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She’s on the run, her only safe harbor the man she’d loved years ago.


He was out of the protection business, but he can’t say no to the woman who saved his life.

Law student, Maggie Macrae, wants to put her crime family’s background firmly in the past and has turned state’s evidence for the government. When she’s exposed and followed by her brother’s thugs, she knows Kurt won’t let her down.

Kurt Guidry isn’t the man he used to be. A retired U.S. Deputy Marshal, he’s stayed as far away from Maggie as he can. She deserves more than he can give, even as his need for her still burns hot.

When she seeks him out and danger closes in, he will fight for her with all he’s got.

But will that be enough to thwart her enemies or will they both be silenced forever?


ONE


Darkness shrouded the streets of her suburban neighborhood, a stark contrast to the state-fair midway of hotels and fast-food eateries behind her on the streets bounding the eastern edge of Nashville.

Maggie Macrae straightened in the driver’s seat and did a visual sweep of the street ahead. What she could see of it.

Red-brick townhouses marched down the block. The trees the developer put in had grown enough to shadow front yards, even now in early spring.

The usual compact car sat at the curb in front of a home at the end of her block. Nothing to worry about, and she checked her mirrors, going through the drill she’d developed in the last few weeks.

She drove steadily, neither fast nor slow, scanning the sidewalks. She saw a lone walker she didn’t recognize and slowed, waiting for the person to walk under a streetlight. She recognized a neighbor, and drove on, but she wasn’t going to regret being overcautious.

After that dogwalker, the sidewalks were empty and nothing unusual caught her eye.

She leaned back, stretching her arms against the wheel and rolling her shoulders. Her study group meeting tonight had run longer than usual, and she looked forward to getting home, taking a hot shower and falling into bed.

But first she had to pass an unfamiliar parked car on the block ahead. An oncoming car’s headlights silhouetted two males in the front seat.

Men sitting in a parked car at this time of night sent warnings buzzing along her nerves.

Not for a minute did Maggie believe they’d pulled over to have a conversation. Instead, they seemed to be waiting for someone. Her?

Her heart raced. She wiped sweat from her upper lip.

The men probably could care less about her, and she was being paranoid. Still, she couldn’t shake the gnawing at her nerves.

She squeezed the steering wheel. What she’d done would eliminate this threat. Just not soon enough that she could let down her guard tonight.

The car remained on the curb ahead, the occupants not moving, not getting out. Not walking up the sidewalk to someone’s apartment.

She flicked sweat off her temple and tried to ignore the panic hovering in her back seat, ready to pounce.

Time to get out of there. She had no idea where she’d go, but she could figure that out when her heart slowed down.


TWO


Maggie rubbed her palms on her jeans, one sweaty hand at a time. The maroon pickup that had been behind her for hours still loomed in her rearview mirror like a hungry vulture. She’d told herself this was only a couple of guys headed to New Orleans like her. But the longer they’d stayed on her tail—even taking the same first exit into the city—the worse the bad feeling in her stomach got.

Was she overreacting? Maybe, but after observing the car staking out her street last night, she stayed wired.

She jerked her attention to the one-story wooden homes with small front yards along the street, scanned the raised grassy median, and the traffic flowing past on the other side. A frantic glance at the GPS map on her cell told her she closed in on her target, the criminal courts building in the city. Kurt Guidry was supposed to be there. As a US Deputy Marshal, he’d protect her.

The light turned green, and the Jeep in front of her moved forward. She waited for enough of a gap before feeding the engine more gas. The stop-and-go pace was using too much fuel, and the needle approached the empty mark.

The truck would surely drive past, going wherever the driver intended, once she peeled away at the courthouse. She crossed her fingers, but a sour taste lodged in her throat. The pickup had been following her since dawn, its mud-spattered front grill threatening to run right over her much smaller car.

The black Jeep ahead suddenly stopped, and she slammed on the brakes, with only inches to spare.

Whew! She needed to pay attention. If she had an accident and had to get out of her car, the guys in the maroon truck would be on her like a tick. She shuddered. Maybe that truck would disappear, and the danger at home would blow over. Yeah, and she also believed in a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.

The Jeep moved forward again. Maggie stayed glued to his decal-plastered rear and finally crossed the intersection. Her cellphone pinged. She checked the app, and sure enough, she’d reached her destination.

Now to find a parking spot. This place had no garages, but there had to be parking somewhere, if only for judges.

She took the first turn around the back of the gray cement monolith of a courthouse. Police car, and patrolmen clustered beneath a multistory prison opposite. Guards—marshals, maybe?—guided a prisoner out the rear of the courthouse.

