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      “He’s going to kill you.”

      Lucia Sanchez said nothing.

      “Did you hear me?  You’re dead.”

      Her gaze flickered to the rearview mirror.  The boy sat in the middle of the Nova’s sagging back seat, his features schooled into the remote mask she’d come to expect.  Pale green eyes stabbed into hers, as hard and opaque as the jade they resembled.

      “I am not afraid to die,” she told him softly.

      “Everyone is afraid to die.”

      How dismissive he sounded.  How callous.   It never failed to appall her.

      “Even the ones who pull the trigger themselves,” he added cruelly, purely for spite.

      A direct, piercing hit, but Lucia didn’t flinch.  The boy was like a shark in bloody waters; any weakness would be devoured.  No matter the chaos that churned within her, she must be unwavering.  Steadfast.  And so she only turned her gaze back to the hypnotic, dotted line of freeway.  The vibration of the uneven pavement made the steering wheel shudder in her hands, an echo of her fiercely pounding, terrified and angry heart.

      Thud-thud.  Thud-thud.  Thud-thud.

      Be calm, she told herself.  Destiny is not for the weak.  But deep within, she knew better.  Deep within—ay, yai, yai, chica, what have you done?  Muy estupido! You should have waited, should have planned, you will pay—they will pay—and now there is no going back—because four hours and three hundred miles lay behind them, and the lights of the city had faded long ago.  To the east, the first rays of sunlight were creeping across the desert scrub brush, and the wheels she’d set in motion were spinning far beyond her control.  But the panic that sat in her chest like a lead weight was nothing compared to the fury that burned in her veins, so hot and caustic and volatile she knew she could not allow it escape.  Enough damage has already been done.  She had jumped; it was too late to worry about landing now.  No matter the furious, frantic beat of her heart.

      “You know he’ll come,” the boy continued, and his tone might have been flat with resignation, but his eyes…they glittered at her in the mirror, a bright, dizzy sheen of fear he couldn’t hide.

      She had pushed him with this action, right to the edge.  He stood beside her now.

      “Sí,” she acknowledged.

      He growled, a low, rumbling sound few would believe him capable of.  “Then why are you doing this?”

      Lucia took him in: chiseled bones, hinting at the man he would become, a strong jaw and stubborn chin.  Pale, jade green eyes lashed with thick ebony crescents; a tiny beauty mark kissing his right cheek.  Only ten years old, but already so beautiful that sometimes just looking at him hurt.  “Because someone must, mijo.”

      “Not you,” the boy said, and there was something in his voice that made her squeeze the steering wheel until the worn plastic abraded her skin.  He looked down at the small form sprawled across his lap.  “You aren’t…enough.”

      An infuriating—if accurate—assessment.  But it changed nothing.  She would have to be enough.  A grim reality, and not something she could change.  She’d tried.

      “You can’t win,” he added, as though it were fact.  What goes up must come down.

      Which only fed the fury that threatened to blind her, so toxic and unstable, something she must not allow to control her.  But Lucia was sick to death of being told her limits, her place, of being relegated to someone else’s definition of her existence.  It had taken years to carve a path out of the madness of her childhood; blood, sweat and tears to travel that path.  No one would tell her what she must accept, what she must allow.  Not any longer.  Because the monstrous present had raised the equally grisly past, and she would not stand idly by as it repeated itself before her.

      No.

      Perhaps this rash, dangerous act would change nothing; perhaps the evil men did was already written, something no one—her least of all—could change.  But she refused to be complacent, to be silent.  To watch it happen again.  Others might turn away, but she would not.  Because for her, evil was not merely an idea.  A stranger she had never met.  No, malevolence was an old enemy, one with whom she had been long acquainted.  One she was introduced to in childhood, whose shape and form and scent she knew intimately.

      One she recognized as if it were family.  Family.  Something she had not had in over a decade.  Something that same evil had taken from her.

      And now it will take even more!  Your future, your dreams, your life⁠—

      But that would not stop her.  She would not run and hide, not again.  Not ever again.

      No matter the specter of death Alexander spoke of.

      “You underestimate me, mijo,” she replied finally, darkly.  “You should never underestimate anyone.”

      “You’re nothing,” the boy said, certain.

      A roar filled her throat, begging for escape.  She wanted to pound her fists against the ancient dash and make him understand.  But that would only egg him on and—probably—crack the dash in half.

      “Everyone is someone,” she told him, calm, hard, equally as certain.  “And anyone can change the world.”

      “Is that what you’re doing?” he derided, his mockery honed to knifelike precision.  “Changing the world?”

      She met the sharp glitter of his eyes.  “Your world,” she said.

      His gaze dropped.  He looked out the window, to where the sun was steadily rising in a fiery arc of orange and pink.  Fingers of light speared across the road before them, highlighting the tar lines that held the pavement together.

      Thud-thud.  Thud-thud.  Thud-thud.

      The old Nova sliced through the cold morning air at eighty miles an hour, shuddering in effort to meet the demands of her lead foot.  The car smelled of aged vinyl and cigarettes, and a long crack arced along the windshield, shearing the pane in two. Traffic was light, the road littered with garbage and the occasional animal carcass.

      But no police.  No Ivan the Terrible.  Not yet.

      “When he catches us…”  The boy shook his head.  “Do you know what he’ll do?”

      Lucia knew; she didn’t care.  Not anymore.  That fear was useless, a waste of time she no longer had.  “Sí.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      But she did.  She knew exactly.  And even if the knowing woke terror in her heart—because the man who would come, he would want blood, he would enjoy her pain—such a thing would not stop her.

      Nothing would stop her.

      “Some things,” she told him, “are worth the risk.”

      “Not this.  Not to me.”

      Her heart fluttered painfully in her chest, like a panicked bird fighting its cage.  She only ignored it and watched the boy in the mirror, her resolve like steel, no matter his doubt.  Her own.  “No?”  Her eyes fell to the child he held.  “What about to him?”

      The boy wanted to hit her.  She could see it flaring in his eyes, the suppressed violence that always simmered there, just below the surface.  The hate and rage that lived within him like a second self.

      It had taken her eight months to understand.  Eight months too long.

      “You can make choices for yourself,” she said.  “But not for him.”

      “I can’t, but you can?”

      Such fury, like a whip snapping through the air, but she said only, “Sí, I can, mijo.  I am.”

      The boy looked away.  The stoic line of his profile and the hard, unforgiving line of his jaw where a muscle ticked uncontrollably made Lucia want to do violence.  She’d known horror and pain and devastating loss; blood so thick it would not run, the sickening stench of death.  The dreams still were, as they had always been, and she would not have believed it would become something she would embrace.

      Something she would use.

      She’d been wrong.

      A child should not know this pain.

      But Alexander wasn’t a child.  He hadn’t been for a long time, certainly longer than she’d known him.  His decade might as well have been a century.  There was nothing at all child-like about him.

      That had been her first clue.

      “You don’t understand,” he muttered, a small crack in his cold reserve.

      “What don’t I understand, mijo?” Lucia asked.  “What he will do to me?  Or what he will do to you?”

      The weight of her question filled the car like a thick, sulfurous cloud.  But she knew he wouldn’t respond.

      He never did.

      She had only her own conviction, the proof evidenced by her own eyes.  The sickening truth she could not—would not—deny.  Not even for him.  She’d been too young the first time, too weak.  Too ignorant and naïve and stupid.  Not so now.  And while she understood the boy’s silence, it wouldn’t stop her.  Nothing was going to stop her—nothing but the death of which he spoke.  No matter her mistakes, her panic, the regret eating at her, berating her for allowing her fury to control her, she would stop at nothing.

      She would save him.  Save them both.  No matter the odds against her, the men who would come, the army that would hunt them.  Because the alternative was unthinkable, and not something she could live with.  Not again.

      Never again.

      She’d abandoned all that she was, all that she could ever hope to become for this mission.  The phoenix that had risen from the ashes of her childhood would die a sudden and brutal death, buried as effectively as any corpse, its grave barren and unmarked.  All she’d fought for would be anted up on the alter of this sacrifice: every precious, hard-won day of survival, the life she’d built brick by painful brick, the education she’d worked nearly into the grave for, the future of which she’d dreamed.  Gone.  All gone.  And part of her screamed at the injustice, mourned profoundly the loss, but what drove her was unconcerned with that loss.  Life was loss.  Sacrifice and pain were nothing new.  If the tradeoff was their future, she would happily make it.  Because it was not death she feared, it was failure.

