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      When Wyatt turns his back on the world—and her—Gillian knows he’s hurting and needs time to recover from whatever wounds were inflicted on his bear by the military. He reluctantly accepts her help as they flee from a secret group sent to eliminate the shifter-soldiers involved in a black-ops experiment, though he’s determined to maintain an emotional distance from her. But bears mate for life, and his human mate is just as stubborn as he is. Nothing could hurt her more than losing him, and she's just the one to help her wounded warrior move from the past and into the future—if they have a future…
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      “Were you even going to say goodbye?”

      Wyatt stiffened in the process of shoving the last box into the back of his Jeep. The familiar tone of his mate had startled him, indicating his bear was buried deep, as he’d planned. He should have felt guilt at her words, but he didn’t feel much of anything. He steeled himself as he turned to face her, forcing away remorse when he saw her stricken expression. “It’s better this way.”

      Gillian put her hands on her curvy hips, glaring at him. “Better for whom? We’re supposed to be getting married, and you’re just going to leave?”

      He drew back his shoulders, trying to hide any hint of defensiveness. “The marriage proposal was made after we finished high school. A lot’s changed in eight years.”

      Her big green eyes shimmered with tears, but he knew her well enough to know she’d fight letting them fall to the bitter end. Whenever she got angry, she had the urge to cry. He could tell she was furious with him, but also hurt and bewildered. He didn’t need his bear’s sense of smell detecting her pheromones to tell him that. If he concentrated, he could have discerned that information with his bear, but he was trying to suppress his bear instincts, and not call them forth.

      “When we were thirteen years old, you told me I was your mate. That hasn’t changed. It doesn’t change for bear-shifters.”

      He winced, remembering the moment to which she was referring. It was shortly after his bear had started stirring in his head, and one day he looked at his classmate—a girl he’d known all his life, since they’d grown up in the same small town—and she had been different. His bear had growled possessively in his head, and he’d known then she belonged with them.

      With all the sensitivity and subtlety of a Mack truck driving through a nitroglycerin plant, he had cornered her after school one day and told her about his revelation. At first, she had been skeptical, but then he’d shifted for her, and after that secret was out, she hadn’t doubted his bear’s sense any longer. She’d known from then she was his mate, and they had been together ever since, aside from the years they’d separated after high school while he was in the military, only coming home briefly for leaves.

      Even then, she hadn’t shown any sign of doubt. Even as he’d become more withdrawn, she remained resolute. He hadn’t seen her at all for the last three years, when the military suddenly withdrew his team’s permission to leave the base, unless they were on a mission, but when he did finally come home, she’d been waiting.

      She’d been wasting her time. He was a new man, and his bear was only a sullen presence in his head occasionally now. He needed it to be that way, and after what had happened that afternoon, he had to leave and get as far away from people as he could, including Gillian.

      Realizing he had never answered her, he said, “My bear’s practically nonexistent these days. I’m not going to hold you to an old promise.”

      Her glare deepened. “I want to be held to that promise. I’ve been waiting for you. Even when you lost contact and stopped calling or visiting, I knew there had to be a good reason. I haven’t given up on us.”

      He forced himself to sound completely unemotional, though there was more than a twinge of regret when he uttered the words he had to say, “I have. I’m leaving.”

      A single tear escaped, and he knew it must have cost her a great deal to let it out. “Why are you leaving? It doesn’t make sense. You’ve only been back a few weeks. You won’t talk about what happened, and you barely allow me to see you. Now you’re leaving? Tell me what’s going on, Wyatt.”

      He focused on the most pertinent question. “You saw what happened this afternoon. I nearly killed Clayton Walsh.”

      She waved a hand, as though that wasn’t a concern. “Clayton Walsh is a jackass, and he was about to hit his pregnant wife. You did the right thing interceding.”

      Some of the emotions he tried to suppress surged to the forefront, including a strong dose of anger. “Interceding was the right thing, but shifting into the bear and laying into him until six townsfolk had to pull me off wasn’t. It wasn’t my place to render a verdict or dole out justice. I crossed the line from protecting someone to nearly killing someone else. I can’t control the bear, so I have to get away from people.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest, her expression placid. “Fine. I’ll come with you then.”

      Wyatt shook his head, turning away from her to finish loading his things and closing the cargo door before turning back to her. “You can’t come with me.”

      “We promised forever,” she said in a clear, strong voice.

      He stared at her. “We were thirteen, and everything is different now.”

      She shook her head. “I refuse to believe you simply stopped loving me despite whatever happened to you. I want to be there for you and help you get through this. If you feel like you need to get away from people, we’ll go somewhere with just the two of us.”

      “I’m not safe to be around.” His words came out as more of a growl than actual syllables, and he could feel his control wavering. “I could hurt you.”

      She shook her head. “You’d never do that.”

      Before he could stop himself, he surged forward, one hand clamped around her throat as he dragged her closer to him. He allowed some of the turbulence inside to show in his eyes as his hair bristled, starting to turn to fur on his arms. “I can’t control it. I have to get rid of it, and until I do, I’m a danger to everyone I’m around.”

      Considering how he was holding her, and his obvious anger, she appeared remarkably calm. “What do you mean, get rid of it?”

      “The bear,” he said with another snarl as he pushed her away suddenly. “I can’t control it. They did things to me…” He trailed off, having no intention of sharing his nightmare with his mate.

      No, she wasn’t his mate anymore. She had been identified by the bear, and he had to excise everything that had anything to do with that side of his nature, including Gillian.

      “You can’t just get rid of half of your nature. The bear’s part of you. Please let me help you, Wyatt.” She held out a hand to him as she spoke, her voice trembling.

      He looked away from her, too tempted to give in for just a moment. Only a brief moment spent imagining her broken and torn body after his bear gained the upper hand and turned on her allowed him to withstand the pleading in her voice and the need in her eyes. “I can’t take you with me. Don’t you understand it would destroy me if I did something to hurt you? What if I killed you?”

      She sniffled, wiping at her eyes with the back of her hands. “I’m sure you’d never do that.”

      “And I’m just as sure that I could. You have to let me go, Gillian, because I can’t stay.”

      She shook her head. “I’ll go with you,” she said again.

      “If you still love me at all, and you seem to, you have to let me do the right thing. Turn around and walk away, unless you want to see me driving out of town. Say goodbye now and forget about me.”

      Sadness appeared in her expression, and this time when tears flooded her eyes, she made no attempt to hold them in check. He could tell the difference from her angry tears, and if he’d been able to feel much of anything, her face would have broken his heart just then. Luckily for both of them, as he’d spent time distancing himself from the bear, it had also blunted his emotions, and he wasn’t able to feel her pain deeply enough to allow it to sway him.

