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The old cargo van caught Sophie’s attention the moment she stepped outside the Baylor Middle School’s double front doors. Instantly wary, she stopped on the top step and squinted into the blinding El Salvador sun. The vehicle was black and beat-up, the windows tinted dark. It was also as out of place as a tank on this street lined with school buses and high-dollar limos parked right alongside used compact cars driven by parents or nannies or maids waiting to pick up their kids on the last day before the school’s summer break.

The van crawled like a heavy-bellied lizard stalking prey through street traffic that was thick and harried, stop-and-go. Students laughing and happily leaving the campus jammed the cracked sidewalks, the dirt-packed schoolyard, and the littered curb. All of the kids were anxious for summer to start. All of them were looking for their rides. All of them knew to beware of strange vehicles. Yet in their excitement to start their break, they all seemed oblivious to the possibility of a predator among them.

Sophie had made the difficult decision to dismiss classes three days earlier than planned. It was a precautionary measure after a rash of kidnappings for ransom had paralyzed the community. Her heart ached for the two children who had not yet been returned. Her anger boiled at the thought of the ruthless monsters who preyed on a parent’s terror and for the corruption and ineptitude of the San Salvador policía who had been criminally incompetent in their efforts at recovery.

Not again, Sophie thought, never taking her eyes off the van as she dug into her pocket for her whistle. Another child was not going to be abducted. Not from her school and not on her watch. Her students were well versed in what to do if she or any of her teachers sounded three sharp, shrill blasts. She was just about to sound the alarm when the van moved on down the street and disappeared.

She drew a deep breath, let it out with a mixture of relief and embarrassment. Vigilance was one thing. Panic and paranoia, however, did not look good on a school administrator. It wasn’t very reassuring to the children, either.

“Whoa.” Sophie laughed and caught her balance when little Juan Gomez ran up to her and wrapped his arms around her hips.

“Le echaré de menos, Señora Weber.”

Sophie bent down to return Juan’s hug. He smelled like youth and summer. The ten-year-old was a darling little boy. He’d come a long way from the shy, illiterate waif who’d arrived two years ago, wide-eyed and frightened and on a track to follow his older brother’s footsteps straight into the violent Mara Salvatrucha gang.

“I’ll miss you, too, sweetie, but I’ll see you in the fall, okay? In the meantime, don’t forget your summer reading.”

“I won’t.”

No, he wouldn’t, Sophie thought as the child waved good-bye and skipped down the steps. The Baylor School had opened up a new world to Juan. A future that promised something more than poverty and despair. She grinned as he disappeared into the milling crowd of students, some of whom were privileged and some of whom were poor. To ensure minimal class distinction, they all wore the standard school uniform of white short-sleeve shirts and khaki shorts or skirts. To ensure equality, many of them had been awarded scholarships that came with the promise of a future they would never have had without her school. Juan was one of those children.

She breathed deeply of the fragrant blossoms of a row of mature white coffee-bean trees lining the schoolyard. She would miss that scent and her kids during summer break. She worried about them, encouraged them, stood up for them. Granted, only one of the two hundred and fifteen middle-school students was actually her child, but she considered all of them her kids. Because this was her school. The school she’d made happen five years ago in a part of the city where those most in need usually did without.

Her sense of satisfaction was tempered with the wish that she could do even more. With Diego Montoya’s help, perhaps she could.

She thought about the handsome coffee baron, knew he was still waiting for a response regarding his invitation to take her and Hope to Honolulu, where he wanted to show them Punahou School, a progressive college-prep school that could serve as a model for further development of Baylor or one of the schools she hoped to open in the future.

She sighed deeply and wondered what she should do about Diego. He was persistent, she’d give him that. Had been ever since her divorce. Since he was also a major benefactor not only to Baylor’s scholarship fund but also to the general operation budget, she couldn’t afford simply to brush him off. Frankly, she wasn’t sure if she wanted to. Diego was … well, he was a very attractive man. A very powerful man. At times, he could also be an intimidating man, and he’d made it very clear that his interest in her went beyond professional. She supposed she should feel flattered, but in actuality, she wasn’t sure what she felt.

It wasn’t that she didn’t trust him. He’d never given her reason not to. But something—she didn’t know what. Couldn’t pinpoint it, but for all of his polished manners, good looks, and generosity, he made her a little bit uncomfortable. Maybe it was simply all that overstated Latin charm. She wasn’t accustomed to such blatant and unabashed attention.

Tomorrow, she thought, would be soon enough to tackle that problem. Today, she still had paperwork to finish up before she could call it a day.

“You can smell the freedom in the air, can’t you?”

Sophie grinned at Maris Hoffman when her vice principal joined her on the front steps, her pretty brown eyes sparkling, her native German tongue barely discernible anymore when she spoke English.

“Do you remember that feeling?” Sophie asked her, congratulating herself again for having had the foresight and good fortune to hire Maris two years ago. Maris had proven to be an exemplary educator and administrator and also a trusted and cherished friend. “Being young and free with nothing ahead of you to worry about but summer sun and fun?”

“Oh. You thought I meant the kids?” Maris laughed and brushed a straight fall of auburn hair out of her eyes. “I was talking about me. Two months without calls from parents, schoolboard meetings, and doling out detention. Ah, yes, the sweet scent of freedom.”

