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LOVE IS WORTH FIGHTING for... 

Ashley and Gio are forced on the run after Gio’s house is shot up by the mafia.

They are taken to a safehouse in New Mexico. Gio’s distant relative—a little girl whose parents have been murdered—is there. Safe from danger... for now.

Ashley immediately takes to her, and together they wait while Gio testifies against his cousin. There is still a hitman after Gio and the man shows up at the ranch while Gio is gone. 

Will he come back to the ranch in time to find his family? Or is it too late?
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Ashley
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I FELT THE TRUCK STOP, followed by the engine cutting out. The sudden jolt stirred me from my slumber, and I blinked my eyes open, trying to shake off the grogginess. My surroundings seemed unfamiliar, and it took a moment for my brain to process where we were. As the fog of sleep cleared, I realized we had stopped in a motel parking lot.

“Hey,” Gio said softly.

Rubbing my eyes, I glanced around with confusion, taking in the neon signs and flickering lights that adorned the various buildings. The name Sunset Motel was written in faded letters above the office. It looked like the kind of place you’d see in a roadside thriller movie, where secrets lurked behind closed doors. Where people got murdered. 

“Where are we?” I asked. 

Part of me felt like I was in a dream. Or maybe a nightmare. The events of the night came flooding back. I still couldn’t believe it was real. We’d been shot at. It was an assassination attempt. I had never been shot at before and decided I wasn’t interested in going through it again. I was still in a little shock. Gio had told me several times he was in danger. I supposed it was my fault because I hadn’t taken it seriously. I thought someone wanted to kick his ass. I could not have fathomed it would be a full-blown attack meant to kill him. It was going to be a good long while before I didn’t shudder at the image of the pillow where my head had been minutes before the gunfire. 

I was so grateful Gio was on alert. If he hadn’t heard the car, we’d both be dead in that bed. My brothers would have found our naked, bullet-ridden bodies. It would have scarred them for life. Assuming they didn’t get killed as well. I shuddered thinking about what could have been. 

“Ash?” 

I blinked and saw Gio looking at me. “What?”

“I said we’re on the outskirts of Clovis,” he said. “I’m going to go get us a room. It’s not much, but it’s a shower and a bed for a few hours.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

He reached under the seat and came up with a handgun. He hopped out and looked around. “Maybe you should come with me,” he said. He grabbed his bag from the backseat.

“Okay,” I murmured again. 

I had a weird, empty feeling inside me, like I was sleepwalking. My ears were still not quite right. Sounds were muffled and distorted. Gio tucked the gun into his waistband and pulled his shirt over it. He kept a hand on my back as we made our way to the office. His tension was palpable. His head was on a swivel. We walked into the dingy office that looked like it was a look back into the eighties. Gio slapped his hand on the bell. 

An old man carrying a cup of coffee popped his head out from a back room. “Early birds,” he said as he made his way to the counter. 

“We need a room for a few hours,” Gio said and pulled cash from his wallet. 

That’s when I realized I didn’t even have my purse. I didn’t have a change of clothes. Nothing. The man took the cash and handed us a key. We walked down the sidewalk to room five. Gio quickly unlocked the door and practically pushed me inside. He stayed outside, scanning the area once again while I turned on a couple of lights. 

If I wasn’t in a life-or-death situation, there would have been no way I would have slept in a place like the one we were in. There was a musty smell, and the comforter looked like it had been washed a million times. The carpet was an ugly brown with some very suspicious stains. 

“I need to take a shower,” Gio said. “I’ve got shit all over me. The insulation is making me itch like crazy. You can wear one of my T-shirts.”

“Okay.”

He stepped in front of me and put his hands on my shoulders. “Ashley, it seems pretty stupid to ask if you’re okay, but are you okay?”

“I am,” I replied. “I think I’m numb. I’m processing everything very slowly.”

“Do you want to shower?”

“I’m okay,” I told him. 

“We’ll sleep for a few hours and then we’ll get back on the road,” he said. 

“Where are we going?” I asked. 

“It’s a safe house Dick sent me,” he answered. 

“The one I was going to be sent to?”

“I don’t know,” he answered. “We’ll figure it all out later.”

I could see his exhaustion. “Okay.” I offered a smile. “Shower. Can I use your phone to check in with David?”

He hesitated but pulled it from his pocket. “Don’t give any information,” he warned. “Don’t tell him where we are, how long we’ve been driving, nothing.”

