then we need to get moving.”

      “I thought we were staying the night in Vegas,” Anne said.

      “I was, but I’ve changed my mind. I think we’re better off leaving tonight.”

      Anne nodded. “Agreed. The sooner the better.”
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      What was wrong with him? He’d set out on a quiet road trip to Montana. Alone. Not to share his time with somebody else. What had he been thinking, inviting Anne Smith to join him?

      A woman on a road trip meant chatter. Constant, incessant chatter.

      He’d come on this trip for silence and his chance to be away from everything. If he took this woman along with him, it would be another twelve hours, at the very least, with her in the truck.

      Could he stand her company that long? And why did he feel he had to be the one to see her to Montana? Couldn’t he just stick her on a bus, pay for her ticket and send her up that way? That would require a whole lot less involvement from him.

      He could warn Hank ahead of time that she was on her way. Hank could meet her at the bus station.

      And her ex could find her along the way and make her life miserable, if not kill her.

      When Jack had come into his room and found Derek holding her with a knife in his hand, he’d practically lost his mind, charging in like an avenging knight on a mission to rescue a damsel in distress.

      He knew better than that. Women were trouble.

      Sure, it had been years since his last relationship with a woman. And it hadn’t ended well. His marriage, for the few short weeks it had lasted, had ended in more of an annulment than a divorce. His wife hadn’t stuck with him through BUD/S training before she’d given up on their union. Since then, Jack had resigned himself to the fact that marriage was not something a SEAL could contemplate. Their lives were far too complicated to try to share it with another.

      Jack spent the next few minutes contacting the police and his insurance company. He met with the police and the security detail from the casino at his truck, keeping Anne at his side the entire time.

      Casino security had already gotten wind of the damage done to his truck. Having gone through video footage, they’d discovered someone had hacked into the security system and erased all footage during the timeframe when the incidents had occurred in the garage and when Anne had been attacked.

      Anne had told Jack that Derek was good at hacking, but he hadn’t realized just how good he was. That he had gotten in that quickly and destroyed the evidence was disturbing. By now, he knew who Jack was. Anywhere Jack used his credit cards, Derek could find him. For that matter, he could sabotage his credit cards.

      The best thing Jack could do was get to Hank as soon as possible and let the Brotherhood Protectors take care of Anne and her ex-boyfriend. They’d have to do something about the hacker, or he’d continue to sabotage anything Anne or Jack tried to do.

      Unfortunately, they would need fuel the entire way up to Montana. He notified his credit card bank, asking them to verify every purchase made by texting him first. But if Derek was as good as Jack suspected he was, he’d find a way to circumvent that as well. Thankfully, Jack had taken out the four hundred dollars. If nothing else, that would get them to Montana in fuel.

      His insurance company arranged for a truck rental. It was delivered within an hour of Jack filing his claim. They also arranged for a tow truck to haul his truck to a repair shop where the damage would be assessed and determine whether or not the truck would be totaled or fixed.

      Either way, he’d be back through Vegas in two weeks if he needed to pick up the truck on the way home.

      Fully aware that they might be watched, Jack made quick work of transferring his belongings from his damaged truck to the rental. As soon as he was done, and the tow truck drove off, Jack and Anne made a run up to the hotel room for Jack’s overnight bag and the money he’d left on the table. Back down at the drive-through entrance, Jack helped Anne up into the rental truck, and they drove through town and out the other side, heading north. Before they left town, he stopped at a twenty-four-hour department store.

      “Why are we stopping here?” Anne asked.

      “I need a few things before we go on. I don’t know what we’ll have available between here and there.”

      Her brow puckered. “Do you think it’s safe to leave the truck?”

      “If we get in and out fast, I think it’ll be all right.”

      “I could stay out here and make sure no one damages it,” Anne volunteered.

      Before she finished her sentence Jack was shaking his head. “You’re coming with me. I don’t care if the truck is destroyed, as long as you’re not. I don’t feel like you’ll be safe if I leave you out here.”

      She gave him a weak smile. “I appreciate that.”

      He climbed down from the truck and came around the front.

      Anne was already out of the passenger side and met him at the front fender.

      Jack locked the truck and cupped Anne’s elbow, guiding her into the store. He walked straight to the women’s department.

      “Why are we stopping here?”

      “You need to grab some jeans and a couple T-shirts. You can’t live in just the clothes on your back.”

      Anne shook her head.

      He held up a hand. “The longer you argue, the longer it takes to get back out to the truck, and the more time it gives Derek to do a job on it. So, go. Then we’re going to get a burner phone. If he’s as good at hacking as you say he is, he will have found my phone and hacked into it. He’ll be able to follow our GPS signature to our destination. I’d rather not make it easy on him.”

      She hesitated.

      He frowned. “Go.”

      “Fine,” she said, with an obstinate dent in her brow.

      Jack stood guard as Anne chose one pair of jeans from the sales rack and a couple of T-shirts, again from a sales rack. When she returned to him, he nodded toward the rows of undergarments. “Get what you need in the way of socks and underwear.”

      “It’s too much,” she said.

      “Unless you want to stay in what you’re wearing, I suggest you get what you need. Trust me, I know how clothes start smelling when they’ve been worn for several days.”

      She grabbed a package of socks, one of underwear and a bra, her face turning bright red as she selected the last. “It would have been better if we’d gone to a thrift store,” she said. “I don’t know how or when I’ll be able to repay you. But I will.”

      “We can discuss that later. Right now, we need to get back out to the truck.”

      She nodded and carried her belongings to the electronics department where he purchased a burner phone and paid for all of their items at the counter where he paid for the phone.

      With their bags of purchases in hand, they left the department store and hurried out to the truck. Thankfully, it was still intact. Jack helped Anne up into the truck, loaded the bags into the front seat with her, and spent a few necessary minutes inspecting the truck, making sure nothing had been added to it that would allow Derek to track them. As far as he could tell by shining his light from his phone, he didn’t see anything that looked out of place, but he could easily have missed something.

      They would have to risk it. The sooner he got Anne up to Hank Patterson, the better off she’d be. Hank had spent the past few years in the civilian world providing bodyguard and protection services to people like Anne. He would know what to do. Whereas Jack’s expertise was in warfare. Give him a gun and a chance to shoot, and he would. This cyberwarfare was something he wasn’t as familiar with. He understood Hank had a computer guru who was good at hacking as well. Perhaps he could help put the kibosh on Derek.

      No matter what, they needed to get up to Montana and Hank Patterson’s place.

      As they pulled out of the city of Las Vegas, Jack glanced in the rearview mirror at the bright lights shining behind him.

      Anne sat with the bags in her lap, staring straight ahead. “I’m sorry,” she said. “You’d planned on gambling and enjoying yourself in Vegas. I ruined that for you, and I got you injured.”

      “It’s just as well,” he said with a chuckle. “I was playing poker and losing terribly. I’m almost positive that leaving Las Vegas when we did saved me a lot of money.”

      “Thanks for that,” Anne said.

      “For what?” he said with a grin. “Getting you out of Vegas?”

      “That and making me not feel so bad about dragging you away.”

      “Well, it’s going to be a long night. If you want to get some sleep, do it now. I might need your help later to keep me awake.”

      “I’m not sleepy,” she said. “I had a nap while you were out playing poker and before Derek showed up. If you want, I can drive.”

      “I’d gladly let you,” he said, “but I wouldn’t sleep anyway. When I’m not driving, I’m awake and afraid that whoever’s driving will run off the road. In that respect, I can be a little bit of a control freak. If you want to drive tomorrow in daylight, I will more than happily let you. Rest assured, I’m good at staying awake at night. I’ve had to during many deployments. Most of our missions are conducted at night.”

      “Anything I can do to help,” Anne said, “let me. It’s the least I can do.”

      “I’ll let you know,” he said.

      As the miles passed and the monotony of the desert stretched before him, Jack thought about the woman who sat beside him. He wondered what her story was. Why she’d ended up moving in with Derek. “Do you have some family somewhere?” he asked. “Should you let your folks know you’re all right?”

      The lights from the dash cast a soft glow over her face. “No,” she said. “My parents were older when I was born. They didn’t think they could have children, until I came along. Unfortunately, my father died just before he turned sixty. My mother died shortly afterward of a broken heart. I had just started college and had to drop out. They didn’t have much in the way of savings. I guess they were expecting to live a lot longer. Dad was still working when he died of a massive heart attack. Their insurance was only enough to cover his burial expenses, and then the rest of it went toward my mother’s and paying off their credit cards. I couldn’t afford the house payment, so I had to let it go back to the bank. Without a college education, I had to work doing the only thing I knew how to do and that was being a waitress.”

      “Is that where you met Derek?” Jack asked.

      She nodded. “Yes. He came in every morning for coffee. If it wasn’t busy, he’d talk with me. He’d seemed nice enough. When he asked me out on a date, I said yes. I was living in a house that had been divided into several apartments. It was the only thing I could afford on a waitress’s salary and tips. Derek was very attentive and pleasant when I was so sad over the loss of my parents. He took me out to eat and to the movies. It was nice not to be sad. Since I didn’t have any family, he kind of filled that void. The owner of the house I lived in ended up going to jail for tax fraud. The house was sold, and the occupants had to find new lodgings. That’s when Derek suggested I move in with him. I wasn’t able to find any other rental property or anything I could afford. His offer seemed to be a godsend. I packed up my stuff and moved in.” She laughed without mirth. “And that’s when everything changed.”

      Jack’s eyes narrowed. “It’s almost like he targeted you. Did you tell him you didn’t have any family?”

      Anne nodded. “I thought of that. But, by then, it was too late. I was living with him. I was getting an idea of what he was doing with his computer.”

      “And if he was hacking into computer databases, he might have wanted you under wraps to keep you from telling anyone else about his nefarious activities.”

      She nodded. “I didn’t agree with what he was doing. It was wrong. But, more than that, I really wanted to be free of him.”

      “And now?” Jack asked.

      Her jaw hardened. “I’d like to put him away so he can’t hurt me or anybody else again.” Her gaze went to Jack’s ribs where Derek had stabbed him.

      “I’m all right,” Jack assured her. “I’ve had much worse injuries. Although that doesn’t make what he did right. You’re lucky he didn’t sink that knife deeper into your throat.” Jack reached out and touched her neck just below where Derek’s knife had nicked her. “If he had stabbed you in just the right spot, you would’ve bled out before I could’ve done anything to help you.” His brow furrowed. “I shouldn’t have charged in like I did.”

      “But it worked,” she said. “It caught him off guard.”

      “Yeah, but he could just as easily have slit your throat instead of turning that knife on me.”

      “You can’t second guess yourself,” she said. “You got me away from him.”

      Jack’s lips twitched. “Seems like you got yourself away from him with that jab to his ribcage.”

      “Only because he loosened his hold when he went after you,” she reminded him.

      “Then we’ll have to agree we helped each other,” Jack said.

      Anne nodded, staring straight ahead into the darkness. “Doing something is better than playing the victim.”

      “Yes, it is,” Jack said. “You’ve got gumption.”

      “And you’ve got skills,” she said. “I wish I had those same skills. I would never have been in the situation I am now.”

      “You need to take some self-defense classes.”

      She snorted. “That kind of thing costs money. I was barely making enough to pay the rent and put food on the table.”

      “Maybe Hank can help you out with that, too,” Jack said.

      Her lips formed a thin line. “I don’t like being a charity case.”

      “No, but you’d like it even less being dead. Sometimes, you have to accept a little help until you can get on your feet.”

      She nodded, her hand going to rest over her belly.

      Jack’s eyes narrowed. “Are you feeling all right?”

      “Yes, why do you ask?”

      “You’re holding your stomach like you don’t feel well.”

      She shifted her arm to the armrest. “I feel fine.”

      “Are you hungry?” he asked. When she didn’t answer he went on, “Because if you are, so am I. Either way, if there’s a place to stop, I’ll grab something.”

      “I’m going to keep track of everything you spend on me,” she said. “And someday, I will pay you back.”

      “You’re paying me back by keeping me company.”

      Anne laughed. “Why would you want company on a vacation when you set out to be alone?”

      He lifted a shoulder and let it fall. “It’s not so bad. I’ve been with my team so long I thought I needed a break from them. The drive up from San Diego was just a little bit…” his mouth twisted, “lonely.”

      “Maybe you just needed a vacation with fewer people. Maybe not with no people,” she said.

      “Good point.”

      “And I’m only with you until we get to Hank Patterson’s place,” she said. “Then you’ll get that peace and quiet you wanted so badly.”

      He nodded. The thought of leaving her with Hank should have made him happy, but he felt somewhat responsible for her still and wondered what member of Hank’s team would be assigned to protect her. He trusted Hank because he knew him. He had served with Hank in Iraq. And though Hank was a good judge of character, Jack didn’t know the other members of Hank’s team, those that he might assign to protect Anne.

      Jack would want to meet the guy Hank had in mind for the mission. He’d want to know his background and skillset.

      Anne’s ex-boyfriend might not be a former SEAL or special ops soldier, but he was a sneaky bastard. Jack knew firsthand what he was capable of. He touched a hand to his ribs.

      The guy was dangerous, and he was persistent. Though he’d gotten away, he wouldn’t give up easily. His misguided belief that Anne belonged to him would lead him back to find her. He’d wait for his opportunity and make his move when nobody was looking. Would Hank’s guy be ready?
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      Although Anne tried to stay awake through the night, she fell asleep at about two o’clock in the morning and woke briefly when Jack stopped to refuel at four-thirty. She made use of that time to take a bathroom break.

      The baby wasn’t big yet, but already she felt the urge to urinate more often. Other physiological changes had been happening with her body. Along with bouts of morning sickness, her breasts had swelled, and she swore her hair was getting thicker. And too often, she was tired.

      Before too long, her belly would start swelling, and she wouldn’t be able to hide the fact that she was pregnant. Which might make it harder for her to find a job. Who would want to hire a pregnant woman as a waitress or even an office assistant? They would expect that by the time she had the baby she would want to take off six to eight weeks afterward to be with her newborn.

      What they didn’t know was that she couldn’t afford to take that much time off. As it was, she’d have to save money well ahead of that time to pay rent and be prepared to pay childcare for when she went back to work.

      Her heart tightened in her chest. This baby didn’t choose its father, and she wouldn’t undo the fact that she was pregnant. It was done. An abortion was out of the question. The baby was growing inside of her, and it was up to her to give it a chance to live.

      Maybe it was a good idea for her to put the baby up for adoption. It would have a better life with a couple who could afford to give it everything it needed, plus the love of two parents. Instead, her child would struggle with a mother who made barely above poverty level. Still, the thought of giving up her baby tore at her heart. Her own mother had loved her deeply. Anne felt fully capable of loving a child as deeply, even if there wasn’t a father in the equation to provide a balanced and steady home. Somehow, she’d make it. She’d figure it out before she gave birth.

      Just after sunrise, Jack pulled into a truck stop to put fuel in his truck. She noticed he hadn’t been using a credit card, but went inside and paid cash, insisting she accompany him as well. He was not going to let her out of his sight. Even when she went to the bathroom, he stood outside the door and waited for her to come out. She hated that he felt that was something he had to do.

      Anne valued her independence but, at the same time, she felt safe. If Derek were to show up, Jack wouldn’t let him get to her. It was the first time since she’d moved in with Derek that she’d felt anything like safe. She was able to relax inside the truck as they drove north, and since Jack wasn’t using his credit card, hopefully, Derek wouldn’t be able to track their online path.

      At the truck stop, Jack ordered food to go for breakfast. “I don’t want to leave the truck sitting out there any longer than we have to,” he explained.

      She nodded and stared out the window as he ordered the food. Whenever a vehicle pulled in next to the truck, Anne tensed and waited to see who climbed out. As soon as she realized the person wasn’t Derek, she relaxed.

      When they had their containers of food in a bag and ready to go, Jack led her toward the door and helped her up into the cab of the truck. He settled the bag of food on her lap and rounded the truck to climb into the driver’s seat.

      “We might as well sit here and eat,” Anne said and handed him one of the containers. She opened hers to find scrambled eggs, a biscuit, bacon and hash browns. Also in the bag was a small cup of fruit. She began nibbling on the biscuit to settle her stomach, then took a few bites of egg, closed the container and ate a couple bites of the fruit cup.

      Beside her, Jack shook his head. “That’s not going to fill you up.”

      No, it wasn’t, but her stomach was tricky in the morning. “I don’t eat a lot for breakfast,” she said. At least not when she could throw it up. “It was good,” she said. “I’ll eat some more of it later.” After she was sure that what she’d already eaten would stay down. “Please, take your time. It’s hard to eat and drive.”

      He finished his food in record time.

      She chuckled. “That was fast.”

      “You learn to eat fast, or you might not eat at all.” He grinned. “It was a vital skill I mastered in BUD/S training. We burned thousands of calories each day and needed every bit of food we could consume.”

      Anne could only imagine the hardship of his life. “I understand that Navy SEAL training is difficult.”

      Jack laughed. “That might be an understatement, but it does prepare you for the rigors of battle. Those who make it through know that they can count on their buddies, fellow Navy SEALS, to have their backs and the ability to protect and defend.”

      “You must be very close to your team,” she said.

      He nodded. “I am. They’re the brothers I never had growing up.”

      “Are you an only child, too?” she asked.

      “No,” he said, “I have two sisters. And, though they tormented me, I wasn’t allowed to wrestle or hit back. Which is just as well, no man should ever hit a woman. And though my sisters were brats to me growing up, they turned out all right.”

      “Do you get to see them very often?” she asked, envying Jack’s fortune in siblings. She had always wanted a brother or sister.

      His smile faded. “Not as often as I would like. They live on the east coast. Over the past six years I’ve made it home for Christmas twice.”

      “And yet, you’re going to Montana to spend your vacation alone…?” Anne cocked an eyebrow toward him.

      “Yeah, they gave me grief about that. I could’ve hopped on a plane and gone out to see them, but I really needed some downtime.”

      “I’m sorry,” Anne said.

      “For what?”

      “Bringing you into my situation is not giving you that downtime you needed. Hopefully, you’ll have a chance to relax once I get to Hank’s place.”

      He nodded. “I’m banking on that.”

      She settled her container of food on the floorboard behind her, leaned her head back and closed her eyes. Thankfully, the food she’d eaten remained in her stomach, with the added benefit of making her sleepy.

      Anne dozed off and on for the remainder of the trip. They fueled up again a few hours later, and once more, stopping to get lunch in Bozeman before heading east to the Crazy Mountains. She must have fallen asleep again, because she didn’t wake until they rumbled over a cattle guard, entering a gate with the words White Oak Ranch written in black wrought iron in an arch over the grate. She sat up straight and finger-combed her hair.