      Without another word to her, he turned away and walked around to the front of the Jeep. He started the vehicle and pulled forward. In a moment of weakness, he allowed himself one final glance in the rearview mirror. He was unsurprised to see Gillian still standing there, arms crossed over her chest, and tears streaming down her face. It was a heart-wrenching site, but he kept going, in fact pressing the accelerator harder down to the floorboard.

      Leaving her was the right thing, the only thing he could do to ensure she remained safe. She’d get over him. Gillian was just a human, so she didn’t feel the mate bond that his bear recognized. He didn’t feel it very much at the moment either, and he was relieved for the reprieve. He had enough guilt on his conscience that he didn’t want to add another face to the long list that paraded through his mind. He was certain Gillian was bound to pop up anyway, but at least he knew he was doing the right thing even if it hurt her.

      He drove straight through Shifter Springs without looking at the buildings lining the tiny Main Street. He kept his gaze focused straight ahead, except for when he reached one of the town’s two four-way stops. He glanced briefly from left to right to determine it was clear and kept going. Soon enough, Shifter Springs was little more than dust behind his wheels.

      He was about thirty minutes out of the town when he realized he couldn’t completely disappear. There might be a genuine emergency. It was just him and Garrett left now, since their parents had both passed on, but he couldn’t leave without telling his brother where he was going.

      He pulled over to the side of the dark road, leaving his headlights on to cut a swath through the thickness of the night, and extracted his cell phone from his pocket. He dialed his younger brother’s number, and Garrett answered on the second ring, sounding tired. A glance at the clock revealed it was after eleven p.m., and his brother had no doubt been asleep for a while, since he was still attending the family farm and ranch. “I’m leaving, Garrett.”

      All trace of sleep disappeared from Garrett’s voice when he answered. “For how long this time, Wyatt? Did the government call you back to service?”

      “I’m leaving forever. I can’t be around people. I wanted you to know where I’m going to be, but you aren’t allowed to tell anyone, and you can only contact me if it’s a true emergency.”

      “I’ve been expecting this,” said Garrett softly. “Where are you headed?”

      “The bugout cabin high in the mountains.”

      Garrett let out a low whistle through his teeth. “I don’t think Mom and Pop finished building everything before they passed. It’s probably a mess up there. Unlivable.”

      “I’ll make it work. You know where to find me, but don’t look unless you absolutely have to.”

      “What about Gillian? Is she with you?”

      “No, and she won’t be. Most of all, you can’t tell her where I’m at, and I need your word on that.”

      Shock bled through Garrett’s voice. “She’s your mate, and you can’t just turn your back on her.”

      “She’s not my mate anymore. I released her from the promise, and I have to turn my back on everything if I’m going to survive—and if people will survive me.”

      “You’re making a mistake. She’s your mate. Your bear told you that years ago. You can’t just undo that.”

      “Watch me,” said Wyatt coldly. “Do I have your word? If not, I’ll find somewhere else to stay, and you won’t have any means to contact me.”

      With what sounded like a heavy sigh, his younger brother capitulated. “Fine, I won’t tell anyone where you are or try to find you unless it’s a dire emergency.”

      “Especially Gillian,” he prompted.

      “Especially Gillian,” repeated Garrett with obvious exasperation. “I still say you’re making a mistake.”

      “It’s a good thing it’s mine to make then,” said Wyatt with a hint of coldness. He didn’t bother with goodbyes. He simply hung up the phone, rolled down his window, and tossed it onto the road. Though he had been suppressing his bear as much as possible, he still had a keen sense of hearing and eyesight, and he both saw and heard the flimsy device shatter as soon as it hit the asphalt. With a nod of satisfaction, he rolled up his window, put the car in gear, and kept driving without allowing even one more look behind him.
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        Eighteen months later

        

      The sound of someone knocking on his door was so unexpected and foreign that Wyatt dropped the teakettle he’d been filling into the sink with a loud clatter. He quickly turned off the water, cursing under his breath, and moved to the front door. On the way, he grabbed a handgun from the open gun safe. Since it was just him at the cabin, he didn’t bother to lock it anymore. There was a mountain lion that liked to hang around, and he’d had to fire a warning shot more than once to discourage it from getting closer.

      His bear could have dissuaded the mountain lion from hanging around, but Wyatt had successfully locked the beast deep inside. He could barely transform anymore even if he wanted to, and it made his life easier, though he was still in an emotionless void.

      Or so he thought, until he opened the door and saw Gillian standing there. Myriad emotions filled him, chief among them anger at the sight of her and Garrett’s betrayal at revealing his location, along with a fierce wave of longing he quickly suppressed.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Wyatt spoke more harshly than he’d intended, but the sight of her had sent his bear surging to the forefront, bringing the animal to life in his mind in a way it hadn’t for several months. He had gotten accustomed to the near-silence of ignoring his ursine side. To have her shatter that was an unexpected and unpleasant shock. “You shouldn’t be here. Garrett promised he wouldn’t tell anyone where I was unless it was an emergency.”

      Gillian stared at him, expression revealing nothing. “It is.”

      He snorted. “I’d hardly call it an emergency if you’ve come to change my mind. I haven’t altered my decision. I’m finally at a place where I have some balance, and I can’t risk letting anyone in.”

      “Yes, but if you—”

      He put up a hand. “There’s nothing you can say that will change my mind, Gillian. You were my mate once, but you aren’t anymore.”

      She flinched, but her lips pursed, indicating she was digging in her heels. “I think you’ve made that plain, but I’m here for a reason.”

      “I don’t want to hear the reason. It’s not going to change anything.” He started to close the door, surprised when she shoved her foot into the space between the door and the jamb. If he wanted to close it fully, he’d have to hurt her to do so. He wasn’t that big of a bastard yet. “There’s nothing here for you.”

      She let out a sound of frustration, a sound he rarely heard from her in all the years he’d known her. It sounded almost like a shriek. “I’m here because Sam, Joanna, and Donnie are dead.”

      He faltered for a moment. “Who?”

      “Jax, Jester, and Dick, short for…” She trailed off, looking slightly uncomfortable.

      “Dick face,” he filled in softly, realizing who she meant when she used the call signs for his former teammates. A wave of grief washed over him, threatening to stir to life all the emotions he’d been suppressing, and he quickly eased away from allowing himself to feel anything when he heard the bear roar in the back of his head. It was the most verbal the animal had been for months. “I’m sorry to hear that. How do you know?”

      She licked her lips, those gorgeous, full lips he sometimes still dreamed about, though he’d never admit that to her. “After you left so abruptly, I reached out to former members of your team, trying to find out what happened, and why you were so broken. I know some of the details, but they’re all pretty scant with information. I wasn’t at all surprised to find most of them are in various states of broken as well, so you must have all gone through hell. In the process, I made friends with several of them. When I didn’t hear from them for a while, I started to get concerned, and I finally got hold of one again. Malcolm.”

