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			Don’t miss this scorching novella, part of what Publishers Weekly is calling Kat Martin’s “tantalizing” new Maximum Security series!

			Private detective Jaxon Ryker swore to himself he would keep his hands off Mindy Stewart. No matter how much Jax might secretly wish otherwise, his colleague at The Max is strictly off-limits. But when Mindy is the victim of an attempted kidnapping, everything changes. With both of them thrust into danger, Jax swears to protect her. As they work together in search of answers, it becomes clear Mindy’s life is on the line, so a trap is set—with Mindy as bait. Jax and Mindy have to put aside their overwhelming attraction, but if they live through this, all bets are off...

			“Martin keeps the twists and turns coming in the sensuous and spirited Maximum Security romantic thrillers.”

			—Publishers Weekly
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			CHAPTER ONE

			LAST WEEK IT was murder. This week it’s stolen diamonds. Mindy Stewart loved working at The Max. Her job was never dull.

			Seated behind her desk in the reception area, Mindy reached over to answer the phone, then directed the call to Jonah Wolfe, one of the agency’s detectives.

			Mindy had only been working at Maximum Security a couple of months. Originally hired as a temp to fill in for the receptionist who had retired, and do some bookkeeping. She managed to impress Chase Garrett, the owner, who had offered her a full-time job.

			In the weeks since then, the private investigators, bodyguards, and bounty hunters who worked out of the office had accepted her as a member of the team. It felt really good to be part of such an interesting crew.

			She checked the time on her computer. It was well past five o’clock, but everyone worked their own schedules, so people were in and out at all hours of the day and night. Mindy got overtime pay, and she didn’t mind working late. Part of her job was reorganizing office ledgers and updating Chase’s QuickBooks, so there was plenty for her to do.

			She glanced across the office at the men still working. The open area was decorated in a Western motif, a tufted dark red leather sofa and chairs up front in the reception area, with antique farming tools on the walls.

			Jonah Wolfe was a former police detective, incredibly handsome with his too-long black hair and dark eyes. He was involved in a serious relationship, but even if he weren’t, the man was too intense and brooding to appeal to her.

			Jason “Hawk” Maddox was a big, good-looking man, but he was somehow overwhelming to her. Like Wolfe and Chase and the other guys in the office, Maddox was protective of the women who worked there, even the female detectives. He waved at Mindy as he and Wolfe headed out the door, and she waved back.

			Along with a female PI, there were a number of single men in the office, guys who worked part-time. It seemed like all of them were attractive, but it was Jaxon Ryker who made her adrenaline spike and her pulse speed up whenever he glanced in her direction.

			Which, fortunately, wasn’t that often. Jax probably went for tall, svelte blondes, not petite, curvy brunettes. Even if he were interested in her—which clearly he wasn’t—a disastrous affair with the former Navy SEAL-turned-PI would ruin everything.

			Mindy loved her job. She wanted to keep it.

			Still, she couldn’t deny the man pushed her buttons. Six feet of wide-shouldered, solid male muscle, military short dark hair and deep brown eyes, Ryker was handsome as sin yet seemingly unaware of his masculine charms.

			And he was nice. Always polite, always considerate. He never flirted, never teased, and constantly kept a respectful distance.

			Sometimes it drove her crazy.

			Finally satisfied with her progress for the day, Mindy shoved her round tortoiseshell glasses up on her nose, slung the strap of her purse over her shoulder, and headed for the door to the parking lot behind the office. She managed not to glance at Jax as she left, but it wasn’t easy.

			The early April weather was humid, warm but not hot, the last of a pink-gold sky fading to darkness. She spotted her little red Volkswagen Beetle, one of the few vehicles left in the lot, and started in that direction.

			If she hadn’t been working for a security firm, listening to crime stories on a daily basis, she might not have noticed the white Chevy van whose motor sparked to life and began idling in the shadows not far from her car.

			When her steps unconsciously slowed, she told herself she was being ridiculous, a paranoid response to the guys’ sometimes gruesome, often frightening tales.

			Pausing to dig her car keys out of her purse, she took a deep breath and tried to calm her racing heart. When the effort failed, she forced her feet to move, closing the distance between her and her vehicle. She had almost reached her destination when the van doors slid open. Three men dressed head-to-foot in black, wearing black ski masks, jumped out and started running toward her.

			Terror struck. Mindy let out a terrified, high-pitched scream, dropped her purse, whirled and started running.

			 

			JAX’S LONG DAY wasn’t over yet. Before he picked up a pizza and headed home for a couple of beers, he had a meeting with a client on the other side of Dallas, a cold case he had been working where the mother of a murder victim had discovered new evidence she believed would help find her daughter’s killer. The police weren’t convinced, but Mrs. Donahue had hired Jax to prove it. Or at least find out the truth.

			He checked his heavy black wristwatch. If he wanted to make his appointment on time, he needed to get on the road. Grabbing his laptop off the desk, he headed for his dark blue Dodge Ram pickup, parked in the lot behind the office, his mind on the case he figured would earn him a nice fat fee—and maybe help bring a killer to justice.

			He had just stepped out the back door when a blood-curdling scream cut through the sticky evening air. A petite young woman with long dark hair and glasses struggled with three masked men.

			Adrenaline shot into his blood. Mindy! Even as he bolted into a run, Jax registered the men’s appearances: one tall and lean, one average height and weight, one big and beefy, thick-shouldered and muscular. He was flat-out running by the time Mindy spotted him and started screaming his name.

			“Jax, help me! Jax!” Kicking and biting, she fought like a wild thing, but she was no match for the men. As they hauled her toward the open van doors, Jax grabbed the taller man and pulled him off her, pounded a fist into his face and slammed another into his stomach, doubling him over. A hard right hook sent the guy careening backward, hitting the ground on his back and sliding across the asphalt.

			The second man, Mr. Average, stepped in and swung a punch Jax ducked. He shot out a kick, knocking the assailant into the side of the van, then heard the sound of a switchblade snapping open behind him.

			“Jax, watch out!”

			As the second guy ran for the van, Jax whirled toward the new threat, dodged the flashing blade of the big beefy man and shoved Mindy toward safety, then went back in for the kill. Rage burned through his usual calm. She worked with him; as far as he was concerned, she was under his protection. More than that, she was kind and sweet, and he cared about her far more than he should. Jax wanted to end the bastards who were trying to hurt her.

			“Run!” he shouted. “Go back to the office and lock the door! Call 9-1-1!” A knife flashed. Jax dodged the sweep of gleaming silver wielded by a big, thick-fingered, extremely capable hand and jumped back, out of the way of another slashing attack as he and the beefy man crouched and circled each other. From the corner of his eye, he saw the tall, thin man back on his feet and rushing toward him.

			Jax looked up to see Mindy swinging her purse like a ball and chain, smashing the bag into the side of the tall man’s head, sending him staggering, grunting as he landed on his hands and knees.

			“Bitch!” the guy screamed, shaking his head to clear it, drawing the big man’s attention and providing the distraction Jax needed. He kicked the knife out of the beefy man’s hand and threw a punch that sent him reeling. The second man had already climbed into the van and shoved the vehicle into gear.

			“Come on!” the guy shouted from where he sat behind the wheel. “Let’s go!”

			The tall guy got up off his knees and ran to the open van doors, and the beefy, muscular man shot in behind him. Tires burned and smoke rolled up from the wheels as the vehicle screeched away.

			Every instinct urged Jax to jump in his pickup and follow, but concern for Mindy won out. Turning, he strode toward her.

			“Jax!” Mindy hurled herself into his arms. “Jax...” she breathed.

			Relief had him tightening his hold. “It’s all right, honey. It’s over.” She was shaking so hard her teeth chattered. She clung to him, and he couldn’t resist smoothing a hand over her pretty dark hair.

			“It’s all right,” he softly repeated. “You’re safe. I’m here. Everything’s okay.”

			Mindy looked up at him. Behind her glasses, her big blue eyes glistened with tears. “You saved me.”

			His chest clamped down. What if he hadn’t walked out of the office when he did? What would have happened to her? Why had she been targeted? Was it a random abduction attempt, or something more?

			“Come on. Let’s get you back inside. We need to call the police.”

			She nodded, released her death grip, pulled out of his arms and started walking. When her knees buckled, and she nearly went down, Jax scooped her into his arms.

			“Adrenaline rush,” he said. “It’ll be over in a minute.”

			She didn’t argue, just rested her head on his shoulder and let him carry her into the office. After pausing to lock the back door behind them, he carted her into the break room and set her down on the brown vinyl sofa.

			Jax smoothed long dark hair out of her face with his finger. A faint bruise was beginning to form on her cheek, and a fresh rush of anger rolled through him. “You gonna be okay?”

			Mindy swallowed and looked up at him. “Those men were...they were trying to kidnap me. I don’t...don’t understand. Why would they be after me? What could they possibly want?”

			His jaw hardened. “Don’t worry. We’ll figure it out.”

			Pulling out his cell, he hit 9-1-1 and reported the attempted kidnapping to police dispatch. He had tried to get a license number, but conveniently the plate was smeared with mud except for what looked like an H on the letter side and maybe a 3.

			Since he had only a partial, and minimal physical descriptions of the assailants, he wasn’t sure how much good reporting the incident would do.

			He was just glad Mindy was safe.

			As they waited for the police to arrive, he walked out of the break room to phone Chase Garrett. His boss wouldn’t be happy to learn one of his employees had been attacked in the parking lot. They were all like family to him.

			“I’m on my way,” Chase said when Jax finished the story.

			“No need for that,” he said. “I’ll take care of Mindy and talk to the police. You don’t have to worry. We can talk things out in the morning, work up a plan.”

			“So you’ll stay with her tonight?” Chase pressed, just to be sure she was safe, though he had to know Jax wasn’t about to leave her.

			“Absolutely. These guys knew what they were doing, Chase. If the attack wasn’t just random and Mindy was the target, they’ll be back. They won’t give up that easy.”

			“All right, but call me if you have any more trouble. If I don’t hear from you, I’ll see you in the morning.” Chase hung up the phone.

			Next Jax called to reschedule his now-overdue meeting with Eleanor Donahue, the mother of the murdered girl. He might have to ask Wolfe to take over. For now, it looked like he had another case that was going to take precedence.

			In his new case, the victim was still alive. Jax intended to keep her that way.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			MINDY SIPPED FROM the bottle of water Jax had retrieved from the fridge in the break room. She wondered if he had noticed that water was her go-to drink of choice. Surely not. He rarely glanced in her direction.

			He was looking at her now, with so much concern in his thick-lashed dark eyes it made her chest feel tight.

			She remembered the way he had rushed to help her. “You were amazing,” she said.

			“Yeah? Well, you were pretty amazing yourself. If you hadn’t fought those men the way you did, I wouldn’t have had time to get to you. You did great, honey, but next time you’re in trouble and I tell you to run, you need to do what I say.”

			Her eyebrows went up. “Three to one is not exactly fair odds. I couldn’t just leave you.”

			Amusement touched his lips. “Most people would have.”

			“Not me.”

			A slow smile broke over his face. “In that case, thanks.”

			It occurred to her that he was a former navy SEAL. He could probably handle three men as easily as one. It didn’t matter. No way was she running away when it was her fault he was in danger.

			“Sounds like the cops have arrived,” he said at the sound of sirens screeching out in front. “I’ll be right back.”

			The air seemed to deflate as he left the room. She heard the police talking to Jax in the main part of the office. When they came back into the break room, she recognized two of the officers who patrolled the area, the same ones who had shown up the night Chase’s wife, Harper, had gotten in trouble. Officer Alvarez was a tall man with thick black hair. The other man, Officer Simmons, was older, heavier, with short hair laced with silver.

			“Why don’t you start at the beginning,” Officer Simmons said, pulling out his notepad and flipping it open.

			Since she didn’t really know where the problem had actually begun, she just jumped in. “It was getting late. I work after hours quite a bit.”

			For the next few minutes, she filled the officers in on the kidnapping attempt and Jax’s amazing rescue, but she couldn’t tell them much about the men who were responsible. Officer Simmons wrote down the basic information, including vehicle and physical descriptions of the attackers, then he and his partner checked out the area outside where the attack had occurred.

			As the officers finished and were preparing to leave, Detective Lieutenant Walter Gunderson arrived.

			“Ryker,” the detective said, clearly acquainted with Jax. With his thinning light brown hair and tired eyes, he looked older than the early forties Mindy guessed him to be.

			“Gunderson,” Jax said.

			“You’re the guy who stopped the attack?”

			“That’s right.”

			“She’s lucky you were here.”

			Jax made no reply, but the hard set of his jaw said he knew it was true. Mindy certainly agreed.

			“I’m afraid I’ll need you to start over, Ms. Stewart,” Detective Gunderson said as the two police officers left.

			Mindy looked at Jax. “This is probably going to take a while, and it’s getting really late. Now that Detective Gunderson is here, there’s no reason for you to stay. I can drive myself home when we’re done.”

			Jax’s powerful shoulders tightened. He shook his head. “Not gonna happen, sweetheart. You just tell the detective what he needs to know.”

			“But—”

			Jax’s stony expression said there was no use arguing, and secretly she was glad. Just thinking about what had happened—what could have been so much worse—made her feel light-headed.

			As she ran through the details of the kidnap attempt a second time, Jax added the partial plate information, as well as basic descriptions of the three men.

			He mentioned little things she hadn’t noticed, like a scar on the back of the big man’s right hand, which Jax believed was probably made by a knife—the man’s weapon of choice. The eye color of the guy Jax called Mr. Average—a pale shade of blue—and the tall man’s sneakers, expensive Giuseppe Zanotti high-tops, black with red leather trim.

			“He had a rough voice, probably a smoker,” Jax added. Mindy shivered at the memory of him calling her a bitch. Then the detective started asking questions that might lead to the reason for the attack.

			“So, no boyfriends, current or otherwise, who might be upset with you?” Gunderson asked.

			“I haven’t been seeing anyone. Not for more than six months.” She glanced at Jax, then away. “I’ve been too busy to date.” Not quite true. She just hadn’t found anyone interesting. After she’d met Jax, no other man seemed to compare. But she’d die of embarrassment if he found out.

			“What about friends or family members?” the detective asked. “Anyone who might be angry with you, someone who might be holding a grudge?”

			“I don’t have a lot of family. My mom’s in a long-term care facility. She was mentally impaired in the same car accident that killed my dad and brother.”

			Jax’s jaw subtly tightened.

			Gunderson asked about her finances, loans she might owe that hadn’t been repaid, gambling debts, anything and everything that might account for the kidnapping attempt, but nothing seemed to point to an answer.

			Finally finished, the detective rose from his chair. “Kidnapping is a serious offense, Ms. Stewart. You need to keep your eyes open. Call us if you think of anything that might help us find the men behind the attack.” He turned to Jax. “I take it you’re on the case?”

			“That’s right.”

			The detective just nodded, clearly seeing something in Jax’s expression Mindy didn’t. Jax let him out the front door and locked up behind him.

			“So you’re going to follow me home?” she asked as they headed for the parking lot.

			“Oh, I’m not just following you home. If you don’t want me sleeping on your sofa tonight, I’ll be in my truck out in front.”

			Her eyes widened. “What?”

			“Those men were deadly serious, honey. The way it looks, you weren’t a random choice. Which means there’s a chance they’ll try again. No way am I leaving you alone. Until we know what the hell is going on, you’ve got round the clock protection.”

			“But I can’t pay for something like that!”

			“Don’t insult me.”

			Color washed into her cheeks. They were colleagues, friends of a sort. “I’m sorry. Thank you. And you aren’t sleeping out in your car. My sofa folds into a bed, so you won’t be that uncomfortable.”

			He looked like he wanted to say something about their sleeping arrangements but didn’t.

			“I do have a...um...cat. Her name is Muffin. She usually sleeps with me so unless you’re allergic or something—”

			“I’m not allergic to cats. I’m more a dog person, but cats are okay.”

			Mindy smiled. “She’s very sweet. I promise she won’t bother you.”

			He just nodded. “I’ve got a couple of calls to make, then we can go.”

			 

			BEFORE IT GOT any later, Jax wanted to phone Jason Maddox. Though Maddox worked mostly as a bounty hunter, he was also a licensed PI. Jax held the same licenses, and the two men often worked together. Add to that, they were close friends.

			Maddox answered on the second ring, still clearly awake. Not unusual for the guy they called the Hawk. “Ryker, what’s up?”

			“We had some trouble at the office tonight. Three guys in a white van went after Mindy.”

			“What the hell? Went after her? What happened? Is she okay?”

			“She’s pretty shook up, but she’s all right. I’m just glad I was still here when it went down.” He filled Maddox in on the abduction attempt on the cute little receptionist who brought out the protective instincts of every man in the office, and his plan to spend the night at her house.

			“I can come over if you think those dickwads might show up at her place.”

			“I think they’ll take a step back and regroup,” Jax said. “They had the attack well planned. If I hadn’t stayed late and happened to walk out when I did, it would have gone down like clockwork.” He thought of Mindy fighting off three hardened men, and a fresh wave of fury rolled through him. “But I have to say, our girl gave them bloody hell.”

			Maddox grunted. “Good for her.”

			Jax sobered. “She couldn’t have held them off much longer, Hawk. They weren’t pros, but they weren’t amateurs, either.”

			“We need to figure out what’s going on,” Maddox said.

			“Chase is meeting us tomorrow morning at the office.”

			“I’ll be there.”

			“Maybe we can come up with something that makes sense.”

			“You’ll take care of her tonight?”

			“You know I will.”

			“Yeah...” Hawk said. “I do.”

			Jax ignored the subtle innuendo. He had gone out of his way to make sure no one guessed the attraction he felt to Mindy, but Maddox was his closest friend.

			“Call if you need me,” Hawk said.

			“Will do.” Jax hung up the phone. Pulling open the bottom drawer of his desk, he punched in the code for his gun safe, drew out his .38 Colt revolver and strapped it to his ankle. He took out his holstered HK45 Compact Tactical semiautomatic pistol, the same weapon he had used as a SEAL, and set it on the desk. From now on, he planned to be armed.

			As he rose from the chair, Mindy looked at him with big, worried eyes. She still wasn’t completely used to working around men and women in the security business, but she was learning.

			“You ready?” he asked as he clipped the pistol to his belt.

			Mindy eyed the gun, looked up at him and nodded.

			He had already retrieved his laptop from where he had dropped it in the parking lot. Fortunately, the padded case had protected it. He grabbed the handle and they started for the door.

			Mindy was also carrying her laptop. “I have some work to do in the morning so I planned to leave my computer here overnight, but the way things are going, I think I better take it with me.”

