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CHAPTER 1


Gigi lay on her back staring at the popcorn ceiling. Though it was after 10:00 p.m., sleep wouldn’t come for a while.

She never used to be like this. Gone were the days of crashing when her head hit the pillow. Nope. She could take all the magnesium and drink all the chamomile tea in the world and she still wouldn’t pass out at a reasonable hour.

Running for your life and hiding in witness protection did that to a person.

Was Todd hiding? If the cartel had caught and killed him, the U.S. marshals hadn’t told her about it. And since she had no access to a phone or the internet, she really had no clue what was going on in the world.

Damn her ex-fiancé anyway. She was in this stupid mess because of his stupid ass, and who knew how long it’d be before she left stupid Wyoming.

Forever probably.

Todd had skimmed millions from the Mexican cartel he’d been working for and she’d paid the price. Her food-blog business had burst like a balloon stabbed with a pin and her family was left wondering if she was even alive. Her quaint little prison didn’t even have a streaming service. Without the distractions of TV, social media, and work—creating recipes and food art—she had a lot of time on her hands.

Her bedroom was in the new addition, just off the kitchen. Outside her bedroom was a short hallway that led to the back door. Joe’s room was beyond the living room, at the front of the house.

The wind picked up, rattling something. Gigi pulled the musty-smelling quilt up to her nose and shuddered. There were always weird noises in the small old farmhouse in the Laramie Mountains. The hundred-year-old walls practically screamed their objection to her presence. Although Wyoming wasn’t that bad. Kinda pretty, actually. Joe’s farm was about twenty minutes from Castle, which was close enough to be able to get what they needed but far enough to be out of the public eye.

She sighed.

I’m alive. I’m breathing. Be thankful, goddammit.

It wouldn’t be included in a book of affirmations, but it sometimes did the trick.

Creak.

Gigi’s hair stood on end. Was that a floorboard?

Get a grip. It’s just the wind.

Or maybe some critter that inhabited the land. Besides, she didn’t have much to worry about. U.S. Marshal Joe Jefferson might be well into his sixties, but the dude was built like an ox and trained every morning. If he couldn’t keep her alive, no one could.

Joe was nice enough, just a little distant. In rare moments, her dry sense of humor made him crack a smile. He’d given her free rein to roam the property and work out in his gym, a converted outbuilding with weights, a punching bag, and a few machines. She’d made use of the space because really, what else was there to do? She was in the best shape of her life with no hot guys to show it off to. One guy in particular.

Girl. Don’t go there.

Creak

Gigi bolted upright. The bedsprings squeaked. A scream stabbed the center of her throat. That time she was certain the noise was from a floorboard.

Her heart beat in triple time, whacking her eardrums with ferocity. Slipping her hand underneath the pillow, she closed her fingers around the knife she’d been gifted. She blinked in the darkness, willing more light into the room. It didn’t come. Someone—maybe Joe?—was walking through the house.

But Joe wouldn’t sneak around in the dark.

The air was thick with foreign energy, making her senses crackle in warning. She peeled back the covers, and the rustling sound they made was as loud as a racoon in a garbage can to her ears.

She wanted to scream to alert Joe, but he always told her, “Whatever you do, don’t scream. They’ll find you faster.” She had to get out of the house. Her sweatpants and T-shirt felt like ten-pound weights as she stood. Terror tasted like liquid fire on her tongue. She moved closer to the door.

Maybe she was hallucinating. Cabin fever and paranoia surely weren’t a good mix. If—

Crack!

The sharp blast of a bullet split the air, making her surge to her toes. She let out a scream and then slapped a hand to her mouth.

“Hot zone!” Joe screamed their code phrase. It meant she had seconds to get out of the house before it all went to shit. She bolted from the room.

She heard fists crack on bones. Glass crashed. Fear gnawed at her heels. The slap, slap, slap of her bare feet on the wooden floor echoed in the small space. It took all her self-control not to scream again.

With the switchblade open, she tore toward the backdoor. She threw her gaze over her shoulder, her chest cinched with the need for oxygen. A man raced toward her through the kitchen. Gigi let out a grunt as he slammed into her, shoving her against the wall. Her cheek pressed against the cool plaster. His hand on her neck and his weight against her back prevented her from making another noise.

Ice coated her veins.

“We found you, bitch,” he snarled next to her ear.

Tears hit her eyes. He gripped her hair and pulled her away from the wall. The light shining through the window of the back door—escape painfully close yet so out of reach—illuminated a piece of metal in his hand.

He wrenched back her head, exposing the column of her throat. The roots of her hair burned as if they’d been lit with a match. She winced and gave a haggard cry.

Gigi’s life flashed before her eyes as her brain worked at hyperspeed, anticipating the cold metal slicing through her flesh. A burst of adrenaline scorched her veins.

