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      Vengeance consumes her life. Love would risk it all.

      

      Maddie Baker has spent years seeking vengeance against the abuser who destroyed her life. When her search leads her to a small town outside Atlanta, she learns of another missing teenager. Nothing will stand in the way of her mission, including a jackass of an ex-soldier who reawakens emotions best left to die.

      

      Jack Quinn learned to recognize trouble in the Marines, and he sees it in Maddie the minute he lays eyes on the pretty, sexy bartender. Her secrets may be hidden deep, but secrets are his specialty, and peeling away her barriers only makes him want her more. He’ll do whatever it takes for her to trust him, with her body and her heart.

      

      Staying hidden kept Maddie safe, but the search for justice brings her into the open and face-to-face with her treacherous past. Risking her life is one thing, but risking her heart is another. In both, she must trust Jack to lead her—and pray they both come out alive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRAISE FOR TRUST ME

          

        

      

    

    
      “One of the more volatile relationships I’ve seen in a while… The ups and downs and twists and turns are amazing.”  – Romancing the Book

      

      “As gripping as the first. Talk about HOT!”  – Crystal’s Many Reviewers

      

      “I was holding my breath! It's intense, exciting and I couldn't put it down.”  – Tea and Book

      

      “Trust Me should come with a warning of lost sleep and deep circles under your eyes, because that’s what’s going to happen once you start reading this riveting, suspenseful tale of love and revenge. You won’t be able to sleep until you have reached the very last page.”  – Sizzling Hot Book Reviews

      

      “Boldly flavored writing, dynamic characters, and an insidious suspenseful plot will keep readers on the edge of their seats.”  – Smexy Books
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        To Jack.

      

      

      

      
        
        You barged onto the page the way you barged into Maddie’s life, and I knew then that this would be a wild ride. You really are the perfect hero.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        And to my mom, who taught me what it means to stand up when life has thrown you down.

        I love you, Mama.
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      Jack Quinn hit the heavy wooden doors that led into the Halftime Bar like a runaway train on the downside of a mountain. Even the hard slam didn’t help his frustration. His muscles swelled with it, his skin so tight it could burst. He wished it would so he could finally get rid of the feeling that he wasn’t at home in his own body.

      He didn’t recognize himself anymore, and deciding what to do about it was a drive pushing him closer and closer to the edge. Tonight might just tip him over.

      The crash of music against his senses as he crossed the uneven planks of the floor into the darkened interior of the country bar was a welcome reprieve. The beat pounded in his head, his body, matching the adrenaline-laced rhythm of his heart and telling him he wasn’t alone in his need to pound something. Preferably his best friend, Con.

      The minefield of dancing couples was lighter than usual tonight. Jack didn’t swerve; he made his own path straight to the bar. Anyone in his way could take one look at his face and see they needed to be the one to move aside. They moved. He saved a civil nod for Taylor, the tall blonde waitress who so often served him, as she wove her way through the tables on the far side of the dance floor. Most of them were empty, save a few clustered around the three high-definition TVs hanging along one wall.

      Ignoring everyone else, Jack zeroed in on his favorite barstool, the one that should have the shape of his ass tattooed on its surface considering how much time he’d spent on it lately. The stool was the only one positioned where the long mahogany bar top took a sharp turn into the wall. The short span on that end and the wall at his back meant no one shared his space while allowing him to see everyone and everything around him. His guard could stand down and he could relax for just a little while.

      Maybe. If—and that was a big-ass if—he could stop wanting to punch Con just one time. But then Jess would complain about her pretty-boy husband’s black eye, and Jack wouldn’t hear the end of it for a while.

      He sighed as he sat on his stool. Probably wasn’t worth it after all.

      “You’re early, Jack. Run out of asses to kick? People to intimidate?”

      Jack grunted at the big bruiser of a man making his way down the bar toward him. John, Halftime’s regular bartender, had the shoulders of a defensive lineman, football pads and all. Except he wasn’t wearing any. Jack sometimes held his breath as he watched the man maneuver behind the bar, waiting for one wrong turn to throw John against a shelf and send bottles of liquor and glasses crashing to the floor. Tonight he flicked a bird in John’s general direction as payment for the sarcasm and pretended interest in a couple of women preening at one corner of the dance floor.

      Yeah, he was in a pissy mood. That wasn’t unusual lately. Didn’t mean Con had the right to send him home like a little kid. Time off wasn’t going to help.

      John laughed as he stopped in front of Jack. “If you’re needing to relieve a bit of tension, they’re probably up for it,” he said, nodding toward the two women. “Pickings are otherwise slim tonight.”

      “I bet.” Shirts a bit too tight, a bit too small, makeup a bit too heavy for the eyelashes batting his way. Not out of their early twenties, he’d guess. Way too young for him, especially tonight. Even at their age, he hadn’t felt as young and innocent as they looked; he sure as hell didn’t feel it now, at thirty-four.

      Besides, quick and dirty and meaningless wasn’t what his gut churned for. He’d seen the real thing now, every time Con and Jess were together—hell, every time the man said something about his wife or even thought about her, it seemed—and Jack had a bad feeling that meaningless wasn’t going to do it for him anymore. If he had a sweet something waiting at home for him like Con did, Jack wouldn’t have to be told to go home; he’d rush there voluntarily. But he didn’t. Work was all he had, and if he wanted to put in extra hours to avoid the silence his house practically throbbed with? That was his choice, not his best friend’s, business partner or not.

