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CHAPTER ONE
“You weren’t supposed to kill him,” Carl yelled at Win over the sawed-off’s barrel. “This job was supposed to be clean and quick.”
Lowering his 9mm, Win grinned down at the manager’s body. A wet red stain the size of a baseball bloomed across the front of the dead man’s yellow logo apron. His legs twitched a couple of times, then went still. Brown eyes clouded over.
“The asshole was going for the silent alarm.” Win’s pale-blue eyes popped out of the ultra-skinny face of an addict.
“He was opening the safe, Win.” Carl implied the duh with his tone. Sweat dripped behind the bandana that covered his mouth and nose. He assumed the manager was the same guy who’d fired Win a couple of weeks ago. 
“Don’t talk to me like that.” Win’s voice turned icy. “I knew him. You didn’t.”
Carl tried to ignore the kid’s belligerence, but the itch along his spine wouldn’t let him. Truth was, Win wanted to kill somebody. His personal beef with the liquor store manager was just a bonus. Win had the worst case of crazy-motherfucker-itis Carl had seen in a long time. The buggy eyes didn’t help. A hat and scarf concealed spiked bleached hair and skin the color of skim milk. The kid looked like the corpse of Billy Idol, circa 1982. 
On the bright side, the kid had waited for the manager to open the safe before he capped him. Carl leaned down and scooped money out of the safe into his bag. He straightened, testing the weight of the duffel. Nice haul. 
With the attention span of a squirrel on crack, Win shifted gears, prodding the manager’s beer belly with the blunt toe of a skateboard shoe. The body twitched, and Win laughed. Unease crashed through Carl’s confidence like a perfect strike through ten pins. He did not need this nut job pissing all over his early retirement plan. 
Carl tried another approach. “Your uncle’s waiting.” 
Win’s uncle Dennis, Carl’s longtime partner, was waiting outside. 
Carl nudged the clerk with the gun barrel. “Get a move on, honey. We ain’t got all night.”
Jet-black hair swung over her face as she emptied all three cash registers into the backpack he’d passed her. Carl glanced up at the security cameras. The green light was blinking away. Win was still playing with the manager’s dead body. 
“How about taking out the cameras like we planned?” he asked Win.
The kid went at the task like it was an arcade game, adding his own ridiculous sound effects to the gunshots ranging through the small store. The din wasn’t exactly what Carl had in mind, even though the other stores on this strip of Maine suburbia were closed. He felt like he was babysitting a psychopathic—and armed—toddler. He reached across the counter and yanked the bag out of the girl’s hands. A glance inside told him the payoff was decent. Maybe putting up with Win had been worth the effort after all, if they didn’t all end up back in prison. 
“What’s going on?” 
A voice startled Carl. He whirled, gun leveled. 
“Whoa. It’s just me.” Lincoln Street, their fourth man, came from the rear of the store, where he’d been sweeping the back rooms for wayward employees and trashing the security tapes. He jerked a thumb at Win. “What part of ‘quiet’ does that psycho not get?” 
Carl rubbed his forehead and shook his head. 
In the narrow slit between the scarf that concealed his features and the knit cap over his bald head, Lincoln’s eyes went tight with fury. “You said Dennis could control him.”
“That’s what I thought,” Carl said. “But the kid is the one who knew the security details on the store.” Details he’d refused to share unless he was in on the job. 
“Not worth it.” Lincoln headed for the door. “Let’s get the fuck out of here. The cops’ll be here any second.”
Win blasted the third and last camera. He loped back to the registers and grabbed the clerk by the arm. “Let’s go. You’re coming with us.”
“That’s not part of the plan, Win—” Carl started to protest. The girl would undoubtedly be another unwanted complication. 
The killer glare in Win’s eyes stopped him cold. “I think she’ll be an asset.” 
“OK.” Carl would leave Win-management up to Dennis. How much trouble could one girl be? It wasn’t like the rest of their “plan” was going off without a hitch. 
Vacant-eyed, the clerk shuffled out from behind the register. Carl barely registered a tight black sweater and skinny jeans, but Win was licking his lips like she was a cheeseburger in boots. The vein in Lincoln’s temple bulged as if it could blow at any second. 
They hustled out the glass doors. Sweating, Carl yanked the suffocating bandana off his face. His skin welcomed the cold February night. 
He and Dennis had planned this simple holdup with no complications. Thanks to Win, who’d worked in the store for all of three weeks, they knew when the store would be holding the maximum cash load. They should have been in and out with minimum fuss and enough money to head south toward the next target, but Nut Job’s gleeful killing had changed everything. 
The plan was fucked, and so was Carl.
He scanned the asphalt rectangle. As Win had said, the single security camera pointed at the entrance to the building. Two cars sat at the rear of the parking lot. The interiors were dark, overhead lights reflecting mirrorlike off the windshields, but Carl’s neck itched as if somebody were watching him. The vehicles probably belonged to the clerk and the store manager. Two employees, two cars. He was being paranoid. Win’s volatility was making him edgy.
At the curb, Dennis idled the stolen Buick. Win opened the rear door and put the girl in the back between him and Lincoln. She got in without a word, hunching over and hugging herself against the cold. 
Carl jumped into the passenger seat and pointed toward the windshield with an urgent finger. “Go.” 
Dennis made a calm exit from the lot, turned onto the highway, and headed north. Carl rubbed the center of his chest, where it felt like a sedan was parked. Once they switched to their own anonymous vehicle, Carl would be able to breathe. 
Dennis jerked a thumb over the seat. “What’s she doing here?”
“Change of plans.” Carl stashed the sawed-off shotgun under his legs. “She’s coming with us.”
Dennis turned off the highway. “Why?”
“Win wanted her to come along.” Carl bit back his temper and the urge to point the shotgun over the seat and blow Win through the rear window. The kid had served his purpose. Carl had had enough of his erratic behavior. 
“He also shot the store manager,” Lincoln added from the back.
Dennis sighed and adjusted the rearview mirror to look at his nephew. “Win, we talked about this. It’s important to follow the plan.” Disappointment weighted his voice. “We don’t need complications. We need cash.”
Win crossed his arms and sulked. “The manager was going for the panic button.”
Dennis glanced at Carl. He shook his head, and Dennis sighed. “Well, what do we do now? We can forget the next job.” They’d planned a series of small holdups, spread out in time and distance, nothing ambitious enough to attract interstate law enforcement attention. “Should we head for the border? We could be in Canada in a couple of hours.”
The Canadian border went three-quarters of the way around the state of Maine. Six hundred miles of opportunity knocked. Carl considered. “No. The state troopers will assume we’ll head for Canada or go south. We need to go in the least likely direction.”
“OK. West it is then.” Dennis slowed and turned off the highway onto a narrow, unplowed road. Packed snow crunched under the tires. “Nothing west of here but mountains, snow, and trees.”
Carl wanted to put a couple of state lines between them and the murder. Crossing jurisdictions was always prudent when evading the law. 
Dennis parked behind a stand of evergreens, next to the plain gray minivan that would blend anywhere. The van had compartments built into the floorboards. Intended for soccer balls and juice boxes, the concealed storage was excellent for hiding weapons.
They changed vehicles with a minimum of fuss. They all knew the drill. Dennis, Lincoln, and Carl had all done time and didn’t want to repeat the experience. Dennis was still on parole. Win had spent his teenage years as a guest of the state and had been set loose upon the world when he’d reached adulthood. They’d all worn gloves from the time they’d stolen the Buick until now. None of their fingerprints had ever graced its interior. 
They assumed their positions in the minivan. Carl glanced into the back. Next to Win, the girl shivered. The chattering of her teeth was the only sound she’d made. No complaining. Still, once they were safe, the girl would have to go. In fact, when Carl did make his getaway, he sure as hell wasn’t taking Dennis’s crazy-ass nephew with him, which meant that Dennis would have to be left behind. Lincoln was more stable, but his company wasn’t necessary either. Carl would have better luck on his own. Besides, the authorities would be looking for four men. Might be easier to disappear if they split up. 
“If we drive all night, we can be in New York State by morning.” Dennis took the ramp onto the interstate. He turned on the stereo and found a local news station. “We’ll lie low for a couple of weeks. It’ll be all right.”
Carl scrubbed a hand down his face. “We took out the cameras and didn’t leave prints.”
No one spoke for the next quarter of an hour. Carl listened to the news with one ear and fished a roll of antacids from the glove compartment.
“Using mug shots, a customer in the parking lot of the store identified two of the armed men who robbed River Liquors, murdered the night manager, and took the female clerk hostage as Carl Snyder and Winner Young.” Carl’s ulcer burned as the reporter supplied the listening public with accurate descriptions of both men. Obviously, one of those cars in the parking lot hadn’t been empty.
Carl and Dennis exchanged looks. Yeah. Now they were really screwed. Where could they hide? There was an eyewitness to their armed robbery and murder.
“Now what?” Carl asked. “Our mug shots are probably all over the fucking TV and Internet. Every motel clerk in the Northeast will be looking for us.”
“I think you overestimate the staff at the type of establishment we tend to frequent.” In the orange neon glow of the dashboard light, Dennis’s face split in a creepy smile. “I have an idea. Focus on the plan. No more deviations. Everything’ll be all right.”
Unease rumbled in Carl’s gut. That’s exactly what he’d said about the robbery.