      He allowed a faint ghost of a smile to touch his lips as he thought about his former team leader. Mal had not needed a call sign, since Mal had been close enough to all the adjectives that described him—malcontent and maladjusted, primary among them. “What is Mal up to these days? Still as crazy as ever?” He posed the question affectionately, surprised at the surge of warmth sweeping through him that slipped past his defenses. Like everything else, he tried to blot out memories of his teammates and friends, needing to disconnect himself from the world in order to control his bear.

      “I don’t think he’s crazy at all,” she said with a hint of chill in her tone. “He’s the one who told me three of your teammates are dead in strange accidents, and at least three are missing or out of contact. He said they’re coming for you.”

      Wyatt stiffened, inadvertently allowing his hold on the door to go lax enough for her to slip inside and slam the door behind herself. He didn’t miss how she carefully checked that both of the locks were engaged. Her paranoia was contagious, but he shook his head. “Mal always assumed they’d eliminate us, but if they had planned to do that, they wouldn’t have just discharged us from service after the funding for the program ended. They would have eliminated us then.”

      She looked intrigued. “What program? I can’t get any answers out of any of you.”

      “It’s classified, top-secret stuff that I’m not allowed to discuss even now. I can’t tell anyone.”

      She let out that same sound of frustration, though modulated in a lower tone. “Why are you continuing to be loyal to people who’re hunting you?”

      He made a scoffing sound. “Hunting me? Mal’s a good guy, but he’s always seen the worst in everything, especially the government. He was bitter about what they did to us, and he let it taint his life outside the military. The Army isn’t tracking us down, and if you’ve come all this way just to tell me about three of my teammates being dead, I appreciate the effort, but I have no intention of going to funerals or memorial services or whatever anyone has planned.”

      “There won’t be services, as far as I know. Joanna had a heart attack in the middle of a marathon. Sam’s house went up in a gas explosion, and Donnie supposedly got a cramp and died while swimming.”

      He felt the stirring of unease at the deaths. A heart attack in a healthy woman in her thirties sounded suspicious, but was entirely plausible. He had a difficult time believing Sam, who had been a hyena-shifter, hadn’t smelled a gas leak before it ignited, but he could have been sleeping and didn’t wake up in time to escape. The last one was what caught his attention. Donnie had been a seal-shifter, and the odds of him dying while swimming were astronomical.

      His gaze cut to the locks on the door almost automatically, and he gripped the gun in his hand more tightly as he turned away from her to go to the back room. Of course she followed, but he was focused on reaching Malcolm at the moment.

      He sat down at the table housing the small military radio he’d taken with him at Mal’s behest. All of his former teammates had the same model, and they had predesignated frequencies to contact each other. He tuned to the emergency frequency Mal had established, freezing for a moment at the sound of his friend’s voice filling the room. It took a moment to realize it was a recording.

      “—for sanctuary. There’s a chip in your shoulder. Or I assume there is. There was one in the shoulder of the soldier I took down before leaving, and I found one in mine in the same spot when I looked. You’re going to have to dig around and find it, because if you leave it in, they’ll be able to follow you anywhere. My fellow teammates, they’re coming for us. It’s time to head for sanctuary. There’s a chip…”

      He listened to the entire recording again, this time writing down the coordinates as Mal gave them in code. It was a code they had established and used among themselves, not an official military code. Joanna had been a gifted encrypter, and she had been the one to make it secure, so he trusted that if anyone overheard the transmission, they would have a difficult time discerning the coordinates.

      With a sigh, he pushed back from the table, stood up, and turned to look at her.

      She was nibbling on her lower lip in a way that betrayed how nervous she was. Her eyes were filled with anxiety when she met his gaze. “The last time I got hold of Mal, it was him directly. It wasn’t a recording. I didn’t use a secure frequency though. I only have the one, but I assume there’s more than that?”

      He nodded. “Nothing’s truly secure though, even with part of the message encoded. I need you to do something for me.”

      She didn’t even hesitate, and that cut through him, because after the way he’d treated her for the last eighteen months, she would have been well within her rights to tell him to go to hell. For that matter, she didn’t have to come warn him at all. For a moment, he speculated there was still love there, but quickly shoved aside the idea. It didn’t matter if there was. Being away from her was what was best for her. Best for everyone.

      “How can I help you?”

      “I need you to cut open my shoulder and dig around.”

      She went pale and started sweating, shaking her head in the process. “I can’t do that.”

      He abruptly remembered their freshman biology class, when they had been paired together to dissect the frog. The first cut in its stomach had made her turn a similar shade, and she’d ended up vomiting all over the floor. He’d finish the dissection, and the teacher had pretended not to notice that he had done all the work.

      He almost chuckled as he recalled her face then, but too much had happened for him to truly feel amused. “You’re going to have to. I can’t see what I’m doing, and if there really is a chip in my shoulder, I need to get it out. If there’s nothing there, I can safely dismiss this all as Mal’s paranoia.”

      Her lips tightened, and she nodded her head once. She turned on her heel and marched from the back room, heading down the hallway to the kitchen. By the time he entered behind her, she had found her way to the knife block and withdrawn the chef’s knife and a thinner paring knife.

      The sight of those in her hands gave him pause for just a moment, and he swallowed thickly as he contemplated just how much he had hurt her. Would he blame her if she suddenly drove the chef’s knife into the base of his skull instead of using it to slice his shoulder? Would he even care? Going through the motions of living every day had gotten old. He wasn’t suicidal, but he wasn’t exactly quaking at the prospect of death either. In a way, if the government was really out to get him, it might be a blessed relief to let them just have him.

      With a shake of his head, dismissing his defeatist thoughts, he turned away from her and sat down at the kitchen table. He held his breath as she got nearer, his enhanced senses able to discern the hitch in her breathing, coupled with a sudden spike of fear in her pheromones.

      He hadn’t smelled another living person’s pheromones for months, not since his last trip down the mountain for supplies, and he wasn’t certain if it was an ability that had been blunted like everything else, or if his bear was surging back to life now that she was here. Or perhaps it was just a lack of contact with everyone, and he would have had the same response with anyone. He didn’t know, but he didn’t like thinking that having her near was bringing the bear closer to the surface. He had to get rid of her as soon as possible.

      She hesitated for a long time, even after he let out a lengthy sigh and stripped off his shirt, trying to prompt her to continue. “Just do it.”

      “I can’t,” she said in a shaky voice.

