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PROLOGUE


Twenty years ago


Denver sat in the front seat of the fancy car while the pretty lady drove through the small town, her nails a bright red against the white steering wheel. She’d said her name was Dr. Sylvia Daniels, she’d arrived at the boys home yesterday to meet him, and today she’d told him he had to go to get a physical. At least she hadn’t come in the room with him when the doctor had checked him out.


The front seat was too big for him. He was small enough he was supposed to sit in the backseat, but he didn’t want to argue with her.


“You’re turning into such a big boy at only eight years old.” She glanced at him, her eyes bluer than the ocean on television. “I know after speaking with you yesterday that you don’t have selective mutism. You can talk if you want, correct?”


He nodded. But he rarely wanted to talk. Why bother?


She smiled. “I didn’t get a chance to tell you yesterday that I’m sorry it took me so long to find you.”


It had been his first day at the boys home. He bit his lip. She sounded super smart, and she knew he could talk, so it’d be rude not to try. “You were lookin’ for me?”


She turned back to the road. “Yes.” Her grip tightened until her knuckles were as white as the leather. “From the second you disappeared.”


His stomach felt funny. Was that his fault? “I’m sorry.” Sometimes if he said he was sorry, even if he didn’t know why, he didn’t get hit. Though a lady like her wouldn’t hit as hard as his uncle, probably. “Really sorry.”


Her chin lifted, and her dark hair bounced down her shoulders. “None of this is your fault.”


Denver glanced out at the small stores on the quiet street. When the authorities had taken him out of school and driven him to the boys home, nobody had explained anything to him. “Um, where’s my uncle?”


The lady turned toward him. “Do you care?”


Denver lifted one shoulder. He didn’t like getting hit, but he needed family. That was an odd way for a grown-up to answer the question, too. He plucked at a string next to the hole in his jeans. Why was life so scary?


She sighed. “Landrey Mishna is not your uncle, and you don’t have to worry about him any longer. He kidnapped you. From me.”


Denver wiggled on the smooth seat, his heart leaping. “He’s not my uncle?” A heavy weight lifted from his shoulders. If the guy hadn’t been his uncle, then Denver wasn’t related to a total asshole. Denver had thought it was his fault his uncle always hit him, but maybe Landrey was just a bad guy. Maybe Denver didn’t have to turn out to be a bad guy, too, since they didn’t share blood. “He lied?”


“Yes.” The lady sniffed. “He was a soldier who worked for me, and he took you away when I had other plans for you. Apparently I made him angry when I stopped seeing him.”


Denver turned to face her. Who was she? What did she want from him? God, he wished he were bigger and could just get out of the car and run. Did that mean he wasn’t alone? His chest got heavy. “You know my family?”


She stiffened but didn’t turn. “I know everything about you.”


He swallowed and leaned toward her. His heart beat faster. “Do I have a dad?”


Now she turned, her face not telling him anything. “No.”


He crossed his arms. “Do I have a mom?” Maybe his mom needed him. She had to be lost, or she’d be with him.


Dr. Daniels stopped at a crosswalk. “You don’t have a mom. You’re quite alone, Denver.”


He didn’t have a mom? His shoulders fell. Yeah, figured. His eyes stung. If he had a mom, then he wouldn’t be alone. “Okay.”


Then Dr. Daniels turned and watched him as if they had all day. “Yesterday when I arrived, you were talking with Ryker and Heath. I figured the three of you would bond quickly. At least I hoped.”


The older boys had protected him from a bully, although he’d been giving it a good fight. “Um, Doctor? What should I call you, and what do you want with me?” She hadn’t explained anything the day before.


She swallowed and pressed her high heel on the gas pedal. “You may call me Sylvia. I’m a doctor who studies smart kids like you.”


He tilted his head to the side. Being quiet helped him to study people, and he somehow knew when they were lying. This lady was lying. She was a doctor, and she studied people, but that wasn’t her name. He’d noticed the hitch in her voice yesterday when he’d first met her. Why would she give him a fake name? If he called her on it, she might hit him. “You gonna study me?” he asked quietly.


Her mouth lost its firm line and she looked softer. She turned the car down a long dirt road toward a big white building. “Yes, I am. You, Ryker, and Heath are special.” Suddenly she reached over and grabbed his hand, enclosing it with her soft skin. “You are the most special of all, Denver. Someday I’ll tell you why.”


He blinked and looked around as she stopped the car. None of this made sense, but he didn’t have a choice in anything. He never had. Not really. “We’re back at the home.”


“Yes,” she said, squeezing his hand before releasing him. “It’s time to get started, my sweet boy.”


Four years later


Ned Cobb was dead.


A bruised and battered Denver huddled in the corner and stared wide-eyed at the dead adult on the ground. Ned’s brown eyes, so often filled with pure mean, now stared blindly from his smashed head. He had been the owner of the boys home, and he had liked to punch kids. The man had just killed another child, one who’d shown up only yesterday. Ralph’s small body was in the corner, and Denver couldn’t look at him.


Death made the room feel heavy. It even smelled funny. Like old cut grass that had been under wet wood for an entire spring.


Ryker and Heath, Denver’s brothers, stood with bloody baseball bats in their hands, staring at Ned’s body. Like Denver, they both had special senses, including abnormal strength. Right now they were pale, and Heath looked like he was gonna throw up.


“We had to do it,” Ryker said, his voice shaking. He was the oldest of them at around sixteen, and his voice never shook. “Ned killed that kid and was going to kill us.”


Heath nodded, his long brown hair pulled back and his greenish brown eyes filled with terror.


They’d both swung only once.


Denver grabbed the wall and climbed up it to stand. His hands hurt from trying to defend himself from Ned’s belt, but he didn’t think any fingers were broken this time. Though his pinkie was numb.


Ryker dropped the bat and ran over to the kid on the ground. “Ralph?” His voice really trembled now.


“He’s dead,” Denver whispered. His stomach hurt so bad he needed to go to the bathroom.


Ryker checked the kid’s neck anyway. His hands looked like they were shaking, but he touched Ralph carefully, pressing on the jugular. Then Ry leaned over to listen for breathing. He slowly straightened up. “Yeah.” He turned around.


