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      For Dianne Fetzer, my beloved sister,
whom I greatly admire and respect.

      
      You are an amazing woman.

      
      You’ve always known what you wanted
and gone after it courageously.

      
      If anyone deserves a love story, it’s you.
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      “YOU want to tell me how the hell we got into this mess?” Jackson Deveau demanded as he whipped his arm around Jonas Harrington’s
         waist and half dragged him toward the flimsy cover of an industrial garbage container. “We have a nice comfy job on the Mendocino
         coast and you decide you’re bored out of your mind, which is pure bullshit by the way. You’d think getting shot once was enough
         for you.”
      

      
      If he could have answered, Jonas would have sworn at Jackson, but he only managed a glare as he forced his feet to keep moving.
         The pain was relentless, stabbing white-hot like a branding iron. He could feel the breath rattling in his lungs, bile rising
         and reality fading in and out. He had to stay on his feet. He sure as hell wasn’t going to let Jackson haul him out on his
         back—he’d never hear the end of it. Jackson was right. They’d made new lives, lived good, found a home. What the hell had
         he been thinking?
      

      
      Why wasn’t it ever enough for him? Why did he have to keep going back, over and over, dragging Jackson and other men down
         into the muck and garbage of the world? He was no noble crusader, yet time and again he found himself with a gun in his hand,
         going after the bad guys. He was weary to death of his need to save the world. He didn’t save anyone, he only got good men killed.
      

      
      The alley was dark, the shadow of the surrounding buildings rising above the small lane, turning the edges black. They kept
         the garbage container between them and the street, where it seemed everyone with a gun and a knife was hunting them. Jackson
         propped him up against a wall that smelled of times Jonas didn’t want to remember, where blood, death and urine all mixed
         together into one potent brew.
      

      
      Jackson checked their ammo situation. “Can you focus enough to shoot, Jonas?”

      
      That was Jackson, all business. He wanted the hell out of there and was going to make it happen. The men hunting them had
         no way of knowing they had a tiger by the tail. When Jackson used that particular tone of voice, men died, pure and simple.
      

      
      They had to get past the entrance of the alley and it was blocked by the Russian mobsters. It had been a recon mission. Nothing
         more. They weren’t supposed to be seen—damn it— they hadn’t been seen—but it had all gone to hell fast, turning into a bloodbath.
      

      
      They’d come to film what was supposed to be a few low-level Tarasov soldiers meeting with a couple of Nikitin’s soldiers on
         the docks in San Francisco. An undercover agent had informed Gray and he wanted to know why the two rival families would be
         meeting. Jonas’s first twinge of alarm came when he recognized the Gadiyan brothers among the participants. There was nothing
         low-level about them. Brothers-in-law to Boris and Petr Tarasov, they were definitely the upper echelon in the murderous crime
         family, enforcers reputed to be so bloody and violent that even men in the Tarasov family avoided them. And when Boris stepped
         out of the shadows with his brother, Petr, his nephew, Karl, close behind to ensure his safety, Jonas knew something big was
         going down. Karl was reputed to be far, far worse than the Gadiyan brothers.
      

      
      Jonas and Jackson had looked at each other with their guts churning and hearts pounding because they were right in the middle
         of a hornet’s nest with no way out. The group of Russian mobsters stood for a moment, all laughing together, and then Karl had grabbed one of the men they were conversing with and
         shoved him to his knees in front of his uncle. It looked to Jonas that all of the men were Tarasov soldiers. He couldn’t identify
         the man Karl had singled out. His face was in the shadows and it all happened too fast. Petr calmly pulled out a gun and shot
         him in the head without a single word. The violence had been swift and ugly, with no warning at all.
      

      
      Jonas and Jackson had gotten the murder on tape and were looking for a way out when another man walked onto the dock. He obviously
         was aware of the camera, his face hidden, a long bulky coat covering his body. Keeping his face averted, he talked briefly
         with the Tarasovs and then everything went to hell fast. Karl Tarasov had reacted instantly, sprinting toward the road, finding
         their car and driver and executing him without preamble. Bullets were flying as the Russians spread out and began to hunt
         Jonas and Jackson. Jonas took two hits, neither should have been serious, but he was losing enough blood to make the wounds
         fatal if he didn’t get help fast. Jackson had two knife streaks across his belly and chest, injuries suffered as they fought
         their way off the docks into the alley. The mobsters wanted the film back.
      

      
      No way were they getting it.

      
      Jackson slapped a full clip into Jonas’s gun and shoved the gun into his hand. “You’re good to go.” He slammed home a full
         magazine and shifted his weight onto the balls of his feet. “I’m going up top for a few, Jonas. You put another pressure ban
         dage on the wound in your side, and no matter what, stay on your feet. I’m going to shake things up a bit in a few minutes
         and you’ve got to be ready to run.”
      

      
      Jonas nodded. Sweat dripped off his face and beaded on his body. Yeah. He was ready to run—and fall flat on his face—but he’d
         keep his feet and the gun and back Jackson in whatever crazy scheme he had. Because, in the end, he could always count on
         Jackson.
      

      
      Jackson melted into the night soundlessly, the way he always did. He had come home with Jonas when they’d both been sick to
         death of living in the shadows—when Jonas just flat out missed the hell out of his adopted family. They’d joined the sheriff ’s department and lived a cushy life until Jonas
         had gotten himself shot on the job and became restless and edgy recuperating. His old boss, Duncan Gray, from a special ops
         team buried deep in the defense department, had come asking. Jackson would have given him a hard look and they would have
         stayed safe. But no, Duncan had known to come to Jonas, because Jonas fell for the “we need you” line every damn time.
      

      
      It was a hell of a thing he’d done, pulling Jackson into this mess. And it wasn’t the way he’d planned to die, a soft recon
         on Nikitin’s rival mob to see who was coming and going and why. Nothing special, but here they were, shot to hell, and blood
         leaking out all over the place. Jonas opened the pressure ban dage packet with his teeth and spit out the wrapper, slapping
         it in place before he could think too much about it.
      

      
      Fire ripped through him, stabbing so deep his body shuddered in reaction. He had to hold himself up by gripping the garbage
         retainer hard—and wasn’t that sanitary? Damn, he was in real trouble this time. He stood swaying, the only thing steady was
         his gun hand.
      

      
      Reaching into his shirt pocket, he pulled out a photograph, the single one he carried, the one that mattered. He should have
         destroyed it. He could see his own face, the terrible raw truth caught on film. He was staring down at a woman and the love
         on his face, the stark hunger, was so evident it was a betrayal, there for everyone—even him—to see. His finger glided over
         the glossy paper, leaving a smear of blood. Hannah Drake. Supermodel. A woman with extraordinary, magical gifts. A woman so
         far out of reach he might as well try to pull the moon from the sky.
      

      
      He heard footsteps and the whisper of clothing sliding against the wall. Ramming the photograph back in the pocket of his
         shirt, close to his heart, he shook his head to clear it. More sweat dripped into his eyes and he wiped it away. The hard-asses
         were coming in first, staying to the shadows but definitely advancing. The sweat stung his eyes, and blood ran steadily from his side down his leg, mingling with the rain that had begun to come down in a relentless pour. He steadied
         the gun and waited.
      

      
      At the end of the alley, a man dropped and the first shot rang out almost simultaneously. Jackson was hell on wheels at that
         distance. Lying up on top of the roof, he could just pick them off if they were stupid enough to keep coming—and they were.
         Jonas took his time, waiting for a muzzle flash as one of them gave his position away by firing up at Jackson. Jonas squeezed
         and the count was two for them, but the entrance to the alley still looked a long way away when the stabbing fire was spreading
         through his body and his blood was leaking all over the ground.
      

      
      Don’t be such a pansy ass. You’re not going to die in this dirty alley cut down by a few low-life rats. He spoke sternly to himself, hoping the pep talk would keep him from doing a face plant in the muck. The trouble was, these
         weren’t just low-life rats, they were the real deal, trained in tactics just as he and Jackson had been, and they were going
         for the rooftop, too. He heard sounds in the building behind him—the building that should have been a ware house empty of
         people.
      

