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 PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    "Here," my uncle snapped, shoving a burlap sack with a small weight at the bottom into my arms. "Find somewhere for it." 
 
    It? I folded back a corner of the rough material, looking inside. A pair of round, whiskey-colored eyes peered back at me. 
 
    "Reminds me of you, little half-breed boy," my uncle said, a cruel edge to his tone, a mocking laugh erupting from his barrel-shaped chest. 
 
    "Half-wit," my cousin sneered as he walked past, purposely stirring up dust in his wake. Anger and shame raced through me. I wanted to pound my cousin's pudgy face into the dirt. But I knew what would happen if I did. My uncle would pound me twice as hard and twice as long. Sometimes it was worth it, but today . . . today my hands were full. 
 
    I adjusted the sack in my arms and the burlap fell open, revealing a small puppy. Half his face was brown and half white, a clear line dividing the two sides. Little half-breed boy. I regarded him curiously and he stared back with liquid eyes. 
 
    Squatting, I placed the sack on the ground and the puppy scampered out, his little tail wagging so hard and fast, it was causing his whole backside to shake from side to side. A smile tugged at my mouth. 
 
    The kick came swift and hard, the puppy letting out a yelp of pain as his body flew backward, landing against the side of the toolshed with a soft thump. My stomach dropped but I held my ground instead of taking the instinctive step toward the dog that I'd almost taken.  
 
    "Gonna have to toughen him up," my uncle said, scratching the place where the hem of his shirt rose, revealing a roll of stomach fat, before turning and walking away. 
 
    I moved toward the puppy who was now cowering against the dilapidated structure. He lifted his eyes slowly, his head still hung. He peeked at me cautiously for a moment before his tiny nubbin tail began thumping against the wood of the shed once more, head rising. I hesitated, looking back in the direction my uncle and cousin had gone before scooping the puppy back into my arms. He wiggled against me, licking the underside of my jaw. 
 
    "He's right, you know," I whispered. "You're gonna have to toughen up. Fight or die, that's how it works around here." 
 
    The puppy's tail thumped faster against my chest, his warm, fat body squirming in delight as I held him close. 
 
    "Stop that," I instructed in my sternest voice, looking him in the eye and baring my teeth, letting out a low growl meant to scare him. 
 
    His tail thumped harder, faster, and he barked, a tiny, high-pitched sound of puppy joy. I sighed, screwing up my face as he licked my mouth, my cheek. I considered what to do with him, finally taking him into the shed with me where I lay down on the musty cot in the corner. "Don't get used to this," I muttered, but the puppy's tail only wagged harder. 
 
    Apparently tired from all the rigorous tail wagging, his warm body snuggled against me and he let out a huge yawn. As I watched his eyes fall closed, I frowned, a strange feeling tightening my chest, something that felt warm and unfamiliar, something that felt both good and . . . dangerous. 
 
  
 
  






 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Olivia 
 
      
 
    I didn't think I'd ever felt as out of place in my life. My knee bounced as I took a quick sip of my beer, attempting to appear relaxed, attempting to blend. Yeah right. Because I was nervous, twitchy, the beer sloshed as I drank, dribbling down my chin. Nice. I swiped my finger upward, bringing the drips to my mouth and running my tongue over my lip. God, I don’t even like beer. But I resisted a grimace in reaction to the watery bitterness, stealing a glance around at the ale-swilling clientele. One quick look told me I'd only call more attention to myself by ordering the glass of sauvignon blanc I really wanted.  
 
    He'd told me to wear blue, and I'd chosen a cerulean silk. I'd assumed he had specified the color in order to pick me out of the crowd. But what I should have considered was the fact that this particular shade of blue would make me stick out like a sore thumb in certain locations such as this dive bar where the color of choice seemed to be black and the preferred material, leather. Too late now. 
 
    The glass felt cool in my grip as I wrapped my fingers around it, anchoring myself in some small way. I perused the crowd quickly once more, but no one seemed to be paying any attention to me. Wear a blue shirt, he'd said. Check. And wait at the bar. Check. So where was he? I smoothed my skirt, crossing my legs. How long should I wait before I officially considered myself stood up? 
 
    God, the story of my life. Stood up, jilted, thrown away, left behind. I forced my spine straight, disliking the self-piteous direction of my thoughts. 
 
    The sound of pool balls being broken in the back caught my attention, and as I watched, a man bent over the table and made a shot. When I turned forward again, someone was sitting at the previously empty bar stool next to me wearing a black baseball cap, his face mostly in darkness. 
 
    "Olivia Barton." My heart quickened. I recognized the deep, slightly gravelly voice from the phone call earlier that day.  
 
    "Yes. Are you—?" 
 
    "Yup." He signaled the bartender, who lifted his chin in acknowledgment and began moving our way. The man in the cap reached into the bowl of peanuts on the bar and threw back a handful, chewing slowly.  
 
    I pressed my lips together, annoyed by this stranger's casual—almost bored—demeanor when I was practically coming out of my skin. "I've been waiting. You're late," I accused. 
 
    The bartender approached, and the man ordered a beer and then turned to me, nodding at my glass. "Why don't you order what you really want," he said, completely ignoring my statement about his tardiness. 
 
    I blinked down at my half-full glass and then back at him. "Uh—" 
 
    "White wine?" he guessed. 
 
    "Sauvignon blanc." 
 
    One eyebrow gave the barest hint of a lift. "A glass of your best white wine," he said to the bartender who nodded and turned away. What the heck?  
 
    "Find it okay?" 
 
    "The bar? Yes, I followed my GPS. Is all the cloak and dagger really necessary?" I used my arm to do a small wave around the darkened bar. "The job I'm hiring you for is perfectly legitimate."  
 
    I swore I saw the barest lift of his lips, and I tilted my head, attempting to see him better. The details of his face were lost in the low lighting and the shadows cast by his cap, so I only gained the impression of hard angles and masculine lines. His beer was slid in front of him, a glass of wine placed before me, and the man nodded to the bartender, tossing a twenty on the bar. He took a drink of his beer, his throat moving as he swallowed, and I took a quick sip of my wine. This bar's "best" white wine was cheap and overly sweet, but better than the beer I'd been drinking previously, and I took another appreciative sip.  
 
    "No cloak and dagger. But in my line of business, you can never be too careful, you understand?" He threw back another handful of nuts. 
 
    "Then you should consider not eating those. Do you know how many dirty hands have probably been in there?" I wrinkled my nose, nodding to the bowl of peanuts. 
 
    He chewed, swallowed. "Ms. Barton, If I'm going to lead you into a ruined,  dangerous part of Colombia, you'd better hope I'm not worried about a few germs on peanuts." He took another long drink of his beer before looking at me again. His eyes didn't appear to move, but I had the strange feeling he took me in from head to toe nonetheless. My skin tingled as if responding to the places his gaze had touched.  
 
    I frowned, unsettled by this stranger. "Anyway"—I cleared my throat—"you mentioned on the phone we'd talk in person. What do you need to know?"  
 
    He paused the barest fraction of a moment. "Your fiancé give you any indication he was thinking of skipping out on you?" 
 
    "What? No. Like what?" 
 
    He turned his head, staring ahead again as he shrugged. "You'd be the one with the feminine intuition. Any intuition things were heading south?"  
 
    Heading south. Literally. To Colombia as a matter of fact. I almost laughed because of the nerves bubbling in my blood. I took a deep breath and shook my head though he wasn't looking at me. "No. Things seemed fine. Good. Everything was normal. We had been discussing wedding plans the morning he left . . ." I trailed off, remembering that Monday two months before, picturing Alec shaving as I'd leaned against the sink and asked him if he liked peonies. "Darlin'," he'd said, "if I knew what a peony was, I'd give you my opinion on them." I'd laughed, and he had shot me a boyish grin, white foam still dotting his jaw. My heart stuttered at the memory. That morning now seemed like a distant dream, one you swore was real but woke from to find was nothing more than the sleepy meanderings of your own mind. 
 
    "Where did he tell you he was going?" 
 
    "Miami. He had business meetings there. He was only supposed to be gone a week, and when he didn't return on Sunday night, I started calling his cell phone. When he still hadn't called me back by Tuesday morning, I called the police." My heart felt heavy as I recalled those days—the panic I'd felt when I realized he was missing, the places my mind had gone . . . picturing him in ditches, lying dead in some alley. 
 
    "How many times did you talk to him during that week?" 
 
    "None." I shook my head. I knew he'd consider it unusual that I hadn't talked to my fiancé the entire week he'd been gone. "We rarely spoke when he went away on business trips. His work was his focus, with early mornings and late nights. He texted me when he arrived, letting me know he'd gotten there safely, and I didn't talk to him after that." 
 
    The man paused for a moment, but I didn't fill the silence with an explanation. That wasn't any of his business. Frankly, I'd always liked the times when Alec had been busy with his job and we'd have a small break from each other. I loved the anticipation of seeing him after he'd been away as it spiced things up when he returned. 
 
    "Did you call any of his coworkers to find out if he was really there?" 
 
    "No. Alec is an independent contractor. I didn't ask the name of the people he was meeting with. Something about . . . software design . . . that's all I knew. The police told me he didn’t check in to the hotel he was supposed to be staying at. As far as they’re concerned, he was never in Miami at all. When the police came to a dead end, I hired a private investigator." 
 
    "Who tracked him to Colombia." 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Any idea why he might have gone there without telling you?" 
 
    "No." I frowned. I wasn't sure that this man, who I'd hired to help me get to Colombia—to Alec—needed to know all the details I'd garnered from the PI or not. All he really needed to know was where I was going. Then again, I figured he probably knew most of what I was telling him and was simply asking me to verify.  
 
    When the PI I'd hired had tracked Alec to an oceanside town in Colombia that had recently been ravaged by an earthquake, followed closely on the heels by a massive tsunami, I'd asked him to help me find someone to take me there. He'd initially told me he didn't know anyone who took on that sort of job, but that he'd put the word out. I hadn't been overly hopeful, but then I'd received a phone call from this man telling me to meet him at this dimly lit bar in a questionable neighborhood. 
 
    "You sure he wants to be found?" 
 
    My chest tightened, and I picked at the label on the beer bottle next to my glass. "No," I admitted, on a whisper. That was the crux of this risk. No, he might not want to be found. He might be exactly where he wanted to be. But I just . . . I just couldn't believe it. Maybe it was only wishful thinking, maybe I was a complete fool, but what if . . . what if he wanted to get back to me, but couldn't? What if he was injured? What if he thought— I shook my head, forcing myself to stop the aimless questions bouncing around in my head. The same questions that had kept me from a full night's sleep for almost two months now. There was only one way to find the answers, and that's what I needed to do.   
 
    "Anyway, I appreciate your willingness to take this job." I paused. "I can manage it alone if I have to . . . I think . . . but with the damage from the earthquake making travel difficult and being unfamiliar with the area, not knowing the language very well . . . all those things would really slow me down, and I can't afford that." 
 
    The man turned back to me, quiet for a moment. "Truth is, I normally wouldn't take your job, but so happens I've got business in the area where you're wanting to go. I'm fluent in Spanish. And money's money. But we'll have to go over some rules before we leave." 
 
    "Rules?" 
 
    "Yeah, rules. We'll be heading into an area ripe with crime. With the earthquake and tsunami having caused so much devastation, and taking down outside communication, it'll be even more dangerous. When the lights go out, that's when cockroaches appear." 
 
    "Cockroaches? Oh. Well, you're the expert. That's why I need you . . . am hiring you, so whatever you say goes. As long as you get me to Palomino, that's all I care about." 
 
    "And if things don't turn out the way you're hoping they will?" 
 
    Meaning, if Alec dismisses me, tells me he doesn't want me, that I'm an idiot. I gave a shake of my head. "I don't know. Will you be able to take me back if . . . need be?" 
 
    The man glanced at me again just as the door opened and street lights shone in the bar, hitting his face momentarily. The pale gray of his eyes stunned me and my own widened, just as the door slammed shut, casting him in shadows again. But I'd seen enough to know that his face was handsome but harsh, something . . . dangerous looking about the set of his eyes, the slash of his mouth, the lines and hollows of his features. He was sharp edges and steely gray. A blade. Despite myself, I felt a chill move down my spine. 
 
    "No, I won't be able to take you back. You'll be on your own once we get to Palomino." 
 
    Oh. I chewed at my lip. I could only pray that things with Alec were . . . explainable, and if he was there, we'd wait until the airports were open again and fly home together. God, please. That or I'd find a place to stay and then fly home alone once I was able to. Surely there would be a room to rent somewhere close by. It was another risk, but, really, what was one more? "That's okay then. As long as you can get me there, I'll figure out the way home." 
 
    The way home. 
 
    The man gave a quick shrug of his shoulders but didn't comment. 
 
    "Oh," I said, reaching inside my purse in my lap. "I have the money." I took out the envelope I'd placed cash inside and began handing it to him but pulled it back. "How do I know you won't just disappear with this?" 
 
    "You don't," he said smoothly. I chewed at my lip for a moment. God, what was I doing? Hiring a man I knew nothing about, handing over a large sum of money to someone for a job the results of which held no guarantees. I extended my arm again, offering him the envelope. This was the only way. I had no other options. "The rest my lawyer will wire you upon completion of the job, as soon as I'm able to get word to him. I'll just need your account number and bank information. I'm good for it. You can trust me." 
 
    I looked over at him and he looked amused for a moment before his expression went blank again. I felt heat rise in my neck. Of course he didn't trust me, or he didn't care if he could trust me or not. If I didn't pay him what I owed once the job was done, he'd probably murder me on principle. 
 
    The man took the money, slipping it inside his jacket, and though I looked away, I felt his eyes burning into the side of my face as if his gaze expelled heat somehow. Ridiculous. It was just my blush, spreading, or I was off-kilter because of this whole situation. How had life brought me here? 
 
    He grabbed a napkin and a pen from the edge of the bar, scrawled his account information, and handed the napkin to me. I took it, putting it in my purse. The man drained his beer, pushing the empty bottle away and standing. "I'll be in touch." 
 
    "Wait, when?" 
 
    "Soon. I have to make some arrangements. Your passport up to date?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    He nodded. "Good. Just pack light—a backpack and the smallest sleeping bag you can find. And be ready." 
 
    Be ready? Sleeping bag? I opened my mouth to ask for more details. What arrangements? What was soon? But before I could utter a word, he'd turned and was headed for the door. He slipped through it without anyone even turning in his direction, as if he'd been nothing but a ghost only I could see. And I suddenly realized I still didn't know his name. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    Thomas 
 
      
 
    I watched Olivia Barton drive her white SUV into her garage, the door rolling down behind her vehicle. For a few minutes I sat in my truck down the block, watching the lights come on inside her house as she moved from room to room. 
 
    I rested my foot on the ledge of the door and put my elbow on my raised knee, stroking my jaw as I waited. 
 
    The final light to come on was in the front room on the second floor—her bedroom most likely. I could picture her kicking off her heels, unbuttoning that blue shirt she'd been wearing—bright blue for Christ's sake. Like a summer fucking sky. I'd told her to wear blue—a dark color, in my mind—so I would know who she was in that dim bar and instead, the woman had shone like a beacon of blue light. Didn't matter. I was positive no one had followed me, and other than a few glances from horny men, no one had bothered her. It was clear she was slumming it and they'd steered clear.  
 
    I'd chosen the bar on purpose so I could get a fix on her. There was no real reason to suspect she wasn't who she said she was, but in my line of work, I knew enough to take stock of the situation from all angles before moving forward. I'd watched her for twenty minutes or so, wanting to size her up before sliding into the empty seat next to her. It'd only taken a minute or two, to know she was exactly who I thought she was—a wealthy, sheltered debutante who had never been in a place like that before—but I'd taken another fifteen just to enjoy the view.  
 
    I hadn't been able to see her face at that point, but I liked her feminine posture, her spine straight and her ass scooted back on the bar stool, liked the way she crossed her shapely legs, and the way she picked at the label on her beer bottle. She was the picture of elegance, and a woman clearly out of her element, attempting not to appear nervous. But she was nervous, vulnerable. She didn't act like she owned the place, that uppity attitude I'd seen so often in wealthy, privileged women. There was something . . . lonely about her, and it'd poked at me in some way I couldn't identify.   
 
    When I'd finally moved close enough to see her face, I'd liked that too. She didn't have the sort of looks that jumped out at you, more a subtle prettiness that had only grown on me as I'd watched her face move into different expressions. She wore every emotion on her face, each reaction in those big, blue eyes, and I wondered if she realized it. Probably not—who would choose to be such an open book that way? No wonder she'd been a sitting duck. Maybe until recently, the woman had never known the sting of betrayal, the pain of someone knowing your weak spots and using them against you. 
 
    I did. But I'd learned. Learned how to shut down so no one would ever do that to me again. You let people see what you intended them to see and nothing more. 
 
    I hadn't thought of that dog pen on the edge of my uncle's property for a long time, but for some unknown reason, my thoughts took me there now. The aggressive growls, the yelps of pain, the smell of blood—I wrenched my mind away. No point in going there. None at all. 
 
    My eyes lingered on that second-floor window. What the hell was I doing here anyway? More reconnaissance? I'd already ascertained Olivia Barton was on the up and up. So why the fuck was I sitting outside her house watching her lights blinking off, one by one just as they'd come on, the final one—her bedroom—going dark as well?  
 
    She was in bed and I couldn't help the picture that came to my mind, that chestnut brown hair spread over her pillow, her slim shape clearly outlined under the blankets. I wondered what she slept in—more silk probably—and I felt a twinge between my legs. I frowned, turning the key in the ignition as my truck purred to life. Yeah, I was attracted to my client and that was a damn inconvenience, not only because she'd hired me—to find the runaway fiancé who'd broken her heart no less—but because I was using her for my own ends.  
 
    I swore quietly under my breath as I pulled away from the curb. Hell, inconvenient physical attraction happened. It was just a chemical thing, some invisible hormonal cocktail that sometimes grabbed a man by the balls. I'd deal with it. Didn't help that it’d been a while since I'd taken a woman to bed. Women had been scarce in the remote desert where I'd been sent for almost a year. Since I'd returned to the States, quite frankly, no one had piqued my interest. Sure, I'd seen attractive women, but no one who caused that spark of electricity that made sex fun. Without it, without that driving force that compelled me to claim a specific woman for the night, I could just as well use my own hand and avoid an awkward goodbye the next morning. 
 
    My motel was only a ten-minute drive from the upscale residential neighborhood in Las Vegas where Olivia Barton lived, but what a difference ten minutes made. Rowdy groups of teens loitered on the street corners, and women strolled too slowly to actually be heading anywhere. The motel was rundown and seedy-looking, the parking lot littered with flyers advertising discount sex.  
 
    The door next to mine opened just as I was entering my room, and a girl who looked to be about sixteen with painted lips and deadened eyes stumbled out as a man belched behind her. Our eyes met and she smiled seductively, if a little wobbly. "Need some company, mister?" 
 
    "No, ma'am, but thanks anyway." She blinked, her head tilting as I shut my door behind me, removing my cap and tossing it on the bed. I went through the room, checking the windows, the latches, looking at the way my things were placed, making sure nothing had been moved and no one had been in my room while I'd been gone. 
 
    I turned up the air conditioning as I stripped off my clothes, leaving them in a pile on the bathroom floor. The cool water felt like heaven, and I groaned in appreciation as I stepped under the spray. I was going to enjoy every cool shower I could until we left for Colombia. Lord only knew when I'd get another. The country had been ravaged by a massive 8.2 magnitude earthquake almost two months before, causing mass casualties and practically leveling some small towns. The tsunami straight after attacked the coastal towns, causing more destruction. Infrastructure was down everywhere, food and fuel were scarce, and communication was spotty at best. Whereas the wars between guerilla soldiers and military forces had resolved in recent years, in the wake of the destruction, conflict had arisen again, drawing out rebel groups. The natural disaster had made criminal elements of all types more brazen, from organized political factions and big-time drug traffickers to petty criminals alike. 
 
    Many parts had only just begun to re-build. It was going to be a long process, especially for the poor, rural areas where entire roads had been destroyed and there was no way to send assistance. 
 
    I was used to traveling through harsh terrain, but Olivia Barton was not, and I cringed to think about what the next week or so would be like as I led her through forests, past the Amazon, over low mountainous regions and finally to the Caribbean coast. Colombia had a little bit of everything, none of which Olivia Barton had ever experienced without the benefit of a resort close by and a tropical drink waiting on a poolside veranda.  
 
    I rinsed the shampoo from my hair, shaking my head as the soapy water sluiced over my shoulders and down my back. This was going to be hell—a hell of an entirely different sort than I was used to. 
 
    Still . . . it would be worth a hellish week, if the end result was what I hoped it would be. 
 
    As for Olivia Barton, trekking through a crime-infested country in ruination to locate the loser who'd lied to and abandoned her was her own foolish choice. I'd make sure she was as safe as I could, though. I was good at my job, and I had every confidence I'd get us both to Palomino unharmed.  
 
    I'd used others before for the greater good. I hadn’t enjoyed it but knew it was a necessary evil. So why the idea of using Olivia Barton sent a spear of regret through me, I wasn't sure. The attraction, I supposed. It was a damn shame I hadn't met her under different circumstances. Across a crowded bar, eyes meeting and flaring, that moment everything in my body told me: that one, I want her. God I loved that fucking moment. Loved the single-minded pursuit. I was a hunter, by trade and by nature—I couldn't change it any more than I could change the color of my eyes, the eyes I knew unsettled some women right off the bat. But if things had been different, I'd pursue Olivia Barton until she was stripped bare and writhing under me, legs locked around my hips, eyes glazed with lust. I'd see everything in that wide, blue gaze, know if she liked it slow and deep or hard and fast. I'd watch that expressive face as she came and— 
 
    Shut it down, man. Fuck. This was not the direction my mind needed to be heading right now. I had a shit ton of work to do before I left the country and fantasizing about my client was not one of them. Jesus Christ. I was hard now, so I turned the water to icy cold, hissing out a breath as the frigid water met my skin, my cock, the shock taking my arousal down a notch. As my blood cooled, a frisson of unease went through me, the feeling that this job was going to be more dangerous than I anticipated in some unknown way. And I always trusted my gut. Which meant I needed to be on my A-game. 
 
    I turned off the water, stepped out of the shower, and toweled off before heading to the bedroom for my phone. I had calls to make, I had a trip to arrange, and I needed to get myself under strict control. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Olivia 
 
      
 
    What did one pack to go on a hike through Colombia in search of her missing fiancé? Hike. I snorted. I had a feeling that was an extremely loose description of what we'd be doing. I'd looked at a map of the areas we'd have to get through to make it to Palomino—a small town on the Carribean coast—and they looked to be unpopulated for large stretches. Luckily, commercial flights had resumed to a few of the larger airports. But how would we travel after that? Surely we wouldn't walk. It would take a month. No, my guide, the man I'd been too flustered to remember to ask his name, would make arrangements for transportation. Right? Surely. How did this work? I took a deep breath, placing my hand on my stomach as if I might contain my nerves that way. 
 
    I thought about him again, pictured the flash of those pale eyes in the midst of his hardened face and shivered as I had when the light hit him in that bar three nights before. It wasn't exactly an unpleasant shiver, more a strange mix of uneasiness and curiosity. He was a type of man I'd never come into contact with before, had no reason to. Until now. He was dangerous, obviously used to the shadows, when I lived in the light. Or at least I had . . . until now. "Oh Alec, what happened to you?" I whispered despairingly. 
 
    I allowed myself a moment of sadness before I resumed packing, grabbing a pair of jeans and placing them in my backpack. Pack light, he'd said.  
 
    When I'd gathered everything I thought I'd need, keeping in mind the limited space, I set the full backpack next to my bedroom door and went to my home office to make sure all my personal responsibilities were in order before I left town.  
 
    Six months before, I'd taken a leave of absence from my job at a large financial institution when my parents passed away unexpectedly in a boating accident. They'd been extremely wealthy and once I'd begun the job of settling their estate and managing the inheritance, I'd realized it was going to be a full-time job. I'd since hired people to help me with the various aspects of estate management, so I didn't need to worry about that while I was gone, nor did I have to worry about taking time off from a job. Still, there were plenty of odds and ends that would need to be taken care of regarding my bills and my house before I left, especially because I didn't know exactly when I would return.  
 
    Just as I entered the room, I heard my cell phone ringing from where I'd left it on the kitchen counter and hurried back that way. I noted the words unknown number on the screen before I snatched it up. "Hello," I said breathlessly.  
 
    There was a momentary pause before that deep voice came over the line. "I booked you a flight for tomorrow morning at nine, leaving McCarron and arriving in Rionegro." 
 
    My heart stuttered and then resumed in a quickened beat. "Tomorrow morning?" 
 
    "Problem?" 
 
    "No," I said faintly. "No," I repeated with more certainty, standing straight. "I'll be there. What about you? Will you be on the same flight?" 
 
    "No, but I'll meet you at the airport in Colombia." 
 
    "Oh . . . okay. Where? I mean, where should I meet you?" I'd never been to Colombia, had no idea what the airport was like. Oh my God, I was flying to Rionegro tomorrow? 
 
    "I'll find you." How comforting. This man liked to keep plans to himself, sharing only tiny tidbits of information as he alone saw fit. But . . . I'd hired him to make the plans, hadn't I? My stomach cramped. Oh God, I was trusting a complete stranger—a probably dangerous stranger—with my safety in a foreign country where I'd never traveled before and only knew the bare minimum as far as language was concerned. My pulse leapt, and my breathing became labored though I was standing still. 
 
    "Okay," I croaked. 
 
    Another pause. "If you want to cancel this plan, now's the time. Once we get there, there'll be no turning back." 
 
    No turning back. 
 
    I pulled in a slow breath, blowing it out, picturing Alec's face as he'd bent on one knee in front of me, asking me to be his wife. Asking me to be his family, all he had. All either of us had. "No." I shook my head. "No, I don't want to cancel." 
 
    "All right. Your ticket will be waiting at the airport. I'll see you in Colombia." 
 
    "I'll see you in Colombia," I repeated numbly. 
 
    He paused yet again and for a second all I heard was the sound of his breathing across the line. "Last chance, Olivia," he finally said softly, his voice almost . . . gentle somehow though I must be imagining that. There was nothing gentle about the man I'd met in a dive bar off the Vegas strip. Last chance, Olivia. 
 
    "I'll see you in Colombia," I said again, putting all the strength in my voice I could muster. 
 
    "Good enough." And with that the line went dead. I lowered my phone, tapping it against my chin as I leaned against the counter. After a moment, I dialed my friend Christina's number. 
 
    "Hey," she greeted. 
 
    "Hey."  
 
    Whatever tone was in my voice must have alerted her to my mood, because she immediately said, "What's wrong?" 
 
    "I'm doing it, Chrissy. I'm going to Colombia." 
 
    "Oh no. No. We talked about this. You can't fly to Colombia with no way to get where you're going other than to walk alone. Quiet!" I heard in a muffled yell before her voice came back to me. "Sorry. Kids are having an all-out war in the playroom."  
 
    Despite the nerves still sparking in my stomach, I smiled, picturing the five sweet faces of my friend's kids. "I'm not going alone. I got a call from a man—a guide I guess. I don't know what to call him, but he got word that I was looking to hire someone and called me, offering his services." 
 
    "Holy crap, Livvy. Do you know anything about this guy?" A door closed and her voice suddenly echoed slightly as if she'd gone into a closet. "He could be a nutjob for all you know! And you'll be in the middle of a damn jungle with him. No, uh uh. I can't allow this." 
 
    I hesitated, chewing at my lip. The PI I'd hired, Jeremy Quaid, had obviously put the word out that I was looking to hire someone, but I hadn't even checked in with him to find out my guide's references . . . his background. It'd just been a whirlwind, surreal almost. Everything had happened so fast, and I guess in the back of my mind, I assumed Jeremy wouldn't give anyone my information if he didn't believe he was a professional, trustworthy. A lawyer, who had worked at the same company as me, had recommended Jeremy, and I’d felt he was genuinely sympathetic to my situation. He'd done all he could do to help me. "It's done, Christina. I'm leaving tomorrow morning. I . . . I have to. I have to do this or I'll always wonder. I'll always regret. Just think of it as me going backpacking in Colombia. People do it all the time and have amazing experiences." 
 
    "Yeah, people get kidnapped in Colombia all the time too," she muttered. 
 
    "Hence my hired protection." 
 
    I heard her sigh, and she was quiet for a moment as if deciding whether to keep trying to talk me out of this. Finally she said, "I'd come with you if I could." 
 
    "I know you would. I'm going to be okay, I promise. This guy isn't a nutjob. He seems intense and alert . . . standoffish, but professional. And I'll contact you if I can." 
 
    "Livvy, what about what we talked about before Alec disappeared? Your doubts then and—" 
 
    "Wedding jitters, Chrissy. They're normal. And if this situation has convinced me of anything, it's that I'm willing to fight for Alec." 
 
    She paused again before saying, "All right. But, honey . . . if things . . . well, if he doesn't want you to fight for him, if things don't turn out the way you're hoping when you find Alec—" 
 
    "I'll be okay, Chrissy. Really, I will. I'm . . . prepared for that possibility." 
 
    I heard banging and a few high-pitched voices yelling in the background. The army was at the gates. I pictured Chrissy pressed into the corner of a closet, or pantry, as her kids knocked relentlessly, calling for her attention, little hands coming under the door. My lips tipped up, and though I knew they were probably on Chrissy's last nerve, yearning rose inside me. I wanted that too. Noise. Family. Love. "Okay," Chrissy finally said. "I just . . . God, this really worries me, Livvy." 
 
    "I'll be okay. I will. I promise." I have to be okay. I’ve spent two months grieving and trying to resolve Alec’s loss, and I’ll survive if I can’t find him, but I need to know the truth. 
 
    As the yelling grew louder, I promised to email Chrissy my travel details, just in case. I refused to dwell on what just in case meant, but it was always wise that someone had your itinerary, vague though mine might be. I promised to text her when I got to Colombia, and we said our goodbyes. 
 
    I stood at my counter for a few more minutes, staring off into the distance, seeing in my mind's eye the stranger who would lead me to my runaway fiancé, picturing the two men who couldn't be any more different—Alec with his clean-cut handsomeness, and my mysterious guide with the stormy eyes. Shaking my head, I walked to my office where I'd been headed when my phone rang. 
 
    I had so much to do before tomorrow.  
 
    Tomorrow.  
 
    I was doing this. My God, I was really doing this. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    The flight time between Las Vegas and Rionegro was just under ten hours. I spent a few hours sleeping restlessly, but the rest of the time, I spent going over scenarios in my head about what might happen when—if—no, when, I found Alec in that seaside town. Would his expression tell me immediately where his heart was, or would he only look at me with shock and bewilderment? Would he be relieved? Angry? My heart thumped nervously in my chest as I imagined any one of several possibilities. Initially, I hadn't been able to convince myself of anything other than that something terrible had happened to him, and all I'd felt was desperate fear for his well-being. But as the days went by and more and more information came to light—the failing company, the money problems—information that pointed to the possibility he'd been lying to me for a long time—I'd had to consider that he'd disappeared on purpose. He'd been keeping secrets, and then he'd run. The question that plagued me was why. Was he ashamed and couldn't face me? Did he think I'd turn my back on him because he'd made mistakes? Had he desperately tried to figure things out on his own rather than admit his failings? Was that the underlying tension I'd detected in him for months? The mood I'd attributed to the stress of wedding planning? 
 
    I rubbed my temples; a sound of impatience coming up my throat that was quickly drowned out by the roar of the engine. God, I'd gone over this so many times I felt like I could scream. No, I needed answers. And the only place I could get them was from Alec. He couldn't get to me even if he wanted to. I had no way of knowing if he was desperately trying to reach me in some way—any way—and simply didn't have the ability in the earthquake/tsunami-devastated area of Colombia where he was. Why Colombia? I gave a tiny shake of my head. No more questions. Not now. I dug my earbuds out of my purse, elbowing the man next to me and shooting him an apologetic smile, but he was asleep, his mouth hanging open. I stuck the tiny speakers into my ears and found a classical station from the music the airline offered, leaned my head back, and tried my best to clear my mind. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    Olivia 
 
      
 
    José María Córdova International Airport was somewhat large but easy to navigate, with signs both in English and Spanish. I hadn't checked my overstuffed backpack, so I didn't need to head to baggage claim. Where should I go? I'll find you, he'd said. I took a deep breath, looking around. I guess I'd just head toward the entrance of the airport and hope he was as good as his word. 
 