      “You’ll just make it worse,” Alexander hissed, another fissure forming in his diffidence.

      “No,” Lucia disagreed quietly.  “There is no shame in truth; there is only strength.”

      “Truth.”  The boy’s mouth twisted.  “Yours or his?”

      “There is only one truth, mijo.”

      He shook his head again.  The muscle in his jaw quivered.  He wanted so badly to deny it.  Lucia could see the words trembling on his lips, the cry welling in his thin chest.

      But he wouldn’t.  He couldn’t.  They both knew the truth intimately, even if they did not speak of it.  She had tried, more than once, but he would not be swayed.  He was too ashamed—the burden of which no victim should carry—and no matter what she said, he wouldn’t accept that he wasn’t responsible, that he’d never been in control.  A victim, not a participant.

      He couldn’t seem to tell the difference, which only enraged her more.

      So many casualties.  She hadn’t expected it to find her again.  More fool her.

      “What will we do?” Alexander demanded tightly.  “Run forever?”

      A valid question.

      Lucia’s gaze flickered to Benjamin, who slept fitfully in his brother’s arms, his ruddy cheeks flushed.  She wanted so many things for them both, so many wonderful things…things she would never be able to give them.  These children, who had come so unexpectedly into her life, whom she hadn’t expected to change her.  To love.  And Alexander was right: they deserved more than the nomadic existence she was damning them to, more than a life driven by uncertainty and a constant fear of discovery.  A life spent running instead of living.

      Because the one who would come for them—for her—would not stop.  Not until she was dead.  But the alternative was worse, and one she could not allow.  No matter the price.

      Destiny is not for the weak.

      “He’s going to find us,” Alexander said coldly, his belief absolute.  “And then he’s going to kill you.”

      Lucia’s hands tightened on the steering wheel until her knuckles ached.  “He is going to have to.”
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      Fuck.

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t tell me thank you,” snarled Sam Steele, Deputy U.S. Marshal and—at the moment—ornery son of a bitch.  “I haven’t said yes.”

      “Yet.”

      They’d been friends for thirteen years.  Together they’d survived Army Ranger training, covert ops in the dank green hells of Columbia, several near-death experiences in the mountains of Afghanistan, and one hellish divorce.  But in that moment, Sam didn’t particularly give a shit.  He was tired, hungry and sick of pretending.  It was his first goddamn day off in over three months, and he’d had less than four hours to enjoy it.

      Christ.

      “I need you on this, Sammy.  This is a fucking disaster.  The feds are on their way, and once they’re here, it’s over.  I have to move now.  She’s heading north, an hour, maybe two behind you⁠—

      “How do you know that?”

      “One of the cameras picked her up.”

      Sam pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “I just need her intercepted.  Stopped, the kids secured. Held until I can get there.  Easy as pie.”

      Yeah.  Right.  “Then call the locals, and have them do it.”

      “I don’t trust the locals.  I trust you.  Cruz has political influence from here to DC; he’s probably got the damn CIA out looking for her.  I need to get my hands on her before he does.”

      Sam scowled.  His fucking head hurt, his belly was growling, and exhaustion filled his skull like cotton batting.  The wound left by the bullet he’d taken in Baja was still oozing pus and blood, and this call—this favor—was the last goddamn thing he needed.  Or wanted.

      The very last.

      “Why?” he demanded.  “She’s a felon at this point.  You do the crime, you do the time.  What’s the problem?”

      The man on the other end of his cell phone hesitated, and Sam felt the fine hair at his nape bristle in warning.

      “What?” he repeated, straightening in the seat of his rented Land Rover.

      “Lucia is…an old friend.” Anthony Malone, detective with the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department, hesitated.  “And I don’t think things are what they seem.”

      Sam stiffened.  “How do they seem?”

      “Cruz is claiming she’s been abusing them.”

      Perfect.  “And what makes you think different?”

      “She came to see me several weeks ago and made the same claim about him.”

      Even better.  “Did she have evidence?”

      “Nothing that would hold up against a guy like Cruz,” Tony replied grimly.

      “So it’s he said/she said.  Even better.”  Sam rubbed his aching skull.  “What did you tell her?”

      Silence fell.

      “Tony?” he pressed sharply.

      A sigh.  Regret, Sam thought.

      “I told her she was imagining things,” Tony said.

      “Good call,” Sam grated, unable to ease the bite.

      “Yeah.  Not one of my better moments.”

      “And now you believe her?”

      More silence.

      “Or you want to believe her?”  Just what the fuck he needed.

      “I don’t know what to believe,” Tony admitted.

      Jesus H. Christ.  Sam growled softly to himself and wondered why in the hell he’d bothered to answer his phone.

      “She might be telling the truth,” Tony muttered.  “But it might be…something else.”

      “Something else?” Sam repeated softly, his tone dangerous.  “Like what?”

      “Like the past.”

      Better and better.  “Don’t tell me she’s an old girlfriend.”

      “No.  We were…childhood friends.  It’s a long story.”

      “I’m listening.”

      Another heavy sigh.  Definitely regret.  “It was a long time ago—Jesus, the feds just walked in.  I have to go.  She’s in a ’78 blue Chevy Nova, headed northwest on US84.  Call me when you have her—and thanks.”

      The dial tone sounded in his ear.

      Goddamnmotherfuckingshit.

      Sam squeezed his phone and valiantly fought the urge to smash it against the pavement.  He should have never answered the fucking thing, but Fieldstone was still in intensive care, and he couldn’t afford to miss any news that might come his way—good or bad.  He’d spent the last three months undercover, protecting the worthless ass of a drug runner who’d reluctantly agreed to testify against the cartel that employed him, and because they’d hopped around every few weeks like a damned jackrabbit, they’d managed to stay under the cartel’s radar.

      Until Baja.  When all hell had broken loose.

      And now, when he was finally back on US soil, when he could finally take the break he so badly needed, there was this: a runaway nanny and her kidnapped charges.  And not just any charges—no, they just had to be the two sons of international businessman Donovan Cruz, Las Vegas gazillionaire and budding politico heavyweight.

      Double fuck.

      Sam was tempted to call Tony back and tell him forget it.  This shit was the last thing he wanted to deal with.  He was totally burnt out, fried to the edges of his desiccated soul.  He felt as if he were turning to dust.

      He wanted his hammock, his Rainier view and a six-pack.  He wanted three months of sleep in an empty alpine meadow and his fly fishing pole.  He wanted, if only for a small space of time, some fucking peace and quiet.

      He needed it.  Or he wouldn’t be any use to the Marshal Service, or to the witnesses he was sworn to protect.

      He wouldn’t be anything but dead.

      An old friend.

      Fucking perfect.  An old friend—an old childhood friend, at that.  One who’d pitted herself against a man who could crush her like a bug.

      Why?  Because she truly believed he was abusing his children?  Or because she was the abuser and hoped to shore her defense by becoming the apparent champion?

      Just what kind of abuse were they talking about?

      Not that Sam cared.  Not really.  He supposed he should; his lack of regard for the entire situation only proved how badly he needed to step away from the world at large and forget.  If only for a little while.

      For a long while.  He didn’t want to do this.  This was Tony’s problem, not his.  This was the feds’ problem, not his.  Donovan Cruz’s problem—not his.

      He looked over to the Flying J where he’d been headed for breakfast and felt the acid in his stomach bubble like a frothy hot tub.  He wanted chicken fried steak and eggs, a cup of strong, hot coffee and a cigarette.

      He glanced at his watch.  9:23.

      So, was he going to call Tony back?  Or was he going to park his ass at the next pull out and wait for a blue 1978 Chevy Nova to pass by?

      Son of a bitch.  He should have just flown home.  But he’d thought—mistakenly, idiotically—that the drive would do him some good.  What were the odds, he wondered darkly, that his chosen route would intersect with the path taken by Tony’s runaway?

      Christ, his head hurt.  Like someone had taken an ax and buried it in his temple.  He shouldn’t be going anywhere but home.  He knew that.

      So why was he hesitating?  What the fuck was his problem?