			“Good idea.” There was a chance the laptop contained information that might help them figure out what the kidnappers wanted. He planned to take a hard look at it once he got Mindy home.

			She slung the strap of the computer over her shoulder and grabbed the battered purse she had retrieved from the parking lot. As they walked outside, she started toward the little red Volkswagen Beetle that seemed to fit her just right, but Jax caught her arm.

			“It’s after midnight. You might as well leave your car here, and I’ll drive you back to work in the morning.”

			She hesitated. He could tell she was still trying to come to grips with the notion he would be spending the night. “I...um...hate to waste gas so, okay, I guess that works.”

			He walked her over to his pickup and opened the passenger door, glad he had installed running boards along both sides of the extended cab. Then again, if she’d needed his help to get in, he would have an excuse to put his hands on her again.

			Until tonight he had never touched her. Now he’d fantasize about the soft fullness of her breasts against his chest, the long, silky strands of her hair teasing his cheek as he’d carried her into the office.

			Jax swore a silent curse. He’d be sleeping on Mindy’s sofa tonight, a task made nearly impossible with her asleep in a bed down the hall—with her cat. He hated to admit he was glad it was a cat curled up with her and not some other guy.

			He sighed as he rounded his truck to the driver’s side. For weeks, he’d steered clear of her. She was Chase’s employee, the receptionist at The Max. That made her completely off-limits. The attraction he’d felt from the first time he had seen her had no place in his life or hers. But little by little, her sweet smile and vivacious, always cheerful attitude began to melt his iron resolve.

			He’d begun to wonder about her, think about her even when he wasn’t in the office. He hadn’t realized how much he’d come to care for her until he had walked out into the parking lot and seen three masked men attacking her.

			A fresh shot of fury burned through him as the scene flashed back into his head, and his hand unconsciously fisted. He took a deep breath and forced himself to relax.

			He needed to table whatever feelings he had for Mindy, bury his fantasies and do his job. Keeping her safe was all that mattered and to do that he needed to remain objective.

			Strapping himself in behind the wheel, Jax made a final scan of the parking lot, saw nothing out of the ordinary and started the engine.

			“Put on your seat belt,” he said. He didn’t call her sweetheart or honey, which he shouldn’t have done in the first place. Instead, he focused on the address she had given him, which was not far away. He’d be watching for a tail, taking evasive measures until he was sure they weren’t being followed.

			From now on, he was on the job. Mindy Stewart was a client, nothing more. Jax planned to do whatever it took to keep it that way.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			MINDY LAY IN bed staring up at the ceiling. It was late, quiet and dark, Muffin, her little black-and-white short-haired cat, curled up at her feet.

			Her bedroom was decorated in rose and cream, a feminine room she had designed herself. She usually found it comforting. Tonight her nerves remained on a jagged edge, and even having Jax Ryker, armed and staying in her apartment, didn’t put her worries to rest.

			She kept thinking of him in her living room, stretched out on the foldout sofa that was far from comfortable but better than outside in his car.

			She still couldn’t wrap her mind around it. Jax had saved her from being abducted. He had come to her rescue just like in her fantasies. He had fought for her, held her in his arms, and even called her honey. If the circumstances were different, it could have been the best night of her life.

			Unfortunately, reality intruded. Men had tried to kidnap her. She had no idea why or what would have happened if Jax hadn’t been there to stop them.

			A chill washed through her just thinking about it. Were they rapists? Murderers? Did they want her to drive to an ATM and clear out her bank account? She had heard of that happening. But she didn’t have much in her checking account and only a rainy-day amount in her savings.

			Surely it wasn’t enough for the kind of risk the three men were taking in a kidnapping attempt. For God’s sake, it was potentially a death penalty offense!

			Mindy closed her eyes, but she couldn’t fall asleep. Would the men try again? What could they possibly want? Jax couldn’t protect her forever. What if they just waited until he was gone?

			She listened for sounds of him. She had left her door cracked open so Muffin could reach her food and water in the laundry area off the kitchen. Every once in a while, she could hear Jax moving around in the living room or turning on the tap at the kitchen sink. Eventually the knowledge that he was there and not leaving lulled her enough to fall asleep.

			The sun was up when she awoke the next morning. She was halfway to the bathroom when she remembered she wasn’t alone. Jax had spent the night in her living room!

			Being up so late, she had managed to oversleep. Was he still there? But she knew deep down he wouldn’t leave her. Not while he thought she still might be in danger. He just wasn’t that kind of man.

			It was Saturday. Mindy showered and brushed her hair, dressed in dark blue skinny jeans and a loose-fitting lavender print blouse, shoved her feet into low-heeled sandals, put on her glasses and opened the bedroom door.

			The aroma of freshly brewed coffee made her smile. She hurried down the hall to her sunny yellow galley kitchen, and saw Jax sitting at the round white table next to the window, a steaming mug next to a big, powerful hand.

			“Good morning,” he said, sensing her presence without turning his head. When he did, her lungs seemed incapable of filling with air. His short dark hair was uncharacteristically mussed and he hadn’t shaved, leaving him with a day’s growth of beard along his hard jaw.

			There were words for a guy who looked as good as Jaxon Ryker, but they all seemed to have escaped her head. Only the basics formed. Hot. Sexy. Incredible. Thank God he was wearing a T-shirt over that massive chest. Although...

			“Good morning,” she finally managed to say as she poured coffee into a mug for herself and loaded it with sugar and cream. “Did you sleep okay?”

			“I wasn’t here to sleep. I was here to make sure no one bothered you. But I managed to catch a few hours off and on.”

			“Oh. I’m sorry. I didn’t expect you to stay awake all night for me.”

			Something flashed in his eyes; then it was gone. “I need to look at your laptop. I didn’t want to do that without your permission.”

			“Of course. That’s not a problem. I’ll get it.” She hurried into the living room to retrieve her computer from where she had left it on the coffee table last night.

			Her apartment wasn’t large. She preferred a smaller, cozier place to live, where she felt safe, more in control of her environment. Her decorative tastes ran to the traditional: a moss green carpet, a rose-and-moss-green-flowered sofa and wingback chair with matching throw pillows. Brass lamps sat on delicate mahogany Duncan Phyfe tables.

			She had lots of antiques and family heirlooms: crocheted doilies that had belonged to her grandmother, Hummel figurines her mom had collected, some Blue Willow porcelain dishes. The items made her feel closer to her mother, and family she had lost in the accident.

			She grabbed her laptop and carried it into the kitchen. Jax set it on the table and opened it. When he sat back in the chair, Muffin jumped up in his lap.

			“Muffin!”

			“She’s all right.” A big hand stroked gently over the cat’s soft black fur. When Jax rubbed beneath her chin, Muffin started to purr.

			“I hope she didn’t bother you last night.”

			“She paid me a visit, didn’t stay long.”

			“She...um...doesn’t usually get along with men.”

			He smiled. “Maybe she’s just choosy.”

			Mindy smiled back. “Maybe she is.”

			Jax set the cat on the floor. Muffin ambled away, and Jax returned his attention to the computer.

			“My password is c-o-u-r-a-g-e,” Mindy said, spelling out the letters.

			He typed it in and looked up at her. “Courage?”

			“It’s from the Stewart clan motto. ‘Courage Grows Stronger at the Wound.’” She glanced away. She didn’t tell him how much courage it had taken to survive the loss of her dad and brother, the mental impairment of her mother, which still hurt every week when she went to visit her.

			But when she looked back at him, Jax seemed to understand.

			“I’m sorry about what happened to your family,” he said.

			She swallowed. “Visiting my mom is tough. It’s worse because she doesn’t know who I am.” She managed to smile. “Mom seems happy, though, in whatever world she lives in now. And the facility does a great job of taking care of her.”

			He nodded. “I guess that’s something. How old were you when it happened?”

			“Seventeen. I was visiting my grandmother on the night of the accident. We were always close. Gran raised me after that. She passed a few years ago.”

			“I never had much of a family. My dad took off when I was ten, and my mom suffered from depression. They’re both gone now. I’m still tight with a couple of my cousins, some of my SEAL buddies.”

			She felt a pang. She knew what it was like to be without family. “You and Jason seem close.”

			He smiled and took a sip of his coffee. “Maddox is a good guy. Which reminds me, we need to get going. I’m meeting him and Chase at the office this morning. Since I’m not leaving you alone, you’re coming with me.”

			“All right. I planned to go in anyway.”

			He checked his watch. “We’ve got a few minutes before we have to leave. Let me take a look at your laptop first.”

			Mindy looked over his thick-muscled shoulder to her computer screen. “So what are you looking for?”

			“Not sure. What kind of records do you store in here?”

			“Nothing much. I do my personal banking online at Wells Fargo, but there isn’t much in my account.”

			Jax perused the files on her desktop, apparently saw nothing out of the ordinary, then went to her email.

			He glanced up. “Anything personal in these? You said you hadn’t been dating for a while.” His eyes found hers, looking at her as if the answer were important.

			“I don’t have a significant other, if that’s what you’re asking.”

			“I’m asking if anyone’s been pushing you to go out, following you, sending you unwanted emails, anything like that.”

			She shook her head. “No.” She smiled. “The pizza delivery boy flirts with me when he shows up at my door, but that’s about it.”

			The corner of his mouth edged up. “We’ll let him slide for the moment.”

			She grinned. “Since he’s still in high school, he probably isn’t much of a threat.”

			Jax chuckled and went back to work. He got her Facebook password and took a look around. She didn’t go on very often, so there wasn’t much there. Twitter wasn’t really her thing. Too time-consuming. She used Instagram, but he didn’t find anything there.

			Jax went back to her email, looked in her inbox, regular emails from some of her friends, ads from Amazon, Target, L.L. Bean, places where she purchased products online. He returned to the emails.

			There were messages from people she kept in touch with. Shelley Bachman was an acquaintance from high school. Kayla Hildebrand was one of the other temps at DeMarco Staffing, the agency she had been working for when she got the job at The Max.

			Jax went to the sent items folder and glanced through old emails from three or four months back she hadn’t bothered to delete.

			“When I worked for DeMarco, I did some bookkeeping on the side, mostly friends, people I knew. Susan DeMarco referred me to a couple of her acquaintances. A college student named Ricky Malone needed help getting his taxes done, and a guy named Ryan Shipman, whose company was barely making it financially. It saved them money and helped me make a little extra.”

			Jax moved through the rest of her trash mail, then went back to her inbox when a new message pinged. Her face warmed when she read the email from her best friend, Nicki Carson. Nicki wanted her to go out on a blind date with a guy named Thomas Koenig.

			Thomas has a PhD in psychology. He’s gorgeous and believe it or not, he’s got a super-hot body. Guys like him are usually wimps, but Thomas is an exception. I really think you’d like him. Say you’ll come out with Ben and me.

			Jax’s dark eyes swiveled in her direction. There was something in them, not disapproval, but something else she couldn’t read. “Not a good time for you to be out dating right now.”

			“Don’t worry, I’m not going on a blind date with some shrink that Nicki thinks I’ll fall all over. We have totally different taste in men.”

			“Is that right...?” Jax drawled, his mouth edging up.

			“That’s right.” Mindy’s tastes agreed more with Muffin’s, but she couldn’t say that. Not even jokingly.

			“Care to elaborate?”

			She couldn’t believe he had even asked. “No.”

			He turned back to her laptop. “There’s a notice here from the Texas State Bank. Your monthly statement is ready. I thought you banked at Wells Fargo.”

			“I’m authorized to write checks to pay Mom’s bills.”

			“Paying for a health care facility like that must be expensive.”

			“It is. The only good thing that came out of the accident was the settlement my mother received. The other driver was completely at fault. He was young, and his parents were extremely wealthy. The money my mother got is what pays for her medical care.”

			Jax’s head turned in her direction. “How much?”

			“After attorney’s fees, her portion was five million dollars.”

			His dark gaze sharpened on her face. “That’s a lot of money. How’s it handled?”

			“A trust fund was set up at the time of the settlement. A monthly check is deposited into the bill-pay account I manage at Texas State Bank.”

			“Who’s in charge of the fund?”

			“A lawyer who did work for my father, a man named Marcus Handley. He’s with Gibbons, Eckstein, and Riggs, Attorneys at Law.”

			“Like I said, five million is a lot of cash. Even if some of it was spent on your mother’s care, there’s probably still a lot left.”

			“Around three million according to the latest quarterly statement from Handley’s accountant.”

			“We need to follow up on this, Mindy. Someone tried to kidnap you. They didn’t want you dead, or they would have just shot you. That means they want something from you. Maybe access to three million dollars.”

			“It’s not my money. It’s my mother’s.”

			“If you were kidnapped, would Handley pay the ransom?”

			Mindy sucked in a breath. “Oh my God.”

			“Exactly.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			JAX SILENTLY CURSED as Mindy’s pretty face drained of color.

			“It never occurred to me that the men in the van might believe they could ransom me for money from the trust fund.”

			“How many people are aware of the money?”

			She shook her head, shifting long mahogany curls around her shoulders. The scent of lavender teased his senses, and his groin tightened. Jax bit back another curse.

			“I never even think about it,” Mindy said. “It’s there to take care of my mother. Paying her bills is just something I do to help.”

			“So no one you can think of would know you have access to three million dollars.”

			“I don’t really have access. Mr. Handley controls the funds.”

			“We need to talk to him, see if he can tell us something that will help us figure this out.”

			“It’s Saturday. His office is closed. I’ll call him first thing Monday morning.”

			“You have his home number?”

			“Yes, for emergencies.”

			“Sweetheart, the attempted kidnapping of one of his clients is definitely an emergency.”

			Her cheeks pinkened. He wasn’t sure if it was from the realization of just how serious this was or him slipping up and calling her sweetheart again.

			“I’ll phone him right now.” As she pulled out her cell, a text message appeared on her screen. “It’s from Nicki. I haven’t answered her email, so she’s texting me about tonight.”

			“The pretty boy shrink, right?”

			Her color deepened. “I told you I’m not going.”

			“You might want to tell that to your friend—unless you want a bodyguard along on your date.”

			Her chin went up. She started to argue, but Mindy was smart. At the moment, she needed his protection and she knew it.

			“Fine, I’ll tell her,” she said.

			“Not about the kidnapping attempt. The fewer people who know about that the better. At least for the time being.”

			She nodded, texted her friend that she wouldn’t be going out with Thomas Koenig, the pretty boy with the PhD. Jax wished he didn’t feel so relieved.

			“I’ll call Mr. Handley and see if he can see us this morning.”

			“You can call him from the office when we get there. I’m going to go get cleaned up. I won’t be long. Don’t open the door for anyone.”

			He headed for the guest bathroom at the end of the hall, took a quick shower, and was ready to leave in less than five minutes. As he drove to the office, he made a quick pass through Burger King for a couple of breakfast burritos for him, and an egg-and-cheese biscuit for Mindy, which they ate on the way.

			When he pulled the Dodge into the parking lot, Chase’s silver Mercedes sat next to Maddox’s big black SUV. When they walked through the back door, Lissa Blayne, one of the female PIs, was on the phone. Wolfe was just leaving.

			“Heard what happened last night,” Jonah said to Mindy. “You okay?”

			The bruise had darkened on her cheek, which Wolfe didn’t miss. “Jax was there,” she said. “He took on three men. Because of him, I’m okay.”

			Wolfe’s obsidian eyes swung in Jax’s direction. “Nice work,” he said. “Let me know if you need my help.”

			“Will do. Thanks.”

			“Chase and Maddox are waiting for you in the conference room,” Wolfe said.

			Jax nodded. He tipped his head in that direction and Mindy led the way. Chase and Jason stood up as they walked in. Both men were in their thirties—Maddox tall and brawny, taking up too much space, Chase dark blond, lean and hard-muscled.

			“You all right?” Chase asked. He noticed the bruise on Mindy’s cheek and his jaw clenched.

			Behind the lenses of her glasses, Mindy’s big blue eyes shot toward Jax. “I’m okay. But if Jax hadn’t been there...”

			Jax cleared his throat. He didn’t need any more reminders of what would have happened if he hadn’t walked out of the office when he had. “We need to figure this out,” he said, rolling out a chair at the long oak conference table for Mindy, then one for himself.

			“Where are we so far?” Chase asked as Jax and Mindy sat down.

			Jax didn’t miss the we. Mindy was important to all of them. She was part of The Max crew, a member of the family. They wouldn’t let anyone hurt her.

			“Best guess so far, it may have been a ransom attempt.” Jax went on to explain about the accident that had killed Mindy’s father and brother and left her mother mentally impaired. He told them about the three million dollars being held in trust for her mother’s care, and that Mindy handled the monthly disbursements.

			“I just get a check once a month I use to pay Mom’s bills,” Mindy said. “Mr. Handley controls the money.”

			“The kidnappers may not know that,” Maddox said.

			“That’s right,” Chase said. “We need to figure out who knew about the trust fund money.”

			Jax swiveled his chair to face them. “We’re hoping to speak to the attorney who manages the trust sometime today.” He turned to Mindy. “Why don’t you go ahead and call him.”

			“From here?”

			Jax nodded. He wanted to make sure the guy didn’t try to put her off.

			Mindy pulled out her cell and hit Handley’s contact number. The phone rang several times before it was answered.

			“Marcus? Hi, it’s Mindy Stewart. I know you’re busy and it’s the weekend. I’m really sorry to bother you—”

			Jax took the phone out of her hand. “Mr. Handley, this is Jaxon Ryker. I’m a private investigator with Maximum Security. Last night a kidnapping attempt was made on Ms. Stewart after she left the office.”

			“What?”

			“Fortunately, the effort failed. I need to speak to you. I’m hoping you have information that can help me find the men behind the attack and keep Ms. Stewart safe.”

			“Is Mindy all right?”

			“She managed to escape unharmed, but until these men are stopped, she’s in danger.”

			“I see. I’m not sure how I can help you, but I’m more than willing to try.”

			“Thank you so much, Marcus,” Mindy chimed in.

			Jax set up a meeting at Handley’s house that morning and ended the call.

			“You brought your laptop,” he said to her. “I want you to make a list of anyone who might know about the trust fund money. Girlfriends, old boyfriends, people you worked with before you came here. I need addresses and phone numbers if you have them.”

			Maddox spoke up. “If there’s anyone at your mother’s health facility who’s shown more than a passing interest in how her bills are being paid, you need to list them, too.”

			“Good idea,” Jax said.

			Mindy took her laptop out of its case, set it on the conference table and went to work.

			Jax tipped his head toward the door and the men left her to her task.

