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ABOUT THE BOOK


He’s not supposed to want her. She’s tried to forget him. A killer determined to keep his secrets hidden, no matter the cost.

As the leader of RISC’s elite Delta Team, Christian Hunt thrives on adrenaline and danger. But his biggest challenge lies within his own heart. Crippled by the weight of his past and burdened by age-old secret, he believes he can only protect the woman he loves by pushing her away. Torn between duty, secrets, and the woman who captured his heart, he has a choice to make: Face his inner demons once and for all and be the man she deserves…or watch her walk away for good.

Megan King is desperate to understand why Christian—her brother’s best friend and the man she’s secretly loved for years—developed such an aversion to her. Confused and hurt by his sudden indifference toward her, she convinces herself it’s time to move on. But when a random act of kindness makes her the target of a sinister plot to kill, Megan has no choice but to put her life in Christian’s hands.

As they navigate a treacherous game of cat and mouse, Christian and Megan are forced to confront their feelings while fighting to keep Megan alive. Passion ignites and truths are revealed, but their love hangs in the balance as their enemy closes in. And if they aren’t careful, the shared love they’ve only just begun to enjoy will be lost to the hands of a killer.


For MY Christian. You’ve been my rock from day one, your support unwavering even at the most uncertain of times. From the moment I first shared my desire to pursue this dream, you’ve been by my side, cheering me on. Big or small, you celebrate every success. When things don’t go according to plan, you’re there to help, support, or push me past the struggle, if that’s what it takes. When I begin to question myself, you’re the first person standing in line, ready to remind me of all the things I’m capable of. And most importantly, no matter what life decides to throw at us, you’re always there.

When I decided to begin a new R.I.S.C. Team, I knew the first book needed to be special. I wanted to honor you and the love you’ve shown me these last twenty-five years. While the events in this story are fictional, the love Christian and Megan share is very much based on the very real bond you and I have proven can exist.

You are my love. My soulmate. My better half. I love you.

Your forever,

~ Me


AUTHOR’S NOTE


To say I’m excited to be starting a fourth R.I.S.C. team is a massive understatement. When the journey first began with Alpha Team, creating a Delta Team wasn’t even a thought. Or Charlie Team…or Bravo Team… I’m pretty sure you get my point, right? It’s been an incredible journey that feels like it’s only just beginning, and in many ways, it is.

Together, Christian and Megan bring you a slow burn, friends-to-enemies-to-lovers story filled with angst, hidden feelings, and a love meant to stand the test of time. Oh, and of course, we can’t forget the danger and suspense you know I love to sprinkle in the mix.

It’s my sincere hope that you enjoy your first taste of what will be another fun and exciting addition to the R.I.S.C. universe. Thanks so much for giving this new series a chance, and trust me when I say, this series will only get better with each new Delta Team hero to come!

Until next time…

Hugs and Happy Reading!

~ Anna


R.I.S.C.


Rescue, Intel, Security, and Capture

The members of R.I.S.C.’s Alpha, Bravo, Charlie, and Delta Teams all have what it takes to

bring down even the deadliest of enemies. Often times, this means running headfirst into dangerous situations when the government can’t—or won’t—intervene. Working closely with Homeland Security, these highly skilled private security experts risk their lives while also fighting for the one thing worth dying for… Love


PROLOGUE


R.I.S.C. Delta Team Operation

Somewhere over the Darien Gap

Six months ago…

“Almost go-time, boys. We’ll be landing at the target site in ten.”

Sitting in one of several seats the UH-60 Black Hawk helicopter offered its passengers, Christian Hunt slid his gaze toward the bird’s cockpit. Though he couldn’t see but a portion of the man flying him and the others straight into Hell, Jagger Brooks’ voice had come through the tactical headset with crystal clear precision.

Confident in his teammate’s ability to get them to their destination in one piece, Christian turned his head to the left and looked through the wide opening in the helo’s frame. From this height, the sea of green waving in the breeze below him looked beautiful. Majestic, even.

But he knew the truth.

Beneath the jungle’s thick canopy lay more threats to humans than most could imagine. Infested with poisonous snakes, spiders, and insects ruled the sixty-five-mile trek through rivers and mountains. And those weren’t even the worst of Colombia’s predators.

No, those would be the men they’d come here to stop.

Separating the country with Panama, the Darien Gap—the area they were currently approaching—was also home to a completely different breed of animal. Terrorist groups who’d just as soon shoot you than give you the time of day.

Lucky for the hostages Delta had been sent to rescue, the bastards who’d kidnapped seven American aid workers three months back were surprisingly patient.

Having exhausted their attempts at recovering a hefty ransom for each man and woman in their custody, the pieces of shit began trying their hand at political trade, rather than shooting the hostages in the head.

Enter Delta Team.

R.I.S.C.—which stood for Rescue, Intel, Security, and Capture—was at the top of all U.S. based private security entities. There were four teams: Alpha, Bravo, Charlie, and now Delta.

So far, under Christian’s leadership, the six-man, former special forces unit had a mission success rate of one hundred percent. And though they’d only been active for six months with a mere four major missions under their belt, he had no plans of seeing that number changing anytime soon.

Between R.I.S.C.’s world-renowned reputation and the company’s unmatched pay, the choice to leave his successful Air Force career behind had been an easy one to make. Especially when Christian’s boss had offered him the position as Delta’s team leader.

While proud of the time spent serving his country, he saw this new chapter in his career as a different way of continuing that same service.

It turned out to be one of the best decisions he’d ever made.

“Hey, Hunt.” Another voice came through his tactical headset. “You think this plan of Ryker’s is gonna work?”

The plan being to pose as a group of ex-American soldiers-turned-mercenaries who now worked for the highest bidder—no matter what the job entailed. In this case, Delta’s fake guns-for-hire team had been hired to transport their target and the group of hostages he’d taken to a secondary location.

Christian slid his gaze to the man sitting at his right. Six-two with dark brown hair and a beard to match, Brody King had been a decorated Navy SEAL prior to joining Delta.

Working as the team’s lead sniper and Christian’s SIC—or Second In Command—Brody was also his very best friend since childhood. So yeah.

Being a part of Delta Team fucking rocked.

“No reason to think otherwise,” he finally answered Brody’s question using the headset’s mic. “According to Ryker, the intel’s as solid as it comes, and Homeland’s asset on this one is one of his most trusted.”

Jason Ryker—whose recent promotion had changed his title from Agent to Senior Special Investigator—headed up a special task force that only those at the top of the political food chain knew existed.

He was also Delta Team’s official Homeland Security handler.

It was a partnership that began several years ago when Jake McQueen—a former Delta Force operator-turned private security mastermind—left the military to start R.I.S.C.

With a keen ability to spot a good thing when he saw it, Ryker contacted McQueen, and the man had been R.I.S.C.’s official Homeland Security handler ever since. If a situation arose that needed military-grade action without worry of bureaucratic bullshit or political roadblocks, Ryker would contact one of R.I.S.C.’s four active teams to handle the job.

Alpha, Bravo, Charlie, and now Delta. Four separate teams working from three different states to protect the innocent and rid the world of evil.

And I’m lucky enough to be a part of it.

“I just hope Ramirez sticks to the plan of riding along with us.” Brody’s deep voice filled his ears once more. “Sure will make it easy to capture the son of a bitch.”

Carlos Ramirez was the leader of RAMFOC, or the Revolutionary Armed Military Forces of Colombia. A particularly nasty guerrilla group known for their taste for torture.

Having memorized the finer points of RAMFOC’s file—courtesy of SSI Ryker—Christian was fully aware of the pain and suffering so many had endured at the hands of Ramirez and his men. To say he wanted the bastard annihilated was an understatement of epic proportions.

