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Chapter One
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Jason Douglas, ex-special forces and current fugitive, glanced over at Brandy. She was dozing while he drove. The sun hit her hair, making it blaze red. They were headed toward her next task, though he didn’t know what that would be. At this particular moment, he didn’t care. He was along for the ride, whatever it was.

The cold had finally broken from that stalled weather system over White Falls and, though still cold, there was a hint that spring would return in the air. The sky was clear and a sparkling blue, he was driving a vehicle under his own control, not at the mercy of someone else and he felt... free. His problems weren’t over, but with Brandy Carter beside him, he felt like there might truly be an end to his being constantly hunted and on the run.
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Brandy wasn’t asleep. She’d known what her next task was when she woke in Jason’s arms that morning. He was involved again and, she had no doubt, would be more than willing to assist her.

The problem was how much did she tell him, would she be allowed to tell him. The ones she worked for had always stressed complete secrecy while on assignment. He already knew so much more about her and her work than anyone else that hadn’t been trained as she had. The woman that was in danger this time was known to him, which might be why he was still at her side. That caused a pang of... was it dread, jealousy, what? Would he leave after this work was done? Move on with his own life without her?

Did the fact that she’d fallen in love with him matter in the big picture? She’d give a lot to have a conversation with her friends and training mates, Kip and Nat, about this untrained-for situation. Too bad she didn’t know where they were as they handled their own situations.

Brandy took a deep breath and sat up, stretching.

“Morning again, Sleepyhead.”

She cut her eyes at Jason even as she grinned. “I wasn’t asleep, just thinking.”

“Ah, you snore when you think?”

“I do not snore.”

She loved the smile that took over his face. There had been no smiles when she’d met him such a short time ago. He was already so much more relaxed.

“No, it’s more a little puffing sound. Quite adorable.”

“Adorable?”

He shrugged. “So, what were you thinking about?”

She stiffened suddenly, her eyes darting to the right. “Take the next exit.”

“Are you okay?” His concern for her flooded her senses for a moment.

“It’s not me. We have a mini task. There, take that exit.”

He did, following her directions to a strip outlet mall there at the exit. He parked at the anchor store, a clothing outlet and looked over at her. He was more than curious about her request. She could feel that, but he said, “Can I help?”

“Yes.” She closed her eyes for a moment to sort through the information she’d received. He kept quiet, waiting. She could feel his trust even through his confusion, and that helped.

“We’re going in here. You’ll know when to look big and scary.”

“I’ll know?”

She smiled at him. “Yes. You’re good at this.”

“Looking big and scary?”

“Come on.” They exited the car and headed inside. Brandy hesitated at the door, scanning the location, then looked to the right. Women’s clothing was over there. She nodded, mostly to herself and moved in that direction. He followed, not crowding her but ready if she needed him. That felt nice, having him at her side.

“Bobby?” A woman stepped into the aisle. “Bobby?” The woman’s voice rose, and a hint of hysteria sounded in it.

Head to the door, cover it. She broadcast toward Jason and caught his almost imperceptible nod as he peeled off and headed back in that direction.

“Can I help you?” Brandy approached the woman.

“My son. He was right here in his stroller. I thought he was asleep.”

Brandy took a quick sniff of the air, just a hint of chloroform. No one else would notice. She brushed a touch on the stroller, a man who had no business with the boy had touched this stroller. She sent that information to Jason as well.
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Okay, he was looking for a man with a baby in his arms. How was he supposed to stop him? He couldn’t accuse every man in the store... He spotted him then. There was no doubt what was going on. There was no baby in his arms. He was wearing an oversize puffy jacket and his steps were heavier than his size. This man was on the scrawny side with greasy hair and two days of beard growth.

Would Jason have given him a second look without Brandy to alert him?

Jason took a deep breath and flexed his muscles slightly. He could easily intimidate this man size-wise, but he couldn’t let the kid get hurt.

He walked directly up the guy, getting in his way, and crowding him. “No.” He spoke quietly but firmly.

“Huh? What do you want? I gotta go.” The smaller man tried to sidestep him, glancing warily around the store as he did so, seeming to gauge the attention they were getting.

“No, you’re not going anywhere, especially with that little boy.” Jason spoke softly, not drawing that much attention though a couple of people glanced at them, then away.

The store was large, but not too busy this time of day. The guy could try to cut and run, but Jason would have no trouble stopping him. He’d be off balance in any case. Jason just had to make sure the kid wasn’t hurt.

The guy blinked even as he paled. “What are you talking about?”

Jason spotted Brandy leading the mother toward the front of the store. Security was approaching as well. One off-duty cop, in civilian clothes and one on-duty in uniform, as well as the store guard headed toward them. This guy wasn’t going anywhere.

Jason could smell his sweat now.

Jason watched the guy’s eyes dart in several directions, calculating his odds. They weren’t good.

“Officer?” Jason motioned to the on-duty cop, the other one approached the distraught mother.

“Can I help you?”

“I believe you need to speak to this gentleman.”