			Chase paused outside the conference room door. “What about the van? Any way to track it?”

			“I’ll phone Detective Gunderson, see if any sign of it’s shown up. Maybe the parking lot or street cams caught something useful.”

			“We need to set up a protection detail,” Maddox said. “You don’t have to do this by yourself.”

			“It’s not a problem,” Jax said. “I’ll stay at her place at night. During the day, she’ll be here working. As long as one of us is with her in the office, she should be safe. While she’s here, I’ll have time to do some digging, follow up on whatever we come up with.”

			“Looks like you’re taking the lead on this,” Chase said.

			“I was there when those bastards went after her. I’ve got a personal stake in bringing them down. So yeah, I’m taking the lead.”

			Chase nodded. “Good enough. Just keep us in the loop and let us know if you need more help.”

			“Will do.” As Chase walked away, Jax started to head back to the conference room, but Jason caught his arm.

			“You gonna be able to stay objective on this? Like you said, you’ve got a personal stake—and I’m not talking about the men in the van.”

			Jax eased out a slow breath. There was no point in lying, not to Hawk. “I want her. You know it, but no one else does, including her. She needs my protection. I won’t let my feelings get in the way.”

			Jason nodded. “Good enough.” He grinned. “Can’t be easy sleeping on the sofa with the woman you want in a bed down the hall.”

			Jax just grunted. It wasn’t easy. It was damned hard—for about half the night. Inwardly cursing at the pun, he walked back into the conference room just as Mindy finished typing up her list.

			“I sent the names to your phone. I’ll print us a hard copy.”

			He took out his cell and studied the list. There weren’t that many people. He knew who Nicki Carson was, the friend who wanted to set up her up with the shrink. Marcus Handley’s name was there. “Who’s Blake Davis?”

			“The CPA Mr. Handley uses. He does the quarterly reports.”

			“What about Curt Wyman?”

			She glanced away. “He’s a guy I dated for a while before I started working here.”

			“He knew about your mother’s trust fund?”

			She shrugged. “We were pretty serious for a while. So, yes, Curt knew. Then he started drinking too much and using drugs. We started arguing, and then he got arrested, and I broke up with him.”

			Jax’s senses perked up. “Arrested? What was he charged with?”

			“Burglary. He...um...broke into a bunch of rich people’s houses and stole jewelry and things.”

			“Bingo,” Jax said.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			THEY WERE ON their way to Marcus Handley’s house. Mindy brought up the subject of Curt Wyman again. “I know you think Curt is the guy who tried to kidnap me, but I would have recognized him even in a mask, and besides, he’s still in jail.”

			As the pickup rolled along, Jax flicked her a sideways glance. “Actually, he’s out. He cut a deal with the DA’s office to testify against the jewelry fence he was working with, a guy the cops had been after for a while.”

			She mulled that over. “I’m not really surprised. Curt was a stockbroker when he lost all his money. He’s a decent guy or at least he was.”

			“I take it you haven’t heard from him since his release.”

			“No, and I don’t expect to. He accepted the breakup when it happened.”

			“How did you feel about it?”

			She glanced over to where he sat behind the wheel. It seemed an odd question. “What does that have to do with anything?”

			“Nothing. Forget it.”

			She didn’t like to talk about Curt. She should have left him sooner, when things first went downhill, but she’d felt sorry for him. She hoped he didn’t screw up his second chance. “The truth is I was glad when we finally broke up. I was ready to end things way before it actually happened.”

			Jax nodded. She would have sworn he seemed relieved.

			“Even if Curt’s out of jail, he definitely wasn’t one of the men in the parking lot.”

			“Maybe not, but I looked into his case. The guy was no dummy. If he hadn’t gotten careless, he might still be lining his pockets with money from stolen goods. No doubt he’s smart enough to come up with a kidnapping scheme if he thought the payoff would be big enough.”

			“I don’t think Curt would do anything to hurt me. He just liked living the high life—expensive cars, Armani suits. We had fun at first. But I didn’t really care about the money, and Curt did. When he ran out, he went a little crazy.”

			“Crazy enough to kidnap you for ransom?”

			She sighed and leaned back in the passenger seat. “I don’t think so, but I don’t know for sure. I didn’t think he would burglarize people’s homes, but he did.” She said nothing more as Jax pulled up in front of the address she had given him for Marcus Handley’s house, an impressive two-story red brick Georgian with white shuttered windows and doors.

			Marcus personally greeted them, a thin, silver-haired man dressed in khaki chinos and a yellow button-down shirt. He leaned over and hugged her in a rare show of emotion.

			“I’m glad you’re all right,” he said.

			“Thank you.” She made the introductions, and Marcus led them into a private study lined with bookshelves loaded with heavy leather-bound volumes. Marcus sat down behind a wide mahogany desk, and she and Jax sat in dark brown leather chairs across from him.

			“Would you like some refreshment? Coffee or a soda, perhaps?”

			“We’re fine,” Jax said.

			“All right, then.” Marcus focused on Jax. “Tell me what I can do to help you find the men who tried to abduct Mindy last night.”

			“First I need to know what you would have done if you had received a ransom demand from the kidnappers. Would you have paid the money for Mindy’s release out of her mother’s trust fund?”

			Marcus didn’t hesitate. “No.” He looked at Mindy. “I’m sorry, my dear, my power only extends as far as the distribution of funds for your mother’s care and personal welfare. I could have gone to court and tried to obtain permission to release the funds to the kidnappers, but it would have taken time, and I’m not sure the judge would have granted my petition.”

			Mindy shifted in her chair. “Can you think of anyone who might have thought you’d pay the ransom?”

			“Very few people know about the trust fund. The settlement wasn’t highly publicized at the time, and it was almost twelve years ago. Whoever tried to kidnap you must be someone you’ve met or dealt with recently. At least that would be my guess.”

			“How about you?” Jax asked. “Any new hires, people who recently gained access to the fund?”

			“We have a few new employees at the firm but none who have any connection to the trust fund or would have any knowledge of it. Mindy handles the day-to-day business of her mother’s care. She submits a monthly request for the money, and I grant it.”

			Interest moved across Jax’s hard features. His stare remained on Marcus. “What if Mindy submitted a request for a few million dollars? Would you be obliged to grant that request?”

			Awareness dawned in Marcus’s pale blue eyes. His narrow shoulders straightened beneath his yellow shirt. “As Mindy was a minor at the time of the accident, the terms of the settlement aren’t something we’ve discussed. It simply never came up.” His gaze swung to Mindy. “The fact is, once you reached the age of twenty-one, my dear, you’ve had overriding control of your mother’s funds.”

			Surprise rolled through her. “I didn’t know that, but it doesn’t change anything. It’s still Mom’s money.”

			“That’s right,” Marcus said.

			But Jax’s worried gaze fixed on her face. “You understand what this means?”

			“I would never take my mother’s money.”

			His features softened. “Under normal circumstances, I know you wouldn’t. But to put it bluntly, those men could have used any means necessary to force you to sign over the money in the trust.”

			 

			A FAINT STORM blew across the city, stirring up leaves and trash on the street. All the way back to the office, Mindy rode in silence. Jax was worried about her.

			“Nothing is going to happen to you,” he said as he pulled into the parking lot behind the building. “I won’t let it. You know that, right?”

			She turned toward him in the passenger seat. “I know,” she said softly.

			He wasn’t sure she believed him. He didn’t like the thought that she might not trust him to take care of her.

			He sighed as they walked back into the office. The afternoon was slipping away. Since a fast-food breakfast wasn’t much of a meal, he suggested they head down to Clancy’s, the Irish pub down the block, The Max crew’s favorite hangout.

			The wind had died down to a mild, pleasant breeze by the time they arrived. The restaurant wasn’t busy this hour of the day. The lunch crowd was already gone, the after-work, supper and drinking crowds not in until later. The smell of hops and lemon oil greeted them as they walked into an interior that was all dark wood paneling and lots of Irish green. A long bar lined with stools and an old-fashioned carved back bar dominated the room.

			Jax led her to one of the wooden booths, and they sat down across from each other. Mindy ordered a bowl of beef barley soup and Jax ordered a corned beef sandwich, but passed on his usual Guinness. Until he knew what was going on, he needed to be at the top of his game. Mindy was his to protect. He’d do everything in his power to keep her safe.

			“How’s your lunch?” he asked when he’d finished his sandwich, though Mindy was still eating—or pretending to. The small bowl of soup she’d ordered sat mostly untouched.

			“It’s great. I’m just not very hungry.”

			He reached across the table and set his hand over hers, felt the smooth warmth of her skin. His attraction to Mindy had always been strong, but knowing what could have happened to her, his protective feelings made the attraction even stronger. Everything about her turned him on—her pretty, girl-next-door face and gorgeous mahogany hair, her sweet smile and always optimistic personality, her petite but womanly figure.

			His gaze went to the full swells beneath her silky blouse and his body stirred. He reminded himself she was out of his reach and let go of her hand.

			“We’re going to figure this out,” he said. “Until we do, I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

			Mindy looked up at him with those big blue eyes, and he felt it like a kick in the stomach. “You and the other guys in the office...you’ve all been great to accept me the way you have. It’s just...it isn’t really your job to take care of me. I mean, I work for The Max, but that doesn’t make me your responsibility. It’s too much to ask.”

			He wanted to tell her that she meant more to him than just an office employee and friend, but it was the wrong thing to say. He wasn’t the right guy for Mindy. She was too sweet to handle a hard guy like him. He wanted her, but he didn’t want to take advantage, and if he wasn’t careful he would. She deserved better than a few nights in his bed, the length of his usual relationships with women. If she was even interested.

			The thought she might not feel the same fierce attraction to him that he felt for her did not sit well.

			“We’re friends,” he said. “Friends help each other. I’ve got the skills you need right now to keep you safe. Okay?”

			She studied him for several long seconds, but he couldn’t read her thoughts.

			“Okay...” she said reluctantly.

			Jax paid the bill and they headed back to the office.

			“I need to call Gunderson, see if the cops have turned up anything on the van. Then I’m going to pay a visit to Curt Wyman.”

			“What?”

			“I want to talk to him, see what he has to say. You don’t think he’s involved, but we need to be sure. I’ll call Maddox, have him come over and stay at your place while I’m gone.”

			“If you’re going to talk to Curt, I’m coming with you.”

			“If Wyman’s behind the attempt, he might not be alone. Anything could happen. I want you somewhere safe.”

			She turned on the sidewalk and propped a hand on her hip. “I’m going, Jax. I realize you know a lot more about this kind of thing than I do, but I know Curt and he isn’t going to open up to you. Not the way he will with me.”

			He didn’t miss the determined set of her features. The look in her eyes said she was not backing down. He was impressed. He was a former navy SEAL. Most women did what he said without question. This was the second time Mindy had stood up to him. He was learning something new about her. Mindy Stewart was a lot tougher than she looked.

			Plus he had a hunch she was right.

			“Well?”

			“All right, fine, you can go. Let me make that call to Gunderson, then we’ll go.”

			He opened the door to the office, and she walked past him into the waiting area. “You know where Curt lives?” she asked.

			“I’m a detective, remember? I know where he lives.”

			Mindy flicked him an impertinent glance that had him biting back a grin. She walked over to her desk, drawing his attention to the stretch jeans curving over her sweet little ass, and inwardly he groaned.

			Forcing his thoughts back to the job, he sat down at his desk and phoned Walt Gunderson. “It’s Ryker,” he said. “Anything new on the Stewart case?”

			“Not much. We picked up the van on some street cam video. Lost it in the warehouse district, but it gives us a place to look. Too bad they disabled the cameras in your parking lot.” Both cameras had been taken out with a single shot each. These guys had been prepared.

			“By now Chase probably has them back online,” he said. “But that doesn’t help us.”

			“No, it doesn’t. I’ll let you know if we come up with something new.”

			“Thanks.” Jax didn’t mention the possible ransom motive. If the lead proved false, information about Mindy’s connection to three million dollars’ worth of trust fund money wasn’t something he wanted floating around.

			He hung up the phone and headed for the front desk. “You ready?”

			Jax wasn’t looking forward to a visit with Mindy’s old boyfriend. But he had to admit he was curious.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			WITH THE WEATHER improved from the day before and the Saturday traffic fairly light, it wasn’t a bad drive to Curt Wyman’s expensive condo in Uptown Dallas. The guard recognized her and let them pass without comment. Mindy rode in silence next to Jax as the glass elevator whisked them up from the slick, futuristic lobby to the fourteenth floor.

			“He might not be home,” she said as they reached the front door. “He liked to play golf with some of his clients on the weekends.”

			But Curt answered the bell, his eyes widening at the unexpected sight of her standing out in the corridor. “Mindy!” He was an inch taller than Jax, with an athletic build and glossy blond hair neatly combed. When he leaned down and hugged her, Jax’s body went tense.

			“I can’t believe you’re really here,” Curt said.

			Mindy pulled away from him, embarrassed at the unexpectedly warm greeting. “Curt, this is Jaxon Ryker. He’s a private detective. We need to talk to you.”

			Curt’s gaze went to Jax, slid over the powerful, heavily muscled body outlined by his snug, dark blue T-shirt and jeans. The faint outline of a semiautomatic pistol bulged beneath the fabric at his waist.

			Curt stared at Jax, whose features looked hard. One of his big biceps flexed, and Mindy could almost smell the testosterone in the air.

			“May we come in?” She eased between the two men. “It’s really important, Curt.”

			“Of course. You know you’re always welcome.” Tossing Jax a dark glance, he stepped back to let them pass, and she walked into a living room stacked with cardboard boxes.

			“You’re moving?”

			“Things happen. I’m out of jail, which you obviously know. I’m starting over so I need to make some changes.”

			“Or maybe not,” Jax drawled. “Maybe you could keep your fancy lifestyle—if you could get your hands on Mindy’s mother’s money. Isn’t that right, Wyman?”

			Curt frowned and shook his head. “What are you talking about?”

			“Three men tried to kidnap me Friday night,” Mindy said. “Jax thinks they were planning to torture me until I signed over my mother’s trust fund money.”

			The color washed out of Curt’s face. “I don’t understand.” He was a good-looking guy, and yet he no longer held the slightest appeal for her.

			“You knew about the trust,” Jax said. “Your burglary scheme failed, and you needed money, so you went after Mindy.”

			Curt turned toward her, his gaze pleading. “I’d never hurt you, Mindy. I—I loved you. I know I didn’t show it when we were together, but it’s true. I know I don’t deserve you, but I’d do anything if I could have you back.”

			“You’re right, Wyman. You don’t deserve her. Where were you last night?”

			Curt’s gaze swung to Jax. “I went on a date with a girl I just met. I’ve been trying to put my life back together, but the evening was a complete and total bust. She wasn’t Mindy. It didn’t take me long to figure that out. Her name’s Margaret Aimes. You can call her, verify I was with her until after midnight.”

			He was telling the truth. Mindy could always tell when he was lying.

			Jax’s stare didn’t waver. “Give me her name and number.”

			Curt nodded, left to retrieve a pen and paper, and wrote down the phone number. He walked over and handed it to Jax, but his attention returned to Mindy. “If I could do things over, I would. I’m really sorry, Mindy.”

			A flicker of sadness moved through her. There was a time when she had hoped they would have a future together. “I’m glad you got a second chance. I hope you make it work.”

			They left the condo and took the elevator back down to the underground lot.

			“You believe him,” Jax said as he helped her into the pickup.

			Mindy nodded. “I could always tell when Curt was lying. He didn’t do it often, and he was never any good at it.”

			Jax rounded the Dodge and climbed in behind the wheel. “You know he’s still in love with you.”

			She glanced out the window as he started the engine. Was it possible? She had no idea, but it really didn’t matter. “I meant what I said. I hope he makes his second chance work.”

			She could feel Jax’s dark eyes on her. “If he straightens himself out, you interested in going back to him?”

			Curt compared to Jaxon Ryker? No contest. “I’m over him. I was never really in love with him. I just wanted to be. I enjoyed his company and I liked having a man in my life. I miss that.” She had always wanted a home and family. She still did. Just not with Curt Wyman.

			Jax looked like he wanted to say something, but instead he focused on backing up and pulling the truck out onto the street.

			“I should have taken something out of the freezer for dinner,” she said as the pickup rolled back toward her apartment. “With everything that’s been happening, I forgot.”

			“You cook?” He seemed surprised.

			She shoved her glasses up on her nose and hooked her hair back over her ear. “My grandmother grew up on a farm outside Dallas. She was a fantastic cook. She raised me, so yes, I like to cook.” She smiled. “I’m really good at it.”

			A low groan slipped from Jax’s throat. “What if we stop at the store and pick up whatever you need?”

			She laughed. “We don’t have to do that. I keep a lot of stuff in the pantry. I can make pasta or something. Do you like Italian?”

			“Hell, yes.”

			She smiled. “I’ll make a salad to go with it and we’ll be fine.”

			Except that when they got to her home and Mindy found her front door pried open, thoughts of supper shot right out the window. The entire apartment looked as if an earthquake or a tornado had totaled the place.

			 

			“OH MY GOD!”

			Jax’s HK45 slid easily out of its holster. “Stay here.” He started forward, the gun gripped in both hands, panning the living room for any sign the intruders might still be there.

			“Oh no, Muffin!” Mindy bolted forward, but Jax’s arm shot out, blocking her way.

			“I said stay here!” he said sharply, but softened his tone when she shrank back from him. “Let me check things out first, make sure it’s safe, okay? I’ll be right back.”

			Her color returned, and she nodded. He made a sweep of the apartment, checking the bathrooms, under the bed, the closets, but whoever had been there was gone.

			The apartment was in complete disarray, sofa and chairs overturned, drawers left open, the books on the shelves knocked onto the floor. The place was a mess, but it wasn’t vandalized. The apartment had been methodically and thoroughly searched.

			He found Muffin beneath an overturned chair next to the kitchen table, holstered his weapon, knelt and extended a hand. “It’s all right, sweetie. You’re okay.”

			The cat meowed and crept slowly toward him. Jax stroked a hand over her fur, then scooped her against his chest. When he looked up, Mindy was standing in the kitchen doorway.

			Unlike his SEAL teammates, clearly she wasn’t afraid to disobey his orders. He almost smiled.

			“She’s okay.” He handed her the cat, which she cuddled against her full breasts. He had never been jealous of a cat before. He sighed. There was a first time for everything.

			Her hand shook as she stroked the cat. “She’s all I really care about.” She sniffed and dragged in a shaky breath, but didn’t cry. “The rest is just stuff.”

