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      Duncan sat on the idling Harley and stared at the road sign.

      Redemption 220 miles.

      If only redemption were that easy to find in reality.

      The sight of his next destination’s name, should this one not work out, left his gut tight, because the name the small Georgia town bore was a smack in his face, one heavy-fisted with the guilt he'd carry for the rest of his life.

      He gunned the 1948 Panhead and swallowed the lump in his throat, wishing for the millionth time he could turn back the clock.

      Owen Redd was dead.

      It was the only explanation for his friend and vice president to have disappeared the way Owen had.

      Duncan had spent the last week attempting to track Owen’s cell phone, his credit cards, computer, all of which had come up empty. His best friend had disappeared off the face of the earth.

      In their line of work as security experts— bodyguards, drivers, personal security trainers, high-level corporate protection services providing a wide range of skills— enemies were easy to make. Especially when protecting the other person meant becoming the target yourself. Had Owen run into someone from the past?

      Duncan gunned the Harley again, the tires spitting loose gravel as he made his way back onto the highway, past the exit sign leading to Redemption. He continued traveling, making his way to what had once been Owen’s temporary boyhood home.

      If Owen was holed up anywhere and laying low, injured, or unable to communicate, it had to be at the farm Owen claimed as his saving grace during his rebellious teen years.

      But if Owen wasn’t here…

      Duncan followed the twisting, Blue Ridge Mountain highway until he saw the mile marker Owen had once said to look for. After six more miles, he spotted the house-sized, forked boulder off to the left of the road. Getting close, he slowed and turned his attention to the right, seeing the narrow opening of a once-gated entrance.

      Crossroads- A Home for Boys.

      The gate was long gone, but large trees had been downed across the road to deter trespassers.

      It took some doing, but he managed to maneuver around the logs to the other side of the driveway. He wanted to rush but couldn’t, given the road condition, and wound up playing dodge-em with the mass of ruts and mud holes marking the distance.

      Finally, Duncan rolled up near the paint-chipped porch steps of the large, Edwardian-style farmhouse and cut the motor, silently issuing a final prayer.

      “Freeze,” a low voice called.

      Duncan slowly lifted his hands to remove the old-school black helmet, his gaze scanning the porch, house, and windows for a sign of the person. “I’m not here for trouble. Just looking for a friend.”

      “You’re trespassing on private property. Leave or I’ll shoot.”

      Female. The voice was female, edged with fear. But the words were followed by the distinct sound of a shotgun being set to fire, and that caused Duncan’s gut to knot. Fear plus gun equaled unpredictable.

      He carefully placed the helmet aside and lifted his hands back into the air. “Like I said, I’m looking for a friend by the name of Owen Redd. Thought I might find him here.”

      Silence followed his words. The wind rustled through the trees, rattling the dried fall leaves like a skeleton’s bones.

      “Who are you?”

      Ah, now they were getting somewhere. “I like to see who I’m talking to.”

      “Yeah, well, I like to target practice.”

      He almost smiled at her snarky rebuttal but wasn’t sure just yet that she wouldn’t practice her shooting skills on him. “My name’s Duncan MacGregor.”

      “MacGreg— Owen’s boss?”

      The woman’s tone reflected her surprise. Movement caught his attention, and he turned his head, watched, as the woman stepped out from behind a shed near the rear of the house.

      He almost swallowed his tongue. The beautiful stranger wore a long-sleeved, white button-down rolled at the cuffs and cut-off denim shorts with ragged threads that drew attention to the tanned flesh of her toned thighs. Her brown hair had a markedly reddish cast to it and was pulled back in a simple ponytail, and her mouth curved down in a ferocious frown.

      She was dark-complected for a sun-kissed redhead, a trait he attributed to the massive amount of freckles covering every inch of bare skin he could lay eyes on, even from the distance separating them. Still, with the gun in her hands, she looked like a damned fine cover model for the NRA. “Yeah, I’m Owen’s boss. Who are you?”

      She didn’t lower the gun.

      “I’m… Owen’s friend,” she said with a lift of her chin.

      Duncan nodded his head toward the shotgun. “You mind pointing that somewhere else?”

      It took her several seconds to decide, but in the end she lowered the shotgun enough to give him some breathing room.

      “You’re here to see Owen?” she asked. “Does that mean you’ve talked to him?”

      The knot in his gut tightened even more at her words and the worried expression pinching her eyebrows together. “No,” he said simply. “But Owen told me once that if he were ever in trouble and I couldn’t find him, I might try this place.”

      The woman wet her lips and inhaled, and he wondered if she fought off tears.

      “So he hasn’t checked in with you— or me— which means…”

      Duncan swung his leg over the Harley and stood, aware that her words trailed off with a low hitch of her breath. “It means he isn’t able to check in,” he told her, surprising himself by taking a positive stance on Owen’s disappearance instead of the negative one that had plagued his mind for the last week.

      Every day that passed meant a colder trail to follow— not that Duncan had any leads since Owen had taken a few weeks off before he’d gone off the grid. Not knowing who Owen’s “friend” was, Duncan couldn’t come right out and say what was on his mind. Not to a total stranger. “Long ride from Atlanta. Something to drink would be much appreciated.”

      He didn’t move closer, not wanting to scare her and have her swinging that shotgun up in defense.

