
  
  She’s fiercely independent. He’s determined to protect her.

Wisconsin, 1933―When a routine mission becomes an ambush that kills his team, Craft Agency sniper Miles Wright determines to find the persons responsible and protect the woman he rescued. But the fierce independence that led Lily Moore to leave her family’s dairy business for the solitary life of a dog trainer and the isolation of her farm don’t make that easy. Neither does his unwanted attraction to her. Meanwhile, escalating incidents confirm that she’s far from safe.
Lily fears letting the surprisingly gentle retired marine into her life almost as much as she fears whoever is threatening her. As Wisconsin farmers edge toward another milk strike, one that will surely turn violent, it becomes clear that the plot against Lily may be part of a much larger conspiracy. When the search for her abductor leads close to home, she must decide whether to trust her family or the man who saved her life.







  
  
In Confessions to a Stranger , Danielle Grandinetti weaves a tale that is at once mysterious, suspenseful, romantic, and inspiring … Filled with truths that made me ponder my own life, this novel is a lovely start to what is sure to be a wonderful series!
—Heidi Chiavaroli,
Carol Award-Winning Author of The Orchard House



Danielle Grandinetti has crafted a wonderful tale of suspense and romance that will keep you on the edge of your seat. With well-drawn characters authentic to the era, a gripping plot, and a strong message of hope, Confessions to a Stranger is a read I recommend!
—Misty M. Beller,
USA Today bestselling author of the Sisters of the Rockies



A Strike to the Heart is a compelling story. From the very first page, I was immersed into the thrilling action and remained gripped with intrigue until the satisfying ending. The romance escalated right along with the winding plot, creating a layered mystery that is sure to delight readers.
—Rachel Scott McDaniel,
Award-winning author of The Mobster’s Daughter



Riveting from the first scene, As Silent as the Night offers a unique, edge-of-your-seat Christmas read … A beautiful, gripping, and romantically suspenseful Christmas story you wouldn’t be able to put down if you tried.
—Chautona Havig,
Author of The Stars of New Cheltenham




The Neighbor and the Gifts is a poignant tale that transforms a familiar carol into a stirring journey of faith, love, and danger … For readers who love historical romance, mystery, and want a deeper meaning in their holiday stories—this one’s for you.
—Natalie Walters,
bestselling and award-winning author of Living Lies and the SNAP Agency series
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  To my boys,

the sweet souls God has entrusted to us.

May we help you become your best selves so that you grow into the men God created you to be.








  
  This is my commandment, that ye love one another, as I have loved you.
John 15:12, KJV
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One