      “Is this it?” she asked. “Is this Hank’s place?”

      Jack nodded. “Yes, it is.”

      It was early afternoon. The sun shone brightly in the clear blue Montana sky. Anne lowered the visor, stared at her reflection in the mirror and rubbed the sleep out of her eyes.

      “Don’t worry,” Jack said. “Hank isn’t going to judge you based on your looks. He knows you’ve been on the road all night.”

      She laughed and looked over at him. “I hate looking like something the cat dragged in, especially if his wife is there. Sadie McClain is a mega movie star. I’ve seen a few of her movies. She’s really good.”

      Jack nodded. “And, from what I understand, she’s really down to earth. She grew up near the small town of Eagle Rock, Montana. Sadie was raised on a ranch. She wasn’t always the mega movie star that she is today.”

      Anne sighed. “Still, I wish I’d had time to do something with my hair, and at least, brush my teeth.”

      “I’m sure they’ll give you a chance to use their facilities. In fact, you might be staying there until he assigns someone to take over your protection.”

      Now that they were getting close, Anne wasn’t sure about her decision to go with Hank Patterson. She felt comfortable with Jack. He knew what to expect. Although he hadn’t been very happy about her showing up in his apartment and in his truck, Jack was the one she trusted. She’d thought she would never trust another man again. Until Jack.

      As they wound along the tree-lined gravel road, Anne shrank back against her seat, her anxiety mounting.

      This was it. Their time together was nearing an end.

      Jack would hand her over to his friend, somebody Anne had never met. And then he’d assign her another man she didn’t know, and she would be expected to trust and rely on him to keep her safe.

      Her stomach knotted and churned the food she’d consumed along the way. “You know, it might’ve been better if you’d dropped me off at that last gas station.”

      Jack shot a glance her direction. “Why do you say that now?”

      She shrugged. “It would be easier for me to disappear if I’m alone, rather than with a bodyguard hanging around.”

      Jack’s brow descended. “You’re not serious, are you?”

      She looked ahead. “I don’t know Hank or any of his team.”

      “Hank was an excellent Navy SEAL. When we served together, he saved my life on more than one occasion. He gave up the Navy when his father fell on hard times out here in Montana. That experience made Hank realize how difficult it is for former battle-trained service members to assimilate into civilian life. When Sadie McClain was threatened, Hank stepped up to the task of protecting her and, in so doing, he found a purpose for other highly trained special operations guys who’ve left the service. They use many of the skills they learned in their training.”

      “It’s good he’s given other service members a place to put their skills to work,” Anne said.

      Jack chuckled. “He’s even tried to recruit me into his Brotherhood Protectors. Someday, when I’m ready to leave the Navy, I might take him up on that offer. I’m just not ready right now.”

      “You seem to love what you do,” she said.

      “I do. There are parts I don’t like. But I love the team, my brothers. I can’t imagine them going on a mission without me. I’d feel as if I’d let them down. I feel like I’m needed there.”

      “What about your family at home? Don’t they need you?” A thought struck her in that moment. “I never thought to ask,” she said, “are you married? Do you have children? What about them?”

      His mouth set in grim lines. “I’m not married anymore.” His tone was clipped, as if he didn’t want to discuss that little bit of insight into his past.

      Anne stared across the console at Jack. “But you were married at one time? Do you have any children?”

      Jack shook his head. “No. We weren’t married long enough. Thank goodness.” His hands gripped the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles turned white. “But this conversation isn’t about me. It’s about Hank. He’s a good man, and he’s very skilled.”

      “But he might not be the one who is assigned to protect me,” Anne reminded Jack.

      “Hank chooses only the very best men to be on his team.”

      “That might be so, but it’s still easier to hide one person. I could just disappear.”

      Jack frowned. “I don’t like the idea of you disappearing. You shouldn’t have to go into hiding. Hank will find some way to stop Derek.”

      “That’s just it,” Anne said, “Derek won’t stop until he has me locked up again.”

      “You can’t live like that, Anne,” Jack said.

      “I can,” she said, “if I go someplace where he can’t find me.”

      Jack’s foot left the accelerator, slowing the truck. “But you’ve said it before, he will find you.”

      “Not if I move someplace off of the grid, where there aren’t security cameras he can tap into.” She tipped her head toward the mountains. “I could live in the mountains. Maybe find a cave.”

      “And how would you survive?” Jack asked.

      “I don’t know.” She raised her hands. “The settlers survived with nothing when they moved out here.” It was a foolish thought, but she felt more desperate the closer she came to being left with a stranger.

      His lips twisted. “They knew how to hunt, trap and grow their own food. And, for the record, a lot of them died.”

      Anne sighed. “You’re right. I probably wouldn’t last two weeks. With my luck I’d tangle with a bear. And I really can’t afford to die.”

      “Why do you say that?” he said.

      She glanced down at the hand on her belly. “No reason. I just need to live. If that means starting over somewhere else, then maybe, that’s what I need to do.”

      “Look. Give Hank a chance. He kept his wife Sadie alive when she had a stalker after her. He knows what you’re up against, and he has a team for backup. At least meet him and give him the benefit of the doubt.”

      “Okay,” Anne said, but she wasn’t convinced. She had a better chance of hiding herself than trying to keep under the radar with a bodyguard in tow, somebody she knew nothing about. If the bodyguard were Jack, she’d feel a little better about it. But she’d already imposed too long on him. He’d come out to Montana for a vacation, not to take care of her.

      At that moment, the trees parted and opened into a clearing where a house stood on a rise with a backdrop of the Crazy Mountains behind it. The sprawling two-story home had wide front porches that wrapped around the sides.

      As Jack pulled to a stop in front of the house, a man stepped out onto the porch, carrying a small baby. He was tall, broad-shouldered and dark-haired. A little girl with blond curls followed him. Behind them, a beautiful blonde emerged from the house.

      Anne recognized the woman as Sadie McClain, the star who’d claimed the hearts of many people through her movies and acting. Even dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, she was stunning.

      Anne felt positively bedraggled next to this woman.

      “We shouldn’t have come,” she said as she looked at the perfect family poised at the top of the porch stairs.

      Jack reached across the console, took her hand and gently squeezed her fingers. “Hank and Sadie are people just like everyone else. Don’t judge yourself based on them. And Hank is different than a lot of other people. He has skills that most people don’t acquire in a lifetime.” Jack chuckled. “Although I do know what you mean. Meeting Sadie McClain is an absolute perk and a bit intimidating.”

      Anne glanced toward him. “You’re intimidated?”

      He nodded. “Just a little. I’ve never met a movie star before.”

      “Me either,” Anne whispered.

      “Again, just remember they’re people,” he said. “They put on their pants one leg at a time, just like everybody else.”

      “I still think you should have left me at the last gas station,” Anne murmured.

      “Well, I can always take you back there, but at least let’s go meet them.” He grinned. “I can’t wait to tell the guys back in Coronado that I met Sadie McClain.”

      Anne squared her shoulders and told herself that she was being silly. She wasn’t afraid that she wouldn’t be worthy of Hank Patterson’s charity. She was actually more afraid that she might place this beautiful family in danger and still not escape Derek.
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      Jack’s chest swelled when he saw Hank step out on the porch. He had served with this man on several missions and had gotten to know him as another brother. Hank would do anything for his people. As a highly skilled Navy SEAL, he had done so on many occasions.

      Jack cupped Anne’s elbow and walked with her up the steps. He greeted Hank by locking forearms and pulling the man into a hug.

      Hank pounded his back. “Good to see you, Jack.”

      “Same,” Jack said. When they broke apart, Jack turned to Anne. “Hank, this is Anne Smith.”

      Anne smiled and held out her hand. “Anne Smith is the name I used when I thought I could get away from my ex-boyfriend. My real name is Deirdre Anne Tyler. You can call me Anne. I’ve gotten used to using my middle name.” She touched Jack’s arm. “I might as well go by my real last name since Derek was able to find me anyway. If I move, I will have to go into hiding again. I’ll have to change my name again, anyway.”

      Jack nodded. “Deirdre.” He whispered, liking the way her name rolled off his tongue.

      Anne smiled. “You don’t have to call me Deirdre. I’ve been using Anne for a while. I’m used to it.”

      Hank gripped Anne’s hand. “Nice to meet you, Anne. I’m glad you came to the Brotherhood Protectors.” He stood back. “This chunky monkey is our little man McClain. McClain Patterson, meet Anne Tyler.”

      Anne smiled at the baby, her face softening. McClain leaned forward, his hands outstretched. Anne took him in her arms and held him close, her eyes filling. “He’s precious,” she murmured.

      She looked natural holding the baby, Jack thought. For the first time in a long time, he thought about what his life would be like with a family of his own. He looked at Hank, Sadie and their two children, and a strong sense of longing tugged at his gut. It made no sense whatsoever. He belonged to the US Navy. As long as he was a SEAL, he didn’t have room in his life for a wife and children.

      Hank had left the Navy SEALs before he’d started his family. He was a perfect example of what life could be after leaving the SEALs.

      Jack wasn’t ready to give up his life in the Navy, but seeing Anne holding baby McClain made him long for something he hadn’t thought about in a long time. Maybe when he retired…

      Hank took another step back and waved a hand toward his wife. “Anne, this is my wife, Sadie.”

      Sadie gave her million-dollar smile and reached out to touch Anne’s arm. “It’s so very nice to meet you.”

      Anne smiled over the baby’s shoulder. “Seriously, I’m totally fangirling right now. I can’t believe I’m standing on Sadie McClain’s front porch holding her baby in my arms.” She laughed and a tear slipped down her cheek. “He’s beautiful.”

      Sadie smiled at her baby. “We think so, too.” She stepped aside and grinned down at the little girl. “This is McClain’s big sister Emma.”

      Emma looked up at Anne and held up three fingers. “I’m three years old,” she announced in her little voice.

      “You’re such a big girl,” Anne said. “Do you help take care of your brother?”

      Emma nodded. “I pick up his paci when he drops it and bring his diaper when Daddy needs to change him.”

      Jack grinned at Hank.

      Hank shrugged. “I’ve been known to change a diaper or two.”

      Sadie slipped an arm around her husband’s waist. “He’s an expert; don’t let him fool you. I don’t know what I’d do without him when I go on location to shoot a movie.”

      Jack dropped down to one knee and held out his hand to Emma. “I’m so glad to meet you, Emma. My name is Jack.”

      Emma shook his hand, her face very serious. “Pleased to meet you, Jack,” she said in her soft voice with her very grownup words.

      Jack glanced up at Hank. “I bet she’s got you wrapped around her little finger.”

      Hank chuckled. “Absolutely. She looks so much like her mother and has the best personality. I can’t help but love her.” He bent and pressed a kiss to Sadie’s forehead. “I never knew what I was missing until Sadie came along. I take that back, I missed her from the time I left high school until I found her again back here in Montana, but I never knew what I was missing without children. These two and my wife are my world.”

      Sadie leaned into Hank. “And he’s ours, but let’s not stand out here getting all squishy. Come inside, I’m sure you two are exhausted after being up all night.”

      Anne chuckled. “Considering I slept a lot of the way, you’d think I’d be well rested.”

      “No one sleeps well in a moving vehicle,” Hank said. “Although we’ve had our moments, haven’t we?” He looked across at Jack.

      Jack met his gaze with a grin. “I’ve fallen asleep in the back of an armored personnel carrier and almost put my rifle through my chin because of it.”

      “I’ve had similar experiences,” Hank said. “When you’re tired, you’ll sleep just about anywhere. Even in a foxhole filled with water.”

      Jack laughed. “Not that there were too many foxholes filled with water in Iraq and Afghanistan.”

      “No, but that heat can totally knock you out. Especially after days on your feet.” Hank stepped aside and waved them toward the door. “Come on.”

      With a hand at the small of Anne’s back, Jack urged her forward, and they entered Hank and Sadie’s home. They stepped into a wide-open living area with brown bomber-jacket leather couches, a massive stone fireplace and wood flooring covered with large area rugs. Emma ran ahead of them and grabbed a doll from one of the seats and hugged her close.

      “You can put McClain in the playpen,” Sadie said. “He’s pretty good at entertaining himself.”

      Anne crossed the room to a playpen set close to one of the sofas and stood beside it staring into the baby’s face.

      He giggled and patted her cheek with his chubby hand.

      Anne smiled into his eyes. “You are quite the charmer, aren’t you?”

      He giggled and grabbed her ear.

      Anne laughed. “I might need that back,” she said, prying his fingers away from her ear.

      Then he leaned toward his playpen and the colorful toys littering the floor of it.

      “Okay, little man,” Anne said, “down you go.” She sat him in the playpen, and he grabbed a keychain of bright plastic keys and brought them up to his mouth.

      Sadie smiled down at her son. “He’s teething.” She glanced across at Anne. “What can I get you to drink? I’m sure you’re probably parched from that trip across the desert. Would you like coffee, tea or soda?”

      “Water or milk would be fine,” Anne said.

      “What about you?” Hank directed the question to Jack. “Want a beer? You’re on vacation.”

      Jack nodded. “A beer would be great right about now.”

      “You three have a seat. I’ll take care of it,” Sadie said.

      “Thank you, sweetheart.” Hank smiled at his wife, pulled her into a hug and kissed her full on the lips.

      Sadie laughed and smacked his arm. “Hey, sailor, save the PDA for later.” And she winked.

      “I’m not on active duty anymore,” Hank said. “I can do all the public displays of affection I want.”

      “True. And I love every bit of it.” She leaned up on her toes and pressed a kiss to his lips. “But let me take care of our guests first.” She turned, and before she could walk away, he swatted her playfully on her backside.

      Sadie laughed all the way out of the room.

      Hank turned back toward Jack and Anne. “Have a seat.”

      “If you don’t mind,” Jack said, “we’ve been sitting for a long time. We might do better standing to let the blood flow back into our legs.”

      Anne nodded.

      “That is a long haul from Las Vegas. What is it, twelve or thirteen hours?”

      Jack nodded. “That’s about right.”

      “Any more run-ins with Anne’s ex-boyfriend along the way?” Hank asked.

      Jack shook his head. “Since he’s a hacker, I was careful not to use my credit cards. Any time I fueled up, I used the cash I had on hand.”

      Hank nodded. “Smart move. I’ve had Swede working all night in our data center below.”

      “And?” Jack questioned.

      “He blocked a couple hits on your credit and debit cards. But when Swede tried to trace them back to the source, it led him on a chase through the dark web.”

      Anne shook her head. “I’d guessed that he was hacking and, based on the fact that he found me in San Diego, he’s probably pretty good at navigating his way through data collection sources, including webcams using facial recognition software.” She shook her head. “It won’t be long before he traces us to all the truck stops we stopped at along the way. And if he can hack his way into your phone, he could trace us using your calls to Hank.”

      “I haven’t used my phone since Vegas,” Jack said.

      “But you called Hank before Vegas and before you met me,” Anne pointed out. “He could put two and two together.”

      Hank nodded.

      Anne bit her bottom lip. “Which means we need to leave. No, I need to leave. If he finds his way here, it will put your family in danger.” Anne stared down at McClain in the playpen. “I’d hate for any of you to be harmed because of my poor choice in a boyfriend.”

      “We had a security system wired into this place when we built it,” Hank said. “He won’t get in without alarms going off and every one of my team being alerted. I’m not worried about that. I am concerned because my entire team is currently assigned to protection duties. The only ones available are those in the new office in Colorado, and Swede, who runs my computer operations center here at the ranch. Now, I can take on Anne’s protection myself, but not until I get back from LA on Monday. In the meantime, Swede can take over the responsibility of keeping Anne safe while running the operations center here at the ranch.”

      “Can Swede protect Anne and man the operations center at the same time?” Jack asked.

      “Swede’s my righthand man. I trust him with my life and with the lives of my family.”

      Anne shook her head. “Can’t you just take me to the nearest truck stop and let me disappear on my own? I don’t want to put your family in jeopardy.”

      Hank shook his head. “I’m taking Sadie, McClain and Emma to LA this weekend. Once they’re settled, I’ll return and take over bodyguard duty. My family will stay in LA for the next month while Sadie is on location.”

      “And who will protect them there?” Anne asked.

      Hank grinned. “I have one of my guys who’s stationed out on the big island of Hawaii flying in Sunday night. He’ll be there to help Sadie and the kids through the week and until we can resolve this issue with your ex.”

      “I can’t take you away from your family. You need to be there for them.” Anne stared down at baby McClain. “They need you more than I do.”

      “Not from what Jack says. Besides, I trust my guy from Hawaii. The other option is that I can send Swede with Sadie and the babies to LA to meet my guy from Hawaii. That way I stay here, and you have continuity of protection with me, until I can free up one of my guys from their current assignments or bring one up from Colorado.”

      Sadie entered the living room carrying a tray with a couple of beers, a glass of lemonade and one glass of milk. Also on the tray was a bottle of milk and a sippy cup.

      Anne hurried forward. “Let me help.”

      “If you’ll take your glass of milk, I can do the rest,” Sadie said. “I’ve really got this mom juggle down.”

      Hank hurried over and took the two beers and the tray.

      Sadie laid her glass of lemonade on one of the end tables then handed the sippy cup to Emma. Sadie snagged the bottle and lifted the baby boy out of his playpen. She settled in one of the chairs and fit the bottle’s nipple into baby McClain’s mouth. The baby wrapped his fingers around the bottle and sucked noisily. “Now,” Sadie said looking up, “what’s been decided? Is Hank coming with me or staying here?”

      Hank said, “Staying here.”

      At the same time Anne said, “Going with you.”

      Sadie laughed. “I’m perfectly comfortable traveling with Swede. He’s quite good with Emma and has actually changed a diaper or two of McClain’s.”

      “Hank’s needed here,” Jack said, “but Swede’s your computer guru, from what I understand. Doesn’t he man the communications for the rest of the team?”

      Hank nodded. “He’ll carry a laptop, and he can tap in wherever he goes. And his wife, who happens to be my sister, will accompany Sadie and the kids and help out. So, we’re covered.”

      Jack shook his head. “I don’t like it. Hank, your family needs you, and Swede needs to stay here and work for the other guys on your team.”

      Hank frowned. “I have to get Sadie down to LA this weekend, and I don’t have time to wait for one of the guys to come up from Colorado. We’re leaving bright and early tomorrow morning on a private plane.” Hank cocked an eyebrow. “There is one other option.”

      “Good,” Jack said, “what is it?”

      Hank grinned. “Seeing as you’ve already provided protection for Ms. Tyler, she could accompany you to the fishing cabin and stay there until I can get back on Monday.” He raised his hand. “I know you came out here to get some peace and quiet but hear me out.”

