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      Nothing said more about a woman on her wedding day than how she looked making a run for it.

      Well, as much as she could run considering her form-fitting white dress banded around her hips, thighs and knees, requiring her steps to be short and quick like a crazed ballerina. Or one of those zippy little animals escaping a predator on an African plain. What were they called?

      Focus, Quinley.

      She panted as she tried to step up on the balcony railing, but her foot kept slipping off, thanks to the ridiculous designer heels that cost more than the yearly rent of her first apartment.

      God forbid a woman be comfortable on a day filled with stress. All that mattered was how she looked. But she shouldn’t complain because when it came to picking out her wedding attire, she’d let the mothers do it because— Dare she actually admit it?

      She hadn’t cared. She hadn’t cared about the dress or the details and let the mothers and Rhys handle everything, telling herself she was busy with work and they liked handling those things, and that should’ve told her whatever she needed to know as to how she found herself here in this moment?

      Growling her frustration because she didn’t have the time to spare to take the uncomfortable bejeweled heels off, she grabbed the sun-warmed metal railing and took a fortifying breath before she tightened her grip and flung herself over the side, ever so grateful for those long-ago summer camps that had repeatedly forced her and fifty other girls through difficult obstacle courses with high walls, not to mention her current Pilates and CrossFit classes because of the strength and flexibility they instilled.

      She hugged the railing like a sloth to a tree as she crossed over and tried to find her footing on the too narrow ledge.

      Just don’t look down.

      Had she lost her ever-loving mind?

      Seeing as how she hung off the balcony of a high-rise hotel in her wedding dress, the answer was most definitely yes.

      God knew her parents were going to kill her when they discovered what she’d done, and her intended would— Well, she wasn’t sure what he would do, but he definitely wasn’t going to be happy about her disappearance. The hotel burst at the seams with very important guests from all over the world. Hollywood celebrities were in attendance along with politicians and the elite of the elite. There was even a sheik wandering around somewhere downstairs.

      And the swarms of paparazzi trying to get pictures?

      Panic surged and left her heart racing like a thoroughbred’s. The unease she’d fought for months had finally taken over, and now that same sense of OMG run propelled her on.

      Please forgive me, she mused, though she wasn’t sure whom she addressed. Her fiancé, her parents, her BFF Ana, or the many guests who’d traveled far and wide to take part in the beautiful day.

      All she knew was that she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t go through with the ceremony, and if the wrong people discovered her before she could make her escape, she knew she’d be guilted and coerced into going through with the wedding, because that was partially how she’d wound up in this situation in the first place. Because she’d given into them and the awareness of the fact she wasn’t getting any younger and she wanted a family.

      Think later. Focus now, she thought as she inched along the outside of the railing to the column between the penthouse suites. Her stupidly tight dress kept catching on the metal and the rough concrete, forcing her to let go long enough to yank loose before moving another inch or so and doing it all over again.

      Almost there. So close. Just a few more steps.

      The problem was she liked her fiancé. Truly liked him. She even loved him in her own way. He was tall and handsome, funny at times, smart and successful. He treated her like a queen. Though the gifts he bestowed seemed to occur more to placate her whenever he cancelled plans than for any other reason.

      So what was the problem?

      Why didn’t she feel the way she ought to toward him? Why wasn’t she putting all of this effort and energy into racing down the aisle toward the wonderful man instead of away?

      And then there was Ana.

      Her best friend and maid of honor was not going to be happy when she got back from getting the drinks Quinley had insisted only Ana could get. Once Ana realized why she’d been sent away and knew what Quinley had asked Ana to do…

      Ana had been asking her for weeks to confide in her, but Quinley hadn’t because…

      How could she explain the nuances of her engagement? The fact that she and her intended got along well, were compatible in lots of ways, and yet…something was still missing? Something big. Something she’d been content to ignore the lack of because she was realistic enough to know not everyone got a fairy tale when it came to love and maybe this was her version.

      But once Cole and Ana had reunited? Once she’d seen what was missing and felt that lack deep in her soul? Knew she didn’t want to—couldn’t—settle down with Rhys because of that missing piece?

      How could she explain her parents—namely her father—pressured, demanded and insisted she accept the ring when it was offered? How could she convey the convoluted mess of emotions she felt to be a good daughter because her entire life all she’d wanted was her father’s love and approval? Toss in her supreme hatred of personal bodyguards and trackers and intrusions into her life all in the name of security? Into being the woman expected of a billionaire’s wife?

      Quinley inched along the column, one careful slide of her six-inch heels and thoughts at a time, until she was close enough to the neighboring balcony to grab hold of it.

