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      FROM WITSEC BOOK 3: SANCTUARY BREACHED

      Through a haze of pain, Bolton understood they had carried him upstairs. The whomp of the helicopter’s rotors grew louder, and then he saw them. Bolton gritted his teeth as they slid him inside.

      “Bolton.” Remy came to sit beside him. Something was wrong with her face.

      Nadia Marie was on his other side, biting her lip. He grabbed her hand. “Did John authorize your leaving Sanctuary?”

      She shook her head. “This is an emergency. You know that.”

      Remy piped up. “John is being stitched up. That horrible SEAL who betrayed Sam and killed his team stabbed John in the chest.” There was an edge to her voice. Either she was more worried about him than ever, or something more was wrong.

      Bolton tried to sit up. Remy and Nadia both pushed back against his shoulders. “Don’t get up.” Remy started to turn him. “I’ll give you another shot.”

      He heard a plastic latch click and a packet being ripped open. There was a burn in his low back, and within seconds, numbness spread through the area. “Thanks, Rem.”

      She smiled, but there was none of her usual pragmatic manner in it. She was really worried.

      “Help me up.”

      Neither said anything. They shared a look but helped him to sit. If he kept straight and moved slow he should be okay. He wasn’t sure he’d exactly be able to walk if it came down to it, but it was possible. Anything was possible. He of all people knew that. When God had turned his life down a sharp detour, he’d learned what miracles were. And even through all he’d lost, Bolton could see the good.

      Until they found out who he really was. Then his miracle would be finished.

      He glanced at the pilot, his beanie pulled low and earphones pushed off the ear closest to them so he could hear.

      The medical kit Remy was using. A silver suitcase.

      His head whipped around to her.

      Nadia said, “What?”

      Bolton ignored her. Until Remy lifted her eyes and gave him a tiny nod. Bolton said, “Nothing. Just a twinge in my back.”

      Remy patted his shoulder. “That’s to be expected. As soon as we get to a medical facility I’ll contact my colleague, and we’ll find out about that experimental treatment I was researching.” Her voice quavered.

      Bolton glanced at the pilot once more. When he looked back at Remy, she nodded.

      If that was Tommy, there wasn’t much Bolton could do considering the man was trained. Bolton had as much if not more skill in hand-to-hand when he wasn’t suffering from a detrimental spinal injury that was going to leave him irreparably paralyzed if he so much as twitched at this point.

      If that experimental procedure even remotely worked he was going to high-tail it back to Sanctuary as soon as he could to repay Andy the favor. Although he wasn’t going to use a chair. And Andy was going to see this coming.

      Nadia Marie glanced between them. “Experimental procedure?”

      Remy explained the idea, while Bolton lay helpless. There was nothing in his general vicinity.

      The helicopter dipped on a wind current.

      Nadia Marie’s eyes caught his. “Seriously?”

      Bolton shrugged with his face—which is what he had to do, since he couldn’t move his torso. “The alternative is living paralyzed.”

      “It’s hardly a death sentence.”

      He looked away. She was right, but it wasn’t like he had to accept it. This was his life they were talking about. As much as he might want her to be a part of it—and she seemed to think that was an option—at some point he was going to have to tell her the truth.

      The helicopter began to descend.

      Bolton reached under the collar of his T-shirt and pulled out the delicate gold chain. He twisted it so the clasp was at the front and looked at Nadia. “Take this off me.”

      He’d had it constructed years ago, for someone very close to him. It was a distinctly feminine piece of jewelry, and that fact did not escape Nadia.

      Bolton didn’t explain.

      When she had a right to know, he would tell her.

      The helicopter bumped the ground once and then settled. Bolton handed the chain to Remy. “Put this in your pocket. Don’t lose it.”

      The pilot got up and turned to them. “Okay, folks. End of the line.”

      Nadia looked out the window. “We’re in the middle of nowhere.”

      Bolton pulled her down as Tommy brought up the gun. She screamed. Remy whimpered, and Bolton held up one hand. “No one has to die.”

      Tommy grabbed the suitcase and pointed the gun at Remy. This was what he’d figured would happen. Bolton did his best to look helpless—and like Nadia was attached to him. He didn’t want her being taken as collateral damage. He’d need her to help him to a phone.

      Tommy pointed the gun at the door. “Outside.”

      Remy glanced at Bolton long enough for him to nod. She pulled on the door handle, and Tommy followed her out.

      Bolton couldn’t see them from that angle, and he couldn’t twist to get a view without doing damage. Nadia’s eyes were on the door. After a few seconds, tension bled from her face. “He looked back. I thought he was going to kill us.”

      “He didn’t.”

      “I don’t know why. We’ve seen his face.”

      Bolton didn’t know if he could answer that question. “He has what he wanted. What he came to Sanctuary for.”

      Had it been him, Bolton would have killed them for sure.

      “I suppose.” She bit her lip. “I guess God knew we didn’t need this day to get any worse.”

      He smiled. “You’ll have to help me. We need to find a phone, and who knows how many miles it is to the nearest one.”

      Nadia blinked. “Oh…okay.”

      She helped him to the edge of the chopper in time to see a highway thirty feet from them. A van had pulled over. Remy got in, followed by Tommy. The SEAL looked back and waved.

      “Help me get out.” He didn’t like this. Sure, they had no phones and he was injured, and they had no way of knowing where he was taking Remy. That Tommy knew of, at least.