    I made a stop in the restroom and cleaned myself up as much as possible, smoothing water over my hair and pulling it into a neater topknot. I wasn't wearing much makeup so I wasn't smudged. I removed my cosmetic case and brushed my teeth and applied some ChapStick. Good enough. At least I felt refreshed after the long, cramped flight. I'd only ever flown first class, but apparently the money I'd paid mystery man didn't include luxuries. That was fine—I could live without luxuries for the next week or so, depending on how we traveled. Or at least that's what I'd estimated. I had no confirmation of anything from mystery man really, and yet here I was, making my way through customs in a foreign country, with no idea where I should go, only that I'd be "found."  
 
    I walked into the main terminal and headed toward the building exit. My eyes scanned the faces as I walked, looking for a tall, lean but solid figure who would certainly stand out in any crowd, especially— 
 
    "How was your flight?" 
 
    I startled, tripping over my own feet as he came up beside me, as if appearing from nowhere. He linked his arm with mine, steadying me as we continued to walk. In one smooth motion I was relieved of my backpack as he gripped it effortlessly in his opposite hand as if it didn't weigh three thousand pounds and he wasn't carrying another one on his back. "Uh, my flight was fine. Do you just materialize or what?" But I couldn't deny that a wave of relief washed over me. I wasn't alone in this strange airport in this unknown city where I didn't know a soul. 
 
    A sound came from his chest that might have been a chuckle, but when I glanced at him, there was no smile on his lips. I let my gaze linger a minute longer, taking him in in the bright fluorescent light of the airport. Without the cap, I could see his hair was black and cut short. Even without the shadows, his face was still angular lines and defined masculine bone structure, his skin bronzed as if he spent most of his day outdoors. My gaze flickered downward and back to his face. He was all . . . man, from his well-worn boots to the shadow of dark scruff on his jaw. He was attractive in a severe sort of way. Wolfish somehow. And when he glanced back at me, I couldn't decide if those pale eyes added to the harsh severity of his features, or softened him a tad. Maybe a little of both depending on his expression. Which right now, was focused and intent as he led me through the terminal.  
 
    "When did you get here?" I asked as we stepped through the doorway into the night and onto a sidewalk where people were dragging wheeled bags behind them and hugging loved ones goodbye in front of parked cars. 
 
    "Few hours ago. This way." He let go of my arm, and I immediately missed the solid press of his body, the safety I'd felt with him directly beside me. The innate feeling of loss comforted me, however. His rocklike physical presence and intense watchfulness were a little scary, but if he wasn't trustworthy, surely my instincts wouldn't have led me to feel I was safe with my arm in his grip? Then again, my instincts had proven terrible when it'd come to the man I'd been planning on marrying. Maybe they'd proven terrible. I couldn't be positive yet. Hopefully not, but . . . I glanced at the man and he was looking at me, some sort of knowing expression on his face as if he could read my thoughts. That weird shiver went down my spine again. 
 
    "I never got your name, by the way." 
 
    "Thomas." Thomas? I wasn't sure why that surprised me. It seemed like such an ordinary name and this man seemed anything but ordinary. What had I expected? Ice, or Hawk, something like that. I wondered if Thomas was even his real name, but didn't ask. 
 
    "Nice to meet you, Thomas." 
 
    His eyes tilted in my direction but he didn't respond to my nicety. "By the way, you'll be traveling as my wife if anyone asks." 
 
    My brows came together. "Your wife? Don't be silly." 
 
    "I'm never silly." 
 
    We looked at each other, his wintry eyes spearing me. I believed it. "Why?" 
 
    "Just not my style." But was that . . . bemusement I'd glimpsed in his expression before he turned away? 
 
    "I meant, why do I have to pretend to be your wife?" 
 
    "Safest that way. I can better protect you if other men know you're mine. There are different rules here, and one of them is that men respect other men's possessions."  
 
    I scoffed. "Women are possessions?" 
 
    His jaw hardened as he shot me a sharp glance. "Feminism doesn't mean shit to armed gangs and traffickers. I didn't make the rules, sweetheart, but I'm damned well going to play by them. And if you want me to do the job you hired me for, you will too." 
 
    Sweetheart? "Got it, honey bunches," I mumbled as he steered me toward a compact gray car idling at the corner of the walkway. He shot me a glance over his shoulder, that miniscule lip quirk taking me off guard again. Does he have to walk so quickly? "So how do you know so much about Colombia anyway?" 
 
    He tossed our backpacks in the open trunk, shut it, and pulled the back door of the car open. "Because this is where I'm from." 
 
    Oh. He ushered me into the vehicle and slid in next to me. In the driver's seat was an older man who looked over his shoulder and shot me a wide grin. "Hola!" 
 
    I smiled back and nodded. "Santiago, hola compadre," Thomas greeted, reaching forward and gripping the man's shoulder quickly.  
 
    Santiago pulled away from the curb, and he and Thomas began conversing in rapid Spanish. I looked out the window, watching Rionegro go by, nodding when Thomas told me we were headed to Medellín about an hour away. I'd never been to Colombia though I'd been to Mexico a few times with my parents before they'd died, but we'd always stayed at all-inclusive resorts, never leaving to tour the nearby towns or cities.  
 
    The lights of Rionegro rose in the distance, dotting the slopes of the Andes Mountains, the higher peaks a dark outline in the cobalt sky. Thomas and Santiago's conversation droned on in the background and eventually we pulled behind a non-descript gray building. Santiago got out, opening my door and offering me his hand with another of those jolly grins. I smiled back, taking his hand and stepping out into weather that felt much warmer than it had in Rionegro. Thomas glanced at me as he pulled our backpacks from the trunk, seeming to read my mind about the weather. "They call Medellín the City of Eternal Spring." 
 
    "Ah. How beautiful," I murmured, following Santiago into the building, Thomas behind me. 
 
    We entered into a back hallway and I could hear loud Spanish music coming from the room beyond. Santiago spoke in Spanish to Thomas again and Thomas nodded, gesturing toward a stairway off to the right. "Our room is upstairs." 
 
    Our room? "Okay." I started to turn toward the staircase and turned back to Santiago. "Um, gracias, señor." 
 
    He nodded, smiling again. "De nada." 
 
    Santiago and Thomas exchanged a few words, then we began climbing the stairs, the music fading as we moved higher. When we got to the second floor, Thomas said, "Second door on the right." 
 
    I opened it slowly, peering inside and finding a good-sized room with a full bed, a wooden side table, and nothing more. A fan whirled on the ceiling, circulating the muggy air. Thomas entered behind me, shutting the door. I heard the click of the lock and glanced back to see him checking it, for what I had no idea. 
 
    My heart started beating more quickly as I stared at the bed. How is this going to work? 
 
    "I'll bed down on the floor," Thomas said as if reading my mind. He set our bags down and grabbed the folded quilt at the end of the bed and one of the pillows, tossing them on the wood-planked floor. A bolt of guilt raced through me, but there was no way I was going to share that small bed with this big man. I was anxious enough about sharing the room with him, so I simply nodded. 
 
    He was checking the windows, and as he leaned and maneuvered, I glimpsed the gun in the back of his waistband, covered by his T-shirt. I tensed. It made sense he was armed, but seeing the weapon brought it home that what we were about to embark on could put us in some dangerous situations.  
 
    Apparently satisfied with whatever he'd checked, he turned to me. "There's a bathroom across the hall. It's safe enough, but I'll still stand outside while you use it just in case. Santiago owns the bar downstairs and drunks have been known to wander up here." 
 
    A bathroom across the hall? "Couldn't we have just stayed in a hotel?" 
 
    "This is a hotel." 
 
    "I meant a hotel with two rooms." 
 
    He spared me a sharp glance as he laid the blanket out and placed the pillow at the top. "I need to sit down with Santiago in the morning and draw up a map. Plus, he's loaning us his car." 
 
    "Oh." I yawned. It was late, and I'd been traveling all day. Standing there staring at the bed made me realize how exhausted I was. "I'll just"—I grabbed my bag—"use the bathroom quickly and turn in for the night. I assume we'll be leaving early?" 
 
    "Crack of dawn." 
 
    I nodded. Thomas followed me out of the door and I used the small, but clean bathroom, washing my face and brushing my teeth. I changed into the yoga pants and tank top I'd brought to sleep in and then exited the bathroom, feeling strange and sort of awkward. Thomas was leaning against the opposite wall and gave me a quick once-over. I swore I felt his gaze sear down my skin and when he opened the bedroom door, I fast-walked into the room. "Lock it behind you. I'm going to use the bathroom then I'll knock—three quick ones—so you know it's me." 
 
    I nodded again and sat down on the bed, biting at my lip as I waited for Thomas. A minute later he was back, knocking just as he'd said. I opened to him, walking to the bed and turning back the sheets as he locked and checked the door once more. 
 
    He went to the window and opened it halfway. "We'll never get any sleep without some air," he muttered. I was grateful. Even though I was exhausted, the room was sweltering, and the breeze from the open window circulated by the fan felt wonderful. 
 
    I turned my back so Thomas could get ready for bed. God, what did a man like him sleep in? My heartbeat quickened and my stomach gave a strange jolt. Don't think about it. "Will you turn off the light?" 
 
    I startled at the sound of his deep voice coming from below me on the floor. I hadn't heard him move. "Of course." I clicked off the light, catching the view of him lying beneath the thin blanket, his arms behind his head on the pillow. He was still wearing his shirt, but his biceps were on full display, the chiseled power of his arms causing my stomach to tighten. "Good night," I muttered, turning quickly. 
 
    There was a very short pause then that low rumble of a voice came from the darkness, "Good night, Olivia." 
 
    "Livvy." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "My parents called me Olivia. Everyone else calls me Livvy." 
 
    I waited but Thomas didn't answer. After a minute I turned over, fluffing the pillow under my head. 
 
    It occurred to me how vulnerable I was, lying in the dark with this powerful stranger. I worked out regularly, but I wouldn't stand a chance against him—a man whose body looked like a lethal weapon. Even if I managed to scream, the music from the bar would most likely drown out any noise from above. Plus, what if I didn't have a chance to defend myself? What if he attacked me while I slept? But why would he do that? He'd get the second half of the payment only if he got me safely to Palomino. He’d be foolish if he attacked me now, or left me somewhere on my own.  
 
    I stewed on that for a moment, turning and peeking at the gray form lying still on the floor. He was turned away from me now, his big body rising and falling minutely as he breathed slowly and evenly. Something fluttered in my belly, warmth blossoming under my skin. Lying there in the dark, I was so aware of him in the room with me; the skin on the back of my neck prickled, my nipples tightening. His maleness seemed to fill the room, making it feel even hotter, more stifling.  
 
    The fan whirled, and the sheer curtains billowed in the summer night breeze, bringing with it the faraway fragrance of jasmine or something equally heady and tropical. The warm air in the room was heavy, sultry, the distant strains of a Spanish ballad finding its way through the floor, it's beat rhythmic, pulsing. This was a night for lovers, and although I was in a hotel room with a man who oozed virility, lying in this unfamiliar bed, I felt my aloneness.  
 
    I forced myself to push the melancholy away, turning my head into the slightly musty pillow and picturing Alec's face, the way he'd looked the first time I'd met him in the frozen food section of the grocery store. He'd made me laugh, we'd talked, flirted, ended up in a nearby coffee shop where we'd talked for hours as our groceries melted in our cars. My heartbeat calmed, my purpose returning in a slow trickle, and eventually, I fell asleep.  
 
    The next thing I knew, pale yellow morning light was streaming through the window. I blinked around the strange room, memory dawning. When I realized where I was, I rolled over quickly, my eyes going to the floor. The blanket Thomas had slept under was folded, the pillow on top of it, and I was alone in the room. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    Thomas 
 
      
 
    I folded the map and put it in my pocket, taking another sip of the dark, rich coffee Mariana had brewed. The first light of dawn had woken me and I'd gotten up and gone downstairs. I'd taken a moment to look at Olivia as she slept, curled into a ball, her hands under her cheek the way a child sleeps. Livvy. The vision of her that way had caught at something inside me, and I'd exited the room as quickly as possible. I wasn't a man who skirted issues, so I admitted to myself I had a weird weakness for the woman. Although I couldn't say exactly why. And seeing her in that position, soft and innocent, sent an unfamiliar buzz of guilt through my system. She was going to be hurt, eventually at least. There was no way around it. 
 
    I sighed, sitting back in my chair. The truth was, sweet or not, the woman was a damned fool. She had decided chasing after a man who'd jilted her was a worthy reason to put herself at risk. So here I was. I'd protect her body—she was responsible for her heart. 
 
    Santiago returned from the other room where he'd retrieved his keys and placed them on the table next to my plate. "You take care of my car, paisano," he said in Spanish.  
 
    I smiled, taking a sip of coffee. "You know I will." Santiago had a friend in a town near the area most affected by the earthquake, and I’d drop it off to him once we arrived there. From that point, we'd be on foot as the roads were either blocked entirely, or too dangerous to travel. 
 
    Santiago chuckled. "And you take care of your lady friend, ay?" He raised his eyebrows up and down, smiling suggestively. Damn, the sun hadn't even risen all the way, and he was already smiling. I had a feeling he smiled in his sleep. But he was someone I trusted, one of the few I did, so I only shook my head. "Business, Santiago. My lady friend is a client." 
 
    He shrugged. "Eh, things change sometimes, paisano." He eyed me. "She is yours for now. You have taken responsibility for her, no?" Before I could answer, I heard Livvy descending the stairway a second or two before Santiago's eyes moved behind me and his smile grew. "Buenos días." 
 
    I looked over my shoulder to see a sleepy-eyed Livvy coming hesitantly into the room. She was already dressed, her hair pulled into the same knot she'd had on top of her head the day before. "Buenos días," she said to Santiago before looking at me. "Sorry, I must have overslept. We were supposed to leave at dawn. Why didn't you wake me?" 
 
    "I figured another hour wouldn't hurt, and it looked like you needed the sleep. Do you want something to eat? Santiago's wife, Mariana, will make some eggs for you." 
 
    She shook her head. "Just coffee would be great." 
 
    Mariana bustled in, introducing herself and pouring Livvy a cup of coffee. Fifteen minutes later, I'd brought our backpacks down, loaded them in Santiago's car, and we said a quick goodbye. "Take good care," Santiago said, giving me an unusually solemn nod, his gaze moving to Livvy in the passenger seat then back to me.  
 
    She is yours for now. 
 
    Five days. That's how long this journey would take. That's how long this woman would be mine.  
 
    "I will," I promised, ducking into the car and pulling the door shut. I was glad I'd had the opportunity to see them. It'd been a long time. 
 
    When we pulled away, Livvy asked, "How do you know them?" 
 
    I pulled on my sunglasses as I navigated through the familiar streets. "Santiago's a family acquaintance. I rented a room from him and Mariana for six months before I left for the Navy." 
 
    "You were in the Navy?" 
 
    "Yup." 
 
    "Are you still?" 
 
    "Nope." I shifted into fourth as we pulled on to a clear stretch of highway, headed toward the small town over two hundred miles away. This was going to be the easy part of our journey and I settled back, one hand on the wheel and the other resting idly on the stick shift. 
 
    "So you, what? Just work for yourself?" 
 
    I glanced over at her, and she looked relaxed as well, her ankles crossed and her hands resting in her lap. "I work for a few repeat clients, but I prefer to be my own boss." 
 
    "Huh," she said, and when I looked at her again, her brows were scrunched up and she was chewing on those pretty lips of hers as if trying to figure out what questions to ask. We were going to be in the car together for the next three or four hours, depending on road conditions, and so I might as well save us both the twenty questions. And I supposed, as someone who'd hired me, she had some right to my résumé. 
 
    "I was a Navy SEAL for ten years. After that, I did contract work but didn't enjoy the restrictions, so I started working on my own." 
 
    "Contract work? Like government contract work?" 
 
    I shrugged. "Mostly." 
 
    "Huh," she said again. "So, you're like a soldier for hire now?" 
 
    "That's as good a way to put it as any." 
 
    "Did you get your American citizenship or how did that work?" 
 
    "I was born in Los Angeles." I fiddled with the air vent, adjusting it so it was blowing more directly at my face. "My mother moved us back to Colombia, where she was from, when I was a baby." 
 
    "But you don't have an accent." 
 
    "I worked not to. Defining characteristics you can't cover up, or hide, aren't helpful when doing government work." 
 
    "Ah." She was quiet for a minute as the scenery zipped by. "Government work." She paused. "I can see what you meant when you said you don't usually take jobs like mine. So, why did you? Why'd you agree to help a woman find her lost fiancé?" 
 
    "I'm not helping you find him. I'm taking you to him." 
 
    "You get my point."  
 
    I paused for a moment, keeping my expression blank. "I told you. I have business near Palomino. When I heard about your situation, I figured I might as well make a little extra cash since I was going there anyway." 
 
    She still had that small wrinkle between her brows when I glanced at her, but as our eyes met it smoothed out, and she released a breath. "Well, thanks again. I'm glad it worked out for us both." 
 
    "Me too," I murmured, though I wasn't sure if that was the truth. 
 
    "So, you mentioned rules we needed to discuss. What are those?" 
 
    "Pretend you're my wife in front of people, follow my instructions in any and all situations, and don't complain. That's it. Easy enough?" 
 
    There was a long pause. "Easy enough," she finally said. 
 
    "Good." 
 
    Livvy turned on the radio and flipped through the stations, finally settling on one playing vallenato, a popular Colombian folk music. "Where did you live?" she asked as she sat back. 
 
    "A town not too far from here." 
 
    "Does your family still live there?" 
 
    I glanced at her and her eyes widened before she cast them away. "Sorry. Never mind." 
 
    The hum of the engine and the music grew quieter, seemingly background noise to the loud silence that stretched between us. "My aunt, uncle, and cousins do. My mother is dead. I never knew my father." 
 
    Livvy's head swiveled. I didn't look at her but could see in my peripheral vision that she was studying me. "Oh, I'm sorry. When did your mother die? Are you close to your aunt and uncle?" She shook her head. "It's not my business, but I just thought since we're going to be spending so much time together, we might as well know each other a little bit." I glanced at her and her cheeks held a pink tinge, her expression embarrassed. "I'm talking too much, aren't I? Never mind." 
 
    I looked back at the road. I wasn't used to talking about myself. Even when I'd been in the Navy, I'd seldom shared personal information, and those were guys I would have died for in a heartbeat. Maybe it was the close confines of the car that lent an air of intimacy, or maybe I felt like I owed this woman something. In the rearview mirror, the tall buildings of the city fell away completely. Now there were only rolling green fields, trees, and a never-ending blue sky. "My mother died when I was six. I moved in with my aunt and uncle and their sons but haven't spoken to them since I left for the Navy. And trust me when I say, none of us feel a loss." 
 
    Livvy gave me a surprised glance as if she hadn't expected me to answer at all. "That's so sad," she whispered after a moment. 
 
    I shrugged. "Not really. Sometimes, you draw the short stick with family. That's just life." 
 
    Livvy crossed her legs, turning slightly. "I guess. I just . . . I was adopted and my adoptive parents died last year." She looked away and I glanced at her profile, saw the sadness in her expression, even though I couldn't see her entire face. 
 
    "Sorry about that," I said, though I'd already known that fact. I already knew a lot about the woman sitting next to me. 
 
    She turned her head, her lips curved into a sad smile. "Thank you. The truth is, we weren't especially close." She looked at her hands twisting in her lap. "They couldn't have children of their own, and sometimes I thought they adopted me as some kind of . . . status symbol." She shook her head. "They were very wealthy, and there wasn't going to be anything money couldn't buy. Including a little girl." She was quiet for a moment. "But after that, they stuck me with nannies, even during some holidays." She shot me a smile, but it didn't meet her eyes. "Anyway, they weren't unkind to me—they gave me everything money could buy—but I've always promised myself that when I married and had children, it would be different. I would create a family that was warm and loving and . . . present for the important stuff." 
 
    "And then your fiancé took that dream." 
 
    Her head turned quickly to me, her eyes wide. "Yes." She looked at her hands again. "Yes. I . . . I know you probably think I'm a total fool to go after him." She laughed softly though it held little humor. "Even my best friend thinks so. I know what I look like," she practically whispered. 
 
    "I guess love can make people take risks that aren't necessarily wise." 
 
    She furrowed her brow again. "Yes, I guess so." She tilted her head. "Have you ever been in love?" 
 
    "Me?" 
 
    "Yeah, you. I'm assuming you have a heart under all that . . . muscle mass?" 
 
    The side of my lip tugged but I shook my head. "My line of work doesn't allow for long-term relationships. I'm out of the country more often than not and there are no guarantees I'll return from a job." And frankly, I loved the adrenaline rush too much to give it up. Plus . . . "Love makes you weak," I murmured. Look where it had landed her. 
 
    I could feel Livvy's gaze boring into my profile again, and when I glanced at her, her expression was thoughtful, a little bit troubled. "But what's the alternative?" 
 
    "Steering clear." 
 
    "But don't you get . . . lonely?" 
 
    "I find company when I want it," I said, giving her a meaningful look. 
 
    "Oh. Well, yes, of course. I'm sure lots of women . . ." She waved her hand toward me. "Well, that is . . . um, you're very . . ." She waved her hand again, bringing to mind a flailing bird. "Very . . ." 
 
    I glanced at her, lifted a brow. 
 
    She swallowed, her face crimson. "Fit," she finally settled on. 
 
    "Thanks," I said dryly and she let out a small, awkward laugh. I wanted to chuckle at her discomfort—the discomfort she'd brought on herself—but I didn't.  
 
    Eventually, we chatted a bit about the countryside we were passing and after about an hour, I pulled off a side road where there was a large open area for us to stretch our legs and eat the lunch Mariana had packed. "Hopefully you don't need a restroom yet, but if you do, those trees will have to suffice," I said, gesturing to the grouping of cypress trees nearby. There wasn't a place to stop for another hour or so, and I was hungry. Livvy had to be too, since neither of us had eaten any breakfast. 
 
    "I'm good," she said. I grabbed the bag of homemade arepas de choclo and bottles of water from the backseat and we got out of the car. Livvy followed me to the front of the vehicle, and we both sat on the edge of the hood as I unpacked the food, handing Livvy one of the corn cakes and a bottle of water. 
 
    She unwrapped the wax paper and I almost expected her to wrinkle her nose in confusion or distaste at what I was sure was an unfamiliar food, but she simply brought it to her mouth, taking a big bite, chewing and humming appreciatively. 
 
    We ate in silence for a minute before Livvy squinted up at a circling hawk. "Does he see a dead body, or something?" 
 
    "You're thinking of a vulture." 
 
    Livvy laughed softly. "Hawks, vultures, what do I know? I'm a city girl." 
 
    "You're going to be well acquainted with the country after this, city girl." 
 
    She shot me a mildly amused look, but then her expression sobered. "Do you think we'll run into any trouble when we get to the earthquake and tsunami-affected areas?" 
 
    I shrugged, squinting off into the distance. "I'm going to try my best to avoid it, but it's good to be prepared." 
 
    She nodded, her brow wrinkled. "Will you show me?" 
 
    "Show you what?" 
 
    "How to defend myself. A . . . move I might use if we get into trouble." 
 
    "You don't need moves. That's why I'm here." 
 
    "I know. But, you can't keep your eyes on me every second, and well . . . you never know." 
 
    She set her half-eaten lunch on the hood of the car and turned to me. I looked her over, starting at her feet and moving my gaze slowly up her body. She was slim but womanly, and although she appeared to be in good shape, no way could she go up against any man worth his salt. "I don't want to hurt you." 
 
    She shook her head. "You're not going to hurt me. Let me practice a move or two on you." 
 
    Something told me this wasn't a good idea. Not, as I'd said, because I was worried I'd hurt her. But because getting physically close to Livvy felt dangerous, unwise. Too appealing. 
 
    "Please?" 
 
    I closed my eyes briefly. "Okay, one move and that's it." 
 
    She pointed to the grassy area in front of us. "There?" 
 
    I took a deep breath. "Sure." 
 
    I sighed as I put my food down, took a sip of water, and walked to the grassy area. I faced her, looking into her focused expression. "Grab my arms." 
 
    Her gaze went to my upper arms. She reached out tentatively, wrapping her fingers around my biceps. A small wrinkle appeared between her eyes, and she squeezed lightly. I breathed out a chuckle and her eyes shot to mine, widening. She swallowed. 
 
    "Sorry." 
 
    I felt a zing in my groin area, my stomach tightening. She was staring at me, her lips parted, her eyes filled with gravity as if this lesson was of the utmost importance. A few tendrils of hair had come loose and were framing her heart-shaped face, and she was so damn pretty. Ah fuck. This wasn't good. "Let go of my left arm, bend in, and grab me behind the leg." 
 
    She did as I said, bringing her head to my chest and reaching down. "Like this?" she asked softly, and I felt the hot gust of her breath through my T-shirt. Jesus. She was right up against me, the sweet smell of her directly under my nose, her mouth at my stomach. My body hardened everywhere. She tapped her forehead against my abdominals once, twice as if testing the solidness, and it turned me on. She was curious about my body. Exploring it, learning it.  
 
    She tipped her head, looking at me, her cheeks flushed. My mouth watered. Shit. Before she could blink, I grabbed her under the arms, flipping her onto her back so she landed on the ground, a soft whoosh escaping her mouth as the breath left her lungs. In half a heartbeat, I was right on top of her, our faces inches apart. I waited until she'd taken in a breath and forced my lips into a wolfish smile as her eyes widened. "Leave the moves to me, sweetheart."  
 
    Her expression was still arrested, but I saw the indignation enter her wide eyes and almost laughed. Almost. "That was sneaky," she whispered, her breath still sparse, her voice all breathy and soft the way it might be after she'd been kissed. 
 
    I shook my head slowly, our gazes lingering. "That was the element of surprise. But your best bet, is to knee an opponent in the nuts." 
 
    She brought her knee up quickly, but not quickly enough. I caught it in my palm, stopping it before it reached any vital organs, not being able to help the laugh that broke free. I winked. "Good try." 
 
    Her gaze was fastened on my smiling mouth, her eyes blinking then darkening. I knew what was in her expression. She was attracted to me too. Maybe she hadn't realized it until just now, but I'd seen it, felt it the minute we touched. I'd seen that flare of sexual awareness in her eyes, and it was now simmering in the air between us, thick, heavy. My expression sobered as we stared at each other. Her cheeks were flushed, and a glance down told me her nipples were hardened little points beneath her tank top. Goddammit. Just how responsive was she? As a man . . . fuck, I liked it. As a man, I'd have capitalized on that look right then and there. But as the soldier for hire who had a job to do, I knew what it meant for me: trouble. 
 
    If she didn't stop looking at me that way—sort of fascinated and confused—I would kiss her, and if I kissed her, I'd want her under me, and that . . . couldn't happen. I rolled off her, coming quickly to my feet and reached down a hand to pull her up. "Come on, we should get back on the road." 
 
    She expelled a breath that made me think she'd been holding it for minute. "Thanks for that. The . . . ah, lesson, I mean." She gave an uncomfortable-sounding laugh and then turned, putting distance between us. Thank God. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    Livvy 
 
      
 
    It was after noon when we finally arrived at Santiago's friend's house. We hadn't talked a whole lot, and though I'd drawn him out a little bit earlier, Thomas obviously preferred not to chitchat, cool and calm as he maneuvered the vehicle off the highway and down paved back roads, and finally onto dirt roads filled with potholes, slowing for a wild boar and then a group of goats as they meandered across the road. I'd finally relaxed and dozed a little, though I'd slept hard the night before. I still felt fidgety and agitated by my earlier reaction to Thomas. Being close to him like that, feeling his solid body beneath my palms had been completely intriguing. There wasn't an ounce of fat on the man. He was chiseled and rock hard. I'd wanted to explore him everywhere. I swallowed. Not good, Livvy. Not good.  
 
    For a moment, there had been something between us, full and weighty, something I didn't know how to define because I'd never experienced it before. It troubled me because I'd been with other men, I'd been engaged to be married for the love of God, and yet . . . that buzzing excitement, that something, had been completely new to me. It was scary and confusing and completely unexpected.  
 
    Oh God, I could not be distracted by some completely inappropriate girlish infatuation with my hired guide. For one thing, I was on my way to find and confront Alec, and for another, because of the potential danger, I needed all my wits about me. Yeah, he had an insanely good body, and it was only normal I’d notice. What woman wouldn't? But I would do my best to ignore my sudden awareness of the man and focus on the reality of this situation—he was doing a job, and in a week I'd never see him again. 
 
    With that settled, I'd been able to close my eyes and get a little rest. And now we were pulling up in front of a small, wooden house where chickens roamed the front yard. 
 
    Thomas got out of the car and I followed suit, joining him at the front of the vehicle and rolling my neck on my shoulders to work out the kinks from sitting for hours. "Have you met Santiago's friend?" 
 
    He nodded as we began walking toward the house. "Once. Santiago called ahead to tell him to expect us. We won't be staying." He glanced at me. "We walk from here, and I'd like to get on the road so we can find a safe place to camp before dark." 
 
    Thomas knocked on the door and we waited, listening for footsteps, but when none came Thomas stepped off the porch and used his hand as a visor to look behind the house. "Could be out in the field," he murmured. 
 
    After a second, he turned on his heel. "I'm going to leave the keys for him. I don't know how long it'll be before he's back, and there's no need for us to wait." 
 
    "Where will you put the keys?" 
 
    "Glove box. He'll know to check there." 
 
    Thomas got back in the car for a minute and then met me at the trunk. He opened it and we both took out our backpacks. He rifled in his for a second, tossing a bottle at me. I caught it, looking at the label. Sunscreen. "Put it on," he said. "You'll need it." 
 
    I applied it to my face and arms and tossed it back to him. He returned it to his pack and donned that same black cap he'd worn the first time I met him. Seeing him in it now, under the sunshine, didn't diminish the danger I'd first felt in that dark bar, but now the danger took on another layer of meaning. He glanced my way and caught me watching him; his eyes narrowed the barest bit, his jaw ticking ever so slightly as if he'd followed my thoughts somehow and they'd irritated him. My cheeks flushed as I looked away. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later we were back on the dirt road—on foot this time—the house a speck in the distance. 
 
    "The main road through this area is completely obliterated, and they've just started clearing it. It's the reason aid relief has trickled in so slowly to the small towns and villages beyond this, to the epicenter of the earthquake and the areas affected by the tsunami. You probably know all this." 
 
    "I've read everything available, yes, but news about what's been going on in rural areas is so lacking. I'm sure, like anyone else, news crews can't get in." 
 
    The farther we walked, the denser the trees and brush became, and though it was harder to move through those areas, I was grateful for the shade, for the reprieve from the hot sun shining relentlessly on us. Thomas walked smoothly and seemingly effortlessly, and I had to move quickly to keep his pace, but I didn't complain. I'd hired him to do this, and I'd drop dead before I asked him to slow down. He'd mapped this route, and I would defer to him on the speed we needed to travel. Still . . . he must know I had nowhere near the endurance he had. I was sweating like a pig, my muscles were burning, and I had several blisters on my feet. In my misery, I irrationally wondered if the man was punishing me for something. I knew it was pain and fatigue talking, so I pushed that notion aside and hurried to catch up. 
 
    There were trails and dirt roads in some areas, and in others we had to move through dense trees, creating our own path. I followed behind Thomas, keeping his pace. I was breathing harshly, sweat pooling between my breasts and sliding down my back, whereas he hadn't even broken a light sweat. 
 
    Just when I thought I was going to die, he'd stop so suddenly I'd almost run into his back. I tried to act nonchalant, but each time he told me it was time for a water break, I was so thankful, I felt tears sting the backs of my eyes. He'd hand me the canteen he carried and I'd drink the water slowly, trying to drag out our rest time as long as I could. And then we'd continue on, the sky eventually dimming as the sun lowered. 
 
    When Thomas stopped suddenly again, I did run into him, letting out a startled gasp as my front collided with his solid back. "Oomph," I said, disoriented. I'd been walking in some strange trance, tuned inward, only halfway aware of anything around me. 
 
    Thomas turned, steadying me. "We'll camp here." 
 