Delta’s orders, however, were to exert all efforts to bring Ramirez in alive.

“All right, boys and girls.” Jagger’s jubilant voice took command of the speakers. “We’re beginning our descent now. Please stay seated until the ride has come to a full and complete stop before making your exit in a calm and orderly fashion.” The unpredictable man waited a beat before adding a belated, “On second thought, it might be best to wait for the baddies with the guns to let you know when it’s okay to make your exit. On behalf of the pilot and the rest of us here at Air Delta, I hope you’ve enjoyed your flight, and that you all make it back home alive. Enjoy your stay!”

A quick click in his ear told them Jagger had switched his mic back to its normal setting.

“What an idiot.” Brody chuckled beside him.

“He’s something else, all right.” Christian shook his head and grinned.

Of all the six members of their team, Jagger was definitely the most unique. In both personality and experience.

At thirty-eight, the six-foot former Air Force CCT—or Combat Controller—looked more like a fashion model than the trained killer Christian knew him to be.

CCTs were arguably the most dangerous and highly skilled members of the US military, ranking right up there with Navy SEALs and the like. What made Jagger Brooks so unique amongst Christian and the others was that he didn’t have just one specialty—he had many.

Highly specialized Airmen, the man had been trained in a wide range of skills. Scuba diving, parachuting, snowmobiling…

Brooks had mastered them all.

In addition to those, Christian’s teammate was also a licensed pilot and FAA-certified air traffic controller, both requirements for CCTs in order to establish air control and provide combat support on missions all over the globe.

All excellent qualities in a teammate.

“There it is,” Liam Cutler, the team’s technical analyst pointed across the chopper’s open belly to the large open field below.

Smart as hell, the thirty-one-year-old former Marine Special Operations Command Raider’s specialties included surveillance and close-quarter battle.

Sitting next to Cutler was John “Rocky” Rockland. At six-four, the blond demolitions expert could double as a Slovak god. Or so he’d heard several members of the female population say.

Square jaw, narrow blue eyes, a body built like a brick shithouse… Christian could see it, he supposed. But all he really cared about was that Rocky was good at his job and could be trusted to have his and the rest of Delta’s back.

Both of which had proven to be true.

He followed the men’s line of sight. Positioned along the field’s north side, the RAMFOC camp came into clear view. Everyone on board grew quiet, their minds and bodies instantly switching to full-mission mode.

From his bird’s eye view, Christian could see dozens of huts and tents. DIY fire pits scattered throughout, and about ten vehicles, their makes ranging from sedans to small pickups, to full-size SUV’s.

Walking amongst it all were about a dozen men dressed head-to-toe in Army green, long rifles slung over their shoulders. And then there were the hostages.

The small group of men and women had been gathered in a huddled group by one of the SUV’s not far from where they were nearing to land. Their hands appeared to be tied behind their backs, and rags had been placed over their mouths to prevent them from speaking.

Two RAMFOC members were guarding them, their weapons drawn, the barrels pointed directly at them. Christian’s gut tightened knowing one wrong move, and every one of those innocent souls would be lost forever.

Not on my watch.

He gripped the HK-416 held tightly in his lap. Secured to his person by its thick, durable strap, the automatic rifle had been specially designed for Delta Force.

The Black Hawk lowered the last few feet, its passengers jostling slightly as Jagger brought the metal bird to a gentle rest on the grassy area below. Raising a fist, he silently ordered his men to hold their positions.

Christian’s gut tightened; his bloodstream filled with an extra dose of adrenaline. Pre-mission boost, he’d always called it.

Better than Starbucks.

Not that he frequented the world-wide coffee chain. Not since Cup of Joe opened across the road from the high-rise where Delta’s office was located.

Joe’s coffee was good, but the view was even better.

What the actual fuck, Hunt? You’re about to engage with one of the world’s most dangerous men, and you’re thinking about her? Get your head in the goddamn game before you get you and your men killed.

The mental slap was all Christian needed to return to the present—and very dangerous—situation. His silent pep talk couldn’t have come at a better time, either.

Because Carlos Ramirez was headed their way.

Reaching up to the side of his headset, he switched the control to allow contact with the entire team. With his shaded eyes never leaving their main target, he addressed the other five men.

“Party’s about to start, gentlemen. Keep your eyes open and trigger fingers ready. These guys play dirty, so we need to be ready for anything.”

“Copy that, Boss,” Cade Ellis, the team’s youngest member and other sniper. A former Green Beret, the twenty-nine-year-old was a damn fine sniper and an even better guy.

The fact that he was also fit as fuck and a master at martial arts only made him more of an asset.

Removing his headset, Christian climbed down from the helo and walked confidently toward a man he wanted to kill. “You Ramirez?”

“Mr. Williams, I presume.” The two men shook hands and then, “You’re late.

Their target—along with his heavily armed bodyguard—did their best attempt at a good, old-fashioned staredown.

“Couldn’t be helped.” Christian Hunt, the operator, became Christian Williams, the I don’t give a fuck mercenary Ramirez was expecting. “We hit a wind pocket and had to re-route.”

“I’ve killed men for less, you know.”

Yeah, I know you have, you sick fuck.

“So have I.” He didn’t so much as blink. “Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, you want to waste more time continuing this little pissing match, or are you gonna get in?”

Christian kept his expression flat for effect, praying he hadn’t just signed his team’s death warrants.

Looking as if he wanted to put a bullet square between Christian’s eyes, the man who thought he was in charge raised a hand and motioned to the two men guarding the hostages.

Without hesitation, the RAMFOC members herded the six toward their boss. Shuffling with obvious depletion of energy, the four men-six women aid group were dirty, disheveled, and staring back at him with wide, terrified eyes.

You’re almost home. Just hang in there a few more minutes, and this will all be over.

Not for them, though. This awful, harrowing experience became a part of them from the moment they were taken. It would never go away. They would never forget.

Six lives forever changed because of one man’s disgusting greed.

Hope you know what you’re doing, Ryker.

“Where do you want them?” Ramirez’s accent was thick, his cold, uncaring eyes barely sparing the hostages a sideways glance.

Rather than answer him, Christian turned to the hostages and held out an arm to guide them. “You can climb in here. My men will help get you up and inside, and to your seats.”

It went against everything in him not to untie and ungag them. But he couldn’t. Not without blowing Delta’s cover.

To Ramirez, he said, “We thought you’d prefer to sit toward the front, in front of the…cargo.”

A slow smile lifted the corners of the other man’s lips. “Maybe you aren’t as incompetent as I first thought.”

“I’m a lot of things, Carlos.” He purposely used the man’s first name, rather than the more respectful Mr. Ramirez. “Incompetent is not one of them.”

With a tilt of his head, Ramirez took a moment to study him. “No, Mr. Williams. I don’t suppose you are.”

Keeping an indifferent, almost bored look on his face, Christian turned toward the helicopter and asked, “Ready to take a ride?”

“Looking forward to it.”

After personally helping the twisted terrorist climb up into the bird, he waited for Ramirez’s bodyguard to board before pulling himself back up and into his seat.

As planned, Rocky had guided their target to the seat directly in front of Christian’s. His bodyguard buckled himself into the one facing Brody.

The chopper rumbled to life as the blades began to cut through the air once more. The six-man team waited, sitting back and appearing relaxed—as they would if they were simply transporting the passengers from one place to another.

In reality, he and the others were fully alert to their surroundings, their reflexes instant and deadly. They may have orders to bring Ramirez in alive, but if Ramirez or his goon so much as sneezed the wrong way, Homeland was going to be sorely disappointed.

