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Chapter One

 


 Thanks
to his tree-mounted security cameras that made the system guarding
the crown jewels look amateur, it took less than ten seconds for
Jake Zimmerman to identify the vehicle creeping to a stop in front
of his remote Blue Ridge, Georgia, cabin. Silver Hyundai Accent,
five years old, brand-new tires. Getting the registration info from
the license plate, however, led to a dead end. His computer kept
cranking through databases. So far, nothing had come up.

Odd. Normally, he could get the information right
away.

Where was the convoy? When would they storm the
compound?

He cocked his head to the side.
No whumps of an
incoming helo.

Sparks of adrenaline fired up his nerves, lasering
all of his senses on the intruder.

His first thought was that the Army had finally
found him. He ran the pad of his index finger over the rough grip
of the Sig nestled in his shoulder holster. How could anyone find
him? He’d buried his personal intel deeper than a black ops mission
file. The powers that be would have had to connect a hell of a lot
of dots to figure out Jake’s real identity and location.

Besides, if Uncle Sam wanted to storm Jake’s castle,
there better be a battalion coming. If Uncle Sam was smart.

He shifted, feeling the weight of a second pistol in
the drop leg holster. With minimal concentration, Jake could detect
the mild indentations of a Ka-Bar fixed blade in the sheath at the
small of his back as well as the ever-present multitool tucked away
in a pocket and ready to go for any occasion.

He peered at the … occasion … on the computer
screen.

He kept the house lights off and
waited despite a driving need to run out there and exterminate
whoever had dared to invade his peace and quiet.
Control, dammit. Drawing
a hand over his face, he took several deep breaths and tightened
and loosened a fist. The muscles in his neck clenched, refusing to
loosen despite his automatic relaxation techniques.

The damned virus had started to take over his brain
again until his entire world narrowed down to one mandate:
destroy.

No, damn it. He was a man, not this … monster.

His ability to restrain those calamitous urges was
slipping. Thanks to the top-secret Project Morpheus he had
volunteered for almost two years ago in Special Forces, the part of
Jake that had previously kept him from devolving into base violence
now fucking loved it when he lost control. The darkness within Jake
thrived on the anarchy that was his virally corrupted soul.

Add in an uninvited visitor, and it looked like
tonight would bring even more fun for one of the U.S. Army’s
best-kept secrets.

Question of the evening: what idiot would show up at
his place at 2:00 AM? Better yet, why? It was mid-March, still damp
and at times freezing up here in the southernmost part of the
Appalachian Mountains.

Did the person want to rob him? Jake had no material
items of value. Not for lack of resources, thanks to his combat pay
savings and mother’s life insurance policy. But he didn’t need
much—just the ability to keep his demons at bay chopping wood out
back and lifting weights until oblivion. That, and a deep-seated
desire to not interact with any other humans suited him fine.

Something of value? Well, he had a
locket with a clip of smooth auburn hair he should have thrown away
long before now. Yeah, he was a bastard for preserving the
keepsake, despite being technically faithful to his then-wife who
did not have
auburn hair. Could explain part of why he was no longer
married.

He peered out the window again.
Whoever was out there remained in the vehicle. Come on, people, let’s go.

So. What to do about the person parked outside his
house? Well, right now, his goddamned virus had a helpful
suggestion. It wanted Jake to dismember whoever was in the car.
Now.

Wiping his hands on his black cargo pants, he
unholstered the Sig and crept to the front door. Time to eliminate
the person stupid enough to visit him. Because one person could
lead to two people, which could lead to being put back in the
military “testing facility.”

Unclenching a fist, he carefully released more of
his tenuous control over the virus. It infused every cell in his
body with unnatural strength and reflexes. But as the strength and
acuity of his senses grew, his sanity ebbed.

The hellish yin and yang.

Ingrained training was all that kept him from
falling over the cliff into psychosis.

The one person who knew he lived here was Mateo, and
Jake hadn’t seen his Special Forces buddy since Mateo and the rest
of the Morpheus Squad had gone underground a year ago. Actually,
strike that. He’d seen Mateo briefly at Brady McNeill’s
funeral.

Brady’s funeral. And one particularly fucked-up
night. Not in small part because of seeing Brady’s sister,
Kiera.

Seen? A
bland word for the silky skin sliding over him and around him
during their sweaty, heated reunion.

Since that night, nothing besides Jake’s own misery
mattered. Not his best friend’s death, not the Morpheus Squad, his
own emotional baggage. Nothing.

Which was exactly what he had now, wasn’t it?
Nothing.

Well, not completely. He had someone casing his
house.

He licked his lips.

The figure closed the car door and stood, unmoving,
facing the front porch.

Jake took stock in a matter of seconds: The person
was around five-foot-eight, with a hooded jacket hiding the head
and face in shadow. They favored one leg on those first few steps
toward the house. Thin legs and what looked like a bit of a paunch.
He squinted. Paunch or explosives vest? Damn it.

If the government had found him,
they would attempt to take him back in for more experiments or wipe
him off the face of the earth trying. Best
of luck.

Maybe someone was lost out here in the mountains.
The road petered out in another five miles, deep into the National
Forest. Who the hell wandered around the Georgia mountains in the
middle of the night?

