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      The glare of the setting sun blinded Keith Cho as he rounded the corner of the twisty New England back road. Luckily, he’d driven this road numerous times.

      An object suddenly appeared in front of his truck.

      “Shit!” He jerked on the steering wheel of the F250.

      Thwack!

      As he swerved to the side of the road, the bullet wound in his shoulder twinged, and he swore again. What the hell had he hit? Once he’d slammed the truck into park, he jumped out and looked back.

      “Fuck.” It was a person. Who the hell took a stroll on the side of a backwoods road like this at sundown? Trotting over, he breathed a sigh of relief when the person—a woman he now saw—started to sit up.

      “Ma’am, are you all right?”

      Long, blonde hair escaped the red, paisley bandanna wrapped around her head. After salvaging her sunglasses that had fallen to the ground, she slid them back on and glanced his way.

      “Keith?” The familiar voice trembled.

      “Sammi?”

      Samantha Bates, his partner’s sister, his deceased partner’s sister, pushed herself to standing and winced. Her gaze bounced around the area. “What are you doing here? Why aren’t you in Boston?”

      How badly was she injured? “I was coming to check on you. Where does it hurt?”

      “I’m fine. Just got shoved in the dirt is all.”

      He wasn’t sure he believed her. “What are you doing taking a hike along a back road when visibility is at its worst? Where’s your car?”

      She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, then bumped the glasses farther up her nose. The damn things were so huge they hid half her face.

      “It’s in the shop.”

      “You’re three miles from town. What’s with the backpack? Looks like you’ve shoved everything you own in there.”

      Her jaw tightened. “Not everything.” As she shrugged the humongous bag off her shoulders, she frowned. Bruises covered her arms, and there was a long scratch on the side of her neck.

      “How’d you get all banged up?”

      She planted her hands on her hips. “I was sideswiped by a massive truck.”

      He took one arm to inspect it closer. In an instant, she snatched it away. Was that fear on her face? Of him?

      “Bruises don’t appear that fast. What happened? And why are you out here?”

      Twisting away, she shook her head. “Nothing. I’m clumsy is all. Why are you here? You just did your duty check a few weeks ago.”

      “Since when are you clumsy?” He’d address that issue first, since she seemed to be avoiding the other question about her intent. “I seem to remember you running circles around Paul and me when we were training for the police fitness test.”

      Sam scowled. “I haven’t done that in a couple years.” As she brushed her hands on her jeans, she couldn’t hide the pain crossing her face.

      “You are hurt.” He took her hands and didn’t let go this time. “We should get you to a hospital to get looked at.” Not that he wanted to be anywhere near one again after the past week. When she tugged for him to release her, his shoulder reminded him of his recent stay.

      “I’m fine. You’ve done your duty to my brother. Now, you can head back to Boston.”

      “I just hit you with my truck. I’m not leaving you here by yourself. I didn’t even see you in the road. You’re lucky you aren’t dead.”

      “You’re absolved of all guilt and responsibility. The truck barely touched me. Mostly just pushed me down.” She began hiking down the road again. Almost limping. He trotted to keep up. The bullet wound in his shoulder wasn’t happy about that.

      “We need to clean up your hands before they get infected, as well as check on any other injuries you might have.” Shit. He hadn’t packed a first aid kit. It had been on his list of things to stop and get along the way.

      “Sammi, please. Stop.”

      Her movements paused, and her shoulders slumped. About ten yards in front of them, two men threw shovels into the back of a green truck. How had he missed that? Oh, yeah. The glaring sun that made him run into Samantha.

      One of the men looked at them strangely, his eyes wide. Was he afraid Keith was harassing Sam?

      “Hey,” he called out, attempting a smile. It wasn’t his strong suit. “You wouldn’t happen to have a first aid kit, would you? We had a little accident, and she’s got some cuts that need cleaning.” He wanted them washed out as quickly as possible. He’d seen infections set in fast and furious. The results could be dangerous.

      The guy ducked into the driver’s side of the truck as the other one growled, “No.” Then, he jumped in as the vehicle tore off down the road.

      “I’m guessing they don’t have one.” Sam smirked.

      Keith glanced at his watch. “It’s after five. I’m surprised they were even fixing the road this late. Come on, Sammi. At least, let me give you a ride home.”

      Her lips pinched together. “I’m not going home. I’m heading into Worcester.”

      “With a backpack loaded to the gills? Visiting someone?”

      Her head swiveled away, her shoulders stiff. “No, just getting as far away from here as I can.”

      “No end destination?”

      “Nope. Going on a road trip to nowhere.”

      Stepping closer, he touched her shoulder. “Please, let me give you a ride. Paul would kill me if I left you out here on your own.”

      Spinning around, she scowled, moisture filling her eyes. “Well, my brother’s not here, and he won’t be because he’s dead. You’re off the hook.”

      “Sammi, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said—”

      “No, I get it. You and my brother were partners, and you looked out for each other. But you don’t have to include me in that anymore. Go back to Boston and your cop friends. I’ll be fine. I need to stop relying on others to take care of me all the time. Mom and Paul have been gone for over a year. It’s time I stood on my own.”

      “Can I at least give you a ride where you’re going?”

