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      A convict, a virgin…and a villain determined to destroy them both.

      

      Imprisoned for a crime she didn’t commit, Maggie Lionetti is doing everything possible to keep her head above water after her release. Including using a friend’s name and car to make money when finding a job turns out to be impossible. Too bad she crosses paths with someone who actually knows her friend…and knows Maggie isn’t who she’s pretending to be.

      

      Shawn “Preacher” Franklin isn’t about to let someone steal from a Navy coworker while she’s deployed. He and his friends confront Maggie, expecting to uncover a thief, and instead find a woman who’s simply down on her luck. Her compelling mixture of strength and vulnerability strikes a chord in Preacher, and he wants to help Maggie get back on her feet.

      

      One thing leads to another, and before they know it, Maggie and Preacher are dating. It’s an unusual match—the virgin SEAL and the felon—but it works. They work.

      

      But not everyone who puts on a uniform for their country does so for the right reasons. Maggie’s keeping a secret from her new boyfriend and his friends. Something that could put her right back in prison and impact Preacher and his fellow Navy SEALs. She has to find the courage to share that secret, but doing so won’t necessarily save her. In fact, it could mean her death…and the death of the man she’s coming to love.

      

      **Protecting Maggie is the 4th book in the SEAL of Protection: Alliance Series. Each book is a stand-alone, with no cliffhanger endings.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Maggie Lionetti stood in front of the empty cabinet for several moments. All that was in there was a can of beans and some flour and sugar. And Maggie hated beans. They belonged to her roommate, Adina, who’d been gone on deployment for the last three months.

      Sighing, she closed the cabinet and grabbed a glass instead. She filled it with water and went to sit on the couch. She was very grateful to her friend for letting her stay in her apartment while she was gone, but she hadn’t realized how tough life would really be as a convicted felon.

      Convicted felon.

      The words rang in Maggie’s head, making her shudder. Never in a million years would she have thought this was where she’d be. In her “before life,” which was how she thought about it now, she’d been a pharmacist. She’d worked her butt off to get her degree and become one of the best pharmacists in the area. She had loyal customers who wouldn’t go anywhere else to get their prescriptions filled. She’d had money in the bank, a nice condo, and lots of friends. At least, she’d thought she had lots of friends.

      Turns out they’d all disappeared once she’d been arrested. Maggie knew she couldn’t really blame them.

      She still remembered the feeling of the handcuffs around her wrists and how she felt when she’d been put in the back of that police car. Humiliated, confused, terrified.

      Those feelings had only magnified when she was booked into the local lockup after being fingerprinted and getting her mug shot taken. After being released on bail, she was fired from her job, and without any money coming in but still plenty of bills to pay—while also trying to find a lawyer who would take her case—she found herself completely broke and desperate in a matter of months.

      In the end, without any support from friends and no family to lean on, she’d had to settle for a public defender. She didn’t really hold the lawyer responsible for her three-year sentence. He’d done what he could. The evidence was stacked against her from the start.

      And when her ex-boyfriend had taken the stand for the prosecution, her fate was sealed.

      She’d gotten out early, on account of overcrowding and good behavior, but she wasn’t allowed to leave California until her probation was over. She had to meet with her probation officer regularly and stay out of trouble. Now Maggie was trying to rebuild her life, and she was extremely grateful to Adina for giving her a place to stay, but she was finding it impossible to make ends meet.

      She couldn’t get her old job back—no one would hire a pharmacist who’d been convicted of drug smuggling—and finding any kind of job that paid a decent living wage was next to impossible for a felon.

      So Maggie had resorted to doing what her probation officer and likely anyone who hadn’t been in her situation before—hungry, desperate, depressed—would frown upon.

      She was impersonating Adina. Using her Uber credentials to make enough money to get by. Barely.

      She didn’t like doing it, lying to the people who hired her, pretending to be her roommate, but Uber wasn’t going to let her open an account. Not with the felony thing on her record. So she had to lie. It was either that or starve.

      Feeling her stomach rumble with hunger, Maggie gulped the water down, hoping it would fill her belly at least a little, tricking it into thinking it had gotten something of substance, then stood. She put the glass in the sink and headed for the door, grabbing the car keys along the way.

      She’d managed to make enough yesterday to fill Adina’s old Honda Accord with gas, and she hoped today’s tips would be more generous so she could go to the grocery store and get more than ramen. The thought of a huge salad made Maggie’s mouth water, but fresh vegetables were expensive. She’d have to do really well today to splurge on something like that.

      Sighing, Maggie made sure the apartment door was locked behind her—the last thing she wanted was someone breaking into Adina’s place while she was gone—and headed toward the stairs. Today would be another long day behind the wheel, but what other choice did she have?
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        * * *

      

      Maggie was tired. The day had been shit. Almost everyone she’d picked up had been stingy with their tips. And they’d been assholes to boot. Driving people around seemed like it would be a cushy job, but she had to put up with rudeness, people telling her how to drive, telling her she was going the wrong way, or being irritated with her because there was traffic…as if she could do anything about that.

      She was at the end of her rope and decided that she’d pick up one more fare, then go home to the empty apartment, maybe try to choke down the beans that she hated. They were protein, right? Good for her.

      Pulling up the info on her last pickup of the day, she saw it was at a grocery store she’d passed earlier. The one she’d planned to go to after work if tips had been good, to buy dinner. It felt as if karma was laughing at her.

      The name of her fare was Remi Stephenson, and she was relieved that her pickup was a woman. That didn’t mean she wouldn’t be treated like shit—women could be just as awful as men—but at least the odds of her being accosted or sexually harassed were less.

      Maggie pulled into the parking lot and saw a woman standing not too far from the entrance of the store looking down at her phone. She had several bags at her feet, the reusable kind. It was a dead giveaway that she was probably her fare. She pulled up next to her and rolled down the window. “Remi?” she called out, wanting to make sure she was really the person who’d ordered the Uber before unlocking the doors.