      
      The murder caught on that videotape tonight was worth a lot of lives. Jackson fired again and another body dropped. Jonas
         waited for the flash of return fire, but not a single bullet was fired. He groaned softly as realization hit him. They knew
         his position exactly. He should have moved the moment he’d fired. He was even further gone than he’d thought. He swallowed hard and stayed low,
         trying to be a part of the retainer, knowing he had to get out of there, but afraid his legs wouldn’t hold. A wave of dizziness
         hit him hard, nearly putting him on the ground. He hung on grimly, breathing deeply, desperate to stay on his feet. Once he
         went down, he’d never be able to get back up.
      

      
      Jackson came out of the shadows, blood dripping from his chest and arm, his face grim, eyes savage. He touched his knife and
         drew a line across his throat, indicating another kill—and that kill had come between Jackson and Jonas, which meant they were surrounded. He held up four fingers and directed Jonas’s attention to two positions close and two behind them. He
         pointed up.
      

      
      Jonas felt his heart skip a beat. No friggin’ way was he going to climb a fire escape ladder three stories up. He doubted
         if he could have run the gauntlet, straight down the alley, but it looked a hell of a lot easier—and shorter—than three stories
         up. He took a breath, ignored the protest as a thousand dull knives sawed into his insides, and nodded his assent. It was
         their only chance to get away clean.
      

      
      Jonas took a step away from the receptacle, following behind Jackson. One step and his body went ballistic on him, the pain
         crushing, robbing him of all ability to breathe. Shit. He was going to die in this damn alley, and worse, he was going to
         take Jackson with him—because Jackson would never leave him.
      

      
      Enemies were closing in from every direction and there was just no way he could climb that ladder. They needed a miracle and
         they needed it fast. There was only one miracle that he could count on, and he knew she was waiting for his call. She always
         knew when he was in trouble. Jonas spent a lifetime protecting her, wanting her so badly he woke up night after night, sweating,
         her name echoing through his bedroom, his body hard and tight and so damned uncomfortable he sometimes wasn’t sure he’d live
         through the night. But he refused to give in and claim her when he couldn’t stop himself from taking jobs like the one he
         was on—because he was damned if he’d get her killed.
      

      
      Still, he had no choice. She was his ace in the hole and he had no other option but to use her, if he wanted to survive. He
         reached out into the night and connected with a feminine mind. He knew her. He’d always known her. He could picture her in
         his mind standing on the captain’s walk overlooking the sea, her platinum and gold spiral curls cascading down her long back
         all the way to her luscious butt, her face serious, gaze on the sea—waiting.
      

      
      Hannah Drake. If he inhaled, he could breathe her in. She would know he was in trouble. She always knew. And God help him, maybe that was what this was all about. Maybe he had wanted her attention—needed her attention—and this was the
         only way left to him. Could he be so fucking desperate that he would risk not only his life, but Jackson’s as well? He didn’t
         know what he was doing anymore.
      

      
      Hannah. He knew he touched her mind, that she touched his. That she had known the moment the trouble had started and she had been
         waiting, steady as a rock, in her own way as reliable as Jackson. She waited only for a direction before striking. Now that
         she had one, all hell was really going to break loose. Hannah Drake, one of seven daughters born to the seventh daughter in
         a line of extraordinary women. Hannah Drake. Born to be his. Every harsh breath he drew into his lungs, every promise to stay
         on his feet, to stay alive, he gave for Hannah.
      

      
      Jackson pointed back toward the building and Jonas swore under his breath. He took a tentative step back toward the shadows,
         bent over, stomach heaving, tossing up every scrap of anything he’d had to eat or drink in the last few hours. The terrible
         wrenching sent another wave of dizziness sweeping over him and jackhammers did a macabre tap dance, ripping through his skull.
         Sweat dripped and blood ran and reality retreated just a little more.
      

      
      Jackson got an arm under his shoulder. “You need me to haul you out?”

      
      They’d need Jackson’s gun if they were going to make it. Jonas had to find a way to dig deep and stay on his feet, crossing
         the distance and climbing for freedom with two bullets in him, and a still-fresh wound from an earlier gunshot. He shook his
         head and took another step, leaning heavily on Jackson.
      

      
      Hannah, baby. It’s now or never. He sent the silent prayer into the night, because if there was ever a moment that he truly needed her unusual skills, it
         was now.
      

      
      The wind answered, rising fast and furious. It blew down the alley with the force of a hurricane, howling and ripping strips
         of wood off the buildings. Debris swirled, rose into the air and flew in all directions. Cardboard and other trash hurtled
         through the air, slamming into anything in its path as the wind made its way to the back of the alley, where it curved and began to race in a horrifying circle around and around, faster
         and faster, building more speed and ferocity. The wind never touched either Jackson or Jonas; rather, it moved around them,
         creating a cocoon, building a shield where dirt and debris churned to form a barrier between them and the world.
      

      
      Be safe. Two little words, wrapped up in silks and satin and soft colors.
      

      
      “We’ve got to move,” Jackson said.

      
      Jonas forced his feet to keep shuffling, every step wrenching at his insides, the pain grinding through his body until he
         could only clench his teeth and try to breathe it away. His efforts didn’t work. Hannah. Baby. I don’t think I’m going to make it home to you.

      
      The wind rose to a shriek of protest, throwing everything in its path into the air. Arms and legs tangled as men went down
         or slammed into the sides of the buildings along with the debris. Jonas could hear screams and grunts of pain as their enemies,
         caught out in the unnatural tornado, were tossed about in the fury of the wind.
      

      
      Jonas stumbled, managed to catch himself, but pain and the waves of dizziness and nausea were his enemies now. His stomach
         heaved and the ground tilted. Blackness edged his vision. He stumbled again, and this time, he was certain he would go down,
         his legs turning to rubber. But before he could fall, he felt the pressure of the wind nearly lifting him, supporting him,
         wrapping him up in safe arms.
      

      
      He let the wind take his weight and carry him to the ladder. Jackson stepped back to allow Jonas to go up first, all the while
         watching the alley and surrounding buildings, squinting against the force of the wind.
      

      
      Jonas reached up toward the last rung of the ladder and white-hot pain burst through him, driving him to his knees. At once
         the wind caressed his face, a soft fanning, as if a small hand touched him with gentle fingers. All around him raged a virtual
         tornado, yet tendrils broke off from the spinning mass and seemed to lift him up in strong arms.
      

      
      He let Jackson help him to his feet, buoyed by the wind, and he tried again, working with Hannah’s windstorm, allowing the strong updrafts to aid him as he bent his knees and leapt
         to close the gap between him and the lowest rung. The metal struck the palms of his hands and he closed his fingers in a tight
         grip. The wind pushed and he reached for the next rung before his body could absorb the shock of taking his weight.
      

      
      Somewhere far off, he heard someone’s hoarse cry of agony. His throat seemed ripped raw and his side on fire, but he let the
         wind push and push until he was moving up the ladder to the roof. He crawled out onto the roof, praying he wouldn’t have to
         get up again, knowing he had no choice.
      

      
      Jackson dropped a hand on his shoulder as Jonas knelt on the roof, fighting for air. “You got another run in you?”

      
      His ears were ringing so loudly, Jonas almost missed the thin whisper. Hell no. Did it look like it? He nodded and set his
         jaw, struggling back to his feet. The rain was relentless, pouring down on them, driven sideways by the wind, but still they
         seemed wrapped in a cocoon of protection.
      

      
      Below, they heard shouts as a few of the braver men tried to follow them up the ladder. The wind built in strength, slamming
         into the building so hard more windows shattered and the fire escape rattled ominously. The ladder rocked with such force,
         the screws and bolts began to shake loose and drop toward the street below. The wind caught the small metal pieces and sent
         them hurtling like lethal missiles at the men attempting to scurry up the rungs.
      