Not today. She wasn’t dying like this.

She jammed her elbow backward and into his ribs.

“Oof,” he hissed. The hand holding her hair loosened and she whirled around and plunged her switchblade into her attacker’s abdomen.

Blood spurted. He gurgled in pain, grasping his midsection. Warning bells screeching in her head, she flung herself down the short hallway. She yanked open the door after unlocking the deadbolt and sprinted into the grass. The blades tickled her feet and the October wind cooled her flaming skin.

Fear told her to sink to her knees. Told her there was no use running. He’d find her. But she wouldn’t give in. Her muscles ached and her chest screamed as she pushed herself across the expansive lawn, waiting for a bullet or a hand to send her to her death.

The knife heated her palm as if it’d been coated with acid. She gasped and panted as she pumped her arms and legs. She needed to get out of sight. If she ran across the field to the woods, she’d have a shot at losing him but would have to wander in the forest for miles before reaching a road or any sign of help. She’d cut her assailant good, but not enough to stop his pursuit. The other side of the property was her best bet. A thicket of trees separated Joe’s yard from the neighbor’s farmland.

She’d get to the outbuilding first. If she could make it there and then to the strip of pine trees before he found her, she might survive—for now.

She couldn’t think about tomorrow. Couldn’t acknowledge that the cartel had found her in witness protection and that if she wasn’t safe here, she wasn’t safe anywhere.

Nope. Not going there tonight. She shoved that thought firmly from her mind and skidded around the dry, sun-kissed wood of the outbuilding. Sticking close to the wall, she moved to the small enclosure protecting bundles of cut wood. Reaching behind the stack, she yanked out the black backpack Joe had stowed there for emergencies.

The door to the house squeaked open. She gasped and moved closer to the wall, hiding her body behind the wood. A man stood dressed in black from head to toe. Even his face was concealed in a black ski mask. Agitation vibrated her nerve endings as she forced herself to stay low and watch.

A gun weighed down his right hand. His left cradled his abdomen. A white towel had been tied around his waist. Even from here she could see the tension in his large, fit body. Only about fifty feet separated them. Not nearly enough. She might be in top-notch shape, but judging by his size and physique, he’d outrun her. He’d be slower in his injured state, but maybe not slow enough.

He took a step forward, as if he could smell her fear on the wind. Her stomach bottomed out, hysteria hot and volatile against its lining. A sound snapped his attention to the right, and he veered in that direction, toward the woods.

Now was her chance. Keeping close to the wall of the outbuilding, she moved toward the trees.

Tears stung her eyes as she stared at the house that’d been her home for the last four months. Joe. Her heart ached at the thought that he’d died protecting her. He was either seriously injured or dead because there was no way that soldier of a man would rest, no matter how injured, while she was in danger.

She sucked back the emotion that threatened to surge forward. She had to follow Joe’s orders.

It was the only way to stay alive.

She entered the thicket, taking great care not to sway the branches too much. She moved a few rows deep then pivoted in the direction of the road. The backpack pulled down her shoulders. Joe had filled it with provisions, water, and cash and had instructed her to put clothes and comfortable shoes inside the bag as well. Before, she’d thought him ridiculously paranoid.

Now, not so much.

A sob made her throat itch. She sucked it back. With her hand still wrapped tightly around the switchblade, she moved down the narrow row of dirt. Pine needles tickled her exposed arms and neck, making her skin tingle and burn. Her pulse pounded against her temples.

She took a deep, shaky breath. The noise made her wince, but if she didn’t bring in more oxygen, she’d pass out.

Bugs hissed and cicadas called, so damn loud she was afraid they were alerting the predator as to where to find her. That’d be her luck. Insects turning against her. If she survived this, she’d buy a lottery ticket.

Smoothing her thumb over the wooden handle of the blade brought fresh tears to her eyes. Memories assaulted her. Four months ago, she’d had only minutes to say goodbye to her twin sister, Ivy. The agents had been waiting to whisk her away from everything she knew and loved and into witness protection.

Then there’d been him.

The nonchalant asshole who consumed her dreams and still held a piece of her heart. He’d stood in front of her, his green eyes intense, his freshly shaven jaw unrelenting and . . . angry. At her or the situation, she’d never know. Regardless, she’d just wanted to throw her arms around him. To ask for his protection and not the government’s. To ask him to take her away from the danger. Would he have? Maybe, maybe not.

He’d curled his fingers into the pocket of her pants and tucked his switchblade there. “Don’t trust anyone. Call me if you need help.”

Then he’d turned away.

Well, August. I need help. I need you.

The snap of a twig caught her attention. She froze, her mind suddenly a million miles away from where she’d left her heart. Her gaze panned the skinny giants around her. Angst buzzed through her like a drug she couldn’t shake.