    I almost groaned with relief, but held it back, simply nodding. I lowered myself gingerly to a rock a few steps away, attempting not to grimace, looking at the area he'd chosen. It was in a copse of trees, but there was an open area mostly clear of brush and a few rocks scattered here and there. It was cool and serene, with shafts of muted light filtering through the leaves overhead. As my heartbeat slowed, and the blood no longer rushed in my ears, the soft swish of swaying branches and the chatter of birds penetrated my exhausted mind. 
 
    Through a gap in the trees, I could see that the sun had almost completely dipped below the horizon. I took out my cell phone and saw I had no reception. I'd sent Christina a quick text as we'd left Rionegro that morning and she'd texted back to be careful and that she loved me. Apparently that would be the last communication I would send until . . . well, until I could. 
 
    Thomas took off his backpack and sat on a rock across from me. He uncapped the canteen and brought it to his mouth, tilting his head back and watching me as he drank. His throat moved rhythmically as he swallowed, and the sight seemed intimate for some reason. Uncomfortable, I looked away. "You want to take your pack off?" 
 
    I met his eyes, nodding, as he screwed the cap back on the canteen. "I will. I just need a minute." 
 
    He stared at me for a few beats, his eyes moving from my feet to my face, seeming to assess my condition. His expression remained enigmatic. "You did good today." 
 
    "Thanks." I pulled myself up, moving slowly, my muscles crying out to have to exert the smallest effort after they'd just been getting a break. I took a step and couldn't help the wince that accompanied the rubbing of one of my blisters. I couldn't even pinpoint where the blisters were anymore. It felt as if both feet had been rubbed raw. "I need to go to the bathroom. I'll be back." 
 
    Thomas stood, taking the few steps, his expression suddenly tense and angry. "Sit down. Let me see your feet." 
 
    I shook my head. "I just have a few blisters. They'll be better by morning. I feel fine." 
 
    "Like hell. Sit down," he commanded again, and though I didn't appreciate the tone in his voice, I followed his order anyway, sinking back down on the rock. 
 
    Thomas squatted in front of me, removing both shoes and peeling my socks off as I winced again. He turned my feet one way and then the other, swearing under his breath. "Why didn't you tell me about this hours ago?" 
 
    "You told me not to complain." 
 
    He stared at me, his expression stern, but those frosty gray eyes seeming to warm minutely. Like a ray of sunshine hitting a cold slab of stone. "I meant don't complain about small shit. You must have been in pain for miles." 
 
    "I handled it," I muttered. 
 
    "I see that." He stood, grabbed his backpack, and removed a first aid kit from the front pocket. "I'll treat your blisters and bandage them and give you some Tylenol. We can slow it down tomorrow." 
 
    "That's not—" 
 
    "I make the rules, remember?" His gaze was sharp as he glanced at me.  
 
    I crossed my arms. "Yeah, yeah," I muttered, working not to roll my eyes. I turned my head, but when I stole a quick glance, I saw one side of his lips quirk up. As quickly as it was there, it was gone and then he got to work on my ravaged feet. 
 
    Hours later, after a dinner of spaghetti that came in a small brown package, and a bottle of water, I stretched my tired body onto the lightweight sleeping bag I'd bought. It folded into a bag so small it fit in the palm of my hand. Thomas had brought something similar and he stretched out a short distance from me, his hands behind his head the way they'd been the night before.  
 
    The waxing moon was yellow and bright, and I could see a slip of skin as his T-shirt pulled upward with his movement. I felt a buzzing in my blood and looked away, forcing myself to bring to mind Alec's handsome face, remembering the way his sandy-blond hair would fall over his forehead and I'd brush it back. What had it felt like? I could barely remember anymore. It made my heart clench with sorrow. Loss.   
 
    I turned on my side toward Thomas, my eyes growing heavy even though I'd lain down only moments before. For some reason I felt like I needed to justify this trip right then—maybe not even to Thomas, maybe just to myself. Thomas had no idea I was feeling guilty for noticing his physical attractiveness when I was risking so much for another man. But I did, and it was causing me to feel sad and sort of desperate. It made me feel as if I should be questioning things, and it was too late for that. I'd lived and breathed every question possible since Alec had disappeared. No, I'd made my choice, I was here, in a makeshift camp, backpacking through a foreign country, and I had to see this plan through. There was really no alternative because Thomas was headed to Palomino with or without me, and I knew he wouldn’t turn back because his client's feet were beginning to get cold. Again.    
 
    "I told you I was adopted," I said and though Thomas didn't move, I knew he was listening. He remained still, his arms bent behind his head as he stared at the bright moon. "My records were sealed but I have this memory . . ." I curled my arm under my cheek and pictured that shabby room, envisioned the little girl who sat in the corner crying, snot smeared across her cheeks. She'd smelled like urine, and I knew she’d wet her pants. "I had a sister—she was younger I think, or at least that's the impression I have, though I don't know by how much. I . . . I took the meanness—that's what I remember thinking of it as—when there was a man around, one of our mother's boyfriends I guess. I remember my little sister crying, and I remember trying to figure out what to do because it had been a couple of days since our mom had come home. I remember being hungry. I remember that feeling." I was quiet for a moment as I recalled that vague misty pain deep in my gut. "So much of it is so . . . hazy, so riddled with holes, and I don't know if they're memories or dreams I manufactured in my own mind. I can't tell one from the other. I was so, so young. But I do remember the feeling of . . . being a team, of wanting not only to take care of myself, but of knowing I had to take care of her, too, because we were family. I remember that feeling of purpose." Love. 
 
    I paused for a brief moment. "Alec is an orphan like me," I said softly. "He lost his parents when he was young and I am . . . was . . . am all he has." I closed my eyes as I gathered my thoughts. "Still, I know there's a good chance that Alec left me. Looking back now, I see things that maybe I should have paid more attention to. Things . . . well anyway," I said, knowing that was a whole other conversation, one I hadn't even fully had with myself yet and wasn't prepared to do with someone else, "I know chances are good that if I find Alec in Palomino, he won't be especially ecstatic to see me. I'm prepared for that." I think. I opened my eyes and saw that, although Thomas was in the same position, he'd turned his head to look at me. Even from several feet away, I could feel the intensity of those unusual eyes boring into me, seeing into me. 
 
     "I was abandoned once," I whispered. "I lost my sister, and my mother, and maybe my mother wasn't a good person, maybe she had made a whole slew of bad choices, but I still feel that loss—even now—and I wonder if she had been given a chance, some help, if maybe she could have turned things around." I paused again. "Maybe Alec made some bad choices as well, maybe he messed up and he got scared and ran. But maybe he needs to be reassured that everyone deserves a second chance and that I will stick by him and we will face those problems together because that's what family does. I won't abandon him, because I know what that feels like, and I refuse to do it to someone else. And if it turns out that I am a fool, then at least I'll be a fool who has closure. At least I'll know I fought." 
 
    My final words drifted away as my eyes closed and my tired body and my troubled mind began giving in to the call of rest. Just before I faded away, I heard Thomas say quietly, "He's the fool, Livvy." 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Thomas 
 
      
 
    I'd been out of the military for six years, and I still usually slept like a soldier—easy to fall asleep and easy to wake, but I hadn't fallen asleep easily the night before. Her words had repeated in my mind. I will stick by him and we will face those problems together because that's what family does. Jesus. The woman was a fool. But damned if my heart hadn't softened because she was a sweet, loyal fool, and maybe that meant she wasn't a fool at all. Shit. I could not afford to feel sympathy—and a grudging respect—for Livvy Barton. That was the kind of thing that would have me second guessing my choices, and it was too late for that. Plus, it wasn't really about Livvy. None of this was about soft, sweet, foolhardy Livvy, and I had to remind myself of that. 
 
    I woke her, watching her face as those big blue eyes blinked up at me, watching as recognition came into her expression. She looked startled for a moment and then sat up quickly, smoothing her hair back. She didn't speak, didn't ask what time it was, she just got up and began rolling her sleeping bag up. Little soldier. I smiled to myself as I turned to find a private place to take a piss. 
 
    Truth was, she'd impressed the hell out of me the day before. I'd been stewing on things, kind of irritated and pissed that the look she'd given me when I'd taught her the take-down move had complicated things in my mind, and I hadn't considered her enough. Or maybe I'd almost wanted to cause her to feel discomfort. Maybe I'd kept up the breakneck pace because part of me wanted to punish her. Goddamn, was I really that much of a bastard? 
 
    But Livvy hadn't uttered a peep even though she’d been dripping with sweat, her face bright red, and her feet practically raw. There weren't many men who would have continued on without at least a complaint, or a few choice words slung in my direction. 
 
    When I came out of the woods, Livvy was zipping her backpack closed. Her hair was pulled back, and she'd put her sleeping bag completely away. She gave me a fleeting smile. "Can I use some of the water to brush my teeth?" 
 
    I nodded. "Yeah, but just a little. Those two bottles are all we have left until we get to the town a few hours in front of us." 
 
    Once we were both cleaned up, packed, and had eaten a power bar and drank a little water, we started walking again. This time, I adopted a slower pace though Livvy assured me several times her feet felt fine. Fine wasn't possible. I had plenty of firsthand knowledge about injuries—I'd experienced about everything from blisters to broken bones—and I knew how quickly things healed. Still, hopefully with the salve I'd applied and the thick bandages, they were only mildly uncomfortable. 
 
    Morning spilled through the jungle, tendrils of light meeting dew-heavy leaves. Shadows shifted and sparkled and the hush of night turned into the chorus of day: rustling leaves, chattering birds, croaking frogs, and a hundred other sounds that meant the forest had woken. 
 
    The air was so clean and sweet, I swore I could drink it if I tilted my head back and opened my mouth. The loamy scent of soil and the sweet smell of tropical plants and flowers met my nose as we walked. 
 
    "Colombia has the best coffee in the world and there's not a drop to drink," I heard Livvy mutter mournfully. "It's truly painful." 
 
    I chuckled. "Don't think about it and it won't hurt so bad." 
 
    "Don't you drink coffee?" 
 
    I shrugged. "If it's around. But I never know where I'm going to wake up or what's going to be available. Wouldn't be wise in my business to become dependent on anything." 
 
    She was quiet for a moment as she appeared to ponder that. "Not even people?" 
 
    "Especially not people."  
 
    She shot me a look filled with . . . what? Sympathy? Before I could discern exactly what was in her face, she turned away, looking in the opposite direction to where cotton fields rose in the distance. 
 
    I stopped and pulled out the canteen I'd poured the rest of the water into and took a swig, handing it to Livvy. She took it, drinking deeply and staring off into the vista before us. "Two months ago, I was sipping champagne as I watched my bridesmaids get their dresses altered, and now I'm drinking from a canteen in the middle of a jungle with . . . you." 
 
    My eyes met hers. Her expression was kind of wistful, kind of sad. "Where'd you expect to be right now?" I asked, regretting the words that had fallen from my lips. I didn't need to hear any more of Livvy's personal thoughts, none of her hopes or dreams. 
 
    She took a deep breath. "I should be in Hawaii with Alec right now, sipping a tropical drink on a sun-drenched beach."  
 
    Her honeymoon. He really was an idiot. "Life throws curveballs, huh?" 
 
    Her gaze lingered on mine. "I'd say," she murmured. She tilted her head. "How do you get used to it?" 
 
    "Used to what?" 
 
    "The constant change. Not waking up in the same place every day. Never knowing what's going to happen next." 
 
    "I like it that way." 
 
    She studied me another moment. "We're so different, aren't we?" 
 
    "Yeah. We are Livvy." I paused for a moment. "Anyway," I started walking and she did too, "I can't offer you a beach or a tropical drink, but I've got the sun-drenched part covered." I squinted up at the bright Colombian sun. 
 
    Behind me, I heard the soft sound of her laughter, and I liked it more than I wanted to. "Something's better than nothing." 
 
    Was it? I supposed it depended what that something was. 
 
    As we rounded a bend, I suddenly heard the very faint echo of . . . something ahead of us, moving closer. I turned to Livvy who had come to a halt when I had, and I put one finger to my lips. Quiet. Her brow furrowed, the smile she'd been wearing disappearing from her face. She obviously hadn't heard anything, but I had, and I trusted my ability to pick up sounds that didn't fit the environment. Taking Livvy's hand, I led her behind a grouping of trees and thick brush off the path and pulled her against me.   
 
    I could feel the beating of her heart against my own—quickened like her breath—though her lips were parted so she was expelling the air in her lungs silently. Good girl. And I could smell her, that light, fresh fragrance she'd worn when I met her in that bar, but now there was the warm scent of feminine sweat underlying that. And it turned me on, sending a bolt of arousal through my blood, hardening my dick so it was pressing uncomfortably against the zipper of my pants. Fuck. A groan moved inside my chest.  
 
    I should've turned my head so I wasn't breathing her in so intensely. I should've. But I didn't. I leaned closer because I couldn't fucking help myself, inhaling more of her as we stood frozen together, waiting. 
 
    Twenty seconds later, voices became discernible. Men's voices, laughter, and the loud crunch of footsteps. Livvy froze against me. Instinctively, my left arm came around her, holding her more solidly to my chest, her warm breath against my T-shirt, her heart beating a staccato rhythm as we waited in silence for the men to pass. With my right hand, I held the gun at the small of my back, ready to draw it immediately should I need to. I was confident it wouldn't be necessary—the men were making no effort to be quiet, a band of disorganized delinquents at worst, and I had every reason to believe they'd walk right past us. Unless one of them decided to take a piss behind the exact tree we were concealed behind, which wasn't very likely. 
 
    I listened to what they were saying as their laughter grew louder, their voices clearer, chatting raucously in Spanish. My muscles tightened when I realized what they were talking about. Sick motherfuckers. For a moment, their voices were seemingly right next to us and I smelled tobacco smoke and the stink of unwashed bodies before they moved away, their noise fading as we continued to stand hidden by the brush, our bodies flush.  
 
    Livvy had begun shaking, and I pulled her even closer, the intense need to protect her almost overwhelming me. The men's voices faded, and after a minute their laughter was only a memory, but Livvy didn't let go of me. I didn't let go of her either, moving my focus back to the feel of her heat against me, the soft, delicate press of her body, her scent. She gripped my T-shirt and turned her face into my chest, continuing to shake. I didn't speak, didn't really know what to do to soothe her, but the unfamiliar need filled me and so I ran my hand over her hair, down her back, up, then down again. I wondered if her reaction was because of the men who had passed us, or if this was bigger. Had anyone held her since her fiancé disappeared? Who had comforted her when she realized the man she was going to marry had likely betrayed her? She was strong, I realized that now, but a person couldn't be strong all the time. 
 
    The birds tittered in the trees, a breeze ruffled the leaves, and Livvy's shaking eventually stopped, her heartrate calming as she sagged against me. Finally, her grip on my T-shirt loosened, and she peeked up at me, her gaze locking with mine. "Were you . . . petting me?" she whispered. 
 
    I froze and whatever appeared on my face caused her eyes to widen. "No," she said, placing her hand on my chest. "I . . . I liked it. It was nice. Thank you. I'm sorry, I—" She shook her head, wincing slightly. 
 
    "Don't be." 
 
    Livvy pulled away, stepping back, her eyes large in her face as she stared at me. God, she was beautiful. She really was. She was beautiful and soft and those high, round breasts were rising and falling with each slow breath. "Who were they?" she finally asked. 
 
    "Men up to no good. I'm not going to repeat what they were laughing about." I pressed my lips together as my gaze moved in the direction from which they'd come. 
 
    She opened her mouth as if to argue, but then closed it, apparently changing her mind. Good. There was no point in her knowing how that band of animals had victimized some girl and found it uproariously funny. There was no point in her knowing that the unknown girl had begged for mercy, and they'd shown her none. I hoped to God they'd been shit-talking and nothing more. 
 
    "Let's go," I said, my voice clipped with anger. She gave me a confused frown but didn't argue. She simply fell in behind me as I started walking. 
 
    I was mindful to walk at a reasonable pace—a reasonable pace for a civilian in moderate shape with blisters on her feet—stopping for water breaks more often than we had the day before.  
 
    The town I'd been heading toward came into view right around noon. From the information I'd been able to gather, this particular village had been hit by the earthquake, but had a good source of drinking water and enough local farms that water and food were available. 
 
    When we hit the paved portion of road, it was cracked and broken off in areas. Even when the main roads were repaired, the damage sustained to backroads that went into towns and villages was going to make it difficult to gain access except on foot. These people were in for months of hardship—no medicine, no fuel, limited food and water in areas, and buildings that were either completely flattened, or had suffered so much damage, they couldn't be considered safe. In most cases, it would be years before things were back to normal. Challenging enough circumstances in a wealthy area. Most of these people were dirt poor. Still, people were resilient. They'd re-build, they'd begin again because what other choice was there? Get up or lie down and die. Life was a constant reminder that only the strong survived. 
 
    We walked past the banana farms that led into town, the trees swaying in the light wind. Today was a little bit cooler, but I'd still insisted Livvy put on sunscreen when we'd stopped that morning for a break. Her skin was so fair, she'd have burned to a crisp in a couple of hours under the relentless Colombian sun. My own Colombian heritage insured I rarely burned, which was a nice convenience when working in the field. I could thank my mother for that, at least. 
 
    Were you petting me? she'd asked. Jesus. I had been, because it was all I remembered of affection. Of comfort. No wonder I made it a point to stay away from people. Other than fucking, I had no real need to have any contact with anyone at all. 
 
    There was an old man walking down the side of the road as we entered town, and I stopped him to ask if there was anywhere we could buy some food. He turned, pointing behind him. "Rosaria's is open, but the menu is limited. Are you with the men treating their daughter?" 
 
    I had no idea what he was talking about but I said no, thanked him, and led Livvy in the direction he'd pointed.  
 
    "This must have been a pretty little town before . . ." Livvy said, her words trailing off as she glanced around at the humble but brightly painted buildings, many with balconies above them and shops below. "Before disaster struck," she finished after a moment.  
 
    I glanced at her and then away. It did appear to have been a quaint town. But the damage here had been severe with many of the buildings either crumbled completely, toppling over, or featuring large cracks down the front. Groups of men were still clearing rubble months after the quake had struck. But as we walked by, they eyed us suspiciously, muttering to each other in words too soft to hear.  
 
    I spotted the sign for Rosaria's at the end of the street, and we walked toward it. It was a two-story, green building that looked to have escaped any major damage, at least that I could see. Livvy was looking around, her expression grim as she watched a sad-eyed little boy with no shoes bite into an over-ripe tomato. She moved closer to my side as we walked, looking around nervously, obviously sensing the strange atmosphere in this town.  
 
    The interior of Rosaria's appeared clean, the tables set, though I wasn't sure it was open for business. A few tables were occupied, but the people sitting at them didn't have food or empty plates in front of them. It looked as if they were using the space more for a cool place to rest than as a dining establishment.  
 
    When we entered, heads turned quickly, we were studied for only a moment before they went back to their conversations. A door near the back opened and a woman came through, her face set in a frown, her hands wringing a dish towel. When she spotted us, she looked momentarily surprised before offering a thin-lipped smile. "Hola. Are you here with the other doctor?" 
 
    Livvy sidled closer. I let my backpack slide down my arm, catching it with my hand. "No, my wife and I are here to eat." 
 
    She approached us. "Ah. We have only limited food. The roads are still not good and—" 
 
    "Whatever you have is fine with us." 
 
    The woman nodded. "I have arepas and vegetables. That is okay?" 
 
    "That's great," I said, as the door from the back opened again and a tall man with short brown hair wearing camo pants and a black T-shirt walked through. 
 
    The man spotted us, his brow furrowing for a moment before his face broke into a smile. I laughed. "You don't fucking say." I walked toward him and he met me, clapping me on the back before stepping back. "Josh Garner. Of all the gin joints in all the towns, in all the world. What the hell are you doing here?" 
 
    Josh laughed as Livvy took the few steps to stand beside me. Josh reached his hand out and shook Livvy's. "Please tell me you're not keeping company with this nutcase." 
 
    Livvy laughed, but it was sort of a nervous chuckle as she glanced at me. "You're going to scare her, man, and it's too late. She already married me." I raised my voice when I said the last line, but gave Josh a small raise of my brows right before looking at Livvy.  
 
    Josh gave me a miniscule lift of his chin in understanding. He looked at Livvy, stroking his chin. "Damn, I'm real sorry about that, ma'am." 
 
    Livvy laughed again, looking up at me. "It hasn't been terrible so far." 
 
    "Well I'll give you my information in case it takes a turn in the future." He winked at her and my muscles tensed, but I forced myself to relax, giving Josh a tight smile. Josh watched me for a beat and then grinned.  
 
    "So, um, how do you two know each other?" Livvy asked, her eyes moving back and forth between the two of us. 
 
    "We were in BUDs together," I answered.  
 
    Josh gestured to a table by one of the large open windows, and we followed him, all taking a seat. "Yeah," he said, throwing one arm over his chair and leaning back. "The stories I could tell. This guy is still a legend among our class." He shot me another grin and a wink. "And, you've made a name for yourself since then. I've heard stories." 
 
    "Don't believe everything you hear. Seriously, man, how'd you end up here? What's going on in this town?" 
 
    Josh blew out a breath, leaning forward, his expression sobering. He glanced quickly at Livvy before he started speaking. I understood the information he’d provide while she was in earshot was limited. "I was here in Colombia with another guy working a job. We were on our way back when we were stopped by this hysterical woman, crying and screaming and saying her thirteen-year-old daughter needed medical help. We had detained someone so my partner took our prisoner and left, and I stayed behind to take a look at the woman's daughter." 
 
    I looked at Livvy. "Josh is a medic." I returned my gaze to Josh. "What condition was she in?" 
 
    "Is. This happened just this morning. She was raped." He blew out a breath. "They brutalized her." He shook his head. "She'll survive, physically, but doubtful she'll ever have kids of her own." 
 
    I flinched, rubbing a hand down my face. "Jesus." 
 
    "Do they know who did it?" Livvy asked, her expression stricken. 
 
    "Small gang of men who've been terrorizing towns in this area ever since the quake. Local law enforcement is too slammed to deal with them and women are easy targets, considering all their men are off clearing wreckage and beginning re-building efforts so their families don't starve." He shook his head. "As if these people don't have it hard enough. This town lost thirty-two children. They were buried alive in their school. There's a brand new cemetery full of tiny graves just outside town." 
 
    Livvy put her hand over her mouth, her eyes large and pained in her face. 
 
    My muscles felt tense as both anger and sadness blossomed in my blood. "The girl who was raped, is her name Graciela?" I saw in my peripheral vision when Livvy's gaze shot to me. 
 
    "Yeah," Josh said. "How'd you know?" 
 
    "The men who attacked her passed right by us earlier. Bragging about it." A sound of angry frustration made its way up my throat. 
 
    "Sick fuckers," Josh said tightly. 
 
    "Damn it. I should have done something when I had the chance. I only caught a few pieces of their conversation but . . . fuck, it should have been enough." 
 
    "Don't beat yourself up, man. You had no way of knowing if they were a group of punks talking trash or what. Plus, they're armed. It would have been plain stupid to confront them unprepared, and you know it." His gaze moved to Livvy and back to me. "Not to mention, responsibilities of your own." 
 
    "Yeah," I breathed, still angry at myself. They'd raped a girl who was still practically a child, and I'd allowed them to pass as I'd been lusting after Livvy behind a tree not three feet away. 
 
    The woman we'd talked to earlier came out carrying a tray containing a steaming plate of vegetables and a towel-covered plate that must be the arepas. She placed them on the table along with two glasses of water. "Gracias," I said, and she gave us a wobbly smile before walking away. The woman had obviously been crying. Graciela's mother?  
 
    Josh shook his head once she was out of earshot. "I'd have gone after those motherfuckers earlier myself if I wasn't needed here," he gritted out, his jaw tight. 
 
    I moved the food toward Livvy who started dishing vegetables onto her plate as I looked back at Josh. "There are two of us here now. And we know which direction they went." I gave him a meaningful look. "How long are you planning to be here?" 
 
    His pause was brief. "Gotta leave by tonight to catch up with my partner in Bogota."  
 
    I considered the situation. 
 
    "Uh oh," Josh laughed. "If I recall correctly, that's your I'm about to go renegade look. You really want to do this?" 
 
    "You treated her, not me. What's your take?" 
 
    His expression sobered immediately, and I knew the minute hardening of his eyes meant it was bad. Real bad. "Yeah," he said. "They need to be dealt with." 
 
    Dealt with was a nice way of putting it, and I was glad for his discretion in front of Livvy. I nodded my head toward her and narrowed my eyes at him. "Will you look out for her until I'm back?" 
 
    Livvy gasped. "Until you're back? Those men passed us two hours ago. You'll never be able to catch up to them." 
 
    Josh lifted his eyebrows as he looked at her and then at me. I kept my eyes on Josh who just smiled. "Better get going. If I had to guess, I'd say they're headed toward the farming town north of here. Let me get a map, and we'll look at it real quick." I nodded as Josh stood and walked back through the door he'd come from, where his gear must be stored. 
 
    Livvy's head swiveled between me and where Josh had disappeared, confused, obviously unsure about exactly what to clarify. Good. I needed to leave before she thought of which questions she wanted to ask. I grabbed an arepa, scooped some vegetables into it and took one big bite, chewing and swallowing quickly. "I wouldn't consider leaving you here if I didn't trust Josh with my own life. But those men we passed brutalized a little girl, and if they're not stopped, they'll do it again and again. Trust me, I'm very familiar with men like them." 
 
    She shook her head, her eyes wide and pained. "But . . . how can you stop them? What will you do?" 
 
    For a moment we just stared at each other, understanding dawning in her eyes. She clenched her lids shut for a second and then opened them. "Oh." 
 
    "I'll be back later this afternoon. If I'm not, Josh will take you back to Bogota with him." 
 
    "If you're not?" 
 
    I blew out a breath. "I expect to be back, but there should always be a contingency plan."  
 
    She opened her mouth to speak but then closed it again, simply nodding. She chewed at that pretty bottom lip and for a brief, crazy moment I considered kissing her before I left. She'd probably let me, imagining I was going off to battle—which wasn't completely inaccurate, though I didn't consider taking care of three or four disorganized punks a real fight. But I didn't want her to kiss me back because she felt she had to. And I didn't want to kiss her and walk away. Aw, fuck, I shouldn't be thinking about kissing her at all. 
 
    I kept watching her chew on that lip until after another moment, she took a deep breath, met my eyes and said simply, "Go." 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Livvy 
 
      
 
    Josh and Thomas had taken a few minutes to go over the map Josh brought back to our table while Thomas stuffed another vegetable filled arepa into his mouth, and then he'd topped off his canteen and grabbed a few other items from his backpack and left. 
 
    He'd given me one last intense look, paused as if considering something, but in the end he'd just said, "See you soon." I'd nodded and watched him walk away, ducking around carts and moving swiftly between people walking in the street. I glanced at Josh, and when I looked back to where Thomas had been only a second before, he was gone. I imagined him slipping into the trees beyond the town, moving like a wild thing, something agile and predatory. As I stood staring at that far-off greenery, knowing he was somewhere within it, my heart lodged in my throat. What kind of man ran—literally—toward peril to seek revenge for a girl he didn't know? A hunter. That's what he was. That was the low simmering danger I'd sensed in him the first time we met. It wasn't cruelty or malevolence, though. It was goodness. He wasn't only a hunter. He was a protector. 
 
    When I'd looked at Josh, he'd been watching me. "You care about him," he stated. 
 
    I'd blinked, taken off guard. "I . . . barely know him." I'd looked in the direction where Thomas had disappeared and then into Josh's face again. "He's doing a job for me." I knew Josh understood we weren’t married. Josh was in the same line of work—he probably understood perfectly well it was a safety measure and nothing more. 
 
    But Josh had given me a cocky sort of grin that made me bristle for some reason, as if he thought he knew something I didn’t. I almost told him the nature of the job I'd hired Thomas to do. If he knew, he wouldn't joke. 
 
    "Whatever you say." Josh had winked, and I'd shaken my head. In the end, his teasing smile had disarmed me. 
 
    I'd gone back inside Rosaria's with Josh, and he'd taken me through the back doors of the restaurant, into the relatively small kitchen and up a narrow flight of stairs to where the family lived. I didn't want to intrude where I surely wouldn't be wanted, and told Josh as much but he shook his head and said, "I need to check on Graciela and I'm not going to leave you downstairs alone. You're with me. They won't mind." 
 
    I was still reluctant, but there was no way I’d stay downstairs by myself, so I entered the room with him, stepping to the side of the doorway and leaning against the wall. That's when I caught sight of the little girl in bed, lying under a white sheet, her eyes open as she stared at the ceiling. My heart plummeted to my feet and my throat tightened. Her face was so swollen and bruised I had no idea what she really looked like. Oh God. I clenched my eyes shut, taking a deep breath. A pack of men had done this to the small girl who was barely a teenager lying so still in that bed.  
 
    Doubtful she'll ever have kids of her own.  
 
    Josh had called them animals, but they were worse than animals—they'd done this to her for fun. I felt the food I'd eaten only half an hour before rise in my throat but forced myself to swallow it down. The men's laughter came back to me now, the way it had sounded as we'd stood behind that tree. It'd been gleeful, and at the time, I'd had no clue what they might have found so funny, but now I was sickened at the thought of anyone laughing over what had been done to this child. My God, my God. 
 
    Now I understood the way Thomas's body had tensed, the way his jaw had hardened and the icy anger in his eyes. The need to exact justice. The desire to make sure the men who did this were stopped before they hurt anyone else. But at the time, Thomas hadn't even fully comprehended what they’d done. Now I understood why he'd gone after them. Now I cheered him on. He hadn't seen this girl before he'd made his decision, but he must have seen others like her. He must have known. 
 
    And helplessly, I handed a piece of my heart to him though he was miles away.  
 
    You care about him. 
 
    Yes. Only it felt more . . . complicated than that. I cared about the man who was exacting revenge on behalf of this helpless girl and her family. I cared about the man who was ensuring my safety as he led me through dangerous territory. I cared about the man who had so hesitantly stroked my hair, my back, as I shook in the warm cradle of his arms, my heart aching for human affection. 
 
    A man sat near the window, unmoving, his back bent, eyes red-rimmed and stark. I saw rage in his expression, but also a helplessness that cut me to the core. Graciela's father? I looked away, hardly able to bear the incontestable agony on his face.  
 
    Josh seemed to be checking Graciela's vitals as he spoke in quiet Spanish to her mother. He seemed to be content with how she was at the moment, because he patted her mother on her shoulder, gave an encouraging smile and turned toward me. I stood, following him out the door and back down the stairs. 
 
    When we returned to the restaurant, a new waitress had appeared. The young woman was shapely and gorgeous with dark hair pulled into a low ponytail, and dark eyes that featured long, sweeping lashes. I tucked my own unwashed hair behind my ear, realizing how sweaty and unkempt I must look, especially next to this goddess.  
 
    She caught sight of Josh, her eyes lingering as she smiled provocatively. She spared me a quick glance but turned her gaze immediately back to Josh, saying something in Spanish. Josh nodded, gesturing to a table by the window. 
 
    I joined Josh at the table, peeking at him as I sat down. He was a handsome man, obviously in great shape—clearly a soldier like Thomas. But he was different too. He didn't have the quiet intensity Thomas had, the watchfulness. He didn't move with quite the same predatory grace. He didn't have eyes that changed from ice to sun-warmed stone in a single heartbeat. He didn't— 
 
    Geez, Livvy. What's wrong with you? Why are you comparing them? 
 
    "You worried about him?" 
 
    I released a gust of breath. "No. I mean, yes." I shook my head. "I mean, I understand why he went after those men. I just . . . don't want him to get hurt." 
 
    He regarded me for a moment, his expression serious, that joking glint he seemed to have in his eyes more often than not suddenly gone. "Not every woman would be so understanding." He tilted his head, studying me. "I see a strength in you, Livvy." He paused. "It takes a strong woman to love a man like him." 
 
    I blinked at him. Love? He really had the wrong idea. Shaking my head on a smile, I said, "I'm sure it does. But it's not like that with us. Like I said—" 
 
    "I know what you said." 
 
    Frowning, I opened my mouth to speak when the beautiful Colombian waitress approached our table, her hips swaying, gaze still fixed on Josh. Josh reclined back, watching her in return, and I almost rolled my eyes. Talk about awkward. I'd never felt more like a third wheel in my life. Of course, I supposed I couldn't exactly blame her—Josh was good-looking, and at the moment, he was the town hero. 
 