      “Let’s see some I.D.”

      Duncan dug his license out of his wallet along with a business card, slowly walking them to where she stood. He also added a picture his sister-in-law, Emma, had taken at a recent barbeque of him and his brother, Ian, along with Owen, Nathan Quinn, and Emma’s stepbrother, Zack, mainly because he’d stuck it into his wallet for safekeeping at the time because he hadn’t known quite what to do with it.

      The woman snatched the items from the tree stump where he left them and backed up a few steps while she looked them over. He stood still, keeping a close eye on the barrel of her gun. “You got a name?”

      “Bethany.”

      Her name seemed familiar, but Duncan couldn’t place her. “Nice to meet you, Bethany. When did you last see Owen?”

      “A week ago when he brought me here.”

      Bethany returned the items to him, lowering the gun to rest at her side with comfortable ease. The gun was old, probably something Owen kept on hand in the house for visitors who came calling in the middle of the night. But that didn’t explain who she was or why she had it.

      Who was she to Owen? Friend— or lover? Because if she was the latter, there would be hell to pay when Tasha, Owen’s girlfriend back in Stone Gap Mountain, found out. “Mind if I ask what you’re doing here?” He tucked the items back into the leather. “Are you and Owen…?” He let his words trail off suggestively and nearly laughed aloud when an expression of horror crossed her face.

      “Ew, no. He’s my brother.”

      Her brother. For reasons Duncan refused to consider, relief poured through him. “Ah, I remember now.”

      And he did. Owen referred to his sister as Monkey or Monkey Wrench, rarely Beth. But now that Duncan had moved closer to her and knew the genetic link, he spotted visual likenesses between the woman and his good friend. Namely the abundance of freckles and the slight dimple in the middle of her chin.

      “What about you? When did you talk to Owen last?”

      “About three weeks ago,” Duncan told her, not disclosing the details of Owen’s last voice mail because of the way she’d worded her question. “Owen called to tell me he was taking time off.”

      “For me,” she said with a nod. “Owen came to Redemption to stay with me after my ex—boyfriend’s death. You know, attend the memorial, make sure I was okay. While Owen was there, someone broke into my apartment.”

      “Any idea who?” Duncan asked, his mind zeroing in on that bit of information since Owen was now missing.

      She shook her head. “No. I thought it was random. Redemption is a small town, and everyone knew I’d be at the service. But Owen… He insisted there was something strange about it and that he was going to look into Charlie’s death. A few days later, Owen told me he’d decided to hang around a while longer.”

      Duncan’s suspicions grew, as well as his dread. “He didn’t say why?”

      “No.” Her tone revealed her irritation. “He asked me to come with him to visit this place because he hadn’t been here for a while. Two or three days at most,” she stressed, making a face. “It wasn’t until after we got here that I realized he’d planned to leave me behind while he did his thing then come back to get me. Only… he hasn’t come back.”

      Exactly the news Duncan didn’t want to hear. “What happened to your boyfriend that Owen found strange?”

      “It’s complicated.” She lifted and lowered one shoulder in a shrug. “Charlie… left town about eight weeks ago. He said he wanted space and a new start. He moved to Virginia Beach, but a couple of weeks after that, the Coast Guard found Charlie’s rental floating at sea— with a suicide note at the helm.”

      Duncan stared down at Bethany Redd, hating the question he had to ask. “Was Charlie the type to do something like that?”

      “I don’t know. Had someone asked before, I would’ve said no, but before he left… Charlie was acting really weird. Not at all like himself.”

      “Charlie ever do drugs?”

      “No. Charlie wasn’t that kind of guy. But Owen said he was going to dig into Charlie’s background, just to be safe.”

      That would have been his first move, too. Something definitely wasn’t adding up.

      But it also meant Owen had not only had suspicions about his sister’s ex, but he’d found something. That had to be the reason for Owen’s call for help.

      A call Duncan had ignored, due to a business matter requiring his attention at the time, and had returned too late.

      Duncan turned away from Bethany, sick to his stomach because he’d let his friend down in the worst possible way. Guilt ate at him, angered him.

      “Duncan?”

      The guilt over not answering Owen’s call threatened to smother Duncan. “Yeah?”

      “Something’s wrong, isn’t it? Really wrong. That’s why you’re here looking for Owen— isn’t it?”
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      Bethany clasped the gun and squeezed until her fingers went numb, her chest so tight it was hard to breathe. She’d never talked so much to a total stranger before, but Owen had spoken highly of Duncan MacGregor, and after a full week alone at the farm with nothing but her own thoughts, the words were bursting out of her. “Something’s happened to Owen. That’s why you’re here.” The panic she’d fought off for days on end threatened to overwhelm her. “Don’t just stand there, say something.”

      “Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Duncan said carefully.

      Too carefully. But how could she not assume the worst? Especially now that he’d shown up in search of Owen?

      What had Duncan said when he’d first arrived?

      “Owen told me once that if he were ever in trouble and I couldn’t find him, I might try this place.”

      The man had traveled from Atlanta, hoping Owen would be at the farm he’d purchased three years ago from the now-defunct organization he claimed had saved his life as a teen.

      Duncan MacGregor’s appearance confirmed her worst fears, and for a moment, she saw black spots in front of her eyes.

      Don’t shoot him. He may be your only way out of here!