A dark figure crossed the yard. He moved slowly, like a cat about to pounce on a mouse. He hadn’t spotted her yet. His body was angled toward the part of the thicket she’d entered, about forty feet behind her.

The road wasn’t far. She could almost smell the asphalt.

If she ran, she might make it.

If she stood still, he’d spot her.

Indecision warred through her. A honk sounded in the distance. A semitruck. Often, they honked to warn wildlife. She wet her lips. That was her sign. If she ran fast enough, she might be able to flag down the driver.

Tightening her fingers around the switchblade, she summoned every ounce of strength from the Universe and sent a prayer skyward.

She took off.

The branches swished and snapped as she weaved through the trees. Her breath hissed in and out of her nose, the scent of dirt and pine heavy in the air.

A glance behind her showed the man in hot pursuit. His left hand gripped his wound but his legs moved like a cheetah’s.

The road came into view. Gigi let loose a powerful scream as she broke through the foliage—damn Joe’s advice when the killer had her in his sights.

Bright headlights barreled down the pavement, but she didn’t slow. She leapt onto the road and jumped and waved her arms over her head. “Help!”

The semi driver laid on the horn and the brakes screeched as the truck came to a roaring halt. A man poked his head out the window. “Lady! You okay?”

“Help me, please!” Her voice trembled almost as much as her limbs.

The older man nodded. “All right, then. Get in.”

She ran around the front bumper, which was almost as tall as was, as he shoved open the passenger door. Gigi jumped in and slammed the door. The scent of cigarette smoke and onions permeated the air, but sheer desperation made the smell sweet to her senses. “Go! Please. Someone’s after me.”

The driver’s eyes widened. “Who? Do you need me to get out?”

“No. Please.” Delerium sent tears streaking down her cheeks. “Drive. He’ll shoot us both.”

“Okay, okay,” he muttered. He shifted into drive and the vehicle lurched forward.

Gigi stared past the driver, out his window, searching the darkness. There he was, the killer, standing there like a dark monster with a willowy army behind him.

He lifted his hand and dragged his thumb along his neck.

He’d find her again.

*     *     *

August Hick stretched out on the hotel bed. What a fucking week. A few hours ago, he’d dropped off Boyd Sommers in Denver, and he still hadn’t recovered from the senseless time spent with that guy. If he ever got stuck bodyguarding Boyd again, he’d gladly put a bullet in his own head. Dude was beyond annoying, and if August didn’t value his job and reputation, he’d have happily hand-delivered Boyd to the drug dealers he’d pissed off in Seattle.

Instead, he’d done the impossible work of not killing the man himself while driving him across several states. August didn’t have the heart to tell him that if the drug dealers wanted him badly enough, they’d find him here. All Boyd had was enough cash to cover the fees and expenses of Backcountry Protection Services. Not enough to keep a bodyguard around permanently.

Ah, well. Not his shitshow.

It was almost 1:00 a.m., and after driving all damn day he was wiped. He’d showered and polished off his room-service meal earlier. Now all he wanted was to get some shut-eye before he made the trek back west.

Only sleep had been impossible for the last four months.

Since the day Gigi Hastings was whisked into witness protection, he’d barely slept a fucking wink. And the sleep he did get was restless. He’d usually wake up in a cold sweat.

Which didn’t make sense. They weren’t even a couple. Hell, he’d had a two-week fling with her a couple of years ago. They’d ended things when he went on a black-ops mission overseas. Things had been too fresh to make commitments, and when he got back a few months later, she’d been seeing someone else.

Shouldn’t have bugged him.

But it did.

August pinched his eyes. He knew better than to think about Gigi before bed. He’d either end up jerking off or worrying himself into a state of insomnia for hours. Neither would do him any good.

He clicked off the lamp. Darkness met him, but his mind buzzed with activity. He focused on taking deep breaths until his chest rose and fell naturally and his brain slipped into a semiconscious state.

Ring, ring

August sprang up at the sound of his phone. He scrubbed his face, wishing like hell he didn’t have to keep his ringer on while he was away for work. Grabbing the bright device, he squinted at the unfamiliar number. Who the hell was this? Better not be Boyd.

A glance at the hotel clock showed he’d slept for two hours. He swiped to answer. “Hello?” His voice was groggy and hoarse.

“August?” The small, barely-there female tone sent him shooting to his feet. His heart skipped three beats. Disbelief shook him to his core. “Gigi?” he whispered.

Even saying her name felt wrong. As if doing so would endanger her. She shouldn’t be calling him. She shouldn’t be on the phone with anyone. The cartel could be tracing her calls. She could be in danger now.

“Yeah. It’s me.” Her voice tripped on the last word.

His chest seized. It took everything in him not to break. Not to demand she tell him where she was and cross shards of glass and hell itself to get to her.

And damn if that wasn’t as scary as hearing her voice on the phone when she was supposed to be in hiding.

