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The scene before him looked almost apocalyptic.

As the loaded utility vehicle idled under a hot December sun, James Hollywood Wright eyed the cabin with a sense of awe. Broken windows hid behind plyboard. Gunshot pock marks littered the external walls as if someone had taken an automatic machine gun to the place with glee—which they had. His gaze tracked along a line of similar marks that arced in a rainbow across the shingled roof.

The place had taken a beating and while the bodies had been hauled away long ago, the evidence of the stoush was still pretty fresh. The adrenalin rush, the loud rat-a-tat of gun fire, the surge of survival instinct. He was built for it. Hollywood sighed, almost seeing the stand-off in virtual reality. He would’ve loved to have been part of it but his job had purely been surveillance and protection from a distance.

He’d been given his marching orders before the battle took place and when it was over, he’d been charged with making the cabin secure. Boarding up the place with Benny by his side had felt like such a letdown after the mayhem that took place. He hated clean up duty, almost as much as he hated that his team of ex-Army soldiers were starting to leave behind their former lives as bodyguards, guardians and minders. It forced him to start thinking about his future.

Short story: he didn’t want to.

Hell, he’d throw a tantrum if it kept him in the game.

But when the boss and his right-hand man had both made plans to step away, it left Hollywood high and dry. He didn’t want to be near them while they made happy families. They were too giddy for his liking and he didn’t wear the envy well. Not that he was left wanting when it came to women. It was just, seeing that level of devotion made him second guess some of the choices he’d made, the lifestyle he lived, where short affairs were best, the kind where the strings weren’t attached and hearts didn’t get involved. It protected him, and it protected the women.

Their last mission had shown him he wasn’t unstoppable, that despite being single he still had people who cared for him, who relied on him. People to whom he was responsible. That had forced him to take a breath and re-evaluate his life, something he hadn’t done in almost twenty years.

When the boss suggested he spend some time repairing the damage to the cabin, Hollywood jumped at the chance. Distance could be good. So here he was, watching the sun set and listening to his heart settle in to its usual slow, predictable rhythm. Glad for the ute loaded with building supplies and a nice array of brand-new tools for him to learn how to use, he shifted the transmission into drive and rolled forward.

The cabin belonged to the boss’s wife, and before that, to her father. Damien McCafferty had been their commander over a decade ago and while, officially he was dead, unofficially, he continued the mission to protect the innocent and bring justice to the world. Hollywood envied him, too.

Get a grip.

Braking, he shifted into park and engaged the handbrake, allowing the engine to idle and the aircon to run. He ran a hand down his face and wondered where this melancholy came from. It wasn’t his style.

Pushing open the door, hot air—heavy with the scent of eucalyptus—greeted him. The sounds of the bush filled the Hilux’s cabin. Cicadas chirped. Birds twittered. Crickets sang. The late afternoon heat made him sweat. He spied the inviting calm lake beyond the cabin. Its glassy surface reflected the deep orange of the sun heading toward the horizon. A quick dip would take care of the heat but he needed to inspect the damage and assess just how long this repair job would take him. There was a lot of work to do to restore the cabin.

Hollywood fished his phone from his pocket and checked the display. Two bars of reception blinked at him. Finding Riley’s number, he hit the onscreen dial button and waited for the call to connect.

“Finally made it, then?” Riley’s chipper greeting made Hollywood smile.

“I had a stop or two,” he explained, trying to account for the fact that a two-hour drive had taken him all day. “I needed supplies.”

Riley only laughed. A weird sound, really, when the boss had been the most serious soldier and commander Hollywood had ever known. Amazing what the love of a good woman and impending fatherhood could do. “How is the cabin looking?”

“Like a mess.” Hollywood cut the engine and stepped down from the vehicle. Rounding to the front, he leaned against the nudge bar and took in the scene again. “Those boards we nailed over the windows would have kept out most of the vermin, I suspect.”

Silence greeted him. He listened to the clicks and whirs of the bush waiting for Riley to speak again. “We should’ve gone back before now to repair the damage.”

Hollywood could practically feel the regret coming down the phone line. It echoed in his chest. Sure, he and Benny had secured the place, but it still looked a sorry sight. “Don’t worry, Boss. That’s what I’m here for.”