      “Maybe you should sit down.”

      “No. No, I’m fine.” She battled the fears and questions blasting through her brain, all the while fighting off the whirling spots that threatened to take her to her knees.

      Duncan made her nervous. He wasn’t as tall as Owen, but her brother’s friend was thicker, broader, and more heavily muscled. Well able to stop her from doing pretty much anything if he so chose. And in the line of business he was in…

      Owen had said Duncan MacGregor was fast becoming the name in corporate and international security, and without a doubt the man had an air of danger about him, low-key though he tried to appear.

      “Bethany, you’re safe with me. But I think we should go inside. I don’t think we should stay in the open very long.”

      Stay in the— “Oh.” She’d admit to giving into a few freaked-out fantasies at night when it was dark, but during the day, she’d kept calm. At least until now. Was someone watching her? Had they been all week?

      What was going on?

      She gripped the gun in her sweaty palm and slowly led the way toward the back door of the house, aware of Duncan MacGregor as he grabbed a backpack from the bike and matched his stride to hers.

      He wore jeans and comfortable-looking black boots, a faded and worn leather jacket that hugged his broad shoulders over a black T-shirt with no visible design. Duncan had a bit of helmet hair, but short as it was, the imprint in the strands was barely noticeable. Dark sunglasses shielded his eyes from view, giving him more than a dash of bad boy. An image the black bandana around his neck did nothing to discourage.

      “Owen told me a little about this farm,” he said as they approached the steps. “Looks like a nice place.”

      Having been there a week, she wasn’t quite as appreciative. “I suppose. Although, at first, Owen didn’t like it any better than I do at the moment.”

      She topped the steps and opened the screened door to the sleeping porch, then the door into the kitchen.

      “Probably not, considering the judge-ordered stay,” Duncan murmured, looking around with notable interest.

      The house was old and had seen better days. She tried to picture it through Duncan’s eyes, through Owen’s eyes, for that matter, and guessed her brother’s attachment to the place had more to do with sentiment than structural appeal. The house smelled old and musty, all the paint faded, the wide-plank floors scuffed and dulled from too many years of neglect.

      She’d been at Crossroads several times in the past to visit Owen post mission or assignment when he’d needed some peaceful downtime, but the last week on the farm alone had left her jumpy and ill at ease instead of relaxed. Owen hadn’t returned as quickly as promised, and she’d become far too aware of the fact she was completely isolated and alone.

      All sorts of sounds emerged from the woods, but per Owen’s orders, she’d grown used to keeping their grandfather’s old shotgun within reach. “Water or iced tea?” she asked, waving a hand for Duncan to have a seat at the kitchen table.

      “Water is fine, thanks.”

      She set the shotgun on the counter and withdrew the pitcher from the refrigerator. She poured two glasses, carrying one to the table where he could fetch it himself while still keeping the wide piece of furniture between them. Still, she got her first up-close-and-personal look at him and nearly missed the surface entirely.

      Duncan had removed his sunglasses and set them on the wooden top, and he was in the process of shrugging out of the leather jacket, draping it over the back of a chair. Muscles bulged from his arms, the sleeves straining at the hems. But it was his eyes that drew her attention the most. They were amazing. A dark yet bright blue, with tiny navy rims around the pupils.

      There was a bump in his nose, like it had been broken, maybe more than once, and several days’ worth of stubble on his cheeks and jaw. Tall and lean, Duncan commanded the space around him. So much so, she doubted whether he’d ever entered a room and not had every woman in it notice. “Here. Um… Sit down.”

      “I’ve been riding a while. I’d prefer to stand. If it doesn’t make you uncomfortable.”

      She nonchalantly retraced her steps to the counter where she’d left the gun and leaned her hips against the edge. “Not at all.”

      Despite Duncan’s show of identification and the photo taken with her brother at some testosterone gathering, she wasn’t sure whom to trust, given the circumstances. Not that she had much of a choice at the moment. She had to take Duncan’s interest and help in finding Owen at face value and pray for the best.

      Hard to do when Owen’s note made it clear he thought Charlie had somehow been involved in something dangerous.

      Do you remember what your apartment looked like after the break-in?

      “Start at the beginning,” Duncan ordered, drawing her attention back to him. “What was Owen going back to Redemption to look for?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Then tell me why he was looking for something,” Duncan stressed.

      She sipped from her glass and pondered the question, unsure of how to answer. “I don’t know. I’m serious,” she said when Duncan’s gaze narrowed a bit in what she took to be skepticism. “Do you have a big brother? Owen kept his thoughts to himself. I think it had something to do with the break-in. He was upset that it had happened and wanted to find out who was responsible.”

      “Why did things end between you and the boyfriend?” Duncan asked next.

      She felt like she was being interrogated, but the questions Duncan asked were the same ones Owen had asked her. “It’s complicated, like I told you. But it boiled down to the fact we were too different. Charlie practically had a computer attached to him twenty-four seven, while I am way more comfortable under a car that doesn’t have a computer chip anywhere in it.”

      “You’re a mechanic,” Duncan murmured, as though he’d just remembered.

      “Yes. I restore classic cars. I believe in repairing the old or getting a new part instead of a new everything. People don’t appreciate classics anymore. When something gets old or out of date, they just throw it away. I like making things last as long as possible, no matter how much time I have to spend beneath them.”