      Once Ana had left the hotel suite on the mission Quinley had sent her, the excited chatter of her younger sisters and bridesmaids had shredded the last of her frayed nerves and she’d firmly ordered them out of the penthouse atop the Lachlan Hotel and Resort—owned by said fiancé and his obscenely wealthy family— where they were all getting ready for the big day.

      She’d convinced herself that a bit of quiet would go a long way to help her get a grip on the anxiety ripping through her like a tornado. That all she’d needed was a moment alone to catch her breath before she did what everyone expected of her.

      And maybe a shot of something strong to steady her.

      But when the breath turned into gasping inhalations and the shot of booze hadn’t worked, panic had really kicked in, and she’d dazedly scribbled out the message for Ana to give to the man who was supposed to be Quinley’s husband in a matter of minutes. She’d removed the gorgeous, ridiculously expensive ring, whispered one last apology no one could hear, and bolted for freedom out the only door that didn’t have guards stationed outside of it.

      Her grip tightened on the railing of the next balcony, but she couldn’t bring herself to let go of her side. Wind whipped the sheer edge of the train embellishing her tight dress, and she glanced down long enough to confirm that when Webster’s updated their definition of “crazy,” a picture of Quinley Anders, runaway bride, was going to be included.

      Because who else but an insane woman would risk falling to her death by shimmying over a penthouse railing and around a pillar to the next balcony in a wedding dress that, now that she’d had time to reconsider, fit her like a mummy’s wrapping?

      What had she been thinking agreeing to this design? Was the tight fit a subconscious thing about how she’d felt trapped?

      A shrink would have a file full of notes from this.

      Maybe she should write a “how to run away from your wedding” guide for brides but skip the part about balcony scaling from twenty stories up.

      Now or never, Quinnie. Stay or go. Do or…die.

      Body shaking, she took a deep, salt-air filled breath as she looked out at Carolina Cove from her sky-high perch in case it was her last and then shifted her weight to her right foot before firming her grip on the hot metal and yanking herself from one side of the concrete support pillar to the balcony next door.

      Her left foot slipped when she tried to find purchase, and a muffled cry left her lips before she glommed onto the railing like a succubus. Once she found her footing, she rail-flopped once again, uncaring of how she landed so long as she wasn’t dangling off the side of the building.

      A stream of rapid-fire Spanish sounded, and the very surprised maid Quinley had seen cleaning the adjoining suite and balcony next door rushed out of the suite onto the balcony toward her. Quinley panted for breath, a near hysterical laugh bubbling out of her chest when she realized she’d done it. She’d made it to the other suite without doing the swan dive of death.

      The maid helped her stand on wobbly legs, and once upright, Quinley pressed a finger to her lips to beg the housekeeper’s silence. The housekeeper’s expression revealed her shock because she undoubtedly knew Quinley’s identity and what her sudden appearance meant, but the woman nodded weakly.

      Quinley swallowed hard and made her way across the living area to the suite’s exterior door, pressing an ear to the surface to listen for voices out in the hallway.

      When she heard none, she opened the door as quietly as possible and noted that this suite opened into a different corridor than hers, a definite bonus because it meant her security detail, stationed outside her penthouse door, were none the wiser.

      Yet.

      After a last glance and shushing motion at the wide-eyed maid, Quinley slipped into the hallway and quick-stepped to the service elevator, wondering how such a tight dress could make so much noise when she moved and praying all the while the security guards downstairs monitoring the many cameras were too busy studying the arriving guests to notice the bride escaping.

      She shrank back into the corner of the elevator by the numbered panel and tapped her fingers rapidly against her hips, tap, tap, tapping her anxiety out in frantic movements.

      A bell dinged, the elevator stopped and the door opened into a back hallway leading to the kitchen, maintenance, and service rooms that kept the hotel functioning. One peek showed her that hotel staff were everywhere. As was more security. She swallowed hard, about to give up hope of escape, when a chance break in the flow of foot traffic allowed her to rush from the elevator to hide behind a monstrous pillar disguised as a faux palm tree.

      Sweet baby Jesus, thank you.

      She leaned her forehead against the scratchy surface and tried to catch her breath and slow her heart rate.

      Had the alarm been sounded? Were her bodyguards searching for her? Had security noticed her in the footage from the hallways and elevator? Were they currently rushing toward her?

      What would they do if they caught her?

      Stop her. Of that she had no doubts whatsoever.

      Their job was to protect her, not keep her from running away. But when the bride was leaving the billionaire who employed them… Well, the writing was on the wall, so to speak.

      She really should’ve planned her escape. Not that she’d planned to leave her fiancé at the altar. But every girl needs a Plan B for situations such as this. That would’ve come in handy right about now.

      Five or so minutes ago, the wedding was still a go, but considering her current predicament, all she could do was go until she couldn’t anymore.

      So why are you just standing there? Escape, escape, escape!

      She sucked in a shallow breath. Dear God in heaven, why was this dress so tight?