      Tony would recover.  He had other contacts, other people he could call for help.  Other people he trusted.

      But Tony was a friend, and for a man like Sam, who didn’t have any family, the handful of friends he could lay claim to were precious and few.  Not to mention that Tony had saved his ass on more than one occasion.

      I just need her intercepted.  Stopped, the kids secured. Held until I can get there.  Easy as pie.

      How much trouble could it really be?  But the hair at his nape was still bristling, always a bad sign.

      A portent of things to come.

      Still, he was a Deputy U.S. Marshal, grizzled and lean from his work in the field, armed with a Glock, a twelve-inch serrated combat knife, and, at the moment, a bad fucking attitude.  Lucia Sanchez was a runaway nanny driving a thirty-seven-year old beater, too foolish to realize she couldn’t outrun the law, or a man like Donovan Cruz.

      The odds were in his favor.  Hell, she didn’t stand a chance.

      Sam reached down and started the Land Rover.
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      Boom!

      Lucia thought it was a gunshot.

      The steering wheel jerked in her hands, and the Nova swerved violently toward the ditch that lined the right side of the road.  A startled cry sounded in the backseat, and even though she wanted to slam her foot down onto the brake, she forced herself to downshift into neutral instead, which made the Nova lurch in protest, throwing her against her seat belt.  Immediately they began to slow, bobbing like a boat in rough water as she wrenched on the wheel and fought to keep them from the ditch.

      The car rolled to a sluggish stop on the side of the freeway.  Lucia sat for a long moment, her hands white-knuckled around the steering wheel, her heart hammering in her chest.  Rain beat down against the roof in a torrent.  The clear sky that had dawned just a handful of hours ago was gone.  In its place was a line of churning thunderheads, and a cold rain that hit the Nova’s metal roof so hard it sounded like a spray of bullets.

      Ay, yai, yai.  Further proof of your stupidity.

      Because as getaway vehicles went, the Nova left much to be desired.  The fact that the old relic—her sole inheritance from her mother—was barely roadworthy had not been an issue on the rare occasions she drove it.  Biking was her preferred method of travel through the city in which she lived, and the only reason she’d even driven the vehicle to work the day before was because her bike had a flat.

      As the Nova now had.  Which was almost funny.

      Almost.

      “Awesome,” was Alexander’s derisive murmur from the back seat.

      But Lucia had not expected to flee into the night with the aging car.  That, however, was little excuse for the situation in which they now found themselves.  Muy estupido!

      What else could go wrong?

      Do not ask such a foolish question.  Because the Universe would surely answer.

      “I don’t suppose there’s a spare?” the boy inquired scathingly.

      Lucia met his cold, pale gaze and fought the urge to make a face.  Next to him, Ben sat up, rubbing his eyes, looking around in interest.  “What happened?” he wanted to know, yawning hugely.

      “Flat tire,” Alexander told him.  “This car is a piece of shit.”

      Lucia couldn’t argue, so she only took a deep, steadying breath and eyed her mirrors.  Still no police.  No Ivan.  Who was surely behind them somewhere, as inescapable as the tide.    Still, they’d made it nearly two states away from the city they’d fled with no sign of trouble, which—considering she’d absconded with the two male heirs of one of the most influential and wealthiest men on the planet—was nothing short of miraculous.  But she knew it was only a matter of time before her free-fall ended.

      Gravity was an inevitability.

      “I needs me some grub,” Ben announced.

      Lucia’s belly growled in agreement, but Alexander said nothing.  She knew he was hungry, too, but the boy never complained, stoic in the face of every circumstance: hunger, pain, fear.  He was completely self-contained, as though he had no human needs. She’d finally come to understand he construed such things as weakness, and he wouldn’t allow himself any weakness—not even hunger.  He was determined to endure.

      She understood that fear lay at the root of that control, that Alexander believed giving into those things which might undermine him could undo him entirely.  But he was not alone in that, and she found it bitterly ironic, that it had taken her so long to understand the simple, gut-wrenching truth that lay beneath the cold, caustic bearing he so carefully cultivated.  A shroud she had seen before, one she should have known instantly.

      One she should have recognized.

      “I will change the tire, and then we will eat,” she told Ben.  She met his curious brown gaze and tried to smile.  Sweet Ben.  He was the smartest, funniest, most charming five-year-old she’d ever met, the very antithesis of Alexander, which told her he had been spared his brother’s fate.  So far.  But she had no hope such a blessing would continue, and neither did Alexander.

      Or he never would have let her take them.

      “Can we have some McDonalds?”  Ben asked, excitement lighting his features.

      “Sí, monkey.”  Lucia glanced out her window at the downpour and sighed.  If we can get to one.

      A big if, dependent upon many things, the first of which was the existence of a spare tire.  Because her mother, a woman who hadn’t known oil from antifreeze, had rarely driven, and in all of the years Lucia had owned the Nova, she’d never paid much attention to the state of its tires—Idiota!—and she had a feeling that the likelihood of a decent spare being on board was right up there with bovine flight.  But she wouldn’t know until she looked, so she turned on her hazards and, bracing herself, stepped out into the rain.

      The wind blew ferociously; in an instant she was soaked through.  Passing traffic sprayed her with waves of dirty, stinging water as she strode back to the trunk and opened it.  Their backpacks sat nestled in one corner; her tent, first aid kit and two old sleeping bags were shoved into the other.  She pushed everything to one side and lifted the lid of the spare tire compartment and found deliverance: bald, black and beautiful.

      A Goodyear miracle.

      “Hot damn,” she said, simultaneously both relieved and hotly furious with herself.

      Because this was her fault.  She was not the stupid, rash, thoughtless, crazy woman she’d been behaving as for the last ten hours, but there was no evidence of that to the contrary.  Not in this rickety old car and its warped, treadless spare tire.  Not in the state of their current condition, which was stuck on the side of the freeway as the skies opened above them and released a deluge of icy, punishing rain…dios mío.   Her fault.  For finally snapping completely; for allowing her rage and terror and the past she’d never escaped full, disastrous reign.  Such agonizing fury that her common sense had fled, her brain had shrunken to the size of a pea, and she’d done everything—everything—wrong.

      So much stupid.  You should get a prize, chica.

      A big, gleaming idiot award to replace her now defunct medical degree.

      Because it was not what she’d done—something she refused to regret, no matter the consequences—but how she’d done it that would determine her level of success.  And so far the only thing she’d done right was, apparently, head in a direction no one thought she would go.  Everything else was a big, fat fail.

      As Alexander continued to point out.

      She sighed and reached down to lift the spare out, stumbling a little beneath the weight.  It was a regular tire, not a donut, but it looked serviceable—so long as they didn’t go far.  The jack stand was there, too, along with a rusting tire iron.  She leaned the tire against the car and removed the stand and iron and tried to remember the fundamentals of tire changing.

      The rain was cold, big, fat drops that slapped her like angry words.  Traffic flew past, making the Nova sway.  She set up the jack, put a couple of large rocks in back of the front tires and managed to get the car several inches off the ground.  But when she tried to loosen the lug nuts with her tire iron, the tire simply spun, making it impossible to remove them.

      She stared at the tire through the thickening rain, shivering, fury at herself growing.

      Mierda!  She should know how to change a damn tire.  Why had she never learned such a basic skill?  It was not rocket science, and yet it might as well be.  And she supposed she deserved this—moron!—but the children did not.  She had been foolish and impulsive—blinded by rage—and now here they were.  Worse, she couldn’t figure out what she was doing wrong, and they didn’t have time⁠—

      A large black Land Rover suddenly pulled up behind the Nova.

      Lucia watched it slow to a halt, her grip tightening on the tire iron.  It had California plates—not Ivan, not the police—but her heart kicked into overdrive anyway, and unease spread through her like a stain.  She waited, motionless, as the driver’s side door swung open, and a large man climbed out.  He strode toward her, seemingly unconcerned with the rain that instantly soaked his black t-shirt and faded jeans.

      She rose from her crouched position, the tire iron heavy and cold in her hold.  There was an old .22 stuffed into her purse, but her purse was in the front seat of the Nova, and there was no hope of reaching it before he did her.  Not that she truly needed the weapon; she’d learned long ago how to put a man down, and they never expected it of her: petite, fragile, female.  Still, it was not a skill she particularly cared to put into practice unless absolutely necessary, and there was nothing to say she would need to do so, nothing but her own chilling, rampant paranoia, born of blood and experience.