Fuck. He was in trouble already.


CHAPTER 2


August tucked his phone between his ear and shoulder and jammed his legs into pants. His sleep-deprived brain had quickly caught up. If Gigi was calling him in the middle of the night, she was certainly in danger.

“What happened? Where are you?”

He didn’t like the salty taste of fear filling his mouth. Nor did he like the way his heart banged against his ribcage and his hands trembled as he found his keys and shoved them in the pocket of his jeans.

“Um, at a truck-stop diner.” A shuddering breath came next. “They found me. I got away, but Joe, the marshal watching me, he’s . . . I think he’s dead.”

“I need an exact location.” He yanked a clean shirt over his head.

“I . . . I don’t know. I’ll ask.”

“No! Christ. Just sit tight. When did this happen?”

“A few hours ago. They came to the house in Wyoming—”

“Don’t say anything else. What kind of phone are you using?”

“Encrypted,” she answered without hesitation. “I had a go-bag packed. This line is secure.” Some strength and vitality injected her voice.

“How far are you from the scene?”

“Like I said, a few hours. I don’t think he followed us, but—”

“Who’s us?” he demanded.

“The trucker who picked me up.”

August sent his eyes toward the ceiling. One thing was for sure: Gigi had a guardian angel watching over her. “I guarantee you he followed you or is close. They wouldn’t let you get away after finally finding you all these months later.”

He whizzed around the room, grabbing his shit and throwing everything haphazardly into the suitcase now open on the bed. Meanwhile, his brain spun like a carousel. Gigi was in imminent danger. She couldn’t stay at the truck stop. The cartel was too close and he was too damn far away.

“Cheyenne, Wyoming,” Gigi blurted. “I just read it on the menu.”

“One sec.” He opened the Maps app on his phone and looked up the distance. “I’m an hour and a half away.” And for a second, that fact stunned him. What were the chances that he’d been led on a job so close to Gigi?

Slim. So fucking slim. Was it the Universe working in his favor? God showing him the way to the woman who’d stolen his heart and ruthlessly trampled on it? Maybe just some sick punishment to tease him. Regardless, he couldn’t overlook the fact that something had steered him to where Gigi would need him.

Which meant he had to get to her in time. For her to die at the cartel’s hand when he was almost—almost—within reach was too cruel a fate.

“What?” Gigi sputtered. “How?” Her confusion would have echoed his own if he hadn’t already accepted that destiny had crossed their paths.

“I’m on a job in Denver. Listen, I want you to take the phone to a waitress. Will you do that?”

“Huh?”

“Flag down your waitress and let me talk to her.”

“Okay . . . one sec.”

This might be the wildest thing he’d done for a client, but hell. Calling her an Uber was useless when she had nowhere to go. Besides, the cartel could easily get to Gigi before he did.

He had to outsmart them.

*     *     *

The cup of tea in Gigi’s hands barely warmed her icy skin. After the night she’d had, nothing short of lava would thaw the cold fear solidifying in her veins.

Time escaped her. Sitting in the manager’s office at the back of the restaurant with a piece of untouched pie made the surreal events even more so. It was too quiet back here. Her brain too loud for the cramped space.

Sounds replayed in her mind. Joe yelling to warn her, the door banging behind her, the barely audible yet oddly deafening wisp of the branches. She’d never get that last one out of her head.

And then the scream for help. Her own scream. In her head, it didn’t sound like hers.

Sherry, the sweet fifty-something server, poked her head into the office. “You okay, love?”

Gigi forced a smile. “Yeah, just fine.” As fine as a person could be when the grim reaper had promised to visit any second.

Whatever August had told Sherry had made her face pale. She’d swooped her arm under Gigi’s and escorted her to the back as soon as she hung up the phone.

“How long’s it been?” Grit scratched her eyeballs. She needed to sleep.

Sherry looked at her watch. “He should be here any minute. I’ll go keep an eye out.” She winked and shut the door.

Gigi blew a breath through tight lips. Numerous times, her gaze had wandered to the phone in her hand. August had instructed her not to make any calls despite the line being safe. But man. This was the first time in months she’d held a phone. And the temptation to dial Ivy was almost too great. She’d recited her sister’s phone number in her head over and over. Waiting for the random opportunity to present itself.

Now it was here and she had August’s fearful words echoing through her mind.

Don’t call anyone.

Hurried footsteps slapped against the linoleum floor outside the door. Gigi froze.

Surely if it was the cartel, they’d be . . . noisier. Probably gunfire.

The door opened and Gigi shot to her feet. Her knees wobbled beneath her weight, her brain foggy and off-kilter from being awake so long.

August towered in the doorway. His blond hair was mussed, and thick stubble hid the chiseled jaw she’d committed to memory. He wore a hoodie and jeans. His hands were balled into fists, as if ready to pummel anyone who might be near her. His eyes found hers and his face changed. The hard line of his mouth softened and the murderous glint in his stare melted.