A few minutes passed by as Jagger flew them high into the air. When Christian could tell they were well out of the camp’s shooting range, he looked at the man sitting across from him and grinned. “Nice day for flying, don’t you think?”

Ramirez’s only response was a low grunt, followed by a dismissive glance in another direction.

But Christian didn’t give two shits about the man’s thoughts on the weather. The question wasn’t really a question, but rather a signal to his team.

One he knew they’d been waiting to hear.

Moving as one, the men of Delta lifted their weapons and pointed them directly at the two unsuspecting men.

“Hands in the air,” Christian ordered sharply. When both men obeyed, he added a seething, “Don’t fucking move.”

“What is the meaning of this?”

“Change of plans, Ramirez.” He fought the urge to pull the trigger. “The new itinerary goes something like this. First, two of my men will disarm and cuff you both. While they’re doing that, the others will be untying the people you abducted, held captive, and God only knows what else.”

Pure and utter hatred filled the man’s fiery gaze. “And what about you, Mr. Williams? Although, I’m guessing that’s not your real name.”

“You’ve got bigger things to worry about than my name, Carlos. As for what I’ll be doing…” Christian shifted the grip on his weapon before tilting his head toward Brody. “My friend and I will be sitting right here with my rifle pointed directly at your head. And trust me when I say I’d love nothing more than to do the world a huge ass favor by pulling the trigger.”

“I’d listen to him, Carlos,” Brody joined in. “He doesn’t like you very much.”

A crooked smirk lifted one corner of Christian’s lips. Damn, he loved working with that man.

“You will die for this,” Ramirez threatened. “You, your families. Anyone you’ve ever cared. Then, after they’re gone, I will come after you.”

When none of the team members reacted to the deadly warning, the other man’s patience began to wane.

“You know who I am!” Ramirez screamed into the headset Christian had made sure he’d received. “You know what I am capable of!”

“Right now it looks like all you’re capable of is sitting there and looking pretty.” Pretending to reconsider this, Brody began to shake his head. “Nah, never mind. You can’t even pull that off.”

“Fuck you!”

Their prisoner tried—and failed—to pull his wrists free from the handcuffs Liam and Rocky had used to secure both Ramirez and his bodyguard to the specially-designed metal hooks bolted to the plane’s metal frame, directly above their heads.

The bodyguard was smarter. He didn’t even bother trying to fight.

Smartest move you’ve ever made, my friend.

With their targets disarmed and secured, Christian left Brody to watch over them while he went to the hostages to begin administering what, if any, first aid he could.

After flying for a stretch, Jagger landed the helicopter at a previously designated location. From there, the team and their passengers switched from the helo to the much larger and more comfortable C-5M Super Galaxy.

The Air Force’s largest plane, the C-5M was designed to transport cargo and personnel by the Department of Defense. And since Homeland was in the business of defending their country…

Thanks, Ryker. I owe you one.

Ten very long, very draining hours later, the team was back in Chicago. Glad to be back—and thankful the op had been completed without so much as anyone firing a shot or losing a single drop of blood—Christian sent the rest of his men home while he finished things up with Ryker.

With short dark hair, sharp features, and a commanding presence, the man’s dark stare probably intimidated the hell out of most who crossed his path. He wasn’t most people.

“Great work, as always.” SSI Ryker shook his hand.

Christian watched as several Homeland Security Investigators swarmed in, several tending to the hostages while four others took charge of Ramirez and his man.

“Thanks.” He returned the gesture. “Please tell me that asshole’s never getting out.”

“Not a chance,” the other man vowed.

It was all Christian needed to hear.

“Have your team email me their AARs within the week.” Ryker released his hand and returned it to his side. “Sooner the better.”

“Copy that.” He dipped his chin. “I’ll make sure they’re done and in your inbox day after tomorrow.”

“Giving your guys tomorrow off?”

Christian scoffed. “This may have been a smooth mission, but…” He checked his watch. “It’s almost four a.m.”

“Don’t blame you.” Ryker stared back at him. “I could use a few hours of sleep, myself.”

“Better get out of here, then.”

“You, too.”

Another quick handshake, and the two men parted ways. As Christian drove his truck home, he thought about what the team had just accomplished.

Not only had they captured one of the world’s most wanted criminals, but they’d also saved the lives of six people. He smiled wide, his thumbs tapping to the beat of the music playing on the radio. God, he loved his job.

Not as much as you love her.

And just like that, Megan King’s smiling face filled his mind’s eye.

Brown hair that fell to her shoulders in long, wispy layers. Blue-green eyes he could get lost in, if he ever dared to try. A natural tanned skin tone that was flawless and glowing every damn time he saw her. Perfectly symmetrical features, including a straight nose with an adorable little upturn at the tip.

And those lips… Those full, rosy, bow-shaped lips he longed to nibble and taste.

It was his deepest, darkest secret. One no one could ever find out. If they did, if anyone ever discovered how he truly felt about Brody’s little sister, it would ruin everything.
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Present day…

“So…are you gonna finally ask him?”

Megan King kept her eyes on the road as she maneuvered her cherry red Jeep Rubicon with ease down the long stretch of highway. With both hands on the wheel, she used the vehicle’s Bluetooth connection to safely set Ro—her best friend since kindergarten—straight.

“Nope.” That was the extent of her answer. Because really, what more was there to say?

“Why not? I sure as hell would. I mean…aren’t you the least bit curious?

“Am I curious about what Christian Hunt thinks of me?” A decidedly unladylike snort formed at the base of her throat. Tired of being behind the car camped out in the far-left lane, she turned on her signal and used the middle of the three lanes to pass it. “Uh…no. Not even a little bit.”

Liar, liar.

It was a lie. A big, fat, blatant one. And she never lied to Ro.

Until now.

Almost instantly, a downpour of guilt threatened to swallow her whole right there in the middle of the highway. But there was no way she could admit the truth to Ro or anyone else.

Hell, she barely acknowledged it herself.

Most days, she could almost convince herself that she couldn’t care less about Christian Hunt’s opinion of her. Nor did she waste time pondering the exact moment everything seemed to shift into what she’d once considered, their friendship.

That was most days.

The rest of her waking hours, however, had proven to be pure torture. The kind that kept you from being one-hundred percent present in the moment. The kind that kept you up at night with its whirling thoughts, questions, and heartbreaking confusion.

So yeah, more than anything in this world, Megan wanted to know why her brother’s best friend—a man who’d once been her friend—now turned to ice every time she was around.

“Hellooo? Meg, you still there?” Aurora “Ro” Tennison’s sweet voice filled the Jeep’s interior. “Did I lose y⁠—”

“I’m here! Just…ran into a bit of traffic and was making sure I didn’t wreck.” She winced at the second lie in as many minutes. “Sorry, what were you saying?”

“I was saying the guy’s a total ass every time he’s around you.” There was a slight pause in conversation before Ro added, “I mean, don’t get me wrong. He’s a hot ass…with a nice ass, I’ll admit. But still.”

Smiling at her friend’s colorful description of a man Megan couldn’t seem to erase from her mind, she heard herself rushing to the guy’s defense. “Christian’s not always an ass.”

No, he saves that special treatment just for you.

“You’re defending him now?” Her friend’s long sigh oozed with disapproval. “Okay, fine. He’s nice to everyone else and saves his assness for you. That better?”

“I’m sorry, did you just say assness?” Megan chuckled as she cleared a curved section of the highway. “And I’m not defending him.” Another lie. “I’m just saying he’s not a bad guy, that’s all.”

In truth, Christian was a bona fide American hero. Serving first in the Navy as a corpsman, and then later as an Air Force Pararescueman, the frustrating man was still dedicating his life to helping others.