Friday, October 13, 1933
Northern Wisconsin

Miles Wright pressed his eye to the A5 telescopic sight attached to his Springfield long-range rifle. Instead of being hunkered down in the trenches of Europe or in the humidity of Central America, as he would be if he’d stayed in the Marines, he flattened himself against the rough branch of a monstrous pine one hundred yards from the ruins of a stone house lost amid the forests of northern Wisconsin. 
He breathed deeply, the smell of decaying leaves filling his nose even as the action calmed his heart. Dusk had come, but he could still spot the shadows of his four fellow retired soldiers darting from tree to tree toward the stone structure where Lily Moore’s kidnappers likely stashed her. His team was tasked with a simple rescue and had yet to meet any resistance. Miles’s job was to keep it that way.
Tommy Darens, the lone British ex-soldier and their company leader, halted, and the others stood motionless. What had Tommy heard? Miles used his scope to scan the remnants of what could have been a happy home decades ago. Before the Depression. Before the war.
In the small clearing rose a four-foot-tall, hollow square of tightly layered stone—the roof now part of the forest floor that covered the interior with a bed of grass, rock, and saplings. A chimney, still intact, anchored the rear foundation wall.
Nothing moved. No breath of wind to stir the trees overhead. No scamper of chipmunks on the leaves below. No lifting of the rock sitting in Miles’s stomach. Something was wrong.
Darens and the other three men crouched as they quick-marched closer to the house. They had followed a rumor that a woman matching Miss Moore’s description was seen in this part of the forest three days ago. Was she still here?
Miles swept his scope over the deepening shadows. His companions reached the structure as darkness settled like a veil. Moonlight from the three-quarter moon struggled to filter through the heavy canopy. It was too quiet. Too still. As if the nocturnal animals saw what Miles could not.
Like a phantom of the night, Darens raised an arm, halting the men just outside the break in the stone foundation, the place where the front door must have been.
Miles gripped his Springfield. Searching. Searching. Memories of a similar feeling nagged him. The time he nearly got flanked as a green sharpshooter somewhere in the French countryside. Only a misfired shot and quick action saved his life that day. Where was the feeling coming from today?
He searched the area again, darkness deepening by the minute, making it harder and harder to see. Dampness pressed through his dark vest, the buttons digging into his breastbone and his sweat causing the cotton shirt underneath to stick. He never wore a jacket when sniping and always rolled up his shirtsleeves. It didn’t help today, even with the October chill in the air.
He breathed out, slowing his heart. Darnes gave the silent command to move forward, to enter the stone ruins. Miles wanted to yell at them to stop, to wait until he figured out the puzzle. As a sharpshooter, he usually had more time for reconnaissance. What was he missing?
The four men rushed into the space. Miles’s heart pounded against his chest.
One heartbeat.
Two heartbeats.
Three—
The ruins exploded in a blinding column of fire and smoke. Miles covered his head, nearly losing his grip on his rifle as debris flew. Visions assaulted him like a silent picture—men dying beside him as shell after shell ripped through their ranks. And then the picture stilled on two faces. Faces he should have been able to save.
He shook his disoriented senses into submission and looked through his scope, forcing his eyes to see the present, not the past. No movement. Not from his friends. Not from the unseen enemy. Bile pushed up his throat.
Suppressing the panic that was never more than a gunshot away, Miles shouldered his Springfield, snagged his suit jacket, hat, and pack from the branch where he’d stashed them, and scrambled down the tree trunk. Had anyone else heard the explosion? Would they send policemen? The fire brigade? The area had seen its share of forest fires lately. He stuffed his arms into his jacket and planted his hat on his head as he closed the distance between his tree and the old stone structure.
He still saw no movement as he neared the remnants of the house. Leaving his Springfield hanging from his back beside his pack, he snatched his Colt from where he kept it holstered under his left arm. Fire smoldered in the stone rubble, devouring the dry grass and lighting Miles’s path. He picked his way through the blackened brambles and singed saplings.
His gaze snagged on a wire attached to one side of the doorway, snapped where his friends had entered. He followed it to the source of the explosion—the remnants of a booby trap.
He shook his head. Why hadn’t he anticipated a trap?
That’s when he saw Darens and the other three men. His gut roiled at the sight of them. He’d left the army because he couldn’t stomach the violence any longer, but it haunted him even here. It took only a moment to confirm they hadn’t survived the blast. Kneeling beside his team leader’s body, he fought the urge to demand answers of the Almighty, but in truth, only Miles himself was to blame. He closed his eyes. Decay invaded his nose. Ash singed his skin. His lips tasted of salt—from tears or sweat, he didn’t know.
Then, through the stillness, sticks crunched over the soft hissing of the smoldering fires. He had moments before he’d be discovered. If by coppers, they could think him a suspect. If by whoever set off the explosion … policemen would be the least of his worries.
Just as he turned to make his escape, his ear caught a cry. Someone had survived the blast? Could Miss Moore be here and still alive? He followed the sound to the center of the house but saw no one. The footsteps and voices outside the structure grew louder.
“Help me, please!”
The call came from below ground. He stepped back, brushed aside burned brambles, and uncovered a metal plate embedded in the dirt floor. The three-by-three-foot square wasn’t anchored, so he crouched off-center and aimed his Colt at the opening in readiness for what he might encounter. Then, using his free hand, he flipped the hot cover away.
A hole gaped in the dirt. Miles leaned over the edge, gun muzzle first. A woman with the most gorgeous, albeit terrified, green eyes looked up at him. Oval face smudged. Brown hair hanging in a tangled mess about her shoulders. He couldn’t recall ever seeing a woman so disheveled and yet still so beautiful. He’d found Lily Moore.