CHAPTER TWO
Sean turned the SUV into the private drive. He took his wife’s hand, intertwined their fingers, and kissed her knuckles. “It’s nice to get away. You’re sure you don’t mind that this is a working trip?” 
At the end of a tree-lined drive, the newly renovated luxury resort and spa, The Hideaway, sat on a wooded slope. Fifteen miles from its nearest neighbor, the small inn was exclusive, luxurious, and isolated. Cedar and glass, the structure blended into the Adirondacks as if it had grown there. Snow coated the trees that flanked the driveway. Behind the building, a frozen private lake sprawled. Moonlight glittered white on the ice. On the opposite side, a few thousand acres of state forest covered the mountainside.
“It is.” Amanda smiled wide. “I don’t mind at all. I’m going to curl up in front of the fire and read all weekend. Too bad the spa isn’t open yet.”
“Don’t worry. I won’t be leaving you alone all weekend.” He glanced sideways. Every inch of his wife was more beautiful than when they had married ten years ago. “Testing the system is a half-day job at best. Plus, Glenn said his new chefs wanted to use us as guinea pigs. The resort is scheduled to open in just a few weeks.”
The weather report came over the radio. Amanda turned up the volume. “Ooh. It’s going to snow tonight.” 
“Only six inches.” But it would be even colder up here in New York State than it was at home. He wanted to fly to the Bahamas for a long weekend, but that would have to wait for another time. Romantic getaways were few and far between. He’d take what he could get. Between the success of their home security system business and the girls’ ridiculously busy calendars, getting away alone with his wife was as complicated as conducting a mission behind enemy lines back when he’d been an army Ranger.
“Which isn’t enough to be a hassle and just enough to be romantic.”
“We hardly need any more romance. Just opportunity.” Sean was still head over ass in love with his wife, but if she wanted more romance, he’d give it to her. He squeezed her hand. “Just opportunity. And it snows in Westbury all the time.” They lived a couple hours south, in northeastern Pennsylvania.
“We don’t have a fireplace in our bedroom or two uninterrupted evenings back home.” Amanda picked at a fingernail. “Maybe we’ll have better luck with a little quiet time.” 
Sean squeezed her hand. With their youngest off to first grade, Amanda had suffered an acute attack of baby fever. “You have a point, but we’ve only been trying for a couple of months.” 
“It didn’t take a couple of months with either of the girls. I hope we didn’t wait too long. I’m not young anymore.”
“Thirty-five is hardly geriatric.” Sean brought her knuckles to his lips and kissed them again. “It’ll be OK. You need to relax about the whole thing. Another baby would be great, but if it doesn’t happen, we have two gorgeous girls. I am totally happy either way.”
“This whole trip is about relaxing.” She smiled. “Maybe the lack of stress will help.” 
“Regardless, I’m going to enjoy having you to myself for a couple of days.” He loved his two little girls with all his heart, and he was thrilled his wife wanted to add another baby to the mix. But his house was always full of kids. Neighbors, friends, Brownies, cousins…Sometimes Sean felt like they were living in a day-care center instead of a house. Being a father was better than he’d ever imagined, but was it a sin to want a couple of days alone with his wife? He wasn’t complaining, but he was looking forward to sex that wasn’t of the hushed and hurried type. He had ideas that involved his naked wife, no interruptions, and plenty of time. “At least that ice storm is staying to the west.”
The SUV bounced down the driveway. The radio station switched to a news report. “A manhunt continues in Maine after four men robbed an Augusta liquor store, murdered the store manager, and took the twenty-two-year-old female clerk hostage just after eleven p.m. last night. A customer witnessed the suspects forcing the young woman into a silver Buick LeSabre at gunpoint. The vehicle was found abandoned ten miles north of the crime scene. It’s assumed the suspects had another vehicle waiting. Police are conducting roadblocks and vehicle stops across northern Maine, hoping to stop the men before they reach the Canadian border.” The newscaster described the suspects and noted that they were armed and dangerous.
“That poor girl.” Amanda frowned. “I would think the border patrol would catch them if they try to cross over.”
“It’s impossible to cover all that wilderness.” Sean slowed the SUV and steered around a deep rut in the lane. “Plus, it’s going to be tough to find them without a vehicle description.”
“It will, but that’s enough news.” Amanda switched off the radio. “No more communicating with the outside world. It’s too distracting.”
“You’re right.” Sean lifted his phone. “Look, no bars.”
Amanda grinned back at him. “I know. Isn’t it exciting?”
“The inn has wireless Internet,” he pointed out.
“Which you promised not to access unless it was an emergency.” Amanda gave him a bossy look that was really hot. 
How fast could they get to their room?
“I did.” Sean pocketed his cell.
He drove around to the back of the inn and parked in the lot. His duffel bag fit under one arm. He hefted his wife’s wheeled suitcase. She chronically overpacked, her love of clothes a carryover from her former career as a model. “What did you pack in here? You know you’re not going to need much in the way of clothes.”
“That’s for me to know and you to find out,” she laughed. “There are a few items I thought you might like.” She climbed the wide wooden steps and cast a seductive look over her shoulder. 
Nice.
Sean hurried to catch up. Tall and fit with long auburn hair that fell past her shoulders, Amanda looked like the woman-next-door. Her creamy complexion was prone to blushing, but he was happy to note there wasn’t anything bashful about her, not when it came to him.
Wood and glass dominated the modern, rustic lobby. Furniture was simple and sleek. A white-haired man stood behind a slim mahogany registration desk. Next to him, a little girl sat on a high stool. Around seven, she was about the same age as Sean’s youngest, and she was dressed for the cold weather in a heavy fleece pullover and leggings. Her Ugg-covered feet swung back and forth as she applied crayons to a coloring book. As Sean and Amanda crossed the lobby, the child looked up at them with wide, apprehensive eyes.
The man’s weathered face creased in a smile. He held a hand over a laptop on the desk surface. “Hi, Sean. How are you?”
Sean shook his hand and introduced Amanda. 
Glenn clicked his mouse. “I’m testing my reservation system, so would you mind filling out a card?”
“Not at all.” 
“Grandpa?” a small voice said. 
The child peered around Glenn’s waist. He put an arm around her shoulders. “This is my granddaughter, Mia.”
“Hi, Mia.” Amanda smiled. 
Mia turned her head into Glenn’s hip. 
He tugged on one of the little girl’s long brown braids. “She’s shy.” 
Sean filled out the registration card.
“Here are your keys.” Glenn handed them two white card keys. “Your room is up those stairs, all the way at the end of the hall. You have a great view of the lake. You’ll be well fed this weekend. I do breakfast solo, but my new husband-and-wife chef team is anxious to try out their recipes on you at lunch and dinner. Is nine o’clock all right for breakfast?”
“Nine is perfect. I’m in no rush to get out of bed,” Amanda said. 
Glenn grinned. “I’ll be down here with coffee brewing by seven. If you wake up early, just dial nine, and I’ll bring up a pot.”
“Terrific.” Sean handed his wife a key. “After breakfast, I’ll start testing the system. By afternoon, I’ll be ready to go over everything with you.”
“Great. I’ll sleep better at night when it’s up and running.” Glenn looked down at his granddaughter. “Well, it’s already past Mia’s bedtime. I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Good night.” Sean nudged Amanda toward the steps.
In the second-floor hall, they passed a dozen closed doors before they stopped in front of room number six. 
“You might be working this weekend, but I can’t wait to sleep in tomorrow.” Amanda put the key in the slot. 
“Sleep? Who says I’m going to let you sleep?” Sean backed her into the room. He dropped the luggage at the foot of the acre-wide bed piled high with luxurious bedding. He had no interest in the rest of the decor, except to note a possible point of entry or exit: a pair of french doors that opened onto a snowy balcony. “We can sleep at home.”
“Not really,” Amanda laughed. “But don’t worry. I’ve packed a few little surprises.”
Sean’s body tightened. One of the things that kept his decade-long marriage fresh was that his wife liked to mix things up almost as much as he did. 
Amanda lifted her suitcase onto the luggage rack. Sean stepped up behind her and pressed his body in close. 
“I can’t wait anymore.” Sean bent over her neck. He plucked a few hairpins from her bun. Her hair tumbled down onto her shoulders. Then he nuzzled his way to her sweet spot. 
She stifled a low moan and twisted out of his grasp. “Don’t get ahead. I’ve made plans.” 
She went to the doors. Turning, she paused. “Why do you think Glenn insisted on such an elaborate security system?”
“Why wouldn’t he?” Sean flopped on the bed and put an arm behind his head. “Can’t be too safe.”
“There’s nothing out there for miles.” She closed the blinds. 
“Crime isn’t limited to the city, you know.”
“I know, but it still seems odd.”
“Not to me.” 
Amanda rolled her eyes. “You are the most paranoid man on the planet.” 
“Not paranoid, prepared,” he corrected. “It’s my job to protect my family. I take that responsibility very seriously, and Glenn has his reasons for heightened security.”
Amanda swiveled her head to face him.
“Mia.” He answered her silent question. “Glenn was very up front when we first met to discuss his security needs. Glenn and his wife were estranged. He barely knew his daughter, but two years ago Social Services called to tell him his daughter had overdosed and left a child behind. Mia’s father is serving seven to ten for armed robbery. He’s up for parole this spring. Glenn has no idea if he’s interested in Mia, but he doesn’t want to take any chances.”
“I don’t blame him.” Amanda stopped rooting through her bag. “That poor little thing.”
 “She’s fine. Glenn has raised her for the past two years, and she’s only seven. She probably doesn’t remember her parents that well.” 
“Still…” Amanda’s mouth fell into a frown. “There’s no chance he’ll try to get custody?”
“Considering he used Mia as a lookout while he robbed a convenience store, I doubt that’ll be possible. Glenn isn’t worried about legal proceedings.”
“Oh no. Does he think Mia will be in danger?”
“He’s not sure. Mia’s father did a lot of moaning about Glenn’s selfishness when he refused to pay for expensive criminal defense lawyers. I think Glenn was hoping Mia’s dad would get a much longer sentence.”
“That’s awful.” Amanda’s mouth tightened. “I hate to think of anything happening to that sweet child.”
And this was why Sean hadn’t told her about Mia. Amanda couldn’t help empathizing with the child, especially considering his wife’s current emotional, baby-craving state and the fact that their own two girls were very close to Mia in age. Time to change the topic.
He waggled his eyebrows at her. “I’m waiting to see what you have in the bag.”
She smiled. Mischief lit her eyes to pure wicked. Better.