      Still…

      “Hurry.”

      He crawled to the edge, and she helped hold up his weight as they made their way across grass. Ten steps. Twelve.

      “Faster.”

      The helicopter exploded behind them.
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      The fireball rushed toward the clouds. The wave of flames roiled and turned black, lacing the air with smoke. Bolton Farrera shielded his eyes as pain screamed from his low spine down to his knees. Smoke billowed from the wreckage of the helicopter that he’d barely crawled out of before it exploded.

      Not good.

      He turned his head one way and then the other. Nadia Marie lay on her side, facing away from him. Nadia. She looked a little singed but otherwise okay, except for the fact she was unconscious. Sun shone on her hair and made the brown strands lighten. She was out of reach.

      Same old story. The miracle he could never claim.

      Bolton lay back on the grass and tried to push the pain to a corner of his mind. He had to get help, get to a phone, something. He needed Nadia to wake up. He needed to be able to walk.

      Truck tires squealed. A heavy door slammed, and a man ran over, keys jingling. White cowboy hat and the face of someone’s grandpa, complete with gray stubble.

      His knees popped, but he hit the grass beside Bolton. “Are you okay?” Grandpa-guy unclipped a cell phone from his belt and touched the screen. “I’ll call the sheriff.”

      Bolton grabbed the phone.

      The man sputtered. “Hey!”

      Bolton fisted his right hand and clocked Grandpa in the jaw. The old man fell back in a heap, out cold. Bolton dialed, praying the number still worked after so many years.

      “Pablo’s Pizza.”

      “It’s Bolton Farrera. Tell Ben I activated Thea’s necklace. He’ll be able to use it to find Remy.”

      “Please hold.”

      Bolton pitched the phone into the flaming wreckage of the helicopter. No trace. He couldn’t afford to let anyone find him and Nadia—at least not until he wanted them to.

      He’d activated the necklace to save Remy, but it wouldn’t escape the notice of whoever was left hunting him. And he knew Dante was still breathing. That he still hated Bolton with everything in him.

      Remy’s life.

      His life.

      Bolton would do everything he could to keep himself and Nadia under the radar of whoever cared to look.

      He didn’t try to sit up but shifted and reached for Nadia Marie. Bolton gave her shoulder a gentle shake. They had only each other now. They weren’t in Sanctuary anymore, protected by the US Marshals Service in what was their first and only witness protection town. In Sanctuary every resident had a price on their head, and yet they lived in safety because of the strictures placed on them.

      He glanced at her again. It made his heart squeeze every time.

      He knew exactly why she’d gotten in that helicopter: him. Her feelings weren’t hard to figure out, and he’d been floored that she’d feel that way about him. But that was Sanctuary. Out here, this was the real world, and she didn’t know who he was. Only who he’d been in witness protection.

      Nadia Marie moaned and shifted.

      Flashing blue and red lights. Bolton lifted his head. A cop car.

      “Nadia?” He shoved at her shoulder and tried to sit up. It hurt, and he had to come up without bending his spine too much. He probably looked like the vampire, Lestat, emerging from his slumber. Sweat beaded on his forehead, but that would help his story so he didn’t wipe it away.

      Bolton shifted closer to her.

      The sheriff strode over, and for a second Bolton thought it was John Mason. Except Sheriff Mason was a marshal, not an elected official. John wore jeans, unlike the beige sheriff’s uniform this man wore. The local law surveyed the unconscious grandpa, the rousing woman, Bolton, and the helicopter wreckage. His gaze came back to Bolton. “This is going to be good. I can tell.”

      Bolton had been charming cops since he’d boosted that car on his fourteenth birthday. “It’s been a rough day.”

      “I can tell that, too.”

      “You wanna know the kicker?”

      The sheriff motioned to the grandpa. “Besides why my friend here looks like he got punched in the jaw?”

      Yep.

      “My wheelchair was on that chopper.”

      The sheriff’s head actually jerked. Surprise. “Ambulance is on its way. You can’t walk at all?”

      He didn’t have a wheelchair, but he needed one now. Bolton glanced down at his singed chambray shirt, new black Wranglers, and black boots. “Don’t suppose my hat is around here somewhere?”

      The sheriff stepped past him and retrieved the black Stetson Bolton had worn every day for years. The hat fit the clothes, and the sheriff would put the two together and decide for himself the kind of man Bolton was. Whether that would be true or not. Bolton had to keep Nadia Marie safe until she could figure out her next move, but Bolton didn’t have that luxury.

      The threat was real.

      Nadia Marie’s eyes flickered, and she groaned.

      “Marie.” Bolton reached for her, ran his hand down the back of her head. Not how he’d dreamed of touching her for so long. “You okay, Marie?”

      She blinked. Frowned at him but must have seen it in his face, because she played along. “You know I hate when you call me by my given name.”

      “Great.” The sheriff crouched. “This is Marie, and you are?”

      Bolton stuck out his hand. “Steven Jones.” John Smith was a little too obvious. “Marie is my wife.”

      The sheriff checked Grandpa’s pulse. “And what happened to my friend here?”

      “It was a reflex, I’m sorry to say. He rushed at me, and I didn’t realize until too late that it was innocent. He thought we were hurt. But the helicopter had just exploded, and I was on edge. Sorry to say I hit him.” Bolton tried to look like he felt guilty.