    The drink called refajo that Josh ordered for me—beer mixed with a tangy soft drink—was crisp and bittersweet and I had one, then another, resisting a third because I didn't want to be comatose when Thomas returned. And because I was in a strange country where, at the moment, I was essentially alone. I knew Josh was assuring my safety, but he was busy flirting with the beautiful waitress named Carmen, and I really just wanted to be alone with my thoughts, so I wandered to a table in the courtyard on the side of the building, took out my journal, and pretended to write in it. 
 
    Mostly, I just doodled, letting my mind wander. I thought about Alec, thought back to a couple of weeks before he'd disappeared. I'd been sitting in the car waiting for him to come out of a restaurant where we'd ordered takeout. As he'd exited, a woman was going in, and he hadn't held the door for her. He'd headed to the car and smiled as he approached and I'd thought, he isn't my dream man. Those exact words had moved through my brain. But then I'd chastised myself for being petty. He was good to me. He was attentive and complimentary. So what if he was sometimes careless with strangers? So what if he forgot to hold doors or offer his seat to old women? So what if he sometimes seemed oblivious to those around him? But . . . maybe it did matter. Maybe it was okay that it mattered to me. Maybe I'd dismissed it too quickly as petty when it was really important. 
 
    Or maybe I was comparing him unfairly to a man who not only held doors, but exacted revenge for girls he'd never met. Before this, I hadn't known men like Thomas really existed. And in the real world, they didn't. So no, I wouldn't compare Alec to him in that way. It wasn't fair. 
 
    But how would I know how I truly felt for Alec unless I confronted him? How would I know anything unless I found him and listened to his story? However he'd ended up here—and for whatever reason—the natural disasters had trapped him. He didn't have any resources, any money here in Colombia. But I did. I could get to him, and so I would. Family. The rest . . . well, the rest was up in the air. 
 
    But part of me was angry now. A man I’d known less than forty-eight hours had just avenged injustice that was not his own. With his bare hands. Yet, Alec, the reason I was here, had run away with his tail between his legs rather than talk to me. His fiancée.  
 
    Oh Alec, why didn't you come to me? Why did you run rather than face your struggles like an adult? 
 
    I continued to doodle, my mind wandering as Carmen's flirtatious laughter floated to where I sat, Josh's deep chuckle breaking through my meandering thoughts every now and again. I took the last sip from my drink and squinted out into the street.  
 
    And that's when I saw him. 
 
    He was walking toward me, his gait smooth and purposeful—that masculine grace so familiar to me now. I set my pad on the table, standing slowly, watching. I couldn't look away. No woman could have. He looked like every quintessential hero walking into some dusty town in need of saving, there to do just that. Beautiful. Powerful. Finally. My heart was pounding against my ribs, and my eyes were glued to him as he moved nearer. His T-shirt stuck to his chest, showcasing the ripped but lean muscles of his upper body. The man had broken a sweat—at last. And it'd only taken a four-hour run and a fight to make him perspire. His jeans hung on his hips and there was a knife of some sort strapped to one muscular thigh. Where did that come from? It hadn't been there when he left, so I could only assume he'd taken it from one of the men he'd gone after. Holy shit. 
 
    Josh and Carmen moved next to me, but I only noticed them from my peripheral vision. I swallowed down the lump in my throat, my eyes glued to Thomas's face as I tried to see in his expression what had happened. But truly? I only cared that he was back. 
 
    "Find them?" Josh asked. 
 
    Thomas's eyes were locked with mine, something fierce in his expression as his gaze moved down my body once and back to my eyes as if assessing I was okay. But at Josh's question, he looked at his friend and nodded once, a quick movement of chin to chest, his mouth set. "Yeah." 
 
    No more was said. Josh clapped him on the back once as he turned. "Let's go tell her father." 
 
    "I can stay here—" I started to say, but Thomas took my hand in his, his grip strong, his long fingers wrapped securely around mine, leading me with him as he followed Josh to the bedroom upstairs. 
 
    I couldn't see Thomas's face when he first saw the girl lying in the bed, but he let go of my hand and walked slowly to the man sitting in the chair near the window. His body was stiff, his position unchanged. He was his daughter’s sentry—perhaps the only thing he could offer at this point. Thomas stood over him, and the man raised his head slowly. Thomas reached down, removing the knife that was strapped around his thigh—the knife I now saw had streaks of dried blood on it—and placed it in the man's palm. My heart constricted. Pain welled inside me as the man's face broke. "¿Están muertos?" Muertos. Dead. Are they dead?  
 
    Thomas nodded once. 
 
    Graciela's father took a deep, shuddery breath, his shoulders coming back as he sat up straight, glancing once at his daughter and then to Thomas.   
 
    "Bien," he said, his voice stronger than it had been before. "Gracias." His voice cracked as he said the word, but then he gathered the strength Thomas seemed to have infused in him. He ran the knife over his palm, traces of the blood on it leaving dark red streaks on his own skin. I wanted to cringe, but I didn't. The man looked at Thomas, his jaw set, eyes filled with life once more. "Eres un salvador." I knew that word—salvador—knew what he'd said to Thomas. 
 
    You are a savior. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    Josh left a few hours later, after a dinner that turned into a small, albeit, low-key social gathering. Justice had been served, and yet the little girl upstairs still had a long road of recovery ahead of her. We ate dinner and then said goodbye to Josh. He winked at me, saying, "Stay strong, Livvy," before turning away. Thomas walked him to the edge of the road where they stood talking for a little while, Thomas relating the details of whatever had happened earlier that day I assumed. Part of me wanted to know, but another part understood that knowing would change me in some vital way. Maybe for the good, maybe not, and I couldn't decide so I didn't ask. 
 
    You are a savior. 
 
    Carmen stood watching Josh leave, a petulant, disappointed expression on her face, and when Thomas started walking back, I watched her as she watched him, the smile returning. Her eyes darted over to me and her chin rose as she smiled that cat smile of hers. I bristled at the non-subtle message, though he wasn't mine and never would be. Apparently it meant nothing to Carmen that the man's wife was there. God, was I seriously jealous? 
 
    Graciela's family closed the restaurant, but Rosaria invited us to stay the night in their loft. Truthfully, I would have liked to move on from that small town where the pain of what happened to Graciela hung in the air and the beautiful Carmen was eyeing Thomas like a cat eyes cream, but the sun was beginning to set, and it was about the time we would have found camping for the night anyway. And more than that, Thomas had just run for hours and gone through who knew what else. He had to be exhausted. I would not suggest we start walking again so he had to sleep on a hard ground when we were being offered actual bedding. 
 
    The men started up a card game at a table near the fire and invited Thomas to play. He gave me a glance. "You mind?" he asked as if I really was his wife and he needed my permission. 
 
    "As long as you win, honey." 
 
    Thomas gave me a slow smile. "Oh I mean to, sweetheart." I stared at him, my stomach doing a half roll before I looked away. Thomas took a seat with the rest of the men and leaned back nonchalantly, sipping a bottle of beer. I watched him throw down cards, that poker face he often wore serving him well in the moment. They were only playing for coins, but Thomas had a small pile in front of him within only a few minutes. 
 
    Graciela's mother set a beer in front of me, glancing at the table where all the men sat, speaking to me in heavily accented English. "Your man is very . . . valiente." Your man. "And very good." She shot a look in Thomas's direction, her expression worried, and when I followed her gaze, I saw that Carmen was leaning in to him, whispering something in his ear. He said something to her, and she leaned her head back and laughed, the silken waves of her hair flowing down her back.  
 
    I looked at Rosaria, giving her a half-hearted smile, feeling a strange clenching inside. Fierce. Good. "Yes, he is." But not mine. 
 
    She nodded, glancing at him and then at Carmen, who was sidling up to the table, checking drinks, her hip brushing against Thomas's shoulder as he took a long drink from his beer bottle.  
 
    An adobe fireplace had been lit and soft music played as people from the village gathered, many of whom had been working in the fields all day. Word had obviously spread about what happened and while the atmosphere was definitely not festive, it was clear the people there could celebrate the fact that the men who had hurt Graciela and been terrorizing their town in a multitude of ways, would never, ever be back. 
 
    Carmen wove through the group, her sway seductive as she shot heated glances at Thomas. My chest felt tight as I watched him watch her, an unreadable expression on his face. But his gray eyes were simmering in the hot glow of the fire. Her message was clear, and why shouldn't he take her up on her "offer"? Athletes often needed a sexual outlet after an intense sporting event. I was sure it was the same for soldiers too. All that adrenaline, that explosion of testosterone, and it made sense that a man would need to work it out of his system somehow. God, what would it be like as the recipient of all that pent-up male energy? What would it feel like to be ravaged by a warrior? Ravaged? I snorted internally. Really, Livvy? I'd never even considered such a thing and yet . . . why was I suddenly overheated? Your man, he is very fierce. Why did I have the urge to squeeze my thighs together to ease the tension building there? God, could I really blame Carmen?  
 
    Rosaria leaned in as Carmen walked by and said some seemingly harsh words to her as she glanced at Thomas, but Carmen only laughed, throwing a few words back at the woman before walking away. Rosaria shot me a look, filled with both sympathy and embarrassment, and I blushed before turning away. She obviously felt badly for me that Carmen was flirting with my "husband" and why that humiliated me I didn't know.  
 
    Carmen walked to the middle of the courtyard and started swaying to the music, raising her arms above her head and moving her hips in a way that almost made me blush. Her eyes were trained on Thomas as she danced, but I didn't dare glance at him. I couldn’t bear seeing the lust in his expression. What man wouldn't want her? I sat stiffly, turning my head away from her show. 
 
    The game came to an end and Thomas stood, his solid form moving through the shadows and dancing light of the fire as he turned the corner of the building. My heart beat dully in my chest when I noticed Carmen following him, rounding the corner where he, too, had disappeared. Had he told her to meet him? I felt itchy under my skin, cold, alone. I pictured them meeting in the darkness, pictured her pressing that curvy body against him. Would they have sex right there against the wall, his pants around his hips as he pounded into her and she bit her lip not to cry out and alert someone to their presence? Would he wear that same look of intensity when he came or would his eyes soften? Heat? A billowing cloud of red filled my chest.  
 
    I knew how he smelled, how it felt to be molded to him. I'd felt his solid arms around me and something had come over me, a deep need to be held, to be comforted, to soak in the strength of him. For once I didn't want to stand on my own two feet. I wanted to rely on someone else, to lean on them and know they wouldn't let me down. Just once. I'd never felt that way with Alec, hadn't believed I’d craved it. But I did. Thomas had made me feel safe enough to admit it. Thomas had allowed me to hold on to him tightly because he hadn’t really had any other choice. But now he did have a choice, and he was choosing a beautiful, available woman. And why shouldn't he? 
 
    I find company when I want it. 
 
    I stood, jostling a man who was standing next to the bench where I'd been sitting. I couldn't stay down here. I couldn't watch them return, had no interest in seeing what I was sure would be a contented smirk on her face, and a drowsy satisfaction in his gray eyes. I didn’t want to see more sympathy in Rosaria’s eyes. No. 
 
    I had no right to these feelings. My mind was all twisted and confused. I needed to go to bed and end this day. I needed to disappear and allow Thomas the room to get the release he rightly deserved. He was my guide on this trip, and despite the roles we played, he owed me nothing more than getting me to the agreed-upon location. Tomorrow I would wake up and the purpose of this trip would be clear again. But my own internal comfort didn't resonate. Instead, it felt like I was lying to myself. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    Livvy 
 
      
 
    Footsteps sounded on the narrow ladder to the loft where Rosaria had directed us earlier. Startled, I sat up in bed, clutching the sheet to my chest. Thomas's dark head appeared and when he'd climbed the final rung, he went down on his knees, the ceiling too low for him to stand. 
 
    "Why'd you disappear like that?" he demanded. 
 
    "I thought . . ." My words trailed off as he gave me a look of annoyance, grabbing one of the pillows, tossing it in the narrow space next to the bed. 
 
    "You thought what?" 
 
    "I thought you were off with Carmen." I couldn't deny the relief that streaked through my body despite being confused why he wasn't with her. I also couldn't deny the accusatory tone in my voice, and I grimaced slightly at the knowledge that he must have heard it too. 
 
    His eyes lingered on my face for a moment, those pale eyes boring in to me so heat flooded my face. Something flared in his eyes, but it was gone before I could attempt to name it. He picked up the blanket at the end of the bed and turned, throwing it on the floor. 
 
    "No," he said, kicking his shoes off. 
 
    I looked at the small, narrow space where he was making a bed. "What are you doing?" 
 
    "Going to sleep. It's been a long fucking day," he muttered. 
 
    "I'd say." I shook my head. "You won't even be able to lie on your back down there. There's more room on the bed." I scooted over a little more but Thomas hesitated, seeming unsure. I was too. But after today, the least he deserved was a soft bed to stretch out on. I could handle the sexual tension simmering inside me. I was exhausted, he had to be, too, and I was sure we'd fall asleep quickly.  
 
    Finally, he nodded, sitting down on the side of the bed. "Thanks. These clothes are too filthy to sleep in. Turn your back, or I'm going to end up flashing you." 
 
    A twinge in my stomach caused me to take in a sharp inhale of breath and I turned, the movement jerky. I heard the rustle of Thomas's clothes and the light next to the bed went off, casting the room in shadows, the pale glow of the lights from the patio on the side of the building barely making their way to our window on the second floor. 
 
    For a moment there was only the distant murmur of voices, the very faint sound of the music and our mingled breaths. Why was he here? With me? Was it duty? "She obviously . . . wanted you. You didn’t need to . . . to watch out for me. I'm perfectly safe up here . . . alone." 
 
    There was a pause and he said, "Maybe I'm meeting her later." 
 
    My head swiveled toward him in the darkness. "You're what?" 
 
    He chuckled, turning toward me. "I'm a married man, Livvy."  
 
    "You're not. You’re not really married." 
 
    "She didn't know that." 
 
    My brows came together. I turned toward him so we were both lying on our sides, facing each other in the low light. "So . . . what? You didn't want to . . . sleep with her because of her . . . character flaws?" 
 
    He shrugged and then yawned. "A man's not allowed to have standards?" There was something in his tone, a teasing quality and I blinked, surprised. 
 
    "Are you . . . being silly? I must be dreaming. It's not your style." 
 
    A smile broke over his face, a real one, wide and beautiful and my heart lurched at the sight of it. It transformed his face, softening the harsh edges and warming his eyes, although there was something . . . unpracticed in it. His mouth curved, but his forehead dipped as if happiness surprised him somehow. Or as if he felt he had to apologize for it. "Not really," he said. 
 
    "Not really?" 
 
    "Scheming women irritate me." 
 
    "Okay, but . . . we're not talking about a woman you're considering marrying, we're talking about a one-night stand." 
 
    "Not interested." 
 
    "So, you don't sleep with a woman until you're certain she's of upstanding moral character?" 
 
    Thomas laughed. It was rusty and deep. "I don't take a survey, beforehand, but some people make it unnecessary." 
 
    "Huh," I said, pondering that. 
 
    "Why is this so shocking to you?" There was that teasing tone in his voice again and it warmed me, made me feel an intimacy with him that I hadn't before. It made me feel . . . special somehow as if I was getting a part of him few others did. 
 
    "I don't know. I thought men were more visual than anything else." 
 
    "Oh, I'm visual, sweetheart." His gaze wandered down my body and I blushed, averting my eyes and biting my lip to try to stop the warm flush of satisfaction. Stop it, Livvy. He was playing with me, and I didn't like that it affected me like it did. "But no man wants to take a snake to bed." 
 
    "Huh," I murmured again. "You're full of surprises." 
 
    His expression did something funny, but then it smoothed out and I thought it had been a strange trick of the light and shadows dancing in this small space. I adjusted my head on my arms, my eyes growing heavy. 
 
    There was a tightening at the corners of Thomas's eyes as he reached out a finger, frowning when he circled the scar on the underside of my arm. And then the one next to it, and then one under that. I watched his finger as it moved, the scar underneath so light, it could barely be seen in the darkened room. 
 
    "Cigarette burns," I said, answering his unspoken question. 
 
    He continued looking at the scars, his mouth a hard, set line. "This the meanness you talked about?" 
 
    I hesitated. "Yeah. I don't remember it, though. Not getting those scars specifically anyway. My adoptive parents hated them, sent me to a plastic surgeon who tried to remove them. He did make them less noticeable, but they never disappeared entirely. A part of me they couldn't erase, no matter how hard they tried." I paused as Thomas withdrew his hand, a strange look on his face, almost a mixture of anger and confusion. "But . . . I could never bring myself to mind. It's almost like, these scars are the physical reminder of my sister, the sacrifice I gladly made for her. I know I'm not tough like you are"—I shot him a small smile—"but they're my own battle scars and I'm . . . proud of them." 
 
    I snuggled into the pillow, catching Thomas's scent. It simultaneously made my heart beat more quickly and provided a sort of comfort. I'd never lain in bed just . . . talking to a man before, and I really liked it. Alec had always been so tired after a day's work and had generally fallen straight to sleep when we got in bed. Now I knew he had to have been stressed, too, juggling the worries he'd never shared with me. 
 
    Thomas had turned over and was lying on his back, and for a minute I thought he'd gone to sleep, but the light shifted and I saw that his eyes were open and he was looking at the ceiling. "Are you okay . . . about what happened today?" I asked. 
 
    He was silent for a moment. "Yeah. Are you?" 
 
    "Me? I didn't do anything." 
 
    "You did. You didn't put up a fight about me leaving. Your strength helped me focus on what I needed to focus on." 
 
    I see a strength in you, Livvy. I'd never thought of myself as particularly strong, but the idea that two fierce men—Josh and Thomas—thought of me that way made me feel . . . proud.  
 
    There was a moment of silence between us before Thomas spoke again. "I gave those men a choice, you know. Confess their crimes and stand trial or . . . not. They chose not. Some men have to be dealt with, Liv. Or they'll keep causing pain to innocents." 
 
    Liv. 
 
    I took in a breath and let it out slowly. This was all so beyond my scope of familiarity. Why had he told me that? Was it because he thought I disagreed with his choice? Or because I believed he was some cold-blooded killer? I didn't. Admittedly, I didn't fully understand his world, but I knew what he'd done today was necessary. "I think you're a good man, Thomas," I said, hoping that answered whatever question I'd sensed in his statement. 
 
    I closed my eyes and drifted toward sleep, sensing a shift in Thomas's mood, but too tired to try to figure out what it meant. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Thomas 
 
      
 
    Goddamn Livvy and her battle scars. We'd been traveling for two days since that night at Rosaria's, and I couldn't stop thinking about those small, round, healed-over wounds she'd shown me as we lay in the bed together in that stuffy loft. 
 
    Sleeping with Livvy that night had been torture. Her scent teasing, making me desperate to breathe it in up close, to run my nose over her skin, dip my fingers in the wet openings of her body and inhale her smell mixed with mine. Since then, I'd made a point to position my sleeping bag as far from her as possible.  
 
    Still, it didn't seem to decrease the want spiraling through my blood every time she got near and I caught her scent. I heard the light fall of her footsteps behind me, the rhythmic sound of her quickened breathing. I forced myself to slow down. I'd punished her once before for the neediness of my own body and regretted it. I wouldn't do it again. Still, I was fucking irritable. Tired. Because now, not only was my body in chaos, but my mind was too. 
 
    A part of me they couldn't erase, no matter how hard they tried.  
 
    A pampered little rich girl . . . with cigarette burns on her arms. Reality could be so different than perception. 
 
    "Where are we heading today?" Livvy asked. 
 
    "Josh told me we could catch a bus from a town about fifteen miles ahead. We won't get all the way to Palomino, but a lot closer." 
 
    "A bus? Really?" I could hear the excitement in her voice and it caused a tipping of my lips and a hollow in my chest. This journey was drawing to a close, the one that was killing me little by little.  
 
    The air around us was muggy and slightly drizzly, although no real rainfall had started. Fog misted the ground, giving the forest a dreamy feel. Frogs croaked loudly, and the bird chatter was especially raucous this morning. 
 
    "God, it must have been amazing to grow up here," Livvy said, and when I glanced back at her, she was wearing a serene smile, her gaze moving over the lush landscape all around us. Trust her to see beauty in this volatile landscape.  
 
    "Yeah," I muttered. "It had its benefits. At least it was warm enough to sleep outside and not freeze to death." 
 
    Livvy frowned. "Sleep outside? Why would you do that?" 
 
    I let out a breath. I'd been distracted and hadn't really given much thought to what I was saying. But who the fuck cared? Maybe if Livvy knew I'd kept more company with dogs than people most of my life, it would wipe that worshipful look off her face that she'd worn since I'd come back from avenging Graciela's attack. Taking care of her attackers, slitting their throats because otherwise, they would have slit mine. "My uncle ran a dog fighting ring. I spent a lot of time in the kennels—often slept right beside them on the ground." 
 
    "A dog fighting ring? Oh." She looked up at me, her eyes searching. "You slept beside the kennels? On the ground?" Her tone sounded baffled, horrified. 
 
    "That or a shed nearby." 
 
    "But . . . why?" 
 
    I squinted off into the distance for a moment. "I felt more welcome there." 
 
    "You felt more welcome in the dog kennels than in your own home?" She stopped and I did, too, my eyes moving over her face. "That's . . ." Her voice faded away as if she couldn't even form the words for how awful that was. Her eyes clenched as if the thought brought her physical pain.  
 
    "Shit. It was a long time ago, Livvy." 
 
    She nodded, but kept her eyes shut for another moment. I gazed at her, watching the empathy so clear in her expression, the way she held herself, and it made my own heart catch. "Where was your aunt?" 
 
    "Inside the house." 
 
    Her mouth dropped open and she shook her head. "And she just let you . . . sleep outside? Why would she do that?" 
 
    "My uncle was a mean son of a bitch, Livvy. His sons were stupid and cruel. His wife was useless and detached. I preferred animals to them." 
 
    "Oh." She glanced down, frowned. "You said you didn't know your father, but surely he would have helped you if—" 
 
    I laughed, suddenly wanting to cause her pain, wanting to shock and horrify her, wanting her to feel the same discomfort she was causing me by caring so damn much. "My father was a wealthy executive in L.A. who fucked the Colombian maid. His wife found out, threw us out, and he didn't do a damn thing to stop it. My mother spent the first six years of my life writing him letter after letter, begging him to take her back, which were never once answered. So, no, Livvy, he wouldn't have helped me if he knew."  
 
    She blinked at me, her eyes wide and luminous, her shoulders rigid. "Your mother died and your family—the ones who should have made it easier—shunned you," she practically whispered. 
 
    I shrugged. "They did. They always had. But I returned the favor. As soon as I could, I left and I didn't look back." 
 
    "I'm so sorry." 
 
    That same twinge squeezed my heart as our eyes locked. I imagined my gaze was challenging, cold, but hers remained compassionate, soft. I looked away, taking a step back. "It was a long time ago," I repeated. 
 
    I started walking again, a strange emptiness inside me. I shouldn't have talked about that. Why the fuck did I talk about that? 
 
    We walked for a while, neither one of us saying a word, and after a while, my mood evened out. Who cared? This was all temporary. This trip, this woman, these feelings she elicited in me. Every job held its challenges, and this one provided ones I'd  never experienced before, but like every other assignment, it was temporary. I'd move past it, move past her. With that thought, I felt better, calmer.  
 
    "What is that?" 
 
    I snapped out of my own thoughts, hearing the roar of water, turning to Livvy. "There's a small waterfall up ahead." 
 
    Her eyes lit up. "Are you serious? Can we bathe in it?" 
 
    I glanced toward the falls I'd seen on the map and then at her. Neither one of us had taken a shower for days. There had been a miniature, dank shower in Rosaria's house, but I wouldn't have fit in it, and I didn't think Livvy had tried. I'd cleaned up with a bucket of water and some soap, and it had been better than nothing, but to be fully submerged in water sounded fucking great. 
 
    "I don't see why not."  
 
    We followed the sound of rushing water until we came through a break in the trees. Livvy sucked in a breath at the sight of the small pool, a short waterfall flowing into it from between two massive boulders. She dropped her backpack and begun unbuttoning her pants, pausing suddenly, and turning toward me, a hesitant look on her face. "Do you mind if I—" 
 
    I snapped out of the fog I was in, turning. "Yeah, go ahead." I sat down on a nearby rock, facing mostly away from the pool of water so I could only see Livvy in my peripheral vision. She was down to her tank top and underwear and even that was enough to make me feel hot, twitchy. I turned my head, squinting into the morning sun, working to cool my blood. 
 
    "Thomas," Livvy called, "come in. The water feels amazing."  
 
    I turned my head to see her standing under the falls, letting the water wash through her hair as she laughed. Oh Livvy, what the fuck are you doing to me? I stood, dropping my backpack next to hers, and unzipped my pants. She paused under the water and tilted her head back so she wasn't looking at me. I stripped down to my underwear and waded into the water, the cool lap of the shallow pool making me sigh in contentment. Damn that feels good. When I'd waded a little ways in, I dove under, coming up right next to where Livvy stood. She let out a startled squeal, jumping then laughing. "How'd you do that?" 
 
    I stood, the water only up to my waist, running my hand over my hair as water droplets flew off my body, shimmering in the air. "Do what?" 
 
    "Swim that quickly?" 
 
    I laughed and she blinked at me, her eyes moving from my forehead to my mouth and seeming to . . . warm. "I was a SEAL. Water's my element." 
 
    She tilted her head, her eyes moving down my chest, lingering as she licked her lips. "Oh." 
 
    Yeah, oh. Fuck. I could see Livvy's white, lace bra under her tank top, the shadows of her darkened nipples. Her hair was slicked back and there were water droplets sticking to her eyelashes. She was so beautiful my guts clenched. Needy, wanting. The sun shifted overhead, finding a break in the leaves, the warmth moving over my skin. 
 
    "Your eyes," she breathed, staring at me, tilting her head as if in awe. "Did you know . . . they turn blue under the direct sunshine?" 
 
    Light caught the water on her skin, making it sparkle. She was sunshine. Warm and bright, too sweet for this cruel, dirty world. Too good. 
 
    A dragonfly fluttered in the air, catching Livvy's attention, and she put her finger up. It landed on her outstretched hand, and her eyes widened with delight as her gaze found mine. Time stilled, the roar of the water faded as I watched her, something filling my chest. I didn't like it. Lust . . . lust I could handle. But this . . . No. I sensed danger, my fight or flight hackles rising—only, this was different somehow. She threatened me in some way I couldn't define and didn't know how to defend myself against. I dove back under the water, immersing myself in the cold, coming up on the other side of the pool as Livvy laughed from where she stood. The dragonfly had flown away. "Showoff," she called. 
 
    I shot her a stiff smirk as I climbed out, feeling her gaze on my back, feeling her desire, but also her turmoil. This push/pull we were fighting with every ounce of ourselves. I pulled my pants back on, sitting back on the rock, faced away. I could hear her humming, splashing, but I refused to look at her. Couldn't. 
 
    Soon, I heard the splashing sounds of Livvy swimming to the shore and then pulling her clothes back on. My unease decreased the barest bit, knowing she was dressed. 
 
    "God, that felt so good." She sighed in contentment, sitting on the rock beside me as she twisted her hair into a wet bun. "Thank you for stopping." 
 
    "You don't have to thank me." I checked her feet and re-bandaged them. Quickly. Methodically. Though I could feel her gaze as I worked. Once she had her shoes on, I stood, picked up my pack, and started to walk. I heard her heft her own pack and fall in step behind me. After a minute, the path widened and she walked beside me. "So what other tricks can you do?" 
 
    "Tricks?" My voice sounded clipped, but I was tired, horny, confused, and out of sorts, when I'd never felt this way before. This woman shook me, mixed me up and frankly, I just wanted some damn peace. What had I done involving myself in this whole mess? 
 
    "Yeah, you know, running long distances, swimming like a fish . . ." She gazed at me with this look on her face—adoring—and it sent a bolt of guilt spearing through my insides. "I've never met a real live hero before and—" 
 
    "Stop looking at me that way," I snapped. I halted, turning toward her as she too came up short. "I'm no hero." 
 
    Her face fell slightly, but she managed another smile, lifting her chin and crossing her arms under her still-wet breasts. "I'll determine who's a hero and who's not." 
 
    "Oh, because your judgment of people is so great." 
 
    The flash of hurt was instantaneous, and I grimaced, swearing as I looked away. "Goddamn it, Liv—" 
 
    "No," she shook her head, "you're right." A glimmer of confusion moved over her features. "You might be right." Her shoulders drooped suddenly as if in defeat. "God . . ." 
 
    "Liv, shit, I'm sorry. I didn't mean—" 
 
    "No, it's okay. I get it. I've questioned my own judgment—" 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    “Thomas?” 
 
    "We're on the edge of a cocaine field." 
 
    Her head whipped left, then right, taking in the rows of plants we'd stepped between, the small red flowers. Coca plant. Shit. "What?" 
 
    "We've gotta get outta here, Liv." Livvy's eyes widened, and she seemed to shiver. That's when I heard it: voices, a car or two idling. I froze for a moment, listening and then glanced back at Livvy, gesturing for her to follow. 
 
    The voices rose in volume as we drew closer, and I could feel Livvy directly behind me, seeking protection. 
 
    I stopped behind a wall of brush, crouching and gesturing at Livvy to do the same, holding a finger to my mouth. She nodded in understanding, her eyes once again large with fear. It sounded like the people talking were almost directly in front of us and I stilled to listen to their words, reaching forward and using one finger to move a branch very slightly. Through the tiny gap, I could see two cars, two men leaning against the vehicles talking, one smoking a cigar, and several other men transporting crates from the trunk of one car to the trunk of the other. As we watched, the man smoking the cigar suddenly pulled his hand from his pocket and the sharp crack of a gun sounded. The man he'd been talking to only moments before dropped into a heap on the ground and Livvy inhaled a shocked breath beside me.  
 
    "Stand up very slowly and toss your weapon on the ground," a deep voice said from behind us.  
 
    Oh, fuck. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    Livvy 
 
      
 
    The breath I'd just sucked into my lungs came out as a startled gasp and Thomas froze next to me. Whipping my head around, I saw a tall, burly man holding a very large gun on us, his expression tight and cold. 
 
    Thomas swore softly as he began to stand. I shot him a panicked look, but he didn't look at me. I stood, too, putting my hands in the air. 
 
    "Take off your packs and toss your weapons to the ground," the man said again, his eyes glued to Thomas. He was speaking English, though his voice was heavily accented. My eyes darted to Thomas as he very slowly slid his backpack off his shoulders. I followed suit as Thomas tossed the gun that had been in his waistband to the ground at the man's feet and then slowly removed the knife attached to his belt. The man bent slowly, his eyes trained on us along with his rifle and picked up the handgun and then the knife, sticking the gun in his own waistband and pulling the knife from its sheath, inspecting it quickly and then throwing it into the thick brush. He gestured with his gun. "Now move." 
 
    I was shaking so badly I wasn't sure I could walk, but I did, following Thomas who still hadn't glanced at me. His jaw was tight and his expression blank. 
 
    When we stepped out of the brush, the men who had been talking and laughing all stopped, surprise etched in their expressions as they either halted where they were, or stood taller; the man smoking the cigar dropped it in the dirt at his feet. No one had bothered to move the dead man lying in the dirt—seemingly, no one cared that the cigar man had shot him where he stood. 
 
    The two men carrying a crate set it down quickly and both drew weapons, pointing them at us. Panic made me feel lightheaded, and I wanted to get closer to Thomas but I didn't dare make any movement that the men holding guns on us didn't direct us to make. 
 
    Now out of the brush, I noticed a couple of beat-up motorcycles off to the side, likely belonging to the men moving the crates. The man leaning against the shiny Mercedes was dressed in an expensive-looking suit. What was this? Had we interrupted some type of mafia drug transport? They obviously had hired guns roaming the perimeter of the spot they'd chosen to do the exchange, and we'd walked right into it. It had to be drugs in those crates, right? God, what did it matter? The point was we'd walked into the middle of . . . whatever. And the fact that we'd witnessed a murder would make it unlikely that they’d let us walk away.  
 
    I dared a glance at Thomas and his expression was enigmatic, his stance loose and seemingly calm. What were we going to do? What could we do? 
 
    The older man in the black suit walked forward, saying something to Thomas that made him frown, casting his head toward me. I blinked back and forth between them, imagining I looked like some terrified owl. 
 