      Sam glanced around at the landscape and the last rays of the sun as they melted into the trees. “Sure, since you wasted so much of my time plowing me over.”

      “I thought you said I barely—”

      Her laugh echoed through the fresh air. You didn’t get it this clean in the city, but now that the sun wasn’t shining down on them, it was getting chilly.

      “Let me take your bag.”

      She looked about to argue, then tossed it toward him. Automatically, he grabbed for it with both hands and grimaced as he jerked his shoulder. Stupid mistake.

      “What was that?” She trotted to keep up with him as he marched back toward his vehicle.

      “Let’s get going.”

      She didn’t push the question, for which he was thankful. Once they got back to his truck, he put her bag in the extended cab, then opened the door for her to climb in the front. Before she got in, she gave him a quick hug.

      “Thanks, Keith. I appreciate it.”

      His hand rested on her back for only a split second before she hauled herself up into the passenger seat. He slammed her door, went around to settle himself behind the wheel, then maneuvered onto the road.

      “Do you really have no destination in mind?”

      Sam stared out the window and sighed. “Yeah, it’ll be one big adventure.”

      “A walking adventure?”

      She shrugged. “I thought I might catch a bus in Worcester. Head out west somewhere. You can just drop me at a bus station if you want.”

      “Well, the reason I was stopping by to see you again so soon was to tell you I wouldn’t be around for a while.”

      Her head whipped in his direction. “Where are you going?”

      “I’ve got some time off, so planned to drive across the country and see my parents and sisters.”

      “They live in San Francisco, right?”

      “Mmhmm. But I’ll be taking it slow. Driving no more than four hours a day. Figured I’d check out a bunch of the national and state parks along the way. I’ve got camping gear in the back.”

      Her shoulders relaxed. “That sounds like heaven.”

      It did, though the restricted driving was on the order of his doctor. Four hours was probably pushing it, but if he spent most of the day out in nature, easy hikes for short periods of time, it should help him keep in shape without straining his shoulder too much.

      “Does your stepfather know your plans?” Keith wasn’t a fan of Floyd Ackerman, but the man had been married to Sam and Paul’s mom for over ten years.

      “No,” she snapped out. Her brows knit together, her face tense.

      He wanted to reach over and take her hand, but that would leave him driving with his left arm. The one that didn’t work right yet.

      “Sammi, what’s going on? What about that guy you’ve been dating? Are you running away from him? Has he done something to you?”

      When she didn’t answer, he pulled the truck over and took her hand. The sun had set, and the light had dimmed. He could still see her face in shadow. Her mouth straightened as she reached for the sunglasses she still wore. As she slid them off, he bit back a curse. A massive shiner surrounded her eye.

      “Did Floyd do that? Or was it that dickhead you’ve been seeing?” Heat rose along his neck.

      “Darren.” Her eyes flitted toward the front windshield, pink coloring her pale skin.

      “What the hell? Why didn’t you call me? We need to go to the police station and report this. Have this guy picked up and booked.” If Keith didn’t smash his face in first.

      “No, we can’t. Just leave it alone.” Her voice dripped with anxiety.

      “I’m not letting this asshole beat you up and get away with it. I’m assuming he’s responsible for the bruises on your arms and the scratch on your neck.”

      She wouldn’t look at him.

      “Sammi, I’m a cop. It’s my job to report an assault.”

      “It won’t do any good. The sheriff in the county, Perry Ladd, is best buddies with Floyd.”

      “What does your stepfather have to do with this?”

      Sam cocked her head. “Darren Ackerman. He’s Floyd’s nephew.”

      “You think he’ll side with his nephew over you? That’s ridiculous. He’s your stepfather.”

      Sam snorted. “It’s not the first time he’s done it. I’m just being dramatic and need to stop riling Darren up. I need to be more of a lady. Like I can do that while I’m under the hood of a car replacing a transmission.”

      Keith’s muscles tensed the more Sam spoke. She’d been working as a mechanic for Floyd since high school. He’d trained her to be one of the best. Over the past year, Keith had brought his vehicle to her a few times for some maintenance, even though she was an hour away. Pretty sure she knew it was his way of checking on her.

      “The douchebag gave you a black eye. Floyd can’t very well condone that.”

      Tugging the bandanna off, Sam tucked her long blond hair behind her ears, then fiddled with the fabric. In profile, her thin straight nose curled up a tiny bit at the end. He’d always loved how it softened her. Like now. She usually wore jeans and a t-shirt, if she wasn’t wearing the huge coveralls for working on cars. But there was no hiding her beauty. Even the bruise around her eye and the slight swelling on her lip couldn’t hide her classic features and silky skin.

      “He’ll just say I brought it on myself. Which I probably did. You know how my filter slips at times.”

      Yeah, Sam could be blunt. No doubt. But he appreciated her honesty. She didn’t lie or play games. She just said it like it is, even if it wasn’t what others wanted to hear. However, that was no excuse for hitting a woman.

      “Has he done this before?”

      She shook her head but avoided his gaze. “He’s never punched me in the face before.”

      Which didn’t really answer the question. “I can’t let this go, Sammi.”