“I know.” I nodded. “I just want to make sure everyone is okay.”

“Don’t talk long,” he added. “I doubt they are tracing calls, but we need to err on the side of caution.”

“I’ll be careful,” I promised. 

He gave me a quick kiss before putting the gun on the dresser next to the old TV. He walked into the bathroom and started the water. I quickly dialed David’s number. 

“Hello?” he answered. 

“It’s me,” I said. 

“Are you okay?” he asked with urgency. 

“I’m fine. How is everyone? Are you guys okay?”

“We’re fine,” he said. “We’ve got people all over this place.”

“Are we in trouble?” I asked. 

“Who?”

“Us,” I said. “We ran.”

“I’m not telling anyone shit,” he said. 

“Do they know where we are?” I asked. 

“No and don’t tell me,” he said. “They’re all over me. We’ve got locals and Feds. Neither one of them knows what the other one is doing. You just take care of you.”

“The girls are okay?” I asked. 

“Everyone is fine,” he said. “We’re worried about you, but I trust him to keep you safe.”

My heart squeezed. I wanted to be with them. I was already homesick. “I don’t know how long I’ll be gone, but take care of my babies.”

“We will,” he assured me. “Stay safe. Tell him to check in with me. I’m not sure who we can trust at this point. I think he’ll understand what I mean. Don’t go anywhere without him checking back, please.”

“Why?” I gasped. “What happened?”

“Nothing. I just want to make sure we all understand the situation.”

He wasn’t saying something. That only made me more anxious. “I’ll tell him.”

“I’ve got to go,” he said. “Be safe.”

The line went dead, leaving me holding the phone with tears in my eyes. I wanted to go back to my old life. I hated this. I let the tears stream down my cheeks as the gravity of my situation weighed on me. I didn’t know where were going or how long we would stay. I felt like it was only a matter of time before someone caught up with us. We could be running the rest of our lives. Would I ever get to see my home again? My family? My horses? 

“Hey.” Gio came out of the shower with a towel wrapped around his waist. His hair hung wet around his face. I looked up at him and realized that at some point I’d made a choice. I’d chosen Gio without fully understanding what it meant. Being with Gio meant I gave up my old life. “What’s wrong?” he asked and sat on the bed, his arm going around my shoulders. “Is everyone okay?”

“They’re fine,” I sobbed. “I just, I don’t know. Is it over? Will I ever be able to go home? Did I have my last day on the ranch?”

He didn’t answer right away. “I can’t promise you anything, but I can tell you I will fight with everything I have to get you back home and safe again. I cannot tell you how sorry I am that I put you in this mess.”

“I think I chose it,” I whispered. “You warned me countless times, and I ignored it because I wanted to be close to you.”

“You didn’t know what you were choosing,” he said. 

“What do we do?” I asked him. “David said to tell you not to go to the house until you talked to him.”

“Why?” he asked, immediately on alert. “Did something happen?”

“I don’t know.” I wiped my eyes. “It sounded like there were a lot of people around him. He didn’t really say what was going on, but I got the feeling he didn’t trust anyone.”

“He thinks the Feds are compromised,” he said. “I know they are.”

“Then this safe house, how do we know it’s safe?” I asked. “What if it’s a trap?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I honestly don’t know who to trust.”

“Then what do we do?”

“Well, we could go to Mexico,” he said. “When I told you I was penniless, that wasn’t entirely accurate. Everyone in my organization knows the importance of a backup plan. We always know the law is on our heels. If it isn’t the law, it’s another organization ready to take us out. I’ve got a house, money, and a new name down there. We can get across the border and disappear.”

“Disappear?” I whispered. “Won’t they know where you are?”

“They won’t know,” he said. “I suppose given some time, they might be able to find me, but if I’m in Mexico, I don’t testify. I’m out of their hair. I’m not a threat. They’ll move on.”

“If you don’t testify, your cousin gets away with literal murder,” I said. “You have to testify.”

“But we could have a life,” he said. “We could stop having to look over our shoulders so much.”

“But wouldn’t you be wanted by the Feds?” I asked. “If you skip out on testifying, won’t they be looking for you?”

He shrugged. “I don’t care.”

His Mexico solution sounded amazing. I could see myself on a beach with him and no worries. But it was still choosing to give up my family and home. I wanted the best of both worlds. I tried to put myself in his position and couldn’t imagine how hard it must be for him. 

