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“Some men think there’s a choice between right and wrong.
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FRIDAY

SAMANTHA RANDALL FLIPPED OFF THE light in her bedroom and stepped onto the second-story stone balcony overlooking the embassy grounds in Washington D.C. Lilacs and classical Russian music permeated throughout the patio garden where a group of diplomats visited during the evening gathering.

Sam spotted her mother on the arm of her husband of eleven years, Ambassador Dmitri Demas, near the trimmed hedges. With perfectly coiffed, sandy brown hair and pristine makeup, her mother had the stature of a queen. Like royalty, Martha ruled her daughter and the staff. She expected excellence and saved her affection for rare occasions.

Bald and pudgy, Dmitri had a round face with rosy cheeks, either from alcohol or happiness. Although highly intelligent in political matters, he reminded Sam of Humpty Dumpty. Always happy, never uttering a cross word, he loved Martha and relied on her opinions in social settings.

Looking past the other people, Samantha scanned the embassy grounds. The bright green leaves of the closest trees within the patio lighting and the dark foliage behind it would give her enough coverage for her escape plan. Glancing below, she blew out a breath. She pushed her fear aside as her father, General Steven Randall, had taught his soldiers to do when confronted by life-threatening events, such as patrolling hostile regions, evacuating from hot landing zones, or falling thirty feet onto Martha’s prize-winning rosebushes.

In her black leggings, turtleneck, and leather dance slippers, Sam stuffed a strand of her long blond hair back under her black Scottish cap. She set her backpack in the corner and climbed onto the wide stone railing. Inhaling the cool air of the Memorial Day weekend, she looked into the starry sky.

“Daddy, I hope you have my back,” she whispered.

Sam leapt with the agility of a cat to the neighboring dark balcony four feet away. A light shone from the third upper semicircle. Slinking along the edge, she heard Colonel Seth Williams mumbling unintelligibly to Karl Petrov, the ambassador’s assistant, through the open doors of the next balcony over.

She sprang to the railing of Karl’s office. She had tried to stay away from creepy Karl, especially after their recent encounter. Although it was a necessity, she winced at the thought of his rough manner. With her back against the gray stone building, she balanced on the edge to hear their conversation.

“She doesn’t understand,” Colonel Williams said.

Karl laughed. “This says different, and it’s your fault.”

Sam peeked through the open French doors. With his black hair slicked into a short ponytail, Karl held a flash drive in his hand. She shivered at his seventies-style tan suit and pointed collar. Tufts of chest hair peeked out. His gaudy gold Rolex matched the thick chain around his neck. He was the bad guy from every Charlie’s Angels rerun, one of her dad’s favorite shows.

Sergei, Karl’s shorter clone lackey, had his back to the French doors, and her. Tall and in uniform, Colonel Williams would have stood at attention if not for the slight lean against his spiral mahogany cane.

“You will remain on the grounds,” Karl said.

“You can’t keep me hostage here,” the colonel said.

Karl pointed the flash drive at him. “This says I can. Are we clear?”

The colonel scowled and limped from the room. Sam leaned in, farther straining to see Karl type in the code to the wall safe. After putting the flash drive inside, he shut the safe door, then turned off the light.

“He’s under our control now,” Karl said to Sergei as they left the room.

After waiting a full minute, Sam dropped to the balcony floor and scanned the party below. Karl escorted Jillian Williams, the colonel’s daughter, to the corner of the patio by the shrubbery.

With ample breasts, thin waist, and thick blond hair, Jillian modeled in sexy swimwear for Maxim and Sports Illustrated. Karl whispered in her ear and Jillian feigned surprise, then nodded with a sly smile. Her long, manicured fingers touched his forearm, and he drew her closer. Sam cringed. Jillian could have him.

Dismissing Jillian and Karl, Sam slipped into the room that smelled of stale cigars. Bruno, Karl’s Doberman, growled from his cage next to the carved oak desk. She shivered as he stared.

After taking a beef stick from the box on the shelf, she slowly pushed the treat between the bars. Grateful that Bruno munched on the beef and not her, she quickly found Karl’s keys in his cigar box and unlocked the center drawer behind his desk.

