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ABOUT THE BOOK

 

Autumn winds and rain have returned to Crimson Point. 

 

It’s November in the Pacific Northwest and Thanksgiving is just around the corner. Beckett and the Crimson Point gang are looking forward to celebrating the holiday together. This year they all have more to be thankful for than ever…but that also means they have even more to lose. 

 

But this year a different kind of storm is looming. 

 

Recent problems at work have left Beckett and crew scrambling to get projects completed. It’s all hands on deck, and just as the end is finally within sight, a deadly threat emerges from the shadows. When things take a lethal turn, the Crimson Point team must once again come together to save one of its own, and hunt down the vengeful killer before he can strike again. 

 

*NOTE: This novella is a final wrap-up of the Crimson Point Series and is not intended to be read as a stand-alone.*


 

 

 

DEDICATION

 

To my Crimson Point readers. I hope you’ll enjoy this opportunity to catch up with the CP crew as much as I enjoyed writing it! 


 

 

AUTHOR’S NOTE

 

I’ve been waiting for the chance to come back to Crimson Point. So much has happened since we last saw these characters, and everyone’s been busy. Aidan’s first Thanksgiving is coming up, and after what’s coming, it’s going to be an incredibly special holiday for them all.

 

Happy reading,

Kaylea


 

 

 

Chapter One

 

 

Aidan dried off his hands and reached for his phone on the bathroom vanity when a text message lit up the screen.

You hear anything more from Troy?

Aidan immediately responded to Beckett. No. Maybe no news is good news? He was project manager, and Beckett the owner of the company. If neither of them had heard from Troy or any lawyers yet, then maybe things had settled down and Troy had decided not to sue. 

That’d be nice. But not holding my breath.

Aye. Aidan had been there yesterday when Beckett had a run-in with their former employee, who was angry at being let go and threatening to sue. 

Because everyone in management was former military, the company hired veterans whenever possible, and most of their staff were great employees. This one… 

Troy had severe mental health issues that needed to be addressed by medical professionals. 

Beckett had tried to get him help, but now it was up to the lad to help himself. The whole thing was hardest on Beckett and Jase, because it hit far too close to home after what happened with their friend Carter two years before.

I’ll let you know if I hear anything, Aidan responded. See you in a little while. 

Beckett replied with a thumbs up.

Aidan left the guest bathroom and headed down the hall to the kitchen. His ten-year-old stepdaughter Ella looked up from where she was sitting at the island with the fading afternoon light gleaming on her blond hair, devouring her allotted amount of leftover Halloween candy for the afternoon. 

“Don’t spoil your supper,” he told her, envying her young metabolism.

“I won’t.” She shoved a miniature chocolate bar into her mouth, then frowned. “Mom’s napping again?”

“Aye. Thought I’d let her sleep a little longer while I make her tea.”

“I’ll do it.” She slid off the stool, picked up the kettle and took it to the sink to fill it. 

Aidan smiled to himself as he watched her. This past year had been the best of his life, bringing so many changes. He’d married Tiana in Edinburgh in July, and gained a daughter in the process. Ella still wore the ring he’d given her last Hogmanay, never took it off. 

“When are we going to Mr. Beckett and Miss Sierra’s house?” she asked, setting the kettle on the stove to heat. 

“We’re meant to be there for five.” He was looking forward to it, because it was Friday night, and it had been a bloody long week. 

Things had been challenging at work lately. He, Beckett and Jase had all been running themselves ragged while scrambling to finish up several projects for Beckett’s custom home renovation company, and sending out bids for several more. The staff problems they’d had over the last few weeks had made things tough for everyone. 

Due to various issues like unreliability, substance abuse, and mental health reasons, Beckett had been forced to let three employees go over the last month or so. The company had been so busy he hadn’t yet had the time to hire replacements to fill the ranks, so Aidan and Jase had been helping pick up the slack. 

“Perfect, that’s Walter’s dinnertime, so maybe I can feed him,” Ella said. She looked over her shoulder at him, frowned as she swept her long hair out of her face. “Are we gonna tell everyone tonight?”

“Maybe. We’ll see.”

“I think we should tell them.”

He’d like that, but he’d take his cue from Tiana. “We’ll see.” He waited until she reached into the cupboard for Tiana’s favorite mug before sneaking one of his favorite chocolate bars from her stash. 

Ella caught him just after he’d popped it into his mouth, and her blue eyes narrowed. “Saw that,” she accused. “Next time, Mac, just ask. It’s not like I won’t share with you.”

Aidan chuckled. The lass was so much like her mother. Feisty. No man would ever push her around, and for that he was grateful. Because the thought of her becoming a teenager in a few years and then the boys coming to sniff around was enough to give him heart palpitations. “Thank you.”

“Can you get the tea bag for me? I can’t reach.”

“Sure.” He crossed to the cupboard and took out a bag of peppermint tea, then resisted the urge to help as Ella poured the boiling water into the mug. 

She wanted to prove her independence so badly, and he was trying to give her room to spread her wings a little. After the traumatic events of the previous summer, letting her have some freedom while trying to make her feel safe and secure proved a constant balancing act for him and Tiana. 

“Want me to take it to her?” he asked.

“No, I can do it.” She walked slowly from the kitchen with the mug balanced in both hands, concentrating on not spilling. He opened the bedroom door for her.

Lying on her side in their bed, Tiana opened her eyes in the dimness and smiled at them. “Is that for me?” she said in a sleepy voice. 

“Yes. But we need to go soon, so don’t go back to sleep after,” Ella announced.

Tiana grinned. “Wow, so bossy. But thank you, sweetheart.” She sat up, kissed Ella on the forehead, and took the mug, sweeping her pretty red hair over her shoulder. 

When she smiled past her daughter at him, Aidan felt that familiar tug at his heart. These two lasses were his whole world, and there was nothing he wouldn’t do for either of them. 

After Tiana showered and changed, they took the short walk together up the sloping street to the old Victorian house through the chilly but clear November air. Beckett’s family had lived in the house at the top of Salt Spray Lane for generations. It was a bonny place looking over a spectacular view of the sea spreading out from the base of the cliff. 

Partway up the lane, the drone of a lawnmower reached them. Ella gasped in excitement and took off at a run. “I bet he’s driving Walter!” 

“We’re lucky she let us get away with just a cat,” Aidan said to Tiana as Ella raced up the hill ahead of them.

“I know. If it was up to her, we’d live on an animal sanctuary.”

“Aye.” Aidan grinned at Ella as she raced away, her yellow ponytail bobbing. “I love her big heart.”

“I do too.” Tiana squeezed his hand, her cheeks pink from the cold and her hair blowing in the breeze. 

She still took his breath away. “You just keep getting more beautiful.”

Her cheeks flushed darker as she rolled her mismatched eyes—one green, the other hazel. “Whatever. Flatterer.”

He could tell the compliment pleased her, though. “It’s true.” God, he loved her. He was the luckiest man alive. 

When they reached the edge of the property, Aidan chuckled when Beckett came into view from around the back of the house on the ride-on mower. “And to think this is the man who said he never wanted a dog.”

Beckett raised a hand in greeting as he drove toward them, his old rescue basset-cavalier mix, Walter, riding shotgun on the seat beside him. They made quite a pair, Beckett dark and gruff, and Walter so mournful-looking. 

No one would ever guess it to look at him, but old Walter was an adrenaline junkie. They’d found out quite by accident that his most favorite thing in the world was riding in the back of a dune buggy with his doggles on and his long, furry ears flapping in the wind. Then he howled like a maniac and begged to go faster. Riding on a mower must be dull by comparison.

Standing on the edge of the neatly-trimmed grass, Ella laughed and clapped her hands in delight, practically hopping up and down in excitement. “Can I ride too, Mr. Beckett?” she called out.

Beckett’s hard features softened in a lopsided grin as he stopped the mower in front of her. “Sure, come on up.” He held out a hand for her, helped her clamber in. Then he hauled Walter into her lap, started up the mower and carried on past them.

“This is definitely going on our Christmas card.” Aidan pulled out his phone and started taking both video and pictures. It was too priceless. 

“Come on,” Tiana said with a laugh, and tugged him toward the house. “I’m starving.”

He lifted an eyebrow in surprise at the welcome news. “Are you?” 

“Yes.”

Everyone else was already inside and greeted them with hugs and handshakes. Beckett’s wife Sierra was bustling around the kitchen with Poppy. Poppy’s fiancé Noah, the town sheriff, Sierra’s brother and Beckett’s best friend since childhood, was setting the table. Jase, a former Green Beret who’d served many years with Beckett, was busy with his wife Molly corralling their eighteen-month-old daughter. 

Savannah squealed in delight when she saw Tiana, and toddled over. Tiana scooped the little one up and gave her smacking kisses on the side of her neck that made Savannah belly laugh. 

The entire scene filled Aidan with warmth. “What can I do to help?” he asked Sierra.

She shoved two platters of nut-crusted chicken breasts at him. “Anywhere there’s room left on the table. We’re just about ready to eat.”

Ella traipsed in a few minutes later, pink-cheeked and grinning from ear to ear. Walter hobbled after her, looking decidedly less cheerful now, the tips of his ears dragging on the old hardwood boards and his red-rimmed eyes staring up at everyone with a woebegone expression now that his ride was over. 

“We finished the lawn,” Ella announced. “Mr. Beckett said the grass didn’t need mowing, it’s just easier to clean up all the mess the cedar and fir trees leave that way. We should borrow it, Mac. That way we won’t have to rake anymore. I’m sooo sick of raking.”

“Aye, me too.” Every time the wind blew this time of year, it seemed more and more of the stuff came down from the trees. He ruffled her hair. “Now go wash your hands, it’s time to eat.”

When the meal was laid out, everyone gathered around the long rectangular table. Normally Walter liked to lie beneath it in case something should fall accidentally—or on purpose, in Ella’s case—during the meal, but with Savannah around he chose to hide in his crate beside the fireplace instead, safely out of reach from curious and not always gentle little hands. 

From his seat at the head of the long, wooden farmhouse table, Beckett raised his glass of beer. “Thanks to all of you for coming.” One side of his mouth lifted in a rueful grin as he glanced between Aidan and Jase. “It’s been a helluva week. Couldn’t have done it without you both.”

“You’re right about that,” Aidan agreed, earning grins around the table before he turned his attention to the food. “Looks amazing as always, ladies,” he said to Sierra and Poppy. Group meals like this weren’t as common lately as they had been, and everyone enjoyed catching up together.

“Did you make any pancakes, Miss Poppy?” Ella asked hopefully as she surveyed the assortments of platters laid out. 

Poppy owned a local café/bookshop in town called the Whale’s Tale. She paused in the act of scooping up a spoonful of scalloped potatoes, a chagrined expression on her face. “I didn’t, sweetheart, sorry. But next time you come for a sleepover I’ll make you whatever kind of pancakes you want, okay?”

“Okay. Chocolate chips with strawberries, and lots of whipped cream. And that chocolate sauce you make.”

Poppy smiled. “Dark chocolate ganache.”

“Yum,” Ella declared, her expression becoming decidedly less enthusiastic as Tiana began putting salad and vegetables onto her plate for her. 

The meal was louder and more boisterous than usual with Savannah adding her shrieks and little noises to the conversation. Jase and Molly took turns wrestling her on their laps, stealing a few bites before passing her to the other. 

“Would’ve brought her high chair, but she hates it,” Molly said, quickly shoving a bite of parmesan roasted asparagus into her mouth while Savannah yelled in protest and reached a chubby hand out for the food.

“I’ll take her for a bit.” Apparently eager for an excuse not to eat her vegetables, Ella hopped down from her chair and carefully gathered Savannah up under Molly’s watchful supervision.

“Watch her like a hawk,” Molly told her with a gentle smile. “She’s fast and into everything.”

“I will. Come on, Savannah. We’ll go for a walk.” 

Aidan grinned around a mouthful of chicken as he watched Ella hold Savannah’s little hands above her curly head and carefully guide the toddler’s clumsy steps around the living room. 

“She’s a natural little mother already,” Jase said, slowing his pace now that his daughter was occupied with someone else. 

“Aye.” Aidan caught Tiana’s eye and smiled. And wasn’t that a blessing.

Sierra grabbed her camera to capture shots of the two girls as they made their way around the living room. After the meal the adults visited for a while, and Savannah began to fuss. Ella steered her back to Molly and handed her over with an exhausted sigh that made everyone chuckle. “Man, babies are a lot of work.”

“Aye, they are, and you didn’t even need to change her nappy,” Aidan said.

“She’s just hungry and tired,” Molly said, handing Savannah to Jase while she got out some cut-up fruit they’d brought for her. 

“I’m gonna go hang out with Walter for a while now, if that’s okay.” Ella looked at Beckett and Sierra. 

“Sure, he’d like that,” Sierra said. “In fact, he’d love it if you took him for a short walk in his stroller.”

“Okay!” 

Beside him, Tiana tensed and opened her mouth to argue, but Aidan squeezed her hand in gentle reprimand beneath the table and she caught herself before saying anything. 

Ella zoomed across the room to get the dog, still hiding in his crate. “Come on, Walter. We’re going for a walkies.”

“Just up the lane,” Tiana told her, anxiety clear in her eyes but not in her tone. “And take a flashlight with you.”

It took some coaxing, but Ella finally managed to lure the old lad out of his crate with a biscuit. Walter waddled through the living room, careful to give Savannah a wide berth. 

“Here, take this with you,” Jase said, taking his grandfather’s WWII leather bomber jacket from the back of his chair and handing it to her. “It’s cold out.”

Ella shrugged it on, the coat swallowing her little frame as Jase did up the zipper for her. She got the leash on Walter, took the flashlight Beckett offered her and opened the door to the porch, then stopped and looked back at her mother and Aidan. “Wait, are we gonna…” She looked pointedly at the others and back to them, raising her eyebrows. 

Aidan glanced at Tiana and mimicked Ella’s expression. Are we?

Tiana laughed and shook her head. “You’re both so impatient. But all right.” She leaned back in her chair and smiled. “So, we have—”

“I’ll do it! I wanna tell them!” Ella cried, abandoning Walter at the door and rushing back to the table. Aidan draped an arm across her narrow shoulders as she squeezed her way in between him and Tiana. 

Everyone watched Ella expectantly as they waited for her to speak. She was lapping up the attention, a proud smile on her face as she patted his and Tiana’s shoulders. “We’re havin’ a wee bairn.”

Several gasps answered, then a chorus of surprised cries and congratulations filled the room. Aidan received hugs and hearty backslaps from the guys while the ladies all rushed to engulf Tiana in a giant hug. 

“Congrats, you poor, soon-to-be-permanently-sleep-deprived bastard,” Jase said, enveloping him in a brotherly hug. “You have no idea what you’re in for.”

“Can’t be worse than commando selection,” he answered good-naturedly, clapping Jase on the back. 

“You’d be surprised,” Jase said dryly. 

Glancing over at his wife, Aidan shared a private smile with her, his heart swelling with love and pride. A year ago he couldn’t have imagined any of this being possible. Since then they’d gone through so much together. Now he had Tiana, Ella, and a bairn on the way.

Life couldn’t get any more perfect than this.

****

Ella leaned her weight forward to push the stroller up the steepest part of the lane. The whole time she was aware of her mom standing behind her at the end of the driveway, watching. Ella hated it when she did that, but knew better than to argue about it. 

She got that her mom was just being protective, but it bugged Ella that she couldn’t even walk Walter alone up their own street for crying out loud. It was dark out, however, and a lot of bad things had happened last summer. Things she didn’t like to think about anymore now that her sessions with the therapist were over. 

“Like the view from up here, Walter?” she said to take her mind off all of that, and the dark shadows in the woods to her left.

Miss Sierra said Walter was so old that his back and knees and hips hurt him too much to walk far now. They’d started pulling him around in his little red Radio Flyer wagon a few months ago, but this stroller was way comfier for him, and besides, it was good practice for when Ella’s baby brother or sister came in the spring. 

She was going to be a great big sister. And her mom and Mac might pay her to babysit sometimes in a couple more years, too. By then her little brother or sister would be just a little older than Savannah was now. 

“Yes? You having fun?” she asked Walter, reaching out to scratch his right ear. His ears were her most favorite Walter part, long and floppy and soft. 

Walter thumped his tail twice as he peered eagerly over the rim of the stroller. He looked as excited as he ever got, nose quivering while he took in all the smells, ears perked. A lot happier than he had when she and her mom had discovered him abandoned at the dump three years ago. 

She scowled as she thought of the people who had left him there. She hoped they got dumped somewhere awful when they got old too. 

“But it all worked out, didn’t it?” she went on, pushing him up the crest of the hill. “Mr. Beckett’s not nearly as grumpy as he looks. I knew it even before he adopted you from the shelter.” It was the main reason why she loved Mr. Beckett so much. And Miss Sierra too. Anyone who loved and took care of animals were good people in her books. 

She paused, startled, when Walter let out a low growl. He shifted restlessly on his sheepskin blanket in the stroller, the fur along his back and neck standing on end as another warning growl came from him. Ella looked ahead of them, following Walter’s gaze into the darkness beyond the streetlight at the end of the lane. The darkened forest seemed ominous tonight for some reason.

“What do you see, a raccoon?” she whispered, her heart starting to beat faster. Now she was glad her mom was watching her from the end of the driveway. One time a cougar had been following them here, hiding in the forest. If Miss Poppy hadn’t seen it and run out with a gun and killed it, it might have attacked them. 

But it wasn’t a raccoon or a cougar up ahead in the distance. 

Ella stopped short. A human silhouette stood just at the edge of the forest, a few feet from the road. It was too dark to see the face, but it was a man, she could tell from his size and build. 

He had a long gun in his hands. 

Swallowing a gasp, she spun Walter around and raced back down the hill to her mom, her heart pounding in her ears. She had to warn everyone. 


 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

At the sudden commotion coming from the front porch, Beckett shot up from his chair and rushed for the door with Aidan. Tiana was on the porch with a protective arm around Ella, hugging her close as she herded her daughter toward them.

“What’s wrong?” Mac demanded behind him, holding the screen door open for them. 

“I saw a man with a gun,” Ella blurted, rushing for the door, eyes wide.

Beckett and Mac shared a look, then Mac caught her and picked her up, holding her close as he took her inside. “Where?” Chairs scraped behind them as the other two men both stood and came over.

“At the top of the lane. He was at the edge of the forest. When he saw me he went back into the trees.”

A wave of protectiveness rushed through Beckett. They’d all been through enough shit. If this was another threat, he was ending it before it started. “What sort of a gun, Ella?” he asked, grabbing his jacket at the door. Noah was beside him, still in his sheriff’s uniform.

“A long one. A rifle.”

“Stay with your mom and the other lasses while we check it out,” Mac said, placing Ella on the couch in front of the fireplace. Tiana slid Ella onto her lap while Sierra, Poppy, Molly and Savannah clustered around them. 

Beckett retrieved his pistol and was the first through the door with Mac, Weaver and Noah right behind him. Walter was at the foot of the porch stairs still in his stroller. Beckett lifted him out and handed him to Mac. “Bring him with us. If someone’s in the woods, he’ll be able to smell them.”

Together they headed to the end of the driveway and paused to look around. There was no one standing at the top of the lane. Walking up it would make them perfect targets because of the streetlights. “We’ll cut across into the woods here and move south.” 

“Could be an out-of-town hunter who got lost,” Noah said, sidearm in hand as they crossed the lane and headed for the trees, his tone doubtful. 

“Yeah, right.” He and Noah had been best friends since they were kids. They’d grown up together here in Crimson Point, knew every inch of the town by heart, including this stretch of forest. 

Beckett’s senses were on high alert as they entered the forest. Dim streams of light from the streetlamp filtered through the trees. 

“You had any trouble lately that I should know about?” Noah whispered.

“Few staff issues,” Beckett whispered back, already compiling a mental list of anyone who might want to threaten him. Three people immediately came to mind. All employees he’d been forced to let go recently, and one of whom he’d had a run-in with where the guy had been pissed off and threatening to sue. 

Mac put Walter down at the edge of the forest. The old dog immediately began sniffling and snuffling around on the damp, leaf-strewn ground. 

Beckett let him wander, keeping an eye on him as he slowly moved through the shadows ahead. “Fan out, and stay behind me,” he whispered to the others, immediately slipping back into the role of team leader that he’d held during the last ten years of his SF career. “Weaver, on my right,” he said to Jase, who had been one of his A-Team soldiers.

He hugged the edge of the forest as they moved southward, staying just deep enough inside the trees that the light coming from the lane didn’t cast them in silhouette to anyone who might be hiding in here. 

Beckett headed up the hill toward the top of the lane, where Ella had last seen the suspect. The others moved silently through the woods behind him, scanning the underbrush. Walter was busy exploring but hadn’t given any alerts or done anything to indicate he’d picked up an interesting scent. 

Beckett held his weapon at the ready and focused on the area to his left as he neared the top of the lane. There was just enough illumination filtering down from the half-moon for him to identify Weaver about ten yards behind him on the right. 

Beckett signaled for his former soldier to cover him, then crept back toward the lane. He was about to be backlit by the streetlamp but he needed to find where the guy with the weapon had been, and what direction he was heading. While the others watched his back, he stepped out of the shadows and into the light, searching the strip of earth that bordered the pavement. 

A few yards from the crest of the hill, he saw the prints. Large boots, size eleven or twelve. Beckett crouched to examine them more closely, the streetlamp at the top of the hill giving him plenty of light. The prints near the edge of the pavement pointed toward the lane. They were deeper at the toe than the heel.