He rubbed the back of his neck. The virus crackled
through his nerve endings. Mental processes turned to sludge,
making high-level analysis more challenging.

What a time to skip an antidote dose.

Too late now. Don’t care.

As a swell bonus for volunteering to become a
walking military biological experiment, each Morpheus Squad member
had gotten extra goodies, like Jake, with his extraordinary upper
body strength. He rolled his shoulders, upper back, and arms,
priming for action.

Each muscle popped as poorly contained rage swept
through him, turning him from Dr. Jekyll into Mr. Hyde.

Sweat broke out on his forehead as the shaking
began.

Using his military training and what little humanity
he still possessed, he fought to retain a shred of control.
Adrenaline whipped like an icy breeze on naked skin.

He tightened up on the Sig’s grip.

Neutralizing the guy was going to feel like
nirvana.

On second thought, he could use a good brawl.
Stuffing the weapon back in his holster, he flexed his hands. Mr.
Hyde would much rather do this the natural way.

The hunched figure in the baggy jacket trudged up
the gravel driveway, halting gait a little short on one leg. Jake
spied a hint of a pale nose and cheek as the person looked up at
the house, but he couldn’t make out any other facial features with
the hood casting a shadow.

Pressing his back to the wall next to the front
door, he waited. Listened. Biofeedback techniques and clenching and
releasing his hands allowed him to slow his heart rate and focus
all of his energy on the shuffle of footsteps up the porch stairs.
The virus strained like a chained dog tempted by a wounded
rabbit.

Jake became a metal spring, coiled and ready.

At a knock on the door, he didn’t move.

The spring inside of him
tightened. Tick, tick,
tick. His body ratcheted down as tight as
he could go.

A tap on the electronic keypad
outside. What the hell?
The bolt turned and the door cracked
open.

The coil released.

His explosion of movement was a release of bliss and
terror as power surged, unchecked, through every cell of his body.
Grabbing the person’s arm, he wrenched it behind their back and
slammed the intruder sideways against the wall. He ripped the
sweatshirt hood back. At a muffled, high-pitched gurgle, he
froze.

In the two seconds before he flipped on the light,
he registered several key things.

One, the guy came up to his nose, as expected based
on Jake’s assessment.

But what he hadn’t expected to find was that the guy
had curvy hips.

Oh, shit.

The … guy … smelled like a particular shampoo Jake
loved. A shampoo that reminded him of his biggest regret.

He turned on the light, illuminating the intruder’s
shoulder-length auburn hair. The air squeezed out of his lungs,
leaving burning fire behind. Spinning the trespasser around, Jake
stared at the squinting, terrified expression of the one person he
never expected to see again.

Kiera McNeill.

But his virus still wanted blood. All of his muscles
clenched as the need to destroy surged. Desperate, he wrestled back
control. The virus rushed through his veins, powering up muscles,
pushing him toward the cliff’s edge.

The view of her horrified hazel stare, with that
pink mouth agape, knocked him back a step. For a nanosecond, his
life split down the middle. One half of him remained in attack mode
and needed to annihilate the intruder. The other half begged to
bury his hands in her soft hair and kiss her lips until he lost his
ever-loving mind, like he’d done last July.

Attack half won out.

He gripped the front of her jacket. “Kiera?” he
yelled. “I almost killed you!”

She gave a strangled cry, and her full mouth
twisted.

Oh, shit. Too fucking much. He had to relax or he’d
hurt her … more than he had already. With a few deep breaths, Jake
mentally shoved the urge to kill way down inside his mind and
clamped the lid. Contained. For now. He glanced back to the kitchen
cabinet. Damn it, he needed to get a shot of antidote, ASAP.

“What the fuck?” he roared. Then he cursed again
when she cringed and flattened herself against the wall.

Okay. Wrong move.

God, what he’d give to run a finger over her skin,
to see if it was as smooth as he recalled. He’d love to do so much
more. What the hell was wrong with him? He had no right to touch
her, not even on the night after Brady’s funeral. He swallowed past
a rock-hard lump in his throat. Besides, he couldn’t trust any
contact to be gentle, given his current state.

Her delicate features were fuller than he
remembered. Come to think of it, even her curves had changed.

Then as he shifted position, he brushed against the
sweatshirt-clad, rounded—

What. The. Fuck.

Doubling over like he’d been kicked in the nuts, he
attempted to quickly put several pieces of critical information
together. And failed.

“The fuck, Kiera? Are you okay? I
pushed you into the wall without knowing—” He straightened up and
reached his hand out to touch her belly, wanting to reassure
himself that she and the oh shit
were safe. But when she flinched and wrapped her
arms over her middle, he stopped cold, curling his deadly fingers
back away from her.

She stared at him, weary lines etching her drawn
face. Pregnant?

Math. He forced his vapor-locked mind to do
goddamned math. Brady’s funeral. The night after. Her belly looked
… he quickly counted on his fingers. Too small for…

Relief that it couldn’t be his crashed against rage
that someone else had put the child there. He fought to clear the
red haze from his vision.

Then another wave of guilt mixed with fear blended
into flashbacks from his ex-wife’s miscarriage. The memories hit
him harder than a right hook. He couldn’t speak. Couldn’t breathe.
All the while, Mr. Hyde begged to be let out.

Forget it. Jake would kill himself before he harmed
Kiera.