“You didn’t choose your family,” I said gently. “This life you’ve been put in wasn’t by choice. You did what you had to do to survive, but you know right from wrong. You’re a good person deep down. I know that. I know witnessing what you did has been eating you up. I think testifying is your chance to wipe your slate clean and start fresh. You don’t have to be Claudio the mobster. You can be Gio. I want to be with you, but I also want to see my family. Running doesn’t solve this.”

“Running might be the only way to stay alive,” he said. 

“Until you testify and your cousin is locked up,” I said. 

“And then someone else takes his position.”

“You could appeal to the common sense of the next person,” I argued. “Your cousin brought this on himself because he had a bad temper and wanted to show off how tough he is. I’m not a mob expert, but I imagine it’s pretty important to stay under the radar. He went out there and did something stupid to bring the heat on himself and the organization. He screwed up. They leave you alone, and they can go back to doing whatever it was they did. If they kill you or me, the Feds will get them. My brothers will not stop hunting them, and trust me, my brothers might be a couple of cowpokes, but they’ve been hunting since they were old enough to walk. I guarantee you they won’t miss when they’re the ones behind the trigger.”

“We’ll figure it out,” he said. “For now, we need to sleep.”

We climbed into bed with Gio holding me close. He fell asleep almost immediately. I didn’t blame him. He’d been driving all night while I slept. I, however, couldn’t drift off again. I contemplated the situation. Running away to Mexico was the easy out, but nothing would truly be solved. I wanted a normal life with Christmases at the ranch without fear that the mob was going to bust down the door and open fire on us. The only way that happened was to end all of this. It had to end. 
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Gio 
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ASHLEY COUNTED THE cash David had left for us in the glovebox. “Eleven hundred,” she said. 

“Your brother’s a smart guy,” I said. 

“My parents always told us to have an emergency fund,” she said.

I smirked. “In case the mob came after you.”

She gave me a dry look. 

“Too soon?” I joked. 

She sighed and put the money back in the envelope. “No. I guess humor is about the only way we get through this.”

I took a bite of the burrito I’d bought at the gas station. I’d slept a few hours, and we hit the road again. I didn’t like sitting around waiting for shit to happen. We’d gotten away, but that didn’t mean we were in the clear. Ashley was still in zombie mode. I knew she was trying to get her head around everything. It was a traumatic experience. I imagined it would take some time before she fully understood how much her life had changed in those few brief moments. 

I finished my burrito while hauling ass down the highway. I wasn’t entirely sure where I was going. But now it was time to come up with a plan. “Can you hand me my phone?” I asked her. 

“Are you calling David?”

“Yes,” I answered. “I need to find out what’s going on. If David’s worried, it’s for good reason. I trust his judgment.”

“Me too,” she said with a sigh. “I hope he’s wrong, though. I hope he’s worried about nothing.”

David didn’t get a chance to say much before Dick came on the line. As I listened to him talk, my anger reached a boiling point. I nearly snapped my phone in two. I could feel Ashley watching me. I tried to school my expression before she picked up on my anger and concern.

I clenched the phone tightly in my hand, trying to absorb the shocking revelation that Dick had just shared with me. A mole? That meant there was a traitor among us, someone working against our cause from the inside. My mind raced, thinking of all the people I trusted, wondering if any of them could be the one responsible.

“Dick, are you sure about this?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper, as if speaking any louder would make the situation even more precarious.

“Yeah, I’m certain,” Dick replied in a hushed tone. “We received intel from a reliable source that our original safe house had been compromised. We had to make a quick decision to move to a new location, and this time, we’re not documenting it anywhere. Only a few top-level operatives know about it.”

My heart pounded in my chest, and I felt a surge of anxiety and paranoia. “Dick, we need to find out who it is,” I said, my voice firm with determination. “We can’t afford to take any chances. Lives are at stake.”

“I know,” he replied. “I have a good idea who it is, and it’s being looked into. They don’t want to risk anyone else finding out until we’re certain about the mole’s identity.”

“So what’s the plan?” I asked, trying to think of a way to get to the bottom of this. “Who? Who is it?”

“We need to be cautious,” Dick warned. 

“Tell me,” I growled. 

“Tom.”

My heart dropped. The man had been the nicer of the two. He acted like he cared. In the good cop, bad cop situation, Tom was always the good cop. I should have known. I couldn’t believe I didn’t pick up on the situation. As Dick spoke, I felt a heavy weight settle in my stomach. 

“There’s more,” he said. 

“Fuck,” I muttered. “What?”