      With a sigh of impatience, partially because he wanted to know if Mal was right, and also because he just wanted to get rid of her before he lost control, he allowed the bear to slip through just enough for claws to extend from his fingers. He slashed at both sides of his shoulders, having no idea which one might have the chip, and hissed in agony as pain rushed through him.

      When the bear tried to take over, surging to the forefront with a roar that seemed to be prompted by the smell of his own blood, he gritted his teeth, cursed under his breath, and forced back the beast before it could take over. In just seconds, he felt like he had lost all the progress he’d made in the past year-and-a-half, and anger stirred within him.

      “That might have been a bit drastic,” she said, her voice still shaky. “I think I see something though.”

      “Get it out,” he demanded with a growl in his tone.

      Her breath and her fear underlying her pheromones indicated she wanted to protest, so he was almost surprised when he felt the knife slicing through his left shoulder a moment later, digging deeper into the incision he made himself. Incision was hardly the right word though, unless a bear could perform delicate surgery.

      He winced and clamped down his teeth, grinding until the sound filled the room as she dug around carefully in his flesh. After what felt like tortuously long minutes, but was probably only a few seconds, the blade moved away. There was one last sharp pain as she wrenched something from his flesh, and then she leaned across him and dropped it on the table.

      Even in pain, he was suddenly aware of her proximity, her warm feminine curves pressing briefly against him, and the cinnamon scent of her shampoo. She must still use the same brand. It took everything he had not to bury his face in the golden-red strands and force his expression to remain impassive as she moved away, coming around from behind him to sit at the table on his other side.

      She looked at his shoulders, her expression one of confusion. “Why don’t you shift and heal yourself?”

      He gritted his teeth as he shook his head. “I don’t shift anymore.” The words were angrier than he’d intended, but he was still in the throes of the rage he felt at having lost so much progress in such a short amount of time.

      In an attempt to focus elsewhere, and direct his thoughts from sex and anger, a bad combination, he looked down at the device she had dug from his shoulder. It was small, certainly less than half an inch by half an inch, and it had been in his body at least since he’d gone into the special program during his last three years in the military. It still blinked, a blue light flashing every few seconds.

      With a small roar, he brought his fist down and crushed it with one blow. The little device seemed to confirm Mal’s message, and he was certain the government was coming for him. They had known where he was all along, so he must be somewhere on their list. If they’d already managed to take out six of his teammates—at least three confirmed kills and three MIAs—it couldn’t be long before they got to him. If he wasn’t going to turn himself in peacefully and accept his fate quietly, he had to get out of there right then.

      He looked up. “It’s time to go.”

      She nodded. “I have my car, but your Jeep might be a better option.”

      He compressed his lips. “It’s time for you to go home is what I meant. I still have to plan what I’m going to do, but it doesn’t include you.”

      Her hurt was raw and visible on her face. “I want to come with you. I want to help.”

      He shook his head. “It’s out of the question.”

      “You can’t send me back there. They probably know how much I know by now, and I’ll be a target too.”

      He shook his head. “I doubt they paid any attention to you at all. You’re nothing in the scheme of things.”

      “I was your fiancée, and your mate, if they know anything about that side of your nature. I’m sure I’ve come under scrutiny, especially since I’ve been in contact with your teammates. They could use me against you.”

      He felt like the world’s biggest bastard when he forced himself to say, “That would only work if you meant something to me.”

      For just a moment, she looked like he had physically punched her in the face, and she drew in a deep, ragged gasp. After a moment, her expression calmed, and she sounded dignified when she spoke again. “We both know you’re full of shit. Somewhere inside, you want me and love me just as much as you used to. Now’s not the time to discuss all that, but you can’t pretend like I don’t mean something to you, and you can’t ignore the fact that if you don’t take me with you, it’s like sending me somewhere to die. Are you that disconnected from what we had and what we were? Are you okay with just letting me die?”

      He closed his eyes, letting out a long sigh before opening them again. “Of course not. We need to get out of here right now though. If Malcolm is right, and they’re really coming for us, they know right where I am.” A sense of violation swept over him as he realized they had implanted him with a chip to track him. Without his permission or knowledge, they had been keeping tabs on him for years. It was disgusting, and if any of the people involved in the program had been in the room, he wouldn’t have hesitated to unleash the bear on them. It was what they would have deserved, since they had turned his bear into such a lethal weapon anyway.

      She didn’t argue or hesitate as he directed her to gather nonperishable items in a large plastic tote while he went back to the gun safe. He emptied it of weapons and ammo, shoving them into a large duffel bag in a matter of minutes. When he returned to the kitchen, he found her struggling to lug the plastic tote to the table. He took it from her easily, his bear moaning in the back of his head when his hand brushed hers.

      He did his best to suppress his and his animal’s reaction to the simple touch. It had been so long since he’d allowed himself to reach out to her, and even an accidental brush of her hand against his was enough to send his heart racing. He didn’t have time for that, and he still couldn’t afford to lose control. In spite of the external danger, he couldn’t compromise on allowing her to get close to him again. She was in just as much danger from him as she was from the government coming to kill him.

      They left the bugout cabin less than five minutes later, after he had loaded the bag of weapons in the back alongside the food. Before closing the door, he opened the bag just long enough to extract one of the smaller handguns, which he pressed into her palm. “It’s loaded, but the safety’s on. Do you remember how to use it?”

      She nodded, slipping it into the waistband of her jeans, which made him flinch at the thought. She should have a holster for safety, but he didn’t have anything like that available to offer her.

      “It’s not exactly the same model I taught you to shoot with, but it’s pretty close. It has more of a recoil, but it’s the lightest one I have.”

      She nodded. “I remember how to shoot.” Her eyes softened, and her breath grew uneven for just a moment. “I remember all about that summer.”

      His nostrils flared as he detected her sudden sense of desire, and he groaned softly as he remembered that summer too. It was when they had become lovers during long days spent at the lake, sometimes swimming, sometimes just lounging with friends, and occasionally spiced up with shooting lessons when she had expressed an interest in learning how to shoot.

      The nights had been the most memorable part. Though they had been just seventeen, it hadn’t taken them long to figure out what the fuss was about, and how to please each other.

      He slammed the door on the back of the Jeep as hard as he could, hoping to jar loose the memory and shove it away. “Get in. We have to go.” He spoke gruffly, doing his best to separate from her, both physically and emotionally, as he went around the other side of the Jeep and climbed into the seat. She took the passenger side, and he had to physically force himself to remain still rather than hugging the door to put more space between them. He would only look like an idiot, and it wouldn’t do anything to soothe his sudden, raging need for her.

      He turned the key, and the Jeep started immediately. He didn’t take it down the mountain very often, but he kept the maintenance up-to-date. It wasn’t just a matter of practicality, but was also a way to keep himself busy and to keep his mind off thoughts he didn’t want to dwell on.