      
      Men screamed and let go of the ladder, jumping to the ground in an attempt to get away from the blast of bolts rocketing toward
         them. A few of the bolts drove deep into the wall and others into flesh and bone. The screams grew frantic.
      

      
      “Damn, Hannah’s royally pissed,” Jackson said. “I’ve never seen anything like this.” He got his arm around Jonas and half
         lifted him to his feet.
      

      
      Jonas had to agree. The wind was Hannah’s favorite medium to work with and she could control it. And man, was she controlling
         it. He didn’t want to think about how much of that anger might be directed toward him. He’d promised the Drake sisters he wouldn’t do this kind of work anymore. They’d know he’d dragged Jackson right along with him, and telling
         them Jackson had insisted on coming along wouldn’t do anything at all to get him off the hook.
      

      
      He concentrated on his breathing, on counting steps, on anything but the pain as Jackson dragged him across the roof to the
         edge. Jonas knew what was coming. He was going to have to jump and land on the other rooftop, where they could climb down
         to the street and safety. Hannah would hold the Russian mobsters as long as she could, but only Sarah was in the country to
         aid her and Hannah’s strength would eventually give out. She’d be all alone up on the captain’s walk in the cold. He hated
         that—hated that he’d done that to her.
      

      
      “Can you make it, Jonas?” Jackson asked, his voice harsh and clipped.

      
      Jonas pictured Hannah standing on the captain’s walk overlooking the sea. Tall. Beautiful. Her large blue eyes fierce as she
         concentrated, hands in the air, directing the wind as she chanted.
      

      
      If he couldn’t make it, he wouldn’t get back to Hannah, and he hadn’t once told her he loved her. Not once. Not even when
         she sat by his hospital bed giving up her strength for him to recover had he actually said the words. He’d thought them, dreamt
         of saying them, once he’d even started to, but he didn’t want to chance losing her so he’d remained silent.
      

      
      He protected people—it was what he did, who he was. Above all, he protected Hannah—even from himself. His emotions were always
         intense—his berserker rages—his need of her—the stark desire he felt when he thought of her. He had learned to shield his
         emotions from her almost from the time he was a boy, when he’d realized she was an empath and it hurt her to read people all
         the time. He’d been hiding his feelings for so long it was second nature to him, and no matter what the opportunity, he always
         fell back on the old excuse that his job would put her in danger.
      

      
      It seemed pretty stupid now—especially when he called on her for help. He pulled his hand away from his side and looked at the thick blood covering his palm. Not bothering to answer Jackson, Jonas took a breath and leapt, the wind behind
         him, pushing hard so that his body was flung onto the other roof. He couldn’t keep his feet or even begin to land gracefully.
         He went down hard, face first, the air driven from his lungs and pain burning through his body like a hot brand.
      

      
      The dark closed in, fighting for supremacy, trying to drag him under. He wanted it—the peace of oblivion—but the wind whipping
         around him carried a feminine voice, soft, entreating, enticing. She whispered to him as the wind ruffled his hair and caressed
         his nape. Come home to me. Come home.

      
      His gut clenched and he fought his way to his knees, his stomach heaving again. Jackson hooked a hand under his arm. “I’ll
         carry you.”
      

      
      Off the roof. Down to the street. Jackson would do it, too, but Jonas wasn’t going to take any more chances with his best
         friend’s life. He shook his head and forced his body to the edge. He had nothing left but survival instinct and sheer will.
         He found the fire escape ladder and began his descent, every step jarring, his body screaming. The waves of dizziness and
         nausea began to blend together until he couldn’t really tell them apart. His head felt light and the ground seemed far away,
         reality distancing itself farther and farther until he simply let go and floated.
      

      
      Somewhere far away he thought he heard a woman’s cry. Jackson echoed it and a hand caught the back of his shirt roughly, the
         sudden jar sending him right over the edge into the darkness. The last thing he heard was the sound of the wind rushing at
         him.
      

      
      HANNAH Drake stood on the captain’s walk overlooking the dark, churning sea, arms raised as she drew the wind to her, channeled
         it and sent it racing across the night to Jonas Harrington. Fear and anger mixed together, two powerful emotions, thundering
         through her heart, racing through her bloodstream to make a high-octane brew, adding fuel to the power of the wind. Tiny pinpoints of light lit up the sky around her fingers as she continued to gather and direct the force to her bidding.
      

      
      Far below her, sea spray rose into the air as waves crashed against rocks. The ocean heaved and rocked, spawning small cyclones,
         twisters racing across the surface, twin columns of whirling water raging right along with her.
      

      
      Hannah.

      
      She heard Jonas’s voice in her head, the sound a caress, a soft brushing note that both warmed her and sent a chill through
         her body. It sounded too close to good-bye. Sheer terror swept through her. She couldn’t imagine life without Jonas. What
         was wrong? She’d woken up with her heart pounding and his name on her lips. She’d known something terrible was happening,
         that his life was in danger. Sometimes, it seemed to her that his life was always in danger. “Oh, Jonas,” she whispered aloud,
         “why do you feel the need to do these things?”
      

      
      The wind snatched her question and flung it out over the sea. Her hands trembled and she bit her lip hard to maintain control.
         She had to get him home in one piece. Whatever he was up to, it was terrible. When he opened his mind to hers, when they connected,
         she caught only brief glimpses inside, as if he had compartmentalized his feelings and memories as hastily as possible. She
         saw pain and blood and felt his rage in a brief cataclysmic flash he cut off abruptly.
      

      
      She needed direction to keep him safe, and she found and maintained it through Jackson. He was more open to a psychic connection
         when Jonas was too worried about her using her energy up. Jackson let her see the layout of the alley, the condition Jonas
         was in, the building they had to climb.
      

      
      She sent a small acknowledgment, using warmth and color, knowing Jackson would understand, and once again lifted her arms.
         She commanded the five elements, earth, the most physical of all elements; fire, both powerful and frightening; air, always
         moving, her favorite, her constant companion and guide, providing visualization, concentration and the power of the four winds;
         water, the psychic mind; and of course, spirit, the binding force of the Universe itself.
      

      
      Hannah, baby, it’s now or never.

      
      Hannah took a deep cleansing breath and harnessed the power of the wind, aiming and focusing, using her mind to draw the elements
         to aid her. She whispered a small prayer of thanks and opened herself to the universe and all the potential force she could
         gather to aid Jonas. The air above her thickened and darkened, clouds beginning to boil and bubble in an angry brew. Electricity
         flashed and sizzled along the edges of the heaviest clouds and the wind began to pick up even more, so that the cyclones out
         at sea grew taller and spun faster across the water.
      

      
      Terror squeezed her heart and knotted her stomach. She couldn’t imagine her life without Jonas in it. He was arrogant and
         bossy and always wanted his way, but he was also the most protective and caring man she’d ever met. How many years was this
         going to go on? How many times would he risk his life before it would be one time too many?
      

      
      Be safe. She whispered it in her head, sent Jonas the message, wrapped it in soft, warm colors and hoped the simple request would
         convey so much more. The wind picked up on her fear—on her anger as she received another flash of sight from Jackson. The
         two men were going up a ladder and Jonas faltered. Her heart stuttered as she saw him go down.
      

      
      Hannah. Baby. I don’t think I’m going to make it home to you.

      
      Her heart nearly stopped. For a moment there was a lull in the storm and then fury swept through her and she let it build,
         that terrible need for retribution that was a well inside her, bursting open, shattering every restraint she kept so carefully
         on herself. She built the wind to a ferocious pitch, a shattering fury that raced through the night to crash down like a hungry
         tornado in that backstreet alley so far away.
      

      
      The gale chased hapless men with puny weapons that were useless against the forces of nature. The violent gusts smashed windows
         and sent glass raining down. Boards were picked up and thrown as if an unruly child threw a tantrum. Sweet angelic Hannah
         directed it all, her flashes of fury sending Jonas’s enemies crashing to the ground, helpless under the onslaught of wind
         and rain and even icy hail.
      