      Jack held his tongue.

      Hank continued. “The fishing cabin might be the answer to keeping Anne safe. It’s completely off the grid, as long as you two aren’t bugged. I can have Swede run a bug detector over both of you. If you’re clean, nobody can track you there. The only people who would know that you’re there, are the people in this room and Swede. You would need to leave your cellphone behind, not that it would have any reception out there, but Swede could hook you up with a satellite phone in case you have an emergency. Or you could stay here at the ranch with Swede, under the surveillance of our security system here, but that would mean putting off your vacation and your fly fishing for a couple more days.”

      Anne was already shaking her head. “No way, this man has already put up with enough from me. This is his vacation. I won’t be the cause of him missing another day.”

      Before he could think, Jack opened his mouth. “Anne will come with me to the fishing cabin. For the duration of my stay. You don’t need to assign one of your guys.”

      Anne shook her head. “I won’t,” she said. “This was where we were supposed to part ways. You’re going fly fishing, free of the responsibility of me. I can stay here with Swede. I’ll be safe enough.”

      Jack frowned. “I’ve been thinking about everything, and this is how I feel.” He took a deep breath and let it out. “I got you this far. I can’t ditch you now, even if Hank had somebody available to assign to you today. I wouldn’t feel good about it. You see, once you save a person, that person becomes your responsibility.”

      “I’m not your responsibility,” Anne said, “and I never should have stowed away in your truck.”

      He raised both hands. “Either you go with me to the fishing cabin, or I stay here with you and Swede. I’m not leaving you alone for that bastard to find you.”

      “Can’t you just take me to a truck stop?” she asked, her voice weakening.

      “No,” he said, “letting you disappear is not an option.”

      “But you won’t get the peace and quiet you want, not with me tagging along,” she said.

      “I won’t have peace and quiet even if you aren’t tagging along with me. In the back of my mind, I’d be wondering what’s happening with you.” He held out a hand. “You might as well stay with me.”

      “I never should have stowed away in your truck,” she repeated. Despite her words, she laid her hand in his.

      He drew her closer. “You didn’t really have a choice.”

      Her other hand rose to rest on her belly. “No, I didn’t.”

      “What’s it to be?” he asked.

      She sighed. “I guess we’re going fly fishing.”

      Jack raised a hand. “On one condition.”

      Anne’s brow furrowed. “And what condition is that?”

      He grinned. “You stop apologizing for stowing away in my truck.”

      Anne’s lips twisted. “Deal.”

      “Now that that’s all settled,” Sadie said, “I could use a hand getting this little guy’s diaper changed. What goes in must come out.”

      Before Hank could say anything, Anne jumped in. “I’ll help.”

      Sadie gave her a crooked smile. “Are you sure? He’s loaded this diaper.”

      Anne nodded. “I can handle it. I used to babysit when I was younger.”

      “As long as you’re sure. I need to finish packing.” Sadie handed the baby over to Anne. “Come on, I’ll show you where everything is.”

      Anne carried McClain into a room decorated in baby blue paint and curtains, with a crib on one wall and a dresser with a changing table on top of it beside the crib.

      “Everything you might need is in the drawers,” Sadie said, pulling the top one out. “Diapers, baby wipes and clean clothes, if he managed to saturate what he’s wearing, which he has done many times. Just beware and make sure you put the diaper over him before you remove the old one. His aim is true. He’s gotten me a couple times.”

      “I used to babysit a baby boy who could pee halfway across a room,” Anne said with a chuckle. “I’ve got this. Go on. Do your packing.”

      “I’ll be back in just a minute,” Sadie said.

      “Take your time.” Anne smiled down at McClain. “We’ve got this.”

      As Sadie started to walk out the door, Anne pulled the tabs off of McClain’s diaper and folded it back.

      The baby had loaded his drawers with the nastiest, smelliest explosion of poop Anne had ever witnessed. She hadn’t taken into account the sensitivity of her belly and immediately heaved. Since she didn’t have anything recent in her gut, it was a dry heave.

      Sadie was back at her side in a second. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” Anne said. “No…”

      Sadie laughed. “I warned you. Here, let me take over.”

      Anne backed away from the diaper.

      Sadie quickly changed the baby and laid him in his crib.

      The dry heaves continued until Anne sank into a rocking chair and tucked her head between her knees.

      Sadie hurried over to where Anne was hunkered over. “Are you okay?”

      Anne nodded. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’ve done this before. This isn’t any worse than I’ve tackled in the past.”

      Sadie chuckled. “Same thing happened to me when I was changing Emma’s diaper and I was pregnant with McClain.” Sadie frowned. “You’re not pregnant, are you?”

      Anne sat up, her eyes rounding. She shook her head. “No, no, of course not.” Her cheeks heated at her lie.

      Sadie’s eyes narrowed, but she nodded. “You must have a sour stomach from all the travel.”

      “That’s it,” Anne said in relief. “Sour stomach.”

      “Well, I’ll be sure to send some provisions with you to the fishing cabin that will help to settle that sour stomach.” She wrapped an arm around Anne’s shoulders. “You’ll be all right. These Navy SEALs take care of their own.”

      Tears slipped down Anne’s cheek. “I’m not one of their own.”

      Sadie smiled. “You are now.”
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      “Okay, then,” Hank said. “The sooner I get you out there, the sooner you’re off the grid. First, let’s touch base with Swede and see what he’s got for us. I want him to check you guys out for bugs. Then we’ll see about arming you with communications devices and firearms.”

      “Sounds good,” Jack said.

      “All of my guys are assigned to other protection duties, but in a pinch, they can be mobilized to help you out,” Hank said. “That’s where the satellite phone will come into play. Though I advise you to keep it turned off until you absolutely need it. Now, if you two will follow me, I’ll take you to the Brotherhood Protectors headquarters.”

      Jack started for the front door, expecting to go to another building.

      Hank chuckled. “You’re headed the wrong direction.” He gave a chin lift toward a door in the far wall of the living room.

      Jack frowned. “Brotherhood Protectors headquarters is in your home?”

      Hank nodded. “After the original house burned to the ground, I built this one with an underground bunker.” Hank pressed his thumb to a fingerprint scanner, and then leaned forward and let an eye scanner match him to the security database. A lock clicked. Hank turned the knob, opened the door and held it for Anne and Jack. As they descended the stairs, lights blinked on automatically.

      Jack descended the steps alongside Anne. When they reached the bottom, the space opened up to a large room containing a conference table and an array of computer monitors against one wall.

      A man sat in front of the array of monitors, his fingers flying over a keyboard. He briefly glanced their way but returned his attention to the monitors and continued keying. After a moment, he finished what he was doing and pushed to his feet. The man was surprisingly tall, and that shock of white-blond hair gave him the appearance of a Viking.

      Jack grinned. “You must be Swede.”

      The man approached them with his hand held out and a smile. “That would be me.”

      Hank chuckled. “This is Axel Svenson, without whom the Brotherhood Protectors would never have grown as much as it has. He’s the brain behind the computers; he keeps my guys connected. He’s also a master of communications devices and in charge of the armory.”

      “So, what did you guys decide? Am I staying with the client or is Hank?” Swede glanced from Hank to Jack and back to Hank.

      Hank shook his head. “Neither. You’re going to stay put and man the communications. I’m taking Sadie to LA, and Jack, here, is taking the client fishing.”

      Swede’s eyebrows formed a V over his nose. “Is she not going to be a client?”

      Hank grinned and waved a hand toward Anne. “She is Deirdre Anne Tyler. You can call her Anne.” Hank smiled at Anne. “Anne, this is Axel Svenson. But everyone calls him Swede.”

      Anne chuckled. “Thank you. I was beginning to feel like I wasn’t actually here.”

      Swede held out his hand. “My apologies. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Anne.”

      She took his hand. “The pleasure is mine.”

      “Swede is also my brother in-law,” Hank said. “He’s married to my only sister, Allie, who can be a total handful on her own.”

      The tall blond-haired man grinned. “But she’s my handful now, and I love her.”

      The smile on Swede’s face at the mention of his wife reminded Jack of what life could be like outside the US Navy. He had to admit, the relationships between SEALs and their women didn’t all end in divorce like his had. Although there was a high percentage rate of those that had ended all too soon.

      Swede seemed content. Downright happy.

      Jack’s gaze went to Anne as she shook hands with Swede, and he wondered what it would be like to be the man she deserved, not the one who’d made her life miserable. What kind of man would be good enough for her? After what she’d been through, she needed a kind and caring man to help heal her emotional scars.

      Hank clapped his hands together. “Come on, let’s show you what we’ve got.” He led Jack and Anne to a door in a wall and held it open for them to enter. Inside were racks of rifles, shelves of handguns and even blocks of C-4 with detonator devices, which Jack was almost sure weren’t legal to own in the civilian world.

      “Did you come with your own weapon?” Hank asked.

      Jack nodded. “I did. I brought my AR-15 and 9 mm Glock, as well as a .38 caliber pistol.”

      “You might not need anything we have in here,” Hank said. “However, remind me to take you out to the barn where I store my fishing equipment.”

      Jack grinned. “I brought my own, as well. I’ve been learning how to tie flies and cast.”

      “Then you’re way ahead of me,” Hank said. “But come on, let’s go next door.” He stepped out of the armory and waited for Jack and Anne to come out. He opened the next door.

      Inside was an array of communications devices, including hardened laptops, handheld radios, cellphones and satellite phones. He pulled a drawer out which contained even smaller devices, to include earbuds for two-way radio communications.

      Out of a different compartment, Hank pulled a necklace with a gemmed pendant dangling from the chain. He handed it to Anne. “Wear this at all times, including in the water. The necklace is a GPS tracking device.” He pressed a handheld device into Jack’s palm “This is what you track it with. That way if you two are separated at any time you can find your way back to Anne.” He slipped the necklace over her head and settled it around her neck.

      “I thought we would be off the grid,” Jack said.

      “You will be. The tracker is specific to the handheld monitor. We have other GPS tracking devices that we can tap into from computers, but this one is different,” Swede said, joining them. Swede pulled a satellite phone off the shelf, turned it on, checked the batteries, and then handed it to Jack. “Go ahead, test it. I keyed in my own cellphone number.”

      Jack hit the send button and the chirp of a cellphone sounded from Swede’s back pocket.

      Swede pulled out his cellphone and nodded. “It works. Turn it off, and only use it when you need it.”

      Jack hit the off button.

      Hank grinned. “Now, if you two are ready, I believe Sadie is packing up some extra supplies upstairs. Once she’s done, I can take you out to the fishing cabin. The cabin is totally stocked, but Sadie wanted to add a few extras since there will be more than one occupant.”

      Jack cupped Anne’s elbow and led her up the stairs. The door opened outward automatically, and they stepped out into the living room.

      Sadie emerged from the kitchen area. “Oh, good. I just finished.” A baby’s cry made her head jerk in the direction of the sound. “I need to take care of McClain. There’s a box in the kitchen. Carry that out to the truck for them, will you, Hank?”

      Hank popped a salute. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Sadie rolled her eyes as she hurried to take care of her son.

      Emma carried her baby doll over to Anne and held her up. “Wanna hold my baby?”

      Anne smiled down at the blond-haired girl and nodded. “I’d like that very much.” She took the baby from the little girl’s hands and cradled it in her arms. “She’s beautiful.”

      Jack’s heart swelled at the tenderness Anne displayed toward the child. She’d make a good mother.

      Emma smiled up at her. “Do you like babies?”

      Anne nodded. “Yes, I do.”

      “My baby’s name is Sadie, after my mama. If you have a baby, what will you name it? Will you name it Jack like its daddy?”

      Anne’s cheeks reddened. “I don’t know. Maybe, if it’s a boy.”

      “And if it’s a girl?” Emma looked up at Anne, waiting for her answer.

      “I kind of like my mother’s name.”

      Emma’s head tilted to one side. “What was her name?”

      “Katie.”

      Jack found himself committing the name to memory. Anne’s mother’s name was Katie. It was a good name for a daughter. Strong and confident.

      Hank’s daughter nodded her approval of the name. “I like Katie.”

      Anne handed the doll back to Emma. “Thank you for letting me hold your baby.”

      “When you have your baby, can I hold it?” Emma asked.

      Anne shot a glance toward Jack, the color in her cheeks growing deeper red. “Well, yes, of course.”

      “Good, because Mama lets me hold McClain, if I sit very still. Don’t you, Mama?”

      Sadie entered the room carrying the baby in her arms. “Yes, I do, but only when I’m watching you. He’s getting to be a big boy, and he’s wiggly.”

      “I know,” Emma said in a very grownup voice for a little girl. “He giggles when I talk to him.”

      Sadie smiled. “He loves his big sister.”

      Anne looked from McClain to Emma. “You’re very lucky to have a baby brother.”

      “Will your baby have a baby brother?” Emma asked.

      “I don’t know. Maybe one day.”

      Sadie exchanged a glance with Anne and gave her a gentle smile. “Enough questions, Emma. We need to make sure your bag is packed.”

      Emma skipped toward her mother. “Can I bring some extra clothes for baby Sadie?”

      “Yes, you can,” Sadie said. “Come on.” She held out her hand. “Jack, Anne,” Sadie lifted her chin, “I wish you luck this week. I also wish I could stick around to make sure everything turns out okay.” She sighed. “But it’s back to work for me.”

      Hank’s lips twisted. “Her fans would be disappointed if she didn’t. She’s cut back considerably since having the babies.”

      Sadie nodded. “And I am getting a little more selective over the parts that I do take. Thankfully, Hank brings the children, so I get some quality time with them instead of being separated by a number of states.”

      Jack nodded. All the more reason for Hank to be with his wife and not taking care of another client.

      “It was nice to meet you, Sadie,” Anne said.

      Sadie nodded, “And it was nice to meet you. Please take care of yourself.” She tipped her head toward the kitchen. “I added crackers, vitamins, a couple cartons of milk and a few other supplies you might need. And there really is plenty of food at the cabin. Hank and I made sure of it.”

      “Thank you,” Jack said. “I owe you guys.”

      Hank grinned. “And I hope you pay me back someday by coming to work for the Brotherhood Protectors.”

      Jack liked that Hank was persistent. It felt good that the man he respected so much was willing to wait for him to complete his commitment to the Navy. “When I’m ready to leave the Navy, you’ll be my first call.”

      Jack, Anne and Hank entered the kitchen. A box stood on the counter. Hank gathered it in his arms. “Come on. We want to get out to the fishing cabin before it gets dark. The gravel road is narrow and easy to miss.” Hank carried the box out the front door and set it on the backseat of the rental truck next to the other equipment that Jack had brought along. “Give me a second to get my Jeep out of the barn,” he said, “and then follow me.” The former SEAL jogged toward the barn.

      Jack helped Anne into the truck and backed away from the front of the ranch house.

      A minute later, a jeep pulled out of the barn. Hank waved as he passed them and led the way toward the gate.

      Jack followed with Anne sitting in the passenger seat beside him.

      “Well, this wasn’t what you had in mind when you came on a fishing vacation, was it?” Anne commented.

      “No, but I’ll survive. And I’ll get to go fishing, as planned.”

      Anne tipped her head, staring out the front window. “You know, I actually never learned how to fish.”

      Jack shot a quick glance her way. “As an only child, your dad never took you?”

      She shook her head. “No, my dad was a computer nerd. He wasn’t much of an outdoorsman, although he did take me for long walks.” She smiled. “I remember holding his hand. He read books to me at night and was always there to tuck me in.”

      Jack glanced her direction again. He could see the moisture in her eyes.

      “He was a good man,” she said, “even if he didn’t teach me how to fish.”

      “Well, if you want to learn how to fish, I can show you,” Jack offered.

      Anne shook her head, “Oh, no, no. I wasn’t fishing for an offer.”

      He shrugged. “Well, you’ve got an offer. Take it or leave it.”

      She gave him a sweet smile. “Why are you doing this? You don’t have to, you know.”

      “It’s like I told you, once somebody saves a person’s life that person’s life is their responsibility.”

      Anne frowned. “I never wanted to be a burden on anybody.”

      “You’re not a burden,” he said.

      “I sure as hell am.”

      His lips pressed together. “You promised not to apologize.”

      She nodded. “You’re right. And if the offer still stands…yes. I would like you to teach me how to fish.”

      “Actually, I’m learning myself,” he said. “At least, this kind of fishing, it’s fly fishing.”

      She shrugged with a grin stretching across her face. “You could teach me anything, and I wouldn’t know any better if it was right or wrong.”

      He liked it when she smiled. “Then we’ll muddle through together.”

      “Shouldn’t you hire a guide to show you how to do it?” she asked.

      “We’re back to that peace and quiet issue,” Jack said. “I read books and watched videos online; I think I can figure it out.”

      “Good, then you can show me how.”

      “And I learned to tie my own flies.”

      “You’ll have to show me how to do that, too.”

      He nodded. “You’ll need to stay close by while we’re out here. I understand there are bears in the area.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m more afraid of Derek than I am of bears. I plan on staying close. Did your dad teach you how to fish?” she asked.

      Jack nodded with a smile. “He did. He loved fishing and still does. Dad just retired last year, and he spends most his days fishing now. I could have asked him to come on this trip with me to do some fly fishing, but he had another commitment for deep-sea fishing off the coast of North Carolina. But I really needed some alone time. Instead, he’s taking mom and my sisters to the outer banks. They can play on the beach while he goes out on a charter fishing trip.”

      Anne’s brows rose. “And they didn’t invite you?”

      Jack grinned. “They did. At the time, I couldn’t commit so far in advance. Unlike me, they made plans months ago. I had a couple deployments in between the time they asked and the time that I got off. By that time, the deep-sea fishing trip was booked solid. Hank offered up his cabin for fly fishing, something I’ve been meaning to try for a long time.”

      “Well, hopefully being off the grid we won’t have any trouble from Derek,” Anne said.

      “That’s the plan,” Jack said. “But we’ll remain just as aware of a Derek sighting as we will of a bear sighting.”

      Anne nodded. “Are you close to your mom and dad?” Anne asked, switching from bears back to Jack’s family.

      Jack smiled. “I am. I try to call them at least once a week, usually on a video call. It’s always good to see their smiling faces.”

      “You’re lucky,” Anne said.

      Jack nodded. “I know I am. Not everybody I’ve met had a loving home, parents who cared and siblings to torment them. I wouldn’t trade them for anything.”

      “I wouldn’t have traded my parents for anything either. I just wished they’d lived a little bit longer. Then none of this would have happened.”

      “Then you wouldn’t have met me.” Jack shot a smile her direction.

      Anne nodded. “That’s true. You’re the bright spot in this whole fiasco.”

      “If we hadn’t met, I wouldn’t have had a fishing partner for the week I’ll be here.”