“It’s a good thing,” he said. “More evidence has been brought to light. With your testimony and the evidence we have, he’s going down. Technically, we don’t even need your testimony, but your account of the incident would be the final nail in the coffin.”

“If you don’t need me, does that mean my deal is gone?” I asked. 

If I didn’t have a deal, I would go to prison. If I went to prison, I was dead. Now, more than ever, Mexico was looking very good. I was a dead man if I stuck around. It wasn’t just me I had to worry about. Ashely was totally innocent in all of this. Now she was smack in the middle of the situation.

“I don’t know,” he said. “There’s not been a lot of time to deal with that. For now, we need to keep her safe. I’ve got a contact that is going to be in touch. Are you on your way to that place I told you about?”

I noticed he was choosing his words carefully, which told me he didn’t trust whoever was in the room. That wasn’t exactly comforting. That put David and the others in jeopardy. I decided I was going to keep that bit of information to myself. Ashley didn’t need any more stress.

“I am,” I said. 

“Good. You’re going to see a rest stop. Pull in but don’t stop. My contact knows what you’re driving. They’ll follow you and choose a place to meet up.”

“How will I know?” I asked. 

“You’ll know,” he said. “But it’s going to take them a minute or two to rendezvous.”

“Understood,” I replied. 

“I’ll be in touch,” he said and ended the call. 

“What’s wrong?” Ashley asked. “What happened? Is everyone okay?”

“Everyone is fine,” I said. 

“Is there a mole?” she asked. 

“Tom,” I replied. 

I heard her sharp intake of breath. “He was in my house!”

“I know,” I replied. 

“He knows where we’re going?”

“He thinks he does, but turns out Dick isn’t the dick I thought he was,” I said with a sigh. “He’s arranging another house for us.”

“But how can we trust anyone?” she asked a very valid question. 

“We have to trust someone,” I said. “I think Dick is on the up and up. Someone is going to be meeting up with us. If we get a bad feeling, we’ll go. We’ll come up with another plan.”

“Mexico,” she whispered. 

“If that’s what it takes to keep you alive, yes.” I nodded. “For now, we need to slow down. It sounded like David was scrambling to get someone else in place to get us to safety.”

“I don’t think I really have a lot to offer here,” she said. “I’m so far out of my wheelhouse. I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m completely at your mercy. The witness protection people. I have zero control over anything in my life right now.”

“You do have control,” I said, reaching over to squeeze her hand. 

“I don’t know if I want it,” she laughed. “It would be like giving a toddler the keys to a school bus and telling him to go on his way. I really have to take a back seat and trust you. I have to trust the people you trust.”

Her words hit hard. Knowing she trusted me was a powerful feeling. It made me feel like Superman. I just hoped I could follow through and do what needed to be done. “Thank you,” I said. 

“For?”

“For trusting me.” I smiled. “I haven’t done a lot to earn your trust, but I promise I am going to do everything I can to return you to your normal life.”

“What were you saying about your deal?” she asked. 

I didn’t want to tell her, but if she trusted me, I didn’t want to do anything to lose that trust. “I guess there’s been some new evidence brought to light that’s big enough to bury my cousin without my testimony.”

She was quiet for a few seconds. “Does that mean they don’t need you?” 

“I don’t know,” I sighed. “I don’t know what evidence they have. It would have to be a video. That’s about the only thing I could think would be more powerful than me putting him at the place with the gun in his hand.”

“If they don’t need your testimony, what happens to you?” she asked. “I’ve never asked about your criminal history, and I don’t think I want to know the details, but will you go to prison?”

“Honestly, I don’t know,” I answered. “I know there is no way they have any actual proof, but I wouldn’t be surprised if my cousin or one of his devoted followers gave me up. If I’m taken into custody, the mob has a far reach. They’ll get to me. I would never stand trial.”

“Gio,” she gasped. “No! You can’t let that happen!”

“Trust me, I have a sense of self-preservation.” I smirked. “I’m not going to prison willingly. I understand I’ve done some things that probably deserve a stint behind bars, but I’m not going to throw myself on my sword. It’s not in my nature.”

“I don’t want you to go to jail,” she said. “Are you still thinking about Mexico?”

“It’s an option,” I said. “I’ll figure that out later. We need to worry about right now.”

“I don’t want you to sacrifice yourself for me,” she said firmly. “If it looks like you’re going to get tossed in jail, you run, with or without me. I know what happens behind bars. Even Jesse has come home after an overnight stay with a black eye. You can’t go to jail. I know there is no way you’ll get a fair trial.”