      They crested to the end of the driveway and were about to head down the steep hill when he heard the familiar whomp, whomp, whomp sound of helicopter blades approaching. Considering he had never heard aircraft in the eighteen months he’d lived in the bugout cabin, it seemed like too big of a coincidence that one would suddenly fly by. He doubted the helicopter could hold anything but the soldiers sent there to eliminate him. They had run out of time.
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      Wyatt slammed his foot onto the gas pedal, making the Jeep shudder before it surged forward down the hill at a breakneck speed. It was careless and dangerous, but so was allowing the helicopter to trap them at the cabin.

      They made it halfway down the steep driveway before the helicopter changed course to approach. There was no warning or no demand to stop. The helicopter simply fired upon them, using large-caliber bullets from the guns attached to the interior. The door was open so whoever manned the gun could fire at them, but he couldn’t make out enough detail between trying to maintain control of the Jeep and avoid the brilliant flashes of gunfire destroying his night vision to discern how many might be occupying the helicopter. Even his bear’s senses weren’t enough to answer that question.

      One of the bullets hit the car, and the Jeep shuddered and stalled. From the hissing sound, he guessed they had either busted the block or taken out the radiator. Maybe both. Either way, the Jeep wasn’t going to go much farther. He turned sharply on the steering wheel, veering off the gravel driveway and into the bumpy overgrowth of the forest around them. The Jeep jostled and bumped along the uneven terrain, and he heard Gillian cry out, but couldn’t look away from the path in front of him to determine the cause of her expression of either pain or fear.

      The Jeep made it farther than he’d expected, probably at least a quarter of a mile off the driveway before it shuddered to a halt, completely seized. It was useless, but he tried turning the ignition, and not a thing happened. The Jeep was definitely dead. “Come on. Hurry up, and stay close to me.”

      She didn’t argue as she slid from her side of the Jeep and met him around the back. He opened the door and scooped up the duffel bag of weapons, reluctantly leaving the food she had packed. They couldn’t take both, and the guns would be more useful in the current situation.

      It felt natural to take her hand in his, and though he told himself it was so he wouldn’t lose track of her as they circled back around and tried to make their way to the cabin, he couldn’t deny how good it felt just to hold her hand.

      He allowed a bit of the bear to slip through the myriad filters he’d placed in his mind, needing the extra boost to his senses. He was able to discern the helicopter had paused near the driveway, close to the house, and he counted five soldiers jumping out. He breathed a small sigh of relief when the helicopter lifted into the air and flew away a moment later. They would either be returning shortly for the troops they had dropped off, or perhaps the soldiers would have to make their own way back, but at least they didn’t have to deal with the helicopter for the moment. “Do you have your keys?” He asked the question in little more than a whisper.

      She reached into her purse and pulled them out. When she would have dropped them in again, he intercepted, taking them from her hand. “You might lose your purse, so the keys need to be on one of us.” Not giving her a chance to argue, he dropped her keys into his pocket before he slung the duffel bag over his shoulder and took her hand again, pulling her against him. “Try to move as quietly as you can. I don’t know who we’re dealing with, but there are five of them. Our objective is to circle back around and secure your car. If you get the chance to shoot one, take it. Don’t hesitate.”

      With his increased sense of sight, he could see how her lips trembled and how wide her eyes were even though there was barely more than a fingernail moon in the sky. She was also shivering, and he wasn’t certain if that was fear or because the autumn night was cold. He didn’t have any way to warm her up at the moment, so she’d just have to endure for the next few minutes.

      They moved slowly and carefully, though he could have increased their pace a bit. He was more cautious than usual, since he was also looking out for a civilian. It had been almost two years since he’d seen active duty, but instinct quickly returned, and it was like being back in the field again. It could have been just yesterday he’d been hunting the enemy.

      That the enemy wore the same uniform he had donned, and came from the country he had served, no matter how indirectly, was a crushing blow. Betrayal burned hot in him, fueling his rage, and he had to take a moment, standing still as he breathed deeply to regain control. He couldn’t afford to lose his focus in the throes of anger.

      Before they started moving again, he froze at the rustling sound off to their left. He let go of her hand, but just so he could put a hand to his lips, brushing his finger against them in a universal sign to be quiet.

      When the attack came, it was from the right rather than the left. He grunted as a soldier ran toward him. Wyatt launched into gear, throwing himself forward to tackle the soldier and take him to the ground. The form under his was solid and bulky, and the scent was human, but not quite. He wasn’t shifter either. He was something completely new, a hybrid of the two, plus something else.

      There was no time to analyze all the information his sense of smell provided as he focused on surviving the attack. The soldier was strong, almost as strong as he was, and he’d benefited from training and recent exercise that Wyatt hadn’t. He ran every morning, but it wasn’t the same as hauling around a forty-pound rucksack and running in army boots for twenty miles at a time.

      He’d also gotten slightly rusty on his hand-to-hand combat, and it was for that reason the soldier was able to stick him in the ribs with a knife. It hurt like crazy, but it wasn’t quite high enough to do any permanent damage. As much as he didn’t want to, he had to let out the bear, at least enough to deal with the soldier beneath him. He brought back his arm, allowing his claws to extend in much the same way he had when he had slashed his shoulders to force Gillian to look for the chip.

      He used all of his strength to bring the paw down against the soldier’s face, blinking when the man’s features seemed to change just before the claws raked down his face. He used his other arm, allowing claws to form, and mauled the soldier until the man stopped moving underneath him, other than an occasional twitch. For good measure, he brought his claws across the jugular of the soldier, killing him with only a little twinge of remorse. It was a survival situation, and he couldn’t risk leaving an injured soldier who might come after him and Gillian again.

      It was as though thinking of her had caused her to make a sound, and she cried out. He looked over, a growl low in his throat as he jumped to his feet, trying to ignore the pain in his side. Another soldier had his arms around Gillian, holding her in a crushing parody of a hug. She was clearly having difficulty breathing, and her arms were trapped.

      He strode forward, intent on tearing the soldier off her, but before he could, another jumped at him. He became aware at the last moment and turned to meet the soldier before she could get off the shot. His claws were still out, and he hit her as hard as he could, ensuring his claws raked her face.

      He grimaced when he realized her face wasn’t quite human. She had the basic shape of a human, but her features had elongated and taken on a feline look. She’d sprouted whiskers, and her own hands were more like paws with claws, just like his. She dropped the gun she’d aimed at him, but there was still a handgun at her waist. As she went for it, he lunged forward and took her down, surprised by the strength required. It was similar to what he had faced with the other soldier, and it certainly wasn’t human. It would have been expected for a shifter, but like her comrade, she didn’t have quite the pheromone signature to suggest she was a shifter or human.

