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She had no clue why Caleb was kissing her, but she didn’t care.

She drank it in, starving for the contact of a man after being alone for so long. And not just any man. Caleb. A hero with a body that was carved by the hand of God for a woman’s pleasure. He was strength personified, and she felt all those masculine ridges pressing against her body.

His tongue teased her mouth open and she gave him entry, sighing with pleasure. One wide hand pressed against the small of her back, holding her tight to his hard body while the other hand cradled her head, guiding her so he could nibble his way to her ear. She mourned the loss of his mouth on hers, tried to coax him back, but he held her immobile.

In a quiet, breathless voice, he said, “You’re being watched. Play along.”
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PROLOGUE

Armenia

Lana Hancock prayed for a swift death. The hood over her head made it hard to breathe, as did the smell of her friends’ bodies. Through a tiny slit in her hood that her captors didn’t know was there, she could see Bethany’s lifeless eyes staring at her.
 
Lana tried to turn away, but even the smallest movement sent pain screaming through her broken limbs. The man who had broken them, Boris, came back into the cave, and she knew this was the end. Whatever her abductors told Boris to do, he did. She’d heard them order him to kill her right before they left, and she’d been lying here, waiting for the end, for what seemed like days.

She was going to miss her family. Her friends. Her fiancé.

She wanted to see her nephew grow up and spoil him with loud presents that would drive her sister crazy. The little drum set Lana had bought him for his birthday was tucked in her closet. She hoped they’d find it and give it to him when her family cleaned out her apartment.

Boris pulled out his gun and crossed the dusty cave to where Lana lay. He was a skinny man with bright blue eyes and dimples that made her stomach turn. A sadistic killer shouldn’t have dimples.

His booted feet stopped only inches from her face. Part of her was afraid, but most of her was simply grateful he was using the gun instead of the pipe again. At least this way would be fast. She hoped.

She saw a shadow cross the mouth of the cave, then another and another. Maybe her abductors were back to watch it happen. Maybe she was hallucinating. Lana couldn’t bring herself to care. She was too tired. Too weak.

He reached down and ripped at the tape that was holding her hood closed around her neck. The movement caused broken bones to grind, and her dry scream echoed against the cave walls.

She must have passed out, because when she opened her eyes, her killer was looking down at her with a concerned frown, patting her cheek as if to revive her. When he saw she was awake again, he nodded once as if satisfied and stood up again. Apparently, he didn’t want to kill her if she was unconscious.

His gun aimed for her head, thank God. Like with the others he’d killed, it would be a head shot. Quick and painless.

A thick arm appeared from nowhere and wrapped around Boris’s head, pulling it back while a second arm sliced his throat open with a knife. Blood spewed from the man’s neck, and his gun clattered to the hard ground.

Lana tried to figure out what was happening, but she couldn’t move her head. Couldn’t keep her eyes open.

“We’ve got to get you out of here,” said a deep, tight voice she’d heard somewhere before.

Pain sliced through her, and she realized she was being lifted. Her broken legs dangled painfully over a man’s arms, but she kept herself from screaming. She couldn’t alert her captors that she was escaping.

Lana forced her eyes open just as he carried her out of the cave. Light seared her retinas, but she welcomed it. Light meant freedom—something she thought she’d never again experience.

He laid her down and spoke in a quiet voice to someone nearby. “She’s the only one alive.”

“Not for long, she isn’t,” said a second man. “And not if they find out she made it out alive.”

Lana’s body throbbed in time with each beat of her heart. He was right. She wasn’t going to last much longer. She could feel herself growing weaker by the second. Maybe she was bleeding somewhere.

At least she wasn’t going to die in that cave.

“Our team took down three of them.”

“How many were there?”

“I don’t know. I only saw two, and not closely enough to ID them. I got orders from that skinny bastard, Boris. There could be another dozen for all I know.”

“You took care of Boris?”

“Yes.”

“Our men are in the hills. They’ll find anyone who got away,” said the second man.

“They’d better.”

Lana wasn’t sure what that meant, but she knew she should. What they were saying meant something to her, but her brain was too foggy to figure it out. She was using all her strength just to keep from screaming.

If she screamed, they could find her.

A shadow fell over her face, and Lana looked up into the face of Miles Gentry—the man her abductors had hired to bomb a U.S. elementary school.

Lana couldn’t breathe. She wasn’t safe. Not with him. He was a monster—a man willing to kill children for money.

He must have seen her fear, because he smoothed her matted hair back from her face and said, “Shh. It’s okay. I’m a U.S. soldier. I’m not going to hurt you.”

Liar! Lana tried to pull away from his touch, but her body wouldn’t move, wouldn’t cooperate.

“Back off, Caleb. You’re scaring her,” said the second man.

Caleb, or Miles, or whoever he was moved away. Behind him, from high in the rocky hillside, she could see twin flashes of sunlight reflecting off glass. Binoculars.

With a painful stab of clarity, she realized she was being watched.

She tried to tell the men, but her lips were swollen and stuck together with dried blood and she couldn’t seem to form a coherent word.

The wind kicked up and dust choked her lungs. She tried not to cough. Someone pulled a sheet over her head to keep the dust out. It didn’t help. She couldn’t keep from coughing, and as soon as she did—as soon as her broken ribs shifted—the pain ricocheted inside her until all she could do was gasp for air.

All the pain and going without food or water for days was too much. She had to give up and let go. She couldn’t take any more.

Lana’s mind shut down, and she welcomed the oblivion as it came to claim her.





CHAPTER ONE

Columbia, Missouri, eighteen months later

Caleb Stone had no business being this close to the woman he’d nearly killed eighteen months ago. Just the thought of having to face Lana Hancock again made him break out in a cold sweat. This assignment was going to be as much fun as taking a bullet in the gut.

Lana’s office at the First Light Foundation was nestled in the middle of a run-down line of small one-story leased office spaces, between a walk-in clinic and a print shop. The long prefab building was cheaply constructed and badly in need of a fresh coat of paint. Early morning sun filtered through the line of trees adorning the front of the parking lot. It was late July in central Missouri, and even with the shade the decorative trees offered, Caleb’s car was already beginning to grow uncomfortably warm.

He didn’t shift to crack a window or turn on the air. With all the mistakes he’d made, he figured he was headed for hell, anyway. Might as well get used to the climate.

Another car pulled into the lot and parked. It was Lana Hancock’s white Saturn.