      [image: ]Never had Lily known such fear as she had over the last three days. Until a moment ago. The explosion shook the dirt walls of her dungeon, pooling it around her feet. She thought for sure the small hole would cave, burying her alive, so she shouted and shouted for help. Then the cover was pulled away, and she found herself staring at the shiny muzzle of a gun.
Her heart stuttered, and she backed into a corner. Not far away, but enough that it gave her the courage to refuse to let her shaky legs buckle. Clenching her fists as if to keep a tight grip on that courage, she looked beyond the weapon to the person who planned to end her life. Perhaps she would find mercy there. Even if she had to beg for it.
“My name is Miles Wright,” the man said, lowering the weapon to reveal his identity. The flickering flames and white moonlight gave him a shadowed appearance. He had a round face, covered in dark facial hair and grime and topped by a gray fedora. This was a man used to weapons, but would he use his on a defenseless woman?
The man’s lips tipped into a smile as jaunty as his hat. “I’m here to take you home.”
Home! Just hearing the word made her want to sink to the ground in relief.
Then her brain took over. How gullible could she be to believe a handsome smile? It didn’t appear to reach his eyes, though he seemed sincere. With no idea how he’d found her or the motive behind his rescue, she could take no chances. He could be allied with her kidnappers, for all she knew. The only person to lift the lid to her tomb in the past few days had been a masked figure who tossed food scraps and a canteen of water down to her. This man showed his face, appearing to offer her a way home like a hero of old.
Father God, can I trust him?
“Are you hurt?” Mr. Wright broke into her rambling thoughts as he holstered his gun under his arm. This time, it was easy to see the concern in his eyes. He was worried about her?
She quickly shook her head. Her kidnapper had done nothing but toss her in the trunk of his car, then into this hole. No talking, no punches, no … She shivered at what could have happened.
“Don’t be afraid. I’m here to help.” He lay on his belly, his jacket bunched up over his shoulders as he reached into the hole with both hands. “Grab my wrists and I’ll pull you out.”
His deep voice settled her fear, and she reached up for him. Large, callused hands wrapped around her bare wrists. She clutched his forearms, feeling muscles ripple as he pulled her up. Somehow, he shifted to his knees while lifting until her ribs rested on the edge of the hole. But before she could fully register that his hands had moved, he gripped her under her arms, stood, and planted her on her feet.
Smoky air choked her, but it was air. The Good Lord’s breath as it moved over the earth. It brushed her hair along her cheek. It filled her lungs. Even if the accompanying smoke made her cough and her eyes water. Or maybe those were tears. All she knew was that she wasn’t in that hole any longer. She wouldn’t be deserted. She wouldn’t be buried alive.
Hands slipping to her waist, Miles Wright bent to look directly into her eyes. His were brown and warm and kind. “You okay to walk?”
She nodded, still unable to push her voice past the cascade of emotions rushing through her body. Relief. Fear. Wonder. And another emotion that instantly disappeared when he removed his hands from her waist.
“Good. We need to move quickly.” The urgency in his voice warned of more danger, and she shoved her tumultuous thoughts and feelings to a place where she could worry about them later.
Mr. Wright propelled her ahead of him, toward what used to be a fireplace at the rear of the foundation. Behind them, indiscriminate noises turned into shouts.
“Don’t stop.” Mr. Wright pressed his hand against her back, urging her to move faster. Small fires licked at her clothes. Smoke clogged her lungs. A shot whistled by Lily’s ear, and Mr. Wright shoved her to the ground. She cried out. He spun, unholstering his pistol in one smooth move, and fired.
“You’re doing great, Miss Moore.” He pulled her up by the upper arm. “We’re going to get out of this.”
If he said so.
“See that break in the trees?” he said. “Run for it. Now!”
His hand pushed her into a stumbling jog. Instantly missing his strength, she glanced over her shoulder. Mr. Wright crouched within the shadow of the chimney. One, two, three men, all with guns drawn, raced into the smoldering ruins.
Lily clapped a hand over her mouth. Dear Father God, have mercy—
“Miss Moore, go!”
Mr. Wright’s direction forced her feet into action even as gunfire filled her ears. Within two strides, he caught up to her. Perhaps it was the flickers from the flames or the eerie light filtering through the trees, but the movement seemed to morph him into a giant bear. He towered over her with a deadly gaze. She shrank back. A simple swipe, and he could crush her life.
“Don’t you go fainting on me.” His paw clasped her hand, dwarfing it.
But instead of intensifying her fear, as she expected, the connection spread comfort, and she leaned into his tower of protection.
Not for long. A bullet chipped off a chunk of tree bark beside his shoulder. He aimed another shot behind them as he pulled her into motion.
“There are too many of them.” He holstered his pistol with an air of decision. “I can’t slow all of them down before they reach us. We need to get out of here.”
Lily agreed wholeheartedly and tightened her grip on his hand. Even though she stumbled, he kept her upright, forcing her to keep up with him as they zigzagged up the tree-covered hill of whatever godforsaken place—no, even here, the Lord was with her.
She clung to that promise, heart beating in her ears. Lungs screaming for relief. Shoes slipping on dirt. Skirt catching on branches. Only three more steps to the top. To where they would be sheltered from death. If even for a few minutes.
Mr. Wright’s inarticulate exclamation made Lily’s attention swing to something bouncing along the ground behind them. The black device settled in a crevasse between two rotted logs. A grenade? She’d seen one before. Once. When her twin brother gave her a tour of the police station, his first day on the job. That one had been a dummy. This one would kill them.
With a yank, Mr. Wright snagged her around the waist and vaulted them over the crest of the hill. The last thing she felt before heat overpowered them was the hard surface of Mr. Wright’s chest. At least she would not die alone.
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Two


