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      Every U.S. Marshal had a doomsday plan. The one they half-joked, half-believed might be necessary someday, should the tables turn and one of them end up hunted by the dangerous felons they’d arrested. Most agreed their vehicles would be the first to go, along with cell phones. Smart tech and laptops; anything with a tracking device.

      Those were obvious items and made everyone’s list. Barrett Quinn added a few others to his, like ditching his credit cards and emptying his bank accounts into the offshore account he’d set up, just in case. Then there was the buried lockbox, with enough cash to get by for a few weeks, a fake ID, and a burner phone. Add an old pickup truck with fake tags, and he was all set. The plan was supposed to be theoretical, but he’d come close to needing one a few years back, so he refused to take any chances and kept it all up to date.

      Enacting the plan meant a whole mess of lonely days and nights in his future, so he didn’t take it lightly. The thought of no contact with his brother and best friend Harding was the pits.

      Barrett sighed sharply as he tightened his grip on the steering wheel of the old Chevy. A whole lot had gone wrong for him to end up here, driving down this farm road at night, heading toward the interstate and to the one place no one would ever look for him.

      Dirty Joe was to blame.

      Dirty Joe Horowitz was infamous for shoving as much dirt as he could inside his victim’s mouths, and up their noses, before killing them. The man was ruthless. Rumor had it that he’d once killed a close associate for accidentally spilling wine on Joe’s favorite shirt in a restaurant. The associate had had too much to drink and became sloppy with his apology. The next morning, the man was found in the dumpster, bound and gagged with a mouthful of dirt. As was often the case, there was no way to tie the murder back to Dirty Joe. No fingerprints. No weapon. No DNA evidence.

      The man was an efficient killer, who was known to hold a grudge, and he absolutely hated Barrett. He remembered the arrest well. Dirty Joe had been evading the law for two solid years after a warrant for his arrest had been issued. He’d been running his U.S. operation from the edge of the jungle near Bogota, Columbia, when Barrett came upon the encampment. Several days of observation, intense heat, and dehydrating sweat later, Barrett nabbed his target while the guy made his solo morning trek to empty his bladder. Dirty Joe’s only downfall was his routine.

      The personal threat against Barrett and his future children—should he ever have them—had been delivered through Dirty Joe’s clenched teeth as Barrett handed the felon over to U.S. authorities. There was no doubt in Barrett’s mind the man was capable of delivering on the promise personally, except that he was locked behind bars. Until two days ago, when he was spotted in Texas, no doubt on his way to Barrett’s house.

      There’d been threats before. They came with the job, as far as Barrett was concerned, and he couldn’t fathom doing anything different other than working as a Marshal, so the whispered warnings never caused him to lose sleep at night. In fact, he was used to them, considering his job was to arrest the darkest of criminals. Those men and women who had nothing to lose because they were the ‘lock ’em up and throw away the key’ type of offenders.

      He could count on one hand the number of times he paused when someone told him to watch his back. Dirty Joe was one of them. As a matter of fact, he was the only one. Within hours of his escape from Walls Unit—a.k.a. Huntsville Unit—the warden had contacted Barrett, saying that Joe’s cellmate came forward with information about where Joe was headed. Since the cellmate didn’t ask for anything in exchange, the information was deemed as righteous.

      For the foreseeable future, Barrett needed to fly under the radar. The thought of going after Dirty Joe, rather than sit around and wait for him, had crossed Barrett’s mind, but leaving town while his colleagues took over was a no-brainer. There was not a doubt in Barrett’s mind that being home would only bring trouble to his neck of the woods. Going home to the family cattle ranch was also out of the question too. It would only bring heat and danger. Being out of reach and unable to contact would also prevent Joe from using any of Barrett’s family members as hostages.

      His brain short-circuited any time he thought about Joe being around his family. Barrett had notified them that he would be unreachable and, as much as he hated the thought of no communication, he had to stick to his word or put everyone at greater risk.

      Everyone knew to be on guard. Harding had been the right messenger for the job. He ensured everyone stayed off the grid as much as possible. Folks knew to protect themselves. Plus, him hightailing it out of town kept Joe from wanting to stick around.

      Still, Barrett couldn’t help but worry about the worst-case scenarios. His thoughts were as heavy as thick gray rolling clouds during the threat of a spring thunderstorm in Texas. Add to the fact his nature went against tucking his tail between his legs and running the other way when trouble called, and it had all put him in one helluva sour mood.

      Suck it up, buttercup.