      Nadia Marie climbed to her feet. “You need help, honey?”

      The endearment sliced through him like a razor blade. Thea had called him honey. Right before she’d stabbed him in the back.

      Bolton nodded. It was possible he might have been able to take a few steps, but the sheriff would see him as less of a threat this way. The ambulance showed up, and they loaded Bolton onto a stretcher. He didn’t like lying there, but it was the fastest way out. The grandpa-rancher likely wouldn’t buy it when the sheriff told him Bolton had said the punch was an accident. But by then they’d hopefully be long gone.

      No wheelchair materialized at the small hospital. Instead, they transferred him to a bed. Did they think they were going to run tests on him? When the nurse came over, he grabbed Nadia Marie’s hand and pulled her to sit by him on the bed. He surveyed her face. “Are you okay? You didn’t fall funny or hit your head?”

      She started to shake her head, but he gently squeezed the back of her neck. “Actually, I do feel sort of dizzy.”

      “I’ll go tell the doctor.” The nurse ran out.

      Finally, they were alone.

      “Nad—”

      “What was that?” She got off the bed and moved so he couldn’t reach her. “You’re lying to them. You didn’t really punch that old man, did you?”

      Bolton didn’t answer that. “We have no ID’s, no money. No phones. We have nothing but the clothes we’re wearing and I’m injured.”

      She touched a hand to her forehead, and then ran both hands through her long hair. “Why do we have to lie about who we are?”

      “Maybe because we’re in witness protection?”

      “You don’t have to talk to me like that.” She shot him a look. “The sheriff can call the closest Marshals office. They can contact Grant Mason. He’s the director of the whole Marshals Service! He’ll send someone to get us.”

      Bolton shook his head. She was going to freak out and expose them both. “We have to get safe first. It’s too risky to do that right now—from here.”

      “We have to call someone, first!”

      Bolton moved his legs off the left side of the bed so his back was to her, and he lifted the back of his shirt. “This is what happened the last time I called for help.”

      He knew what she saw. Angry redness. Scar tissue from the burns surrounding an injury that cut across his spine. She might have even touched the tips of her fingers to it, but he couldn’t feel anything. The whole area was void of sensation. His spine was a ticking time bomb. One he was supposed to have gotten fixed tomorrow.

      The helicopter should have taken them away from the wreckage of town, toward a military hospital where he could have received the medical treatment he badly needed. Experimental surgery from some cutting edge doctor.

      Bolton lowered his shirt.

      “What do we do?”

      He waved her around to his side of the bed. She looked so lost it made him want to reach for her again. But that wasn’t going to solve anything. Whatever feelings he might have had for her, those were things the Bolton who was in Sanctuary had allowed himself to have. Now that he was out of the protection of their town, it was impossible.

      His testimony had put Dante Alvarez in federal prison, and the minute Bolton surfaced, he’d be hunted. It was a given. The man would hunt him until Bolton either disappeared, or Dante killed him. The only advantage he had was that Dante would be looking for one guy, not a man in a wheelchair, travelling with a woman. But the man still had plenty of friends, ones who would shoot first and check Bolton’s ID after.

      It was only a matter of time before someone showed up with intent to kill.
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        * * *

      

      Nadia stared at him. Her body ached where she’d landed on the hard ground. She could barely make sense of any of this, let alone figure out Bolton’s plan. It was like he was playing a part. Surely they could call someone, couldn’t they? “We need a phone.”

      Bolton shrugged. “Do you know the number to John’s satellite phone?”

      The Sanctuary sheriff was her best friend’s husband, and the only person in town with a phone that dialed outside town. The rest only worked internally. And the only way for the residents to communicate with the outside world was during the one hour of internet access they got each week at the library.

      Antiquated, but necessary for their protection. Nadia had seen commercials for fancy cell phones and iPads on TV and online, but she’d never actually seen one in person. She’d been in Sanctuary twelve years next month. Bolton had been there before her. Neither of them had ever talked about what put them in witness protection. It wasn’t done. Every single resident was there to start a new life and leave their past behind. The cost of that life was some of the freedoms people enjoyed. But it was worth it, given the alternative was death.

      Nadia sighed. “Of course I don’t have the number to John’s satellite phone. What about a computer? Maybe I could log on to my email from here and send them a message?”

      “We have to be careful. We can’t let anyone find out who we are.”

      “That’s why you gave the sheriff fake names?”

      Bolton lifted his chin. “If he hadn’t shown up, I’d have stolen that rancher’s truck, and we’d be two towns away by now.”

      “But this is where the helicopter exploded,” she said. “They’ll come looking for us, to help us.”

      “Everyone will be busy tracking down Tommy and getting Remy back. We have to hang tight. But not here. The good guys aren’t the only ones who’ll be looking for us.”

      She’d forgotten about Remy. Lord, protect her. Nadia’s faith had been born as part of her new life in Sanctuary, and now it meant more to her than anything. God was the one who would protect Remy. Nadia’s brother, Shadrach, had been a marine. He would find Remy, and Ben Mason would help him.

      When they found her they would deal with Tommy. The rogue SEAL wouldn’t get away with nearly destroying Sanctuary and then kidnapping Remy. Leaving Bolton and Nadia Marie for dead. They’d get Remy back. They were experts at saving people, particularly witnesses they were charged with protecting.