      The words had no sooner left her mouth than the double entendre registered. She felt her cheeks fill with color even as she watched his gaze dip and run full-length over her body.

      She cleared her throat and pretended not to notice, struggling to cool her too-hot face. After sixteen years of hanging out with greasers at Redd Hott Restorations, she’d heard everything. Every dirty joke, every crude remark, every possible thing a man could say to the opposite sex. She’d thought herself long over any ability to blush, but there was something in Duncan’s gaze…. “Anyway, long story short, Owen and I came home from the memorial service, discovered the break-in, but the police said there wasn’t really anything to be done.”

      “Because?”

      “As far as I could tell, nothing was taken. Not that I have much thieves want.”

      “Meaning?” Duncan pressed, looking perplexed.

      She gave him a sheepish smile, glad the conversation was back on track. “I’m what Charlie and Owen call a ‘techno-phobe.’ The contents of my garage are worth thousands and thousands more than what’s in my apartment.”

      “They broke into your garage, too?”

      “No. Owen thought that was strange, especially since I live above it. But the garage was better secured. After it happened, though, Owen changed the locks on the apartment door and insisted on me taking a break from everything going on. He asked if I would spend a few days here and I agreed, then… he left. But when I do see him again? He’s going to get a piece of my mind.”

      That is, if she ever saw him again. She couldn’t say it aloud, and she didn’t want to, but deep down, that was her worst fear.

      It wasn’t like Owen to not keep in touch. Which made her believe he wasn’t okay.

      “Any idea where Owen was headed when he left?”

      She set the glass aside and tucked her thumbs into her front pockets, aware of the way Duncan’s gaze followed the movement and lingered on her legs.

      At twenty-five, and being female in a male-dominated profession, she really ought to be used to guys looking at her, like one of those girls on the pin-up calendars, but when Duncan did it? “He, um, didn’t say specifically. The easy answer would be to say he went back to Redemption, but as long as he’s been gone… I don’t know. I don’t know where he is.”

      Bethany watched as Duncan paced to the dining room window to peer outside, careful to keep the lace curtain from moving. She’d seen Owen perform the same move too many times to count over the years. No matter where he was, Owen was always watchful, aware of his surroundings.

      The sun was setting behind the mountains, the last fading rays of the day splaying out above the peaks before giving way to the darkness. There was nothing like night in the country. No streetlights, no bright signs. Just a blanket of sparkling black.

      “Why not call someone from Redemption to come get you? Your parents or a friend?”

      “Our parents are away on a much-needed vacation I will not disrupt, and I can’t call anyone even if I wanted to. This place doesn’t have a phone.”

      “You don’t have a cell? Not even for emergencies?” he asked, looking surprised.

      “I do, but it’s dead. And, yes, I realize the irony. I also thought about walking to the closest gas station or restaurant, but since Owen was so adamant about staying here because of the potential for danger, I decided not to be one of those too-stupid-to-live idiots like they show in the movies, and stayed put. But know this— I’m going with you,” she said, picking up the shotgun. “Don’t even think about leaving me behind.”
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      Duncan studied Bethany Redd from across the room, knowing without a doubt that his friend would kick his ass if Owen had any clue of the thoughts Duncan had whenever he looked at Bethany in those shorts.

      It was her legs. Her legs were supermodel length, long and lean and lightly muscled, with just the right touch of softness. More than once in the last half hour since his arrival on the farm, he’d caught himself gaping at her like a love-sick schoolboy, unable to think straight because he kept getting distracted by her.

      “So are we?”

      He locked his jaw and pretended he hadn’t been ogling her to the point of not hearing her question. But when he tried to remember what she’d said, he drew a blank. “Are we what?”

      “Are we leaving? Going after Owen?”

      He ran a hand over his face and rubbed hard. “Not tonight. It would be too late to do much once we arrived in Redemption, and it’s possible your apartment is being watched. We’re safer here.” Safer, but not out of danger. The farm was isolated to the extreme— great for keeping bull-headed, troubled boys one step away from prison from wandering off but not so great when it came to fortifying the property. “Are all the windows open?”

      “Yes. There’s no A/C, and the upstairs gets stuffy.”

      “Going to have to shut them anyway, just to be safe. And make sure they’re locked. If someone tries to come at us from the other side of the house, I want to be able to hear them.”

      Bethany didn’t move.

      “Do you think someone’s out there?”

      The hair on the back of his neck would be standing on end if anyone were out there, so the fact that it wasn’t… “No. But we can’t take any chances. Not until we know what happened to Owen and your boyfriend.”

      “Ex,” she interjected.

      He lifted his eyebrow at her tone, and she shrugged.

      “The guys I work with liked to tease me about him. It’s habit.”

      “I see.” Given the mechanics and car junkies she worked with, he could well imagine their take on her choosing a computer geek for a lover. “You need to do anything else outside tonight?”

      “No. The laundry won’t be dry until morning at the earliest.”

      “I’ll put my bike in the garage, and we’ll settle in for the night then.”

      Duncan set the glass down and let himself out of the house, taking careful note of his surroundings. He walked to the garage and lifted the old, wooden door. The hinges squeaked out a protest, but one glance told him it would be easy enough to rig a makeshift lock once the expensive bike was inside.