      
      In the midst of it all, she felt Jonas slip, move farther from her, pain knifing through him—through her, the connection beginning to tear. She sent a steady air-stream to lift him, the
         currents carrying him higher, shoving him up the side of the building to the roof and freedom. She teased at his face and
         neck with ruffles of a smaller breeze to try to keep him alert long enough for Jackson to get them both to safety.
      

      
      She felt him gathering himself for one last huge effort and she sent one last blast of wind to coil around him and take him
         across one rooftop to the other. She felt the burst of tearing pain, an agony knocking her to her knees. She gasped, tears
         blurring her vision, running freely down her face. Come home to me. Come home to me. The plea was edged in reds and golds, blazing with light and need.
      

      
      She felt his reaction, the struggle to his feet, the fight to keep dizziness from taking over—the determination that he would
         make it back in one piece. There was another burst of pain and he slipped even more, darkness edging her vision. Desperate,
         she sent the wind, a rush of air to wrap around him, and then the darkness took her, too.
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      JONAS blinked as he came up out of a sea of pain. “Son of a bitch, you’re scary,” he informed Jackson. “Where the hell did you
         get that look? Practicing in the mirror every day?”
      

      
      Jackson grinned at him, but his eyes held worry. “Following you to hell and back. You’re such a pansy, Harrington. Fainting
         like a girl. I had to carry your sorry ass all the way to the car.”
      

      
      “I knew you’d complain.” Jonas inhaled and instantly frowned. “Not another hospital. You really must be pissed at me.”

      
      “You needed a few pints of blood.”

      
      Jonas refrained from replying when the doctor stepped into view, shoving a tray closer. This wasn’t going to be fun.

      
      Jackson ignored the doctor. “You have to figure out what the hell you’re doing soon, Jonas, or you’re going to get us both
         killed.”
      

      
      “No one asked you to come along,” Jonas snapped, knowing he was being completely thankless. He hated the truth when he heard
         it, especially when he knew exactly what Jackson was talking about. Not what—whom.
      

      
      Jackson shook his head, eyes steady. “You can’t save the world and you’re going to have to come to terms with it. And you damn well need to fix things with Hannah.”
      

      
      “Mind your own damn business,” Jonas snapped, knowing he didn’t have the right, but unable to stop himself. He detested hospitals.
         He’d had his fill already and the wound wasn’t that bad. He’d just bled like a pig and gotten a little low. He wanted to yank
         the needle out of his arm and go.
      

      
      Jackson stared at him, his black eyes glittering with a coming storm. No one else was stupid enough to call down hell on themselves,
         no one but Jonas. When had he lost his mind? Jackson didn’t deserve his crap.
      

      
      “You made this my business, and don’t try to pretend Hannah isn’t the reason we’re in this mess. If you’d deal with the woman,
         no one could talk you into anything like this crap mission. You’d stay in the safe zone, Jonas, and we both know it.”
      

      
      Jonas opened his mouth to deny the charge, but snapped it closed when Jackson looked at him steadily. The doctor doused his
         wound with some kind of fire-starting liquid that robbed him of thought and made him break out into a sweat all over again.
         He clenched his teeth and tried not to pass out.
      

      
      “It’s complicated,” he said, when he could breathe again. The doctor gave him several shots and Jonas slipped a little farther
         back from reality. The edges around him blurred and darkened. “Hannah Drake is not like other women. She’s different … special.”
      

      
      She was—everything. Magical. She was his—or she should be his. Why the hell wasn’t she his?
      

      
      “You’re looking a little green,” Jackson said. “Don’t pass out on me again.”

      
      Jackson didn’t miss much. He noticed every movement, every sound, watching the windows and doors and traffic on the street,
         and still saw that Jonas was swaying as the doctor began to suture the wounds closed.
      

      
      “Hey! My side isn’t numb,” Jonas snapped, clenching his teeth and fists. If the doctor shoved the suture needle into his skin
         one more time, he was liable to pull out a gun and shoot the man.
      

      
      “Hurry up, Doc, it doesn’t have to be pretty,” Jackson said, moving to the doorway and peering out.
      

      
      Jonas noticed his hand was inside his jacket, where his gun was ready. The doctor gave Jonas another shot of anesthetic and
         Jonas pressed his lips together hard to keep from swearing. Jackson glanced back at him, looking less than sympathetic.
      

      
      Jonas closed his eyes and thought about Hannah. Why hadn’t he taken control of the situation before it ever got this far?
         He loved her. He couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t loved her. It had just happened. He loved the way she smiled, the
         turn of her head, the flash of fire in her eyes, the little pout to her lower lip. It sucked how much he loved her. He was
         a man who always, always, wanted control, yet Hannah threw him off balance. There was no controlling Hannah. She was like the wind, unpredictable
         and fluid, slipping through his fingers every time before he could catch and hold her.
      

      
      She made him angry when few others could get under his skin. She could soothe him with a touch. He was happy just looking
         at her—watching her—yet half the time he wanted to yank her over his knees and spank her beautifully shaped bottom. Hannah
         was complicated and he needed simple. She was brilliant and he was all brawn. She was ethereal, untouchable, the most beautiful
         woman he’d ever seen—magical even, and so out of his reach.
      

      
      She was going to be furious with him for getting shot again. Especially as the last time had been only a few weeks earlier
         and he would have died without her. She’d nearly died herself trying to save him, sitting by his side for days on end, pouring
         her strength into him and leaving none for herself. He’d been too weak to push her away. He’d needed her there on so many
         levels, but it had been hell to watch her grow pale and fragile while he grew stronger.
      

      
      Then afterward, how had he thanked her? Not the way she deserved, that was for sure. He’d been so edgy and restless, so moody.
         When the boss of his former special black ops team had come asking for help, he’d jumped at the chance rather than telling
         Hannah the truth about how badly she shook him up. He’d rather look death in the face like some defiant child. All because he loved her so much it was a torment and he knew
         he could never have her and keep his life the way it was. It wasn’t that Hannah would object to the dangerous things he did—if
         she’d even have him—but he wasn’t about to risk putting her in danger. Over the years, he’d made enough enemies that, sooner
         or later, one was bound to come after him—hell, it had already happened more than once.
      

      
      He drew in a breath and tried not to wince. “Okay. You could be right. There’s a chance she had something to do with it.”

      
      Jackson’s eyebrow shot up. “A chance,” he echoed.

      
      Jonas scowled. “Keep it up. You’ll be pulling every crap shift for the next ten months.” It was an empty threat, but it was
         all he had left. He felt so damn tired and empty he just wanted to crawl in a hole and hide for a while, but he knew what
         was coming and there was no stopping it.
      

      
      Jackson waited until the doctor had left the room before pulling up a chair and straddling it, facing both the door and the
         window. “I’m serious, Jonas. You’re going to get yourself killed. You stepped right under that light in full view to take
         that shot. You had to have known you were exposed.”
      

      
      “Karl Tarasov, that son-of-a-bitch enforcer, put a fucking bullet in our driver’s head, Jackson,” Jonas snapped.

      
      “It was an amateur move and you know it.” Jackson was silent a moment. “Or suicidal.” Again he fell silent, allowing the word
         to hang between them.
      

      
      Jonas sighed and shook his head. “I’m tired out, Jackson, not suicidal. I was just so pissed. He didn’t have to kill the driver.
         Terry hadn’t seen anything. Tarasov did it as a statement. So fuck them. I was just so angry.”
      

      
      “You have no business doing this kind of work, Jonas, I’ve told you that before. You just can’t detach. We survived all these
         years because we stayed cool. You aren’t responsible for Terry’s death. He chose to drive the car. You weren’t responsible
         for losing any of our men at any time.” He sighed. Talking wasn’t his forte and he’d been doing too much of it to keep Jonas
         on his feet. But this—this was important. Jonas was going to get himself killed. “You can’t be emotional and survive, not in this business.”
      