      “Tell me about that necklace you gave Remy.”

      Bolton stared for a second then nodded. “It had a GPS tracker in it. It was the only way I could think of that Ben and Shadrach would be able to find her.”

      “And you just happened to have it on you?”

      “Yes.” His voice didn’t invite any argument. Was she supposed to be grateful he’d told her that much? He’d barely begun to answer all the questions she had about what on earth was going on here. They needed to get back to Sanctuary. Then Bolton could figure out getting his surgery.

      “Shadrach will help Remy. Then he’ll be here.”

      “I’m sorry, Nadia. Your brother won’t be here for a while.”

      Nadia folded her arms. “So we wait here for someone else to come and help us.”

      There was no procedure for this. It was unprecedented.

      “We’ll be dead before they get here.” He wasn’t agitated. He showed no sign of distress. Bolton just sat there, cold as anything, and told her they’d be dead. “The necklace was a tracking device, remember?”

      “One that will help them find Remy!”

      “And it will also help someone else find us. Unless we get out of here and find somewhere safe to hide.”

      “Who?” He didn’t answer, so she said, “Someone is after you?”

      Bolton nodded. “The threat against me is very real. They will come looking.” He paused. “What about you? Do we have to worry about someone coming after us, who wants you dead?”

      Nadia didn’t even know how to answer. Her story was so complicated she barely knew where to start or how to explain the way the story had ended. She took a breath and tried to decide what to say.

      The door opened. The sheriff strode in. She preferred John Mason, and the way he’d made Andra—a former assassin—do that melty smile she did now.

      The man nodded his greeting. “Well, folks. Got a couple questions for you, and then the doctor will be in to see y’all.” He looked at Nadia. “Heard you’re feeling dizzy.”

      “Some.” She found a chair, just to keep up the ruse. It was basically lying, and she didn’t like doing that. She hadn’t done it in a long time. But Bolton evidently thought it was going to keep them alive now.

      If Bolton was telling her the truth then maybe it would put the sheriff in danger if they told him who they were. Maybe he had kids, and they would come home from school to find their father had been killed. All because Nadia had un-learned how to lie.

      “I’m just glad we’re okay.” She tried to smile. “It’s been a hard week, especially for Steven. We were headed to the city for some tests, you know. Get that little problem of his figured out.” She leaned toward the sheriff and whispered, “A little night-time problem.”

      The sheriff coughed. “Of course.”

      “Wouldn’t you know there was some kind of malfunction, and the bird just got out of control. I can’t believe it exploded. There was a full tank of gas in there. And my purse!”

      Nadia could have burst out laughing at her own fake-ness. Hopefully she wasn’t laying it on too thick, or they’d be sunk. She’d never claimed to be a good actress, though a part in the town play had given her a few pointers. Make it real enough they believe it.

      She’d said all those lines about love and devotion on the stage and pretended she’d been saying them to Bolton. But that was months ago now.

      The sheriff said, “And…who was flying the helicopter?”

      “Me, silly!” She slapped her hand down on his knee then lifted her fingers and gasped. Nadia whipped her head around to Bolton. “My ring!” She explained for the sheriff. “It’s too big. I stowed it in my purse so we could drop it at the jewelers before my darling’s doctor’s appointment.” She faked up some tears and moved so her back was to the sheriff.

      Bolton reached for her. “It’ll be okay, honey. We’ll get you a new one.”

      Nadia nodded for the sheriff but widened her eyes for Bolton. She didn’t want to give them away, but there had to be a logical explanation for everything.

      Her brother would find Remy, and that was good. Shadrach really liked Remy, and he needed to make her safe. Ben and Grant, John’s brothers, would bring Tommy down. Everything would be fine—except for them.

      Lord, what do we do?
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      The sheriff cleared his throat. Nadia shifted on the bed and looked at him like she’d forgotten he was there. Because she was a shallow rich woman with a helicopter pilot’s license. Were they different from a regular pilot’s license? A rich woman whose cowboy husband had “night-time” problems. She nearly groaned aloud.

      “Just a couple more questions.” He glanced at Bolton. “Any idea about a cell phone? The rancher you hit said he pulled it out, and you grabbed it.”

      Bolton had a cell phone?

      “No idea. I was so out of it, just coming around. I didn’t know what I was doing. That’s why I hit him.” Bolton paused. “I’m real sorry about that. Will you convey that to your friend? The pain, you see. It’s real bad. I wasn’t thinking.”

      The sheriff nodded slowly.

      “Anything else?” Not that Nadia was eager for more questions. She just wanted to be alone again with Bolton so they could talk about what they were going to do.

      Warm fingers covered hers. She didn’t look at Bolton’s hand, just turned hers over and grasped his. He always seemed so strong, even like this. Like there was nothing he couldn’t do.

      “Actually there is something else,” the sheriff said. “I’d like to know how you came to be in this area in a helicopter. You see, there’s a whole bunch of strictures about flying around here. We’re almost a no-fly-zone except for the military, because of this extremely rare, wild bird. It’s endangered. Can’t set off fireworks. Kites can’t be more than two stories high. Forget about clay pigeon shooting. That’s what’s gotten me so confused, see. The rancher reported you came from over the mountains. Hills we can’t even hike because it’s this bird’s nesting grounds. Yet you flew right from there.”