Too late. All of the color drained from her flawless
face, and she swayed on her feet. What the hell?

“Jake?” Damn it. Her husky, broken-up voice bought
him to heel.

“Yeah.” He half-turned, hoping to hell she couldn’t
see the area of his anatomy responding to the dangerous situation
and adrenaline, needing release.

She swallowed, and he couldn’t take his eyes off the
elegant line of her neck. Damn her, she was even more beautiful
than he remembered with those high cheekbones and wide eyes.
Despite himself, he licked his lips. He wanted to find out if she
tasted as sweet as when he last kissed her.

He also needed to know why she was here, where he
could hide her car, and how quickly they could escape in case
anyone else showed up. Special Forces multitasking 101.

When she tucked dark-red hair behind an ear, a ring
glinted on her fourth finger.

He froze.

Math happened again in his brain. Ring. Pregnancy.
Shit. No, he couldn’t process the evidence that she had chosen
someone else and that some other man’s baby lived inside of
her.

Her hand trembled as she rubbed her pale cheek. “Oh,
God. I’m pretty sure…”

When her eyelids flickered closed and she wobbled,
he grabbed her under an arm and shuffled her off-balance body in
the direction of his favorite recliner. She always had a slight
build, but for a pregnant woman, she hadn’t gained much weight
compared to what he recalled was normal. Was the pregnancy
okay?

He wanted her to sit with her feet up. Because that
was what you did when pregnant ladies were about to pass out,
right?

No one could be less of an expert on the topic than
Jake. But he had been Special Forces. Therefore, he would hydrate
and feed her and then mandate that she rest.

Before he eased her into the chair, he glanced down
at her white sneakers. One shoe was tinged red. What the hell?
Standing, he kept hold of her as he slipped the black jacket off
her thin shoulders. She whimpered. Blood stained the back of her
shirt. And the front. There were two holes in the fabric at each
location. She moved her hands. Dark blood smeared over the
palms.

His vision narrowed. Ears rang.

“Kiera? What happened?” With effort, he managed to
keep his voice calm and low.

She swayed on her feet, and he
tightened his grip around her upper arm. With his free hand, he
clenched and released. Do not hurt
Kiera. He rode the fine line between not
supporting her enough and breaking bones into pieces.

“I may need a little help.” Her strained whisper
gutted him.

Grabbing the hem of her shirt, he lifted it a few
inches to reveal red, angry, blood-covered skin around a bullet
hole. On the same side, a jagged exit wound appeared on the edge of
her belly. Bruising had begun in a line between the holes. His skin
crawled. Fuck. Had the baby been hit? He clicked into medic
assessment mode, scanning her from head to toe, cataloging
injuries, and developing treatment options based on what he had in
his kit.

“Why didn’t you go to the hospital?”

There was a similar bloody hole in the fabric of her
leggings. No second hole to indicate an exit wound.

Who the hell would hurt her—pregnant or not? His
head buzzed as his brain heated up to a rolling boil.

Auburn lashes fluttered up. The fathomless hazel
color of her gaze checked his inner beast more surely than if he’d
mainlined a case of antidote into his jugular.

“I’m in big trouble, Jake.”


Chapter Two

 


Mateo. Bless her mission partner’s kind, deceased
soul, but darn him. He’d sent Kiera to the one person who wanted
nothing to do with her ever again: Jake. Even though he and Jake
had been friends, judging by the fully armed reception up here in
the chilly mountains, Mateo must have not warned Jake that she
might drop by.

As if she had any other choice.

She scanned the holster straps outlining his chest.
Glanced at the gun strapped to his thick leg and shivered. If he
was anything like Mateo, there would be more hidden weapons on
him.

The cold, hard glare from his gray eyes indicted
her, even as her stupid heart fluttered with the proximity to him,
reacting like…

She brushed her hand over the baby and winced. The
bullet had gone through flesh only, thank God. A little nudge, a
foot or a knee, reassured her that Little Bit was safe for the time
being.

“I wanted to go to the hospital, but then they would
find me. Mateo told me to come here. He said you would know what to
do.” She needed to tell him more. Clamping her mouth shut, she
couldn’t speak the words past the knot in her throat.

“Do you want some water?” he blurted.

Special Forces guys and their hydration. “I’m okay
right now, thanks.”

“How did you know the front door digital
combination?” He kept a hand on her elbow, the touch light but
steady.

“Mateo told me a few months ago.”

“What?”

“Actually, no. That’s not accurate. A few months
ago, he told me how to reach the cache he set up which contained
information on how to get here. I read all the information several
hours ago, destroyed it, and came here.”

“You remembered from then ’til now?”

She tried not to groan at a twinge in her back
muscles. “Eidetic memory. By the way, you shouldn’t use your high
school locker combination.”

A brief smile, then his mouth pressed into a hard
line, and a muscle along his jaw jumped as he stared at her.
Pregnant woman in trouble. Not what he wanted to see at
God-knows-what time at night in his quiet mountain cabin. Her head
swam as adrenaline seeped out of her body, rendering her boneless.
If she didn’t sit soon, she’d be on the floor.

“Mateo?” he repeated, almost to himself.

“Your teammate from the military? Brady’s buddy from
your Army team?”

“I know who he is!”