      Getting inside his head and churning over every possible scenario that could go wrong wouldn’t solve anything. He’d learned that lesson the hard way years ago. Being tired all day as a result of lying awake in bed unable to sleep nearly got him shot once, so he learned real quick to put the previous day behind him before hitting the sack. Of course, it never hurt to have a beautiful woman by his side. However, he could admit the closer he got to forty, the number of people he wanted to spend time with on his days off shrank considerably. He’d never seriously considered having a family, not with his lifestyle. The job was only part of the equation. He’d dated around enough to know his chosen career path shrank the dating pool applicants. This life wasn’t for everyone. His brother Harding’s new fiancé was a prime example of a great person who was not interested in being in a relationship with anyone who wore a badge. Lucky for Harding, love won the day.

      The milestone birthday was probably messing with him, though. He could admit to feeling like something was missing in his life. Something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. That ‘something’ would have to wait, now that he was on the run. Anger ripped through him at having to use his emergency plan and hoof it out of town like a hardened criminal. This nonsense wasn’t supposed to happen to the good guys.

      Another gut punch was staring into the abyss of loneliness. Being alone had never felt lonely to him until recently.

      Barrett shook off the sentiment. No need to get mushy now. Harding had found true love and Barrett was genuinely happy for his brother. Being around his brother in his recent bliss shouldn’t rub Barrett the wrong way; if anyone deserved happiness, it was Harding. Besides, Barrett had a full moon to keep him company tonight.

      Driving on this stretch of road, there hadn’t been one other vehicle in a solid hour. So, seeing a small sport utility parked off to the side of the road caught him off guard. Call him tainted—and he was—but there’d never been a time when coming up on a similar scenario was a good thing. Normally, it meant someone was about to get into trouble or arrested. Barrett reached for his Glock, that was secured underneath the driver’s seat in its holster.

      He flicked on his high beams and scratched his head. What was an abandoned vehicle doing out here this time of night?

      The clock read half past two in the morning. Without much of a shoulder on this road, half of the SUV was in the scrub brush. Barrett sighed sharply. This was turning into one of those nights and his mood sure wasn’t improving at this rate. Call it instincts honed after working in law enforcement, or just pure training, but he couldn’t drive by the vehicle no matter how loud the little voice in the back of his mind yelled, keep going. The SUV was reasonably new and he highly doubted someone would have ditched it out here for no reason.

      Barrett pulled onto the side of the road and trained his headlights onto the vehicle. He grabbed the flashlight he always kept in the dash—another one of those contingency plan items on his list—and stepped out of his vehicle. He checked the nearby field. Trees stood twenty yard off the road. It was possible someone parked here and stumbled out there, drunk. Could be a couple in search of privacy, or teens, or both. Why leave the vehicle here, though?

      In this area of the country, wild boars regularly caused problems, not to mention black bears and coyotes. There were all manner of deadly insects, not the least of which was scorpions. The thought of snakes gave him the willies. He shut it down before his mind could go off the rails. Barrett hated snakes with a passion.

      There was no sign of a human on either side of the road. He steadied himself, preparing for just about anything as he moved toward the vehicle. The SUV had Texas plates. If he had his department issue vehicle with laptop he could run those in a heartbeat. Considering the ones on his Chevy were fake, he also knew how easy it was to imitate the real deal.

      The wind whipped around and the chill in the air said it was only going to get colder. November weather had always been a toss up. He took a few steps toward the vehicle with Glock and flashlight leading the way. The trunk space was empty. Same for the driver’s seat. A hand came up to shield a female’s eyes in the backseat. She had the seat back as far as it could go and was curled up on her side. Sleeping?

      Barrett knocked on the window. Sleeping Beauty sat bolt upright as his finger hovered over the trigger mechanism. There was a decent amount of blood on her forehead that had run down the side of her face.

      “Hands where I can see ’em,” he said. No one should be out here this late at night, especially while bleeding.

      With robotic movement, she complied. She didn’t turn to look at him. Didn’t need to for him to know her identity. This woman was trouble.

      Even so, she looked to be in bad shape and needed help. Barrett tried the door, but it was locked. She reached for the button. A second later, he heard the tale tell click. As soon as he touched the door handle, she slumped over onto her side.

      Barrett bit back a curse. There was no way he could walk away from someone injured and in need of help. Leaving her alone out here might just end her life. She was vulnerable. But the senator’s daughter was also news, and he couldn’t afford to be seen with her.
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        * * *

      

      Connie Owens blinked open blurry eyes. Pitch blackness surrounded her. She felt around to get her bearings as a headache the size of the Palo Duro Canyon took hold. Instead of her vehicle, she felt a comforter and sheets. There was a pillow underneath her head too. Strange.

      The last thing she remembered—and memories were patchy at this point—she’d been driving down the road to get away from…

      That’s where her mind blanked and her brain cramped.