“If I didn’t already know that the next couple of months, you’ll be pouring your heart and soul into curriculum content and ways to increase the quota on scholarship students, I’d buy that line.”

Maris lifted a shoulder. “Oh, well. A girl can dream. So what’s on your agenda for the summer?”

“Haven’t thought that far ahead.” Well, if she didn’t count Diego’s tantalizing yet somehow manipulative offer of that trip to Hawaii.

Maris pushed out a huff. “And you accuse me of being dedicated.”

Yes, Sophie thought again, all the stars had aligned when Maris interviewed two years ago. “Lunch next week?” she suggested as Maris turned to go back inside.

“Sure. Give me a call in a couple of days. I’ve been dying to try that new place that was written up in the paper last week.”

Sophie turned to follow Maris back inside and hit that paperwork but paused and smiled when she spotted Hope. Her lovely yet currently gangly daughter stood by the curb, chatting with her “BFF” Lola Ramirez, while waiting for Lola’s mother to pick them both up. Peas in a pod, those two. Both wore their dark hair straight to the middle of their backs, with thick bangs falling over their foreheads. And both so wanted to be older than twelve.

Too soon, she thought, watching them. Too soon, Hope would get her wish. Her daughter was growing up, a truth that both saddened and thrilled her.

Hope caught her eye just then and waved. When Lola also spotted her, she waved to Sophie, too. Smiling widely, Sophie lifted her hand to return their greeting—then froze on a sudden clutch of alarm when the black van reappeared out of nowhere, careening down the street, motor racing.

The van wove recklessly among the waiting cars, then screeched to a stop by the curb where her daughter stood.

Sophie’s heart slammed into her ribs like a fist. She grabbed her whistle, gave it three short, sharp blasts, and sprinted down the steps, her heart racing as fear shot adrenaline through her blood like jet fuel.

“Run! Hope, run!” she cried as the side door of the van flew open.

A man jumped out; he headed straight for Hope.

“No!” Sophie yelled, her breath catching as knots of frightened children cried and screamed and ran for safety.

She raced toward her daughter, but by the time she reached the street, it was too late. The driver gunned the motor, took the corner on two wheels, and sped off—stealing a piece of Sophie’s heart as the van disappeared.
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Wyatt Savage was a true child of the South. Besides growing up hunting and fishing and playing war with his buddies in the woods behind his daddy’s south forty acres, he’d been raised on fried chicken, peach pie, and meddling for as long as he had memories. He was up for everything but the meddling—no matter how well intended. That was one of the reasons he hadn’t been home for a while.

“Two years is not a while,” his momma pointed out.

Wyatt sat beside her on the wide swing on the front porch of the only true home he’d ever known, sipping sweet tea before supper. The mouthwatering aroma of frying chicken drifted out of the house through the screen door.

Beside them, his daddy sat in the green metal spring chair that had been a staple on the porch for as long as the swing; the look on his face said that Momma was right. It had been too long since Wyatt had been back to Adel, Georgia. The new lines on Margaret Savage’s face told him how long. The stiffness in Ben Savage’s arthritic fingers and the hitch in his shuffling gait were yet more proof of the march of time. And the loss of Wyatt’s railroad-engineer grandfather last year emphasized the inevitability of death. Wyatt had been deep undercover in Guatemala at the time. Hadn’t known about his passing until six months after they’d buried him. A fact he would always regret.

“No, ma’am,” Wyatt admitted with no small measure of guilt, as a slow-moving ceiling fan and a muggy summer breeze labored to cut the steam out of the July heat. “Two years is a lot more than a while. I’m sorry for that.”

“Well, you’re here now.” His momma’s face looked younger when she smiled, the gray hair at her temples not as pronounced. Her Southern drawl grew thicker. “That’s what’s important.”

Yeah. It was important. He’d sat up straight in his rack one morning a week ago and thought, I need to see them. They’d both retired within the last three years—his Mom from teaching at the elementary school and his dad from farming. And while he called regularly, it wasn’t the same as seeing them face-to-face.

So he’d flown into Atlanta from Buenos Aires and surprised them yesterday afternoon. Just shown up. He wasn’t sure why. Guilt? Fatigue? The need to refuel on something as constant, simple, and pure as home?

Whatever the reason, his momma was dead right. Two years was an eternity—at least, it was in his world, where a single night could last forever, because his world was too often about death and destruction. Anyway, it was if he did his job right.

His Black Ops, Inc. team members were back in Buenos Aires. He couldn’t help but wonder how deeply they were entrenched in scuttling an arms shipment en route to Mexico via Argentina that had originated in Tehran. Never a lack of bad asses to burn, particularly bad asses with a vendetta against Uncle Sam or democracy in general or some private citizen who might be the current target of their wrath. Yeah, his world was full of scum who profited from human trafficking or the illegal drug trade or who sold out their country and preyed on the weak in the name of jihad.

A part of him wanted to be back there, fighting in the trenches with the BOIs. Another part was damn glad he wasn’t.

That was the part that was weary. Battle-weary. Bone-weary. Soul-weary.

“There they are!” The old porch boards creaked under his momma’s slight weight when she rose from the swing. Smiling with excitement, she walked to the railing and focused on the road that led to the old white farmhouse.