Their mystery visitor had been trying to be stealthy, placing his weight on the balls of his feet and rocking backward, rather than heel first. Ella must have surprised him and made him dart back into the woods. 

Moving a little farther south, he found another set of tracks leading back into the forest. Beckett’s spine tingled. This didn’t feel random. Whoever it was had scouted the area before using the woods as cover to reach his target, then slipped back into the trees.

Only Beckett’s, and Tiana and Mac’s houses were down this way. As far as targets went, Beckett’s gut said this had to be about him. If he was right, then the stalker must have been trying to cross the lane and circle around to the back of Beckett’s house, using the darkness as cover. 

Cold settled deep in his gut. Had Ella not scared the guy off, things might have taken a far more dangerous turn tonight. 

Walter emerged from the trees, his arthritic back end moving stiffly as he walked toward Beckett, his long, feathery tail swishing in a friendly wag. Beckett snapped his fingers and pointed at the tracks before him. Walter immediately investigated, snuffling around, then turned left and followed the scent back into the trees. 

Beckett followed. It took several seconds for his eyes to adjust to the dimness. The other three men were there waiting for him. They all shook their heads in silent denial, then followed Beckett as he watched the dog move deeper into the trees. 

Walter arced left, then paused and began to sniff in a circle. Moments later he stopped, circled back the other way, and within a minute it was obvious he was either confused, or had lost the trail. 

Using a flashlight to investigate wasn’t safe at the moment. Beckett would have to come back in the morning to look around more thoroughly. But with the heavy rains forecast for tonight and tomorrow, all signs of their suspect would probably be gone by then.

He ordered them to fan out once more to search the area. When nothing turned up, Beckett called a halt. They headed back for his house. He waited until they’d reached the front lawn before speaking. “I’ve got three possible suspects in mind.” He named them, and Weaver and Mac both nodded, expressions sober.

“Aye, that’s who I thought of too,” Mac said. 

“I’m on shift tomorrow because of the storm rolling in,” Noah said. “But if you find anything more or want me to look into anything, just let me know.”

Beckett nodded. Could one of those three men he’d named be their armed suspect? He wanted to be wrong, but what else could explain it? “We’re going to do some digging of our own. For now, everybody head home and stay vigilant.” 

He was going to monitor the situation through the night. If anything else happened, he would be ready. 

****

“Well, that sure put a damper on the evening,” Molly said, reaching for Jase’s hand across the center console of his truck.

“Yeah.” Jase laced his fingers with hers and squeezed, glancing into the rearview mirror. Savannah was sound asleep in her car seat, not a care or worry in the world. 

“Beckett didn’t want you to stay?”

“No.” He’d offered, and received the expected response that he should just take Molly and Savannah home to be safe. 

“Did you find anything?”

“Some tracks, but we lost the trail. Whoever it was, he was long gone by the time we got there.”

“And you all think it could be someone from work?” Worry colored her tone.

“Beckett’s had to let three people go recently. One of them… Let’s just say he didn’t take the news well.”

“Let me guess. Troy?”

Jase nodded, watching their surroundings more vigilantly than normal as he drove. “Yep. Mac and I walked in the office and heard him screaming and ranting at Beckett. He settled down a bit when he saw us, but he was still fired up. Threatening to sue for wrongful dismissal and throwing out every slur he could think of. Mostly it was directed at Beckett, but partly at us as well.”

“Well that’s…reassuring.” She heaved a sigh.

“We’ll handle it.” If they found any evidence of Troy stalking them, they could slap a restraining order on his ass. No way would they take a chance of this thing escalating. They’d already lost one former employee to suicide—Carter, Molly’s first husband—and it still haunted Jase and Beckett every single day. 

“I know.” She was quiet for several minutes, then looked over at him. “You okay?”

“Yeah.” Just lost in his thoughts. 

At home he pulled straight into the garage, shut the door and made Molly wait in the truck with their daughter while he swept the house just to be sure. When he was confident that everything was as it should be, he went back for them. 

He took Savannah from Molly and carried her upstairs to tuck her into her crib. She didn’t so much as stir as he settled her on her back and pulled the little quilt over her. He paused there, watching her in the glow of the night-light plugged into the wall, his heart overflowing. 

She was the epitome of innocence, and he ached at the thought of all the evil in this world. It was his job as her daddy to protect her, but the hard truth was that he couldn’t protect her from everything, and that was hard to take. 

Soft footfalls sounded on the carpet behind him. Two slender arms wound around his waist, and Molly’s soft weight settled against his back. “She’s so beautiful.”

“That’s because she looks just like her mom.” There was no denying she was Molly’s child. But Savannah’s liquid dark brown eyes were pure Carter. 

“You’re thinking about Carter, aren’t you.”

She knew him too well. He nodded. 

The incident tonight had made everything with Carter feel so vivid and raw again. The last thing anyone wanted was to see another veteran go off the rails like Carter had. He’d been Jase’s best friend, like an older brother. The brain injury had changed him into someone Jase had barely recognized. Carter had become erratic. Unreliable. Unpredictable. 

Violent. 

He pulled in a deep breath, thinking of the night he’d rescued Molly from that flooded culvert where she’d been hiding from her enraged ex-husband, pregnant and alone. Neither of them could ever have guessed what Carter would do next. 

I should have done more. 

It still bothered him, even now. The sense that he hadn’t done enough to help his buddy. That if he’d done more, if he’d done things differently, he might have been able to prevent Carter’s death. Even if logically Jase knew there was nothing he could have done to fix Carter’s brain injury. His friend had become a ticking time bomb, and Jase believed Carter had made the decision that fateful night to end it before he hurt someone he loved.

“He’s at peace now,” Molly said softly, stroking a hand over his chest. 

Jase wanted to believe that. Needed to. Because while Savannah wasn’t his by blood, Jase considered her his daughter in every way that mattered. In her, a piece of Carter lived on.

But sometimes when she looked up at him with those dark brown eyes, Jase saw his dead best friend staring back at him. 

Molly leaned up on tiptoe to kiss the back of his neck, her arms tightening around his middle. “Come on. Let’s let her sleep and get some ourselves while we can.”

He shut Savannah’s door quietly behind them and followed Molly into the master suite just down the hall. In the darkness they stripped and climbed into bed together. 

Molly rolled into him, her naked body blanketing his, and Jase was finally able to get out of his head. Her sighs and moans filled the silence as they explored one another. He let her set the pace, watched her hungrily while she straddled him and slid down on his cock, holding her hips to help guide her in the motion he knew she liked best. 

But when she got close, he took over, flipping her onto her back. He fisted one hand in her hair as he reached between them with the other to find her clit, watching her expression change from anticipation to bliss as he found just the right spot. 

He held her in the dark afterward, her breathing turning slow and deep as she dropped off to sleep in his arms. Jase remained awake, thinking about Carter and the man with the gun tonight. Tomorrow he’d help Beckett try and find out if there was a credible threat against any of them.

Jase’s most important mission was keeping Molly and Savannah safe. He would always protect his girls from anyone or anything that ever threatened them. 


 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

 

It took two hours before he felt confident that he was in the clear. 

Riley paused at the opposite edge of the woods from the lane until he was certain no one was following him before hurrying to where he’d left his truck. He hid his rifle then took off his boots, put them in a plastic bag and shoved them beneath the seat before changing clothes and putting on his sneakers. 

He closed his eyes for a long moment, taking his first full breath in hours. His heart rate had finally returned to normal and his hands were no longer unsteady, but that had been way too fucking close back there. He couldn’t believe that little girl had seen him just as he’d been about to make his way around the back of Beckett’s house. Mac’s daughter. 

It had been dark out except for that damn streetlight. Had she seen his face? If she’d recognized him, it would ruin everything.

He’d thought it tonight, in that moment when she’d spotted him. Still, even though he was determined to go through with his plan, he wasn’t going to hurt a kid to do it. The moment she’d whirled around to run back and tell someone that she’d seen him, he’d let her go and disappeared back into the woods. 

Without a doubt, Mac and Beckett would have come looking where he’d been. Riley had been lucky to escape.

He started his truck and drove away, heading toward town. No one was behind him, and he relaxed even more. He was still in the clear. 

Just as he reached the end of Front Street, the main strip along the waterfront, the first raindrops began to fall. The tension in his gut eased further. It was supposed to pour for the next two days. The heavy rains would wash away his tracks.

He’d intended to hit the main highway and get out of town for the night, but then he spotted two familiar pickups parked out front of the Sea Hag bar. He pulled in, safe for now and deciding he could use a drink after tonight’s events. 

Troy and Grant were sitting at a back table by the window overlooking the waves rolling onto the beach. They noticed him right away, and Troy got up and approached him. “Hey, man, good to see you.” He shook Riley’s hand. “Haven’t seen you around here in a while.”

“Been busy. What about you, I heard you moved to California.”

Troy grunted and walked over to the bar with him. “California’s fucked. Decided to stay here in Oregon. Been down around Eugene mostly.” He eyed Riley as they waited for the bartender to take their order. “Heard you got the axe recently too.”

Riley’s mood plummeted a few notches, his face heating. “Yeah.”

Troy thumped him on the back. “Sorry to hear it, kid. But there are plenty of jobs out there.”

He nodded. “Didn’t want to work another day for those assholes anyhow.”

“I hear you.” Troy glanced around to make sure no one was listening, then continued. “Beckett Hollister thinks he’s better than everyone around here, just because he owns the business and the local idiots think he’s a fucking hero.”

“And because they respected his old man,” Riley added bitterly. He ordered a whiskey for himself and Troy ordered a beer.

“Come and sit with us,” Troy said, picking up his bottle.

Riley had intended to say hi, toss back the drink and leave, but now he was worked up and frustrated. Trash talking Beckett and the others with these guys would be cathartic. 

He followed Troy back to the table. “Hey, Grant.”

“Hey.” Grant took a pull from his beer, eyeing Riley as he sat. “How’s it going?”

He shrugged. “You know how it is.”

“Sure as shit do. You find work yet?” 

“Nothing steady.”

Grant grunted. “So who was it who turfed you, Hollister or Mac?”

“Hollister.”

“Did he give you a reference?”

“No.”

“What an asshole.” Grant looked around the bar and shook his head in disgust. “Hate this stupid fucking town.”

“Me too.” But he hated Beckett more, and his Scottish asshole project manager. Riley had only moved to the area in the first place to be closer to his brother, and then Rob had died.

He would still get both Beckett and Mac. All he needed was a new plan, since the original one was burned to ash. He’d figure out something, find a better opportunity where only his enemies would get hurt and he was less likely to be caught. Something would come up. He just had to wait for it to materialize. 

Riley held up his glass. “Fuck ‘em.”

Grant and Troy both grinned and raised their beers. “Fuck ‘em.”

Riley tossed back half the whiskey, focusing on the burn of it down his throat. “They think they’re heroes, that they’re better than the rest of us just because they were special ops. My brother was the real hero, but people around here barely noticed when he died.” A training accident, the Marine Corps had said. The devastating news had ripped Riley’s life apart.

“That’s so wrong,” Troy growled. “Your brother was a hero, and people here oughtta know it.”

Riley nodded. Beckett and Mac had only hired him because of what had happened to his brother, because they thought they were doing Riley a favor. They’d seen him struggling, they’d known he was going through a rough time, and yet they’d done sweet fuck all when things had spiraled into the darkest place Riley had ever known. 

Beckett with his “fatherly” talks, he and Weaver and Mac all pushing Riley to keep working, take his mind off it all. Giving him the numbers of counselors and shit, telling him to get help. 

They should have helped him. They should have understood and cut him some slack with everything he was going through. 

Instead, they’d turfed him to the curb like he was garbage. Thrown him away when he’d needed support the most. 

Riley took another sip of whiskey, the heat of it chasing away some of the cold in his gut. They might not respect him because he wasn’t a veteran, but he was still an expert shot thanks to his brother and dad. 

With the things they’d taught him over the years he could live off the grid, even out in the bush for weeks at a time if necessary. When he killed Beckett and Mac, he could disappear for a while until it was safe enough to start over somewhere new.

“Hey, you staying around here somewhere?” Grant asked.

“No.” Currently he was living in the beat-to-shit truck that was all he could afford to buy. 

He’d lost fucking everything when Beckett fired him—and Riley was sure it had been at Mac’s request. He’d lost his job and then his brand new truck. Shortly after that, he’d lost the house he’d been planning to buy with his girlfriend. 

No job also meant he’d lost his medical coverage, and he couldn’t afford COBRA. With no money to pay for anything aside from food, and his piece of shit used truck, he couldn’t afford his meds. So he’d started drinking more, and then Dana had dumped him. 

Everything was gone. 

His brother’s face floated in his mind. Older by three years, Rob had always been Riley’s hero.

He thought of the day Rob had found him crying at the kitchen table in his freshman year in high school, his nose, mouth and shirt bloody from yet another run-in with the class bully. 

Rob had calmed him down. Taken him into the bathroom to clean him up, then grabbed him by the shoulders, his expression fierce. 

“No more running from that asshole, Ry. If he won’t leave you alone, then you have to fight back.” Rob shook him gently. “Stand your ground.”

Rob had taken him to the range for the first time that weekend, and taught him how to shoot. How to fight. And the following Monday morning when Riley arrived at school, his nemesis had been waiting for him in the woods. 

Riley hadn’t run. He’d fought back. And won. 

Stand your ground.

He would stand his ground now. Because he was at rock bottom. At this point he had nothing more to lose except his freedom, and he wanted to fight back. So he was going to get Beckett and Mac. Weaver too, if he got them all together in the right circumstance, and then lie low until the heat died down enough for him to escape.

All he had to do was pick his moment. And if he got caught afterward, at least he’d wind up with a permanent roof over his head and three meals a day in prison. 

Going to jail would be worth it as long as he put the assholes who’d done this to him in the ground. 

****

Fatigue dragged at Beckett as he headed up the main staircase to the second floor in the quiet house. Walter was passed out and snoring in his bed in front of the downstairs fireplace, exhausted from their nighttime vigil. 

Now that the sky was just beginning to lighten, the chances of whoever had been in the woods with a rifle coming after them in broad daylight were slim. He could finally sleep for a bit. 

He showered in the guest bathroom so he wouldn’t wake Sierra, then stopped in the den to review the security camera footage to make sure he hadn’t missed anything. He’d installed them after the incident with the woman who had targeted Sierra to get to him.

Nothing on the feed showed anything to be concerned about. Everything was fine now, yet his spine was still tingling, warning him that whatever threat this was, it wasn’t over. 

He’d had hours more to think on it, and still only three possible names came to mind. Grant. Riley. 

And Troy. 

Troy was the hothead of the three, and the most volatile. He reminded Beckett a lot of Carter near the end, and Beckett wouldn’t be surprised if it turned out that Troy had some sort of brain injury from his military service. Beckett had already asked Noah to check up on the man and look into other kinds of social support that might help him. 

Beckett had tried to help Troy in the months leading up to his firing. Hell, he’d tried to help all three men, but none of them would take the help he’d offered. 

None of them were willing to see a counselor and admit they had various problems that needed to be dealt with. They all refused to accept responsibility for their actions—or inaction, in two of their cases. They wanted to blame the world and everyone around them rather than take responsibility and point the finger at themselves. 

Beckett was convinced it was one of them out there with a rifle last night. Coming to settle a grudge? Threaten or kill him?

Memories came flooding back in a rush. Of all the shit they’d gone through with Carter. 

Of the vengeful widow kidnapping Sierra. Holding Sierra at gunpoint, ready to kill her to punish him for not saving the widow’s husband when he’d had the chance.

His pulse picked up, a blast of anger and resolve streaking through him. No more. Never again would he allow her or anyone he cared about to be threatened on his watch. 

He looked up when the den door creaked open. Sierra stood there in nothing but a towel, her long brown hair tied up on the top of her head. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah.” And he was going to make sure it stayed that way. No one threatened him or the people he loved. Least of all three dipshits he’d done everything in his power to help.

“Good.” She walked toward him and slid sideways into his lap. “Then come to bed,” she murmured. She brushed a kiss over his lips, smelling of soap and toothpaste.

Having just relived everything they’d gone through before, how close he’d come to losing her forever, triggered something primitive in his brain. 

He needed her. Right now.

Beckett scooped her up and stood, ignoring the sharp twinge in his lower back while she giggled and looped her arms around his neck. “I love it when you sweep me off my feet like a romantic hero,” she murmured, distracting him with soft kisses all over his face.

Beckett was feeling far from romantic at the moment. Urgency hammered at him, filling him with raw need.

He carried her into their room, his fatigue gone, and laid her on the bed. With one tug he had her towel off, and then he stretched out over top of her. Ready to claim his wife in the most primal way possible.

Sierra wound her arms and legs around him, that knowing smile on her face filling him with warmth. She was like sunshine to his darkness. He worshipped her, and while words and feelings weren’t easy for him, this was. 

With every kiss, every stroke of his hands across her silken skin, Beckett told her how much he loved her. How much he needed her. 

Pinning her hands on either side of her head, he teased her tongue with his, kissing a path down her chin to her neck. She hummed in enjoyment and tipped her head back to give him more room, leaving her hands where they were when he let go to cup her breasts. Her tight pink nipples begged for his mouth as he stroked and squeezed them. Sierra squirmed, rubbing her core against the bulge at the front of his jeans.

Then she reached down to cup her breasts for him, squeezing and lifting them like an offering. Beckett obliged her with a low growl, taking one hard peak into his mouth to suck and lave with his tongue, then the other. 

Sierra gasped and grabbed the back of his head with one hand, pulling him closer. He stayed where he was, sucking and teasing while she rubbed herself against his erection, the little sounds she made driving him crazy. 

He released her nipple with one last caress of his lips and tongue, then grasped her hips in his hands and rubbed his face against her belly as he eased down to wedge his shoulders between her thighs. She made room for him, her fingers sliding into his hair to rub his scalp while he stared at the flushed, slick folds before him. 

She sighed as he kissed her there, his lips lingering for a moment, waiting for the impatient lift of her hips before he stroked his tongue along her softness. Her hand tightened in his hair, the other gripping his shoulder as she arched into his mouth. He was hungry, driven by the primal need to claim her, imprint himself in her skin.

He drove his tongue into her, tasting her before he focused on the rosy nub of her clit. Sierra didn’t hold back. She let him know with every sexy sigh and moan, every shift of her body what she liked. Beckett gave it to her, focused on making her come with single-minded intent. 

She was his. Nothing and no one would take her from him.

“Beckett, now,” she gasped out, her breathing choppy and her soft thighs trembling against his shoulders. 

He looked up the length of her body, meeting that gorgeous, heavy-lidded blue gaze. Her lips were parted, her cheeks flushed, need etched into her expression. “You want my cock?” he asked, softly licking the most sensitive spot of her clit. 

She gasped and clenched his hair. “Yes. Make me come with it.”

He propped himself up on one elbow and kept his tongue exactly where it was as he ripped his jeans open with his free hand. Shoving them halfway down his thighs, he came up on his knees and moved over her, devouring that sexy pink mouth while he settled his hips between her legs.

Sierra moaned into his mouth and reached one hand down to curl around him. He groaned at the feel of her fingers gripping his cock, pumped into her fist a few times before she settled the head against her core. 

He bent to suck at a nipple, stroking it against the roof of his mouth with his tongue, then dropped one hand between them to find her clit and caress it with the pad of his finger. 

She clutched him to her and mewled in her throat. Beckett was so hard he ached, waiting for the moment when he could plunge into her heat. He drew it out, teasing her with little strokes of his cock, gliding the head against the sweet spot just inside her while he pleasured her with his finger and mouth. 

“Oh, God, yesss,” she cried out, hips moving with him, working the head of him with her core. 

Beckett groaned and finally allowed himself to push deeper, his muscles bunching, heart racing at the feel of her clenching around him. Her moans rose, becoming almost frantic as she neared the end. He stayed exactly where he was, letting it build and build, the pleasure streaking through him like fire.

Sierra cried out and started coming, her core milking him as she bucked under his weight. He grabbed fistfuls of her hair and plunged deeper, harder, drinking in her expression of ecstasy and the satisfaction that he’d put it there. 

Orgasm loomed on the edge of his consciousness, coming closer with every stroke. He chased it, staring down into her beautiful face. 

Her beautiful eyes opened, heavy with satisfaction and love. “Let me watch you come,” she whispered, cupping the side of his face. 

He locked his gaze with hers, the incredible intimacy of it surrounding them like some magic spell. Ecstasy burst inside him, tearing through his whole body as he drove deep and let go, a throttled moan tearing free as he pumped his release into her.

Sierra hummed in satisfaction and pulled his mouth to hers, her tongue teasing his as the last echoes shuddered through him. He groaned and wrapped his arms all the way around her, burying his face in the softness of her hair as he melted into her hold. 

“Wow,” she said on a little laugh. “Not complaining at all, don’t get me wrong, but what the heck brought that on?”

He’d been more intense than usual, and he wasn’t sorry. Because you’re mine. “Wanted you to feel me all over you while I’m gone today.”

“That’s pretty caveman, but I kinda like it.” She hugged him to her.

Outside, the storm had intensified. Rain pounded on the roof, the wind gusting in the eaves. Beckett rolled them over and held her for a while, running his fingers through her hair. 

Sierra sighed and snuggled closer like a sleepy kitten. “It’s the perfect day to spend in bed. I don’t want to get up, but I need to run into the clinic before I pick up Tiana. Poppy, Molly and I are taking her shopping for maternity clothes and we’re making a day of it.” She kissed his bristly chin. “You working long today?”