			Her positive attitude was one of the things he liked best about her. “That’s exactly right.”

			“Do you...do you think the break-in is just a coincidence? Teenagers, maybe, who did this for fun?”

			The front door had been jimmied open, probably with a crowbar. “I don’t believe in coincidence,” he said. “And teenagers might vandalize your place for some warped idea of fun, but this place was searched. Whoever did it was looking for something.”

			“What?”

			“No idea.”

			“Should we call the police?”

			It was definitely a crime scene, and probably linked to the abduction attempt. They needed to phone Lieutenant Gunderson. Maybe the CSIs could come up with some prints or something. He’d get to it, but he preferred to stay one step ahead.

			“First I want you to take a look around, see what’s missing. Try to touch things as little as possible.”

			She nodded, started walking around the apartment, surveying the damage. Things were moved and overturned, the medicine chest emptied into the bathroom sink, the kitchen canisters dumped out on the counter. The desk in her bedroom had been thoroughly searched.

			She sighed as she walked back into the living room. “Good thing I had my laptop with me.”

			“Yeah.”

			She glanced at the destruction in the apartment. “They made a terrible mess, but they didn’t go out of their way to destroy things for no reason. Most of it can be put back the way it was.”

			“They were definitely searching for something.”

			“Some of my flash drives are missing. That’s the only thing I noticed. The only information on them was my personal QuickBooks accounts, my tax records, stuff like that. I had photos on one of the drives, but they’re also on my laptop so I didn’t really lose them.”

			“What about the trust account info?”

			“The backup for my mom’s checking account was on one of the drives, but it’s just her monthly bills and personal expenses. There’s nothing about the trust fund, no mention of how much is in it, and nothing that would give them any way to access the money. That was always handled by Mr. Handley.”

			“Must have been hoping to find something they could use.”

			She glanced around and her shoulders sagged. “I guess.”

			Jax mentally ran through possibilities, didn’t immediately come up with anything. “Call the bank and put a hold on your checking accounts, just in case. I’ll call Gunderson. As soon as the cops take our statements, we’ll head over to my place, spend the night there.” He’d call Chase and Hawk as soon as he got home. Maybe they could come up with a workable theory.

			Mindy surveyed the mess around her. “What about my apartment?”

			“We’ll come back in the morning, feed Muffin and clean the place up.”

			Her eyes gleamed, and seeing her so close to tears made his chest ache. “I always go see my mother on Sunday mornings.”

			“Not a problem. We’ll make it work.” He forced himself not to reach out and touch her. “Go ahead and make that call, then go pack an overnight bag.”

			She walked a few steps away, pulled out her cell and phoned the bank, then started picking her way through the debris to her bedroom.

			Jax sighed. As soon as they were finished talking to the police, he was taking her home with him. He had fantasized about Mindy Stewart spending the night in his bed.

			He’d never dreamed if that night actually came, he’d be sleeping on the sofa in his living room.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			MINDY WALKED THROUGH the door of Jax’s apartment. He followed close behind her, a bag of groceries in his left hand, his right free to reach his weapon. She had never imagined having a bodyguard, but she was glad Jax had volunteered for the job.

			On the way to his house, he had suggested they order pizza or Chinese takeout, but she figured as a bachelor he ate that a lot. He’d been disappointed that he didn’t get the home-cooked meal, so she’d persuaded him to stop at the market. They were having spaghetti and meatballs, French bread and a salad with herb vinaigrette.

			Not that she was all that hungry.

			Still, she needed to stay healthy and to keep up her spirits. She believed in Jax. He was working with Hawk, Chase and the Dallas police. They would figure out what was going on. In the meantime, Jax would keep her safe.

			His one bedroom apartment was Spartan, with a dark brown tweed sofa and chairs in the living room, a coffee table made from the crosscut slab of a redwood tree varnished to a glossy sheen, and a huge flat-screen TV.

			The place was masculine in the extreme and suited him perfectly. It was also immaculately clean. Jax was former military. The lessons he had learned had obviously stayed with him.

			The kitchen was larger than her own. As Mindy started cooking dinner, water boiled in a pot on the stove, steaming up the room and the lenses of her glasses. She took them off and set them on the windowsill. She could see without them, just not that well, but certainly enough to cook. She returned to stirring the spaghetti sauce, simmering in the skillet, and looked up to see Jax walking in.

			Her breath hitched. He was the hottest, sexiest man she had ever seen.

			“Smells great,” he said.

			Mindy looked down and stirred the sauce. “I hope you like it.”

			“You cook for Wyman?” Jax asked.

			“Sometimes. He preferred going out most nights.”

			“If you were my woman, I’d have a hard time letting you out of the house.” He smiled. “And you can cook, too. How much better does it get?”

			A flush stole over her. If she was his woman? She refused to let herself imagine it.

			He grabbed the wooden spoon off the counter, reached around her to scoop up a bite and swore under his breath when he burned his tongue.

			“Be careful,” she said.

			He just smiled. “It’s delicious.” He was standing so close she could feel the muscles across his chest moving against her back. The front of his jeans rubbed against hers where they curved over her behind.

			She almost moaned.

			Jax eased away. “So...you and Wyman, you were pretty serious for a while, before he started drinking and doing drugs.”

			She nodded. “Smoking pot mostly, but still...”

			The pasta and sauce were done. She turned off the stove and turned to face him. “That wasn’t the only reason we broke up. There were...other issues.”

			“Yeah, like what?”

			Oh, boy. She wished she hadn’t opened this particular Pandora’s box. “We were...um...incompatible in other ways.” She could feel the color rising in her cheeks. Jax noticed, and his dark eyes sharpened.

			“You mean physical ways? You two weren’t compatible in bed?”

			She moistened her lips, barely able to force out the words. “That’s right.”

			Jax’s gaze held hers. “Why not?” He seemed to be demanding an answer. Her breathing went shallow. Her heart beat too fast. Did she have the courage to tell him?

			“Curt was pretty much...um...a beta kind of guy. He liked me to...um...take the lead in the bedroom. But that’s just not my thing.”

			She had barely seen him move, but suddenly he was closer, just inches away. “So you like a man who takes charge.”

			She swallowed. She could see the heat in his eyes, feel the hunger in every muscle in his body. He wanted her. This was her chance to fulfill every fantasy she’d ever had about Jaxon Ryker.

			She looked into his hard, handsome face. “Yes.”

			One step and he was pressed full-length against her. A big hand slid into her hair to cup the back of her head and hold her in place as his mouth came down over hers. Her eyes closed and her lips parted. Jax was kissing her, deeply and thoroughly, the way she had always imagined.

			She moaned and he deepened the kiss, ravaging her mouth, sending delicious shivers through her body, and still it wasn’t enough.

			“You want this?” he asked as he pressed his lips against the side of her neck. “You want me?”

			Her breath hitched. “Jax... I’ve wanted you for so long.”

			A low groan escaped. “Mindy, baby...” He kissed her again, and then he was lifting her into his arms and carrying her out of the kitchen and down the hall to his bedroom.

			He kissed her as he set her down beside his king-size bed and began to strip off her clothes. His big hands were everywhere, unbuttoning her blouse and tossing it away, unfastening her bra and sliding it off her shoulders.

			He cupped her breasts, lifted and caressed them with a reverence she had never imagined, then he lowered his head to take the fullness into his mouth. A soft moan escaped as he explored and tasted and drove her insane. Desire rolled through her, thick and hot. Her head fell back, shifting her long hair across her back.

			Jax returned to kissing her, and for a few precious moments, her passion-fogged brain functioned enough to shove up his T-shirt, urging him to strip it off over his head. Jax complied.

			Hard muscle surrounded her, deep sculpted valleys, six-pack abs, toned pecs, the perfect fan of curly dark chest hair, narrowing down in a single line that disappeared into the top of his jeans. She loved that he didn’t have Curt’s pale, hairless chest. Jax was all man and proud of it.

			She pressed her mouth against a flat copper nipple, and a shudder rolled through his powerful body.

			“I’ve got to have you, baby. I know I shouldn’t. I know it isn’t right, but I need you. Tell me I’m what you want, too.”

			“Yes... Oh, yes, Jax. Please...”

			“Jesus, honey...” The next thing she knew she was naked and he was lifting her, settling her in his big bed. He left her long enough to strip off his clothes, then he joined her on the mattress and started kissing her again.

			“I want everything from you,” he said, his hands moving over her breasts, skimming lower, sliding hotly, expertly down her body, touching, stroking, making her burn. “I want everything you’re willing to give. But I promise I won’t rush you.”

			She whimpered. She wasn’t that experienced with men, as apparently Jax could tell. Mindy pulled his head down and rained kisses all over his face, kissed the corners of his mouth.

			Jax framed her face between his palms and kissed her deeply again. She wanted more—wanted all of him.

			“I need you,” she said. “Please, Jax...”

			A growl came from low in his throat. He stroked and teased, didn’t stop until she was pleading, begging him to take her. His heavy weight pressed her down in the mattress, skin to skin, hard muscle to feminine softness.

			Pleasure rolled through her, sweet and thrilling as he finally claimed her, his movements sure and deep. Even with the difference in their size, somehow her body meshed perfectly with his. She picked up the rhythm he set and heard his low growl of passion.

			He increased the pace, took her and took her. A shattering climax struck, sending her over the edge, but Jax didn’t slow. Instead, he drove her up to a second towering peak before his muscles tightened and he followed her to release.

			Mindy clung to him, her skin damp, soft pleasure pulsing through her as, little by little, they began to spiral down. She could feel the thudding of his heart, felt the brush of his lips in a last soft kiss, before he left to dispose of protection. When he returned, he cuddled her against him spoon-fashion and just held her.

			“That was amazing,” she said.

			Jax chuckled. “I’d take you again, but you’ve had one helluva day.”

			She flushed, pleased to know he wanted her again so soon. She loved the way he felt wrapped around her, loved that he made her feel so safe. She was drowsy but not really sleepy. She wasn’t used to having sex more than once, but with Jax the idea shot a surge of heat right to her core.

			“Maybe having some dinner would help you regain your strength,” she said with a smile, surprised she felt comfortable enough to tease him.

			Faint laughter rumbled through him. “That sounds like a challenge.” He kissed the side of her neck, lightly nipped an earlobe. “Dinner’s done. Why don’t we wait, heat it up a little later?”

			Mindy smiled, rolled onto her back and laced her fingers in his short dark hair. “Why don’t we heat things up right now?”

			Jax laughed and kissed her.

			The second round of lovemaking was as good as the first. Everything would have been perfect, except that someone might be trying to kidnap—or maybe even kill—her.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			“I WANT TO know what you’re doing to find that flash drive.” Susan DeMarco sat across from Elliot Russo in the living room of an elegant suite at the Houston St. Regis Hotel. She had flown down in the company jet ostensibly on business, but in reality it was purely an excuse to get away from her overbearing husband and relieve some of her own sexual tension.

			“If that joker from her office hadn’t interfered, the girl would have handed the drive over—I can guarantee you that.”

			“That joker is Jaxon Ryker. He’s a navy SEAL. Your men should have been smart enough not to take him on.”

			Elliot clenched his jaw but made no reply.

			“Apparently, you didn’t have any better luck at her apartment,” she said.

			“The men looked hard. They took every drive they could find, but I checked them out and none of them was the right one.”

			“That only makes things worse. Do you know what will happen if the information on that flash drive gets out? Jonathan will divorce me, and I’ll lose everything.”

			“Maybe she doesn’t know she has it. If she knew, she could have blackmailed you months ago.”

			“I can’t take that chance. Ryan swore he only made one copy of the video, and she was the only person besides him who had access. She has to be the one who has it.”

			“Why don’t you try offering her money? She’s a fucking receptionist. She can’t exactly be rolling in dough. She took the side job with Shipman to make some extra cash. Offer her ten thousand. For someone in her position, that’s a lot of money.”

			“It’s common knowledge how much Jonathan is worth. If I offer her ten thousand, she’ll want a hundred at the very least. And whatever I give her will never be enough. There’s no way to know if we have all the copies. We need to finish what we started. Force her to give us the drive, then get rid of her. With her and Ryan both out of the way, it’s over and done.”

			Elliot’s sensuous lips thinned. She figured he was silently berating her for being stupid enough to let Ryan make a video of them having sex in the first place. But it had been such a lark at the time, and he had destroyed the evidence right in front of her. At least he’d pretended he had.

			She sighed. Elliot was tough and clever, dark and good-looking. He knew people who could handle things, people who would do just about anything for money. As long as she kept him in plenty of cash and sexually satisfied, he was happy to do her bidding.

			Susan ran a manicured nail down his cheek. “You took care of it before. I trust you to handle it again.”

			Elliot’s expression filled with dark intent. “I’m the one you could always count on. You know that...even if you forgot for a while.”

			He was right. Her brief affair with Ryan had led to disaster. He was dead now, but she still wasn’t safe.

			She gave Elliot a seductive smile. He was five years younger, but at forty-two, she was still a beautiful woman. And her ruthlessness appealed to him.

			“If you bring me the drive,” she said, “take care of the girl, and don’t leave any loose ends, we’ll take a trip together. Go off somewhere for a couple of weeks where no one will find us.”

			Five-star luxury appealed to both of them; the Bahamas, perhaps, or Turks and Caicos. Elliot would keep her satisfied. She would play to his sexual kinks, and he would stay firmly at the end of her leash.

			“I’ll need to do some planning,” he said. “We can’t have any more mistakes.”

			“Fine, but you need to finish this as soon as possible.”

			Elliot’s hooded gaze slid over her, undressing her with his eyes. He expected a reward, and she was willing to give him one. She could trust Elliot to handle the problem, and things would get back to normal.

			She just needed to get the flash drive and get rid of the girl.

			 

			HE SHOULDN’T HAVE done it. Mindy worked for Chase. She was a valuable member of the crew, part of the family. She was a friend.

			Scratch that. Jax had never been able to think of Mindy Stewart as just a friend, not from the first time he had seen her. Certainly not after he’d gotten to know her.

			Definitely not after she had spent the night in his bed.

			He didn’t want to be Mindy’s friend. As she lay sleeping curled against him, he asked himself what did he want from Mindy?

			The answer came swiftly. More of her sweet little body, no doubt of that. He was fairly sure they didn’t have any sexual compatibility issues.

			But as he was getting to know her, he realized he wanted more than just physical gratification. From the start, he’d been attracted to Mindy’s sweet, feminine nature, had known she was smart. Now he knew she wasn’t afraid to stand up to him, knew she was strong in a way he respected and brave in a way he admired.

			He liked everything about Mindy Stewart, believed she was someone special. He wanted to see where the relationship might go, see if the incredible attraction he felt for her, and what Mindy seemed to feel for him, could become something deeper.

			Something he had been searching for but never allowed himself to actually consider. The odds of finding that special someone, the forever kind who made your life complete, were simply too great. Now he was beginning to believe there was a chance that special someone was right in front of him.

			She stirred beside him, shoved heavy dark hair out of her face, looked up at him and smiled.

			He reached over and looped a thick curl behind her ear. “Good morning.”

			“Is it? Morning, I mean?”

			“Almost.”

			Her expression turned troubled, and her soft smile faded. “I have to go see my mom, and then I have to go home and clean up the mess in my apartment.”

			“Don’t worry. We’ll get everything done.”

			“And we still have to figure out what’s going on.”

			“Yeah, we do.” He’d been about to get up, let her sleep a little longer, but the sadness in her pretty eyes drew him.

			He kissed her, felt her arms slide around his neck and her heightened breathing. He spent the next half hour distracting her with another round of mind-blowing sex, then left her drowsing while he went to make coffee.

			Jax sighed. He was in deep with this sweet, beautiful girl. Deeper than he’d ever been with a woman before. For once, Jax didn’t care.

			 

			SHE SHOULDN’T HAVE done it. As she showered and dressed for the day, Mindy had no doubt sleeping with Jaxon Ryker was a stupid, reckless thing to do. True, it had been wonderful, better than she’d ever imagined.

			But it was a fantasy.

			Jax wasn’t the kind of guy for her. He was too male, too rugged, his life too dangerous and unstable. She needed a guy who was nice and safe, with a good-paying job and a retirement account. The kind of guy who would give her kids and make a good father.

			This morning, the notion held little appeal. What man could compete with Jax Ryker? None she had ever met.

			They finished their coffee and prepared to head out when a knock sounded at the front door. Jax’s hand went to the pistol holstered at his waist—exactly the kind of thing that made him completely unsuitable. He checked the peephole, cast her a glance, and she stepped back out of the way.

			Jax pulled open the door.

			“Hey, lover! I was hoping you’d be home.” A beautiful blonde with long legs and a stunning figure stood outside on the porch.

			Every warning Mindy had just given herself flashed through her mind with shocking clarity. Through the crack in the door she could watch the exchange, and it made her insides churn.

			“It’s not a good time, Candace,” Jax said. “I’ve got company. I asked you not to show up unannounced.”

			The woman’s full lips curved into a pout. She tried to see inside, see who Jax was entertaining, but he blocked her view.

			“All right, fine,” she said, “if that’s the way you want it.” She smiled. “Call me when you get a chance. You’ve got my number. I’m in town for a couple of days.”

			“I’m busy, Candace.”

			The woman turned and started walking, her high heels tapping, her round behind swaying seductively. “Think about it, honey,” she called over her shoulder. “Remember the fun we had.”

			Jax closed the door and turned to Mindy. “Sorry about that.”

			She tried not to feel hurt, tried to ignore the sharp ache stabbing beneath her ribs. “It’s none of my business,” she said softly, trying to brush past him.

			“Wait a minute.” Jax caught her shoulders. “It is your business. I’m not interested in Candace. I haven’t seen her in weeks. The only woman I’m interested in is you.”

			Her eyes burned. She swallowed past the lump in her throat. “It would never work, Jax. You know it as well as I do. We’re just too different.”

			“It could work. Crazier things have happened, right? Why don’t we just concentrate on finding the people who are after you and then we’ll see where we are, okay?”

			She didn’t answer. Her throat was too tight to speak. It was ridiculous. She had known from the start Jax wasn’t for her.

			The hands on her shoulders tightened, his hold gentle but firm. “Give me a chance,” he said. “That’s all I’m asking. I know it’s a lot, but—”

			She set her trembling fingers over his lips to stop the words. Her heart was beating, thudding against her ribs. Jax wanted a chance to be with her? She’d never suspected he was the least bit interested in something permanent, but the look in his eyes was fierce.

			It didn’t matter. What she’d told him was the truth. “Let’s...let’s do what you said and figure out what’s going on. That has to come first.”