Neither of them had Kurt’s dark good looks, and in the few seconds it took to look for him, the maroon pickup barreled up behind her. The man in the passenger seat rested his elbow on the open window, his red-and-black checkered jacket in plain sight.

Patrolmen moved to block the crossing ahead, but she lowered her window and waved to them with a smile. They gestured her through and barricaded the pickup.

Suppressing her frantic need to hurry, which would be dangerous and draw attention to her, she passed a full parking lot and whipped around the corner, crossed the busy four-lane street, and pulled to the curb behind two other parked cars.

She dashed to the intersection and waited for a green on which to cross, casting her eyes over the flow of traffic. The front stairs of the huge courthouse showed no sign of pedestrians. All foot traffic seemed to be shuttled to the side entrance where she spotted people entering.

The maroon pickup had vanished, but Maggie couldn’t relax. An hour ago, when she’d first entered the city, she’d called Kurt’s phone. The woman who’d answered hadn’t told her how long he would be here. Maggie figured he must be working an assignment and couldn’t take calls.

She took a calming breath, went through security with a confident smile she didn’t feel. After gathering up her purse, she gave the scanner guard a nod and waited in line for an elevator with the off-duty police officers and the lawyers with their briefcases.

On the second floor, guards stood outside courtrooms in session. She ducked into the restroom, did what she needed to do, and leaned on the sink, exhausted. Her eyes felt gritty. Her shoulders ached.

She splashed cold water on her face, ran a comb through her hair, and pinched her cheeks in an effort not to look so frazzled and out of it. Then she stepped out into the hall with its long row of courtrooms.

Her gaze ran over the lawyers, visitors, and law officers clustered near various closed courtroom doors. She didn’t see the man she was looking for among them. Please let him still be here.

Better get moving, though. She crossed to the doors of the first courtroom.

She scanned those present. No sign of Kurt. She left and went to the next, got another strikeout. And another. Striking out in all but one of the courts in session. She sagged against the wall behind her, so, so tired. She swiped at the tear running down her cheek, shivering in the cool of the air-conditioning.

This hadn’t been a good plan. At all. Had she actually made a plan? Or was she acting on instinct?

She’d evaded the men in the maroon pickup, at least. Or else, they hadn’t been following her, after all. She heaved a sigh, sweeping one last gaze around the hall. A group of well-dressed men and police officers huddled outside the last courtroom. She strode that way to get a better look. A man in a suit stood with his back to her. He gestured to the cop beside him and—she halted right where she was, her heart pounding.

Kurt Guidry. He wore his hair longer now, but it was the same thick, dark strands that highlighted his chiseled features. He stood with his hands on his narrow hips, talking with a man in a navy suit, probably a lawyer. Too far away to overhear them, she couldn’t seem to move to get any closer.

She narrowed her gaze, unsure. This guy wasn’t wearing a uniform, and she’d only ever seen Kurt wearing his—except at the cabin when she’d had to rip off his shirt to treat his wound.

He seemed to sense her presence and now looked right at her. The moment spun out, and she couldn’t help stepping forward. No, he didn’t recognize her. He simply stared.

When they’d known each other before, he’d always seemed happy to see her. Then, during the time in the cabin, they’d formed a special bond. Her chest pinched. Hadn’t they?

She started to say his name, but voices pierced the quiet when people stepped from an elevator.

Several newcomers entered a courtroom, and she caught a flash of a black and red buffalo plaid jacket exactly like the redheaded brute in the maroon pickup.

Her pulse galloped. She had to hide!

*     *     *

Kurt Guidry couldn’t believe his eyes. Was it a mirage?

But no. Maggie Macrae stood twenty feet away. He’d know her beautiful auburn hair anywhere. What was she doing here?

“We’ll ask the judge to—”

Kurt held out a hand to the prosecutor. “Sorry. I see someone I need to speak to. I’ll be in touch.”

“Maggie.” He jogged after her. Bystanders turned, but he ignored them. “Wait!”

She stopped and spun around. Panic etched her lovely face.

“Wait.” He put out a hand when he reached her, but before he could touch her, she grabbed his arm.

“Hurry. I don’t want them to see me.”

She ran toward the restroom alcove and pushed into the ‘Ladies.’

He glanced around the court building hall but saw nothing unusual. Then he rapped his knuckles on the closed door.

The panel flew open, and she tugged him inside.

He asked the only question that made sense. “Who did you see?”

She gasped and pressed a hand to her heart, and then started speaking. He couldn’t quite make out the words and stepped closer. “What did you say, Maggie?”