Shielding his eyes against the glare of a low-hanging sun, Wyatt followed her gaze to see a snazzy late-model tan Ford pickup speed toward the house, a billowing trail of sand-colored gravel dust riding in its wake.

“I see she still drives like a bat outta hell.” He couldn’t stop a grin as the pickup flew into the driveway and skidded to a stop. His kid sister, Annie, shouldered open the driver’s-side door, slammed it shut behind her, and sprinted to the house.

She loped up the porch steps, her smile wide and white. “I’ll be damned. He does know the way home.”

God, he’d missed that grin. “Hey, Spanky.”

Wyatt rose and braced himself as she launched herself at him. He caught her in his arms with a laugh. She still smelled like the perfume she used to splash all over herself when she was a teenager. The scent was as sweet as it was innocent, and it brought back a ton of memories of the vital and vibrant girl who was now an amazing and beautiful woman.

“Whoa, there. You’re breakin’ my back,” he teased. “You put on a pound or two, by the feel of it.”

“Yeah, well, it doesn’t feel like you’ve missed any meals, either,” she shot back, laughing as he set her on her feet. She stood back so she could really look at him. “Damn. Look at you!”

Wyatt knew what she saw. He was rock-hard, his skin leather-tan, his brown hair buzzed short, his jeans stiff and new—his concession to conformity—and not nearly as comfortable as the cargo pants he was used to wearing. Because she was looking too close, searching for something to be concerned about, she also saw only what he wanted her to see.

I’m fine, his smile said. Because she wanted to believe it, she let it be.

“Motherhood agrees with you, Spanky. Where is the little tricycle motor, anyway?”

Another truck door slammed just then, and his brother-in-law, Jed Cooper, walked toward the gathering on the porch, a tow-headed toddler in his arms. “Did I hear someone ask for trouble?”

Wyatt exchanged a quick hello and a smile with Jed, noticed that the former high school all-conference quarterback still kept himself in good shape, then focused all of his attention on the boy.

“Holy God.” He glanced at Annie. “He could be your clone.”

The little guy was close to two—Wyatt knew that because his mother had told him about Will Cooper. Will had Annie’s silky blond hair, sky-blue eyes, and devil grin and his daddy’s athletic frame.

“Down,” Will demanded of his father, who set him on the grass beside a brick walking path that led to the house.

“Not so fast, little man. Someone wants to meet you.” Annie ran after her son, who had made a beeline for the tire swing Grampa Savage had hung from a bough of the ancient live oak that shaded the west side of the house.

Annie scooped him up, nuzzled his neck until they were both giggling, then carried him back to the porch. “Meet Kid Chaos.” She delivered approximately thirty pounds of wriggling boy into Wyatt’s arms.

“Hey, big guy.” Wyatt smiled into Will’s bright blue eyes and, out of nowhere, felt a tug of longing so deep and so unexpected and so painfully out of reach that it stole his breath. This child was vital and beautiful and a living extension of his sister, and damn, it hit him that maybe the absence of this kind of innocence, this kind of hope and promise of tomorrow in his life, might have been what had brought him home.

He looked into those trusting blue eyes and thought of Sam and Abbie’s little guy, Bryan, and finally understood why Sam had left BOI and come alive as Wyatt had never seen Sam before.

Talk about awakenings. And talk about pain, when the little guy’s grin changed to pure ornery, and he hauled back and smacked Wyatt in the nose with a tiny fist.

Both Annie and Margaret gasped in horror.

Despite the pain, Wyatt let go with a whoop of laughter. “Yep. Just like your momma.”

“Sorry. Shoulda warned ya,” Jed said with a smile that held as much amusement as apology.

“He’s probably just hungry.” Wyatt reluctantly handed off the toddler to his sister. “Speaking of which, since everyone’s here, maybe we’d better eat that supper you fixed, Momma.” He gingerly touched his fingers to his nose. “Feed the boy before he draws blood.”

Wyatt caught the look his momma and Annie exchanged and felt his gut clench. He knew that look. “What? What did you do?”

Annie hitched Will higher on her hip and stared at their mother with narrowed eyes. “You didn’t tell him?”

“What’s to tell?” Margaret said with a dismissive shrug. “It’s not like Carrie’s company or anything.”

Carrie? “Carrie Granger?” Wyatt glared from his mother to his sister, already knowing what came next.

“Momma invited her to supper.”

Margaret blinked rapidly and hurried for the door. “I’d better check on the chicken.”

Wyatt turned to his daddy.

“Don’t be lookin’ at me, son.” Ben Savage rose slowly from the chair. “I learned to stay out of that woman’s path a whole lotta years ago.”

“Welcome home,” Jed said with a man-to-man and very sympathetic grin as he walked past Wyatt into the house.

Fried chicken. Peach pie. Meddling.

Yep, Wyatt thought, as he spotted the dust trail of another vehicle bearing down on the Savage place. He’d hit the Margaret Savage trifecta.

•   •   •

Night had fallen by the time supper was over. Outside on the porch, a miller fluttered against the window screen; crickets chirped in the dew-damp grass. Summer smells filled the night air, but the scent Wyatt remembered best was the subtle fragrance of the white Cherokee roses his momma had planted all around the porch years ago. He breathed deep as he lifted a hand, indicating that Carrie should sit down on the swing, and worked on forgiving his mother for putting them both in this position.