      Perhaps he just stopped to help.

      But chivalry had been dead a long time.

      The man halted before her, water slicing down the hollows of his jaw.  Startlingly bright, blue-green eyes met hers, as luminous and translucent as the Caribbean waters they resembled.  “Trouble?”

      Lucia stared at him through the rain.  He towered above her, the width of his shoulders easily twice her own.  His voice was deep, rasped from the depths of a broad chest, and the sodden t-shirt he wore clung to the rope of muscle that covered him.  The faint golden beard that lined his jaw did nothing to soften the sharp bones that carved his face into hard angles and planes.  A wicked looking scar cut his left eyebrow in two.

      “No,” she said, watching him.  “No trouble.”

      He looked at the jacked up car and scowled.  “Looks like trouble.”

      “Looks can be deceiving,” she told him.

      He transferred that scowl to her.  “You need help.”

      “No,” she said again.

      He snorted and held out his hand, presumably for the tire iron she held, but Lucia didn’t hand it over.  He was a very big man and a stranger—something she never trusted—and the dark look on his face…he appeared annoyed.  Angry.  Which was a mystery she didn’t understand, didn’t care to solve, and was not about to arm with a large steel tool.

      “I can help,” he said shortly and motioned impatiently with the hand he held out.  “Give me the tire iron.”

      But Lucia only stared at him, unmoving, her grip on the iron tightening.

      “Let me change the tire for you.”  He ground out the words as if she were a village idiot, something for which he clearly had no patience.  A muscle leapt in the hard, bristled line of his jaw, and in his gaze she saw something she didn’t understand: contempt.

      The rage within her suddenly burst to life.  Lucia tried to talk it down; this man, he was no one.  Not worth the effort.  But the disdain in his startling eyes abraded her, rousing the anger she was trying so hard to contain.

      “Thank you for stopping,” she bit out.  “But I have it under control.”

      The man’s features drew into an ominous visage, and her heart fluttered.  His scar whitened, his mouth thinned, and he took an aggressive step toward her.  “I can do it, or you can wait until the Highway Patrol comes along, and they can do it.”

      Her heart fluttered again, stronger.  Because this man was an unknown, and part of her thought that clobbering him over the head with the tire iron was a good idea.  Safer than accepting his help.  But that was not a reasonable solution, and her saner self heard his words—or you can wait until the Highway Patrol comes along—and thought, no, she really couldn’t.  Because if the police found her, this entire misadventure would have been for naught, and she wasn’t willing to give up.  Not even for this man…this unpleasant and inexplicable angry man…from whom she wanted nothing.  And yet he was right.  If she could not get the tire free, eventually the police would find them⁠—

      “Goddamn it,” the man growled and reached abruptly for the iron, catching one end to pull rudely against her hold.  “Give it to me.”

      But Lucia didn’t let go.  She simply couldn’t.  He was glaring at her through the rain, his unhidden dislike a brutal slap in the face.  Perhaps she should be frightened, but she wasn’t.  She was furious.

      Maldito cabrón!  What the hell was his problem?

      Because she hadn’t asked for him to stop.  To help.  And while she might have appreciated some advice—like a clue as to why the damn tire wouldn’t come off—she had no need of his wrath.

      “No, thank you,” she repeated—hissed—and pulled futilely at the tire iron.  “I will get it off myself.”

      “Just let me help you,” he snarled in return.

      “You do not want to help me.”  Lucia tugged at the iron, irate.  “You want to growl at me like an angry dog.”

      He blinked and reached up to scrub his free hand down his face, sluicing the rain away.  “No.”

      “Yes,” she argued.  “You are confrontational and belligerent.”

      He stared at her, unspeaking.

      “Please let go of my tire iron,” she said through clenched teeth.

      That luminescent gaze narrowed on her.  “Stubborn.”

      “Rude,” she countered.

      His brows rose.  He looked at the tire, and his grip on the iron seemed to tighten, tugging her infinitesimally closer.  “Did you loosen the lugs before you lifted it?”

      “Should I have?” she demanded, trying not to yell.

      “Only if you want to get the tire off.”

      She yanked again at the iron, unimpressed with his sarcasm.  “Then you have solved my problem.  Gracias.  You may go now.”

      “I don’t think so, sweetheart.”

      The urge to kick him was very tempting.  “You⁠—”

      “Those nuts are rusted on,” he continued, talking over her.  “No way you’re getting them off.”

      Which Lucia took as a personal challenge.  She was going to get them off if it was the last thing⁠—

      Lightning shattered the sky above her, a blinding flash followed by a violent crack of thunder that shook the ground beneath her feet.  Her heart leapt, and her grip slipped, and before she could protest, the man was yanking the tool from her and moving to crouch before the tire.

      She wanted to protest, to take the tire iron from him and shove him rudely aside, into the dirt.  Instead, she ground her teeth as rain ran down her cheeks and forced herself to watch in silence as he efficiently lowered the Nova, loosened the lug nuts, and then lifted it again.  He removed the nuts and pulled the blown tire off.  As he studied it, he shot her a veiled look.

      “This thing is a piece of shit,” he said, echoing Alexander.  “Do they all look like this?”

      “No.”  Yes.

      He stared at her through the rain.  His eyes slid down her, taking note of her worn flannel shirt, her sodden, threadbare jeans and cheap, battered hiking boots.  His gaze flickered back to hers, but she could read nothing there, not even the annoyance that echoed in his voice.

      “Hand me the spare,” he ordered.

      Barely resisting the urge to salute, Lucia rolled the miracle tire toward him.  She stepped back when he lifted it onto the bolts as though it weighed nothing.

      “Is everything okay?”  Alexander asked suddenly, making her start.  The boy was leaning out the back window of the Nova, his pale eyes locked on the man changing their tire.

      “Sí, mijo,” she said.  “Nothing to worry about.”

      “Are you sure?”  His tone was careful, his attention focused unwaveringly on the man next to her.

      That man looked up at him.  They stared at one another for a tense moment.

      “I needs me a Happy Meal,” Ben called through the window.

      “In a minute, monkey.”  The man and Alexander were having a chilly stare-down contest, and Lucia’s gaze flitted between them, trepidation worming its way through her.

      “What about you?” the man asked Alexander.  “Are you okay?”

      Alexander only blinked, his face molded into its cold, arrogant cast, and ducked back into the car.  The window rattled in protest as he rolled it up.

      Lucia said nothing, and the man looked at her over his shoulder, a piercing look that made her belly tighten.  She only stared back at him, unblinking.

      He released the jack and lowered the Nova.  The tire made a soft, keening whistle and deflated, leaving the weight of the car on the tire’s bent, rusting rim.

      “No good,” the man said, his voice hard.

      Lucia wanted to kick it.  “Mierda.”

      He stood, the tire iron gripped loosely in one hand.  “You’ll have to come with me.”

      “Oh, no,” she said.  “I do not think so.”

      His mouth thinned into a hard line.  “I can take you to get a tire—or two.”

      His mockery plucked at her last nerve, and no matter their dire situation, she wanted nothing more from this ornery jackass of a man.  Lucia drew herself up and reached out to take the tire iron.  “That is unnecessary.”

      The man lifted the iron out of reach and took a step toward her, so close she could feel the immense heat he emanated.  “Those are funnel clouds, sweetheart.  Is the side of the freeway really where you want to be if they touch down?”

      Lucia tore her gaze from him and looked at the sky.  He was right.  A wall of black moved steadily toward them, so thick and opaque it looked impenetrable, and clouds churned overhead, twisting into a dangerous, cone-shaped mass that was slowly arcing toward the earth.  The wind had grown stronger while they argued, powerful enough now to make her sway on her feet, and lightning forked across sky, followed a heartbeat later by thunder so loud and violent, she felt it vibrate through her bones.  Ben cried out, a sharp, piercing cry that made her heart slam into her ribs.

      “At least think about your kids,” the man growled, taking another step toward her.   His shadow slid over her like dusk falling, and the urge to step away was strong, but Lucia held her ground.  His heat pressed against her through the wind and rain, and the force of his will was palpable.  He smelled like peppermint.