The grenade blast ripped Lily Moore from Miles’s arms and sent him tumbling down the other side of the hill, careening off tree trunks and over fallen logs. Ears ringing, body screaming, Miles lay on his back cataloging each breath to assure himself that, yes, he was still alive. 
What about Miss Moore?
Please God, he pleaded as he mentally worked himself into a place to battle the pain. He had to sit up. Get to his feet. Find her before the smoke cleared.
If she was still alive.
How could his mission go so horribly wrong?
He lay back against the hard ground, all manner of undergrowth digging into his ribs, his weakness taunting him. He needed to get them to safety before the enemy finished them off. The death of his friends was his fault, but they’d known the potential danger and volunteered anyway, and Miles would willingly pay the same price if it meant their sacrifice wasn’t in vain—if an innocent would live despite his failure. He couldn’t let Lily Moore become another victim.
Determination surged through him, dulling the pain, and he pushed to his elbows. As if she were a ministering angel sent to soothe his soul, Miss Moore appeared beside him. Worry clouded her filthy yet beautiful face. He shook his head to dislodge that thought. He couldn’t think of her that way.
“You lay so still, I thought …”
Her voice barely slipped past his ringing ears, so he watched her lips to be sure he caught her words. Blood dripped down her cheek. He followed it to a cut above her eyebrow. He raised a hand to touch the bruise forming around it.
“They’re coming.” The quiver in her chin revealed she clung to the last shreds of her courage. Her tone hit a place in his heart he preferred to keep locked and buried, but triggered the protective instinct that made him an excellent sharpshooter, providing the strength he needed to leap to his feet.
Miles’s hearing sharpened. On the other side of the hill, loose stones clinked as they cascaded over one another. He and Miss Moore would indeed be discovered alive in moments. He snatched her hand and led her toward the untamed woods below.
Shouts behind them drove them through the trees, led only by the moon and stolen glances at his compass. They dodged brambles, thorns, and scampering nocturnal critters. Miles’s every instinct strained to listen past the whispering wind and the soft crunch of their own feet for sounds of the shadows he could feel following them. Whoever wanted them dead now knew the grenade had not succeeded. As well trained as they were, they would catch up in no time … unless Miles came up with a plan.
He sorted through ideas as he kept Miss Moore within the darkest parts of the night-shrouded forest—a darkness that pressed on his soul. He hated leaving the bodies of his friends behind. Even though his boss refused to hire anyone with family, which meant his friends had no one to mourn them, it didn’t mean he wouldn’t grieve them. Deeply. After he got Miss Moore to safety.
Jaw clenched to keep his emotions at bay at least until he reached the car, he nearly crashed into Miss Moore when she caught her shoe on a vine.
“Sorry.” She touched his arm while freeing her foot and skirt from the tangle. Her chest rose in a deep, unsteady rhythm.
Miles gave her a moment to catch her breath—even if they had no time to spare.
In the splinters of moonlight and with her hair falling about her shoulders, Miss Moore had an air of gracefulness despite the dirt caked to her sun-darkened skin. The green of her eyes reminded him of the lush grass that surrounded one of his home state’s many lakes. At her shiver, he wrapped his dark coat around her shoulders. It dwarfed her narrow frame and made her appear incredibly vulnerable.
She tugged at the sleeves. “I should have said this earlier. Thank you for saving me.”
“Just doing my job, ma’am.” It’s what he told all the victims he rescued, but today it felt hollow. Still, he could not burden her with the cost of her rescue.
She shook her head. “How did you find me? How did you know where to look? I don’t even know where we are.”
He stared at the yellow-green bruises peeking from under her cuffs, as visible in the moonlight as if someone shone a spotlight on them. Someone had bound her, dragged her into a forest, and left a bomb to kill any would-be rescuers. Who could feel such animosity toward such a captivating woman?
“Mr. Wright?”
He cleared his throat and cupped her elbow to get her moving again as he answered her question. “It began with a suggestion that you ran away. Something about being the last single woman in your family.”
She stumbled over a clump of foliage. “That’s what you heard?”
He tightened his grip to keep her upright. While he hated to see the hurt slicing her emerald eyes, he awaited her response with no little curiosity.
“It’s not true. The running away, I mean.” Her words and breathing grew faster as she spoke. “Yes, in the last year, both my elder brothers married neighbor girls. Now my baby sister, Amy, is married to Andy Booth. Wealthiest family in the county.”
“Impressive,” he said, not because he thought so, but because it seemed the expected word.
“But I didn’t run away. Someone took me. And just because I’m not married can’t be why …”—she took a shaky breath—“why I was kidnapped.”
The confusion and betrayal in her voice ratcheted up his protective instinct, but the hairs on the back of his neck rose before he could voice his thoughts. He transferred his grip to her hand, pulling her faster through the brush, the branches that slapped his face providing the clarity he needed. He couldn’t get distracted by her story, even if it made him strangely happy to hear the confirmation that she was indeed unattached.
“My boss’s company was hired to find you and deliver you safely to headquarters.” He helped her over a fallen log. “That is my priority right now. We’ll deal with the rest once people aren’t trying to kill us.”
“Headquarters?” She pulled her hand free, ducked under a low branch, and kept jogging. “No. I’m going home, Mr. Wright. I appreciate you rescuing me, but I need to see my dogs. I—I have to know they’re okay. And, frankly, I want to get to the bottom of this mess.”
“That’s not the safest—”
“Returning to Eagle lets me face this head-on.” Her tone became firmer as she regained control over her emotions. “I need to know if my brother-in-law’s friends lured me to the restaurant where I was kidnapped. And if I was kidnapped for a reason or whether I was just a random victim. Then maybe I can find out who took me and why. What could anger someone enough to warrant this type of action? Trust me, I’ve had a few days to consider the options.”
Miles halted her despite the danger following them. He needed her to hear him. He clamped both hands on her upper arms and bent so he could meet her gaze. “You can’t investigate your own kidnapping.” He resisted the urge to give her arms a gentle shake. “You’ll just make yourself a target all over again.”
The green of her eyes sparked like St. Elmo’s fire. “I’ll be a target until my kidnappers are caught, and I refuse to let other people decide my future.” A bullet splintered the bark of the tree just behind Miles’s head. He ducked, dragging Miss Moore with him as he zigzagged through the trees as fast as he could pull her. Never had a rescue victim been so infuriatingly stubborn. So insistent and determined and capable.
Which explained why she impressed him so much.
A thought for later. Right now, he had to keep her alive.