Riley was quiet for a moment. “It’s a big job.”

A job made bigger by Hollywood’s lack of ability with the tools, but he was loathed to agree. He didn’t want Riley to regret sending him. “I can handle it.”

And if he couldn’t, he’d find someone who could. He was sick of being the maverick of their team. “How long since you were last here?”

“I haven’t been back at all.”

Which Hollywood didn’t understand. Before the showdown when the bounty hunters came for Stevie, Riley had loved spending time at the lake house. “Don’t be hard on yourself. You’ve been busy getting married and starting a family. How’s Stevie doing?”

At eight months into her pregnancy, the approaching birth excited Riley’s wife. Her normally svelte, athletic body had become soft and round thanks to their growing child, a fact she both lauded and embraced. It was the prospect of what to do once their bundle of joy arrived that terrified her. Hollywood didn’t blame her. The idea of being responsible for a defenseless, helpless baby made him weak at the knees.

Riley chuckled. The lament was gone and the sound of deep contentment comforted. “Scared half to death but strangely enough, looking forward to giving birth.”

“Yeah, well, at least she’ll only have to deal with one.”

Riley guffawed loud enough that Hollywood had to pull the phone away from his ear. The reference to Gabe’s wife finding out she was having twins was a timely reminder that none of them knew what was around the corner. They’d all spent the last month adding a nursery onto Kate’s home in Bourke’s Ridge to accommodate the unexpected addition but no one could be happier than Gabe and Kate. As far as Gabe was concerned, two babies for the price of one pregnancy sounded perfect.

Hollywood found himself smiling. No two people deserved happiness more than his best mates, Riley and Gabe. Well, maybe Benny Goodman, the fourth member of their team. The big, docile beast was quite possibly the most genuine human being on the planet.

“How long do you think it’ll take to make the repairs?” Riley asked.

Hollywood surveyed the sight before him but if he were honest, he had no idea how to judge that. “A few weeks. It needs a shit load of new shingles, new windows, and I haven’t stepped foot inside yet.”

He took a deep breath and hoped the interior was just as shot up as the outside. When Riley sent them back, he and Benny had only boarded up the windows, locked up and left. He couldn’t remember what else needed to be done. The longer he could stay here, the more time he had to figure out what the hell he’d do with his life.

He didn’t want to join Gabe and Riley in their handyman business out in Wills Crossing. Sure, he’d done basic electrical training while he was a cadet, but after East Timor and his captor’s fascination with shock treatment, working with electricity did not appeal.

He couldn’t see himself going solo with their former line of work, either. His last job had proven his head wasn’t in it anymore. He got sloppy and nearly getting himself killed in a heated moment of stupidity.

Spending quiet time in Wills Crossing hadn’t enlightened him, either. He’d undertaken firefighter training but in such a small town, firefighting was more a part gig time than anything else. He needed something that got his heart racing and his blood flowing full time.

Like sex.

“Look, there’s probably something I should tell you,” Riley was saying, snapping Hollywood’s thoughts back to the conversation. “It really wasn’t my idea to send you to the cabin.”

“Stevie?”

Riley paused again. It was uncharacteristic. “Um. No.”

Hollywood waited for more information but none came. “Are you going to tell me or are we going to play twenty questions?”

“It was Damien’s idea. He thought the quiet might help you get your head back on straight.”

Gee, thanks.

“You obviously agreed?”

“Lazing around the homestead was never going to give you the distance you need. You seem to have no idea what you want to do next.”

He wasn’t wrong, but Hollywood wouldn’t admit that any time soon. “You both suck.”

Riley chuckled. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe not. Would you do me a favor?”

“Sure.”

“Take your time. There is no rush.”

“Will do.” His phone beeped at him to let him know the battery was running low. “I’m going off grid for a little while. I’ll call you.”

“Hollywood?”

He stilled, sensing a sound in his boss’s voice he’d never heard before. “Yes?”

“You know there’s always a place for you right here. Don’t go doing anything rash, now.”

A wry smile touched his lips. “Who, me?”