He opened his arms. Without a second thought, she catapulted across the room and burrowed her face against the soft material of his sweater. Tears clouded her eyes. She didn’t dare pull away for fear he’d see them. Because if he did, she’d never stop crying. She’d bottled up far too many emotions where August was concerned.

She inhaled his masculine scent. He smelled of spice and lime, and home. He represented her past. A previous life she ached to have back.

A life that was dead and gone.

“I’ll give you two a minute,” Sherry said, from somewhere behind August. Gigi hadn’t even noticed her. August’s massive frame must have been blocking the slight woman.

August brought his palm to the back of her head, and his other wrapped around her waist. “My god. I was afraid I wouldn’t get to you first.” His words were gruff. Clearing his throat, he moved his fingers through her hair. “It’s all right. You’re fine now.”

She nodded. Caution told her to step back. To keep her guard up before she did something really stupid like fall for this gentle giant again. Except moving out of his proximity was impossible. Her traitorous body refused to leave his warmth.

A tremor shook her shoulders. It’d been so long since she had human contact. Joe sure wasn’t the hugging type, and she’d have been weirded out if he’d tried. August’s embrace filled a void in her heart she hadn’t known was there until now. Pulling her own arms off would’ve been easier than pushing away from him.

He didn’t let go. His thumb drew small circles on her back. Then the hand cupping her head slid to her chin and tilted her face back to meet his gaze. “Did they touch you?”

She swallowed. The action was much harder with her head at such a sharp angle. “No.” She cleared her throat. “Just pushed me into a wall and pulled my hair.” Her gaze flicked away and back. “He was going to slit my throat.”

August’s green eyes darkened. “That won’t happen again.”

Emotion welled inside her. This was the August she’d fallen for. The devoted, mysterious black-ops soldier. His passion and strength had stolen her breath, and even after all this time, it still did.

Numerous times she’d wondered how things would’ve played out if she hadn’t met Todd.

If she’d waited for August . . .

She dragged her teeth over her bottom lip. “What do we do now?”

His gaze lowered to her mouth and his hand twitched beneath her jaw. He moved his fingers to her bicep but separated their bodies. “We get the hell out of here.”

She nodded. Part of her wanted more answers. Where would they go? It’d already been established that she couldn’t hide from the cartel. That they were hungry for her blood.

Would August try to pass her off to the U.S. marshals again? She couldn’t bear the thought. She’d finally gotten a sliver of home. An oversized slice of hunky man cake that she couldn’t afford to eat but that she wasn’t willing to give up, either.

Grabbing her bag, she dropped her phone inside and let August lead her down the hall. The scent of coffee and oil frying hung thick in the air, tossing her stomach. They reached the dining area, which featured a wall of windows letting in lights from the streetlamps. The edges of the dark sky were starting to fade, promising the sun would rise on a new day.

Hopefully not her last.

Gigi’s gaze landed on a dark sedan parked across the lot. A man sat in the driver’s seat, his gaze laser focused on the windows. Her heart lurched. She skidded. August frowned at her. “What’s wrong?”

“He’s here,” she whispered.

He snapped his head toward the windows, following her gaze. A curse fell from his lips. He backed her up behind the counter.

Sherry approached. “Everything all right—”

“Get everyone out,” August commanded.

The waitress gasped. “It’s the breakfast rush.”

Pressure built against Gigi’s temples as she watched the assassin slide from the vehicle. She instantly recognized his tall form. He wore the ski mask rolled up on his head, and it now looked like a beanie. He’d changed into a loose-fitting gray sweater, undoubtedly to cover his wound.

He stared. She doubted he could see her halfway stationed behind the till and August, but something had alerted him to her presence.

Once again, she had the freaky sensation that he could smell her.

“Unless you want people to get hurt, clear the place,” August said, through gritted teeth.

“I’m going to need everyone to exit,” Sherry called over the din. Her voice droned on in a vague explanation of their emergency.

Fright bit into Gigi’s muscles. “August,” she said, her voice trembling. He was already steering her back down the hall to the manager’s office.

“Down!” he shouted. His hand clamped on her waist as he pulled her to the ground.

Crack, crack!

Glass shattered. A sharp cry sounded, and Gigi looked back to see Sherry sink to the floor, her eyes round with anguish. Blood pumped from a wound on her chest.

“Oh my god,” Gigi cried. She crawled out of August’s hold and clasped Sherry’s hand.

The woman’s soft brown eyes found Gigi’s. Her breathing was labored, her mouth wide with silent cries. August had medical training. Maybe he could help her.

“It’s okay,” Gigi rasped. “You’re going to be okay.” The words were moot, only a pathetic effort to ease Sherry’s pain. Deep down, she knew there was nothing a medic could do now. Crimson blood drenched the woman’s white shirt and apron.