      The best friend who was currently at home, probably curled around—or inside—his wife’s warm body, while Jack was stuck with the occasional one-night stand or a not so satisfying handjob. Jack was damn jealous, not of Jess but of Jess and Con’s relationship. No wonder he was spending so much damn time at the neighborhood bar.

      He needed a life. A hobby. A dog.

      Jesus, he was losing it.

      His expression must’ve given his answer, because John snickered. “Didn’t think so. What’ll ya have?”

      “The usual.”

      John nodded. Twisting to look over his shoulder, he yelled, “Maddie, Sam Adams.”

      “Who’s Maddie?”

      John turned sideways, showing what his bulk had hidden up till now. Jack glanced down the long service area behind the bar and almost swallowed his tongue.

      A woman. A blonde woman, but not the same kind of blonde as the waitress, Taylor. This woman had a straw-colored mane, thick enough it almost didn’t fit in the claw clip holding it in a graceful twist at the back of her head. Spikes stuck from the top of the clip to fall along the sides, pointing to the creamy curve of her ear as she bent her head to focus on the frosted glass she was filling at the tap. A slender neck led to a body encased in a tight white T-shirt and short black vest. The clothes silhouetted her tucked-in waist and a sexy strip of bare skin above Levi’s he would swear were painted on. And boots; God, he had such a thing for boots on a woman. And this woman wore them with the ease of longtime use, confirmation that balancing on them was second nature. One look at those boots and his dick shot straight up and strained in her direction as if she were true north and he was a compass.

      Damn.

      “Roll your tongue back in your head,” John told him, laughter tangling with the words.

      Jack glanced at the bartender, over at the woman, back to John. Swallowed. “Right.”

      John shrugged, and his easy smile widened. “I had the same reaction. Heck, every red-blooded male that’s walked through the door since she was hired Monday has had that reaction. She is something.”

      “Damn straight.”

      The towel resting on the new bartender’s shoulder slid off, landing with a plop on the ground. She bent to grab it.

      Both men groaned.

      The woman glanced over her shoulder.

      John startled, actually blushing. Jack kept looking, appreciating the view from the front as much as the back when the new bartender stood to face them. She had a sweet body with curves in all the right, mouthwatering places.

      “Can I help you gentlemen?” she asked, interrupting his reconnaissance. Jack met her eyes, a brown so dark he couldn’t tell iris from pupil, though the narrowing of her eyelids might’ve had something to do with it too. Her lips were tight, pressing together in a way that made him want to tug them apart with his teeth.

      The brittle edge to her expression had him narrowing his eyes too. His mama had taught him manners, even if she hadn’t insisted on them for herself, but it wasn’t like he was leering. He believed in appreciating what was before him; nothing crude or ugly about that. Most women he knew basked in the attention.

      And maybe you’re getting a bit too arrogant, dickhead.

      He answered her look with a wry smile of his own.

      The dish towel got a toss into the nearby hamper as the new bartender made her way toward them, Jack’s lager in hand. John tucked himself against the back wall so she could make her delivery.

      “Maddie, this is Jack.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Jack extended his hand to shake, the anticipation of touching her forcing his erection harder against his zipper.

      Down, boy.

      Maddie shoved his beer into his hand. “You too.”

      Her voice was feminine, husky, arousing. Which was a ridiculous thought, because she didn’t sound like it was nice to meet him. John sniggered. Jack ignored him, bringing the cold glass mug to his lips.

      The deep, earthy bark of hops settled in his nose as he took his first drink, but his eyes stayed on Maddie’s. She didn’t back down, didn’t blush, just raised a brow and stared right back. Why in hell did that make him so hot?

      When he set the beer on the bar, Maddie nodded toward it. “All right?”

      “Absolutely, darlin’,” he said, the endearment slipping out automatically.

      The eyebrow got higher. “Good.”

      He kept staring as Maddie returned to her end of the bar. The spikes of hair sticking up from her clip bounced with every step. Jack imagined his fingers fisting the long length, holding her still for him. Taming the shrew, so to speak. He had not a single doubt that she’d be feisty as hell. Yeah, he’d definitely like to get his hands in that hair.

      John’s laugh sliced through his sexual haze. He shot the bartender a sharp look. “Shut the hell up.”

      John laughed harder.
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      Jack opened his mouth—to say what, he didn’t know—but an angry bellow cut him off. The trailing cry that followed, high-pitched and feminine, had every muscle in Jack’s body tightening. His beer hit the counter and he was off his seat long before the motion registered.

      Maddie was faster, and she was closer to the chaos than he was.

      Jack watched in slow-motion fascination as the small bundle of angry woman hit the hinged half door marking the end of the bar at a full-out run. She didn’t even pause at the impact, just kept on going, across the uneven floor in those heeled boots, through the tabled area to the edge of the dance floor. He gained on her as the fight came into view.

      One of the waitresses, Elena, struggled in the grip of a burly, obviously angry drunk, tears on her pale cheeks. She whimpered in his hold as her skin whitened around the fist enclosing her fragile wrist.

      “I told you I want another. Now go get it, you little slut!”

      Jack heard the waitress’s muffled gasp in response as she shook her head no.

      “Yes,” the man shouted, shaking her in his grip.

      Maddie closed the last three feet of distance between herself and the drunk with no hesitation, stepping right into his space. Jack’s heart leaped into his throat, a warning rising to just behind his teeth…

      Maddie gripped the drunk’s thumb where it rested atop Elena’s arm, one finger on the bottom joint and one sliding right up underneath—perfect positioning—and shoved back hard. The move forced the man to release his hold or have his thumb broken. He chose release.