      Muted darkness shrouded the farm in shadows. Crickets and frogs competed with each other for supremacy, but a few birds and an owl chimed in every so often. They were good sounds. Noises that indicated all was right in their world. Had they been quiet and still, it would’ve been a sure indication that something foreign was in their presence.

      Rather than start the bike and disturb the quiet night, he lifted the stand with his boot and pushed the machine to its resting place for the night. Once the bike was settled, he found a couple of metal rods and used a hammer to drive the spikes into the door casing and on into the ground. That would keep out all but the most persistent of thieves.

      He stepped over the engine parts carefully spaced out on the garage floor and made his way toward the house entry only to pause.

      Bethany stood just inside the open door, shotgun in hand, watching him. Waiting to see if he would keep his word or leave her?

      Once more, he was treated to a nice display of her long legs as he moved up the steps and into the aging house. “Quite a project you have going on out here,” he said in an attempt to take his mind off the soft appeal of her thighs.

      “That old truck hasn’t run in fifteen years, but after Owen left me here without transportation, I thought I’d give fixing it a shot.”

      He nodded, wondering how many women knew the first thing about rebuilding an engine, much less had the abilities to fix one. “Owen’s bragged on you a lot over the years. If anyone can get it running, I’m sure you can.”

      Duncan meant it as a compliment, but the mention of her brother left Bethany looking pale. She turned away.

      “Are you hungry?” She moved ahead of him, leading the way into the kitchen once more. “I should warn you I’m not much of a cook.”

      “He’s going to be okay,” Duncan heard himself say as he followed behind her. “We’ll find him.” It was a promise he wasn’t sure he could keep but one he thought she needed to hear at the moment.

      Her hand tightened over the refrigerator door handle until her knuckles turned white.

      “My parents have already lost one son. Drugs,” she said simply. “I don’t think they can bury another child, and if something happens to Owen because of me…”

      “They won’t have to bury anyone. Neither will you.” He included her in the statement because, while she hadn’t mentioned she’d lost a brother and didn’t want to lose another, he understood. “I’ll find him.”

      “Are you hungry?” she asked again.

      “Yeah, actually, I am. I haven’t eaten since breakfast. Whatever you have is fine.”

      She yanked the door open and pulled out a bag of lunchmeat, cheese, a tomato, and condiments. In short order, a massive sandwich was stacked high on a plate, along with chips and a fresh glass of water. “You’re not joining me?” he asked once she’d set the plate on the table.

      “I ate earlier. I’ll get the bedroom ready, the one Owen uses when he’s here.”

      Duncan watched her leave, the sway of her hips and those long, long legs drawing his gaze despite his attempts to keep himself otherwise occupied. Shaking his head at himself, he leaned an elbow on the table and rubbed at his tired eyes. Bethany was worried sick about her brother, as well she should be. A worry made worse by the fact she felt at fault.

      He lifted the sandwich to his mouth and took a large bite, his instincts shouting loud and clear that Owen’s disappearance was most definitely connected to Bethany’s boyfriend’s— ex-boyfriend’s— death.

      Duncan’s guilt at not answering Owen’s call ratcheted up another notch. He had to come up with a plan, not only to keep Bethany safe and out of harm’s way but to find Owen before it was too late.

      That is— if it wasn’t too late already.
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      Early the next morning, Duncan lifted his face to the shower spray, trying to rid his brain of the cobwebs remaining from his restless night. Every creak and rustle of the wind through the eaves had left him listening for intruders—and ultimately wide awake thinking about his beautiful hostess.

      He’d tossed and turned on the uncomfortable bed, getting more than a little hot and bothered from the mental images of his best friend’s long-legged younger sister before he’d finally left the bedroom to sleep on the screened porch.

      The open area had given him a better sense of his surroundings, not to mention the fresh air he needed so that every time he inhaled, he didn’t breathe in Bethany’s vanilla and sunshine scent.

      Even the grease stains deeply embedded into the fine lines and grooves of her hands from working on the old truck had turned him on, because they showed her strength and determination, qualities he greatly admired.

      Bethany had gone to bed last night after prepping Owen’s room for use. Like the rest of the house, Owen’s bedroom was dated and simple, with a bed, dresser, and nightstand.

      He’d quietly poked around a bit, discovering several photos facedown in the top drawer. A glance at the surface revealed dusty imprints where they’d sat, and he found it amusing that Bethany had hidden the photos of her younger self, no doubt because in each, she’d looked somewhat awkward and gangly.

      Several hard bangs pounded against the bathroom door before it burst open, startling him. Duncan grabbed the shower curtain and pulled it aside in time to see Bethany drop to her knees and— “Oh, man.”

      She gasped and gagged, coughed, hugging the toilet like a long-lost best friend. Her back arched, and Bethany heaved repeatedly. Duncan closed the curtain in an attempt to give her privacy but grimaced, unable to block out the sounds of her getting sick. Hearing her wretch yet again, he winced in sympathy. “You do some drinking without inviting me to join you?” he asked, shutting off the water and grabbing his towel from where he’d left it hanging over the shower rod. He ran the cloth over his head and face quickly before knotting it around his waist and stepping onto the rug lining the tub.

      Head down, she moaned. “Go. Away.”