“I’ll bet you are.” She unzipped her bag and pulled out a pair of handcuffs. 
“I hope you plan to use those on me.” Sean loved kink as much as the next man—OK, more than the average man—but there was no way he could ever lay a hand or leave a mark on his wife. “If you want me to tie you up, I’ll have to find something silk that won’t bruise your pretty skin.” He lifted her hand and kissed the inside of her wrist. “But you know I love the dominatrix look on you.” She also had a cheerleader uniform that made him really hot, but she seemed to be feeling authoritative tonight.
Her smile widened. “I haven’t forgotten. Don’t worry. These are for you.” She spun around and gave him a playful shove. “We’re just getting started.”
He let himself fall back on the bed. “You didn’t, by any chance, pack any interesting movies in that bag of yours?”
“Maybe.” Amanda stripped off his shirt, murmuring feminine approval as she swept her palms across his pecs. She snapped a cuff on one of his wrists and fastened it to the iron headboard. “Perfect.”
Sean leaned back, cuffed hand over his head, content to let Amanda have any way she wanted with him. With his free hand he slid the bobby pin into the sheets within easy reach. He was fine with being vulnerable to his wife, but vulnerability in general wasn’t in his makeup. Amanda’s long hair swept across his abs. 
He stroked her head with his free hand. “Oh yeah. Perfect.”



CHAPTER THREE
Early morning light bathed the room. Amanda rolled over and sighed, snuggling deeper under the thick duvet. Since Sean had left for his morning run, the temperature in bed had dropped ten degrees. Who left a bed this fabulous and went running in the snow? A former army Ranger with physical training burned into his brain, that’s who.
She could hardly complain about the results, though. Her husband had a chiseled body Hollywood stars would envy, and his morning run would energize him and benefit Amanda later. 
Coffee in bed. That’s what she wanted. She would curl up in the chair by the balcony, look out over the icy landscape, and drink in peace—a rare treat for a mom with young kids.
She sat up and stretched. Outside, a clear and blustery day dawned. The sky was a pale, bright azure, undimmed by a single cloud. Streaks of sunlight glittered on ice. A few layers of snow had drifted against the french doors. Beyond, the frozen lake was windswept clean. A gust blew powder across the inn’s backyard. It was a perfect day for lounging in front of a blazing fire.
Shivering, she reached to the foot of the bed for the thick spa robe that came with the room. A turn of a knob lighted the gas fireplace. Heat rose from the neat row of flames. She picked up the phone and dialed the front desk. The line rang a dozen times, but no one answered.
Hmm. Sean wouldn’t be back for a half hour. How badly did she want coffee? As badly as oxygen, but she wasn’t going to pester Glenn. They weren’t really paid guests. She’d just slip down to the kitchen and get her own.
She used the bathroom, washed her face, and swept her hair into a messy bun. Stepping into jeans and a sweater, she grabbed her sheepskin boots from the closet and left the room. Downstairs, the lobby was empty.
A door behind the registration desk was labeled “Employees Only.” Amanda knocked softly. No answer. An inexplicable buzz of apprehension started low in her belly.
Something wasn’t right. The place was too quiet. That’s ridiculous. Of course it’s quiet. The inn isn’t even open yet. 
She glanced to the right at a swinging door. The kitchen? Maybe Glenn was in there. But as she rationalized, that unexplainable, instinctive tension rippled through her bones. Holding her breath, she cracked the door with two fingers. The inch-wide gap revealed a slice of a white-tile-and-stainless-steel commercial kitchen. 
Glenn stood in the middle of the space, both hands raised in the classic being-robbed position. “No. Please don’t hurt her.”
“Grandpa—” A child’s thin cry pierced the kitchen. Mia!

Amanda’s free hand shot up to cover her mouth. 
“Then you better do exactly what I say.” The voice was male. Amanda couldn’t see who was talking, but the situation was clear. Whoever he was, he had Mia. 
“I’ll do anything,” Glenn said in a voice thick with panic and desperation.
Adrenaline dumped into Amanda’s veins. Her heart sprinted, and sweat broke out under her sweater. Sean. He would fix this. She eased away from the door. She’d go outside and find her husband. Then everything would be all right. Her boots were silent on the carpet as she tiptoed backward. 
A hand grabbed her by the neck. It shoved her through the opening and flung her sideways against a wall. Her head smacked Sheetrock. Pain, as sharp and bright as the winter sun, flashed through her head. 
An emaciated young man in his early twenties pressed the muzzle of a gun into Amanda’s face. Unyielding metal dug into her cheek. “Hey, Uncle Dennis, get a load of this one.”
Short, spiked platinum hair emphasized huge pupils. His vampire-pale skin was splotched with red and white patches as if he’d been outside in the cold for a long time. Feverishly bright, his eyes shone with the kind of light that comes from chemical stimulation. 
“I look at a woman like this, I get all sorts of ideas.” His eyes roamed her breasts. A combination of violation and vulnerability swamped Amanda. She blinked back tears. Instinctively, she knew he’d get off on her pain and fear. 
“Well, keep them to yourself, Win,” an authoritative voice said. “Your ideas keep screwing up our plans. Now let her go.”
Water dripped from Win’s wet jeans and snow-encrusted skateboard shoes, and he shivered inside a leather jacket obviously not intended for serious outdoor excursions. “Aw, Uncle Dennis, you know how to suck the fun out of everything.” Win released Amanda and stepped back. 
Amanda pressed her back into the wall, wishing she could disappear through it. Her heart pounded against her rib cage, and nausea churned in her empty belly as she scanned the room. 
“This isn’t about fun, Win,” Uncle Dennis said. “It’s about money. We’re working here. You have to learn to separate business from pleasure.” 
There were four gunmen in total. In addition to Win, three older men shivered and dripped in the kitchen, their faces raw with cold. The man Win had called Uncle Dennis held Mia by the arm. In his other hand, he had a handgun pointed at Glenn’s head. On the other side of the room, the remaining men leaned against the wall as if they needed the support. 
Glenn was motionless in his hands-up position a few steps in front of his granddaughter. Amanda’s gaze fell on an additional figure. In the far corner of the kitchen, a black-haired young woman stood near the door of the walk-in fridge, her expression blank. She wasn’t armed, and the jacket she was wearing looked masculine and several sizes too big. Melting snowflakes stuck to her hair and shone in the light like glitter.
The news report from the day before jumped into Amanda’s head. Her gaze swept over the four armed men. These were the liquor store robbers. The girl must be the store clerk they’d abducted. The poor girl was probably in shock. Pity raced through Amanda. Why were they here? And what had they done to the clerk during the night? 
Amanda refocused on Mia. The child’s body was as frozen as the lake outside, every muscle locked into place. Only her eyes, wild and wide, darted around the room. Her gaze latched onto Amanda’s, begging and panicked. Amanda swallowed her fear. Protective maternal instinct reared up inside her.
“Your uncle knows how to lie low,” the third man admonished. Average height with nondescript brown hair and eyes, his glance at Amanda was sharp and assessing. He held a shotgun with comfort and ease, and his confident posture told her this man was the leader. 
“Uncle Dennis, are you gonna let Carl talk to me like that?” Win asked. “Because I’m thinking there are two of us and one of Carl.” 
“Win, if you want to get out of this mess, you need to do as Carl says,” Dennis said firmly. 
Defiance flashed in Win’s eyes. He lowered the gun, but his reluctance to follow orders was clear in the ugly set of his mouth.
“Damn it, Dennis,” Carl said. “You said we’d only have to deal with the old man and the kid.”
“There shouldn’t be anyone else here.” Dennis scratched his reddened ear with his pinkie finger. “The place isn’t supposed to be open for business yet.”
“Apparently, you were wrong.” Carl pointed his shotgun at Amanda. “You, get over there with her.” He jerked the shotgun barrel toward the clerk across the room. 
Carl turned to Glenn. “How many guests are here?”
Glenn swallowed. “Just one couple.” His eyes blinked on Amanda with apology. 
“Where’s your husband?” Carl asked her.
“I don’t know,” Amanda lied. “He wasn’t in the room when I woke up. I came down to find him. I thought he might have gone looking for coffee.”
Carl assessed her answer. “Win, go check the registration desk. See how many guests are listed.”
Win ducked out. He returned a few long minutes later. “One couple signed the register. Looks like no one else is coming in for a few more weeks.”
“What gives, old man?” Carl asked.
Please don’t tell him Sean is a security expert. If they knew,
they’d likely kill him on sight, and surprise would give Sean an edge. 
Glenn swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing down a pale throat. “This weekend is a test run for the inn.” 
Amanda breathed.
“Perfect. Dennis, you and Win search the place for any missing guests. Lincoln, you take a quick look outside.” Carl pulled a cell phone out of his pocket. “There’s no cellular service here. Snip the phone line while you’re out there. I want this place completely cut off.”
“Then what?” Win asked in an insolent tone. He stripped off his sodden leather jacket and hung it on a peg. 
Carl swept a knit cap off his head. “The original plan didn’t involve killing the store manager, the van getting stuck in the snow, our two-hour walk in the cold last night, or an ice storm stalled between us and escape. We made it, but I’m cold and wet and hungry. For now, we secure this place, dry off, and get a hot meal. Then we’ll sit down and figure out how we’re going to get to Canada.”
“Sounds good.” Dennis released Mia. “If you move an inch, I’ll shoot your Grandpa.”
She didn’t. 
Dennis slipped off his canvas jacket and shook it. Water droplets sprinkled on the kitchen floor. “You sure you can handle this bunch?” 
“No problem. No one is going to do anything stupid. They all want to get out of this alive, right?” Carl’s gaze roved from person to person. No one blinked.
Cold blasted through the room when Lincoln went outside. With their outerwear hung to dry, the two blond men left the kitchen. Their footsteps faded. The kitchen occupants were silent and still. Ten or fifteen minutes later, the door swung open, and a couple in their early thirties stumbled into the room. The woman had long red hair and wore a thigh-length pink flannel nightie that skimmed over a five- or six-month-pregnant belly. The husband was shirtless, dressed only in plaid pajama bottoms. Dark-haired and tall, he curled a protective arm around his wife.
“I didn’t find the husband, but I found these two still asleep.” Win came in behind them, nudging the woman with the muzzle of his gun. She flinched and spun to face him. Win smiled, his eyes slowly taking in every inch of her body revealed by the thin fabric of her nightgown. His gaze lingered on her full breasts. 
“I thought you said you had only two guests.” Carl glared at Glenn.
“They aren’t guests. They work here.” Glenn’s voice rose with panic. “My cooks.”
“Then why aren’t they in the kitchen cooking?” Carl raised an angry eyebrow.
“They do lunch and dinner. I cook breakfast,” Glenn answered.
Carl grunted, seemingly satisfied with the answer. 
Win stepped closer to the woman, grabbing a handful of her sleep-tousled hair and tugging her toward him. Cringing, she whimpered as he pulled her closer. Pain flashed across her face. Eyes watering, she put a hand to her scalp. Win’s eyes brightened, her distress clearly exciting him.
Her husband stepped in front of his wife. “Let her go.”
Win’s mouth split into a grin. He raised the gun and fired. The bullet struck the husband high in the shoulder. His body jerked, and he sank to the floor as blood flowed from the wound. 
In the center of the room, Mia covered her eyes with her hands and screamed.
“No!” the wife cried. 
Win’s eyes glittered with pleasure.
Mia’s wails echoed off the hard surfaces of the kitchen. Win’s lip curled. Adjusting his grip on the woman’s hair, he turned his gaze on the child. He wanted to hurt her. He wanted to hurt them all. Amanda could see anticipation building in his eyes. 
“Win, stop,” Carl shouted. 
Win shot Carl an angry, rebellious glance. “What if I don’t want to stop?”
“Remember the plan, Win.” Carl softened his voice, placating the unstable younger man. “Tell you what. You do what your uncle and I say, and we’ll let you have one of the women later. You can do whatever you want with her. How’s that?”
“OK, I guess.” Reluctance shone from Win’s eyes, but he released the redhead. She dropped to her knees beside her husband and cradled his head in her hands.
“Your uncle needs help finding the last guest,” Carl suggested.
“OK, but I’m only doing this for Uncle Dennis. You can’t tell me what to do.” Win stomped out of the room. 
Carl jerked the barrel of his shotgun toward Glenn. “You, Grandpa, shut that kid up. My ears are bleeding. Don’t try anything funny, or I’ll shoot someone else.”
Glenn picked up Mia. Her screams muted to soft sobs and whimpers. Carl grabbed a mug off an upper shelf and poured coffee from a pot on the counter. He drank with a deep, satisfied sigh. 
“He’s bleeding a lot. What do I do?” The redhead brushed a hair off her face with a bloody hand, leaving red smears down her fair cheek. Her husband had lost consciousness.
Amanda looked at Carl. “May I?” 
He shrugged. “Sure, knock yourself out.”
“Glenn, do you have clean towels?” Amanda asked.
“Yes.” With Mia on his hip, Glenn opened a drawer and pulled out a pile of folded terry cloth. He handed it to Amanda.
She dropped to her knees beside the wounded man and pressed a folded towel to the quarter-size hole in his shoulder. She put the redhead’s hand over the towel. “Put plenty of pressure on this. When it soaks through, don’t move it, just put another towel on top.” Amanda touched the man’s bare chest. His skin was cool and looked pasty. She rocked back on her heels. “We need a blanket. He’ll go into shock.” 
Carl laid the shotgun on the counter and wrapped both hands around the mug. “Nobody’s going roaming around the hotel. Make do with what’s here.” 
“How about some tablecloths?” Glenn set Mia down. “Stay here for just a minute.” He pulled a pile of pure-white linens from a cabinet and helped Amanda spread them over the bleeding man. 
“Will he die?” the redhead asked. 
“It’ll be all right,” Amanda lied. There was no way this situation was going to end without violence. Not with these men. 
Something crashed overhead.
“Goddamn it.” Carl set down his coffee, picked up his shotgun, and pushed on the door to the hall. He stuck his head through the opening and shouted, “What the fuck is going on?”
Amanda couldn’t discern the muffled response. 
“Well, hurry up.” Carl pulled his head back into the room. 
Amanda stood. Panic pounded through her veins. These men hadn’t bothered to conceal their faces. They didn’t care about being identified, which meant they had every intention of killing their hostages. They’d already murdered the liquor store manager and shot the chef. They were going to kill them all and run. 
Sean was their only hope.
Amanda’s gaze passed over the windows that looked over the backyard. Through the glass panes, she could see the lake to the left and the forest to the right. A hundred feet of snowy lawn separated the inn from the trail Sean had set out on earlier. Where was he? Would he know something was wrong or would he walk in, surprise one of the gunmen, and end up getting shot?
Footsteps pounded overhead. 
Carl’s attention shifted to the hall again. The rear door opened and a rush of cold air flooded the room. Mia bolted out into the snow. Without looking back, she veered right, away from the lake and toward the woods.
Shocked at the child’s abrupt escape, Amanda briefly contemplated following her, but the sound of boots scraping on tile stopped her. Oh no. Carl. She had to keep him from chasing after Mia. She lunged forward and slammed the door closed. She pressed her back into the cold steel and looked for a weapon as Carl closed in on her, shotgun in hand. His eyes radiated pure fury. “Get out of the way, bitch!”
He raised the gun over his shoulder and swung the butt end toward her. Amanda ducked, grabbing a frying pan and swinging it at him. He jerked his head out of the way. The gun came toward her again, and even as she weaved to avoid it, she knew she couldn’t evade the blow. The stock of the shotgun glanced off her cheek, spinning her around. Pain exploded in her face, and her legs sagged. As she slid to her knees, she caught a glimpse out the window. Mia’s tiny form crossed the last few feet of snowy yard between the inn and the trees. The child disappeared into the forest. 
Mia had a chance, a slim one at best, but better than nothing. 
Amanda’s knees hit the tile. She turned and braced herself for another blow—or worse.
Fury darkened Carl’s features as he closed in on her. “Fuck.” 
Glenn tackled him around the legs. They hit the tile in a jumble of limbs. Carl dropped the shotgun. It slid across the floor. Footsteps sounded in the hall. Ignoring the ringing in her ears, Amanda crawled toward the weapon. The door burst open. Win and Dennis ran into the kitchen. Win headed for the two men grappling on the floor. He kicked Glenn in the ribs. The innkeeper collapsed.
“Stop!” Dennis pointed a handgun at Amanda. She froze, preparing herself for the bullet, wondering if she’d ever see her daughters or her husband again. “What happened?”
“The kid got away.” Carl nodded toward the back door. “Where the hell is Lincoln?”
“I’ll go after her.” Dennis volunteered and headed for the door.
“I don’t care if you kill her or not, but we can’t leave any witnesses,” Carl said over his shoulder.
“Got it.” Wind gusted through the kitchen as Dennis went outside. The door slammed shut behind him.
Win raised the handgun to point at Amanda’s face. “I’ll teach you to behave.”
She closed her eyes and prayed that Mia would run into Sean before Dennis found her.