August blasted off several shots. “Move!” He seized Gigi under her arms and hauled her to her feet. Sherry’s fingers slipped from her grip.

“Wait!” Gigi jerked out of his hold. “We can’t just leave her,” she wailed. She reached for Sherry again, but August closed his hand around her bicep.

“It’s too late for her.” His tone was curt as he towed her down the hall. He shoved her into the office.

She stumbled forward and her hands connected with the desk. She wheeled around, fear on her tongue.

August stood at the door, his face grim and hard. His boyish demeanor gone. This was the soldier. The black-ops man who killed without a second thought.

“I’m sorry.” His apology came out rough and lacking emotion. “My job is to protect you and that’s what I’m doing. Barricade the door and don’t let anyone in except me. Understand?”

She inhaled through her nose, the sudden rush of oxygen dizzying. “Yes.” The word came out clipped but missing the sharp sting her tongue wanted to deliver. Now wasn’t the time. The longer he stood here fussing over her, the greater the chances someone else would die. “Just go.”

August gave one nod and slammed the door shut. Gigi swiped the tears from her cheeks and shoved one of the chairs beneath the door handle, as August had instructed. She covered her mouth with her fingers and her shoulders shook.

Sherry hadn’t deserved this. Hadn’t needed to get involved. Now the poor woman was dead because of Gigi. If she’d gone somewhere else, had just hidden in the wilderness rather than endanger innocent people, Sherry would be alive.

Screams erupted from outside the door. Gigi brought her hands to her ears and closed her eyes, wishing she could block out the noise.

Please, God, don’t let anyone else die.


CHAPTER 3


August moved down the hall toward the front of the restaurant, his hackles raised. He’d hated leaving Gigi behind in the office. Not having her where he could see and protect her went against everything in his being.

The bullet that had hit Sherry was intended for Gigi. He couldn’t take the risk of the shooter’s next round hitting his target. Whoever had fired that shot was skilled.

August passed Sherry’s lifeless form. A pang of guilt hit his chest before quickly diminishing. As sad as it was that Sherry had been killed, there was nothing he could do about it. He had one mission—protect Gigi and take out her assassin. And that’s what he’d fucking do.

He lifted his weapon and scanned the empty dining area. Plates of food sat abandoned on tables, chairs were turned over, and glass from the shot-out front window covered the cheap linoleum.

The assailant’s car was gone. What the fuck?

Where the hell had the sonofabitch gone?

He’d shot him. He knew that without a doubt. Right before he’d half dragged Gigi to the back, he’d hit the assassin. Problem was, he hadn’t seen him go down. He couldn’t be certain the guy was dead until he saw for himself. And then put a bullet in his head for good measure.

Glass crunched beneath his shoes as he raced toward the open window. A breeze blew into the now eerily calm space. Tension radiated up his spine like mercury in a thermometer. He stepped through the broken window and scanned the parking lot.

Blood splattered the asphalt. The guy had run because he was severely injured. Had to be.

August lowered his gun and pressure built between his temples. Fuck!

The guy could be hit badly enough that he wouldn’t be able to come after them, but was he wounded enough to die? Maybe not. There was no way of knowing.

August turned and reentered the building.

This guy had come here to finish a job, and August was sure that if the man was alive, he intended to follow through. Retracing his steps, August kept his weapon trained ahead of him. Just because the man’s car was gone didn’t mean he’d left. He could’ve moved his vehicle and gone around back to trick them.

August breezed past the office door where Gigi hid, not so much as glancing in its direction in case the assailant was watching him. He kept going and entered the kitchen.

Oil sizzled and the stench of overcooked fried food permeated the air. Every atom in his body was hyperfocused. His finger moved on the trigger, ready to take out the sonofabitch if he was hiding.

He strode through the kitchen, bathroom, and small storage room. Empty. Goddammit, he’d gotten away.

August turned and crossed the hall to the office. “It’s me,” he said, banging on the door. “Let’s go.”

He heard a chair scrape and then Gigi swung open the door, her backpack over one shoulder. “What happened?” Her face was stark white, her hazel eyes scared and haunted.

“He’s gone.” Not wasting a moment, he caught her elbow and pulled her down the hall. As Sherry’s body came into view, he quickly circled his arm around Gigi’s shoulders and clamped his hand over her eyes. “Don’t look.”

But her sharp little intake of breath told him she’d caught sight of the body. He steered her around Sherry then led her through the door and outside. The morning air chilled his cheeks. Sirens wailed in the distance—he needed to get away from here quickly—but otherwise the street was dead quiet. It was still early, and the truck stop was outside of Cheyenne. Plus, word of the gunfire had probably already spread. He guided Gigi across the road to his SUV, which was waiting on the side street next to the building.