      
      There were few men Jackson respected—Jonas was one of them. The man never stopped caring. It didn’t matter if the bullets
         were flying and the jungle closed in, he’d come back for you. But life in the fast lane took a toll on men who cared and it
         was eating Jonas one small piece at a time.
      

      
      Jonas shoved his fingers through his hair. Jackson was right. There was no way around it. “I know.” But he’d never learned
         to turn it off. Hell yeah, he felt responsible. He couldn’t sleep half the time, thinking about the boys, those young Rangers
         under his command, he’d brought home in caskets. There’d been too many of them, and of late, they’d haunted him both night
         and day.
      

      
      “You’re messed up, man. She’s messed you up. You’re going to have to resolve this thing that’s between you or you’re not going
         to make it. If you’re waiting to get her out of your system, don’t bother. I’ve known you for nearly fifteen years now and
         it hasn’t happened yet. You were in love with her then and you’re in even worse shape now. You don’t have a shot in hell of
         making those feelings go away. Bottom line, bro, over the years you’ve gone crazier and crazier on me. You can’t do that shit
         and work undercover.”
      

      
      Jonas swore under his breath. Jackson wasn’t telling him anything he didn’t already know. If he tried to deny he was that
         far gone, to claim that he could still hold it together, it would be a lie. He thought about Hannah every minute of every
         day. He dreamt about her at night when he could actually sleep. He often woke up dripping sweat, hard as a rock, his body
         on fire with need, the taste of her in his mouth, the scent of her in his lungs. It was getting worse, so much so that he
         was afraid to go to sleep at night. And when he saw her, he had to find something to push her away or he’d do something crazy
         like drag her into his arms and then it would just plain be the hell over. Because he didn’t know how to be anything but what
         he was.
      

      
      “You’re damned lucky she hasn’t gone and found another man, Jonas.”

      
      “Don’t go there, Jackson.”
      

      
      Jackson’s head went up alertly, his body going still, suddenly menacing. He stood up abruptly and signaled Jonas to silence,
         stalking once again to the door. “We’ve got company.”
      

      
      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” He didn’t bother to ask if Jackson was sure—the man’s instincts had saved them repeatedly over
         the years. Jonas yanked the needle out of his arm and slid off the bed, looking around frantically for his shirt. It had been
         cut to ribbons, the material lying on the floor in a bloody heap. He grabbed his jacket, easing his arms into it. “What the
         hell did Duncan get us into? Karl Tarasov is not going to stop until he recovers the evidence. He isn’t about to let his uncle
         go down for murder.”
      

      
      Jackson held up four fingers. “They’ll be waiting outside as well. The Gadiyan brothers are cracking heads looking for us.”

      
      “Shit.” Boris and Petr Tarasov headed the family of vicious mobsters renowned for their ability to launder money in any part
         of the world. Their criminal activities were legendary and they ruled by bloody force. Karl, Petr’s son, and the Gadiyan brothers,
         in-laws, were their top enforcers. Having them on their trail wasn’t promising.
      

      
      Jonas instinctively started back toward the door, but Jackson stepped in front of him. “What we have on them is too important
         to lose. You want a shot at these men, we’ll make a little noise and draw them to us, lead them out of here to keep them away
         from innocents, but we can’t have a firefight in here.”
      

      
      Jonas knew better. Of course he wasn’t about to put civilians in the line of fire, but he could feel anger rising, the way
         it had earlier—and it said volumes that Jackson felt he had to remind him.
      

      
      What the hell had Gray sent them into? He knew it involved one or both of the very prominent Russian mob families operating
         out of San Francisco. The Tarasovs didn’t bother to hide what they were, deliberately terrorizing their own people, taking
         bloody revenge if anyone crossed them. They’d been known to wipe out entire families. Boris and Petr Tarasov ruled their empire
         with fear.
      

      
      Sergei Nikitin, their biggest rival, preferred maintaining the appearance of a prominent businessman and jet-setter. He wanted acceptance and traveled with the rich and powerful, hiding
         his crimes behind his smooth smile, all the while handing out orders to kill anyone opposing him. The stakeout had been on
         the Tarasov family, and right now, Jonas was very worried because he’d stumbled into something much bigger than a couple of
         gangsters killing each other. Whatever it was, it wasn’t good.
      

      
      He swore softly as he yanked the thin blanket from the gurney, wrapped it around his arm and broke out the window as loudly
         as possible to draw the attention of the mobsters, wanting them to follow. Clearing out the jagged remains, Jonas quickly
         hoisted himself through, and stood to one side, covering Jackson as he followed.
      

      
      They found themselves in a narrow strip of land between the hospital wings. It was a maze, mostly flat with dirt and concrete
         and once in a while grass, but the various angles of the massive complex could provide cover. They waited until they heard
         the shouts coming from the room they’d been in, and then, ducking low to avoid the windows, they ran fast, Jonas keeping pressure
         on his side to avoid leaving a blood trail.
      

      
      A shout and one wild shot told them they were being pursued. As he wove his way around the buildings, Jonas tried to recall
         the details they’d filmed. It had all happened so fast. At first the men were talking and laughing. No one particularly special,
         not anyone from a rival family involved. And suddenly the Gadiyan brothers and Karl Tarasov had joined the small meeting.
         They’d been back in the shadows where Jonas couldn’t see.
      

      
      The men had instantly come to attention. And who wouldn’t with that kind of clout around. When Boris and Petr Tarasov had
         showed up, everything still seemed ordinary—friendly. There had been no warning when Karl had yanked one man out of the group
         and Petr had shot him.
      

      
      Jonas wished he could conjure up the details of the man who had come to warn the Russians. He’d walked up fast, his face covered
         and averted, hat pulled low, large dark glasses in place although it was very dark out. He had known the camera was on them—and that meant someone on the inside. They had a traitor in the defense department—someone paid by the Russian
         mob.
      

      
      Had he captured the traitor’s face? Jonas doubted it. He’d tried to, even panning down to pick up the shoes, but then all
         hell had broken loose. The group of men had all turned toward them, there had been a shout from behind the group, orders barked
         out in Russian. The men had started firing, pinning them down. Karl Tarasov made his way to their car to blow out their tires
         and kill their driver.
      

      
      Something terrible had welled up in Jonas when he saw Karl shoot Terry in the head. He didn’t even remember stepping out from
         behind cover, only the rage that had overwhelmed him. Less than half an hour earlier he’d been talking to Terry about his
         family, the mother he loved and supported, about his wife pregnant with their first child, the fun he had keeping up his driving
         skills, still able to do the work he loved without risking too much. Fortunately, Jonas had been in a dark shadow and Jackson
         had yanked him back as the bullets plowed into him.
      

      
      Hell. Jonas wanted to hit something all over again. How many kids had he seen die? For nothing. For power or money or somebody
         else’s ideology. His vision blurred and he touched his face, shocked when his fingers came away wet. He was too damned old
         for this. What was he doing?
      

      
      Jackson dropped a hand on his shoulder, and they both halted, crouching low. “You can’t save them all,” he reminded him quietly.

      
      Jonas didn’t respond. Hell, no, he knew that, but he should have been watching out for Terry. He was weary of death and ugliness,
         of the mess people made of the world. And he was damned tired of running. “You sure on the count?”
      

      
      “I saw four, but they aren’t the ones behind us. I’m only hearing two and they aren’t very quiet, definitely not Karl or the
         Gadiyan brothers. We’ve got two others circling around trying to get in front of us. I think the big guns are pulling out
         and leaving the expendables behind.”
      

      
      Jonas checked the loads in his gun. “Why would they do that?”

      
      “They tore up the hospital. Someone had to have called the cops,” Jackson said as they rounded a corner. He stopped running
         and signaled Jonas to keep going.
      