      Nadia was going to have to sell this. It was their job to protect the integrity of the witness protection town of Sanctuary. She shuffled on the bed, and Bolton squeezed her hand. “It was my fault.” She turned to him, but his attention was on the sheriff.

      “The pain was bad, and getting worse. I couldn’t hold it together, so I had Marie fly this way. We both know about the flight restrictions, but I couldn’t bear to save a bird and wind up losing my dignity all over the floor of the helicopter.”

      “So you were going to…what? Set down and find a bathroom?”

      “Right,” Bolton said. She could hear the edge in his voice. Served him right. It was his idea to lie, so why not make the lie that he was going to wet himself. “That was when the helicopter began to malfunction, and we had to set her down. Turned out it was catastrophic, and we barely got out before it exploded.”

      Some of that was true, but this sheriff didn’t need to know about the rogue SEAL or the town of Sanctuary. He wouldn’t have believed it anyway.

      Bolton shifted and cried out. Was that a lie, too? She’d seen it for herself, and whatever the problem it was surely serious enough he was probably in pain like that. How was she supposed to help him? She didn’t have a medical degree like Remy. Nadia was a retired artist who cut and colored hair. Everyone wanted to cover their gray these days. Her small life of work and working out at the town gym, then church. Her friends. None of it had equipped her for this.

      Okay, Lord. I guess this is where You come in.

      He’d placed Nadia here with Bolton, and she knew He would give her the tools she needed to help him in whatever way Bolton needed help.

      And not just because she had been in love with the rancher for years.
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        * * *

      

      Pedro swiveled in his chair. The glow of the computer screens was the only light in the room, and it turned Alfie’s face an eerie blue-white color.

      “You aren’t going to believe this. I got something.”

      Alfie didn’t respond. He was chatting with some gal online.

      “Alfie.”

      Alfie sat back in his chair. “Finally. She’s buying the plane ticket with her dad’s credit card.”

      Whatever. “The necklace was activated.”

      “What?”

      “The necklace. The one Dante wanted us to monitor.”

      “Dude, that was years ago.” Alfie shook his head.

      “Yeah, but its online now.”

      “So make the call. If you want.”

      Pedro reached for his iPhone but hesitated. “You don’t think I should?”

      Alfie shrugged. “I’m just saying. It’s been years, and your cousin is probably dead in prison by now. We have too much going on with Tank, and that business you have with that crooked DEA agent. We’re in hot demand.”

      Like Pedro wouldn’t know if his own cousin was dead or not? He couldn’t wait for the day he was free of Dante. “If he’s not dead this week and he finds out it came online and we didn’t say anything?”

      There was an edge of fear in his eyes. “Maybe we don’t care. Maybe we ignore it.”

      “Maybe you shut up and get back to work.” Pedro didn’t plan to die over a stupid necklace that probably didn’t mean anything anyway.

      He picked up the phone.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t believe you lied to a pastor.” Nadia pulled an extra blanket from the closet and hugged it to her chest.

      Bolton lay back on the pillows. It had taken some wrangling and a lot of sweet talk, but the sheriff had backed off in lieu of talking with them more the next day. She didn’t know what they were going to come up with. The truth wasn’t a story they could tell.

      He shut his eyes. “As opposed to you lying to a sheriff?”

      “That’s totally different. The pastor could probably tell.”

      “If he could, it’s only because you’re such a bad liar.” Bolton’s lips twitched.

      Nadia was tempted to throw the blanket at him, but he’d probably keep it, and then she would be cold.

      “You’re the one I was worried about.” There it was. That flash of what she’d seen in Sanctuary. The part of Bolton that cared, the part she’d fallen for. He was still in there, and that was the man she trusted to keep them both safe now.

      “Nadia.” The look was gone.

      She shook her head. She didn’t need to tell him what she was thinking.

      Bolton looked exhausted. “We needed space. Time to regroup without having to answer more questions.”

      “I’m pretty sure you could have found that without telling a man of God that we are married.”

      Bolton opened his eyes and raised one brow. “He wasn’t going to leave us alone otherwise.”

      With Bolton in a wheelchair, the elderly widowed pastor had given them his ground floor bedroom and told them he would be perfectly happy in the guest room upstairs. So for the first time in hours they were alone—and totally exhausted. Bolton had to be in serious pain. The injury on his back had looked bad enough from the outside. She couldn’t imagine what the inside felt like.

      Nadia dropped into the armchair where she would be spending the night. The weight of the day pushed her down into a slump, still clutching the blanket.

      “You okay?”

      She didn’t open her eyes. “I should be asking you that. This morning we woke up in our home town, and yes it’s true all was not well. Tommy was bent on taking over the town, and—” Her voice broke.

      “What is it?”

      “I just remembered about Hal.” Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. “He was in your house when it collapsed.”

      Bolton’s face softened. “He was killed?”

      She nodded.

      “I’m sorry, Nadia. I know you were close.”

      The crusty old biker had been a friend. He’d run Sanctuary’s only radio station, and she and Andra, her best friend, had helped him out when he had plans with his ‘lady friend.’ Whoever she was, the woman was likely grieving hard right now.

      “I hope everyone else is okay.” She shut her eyes and prayed for her friends—more like family, really.

      Bolton’s voice was heavy with sleep. “I’m sure they’re fine. Probably better than we are, except for Remy.”