“So,” Carrie said, breaking an uncomfortable silence as she took a seat, “should we just talk about the pink elephant and get it out in the open?”

It was hard to believe that Wyatt had forgotten how pretty Carrie Granger was. And how smart. “Sorry about—” He lifted a hand, debated what to call it, and finally settled on “the blindside. I shoulda seen it comin’.”

“For what it’s worth, I missed it, too. Your momma told me this was a welcome-home party.”

The chains holding the swing from the ceiling of the porch creaked when he eased down beside her. Inside the house, his momma and Annie washed the supper dishes, while his dad and Jed, with little Will asleep in Jed’s arms, caught a baseball game on ESPN, conveniently leaving Wyatt and Carrie alone.

Margaret had insisted. “Go on outside now, you two. Enjoy the lovely evenin’. Can’t imagine how much catchin’ up y’all have to do. We can handle these dishes.”

“It sounded like there was going to be a lot of people here. Not just family. And me,” Carrie added, sounding a little embarrassed and looking mighty fine.

“Momma has a way of understating what should be obvious.” He felt relieved when she smiled.

He also remembered why he’d always liked her. And why he’d been so hot for her in his randy youth. The soft rays of the porch light cast flattering shadows on her face, accentuating her model cheekbones and perfectly arched brows and a cupid’s-bow upper lip he used to just love to nibble on. Man, he’d had a big bad thing for this blue-eyed blonde. She’d been pretty back then. She was gorgeous now. Sophisticated. Poised and all woman.

“So tell me something, Miss Granger.” He smiled when she tucked a shiny fall of long blond hair behind her ear. “Is there not one man in the county smart enough to realize that women like you are as rare as a cool breeze in August?”

She smiled at the hands she’d clasped in her lap, then turned amused eyes on him. “You mean other than Jim Bob, Ray Bob, Joe Bob, and Bob Bob?”

Wyatt chuckled. “Yeah. Other than them.”

“Well, then, no. Apparently, you were the only smart one, and you left,” she said, tongue in cheek.

Yeah, he had left. A long time ago. Just like it really had been a long time ago when they’d been an item. He appreciated that she hadn’t made it sound bittersweet. Just sweet. They’d been kids, and they’d both moved on—at least, he had. Something in her eyes, though, something soft and vulnerable and interested, made him realize that maybe she hadn’t moved quite as far as he had.

“I really am sorry Momma put you in this position.”

“Hey.” She lifted a hand. “I scored Margaret Savage’s famous fried chicken and peach pie out of the deal. And I got a chance to catch up with an old friend. What’s to be sorry about?”

“You always were a generous woman, Carrie Ann,” he said, looking past the porch rail toward the yard, where lightning bugs glided in the warm summer night.

“So how are you, Wyatt? Other than single and in dire need of a wife?”

He grinned again. “Other than that, I’m doin’ fine, sugar.”

“It’s the little guy, you know,” she said. “Margaret’s got a taste of grandbabies. It’s in her blood now. Like a fever. She wants more. Annie can’t do all the heavy lifting.”

“He’s quite the boy,” Wyatt admitted, and felt that tug of longing again. “I’m glad I got a chance to meet him.”

“How long are you home?”

He looked at her sideways, intrigued and a little uneasy about an almost undetectable edge of hope riding lightly on her question.

“Just for the week. I felt the need to check up on them. Touch base, ya know?”

When her bright expression wavered ever so subtly, he felt a little pang of guilt. She’d been hoping for a different answer. Maybe something that hinted at long-term.

“So … you’re checking on the folks … and maybe reconnecting with home?” she suggested after a short silence. “Getting a good dose to carry you through whatever lies ahead?”

Whatever lies ahead. He wondered what she knew—or what she thought she knew about what he did.

“There’s talk,” she said, when he said nothing. “Ever since you blew out of here all those years ago, people have been telling stories about you. Speculating.”

“Now, that’s a sad and sorry commentary on Adel if I’m the most excitin’ thing they’ve got to talk about.”

“You know how it is. Local hero and all.”

He grunted. “I’m no hero.”

She looked at him askance, and there it was again. That faint but unmistakable look in her eyes that said she still thought he was someone special. “Anyone who leaves here is a hero.”

Yeah, in some people’s playbooks, he supposed that was true. Not much happened in Adel, Georgia. That’s why he’d left, after all. Traded the slow pace and the easy grace of the South for the “thrills and chills” of the spook world. And when he’d parted ways with the CIA, Nate Black and his team at Black Ops, Inc. had been waiting. Out of the frying pan, into the fire.

“Word is you’re one of those shadow-warrior types who disappears into jungles full of bad guys with nothing but a knife and a length of piano wire.”

Oh, yeah. She saw him as a hero, all right. He grunted again, then put things in perspective. “Right. Well, except that I always take my manservant along to press my fatigues and buff my nails.”

She smiled. “It’s okay, Wyatt. You don’t have to talk about it. Probably couldn’t even if you wanted to. Just know there are people thinking about you. Thanking you. Praying for you.”

Jesus. What did he say to that?