They laughed and said their farewells. After disconnecting, Hollywood powered down the device and glanced at the cabin once again. Time for a deeper inspection. Moving around the large vehicle, he shut the driver’s side door and grabbed his overnight bag from the rear tray of the utility.

Crossing the hard-packed dirt, he stepped up onto the veranda and retrieved the keys from his pocket. He unlocked the front door and swung it open, expecting the musty smell of a building shut up for over twelve months. Instead, he detected the faint smell of... was that coffee?

His senses fired as anticipation stalked across his scalp.

Standing at the threshold of the darkened room, he reached for a light switch. Finding it, he flipped it and lit the room. He scanned the interior before him. There was evidence of the gun fight outside. Bullet holes streaked across a wall, the plaster having been hit a dozen or so times. Gyprock dust was scattered over the hardwood floor at the base of the wall. A ceramic figure had taken a hit. The lower part of the creature still sat on a cabinet but its upper body had been blown to smithereens.

Except, where were the pieces?

Hollywood scanned the floor beneath the cabinet but found no ceramic shards. He studied the floor and saw what looked like the sweep of broom bristles track through fine white particles. Still in the open doorway, he blinked, not sure what to make of the sight before him.

His gaze fell on the couch, where bullet holes marred the gray material. Two scatter cushions had succumbed to the attack, holes spearing them dead center, but it was what he didn’t see that piqued his curiosity.

Back in Wills Crossing, when they’d been pinned down by a sniper’s ambush, every bullet in soft furnishing had drawn out stuffing. It fell down around them like snow. He remembered what a bitch it had been to clean up the minute specks.

His eyes searched the seat of the couch and the floor around it. No stuffing. No evidence. Maybe none had fallen. Maybe he was projecting what happened months ago in Wills Crossing to what had happened here. Either way, his gut tightened. Something was going on here that he needed to get to the bottom of.

Finally, he stepped through the doorway and shut the door. The instant quiet almost deafened him. He dropped his bag to the floor and crossed the room. Draped over the arm of the couch was a throw rug, the fold of it too neat for his liking. Hollywood picked it up and found two more holes underneath it. He checked the blanket but found it completely intact.

Odd.

There was no way for the blanket to have been folded over the bullet holes without itself succumbing to gunshot. Neither he nor Ben had come inside to make the place neat, and even if Riley or Stevie had left the folded blanket on the arm, there’d be bullet holes in it too.

He dropped the rug and glanced around him. A coffee mug sat on the small magazine table, an inch of dark brown fluid still in it. He blinked and lifted the mug. If no one had been here for over a year, the contents should be home to a nice little concoction of bacteria by now. What he found was liquid that both smelled like coffee and still held warmth.

His heart rate slowed to a crawl. The whole world around him paused.

He wasn’t alone.
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Chapter Two
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Shit.

Hyperventilating, Mia Holland peered at the cabin, half expecting the stranger to race outside and uncover her hiding place. She tried to slow her breathing. It didn’t work. Tiny blue dots swam in her vision. Who was he? Why was he here? Thoughts whirled in her spinning mind as she tried to figure out who he could be. He had keys to the place, which meant he wasn’t a total stranger, right?

Shit.

Her leg ached from the sudden escape. She rubbed at her thigh and took a slow, deep breath to calm her body. It was having none of it. Adrenaline rushed through her at the speed of light as the safety of the cabin disappeared. Just like that. In the blink of an eye, she was on the run again. Only, she had nowhere to go and everything she needed was in the cabin. Phone. Clothes. Passport. Money. The talisman. All out of reach. Worse still, she had no one to turn to this time.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

She was supposed to be safe here. Just lie low and keep out of trouble. Her godfather had said she could stay as long as it took to heal. Had he lied? Or was this newcomer unexpected?

She stared across the clearing to the front door of the cabin. Waiting for it to open. Dreading the moment the soldier came back out to look for her.

No doubt about it, he was military. Or had been. It was the way they held themselves. The way they moved. She couldn’t mistake it and they couldn’t hide it. The last thing she needed was another soldier commanding her and telling her what to do. Between her father and her brothers, she’d had enough of that. No one would ever order her around again. Which made it all the more ridiculous as to why she’d listened to her godfather in the first place.