      Peppermint?

      “What’s going on?”

      She nearly jumped out of her skin.  Alexander stood just behind the man, motionless, soaked to the bone.  Watching tensely.

      The man turned to look down at him.  Again their gazes collided, and they eyed one another warily, as if they were animals vying for territory.

      “Get back into the car, mijo,” Lucia told him.  “I will be right there.”

      “The tire’s still flat,” he pointed out unhelpfully, watching the man closely.

      Thunder chose that moment to crack violently above them, making her jump.

      “We need to go,” the man said.  He moved around her and tossed the jack and the tire iron into the Nova’s trunk.  “This your stuff?”

      He didn’t wait for an answer, but gathered their packs, the tent, the first aid kit and the sleeping bags and turned to head toward his Rover.

      “Stop!” she protested, but thunder boomed again, drowning her out.

      “What’s he doing?” Alexander demanded.

      She didn’t know.  “We need a new tire.”

      “We need a new car.”

      A wild laugh caught in her throat.

      “We can’t go with him,” the boy said seriously.  “It isn’t safe.”

      Lucia knew that. The man was a stranger—a contrary, belligerent stranger, perhaps even dangerous—who’d already proven to be trouble.  Trusting him was out of the question.  He’d made her angry, and she was already angry enough.  She’d already been foolish enough.  She didn’t need him to make everything worse.  But her options were few and far between.  Because at the moment, her status as an abductor—a fugitive—meant nothing; the storm raging around them took precedence.  No matter that following this man could prove disastrous—for him should Ivan or the police descend, and for them if he really was as furious as he seemed—this hellacious storm was⁠—

      Thunder boomed; lightning flashed.  Sand and gravel blasted her, and Ben cried out again.  Above her, the clouds rolled and billowed into monstrous shapes, and around her, the Idaho desert watched with disinterest.

      Ay, yai, yai.  From the frying pan into the fire.  You had to ask what else could befall you.  You had to ask.

      Destiny—bah.

      Because no matter the danger their unwilling champion presented—or how much he provoked the rage that churned within her—she couldn’t leave the children behind in the Nova while she went in search of a new tire.  It was only a matter of time before someone found the car, especially now that it was slumped uselessly on the side of the freeway.  And the difficult, cross man who’d just commandeered their belongings didn’t appear to be willing to leave without them.  Even if she got him to leave, Lucia had a feeling he would call them in to the authorities, if only to make sure they were safe.

      There were no good choices here.

      “Lucia?”

      She headed toward the car.  “Get your stuff; we are going with him.”

      Alexander halted, watching her through the rain.  “No.”

      “We cannot stay with the car.  Look!”  She pointed up at the funneling clouds, rolling and dark and splintered by jagged lightning.  The wind howled; dirt and sand peppered them, mixed with the driving rain.  “We have to get out of here.  Now.”

      Alexander scowled up at the sky. “It’s a sign.”

      “Get your stuff,” she repeated and turned away, toward the Nova.  She gathered her purse and coat from the front seat.

      “Did ya hear the thunder?” Ben wanted to know as she swung open the back door.  “I screamed like a girl.”

      Alexander was already unbuckling him, his mouth set in a hard, unforgiving line.

      “We shouldn’t do this,” he warned softly.

      The hair at her nape bristled, as if in agreement.  But she didn’t know if it was portent or fear, and fear could not stop her.

      “We have no choice,” she said.  “We cannot chance the storm.  The next town is only a few miles away; he can drop us somewhere we can get a tire and be on his way.  It will be fine.”

      She hoped.   So unforgivably stupid.  It was not destiny that had come up short.  And she could only hope this decision—to follow a man she would just as soon smack with a tire iron—was not the final nail in her coffin.  Or in his.

      “And if they find the car?” the boy persisted.

      “Then we will take a bus,” she told him.  “Or we will rent a car.  We will work it out, mijo.”

      “You really won’t give this up?”

      His voice was tight, his eyes glittering wildly.  Lucia stilled, aware of the inner battle that waged within him.  Ben looked between them and began to chew on his thumb.

      “No,” she said softly, with finality.  “I will not.”

      Alexander blinked and pulled Ben into his arms.  “It’s your funeral.”

      But there was something beyond the indifferent, cutting tone he had so perfected.  It was small, wavering, uncertain.

      She couldn’t have said for sure, but Lucia thought it might have been hope.
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      “Do you mean to tell me you still don’t know where she is?  What about the APB?  Jesus Christ, there aren’t that many goddamn roads in this state; how the hell far could she get?”

      Detective Tony Malone watched as the baby-faced Fed who’d introduced himself as Special Agent Austin Kent paced furiously back and forth within the small confines of Tony’s office and wondered how much longer he was going to be able to stall them.

      The feds were a pain in the ass.  Always late to the game, always thinking they could cut in line.  Always counting their chickens.

      Tony was a cop because the process of investigation—of crime solving—fascinated him.  He liked collecting clues and amassing the missing pieces; he enjoyed trying to fit them together.   The psychology of his suspects, the idiosyncrasies of the criminal mind, the recognition of reason within chaos—those were the reasons he’d joined the force.

      He had no respect for someone who rode the race piggybacked and then showed up at the finish line and expected a medal.  If they wanted a goddamn medal they had to run the goddamn race.

      This was no different.  It might have been a fucking mess, but it was his fucking mess.

      “No one’s reported seeing her?  In this entire city?  What about the camera footage?  We were told there was a possible sighting north of the city.  Is that true?  Was there a sighting?”  Kent halted in front of Tony’s desk, his eyes narrow, his tone demanding.  Kent, who was young—too young, in Tony’s opinion—and impetuous, his impatience only serving to highlight his inexperience.  One had to be patient to be a good investigator.  Rushing just got people killed.  “Have you issued an Amber Alert?”

      “Of course.”  There had been no choice.  An Amber Alert was standard operating procedure when they had a description of the abductor and vehicle, and he hadn’t been able to justify not issuing one.  Not even for Lucia.  “Just like the book says.  But we’ve been unable to confirm from the video footage that it’s her.”

      The slender woman who’d accompanied Special Agent Kent into Tony’s office suddenly cleared her throat. Her name was Isabel Bjorn, and she stood next to the only window in Tony’s office, her pale hair and skin illuminated by the misty gray light that filtered into the room.  Her gaze was oddly dark in her face, as if somewhere in her genes a swarthy ancestor had skewered her pure Nordic lineage, and as she lifted that gaze to him, Tony felt a streak of heat skewer him just as effectively.

      “These allegations of abuse…have you looked into them?” she asked.  A faint drawl pulled at her words, slowing the cadence of her speech.  Her head cocked to the left as she waited for his response.

      “Yes.”

      Kent halted in his pacing and turned to look at him.  Agent Bjorn’s brows rose.  “And?”

      “And I think Donovan Cruz is full of shit,” Tony told them bluntly.

      Kent’s gaze narrowed on him.  “Why?”

      Because Tony had known Lucia Sanchez his whole life.  Because he knew exactly what she was capable of—and what she wasn’t.

      Because what they’d survived together made it impossible.

      “You think Mr. Cruz is lying,” Isabel clarified.

      Tony focused on her.  Her face betrayed nothing, not even the typical derision the feds displayed toward anyone who wasn’t on the federal payroll.  She only watched him calmly, her stillness a telling juxtaposition against her partner’s restless movement. “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Lucia Sanchez spent the last three weeks trying to convince the Clark County Health and Welfare Department to open an investigation on Donovan Cruz.  And when they refused, she went to the Las Vegas chapter of Child Protective Services, who were also reticent to rock the Cruz Boat.”  His mouth twisted in self-disgust.  “The LVMPD was no better.”

      “Those agencies require physical evidence,” Isabel murmured.  “One woman’s word is never enough, especially against a man like Donavon Cruz.”

      “Lucia Sanchez kidnapped those boys,” Kent said with a sharp shake of his head.  “Right now, that’s the priority.  We can figure the rest out later.”  He swung away and began, once again, to pace back and forth.  “Cruz is certain she’s our perp.  She’s gone, they’re gone.  The mother’s dead, no other living relatives.  So it has to have been Sanchez, right?  Has to be.  But I’d be surprised if she went north. I think she’s far more likely to head for the southern border.  Her father was from Belize; it’s a good bet she has family down there.  We need to find out if⁠—”

      “She’s alone,” Tony said and knew he sounded as angry as he felt.  Isabel’s speculative gaze touched him, but he looked at Kent instead.  “No family.”