			He scrubbed a hand over his face. He hadn’t shaved that morning, leaving a sexy dark shadow along his jaw. “You’re right. Jesus, I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s the matter with me.”

			Mindy closed her eyes, refusing to think about it. Jax would regain his senses. Deep down he had to know she was right. It was only a momentary lapse because having sex with her was new to him. He was tired of Candace. Sooner or later, he’d be tired of her, too.

			She ignored the pang of sadness that came with the thought.

			He led her out to his pickup, and they set off down the road. As he drove toward the Avondale Rehabilitation and Skilled Care Center, Mindy blocked memories of what had happened between them last night. She didn’t dare think about it. Couldn’t allow herself to imagine it happening again. If she did, heaven help her, she would want him just as much as she had before.

			The care center was always busy on Sundays, family members stopping by to see loved ones. The nurse, an auburn-haired woman named Mary, didn’t have her mother quite ready for the visit, so Mindy and Jax sat in the lobby to wait.

			A folded copy of the Dallas Morning News rested on a maple end table next to the mint green vinyl sofa. Mindy picked it up and began leafing through it. A story at the top of the second page caught her eye.

			Murder Victim Identified

			The body of Ryan Shipman, reported missing five days ago, was found in a shallow grave east of Ferris. It’s believed wild animals uncovered the remains. Though the coroner has not yet confirmed the cause of death, early reports speculate it is the result of a shooting.

			 

			MINDY GRIPPED JAX’S ARM.

			He looked down at her. “What is it?”

			“I know this man. Ryan’s the guy I mentioned, the man I did some bookkeeping for a few months back. I can’t believe he was murdered.”

			Jax took the paper out of her hand and skimmed the article, his dark brows drawing together. “It looks like this just happened. He was only missing five days before they found his body.” He glanced at her. “First men try to abduct you. Then your apartment is trashed. Now a guy you worked for turns up dead. I don’t like it.”

			A chill swept through her. Mindy didn’t like it, either.

			The nurse walked up just then. “Your mother is ready for you. She’s sitting out in the garden.”

			They rose, and Jax walked her to the glass door that opened into the shady courtyard in the center of the complex.

			“You want me to come with you?” he asked.

			“My mother wouldn’t know if you were there or not. I won’t be long. I’ll meet you back in the lobby.” She left him there and followed Mary out into the sunshine. It was slightly breezy, the wind shifting through the branches of the trees.

			“She’s had her breakfast,” Mary said, rolling the chair a little deeper into the shade beneath the tree. “Maybe you could finish the book you’ve been reading to her.”

			Mindy nodded. Mary had set the book on the wrought-iron bench at the base of the tree, a Jane Austen novel, Emma. Mindy felt a pang. Her mother used to love romance novels. Sitting silently in the wheelchair, Ellen Stewart had aged far beyond her fifty years, her hair now white as snow, her skin deeply lined and nearly translucent.

			“Hello, Mom.”

			Her mother didn’t look up, didn’t even move, just stared straight out into the garden. A never-changing smile curved her lips. For an instant, Mindy’s eyes misted. It never got easier. Seeing the person her mother had become, trying not to think of the vibrant woman she had been before the accident ten years ago. Mindy had been a senior in high school at the time.

			She took a deep breath and tried to focus on something more pleasant, the warm day, the soft breeze, the rustle of leaves on the branches overhead. Thoughts of Jax crept in. He was waiting for her in the lobby, there to keep her safe.

			A calmness settled over her. Jax was there. She’d be okay. She took a deep breath, sat down on the wrought-iron bench, opened the book and started to read.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			JAX WATCHED MINDY through the glass door leading into the courtyard. He could see her lips moving as she read to her mother, occasionally reaching over and very gently touching the white-haired woman’s hand.

			It made his chest feel tight. He’d never had a family; his dad left when he was ten, and his mom suffered from depression, and was hooked on alcohol and prescription drugs. He tried not to think what it might be like to have someone as caring as Mindy in his life.

			He sighed as he waited for her to finish, pulled out his cell and phoned Detective Gunderson. “It’s Ryker. I need you to bring me up to speed on the Ryan Shipman murder.”

			“What’s Shipman got to do with you?”

			“Probably nothing, but I need to make sure. I’ll let you know if it amounts to anything.”

			Gunderson filled him in on what the cops had so far. “ME’s report’s not final, but Shipman took three shots from a .45 caliber, two in the chest and one in the head. He was severely beaten before he was killed, and they cut off his little finger.”

			“Looks like they wanted something more than just making him dead. Information, maybe?”

			“Could be,” Gunderson said. “Shipman had a gambling habit. Word is, he’d recently run up a big debt, and his bank accounts were low.”

			“So whoever he owed likely killed him.”

			“I don’t know. Hard to get money from a dead guy. There’s something about it that doesn’t feel right. CSIs are still working on the scene. I’ll let you know what we come up with.”

			“I’d appreciate it, Walt.”

			“By the way, we found the van. It was parked in a vacant warehouse. Interior was set on fire, but the van wasn’t completely destroyed. We might find something useful. I’ll let you know.”

			“Thanks.”

			“You keeping an eye on the girl?”

			“You can bet on it.”

			He hung up the phone when Mindy walked out, a little surprised he was standing by the door, close enough to watch over her, not waiting in the lobby. She’d get used to it. He planned to keep her safe no matter what it took.

			His gaze ran over her face. He didn’t like how fragile she looked. “You okay?”

			She nodded. “It always takes me a while to get past it. I’ll be all right in a few minutes.”

			He set a hand at her waist, letting her know he was there for her, walked her out to his Dodge. He’d made a fool of himself this morning. He was supposed to be doing his job, nothing more.

			But he’d broken that code by sleeping with her. Then when Candace had shown up, the look on Mindy’s face had reached inside and caught him right around the heart. He was back in control—thank Christ for that. Especially after the Shipman murder.

			“Are we going to my apartment next?” she asked as he started the engine.

			He glanced over at her and smiled. “Good news on that front. Chase called. He drove Harper and Lissa over there this morning. Chase talked the manager out of a key and the three of them cleaned the place up. Muffin got fed. She’s doing just fine.”

			Mindy’s eyes glistened behind the lenses of her glasses, making them look even bigger and bluer. “They didn’t have to do that.”

			Jax reached across the center console and caught her hand. “They’re your friends. They wanted to help. That’s what friends do. Everything’s okay at your place. We’re heading down to the office, meeting Chase, Hawk and Lissa. I talked to Gunderson. I want to run the Shipman murder past them, see what they think.”

			The two men and Lissa Blayne, the only female detective currently working in the office, a pretty blond former detective in the Dallas PD vice division, were sitting in the conference room drinking coffee from the thermal pot sitting on the side table.

			Jax grabbed a bottle of water and handed it to Mindy, filled a foam cup with coffee for himself. They carried the drinks over and sat down at the table.

			“How are you holding up?” Chase asked Mindy.

			“I’m all right, I guess. Considering...” Mindy’s gaze went from Chase to Lissa. “I want to thank you both for what you did this morning. I can’t believe you cleaned up my apartment.”

			Lissa reached over and squeezed her hand. “With all of us working, it wasn’t that bad.” She smiled. “If my house gets vandalized, you can come over and clean it up, and we’ll call it even.”

			Mindy relaxed and smiled. “Deal.”

			Jax took a drink of his coffee. “With Shipman’s death, we may have another piece of the puzzle.” He had explained to Chase on the phone about Ryan Shipman’s murder and the man’s vague connection to Mindy.

			“I filled Hawk and Lissa in after you called,” Chase said.

			Jax went on to tell them the details of Ryan’s death. “Shipman’s body was buried. I don’t think the killers expected it to be found, but apparently, wild animals dug up the grave. The thing is, he was tortured before they shot him.”

			“Oh, God,” Mindy said.

			Jax glanced her way, felt a pang at the pallor of her face.

			“Payback or information?” Maddox asked.

			“I’m thinking information,” Jax said. “He was beaten, but they only got as far as taking a finger before he gave them what they wanted.”

			A muted sound slipped from Mindy’s throat. He wished she didn’t have to hear this, but her life was on the line.

			Chase’s attention swung to her. “I assume the work you did for Shipman involved bookkeeping.” Part of her job at The Max.

			“Yes. It was several months before I came to work here.”

			“A temp position while you were working for DeMarco Staffing?” Chase asked.

			“No. I did it on the side to make a little extra. Susan referred me to Ryan as a favor to help him save money.”

			“What did Shipman do for a living?” Lissa asked.

			“He owned a small construction company. He worked out of an office in his house. With the different subcontractors, it required a lot of bookkeeping, and he got behind.”

			“You work at his house or yours?” Jax asked.

			“Both.”

			“His computer or yours?” he asked.

			“I used my own. I worked off the flash drives he provided. He kept financial information on a number of them.” Her eyes widened. “You don’t think—”

			“That could be the link,” Jax said, shifting forward in his chair. “The only thing you found missing from your apartment after the break-in were your flash drives.”

			She looked up at him. “Maybe they think I have one that belonged to Ryan.”

			With Shipman dead and her apartment trashed, it wasn’t that far-fetched.

			Chase shook his head. “None of this makes sense. You worked for Shipman months ago. If the incidents are connected, why the delay? Why was Shipman killed now? And if his death is connected in some way to you, why did they wait so long to come after you?”

			“Good question,” Maddox said.

			Jax sipped his coffee, his mind going over the problem. “Gunderson said Shipman had recently run up a gambling debt. Maybe he figured abducting Mindy for the ransom money was a way to pay off his debt.”

			“I never mentioned anything about my mother’s trust,” Mindy said. “There’s no way he could have known about it.”

			“Let’s back up a minute,” Maddox said. “From the beginning, we’ve been following the premise that whoever went after Mindy wanted access to her mother’s money. But what if that was never what the kidnappers wanted? Maybe they didn’t even know about it.”

			It was an idea Jax had considered. “If this has something to do with the missing flash drives, maybe one of them has something on it the kidnappers want.”

			“Something worth money to someone else,” Chase said.

			“You’re talking about blackmail,” Lissa clarified.

			Maddox grunted. “Yeah, instead of money, Shipman got three bullets from a .45 cal.”

			“I think Chase could be onto something,” Lissa said. “Shipman was kidnapped, tortured and murdered. They certainly weren’t after his money because he didn’t have any.”

			“An unpaid gambling debt can sure as hell get you killed,” Chase said, playing devil’s advocate.

			“True enough,” Jax agreed, but he could feel the idea gaining momentum in his head. “For the moment, let’s run with the blackmail theory. Say Shipman had something valuable on a flash drive and Mindy took it home with her by mistake. Maybe the drive got in with the ones that held Shipman’s accounting records.” Jax swiveled his chair around to look at her. “Is that possible?”

			Excitement flushed her cheeks. “I took at least three or four drives home with me every time I went to his house. Each of Ryan’s primary subcontractors had a flash drive solely for their own records. It’s possible one of his personal drives could have had gotten mixed in with the others.”

			“I did a little digging on Shipman before I came in,” Jax said. “The guy didn’t have the best reputation. He was arrested a couple of times on white collar charges, one scam or another. But he always managed to walk. He’d been staying out of trouble for the past few years, but if he owed somebody money, he might have gotten desperate. Blackmail wouldn’t be much of a stretch.”

			“If that’s the case,” Chase said, “we need the name of his victim and what Shipman had on them.”

			Jax’s gaze returned to Mindy. “If you have that drive, honey, we need to find it. It could be what the kidnappers are after. If it is, they won’t stop until they get it.”

			While Mindy went to search her desk, Maddox cornered Jax. Anger vibrated through every muscle in his big body. “What the hell, bro? She’s family. You’re supposed to be protecting her not fucking her.”

			Jax clenched his jaw. “Don’t say that. That isn’t what it was.”

			“The way you look at her—you think I wouldn’t know?”

			“I’m telling you it wasn’t like that. Mindy’s special. I knew it way before anything happened.”

			Some of the tension eased from Maddox’s wide shoulders. “Son of a bitch. I had a hunch you were in over your head. You’ve had your eye on her ever since she started working here.”

			Jax released a slow breath. “I know she deserves someone better. I get that. I know it shouldn’t have happened, but I’ve wanted her for so long. When I realized she wanted me, too, things just got out of hand.”

			Maddox squeezed Jax’s shoulder. “Maybe it’ll work out. If that’s what you want, I hope it does.”

			Jax’s felt a pinch in his chest. He shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

			“Why not?”

			“She doesn’t think it could work and she’s probably right.”

			Maddox’s intense blue eyes locked on Jax. “You’re a navy SEAL, dude. You want something, you go after it. You want it to work, you make it work.”

			Jax made no reply, but his heart had started beating faster. He was a SEAL. SEALs went after what they wanted.

			“You gonna be able to get your head on straight enough to do your job?” Maddox asked.

			Jax’s features hardened. “Nobody’s getting near her.”

			Hawk relaxed. “Okay, then. Your best bet is to focus on finding that flash drive.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			MINDY SEARCHED HER space at the office, her desk and credenza, every drawer and cubbyhole, though she couldn’t imagine how the drive—if there actually was one—could have gotten to The Max in the first place.

			She had worked on Ryan’s books in her apartment, and that had been months ago. But she had transported them back and forth from his place to hers.

			She’d done a thorough search of her Volkswagen, still parked in the lot out behind. Ryan’s drives were all the same brand, she recalled, little silver Kingstons only about a quarter-inch thick and an inch or so long. Easy to lose, though she’d been careful and Ryan had never mentioned any of them missing.

			But she could have picked up an extra. What if she had simply dropped it somewhere as she carried it from his house to her car, or her car to her apartment? What if it never showed up again? No way would the kidnappers believe she didn’t have it. Not after the trouble they had gone through to get it back.

			She thought of Ryan being tortured and killed. Was she partly responsible for his death? If she had accidentally taken the flash drive, was he dead because he couldn’t hand it over to them? The notion sent a chill down her spine.

			By the time she and Jax had finished searching the car, then her apartment again from top to bottom, it was dark and she was exhausted. She toed off her sneakers and sank down on the floral sofa in her living room. Muffin jumped up in her lap.

			“Hello, sweetheart.” She stroked a hand over the cat’s glossy coat, and Muffin curled up and started to purr.

			Jax walked back into the living room. For the past hour and a half, he had been working on his laptop on the desk in her bedroom. He took one look at her sagging shoulders and dejected expression and sat down on the sofa beside her.

			Muffin, little hussy that she was, moved over to Jax’s lap, and he absently started rubbing beneath her chin.

			Mindy leaned against the sofa with a tired sigh. “I don’t think it’s here.”

			“You checked your laptop case, right?”

			“Only half a dozen times.” She looked up at him. “It could be anywhere, Jax. Maybe I never even had it. Maybe there’s no such thing as a flash drive with valuable secret information. Maybe we’re completely off base.”

			He shook his head. “I did a little more digging on Shipman, and I think Maddox could be right. The guy was always out for himself. Shipman Construction had a number of one-star reviews, jobs he never finished or didn’t stand behind. This feels right. It’s the only way all the odd-shaped pieces fit together.”

			She toyed with the hem of the pink T-shirt she was wearing. “We’ve looked everywhere and we didn’t find it. If you’re right, what do we do now?”

			“I’ve been working on that. Something you said has been rolling around in my head. The only link you had to Ryan Shipman was through the owner of DeMarco Staffing.”

			“Susan DeMarco.”

			“She’s Jonathan DeMarco’s wife. Jonathan DeMarco—the billionaire owner of DeMarco Industries. She’s the person who told Ryan to call you.”

			“That’s right.”

			“So how were the two of them connected? I’ve seen pictures of her. Susan’s a beautiful woman. Her husband’s thirty years older—younger woman, older man. I had a feeling Chase would know something about them, since he runs in the same megarich social circles, so I called him.”

			Chase Garrett and his two younger brothers owned Garrett Enterprises, a billion-dollar oil and gas company. They were Dallas elite, just like the DeMarcos.

			“According to Chase,” Jax continued, “Susan isn’t the saint her husband believes her to be. Chase says she’s had half a dozen affairs behind her husband’s back, but she’s always been able to keep them secret. Chase says if DeMarco found out his wife was cheating, he’d divorce her in a heartbeat.”

			Mindy straightened on the sofa. “You think Susan was having an affair with Ryan?”

			“You think it’s possible?”

			She thought of Ryan Shipman. Late thirties, sandy hair and blue eyes, a lean, athletic build. “As you said, Susan is beautiful, and Ryan was definitely good-looking.”

			“Yeah, I saw his photo on the internet—along with a couple of mug shots.”

			Ryan had always been pleasant, on the verge of charming. She couldn’t imagine him in an orange jumpsuit. “Now that I think back on it, a couple of times while I was at his house, a woman called—I could tell by the way Ryan was talking to her. Once I remember him saying he would meet her that afternoon at the Westin hotel at the Galleria.”

			Jax started nodding. “That’s good. I’ll check it out, see if I can find something that links the two of them.”

			Mindy watched the gentle glide of Jax’s hand over Muffin’s fur. Last night, the way he’d touched her, she’d felt like purring herself.

			“We’re getting closer,” Jax said. “I can feel it.”

			With a sigh, Mindy fell back against the sofa. “I don’t know...it’s an awful lot of ifs, I-don’t-knows and maybes.”

			“You’re right. At the moment it’s all conjecture, but that’s the way an investigation works. You follow a lead till it solves the puzzle or comes to a solid dead end. My gut is telling me to follow this one.”

			He glanced at the old-fashioned mahogany clock on the wall. “It’s getting late. Tomorrow while you’re at the office, I’ll take a ride out to the Westin, see what I can find out.” Setting Muffin aside, he stood up from the sofa.

			Mindy stood up, too, her gaze going to the glass-fronted Bedford clock, the brass pendulum swinging back and forth with a soft ticktock she usually found comforting. It was bedtime. Or close enough.

			When she looked over at Jax, she couldn’t mistake the hunger in his eyes. He wanted her. He no longer bothered to hide it.

			Heat tugged low in her belly, spread all the way down to her toes. The more time she spent with him, the more she wanted him. But the deeper she got involved, the more difficult it would be when it was over.

			On the other hand, she’d never felt as alive as Jax made her feel.

			“You rather we stay here or spend the night at my place?” he asked.

			He wouldn’t leave her. She never doubted it. He would protect her until the danger was over.

			“I’d rather stay in my own home,” she said.

			He walked over to the door and checked the locks, took a walk around the apartment checking windows, making sure there was no one outside. She looked up to see him walking toward her, looking like the hero in an action movie, muscled chest beneath his snug T-shirt, jeans riding low on his hips, a pistol in the holster clipped to his waistband.