Pulling out the top file, she feverishly scribbled down the information of the truck route on the nearby pad. She’d detail it later when she had more time. Hearing footsteps down the corridor, she shoved the file back and ducked behind the brown leather sofa. Telling herself that this was bigger than her pride, she stripped off her clothes and tucked the paper into the bottom of her dance shoe. As the door opened, she pulled off the cap and smoothed down her hair.

“Who’s in here?” Karl demanded.

“I am,” Sam replied, popping up naked from behind the couch. “I was waiting for you.”

He laughed. “I’m too busy right now, my cтранный кошка. I have bigger game to hunt.”

“You mean Jillian?” she asked.

He laughed again. “Yes, a model’s body. I’m curious to see what’s underneath that icy exterior.”

“I’m guessing more ice.”

“You sound jealous, my pet,” he said, taking his keys—the ones she had just returned—from the cigar box. He twirled the key ring on his index finger. “You can’t compete with Jillian. It’s a fact.” He lifted her chin and tweaked her plum-size breast. She tried not to flinch at his touch. “I’ll come to your room in the morning. You can amuse me more then. Now, scat before Dmitri or your mother sees you in here,” he said as he closed the door behind him.

Relieved that he didn’t stay, she quickly dressed. With her cap in hand, she left through the door and glided to her bedroom two doors down. She had no time to dwell on the past.

Feeling the paper in her shoe, she tucked her hair back under her cap and strode out to her balcony. The music and laughter continued as she grabbed her backpack. She shimmied down the ivy latticework along the shadowed edge of the patio lights.

Hidden among the trees and bushes, she crept beside the tall stone wall that surrounded the compound. A security guard walked by. Holding her breath, she froze behind a fat maple. She waited and eyed the nearest security camera. From scouting earlier, she knew where every camera was located. Planning is essential, her father had said.

When the guard moved on, she climbed the tree, keeping away from the camera. Sitting sideways on a branch, she scooted to the end that hung over the wall. Her petite frame bent the branch slightly. Like a loving father, the tree gently lowered its child to safety on the ground. She whispered a thank-you and hurried to the bus stop.

On its last run of the night, the metro bus dropped her off at the Greyhound terminal. While standing in line, she casually slipped her cell phone into the handbag of the elderly lady in front of her. The woman and her friend were heading to Las Vegas. Sam’s one-way ticket would take her to Topeka, Kansas.

Since the bus didn’t leave until morning, Sam walked to the dilapidated motel across the street. Standing straighter and hopefully taller, she opened the office door. An old hippie with a long white mustache like Yosemite Sam checked her out through the bulletproof glass above the counter.

“I’d like a room for the night,” she said.

He grinned and scooted his stool closer to the counter. “You alone?”

Averting her eyes, she shook her head. “My boyfriend’s outside smoking,” she replied, sliding two twenties in the gap between the glass and counter.

“He’s making you pay?” he asked, stroking one of his mustache handles.

“He’s worth it.”

He shrugged and pushed a key on a lime green triangular fob to room twelve toward her. “The ice machine’s broken and make sure you keep the noise down.”

Without a word, Sam hurried to the last door of the one-story, moss-covered building. Once inside, she locked it, set the chain, and pushed the desk chair under the knob. She shivered and hoped she wasn’t starring in some new slasher movie.

After calming her breathing, she set her backpack on the lumpy bed that appeared as if the maid had simply thrown the bedspread over the top without laundering the sheets. The worn La-Z-Boy was more inviting. But she didn’t want to think about that now. Instead, she took out a box of hair dye and a pair of scissors from her backpack.

After setting the items on the edge of the bathroom sink, she stared in the mirror. “There’s no going back, Sam. You need to finish this. You have no choice.”

She started cutting. One-and-a-half-foot strands of blond hair fell into the sink. Feeling empowered, she chopped, trimmed, then smiled at her new soft locks.

“Who would have guessed my hair would have some body to it?” It shouldn’t have surprised her, though. Her father’s hair had been wavy and thick.