      “That’ll make things easier,” Kent said.  “She won’t have anyone to help her.”

      A soft growl welled in Tony’s chest.  He should have fucking helped her.

      If he’d listened when she’d come to him, none of this would be happening.  But that damned name—Donovan Cruz—had thrown him badly.  Had shaken him.  And when Lucia had spelled it out to him…

      Jesus Christ.

      Talk about dropping a fucking bomb.

      “Alone?” Isabel repeated, one sleek silver brow arching at him.

      “No family,” he repeated.

      “And no friends?”

      Her question was indirect, but he heard it.  And ignored it.  “None that we’ve been able to hunt up.”

      “A loner, then.”  Kent nodded as he paced.  “That’ll make things harder.  Still, chances are, she’ll head to her homeland.  Somewhere she feels safe.”

      Tony said nothing.  America was Lucia’s ‘homeland,’ which the dumb fucker would know if he’d done his homework.  But Special Agent Kent could make all the ignorant assumptions he wanted.  Tony wasn’t going to correct him.  If Kent wanted to embark on a wild goose chase to Central America, Tony was more than happy to help him pack.

      But Isabel…she was going to be another matter.  Her dark gaze pierced him like an X-Ray.  Perceptive.  Intelligent.

      Trouble.

      “You believe Lucia,” she said, watching him closely.  “Why?”

      Tony felt a flush touch his cheeks.  It made him scowl.  “I don’t know what the hell to believe.”

      “But you think Cruz is lying,” she pointed out, her melodic voice rising above the cacophony of phones and raised voices outside the office door.  “Which means you must believe that Lucia Sanchez is telling the truth.  Why is that?”

      He stared at her.  Hard.  He let his gaze fall to the square toes of her black leather shoes, up the slender line of her legs encased in a stylish, severely cut black suit, over the gentle swell of her breasts, along the long graceful line of her throat to that dark, unwavering gaze. The thick web of her lashes flickered, but she didn’t otherwise respond to his perusal.

      She just waited.

      Tony eyed her, annoyed by the tension that tightened the muscles lining his spine as he looked at her. Bad enough she was on top of the game.  Worse that he wouldn’t mind playing along with her.

      “I think Cruz is a corrupt, dirty son of a bitch who I wouldn’t let walk my dog,” he retorted.  “And until I have physical evidence—either way—I don’t believe anything anyone says.”

      Agent Bjorn only stared at him, silent.

      “We need to move.”  Kent continued to pace.  “Too much talk, not enough action.  I thought she’d go south, but if that was her going north, we need to follow up.  Now.  ”

      Tony was ready to tie him to a chair.  Punk fed.  Just a fucking kid⁠—

      The phone on Tony’s desk burst suddenly to life.  He answered it with a scowl.  “Malone.”

      “This is Donavon Cruz.  I want to talk to the FBI.  Put me on speaker.”

      Tony stiffened.  The big man himself.  “Mr. Cruz⁠—”

      “Now, Detective.”

      He snarled softly and stabbed the speakerphone button, annoyingly aware of Isabel Bjorn’s unflinching gaze.  “You’re on.”

      “I want my children back.”  Sharp words that fell like glass shattering.  “Where are they?”

      “We’re working on that now, sir.”  Kent halted abruptly in his furious pacing and rubbed at the back of his neck, his features tight.  He looked at Isabel, who only blinked at him.  “We have an APB out, and an Amber Alert has been issued.”

      “And?”

      “And we’re compiling resources, mobilizing local law enforcement, and getting the word out through social media.”

      “And?”

      Tony shook his head.

      “And she may have been spotted heading north, out of the city.  We’re going to try and confirm the sighting but⁠—”

      Goddamn it.

      “Try harder.”

      “With all due respect, sir, until we get more information⁠—”

      “You have what you need.  Find them.  Or I will.”

      Kent looked alarmed.  “Sir, you shouldn’t⁠—”

      “You will bring them to me within twenty-four hours,” Cruz cut in, his tone like granite, the laconic, Louisianan accent he was known for barely in evidence, “or I will act.”

      Kent took a step toward the phone.  “Sir⁠—”

      “You’ve been warned.”

      The dial tone sounded, and a heavy, steady pulse began in the back of Tony’s skull.

      Jesus Christ, what the hell else could happen?

      As if in answer, his office door suddenly opened, and Detective Bob Peabody stuck his head through the open doorway.  “Start your engines.  Someone spotted the car.”
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      A real man does for others before he does for himself.

      Sam turned aside that thought and focused on the stretch of road before him; wind blew ferociously, dirt, gravel and debris battered the side of the Rover.  Ahead, the clouds were churning right along with his gut.  He had a bad feeling, one that had nothing to do with the fact that he was currently aiding and abetting a kidnapper.

      No, right now he was more worried about the massive thunderheads that were gathering overhead.  Having been raised on a cattle ranch in Oklahoma, Sam knew tornado weather intimately, and every one of his instincts was screaming at him to get off the road and find shelter.  Never mind that this part of the country rarely experienced tornados—the politicians could pontificate all they wanted, but the earth was changing, and as far as he was concerned, all bets were off.

      “There it is!  Holy cow, holy cow, holy cow, it has a Play Land! I love Play Land!”

      Sam glanced in the rearview mirror.  The youngest son of Donovan Cruz had his face pressed against the Rover’s window, his excited breath creating a sheen of fog across the glass.  He didn’t seem at all upset about having been kidnapped.  But then, he couldn’t have been more than five.  What the hell did a five-year-old know?

      He probably didn’t even understand what had happened to him.  He probably thought they were taking a goddamn field trip.

      But the other one, the older one, he was a different matter.

      “Sí, monkey,” said the woman next to Sam.  “I know.”

      Her voice was shaped by a Spanish accent Sam couldn’t place, and she was tiny, no more than five-two, with warm, golden brown skin and a thick, braided rope of dark, chocolate-brown hair.  Amber eyes flecked with green continued to shoot him wary, annoyed looks, and her delicate, exotic features were drawn into a scowl. The lush red bow of her mouth was flat.   A slim, worn leather watch with a scratched face and slender, silver hoop earrings were her only accessories.  She nearly vibrated as she sat next to him, her hands clasped tightly in her lap, her head turned away as she glared out at the gathering storm.  Sam watched her gaze flit to the side mirror, they away again, back and forth, as if she was watching for someone, and he could feel her anxiety and her irritation, and no matter how hard she tried to hide it, her fear, which was sharp and ripe, like the cold rain that battered them.  Lucia Sanchez was afraid.

      She fucking should be.

      But far more potent was the emotion that pulsated from her, uncontained and electric, sparking against his nerve endings like a live wire; it was a sensation Sam would know blind and gagged in a dark room:  fury.

      Which was the last thing he’d expected.  His fault, for having expected anything at all.

      But he couldn’t afford to assume Tony was right in his belief of this woman’s innocence; there was history there, muddy waters, and Sam understood it was his job to be the neutral one, to render an impartial assessment of the situation, and the woman who’d created it.  No matter her claims of abuse, the Cruz kids were worth a small fortune, and it was Sam’s experience that most people were assholes, so he operated under that assumption until they proved him different.  Guilty until proven innocent.  Because it was just easier that way.

      That being the case, he’d fully expected a manipulator and a criminal, the same kind he dealt with on a daily basis. He was always assigned the hardest witness protection cases, usually the turncoats who were only saving their own asses, because he had an intrinsic understanding of human behavior and an uncanny ability to predict that behavior.   Reading people had always come easy to him—their thoughts, their fears, their motives.  Deciphering good from bad, truth from lie was instinctual for him, something he did without much thought.  He just knew.

      It had saved his life—and those he protected—more than once.