			His eyes were dark and smoky as they moved over her body then returned to her face. “You said you liked a man who takes charge.”

			Her pulse kicked up. Soft heat slid into her core. “I—I meant in the bedroom.”

			A corner of his mouth edged up. “Then I guess that’s where I’d better take you.”

			She gasped as he swept her into his arms, lifted her against his chest and carried her down the hall. He wasn’t asking her to make some monumental decision. He was going to make the decision for her, going to make love to her and she was going to enjoy every moment.

			Desire washed through her, hot as sin, sweet as honey. Jax carried her into her bedroom, closed and locked the door. Slowly, he released her, letting her body slide the length of his, letting her feel every muscle and sinew, letting her feel his arousal.

			Unclipping his holster, he set the gun on the dresser, reached for her glasses and slipped them off her nose, set them next to the gun. His hands slid into her hair, tipping her head back. Mindy moaned as Jax leaned down and very thoroughly kissed her.

			 

			SHE WANTED A man who would take the lead? Well, by God, he was going to do just that. Maddox’s words rang in his head. He was a SEAL. If he wanted something, he went after it. He had wanted Mindy Stewart for weeks. Months. He had only recently figured out it was more than her body he wanted.

			Since he had to begin his campaign somewhere, sex was a good place to start. Jax kissed her until his pulse was pounding and Mindy was gasping for breath, then he paused long enough to strip off her jeans and panties.

			He started kissing her again, lifted her as her arms slid up around his neck. He palmed her lush breasts, felt the tips grow hard in his hands.

			“Wrap your legs around my waist,” he commanded, pressing hot kisses against the side of her neck. His hands slid down her body, over the naked curve of her bottom, cupping each globe to hold her in place as he backed her against the wall.

			She looked at him, her big blue eyes cloudy with desire and excitement. She was wet and ready. Jax was more than ready as he buzzed down his zipper and freed himself, took care of protection and eased himself inside.

			A soft sigh slipped from her throat, and her hold tightened around his neck. Her breasts were round and heavy, sexy as hell. He loved the feel of her body gloving him so sweetly, loved the way she gave herself so totally into his care. He drove into her, taking his pleasure, stroking her as he moved, determined to make it good for her, good for both of them.

			What seemed like seconds later, she started coming, her body clamping around him so fiercely it was all he could do to hang on to his control. She was responsive to his every touch, every demand of his body. He had never been with a woman who aroused him more or suited him more perfectly.

			She came again before he followed her to release, then he carried her over to the bed and stripped off the rest of her clothes.

			A blush crept over her skin. “Oh my God, you’re still dressed. I didn’t even notice.”

			He chuckled. “I wanted you. I didn’t want to wait. Any complaints?”

			She smiled and shook her head, moving her heavy mane of hair. “Definitely not. Curt insisted we always make love in bed.”

			Jax grinned. “Then you’re in for some surprises, honey. I promise you.”

			Mindy laughed, and Jax frowned. “Wait a minute. Curt wasn’t the only guy—”

			“No, of course not. But it had to be special, or it just wasn’t worth it, and that hasn’t happened very often.”

			He tried and failed not to be glad.

			Jax headed for the bathroom. By the time he got back, Mindy was asleep. Jax joined her on the bed, snuggled her against him and kissed the top of her head.

			She belonged to him. He had never felt that way about a woman before, but he could feel the rightness deep in his bones. All he had to do was convince Mindy.

			Jax sighed into the darkness. First, he had to find the men who threatened her. Until then, he had to keep her safe.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			AFTER A SECOND night of glorious sex, Mindy went to work with Jax on Monday morning. Before he left her at the office to drive out to the Westin hotel, he checked with Jason Maddox to be sure his friend would protect her until his return.

			It didn’t sit well with Mindy. She might not be a former police detective like Lissa and Wolfe, or former military like Jax and Maddox and some of the other guys in the office, but she was smart, and she was used to taking care of herself.

			She didn’t want to be a burden to her friends. She was an independent woman and she wanted her life back.

			Thinking about it as she sat behind the reception desk, her shoulders slumped. She would never have her life back exactly the way it was. She would have to quit her job as soon as this was over. No way could she come to the office every day, see Jax and not yearn to be with him.

			But the two of them would never work. They were just too different. She was a bookkeeper-receptionist, planning to take night classes to get her CPA accounting degree. He was a hot navy SEAL, a private investigator who took perilous assignments, and did God only knew what else. He lived on danger, while she wanted a quiet life with a husband and kids.

			There was no way she could be with him, and once she ended things, it would hurt too much to be around him. Jax Ryker was a very virile man. A man like that had needs, and she wasn’t willing to be his booty call no matter how much she wanted him. Which meant he would turn to other women, and there was no way could she could handle that. She hadn’t forgotten the crushing pain she’d felt when Candace had appeared at his door.

			She forced her thoughts back to the ledgers she was working on, glanced up a few minutes later to see Lissa walking up to her desk. She stood half a foot taller than Mindy, around five-nine, slender, with short, softly curling blond hair.

			“Want to take a walk?” Lissa asked. “Maddox can keep an eye on things, and I need a cup of coffee. How about you?”

			She could certainly use a cup. “That sounds great.” Rising, she followed Lissa into the break room. The smell of coffee hit her as Lissa filled a mug decorated with a cowboy hat on the side and handed it over. She poured a mug for herself, and they sat down at the round, Formica-topped table.

			Lissa took a sip of coffee. “I thought the Sunday meeting was very productive, didn’t you?”

			Mindy sighed. “I guess. We still don’t know what’s going on.”

			“No, but we came up with a couple of solid working theories. Jax is tracking one of them down right now. I know Jason and Chase are both trying to come up with something useful.”

			“I know.” Mindy’s hands tightened around the mug. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate everyone’s help. It’s just... I feel so useless.”

			“Hey, we all have our strengths. Jax and the rest of us—we’re each involved in law enforcement in some form or another. That’s what we do. We want to help you solve this.”

			Mindy took a drink of coffee and sat back with a sigh. “I hope it doesn’t take too much longer.”

			Lissa smiled. “Just think of the time you get to spend with Jax.” She lifted her mug, looked at Mindy over the rim. “How’s that going, by the way?”

			Surely Jax wouldn’t have told Lissa. Surely not. “I’m not...not exactly sure what you’re talking about.”

			“Seriously? You’re going to take that route?”

			Mindy straightened. “How did you know?”

			“It wasn’t hard to figure out. I could tell you were attracted to him when I saw the way you looked at him in the office. It’s tough to hide that from another woman. When the two of you walked into that meeting yesterday morning, it was written all over your face.”

			Mindy stared down at the dark liquid in her mug. “I’ll have to quit my job when this is over. I feel bad about that. I really like my job.”

			Lissa’s features tightened. “Who says you have to quit? That’s a load of bull crap. Just because you and Jax hooked up—”

			“It’s not that. Not exactly. Once it’s over, I won’t be able to remember what a great time we had and just let it go. I know that’s what men do, women, too, but I’m just not that way.”

			Lissa studied Mindy’s face and one of her blond eyebrows arched up. “You aren’t falling in love with him, are you?”

			Mindy managed not to glance away, but the truth must have shown in her face. What she felt for Jax went way beyond physical attraction. For months, she had watched the way he treated people, everyone from the delivery boy to Chase’s wealthy friends. It made no difference to Jax.

			She had noticed his intelligence, his honesty and courage, his loyalty to his friends. In the past few days, she had learned he was all the things he seemed and more.

			Lissa reached over and squeezed her hand where it rested on the table. “It doesn’t matter. This isn’t over yet. Jax cares about you. I know he does. Give it some time. Who knows what could happen?”

			But Mindy knew. She swallowed, wishing the conversation had never come up. She finished her coffee and stood. “I’ve got to get back to work. I’ve got some ledgers I need to bring up to date.”

			She walked over to the sink and washed out her mug, set it in the rack to dry. “I really do appreciate everyone’s help.” Turning, she walked out of the break room, back to her desk up in front.

			 

			JAX PARKED THE Dodge in the parking lot of The Westin Galleria and walked into the lobby. It wasn’t a five-star luxury hotel, but with its open interior, modern design, sleek wood paneling, thick columns and beige marble floors, it was nice.

			It was part of the Galleria shopping complex, a convenient place for shoppers to stay when they came to Dallas to spend their hard-earned money. It would also be a convenient place for a lovers’ tryst, Jax thought, the perfect excuse to be in the area if either party happened to be spotted. I was just out shopping, honey—no big deal.

			In a pair of tan slacks and a dark blue blazer, a white shirt open at the throat, Jax walked up to the front desk. If you wanted information from a desk clerk, dressing well always gave you an edge.

			“Checking in, sir?” the desk clerk asked. He was in his late thirties, wearing glasses and a dark brown sports coat.

			“I just need a little information,” Jax said. “I’m hoping you can help.” Reaching inside his jacket, he pulled out a photo he’d printed off the internet and set it on the counter. “Any chance this guy looks familiar? His name is Ryan Shipman.”

			The clerk looked at the photo. “I’m afraid not. But even if he did, it’s against our policy to give out a guest’s personal information.”

			“The guy in the photo was murdered. Sooner or later the police will be asking you the same questions I’m asking you now.”

			“Are you a cop?”

			Jax reached back into his pocket, pulled out his badge wallet and flipped it open. “Detective. I work private.” He dug a folded hundred-dollar bill out of the wallet and smoothed it open on the counter. “How about any of the other employees? Like I said, the cops will be after the same information. I’m sure you’ll want to cooperate with them, so the info’s going to get out anyway.”

			The clerk eyed the hundred and picked up the photo. “I’ll ask in the back.” He disappeared behind the wall and came back a few minutes later with one of the other clerks, a young woman in her twenties with chocolate eyes, coarse black hair and an olive complexion.

			“I’ve seen this man,” she said. “But I don’t remember his name. It was several months back. He came in a couple of times a week for at least two months. It was during my shift, so I was the one who checked him in.”

			“In the afternoon?”

			“It would have been during the day. I don’t work in the evenings.”

			“Was he by himself or with someone?”

			“He was always alone. He was good-looking, a little flirty, a definite player type if you know what I mean. I was pretty sure he was meeting a woman.”

			“Do you remember if he paid for the room or if it was paid for by someone else?”

			“It was always prepaid online. I just checked him in and handed him a room key.”

			Jax passed her the hundred. “If someone can give me a name or a decent description of the woman Shipman was meeting, there’s another hundred in it.” He took out a business card and handed one to each of the two clerks. “My cell number’s there. Call me.”

			“I’ll ask around.” The young woman stuck the card in her jacket pocket and disappeared behind the wall.

			Jax turned back to the male clerk, Bob, his name tag read. “Thanks for the help.”

			“What about the police?” Bob asked.

			“I’m sure you’ll be hearing from them sooner or later.” He still didn’t have enough to call Gunderson, but if his theory proved correct, eventually he would.

			“You get someone to come up with the info on the woman, and I’ll pony up a hundred for each of you.”

			The desk clerk’s interest stirred. “I’ll ask around.” He tucked the card into his pocket as Jax turned and started walking.

			At least they knew Shipman had been there, just as Mindy had said. Who he’d met was still speculation. Jax hoped he’d get a call from someone on the hotel staff, but time was of the essence. He needed to talk to Tabitha Love, the company computer whiz, get her to do some digging, see if she could come up with the name on the credit card used to pay for the room.

			He quietly swore as he slid behind the wheel of the Dodge. He had a couple of errands to run, some leads he needed follow up on. It was going to take a couple of hours when he needed to get back to the office, back to Mindy. Even with Hawk Maddox there to protect her, he worried.

			The longer this dragged on, the more likely something would go wrong, and Mindy could get hurt.

			By the time Jax pulled into the parking lot behind The Max, the always efficient Tabitha Love had called him with the information he needed.

			“DeMarco Staffing,” Tabby said. “Company credit card, booked through the hotel webpage. You were right on the money, Jax-man.”

			Jax could almost see her grinning, the silver hoop in her sleek black eyebrow glinting. She was tall, with short black hair shaved on the sides and moussed on top. Tabby was uniquely her own person. Jax had never met anyone like her—or anyone half as smart.

			“Thanks, Tab, you’re the best.”

			Tabby laughed. “Can’t argue with that.”

			Jax chuckled as he ended the call.

			As soon as he walked into the office, he collected Mindy and Lissa, and pulled Maddox and Chase in for a meeting. Since Wolfe had clients in the conference room, they walked down the block to Clancy’s, which was quiet this late in the day.

			The bartender, a string bean of a guy named Marty O’Halloran, and a waitress named Bridget, were the only ones working. Jax led the group to a long wooden table in the corner, and they all sat down.

			Bridget took their drink orders, iced tea for Jax and Lissa, water for Mindy, beers for Jason and Chase. Once everyone had their drinks, he brought them up to speed on the case.

			“Way it looks, Shipman and Susan DeMarco were definitely involved in an affair. According to one of the desk clerks, it was several months back, but Shipman checked in a couple of times a week, and the room was paid for with a DeMarco Staffing credit card.”

			“Now that I think about it,” Mindy said, “Susan mentioned shopping at the Galleria more than once.”

			“Perfect cover if she ran into someone she knew,” Chase said.

			“Like her husband,” Maddox added.

			“Let’s assume Shipman was blackmailing Susan,” Jax said. “Threatening to go to her husband. He’d need proof of the affair.”

			Lissa sat forward. “Pictures of them together in a hotel room would certainly work.”

			“Better yet—nude photos or a sex video,” Maddox drawled, sending color into Mindy’s cheeks.

			Jax nodded. “An insurance policy for when things started going south between them.”

			“Which, sooner or later, they would,” Chase said. “Susan DeMarco isn’t known for her fidelity. I did a little more digging. It isn’t exactly common knowledge, but one of the caddies at the country club says she’s damned fickle when it comes to her lovers. Unlike Shipman, they had the good sense to keep their mouths shut.”

			Maddox picked up his longneck bottle and took a swallow of beer. “Instead of fading quietly into the sunset, Shipman planned ahead. He made the flash drive in case he ever got into a financial bind.”

			“Like needing money to pay off a gambling debt,” Chase said.

			“He had proof he figured was worth big money,” Lissa added.

			“But why would anyone think I’m the one who has Ryan’s sex video?”

			Jax’s dark eyes hardened. “Because while they were torturing him, Shipman told them you had it. By then he’d figured out he’d given it to you by mistake.”

			“Or accidentally given you a copy,” Maddox said.

			“Even more likely,” Jax agreed. “Since he’d need something to sell in the first place.”

			Silence fell around the table. Just the sound of ice clinking in glasses and beer bottles being hoisted and set back down.

			“Okay,” Mindy said at last. “If we follow that logic, what happens next? The kidnappers still want the flash drive—and I still don’t have it.”

			Jax took a drink of his tea, set the glass back down. “We can’t find the drive, but the kidnappers don’t know that. We’ll send Susan a message, tell her we’ve got what she wants.”

			Mindy’s eyes widened. “Set a trap?”

			“Exactly. If we’re right about all this, we won’t have to go after Susan and whoever she hired to do her dirty work. We’ll get them to come to us.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			“THAT LITTLE TRAMP.” Susan paced back and forth across the living room of Elliot’s sleekly modern, seventeenth-floor apartment overlooking the city. She didn’t come here often. She didn’t want to risk being seen, but today was important.

			“And to think I actually liked her.” She turned, paced back the opposite way. “I helped her get the job working for Chase Garrett. I even gave her my cell number.”

			“You can’t trust anyone these days,” Elliot said mildly, taking a sip of his Bombay Sapphire martini.

			Susan sighed and thought of the text she had received. “She wants to meet me at noon tomorrow at the Vietnam Memorial at Fair Park. She wants twenty-five thousand for her copy of the video.”

			“You’re lucky. You thought she’d want a hundred.”

			“There’s no way to be sure she hasn’t made a dozen more copies. Twenty-five thousand now, fifty the next time. It’ll never end until we get rid of her.”

			She paused in front of the window to look down at the traffic crawling along the street. “And what if she goes to Jonathan? He’d pay a king’s ransom to keep the world from knowing he’s a cuckold. His pride’s too great for that. Jonathan has the best lawyers in the world. I’d get next to nothing.”

			“I told you I’ll take care of her,” Elliot said. “You just make sure she comes alone.”

			Susan thought of the phone call to Mindy that she had made using one of the disposable phones she kept to communicate with Elliot and anyone else she didn’t want her husband to know about.

			“I told her I’d meet her, but only if she came alone. I told her if she brought her SEAL boyfriend, the deal was off.”

			“And she agreed?”

			“Only if I agreed to the same terms. You were right about the money. She can’t wait to get her hands on it. The only stipulation is that I come by myself.”

			Elliot chuckled, sipped from his long-stemmed martini glass. “Only you won’t be alone. I’ll be close by, and my men will be in position to take the girl out.”

			“What about the police?”

			“As soon as you have the flash drive, you’ll leave. When they find her body, the girl will be in possession of twenty-five thousand dollars. It’ll look like a drug deal gone bad. There’s no way to connect you to any of this. You’ll have the video, and Mindy Stewart will be dead before she gets back to her car.”

			 

			MINDY SAT ON the brown tweed sofa in Jax’s living room. The evening had settled in. The Chinese takeout they’d had for supper was gone, the dishes cleaned up and put away. After the text she had sent, and the return phone call she’d received from Susan, they knew they were on the right track.

			Ryan Shipman had been blackmailing his ex-lover. Now he was dead, and Susan believed Mindy had a copy of the drive, for which she wanted twenty-five thousand dollars.

			Since the stakes had just gotten dangerously higher, Jax had insisted they stay at his place where DeMarco and her crew were less likely to find them. Muffin was with them, perfectly at home, curled up in the middle of Jax’s big bed.

			Jason had arrived to help Jax flesh out the plan they had come up with earlier and now sat across from them, sprawled in an overstuffed chair.

			“You have to bring in the cops,” he argued. “You know it as well as I do. We try to handle this on our own, we’ll end up killing some dickwad and winding up in jail.”

			Jax grunted. “At least Mindy would be safe.”

			“Stop it, Jax,” Mindy demanded. “You need to listen to Jason.”

			It took another few minutes, but since Jax knew his friend was right, he had grudgingly conceded. They needed help. Lieutenant Gunderson was their best option. Jax called and filled him in as much as possible. The detective was on his way over now.

			A knock sounded at the door. When Jax pulled it open, Gunderson walked into the living room. With faint circles beneath his eyes and his light brown hair mussed, he looked even more fatigued than usual.