      
      A bullet hit the wall behind them and plaster rained down on them. Both hit the ground rolling for cover. Jackson went to
         the left and managed to lie flat behind a low wall of bricks, and Jonas crawled his way through a thin hedge to crouch behind
         a small outcropping on a utility building.
      

      
      “Did you see where it came from?” Jackson asked, his gaze coolly quartering the surrounding area.

      
      “Nope. But I think he was above us from the angle of the shot.” And that wasn’t good. The shooter would have better vision.

      
      “My thoughts exactly. Cover me.” Jackson scooted fast along the brick wall, until he came to a small opening. “Ready?”

      
      Jonas took his gun in a two-handed grip, finger on the trigger. “Go.” He kept his eyes on the roof of the small utility building.

      
      Jackson was up and over the wall, avoiding the opening, but diving into a hedge that lined the narrow walkway right beneath
         the building where they were certain the shooter hid.
      

      
      Jonas kept his gun steady, finger taking up the slack. A flash of movement above their heads and he pulled the trigger, a
         steady, one-two-three barrage of shots. A body teetered for a moment and then tumbled from the roof, gun landing on the metal
         and sliding down to the ground.
      

      
      Jonas kept his weapon trained on the shooter, moving up to check for a pulse even as gunfire erupted to his left. He saw Jackson
         roll and come up firing. The second man was caught in the throat and went over backward, blown off his feet to lie facedown
         in the dirt.
      

      
      “We may have company,” Jonas said. “There are still two of them out there.”

      
      “I’ll do a quick recon and make a call,” Jackson said. “Can you identify either of them?”

      
      “Definitely Boris Tarasov’s soldiers,” Jonas replied. “I’ve seen this one in the mug shots a dozen times. He’s all over the
         war room next to Duncan’s office.”
      

      
      With two of the mobsters and the worst of the bunch, the Gadiyans and Karl, still unaccounted for, Jonas wasn’t taking any
         chances, sinking back into cover while Jackson went up onto the roof tops to try to make the call for backup. Duncan had a
         lot to answer for. Sending them in blind as if they were a couple of rookies was bull. More importantly, someone close to
         Duncan had betrayed them.
      

      
      “I called it in,” Jackson said, returning. “Duncan’s sending a team to mop up and get us out of here. There’s no sign of the
         other two. He said to stay out of sight.”
      

      
      “You mean stay away from his team?”

      
      “That’s what I understood.”

      
      Jonas muttered an obscenity and then crouched a distance from the bodies, sending out a silent call. Hannah? You okay? He knew what it cost her to expend so much energy.
      

      
      A soft breeze kept leaves on the trees fluttering, but she didn’t answer. His chest tightened. “So do you think she’s all
         right?” Jonas asked. “I’ve tried connecting with her, but she isn’t responding.”
      

      
      “Hannah?” Jackson was silent for a moment, turning his face up to the sky. “Yeah, she’s all right. She’s weak, but you knew
         she would be.”
      

      
      Hannah, answer me. Jonas despised the desperation he felt when he couldn’t reach her. His adrenaline overloaded, heart beating too fast, too
         hard. Even his mouth went dry. Hannah had to be all right all the time or he just went to pieces, and for a man in his position,
         that was a death sentence. He definitely had to resolve this issue.
      

      
      The wind swept over the building, this time more of a soft breeze. It rustled leaves on the trees and dropped down into the
         narrow lane where they crouched to ruffle his hair and touch his face as if soothing him. He heard his name, a soft sigh of
         a sound, a whisper teasing at the back of his mind. Jonas. Come home to me.

      
      He glanced over his shoulder at Jackson. “Did you hear that?”

      
      “Yeah, I heard it.” Jackson stared over Jonas’s head to the street, watching for their enemy while they waited for the man
         who had gotten them into so much trouble. “How long have you known the Drake family?” he asked.
      

      
      “I think I met them when I was around seven. My mother was very sick and I took over the house hold pretty early. It could
         get lonely and, when mom was bad, pretty scary for a kid, so I spent a lot of time in their home. The Drakes just let me come
         and go as I grew up. I used to climb in through a window when the front door was locked because I didn’t want to bother going
         around to the back of the house, but they never said a word about it to me.”
      

      
      “And now the girls do the same thing,” Jackson said.

      
      Jackson was forcing conversation to keep him on his feet. Jonas knew Jackson rarely talked, not even to him. He didn’t like
         physical contact, yet there he was, one hand on Jonas’s sorry shoulder, the way he’d been doing all night, the way he did
         every time they went into battle together. “Yeah, they’re my family and I’m not dragging them down into my world, especially
         Hannah.”
      

      
      Jackson flashed a small, humorless smile. “I hate to break it to you, bro, but she’s already in your world, they all are.”

      
      Jonas shook his head and reached out again. Hannah, are you alone tonight? He hadn’t felt the presence of any other energy like he normally would have if her sisters had helped provide the storm.
         Where’s Sarah? Hannah needed someone with her after all the energy she’d used. He felt her touch, a small tentative brush… as if she was
         too tired to do more. Are you still outside, on the captain’s walk? It was difficult maintaining the connection, the distance too far, and Hannah too weak. She was the stronger psychic and
         usually kept the bridge open between them.
      

      
      Jonas felt anxiety creeping in. “I think she’s still on the captain’s walk, Jackson. She’s alone and cold and weak. No one’s
         there to help her. I’ve got to get back to her.” She’d sacrificed tonight for him—for both men—and he wasn’t about to leave
         her alone, drained of her energy. She needed to be inside, where it was warm, a cup of her special tea in her hands and Jonas
         watching over her through the rest of the night.
      

      
      Hang in there, Hannah. I’ll be there as soon as possible.

      
      There was that gentle breeze again, so soft, brushing over his face like the touch of fingers. I could use a little help tonight.

      
      That was a rare admission from Hannah, and his heart turned over. I’m coming, baby, just give me a little time to wrap this up. Can you make it into the house? He didn’t want her lying in the biting cold, too weak to move. He was a four-hour drive away, not too far as the crow flew,
         but a long distance on winding roads.
      

      
      I’ll be waiting.

      
      To Jonas’s astonishment, Duncan arrived and shepherded them to his car while, behind them, his men moved out of the shadows
         to take control of the situation. Duncan drove them through the streets of the city back to his office, entering through a
         back way. It didn’t take long to discover what they had captured on film. Duncan erupted into a barrage of swearing. Petr
         Tarasov murdered an undercover officer right in front of their eyes. It was the kind of evidence that could bring a death
         penalty conviction without too much trouble.
      

      
      “We thought he was in solid with the Tarasovs.” Duncan swore again and passed his hands over his face.

      
      “No wonder Karl and the Gadiyans kept coming after us and then sent their soldiers when it got too hot. I’ll bet they’re already
         making tracks out of the country,” Jonas said.
      

      
      “Petr Tarasov is going to fry for this,” Duncan snapped, fury in his voice.

      
      The three watched in silence, a gasp of shock the only reaction until the man in the coat and hat walked up to Boris, the
         head of the crime family, and Boris turned his head to stare straight at the camera.
      

      
      “Any ideas who tipped him off?” Duncan asked in a tight voice. “We’ll need the guys in the lab to enhance this as much as
         possible. We need to find out who this son of a bitch is as soon as possible.”
      

      
      “He has to be one of yours. He must have tipped off Tarasov you had an agent undercover and then he got wind you sent someone
         in to film the low-level meeting. Only there was no meeting because the information your undercover fed you was his own setup. They got him there to kill him,” Jonas said.
      

      
      “We’ll find the son of a bitch. He doesn’t know who you are. No one does. I kept your names out of it on purpose.”

      
      “Because you suspected you had a leak,” Jonas guessed, exchanging a long look with Jackson. He felt sick that he’d been standing
         there filming when another agent had been murdered in front of him. “At least you have enough to fry Petr Tarasov.”
      

      
      “Good job,” Duncan added as an afterthought.