      So when he’d come across the broken-down Nova and its stranded fugitives, he figured he’d stop, and Lucia Sanchez would jump at the chance for help.  She’d bat her lashes and make use of his Rover—and him—and she’d do what she could to get the most mileage out of him.  Either that, or she’d come at him armed and ready.  Instead, she’d told him to go fuck himself and almost brained him with that damn tire iron.  He’d had to strong-arm her into accepting his help, and he knew in his bones she would take the boys and hightail it the first chance she got.  She clearly had no use for him and was only occupying the seat next to him out of necessity.  And maybe she feared he would uncover her secret—because she feared something—but Sam got the feeling it was more a matter of his irritating the hell out of her.  Which shouldn’t have bothered him—he knew he could be an abrasive son of a bitch—but did.

      He had more questions than answers, and that pissed him off.  Because he really didn’t want to care about who Lucia Sanchez was or what her motives were.  Sam knew himself well enough to know he was in no condition to deal with it—not physically and sure as hell not mentally.  It was unfortunate, then, that the thought of dumping her and the kids at the closest police station, or handing her over to Tony—before he understood exactly what the hell was going on—was not something he was now willing to do.

      A real man does for others before he does for himself.

      Christ.

      The echo of his uncle’s voice wasn’t helping matters any.  Magnus Steele had been a hard man, strong, and he’d considered it his responsibility to share that strength—to lend it—to anyone who needed it, regardless of consequence.  He’d drilled that belief into Sam early and had never yielded in it.

      You’re strong, boy.  On the inside, where it counts.  Someday others are gonna need that strength, and you gotta be there for ‘em.  It’s your duty.

      Sam knew his duty.  He’d spent seven years as an Army Ranger doing his duty to his country and the last five as a Deputy U.S. Marshal, laying his butt on the line, taking whatever was meted out so those he protected didn’t have to.

      He knew all about duty, and he didn’t particularly appreciate the reminder now.

      “What’s your name?” he demanded brusquely, because the woman beside him hadn’t offered it, and he didn’t expect her to.

      “Lucia,” she muttered, surprising him, but then her mouth tightened, and she looked away and shook her head, and Sam could almost hear the mental slap she gave herself.

      But she couldn’t take it back, and her lack of foresight needled him.  As did the piece of shit Nova.  The bald tires, the tent, the sleeping bags.  Her lack of planning was obvious.  It made no sense to Sam.  If he was going to kidnap the children of a billionaire, he sure as shit would have a plan.  A decent fucking car.  Hell, even an accomplice.  Something other than what was sitting next to him.  Nothing about her jived with what he’d been prepared to find, and that needled him even worse.

      “I’m Sam,” he said and thought fuck.

      He didn’t need this.  The questions niggling at him, the doubt they gave life to, this stupid ruse.  The enigma that was Lucia Sanchez and her endgame.  He simply didn’t want to care.

      Not about anything.  But damn it, she wasn’t who she should be.

      She smelled like spicy vanilla and rain, and washing his hands of her—and this entire mess—would’ve been simple, if she’d used that delicate beauty and lush body and tried to handle him.  But she hadn’t.  Hell, the storm was the only reason he’d won the tussle they’d had over the damned tire iron.  Even though she clearly needed some help, because she hadn’t even known to loosen the goddamn lugs before lifting the car.

      Then you have solved my problem.  Gracias.  You may go now.

      Cold words delivered with a furious, heated glare.  Damned if some part of him hadn’t responded to that impossible mix—which didn’t fucking help matters.

      At all.

      If he’d sensed—even minutely—that she was the woman Cruz claimed, an abuser, an opportunist, a threat, busting her ass and walking away would have been easy.  But Sam’s gut insisted there was more to the story, and he trusted his gut.  Even if he didn’t trust her.

      Double fuck.

      A gust of wind shook the Rover, and he swerved hard to stay on the road.  The vehicle rattled violently; a sharp cry sounded from the backseat.  Next to him, Lucia clung to the dashboard, her knuckles bloodless.  Gravel and sand blasted the Rover’s roof.

      “We should stop,” she said.

      “Not until we find shelter,” he replied grimly.  “Otherwise, we’re sitting ducks.”

      She glanced back at her two charges, tried to smile and failed miserably.

      Goddamn it.  No doubt about it, Lucia Sanchez was a dark horse.  Unpredictable, which made her dangerous, but the fury Sam felt rolling from her was something he couldn’t ignore.  That simmering rage, an echo of his own volatile state.  In taking off with the kids—neither of whom appeared upset they’d been stolen—she’d gone completely off the reservation, so either she was crazy—which Sam had yet to see any evidence of—or she was driven by something so important, consequences didn’t matter.

      Desperation?  Or greed?

      She sure as hell didn’t look like an abuser, but Sam knew better than anyone that what appeared on the surface was rarely a true reflection of what lay beneath.

      Another gust of wind nearly blew them off the road.  The steering wheel vibrated in his hands; the entire Rover shuddered in effort to stay upright.  Hail was beginning to fall, pea-sized chunks of white ice that beat against the Rover like a slot payout.

      “Ay, yai, yai, it is getting worse.”  Lucia turned and looked at the boys.  “Mijo, you must put something dry on.”

      Sam met the older boy’s pale green gaze in the mirror.  The shock of those eyes hit him again, like a sharp, quick blow to the solar plexus.  They were so cold they chilled him.  Remote and empty, the same soulless look worn by men he’d often fought next to, men who’d spent their lives killing other men.

      What the fuck had been done to him?

      When the boy had appeared outside the car while Sam was changing the tire, he’d been ready to intervene.  Sam could feel the kid’s suspicion, his adrenaline, his aggression.  The determination to do something, if necessary, without fear or hesitation.  How old was he?  Nine?  Ten?  What kind of kid confronted a stranger without batting an eyelash?

      He’d obviously believed Sam was the threat—not Lucia.

      “I’m fine,” the boy muttered, lifting his chin, his eyes still holding Sam’s.

      “No.  You will get sick.”  Lucia leaned over the seat and wrestled with something.  Sam watched in the rearview mirror as she pulled a shirt from one of the backpacks and thrust it at the boy.  “Put it on, mijo.  Please.”

      The kid’s chin lifted mutinously, but he snatched the shirt from her.  His icy gaze narrowed on Sam.  “Don’t you look at me,” he snarled.  “Don’t you even think about it.”

      “Alexander,” Lucia said sharply.

      “I mean it,” he hissed, and the fine hair at Sam’s nape started to bristle again.

      Sam was no expert on children; hell, they were all like little aliens to him, but he knew fucked up when he saw it.   He bit back the virulent words that rose in his throat and fought to keep the Rover on the road.  “What the hell is his problem?”

      Lucia looked away, the lush curve of her mouth hardening.  “He is fine.”

      Sam’s patience, which had been paper-thin to begin with, was beginning to rapidly disintegrate.  “Bullshit.”

      Lucia flinched and shot him another blazing, golden glare, and Sam knew he sounded as angry as he felt.  Angry—at her, at Tony, at the storm bearing down upon them.  At fucking life.

      “If you could just drop us off at the McDonald’s up ahead,” Lucia said in a biting, cold tone that rubbed against him like sandpaper, “that would be fine.”

      “Chicken nuggets and fries!” crowed the youngest son of Donavon Cruz.

      Sam’s gaze again slid to the rearview.  The older boy watched him, his stare unwavering, his eyes hard with hate and distrust as he threw his damp t-shirt into his backpack.

      Jesus.

      “Can I have two happy meals?”  the little one wanted to know, making circles in the steam he’d left on the window.  “And a chocolate shake?”

      “One Happy Meal is enough, monkey,” Lucia replied.  “And we will share a shake.”

      The kid groaned.  “But I love McDonald’s, and we never get to go there….”  He trailed off, and Sam didn’t miss the glance he sent his older brother.  “Are you gonna be okay now, Zander?”

      Lucia stiffened.

      “Shut up, Ben,” Alexander muttered, glaring at Sam in the mirror.

      Ben looked back out the window and fell silent.  Lucia turned and leaned across her seat to brush back his hair.  “It will be fine, monkey.  Do not worry.”

      “But what if he comes?”  Ben’s voice fell to a whisper.  It was lucky, then, that Sam had sharp ears.  He watched them in the mirror, his three fugitives, their heads bent close.  They looked far more like co-conspirators than captor and abductees.  “What if he finds us?  He might…”

      “Kill you,” Alexander said, his voice low.

      “He will have to,” Lucia replied, her tone like steel.