      “I’ll do my best not to be a chatter box,” Anne said. “I understand it disturbs the fish.”

      Jack nodded. “It does.”

      “Then I’ll be sure not to tell you my life history while our lines are in the water.”

      Twenty minutes later, Hank turned off the main highway onto a narrow dirt road.

      Jack hadn’t even seen the entrance until Hank pulled into it. The road was rough, and the truck bounced along the rutted path.

      Anne pressed a hand to her belly and held on to the oh-shit handle above the door.

      Jack slowed a little. “Are you okay?”

      She gave him a tight smile. “I’m okay.”

      He slowed a bit more. Hank’s Jeep disappeared in the foliage that overhung the road. As long as there wasn’t a fork in the trail, they would eventually emerge at the cabin. At least, Jack hoped they would. The road climbed a small hill, twisted through the trees and descended into a narrow valley. Eventually they emerged into a clearing beside a river where a small cabin stood. Hank’s Jeep was parked beside it.

      Jack parked next to Hank’s Jeep, got out and came around to help Anne down.

      Hank emerged from the door to the cabin with a grin. “Welcome to your home sweet home for the next week. I think you’ll like it here,” he said. “You’ll have no competition for the fish other than maybe a bear or two. There are quite a few fish out there in that river. Fortunately, it’s pretty shallow this time of year. There’s extra hip waders hanging in the cabin in case Anne would like to fish with you.”

      “She will,” Jack said.

      Anne nodded. “Jack’s going to show me how to fly fish.”

      “Good, then you won’t be too bored being out here on your own. There’s no electricity, no internet and no telephone service, land line or cell. There are a couple of books, a potbellied stove, a stack of firewood and a propane stove if you don’t feel like cooking on the potbelly stove. The twin beds were pushed together for the last time that Sadie and I came out and spent a weekend together. All you have to do is shove them apart again. I can help, if you need me.”

      Jack shook his head. “We’ll manage.”

      Hank nodded. “There’s a generator in the shed out back. You’ll have to turn it on in order to activate the water pump for the toilet and shower. There are plenty of extra cans of gasoline to power the generator in case we have a sudden cold spell, and you need to stay a little longer. Swede knows where the cabin is if you should get a call from your unit to be activated. He’ll come out and get you as we previously agreed.”

      Jack nodded. “I really appreciate this. I wish you would let me pay for the use of the cabin.”

      Hank shook his head. “No way. I’m counting on you coming to work for the Brotherhood Protectors, eventually. How many more years do you have on active duty?”

      “Six,” Jack said.

      “We’ll still be here, and the offer will remain open,” Hank said. “And if you decide to get out earlier, the offer remains open.”

      “Are you getting that much work for your company?” Jack asked.

      Hank grinned. “Absolutely. Word of mouth and Sadie’s connections keep my guys busy. So busy that I opened a satellite office in Colorado Springs. So, if you decide to come to work for me, you’ll have a choice of what office you want to work out of…the Colorado office or the Montana office. And I even have a guy out in Hawaii, if you prefer the island life.”

      “Good to know,” Jack said.

      Hank’s grin widened. “How’s my sales job so far?”

      “Tempting,” Jack said. “Very tempting. But my team is still relying on me to come back. We’ve already had a couple of them jump ship.”

      “It happens. Our priorities in life change. I know mine did. When I got to Montana, I had all intentions of going back to active duty, but I was needed here.” He looked around, as if remembering that day. Then he returned his attention to Jack and Anne.

      “Okay, then,” Hank said. “You two are on your own, but remember if you need help, get on that satellite phone. Swede will activate the other Brotherhood Protectors who can break off from their current assignments and come to your assistance. And I can be back within a day.”

      “We’ll be okay,” Jack said. “But thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Hank climbed into his Jeep and drove off, leaving Anne and Jack standing there at the cabin, watching as his tires spit up dust behind him.

      Then Jack turned to Anne. “Yeah, well, for the next week or so, this is home.” He waved a hand toward the door.

      Anne’s brow puckered for a moment. Then she turned, and her brow smoothed. “I think I’m going to like it here.” She entered the cabin.

      Jack followed. Strangely enough, even though he’d been looking forward to a quiet escape alone, he was glad she was there, too. And the lonely cabin out in the middle of nowhere didn’t seem so lonely after all.
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      Anne carried the plastic bag of clothes that she’d picked up at the department store in Vegas into the cabin and looked around.

      Somehow the dynamics between her and Jack had changed from the time they’d left Hank and Sadie’s ranch to when they arrived at the fishing cabin out in the middle of nowhere Montana.

      When the original plan to leave her with Hank had been scrapped, that had meant she would stay with Jack until further notice. Another one of Hank’s Brotherhood Protectors could have been brought up from Colorado to provide the protection she needed against her ex-boyfriend, but Jack had nixed that idea when he’d said he’d take on protection duty for the weeks he’d be at the fishing cabin. Which meant he was stuck with her. She felt better and also more disturbed at the same time.

      The more she was with Jack, the more she liked him.

      The Navy SEAL was everything Derek was not. Jack was a war hero, who believed in honesty and integrity. He came from a good home, and he was loyal to his team and his family.

      On the other hand, Derek had lied to her from the beginning. He’d taken advantage of the fact that she was alone in the world and had manipulated her into moving in with him, then had taken away her money and her freedom. Something he was already skilled at doing, since he hacked into computers, stealing data and money or holding systems for ransom.

      Even more telling was the fact that Jack didn’t believe in hitting a woman, his parents having instilled in him a strong sense of right and wrong. Whereas Derek hadn’t even hesitated to raise a hand to her. He’d beaten her so badly she could have died, and all with the hope of making her lose the baby he’d help create. Anne pressed a hand to her belly. He had not succeeded in killing their child. She prayed she could protect the baby from further assaults.

      After dropping the bag of clothes on one of the twin beds, she went back out to the truck to help unload. As she walked through the door, Jack met her carrying the box of extra supplies Sadie had packed for them. The fact that Sadie had put vitamins in the box made Anne wonder if she’d guessed that Anne was pregnant. If she had, she hadn’t shared that information with anyone else.

      “Pardon me.” Anne moved right to dodge Jack as he moved in the same direction.

      They laughed.

      “I’ll go left,” Jack said and moved to his left.

      Anne moved the opposite direction, and they passed. She went out to the truck, reached in for a large duffle bag, started to lift it and stopped. It was far too heavy for a pregnant woman to deadlift out of the backseat of a truck. Instead of straining herself, she reached for one of the cases containing his fishing rods. By the time she turned around, Jack was back.

      “If we hurry and finish unloading, we can start our first lesson in fly fishing,” Jack said, staring out over the water. “I hear the fishing is pretty good right at dusk.”

      “I’m game,” Anne said. Going out to the river would delay being alone with Jack in the cabin. She’d noticed, as Hank had said, that the twin beds had been pushed together to make one king-size bed. Her heart fluttered at the thought of sleeping in the same room with Jack even with the beds pushed apart. It seemed very intimate and made her wonder what kind of lover he would be.

      After she’d moved in with Derek, he’d dropped all pretense of being a nice guy. He’d expected her to make love with him whenever he’d wanted it, never taking into account her feelings.

      Anne had begun to think there was something wrong with her and her lack of desire. For a while, she’d thought she was being ungrateful after he’d taken her in when she’d nowhere else to go. When he’d suggested that she should move in with him, she’d imagined it was out of love. She’d been so desperate for someone to love her after the death of her parents. Derek had seemed to be that person.

      Unfortunately, Anne realized she’d put too much of her own longing into their relationship and had seen more in him than was there. She was afraid her judgement in men was extremely flawed. How, for example, would she know for sure that Jack was the good guy he appeared to be?

      She carried the case of fishing rods into the cabin and leaned it against the wall beside the door.

      Jack entered behind her with his duffel bag slung over his shoulder as if it weighed nothing and dropped it on the other bed. “Let me grab my tackle box and hip waders. Look around here and see if you can find those hip waders Hank was talking about. If he had Sadie out here fishing, there might be a pair that will fit you.”

      There weren’t too many places to look. Anne found hip waders hanging in the tiny bathroom. It was the only other room besides the main one that was the bedroom, kitchen, and living room of the cabin combined. There was a large pair and a smaller pair of waders.

      Anne selected the smaller pair, slipped her feet into the boots and pulled the waders up to her hips, securing them in place with the suspenders. She came out of the bathroom at the same time that Jack walked through the door carrying a tackle box, a waterproof bag and a military-looking rifle.

      He grinned. “Well, you look the part.” He dug a pair of hip waders out of the waterproof bag, stepped into them, pulled them up and secured the suspenders over his shoulders.

      She grinned. “Now, you look the part.”

      “You think if we fake it ’til we feel it we’ll get the hang of this fly fishing gig?” he asked with a smile.

      Anne’s heartbeat stuttered at his words. She wouldn’t have to fake much to feel something for this man with his infectious grin and easy smile. He made her feel more normal than she had felt in a long time and, at the same time, excited to be with him in a way she had no business thinking about.

      Hadn’t she just escaped one relationship that had absolutely no future? Jack wasn’t looking for a long-term commitment. Then again, neither was she. She could fake being on vacation with a good friend and maybe, eventually, she’d feel like that. If only she didn’t have the weight of Derek hanging over her shoulders. What if he showed up again? His knife might hit Jack in a bad place this time. Anne would never forgive herself if something happened to Jack that would end his career or even his life.

      Jack frowned at her. “Hey, do I look that bad in this getup?”

      She blinked. “What?”

      “You’re frowning like somebody kicked your dog.”

      She forced her brow to be smooth. “Sorry, I was just thinking.”

      “I hope not about me.”

      “No,” she shook her head. “About Derek. I hope he can’t find this place.”

      “Hell, we wouldn’t have found the place without Hank leading us here.”

      She gave him a tight smile. “True.”

      “Stop worrying and come on.” He grabbed up the fishing rods case and the tackle box and led the way out of the cabin.

      Anne fell in place behind him. The river lay only twenty yards away from the cabin down a slight embankment, sparkling in the late afternoon sun. It was wide and shallow where they stood, the current moving slowly. The water was so clear she could easily see the bottom.

      Jack set the tackle box down on a rock, unbuckled the latches on the case with the fishing rods, took out the two that were inside and assembled them. He took a moment to fit the fishing line through the loops on the rods and handed one to her. “Hold that while I get the flies out.”

      She did as he asked, and he fit a colorful feather fly on the hook. He handed her the other rod, and she held it in her spare hand while he prepared it the same way. Once he had them both done, he tipped his chin toward the water. “Now, we wade out into the river.”

      Anne frowned. “We wade out?”

      “That’s why you have hip waders on. Try not to go any deeper than your waders though. They might fill with water. The water in this river comes from snowmelt higher up in the mountains. So, it’s very cold. Try not to fall in.”

      She followed him out into the water.

      Jack waded in until he was knee-deep. He took one of the rods from her. “Now, I’ve never done this before in a river, but I’ve practiced on the beach in Coronado. From what I learned from an online video, there’s a certain technique to casting the line. You let out about fifteen feet of line, holding a loop in your hand against the rod. Start low and slow, and without bending your wrist, bring the rod back behind you. The line will form a loop. When the loop is almost straight, cast the line forward, not down. The fly on the end will touch the water. The idea is to get the fish interested. They go for the fly and grab the hook with it. Give it a shot. Back up and let me show you how I think it goes.” He cast his line in a fluid motion. The fly on the end skipped across the water. He did it again, displaying a loop that almost straightened, and then flicked the fly out across the water. The fly on the end landed lightly on the water.

      Anne watched the way he moved the rod in his hand to cast the line and the way the fly skipped across the water.

      “You try it,” he said. “You can move downstream just a little bit so that we don’t get hung up in each other’s lines.”

      She inched along the pebbled bed of the river, careful not to let the current knock her legs out from under her. Then with the same motion that she’d seen him use, she cast her line. The fly flew through the air and landed lightly on the water. “Like this?” she whispered loud enough for him to hear, but hopefully not loud enough for the fish to be disturbed.

      “That’s right,” he said. “From all the videos I watched, that’s what it looks like.” He cast his line and skipped the fly across the top of the water.

      Anne was about to bring hers back out and cast it again when something hit the end of her line.

      “Pull back on the rod,” Jack said urgently.

      She pulled the pole back fast. Whatever had hit the bait had a firm hold and nearly pulled the rod out of her hands. “What do I do?”

      “Fight it,” he said, “You’ve got a live one, and it looks big.”

      Her hand gripped the handle tightly as the fish fought to free itself.

      Jack waded through the water to her side. “You’ve got it,” he said. “Hang on.”

      She did, but the fish had a lot of fight in it. Before long, her arms were aching with the effort to keep at it.

      Jack’s free hand circled around her. He covered her hand with his. “Hang in there,” he said, his breath close to her ear, the warmth stirring something inside her. She almost dropped the rod. If he hadn’t been holding onto her hand, she would have.

      Between the two of them, they landed the fish. Jack scooped it up in the fish net he had hanging from his wader and carried it to the shore. He pulled a metal chain with loops on the end of it out of his tackle box, strung the loops through the fish’s gill and mouth, hooked the chain onto his waders and stepped back out into the river, letting the fish drop down into the water. “I can’t believe it,” he said.

      “What?” Anne wanted to know.

      “First time fly fishing, and the girl catches the big one.” He pressed his lips together. “There’s something not right about that.” He winked.

      “I’m sorry, I should have let you catch that.”

      He laughed and shook his head. “No, I’m glad you did. That way you won’t get too bored with fishing.”

      “Are you kidding?” she said. “That was exciting. I want to do it again.”

      “Do it. Here, let me get you set up again.”

      “Show me how, and I’ll do it myself.”

      “That’s what I like to hear,” he said. “A woman who likes to take charge.”

      She smiled at his light tone, glad he had a sense of humor and didn’t get mad when things didn’t go his way. He was nothing like Derek, and she was glad of that.

      They cast their lines several more times and nothing hit, she felt bad that she had been the only one to catch something, but Jack didn’t seem to mind.

      “That’s a rainbow trout you caught,” he said. “They make for good eating from what I understand. Ready to call it a night? It’s starting to get dark. I’d like to get a fire going before I can’t find the kindling. I don’t suppose you’ve ever started a fire before, have you?”

      She shook her head.

      “I know,” Jack said, “your dad was a nerd.”

      “But he was a good guy.”

      “I believe that about your dad, if you’re anything to go by. Come on, I’ll show you how to start a fire, too.” He carried several sticks of firewood into the cabin and had her carry in the kindling.

      The wooden box next to the potbelly stove contained old newspapers. Jack opened the potbelly stove, wadded up newspaper and arranged kindling on top of that. Then he found a canister of long matches on a shelf above the potbelly stove, pulled one out, lit it and held it against the newspapers. The paper blazed and eventually caught the kindling on fire. Once that was burning, he laid a dry log across the kindling. Soon, it caught and burned. He closed the door to the stove. Already the temperature in the cabin had been dropping once the sun had set.

      “The stove should keep us warm until the fire burns out,” Jack said. “I’m going out to start the generator. I don’t know about you, but I’d like to get a quick shower before we try to figure out what we want to cook for dinner. If you want to shower, you can go first. I’ll be cleaning the fish. That’s going to be our dinner tonight. Do you even like fish?”

      She nodded. “I do.”

      “Do you know how to cook fish?”

      Again, she nodded.

      “Good. I’m going to filet it while you get your shower. Just a word of warning, though. There’s no hot water heater. The generator is strictly to pump the water.”

      “Great,” she said. “I guess that means it’s going to be a really quick shower.”

      He grinned. “Yup. It’s the same water that comes from the mountains…snowmelt. It’s going to be icy cold.”

      Anne grimaced. “Then I’ll make do and make it quick.”

      “Good girl.” He smiled as he left the cabin to go back out to where he’d left the fish hanging on a peg on the outside wall.

      Soon, Anne heard a generator starting up. She took that as her cue to hurry up and get that shower. She grabbed the bag of clothes that they’d purchased in Vegas and carried them into the tiny bathroom.

      Towels hung on pegs on the wall. She turned on the faucet, and water spit out of the pipes until it became a steady stream. She kicked off her shoes and quickly stripped out of the clothes she’d been wearing since she’d left her apartment, what felt like ages ago.

      Anne shivered as her feet hit the cold floor. The bathroom did not have the benefit of the heat from the potbelly stove. If she’d been alone, she might have left the door open to get some of the heat from the other room. She inhaled deeply and stepped beneath the spray. The icy cold water stole away her breath.

      Fortunately, there was soap, shampoo and conditioner on the ledge against the wall. After lathering her hair, she used the same suds to skim over her body. She rinsed quickly, her teeth chattering, applied a dab of conditioner to her hand, rubbed it into her hair and rinsed that just as quickly. In less than three minutes, she shut off the water, grabbed the towel and rubbed the moisture from her body.

      Then she ripped into the package of underwear, pulled on a pair of pink ones and slipped one of the T-shirts over her head. The jeans were stiff, but at least they were a little warmer than nothing, even if they were a little big for her. They would have to do. Maybe she could find a belt or a bit of rope to tie around her waist to keep the jeans from falling down. In the meantime, she’d have to just keep pulling them up.

      When she was finished, she stepped out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around her hair. She hadn’t thought about it, but she didn’t have a brush. Maybe Jack would have one that she could borrow.

      Jack still hadn’t come in from outside. She rummaged through the box that Sadie had packed for them. In it, she found a bottle of prenatal vitamins, solving the mystery of whether or not Sadie knew she was pregnant. She also found a brush inside and sent a silent thank you to the mega movie star with a big heart. Jack had been right. Sadie was down to earth and a caring person. Anne was blessed to have met her. Not only that, but she also hadn’t said anything to anybody else about her suspicions that Anne might be pregnant.

      The only other person who knew that she was pregnant was Derek, and she’d led him to believe that he’d killed the baby. She hoped he continued to think that way. She was holding the bottle of vitamins when Jack walked back through the door. She shoved it behind her back, her cheeks heating.

      He held out a pan. “Got the fish ready, you sure you know how to cook it?”

      “Yeah, but if you have a certain way that you like it, then you better let me know now.”

      “Let’s see what kind of spices we have available to us, if any.” He crossed to the open shelves against the wall and rummaged through the containers. “Well, here,” he said, “is some cornmeal if you’d like it fried, and a bottle of olive oil. And there’s also a container of garlic flakes and pepper.”

      “I can make this happen,” she said, “with the garlic, pepper and the olive oil. If you would hand me that box of aluminum foil, I’ll get started.” She found a cast iron Dutch oven on another shelf, rinsed off the dust, applied a layer of olive oil in it and set it on the stove to heat. Everything else, she laid out on the table.