After reading the instructions, Sam colored the blond to a reddish brown. Using gel, she spiked it into wafts of curls. She admired her new look with her one blue eye and one green eye.

“I am a freakish cat, a cтранный кошка.”

After triple-checking the locked door, she curled up in the La-Z-Boy chair and unfolded the piece of paper from her shoe. The truck would start in Maryland and head west with specific stops toward its destination.

Her bus would follow the same route. If she played her cards right, she would find it before the end of the route since the bus and truck would be leaving at the same time. Her biggest concern now was how to recognize the truck and the driver.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Karl


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


SATURDAY

AT EIGHT IN THE MORNING, Karl knocked lightly on Samantha’s bedroom door. In the empty hallway, he tried the knob. With a low growl, he used his master key. He expected to see a Cinderella comforter and matching curtains, but instead he found a woman’s room in tasteful shades of green.

Karl reminded himself that Samantha was twenty-one years old and not a child. He liked his women young, though. After a disappointing night with Jillian, he wanted Samantha. Her naivety was appealing. Jillian had her fair share of men over the years, and he had to work too hard for a taste of the Ice Queen. He’d much rather enjoy dominating Samantha again.

He checked her bathroom and found it empty. After a quick tour of her practice room, the kitchen, and the library, he met Ivan in the second-floor hallway.

“Where’s Samantha?” Karl asked him.

“I don’t know,” Ivan replied. “Her mother’s looking for her, too.”

In a foul mood, Karl stalked to his office. Sitting at his desk, he retrieved his key and opened his center desk drawer. The file lay askew. He quickly checked the contents. Everything remained intact and in order. He reached for the pad of paper on the desk and tilted it to see the impressions. As he grabbed a pencil, his desk phone rang.

“Petrov,” he said.

“Have you tracked down the truck?” Russian General Yzemikov asked.

“Not yet, General, but everything’s in place.”

“The only link is that second box and its memory card.”

“Yes, General, my men are leaving within the hour,” Karl replied.

“Have your men meet the truck at its third stop east of the Kansas border. Don’t disappoint me with incompetence,” he replied before hanging up.

Karl wrote the information on the pad to be sure. Not that he’d forget, but General Yzemikov demanded perfection. Karl swore as he looked closely at the pad. He couldn’t tell if the pad had the file’s information on it. He assumed Samantha had snooped when she was there the night before.

“Sergei,” he yelled. The door opened and his aide stepped inside. “Take Bruno for a walk and tell Colonel Williams that I’d like to speak with him.”

Sergei nodded and opened the cage. Minutes later, Seth Williams with his shiny mahogany cane limped into the room. Refusing a chair, the colonel stood behind it.

“We need her here. It’ll be easier setting up Samantha than Dmitri,” Karl said.

“She left?” the colonel asked.

“Yes, and we need to find her.”

“She’s just a kid. She doesn’t need to be involved,” Williams said.

“Rather it’s your kid involved?” Karl asked with a grin.

The colonel sighed. “I’ll send a team to track her down.”

“We’re worried about her disappearance and want to keep her safe. An underage Amber Alert should help. She looks young enough.”

“I understand. We’ll need to know every place she’s been to pull this off.”

“That’s your problem,” Karl replied, waving his hand as a dismissal.

“I’ll check with Martha first,” Williams mumbled as he limped out the door.

Karl focused back on the notepad. He ripped off the top piece and used a pencil on the next. The shading uncovered his writing. He hated not knowing why Samantha disappeared.
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FROM THE FRONT LEFT SEAT of the Greyhound bus, Samantha watched the young driver. Bob had his seat all the way to the steering wheel. Earlier, she’d peeked around to see if he had blocks on his shoes to reach the pedals. No blocks, just heeled cowboy boots.

While Bob kept a steady speed of fifty-five miles per hour, Sam continued to calculate the miles and hours to her destination. She was never good at algebra.

If the mystery truck kept to the same speed, she thought the bus would need to gas up at the same truck plazas listed in Karl’s folder. If meeting the truck during the stops didn’t work as Plan A, she’d try Plan B and track it down once it reached its objective.