CHAPTER FOUR
The dry snow offered little resistance to Sean’s boots as he jogged through the quiet woods back toward the inn. With a hard run behind him, he kept his pace slow now, letting his body cool. The air was dry, last night’s fresh fall powdery. The air, laced with pine and wood smoke, was cold enough to sting his lungs when he took a deep breath. His breath steamed out in front of his face.
He slowed to a walk as the trail widened. The inn was just ahead. Was Amanda still in bed? 
The noise—and the feeling that he wasn’t alone—stopped him. He stepped behind a fat oak and listened. He might be a small businessman now, but ten years ago he’d been behind enemy lines as an army Ranger. Survival instincts stuck with a man. 
Something was off that Sean couldn’t ignore.
Footsteps. Two different people. One light and quick and close to him. Slightly more distant, heavy footfalls indicated a larger person. The sound of labored breathing carried over the otherwise still forest.
Sean peered around the tree. A child raced on the path toward him, her face turned backward to look over her shoulder. She faced front again. Mia. Her eyes were wide with fright, and Sean caught the faint sound of whimpering as she ran. 
The heavier footsteps came closer. Through the winter-bare forest, Sean could see the dark figure of a man moving through the tree trunks. He closed in on Mia. Clad in jeans and a sweatshirt, the guy was not dressed for outdoor activity. He crashed through some dried underbrush, and his clumsy gait told Sean he wasn’t used to the woods. Sunlight glistened on a metal object in his hand. A gun. He stopped and took aim. A shot rang out over the forest. Startled birds burst from a nearby tree. 
What the fuck?
Why was this stranger chasing Mia through the woods with a gun? What kind of animal would try to shoot a child?
Sean didn’t pause to find out. 
He struck out on a line to intercept Mia. Running with more grace but less speed than her pursuer, Mia darted off the trail like a rabbit. Smart kid. She couldn’t outpace his longer legs and had the best chance of losing him off the path, where his inexperience and larger size would slow him. 
Sean reached out from behind a tree trunk, cupping one hand over the little girl’s mouth to stifle any surprised scream. She kicked hard and sank her teeth into his palm. 
“Shh,” Sean whispered in her ear. “It’s Sean. I won’t let him hurt you.”
Mia went still. Shaking his bruised hand, Sean set her down and put a forefinger to his lips.
She leaned close to his ear and breathed, “Some men broke into the inn. They shot Tanner. I ran away.”
Amanda.
Rage and fear charged through Sean’s body. If one of them touched his wife…You are not helping her.

