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      Remmi Fontaine puts on a good front, but I can see the slight trembling of her hands as she climbs out of her car. She’s been sitting in her vehicle for the last fifteen minutes, watching every car and every person who gets in or out of them in the parking lot of Lil’ Bit Country Bar & Grill. When she sees a middle-aged couple get out of their car and head inside, Remmi gets out and goes in behind them.

      Predators come in every size and color, and a middle-aged couple is no exception. Mind you, the couple walking arm in arm seems innocent enough, and I’m right here if anything goes awry, but Remmi doesn’t know that.

      After I carried her out of the hangar that fateful day several months ago, she became my obsession. It started off as a mission to save her father from a drug lord who’d kidnapped him to stop a major project from happening. To force him to cooperate, the bad guys kidnapped Remmi too. My team and I at Storm rescued her and her dad, and I went to see her the day she decided to move back into her own place. She was brave to leave the safe haven of her parents’ house, where there was a team of security guards, to go home.

      I parked at the edge of her property. She was doing fine until the sun set; then, suddenly, all the lights came on in her house, and, from her silhouette through the curtains, I could see that she was pacing back and forth.

      That was when I made my first approach since the fateful day of the rescue. I knocked loudly on the door and told her I was just outside. She yanked open the door and practically leapt into my arms. I held her until she fell asleep, then carried her back to her bed. I stayed until early morning, leaving her a note to tell her I was installing a security system for her peace of mind.

      Remmi didn’t complain. I told her it was connected to the police station, and it is, but the first alert comes to me. Should anything go wrong, I’d make it to her faster than the cops. Even though the people responsible for her abduction are behind bars, the fear remains. I hate saying that her fear is normal, but unfortunately, it is.

      Remmi and I talk every day. Today is no different, and when she told me she was going to her favorite haunt to rejoin her friends and do karaoke, I offered to go with her. She declined, saying she had to do this on her own.

      Obviously, I ignored her, so now I’m here. After she goes inside, I find a seat in a dimly lit corner, out of her line of vision. Her friends are welcoming her back, but I see the hesitation in every move she makes. Remmi is constantly looking over her shoulder. I want to reassure her that she’s safe, but she needs to do this for herself.

      She goes up on stage when her name is called. The entire place erupts with applause. She begins to sing Rain on Me by Lady Gaga and Ariana Grande, and the place goes quiet, the entire room focusing on her soulful, chocolate-brown eyes. She’s beguiling. I’m clearly not the only one who thinks so. Nearby, a table of rowdy men are talking about my Remmi, and I’m not loving what they’re saying. Things are going to get ugly.

      Remmi has a good voice, but that’s not what compels you to listen; it’s the way she throws herself into the lyrics. Remmi uses music to soothe herself. I often see her with her headphones on, her eyes closed, and her body begins to relax. She does the same when she works in her studio, where she’s creating her pottery.

      She’s artsy, and she owns it. Her home is earthy, with many of her own creations decorating her space. The taupes and browns of the furniture come to life with the blues, oranges, and greens of her vases, dishes, lamps, and so on. She’s not a minimalist because she likes her things around her.

      Remmi is nothing like me in that regard. My log cabin is practically bare. Except for my bed, an armchair, and a giant seventy-inch television, it’s a man cave. I’ve spent the last year and a half fixing my place up. I’ve redone the walls and floors. The electrical is now up to code, and, thanks to the guys, the bathrooms have been redone with new plumbing and vanities. I’m still living out of my footlocker and haven’t bothered to buy a dresser yet.

      Where Remmi lives in color, I’m still in army gray. I love my house, but when I visit Remmi, I feel good in her place. It’s warm and homey. She makes me tea and gives me homemade cookies. I don’t let on that tea isn’t my thing, but the cookies are awesome.

      When the guys and I were in the army, we ate and drank a lot worse than camomile tea. We slept in places where it was so hot, I thought we’d roast like pigs on a spit. The only thing missing was an apple in our mouths. We survived and made it home…well, most of us.

      We lost a brother. Kailyn’s husband, Cory, never made it home. His loss devastated all of us, and we made a pact to take care of his wife. When Phoenix and Kailyn fell in love, it was a shock to all of us. Some of us took it better than others. My feeling is that with all the shit we’ve seen, if you find the person who makes life better, you should go for it. It took some of the others some time to come around and accept their relationship, but in the end, it all worked out.

      Archer is the only one left in the military, but he’s coming home in a month or so. About fucking time! We wait for his calls to make sure he’s okay. We know not to panic when we don’t hear from him right away, but it’s damn good to hear his voice when he does. An instant sense of relief comes over me once I know he’s safe, at least for another day.