Caleb’s body tensed and his stomach flooded with acid. This was not going to be fun.

She got out of her Saturn, putting Caleb no more than fifty feet away from her. It was too damn close, and every corner of his soul screamed for him to back away slowly before she got hurt again. But backing away wasn’t an option. Colonel Monroe had ordered him to come here. The bastard.

If Caleb had thought for one second that Lana was in danger, he would have been the first one in line to play human shield, but that wasn’t the case. Monroe was just being paranoid over a bit of random chatter the CIA had intercepted. Monroe was worried that the Swarm was back, but that couldn’t be true. That particular terrorist group was gone. Caleb had been on the team that took them out six months ago. They’d made sure no one survived.

Monroe was convinced something was going on, so here Caleb was, up close and personal with the only living reminder of the worst three days of his life. Lana Hancock.

She looked a lot different now than she had the last time Caleb had seen her. She still had the same rich brown hair, but it no longer fell down her back, tangled and matted with blood. She’d cropped it shorter so that it swung in a shiny wave that ended just above her shoulders. Her face was no longer swollen or bruised from repeated beatings, and he found himself staring at her, drinking her in, trying to replace this new, healthy image of her with the horrible one he’d held in his head for too many months. He hadn’t been able to tell when she’d been lying unconscious in that army hospital bed, but now he could see how pretty she was, and that the fullness of her mouth hadn’t been totally due to swelling.

A man pulled his Honda into the lot and waved at Lana. She smiled and waved back, and Caleb caught a glimpse of deep twin dimples in her cheeks. He’d never seen her smile before, and until now he hadn’t realized what he’d been missing. The only expressions he’d seen on her face were ones of terror and pain. He’d stayed by her bedside for three long days and even longer nights, and neither the terror nor the pain had lessened. When he’d been forced back to work, every day he’d expected to hear that she had died, but that word never came.

Even though he’d kept tabs on her recovery, this was the first time he’d seen her since, and watching her walk around was like witnessing a miracle. It soothed him and eased some of the tension that had been growing in him ever since he’d been ordered to come here.

Caleb watched with a mixture of respect and awe as she crossed the hot asphalt to her office. Her walk was smooth and steady, her hips swaying slightly beneath her faded jeans. If he hadn’t known for a fact that it had taken her months to learn how to walk again, he’d never have believed it by watching her move. There was nothing hesitant in her stride, no hitch of pain or jarring movement. She was all rolling grace and swaying strength.

Her functional white T-shirt and matching tennis shoes were completely without frills, and there wasn’t a single glitter of jewelry on her body or a speck of makeup on her face. She used a green canvas backpack instead of a purse, and that looked like it had seen better days. But even without the bells and whistles, even though she was nothing like the glamorous women he usually dated, she still had more pull on him than all the women he’d known combined.

And if that wasn’t fate’s way of slugging him in the gut for fucking up, he didn’t know what was. No matter how much she appealed to him, she’d probably rather spit on him than look at him. Which was probably safest for both of them.

Caleb forced his breathing to even out into a steady rhythm while he willed his heart to slow its pounding pace. He’d known that seeing her again would affect him, but until now, he hadn’t realized just how strongly. He’d never known anyone who’d come back after being that close to dying, and he’d known a lot of strong, highly motivated men.

Lana was one hell of a woman. If only he’d met her under other circumstances, things might have been a lot different between them.

If only. Caleb squashed that line of thinking before it could gain a foothold. If onlys could get a man killed.

Lana hadn’t even had time to pour a cup of coffee before the first crisis of the day hit. She rubbed her temples in an effort to stave off the tension headache that was growing by leaps and bounds with every passing hour. But headache or not, she had a fundraiser coming up in two weeks and it wasn’t going to plan itself. “Are you sure he said canceled?” she asked Stacie Cramer, her assistant and friend.

Stacie was a petite, consistently well-dressed woman who was quick to smile even though life’s tragedies had tried to strip away her sense of humor. She was old enough to need reading glasses but young enough to resent them, so more often than not, they hung on a beaded chain around her neck, ignored.

She squinted at the message pad, holding it out at arm’s length. “His exact words were, ‘Tell Lana-darling that I simply must go to Milan. My muse has left me, the bitch, and I will surely find her there, whoring herself out to other men.’”

“Great,” said Lana. “So now that His Artistic Majesty, Armand, has abandoned us, the rest of the artists are going to see our fundraiser as more of an obligation than an honor.”

“That’s what I was worried about,” said Stacie.

“I should have forced him to sign a contract like the rest of the artists.”

“You tried and he refused, remember?”

Lana sighed, trying to release some of her frustration. She was putting on this fundraiser for a good cause, so couldn’t fate just cut her a freaking break for once? “How many artists have committed to donating their work so far?”

“Twelve. Sutter canceled this morning before signing his contract.”

“So, the word that Armand has canceled is already out.” Lana stifled a curse before it spilled from her lips. If she let it out, Stacie would give her one of those motherly frowns of disappointment, and Lana didn’t need any more of those in her life than she already had.

Getting her foundation, First Light, off the ground had been both more difficult and more rewarding than she’d ever imagined. Of course, it wasn’t technically off the ground yet, but it was close—almost hovering. The art auction would breathe enough monetary life into the foundation to help her hire another permanent staff member, which would free up Lana’s time to work on expanding First Light’s reach.

The focus of First Light was simple: to give kids a safe place to go after school and during the summer months so they wouldn’t be as tempted to occupy themselves with drugs and violence. She gave them art and music and games to keep them busy in the hopes that there would be no time for the other stuff. They also offered help with homework, organized sports, and worked one-on-one with some of the more troubled or at-risk kids. Dozens of local volunteers gave their time and talents to help her make this happen, and she was proud of the work she’d done, even though it wasn’t nearly enough.

Her family thought she was wasting her life on a lost cause. She had no business doing something so stressful and financially risky in her “fragile” state—as if she hadn’t been strong and healthy for months now. Her mother didn’t understand why Lana felt the need to get involved when it would only put her in contact with troubled kids. Why did she want that burden?

Then again, Madeline Hancock had never met Eddie—one of the men who was on a similar physical therapy schedule with Lana. He’d been a narcotics officer before a ten-year-old boy’s bullet had shattered his femur, basically ending his career. Not only had Eddie forgiven the boy, he’d adopted the orphan, and now Eddie spent his time going from school to school talking to kids about everything from drugs to sex to gangs.