      “That’s me. Adina?” the woman asked.

      Hearing her roommate’s name was always a little jarring. She merely smiled and clicked the automatic locks. Remi picked up her bags, opened the back door, and got in. Then she took a quick picture of the identification card on the back of the passenger headrest.

      “My boyfriend hates when I take an Uber, but I don’t like to bother him or his friends,” Remi said with a small apologetic smile.

      Maggie didn’t like when people took pictures of the ID card. Thankfully, it didn’t have Adina’s picture on it, but it had her information—name, Uber license number, things like that. Things that could get Maggie in big trouble if it ever came out that she was impersonating her friend. But at the same time, she approved when women like Remi took steps to protect themselves. No one could be too careful these days. It made her laugh a little that, in the past, people were warned never to accept rides from strangers, and today they paid strangers to drive them around. It was ironic.

      “It’s okay. I’d do the same if I was in your shoes,” Maggie said as cheerfully as she could. She recited the address that had been put into the app to verify that’s where Remi wanted to be dropped off.

      “That’s me,” Remi said with a smile as she turned around to grab the seat belt. Thankfully the address wasn’t too far away.

      Maggie did her best to make small talk. Sometimes the people she picked up wanted to chat, and other times they simply stared out the window and ignored her. But Remi seemed friendly enough.

      “Are you having a good day?” Maggie asked as she pulled out of the parking lot.

      “I am. I spent the morning with one of my good friends and got a lot of work done. She brought me home, but then I started thinking about how I wanted to surprise my boyfriend with a chocolate cake.”

      “Oh, that’s nice,” Maggie said. And it was. She’d never had anyone surprise her with anything before. Well…not a nice surprise. She refused to think about that day, about what a surprise it was when the cops who’d pulled her over on the interstate had pulled that bag out from under her passenger seat.

      “I’m not much of a cook, or a baker, but my boyfriend works really hard. He and all his friends do. He’s a SEAL. And yes, I’m allowed to tell you that.” Remi giggled.

      Maggie found herself smiling. It was hard not to around someone like the woman currently in her backseat. She exuded friendliness and happiness. It was a nice change from what she usually dealt with.

      “Anyway, he’s been working really hard lately, and I wanted to do something nice for him. And if I called any of his friends to give me a ride to the store, they’d probably text him and let him know, then the surprise would be ruined.”

      Maggie wrinkled her nose a little at that. It seemed a little…stalkerish…for a friend to immediately go and tell the boyfriend what his girlfriend was doing and where she was going. She must not have hidden her reaction very well, because Remi chuckled.

      “I know, that seems weird. But trust me, with the things my friends and I have been through, not to mention the stuff my boyfriend sees in his line of work, it’s perfectly normal. He’s protective.”

      “Must be nice,” Maggie blurted, then immediately regretted it. Her voice sounded a little too…wistful for her peace of mind. She didn’t regret not having a man in her life. She’d had enough of guys. She was perfectly capable of taking care of herself, thank you very much.

      Her stomach chose that moment to growl, as if publicly calling her out on that particular lie. It wasn’t as if she was doing a very good job of taking care of herself at the moment. But she’d manage. As soon as she was allowed, she was getting out of this state, moving somewhere that had a lower cost of living, and she’d figure out how to get back on her feet.

      “It is,” Remi said nonchalantly, politely ignoring the way Maggie’s stomach had rumbled so loudly. “Anyway, he’ll bluster and ask what the hell I was thinking, taking an Uber to and from the store, but then I’ll present him with the cake I made and all will be well.”

      Maggie grinned. “That’ll actually work?” she asked.

      Remi giggled. “Okay, probably not. But when all I’m wearing is one of his button-down shirts—and nothing else—I’ll definitely be forgiven.”

      Maggie couldn’t hold back the burst of laughter at that.

      “But seriously,” Remi said, still sounding chipper and happy. “I declined two rides before yours because they were from men. I know that sounds sexist, but I prefer women drivers. I know that women can be just as horrible as men, but I do what I can to stay safe by taking pictures of the licenses and using the new safety features in the ride-share app.”

      “Smart,” Maggie said, meaning it.

      “One of my friends was kidnapped by two women she knew, and they tried to sell her into sexual slavery. So I know women can be horrible. But I still feel safer in a car with someone of my own gender.”

      Maggie gasped. Remi had dropped that bomb so nonchalantly. “Is she okay? Your friend?” she couldn’t help but ask.

      “Oh, yeah. Josie’s great. She’s amazing. A four-foot-nine dynamo. She’s adorable and you can’t help but want to stick her in your pocket and take her home, but she’s tough as nails. I love her so much. She’s who I was visiting this morning. She can type like the wind too. I mean, seriously, I’ve never seen anyone type as fast as she can. She’s made a career out of it. I love going over to her place and sitting at her table to draw while she types. I don’t know, somehow the vibe she sends out makes me feel more creative.”

      The woman switched topics faster than Maggie could keep up. “You draw?” she asked.

      “Yeah. I have a cartoon. It does pretty well. It’s dorky as hell, but people seem to like it.”

      “Cartoon?”

      “Uh-huh. Pecky the Traveling Taco.”

      Maggie’s mouth dropped open. “Oh my God, seriously? You draw that? I love Pecky!” Looking in the rearview mirror, Maggie saw Remi blush. It was unexpected. This woman was extremely talented. And she was in her car! It felt surreal.

      “Thanks.”

      “Wow. I’ve never driven a famous person around before,” Maggie said, only slightly teasing.

      “Oh please,” Remi told her. “I’m not famous.”