      Now that the initial shock of her bursting in on him was over, he moved to the sink to wet a washcloth, pressing it to her neck once he gathered her hair in one hand. “Trust me, sweetheart, I’ve seen worse.”

      A groan was his answer— and another heave.

      Finally the tide passed, and she shifted sideways, leaning her shoulder against the sink cabinet. That’s when he got his first look at her very round, very firm— “You’re pregnant?” he asked, surprise overtaking his manners.

      Glaring up at him from beneath the hair falling over her eyes, she used the washcloth to wipe her mouth.

      “What gave it away— the hurling, or the fact there’s a small watermelon in my stomach?”

      He stared down at her in shock. Pregnant? He’d spent the night tossing and turning and lusting after Owen’s pregnant little sister?

      Yesterday she’d had on a loose, button-down top that had disguised her expectant state, but this morning, the snug camisole and sleep shorts she wore outlined each and every… mound.

      Were all pregnant women’s breasts that lush?

      “Stop staring at me,” she ordered with a grumble. “I feel bad enough without you looking at me like I have an alien coming out of my belly.”

      “I’m just—” He struggled to find words due to the complete switch in how he now saw her. Shaking off his earlier intrigue with her, because pregnant added a whole new level to hands off, he said, “No wonder Owen brought you here. How far, uh, along are you?”

      Wasn’t that the normal question people asked when presented with a woman in her condition?

      “Almost seven months. And before you ask, yes, the morning sickness was supposed to have gone away but— This kid just loooves screwing with my life.”

      Seven months. That was almost to the end, right?

      She wasn’t very big. More like a tall, willowy pine with a knot in it. With two very lush knots above it. “Did your, uh, boyfriend know about the baby?”

      “Ex,” she said automatically, eyes closed as she leaned her head against the wall. “No. He died before I had the chance to tell him.”

      “Last night, you told me he left town eight weeks ago.” Which would have put her at five months along.

      “I also told you it’s complicated.”

      “I guess it is. Come on. Up you go.”

      “No. I’m never moving from this spot.”

      “I’ll help you.” He took hold of her arm and curled it around his neck. “Back to bed with you.” He guided her out the door and into the hallway, when he heard her mumbling something under her breath. “What?”

      “I can’t lie down,” she said, moaning. “Not now. I have to sit up. Living room.”

      He glanced down and nearly ground his teeth into nubs when he got a bird’s-eye view down her tank. Arm lifted around his shoulders and braced against him as she was…

      Duncan forced his gaze forward and slowly maneuvered her toward the living room, every step creating a very noticeable jiggle and bounce that drew his attention and held it for long seconds at a time— until he ran his foot into a table and his toes crunched.

      “That’s what you get,” he heard her whisper.

      That it was. The pain in his toes couldn’t even distract him from the very pressing need to get her deposited into a chair. He had to get away from her. Away from her long, long legs and her lush, lush breasts, because it was morning, and because he wore a damp towel that brushed against his Jones as they walked.

      He recited the alphabet backward in his head in a failed attempt to not notice the jiggling or the valley between her breasts, the perfect space to⁠—

      Duncan gently but firmly dumped her into the closest available chair and turned, but it was too late. He beat feet out of there, unable to forget the sound of Bethany’s gasp or the wide-eyed lift of her lashes when she’d noticed the towel and what was rising to attention beneath.

      He slammed the door to his designated bedroom with more force than necessary, leaning his shoulders back against the paneled wood with a groan when he heard the distinct sound of low, feminine laughter. The hell of it was, he liked that, too, the sound of it. But of course, his mind took it one step further, and he imagined making her laugh that way in bed.

      You just had to go there, didn’t you?

      “Well,” Bethany said loudly enough for him to hear. “At least now I’m not the only one embarrassed.”

      Ten minutes later, Duncan tried to ignore the heat he felt spreading up his neck into his face when he entered the living room fully dressed. Bethany was still sitting where he’d left her, a bit more color in her cheeks now. “Feeling better?”

      “Yes. Are you?”

      He heard her lingering amusement and scowled, ignoring her question. “You must be hungry. I saw something in the pantry. How would you like some sauerkraut and pickled eggs? Maybe some⁠—”

      “No. No, no, no.”

      She lifted her lashes and glared at him, the glint in her sea-green eyes full of awareness at the payback. Duncan pierced her with a stare that had sent more than a few grown men in the opposite direction, and hoped he made his point. “It happened. You’re an attractive woman. Let’s move on.”

      She laughed again, the sound emerging from her chest low and husky and very much a turn-on.

      “I’m also big as a house,” she said, a wry twist to her full lips.

      He wiped a hand over his face and wished that were true. “Not quite. But your pregnancy was a surprise and something we’re going to have to discuss.”

      She rolled her head along the back of the chair. “What about it?”

      “When was the last time you saw a doctor?” he asked. “Are you having any problems? Dammit, Owen shouldn’t have left you here alone.” The image of the jacked-up truck out in the garage flickered through his brain, and he swore again. “Were you under the truck out there?”

      “Before Charlie’s death, no, no, Owen shouldn’t have but he didn’t know I was pregnant, so he probably wouldn’t have had he known, and yes,” she said, answering the questions in order. “What about it? I’m a mechanic. Mechanics crawl under hoods and vehicles all the time. I didn’t do anything I wouldn’t do at my garage, and I was careful. Get over yourself.”