      Sam’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. Thunder boomed violently from above; wind lashed against them with hurricane force.  Lightning broke apart the sky and sheared down toward them.  The green Exit sign they were approaching exploded in a burst of fiberglass and metal; the sound was deafening.  In the backseat, Ben screamed.

      Sam wrenched the wheel; the Rover squealed in protest as it swerved wildly around the chunks of fiberglass and steel that rained down around them.  The hail was the size of golf balls now, denting the Rover’s hood.  They pelted the windshield like cherry bombs, and he knew their time was up.

      They had to stop.  He pulled over.

      “What are you doing?” demanded Alexander, his eyes locked on Sam in the mirror.

      Another crack of thunder sounded from above; the Rover swayed unsteadily in the wind.

      “There’s a culvert running beneath the road.”  Sam released his seatbelt.  Adrenaline speared through him, a heady rush of current and white heat, like a shot of Tennessee moonshine. “It’s safer than the underpass.”

      “We cannot go out there!” Lucia protested.  “The hail⁠—”

      “It’s either the hail or that goddamn tornado,” he snapped, his tone sharp.  He pointed out the twister on the horizon that was churning toward them, surrounded by a violent whirl of dust and debris.  “Your choice.”

      Ben started to cry.

      “Shhh, monkey, no tears.”  Lucia took a deep breath.  “Okay, take off your seatbelts.  We are going to go to the culvert.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Alexander said, but his eyes were wide as they surveyed the black vortex of wind and debris headed toward them.  “Maybe it will miss us.”

      “Maybe is not good enough.”  Lucia unbuckled her own seatbelt.  “Get ready.”

      Sam climbed from the Rover; the wind slapped him in the face, dust, gravel, sand stinging his eyes and scouring his skin.  The door wrenched against its hinges, and hail fell like hellfire, pummeling him.  He wasted no time, collecting the bags, tent and his own large backpack from the back of the Rover, then went and swung open the passenger side door next to Alexander.

      “I’m scared!” Ben wailed, but when Lucia reached for him, he went, wrapping himself around her like a second skin.  She tucked his head into her neck, murmuring something Sam couldn’t hear.  He met her gaze briefly before she lifted Ben from the seat and turned away.  Alexander stared up at him, unmoving, his pale eyes wide and wild, his hands clenched into fists.

      “Don’t you touch me,” he growled.

      “Don’t flatter yourself, kid,” Sam told him.  “Out.  Now.”

      The kid’s eyes flared and violence simmered for a moment between them, but thunder cracked like sudden gunfire and effectively shattered the moment.  Sam stood back, and Alexander climbed out, giving him wide berth, hurrying around the side of the car to stand so close to Lucia they were nearly touching.  But not quite.

      Sam said nothing, just headed for the large cement culvert he’d spotted.  Hail battered him like falling rock, and he moved closer to Lucia, trying to shield her and the kids as best he could from the brutal downpour.  The ditch that housed the culvert was steep, shifting desert scrub and slick rock, and he slid down it, gritting his teeth against the pain that immediately twisted through his left leg.  Damned bullet wound.  He’d taken knives, bullets, hell even a little shrapnel from a roadside bomb in Kandahar, but nothing had hurt worse than the last 9mm round he’d taken in his thigh.  Too fucking old for this shit.

      Lucia scrambled down beside him, Alexander glued to her side like an errant shadow.  The culvert was only four feet in diameter, barely big enough for them to crowd into; water rushed over their feet with enough force to make Alexander sway.  Sam reached to steady him, and the kid reared back, hissing like a feral cat.

      “Christ,” Sam muttered.  The wind was getting stronger, louder, and pressure was welling, pressing against his lungs and making his eardrums pop painfully.  Debris swirled around them like earthen confetti as he shoved Lucia and Ben in and glowered at Alexander until he followed.   Sam climbed in behind them.  Lucia curled up against one wall, Ben buried in her arms, Alexander beside her, his mouth trembling, water streaming down his pale cheeks like salty tears.  The sudden roar that sounded shook the concrete around them; rain and grit and rock flew sideways, into the culvert, pelting them with vicious force.  Sam moved to brace himself over Lucia, urging her closer, until Ben was securely between them.  He slid an arm around Alexander, ignoring the boy’s violent protest, and pulled him close.

      Hail and debris hammered at Sam’s back, eating through his thin t-shirt to bite at his skin.  Alexander squirmed and fought with bony fists and kicking feet.  Lucia tried to calm him, but Sam only pulled him closer, the boy’s struggle no match for his own brute strength.

      An explosion sounded, followed by several violent pops, and the wind whirled and screamed.  The pressure built until all Sam could hear was the pulse of his blood throbbing in his ears.  Beneath him, Lucia shook violently, and Ben’s tiny shoulders vibrated against his chest.  The bags he held strained against the call of the wind; next to him, his pack lifted and he barely caught it before it flew out of the culvert.  The water beneath them rose, until the current nearly reached his knees and he had to brace himself against the ceiling of the culvert to stay on his feet.  His thigh felt like it had split wide open.

      Above them, the twister snarled and howled like a caged animal seeking freedom.  Sam could almost track it as the pressure swelled around him, pulling at his body, whipping and ripping his clothing, tugging at his hair and skin and bones until he groaned.  The wind shifted without warning, wrenching his feet from the solid cement, threatening to suck him from the culvert.  Lucia cried out and grabbed the waistband of his jeans, her small hand curling around it for dear life, knuckles digging deeply into his belly in an effort to pull him back down.  Between them, Ben screamed with ear piercing intensity.

      He hovered for just a second, maybe two, but it felt like eternity.

      The cement tube trembled and cracked; water was rushing above their knees now.  Survived a tornado only to drown, he thought, just before a shuddering rush enveloped them, like the thunderous roar of Niagara Falls, and he fell back to earth, landing against Lucia and Ben, nearly crushing Alexander beneath him.  The wind slowed, whistled and keened; gravel and sand and dirt floated like dust motes around them.  And then silence, abrupt and surreal.

      Sam’s heart beat like a jackhammer in his chest. He dragged his feet beneath him, growling low in his throat as his leg screamed in protest.  Beneath him, Lucia still held his waistband, and Alexander was shaking so hard his teeth were chattering.

      The water was nearly at his thighs now, flowing over Lucia’s lap, engulfing Alexander.  Sam forced his arms to unlock from around them and pushed back, but Lucia’s hold on his pants stopped him.  He looked down at her hand—small, but strong, fine boned and delicate.  Something heated and shocking and completely inappropriate stirred within him.

      She made a soft sound, drawing his gaze, and color rushed into her cheeks, two bright rosy spots that glowed within the pallor of her skin.  She uncurled her hand, fingers bloodless, and released him.

      Alexander stirred, pushing at his weight, and Sam leaned back, until he lay against the opposite wall of the culvert.  For a long moment, all he could do was breath.

      “Out,” he rasped.

      “Is it safe?” Lucia asked, her voice hoarse.

      “Hell if I know,” he muttered.  “But we can’t stay here.  The water’s rising too fast.”

      He reached down and hauled her up, pushing her out of the culvert.  Alexander struggled to stand; he was pale and shaken and flinched when Sam lifted him up, but he didn’t fight.  He followed Lucia, staggering in the water, and climbed up the ditch on hands and knees.

      Sam followed, dragging the bags, the tent and his pack.  His leg pulsed with pain, and the skin on his arms, his hands and back was raw and bleeding.  He was soaked to the bone; his t-shirt hung from him in dirt-streaked tatters.

      The sun was the first thing he saw, shining down brightly from a newly washed, crystal blue sky.  Fluffy white clouds floated lazily across the atmosphere, as if the twister had been nothing more than an aberration.  Or imagination.  Water flowed through the culvert, gaining speed and volume, and climbing back up the ditch made him hiss as his bad leg shifted beneath him.  Lucia stood waiting for him, Ben held tightly in one arm, the other around Alexander’s narrow shoulders.  They stared at the horizon, looks of horror and shock stamped across their faces.

      Sam didn’t want to look.  He really didn’t.  He’d had enough, more than enough.  Too much.

      But he wasn’t a man to turn away; the easy path was rarely the one he chose to travel.  He understood there was no escaping most things, that it was better to face them head on.  So he wiped at his face with a hand that shook faintly, sighed heavily, and followed their gaze.
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