      Maggie begged to differ. She wanted to tell her that all the women she’d been incarcerated with loved her cartoon strip. Practically the only time everyone got along was when they were laughing about Pecky’s latest shenanigans. That taco had been a bright spot in what had been an otherwise pretty miserable two years.

      “You make a difference,” she said in a serious tone. “I mean it. You might think what you do is just a hobby or for fun. But it means something to a lot of people.”

      Remi didn’t blow off her words. Instead, she leaned forward in her seat and said, “Thank you. That means the world to me.”

      Maggie pulled up to a small house. It was adorable and looked nothing like what she imagined the creator of Pecky the Traveling Taco would live in. She turned to Remi. “Good luck with the cake. I hope your boyfriend isn’t too upset with you for taking an Uber.”

      “Oh, I’m sure Vincent will forgive me. As I said, he just worries. Honestly, it feels nice. Even though I can take care of myself, and did for quite a while, it’s nice to know someone has my back now.” She gathered her bags and opened the back door. “Thanks for the ride and letting me ramble on.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “I hope you’re going to get a break to get something to eat. Don’t be embarrassed, but I heard your stomach growl.”

      Maggie couldn’t stop the mortified blush from heating her cheeks. “I’m headed home now. You were my last ride of the day.”

      “Good.”

      “Um…Remi?” Maggie blurted before she could shut the car door.

      “Yeah?”

      “Anytime you need a ride…I’m happy to help out. My number is on the license you took a picture of. You know, if it would make you and your boyfriend feel safer.”

      “Oh, that’s so nice! Thank you. I don’t use Ubers much, but if I do need a ride in the future, I’ll definitely call.”

      Maggie nodded. She was feeling a little sad that this would probably be the one and only time she saw Remi. She didn’t really expect her to call for a ride in the future, but it had been a long time since she’d felt any kind of connection with another person. Remi was down-to-earth, funny, and open. Even being around her for the short time it took to drive her home made Maggie feel more like her old self. Less hard, less cynical.

      Then Remi held out a folded bill. “Tip,” she said with a smile. “I like to give cash because I don’t know if Uber takes a cut of it if I do it on the app.”

      “Thanks. Have a good evening,” she told her with a smile.

      Remi nodded and said, “You too. Bye!” She got out of the car and headed up the walkway to the door of her house.

      Maggie closed out the trip on the ride-share app, then pulled away from the house. At the stop sign down the street, she unfolded the bill Remi had given her.

      She blinked. Sure she was hallucinating.

      Nope. It wasn’t just a one-dollar bill or a five.

      Remi had given her a hundred and fifty-dollar tip. On a ten-dollar fare.

      Tears swam in Maggie’s eyes. That was more money than she usually made in three days of driving people around. It meant she could go to the store and get more than just ramen. She could get that salad she’d been craving.

      Remi had no reason to give her so much money. She probably felt sorry for her, but Maggie couldn’t even be embarrassed about that. She needed that money more than Remi could possibly know. But then again, maybe she did know.

      Turning left toward the grocery store instead of right, toward her apartment, Maggie let the tears she’d been holding back fall down her cheeks. Because of the generosity and kindness of a stranger, she would get to eat tonight. A real meal. And some of the hopelessness and depression lifted from her shoulders. Suddenly, the world didn’t feel as if it was against her anymore. Maybe this was a sign that things were turning around.

      Maggie wanted to believe that, but life had a way of lifting her up, then slamming her back down when she least expected it. A hundred and fifty bucks wouldn’t last long, but for tonight, at least, she was going to put her worries aside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      “I have a situation.”

      Shawn “Preacher” Franklin sat up straighter, snapping out of his funk. He’d collapsed onto his sofa after arriving home from the naval base earlier, too on edge to make something for dinner, and he’d been there ever since. He loved being a SEAL. Loved his country. Loved his teammates. But lately, he’d been feeling…unsettled.

      Seeing Kevlar, Safe, and Blink with their girlfriends, women who softened their prickly edges, had him wanting what they had. Not their specific women, of course, but someone he could share his thoughts and feelings with at the end of each day. But the thing was, when it came to relationships, Preacher was unlike most SEALs.

      He believed in soul mates.

      He’d been raised to believe there was one person out there just for him, that he’d know her when he saw her…and that being with anyone sexually before he’d met his soul mate was disrespectful.

      Being a virgin at thirty-something was practically unheard of. Especially for a Navy SEAL.

      He’d been given the nickname Preacher by some guys in boot camp. When they’d heard that he was waiting for his soul mate, that he wasn’t interested in picking up some random frog hog at the local bar during his time off, they’d laughed and given him the moniker.

      It wasn’t as if he’d never been tempted. But every time he decided that his old-fashioned values were ridiculous, and he should just get it over with and fuck someone already…

      He couldn’t do it.

      He wasn’t ashamed of his beliefs either. But he was becoming discouraged by them. He was afraid he’d already missed her. That maybe he hadn’t recognized his soul mate when he’d met her in the past.

      Or worse—that he’d never find her at all.

      That was the dreaded thought going through his head when Kevlar called. But hearing the serious tone of his team leader on the phone had all thoughts of loneliness flying from his brain.

      “What’s wrong?” he barked.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound so dramatic,” Kevlar answered in a sheepish tone. “But I learned something disturbing tonight and wanted to run it by someone.”

      “I’m listening,” Preacher said, feeling his heart rate slowly decrease. There had been enough “situations” lately with Wren, Josie, and Remi that he couldn’t help his immediate battle-mode response.

      “Remi went to and from the store today via one of those ride-share apps and⁠—”

      “Wait, why didn’t she call someone? Is she okay? Did something happen?” Preacher asked, interrupting his friend.

      Kevlar chuckled. “All questions I asked her. She’s fine. Nothing happened. And she said she didn’t want to bother anyone. That she wanted to surprise me with a chocolate cake. Believe me, I made sure she understood that it wasn’t a bother to call one of our friends to help her out. Anyone would’ve been happy to give her a ride somewhere.”