“I would never make it to trial,” I said solemnly. 

I knew it sounded dark and dramatic, but it was true. I didn’t believe Antonio would make it to trial. There was too much risk he might cut a deal. Rarely did guys like him or me make it to the trial phase. I had a reason to live. 

“Hey, there’s a Wal-Mart.” I pointed up ahead. “Let’s stop and get you a couple changes of clothes.”

“Is it safe?” she asked. 

“Safe enough.” I shrugged. “I haven’t seen anyone following us. I doubt they’re going to look for us at Wal-Mart.”

She laughed and kissed the back of my hand. “I can’t see you shopping at a Wal-Mart.”

“I had never been in one until I showed up in Texas,” I admitted. 

“I bet that was an experience,” she laughed. 

I put the cash from David in my pocket. I knew I was probably breaking the law by carrying the gun into the store, but I wasn’t going to go in naked. We quickly picked up a couple changes of clothes for Ashley along with some toiletries and snacks for our road trip. 

We got back on the road and headed west. Ashley was quiet, staring out at the scenery. Both of us were lost in our own thoughts. We stopped for a late lunch before hitting the road again. I felt like we were driving blind. 

“There!” Ashley pointed to the sign for the rest area. 

Fresh anxiety washed over me. The long drive had given me a lot of time to think about the situation. Part of me wondered if Dick was setting me up. I trusted no one. I drove to the rest area like he instructed. No one looked our way or followed us out. 

“Do you think we were at the wrong one?” Ashley asked. 

“I don’t know,” I said without taking my eyes off the rearview mirror. 

I pulled back onto the highway, keeping my speed down. No one fell in behind us. I felt alone. Abandoned. I looked over at Ashley and offered a reassuring smile. “We’ll keep going,” I said. 

“Indefinitely?” 

Before I could answer, an SUV flashed their brights at me. 

“Is it them?” Ashley asked. 

“I don’t know,” I murmured, picking up my speed a little while keeping a close eye on the mirror. 
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Ashley
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I FELT LIKE I WAS GOING to vomit. Part of me expected gunfire to erupt once again. The car behind us flashed their brights again. I saw the tension in Gio. He had a white-knuckle grip on the steering wheel with his left hand and his right hand resting on his gun.

“Is it them?” I asked.

“I don’t know.”

He sped up with the car staying right on us. Another flash of the lights. “Do we run?” I asked with my voice revealing my anxiety.

“I’m going to pull over at that gas station,” he said.

I was scared to death. I could still hear the sound of gunfire echoing in my brain. Gio was in control. I had to trust him to keep us both alive. The gas station was lit up like a Christmas tree with a few semis on one side and cars on the other. Gio pulled to a stop with the nose of the truck facing the road. The SUV pulled up on my side. My heart was pounding so hard I thought I might pass out.

An older woman smiled at me and flashed a badge. “What do I do?” I whispered.

“Roll down your window,” he instructed.

I rolled the window down halfway. “Claudio?” the woman asked hesitantly.

“Nope.” He shook his head. “Gio. I go by Gio now.”

She nodded. “Follow me.”

“I guess that’s our contact,” he said and pulled out behind the SUV.

“Uh, maybe I’m being a little judgmental, but she doesn’t look very, uh, well, formidable,” I said. “Is she really going to be able to protect us?”

He laughed. “All we need is the house. Quite frankly, I don’t trust anyone to protect me or you except for me.”

“I should get a gun,” I blurted out. “You taught me to shoot. Two guns are better than one.”

He laughed, sounding a little lighter than a few minutes ago. “We’ll see.”

We drove for an hour before pulling off the highway and onto a long dirt road. Then it was another left and right, and I knew there was no way I would ever find my way to the house. I supposed that was why it was a safe house. We came to a stop behind a gate. It slowly opened, and both vehicles rolled through. We proceeded down a dirt driveway. A huge stucco house came into view.

“I always imagined a safehouse would be a shack,” I said.

“It’s whatever they’ve repoed,” Gio replied.

Our contact stopped and got out of her car. Gio cut the engine on the truck. “Ready?” he asked.

“You’re going to keep that gun with you?”

He grinned. “I am.”

I hopped out of the truck and waited for Gio. “Hi.” The woman smiled. “I’m Andy.”

I didn’t know what to say. Gio took over. “Andy, can I see that badge again?” he asked.

“You’re a
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