      She was definitely a hybrid of the two, with something else thrown in. He didn’t have time to dwell on that thought for the moment as he fought with her, finally gaining the upper hand and pressing his claws into her neck. Her blood spurted out, making the fur bristling on his fingers sticky, but he had little time to worry about the disgusting sensation. He dealt with her as quickly as he could, hoping Gillian was still alive.

      As he started to turn, he jerked at the sound of a gun firing. With a small growl, he spun around, praying it wouldn’t be the soldier shooting Gillian.

      Instead, it was Gillian with her gun. Somehow, she had freed herself enough to reach the pistol he’d handed her, and now she was firing repeatedly into the soldier. After six shots, the man was still trying to get up. Like the female soldier, he was partially shifted between a human and a wolf, with an elongated snout and viciously sharp teeth. He seemed to take the shots, and they did little to faze him. He wasn’t getting up, but he wasn’t staying down either. He kept trying to gain his feet, and he managed a little more between each shot.

      Finally, with a small sob, she changed her aim from his trunk to his head. As Wyatt reached her, she fired the pistol three times in quick succession, and the soldier’s face disappeared. When his body fell this time, it didn’t move.

      He put an arm around her, as a sign of comfort and to assess any physical damage. He inhaled her pheromones, detecting mostly fear and only a little pain. He doubted she was seriously injured.

      When he started to take the pistol from her, she clung tighter to it and shoved it back into her pants, his gaze telling him she flicked on the safety as she did so. He couldn’t blame her for not wanting to be unarmed after that.

      “What are they?” she asked quietly, her voice still thick with fear.

      He stared down at the remains of the soldier she had shot nine times. “I don’t know, but they aren’t shifters and they aren’t human. I don’t know exactly what they are. I do know there are still two out here, so we need to get going before they find us.”

      She walked along beside him, holding her hand in his. He clung tightly to her, though he knew it was sending the wrong message. Since he’d been the one to take her hand the first time, it would have been wrong to shove her way, though his instincts urged him he was getting too close again.

      He couldn’t afford to allow himself to soften, or to let the emotions threatening to flood through him overwhelm him. The more he felt, the closer the bear was to the surface. He had to keep the beast locked away at all costs, having seen what that side could do after the program.

      They made it back to the cabin without running into the other two soldiers, and he was relieved, but slightly surprised. They must be searching a different sector of the forest, perhaps assuming he would have shifted into his bear form and run as far away from the car accident as possible. Or maybe they were doing something else.

      He quickly discerned what when they approached the cabin from behind, and his keen sense of hearing heard them shuffling around inside. They were either destroying the place or looking for something. He wasn’t sure what, unless it was just to discover what he’d been up to. He was glad he had folded up the radio and placed it in the duffel bag with the guns, because the enemy acquiring it would have made his teammates more vulnerable. He had a feeling they were already plenty vulnerable, and at least three, and probably more, were dead.

      Between himself and Gillian, they’d managed to take out three of the enemy too. He felt a surge of dark satisfaction at that, which he quickly suppressed. It was a dangerous emotion, the kind that tempted the bear to the forefront. His bear might be able to deal with the two in the cabin easily, but he couldn’t surrender control to it. He’d fought too hard to maintain any sense of stability, and if he lost control, he might hurt anyone or anything around him, including Gillian.

      Since he’d lost her and deprived himself of her for the last eighteen months to keep her safe, he wasn’t about to jeopardize her now—not any more than she already was, since they were both at the mercy of whoever was tracking them.

      Still holding her hand, he tugged her away from the cabin, urging her to be quieter than ever as he made the shushing motion with his finger against his lips. It was easy for him to move with stealth, all his training coming back, but she wasn’t as skilled. He winced as several times she stepped on broken branches or rustled leaves, expecting the soldiers inside to come tearing out at any moment. When they didn’t, he took a deep breath, steeling himself as he paused at the perimeter, pointing to her car.

      He made a running motion with his fingers, and she nodded to indicate she understood. A moment later, when he nodded his head, she started running. He was right behind her, though he had released her hand. Every step seemed to be miles away from where they were trying to reach, though they were both running full tilt. Well, he was reining his in a bit to avoid plowing into her and running her over, since her legs were shorter than his, and she didn’t have the benefit of shifter speed.

      It felt like hours, though it was only a few seconds, before they reached her car. Instinctively, she had gone to the passenger side, and he was pleased to discover the car unlocked easily when he lifted the handle. She hadn’t bothered with locking it before coming in to his home, and it saved them a few extra seconds.

      They were seconds that were critical, because they were both in the car when the soldiers came running out of his cabin, firing in their direction. They both wielded serious firepower, but it couldn’t compare to the guns that had been mounted to the helicopter. The back window blew, and she was smart enough to duck down without him having to tell her. He slouched as low in the seat as he could as he turned the ignition, and then pushed the little Honda to its limits.

      They shot down the driveway in a similar maneuver to what the Jeep had done earlier, quickly putting distance between themselves and the soldiers, though they ran after him for almost a mile, nearly keeping pace. He couldn’t afford to look closely at them, needing his full attention on the road ahead, but what he could glimpse told him they were in various states of hybrid shifting as well. He didn’t know what that meant, or if they could even shift in and out. Maybe they were stuck that way. Whatever they were, they were fast, lethal, and hard to kill.

      They had finally reached the end of his driveway just as a loud explosion sounded behind them. He looked in the rearview mirror as Gillian turned in her seat, a gasp escaping her. Now he knew what they had been doing in his cabin. They had been rigging it to explode. He wasn’t sure why, except as the cover story for his death. He just hadn’t obliged them by going quietly. He was under no illusion they would give up. Whoever wanted him would keep looking, and he wouldn’t feel even close to safe again until he met up with his remaining teammates at the sanctuary in Mexico.

      There was no alternative but to bring Gillian with him. If they hadn’t realized she was involved, they would by now. The soldiers would likely have recorded her license plate number and would definitely report an unknown woman was with him. She wouldn’t remain unknown for long, and they would likely eliminate her regardless of how little or how much she knew, both to tie up a loose end and as a way to come at him.

      He gritted his teeth, wanting to reject the truth of how much losing her would devastate him. He’d had the last eighteen months to adapt to living without her. While he’d told himself he was successful in the endeavor, and that he had buried his desperate need for her somewhere alongside the bear he kept trapped under layers of careful monitoring and diligent mental guard, he knew he’d been fooling himself. His need for Gillian was as strong as ever, and that might be even more dangerous than the unknown soldiers and group targeting him for elimination.
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      Wyatt had been silent during the drive from his cabin into Portland. Gillian had tried to engage him in conversation a few times, even just by asking how his side was where he’d been stabbed, but he’d answered in grunts when he bothered to answer at all. Finally, she’d given up on communicating for the moment and had closed her eyes. Her body ached where that soldier had squeezed her so tightly, but she was convinced she was too keyed up to sleep.