“Just finishing up a few things with the guys.” Cleaning up the most recent mess Troy had left him while trying to keep the clients happy.

“Okay.” She sat up, bent to kiss him one more time. “Get some sleep.” 

“Yeah.” He couldn’t help but smile when she drew the covers up and tucked them around him. They’d both agreed they didn’t want kids for a while yet. But when they did, making them was gonna be a hell of a lot of fun, and she would be the most incredible mother. 

“Love you,” she whispered against his forehead. “See you later.”

“Love you too. Hey.” He snagged her hand, tugged her back toward him. “Be careful, yeah? Be aware of your surroundings, just in case.”

She smiled. “I will.”

He let her go and lay there in the quiet as she moved around the room getting dressed. Her soft treads faded down the stairs. Minutes later her vehicle started up and drove away. 

Beckett rolled to his back and scrubbed a hand over his face. He was tired, but sleep wasn’t happening. His instincts rarely led him wrong, and right now they were warning him that something bad was about to happen.

Plan already forming in his mind, he sat up and headed for the closet to grab some clothes. Whatever the new threat hovering over them was, today he would take measures to head it off before it could materialize. 


 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

 

Tiana peeled her eyes open when she heard the patter of feet coming down the hallway. A second later an impatient knock came at the door. 

“Come in,” she called sleepily.

Ella walked in wearing her backpack, and carrying Bruce. 

The cat’s black-and-white ears were back and its tail was twitching angrily from side to side, but he would never bite Ella, who adored him maybe too much for Bruce’s liking. He would be ecstatic when the baby came and Ella had a new playmate to love on. 

“Morning,” Ella said in a chipper voice. “I thought I’d better come wake you up. It’s almost nine.”

Sierra, Molly and Poppy were picking her up at ten to go shopping. She’d outgrown most of her clothes, and all her jeans were tight around the waist. “Is it?”

“Yes. Are you feeling sick today?”

Tiana thought about it. “Not at the moment.” She just had trouble sleeping. Well, staying asleep mostly. This time around she was far less nauseated than she had been with Ella. And now that the first trimester was almost over, she hopefully would kick the lingering fatigue soon.

“Good, because you don’t want to be stuck in the car going around those curves on the highway if you’re feeling like you might throw up.”

Tiana smothered a laugh. Ella was beyond excited about becoming a big sister in the spring, and she’d been a huge help when Tiana wasn’t feeling her best. “Thanks for that.” She sat up and ran her hands through her hair. “Is Aidan still here?”

“Yep, he’s making you toast. He’s going to drop me off with dad on his way to work.”

“Okay.” 

Ella’s expression turned serious, and Tiana could see the worry in her eyes. “Mom, do you think the man with the gun will come back?”

Tiana’s heart squeezed. “No, sweetheart, I don’t think he will. And if he did, Aidan and Beckett would stop him and call Noah to arrest him.” 

Her little girl had been forced to grow up so much these past two years. Ella had gone through more trauma than any little girl should ever have to, and for the most part had weathered her recovery well, though anxiety was her constant companion now. 

Ella gave a relieved sigh, her expression brightening. “Good.”

“Are you excited to see your dad?” Tiana asked, wanting to shift subjects. 

“Yep, we’re gonna go to a movie, and then work on our song together.”

Tiana smiled, a bittersweet pain hitting her in the chest. While she was glad Ella’s biological dad had finally stepped up and become part of her life, it was hard to share her with the man who had shattered Tiana’s world so completely once upon a time. 

Thankfully she now had Aidan, and that made all the difference. “Sounds like fun. Are we picking you up tomorrow night, or is your dad dropping you off here?”

“Not sure. I’ll text you.”

“Okay. I’m gonna take a shower now.” 

“Kay.” Bruce finally managed to wiggle free and made a break for it down the hallway. Ella went after him.

Tiana showered, threw her hair back in a bun because she couldn’t be bothered to blow dry it out, put on the only remaining pair of jeans she could squeeze into, and a soft, cozy sweater. She found Aidan at the kitchen counter, his broad back to her. “Morning.”

He smiled at her over his shoulder, and it damn near made her breath catch. Her husband was a hunk, and his delicious Scottish accent put him over-the-top on the sexy meter. “Morning. You want peanut butter, or marmalade?”

She checked in with her stomach. “Nutella and strawberry jam.”

His smile vanished and he blinked at her. “Nutella and…”

“Gross, Mom,” Ella said, wrinkling her nose. She’d wrangled poor Bruce again, and now had him sitting on her lap as she ate her cereal. He didn’t seem to mind it, since she occasionally shared with him. 

“Hey, the baby wants what the baby wants.” She crossed to Aidan and wound her arms around his waist, leaning her cheek against his strong back with a sigh as she closed her eyes. Rain pattered on the kitchen window, the start of the deluge they’d been expecting. “You smell so good.”

He was dutifully filling her breakfast order. “Do I?”

“Mmmm.” They hadn’t exactly been burning up the sheets lately. She was so damn tired all the time, and her boobs had just stopped hurting. But starting tonight they had an entire twenty-four-plus together, just the two of them. They needed it, and she planned to make the most of it. 

A silent laugh shook him. “Are you going to fall asleep back there?”

She smiled and opened her eyes. “Maybe. You’re just that comfy.”

“Brilliant, I put my wife of only a few months to sleep already.”

“It’s a compliment. It means I feel safe with you.”

He turned in her embrace, a plate of toast in one hand and a mug of tea in the other. “I’m glad about that,” he said, dropping a kiss on her lips. “Now come eat.”

She sat at the island and started eating her toast. The flavor combination sounded weird, but her palate thought it was perfect. “So you’re working with Beckett today?”

“And Jase. We’ve some things to finish up at a couple houses. Damage control to keep the customers happy,” he added dryly, taking a sip of his coffee. 

“I think I’d rather go shopping.”

His warm brown eyes danced with amusement. “Aye, I would too.” He checked his watch, drained his coffee, then stepped close to gather her into a hug. “Have fun.”

“I will. You too.”

“Ha.” He crouched down and lifted the bottom of her sweater to kiss her abdomen. “Love you both.”

Tiana ran a hand through his hair and smiled, her heart catching. It was incredible to be loved unconditionally, and to see Aidan so in love with their baby already. “We love you back.”

He grinned as he got to his feet and brushed a kiss across her mouth. “See you tonight.” His eyes glowed with unmistakable intent.

Her insides tingled. “Yes.”

Turning to Ella, he ruffled the top of her hair. “Ready, lass?”

Ella murmured in agreement, let Bruce go, and hopped down from the stool to grab her backpack. 

Tiana opened her mouth to remind her to do her dishes, but Aidan cleared his throat and raised his eyebrows at Ella. She grinned and took her bowl to the sink, then rinsed it and put it in the dishwasher.

“Good lass,” Aidan murmured, squeezing her shoulder before giving Tiana a wink. 

“Ahem,” Tiana said pointedly to her daughter. 

Ella paused, realized what Tiana meant and rushed over to hug her with a grin. “I forgot.”

“Well, I didn’t.” She squeezed Ella tight, kissed the top of her blond head. “Love you. Have fun.”

“I will. Love you too.” Ella scampered to the door, shrugging on her jacket Aidan held for her, and picked up her backpack. “Bye, Mom! Make sure you don’t forget to feed Bruce for me.”

“I won’t. Bye.” She laughed to herself when Aidan waggled his eyebrows at her on the way out the door. Much as she adored her daughter, she was looking forward to some quality alone time with her sexy Scotsman tonight. 

****

“Well, that was absolute shite,” Aidan said to Beckett on their way out of the first house three hours later. 

The owner had rightly been upset with the number of unfinished tasks left just days before the completion deadline. Troy had marked some of the stuff on the punch list and then just left it all undone.

“Tell me about it.” Beckett’s face was set in hard lines as he headed for the truck. He had some of their best crew inside working overtime to get everything done and make the homeowner happy, but it shouldn’t have been necessary in the first place. 

“Has Troy rung you back?” Beckett had tried calling Troy and the other two possible suspects from last night, and none of them had returned his calls. Aidan didn’t think whoever it was with the rifle had come back last night, and neither did Beckett, who had been up monitoring the situation using his security cameras and nothing had come up.

“Nope. Gonna try him again right now.” He hit a button on his mobile and put it to his ear. “Troy, it’s Beckett,” he said as they climbed into the truck. He put the call on speaker so Aidan could hear.

“Yeah. What do you want?” Troy growled.

Beckett shared a look with Aidan. “Mac and I are at the property on Cedar Ridge Drive, getting things finished up. Any idea where the faucets for the kitchen and master bath wound up?”

“Nope.” 

The belligerent tone made Aidan roll his eyes. Although it wasn’t yet noon, he could tell Troy had already been drinking. What a wanker. They were way better off without him. Troy loved to argue and spew insults when he got mad, and doubly so when he’d been drinking, but he hadn’t been violent like Carter at the end.

To his credit, Beckett didn’t take the bait. “What about the extra flooring for the mudroom?”

“No idea. And not my problem, because I don’t work for you anymore.”

“No, you don’t.” He started the engine. “By the way, what did you do last night?”

“I don’t see how that’s any of your fucking business.”

“Humor me.”

Troy grunted. “I met Grant for a few beers at the Hag.”

Beckett looked at Aidan. “What time?” 

“What the fuck do you care?”

“I just do.”

A pause. “I dunno. Seven, I guess.”

“You both stay there long?”

“Few hours, I guess. Look, man, what do you want?”

Beckett waited a moment before answering. “Nothing. Just checking in on you before we head up to the place on Ocean Crest.”

The other property Troy had dropped the ball on. Well, several balls. 

“Checking up on me,” Troy muttered bitterly. “Well, like I said, I’m not your business anymore. So if there’s nothing else, this conversation’s over.”

“There’s nothing else.”

Troy hung up. Beckett was still looking at Aidan. “I don’t think it was him.”

“Aye. He wouldn’t have answered if he was guilty.” That narrowed the field to two suspects. Unless there was someone else they were missing. 

Beckett nodded and pulled out of the driveway. “Could’ve been Grant.”

“Maybe. What about Riley? Has anyone seen or heard from him since he left?” The lad had left Crimson Point straight away after Beckett let him go almost two months ago. 

“Not that I know of. But if he was pissed off enough to come after us, he would’ve done it long before now.”

Aidan pondered that as Beckett steered up the road and turned right to head up the hill. The project on Ocean Crest was one of their biggest and most expensive. 

With that kind of money going into it, the client understandably had high expectations for the project, and Troy’s antagonistic behavior and poor work ethic in the weeks prior to his firing had angered a lot of people. It was up to Beckett and Aidan to make everything right again, even if that meant spending their free evenings and weekends doing it.

“By the way, congrats on the baby news,” Beckett said. 

“Thanks.” Aidan couldn’t help but smile. “We didn’t expect it to happen this soon.”

“You guys planning to find out what it is?”

“Tiana wants to, but I’d rather it be a surprise.” 

Beckett turned the windshield wipers up higher to keep up with the volume of rain pounding the glass. “You got a generator for later, just in case?”

“Aye. It’s that time of year.” The rain and windstorms here in the Pacific Northwest were so much more intense than the ones back home. 

Already a large rivulet of water was running down the middle of the road, and the high winds they were expecting later would bring down branches and maybe even a few trees. Power loss was almost a certainty but Aidan didn’t mind. “It’s the first night Tiana and I have had just the two of us in forever.”

Beckett’s hard face softened in a grin. “Better make the most of it.”

“I plan to make Tiana’s favorite meal and have it ready before she gets home. If we’re done in time,” he added.

“Weaver’s meeting us at the next place, so between the three of us we should be able to wrap up in time for you to get everything ready.”

“Brilliant.” The first trimester had really taken it out of her. 

She was always taking care of everyone else, and Aidan was going to pamper her this weekend. Tonight he would serve her dinner in front of the fire and cuddle up together while the wind howled outside and the rain pounded on the roof. 

But first, he and Beckett had someone else’s shite to clean up.

****

Riley glanced down at his phone on the diner table when it rang. Recognizing Troy’s number, he answered. “Hey, man. What’s up?”

“Hollister call you?”

The mere mention of the name made his insides grab. He was an hour north of Crimson Point, not wanting to stay in the area just in case Beckett had figured out it had been him out there last night. 

At the moment he was torn between fleeing the coast and heading inland, and coming up with a new plan to kill him. “No. Why?”

“He just called me. Wanting to know where some shit for the Cedar Ridge job was. Like I give a shit.”

He shifted on the booth seat, unease growing inside him. “Did he say anything else?”

“Yeah, he wanted to know where I was last night.”

Shit. “What did you tell him?”

“The truth, but I should have told him to go fuck himself.”

His heart started beating faster. “Did you mention me?”

“No. But I just thought I’d give you a heads up in case he calls you. He and Mac are apparently on their way up to Ocean Crest now.” He chuckled. “See how they like doing some actual work themselves for a change, instead of busting everyone else’s balls.”

Riley stilled. “Yeah. Thanks for the warning.”

He ended the call, a rush of excitement and purpose ripping through him. A memory came to mind, as vivid as the day it had happened. Just before Christmas when Riley had walked in to find Rob packing the last of his gear because he was shipping out to Afghanistan the next day. 

Rob straightened from filling his duffel and cocked an eyebrow at him. “Hey, what’s with the long face?”

Riley shrugged. “Nothing.”

His brother grinned and reached out to hook an arm around Riley’s neck. “I’ll be back before you know it. We’ll get a place together, just you and me. And by then we’ll have put enough money away to get that boat we want.” He scrubbed his knuckles on the top of Riley’s head. “Start up our charter fishing business and be our own bosses for a change.”

“Yeah,” Riley answered with a grin, shoving down the lump of emotion trapped in his throat.

If Riley could go back in time, he would say a lot more than “yeah” to Rob in reply. But he hadn’t. And that was the last time he’d ever seen his brother. 

Four months later, Riley’s whole world had come crashing down when he’d opened the front door to find Sheriff Buchanan and a Marine from Rob’s unit in his dress blues standing there, come to inform him that Rob had been killed. 

It still felt surreal. Instead of coming back to Crimson Point and buying a boat to start their business together, Rob had come home in a flag-draped casket four months later. All their plans had died with him, and now lay buried in his brother’s grave. 

The town had briefly mourned the loss of their young, fallen Marine. But it had seemed like within a few days, everyone here had resumed their normal lives and forgotten all about Rob. 

Riley had been cheated of the future he and his brother had planned. For a brief time he’d known a glimmer of hope again after Beckett hired him. Had even thought of saving up to buy the boat on his own, and paint Rob’s name on the side to honor his brother.

Then Beckett had taken even that shadow of a dream away from him the day he’d called Riley into his office for a final meeting and delivered the brusque message. Things just aren’t working out. I have to let you go.

But Riley wouldn’t let it go. And now he knew where Beckett and Mac were going to be. 

His rifle was still in his truck, along with all his survival gear. And a special weapon he’d been saving just in case. He’d thought about getting rid of it so many times, and had never been able to. Maybe this was why. Maybe this was its purpose.

His pulse accelerated. He could get them both with a single attack and disappear inland.

All he had to do was follow them and choose his moment.


 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

 

“Wow, look at this place!” Poppy was hit with an instant burst of early Christmas cheer as soon as they entered the mall, and it was welcome. 

Last night’s news about a man carrying a rifle at the edge of the woods had put them all on edge. There was no further information about it today. But after surviving her near-death experience with a psychotic serial killer, anxiety was her constant companion. 

Knowing another potential threat was lurking out there somewhere had her stomach in knots. She’d made up her mind to stay alert for any sign of danger, anyone who might be watching or following them, without drawing attention to it. She didn’t want to spoil the day or cause any of her friends fear or stress.

Poppy gazed around her and put on a smile. Everything was fine so far, no hint of danger. But she’d keep an eye out. Thanksgiving was still weeks off, but the mall was decked out in preparation for the holiday rush. 

“Isn’t this magical?” Two giant nutcrackers stood guard on either side of the main entrance. Inside, carols were playing and everywhere she looked there were garlands and trees and other holiday decorations. 

“What do you think, sweetheart?” Molly asked, leaning over the top of Savannah’s stroller to see her daughter better. “Isn’t it pretty?”

Savannah seemed to be enthralled with the colorful holiday decorations and twinkling lights, staring up at everything with wide, dark eyes. 

“Wait until you get everything put up at home,” Poppy said. “She’ll love it.”

“Wait until she’s three and old enough to be excited about Santa Claus,” Tiana added with a big smile. “That’s the best. It’s pure magic.”

“Are you still going to put a tree in her room?” Sierra asked Molly. 

“Of course. Jase insists.” She straightened and glanced at Tiana. “Where to first? Food or clothes?”

“Clothes, so I can wear pants with enough room for me to stuff my face with a big cinnamon bun later.”

“Now that sounds like a plan.” Sierra pushed her dripping wet hood back. “Follow me. Maternity store’s this way.”

“And just how do you know where the maternity store is?” Molly asked, raising an eyebrow. 

“Not for the reason you’re thinking,” Sierra said with a half-smile. “I just remember from last time I was here a few weeks ago.”

“Okay, just checking.” Molly gave her the side eye. 

“Hey, if Beckett knocks me up one day, you’ll be the first to know after him.”

Molly gave a satisfied nod. “I better be.”

“Have you guys talked about it at all?” Poppy asked Sierra. 

“Sort of. Neither of us is ready yet, but we’re open to entertaining the idea someday. What about you?”

“We’ve talked about it too.” The other three women eyed her expectantly, making Poppy laugh as a blush hit her cheeks. She’d been working hard to put her past trauma behind her, working diligently with her therapist to overcome everything that had happened. The last thing she wanted to do was pass fear and anxiety to a child. “We might start trying soon.”

“Really? Oh, that’s fantastic,” Tiana gushed, pulling her in for a one-armed hug. “Our kids would be so close together in age.”

“Well, we’ll see how things go.” She didn’t want to get ahead of herself or get her hopes up too high. A lot of women had trouble conceiving, or staying pregnant. 

Poppy wanted to be realistic. It had been a huge step for her to marry Noah this past summer. Every day she made an effort to distance herself from her past and the shame she’d carried for so long, and the fear that now lived inside her. 

The maternity store was almost empty, but within a few minutes of them walking in, it became a hive of activity. While Tiana tried her first selections in the changing room, the rest of them grabbed various outfits from the display racks and brought them to her, taking turns entertaining or feeding Savannah in between. 

Sierra popped out to grab something, and returned ten minutes later laden with cinnamon buns, lattes and a huge serving of Chinese orange chicken for them all to share. The salesperson let them eat in a little seating area in the back. 

Tiana walked out of the store twenty minutes later with six new outfits, then they hit the rest of the mall to get an early start on their Christmas shopping. Poppy stayed vigilant but tried to be subtle about it, and being with her friends helped ease her anxiety.

Savannah started getting fussy about an hour later. With her mom and three aunties there to cuddle and entertain her she should have been eating up the attention, but Savannah was having none of it. 

“Not to worry, the second we get her in the car and start driving, she’ll fall right to sleep. Never fails,” Molly promised.

Everyone hooded up and made the dash through the pouring rain to Sierra’s SUV and piled in. Poppy got in the back beside Savannah in her car seat, Molly on the other side. 

“That was fun,” Poppy said, putting Savannah’s pacifier back in when she spat it out in a fit of temper. A fun day out with her friends with no hint of a threat from whoever had been out there with that rifle last night. 

“It was, until my child killed the mood.” Molly tucked a blanket around Savannah. “Sorry for the noise. Hang in there just a couple more minutes and she’ll be out like a light.”

“Start the timer,” Sierra joked to Tiana. “I wanna see how long it takes her.”

Molly was right. Within four minutes, Savannah was fast asleep. “Told ya,” she said smugly.

“The car always works like a charm,” Tiana said from up front in the passenger seat. “I used to put Ella in the car when she was little and drive her around whenever I couldn’t get her to calm down any other way.”

“And now my kid’ll be in a much better mood when she wakes up,” Molly said, leaning back in her seat with a sigh. “I’m so glad we did this. I needed to get out and spend a fun afternoon with you guys.”

“Pretty sure we all did,” Tiana said. “We’ve all been so busy with our schedules, we haven’t hung out much together lately.”

“We need to make a point of getting together just the four of us—well, five, or six if you include the girls—at least once a month,” Poppy said. 

“Count me in,” said Tiana. “You guys are the best.”

“Aww,” Sierra said with a grin. “How you feeling now? Cinnamon bun settling okay?”

“Oh yeah. Baby wants another.” Tiana patted her belly. “But he or she’ll just have to wait. If I start gorging myself I’ll outgrow my new pants in no time.”

“Got any plans for tonight?” Poppy asked. 

“Yes.” Tiana shot her a smile. “Aidan and I have the house to ourselves until tomorrow night. That’s a big deal.”

Molly laughed. “Girl, I hear you, and I hope you have fun. I know you’re still early on in your pregnancy, but I was crazy horny throughout the last half of mine.”

Tiana swung around to blink at her. “Really? Wow, Jase must have loved that.”

“I didn’t get any complaints.”

“I’ll bet,” Sierra said in a dry voice.

“Well, Aidan hasn’t been nearly that lucky. Or gotten lucky much at all lately,” Tiana said. “But tonight, it’s on. And let’s be honest, here—his accent is worth half an hour of foreplay all on its own.”