Alongside Brody, Megan’s brother, as well as four other former-military badass men she was still getting to know, the six-man team was highly skilled and well-trained. And they were all, in Ro’s words, panty-dropping hot.

It wasn’t something she could argue, with one exception. While Megan could admit Brody was an attractive man, putting her brother and her panties in the same conversation was just…well…gross.

“Obviously it’s your choice,” Ro spoke again. “I just see the way you look at him, and then I see how he is with you, and it…”

“Pisses you off?”

“No.” A soft sigh accompanied the unexpected answer. “It makes me sad.”

What do you know? It makes me sad, too.

“I mean…you have to wonder about it. Hell, I wonder about it, and it has nothing to do with me.”

Oh, wonder, she had. For the last five years, Megan had spent an embarrassingly amount of time trying to pinpoint the exact reason behind the sexy man’s surly attitude toward her.

“That’s sweet, Ro. Really, it is. But I’m fine.” She glanced at the clock on her digital console. “I’m going to be ten minutes late now, thanks to all this traffic. Other than that, I’m fine. But hey, if you get there before me, will you please let Brody know I’m on my way?”

A necessary request that also served as the perfect change of topic. And Megan desperately needed to talk about something other than Christian Hunt.

Silence filled the vehicle’s speakers before her well-meaning friend’s voice broke through once more with a resigning, “Sure. I’ll tell him.”

Change of subject for the win!

“Thanks.” Megan’s shoulders relaxed as she made another quick lane change. “You know how impatient my brother can be.”

“There’s an understatement.”

She smiled before uttering a soft, “Hey, Ro?”

“Yeah?”

An unexpected wave of emotion struck, forcing her to swallow it back down in order to speak. “Thanks for being such a good friend,” she offered sincerely. “You really are the best.”

“I know.”

The sarcastic response made her smile. There was humor in Ro’s tone, but Megan also detected a slight thickness that hadn’t been there before.

Her smile grew even more knowing her tough-as-nails friend was a closet softy. “See you in a few.”

“See ya.”

Tapping the screen, she ended the call and relaxed her back against the seat’s smooth leather. Megan drew in a long, deep breath and held it before letting it out in a slow and steady stream. While she had no plans to confront Christian about the obvious walls he’d constructed between them, she was finally ready to accept reality.

And the harsh reality was, the man she’d secretly pined over since puberty—a man who used to laugh and joke around with her as recently as a few years ago—had, for reasons she may never understand, developed an aversion to even speaking to her most days.

It sucked, but so did wishing for something that was clearly never going to happen.

I’m done.

Not another minute would be wasted on wishes or dreams. No more late-night fantasies starring him. Yes siree, from this moment on—as far as Megan was concerned—Christian Hunt was simply an acquaintance. A guy who happened to work with her brother. But that was it.

Starting. Freaking. Now.

Reaching for one of three blinged-out knobs, she turned the volume up loud, letting the upbeat song playing on the radio drown out the remnants of regret.

She could do this. She could. It would take a little time, but Megan had faith if she just buckled down and made the effort, she could put the blood-boiling man out of her mind once and for all.

It was a good plan. A solid plan. But as she continued down the highway with music blasting through her ears, Megan couldn’t help but wonder how she would erase him from her heart.

You have to find a way. Otherwise, you’ll be stuck in this torturous, pathetic limbo for the rest of your miserable life.

What she needed was a distraction. Something to focus on other than⁠—

What the…

Speaking of focus, hers was pulled to a spot in the grassy median half-a-mile up ahead. A small black car was parked sideways, and even from here Megan could see the deep gouges in the grass where the tires had dug through the earth as it skidded to a stop.

Someone ran off the road.

The closer she got, the more details she could make out. Clumps of dirt and grass were stuck between the tires’ walls and the wheels. The front bumper appeared to be hanging on by a thread, and the airbags had been deployed.

But it was the person still sitting behind the wheel that had Megan’s pulse spiking.

All these cars, and no one has stopped to help?

Noting no emergency vehicles in sight, she couldn’t be like them. If she didn’t at least stop to make sure the poor guy was okay and it turned out he wasn’t, she’d never forgive herself.

Sorry, Brody. Looks like ten minutes late might’ve been a lofty goal.

With a flip of her turn signal and a quick check of her mirrors, Megan carefully switched lanes before veering off the paved road and down the median’s slight decline.

At least forty feet in width, the grassy divide was expansive enough she felt safe from passing traffic. Facing the driver’s side of the damaged car, she slowed her Jeep to a stop a few yards away.

Through his window, the driver—a man—turned and looked at her. White with spikey, light brown hair that was already receding, despite his youthful face. The closer she got, the easier it was to make out his features, and after a quick visual assessment, Megan guessed him to be somewhere in his mid-twenties.

A set of big brown eyes widened when they saw her climb out of her seat and begin walking toward him.

They made eye contact, his gaze almost nervous as he stared back at her. Light, patchy scruff covered his jaw and upper lip as if he hadn’t shaved in a few days. A vertical crease separated the two halves of his chin, blood settling into the dimpled valley from a fresh cut in the man’s bottom lip.

He’s hurt.

Doing her best to ignore the tall, wispy blades of green tickling her legs, Megan carefully made her way across the soft, uneven ground. With her hands held precariously to the sides, she found herself wishing she’d gone with capris and a tank, rather than the just-below-the-knee sundress and wedges Ro had talked her into wearing.

When she was close enough the man could hear her, she raised a hand and offered the man a friendly smile. “Hi! Are you okay? I saw you here, and could tell your airbags had deployed…”

From behind the glass, he gave her a half-wave and a nod. It was then Megan noticed the cell phone held closely to the man’s right ear.

The window slowly lowered.

“Hang on a sec,” he told the person on the other end of the call. “Someone’s here. I don’t know, just some woman who stopped to help.” A short pause. “I will.”

“Sorry, I didn’t realize you were on the phone,” she apologized when he pulled the phone away and gave her his full attention. “Like I was saying, I was driving on the highway and saw you here. I could tell your airbags had deployed, and there weren’t any emergency vehicles around… No one was stopping, so I thought I should check and make sure you were okay.” Her gaze lowered to his bleeding lip.

“This?” The chuckling man wiped his chin with the back of his hand. “Oh, this is nothin’. Fuckin’ air bags, you know?”

“Yeah,” Megan lied. Thankfully she’d managed to make it thirty-two years without being in a car accident. “Do you need me to call an ambulance, or⁠—”

“No.” The blurted answer made her blink, but then he smiled. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to bark at you. Guess I’m still a little shaken up. Damn deer ran right out in front of me, so I took the median to avoid causing a wreck. Still hit the stupid thing, but it took off through the trees.” He pointed to Megan’s left.

“I can see the damage to your front end. Looks like you might need a tow.” She shifted her stance, careful not to roll her elevated ankles in the process.

“The cops are already on their way. That’s actually who I’m talking to now.” The young man waggled the phone as if to back up his statement. “They’re less than five minutes away, so you can go. But I appreciate you stopping to check on me.”

“Are you sure? Because I can wait until they get here if you’d like. Really, I don’t mind.”

“I’m good, but thanks.” When she didn’t immediately begin to leave, he held the phone out for her to take. “If it makes you feel better, you can talk to the nine-one-one operator. See for yourself help really is on the way.”

Megan looked at the phone. She started to reach for it, but then realized how silly she was being. Other than the small cut in his lip, he appeared to be okay. And he’d turned down her offer to stay with him until EMS arrived, so…

You made sure he was okay, and he is. Brody and Ro are waiting for you, remember?

“No, that’s okay.’ She lowered her hand back to her side. “As long as you’re really okay.”