      Preacher frowned. “Right, so…if nothing happened, what’s the situation?”

      “Remi got along great with the driver—of course she did…she’s Remi. But she did what I’ve taught her to do, taking a picture of the driver’s info, just in case. The driver also encouraged Remi to call her if she needed a ride in the future. Here’s the thing,” Kevlar said, getting to the point. “The driver’s name was Adina Cornett. And that’s the info that was on the placard Remi took a picture of.”

      “Isn’t Adina the woman who works in supply?”

      “Yes—and she’s deployed, which is why we haven’t seen her around.”

      “Shit,” Preacher said.

      “Exactly. There’s someone driving around in what I’m guessing is Adina’s car, using her name, and probably robbing her blind while she’s deployed.”

      “So what are we going to do about it?” Preacher asked. “Are we calling NCIS?”

      “I thought we’d see what we could find out on our own first,” Kevlar said.

      Preacher smiled, feeling a surge of excitement flow through his veins.

      “The fake Adina told Remi to call her anytime she needed a ride. I’m thinking we might need a ride home from work tomorrow.”

      “Will Remi go along with this?” Preacher asked, sounding skeptical.

      “She’s not happy with the deception. Told me that the fake Adina was really nice. That she liked her a lot. Warned me to go easy. Said she probably has a perfectly good reason to be using Adina’s name and car.”

      Preacher snorted.

      “That was my response,” Kevlar agreed. “She also gave this woman a hundred and fifty-dollar tip.”

      “Seriously?” Preacher asked.

      “Yes. She reassured me that she wasn’t pressured to do so. Just that she felt a connection to the woman and she seemed down. Oh, and the icing on the cake? Her stomach was growling almost continuously.”

      Preacher wanted to roll his eyes, but it wasn’t as if someone could fake something like that. Yes, perhaps she’d held off eating in the hopes that her body would make its needs known audibly. But that wasn’t likely. And Remi wasn’t the kind of woman to be taken advantage of. She was one of the sweetest women Preacher knew, but she’d grown up with money and was pretty good about recognizing someone who was only being nice to try to get some cash out of her.

      “I’m in,” he told his friend.

      “I’ll see if Smiley wants to come with us too,” Kevlar said.

      Preacher winced. Smiley was a little rough around the edges, he’d probably scare the crap out of Fake Adina…which was probably Kevlar’s intention. By the time the ride was over tomorrow, the woman would definitely think twice about whatever illegal scheme she was perpetrating. “Maybe Safe or MacGyver would be better?”

      “No. I want this woman intimidated. I want her to regret what she’s done. She can’t go around using someone else’s name and car to steal. And who knows how deep this goes.”

      “Should we try to get a hold of Adina?” Preacher asked.

      “I will. After tomorrow,” Kevlar said.

      “All right. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Thanks for listening and not telling me I’m crazy or too overprotective of Remi,” Kevlar said.

      “You are both of those things,” Preacher said with a laugh. “But if Remi doesn’t mind, why should I?”

      Kevlar chuckled. “True. Later.”

      Preacher clicked off his phone and pressed his lips together. His mind was whirling with the info Kevlar had just shared. None of them really knew Adina, they just worked with her in a professional capacity. But knowing she was deployed and someone was taking advantage of her didn’t sit well with him, just as it hadn’t with Kevlar. Tomorrow, they’d figure out what the hell was going on and take whatever steps were necessary to stop the fraud.
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        * * *

      

      Maggie had been surprised to hear from Remi so soon, especially after she’d admitted that she didn’t use ride shares all that often. But she was happy to get the return business. Today had been slow, and everyone she’d given a ride to had been a stingy tipper. It was depressing to only get a dollar tip on a fifteen-dollar ride, but it wasn’t as if she could do anything about it.

      She’d already spent most of the tip money Remi had gifted her yesterday, but she’d managed to get quite a few groceries. Tuna, generic cereal, some bread that was on sale, some dented cans of vegetables, and she’d splurged on some hamburger and made a huge cheesy casserole the night before, along with one of the best salads she’d had in ages, which should last her for several meals.

      Adina’s car desperately needed a tune-up, and that was next up on Maggie’s list of things to do. Without the car, she’d be dead in the water, literally. It was the only thing keeping her from starving.

      Remi had asked to be picked up near the gates of the huge naval base, and when Maggie pulled up to the curb outside the pawn shop where Remi had said she’d be waiting out front, she didn’t immediately see her.

      Instead, as soon as she stopped, Maggie saw three men walking down the sidewalk with purpose in their steps. All three were wearing the blue camouflage uniforms the Navy issued their personnel.

      It wasn’t until it was too late to take the car out of gear and step on the gas that she realized they were coming toward her.

      One of the men got into the front seat, and the other two got into the back. Maggie’s heart was pounding so hard it almost hurt. She’d been in some close calls over the last three months, but she’d never felt as threatened as she did right this minute. These men could easily overpower her. If they wanted to hurt her, there wouldn’t be anything she could do about it.

      “I don’t have any cash on me,” she said quickly, “but you can have the car.”

      “We aren’t going to hurt you or rob you. We just want to talk,” said the man who was sitting next to her in the passenger seat. He had green eyes, wavy dark hair, and a closely trimmed beard and mustache. The men in the back had frowns on their faces and were staring at her with looks so intense and scary, it was all Maggie could do to keep breathing.

      Her hand was on the door handle, and she was two seconds away from bailing and running as fast as she could. But leaving Adina’s car would be a disaster…so she hesitated.

      “Talk?” Maggie managed to squeak out.

      “Yeah. What’s your name?” the man sitting directly behind her asked.