He’d seen plenty of men die, some women and children too, but nothing had ever threatened to render him useless with sheer panic like the thought of a man hurting Amanda. He couldn’t contemplate worse happening. He willed the rage to cool. Ice is what he needed in his veins. 
“How many men?”
Mia held up four fingers. 
Sean pointed to a stand of evergreens. The first few feet aboveground were clear. Above that, branches interlocked in a thick shield of pine needles. “Run that way, into the thicket.”
She took off, her Uggs sending tufts of powder flying as she disappeared into the foliage. He brushed her tracks from the snow with a dead branch, then turned his attention back to the city guy crashing through the trees. Sean circled around, his boots silenced by the snow. 
Soft cursing and the snap of twigs underfoot signaled the approach of her pursuer. Sean hunkered down behind a fat tree trunk and waited. The man passed the tree. Sean hurled a rock into the trees fifty feet away. A cardinal flew out of the underbrush. The thug ran toward the shrubs the bird vacated.
As the guy passed him, Sean jumped out of his cover. He slipped one arm around the man’s neck and snaked his forearm under the guy’s chin. Yanking the shooter to his chest, Sean locked him in a choke hold. “Drop the gun.”
He didn’t. Instead, the idiot twisted. He struggled to raise the barrel high enough to shoot Sean in the head. Sean blocked the motion with an elbow. Then he applied pressure to the guy’s windpipe. His body weight sagged.
“OK, you win.” Wheezing, the man dropped the gun. It hit the ground with a muffled thud, disappearing into the snow. 
Sean removed his forearm from the side of his neck. The man swayed. Still at his back, Sean held him upright by the collar. With a slight movement, the man’s hand slipped to his pocket. He pulled a knife and tried to whirl into an attack. Sean snapped his neck before he could spin around. The soft crack echoed in the thin, dry air.
The body sank to the snow, and Sean let it drop without remorse. Had Mia seen? 
Of course, it might have been preferable to question the scumbag before killing him, but the death wouldn’t keep Sean up at night. Adrenaline used to give him a reflex-sharpening buzz, but ten years out of the military and two children later, it overloaded his civilian veins and turned his stomach.
After years of dangerous missions, he’d started to crave the rush that accompanied high risk. Amanda had been only one of the reasons he’d left the military. The other had been the fear that he wouldn’t be able to return to a normal life, that the urge to seek that adrenaline high would follow him home. When he started anticipating dangerous missions like a ten-year-old looked forward to Christmas, he started to worry in earnest. Like any addiction, quitting cold turkey had seemed like the best option. He wasn’t a wishy-washy man. Do it or don’t do it was more his speed. He’d met Amanda the day after he’d left the army, as if destiny had slapped him on the back for making the right decision. 
Sean looked down at the first man he’d killed in ten years. As he thought about the child hiding in the underbrush, instead of the expected adrenaline high, nausea coated the back of his throat. Obviously, he wasn’t the same man he’d been all those years ago, which was a good thing. Killing could be necessary, but it should never be easy.
He relieved the gunman of a .38 semiautomatic. Checking the load, Sean held back a curse. The magazine was empty, and so were the scumbag’s pockets. There was one bullet in the chamber. At least the switchblade was sharp. Sean pocketed the weapons.
Grabbing the shoulders, he dragged the body toward a low, dense evergreen. With his foot, he rolled the limp form into the underbrush. Then he picked up the fallen bough and smoothed out the snow in front of the burial place. When he was satisfied that the disturbance wasn’t easy to spot, Sean scanned the woods for the little girl.
“Mia?” he called in a quiet voice. Belatedly, he checked his clothes for blood and rubbed a spot on his sleeve with a handful of snow. 
Foliage rustled. A small head poked out. Big eyes locked on Sean. “Is he dead?”
Good, she hadn’t seen. But her abrupt question was too blunt. Little Mia wasn’t as simple as she appeared. No doubt her former life with her father had accustomed her to violence. Her direct question deserved a direct answer. 
“Yes,” he said, watching her for a reaction.
“Good.” She crawled out from under the pine boughs. “Then he can’t hurt us.”
“No, he can’t,” Sean agreed. He held a hand out to her, the same hand that had just killed a man with no hesitation. He reminded himself that a hesitation could have cost both him and Mia their lives. He sent a silent prayer that he could also save his wife and the other people being held hostage.



CHAPTER FIVE
“Put the gun down, Win.” 
Amanda cringed on the floor as Carl called off Win. Would the younger man obey or defy his partner? 
Carl climbed to his feet and retrieved his shotgun from the tile. 
“Why?” Win’s eyes glittered. “We still have a couple of hostages. We don’t need her.”
“Maybe.” Cradling the gun in the crook of his arm, Carl rubbed his elbow. “But what if we do? You can’t unkill her later if we need her.”
Win lowered the gun. “Maybe you’re right. I might find a need for her later.”
“See if you can find some rope or something to tie her up.” Carl opened and closed drawers.
Win grinned, shoving his gun into the waistband of his jeans. “I like the sound of that.” He pulled a ball of cooking twine from a nearby drawer. “I can make this work.” He walked over to Amanda. “Turn around. Put your hands behind your back.”
Ears ringing, thighs trembling, she climbed to her feet and obeyed. Her head spun, nausea churned through her belly, and dread spurred adrenaline through her bloodstream, urging all her pain and fear to new heights.
Win wrapped the twine around her wrists a half-dozen times, then yanked tight. The binds dug into her skin, but the agony ricocheting around inside her skull dulled her other senses. She tested her binds. The thin string was surprisingly strong, though it would be easy to cut if she could rub it on something sharp.
“You just wait.” He pressed his lips to her ear and caressed her arms. “We are going to have a real party.”
Amanda’s legs shook as dread raced through her body. Win slipped a hand around her waist to squeeze her breast hard to leave a bruise. A tear leaked out of her eye and rolled down her cheek. 
“Mmm.” His hot breath wafted across her neck. “You are ripe. I can almost taste you already.” 
Win stepped away, pulling her with him by the bicep. She stumbled. He kept her upright with a sharp jerk that wrenched her shoulder. When they’d reached the long stainless-steel prep table that spanned the center of the kitchen, he shoved her down onto the floor and tied her securely to one of its legs. He reached down to cup between her legs. She pushed her thighs together. Laughing, he kneed her legs apart and pushed harder. “I can do anything I want to you. There ain’t nothing you can do about it.”
Amanda recoiled as pain radiated through her center. 
He straightened and rubbed his own crotch. “Soon, baby. Soon.” 
Amanda took a few deep breaths to settle her stomach and slow her runaway heart. The table weighed a ton. Amanda wasn’t going to be able to budge it. She began to twist the twine. It was a natural fiber. She might be able to stretch it a little. She moved her hands, shifting the position of her wrists to apply tension on the string, but it refused to yield. 
Carl surveyed the room and nodded, seemingly satisfied that everything was under control. He set his shotgun down and picked up his coffee. With a grimace, he dumped the contents into the sink and poured fresh. Satisfaction crossed his face as he sipped the steaming liquid.
“What about Grandpa?” Win asked, jerking a thumb over his shoulder.
Carl chuckled. “I don’t think he’s much of a threat now, but you have a point.” 
Amanda tracked his line of sight to Glenn, his body curled in a fetal position on the floor a few feet away. Open-eyed, he lay still, his body stiff as if afraid—or unable—to move. Air wheezed in and out of his mouth in hollow, shallow breaths. How badly was he injured? Broken ribs? Internal injuries? 
Carl grabbed the twine and tied Glenn’s wrists and ankles. Glenn groaned as the gunman forced his body into position. Carl went back to his coffee.
The room went silent, except for Glenn’s rough breathing and an occasional soft sob from the redhead. Amanda squinted at the gunshot man, trying to assess his rate of bleeding, but her vision kept tunneling, darkness encroaching from all sides. Not a good sign.
She tallied the score. Four gunmen, zero injuries. Four, no, five hostages. She kept forgetting the black-haired clerk, paralyzed with shock in the corner of the room. 
Anyway, of the five prisoners, they now sported one gunshot wound, likely broken ribs, and a probable concussion. Of the two physically sound hostages, the clerk was too traumatized to be of much use, and the redhead was busy trying to keep her husband from bleeding to death. It didn’t look like she was having much luck. The stack of bloody dishtowels was growing into a Jenga tower.
Carl set down his mug and lifted a towel off a basket of fresh scones. “Want some?”
“Sure, but where the fuck is Uncle Dennis?” Win caught the pastry Carl tossed to him. The back door opened, but it wasn’t Dennis, the man who’d gone after Mia. It was the fourth man who’d been outside checking the grounds. 
His bald head gleamed with moisture. “What’s going on?”
“Where’ve you been, Lincoln?” Carl asked.
Lincoln grabbed a scone from the basket. “Checking the outbuildings.”
“The kid got away. Dennis went after her,” Win said. “He should be back any minute.” 
“How long’s he been gone? I know he’s out of shape, but how long can it take to catch a little kid?” Carl stopped midchew and stared at Amanda. “And where is her husband?”
“Shit. With all the commotion, I forgot about him,” Win said. 
Carl washed his mouthful down with a swig of coffee. “You searched his room, right?” 
“Yeah, no sign of him.” Win broke off a chunk of biscuit. 
“When Dennis gets back here with the kid, we have to find him.” Carl refilled his mug from the coffeepot. “We can’t have any loose ends.”
Win walked to the window. “We should take that sweet SUV out there.”
“That was my thinking,” Carl agreed. He glanced back toward Amanda. “Which one of you owns it?” 
There was no point lying. It would only make them angry. 
“The SUV is ours,” she said.
“The keys will be in their room.” Carl wrapped his hands around his mug.
Win turned to Lincoln. “You want to go out and look for Uncle Dennis or do you want me to do it?” 
“The last thing I want to do is go out in the fucking snow again.” Lincoln’s eyes hardened. 
“Somebody’s going to have to find them.” Carl didn’t look like he wanted it to be him. “I’m done fucking around. The first person who moves gets a load of buckshot in the gut.”
“I’ll do it.” Win touched his wet jacket and frowned. Without putting it on, he opened the back door. Cold wind whipped a cloud of swirling snow powder into the doorway. “Be right back.” 
“Keep a lookout for that missing guy while you’re out there,” Carl called after him.
Win checked the magazine on his gun. “I will.”