      “While you’re doing that, I’ll shower the smell of fish off my hands.” He grabbed a T-shirt, sweatpants, and headed for the tiny bathroom.

      Anne smiled at the thought of the big man fitting inside the small space. The bathroom was small enough, the shower was even smaller.

      She tore off a piece of aluminum foil, spread it out on the table, laid the fish in it, doused it with olive oil, garlic flakes and a healthy portion of pepper. Anne thought it would have been nice to have a lemon as well. She went to the box that Sadie had packed and surprised herself by finding a little bottle of lemon juice amongst the other things Sadie had packed.

      She sprinkled lemon juice over the fish, wrapped the foil around it, stuck it in the Dutch oven on top of the potbelly stove that had become hot while she had been in the shower. Since the pot was already warm, it wouldn’t take long to cook the fish.

      In the meantime, she found a can of French-style green beans, some dried bacon bits and a small saucepan. She used a manual can opener to open the can, poured the green beans into the saucepan, sprinkled the bacon bits over it and added some of the garlic flakes, then set it beside the Dutch oven on top of the potbelly stove. Before long, the smell of garlic and fish filled the air, making her stomach rumble.

      Jack emerged from the bathroom shaking the water from his hair. “Wow,” he said. “That cold water would wake the dead, but there’s nothing more invigorating. How’s it going? You need some help?”

      “Sure, if you want to lay out the plates. I’ll check the fish.” She felt warmed by his offer to help. Her parents had always chipped in and done their part. Since her mother had worked outside the home as well as her father, they’d shared the household responsibilities.

      Not Derek. When she’d still been working, she’d come home to clean up after him and to cook a meal for him. He’d never offered to help, not even to set the table or clean the dishes afterward. Not only did Jack set the table, but he also found another pot, filled it with water and added teabags to it. “Sorry,” he said. “They only had decaffeinated.”

      “That’s all right. I like decaf.” She didn’t tell him that she couldn’t have caffeine because she was pregnant. She wouldn’t know him long enough that it would make a difference to him if he found out she was, which was kind of sad.

      When she opened the foil, the fish was fluffy and white and smelled heavenly, even to her sensitive stomach. She found a spatula and served up two portions of the fish onto the plates, handing them to Jack, one at a time. He added a portion of the green beans and laid the plates on the table.

      “This looks amazing,” he said.

      “It’s pretty simple. The fish is healthy, and the green beans are roughage,” she said.

      “Looks perfect to me.” Jack held out the chair in front of one of the plates. “Please, take a seat.”

      Anne did, and he scooted the chair in behind her. She waited until he sat across the table from her. As soon as he did, he popped up again and went to the shelf against the wall. He came back with a candle, candle stick holder and a match. He set the candle in the holder, struck the match and lit the wick. “Now it’s a proper dinner,” he said. “It almost feels like a date.”

      Anne glanced down at the food on her plate, suddenly not hungry.

      “Did I say something wrong?” Jack reached across the table and took her hand.

      She stared at where their hands were combined and shook her head. “No, it’s just that the last date I was on was with Derek, before I realized what an ass he was.”

      He didn’t try to keep her hand in his. She could easily have pulled hers free, but she didn’t. “I’m not Derek,” Jack said. “I would never hurt you, and I would never hold you prisoner.”

      She looked up, her gaze capturing his. “I want to believe you, and I think I do.”

      He raised his other hand. “I know I can’t tell you to trust me, a person has to earn that trust, but I promise you I will not hurt you. In fact, if it would make you feel better, I can sleep outside tonight. You can have the cabin to yourself.”

      She shook her head. “No way. You spent a whole night on the road because of me. If anybody slept outside, it should be me. You deserve a comfortable bed to sleep in.”

      He smiled. “I appreciate that.” He gently squeezed her hand and let go. “But we’ll move the beds apart as soon as we’ve finished dinner. We can even move these chairs in between, if it makes you feel better.”

      She shook her head. “No, that won’t be necessary.” She tipped her head toward his food. “Now, eat before it gets cold.”

      He chuckled. “I can’t believe you caught the first fish. That’s just my luck.” He winked. His chuckle warmed the air in the room, and suddenly, she was glad she’d stepped across that balcony onto his and stowed away in his truck. For the first time in weeks, she started to have hope for the future.
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      Anne moved her hand to her lap, loving how warm and strong Jack’s fingers had felt curled around hers.

      Derek had never held her hand, unless it was to keep her in one place. His intent had been to dominate. From what Anne could tell about Jack, his intent was to soothe and to make her feel comfortable, not to intimidate.

      Her gaze drifted up to meet his across the flame of the candle. He seemed to be a good man. She appreciated that he’d seen the need for a candle at dinner. It was a nice touch. Feeling better and freer than she had in the past three weeks, she dug into the fish, savoring the garlic and peppery flavor. She ate every bite, and then consumed the green beans, going back to the sauce pan for seconds.

      Across the table Jack chuckled. “Now, that’s more like it,” he said. “I don’t think I’ve seen you eat more than two or three bites at any given meal.”

      She gave him a weak smile. “I usually have a good appetite…just not lately.”

      His smile faded. “You have good reason. I can’t imagine the stress you’ve been under, both physically and emotionally.”

      “I keep hoping that this too shall pass,” she said. “It’s just hard to imagine when I know how determined Derek can be about his…possessions.”

      “Well, hopefully, being off the grid will slow him down and give Swede a chance to dig into his activities on the web. Maybe he can find a way to put a stop to Derek by exposing his activities to the authorities…through an anonymous tip, of course.”

      “Yeah, but would it be enough to put him away? If he’s not in jail and he’s loose, he’ll come back after me. Especially if he thinks I had anything to do with putting him in jail.”

      “Well, we’re off the grid right now, so you can relax a little. We’ll keep our eyes open just in case.” Again, Jack reached across the table to take her hand. “I’ve got your six.”

      She smiled. “You don’t know what that means to me. Since my parents died, I’ve had no one to lean on. I thought I’d found someone in Derek.” She snorted. “Boy, was I wrong.”

      “I won’t let you down,” Jack said. “With Hank’s team backing us, we’ll get to the bottom of it. In the meantime, you’re with me for the two weeks that I’m here.”

      Anne nodded. “I hope that’ll be long enough.”

      Jack’s brow creased. “So do I.” He released her hand and gathered his plate.

      Anne stood and took her plate as well, and then carried it to the sink. She filled the sink with cold soapy water. After she rinsed the pot that she had cooked the green beans in, she filled it with clean, cold water and set it on the potbelly stove. “Do we need to bring more firewood inside?”

      “Probably,” he responded.

      “Now would be a good time to get some,” she said. “We have to wait to do dishes until the water gets hot enough.”

      Jack pulled on his boots. “A few more sticks of firewood wouldn’t hurt to keep the cabin warm tonight. The temperatures drop down pretty quickly after the sun disappears behind the mountains.”

      Anne slipped her feet into her shoes and noticed a flashlight hanging on the wall by the door. “If you’ll hold the flashlight, I’ll carry the wood,” she offered.

      Jack shook his head. “No way. You carry the flashlight. I’ll carry the wood.”

      She gave him the side-eye stare. “You know I’m pretty strong for a female.”

      He raised his hands. “If you really want to carry the firewood, I’ll let you. Knock yourself out.”

      She grinned crookedly. “Not really, but I just wanted you to know that I can do hard work, too.”

      He returned her grin. “I know that, and you pack a pretty wicked elbow to the gut, even if you haven’t had self-defense classes.”

      “It came naturally,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “Deep down, I think I’ve wanted to do that for a long time. I just didn’t dare when I was by myself. The consequences would’ve been pretty painful.”

      Jack cupped her cheek. “I’m sorry you’re having to go through this.”

      She covered his hand with hers. “You have nothing to be sorry about. I brought it on myself.”

      Jack frowned. “The hell you did. You have to stop thinking that way. Derek’s one sorry excuse for a human being. There’s no reason for a man to hit a woman. You did nothing to deserve that.”

      She nodded. “Well, I appreciate that thought. Derek didn’t agree. He had all kinds of excuses for hitting me.” Anne dropped her hand from his.

      Jack let his hand fall to his side.

      She turned and reached for the flashlight, switched it on to test the batteries, and then opened the door and shined the light out into the darkness. She was pretty shocked that it wasn’t that dark. The clear night sky was filled with a blanket of stars that made the land around them almost as bright as day. The starlight even glistened on the river. “I don’t think I need this,” she said looking down at the flashlight.

      Jack stepped around her out onto the porch. “Leave it on. Where the wood is stored might be cast in shadows, and who knows what varmints might be out at this time of night.”

      “Good point,” she said and shined the light toward the ground.

      They rounded the corner of the cabin and made their way to the little lean-to on the side where firewood was neatly stacked.

      Anne carefully shined the light all around the cords of wood.

      “All clear?” Jack asked.

      Anne chuckled. “Looks that way.”

      He loaded his arms with five logs. “That ought to be enough for tonight, and maybe even tomorrow night, depending on how cold it gets.”

      Anne walked beside him as he carried the wood back to the front door. She hurried ahead, pushed open the door and held it as he carried his load inside. She placed the flashlight in its mount on the wall and went to take some of the logs off the top of the pile that Jack had carried in. She stacked them neatly on the floor beside the potbelly stove.

      Jack laid the rest of them on top of the stack and shoved one into the stove. The glowing embers from the original log stirred into a flame, wrapping around the dry log.

      By then, the water in the pot on top of the stove had heated sufficiently. Anne poured the hot liquid into the sink with the cold bubbly water, making it warm enough to wash the dishes.

      Jack stepped up beside her. “You cooked. Let me wash.”

      “That’s okay,” she said. “I don’t mind.”

      “It’s only fair,” Jack argued. “Back home, whoever cooked got to sit down after dinner while the rest of us cleaned up. If we didn’t want to clean up, we took our turns cooking.”

      “Really, I don’t mind,” she said.

      Jack plucked a dish towel off the shelf above the sink. “Okay, but I insist on drying.”

      Anne washed the dishes with Jack standing so close she could feel the heat of his body. It stirred something inside her she’d thought had been lost forever.

      Jack dried, laying the plates, utensils, pots and pans back on the shelf where he’d originally found them.

      The cabin was so small it was inevitable that they would bump into each other several times during the process of cleaning the dinner dishes. Each time they touched, a shock of electricity rushed through her body. The contact at once excited her and scared her. How could she feel such raw longing for a man she had just met? She didn’t know. It was almost with relief that she finished washing the dishes, emptied the sink of water and rinsed away the suds.

      Jack dried the last pan and hung the towel on a peg. “I guess I should go turn off the generator now that we don’t need the water.”

      “I’ll carry the flashlight,” Anne said. “And you can show me how to operate the generator. I need to know how everything works.”

      Once again, they stepped out the door and went around to the opposite side of the cabin from the firewood where a shed had been built into the side of the wall. When Jack opened the door, a small animal skittered out.

      Anne jumped, let out a squeal and would have fallen backward if Jack hadn’t been there.

      He wrapped his arm around her and steadied her.

      “What was it?”

      Jack chuckled. “A squirrel. It probably has a nest inside the shed. I’ll check it out tomorrow, but right now, I’m just going to turn off the generator.” Still, he didn’t drop his arm from around her. “Are you okay?”

      When she realized her body was pressed up against his, her cheeks heated, and she was glad it was dark outside. “I’m okay.” Anne steadied the light, aiming the beam at the inside of the shed while standing back as far as she could, afraid another animal might dart out.

      Still chuckling, Jack reached inside and flicked the switch that killed the generator’s engine. “It’s just that easy. You flip the switch in the opposite direction to turn it on.”

      “I think even I can figure that out.”

      Jack closed the door and took her hand, squeezing her fingers gently. “Come on, I think we’ve had enough excitement for the evening.”

      Anne leaned into his arm, flashing her light around the ground, afraid of what she might see and more afraid of what she didn’t see.

      Once they were back inside the cabin, Jack dropped the wooden brace into its slot on the wall, effectively locking the door from the inside. Nobody on the outside would be able to get in without breaking down the door. Without the generator, the cabin was dark, except for the flashlight. Jack found a battery-powered lantern on a corner shelf and turned it on. “You can turn off the flashlight now.”

      Anne did so and fitted it into mount on the wall and turned to stare at the bed that took up the majority of the small room.

      “If you’ll grab the footboard, I’ll grab the headboard, and we can move these two beds apart.” Jack took up a position at the headboard.

      Anne stood by the footboard, bent her knees and grabbed the wooden footboard.

      Jack gripped the headboard. “On three, we’ll move it toward the table. One…two…three.”

      They shoved the twin bed, which happened to be a little heavier than Anne had anticipated, toward the table. The cabin, being so small, didn’t give them much room, but it gave at least a foot of space between the two twin beds. It wasn’t much, but it was as good as it could get. If they moved the table over any farther, it would block the bathroom door. As it was, what little furniture there was inside the tiny cabin barely gave them room to move around.

      “We’ll push them back together during the day,” Jack said, “to make it easier to get around in here.” Jack glanced down at his watch. “Are you going to stay awake and read?” he asked. “It’s already past ten.”

      Anne blinked. “Really? The sun only went down about thirty minutes ago.”

      “Up here in Montana, the days are longer in the summertime than down in LA or San Diego.”

      “The sun comes up pretty early. I’m used to getting up early. I worked as a waitress with the breakfast and lunch crowd. I had to get to work by four-thirty in the morning.”

      Jack grinned. “The sun comes up early but not quite that early.”

      “Don’t worry,” she said, “I won’t wake you up.” She was good at moving around quietly. Derek had had a habit of staying up late at night and getting up halfway through the morning. Anne had valued the time when he was asleep. It was the only time she could be alone with her thoughts without being judged for every little thing she did.

      Not that Jack would be that way, and she suspected that he would wake up about the same time she did. “I’m tired,” she said. “I’d be willing to call it a night.” Her escape from San Diego, the attack in Vegas and the all-night drive to Montana had taken their toll on her.

      Jack nodded. “Me, too.” He carried the lantern over to the beds and set it down between them. He tipped his head toward the light. “Just in case something goes bump in the night, it would be nice to have the lantern handy.”

      She nodded. “Thank you. The different noises might take some getting used to. I’ve never actually slept in a wilderness environment.”

      Jack nodded.

      With nothing else to do, she waved toward the beds. “Which one do you want?”

      “I’ll take the one closest to the door,” he said.

      Which left her with the one that was closest to the wall. She sat on the edge, pulled her shoes off and dropped them on the floor, shoving them beneath the bed.

      Jack sat on the side of his, removed his boots and stood, his hands going toward his belt.

      Anne’s eyes widened.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I usually sleep in the nude. Just for you, I’m wearing boxers.” He dropped his jeans and stepped out of them, laying them over the end of the bed. True to his word, he wore boxers, a modest navy blue that hid everything except for his muscular thighs. “You aren’t planning on sleeping in your jeans, are you? Which is fine, if that’s what you want to do. If you’d like something more comfortable, I have a pair of sweats.”

      She shook her head. “It’s okay, I’ll wait until the lights are out. I can sleep in my T-shirt.”

      The beds had been made up with thick down comforters covered with patchwork quilts. The potbelly stove had the cabin nice and warm. As the fire died down, the cabin would get cooler. The comforters would keep them warm.

      Jack laid down on top of the quilt and leaned over. “Ready for lights out?”

      She nodded.

      He switched off the lantern.

      Anne couldn’t help the little bit of gasp at how dark it was inside the cabin.

      Immediately, the light came back on.

      “What?” Jack said. “You okay?”

      She nodded. “I just wasn’t expecting it to be quite so dark.”

      “We could leave it on, but then we’d go through all the batteries before we leave.”

      “It’s okay,” she said. “You can turn it off.”

      This time when he turned off the light, she didn’t gasp.

      She sat on the bed, her eyes wide, trying to take in any light that she could possibly find. No matter how hard she tried to make her eyes adjust to the darkness, it didn’t get better. It was pitch black inside that cabin.

      After a few minutes of trying to adjust, she eventually gave up and reached for the button on her jeans. She flipped it open, unzipped slowly and slid them down her legs. The cooler air felt good against her skin. She slipped her legs beneath the comforter and lay back against the pillow, trying to relax, which was hard to do. Every time she heard movement from the other bed, she twitched.

      Suddenly, a soft green light glowed in the darkness. Jack lay on his side with his hand touching the face of his watch. “You okay?”

      She pulled the comforter up to her chin and nodded. “I am.”

      The green light blinked out, and they were back to pitch black.

      “I’ve lived in the city all my life,” she said. “Even on the darkest night, there was always a light shining through a window from the street outside. Either that or the glow of the city lights was enough if there wasn’t a streetlight to break up the darkness.”

      “Being out in the country away from all the electric lights can be disconcerting for the first time.” Jack’s voice spoke softly in the dark. “I remember the first time my dad took me camping.” He laughed. “We were sleeping in a tent. The clouds blanketed the sky, blocking out all the stars and the moonlight. All we had available to us were our other senses. The sense of smell, our hearing and touch. I swear I heard everything, even the ants crawling across the outside of the tent.”

      “Really?” Anne said.

      “Well, maybe not the ants,” Jack admitted. “But other, bigger bugs and whatever critters were wrestling around in the leaves outside the tent. It had me so scared I plastered myself against my dad’s side and didn’t move for the rest of the night. I believe he woke up with a backache. But since I lived through the night, I figured it wasn’t quite that bad. Still, it took the rest of that camping trip for me to relax before going to sleep.”

      “Your dad was really patient with you.”

      Jack chuckled. “Most of the time. Especially when I was small and learning. When I was a teenager, he kind of lost some of that patience, but I kind of deserved that. Especially when I wrecked the family’s car after dropping my date off at her home. I was somewhere I shouldn’t have been, going faster than I should have. I was lucky I didn’t kill myself. I think my dad’s patience was thin that night more because of what could have happened. Thankfully, I came out unscathed. The car…not so much.”

      “Must have been nice to have somebody to lean up against in the darkness,” Anne murmured.

      “Look, if it helps, you can hold my hand. No strings, no obligations.” He punched his watch again, and the soft green light came on. He reached his arm out and laid his hand on the bed beside her. “It’s up to you,” he said softly.

      “That’s it?” she said. “Just hold your hand?”

      “That’s it.” His lips thinned. “I’m not Derek.”

      She gave him a weak smile, and tears welled in her eyes. She brushed one away that slipped down her cheek, cursing her hormones. Then she reached out and slipped her hand in his.

      He curled his fingers around hers gently. If she wanted, she could pull her hand loose quickly with very little effort.