      Looking in the rearview mirror, Maggie saw him staring at her. He was leaning forward as he spoke, while the other man in the backseat was taking a picture of the Uber license affixed to the headrest. It had Adina’s information on it, except for the phone number, which Maggie had taped over with her own. She didn’t like the way he was scrutinizing the license—and suddenly she had a feeling these men had figured out she wasn’t who she said she was.

      “Adina,” she stammered out. “Adina Cornett.”

      “Bullshit,” the man behind her barked. “We know Adina. We work with her on the base. She’s almost ten years younger than you, blonde, has blue eyes, and is several inches taller than you, as well. And she just happens to be floating around the Middle East on a ship right about now. So you need to start talking—fast. Why are you pretending to be her, driving her car, and doing who knows what the hell else with her name?”

      Maggie swallowed hard. She knew this day would come. Riverton was a fairly large city, but it wasn’t LA. She was bound to come across someone who knew Adina at some point. Her friend had a fairly unique name, and the man was right, Maggie looked nothing like her.

      She tried to come up with a rebuttal. To figure out what she could say that would get these men out of her car and to leave her alone, but nothing plausible came to mind.

      “Well?” the other, kind of mean-looking guy in the backseat, asked. He’d taken his attention from Adina’s license and was now staring at her as well.

      Maggie opened her mouth to say something, she had no idea what, but the normally reliable Accord took that moment to sputter and die. The engine cut off—and the silence that filled the car was almost oppressive.

      It was the last straw. Maggie had no idea what was wrong with the car, just that without it, she was totally screwed.

      She gripped the steering wheel and stared straight ahead, trying really hard not to burst into tears. She didn’t figure it would help her cause with these men. “Maggie. My name is Maggie Lionetti.”

      “I’m Preacher. Kevlar and Smiley are in the back,” the man next to her said in what almost sounded like a gentle tone. But Maggie wasn’t fooled. He was probably trying to get her to let down her guard before he called the cops. If he did that, she was going back to prison. She’d been told time and time again by her probation officer what would happen if she screwed up.

      “How did you get the keys to Adina’s car?” Kevlar asked.

      Maggie felt cold. Some of the horrible things she’d gone through behind bars flashed through her brain. The near assaults, the fights, the verbal abuse. She couldn’t go back. She couldn’t.

      “Maggie?” Preacher asked.

      They weren’t going to give up. Weren’t going to simply get out of her car and leave her alone. Overwhelmed with grief, the pressures of the last three months pressing in on her, Maggie broke.

      “Adina’s my friend. She’s my only friend. I met her…recently. I needed a place to go a few months ago, and she offered to let me stay with her. I took her up on it. When she was deployed, she said I could use her car, and she knows I’m using her Uber account. We talked about it. She agreed.” Her words were fast and succinct, and Maggie refused to look at any of the men in the small vehicle as she talked. She heard the rustle of their clothes as they shifted in their seats but didn’t take her gaze off the street in front of her.

      “Why’d you need a place to stay? Do you not have another job?” Smiley asked.

      Maggie had never heard a name so incongruent to a person’s countenance. The man hadn’t smiled once. He looked downright frightening.

      And it definitely seemed like they weren’t going to leave her alone until she told them everything.

      Fine. They wanted to know? She didn’t have anything to hide. Not really.

      She huffed out a long breath and turned her head to look at the man next to her. Preacher. He looked nothing like a man of the cloth. Not that she really knew what they were supposed to look like. But out of the three men in the car at the moment, he seemed the least…hostile.

      “I was in jail. I served nearly two of my three years. Got out for good behavior and because there weren’t any more beds available for the more violent offenders. I met Adina before I went in. She wrote me every single week. Picked me up when I was released.

      “I couldn’t get my old job back when I got out, and I had no money, no place to stay. It’s almost cruel how the system works…yes, you’re released, but the odds of going right back behind bars is huge because of how impossible it is to rebuild an honest life back in the real world. Lucky for me, I had Adina. The deployment was a surprise, but she generously said I could stay at her apartment while she was gone. Drive her car. And it was actually her idea for me to take over her Uber account. It’s given me a way to make a few bucks. To eat.

      “I’m not stealing from Adina, I swear. Yes, I’m using her ride-share account, but I can’t get my own because of the felony on my record. Do you know how hard it is to find a decent job when you’ve been convicted of a crime?” She barked a harsh laugh. “No. Of course you don’t. Well, I can tell you, it’s nearly impossible. And for the record, I’m innocent. You won’t believe me, no one does, but it’s still true.”

      She was practically panting by the time she ran out of words. She desperately wanted these men to believe her, but the odds of that were extremely low.

      “You know we can get in touch with Adina and verify your story, right?” Kevlar asked.

      Turning, Maggie looked at him. “Do it. Ask her. She’ll verify everything I just told you.”

      “What’d you get put behind bars for?”

      “Smiley,” Preacher said in a warning tone.

      Maggie wasn’t surprised. It wasn’t as if Smiley hadn’t asked what all three men were thinking.

      “I’m no threat to society,” she said tiredly. “I know you won’t believe this either, but I was set up. I needed to go up to the LA area for my job, and my boyfriend asked if I would bring something to a friend for him. I had no problem with that, and the friend was going to meet me at the pharmacy where I was going to be for work. I got pulled over on the way up there, and for some reason the cop decided to search my car. The bag my boyfriend gave me had drugs in it. A lot of drugs. I got three years for transporting with the intent to sell. No one would believe that it wasn’t my bag, and that I wasn’t bringing drugs to LA to sell them.”

      You could hear a pin drop in the car, it was that silent.

      “Assuming the boyfriend is now your ex-boyfriend,” Kevlar said dryly.