The assailant’s vehicle hadn’t been in the parking lot when August had arrived. The fact that the guy had shown up seconds after him made August’s insides wrench. If he’d been minutes behind—

“What do you mean he’s gone?” she finally asked. Their footsteps scraped over the pavement.

“I shot him. He’s injured but not dead. His car’s gone, so he drove somewhere. Hopefully off a cliff.”

Anxiety puckered Gigi’s brow. “Where are we going?” she asked, as he yanked open the passenger door and she slipped inside.

August shut the door and rounded the hood then sank into the driver’s seat. He could breathe a little easier now. Backcountry Protection Services’ vehicles were equipped with bulletproof glass and bodies. While he still had to be vigilant, he didn’t have to worry about a bullet entering Gigi’s head.

“Are you going to answer me?” A hint of impatience laced the question.

“We’re getting the hell out of here before the cops show up. Okay with you?” Sarcasm dripped from his voice. He turned on the vehicle and steered onto the interstate, not waiting for a response.

“What took them so long? Surely someone called not long after Sherry was shot.”

“Nearest police department is fifteen minutes away. I don’t suppose there’s much action in the area usually.”

“How do you think he found me?”

He cut his gaze her way then to the rearview mirror. Police lights were visible in the distance behind them. August kept his speed slow and steady, not wanting to alert them. Right now, no one could be trusted. Police included. The last thing Gigi needed was her name showing up in the system.

“You don’t like answering people, do you?” Gigi’s tense words popped into his thoughts.

He stifled a groan. “I’m running on two hours’ sleep, okay? I’ve been driving for days. Not to mention my mind is focused on keeping you—and me—alive. So if you don’t mind, can we save the questions?”

She huffed and folded her arms across her chest then looked out the window. “Fine.” She jabbed the radio button and scanned until a station came through the crackle of static. A country tune played through the speakers. The only thing worse than the twangy voice singing about lost love and dusty roads was Gigi’s tone, so he’d let the shit play as long as the woman next to him kept her anxiety-inducing questions to herself.

The song ended. “This just in,” said the radio host. “A man outside Castle, Wyoming, was found dead in his home this morning. Authorities believe the owner tried to stop a home invasion, resulting in a homicide. Police are asking the public for any information . . .” The voice droned on and August tightened his hand on the wheel.

“Oh my god.” Gigi’s aghast whisper fell around him.

He glanced at her pale face. Tears misted her eyes and her fingertips were pressed to her lips.

Until now, she must have been hoping Joe had survived. Now that hope was dead in the water. “I’m sorry,” he said, the words sounding strangled.

She shook her head and turned away from him to look out her window.

August’s grip on the wheel grew even tighter. The leather crackled beneath his hold. He should be holding her. Doing something—anything—to take away her pain. But goddammit he couldn’t. Fear made him a weaker man. “It’s not your fault.” His words came out harsh, cold. Because Christ, he couldn’t give in to the paralyzing emotion that made him want to cry for her.

She snorted. “You don’t really believe that and you know it.”

He muttered a curse. “Look, the man responsible for hurting Joe will pay. I know it’s not much, but justice will be served.”

A sniffle was her only response.

“Still . . . I’m sorry,” he said again, forcing more feeling into his words, letting his guard down an inch to prove to her that he cared. That she didn’t have to go through this alone.

“Thanks. I appreciate you saying that.” Although she sounded genuine, there was something else there. Emptiness, maybe. As if his apology couldn’t penetrate the pain surrounding her heart.

Maybe nothing would.

Ten minutes or so passed in silence. If Gigi was still crying, she was hiding it well. He didn’t touch the radio dial in case doing so would draw her out of whatever cocoon of comfort she’d found.

No one pulled them over, and very few vehicles were on the road. No threat in sight. Which meant he could relax a fraction and think. He had a few minutes, tops, before Gigi started asking questions again.

And he had no fucking clue where they were going other than far from here. Instinct directed him toward home. There was something about battling on your own soil that brought greater strength. But four months ago, Gigi had almost been killed in Seattle.

Home would be the first place the cartel would look for her. So the question was, should he try to hide her? Witness protection hadn’t done a good enough job at it—what made him think he could? Backcountry Protection Services had a couple of properties to choose from, one being a cabin in the woods. He could put her there, but really, hiding wasn’t sustainable. Their best bet was to stay in the city. He’d have backup from the guys there.

He couldn’t provide twenty-four-hour protection. Unless he moved in with her. Which wasn’t happening. Still, his mind drifted to the idea. Waking up next to Gigi, sharing a space with her, sharing his bed with her.

His dick grew hard.

Fuck. This was exactly what he didn’t need. A hard-on. He couldn’t think when all the blood from his head was below his belt. Couldn’t think when Gigi’s flowery scent floated through the car. When every subtle movement at the corner of his eye made him snap his gaze to hers.