The bus route on Highway 70 would take her all the way to Kansas. The folder didn’t mention much about the driver except that he was military, so identifying the man and his truck caused her the most anxiety.

Hiding a sigh, Sam faked a nap. Next to her, the white-haired grandmother knitted some kind of sleeved thing with red yarn. Lila Speaker headed for Columbus, Ohio, to visit her daughter and grandkids. Thank God, we’re almost to Columbus. For the last eight hours of their trip, she knew everything about Laurie, her deadbeat husband, and their kids, Amy and Gina. Sam tuned her out after the first four hours.

While Sam pondered her predicament of finding the truck and driver, the bus slowed. She abruptly sat up. Thick black smoke poured from the front engine. It seeped through the vents into the bus. All twenty-five passengers coughed at once.

“Hang on, folks. The truck plaza’s a mile up the road,” Bob said.

“What’s happening?” Lila asked, hugging the knitting to her bosom.

“Just a little engine trouble,” Bob replied casually.

“Just a little?” Sam asked under her breath.

From his rearview mirror, Bob glared at her. Passengers in the back slid open their windows, which sucked more smoke into the bus, making it worse.

“I can’t take it! Let me out,” Lila shouted, stuffing her yarn into her canvas bag.

“We’re almost there,” Bob replied, turning on the windshield wipers as if that would help.

Impressed with his calm attitude, Sam wondered if this happened often. With her backpack on her lap, she breathed through her flannel shirtsleeve. The bus continued to slow as the driver shifted gears. Suddenly, the engine caught fire in the middle of the entrance to the rest area.

“Everybody out the back,” Bob ordered.

The rest of the passengers scrambled for the back exit while Bob opened the front side door and jumped out with his phone. With her bag on her back, Sam followed him with the fire extinguisher. As everyone watched, she sprayed the front engine until white foam covered it.

Bob slid his phone into the front pocket of his jeans. “I would have let it burn.”

She set the empty canister next to him and frowned. “People have luggage on board. What are we supposed to do now?” she asked as the group surrounded them.

Bob shrugged. “The replacement bus will be available in six hours.”

“But I’m on a set schedule,” she replied with her hands on her hips. While the passengers trekked toward the diner connected to the gas station, she grabbed Bob’s arm. “That’s all you can do?”

He shrugged again, as if unaffected by the circumstances. “Find another ride, wait, or walk. I get paid no matter what.”

“You’re a big help,” she replied, but he had already turned away.

She sighed and thought about her options. Waiting and walking were out. She’d have to find a ride. The last one by the bus, she followed the others toward the building. She paused at the edge of the driveway as trucks passed her to park for the night.

While she waited, she spotted a big man walking out of the side door of the gas station. He looked like her father’s best friend, Bear. Dismissing the notion that her grizzly Bear had come to help her, she skipped between the trucks.

Maybe that was a sign to call him. She trusted him but hadn’t seen him in almost two years. Since she’d ditched her cell, she found the payphone by the car section of the parking lot. She dialed and his baritone voicemail answered.

“Bear, it’s me, Sam.” How much should I tell him over the phone? “I’m in a bit of a pickle and could use some advice. I don’t have my cell, so I guess I’ll try again later.” Tears filled her eyes. “I, um, I miss you.”

She quickly hung up and blew out a breath. This is not a problem; this is an inconvenience. She had known this wouldn’t be easy. I will adapt.

Walking toward the diner, she paused as the plaza attendant lowered the American flag for the evening. With a hand over her heart, she waited respectfully. After a closer look at the flag, she glowered and stalked toward the attendant.
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FRESHLY SHAVED AND SHOWERED, LOGAN McCormick sipped his black coffee from a window booth at the truck stop diner. While his partner ranted through the hidden communication piece in his ear, Logan watched a smoking Greyhound bus catch fire at the edge of the parking lot.

The passengers scrambled in every direction, except for one woman in a flannel shirt and jeans. She sprayed the engine with the fire extinguisher. It surprised him that she could hold it up; it was almost as big as she was.

“Mick, are you even listening to me?” Barrett asked in his ear.

“I wish I wasn’t. You’re whining again.”