      Maggie couldn’t help it. She snorted. Loudly. “Obviously. Look, I don’t like using Adina’s credentials, but I have no other way of making money to feed myself. And I don’t have to pay rent, but I’m still trying to pay my share anyway. I would get out of Riverton altogether if I could, but I’m not allowed to leave the state until my probation is over. I’m literally stuck here. I’m trying to do my best but it’s just not enough. It’s never enough.” The last three words were whispered.

      Maggie wanted to ask if they were going to turn her in. To Uber. To the cops. To her probation officer. But the words were stuck in her throat. Not for the first time, she wished she had never met her ex. But she had. She’d been swayed by his larger-than-life personality and impressed by the fact that he was a high-ranking naval officer. She’d learned the hard way that not all military members were upstanding citizens.

      She could only pray the ones sitting in her car at the moment were more compassionate than her snake of an ex.

      “What’s wrong with the car?” Preacher asked.

      She glanced at him, then shrugged. “I don’t know,” she admitted softly. “I’ve been saving up to take it to the shop. It’s been acting weird. Sputtering and turning off by itself when I stop.”

      Preacher shared a look with the men in the backseat before he turned back to her. “Give me the keys.”

      Maggie blinked. “No.”

      “I’m not going to steal this piece of shit,” Preacher told her. “I want to talk to my friends, and I have to make sure you won’t take off when we get out…if this thing even starts again.”

      She wanted to continue to protest. To beg them all to just leave her alone. To tell them that she’d stop driving for the ride-share app. But she couldn’t. Unless she wanted to work for a strip club, which she definitely did not, she needed to keep taxiing people around.

      “Give him the keys, Maggie,” Kevlar ordered.

      To her surprise, she found herself doing just that. What did it matter? These men literally held her life in their hands. If they turned her in, she was going right back behind bars. The last thing she wanted to do was piss them off any more than she already had.

      Her fingertips brushed against Preacher’s palm when she dropped the keys in his hand—and to her shock, she felt a tingle shoot up her arm.

      She snatched her hand back as if she’d been burned. She wanted to cradle her hand against her chest but refrained, barely. She’d learned through her time behind bars that to let anyone know what you were thinking or feeling was dangerous.

      She did her best to wipe all emotion from her face…but she had a feeling she’d failed miserably when Preacher spoke.

      “Breathe, Maggie. We just need to talk for a moment.”

      Breathe. Right. As if.

      She sat frozen as the three men got out and slammed the doors behind them.

      Despair hit Maggie all over again. They weren’t going to believe her. No one did. They probably thought she was a master drug dealer or something. That she was using the Uber job as a cover for delivering drugs to people all across the city. She was screwed. She might as well prepare herself to put on the horrible jailhouse pants and shirt she’d been forced to wear for the last two years.

      The tears she’d managed to hold back finally sprang to her eyes and fell down her cheeks.
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      Preacher stepped away from the vehicle and waited for Kevlar and Smiley. They huddled against the brick wall of the building near where Maggie had parked.

      “I believe her,” Kevlar said without preamble.

      “Me too,” Preacher agreed.

      The two men looked at Smiley. He was the skeptic of the team. The guy who always came up with the worst-case scenarios.

      To Preacher’s surprise, he nodded and said, “She’s not lying.”

      “So what do we do?” he asked.

      “I’m going to send a message to Adina’s commander, just to verify her story, but in the meantime, I’m thinking she’s not going to get far with that piece-of-shit vehicle,” Kevlar said.

      Preacher looked over at the car in question and frowned when he saw Maggie slumped over the wheel. He felt a pang of guilt for the way they had tricked her. Despite how bad it looked, she didn’t seem to have nefarious intentions in using Adina’s name and Uber license.

      There was also something about the woman that made him want to hug her close and reassure her that everything would be all right.

      Which was crazy. But that didn’t change how he felt.

      “I’ll follow her home to make sure she gets there okay,” he blurted.

      Both Kevlar and Smiley studied him intensely.

      Finally, Kevlar said, “It might not be smart to get involved with a felon.”

      Irritation swam through Preacher’s veins. “I didn’t say I was getting involved with her. And I’m just making sure she gets home all right, not planning on parading her through the naval base, shouting her criminal history to everyone I pass,” he said tightly.

      To his surprise, Smiley chuckled. “I’d pay to see that,” he said under his breath.

      “Right, sorry,” Kevlar said without hesitation.

      “Besides…can you really see that woman as a drug dealer? We pressed her just a little and she caved. If she’s dealing drugs, I’m secretly a math genius who’s on the verge of solving the world’s most difficult equation,” Preacher said sarcastically.

      “Is there such a thing?” Smiley asked.

      “No clue. Probably.”

      “Can we stick to the topic at hand?” Kevlar asked.

      “We are,” Smiley told him without missing a beat. “Math. Preacher brought it up.”

      He shared an amused grin with his teammate. “Beyond my math ability, or lack thereof…are we gonna do something about her situation?”

      Kevlar took a moment to think about his answer before sighing. “Remi really liked her. I’m not sure it’s in her best interest to keep doing what she’s doing though. If her probation officer gets wind that she’s impersonating Adina and using her license to work, that could be bad for her.”

      Preacher nodded. “We know a lot of people. I’m guessing we can get her some help. Maybe find her a job.”

      “You think she’ll accept our help?” Smiley asked.

      Preacher turned to look back at Maggie. She looked so dejected. As if she was just waiting for something bad to happen. He met his teammate’s gaze. “Yeah, I think she will. She’s pretty much at rock bottom. She needs proof that not everyone is out to get her.”

      “After I verify with Adina that she’s allowing Maggie to live in her apartment, I’ll give Wolf a call.”

      “I’ll do it,” Preacher told his friend.

      “All right. You want to see if the car’ll start? If it does, just go with her, in case anything else happens to the vehicle on her way home. We’ll head back to the base, and I’ll bring your vehicle to you. Just text me the address of the apartment complex where she’s staying,” Kevlar told him.