Was. “We’d been living together, and—”

“No personal details. I get the picture.” His thick
hand chopped air and cut off her explanation as he glanced toward
her abdomen. “What the hell happened?” He barked out the words as
he waved toward her bloody calf and side.

If he was angry now, wait until he found out about
how she and Mateo freelanced a mission to avenge her brother Brady.
Seemed safe enough at the time, or she would never have continued
their work.

Seemed safe. In twenty-twenty hindsight, it was more
of a nightmare. Speaking of a nightmare, she still had to address
the result of that night after Brady’s funeral.

“Long story. But I need to tell you—” A stab of pain
threatened to knock her down.

His vise grip under her arm pinched, but at least he
kept her upright. He switched hands and stood behind her, lifting
the hem of her shirt again. Chilly air on her wounded side grabbed
her attention almost as much as his ripe curse.

“We’re going to fix this. Sit down. And you have to
hydrate.”

Damn his strong hands, but he supported and steered
her from the living room to the kitchen. Collapsing into a
spindle-backed seat, she rested her arms on the table and leaned
forward until her head lay on her forearms. She groaned in pain and
relief as the cramped muscles in her back and legs relaxed.

“Stay put,” he stated, depositing a glass of water
in front of her and a damp washcloth.

As if she could go anywhere right now? Halfheartedly
cleaning her hands, she stared at him, then wadded the cloth up in
a ball. If she had any energy left, she would protest him ordering
her around like another soldier.

Sweat beaded his brow as he fumbled in a metal box
on the counter and pulled out a syringe filled with yellow liquid
like the one she’d seen Mateo use from time to time. No alcohol
swab for Jake, oh no, he just jammed the needle into his massive
upper arm, bare below the tight short sleeve. His eyes shut and his
entire frame went rigid then loosened, like a junkie getting a fix.
Except his expression held no indication of euphoria, only
tight-lipped resolve. Was he on drugs? He didn’t act like what
she’d expect to see if someone was going through withdrawal.

Was he even safe to be wearing weapons? While
injecting stuff into his body? She glanced at the solid wood back
door and counted the locks she’d have to throw to get out of here.
No way could she move faster than Jake. Not right now.

What about when Mateo used a similar-looking
syringe? He’d said it was for a medical condition and he had to
take medicine every few weeks for his health.

What were the chances Jake had the same
condition?

“Jake, what’s that?” she mumbled. No way could she
believe he was hooked on drugs. But she didn’t care how exhausted
she was. If he was using, then she and her unborn child would get
the hell out of this place.

He flicked a tired gaze at her and quickly put away
the supplies. “You know how a diabetic needs insulin? There’s a
condition, uh, a bunch of us got from … exposure in the Army.”

“You’re not doing drugs?”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“I’m too worn out to kid.”

Banging open cabinets, Jake yanked out a first-aid
kit and tore open the top of the container. Harsh rips of packages
and clanks of metal filled the silence. It took all of her will to
remain awake. Her eyelids drifted closed.

She trusted Mateo’s judgment in sending her here.
Despite the weird behavior, Jake would take care of her because
this was Jake, right? They had a history. He couldn’t turn his back
on their one-time … God, she couldn’t give what they had a decade
ago a name.

What about the night after Brady’s funeral?

She rubbed her aching chest. What a mess. She was
putting her faith and the life of her baby in the hands of a guy
who had not once but twice turned his back on her, who had tried to
attack her a few minutes ago, and who injected drugs. Okay, fine,
treatment for a medical condition. The reality remained: he was
still her best option for help.

Her only option.

His voice came from across the room. “Explain to me
again why you didn’t go to the hospital with bullet holes in
you.”

“Not bullets. A little shrapnel. It’s complicated.”
Understatement of the year.

Returning to her, he lifted the back of her shirt
and cursed under his breath. The icy fire of alcohol caught her so
off-guard, she shrieked and jerked her head up.

“Sorry,” he muttered, pressing her head back down to
rest on her arms. He dabbed again, gently this time. “What happened
to you?”

“Shrapnel,” she mumbled.

“Could you expand on that statement?” His voice,
deeper and harder than she remembered, made her shiver.

She stammered, “Metal exploded. The piece on my side
went in and out. It missed the…” Groaning as he probed the wound,
she gritted her teeth. “Not sure if the other piece went all the
way through my leg.”

“Answer me one question. How the fuck did this
happen?”

“Long story.” Her breath hissed between her teeth as
he swiped the hellish alcohol swab over the wounds again. “Give me
a minute to recover from your nursing skills and then I’ll
explain.”

“Fine.” He stalked back over to the counter and
rustled through the kit. “I need to probe the wounds, make sure no
more metal is in there. If there’s material left behind, you’re at
high risk for infection. And you’re right. I agree that it avoided
the…”

Baby.

“Okay. Do whatever you have to.” She buried her head
in her arms, willing herself to hold still. When he poked the wound
on her flank with the metal instrument, imaginary razors sliced
through her skin. Couldn’t help it—she flinched. Then she opened
her eyes and spied his scowling face a few inches away from her.
Disgust twisted his hard features into warped stone as he glanced
toward her abdomen.

She swallowed.

Fine, she’d hold still. Anything to limit the time
he was forced to touch her.

“Do I need stitches?”