      Her heart pummeled her chest as though trying to break free from her like she was the hotel. She peeked around the pillar for her next move and thankfully she spotted a side door. An emergency exit.

      Oh, the irony, she mused.

      Freedom was in sight and so close she could almost taste it. But the moment she shoved open that door, the alarms would sound for certain, and no doubt security cameras would immediately flash to the area breached. If security hadn’t seen her yet, they’d know in that instant.

      It wasn’t too late. Not yet. She could turn around. Go back upstairs. Pretend she’d only been looking for one of her bridesmaids or something. Make up a story about needing Ana or—something.

      She could marry a billionaire in a dress looking more than a little worse for wear now that she’d belly flopped over railings, but it could still happen.

      Realistically all she had to do was dump something down the front of her dress to hide the stains she’d acquired during her little jaunt to freedom and make an excuse, and she’d have a boutique with at least ten decent options at the door in a matter of minutes. That was the power of Rhys Lachlan’s money. Of being his almost wife.

      If she were going to change her mind and go back, though, this was it.

      The moment of truth.

      Was she really leaving her beautifully gorgeous, perfectly fine, billionaire fiancé at the altar?

      His handsome face came to mind, and her heart squeezed in her chest. Rhys wasn’t a bad guy. Not at all. He was smart and generous as well as a bit ruthless, because one didn’t get to be a millionaire or a billionaire’s heir by not being a little cutthroat when needed.

      Those qualities were some of the many reasons her father demanded she accept Rhys’s proposal. But when she thought of the future. Her future…

      Love was a fickle, elusive fairylike creature who disappeared like wine in an open bottle whenever Quinley considered life with him lately.

      So run already, her mind screamed. Run before it’s too late and you marry someone you don’t love enough!

      After a last look to make sure the hallway was relatively clear to either head toward the exit—or back to the freight elevator she’d taken from the penthouse—she took a breath, picked a direction, and wiggle-ran her designer-covered behind toward the sunlight streaming into the tinted exit door, shoving it hard and wincing at the shrill scream of the alarm while sucking in an anxiety-ridden inhalation that was a mix of horror and a soundless sob.

      No turning back now.

      The door opened to a one-way street lined with parked luxury vehicles on both sides, a narrow lane between, and she ran with the laughable speed of an inch worm as she made her way toward the very end of the street after spying the broad back of a limo driver unlocking his vehicle as he approached it.

      Hurry, her mind screamed. He’s leaving!

      The man dropped behind the steering wheel and seconds later the vehicle roared to life. Quinley pushed herself to go faster, the lack of air making her head whirl. She made it to the limo and ripped open the passenger door before mermaid-diving inside.

      The driver’s “Hey!” fell on deaf ears as she fish-flopped on the leather seat until she could twist her legs and feet inside, and shut the door with a slam, uncaring that the train probably dragged the asphalt outside.

      Every breath was a too-shallow pant due to the tight dress, but air stalled completely when she managed to get a look at the limo driver.

      “You’ve got things out of order, sweetheart. First you marry the dude, and then you get in the limo for the honeymoon,” the man said.

      The getaway guy looked to be around her age and had a devilishly handsome face, but that wasn’t the alarming part.

      No, he had Blackwell genes etched in every molecule of his inky dark hair and fathomless dark eyes, and she reeled from the impossibility that of all the vehicles there and available to aid in her freedom flight, she’d chosen this one.

      Ana was going to kill her a second time over for dragging her fiancé, Cole, and the rest of the Blackwell brothers into her debacle of a wedding escape. “Please tell me you’re not Gage.”

      All the Blackwell siblings operated an umbrella of businesses between them, but the black car and limo service was the brainchild of Cole Blackwell, Ana’s fiancé, who’d partnered with his brother Gage to expand their rentals business. A few months back, she’d even helped Ana come up with a social media campaign to get the car service off the ground.

      This couldn’t be happening. But maybe, just maybe, he wasn’t?

      “I’m not Gage,” he repeated in a gravelly voice that would sound sexy reading a boring tech manual. He’d canted his head at her query, his gaze sliding over her panting, sweaty and mummified form. “I’m Elias. Gage is covering the rentals building, so I offered to drive for him and Cole, so Cole could attend your wedding.”

      A near-hysterical huff bubbled from her chest. Not anymore. “Yeah, about that. We can go now,” she urged, trying to sound breezy and flippant, but the words emerged shrill and high-pitched.

      Sooty black eyelashes blinked twice at her and looked more than a little pissed at her words, though she wasn’t sure why. She also wondered dazedly if he had any clue how much women had to pay for that kind of lash thickness.

      That thought brought another, this one leaving her choking down a panic-ridden sob.