Heath threw his bat over into a corner. “The sheriff is coming back soon. We have to run and get out of here.”


The sheriff was Ned’s brother, and he liked to hit them with his baton. A lot. Denver straightened his shoulders. He might be younger than Ryker and Heath, but this was his fault. They wouldn’t have come down into the basement of the crappy boys home unless it was to save him. Now he had to save them. Even if it made him bad and he’d have to go to hell. Right now he had to protect them. “Burn it. The whole place.”


Ryker looked up at him, surprise in his greenish blue eyes.


Denver flushed. He didn’t talk much, mainly because talking just got kids hit. Also, speaking was hard to do, so he didn’t do it. But this was too important. “We’ll burn the evidence.” Plus, the boys home sucked and it should burn to the ground.


Heath paused and looked wildly around. His shoulders settled, and he breathed out. “Run. We have to run.” He started moving for the door. “I know where the fuel is. We’ll just burn this main building and leave the barracks alone.”


Denver nodded. They didn’t want to kill anybody else. It was after midnight, so they were alone in the main building.


The fire was surprisingly easy to start, and since they spilled lighter fluid and gasoline in almost every room, the building went up in flames fast. Crackling wood had a nice smell, and Denver tried not to think about the burning bodies.


“Let’s go,” Ryker said, turning, his voice sounding older than it had earlier. “Now.”


Denver followed him, with Heath taking up the rear. They hustled across the scrub field into the forest and kept running. Ryker had hidden packs for them nearly a month ago that contained food, knives, and additional clothes. They’d known either they would have to escape, or Ned would kill one of them.


They ran all night, finally stopping to rest at the far edge of the forest, miles away from hell.


Denver leaned against a tree, his chest heaving, tears in his heart. His hands shook. And his legs ached. What had they just done? “We’re just kids.”


“That’s okay. It was him or us.” Ryker slid an arm around his shoulders, his voice cracking and then strengthening. “We’re smart, and we’ll figure out a way to survive until we’re not kids anymore.”


“She’ll find us,” Denver whispered, his stomach rolling over. The woman who studied the three of them, the one dating the sheriff—she’d find them. The doctor lady. There was something wrong about her. She showed up every once in a while to make them take written and physical tests like they were lab rats. She took notes and then went away. And she looked at him funny. Different from the way she looked at Ryker and Heath. Denver bit his lip to keep from crying. Even if the lady didn’t find them, the lawman would never stop looking for them. “The sheriff is gonna want to murder us for killing his brother.”


Heath coughed. “Yeah, but they’re alone, and we’re family. You can’t take down an entire family.”


Denver scratched his chin, his chest aching. “We’re family.” He looked at the scar on his hand. It was four years old, and it meant everything.


“Family,” Ryker affirmed, stepping away to grab cereal bars out of his pack. He stared at the crushed food but didn’t open the wrapper. His body swayed, and he sat down. “Let’s take a minute.”


“Yeah.” Denver’s knees wobbled as he looked at his scar line. Four years ago. He’d felt like a dork, but he’d asked Heath and Ryker for blood. They’d been behind the main building after a day of being tested, and he’d wondered if he was making a mistake. What if they had laughed at him?


He went instantly back to that day that had changed so much.


Denver took a deep breath. “Let’s become blood brothers. There’s one thing that will bind us.” What if he was wrong? Was this stupid? He reached for a knife he’d stolen from the kitchen earlier, wanting only one thing in life. Even if he died tomorrow, he didn’t want to be alone anymore. Maybe they had a chance together in the next life, wherever that was. “Blood.”


Ryker straightened.


Heath moved away from a tree he’d been leaning against, his jaw hard. “I get it.”


“Blood brothers,” Ryker said, grabbing a knife from his back pocket. One Ned didn’t know he had. “This one is sharper. Let’s use this one.”


Denver’s chest exploded. They were gonna do it. Create a brotherhood like he’d dreamed about when they became friends four years ago. It was important that they each cut their own hand—make the choice.


The slice hurt, but somehow it healed what ached so badly inside him. When he pressed his hand to Ryker’s and Heath’s, when they all pressed together, it got kind of messy. Bloody. But it meant something. It meant everything. If he died now, it was okay. He had brothers. Maybe they’d all meet again in heaven. He kind of believed in the place. Tears clogged his eyes.


His hand hurt when everyone let go.


Heath looked down at his bloody palm. “Should we put on bandages?”


Denver shook his head, letting the tears fall. It was okay to cry. They were family. “Let the scars get bigger.”


“Yeah,” Ryker said, his eyes glassy. “We’re brothers now.”


Denver jerked back to the present, and tears filled his eyes, but he didn’t care. They were on the run, and they were just kids. If the sheriff caught them, he’d kill them with a lot of pain. But he could never take away who they were. What they’d formed.


They were family.




CHAPTER
1


Present day


Noni tossed her laptop and stack of maps on the faded patchwork bedspread, her eyes gritty and her temples aching. The battered electric heater rattled from the corner of the motel room, providing a surprising amount of heat. Her fingers tingled as they started to warm up.


Winter blew snow around outside, and ice scattered against the window. She shivered and knelt one knee on the bed as she spread out the closest map. Where was her pen? Scrambling for her bag on the floor, she drew out a black marker and made several notations across the mountainous Pacific Northwest. Her heart raced, and her lungs compressed. She had to be closing in. Then she crossed out several towns, including Seattle, before pulling her phone from her pocket and hitting speed dial for number one.


Static crackled and then an expletive echoed as it sounded like the phone was dropped. Something shuffled. “Eagle? This is Sparrow” finally came over the line.


Noni rubbed her aching head. “Hi, Aunt Franny. I thought we agreed to forget the nicknames.”


“So did I, dear, but Verna likes being called Hawk Two.”


Why would they have a Hawk Two when there wasn’t a Hawk One? Noni swallowed down a sharp retort. “We have to get serious, Fran. This is dangerous.” Though she’d done everything possible to make sure the two older women were out of the line of fire. “Where are you?”


“I just set up camp and am staying in the Motel Burnside just north of Portland. Verna should be pulling into Salt Lake City any second now,” Franny said. “My meeting with our private detective is tomorrow morning—he has already left Seattle and is heading here.”