    The man coughed, a deep, loose sound that spoke of the cigar he'd been smoking earlier. He said something in Spanish, and Thomas said in English, "I apologize, my Spanish isn't very good. Do you speak English?" Lied. 
 
    The man gave Thomas a bemused look but said, "Yes, I speak some English." He gave me a once-over then looked back to Thomas. "Who do you work for?" 
 
    "We don't work for anyone. We're backpacking through your beautiful country. If you'll let us go on our way, we won't mention this to anyone." 
 
    The man sighed. "Unfortunately, I cannot count on the promises of a stranger. Business is business, you understand?" He looked at me and brought his hand to his face, stroking his mustache. The man with the big gun—rifle? Machine gun?—was standing between Thomas and me and the man in the suit nodded his head to him and said something in quick Spanish. 
 
    "We really were just walking through," Thomas said, his eyes finding mine for the portion of a second, his lips tipping. "Your man there"—he gestured to the man with the long gun—"has the element of surprise going for him." He looked back to me. "Liv, our best bet is to listen to what he says," he said, putting a subtle emphasis on the words best bet.  
 
    He has the element of surprise going for him. Best bet. 
 
    When had he said that before? My terrified mind struggled to place it.  
 
    That was the element of surprise. But your best bet, is to knee an opponent in the nuts. 
 
    Iced water filled my veins, a cold buzzing. Oh God, was that what he wanted me to do? I couldn't. I couldn't. I didn't dare look at the man next to me with the gun, but I could see him in my peripheral vision. He was close. Very close. The two men who had been carting the crate were holding guns in their hands too, but they were smaller and held by their sides. They were at the ready but were no longer trained on us.    
 
    Don't think. Just do it, Livvy. Trust Thomas and do what he's telling you to do.  
 
    Your best bet.  
 
    As soon as I caught the first twitch of movement from the man with the gun next to me, I threw my head back and started crying, big wracking sobs. The man in the suit said something in Spanish, and as soon as the man with the gun looked at him, I spun, bringing my knee up with all my strength and connecting with his crotch as he let out a high-pitched yelp, buckling forward in shock. I saw his arms raise as I immediately pulled myself backward, tripping him as he attempted to right himself. He was still holding the gun though, and it fired as he went down, a wild shot up toward the sky, and as he fell, I heard a whistling sound and then a knife lodged in his chest with a wet sounding thud. The man gurgled, his eyes bulging as he hit the dirt. My head whipped to the right where the man in the suit was suddenly screaming, another knife lodged in his eye as he fell to the ground and went still. Thomas, Thomas had thrown the knives. Where had all the knives come from? 
 
    More shots sounded, shouts, but there were suddenly strong hands on my arm, pulling me and I ran, my heartbeat whooshing in my brain as the muted sounds of shouting, guns firing, and general mayhem ensued. I was picked up and then I was sitting on something—a motorcycle—as Thomas jumped on the seat in front of me, turned the key that must have still been in the ignition, and shouted, "Hold on!" 
 
    I wrapped my arms around his waist as the motorcycle lurched forward, and I let out a shocked squeal. 
 
    "This is gonna get rough," he yelled, turning his head so I could hear him. "Don't let go." 
 
    I was so terrified I couldn't form words. I squeezed his waist tighter, pressing my cheek to his back, hoping he knew I'd heard him and had no plans to let go. 
 
    I heard the second motorcycle rumble to life behind us and realized we were being pursued. Thomas sped up, and we bumped over the rough ground, flying past trees and over small hills, going airborne here and there. I clenched my eyes shut, and held on for dear life. 
 
    Thomas turned off the dirt path we were on, and a second later we were flying along concrete, the ride smoothing, the wind whipping through my hair, which had fallen from its loose bun. But when I heard a second roar behind us and dared a glance back, the other motorcycle had turned onto the road too, and was only a short distance behind. I heard Thomas swear as he turned off the road, back into the cover of the trees, but into rough terrain that jarred my teeth and had my stomach in my throat. 
 
    A couple of times we were so close to a tree I braced for impact; a scream lodged in my throat as I prepared to slam into a hard trunk. But instead we raced by, so close I swore I smelled the earthy woodiness of bark mere inches from my face. 
 
    For a few minutes, the roar of the engine behind us grew faint, and I allowed myself a breath, but then it grew louder and my heart slammed into my throat again. I felt Thomas's arm flex as he sped up, and we flew forward at a speed that had to be suicidal for the terrain we were in. 
 
    "Get ready," he yelled back at me. "Hold tight!" Get ready? Hold tight? Get ready for what? 
 
    The question was answered when Thomas swerved suddenly to the side, bumping through the trees, our speed slowing as he leaned the bike so I felt like we were riding the ground and then squeezed the brake. When we were going slow enough, Thomas shut off the engine, put his foot down to hold the bike up, and pushed me off before the bike fell on top of me. We both lay on the ground on our bellies, panting, the wheels of the motorcycle still spinning next to us. It was another minute before the other motorcycle went flying by on the path we'd just been on, a cloud of dirt rising above the bushes we lay behind. Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit.  
 
    "There's a paved crossroads up ahead. They won't know which way we went." Thomas rolled onto his back, breathing harshly as he stared at the sky, and we listened to the sound of the motorcycle fade away. A bird squawked in the tree above us, berating us for disturbing the peace. The moisture in the air grew heavier and raindrops began plinking softly on the leaves around us, not a shower, but a drip, drip, dripping that caused steam to rise eerily from the ground. 
 
    Our mingled breaths faded as the jungle sounds rose around us, the animals and insects responding to the light rain: rustles, flutters, buzzes, and cries of elation. 
 
    I turned my face to Thomas, and he was staring back at me, our gazes only inches apart. His eyes darkened, silver to gunmetal, his lids drooping very slightly, and I stared as a loud boom sounded in the air around me. My blood was buzzing. There was a sudden throbbing, and I didn't know if the thunder had come from overhead or somewhere within. "Fuck it," he rasped. 
 
    I wasn't sure who moved first, me or him, but suddenly his lips were on mine, hot and demanding, and I moaned, a deep sound of desire and longing. His tongue dipped between my lips, and I opened to him eagerly, sucking on his tongue before using mine to twist and tangle with his. A growl sounded deep in his chest, and it electrified me, causing a hot spark of lust to spiral between my legs and settle there as a heavy, beating pulse. His weight came over me, and I pressed my core upward, seeking, needing, desperate for him to fill the aching void within me, to meet the throb inside with the pounding of his body. 
 
    I wrapped my legs around his hips, tilting my own and rubbing against his rock-hard shaft that slid so deliciously against my swollen clit. Oh God, it feels so good. I broke from his mouth and gasped out, a sound of desperation, of raw lust as I tilted my head backward, my fingers grabbing at his ass to press him closer, closer, but not close enough.  
 
    "I need to stop, or I'm going to fuck you right here on the ground," he said, his voice gravelly, tortured. 
 
    "Yes," I panted. He let out a choked-sounding groan, his hot breath fanning against my skin. 
 
    "You'd regret it"—he nipped at my neck, and I moaned—"I can't . . ." 
 
    Regret what? I couldn't organize my thoughts, was just a melting mass of sensation and desire. Why would I ever regret this? It was magic. Dizzying, whirling, glittering magic. Something had awakened inside me, something wonderful. "No," I breathed. "I won't." 
 
    Thomas groaned and then his head went lower, his mouth locking onto my nipple through the thin material of my shirt. I cried out as he sucked deeply, another spiral of lust rocking through my core and landing in a hot pulse at the apex of my thighs. He rocked against me, using his hips to make slow circles right where I needed him most, and it felt so good. I was losing my mind, gripping his hair, panting, my blood steamy, hot, coursing, my nipples tingly and hard, and between my legs slick and soft. Ready. 
 
    I ran my hand over the hard swell of his ass, up the straining muscles of his arms, and over the solid mass of his back, up those wide shoulders as he continued to roll his hips, those slow circles driving me higher, higher until the whole world burst in a white cascade of falling stars. I cried out, shuddering, pulsing, the pleasure so intense I didn't even know if I should call it pleasure. Because I'd never felt anything like that. And suddenly all the old words I'd used to describe sex seemed weak and meaningless. For a moment, everything around me—the entire world—felt new and . . . different.  
 
    I blinked at the pewter sky as reality flowed back in like cool water. It wasn't raining anymore and the thunder and lightning had moved away while we'd . . . been locked together. I was lying in the grass, my hands still in Thomas's hair, the motorcycle we'd taken a wild ride on lying completely motionless beside us. I brought my face forward and locked eyes with Thomas. He was staring at me with a look on his face that was both tense and still. It was as if he was waiting for my reaction and wasn't sure what it would be. 
 
    "You all right?" he asked warily. 
 
    I blinked at him, my mind still cloudy, the lust dissipating slowly like the mist rising on the jungle floor. "Yes," I said. I'd never realized it could be that way . . . never experienced that level of intensity by a man's touch. I let out a slow breath. "Yes." 
 
    He must have sensed my wonder because I saw the brief flare of satisfaction in his eyes. I also saw when he schooled it. My God, only a handful of days with this man and I was learning to read his expressions when he'd seemed incapable of any emotion when I met him. He kept his reactions under wraps for the most part, but not completely, at least not with me. 
 
    He pulled away, falling to the side so he was lying next to me. He moaned, bringing one arm over his eyes. "God, you have no idea how much I'd love to feel you coming while I'm inside you," he murmured almost as if to himself. 
 
    Another zing of lust rang through me, a small aftershock, brought about by his words alone. While I'm inside you. My God. I became aware of a slight pulsing inside and realized I was still craving being filled, still in want of a delicious stretching that hadn't happened. Which also led to the realization that he was probably desperate to come. I glanced at his crotch and saw the full outline of his erection pressing against the thick fabric of his cargo pants. 
 
    "I'm, ah . . ." 
 
    He glanced over, following the direction of my gaze and sitting up. "I'll live." He came slowly to his feet, grimacing. "Maybe." He reached out his hand, I grabbed it, and he pulled me to my feet. 
 
    I still felt wobbly, off balance, but I was also beginning to feel a bit embarrassed, sort of guilty for leaving him in a much less fulfilled state than I was currently enjoying—physically at least. "I wouldn't have stopped things." My cheeks heated again, and I glanced away. "I mean . . . if you . . ." 
 
    He paused for a moment. "I don't want you to do something you'll end up regretting. I couldn't help kissing you, Livvy. Fuck, I want you. I'm not going to deny that. But you and me . . . we just . . ." He shook his head, looking frustrated, angry, maybe even a little sad. "Do you love him?" 
 
    For a moment I had no earthly idea who he was talking about, then realization dawned, and my throat tightened. I glanced at the ground where moments ago we had been locked together, me practically begging him to do whatever he wanted with my body, when I'd hired him . . . to get me safely to my ex-fiancé. 
 
    This pull I felt, these emotions were growing by the day, and I felt helpless to stop them. And yet . . . and yet, I had come here to confront another man, and if necessary, to reassure the man I'd said I'd spend my life with that I would not desert him, even if he had made mistakes. I'd lived and breathed this commitment for so long and now . . . now what? A few days spent with another man and I was wavering, entertaining doubts I hadn't entertained before. Kissing him. Writhing on the ground beneath his welcome weight. Was I that fickle? That inconstant? What kind of person was I?  
 
    Do you love him? 
 
    No man wants to take a snake to bed. 
 
    "You must think I'm as immoral as Carmen." I barely whispered the words in my shame.  
 
    He frowned, studying me for a moment, his lips thinning and something hard coming into his eyes. "No. He left you," he said simply, obviously understanding my meaning. 
 
    I bit at my lip, feeling embarrassed, uncertain. Before I could say anything else, Thomas walked over to the motorcycle and picked it up. Of course he made that look easy too. It had to weigh hundreds of pounds. "We should get going. I'd say the coast is probably clear by now." 
 
    The coast is probably clear. Right. We'd been chased by drug dealers shooting at us. Somehow I'd all but forgotten once Thomas put his lips on mine and settled his body over me. 
 
    We were both drenched from the light rain, but the weather was warm so there was no risk of chill. I climbed on the bike behind Thomas, and wrapped my arms around his waist. The first time I'd ridden this way I'd been terrified out of my mind—not to mention he hadn't given me an orgasm with nothing more than hot kisses and his body moving on top of mine—but this time I was completely aware of the press of our bodies, stuck together by our wet clothing. 
 
    If I'd been able to, I might have run away, given myself some distance from this man who shook my senses so badly and made me question . . . everything. But that wasn't possible, so I held on to his hard, capable body as he started up the motorcycle and turned back onto the dirt road. 
 
    He left you. 
 
    I closed my eyes as we rode, knowing in some way, my whole life had just shifted. I just wasn’t sure I wanted to think about what that meant. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    Thomas 
 
      
 
    I made it a point not to avoid the bumps and divots on the road, because I needed to keep jarring myself not to pull that damn bike over and press myself between her legs like I was practically dying to do. Fuck, fuck, fuck. We'd been riding for half an hour, and I still had a hard-on begging for release. I moved my mind away from the way she'd tasted, the way she'd come undone under me, the way I'd felt half crazed with lust for her.  
 
    I looked back at Livvy and pointed ahead where the sparkling turquoise of the Caribbean sea had appeared in the distance. Palomino.  
 
    We were nearing the end, and I didn't know what the hell to do. I wanted to warn Livvy what she'd be walking into. I wanted to include her in my plan. But I knew that was fucking stupid—there was too much on the line here for me to start making choices that would ruin everything. The woman would wear the information right on her beautiful face. And her fiancé would see it in a heartbeat—hell, anyone would.  
 
    Fuck, it'd been so easy when I'd believed she was nothing more than some foolish debutante. I'd been okay with letting her live with her own consequences, whether she was being manipulated or not. But now . . . God, now everything had twisted and turned, and I'd landed upside down. Livvy wanted to rescue people because no one had rescued her. I understood the need, the burning drive. Hell, I lived it. But Livvy had set her sights on the wrong person, and she was going to learn that lesson the hard way. Damn if that didn't cause a piece of my heart—the one I didn't know I still had—to break. 
 
    Had she, like me, looked into the bright glow of strangers' windows, longing to know what it was to be part of a warm family unit? To belong to others? To . . . matter? Not to be the one always standing outside, cold and alone? Maybe. But this woman with the dreamy eyes still wore her tender heart on her sleeve. She still stood with her face pressed to the glass—her yearning transparent—whereas I had turned away, unwilling to be the one looking in ever again. Never again. 
 
    My heart clenched with the memory of the way she'd looked at me when I'd told her about the dogs, my mother, my uncle's cruelty, my aunt's indifference . . . The raw sympathy in her eyes had touched a place inside me I hadn't acknowledged for a long, long time. The people I'd counted on to save me had turned their backs. They'd looked the other way as I’d suffered. But as I looked at her, I realized Livvy wouldn't do that. Ever. The woman would fight like a wildcat for the family she'd have one day. She'd trek through jungles or across deserts; she'd risk her safety and her pride, never giving up no matter the cost. She might be a damn idiot after all.  
 
    And I might be in love with her. 
 
    So what? What did it matter? This whole situation was fucked. Livvy would hate me soon enough, and if she didn't, I had nothing to offer her. The things Livvy wanted—the very things she was risking herself for—were exactly what I couldn't provide. 
 
    Not only that, but regardless of what happened in Palomino, and despite the confusion of our physical attraction, she was still emotionally attached to another man. At that thought, red-hot jealousy seared through my veins, and I tightened my jaw so the growl working its way up my throat wouldn't come out.  
 
    We ditched the bike outside the town I'd been headed toward, hiding it in brush on the side of the road. Unfortunately, there hadn't been time to grab our backpacks when we'd escaped from the drug traffickers, but thankfully I had our wallets.  
 
    Walking right into that situation had been a spectacular stroke of bad luck—but Livvy had done exactly as I'd signaled her to do. God, the fear yet strength in her eyes. Faced with a fucking lowlife drug lord, she’d not only remembered what I’d told her, but followed through. I felt damn proud of her, of . . . our teamwork. Since leaving the SEALs, I'd considered myself a lone wolf. Not that I wanted to face more danger with Livvy ever again—fuck no—but the feeling of partnership with a woman was . . . new.  
 
    Different.  
 
    Scary. 
 
    Stupid. 
 
    "How are we going to buy tickets?" Livvy asked as the bus station came into view. 
 
    "My wallet is in my pocket." I paused, glancing at my cargo pants. "Your ID and passport are too." 
 
    "What? It was in my backpack." 
 
    "I took it in Rionegro." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "I thought it was safer to carry it on my body." 
 
    "I haven't let my backpack out of my sight. How'd you manage that?" 
 
    I shrugged, heading toward the building with a red tour bus waiting outside. "Necessary skill." 
 
    She made a sound of annoyance. "You could have just asked me for it." 
 
    I turned to her, halting, and she came up short, stumbling against me. I steadied her and stepped back. "It's what I do." She blinked at me, startled, her eyes moving across my face. She was surprised, confused. Good. "I steal and lie. I lie to people I like and people I don't like. I do what I have to do to get the job done. I do things I don't like to do because they're necessary. Sometimes I kill. I don't enjoy that either, but some people are a scourge on the earth, and there's no other choice. Some people are so goddamned evil you have no idea of the depths of their depravity, Livvy, you couldn't even guess. So yeah, it's part of my fucking job." 
 
    Her expression was still stunned, but there was something else in her eyes now too: sympathy and . . . pride. My heart stuttered. 
 
    "You dream like I do. Only . . . you're more selfless than I am, Thomas. You dream for others. You were once scared, alone." She tilted her head, looking into my eyes, my soul. "So you rescue those who still are." 
 
    Something was tightening around my chest. An invisible rope. A vise I couldn't remove. 
 
    "Does it help?" 
 
    "Yes," I breathed, without thinking.  
 
    For a beat, then another, we stared at each other. She leaned up onto her tippy-toes and kissed me, her soft lips brushing my skin, leaving warmth in their wake. Sunshine. Then she lifted her chin and said, "That's what makes you a hero." 
 
    Aw, Jesus Christ Almighty. I was going to jump in front of the bus rather than get in it. With effort, I shook off the feeling that had come over me with her words, her insight. This wasn't helping anything. "Come on. We have a ride to catch." Even I could hear the resignation in my tone. I grabbed her hand and turned, heading for the ticket counter. 
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    I'd learned from Josh this bus company was still running, though only two days a week. Whether the owner had a cache of fuel or what, I didn't know and didn't care. I was damn thankful we hadn't missed our opportunity to catch a ride instead of walking. I didn't usually mind the physical nature of walking, even the strenuous exercise of running, but it allowed for too much time spent in my own head, and right now, that was the last thing I needed. 
 
    The bus was half full of people, and Livvy and I took a seat near the back. We were only on the road for about fifteen minutes, when I suddenly felt Livvy's head on my shoulder. She was out. I wasn't surprised—all that adrenaline earlier. The bus ambled along, the Caribbean creating a gorgeous vista out the window. I closed my own eyes, the toll of what we'd experienced earlier catching up with me as well.  
 
    I felt the bus slowing, the brakes squeaking loudly, and I opened my eyes. Livvy had moved her head to my chest. I had one arm around her and the other in her hair, my fingers woven into the soft strands. For a moment I allowed myself to enjoy it—my hands on her, protecting her, comforting her, breathing her in. For a moment I allowed myself to pretend this could be real. I brought my head up, a sort of sadness settling over me. This moment could never last. Livvy began to stir. Carefully, I extricated my hand from her hair, and she came to a sitting position, blinking tiredly. "Oh my gosh, I slept like the dead," she said, yawning and looking out the window. "I've never slept that hard." Her voice was still a little slurred, deep and warm with sleep and it washed over me. This was what she sounded like in the morning—I knew because I'd woken up with her for four mornings now. But what if I woke to that voice right against my ear as her hand wandered my body, stroking, fondling. I'd roll on top of her and push inside her wet heat, make her come so hard— 
 
    Stop it. Fucking stop it. 
 
    "Adrenaline crash," I said a little too sharply and Livvy glanced at me before smoothing her hair back. 
 
    "Is that what that was? You must have crashed too, then." 
 
    "I slept a little. But I'm used to managing effects of adrenaline." 
 
    Her eyes lingered on me. "Hmm." She paused, tilting her head. "You like it, don't you? You're a thrill seeker. You must be." 
 
    The bus shuddered to a stop, and people started standing, grabbing their bags from the compartment overhead. We would have to wait for people to clear before we could get off. I thought about her question for a minute. "Yeah. I am." 
 
    She nodded slowly, taking her lip between her teeth. She smiled, though sort of sadly. "You're in the right job then." 
 
    Our eyes caught and I nodded. This particular job was going to kill me, but yeah, yeah, I was in the right job. Unfortunately.  
 
    "A thrill seeker and a homebody. We're a funny pair, aren't we?" she asked softly. 
 
    Funny. So why didn't I want to laugh? 
 
    "Where do you live anyway?" She attempted to be nonchalant but failed. 
 
    "Nowhere. Everywhere. I don't keep a home base. No reason to." 
 
    "I see." There was something even more grim in her tone and as we waited for the aisle to clear, we were both quiet. "Who's Lobo?" 
 
    I froze, my gaze flying to Livvy. "What?" 
 
    "Lobo. I woke for a second . . . and heard you say the word." 
 
    "It's nothing," I said blankly, feeling a cold chill move through me. I hadn't thought of that name in years. Why was I muttering it in my sleep?  
 
    The other passengers ambled forward, and I stood quickly, needing to get off this bus, taking a step back so Livvy could walk past me. She had grass stains on her ass and the sleeve of her shirt had a tear in it. We would need to find new clothes . . . a place to stay. One more night then tomorrow everything would change. My guts squeezed. 
 
    Lobo. 
 
    No, don't think of that. 
 
    The sun hit me in the face, and I took a moment to look around, taking in the details of the new environment. This town had obviously been hard-hit by both natural disasters—the earthquake had taken down buildings, and the tsunami had left its own mess. I could see waterlines on many of the intact structures, and at the end of the street a boat lay on its side, obviously having been washed from the sea and not yet cleared away. This was a tourist town, and they relied on tourist revenue, and that had been completely taken away. Even so, townsfolk who had things to sell were open for business, many shops set up as tables on the street. Maybe whether they sold anything was beside the point. Maybe the purpose of opening again was more about hope than money, though I was sure that was welcome too.  
 
    There was an old woman with creased brown skin selling ripe papayas and bananas, so I bought a cup of cut-up fruit for both of us. Livvy moaned as she ate a piece of sugary orange papaya, and my eyes shot to her mouth and then away, refusing to let my gaze linger on her soft lips sweet with fruit juice. I was hungry too, so I ate the fruit, knowing we'd both need something more substantial, but at least it was a few calories to get us by until then. The other hunger would be ignored. I was used to depriving myself, wasn't I? 
 
    "Let's see if we can find some decent clothes and a few toiletries," I muttered. "And then we'll find a place to stay. Tomorrow we'll get up early and be in Palomino by the afternoon." 
 
    Livvy paused, looking at me, and I saw the fear that came into her eyes. But she took a deep breath and nodded. "A change of clothes would be great." 
 
    A few steps beyond the woman selling fruit was a shop with a few clothing items hanging outside—tourist items mostly—and a woman sat in a rocker next to the open door. She was older, in her fifties perhaps, but still beautiful with strands of silver at her temples and deep chocolatey eyes. "Buenas," she greeted. Her brow furrowed and something that resembled disapproval came into her gaze as she looked at Livvy. "Usted estuvo aquí la semana pasada." You were here last week. 
 
    Livvy gave her an apologetic smile and shook her head to let her know she didn't speak Spanish. The woman seemed confused as she stared at her. 
 
    "She doesn't speak very much Spanish," I told the woman in her native tongue. "And you're mistaken, we've never been here before." 
 
    The woman shook her head. "No, I am sure of it. Not you, but her, she was here last week with another gringo." 
 
    I shook my head. The woman was obviously confused, but even so, a strange shiver ran down my back. Something felt off, but I couldn't think of an explanation so I dismissed it. I didn't know this woman—for all I knew, she could be suffering from a mental illness. "We need some clothes," I said. "Our bags were lost and we need to buy necessities." 
 
    For a moment the woman didn't respond to me, still looking between Livvy and me with that confused expression on her face. But she shook her head minutely and smiled. "Go into my shop. All the items inside were in my home and were saved from the water. I think you will find what you need." 
 
    "Great." I took Livvy's arm and began to lead her inside the store. Turning back to the woman, I said, "Do you know where we can rent a room for the night?" 
 
    "Sí. There is a hotel on the cliff that sustained minimal damage. They have put up many townspeople whose homes were lost, but they will have a room for paying customers." 
 
    I nodded. "Gracias." 
 
    Half an hour later, we had clean clothes and the few necessities the woman provided in her shop—mouthwash, combs, sunscreen, and ChapStick. We'd have to hope the hotel could provide some soap and a bottle of shampoo. 
 
    The white building that rose above the town was about a twenty-minute walk from her shop. There was a path along the cliff and we took it, the sparkling blue of the Caribbean stretching toward the horizon. The day was warm and peaceful, a slight breeze blowing off the water, sun casting sparkles along the cresting waves as they broke against the rocks. For a moment it seemed impossible that something so beautiful had created so much devastation. The sea had returned to its peaceful state as easily as it had exercised its fury. 
 
    Livvy and I were both quiet as we walked. She seemed troubled, lost in her own world, and I felt tense as well, a low simmer of regret burning in my gut. The familiar buzz I felt as confrontation drew near was instead a cold lump of dread. I couldn't go into tomorrow feeling this way. I needed to distance myself from Livvy tonight—just one night. I could get through this night and do what I had to do. I would. 
 
    I wanted to check us into two separate rooms, so I didn't have to look at her for the rest of tonight. I wanted to spend the time alone, reinforcing the importance of this job instead of getting lost in those big blue eyes. But I wouldn’t risk her safety in this unknown town in an unknown hotel, when I only needed to insure her well-being for twenty-four more hours. 
 
    And then what? 
 
    Would I really leave her in Colombia with a man who didn’t come close to deserving her? Who would use her and then throw her away? 
 
    Fuck, don't think of that. Don't consider what's going to become of Livvy. It's not your business. 
 
    Yes, fuck yes, I'm going to leave her in Colombia to suffer the fallout, because that's my job. 
 
    Tonight, I would stay away from her.  
 
    For her and for me.  
 
    Tonight, when she was asleep, I would find a willing woman and relieve the ache in my loins.  
 
    I wanted to relieve that ache with Livvy—wanted it so badly I could hardly see straight—but I couldn't risk that. It would change everything, and I couldn't afford that. Not now. Not ever.  
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    Thomas 
 
      
 
    The hotel was still beautiful. An untouched diamond among the rubble that surrounded it. The white exterior shone in the sun, and inside massive potted palms shaded the marble lobby. There were pieces of furniture against the walls that obviously didn't belong in the space—perhaps pieces townspeople had been able to save but no longer had a place to store. The sitting areas were filled with people chattering in Spanish and children ran around the wide marble columns. 
 
    We went to the front desk where more household items were stored behind the counters, and when I rang the bell, a woman came from the back, looking surprised to see us. I requested a room, and the woman nodded, saying they had only one reserved in the case of guests. "I am surprised to see anyone traveling in this area," she said as she checked us in. 
 
    "My wife and I were backpacking through Colombia when the earthquake happened," I lied. "Unfortunately, we lost our bags yesterday, including our camping equipment." 
 
    The woman nodded. "Ah." She gave me a knowing look. "There are many thieves looking to take advantage of anyone and everyone." 
 
    "I guess it's human nature." 
 
    "Ah, but no. Something has gone wrong with those people. This"—she gestured around the room where so many people who had found themselves homeless now lived temporarily—"is human nature. To help one another. The owner of this hotel is a very kind man." 
 
    Her words made something tighten inside me, but I gave her a nod in acknowledgment and took our keycard from her outstretched hand. 
 
    A few minutes later I unlocked the room on the second floor at the end of the hallway. It was small but filled with Spanish charm—painted beamed ceilings, tiled floors, and a balcony overlooking a courtyard where people mingled and chatted. The bathroom featured a large tiled shower with a low wall and a bench taking up one entire side of the space. 
 
    I checked the windows and looked in the closets, Livvy watching me with interest. "Do you do a once-over everywhere you go? Even when you're not working?" 
 
    I shrugged. "It's habit. I need to know my surroundings, where the exits are. I've crossed a lot of dangerous people. It wouldn't be wise to be complacent." 
 
    Her eyes lingered on my face, but she nodded, turning back to the bed where she'd placed the bag of her purchases. "I think I'll take a shower and get changed. It looked like they were serving food in the courtyard. Do you want to go down for dinner?" 
 
    "I'll be going out tonight," I said flatly. She turned toward me, a shirt gripped in her hands, her expression arrested. I wanted to flinch under the raw look of hurt in her eyes, but I didn't. She had to know this was the way it needed to be. Not only for me, but for her as well. Both of us were tense, confused, and spending time together tonight would only further complicate . . . everything. 
 
    "Out?" she whispered. It was the same look of hurt in her eyes when she’d confronted me about Carmen. She understood what I meant. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "I get it," she said. "I do." Her fists tightened on the fabric in her hands, knuckles turning white. "And you're . . . you're right. Of course. I'm not exactly . . . well, available." Her brows came together. "And you're doing a job. You're . . . well, I won't see you again after tomorrow, will I?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    A flash of pain moved across her gaze, a sort of internal flinching, and I felt something sharp slice through my own insides in response. "I'll take a quick shower then get us some food." 
 
    She nodded, a jerky movement and exhaled a quick breath. "Thank you. I should turn in early anyway. Tomorrow . . ." She left the thought unfinished, but I supposed it was enough. Tomorrow. The word sat between us like a living, breathing thing. 
 
    Our eyes held again for a beat before she nodded, turning toward the bed. Turning away. 
 
    I took the quickest shower possible, and when I came out Livvy was sitting on the bed, looking through the brochures that had been on the bedside table. I knew she couldn't speak Spanish, much less read it; she was doing it to make it easier for me to slip out the door. I was grateful. With a few muttered words that I'd be back, I left the room and headed toward the lobby. The same woman was standing in the middle of the space, laughing with a few other women, one of whom had a baby in a sling on her chest. She turned toward me with a questioning smile, and I asked about the food I'd seen being carried to the patio as we'd walked to the stairs. "It's a buffet. Help yourself to a couple of plates. People will be bringing things from all over town so it is a mishmosh." She laughed. "But hopefully you will find something to your liking, and to your wife's too, of course." 
 
    My wife.  
 
    I cleared my throat, attempting to will away the pain in my chest. "And, ah, can you tell me where I might find some . . . entertainment?" 
 
    The woman tilted her head, a look of disapproval coming into her eyes. She nodded. "There is a bar at the end of the street, if that is what you're looking for." I nodded once, though she'd already looked away. 
 
    Outside the sun was setting, washing the patio space in shades of gold, the painted tiles gleaming in the last light of day. Dishes of food were being placed on a long table in the shade of an overhang. There was grilled meat, roasted vegetables, arepas, empanadas, plantains, and a pot of red beans. "Help yourself," a man said, smiling as he placed a large steaming bowl of coconut rice on the table. "It is for everyone." I nodded, dishing up two plates. 
 
    When I entered the room again, the sound of the shower greeted me, steam coming from the crack in the door. I hesitated, setting Livvy's plate on the bedside table. I took a few bites of mine, but even though I was hungry, the food went down like sawdust. I forced myself to finish most of it. 
 
    I listened to the water drum on the tile floor as Livvy cleansed her body. My dick swelled, and I suddenly felt hot, trapped. I needed to leave before Livvy emerged from the shower, wet, her skin shiny and pink from the heat of the water. Ah, God. Fuck. I grabbed the pad of paper next to Livvy's plate of food and wrote a quick note telling her I'd be back later, not to wait up. Please don't. As I leaned back up, I glimpsed Livvy's reflection in the mirror through the crack in the bathroom door. Her head was tipped back under the spray of the water, her arms raised to her face and her naked breasts on display. They were full and round, peaked by tight rose-colored nipples. My breath hitched, and I almost moaned, growing harder. If I walked in there right now, what would she do? If I stepped into the shower and—fuck. I dropped the pen and stood straight, forcing my eyes away from that small view of Livvy. 
 