      “Ow! Damn bitch,” the man growled, reaching with his other hand to make a grab for Maddie now.

      “Bitch is right,” she muttered, her voice rough with menace and a thread of satisfaction that had all of Jack’s senses screaming to alert. She twisted to the side, slipping the drunk’s hold easily. On the back swing, she clasped her hands together in a firm grip and used them as a brace to shove her elbow up toward the drunk’s face. The three-inch heels on her boots allowed her to hit him square in the nose, which promptly gave way. Blood spurted in a crazy arc.

      The whole thing took seconds. Jack watched, stunned, as the man’s head fell back, as droplets of blood landed on the smooth expanse of Maddie’s face. For a single moment the image of an equally beautiful blonde, long hair bloody and tangled as she cowered in a corner, hit him in the gut. And then the moment was gone and he was in arm’s reach of Maddie and her drunk opponent.

      “That’s it.” With a growl of his own, Jack grabbed the bartender around the waist and moved her bodily away from the attack, subduing her kicks and struggles easily with his six feet four inches of military-trained muscle. Maddie bucked in his arms, her head hitting his collarbone. Pain shot across his shoulder, and the hold on his temper, the one he usually kept with barely any effort at all, snapped in two.

      “Stop!” Planting her firmly on the ground out of the way, Jack whipped her to face him. Wild eyes latched on to his, her face going red with impotent anger. He gripped her biceps before she could explode into violence. Maddie twisted her arms, trying to slip his grip the same as she had the drunk’s, but he was ready for her and clamped down tighter, giving her a little shake. “Maddie, stop.”

      Her name seemed to register, but the anger was still there. One side of those full lips lifted in a snarl. Jack allowed every ounce of command he possessed to shine from his eyes, using attitude as much as strength to subdue her. Only when Maddie sank back on her heels did he let go.

      “Stay!” His pointed finger told her where, though the way her mouth dropped open and the stunned look on her face assured him he only had moments to work before her surprise wore off and she came after him again.

      Moving quickly toward the bellowing drunk now holding his bloody nose, Jack gripped the man’s thick neck and pushed him onto the dance floor. The man pulled away with a loud grunt, swinging a shaky fist in the general direction of Jack’s chest. Batting the hand away like a pesky fly, Jack twisted one burly arm behind the man’s back, using it as a lever to frog-march him across the room.

      “Don’t,” he warned as the man struggled in his grip. “I’ve got no problem fucking you up, asshole, and trust me, you won’t enjoy it.”

      A carrot-topped head appeared through the crowd of onlookers. Troy, Halftime’s bouncer, forced his way over. “Jack, no beatin’ up the clientele. I told you that before.”

      Snorting at the man’s sarcasm, Jack gave his prisoner another shove. “Not me. Blondie.” He jerked his head in the direction where he’d left the new bartender. “This guy’s drunk, and I’m pretty sure his nose is broken.”

      “She’s got good aim,” Troy said, eyeing the injured man. “Guess that’ll teach you, huh, Bernie?”

      “Dat bitch broke my node!”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Troy grimaced before taking Jack’s place behind Bernie’s back. “I might break something else if you don’t come quietly, so come quietly.”

      “But—”

      Troy gave the man’s wrist a slight twist, forcing him up on his toes. “Quietly, I said.”

      Jack stayed where he was a moment, watching the pair exit the heavy double doors out front, trying to calm the fire of adrenaline racing through his veins, to get ahold of the fear that had threatened to choke him when Maddie grabbed Bernie’s hand. To get the hot desire that had flooded him as her firm ass pressed against his cock under control. He inhaled, held the air for a count of ten, then let it out. Did it again. When he got the emotion down to a hard simmer, he turned back to the little troublemaker.

      Maddie’s position as she bent over to examine Elena’s bruised wrist showcased her mouthwatering backside in a way that did absolutely nothing to calm him down. He circled the pair. “What the hell were you thinking?”

      Her head jerked up, innocent eyes meeting his squarely. Innocent, my ass. “What?”

      “You heard me,” he gritted out through his teeth.

      “Yeah, I did.” She straightened, only to turn her stiff back on him, murmuring to the waitress once more.

      “You didn’t answer me.”

      “I don’t answer dumb questions,” she threw over her shoulder. Draping an arm around Elena’s slender shoulders, Maddie urged her toward the kitchen. Halftime’s owner, Tommy Ray, came rushing to meet them, his face a mix of displeasure and concern.

      “What happened, girl?”

      “Bernie,” Elena said. She cradled her wrist in her opposite hand.

      “Damn.”

      “Yeah, and now his nose is broken,” Jack said sourly. “Troy’s handling him.”

      Bushy black eyebrows rose in unison above Tommy Ray’s dark gaze. “How did his nose get broken?” He eyed Elena’s tiny stature uncertainly.

      “Her.” Jack nodded toward Maddie. “You got yourself a bundle of surprises behind your bar, Tommy Ray.”

      Tommy Ray looked to Maddie this time, surprise and a hint of amusement mixing with the concern. “Maddie?”

      Jack clenched his fists, his entire body tense.

      Maddie shrugged. “I saw Elena needed help, and I helped.”

      “You were reckless and damned lucky, you mean. I just don’t get what you were thinking.” The chaos in Jack’s mind roughened the words to a rumble.

      “What were you thinking? You were right behind me, jackass.”

      Jackass. Clever. He glared. “I’m trained for this. Most people at least hesitate.”