“No. It’s best to let these areas drain. They’re not
bleeding much. But if you need stitches, it’s no problem.”

Glancing over, she caught his
cocky smirk. “No problem for you. It’s not your skin getting
poked with needles.”

A snort. That was all she got for
a response, but it was enough to remind her of the old Jake. The
one who could laugh.

He smeared ointment on the wound on her back,
pressed a gauze pad to the area, and taped it in place. Then he
repeated the efficient maneuver on the exit wound on her sensitive
abdomen. Her heart sped up.

“How about your leg?” His frown summed up pretty
much everything right now.

“Same song, different station.” She pressed her
hands to the table. “I can lift it up if it’s easier with all the
equipment you’re wearing—”

His warm palm on her shoulder stopped her. “Don’t
worry about it. You’re the one with the injury. I’ll work around
you.” The sudden mellowing of his baritone voice caught her
off-guard, making her eyes burn. “I’m used to working with full
gear on. If you want, I’ll put on a Kevlar jacket in case you kick
me.”

“Mmph.”

Damn it if he didn’t sit on the floor to examine the
calf wound. She peeked at his dark-blond hair and broad back. Wow.
She knew he’d bulked up since high school, but she hadn’t exactly
performed an in-depth analysis last July. In the dark. But right
now, up far too close, he was big. Brady’s Army pictures didn’t do
Jake justice. Muscles rippled under his t-shirt as Jake worked the
hem of her legging up. Although there was restrained strength in
his touch, he remained gentle.

Physical and emotional pain braided tightly together
in her chest. She kept her arms crossed on the table and pressed
fingers into her upper arms.

The quiet work was interrupted when he tapped her on
the leg. “Shit. The metal piece is still in there. I’m going to
have to get it out.”

“Do what you have to.”

He shifted to bend her leg and tuck her foot in
between his knees as he knelt and cleaned the skin once more. His
thigh muscles tensed, then with a sharp poke and a twisting and
pulling sensation, a trail of fire burst from her calf. Stiffening,
she bit her lip and dug her fingers deeper into the skin of her
arms.

“Got it,” he said. “Success.”

Funny, he didn’t sound pleased.

“I need to put stitches in. This one’s bleeding
quite a bit.”

A wave of her hand and a mumble were all she could
manage with the pulsing pain in her leg and side.

After one more trip back to the counter and rustling
for supplies in what she assumed was the first-aid box, he
returned.

“Let me numb up with some lidocaine.” His exhaled
breath was harsh in the quiet cabin. “This is going to hurt.”

“More than getting metal projectiles embedded in my
body?”

“Probably not.”

Another few dabs with the awful alcohol swab, and
then the fiery pricks of the needle. Then the pain subsided as she
felt only some tugging, drawing sensations followed by more
ointment and a dressing.

The wound on her side throbbed. As the last reserves
of her strength faded away, all she wanted was to stay here and
rest, if only for a few minutes. It would be comfortable enough,
sleeping while sitting at the table.

“Kiera? Did you drink?”

“Water?” She made a halfhearted sip at the glass,
because knowing Jake, he wouldn’t stop until she floated away.

“Hey?” he said.

“Mm-hmm?”

“Can I get your shirt and pants cleaned up for you?
They’re stained with blood.”

Yes, she should clean up. A normal thing to do after
escaping death, watching her house blow up, having her friend die,
and getting metal embedded in her pregnant body. Oh, and don’t
forget coming face-to-face with the man who wanted nothing to do
with her. A manic bubble of laughter climbed her throat and stole
the air from her lungs. She squeezed her burning eyes shut until
she regained control.

When Jake helped her stand, the razor-sharp pain
shot through her back and side again. She flattened her palm on the
tabletop for a minute.

“Okay,” she said, snagging the jacket from the table
and draping it over an arm.

In silence, he preceded her to the bathroom and
opened the door. For a big guy, he moved like a living shadow. He
left for a moment, then returned with one of his own t-shirts and a
pair of sweatpants.

Shrugging, he said, “They’ll work for the short
term. Hand me your clothes and I’ll run them through a quick wash,”
he said, like they were a regular domestic couple. If regular
couples typically fished out projectiles from each other’s flesh
and cleaned blood-stained clothing, that was.

After closing the bathroom door, she pulled off her
maternity top, socks, and punctured leggings. His sweatpants were
five inches too long, but she rolled them up. She unzipped her
jacket pocket and removed an envelope and the thumb drive she had
stashed before the house in Atlanta exploded. The former she had
retrieved from the cache on her way here. Stuffing the items in the
sweatpants’ pocket, she patted the pants to make sure everything
was securely stowed. As she tugged Jake’s extra-large cotton shirt
over her head, she took a deep breath. Oh, God, the soft, worn
material smelled like simple detergent, a hint of spicy aftershave,
and the faint aroma of hickory woodchips that was uniquely Jake.
Flashes of memory, his warm, firm lips against hers, his hands
roving over her breasts and lower over her hips and lower still…
Her head swam, and not from the injuries.

Stop it. She had no right to feel anything for this man. He’d made his
choice clear years ago. She was no longer that high school girl
with a heart full of fluttery emotions.

The night together last July had been a mistake, if
his fleeing the scene was any indication. Heck, he barely made eye
contact with her tonight.

