


No Reason to Run

A Harmony Novel

By Michelle Howard

Published by Michelle Howard

––––––––

Copyright © 2013 by Michelle Howard

Edited by: Kelly Lynne

Cover Design: www.estrellacoverart.com


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

License Notes | This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only.  The eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.  If you would like to share this novel with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient.  If you're reading this eBook and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please buy an additional copy for each recipient. | No part of this book may be distributed in any format, in whole or in part without the express written consent of the author. | Thank you for respecting the author's hard work. | This is a work of fiction and is not a reflection or representation of any person living or dead. Any similarity is of pure coincidence.

Dedicated to my sister for encouraging me to take this leap forward. Without her motivation, No Reason to Run would not have been completed. Thank you from the bottom of my heart.

Chapter 1

Chapter 5

Sign up for Michelle Howard's Mailing List

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

License Notes


This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only.  The eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.  If you would like to share this novel with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient.  If you're reading this eBook and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please buy an additional copy for each recipient.

No part of this book may be distributed in any format, in whole or in part without the express written consent of the author.

Thank you for respecting the author's hard work.

This is a work of fiction and is not a reflection or representation of any person living or dead. Any similarity is of pure coincidence.


[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedicated to my sister for encouraging me to take this leap forward. Without her motivation, No Reason to Run would not have been completed. Thank you from the bottom of my heart.


[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


Shane Mitchell stared at the rows of organized gum hoping to be drawn to one. A grimace pulled at his mouth as he surveyed the limited offerings. He didn’t want any damn gum. What he really wanted was a shot of nicotine. Unfortunately, he’d made a promise to his mother that he would quit and if he broke his promise to his mom one more time about his smoking, his sister would be all over his ass. Again.

He walked down the aisle pausing at the colorful display of snacks and candy available for anyone with a late night craving. Too bad none of the racks held cigarette flavored candy. The nicotine gum meant continuing the habit so he avoided those brightly wrapped teasers. He thought about driving to another store but at one thirty in the morning, he wasn’t going to find a lot of places still open.

The only reason he stood in his boot clad feet pondering unwanted gum selections was because the Eagle Mart stayed open twenty-four hours a day. Shane paced back toward the gum and snagged one. The tagline proclaimed it refreshing so it had to be good for smokers trying to quit. A snort burst from his nose. Not likely. Nothing could replace the joy of that first inhale and the rush of nicotine.

“Hey, wait. Don’t leave me.”

Shane’s attention snapped to the front of the store. A woman he’d passed on his mission for nicotine substitutes ran from the other end of the aisle. Well, half ran since she carried a small child. Curious, he strolled down the aisles to keep her in his line of sight and still remain hidden if she happened to glance around. But she didn’t. The blonde focused on a navy blue four door sedan pulling away from the third pump on the left.

He’d give her credit. The woman hit the door at a brisk clip despite her burden. The glass doors flew open as she pushed them outward. She tried to jog faster when the car didn’t slow. Shane tracked her awkward dash knowing she was too late. What sort of jerk would abandon a woman and kid at a gas station in the middle of the night?

“Wait, please,” she yelled. The sedan roared out of the parking lot, the brake lights flashed bright red for a moment before the tires squealed and the driver hit the gas, making a right turn into the darkness of the long winding street.

The woman’s shoulders slumped and her head drooped. Her hair was pulled up in a long ponytail. Strands of blonde hair clung to the nape of a fine, shapely neck. An air of defeat surrounded her but her hold on the child never wavered. Her feet slowed and changed direction as she made her way back to the Eagle Mart. Shane eased back a pace using the rack of chips to conceal his location.

She wore a black tee shirt, the front view obscured by the child in her arms. The shirt was neatly tucked into the waist of blue jeans that fit fantastic long legs. Black tennis shoes covered her feet and the matching black duffle over her shoulder bulged with its contents. The bell over the door jingled as she pushed inward with a lot less enthusiasm than when she’d gone out. He wished she’d lift her head, give him a glimpse of her face.

Her feet led her right to the college-aged Asian employee behind the bulletproof glass. With her back to Shane, her jeans displayed her curvy ass.

Shane cursed the distance separating them and wished he could listen to the exchange. His hiding spot kept him from hearing the conversation between the two. Curiosity almost tempted him to approach the counter. The honorable man in him wanted to offer assistance. The ex-soldier in him began sorting the pieces.

Whatever the young cashier said didn’t please her. Her neck muscles tensed then deliberately relaxed, a practiced motion almost seamless in its transition except for the infinitesimal pause. At some point in her life she’d learned to hide and control her reactions.