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.” What he really appreciated was his friends not telling him that he was stupid for involving himself in Maggie’s life. Yes, Kevlar warned him that it might not be a good idea, but he would’ve blatantly told him he was being a bonehead if he really thought Preacher was making a mistake.

      But Preacher had a gut feeling that she needed someone in her corner. The story of her arrest for drug smuggling sounded almost too over the top to be true, but he wasn’t an idiot; he was well aware that plenty of people were put in prison for things they didn’t do or on trumped-up charges.

      Smiley clapped him on the shoulder and Kevlar gave him a chin lift, then they turned without another word and headed back toward the base and their vehicles. Preacher headed to the Accord and got in. He held out the keys. “Let’s see if she’ll start, shall we?”

      Maggie sniffed and didn’t hide the fact that she’d been crying. Preacher’s heart lurched in his chest. He hated that she’d been crying but didn’t comment on it.

      She wiped her cheeks with her shoulders and reached for the keyring. She stuck the key in the ignition and for a second, he didn’t think the engine was going to turn over, but it finally did…with what he imagined was a long groan from the overworked car.

      “So?” Maggie asked, turning to look at him. “What now? Are you going to turn me in?”

      “No.”

      She looked surprised. “No?”

      “Nope,” Preacher confirmed. “Right now, I’m going to escort you home. My friends will bring my car to your place.”

      Maggie stiffened and she sat up straighter. “If you think you can fuck my life up even more than it is already because I’m at a disadvantage here, you’re wrong. I can and will defend myself, and I might go back to prison for assault but I’m not going to let you touch me.”

      Preacher was genuinely horrified that she thought he might blackmail her or otherwise hurt her. He leaned back against the door, away from her, and shook his head. “I just want to make sure you get home all right. That’s all. I swear.”

      Neither said anything for a tense moment. Then Maggie asked, “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why do you care? I’m nobody to you. A felon. A convicted drug dealer. Why in the world would you do anything to help me?”

      “Because Remi likes you,” Preacher said simply.

      Maggie frowned.

      He tried to explain. “Remi is…she’s like a sister to me. She and Kevlar went through some shit, and she came out the other side the same sunny, happy person she was before. And believe me, that’s a freaking miracle. We’d all do anything to make sure she stays that way. And given how she talked about you to Kevlar, it was clear that you made an impression on her.”

      When he paused, Maggie said, “I liked her too. She was…nice. I haven’t experienced much of that lately.”

      “I’m sure. Which is why I want to help you. Besides, my mama would frown at me in disappointment—and trust me, that’s the worst feeling ever, to disappoint your mom—if I didn’t step in and do what I can to help you out.”

      “I wouldn’t know. I was adopted when I was an infant. And let’s just say things between me and my adoptive parents didn’t work out. I left home at eighteen and haven’t looked back.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I’m fine,” Maggie said.

      “Right. So…would you be opposed if I called a couple of friends and inquired about finding you a job?”

      Maggie stared at Preacher with big brown eyes. Her black hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and her face seemed a little pale to him. It was the disbelief that someone would be willing to help her that ate at him though. No one should be this surprised at the basic decency they were being shown by another human being.

      “As long as it’s legal, no. And I’ll have to tell my probation officer, so it can’t be under the table,” she eventually said.

      “Of course not,” Preacher said calmly. “You hungry? I’m starving. We had a long day of boring meetings, and I’d kill for Del Taco. If you swing by one on your way home, it’ll be my treat.”

      “I’m not sleeping with you,” Maggie said stiffly. “And if you’re setting me up, if you’re some kind of serial killer, I won’t go down without a fight. I’ll get your DNA under my fingernails, scream my head off, and be the last person you ever murder.”

      “I’m not a serial killer. Can’t deny that I’ve killed before, but they all deserved it,” Preacher said bluntly.

      To his surprise, Maggie simply tilted her head and stared at him. He wished he knew what she was thinking.

      “For the Navy,” she said after a beat. It wasn’t a question.

      “For the Navy,” Preacher confirmed. “I’m a Navy SEAL.”

      That got a reaction out of her. “You are?”

      He couldn’t help but chuckle at her response. “It’s that surprising?”

      “Well, yeah. You don’t look how I imagined a SEAL looking. You’re…” Her voice trailed off.

      “I’m what?” Preacher asked, genuinely interested in hearing what she thought.

      “You don’t seem to have the edge I guess I thought someone who does what you do would have.”

      Preacher shrugged. “Honestly, it’s a weird job. We spend a lot of time researching and in meetings and briefings. If I had a dollar for every mile I’ve spent in the air flying to this or that country, I’d be a millionaire. Sometimes we jump out of perfectly good airplanes, hike for miles and miles, only to expend one bullet, then hike miles and miles back to our extrication point. I’ve seen some awful things, done things I’m not proud of, but done more things I’m extremely proud of.

      “I don’t like the bureaucracy, but love the men on my team as if they’re my brothers, and I love serving my country. I dislike bullies, and I find the way the poor and women and children are treated around the world absolutely abhorrent. I support the rights of people to practice any kind of religion they want, but not oppression in the name of any religion. I love animals, kids, and my family. And I know that last part’s kind of a tangent, but I’m trying to reassure you that I’m not going to hurt you, Maggie. I just want to help.”

      “Can I take a picture of your ID?” she asked after a brief moment.

      In response, Preacher reached for his wallet. He pulled out his Navy ID card and held it out to her.

      “Shawn Franklin,” she said with a small smile, right before she clicked a picture of the ID. She handed the ID back to him and said, “It’s such a…normal name.”

      Preacher chuckled.

      “Are you really a preacher?” she asked.

      “No. Not even close,” he told her.

      “So it’s the opposite? You have that nickname because you’re a manwhore or something?”

      “No. Not even close,” he repeated.

      Maggie frowned. “Then why?”