      She reached out and grabbed his hands, her eyes wide. “Please, Keith, don’t push it. I just want out. I’m tired of being under control of other people. I work for Floyd, live above the garage he owns, and even allow him to register my car in his name. All so he can protect me.”

      “So that’s why you don’t have a vehicle right now.”

      “Yes, and I want to get out of this area before he realizes I’m gone. Please, can we just drive?”

      Sighing, Keith weighed what she’d said. He hated letting her dirtbag boyfriend get away with abuse, but he had to admit there were some crooked people in law enforcement out there. The least he could do was keep her safe. Later, he could do some digging into this crooked sheriff. “Okay, but we need to stop and clean you up. I don’t want you getting an infection in those hands.”

      Pulling her lips in, she nodded. “If you take the second left up ahead, it brings you to the main road in the next town. There’re a few fast-food places and a pharmacy. I can wash up in one of their bathrooms.”

      “Not my first choice, but better than nothing.”

      He maneuvered back onto the road and followed her directions for several miles. The lights of the main drag beckoned them, and he drove into one of the less disgusting fast-food joints. After locking the truck, he trudged beside Sam into the building where she veered toward the restrooms.

      “I’ll wait out here for you.”

      She made a face before heading inside.

      It looked like this journey had taken on a whole new slant.
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      Samantha gazed into the mirror of the restroom and cringed. Her eye was swollen and bruised and her lip split. Fuckin’ Darren. Not that she hadn’t gotten in a good kick at his balls, but this hurt, along with the bruises on her arms, legs, and back. She’d put up with his shit long enough.

      As she soaped up her stinging hands, she thought of Keith. What Divine intervention had made him come by at that exact moment? He’d visited a little over a week ago in his monthly promise to Paul. She’d never admit to him how much she appreciated it. Even with her new bid for independence. Keith was a good guy, her brother’s partner in the Boston Police Department for years, until some slime bag shot Paul, killing him only a month after they’d lost their mom to cancer. God, life sucked.

      She pulled a few paper towels from the holder and dabbed at the scratches where blood still seeped. Nothing she hadn’t done while fixing an engine.

      When she exited the restroom, Keith leaned against the wall outside the door.

      “Let me see.” He held out his hands, and she obliged. She really needed to stop doing what everyone asked.

      “Did I do a good enough job cleaning them, Dad?”

      The extra dose of sarcasm got her the stink eye from Keith, who was hardly a father figure to her. Floyd hadn’t been either. He was simply the man who’d married her mom to help them out after her father had been killed in the line of duty. Just like Paul. And here was Keith, one more cop who put his life on the line every day. He may not have a wife or kids, but he had parents and sisters who would grieve if something happened to him.

      “Are you hungry? I was planning on grabbing something along the way.”

      “I could eat.” Though she hadn’t planned on more than a granola bar from her backpack. Her money was limited for the moment.

      Keith stepped up to the counter and ordered a salad with chicken on it. She blinked. Places like this had salads? Her eyes focused on the dollar menu as she dug for change in her pocket.

      “Get whatever you want. It’s on me.”

      “No, I have—” She glanced at the pathetic amount in her hand. She did have more in her pack, but she had to be frugal now.

      “Consider it compensation for hitting you with my truck.”

      She wanted to argue that the truck had barely touched her, but a few of the new bruises would claim otherwise. And she was starving.

      “I’ll have a chicken sandwich with bacon and extra mayo, a large order of fries, and a chocolate frappe.”

      The chuckle next to her grated on her nerves. Shooting him a glare, she said, “You said whatever I wanted.”

      “It’s all good, Sammi.” He stepped in front of her and handed over some cash. “Why don’t you grab some napkins and pick out a table while we’re waiting?”

      She did as asked. Again. Soon, she’d start standing up for herself. Finding a booth in the corner, she swept the crumbs off the table, then wiped it with the extra napkins she’d grabbed. Keith was a neatnik and liked things a certain way.

      As he made his way over with the tray, his face tightened, and he cradled his left arm close to his body. He’d winced earlier when she’d thrown her pack at him, but she hadn’t pushed the question. Then.

      Once he was settled and their food set in front of them, she went on the attack.

      “Care to tell me what’s wrong with your left arm?”

      That neutral expression he wore most of the time flickered for a moment. Yep, something was up. He took a bite of lettuce and chewed. She continued to stare, waiting for an answer. Ordinarily, it was his MO, but she was using it now.

      Not that she minded watching him. Keith had always given her little thrills of excitement whenever he’d visited. The dark hair, perfectly cut around his angled features. Dark eyes and kissable lips surrounded by light olive skin. Even now, in mid-October, he still had a tan.

      Today, he wore a fitted, long-sleeved tee. The man had some nice shoulders and arms. Nothing too large like a body builder, yet strong enough to make it count. Too bad he hadn’t been around when Darren had used her for a punching bag.

      Keith stopped chewing, took a sip of his iced tea, then set his fork down. “There’s nothing wrong with my arm.”

      “Really?” She kept her eyes focused on him.

      “It’s the shoulder.” He took another bite. Yeah, she knew the tactic when you wanted to change the subject. Too bad.

      “What’s wrong with the shoulder? Or should we do a show and tell? I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.”