      She was wrong, coming awake abruptly as they entered Portland, joining the flow of traffic across the bridge toward the heart of the city. She assumed he was simply following the freeway, so she was surprised when he turned away from the direction that would take them to I-5 South. Once more, she attempted conversation. “What are you doing?”

      Surprisingly, he bothered to answer this time. “We need to get rid of this car.”

      She tried to envision how that would work, since the idea of walking to Mexico was not only practically impossible, it was downright laughable. They would be picked up in no time, especially if Wyatt continued bleeding and refused to shift to heal his injury.

      He turned away from downtown, but stopped at the curb in front of an ATM. “Do you have your bank cards?”

      Gillian nodded. “What about you?”

      He shrugged. “They’re back at the cabin. I didn’t carry my wallet as a rule, since I rarely leave…left the cabin. I got out of the habit.”

      When he got out of the car, she did the same and walked beside him to the machine. He was watchful, and so was she. After the night they’d already had, the grand finale of being mugged at the ATM would be frightening, but not altogether surprising. Fortunately, she was able to withdraw the full limit from her credit cards and debit card without incident.

      After she’d put the money in her purse, he took her hand, and they started walking. She cast one last glance at her car, parked forlornly at the curb, but then turned away and looked forward. When she had come to warn Wyatt, she’d made her choice no matter how subconsciously.

      She was determined to be there beside him, where she belonged. It’s where she had always belonged, and Wyatt just needed to see that, to remember how it once was. Right now wasn’t the time to think about salvaging their relationship though. They just needed to survive long enough to reach Mexico. She hoped it genuinely was the sanctuary Malcolm had briefly described to her and referenced in his recording. If not, she had no idea what they would do.

      They walked for what felt like blocks, and probably was. She was conscious of the sky lightening slightly, indicating dawn was only a short time away. The idea of being exposed in daylight made her nervous, though she doubted those soldiers would come after them in a crowded street in the middle of the day. Maybe.

      With a soft growl in his throat, one that sounded almost like a purr, Wyatt finally stopped as they reached a residential area. They had walked through it for at least two blocks, but apparently he had finally found what he was seeking. A moment later, she discovered that was an older model Geo Metro with a hatchback. She looked at it and then at him in confusion as he stopped beside it. “What are you doing?” she asked quietly as he let go of her hand, which she hadn’t even realized he’d been holding until then, and moved around the car.

      With a grunt that passed for an answer, he kept his attention focused on whatever he was doing at the driver’s side. A moment later, he opened the door, and her first impulse was to protest opening someone else’s vehicle. She quickly stifled that urge when he opened the passenger door for her. She slipped inside, grateful to be off the street, though her nerves were tenser than ever as they sat in a stranger’s car. “What are you doing?” she asked again.

      “Hotwiring,” he said briefly. Apparently, his months of living as a hermit in the cabin had eroded his communication skills. He’d never been a man to ramble on, but he’d always at least engaged in conversation with her. This side of him was frustrating, but no more so than the rest of him. That didn’t make her love him any less though.

      “Do you know how to do that?” As she finished asking the question, the engine came to life. “I guess so,” she said to herself as she leaned back in the seat. It was second nature to fasten the seatbelt, and she tried to get comfortable on the worn seat as Wyatt eased away from the curb and onto the road. When she glanced at him, she was amused to see how his large frame contrasted with the small vehicle. “If you were going to steal a car, why not something more comfortable?”

      “Newer model cars have better protection from car thieves. I’m not a pro at this, so I needed something I was certain I could hotwire.”

      Abruptly, she remembered the ugly green Datsun he used to drive, having restored the body with the help of his father and brother, but leaving on the primer paint, since he couldn’t afford a professional paint job. It had been his first car, and the first one they’d ridden in together when they’d gone on their first date. Their first real date anyway.

      A wave of longing swept over her as she remembered the excitement of waiting for him to pick her up, since her parents had finally relented and allowed her to go on individual dates instead of group dates. She had been fifteen then, and Wyatt had recently turned sixteen.

      He had come to her house and picked her up, opening the car door for her and bearing the disapproving look of her father. He hadn’t had anything against Wyatt personally, but he hadn’t liked the idea of Gillian dating. His stance had changed over the years, and he’d come to regard Wyatt as his son, and he had been as hurt and confused as many others in their small town when Wyatt had broken the engagement and driven away without saying goodbye to anyone.

      With a small sigh, she pushed aside the memory and focused on the present. She didn’t try to make conversation as he navigated through the city. Traffic was nothing compared to the usual times, let alone rush hour, but he still needed to focus. Periodically, she glanced at his side, grimacing each time she saw the blood there.

      As they merged onto I-5 South, she bent forward to look in the glove compartment. The first-aid kit she found was underwhelming, but better than nothing. She held it in her hands as they traveled down the road with dawn fast approaching.

      The silence continued, and it was stretching her nerves taut. Conversation might not be the most beneficial thing at the moment anyway, but she was tired of letting the silence fester between them. She was on the cusp of blurting out anything when she saw a sign for a rest area. “Pull in there please.”

      He grunted, which was ambiguous, but when they reached the exit, he pulled off without complaint. As soon as he had followed the parking lot around and stopped the vehicle in front of the building housing the restrooms, she took off her seatbelt and opened her door. “Come with me. We need to look at that wound if you aren’t going to shift to heal it.”

      He looked like he wanted to argue, but that would have required actual words. She sighed with annoyance when he got out with a huff and walked toward the restroom, this time not waiting for her or taking her hand. The delay must be irritating him, or perhaps even the attention she gave his wound. That was too bad for him, because she wasn’t going to let him bleed to death from his own stubbornness and refusal to shift.

      She was happy to see a family restroom, and they must still have at least a similar thought process, because he headed straight to that one as well. He opened the door, holding it for her so she could step through, and then he followed behind her before closing and locking it. “Take off your jacket and shirt.”

      With a small sigh full of impatience, Wyatt stripped until he was bare from the waist up. It had been so long since she’d seen him that way that it temporarily distracted her. He used to be all solid muscle, and while there was still plenty of that, he’d clearly lost some weight. She couldn’t quite see his ribs or feel them when she reached out to probe the area around the wound gently, but he definitely wasn’t taking care of himself the way he should be. She bit back the urge to admonish him gently for that, knowing it was already costing him a lot of inner strength to allow her to look at the wound.