Lana had been so inspired by Eddie’s passion for helping kids, and so desperate for a reason to get up in the morning, that she decided to join the cause. She didn’t care if her parents approved. She was doing what she thought was right, and even if she helped only a handful of kids, it was enough for her.

She’d done good. Maybe not much, but some. If this art auction went well, she’d be able to do even more. Maybe she’d be able to move her work into St. Louis or other, smaller cities. Maybe she’d even get to travel enough that no one could be able to predict her movements. She’d be free from always looking over her shoulder, wondering if whoever she’d seen on that hillside in Armenia was still watching her.

She would give almost anything for that kind of freedom.

Certainly, if that person wanted her dead, she’d already be six feet under. She was silly to keep worrying about nothing. Life was finally getting better. Why couldn’t she just accept that gift and move on?

An almost paranoid sort of anxiety pulled at her, but she forced it away with a cheerful smile that probably looked as fake as it felt. “What’s the status with finding an auctioneer?”

Stacie’s shoulders slumped, wrinkling her perfectly pressed blouse. “I’ve called six, and none of them are willing to donate their time.”

That tension headache grew a little tenser and achier. She hadn’t been sleeping well, not that it was anything new.

“I’ll see what I can do with the rest of the auctioneers on our list,” Lana said. “I can make some money available if I put off the electric bill a few days. That might be enough to tempt someone, especially if I give them a prime advertising spot in the auction book.”

Stacie nodded and peered down at her paper again, squinting. “I’ll make the adjustments to the auction listings courtesy of Armand. The layout for the auction book is nearly done. We should be able to send it to the printers as soon as we hire an auctioneer. They said it would take three days to print, so there’s still time.”

“That’s something, at least,” said Lana, pushing her slippery hair behind her ears so she could rub her temples to ease the throbbing. Two more weeks until the auction and then she could relax. “I’ll get onto our website tonight and post the updated artist list. I’ll deal with finding an auctioneer today, or I’ll sign myself up for a class and do the damn thing myself.”

“And when will you find time to take a class—even a one-day class? You’re already working seventy-hour weeks. Maybe more. What about going to the youth center? The whole reason you started this foundation was to help the kids, and you haven’t seen them in days. They miss you.”

“I’ll find a way to fit that in, too.”

“You can’t do it all.” Stacie gave Lana her best maternal frown.

“I’m not trying to do it all. I just want to get through this auction without emptying out the foundation’s bank account. Every hour I put in is one I don’t have to pay someone else to do.”

“If it helps, you don’t need to pay me this month.”

Lana snorted. “You work for next to nothing. If I can’t afford to pay you, then we’re in big trouble.”

“I checked the books. You’ve been without a paycheck for three months.”

Lana winced. She didn’t hide the financial records from Stacie, but there wasn’t usually a need. Stacie hated anything to do with numbers. She’d been a pampered executive’s wife most of her adult life and had never had to so much as lift a calculator. Until her husband and son were killed in a car accident. That had ended Stacie’s days of pampering.

“I won’t take another paycheck until you do,” insisted Stacie.

“I’m fine.”

Stacie arched a brow. “Liar.”

Lana felt a smile play at her lips, and she gave in to it. “You’re not supposed to call your boss a liar.”

“For what I make, I’ve got to find my fringe benefits where I can,” teased Stacie. “I mean it, Lana. You can’t run yourself into debt to keep this place going.”

“I’m not in debt.” Yet. But man, was it close. She had enough to pay her bills this month and buy some groceries, but that was it. After that, she had no idea what she would do.

“Uh-huh. When’s the last time you bought yourself a new pair of shoes, or even a new shirt? I swear I see you in the same clothes every week. And that backpack you use as a purse is ghastly.”

“I’m clean. I’m decent. That’s enough. Besides, I set the dress code around here, so lay off.”

Stacie shook her head, making her bun slide around on the back of her head. Lana had no idea how she kept the thing in place, but it had never fallen. “Just don’t stretch yourself too thin. I know you want to make this work, but without you, it won’t. If you go pushing yourself too hard, you’ll end up broke and sick, and our health insurance plan sucks.”

“What health insurance plan?”

“Exactly my point.”

Lana held up her hands in an effort to ward off any more mothering. She got enough of that on the weekends as it was. “Okay. I’ll be good.”

“Good,” said Stacie as she rose to her feet and straightened a stack of papers into a file folder. “Then you’ll be leaving with me tonight. No more staying late.”

Lana was saved from having to lie to Stacie by the jingling of the bell on the office door.

She squinted against the sun as the tinted-glass door swung open. The transition from dim to bright light still brought back a rioting swirl of emotions, the same way that some scents brought back vivid memories. It had been a long time since she’d been carried out of that cave into the sunlight, but she had never forgotten the way it felt to know she’d been rescued from her nightmare. Even though her body had been bleeding, broken, and knotted with pain, her heart had soared with the knowledge of her freedom. Every time she saw the sun, she was reminded of that joy all over again. She welcomed the light, reveled in the fact that she was alive and free enough to enjoy it.

That brief feeling of freedom was short-lived, however, because as soon as she saw who’d walked in, she knew she was in trouble.

Caleb Stone.

Lana would have known him anywhere, whether he went by Caleb or, as she’d first come to know him, as Miles Gentry, amoral mercenary and demolitions expert for hire.

He was a huge man—not just tall, but big everywhere—and nearly overpowering just standing there a few feet away. He was well over six feet and a whole heaping pile of muscles over two hundred pounds. His thick legs were braced apart, and his hands were fisted at his sides as if he were expecting a physical blow.

Shock stilled her mouth, and her pen fell from her hand onto the floor. Her heart squeezed hard, and dread flooded her system. He couldn’t be here. This had to be some kind of sick joke—a trick of her mind. Another nightmare.

“Ma’am,” he greeted her in that deep, soothing voice of his.

This was no nightmare, or rather it was, but she wasn’t asleep. This was real. He was here, torturing her all over again, bringing back those first few days when her world had been only pain and the sound of his voice. He’d been beside her, demanding that she live, compelling her not to give up. She was too weak to do anything but listen, too confused to do anything but obey his commands, and because of that—because of him—she’d lived.

Sometimes she still hated him for that.

Lana struggled to remain calm. He was watching her expectantly, waiting for a response to his greeting. What could she say? She wanted to scream at him to leave, to drive her fists into that solid body of his until he’d never dare show his face again.