Mia glanced to the west. Based on the sun’s position, she estimated she had an hour or so before sunset. She wasn’t averse to staying out here all night, at least until she could get back into the cabin to retrieve her belongings, but already her leg had begun to stiffen up. The ache in her thigh had become a dull throb. Without pain killers, she might soon be desperate enough to take on the soldier inside the cabin. The temperature wouldn’t drop too low, but since getting hurt, she felt every degree of change. Her wounds had given her a special power she’d gladly return.

She needed to lure him out of the cabin. How? Setting fire to something would work, but then, she couldn’t run the risk of starting a bushfire. With the forest around them drying out in the early summer heat, a small blaze would turn into a raging inferno in no time. No. Not a good plan. She eyed the ute. Had he locked it? She could release the handbrake and send it for a small trip. If she crashed it, he wouldn’t be able to chase her, but then, he’d also be stuck here.

Sighing, Mia hesitated. She just wanted her things and then she’d go. She didn’t want to cause trouble. Only rest. And get better.

Her focus turned to her thigh. The bandage poked out from under her shorts, reminding her she was nothing more than human. Unwittingly she remembered the slice of the arrow as it passed through her flesh. Her muscles burned at the memory. She gritted her teeth against the pain and squeezed her eyes shut.

It wasn’t supposed to go like this. Hell, a week ago, buried deep in the South American jungles, she followed the clues to the talisman. Even as she neared thirty, the lure of treasures of old still held her imagination. Stories of lost civilizations had called to her since childhood. It was why she’d pursued a life in history and archaeology, much to the pleasure of her father. He’d warned her not to follow his footsteps into the military, and after the events of her youth, Mia hadn’t wanted too, either.

Of course, he never suspected her studies would take her around the world, to digs of historical importance, and some of questionable origin. He’d been vocal in his protest of her venturing into countries where civil wars raged, where women were sometimes not treated equal. Mia wouldn’t have it any other way. She was born for adventure, except when betrayal and deception were involved. She laid her hand on her leg, fighting off the memory of having to remove the long-headed arrow herself. Her body trembled, despite the evening heat enveloping her.

The sound of the cabin door opening and closing opened her eyes. Watching his strong, lean body stalk to the vehicle, she saw him climb in behind the wheel, turn the ute around and gun the engine.

Above her, a flock of birds alighted from the trees at the roar of his leaded foot, taking to the sky in a cacophony of squawks and screeches. He headed for the road, paused at the driveway, turned right and disappeared behind trees.

She strained to listen, some of the fear gripping her chest loosening as she heard the engine fade into the distance. Gradually, her heart rate eased. The sound of blood rushing through her ears finally quieted. Still, Mia didn’t move a muscle.

She should wait until the cover of dark to fetch her things but it occurred to her, he might come back. He was gone now, but for how long? Taking a long, slow breath, she counted to five to settle the growing anxiety in her head. She’d survived entire tribes of villagers unhappy with her snooping. One man—military or not—didn’t scare her.

Besides, she had permission to be here.

Mia stayed put. If anything, she shifted to nestle further into the foliage of the undergrowth. Thankful for the warm evening, she rested back against the trunk of a large eucalypt tree and settled in for what she expected to be a long wait.

As the sky darkened and the temperature eased, she found her eyelids grow heavy. She didn’t think she needed more sleep, but when the laugh of a kookaburra woke her, Mia realized she’d slept through the night. Morning light illuminated the cabin from the east, the day’s warmth already evident even at this early hour. Mia checked her watch.

6:00am.

Turning her head, she looked for the Toyota but didn’t see it. The sound of the engine hadn’t disturbed her sleep. It seemed he hadn’t been back at all. She’d worried for nothing. Stupid. Ready to return to the cabin, she checked the bandages on her thigh. Laying a hand over the muscle, she felt tremendous heat and shook her head.

Something was wrong. It’d been a week. She should be healing, not going backwards. Deciding to check the wounds once inside the cabin, she moved to stand. Pain shot through her leg, forcing her back to her ass. Biting her lip so as not to cry out, Mia took a breath. Second time lucky?