      The green light blinked out again, and she relaxed in the dark, holding Jack’s hand. For a long time, she lay awake wondering what it would have been like had she met Jack before she’d met Derek. She felt some kind of chemistry going on, at least on her side, that she’d never felt for Derek.

      With Derek, she’d been starving for somebody in her life after she’d lost both parents. Her high school friends had all moved on, gotten married, left California or moved to smaller cities. She’d had to stay where she could take advantage of mass transit, since she hadn’t owned a car. She couldn’t move out of the city, or so she’d thought, until she caught a ride in the back of the cab of that tractor trailer rig that had taken her all the way to San Diego. That experience had been completely out of desperation.

      As she held Jack’s hand, she sent a prayer of thanks to the heavens that he had been her neighbor in that apartment complex. And she also prayed that one day she could repay his kindness, and maybe, just maybe, he might see her as something other than a victim of her own poor decisions.
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      For Jack, the second day at the cabin set the pace for the rest of the week. He rose with the sun, dressed quickly in the cool morning air and went for a morning walk with Anne along the riverbank.

      They didn’t try to fish that early. Instead, they climbed the banks, and sometimes the hills, surrounding the area. Mostly, they enjoyed the blue skies and the bright yellow sunrises. Most often, they walked hand in hand.

      He told himself it was just to keep her from falling and to allay her fears, especially after that first night. The more he held her hand, the more he wanted to. He wouldn’t ask more of her, knowing she had been in an abusive relationship. She needed time to learn that she could trust other men.

      As the week wore on, the end of their time there at the fishing cabin loomed. As much as he would have liked the fishing vacation to continue, Jack knew it was quickly coming to an end and that had him scared.

      The isolation of the cabin, which kept them off the grid, seemed to be doing the trick. They hadn’t had a surprise visit from Derek, and they’d had no need to use the satellite phone. They had plenty of rations to see them through the rest of the week and into the next.

      Jack had shown Anne how to fire his rifle and handguns. She’d target practice against the riverbank. By the third day, she was becoming a good shot and seemed comfortable with the rifle as well as the handguns.

      By the middle of the week, they were both getting pretty adept at casting, and Jack had finally caught his share of fish. None of them equaled the size of the one Anne had snagged the first day. It didn’t matter to him. It gave her great pleasure to tease him about it.

      The fact that she had relaxed enough to tease him made him happier than catching fish. And seeing her smile every morning made him want to see that smile every day for the rest of his life.

      Frankly, that scared him the most.

      He was quickly losing his heart to this woman, who probably had no intention of getting back into another relationship, especially after her disastrous life with Derek. And hadn’t Jack promised himself never to marry as long as he was a Navy SEAL or get involved into a long-term relationship either?

      Anne needed a man to be around in her life on a full-time basis to protect her. He would be fooling himself thinking he could be the one to do that, if he even had a chance with her. He would be doing a disservice to both of them if he allowed himself to get involved with Anne.

      If they took the relationship as far as marriage, he’d end up deployed and be gone for months on end. Anne would be alone with assholes like Derek to take advantage of her. She had no family to go home to. No siblings to give her a hard time or to love her when she needed it. No parents to back her up or to be there when she was in trouble.

      Yet Jack couldn’t stop thinking about what a future with Anne would be like as he stared at her standing in her hip waders, her sandy-blonde hair pulled up in a ponytail, her arms swinging fluidly so that the line looped behind her and then flew in front of her into the water.

      She was graceful and beautiful. He could just imagine her like Sadie, with a baby on one hip and a toddler by the hand. She’d make a great mother. Seeing her hold baby McClain and talk with Emma made Jack long for something he hadn’t longed for since his wife had left him.

      He’d told Anne that not every man was like Derek. That he wasn’t like Derek. If he let himself believe it, the same held true for women. Not everybody was like his ex-wife. Anne certainly wasn’t. She’d handled being alone when she’d run away from Derek.

      Jack could be mobilized three-hundred and sixty-five days a year. No. It wouldn’t be fair to any woman.

      Then again, he could quit and go to work for Hank. He’d have more time to spend with a wife and children.

      An image of his team popped into his mind, one where they were gathered around the dinner table in Wolf’s house, laughing and joking, and then another image of his team storming a Taliban stronghold where each man looked out for the other while focusing on their mission. Those men…his team…were family to him. They counted on him being there just as he counted on them having his six. He’d joined the Navy SEALs to make a difference in the world. It was his passion.

      Anne cast her line in a smooth, flowing motion and turned to smile in his direction. The sun was well on its way down, headed for the peaks of the Crazy Mountains. The afternoon rays caught her hair, turning it into spun gold. The smile on her face lit her eyes and made Jack question his decision to stay in the Navy.

      Anne’s smile dipped. “Something wrong?” she asked softly so as not to disturb the fish.

      Everything, he thought. He shook his head. “Not at all.”

      “Are you ready to call it a night?” she asked. “We have plenty of fish for dinner and for breakfast in the morning.”

      He nodded. “Yeah. I guess I’m done.” He reeled in his line, gathered their string of fish and waited for her to join him on the bank of the river.

      “I think if my dad had ever gone fishing, he would have liked it,” she said as she joined him.

      “Especially if he had gone with you,” Jack said. “You are a natural.”

      Her cheeks turned a pretty shade of pink. “I think I’m just lucky,” she said. “But I do like the grace and beauty of fly fishing. It’s not as simple as it looks.”

      He nodded and fell in step beside her as they walked up to the cabin. “I’ll start the generator.”

      “I’ll go first in the shower,” she said.

      That was their routine. He cleaned fish, she showered, she cooked, he showered. They sat down to dinner together with a candle burning between them.

      As Anne walked beside Jack, she was quieter than usual.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “I miss him.”

      Jack’s chest tightened. “Who?”

      She looked up into his eyes. “My dad. He wasn’t always around. Though he was a computer geek, there were times he had to go off to other locations to help install software or hardware or troubleshoot bugs. My mom and I missed him when he was gone, but when he was there, he made up for lost time.”

      “Did you ever resent his work?” Jack found himself holding his breath waiting for her answer.

      She smiled. “No. Mom and I understood. He loved what he did, and he didn’t love us any less.”

      Jack let go of the breath and the tightness in his chest. “Your mother never wished that he could stay home and be with his family?”

      “I’m sure she did, but she never let on to my dad or to me. She just made every day with him a good day and cherished their moments together. Though they were older when I was born, they were a very loving couple. They kind of set the bar for what I expected from a relationship.” Anne snorted. “I don’t know why I didn’t see how Derek fell far short from that bar.”

      Jack’s fist tightened around his fishing pole. “He manipulated you. You needed someone in your life. He recognized that and took advantage of it. You couldn’t have known until it was too late.”

      They’d reached the front steps and sat down beside each other to peel the hip waders off. Jack was done first and rose to hang the fish on the hook on the wall. Then he bent to help Anne get her boots off.

      He hung their waders side by side on another hook on the outside wall and tipped his chin toward the cabin. “You’re first in the shower.” He went around the side to turn on the generator, and then gathered the fish and took them to the cleaning station that was set up on the front corner of the cabin.

      He’d gotten good at cleaning and filleting from past experience but even better over the last couple of days. They should be tired of eating fish for breakfast, lunch and dinner. But any meal with Anne was good.

      As usual, by the time Jack was done cleaning the fish, Anne was out of the shower and preparing everything for the fish to be cooked. When he walked in, he noticed that she had a pie tin filled with cornmeal, had stoked the fire and had a cast iron skillet heating on the potbelly stove.

      She smiled. “I thought we might fry them tonight.”

      “Are you sure your stomach can handle that?” He’d noticed that she woke up every morning and munched on crackers, stating that she had a sensitive stomach and the crackers helped. Never having had a sensitive stomach, Jack accepted that as part of her routine.

      “I should be okay.” She tipped her head toward the bathroom. “You go and get your shower.”

      After his frigid shower, he stepped out to the smell of fried fish, which was a nice change from the Dutch oven garlic roasted kind. “Are you about ready for a hamburger and French fries?”

      She grinned. “Sometimes, but I know that the fish is better for me.” Her lips twisted. “Well, maybe not fried, but then neither are French fries and hamburgers.”

      “True.”

      She scooped the fish onto the plates, spooned baked beans next to them and canned asparagus.

      Jack smiled. “Always have to have something green, right?”

      She nodded. “Yes, I would prefer a fresh salad, but canned asparagus will have to do.”

      Thankfully, Hank and Sadie had left a bowl of fresh fruit in the cabin which they had been going through daily for snacks.

      “I can’t imagine what I’d be doing for meals if you hadn’t come along with me. I probably would’ve just eaten stuff straight out of the can and burned all the fish. So, thank you for saving me from my own lousy cooking skills. Back in Coronado, seems like the only good meals I ever get are when Wolf cooks and invites us all over.”

      “Wolf?” Anne asked.

      “One of my teammates. He fancies himself a chef. I think he’ll make a good one once he gets done with the Navy.”

      “My mother was a good cook, and she taught me what she knew. When my father came home, he would man the grill, cooking up the tenderest, juiciest steaks you could ever imagine. He also made a mean pot of chili.”

      “Your parents sound amazing,” he said.

      She nodded. “They were. I just didn’t have them long enough, and I didn’t have siblings to share my grief when they passed. I swore that, if I ever got married and had children, I would definitely have more than one. Family is everything. When you don’t have family you have nothing.” She set down her fork, having cleaned her plate. “So, you see, you’re very lucky to have the sisters you have, and that your parents are still alive. I envy you.”

      He tilted his head and studied her. “I think my sisters would like you.”

      “If they’re anything like you,” Anne smiled, “I’m sure I’d like them, too.”

      He laughed. “They’re nothing like me. They’re all into clothes and makeup and going to the beach.”

      “They’re not married?” Anne asked.

      “Not yet. They got their degrees, and they’re working on establishing themselves in their careers first. One of them is an aeronautical engineer, which seems like an oxymoron for a woman who likes to have her hair and nails done once every couple of weeks.”

      Anne shook her head. “Just because a woman is smart doesn’t mean she doesn’t like to be pretty. What does your other sister do?”

      “She’s into graphics design and marketing and is able to work from home.”

      “And home is where?”

      “The outer banks of North Carolina, close to my parents.”’

      “I bet they like having her near.”

      “When she’s home. I mean she works from home, but she does a lot of traveling.”

      Anne laid her hand across the table, and he took it in his. It was a gesture they performed quite often, as if it were the natural thing to do.

      “What about you, Anne?” Jack spoke softly. “Where do you see yourself a year from now. Five years from now? I mean, if Derek weren’t an issue.”

      “I’d like to go back to school,” she answered, without hesitation.

      “What do you want to study?”

      “English, creative writing. I know it’s practically useless and all you can do is teach with that, but I thought, one day, I’d like to write children’s books. At least in my off time.”

      He could see her doing that, and she’d be good at it. “You like children, don’t you?”

      She nodded. “Yes, I do.”

      “What about marriage and children of your own?”

      She stiffened. “I like to think it could happen.” She looked away and then back to him, capturing his gaze. “What about you? Where do you see yourself?”

      “In five years, I will have put in my paperwork to retire from the Navy and probably spend the last year training new Navy SEAL recruits.”

      “And after that?” She cocked a challenging eyebrow.

      He grinned. “I’ll probably go to work for Hank.” He looked around the tiny cabin. “With perks like this, who wouldn’t?”

      “What about family?” she persisted.

      His grin broadened. “I’ll definitely visit them more often.”

      She shook her head. “No. I mean, a family of your own—wife…children.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe then.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Not sooner?”

      “My life as a SEAL keeps me away from home. It wouldn’t be fair to a wife or children to have their husband and father gone all the time.”

      “My dad wasn’t in the Navy,” Anne said, “but he was gone a lot, too. Once when I was a teenager, I asked my mother how she could live like that with her husband always gone? She smiled and hugged me and said she’d rather have him some of the time than not at all. She said love’s like that. And every time he came home, you could see the joy in her eyes. She loved him with all her heart, and he loved her.”

      “Not all women can deal with their husbands being gone all the time.”

      Anne stared across at Jack. “Then they don’t love them enough. They obviously aren’t right for each other. Not like my mom was right for my dad and vice versa.”

      “How did they know that they were right for each other?” he asked.

      “I asked my mom the same thing.” A smile curved her lips and her face softened. “My mom said when you can’t imagine life without him. It was as simple as that.”

      “And did you feel like that with Derek?”

      She shook her head. “And that should have been my first sign. I was so desperate to have somebody of my own, I didn’t see how wrong he was for me.” She pushed to her feet and carried her plate to the sink.

      Jack followed with his and helped dry the dishes while she washed. “You talked about a future with children, but you don’t talk about a future with another man,” Jack commented as he dried the last dish and laid it on the shelf.

      Anne concentrated on the sink as she pulled the plug and let the water drain out. “I don’t,” she said.

      “Is it that you don’t trust men to treat you right?” he asked.

      “It might be partly that, but mostly, I don’t trust my own judgement anymore. I thought I knew Derek, and I was so painfully wrong.”

      She raised a hand and nodded. “I know, not all men are like Derek.” She laid that hand on his chest. “And you’re a perfect example. You are absolutely nothing like that man. You’re kind. You’re generous. You’re loyal to your friends and your family. And, as far as I can tell, you would never raise a hand to a woman.”

      He captured her hand and pressed it to his chest. “Well, I for one hope you don’t give up on men. You deserve a family of your own and the kind of love that your parents shared.”

      She nodded. “I’m starting to believe that myself, thanks to you.”

      He raised her hands to his lips and pressed a kiss to her fingertips. “Never sell yourself short because some man made you feel less than you are.”

      She leaned up on her toes and pressed a kiss to his lips. “Thank you for your confidence in me.”

      He pulled her close and wrapped his arms around her gently.

      She slid hers around his waist and leaned her cheek against his chest.

      Jack knew he needed to be gentle with her, but in that moment that jolt of passion that raced through his body threatened to overwhelm him. He wanted to do more than just hold her. He wanted to kiss her and make love to her.

      When he tried to set her at arms-length, her arms tightened around his middle. He held her a little longer, even though he felt his control slipping. Finally, he tipped her chin back and stared down into her eyes. “I want to kiss you so badly,” he said, “but I know what you’ve been through. I don’t want to scare you.”

      Before he could say another word, she leaned up on her toes and pressed her mouth to his. She loosened her hold around his waist and wrapped her hands around his neck, pulling him down to kiss her even harder. When she opened to him, he slipped his tongue into her mouth and caressed hers.

      They stood in that moment, suspended in time. Though the future was unclear, the past faded, and it was just them in the fishing cabin in the middle of nowhere.

      When he finally lifted his head, he stared down into her eyes again as she stared up at him.

      Suddenly, her eyes widened, and her face grew pale in the light from the single bulb dangling from the ceiling.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have kissed you so soon.”

      She shook her head and covered her mouth with her hand. “Oh, don’t say that,” she said through her fingers. She didn’t move her hand from her mouth. “And,” she gulped, “don’t think this is any reflection on that kiss, but…” She ducked around him and flew through the door.

      “Anne,” he called out after her and ran to catch up, grabbing the flashlight from its mount on the wall. He cursed himself for moving too fast, for not giving her time to get over Derek. “Wait, Anne,” he called out.

      She ran out across the field toward the river.

      “Anne, wait!”

      Then she fell to her knees and bent over, her body heaving.

      Jack caught up to her, bent over and laid a hand on her back. “Anne, are you okay? Anne? Sweetheart?”

      “Leave me alone.” She moaned and vomited.

      “Anne, are you sick? Well, obviously, you are.” He felt helpless. “Do I need to call Swede and have him come pick us up or send an ambulance?”

      “No,” she said. “I’ll get over it.”

      “I don’t like seeing you like this.”

      “Really,” she said, “I’m fine.” Then she threw up again. “Leave me alone. I’m going to be perfectly fine. I just shouldn’t…have eaten…fried food.”

      He held her hair and stood beside her, refusing to leave her. “You can’t be fine if you’re still sick.”

      “I’m not sick,” she insisted. “I’m pregnant.”

      Jack reeled back. “Pregnant?”

      “Yes, dammit. I’m pregnant. Even though Derek tried to beat the baby out of me,” she sobbed.

      Jack’s gut clenched. “That bastard.”

      “He wanted me,” she said. “No babies. That’s when he nearly beat me to death. But he didn’t kill me or the baby.” She looked up into his eyes. “The baby didn’t choose its father. But I’m its mother. I’ll be damned if I let anyone kill it.”

      “Oh, sweetheart.” Jack smoothed the hair back from her face. “You’re going to make a good mother.”

      A nearby sound reminded him of where they were and what could be out there in the night. He shined the light around to make sure they were alone. When he did, a dark shadow, about the size of a dog, only rounder, moved nearby. He shifted the beam to discover a small bear.

      Jack froze.

      It was a cub. Where there was a cub there was a mama bear.

      He swung the flashlight beam and encountered another shadow just like the first and still did not see the mama. “Anne,” he said softly, “can you get back to the cabin?”

      “I think so,” she said.

      “Then do it quickly,” he said, his tone intense, praying she got the meaning.

      “Why? What’s wrong?” Anne asked, raising her head.

      “We’ve got company.” With his free hand, he helped her to her feet, turned her around and said, “Run.”

      At that moment, a large shape lumbered up over the riverbank toward them.

      Anne screamed. She took off running as fast as she could toward the cabin. She needed time to make it there. If the bear caught her movement and took off after her, she wouldn’t make it.

      Jack didn’t follow. He turned around and shined the light in the bear’s face and yelled, “Hey! Over here!”

      The bear’s head swung toward Anne and then back toward Jack.

      Jack yelled again. “Hey! Over here!” Out of the corner of his eye he saw Anne slide to a halt and turn back toward him. He yelled, “Keep going! Get the gun!”

      Anne took off running again as the bear altered her direction and charged toward Jack.
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      Anne ran as fast as she could back to the cabin and through the open door inside. Her heart thundered in her chest, and her breathing was ragged. She hadn’t wanted to leave Jack alone outside to defend himself against the bear. But the only defense against a bear that size was a gun.

      His rifle stood beside the door where he’d left it. She reached for it. When her hands wrapped around the metal barrel, she grabbed it up into her arms and ran back outside. Thankfully, Jack had taken her out for target practice and shown her how to operate the rifle and how to flip the safety switch off. Clouds skittered across the sky, alternately blocking the light from the stars and letting them shine though.

      When Anne could see him, Jack was using the flashlight to bash against the bears paws.

      The bear roared and swung a mighty paw, smashing into Jack’s arm, knocking him to the ground.

      Anne flipped the safety switch, lifted the rifle to her shoulder, aimed it above the bear’s head and pulled the trigger.