“I’m good. I feel like an idiot, and my car’s probably shot…but other than that, I’m good.”

“At least you didn’t cause a wreck, right?”

The young man rewarded her with a smile. “That’s right.”

“Okay, then. You take care of yourself.”

“I will. Thanks again.”

Though her gut tightened at the thought of leaving him stranded, Megan gave the man another polite wave and turned to leave. When she did, she caught sight of a white towel in the back seat.

The way it was folded seemed odd, almost as if it were wrapped around something. And there, on one of the corners peeking out from underneath, was what appeared to be a dark red stain.

Is that…

“Paint.”

She swung her gaze back to the driver. “I’m sorry?”

“If you’re wondering what the red stuff is on the towel, it’s paint. I paint houses.”

Megan looked but didn’t see any paint cans or other supplies in the seat or the floorboard.

As if reading her mind, the man explained, “The rest of my stuff is in the trunk. I found those brushes while doing a final walk-through. I usually clean my stuff as soon as I’m finished, but I was already late for my next job, so I just wrapped them up so I could get on the road.” He took in their immediate surroundings and snorted. “A lot of good that did me, huh?”

“Yeah.” She smiled back at him.

Quit being so paranoid. This isn’t one of those true crime shows you like to watch. You heard the guy…that’s paint, not blood.

His story did seem plausible, and the guy sounded genuine. Plus, she was so late for Brody’s party…

“I’m sure your clients will understand, given the circumstances.”

“Let’s hope. Child support isn’t cheap.”

Damn. He was just a young father working manual labor jobs to help pay for his kids…and now he’s probably going to have to find a way to buy another car.

Wishing there was more she could do, Megan did the only thing she could think to maybe give the guy a small bright spot in an otherwise shitty afternoon. “Do you drink coffee?”

“You kiddin’? I live on the stuff.”

Perfect. “You ever try that new place across from Millennium Park? It’s called Cup of Joe. It’s on the ground floor of One Prudential Plaza, across from Millennium Park.”

“Yeah, yeah. I think I’ve seen that place. Brown awning…big mural of Mona Lisa drinking coffee out of a Cup of Joe mug…”

“That’s it.” Megan grinned. “Anyway, that’s my shop. So when things settle down, come by. I’ll give you a coffee of your choice…on the house.”

“On the house? Wow.” The tip of his tongue swiped at some lingering blood. “I mean, you don’t have to do that, but sure. I’ll make it a point to stop in sometime.”

“Please do.”

She turned and headed for her Jeep. As she opened her door and stepped up on the running board, she heard…

“Hey!”

Megan looked back at the man still sitting in his car. The phone was still in his hand, but he’d stopped his conversation with authorities once more.

“What’s your name?”

“I’m Megan.”

“Thanks again, Megan. Drive careful, and…watch out for those deer!”

With a chuckle, she waved goodbye, slid into her seat, and shut the door. Pushing the button to ignite the engine, her smile faltered with a sense of unease. She glanced up to see the man—she never did ask his name—talking to dispatch, but the way he was looking back at her now…

She buckled herself in and put the car in gear. Not bothering with 4-wheel drive, she kept her acceleration slow and steady, making her way up to the road’s shoulder without incident.

Straightening herself out, Megan flipped on her turn signal to let the oncoming vehicles aware of her intent to get back onto the highway. As she waited for a break in traffic, she slid her attention back to the stalled car.

From this vantage point, the license plate was fully visible. As a last-minute thought, she committed the letters and numbers to memory.

Just in case.

It wasn’t until she was several miles down the road that Megan realized she hadn’t passed a single police car or ambulance, nor had she noticed any flashing lights in her rearview.

The guy had said help was less than five minutes out when she’d first arrived at the scene. If that were true, they would’ve been there by now. Right?

Cops probably ran into traffic or construction. This is Chicago, after all.

As usual, her inner voice had made a valid point. Besides, if the guy was some sort of criminal mastermind, he probably wouldn’t have chatted it up with her like he had.

Shaking her head at her wild imagination, Megan came to a complete stop before turning onto her brother’s street. Her shoulders fell with a sigh of relief, having spotted an open parking spot directly across the street from the house Brody had spent the last year remodeling.

She put the Jeep into park and pushed the button to cut the engine. Unbuckling her seatbelt, Megan reached for her small crossover purse, slinging the strap over her head and one shoulder with ease.

Next, Megan carefully picked up the red, white, and blue trifle she’d promised Brody she’d make for the small summer get-together. It was his favorite of the desserts their mother used to make when they were little.

Back when she was still alive.

Carefully balancing the glass dish, she opened her door and slid from her seat, using the running board to keep her exit from the vehicle as graceful as possible. She pressed the button to lock it before using her right hip to shut the door.

After looking both ways, Megan safely made her way across the tree-lined street.

A smile spread across her face when she heard music and conversation coming from the backyard. When Brody had first mentioned the idea of buying a free-standing house versus a townhome or renting an apartment, she’d been a bit surprised.

Having been a Navy SEAL for most of his military career, Megan had assumed a man like him would want simple. Her bet would’ve been an apartment with no yard to tend to and a landlord who was responsible if something broke.

It was a bet she would have lost.

Brody had actually been extremely excited about buying his first home. He’d talked endlessly at first about all the easy fixes and plans for making it his own.

She smiled as she made her way closer.

The bones of the gray, two-story structure dated back to the early 1900s, but you wouldn’t know it by looking at it now. Once in near-condemnable condition, the gorgeous home had been remodeled from the foundation to the roof. Built with smooth lines, modern features, and a comfortable-yet-sleek, masculine décor, it was a work of art created by Brody’s hard work, good taste, and talented imagination.

Mom and Dad would be so proud of you, Bro-Bro.

Balancing the trifle and keychain in both hands, Megan bypassed the porch to follow the paved walkway around the south side of the house. She stopped at the gate connected to the privacy fence lining the property’s back perimeter.

She reached over and undid the latch. Using her hip once again, she kept the wooden gate propped open long enough to slip through, all the while keeping the dessert steady.

A barrage of male laughter rumbled through the late-afternoon air. Almost instantly, Megan’s gut tightened, her movements inadvertently slowing. Though it was impossible to ascertain from where she was standing, she just knew Christian’s deep chuckle had been in the mix.

You’re not supposed to be thinking about him anymore, remember?

If only it were that easy.
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“There you are!”

Looking up, Megan spotted Ro rushing her way. Dressed in a navy-blue romper with tiny white flowers, the shorts-and-spaghetti-strap number was absolutely adorable on her gorgeous friend.

“Where the hell have you been?” The other woman’s long, dark hair flowed freely around her shoulders. “I was about to send out search and rescue for your ass.”

“Sorry.” Megan leaned in for the other woman’s offered hug. “I had to make an unexpected stop on the way. But I’m here now, so⁠—”

“Good, because I’m almost finished with my second beer.” Ro lifted a can fit snuggly into a black koozie as if to emphasize the fact. Spinning back around, the bubbly brunette headed for the food table in the distance, talking over her shoulder as she went. “We’ll set that down, and then you, my friend, need to start catching up. Cute dress, by the way.”

“Thanks.” Ro took each step carefully to avoid an embarrassing mishap. “And no alcohol for me. I drove. Actually, we both did.”

“Oh, I know.” Ro blew off Megan’s concern. “I’m limiting myself to three before I switch to water for the rest of the night. It’ll be hours before we leave, and by that time, I’ll be totally fine. Worst case, I can always call an Uber. Now come on.” Her friend grabbed Megan’s free hand and practically dragged her to the table Brody had set out for the food. “I saved a spot for the trifle right over here. Figured we could put it next to the apple pie Christian brought.”