CHAPTER SIX
Had Mia’s father somehow been paroled early? Why else would four gunmen take over the inn?
Sean dusted snow off his legs. “Do you like living with your grandpa?” 
“Grandpa’s nice.” Mia took his hand and let him pull her to her feet. Her fingers were cold as Popsicles already. “No one turns the heat off. There’s lots of food too.”
“Where did you live before you came here?” Sean surveyed their surroundings. They were only a quarter mile from the inn. There was no way he could start a fire for her. The smoke would give away her location. If Mia was right, there were three more armed and dangerous men who would be looking for her.
He had to move fast, before exposure took the child as surely as the violent criminals back at the inn.
“I lived with my mommy and daddy until she died.” Mia kicked a pinecone. With a cloud of white powder, it tumbled across the snow and landed against a tree trunk. “It was just me and Daddy for a while, until he went away. Some lady took me to stay with some strangers. I didn’t like it. I was happy when Grandpa came and brought me here.”
Sean’s heart nearly stopped. So much trauma for such a young child to bear. Did she know her father was in prison?
Through their joined hands, he felt a shiver pass through her body. What was he going to do? He looked down at her pale, uncomplaining face. Leggings, a sweater, and Uggs weren’t going to keep hypothermia at bay for long. The boots looked warm, but they weren’t the waterproof variety. Sean pulled his fleece over his head and tugged it onto Mia’s tiny frame. The fabric fell past her knees. “Sorry about the smell. I was sweaty.”
She sniffed. Her nose wrinkled, and she shrugged. “It’s warm.”
But giving Mia his top layer left Sean in an Under Armour tee, sweatpants, and a thin synthetic crewneck. The fabric had allowed his sweat to evaporate, so at least he wasn’t wet. But he could feel the chill seeping through the two thin layers. 
“We should keep moving.” He picked her up and brushed the snow off her boots to keep her feet as dry as possible.
“OK,” Mia said, wrapping her arms and legs around his body monkey-style. 
“The nearest neighbor is fifteen miles by road. Do you have any idea how far it is through the woods?”
“We can’t go that way. There’s a big river.”
“Does it freeze like the lake?”
Mia shook her head. “I don’t think so.”
Shit. 
Sean looked toward the inn, then out at the forest. He wanted to go to Amanda. To save her from the remaining men who threatened her. The need to protect his wife was burrowed into his bone marrow. But what would he do with the child? How could he keep her safe and warm while he engaged the enemy? What if he was shot or killed? Who would take Mia to safety? She wouldn’t survive long in the winter woods.
In his years as an army Ranger, he’d never faced a decision this difficult. 
But there wasn’t really a decision. He couldn’t take any risks with the child. Amanda would want him to protect Mia at all costs. 
“OK. Here’s the plan. I carry you to your neighbor’s house and call for help.”
“No.” Mia’s voice rose. Fear lit her eyes, and she leaned away from him. “No. No. No.” 
“Shh,” Sean soothed. Sound traveled far and fast in the dry cold. “You have to be quiet. They could hear you.”
She lowered her voice to a sniffling whisper. “You can’t run away. Tanner is bleeding. You have to help him.” Tears rolled down her cheeks. “Tanner will die, and those men will hurt my grandpa.”
Sean wavered. Carrying Mia, he might be able to reach help in two hours. Then he’d have to call the authorities. By the time assistance arrived, it could be midday. The man with the gunshot would likely bleed out. All the hostages could be dead by then, including Amanda.
“All right,” he agreed. “Let’s get closer and check the situation out. Maybe I can think of something. Who’s Tanner?” 
“He’s a chef. He makes the best spaghetti.” Mia rested her head on his shoulder. Her voice trembled.
They trudged through the woods, Sean keeping his eyes and ears open for sounds of pursuit. At the edge of the woods, he set Mia on the ground behind a fat oak trunk and peered around. 
“I can’t see inside,” he said. The inn was too far away for a clear view of the kitchen. “We’ll go around. I want to try to get some stuff out of my truck.” Like his field glasses—and his Glock. He also had an emergency kit in the back. A couple of space blankets would help keep Mia warm. “Where were the men keeping the people?”
“In the kitchen,” Mia said. 
Sean tried to conjure up an image of the inn’s floor plan from the installation of the security system. The kitchen was in the back and looked onto the parking lot. The criminals would see them get into the vehicle. Stealing the SUV was a possibility, but there was no way to sneak into it undetected. Once seen, he and Mia would have to bolt or risk getting shot. But running could mean the deaths of all the hostages. Once the gunmen knew Sean had gone for help, they’d eliminate loose ends and run. They might take hostages with them. He doubted they’d leave anyone behind alive.
No, Sean had to stop them here and now. 
There was a sedan parked next to Sean’s SUV. “What does your grandpa drive?”
“A truck. It’s in the garage.”
Sean didn’t see another vehicle. He pointed toward the sedan. “Who owns that car?” 
“Tanner.”
If Glenn’s vehicle was in the garage, where was the gunmen’s car? How did they get to the inn? Was there another man with a vehicle?
“What are you looking for?” she asked.
“Their car.”
“They were really wet and cold. Maybe they don’t have one.”
Or maybe their vehicle broke down. Would a cop spot it on the roadside? Probably not. There weren’t many random or routing patrols in this area. The inn was too remote.
Something moved in the kitchen window. They were definitely watching. He couldn’t get to his SUV without being seen. Somehow, he’d need to get inside the inn and overpower three armed men without getting the hostages killed in the process. 
He needed a look inside the house. With no access to his binoculars and weapons, he was going to have to wing it with two bullets and no eyes. 
The squeak of wet hinges floated on the air. Sean froze. Instinctively, he pushed Mia behind him. 
Someone was coming out of the inn.

Amanda worked her hands back and forth. The thin skin over her wrists felt wet as if she was beginning to bleed. Maybe if the string was wet, it would be easier to stretch. So far, the twine hadn’t given even a millimeter.
The back door opened with enough force to send the knob crashing into the wall. 
She startled, her heart jumping inside her chest.
“Hey, Carl.” Win stuck his head inside. “Come out here for a minute.”
Carl walked out onto the back porch. With one eye on the kitchen, he talked with Lincoln and Win. Amanda couldn’t hear their conversation, but it seemed as if they were arguing. Win was pointing toward the woods, and Carl’s frown deepened. Lincoln swept his hands over his bald head as he paced. Frigid air poured through the open door, and Amanda’s bones quaked in a violent, whole-body shiver. 
“Tanner.” The redhead cupped her husband’s cheek, leaving streaks of blood on his ever-whitening face. “Oh my God,” she cried in a soft voice. “He’s so white. He’s barely breathing, and there’s so much blood.” 
“Keep pressure on that towel,” Amanda whispered, but the redhead was right. Tanner’s condition had definitely deteriorated. How long could he survive without medical help?
“He’s going to die.” The redhead looked up at Amanda with lost, hopeless eyes, one hand automatically straying to her swollen belly. Her body trembled hard in her nightie, the chill and despair clearly sapping her strength. “We don’t have a chance. We’re all going to die.”
Amanda glanced toward the door. The men were still arguing outside. The girl needed hope. She needed to stay calm. Hysteria could spark anger from the gunmen. Win was especially cruel and volatile, but Amanda could sense equally dangerous cold disregard from the others. Whatever decisions they made would be based on their own chances for escape and survival. 
“No, listen.” Amanda dropped her voice to barely more than a breath. “My husband is out there. He was an army Ranger. He can help us. I promise.”
Hope glimmered in the redhead’s watery blue eyes. “Really?”
“Really.”
The redhead swiped the tears from her cheeks, leaving bloody smears where she would have applied blush. With a resolute breath, she plucked another towel from the pile and applied it to her husband’s shoulder. 
Win and Carl came back into the room. Win stomped snow off his skateboard shoes. His eyes locked on Amanda with a predatory gleam. He started toward her. On the way past the prep table, he reached toward the cutting board and picked up a chef’s knife.
Amanda cringed, but there was nowhere to hide.



CHAPTER SEVEN
Sean’s momentary optimism faded as the men retreated into the kitchen. He’d hoped they would come looking for their buddy. 
“They went back inside.” 
“They did.” Sean rubbed Mia’s shoulder. Her body shook. Fear or cold? Probably both. 
What were the men planning? They obviously missed their fourth man but were too smart to wander through the woods to find him. 
Damn.
In the forest, Sean would be able to pick them off one by one. Now he was back to plan A, getting inside the inn. But first, he had to find a place to stash Mia. Somewhere warm and relatively safe. None of the outbuildings was heated. He couldn’t risk a fire. His gaze returned to the inn. It was a big building. There had to be somewhere inside to hide a very small child.
He squatted down to her level. “Do you ever play hide-and-seek, Mia?”
“Sure.” She nodded.
“Where are the best hiding places around here?”
She considered, her tiny brow puckering. “In the guest rooms, but I’m not allowed to play in them anymore ’cause we’re going to be open soon, and they’re all finished. The room over the garage is good too. It’s full of stuff we don’t use.”
If he were taking an inn hostage, the first thing he’d do was search the entire place. So, if the rooms were already searched, would Mia be safe hiding in one of them? Would the gunmen think to double-check? But how to get inside? Sean assumed the gunmen were all armed and would be watching the doors.
He glanced around the tree trunk and back at the inn. Another quick movement in the window. The men were still watching. How to get them both inside without using a door?
“If I can get us inside, do you think you can hide and not come out until I come for you?” Sean asked. 
Her lips trembled, and the soft quiver in her voice broke his heart. “I’m good at hiding. It takes Grandpa forever to find me.”
He tucked her behind him, hoping his decision to save his wife wouldn’t cost Mia her life.