      Fear caused her chest to squeeze as she recalled the shadow of a man appearing in the window of her vehicle. Was he the reason she was no longer in the SUV? Panicked, Connie felt around her body. Relief washed over her as she realized she still had her clothes on. Her hand went up to her forehead. Pain shot through her as she gingerly fingered the gash.

      She stayed as still as humanly possible and listened as she tried to piece together what had happened prior to her ending up here. Wherever here was.

      The bed was too comfortable to be a motel. The sheets weren’t stiff. The hum of a heater said she was probably in a hotel room. But how?

      Exhaustion tugged at the corners of her mind. She tried to fight the urge to close her eyes, but the attempt was useless. A few seconds later, she was back under.

      When she finally woke up properly, Connie had no idea how long she’d been in bed or how many times she’d opened her eyes, but enough sun peaked through the opening in the blackout curtains to tell her she’d successfully made it through the night. Sitting up proved far more difficult than she imagined. Slowly, one inch at a time, she managed an upright position. The male figure came to mind. All she remembered about him clearly was his size. He’d been huge.

      Glancing around, she couldn’t help but wonder if he had her right where he wanted her. A burst of anger fueled her enough to push off the covers. She threw her legs over the side of the bed and braced against the wave of nausea threatening to fold her in half.

      The room started to spin as a door opened and a broad male figure filled the doorframe. The guy was big and muscled even though all she could see was his silhouette. It was enough to realize he wasn’t the person who’d put the gash on her head.

      “Did he send you?” she managed to ask. The question was stupid because she already knew the answer. And yet, she wanted to hear it from this jerk’s lips. If she was going to die, she had a right to ask questions.

      The figure walked across the room and she mentally recited the only prayer she could remember from her childhood. Now I lay me down to⁠—

      The light flipped on in the bathroom and the door cracked.

      “I’d open the curtain, but it’s bright outside. Based on the gash on your head, I’d say you suffered a mild concussion at the very least. Light won’t be your friend for the next couple of days,” the strong male voice sent vibrations rocketing through her. Then came, “Who is this he you’re referring to?”

      “Do you know who I am?” she asked without answering his question.

      “Ms. Owens,” he responded.

      “How do you know me?” she asked, hoping he could help her piece together what had happened, and why she was alone in a hotel room with a stranger. He leaned against the wall next to the bathroom door. From here, all she could see were shadows across his face. From what she could see so far, the man was gorgeous. Didn’t mean he wasn’t dangerous or wouldn’t kill her, though.

      “I’m pretty sure everyone who lives in Texas knows who the senator’s daughter is,” he said, folding his arms across a chest that would make Marvel superheroes jealous.

      Hearing the words senator’s daughter sent a cold chill racing down her back. She nodded, more curious than ever who this man was and why they were in the same room together.

      “You’re going to have a fill in the gaps for me,” she said, figuring she had no reason not to trust this man. “My memory is spotty. Do I know you?”

      “I doubt it,” he said with a chuckle that was a low rumble in his chest. Based on his size, she should feel very afraid to be alone in a room with him, and yet there was something about him that put her at ease. Though probably every serial killer victim felt the same way right before the ax dropped. “My name is Barrett.”

      Interesting that he didn’t offer his last name. The same voice that told her to trust him also urged her not to push for information. He must have a reason as to why he didn’t want to share his last name. The thought reassured her. If he intended to kill her, there would be no reason not to tell her everything about him. But also, wouldn’t she already be dead?

      “Are you helping me?” she asked, trying to make out the details of his face. From what she could tell so far, the man was drop-dead gorgeous. Then again, her brain was still foggy and her vision blurred. He could be a figment of her imagination for all she knew.

      “As much as I can,” he stated. “I found you on the side of the road in your SUV. You have a serious gash on your forehead and you seemed like you needed a friend.”

      “Is that what you are?” she asked. “A mystery man who saves stranded women on deserted roads?”

      Barrett didn’t speak for a long moment. He just stood there almost as though contemplating what he should reveal. This man had secrets and a growing part of her wanted to know what they were.

      “I managed to get a few supplies. There’s a couple of muffins in the other room and I can put on a fresh pot of coffee. It’s not much, and it’s not great, but I can get another couple of cups out of it. Then I’d like to take a better look at your injury before I head out,” he said, with finality in his voice.

      A sense of panic overwhelmed her at the thought of doing all this alone again. But she couldn’t exactly tell her story to this stranger. In fact, she hadn’t decided for herself how to best handle the situation she’d found herself in the other night.

      “A muffin would be nice,” she conceded. “Coffee would be heaven. Even if it’s awful.”

      “I have banana and blueberry. Wasn’t sure what you liked,” he said. Getting both because he didn’t know her preferences weren’t the actions of someone who wanted to harm her. In fact, it was very thoughtful.