“Good. I’m going to scout around here in Greenville before backtracking to Snowville in a day or so.” Greenville was near the Washington-Idaho border, fifty miles out from Snowville. People back home familiar with the street gang had told her of its affiliations in Greenville. Now all she had to do was find them. Somehow.


She was leading a team—an untrained, totally vulnerable team—in a chase after a dangerous gang member. She was a lotion and candle maker, for God’s sakes. What the hell had she been thinking?


“What about the FBI office in Snowville?” Franny asked.


Noni swallowed, trying to shove away self-doubt. “The FBI is a last resort.” If she contacted them, the agents would immediately send out an AMBER Alert for a missing child. If that happened, Richie might kill the baby. She couldn’t let that happen. Plus, the law wasn’t exactly on her side right now since she was working outside it because of time constraints. God, she hoped she wasn’t making the hugest mistake of her life by handling this herself.


“Any news from Denver?” Franny asked, sounding weary.


“No.” Noni lifted her chin, her heart cracking at the mere mention of his name. He had given her a fake last name, so all she had was his picture and some basic information she knew about him. “But I’ve posted a search for him all over the Internet, even on dating sites. He has to see something.” Her chest hurt to even think about the asshole who’d broken her heart so easily, but she needed his help, and she’d take the pain to save the missing baby. “I’ll find him.”


“Honey.” Fran cleared her throat. “He’s probably no better than that first private detective we hired, the one who stole half of our savings.”


Noni’s shoulders slumped. “Denver has to be better, and I’ll get our money back from that other detective. I promise.” How, she had no clue. The first detective she’d found had been a fraud. He’d taken everything he could—twenty thousand dollars. But they’d been desperate. Sharon’s baby had been kidnapped two weeks ago, and the baby was only three months old.


Poor Sharon. The question of what exactly had caused her death would have to be answered later—after Noni made sure her baby, Talia, was safe from her dick of a father. Noni would bet her life that Richie had given Sharon the drugs she’d overdosed on.


Was Talia safe? Was anybody reading her stories at night? She liked to cuddle with her special blanket and listen, even at only three months old. Did she miss her blanket? Noni glanced at the light pink edging peeking out of her pack. Her hand shook, and her heart felt like somebody had punched her in the chest. What if Talia wasn’t safe?


She couldn’t think like that. She had to focus on what to do to get the baby back.


The second detective Noni had hired had at least traced Richie and the baby to somewhere in the Pacific Northwest. The PI was heading to Portland, but Noni’s gut and a source back home had told her to head to Greenville. “Get some sleep, Franny.”


“I mean it. Let’s forget Denver What’s-His-Real-Name-Who-the-Hell-Knows-Because-He’s-a-Damn-Liar and just do this ourselves.”


“Let’s go back to calling him ‘dickhead,’” Noni said, even her arms feeling heavy. She’d met Denver, a private detective, while he was on a case in her town of Anchorage about a year ago, and he had seemed like a bloodhound who’d always find the guy he was looking for. She’d fallen for him and hard. Then he’d left, and her world was a darker place without him. A colder place. But she needed his help now, and she’d do whatever it took to get it. “We might be taking on an entire gang, Auntie. Denver is tough enough to do it.”


“I don’t know,” Franny said, drawing out the words. “I guess, worst-case scenario, we can just stand behind him if bullets start flying.”


“Absolutely,” Noni agreed, pushing the map out of the way. In fact, she wanted to shoot Denver herself. How could he just leave her? Her skin heated, and she took a deep breath to calm her emotions. “Get some sleep. I’ll call in tomorrow.”


“Honey, this has to be about finding the baby and not, ah, meeting up with Denver again.”


“I know.” The words felt hollow, just like her chest.


Fran sighed. “I know you know, but you’ve never given up on anything in your life, and you really had feelings for that man. You didn’t get any closure.”


Because the dickhead had left her without a word. Noni swallowed a lump in her throat. “Yeah, I want closure. But I want that baby back and safe more. She’s all that matters right now.” Noni had made a promise to both Sharon and her baby, right after Talia’s birth, that she’d be there for them. That she’d protect them. She’d helped take care of Talia for three months, and her arms already felt empty. “I’m focused. Get some sleep, Auntie.”


“All right. Night, sweetie,” Franny said before disconnecting the call.


Noni set the phone on the nightstand and stretched out on the bed. She should get out her notes and keep working. Her eyelids fluttered shut, and she relaxed into the worn mattress as her mind wandered.


Would she find Denver? Of course she needed him to save the baby. But that wasn’t all. She needed answers, and if she was honest with herself, she wanted to see him. Wanted at least a chance to seek that connection again. She was too tired to feel pathetic about that.


She drifted, trying to just relax.


A whisper of sound jerked her back to the motel room. She tensed and looked toward the door, partially sitting up out of instinct.


Oh God. Denver. In the flesh.


He stood inside the room, quietly shutting the door against the freezing cold. The entire atmosphere electrified. Holy crap on a mutinous cracker. Denver was there. Really there. After a year of having no clue whether or not he was alive, the sight of him seemed surreal. Was she dreaming about him? Again? How could he really be there?


“Noni,” he breathed, his gaze settling on her.


“I locked that door,” she mumbled, sitting all the way up, her mind blanking to avoid the rush of emotion pouring through her.


“What are you doing?” he snarled, his eyes turning a furious blue.


Her temper rolled from banked to a slow burn. She blinked. So much for her secret little fantasy of him finding her, begging forgiveness, and professing that his heart and soul belonged to her. Not that she’d take him back. But still. “Excuse me?” Her voice had risen.


“Pack. Now.” He edged to the motel room window and moved the heavy curtain out of the way to peer out.


She shook her head, trying to grasp reality. It had been so long since she’d seen him, and within seconds, her entire body had flared to life. Her heart thundered. How could he still affect her like this?


He turned his head slowly back to her, as he must’ve realized she hadn’t jumped into action. Stress cut lines around his mouth. “Noni. Now.”


That dangerously deep and dark voice. She still heard that low tenor in the time between sleep and wakefulness . . . when dreams took her under. Like he’d taken her under.