He shouldn’t care. The pretty blonde fairly shouted trouble. And the last thing Shane needed was trouble. To keep matters nice and easy, he should pay for his purchase and go right about his business. Everything stayed calm and peaceful that way. And Shane needed peace not trouble.

He fingered the cellophane wrapped gum in his hand, keeping his eye on the woman’s dejected figure. She nodded to the cashier and made her way out the door. The sleeping child in her arms never stirred. His eyes tracked them until he could no longer see her from his position. Shane tamped down the instinct to follow. The good thing about the ten minute spectacle was that it eased his need for a cigarette. All he had to do was get his gum and go home.

He mind continued to whirl. Don’t think about it, Mitchell. The last thing you need is to be saving some lone female in the middle of nowhere. Even if her pretty blonde hair tempted him to reach out and stroke a strand to see if it felt as soft as it looked. The warning didn’t keep him from staring off into the dark night after her.

Chapter 2

Olivia Anderson wanted to cry. She wanted to sit down on the curb and bawl. But she didn’t have time for that and she didn’t have the luxury of accepting defeat. Neither did Chloe. Her arms tightened around the small warm bundle of her daughter in her arms. Fortunately, Chloe slept on peacefully. The car ride from New Jersey to Virginia had been a long one. The rocking motion of the vehicle and boredom eventually wore her little girl out.

Olivia moved her body side to side in a similar motion meant to soothe the child but really Olivia needed it for herself. She hated to admit it but she’d reached her wits’ end. She had no idea what to do next and she was down to her last forty dollars. Money she’d managed to withdraw from her account before she’d run from her ex-husband Brian. Stupid Brian O’Donnell and his immature, reckless behavior.

She’d changed the number on her cell phone because calls from her ex moved from pleading to cursing to outright threats. Somehow, he’d gotten the new number and continued his harassing calls. She’d checked into a hotel but he’d sent men to follow her there as well. Big frightening men, who’d made no attempts to hide the ugly thoughts on their faces. Her next step had been the big guns. She’d left a message for his parents but they’d yet to call her back.

Olivia glared off into the distant night as if her ex stood before her. All his fault repeated through her head. Pete Fuller, if that was his real name, promised to drive her down as far south as possible. They’d agreed on North Carolina with the hundred dollars she’d given him in cash for gas. The jerk took off with her money and she was nowhere near far enough away from Brian.

She nibbled her bottom lip and tried to plan her next move. The duffle nestled over her shoulder contained all the clothes she’d managed to grab for her and Chloe. Basic changes of clothing needed to get them through the short-term. If the senior O’Donnells returned her call she’d let them handle their son and get him to leave Olivia alone.

For the right amount of money, she knew he’d agree. Brian always folded to his parents’ wishes and money only sweetened the deal. If she hadn’t been caught in the fairy tale of love with his wine and dine routine she would have seen through his façade long before she walked down the aisle and accepted his ring.

She rubbed a reassuring hand over her daughter’s back. If not for Chloe, she’d erase the whole ugly affair from her mind but their brief one-year marriage resulted in her beautiful daughter and Olivia could never regret that.

Think, Olivia. Her eyes scanned the empty parking lot. Not quite empty. Hidden by one of the side pumps sat a dangerous looking car, shiny and black with large wheels. Instead of regular hubcaps, bright silver ones gleamed in the moonlight. Definitely a man’s car. But whose?

Continuing to search the vacant lot, she didn’t see anyone. The store’s only occupant was the college-aged cashier. Unless someone had hidden in the back unnoticed. She darted a look over her shoulder into the brightly lit interior of the Eagle Mart. Chloe stirred, her sweet breath puffing against Olivia’s neck. Decision made, her shoulders squared and she headed straight for the black car and the unknown.

When she reached it, her heart quickened. Are you really going to do this, Olivia? God, if she had any other choice, she’d never in a million years do what she was considering. But choices were limited for her. Always had been. She thought of her earlier years spent ducking her father’s fists when he got good and drunk. Memories of her mother existed but without the spark Olivia remembered as a child.

Olivia’s mouth turned down. Living with Brian lacked the physical damage but her marriage didn’t differ too much from her mom’s. If she could go back in time and make a better choice for Chloe’s father, she would.

Her mouth filled with a sour taste as she thought of her brief marriage. The short honeymoon phase quickly became nightly verbal fights. Arguments that even now she couldn’t recall because they were pointless turned routine. Until finally she’d forced herself to face the option of leaving. Keep up the façade of happy wife while her spirit faded to nothing or take their one-year-old daughter and divorce him.