			“I was getting ready to call you anyway,” Gunderson said, taking a seat in the empty chair while Jax sat back down on the sofa next to Mindy. “Looks like you’ve managed to get yourself in the middle of an ongoing homicide investigation.”

			“How’s that?” Jax asked.

			“CSI’s found evidence that links the Shipman murder to the kidnapping attempt on Ms. Stewart.”

			Jax sat up straighter. It was the conclusion they had already drawn, but they had needed a way to prove it.

			“Shoe print at the murder scene was made by a Giuseppe Zanotti high-top sneaker. Same shoe you reported the night of the attempted abduction. Also, there were tracks in the dirt that matched the tire tread on the white van.”

			“Son of a bitch,” Jax said. Mindy felt a sweep of relief that they were definitely on the right track.

			“We also got a print off the inside of the van door. It belongs to a scumbag named Walker Riley. Big bastard, tough and vicious, known for his skill with a knife. Got a bad scar on his right hand from a fight he nearly lost, but didn’t. Sound familiar?”

			Jax nodded. “Yeah.”

			“Riley hangs with a couple of ex-cons named A. J. Whiteman and Charley Burns. Burns is average height and weight with pale blue eyes, and Whiteman is tall and thin. Both fit the descriptions you gave of the men in the parking lot.”

			“Tell me they’re in custody,” Jax practically growled.

			“They’re walking around free as air,” the detective said. “And if you’d get your head on straight, you’d understand why. These guys are nothing but low-level criminals. If we don’t bring in the person who hired them to make the hit on Shipman—the same person behind the kidnapping attempt—Ms. Stewart will still be in danger.”

			“He’s right,” Jason said. “Plenty of scumballs ready to step in and do the job if the money’s right.”

			Jax sighed. “That’s for sure.” He turned back to the detective. “After the phone call Mindy got from Susan DeMarco agreeing to the meet, it’s pretty clear Shipman was blackmailing DeMarco for whatever is on the drive he accidentally gave to Mindy.”

			“Which unfortunately I managed to lose,” Mindy said.

			Gunderson shifted to face her. “Which is why we’re going to need you to be wearing a wire when you meet Susan DeMarco in the park tomorrow.”

			Jax shot up from the sofa. “No fucking way.”

			Gunderson remained unruffled. “Sorry, Ryker, but the only way we’re bringing these people down is with hard evidence. We’ve got the shoe print, the fingerprint from the burned-up van and a hodgepodge of miscellaneous evidence, but it isn’t enough. We need direct evidence against Susan DeMarco.” He turned and looked straight at Mindy. “We’re counting on you, Ms. Stewart, to get it.”

			“It’s too dangerous,” Jax argued, pinning the detective with a glare. “DeMarco won’t come alone. She’ll bring men with her, and their job will be to take Mindy out. We have to figure another way.”

			She reached over and slid her hand around a powerful bicep, felt the tension running through him. “We don’t have time to figure out another way, Jax. We have to do this now while we have the chance. You know Lieutenant Gunderson is right. You and Jason both know it.”

			“Once we get what we need on DeMarco,” the detective calmly continued, “we can round the whole bunch up and bring them in. They’ll turn on each other like a pack of jackals. We’ll have enough evidence to put them all away, and Mindy will be safe.”

			Jax scrubbed a hand over his face, making a rasping sound on the stubble along his jaw. Mindy could read his worry, anger and frustration. He knew the detective and Jason were right, and there was nothing he could do but go along with it.

			“Okay, fine,” he ground out. “She wears a wire. But Maddox and I are there to cover her. We’re there and we’re in on the op.”

			“That isn’t the way it works,” Gunderson said.

			“That’s the way it’s going to work tomorrow—or it isn’t going to happen. You want DeMarco for murder? We can get her for you. You just do whatever you need to in order to make your bosses happy.”

			A long silence fell. With a sigh, Gunderson rose and stalked off to make a phone call. When he returned, Mindy followed the men into the kitchen, and they all sat down at the table.

			“You’re in,” Gunderson said. “Just make sure you don’t kill anyone.”

			Jax eyed him darkly. “Unless, of course, it’s self-defense.”

			Gunderson’s mouth tightened, but he didn’t argue, and Jax relaxed back in his chair.

			The next hour was spent working out a strategy designed to protect Mindy and end up with a recorded confession from Susan DeMarco, along with the arrest of the men who had killed Ryan Shipman.

			Mindy prayed it would work.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			TWO MILES EAST of downtown Dallas, Fair Park encompassed 277 acres of beautifully landscaped ground. Built for the 1936 Texas Centennial Exposition, it contained a complex of museums, entertainment venues, monuments and landmarks, one of which was the Texas Vietnam Veterans Memorial.

			The rendezvous was set to take place near the flagpole, in a granite seating area not far from the memorial wall. Trees and buildings surrounded the spot, enough to provide distant cover for SWAT team marksman and other MAX team members—or at least that was the plan.

			Jax and Maddox would be closer, there for Mindy’s protection if the exchange went wrong. She knew they would do everything in their power to keep her safe—even at the risk of their own lives.

			She nervously fidgeted as she drove her little VW Bug down Parry Avenue, turned off the road onto a lane that led to the parking lot closest to the memorial.

			Jax and Maddox had left for the park hours ago, as soon as the police arrived at the apartment to provide protection. They needed to recon the area, Jax said, find a secure location to be ready for her arrival at the rendezvous point. They planned to go after the men they were sure would be coming with Susan DeMarco and “quietly take them out.”

			Mindy didn’t ask what that meant. She was pretty sure she didn’t want to know.

			After Maddox and Gunderson had departed last night, she and Jax had spent the remainder of the evening in bed, Jax making wild, possessive love to her. It was as if he wanted to absorb her into his skin, as if he couldn’t get enough of her.

			Mindy felt the same. Anything could happen. They both knew it, accepted it.

			“I’m crazy about you,” Jax had said during a particularly sweet interlude as he drew her down into his arms. “Tell me you feel the same about me.”

			She couldn’t lie to him. If things went wrong tomorrow, she could be killed—or he could be—and they would never see each other again. She swallowed, forced herself to say the words that crowded her throat.

			“I love you, Jax. You probably don’t want to hear that, and it doesn’t change anything, but—”

			He came up over her swiftly, silenced her words with a fierce, demanding kiss. “I love you, too, honey. I’ve never said those words before. I don’t want to lose you. I want us to work things out.”

			Her eyes teared. “Jax...”

			“It can work, baby. We can make it work. We’ll talk to Chase, convince him to let you keep your job. Say you love me enough to try.”

			She swallowed past the thick lump in her throat. It was insane. She had dreamed of Jaxon Ryker, dreamed of spending time with him, making love with him, dreamed he would look at her the way he was looking at her now, his dark eyes filled with yearning. But it was only a fantasy. Wasn’t it?

			But what if it wasn’t? What if he loved her the way he said? Because she knew in her heart that she was deeply in love with him.

			“I don’t want to lose you, either.” It was as much as she was willing to say, and it was the truth. Now that she had been with him, giving him up would be the hardest thing she had ever done.

			Jax ran a finger along her cheek, leaned down and softly kissed her, accepting the words as enough for now. He made love to her again, slowly and with tender care, and they finally fell asleep.

			Morning came way too soon.

			Now she was pulling her red VW into a parking space and turning off the engine, taking a couple of deep breaths for courage.

			Unconsciously, she touched the wire she was wearing beneath her lavender print blouse. She had dressed in jean leggings and put on a pair of sneakers—in case she needed to run—pulled her long hair into a ponytail for the same reason. Determined to know as much as possible about what she would be doing, she had Googled audio surveillance that morning as soon as she had finished dressing.

			Body wires were covert devices you could put in your pockets or on your body to send conversations to a radio surveillance receiver. With the receiver, you could either listen or connect to an audio recorder. The police would be doing both.

			A female officer named Pamela Wrigley had brought the device to Jax’s apartment, but she had rejected the notion of putting the wire in one of Mindy’s pockets.

			“Too easy to find,” the officer said. She was tall and long-legged, her skin lightly weathered and darkly tanned. She taped the small device, about two and a half inches square, under Mindy’s breasts.

			“You’re getting top-of-the-line equipment,” Officer Wrigley said with a smile. “Model G1416. It’s got a 300-megawatt power transmitter. They won’t have any trouble hearing you.”

			“Good to know,” Mindy said with only a touch of sarcasm.

			The police would be listening to the conversation from inside a van disguised as a landscape maintenance truck. Jax and Maddox would both be wearing earbuds, linking them into the conversation.

			Mindy tried not to look for the van as she climbed out of her car and started across the grass toward the rendezvous point. There weren’t many people around, the reason the guys had chosen the spot, just a man sitting on a park bench with a baby stroller in front of him—a policeman in disguise—and a woman walking her dog in the distance. Perhaps another officer; Mindy didn’t know.

			She wondered where Jax was, resisted the urge to scan the area in search of him. He was out there somewhere. She trusted Jax and Maddox to keep her safe. Mindy kept walking.

			 

			WEARING CAMO CARGO pants and an olive-drab T-shirt beneath a tactical vest, Jax adjusted the eight-inch knife on his pistol belt next to his HK45. He moved into position behind the wide trunk of an oak tree, fixing his gaze on Charley Burns, aka Mr. Average, the guy with the pale blue eyes.

			Easing silently closer, Jax stepped up behind him, locked an arm around Burns’s neck and started to squeeze, at the same time jerking Burns’s semiauto out of his hand and tossing it away. Burns struggled, clawed and tried to kick backward. Jax tightened his hold. Burns made a few wheezing noises and went limp.

			Almost too easy.

			Propping Burns against the tree trunk, Jax bound the man’s wrists and ankles with plastic zip ties, slapped a piece of duct tape over his mouth and moved on to his next target.

			Through his earbud, he could hear Mindy speaking to Susan DeMarco. She had just arrived at the rendezvous site. He felt a surge of pride at the calm control in her voice. It was followed by a shot of worry. She wasn’t a police officer or a private detective. She had no law enforcement training. Anything could happen.

			He clamped down on his fear and picked up his pace. He had a job to do, same as Mindy. Counting on Maddox to take care of Whiteman, the smoker in the Zanotti high-tops, Jax wove quietly through the trees and shrubs, making his way around behind the big man with the scar on the back of his hand.

			In a lightweight trench coat, Walker Riley stood in the shadows, using the lower branch of a tree to steady the barrel of the .308 rifle he pointed toward the path leading back to Mindy’s car.

			Knowing he meant to kill the woman Jax loved, he felt a wave of fury so hot he had to clamp down hard to stay in control. He pulled his pistol, slipped up behind Riley and pressed the barrel against the side of his head. “One move and you’re a dead man.”

			The rifle fell off the tree branch and landed with a thud on the soft green grass at Riley’s feet. “I told them you’d be here. The fools didn’t believe me. They thought the girl would do whatever they said to get the money. They figured she was as rotten as the rest of us.”

			“Put your hands behind your back.”

			Riley pretended to turn, feigned right and whirled left, his knife sliding into his hand at the same time he managed to dance away. Jax cursed. With the op still underway, there was no chance he could take a shot without giving them away and putting Mindy in even graver danger. He tossed his pistol and pulled his knife, jumped back as Riley’s blade slashed toward his throat above the vest, missing him by inches.

			The two men began to circle, silver blades flashing in the sunlight shining between the clouds. Time was running out. He needed to get to Mindy before something else went wrong.

			He slashed and thrust, dodged a slicing attack that came from the right, felt the deadly blade rip down his arm and jumped back out of the way. Riley was good. Agile for a man his size.

			Jax swore softly, thrust and parried, jumped back as a sharp pain sliced across his thigh. He prayed the blade hadn’t nicked his femoral artery, knew he needed to make this end before Riley’s superior knife skill cost him his life.

			Whirling, he shot out a kick with his boot that knocked the blade out of Riley’s big hand. Followed with an elbow to Riley’s chin, drove a hard right into his face that knocked him backward, and punched him again, breaking his nose and sending a spray of blood into the air.

			Riley turned to run, but Jax tackled him, taking him to the ground. In seconds, Walker Riley was on his stomach, his wrists and ankles bound, duct tape over his mouth, Jax on the move toward Mindy.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			SHE’D WANTED TO get there early, be there before Susan arrived, but when she reached the granite conversation area near the flagpole, Susan rose to greet her. A leather satchel sat on the ground at her feet.

			Mindy took a shaky breath. Plastering a fake smile on her face, she kept moving. The trick was to get Susan talking, get as much information as possible before it was time to take the money and leave.

			Susan’s smile was a parody of warmth. “Well...if it isn’t my old ex-friend and employee, Mindy Stewart. You always played it so meek and mild. Who would have guessed what a ruthless little bitch you are.”

			Mindy walked up in front of her. “I guess we both have our secrets. Yours is going to cost you twenty-five thousand dollars.”

			A cold smile curved Susan’s red-painted lips. “Ryan was a good fuck, but he wasn’t worth twenty-five grand.”

			“For the information on this drive, I bet he wanted a lot more than that. Is that the reason you had him killed? Or maybe you were the scorned lover, and you killed him for revenge. Which was it?”

			“He’s dead because he tried to play me,” Susan said. “Didn’t work out very well for him. I guess we’ll find out if it’s going to work for you.”

			She should have been afraid but instead anger rolled through her. “Are you threatening me? Because if you are, I’ll turn around right now and walk away. I’ll drive straight to your husband’s office and hand the flash drive over to him. I imagine he’ll be very grateful.”

			Susan’s spine stiffened. “You little whore. You try to go against me and you’ll be as dead as Ryan Shipman. I’ll see to it personally.”

			“The way you did him?”

			She smirked, but didn’t answer.

			Mindy looked down at the satchel. “You want the flash drive. I want the money. Let’s get this over with.”

			“First I need to know if you brought the real drive. Hand it over.”

			A chill swept through her. They had talked about this last night, the possibility Susan might want to actually see what was on the drive before they made the exchange. Mindy needed to keep her talking.

			“Fine, but first I want to be sure you brought the money.”

			Susan sat down on the granite bench, picked up the satchel and set it down on the bench beside her. She opened the case and tipped it so that Mindy could see stacks of bills held together with rubber bands.

			She also saw the laptop.

			“The money’s all there,” Susan said. “Now give me the drive. As soon as I verify the contents, the money is yours.”

			Her heart was beating, hammering away in her chest. She couldn’t hold Susan off much longer. Mindy walked up beside her and held out a hand. The little silver Kingston flash drive glittered in her palm.

			“You can look at it,” she said. “But I don’t see the point. How do you know I haven’t made half a dozen more copies?”

			Susan’s features darkened with fury. She rose from the bench, her blue eyes cold as ice. “Because if you have, you’re dead.”

			Mindy didn’t look away. “Just like Ryan Shipman?”

			“That’s right.” Susan grabbed the drive and stuck it in her pocket. Mindy gasped as a tiny revolver appeared in Susan’s hand.

			“I don’t like the way this is going,” Susan said. “We’ll finish it somewhere else. Now start walking back the way you came.”

			Mindy’s heart was pounding so hard she could feel it throbbing in her temples. She hadn’t taken two steps when a man strode out from behind one of the granite walls, black-haired, dark and handsome, holding a big semiautomatic pistol pointed at Mindy’s chest.

			“Elliot,” Susan said with a smile that actually looked sincere. “You always appear at exactly the right time.”

			“I’m glad you finally noticed.” A look passed between them. Susan tucked the little revolver into the satchel and closed it up. Elliot’s big black pistol didn’t waver.

			“The car’s waiting at the end of the path,” he said. He signaled toward Mindy. “Get moving.”

			“I didn’t have a chance to look at the flash drive,” Susan told him as they walked along.

			“In a very short time, it won’t matter,” Elliot said. Because Mindy will be dead, were the unspoken words.

			She glanced around, searching for Jax, but didn’t see him. Her pulse hiked up even more, and her stomach quivered with nerves. Still no sign of Jax, not until they reached the dark green Jaguar idling in a handicapped spot at the near edge of the parking lot.

			She stifled a cry as Jax rose up beside the car like a big dark shadow, shoving Susan out of the way hard enough to send her sprawling across the asphalt, disarming Elliot so fast Mindy almost missed it. One moment the man was aiming a gun at her, the next he was lying on the ground moaning and clutching his arm, which appeared to be broken.

			Police swarmed out of nowhere, shouting orders, pistols drawn, pointing at Elliot and Susan. Maddox strode toward them across the grass. Mindy looked at Jax, saw blood running down his arm. One of his pant legs was soaked crimson.

			“Jax!” She closed the distance between them, fear for him making her tremble. “Jax!”

			He caught her against him. “It’s all right. I’m okay, baby. It’s not as bad as it looks.”

			“Oh God, Jax.” Worry and all the blood made her light-headed.

			Gunderson hurried up just then, took one look at Jax and started shouting. “Get a bus here, now!”

			Maddox helped Jax strip off his tactical vest, guided him over to the edge of the parking lot and eased him down on the grass. He pulled his knife and sliced open Jax’s bloody pant leg.

			“Missed the femoral,” Maddox said, some of his worry easing. “You’re going to need a shit-ton of stitches, but you’ll be okay.”

			“You took care of Whiteman?”

			“Left him tied to a tree. Cops already picked him up.” Maddox sliced off a piece of Jax’s cotton T-shirt and ripped it into a strip, which he tied around the injured leg. He folded another strip into a rectangle and handed it to Mindy. Her hand trembled as she pressed it against the slice in Jax’s arm.

			A police officer ran up with a first-aid kit, and Maddox went to work taping up Jax’s leg, repairing the damage enough to get him to the hospital, while Mindy bandaged Jax’s arm.

			“You did good, baby,” he said as she worked. “You handled DeMarco like a pro. I’m really proud of you.”

			“I was so scared, Jax. I was afraid one of us would get killed, and we’d never see each other again.”

			Jax pulled her close and settled his good arm around her waist. Mindy rested her head on his shoulder. In the distance, she could hear an ambulance racing toward them.

			“This is finally over and we’re both still alive,” he said. “Does that mean we’ll be staying together?”

			She looked up at him. He was covered in blood from fighting to protect her. He would have given his life for her. He was everything she wanted, and she was desperately in love with him.

			Were they together?

			“Is that what you want?” she asked.

			His hard features softened. “You like a man who takes charge, right?”

			If that man is you, she thought, but just nodded.

			Jax kissed her. “Then I’m taking charge now and I’m never letting you go.”

			Mindy slid her arms around his neck. Her throat tightened, and her heart swelled with love for him.