      [image: ]Lily sucked in as much air as she could gasp as her feet flew over the uneven ground. Her heart pounded in her ears, which were still sore from the grenade explosion. And she’d thought she was in good shape since she worked with her dogs every day. Apparently not.
Another bullet crashed into a tree as they dashed behind it. What had she done to deserve getting kidnapped—and now shot at?
Her brain raced wildly, and her feet tangled beneath her. She would have tumbled into a pile of dead leaves had Mr. Wright not caught her before her knees hit the ground.
“I can’t—go—ow!” Pain shot through her ribs as they heaved with her effort to breathe. She bent double, hugging herself.
“Okay, okay. I’ll buy us a few minutes.” Mr. Wright pointed toward a small copse of bushes. “Crawl under there and do not make a sound.”
She obeyed, slithering beneath the branches, thorns tearing her dress. She must already look a sight. Hat and gloves gone, hair no longer pinned up. Embarrassment heated her cheeks, but when she glanced behind her for Mr. Wright’s expression, he had already disappeared.
Her protector. Her rescuer. Could she truly trust that God brought him to save her? That did seem to be his sole focus, and the man had risked his life, standing between her and danger multiple times. Yes, she could rely on him to get her to safety.
But would he follow through on his promise to see her home? Experience informed her that she wasn’t a priority to most men unless she did as they demanded. Mr. Wright would likely be the same, which was all right. She could protect herself, and surely, the other Eagle policemen would help her brother keep her safe. Yet the thought felt hollow.
Huddled under the bush, the damp ground spread a chill through her body despite Mr. Wright’s coat. She pulled the woolen fabric tighter around her shoulders. It smelled of smoke and pine, a comforting smell that did little to ease her worry. If Mr. Wright didn’t come back soon, she’d be in trouble. And if he didn’t come back at all?
He would. He had to. She couldn’t rescue herself if she had no way of knowing which direction led to safety.
She strained to listen. Couldn’t hear past the rushing in her ears and the erratic beat of her heart. Her teeth threatened to chatter. She couldn’t make a sound, or the bad guys—whoever they were—would find her.
Noiselessly, she curled into a ball. One breath in. Nice and slow. One breath out. Not too fast. She pictured herself cuddled on her couch back home, her two dogs battling for room on her lap. A fire roaring in the fireplace. Stars dancing above her father’s cornfields. Home. The best place on earth.
“Miss Moore.” Mr. Wright’s voice preceded his appearance as he peered under the branches. “I think I led them on enough of a circuitous route that if we move fast, we should be at the car in—”
“I’m not going to your headquarters, Mr. Wright.” She crawled out from the bushes, destroying her dress even more, but she didn’t care. Thinking about home had wrapped her in peace for the first time since she woke up in the trunk of a car three days ago. “I’m not asking you to come with me. I just want to go home. My neighbors in Eagle might not think much of me, but I have a way of life to protect.”
Mr. Wright rubbed his beard. “You don’t know who kidnapped you or why?”
Lily shook her head. “One moment, I was sitting at dinner, prepared to discuss business with two of Andy’s friends. The next, I woke up in the trunk of a car.”
He clutched her hand and urged her to follow, setting a rapid pace. She kept silent, letting him think as he led them away from whoever followed them. Those people might have answers, too, but she doubted they’d ever let her or Mr. Wright live long enough to ask them any questions. She’d have to find answers on her own and in a different way.
“My team discounted the runaway theory,” Mr. Wright said quietly, as if they were discussing the situation over tea, not jogging through a dark forest ahead of unknown pursuers. “Your disappearance was not of your choosing, though no ransom was asked for as far as I know. That’s why I want to inter …” He trailed off as if realizing he had voiced his thoughts aloud.
Silence stretched around them, the woodland creatures quiet in the presence of human intruders. Normally, Lily would feel at home in a place such as this. Not now. Not today. Not when it could be her grave.
Mr. Wright cleared his throat. “Perhaps my questions would be better answered at the source of your kidnapping.”
Lily froze. Did he mean what she thought he did? Would he really come with her to Eagle? Did she want him to?
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Three