As it turned out, he didn’t have to say anything, because Carrie shifted on the swing so she was facing him. Her blue eyes sparkled with that old familiar mischief that had drawn him like a bear to a honey pot, and he knew even before she leaned toward him that she was going to kiss him.

Just as he knew he was going to let her. For old times’ sake. For her sake. Maybe even for his sake.

Nice. Very, very nice, he thought, as she slowly pulled away from a kiss as sweet as a long-ago memory of the two of them making out on a blanket under the stars in Old Man Larson’s pasture.

“That’s so you know I never forgot about you, Wyatt Savage.”

He touched a hand to her cheek, brushed his thumb along her hairline. “You always did know how to knock the pins out from under me, sugar.”

Back in high school, she’d knotted him up ten ways from Sunday with a certain look, a flirty smile, a spontaneous kiss like the one she’d just surprised him with, and taken him back to a time of such simple innocence that for an instant there, it made him want it all back.

Clocks didn’t march backward, though, and neither could he.

“Carrie,” he said, as her eyes searched his, then transitioned from expectant hope to understanding regret.

“No. It’s okay. And it was worth a shot.” She forced a smile and attempted to make light of her action. “It’s those damn baby blues. Guess I’m still susceptible.”

Aw, damn. He’d hurt her. “Sugar—”

She shook her head, cutting him off, then leaned in and kissed him once more, this time a quick, soft peck of friendship to undo the expectation of the other kiss.

Just that fast, she shifted back into safe mode and, smart woman that she was, pretended the kiss had never happened as she started talking about mutual friends, filling him in on who was married, who was divorced, who had children, who had surprised her.

A good woman, Wyatt thought as he used his foot to rock the swing and listened to the soft Southern cadence of her voice. A real good woman. If he had a lick of sense, he’d do exactly what his momma wanted him to do. Settle down. Get married. Raise those babies he hadn’t even realized he wanted with a woman like Carrie Granger, who was clearly open to all kinds of possibilities involving him and her and a future.

“Now might be the time,” he heard her say, and wondered if he’d spoken his thoughts out loud.

“For me to make my getaway,” she clarified when he jerked his head her way. “While everyone’s busy inside.”

“You don’t have to go,” he said, suddenly realizing he wanted to see more of her but knowing it would be unfair to ask that of her when he couldn’t offer what she wanted. “Although I wouldn’t blame you. I haven’t exactly been stellar company. Someone’s bound to break out a deck of cards soon. If I recall, you play a mean game of Spades.”

“This is true,” she agreed with a smile, “but I’d hate to have to beat you in front of your family—being they think you walk on water and make it rain and all.”

Yeah. She was pretty, smart, and funny.

“And I very much enjoyed your company, Wyatt. It’s just that I’ve got an early morning. I’m approaching the hospital board first thing about funding for a dialysis center, so I need my game face on.”

Sometime during supper, his momma had pointed out that Carrie was the hospital administrator at Adel Memorial. What a catch, her smile had said. His momma was right about that.

“It’s really been great seeing you, Wyatt.”

He stood when she did, then walked her down the porch steps and down the brick path to her car. “You’re an amazing, beautiful woman,” he said, because it was important for her to understand that he knew. “Too good for the likes of me. I did you a favor when I left town.”

And he’d be doing her a favor when he left again.

He opened her car door for her, and she turned and looked up at him with more than a hint of regret shining in her eyes. “Guess we’ll never know. Stay safe, now, Wyatt.” She hugged him then. He hugged her back, both of them clinging for a moment, remembering what it had been like to be young and in love, with their entire future still ahead of them. “Thank your momma for me, okay?”

“Will do. Take care, now, darlin’.” He let her go, then worked at convincing himself that what he saw in her eyes in that brief moment was simply the same kind of wistfulness he was feeling. They were both missing their lost youth.

“You, too.” She flashed a quick smile and was on her way.

Fingers tucked in the hip pockets of his jeans, Wyatt watched her drive down the washboard road, thinking that he probably was a fool for letting her go. Thinking that there was a scent of rain in the air. Thinking that he really had missed this place called home.

He turned and strolled slowly back toward the house while a whole bunch of unexpected feelings closed in. Melancholy for one. Maybe even a little regret.

“Wyatt?”

Annie hurried down the porch steps, carrying the portable phone. “You’ve got a phone call. She says it’s urgent.”

He stepped up his pace. “She?”

“Said her name was Sophie. That you’d know who she was.”

He damn near dropped the phone when she handed it to him. He knew only one Sophie, and he’d been working on erasing her memory for the better part of twelve years.

Stupid, yeah, but even after all this time, Sophie remained the main reason he hadn’t encouraged Carrie just now. No woman deserved to play second chair to the one woman Wyatt would always put first.

He pressed the receiver against his chest to muffle the sound. “You sure she said Sophie?”

Annie nodded, her brows knitted in concern.

God.

Heart slamming, he turned his back to his sister and lifted the phone to his ear. “Sophie?”

“Wyatt. Oh, Wyatt, thank God I found you.”

She sounded breathless and hoarse, but he recognized her voice. Would recognize it anywhere. The sound knocked the breath out of him. “Sophie—”

“I need your help,” she cut in, her desperation sharp and thick. “I need—” That was all she got out before a heart-wrenching sob stopped her.