      Her makeup for today had cost a fortune in and of itself, and while Rhys was supposed to cover all the expenses of the wedding, being the billionaire he was—would that still be the case if she didn’t walk down the aisle? And her father— He certainly wouldn’t pay a penny of it after this.

      Like you need something else to make you panic right now?

      “You don’t want to stay and…talk to someone? I’m sure your groom might appreciate a heads-up.”

      Elias’s voice was irritatingly calm and controlled, his expression and chin-lifting nod toward the door making it clear he’d prefer that she do as he suggested and oust herself from the limo immediately.

      When she didn’t move and even went so far as to lift her chin to a stubborn, I’m-not-budging angle, he muttered something under his breath that she couldn’t make out. But he still didn’t get them moving either. No, he shifted on the bench seat and draped his muscular and veined wrist casually over the steering wheel, the overall impression making for a GQ-like pose that left her heart skipping erratically for an entirely different reason.

      Yeah, so not what you should be noticing now, her mind argued, horrified. “I left a note. I-I left a note.”

      She heard a shout echo off the sides of the tall buildings and twisted on the seat to look behind them. Security guards rushed down the alley toward them, her personal bodyguards not far behind. “Please, I’ll pay you. Just get me out of here,” she begged in a breathless, desperate rush as she searched for the button to lock the doors. “They’re coming! You can judge me all you want later, but for now just drive. Go, go, GO!”
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      Elias Blackwell had known the wedding of a billionaire’s son and heir to a Carolina Cove local would prove to be interesting, but he had no idea that agreeing to help out his brothers by driving for them would lead him to…this.

      “What are you waiting for?” the runaway bride demanded, panic searing her tone and making her bright green eyes flare wide.

      It was her panic that cut through his anger that Quinley Anders was the type of woman to leave her groom looking like a fool.

      Elias glanced into the rearview mirror and spotted three hotel security guards plus two tuxedoed goons who were undoubtedly bodyguards quickly closing in on them, their faces dark and more than a little menacing. More black-clad guards emerged from the hotel and followed the others, quickly closing the distance between them and the ones in front.

      And as he watched, he also noted that none of them looked to be the type to let the bride leave on her own if their boss said otherwise. And that made the decision for him.

      He swore softly and followed her frantic orders to put the vehicle in gear. The shouts rose in volume when the security guards realized the limo was in motion, but the two in tuxedos picked up speed and shoved by the hotel security, looking like jocks passing the couch potatoes in gym class as they sprinted.

      Elias gunned the powerful engine and shot out of the otherwise quiet street beside the massive new hotel. A horn blared from an oncoming vehicle, and he quickly swung the limo into the proper lane and ignored the yellow traffic light that would’ve left them a sitting duck in front of the rear lobby entrance facing the Atlantic.

      Their rapid exit and the men chasing after them drew attention from everyone nearby, including some reporters camped out there as well as tourists and locals waiting behind barricades just to glimpse the goings-on. Phones and cameras turned in their direction.

      He ignored his passenger hyperventilating on the seat next to him and focused on driving to make sure he didn’t take out a bystander during their escape. He’d be in enough hot water when his brothers heard about this. The last thing he wanted to do was add to the mess by hitting someone.

      He’d heard Cole and his fiancée, Ana, talking about the wedding of Ana’s best friend in passing numerous times, but he’d paid the conversations little attention.

      “Thank you,” she said, panting as she twisted in the seat to fasten her belt, moving in such a way it appeared she wore a full-body cast and was unable to bend.

      The twists and shifts left her panting harder and red-faced, growling out a noise that made him think of other things before he clamped down that thought immediately.

      Her squirming left her leaning sideways on the bench seat toward him, and her tight wedding dress boosted her chest upward in admirable ways he tried and failed not to notice.

      His hands tightened on the steering wheel, tension riding his shoulder blades until the base of his neck ached. “Any chance your intended’s security went back to get a car to chase us?”

      “Maybe? I…probably? But maybe if we’re far enough away…” She bit into her full lower lip and slid a glance toward him from across the front of the limo before trying to twist around again to look behind them. A muffled shriek emerged. “What was I thinking? I can’t see anything, but then I can’t really get a good look. Is someone back there?”

      “I don’t see anyone yet. Just wondering what I’ve gotten myself into.” He took a quick glance at her and saw her lean heavily against the seat and scrunch up her face, her arms twisted behind her like a pretzel as she squirmed one way and then the other on the seat. “What are you doing?”

      “Trying to—undo… I can’t breathe. I can’t… I can’t breathe,” she said again, her expression looking more than a little woozy, white-lipped and panicked.

      “Hey, no panic attacks. Just take a slow deep breath.”

      “What part of not…not being able to breathe…do you not understand,” she gasped out. “I never should’ve listened to the mothers. They said it was the perfect dress, but it’s not. It’s a lung-squeezing torture device of death that won’t let me breathe.”