She tried again and managed to find her feet. Her body swayed a little but she stayed upright. Gingerly she put weight on her left leg, testing out its strength. Though the pain reached eight out of ten, her leg didn’t give way. Thankful, she eyed the cabin. It wasn’t that far and she was fit. Besides, the motivation of the soldier’s possible return meant she wasn’t about to hang around for long.

It’s now or never.
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Chapter Three
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From his vantage point, Hollywood watched the redhead wake from her slumber. Lucky for her, it had stayed warm overnight. Dressed in shorts and a T-shirt, she would’ve succumbed to hypothermia if it weren’t for the unusual heat wave. Lucky for him, too, that the night had stayed so warm. Tucked away in a tall tree, he observed her from shadows up high and hoped she didn’t turn her gaze skyward.

A hundred questions filled his mind. Top of the list was whether Riley knew of her presence. He wouldn’t put it past his boss to send him on a mission without informing him of the objective. Part of him doubted the boss knew. The rest of him wondered. Of course, the fact she wanted to hide from Hollywood suggested she was here on the sly. It made him eager to find out why.

She moved gingerly, getting to her feet slowly. Looking unstable, she tested her weight on her left leg. The grimace on her pale face didn’t look promising. He spied a white bandage beneath the hem of her shorts, his mind tossing up more questions with every little detail he gathered.

Extracting herself from the undergrowth, she limped across the open expanse where the Toyota had been parked and made her way up the steps of the veranda. Glancing around, she wore an indecisive expression before disappearing into the cabin.

Hollywood stretched, his own body stiff from his stint as a night owl. He made his way down the tree, edged around the clearing and crept up to the cabin. Using one of the few windows to survive the gun fight, he peeked over the sill and into the living room. The room stood empty. Though not a patient man, he waited.

Before long she returned, a backpack slung over a shoulder, a coffee mug in hand. Still she moved with a limp, though it was less noticeable now. Debating his next move, Hollywood watched her.

Tall and curvy, she wore a riot of curly hair down the middle of her back in a shade of red that punched him deep in the gut. If that color was natural, he couldn’t help but wonder if she’d been teased at school. Bright red, the curls cascaded down her showy figure all the way to her behind—a very nice behind if Hollywood ever saw.

Her face looked like it belonged to a china doll. High cheek bones, a defined jawline, a slender button nose...beautiful by any definition of the word, but those eyes. He squeezed his shut and opened them again, making sure he wasn’t dreaming. Her emerald irises sparkled, their color so deep he feared he could drown in them.

And they stared right at him.

In a flash she made a beeline for the back of the cabin. Momentarily stunned, Hollywood took off after her, running along the veranda that wound around the entire cabin. He reached the rear security door as it swung toward him, almost knocking him out. As he dodged the steel door his body collided with hers, sending her flying down the back steps and into the undergrowth.

She hit the ground so hard he heard the air rush from her lungs when her body bounced on the dry dirt. She rolled before coming to a stop against the trunk of a tree. Instantly she grabbed at her thigh and groaned.

Hollywood barely kept his footing, her solid body knocking him off balance. Used to women throwing themselves at him, this was beyond anything he’d ever experienced. In control again, he leapt down off the veranda and knelt beside her.

“No.” She ordered, those eyes flaring at him. “Back off.”

Catching his breath, he held up his hands but stayed within reach. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to knock you over.”

“Whoever you are, you’re trespassing.”

He laughed. Couldn’t help it. “Ah, no. Quite the opposite and I think you’ll find, you’re the one trespassing, honey.”

Fiery green eyes shot him a warning. “Don’t call me honey.”

Okay. “What do I call you, then?”

She shook her head and tried to sit up. Her face paled. “Gone,” she wheezed, her hands grabbing at her thigh.

Hollywood pushed her hands aside as he lifted the leg of her shorts. Blood soaked the bandage. “That looks nasty.”

She shoved at his hands but her weakened state stole her strength. Hollywood sat back on his heels and rested his hands on his hips as he stared at her.

“Back off,” she snapped.

“Seems we have a stalemate.” He shrugged. The graying of her skin told him it wouldn’t be long before she passed out. He could wait. “Who are you?”