When she opened the door and held the soiled clothes
out to him, he stared at her long enough for sweat to form under
her armpits. Okay, maybe it was better when he wouldn’t look at
her. His posture went ramrod straight, and he leaned forward,
rolling his hands into fists. Like he wanted to help but couldn’t
bring himself to touch her.

Or maybe he wanted to punch a hole through the
drywall.

As much as she should turn away, God help her, she
couldn’t stop staring. He always was a solid guy, even in high
school. Even though Jake carried much more muscle than she
remembered, he moved with a grace unexpected with his big frame.
The black t-shirt tucked into denim hugged hard ridges pushing
against the fabric, his muscles emphasized by the shoulder harness
straps lashed over his chest. Every inch of him vibrated with
barely contained lethal power.

With anyone else, the sight of the man and the
weapons would be terrifying. Anyone else but Jake.

Same dark-blond hair, although he’d let it grow out
a few inches into waves that couldn’t quite be tamed. Waves she’d
love to run her fingers through. Nowadays, though, his hair was the
only soft thing about him.

His face had matured. Wrapped in her own grief last
summer, she hadn’t noticed it then. He had never been typically
handsome, but the way he focused on whatever was in front of him
always made his appearance compelling. Now, the intense demeanor
made him even more damned attractive. He’d been through his fair
share of struggles as a kid growing up and since they had dated in
high school. His personality had become even harder over time, what
with Brady’s death and Jake’s wife leaving him a few years ago.

Wife.

Of course, Kiera had known about Jake’s marriage.
When her brother Brady had been recovering from his combat-related
head injury, Kiera and her sisters had helped him access photos on
his computer. She’d seen pictures of the small wedding where Brady
had stood next to his high school friend. Jake had cut an
impressive figure back then with his Army dress uniform, and his
bride wore a simple and pretty white dress. Every time Kiera
clicked on the picture, something twisted in her gut. Not jealousy.
Not anger.

Regret.

Stop it. That train had long since left the station.

No, the train didn’t exist anymore.

Today’s harder Jake had fine lines at the corners of
his intense steel-gray eyes, lines formed too soon for a
twenty-eight-year-old.

What a world of difference the past ten years
made.

Still standing in the doorway of the bathroom, he
hadn’t moved.

She met his gaze for a split second. Pain and
anticipation both flashed through her. She had no right to any
feelings for him. None. They’d passed a second chance up many
months ago, and the idea of a third chance? Ludicrous.

She closed the bathroom door on the man she no
longer knew and turned toward the sink. A haunted, empty expression
filled the frame.

In the borrowed sweatpants pocket next to the thumb
drive rested the crumpled envelope. Jake’s name was on the front,
written in Mateo’s neat hand. A lump clogged her throat. Her friend
Mateo was gone.

What about her baby’s safety? This mission had gone
from ho-hum to horrendous in a matter of hours. Her hands shook,
thinking how close she had come this evening to … not making it
here. The explosion, the chase. Now what? Beau Lequire would find
her. His information net and desire to silence any threat to his
business empire was unstoppable.

No. She would figure out how to keep this child
alive and safe, no matter what.

Dealing with feelings about Jake was optional.
Protecting her baby was not.

Now, if only she could figure out who could help her
without putting their lives at risk. Although her father and
sisters knew a bit about the work Kiera and Mateo were doing, no
one knew the true extent of the project. It was better that way.
Less chance of getting pulled into the morass. She prayed they were
all safe for now.

Back to this baby. She needed to figure something
out before delivery in, what? Less than six weeks. She braced her
hands on the sink edge, too tired to think through a plan.

Incremental decisions. Each one had been driven by
good intentions. Now she was homeless, injured, pregnant, on the
run, and imposing on the one man who never wanted to see her again.
Quite the accomplishment for the past six hours’ worth of work.

After she’d been in the bathroom for fifteen
minutes, Jake knocked on the door. “Everything okay in there?”

“Just taking some time to clean up.”

A pause. “Let me know if you need anything.” The
tightness in his voice bored through the solid wood door like a
hammer-driven nail. Her eyelids stung.

After another head shake, she scrubbed dirt off her
face with the cold, damp washcloth and patted the skin dry.
Carefully pulling the bottom of the sweatpants up, she tended to
her scraped knees, avoiding the bandage on her lower leg. She eased
the material back down and cleaned the raw skin on her palms. Then
she stared into the mirror at the pale, exhausted woman
reflected.


Chapter Three

 


As Kiera re-entered the living room, which was lit
only by a single muted lamp, she took in the few pieces of warm,
solid furniture with dark colors. The cabin had traditional
Appalachian construction with pale chinking between the square wood
beams on the outer walls. A small wooden desk in the corner of the
room held several laptops with black and white images playing on
four quarters of each screen. No dust on the shelves. No
pictures.

No doilies, lace, or a vase of flowers. Not a single
feminine touch in this home.

A cozy cabin like this shouldn’t feel like a sterile
collection of rooms. Even the sound of her footsteps echoed, the
sound seeking substance to bounce off of and finding … nothing.

Jake sat motionless on the brown leather couch,
staring into space. He leaned forward, corded forearms resting on
his knees, fingers laced in a white-knuckled grip. The holstered
guns were still strapped across his chest and on his thigh, like
the equipment was part of him. In profile, his features could have
been chiseled from granite. While he didn’t look at her, she had no
doubt he tracked her every movement, able to react in a split
second. Her skin twitched.