      Nadia pursed her lips and blew out a breath. She heard the concern in his voice that bled through only because he was tired. Would it always be that way, wondering what his feelings were behind the words he said?

      Bolton had lied to the sheriff, used a fake name, and drawn her into a ruse that covered the things they couldn’t tell anyone. The nondisclosure agreement they’d both signed prevented them from telling anyone who they were, why they were in witness protection, or anything about the town of Sanctuary. But he had used that nondisclosure agreement like armor to protect himself. Just like he used the things he said like armor to cover his true feelings.

      Nadia was going to have to work hard if she was going to be able to draw him out. The man had more walls up than Andra, and she’d been a government assassin. With Andra, Nadia had simply loved the woman until she caved and admitted she appreciated it. Was that even going to work with Bolton?

      Her eyes drifted shut. Was that… They snapped open. A phone, on the bedside table. She could call… Someone. After she looked up their number.

      Her brother. The director of the Marshals—Grant Mason. Or his brother, John Mason, who was the sheriff of Sanctuary. The three men all had phones, and she could tell them where she and Bolton were! She could ask for help to get Bolton to the doctor who was supposed to operate on him!

      For the first time since she’d realized Tommy was in the helicopter with them, posing as the pilot, she had hope. Prayer was all she could do for Remy, whom Tommy had taken with him when he’d run off. But now Nadia had a way to help Bolton. A way to get them both out of this.

      With a whispered prayer of thanks on her lips, Nadia fell asleep.

      Hours later her shoulder was jostled. Nadia swatted away the annoyance.

      “Wake up, Nadia.”

      “Huh?” She opened her eyes. The clock by the bed said 2:13. “Do you need help?” Maybe he needed to get to the restroom.

      He was already in his wheelchair. “Get up. We’re leaving.”

      She couldn’t see his face in the dark. “Why? What’s going on?”

      “We aren’t staying here, Nadia. We have to go.”

      “But—” The phone.

      He covered her mouth with his hand. “No more talking. Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Four days later

      

      

      Shadrach swept out the sheriff’s office onto the sidewalk. Nothing but a hick town sheriff with no answers as to where Nadia was. This town was a flea on the dog’s back of all the places he’d been in the world. Idaho sucked, except for the fact Remy’s favorite author—Heather Woodhaven—lived here. Who wanted to live in a place with one area code for the whole state? It was backward. And there were cows everywhere. Wasn’t it supposed to be potatoes?

      The door clicked shut behind him, and Shadrach lifted his head. Glanced both ways. Anyone who looked at Shadrach for any time whatsoever would realize fast that he was a marine. The sheriff hadn’t seen anything but a threat. He’d dismissed Shadrach’s search and only asked him questions. Wanted to know why Shadrach was so interested in those two people.

      “Long gone?”

      Shadrach nodded. “We’re not the only ones to come looking for them, either.”

      Ben leaned against the car, his arms folded. “The fact that they’re gone means they’re safe.” His voice was measured. Shadrach had seen him in the midst of one of the most stressful times of Shadrach’s life, and he’d still been total ice. The man was a mystery that itched at Shadrach to solve.

      Ben would never broadcast his feelings the way Shadrach did, but whatever. So he wasn’t as good as Ben. That was painfully obvious. Which was the reason why Ben was his boss, and Shadrach had been working for him for about forty-four hours. Tommy was dead. Remy was safe now. All that was left was to find Nadia Marie.

      “How did I know,” Shadrach said, “that you were going to say that? We have nothing. No leads. No answers. Nada.”

      Shadrach rubbed his face. The calluses on his hands scratched against the stubble. Even his hair was getting long. He needed a cut and shave, or this spiral of disappearing into someone who was not a soldier anymore wasn’t going to quit. It was like the marine in him had started to evaporate.

      Then there was Remy, in the hospital and telling everyone she didn’t want to see him.

      His spotter was dead, his career was over. His twin was gone. He couldn’t help Remy after what Tommy did to her. Life had dealt him this hand, and Shadrach had to play it out.

      “Remy will heal.”

      Shadrach studied the small town stores across the street. He didn’t want to know how Ben knew what he was thinking. Maybe the man read minds. It would explain a lot. Super-spy with hero powers. That made Shadrach—the sidekick. That couldn’t have been the plan.

      He shook his head. “Remy didn’t want me to touch her.” He swallowed. “But she let you do it.”

      “And if you got over yourself and actually thought about it for a second you would realize why that was.”

      Shadrach whipped around. “What did you just say?”

      “Exactly.” Ben looked ready to laugh. “What. I. Am. Talking about.”

      “You think I need to get over myself?”

      “I think you’re too caught up in your hurt feelings to realize the reason why Remy let me help her on that plane.” Ben paused. “You know what Tommy did to her.”

      The blood. Her clothes. It had been obvious what the rogue SEAL had done.

      “That’s the reason she didn’t want you.”

      “I was trying to help her!”

      Ben shook his head. “She wanted someone she knew but didn’t care about. Not the one person she didn’t want to see her like that. She wants you to see her as strong. Not broken.”

      Shadrach shook his head. Why was Ben so certain about something that made absolutely no sense whatsoever? Remy didn’t want to see him, and Nadia Marie was gone. He had to figure out his stuff later and instead concentrate on what was within his power to fix.