Everyone laughed. “Too much information. Don’t scar me,” Poppy joked, then reached for her cell when it rang in her coat pocket. It was Noah. “Hey, we’re just on our way back.”

“Figured.” She could hear traffic noise in the background along with the rain, as if he was standing outside. “Listen, the highway’s blocked off just before the turnpike connector. Part of the hillside gave way with all the rain.”

The blockage was between them and Crimson Point. “Oh. Anyone hurt?”

“No, thankfully, but it’s a mess. It’ll take at least a few days to clear the slide and get the highway back open. You guys will have to reroute east and come into town from the south.”

She could just picture him standing at the side of the road in the pouring rain in his sheriff’s uniform as he secured the area. “You’ll be having a late night then, huh?”

“Looks like.”

She pushed aside a stab of disappointment and spurt of anxiety. Loving Noah meant being accepting and supportive of his job and the crazy hours he sometimes had to work. “Be careful. And wake me up when you get home so I know you’re back safe.”

“Okay. You’ll tell Sierra about the detour?”

“Yes.”

“Love you, sunflower.”

She loved the nickname he’d chosen for her. It never failed to make her smile. “Love you too, handsome. Bye.”

Poppy ended the call and spoke to the others. “Hope everyone used the bathroom before we left the mall, because we just had at least an hour added onto our trip home.”

****

“I should sue his ass for all the money this is costing me,” Beckett muttered as he hefted his toolbox into the bed of his truck and shut the tailgate. 

Troy had cost the company a lot of money and manpower. Beckett had been forced to pull guys from other projects to fix Troy’s shit, and nearly lost them two valued clients. 

He should have fired Troy’s problematic ass months ago, but had held off because of what had happened with Carter. Not long after Beckett had let him go, Carter had killed himself by driving off a cliff. Troy might be an asshole, but he already had major issues to deal with and Beckett didn’t want another death on his conscience. 

“Naw, you’d have wound up spendin’ twice that in legal fees when the wee bawbag contested it,” Mac said.

He cracked a grin. He never got tired of Mac’s Scottish slang. “Yeah, you’re probably right.”  

At the driver’s door of his truck he paused to stretch his lower back a little. After spending most of the day contorted into various positions necessary to fix all the half-assed things Troy had left for them to deal with, it ached like a bitch. 

Thankfully they’d made good headway on finishing up both projects today. Another few solid days with a crew of three at each place, and everything would finally be done the way it should have in the first place. 

“Ready to head home?” He was looking forward to a long, hot shower and then a beer and pizza by the fire with Sierra.

“Aye. Can we stop at the supermarket on the way back? I need to get the messages.”

It was only because he was so familiar now with Mac’s Scottishisms that he understood that meant getting groceries. “Sure.” He slid into the cab and peeled off his soaking wet coat to toss in the backseat before getting them on the road and heading for the coastal highway. 

A few minutes after they’d reached it, Beckett slowed as he came around a curve. The traffic just ahead was backed up all the way around the next bend around the cliff, bumper to bumper.

“Accident?” Mac said as Beckett came to a stop behind the car in front of them.

It was raining like hell. Sheets of it poured from the blanket of leaden gray clouds overhead, making it seem far darker than it would normally be at four in the afternoon this time of year. “Probably.” 

The wipers swished a rapid rhythm as rain pummeled the hood and roof of the truck. When they didn’t move for several minutes, Beckett finally turned off the engine and checked the radio for a traffic report. The rain sounded like tiny hammers on the roof, and the local radio stations weren’t saying anything about the road. 

“I’m gonna call Noah, see if he knows what’s going on.” He dialed his best friend, who answered almost immediately. “Hey, you done for the day?”

“About ten minutes ago,” Beckett said. “Listen, Mac and I are at a total standstill about seven miles north of the junction on the 101. Any idea what’s up?”

“Yeah, half the hillside came down across the road just north of you, and there’s also been a smaller one about a half-mile south.”

Ah, hell. “Anyone hurt?”

“No, but traffic won’t be moving through either of them anytime soon. Crews are trying to clear one lane at the southern slide to get alternating traffic through. It’s gonna take a few hours at least. Better turn around, double back and detour east toward the vineyard.”

“Roger that. Thanks, man.” He ended the call and dialed Jase, who was behind them somewhere on the highway. “We’ll have to head for the vineyard and come in from the south to get around the slide,” Beckett told him.

“Okay, thanks for the heads up. See you Monday.”

“You bet.” 

Beckett glanced in his mirrors. The truck behind them was only two feet or so off his rear bumper. With the sheer rock face to the right and the guardrail running along the southbound lane, there wasn’t much room to turn a big pickup around. 

A few other cars in the lineup behind them had the same idea and began to turn around. It took him a full minute of reversing and careful maneuvering to get them pointed the right way and start the drive back the way they’d come. “You letting the girls know?” he asked as Mac typed something out on his phone.

“Aye. Tiana said Noah already alerted them. They’re going east off the highway now.”

Beckett glanced at the clock on the dash. “We should still beat them home. You’ll have time to get the messages and start making dinner before she gets there.”

Mac aimed a grin at him. “It just sounds wrong when you say it with that horrid American accent.”

“Sounds wrong period.” Traffic heading northbound was still piling up. Southbound was far lighter. Beckett headed for the junction, still another four miles away. “So when’s Tiana’s due date?”

“May twelfth. Not that it’s an exact science, of course.”

“No. All seems to be going well though?” The road widened a little up ahead, the right shoulder wide enough that some vehicles had pulled over. Beckett slowed as he reached them.

“Aye, so far. She’s just tired mostly, and a little green around the gills at times. Ella’s been a big help looking after her when I’m not there.”

“She’s a natural little mother. I’ll never forget how she guilted me into adopting Walter from that shelter.”

Mac gave him a bland look. “You mean, the dog you push around in a pram and take on the ride-on mower with you?”

Beckett grinned. “Little guy’s grown on me.” He sped up a little as the row of cars on the right began to thin out. “I’ll bet Ella’s beside herself about having a little brother or sister. How was she, after you took her home last night?” Seeing a man holding a rifle must have been terrifying for her after everything she’d been through.

“She’s all right. A little rattled at first, but she calmed down once we got her tucked into bed between us.”

“That’s good—”

Beckett jerked the wheel when something cracked into the windshield, then slammed on the brakes when he saw the bullet hole in the center of it. 

“Jesus,” Mac bit out. 

“What the fuck,” Beckett snarled, immediately going into defensive mode. 

He couldn’t see around the curve in the road ahead, had no idea what was up there. Was the shooter still there? Was there more than one? 

The crawling traffic in front of them made it impossible to speed up and blast through the danger zone. They were in the outside lane and the shoulder narrowed too much to get past the other traffic. Beside it, only an aluminum guardrail stood between them and a hundred-food drop into the ocean. 

Going forward was too risky. Stopping here was safest. It would put more cars between them and the shooter, and allow them to grab the weapons stored in the back of his truck to defend themselves if necessary. 

Beckett pulled to the shoulder and cut the engine to avoid driving closer to the shooter. 

He and Mac jumped out, leaving the doors open for cover as they hunkered down and assessed the situation. He’d been rounding a curve when the shot had struck, and given the angle it must have come from somewhere on the right, near the shoulder at the edge of the cliff. 

“See anything?” he called out to Mac over the sound of the rain driving against the pavement, anger pumping through him. It seemed unbelievable that this might be connected to last night’s events, but there was just no other explanation.

“No, but that was way too bloody close.”

The back of Beckett’s neck was prickling like crazy, his hand itching to reach for the weapon holstered at the small of his back. Except the shot had been from a great enough distance that it had to have come from a rifle, and that meant the shooter was likely too far away for Beckett to hit with a pistol. 

Traffic continued to crawl past them in the outside lane. He couldn’t see anything ahead through the rain and gloom except for the glare of oncoming headlights coming toward them. Yet his spine tingled with the certainty that someone out there had a bead on them. “You armed?”

“No.”

“Follow me.” Careful to stay behind his open door, he backed away toward the rear of the pickup as Mac did the same. Undoing the tailgate as Mac kept watch, Beckett reached in for another pistol he kept secured to the inside of the bed. Handing it to Mac, he dialed Noah.

Noah answered on the first ring. “You guys get to the detour yet?” 

“No, and some asshole just took a shot at us. Put a round right through my windshield about six inches from my face.” There was a gap in the guardrail next to him. On the other side of it, the cliff dropped sharply away, straight down to the jumble of rocks at the bottom. From there the ground sloped away into the ocean, where huge waves exploded in an angry clash of spray and foam.

“What?”

He walked around the back of the bed toward Mac, the cold rain soaking his head, shoulders and chest. “We’re staying put until—” He jumped as something exploded to their right just out of view down the cliff. 

Both he and Mac whirled toward it just as an ominous rumble sounded below the road. The ground trembled. Beckett glanced around, his heart sinking. Shit…

“What the hell was that?” Mac blurted, glancing around in alarm. “Beck?”

“I don’t—” The ground beneath his feet began to shift, then suddenly gave way. “Oh, shit!”

“Beck!”

His feet swept out from under him. He lunged to the side, rolling as he fell, and made a desperate grab for the edge of the guardrail as he flew past it. His palm slapped against metal, but it was too late because the force of the slide washed him over the edge of the cliff. 

Pain flared through his back as a rock slammed into him. Mud and debris poured over him, adding to the disorientation as he fell. 

Beckett instinctively flipped onto his belly and shot up a hand to grab something to stop him from plummeting to his death. His left hand caught the edge of a rock. He clung to it for only a second before he slipped and fell, bouncing down the muddy incline on his back. 

Grabbing blindly around him for purchase, he caught the end of a long root sticking out of the hillside, grunting as his shoulders nearly came out of their sockets from the force of the abrupt stop. He scrambled to find footing on the slippery hillside as more rocks and mud pummeled him. 

Pulse thudding in his ears, he held on tight and squinted up through the driving rain to look at the road above him. A bolt of terror forked through him when he saw his truck about to tip over the edge. 

“Christ!” He twisted to the side, fighting to hold onto the wet root as the pickup rolled over and plummeted down the cliff mere feet from him. It crashed into the side of the rock face before hurtling down to slam into the jagged rock below with a sickening thud that reverberated through the air. 

Shaken, Beckett pressed flat to the muddy rock and caught his breath for a moment before fighting his way upward, searching for another handhold. Smaller rocks and mud were still flowing down around him. 

He couldn’t see Mac. “Mac! Mac, get me up!” he yelled over the wind and rain. He was about thirty feet down, the angle too steep for him to see the road.

No one answered him. 

Hold on. You have to hold on. Already his body throbbed from the mass of cuts and bruises. 

Gritting his teeth, he reached up for the edge of a flat rock sticking out above him and strained with all his might to pull himself upward. His boots slipped on the mud. He lost his footing, fear paralyzing him for a second as he dangled there, the sea crashing to the rocks below him where his truck lay smashed to hell. 

“Hey, there’s someone down there!”

Beckett looked up, blinking through the mud and rain covering his face as blurry faces appeared over the edge of the road above him. 

“Hang on, buddy! Help’s on the way!”

There was no time to wait. He couldn’t stay here, the cliff was too unstable, and he could only hold his body weight for so long. One good-sized rock or another rush of mud, and he’d be knocked off to his death. 

Wind blasted the back of him, making the soaking rain feel like he was coated in ice. He was breathing fast, his muscles trembling from cold and exertion as he doggedly inched his way up the cliff. He thought of Sierra, of the pain she would suffer if he died, and redoubled his grip. Holding on for her.

“Here, grab this!”

He glanced up to see a nylon rope dangling about ten feet over his head, the end tied into a loop. Climbing for it, he blocked out the fear when he slipped twice more, focusing on what he needed to do. 

Inch by excruciating inch he forced his way upward. By the time he got close enough to grab for the rope, his hands were numb, his arms like rubber and his whole back on fire. 

Grab the rope, soldier. You have to get that fucking rope. 

Summoning a last burst of strength, Beckett took a deep breath and shoved upward, making a desperate lunge for the end of the rope with his left hand. 

His bloody fingers closed around the loop. He gripped it as hard as he could, reached up with his other hand to do the same and held on with all his remaining strength. The rope jerked as whoever was at the other end began pulling him upward. 

It seemed to take forever. His hands and arms were numb, the strain of holding his body weight making his shoulders burn like fire. Somehow he hung on, his gaze fixed on the edge above him. 

When he was a few feet from the top, a hand suddenly appeared over the edge, plunging down to lock around his forearm. Whoever it was pulled hard. Beckett looked up at the strained face staring down at him. 

Jase. 

His buddy leaned down to wrap his free arm under Beckett’s arms, his face contorting with effort as he pulled him to safety. They both collapsed in a heap on the edge of the muddy pavement. 

Weaver scrambled up and dragged Beckett away from the edge, out into the middle of the road. “Jesus Christ, Beck,” he panted, grabbing him. “You all right?”

He nodded, trying to get his breath back, and lifted his head to look around. His shoulders and lower back were killing him. A crowd had gathered, and he could hear sirens in the distance. Aidan was nowhere to be seen. “Where’s Mac?”

Weaver’s face froze, his eyes filling with torment as he shook his head. “Mac’s gone.”

Beckett’s stomach plummeted. He whipped his head around to stare in horror at the edge of the cliff Mac had gone over without him noticing.


 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

 

Aidan forced his heavy eyelids open to find darkness surrounding him. He was cold. So cold. And something was hitting his face. 

The instant he tried to move, the pain registered. Brutal and sharp, splintering throughout his body, but worst in his right leg and chest. 

He couldn’t breathe. It was like he had an elephant on his chest. Every time he tried to draw a breath, barely any air came in. His brain was slow to kick into gear.

Christ, oh, Christ, the landslide…

It was quiet, only the steady thrum of the rain and his wheezing breaths breaking the silence. His limbs wouldn’t work. They were weighed down too. He blinked, tried to move, panic twisting through him when he realized he was trapped. 

Fighting through the pain, a measure of relief slid through him when he was able to lift his head a few inches. Through the mud covering his face he could just barely make out the pile of debris he was buried under. A small mountain of mud and rock.

He wiggled the fingers of his right hand. Biting down hard, he struggled to free it, trying to force it up through the mud and rock pinning it in place. But the effort cost him, the increased exertion making it impossible to draw air. His ribs wouldn’t expand. 

His vision went gray around the edges, pins and needles suddenly stabbing him all over his body.

Beckett. Beckett had been standing right next to him when the slide happened. Was he buried under all this too? He had to get up, had to find him. 

Steeling himself for more pain, Aidan gritted his teeth and fought to twist free of the debris entombing him. An agonized cry ripped free of his throat, pain splintering through his battered body. 

He was gasping, wheezing when he finally managed to free his right hand and pull it out of the debris. With effort he brought it up to his face and wiped at the mud caking his face. His eyes stung, the rain continually pelting his face, causing more mud to flow into his eyes. 

Then he stilled. Over the sound of his pulse thudding in his ears, he heard something. Someone yelling something far away. Above him? 

He tried to crane his neck back to look up, froze when a searing lightning bolt shot down his spine. He lay there gasping, shaking all over.

Then the voice carried down to him more clearly on the howling wind. 

“Aiiiiidaaan! Aiiiidaaan, can you hear me?” it shouted somewhere above him. A man’s voice.

Beckett? 

He feebly lifted his hand several inches, the only part of him that was free, and opened his mouth to call back. “H-heeere…” It came out in a raspy whisper, the horrible crushing sensation in his chest preventing him from being able to yell back. The gusting wind snatched the word as soon as it left his lips. 

The voice continued to call from up above. He couldn’t yell back. 

Trapped. He was trapped and couldn’t move. Was barely able to pull in any air. 

“H…help,” he croaked out, his face contorting with pain, panic spearing him at the smothering sensation. Oh, God, there was no way whoever it was up there could hear him. He was pinned down, and too badly injured to move even if he wasn’t. 

The voice kept calling him, soon joined by another. Aidan squeezed his eyes shut, tears gathering at the back of his throat. He desperately wanted to yell so they could hear him. So they could locate him and get him free. But his body wouldn’t let him. 

He thought of Tiana, of Ella, and the baby. He was hurt bad, but he had to hold on. Couldn’t give up hope. Couldn’t leave his lasses and bairn.

The crushing pressure on his lungs didn’t relent, and the pain in his chest and leg was so bad he would have screamed if he had the breath. His muscles jerked as he shivered, making it even harder to breathe. 

Cold surrounded him, sharp and biting, blending with the pain to suck him under. He shook his head, a feral sound of denial building in his throat. 

I can’t die. Not now. He had too much to live for. Too many people who depended on him.

The people calling his name knew he was down here. He couldn’t answer or free himself. So he had to hold on until they found him, no matter how cold he was, or how much it hurt. 

He blinked up at the sky, the rain and tears mixing with the mud on his face. It was getting dark out. Another hour and it would be pitch black out here. Given the temperature and his injuries, if rescuers didn’t find him soon…

No! Fight. You have to fight.  

The voices above began to fade, as if moving away from him. 

Frustration and fear knifed through him. No! No, I’m right here!

Then they went silent. 

Grief welled up, raw and painful. A strangled sob burned in his chest as he dropped his head back. 

The pain was so bad. Too strong, fueling the sense of despair and helplessness. 

Aidan shook his head, fighting to stay conscious. If he went under, he’d die. 

He called an image of his wife’s face to mind. Held it. 

Tiana. Have to make it back to Tiana. 

She needed him. Ella needed him. His unborn baby needed him.

But the crushing weight of everything was too much. It swallowed him whole, filling every cell of his body until the heavy black curtain came down, obliterating everything. 

****

They were getting close to the end of the detour now. Tiana shifted in her seat and sighed, getting antsy. “Wish I hadn’t had that latte,” she groaned.

Sierra glanced at her from the driver’s seat. “Bladder regret?”

“So much regret.”

“Hang in there. There’s a service station three miles up if you’re desperate. Otherwise we should have you home in about twenty minutes.” 

“Might have to take you up on the pit stop.”

Sierra opened her mouth to say something else but then her phone rang over the vehicle’s Bluetooth. Beckett’s name appeared on the display. She hit the button and answered. “Hey, handsome.”

“Sierra. I need you to pull over.”

Alarm shot through Tiana at the taut edge to Beckett’s voice, and she looked at Sierra. 

Her friend frowned. “Why, what’s—”

“Pull over.”

Sierra did, moving into the shoulder lane before putting her hazard lights on, her face taut. “I’m parked. What’s wrong?”

“Take me off speaker.” 

Sierra did. “Done. What’s—” She stopped, and then her gaze swung to Tiana.

 The blood drained from Tiana’s face with a cold prickle as Sierra slowly handed the phone over. “He wants to talk to you.”

Tiana all but snatched it from her, pulse thudding in her ears. “What’s wrong? What’s happened?”

“There’s been an accident.”

Cold spread through her gut. “Is Aidan with you? Is he all right?” The tension in the vehicle went up a thousand points as everyone watched her in worried silence. 

He sighed. “Someone took a shot at us through the windshield.”

Fear prickled across her skin as she stared out at the rain. She swallowed, ordering herself to stay calm. Oh, Jesus, no… “He was shot?”

“No. But when we got out to investigate, something detonated close to where we were standing and the edge of the road gave way. There was a landslide. He was caught in it.”

Tiana clapped a hand over her mouth. Sierra grabbed her shoulder, her expression full of alarm. “He…fell?”

“Yes.”

“How far?” Not far. Please say not far.

“At least eighty feet.”

“Oh, God,” she cried, a terrible numbness spreading through her, her heart thudding in her ears. “Is he all right? Is he alive?”

“We don’t know, we can’t see him. Noah’s bringing in a search team, and Jase and I are going down to look for him ourselves right now.”

Oh Jesus, oh, Jesus… This couldn’t be happening. Her hand trembled against her mouth, shock and horror crashing over her. “He can’t be dead,” she choked out, her voice breaking on the last word. 

“We’re doing everything we can. We’ll find him—”

“You have to find him,” she shouted, anger and terror forming a knot in her belly. “You have to get to him, Beckett!” A sob choked her, her ability to speak gone. She thrust the phone at Sierra, who took it and began speaking urgently to her husband.

“Tiana, what’s happened,” Poppy said urgently, her face full of apprehension as Molly set a comforting hand on Tiana’s shoulder from behind. 

Tiana shook her head, choking back the tears, trying to shove back the fear. “Aidan w-was caught in a landslide. He was ss-wept over the edge…” A scream built in her throat as she envisioned him caught in a river of rock and mud, plunging down the side of the cliff to his death. 

She turned to Sierra, grabbed her friend’s arm and dug her fingers in, frantic, her heart about to explode. “Just get me to him. Hurry, just get me to him!” she yelled, shaking her.

Sierra started the vehicle and jerked it back onto the road, speeding through the rain as Beckett’s voice came back through the speakers with directions. 

Faster, faster, she silently urged Sierra, barely listening to Beckett. Her shoulders hitched with every sob that ripped through her, tight and painful. She had to get to Aidan. Had to see him. It couldn’t be too late. He couldn’t be gone. 

She put a hand to her belly, thinking of the baby, and more tears spilled down her face as she sent out a prayer to her husband. 

Hold on, sweetheart, I’m coming. Please hold on for us. 


 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

 

Rifle in hand, Riley slipped and skidded his way down the final bit of the steep trail that wound down the cliff. At last he reached the rocks at the bottom, heart pounding, the roar of the ocean and wind howling in his ears.

His hands shook as he stopped to glance around, searching for a good hiding place. He’d done it. He’d punished both Beckett and Mac.