			“Okay,” was all she said.

			 

			IT WAS A week before Jax was healed enough to go back to work, and things had calmed down enough for him to talk to Chase about the situation with Mindy. They both loved working at The Max. But if they had to, they would choose each other.

			Fortunately, Chase being Chase, he already knew what was going on. When they walked into his office holding hands, he just grinned. “I wondered how long it would take you two to figure things out.”

			Jax felt a rush of relief. It was followed by a trickle of irritation. “How the hell did you know?”

			“I’ve got eyes. Besides, I’m a detective, remember?”

			Jax couldn’t help smiling.

			“So...um...everything’s okay?” Mindy asked. “We get to keep our jobs?”

			“Is that an engagement ring I see on your finger?” Chase asked.

			Mindy looked down at the diamond solitaire they had picked out together.

			“We’re getting married,” Jax answered for her. “We haven’t set a date but I’m hoping it’s soon.”

			“Congratulations. Yes, you can keep your jobs. I’m lucky to have you both.”

			Mindy smiled at Jax, and he felt the same kick he’d been feeling since she’d walked into the office on her first day of work. He leaned down and brushed a soft kiss on her lips. Mindy flushed. Damn, he was crazy about her.

			“I guess you heard,” Chase said. “Elliot and Susan both tried to turn State’s evidence. They wanted desperately to testify against the other for a lighter sentence, but the DA turned down the deal. Thanks to you two, they had plenty of evidence without them. They’re both going to jail for a good long time.”

			“I was hoping it would go down that way,” Jax said.

			Chase rose behind his desk. “Before I forget, Harper will probably want to host an engagement party. Any objections?”

			“Not from me,” Jax said, smiling.

			“That would be wonderful,” Mindy said.

			“Great. I’ll let her know.”

			They walked out of Chase’s office together. They had work to do. Jax was on the Eleanor Donahue case again, and Mindy was needed up front. They smiled at each other before they parted.

			It was a good day. And the future looked even brighter.
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			The Deception

			by Kat Martin

			CHAPTER ONE

			Dallas, Texas

			“I’m sorry, Ms. Gallagher. I know this is terribly difficult, but unless there’s someone else who can make a positive identification—”

			Kate shook her head. “No. There’s no one else.”

			“All right then, if you will please follow me.” The medical examiner, Dr. Jerome Maxwell, a man in his fifties, had thick black hair finely threaded with gray. He started down the hall, but Kate stopped him with a hand on his arm.

			“Are you...are you completely sure it’s my sister?” She smoothed a hand nervously over the skirt of her navy blue suit. “The victim is definitely Christina Gallagher?”

			“There was a fingerprint match to your missing sister. I’m sorry,” he repeated. “We’ll still need your confirmation.”

			Kate’s stomach rolled. Her legs felt weak as she followed Dr. Maxwell down a narrow, seemingly endless hallway in the Dallas County morgue. The echo of her high heels on the stark gray linoleum floor sent a sweep of nausea through her.

			The doctor paused outside a half-glass door. “As I said before, this is going to be difficult. Are you sure there isn’t someone you can call, someone else who could make the identification?”

			Kate’s throat tightened. “My father’s remarried and living in New York. He hasn’t seen Chrissy in years.” Frank Gallagher hadn’t seen either of his daughters since he and his wife had divorced.

			“And your mother?” the doctor asked kindly.

			“She died of a heart attack a year after Chrissy ran away.” For Madeleine Gallagher, losing both her husband and her daughter had simply been too much.

			The doctor straightened his square black glasses. “Are you ready?”

			“I’ll never be ready to see my sister’s murdered body, Dr. Maxwell. But I’m all Chrissy has, so let’s get it over with.”

			The doctor opened the door, and they walked out of a hallway that seemed overly warm into a room that was icy cold. A shiver rushed over Kate’s skin, and her heart beat faster. As Dr. Maxwell moved toward a rollout table in front of a wall of cold-storage boxes, Kate could see the outline of a body beneath the stark white sheet.

			Emotion tightened her chest. This was her baby sister, only sixteen the last time Kate had seen her two years ago, before she had run away.

			The doctor nodded to a female assistant in a white lab coat standing next to the table, and the woman pulled back the sheet.

			“Oh, my God.” The bile rose in Kate’s throat. She swayed, and the doctor caught her arm to steady her.

			“Is this your sister, Christina Gallagher?”

			The body on the table in no way resembled the beautiful young girl who had been her little sister. At only eighteen, this young woman was gaunt, her cheeks hollow, her skin chaffed and sallow and clinging to her bones. Her closed eyes were dark and sunken. Bruises covered her face, shoulders and chest, all Kate could see of the body.

			Tears welled and slipped down her cheeks. “It’s her.” It wasn’t Chrissy in any way Kate remembered her, and yet there was no doubt she was the thin, brutalized, lifeless form lying on the stainless-steel table.

			The doctor nodded at the assistant, who drew the sheet back over Chrissy’s face. Dr. Maxwell kept a firm grip on Kate’s arm as he turned her toward the door and guided her out of the room, back into the hallway. Her legs were shaking, her throat too tight to speak.

			“I’m sorry for your loss,” the doctor said, finally letting her go.

			“Thank...thank you.”

			“We have your contact information. You’ll be notified when the body has been released.”

			She swallowed, wiped at the tears on her cheeks. “Do you...do the police have any leads on the killer?”

			“I’m sure they’re working hard to find whoever was involved.”

			Kate nodded. Without saying more, she started back down the hallway. The doctor didn’t follow and she was glad. There was nothing left to say, nothing more he could do.

			Tears blurred her vision and her head swam as she walked out into the sunlight and crossed the parking lot to her car. She wouldn’t be returning to her office today. She needed time to deal with her crushing emotions, the sense of loss and pain. The terrible sense of failure.

			She needed time to grieve.

			Kate slid in behind the wheel and shoved her key into the ignition. Fresh pain struck so hard she couldn’t breathe. Instead of starting the engine, Kate put her head down on the steering wheel and started to weep.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Jason Hawkins Maddox sat at the old-fashioned long bar in the Sagebrush Saloon, a country-western hangout with a live band for dancing on the weekends and a jukebox that served the same purpose the rest of the week. The place, out I-30 on Bruckner Boulevard, was a spot Jase had been to before but not for a couple of years.

			He was there tonight on business, meeting an informant he hoped would give him a lead on the fugitive he was hunting.

			Randall Darren Harding, a cement contractor, had been arrested for the brutal murder of his ex-girlfriend. He’d been out on bail when he’d decided to flee instead of standing trial, where most likely he would have been convicted.

			On the outskirts of Dallas, he’d had a firefight with police, shot two sheriff’s deputies and escaped. The guy was tough. He wouldn’t go down easy.

			From what Jase could find out, Harding was a rotten, self-centered, mean-tempered bastard, the kind who could wind up killing again. He’d strangled his girlfriend in a fit of rage, but a fancy lawyer had gotten him out on bail.

			Jase had a warrant for Harding’s arrest—rearrest, technically, since the guy had already been charged with murder-one, the premeditated kind that could earn you the death penalty in Texas.

			The reward for catching him was a fat 15 percent of his million-and-a-half-dollar bond. Jase planned to collect.

			Thus his meeting with Tommy Dieter at the Sagebrush Saloon.

			It was relatively early, a little after 9:00 p.m., but the place was already more than half full. A big dance floor dominated the interior, surrounded by a sea of wooden tables. Being Wednesday, there was no band, but the juke was belting Willie Nelson so a few couples two-stepped out on the floor.

			It was a decent place, not one of the rat holes he occasionally frequented for information, the crowd a mix of cowboys and bikers, couples of various ages, and a smattering of tourists, there to try some real Texas line dancing.

			From the mirror in the carved oak back bar across from him, Jase could keep an eye on the front door and watch for Tommy’s arrival. Between a row of liquor bottles, he could see himself on a bar stool next to a little guy in a blue Texas Rangers baseball cap. The little guy made Jase look even bigger than his six-foot-four-inch, 210-pound frame, a size that in his job often came in handy.

			So far Tommy hadn’t shown, but he wasn’t due for another few minutes. In the meantime, Jase was enjoying the local scenery, his attention fixed on the tall blonde with the pretty face, sexy curves and amazing cleavage, but then half the guys in the bar were watching her.

			In a short denim skirt, a pair of cowboy boots and a bright pink tank top, she had danced to five songs in a row. Jase figured as long as her stamina held out, she wouldn’t lack for partners. If he weren’t there on business, he might have asked her for a turn around the floor himself.

			The blonde finished the dance and sat back down on a bar stool a ways down from him. He noticed she was drinking tequila shooters. Looked like someone was going to get lucky tonight. Hearing the throaty purr of her laughter, he felt a tug in his groin and couldn’t help wishing it was him.

			The front door swung open and Tommy Dieter walked in. Jase tossed money for the Lone Star he’d been drinking on top of the bar. Time to go to work.

			Tommy spotted him and walked over to the bar. “Hey, Hawk.” It was a nickname Jase had picked up thanks to his middle name. They called him the Hawk because he swooped down on his prey and always got his man. Or so the story went.

			“Tommy.” He was a slender guy in his early twenties with carrot-red hair, not a bad sort, but he hung with a bad crowd, which gave him access to a lot of dirt, and he was hungry enough to deal the info for money.

			Jase nodded toward an empty table at the back of the bar, and the two of them made their way past a pool table where a couple of cowboys clacked balls across a sea of green.

			Tommy and Jase both pulled out chairs and sat down at the battered wooden table. Jase didn’t ask Tommy if he wanted a beer. It wasn’t healthy for an informant to spend too much time with a guy who hunted people for a living.

			“You got something on Harding for me?” Jase asked.

			“Yeah. Randy has a girlfriend in Houston,” Tommy said. “Mexican girl. No papers. She keeps him happy. He pays her rent.”

			“What’s her name?”

			“Rosa Diaz. She’s got a brother in town. A mechanic named Paulo.”

			“You think Randy’s still in Houston? I figured he’d leave the state, head for Arizona, maybe, or New Mexico.”

			“Word is he’s got the serious hots for Rosa. According to Randy, she’s a great piece of ass.”

			The words sent Jase’s gaze back to the blonde who had returned to the dance floor with a lanky biker too short for her, too skinny and a few years too young.

			She wasn’t meant for the boy biker, but she was just Jase’s type, luscious, with legs that went on forever. And, as she slid her arms around the boy biker’s neck and he pulled her close, clearly uninhibited, it didn’t take much to imagine the way she’d feel moving beneath him.

			Jase ignored a surge of heat and forced his mind back to business. “If Randy’s that close, you’d think the cops would already have him in custody.”

			“I don’t think the cops know anything about the girl.”

			Probably not. They had their hands full without having to arrest the same guy twice.

			Jase reached into the pocket of his black T-shirt, plucked out a folded-up hundred-dollar bill and slid it across the table to Dieter. “Let me know if you come up with anything else.”

			Tommy snagged the hundred. “Good luck,” he said. “I hope you nail this prick. What he did to that girl...fucker deserves to fry.”

			Jase made no comment since he completely agreed. One of the perks of the job was bringing dicks like Harding to justice.

			As Tommy walked away, Jase noticed his seat at the bar was still empty. Since he wasn’t ready to leave, he picked up his beer and headed back the way he’d come.

			He watched the blonde as he passed the dance floor. He’d been watching her all evening. The good news was, she’d been watching him, too.

			When the song came to an end, she left the boy biker and walked toward him, stopped right in front of his bar stool, the heels on her boots pushing her closer to his height.

			She smiled. “You like to dance, cowboy?”

			“Depends.”

			“On what? The song?”

			“Who I’m dancing with.”

			A dark blond eyebrow went up. “Is that right...”

			“That’s right, darlin’, and you’ll do just fine.” Without waiting for a reply, Jase swept her onto the dance floor. She felt good in his arms, fit him just right. She was a good dancer, but so was he. He was a Texan. He’d done all the usual things a Texas boy did. Played football, drank beer down on the river, rode horses and two-stepped.

			“What’s your name?” he asked as he whirled her around the floor.

			“Kate.” She smiled. “You’re Hawk.”

			So she’d heard Tommy greet him. “I prefer Jason or Jase.”

			Her smile widened into a grin that etched a dimple into her cheek, and he felt jolt of heat. He realized she was on her way to drunk, but so far, he didn’t think she’d crossed the line.

			“I like Hawk,” she said. “It’s sexy.”

			“You think so?” As the song came to an end, he drew her off the dance floor into the shadows, took a chance she wouldn’t slap his face and kissed her.

			She softened against him and kissed him back, and he took it a little deeper, felt the rush hit his system. Since they were standing in a bar full of people, he didn’t let it go too far.

			Kate ran a finger along his jaw. “You looked like you’d be a good kisser and you are,” she said.

			“We can go outside and I’ll show you just how good I can be, but it’s gotta be up to you.”

			Something flickered in her big brown eyes, and for an instant her bright smile faded. “I need that. Just this once, just for tonight.” Her grin returned. “Come on, cowboy, let’s go.”

			She left him long enough to grab her purse off the bar. When she led him outside, he didn’t resist, just followed her out the door and pulled her back into his arms. She tasted better than good and he deepened the kiss, sinking into those plump pink lips, inhaling her soft perfume.

			Kate was right there with him, taking the hot kiss deeper, pressing her full breasts into his chest, turning him rock hard and making him reckless.

			“My house or yours?” he asked. He wasn’t into one-night hookups, not usually, but this woman hit every hot button he had.

			For the first time, Kate looked uncertain. “I might want you, big boy, but I’m not dumb enough to leave with a total stranger.”

			He leaned down and kissed her. “Smart girl.” Pulling the keys to his big black Yukon out of the pocket of his jeans, he clicked the locks, flashing the lights, and gave her the keys. “So you know I’m not going to drag you off somewhere.”

			She looked down at the keys, then over at the SUV parked in the dark at the edge of the lot. In his job, it paid to be careful. Kate slid her arms around his neck and kissed him again, hot, wet and deep, and the last of her reservations seemed to fade.

			“I need this,” she softly repeated, speaking more to herself than to him. Grabbing his hand, she pulled him over to the SUV. Jase jerked open the backseat door, climbed inside and hauled Kate in behind him.

			He lifted her, settled her astride his lap, one of her knees on each side, making her short skirt ride up on her thighs. He tried not to wonder what she was wearing underneath, which, with any luck, he was about to find out.

			Sliding his hands into her long, thick, honey blond curls, Jase kissed her until both of them were breathless, until she was squirming against his hard-on and moaning.

			She shoved up his T-shirt, and he stripped it off over his head. He pulled off her tank top, unfastened the front hook on her lacy white bra and slid it off her shoulders, filled his hands with her luscious breasts.

			“Beautiful,” he said, admiring the soft globes that perfectly fit his big hands. He kissed the side of her neck, and Kate tipped her head back to give him better access. He trailed kisses over her shoulder and took a rosy nipple into his mouth. Breathing hard, Kate ran her hands over the muscles in his chest.

			“I love your body,” she said, leaning down to kiss him. “Please... Jason.”

			“I’m all yours, baby.” He was reaching between them to unzip his fly when he heard a young couple walking toward the SUV. The girl was laughing, a soft, sweet sound more like a teenager than someone old enough to be drinking.

			Kate’s whole body went tense.

			“Easy,” he said, pressing his mouth against the pulse beating in her neck, kissing his way down to her shoulder. “They’ll be gone in a minute.”

			Kate dragged in a shaky breath. A noise came from her throat that sounded something like pain.

			“It’s all right,” he said. “They’re just kids. They aren’t going to bother us.” But she was already moving off him, reaching for her bra and sliding it on, hooking the front, grabbing her tank top and pulling it over her head.

			“I’m... I’m really sorry,” she said as she slid off his lap. “I’m not like this. I don’t do this kind of thing.”

			“You’re a grown woman, Kate. You can do whatever you want.” He wanted to be mad. Nothing worse than a tease, but the pain in her eyes leashed his temper.

			She cupped his cheek, and when she looked at him, he realized there were tears in her eyes. “Something bad happened today. My sister was killed. I couldn’t... I can’t get the image of her dead body out of my head.”

			“Jesus, honey.”

			“I just... I just wanted to forget for a while.”

			Jase pulled her back into his arms and she let him, her body softening against his. She started crying and he tightened his hold. He knew a lot about death. He’d been a marine. Now he was in law enforcement. He knew a lot about grief.

			“It’s all right,” he said. “It just takes time.”

			“I’m sorry.” Her hand shook as she wiped tears from her cheeks. “I made a fool out of myself tonight.”

			“I don’t think you’re a fool, Kate. And everybody does things they regret once in a while.”

			She drew away from him, opened the door and climbed out of the SUV. Jase grabbed his T-shirt and pulled it on, followed her out and she handed him back his keys. He was still hard as a brick, aching with every heartbeat. He couldn’t remember wanting a woman so badly.

			“My name’s Maddox. Jason Maddox. Give me your number and I’ll call you. We’ll start over, go out to dinner or something.”

			She just shook her head.

			“At least tell me your name.”

			She smiled sadly. “It’s just Kate. Thank you for being so nice about...tonight.”

			Nice wasn’t a word often used in connection with the Hawk.

			“Good night, Jason.”

			“You shouldn’t be driving. Let me take you home.”

			“I’ll call an Uber.” Turning away, Kate dug her phone out of her purse as she hurried off toward a hot-looking black-trimmed white Camaro sitting under a light in the parking lot. Jase watched her until an Uber car appeared out of nowhere, she climbed inside and the car drove away. Opening the door of the Yukon, he slid in behind the wheel and fired up the powerful engine.

			She wouldn’t give him her name or her number. She didn’t want to see him again. Or at least that’s what she’d said.

			 

			HE TOLD HIMSELF to forget her. She was just a pretty blonde, and Dallas was full of pretty blondes. But there was something special about this one, and it wasn’t just her amazing cleavage.

			He had some things to finish in Dallas before he could head down to Houston to look for Harding.

			The following day he found himself returning to the Sagebrush Saloon. Kate’s flashy white Camaro was gone. Turned out Just Kate occasionally came in to dance on Friday nights with her girlfriends, occasionally came alone. No one seemed to know her full name, but according to the bartender, she never left with a guy, just danced, had a few drinks and went home.

			Jase knew he could find her. Finding people was what he did. But he wasn’t a stalker. If she’d wanted to see him, she would have given him her number.

			Still, when Friday night came around, he found himself on a bar stool at the Sagebrush Saloon.

			Unfortunately, Just Kate never showed up.
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