      “Maybe if you stop talking for a second and try to relax, you can. Take a second, then tell me where we’re going. Where can I drop you off?”

      She stayed silent for several panting breaths before she shook her head and shot him another wide-eyed and panicked stare.

      “I don’t know. I didn’t exactly plan this!”

      “Where’s home?”

      She blinked at him, and he watched as the panic grew.

      “I don’t have a home. I gave up my apartment a month or so ago to move in with Rhys because my lease— No, no, no. What did I do? Why did I do that? But he was never home, and I thought it wasn’t a big deal since we were getting married anyway, but now I’m… I’m homeless.”

      She chugged air in and out of her lungs. He tensed, waiting for her to pass out. “It’s easy enough to find a new apartment. Not a big deal,” he said before she could take a deeper dive down that panic-ridden yellow-brick road. “I’ll take you to Ana’s house. Problem solved.”

      “No, no not solved. I can’t go to Ana’s,” she cried with a firm shake of her head. “The note I left was for Ana, asking her to return the ring to Rhys for me.”

      That was demanding a lot of a friend, he mused silently. Even a best friend. “Okay then, how about your parents? Where do they live? I’ll take you there.”

      “I can’t go there, either! Right now, my dad is probably shouting the roof off the hotel, and my mom— My mom is somewhere crying with a chardonnay in her hand, searching for her Xanax to deal with him.”

      “I have to take you somewhere,” he said, careful to keep his impatience under control. Obviously there was some family dysfunction there, but that wasn’t his problem.

      “Where— Where were you going? Before I jumped in?”

      “I was heading back to the rental building to drop off the limo and pick up my truck. Gage is scheduled to drive the VIPs home after your reception.”

      “Why couldn’t you drive them home?”

      He ran his fist over his mouth and chin, hearing his doctor’s voice in his head about his stress levels. Apparently he’d never make a good getaway car driver. “Because I’m going out of town for some R and R. I just pitched in today so Cole could be at the wedding with Ana, and Gage wouldn’t have to shut down the rental building on a weekend during peak hours.”

      “That was nice of you to help out. Ana loves Cole so much. I’m sure it meant a lot that they could go together. Even though it’s kind of their fault I’m…here right now.”

      “Their fault?” He watched as she grimaced.

      “I was fine. Perfectly fine until they got together, and then… Then I really saw all the things wrong with us. Me and Rhys.”

      “And you couldn’t just tell the guy you wanted out? Before today?” He took another glance at her and saw her expression tighten.

      “It’s complicated. I didn’t plan this, okay? I was fine,” she said again, as though repeating the words somehow made her jilting the groom at the altar better than it was. “I’d accepted the fact that no relationship has everything. I thought I could do it, go through with it.”

      “Yeah, got it,” he muttered, shooting her another admittedly judgmental stare across the expanse of the interior. He couldn’t help it. He was a guy, so he put himself in her fiancé’s shoes and right now? He was team dumped male.

      Elias couldn’t imagine the upset and chaos her intended groom experienced at the moment. Assuming the guy had proposed because he loved her, because let’s face it, billionaire heirs didn’t have to do anything.

      And those variables? They were yet more examples of why he had no intentions of ever getting married. Not when there were too many uncontrollable factors to take into consideration, like being left at the altar and made to look the fool. “Tell me where to drop you. I’d like to get on the road and away from…this.”

      Silence followed his words, and he glanced over at her to find her staring dazedly into space.

      He frowned. For someone who hadn’t stayed still since she’d jumped inside the vehicle, Quinley suddenly looked like a statue, frozen in time.

      Was she breathing? Maybe she’d gone into shock? He supposed it was possible. “Quinley,” he said sharply. “Come on, surely there’s somewhere for you to go where you’ll feel comfortable. Don’t you have other friends who’ll take you in?”

      “Everyone’s at the wedding. And I don’t want to put any of them in the middle of the drama. I wouldn’t have jumped into this limo with you had I known you were…you. I need air. I feel sick.”

      “Head out the window.”

      “I’m not a dog.”

      No, because dogs are loyal, he mused, very aware of the fact he couldn’t say that out loud. He cranked the AC instead and pointed the vents toward her.

      “I ran away from my wedding,” she breathed softly, as though sounding it out for the first time. “I…I actually did it. Do you think Rhys was already at the altar when he…found out?”

      “I don’t know, but I can take you back so you can talk to him. It’s not a big deal.”

      “No, I can’t go back,” she said with a firm shake of her head elegant head. “I just don’t know what to do. He’s a good guy, you know? A great guy.”