The road closures had been like a sign from the universe that he should attack here. Without them, he would still be tailing Beckett’s truck, trying to come up with a feasible plan of attack. But with the road closed both in front and behind them, Riley had seen it for the opportunity it was, and seized it. 

It had been a simple matter of pulling over to the shoulder and waiting for Beckett to turn around and head for the detour. That shot through the windshield had missed Beckett. If not for the traffic that had made Beckett pull over and jump out with Mac to use the truck as cover, Riley would simply have picked them off with a couple more shots from the ghost rifle he’d made from various parts. 

Instead he’d been forced to use the highly illegal grenade launcher he’d bought off a guy in some militia he’d met last year, back when he’d still had money for toys. The weapon did a lot of damage to a greater area, so his aim only had to be close instead of perfect. 

In this case, close had been good enough. The grenade had detonated on the cliff face just yards below where Beckett and Mac had been standing at the side of the road. Riley had stayed just long enough to see the road give way and the men tumble over the edge with it before taking off. 

But only Mac had fallen all the way down. Beckett had still been alive and holding onto something, might have made it back up to the top. 

Which meant Riley had to hurry if he wanted another shot at him. He’d abandoned his truck at the side of the road and taken just his rifle and rucksack on this perilous trek down the hillside immediately south of the cliff, moving away from the slide area. 

A patch of forest lay near the slide area. It was his best chance of finding concealment. 

He started off over the wet rocks, the wind and rain beating at him. With every slippery step the prickling sensation at the back of his neck intensified. 

He didn’t think anyone had spotted him up top, and it was getting dark now. There had been enough traffic up top for someone to notice the slide, and Beckett’s truck falling over it. 

The sheriff would have been alerted by now. Maybe Jase too. They would never leave one of theirs behind, would definitely be coming to help Beckett and Mac. 

Emergency personnel and search crews would be en route. By the time anyone got down there to investigate, Riley had to be well hidden. 

Up ahead, the dark shadows of the trees beckoned. If Mac wasn’t dead yet, he soon would be. And the moment Beckett came into Riley’s crosshairs, he would be dead too. 

****

“Aidan! Aidan, can you hear me?” Noah called out, his hands cupped around his mouth to help project his voice over the wind. 

No answer. 

Urgency pumped through him. It was almost dark now and he was acutely aware of the ticking clock. He checked his harness, and glanced up at one of his troopers helping anchor the rope to the belay at the top of the cliff. 

A few yards on either side of Noah, Beckett and Jase were getting ready to descend with him. Two fire trucks and an ambulance were already on scene. Noah had called in a helicopter to assist with its searchlight, but it wouldn’t arrive for another thirty to forty minutes at least, and there wasn’t a moment to lose. 

They had to find Mac immediately. If by some miracle he’d survived the fall and was still alive, he would be badly injured and at risk of hypothermia. If he was going to make it, Noah and the others needed to dig him out and get him to the hospital as soon as humanly possible. 

“Good to go, Sheriff,” the trooper called out to him.

Noah nodded and backed over the edge of the cliff to begin the descent. The beam of his headlamp made the wet stone glisten. 

The wind pushed him into the rock, sheets of rain pelting his back. Rappelling down this rock face in these conditions was dangerous as hell, but they had no choice. He and his buddies were trained for this and it was the fastest way to reach Mac.

The ceaseless wind and rain made the descent a lot slower than it should have been. It seemed to take hours before he and the others finally reached the bottom of the cliff and made it to the rock below. Thirty yards behind them the sea crashed in angry explosions of foam on the jagged rocks, the white showing against the growing darkness. 

As soon as they unhooked their harnesses, the three of them spread out and started across the rugged terrain to begin the search. The slide area was a few hundred meters away. 

They used their high-powered flashlights and kept calling Aidan’s name. 

Determination pulsed through Noah. He was having a hard time keeping his emotions locked down and staying impartial on this one. Mac was a good friend. That made this search and rescue mission different from any other he’d undertaken. He was not going to let Mac die.

This entire situation reminded him too much of the day he’d watched Carter drive his truck over the cliff in another rainstorm. Noah never had a chance to save him. He was damn well going to save Mac. 

The beam of his flashlight illuminated the wreckage of Beckett’s crumpled pickup, lying on its roof amidst a pile of rubble about sixty yards ahead of them. They headed straight for it, climbing over the debris to the slide where Mac should be. 

Up close, the small mountain of mud and rock that had slid down the cliff seemed much larger than it had from above. The slide had ripped down trees and other vegetation with it, leaving pieces of trunk and branches sticking out of the rock like spines. 

Noah clambered up it, slipping twice as he scrambled to the top. Squinting, he put up a hand to shield his face from the rain, pelting him like cold needles with the force of the wind, his flashlight and headlamp cutting through the darkness.

“Mac! Mac, where are you?” Beckett was to his left, Weaver to his right. 

Glancing around at the mess, Noah’s heart sank. The mud and debris here had to be at least twelve feet thick. How could Mac have survived that fall, with all this coming down on top of him? 

The beam of the flashlight caught something sticking out of the mud. A surge of hope ballooned in his chest. 

He quickly slid down the small mountain of debris and fell to his knees to grab at the object, only to find it was a piece of root, curled like fingers poking out of the mud. 

Shoving aside the disappointment, Noah got to his feet and began searching the far side of the slide. 

Frustration churned in the pit of his stomach. Every second cost them, lowering the chances of finding Mac alive. God dammit, there was just too much rubble, and even with their high-powered flashlights it was next to impossible to see anything clearly in this storm. 

He moved the beam in lines, searching back and forth in a grid pattern, the frustration threatening to turn into despair. 

“Where the hell are you, Mac?” he muttered to himself. More men were being deployed to join the search, but it would take them time to get down here. They were searching in the dark for a needle in a haystack.

He stumbled over a branch, cursed as he fell, and just managed to catch his weight on a rock before he tumbled down the side of the debris pile. Pushing to his knees, he reached for his fallen flashlight. 

As he picked it up, he stopped when he saw something moving just at the edge of the beam. Hope exploded through him. He slid his way over, aiming the flashlight where he thought he’d seen the motion. 

“Mac?” he called out, scrambling over a tangled clump of branches toward his target. He’d sworn he’d seen something—

The mud moved. Noah zeroed in on it, heart tripping as he realized what he was seeing. “Mac!” He skidded to his knees and grasped the muddy hand sticking out of the debris. 

It was ice cold. 

Noah gripped it tight, his heart jolting when he realized Mac’s face was visible just above the line of mud burying him. His eyes were open, his entire face contorted in agony.

Oh, Jesus. 

“Here!” Noah yelled, frantically digging at the mud and rock from around his friend’s face. “He’s over here!” 

Mac made a sound of pure anguish that twisted Noah’s insides. “It’s gonna be okay,” he told Mac. “We’re gonna get you out of here.” His heart slammed against his ribs as he worked frantically to dig Mac out.

Beckett raced over seconds later, then Weaver. Beckett took in the scene with a single glance and dropped to his knees on Mac’s other side to begin digging. “We’ve got you, buddy. Just lie still.”

The three of them worked fast to clear the mud from around Mac’s head and torso. It was thick and heavy with clay, slippery from all the moisture. 

As soon as Mac’s head and shoulders were clear, Weaver dug a knit cap from his ruck and put it on Mac to try and conserve some body heat. Noah got on his radio to call in a medevac chopper and the rescue crew assembling above them on the road. 

Weaver paused in digging to remove his glove and grip Mac’s right hand, the rest of him still buried from the elbow down. “Mac, can you tell me where you’re hurt?”

Mac made a garbled sound in response, his face twisted with a grimace of pain. It was clear he wasn’t breathing well, and he was shaking from shock and cold.

Noah’s heart sank. Mac’s status was critical. 

Weaver looked at Noah, his aqua gaze somber. “How long until that medevac gets here?”


 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

 

Noah hesitated the barest moment before answering him. “Soon,” he said, and resumed digging. 

Jase read the lie in the sheriff’s face and gripped Mac’s icy hand tight in his. Noah had said it for Mac’s benefit, but didn’t think the helo was coming anytime soon. 

Jase had served as his A-Team’s medic throughout most of his time in SF. He had no idea how Mac was even still alive, but his friend’s wheezing, labored breathing told Jase he had at least one pneumothorax. And given the distance of the fall and the amount of debris Mac was buried under, Jase was guessing his internal injuries were a whole lot worse than that. 

But Jase couldn’t do anything more for him until they’d freed Mac from his muddy prison. And if that medevac didn’t get here quick, it would be too late. 

He leaned over Mac, trying to shield his friend’s face from the stinging wind and rain and just kept talking, trying to keep him alert, or at least focused on something other than the fear and pain. 

He talked about the other crews coming down to help. The medevac on its way. About Tiana, and how worried she was, that he had to hold on for her. 

Mac’s chest hitched and another strangled sound came out of him, the note of despair in it slicing through Jase. 

He squeezed Mac’s cold hand. “It’s gonna be okay. We’ll get you out of here, into that helo, and then Tiana will meet you at the hospital.” The internal damage and cold were major concerns, but Jase was just as worried about Mac’s spine and possible brain trauma. “Can you move your toes?”

A muted groan answered. “B-broken,” he gasped out, the word barely audible above the wind and the scraping as the others dug. 

Jase leaned closer, putting his ear right nearer to Mac’s mouth. “What’s broken?”

Mac shook his head slightly and bared his teeth against a grimace of pain as the others worked to free his lower body, his struggle to breathe painful to witness. “L-leg.”

“Okay. Don’t talk anymore, all right? Just nod or shake your head if we need an answer to something. Otherwise, I want you to concentrate on breathing.” Because he was having a hard time doing even that. “Squeeze if you understand.”

Pressure closed around Jase’s fingers. Jase squeezed back. “Okay, man. Just keep holding on while we get you out of here.” Satisfied that Mac was still alert enough, Jase released his hand and resumed helping the others dig him out. 

Just as they were finishing, Noah’s radio crackled to life. He answered, and relayed the message that another rescue crew had made their way down a trail to the south and were hiking their way over to them.

Hurry, dammit. They needed more help, fast. 

Jase set about cleaning off Mac’s face and checking his mouth and chest for obvious injuries. It was too damn muddy to see much, but Mac’s airway seemed clear. The problem was, his lungs had either been punctured or collapsed from the crush injuries. 

While Beckett made makeshift splints for Mac’s legs out of bungee cords and pieces of wood from the debris pile, Jase pulled an emergency blanket from his ruck and immediately began bundling it around Mac’s body. Then he covered Mac’s hands and feet with thick, dry socks to try and warm them before tucking the blanket back around him.

Even with all Jase’s experience and training there was nothing more he could do to stabilize his friend out here with the limited medical supplies he had with him, so trying to increase Mac’s core temp and keep him alert was priority one. 

“Can you verify if they’ve got a spine board?” he said to Noah. Because Jase really didn’t want to have to move Mac without one, and risk potentially paralyzing him even if he survived all this. 

Noah nodded and helped him secure the blanket around Mac. “They do.”

“What’s the ETA on that chopper?” Beckett demanded, dragging his muddy sleeve across his face as he got up to walk toward Mac’s head.

“About twenty minutes,” Noah answered, but his expression said it could be way longer than that, especially in this weather. 

That was too long. “Contact the Coast Guard.” Jase had done what he could for Mac, but their friend needed immediate stabilization and transport to the nearest trauma center.

Noah got back on the radio and requested an emergency Coast Guard crew to extract Mac. In rapid, clipped phrases he gave the person on the other end a nine-line.

“Stand by,” the woman replied. 

With nothing more to do, they waited for a response. 

Beckett knelt at Mac’s head and wrapped his hand around their friend’s stiff fingers. “What’s his prognosis?” he said to Jase in a low undertone.

He shook his head, not wanting to speak the truth aloud. They needed to keep Mac’s spirits up. “We need to get him on board a helo now.” 

Mac’s eyes were partially open but he was barely conscious at this point, the bluish tone to his cleaned-off face broadcasting cyanosis and hypothermia. In spite of their efforts his core temp was too low and he wasn’t getting enough air. 

It was a deadly combination, and Mac likely had massive internal bleeding happening as well, bringing the additional threat of hypovolemic shock. “He needs an OR with a trauma team standing by.”

Beckett’s jaw tensed. “Then we’ll get him to one.”

Someone replied on Noah’s radio. A Coast Guard crew was already aboard a helo fifteen miles west and was being rerouted to them immediately. Jase slid a hand under Mac’s nape and stared into his friend’s face. “Mac. Mac, you hear that?”

His eyelids fluttered, confused brown eyes focusing slowly on Jase. 

Shit. He was fading on them. Jase grabbed Mac’s hand. “Helo crew’s inbound, will be here in just a few minutes.” Jase squeezed tight, Mac’s skin icy cold even through the sock on his hand. “You gotta hang on, man. You gotta stay with us, okay?”

Mac didn’t answer. Didn’t nod, his eyelids falling closed once again. 

“Mac. Mac, come on, buddy, look at me,” Jase said urgently.

Nothing.

Jesus. “We gotta move him right now,” he said to the others. 

Just as he said it, beams of light bobbed to his left. He swiveled to find the rescue crew coming across the rocks toward them. “Tell them to haul ass,” he said to Noah.

Noah passed on the message. Within minutes the crew had arrived. Jase directed everyone on how and when to move Mac, and they managed to get him onto the spine board without incident and wrapped him up tight in layers of thermal blankets. 

“Ready? Lift,” Jase ordered, and he, Beckett and Noah lifted Mac.

With the cold rain pelting their faces they climbed up to the top of the debris pile and started down the other side. It was slow going. Mac was strapped to the board but it wouldn’t take much for one of them to tip and drop him. 

When they reached the far side, the rescue crew was already fanning out before them, lighting up their path across the rocks to the small beachhead where the helo would attempt to land. 

They slipped and slid their way across the sticky mud. “Mac, you still with me?” Jase said. Mac didn’t make a sound, didn’t so much as twitch as they moved him, now out cold. 

Fuck, everything was taking too long. Adrenaline pumped through Jase, urging him to hurry, to go faster. He thought of Tiana waiting for word on her husband, pregnant and no doubt scared out of her mind. 

The rocky terrain and weather made the trek to the beach ten times more perilous than normal. The roar of the ocean and the wind mixed into a ceaseless howl in their ears. 

By the time they approached the designated LZ Jase was soaked with sweat and rain and panting for breath from the exertion. Waves pounded against the rocky shoreline behind them as they turned their backs to the sea and set Mac down between them to await the helo. 

All three of them crouched around Mac, trying to shield him from the elements. Jase searched the sky above them, his heart pounding in time with the waves crashing behind them, washing them with icy spray. 

Time dragged by. Each second Mac might be bleeding to death while Jase was powerless to do a goddamn thing to stop it. 

His insides twisted into knots as he stared at the clouds above him. Come on, goddammit. Where the hell are you?

A faint light appeared in the clouds to the south. Growing brighter with each passing second. “I see them,” he said, a spark of hope igniting in his chest. 

Noah got back on the radio and spoke directly with the pilot, then the crew chief. The Coast Guard Blackhawk punched through the low-hanging clouds, its search light cutting a blinding swath through the murky darkness. Jase shielded his eyes and leaned forward to protect Mac against the coming rotor wash. 

Noah curled into himself and turned his upper body away so that his back was to the wind. “Say again?”

A garbled reply answered.

“Roger that.” Noah faced them once more, his face set. “They can’t land without risking dislodging more slides. They want to hoist him aboard with a Stokes litter.”

Beckett reached for the handle at the foot of the backboard. “Where do they want us?”

“As close to the water as we can get without being pulled in by the waves.”

Jase grasped the handles at the head of the backboard, willing to walk through Hell itself to save Mac. “Let’s do this.”

He and Beckett hoisted Mac up and followed Noah toward the shore. Noah was shouting into his radio to be heard over the roar of the waves and wind, leading the way as the pilot guided them into position from above. 

Finally the helo descended, the pilots somehow managing to hold the aircraft steady in spite of the powerful wind gusts battering it. Jase squinted against the powerful rotor wash, spraying them with a mix of rain and seawater that stung his face and hands. 

The crew chief appeared in the doorway. Noah verbally positioned them in the right spot, then the litter emerged from the aircraft’s right-hand door. 

Jase held his breath as it lowered toward them, the waiting agony. Finally it reached the ground. 

He and Beckett rushed to get Mac loaded into it and strapped in. Just before they stood, each of them gripped one of Mac’s shoulders. “You’re on your way now, buddy,” Jase shouted over the noise of the rotors and engines. “Hang on, man. Come on, Mac, you gotta fight.” 

There was no response, Mac’s eyes still closed, his face holding a ghastly blue glaze in the light. 

Jase let him go and stood, moving back out of range as Beckett signaled the crew chief to hoist Mac up. 

The three of them stood together as Mac disappeared into the cabin and the helo immediately began to move away. Jase shivered, heart in his throat and his guts tied in knots. 

Fuck. Just…fuck. 

A strong hand landed on Jase’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “What are his chances?” Beckett asked.

Jase swallowed, aware of both men watching him. “Not good.” And it hurt like hell to say it. 

They all turned their attention to the helo as it flew off, racing Mac to the nearest trauma center where a team was waiting for him. But it might not be enough. In spite of their best effort, in the end it might not have been enough. 

When the muted thud of the rotors was swallowed by the wind, Beckett released Jase’s shoulder and turned away. “Let’s get out of here. I want to be waiting outside the recovery room when he comes out of surgery.”

Jase followed, feeling hollow inside. The small search team that had assisted them earlier was still there, lighting their way to the steep path that wound up the cliff toward the road. Beyond it, the tops of the tall evergreen trees swayed in the fierce wind. 

Jase leaned forward against it, staggering his way across the jumbled rocks. The roar of the ocean lessened as they approached the cliff, the wind buffeting against their backs. At the bottom of the trail Jase paused to look up at the climb ahead of them, a sudden wave of exhaustion hitting him.

“Come on,” Beckett ordered him, and started up the steep trail. 

Jase put his head down and followed, mentally gearing up for the exhausting climb ahead of them, sick at the prospect of losing another brother. 

He’d just taken his second step up the path when Beckett grunted and fell in front of him. A heartbeat later, the report of a rifle echoed across the rocks. 

****

Tiana was clinging to the last thread of her control as Sierra finally turned into the hospital parking lot. It felt like it had taken hours to get here with the fucking traffic and storms slowing them down, and the entire time there had been no further word from Noah or the others about Aidan. 

The ride here had been tense, the interior of the vehicle filled with a brittle tension, everyone seeming to understand not to say anything. Tiana was wound so tight inside that if any of them had tried to give her useless platitudes and words of reassurance, she would have screamed at them. 

 “There’s a helicopter on the roof,” Poppy said from the back, the first time anyone had spoken since Noah’s call. 

Tiana ducked her head to be able to see the top of the hospital roof where a white-and-orange helicopter was parked. Hope flared. Was it for Aidan? 

As soon as she thought it, she dismissed it. Hope was too painful and dangerous right now. She needed facts. Last she’d heard, they hadn’t even found Aidan, much less got him out for transport. 

“Just let me out here,” she ordered Sierra as they neared the emergency entrance. 

Sierra yanked the SUV toward the curb and hit the brakes. Tiana was out of it before it stopped and running up the walkway without even being conscious of moving. 

Molly called after her but Tiana ignored it, running for the doors. She had to find out what was going on with Aidan. Had to see him and tell him she loved him, beg him to hold on. 

Her heart was racing so fast she could barely breathe as she flew through the automatic doors and aimed straight for the admissions desk. “Aidan MacIntyre,” she blurted, gripping the edge of the desk with white-knuckled hands. “Has he been brought in? Have you heard anything?”

The woman gave her a stern look. “Ma’am, I need you to calm down and wait your—”

“Just tell me if he’s here or not!” she fired back.

“Tiana.” Molly was beside her, putting a restraining hand on her shoulder. 

Tiana shrugged her off, glowering at the clerk. “Is he?”

The woman gave Molly a can-you-believe-this-crazy-bitch look and reluctantly focused on her computer, typing something. “Accident?”

“Landslide,” Molly said, moving between Tiana and the desk with a warning look. 

Tiana stepped back only because Molly worked here and knew the woman, and because she was more likely to get answers. But the frantic worry continued to whirl inside her, knotting every muscle and compressing her ribcage. 

“Yeah,” the woman finally said. “He was just brought in via medevac. They’re taking him into surgery now.”

Tiana sucked in a breath and shouldered her way back in front of Molly. “How is he? Does it say how he is? He’s my husband.” Her voice shredded on the last word.

“I’m sorry, no.” Now there was a hint of sympathy in the woman’s eyes. “I have no further information for you at this time. But if you’d like to wait—”

“No, I don’t want to wait—”

“I’ll take her with me to the waiting room,” Molly said, grabbing Tiana’s arm in a don’t-mess-with-me grip and pulling her down the hallway. 

“God, why won’t they tell me anything?” Tiana choked out, tears blurring her eyes and a sob burning in her chest. Aidan was being rushed into surgery, so it had to be bad. She’d braced herself for bad, but exactly how bad was it? 

“Because they can’t. Let alone an admitting clerk.” She curled her arm through Tiana’s. “We’re going somewhere quiet to wait, and I need to you stay calm. I know how hard this is, believe me I do. But you’re gonna have to do as I say or they’ll kick you out of here, and you don’t want that.”

No, she didn’t want that. “I just want to see him,” she whispered, her voice high-pitched and strangled. 