“Well, it pisses me off I can’t get a decent cell signal anywhere at this damn truck stop.” Barrett grumbled on about his bad cell service provider.

“Who are you calling? I’m your only friend.” Logan smirked at the non-reply.

The group from the bus trudged across the parking lot. Glad he already ordered his meal before the crowd entered, he continued to watch the young woman, now over by the pay phone. As she hung up and walked gracefully toward the diner, her heels never touched the ground. Logan smiled when she stopped at the lowering of the flag.

When his cell vibrated on the table, he checked the caller ID, winced, then covered it with his Texas Ranger’s baseball cap. Somewhat fascinated with the woman, he pushed his hat aside and leaned forward to watch her confront the attendant about something. The man nodded apologetically while she shook her finger at him.

Logan sipped his coffee. As he wondered about the wildcat under the cap, the waitress stopped briefly to deliver his steak and scrambled eggs. He wolfed down his meal, and the woman he’d been watching disappeared into the gas station’s convenience store.

The bus passengers overwhelmed the only two waitresses while the manager corralled the busboy to carry around a pot of coffee and hand out menus. Logan chewed his last bite as an elderly woman with a bag of red yarn trolled the diner and eyed his spot.

“How long does it take you to eat?” Barrett asked in his ear.

He set his knife across his plate. “Can I finish my coffee in peace, please?”

Logan held out his mug for the busboy and spotted the young woman, now in the diner doorway, scanning the room. The wildcat assessment fit. Her body was sleek, not awkwardly skinny. The loose curls of reddish-brown hair danced around her Scottish cap as she turned her head. He couldn’t see her face but knew by her confident stance that she was a spitfire. She caught him staring and moved toward him. Damn it. I don’t need the attention.

Pulling her cap to her brow, as if to shadow her face, she stood beside the table with her backpack in her hand. “Hello, Major.”

Barrett thundered in Logan’s ear, “What the hell! Who is that?”

“Excuse me?” he asked tensely.

“I’m guessing you were a major in the Army,” she said.

“What makes you think that?”

“Your hair is Army-short, your watch is military time, your combat boots are Army issue, and your posture is rigid,” she said, setting her bag on the seat across from him. Uninvited, she slid in next to it.

“Military maybe, but an officer?” Logan asked.

She shrugged. “You have a superior air about you. I guessed. Was I right?”

Barrett laughed. “She’s got you pegged.”

Resisting the urge to turn off his com, Logan frowned and crossed his arms, stretching his denim overshirt.

When he didn’t answer, she continued, “I’m looking for a ride.”

“How do you know I’m not done for the night?” Logan asked.

“I think you prefer to drive at night. You’re clean and you just ate breakfast,” she said.

Barrett snickered in his ear. “Let her. She’s amusing, and you’re such a grouch.”

“No,” he replied to her and Barrett. Two could play her game. “What are you running from?”

She stiffened slightly. “What makes you think that?”

“You have leftover hair dye on your earlobe.” She gasped and rubbed her ear. He pointed at the other. “Busted,” he said with a chuckle.

“Are you joking with a woman?” Barrett asked.

Logan clenched his jaw at Barrett’s statement. Turning her head, the woman tugged her cap down farther. He thought she’d completely cover her eyes.

The waitress walked by and put his bill next to him. “Honey, you want anything?” she asked his uninvited guest.

“No, thank you,” the young woman replied.

When the waitress shuffled away, the wildcat stuck her foot between Logan’s legs and pressed her canvas shoe into his crotch. God, it feels good.

“If you give me a ride, I can make it worth your while,” she purred.

Barrett chuckled. “Take her up on it. How long’s it been? Two years since your divorce? Mick, don’t even think about turning me off. You know the protocol.”

Calling her bluff, Logan leaned back. The move pressed his cock firmly against her foot. “How old are you?”

“Twenty-one,” she replied, wiggling her toes through her shoe.

He was getting hard. So much for bluffing. “Let’s see your ID.”

“Nice try, Major,” she said, glancing around the room. “I’m also guessing you have a nickname like Mac.”