“Sorry. I must have been talking too fast?” She searched his face, then plowed ahead without waiting for an answer. “I don’t know who this man is, but he’s one of two men in a pickup who’ve been following me since I left—” She struggled for breath, gripping his arm for dear life.

“Since I left Nashville. At first, I couldn’t tell whether or not they were following me. The interstate does lead here.” Maggie’s slender shoulders shook. “I can’t stop thinking that my brother sent them. I don’t know how because he’s in jail.”

Kurt cupped her shoulders. “Why does he care?”

“My family’s never stopped trying to intimidate me and remind me I can’t hide from them, but I went to the Feds to turn Dewitt in. They told me my testimony would be secret.” Her voice rose to a squeak. “But—”

Kurt’s gut squeezed. He knew all about her family’s smuggling gang because they’d harbored plenty of fugitives. That was based on his experience from four years ago. Her brother must have stepped in to take over.

“But what?” He tugged her closer, searching her gaze, waiting for her to tell him the rest. A sickening feeling told him he already knew.

“B-but–” She started shaking. “S-something must have happened. No one has ever followed me so far or for so long. Can you please hide me—or—or find me a safe place if you can’t? I know I have a lot of gall, but I have no one else and—and—”

Kurt pulled her into his arms and rubbed her back. “It’s okay,” he murmured against her silky hair. She smelled as sweet as a mountain meadow in summer. She felt perfect pressed against all his hard places, but he had to ignore those things right now, not let his body override his duty.

He wanted to know more but getting that could wait. Because right now, he had to protect her from whoever chased her. And he would. To his dying breath, if necessary.

He whispered, “You did the right thing.”

The restroom door opened with a burst of cold air. Kurt tucked Maggie behind him and faced the intruder.

A woman stalled in the entry, hand on the panel. She stared and flushed. “Sorry.” She started to back out, but then stopped. “Isn’t this the ladies’ room?”

“Yeah.” Kurt held up a hand. “Can you please wait a minute?”

The woman closed the door. He put his hands on Maggie’s shoulders. “We should leave, but I don’t drive anymore, and—”

She pressed her fingers against his lips. “I’m parked outside, but I’m scared to run into them again.”

“What do they look like?”

“One of them is wearing a red and black buffalo plaid jacket.”

“Stay here. I’ll look for him.” He squeezed her way-too-thin shoulders. “I’m just going to step out and take a look.”

Kurt pushed out, held the door for the other woman, and scanned up and down the hall. He waited a few minutes, but the man Maggie spoke of wasn’t in the hall.

They could make a break for it.

He knocked. Maggie inched out.

“There’s a stairway to the left. Just a few feet away. I’ll stay on your exposed side.” He took her hand. “Okay?”

She rubbed her arms through a white shirt, her soft green eyes large. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

Like hell she was.

She smiled in an obvious effort to reassure him. Dark smudges showed beneath her eyes. Wrinkles creased her clothes. He’d often seen her shrug off concern with an ‘I’m fine’, but she had run to him, and warmth wrapped around his heart.

“Can we go someplace safe?” Her lip trembled.

“I promise.” He clutched her hand. “Ready?”

They rushed across to the stairs entrance and then down. On the ground floor, he dropped her hand. “Wait here. Let me make a quick sweep of the foyer.”

Maggie hung back. “Don’t be gone long.”

“I won’t.”

Deputies manned the scanner at the entrance. Others loitered, either waiting to replace those working the machines or taking a break from other duties.

He spotted a deputy he knew and asked about the man in the buffalo plaid, but his acquaintance shrugged. “We’re looking for a few guys, but that doesn’t sound like one we want.”

Maggie wasn’t where he’d left her. His pulse pounded. “Maggie?” he whispered.

A figure stepped out of the shadows under the rising stairs. “Did you see them?”

“No. Coast is clear. But we don’t want to linger.”

The deputies glanced up as he and Maggie headed for the street. She hesitated, her small hand on the push bar, and glanced behind them.

Every nerve in his body went on alert, ready to spring into action. He made his own survey, but he didn’t see any big guy in a buffalo wool jacket or anyone else suspicious.

“I parked across the street.”

He took her arm, and they made it to the intersection where a red light caught them. Maggie huddled against his side and pointed to a group of three cars all parked—illegally—against the opposite curb. “Mine’s the blue car at the end.”

To get there, they had to cross six traffic lanes in the open. He scanned the spot she’d parked. Three old wooden houses from the original neighborhood shared the block with a few storefront businesses. Green garbage containers awaited pickup on the curb behind her compact.