Amanda’s lungs locked as Win leaned over her with the knife. He slid the back side of the blade across her breasts. The metal chilled her skin. Her heart banged against her breastbone as if her ribs would crack like ice. When Win reached behind her to slice her binds, relief coursed through her bloodstream, and her body sagged as the tension ebbed. 
Win’s sour breath wafted across her cheek, and his right eye twitched.
When had he had his last fix of whatever stimulant he was using? She’d been a model before she met and married Sean. She’d had a few friends who used cocaine to stay skinny. She knew the shooting-star trajectory of an amphetamine addict on a high. When this psycho crashed, the situation was going to get even uglier.
Win dragged her to the door. He yanked her back to his body and wrapped his forearm around her windpipe. His erection ground into her lower back, and the knife brushed the skin at the side of her neck. Using her as a shield, he stepped out onto the back porch. 
Choking against the pressure on her throat, Amanda grabbed his forearm with both hands and pinned it to her collarbone, as Sean had taught her the many times they’d practiced basic self-defense. She let her body weight sag to keep his wrist bone off her windpipe and turned her chin toward the crook of his elbow. The scant inch of space she created allowed her to breathe. 
“I know you’re out there,” Win yelled to the forest. “I saw your footprints. Give yourself up. I want you, the kid, and my uncle in the next ten minutes, or I’m going to rape your wife. And that isn’t the worst I’ll do. When I’m done with her, she’ll be worse than dead.” He ran the sharp edge of the blade across Amanda’s neck. Blood welled hot from the shallow cut and dripped down onto her chest. “Ten minutes.”
He dragged her back inside. 
Amanda barely felt the warmth of the kitchen. Her brain and body floated in a chilly fog of surreal disconnect. Sean was out there. She could feel him. His fury radiated from the trees, filling the air. 
Just as Win’s excitement filled the kitchen, his eagerness to hurt her was palpable and profane in the homey kitchen. Under the metallic, raw scent of blood, the smell of fresh scones lingered. 
Win still held her by the neck. As he pulled her sideways, her body tilted at an awkward angle. She lost her grip on his forearm, and her feet kept tripping over each other.
He dropped her suddenly. She fell to her knees. Though her kneecaps hit the tile hard, she felt nothing. On the porch, numbness had spread through her body like a morphine drip. Was her fear separating her from her body in self-defense, preparing her for the horror to come? 
No, she refused to consider that Win would get his chance. Sean would come. But what could he do? No matter how much she protested, he’d trade his life for hers in an instant. She knew that with complete certainty. It was the way he was wired. But there was no way he would give up a child for any reason. Nor would he sacrifice any of the other hostages. 
She grabbed hope and held it tight. He had to be planning something. But he’d better implement it fast. Ten minutes wasn’t much time to move. 
Win meant what he’d said. He couldn’t wait to hurt her. 
Her gaze fell on the redhead. Her porcelain skin had whitened nearly as much as her wounded husband’s. Blood crusted in the hair around her face and rusty smears streaked her temples from pushing her hair behind her ears. Shivers racked her barely dressed body so hard Amanda could see her shaking from across the room. How long could her husband last? His chest rose and fell in a labored rhythm, but the pile of bloody towels on his shoulder had grown, and his face had faded to the gray of drying plaster. 
Would she bleed out slowly from a wound? Or would Win be impatient? Despite her resolve to block them, thoughts of what Win was planning intruded in her mind. Her bruised breast throbbed, and the shallow slice stung. Her hand drifted to her neck, where blood dribbled from the thin cut. If Win sliced her carotid artery, she’d be dead in minutes.
Somehow she didn’t think her death would be that quick or painless.
Win would enjoy making her suffer.



CHAPTER EIGHT
Ten minutes. The clock ticked in Sean’s head. Rage bubbled in his chest. Pure and simple rage. Fuck honor and Sean’s newfound sense of morality. That man had touched Amanda, and Sean was going to break him into bite-size pieces with his bare hands. Sean’s conscience was going radio silent. He knew with complete certainty that killing that man would bring him nothing but pleasure. If that was a sin that sent Sean to hell for all of eternity, it would be worth every second. A tug on his shirt diverted his attention from its slide show of violent images. 
She stared up at him. “Sean? What are you going to do?” 
Mia. Shit.
There was no more time to contemplate options. He had to stash the child somewhere before he could go after Amanda.
“We’re going inside.” Sean’s gaze ping-ponged from the house to the boathouse at the edge of the lake. Glenn kept canoes, fishing rods, and other sporting equipment in that shed. He led Mia through the trees until they were parallel with the boathouse. A tree blocked the direct line of sight from the house. Then they sprinted across the small patch of open ground. Opening the door, Sean tugged Mia inside. They were out of the wind, but dampness made the boathouse feel even colder than the outside air. Sean scanned the walls. Kayaks and canoes were racked on one wall. Snowshoes, cross-country skis, and ice skates dominated the other. Miscellaneous gear was stored on shelves and in bins in the corner: tools, rope, bungee cords, extra fishing line. Sean walked forward and hefted a coiled length of nylon rope. Perfect.
He checked his watch. Six minutes.

“Hold still.” He fashioned a rappeling harness on Mia. 
“What’s this?” She held her arms out to the sides as if making a snow angel. 
“This is how we’re getting inside.”
“I thought they were watching the doors?”
Sean tossed the remaining rope over his shoulder. “We’re not using the door.” 
Back outside the shed, he circled around toward the inn, keeping Mia behind him and staying just inside the tree line. When they’d reached the far side, the portion of the inn with the fewest windows, he gauged the distance across the snow. Maybe fifty feet, and no direct line of sight with the kitchen. This was as good as it was going to get. Putting Mia on his back, he burst from the cover of the trees and sprinted across the open lawn. 
He tied the end of the rope around his waist. “You wait here. I’m going to climb to the roof. I’ll pull you up.”
“OK.” Her voice was as small as her body.
Sean climbed onto the air-conditioning unit. He grabbed the eave and tested it with his weight. A metallic creak sounded out across the woods, but the soffit held. He muscled himself up onto the roof, then pulled Mia up behind him. 
Keeping a firm hold on the child, Sean edged across the shingles until he came to a window. This room was over the garage and used mainly for storage. On the opposite side of the building from the kitchen, small sounds should not be audible to the gunmen. He hoped.
A glance through the window told him the room was empty. Sean shielded Mia with his body. “Close your eyes and cover your face.” 
He popped his elbow through a pane, the fabric of his shirt muffling the sound of breaking glass. He reached in and unlocked the sash. He raised the window. 
“Careful of the glass shards,” he whispered. 
Lifting Mia through the opening, he climbed in just in time to hear a woman’s scream.
Amanda.
His ten minutes were up.

Amanda couldn’t hold back the scream as Win grabbed her by the hair and pulled her out onto the porch. She put a hand to her scalp, flattening his fingers against her skull to minimize the tension on her hair. The knife was at her throat again, this time in front of her windpipe. Afraid to move, afraid to breathe, she angled her head back. 
“You’re out of time,” Win shouted. He lowered the knife and dragged Amanda back into the kitchen. “You know what that means.” 
Amanda’s gaze landed on the knife block. Too far. Was there anything within reach she could use as a weapon? 
“You’re all mine.” He kept moving, hauling her across the tile toward the door that led to the hall. “We need a little privacy for what I have in mind.” 
Carl stepped in front of them. “What are you doing, Win?” 
“You promised. She’s mine,” Win said, defiant as an unruly child.
“Not now. Stay focused,” Carl ordered. “You take spoils after the battle, not in the middle, you dumb shit.”
“Insult me again and you’ll pay.” Win pointed to Carl with the knife. “I’m taking her, and you can’t stop me.” 
Carl took a step back. “Damn it. You have fucked up this job from the get-go.” 
“I’m going to fuck you up if you don’t get out of my face.” Win brought the knife back to Amanda’s throat. The tension in his forearm amplified with his anger. One sharp move, even an unintentional, impulsive motion, would slice Amanda’s jugular. 
“Let him have her, Carl,” Lincoln said. “It’ll keep him out of our hair for a while. Maybe we can figure a way to get out of this hole he dug us into.”
Carl stepped aside. “Be quick about it.”
Win looped Amanda’s hair around his palm. “I’m done when I’m done.”
“Please.” Amanda spat out the words, hating the whine of fear in her voice. Win would get off on her terror. “Don’t.” 
“You don’t get to talk.” He backhanded her across the face. 
Pain roared through her cheek and echoed in her head. He hauled her into the corridor and let the door to the kitchen close behind them. 
“But you can scream if you want to. I like the sound of that.” His pupils dilated. His nostrils flared with rabid excitement. Gripping her hair in a tight fist, he pressed her against the wall. With her head anchored, she could barely move. He squeezed her breast and ground his erection into her belly. Wait. One hand was in her hair, the other groping her. Where was the knife? Amanda separated her thoughts from her body. Forcing her fear and humiliation into the back of her mind, she craned her neck and looked over his shoulder for the knife. There it was. He’d put it in a sheath on the back of his belt. Could she reach it? With her head immobilized, the movement was awkward. 
“Looking for me?” 
Sean’s voice spun Win around. He reached for the now-empty sheath at his back. 
“You touched my wife.” Sean lunged, knuckle-punching Win in the throat.
Amanda heard a popping sound, then a wet gasp. The tension on her hair released. She sagged against the wall. Win collapsed to the ground. His head listed. His mouth was wide open, but nothing went in or out. Unable to breathe or speak with a crushed larynx, he deflated with a gurgle. Watching the man suffocate, Amanda gagged.
The kitchen door opened. “What the fuck?” Leading with the barrel of the shotgun, Carl came through the opening.
Sean stepped in front of Amanda. He grabbed the barrel with both hands, simultaneously shoving it down to point at the floor and ripping the gun from Carl’s grip. Sean swung the stock and caught Carl with a solid blow to the head. Carl went down. Blood leaked from his temple and puddled on the industrial gray carpet.
“There’s one more man,” Amanda whispered. 
Sean didn’t acknowledge her comment, but she knew he heard her. He motioned for her to stay behind him and peered through the small window into the kitchen. “Is that him bolting out the back door?”
“Yes.” Amanda hurried to the door just in time to see the man’s running figure disappear into the trees. 
They went into the kitchen. Sean set the gun on the floor and dropped to his knees beside the redhead. He checked Tanner’s pulse. “He’s still alive. Let me see if I can get the phone working. He needs a hospital.” 
Beyond Tanner, Glenn hadn’t moved. 
Amanda went to Glenn. His eyes opened as she touched his shoulder. “How badly are you hurt?”
“Some broken ribs, I think.” Glenn winced. “I’ll make it.” 
But his face was pale and his pulse weak. Amanda untied him and looked up at Sean. “We really need help.” 
“I’m on it.” 
“Wait a fucking minute!” 
The shrill, feral voice startled Amanda. She whirled as a shot blasted through the kitchen. The redhead screamed, and Amanda ducked. 
The clerk held the shotgun. Her eyes were panicked, and her hands shook enough that Amanda feared the girl would inadvertently pull the trigger again. She aimed the huge barrel directly at Sean’s chest. “What did you do with my Win?”