      Me and the guys spent the better part of ten years serving our country and protecting our right to freedom. It was Falcon who decided that he had had enough. He told us he was ready to step away and become a civilian again, but not without a plan. He was our leader in the army, and he’s our leader now too. Not that he declares himself as such, but Storm Enterprises was his idea. Falcon devised the business, made the contacts, found the property, and brought us all in on it. We’ve all heard too many stories of veterans who come home and are displaced or worse, so this is working out great for all of us.

      Even when visiting Remmi, we found a veteran who had fallen on hard times. He’s getting help now, and, as Falcon does, he’s given him an opportunity to come to Storm if he can get his shit together. Seeing Remmi in the hospital was killing me, but the worst was finding her in a cage, roofied, and not knowing if they’d done worse to her. We all breathed a sigh of relief when we found out she hadn’t been raped, but that didn’t make the ordeal any less painful for Remmi. In her mind, she often relives her abduction and the fear of what she and her father endured during the time Diego Rodriguez and his men from the Mexican cartel had them.

      Remmi has courage, although she doesn’t see it. She’s braver than she thinks. It took courage to move back into her home, considering that was where she’d been taken from. Even leaving her home at night is terrifying, but here she is, up on stage and being her old self, even if it only lasts for the length of the song.

      After the last note, she leaves the stage and joins her friends at their table. Her friend Mina takes her hand and holds on tight. Mina has been her best friend since college. Yeah, I investigated her thoroughly. To be honest, I researched her suppliers and the owners of every store where she sells her stuff. I investigated all her close friends and connections. At first, I thought she was a loner, but I was happy to realize that even though Remmi likes having time alone, she does have some close friends.

      Up till now, I’ve enjoyed the company of women, always respected them, but I’ve never considered a permanent relationship with any of them. It’s not because I’m some kind of Casanova. It was just because I didn’t think “permanent” fit with my lifestyle. Bull, Phoenix, and Rebel make it look easy with their wives and girlfriends, but I know the women worry when they’re on a mission. I didn’t think it would be fair to put someone you love through that kind of torture. It takes a special lady to endure the silence during our missions when there’s a complete blackout on communication. Kailyn, Maya, and Sadie are incredible ladies. They’re now part of my family, as I adopted them as my sisters.

      Remmi is different from any other woman I’ve known. I can’t even look at other women since she’s come into my life. I know I need to move slow because Remmi is fragile, but one day, I want to make her mine.
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            Take My Hand

          

          Remmi

        

      

    

    
      Mina holds my hand, and I’m grateful because I’m shaking like a leaf. It’s stupid. I’ve got to get hold of myself. It’s ridiculous to panic just because the guys a few tables over are rowdy and started whistling and howling when I came to sit down, but I can’t help it.

      I glance around the room for Wire. He’s become a huge part of my life since that fateful day when he and his friends saved me and my father from the cartel. Why would he be here, though? I told him not to come. I want my life to get back to normal, so I made him stay away. Yet now, all I can think about is how much I wish he were here.

      Yes, I feel safe around Wire, but it’s more than that. With Wire, I can be myself. I don’t have to pretend to be brave or have it all together. He’s seen me at my worst and has taken it upon himself to make sure I feel safe in my own home. He’s tall and burly, complete with a beard and hair down to his shoulders. He looks like a mountain man, but cooler and sexier. His smoky gray eyes see right into my heart. It’s like he knows what I’m feeling and anticipates my needs.

      I remember when he held me all the way to the hospital. He only let go when the doctor and nurses made him release me. I didn’t want to let him go either, and I remember silently begging him to stay with me.

      “I’m right outside the door. You say the word and I come running in,” he assured me, squeezing my hand before stepping out.

      My parents were beside themselves with worry, and they stayed with me through those long days, but it was Wire who was by my bedside when I woke up in the middle of the night. Even when Mom and Dad took me home with them, with security guards everywhere, I still didn’t feel as safe as when Wire was with me. Truthfully, I went home because I was hoping Wire would come to see me. He didn’t disappoint. The first night, when it got dark, my fear was getting the best of me, but Wire knocked on my door, and everything inside me went calm.

      He’s become my shadow. I don’t want him to be just my friend; I want him to be more. I’m scared to death, and maybe I’m a little crazy to think about him that way, but I can’t help myself. The therapist I’m seeing is concerned that my emotions are what they are because I consider him my savior. But I know what I feel, and even with my friends surrounding me, I miss him.