Olivia chose the latter and it had been the right thing to do. She’d suddenly been free to do what she wanted. As luck would have it, she’d landed a teaching job at Chloe’s preschool. The next two years moved forward at lightning speed. Brian got visitation with Chloe one weekend a month and Olivia got her the rest of the time. She nuzzled the top of her daughter’s sweet smelling curls. The mandated visits proved her ex for the jerk he’d always been. He had no interest in Chloe but God forbid anyone on the outside figure that out.

If only she’d ignored his call last week. The one where he’d been the honey voiced man she’d fallen in love with. Hope sprang eternal and while she had no interest in rekindling the fires of that dead blaze, she did believe him when he said he wanted to try harder to be a better father to Chloe. So she’d caved and dropped her daughter off Friday night for an extra weekend. But Sunday changed everything.

She wished she could erase the events of that fateful day. Brian’s calls began as soon as she arrived home from what she’d witnessed. She promised not to tell anyone. Promised to keep the details to herself but Brian became beside himself and came by the house. He’d threatened her then their daughter. That’s when he frightened Olivia, because he’d been deadly serious. She’d never seen him that upset before.

Olivia reached the driver’s side of the big muscle car and peered inside. The crisp black leather reflected an interior as pristine as the exterior. A shiny dash without a hint of dust and more knobs than she could find a purpose for. The owner took really good care of the car.

Olivia’s SUV sported crayons on the floor and a lost French fry or two from various fast food spots. The back row where Chloe’s car seat rested contained emergency provisions like pull-ups, a couple of toys to entertain and snacks for extended car trips. She wished she hadn’t left it behind but Brian knew her car. The first night after the phone calls started, she’d run. The hotel seemed an ideal place until Brian calmed down. Men had shown up at the hotel within hours to speak with her.

Of course, that was a euphemism for threaten. Olivia’s assurance that she wouldn’t talk about what she’d seen hadn’t been enough. Brian’s nerves tipped over toward obsessive as he tended to do when he spiraled out of control. With no one to turn to and nowhere to go, she’d hitchhiked with a stranger, leaving her truck behind.

Olivia checked the back window. Its empty seats declared the owner childless. Maneuvering Chloe to her hip, Olivia freed her hand and tugged on the door handle. Another glance over her shoulder at the glass windows of the store and Olivia decided on her next course of action.

Chapter 3

Shane dropped his loose change in the empty cup at the register, stuck a stick of gum in his mouth and shoved the pack in his back pocket. The taste of spearmint exploded on his tongue. Not as good as nicotine but it would have to do.

“Thanks, sir. Have a good night.”

The kid couldn’t be more than twenty. He promptly buried his head in the science text in front of him after dispensing the receipt for the purchase. Shane flicked his fingers in a careless wave, doubting it was noticed and headed for his car. His eyes scanned the parking lot carefully until he realized he was subconsciously looking for the woman and child. The blinking outdoor lights revealed he was its sole occupant. Steps silent, he made his way to the corner pump where he’d parked.

Where would she have disappeared? His mind chewed on the thought with as much determination as he chewed on the gum. A quick glance at his watch showed only fifteen minutes had passed. Harmony, Virginia didn’t offer a robust public transportation system during regular daytime hours. At this time of night it was a lost cause making it a safe bet that she didn’t catch the bus. The sedan service stopped at midnight leaving late night pedestrians at loose ends.

Old instincts from his Army Special Forces days stirred. The closer he got to his car, the more the hair on his neck stood up. Once again, he canvassed the area but nothing stood out to him nor did he see the woman in her black tee shirt with her kid. When he reached for the driver’s side door handle, he heard it. A dim squeak slightly behind him. From the corner of his eyes, Shane surveyed the deserted lot once more saw nothing.

Clicking his remote, he waited for the familiar chirp and got nothing. Another stubborn jab at the button produced the same result. Shane cursed, making a mental note to get the battery replaced. He reached for the handle of his unlocked door, thankful crime registered at less than half of what existed in a big city or he’d be screwed.

Shane discovered the woman’s hiding spot before his rear hit the seat. Of all the piss poor luck. He pulled the door closed and slid the key in the ignition, waiting. Come on, whaddya gonna do? Not wanting to hesitate and warn her that he was aware of her presence in the back of his car, Shane put the car in gear and eased off the brake. The creak of his leather seats gave him fair warning.

He could have moved. Could have done any number of things that would have disarmed her or left her unconscious on his car floor. Instead, he chose to wait and see how she played it. Desperation often forced many into tight situations and he admitted to his curiosity. Something about the woman and her child led him to believe there had to be more to her story than being abandoned at a gas station at two in the morning.