He clutched the phone tighter. “Sophie, where are you? Are you hurt? Are you in danger? Talk to me.”

“No. No, I’m fine. God, I’m fine, but—”

“Hugh?” he interrupted, concern for her shifting to concern for her husband and his old friend. “Jesus. Did something happen to Hugh?”

“No … it’s not Hugh. But I can’t reach him. He’s out of touch, some op in God knows where. Oh, God, Wyatt!”

“Slow down, Sophie. Deep breath. Tell me what’s going on.”

“It’s our daughter.” She fell apart again then.

For about a nanosecond, so did he, as he processed the fact that Sophie and Hugh had a child. They were married, for God’s sake, for damn near twelve years now. But a child? He hadn’t ever let himself think about that. About a child with Sophie’s eyes and Hugh’s lanky good looks. He’d never wanted to go there. Wished he didn’t have to now.

“Sophie.” He hardened his voice. “Pull yourself together. I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what’s happened.”

He sat down on the bottom porch step and listened, his palm sweating on the receiver.

“Jesus,” he muttered, when she’d finally gotten it all out. “I’ll be there. Just hold on, okay? I’ll get there as soon as I can.”

He gave her his cell number, got hers, and told her he’d be in touch. Then he pressed the disconnect button. For a moment, he just sat there, stared at the phone, then stared into the dark.

“Wyatt?” Annie sat down beside him. She laid a hand on his arm. “What is it?”

He’d forgotten she was even there. “I have to go.”

“Yeah, I got that. Who is Sophie?”

He turned his head, looked at his sister, but didn’t really see her as the porch light spilled into the dark. Instead, he saw the image of the only woman he’d ever loved. Rich coffee-brown eyes, sable-brown hair, a smile that had glowed with happiness the day she married his best friend.

She hadn’t needed him then. Hadn’t needed him since.

Yet she needed him now.

“Wyatt?”

He snapped out of his momentary trip down Bad Memory Lane. “A friend. From a long time ago,” he said, rising. “Look, I need to check on flights out of Hartsfield. Then I could use a ride to Atlanta.”

“Sure.” She stood up with him, understanding the urgency. “Jed will drive you.”

“Look, Annie—”

She stopped him with a shake of her head. “Don’t worry. I’ll handle Momma. Just go do what you have to do.” She hugged him hard. “Then you get your sorry self back here, ya hear? You still owe us five days of the week you said you’d stay.”

He hugged her back, sorry to be the cause of the worry in her voice. “Count on it.”
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At nine the next morning, ten hours after he and Jed had left the farm and the concerned look on his momma’s face, Wyatt stepped off a direct flight from Atlanta Hartsfield to Comalapa International Airport south of San Salvador, El Salvador. It probably should have been, but it turned out that ten hours wasn’t nearly enough time to prepare himself to face a past he’d been trying to outrun for twelve years.

One phone call had managed to reach out, grab him by the throat, and knock him on his ass.

He hadn’t seen either Sophie or Hugh in all that time, and one look at Sophie—who was waiting at the arrival gate fifteen yards away—damn near sent him to his knees. Sophie Baylor Weber was the reason he’d let more than one good woman like Carrie Granger walk away.

Jesus. He was thirty-seven fucking years old, and his heart was slamming so hard it felt like a bass drum pounding against his ribs.

Kaboom. Kaboom. Kaboom.

He’d experienced this gut-knotting, heart-clenching, visceral reaction the first time he met her. What he felt when he saw her now was just as pure, just as primal, and just as it had been then, one-hundred-percent involuntary. If it was only about desire, he could handle it. But it was more. It was hunger. It was craving. It was an overwhelming need to protect and possess her. To be possessed by her.

And damn it, it was still love.

He was so fucked.

She hadn’t spotted him yet, and as he advanced by inches in the slow-moving line of disembarking passengers, he took advantage and looked his fill. The fact was, struck by the notion that this sudden, close proximity had reduced twelve years to a heartbeat, he couldn’t look away.

She still had that same endearing little head tilt, the same pinch between her arched brows when she concentrated, the same gentle curve of her slender neck that had always made him long to press his lips there, right there, where he knew a tiny strawberry birthmark stained her nape just below her hairline.

Yeah. Okay. He needed to rein himself in, because, damn, he was way out of line. But she looked so amazing. Like she always had. Hell, she could wear a sweatsuit and look sexy. In the plain cream-colored tank top, slim brown Capri pants, and leather sandals she wore today, she managed to look like she’d just stepped out of a fashion magazine. Style. Sophie had always had it in spades. Nothing had changed on that front over the years.

Years that had matured her, yes, but not aged her. Years that had been damn kind. Benevolent, even. She was stunning.

She still wore her dark brown hair long and straight and chic. Even though her expressive brown eyes were wide with worry and her slim, curvy body stood tall and rigid with tension, her bearing told him what he needed to know about her state of mind. Her fear had cracked but not broken her spirit. She looked a little lost yet brave and strong and even more beautiful than Wyatt remembered.

Desire hit him like a comet. Hot and fast. God, he still wanted her.

But if desire was the comet, guilt was its tail. He had to pull it together. She was married. Not just married but married to a man who had once been his partner and his best friend. If that wasn’t enough to feel guilty about, the gravity of her problem was. He’d come to her because she had trouble, big trouble, and that had to be his priority.