      She was relieved to find it wasn’t as serious as it had appeared earlier. It was pretty shallow, and the blade seemed to have missed any vital organs. If it hadn’t, he probably would have been dead by now. She washed it as best she could using paper towels and soap, which made him hiss and flinch away, but he endured. After that, she used the inadequate first-aid kit, which contained some antibiotic ointment that she smeared over the wound gingerly, and used both of the two gauze pads included, along with the short roll of tape, to secure over the wound. Once it was covered to the best of her ability, she looked up at him with a small frown. “You should just shift to heal.”

      He glowered. “I’m not letting out the beast. I’ll heal just fine on my own.”

      She shrugged, knowing there was no sense in arguing with him. He could be downright stubborn when he chose, and it seemed to be his default choice of late.

      “What about you? Are you injured?”

      She shrugged. “I probably have some bruises, and occasionally it’s difficult to take a deep breath, but I don’t think I’m seriously injured.”

      “Lift up your shirt.” He gave the order gruffly, as though daring her to refuse.

      It was surprisingly awkward to lift her shirt to her armpits. He’d seen her naked many times, and at various points in her life, from when she was skinny until she had grown slightly curvy. It was simply the lack of intimacy between them, exacerbated by the separation of eighteen months, that made it feel like she was baring her body to a stranger. In some ways, this Wyatt was a stranger, which was unbearably sad.

      She blinked back tears and let out a small hiss of pain when he probed carefully down her sides, finding more than one tender spot. “He had quite a grip on me. It was a lucky thing I was able to get my knee up enough to hit a sensitive part of his anatomy. I guess he was still human enough to have balls.”

      He just nodded. “You did well taking care of yourself.”

      The words were terse, but they still made her heart race at the sound of approval in his tone. She shook her head at her own silliness and pulled down her shirt when he nodded. “I’m going to be fine. I hope you will too. I’m a little concerned about infection.”

      He just shrugged. “I’m sure I’ll live. I can’t seem to do otherwise.”

      The words sent a chill through her, and she forgot all about the distance between them and the reasons why he wouldn’t want her to reach out. Instead, she put her hand on his chest, and the other cupped his cheek. “Have you been trying to get rid of yourself, Wyatt?”

      He frowned, but he hadn’t moved away from her light touch. “No. I just haven’t found many good reasons to keep hanging on. Death would be a relief.”

      The words were concerning, but she didn’t really believe them. She didn’t think he believed them either. “If that’s true, why did you fight so hard to survive earlier in your cabin?”

      He frowned at her, seeming not to have an answer for a long moment. Finally, he let out a sigh. “I had to protect you.”

      “If you say so.” It was an easy answer for him, and it wasn’t the full truth, but she didn’t doubt his sincerity either. He had felt moved to ensure her safety, and while he might have felt that way for anyone, she chose to take it as a sign that maybe he still cared about her.

      She knew his bear would never rescind identifying her as his mate, but the human side of him was a stubborn jackass at times. Right now, she understood his decision to leave as much as she ever had, but being back with him again was making it all so fresh, bringing old wounds to the surface. She was glad to see he hadn’t completely moved on and forgotten all about her. She hadn’t managed to do so either; not that she’d really tried. How could she when Wyatt was her whole world?

      “It’s time to hit the road,” he said gruffly, not reaching for her hand this time. He simply turned and walked out of the restroom. With a small sigh, she gathered the remnants of the first-aid kit and followed him from the imagined safety of the restroom.

      He had no trouble starting the Metro again, and they were soon back on the freeway, headed south. His continued silence, combined with her lack of sleep, and the soothing hum of the tires on the road, soon lulled her into a light, restless sleep.

      [image: ]

      She woke sometime later, immediately realizing the sun was all the way up now, and they must have traveled for at least an hour or more. They were still on the freeway, and she saw an exit approaching. He was slowing down, and the speed difference might have been what had woken her. “Where are we?”

      “Just some small town. We need gas.” He pulled off the freeway and onto the exit ramp, slowing down dramatically as they entered the town. It could have been Shifter Springs, or a number of other small communities just like it across the country. Wyatt turned to the right, following a sign that displayed two gas stations, a hotel, and two restaurants. At the thought of food, her stomach rumbled, and she sat up straighter as they approached the pumps. Wyatt rolled down his window as the attendant approached, and she passed him some money. Then she slid from the car, pausing to lean down to look in. “Are you hungry?”

      “Starving.”

      With a nod, she closed the door and walked into the gas station, going straight to the food section. The pickings were on the meager side, but her stomach was too empty to care much about variety at the moment. She picked up two breakfast sandwiches and microwaved them in the microwave nearby while pouring large coffees for both of them. She fell right back into the habit of preparing his coffee just the way he liked, with a little cream and two sugars. In some ways, it was like eighteen months hadn’t passed at all. In others, it might as well have been eighteen years.

      She’d reached the counter and was pulling out cash when she looked up at the television behind the clerk and froze. The cashier wasn’t paying any attention to the screen, much to her relief, but she couldn’t seem to tear her gaze away from it as pictures of herself and Wyatt flashed across, along with a caption underneath. It identified them as armed and dangerous and claimed they were on the FBI’s Top Ten Most Wanted list.

      She swallowed the lump in her throat and tried to act naturally as she took her change. She gathered up the coffees and the sandwiches and turned toward the door. As she did so, she caught the gaze of the two men behind her, and their cold, calculating expressions chilled her. She hurried away, practically running across the parking lot as fast as she could with the coffee in her hands. She handed one to Wyatt and kept one for herself as she got into the car. “Drive.”

      His brow furrowed as he looked at her. “What’s wrong?”

      “Just drive, and I’ll tell you on the way.”

      He responded to her sense of urgency by turning on the car and pulling out of the parking lot carefully, but quickly. She didn’t breathe well until they were on the freeway again, and then she told him what she’d seen.

      Wyatt didn’t have a chance to reply to her. Instead, he let out a long curse as he looked in the rearview mirror and pushed harder on the gas pedal.

      “What’s going on?” As she asked, she turned in her seat, craning her neck to see a large truck bearing down on them, with two recognizable figures in the other vehicle. It was the men in plaid flannel shirts who’d eyed her as she left the gas station. It could be they just wanted to pass the Metro, but from the way they kept getting closer, she doubted that.

      They confirmed that supposition a moment later by ramming the grill of their truck into the tiny Metro. Wyatt cursed again and fought with the steering wheel as the small car jerked erratically around the road before veering off onto the shoulder and straight into the guard rail. Stars danced behind her eyes as her head snapped forward and then back against the seat with a jarring thud, and consciousness seemed to slip away, though not entirely. She was vaguely aware of someone wrenching open her door, but then she lost that faint threat of awareness and slipped into darkness.
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