      
      “Yeah, thanks,” Jonas replied, working to keep the sarcasm out of his voice. “I’m out of here.”

      
      “Sit down, Harrington, you’re not going anywhere until we pick Petr Tarasov up and make absolute certain you’re in the clear.
         I’ve lost two men and I’m not about to lose any more.”
      

      
      “Thanks for the concern, Duncan, but I’m not part of your team anymore and you sure as hell aren’t tying me up tonight,” Jonas
         protested. “I’ve got somewhere important to go.”
      

      
      “Not until this is cleared, Jonas,” Duncan said. “Petr Tarasov murdered an agent and we’ve caught him red-handed. There’s
         no way to dispute that tape. We’ve got a traitor in the department and I’m not taking chances with your life. And if that
         isn’t good enough for you, Boris Tarasov believes in retribution. You killed several of his soldiers. He’s going to want your
         head on a silver platter and I’m going to make damn sure he doesn’t know who you are before I let you go home. Until we pick
         up Tarasov, you’re going to be kept under wraps.”
      

      
      “Not happening,” Jonas said. “I’m not part of the team anymore, Duncan. Obviously you knew you had a traitor or you wouldn’t
         have gone outside the team for this recon. You suspected your undercover, the one who was killed, didn’t you? And you wanted
         me to get evidence on him because you thought maybe he had a partner on your team.”
      

      
      “Something like that,” Duncan said, his voice tight. “And I’m not chancing losing another agent. So unless you want this war
         to follow you right back to where you live, you’re going to stay here under wraps until I make sure you’re in the clear.”
      

      
      Jonas opened his mouth to protest, and then closed it. Damn it. He didn’t want to stay but there was no way in hell that he’d risk bringing that bloodbath in the alley home to Sea Haven. There was no way he’d risk putting Hannah in danger.
      

      
      “I need to make a phone call.”

      
      “That’s not happening and you know it, Harrington. No calls, no e-mails, no text messages. We do this clean with nothing pointing
         back to you. We’re taking you out the back way and stashing you until Tarasov is picked up and I’m satisfied he doesn’t know
         your names.”
      

      
      “Who knew we were in the field?” Jonas asked.

      
      “No one should have known. I asked you to help out as a personal favor and gave you Terry to drive. No other member of the
         team knew about the recon and I wanted to keep it that way. That’s why I personally picked you up and got you out of there
         before the team moved in to deal with the bodies. The Russians play for keeps, Jonas.”
      

      
      “Hell, Duncan, I know that. And I’m sorry about your men.” He didn’t want to think too much about Terry or the fact that an
         agent had been murdered not fifty feet from him while he held a camera. The thought sickened him and he couldn’t look at Jackson.
         Sometimes, like now, he was just so fucking soul weary he didn’t know what to do. He needed Hannah or he was going to drown.
      

      
      “I’m not adding you to the list of dead men,” Duncan decreed, “so resign yourself, Harrington.”

      
      Jonas slumped back in the chair, pushing his hand through his hair. He was dirty, exhausted, covered in blood and hurting
         like hell now that the anesthesia was wearing off. He looked over at Jackson, shrugged his shoulders and gave in.
      

      
      Hannah. I’m not making it back tonight.
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      HANNAH. I’m not making it back tonight.

      
      That was the last thing he’d said to her, followed by four long, mind-numbing, terrifying days of absolute silence. Damn Jonas
         Harrington to hell. She was through. She wasn’t giving him another day—another hour—of her time. She’d wasted most of her
         life waiting for him, and if she meant so little to him, it was past time to make the break.
      

      
      Just a few weeks earlier he had nearly died from a gunshot wound and nearly taken her with him, when she’d worked so desperately
         to save his life. What had the ungrateful jerk done to thank her? He’d gone out looking for trouble—and found it—again.
      

      
      She had known the moment he was in trouble. She felt his pain, as if across a great distance, and knew immediately he was
         in San Francisco. Frightened out of her mind, she’d run to the captain’s walk and sent the wind to aid him, but he hadn’t
         come to her once the danger was over.
      

      
      Hannah. I’m not making it back tonight. He hadn’t even bothered to call her. Not to thank her, not even to make sure she was all right when he knew the toll the
         use of her gifts took on her. Not even just to reassure her that he was all right. Well, she wasn’t going to be the one calling him. She’d had enough of looking like a fool.
      

      
      She was heading to New York on another work assignment. She detested leaving, but she had a job to do, and this time, maybe
         she wouldn’t come back. Maybe she’d have to just stay away from Sea Haven.
      

      
      The thought made her eyes brim with tears and she stood on the captain’s walk, three stories up above the endless waves, and
         stared down at the turbulent sea below. The water was beautiful in the moonlight; shades of black, deep blue and shimmering
         silver rippled across the surface. Spray leapt into the air with each rush of the waves crashing against the rocks below.
         She sighed and leaned her elbows against the railing as she watched the fog gathering in the distance, beginning to spread
         tendrils above the rhythmic waves. As always, the sea soothed her, tugging every drop of anger out of her, to leave her calm,
         but sad and wistful, aware that this time she had to act—she really did have to put distance between Jonas and herself.
      

      
      “Jonas.” She whispered the name to the sea, allowed the wind to carry the sound out over the water.

      
      The sea whispered back, blowing vapor inland, long streaks of snow-white mist, so that it looked as if a comforter were being
         slowly pulled up over the bluff. The fog added an aura of mystery and ethereal beauty to the night. It crept over the sea
         and into the treetops, and began to surround her home. She always came here to find peace; this time she came to find the
         strength to leave.
      

      
      She murmured softly to the wind and it rose in a swell, skipping over the water playfully, tossing droplets into the air so
         it appeared to be raining sparkling diamonds. She inhaled the scents of the sea. The swirls of fog danced in the slight breeze,
         layering over the surface of the water.
      

      
      Hannah let the familiar sounds of the sea soothe her. This was her favorite place in the world. In all her extensive travels,
         she’d never found another spot she wanted to call home. She could breathe in Sea Haven, was comfortable with the camaraderie
         of the people in the small town. She liked that she knew everyone, that she could go to the grocery store and see familiar faces. There was comfort in Sea Haven, and the town
         was surrounded by the raw, powerful beauty of the ocean, which always gave her peace. The sea was constant, reliable, a source
         she could draw on in the worst of times.
      

      
      She lifted her face to the sky, her breath rushing from her lungs when she saw three vapor trails beginning to form into solid
         circles around the moon. One glowed an eerie red, one a dull yellow and the last a dark, ominous black. Hannah snapped to
         attention, wariness replacing the dreamy relaxed expression the wind had given her. One hand went to her throat in a defensive
         gesture.
      

      
      She was one of seven daughters born to the seventh daughter in the Drake family. Hers was a legacy of special gifts—or curses,
         depending upon how one viewed them. Hannah could call and send the wind, she could cast spells and had some small talent with
         herbs. She could move objects with her mind and read the mosaic in the entryway of the Drake home. Like her sisters, she could
         read tea leaves and, if touching others, often could even read their thoughts. She could also read the moon and sky, and right
         now they were giving her a blatant warning.
      

      
      “Hannah!”

      
      She frowned as the masculine voice drifted up to her from below, inside her house—the house that had been locked. She had
         even padlocked the gate again, binding the security device with a spell, but she knew it wouldn’t matter—the heavy lock would
         be open and lying on the ground as it always was after Jonas touched it. She’d locked him out on purpose, angry that he hadn’t
         called her, hurt that she didn’t matter. He ignored her until he needed something and then he took her for granted.
      

      
      She didn’t bother to answer. He’d just keep yelling until she came down to him, or worse, he’d come up onto the captain’s
         walk and give her a safety lecture. With another wary glance at the moon, she hurried from the deck into the house and down
         the stairs. If Jonas was in a bad enough mood, the moon might have been circled in the eerie yellow, but not with three rings.
         Something wasn’t right.
      