      Get over hims— “You’re pregnant. You have no business under a truck or⁠—”

      “Making your towel tent.”

      She held his gaze even though her skin looked as flushed as his felt. He faltered in the face of her knowing expression and cursed his body’s very blatant response to her, not to mention the fact she was ballsy enough to call him on it. “I’m going to take a look around the property. Stay put. When I get back, I’ll fix us some food, and we can talk about what to do next.”

      Duncan turned to go and had almost made it to the door when a noise alerted him to her presence behind him. He turned in time to see her stumble into a wall and catch herself with her hands. “What the hell?”

      “I’m fine. Just got up too fast.”

      He led her to the closest chair and shoved her down. “Why?”

      “Because I’m not going to sit there and let you leave me here just because you now know I’m knocked up.”

      Owen had left Bethany here thinking she would be safer without even knowing his sister was pregnant. But Duncan wasn’t so sure Bethany was safer here, not when she couldn’t be trusted to stay put and take care of herself. If he didn’t take her with him when he left the farm— how long before she walked to the highway and hitched a ride with whomever stopped to pick her up?

      Duncan brushed her soft, brown hair back from her face. “I won’t leave you. I mean it.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Now go sit your ass down before you fall down.”
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      The moment Bethany heard the door shut behind Duncan MacGregor, she released a moan and sank deeper into the cushions.

      Wow.

      Had that really just happened?

      She wasn’t sure if she should be happy, flattered, indignant, or just plain freaked out at the thought of Owen’s boss getting turned on by her pregnant body, but seeing as how the end result was that Duncan had promised he wouldn’t leave her behind… Did she really care?

      He’s a guy, and you’ve got big boobs. Are you really that surprised he got a little…

      She moaned and pressed her palms to her eyes, but despite the time that had passed, the rush was still there.

      Nothing was ever going to erase the image of Duncan’s tall, muscular body in a towel. All wet and hot and hard.

      Forget him. What about you?

      She rubbed at her face, trying to scrub away the mental picture before things got any more embarrassing. Pregnancy hormones were making her insanely horny— when she wasn’t hurling— so maybe Duncan had picked up on some kind of pheromone and that was to blame for his response. Was it possible?

      She’d been struck dumb by the sight of him yesterday evening when he’d ridden up to the house on his bike, and when she wasn’t tossing and turning last night, her dreams had taken over, featuring a tall, dark-haired man.

      Bethany rolled her head on the cushion, still fighting to get the mental image of Duncan’s towel incident out of her head, even though she’d only caught the briefest of glimpses at the time. She’d been too busy reeling from her body’s immediate response to his.

      Bethany groaned, shaking her head more forcefully. “Get real, Beth. It’s hormones. That’s all.” That had to be it, because the last thing she needed in her life was another man after the mess Charlie had gotten her into.

      It’s not like Charlie knocked you up all by himself, you know.

      She spread her hands over her belly and rubbed, her thoughts racing from guilt to anger to confusion. “You freaked me out in the beginning,” she admitted. “And you might have been an accident because of a bad night and a stupid, stupid decision, but you are a good mistake. Don’t ever think differently, okay? We’re both scared, but we’ll figure it out. I gotta tell you, though, it would definitely help if you’d lay off making me hurl. Enough already.”

      As though in response to her words, the baby thumped a hand or a foot against her insides like a tiny high five. Bethany smiled. “I hope you mean that,” she said, rubbing the spot.

      After a few more minutes, the nausea abated enough for her to return to the bathroom to brush her teeth and wash her face. The washcloth Duncan had wet for her lay draped over the edge of the sink, and she picked it up and rinsed it before carrying it to the washer and drier in the closet at the end of the hall. She left it there for the next load then went to her bedroom to grab a change of clothes to shower.

      Duncan’s surprise at her pregnancy had been tangible, but it wasn’t her fault he hadn’t been able to tell she was pregnant yesterday when he’d first set eyes on her. At seven months, it was getting harder and harder to hide. She could tell a huge difference in her belly’s expansion just in the last week alone. “You’re starting to really stick out, you know.”

      And it had happened while she was at Owen’s home away from home. What would happen when she made it back to Redemption? Would she still be able to hide her condition, or would people be able to tell?

      Her parents didn’t know they were about to become grandparents for the first time. But news like this couldn’t be told over the phone, and she hadn’t been in any shape to share the news before they’d left. She’d wanted to wait until her parents returned from their trip. She’d wanted to give them the vacation they dreamed of and deserved before ruining everything. But if someone in Redemption suspected and talked to her parents, congratulated them…

      Bethany showered and dressed, the worry and pressing need to tell her mother and father about the pregnancy at the forefront of her mind. Soon, she promised. The day they returned. She just needed more time to figure out a way to go about it.

      A part of her believed they would be able to cope with the news. They wouldn’t be happy, due to the circumstances, but she believed they could cope— until her pregnancy was combined with Owen’s current status as “missing” and they learned it had something to do with Charlie. Then things would go pear-shaped very, very fast.

      Bethany emerged from the only bathroom to hear Duncan calling her name, his footsteps rapid as he came down the hall. “Hey.” She didn’t pause in the act of towel drying her shoulder-length hair.

      Duncan didn’t stop until he stood in front of her, glaring down at her.