    Turning, I headed for the door, not giving myself a chance to change my mind. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    The bar was dark and smoky, rowdy and loud. It's what I was looking for. Music played, a sensual beat that helped drown out my tumultuous thoughts. I took a seat at the bar and ordered a beer, bringing the bottle to my lips as I took a casual look around. I drank the beer and ordered another. After an hour or so, a woman at the end of the bar caught my eye, looking away and then back. I gave her a wry tilt of my lips and her eyes flared as she stood, moved closer. She was young and pretty with brown hair, golden skin, and dark eyes, a little curvier than I normally went for. But she was looking at me with the interest of a woman, and I needed the distraction. I needed to ease the awful sexual tension inside me, and this woman would help accomplish that. I let my eyes move down her voluptuous body, letting her know I was interested too. "You strike me as a man looking for trouble," she said as she approached me, a teasing glint in her eye.   
 
    "Yeah?" I murmured. "Maybe I am." 
 
    She tilted her head, smiling flirtatiously. "Dance with me?" She took my hand, and I followed her to the small, crowded dance floor where she began moving to the beat, pressing her pelvis to mine rhythmically.  
 
    That felt good. She was soft, and she smelled nice. I could do this. I brought my arms around her, pulling her closer. We danced to one song, two, her eyes growing smoky, her hands more brazen, moving over my arms, my ass. "Mmm, you are hard everywhere, aren't you, mister?" 
 
    Yeah, I was. And I wasn't thinking about Livvy. Livvy with her sweet—no. "Is there somewhere we can go?" I asked the girl, leaning in to her ear, my voice more harsh than I'd intended. Desperate. Desperate to stop my spiraling thoughts, the yearning for a woman I couldn't have. I only needed a room, a closet, hell, a fucking alcove somewhere I could lift this woman's skirt and fuck her against the wall, quick and dirty. Mindless. She was pretty and available. There were no strings here. She had long, shiny hair and supple skin. She had delectable breasts that spilled out the top of her shirt, and nicely rounded hips. 
 
    The woman stepped back, smiling as she took my hand, leading me up a back staircase. I watched her ass sway as she walked, the way she glanced over her shoulder at me, licking her lips. 
 
    We spilled into a room, her laughing as she pushed me into a chair and closed the door. She went onto her knees in front of me, fumbling with my belt buckle, running her hand over my crotch. "You are so nice and big," she purred. "I knew you would be." She continued to fumble with my buckle as she shot me a heated look. "Is this for me?"  
 
    I watched her as she waited for my answer, my blood cooling. Yes, I wanted to say. I should want her. I should want what she was doing. 
 
    But I didn't want her because this woman didn't have eyes that widened in delight when a dragonfly landed on her hand. This woman didn't have a tiny cowlick at the front of her head that stuck up straight in the morning, and a laugh that made my heart flip in my chest. This woman wasn’t sunshine and light. This woman didn't have scars on her arms that she wore as a badge of honor, of hope. 
 
    This woman wasn't Livvy. 
 
    Ah, fuck. I was fucked. 
 
    I stood, just as the woman got my belt buckle unfastened. "Mierda," I rasped. "I can't do this." 
 
    The woman looked up at me, eyes wide, confusion clear in her expression. "What do you—?" 
 
    I shook my head, moving to the door. Fuck, fuck! I wanted to roar with frustration. "Sorry. It isn't you," I said again as I opened the door, letting it close behind me and moving swiftly down the stairs into the smoky bar. 
 
    I walked toward the front door, but the crowd was moving against me, toward an exit that led to some kind of alley beyond. "Where's everyone going?" I asked a man passing me. 
 
    "To the dog fights," he said. "They fight to the death." He laughed, passing me, my muscles going rigid. I could smell it—the blood, the fear. The suffering. 
 
    I burst out the front door, inhaling the fresh ocean air, stumbling away from that dank place, across the street to the cliff overlooking the ocean. I put my hands on the back of my neck, looking at the starry sky, the moon full and bright overhead. I wanted to yell, I wanted to fall to my knees. Instead, I leaned forward, braced my hands on my thighs as I took deep, calming breaths. 
 
    I heard the dog's barking, that feral growl I'd blocked from my memory, and I headed back to the hotel, back toward Livvy, though I couldn't, I couldn't go to her. I shouldn't. 
 
    I walked, feeling lost, confused, a clawing in my gut I didn't know what to do with. Another woman hadn't helped.  
 
    Nothing would help. 
 
    I hadn't meant to walk back to the hotel, and yet somehow I'd ended up there anyway, pulled to Livvy like a moth to a flame. I wouldn't go to the room. I'd sleep in the courtyard, on the beach, somewhere. Anywhere. 
 
    Outside. Alone.  
 
    I glanced at the window to the room where I knew she was, taking in a quick breath when I spotted her standing on the balcony. I could see her outline, could see she was pressed against the railing, looking at me, and though I couldn't see the details of her face, somehow I knew we were looking at each other. The knowledge hit me square in the gut, a flame bursting to life. An awareness I'd only ever felt with her.  
 
    With Livvy.   
 
    I heard the distant barking of the dogs, the yelps, the tearing. And I suddenly felt that old longing inside, the one I'd tried to pretend was no longer a part of me, the one I'd thought I'd left behind long ago. But no, it was still there, and it rose up in me. I felt like that little boy staring at the house where the rest of my family was, warm and together. I felt the old familiar wanting, a heavy yearning for what wasn't mine. 
 
    But now . . . now it was different. Couldn't I feel the same tendrils of want reaching toward me? Beckoning. We were watching each other now, I could feel the electricity connecting us even from the distance. And if I reached out, if I just reached out, I could quench this raw, aching hunger for the woman I really wanted. 
 
    I moved toward the hotel, drawn, my strides long, my blood humming with purpose, with need. 
 
    I let myself into the room, shutting and locking the door behind me. Livvy was just coming inside from the balcony, and when she saw me she stopped, her mouth opening once as if to say something, then closing as she stared, her hands clenching and unclenching at her sides, her pulse thrumming under the skin of her throat. 
 
    My breathing picked up as desire—hot and pulsing—flowed through me, the thickness in the air increasing. 
 
    "It's not even natural how much I want you," I rasped. She looked at me, her eyes questioning, her gaze moving over my face as if trying to figure out what I was thinking. I couldn't answer. I didn't even know myself. 
 
    "It's okay," she said, her voice quiet, soothing. 
 
    A breath gusted from my mouth. "It will change everything," I said, my voice tense as I held myself still by sheer force of will. My body was screaming at me to step toward her, to take her in my arms, to make her mine tonight because tomorrow would be too damn late. I'd tried to stop myself—I'd tried—but I couldn't. I couldn't. But maybe she would and maybe that would be for the best. I waited, filled with both dread and hope, a swirling cocktail of needy yearning for her to make her choice. 
 
    She paused and my heart stuttered, gaze locked on her face, held by those expressive eyes. "I . . . know," she said, and her voice was breathy, soft. She nodded her head, taking a step toward me. "I know." 
 
    It was all I needed. I closed the distance between us, and we came together, our quickened breath mingling, our gazes locked, so much moving between us that I couldn't begin to name it. She tilted her face to mine and I lowered my mouth, brushing it over hers. She was trembling, and a fierce need to protect her, to calm her, roared through me. I had tried to scare her, but now I couldn't bear it. I didn't want her to be scared, not of me, so I took her face in my hands, rubbing my thumbs along her delicate jaw before I kissed her again, moving my tongue between her lips slowly, tasting her, the nectar of her mouth already familiar though I'd only kissed her once before. 
 
    I was hot and throbbing, my body compelling me to thrust and take, but I moved slowly for her, feathering my mouth down her neck as she tilted her head back on a feminine gasp of pleasure. My blood heated, molten, and I pulled the strap of her tank top down her shoulder, kissing and licking over that silky, smooth slope. Livvy's breathing had increased; her exhales came in small pants. She wove her fingers through my hair as I dipped lower, pushing her tank top over the peaks of her breasts to kiss between them, running my tongue along those creamy slopes. "Yes," she moaned. I ran my tongue lazily around one hardened nipple, a growl of satisfaction muffled against her skin. She was already aroused. 
 
    "Tell me you want me too." 
 
    "Yes," she gasped. I pulled her taut, silky nipple into my mouth, giving it a deep suck as she cried out, pulling me closer and hooking a leg around the backs of my thighs. Oh Jesus. This woman. The feel of her. The scent of her. I felt wild, completely untamed, shaking with a need I'd never known before. The need to claim. With the realization came a buzzing thrill and a jolt of terror, but it was too late now. I couldn't have stopped even if I tried. 
 
    Livvy pressed her nipple into my mouth, guiding my head with her hands, her fingers raking over my scalp, causing goosebumps to explode on my skin. Goddamn, I was so hard. The sheer curtains billowed in a waft of air and fell back into place behind Livvy. 
 
    Her body shuddered and her eyes opened, dark and dilated with lust. I pulled away, her leg sliding down my body as I stepped behind her, pulling the doors to the balcony halfway closed. I turned, and she was watching me now, biting on her lip. Her breasts were bared, her nipples still hard and reddened and wet from where my mouth had been. My cock throbbed. My eyes roamed her body, greedy, and she shivered beneath my stare, her arms fluttering up as if to cover herself. I stepped forward, catching them. "Don't." 
 
    She dropped her arms, her expression vulnerable. "I thought you were going to make love to another woman," she said quietly. I paused. Yes, that had been my plan, the desperate attempt to push Livvy away, and I hadn't been able to do it. 
 
    I let out a breath, shaking my head. "It wouldn't have been making love." 
 
    "Sex then. I thought you were going to take another woman to bed and I . . ." She flinched. "I hated it. I pictured what you were going to do to her and I wanted to hit someone, to claw their eyes out . . ." Her cheeks flushed and she looked away. 
 
    I regarded her, that expressive face that whispered all her secrets. "What, Livvy?" 
 
    She turned her head toward me, her eyes downcast for a moment before she met my gaze.  
 
    Heat surged between us, crackling. "What, sweetheart?" I whispered. I brushed a piece of hair over her shoulder, bringing my hand back and brushing the backside over her pebbled nipples, back, forth. 
 
    She moaned, her eyes falling shut as she bit at her lip. "Don't hold back with me, Thomas. Whatever you were going to give them . . . give me more. I want it. I want you. All of you." 
 
    Fuck. Me.  
 
    She gasped as I walked her backward, pressing her against the wall next to the bedside table, bringing her hands over her head and pressing my erection against her stomach, kissing her. 
 
    For long minutes we devoured each other, the sounds of our combined moans, the wetness of our mating mouths rising above the soft whir of the ceiling fan. The room felt hotter—despite the cooling breeze off of the ocean still coming in through the half-opened doors—and inside my blood sizzled through my veins. 
 
    I reached between us, sliding my hand into the loose waistband of the cotton skirt she'd bought earlier. She was silky smooth, hairless, and she wasn't wearing underwear. I grunted, desire arcing through me. "Jesus." 
 
    "My underwear is drying in the bathroom," she said. "I washed them." 
 
    What? I could barely make sense of what she was saying and the meaning of what she'd uttered melted away completely when I slid one finger into her slippery opening. "Oh, God, Livvy. I can't wait much longer. I've already waited too fucking long." 
 
    "Then don't." 
 
    "I don't want to take you against a wall, sweetheart. I want you in a bed. I want you under me." 
 
    She moaned, long and low, pressing herself into me, riding my hand as she gripped my shoulders, her nails digging into my flesh. It helped to dispel the lust fog I was in by a small measure, and I slipped my finger out, pulling her with me to the bed. She looked dazed as she sat. 
 
    I kicked my shoes off, and pulled her skirt down her legs, tossing it aside. Her loose tank top was already around her waist so I pulled that over her hips, Livvy lifting slightly as I slid it under her. Holy Christ, she was gorgeous. Her skin shone in the low light, creamy and dewy from the heat of the room, from us. Her cheeks were flushed, her lips swollen and pink from kissing. Her hair was splayed around her head in a wild tangle, that cowlick sticking straight up toward the ceiling. Despite my raging arousal and the immediate need to seek relief, I smiled, tenderness washing through me, followed by a sort of ebullience I'd never associated with sex before. Livvy watched me with heavy-lidded eyes as I pulled my shirt over my head, unzipping my pants and letting them drop to the floor, my erection, springing free, jutting out in front of me. Livvy's eyes moved down, widening right before I moved on top of her. 
 
    "God, you feel good," I said, her naked skin silky and hot against mine. I rubbed myself against her, tipping my head back and letting out a hum of pleasure. 
 
    Livvy opened her thighs, creating room for my hips, bringing our cores together, my hard shaft meeting her soft wetness. I brought my lips to hers again, our tongues tangling, dancing as I slid my cock along her slit, gliding easily with the aid of her silken moisture. She was as turned on as I was. I used my cock to circle her clit, breaking from her mouth for a moment so I could watch. Livvy pressed her head back into the mattress, a strangled laugh mixing with a groan. "My God, I'm going to come." 
 
    "Not yet, baby. Let me get inside you first. I want to feel you." 
 
    Her heavy eyes opened as she looked at me. God, she was beautiful like this. The most gorgeous creature on the face of the earth.  
 
    Mine. 
 
    I positioned myself at her entrance, our gazes locked as I pushed inside little by little, her lips parting when our cores met. She felt like heaven, like a goddamn dream. Wet and tight. Hot. I started moving, slowly, not wanting this part to end, wanting to prolong that climb, drag it out, to heighten it so the fall was an intense rush of insane pleasure. 
 
    Livvy locked her ankles around my hips, tilting so I went deeper, and I let out a deep moan of pleasure. God, this was good. Too good. I sped up my pace, my body taking over, sweat breaking out on my skin. Livvy suddenly cried out, tilting her head back into the mattress as her hands fisted in the blankets. Her muscles pulsed around me, contracting, milking me, and I couldn't hold on any longer. The pleasure spiraled, rose, and then exploded in a delirious burst of bliss. I'd never been a noisy lover, but I couldn't help the yell of pleasure as I climaxed explosively and then collapsed half on and half off Livvy, moaning out the rest of my orgasm, shuddering and then stilling, my breath rasping from my chest. Holy God. 
 
    For a while, the only sound in the room was the whirring of the fan, the very faint music coming from the courtyard, and our mingled breathing as it slowed. My heart rate evened out, the sweat on my skin drying and I lifted my head, staring at Livvy. She looked sleepy, but satisfied, her gaze held no regret and a ribbon of relief wound through me. "That was . . . God, what was that?" she breathed.  
 
    "Us." I kissed her again, nuzzling her ear. She smiled sweetly, reaching up and moving my hair off my forehead, running a finger along my grizzled jaw. "You need a shave." 
 
    I chuckled, turning my head to nibble at her finger. She laughed. "I'll shave later." I ran a finger over her breast, the nipple hardening under my touch. 
 
    "Mmm," she hummed, a smile in her voice. She yawned, running her foot slowly up and down my lower leg. 
 
    "But first," I said, yawning too, "sleep." 
 
    We both took a minute to use the bathroom then I pulled the blankets back to the end of the bed, and we climbed between the cool sheets. I felt half drunk on satisfaction and a different feeling I wasn't sure how to categorize and didn't really want to right then. The things we'd have to face were still there, between us, but they could wait. For now, they could wait. We were both exhausted, and we needed to sleep, to recharge. I'd figure out what to do in the morning because now, just as I said it would, everything had changed. 
 
    Livvy's breathing grew heavy, even, her body warm and still against my own. I lay in the near darkness, the twinkle lights from the courtyard below barely making their way through the gauzy curtain. I pulled her against me, this woman who'd buried herself under my skin so deeply I was terrified I'd never get her out—especially now. She stirred in the darkness, but didn't wake. I smiled, closing my eyes. Sleep came quickly. 
 
    I woke to the delicious feel of Livvy's hands on my cock. Moaning, I pressed myself more firmly into her hand, sliding between her grip. Oh God, yes. "I want you," she whispered. "Can you . . . I mean . . ." 
 
    I let out a tortured chuckle, my voice thick with sleep. "God, yes. Can't you tell?" 
 
    Before I could move, she climbed on top of me, lowering herself onto my erection, sheathing me snugly as she let out a long moan. "God, you feel good," she breathed. "We fit so—" That thought ended on a gasp as she started to move. I gripped her hips, dug my fingers into the soft skin of her ass as she rode me, up, down, gliding slowly, gracefully. Whereas our first time had felt wild, desperate, this lovemaking was slow, dreamy. Except for the quickened beat of my heart, I still felt half-awake, drifting in an erotic fantasy that might be real and might not. The lights in the courtyard had been turned off so the only light shining in the room now was that of the full, round moon. The dim yellow glow bathed Livvy in shadows and pale yellow light, made her look ethereal, a goddess with flowing hair and alabaster skin. Even the moon loved her. How could it not?  
 
    The sheer curtains billowed in the heightened breeze coming off of the water, and in the silence of the night, the waves could be heard crashing on the shore, pounding, rhythmic, like the blood through my veins. 
 
    The pleasure rose, my body meeting her thrusts of its own accord. I let it. There was no thought, no holding back, only the giving in, the surrender. She moved faster, rising and falling, leaning forward so I could suck at her nipples as she gasped and moaned, crying out her pleasure, which in turn brought on my own orgasm. The pleasure washed through me so intensely I bucked my hips, my fingers digging more firmly into her hips as she collapsed on top of me, breathing harshly, our skin stuck together. 
 
    I brought my arms around her, my breath gusting over her hair, our heartbeats pounding. We dozed, or maybe we didn't. Time stretched, dreamy and unreal. I stroked her hair, massaging her hips, the place where I'd surely bruised her. She'd wear the evidence of this night on her body in the morning, and at the half-formed thought, a fierce surge of satisfaction, of possession, surged through me. But something about the thought also caused a feather of unease to waft over my skin. In the morning . . . Ah God. 
 
    "Livvy," I rasped.  
 
    She stirred on top of me. "Hmm," a contented cat purr as she snuggled into my chest. We were still connected. 
 
    "I have to tell you something." 
 
    She stilled, and I sensed a higher alertness in her, the subtle spice of fear. She lifted her head, her eyes a deep midnight blue in the low light. She traced my lips, kissing me softly and running her thumb over my cheekbone. "No, not tonight. Tonight is only about us, nothing more. Let it all fall away. I know things will change tomorrow. I know. But please, this is ours. This night will always be ours."  
 
    A large wave crashed, the sound reverberating through the room as the curtains billowed in a gust of wind once again, bringing the scent of salt and sand, lush vegetation. It mixed with the smell of sex in the room, of the way our bodies combined to form the singular scent of us. I stared in her beseeching eyes. "Okay," I murmured. Tomorrow then. Tonight the rest would fall away . . .  
 
    The ocean surged and retreated below us, and Livvy and I spent the hours of darkness that were ours in fits of sleep and bursts of pleasure. I woke her with my tongue between her legs as she gripped my hair and writhed against my face, crying out so loudly that I growled against her flesh, causing her to jolt and gasp. Then pushing into her softness, the long rolls of climax overtaking me before I'd begun to thrust. 
 
    As the sky changed to a softer shade of black, Livvy returned the favor, bringing me from the depths of slumber with her mouth on my hardened flesh, her hands under my thighs. I moaned, a sound that was half pleasure, half disbelief. I hadn't known my body was capable of a night like this. Afterward, we curled in to each other, my body spooned around hers, my palm cupping her breast.  
 
    This night will always be ours. 
 
    This night will always be ours. 
 
    I came to slowly, hours later as the sun broke over the mountains, spilling light into the room. Sometime during the night, I'd turned toward the window. I rolled, drowsily, seeking Livvy, but I was in bed alone. Jolting, I sat up, called her name, my voice gritty with sleep, my eyes moving quickly around the room. Her shoes were no longer by the door.  
 
    She'd left without telling me.  
 
    She was gone. 
 
    And I couldn't fucking let her get to Alec before me. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    Livvy 
 
      
 
    "Gracias," I murmured, stepping from the mule-drawn cart I'd been riding in next to the old man for the past several hours. 
 
    "Con mucho gusto!" he sang happily, lifting the reins and spurring the animals on as I stood, watching him go. A lump sat heavily in my chest, but I forced myself to swallow it, to lift my feet and begin walking toward Palomino. 
 
    That morning, I'd gathered my clothes, my eyes lingering hungrily on Thomas as he lay sleeping soundly in the bed where we'd made love all night. He'd been on his stomach, the sheet barely covering the muscled globes of his ass, his arms hugging the pillow under his head so his smooth back was all planes and ridges. He was gorgeous, a male god, lying in the moonlight like that, and it was how I wanted to remember him. I had held back the tears that threatened as I'd opened the door as quietly as I could and scooted between the crack, shutting it just as silently behind me. If I made the slightest noise and Thomas didn't wake, it was only because he'd exerted so much energy the night before and gotten so little sleep. My body felt heavy with exhaustion, and achy from all the times Thomas had been inside me. A part of me gloried in the feminine sensation of having been repeatedly filled, thoroughly pleasured, wonderfully used. But the other part cringed at the reminder each time I moved, that the night before was the only one I would get. I hadn't been able to bear the thought of waking in the morning and having him look me in the eye as he said as much. So I'd taken the coward's way out. I would always have that night. Not the bleakness of goodbye, but the joyful recollection. 
 
    But I was going to be brave in one aspect at least—I was going to find Alec and face him. I was too close not to and frankly, I had nowhere else to go. I knew, however, the purpose of facing him was for me, and only me. The truth that I didn't love Alec enough to spend my life with him had been skating at the edges of my awareness for a long time. Alec's disappearance had caused me to put aside those feelings of doubt as my own need to rescue him had risen inside, casting out anything else. That truth had finally made itself fully known last night as I'd given myself wholly and completely to another man—not just my body, but my heart. I'd shared myself in a way I'd never shared myself before, but with a man who lived anywhere and everywhere, a man who wasn't available to me, but a man I was in love with all the same. 
 
    I still wanted to know why Alec had left, and I still cared about him enough to help him if he needed it. If he'd made mistakes and panicked, I would forgive him. If he was hurt, I would help him. And then we'd go our separate ways. Tears gathered at the backs of my eyes, dreams I'd held so dear, drifting away and out of reach. I let them go, knowing that to attempt to gather them back would be settling for less. I hadn't known there was more before this trip, but now I did. Because of Thomas, now I did. 
 
    It will change everything, he'd said. Did he think I didn't know that? Did he think I didn't understand how much more painful a goodbye was going to be after a night like the one we'd shared? I'd known, and I'd been willing anyway. More than willing. 
 
    I'd taken my passport out of his pocket and enough money to get me to Palomino. From there, I'd have to wing it. At least the weather was beautifully warm if I had to sleep on the beach until communication and travel were fully restored. I groaned internally. Please don't let me have to sleep on the beach. 
 
    Thankfully, the woman in the lobby had spoken some broken English, and I'd been able to ask if there was a way to hitch a ride to Palomino. I hadn't understood the thinning of her lips and the quick glance toward the stairs that led to the room where Thomas still slept, but it didn't matter. She'd taken my arm and led me outside where an old man was hitching up a wagon filled with produce and had spoken to him in Spanish. "He will take you most of the way there," she'd said, and so I'd ridden in the bumpy cart, my body sore and my heart aching as the hotel where I'd spent the most glorious night of my life disappeared in the distance and the sun crested the horizon. 
 
    I followed the signs to Palomino, walking along the beach where I could, the smell of the ocean calming, the sun warm upon my back. I wondered what Thomas had done when he'd woken to find me gone. Had he been upset? Panicked? Or had he realized that me leaving was for the best? I wasn't sure of his feelings for me, but surely he'd rather avoid a goodbye. Surely he'd rather avoid the awkward discussion about how his job prevented him from making a commitment to any woman. And I wanted more. I wanted the commitment, the family. That hadn't changed. The only thing that had changed was I no longer wanted the man who'd once promised to give it to me. At least that was going to make it easier to confront Alec. Whatever he told me, I knew I was going to be fine. The empty hollow inside me was for Thomas. 
 
    It was mid-afternoon when I arrived in Palomino. It looked much like the town we'd stayed in the night before. The damage had been severe, but people were picking up the pieces, cleanup was obviously underway despite the lack of outside assistance, and just like in the other town, people sat outside buildings, selling the things they still had to sell. 
 
    I attempted to speak to a couple of women on the street, but when I spoke in English, they looked at me blankly and shook their heads. I walked farther into town, trying again with a woman sweeping the sidewalk in front of a red building. "Excuse me, do you speak English?" 
 
    The woman stopped sweeping, glancing up, a look of confusion coming into her eyes. "We have spoken before. How may I help you?" 
 
    I frowned. "I . . . what?" I shook my head. Perhaps the woman had misspoken because she wasn't fluent in English. "Ah, I'm looking for someone. A, ah, blond man. Tall. He isn't from here." 
 
    The woman frowned then laughed in what looked like confusion. "You are confused? You are staying at the orange cottage up there." She pointed up a narrow street behind where she was standing. 
 
    What was going on? The woman gave me an uneasy glance and went back to her sweeping. I stood for a moment, debating what to ask her, but she'd given me a location—more than I'd expected—so I mumbled a thank you and headed toward the street where she'd said I'd find an orange cottage. 
 
    The cottage was easily found, the only one on the block that was a bright, tangerine color. I stood under a palm tree across the street, a bloom of fear rising inside me. Something wasn't right. I suddenly had a terrible feeling, and my instincts told me to run away, to hide. 
 
    But where? I had nowhere to go. You're being silly, Livvy. You came all this way for this moment. And now you're filled with anxiety because you're finally going to face it. I had barely slept the night before. Surely my extreme emotions were a result of that as well. Deep breath, you can do this. 
 
    Gathering all of my courage, I walked across the narrow street and knocked on the door of the cottage. A bird squawked somewhere nearby, the sound of the ocean was a dull roar in the background, and my heart slammed against my ribs. I heard footsteps and the door opened, air whooshing from my mouth as I exhaled the breath I'd been holding. 
 
    Alec stood there. Tall, fit, more handsome than I'd remembered him. He was tan, his hair blonder, his blue eyes bright and clear in his sun-darkened face. For a moment, he simply stared at me, then his face broke into a smile, his white teeth flashing. "We've been waiting for you, Livvy," he said, smiling bigger. We? 
 
    I blinked, shock making me feel weak. My hand found the doorframe, and I used it to steady me. "Alec?" I whispered. This seemed all wrong. Why was he smiling? Why didn't he seem surprised to see me? Confusion gripped me, and I gave my head a shake. 
 
    Alec craned his neck, looking around me at the empty street beyond, frowning before he gripped my arm, pulling me gently inside. "Livvy, come in. You look like you're about to faint." I stumbled inside, and he closed the door behind me. The cottage was open and bright, but sort of shabby too. The furniture looked old and there was the faint scent of mildew in the air. But the back wall featured a sliding glass door that I could see led straight down a slope to the white sand beach and the shining blue sea beyond, a gorgeous panorama.  
 
    I stopped, pulling my arm free of Alec's grip. "What's going on, Alec?" 
 
    Alec thinned his lips, shaking his head, his expression sympathetic. "Ah, Livvy, poor, stupid Livvy." 
 
    I blinked, flinched, turned my head to look out the window for a second before looking back to Alec. "You left me." 
 
    "Well, to be fair, I was never really with you." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    There was a drink sitting on the table, condensation on the glass, and Alec picked it up, taking a sip. He held it out to me in question. "Cocktail?" 
 
    "No." I shook my head. "What's happening? The last time I talked to you, you were flying to Miami on business." 
 
    Alec took another sip of his drink, sighed, and then placed it on the table. He opened his mouth to speak when there was movement outside the sliding glass door. Two men were walking toward the cottage from the beach, one running to keep up with the other who was walking with a fast, powerful stride. Thomas. I sucked in a breath. Oh God, he must have been right behind me. But who was the other shorter, heavier, Colombian man? I stared as they approached, Alec turning and watching as well. I stood, frozen, my throat dry, my head buzzing. 
 
    "There's my business partner." Alec slid the door open, greeting the Colombian man with a handshake and then opening the door wider for Thomas to enter. "You've gotta be Brody. Nice work, man." He laughed as Thomas—Brody?—entered the room, his eyes ghosting over me quickly, his expression blank. What was happening? 
 
    "Drink?" Alec asked the man I'd known as Thomas for the past week. 
 
    "No," he said, his voice wooden. 
 
    The Colombian man stared at me for a moment. He was dressed in Bermuda shorts and a T-shirt, a gun clearly visible in the waistband of his shorts. "Whoa." He laughed. "That's wild," he said, speaking in English, though his accent was strong. I frowned, shaking my head, but he didn't bother to explain, and instead headed toward the kitchen. "Got some food in here?" he called. No one answered him, but I heard what I thought sounded like a refrigerator opening. I turned to Thomas. "Brody? What is happening here?" I practically cried. 
 
    "Well," Alec said, stretching his neck to the side, cracking it, "I was planning on marrying you and using all that beautiful money of yours to buy into a very lucrative business here in Colombia. Sadly"—he took another drink—"I flew here for the week to tie up some business odds and ends before the wedding, and got trapped—and almost killed I might add—by a fucking tsunami." He threw the remainder of his drink back. 
 
    He glanced at Thomas. "Luckily, my business partner Luis in there"—he nodded his head toward the kitchen where the sounds of dishes clinking could be heard—"has a badass for a cousin, and was able to get the word to him that we were hiring out for a job. You, brought to me." He raised his glass. "Job well done, Brody, my man."  
 
    Thomas-Brody didn't respond but I noticed a tiny tic in his jaw.  
 
    Alec's business partner was Thomas's cousin? But Thomas had said . . . 
 
    My heart had dropped to my feet, and my head whirled. I stared at the man who'd led me here, the man I'd thought I knew, but didn't. Who cared what he'd said? He . . . he'd been hired by Alec? He'd lied to me all this time. Made me think I was the one who hired him, when it was really Alec and Thomas’s cousin? I didn't understand. Thomas-Brody stared back at me, no emotion in his expression, no attempt at an explanation. I felt like I was choking. Dying. 
 
    "Why, Alec?" I asked, my voice thick, croaky. "If our marriage was going to be a sham, why bring me here?" 
 
    "Because I still need your money." I hadn't looked away from Thomas, and I saw the minute narrowing of his eyes. "We all need your money, isn't that right, Brody, my boy?" 
 
    Thomas's eyes snapped to Alec, but he didn't respond. All? My face felt hot, flushed, and I'd started shaking. I felt like I was in some horrible nightmare I couldn't wake from. When Thomas looked back at me, I couldn't disguise the raw hurt welling in my chest. "Why?" I asked brokenly. 
 
    Thomas just stared at me, his shoulder resting casually against the wall, not saying a word. Another crack of agony ripped through my heart. How could he be staring so coldly at me that way after . . . everything? Alec was looking back and forth between the two of us. He laughed. "Ah, this is rich. Did you bang her, too?" 
 
    Thomas's eyes snapped to Alec's, and he finally broke his silence. "Watch it," he said and his voice sounded like steel. 
 
    Alec laughed again, raising his hands. "All right, all right. You're right, no need to disrespect our big payday. Even if she was a cold lay compared to her sister." 
 
    My sister? 
 
    Cold lay? 
 
    I was going to be sick. 
 
    "What are you doing in there, Harper?" 
 
    I heard someone's footsteps from what must be a bedroom, and then the door opened and a woman walked out. I let out a gasp, stumbling backward and grasping a nearby table so I wouldn't fall. The woman looked exactly like me. She was me. No. No. My sister. My twin sister? 
 
    The little girl from my hazy memories. She hadn't been younger as I'd thought. She'd been my identical twin. My family. 
 
    "How?" I breathed. I didn't know what to say, what to ask, was completely lost, in shock. 
 
    My sister—my sister!—raised her eyebrows, crossing her arms and smiling—though coldly—at me, a sinister tilt of her full lips. My lips. Everything . . . everything was the same, and I couldn't stop staring at her, my heart thundering in my ears, blood rushing to my extremities. "Hello, Livvy." She looked at Alec. "Pour me a drink, babe. I'm gonna need one." 
 
    "Get it yourself." 
 
    She shot him a nasty look. "Asshole." 
 
    Alec's jaw ticked in annoyance. "Excuse me if I'm a bit agitated. It's been a long fucking two months in this hovel." 
 