      She scoffed. “Not likely. No one’s getting hurt on my watch if I can help it.”

      “Look—”

      “Jack,” Tommy Ray warned.

      That cocky blonde eyebrow lifted in his direction. Again. “Who the hell are you, anyway?” Maddie asked. “My keeper?”

      “It looks like you need one.” He was not going to yell. He would not lose it that far. No matter how fast he felt his control slipping through his fingers. No matter how calm, cool, and condescending she looked. No matter how damn good she’d felt against him, and how much his body raged to jerk her against him again and take all this aggression out on her full lips and generous curves.

      Not gonna happen.

      Maddie leaned forward, mere inches separating him from her sweet breath. “You wish.”

      “Damn it!” Jack snarled.

      Elena’s shoulders began to shake with laughter. Tommy Ray rolled his eyes. “Now, children…”

      Maddie squared off with Jack, the heels of her boots barely bringing her height to his shoulder. Her eyes blazed. “You can take your opinion and shove it up your—”

      “Enough.” Tommy Ray stepped between them, or at least his rounded belly did. He pointed a finger at Maddie. “You’ve got drinks to make. Get back behind the bar. And next time”—he lowered those caterpillar brows at her—“call Troy. That’s what he’s here for.”

      Jack rocked on his heels and watched her stalk back to her station. He waited, ignoring the sweat trickling between his shoulder blades, while Tommy Ray sent Elena to the kitchen for an ice pack before turning back to him.

      Jack shifted to keep Maddie and the bar in his sight. “Who is she, Tommy Ray?”

      “New girl. John’s needin’ more time for his classes; she needed a job. It seemed like a good trade. She knows her stuff behind the bar.”

      “And in front of it too, looks like. Or thinks she does.” He could still feel her glare burning through him. “Where’s she from?”

      “Don’t know. Doesn’t matter.” The stubborn look on his friend’s face said that was all he would share. It could be all the man knew. It wouldn’t be the first time Tommy Ray had taken in a stray puppy with no paperwork. Jack’s friend didn’t care as long as she could do the job. So why did Jack care?

      “I’d keep an eye on her. She’s a firecracker waiting to go off, and you know what kind of damage that can do.”

      The other man laughed. “Yeah, I sure do. Too hot to handle, at least for an old guy like me.” He patted his burly chest and turned serious. “I’ll have Troy keep an eye on her, but if she can handle Bernie, she’ll do fine.”

      “Tommy Ray—”

      The man held up one huge paw. “You know I don’t allow any trouble around here, Jack. I run a clean bar; otherwise you and a bunch of others wouldn’t come here. But I’ll keep an eye out.”

      Jack watched his friend head back to the kitchen instead of letting his gaze turn back to the bar. Me too.
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      “Wow, Maddie. Heard you broke a nose tonight.” Taylor was laughing so hard the last word ended in a snort. Several moments passed as she fought to get herself under control. “Three days. You know the record is two weeks, right?”

      There’s a record? Maddie glanced at the waitress as she leaned on the bar, elbows planted on either side of her serving tray, abundant chest still shaking with continued giggles. Taylor’s friendly grin begged Maddie to share it, to come out of the emotionless cocoon she’d lived in for so long, but she didn’t dare, not really. She’d already taken too many risks tonight.

      Instead she pulled on the mask that earned her tips and hid her real self. The happy bartender, she called it. An easy smile, sympathetic eyes. Only with the mask firmly in place could she finally breathe, knowing she was safe from prying eyes, that her emotions were hidden away where no one else could see them, use them against her.

      She shrugged one shoulder, a plastic smile glued to her lips. “I’m trying to get a jump on fitting in,” she said. No one could know how true that was.

      But Taylor wasn’t buying it. Her brow creased, something soft and almost caring suffusing her expression. “You okay?”

      “Of course.”

      “Of course,” the other woman repeated, her words gently mocking. “I’m serious. You weren’t hurt, were you?”

      Jesus, these people saw too much. Maddie blinked, the second it took to slide her eyelids down and up just enough to force reassurance into her voice. “No, I’m fine. Seriously.”

      It was true, after all. She hadn’t been hurt; she’d been the one hurting someone else. That fact should horrify her, but it wasn’t horror churning in her gut, and certainly not over Bernie. No trace of remorse, either; just a deep, dark sense of satisfaction every time that moment played through her memory: crunching cartilage, spraying blood, Bernie’s loud bellow of pain.

      A sadistic bitch, that’s what you are, Maddie.

      This time her shrug was mental.

      Taylor, oblivious to Maddie’s internal gestures, glanced over her shoulder. Maddie followed the look, and, unwanted, her gaze settled on Jack, his brooding eyes staring straight back at her, laser focus tightening every last nerve ending in her body as he walked past. He didn’t pause. His eyes held hers as long as they could, and then he was striding through the table area, the view of his broad back and shoulders filling the void he left behind.

      Above his shirt collar, his short, military-style black hair ended in a crisp horizontal line. No stubble, no nonsense. Kind of like his attitude. He had to be a cop, or maybe a soldier. She didn’t care what he did, exactly; her instincts told her all she needed to know: he was trouble. Even his easy posture was a warning sign. The man didn’t strut, didn’t hesitate. He knew he was a badass, and everyone else knew it too. He didn’t have to prove his badassness by forcing it down anyone’s throat—except hers, apparently.

      Jackass. The man infuriated her.

      It wasn’t until the front doors banged shut behind him that she was able to pull her attention back to work. Taylor’s amused expression was waiting.