      “Maybe someday I’ll tell you. I’m hungry. Can we please get going so I don’t waste into nothing here in your front seat?” This wasn’t the time or place to get into the reason behind his nickname. He could always tell her what he fell back on when others wanted to know how he got it…that he was the moral compass of his team. For some reason, he didn’t want to lie to this woman. But he didn’t want to tell her that he was a freaking virgin either. So yeah, that was a conversation for another time and place, if it happened at all.

      “Okay. Shawn? Can I call you that?”

      The hair on the back of his neck stood up. Preacher was well aware that Remi, Wren, and Josie all called their men by their real names instead of their nicknames. He hadn’t thought much about it…but now, hearing his given name on Maggie’s lips made him yearn anew for what his teammates had with their women. “Yeah. You can call me Shawn.”

      “I really will fight you with everything I have if you try anything.”

      Preacher nodded seriously. “Noted.”

      She looked around and, seeing the coast was clear, pulled away from the curb. “There’s a Del Taco not too far from my apartment.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll text Kevlar and let him know we’re stopping to grab dinner before heading to your place. Can I have your address, so he knows where to pick me up?”

      Maggie nodded and gave him the info he needed to pass on to Kevlar.

      The trip to Del Taco was uneventful, except for when he doubled what Maggie ordered so she’d have enough for leftovers. Hamburgers and fries weren’t the best heated up the next day, but he didn’t think she’d care. She tried to protest but he ignored her, enjoying how she didn’t hesitate to dig into the bag once they’d left the restaurant.

      She pulled into the parking lot of the apartment complex where she was staying and turned off the engine before looking at him. “I…are you really not going to turn me in? To Uber or my probation officer?”

      “I’m not going to turn you in,” Preacher told her.

      “I need this job. It’s the only way I’ve found to make any kind of money that isn’t working in fast food or something dangerous, like stripping or working at one of the all-night convenience stores. Not that a fast-food job isn’t good enough, it’s just…”

      “I understand. I’m going to call some people tonight. If you’ll trust me, just a little, and not do any ride-share jobs tonight or tomorrow, I’ll get back to you and let you know what I’ve found. Can you do that?”

      Maggie nodded. “Thank you. And for the record, if it doesn’t work out, I’m still appreciative that you tried.”

      “Why wouldn’t it work out?” Preacher asked.

      She shrugged. “When people find out that I’m a convicted drug dealer, any interest they had in hiring me seems to dry up.”

      “That won’t be the case here,” he reassured her.

      Maggie simply shrugged. “Even still, I appreciate the effort.”

      Preacher was frustrated that she clearly didn’t believe him. But he supposed he couldn’t blame her. Not after what she’d been through. “I’m going to give you my number. If you need anything, and I mean anything, you call me. I’ll do what I can to help.”

      She looked confused—which irritated Preacher all over again. Hadn’t anyone offered to help her in the recent past? Other than Adina? He supposed not, based on her reaction.

      They exchanged numbers, and just seeing her name in his contacts made Preacher feel…he wasn’t sure what he felt. Content? Excited?

      “Thanks again for dinner. Are you going to be okay waiting out here until your friend comes?” she asked.

      Preacher couldn’t help it. He asked, “Seriously? The Navy sends me across some of the most dangerous borders in the world, and you want to know if I’ll be okay waiting in a well-lit parking lot for the ten minutes it’ll take my buddy to get here with my car?”

      Maggie blushed, but she lifted her chin and said, “Yeah.”

      He chuckled. “Then, yes, I’ll be fine.”

      They both got out of the Accord, and Maggie clutched the bag of food in front of her almost defensively. “Well, thanks again. For everything. Dinner, not calling the cops. You know…not being a serial killer.”

      This woman had made him smile more than he could remember doing in a long time. “You’re welcome. I’ll be in touch, Maggie. And for the record, not everyone is an asshole like your ex.”

      “Thank goodness,” she said with a small snort. Then she gave him an awkward wave and headed for the door to the building. It wasn’t until she was safely inside the apartment complex that Preacher relaxed a fraction. He looked around. The area of town was fairly safe and the parking lot had a lot of lights. Both of which made him feel better.

      Why he should care so much about a woman he’d just met, he wasn’t sure. But he couldn’t deny the feeling. His mind spun with ideas for who he would call to try to help Maggie get a job.

      He was still thinking about his options when Kevlar pulled up. He got out and let Preacher get behind the wheel.

      “All good?” he asked.

      “All good,” Preacher confirmed.

      “Still feel the same? That she didn’t do what she was accused of?”

      “Even more so,” he admitted. He simply couldn’t see Maggie transporting drugs to sell. Maybe he was being naïve, but he didn’t think so.

      “Right. So…are we taking the car in to be looked at?”

      Preacher smiled. That was one of the many reasons he respected his team leader. “Yup.”

      Kevlar sighed. “You know after they hear Maggie’s story, Remi and the others are probably going to want to befriend her. Not sure I’m comfortable with that,” he said.

      “Of course they are. Remi’s a good judge of character.”

      “I know, but I’m still worried.”

      “Good luck telling her you don’t want her contacting Maggie,” Preacher said with a small grin.

      “Shit,” Kevlar said, blowing out a breath and running a hand through his hair. “You honestly don’t think she’s a danger?” he asked his teammate.

      “No.”

      “I’ll see if I can convince Remi to take things slow. Maybe start out by getting to know her by text or something. Give us a chance to check the situation out.”

      Preacher grinned wider. He had a feeling Remi wasn’t going to want to “take things slow.”

      It felt right to bring Maggie into their fold. If anyone needed a friend, it was that woman. She was prickly and untrusting, but he couldn’t blame her. He couldn’t imagine what two years behind bars had been like. But today, she’d crossed paths with the right people. He and his friends would make sure she’d be okay.
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