Sean sized up the black-haired girl who was pointing the shotgun at his center mass. Physically, she was a mess, sweating and shaking, but she looked comfortable with the gun as if she’d handled weapons in the past. 
“I thought she was a hostage.” 
“Me too.” Amanda stared in shock.
Sean’s body hadn’t processed the adrenaline from the encounters with Win and Carl, and the prospect of killing a woman, barely more than a girl really, turned his stomach sour. 
“Shut up, shut up, shut up, shut up,” the girl cried. Her hair stuck to her forehead in wet, lanky locks. Mascara dripped black below her eyes. “Win promised me more crack if I helped him rob the store. He promised. Where is he?”
“He’s in the hall,” Sean said. 
The girl inched sideways. The gun heavy and unwieldy in her thin arms. 
Sean raised his hands chest high, palms out, in a nonthreatening position but ready to react if he got a chance. He still had the handgun in the back of his waistband. He hadn’t used the single bullet on Win for fear of alerting Carl. But he’d never reach it before she blew him in half. 
“Stop moving.” Her voice broke. 
“You don’t want to hurt anyone,” he said in a calm voice.
“Fuck you. I don’t care.” She raised the butt of the gun to her shoulder. Her gaze darted to the door and back. Suspicion narrowed her eyes. “Did you hurt Win?”
Sean didn’t answer. The gun was a double-barreled shotgun, manual load. The maximum number of shells it held was two, and it had already gone off once. If she shot Sean, Amanda and the others would be OK. Sean had had many narrow escapes in the past. Maybe he’d used up all nine of his lives. But damn, the thought of never seeing his wife or kids again hollowed out his chest. What if Amanda was pregnant? Sean would never know. 
The girl cranked back the hammer. Sean braced himself, but her eyes went wide. She dropped the gun. With an expression of complete surprise, she collapsed to the floor. 
Behind her, Amanda stood, a chef’s knife clenched in her hand. The blade gleamed with blood. A drop fell to the white tile, spreading on the porcelain into a perfect red circle. Sean jumped forward, easing the knife from Amanda’s grasp. Her pupils were dilated, her complexion white as paste. He folded her into his arms. 
She trembled against his chest for a few seconds, then pushed herself away and wiped her eyes with her palms. Her gaze fell to the girl on the floor. “I should try to stop the bleeding.”
Sean assessed the girl. The knife had entered her back low, probably piercing one of her kidneys. She wasn’t a physical risk anymore, but he quickly patted her down for weapons. He rolled her on her side, exposing the wound. “OK, but be careful.”
“Just get the phone lines back up.” Amanda grabbed a thick oven mitt and used it to apply pressure to the wound. 
“Glenn, do you have some tape?” Sean asked the innkeeper. 
Glenn pointed to a drawer. “There’s some first-aid tape in the kit. Will that do?”
“For now, yes.” Tape in hand, Sean bolted from the kitchen into the cold air. Behind the garage, he found the cut in the phone line. Using the knife he’d taken from the first man he’d killed, he stripped the wires, then twisted and taped them together. They could make a call, but the line would need a real repair. 
He went back inside and called 911 before making his way upstairs to the room over the garage where he’d left Mia. The door opened with a squeak. “Mia?”
“Sean.” She emerged from under a sheeted table and hurled her tiny body into his arms. “Is my grandpa OK? What happened to Tanner?”
“Your grandpa is hurt a little, but I think he’s going to be fine, and I called for an ambulance. The sooner we get Tanner to a hospital, the better.” As much as he wanted to promise her Tanner would be fine, he couldn’t. She trusted him, and he had a feeling she’d be able to sense a lie. 

An hour later, while the paramedics worked on Tanner and Glenn, Sean flushed the blood from the shallow cut on Amanda’s neck with antiseptic. It wasn’t deep enough to require stitches. The knot on her head didn’t worry him either. It was the haunted look in her eyes. Had he ever had that look? He’d barely seen the first man he’d killed in a gunfight on the streets of Iraq. Bullets had been flying, smoke and dust drifting through the air in a cloud. Men screaming. Men dying. He’d seen only a uniform and a gun. The enemy. 
This was different. Personal. Insidious. 
Evil.
His gaze moved to the paramedics, who were starting an IV on the girl. Glenn and Tanner had been stabilized and moved to an ambulance. Still unconscious, Carl had been loaded into a second ambulance, which was now waiting for the wounded clerk.
Sean wrapped the blanket tighter around his wife’s shoulders. 
“I’m all right,” she said for the fifteenth time.
“I know.” He was the one who was shaking. 
“Then why do you keep looking at me like that?”
“Because I love you.” He kissed her temple. 
“Right back atcha.” She pressed his hand to her cheek. 
“They’re taking Grandpa to the hospital.” Mia tugged on Sean’s sleeve. 
He wrapped her blanket tighter around her shoulders too. “You want to ride with us?”
She nodded. 
“Can you get a coat and dry boots?” Sean asked.
Mia scurried off. 
Sean took his wife’s arm.
She let him, leaning close to his ear. “I know you’re worried about me. I didn’t want to do it, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to let her shoot you. I love you, and she chose to pick up that gun. I’m sorry for her but not sorry enough to sacrifice you.” Her gaze blinked to the paramedics, who were lifting the girl onto a gurney. “Do you think she’ll live?”
“Probably.” Sean hugged her to his chest.
“If she does, she’ll go to prison, right?”
Sean looked back at the wounded girl. Her eyes fluttered open and filled with hate as she met his gaze. Goose bumps rose on his arms. “I sure as hell hope so.” 
 



CHAPTER NINE
Sean held Amanda close to his body. They shared a love seat in the living room of Glenn’s private quarters at the inn. The ER doctor didn’t think she had a concussion, but told Sean to keep a close watch on his wife anyway. As if he’d be able to take his eyes off her for a minute.
A fire blazed against the cold wind that rattled the windows and helped dispel the sense of isolation they’d all felt that morning. 
“How’s Tanner?” Reclining on the sofa, Glenn curled an arm around Mia. He winced as she snuggled closer to his bandaged ribs. 
“He’ll be all right.” Sean omitted the fact that, according to the ER doctor, the chef wouldn’t have survived another hour. 
The police had removed Win’s body from the hall and dug Dennis out of the snowbank in the woods. Lincoln Street was picked up a few hours later, wandering along the road. He lost a few toes to frostbite. Unlike Amanda, Carl suffered a serious concussion, but he’d live. In his statement, Carl had said that Dennis was Mia’s father’s cell mate. He’d heard him talk about his kid’s grandfather taking her away and not bringing Mia to see him. He’d ranted on and on about the fancy inn on Hideaway Lake. When they’d found themselves needing an isolated spot to hole up, Dennis had remembered the inn. About a mile into their trek in the frigid night, the men had grown tired of carrying the heavy bag and had stashed the money in the woods. Their broken-down vehicle was found several miles down the road, and the police had found the cash not far from it. But both Carl and Lincoln were going back to prison. Win’s girlfriend, the crazy clerk, would also live to see a prison cell. She’d met Win when he worked at the liquor store. Between the two of them, they’d supplied Carl and Lincoln with enough information about the store’s security and cash flow to plan the robbery. All she wanted was money for drugs. 
“I sure appreciate you staying the weekend.” Glenn sighed. “I don’t think I’d sleep if it were just me and Mia here tonight.”
“You need to take it easy,” Sean said. “We’ll hang out a couple of days. I’ll make sure that security system is operating perfectly before I go. Actually, it’s up and running now. I thought we’d all sleep better tonight knowing it was activated. In addition to the phone connection, it’s wired into your satellite communication system as a backup. Cutting the phone line won’t cut you off from help.” 
Amanda shivered, and Sean rubbed her arm. Cradling a medicinal glass of brandy, she leaned her head on his shoulder. On the sofa, Mia’s head drooped. 
“Do you want me to put her to bed?” Sean asked. 
“You may as well tuck her into mine. I don’t want her waking up scared later.” Cradling his granddaughter’s head, Glenn teared up. 
“You got it.” Sean leaned over and lifted the child into his arms. 
“Thank you, Sean. And you too, Amanda.” Glenn wiped his eyes. “If you hadn’t been here, Mia and I…Well, none of us would be here now.”
Amanda leaned forward and patted Glenn’s arm. “We were here, and everything is OK.”
She helped Glenn to his feet. He leaned on her arm as they followed Sean and Mia to the bedroom. Amanda waited in the lobby for Sean to sweep each room and check every window on the first floor one more time before they went up to bed. 
While Amanda showered, he cranked up the gas fireplace. She came out in the thick spa robe, and he helped her into one of his flannel shirts. Sean’s gut twisted as he counted her bruises. 
She could have died today. 
He tucked her in under the fluffy duvet and climbed in bed with her. He was going to sweat like a pig all night, but Amanda couldn’t seem to stay warm. The shock and the aftereffects of adrenaline would take a while to dissipate. 
Pulling her close, he breathed in the scent of her hair. “You’re sure you’re all right?”
“Just a little banged up and shaken.”
“I didn’t mean physically.”
“I’m sure I’ll have some nightmares.” She shivered. “I knew you’d save me.”
“Technically, I think you saved me.” In more ways than stopping the clerk from shooting him. How would he have turned out if he hadn’t left the Rangers and found Amanda? Would he have ended up as cold-blooded as the men who took the inn? Thank God he didn’t have to find out. “How do you feel about stabbing that girl?”
“Awful, of course, but I’d do it again. I love you.” She snuggled closer. “I’m not even sure I care about getting pregnant anymore. If it happens, it happens. For now, I’m more focused on counting the blessings I already have. At the moment that means being grateful to be alive. Dead people don’t have to deal with emotional issues.”
Good point. There was nothing like a near-death experience to make a person appreciative. 
“I’m still more than happy to keep trying.” He pulled the blanket over her shoulders. 
Amanda laughed softly. “Yes, I know you are.”
A small part of him wished he could bring Winner Young back to life so he could kill him again. This time he’d use a slow and painful method. No quick death for the man who’d put his hands on Amanda. Sean felt no remorse for killing that animal, but he wasn’t worried. 
He’d discovered he was no longer an adrenaline junkie. Danger didn’t hold the thrill it had ten years ago. Being a husband and father was more than enough excitement. All he wanted to do was watch over his wife and their girls for the rest of their lives.
He kissed her temple. “I’d do anything for you, babe. Anything at all.”
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