Somehow he looked tougher than before. Even more remote and distant. So large and so . . . male.


His black hair brushed the collar of his battered leather jacket, and his ripped jeans led to snow-covered leather boots. A shadow covered his square jaw, showcasing each hard angle. His dark brows were arched, his eyes were a sizzling blue, and his full lips were set into a thin line. Tension choked the air around them, rolling through the room with a discernible heat.


She couldn’t stop looking at him, watching him like a starving woman would a cheesecake.


There was something unreal about him—an elusive, too-male, predatory quality she’d never been able to define. Yet she felt it. She felt him—the danger and the kindness, the complexity and the simplicity. All characteristics he’d probably deny . . . if he bothered to talk at all.


“Noni,” he snapped.


She jumped to her feet.


He was pissed?


Hurt rocketed through her, and she shoved most of it away, leaving a lump of coal in her gut. “Sorry to bother you and whatever woman you’re lying your ass off to right now, but I need your help.” Her knees wobbled, but she held herself upright.


He breathed out, and his nostrils flared. “Later.” Angling around her, he shoved the maps and manila files off the bed and into her bag.


She’d forgotten. How had she forgotten his terseness? “I’m not going anywhere,” she snapped.


He turned, and she instantly found herself up against the wall, his hand flat against her upper chest. How had she also forgotten how quickly he could move? He was almost supernatural that way. Fear shocked her, while desire pissed her off. She hated being in this position, where she needed him. His face lowered toward hers. Flecks of different shades of blue made up his spectacular eyes, which glittered with an emotion she couldn’t quite read.


She was pinned easily—too easily—in place. This close, she could smell him. Male and forest and leather and something that was all Denver.


He didn’t speak. No order, no sarcasm, no words. He just stared as if he could compel her into obedience with his intensity.


There was a time she’d responded to his looks. She’d read him—almost felt him. He wasn’t much for talking, and she’d learned to interpret his movements and expressions. Because he had mattered to her.


Apparently she hadn’t mattered a whit to him. Hurt exploded inside her again.


At the reminder, her head snapped back. Her stomach clenched. He had finally bothered to show up and now was giving her orders? Oh, hell no. She tried to struggle, and he kept her still and against the wall with one hand spread across her sternum.


His strength was unreal. Once she’d marveled at it. Not now.


His days of touching her were over. Hurt and anger mixed until she had to act. She pivoted and shot her knee toward his groin, fully intending to connect.


She failed.


His free hand grasped the back of her thigh, shoving her leg to the side and stepping into the vee of her legs. The full length of him, heated and hard, trapped her in place.


She gasped at the contact, sparks shooting through her. Her body warmed and then flashed to a boil, all from one simple touch. All from his nearness—something she’d so desperately missed. There were times she’d wished she hadn’t met him, that she didn’t know what it felt like to be loved by him. To feel as if she were the only thing in the world for him. “Damn it, Denver.”


His nose nearly touched hers. “Are you crazy?”


Maybe. Probably. She’d been out of her mind since he’d shattered her heart. “Let me go.”


“Can’t. You have no idea what you’ve done.” A muscle ticked in his jaw; the fierce anger on his face making him look like a stranger. Not the man she thought she’d known.


Her mind spun. “What I’ve done?” Wait a minute. All the thoughts, all the fears of the last year, bombarded her. How many precious moments had she wasted wondering about him? Asking herself why he’d left without a word. Why would posting about him on the Internet cause problems? Her breath stopped. “Oh God. You are married.”


His gaze narrowed even further. “That’s ridiculous.”


All right. She scrambled. “Then wanted. You’re wanted by the law.”


He didn’t answer.


That was an answer, wasn’t it? Oh man. What had she done? Adrenaline flooded through her, and she fought for calmness. How dangerous was he? Really? Maybe she’d been wrong about trusting him to help her. “Leave now. Leave, and I’ll take down all the posts about you.” She clearly didn’t know him. Maybe she never had. For the first time fear—the real kind—shivered down her spine. He was certainly more dangerous than anything else out there.


“Too late,” he gritted out.


“I-I’m . . . sorry.” The words breathed out of her as self-preservation took over. The man was one long line of coiled strength, and she didn’t stand a chance in a fight, even on her best day. They were alone in her motel room, and she had no friends near. He’d left town without any loose ends. The photograph she had of them he hadn’t known about. Was she a loose end? Just what would he do to her? Could she scream?


He blinked. His eyes darkened, and his jaw hardened visibly. “Don’t be afraid of me.”


“I’m not,” she shot back, lying instantly. Free—she had to get free of him. “This was a mistake. I know that now.” It wasn’t her first time trying to survive danger, and it wouldn’t be her last. She’d find the baby on her own. “Just leave. Please.”


“Too late.” His lip twisted. Was that regret or determination?


Oh God. What did that mean—Too late? What would he do? Even more awareness jolted through her veins. Panic shook her control. She opened her mouth to scream and had barely sucked in air when his mouth crashed down on hers.


She instantly groaned from a bombardment of way too many feelings. Shock, awareness, warmth, need.


His touch was too carnal to be called a kiss. She fragmented, splintering into pieces. Fire swept her, igniting her body even as her mind rebelled. Her nipples sharpened and her knees weakened, but alarm bells clanged throughout her head. The disconnect between her feelings and her thoughts nearly dropped her to the ground.


He held her upright and in place.


His touch, his taste, his smell were so familiar that her mouth moved beneath his, and her hands rose to his chest. Instead of pushing him away, her fingers curled into the leather jacket. It had been so long. Her body separated from her brain as she kissed him back, tilting her head to take more of him.


Afraid, lonely, stripped . . . She stopped thinking and just felt.


He growled low, and the sound reverberated in her mouth and down her body.


Her abdomen rolled and clenched, need flaring through her so quickly she gasped. What was she doing? No. God. She had to end this. With a muffled sob, she wrenched her head to the side. “Stop,” she breathed.


He stiffened, his head lifting very slightly. Grasping her chin with a firm grip, he turned her to face him again, almost too easily controlling her. “No screaming.”


She gulped, and a tremble shook her.


“I won’t hurt you.” His eyes had darkened to the hue of a night sky right before the moon softened the darkness. Now lust glimmered there along with the anger.