      The loud bang made the bear jerk back and away from Jack’s crumpled body on the ground. Only for a second. Then she went after him again.

      Anne aimed for center of mass and pulled the trigger again. The bear roared, dropped down on all fours, turned and ran toward the river.

      Anne fired one last time just to make sure the bear wouldn’t return. Still carrying the rifle, she ran to Jack and dropped onto her knees beside him.

      “Jack,” she cried.

      He lay as still as death. A cloud covered the sky again, blocking the light. Anne scrambled for the flashlight and held it over Jack’s body. He had lacerations from where the bear had torn into his skin. There was blood everywhere. She checked his neck, pressing her fingers to the base of his throat. She could feel a pulse, and it was strong. She let go of the breath that she had been holding on a sob.

      “Jack,” she said, “you have to be all right.”

      He stirred and moaned. Then his eyes popped open, and he raised his right arm to block his face. “The bear!” he called out.

      “Gone,” Anne said. “The bear’s gone.”

      He tried to raise both arms toward her, winced and groaned. He clutched his left arm with his right hand and moaned again. He lay back against the ground, his eyes closing. He mumbled something.

      Anne leaned closer. “What, what did you say?”

      “Sat…phone,” he whispered, and then passed out. His body went limp, his arms falling to his sides.

      She shined her light down at him to make sure he wasn’t bleeding from an arterial wound. That’s when she noticed his left arm lying in an awkward angle, the bone in his forearm appeared to be snapped.

      Anne sobbed, lurched to her feet and dry heaved all the way back into the cabin. She ran, carrying the flashlight and the rifle, wanting to be prepared in case the bear returned. She scanned the interior of the cabin, desperately searching for the satellite phone. She found it next to the lantern in between the two beds. She snatched it up in her hands and ran back to where Jack lay. She didn’t want to leave him alone too long in case the bear came back.

      When she reached him, she sat on the ground with the rifle across her knees and held the satellite phone close to the light. She tried to remember what Swede had said about calling for help. Her fingers fumbled across the keys, and finally, she got it right. She lifted the phone to her ear and waited while it rang.

      It only rang once when Swede’s voice came on the line. “Jack, what’s wrong?”

      “Jack’s unconscious,” Anne blurted out before another sob blocked her throat.

      “What happened?” Swede asked.

      “Bear attack,” Anne said. “We need to get him medical attention.”

      “Are you still at the cabin?” Swede asked.

      Anne nodded. “Yes.”

      “Stay on the line. I’m going to get on the other phone and get medical airlift scheduled to come get him.”

      “Thank God,” Anne said.

      “Can you tell me what kind of injuries he’s had?”

      “Lots of lacerations from the bear’s claws. His left arm is…broken. It looks bad.” Tears streamed down her cheeks. “Please hurry.”

      “Making the call now,” Swede said, and the line went blank. Remembering her first aid training from high school, Anne grabbed the rifle off the ground and ran back to the cabin. She yanked comforters and quilts off the beds and grabbed towels from the bathroom. Anne returned to where Jack lay on the ground and shined the light down on the cuts. Some of them were deep and still bleeding. She tore strips from the towels, wrapped them around the cuts and knotted them over them to provide pressure to stop the bleeding, being very careful when she moved his arm. Her stomach roiled, but she needed to stop the bleeding on that arm.

      Jack groaned, but he didn’t wake.

      The pain had to be so bad that being unconscious was better for him anyway. At least, that’s what Anne told herself. She tucked the blankets around him and counted the seconds, praying that the air lift would arrive soon. Fifteen minutes later, she heard the thumping of rotary blades echoing off the sides of the hills. Her heart leapt. “You hear that, Jack?” She smoothed a hand over his forehead. “Help’s on its way.”

      A few minutes later, the helicopter landed in the clearing beside the cabin. The emergency medical technicians leaped to the ground, carrying what looked like a toolbox. A couple of the EMTs unloaded a stretcher. Once the medical personnel took over, Anne stood out of the way, still holding the rifle just in case the bear decided to return. They checked all of Jack’s vital signs, loaded him onto the stretcher and moved him to the helicopter. Inside, they hooked him up to an IV.

      By then a truck rumbled up the road and stopped. Swede jumped out and ran toward her. He took the rifle from her hands and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Give me a minute with the medical personnel.”

      “I’m going with you,” she said.

      He nodded, and they walked together to the helicopter where the technicians were loading their equipment on the helicopter, along with Jack.

      One of the EMTs met them. “We’ll take him to the hospital in Bozeman.”

      “I’m going with him,” Anne said.

      The medical technician shook his head. “We don’t have room for passengers.”

      “We’ll meet you there,” Swede said.

      “I won’t take up much room,” Anne said.

      “I’m sorry, there just isn’t enough space, and we’ll max out our weight limit. Don’t worry, we’ll get him there safely.” He left them standing there, climbed into the helicopter and the aircraft lifted off the ground.

      “Come on,” Swede said. “If you want to get there as soon as possible, we need to get moving.”

      “Let me grab his wallet,” she said. “They might need his information.” She ran back inside the cabin and fished Jack’s wallet out from under his pillow. She’d already told them his name, but admissions at the hospital would want more. This time when she left, she pulled the door closed, her heart heavy in her chest. They’d spent three idyllic days together, getting to know each other, fishing and laughing. Anne gulped…and kissing. She had no doubt in her mind that Jack was a good man. She prayed that he would be all right. She climbed into the truck with Swede, and they took off bouncing down the rutted road. “How long will it take to get there?” she asked.

      “Two hours tops,” Swede said. “Once we hit the highway, I’ll speed up.”

      Two hours seemed like forever. Anne leaned over several times to check the speedometer. Swede pushed past the limits, climbing up to eighty, ninety and one hundred miles an hour on the straight stretches.

      “I’ll drop you off at the entrance, and then go park,” he said as they pulled into Bozeman and found the ER entrance to the hospital.

      She didn’t wait for him to come to a complete stop before she threw open the door and jumped out. When she ran inside, she stopped at the desk and asked for Jack Marsten.

      The clerk behind the counter tapped the keyboard in front of her and glanced at the monitor. “He’s in surgery.” She gave directions to where Anne could wait in the lobby outside the surgery ward.

      Anne hurried up to the waiting room and paced.

      Minutes later, Swede joined her. “I would’ve been here a few minutes earlier, but I ran by the cafeteria and grabbed these.” He handed her a packet of crackers and shrugged. “When I called Hank to tell him what was going on, Sadie recommended I bring you some saltine crackers. What’s that all about?” Swede asked, his forehead wrinkling.

      “I have a sensitive stomach, and she knows it.” She took the crackers thankfully, tore them open and nibbled. It had been hours since she’d had anything on her stomach and she’d lost most of it beside the river, which had started this fiasco. If she hadn’t been outside losing her dinner, Jack wouldn’t be in surgery at that moment.

      An hour later, closing in on one o’clock in the morning, a doctor stepped into the waiting room and peeled the cap off his head. “Are you the family of Jack Marsten?”

      “Yes,” Anne said before Swede could answer.

      “He’s in recovery right now, doing well. We set the bone in his forearm and stitched up all the lacerations before we brought him out of the anesthesia. He’d still groggy, and he’ll probably sleep through the rest of the night.”

      “Can we see him?” Anne asked.

      “Should be all right. Keep it one at a time back in recovery. In the next thirty minutes, we’ll move him to a room. One of you can stay the night with him, but anyone else will have to be limited to regular visiting hours.”

      “I’ll stay,” Anne said.

      “Then, if you don’t mind, I’ll go see him first,” Swede said.

      Anne nodded her brow puckering.

      Swede smiled. “Don’t worry. I won’t take long.” True to his word, Swede was back within five minutes. When he returned, he nodded. “The doc was right. He’s still out from the effects of the anesthesia.”

      Anne laid her hand on Swede’s arm. “Did he talk? Did he say anything?”

      “No, he was sound asleep, but his vital signs looked good.” He tipped his head toward the door. “Go.”

      Anne gave him a quick smile and bolted for the door. She half-walked, half-ran down the hallway. A nurse let her into the recovery area and directed her to a room where Jack lay hooked up to monitors and an IV. Anne went immediately to his bedside and smoothed her hand over his brow. “Hey, big guy,” she said, “you’re going to be okay.”.

      He lay there without responding. No fluttering of his eyelashes, hand movement or anything else.

      Anne checked the monitor. His blood pressure and heart rate looked good. The steady blip of the EKG proved that his heart was beating strong, as usual. He had a bright white cast on his left arm, stitches on his upper arm and shoulder, and stitches on various other places across his body. The bear had done a number on him, but he’d survived. That’s what counted.

      Not long after she had entered the room, a nurse came in and unplugged the monitor, unhooked the IV bag from the stand, laid it across Jack’s chest and she smiled. “We’re taking him to a room of his own where we’ll monitor him overnight. He should be able to go home tomorrow.”

      Anne swallowed the laugh that was more of a sob.

      Home? That would be back with his unit in Coronado.

      To her, it was the cabin by the river. That had been the only place she’d felt at home since her parents had died. Jack had been responsible for that feeling of belonging. She hated that it was her fault that he was in the hospital. If she hadn’t run out of the cabin to throw up, the bear would’ve gone about its own business in the night. They never would have crossed paths.

      “If you’ll follow me, I’ll take you there.” The nurse pushed the wheeled hospital bed through the door and down the hallway to an elevator.

      Anne entered the elevator with Jack and the nurse. A moment later they exited the elevator onto a floor lined with wide doors to private rooms. The nurse pushed the bed all the way to the end of the hallway and into a room at the end. She hooked the IV bag onto a stand, elevated the head of Jack’s bed just a little, fussed with the pillow and, finally, left the room.

      Anne pulled the chair up beside the bed and rested her hand over Jack’s good hand, the one with the IV in it. She curled her fingers around his and squeezed gently. “I know you’re a Navy SEAL and all,” she said, “but even Navy SEALs shouldn’t wrestle with bears.” She chuckled lightly, a sob rising up her throat. “Didn’t your mama…teach you…better?” A tear slid down her cheek. “You could have gotten yourself…killed.” She sucked in a breath and swallowed hard to keep from crying out loud. “I know how much your family would miss you if you were to die. I know how much I miss my family. And the truth is, I would’ve missed you. You kind of have a way of growing on a person. I really think that if I didn’t have all the hang-ups and the distrust I have because of my really bad ex-boyfriend, I could have fallen in love with you.” More tears flowed and she whispered. “And I might already have.”

      The hand she held turned over and squeezed lightly. She looked up and blinked back tears.

      Jack’s eyes were open. “Hey,” he whispered.

      Anne smiled. “Hey, yourself.”

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      She laughed out loud. “I’m not the one lying in a hospital bed, if that’s what you mean.”

      He gave a slight lift of his shoulder. “Do I still have all my fingers and toes?”

      Anne nodded. “You do.”

      “Then I’m good.” He lifted the arm with the cast and frowned. “What’s this?”

      “A little present from the hospital staff. The doctor said it should heal up fine.”

      “But you were sick,” he said.

      “And I should’ve just thrown up in the sink. I’m so sorry.”

      He squeezed her hand. “Not your fault,” he said.

      “If I hadn’t…”

      He squeezed her hand again. “Not your fault.” His eyes blinked closed.

      “You should go to sleep,” she said.

      “You need sleep, too,” he responded, his eyes still closed.

      “I’ll be all right as long as you’re all right.”

      His lips quirked up on the corners. “I’m fine, just tired.” Jack drifted back to sleep.

      The weight of worry slipped from Anne’s shoulders.

      Jack seemed to be okay, despite his injuries. The stress of the evening pulled at her and she laid her head on the bed beside his hand only meaning to close her eyes for a few minutes.

      She must have fallen asleep. Movement woke her. Jack must have jerked in his sleep, but it was enough to wake her up. She went into the bathroom to relieve herself and partially closed the door. At three o’clock in the morning, everything was quiet. She left a gap in the door so she could listen for Jack if he should call out. She heard a sound and assumed it might be a nurse coming in to check his vital signs. She quietly pushed the door open to find a man dressed in hospital scrubs pressing a pillow over Jack’s face and holding his arms down at the same time.

      “What the hell!” she yelled.

      The man with the scrubs and the surgical hat pulled down over his head turned to look at her.

      Anne’s heart sank to the pit of her belly when she recognized the face.

      Derek.

      “Sweet Jesus. Leave him alone!” she cried and ran toward him.

      He removed the pillow long enough to swing it at her hard. It caught her in the side of the face and knocked her over.

      Derek swung back around and shoved the pillow over Jack’s face again.

      Still suffering the effects of his anesthesia and whatever sleep medication they’d given him, Jack struggled to fight back.

      Anne lurched to her feet and grabbed the nearest thing she could, the metal stand holding the IV bag. She lifted it up, flipped it over and hit Derek in the back of the head with the wheels.

      He yelped, dropped the pillow, grabbed hold of the IV line, wrapped it around her neck, and pulled so tightly she couldn’t breathe.

      Anne clawed at the plastic line trying to break free, but Derek pulled even tighter. She couldn’t breathe, her vision blurred and her world faded into black.
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      Jack had been in a dead, groggy sleep and had barely come to when he felt pressure on his face. At first, he thought he couldn’t get enough air because of the medications he’d been given, but when he tried to turn his head right and left, he couldn’t. Whatever was on his face was being held down.

      He felt lethargic, unable to fight off whatever was causing him the distress. When the pressure suddenly came off, he blinked his eyes open and could see he was still in a hospital room. A man in surgical clothes wielded a pillow and swung it at Anne like a baseball bat.

      “No!” Jack called out, his voice hoarse.

      Then the pillow landed back on Jack’s face. Jack fought again, regaining a little of his strength, though not enough to free himself from beneath the pillow. He heard a loud bang. The pillow slipped away.

      The man who’d held it over him ripped the IV line from Jack’s arm and wrapped it around Anne’s neck.

      No, Jack thought, his mind clearing. Immediately, he knew who the man was.

      How had Derek found them? He struggled to sit up. Pain shot though the arm he jostled and the stitches that strained against his movement. He had to hurry. Anne couldn’t breathe. Derek was strangling her. He had to stop him.

      Jack shifted his legs over the side of the bed, and they fell to the ground. He stumbled to his feet, his knees buckling. He grabbed the side of the bed and searched for something to use as a weapon.

      He didn’t have time to think; he had to act.

      There was only one thing he knew that would be hard enough to get the attention of the man who was trying to kill the woman Jack had fallen in love with. He pulled his left arm back and swung it as hard as he could. His cast slammed into the side of Derek’s face. Derek staggered backward and fell, hitting his head on the side of the computer monitor that had logged Jack’s vital statistics. The man crumpled to the ground and lay still.

      Jack dropped to his knees beside Anne on the floor. She yanked the IV away from her neck, dragged in deep gulps of breath and flung herself against his chest. Though his arm ached, and the stitches were pulling, he held her close, refusing to let go of her. He reached beside him and punched the call button for a nurse.

      “Can I help you Mr. Marsten?” said a quiet voice.

      “Send security ASAP.”

      Footsteps pounded down the hallway. A nurse entered the room, followed immediately by Swede.

      “What the hell, Jack?” Swede exclaimed. “Did you fall out of the bed?”

      Jack shook his head and motioned toward the man laid out of the floor.

      The nurse hurried toward Derek, bent and felt for a pulse. She shook her head, stood and raced to the door. “Code blue, get a crash cart down here ASAP.”

      Swede helped Jack out into the hallway, flung an arm over his shoulder and found an empty bed up against the wall. He sat Jack on the edge.

      Anne stood beside him and slipped her arm around his back. “You should lay down.”

      He shook his head. “Not until I know that man’s not going to cause you anymore trouble.”

      A couple of nurses pushed a cart past them and into the room. The doctor followed soon after. Several minutes, later he emerged with Derek on the bed that Jack had been in. The medical team rushed Derek down the hall to the elevator. A nurse held a mask over his face squeezing a bag, pumping air into the man’s lungs. They disappeared into the elevator.

      Another nurse and an intern appeared beside Jack. “Sir, let’s get you into another room,” the intern said. The nurse pushed a wheelchair up to Jack.

      Swede helped Jack get into the wheelchair.

      Jack motioned toward Anne. “She needs to be checked out. That man nearly strangled her.”

      Anne pressed a hand to her throat. Bright red marks proved what Jack had said.

      He still burned with anger that Derek had tried to kill her.

      When he died, Jack might go to hell, but he sure wished that Derek wouldn’t make it to tomorrow. The man did not deserve to live.

      “I’m okay,” Anne said.

      “I don’t care if you say you’re okay. I want a doctor to say you’re okay.” Jack held out his good hand, and she took it. “Please, do this for me.”

      She nodded. “Only as long as Swede stays with you.”

      Jack shook his head. “No, he needs to go with you.” He looked to Swede. “And don’t let her out of your sight.”

      “Derek isn’t going anywhere,” Anne said.

      Jack frowned. “I don’t care. The man has a way of showing up when you least expect it.”

      “I’ll stay with Mr. Marsten, miss,” the intern said.

      

      Anne’s gaze shifted from the intern back to Jack. Finally, she said, “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Another nurse brought a wheelchair for her and wheeled her to the elevator and down to the emergency room. Thirty minutes later, after the doctor examined her, the doctor told her to take it easy. She almost laughed. That’s what they had been doing until the bear attack and Derek’s attempted murder. She didn’t argue with him. Swede escorted her back up to the room where they had moved Jack. As promised, the intern was still with him.

      “If you’re done here,” Swede said, “we’ve got it.”

      The intern smiled. “Thanks, I’d better get back to work. We gave him a mild sedative, even though he said he didn’t need it, plus a round of pain medication. I cleaned up the bleeders that occurred when his stitches were disturbed. He should be okay now.”

      “Thank you,” Anne said.

      The intern left.

      Jack lifted his chin. “Hey, come here.” Both Anne and Swede moved forward. “Not you,” Jack said to Swede. “Her. In fact, I appreciate all you’ve done for me, but you can get lost.”

      Swede grinned. “Not feeling the love here,” he said, “but, I think she is.” Swede left the room, clicking the door shut behind him.

      Anne moved closer.

      Using the arm with the IV, Jack patted the bed beside him.

      Anne rested her arm on the bed.

      Jack shook his head. “No. Up here.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” she said.

      “I’m feeling the need to have someone close, and I need it now before I drift asleep with all the damned drugs they gave me.”

      She lowered the siderail and scooted up to sit beside him.

      “I can’t talk to you if you’re way up there,” he said.

      She scooted over and lay down beside him, resting her head on the pillow. “What is it you wanted to say?”