She swallowed hard to ease her constricted vocal cords. “What the hell do you want?” she asked him in a biting tone that had Stacie’s thin eyebrows lifting.

Caleb’s mouth tightened, and he flicked a glance toward Stacie. “Is there someplace private we can talk?”

“No,” she said, not sure if she could keep her cool without Stacie there to back her up, and she did not want this man to see her lose that frail composure. She detested the fact that he already knew just how weak she could be.

She could see something close to pity in his dark eyes, and she had to look away. She didn’t want his pity. She wanted nothing from him but his absence.

“It’s important,” he told her. “I’m under orders to speak with you.”

If listening was the quickest way to get him to leave, then that’s what she’d do. “Start talking. I’m a busy woman.”

“Privately,” he added.

“Lana? Do you know this man?” asked Stacie in an uneasy tone.

Stacie’s hand was on the phone, and Lana didn’t need two guesses to figure out she was ready to call for help. The last thing she needed was to have Stacie panic and call the police. It was best—fastest—if Lana sucked it up and got rid of Caleb quietly without any interference.

Lana gave Caleb a hard stare. “Stay right there,” she ordered as she took Stacie by the arm and led her back to the storeroom at the back of the office.

The small room contained several shelves of office supplies and their photocopier. It was stuffy and cramped, but Lana shut the door anyway.

“Who is he?” asked Stacie.

“He’s the soldier who pulled me out of that cave in Armenia.”

Stacie’s eyes lit with a bad case of hero worship. “You didn’t tell me he was so handsome.”

“I wasn’t exactly thinking about that at the time.” She’d been too busy writhing in pain.

Stacie’s mouth turned down in a pained frown. “Sorry. That was insensitive of me.”

Lana waved the remark away. “Don’t worry about it. Handsome or not, I’ll get rid of him soon enough.”

“He saved your life and you act like you don’t want to see him? I don’t get it.”

Lana hadn’t told anyone that he was also the man who had witnessed her torture and done little to stop it. He’d been undercover, trying to figure out which elementary school the terrorist group was planning to attack. He couldn’t break cover to save her or any of the other Americans with her. If he’d done that, hundreds of children could have died.

She understood that his hands were tied, and if he’d been able to ask her if she was willing to suffer to save those kids, she would have agreed without hesitation. But that didn’t mean she wanted to see him again and relive that horror and pain.

Her life was finally getting better. Not good, but tolerable. She couldn’t handle any setbacks right now—couldn’t stand to be reminded of everything those three days had cost her.

“It’s complicated,” said Lana, nearly choking on the understatement.

“Why is he here?”

“I have no idea, but I’m sure he’ll tell me as soon as we’re alone.” That thought was enough to make her skin grow cold with apprehension. She did not want to be alone with him. That would have been too much like being back in that hospital bed, drowning in pain and fear with him at her side as her only lifeline. She couldn’t go back to that dark place. Not ever.

“He doesn’t look like he wants to be here,” said Stacie.

“That’s because he’s not an idiot.”

“Do you want me to get rid of him for you?”

“If I thought you could, I would let you, but I don’t think that’s going to work. I’ll let him have his say and then he’ll leave.”

“I have a couple of errands to run,” offered Stacie. “If you’re sure you want to be alone with him.”

Lana didn’t want to, but she guessed from the stubborn set of Caleb’s jaw that he wasn’t going to go away until he’d had his say. The sooner she got rid of him, the better. “You go ahead,” she told Stacie. “I’ll be fine.”

Lana led Stacie out of the storage room. Caleb was still there, right where she’d left him. He looked at her with a solemn expression, and Lana had to turn away. She didn’t know how she was going to get through the next five minutes, but she knew she would. Her recovery had taught her that lesson over and over again.

Stacie made a hasty exit out the front door, and Lana went straight for some coffee. There was no way she was going to be able to face this man without the support of caffeine. She poured a cup and turned to go back to her desk, nearly running right into the wall of his chest. “Damn it! Don’t go sneaking up on me like that.”

“Sorry, ma’am.” He backed away a step, but she still felt overwhelmed. The man knew how to take up space in a room.

Lana cringed at being called ma’am again. That was what people called her mother, and she didn’t want anyone treating her like her mother. “It’s Lana.”

“Lana,” he repeated, and to her amazement, that was much worse. Hearing that deep voice saying her name flooded her with bleak memories of torment and terror. She was thrown back to those horrible days in the hospital where there was only pain and the sound of his voice speaking her name. She could feel the tearing agony of her body trying to rip away her sanity. She could smell the hospital stink, her own blood, and the warmth of his skin. She could see only blackness—a hungry mouth waiting to swallow her whole.

Lana felt a familiar wave of panic head toward her. She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t go back there and live in that nightmare for even one more second. She was forced to relive it every night, but it was broad daylight, and she was supposed to be safe in the light. She couldn’t let the fear invade her days, too. She wouldn’t have anything left if that happened.

Her coffee was stripped from her hands before she could spill it on herself. A warm hand grasped her elbow, steadying her. “Sit down,” he said, easing her into a chair.

Lana sat, unable to do anything else. She clawed at the memories, fighting them back, trying desperately to force her body to remember she was safe. In her office. With plenty of light. Nothing could hurt her here.

“Please . . . please leave.” She was begging him. There was no pride in her words, no dignity, but she didn’t care. She needed him to leave and take all those memories with him.

“I can’t.” His voice sounded strained, thick. “I swear to you that if I wasn’t under orders to be here, I’d turn around and never bother you again. But I can’t do that.”

Lana found the strength to pull herself out of that spiraling void of the past. She opened her eyes, realizing that she’d started crying and her face was wet with tears. Those tears were just one more reason to hate Caleb Stone.

Lana wished she had the energy to hate him, because hating him would have made things a whole lot easier. She liked to think that if he hadn’t been such a noble freaking hero, she would have hated him for what he’d done.

“Just say what you want and get out,” she told him, angrily swiping the wetness from her cheeks.

Caleb’s mouth hardened into a grim line. “I’m afraid it’s not going to be that simple.”

“You’ve got three minutes to simplify it, and then I’m calling the police.”

His voice was gentle, almost apologetic. “My boss thinks you might be in danger.”

Panic tightened her insides until she could barely breathe. This was all supposed to be over. “Why?”