      While his face stayed calm, a muscle in his jaw ticked. Interesting. She’d never noticed that before. It was good information.

      “Gunshot wound.” He said it like he’d just told her where the ketchup was.

      “Gunshot?” Her voice was a bit higher pitched with plenty of emotion. She’d lost two of her family from bullet wounds. “When did this happen? You were here literally nine days ago.”

      “Tuesday.”

      “Six days? And they let you out of the hospital to drive around the country?”

      “I’m fine. It was a through and through. A few stitches and a Band-Aid.”

      His jaw was ticking again. “You’re such a liar. Some bad guy get the drop on you, or were you looking for trouble?”

      “I was helping a friend. I’ve told you about the guys from my army platoon, right?”

      “Sure. The FBI agent who was on the run for years and couldn’t be with his kid. Was it him?”

      “No, that’s Jack. Thankfully, he’s working construction now and hanging out with his wife, Callie, and their two kids. This incident was Drew. He’s a prosecutor in Connecticut. He and a friend witnessed a jewelry store robbery.”

      “A jewelry store robbery. Wasn’t Paul killed by someone involved in a jewelry store robbery?”

      “Yes, and strangely enough this case was related to that one.”

      “So you got the guy who killed my brother?”

      “We did. He’s in jail and will be tried in a few months.”

      Relief surged through her, though anger that Paul wasn’t around anymore still lingered. Vindication wasn’t as sweet as she thought. Why wasn’t she jumping for joy? They’d gotten the scumbag who killed Paul. Yet that didn’t bring her brother back. She remembered all the good times they’d had, all the times Paul had been there for her. He never would again. Throwing some guy in jail didn’t fix her missing her brother.

      “What happened with your friends?”

      “They hid out at my fishing cabin in Vermont until the culprits could be caught. Unfortunately, the info didn’t stay safe, and the perps discovered where they were. Luckily, I was able to get up there before anyone was killed.”

      “Not so lucky if you got shot.” Her heart beat rapidly imagining Keith dying the same way her dad and brother had.

      “Samantha.” He reached over and patted her hand. The electric touch made her gaze his way. “I’m fine. I’m even taking a month off to make sure the muscles and tendons heal the correct way.”

      “Driving cross country?”

      He shrugged his good shoulder. “I told you I’m taking it slow. And I’ve got a sling if it starts bothering me too much. I’ll drive a few hours in the morning, set up camp, then do some hiking and fishing. I’ve already got a route mapped out. No highways, and I’ll stop at mostly national or state parks. Figure it’ll take me three weeks to a month depending on if I stay more than a day in any one place.”

      An idea formed in her head. “And you’re doing this alone? Isn’t that dangerous, especially with an injury? What if something happens?”

      “I’m a big boy, Sammi. I can manage a few easy hikes.”

      “But would it be terrible if you had company?”

      His eyes brightened, and the corner of his lip turned up. It was the closest thing to a smile she’d ever seen on him. “Did you have someone in mind?”

      “I’m just saying that I’m free for the next, oh…few months or so. I didn’t really have a plan, and you know me, that could mean trouble. I’ll most likely piss someone off or get lost or starve to death.”

      His lips twitched again. “That’s true. But what about that not-relying-on-anyone-else you spouted about earlier?”

      “I don’t want anyone telling me what to do. That doesn’t mean I can’t hang out with someone else. But if I’ll be in your way, then don’t worry about it.”

      Oh, he’d worry now that she had planted the seed. Paul had apparently made him swear to look out for her before he died. Pointless deathbed promises. Yet it might work in her favor at the moment.

      “You’re sure about not going back? Not that I’d want you within a mile of that bastard, but you had a good job at Floyd’s.”

      A shiver ran down her spine. “Sure, if you call working for little pay and living in a shithole apartment over the garage good. He controls everything I do, right down to who I date. I’m lucky I managed to shove a few hundred dollars inside my mattress.”

      “A few hundred? How were you planning to live on this big adventure you started on? A few hundred won’t get you very far.”

      “I know.” She squared her shoulders and stuck out her chin. “I was hoping to save more, but when Darren planted his fist in my face, I knew I couldn’t wait any longer. What I’ve got is enough for a bus ticket somewhere else. Then, I can get a job as a mechanic for a while and save up more money. And I wouldn’t have Floyd taking it from my paycheck and putting it aside for me. Because apparently I’m too stupid to know how to do that.”

      Keith narrowed his eyes. “Floyd didn’t give you your full pay?”

      “No. He said it was for my own good, and he’d take care of me just like he’d always done since I was fourteen.”

      “You never argued back?” He cocked his head. “I find that hard to believe.”

      “When Mom was alive, she thought it was a great idea. But she didn’t realize he wasn’t actually putting anything away for me. When Mom and Paul died so close together, I was a mess for a while and kind of just went with the flow. Floyd certainly wasn’t warm and fuzzy, but he was the only family I had left.”

      She shut her mouth, not wanting to divulge some of the other crap she’d gone through with Floyd and then Darren. They were still too close to town and Keith might decide to stop in for a visit. Getting as far from here as possible was her first priority.