She swallowed, trapped. Her lungs completely gave up the fight and stopped working. She couldn’t breathe. God, she couldn’t breathe. “Okay.” Tears filled her eyes.


“Noni.” His voice gentled to the tone she remembered. “I promise. You’ll be safe.”


Her mouth had gone dry, so she just nodded. Didn’t the devil have an angel’s face? Confusion numbed her.


“We have to go. Now. Tell me you get me.” His hoarse growl rumbled between them, his breath brushing her lips.


Go. That was good. He wanted to go, so at least he wasn’t going to hurt her and leave her. But what then?


A shiver took her, head to toe, while all the areas in between heated. “Where?” she breathed, not nearly as forcefully as she would’ve liked. He brought out a vulnerability in her that she had explored while in the safety of his touch, and then he’d left. The vulnerability had remained, and she tried to hide it. Had he just become the thing to fear? What did he mean that it was too late for him to leave? Her chin lifted. There was strength in survival, and, oh, she knew how to survive.


He jerked his head to the side, his attention focused on the door. His body stiffened, and he released her suddenly, moving back toward the window. “Get your bag.”


What had he heard?


The urgency in his voice propelled her toward the laptop and bag. Getting out of that room and finding some space was crucial. Her stomach cramping and her breath quickening, she grabbed her possessions and moved toward him. If she got outside, could she get away from him?


The window blasted apart with a loud shatter, spraying glass.


Denver turned and leaped for her, tackling her to the floor. She hit with a hard thump, struggling against him. Pain flashed from her hip.


He covered her, and the entire room exploded.




CHAPTER
2


Denver covered Noni’s head while levering up onto his knees, preparing to strike. A second projectile smashed through the broken window, and it took him nearly a second to realize it wasn’t a flash grenade. Two more bottles flew into the room, shattering on impact. Fire flicked up and engulfed the bedspread. “What the hell?” He jumped to his feet and pulled Noni along. “You okay?”


She blinked, her black hair falling in a wild mass down her back. Shock filled her dark eyes, and she retreated from the burning bedspread. “Yes.”


He lifted her chin to make sure he had her attention. She’d never know the importance she held in his life, in his heart, but he did. And he’d never let anybody hurt her. No matter what he had to do. “Trust me.”


She nodded quickly.


A simple act but one that dug right in and took hold inside him. Her trust meant everything. She was in his hands again, and there was so much he needed to say. But he had to take care of the threat and focus. Now. “It’ll be okay,” he said, releasing her. Pivoting, he stomped out the fire from the third bottle.


The second slowly spread fire near the bathroom.


Who would send in three Molotov cocktails? Smoke started to cloud the room. “Stay behind me.” Turning, he moved toward the window and yanked down the drape before it could catch fire. He reached for Noni’s arm and made sure she was hidden behind him before angling himself to look outside.


Three men stood in the snow, legs braced, automatic weapons in their hands. They wore dark hoodies, but he could make out tattoos along two of the guys’ necks and on their hands. A huge, lifted black truck was parked sideways behind them. Members of a street gang?


Denver shook his head. This made no sense.


Noni peeked around him. “Damn it. They found me.”


The words took a moment to sink in. Gang members were looking for her? At the thought, his body settled into battle mode and his focus narrowed. “You can explain later.” And she would. Hell yeah, she would. For now, he had to get them out of there.


She swallowed audibly. “My gun is in my pack.”


He grabbed her hand before she could open the bag. The woman had brought a fucking gun? “I’ve got this one.” Three gang members wouldn’t take much of his time. The fire alarm started to blare throughout the motel. “Shit. Let’s go. Now.” He slid his gun from beneath his jacket. “We have to get out of here before they start shooting or backup arrives.” God knew how many people would start running from the motel.


Noni clutched the back of his jacket. “Okay. Go.”


“Stay behind me and keep your head down. My truck is black and to the right.” He slowly slid open the door. Bullets instantly hit the top of the door.


A woman screamed from down the way, and people scrambled into the snowy night before running for cover.


Denver bit back a snarl. “New plan.” He shoved Noni farther back, dropped, and leaned out to fire, aiming for their legs. Killing them would just cause more problems. One. Two. Three. As if choreographed, the three men dropped one by one. What kind of idiots just stood in front of their truck? There was no way they had been hired by his enemies. He reached back and grabbed Noni’s hand, pulling her out into the cold. “Run, honey.”


Down the front of the motel, a man wearing only his underwear ran out of a room, saw the fallen gang members, and started yelling as he ran back inside and slammed his door.


Damn it. He’d definitely call 911.


Noni fought Denver, pulling back. “My car.”


He glanced toward a nondescript compact. “Rental?”


“Yes.” Good. Without pausing, he dragged her through the snow and hefted her into his truck. “Seat belt.” Slamming the door, he ran around the front and jumped in, then quickly tore out of the lot. Gunfire echoed behind them, at least one bullet hitting the tailgate. The truck fishtailed on the ice, and he corrected, heading for I-90.


She clutched the dash, her bag dropping to the floor. “Where are we going?” she gasped.


“Seat. Belt.” He didn’t like repeating himself—especially with people shooting at them. “Now.”


She turned to stare at him, her mouth slack. “What the heck, Denver?”


His very deep well of patience went dry as he drove onto I-90. “Put on your fuckin’ belt,” he snarled, punching the gas even though black ice covered the road. Anger filled him. At the men shooting at them, at the circumstances, maybe even at Noni. He’d fought hard to get over her and hadn’t even come close. He’d never be free of her.


She jerked back, her dark eyes widening. Finally showing some sense, she quickly fastened the seat belt around herself almost clumsily. “You’ve never sworn at me before.”


His anger deepened. “You’ve never put yourself in the crosshairs and used me to do it before.” Oh, he’d been the gentlest part of himself with her, and look what had happened. “Where did you hide the picture of us you put all over the Internet?” He thought he’d destroyed them all when he’d left her.


She clutched the dash. “My aunt had it.”


The picture was of the two of them at Portage Glacier, and the blue of the ice had reflected the sun, making the entire day look almost magical. In it, he had his arm over her shoulder and they looked happy. How had he forgotten that picture? Was there a part of him that had wanted to leave her something to remember him by? Even so, he never would’ve thought she’d post it all over the Internet and put them both in danger.