      “Thank you,” she conceded. “For that and the comfortable bed. I slept all night.”

      His eyebrow shot up.

      “All night?” he parroted. “You’ve been out for a day and a half.”

      Shock didn’t begin to describe the emotions running through Connie. She’d lost track of the days and nights. And if the information in her possession ever came to light, she risked a whole lot more.
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      “Do you need help up?” Barrett asked, figuring Connie might need a steady hand.

      She shook her head but there wasn’t a whole lot of confidence in her expression.

      “I’ll get out of here and let you clean up. There’s a toothbrush on the sink still in the wrapper. I brought in your suitcase but didn’t go through any of your things, so I wasn’t sure what you needed,” he said.

      “My purse?” she asked as her delicate eyebrow arched.

      “It’s on the chair over there,” he pointed to the corner but it was too dark over there to see clearly.

      “This is amazing,” she said with a whole lot of gratitude in her voice. There was tension too. He’d been expecting it, considering the blow to her head and the fact he was a stranger. Then came, “I’m not sure how I can repay your kindness.”

      “No need,” he said. “I had hoped to get you back on your feet before I head out.”

      “Mind if I ask where you’re going?”

      The question caught him off guard. “It’s best if I don’t give a whole lot of details about me,” he said after a pause. “In fact, you’d be better off forgetting that I exist once we go our separate ways.”

      “Oh,” she said, sounding deflated. It was almost like a balloon quickly losing air. “I’ll respect your privacy and be happy that you stopped to render aid.”

      “That’s all I can ask and is best for both of us,” he confirmed. She didn’t need to be tied up with a man being hunted by Dirty Joe.

      “Banana,” she said before adding, “my favorite muffin.”

      Barrett smiled and nodded. He’d paid the downstairs clerk under the table in cash for the room. He couldn’t risk using anything from inside her wallet without knowing how much trouble she was in and why. And, frankly, hadn’t wanted to get his fingerprints on any of her personal belongings, considering her family’s political background and the fact her father had all but announced he was making a bid for the presidency. Using his own identity was out of the question. He had a fake ID but no credit cards to match.

      The first thing Barrett had done once he got her to bed was to go into the living room of the suite to check the news. If Connie was drugged out and missing, it would have made news. Of course, a politician running for president would most likely have the means to suppress any information that might damage the campaign.

      Barrett could admit to being curious as to why the senator’s adult daughter seemed on the run. Despite the heavy makeup and tight clothes, he’d recognized her instantly. How could he not? Their family portraits were all over the media and it made sense once rumors began that Senator Owens had grand plans for his future—a future that involved an even more public life than the one they already had. Barrett couldn’t imagine living in a bigger fishbowl than the one where he’d grown up. Quinns were known entities in and around Texas, but politicians were on a whole new level. The other thing their families had in common was expectations. He knew all about those too.

      Connie Owens seemed to live a clean life, so he was scratching his head as to why she would need to hide out. Then again, he was a lawman and former cattle rancher. The world of politics played on a whole different field—one he had no intention of suiting up for. Plus, the senator’s daughter was news. Any random person with a cell phone and a social media account who spotted her could reveal Barrett’s location.

      Since he couldn’t rightly leave her until he knew she was okay and could fend for herself, he’d committed to sticking around. When she came out of the bedroom, he wanted to address her injury. The fact she’d slept so much had had him on the edge of his seat. Several times over the course of the past thirty-six hours he’d almost wiped the place clean of his own fingerprints, called 911, and got out of there. His conscience had stopped him.

      Connie emerged from the bedroom in a night-sky blue velvet jogging suit that hugged her curves. She was short by Quinn standards, he guessed around five feet six inches. Her wavy auburn hair was pulled off her face and had been wrangled into a ponytail. Much of the dried blood had been washed from her face, leaving nothing but creamy skin. Honey-brown eyes stared at him as she walked over to the kitchenette and sat down in the chair he motioned toward. His heart took a hit at seeing her. She was beautiful. He’d noticed it right away in the vehicle despite the makeup. But now? He could clearly see the long, thick eyelashes framed eyes he could stare into for days. It didn’t stop there. She had full cherry tinted lips that he needed to stop staring at, no matter how much they begged to be kissed.

      He poured two cups of coffee after fixing her up with a banana muffin. After setting a cup in front of her, he took the seat across the table and picked up his cell phone. “Once you feel human again, I’d like to take a look at your forehead.”

      “Okay,” she said in between bites. She was making quick work of the muffin, so he grabbed an apple that he’d planned to eat and set it down in front of her instead. “Is that for you?”

      “Not really. I bought supplies for both of us,” he said.

      “Why are you still here?” she asked, curling one leg underneath her sweet bottom while she studied him.
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