“There’s been some chatter, conversations we’ve intercepted that have happened between some very bad people. Your name was mentioned. More than once.”

Had someone figured out what she’d seen in Armenia? Had they found the slit in her hood and realized what it meant? “What did they say?”

“Nothing incriminating, or we’d have already taken action. My boss was still concerned. He sent me here to see if you’d remembered anything new or could think of a reason why someone would want to hurt you.”

“There never was a reason for them to hurt me. People like them don’t need one. Do they?”

Caleb’s jaw tightened, and a violent light glinted in his dark eyes. “You’re right. They don’t.”

She hated asking, but she had to know. “Do you think I’m in danger?”

He stared right into her eyes. “If I did, no one would have had to force me to come here. They wouldn’t have been able to stop me.”

“So I am safe.” Please, God, let him say yes.

“Until I am sure, I’m sticking close enough to protect you, just in case.”

Her knees went a little weak, and she was glad she was already sitting. She gathered her anger, because it was so much more comfortable than the fear that was crawling around in her gut. “I don’t want you here, and I’m not interested in your protection. Besides, since when do average civilians get personal military bodyguards?”

“You’re special.”

“Why?”

“My boss thinks you’re hiding something.”

They didn’t know. She was still safe. Her family was safe. “He and his men interrogated me for five days after I woke up. I’ll tell you what I told them. I didn’t hear anything of military value in Armenia, because I don’t speak the language. I couldn’t have seen anything, because there was a hood over my head.” She uttered the lie like a politician, smoothly and without a blink. “I can’t help you, so please. Get. The. Fuck. Out.”

He was leaning his big body over her, hovering in a way that made her feel crowded and shielded all at once. “You’re not going to make this easy on me, are you?”

She looked up at him, unable to see his expression with the bright fluorescent lights shining behind his head. “Can you think of a single reason why I should?”

“No, ma’am. Not one. But that doesn’t change the fact that I was ordered to come here, protect you, and convince you to cooperate or stay here until you do.”

“You’re going to have a long, boring road to retirement, then. I don’t have anything to say to you, and I never will.”




CHAPTER TWO

Forget the bullet in the gut. Caleb was willing to take a bullet in the balls if it meant he never had to see Lana cry again. Those tears had torn at his heart like rusted razor wire. It was the kind of torture military training couldn’t teach a man to resist. It had taken every last scrap of willpower he had to keep from pulling her into his arms. And wouldn’t that have been a fun time for her? Who was he to think he could comfort a woman, when most of her problems could rightfully be placed squarely on his shoulders?

Damn Monroe for his hand in this. He had to have known what it would do to Lana to be forced to face Caleb again. He had to have known what it would do to Caleb, too. The bastard.

Caleb pulled a chair into the farthest corner of the office and tried to disappear—no small feat for a man his size. He’d refused to leave, and she refused to acknowledge he was there. For now, the stalemate was the best he could hope for. Maybe once she got over the shock of seeing him, she’d be willing to listen. Until then, Caleb would just have to be patient and keep his eyes open.

Not ten minutes after Lana had finally managed to push Caleb’s silent presence out of her mind, her ex-fiancé, Oran Sinclair, came striding into her office. He moved with the arrogant confidence of a man who was sure that everyone around him was watching and enjoying the view. Lana’s stomach twisted at the sight of him, sending up a flare of anger and disgust—anger that he’d come waltzing in here like he owned the place, and disgust that she hadn’t come to know him for the selfish man he was before he broke her heart.

He was just as handsome now as he had been when she’d fallen in love with him during her sophomore year at MU. With his perfectly trimmed blond hair and those all-American, camera-friendly good looks, he’d swept her off her feet. She’d been too young then to realize that she’d only land on her ass a few years later.

So much for true love.

Oran straightened his power tie and gave her a disarming smile—the one he used when posing for the press after a successful trial.

He gave Caleb a speculative glance as he strode over to her desk. “Lana,” he greeted, taking her hand from her side when she didn’t offer it.

His fingers were cold and a little clammy, as if he was nervous, which was ridiculous, because Oran hadn’t been nervous a day in his life. He fed on pressure, bloomed under stress—like some sort of exotic fungus.

Lana pulled away from Oran’s grip a little too fast, giving away her dislike for the man. Caleb saw it and stood from his seat, taking a warning step forward. She gave Caleb a small shake of her head, and although his frown was grim, he stayed on his side of the room.

“Who’s your friend?” asked Oran with a nod toward Caleb.

“He’s not my friend. Just ignore him. That’s what I’m trying to do.”

Oran’s smile widened, and a touch of victory lit his eyes.

“What do you want, Oran?” she demanded. “Trolling for campaign contributions for that lofty political career you’ve had your eye on?”

He gave her a handsome smile that crinkled the corners of his flashing blue eyes. “Nothing like that, darling. I haven’t heard from you since Easter. Why haven’t you returned my calls?”

“Because I have nothing to say to you. Mom never should have invited you to dinner.”

“She’s worried about you.”

Nothing new there.

He continued, “She told me how strapped you are for cash these days. I wanted to discuss what I could do for you.”

Warning bells gonged in Lana’s head. Oran never did anything outside of his own self-interest. “No, thanks,” she said and sat down, dismissing him without explanation.

“You didn’t even hear me out,” he said, pulling up a chair too near her own.

“Don’t need to. Whatever it is, I’m not interested.”

“Not even if I told you that I’m willing to fund your foundation for the next five years?”

Lana’s hand stilled its scribbling and she looked up. He wore that same disarming smile that had made her give her heart away to him so easily six years ago. The same one that would win votes.

His offer of funding sounded too good to be true. Oran was not a generous man. “You only give to charity when the press is watching. If I actually believed you, I might listen, but I know better.”

He reached out toward her, and it was all she could do not to flinch away and draw Caleb’s attention. She hated having an audience for this. It was hard enough without one.

His fingers settled against her cheek in a mockery of a caring touch. “You look tired. You’re working too hard, Lana. I know how much this place means to you, and I want to help.”

“Why?” she asked, knowing she’d regret being pulled into his world—a world where nothing else mattered beyond his political aspirations. She had to remember that.

“Would you believe I want to help because I care about you?” he asked, sounding sincere.

“No.”

He gave a self-deprecating smile that reeked of long hours of practice in front of a mirror. “I didn’t think so. I know things didn’t end well between us, and I just wanted you to know how badly I feel about that. I should have been more understanding.”

Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Caleb watching them without even the pretense of trying to give them privacy.

Lovely. As if she hadn’t had enough awkwardness today.

“You told me that I was no good to you in a wheelchair, Oran. You told me that a woman who might not be able to give you children just wasn’t an option for you. Tell me how you could have been any less understanding.”

Oran threw a quick, questioning glance at Caleb, then lowered his voice. “I was an ass. I’m sorry, Lana. I want a chance to make it up to you.”

“By helping fund my foundation?” she asked in disbelief.

“By giving us another shot. You and I were good together.”

“Apparently not good enough for you to stick around. You dumped me before I was even out of the hospital!”

Caleb surged to his feet, and from over Oran’s shoulder, she pinned Caleb with a hard glare. “You stay out of this. It’s none of your business.”

“Who is he?” asked Oran. “Can you send him away so we can talk in private?”

“Send him away?” she nearly screeched. “That is so like you, Oran. Everyone is your servant to be ordered around as you please.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” said Caleb in a warning growl. His dark eyes were fixed on Lana, daring her to try to get him to leave. As if she needed to cause any more of a scene than she already was with Oran.

“Just ignore him,” Lana told Oran. “He doesn’t live here, so he can’t vote against you.”

“I’m hurt that you think that’s all I care about,” said Oran.

“I know that’s all you care about.” She jabbed a finger hard into Oran’s chest. “You couldn’t wait to unload the burden of having a handicapped woman hanging around your neck. I’ve told you over and over that it’s over between us. Period. What makes you think I’d give you another chance?”

“Because if you do, I’ll make sure the First Light Foundation doesn’t fold. I know how important it is to you.”

He knew it and was using it to shameless advantage. If she had even the slightest reason to believe him, she might be tempted to play along, but she knew better. “Are you saying you want to buy my forgiveness?”

“I know better than to try to do that. All I want is for you to see how sorry I am for the way I treated you.”

“Why now? Why not six months ago, when I was struggling to get the foundation started? Did you just now realize what a complete asshole you were? Or did one of your campaign managers run the numbers and find out that I’m a better attachment than Brittney?”

A guilty flush rose up from under his collar.

“You do remember her, right?” asked Lana. “Brittney? The woman you’re supposed to marry?”

“She can never be to me what you were. My first love.” His fingers stroked along her jaw, and Lana pushed his hand away with a hard shove.

From the corner of her eye, she saw Caleb’s big hands tighten into fists, but he stayed put.

Lana wanted to snort at Oran’s ludicrous statement. Once upon a time, his comment would have made her go sappy, but that was a lifetime ago. “Then perhaps you shouldn’t marry her.”

“That’s what I was hoping you’d say. Somewhere deep down, you know we belong together.” He reached for her again, but Lana leaned away and he took the hint, letting his hand drop.

“What I know is that the only person you’ve ever truly loved is yourself. I don’t care how much money you’re offering the foundation, it’s not enough to buy my forgiveness.”

“Then what about your time? All I want is another chance. Come have dinner with me. Just dinner.” His voice was coaxing.

“Why do you keep asking me out? Didn’t you just get engaged?”

“It’s not working out,” he said.

“What happened? Did Brittney use the wrong fork while dining with the governor?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’ve just been doing a lot of soul-searching and realized that you’re the woman I want. If that means supporting your chosen career, then that’s what I’ll do.” He made it sound like he would be making a sacrifice to let her do her job.

Lana had a flash of insight and decided to test her theory. “What if I want to quit my job?”

“You love it too much. I wouldn’t want you to do that, darling.”

“Why not?” she asked sweetly.

“You’re doing good work. The press loves you. Why on earth would you want to quit?”

The press. That was it. Lana had been the focus of several major news articles lately, and Oran wanted a piece of the coverage. “We’re done here, Oran. See yourself out.”

Lana went back to her work, trying to focus on the page in front of her. The words made no sense, but she stared at them as if they held the meaning of life.

How could she have ever believed he loved her? It was so clear to her now that that emotion was beyond him. He was just one more foolish mistake she’d made.

“Don’t do this, Lana.” That gentle, caring tone he used nearly killed her. He was offering her everything she wanted, but she knew it was an illusion. No matter how much she loved him, he’d never be able to love her back the way she wanted. Needed.

“I’m not doing anything,” said Lana. “I didn’t ask you to come here. I didn’t ask anything of you at all. But now I am asking you to leave.”

Caleb took a step forward, scowling, looking hugely intimidating. Oran didn’t seem to notice the threat, but then, he didn’t know what Caleb was capable of the way she did. She’d seen him kill the man who’d beaten and tortured her. In fact, he made killing look frighteningly easy.

“I don’t want to leave things like this. You and I can have a future together. Come back to me and let me prove it.”

“There is no future for us. You ruined any chance of that when you abandoned me when I needed you most.”

“I told you I’m sorry. Can’t we move past it?”

“It’s too late for that,” said Lana.

“The lady asked you to leave,” said Caleb, his voice low and steady. He was still several feet away, but no less threatening because of it. “You should do so.”

“Who the hell are you, anyway?” asked Oran, his nose twitching as if he smelled something bad.

Lana wasn’t quick enough to think of a reason for Caleb to be here.

“I’m the man who’s going to help you find the door if you can’t do it on your own,” said Caleb. His voice was even, calm.

Oran looked up and down Caleb’s big body. “Do you work with Lana?”

“Yes,” said Caleb at the same time Lana said, “No.”

Oran looked between them, his photogenic smile nowhere to be found. “Think about what I said, Lana. I’ll give you some time to think things over, and then I’ll be back for your answer.”

“It will be the same as it is has been for months. The same as it is now. You might as well not waste your time,” she told him.

Oran just shrugged and pasted on his look-at-me smile as he headed for the door, just in case someone outside was watching. “We’ll see. One of these days you may decide you need me again.”

“When I did need you, you walked away. I’ll never make that mistake again.”

Caleb had learned at a young age that he had to control his temper, because he’d always been bigger and stronger than the other kids. Without that patience and self-control, he would have hurt people, and those traits had always served him well until today.

As he watched Oran walk away, he wished that he’d slammed his fist right into Oran’s handsome nose. Blacking both of that asshole’s eyes would have been fun. Therapeutic.