      “You were supposed to stay put.”

      “I did— until I felt better. Then I showered.”

      “You could’ve fallen. Hurt the baby and yourself,” he said, a he-man, macho frown in place.

      She tried to hide her amusement, but seriously— where did he get off thinking he could order her around? “It’s not the first time I’ve ever showered, Duncan. And it won’t be my last,” she told him, folding the towel over the closest hook. “Look, I get that you’re Owen’s boss, and me being here has taken you by surprise, but you’re not my boss,” she told him carefully. “You’re not going to stand there and attempt to order me around, are you? Because if you try, we’re going to exchange some not-so-nice words.”

      Duncan’s lashes lowered, his gaze narrowing on hers.

      “You could have fallen, Bethany.”

      The way he said it, his tone all soft and gentle and, well, concerned, made her feel a tiny bit guilty for mouthing off about saying not-nice things. But not that much. “I’m careful. Besides, I can’t take baths because it’s against pregnancy rules,” she told him. “Something to do with the heat raising my body temperature too high. I have to shower, and I will. I refuse to be the stinky pregnant lady, even if no one is around.”

      “Next time, wait until I’m in the house at least.”

      What, so he could barge in if she got dizzy and slipped?

      The scenario played out in her head, and staring at his too-gorgeous face, she found herself getting flustered once again. “We’ll see.” She forced her gaze away from his face. Was the bathroom always this small? “I’m hungry,” she told him, sidling up between Duncan and the wall.

      Belly and boobs meet rock-hard perfection, she mused, trying and failing to ignore the shiver that coursed through her at the contact as she moved past.

      “What do you want?” Duncan asked from behind her.

      She made her way into the kitchen and opened the freezer, letting the cold air cool her hot cheeks. What did she want?

      Images filled her head. Who knew just walking by someone could be so…

      “Bethany?”

      She grabbed the first thing at hand. “Um… frozen waffles.”

      His sigh was loud and disgruntled, erupting out of his chest with enough force to blow the damp hair on her nape. A tingle rolled down her spine.

      When did you get to be so easy?

      “Go sit down,” he said. “I’ll fix something healthy for you and the baby.”

      Duncan placed his hands on her shoulders and gently moved her out of the way, plucking the box of waffles from her grasp in the process. She got a darn good view of his backside as he bent to peer into the refrigerator. “Can you cook?” she asked, leaning her hips against the cabinets to enjoy the view.

      Maybe her mother was right. Maybe she was spending too much time in the garage with the guys.

      Doesn’t hurt to look, she reminded herself.

      “Sweetheart, I’m going to make you an omelet that will curl your toes.”

      Ah… well… there was a promise she hoped Duncan could keep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Bethany ate with a gusto that left Duncan wondering if she was as enthusiastic in bed.

      A roll of her eyes and flick of her tongue accompanied nearly every bite, like she didn’t want to miss a single crumb. A couple of times, she made little sounds of pleasure, as if the omelet was the best thing she’d ever eaten.

      “I didn’t think you could do it,” she said around a mouthful of the egg concoction. “Most guys are all talk and no action, but that was so, so good.”

      He’d give her way better than good.

      Duncan shut his mind off from the rabbit hole it was about to dive into and focused on the fact that Bethany must indeed be feeling better. She’d eaten every scrap of the omelet, and seeing her wolfing it down like she hadn’t eaten anything in days had him cutting his larger one in half and handing over the uneaten portion.

      “You don’t want it?”

      “You’re eating for two,” he told her, hoping that saying the words aloud would help remind him of that fact. But sitting across from him at the table, she didn’t look pregnant.

      Bethany’s baby belly was hidden beneath the wooden surface, and all he could see were her abundant breasts straining the material covering them. She wasn’t wearing a drop of makeup, her hair wasn’t fixed or styled. But she appealed because she was so natural and earthy, her freckles right there for him to see. “As to your earlier question about cooking… I like to cook, but I stopped when Quinn moved in to help take care of Ian.”

      “Your brother,” she said, clarifying. “He’s blind, right? Owen said your brother had a blood clot after surgery, or am I remembering that wrong?”

      “No, you’re right. The clot blinded him, and because I was running a company and taking care of getting Ian situated and trying to find someone who could help him cope, I turned the cooking over to Quinn since he was willing to take it on.”

      Bethany lifted her gaze and met his.

      “No offense, but if you can afford the bike out in the garage, you can afford to hire a cook.”

      “I did at first. Ian’s temper drove them away.”

      “Ah.”

      “Yeah. The good news is that Ian’s better now. Happy.”

      “Even though he can’t see?”

      Duncan smiled and nodded, pausing in the act of lifting his coffee cup to his mouth. “Yeah. Emma keeps him focused on other things. And takes great pleasure in challenging him.”

      Bethany drank her juice and sighed. “That was delicious. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “So what’s the plan?”

      Her questions brought his focus back to the present, and he inhaled, fingering the handle of his coffee mug. “I’m going to Redemption.”

      “Sounds good. I can be ready in⁠—”

      “No.” He hated the expression that crossed her face at the single word.

      “You’re not leaving me here. You said you wouldn’t.”

      He had. But he hadn’t promised to take her with him, either. “I’m going to contact my people to come get you.”

      “No.”
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