A commotion to his right drew his attention away from her. Half a dozen uniformed guards carrying AK-47s—not your garden-variety airport security rent-a-cops—marched toward their line and formed a makeshift barrier to hold them all in place.

What the hell?

He glanced around and saw the reason for the security detail. A private jet with the seal of the United Kingdom on the fuselage had landed just behind his commercial jet. A UK embassy bigwig, most likely. When he saw a very aristocratic-looking gentleman flanked by four watchful men disembark and walk across the tarmac toward the terminal, that pretty much soaked it. The men were clearly personal security. They all had the look of Secret Intelligence Service. The SIS was the British equivalent of U.S. Secret Service, which meant that nothing and no one was leaving this section of the terminal until their guy was clear of any possible threat and tucked safely inside an armored car.

Must have been a snafu, he decided, or there would have been a car waiting on the tarmac. That kind of screw-up made him uneasy; it reeked of either incompetence or a setup. Since SIS didn’t screw up, that left door number two. And that could mean problems.

His gaze swept the terminal, looking for signs of trouble. He saw nothing—which he knew from experience meant exactly jack shit. He glanced past the guards to Sophie and felt another jolt of awareness slam inside his chest when he realized she was staring at him. The look in her eyes told him that she’d been watching him for several moments. The catch in his breath told him he had to get his act together.

She raised a hand, offered a tentative smile. He forced a return smile, then, reading the frustration and desperation on her face at the delay, mouthed, “Hold on.”

She nodded, understanding that he was stuck for a little while longer.

Finally, the exterior door to the tarmac opened. The Brit, smelling of expensive cologne, and his SIS guards, smelling of gun oil and the sharp edge of vigilance, filed into the terminal and walked swiftly past them. The guards with the AKs relaxed the perimeter. Not the SIS. They stuck to the diplomat like armor on a tank—as they damn well should until they could get him safely out of the terminal and into an armored transport of some type.

Wyatt didn’t like this. Couldn’t wait to get the hell out of there. El Salvador was like the wild west on steroids, with no Marshall Dillon in sight. Violence, drugs, and abductions were standard fare, which, sadly, was why Wyatt was there. Didn’t matter that he was weary of the violence and pushing his capacity to bear witness to yet one more horrific instance of man’s inhumanity to man. It was what he did. He fought the bad guys. And because it was what he did, his sixth sense told him he needed to get Sophie out of there ASAP.

Finally, the line started moving. On a deep breath, he broke out of the pack and headed for her. She reached out a hand as he approached and folded her arms around his neck. Digging deep for restraint, he wrapped a single arm around her, determined to maintain a professional distance. But when she turned her face into his throat and whispered, “Thank you,” he thought, Fuck it.

He dropped his go bag on the floor and embraced her. She needed a shoulder; hell, he’d been one for her before.

Old habits. Old feelings. Old needs. Seemed every damn one of them was stronger than his resolve.

“I wasn’t sure you’d come.”

He breathed deep of the fragrance of her hair—fresh, female, and, after all these years, still familiar.

Not come? She’d had little reason to worry. Sure, he’d considered saying no. For about five seconds, sanity had ruled and he’d told himself to stay the hell put. It was kind of like hoping for a bomb not to go boom.

He reluctantly released her. They had to make tracks. Too much time had passed already. The first forty-eight hours in an abduction situation were the most critical; they’d already burned eighteen hours since the child was abducted yesterday afternoon.

“Let’s get out of here.”

“This way.” She took his hand, following the British entourage as they headed for the main exit.

The terminal was small, fewer than twenty gates total, which meant they should be outside and heading for short-term parking in no time. And they would have been if a barrage of AK-47 fire hadn’t cracked through the terminal and sent him diving for the floor, jerking Sophie down with him.

•   •   •

“Head down!” Wyatt shoved Sophie beneath him as deafening return fire answered the initial rifle salvo a split second later.

Panicked screams erupted all around them, as passengers as well as airport employees and shop vendors ducked for cover.

Shielding Sophie’s body with his, Wyatt took a chance and lifted his head high enough to get a read on the location of the shooters and ID their target.

The main terminal was fairly small, a long, wide corridor with no more than sixteen gates flanking the north and gift shops, a food court, and several small kiosks lining the south perimeter. The exterior walls were glass, the interior a mix of concrete, steel, and more glass. Everywhere Wyatt looked, terrified travelers had ducked behind any protection they could find—arrival and departure desks, newsstands, trash cans, anything that would act as a barrier between them and flying bullets.

There was good news: Sophie didn’t appear to be the target. As he’d suspected, the British diplomat was. The SIS, shielding their man and apparently seeing no chance of extracting him from the kill zone, had hunkered down behind the marginal protection of a newsstand.

Then there was the inevitable bad news: He and Sophie were stuck between the attackers and the Brits, smack in the middle of what was rapidly escalating into a full-out firefight.

“What’s happening?” Sophie flinched as another deadly volley flew over their heads.

Wyatt pushed her cheek back to the hard concrete floor and braced against a spray of splintered ceramic tile as an answering round of rifle fire hammered the walls.