He’d left to keep her safe, damn it. Yet here she was, being shot at by gang members. Anger pricked up his back like hot needles, and he pushed it away, searching for the cold.


He focused on the road and took the next exit. “We’ll have to take back roads toward Snowville.” His plates were covered, so nobody could’ve gotten the numbers, but the truck was easy to spot since it was fairly new and lifted. He’d have to secure it somewhere for a while and drive something else. For now, he had to concentrate. “Are you all right?” He’d tackled her pretty hard in the motel.


“I’m fine.” She hunched her shoulders.


Oh, hell no. “Noni.” He let his voice harden. There was no time to coddle her. “Are you hurt?”


“No.” She kept her gaze out the front window and drew her legs up. Her slim arms wrapped around her knees.


His chest heated, and he wanted nothing more than to pull over and offer comfort. But keeping her alive was more important. He turned onto a road that passed through a residential area, and the cheerful Christmas lights strung on every house seemed foreign. As if they twinkled with lives he couldn’t even imagine . . . which was probably true. “I left you safe,” he muttered.


Her head swung toward him, and that glorious hair flew. “I can keep myself safe, you dick.”


He barked out a laugh, unable to help himself. God, she had absolutely no clue what was out there. Who was out there. What form evil could take. But he had to explain it to her, even if he scared her. “Noni.”


“What?” she snapped.


“Why did you put our picture on dating sites, missing persons sites, and some blog called Find My Man, and why are there gang members trying to shoot you?” He’d kept his voice as calm as possible while he wanted to snap. He couldn’t help her unless he knew all the facts, so he’d stay factual and clear. This was just another case, and he could treat her like another client.


Yeah, right. Her scent of wild orchids, amplified in the cozy truck cab, was sending his system into overdrive. In a million years, he’d never forget the spicy way she smelled.


“I’ve changed my mind,” she said softly, sadly. “Just let me off at the nearest motel, and you can go. I’ll take the picture and posts down.”


He glanced her way, his fingers itching to run through her thick hair again. “They’re down already.” He’d set his brother to it the second he’d rushed out to catch Noni at the motel where she’d all but advertised she’d be staying.


She straightened. “How? I put the posts up. Only I can take them down.”


Jesus. “You want to tangle with gang members, you’re gonna need to lose the naïveté.” Sad but true. “The pictures and any trace of us together on the Internet, on both the light and the dark web, have been scrubbed.”


Her mouth softened into a little O. “Who are you?”


If he knew, he’d probably tell her. “Doesn’t matter. Time to fess up, Noni. I want all of it.” So he could plan. That’s what he did. He planned every op and then executed it. So he’d treat this the same way. “Why did you want my help?” After the way he’d left her, she had to have been desperate to reach out. The idea of her in danger flashed fury down him, through him, and he quashed it. For this, he needed to banish the emotions attacking him and just think. Clearly. “Well?”


She shook her head, turning back to the snowy world outside. “Doesn’t matter. Drop me off, Denver. If that’s your real name,” she muttered, bitterness in the tone.


He barely kept from wincing. He’d hurt her, and that was a punch to the gut. “It is.”


“But your last name isn’t Peterson,” she said.


“No. Jones is the closest thing I have to a real last name.” Peterson was an alias he used on cases. One of many. His mouth still burned from the kiss in the motel room. For months he’d dreamed of her mouth. Of kissing her. Of losing himself in her softness. Yet the reality blew every dream away. He had to concentrate when all he wanted to do was kiss her again and make promises he could never keep. So he kept his words clipped. “Story. Now.”


“No,” she replied just as shortly.


He sighed. “Listen, Noni.”


“Why? You actually going to talk?” she snapped. The hair on the back of his neck rose. His chest heated. In his entire life she’d been the only woman who could shake his self-control. Slowly he swallowed down his temper until his anger banked low and hard in his gut. Where it belonged. “Yes,” he said calmly.


She snorted.


Oh man, he wasn’t going to be able to hold on to his temper. “You don’t know me,” he warned.


“I’m fully aware of that fact,” she said evenly.


“If you did, you’d stop pushing. Right now.” He drove down another road, heading west.


She turned again, facing him. “Is that a threat?”


“Yes,” he said easily. There. They were on the same page. Good.


“Screw you, Denver.”


His head snapped back. So not on the same page. “Noni.”


“What are you going to do? Pull this truck right on over?” she taunted, a smugness in her voice.


He reacted instantly, slamming the brakes and spinning the truck around and into the edge of a deserted auto parts parking lot. They came to a lurching stop, and he shoved the gearshift into park. Silence and snow descended instantly upon them. If he was going to keep her safe, she had to understand he’d destroy any challenge, even if it came from her.


Her mouth was wide open this time, and she watched him warily, turning her back to her door as much as the seat belt would allow.


He scouted the silent area outside before turning his focus back on her. “You done challenging me?”


She swallowed. “Probably not.”


His lips twitched. Her sense of humor, the honesty in it, had intrigued him from the very beginning. “I assume you called for my help because I get things done.” It made his heart speed up to just sit in danger and talk, but he could take a moment if necessary. “Right?”


She nodded.


“Do you know how I do that?” he asked softly.


Her eyes widened very slightly. “How?”


“By any means necessary.” He hadn’t allowed her to know him fully when they were together because he had wanted her to like him. She was good and strong and sweet and somebody he shouldn’t touch. But he’d wanted so badly to touch her, so he’d played a part he thought she’d like. For the briefest of time, he’d pretended he was a normal guy courting an amazing woman. But he wasn’t normal, and he’d get her killed if she stayed in his life. “Do you understand that I’ll stop at nothing to reach an objective?”


She studied him for several seconds. “I don’t think so.”


Fair enough. He’d have to show her with how he handled the current problem. First, he needed information. A lot of it. “Why did you track me down? Why is there a gang after you?”


A myriad of expressions crossed her face, including anger and regret. “It was a mistake to track you down. I realize that now, and I apologize.” Her polite voice, the one she used when truly irritated, filled the cab. “It won’t happen again.”