      He’d hate this place. He loves music, but he’s not keen on crowds. He told me all about his log cabin. His favorite room is the bedroom because if he leaves his curtain open, he can see the sun come up over the trees. He’s got a select few close friends, whereas I’m a people person, or at least I used to be.

      “Hey, where did you go?” Mina asks with a sweet, understanding smile, nudging her shoulder against mine. She looks around us. “We can go if you want.” Mina is always so considerate of my feelings.

      “We came for a night out,” I say.

      “You have nothing to prove, you know,” she answers. “You dipped your toe in the water. You came out, and you sang. That’s huge. I’m just as happy sitting at your place or mine, opening a bottle of wine, and gabbing all night.”

      Mina would do that for me. It’s terrible, but all I want to do is go home and see if Wire would show up. I’ve told Mina about him. I thought for sure she’d tell me I was nuts for even thinking he would be interested in a broken dove like me. Instead, she lectured me for an hour about how wonderful I am, listing off all my wonderful qualities.

      “He’d be lucky as hell if you gave him a second look,” she said.

      I’m not sure what Wire feels for me. I think it’s more obligation than anything else. I don’t want to be a burden to him. I want him to look at me and see the bright, independent woman I once was. Leaving my parents’ home was my first act of taking my life back. Working and running my business were important to me because they helped me get into a normal routine. I did this for myself because I need to take control of my life.

      When Wire looks at me, I don’t want him to see the whimpering woman in the cage he scooped up into his arms. I want him to see Remmi, the smart, savvy, fun-loving person that I am. I don’t want his pity; I want his kisses and so much more that even thinking about him makes me blush.

      “You’re right. I did what I set out to do,” I tell Mina. “Do you think we can do wine tomorrow night at my place? I’ll make my famous three-layer dip, and we’ll watch girly movies all night.”

      Her eyes light up when I mention my dip. I’ve made that recipe a thousand times, and she loves it. I gave her the recipe to make for herself, but Mina says it never tastes the same as when I make it for her. She’s a kook, but she’s my best friend and the most lovable woman I know.

      “You’re on!” she says with delight. “Do you want me to walk you out?” Mina is the only one who knows the extent of my anxiety. The others at the table are aware of what I went through, but I’ve been pretty good at convincing them that I’m over it. Mina sees right through my façade and calls me out on it when we’re alone. One day, I broke down and told her everything that happened when they took me. She’s been checking in on me every day since, and I’m grateful she doesn’t mention the abduction unless I bring it up.

      “No.” I plaster a smile on my lips. “I’ve got to do this alone. I can’t keep being afraid of my own shadow.” I hope I sound more confident than I am. My knees are shaking, but I get up and say my goodbyes to the others. Thankfully, they’re all so engrossed in picking out their next tunes that it doesn’t faze them one bit that I’m leaving.

      I walk a straight line right to the door, stopping at the entrance and looking purposefully outside to take stock of my surroundings before stepping out into the busy parking lot. I bolt, doing a walk-run, heading straight for my ice-blue Mini Cooper three rows over. I have my fob in my hand, ready to bleep the locks and jump in. I’m almost at my car, reaching for the handle, when a heavy hand lands on my shoulder. I let out a scream and turn to face my attacker.

      “Hey,” the tall blond man says. “Didn’t mean to scare ya,” he continues, slurring his words. His blue eyes are glassy. He’s obviously had too much to drink.

      I take a step back. “Sorry. I’m on my way home.”

      “I saw you in-inside. Singing.” He leans against my driver’s side door, making it impossible to open. “Come back inside. We can have a drink together.” Panic starts to build. I glance around, but there’s no one here. I quickly calculate whether I can whip past him and run back into the bar to find Mina before he grabs me.

      Then this man does the unthinkable and takes me by the arm. I’m glued to the pavement, but that lasts only a moment, because when he starts to drag me along with him, I fight his hold, crying out for help.

      Suddenly, the man lets go, and I see him flat out on the ground. I curl into a ball and pretend that I’m home with Wire, drowning out the sounds of grunts and groans.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Wire

      

      

      The minute I saw this guy step outside with a couple of his buddies, unable to walk a straight line and staggering toward Remmi, I knew there was going to be trouble. She’s never been out of my sight, not for a fucking minute, but I thought I’d give her the chance to handle this on her own. I made a shitty decision!

      I pull the guy up by the collar and turn around when I hear his friends running in my direction. I toss Remmi’s assailant right into them, causing them all to stop immediately.

      “What the fuck, man? George was only trying to talk to her,” one of his friends pipes up.