The cold press of steel met the back of his neck. “Don’t turn. Don’t stop. Just keep going.” The soft cadence of her voice caressed his ear. A voice that vibrated with nerves.

It took everything in Shane to battle his instinct to overtake her and remove the gun from her shaking hand. He dared not look over his shoulder and startle her. Christ, if the gun was loaded, she could blow his head off without even trying.

“You’ll have to tell me where I’m going.” A reasonable tone should calm some of her nerves. He hoped.

A loud sniffle met his words. “Give me a second.” The gun didn’t waver. Seconds ticked into minutes.

No one held a gun to his head without consequence.

“Listen, you wanna go somewhere, tell me and I can drop you off but do it now before one of us gets hurt.”

Her sharp inhale rasped against his neck. She sat close enough for him to feel her every breath. Another fragrance joined the aroma of his lemon-scented car freshener. Vanilla, his mind identified while he ran through scenarios. She smelled like fresh baked cookies. His dick stirred but he ignored the involuntary response. Where was her child? Somewhere in the car, he’d wager. No way she’d left that kid anywhere. Earlier, she’d clutched the little one like her world was wrapped in her arms.

What he wouldn’t do for a smoke right now. The gum in his mouth had long since gone stale. Another reason he preferred cigarettes. He needed more than two minutes of chewing some mint-flavored candy to keep his nerves square.

He heard her scramble around and the pressure at his neck disappeared. A quick check in the rearview mirror showed an enticing curve of hip and a heart-shaped ass. The weapon in her hand was deadly and dangerous, more so because of the clear inexperience of the person wielding it. Again, he considered disarming her but chose to hold off.

Her voice came to him on a hush. Soothing nonsense and he found himself wishing she spoke to him. Damn, he needed to get laid. A shift of her body revealed the kid. Girl, he corrected when he spotted the lopsided bow in her curls. The seatbelt did nothing to hold her small body in place. Her little frame slumped to the side, her head almost touching her knee, a teddy bear in her tight fist, and her rosebud lips slightly parted.

“Should she be in a child seat?” he asked.

The woman’s head snapped around to glare at him. “I don’t have it with us.” Face to face her blue eyes shot fire. High cheekbones and full lips met his gaze. Finely arched brows a shade darker than the hair on her head lowered in frustration. Her nose was red. From crying or anger, he’d guess.

Years of training helped him maintain his composure. Shane pressed his foot on the brake and stopped the car before leaving the Eagle Mart.

Her eyes widened. “What are you doing?”

“You still haven’t told me where I’m headed.”

She chewed on her lower lip clearly in distress. “I’m coming up front. If you make any sudden moves, I’ll shoot.”

Shane managed to keep from laughing outright though it was close. If she wanted to intimidate him, she’d need to speak in a harsher tone than her sweet lips could muster. His last unit leader claimed the title of Bad Ass Motherfucker and this lady couldn’t come close.

He winced as her feet scuffed against his leather seats while she climbed over and sat in the passenger seat beside him. The scent of vanilla increased as did the prominence of his erection. Shane adjusted in his chair and pretended to refasten his seatbelt. No need to frighten her further by flashing his bulging dick, though the jeans did little to hide his reaction to his sexy carjacker.

Blue eyes, blonde hair and a rocking body guaranteed to motivate any man’s libido rested less than two feet from him. Made it hard for a guy to resist getting aroused. Especially one who’d gone without sex for an extended period of time. Harmony didn’t have a large singles pool and since Shane’s move here a year ago he’d forced himself to abstain. If his reaction to her continued, he’d correct that oversight as soon as possible.

Shane studied her unobtrusively. Too many quiet nights would explain his fascination with the intriguing package this woman presented. Small delicate hands lowered the gun to his middle as if she didn’t quite want to aim at him. “I need you to drive. I’ll tell you where to go.” Shane considered his personal weapon beneath the driver’s seat. He’d wait for the right moment to reach for it if necessary. For now, he followed her direction and eased the car toward the parking lot exit.

“Right.” His breath eased out on an exhale. He made a left coming out of the lot and took the roundabout toward the center of town. The route led through the more scenic streets and gave him an opportunity to study his carjacker. She had balls of steel covered in vanilla scented cookie dough. He’d give her that- but no more. “You know owning a gun comes with an obligation to be responsible with it.”

Her hands trembled but she tipped it toward the floorboards. “It’s not mine. I borrowed it because...” She broke off whatever she’d been about to say. The lecture froze on the tip of his tongue when tears welled on her lashes.