      “If he’s so great, I’m sure he’d understand you need more time,” he said, even though he didn’t think it was possible given how long she’d waited to show the dude how she really felt. The expense probably wasn’t an issue for a guy like him, but the fact she’d ran? Getting left at the altar would be a hard pill for any guy to swallow, much less one so in the public eye that half the world watched because the family name was basically American royalty.

      Yeah, bachelorhood looked better and better.

      Why would any man allow someone to do them that way? After accepting his ring and planning a wedding, going through the motions and pretending to love him, only to run away at the last second?

      Hard pass. He’d stay married to his business ventures and call it a day.

      “Everyone knows what I’ve done by now. All those people and cameras outside the building. They know. The entire world is watching because it’s Rhys Lachlan, billionaire heir,” she muttered in a groaning tone. “Not that he hasn’t done well for himself on his own. He has. He hates that everyone thinks he’s just riding his family’s coattails. But the press and paparazzi are going to go crazy. At least this stupid dress is so tight; I probably didn’t flash anyone if there are any pictures of me climbing over the penthouse balcony.”

      Elias jerked the wheel slightly when her words registered. “You climbed over— Are you insane?”

      As much as he didn’t like the situation she’d put him in, he definitely didn’t like the fact she’d put herself in danger like that. A penthouse balcony? What kind of stunt was that?

      A desperate one.

      A throaty peal of self-deprecating laughter emerged from her chest, drawing his attention yet again before he forced himself to look away and focus on the traffic.

      “Obviously,” she said with a twist of her full lips. “But my personal security team was stationed outside the door, and I already know how hard they are to ditch because I’ve tried, so…when I saw a maid cleaning the next room, I just… It was the only way out.”

      He ran a hand over his mouth to muffle a curse at the thought of her falling, dying, to escape her wedding day. “Don’t ever do something like that again. I don’t care how desperate you were to get out of there, you shouldn’t have risked yourself like that. If you’re not concerned for yourself, think of Ana and Ben.”

      She seemed to melt into the seat at his words and nodded, her expression one of regret. “I know. I fully admit I wasn’t exactly thinking clearly.”

      They made it another block, and when he checked the rearview mirror for the millionth time, he spotted a couple of black SUVs pretty far back, weaving in and out of traffic.

      Were those Lachlan’s goons? What would he do if they caught up with them? Maybe he should drive to the police department and let the boys in blue protect her and get her wherever she wanted to go now. He knew a few of them personally. They wouldn’t allow her to be taken if she didn’t want to be.

      The radio erupted with the sound of the DJ chuckling obnoxiously into the microphone.

      “Oh, this day just got interesting, folks. For all those ladies and gents upset over losing your chance at marrying the World’s Most Eligible Bachelor number three, Rhys Lachlan, you’re gonna get another go at it. Why? The billionaire heir to the Lachlan fortune has apparently been left at the altar by his fiancée. The bride is currently MIA and was last seen running from the massive new Lachlan Hotel in Carolina Cove, North Carolina, in her wedding dress and hopping into a limo. No word yet on if she was coerced or just desperate to escape, but that just proves you can be one of the richest guys in the world, and women will still leave you hanging. To celebrate their big day, here’s some Billy Joel, ‘Where Were You.’” The DJ laughed again. “Man, somebody buy that poor sucker a drink. Here’s to you, Rhys! Though I’m pretty sure the billionaire heir will have a long list of ladies waiting to comfort him. Am I right?”

      The song started playing, mocking and making fun of the day’s events, before Elias stretched out a hand and punched the button to turn it off. “We’ve got company behind us, I think. They’re still pretty far back, but it’s decision time. What’s the endgame here?”

      Quinley sat there in the seat with her lips trembling as she blinked hard. But she didn’t speak. Or even look behind to try to see the SUVs he referenced. His body squeezed a bit at her look of…resignation? “If you’re not wanting to stay in town, I’ve heard some people take honeymoons alone after this sort of thing.”

      He’d always thought it would be weird to do that when the point was to take the trip together, but to each their own. He supposed knocking a few back alone on a beach somewhere was better than sitting at home dwelling on the heartbreak. Not that she apparently had any?

      He made a few turns, getting off the main road with weekend bumper-to-bumper traffic and taking the side streets, rolling through a few stop signs along the way once he knew they were clear.

      “I can’t do that. We were going to take one of the jets to Lachlan hotels and homes in the Caribbean. I’m pretty sure that’s bad taste to go there now.”

      Little bit, he mused silently.

      “What was I thinking? Why did I wait so long? Why did I leave everything behind? I knew his security team would track my phone, but I didn’t even grab a change of clothes so I can get out of this stupid dress. I don’t know where to go. What I’m going to do. I don’t have my purse or money or anything.”

      The panic was back, and the image of her throwing herself over a penthouse balcony in her too-tight dress came to mind yet again. His hands tightened on the steering wheel.