      Taking a last sip of her drink, she stood and picked up her trash. “If you don’t want company, I understand. I’m not the easiest person to be with. I’ll just get my pack and walk to the bus station down the road.”

      Keith glanced outside at the small-town main street and frowned. Yeah, the bus line was crap, but maybe it would convince him to let her join the trip.

      “We still need to hit the pharmacy, and I want to get a few hours under my belt tonight on the road.”

      As he picked up his cup to toss it, she reached out and grabbed it. “You aren’t going to get a free refill before we go? What are you crazy? It’s free.”

      “Have at it. But get a new straw. I kind of chewed a hole in that one.”

      He waited for her at the door while she filled the cup with a little more ice and some lemonade. Maybe Keith would let her sleep on the bench seat in his extended cab.

      Across the street was the pharmacy, so they parked and went in. Handing her a shopping basket, Keith said, “Get anything you’ll need.”

      “I told you I don’t have much money with me.”

      “I’m on paid leave. I’ve got this. Grab some snack stuff and drinks for a few days and any toiletries you didn’t bring. I’m going to put together a first aid kit.”

      She watched as he checked the overhead signs, then headed toward the medical aisle. God, his ass looked amazing in the faded jeans he wore. Maybe that wasn’t the best thing to be thinking about when they might be together for the next week or more. If she was lucky.

      Strolling through the store, she picked up some items she could use. He said he’d pay. Not that she wanted to be a mooch, but once her birthday rolled around, she’d be able to pay him back with interest.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Keith strolled through the aisle, tossing every kind of medical supply they might need in his basket. This could be overkill, but if Sam was coming with him, he didn’t want to be without. Paul had tasked him with taking care of her. Great job he’d done. While he’d been in the hospital recovering from surgery—yes, he’d lied about the stitches and Band-Aid—she’d been attacked by a man she’d trusted and betrayed by another.

      As he walked through the aisles, he picked up odds and ends he might also need. Matches, granola bars, bottles of green tea. He’d have to make a stop at Wal-Mart tomorrow for the extra camping gear they’d need for Sam. Which meant he’d decided to take her with him. There weren’t a whole lot of options. Where she’d been wasn’t safe, and she had no other family.

      He met up with her at the front counter, and her basket overflowed with items.

      “All set?” He started emptying the basket as the cashier rang everything up.

      “I guess. You know I’ll pay you back for all this.”

      “It’s not necessary, but if you feel you need to, I understand.” He did. When he’d left home, he hadn’t wanted help from his parents, but occasionally he’d needed to accept it. It felt good when he’d paid them back any money he’d taken.

      “This stuff, too,” he told the cashier, then stood aside as Sam unloaded her basket. Snack cakes, soda, chips, candy. Maybe he should have stipulated healthy snacks, but then who was he to tell her what to eat? Not a parent or a brother, though maybe he needed to start thinking of her in those terms. The long hair down her back flowed like a blonde waterfall, and his hands itched to touch it and stroke the curves she’d hidden under her baggy t-shirt. Her jeans, on the other hand, hugged her hips and butt without concealing her shape.

      The box of tampons she placed on the counter brought him back to the present, and he dug in his wallet for his credit card to avoid seeing what other intimate items she had.

      The cashier told him the amount, and he stuck his card in, pressed the buttons he needed, then slid it back in his wallet. Sam picked up a few of the bags, the one with her toiletries, and he grabbed the rest. Once back in the truck, he took a good look at her.

      “You’re exhausted. Maybe we should get a room somewhere around here and head out early in the morning.”

      Her whole body stiffened again. “No, please, just drive wherever you’d planned. I don’t want to be around here longer than I have to.”

      “I won’t let anyone hurt you while you’re with me, Sammi. I promise.”

      Her head bobbed up and down. “I know you won’t, and it feels amazing. Thank you.”

      “It’s a few hours to the Berkshires. If you want to recline the seat, you can take a nap on the way.”

      The seat was already going down. “Sounds like a plan.” Her eyes were closed before he got back on the road.

      As the miles sped by, he rearranged his itinerary in his mind. First thing tomorrow they’d have to get camping gear for Sam, and tonight he’d stop at an actual motel. He’d been planning to head straight to the park and see if he could get a site tonight, but with the bruises on her face and being hit, however slightly, by his truck, Sam could use a good night’s sleep in a decent bed.

      By nine he was getting tired, and his shoulder ached something fierce. He refused to take any meds while he was driving, but he might need something tonight. Yeah, that bed versus a sleeping bag wasn’t a bad idea.

      The truck GPS located a mid-rate motel up ahead, and he pulled in, hoping they’d have a vacancy. Being leaf peeper season, he had doubts. It was why he’d planned to camp in a tent most of his trip.

      When he shut the car off, Sam roused and set her seat upright. “Are we here?”

      “Yep.”

      “Where’s here?”

      “We’re right outside of Pittsfield, near the Mass. and New York border. I’ll run in and see if they have a few rooms.”

      “Can I come in with you? I need to pee. I don’t want to wait around to see if there’s a room available.”

      Sam took a walk to find the restroom while Keith headed to the desk. The middle-aged man behind the counter smiled.

      “Do you need a room?”