Megan’s steps faltered, her gaze instinctually scanning the modest back yard for the man she’d vowed to forget. Apart from Jagger—who was still working his magic at the grill several feet away—the rest of the Delta men were relaxing in a circle of lawn chairs.

Positioned around the stone firepit Brody and Christian had built a few months back, the group of men—along with two women Megan didn’t recognize—were busy talking and laughing as if they were simply good friends hanging out.

But Megan knew the truth.

Christian, Brody, Rocky, Cade, Liam, and Jagger… they were good friends. They were also a private black-ops team that occasionally took on under-the-radar government jobs all over the globe.

Jobs Brody could never say much about. Which, in and of itself, spoke volumes.

In the chairs facing her were Rocky and Cade. With Rocky’s blond hair and light skin tone, and Cade’s tanned skin and short dark hair, the two men couldn’t look more different if they tried.

The women sitting on either side of them were both pretty in their own rights. Both blonde, big boobs, and a bit more makeup than Megan preferred for herself. Not that she cared one way or the other.

To each their own, and all that jazz.

On the other side of one of the women sat Liam. Former MARSOC—or Marine Special Operations Command—the tall, dark, and handsome man was as smart as he was good-looking. Which only left one other member of the team…

Megan’s gaze started to shift, but at the realization of what she was doing, she immediately turned away. Aaaand…that’s when she saw him.

Sitting in the chair facing directly to the west, his back was to her. But it didn’t matter.

At six-four, her brother’s best friend had always stood out in a crowd. Literally. Even sitting like he was now, Megan had never had any trouble finding him amongst the others.

I’d recognize him anywhere.

Her pulse spiked as she studied the bane of her existence—a.k.a. the man of her dreams. It didn’t matter that she couldn’t see the front. She knew precisely which shirt he’d chosen to wear.

Faded from years of wear and wash, the navy-blue tee bore the infamous Captain America shield on the front. It was Megan’s absolutely favorite of all Christian’s t-shirts, for purely selfish reasons, of course.

It wasn’t fancy or remotely expensive. But it fit his frame in such a way, the material molded itself to his muscular form in the most perfect of ways. As if it had been made especially for his taut, tempting body.

She didn’t have to close her eyes or even concentrate with a measurable amount of effort to envision the way he looked while wearing it…

Stretched tight, it showcased his broad shoulders and sculpted chest. The hems of the shirt’s short sleeves fit snugly around his defined biceps. And though she couldn’t see it from here, Megan’s vivid memories held steadfast onto the way the blue shirt loosened around Christian’s narrow waist.

Her lips twitched when she spotted the tiny, worn hole near the back of the collar’s hem. A side effect of repeatedly reaching back behind his head to pull the garment off.

Ignoring the mental image her masochistic mind was trying like hell to create, Megan told herself to look away. She, of course, did not.

Thanks to the lawn chair’s high back, she couldn’t see Christian’s shorts. Only a portion of his bare knee and shin. History would suggest he’d gone with a pair of trusted tan cargos he seemed to love so much.

And then there was the ballcap.

The well-worn, navy blue Cubs hat had been flipped around backward. It was a look of his Megan had always found sexy as hell. Combine that with those dark sunglasses she’d caught a glimpse of—the ones hiding his gorgeous brown eyes, and…

Why? Why does he do that?

The rhetorical question was wasted on the fact that Christian Hunt most definitely had not dressed to impress her. Why would he? She was nothing to him.

Even so, it was as if the guy knew exactly what drove her wild with need. Like he knew, and then made those particular choices—for the sole purpose of tormenting her. And then he’d do his damnedest to ignore her.

Megan was well aware that her theory was totally absurd. Not to mention a touch narcissistic. But seeing him in that shirt with those back-the-fuck-off sunglasses and his backwards hat, and…

To hell with the burgers. I see something else I’d rather devour.

Her lower belly tingled, her body aching with a familiar, unanswered need that infuriated her beyond words. Damn it, this was the exact reason why she hadn’t wanted to come. Christian hadn’t even seen her walk in, and he was already ruining what should be a relaxing, fun-filled evening.

He’s not the one ruining it. Get out of your head, stop worrying about a guy who clearly has no interest in you, and enjoy your time with Ro and the others.

Megan looked back at her friend, who’d just stopped fussing with the food’s layout and was turning back around. With a shake of her head, she picked up her koozied beer and stared at the group chatting it up around the pit.

“Okay, seriously.” She swallowed down a healthy swig, following it with an exaggerated sigh. “I get the need to stay physically fit, but is being flawlessly hot also a job requirement for Delta Team?”

Megan snorted, half-expecting the woman to start fanning herself like a swooning, lovesick damsel. “It’s not just this team. I told you about the time I met Jake McQueen, right? The guy who started R.I.S.C.?”

According to Brody, the company now employed four teams—Alpha, Bravo, Charlie, and now Delta.

“I think so…maybe?” Ro kept her gaze on the backyard eye candy while giving her head a slight tilt.

Megan fought a smile, knowing there was only one man on the team holding her friend’s interest.

“It was right after Brody officially signed on to work for the company,” she reminded. “Mr. McQueen flew into town to meet with Brody and Christian about something team related. After the meeting, Jake ended up inviting the guys to dinner. When Brody told him he already had plans to come over to my place for pizza and a movie that night, Jake insisted I join them.”

“That’s right. I remember now. You called me afterward and said McQueen was a…how did you put it? A ‘silver fox god’, I think. Or something to that effect.”

Megan chuckled. “Hence my earlier statement.”

Obviously, there wasn’t really a you-must-be-this-hot-to-play prerequisite for any of the R.I.S.C. teams. But Ro sure made a good point.

Moving toward the far end of the table, Ro tossed her empty drink in the large, outdoor trashcan stationed near the fence a few paces away. She then studied the two large barrels of ice and beverages that were presumably up for grabs.

One held several different kinds of canned soda and beer. The other was full of bottled water.

“Hey, would you please grab me one of those waters?” Megan walked over to her friend.

Ro bent over, grabbed two bottles. “Here you go.”

“Thanks.” She took the offered drink. “I thought you were going to let yourself have three beers before switching out.”

“I was, but the food’s probably about done.” The other woman began walking over to where the others were sitting. “I’d much rather drink water over beer while I’m eating.”

“I don’t know how you drink the stuff to begin with.” Megan twisted off the small plastic top before taking a slow, lazy sip. “I tried drinking beer in college because it was cheaper, but yuck. I’ll stick to my seltzers and wine.”

“’Bout time you showed up.” Brody’s deep voice had both women turning to their right.

“Hey, now.” Megan gave her brother a hug. “I’ve been here. You were just too busy gabbing it up like a bunch of old biddies to notice.”

“You showed up five minutes ago with your infamous trifle. At least, that had better be what I saw.” Brody tilted his head, glancing at the table behind her.

“A promise is a promise.” And the smile on her brother’s chiseled face when he spotted the dessert in question was worth every second it took to make it.

“Quick, while no one else is around.” Ro leaned in close, lowering her voice for only Megan and Brody to hear. “Who are the two blondes?”

“The one with Cade is named Holly. Rocky’s date is…shit.” Her brother’s dark brows furrowed with concentration. “Tina…Trina…something like that. I don’t remember.”

Rolling her pretty blue eyes, Ro shook her head at Brody. “Typical man.”

“No, he’s right,” Megan came to her brother’s defense. “There’s no point in memorizing their names. Nothing against the girls… I’m sure they’re both perfectly nice. It’s just that, knowing Rocky and Cade the way I do, this will probably be the only time you ever see Holly or Tina-Trina.”