Silence settled around her, making the thud of her
heart sound far too loud in her ears. Time to talk.

She eased into the recliner with a creak of leather
and a groan as the injury on her back protested, but she kept her
feet on the floor. Reaching for the lever to put her legs up was
too much work right about now. Besides, if she reclined, she would
be asleep in a few seconds. She and Jake had to come up with a plan
for her to deliver the information. Then she could get out of his
life as quickly as she’d re-entered it.

As she sat, a hint of his aftershave and that faint
hickory scent rose from the chair, tormenting her.

The spicy aroma from a mug of steaming tea next to
the chair tempted her. Little Bit kicked. The baby must like tea.
Would it be too much to ask for this kid to show their appreciation
in a way that didn’t involve pummeling her uterus?

Next to the tea was a PB&J sandwich, cut into
precisely equal triangles. And another glass of water. Of
course.

Also on the end table rested a pair of clean wool
socks, neatly folded. Too large for her feet. Something in her
chest twisted again.

“Thank you,” she mumbled, trying to swallow past a
hard lump in her throat.

Silence.

When she tried to bring her leg up, she only managed
to do so on her good side.

In a ghost of movement, Jake knelt in front of her
and tugged the wool sock over her other foot. His feather-light
touch was at odds with the tight cords of muscles in his arms. The
two of them created a weird image of raggedy Cinderella and
muscle-bound Prince Charming. He returned to the couch, his
movements whisper-quiet. She still felt the residual warmth of his
fingers on her ankle. Wanted that touch elsewhere.

He pressed his mouth into a grim line.

Her vision blurred until she blinked a few times to
clear it.

Finally, his gunmetal-gray eyes focused on her. “Do
you need something else to eat? You should eat. Because of…” His
Adam’s apple bobbed and he stared somewhere beyond her right
shoulder.

Holding up a corner of the sandwich, she smiled.
“This is perfect. Thank you.” She took a bite, despite the nervy
sensation crawling over her skin.

“More water?”

“I’m good.”

He stared at her.

Fine. She took a sip, only so he wouldn’t witness
her desiccating in front of him.

“So.” Like a pebble tossed into a calm pond, his low
voice disturbed the space between them.

“God, where to start?” She rubbed the bridge of her
nose.

“How about explain why you’re here?” He glanced at
her and then toward the computers. “How did you even find this
place?”

“You haven’t been in touch with Mateo for how long?
I thought you two were almost as close friends as you and Brady
were.”

“Things were complicated. I last saw Mateo at
Brady’s funeral.” The tone, flat, lifeless. The time frame,
precise. “Remember?”

“Of course.” And how. Her thighs pressed together.
“How did I find your house? After I ran from the people who shot at
me, I followed Mateo’s hidden directions.”

“Wait. Someone shot at you? You said metal exploded
and shrapnel hit you.” His gaze scanned her, like he was searching
for more injuries.

“It was kind of both things happening.”

“What?” Every muscle went tight, like he could
levitate off the couch.

“Not at the same time.” She shifted in the seat.
“So, you’ve heard of the Fallen Comrades charity?”

His spine ramrodded. When he pinned her with a
glare, it felt like he was drilling laser beams straight through
her body. “Fallen Comrades? The company run by that fake-disabled
vet, Beau Lequire?” Like lashes of a whip, he bit out every word.
“Why, yes. I’m extremely familiar with that organization. As well
as that particular asshole. What does the organization have to do
with any of this?” He slashed his hand in her general direction.
“Why the fuck would someone shoot at you?”

“Jealous you didn’t get dibs?”

Hands went up in a hurry. “Hey, whoa, uncalled for.
You and I broke up fair and square years ago.”

“Fine.”

He reared back. “Shit. When you say ‘fine,’ it’s
never ‘fine.’ It’s always the opposite. Usually my fault.”

“Just like this situation is not ‘fine.’ But not
your fault.” She sighed. “Bear with me. It will all make
sense.”

“Fine.”

She snorted.

“Hold on. Let me double-check the system.” He
uncoiled off the couch, strode to the computers, and tapped.

Kiera finished off the triangle of PB&J and
washed it down with the water and tea. Her hunger pangs subsided,
and she sighed. “Is my car okay out there?”

He glanced back at her with a smile so grim that the
hairs on her arms rose. “Of course. I swept it while you were in
the bathroom. No bugs. No identification at all. Not even a VIN or
insurance information. Mateo put security and defensive tech in it
that I can’t let anyone else get hold of.”

“Really? Anything else?”

“Couple of holes in the back window and bumper I’m
not happy about.”

“Makes two of us.”

He paced the floor slowly, a lion on a stalk. “You
should get some shut-eye. It’s been a long day.”

She shook her head. “No. I need to tell you what
happened.” And yes, for the record, she would love to catch forty
winks right now.

“Then you’ll sleep?”

“I … guess so.”

“Good.” A curt nod. “Go on.”

Despite his angry tone, she still loved his baritone
voice. Every word slid in a soft southern accent when he spoke, and
his voice riled her nerves in the best possible way, even now. Even
after everything. Damn him.