He couldn’t believe that Oran had been stupid enough to dump Lana. And the thought of him doing it while she was still weak and vulnerable made Caleb clench his fists against the urge to hit something.

“Does he always come around here like that?” asked Caleb.

Lana’s face was still tight with anger, which was now aimed directly at him. Caleb had kept quiet, trying to stay out of her personal business, but he just couldn’t keep quiet any longer. Not after that.

“Eventually, he’ll get the point.”

Caleb didn’t like the idea of her hanging around with scum like Oran. Not that it was any of his concern. She was a grown woman and could make as many bad choices as she wanted. Heaven knew he’d made plenty of his own.

“He’s an ass,” said Caleb. “If it’s any consolation, you were lucky not to have been stuck with him.”

Lana let out a deep breath and looked back down at her work. “I know that now.”

But she hadn’t known it when he dumped her, was the obvious subtext.

Caleb clenched his fists again and tried to remind himself that he wasn’t here to inflict violence on Lana’s ex-fiancé, no matter how appealing the idea was.

It was time for Lana to go home, and Caleb was still sitting there. Stacie had left a couple of hours ago, giving Lana that maternal frown that could make her feel like she was nine years old. She’d scolded Lana for working too hard and then left, saying she’d be in early in the morning.

Lana glanced over at Caleb. He’d hardly moved all day. He intervened when Oran wouldn’t leave. He ate the burgers Stacie had brought him, thanking her politely for thinking of him. He used the bathroom at the back of the office a couple times, but other than that, he hadn’t moved.

Lana felt him watching her, but every time she looked up, he was never looking her way. She wished he had been, because then she could have scolded him for that and maybe even worked up the nerve to call the police and have him hauled off for stalking or something.

Like that would work. They’d get one glimpse of his military record and likely take him out for drinks or invite him to date their sisters. That was just the kind of thing Lana had come to expect from fate where her life was concerned.

Caleb was watching the street outside. Sometimes he’d scribble something on a little notebook he carried. She had no idea what he was doing, but it was clear that it was taking up all his concentration. She used the opportunity to just look at him.

His black hair had been a little longer in Armenia. It was still long enough to defy military regulations, but then again, he was special. He did things like pretend to be a criminal in order to infiltrate a terrorist group. He couldn’t go around looking like GI Joe and expect to be accepted as scum by scum.

His skin was deeply tanned, with a few paler lines of scar tissue on both his hands and face that showed where his dangerous career had damaged his body.

His face wasn’t as handsome as it was simply . . . powerful. Intense. His jaw was wide and bold, covered in five-o’clock shadow that accentuated the sharp, masculine angles. His eyes were a deep, rich black. Only the faintest slivers of golden brown gave away where his pupils started and his irises ended. She remembered them in vivid detail. They were the first thing she’d seen when she’d opened her eyes in the hospital and knew she was going to live.

Lana didn’t want to like him, and she sure as hell didn’t want him sticking around, but she couldn’t keep herself from respecting him. He’d done something she wasn’t sure she could ever do. He’d held the fate of innocents in his hands and chosen who would live and who would die.

She didn’t envy him that responsibility.

“Are you sleeping here tonight?” he asked her without turning around. Night had fallen outside, and he was looking at her in the mirrorlike reflection of the tinted windows.

Lana felt her face heat as she realized that he’d been watching her watch him. “No. I’m just about done. Feel free to tell your boss you tortured me, or whatever, to get me to talk, but I just didn’t have anything to say. I wouldn’t want him to think any less of you for failing.”

“Who says I’ve failed? I’m a patient man, Lana.”

Lana swallowed a vile curse by force of habit, even though Stacie wasn’t here to hear her. “I’m not letting you in tomorrow. That’s final. You want to sit outside in the parking lot and bake, that’s fine, but you’re not coming in here where it’s all cool and comfy.”

He gave her a shrug of indifference. “I’ve been hotter places than here.”

He probably had, too. He’d probably climbed frozen mountains and swum crocodile-infested rivers, and crossed scorching deserts with no water, and jumped over tall buildings in a single leap. He was a freaking hero. He’d saved hundreds of lives. He could probably walk on water if he tried.

Why couldn’t he just go away and leave her in peace? Her life was bad enough without the constant reminder of what she’d suffered.

And if any of the terrorists who had escaped justice found out he was here, they might figure out she’d seen them. Having Caleb here was like putting a giant neon sign over her head, reading, “Witness here. Come get her.”

She needed him to go. Now. Before any more attention was drawn her way.

“I’m going home. Don’t try to follow me, or I’ll call the police.”

“I have my orders,” was all he said.

“Screw your orders. Stalking is a crime, buddy.”

He looked completely unconcerned by her threat, and that’s when Lana knew the ugly truth. No matter where she went or what she did, he was going to be there. He wasn’t going away until she told him what he wanted to hear, and there was no way she was going to do that. Not if she wanted to live.

Caleb sat in his car outside Lana’s nearly deserted apartment building. He hadn’t even bothered to ask her to let him in so he could check the place out. He knew what the answer would be, and he really didn’t want to give her the chance to scream at him.

From what he could tell from the outside, the place was run-down and badly in need of repair. Closer to the highway, several similar buildings had been polished up and remodeled, but not this one. It looked like it had been built in the seventies and not much had been done since then. There weren’t even many cars in the lot, just her Saturn, his car, and an ancient Taurus that looked like its tires had rotted into the concrete.

Trees grew up all around the apartment building, shielding it from the noise and stink of the highway. As beautiful as they were, they were also an excellent source of concealment for anyone who might want to get into Lana’s apartment. She had a ground-level unit with plenty of windows to climb through—windows that also happened to be on the side facing the thick growth of trees. It wouldn’t have taken a genius to find a way in. Hell, a kid could have done it without putting down his Game Boy.

After he was sure she was asleep, he’d get out of his car and scout the place more closely to see if his first impressions of security here were accurate, but he didn’t want to scare her by snooping around while she was still awake to watch.

Caleb’s belly growled in hunger, but he ignored it. He had some MREs in his duffel and he’d break one out later, but not until the lights in Lana’s apartment went out. It was nearly ten, and he hoped she’d get some rest soon. She looked like she could use it.

A few minutes later, Lana’s face peeked out from between the slats of her cheap blinds. She was too far away for him to make out much more than the shape of her head, but somehow he got the feeling that she was scowling at him.