“I know, sweetie. I’ll make sure you see him the instant he’s out of surgery.” 

Tiana lost track of everything, lost in a haze of fear as Molly took her up to another floor and down the hall to a waiting room. Thankfully there was no one else in it. 

“Now,” Molly said, leading her over to a cushioned chair. “Sit right here and let me go see what I can find out. As soon as I know anything, I’ll come straight back.” She crouched down to search Tiana’s face with her sea-green eyes. “Can you do that?”

Tiana forced a nod. “Y-yes. Just please hurry.” She was losing her freaking mind.

“I will.” Molly squeezed her knee and stood. “I’ll be as fast as I can.”

As the door shut behind Molly, Tiana collapsed forward in the chair, burying her face in her hands. She couldn’t believe this was happening. They were supposed to be curled up at home together in front of the fire right now, just the two of them, the first romantic night they’d had in ages. 

Tears burned her throat like acid, her jaw aching with the effort of keeping her teeth clenched together. Dear God. What if she lost him? 

The idea was unbearable. Too painful to contemplate. 

Never seeing him again? Never hearing that gorgeous Scottish brogue, or seeing the warmth of that smile? Never feeling those strong arms around her again? 

Him never seeing their baby?

That did it. Like a bomb, the terrifying thought detonated at the base of the wall she’d tried to lock her tumultuous emotions behind. 

Deep, painful sobs shook her, the sounds of her fear and despair echoing around the empty room. 

She didn’t even hear the door open, wasn’t even aware that she was no longer alone, but suddenly Poppy was there, gathering her into her arms and murmuring to her in a soft voice. Tiana clung to her and kept crying, unable to stop the pain from pouring out. 

Poppy didn’t say anything, just held her and stroked her hair. After long minutes Tiana was depleted enough to sag in her friend’s embrace, her shoulders hitching with the force of her residual sobs. “What’s happened?” Poppy murmured.

“He’s in s-surgery. M-molly went to ch-check,” she gasped out, then pulled back and wiped at her face. “Where’s S-sierra?”

“Ran back toward town to meet up with Savannah’s sitter. As soon as she drops the baby off, she’ll head straight back here to wait with us.”

Tiana nodded. “Sorry. I’m trying to s-stay positive, but I’m s-scared as hell.”

Poppy’s face was full of empathy and concern. “I know.” She gripped Tiana’s hand. “But we’re all here for you, no matter what.”

“Thanks.” She appreciated it, she truly did, but there was no room for anything right now except worry for Aidan. She needed information. Answers. Something. Anything that would give her hope and take away this awful, sick and empty feeling in the pit of her stomach. 

“Of course.” Poppy stood and took the chair beside Tiana. “I haven’t heard anything from Noah yet either.”

Tiana nodded, watching the clock on the wall as she bounced her foot impatiently. She wasn’t a patient person by nature, and now it was a thousand times worse. 

She almost shot out of her chair when Molly pushed the door open, then froze, her heart plummeting to her toes at the look on her friend’s face. “What?” she whispered, stricken. 

He can’t be dead. He can’t be, because I couldn’t handle it. 

They’d barely started their life together. This wasn’t fair. 

Molly shut the door behind her and walked several steps into the room before speaking. “He was unresponsive when they loaded him into the helo and didn’t regain consciousness when he arrived.”

Panic and grief began to build inside her again, coalescing into an agonized scream of denial she kept down by sheer force of will. “But he’s alive, right?” she blurted. “He’s still alive.” Please. Please. 

Molly’s tight smile almost made her burst into tears. “He’s in surgery right now. He had extensive internal injuries, and he was hypothermic as well.” 

Tiana stared at her, her pulse hammering in her ears. “So…what now?”

Molly took the chair on Tiana’s other side and reached for her hand, giving it a squeeze. “We stay positive while we wait for word from the surgeon.”


 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

 

Beckett cursed as he fell, twisting to grab where the bullet wound burned like fire.

A moment of startled silence followed the gunshot, then shouts broke out from up the path. A sparse line of trees blocked his view up it, the wind whistling through the rocks.

“Beck!” Weaver raced over and hunkered down to reach for him. “You hit?”

Beckett growled and rolled to his knees, releasing his arm to reach for the weapon holstered at the small of his back. “Shoulder,” he bit out, pushing back the rage and pain. “Did you see the muzzle flash?” That asshole had shot him and he longed to return the favor, even though he had no visual yet and the shooter appeared to be beyond pistol range. Bastard must have some sort of night vision capability.

“No.” Weaver knelt beside him and reached for Beckett’s wounded shoulder. “Lemme see.”

“I’m fine,” he snarled, turning his upper body away. It was too dark for Weaver to see anything and turning on any sort of light would invite more bullets. 

His shoulder burned like a bitch but he could feel and move his hand, both good signs. “Where the fuck did that come from?” He crawled forward to find cover behind a large boulder, pushing aside the pain and shock.

Noah came running over a moment later, carrying a rifle he must have gotten from one of the guys on the search team. “What the hell happened?” he demanded, crouching down beside them both.

“Shooter got Beckett in the shoulder,” Weaver said. “And I can’t tell how bad it is because I can’t risk turning on a light with that asshole still out there.”

“Gotta be hiding in the trees out there,” Noah said, peering between the rocks in front of them. “I’ve got deputies mobilizing to head down this way, but it’ll take them awhile to make it down the cliff.”

“It’s me the bastard wants,” Beckett bit out, an unholy rage helping to curb the pain a little. “Tried with the shot at my truck, then whatever the hell blew up the bank we were standing beside, and now this.”

“How bad is it? Seriously,” Weaver said, leaning close to be heard over the wind.

Felt like someone had shoved a burning hot poker through his upper arm. “Not that bad. I can still move my fingers.” As far as he was concerned, that meant he was still solidly in the fight.

“Your arm broken?”

“Dunno,” he ground out. He sat and put his back against a large rock, impatient and pissed as hell. This asshole thought he could take out him and Mac and get away with it? Nuh-uh. Not while there was breath in Beckett’s body. “Gimme a bandage and I’ll wrap it up. Then we hunt down the shooter.” 

“Could be more than one,” Noah said.

“Yeah, could be.” He hoped not, because that would add a whole other level of complication to this shit show.

Weaver helped Beckett wrap a bandage around the upper arm of his jacket and pulled it tight to try and help stem the bleeding. Beckett could feel it sliding warm and slick over his skin, cooling fast. 

He shivered, his battered body already cold and exhausted, the shock and blood loss making it worse. But the need for vengeance burned hot inside him, obliterating everything else. He was going to finish this fight here and now.

Noah was to his left, scanning the darkness ahead of them through a crack between the rocks. “I can’t see shit out there,” he muttered.

Beckett turned around and got to his knees to take a look at the terrain ahead. No sooner had he shifted than a round smashed into a rock several feet in front of him, another report echoing through the night. 

“Jesus Christ,” he muttered. Bastard had a bead on him.

“Saw the flash,” Weaver said. “Eighty yards ahead of us, two o’clock.” 

Noah got on his radio, pitching his voice low so it wouldn’t carry to the shooter. He updated the officers up top, then alerted them that he was going silent.

Beckett reached for the rifle Noah held. “This son of a bitch is mine.”

Noah relinquished it without argument and drew his sidearm. “All right, as of this moment, you can both consider yourself deputized. We’re getting this bastard.”

Poised behind cover, Beckett scanned the line of trees in the distance and began formulating a plan of attack. Nothing about this situation was ideal. Not even close, especially with the wound in his shoulder. 

But they couldn’t sit here pinned in place waiting for the asshole hiding out there to bide his time and take another shot. At this point none of them knew for sure whether Beckett was the only intended target. Bringing Noah’s officers down from the top of the cliff would put more people at risk, and take up time they didn’t have if they wanted to get a jump on this bastard.

A tense minute later, two deputies arrived and spread out next to Noah in a line behind the rocks. One of them slipped getting into position. 

Another shot rang out from the trees. The deputy grunted and fell. 

“Shit,” Noah muttered, leaping up to rush over and help his fellow officer.

“Sonofabitch has a night scope,” Weaver muttered grimly.

Beckett didn’t answer, all his focus on the target out front. Because he’d glimpsed the muzzle flash this time, all but hidden in the trees at the one o’clock position. “Weaver, on me.”

Jase reached over and took the wounded officer’s rifle. “Ready, when you are, Cap.”

Taking aim between the rocks, Beckett fired two rounds where he’d seen the flash moments ago. “Go,” he commanded Jase.

The two of them jumped up and burst from behind cover, racing for the next large rocks a dozen yards away. They had just ducked down behind safety when a bullet ricocheted off a rock somewhere in front of them. 

“Has to be a single shooter,” Beckett said to Weaver. Damn, it felt like they were moving blind out here. What he wouldn’t give for NVGs or even a decent night scope.

“Yup. What’s the plan?”

“You go left, I go right, then converge on the woods. He’s gonna try to fall back when he sees us split up.” They didn’t have earpieces or mics. “We’ll have to communicate through whistles.”

“Roger that.”

His left shoulder burned like hellfire, the rest of his arm throbbing like a damn toothache. He clenched his jaw to keep it from shivering with the rest of him. He was hurt and tired and cold but he could still shoot, and he wasn’t stopping.

This motherfucker might have killed Mac and had tried to kill Beckett twice. Now he was going to pay. 

Settling the butt of the rifle against his right shoulder, Beckett aimed at the last place he’d seen the shooter. “On my mark.” He curved his finger around the trigger, locking out the physical discomfort and focusing on the task at hand. “Go.” 

The moment Weaver sprang up he pulled the trigger and darted in the opposite direction to begin hunting their prey.

****

Riley jerked back and ducked behind a big tree trunk when bark exploded from the one to his right, his heart hammering. Shit, that had been way too close. They must have seen his muzzle flash.

His night vision scope gave him a huge advantage in these conditions. It cut through the gloom and the rain, allowing him to see his target with crystal clarity. He wanted Beckett Hollister, but he was ready and willing to take out anyone else who got in his way as well. 

Rolling to his belly, he peered through his scope at the rocks ahead and glimpsed two people running away from each other. One right, one left. Shit, which one was Beckett? 

Going with his gut, he aimed at the one to his left, and fired. The man vanished behind a rock and didn’t reappear. For what seemed like endless seconds Riley didn’t move. 

Watching. Waiting. 

The guy on the right popped up. Riley shifted his aim and fired, but missed by inches as his target dropped behind some rocks. 

An answering shot rang out. A branch three feet above his head shattered, raining fir needles down on him. 

Riley immediately focused to his left to find the shooter, this time ignoring the man on the right as he darted into view for a second before disappearing behind more cover. 

Nerves began to twist in his belly, writhing like snakes. They were trying to come at him from either side. Might have others coming in from the rear. Trying to surround him. He couldn’t stay here.

Getting onto his elbows, he crawled several yards over to a thick trunk, then got into a crouch and headed deeper into the forest. His pulse thudded in his ears with every step, urging him to run, run, when he couldn’t. 

The element of surprise was long gone. Now he had one, maybe two former Green Berets on his tail, along with whatever cops who were on the way. 

Frustration burned in his chest. If he wanted to change his mind and get out of this instead of carrying out his initial plan, he had to get out of here before reinforcements arrived and reach his truck, parked a half-mile from here down a little access road off the highway. 

He tightened his grip on his weapon, thinking fast. He could run for it now, get across the state line and disappear. 

Or he could stay and wait to kill Beckett. 

Going to one knee behind a broken trunk, he glanced behind him, torn. Then a telltale, rhythmic thumping registered over the wind whistling through the trees. 

He looked up, froze as a bright beam of light flooded the edge of the forest, lighting up everything and casting eerie silhouettes and shadows.

A searchlight. 

His insides tensed and he shrank back against the rotten trunk to avoid the light. High above him the helo turned in a wide circle, that damn searchlight exposing too much. 

As he gazed up at the ghostly, swaying treetops, the rain drenching him, everything suddenly became clear. The helo had taken the decision out of his hands. He was out of time, and running was no longer an option. 

Resolve hardened deep in his gut as his hands flexed on his weapon. The chance of escape was gone. His only choice now was in how far he was prepared to take this. 

The answer was far easier than he would have imagined.

Stand your ground. 

Goosebumps erupted all over Riley’s body. Rob’s voice was so clear in his head, it was almost as if his brother was beside him. 

“Stand your ground,” he whispered, a vow carried to his brother on the wind.

He’d already lost everything that mattered to him. The only thing left was the shitty, miserable so-called “life” he refused to go back to. Better to die by a bullet out here tonight while hunting Beckett down than surrender just to save himself and wind up in prison.

No. He was staying. To kill the other man responsible for bringing him to this moment. 

As soon as the decision was made, something shifted inside him. The weight pressing on his insides suddenly lifted, a strange sense of calm enveloping him. 

He waited until the helicopter moved away slightly before getting up and running deeper into the woods. Ducking behind cover once more, he brought his rifle to his shoulder and stared through the scope toward where his target should be. 

A shadow flitted through the trees to his left, disappearing behind the silhouette of a trunk. Riley focused on it and waited, his hands steady, heart beating calm and strong. 

The shadow detached itself from the tree and darted away. 

The hair on the back of Riley’s neck stood up as he recognized Beckett through his scope. Gotcha.

Following his running target, he aimed for center mass and pulled the trigger. 


 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

 

Beckett raced for the next thick trunk ahead of him as if his life depended on it—because it did. 

That damn searchlight above them was a double-edged sword. It helped him navigate the darkened woods more easily, but it also backlit him every time he moved, painting a giant bull’s eye on his back even if the shooter hadn’t had night vision capability. 

He pressed his spine to the trunk and paused, feeling every cut and bruise, his lower back throbbing. His shoulder burned and the blood loss made him even colder. 

The storm continued to rage around him, the wind roaring in the treetops, howling as it cut through the gaps between the trunks and lashed him with rain. 

This was so different than any op he’d ever done in the military. Then he’d always had his team beside him. Now he had Weaver, but Beckett only had a vague idea of where he was. 

He waited for the searchlight to pass before breaking from cover. Something moved off to his right, just at the edge of the faintest rays of the searchlight. 

Going to one knee in the shadows, Beckett pressed the rifle stock to his cheek. He caught another glimpse of movement in some brush forty yards ahead. 

Beckett aimed, ready to fire, then hesitated. It was too dark to make out who it was, and given the position it could be either the shooter or Weaver. He couldn’t afford to get this wrong. 

Going against his instinct to remain silent, he broke silence and gave a low whistle.

A heartbeat later a similar one sounded slightly behind him and to his left. Weaver.

The crack of a rifle shattered the forest. Beckett flinched as the round punched into the trunk he was crouched next to, sending bits of bark into the air. He dropped to his belly and prepared to fire, but another shot rang out.

The bushes rustled and Beckett heard a grunt of pain.

Weaver gave two sharp whistles, signaling he’d hit the shooter. Beckett answered with one whistle, then shoved to his feet and started toward their target staying in the shadows, weapon up and ready to fire.

The bush jiggled again. Beckett zeroed in on it and moved faster, circling around the trees to the left. Something moved in the underbrush. 

He froze, and then the searchlight filtered through the trees, illuminating someone lying on the ground. An arm reached out, searching for something. 

The rifle was lying on the forest floor, just out of reach. 

“Freeze!” Beckett barked, moving toward the downed shooter. 

Whoever it was rolled over. Beckett veered between some trees and stopped, face-to-face with the shooter lying twenty yards away. 

The beam of the searchlight shifted, lighting up the area. Dread punched through Beckett as he stared into Riley’s face. 

Rob Gillespe’s little brother. Shit…

“Get on your stomach and put your hands on your head,” Beckett growled. 

A soft whistle sounded to his right, and out of the corner of his eye he saw Weaver appear out of the shadows.

Riley’s face was a pinched mask of agony and fury. “Fuck you. Fuck all of you.”

“Not gonna tell you again,” Beckett warned, rage beginning to pump through him. This sonofabitch had tried to kill him and might have killed Mac. What the fuck?

Riley refused to obey, one hand to his belly as he stiffly propped himself up on his elbows. “You fucking ruined my life!” he accused.

Beckett wasn’t in the mood to talk. “It’s over, Riley. Put your goddamn hands on your head and don’t move, and we’ll get you medical help.”

“It’s your fault. All of it,” he choked out. “You fired me and I lost everything I had left!”

Beckett set his jaw, his finger resting on the trigger. “You wanna get shot again?”

“I got him,” Weaver said, starting forward while Beckett stood watch.

Riley’s gaze shot to Weaver, then back to Beckett, and Beckett saw the change in the asshole’s face. It hardened an instant before his right hand flashed down to his hip.

Beckett didn’t hesitate. He fired. 

Riley dropped back with a thud, his whole body arching as he grasped the wound in the center of his chest. 

Weaver rushed forward, kicked the fallen pistol out of reach and knelt at Riley’s side. Beckett walked up, rifle at the ready, watching Riley’s hands. They were still clutching at his chest. He was choking, his eyes rolling back in his head.

Weaver pulled a bandage out of his ruck and pressed down on Riley’s chest. Beckett knelt and took over. “I’ve got this. Call Noah.”

Weaver stood and pulled out his cell to call Noah while Beckett applied pressure to the wound in Riley’s chest. He’d hit him maybe a few centimeters from the heart. The shockwave alone would have ruptured the tissue and blood vessels. Riley had only moments left to live. 

The searchlight flooded them. Beckett stared down into that familiar face, those hazel eyes focusing on him for a moment with an expression of utter betrayal. 

Beckett held that stare, hating that he’d been forced to kill him. It should never have come to this. Riley could have made so many other choices.

Weaver walked back over and looked down at them. “He gone?”

Beckett removed his hands from Riley’s chest and eased back on his heels. “Yeah.”

“Noah and his team are on the way in. He said either you get in the ambulance willingly or he’ll drag you into it. And I’ll help.”

Beckett nodded, weary, sore, and heartsick. “I’ll go.” The threat was over, but one of their own was still fighting for his life. “I want to see Mac.”

****

Molly snapped into a sitting position and jumped out of her chair when the nurses wheeled Aidan through the OR doors into the recovery room. Right away she could see it wasn’t good.

She stood back while they tended to him, visually scanning him and what she could see of his vitals displayed on the equipment they had him hooked up to. He looked bad, his face almost unrecognizable through all the swelling and bruising.

The senior nurse, Pat, glanced up and saw her. “Molly. What are you doing here?”

“He’s a good friend. I wanted to see him as soon as he came out.”

Pat nodded and continued her work. “We’ll be taking him straight up to the ICU. You wanna get the elevator for us?”

Molly hurried over and hit the call button while they wheeled him over, watching Aidan anxiously. His color was okay but not great. BP low but not critically so. Pulse was slow but steady. Oxygen saturation low. 

The elevator arrived. Molly stepped back out of the way until they’d loaded the transport stretcher, then stepped in after them. She hit the button for the ICU floor. “Can you give me a rundown?” The surgeon would go speak to Tiana, but Molly wanted to be informed so she could answer any questions her friend might have. 

Pat filled her in while Molly edged around the side of the stretcher and curled her fingers around Aidan’s limp hand. As she listened, her throat tightened. Jesus, from the damage he’d sustained, he was lucky to have made it through the surgery at all. 

“What about brain and spinal trauma?” she asked. That was her biggest fear now that Aidan had come out of the surgery okay. 

“We’re waiting for CT results on the concussion. His spine’s miraculously intact. It’s the rest of him we’re worried about.”

When the elevator doors opened Molly released him and got out of the way. Pat and the other nurse took Aidan straight to a room and began hooking him up to various monitors and other equipment. They had him on a heavy dose of sedatives, painkillers and antibiotics. “When can I bring his wife up to see him?” 

“As soon as the surgeon’s finished speaking with her,” Pat said, efficiently checking everything and tucking the blankets around Aidan. “He was also hypothermic when he came in. Here, put these on him.” She handed Molly a thick pair of wool socks and hurried out of the room to get something else. 

Molly pulled up the blankets covering Aidan’s feet and winced at the state of his left leg. He was definitely going to need a surgical repair to stabilize those fractures. She was glad he was still unconscious. The pain he must have been in was too awful to think about. 

After carefully putting the socks on him, she gently tucked the covers back over him and walked up to the head of the stretcher. She laid a careful hand on his shoulder as she looked down into his battered face. “I’m going to go get Tiana now. She’ll be here in just a few minutes.” Aidan couldn’t hear her but she felt the need to tell him anyway. 

Anything that might penetrate his subconscious and give him the will to hang on and pull through this was a good thing. 

A wave of sadness and fatigue hit her as she exited the room and headed for the elevators. If Aidan made it through this, he had a long, hard road ahead of him. 

Had Jase been there when they pulled him out? Was he okay? He’d be worried about Aidan too.

She took the elevator back to the second floor, texting Poppy and Sierra. Aidan’s out of surgery and holding his own in ICU. Going to see Tiana now.

Looking up, she froze, her phone still at chest level. Beckett was walking toward her, his left side covered in blood. 

She shoved her phone away and rushed toward him, immediately flipping into nurse mode. “What happened?”

“Got shot,” he muttered, his drawn expression and the way his bandaged left arm cradled against him telling her he was in a whole lot of pain. 

She reached for his other arm. “Why the hell aren’t you down in the ER getting it looked at?”

“I was. Came to find you. They told me you would probably be up here.” He moved out of her reach and nailed her with a look that warned her not to touch him. 

“Why?” she pressed.

“Because no one would tell me shit about Mac, and I knew you would know what’s going on.”