“So. About Brady.” She fought to keep her tone
neutral.

Jake and her brother had been best friends in high
school. When they had enlisted in the Army after a few years of
college, she had made only one request of Jake: keep Brady
safe.

It took all of her self-control not to blame Jake
for Brady’s injuries in Afghanistan. What happened to her
headstrong brother had been out of anyone’s control. By all
accounts, he should have died in the explosion. Over time, she had
come to realize no one could have prevented everything, while Brady
served or since then.

But Kiera could damn well get revenge for some of
it.

He turned. “Okay. About Brady.” He scratched the
light-brown stubble on his rigid jaw, the sound harsh and
electric.

“You know how he wasn’t … okay? Because of the
traumatic brain injury and all?”

His eyes became two flecks of cold steel. “Yeah. I
was there when the accident occurred.”

She flinched. “Once he was discharged, Brady got
tapped to be the ‘poster boy’ for Fallen Comrades. He did
commercials and gave talks about how great Fallen Comrades was and
how the organization had helped him recover from his injuries.”

“I’d heard about him working with the company, but I
wasn’t paying much attention to … the outside world … at that
time.” He pulled down a blind and peered out the front window. “Did
they help him?”

“No.” She sucked in a breath. “Well, let me back up.
They paid him for the commercials and gave him a salary as
spokesman, so it was something. He was proud to have a job again.
Brady kept hoping Fallen Comrades would help more with rehab
services for veterans who live far from their local VA facilities.
Fallen Comrades were also supposed to retrofit houses for soldiers
who had been injured. Set soldiers up with service animals. Provide
additional mental health services.”

“And?”

“A little over a year ago, Brady uncovered what was
really going on.” When she laughed, her voice came out hollow.
“Well, some of it. He had only discovered the tip of the iceberg.
He could have blown the lid off the entire company, even with the
small amount he knew.”

“Why didn’t I hear about this?” His shoulders went
rigid, and one hand curled into a fist that he pressed to the edge
of the window sash.

“It wasn’t public knowledge. Yet.” She squinted with
one eye at the pine ceiling beams. “I believe you had, um, been out
of contact then.” She waved a hand. “It wouldn’t have mattered.
Brady had an NDA placed on him by Fallen Comrades, complete with
threatening boilerplate language. All the pressure didn’t help his
PTSD and brain injury one bit.”

“So, he was a whistleblower? Happens all the time.
Legal paperwork wouldn’t stop Brady from doing what was right.”

“It stopped him when the threats escalated into
unfortunate accidents.”

“What.” No inflection.

She rubbed her belly until she caught Jake staring.
Deliberately shifting her hand to her knee, she continued. “When
Mateo visited us in June, Brady told us about what was going on at
Fallen Comrades. Shortly after, Brady died in suspicious
circumstances. The police tried to chalk it up to ‘random
violence,’ but I knew better.” Her breath caught. “Mateo offered to
help get to the bottom of Brady’s death and go after Fallen
Comrades. Mentioned something about how he had some resources from
past work with a group of ex-military guys.”

“He told you about the team?” One blunt fingertip
ran the edge of the sash. Up and down. Like an absentminded motion,
only Jake never fidgeted.

“What team?”

He froze and stepped forward. “Wait. You went
undercover with him and he didn’t inform you about the team?” He
tapped his chin. “Actually, it makes sense. That would be
need-to-know.”

“What didn’t I need to know?”

“Never mind.” He huffed out a big breath. “You
really should rest. We’ll get a plan for the morning.”

“No. Let me go over everything, then you can decide
if you even want me to stay here.”

“What?”

“I’m a liability, Jake. You might be in danger
because of me.”

He snorted. After snagging her empty glass, he
stomped over to the kitchen. He popped a frozen dinner in the
microwave. A few minutes later, he brought the noodles and more
liquid back over. “Eat. Please. Then finish the story. Then you’re
staying here and resting. That’s an order.”

She snapped, “I’m not in the military. You can’t
order me around.” Taking a bite of steaming pasta, she sighed as
the tomato sauce and cheese met in harmony in her mouth.

“I never could make you do anything.”

Nearly snorting a noodle, she managed to mumble,
“Almost.”

Was that a wickedly sexy smile on his face?

She set the food down after a few more bites. “Our
mission was undercover. Kind of,” she added in a hurry. “We
concentrated on getting useful information out of Beau and from
Fallen Comrades. I trusted Mateo because he’s a good friend. We
were both avenging Brady. I was focused on getting justice for
Brady.” Shaking her head, she creased the hem of the borrowed
t-shirt. “Mateo always said the less I knew, the less of a
liability I’d be if…”

Jake rolled his hands into fists, knuckles turning
white. “If your cover got blown. If you ended up in a bad position.
Shit.” He blew out a breath. “What the hell was he thinking,
putting you in danger? Especially with the—you know,” He flapped a
hand in her general direction.

“One, we never thought this project would be this
dangerous, or I wouldn’t have done it. Two, he knew I needed to
avenge Brady’s death. Even if Mateo had known there was danger
involved, I still would have tried for Brady.”

“I bet you would have.” He circled back to the
computer screens for a few seconds before straightening up and
pacing again.

“Brady had two solid friends who would give the
shirts off their backs for him: you and Mateo.”

“No question
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