      “Why, whatever did you say to make him look at you like that?” the waitress asked, her long eyelashes batting coyly in a perfect Scarlett O’Hara impression.

      “Like what?”

      “Like he doesn’t know whether to tie you up and spank you or kiss you senseless.”

      “I think that’s suspicion, not lust.” She flicked her fingers toward the front door. “What is he, the bar police?”

      Taylor shook her head. “Nah, he owns some company in Atlanta, something to do with finances, maybe? Ex-military.” Her expression turned dreamy. “That’s where all the muscles came from. God bless the armed forces is all I can say.”

      Maddie wondered if the poor woman would start to drool next. “Yeah, well, muscles or not, I still beat him to the punch. Literally.”

      John snorted somewhere off to her right. She fought the urge to shoot her supervisor a bird like Jack had earlier. Oh yes, she’d seen him. From the moment he’d walked through the front doors and begun his long journey across the room, she’d been aware of him, as if his sheer presence had changed the air on a molecular level she couldn’t ignore. And that pissed her off more than him staring at her ass or even manhandling her out on the dance floor. In her line of work, men stared at her every damn night. They never put their hands on her, not if they didn’t want to draw back a nub; Jack was lucky she hadn’t had time to react or she would’ve broken his nose right after Bernie’s.

      But it wasn’t either of those things that had her shaking in her well-worn boots. It was the memory of those long seconds when he’d held her, all that hard muscle bunching at her back, strong arms bruising her ribs, and the realization that what she’d felt hadn’t been fear or a need to strike back. Far from it. She’d felt need, and that she couldn’t allow. She was here for a reason, and it wasn’t to open her personal Pandora’s box of issues.

      Elena signaled Maddie from where she stood near the tables close to the dance floor. Two fingers. Maddie nodded and moved to pour two beers. Gripping the first glass firmly, she tugged the tap with her other hand. The gold hue of the liquid reminded her of the amber flecks in Jack’s eyes, the ones she’d seen clearly when he bent close, nose to nose, and told her to stay. Like a dog.

      Jackass.

      Only the icy shock of liquid hitting her fingers brought her back to reality. She bit off a nasty curse.

      “Maddie.” John eased up next to her. “Come on; you need a break.”

      She was already shaking her head before he’d finished his sentence. “Me? No. I’m good.” She winked at him, mask in place, and dumped the beer like she’d meant to overfill it. John didn’t say anything, just watched her start again, but a moment later his big paw landed on her shoulder for a gentle pat. The glass in her hand slipped. She barely managed to catch it in time. Get your head back in the fucking game, Maddie.
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      With deliberate care—and ignoring John’s concerned frown—she stepped out of the bartender’s reach and settled the thick glass onto a nearby tray. Her second pour was swift and sure, not a drop lost. Instead of signaling Elena with her order, Maddie hefted the tray and walked it over to the busy waitress.

      “Thanks.” Elena slipped her unbruised hand under the tray, next to Maddie’s, and transferred the weight with seamless ease. Maddie gave her a smile and turned back toward the bar.

      “That was quite the performance earlier.”

      Maddie caught herself before her smile could deepen at the sound of that oily voice. “Philip. I hadn’t realized you were here,” she lied.

      She kept her muscles loose, ready, as the man moved in front of her, blocking the path back to the bar. Philip Montgomery had an abundance of blond good looks and money to throw around, as she’d discovered last night. She’d discovered other things too, like the fact that the only thing he enjoyed more than weakness was tearing down strength. His intimidation tactics put most barroom bullies to shame, though she noticed he carefully avoided the waitresses, maybe because he didn’t want anyone spitting in his drinks. With her it wasn’t spit he had to worry about, but he didn’t need to realize that just yet.

      Of course, after her earlier performance, he likely already did.

      Bartholomew Symmons shifted at Philip’s side, his curly brown hair and slightly overweight body marking him as the classic sidekick. Maddie peeked up at him from beneath lowered lashes, careful to keep Philip in her sights as well. “Bart.”

      Soft brown brows drew together over Bart’s concerned eyes. “That was quite a hit you took at Bernie. You okay?”

      “Of course she is.” Philip slid a discreet tongue across his bottom lip. “She was magnificent.”

      “Magnificent is Milla Jovovich,” she countered. “I’m just Maddie. I’m sure there are plenty of women in this town that could take down a drunk like that.”

      “Could they?” Philip asked. His tone discounted each and every one of the supposed them.

      “Elena couldn’t.”

      Maddie’s gaze snapped to Bart, but the look he sent the tiny waitress held the same concern it had with Maddie.

      “Bernie’s always been trouble,” he continued, seeming unaware of her scrutiny. “She should know that by now. A little thing like that shouldn’t be working around drunks without a way to protect herself.”

      “Maybe I’ll teach her a few tricks,” Maddie said. She sidled around the men, careful to keep her body a firm distance away. Philip took his time giving her room, his gaze running over her like a grimy rag. Bart stepped aside immediately, his attention still on Elena.

      The two men followed her across the room. Maddie swore she could feel Philip’s breath on her neck, he dogged her so closely. For a moment she wondered if he’d follow her into the service area behind the bar, but John’s brick-wall presence shielded her as she stepped through the half door.

      She gave the men an encouraging smile as she made her way down the bar. “You guys seem to know everyone around here.” Like most small towns on the fringe of a major city, Freeman—and therefore the Halftime—had its share of newcomers, people looking for rural living. But most of the people in the bar knew each other, called each other and the staff by name, their familiarity speaking of long acquaintance. She’d noticed last night that just as many people seemed to avoid Philip as greet him.