Enjoying the banter, Barrett laughed. “Mick, Mac, same thing.”

“It’s not,” Logan replied.

Her mouth opened, presumably with some witty reply, but she snapped it shut just as quick. Before he could follow her eyes to the TV above the counter, she applied a little more pressure with her foot. God, and it isn’t my own pressure. Needing to focus on something else, he sipped his coffee.

“How about that ride?” Her foot continued to stroke him. “I’m not a virgin if that’s what you’re wondering.”

He choked on his coffee. “Jesus,” he said, looking around.

Thankfully, nobody paid them any attention. Before Barrett could say a word, Logan casually tapped off his com. She looked up at him, and he finally saw her eyes. He stared at her freckled face and into her mesmerizing eyes, one green and the other cobalt blue.

She quickly looked away. “I know. I’m Sam the Freak.”

When she started to pull her foot away, Logan grabbed it to get her attention. “They’re exotic,” he replied, before letting her go.

She smiled. “Thank you, Major.”

Stunned, he watched her leave the diner and wondered why he said it. He would have liked to take her up on her offer, especially after seeing her smile. It curved at the ends like the Cheshire Cat. It seemed genuine and knocked him on his ass. God, I’m hard with only a foot and a smile. It has been too damn long.

With a sigh, Logan turned on his com. As if he never turned it off, he listened to Barrett continue to swear about protocol and grumble about the reception on his phone. Sam had guessed right, although Logan was still an Army major.

Close to retirement, Sergeant Major James Barrett had known him since basic training and had been his partner on these special assignments for the last three years. Orphaned at a young age, Logan thought of Barrett and the military as his family and his home.

Logan looked at the military face of his watch. Am I that obvious? She must have been an Army brat. He shook off his attraction to the wildcat. Although she made an impression, he swore he wouldn’t fall for any woman’s manipulation ever again. He had jumped through hoops with his ex, and she chewed him up and spit him out like all her meals. He clenched his jaw as he pulled out his wallet.

Their mission came first. He and Barrett had to deliver their high-priority cargo to Fort Riley’s secret installation in Kansas. Taking twelve-hour shifts, they’d be there in no time. Their protocol required constant communication even while the other slept on the cot next to the cargo in the trailer of the truck.

After handing the bills to the waitress, he waited in the long line to pay for another large coffee at the convenience store. The passengers from the bus wandered and crowded the area. He didn’t see Sam anywhere, so he hoped she found a ride with a vacationing family in a minivan. That Memorial Day weekend Saturday, they were swarming the place.

“What happened?” Barrett demanded in Logan’s ear.

“Sam left,” Logan muttered, so the people around him couldn’t hear.

“Damn, she would have made the trip less mind-numbing.”

With a snort of agreement, Logan paid for his drink and headed toward his semi among the others in the acres of parking. He thought another trucker would quickly snatch his spot for the night’s stay.

“You’ve become a stick in the mud,” Barrett said.

“Keep hitting me with those grandpa quotes, old man.”

“I can still kick your ass.”

Barrett probably could. At six-four and built like a defensive lineman, Barrett had decided to grow a scraggily gray beard as a trucker. Logan’s partner was a grizzly mountain man with a Chicago White Sox baseball cap.

“Was she my type?” Barrett asked.

“As your daughter,” he mumbled. “She had exotic eyes—one blue and one green. I really think I should find her. I got a bad feeling.”

Barrett swore under his breath. “Yeah, and I’m feeling fatherly. She’s no lot lizard.”

Logan agreed. At the truck, he set his coffee in the holder and tossed his cell and hat in the center console between the seats. Standing on the step, he scanned the darkness. Only a few halogen lights lit the back of the gas station and larger parking lot.

His eyes stopped at a red, white, and blue cab with an American eagle on the hood. From the cab’s overhead bulb, Sam stood hunched on the seat. With her bag on her back, she pressed tightly against the passenger side window. She shook her head, eyes widening at the hunting knife in the man’s hand.

“Shit!” Logan reached behind the seat and pulled out a loaded shotgun.

“What? What’s going on?” Barrett demanded.