“Regarding?”

“What’s under his coat,” Jason replied. The cop saw the shifty man jerk violently at that.

“Shoplifting?” The cop faced the man. “Open your coat, please.”

“I haven’t done anything—”

“Open your coat, now, sir.”

Paralyzed by fear, he didn’t move. Brandy and the boy’s mother, following the off-duty cop approached.

“If you don’t open your coat, I’m going to have to take you in to the station. Here comes store security now. Maybe we should go into their offices.”

The man was visibly shaking now. Jason took a step back, out of the line of sight. Brandy winked at him and lightly brushed the abductor’s coat as she came to stand beside Jason. Jason saw her shoulders relax.

The cry from beneath his coat had the on-duty cop grabbing his arm. Jason wouldn’t have let him get outside, but the officials were now in charge. The cop tugged the zipper down and the mother cried out. “Bobby!”

The blonde haired, blue-eyed baby boy blinked at his mother, then started to howl.

Brandy nodded toward the car and Jason followed her outside. No one tried to stop them. “Aren’t they going to want to speak to us?”

“They’re forgetting we were there already. Confundus, remember?”

He rolled his eyes but opened the passenger door. “What was all that?”

“That guy was low-level, but the men he works for have been taking kids up and down the Atlantic seaboard recently. It’s been spaced out and hasn’t received the media attention it should because of the distances. Unfortunately, it’s a lucrative market. He’s going to spill his guts to try to get out of a federal charge. It won’t work. It was the first real crack in the case, but a whole lot’s going to pour out.”

“We were just driving. How did you know to pull off at that exit?”

“Because sometimes I know things. You saved that little boy.”

“Me? I would be thirty miles down the road.”

“You recognized the guy when he approached you. You kept him from getting outside and away.”

“Is the kid alright?”

“Yes. He was asleep through the whole thing. He would have woken up if the guy hadn’t used the tiniest bit of chloroform, but not enough to hurt him. I think I hear an ambulance coming now. We should go.”
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Jason pulled out of the parking area and back onto the highway, thinking about what they had just experienced. He knew so little about this woman if he were honest with himself, but it felt like he’d always known her, hell, had gone looking for her. In truth he had, though he hadn’t realized it, riding a bus into a small town in rural North Carolina and there she was. He still didn’t understand it.

Crazy, but no one had ever argued that he was sane. Look where he came from and where he’d gone.

Brandy did things for him that he couldn’t explain. Not the least of which was the absence of nightmares while in her arms.

Now she had a ‘task’ in Richmond, so they were headed in that direction. She still hadn’t been able to explain these tasks to him, even though he had been and still was one of them himself. Maybe she was psychic. That would be the clean explanation though he’d never believed in them before.

What he did know was she had moved to White Falls, North Carolina and opened a diner while she waited for him. The thing was, he’d never heard of or planned to go to White Falls and hadn’t realized that’s where he was when he slipped off the bus that fateful afternoon, hoping no one noticed his departure.

Brandy’s assignment there had been to clean up some local corruption that had spilled into larger areas, help her friend Lindsay get back on her feet and, most important to him, help him start clearing his name and getting the truth of his situation out to the public.

That last part wasn’t completed yet, but there were people checking into his case now, officially as well as through the press. The people that had set up his men for ambush and execution were under investigation by more than one media outlet, and the man who’d come after him in person, Agent Alexander, was now known to and hunted by the FBI though he might not last long enough to be prosecuted, considering the people he worked for. The people that had set his men up for execution weren’t exactly the forgiving type, and it was their pseudo-Agent’s search for Jason that had brought some of their corruption to light in little old White Falls, to begin what had become a growing investigation.

The FBI, including their new friend Jeffrey Osborn, was on the case now along with several prominent news organizations thanks to Brandy. Jason had no idea how their search was going, but the information was out there to be probed, and leaks were beginning to appear in the news if you knew where to look.

Jason would never have been aware of the connections between the small-town he’d stumbled into and the corporation that had set him and his men up for execution. That was all Brandy. He would learn more as he stayed with her. And he would be staying with her. If he was going to help on this next task, whatever it was, he’d learn more as they went along.

Strange the things that didn’t bother him when he was with Brandy.
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They had worked well together. Brandy had known they would. That little boy wouldn’t remember what Jason had done for him, but she could see what it had done for Jason.

The task now facing her seemed more straightforward this time. Save Angela from the people trying to get information she might not know she had and get the information she possessed to Jeffrey Osborn, the FBI agent who had befriended and helped them previously. It wouldn’t hurt to also pass the additional information on to the media outlets that were currently studying Jason’s information as well once they got it from Angela.

How much could she tell Jason? So far nothing had arisen to obstruct any of the information she had passed on. He had teased her about being a witch and using the confundus charm on people. He had no idea what he’d stumbled upon by being in her sphere. He wouldn’t believe it if he did.

Why were they allowing him to receive so much information? And allowing her to give it? Questions she couldn’t answer for now, and there were other things she needed to focus on.