      
      Jonas emerged out of the shadows as she leapt off the bottom steps. He caught her around her waist, fingers biting deep as
         he lifted her clear and steadied her, setting her back on her feet. The moment of brief contact brought a searing heat, straight
         through her body to her bones. Jonas always had such a physical effect on her, when no one else ever managed to penetrate
         her deliberately haughty façade.
      

      
      “You aren’t supposed to be lifting me, Jonas,” she reminded him, pulling away, keeping her face averted so he couldn’t see
         the flush on her face. “You haven’t been out of the hospital that long.”
      

      
      “Long enough,” he replied, his cool, assessing eyes drifting over her from his superior height.

      
      Her heart sank. They were both going to pretend the recent incident had never happened. Jonas wasn’t going to tell her he’d
         been back working for his old team and she was too cowardly to demand answers from him. She had the sudden urge to cry. She’d
         sent him help, maybe even saved his life. His new wounds were recent—only four days old. The moment he’d put his hands on
         her, she’d been able to feel his pain—it wasn’t like he could hide the information from her. But she wasn’t going to help
         him heal this time. He could just suffer.
      

      
      Hannah was tall, yet Jonas seemed to loom over her when he crowded her personal space, which was just about all the time.
         He always smelled of outdoors, fresh, like the sea and surrounding forest. He was tall, broad shouldered and heavily muscled,
         and he moved with grace and efficiency and complete confidence. He also saw far too much when he looked at her through those
         ice-blue eyes of his. No one saw her the way Jonas did, stripped of all her careful defenses and so vulnerable she ached when
         he was close. She absolutely would not let him see how much he hurt her. This time she’d go—and not come back. No fighting,
         simple dignity.
      

      
      She stepped away, keeping her face averted. Irritation crossed his face and his eyes glittered at her, a sure danger sign.

      
      “Your bags are packed and you’re wearing makeup. You never wear makeup unless you’re going somewhere.”

      
      “Hence the suitcases.” She tried to slip past him, but Jonas trapped her against the banister and she was forced to halt. Hannah stared at his impressive chest and tried not to feel intimidated.
         He was so arrogant and with good reason. She couldn’t stand up to him, she’d never been able to. And why did he choose this
         moment to show up? Why couldn’t he have waited another hour? He always managed to find the exact moment when she felt the
         most vulnerable.
      

      
      “Where are you going?” His fingers caught her chin, forcing her head up.

      
      Her blue eyes flashed at him, letting him see her annoyance. “I told you last week. I have a job.” And of course he wouldn’t
         remember because she just wasn’t that important to him.
      

      
      “I told you not to go. You’re supposed to be looking after me.”

      
      She was fairly certain her legs hadn’t melted, but she felt dizzy being so close to him. She hated that he unbalanced her
         usual calm. Only Jonas could make her feel so combative and yet so needy at the same time. Her feelings for him were too complicated
         to sort out so she didn’t bother to try.
      

      
      “You’re not in any danger, Jonas,” she pointed out. “Only bored. You hate not working and you’re so crabby no one else can
         stand being around you.” And you’re working anyway, doing exactly what you promised you’d never do again. She didn’t say the words aloud—it wasn’t part of the “pretend it never happened” game they always played—but she wanted to.
         She even had a sudden urge to just lift his shirt and examine his ribs. She knew there would be a fresh wound or two, but
         she remained silent like she always did, letting him walk right over her. His faint, answering smile made her heart turn over
         and she was angry with herself for her reaction.
      

      
      “Unfortunately that could be true. All of your sisters have deserted me, not only going out of town, but the country. I’m
         going to starve. You know that, don’t you? If you leave, I’m not going to get a decent meal and then how am I going to heal?”
      

      
      “Sarah will be back from her trip with Damon tomorrow. She’ll fix you dinner while I’m gone,” Hannah said and pulled away
         from him. She detested that, as she stepped away, her body felt cold as if his had provided untold warmth and safety. She hated more that she was torn between wanting to laugh and cry. “You aren’t going to starve.”
      

      
      “I like your cooking. And she doesn’t give me hell the way you do. She just gets annoyed and tells me to go home.”
      

      
      Hannah didn’t want to be charmed by him. Jonas was everything she could never be—adventurous, courageous, a man who lived
         his life confidently. “I should send you home, especially if you’re going to give me a hard time.” She should, and if she
         had any backbone at all, she would. She turned away from him, afraid he would read the hurt on her face as she hurried down
         the hall.
      

      
      She felt his presence as he kept pace right behind her. It seemed sometimes that she’d always felt Jonas, as if he were a
         part of her, sharing her skin and her flesh and bones, crawling into her heart and stealing her soul. She blinked back tears,
         careful to keep her face averted as she made her way through the large house to the kitchen. She was so emotional lately,
         ever since Jonas had been shot and nearly killed a few weeks earlier. She had nightmares and spent most of the nights pacing
         or sitting up on the captain’s walk watching the sea. She had to leave just to put some distance between them and get back
         her balance.
      

      
      The last four days had been pure hell. She had waited for hours that first night, terrified for him. Then she’d cried for
         a day, waiting by the phone, not leaving the house. And finally she had to accept that he took her for granted, and that he
         wasn’t going to call and reassure her—or thank her—or even acknowledge that she might be worried. She didn’t matter; her feelings
         didn’t matter; once he no longer needed her, she slipped from his mind. She swallowed hard, her eyes burning.
      

      
      “Why are you insisting on going to New York? You don’t even like New York. It’s total bullshit, Hannah. And you can forget
         ignoring me like you do when you don’t want to tell me things. We’re going to talk.” Jonas settled his fingers around her
         arm.
      

      
      The action brought her attention instantly to his strength. That was what Jonas was all about—strength. He had it all and
         she had none. He never physically hurt her, not even when he was angry with her. And she could make him angry in a heartbeat—it was the only protection left to her.
      

      
      As if reading her mind, he gave her a small, impatient shake. “Don’t think you’re going to drive me away with all your nonsense
         this time, Hannah. We have to settle this.”
      

      
      She sent him the haughty, over-the-shoulder look she’d perfected while dealing with his arrogance for years. “You mean you’ll
         talk and I’m supposed to listen. I don’t think there’s anything at all to settle. I have a job and I’m going to New York.
         There isn’t anything else to say.” She couldn’t talk to him. Once she said the things she needed to say, she’d lose him forever.
         There would be no going back, no hope at all. She’d have to accept that she was absolutely nothing to him.
      

      
      “Really?” His hand transferred to the nape of her neck, his fingers brushing her skin intimately and sending a shiver of awareness
         through her body.
      

      
      She was fairly certain he did it on purpose—that he knew her physical reaction to him—but she couldn’t be certain so she took
         the coward’s way out and simply walked the few steps left to the kitchen. “I made you something to eat.”
      

      
      “But you’re not eating.” He made it a statement, clipped and harsh—accusing.

      
      She took a breath and let it out, going straight to the stove to put on the tea kettle. Jonas stopped halfway across the room
         and she could feel his penetrating gaze on her, demanding an answer. “I have a show, Jonas.”
      

      
      He said something ugly under his breath and she stiffened. “I’m not doing this with you again, Jonas. I model. I have an assignment.
         You don’t have to like what I do, but it’s my job and I keep my word when I say I’ll be there.”
      

      
      “I don’t have to like it, Hannah, you’re right about that, but considering what it does to you, you at least have to like it and you don’t. Don’t bother lying to me. I see liars every day in my line of work, and a child does
         a better job than you.”
      

      
      She waved her hand at the stove, too tired to argue with him and make tea at the same time, although the ritual often soothed
         her. The stove leapt to life, burning with a ring of tiny flames, the tea kettle whistling a demand instantly. She caught
         up the kettle and splashed water into a teapot, pressing her lips together to keep from telling him to leave. She didn’t want
         him to leave, she wanted him to sit quietly and have tea with her. She needed him to sit quietly and talk with her. Before she left, she had to reassure herself he was unharmed.
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