The ‘walk’ indicator flashed, and they hurried across. Maggie dropped her hold and moved ahead once they’d reached the other side.

The signal behind them turned green. Cars and trucks rumbled toward them, filling all lanes, but the driver of a lifted pickup veered toward their sidewalk. The passenger rested his beefy arm on the open window, his sleeve checkered red and black.

Maggie’s buffalo plaid! Kurt’s pulse spiked. The muzzle of a long gun slid into view on the open window, aiming for her ten feet ahead and a perfect target.

Kurt raced forward and pulled her around behind the first trash container.

A muzzle flashed. The thick plastic wall of the can slammed against his shoulder.

Maggie leaned into him as another blow slammed into the can. “They’re shooting!”


THREE


Maggie pressed against Kurt’s warm chest, her heart galloping like a wild horse.

She gasped for air, inhaling the reassuring scent of clean soap and, under that, Kurt’s own unique smell. She could stay cocooned in his arms forever.

Her pulse slowed. The roar of traffic a few feet away grew louder. Kurt held her close, but she could barely hear his voice. Had he asked her if she’d been hurt?

She took a deep breath and lifted her head. Kurt’s startling gray gaze probed hers, his forehead wrinkling. “I’m fine.” She searched his handsome face. “What about you?”

Please, don’t let him be hurt. She couldn’t bear it if she’d brought her personal horror down on him.

“Good. No gunshot wounds.” He caught her gaze, and for a second, she was back at that mountain cabin four years ago when he had been shot.

His arms tightened around her, but she pushed against his chest. She needed to pull herself together. Somehow. “W-who”—she swallowed hard—“was shooting?”

“The shots came from a jacked-up pickup truck. Sort of a reddish color.” His gaze swept her face. “It swerved toward the curb.”

Her stomach flipped. The men who’d been following her all night were now trying to kill her? A shudder wracked her body. She hugged herself. Why was this happening?

Don’t panic! Not yet!

Maggie forced in a breath and rubbed her sweaty palms down her jeans.

“We should get out of here,” Kurt said and rose to a crouch. “In case they come back.”

“I just have to find my keys.”

She’d had them clutched in her hand and must have dropped them. She scanned their surroundings and spied them under her car. She extended an arm, scrabbling on the pavement a few inches short. Shit!

“They’re under the car.” She backed up. “See if you can grab them.”

Kurt stretched out and reached underneath. Within moments, he dropped the keys in her palm. She clicked the car doors open and hurriedly climbed inside. They’d wasted too much time. The truck would find her.

“I don’t know this city,” she said, as Kurt slid into the passenger seat. Her voice sounded too high and shrill, and she took a breath. “Tell me where to go.”

Kurt leaned toward her, but she wasn’t sure he’d heard her because she now noticed he wore a small hearing aid over one ear. She’d sort of noticed something there before, but not well enough to figure out what it was.

“Give me directions.” She studied his face to make sure he understood. “Okay?”

“Don’t worry.” Kurt directed her to turn at the next side street.

She found herself on a narrow lane of asphalt, one-story wooden houses behind short lawns. The street had been paved so many times, the asphalt now rose above cars parked along each curb, the street like a causeway.

If the men in the truck found them now, they’d be sitting ducks. She’d be dead already if not for Kurt’s quick actions. Don’t think about that!

“These streets are all one-way,” he said. “As soon as we can, we need to get back to Broad. I’ll show you where.”

Her knuckles turned white on the steering wheel, and she forced herself to loosen her grip. No way could the driver of the truck have seen them turn. With luck, she’d lost the truck for good.

Kurt watched her.

“You said you didn’t drive anymore.” She glanced at him and tapped her ear to indicate the aid. “Is that why?”

“Partly.” He turned to watch their progress, or the lack of, as she stopped at the stop sign at the end of the block.

In the rearview mirror, the sun flashed off chrome from a vehicle that had appeared a few blocks behind them. She couldn’t tell the color, but her pulse sped up. This is just a neighbor. She told herself. The maroon truck couldn’t have found them so soon.

She glanced at Kurt and found him watching her. “There’s somebody behind us. I’m hoping it’s not the shooters.”

He turned around to look and grimaced. “It’s them.”

She resisted the urge to floor the accelerator, but another stop sign waited at the end of the block.

“We need to lose them.” He looked out the windshield. “Go two blocks, then make a right.”

In less than a minute, the pickup filled her rearview mirrors. Any minute the driver would slam her bumper. She accelerated recklessly, taking the turn way too fast.