      “Yes, I was hoping—”

      “You’re in luck. We were booked solid but just got a cancellation from someone who was supposed to be a late check in.”

      “So you have one room?”

      “Last one. How would you like to pay?”

      Keith sighed and handed the man his credit card. Most hotel rooms had two beds, so they should be fine. Hopefully, Sam would understand.

      She was just coming back as the clerk handed him the key cards and gave him directions to their room. “You can park down at the end in front of the unit.”

      “We’re all set?” She followed him back to the truck.

      As he got in, he nodded. “Uh, yeah. We got the last room, though.”

      “Oh, great. First bit of good luck I’ve had in a while.”

      After parking, he pulled out his duffel bag and her pack. She took it from him. He wanted to argue, but his shoulder was still raw meat and wasn’t in prime shape.

      “Uh, Sammi. They only had one room left.” He handed her a key card.

      “So?” She shrugged. “It’s stupid to spend money for two rooms. It’s not like we’re staying here for a week’s vacation.”

      Good point. It was only the night, and they were both exhausted. Injured and exhausted. But when he opened the door and saw the king-sized bed, the only bed, the restful night he’d thought of floated out the window.

      “Do you have a side you prefer to sleep on? I can do either.” She hefted her pack, waiting for his answer.

      She wasn’t even slightly bothered by the one bed. Fine. If she could handle the sleeping arrangements, then he could, too.

      “I’ll take the side closest to the door.” It was a habit he’d gotten into during stakeouts. He deadbolted the outer door and checked the windows.

      “Great.” She dropped her pack on the bed and dug inside. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to take a shower and hit the hay. It’s been a bitch of a day.”

      He gestured toward the bathroom and slumped in the chair by the door, pulling out his phone. He texted his oldest sister to let her know he’d gotten on the road. She’d spread the word to the rest of his family. Then, he texted his FBI buddy, Chris Shaunessy, to see if he could do a little digging on Floyd Ackerman and his nephew, Darren. Chris would have access to information he wouldn’t.

      Fishing out his laptop, he logged into his Boston PD account and did a search for Perry Ladd. Basic information came up, but Keith tried to dig deeper using a few tricks he knew. It came in handy being friends with the tech guys at the department. Seemed Sheriff Ladd had been involved in a few big cases Keith thought were strange for someone in his position. Saving the info into his drive, he opened up his tab for his trip itinerary.

      When he was combing through the website for the park he wanted to hit tomorrow, the sound of the water stopped. A few moments later, Sam walked out wearing only a long t-shirt. She dug in her bag, pulled out a comb, then sat on the bed tugging it through her long, damp hair.

      “I’ll only be a minute in there.” He cleaned up in the bathroom and changed into sweatpants. As he passed the bed after he’d finished, the bruises on Sam’s legs stood out in Technicolor.

      “Are those from the truck or the slimeball? They look too dark already to have been from the accident. Do you have any more I should see?’

      “I’m fine.” She tucked her legs under the shirt.

      He laughed. “Yeah, well, I need to check it out for myself. You said you’d show me yours.”

      “Uh uh. You didn’t show me yours first. You want to see the rest of my bruises, you’ve got to pony up.”

      It sounded like she was hiding more. With his good hand, he reached for the back of his shirt and pulled it over his head. The white bandage stood out against the skin on his shoulder.

      “There. Now, how did you get the bruises on your legs? Darren?”

      Rolling her eyes, Sam stretched her legs out. God, they were long and lean and gorgeous. And he shouldn’t be noticing them. Once upon a time, they’d gone to the beach and done other activities in the summer, and she’d worn shorts. But then Paul had been there, and Keith had kept his glances as brief as possible.

      She gently touched her eye. “When he punched me here, I fell. Then, he kicked me, the turd. Like giving me a black eye wasn’t enough.”

      Clenching his fists, he stepped closer, taking deep breaths. “I really should go back and—”

      “No, you shouldn’t.” She jumped off the bed and took him by the arms. “You need to keep me as far from him as possible, right? Now, do these bandages need to be changed?”

      Nice segue. “I can get them. You said you were tired.”

      “You’re tired, too, and I’m good at fixing things up.”

      “Yeah, you’re good at fixing cars. I’m not mechanical.”

      When he reached for her hands, she jerked back, her eyes wide. In seconds, she shook her head and smiled like she hadn’t just done that. She made a face at him, then spun on her heel. “Could have fooled me.” She peeked over her shoulder and said, “Oops.”

      Maybe he was unemotional at times, most times, but it worked for his job. Why did he care if Sam saw him that way? As she bent over and brushed her hair, she peeked at him and winked.

      “Fine. It would be easier, especially for the one on the back.”

      She popped off the bed and started going through his bag of supplies. The little noises she made of, “Ooh,” and “Yuck,” as she took off the old bandages were funny.

      “Now, show me where else the bastard hurt you. Or where I hurt you.”

      With her hand on her hip, she cocked her head. “You didn’t do anything. Your truck did. And believe me, I know how to deal with that beast later.”

      “The black eye, the split lip, bruises on your legs and arms. Anything else?”

      “A few aches and pains from falling after the truck incident, but the only other bruise would be this.”