      Bart settled himself on a convenient bar stool. “That’s usually the way it is when your families founded the town.”

      “Is that how you two know each other?”

      “Since birth,” Bart chimed in.

      Philip’s chest actually puffed up. “That’s right. Politics, religion—you name it, our families control it. My father and grandfather and great-grandfather were all pastors of the Freeman First Baptist Church.”

      Maddie almost choked. Somehow she doubted Philip planned to follow in his family’s footsteps.

      “Half the elders are blood relations,” he was saying. “The city council, even most of the board members of Union Plastics are all from the same handful of families that settled here over a hundred years ago.”

      “The big manufacturing plant out on the highway?”

      “Biggest employer in the county. My uncle is the CEO.” He stared down at her, waiting for a response. She wasn’t sure what response to give him, comments about nepotism notwithstanding. She didn’t think that would keep him talking, at least not in a civilized manner.

      She pasted on what she hoped was a suitably impressed look. “Oh.”

      “But enough about our families’ silver spoons,” Bart said. “Can I get another drink?”

      “Right…sorry.”

      He gave her an indulgent grin and pulled out his cell phone. While he clicked away, Philip watched her begin filling what she assumed was their usual order since it was all they’d had last night: two Long Island Iced Teas.

      “Have you thought about my offer?”

      Maddie glanced Philip’s way before pouring the rum. “To go out?”

      Even concentrating on mixing drinks, she caught the tightening of Philip’s lips. “I was thinking this weekend,” he told her. “I have a friend with a house on Lake Lanier. Perfect for summer parties.”

      Maddie added ice and shook Bart’s drink first. “I don’t date customers, Philip. I told you that yesterday. Besides, I have to work this weekend.”

      “You could call in sick.”

      “My first week?”

      “How about next weekend then?” He didn’t work very hard to keep the impatience out of his response. “I have a home theater. We could watch a movie, take a ride into downtown Atlanta to visit one of the clubs. What do you say?”

      That she wouldn’t put herself in the dark or alone with this man for any reason, even if her instincts weren’t screaming what a bad idea it was—and her instincts never lied. “I say I’m sorry, but I don’t date customers,” she told him, letting her own impatience peek through.

      A spark of something distinctly uncomfortable lit Philip’s eyes. “I’m not just any customer, Maddie.” He reached across the bar toward her.

      She stepped to the side, pretending it was so she could settle Bart’s drink in front of him. A sip, a sigh, and the man grinned over at her. “Perfect.”

      She picked up the second drink. “I’m sorry, Philip, but I’m firm on that. I can’t go.”

      Philip waited until the tall glass was placed on the bar near his hand before wrinkling his nose. “I think I’ll change it up. How about a Sam Adams?”

      Subtle he was not. Maddie stood for a moment, staring at him, reading the malice twisting his lips and narrowing his eyes. Eating the cost of the wasted drink didn’t bother her that much, but the fact that he’d seen something between her and Jack that Maddie’d hoped no one but the other staff had seen… He’d been watching a lot more closely than she’d realized.

      Hiding her reaction behind her friendly bartender smile, she reached for the drink without comment. Bart beat her to it.

      “I’ll take that.” The glass was placed next to his first drink, awaiting his attention. Philip shot his friend a black look. Maddie grinned—internally, of course—and went to pull the man’s requested Sam Adam’s. Definitely not subtle.

      His stare burned into her back the whole time.

      “Here you go,” she said finally, placing the mug on the bar.

      Philip held her gaze as he lifted the beer to take a long drink. With Jack, that move had projected his power; with Philip, it made her feel like she needed a bath. His smile didn’t quite reach those watchful eyes when he finished. “Perfect. That’s what makes you my favorite bartender.”

      Flattery will get you nowhere, dipshit. She let her lips curve upward. “I’ve only worked here three days.”

      “And that’s all it took for me to know you were irresistible.”

      A tray clattering on the bar startled her. “Maddie,” Taylor called. “Two whiskeys for the show-offs watching golf.”

      Taylor’s disgust permeated the last word, amusing Maddie, though she merely gave the waitress a businesslike nod. By the time she had the Jack poured, Bart had coaxed Philip into a game of pool and Maddie felt like she could breathe clean air again. A glance at the clock told her she still had several hours before the bar closed, a fact that elicited a groan Maddie couldn’t suppress. She picked up a cloth and started drying dishes.

      Taylor delivered the drinks and wandered back to the bar. Reaching across, she scooped up a clean towel.

      “That’s so not fair,” Maddie said.

      Taylor winked. “Being tall does have its advantages, but so does being short. I couldn’t have made that shot you threw at Bernie; it would’ve landed on his hard skull and probably broken my elbow.”

      Elena stepped up on the low rung of a bar stool to grab a towel for herself. “Of course, you both know how to improvise rather well when it comes to dickheads.”

      Both waitresses glanced toward the pool tables, then to each other. Sly grins confirmed her suspicions. It seemed she wasn’t the only one Philip had gotten aggressive with.

      Taylor swiped her towel over her tray, a wicked glint in her eye. “You aren’t the only one around here with a reputation.”

      Before she could protest that she’d barely been here long enough for a reputation, Elena broke in. “That’s right. About two weeks after Tommy Ray hired her, some obnoxious prick had the gall to get handsy with Taylor. She broke every toe on one of his feet.”

      Taylor pouted. “Hey, he wouldn’t let go.”

      Maddie couldn’t hold back a laugh at that.