“She’s in some perv’s truck, and he’s pointing a knife at her,” he replied as he raced across the aisles.

“Well, hurry the hell up,” Barrett yelled through his ear com.

Logan jumped on the step of the passenger side door and saw a bloated slob with his pants down. “Sam, get out,” he yelled behind her.

The sleazy trucker glared at him. “She’s mine. You didn’t want her.”

With Sam frozen in her spot, Logan yanked open the door. The smell of horrid body odor and shitty crotch almost knocked him backward. The guy’s belly rolls only partially covered his hairy balls and hard bent cock. Logan re-swallowed his scrambled eggs.

“She ain’t leaving,” the blob said, stabbing his knife in the air.

While holding onto the outside bar handle, Logan pumped his shotgun with his other hand. “This says different. Sam, come here.”

Like a frightened cat, she leapt at him. With a grunt, he swung backward and hit his back against the corner of the cab. Her arms squeezed his neck and her legs wrapped around his waist. He dropped to the ground and ran for his truck. He learned a few new curse words from the creep behind them.

“You are a great man,” Sam whispered.

Between her breath steaming up his neck and her braless breasts torturing his chest, he disagreed. He inhaled the subtle rose scent of her cheek. He didn’t want to think about the parts of her that pressed against his belt buckle.

“What? Damn it! What’s happened?” Barrett yelled again in his ear.

“Are they all as ugly?” Sam asked, tightening her grip around his neck.

Logan snorted. “Pretty much.”

“What’s as ugly?” Barrett asked. “God damn it. Tell me something.”

“I don’t think yours would be,” she replied.

Logan groaned as they approached the truck. He pulled at the door and tossed her up and in. She crawled across his seat. He suddenly felt cold and empty without her in his arms. Dismissing his reaction to her soft, warm body, he jumped in after her and shoved the shotgun back in its holder. He shifted toward the highway.

That outcome could have been far worse. What if he hadn’t found her in time? He narrowed his eyes as she pulled her knees to her chin. Her backpack sat on the floor in front of her.

“What possessed you to leave with that guy?” he demanded.

“He had a patriotic truck,” she replied with her forehead against her knees.

“Have you ever heard the saying, don’t judge a book by its cover?”

Ignoring his rhetorical question, she stared out the front window. A few minutes later, she whispered, “Thank you, Major.”

“It’s Logan,” he bit out. He wasn’t ready to calm down yet. A different scenario continued to cross his mind. She should’ve known better. “God, you’ve never seen one before? I thought you said you weren’t a virgin.”

“I’m not. I just didn’t see it.”

Barrett shouted in his ear, “What the hell is going on? Mick, I swear to God, you better tell me something or I’m coming up there.”

Knowing Barrett couldn’t get out until they stopped, Logan glanced at Sam. He didn’t want to know, but—hell—he wanted to know. “So? What? A dark back seat with your prom date?”

“No, last week with my stepfather’s assistant.”

“What?” Barrett roared.

Logan subtly adjusted the volume on his com in his left ear before he went deaf. “Did he take advantage of you?”

She sighed. “Not really.”

“What’s that mean?” 

“I didn’t actually see it.”

Barrett swore. “Oh, for God’s sake, this is making me mental.”

Ignoring the rant in his ear, Logan asked, “So he did take advantage?”

“I tried flirting and got in over my head. What’s done is done.” She looked his way. “Are you married?”

“Was.” His body tensed at the mention of his ex-wife.

“She wasn’t your best friend?”

“Hardly,” he said, turning on his CB radio. He adjusted it to the police channel.

With the dash providing the only light, Sam looked around the cab. An empty bottle of water and his coffee sat in the cup holders between the seats. The butt of the shotgun stuck out behind his seat.

His modified truck was a regular semi at a casual glance. If she started probing, she’d notice the hi-tech security. He’d have to be careful. She seemed to have an eye for detail.

She glanced in the sleeping compartment behind them. “Where are you going?”

“West.”

“What are you carrying?”

“Cargo.”

Turning her body toward him, she bit her bottom lip and watched him closely. “Where were you stationed? My father was at Fort Riley.”