She bit her lip and sagged to the ground again. Her shallow breathing worried him and he guessed her heart had to be racing. With the adrenaline of the short chase wearing off, she really had no fight left in her. But stubborn? Yeah.

He grinned.

She rolled her eyes.

“Fine. Have it your way. Why don’t you let me clean up your leg?”

“No.”

“No?”

“No.”

“Okay.” Rocking back, he lifted to his feet. If she wanted to be stubborn, who was he to stop her? “I guess you’ll be on your way then. I think your backpack landed in the bushes over there.” He waved a hand in the general direction. “Have a good day.”

He turned, intent on going into the cabin when he heard rustling. Glancing back over his shoulder, he saw she’d pulled herself into a sitting position and glared at him.

“I’m not going anywhere. You can’t make me leave.”

He laughed, really liking her spunk. “Is that so?”

A single nod of her head seemed to make her dizzy. “He said I could stay as long as I needed.”

He? “Who? Exactly.”

Her lips pulled together in a tight line and it was then he noticed they lacked any color at all. How the hell was she still conscious?

“Not saying?” He shrugged. “This is getting us nowhere and you’re still bleeding.” He looked at her leg pointedly. “Quite badly too. Would you just let me help you, already?”

“I’m fine. I can do it myself.”

That stubborn streak would land her in trouble. If it hadn’t already.

He shrugged again, nodded and waved a hand. “Okay. See ya.”

Much as it pained him to do it, Hollywood turned away from the beauty and skipped up the steps to the veranda. He heard movement but ignored her this time. When he reached the door, he heard her swear and then heard a solid thump. Turning, he saw her body lying in the underbrush.

Finally, she’d passed out.

Glad she couldn’t hinder him any further, he returned to her, scooped her up and took her into the cabin. Laying her on the couch, he removed her heavy boots and draped the throw rug over her chilled body.

He set the back of his hand over her forehead. Pale, sweaty and sporting a temperature to boot. Just as he thought. Fever. She was a right mess. He straightened and stared down at her pretty face. Who the hell was she and why was she hiding here?
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Chapter Four
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Mia woke to the sound of a kettle whistling. A large body moved away and the high-pitched whine stopped a moment later. Opening her eyes, she was greeted by darkness save for a single candle burning on the coffee table nearby. She licked her dry lips.

“Welcome back.”

Ugh. He was still here. She wanted to tell him to take a hike but when he returned to her side and handed her a glass of water, she took it without a word.

“How are you feeling?”

Like shit. Her entire body ached. Her ribs hurt almost as much as her thigh. She had him to thank for that.

“Still not talking, I see.”

And she’d like to keep it that way. The less he knew, the better. Lifting her head to drink, her neck screamed in protest but the cold water on her lips put paid to the dryness in her mouth. She swallowed the liquid, thankful for its cool temperature. Her head felt hotter than hell.

“Your leg is infected. How did you get injured?”

Infected? Shit. How could it be? She thought she’d done everything needed to prevent that. Apparently not. Handing him back the glass, she rested against the pillow behind her and tried to slow her racing mind. Where was her backpack? Had he gone through it? Did he know who she was?

“I need to take you to a doctor.”

“No.”

“No?”

She gave a single nod and suddenly wished she hadn’t as the room around her tilted to the left. “No.”

“Not again.” He looked at her like she was a five-year-old. “This is ridiculous. You’re hurt. If you want to get better, you need to let a doc take a look.”

Mia didn’t like the idea but if it was infected, she needed real treatment. “I just need some antiseptic.”

He shrugged, those big shoulders lifting and falling with ease. His athletic frame looked in great shape. The tousled blond hair went a long way to win her over and those super star good looks probably charmed all the girls. His blue eyes implored her to trust him but she had no intention of letting him in. If he wanted to help her get better so she could be on her way, then so be it but they weren’t about to become friends.

“I’ll go into town tomorrow and get some medication. Just don’t blame me if you lose your leg.”

Mia startled. Lose her leg. Surely, he was joking? The solemn expression on his handsome face told her he was dead serious. Maybe she wouldn’t take off in the early hours of the morning.

“Okay.”