He was pure commanding officer right now, and Molly decided not to fight what would have been a losing battle. “He’s up in ICU. The initial surgery was successful in stopping the internal bleeding.”

He exhaled a hard breath, his shoulders relaxing. “That’s good news.”

“Yes. Is Jase all right?” she asked, unable to help herself. 

“He’s fine. Just parking the truck.”

She sighed in relief. Thank God. 

Then she raised her chin and gave Beckett a stern look of her own. “Well. Even if you weren’t still in need of treatment, you couldn’t see Mac yet, because I’m taking Tiana up there first. And there’s no way in hell anyone’s letting you into ICU until you’re taken care of.” 

He grimaced. “They already patched me up in the ambulance and checked me in when we got here. I’m just waiting on x-ray results to see if anything’s broken.”

“Uh huh.” She didn’t buy it for a second. To get up here in this condition he must have bullied his way out of Emerg, and they’d only let him go because they knew her. “How long ago were you wounded?”

“A while.” 

“Come on.” She took him by the right elbow and turned him back the way he’d come. “How did you even get up here?”

“Stairs.”

She shook her head. Stubborn-ass alpha males were going to be the death of her. “Can you move your fingers?”

“Yeah,” he muttered, sounding sullen. “Don’t think anything’s broken that bad.”

She raised an eyebrow at him. “You sure about that?” Bullets packed one hell of a brutal punch, and a piece of metal hitting with that kind of velocity meant it was never just a simple flesh wound. 

He made an irritated sound and kept walking with her. Molly put him in the elevator and escorted him down to Emergency. Within moments of stepping out of the elevator, she had two nurses there to take over. 

“Behave,” she warned Beckett when on the head ER nurse’s orders he grudgingly sat on a stretcher with a fierce scowl stamped on his face. “Does Sierra know?”

He hesitated, the scowl faltering. 

She raised an eyebrow. You gotta be shitting me. “Beckett?” she pressed.

“No,” he muttered grudgingly. “But don’t tell her I was shot. Just tell her I’m getting stitches or something.”

He was ridiculous. Sierra was going to kill him, and Molly felt her friend was justified in this instance. “No promises.” She pointed a finger at him. “Now do me a favor and don’t be an asshole while my coworkers look after you.”

“I won’t,” he grumbled in annoyance.

She gave him a warning look. “I mean it. Behave.”

Shaking her head at him, she turned and headed through the ER to the hallway. Her heart leapt when her husband came striding through the automatic doors at the main entrance. “Jase!”

He spun toward her, a look of intense relief hitting his face as she rushed at him. He caught her to him, his warm, strong arms locking around her. “God, angel…”

She squeezed him back for all she was worth, uncaring that he was soaked and covered in mud. “Are you all right?”

He nodded. “Any news on Mac?”

She told him what she knew. “And I just hauled Beckett’s stubborn ass down to the ER for treatment. He hasn’t even told Sierra he was shot.”

Jase shook his head as he eased back. “I told him to call her. But given everything that happened tonight, I decided to cut him some slack.” 

She gripped his shoulders and stared anxiously up into his handsome, dirty face. “What did happen?”

He stroked a curl away from her cheek, his gorgeous aqua eyes sad. “It was Riley. Rob’s little brother.”

She gaped at him. “Rob, the local Marine who was killed in the training accident last year?”

He nodded. “Beckett hired Riley to help the kid out, knowing he was going through a tough time. But it didn’t work out and eventually Beckett had to cut him loose. I guess everything fell apart for him after that.”

“So he…planned all this out?” she asked, horrified. It had been Riley out there with a rifle the other night? Waiting to kill Beckett?

“Looks like. He wanted revenge against Beckett and Mac.”

“Was he arrested?”

Jase shook his head, looking wearier than she’d seen him in a long time. “Dead.”

“Oh.” She wasn’t proud of it, but a surge of satisfaction ripped through her to know he would never be able to threaten anyone ever again. “Did you…?”

“I brought him down. Beckett ended it. Kid didn’t give him a choice.”

Molly nodded and leaned in close to wrap her arms around him again. “I’m glad it’s over, and that you’re okay.”

“Me too.” He kissed the top of her head, his scent still faintly detectable under the mud. “Where’s Savannah?”

“Sierra dropped her off at her favorite sitter’s. Kim said she’d keep her overnight if necessary.”

“So, what now?”

She released him. “I’m going to take Tiana up to see Aidan.”

He laced his fingers through hers. “Want me to go with you?”

She nodded. “But not into the waiting room. She’s overwhelmed as it is, and it’ll be even worse once the surgeon finishes talking to her. I just want it to be the two of us when I see her.”


 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

 

A soft knock interrupted the surgeon as he spoke to her. Tiana looked over as Molly appeared. “Hey, sorry to interrupt,” she said to them both with a soft smile. 

Tiana’s racing heart slowed marginally. If Molly was smiling like that, then the outlook must be pretty positive, right?

“That’s all right,” the surgeon said. Tiana couldn’t even remember his name. Hadn’t understood half the things he’d just told her because her mind was too chaotic at the moment. The only thing she knew for certain was that Aidan was still alive, and that was all that mattered. “I was just finishing up.”

Molly nodded. “I was going to take Tiana up to see her husband, if that’s all right.”

“Of course.” The surgeon gave Tiana a sympathetic but reassuring smile. “I’ll be by to check on him later.”

As he left, Molly came over to take Tiana’s hands. “How are you holding up?”

Tiana gripped her friend’s hands tight, trying and failing to stem the spike in anxiety. “Did you see him? How is he?”

“I went up to the ICU with him when they transferred him.” Molly’s sea-green eyes studied hers. “What did the surgeon say?”

Tiana pushed out a breath. “Honestly, I’m not sure, because once he told me Aidan was still alive, I pretty much zoned out after that.” She was agitated and restless. “I just want to see him.”

“I know. But did you understand the extent of his injuries?”

“Some.” She swallowed. “He made it clear Aidan’s still in danger.” He’d suffered significant internal injuries, head trauma and hypothermia.

Molly’s face was somber. “Yes. Based on what I was told, it’s a miracle he’s come this far.”

Oh, God. 

She smothered the spurt of panic. There was no point losing her shit. It wouldn’t help anyone or anything. Aidan needed her to stay positive. She needed to believe he was going to pull through. 

“Can we go up now?” The waiting was killing her. 

Molly’s expression softened. “Sure. Come on.” 

Tiana felt like a little girl as she clung to Molly’s hand and headed for the elevator. As it climbed, her stomach drew into a hard knot. “The doctor said he stopped all the internal bleeding.”

“Yes. They had to remove his spleen, and both his lungs were collapsed. He’s got multiple broken ribs and a badly broken leg. But his spine seems intact, and they’ll do more CT scans to monitor the concussion.” Molly looked at her. “You know they’ve put him into a medically induced coma, right?”

Tiana nodded and swallowed. “H-how long will that be for?”

“It depends on his rate of recovery and what the next few scans show. Could be a few days, or maybe a few weeks.”

As long as he woke up, she could handle it. 

Molly led her through the Intensive Care Unit. The first thing that hit Tiana was the quiet. So quiet that she could hear the nurses walking the hallway and hear beeps coming from the rooms they passed. 

Her heart began drumming in her ears as Molly paused at a door with Aidan’s name posted on it. 

“There’s a lot of swelling and bruising on his face,” Molly cautioned. 

Tiana braced herself and stepped inside when Molly opened the door for her. Her feet stuck to the floor two steps into the room, her gaze riveted to Aidan. 

The man lying so still in the bed didn’t even resemble her husband, except for his dark auburn beard. She locked down the painful cry ready to burst from her throat and approached the bed, taking in the devastation before her. 

Oh, God, his face… 

His eyes were swollen shut and bruised, his face misshapen. Below the sleeves of the hospital gown, his forearms and hands were covered in cuts and bruises.

She carefully curled her hand around one of his. “Hey, baby,” she murmured in a shaky voice. “I know you can’t hear me, but I just wanted to tell you I’m here and that I love you.” Dammit, she wouldn’t cry. But thinking of the baby growing inside her made this a million times harder to bear. 

The soft beep of monitors and other equipment was frightening. There were so many tubes going into him, one of them going down his throat to help him breathe, and another draining blood from the side of his chest. 

The need to do something was overwhelming. She stroked his hair back from his forehead, wishing he could sense her presence. 

In desperation she brought his hand to her abdomen and held his palm there. Willing him to hold on. To fight for them. For their child. 

She was aware of Molly hovering near the door. “I feel so helpless,” she whispered. 

There was literally nothing she could do but keep vigil. And what was she going to tell Ella? Her daughter was going to be terrified.

Molly came over and wrapped an arm around her waist. “But you’re not alone. We’re all going to help you both through this.”

Tiana pressed her lips together, battling tears, and nodded. She felt alone, even with Molly here.

“He’s going to make it, Tiana.”

Her chest hitched, hot tears scalding her eyes, blurring her vision as she stared down at Aidan. Yes. He was going to make it. He had to.

Because she refused to accept the possibility of him dying. 

****

Sierra carried a tray of snacks she’d bought at the cafeteria toward the elevator. There’d been a long lineup, so the five-minute task had taken almost fifteen, and all she wanted to do was find a quiet room for them all to sit in and recharge for a few minutes. Everyone’s nerves were frazzled.

She pushed open the waiting room door. Poppy looked up from the magazine she’d been reading. “I brought sustenance.”

“Good.” Poppy reached for a turnover. “I just wish I could do something.”

“I know. Start with eating your share of the pastries.” She handed Poppy a coffee.

Sierra wolfed three down without slowing, not even tasting the goodies but she was stressed as hell so the calorie count could suck it. 

“Are we even allowed up there to see him?” Poppy asked as she finished a bite of a chocolate croissant. “These are terrible, by the way.”

Sierra grunted. “Usually only two people max at one time, but I bet Molly will get us in there later.” Only with Tiana’s permission, of course. She glanced at her watch. Beckett hadn’t yet called or texted. “Anything from Noah yet?”

“No, but he’ll update me when he can. Can you pass me another turnover? Those weren’t bad.”

Sierra’s phone buzzed in her back pocket. Handing Poppy the pastry with one hand, she fished out her phone with the other and read Molly’s text.

Still up in ICU with Tiana. Saw Beckett downstairs earlier, by the way. Might want to go to the ER. 

“What?” Sierra was on her feet without even realizing it. If Beckett had willingly gone to Emergency, then it was bad. 

“What’s wrong?” Poppy asked with a frown.

“Molly said she saw Beckett in the ER. I’m going there now.” Maybe to kill him. 

“You want me to co—”

“No, stay here.” She didn’t want anyone else there when she confronted him.

Sierra rushed out into the hall and headed straight for the stairs, unwilling to wait one moment longer for the damn elevator. Beckett had been hurt? It couldn’t be critical, otherwise Molly would have said so. But what the hell? Why hadn’t he let her know he was here, and hurt?

She marched straight into Emergency. “Apparently my husband, Beckett Hollister just came in?” she said to the admissions clerk, torn between worry and seething. What the hell? Seriously, what the hell?

She found the exam room he’d been taken to and knocked once before opening the door. A sound of alarm burst from her as she laid eyes on Beckett, worry hitting her like a punch to the chest. His left arm was in a sling and he had blood all over his arm and chest. It was smeared all over his skin, covering his tat. 

“Sierra,” he said, looking startled. 

Eyes wide, she stared at the bandages the nurse was dressing Beckett’s shoulder with. “What happened?” she cried, rushing over to him. God, he was covered in cuts and bruises. “Did you crash your truck?”

He caught her around the waist with his right arm and gently pulled her into him, avoiding the sling. “I’m okay, sweetness.”

She pushed away to stare at him. “You are so not okay. What the hell? Why is—”

“I was shot.”

She sucked in a breath, the blood draining from her face. She swallowed, Beckett’s strong arm supporting her as her legs went numb. “Oh my God!”

“He’s going to be just fine,” the nurse said in a soothing tone, and quickly pushed a chair toward Sierra. “Here, sit down.”

Before Sierra could protest, Beckett deftly turned her and pushed her into the chair.

Sierra dropped into it stiffly, willing her heart back down her throat. “You were shot and no one thought to call me?” The shock was fading fast, burning away under the dual lash of anger and fear. 

“I told them not to.”

“Why?” She wanted to yell at him. Shake him. “I’ve been sitting in this hospital for the past three hours, worried sick about you, and then I have to hear from Molly that you’re down in Emergency… And turns out it’s for a bullet h-hole.” Her throat closed up, a wall of emotions hitting her hard.

Beckett hugged her to the right side of his chest, his hand cradling the back of her head. The metallic scent of his blood made her stomach turn—and not because she was squeamish. It bothered her on a visceral level. “I wanted to wait until I was cleaned up at least. Didn’t want to add to your worry.”

She wrenched her head back to glare up at him. The nurse was finished bandaging him now and quickly left the room. “This is exactly why I was so worried—because I knew you wouldn’t tell me if anything was wrong!”

He winced a little at that but didn’t deny it, the scar in his eyebrow pulling taut. “I’m okay.”

If he hadn’t already been bleeding and suffering from a bullet wound, she would have punched him in the stomach for hiding this from her. “I hate when you pull this stupid alpha male bullshit with me. I’m your wife. I’m the first person who should have been told something was wrong!”

“Normally you would have been. And I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. There was just so much shit going on at the time, I…”

The pain and weariness in his eyes sucked the remaining anger out of her. “How bad is it?” He was hurting.

“Could have been a lot worse. Soft tissue damage, mostly. And a hairline fracture in the upper humerus. Won’t need surgery, but the doc might put me in a cast for a few weeks. I’m trying to avoid that.”

Tears burned the backs of her eyes. He’d been freaking shot, and hadn’t wanted her with him. She blinked them away. “You should have let me be there for you.”

“Don’t cry,” he begged. “Shit, this is why I wouldn’t let anyone tell you—I didn’t want to upset you more.”

That made it even worse. 

Putting her head on his shoulder, she sniffed and shoved back the hurt and worry. “Who shot you?”

“Riley.”

Stunned, she jerked her head up to search his face. Her incredulity increased as he told her what had happened. 

Him falling over the edge of the cliff with Aidan, and Jase pulling him up. Rappelling down to find and dig Aidan out, and carrying him to the Coast Guard helicopter. Then he and Jase had chased Riley through the woods, and Beckett had finally been forced to kill him. 

“Oh, dammit. I’m so sorry,” she whispered, hugging him close, wishing she could take all his pain away.

Beckett nodded and squeezed her tighter. “It’s over now, and I’m safe.” He cleared his throat. “Is Tiana with Mac?”

“Yes. We’re waiting for word about when we can go up. He’s holding his own for now, but I guess it’s pretty bad.” 

He shook his head, looking exhausted and sore. “I don’t even know how he survived the fall, let alone the rest.” 

“He’s tough. And he has a lot to hold on for.” It shredded her to think of Tiana dealing with all of this, especially while pregnant. 

Beckett heaved a heavy sigh. “It was supposed to be me.”

She frowned, not liking his tone. “What do you mean?”

“Riley wanted me. Mac was secondary. I inadvertently made us an easy target by being in the truck together.”

Sierra leaned her head on his shoulder, terrified to think of how close she’d come to losing him. He was her rock. “We have to have faith that he’ll come through this. We have to be strong for one another now.”

He nodded, pressed a kiss against her hair. “I’ll be there for them every step of the way.”


 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

 

“Mac. Mac, are you waking up?”

Aidan heard the voice as if from the other end of a tunnel. 

“Hello? Mac, it’s me. Can you hear me?”

Aye. But his voice wasn’t working. There was something stuck in his throat. And Jesus suffering fuck, he hurt all over.

Confused, he fought to open his eyes. It felt like they were weighted down with concrete. 

But he could feel the pressure around his hand now. Fingers squeezing. And that urgent, somehow familiar voice calling to him. 

He managed to crack his eyes open, but that only made the sense of disorientation worse. He was in a strange room and it was bright. 

Squinting against the light, he tried to focus on whoever it was beside him. 

A face appeared, slowly clearing as he blinked at it. Blue eyes peering at him anxiously. Blond hair. 

Ella. 

His lips moved but her name came out garbled. He frowned. Dammit, what the hell was in his throat? He reached a hand up to his mouth. 

“Yes, it’s me!” Ella cried excitedly, then caught his hand before he could touch whatever was in his mouth. “Don’t touch anything. Just wait.” She leaned over and pressed a button on the side of his bed. 

Moments later two nurses bustled in. “Mr. MacIntyre,” the older one said as Ella moved away from the bed to make room for them. “Good to see you.”

His heart rate increased. He hurt all over, and he had tubes and wires and the like plugged in all over. What had happened? 

His thoughts dissolved when the nurse took out the tube going down his throat. He gagged, then wheezed in a breath and was sorry for it. 

Fire encased his ribcage, stealing what little air he’d dragged in. Sweat popped out all over his body, cold and clammy.

“I know, but just bear with me a few more moments and I’ll increase your meds,” the nurse was saying. 

Aidan lay there as still as possible, afraid to draw anything more than a shallow breath. Once the nurses finished with him they left. Whatever they’d done with his medications was glorious, because instead of feeling like he might die each time he tried to breathe, the pain sort of melted away, leaving a warm, floaty feeling behind. 

Ella came back to the side of the bed to take his hand again, her expression anxious. “Are you in a lot of pain?”

“Not… Not now, love.” His voice sounded rusty as a hundred-year-old nail, but at least his lungs were working again.

Her brows knit together. “You don’t need to baby me and lie about it, Mac. I’m ten. And you’ve been asleep for over four days now.”

He had? “What happened?” His throat was raw.

Her blue eyes were wide as she stared at him. “You fell. There was a bad man chasing you and Mr. Beckett.”

Fragmented memories began to flicker through his brain, slowly forming a cohesive picture. The bullet coming through Beckett’s windshield. Them getting out to take cover. Then the road giving way.

His skin turned clammy, his muscles tightening as he remembered lying there buried in mud and rock, thinking he was going to die. Unable to move. Unable to breathe. Like being paralyzed. 

Wondering if he’d ever get to see his lasses again, or meet his bairn. 

Eyes stinging, he looked away before Ella could see his tears. “Aye.”

“But you’re all right now. Mr. Beckett, Mr. Noah and Mr. Jase dug you out.”

He barely remembered that. “Aye, they did,” he managed. 

“They carried you to the helicopter, and it flew you here.”

He focused on her again. “Did it?” He had no memory of any of that, but Christ, she was precious. He loved her so damn much. 

Smiling, she lifted his hand and shifted his palm around to nestle her cheek in it. “I’m so glad you’re awake.”

His chest hurt for an entirely different reason as he moved his thumb across her satin-soft cheek. “Me too.”

Before he could say anything else a doctor came in and introduced himself before speaking to Ella. “Maybe you could go find your mother while I speak to Mac.”

“Sure.” Ella bent down, kissed Aidan’s cheek and beamed at him. “I’ll be right back!”

The doctor came to the head of the bed as the door shut behind Ella. “How are you feeling?”

“Bloody awful.”

He smiled ruefully. “That’s to be expected.”

“So how bad is it?”

“Straight up?”

“Aye.” 

“You’re lucky to be alive.”

The sobering announcement gave Aidan pause. He’d known he was in a bad way when he’d been trapped in the slide. But knowing just how close he’d come to a brush with death was difficult to hear. He would have left Tiana and Ella and the baby behind. It was unthinkable. 

“Your wife told me she’s expecting. Congratulations,” the doctor continued. 

“Thank you,” he managed through a tight throat. Christ, was it the medication making him about to start greetin’ like a wee bairn? 

He listened as the doctor went on about his injuries and what to expect moving forward. The list was…long, disabusing Aidan of any notion that he would be good as new in a few weeks. 

“The good news is, you might be able to walk out of here—with crutches,” the doctor finished. 

The door opened. Aidan’s eyes shot to it, his heart swelling painfully beneath his ribs when Tiana stepped inside. She froze as their gazes locked, and clapped a hand to her mouth, her beautiful, mismatched eyes filling with tears. 

It killed him to see her hurting. He reached a hand toward her. 

With a sob she flew across the room and bent to slide her arms around his neck, enveloping him in a cloud of scented red hair. Aidan groaned and curled an arm around her shuddering back, trying to hold her without hurting himself more. 

“I love you,” she gasped out against his cheek. “Love you so much.”

“I love you too,” he whispered, unable to fight the tears this time as they spilled out the corners of his eyes and into his beard. 

After a few moments she sniffed and sat up to give him a watery smile, running that pretty gaze over him. “It’s so good to see you.”

“Good to be here.” He took her hand, fighting the weakness pervading him as she wiped his tears away. “Is the babe all right?”

“Yes. Everything’s fine now.” She bent and kissed him. First his lips, then his nose, cheeks and forehead. Light as a beam of sunlight and just as warm. 

“I brought more visitors.” 

They both looked up to see Ella dragging Molly and Weaver into the room. “Wee man,” Aidan said to him, and started to crack a grin but stopped when his face felt like it might split from the effort. 

Weaver grinned and came over to clasp his hand briefly. “Wish you were wee’er. Had to carry your heavy ass over a mountain of mud and rock to get to the LZ for extraction.”

“Aye, and you’ll no’ let me forget it, will you?”

“Nope.” Weaver shook his head, eyes twinkling. “Damn it’s good to see you.”

“And you.” He looked at Molly. “You too.”

“Likewise,” she said with a smile. “Can I get you anything?”

“No, I’ve got everything I need right here,” he said, looking at Tiana and Ella. They were his world. 