The green eyes that stared at him waited expectantly for him to clarify his statement. Miss Moore would dive headlong into the quest for answers as soon as she arrived home. Of that, he had no doubt. But a minefield of dangers awaited her when she followed that path. 
He could not in good conscience let her return home without his protection. Craft had hired him because he was one of the best sharpshooters in the business. He might have failed his team, but second chances were meant for redemption. And there was no way he’d let his friends die in vain.
The snap of a twig propelled him into motion. He shoved away all thoughts except for the ones that would get them out of this forest unharmed. The car should be just over this rise. He would take an unlikely route from here so as not to lead these men back to Eagle.
But Miles’s stomach dropped as they crested the hill. At least five armed men stood between them and safety. He whirled Miss Moore behind a tree, trapping her against him as he considered his next move—and ignored how it felt to have her so close.
Her breath came in shallow puffs. She turned her chin away from him as if embarrassed to be in such proximity to a stranger. She trembled against his vest, and his chest squeezed. He might be an ex-soldier, a sniper trained to kill, but he prayed daily that kindness would be the trait people would identify most when they interacted with him. He prayed doubly so in Miss Moore’s case. She need not be afraid of him. He would find a way to protect her, to bring her home safely. Yet seeing her like this, duty no longer seemed a worthwhile motivation. Perhaps his past made him susceptible to her vulnerability. Regardless, he’d allow all of it to fuel him to get her out of this alive.
He breathed soft-spoken directions against her ear. “We’re going to circle around to the far side of the car. Quiet and slow. Just follow me.”
She nodded and let him tuck her under his arm as he directed her to the left, keeping himself between her and the gunmen. He couldn’t place them, but he had the distinct impression he knew them. Recognized how they worked together.
Miles breathed away the thoughts. He’d assess the question of their identity after he got Miss Moore to safety. Right now, he needed to focus on stealth. His sharpshooter experience guided him quietly through the brush, keeping the car in sight, each step painfully slow and silent. Finally, the gunmen were directly to his right. Seemingly oblivious to Miles’s flanking, their attention remained ahead.
Miss Moore swallowed audibly, and Miles flexed his biceps, pressing her more tightly against his side in a silent cue not to speak. She looked from him to the gunmen and back again. He lifted a corner of his mouth, hoping it would portray a measure of comfort. She gave a nod. Breathed in slow, then out. Determination sparked her eyes like diamond dust.
Whom should he fear more … the men who would kill them or the woman who tested the fortifications of his heart?