      Elena laughed too, her white teeth gleaming against a flawless Hispanic complexion. “He let go fast enough then. I’ve never seen a grown man cry quite that hard.”

      “He got what he deserved. Jack’s a good teacher.”

      The jackass again. She shouldn’t ask; she knew she shouldn’t. “Jack?”

      Taylor smoothed the ponytail trailing down her back, practically preening. “I took one of his self-defense workshops. He didn’t make it easy on us, either. Said we had to know what we might be facing. He even had a friend come in with all these pads and things on so we could hit him and not damage his…equipment.” She waggled her eyebrows.

      “Conlan?” Elena asked, obviously referring to someone both women knew. Taylor nodded. “Damaging that man’s equipment would be a crime,” Elena agreed.

      Maddie’s mind was buzzing in a different direction. “Jack teaches self-defense?” He was ex-military, Taylor had said earlier. His handling of Bernie had attested to training of some kind, but teaching women? She couldn’t really see it. With his taste for sarcasm, she’d be more likely to catch him without padding just for a chance to do some damage to that arrogant head of his.

      On the other hand, a class with Jack might be good training. There really was no preparation for the shock of being helpless in the face of a strong man’s anger. She thought about facing Jack in a rage, and her heart stuttered.

      “Strictly volunteer.” Taylor turned serious as she looked down at her tray. “It was at a women’s shelter, Hope Place. I…uh…had to go there a couple of years ago when my ex threw me out.”

      Hope Place. Suddenly the uneven thump of Maddie’s heart seemed too loud, too fast. A sharp pang shooting down her arm forced her to relax her grip on the glass she was drying.

      “He’s a great teacher,” Taylor was saying. “And like I’ve told him more than once, he can manhandle me anytime.”

      The flirty words fit Taylor’s normal happy-go-lucky attitude, but Maddie sensed that, in this instance, they were more about drawing attention away from what she’d admitted about her past.

      “No kidding,” Elena teased. “I mean, God”—the petite waitress fanned her pink cheeks—“those thighs.”

      Taylor winked. “That ass.”

      And that was the last place Maddie’s mind needed to go. No thinking about Jack’s ass.

      “Not to mention that face,” Elena said.

      “You mean the one with the smug male arrogance?” Maddie asked.

      Elena’s mini swoon mocked her. “Yeah, that one.”

      “Come on, Maddie,” Taylor said. “Don’t tell me he didn’t push any buttons with you.”

      “Oh, he pushed buttons, all right.” She clamped her lips shut before she admitted which ones. Instead she gave Elena a warning look. “You, on the other hand, you hit a big button.”

      “Not sure I would say ‘hit’ around here for a while,” John put in, sotto voce, from a few feet away.

      Maddie stuck her tongue out at his back. Taylor hooted, the hand over her mouth barely muffling the sound.

      “How’s your arm?” Maddie asked Elena when the amusement died down.

      “A bit bruised, but I’ll be okay.” She rotated her wrist cautiously. “I’ll keep an eye on it.”

      “Do that. You never know when there might be a hairline fracture.” Maddie knew that from experience.

      “So where’d you learn your moves, Maddie?” Taylor asked.

      The ever-present shrug came to her rescue. “Here and there.”

      “Comes in handy in a bar,” Taylor said.

      “Back to work, girls!” Tommy Ray called through the window to the kitchen.

      Taylor and Elena returned to the floor, their heads together, continuing the conversation between them. Maddie watched for a moment, an emotion swirling in her chest that she had no desire to identify but couldn’t get away from: jealousy. She shouldn’t feel jealousy, shouldn’t feel need. Shouldn’t feel any of the things that were raising their nasty little heads tonight. The only thing she allowed herself to need was justice, and to gain it, she had to keep her sights on what was important.

      Uncovering secrets.

      Finding the proof.

      Emotion would only make her vulnerable, and vulnerable was as good as dead in her world.
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      Her feet and back ached like a bitch as she followed John and Tommy Ray out to the employee parking area after closing. Her bike received a quick, thorough check before Maddie dug out her helmet and climbed on the old motorcycle. She hated the heat of the helmet on her head, smashing down her hair, especially in the god-awful, sweltering Georgia heat, but having her head smashed in was worse, so she buckled it on with a grimace. When Tommy Ray’s brake lights were lost from view and the lot was clear of everything but shadows, she centered her weight on the bike and started it up.

      At first, when she’d been living hand to mouth and desperate for any mode of transportation, the bike had been a necessity, a sweet little crotch rocket that’d been rebuilt so many times its original make and model were indecipherable. Nowhere near as expensive as a car and much easier to learn to fix. But over time it had become her solace. Climbing aboard the sleek black-and-chrome racer, hearing that high whine as she revved the engine, was the only lullaby that could soothe her nerves on the nights when nightmares were too close and the darkness was a pressing void, empty of life and breath. Tonight, though, she craved a few hours of blessed oblivion. The mattress on her bedroom floor was calling. Loudly. Too bad she still had work to do.

      Her apartment, a tiny two-story building her landlord had somehow managed to divide up into four smaller-than-postage-stamp units, waited only a few blocks east of the Halftime. Still Maddie circled through a couple of stoplights, past a gas station lit only by its bright red price signs and a dollar store that constituted the only shopping on this end of town. Only when she knew she was alone did she head back to her place. The road her building was on stayed fairly dark, nothing but a streetlight at each end of the three-block distance to dispel the shadows. Maddie did a slow drive-by, checking the darkness for anything unusual, but nothing stood out. With a tired sigh she pulled around the far side of the building.