      “So where are we at?” Shadrach ran his hands through his hair. At this point, he would have begged for coffee. But since he’d lived through much worse than a need for caffeine, he kept his mouth shut. “The sheriff didn’t tell us anything except that we weren’t the first people to ask about Bolton and Nadia Marie, and the helicopter wreckage hasn’t even been cleared away yet.”

      “So they’re watching the necklace. Whoever they are,” Ben said. “And it pinged on their radar, so they came looking.”

      “Before we even got here. Now we have no idea who they were or who sent them. Only that they showed up and asked questions.”

      “It’s a lead.”

      Shadrach wanted to punch someone. He should have brought Dauntless with him, but the dog didn’t like to fly if he could avoid it. “It makes more sense that Bolton and Nadia Marie would have stayed here and waited for help. Not that they’d take off in the middle of the night and steal the pastor’s car.” Shadrach thought for a second. “Bolton must have known that activating the necklace so we could find Remy would bring whoever is looking…right to the source of the signal.”

      Ben nodded. “Precisely.”

      The man was testing him? Shadrach liked tests. “Where’s the necklace now?”

      “Remy still has it.”

      “And someone is protecting her?”

      “Yes. Plus Dauntless is there.”

      “So when these people who are asking about Bolton and Nadia Marie come to Remy, wanting to know where she got the necklace from so they can find them, what’s going to happen?”

      Ben smiled. “That’s why you need to get over yourself and convince her to keep you around.”
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        Six Weeks Later

      

      

      Shadrach tossed the screwdriver back in the tool box and sighed. Six weeks since the sheriff’s office. Six weeks of working this problem and they still had nothing, just a name they’d dug up.

      Dante Alvarez.

      A name and a broken back door. It’d been jimmied open so the assailant could gain entry to Remy’s house in the middle of the night. Thankfully Shadrach had been on the couch with his German shepherd, Dauntless, two feet away from him on his dog bed. Neither man nor dog had slept in such cushy accommodations in a long time, and not at all in the years they’d been Marine Force Recon. But those days were over, and Dauntless wasn’t the only one moping.

      Remy stepped into the room, but didn’t say anything. He didn’t turn around. They’d gotten her back from Tommy, but two days in the hospital and weeks at home and she still wouldn’t even look him in the eye.

      Shadrach wondered if they’d ever get back what had been between them before—even if it had been little more than the promise of what could be. Their lives were so different. Remy had multiple degrees, a genius level IQ, and her pick of jobs, many of which were independent government contracts. Yet she chose to work for Ben.

      Which made them co-workers.

      Shadrach stood. “Door’s fixed.”

      “Thank you.” Dauntless’ tags jingled. She was petting him. Had she just thanked the dog?

      Sure, Dauntless was the one who had bitten the assailant who’d broken into her house before Shadrach detained him. Some no-name thug, low level enough whoever sent him could keep their hands clean. Ben had come and picked the man up to get some answers through whatever interrogation method Ben used—which Shadrach didn’t want to know about. Been there, done that.

      Now they had the boss’s name. Except that Dante was in federal prison, with a Grand Canyon size grudge against Bolton Farrera.

      “Thank you, as well.”

      He glanced at her. Remy’s big round eyes were like gray-blue marbles. They held him captive until she blinked, and for a moment he was released before she ensnared him once again. Shadrach had never met a woman like her, a woman he couldn’t seem to shake off no matter how pointless it felt to hang around.

      Her head tipped to the side. “Are you mad at Ben?”

      Shadrach looked away from her eyes and took in all of her. She’d ditched the nerd get-up she’d worn in Sanctuary that had fit her hacker persona. Now she was back in the dress pants and knit sweaters she’d worn when he met her. A business woman with a medical degree, who spent her days researching infectious diseases. Until that road had led her to witness protection. The outside was different, but Remy was still that same woman. The one who’d caught his attention when the military had brought them into the same briefing room in Iraq.

      Shadrach, on the other hand, wore the same pair of jeans he’d had for two years. They were just about broken in. His sneakers had seen better days, and the Henley was more about staying warm in spring than fashion. They were polar opposites. Remy was more like Shadrach’s sister, his twin. Nadia Marie had more style than anyone he’d ever met—she’d probably stolen his share in the womb.

      “You are.” She sighed. “You’re mad at Ben. It was my idea to keep the necklace.”

      “I know that.” When she flinched at his voice, Shadrach pulled out a chair and sat to make himself look smaller. “I know, Rem. That’s why I’m here. The necklace was going to draw out whoever is after Bolton, and thanks to this break-in, we’re a step closer to finding Bolton and Nadia.”

      Dante. The man Bolton had testified against, a DEA agent now in federal prison. Something told Shadrach that Ben had already known the answer to that even before the tech guys told them. What Shadrach wanted to know was whether the man who had broken into Remy’s house had any information on where Nadia Marie and Bolton were, or if this Dante and his men were as much in the dark as they were. Shadrach would know if something happened to his twin, but he still wanted to see she was okay with his own eyes.

      He gave Remy a small smile. “You could have given the necklace to Ben. Been rid of it. Keeping the necklace was a bold move. Brave.”

      Remy touched her red hair with a shaky hand and swiped it back from her face. It hung in loose curls that fell over her shoulders. “I needed to do something strong, even if I didn’t feel that way.” She returned his smile. “Thank you for being here. I don’t think I could have done it if you weren’t.”