“He was?” Barrett asked in his ear.

“We don’t have to talk,” Logan said, tensing at the fort’s name. That was their destination. Is she a plant? An agent? Who is she working for? 

Barrett piped up. “Yes, she does. I want to know her story and why she’s on the run.”

Logan sighed. “Where are you headed?”

“West,” she replied with a grin.

“Who are you running from?” Logan continued.

She tensed this time and turned toward her side window. “I’m looking for someone.”

“Who?”

“I’m not sure yet,” she said.

“Are you in college somewhere?” Logan asked.

“Does Miss Martin’s School for the Proper Lady count? It was my mother’s idea.”

He chuckled. “Etiquette and manners are a rarity these days. You come from money?”

She shook her head. “I teach dance to grade schoolers. I’d like to own my own studio someday.”

“Where?”

She smiled at him but remained quiet. Boy, that playful grin does me in every time. He found himself compelled to smile back. Is that her way of getting answers?

Pissed at himself, he clammed up. He focused on the road and his CB for any upcoming problems. At least the weather wouldn’t slow him down. The forecast called for cool nights and clear skies for the next few days.

While he quietly racked up the miles, Sam did a head bob as she nodded off a few times. He wondered about the wildcat and her dilemma. He felt a need to help her. Was that her plan for him to save her and make him care before she struck? God, I sound paranoid. But his ego couldn’t take another personal slam. It didn’t matter, though. She wanted intel on his cargo. He’d bet on it. What was that quote? Keep your friends close...

In the middle of Illinois, Logan turned on his blinker to enter the rest area. Before he dealt with the St. Louis traffic, he would stretch and clear his head. I need to keep my distance from her.
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SUNDAY

AT ONE IN THE MORNING, Sam jumped awake as Logan slowly pulled into a truck plaza. After parking in the front lot for easier access back to the highway, he stretched his back and rubbed his neck.

“What’s the matter?” she asked.

“My neck’s been sore ever since you launched yourself at me.”

Remembering, she winced as he leaned forward against the steering wheel. Without asking, she pounced into the spot behind him and started kneading the tight muscles of his shoulders. She moved her fingers to his neck; he groaned.

Her first choice had been the right one. She shivered at her second. She’d like to think she and Logan had some kind of Army connection. Does my father have my back?

While she wondered if she could trust Logan to help her, his body warmed her fingers. Her flannel shirt wasn’t as protective at night as she had hoped, and she had one change of clothes, thirty dollars in cash, and no phone. Her father had lectured her to be prepared but to adapt when necessary.

She smiled at how good Logan felt. He certainly wasn’t soft and squishy like Ugly Penis Man. Logan had solid muscles. She liked being pressed against him.

Leaning onto his back, she moved her fingers to his short brown hair and caressed his temples. He moaned and relaxed his shoulders.

“Does that feel better?” she whispered near his ear.

He stiffened. “I won’t be used,” he replied, pulling away.

“What? I was just—”

He abruptly opened his door and slid out. Turning his head away, he growled, “Shut up.”

With her hands still in the air from where she had rubbed him, she stared at his reaction. She didn’t understand why he was so angry. She had only tried to help; he had helped her. Why shouldn’t she reciprocate?

Running his hand over his head, he looked up at her. “Come on. I heard your stomach growling, almost as loud as your snoring.”

She smiled at his jest. He reached out for her. With his hands around her waist, he gently set her on the ground. She trembled. Is it the cold air or his touch?

As they walked toward the building, she boldly slipped her hand into his and moved closer. She shivered again.

“Are you cold?” Logan asked.

“A little,” she replied.

He let go of her hand and took off his denim overshirt. It engulfed her.

“Thank you, Logan,” she said as they paused for a conversion van to drive by.

Sam hugged herself and inhaled the Irish Spring Body Wash that lingered on his denim shirt. With a wide gap between them, they continued to the large convenience store. She hesitated at the restroom door and bit her lip.

He snorted. “Sam, I’m not going to leave you here at one in the morning. Your taxi stops at dawn. Besides, you’re wearing my favorite shirt.”

She nodded
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