    I stared, disbelieving, as she poured a drink from a tall table by the door, taking a long sip as she turned. My head felt foggy, my limbs heavy. I was still having trouble believing she really existed. "I remember you," I whispered. "I . . . took care of you." 
 
    Harper shrugged. "I remember you, too. Bossy little thing." 
 
    I flinched. "I was four. We were four." No, she hadn't been younger. Not younger, no . . . just . . . weaker. 
 
    She shrugged again, gripping the drink Alec handed her and taking a long sip. "Did you know where I was while you lived the high-life with Paul and Linda Barton? I was living in squalor with a fat-ass named Gloria and her worthless husband, Jerry." 
 
    Thomas's cousin came back into the room, biting into a sandwich as he looked around at all of us. I shook my head. "I . . . didn't know. I would have . . ." What would I have done? Something. I would have tried to do something, at least once I was old enough. I looked at the two people in front of me—the people I'd wrapped dreams around, one as a distant longing, and one my hope of the future, of family, of love. I felt flushed, hot. Sick. 
 
    "We could start now," I said to Harper. "We're sisters . . ." I began, the hope in my voice pathetic even to my own ears.  
 
    Harper laughed. "I don't think so, sister dear. But you will be leaving us with a very nice life." She looked at me and then smirked, moving her gaze to Alec. 
 
    "How did you find out about me?" I asked, shaking my head as if in denial of this whole situation. But it was real. The red-hot agony of the knife in my heart told me it was very real. 
 
    "It was the funniest thing. I saw you one day, just driving down the street. It was such a shock. I couldn't believe it was real. This girl who looked just like me, only she was driving this sleek BMW. I thought I was in the Twilight Zone, you know? I followed you, in my piece-of-shit Toyota, mind you, to this fucking mansion. You got out and it was like you were me only upgraded about a thousand percent." She glanced at Alec. "I told my boyfriend about you. His business wasn't doing well." She shrugged. "He'd been looking for a way to buy into a huge business opportunity here in Colombia and there you were: as if God himself had sent you to us. An answer to all our prayers, right baby?" Alec grinned back at her. 
 
    Tears streaked down my face. I looked at Thomas, and though his expression was still distant, something I couldn't name had broken in his eyes. All this time . . . all the things I shared with him. He'd already known. I was such a fool. A stupid, stupid fool. 
 
    "The grocery store where we met—"  
 
    "Setup," Alec said smoothly. I nodded, a jerky movement, swiping the tears off my cheeks. He shook his head, sighing. "You were so easy, Livvy. So easy." 
 
    "Who are you?" 
 
    He tilted his head for a second as if trying to understand my question. "Alec Sanderson. Not an orphan. My parents live in the Midwest. A librarian and an accountant—two losers who aspire to nothing more than a white picket fence and a good game of pinochle on Thursday nights." He paused, a cruel tilting of his lips. "Simpletons. Like you." 
 
    I shook my head, my mouth dry with disbelief. "So what," I said blankly, "you were going to marry me, have me killed, and H-Harper would take my place?" 
 
    "Something like that," Alec said. 
 
    "Then you were trapped in Colombia, and you needed me brought to you?" 
 
    "Exactly.”  
 
    “All your business trips—” 
 
    “God, yes. You’re so gullible. Had to get away from you as often as I could.”  
 
    He glanced at Harper. "Turned out better anyway. People . . . well, they go missing in Colombia all the time. Especially in the aftermath of a natural disaster." He tsked and grinned. "Only, you won't go missing. You'll rescue me, and we'll return to the States and get married." 
 
    He and Harper would marry and then they'd use all my parents’ money for whatever they wanted, and no one would be the wiser. 
 
    "People will know she's not me," I said blankly, knowing it wasn't true. 
 
    Alec shook his head, looking sad. He sighed. "Who, Livvy? Those sorority sisters you talk to once a month? That gaggle of silicone-filled drunks? Your family? Oh right, you have no family. That friend of yours with about eight million kids who's always mumbling to herself about soccer schedules? Oh, she'll notice." He laughed. "Poor, lonely Livvy."  
 
    Chrissy—the one with eight million kids—might actually notice, but I didn't say anything. I felt sick, yet numb.  
 
    None of this was real, it couldn't be. 
 
    Alec raised his glass to Harper. "All right, I don't know about the rest of you, but I'm about all the fuck talked out. Should we get this show on the road?" He nodded to Harper who was behind me, and before I questioned his meaning, something slammed down on my head.  
 
    I felt myself falling, there was a scuffle over my shoulder, something loud cracked in my ear, and I hit the floor with a jolting thud. I groaned, turning my head, the world swimming all around me. Harper was lying next to me on the floor, a pool of blood spreading toward me. "No," I sobbed, but it only came out as a whisper. I reached for her, my sister, the other half of me. Her eyes were open and she blinked, her expression filled with pain, confusion. She reached for me and our hands clasped right before my world went dark.   
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    Livvy 
 
      
 
    My head was pounding, and I was thirsty, so thirsty. My mouth felt gritty, and I detected a sour, medicinal taste. I was on something soft—a bed? Yes. I was in a small bedroom, and it was dark, though gray light was seeping under a doorway to my right. I gripped my scalp, searching for the source of the pain and found a giant lump on the back of my head. I touched it gingerly, wincing. Harper had hit me over the head with something. It all flowed back to me in excruciating detail and tears sprang to my eyes once more. For a moment I wanted to give up, to give in to the agonizing pain I felt—physically, emotionally. I felt groggy, bleary, as if I'd been hit and then drugged. With a small, pitiful cry, I lay back, staring at the ceiling, hot tears streaming from my eyes and pooling in my ears. For some reason, as I lay there, that little girl who had been so terribly brutalized came to my mind. Graciela. She'd fought. She was just thirteen years old, but she'd fought and lived. Maybe, just maybe, she’d be okay, eventually. 
 
    Maybe I would be too. 
 
    The thought of Graciela spurred me up from the bed and for a moment, I held my head again as the pounding became bearable, the pain fading just enough.  
 
    The floor was concrete and it looked like I was in some sort of basement room. Did beach houses have basements? Had I been moved? My God, what were they going to do with me? I couldn't think about that now. I was barely holding the pain back, and if I let it consume me, I would never get out of here. 
 
     There were no windows, only a door and I took a few unsteady steps to it, taking the knob in my hands and attempting to turn it. It was locked, of course, and I jiggled the handle, pulling on it with all my strength and then using my hand to beat at the metal. The small bit of effort made the room spin, tilt, and I put both palms on the door, holding myself upright as the blackness threatened to close in again. With a sob, I turned around slowly, pressing my back to the door. 
 
    The sound of footsteps suddenly came to me from above, feet on metal, something shaking, clanging. My heart raced and I stepped back from the door, my brain growing fuzzy. A weapon? I looked around but there was nothing in the room, not even a blanket on the bed. The footsteps faded, the metal clanging stopped, and I suddenly felt nauseated. I barely made it to the corner before I retched, my stomach cramping in violent spasms. I cried softly, tears streaming down my face as I curled up in a ball. The blackness closed in again. 
 
    Someone was holding me. I lifted my heavy eyelids and Thomas's—no, not Thomas, what was his name?—face swam above me. He was wiping the hair off my forehead, his expression strained, harsh. I was being carried. Where? He betrayed me. I let out a sob, beating weakly at his chest. "You," I gasped. "You—" 
 
    "I know, Liv. I know. I'm not going to hurt you. I'm taking you somewhere safe." 
 
    But he had hurt me. Devastated me.  
 
    I cried harder as he carried me up a set of metal stairs that clanged with each step. Everything swam around me, everything except him. Thomas. 
 
    "What's your name?" I croaked. 
 
    He glanced at me as we walked through a doorway that was already open into the coolness of the outside air. "Brody. My name is Brody Thomas." 
 
    A different name. A different person. A stranger. 
 
    It was too much. My eyes were so heavy. "What did you give me?" I slurred. 
 
    "A drug to knock you out. It will wear off. Close your eyes, Liv." 
 
    It was the last thing I heard before I woke again, the sound of waves breaking on the shore coming through the open window to my right. It was daytime and the sun shone around the edges of the woven shade. There was someone at my back. I froze. He was warm and solid, his body wrapped around mine. Thomas. I knew him even without looking. I knew the feel of him, his smell. A pit opened in my stomach, and I suddenly felt as if my spirit, all my will was sucked into that vast hole of mourning. For a moment I just breathed, my heart pounding against my ribs. 
 
    "Lobo was one of my uncle's dogs," he said, his voice gritty as if he'd been sleeping too, but had somehow known I had woken. I didn't move, didn't utter a sound. I was scared, confused, but right then all I had the energy to do was to lay right where I was. He was warm, and solid, and even though he'd betrayed me, he'd somehow saved me too. My heart was broken, but for the moment I was safe. For the moment it was all I could manage to grasp on to. "He bought him as a puppy. He was small and far too sweet. He had"—he paused for a second, clearing his throat—"he had this little tail that would never stop wagging even when he was put up against these mean, vicious dogs. He just didn't know how to be a fighter." 
 
    Thomas . . . Brody paused for so long I wasn't sure if he was going to go on or not, but then he moved behind me, settling closer and continued. "He wanted to sleep next to me, that fat little body cuddled so close, it was like he couldn't get close enough. I let him. Truth is, I loved it. It felt like he was . . . mine. I fed him, played with him. Eventually, he got bigger, stronger, but no matter how hard my uncle abused him, tried to make him mean, it just . . . wasn't in him." 
 
    He paused again, his breath wafting across my ear. I could feel that his heart had started beating faster, thrum thrumming against my back. "My uncle sent him into the pit anyway. He . . . was obliterated. My uncle had to have known he would be. I think that's why he did it." He took a deep breath. "When it was over, he threw him back in the shed where I was sleeping. His body was broken, mangled, bloody. But he . . . was still alive. He looked up at me with these . . . eyes, Livvy. I . . . can't forget his eyes and the way that little tail started to wag. Slow, and barely, but I felt it. He'd been brutalized, and he was still wagging that damn little tail. My uncle came by and told me it was my fault, that I'd softened him, that I'd made him weak." 
 
    My heart clenched, and I made a small sound of denial, picturing the broken body of that dog lying in a young boy's arms. "No, Liv, he was right. In that at least, my uncle was right. I loved him too much, and my love made him weak. My love got him killed. In the end, I was the one to go into the house and get my uncle's gun because I was the one who'd done the real damage. I was the one to shoot him, to put him out of his misery. And even as he died, he still wagged that damn little tail. Love makes you weak, Livvy. That's all it does." 
 
    Tears were streaming down my cheeks, and I turned my face into the pillow under my head, too tired to cry any more, too confused and exhausted to feel the things that story elicited inside me. "My sister?" I whispered. Something felt . . . different inside me, something I couldn't explain. 
 
    Thomas paused. "She's dead." 
 
    I'd known it, of course, but to hear the words . . . Something filled my throat, but I swallowed it down. It was all too much. I let sleep enfold me again, and whisk me into the peaceful oblivion.   
 
    The next time I woke, it was dimmer in the room. I was still in the same bed, under a white sheet. I sat up gingerly, bringing a hand to my head, but the pain I'd experienced earlier was almost completely gone. A quick glance told me I was wearing a white nightgown—someone had dressed me, Thomas most likely. Wrapping my arms around my body, I tiptoed to the door and tried the handle. It was unlocked and I peeked out. The house I was in appeared empty, but I heard the very faint sound of rustling paper, and what might be the light scratching of a pen. 
 
    My heart beat faster as I went toward the sound, grabbing a vase off a nearby table so I had a weapon in case it was Alec or . . . Luis, even though Thomas had assured me I was safe, and I'd believed him. 
 
    "You can put down the weapon, Livvy. It's just me." Thomas. No, Brody. 
 
    My heart stuttered and I put my shoulders back, entering the room. He was sitting in a chair at a round kitchen table, his forearms resting on the white painted wood, his expression grim, watchful. 
 
    As I looked into his familiar face, a bolt of outrage ping-ponged through my body, and I brought my hand back and threw the vase at his head, a yell of anger, of pain, of deep anguish coming from my chest. He moved his head to the side, dodging the vase easily, and it shattered on the wall behind him. My chest was rising and falling as I worked to gain control, to rein in the terrible tide of betrayal threatening to drown me. Brody stood slowly, moving toward me, and he caught me as my knees buckled, the wave crashing, pommeling. I sobbed, and he wrapped his arms around me, not uttering a word, just holding me as I cried. "I'm sorry, Liv. I know." 
 
    What did he know? How much it hurt? He was one of the people who had hurt me. So why was I letting him comfort me now? Why had I listened to his story earlier and not smashed my elbow into his nose? Was I Lobo in this scenario? A sweet, stupid dog who it'd been so easy to betray, to obliterate? A dog who kept coming back for more abuse because he was too simple not to? 
 
    Everyone I'd trusted had been deceiving me. No one truly loved me, or even cared about me, and it ripped my soul to shreds. I felt tattered, torn, the threads of my heart hanging loose and tangled. The sister I'd carried first in my arms and then in my heart, and now would only have in my nightmarish memories. The man I'd almost given my life to, and the one I'd handed my soul. All of them.  
 
    I sniffled, taking deep breaths, letting go of his T-shirt that I'd gripped in my hands and finally looking into his face. His expression was so serious, his eyes sad. I stepped back. "You're safe here. I rented this house for you. You can stay here until the airport is clear, and you can get a flight home." 
 
    I stared at him, attempting to make sense of this. "Your cousin? Alec?" I whispered. 
 
    Something hardened in Thomas's gaze. "They would have killed you, Livvy." His stance was loosely causal, but his fists were clenched, muscles primed. A predator. "People . . . well, they go missing in Colombia all the time. Especially in the aftermath of a natural disaster." Oh God. Alec had first used those words in reference to me. I rubbed my temples. 
 
    "Do you need more Tylenol—?" 
 
    "No," I said, taking a big breath in my nose and letting it out of my mouth. "I want answers." 
 
    His gaze lingered on me for a moment and then he nodded. "I'll tell you everything, Liv. Just let me make you some food and—" 
 
    "I don't want any fucking food!" I yelled. "Just tell me the truth, goddamn you, Thomas, Brody, whoever you are!" 
 
    His lips thinned, and a muscle jumped in his jaw but he nodded, gesturing toward the living room. He sat on the edge of the sofa, and I moved to sit beside him but then thought better of it, choosing an armchair instead. I sat down, curling my legs underneath me, suddenly feeling exposed in the thin nightgown I was wearing. "Where are my clothes, by the way?" 
 
    "They're in the bedroom closet. I had them washed." 
 
    "Oh." I picked at a small tear in the arm of the chair. "Why did you lie to me about your name?" 
 
    "My last name—" 
 
    "Yeah, I know your last name is Thomas. But you let me believe it was your first name." 
 
    He paused, leaning forward on his knees. "I don't usually give a client my real name. Honestly, Liv, I wasn't even sure why I gave you my real last name. I guess"—he looked off behind my shoulder for a moment—"I guess I wanted to hear you call me by at least one of my names. The guys I served with called me by my last name. It's common. In some ways Thomas feels as much like my first name as Brody." He let out a breath, leaning his head forward and massaging the back of his neck. When he looked back up, I noticed how tired he appeared, saw the purplish ring of skin under his eyes, the fatigue in his expression.  
 
    I looked away. "What should I call you now?" 
 
    "Brody. I'd like it if you called me Brody. No one's called me Brody for a long time." He ran a hand over his hair. "Truth is, I've sort of forgotten who he was," he muttered on a sigh. 
 
    "How'd you know Alec?" 
 
    Brody blew out a breath. "I'd never met him. A month ago, my cousin, Luis, got word to me about getting in on a business deal." 
 
    "You told me you hadn't talked to your cousins in years." 
 
    He shook his head. "I hadn't, not until a month ago. The only reason he knew what I did was because Santiago had bragged about me over the years, and he'd heard about it. Luis said he and a business partner were in need of services I could offer. In exchange, they would cut me in to this big deal they'd been offered." 
 
    "What deal?" 
 
    His gaze moved over my face, something regretful appearing in his eyes. "Apparently, his business partner had met some rich girl he was scamming." I flinched and though Brody paused briefly, he went on. "Right before this guy was about to marry her and gain access to her fortune, he flew to Colombia to put some last-minute plans into place." 
 
    "And almost got killed by a tsunami and trapped in a small town by the sea." I laughed softly, though it held no humor. 
 
    Brody's eyes were glued to my face as he nodded. "The girl was going to find out he'd been lying to her. The wedding would be off. The money out of reach, plan blown. Unless . . ." He paused again and I waited. "Unless I could take her to him and he could lie to her, concoct some story to get her to forgive him." 
 
    I crossed my arms around my waist, looking beyond Brody to the kitchen, unseeing. "What was the story?" I asked, my voice sounding distant somehow. 
 
    Brody blew out a breath. "I don't know. I didn't ask."  
 
    I thought about that for a moment, wondering what it could have been. What had I imagined? What had I hoped for once upon a time? Livvy, baby, I went to Colombia as a surprise to scope out the perfect honeymoon spot . . . or maybe, Livvy, I made mistakes. Please forgive me. I need you, Livvy. I wanted to laugh, but held it back. My God, I would have fallen for it, too. I was like Lobo. Poor, sad Livvy. My little tail wagging even as my heart was being chewed up, spit out. 
 
    "Did the private investigator I hired have anything to do with you finding me?" 
 
    "No. Once I looked into you a little, I heard the P.I. had put out a call on your behalf. That made it convenient for me—I knew you'd figure that's how I'd found you." 
 
    That made it convenient for me. Apparently, I was gifted at making it convenient for anyone and everyone to use me. Lie to me. 
 
    "What was in it for you? Other than money I mean?" 
 
    "It wasn't about money. It was never about money. Alec and Luis had been offered a deal with one of the biggest traffickers in Colombia. If they made an investment into his business, they were going to quadruple their money. And there was more where that came from. This guy deals in a little of everything. Whatever illegal activity there's money in, this guy is involved. He sells drugs . . . humans, Liv. He's been on every mercenary's most-wanted list for twenty years. And his name, his whereabouts were being delivered to me on a silver platter. All I had to do was get the girl to Colombia, prove my trustworthiness to my cousin and his business partner, Alec, and start gathering the information I'd need to bring this guy in." 
 
    I blinked at him, arranging all the pieces in my mind, so many questions still swirling. "What about my sister?" I choked, then quickly cleared my throat, gathering myself. "What about Harper?" 
 
    He shook his head. "I didn't know about her, Livvy. I swear that to you. They double-crossed me, too. They told me I'd be taking the girl—you—to Alec so he could get back in her good graces. I didn’t know the real plan was to—" 
 
    "Kill me." 
 
    His expression didn't change. "Yes. I didn't know about any of that, or I wouldn't have agreed to it." 
 
    "Wouldn't you?" I asked. I watched as the smallest flicker of doubt flashed in his eyes. That look sliced at me, so I moved my eyes away. Perhaps he wouldn't have actually let them kill me, but he still might have brought me to them and let it play out the way it did. Because sometimes, for the sake of the greater good, sacrifices had to be made. Me. 
 
    "What happened . . . when Harper was shot?" 
 
    "Harper hit you. I reacted. My cousin drew his gun so I did, too. He shot at you, hitting Harper instead. I killed him, and then I dealt with Alec."  
 
    I shook my head. "Dealt with him?" 
 
    He paused, several emotions moving through his eyes. I had the feeling he was considering lying, but in the end he chose the truth. "I still needed the information on the trafficker, Liv." His eyes were like flint, his mouth a thin line. 
 
    Oh. I shut my eyes. It's why he'd drugged me. He'd needed time with Alec. I wanted to be horrified, but I couldn't muster it. Maybe I was still in shock. 
 
    "I tried to tell you," he said, and my eyes flashed to his. "Jesus, I was going to. I tried so hard not to, Liv, but I couldn't do it." I stared at him.  
 
    I have to tell you something.  
 
    No, not tonight. Tonight is only about us, nothing more. Let it all fall away. I know things will change tomorrow.  
 
    I shut my eyes. Let it all fall away. Ah, yes, we had, hadn't we? But I hadn't known the extent to which things would change, hadn't understood the games being played. So many games. 
 
    "I was going to warn you before you confronted Alec." 
 
    "But then you wouldn't have gotten your guy," I said, and my voice sounded dull, blank, even to my own ears. 
 
    He shook his head. "I thought maybe we could double-cross them back. I tried to think . . ." He swore under his breath. "Goddamn it . . . Livvy, you can't lie to save your life. And especially in front of a guy like Alec—a snake who’d made lying his business. I was torn, sweetheart—" 
 
    "Don't." My voice came out a choked whisper as our eyes met, searing across the small distance. 
 
    He looked defeated suddenly, the exhaustion on his face somehow more obvious. He rubbed at one eye. "I have to go." 
 
    When I didn't say anything, he stood. "A woman named Marta will be by later today with a supply of food. She lives just across the way if you need her for anything. For now, there's coffee in the kitchen, and enough food for one meal. If you want me to make—" 
 
    "No. Thank you. I'll be fine." 
 
    His eyes lingered on me for a few moments, and even though I turned my gaze away, I saw him nod once in my peripheral vision. "I'll try to check in." 
 
    I didn't reply, the sleepiness settling in again. I just wanted to get back into bed. To shut all of this out once more. 
 
    I didn't watch him as he walked away, didn't listen for the click of the door as he left. I walked woodenly back to the bedroom, climbed into bed, and was asleep in an instant. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    Livvy 
 
      
 
    The weeks went by in waves of bleary blankness and gut-wrenching grief. The woman named Marta came by with food and other necessities, chatting cheerily in broken English, but not seeming to expect replies. What had Brody told her? I ate when I was hungry, which wasn't very often. I drank when I was thirsty. I slept when I was tired, which was often. I just wanted to shut out the world. 
 
    One sunny morning, I finally got out of bed and ventured outside to look at the ocean, staring at that vast body of water that had so recently wreaked so much havoc on this small village. But even now, a mere couple of weeks since I'd first arrived, and even though I hadn't left the cottage on the beach, the signs of this place re-building were apparent. I'd watched out the window as groups of men cleared overturned boats from the shore, dragging away other debris and garbage. And I'd noted the food Marta delivered to me was more plentiful, and consisted of more variety. 
 
    Brody came by a couple of times, both when I was sleeping. Once, I'd woken and found him sitting in the chair in my room, watching me as I'd slept, his expression blank, his body still. The other time I'd awoken with a start, the feel of someone's hand on my arm. My eyes had popped open in the pale gray light of morning, and I'd let out a relieved exhale to see it was Brody, but then stilled when I noticed the look on his face—intense, pained, his thumb circling one of the cigarette burns on my arm. He looked awful, the shadows beneath his eyes dark, the angles of his face hollowed as if he'd, too, lost weight. "The airports opened today," he said. And then he'd gotten up and left the room and I'd heard the door of the cottage shut behind him. The tears I'd held back so long finally flowed freely, just as the brightening sunrise glittered through the window. 
 
    I cried most of that day, and the next, letting the grief roll through me, the loss of not only the sister I'd pined for all of my life, not only the betrayal of people I'd trusted, but in the trust I had in myself. I'd let my own dreams obscure reality. I'd been so easily duped. I didn't trust my own judgment at all. And the loss of my belief in myself was the hardest of all the pills I'd had to swallow recently. 
 
    Somehow, crying seemed to wash away the worst of the grief, like a tsunami of the soul—devastating but cleansing. When the tears subsided, I pulled myself up, took a long hot shower, and then cooked myself a meal, sitting at the table by the window and watching a mother play with her children on the beach. The scene made me sad, but didn't bring the wrenching heartache it would have the week before. I, too, was re-building, though how long the effects of my personal disaster would last, I didn't know. 
 
    The day was warm but breezy, and I pulled back the curtains and opened the windows, letting the wind flow through the cottage, airing out the sadness, brightening the shadows. I dressed in a sundress that had magically appeared in the closet, slipped on the flip-flops by the door, and put on the large, floppy hat hanging on the hook above it.  
 
    The sand was soft beneath my feet, and I took off the flip-flops, allowing my toes to sink into the warm, white sand. I walked for a while. The sun was warm across my shoulders, and the rhythmic sound of the water lapping the shore was a soothing background noise.  
 
    Deciding it was time to head back, I turned, stopping for a moment and closing my eyes, letting the peace of the moment fall over me. When I opened my eyes again, I saw the distant shape of a man walking toward me. My heart lurched and a frisson of joy shook my insides before I could even think. It was Brody. I'd know his shape anywhere, know the confident stride of those strong legs. I felt pulled toward him, the desire to run into his arms so strong I felt helpless against it. Almost. No, no. I stopped, my feet dragging in the soft sand. I clenched my eyes shut. No, I didn't want to feel this, not today, when I had finally found a moment of serenity. Not today when I had finally begun to believe I would be okay, that the dark chasm of grief was beginning to close. I didn't want the reminder that I still hadn't addressed my feelings for Brody. I didn't want to acknowledge that my reaction to him had told me all I didn’t want to know. I was in love with him. Despite everything, I was still in love with the man walking toward me on the beach. 
 
    With a small sound, half exhale, half sob, I turned, my hat flying off in the breeze as I started to run. Away, away. I heard him behind me, his footfalls heavy, gaining. "Olivia, stop!" 
 
    But I couldn't. I couldn't. Because I knew, I knew what I would see in his eyes when I turned. He was here to say goodbye. I tripped, caught myself, dropped my flip-flops and kept running. He grabbed me from behind as I let out a loud cry, coming off my feet as he lifted and turned me in one swooping maneuver, crushing my body to his chest. "Livvy, Jesus, Livvy, stop." His breath was against my throat, his voice deep and guttural, and I knew the solid press of him as if it were muscle memory. The tears that flowed down my face were because I knew it would be impossible to forget. 
 
    "Put me down, Brody," I cried. "Put me down." 
 
    He made a small growl of frustration before he loosened his grip, and I slid down his body, coming to stand on the warm sand once again. A gull cried out in the distance, the ocean lapped the shore, and I finally raised my eyes to his, letting out a choked sob as I again, looked away. "Oh God, don't look at me like that!" I started to turn, but he grabbed my arm, not allowing me to. 
 
    "Like what?" he demanded. "Like you're mine? Goddamn it, look at me." 
 
    I lifted my face. "Yours? How can I be yours? I don't even know you." 
 
    "Bullshit. You know me better than anyone. And I know you. We claimed each other in that hotel room that night, and you know it." 
 
    I made a sound of disbelief in the back of my throat. "You didn't claim me. All you did was lie to me." 
 
    Anger flashed in his eyes, his jaw going rigid. "Honey, if any woman's ever been claimed on the face of this earth, it was you. That night. Again and again. Do you want me to remind you what we did to each—" 
 
    "No!" I let out another sound of frustration, of pain, squinting at the sky. "It doesn't mean anything. It can't." I brought my eyes down, looking at the man in front of me, the man who looked exhausted, wrung-out, but still dangerous, beautiful. The man who, despite everything, still made my heart clench with want, with love. "God, Brody," I choked. "How can you claim a woman you can never truly be with?" 
 
    Pain flashed in his expression, and I knew I'd hit the nail on the head—the crux of the reason we couldn't be together. "I don't know. God, I don't fucking know." He looked sad, defeated, and I wanted to reach out to him. 
 
    I shook my head. "Then this is all just . . . pointless. Why make it worse? Why?" I cried, throwing my hands up in the air. 
 
    "I don't know, Liv. I don't fucking know what to do. I just helped apprehend the guy every soldier's been hunting for decades, and all I can fucking think about is you. You're mine, and yet I have to let you go because I can't give you . . ." He broke off, running his hand over his hair that I noticed he'd recently cut. He looked strong and handsome and utterly miserable. "Fuck, I can't give you anything." 
 
    I shook my head again, my heart aching, a tear slipping down my cheek. I swiped at it. No, I couldn't deny I loved him, I just didn't trust my own ability to love the right person. My entire world had been rocked, and I'd been left a shell of myself. And, regardless of that, he was right. He couldn't give me anything. He was a mercenary, a soldier for hire who spent most of his time in remote locations hunting human animals. Even if . . . well, even if . . . what would I do? Sit at home waiting for months on end to hear if he was dead or alive?  
 
    A few more tears slipped down my cheeks, and Brody swore again, reaching for me. I went to him willingly. I couldn't help it. Here, under the tropical sunshine where we had each other, but only for a brief moment that was almost at an end. Brody Thomas and I would only ever have each other in moments. And it wasn't enough. 
 
    Brody pulled me to him, his lips finding mine, kissing me, whispering my name again and again. I kissed him back, taking his face in my hands, my thumbs moving over his cheekbones, down his smooth jaw. He picked me up, striding toward my cottage, only glancing up now and again. 
 
    I was lost in him, lost in the joy of his taste, the calming scent of his skin. Safety. Goodness. Despite my words to the contrary, I knew him. I knew this man. Didn't I? My heart said yes, my mind . . . well, I didn't need to think just now. I only needed to feel. One last time, I needed to feel.  
 
    His tongue dipped, swirled, licked, I heard the opening of the door, and it being slammed behind us, my back hit the bed and there was only a moment of cold before his warm body was against me once more. Hard. Solid. Welcome. 
 
    "There's nothing cold about you, Liv. You're the warmest woman in the whole goddamn world," he gritted out, his mouth closing on mine. Hot. Demanding. I melted into him, my body, my heart.  
 
    Our clothes came off in a desperate, needy tearing, our mouths remaining locked together, tongues seeking, tangling. Then suddenly his hot naked skin was against mine and we both moaned, a mingled sound of relief, pleasure, both. 
 
    My hands roamed everywhere, over the straining muscles of his arms, down the ridges of his abdominals, to the valley at the back of his hip that rose to the hard curve of his ass. My index finger gently traced the cleft, up to the base of his spine and he sucked in a breath, his hips thrusting forward. "Liv," he murmured, guiding himself to my opening and pushing into my body. 
 
    We moved together, hands still seeking, memorizing, greedy to take what we could before it was gone. The pleasure was mind-numbing, intense, but it came too soon, as we clung to each other, spent, our skin slick and our hearts beating as one. 
 
    He pulled out of me and rolled me over, spooning me from behind as our skin cooled and our breathing became even.  
 
    I fell asleep in the warm cocoon of his arms, his hand cradling my breast possessively the way it had the first time we'd fallen asleep naked together. "I love you," I murmured, right before sleep pulled me under. 
 
    When I woke, the place beside me was empty. I lay there in the quiet for a moment, knowing he'd left me sleeping because he had wanted our lovemaking to be our goodbye. I understood the finality of the empty place beside me, knew he was truly gone and he wouldn't be back.  
 
    Empty, bereft, I wandered into the kitchen for water a few minutes later, my eyes landing on the airline ticket in my name sitting on the table. I picked it up, my heart turning over in my chest.  
 
    I was going home.  
 
    Alone. 
 
    I sat at the table for a long time, watching the sun as it disappeared below the horizon, feeling the ache of loss, the heaviness of the love I carried for a broken man who could never be mine.  I let the quiet wrap itself around me, listening to the gentle whispers rising from my soul. So many feelings swirling, tangling, so much I still needed to come to grips with. But sitting there in that quiet house on the ocean a world away from all I was familiar with, one thing was certain in my mind: I didn't regret loving Brody Thomas. And I never would. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    6 Months Later 
 
    Brody 
 
      
 
    The office was cool and dim, furnished in dark, masculine pieces. A slew of frames were next to the computer monitor, but they were facing away from where I sat on the other side of the desk. 
 
    The door opened behind me and I stood, facing the man entering the office. "Brody Thomas?" 
 
    I nodded. "Yeah. Carson Stinger? Thanks for meeting with me." 
 
    Carson walked around his desk and took a seat, indicating I should do the same. "I'm the one who's thankful. I've heard your name for years. You have a hell of a reputation." The wry smile that followed his words told me I should take that as a compliment. I returned the smile as he continued. "Your work in the field is legendary. Not to mention you recently helped capture Colombia's most infamous trafficker—that had to be a fucking rush." 
 
    A rush. That was one way to put it. "I didn't do it on my own."  
 
    Carson regarded me for a brief moment. "Damn near." He leaned back in his chair. "That's why I was so surprised when Josh told me you might be looking for something more . . . stable?" 
 
    I released a breath, sitting forward a little more. "Truth is, no one's more surprised than me." I paused. "Circumstances dictate I find something more stable, local, but where my expertise can still be of value."  
 