      Her bike fit easily in the space between the alley exit and the fence to the neighboring property, half-hidden by a large flowering bush Maddie had yet to identify and a massive weeping willow living off the drainage-ditch water. She parked facing the road, tucked out of sight, and circled to the back to enter her apartment through the rear door.

      Her keys and cell phone were stowed safely in her backpack. Bypassing the fridge—one of the perks of working with a generous heart like Tommy Ray was free dinner—she flipped on the lamp situated on the aluminum ’50s dining table and sat. The pack went on the floor next to her chair. Paranoid or not, she never let the thing get more than a few feet away from her except at work. Everything she needed to start over was in there; she wouldn’t risk being caught without it.

      The surface of the table was covered in papers, thick file folders, and more than one thumb drive. Every piece of information she’d managed to gather over the last four years. Her reason for living. Maddie clamped down on the rush of tears that burned the backs of her eyes, begging to be let out, and instead picked up the newspaper clipping taking center stage at the moment.

      It was the first article she’d found. The others, detailing the area, the town and its people, the movements of significant parties, had come later, after she’d seen this: the picture of a sweet coffee-colored face. Vaneqe Wilson. So young, barely into her teens. Maddie stroked a finger down the black-and-white image of the girl whose kidnapping had been front-page news in the Freeman Daily—and fifteenth-page news in the Atlanta Journal-Constitution. She had shoulder-length black hair, the curls a riot around her head.

      Just like Amber’d had.

      “I’m still looking. I promise.”

      Vaneqe had disappeared three weeks ago without a trace. In her previous life, Maddie wouldn’t have believed it—how could anyone just up and vanish? Her years on the run had taught her better. The thinly spread state troopers that covered tiny towns like this had quickly ruled the girl a runaway. Maybe, with their limited time and resources, that had seemed the best call. They knew the people and the area, after all, but they didn’t know what Maddie knew, or suspected, at least. The key was Hope Place, the shelter Vaneqe had been living in when she “ran away.” If Maddie could make the right connection, uncover the right clues, hopefully she could find the proof she needed, both to rescue Vaneqe and stop the monster she believed was behind all of this. It was taking time, something Vaneqe might not have much more of, but Maddie didn’t know what else to do than keep trying.

      She set the article aside and rifled through her files until she found what she needed. Hope Place, technically Hope Women’s and Children’s Center, was a nonprofit, and nonprofits were always looking for donations. That meant keeping donors informed, and one way they did that was through a quarterly newsletter, which they posted to their website. A newsletter that included the names of board members and a few employees. It wasn’t much, but it was a place to start. She grabbed a pen and the list of names she’d made and settled into the chair.

      Bartholomew Symmons. He was the son of Freeman’s mayor, a board member for Hope Place. According to Google, Bart had no record that she could find. His social-media presence was an open book, though—profiles open for anyone to read, frequent check-ins or mentions of places he was or was not. None of it was too smart if he had anything to hide. Bart’s name got a check mark, along with notes detailing their meetings and what little gossip she’d learned about him and his family at the bar. She’d heard the same thing over and over: he was an okay guy, if more of a follower than a leader. Which explained why Philip led him around by the nose.

      Philip Montgomery. He’d also come up clean online. Son of Harold Montgomery. A thorn in his popular father’s side, if gossip around the bar was to be believed. Really it was amazing what people would tell her when they found out she was new in town. Everything she’d heard about Harold said he was an upstanding man, a good man, whatever that meant—everything a pastor should be. Philip, on the other hand… If she had to guess, she’d say he had a case of daddy envy. She debated for no more than a moment before placing a star next to his name. People who lived in a fishbowl tended to break after a while, and there was no more restrictive fishbowl than being a preacher’s kid. If Philip had the means and opportunity, she could definitely see him being the contact in this area.

      Time would tell. Now that she knew Taylor had been involved with the shelter—and so had Jack; don’t forget Jack—she just might have a way to become involved there without raising suspicion. Margaret Hawthorne was known for her generosity and compassion in her role as director of Hope Place, but she was also known for guarding the privacy of the shelter and its residents with the ferocity of a bulldog. Maddie would have to move carefully to make that contact.

      A glance over the files had her stare catching Vaneqe’s in the grainy newsprint. The fifteen-year-old was missing, maybe dead. Maddie was the only one looking for her, the only one with a possible key to finding her—and probably the least qualified to do so. She had no clue what she was doing, no certainty that she was right, only her instincts and a determination that would not let her go. She would find this one; she had to.

      She forced herself not to look away from Vaneqe’s smiling eyes. “I’m coming. I’m coming.” If her voice broke, she certainly wouldn’t admit it, and there was no one here to argue.

      Her lower back and the barely padded chair both protested as Maddie shifted in the seat. Time for bed. Same as every night, she gathered the papers into a neat pile, giving each one a last once-over in hopes her subconscious would make connections she hadn’t, then turned out the light and walked into the bedroom. Changed her clothes. Brushed her teeth. When she lay down, her backpack went next to her pillow, and Vaneqe’s picture went on the floor beside her mattress, the first thing she’d see when she rose in the morning. It was the last thing she saw before she closed her eyes and waited for sleep to come and, with it, the nightmares.

      But hours later, it wasn’t her hunt that refused to let her rest. Nor the nightmares. It was the look in a certain pair of eagle-sharp eyes and the feel of a steel-hard body against her back.

      Leave it to the jackass to keep her awake.
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