Gigi did terrible things to him. She made him horny, jumpy, and flat-out stupid. It was that stupidity he had to watch more than anything, because if he wasn’t careful, his confused cock would end up right where he wanted it.

He’d already had Gigi. Their two-week fling had been fun, sexy, exciting . . . and heartbreaking. He’d fallen fast and hard for Little Miss Hastings, and if he was smart, he’d stay far away.

Only he couldn’t. Because he wanted her to live. That was the thing with caring about people. Correction. He didn’t care about Gigi in that sense. Well, maybe a little. But not wanting to see someone’s brains get blown out was within the normal range of feelings. Certainly didn’t mean he was still into her.

“Can we talk now or are you still too spooked?” she asked.

A muscle ticked at the junction of his jaw, he definitely wasn’t into Gigi anymore. Into getting her out of his hair, yes.

He nodded and summoned a professional tone. “Sure, Ms. Hastings—”

Gigi snorted. “Are you trying to pretend we didn’t sleep together?”

August rubbed his palm over his cheek. The problem was, he most definitely couldn’t forget the sleek curves of her body, the way her legs had clamped around his waist, and the warm, wet cavern of her delicious softness.

He cleared his throat. He’d keep his composure if it killed him. “I don’t live in the past. But I’ll call you Georgia if you prefer.”

She made a gagging noise. “Ugh. Please don’t. Call me Miss Hastings over that monstrosity.”

He smirked. He thought Georgia was a cute name, and it amused the shit out of him to know she disliked it so much. He tucked that valuable information aside to annoy her with later.

“My plan, Gigi, is to return to Seattle until we can get things settled. I suspect we’ll hear from the FBI and the U.S. Marshals. They’ll want to put you back into witness protection.”

“Nuh-uh.”

“It’s for your own safety.” He ground out the words. It took great effort to feign he believed them.

“Because that worked so well the first time? Absolutely not. I refuse.”

He sighed. He couldn’t blame her. But what she didn’t see was that her unwillingness to trust the authorities made her safety his concern. And the concern of Backcountry Protection Services.

Rami, August’s good friend and co-owner of the company, just happened to be in a serious relationship with Ivy, Gigi’s sister. So the odds of Rami not using their men to guard Gigi were slim to none. Matter of fact, he’d bet his left nut Gigi was his problem whether he wanted her to be or not.

“Back to your earlier question,” August began, wanting to stuff aside the logistics of his near future. “I’d also like to know how the cartel found you. I mean, in the government’s defense, it’s extremely unlikely there was a leak that led the cartel to you. I don’t think many people have ever gotten to a witness protection victim.” He slid a suspicious glance her way. “Not anyone who’s been careful and followed their rules.”

Gigi squirmed in her seat. “Yes, well. I did everything Joe told me to and was careful to follow the rules.”

“Every rule?” August pressed. Her words said one thing but her body language screamed another.

She twirled a lock of brown hair. “Every rule . . . within reason.”

He shook his head and swore under his breath. “What the hell did you do?”

“Hey,” she snapped. “Don’t use that tone with me.”

“You’re guilty of something, so spill it.”

She heaved. “Fine. I sent a postcard to Ivy. But, I mean, god. There’s no way that’s what led them to me. I didn’t use a return address. I didn’t even sign the damn thing! I wrote a vague message in the bottom corner that you’d need a magnifying glass to read. Hell, I bet Ivy threw it out thinking it was junk mail.”

“Mm-hmm,” August drawled. “And when did you send this incriminating letter?”

“It wasn’t a letter!”

“Recently, I take it.”

Gigi let out a hiss of frustration. “You’re impossible. Three freaking weeks ago. So, what, the cartel works for the U.S. Postal Service? That’s the only way they’d even know—”

“You’d be surprised by the lengths madmen will go to in order to silence people.”

She flung her hands in the air. “I don’t need to be silent. They could just forget all about me and everything would be fine and dandy. But no, they’ve got a grudge.”

“Cartels tend to hold grudges,” he said flatly.

“Whatever. It’s my fault.” Her tone had changed. Sadness clung to her words.

“What’s done is done.”

“Tell that to Joe.” She sniffed. “He only tried to protect me. I knew I shouldn’t have sent the card. I just thought . . .” Her voice grew impossibly small. “I just thought it was harmless. Without an address, I—”

He sent a glance her way. She was running her fingers under her eyes. Tears glistened on her fingertips. The sight tugged on his heartstrings.

Dammit, she shouldn’t have this effect on him. He hated that she was hurting. Hated that she blamed herself for Sherry and Joe. She hadn’t asked for any of this and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do to take it away. He couldn’t even comfort her. Doing so would only put him in the danger zone. He was powerless when it came to distraught women, weaker still with Gigi.
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