“They blew past.” Kurt turned back around. “But you’ll have to stop at the next intersection. You need to cross the neutral ground—the grassy plot with shrubs dividing the lanes—and go left.”

She reached the street he mentioned and had to wait for traffic. She waited for the truck to reappear behind her, but before that happened, she shot across the lanes and turned. She settled back then noticed the gas indicator on her dash.

“Uh-oh.” Her chest pinched at the warning on her dashboard. This couldn’t be happening. She glanced at Kurt and found him watching her.

He stiffened and frowned. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m about to run out of gas.” She pointed to the red light on the dash, and the fuel needle on the big ‘E’.

He leaned across to look. His warmth wrapped around her. The scent of his shaving cream tickled her nose, making his move seem almost intimate.

In your dreams, Maggie.

He sank back into his seat with a frown. “Do you have enough to go another five or six miles?”

“I guess we’ll find out.” She’d last filled up some hundreds of miles ago. Before she’d noticed the maroon truck. Her first glimpse of their empty truck had been when she’d pulled off the highway at a rest stop.

He directed her to turn at the light onto a street identified as ‘Esplanade.’

They drove past two-story houses with spiked fences around tiny gardens, a liquor store, cars parked bumper to bumper at the curb with spaces left for gated driveways. Even now in October, the thick, ropey branches of the sprawling live oaks shrouded the street.

There were no gas stations and no places to hide. And the pickup had found them again. “Kurt.”

She waited for him to turn toward her. He needed to understand her. Maybe he could without looking at her, but she didn’t know.

He pulled his gaze from the street, and she said, “They’re back.”

Kurt did nothing for a moment while she braked to keep from ramming the back of a city bus. Then his strong fingers squeezed her shoulder, each finger lighting its own fuse across her shoulders and down to her secret places.

“We can lose them again.” He pulled his cellphone from a pocket in his black jacket. “Turn on Royal Street up here at the next signal.”

“Okay.” She made the turn, blinked her tired eyes, and stretched her arms straight against the steering wheel, grateful to have someone else make decisions. She still needed to know what was happening, though. No way did she want to be blindly bossed around. “Who are you calling?”

“My brother. One of them, anyway.” He raised his cell to his ear.

Brothers! Of course he had family. As a U.S. Marshal, Kurt knew all about her family since many of them were criminals. But she knew nothing about his. They’d shared a lot when they’d been holed up in the cabin. Just not those details.

He wore no wedding ring, but he might be married now. A lot could have happened in four years that she wouldn’t know.

“Kurt here. I need some help. Where are you? Yeah, it’s an emergency. We’re heading to the Quarter now.” He paused, listening. “That’s good.”

Maggie listened while checking her rear view and watching the gas gauge, worried they might not have enough to go as far as Kurt wanted.

He disconnected, dropping his hand with the phone to his thigh. She’d forgotten how muscular Kurt was, but of course he would have to stay in shape for his job, though he must be off today. “How long do I need to stay on this street?”

“Ten blocks.” Kurt pinched the bridge of his nose. “Sorry. I forgot this street is blocked off during the day for a pedestrian mall. We have to detour. I’ll tell you where.”

She glanced in the rearview, watching for if and when the men in the truck turned, too. “If they catch up to us, they could start shooting again.”

Kurt reached across and tapped the edge of her driver’s seat cushion. “I doubt that would happen. The Quarter streets are lousy with patrolmen, so don’t worry.”

He kept telling her that, but that was all she could do—worry.

He gestured to the high, narrow step-van rolling down the street ahead. “Just keep following this bread truck.”

“Bread, huh?” Maggie asked.

“Long, French bread loaves. Most of the restaurants in the Quarter serve po-boy sandwiches.”

She checked the line of traffic behind them. “I think I see the maroon truck again.”

He said nothing, but she caught him frowning. Why? Were they headed for more problems? She clenched the wheel in anticipation.

Sure enough, they had a problem. The car began to slow. She pressed the gas, but they continued to lose speed. “I’m out of gas. Now what?”

“We need to ditch the car.”

“Here?” She stared at the bollards blocking the street ahead on the other side of the intersection.

*     *     *

“Turn here.” Kurt unfastened his seat belt. “Park at the curb.”

Maggie managed to get her car around the corner and glide into the curb that fronted a hotel. A doorman in livery stood at the glass-and-brass entrance doors, and any minute he would notice them.

He reached behind the seat where he’d earlier seen her jacket and an open-top canvas bag full of tablets and books. “This important to take?”
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