      He had a kid sister. He had female friends, his sisters-in-law, and a gym where the safety of all his customers, especially women, were top priority. He couldn’t help but feel protective regardless of what she’d done.

      Quinley could’ve fallen so easily, and if she had, she wouldn’t be sitting there beside him right now. If nothing else, that thought and the fact she was Ana’s best friend made him want to help her. “Quinley, are you sure you don’t want me to drop you off at Ana’s? Really sure? I’ll call Cole and tell him what’s going on, make sure he knows to keep your whereabouts quiet. Ana’s your friend, and I think you need her.”

      “I can’t. I can’t face Ana right now. Not after this. She’s been after me for months to talk to her because she sensed something was wrong, and I kept telling her everything was fine but— She was right. She was totally right. Obviously it wasn’t fine, or else I’d be getting married right now.”

      “I’m sure Ana would understand.”

      “No, she won’t. I’ve put her in an impossible situation. Her boutique is located inside the lobby of Rhys’s hotel. I mean, I don’t think Rhys would pull anything unethical, but it’s going to be absurdly uncomfortable for Ana now. No,” she said with another toss of her beautiful head, her features pinched and tight. “I can’t make it worse for her. Ana’s so good with boundaries. She’s had to be. She wouldn’t have let things get this far. Not like I did.”

      He glanced at her to find her staring out the dash, looking paler than ever despite her makeup as she shifted side to side in her seat. “I get it. But you need to leave the regrets for later and focus on what’s happening right now. As a guy, I might not like your sense of timing, but I think it’s brave to stand up for yourself, no matter when you do it.”

      She made a frustrated sound. “Seriously, why did I agree to this suffocating dress! I swear it gets tighter every time I move.”

      “So stop squirming and focus on calming down so you can think straight.”

      “Do men really believe telling a woman to calm down actually works? Because let me set the record straight— It doesn’t.”

      He bit back a rare curse, not liking that she unnerved him enough to break his composure. He’d only cursed a few times before his mother had heard him, quickly sat him down, and gently made clear the fact that men cursed when they lacked language skills.

      He didn’t believe that to be true in the slightest, but in honor of his mother, especially after her death, he tried his best to keep the foul language under wraps. “Quinley, come on. You need a plan. Focus and figure out your next move.”

      A low peal of laughter emerged from her, the sound carrying more than a hint of hysteria. He shot a frowning glance at her.

      The expression she wore, the pain in her voice, called to a level of empathy he wasn’t sure he still possessed until that moment. “Look, we’re almost to the rentals building. The plan was for me to drive the limo back to the building to swap vehicles so I can get on the road. Gage is driving the VIPs home once he gets their call. Since there isn’t going to be a wedding, I’m guessing the protocol would be to go ahead and let the guests eat the reception dinner?”

      “I suppose so,” she murmured.

      “Well, let’s say that’s happening right now. Everyone is getting settled for the food and cake. The VIPs will probably stay to eat and get the gossip on what’s happened because they’re human and nosy. So we’ll leave the limo for Gage, grab my truck to throw off whoever’s behind us, and maybe by then you’ll have a better idea of where you want me to drop you off on my way out of town.”

      The sun sank fast with a blazing array of colors, and thankfully the sky had completely darkened by the time he wove them through one of the larger beach communities on the island.

      His phone began to buzz in his pocket, and he dug it out, only then realizing he’d missed a number of calls from Cole and Ana.

      He held the phone so Quinley could see Cole’s name on the screen. “What do I tell him?”

      “Nothing. I don’t want to talk to Ana,” she added quickly though quietly.

      Too quietly in his opinion. As animated as she’d been since hopping into the limo, he really did think she was going into shock.

      “Maybe… Maybe he won’t know you are the getaway guy who drove off with me.”

      Considering the number of calls he’d somehow missed, Elias figured that was highly unlikely. Especially when he thought of the security team, witnesses, and cameras around the hotel. He pressed the button and put it on speaker.

      “What were you thinking?” Cole growled out the moment the call connected. “Do you have any idea of the mess you’ve put us in? Bring her back, Elias.”

      Quinley shook her head in an emphatic response, her eyes filling with tears she didn’t shed as she silently begged him not to follow Cole’s order. Not that he would. “Yeah, I’m not into kidnapping. Unlike the dudes who were chasing after her when she left the hotel.”

      “They were her personal security, not kidnappers.”

      “I guess the point is that they would’ve stopped her when she wanted to leave. She jumped into the limo with me, Cole. I didn’t make her.” He reluctantly left the quiet, darkened side streets and ventured onto the road running alongside the gas station located near the pier.

      Cole’s exhale sounded loud and long over the speaker. “Where are you? Ana and I will come meet you and get Quinley.”

      Quinley narrowed her gaze and shook her head firmly again.