      Shadrach got up slowly. “Anytime, Remy. Every time.” He stepped closer to her. The more he did it, the more she would get used to him being close and feeling comfort instead of the violation Tommy inflicted on her.

      With Remy was where he wanted to be. Where he’d always wanted to be.

      He started to move closer.

      Her smile shook. “I should get some work done before the whole day is wasted.” Remy was out of the room before Dauntless could even raise his head from the kitchen floor.

      Shadrach gave him the command to guard, and headed out the back door. He needed a run.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Downtown Seattle, WA

      

      

      “Darling! You, my dear, are a true artiste!”

      Nadia blinked. The customer stared at her in the mirror, and her boss, Melanie Schaffer—of the Boston Schaffers—grabbed her face. She kissed Nadia on both cheeks and tugged on the ends of her chin-length hair. “I knew I did right, hiring you.”

      Nadia returned the woman’s bleached smile. An artist? Melanie didn’t know how right she was, even with that painting hanging on the wall in the foyer. It was one of Nadia’s favorites of all the work she’d done.

      The customer ripped off the cape and stood, like a ballerina coming out of a bow. “You said she was good, Melanie. You were right.”

      “Of course I am!”

      The two wandered off to the front counter. Nadia cleared away her scissors, the comb she’d used, and unplugged the curling wand. Familiar smells of hair products and dye saturated the air. This was one of the few moments of peace she had through the day before she went back to the tiny ground floor apartment that was more depressing than the man she shared it with.

      Nadia grabbed the broom and started to sweep up the hair. She didn’t understand him.

      “You look like a fly could knock you over.”

      She smiled but didn’t look up. Between work, extra shifts, and helping Bolton at home, exhaustion had set in about a month before. Makeup helped, but it didn’t fully disguise the dark circles and lines she now had on her face.

      Nate, who stood waiting for her to rise to his bait, had a station beside hers. His specialty being the charming of little old ladies who left fat tips. The salon was high end, catering to the wives of bankers, football players, and local millionaires. Nadia was beyond grateful Melanie had given her a shot, even when Nadia had asked for some money up front to buy a couple of outfits for her first week of work.

      “How does lunch at Pasquale’s sound?”

      Like heaven. But Nadia couldn’t afford heaven. Not when Bolton had found a surgeon to perform the procedure—an experimental and risky surgery—that would hopefully allow him to have full mobility for the rest of his life. They almost had enough money to pay for it.

      As soon as the procedure was done, Bolton wouldn’t need her anymore. Then Nadia would find a way home.

      Six weeks of hiding from the man who wanted Bolton dead. They’d either done an excellent job of staying out of sight, or the man who hated him just wasn’t coming.

      It was time for Nadia to face the fact Bolton wasn’t going to let her in, and there was no way to draw him out. She wanted to know what his plans were for after the surgery, but the man wouldn’t even share where he was getting the cash he came home with every day. He was saving, like her, but what work he did was a mystery.

      “Right. You’re probably having lunch with that boyfriend of yours.” Nate paused. “It’s the wheelchair, isn’t it?”

      Nadia held the broom handle in front of her and looked at him.

      “Okay, so it’s not. But seriously, why are you with him?” Nate waited again. It was his thing—pause long enough for thoughts to begin to gather and then cut them off. “Does he make you happy?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Girl.” Nate hopped off the chair and sauntered over. Women young and old drooled over the slender man and his baby face. Nadia just rolled her eyes. “It’s always complicated.”

      To his credit, he didn’t seem concerned that she didn’t respond to him the way everyone else did.

      “It won’t last much longer,” she said. “He’s having surgery. When he’s healthy again, I’m going to go find my life.”

      “Girl…”

      Nadia grabbed the sandwich she’d packed that morning and went to the break room. A sandwich Bolton had made. Every morning she had to work, there was a fresh sandwich in the fridge for her to take with her. But she didn’t want to talk about it anymore. Even if Nate cared for real, Bolton was too much of a mystery. One she couldn’t figure out.

      The salon was quiet when she preferred busy days. They kept her mind from the fact Bolton hadn’t talked to her in weeks. Not really. When it was quiet her thoughts drifted back to that small town hospital. The sheriff’s uncomfortable questions, and disappearing from town in the middle of the night in a stolen car. Hiding for weeks, no phones, using only cash from odd jobs. No record of who they were, no licenses. A nasty apartment, but one they could lease under false names from a man who accepted cash rent and didn’t ask questions.

      She’d been Marie since the helicopter exploded. A semblance of who she was that she’d been able to retain even through all this. Though Bolton had bought awful box color and made her cut her hair to disguise her appearance, while he wheeled around in a ball cap to hide his face. Two weeks after the helicopter, they’d driven into Seattle. The first thing Nate had done when they’d met was fix her hair for free. Nadia had been so happy she’d nearly cried—she’d felt like herself again. Almost.

      Dante will find us, and he’ll make us beg for death before he kills us.

      Both of them had diminished in the weeks since, always looking over their shoulders. She would wake in the middle of the night to hear Bolton moaning on the floor across the room from her. In the midst of his own bad dream. Still, he wouldn’t open up. The man she had thought she’d had feelings for was gone, and Nadia didn’t know how to get him back.

      We have to do this. It’s not for much longer, and then I’ll be back on my feet.
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