      “More than I’ll be awake to say before the meds kick in. For now, I just wanted to ask you…”

      “Ask me what?” Anne asked.

      “Was I hearing angels speak or was that you?”

      She laughed. “What did the angels say?”

      His gaze met hers. “I think I’m falling in love with you.”

      Anne’s cheeks turned pink, and she looked away with a little shrug.

      He took her hand with his. “Did you mean it?”

      She stared into his eyes, her brow wrinkling. “I don’t know. My mother and father also told me the true test of love is to ask yourself, if that person was no longer in your life, how would you feel? To just feel sad, that’s not deep enough. If it’s true love, you should feel heartbroken.” She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth and chewed for a moment before she added, “That two-hour drive between the cabin and Bozeman, I thought I might have lost you.”

      Jack squeezed her hand gently. “And how did that make you feel?”

      Her eyes filled with tears. “Heartbroken. I know we’ve only been together a few days, and I really don’t know if I trust myself and my ability to love someone else, but that’s how I’d feel if you were no longer in my life.”

      He smiled. “And I thought I almost lost you when Derek was strangling you.”

      Her gaze connected with his. “And how did that make you feel?”

      “Desperate to save you and heartbroken if I was too late.”

      She leaned up on her elbow. “Is it too soon?”

      “Is it too soon to know it’s real?” he asked. “Time will tell.”

      She drew in a breath and let it out slowly. “Are you willing to give it that time?”

      He nodded. “I am if you are. Next question…”

      “What is it?”

      He closed his eyes. “Will you be here when I wake up in the morning?”

      She chuckled. “Damn straight I will be, because I’m not leaving.”

      “Good, because those drugs are kicking in.” Then the room faded to black.
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      July 4th - One month later…

      

      “Hey, let me get that.” Jack took the tray filled with drinks from Anne’s hands.

      “I’ve carried heavier trays than that,” she said.

      “Yeah, but you weren’t three months pregnant,” Jack said.

      She laughed and slipped a hand over her slight baby bump. “No, I wasn’t, but it still wouldn’t hurt me to carry a few things. Besides, you probably shouldn’t be carrying anything with that cast still on your arm.”

      “I’ll be turning cartwheels before you know it,” he said.

      They walked out on the porch of Hank and Sadie’s ranch house. The Pattersons had gone all out on a Fourth of July celebration to thank the Brotherhood Protectors for their service and to give Anne and Jack a good send off, as they were leaving for Coronado the next day. They would be flying back in a chartered aircraft instead of making the long drive back.

      Hank stood at the grill cooking steaks and chicken breasts. “I’ll have one of those beers,” he said.

      Anne snagged one from the tray and carried it out to Hank.

      Jack made the rounds, serving drinks to the others who were on the deck.

      Hank had called in all the members of his team who aren’t out on missions. “You’ve met everyone haven’t you?” Hank asked.

      “I have,” Jack said. “Anne might not have.” He smiled at the gathering of men and women.

      Hank went around making the introductions. He tipped his head toward a man throwing a ball for a German Shepherd. “The man throwing the ball…that’s Joseph Kuntz. We call him Kujo. His dog is a retired war hero named Six. His girl there is Molly who happens to be an FBI agent, at least until I convince her to join the Brotherhood Protectors.”

      Anne nodded toward Kujo and Molly. “Nice to meet you.”

      Hank continued. “You know Swede, and you’ve met my sister Allie.”

      Allie raised a hand from the porch swing where she sat with Swede.

      Anne smiled and lifted her chin in their direction.

      A man who appeared to be a little older than Hank sat on the porch steps bouncing a little girl on his knee. Hank tipped his head toward him. “That’s Chuck and his little girl, Lyla. The woman beside him is Kate, Lyla’s mother. The tall guy with the cowboy hat is Sam Franklin. We call him Talon, and his girl is Reggie.”

      “I’m glad to meet everyone,” Anne said. “Please excuse me if I don’t remember all the names.” She laughed. “There are so many of you.”

      Hank grinned. “And this isn’t even half of the crew. The rest of the guys couldn’t make it. They’re tied up with current duties. We’re just glad that the one’s who are here got to meet you and Jack. It’s my last chance to give my sales pitch.”

      Jack chuckled, and Anne smiled. “I’m already sold,” Jack said. “Just as soon as I complete my twenty years with the Navy. You might not be interested in me by then.”

      “I will be,” Hank said.

      “It didn’t hurt getting to stay here at the ranch during my convalescence,” Jack said with a grin.

      “We’re just glad you were able to extend your leave and stay with us,” Sadie said. “It gave me time to get back here from my commitment in LA, so I’d have time to get to know you and Anne better.”

      Hank grinned as he returned to the grill to flip the steaks. “We’re just sorry you had to go through having your arm broken and the hundred or so stitches you needed in order to get that time off.”

      “It was almost worth being mauled by a bear to bring closure for Anne with her crazy ex-boyfriend.”

      “It’s too bad he didn’t live to rot in jail for almost killing you and Anne,” Swede said. “He had devilish skills at hacking. I tracked his attempts to find you two. He pinged our data bases, followed our phone records and made it all the way to Bozeman, following you to Hank’s. If you hadn’t been admitted to the hospital, he would still be looking for you.”

      “Well, at least he isn’t going to have another chance to hurt Anne.” Jack pulled Anne into the circle of his arms.

      “Or you,” Anne added.

      “Between being hit over the head with the IV stand and falling into the computer, he had enough brain bleeds the aneurisms killed him instantly.” Hank shook his head. “The doctors and nurses tried to save him, but he was gone.”

      “Good riddance,” Jack said. “He never would’ve given up. He was obsessed with Anne.”

      “We’re just glad you’re okay,” Sadie said. “And that you didn’t lose the baby. So, Anne have you thought about what you’re going to do when you get back to Coronado?”

      “I’ll get a job and save up some money so that I can go back to school.”

      “Do you have a place to live?” Hank asked.

      Her cheeks heated, and she nodded. “Yes, I do.”

      Jack tightened his arm around her waist. “She’s going to live with me.” He cleared his throat. “I guess this is about as good a time as any, while I have an audience and she can’t say no.” He winked at Anne.

      Anne’s heart fluttered. “What are you talking about?”

      He dropped down on one knee, pulled a box out of his pocket and held it up, opening the lid to display a beautiful diamond ring. “Deirdre Anne Tyler, this might be too soon, but we’ve known each other now for a month, and I know with absolute certainty that you’re the one for me. I’ve known it from the moment you caught that first fish.”

      The people around him chuckled and smiled.

      “I want you to marry me,” Jack said. “If it means waiting to ask you again, I’ll wait to make sure you’re ready and know in your heart it’s the right thing for you. I’m not trying to rush you. I’ll hold onto this ring until you’re ready. And if you’re not ready, that’s okay, too. You’re still welcome to stay with me. I’ll help you with this baby and treat it as if it was my own.” He touched a hand to her baby bump, his heart melting.

      She covered his hand with hers. “It won’t bother you that this baby’s not yours?”

      “It’s your baby. Anything that’s yours I will love, because I love you. Will you marry me Deirdre Anne Tyler?”

      Tears slipped from the corners of Anne’s eyes. She pulled his hand from her belly up to her lips. “Yes.” She tugged harder.

      He straightened.

      Anne wrapped her arms around his waist and pressed her cheek to his chest. “If I didn’t say yes and you went away from me, I’d be heartbroken. I love you Jack and, yes, I’ll marry you.”

      The men and women around them let out a cheer.

      Jack slipped the ring onto her finger, gathered her into his arms and stared down into her eyes. “I promise to take care of you, the baby and any other children that might come along.”

      She looked up into his eyes, her own filled with tears. “Do you want more children?”

      “Only if you do.”

      She grinned. “Good, because I don’t believe in having an only child. I want more babies to love.”

      “You got it, babe.” He kissed her, sealing the deal.
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      Persistent light knifed through the slits of Chase Flannigan’s eyelids, bringing him back to consciousness with a jolt. Pain pounded through his temples, his left cheekbone stung and one of his ribs hurt every time he took a breath.

      He opened one eye, and immediately closed it. The light was blindingly bright. He couldn’t remember the light shining this brightly into his bedroom before. Easing open his eyelid again, he stared up at a ceiling fan with blades in the shape of palm leaves.

      What the hell? Must have been a helluva brawl.

      Forcing both eyes all the way open, he took in the bright walls of the room, the open window and the sunshine streaming through, and relaxed. Oh, yeah, he wasn’t in his room back on Coronado. He was in Cabo San Lucas, celebrating his separation from the US Navy.

      No more deployments to hot-as-hell countries. No more commanders demanding more than he was physically able to give. No more enemy forces shooting at him from hidden locations. For the next week, all he had in front of him was sun and sandy beaches.

      Despite his hangover, a smile curled his lips.

      Yeah, this was the life.

      When Chase raised his arm and rested his left hand over his eyes to block the sunlight shining on his face, something cool and hard pressed into his eyelid. Lifting his hand, he glanced at it and found that a bright gold band encircled his ring finger. He never wore rings. Rings were what poor suckers who fell into the marriage trap wore. Too many of his buddies had gone to the dark side of matrimony and now had nagging wives and rug rats climbing their pant legs.

      Chase was a diehard, sworn-in-blood bachelor, determined to live his days single, footloose and fancy free. His motto was, Why settle for one item on the menu when you can sample from the whole buffet? Not that he did it often.

      The gold band on his ring finger had to be a joke. Something his buddy, Trevor Anderson, had slipped on his finger when he was too drunk to care or remember.

      A soft moan sounded in the bed beside him.

      Chase sucked in a sharp breath and then rocketed into self-defense mode. He rolled over and straddled the intruder in his bed, pinning slender wrists to the mattress.

      Wide blue eyes stared up at him from the flushed face of a beautifully tousled blonde.

      Beautiful or not, she was stranger in his bed. “Who the hell are you, and what are you doing in my bed?”

      She struggled to free her hands, her naked body bucking beneath his. “Let go of me before I scream,” she demanded.

      In her fight to free herself, the sheets shifted lower, exposing bare breasts to the cool, air-conditioned room. The rosy tips knotted into hard little buds.

      Chase’s groin tightened, his cock stiffening where it rubbed against the soft curls above her sex. He liked the way she felt beneath him, but he still had no memory of why she was there. “I’ll let go of you when you tell me who you are and why you’re in my room?”

      “Your room? This is my room. And you better get out before I call the police.” She bucked again, the movement making him even harder.

      “Not your room, lady. And I’m losing patience.” And control. If he didn’t get some answers soon, he’d embarrass himself with a full-blown hard-on.

      Her gaze travelled down his torso to his groin, and she gasped. “You’re naked!”

      “Darlin’, in case you haven’t noticed…so are you.” He glared down at her, and then swept her body with a pointed stare. “I don’t remember inviting you into my room last night.”

      “What are you talking about? I didn’t invite you into my room.” She tugged at her wrists. “Now, get out before I scream the house down.” The woman drew in a deep breath.

      Before she could let it out in a nail-driving screech sure to split his hungover head in two, Chase sealed her mouth with his.

      At first, she stiffened, her lips drawing into a tight line beneath his. When he started to lift his head, she opened her mouth again to let out that scream.

      Chase clamped his mouth over hers again and thrust his tongue between her parted teeth, praying she didn’t bite down hard.

      He treated her to one of his best kisses, one normally reserved for the fortunate women who made it past the wining and dining. Women he ultimately made love to.

      By the time he lifted his head, the woman lay still, her eyelids slightly closed, and her lips parted as if waiting for more.

      “Now, can we start over?” he whispered, trailing a path of kisses along her jaw to her earlobe. “I’m Chase. And you are?”

      “I’m…” she started, her mouth curving into a sweet smile, then bam, “…being held hostage!” she yelled at the top of her voice.

      He didn’t want to do it, but he had to. Quickly as he could, he bent and kissed her again, swallowing the words she was spewing from her mouth.

      When she quieted down, he raised his head slightly. “Look, I’ll quit kissing you, if you’ll quit screaming. I’m not here to rape you. I just want answers.”

      “You already know why I’m here,” she said. “Obviously, you gave me some kind of date-rape drug.” Her gaze shot to her nakedness. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t be lying in this bed naked with a complete stranger. Please,” she said, “let me go. I won’t tell anyone, I promise. Just let me go.”

      “I told you, I’m not going to hurt you,” he assured her. “And I don’t have to rape the women I make love to. They usually come willingly.”

      “See?” she said. “You must have given me some kind of drug. I wouldn’t have come willingly with a stranger. Oh, my God. Did we…did we…”

      “Make love, have sex, get funky?” Chase quipped. He tilted toward the waste basket near the nightstand. “Based on the condoms in the trash, I’d say it was a distinct possibility.” Straightening to stare down at her again, he said, “I reiterate, I don’t rape women. You had to have been a willing participant for there to be more than one condom in there. For the record, there are two.”

      “Oh, you’re disgusting. Please, let me go.” She tried again to move her arms.

      “I’m going to let go of your wrists, so long as you promise not to slug me.” He frowned, wondering if it was a good idea to release her. She could have been the one who’d given him the bruised cheek and rib, and she looked mad enough to do damage to him. Since he was naked, she could really hurt him. “Promise?”

      She nodded her head.

      He let go of her left wrist.

      She brought her hand up to cover her breast.

      The sunlight shining through the window glanced off something bright on her ring finger.

      “Good God, woman. You’re married,” Chase exclaimed, appalled that her presence in his bed went against one of his golden rules. Never bed a married woman. He leaped off her and the bed and stood a couple feet away, his hands held up in surrender. “I don’t know how you got into my room, but I don’t sleep with married women.”

      “Married?” She glanced at his hand and yanked the sheet up to cover her nakedness. “I’m not the married one here. You are.” She pointed to his ring finger. “You lying bastard. I pity the woman who married you. She has to have shit for brains.” Tucking the sheet firmly around her, the woman eased out of the bed. “Where have you put my clothes? Is that your game? Keeping me naked in your room because I can’t go running down the hallway in the nude?” She poked a finger at him. “Well, I have news for you, buddy. I don’t care if I have to run naked through town. I’m not staying here. You can’t keep me, and as soon as I can, I’m turning you in to the authorities.”

      Chase lifted a bright red dress off the floor and held it up. “This belong to you?”

      “My dress!” She grabbed for the dress and held it against her chest. Then her gaze shot to the dresser where a pair of stilettos had landed. She marched over to the dresser, snatched the shoes into her hand and stared down at the paper beneath them. “What the hell?” She dropped the shoes and grabbed the paper. “No, no, no. It can’t be. What the hell did you give me last night?” Shoving the paper into Chase’s face, she demanded, “Tell me this is some sort of sick joke.”

      He took the document from her hand and glanced down at the words. They were written in Spanish with the English translation beneath. The paper was thick parchment with fancy scrollwork designs on the border. At the top of the page, it read Acta de Matrimonio, and beneath it, in English, were the words, Marriage Certificate.

      Chase’s heart hit the pit of his belly as he skimmed the Spanish to find the signature scrawled at the bottom of the page: Chase Flannigan. Beside his name in neatly written cursive was the name, Maggie Neal.

      He looked at the ring on his finger, and then glanced at her.

      She stood with what appeared to be a photograph in her hand, staring down at the image, her face blanching a startling shade of white. Then she looked to him. “We’re married?” Her finger pointed from him back to herself, wrapped in the sheet. “You and me? Married?”

      With the proof in his hand, Chase had a hard time refuting her statement. He ran his free hand through his hair. “I don’t remember signing this.”

      She looked over his shoulder at the document. “Is that your signature?”

      He nodded. “Looks like it.” He jabbed his finger at the name Maggie Neal. “Is that yours?”

      She closed her eyes. “I’m not believing this. It can’t be.” She spun, dropped the sheet and slipped the dress over her shoulders. “Whatever the hell happened last night…didn’t, as far as I’m concerned.”

      “What do you want me to do about this?” He held up the marriage certificate.

      “Tear it up. It didn’t happen. You and I are not married. No way. No how.” She snatched her heels off the floor, marched for the door and held it open. “Get out of my room.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t.”

      “You sure as hell can.” She waved her shoes at the hallway. “Go. Now.”

      “Ms. Neal…Maggie, this is my room.”

      “If this was your room…” Leaving the door open, she marched to the closet and flung open the door, “Why are my clothes in…” Her gaze took in his crisp white shirt and dark trousers hanging neatly beside his extra pair of jeans and one of the polo shirts his buddy Trevor said he’d need to fit in with the clientele at the all-inclusive resort. “Where the hell is my suitcase?” She ducked her head into the shallow closet as if searching for a hidden compartment. As she straightened, she pressed a hand to her forehead and swayed. “My head feels like steel wool, and I think I’m going to throw up.” She pinched the bridge of her nose and glared at him. “What have you done with my things?”

      “Listen to me,” he said as slowly and as clearly as he could. “This. Is. Not. Your. Room.”

      “Yes, it is. It says so right on the door. Room 336.” She crossed to the door and pointed at the numbers on the door.

      “That’s 326, not 336.” He leaned out the door and jerked his thumb toward the opposite end of the hallway. “Your room is down there.”

      She frowned, stared at the numbers, blinked and stared again. With a huff, she whirled and searched the room, her gaze landing on the dresser in his room. “If this isn’t my room, is that my room key?”

      Chase retrieved the key card from the dresser and ran it over the locking mechanism on the door. The light turned red. He tried again, still the light blinked red. “I guess, it is.”

      She snatched the key from him and marched down the hallway, muttering, “I’m not married. I didn’t come to Cabo to get married. This is not happening. It’s all one horrible, horrible nightmare. Gina!”

      The woman was spitting fire, and Chase found it strangely charming. The marriage certificate still in his hand, he followed, telling himself he wasn’t interested, but needed to resolve this little matter of their marriage. “This appears to be a legally binding document. We can’t just tear it up,” he called out after her.

      As much as Chase abhorred the institution of marriage, he kind of liked torturing Maggie with the idea she might be legally bound to him in holy matrimony. This thought gave him an inordinate amount of pleasure. He followed her to room 336. “We can’t just tear up this certificate. It’s stamped, and a copy is probably stored in some archive somewhere.”

      “We sure as hell can,” she called over her shoulder. “What happens in these kinds of places stays in these places. That certificate won’t hold up in the US courts. I’m a US citizen, subject to the US court system. I’m not married.” She waved her key card over the door lock, and the light turned green. Maggie pushed into the suite. “Gina!” Without waiting for a response, she charged across the room like a bull toward a matador’s red cape and flung open a door. “Gina! What the hell happened last night?”

      A startled squeal sounded from the bed. “Geez, woman. Haven’t you ever heard of knocking?”
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