Shit, now probably wasn’t a good time to talk about the do’s and don’ts of gun ownership. He knew she’d never shoot him. Never shoot anyone, he guessed and yet she sat here holding him at gun-point and doing something that was completely against her nature.

He faced forward and pushed his foot on the gas. “Fine, but I warn you, I’m not driving in circles for long. It’s late and I’m tired.”

Out the corner of his eye, he caught her frown. The corners of her mouth tipped down. “Of course, I just need to think for a moment.”

Shane snorted and turned down the street passing the post office and the hardware store. Street lights were out reminding Shane of the early hours he’d yet to adjust to with small town living. Lost in thought, she paid no attention to the direction they headed. He turned the car up Overly Court aiming for his neighborhood. “How old is your kid?”

Her hand lowered further and his own itched to take the weapon from her. “She’s only three.” Her voice flowed over him with its melodic notes.

Shane didn’t know much about little kids. You fed them, played with them and put them to sleep. His nephew turned ten this summer and already ate more than Shane’s old unit. He couldn’t imagine the baby in his backseat eating more than a handful of crackers. From what he glimpsed her daughter was a tiny thing. Anger uncurled in his belly at what could have happened to them in another city in a similar situation. The two of them had no business being out alone this time of night. He decided to keep her talking in hopes of learning more.

“Three, huh? Tricky age but she seems fairly quiet.” He heard horror stories of kids crying all hours of the night and throwing fits. He’d been overseas running covert missions when his nephew Liam was that age. His twin sister Eden sent him funny emails regaling him with stories in hopes of luring him to the dark side of parenthood. No way he envisioned that happening any time soon.

“Chloe’s good. Not cranky at all. I’m fortunate in that.”

He glanced at her from the corner of his eye and raised a brow. “You’re lucky indeed.” The gun rested unattended in her lap, as she peered out the window tracking their progress. A semi-automatic nine millimeter. He wondered who she’d borrowed the Glock from when it was clear she had no training or comfort with guns. Her carelessly attitude with the weapon started to piss him off.

Shane didn’t live far and they were approaching his street. Either she didn’t consider him a threat or she thought the weapon sufficiently cowed him. At any rate, her lack of attention would work in his favor.

Chapter 4

Olivia managed to hide her fear when the large man walked toward the car. It figured the biggest man she’d ever seen in her life would be the owner. When he sat in the driver’s seat, she froze unable to move. The bulk of his weight took up the huge seat and explained why the chair on that side was pushed back further than the passenger front seat. His legs appeared incredibly long from her view in the back. Yet he fit in the car easily.

His hair color stayed a mystery since the interior light had momentarily blinded her and winked out the moment his door shut. She knew it was dark and that it curled in the back. He probably hated that. Men built like him would view that as a sign of weakness. The jingle of his keys warned he was about to start the car and pull off.

Nerves jumping, she’d pressed the gun to his neck and blinked back tears while she made her demand. She fully expected him to refuse. Expected him to tell her no outright and she would have been stranded. There wasn’t a chance in hell that she’d shoot someone, let alone kill them.

Those thoughts floated around her mind the whole time she’d waited. Sitting in the backseat with Chloe safely strapped in the seatbelt had made her re-evaluate her options. She’d been seconds away from getting out and thinking of another plan. Another way of maintaining her invisibility and staying off Brian’s radar.

Shops faded and gave way to tree lined streets. The sight roused her. “Hey, where are you taking us?” 

“It’s not a good idea for a woman to travel alone at night.”

Her head jerked around at his comment. “I suppose it’s okay for a man?”

He grunted and Olivia raised the weapon. She swallowed the lump in her throat and tried to think. “Where are you taking me?” Fear nibbled on the edges of her conscious. She forced an element of what she hoped sounded like control to her voice.

“My house or the sheriff’s.”

Sheriff? She couldn’t afford to have law enforcement involved.  Olivia studies his profile to gauge his intent. His strong face focused on the dark winding road. 

Staring out the passenger side window, the houses grew further and further apart. They weren’t heading toward a development or sub-division. These homes had ample land and space giving the owners a semblance of privacy. Each house they passed boasted old fashion brick work, arched windows and long driveways. They were really going to his home because she was pretty certain the police station wasn’t in the middle of suburbia.

The moon did little to light the pitch black night. The car slowed and a beautiful two-story colonial came into view with its two car garage. A wrought iron streetlight cast an eerie glow on the flower-lined walkway. The black fencing on the front lawn matched the black shutters and black garage doors. The car turned into the driveway and the door to the garage automatically began to lift. A mailbox sported the numbers six-six-two-four.

Olivia’s hold on the
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