Caleb sighed. Not much he could do to change her opinion of him. As it was, she’d already shocked him by not calling the police. No matter how tough she wanted to sound, he could tell the idea of him sitting out in the heat bothered her. She didn’t want him to suffer. How ironic.

Caleb’s gut twisted in a slow roll of regret. Wishing things had been different never made them so, and even if he had to go back and live that nightmare all over again, he wouldn’t have done anything differently.

Except maybe he wouldn’t have gone to Lana’s hospital room. Seeing her suffer like that had slain something inside him—some innocent little piece of his soul that believed in fairness, justice.

Of course, had he not gone there, he’d never have been able to live with himself. There were just some things a man didn’t do, and walking away from a dying woman that he’d helped kill was one of them.

The blinds cracked open again, and a minute later, Lana came stomping out of her apartment. She carried a plate of food in one hand and a glass of water in the other. By the time she’d gotten to his car, he’d rolled down the window.

Lana shoved the food at him. “Here,” was all she said.

Caleb took the food and thanked her, but she was already stomping off again. He thought he heard her mutter something about hoping he’d choke.

Caleb stared at the plate in amusement. She’d made spaghetti for him.

The door of her apartment slammed shut, and Caleb couldn’t help but smile. She didn’t like him, she had every reason to hate him, yet she couldn’t stand to let him go hungry—couldn’t stand the thought of him baking in the hot sun.

Maybe there was still hope for this mission yet.

Caleb wolfed down the meal, grateful for real food when faced with the option of a lukewarm MRE instead. He’d had enough of those to last him a lifetime.

When he’d cleaned the last noodle from the plate, he figured he had just been handed the best excuse he could think of to get a look inside her home. He had to return her dishes.

Caleb pocketed one of his wireless mini-cams and made his way up the concrete stairs that led to the sidewalk that ran along the apartment building. One of the security lights was out, casting the trees behind her unit into deep shadows. Decorative bushes sat in thick clumps beneath her windows, and they were in desperate need of a haircut. He was too big to make much use of a hiding place like that, but a lot of people wouldn’t be. All they’d have to do was sit there and wait to break in after she’d left her apartment, then wait inside for her to return. She’d never even suspect she was walking into a trap.

But none of that bothered him nearly as much as her front door. It was a flimsy piece of construction with a lock that wouldn’t have taken him twenty seconds to bypass. Even an amateur would have had no trouble getting through that door. A stiff wind could do the job.

Caleb didn’t have time to knock before the door was opened. Lana stepped out onto her welcome mat, blocking his path, a clear sign he was not welcome inside.

“I brought you back your dishes. The food was great. Thanks.”

Lana gave a grudging nod and took the dirty plate and glass. “Please tell me you’re not going to stay out there all night.”

“Sorry, but I’m under or—”

“Orders. Yes, I know. And I’ve got a lot of work to do. At least go where I can’t see you watching me. You’re making me nervous, and I can’t get anything done.” It was the weariness in her tone that nearly had him backing off. She looked exhausted, with dark smudges under her blue eyes and a tired droop to her shoulders.

“I can’t leave you alone, but I’ll try to keep out of your hair.”

“Whatever,” she said, but it sounded like she was admitting defeat, and he hated that he’d pushed a strong woman like Lana that far.

She turned to go back into her apartment, and Caleb knew he had one more job to do before he could let her go. “Would it be okay if I used your bathroom?”

He could tell she wanted to say no, but there was that look in her eyes again—the one that told him she didn’t like the idea of him suffering. She let out a long, weary sigh. “Go ahead.”

She held the door open for him, and he had to nearly touch her to squeeze past. He caught her scent as he passed, and something deep in his chest tightened. He remembered that scent; under the sterile, sickly stench of the hospital, she had smelled the same way. Like honeysuckle and miracles, like spring and second chances.

That scent had haunted him last spring when flowers had started to bloom and he’d caught a whiff of honeysuckle. He’d remember Lana lying in the hospital bed and wish that he could have saved her, too.

If only.

Caleb shoved the thought away and took in her small apartment with one sweeping glance. It was like countless other rental places, with white walls, matted gray-brown carpet, and cracked vinyl floors. There was an open living/kitchen area that took up most of the apartment and a single bedroom and bathroom off to one side. A sturdy plaid couch in front of a tiny TV filled most of the living area, with heavy wooden bookcases filling the rest. The shelves nearly bowed under the weight of dozens of travel books, as well as thick guides on fundraising and how to build your own business.

The walls were decorated with sketches where other people used photographs. The art was good—lifelike enough that it captured the emotion and personality of each subject. A much older version of Lana, which Caleb guessed was her mother, was holding a newborn who still wore the tiny hospital band on his chubby wrist. Pride filled the older woman’s face, and Caleb swore he could almost see the tears of joy running down her cheeks. Another sketch showed a teenage girl in a soccer uniform holding a trophy while a crowd of other girls hoisted her high overhead. Cheers and praise were frozen on their lips, and it was easy to imagine the sound they had made. Another sketch was of a man in his sixties, pruning shears in hand, tending a rosebush. The look of contentment on his face was nearly palpable, and the roses were so intricately drawn that Caleb was sure he would feel the velvet texture of rose petals if he ran his finger over the paper. He had to force himself not to keep staring at the artwork and move on.

On the small dining table sat an outdated PC and piles of bills and paperwork. The kitchen counters were nearly bare, with the exception of a coffee pot and a toaster sitting out, ready to use.

Caleb made quick use of the bathroom and came back out. Lana was at the sink washing the dishes, and he took the opportunity to mount the minuscule wireless camera on the frame above her bathroom door. No one was getting in through her front windows or door without him seeing it. When no one came through, he could prove to Monroe that Lana wasn’t in danger and get out of this blasted assignment. Anyone who wanted to do Lana harm could walk right in here and do it. Once Monroe saw how easy it would be to get to her, he’d be satisfied that she was safe. Anything that was going to happen would have already happened by now.

Or maybe that was just wishful thinking on Caleb’s part. Maybe he wanted to believe she was safe too much.

“Thanks,” he told her.

“You’re welcome.” Perfect politeness, but Lana didn’t turn around. The line of her back was straight and stiff. He needed no further reminder that she didn’t want him here. The least he could do was get out and leave her in peace.

“Don’t forget to lock the door when I leave.”

She turned then, and Caleb thought he saw fear flitter over her eyes for just a split second before it vanished. “I never forget to lock the door.”
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