      “Quiet, you fuckers. It’s never a good idea to sneak up on a woman in a parking lot and scare her,” I say in a menacing tone. The biggest in the group of five buddies steps forward like he wants to take me on, his fist up like he’s ready for a fight. “You can leave, or I can break your arms. Cameras are right there, and they’ll see that you came at me.”

      He hesitates, looking toward the cameras, then motions to his buddies, and they slink backward. I watch them until they disappear into the bar with their tails between their legs. I turn to Remmi, coming down on my haunches, and carefully lift her chin so that she sees me. I extend my hand.

      “Take my hand, baby,” I say.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            I Can’t Let Her Go

          

          Remmi

        

      

    

    
      I place my trembling hand in Wire’s. He pulls me to my feet, then guides me past my car and into his truck. He buckles my seat belt for me, then hurries into the driver’s seat. The engine roars to life. He whips out of the parking spot and onto the main road, then holds my hand the rest of the way.

      My place is just on the outskirts of town. I’ve always liked nature and waking up to the sounds of birds singing and falling asleep to the soft chorus of crickets. It’s when I quiet my mind that I do my best work. Creating art from a piece of clay may seem easy, but it’s hard work.

      Hollywood makes it look sexy in the movie Ghost, with Demi Moore and Patrick Swayze, but there’s a lot more to it than tossing clay on a wheel and running your hands over it. It’s about texture, design, and incorporating glazes and other techniques that make each piece unique. That’s what I’m known for and how I’ve built my business.

      About five years ago, I started making a few pieces, and after I sold them, I approached a few small boutiques and placed some pieces on consignment. Slowly, the word got around, and now the orders come in regularly. I make a good living doing what I love, but I don’t really need to work. I’m an only child, and Mom and Dad have more money than they’ll ever be able to spend. They’ve made it quite clear that the trust they have in my name will provide for my children, when I have them, and me.

      But I like to work. It gives me purpose, and when someone buys a piece I created and displays it proudly in their home, it’s the best feeling in the world. Many of the people who have purchased my pottery have emailed me personally to let me know how much they love it.

      As we approach my cottage home, it dawns on me that my car is still at the bar.

      “My car⁠—”

      “Got it taken care of, baby. Rebel’s going to pick it up and drop it off tomorrow,” he answers.

      “My keys are in my purse.”

      “He’ll be by in the morning to get them.”

      “I’m causing too much trouble.” Guilt is setting in. These guys save people’s lives. I should know because they saved mine. They don’t have time to pick up and drop off cars. “I can call an Uber and go get it myself.”

      “It’s all set, Remmi. No worries, we got your back,” Wire returns with a grin.

      “Maybe you can drop me off on your way to work,” I say, still feeling bad about the whole situation.

      He squeezes my fingers. “Stop stressing. Rebel doesn’t mind, and we’re sleeping in tomorrow. It’s Saturday, and we’re on a break from any major cases.”

      “We’re sleeping in?” Wire’s staying the night? He’s done this occasionally, but he hasn’t done that since he installed the state-of-the-art security system.

      “It’s late, and I thought I’d crash on your couch. You don’t mind, do you?” he asks casually.

      “N-no. Not at all.” I release the breath I’m holding. I wasn’t looking forward to being in the house by myself.

      “Good. That’s settled. Let’s go inside.” He slides out of the truck and comes over to my door in seconds. He wraps an arm around my waist and leads me up the steps to my porch then takes the keys from me and waits for me to go inside first before he moves to the security panel and resets the alarm. My house is tiny. Essentially, the living room, kitchen, and eating area are all one open-concept space, and off to one side is the laundry room and bathroom. On the other side is the master bedroom with a connecting bathroom and another small bedroom that I use for storage. It’s small, but it’s home.

      Wire goes into every room to make sure that I feel safe. Even though the alarm was on, Wire does this to set my mind at ease.

      “I know it’s late, but do you want to watch a movie?” I point to the array of DVDs I’ve collected. I know there are a ton of streaming stations, but I like having the DVDs. It’s silly, but then again, I’m me, and that’s what I do. I’m also too wound up to sleep.

      “Sure, but only if snacks are provided,” Wire teases. This is because after spending time with me, he knows that movies and snacks go hand in hand in my book.

      “Deal,” I reply, smiling up at him.

      “My turn to pick.”

      “I’m on snacks. Do you want a beer?” I walk to the kitchen cupboard and reach for the chips, chocolate-covered almonds, and the cookie container with freshly made chocolate chip cookies.

      “Sounds good,” he answers.