Brandy watched Jason’s expression as he pulled out of the parking lot and back onto the highway, resuming their trip. She could feel a lot of confusion from him, but a little pride as well. They had thrown a spotlight on some really bad guys. The authorities would do the rest.

“This task we’re headed for,” she spoke into the silence. Might as well let him know a little. “Do you know an Angela Clark?” She knew he did but waited for his reaction.

She saw his grip on the steering wheel tighten and the car swerve slightly as he glanced over at her, his eyes dark suddenly. “Angela?”
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Chapter Two
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Angela Clark looked over her shoulder again. No one was there that she could spot, but she could still feel eyes on her, watching her. It was creepy and this was the third time in a week she’d felt it. The thing was, there could be no reason for it. A duller life would be hard to find since she’d moved to Richmond permanently, but the feeling persisted and had for days. She especially hated walking from the car in the parking deck to the door of the apartment. Even though she was parked on the same level as her place, the sounds echoed, and the lighting sucked—bright in one area, non-existent in another. The garage was open to the elements, but it still got dark early enough to be a problem and the concrete pillars could hide someone easily.

At least she wouldn’t be walking into an empty apartment. Working as data entry for an insurance company didn’t pay well enough to get her own place. No way would she go into her savings. Especially since this job felt fleeting.

Hell, everything did now.

The place was nice enough, two bedrooms, one bath but two sinks thank goodness. The whole apartment was painted off white or eggshell or dove or cream, whatever it was called this year. Her bedroom suite from home fit nicely in the smaller of the two bedrooms. The familiar bedroom set, and a narrow bookcase made her feel more at home. She’d brought in some color with the bedspread, greens and purples in a swirl design, and the small green chair that sat in the corner. The closet was almost adequate.

It was a temporary situation until she could begin to feel again, if that ever happened. Her emotions were in hibernation and had been for most of the past couple of horrible years, though most especially this last one. Having a roommate again after living on her own had been a blow to the ego. There were upsides though. She’d found Stacey and their living arrangement was working out well for both of them. Stacey’s boyfriend, Greg, was close by but not in the apartment with them, so Angela had some privacy when they went out.

She didn’t go out. Still mostly numb from the last few months, she wasn’t interested. Distantly she wondered if she ever would be again.

Angela and Stacey didn’t resemble one another. Angela had long dark brown curly hair, while Stacey was blonde with straight, sleek hair. Angela’s frizz made her jealous of that. If she’d kept her hair short it would have been as curly as her brother’s, but she and Stacey were the same height and wore the same size. In fact, living together had expanded each other’s wardrobe considerably.

Today Angela just wanted to get inside, kick off her shoes, have a glass of wine, and discuss this irrational feeling of being stalked.

As she approached the apartment though, she slowed. The door stood open. That wasn’t like Stacey. She was usually more cautious than that.

Angela approached guardedly, glanced inside, and gasped. What the hell!

Stacey jerked around at the sound from just inside the door, then took a breath, her hand on her chest and stepped back out into the hall with Angela. “I’ve only been here a couple of minutes. I’ve called 911 and the super. I know I shouldn’t have gone in but...”

Angela nodded, staring at what she could see from the door. The place was a complete disaster. Someone had broken into their apartment and completely trashed it!

“Is anything missing?”

“The 911 dispatcher said not to go in or touch anything until the police got here. Looking in from the door, I haven’t heard anyone. I’m not seeing anything obvious gone, I mean the television is still there, but who can tell?”

“Have you made sure no one else is here?”

Stacey shrugged, “I haven’t gone looking. The door was wide open. 911 was adamant that I not go in.”

“There’s nothing here worth taking.” Angela mused. “You had your iPad with you, right? I’ve got mine here.” Hell, the TV was still on the shelf. It wasn’t a great TV but if someone were planning on stealing something, it would have been an obvious choice.

Stacey nodded.

They both turned when they heard the elevator ding, and two policemen strode toward them.

The super arrived shortly after the police. Angela nodded and answered their questions, but it was all a blur. She didn’t have any enemies that she knew of and the same was true of Stacey. There was no ex that held a grudge and Stacey’s boyfriend was on his way over now for support. Hell, she hadn’t lived here long enough to make any enemies, moving from West Virginia permanently now that there was no family left there. No, she couldn’t think of anyone that would do this back where she’d grown up either. Not for something destructive like this.

She certainly hadn’t beaten anyone out for her new job. It was a paycheck with minimal benefits. Their eight-dollar bottle of wine in the fridge should be a good indication of their income level. There was no jewelry that couldn’t be replaced for less than twenty-five dollars with the exception of the locket Angela always wore. There was a small diamond in it and a picture of her brother, Brian, or Curly as he’d been known to his friends. The idea of a stalker was merely that, just an idea, so with no evidence she decided not to mention anything about it.

“Have you noticed anything missing?” The older cop was speaking, and Angela pulled herself back to the present.

She and Stacey looked through their bedrooms quickly now that they felt slightly safer. Nothing seemed
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