Brody was nodding before Megan was even finished. “The woman might be perpetually late, but she’s not wrong on this one. Might sound harsh, but it’s nevertheless true.”

Jagger chose that moment to use his booming voice to announce it was time to eat. “Grab a plate, ladies and gents! Burgers are done!”

The tall, dark, and handsome—and often inscrutable—man carried a platter piled high with thick, juicy burgers. Steam coiled up into the air making it difficult to read the white vinyl lettering on the front of his full-length apron.

Difficult, but not impossible.

With his hands full, Jagger walked by on his way to the table. When he got closer, Megan narrowed her gaze, focusing intently on his chest. She burst into laughter when she finally made out the words…

Shut Up and Eat My Meat.

“Oh, my God.” Megan covered her mouth with her free hand. “Did you see Jagger’s apron?”

Ro nodded, her full ruby lips smiling wide. “I overheard someone say he got it as a gag gift from Christian.”

A quick shake of her head. “Of course, he did.”

Deep inside, she thought it was hilarious. But for some reason—Megan had no idea why—she felt as though she needed to hide that mundane fact from the others.

“What’d you say?” Brody’s furrowed gaze met hers. “I couldn’t hear you over all the other noise.”

“What?” She blinked to buy herself time to gather her thoughts. “Oh, nothing. I just said the food smells delicious.”

If her brother didn’t believe her, he sure didn’t show it. Resting a hand on her shoulder, he shifted his focus to the line that had already formed. “Well, you heard him, ladies. Better get up there before the rest of these yahoos take it all.”

“Go ahead,” she encouraged with a smile. “We’ll be there in a sec.”

Sliding Ro a look, her intuitive friend waited until Brody was out of earshot before speaking again. “Let me guess. You want to wait for everyone else to get in line so that Christian isn’t behind you, and you won’t obsess over what he’s⁠—”

“Shhh! Jesus, Ro. What if he heard you?” Megan swung her head around, her stomach dropping when she found his seat.

His decidedly empty seat.

Crap. Where did he⁠—

“Seriously, Meg. You have got to relax.” Ro put a gentle hold on Megan’s arm to revert her attention. “Besides, I thought the whole point of tonight was to prove to yourself that you are no longer obsessing over Chr… Sorry.” The other woman lowered her voice to a near-whisper. “I thought tonight was all about getting over You-Know-Who.”

“Tonight is about hanging out with Brody before he leaves tomorrow for his top-secret bodyguard gig overseas. As for the other, I am over You-Know-Who, and I am relaxed.” Those lies kept right on rollin’. “I just feel more comfortable being at the end of the line, that’s all.”

Her friend’s crystal blue eyes had always seemed to find the truth. But thankfully, thankfully Ro let this one go.

Linking her free arm with Megan’s, Ro leaned in with a whispered, “In that case, you’re in the clear. Because You-Know-Who walked by us like two minutes ago, when you were talking with Brody, and is currently approaching the end of the buffet.”

Do not look his way. Do. Not. Look!

By the grace of God, alone, Megan managed to keep her gaze forward. “Should we go get one of those mouthwatering burgers for ourselves, then?”

Her friend’s full lips curled into a wide grin. “Girl, I thought you’d never ask.”

Chuckling, the two childhood friends made their way across the patio to the end of the line. Given how quickly the guys—and the two other female guests—had made their way down the spread of food, their wait time was minimal.

As Megan scoured the choices and made her selections, she grinned. Contrary to her brother’s earlier concern, there was still more than enough food for them to choose from.

And then some.

If nothing else, these guys sure know how to eat.

With everyone else back in their seats, Megan grabbed a fork and napkin from their respective stacks at the end of the table.

“So what was the unexpected stop that made you so late?”

Unexpected…

“Oh!” Megan had already nearly forgotten about her earlier adventure. “It was kinda crazy, actually. After you and I got off the phone, I spotted this car that had wrecked in the median. The air bags had gone off, and the driver was still behind the wheel, but there weren’t any cops or ambulances in sight.”

“Wow. It must have just happened, then.”

“Yeah. And all these cars were just passing on by. Not a single one stopped to help the poor guy.”

A look of understanding crossed over Ro’s beautiful face. “But you did, didn’t you?”

“I couldn’t just keep driving by like everyone else. Of course, I stopped to see if he needed help. What if⁠—”

“Please tell me you aren’t that stupid.”

Megan clamped her mouth shut; her words cut off by the deep male rumble.

No, no, no. Not him. Anyone but him.

Out of all the people here, he was the very last person she wanted to talk to. So maybe she wouldn’t.

Maybe, if she simply went about her conversation with Ro as if she hadn’t heard him, then maybe he would turn around and walk awa⁠—

Wait a minute. Did he just…

Carefully as not to twist an ankle, Megan did a slow spin on the balls of her feet. She looked up, meeting Christian’s hardened stare.

Having righted his hat, Christian removed his sunglasses and slid them on top of his head. Flames of anger erupted behind his dark eyes, and…damn. Why did he have to smell so freaking good?

Focus, Meg. Fo-cus!

“Did you seriously just call me stupid?” She refused to look away while waiting for an apology.

But before he could even try to offer one, Ro rushed to Megan’s side to intervene.

“Hey, Christian. How you been?” The other woman greeted him a little too cheerfully. “Didn’t I just see you with a full plate of food? Must be really good if you’re already back for seconds.”

That was Ro. Always ready and willing to jump in front of a train for her friends.

Or in this case, a very tall, very sexy, very frustrating man.

Christian ignored Ro’s comments completely and responded to Megan’s question with one of his own.

“Did you seriously pull off the highway to approach a strange vehicle alone?”

The man growled. Like legitimately growled.

Guys actually do that?

“I could see the tire tracks in the grass,” Megan countered. “It was pretty obvious the driver hadn’t just decided to take a detour in the median for the hell of it. Even before I pulled off the highway, I could tell the air bags had been deployed.”

An arched brow was his only response. One that carried with it an unspoken “And your point is….” as it rose.

For years, Megan had fantasized about touching every inch of this man’s body. Of kissing his lips. His cheeks. And yes, even that arrogant eyebrow he enjoyed arching a little too often.

Right now, all she wanted to do was punch it.

“The driver could’ve been seriously injured.” She continued trying her case. “H-he could’ve broken something or hit his head. Hell, for all I knew, the guy was unconscious or…” Her tongue swiped a nervous lick across her bottom lip. “Or worse.”

“So was he?” Christian challenged back. “Was the man behind the wheel seriously injured, unconscious, or…worse?”

Megan frowned. “No. I mean, he had a bloodied lip from the air bag, but other than that, he seemed to be fine. But that’s kind of the point, isn’t it? I had no way of knowing whether he was okay or not. Thankfully he was, but he could just as easily have been⁠—”

“A rapist? A killer? Or were you going to say he could just as easily have had a fucking gun in his lap while he sat there, waiting to pull it on the first unsuspecting person who stopped to help?” Christian ran a hand over his well-trimmed beard. “Christ, Meg. This guy could’ve forced you to drive him to…anywhere. He could’ve done whatever the fuck he wanted to you, and there wouldn’t have been a damn thing anyone could’ve done to help because we would’ve had no fucking way of knowing where you were.”

A muscle in his chiseled jaw jerked after that last bit. And three f-bombs in one short paragraph was not a good sign.

Not good at all.

To say the man was pissed was a massive understatement. But what she didn’t understand was why?

Maybe you should ask him.

Megan sat her plate down onto the table and crossed her arms at her chest. With Ro watching them intently, she decided to follow her own advice.

“Why are you getting so upset?”