      “I don’t think she’s agreeable.”

      “Elias, this is spiraling fast. Security left minutes after you did. You’re both being hunted.”

      “I figured as much.” He made a right to pull onto the lot behind the convenience store and then rolled along the side of the rental building to stop beside his Gladiator.

      “People are talking, and the media has gone into a frenzy. I’ve heard everything from her being a runaway bride, to her having an affair with her limo driver, to her being coercively kidnapped and held for ransom.”

      “I only met her today, Cole.”

      “The truth won’t matter if other stories are more profitable. This is going to come back to bite all of us if it’s not stopped. She needs to make a statement about her safety if nothing else.”

      Elias looked at her but found Quinley staring at him and hyperventilating once more in her too-tight dress. “As soon as she’s safe, she’ll do that.”

      “Elias, unless you want to wind up as a suspect in a kidnapping, that statement needs to happen yesterday.”

      “I got it. I hear you. It’ll get done.”

      “Quinley, if you’re listening and you really don’t want to come back, hide well,” Cole said, his voice lowering. “His family wants to get to you and control the fallout before the press finds you.”

      “We get it, Cole. She hears you,” Elias said on Quinley’s behalf, his heart squeezing in response to Quinley’s flinch and sickly expression. Just when he thought she couldn’t get any paler, she had. “We have to go. We need to change vehicles.”

      “Just…don’t let this land you in jail,” Cole said. “They’re working on identifying you and the car service now. Needless to say, neither Ana nor I have offered up any hints.”

      “How did you know she was with me?”

      “The timing and a gut feeling. Plus, after Ben’s stunt the night of the gala, Gage and I thought it best to put a tracker on the vehicle, just in case another kid tried to take it for a joyride. The dash cam feed is on both our phones.”

      His brother had pulled up the video and watched her jump in then. “Key’ll be on the seat. Let Gage know.”

      “Be careful. Call me when you get on the road for an update.”

      Elias ended the call and shot her a look. “Let’s do this fast. The less people who see you, the better.”

      Cole and Gage hadn’t installed the planned security lights to this side of the building yet, but he was grateful for their procrastination since the darkness helped hide them. Quinley opened the door to the limo as he rounded the back, and Elias had to pull her out of the seat because of the tight dress.

      Thankfully the open door of the limo blocked most of her from view. No one seemed to be paying them any attention, but how long that would last as the news and photos broke remained to be seen.

      A swipe of his hand unlocked the truck thanks to the key fob in his pocket. He opened the door, reaching down to grasp her waist with both hands to lift her onto the passenger seat. No way could she make the climb inside since it required being able to use the step bar, and in that dress…

      He tossed the key inside the limo and shut the door, hurrying around the front of the truck to get behind the wheel. A gut hunch told him to leave via the rear lot where Brooks typically parked his tow truck, and Elias followed his instincts, all the while stretching an arm into the backseat to grab a duffle bag and shove it at her. “Help yourself to a shirt out of there to hide your dress. And maybe take down your hair so it isn’t so fancy.”

      Quinley hurried to unzip the duffle and dug inside, pulling out one of his favorite shirts from the top to disguise her dress before she set to work yanking out the pins with painful-looking speed. A tiny mountain of them formed on her lap as he took a left out of the lot onto Dow. Seconds later via the rearview mirror, he saw three black SUVs blow through the intersection. They’d made it with seconds to spare. But they weren’t off the island yet. Would her ex demand they shut down the bridge? Have roadblocks in place to search for her? “Ana’s house is on the way.”

      “I said no. Keep driving,” she said softly.

      The broken determination of her voice left him glaring out the dash as he drove them down the dark backroad. “You’ve got time to think on the way out of Wilmington. You can decide before we get there. Or…you can ride with me for a while. There are a lot of towns between here and the mountains.”

      “The mountains,” she said softly, her voice quivering a bit from her nerves and anxiety, barely audible. “I want to go to the mountains with you. I’ll pay you for the hassle of taking me. My parents have a house in Asheville. It sits empty more often than not, but I know the codes and where the cameras are at the main house. I think I can stay in the pool house without being seen. Please, Elias, I know you want me out of your hair as soon as possible but… Please. Will you please take me there? Get me away from here?”

      He released a lung-thrashing breath. She was right. He’d be better off to end this now. To drop her off at Ana’s whether she agreed to it or not.

      But if he did, he’d be no better than the goons chasing after her, forcing her to do something she didn’t want to do. “The place I’m heading to isn’t far from Asheville. If we make it off the island and out of Wilmington without being stopped, we should be okay.”

      “You’ll do it? You’ll drive me?” Relief flooded her tone.

      “Yeah,” he said, feeling as though he were signing off on the deed in blood. “Looks like we’re going on a road trip.”
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