“It’s too late.” That tone made him want to muss her up—kiss her until she was breathless and needy. “I’m in this now. Tell me what it is.” He could see the struggle inside her. The one full of pride and self-preservation that told her to run from him. The other full of need and desperation, who knew she needed his help. He let her work it out without his interference.


Her stunning dark eyes were full of concern, and her paleness alarmed him. Finally, her shoulders slumped. “My foster sister, Sharon, gave birth to a baby three months ago and then died from what the authorities thought was an accidental overdose.”


Denver’s focus narrowed. There was a huge drug pipeline into Alaska through the gangs. He started to put pieces together. “All right.”


Tears glimmered in Noni’s eyes. “Sharon was one of the foster kids who’d passed through our home more than once, and we told everybody we were sisters. We have been good friends for ten years. We felt like family, you know? I liked her, but she fought a drug habit.” Noni wiped the moisture off her face. “She had just graduated college, and she got pregnant by a real loser named Richie, who belongs to a local gang. A really bad guy.”


Denver put his hands on the steering wheel to keep from reaching for her. “You don’t think it was an accidental overdose?”


“No,” she whispered, her voice tortured. “Sharon had kicked the drugs during the pregnancy, and she loved that baby so much. My aunt and I helped her to get an apartment, and she was going to make it. She wouldn’t have risked her baby.” Noni cleared her throat. “She had cut off all ties with Richie, and he was threatening her. I think he killed her.”


Denver breathed out. If the guy was evil enough to kill the mother of his child, he needed to be put down. Now. “The baby?”


“Richie is a Kingdom Boys member, and he took her and left town. Since he’s listed on the birth certificate, I guess he has the right to do that. Even if not, I’m afraid to call the police. If they come after him, he’ll hurt the baby. He threatened to do just that if I didn’t leave him alone. I’ve been chasing him ever since.”


Denver leaned back. The woman was chasing a fucking gang member? Was she crazy? “So you have no legal claim to that baby?” Denver had connections who could create necessary papers if needed. He’d fix this. “Noni?”


“Sharon named me Talia’s legal guardian in her will. If Richie is found to be a danger, then the will trumps a father’s rights. But we have to go through the court system, and I don’t think there’s time.” Noni handed over a picture of a new baby with tons of dark hair held back in a little pink clip.


The image kicked Denver square in the gut. So innocent and vulnerable. He knew firsthand what monsters could do to a helpless child. Even if Noni hadn’t been involved, Denver would’ve stepped in. “What if Richie is found by the authorities to not be a danger to the baby?” he asked quietly, curious. Oh, he had no problem killing Richie to protect a baby. But what about Noni? Did she really understand what might have to happen here?


Noni met his gaze directly, her eyes harder than he’d ever seen them. “Then I’m taking the baby anyway. No matter what I have to do.”




CHAPTER
3


Noni stretched her aching back while walking into Denver’s safe house in Snowville. They moved through an antiquated kitchen, complete with an avocado green stove, into a small living area with an empty fireplace in one corner. “It’s weird you have a safe house,” she murmured, taking in the scarred wooden tables and computer equipment set throughout the room. No couch, pictures, decorations. Just a working room with equipment. Drapes covered the windows and kept the storm hidden.


Denver set her bag on a ripped orange office chair. “This is just a temporary safe house we rented, but we have it for the rest of the month, so I figured it’d be a good place to form a plan and hide the truck.” He looked around. “I haven’t gotten a chance to transfer all the equipment to a new place, so this will work for now.”


“Transfer? Meaning you’ve been living here?” How many nights had she wondered where he was and what he was doing? If he’d found somebody else?


“No. We had an op here.” He looked around. “The other places we used are blown, but this one is safe for the moment.”


Blown? Must’ve been some op. Man, when he started talking, he really kept the words rolling. “You’ve been working on your communication skills,” she said, stretching her aching shoulders and trying to grab on to reality.


He gave a short nod. “I have. I’ve found people do what I say if I actually say something.”


“I figured you were just the strong and silent type,” she said, taking a couple of steps away from him. This near, he was just too much. His size, his intensity, his strength. She needed space.


“I am. Watching is more beneficial than talking.” He ruffled his dark hair as he made his way to one of the computers and pushed a button on its keyboard, still facing her. “I need some information. Richie’s last name, his gang affiliations, and any friends of his you can identify.”


“Wait a minute.” She hovered, eyeing the front door as well as the entry to the kitchen. “I need to know.”


“What?” He paused in typing and looked at her, his focus digging right into her head.


She swallowed. “How—I mean, how dangerous are you?” It was probably stupid to ask him that question, considering she truly didn’t know the answer.


He cocked his head to the side. “I’m a killer, Noni. Have been for most of my life. I’ll take care of Richie if I have to.”


Her stomach dropped. All the way. Her lungs seized, but she couldn’t move. She couldn’t run.


His gaze narrowed. “Isn’t that why you tracked me down?”


Slowly, numbly, she shrugged. “I knew you were dangerous and relentless in pursuing somebody.” But a killer? Her search for him had held a romantic element, and she knew it. This guy was all edge—no romance. “Am I in danger?” Her voice quivered, but she had to know.


“Yes.” He didn’t move. Didn’t even seem to breathe.


She blinked. Rapidly. “From you?”


His eyes darkened. “No. With you, the only thing I’m capable of breaking is your heart.”


Cold swam through her. The arrogance. “You think you broke my heart?”


His lip twisted. “I know I did.” His tone was low with what seemed like self-hatred. Dark and raw. “I’m sorry.”


Those words. She’d needed those words and hadn’t realized how badly. “Thank you,” she said, going on instinct. “Then how am I in danger?”


“I’m in danger, and anybody close to me is fair game for an enemy who will keep coming until I’m dead. Until everything I care about, everything I dream about, is taken away and I want death.” He looked back down at the computer, intensity pouring from him.


Whoa. Okay. Denver didn’t have one bit of hysteria in him. His words scared her, but curiosity still rose up. “Who’s after you?”


“Irrelevant. As soon as we get Talia back, you have to forget me. Now. Back to Richie.”