      I come back with a tray filled with goodies. Wire is sitting on my couch, his feet up on my coffee table. He pulls me down beside him, leaning me into his body, snuggling with me.

      This is new! I peer through lowered lashes at his face. He’s got the remote in his hand and is focused on starting the movie. He’s completely relaxed, but my heart is thudding wildly in my chest. This time, it’s not in fear but excitement. This can’t mean anything. Wire is only being sweet like he usually is. He’s taking care of me as he always does when I get upset.

      Okay, so this time I’m wrapped in his arms, when other times, he’s gotten a blanket and wrapped it around me, sitting close, but not this close. His fingers are grazing my arm leisurely, as if we’ve done this before, but we haven’t. I’m reading way too much into this.

      I force myself to stare at the screen. Always Be My Maybe begins to play. It’s one of my favorite movies. It’s a romantic comedy, but mainly, it’s about being afraid to move on and taking a leap of faith to make a change.

      Wire leans forward, grabs the bowl, puts it on his lap, takes a chip, and pops it into his mouth. His very sexy mouth. He catches me staring. I can feel the heat rising in my cheeks.

      “I love sweet chili chips,” he says with a smile.

      “I know,” I whisper.

      “You bought them for me?”

      “I like them too.”

      “But you buy them for me.”

      “Yeah,” I admit, suddenly feeling vulnerable.

      “Thank you, beautiful,” he says, then I feel his lips graze my forehead before he turns his attention back to the movie.

      What’s going on? This thing going on between us right now is different. I like it. What if I’m wrong and this is just Wire being the sweet guy he always is? Maybe I’m making more of this than it really is.

      “Relax, Remmi.” His voice is a soft rumble. I give in, letting my body relax against his, and rest my head on his chest.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Wire

      

      

      Remmi melts against me as she watches the movie. It’s not long before she’s out cold. The rush of adrenaline from her scare earlier has worn off, and she relaxes and closes her eyes. Soon, she’s snoring softly.

      I like her where she is and don’t make a move. Remmi and I have watched this movie several times. It’s her feel-good movie, and after the night she had, I knew this would be comforting. If you were to have asked me six months ago if I’d be watching a romantic comedy, I would have called you crazy. But for Remmi, I’ll watch them. And to be honest, this one is pretty good.

      I end up watching the whole movie before trying to wake up Remmi. She murmurs something that I can’t make out. I lift her into my arms and carry her through to her bedroom, laying her gently down on the bed. I remove her ankle boots, then take off her jacket. I draw the covers up over her and am about to walk away when she opens her eyes.

      “Please don’t go,” she whispers.

      “I’m not leaving. I’ll be right outside on your couch,” I tell her, stroking her face gently.

      “Stay with me,” she says, then adds, “Here. With me.”

      “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

      “I do.” She stumbles for a moment, then says, “Just sleep. If—if you’re okay with that.”

      I don’t reply but shrug off my jacket, dropping it on the chair near the bed. I take off my shoes and belt, but leave the rest of my clothes on. Remmi needs to feel safe with me, and as much as I would love to feel her skin against mine, it’s far too soon to make my move. I’ve allowed myself to go further tonight than I ever have. Holding her close and now sharing her bed, even clothed, is huge for both of us.

      I lie on top of the covers, and Remmi shimmies closer to me. She closes her eyes, but reaches out and slips her hand in mine. Remmi falls back to sleep in no time, but I spend hours watching her. She’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. Remmi is a natural beauty; she wears minimal makeup, jeans, and T-shirts, and her hair looks like she works on it for hours, but I know for a fact that she steps out of the shower and leaves it loose to dry. Her long, straight, chestnut hair is like fine silk to the touch.

      The guys I call brothers, my team, know how I feel about her. I fought it at first, but I knew I was hooked when I spent more time checking in on Remmi than I was working. Falcon gave me time, but he finally had to pull me aside and have a heart-to-heart. He reminded me that Phoenix, Bull, and Rebel depend on me being on my A game. When we’re on a mission, one mistake could cost any one of us our lives.

      “I can’t let her go,” I told Falcon.

      “I’m not asking you to make that choice. I’m telling you to tell her how you feel. I don’t know Remmi well, but I’m thinking that she isn’t pushing you away, and that has to mean something,” Falcon replied.

      I grab the phone off the bedside table and send two texts. One to remind Rebel to pick up the keys to Remmi’s car. The other to Falcon, letting him know I’m taking the day off. I was going to go in to get caught up on paperwork. I hate doing it, and it piles up, but the plan was to go in and get it done. But now I’d rather spend the day with my girl.
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redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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