He smiled then. The great big boofhead grinned at her and her heart melted, just a little. It was still too much. “Great. Are you hungry?”

Her stomach rolled at the thought. Mia shook her head. “But thanks.”

He reached toward her. “My name’s Hollywood.”

Mia glanced at his large hand and thought about ignoring the gesture. Given that he’d taken care of her despite all the trouble she caused, she couldn’t bring herself to be so rude. Slipping her hand in his, she relished his warmth as he gripped her and shook.

“Hollywood.” She repeated the name. Was it a nickname?

“Hollywood by name, Hollywood by nature.” His voice had dropped to a whisper as he stared at their union.

Mia stopped short of introducing herself and withdrew her hand.

He left her and went to the kitchen. Without him so near, she relaxed enough to sleep some more. When she woke again, the eerie quiet told her it was very late. The candle still burned, its muted light enough for her to make out the furniture. Lifting, she glanced around the room to find him reclined in one of the armchairs. A blanket covered most of his body.

“You’re awake,” he said, not moving. “Go back to sleep. You need your rest.”

She blinked, her tired eyelids moving slowly. He laid with his eyes closed. How did he know she was awake?

“I don’t mean to be an inconvenience,” she started, “but I need to use the bathroom.”

He moved, lifting his long body to a sitting position. He rubbed his eyes and yawned. Without another word, he removed the blanket and stood. She pushed the covers off and sat up. Her thigh began to throb as she stood. He stepped closer, the difference in their height minimal. He lifted her arm over his shoulders and wrapped his around her waist.

Despite her fever, a chill shivered through her. His warmth comforted her. So close to him, she could smell his manliness. Her face was close to his and when he smiled, her body betrayed her by sagging against him. He half carried her to the rest room and closed the door to give her some privacy.

Finished, Mia stood in front of the mirror, lifted her shirt and examined her ribs in the reflection. A bruise had begun to form. A few scratches abraded her skin. Hm, more signs that she shouldn’t be here. Letting her top fall back down, she washed her hands and limped to the door. He was there when she opened it.

“You okay?”

No. “I’m fine.”

“Feel up to talking?”

Definitely not. “I just want some more sleep.”

His lips pressed together for a second before he gave a nod. “Come on then.” He took her arm again, draping it over his shoulders as he held her body against his. His strong form moving against hers reminded her that the last man she’d been with had stolen her map and convinced a tribe of Brazilian villagers she was a thief. Thanks to his lies, she was chased by warriors, shot with an arrow, and barely made it out alive. Ignoring Hollywood became impossible when all she could compare him to was a traitorous coward.

Back on the couch, he covered her with the blanket again, tucking it around her gently. His face appeared above hers. “At some point, you’re going to tell me something. Maybe your name. Maybe the name of the person who said you could stay here. Maybe how you got hurt.” He winked. “At some point, sweetheart, you’re going to trust me.”

Ugh.

Too cute for his own good. She closed her eyes against his curious stare and drifted back to sleep. By the time she woke again, sunlight poked around the edges of the boards covering the windows. The small amount of light filled the room—and Mia—with warmth. Her trembling, fevered muscles hurt too much to move, but she found the armchair empty. The blanket he’d used was folded neatly on the armrest. She listened though heard no movement inside the cabin.

A footfall on the veranda outside made her sit up. Pain roared through her like a freight train, and just as loud. The rush through her ears deafened her and she grew lightheaded. Laying back down, Mia prayed for this nightmare to be over. She needed to be on her way, back to her mission of finding the missing half of the talisman. The last thing she could afford was to be out of the game courtesy of a fever.

The door opened and Hollywood entered the cabin. Seeing her awake, he held up a paper bag. “Found a chemist, although you really need to see a proper doc.”

She rubbed her eyes and wondered what was in the bag.

“Are you hungry, yet?” He looked hopeful.

Mia shook her head. “Forget food. Make the pain go away.”

Closing the door, he crossed the room and knelt beside her. He flattened the back of his hand over her forehead and frowned. “You need to take this medication with food. Would you at least try some toast?”

“Okay. And coffee.”

He smiled and his sparkling blue eyes chased away the coldness in her chest. “That a girl.”