      [image: ]Who would have guessed that Lily’s lessons in dog training would come in so handy? Or maybe it was her years of hunting. Whichever it may be, she called on those skills to keep her fear at bay and her panic under control while Mr. Wright led her around the men who wanted them dead.
After what seemed like an eternity, the car finally stood between them and the bad guys—a sturdy square of a car, shiny and brown, with headlights that looked like a pair of spectacles sitting low on its nose.
“Now what?” she mouthed, careful to keep any sound from slipping past her lips.
Mr. Wright raised his eyebrows to the edge of his hat and tugged her in the opposite direction from the car. She didn’t understand but followed silently.
Through another set of trees, they came to the road where three cars had been pulled off to the side. Twenty strides brought them to the driver’s side door of the lead car. Nothing indicated that the bad guys had seen them. Regardless, as Mr. Wright helped her into the car, he pressed her into a crouch, as low to the floorboard and out of sight as he could. Then he tossed his gear in the back seat, leaving the door open before dashing to the car behind him.
Lily sat up with a cry. Was he leaving her?
Pulling a knife from his belt, he sliced into all eight tires of the other cars. Lily pressed her hands into her knees. Hurry. Hurry. Please, Father God. Please let us escape.
A glance toward the woods and Mr. Wright darted back toward the car. He slid behind the steering wheel and cranked the engine, shutting his door. Shouts cut through the air. He shifted into gear and yanked the car into motion. Men emerged from the woods. Mr. Wright pressed Lily’s head out of sight, then sharply turned the vehicle as a bullet pinged off the rear. Lily gripped the bench seat to keep from tumbling into Mr. Wright in the small space. Bouncing over the uneven ground, Mr. Wright shifted gears and urged even more speed out of the car. Intensity radiated off him, yet he seemed calm, as if he did this regularly.
Another gunshot. This one seemed to go wide, as it didn’t hit the car. She raised her head. The men were clambering into the other vehicles, but they wouldn’t get far with flat tires. The few minutes of extra time that action had taken would likely be the reason they got away with their lives.

      [image: ]Miles’s heart pounded against his ribs as if it pleaded to be released from its cage. Electricity coursed through his body, the hum of it making him jittery and tense.
His sabotage of the other vehicles had bought them extra time. How much, he didn’t know. That would all depend on whether he could effectively disappear for the night—a task, to be sure, since he didn’t dare turn off the headlights on the dark, winding road, but he also didn’t want to lead their enemies straight toward them.
Did they get off the road for the night so they could blend in with the other cars come daylight? Or did he bank on staying awake until—no. That was a foolish idea. He was on his second full night without sleep. Kidnapping cases required them to push to the end of themselves. Time was in short supply, so they worked without stopping. As a company, they could catch snatches of slumber while the others worked, but he no longer had a team. And as the sharpshooter, Miles had already sacrificed rest to hurriedly scout the terrain and find a place to perch to be able to protect his men.
All his planning usually benefited him. This time, he’d not only failed his team but left his body so exhausted, he couldn’t drive much longer without risking his eyes closing of their own accord. Soon the energy would drain away, leaving him weak, exhausted, and struggling to keep emotion at bay.
Yes, they needed a place to stop for the night, a place where they wouldn’t be tracked that was also safe enough for him to let down his guard for a few hours.
And he knew of just the place.
“Do you trust me?” He glanced over at the woman beside him.
She huddled against the far door, rubbing her arms through his coat, her brown hair catching the moonlight. She merely stared back at him.
He frowned. Restated his question as a statement. “You can trust me.” She shivered.
“I wish I could give you more than my coat.”
This time, she stretched out a hand—barely had to lean forward in the small space—to touch his arm. Gratitude shimmered in her damp eyes. Then she reclined against the door and pillowed her head on her arm.
God help him. She looked so vulnerable resting there. Sure, he’d helped plenty of damsels in distress, but something about this one was different than all the others. Somehow, she touched a place in his heart he kept well buried. But that could also be his failure talking. Which meant, all he could hope was that he lived up to the trust she placed in him. Because the greatest sign that she trusted him was that she fell asleep with him at the wheel, willing to let him take her anywhere.
He followed a circuitous path toward a small, out-of-the-way farming community. It rested about halfway between where Miss Moore had been stashed and her home, but not on the direct path between those two points. Hopefully, enough of a detour no one would suspect he’d turned off the road. A wave of exhaustion swept over him, and he stared into the darkness, willing himself to stay awake. What worried him most was how slow his reaction time would be if danger—even an animal—jumped out in front of the car. His emotions felt so raw—his body in the heart of an electrical storm.
He’d reacted this strongly to trauma, in a physical sense, only twice before. Once during a particularly bloody battle during the Great War. And the other after witnessing his fellow soldiers massacre a village in the
Dominican Republic not long after the war ended. It was the only time he had ever faltered in carrying out his duty, but the horror of what they had been commanded to do sickened him.
That was the beginning of the end for him as a soldier—his reason for not just getting out of the Marines, but also for letting Craft entice him away. Craft believed in protecting striking workers, in rescuing people taken as hostages by businessmen drunk on their own wealth. Miles agreed with that agenda and quickly became a part of Craft’s Elite Company. A company that had just been decimated.
To a man, each of the Elite Company members would have given his life to rescue an innocent civilian, but it didn’t make their loss any easier. It refueled Miles’s desire for justice. Those men did not deserve to die. They had been ambushed while doing good. The least he could do to recompense his failure was to figure out the reason they died. To find that answer, he needed to know why Miss Moore had been taken and by whom. Because he was sure the answer to all of those questions was the same.
He’d barely made that promise to himself when an odd noise came from Miss Moore. It sounded like a cross between a moan and a whimper. In the darkened shadows, her face twisted in panic. A cry escaped her lips. Yet her eyelids didn’t open.
Hang it all. He’d seen this before, too, in fellow soldiers back in France. Nobody talked about it because the worst cases were sent home to asylums, but everyone knew the nightmares plagued most of them. That Lily Moore should suffer the same cut deep into his heart. She didn’t deserve this.
Should he wake her? Free her from the prison she was reliving? Not that waking moments were much better. He could attest to that. Which was why he needed a safe place to regroup. Collect his wits.
Then again, maybe his plan wasn’t the best idea. She didn’t need to be around his dark thoughts any longer than absolutely necessary. He should take her straight home, even if that meant risking being followed. He was surely strong enough to make it without sleeping. She needed to be around people who could love her, support her, help her heal from the horrible things she’d experienced the last few days. That definitely didn’t describe him. But he could get her there.
Miles sighed. Yes, he’d get her home, just as she requested. Once he deemed it safe enough to do so.
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Four