      As she lifted the edge of her shirt, Keith swallowed hard. She stopped short of flashing her breasts. A round spot of discolored skin showed on her ribcage. He sat on the bed next to where she stood. Her fresh, clean scent was intoxicating. Or maybe it was her determination, even when she’d been beaten down.

      “How bad does this hurt?” He gently probed the skin surrounding the bruise.

      “Not too bad.” But she flinched when he pressed the rib. “He was slowed down when I kneed him in the groin.”

      Trying to avert his eyes, he lowered her shirt. The bright purple panties weren’t easy to ignore.

      “I don’t think anything’s broken, but I’m sure the bruising hurts. Why don’t you take some Ibuprofen to help with the pain and swelling? I brought plenty. I’ve been using it, too.”

      “If the big tough cop can use pain reliever, I guess I can take some, also.”

      He tossed her a bottle of water, then the pill bottle once he’d removed what he needed. When she’d taken a few, she placed the pain pills on the night table and snuggled under the covers.

      After checking the door one more time, he turned the lights off and got in on his side of the bed. His gun was in his duffel bag, but doubtful he’d need it tonight. This Darren was over two hours away, and he didn’t know where Sam was.

      Her soft breathing drifted to where he lay beside her. She’d relaxed enough to fall asleep. Good. He wouldn’t let her down. He’d promised Paul he’d watch out for Sammi, and he would. Perhaps on this trip, she could even teach him how to relax and loosen up a little. It would make the time so much more enjoyable.
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      The bed shifted, and Samantha opened her eyes. Keith slid out the other side and padded to rifle in his duffel bag.

      Throwing the covers back, she stretched her arms above her head. “Man, that was one of the best night’s sleep I’ve had in a while.”

      “Good.” His neutral face was firmly in place.

      “It’s nice having my own personal bodyguard. I could get used to this.”

      “It’s what I do. Do you need the bathroom before I jump in the shower?”

      She shook her head, but as he walked to the door, she called out. “Keith?”

      When he turned, she bit her lip. “I don’t think you’re mechanical. I’m sorry I said that.”

      After a curt nod, he entered the bathroom.

      Once the water started running, she rummaged through her own bag and pulled out clean underwear and socks, her bra, and a clean shirt. She hadn’t brought much more than a few pair of jeans and some t-shirts and sweatshirts. She had figured to head south to avoid the cold weather if possible. What were Keith’s plans?

      Quickly, she threw on her clothes and tucked everything else back in her pack. She was running a brush through her hair when Keith came out of the bathroom. He wore snug jeans and nothing else. Taking in a deep breath, she attempted not to stare at his nicely defined chest. Lean but hard.

      “Could I ask you to put new bandages on again? The old ones got wet.” He fetched the supplies.

      Leaning against the wall, she crossed her arms. “Sure, you can ask.”

      He stood there for a second, then his eyes narrowed and the corner of his lip twitched. “Will you help me put new bandages on?”

      “You didn’t say please.”

      The dark eyes narrowed even more. “Please, Miss Bates, would you do me the honor of applying bandages to my wound?’

      She did her best imitation of a curtsy sans skirt. “Why I’d be delighted, Officer Cho.” And she would be, since it meant she could touch all that bare skin and hard muscle. “But I need you to fill me in on the significance of this intriguing tattoo on your arm.” She fingered the black circle with a star inside, then traced the three thin lines that ran around his bicep.

      “Some of the guys from my platoon all got them.”

      “Significance?”

      “It’s a military thing. Connects us. That’s all.”

      Doubtful she’d get much more from him at this point. It looked like she’d have some time to probe deeper later.

      As she took the supplies and began the application, she inhaled his intoxicating scent. It was both earthy and spicy and most definitely got her motor revving at top speed, which was saying something since Darren had pretty much gummed up any desire she’d felt before.

      Her brother had suspected her little secret crush on Keith and had warned her not to flirt or get involved with him. Like she even knew how to flirt. She’d been under the hood of a car for the past ten years. Not many guys liked the grease-under-the-fingernails look on a girl.

      “All done.” She patted Keith’s chest, just for one last thrill, then stepped back. “I’ll only be a few minutes in the bathroom, then we can get on the road.”

      “Take your time. We should grab breakfast here since it’s included, then hit the store.”

      “We stopped at the pharmacy last night.”

      “We need a sleeping bag and other camping equipment for you since you’ll be coming along with me.” His head tipped. “Unless you’re too dainty and feminine to rough it in a tent.”

      Oh, he knew how to get to her. She figured she’d be sleeping on a few park benches once she’d packed her gear and run away. Sacking out in a sleeping bag in a tent sounded luxurious compared to that.

      “I think I can probably lower myself to sleep in a tent.”

      In the bathroom, she took care of business, did a quick wash, then brushed her teeth. As she looked in the mirror, her black eye stood out like a beacon. She went back into the room where Keith sat scrolling through his phone.

      Grabbing the bag she’d gotten yesterday, she dug through it muttering, “I don’t even know how to use this shit.”

      His head jerked up. “Do you need help with something?”

      She held up the makeup and snorted. “I thought I’d see if I could hide the bruising, so people don’t call the cops to have you arrested for beating me. Unfortunately, I’ve never been a big makeup person and haven’t got a clue how to use this.”