“Noah’s down at the station right now, but Beckett’s on his way up. He—”

Weaver stopped when Beckett walked in with Sierra and Poppy. It was a tight squeeze with them all in there. Molly must have pulled major strings to get it to happen. 

“What are you all doing here?” Aidan asked, taken aback. Had the whole lot of them been waiting for him this whole time?

“We heard you might come out of the coma this afternoon, so we’ve all been waiting downstairs,” Beckett answered as he approached the bed to stand beside Weaver. He gripped the railing, his dark brown eyes assessing Aidan. “This was way too fucking close.” His eyes shot to Ella. “Sorry. I mean—”

“It’s fine,” Ella said. “I hear it at school all the time. And sometimes when Mac tries to fix things around the house and he doesn’t think I can hear him.”

Aidan gave her a mock scowl. “Is that so?”

She grinned at him. “Aye, ‘tis.”

Ah, he loved how she tried to imitate his accent. 

“Did this guy tell you the latest?” Beckett asked, jerking his chin at Weaver. 

“No, what?” Aidan asked. 

Beckett shared a look with Tiana, who curled an arm around Ella’s shoulders. “Let’s step outside and let these guys talk alone for a minute.” She bent to kiss Aidan’s forehead, eyes shining. “I’ll be right outside.”

“We’ll go with you,” Sierra said, hooking her arm through Molly’s.

When the women were out in the hall, Beckett told Aidan what had happened after they’d loaded him into the helo that night. “Riley?” he repeated in disbelief. Aidan would never have thought the lad capable of all this. 

Beckett’s mouth thinned. “This was my fault. I should have looked after him better once I cut him loose. I had no idea things had gotten so far out of control with him.”

Aidan scoffed. “There’s no way you could have known he would do something like this.”

“Noah said they found Riley’s truck parked on an access road off the highway,” Weaver said. “It was full of survival gear and more weapons. Looked like he planned to take you and Beckett out, leave the area and then fall off the grid.”

It was a lot to process all at once. He was exhausted, and the pain meds were making it hard to keep his eyes open. But he reached for Jase’s hand first, shook it, and clasped Beckett’s. “Thank you both, for everything.”

Beckett and Jase both scowled down at him with identical expressions. “You’re our brother,” Beckett told him simply, squeezing Aidan’s hand. “We’d never leave you behind.”

Well, shite, didn’t that put a lump in a man’s throat? He closed his eyes a moment. 

“We’ll get out of your hair and let Tiana and Ella back in,” Jase said. 

Aidan nodded his thanks, not trusting his voice at the moment. 

Seconds later Ella burst back in, beaming. “Bye, Mac!” She popped her face over the side of his bed to kiss his cheek. “I’m going home with Ms. Sierra now, but she’s going to bring me back tonight. She said once you’re good enough to be moved from this floor, I could bring Walter and maybe even Bruce up to visit you!” Her blue eyes shone with excitement and love. “Would you like that?”

“I would love that, wee darlin’.”

“Okay.” She all but skipped out of the room. “Bye, Mom,” she said to Tiana on her way out the door.

Tiana laughed softly as she sat in the chair beside Aidan’s bed. “Bet that was sensory overload for you on your first day back with us, huh?”

He half-smiled, the quiet and peace settling around him. “We’re so lucky to have them.”

“I know.” Her expression was full of adoration as she gazed down at him and stroked his hair. “So, your injuries…”

“I’ll be all right. Didn’t need that old spleen anyway, did I?”

His attempt at humor made her lips quirk. “You should sleep now. I’ll be right here next time you wake up.”

He liked the sound of that. “My red-haired lass,” rubbing his thumb over the back of her hand. 

Allowing his eyes to close, the drugs tugging at him, he took a moment to count his blessings and be thankful that he was still here. He couldn’t wait to go home to his lasses. 


 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

 

“Come on, Mac! Walter’s beating you,” Ella called over her shoulder to him as she hurried ahead down the point, pulling Walter’s empty red wagon while the dog trotted beside her. 

“Bollocks! I’m goin’ as fast as I can,” he called back. “What does she think these are, racing crutches?” he grumbled to Tiana.

Beside him, she laughed. “I guess so.” She kept a watchful eye on him as they walked along the pathway. It was his first time venturing farther than the lane, and he was tiring fast. “How are you doing?”

“Alright. Gonna have to stop and rest soon, though.” 

“Want me to piggyback you?” a male voice said to his right.

Aidan glanced over and cut Weaver a warning look that was only partially joking. “Just keep walkin’, wee man,” he muttered. 

Weaver laughed under his breath and hurried by him, following Savannah as she wove a completely uncoordinated path down toward the lighthouse. 

“Make sure you don’t overdo it,” Molly warned, then rushed to catch up with Savannah.

“Even Savannah’s faster than me,” Aidan muttered.

“You’re getting stronger every day. In another few weeks you can ditch the crutches and leave Savannah in the dust. Besides, doesn’t it feel good to be outside?”

“Aye.” It did. The wind was brisk and cold against his face and hands but the sun was peeking out from behind the clouds. Even though he ached all over, it was worth it. 

Three weeks had passed since his fall. He’d been home for almost two of them. While it was nice to be out of the hospital where they had constantly poked, prodded, inflicted more pain and then heaped sleep deprivation on top of it all by waking him up whenever he managed to fall asleep, he’d developed a serious case of cabin fever. 

By day four he’d turned into a bit of a bear, holing up in bed, cranky at being useless and in constant pain once they began to wean him off the pain meds. Even Tiana had steered clear of him.

“How are your ribs?” she asked him.

“Bit sore.” 

His ribs still bothered him constantly, and using crutches made it worse, but it was his leg that gave him the most trouble. He had enough hardware in his left lower leg now that he would set off metal detectors at an airport. 

The orthopedic surgeon had managed to fix all the fractures but it was going to take months to heal, and then months more of physical therapy to regain his range of motion and muscle mass. “Better than lying in bed or on the couch all day, though.”

“Well, there you go,” Tiana said. “I know you’ve missed this.”

“I have.” Funny how many things he’d always taken for granted until now. 

Being able to walk on both legs, for one. Being able to get around on his own, go where he pleased when he felt like it. His recovery had given him a whole new appreciation for what was really important in life. Starting with his wife. 

“Feels good to have our house back, with just the three of us again.” 

His parents and sister had flown in from Edinburgh to help out. Ella had slept on the couch. As much as Aidan loved his family, by the end of the five-day visit he had been glad for them to leave. He’d make it up to them with a visit back home once he was feeling better. 

Tiana smiled and patted her belly. “Well, three-and-a-half.”

He smiled back. In another few weeks they would have their first ultrasound. He couldn’t wait to see the baby, though he wasn’t sure he wanted to know the sex.

 “Hey, wait up!” 

At the shout behind them, Aidan and Tiana both turned to find the others coming up the path. Beckett was in the lead with Sierra, then Noah and Poppy, all bundled up against the chill. 

“Sorry, we had a turkey emergency,” Sierra said as they caught up. “But don’t worry, Poppy saved the day.”

Poppy shrugged, grinning. “It wasn’t that bad.”

“Was too,” Sierra said. “Because of her, we’ll still be eating at five instead of midnight.”

“Or having takeout,” Beckett said in a dry voice. 

His arm was no longer in the sling but the hairline fracture would take weeks more to heal. If he followed doctor’s orders, which he probably wouldn’t. In the meantime he’d hired a couple more guys to help them get caught up at work. Vets he’d done thorough background checks on to ensure there were no red flags. None of them wanted another possible repeat of the situation with Riley. 

Sierra nudged him. “Oh, hush. Aidan deserves a proper turkey dinner for his first Thanksgiving.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” Aidan told her, his stomach already growling at the thought of the feast to come. “Working up quite the appetite out here.”

“Well, there’s plenty of food, so don’t worry,” Sierra said. “And I think Poppy made you a special Scottish dessert. What was it called again?”

“Cranachan,” Poppy said. “Except without whisky. Because alcohol and pain meds are bad, and I want you to actually remember your first Thanksgiving.”

“Brilliant,” Aidan said with a grin, touched that she would do that for him.

“And she also made us homemade pumpkin and chocolate pecan pies, too, because my sunflower’s a domestic goddess,” Noah said, making Poppy’s cheeks turn even pinker.

Sierra smiled fondly as she watched the other group out front of them, nearly at the lighthouse now. “Wow, look at Walter go. Haven’t seen that much pep in him in months.”

Aidan’s lips quirked as the old timer scampered after Ella as she raced the final few yards to the red-and-white lighthouse. And even better? There was a bench right in front of it. 

He dropped onto it with a groan of relief and set his crutches aside, tired and achy but glad he’d made the trek out here. A large beam of sunlight sliced through the clouds to gleam on the ocean, lighting up the ceaseless waves below with a million sparkles. 

Gazing out at the breathtaking view around him, he drank in the wild ruggedness of it. This place called to his soul. “What a bonnie spot,” he said, draping an arm across Tiana’s shoulders as she sat next him and snuggled into his side. 

When he’d moved here he’d never expected to stay permanently, or find the love of his life. But that’s exactly what Tiana was. 

“Yes.” She curled her gloved fingers around his and rested her head on his shoulder. 

They sat together while the wind roared around them, watching Ella play with Savannah and Walter, closely supervised by the other adults. Aidan was fairly sure Walter’s sudden pep had a lot to do with trying to evade Savannah. She would toddle determinedly toward Walter and the dog would make a hasty getaway, keeping safely out of reach. 

Aidan took a deep breath of the cold, salt-tinged air, his ribs aching. “I love it here.”

Tiana tipped her head up to kiss him. “I love you.”

He shifted to cup her face in his hands, stared into her unique eyes a long moment before kissing her properly. “This is our home, where we’ll raise our children together with this extended family around us.”

Her gaze turned soft. “You’re going to be the best daddy in the whole world.”

He was damn well going to give it his all.

“Mac, come on,” Ella said as she rushed up to them, towing Walter in his wagon. Weaver had Savannah on his shoulders, her dark curls peeking from under the brim of her knitted hat. “We’re going back to Mr. Beckett’s and Ms. Sierra’s to decorate the Christmas tree.” She angled the wagon alongside him and lifted an eyebrow in a gesture that was pure Tiana. “Want a ride?”

Bundled up in a blanket in the middle of it, Walter stared up at him forlornly out of droopy, red-rimmed eyes. Ella had wrapped a bright red scarf around his head, presumably to keep his ears warm. 

Aidan eyed his crutches, suddenly dreading the thought of enduring the torturous walk back, and shrugged. “Aye, I do.” 

Ella beamed at him. “Yay!”

Aye. Yay. 

Pushing himself up, he lowered his big frame into the wagon built for two small children. Shifting Walter into his lap, he carefully propped his cast on top of his good leg to brace it, both his feet sticking over the end of the wagon by a mile. 

“You’re getting so big and strong,” he said to Ella, “but I think we’re gonna need some more horsepower to get me up that hill, though.”

“I can lend part of a horse,” Tiana said. Taking hold of the handle with Ella, she grinned down at her daughter. “Ready?”

Ella gave a determined nod. “Ready.”

Everyone laughed as they started hauling him up the path together. Aidan endured the indignity of being pulled along in the wagon with good humor and a sense of pride in knowing that his lasses had his back.

And when Weaver took out his phone to start taking pictures, Aidan posed for the camera with a big smile and proudly raised a middle finger.

****

Of all the Thanksgivings Beckett had ever had, this was the best one yet—and the most memorable. 

The only other one that came close was when he’d shown up to the Buchanans’ house three years ago just as they’d been finishing dinner and the sight of Sierra in that red wrap dress had taken his breath away. 

But this year, they all had more to be thankful for than ever. This was Mac’s first Thanksgiving, and it had been a memorable one so far.

Beckett’s home smelled amazing, the comforting scents of roasted turkey and freshly cut evergreen boughs perfuming the air. Over in the corner the Christmas tree Beckett had let Ella choose from the lot in town sparkled with multicolored lights and ornaments. His, Sierra’s and Walter’s stockings hung in front of the fireplace where the fire crackled away in the hearth. 

Worn out from his earlier adventure on the point, Walter was currently passed out on his side beneath the long farmhouse table, snoring away. Everyone was assembled and ready to eat. The table was set, the turkey carved and all the sides laid out.

Everything about this moment made Beckett smile. Crimson Point and this old house were his home, but only because of the people around this table. Sierra was his port in a storm, and the family gathered here today was his anchor. 

“All right, a toast,” he said, pushing from his chair at the head of the table and reaching for his glass. 

Weaver and Noah gawked at him in surprise and Mac chuckled. “You givin’ a speech, big man?” Mac asked.

“Short one, yeah.” He wasn’t an emotional, demonstrative guy, but on this occasion he had things he needed to say out loud. They’d all been through so much together. They’d shed blood, sweat and tears together, had had each other’s backs when things got tough. 

As far as Beckett was concerned, that made them family. He loved every single person around this table with everything in him, and he wanted them to know it. 

Raising his glass, he addressed everyone. “Mac, we’re glad you’re still with us.”

Everyone cheered and Mac lifted his glass in salute. “Happy to be here.”

“We love you, Mac,” Ella said beside him, leaning into his side to give him a one-armed hug.

Mac kissed the top of her head. “Love you back, my wee darlin’.”

Everyone smiled fondly at them, then looked up at Beckett as he continued. Being mushy wasn’t his thing, but this needed to be said aloud right here and now. “There are friends. There is family. And then there are friends who become family. Because family is the people who stand beside you when you need them most.”

Everyone murmured their agreement and Noah thumped an enthusiastic palm on the table. “Hear, hear.”

Pausing, Beckett drew a breath. These were his brothers and sisters, and Ella and Savannah his nieces. 

My family. 

Raising his glass, he made eye contact with every single person around the table, ending with his incredible wife, and wondered for the thousandth time how in the hell he’d ever gotten so lucky. 

“To my family—” He broke off suddenly, his throat constricting. 

Hell. 

He swallowed the damn lump, aware of the others all watching his struggle for composure with varying degrees of amusement, and put on a scowl. “Happy Thanksgiving,” he muttered, the mushy moment done. “Let’s eat.”

 

—The End—
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Chapter One

 

Tate Baldwin finished tightening the last bolt on the bedframe in his niece’s tiny college dorm room and turned to face Rylee as squeals and raucous laughter came from out in the hallway. “You sure you want to stay here tonight?” He frowned at her in concern. “I can take you home with me and then drive you back here tomorrow night.”

Standing in front of the small closet next to the door, his niece flashed him an amused smile and continued neatly putting her clothes away. “I’m sure. Want to get the lay of the land before classes start on Monday.”

Setting the socket wrench back in his toolbox, Tate straightened. Rylee had moved down from the interior of British Columbia to stay with him just outside of Missoula for a few weeks before the semester started. She was a quiet, introverted kid, and only just eighteen. 

Didn’t matter that she’d already been to orientation. Dumping someone so sheltered in residence the weekend before her first week of classes suddenly seemed all kinds of wrong, no matter how often she and Tate’s sister had both assured him Rylee was ready for this. 

“It’s no trouble,” he added. Rylee would decline his offer just because she didn’t want to inconvenience him. But she could never be an inconvenience to him. He flat-out adored her, and had since the day she was born.

She shook her head, her dark brown hair swishing across her back. “No. I appreciate the offer, but I’d rather start the adjustment now, while I still have a couple days to get my bearings. Besides, my roommate isn’t getting here until Sunday night, so I’ll have the place to myself and some peace and—” She paused, a rueful grin spreading across her lips as someone shrieked and yelled something as they ran past her closed door. “Quiet before school starts.”

He got that she wanted her independence. It was just hard to let her do this alone. “All right.” He glanced around the small, cinderblock room. There wasn’t much here, just the beds, bedside tables and the few things Rylee had brought from home to warm the place up. Not much of a step up from some of the barracks he’d stayed in. “Maybe we should find you an apartment just off campus.”

Rylee laughed. “Seriously, Uncle Tate. You joined the Marines when you were my age and then went to war. University—okay, guess I need to start calling it college since I’m not in Canada anymore—is way safer. I’ll be fine. Promise.”

He folded his arms, frowning more. How the hell was his sister so calm about her only child going off to college? “It just feels wrong to leave you here. And how’d you grow up so fast on me, anyway? I swear you were ten just a few years ago.”

“Aww.” Rylee gave him a fond look and came over to slide her arms around his ribs in a familiar hug. “I love how protective you are of me.”

Tate grunted and squeezed her in return. He couldn’t help being protective of her, and him being a cop made it ten times as bad. “You’re the only niece I’ve got.” She had chosen to go to school here at the University of Montana because it was close to him. Her mother, still back in B.C., entrusted him with keeping an eye on Rylee, and he took his niece’s safety and wellbeing seriously.

Rylee tipped her head back to look up at him, her hazel eyes so like his own, and full of adoration. “I’m going to be okay here. But thank you for worrying about me.”

Shit, now his damn throat was getting tight. He cleared it. “I know you’ll do great.” He nodded at the door with a dark look at all the noise coming from the hallway. At least this was an all-girls’ dorm. No way in hell would he have let her stay in a co-ed one. “It’s them I’m worried about.” They sounded like trouble. 

Rylee grinned and patted his back soothingly. “I’ll use the pepper spray you gave me if they get too out of hand.”

He squeezed her one last time, then released her. “Good. And you keep that on you whenever you leave this room. And especially if you go to a party or wherever.” She was a mature and responsible kid, but he felt the need to reiterate all of this anyway. “Never ever leave your drink unattended. If you do, toss it and get a fresh one.” 

He didn’t want to scare her, but sexual assaults weren’t uncommon on campus, and there had been a string of them in the area over the past couple years that still hadn’t been solved. He’d worked on a few cases that had seemed to be connected at the end of his time with the Missoula police department, but they’d never found a suspect. Thankfully he hadn’t had to deal with that kind of thing yet at his new job in Rifle Creek.

“I know. And I promise I’ll think about your offer to certify me with a pistol,” she said.

She thought it was overkill but wanted to humor him anyway. “How old were you when we last went to the range together? Thirteen?”

“Fifteen, but I still remember most of it.” She eyed him, the hint of a smile playing around the edges of her mouth. “I could just call you and have you escort me if I decide to venture out to a party. Of course then I’d never get a date, because you’d scare off any guy who came within fifty feet of me.”

“Be happy to.” He’d make the forty-five-minute drive down here without any hesitation if she wanted him there. “You don’t need to date anyway. College-aged guys are assholes only after one thing, and you’re here to study.”

She grinned, making her look so much like her mom. “This is why I love you.”

He flushed a little, uncomfortable with the praise, but her words hit dead center in his chest and warmed him inside and out. “I know you probably can’t wait to see the back of your paranoid and overprotective uncle, but how about some pizza before I leave you to fend for yourself?”

Her smile was pure sunshine. “I’d like that.”

They ventured out onto campus together and walked the few blocks to a pizza place. The late August sun blazed high in the brilliant blue sky, warm and golden. He managed to withhold another lecture about safety while they ate. She was all grown up and could make her own decisions.

After lunch he hugged her, kissed the top of her head and made himself let her go. “Go get ‘em, sweetness. And I’m only a phone call away if you need anything.”

“I know. Thanks, Uncle Tater. Love you.”

“Love you too.” Christ, his whole chest ached as he watched her walk away, all on her own for the first time as she faced her future as a young adult. 

He climbed into his truck for the drive back to Rifle Creek, restless and unsettled. Lately he had started to feel unsatisfied with life, bored and hemmed in, like it no longer fit him. 

He hadn’t felt this way since leaving the military, during his initial transition back into the civilian world. So the potential business opportunity looming on the horizon couldn’t have come at a better time.

With Rylee on his mind, he used his truck’s hands-free device to call his sister as he left campus. “Just wanted to let you know she’s all squared away.”

“And how are you holding up?” Tala asked, an amused edge to her tone. 

One side of his mouth pulled up. She knew him better than anyone. “Not as well as you are, to be honest.”

“Aww. Well, hang in there, Tater. This too shall pass.”

He grunted. “When are you coming down to visit? Canadian Thanksgiving?” That was only a few weeks away, in mid-October.

“No, probably not until American Thanksgiving, since Rylee will have some time off then. Can you handle me staying with you for an entire week?”

“I can handle you staying as long as you want.” His sister was awesome, and with their schedules they didn’t spend nearly enough time together. 

She laughed. “You say that now, but I guarantee I’d drive you nuts inside of a month living in your house. Anyway, I hear Mason’s coming into town tomorrow?”

“Yeah, he’s driving down. You know he’ll do anything to avoid flying.” His buddy was coming down from Alberta to scope out a piece of land they and another friend were thinking of turning into an adventure ranch/training facility geared toward private security and contracting groups. 

“Can’t say I blame him, after what happened.”

“No.” Mason had never fully recovered from that incident, and Tate was starting to think he never would. 

“So you’re seriously thinking about starting the business with him and Brax?”

“Yeah.”

“How’s that gonna work when Brax is still active duty?”

Braxton was still serving with JTF2, Canada’s elite, tier-one unit. “It’s tricky, but doable, especially if Mason and I get everything up and running by the time Brax’s contract is up. I just feel like I need a change of p—” He broke off when a car suddenly veered out beside him over the double solid line and cut off someone to run the red light. 

Horns blared, tired squealed. 

Tate only had time to glance in the rearview mirror and tense before the car behind him slammed into his truck with a sickening crunch that pushed him out into oncoming traffic.

 

*End Excerpt*
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