Saturday, October 14

Lily woke with a start, an uneasy fear crowding her mind. She blinked against the darkness, trying to wade through what was real and what had plagued her dreams. A car trunk. A hole in the ground. Explosions. Escape. Except the car they had commandeered was no longer moving. She glanced to her side to see Miles Wright watching her. 
“I’m sorry to wake you.”
She sat up, fully aware now. They were stopped in a grove of trees on the back edge of a farm. Corn covered a hill to their left. An empty field, whether deserted or left fallow, lay in the darkness beyond the trees in front of them. Everything else was hidden—even Mr. Wright, who watched her from the shadows covering the other side of the car.
She really ought to be scared of him. So big and powerful, and definitely dangerous. Especially since they were alone in a car together. Parked. And she had no idea where they were. But fear was not the emotion she felt around him. He’d saved her life. Several times. He was her hero.
“Miss Moore?” Mr. Wright shifted, and Lily caught an awkwardness in his tone.
She raised an eyebrow. “Mr. Wright?”
“It would be safer to pause for the night.” He hesitated. “Being the only motorcar on the road is too dangerous. We’d be singled out instantly.”
Lily nodded, but suspected there was more to his decision than he told her. She wanted him to know he didn’t have to coddle her. Even if her sore body protested, she leaned forward to give him her full attention. “What is your plan?”
“We still have several hours of darkness left. If it is acceptable, I need those hours to close my eyes. But …”
Ah. That’s what he was getting to. “You can speak plainly, Mr. Wright. I’m not going to criticize you, and you won’t disturb my sensibilities.”
His beard moved ever so slightly as if he quirked a smile. “First, while you’re so agreeable, let me try once more to convince you to return to my headquarters.”
Lily shook her head.
He held up a hand before she could offer her protest. “I had to ask, but my plan revolves around returning you to your home, so no need to discuss it.”
Relief washed away the last vestiges of the bad dreams.
“We are stopped on the outskirts of a small farming community we passed through while looking for you.” He rubbed his beard. “I apologize for my weakness, Miss Moore.”
“Weakness? You mean your need to sleep?”
“Aye. But I honestly do believe it will be safer to blend in with other motorcars come morning.”
“Do you wish me to keep watch?”
“No. I couldn’t rest easy unless we were in a safe place.” He shifted again. “This grove is about as off the beaten trail as I could find. But I worry for your reputation, Miss
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