      “I can help.”

      “You have experience doing makeup?” She tried not to grin.

      His mouth tightened. “I have three younger sisters who all took dance lessons. Too often I was roped into helping them get ready with hair and makeup for their recitals.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “You do hair, also? Wow, I might need to make an appointment to have mine done.”

      “Let’s go.” He led her into the bathroom and damned if he didn’t know exactly how to apply the beige-colored liquid then powder so the shiner wasn’t readily apparent. It still hurt like hell, but the punch in the eye wasn’t so obvious.

      After grabbing coffee and some breakfast pastries in the motel lobby, they headed to the store. Keith led them right to the camping goods department and filled their carriage.

      “Do I need all this stuff?”

      As he stared at compostable toilet paper, he said, “I was planning to stop for goods, anyway. Usually, I rough it in my cabin in Vermont and I have everything I need there. This isn’t all for you.”

      “Good. I was starting to feel guilty and trying to tabulate how much I’d owe you.”

      Keith placed some battery-powered lanterns in the carriage and looked up. “I can’t believe your stepfather stole money from you. Did he take the inheritance you got from your mother, too? I know Paul was due a bunch right after she died.”

      “The money Paul got was actually an inheritance my mother had received only a few years earlier from her great-aunt. It was like half a million bucks. Floyd wasn’t too happy that she only gave him ten thousand to help his business, but she wanted Paul and me to have a good chunk of it. When she realized she was sick, she put it in a trust for us after she died. I won’t get mine until I’m twenty-five.”

      “Aren’t you—”

      “I’ll be twenty-five at the end of November. So once I get my money, I can pay you back for everything.”

      Keith reached over and touched her arm. Her kneejerk response was to pull away, but she reminded herself this was Keith. He’d never hurt her. His fingers tingled on her skin. “I’m not expecting any repayment, Sammi. I’m happy to have you along on this trip. Especially if it keeps you safe.”

      “Give it a few weeks, and we’ll see if you still feel the same way.”

      Another twitch of his lip, then he flipped his gaze to the shelves. “Should I get you your own tent?”

      “How big is yours?’

      “It’s a two-man tent.” He shrugged. “But I wasn’t sure if you wanted privacy while you slept.”

      “You were in the same bed with me last night, and it was the best sleep I’ve gotten in forever. Why would I want my own tent? If we both fit, there’s no reason to waste money.”

      Moving farther down the aisle, he stopped and checked out some fishing lures. “What happened to the money Paul got from your mom? I’m assuming he left that to you.”

      “Since Paul died only a month after mom...” She took a deep breath at the pain of those two losses so quickly together. “He hadn’t actually gotten the money yet. It’s all rolled up in red tape. The lawyer figures I’ll get it all once I turn twenty-five. I can’t wait.”

      “You’ll be fairly wealthy.”

      “A half million is a lot if you keep working, but it’s not enough to live the high life for very long. And it’s not what I’m looking forward to. I want the freedom to do what I want to do.”

      He actually focused on what she said. “What do you want?”

      “Maybe my own garage. One where customers respect me and don’t make rude comments all the time.”

      “They do that? You’re an excellent mechanic. You’ve done work on my vehicle.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yes, but you’re a decent human being. Lots of guys, especially Floyd’s friends, think it’s okay to get grabby with me or make jokes about me working under their hood.”

      Keith’s face turned to stone, even more so than usual. He twisted back to the fishing lures and took one, evaluated what was in the cart, then pushed it down the aisle. At the end, he stopped and regarded her.

      “We can take our time over the next month and explore the parks and some attractions in this country. When we’re done, you’ll be twenty-five and get your inheritance. If you need help figuring out where to start your shop or how to set it up, I’ll be here to do what I can. Until then, think of this as a vacation where we can relax and enjoy ourselves.”

      He pushed the carriage toward the registers, and she slowly followed. Keith was right. They had the next month free to explore, away from Floyd and Darren. As she watched his gorgeous ass ahead of her, she wondered if they could explore more than the countryside.
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      Keith cast his line into the calm waters of Berry Pond and glanced around. Sam wandered along the shoreline, long hair blowing in the gentle breeze. They’d gotten here a few hours ago and set up their tent. Their site sat in a clearing a few hundred yards from the pond. Even though it was fall and the foliage was at its prime right now, not too many people were camping. The end of October could range from low seventies to snow. Today was on the warmer end of the spectrum.

      The tension on his rod had him swinging his gaze back to the water. He tugged and reeled in, then tugged again. A rainbow trout, a foot and a half long, dangled on the end of the line.

      A few more minutes and it was wiggling in his hands. After unhooking it, he slipped the fish back in the pond.

      “Are you done torturing those poor creatures?”

      “I’m not torturing it. I put it back in the water.”

      Sam crossed her arms and frowned. “Sure, after you stuck a great big hook in its mouth. I’m sure that feels good.”

      “Since when did you become an animal rights activist?”

      “I’m not. And I have no problem with hunting and fishing for food, but I’ll never understand this obsession men have with catching a fish, then letting it go.”

      She had a point, but he wasn’t about to concede. “Maybe it’s our hunter
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