Mia watched him disappear into the kitchen, before wriggling into a sitting position. She did her best to ignore the pain shooting through her leg to her hip and keep the blanket tucked around her. Though the chills hadn’t left her entirely, she didn’t feel as cold as she had last night. That was a good sign, right?

It wasn’t long before he returned with a steaming mug and a plate of food. She eyed the scrambled eggs warily. “I agreed to toast.”

“You need protein,” he said, as if that explained everything. “Here.” He held out two pills and a glass of water.

“Should I ask what these are?”

As she reached for the pills, he curled his fingers over them and pulled back a little. “If you don’t want them...”

Mia’s mouth fell open but she snapped it shut when he grinned. He was a cheeky one. She’d have to watch that. “Sorry,” she offered.

“I told you. Sooner rather than later, you’re going to trust me. I’m one of the good guys. I promise.”

Taking the pills from his now open hand, she got the distinct feeling he never had to work this hard to get anyone to like him. Did women just fall at his feet? He’d be sorely disappointed with her. She wasn’t about to turn into a lovesick fool for anyone—not ever again. Even if he had the looks of a movie star and a bedside manner to rival the best.

She swallowed the pills and washed them down with a mouthful of water. Nausea swept through her as they hit her empty stomach, making her pick up the fork and dig in to the scrambled eggs and toast.

With a few bites in her, her belly settled and her taste buds reminded her she’d barely eaten in twenty-four hours. Hunger bloomed and she took the plate from him to devour the rest. Demolishing the delicious meal, she barely noticed the way he watched her.

He observed her intensely and when she looked up to meet his powerful stare, Mia became acutely aware of how close he sat. Perched on the couch by her knees, he was far too near for her liking. He lifted a hand to feel her forehead again and she swatted him away.

“I’m fine.”

He nodded. “So you said last time.” He winked. “Right before you passed out.”

“Honestly. I feel better. Thank you.”

“How’s the leg?”

Mia shrugged. “So-so, but thank you for cleaning it up and re-bandaging it.”

“It’s impressive, as far as wounds go. It’s going to need time to heal. I’m amazed you were able to bear any weight on it.”

So was she. “Women are tougher than you think.”

His eyes widened in surprise. “Hang on. I wasn’t saying anything about women. I know some tough ladies.”

If he was military, she didn’t doubt it for a second. “Just so you know.”

He laughed, the deep sound hitting her in the gut. “Fine.” He glanced around the room. “I take it you tidied up the place, then?”

Not exactly. But how did she tell him about the man who brought her here and told her to recover in secret when he was supposed to be dead? The jolt of reality reminded her that she sometimes lived a dangerous life and this man, Hollywood, didn’t deserve to be sucked in or have his life placed in peril. Not wanting to lie, she didn’t answer.

He sighed. “I thought we were passed you giving me the silent treatment?”

“It’s complicated.”

At that he laughed, loud and full. He shook his head, picked up the empty plate and laughed all the way into the kitchen.
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Chapter Five
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Complicated? Ha! If only she knew.

Hollywood set the dishes in the sink, put in the plug and ran the hot water. A dash of dishwashing liquid made it a soapy, sudsy mess. Cleaning the plate and cutlery, he shook his head at the redhead. He understood complicated like the back of his hand and the answer to who tidied up the cabin was anything but.

She was an infuriating puzzle but he was willing to see how long she’d keep trying to hide from him. At the very least, it was entertaining. He’d call Riley later in the morning. In the meantime, he’d keep an eye on his unwilling patient and get a start on the renovations. Beginning with those windows. The cabin was too dark.

With the dishes washed, he returned to the living room to find her curled under the blanket again, her eyes closed, her breathing slow and steady. He crossed to her and placed two fingers against her wrist, hoping she didn’t freak out at the contact.

She didn’t even flinch, for which he was grateful. Although her skin was still warm and clammy, her pulse was strong. He took a moment to count the beats. Satisfied it wasn’t too slow or too fast, he placed her hand back under the blanket.

Maybe when her fever broke, so too would her attitude?

He smiled wryly, hoping that wasn’t the case. Despite the frustrating lack of cooperation, she had
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