She could live forever, and she’d never forget him. Not for one second had she been able to pretend he didn’t exist. He still needed to explain more. She had a right to know everything. But he was correct. They had to find Talia. “I have files on everything.” She threw her pack at Denver, and he easily caught it before it smashed him in the face.


He didn’t so much as frown. “Thank you.”


She swallowed. They were in the same room. After a year of hurting for him, he was right here in solid form. More than solid. She hadn’t imagined his hard body or intense charisma. He owned every room he walked into with no effort. She’d never met anybody like him, and here he was. Her body tingled, her heart ached, and her mind spun. Yeah. Denver was definitely here. “What now?” she asked, her eyes gritty and her throat scratchy.


“I’ll do some research.” He pulled out a chair and sat down to start typing almost absently. “There’s one bedroom, and you can have it. The sheets are clean. None of my, ah, team slept here.”


Everything inside her stilled. “Are you kidding me?” How surprising that her voice stayed soft when every nerve in her body had just flared into full anger.


He paused and looked up from the screen, his brows drawing down. “No. It’s past midnight, and you should try to sleep. We might have to get on the road early.”


She blinked. Once and then twice. Heat flared down her throat to explode in her lungs. How could he be so calm? So clueless? “You’re not done explaining.” Her voice shook, but she’d forced the words out.


He lifted his head, and awareness smoothed out his expression. “I’m done. Period.”


Pain. Yep. Definite sharp knives ripped right on through her chest, and she had to fight to keep from blanching. “You said you cared about me.” Pride could screw itself. She wanted answers.


He rose to his feet, his gaze alert on her. “I did. I do.”


“Bullshit,” she snapped, having felt much tougher when he’d been sitting. “Why are you lying about that? Even if you have some dangerous enemy, you used me.” She wasn’t completely buying the left-for-your-own-safety crap.


“I did not use you.” He kept her gaze but leaned over and resumed typing.


Impressive. Now, wasn’t he talented. “Why did you scurry away under the darkness of night like a rat with its tail tucked between its legs?” He could’ve at least said good-bye.


His upper lip twitched, but he wasn’t stupid enough to grin. He abandoned the keyboard and straightened again to his full and rather impressive height. “That’s quite an image. Been working on that long?”


Yeah, and sometimes it had involved her sobbing into tissues. Okay. She’d keep that to herself. Maybe pride did matter after all. “Explain, Denver. You left without a word. Not even a note.”


“I left because it was over, Noni,” he said evenly.


Ouch. Fucking ouch and double ouch. Well. She’d asked. “Why did you just leave without a word?” Her mind never stopped. She had to solve every puzzle. It was why she worked with ingredients and lotions. Carefully set out recipes. There was always an answer. “If you cared for me, why was it over? The sex was good, and your big enemy, if that’s the truth, had no clue where you were.”


“The sex was fuckin’ amazing.” His eyes darkened to a midnight blue. “We don’t have to do this now.”


“Chicken,” she snapped.


He nodded. “Definitely.”


Oh, he wasn’t going to be cute. Nothing he could say or do would make her see him as cute tonight. No way. “Explain.” She put her hands on her hips.


He sighed. “The why of it really doesn’t matter. The end result does.”


“You’re wrong. The why matters a whole lot, Denver.” Nothing in her would give him an inch on this. “I deserve the truth. One night you’re there, with me, and then you’re just gone, with no warning.”


“Not true,” he said gently. “I told you the job was temporary and then I’d have to leave.”


Yeah, but she’d thought things had changed after they’d made love. And that’s what it had been. The real kind. At the very least, she’d expected a good-bye, although a small part of her had thought they’d started something that would last. That they would figure it out together. “Then why not say good-bye?”


“I thought it’d be easier if you hated me.” His deep blue eyes held nothing but earnest light. “And I couldn’t say good-bye.”


“You’re a coward,” she whispered. She’d suspected that was the truth. Was there more?


“Sure. If that helps you, believe it. But if I had tried to say goodbye, I wouldn’t have been able to leave. Or I would’ve done something really stupid and tried to take you with me, and then you’d be in danger.” He glanced around the dismal room. “Though you clearly ended up in danger anyway.” He drew out the chair to sit again. “Done talking.” Sweat dotted his brow, and a vein bulged in his neck.


Just a few words from him wasn’t enough. She didn’t care that he was done. “Too bad. I am not finished talking.” Maybe if she had forced him to talk to her before, he wouldn’t have just left her alone and with so many questions.


His head jerked back, and he focused again on her, his eyebrows drawing up.


Yeah. She’d never challenged him, had she? No, she’d been so perfectly understanding and accepting of his unwillingness to talk much because it just wasn’t him. Or rather, he wasn’t comfortable talking a lot. Instead, she’d acted like a housewife from the fifties and let him have his way. She’d wanted him to feel accepted and comfortable around her, and she’d tamped down her inclination to get to the bottom of things. Mistake. Definitely a mistake. “I see I have your attention.”


“You do.” There was a low warning in his tone. A dangerous glint in his eye.


Man, she’d missed out on this. Just how much of Denver did she not know? Oh, she’d thought she knew him physically. Even emotionally. But maybe not. Maybe in her unwillingness to push him, she’d missed out of the real man beneath the surface. Was that how he’d been able to leave so easily? “We both seem to have put our best foot forward when we dated.”


“Meaning?” he asked silkily.


A shiver ticked down her back, and she ignored it. “You were sweet, I was patient, and we both wanted to make a good impression.”


He slowly nodded. “Makes sense. We were just starting to date.”


“Right.” Her chin lowered, as did the intensity of her tone. “Now we’re not dating. We’re not in love, we’re not sleeping together, and I don’t give two fucks if you don’t like to talk.”


He didn’t blink, but his gaze changed. Had his pupils narrowed? “Watch it.”


“No.” Her chest filled, and she faced him squarely. “I don’t care if you like me. I certainly don’t like you. But you’re a private dick, a good one, and I’m hiring you.” The flare in his eyes at her emphasis on dick sped up her heartbeat, but she didn’t back down. She had to regain some control here and stay in a position of strength. “If I ask questions, then you answer them. Think of yourself as a really smart trained dolphin. Bark on command, buddy.” Her mouth just wouldn’t stop.
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