“Apparently, someone’s got a big bone to pick with the Brits, and we’re caught in the crossfire. We’re like sitting ducks out here.” He reconned the area and made a decision to head for the counter of a fast-food eatery near an exterior wall. “On my go, stay low and make like a leopard. Crawl left, and keep crawling until you can’t go any farther. Got it?”

“Got it.” She sounded breathless and scared but together as the battle heated up to a war.

The automatic-rifle fire rattled in constant, frenetic bursts. Wild rounds broke glass and sheared through walls and ricocheted wildly off metal handrails and I-beams. Wyatt counted ten, maybe fifteen, individual rifles interspersed with a couple of pistols, a mini Uzi, and an H&K. None of them was sparing the ammo.

“Go!” he yelled above the shouts and screams and the deafening explosions of rifle fire. Not two feet from them, a wall of plate-glass windows shattered and fell in a shower, splintering into thousands of shards of potentially lethal flying projectiles.

He scuttled left, keeping Sophie in his sights as she kept pace with him. Finally, he reached the counter. He reached for her, dragging her the final yard, then pushed her between him and the base of the counter.

They were still on the periphery of the battle, but at least they were no longer out in the open. Breathing hard, he wiped a trickle of blood from above his eye—glass cut.

Another spray of gunfire whizzed overhead, and a ketchup bottle on the edge of the counter exploded, splattering ketchup on the floor in front of them.

“Crawl around to the back side of the counter,” he ordered. “Watch out for the glass. Go.”

Right on her ass, he scrambled on all fours to the edge of the counter and ducked around behind it. Wyatt half lay, half leaned against the interior side of the wall and tucked Sophie snugly against him. They were out of sight of the gunmen but not out of danger, with only a partition of wallboard and stainless steel standing between them and any stray bullets.

If this had been his fight, he’d be figuring out a way to arm himself. But it wasn’t his fight. Not today. Today, his main priority was getting Sophie out of there in one piece.

“There’s gotta be a back way out.” He rose to a crouch and, grabbing her hand, headed for what he hoped was the kitchen and a delivery entrance.

“Wyatt—” Sophie pulled against his hand. He glanced back at her, saw the look on her face, and followed her gaze to the far side of the room.

Five long, smack-in-the-line-of-fire yards away, a young woman huddled in a ball on the floor, hiding behind an overturned table. In her arms was an infant. The baby couldn’t have been more than a couple of months old and was wailing at the top of its baby lungs. The mother was paralyzed with terror. The thousand-mile look in her eyes said, I’ve gone away and you can’t make me come back.

And bearing down hard, using the cover of an angled exterior wall to conceal his approach, a masked gunman crept slowly toward them. The shooter wasn’t aware of the woman and child yet—they were out of his line of sight behind the table—but that was all gonna change when he worked up the nerve to poke his head out from behind the protective wall.

Wyatt would stake his life savings that the gunman didn’t give two figs about collateral damage. High on adrenaline and fear, he’d point and shoot at anything that startled or scared him—then the baby wouldn’t be crying anymore.

“Shit.” All he wanted to do was leave the Brit’s protection to the SIS and the local security detail, avoid getting caught in the middle of an international incident, and get Sophie gone.

Right. Since when had he ever gotten what he wanted?

•   •   •

“We don’t have time for this.” Wyatt huddled over Sophie as she knelt on all fours, attempting to talk the terrified young mother into crawling the five yards toward them and relative safety before the gunman or a stray bullet found her there.

“Give me another few seconds. I think I can reach her.”

Shrapnel from glass and tile and concrete flew over their heads like missiles; the relentless hammering of the AKs battered their eardrums.

Screw this. “We’ve already pushed our luck as far as it’s gonna go. I’m going after them. Hold your position here, then be ready to hustle them toward the back door when I grab them, okay?”

She nodded, even though she had to be well aware that she could still get caught in the rifle fire. Damn if he didn’t think she was about the bravest woman he’d ever known. Considering he knew some damn brave women—among them Crystal Reed, Abbie Lang, Jenna Jones and B. J. Mendoza—that was saying a lot about Sophie.

Gauging the distance between the counter and the wailing child and mother, who now appeared to be catatonic, he inhaled deeply, let his breath out on a rush, and dove for the terrified pair. He was airborne for most of the first three yards, a big damn bull’s eye of a target, skimming horizontally a foot above the floor. He hit the cement floor on his belly and skidded the final two yards until he reached them. There was no time for small talk or reassurances. He got his feet under him and, keeping his profile low, scooped both of them up just as a spray of bullets riddled the wall above their heads. Then he ran like hell for the back of the restaurant, the baby screaming, the mother still too terrified to react.

And the damn bullets just kept cracking.

Sonofabitch.

He handed the pair off to Sophie. “Find that back door! Go!” Then he turned back to deal with the shooter.

He’d tried, damn it. He’d really tried to stay out of this. But it was personal now, because that last round of fire had been aimed at him. Worse, it had been aimed at Sophie and that mother and her baby. The gunman didn’t know it yet, but he’d be wearing a toe tag before this day was over.

Wyatt ducked back behind the counter, scuttled over to the deep-fat fryers, and lifted a mesh basket full of burned French fries out of the boiling grease. Holding the basket away from his body, he scrambled back over to the counter. He reached the far end just as a pair of boots hit the floor in front of him.
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