    Carson's eyes narrowed slightly and there was a miniscule tipping of his lips. "Circumstances, huh?" He chuckled softly, giving me a brief but knowing smile. "Yeah, life is wild that way." His gaze flickered to the framed photos on his desk then back to me. "Did Josh give you a rundown on our operation?" 
 
    "He did. To say I'm impressed is an understatement. You do good work. And I think I can be an asset to your team." 
 
    "I don't doubt it." He tapped his pen on the edge of his desk for a second. "When can you start?" 
 
    My heart beat steadily in my chest, a feeling of rightness settling inside me. "I'd like a couple of weeks to get settled in Vegas, if possible. And I have a few loose ends to tie up." 
 
    "Absolutely." Carson stood, extending his hand and I followed suit. We shook. "Welcome to the team, Brody. We're honored to have you." He paused, smiling. "And good luck with those loose ends." 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    I sat in my truck, watching her house from across the street the same way I'd done what now seemed like a lifetime ago. Before I'd known her. Before I'd loved her. Then again, maybe it'd started even then, that small grain of . . . something that told me the woman with the expressive blue eyes wearing her heart on her sleeve would change me in some irrevocable way. Life is wild, Carson had said, and holy hell, was that true. 
 
    Olivia Barton had walked into my life, and my entire world had tilted on its axis. I took the letter out of my coat pocket, the one she'd left sitting on the table in that cottage I'd rented for her on the beach after her life had been destroyed. My guts clenched with that now-familiar fiery want, the longing for the woman I'd burn the whole fucking world down for if she asked. 
 
    The barking of dogs caught my attention and I turned my head, watching as two mutts nipped playfully at each other as a little boy watched, laughing. He threw a stick, and the two dogs bounded after it. I smiled to myself, the barks that still occupied a corner of my own mind fading, drifting away. 
 
    I thought of those kennels, my family who had rejected me cruelly. So I'd rejected them as well. Then I'd created a life for myself where there was no possibility of getting close to anyone, telling myself it wasn't only the work I loved, but the aloneness as well. The solitude and the separateness. I'd claimed it this time and now the power was mine. It was only when I met Livvy that I'd finally allowed myself to admit that that old longing—for acceptance, for family, for love—was still there, buried deep inside and flickering like a candle glowing softly in a secret corner of a locked-up room. Waiting for a window to open, so the sunlight could spill inside. 
 
    Livvy. Home.   
 
    I unfolded the note slowly, reading her words: 
 
      
 
    Brody, 
 
    It's hard to believe I'm going home tomorrow, when home has taken on such a different meaning since I started on this fool's journey.  
 
    Fool's journey. I was a fool, wasn't I? Only . . . sitting here, staring out at the moon-drenched water, your scent still on my skin, I can't quite bring myself to regret all of it.  
 
    You told me your uncle was right when he said you made Lobo weak. But he wasn't right, Brody. Lobo would have died in that cage no matter what—he just wasn't a fighter, not in that way. But before that happened, you gave him love. And love doesn't make you weak. Love makes you strong. Lobo was strong to his final breath.  
 
    All my life, I've made excuses for people, tried to see only the good in them, even when my instincts were whispering the truth. This journey has taught me to listen to those whispers, to rely on my own gut, to question whom I give my heart to. And I will take those lessons with me as I now journey home, but I will use them to become stronger, not to stop loving, not to stop risking my heart. That's really the ultimate danger, after all, isn't it? 
 
    What my instincts tell me, what I know, Brody Thomas, is that you are a good man. You are brave and loyal, a defender who makes the world a better place. A savior. I'm glad you did what you did, even if I played an unwilling part in it. Even if I suffered for it, because in the end, you have changed me for the better. You have made me strong. 
 
    Yours, Livvy 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    Livvy 
 
      
 
    I kicked the door closed behind me, heading toward the kitchen and setting the bag of groceries on the counter. I pushed aside the paperwork I'd been doing earlier for the girls’ school in Colombia. Even with all the danger we'd faced, I'd fallen in love with the wild beauty of the country, the rich culture, and the vast strength of its people. Helping to re-build the schools in poor, rural villages destroyed by the earthquake had taken over my heart and had been a welcome distraction from the pain of missing Brody. But work could wait. Everyone deserved one night off.  
 
    I paused for a second as I began unpacking my groceries, the atmosphere in the house feeling . . . off, the hairs on the nape of my neck lifting in awareness. 
 
    "Hi, Liv." 
 
    I spun around, bringing my hand to my mouth over a startled gasp. Brody was sitting in a chair at the breakfast nook, calm, casual. My heart leapt, resuming in a quickened beat as I blinked, swallowed. Stared. He was here? Why? "Brody," I breathed. 
 
    His eyes flared and he stood, coming toward me, that loose, familiar stride I'd memorized as we'd hiked through a lush, but ravaged country. My stomach clenched in fear, not of him, but of this desperate buzz of joy reverberating through my body. Oh God, it hurt to see him, hurt to know I still loved him so much I could hardly breathe. Because I might have to watch him walk away again. "You . . . you can't just break into someone's house. It's . . . illegal." 
 
    He walked right up to me, and I leaned against the counter, pressing my butt to the edge, needing stability. I looked into his beloved face, those hard lines, the well-shaped lips, flinty eyes that could melt like hot, molten silver. "You should get better security," he murmured, moving a piece of hair back from my face. "Maybe a dog." 
 
    I brought my knee up and his hand flashed out, catching it in his palm before I connected to his groin. He grinned, wolfish, and my stomach clenched. Oh God, he was beautiful. "Leave the moves to me, sweetheart." 
 
    I resisted the smile that tugged at my lips, my leg lowering as we stared at each other, our faces close. I could smell him, and it made my breath quicken, the longing rising inside me. 
 
    "You gave me a fake bank account number," I said. "I still owe you half the money for getting me to Palomino." 
 
    His lip quirked, and then his expression went serious. He watched me and something entered his gaze that I wasn't sure how to read. "Why are you here, Brody?" I practically whispered. 
 
    A breath gusted from his mouth and he moved back, his hand dropping slowly as if he were forcing himself to stop touching me. "Because I can't live without you." 
 
    My gaze washed over his face. Oh, Brody, don't make me do this, not again. Not when I was just beginning to regain my strength, just when the sharp edges of missing you had begun to dull even the slightest bit. "We . . . we talked about this. I"—I shook my head—"I can't watch you leave over and over. I can't give up my dreams, Brody. That's not—" 
 
    "I took a job. Here, in Vegas." 
 
    I blinked, my brow furrowing in confusion. "You what?" 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair, hair that was longer than it'd been. Hair I could now tell had a slight wave to it. My hands itched to touch it. "It's a task force. I'll tell you all about it. But it's local, Liv. And I'd only have to go out in the field if something unexpected came up. It's—" 
 
    A sob came up my throat, and I brought my hands to my face, covering my mouth. Brody moved toward me again, wiping the tear that was already sliding down my cheek. "Wait, Liv, it still holds some danger. I don't—" 
 
    "That's good," I choked, shaking my head on a soggy laugh. "I mean, that's good, right? You like some danger." 
 
    Brody stared at me for a minute and then laughed, his face breaking into that stunning smile I'd missed so much. "Yeah, sweetheart, that's good. I like a little danger." He gathered me in his arms, and I melted into him, laughing, crying, allowing my heart to rejoice at his presence. He kissed my lips, my cheeks, my forehead. "I. Cannot. Live. Without. You. I want it all, Liv. Marriage, home, a couple of kids, maybe a dog." His eyes filled with gravity, my heart bursting with love for the man standing before me, the man who'd taken me on a journey where I'd looked for someone else and ultimately found myself. "What do you think?" he asked, vulnerability suddenly flickering in those sterling eyes. 
 
    "I think that sounds like the ultimate danger," I breathed, my voice catching. 
 
    He laughed. "Yeah. Let's do it. Let's go all out. I love you, Liv." 
 
    I released a small half sob, half laugh. "I love you too, Brody Thomas." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
     FIND 
 
      
 
    Brody 
 
      
 
    "Here you go," the doctor said gently, placing the small weight into my arms, the corner of the blanket falling back to reveal the face of my newborn son. He stared up at me, his liquid gray eyes filled with curiosity and . . . trust. "He's so . . . little," I said, my voice gruff even to my own ears, filled with the emotion clogging my throat. The intensity of my love for this tiny human. 
 
    "He's perfect," Liv said as she glanced between the two of us. My wife's gaze held the pride of a warrior, the warmth of a summer sun, as she watched me cradle our baby boy.  
 
    I looked back into Liam's eyes. "He is." And together, we would give him the childhood neither of us had ever had—the belonging, the love.  
 
    I sat down on the edge of the hospital bed, gathering my family close, my whole world right there in that room.  
 
    It felt like a miracle.  
 
    It felt like the ultimate danger.  
 
    And I embraced every second of it. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Acknowledgments 
 
    Special, special thanks to my editors, Angela Smith and Marion Archer, who accommodated the tight timeline of this release. I couldn't have made it happen without you!  
 
    Thank you to Karen Lawson who polished this baby up lickety split! 
 
    Gratitude to my beta readers who helped me immensely with this storyline; Elena Eckmeyer, Cat Bracht, Ashley Brinkman, Denise Coy, JoAnna Koller, Rachel Morgenthal, and Shauna Waldleitner Rogers. 
 
    Huge appreciation to Adriana Del Risco Hurst and Tatiana Ossa Jurado who helped me with all the Colombian references. Thank you for your patience, your knowledge, and for helping me fall in love with your beautiful country.  
 
    To Kimberly Brower—best agent in the history of ever! Thank you for making everything easier.  
 
    And to all the readers, blogs, Instagrammers, and book clubs, who review, recommend and support my books—unending love and thanks. 
 
    My family . . . Thank you for dealing with me when I'm on insane timelines. Thank you for loving me when I'm at my worst, for supporting me endlessly, and for making the word home so beautiful. I'm so lucky that you're mine.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    About the Author 
 
    Mia Sheridan is a New York Times, USA Today, and Wall Street Journal Bestselling author. Her passion is weaving true love stories about people destined to be together. Mia lives in Cincinnati, Ohio with her husband. They have four children here on earth and one in heaven.  
 
    Learn more at:  
 
    MiaSheridan.com 
 
    Twitter, @MSheridanAuthor 
 
    Instagram, @MiaSheridanAuthor 
 
    Facebook.com/MiaSheridanAuthor 
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    DID YOU ENJOY THE GLIMPSE OF CARSON STINGER? READ ABOUT HIS JOURNEY IN STINGER, AVAILABLE AT ALL ONLINE RETAILERS!  
 
    GO TO MIASHERIDAN.COM FOR MORE INFO. 
 
      
 
      
 
    TURN THE PAGE TO READ THE PROLOGUE FROM MORE THAN WORDS, COMING JUNE 12, 2018, VIA GRAND CENTRAL PUBLISHING.  
 
    GO TO MIASHERIDAN.COM TO FIND THE PRE-ORDER LINKS TO ALL ONLINE RETAILERS! 
 
  
 
  



 PROLOGUE – MORE THAN WORDS 
 
      
 
    Jessica—Eleven Years Old 
 
      
 
     “The night was dark and…” I took a tentative step forward, the dry summer grass crunching softly beneath my feet. Stormy? No, it wasn’t even misty. I squinted at the pale sliver of moon overhead. It wasn’t even really dark yet, the evening sky just beginning to take on a deeper twilight blue. A dog barked somewhere in the distance, and then it grew quiet again, my footsteps echoing around me as if I were the only person alive in this strange, treacherous land. “Lonely,” I finally decided, whispering the word. I squared my shoulders, summoning courage. “The night was…dim and lonely, and yet the princess continued on her journey, believing with all her heart that the prince wasn’t far behind and that he’d rescue her. All she had to do was hold on to hope.” 
 
    I kept walking, my breath hitching as my pulse sped up. I’d never walked this far from home before, and nothing looked familiar. Where am I? As the sky turned gray, lights suddenly blinked on up ahead, and I moved toward them as if they were a beacon, a guide. “The stars glittered in the sky, and the princess followed the brightest ones, sure they would lead her to safety and”—my stomach growled, louder than the soft rise and fall of the cricket song in the evening air—“food.” 
 
    A slope stood between me and the glowing lights—what I could now see were streetlamps—and I began making my way up slowly. I clutched my book in one hand, using my other hand to balance myself on the steepest sections. “The princess was tired from her journey, and yet she gathered her strength and scaled the cliffs, knowing that she would be able to see where she was from higher ground. Perhaps she’d spot the prince, galloping toward her on his trusty steed.”  
 
    The lights were very close, and when I reached the top of the incline and emerged through some bushes, I was standing in front of a set of train tracks. I let out a harsh exhale, looking one way and then the other, turning around to survey the land below. Looking down the slope in front me, I could just make out the edge of the golf course that backed up to a wide field. I sighed in relief now that I had my bearings. My house was in a neighborhood on the other side of the golf course. How could I have been so caught up in my own fantasy that I hadn’t realized how far I’d walked? 
 
    I should head home now that I know which way to go. 
 
    I stood for a moment looking in the direction of my house, hearing the echoes of my mother’s tears, my father’s annoyed voice, and the slamming door telling me my little brother had gone next door to spend the night at his friend Kyle’s house. I don’t want to be there. It’d be hours before they noticed I was gone anyway. If they noticed at all.  
 
    I turned back toward the tracks. There was a lone boxcar sitting still and silent a short distance away, and I eyed it curiously, shifting my weight from one foot to the other, a strange fluttering in my chest. “The princess spotted the caves up ahead,” I murmured, “and was drawn to them for some reason she couldn’t explain.” Fate. 
 
    I walked slowly through the gravel, stepping over the first set of tracks and moving toward the boxcar. The sound of the crickets from the field below grew faint, and the night seemed suddenly quieter and more still, as if the entire world were holding its breath. My heart began beating faster again in anticipation of…something. I touched the side of the boxcar, the metal cool and smooth beneath my fingertips as I trailed my hand along it, moving toward the wide blackness of the open door. My whisper was a bare breath of sound. “The caves were dark, and yet the princess was brave. She would stop here for a while and wait for the prince to catch up with her. He was very close now. She could feel it.” 
 
    Pausing at the edge of the open door, I leaned my head slowly inside, my breath catching and my eyes widening. A boy sat leaning against the far wall, his long legs stretched out before him and crossed at the ankles, his eyes shut. My heart galloped in my chest. Who is he? One of the streetlamps cast a glow into the shadowy interior, enough for me to see that the boy’s lip was bloody and his eye swollen. I stared, noting the way the boy’s dark hair fell over his forehead as if he were too exhausted to move it back. His face was bruised, his eyes shut, and I thought there might be tear tracks on his cheeks, and yet, even so, he was the handsomest boy I had ever seen in my whole life. He was a prince. A…broken prince. My mind spun. The princess thought she’d been waiting for the prince and yet…and yet, she’d had it all backward. The prince had survived battle and crawled to the dark cave nearby to hide, where he’d been waiting…to be rescued by her. 
 
    The boy opened his eyes, which were shiny with tears. He started slightly as he spotted me, his hands curling into fists. But then he blinked the tears away, his brow furrowing and his hands relaxing as he sat up straight. I pulled myself into the boxcar and stood in front of him, my knees weak with the unexpectedness of finding him. “I’m here to save you,” I said in a rush of words. 
 
    I felt the blush rising in my cheeks when I realized I’d said the words out loud. He didn’t know what I’d been playing, and I suddenly realized how strange and awkward I must seem. I’d been far too involved in my own made-up world. Although…clearly he did need saving. Maybe not by a pretend princess, but by someone anyway.  
 
    The boy’s dark eyebrows rose as his gaze moved down my body and then back up to my face. He laughed a small laugh that ended in a sigh. “Oh yeah? Then I’m screwed,” he muttered. 
 
    Well. I put my hands on my hips, the sympathy I’d felt a moment before turning into irritation. Maybe I was strange and awkward, but I didn’t deserve to be laughed at. “I’m stronger than I look,” I declared, drawing myself up to my full height. I was the fifth-tallest girl in my class. 
 
    The boy smirked and ran a hand through his hair, moving it off his forehead. “I’m sure. What are you doing here? Don’t you know little girls shouldn’t be wandering around train tracks alone at night?” 
 
    I stepped farther inside, looking around at the graffiti sprayed all over the walls. There were several pieces of writing on the wall nearest me, and I leaned in to read them. “Better not to read those,” the boy said. I turned to him questioningly. “Probably not for kids.” He raised an eyebrow. Probably? As if he hadn’t read them himself. Right.  
 
    I cleared my throat, deciding to take his advice anyway. For now. I figured they must be dirty sayings. I’d come back another time and read them when I was alone. Maybe I’d memorize them, too, just because. “You don’t look that much older than I am,” I said. In truth, I couldn’t really tell. If I had to guess, I’d say he was a middle school kid, although there was something about his expression—or maybe his eyes—that made him seem older. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m a guy, and I know how to protect myself.” 
 
    I considered his bruised face, thinking there was at least one person he’d had some trouble protecting himself from. “Hmm. How old are you anyway?” 
 
    He frowned at me for a moment, as if he wasn’t going to answer. “Twelve.” 
 
    I smiled. “I’m eleven and a half. My name’s Jessica Creswell.” I kneeled and put my hands on my thighs. 
 
    He studied me for a minute, as if he wasn’t sure what to think of me. I glanced away, biting at my lip, feeling suddenly insecure. I knew I wasn’t the prettiest girl. My hair and eyes were both a plain, boring light brown, I had a scattering of freckles over my nose and cheeks that I’d tried to scrub away with lemon juice, which hadn’t worked, and I was pitifully skinny. The girls at my snobby French school never stopped reminding me how knobby my knees were or how the stupid cowlick at the front of my head had a mind of its own. I’d smoothed it down with my mom’s hair gel, but it had resisted, standing straight up in a stiff spike. Hopeless.  
 
    “What are you doing here, Jessica Creswell?” 
 
    I sat back on my butt, drawing my knees up in a more comfortable position, and leaned on the wall next to the one he was sitting against. “I sorta got lost. But now I know where I am. I know how to get back home.” 
 
    “Then you should do that. Go home.” 
 
    I pressed my lips together, frowning at the thought of home. 
 
    The corners of his eyes tightened as he watched me, making me feel nervous again. “Don’t you like your home, Jessie?” 
 
    Jessie. My heart fluttered at the sound of this handsome boy calling me by a nickname. No one had ever called me Jessie before. I liked it. “I…not really. My mom and dad fight a lot.” I wasn’t sure why I said it, especially to a stranger, but there was something dim and dreamy about the inside of the boxcar, something that felt unreal, as if my pretend game were coming to life around me in some small way. As if what was said here couldn’t go any farther. 
 
    He sighed again, looking off behind me. “Yeah,” he said, as if he understood. I started to ask him if his mom and dad fought a lot, too, but he nodded to the book I’d placed next to me on the floor. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “King Arthur and His Knights of the Round Table.” 
 
    He tilted his head. “You like fairy tales, Jessie?” 
 
    I nodded slowly. I thought about my parents, about how my mom was always dragging us to hotels and restaurants and to my dad’s office after hours, where we’d find him with his girlfriends. I thought about how my brother had been so young when we’d first started finding my father that Johnny’s eyes would always light up, and he’d say in this big, happy voice, “Hi, Daddy!” And our dad would cringe, the girlfriend of the moment would either seem to shrink or look shocked, and inside I would want to die of embarrassment. And then my mom would sob and throw a fit, and sometimes my daddy would come home with us, but mostly he would shut the door or drive away, or leave us standing there. 
 
    Johnny was nine now and had enough sense to be as embarrassed as me when we found our dad with one of his girlfriends. 
 
    My mom was always crying and wailing, and my dad was always making promises that nobody believed. Not even him, I thought. And Johnny and I just tried to disappear into the background. 
 
    Fairy tales helped me believe that not every man was like my daddy. Fairy tales helped me disappear into worlds where princes were loyal and honest and where princesses were strong and brave. 
 
    “Yes. Fairy tales, adventures. Someday I’m going to go on the grandest adventure of all—I’m going to live in Paris, have a French boyfriend who writes me the most beautiful love letters ever, and I’m going to eat French chocolate all day long.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’ll be fat.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Maybe. If I want to be.” 
 
    The boy chuckled softly, and butterflies fluttered in my tummy. He was even more handsome when he smiled. Although, really looking at him now, I saw that his clothes were worn, his sweatshirt a little too small, and the sole of one shoe was coming loose. He was obviously poor, and the knowledge made tenderness well up in my chest. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me your name,” I said softly, scooting closer. 
 
    He eyed me for a second but then shrugged. “Callen.” 
 
    “Calvin?” 
 
    “No, Callen. No v.” 
 
    I repeated it, liking the way it sounded. “Callen.” I paused. “Did you get in a fight?” I asked, my eyes moving from his cut lip to his reddened eye. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Who’d you get in a fight with?” 
 
    He looked away for a second and then back at me. “Just a bully.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “Oh. Well, I hope you can stay away from him from now on.” 
 
    He let out a laugh that was mostly breath. “No, Jessie, I can’t stay away from this bully, but it’s okay. I don’t mind the bruises.” 
 
    I frowned, not understanding how anyone could be okay with getting hit in the face. I opened my mouth to say something, when Callen reached forward and picked up my book, looking at the picture on the front cover. He turned it over and began reading the synopsis on the back. “You read French?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    His eyes flew to mine, and his expression did something funny. “No. I was wondering what language this is.” 
 
    I nodded, scooting even closer, leaning my back against the same wall as him. “Want me to read it to you? I can translate. I go to a French school, and we’re only supposed to read books in French.” 
 
    “A French school?” 
 
    I nodded. “Every subject is taught in French. It helps kids become fluent.” 
 
    “Huh,” he said, tilting his head, studying me. “So you can eventually move to Paris and get fat.” 
 
    I grinned. “Yup.” 
 
    He smiled back, causing those butterflies to take flight again. “Sure, Princess Jessie,” he said. “Read to me.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    I walked through the neighborhoods, across the golf course and the field, and up the embankment to the train tracks every day that summer.  
 
    When Callen was there, I would read to him, or we would go on adventures together. He acted as if he were only doing it for my benefit, but he smiled more than usual when we were traveling into volcanoes in the Realm of the Merciless Vales or picking magical herbs in the Ever Fields.  
 
    “I don’t want you staying here by yourself, Jessie,” he said one afternoon when I told him I’d been there alone the day before. “You never know who else might be hanging around the train tracks.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen anyone here except you.” 
 
    “Yeah, well”—he glanced down the tracks to a turn, where the rails disappeared behind a grove of trees—“the people who hang around the railroad tracks usually stay half a mile that way because the old train cars are hidden by the trees and brush, but you never know.” 
 
    He was a head taller than I was when we were standing, and I peered up at him, noticing the bruise under his jaw. “But how will I know when you’re going to be here?” 
 
    He put his hands in his pockets and turned to me. “I’m not really someone you should be hanging around, either.”  
 
    My heart dropped, and I was suddenly scared he was going to send me away, tell me he didn’t want to meet me there anymore. “You’re wrong,” I insisted. “You’re the most wonderful person I ever met.” 
 
    “Jessie.” It was more breath than word, though I was sure I’d heard my name on his soft exhale. He met my eyes and smiled at me, softly, sweetly, and he suddenly looked younger than he was. He sighed, looking off into the distance. Maybe toward where he lived, though I couldn’t be sure. Whatever he saw in his mind’s eye made his smile slip. When his eyes moved back to mine, he asked, “Can you meet Tuesdays and Thursdays at seven o’clock?” 
 
    That was after dinner, when my dad left for an “unexpected” business meeting that we all knew was really some woman waiting in a hotel room for him and my mom opened a bottle of wine and cried now that we were too old to be dragged all over town without putting up a fight. “Yes, I can meet you then. And Saturdays at three?” 
 
    He was quiet for a moment, and then he gave me a crooked smile that made my heart do a somersault. “And Saturdays at three.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    One cold autumn day a year after we’d first met, we sat close together in the boxcar, my breath pluming in the air as I read to him from the French version of The Adventures of Robin Hood. I paused when he reached forward and pulled the edge of a piece of paper out of my backpack. He studied it for a moment, his gaze moving over the page before his eyes flew to mine. “What is this?” 
 
    I set the book down, tilting my head as I turned to face him. “My piano music.” 
 
    He looked back to the paper and held it toward me, pointing at the first note. “These are notes.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, frowning. “Haven’t you ever seen music?” 
 
    “Not written out like this.” There was something odd in his voice, and he was talking fast. He pointed at the first note. “This one?” 
 
    “Um, that’s an E.” 
 
    “An E?” he asked, bunching up his brow. “The letter E?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Well, yes, like the letter, but, um, a note. A different, er…language, I guess.” I smiled, but he was still wearing an intense look of concentration as he turned back to the music, his brow smoothing after a moment. He pointed at another E and then another. “These are all Es.” 
 
    I nodded, confused about his excitement. In the year I’d known him, I’d only ever witnessed two emotions: sullen or kinda happy. I had a moment of irrational jealousy over his sudden enthusiasm. “Yes.” 
 
    He nodded, a jerky movement of his head. I could see his pulse thrumming quickly under the smooth, tanned skin of his throat. “What’s this?” 
 
    I glanced down at what he was pointing at. “That’s the treble clef. It tells you the pitch and key of the notes on that line.” 
 
    His brow furrowed, and I rushed to explain further. “Pitch and key is…the highness and lowness of notes.” 
 
    He nodded again, his eyes wide and shining with something I didn’t know how to name. It was more than excitement. It was…disbelief. Was he that excited to be reading in a different language? I noticed the way he hummed when we were playing. He’d put music to our games—slow, dark, and creepy when we were hunting for a villain, light and happy when we were running through a meadow of magical, talking bluebells. Sometimes I’d look at him and smile at some particular melody and he’d glance at me in surprise, as if he didn’t even know the music was anywhere except inside him. He looked up and our eyes met, causing a tremor of delight to move down my spine. “Will you bring me more?” 
 
    “More music?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “O-okay. I, um, I have a keyboard, too. I could bring it? It has a carry case.” 
 
    “Yes,” he breathed. He grabbed my hand and squeezed it, and another small thrill went through me at his touch. I suddenly felt shy but glad to have given him something that obviously brought him happiness. I wanted to give him more. I wanted him to direct those clear gray eyes at me again and see them bright with joy. 
 
    So, two days later, I ran through the field and over the tracks, the keyboard case clutched in my hand and excitement filling my chest. I taught Callen which notes were which as his eyes lit with that same wonder. I’d never been very good at the piano, but I’d learned the basics, and I gave those to Callen along with the keyboard that had been in my closet unused for so long I’d almost forgotten about it. 
 
    He took to music like a fish takes to water, and I was amazed that in only a couple of months he was far better than I’d ever be, even though we had a Schimmel baby grand that I sat at each week, practicing for what felt like hours and hours, but in reality was only thirty minutes. 
 
    He showed up one day later that year looking angry, his face bruised, and sat down heavily, leaning his head against the wall. “Will you read to me today, Jessie?” 
 
    I nodded, taking the book I was in the middle of out of my backpack. “Sure.” I started The Three Musketeers, pausing and glancing up at him after I’d read a few paragraphs. His expression had settled into sadness and his eyes were closed. I gathered my courage. “Is it your dad who hits you?” I asked softly. 
 
    His eyes opened, but he didn’t turn his head toward me. He was silent for so long, I wondered if he’d answer me at all, and my heart began beating faster, scared that he would be angry with me and leave instead. “Yeah.” 
 
    My heart squeezed, and I released the breath I’d held in my throat. 
 
    He looked at me, his gaze moving over my face. “I can handle the hitting. It’s…it’s the words that…Anyway…” I desperately wanted to ask him to say more, but I wasn’t sure how. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “My dad isn’t a good man either.” I whispered it as if there were someone close by I was trying to prevent from hearing the truth. Maybe myself. I’d known it for a long time, as long as I could remember actually, but somehow saying it out loud made it an unavoidable truth. I’d never be able to pretend again. My father was weak and selfish, and he didn’t love us enough, if he even loved us at all.  
 
    Callen reached out and took my hand in his, and my eyes darted to our interlaced fingers, mine small and pale and his tanned and calloused and so much larger than my own. I kept my eyes on our joined hands and swallowed before continuing. “But the worst part is that my mom can’t stop loving him. No matter how much he makes her cry, she keeps coming back for more. I just…I don’t know how one person has that many tears.” 
 
    When I raised my eyes to his, he was staring at me. I felt self-conscious, even though he’d told me a secret, too, and I bit my lip and looked away. “Is that why you like fairy tales so much, Jessie?” His voice was soft, laced with something tender, but the question made me feel more exposed. He squeezed my hand gently. I wanted to pull away and I wanted to get closer, and the feelings running through my body were new and confusing, thrilling and scary. 
 
    “We haven’t played those games for a while now,” I answered, shaking my head. Instead of going on adventures, I read aloud or did homework, and Callen played the keyboard, his brow furrowed in concentration, creating partial melodies that were so beautiful they made my heart trip over itself. Music that often faded away into nothing, as if the loveliness had slipped right through his fingers, or he didn’t know where to take it. 
 
    His full lips tilted up. “Sometimes I miss playing make-believe.” 
 
    I grinned. “You do?” 
 
    “Yeah. You made me feel like a hero.” 
 
    “You are,” I breathed. “To me, you are.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, Jessie. I’m no hero. God, I can’t even…” 
 
    “What? What does he say you can’t do?” I asked, feeling fierce and protective, knowing it was his father who put that haunted look in his eyes. 
 
    Callen laughed, but there was no humor in the sound. “He only tells the truth.” 
 
    “No! I’d like to go to your house and give your father a piece of my—” 
 
    “Don’t you dare.” The words were sharp and icy, and I stared at him, my cheeks flushing and my eyes filling with tears. Callen had never spoken so harshly with me before. 
 
    “I…I wouldn’t do anything that—” 
 
    He leaned forward so suddenly, I let out a gasp, and then his lips were on mine, soft and warm, and a shimmery heat moved through my body. I paused, uncertain, for I’d never been kissed before, not even close. I had clunky braces on my teeth, and I had no idea what to do. 
 
    Callen gripped my hand more tightly and used his other hand to cup the back of my head as he pulled me even closer and rubbed his lips softly—slowly—over mine. I let out a tiny breath, and he hesitantly moved his tongue along my parted lips, causing me to instinctively open them.  
 
    He jolted as if surprised, and I opened my eyes to find that his were open, too. For a few moments we stared at each other close up, our eyes wide, and I was dimly aware that my heart was slamming in my chest, before he once again closed his lids. He tilted his head and pressed his tongue inside my mouth—just barely—and I closed my eyes, meeting the very tip of his tongue with the tip of mine, touching and then retreating. A cascade of feeling sparked inside me: excitement, nervousness, joy, and fear. Callen nibbled softly at my lips, and I sighed in wonder at the physical sensation, loving the taste of his mouth, the way he smelled up close like this—cinnamon, and salt, and some sort of soap. Like a boy. Like my prince. 
 
    When he pulled away, I felt dazed and half-asleep, floating in some other world. I blinked, bringing myself back to the moment, and smiled shyly at him. He gave me a crooked smile in return. “No one makes me feel like you, Princess Jessie. No one ever will.” 
 
    It was the only time he ever kissed me.  
 
    Callen never came back to the train tracks after that day. I went every Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday, hoping desperately he’d be there again. I didn’t know where to begin to look for him. Santa Lucinda, the city in Northern California where we lived, was far too big, and I didn’t even know his last name. 
 
    The only thing I had to remember him by was a string of hand-drawn musical notes written on a torn piece of paper I’d found in the corner of our boxcar. 
 
    As I waited week after week, I racked my brain for a reason why he had disappeared. Had I done something wrong? Had he hated kissing me? Had he felt ashamed? Had his father done something terrible to him? I felt desperate for answers I had no way to get. 
 
    Finally, one Tuesday evening in late summer, after an entire year of hoping he’d return, I sat alone in the doorway of our boxcar and said a silent farewell to my vanished hero—my broken prince—wiped a tear from my cheek, and never returned. 
 
      
 
      
 
    PRE-ORDER TO FIND OUT WHAT HAPPENS WHEN JESSIE AND CALLEN MEET AGAIN, YEARS LATER! GO TO MIASHERIDAN.COM! 
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

Mia Sheridan