“Why am I…” A humorless chuckle left his shoulders shaking. “Well, let’s see. I did just list off several possible causes for concern, so…”

“All right, smartass.” Megan seethed. “I’ll rephrase the question. Why does any of this even matter to you? It’s not like I’m your responsibility or anything. You barely even speak to me anymore, and when you do, it’s a mutter here, or a mumble there. Or, on those rare occasions you use actual complete sentences, you’re always short and s—” She cut herself off before she could lie and say he was always short and sweet.

Christian used to be sweet.

Sweet. Funny. Playful. Protective.

Now he was just… “Short and to the point,” Megan amended her choice of words. “And most of the time, you’re hardly even that. So yeah…I’m a little taken aback by the sudden concern for my safety.”

A flash of surprise overpowered the anger that had darkened the browns in his eyes. But then he blinked—just the once—and in an instant, the man’s frustration returned tenfold.

Christian took a step toward her, nearly closing the short distance separating them. With his large hands still resting on his hips in that sexy, authoritative way he sometimes had, he leaned in closer.

So close she had to tip her head back just to avoid breaking eye contact.

“Your safety has always been—will always be—a priority for me. As to why I’m so livid right now, I want nothing more than to put you over my knee and spank that sweet ass of yours pink, here it is. You put yourself into a dangerous, potentially deadly situation.” A lethal edge found its way into his voice. “By stopping to help that man the way you did, you showed complete and total disregard for your own physical safety. That’s a problem, sweetheart. A big one.”

“Someone has a problem?” Brody’s tone was casual as he joined them, as if he’d only heard the tail end of what Christian had been saying.

Megan shifted her stance, the grassy earth below her wedged heels somewhat giving way. First one foot, and then the other. A giant rock fell to the pit of her stomach.

Great. Captain America’s about to rat me out to my brother.

Unless…

“Christian,” Megan blurted the lie to her brother before Christian could throw her under the bus. “He, uh…he forgot a fork.” She chuckled nervously. “That’s the ‘big’ problem. He was just kidding around.”

Her wide, pleading gaze flew back to Christian, who was still staring at her intently. Silently begging him to play along, she prayed he’d spare Brody—okay, her—the headache of going through a replay of his aggravating lecture.

Not that she actually expected him to let her off the hook that easily.

She held her breath and waited for the humiliation to commence. Two long, torturous seconds later, he blindly reached to his left and grabbed a plastic fork from the haphazard pile.

“Problem solved.” A low mumble.

Keeping his eyes on hers a beat longer, Christian then turned and walked away, back to his chair as if the entire interaction had never happened.

Megan’s knees trembled, her muscles temporarily weakened with relief. She couldn’t believe it. The man had been handed the perfect opportunity to embarrass her in front of her brother—and anyone else within earshot—and he…he hadn’t taken it.

Why hadn’t he taken it?

Who cares about the why? Just be happy he let this one slide and be done with it.

“Is it just me, or does Hunt seem a little off tonight?” Brody’s gaze tracked his teammate’s movements.

“It’s Christian.” Ro snickered teasingly. “Isn’t he always a bit off?”

When Brody leaned over the table for a napkin, the other woman sent Megan a quick wink and a sideways grin.

More than ready to change the subject, Megan retrieved her nearly forgotten plate from where she’d left it and offered her brother a genuine smile. “Thanks for having us over, Bro-Bro.” Her childhood nickname for him. “Before you texted the invite the other day, I was worried we might not see each other before you before you left town.”

Though the coffee shop she owned was less than a block from the high-rise where Delta Team’s office was located—and even though she got an online pick-up order from the guys several times a week, on average—their respective jobs tended to keep them both very busy.

Luckily, they’d remained close over the years, and Brody was always good about making time to see her before the team headed out of town for a job. He also never failed to remind her he had his team watching his back while doing so.

Except this time.

Though she couldn’t know the specifics, her brother had been able to share that this job was a solo gig, and it was somewhere on the other side of the globe.

Which meant, wherever he was going, he would be a world away…and completely on his own.

No team. No back-up.

Just Brody.

“You know I’d never leave before seeing you first.” Brody stuck out his foot, playfully pretending to attempt to kick her. “Not if I can help it, anyway.”

“I know.” The corners of her lips fell in a slight descent. “It’s just that…this one isn’t like the others you’ve been on. I’d feel a lot better if”—Christian—“at least one of the other guys was going with you.”

Megan didn’t wish Christian was traveling abroad with her brother because she wanted him far, far away. She wished like crazy he was working this job with Brody because those two were as close as blood brothers.

They knew each other’s habits. Their preferences in the field. If they were women, they’d be finishing each other’s sentences.

Most importantly, the two had trained and fought side-by-side enough times over the years, there wasn’t anyone on the team she trusted more to keep her brother alive than Christian.

Brody’s dark, often-stoic gaze softened with understanding. “I’m going to be fine, sis. It’s a glorified babysitting job for a high-ranking, paranoid foreign official who insisted on hand-selecting his personal protection detail.”

“That would be you.”

He nodded. “As of oh-seven-hundred tomorrow morning, which is when my flight takes off.”

“Wait a second.” Ro chimed back in as she stepped up beside Megan. “This guy hand-picked you to be the one to keep his ass alive?” Her round, curious gaze met Brody’s. “Why?

“Wow, Ro.” Brody blinked. “Nice to see you still like to sugar coat everything. Don’t worry. No offense taken.”

Here we go…

“Oh, stop being such a baby. You know what I meant. I was simply asking why this high-ranking official would choose you out of a list of what I assume to be countless options across the globe.”

“Because he couldn’t possibly be making the right choice with me? That’s really what you’re saying, right?”

“It wasn’t, but the longer you talk, the more inclined I am to lean in that direction.”

“All right, you two. Back in your corners,” Megan butted back in with a shake of her head. “I swear, the way you act when you get together, it’s like Ro’s your little sister instead of me.”

Her best friend in the whole world sent her a quizzical frown. “If I’m the sister, then where does that leave you?”

After a brief moment of pondering, Megan gave them both a shrug and smiled. “Guess that would make me the spunky-yet-loveable, level-headed friend who’s always here to brighten your day.”

Ro looked at Brody. Brody looked back at Ro.

Then the two burst into simultaneous laughter.

“Level-headed?” Her friend nudged her with a bouncing shoulder. “Okay, Meg. If you say so.”

Still chuckling right along with her, Brody’s eyes twinkled with a rare, full-face smile. “She’s right, sis. You’re a lot of things, but level-headed isn’t always one of them.”

When her brother stepped past to head for some dessert, Megan’s eyes followed him. Her mouth turned downward into a deep, deep scowl.

“Hey!” She marched after him. “Offense absolutely taken, thank you, very much. And when did this conversation become about me, anyway? I believe we were discussing why some big-shot political figure trusts you enough to specifically request your services.”

From behind, she could hear Ro laughing up a storm.

Two hours later, the sun had set, and the food mess had all been cleared away. Ro—who worked as a freelance website, graphics, and logo designer—had taken off, needing to get some rest before an early-morning meeting with a potential client.

Thankfully, aside from the occasional unsettling glance in Megan’s direction, she’d managed to avoid any further interaction with Christian. So that was something, at least.

After sharing a sweet goodbye and warm hug with Brody—and begrudgingly promising him to reach out to Christian first if she needed anything while he was gone—she gave a quick wave to the remaining crowd before turning to leave.

With her empty dish held securely between her left arm and side, she pushed open the gate and walked to her car. Megan stepped off the curb and onto the quiet street, the nearby lamps lining the sidewalks keeping her parking spot safely lit.

When she reached her Jeep, she grasped the driver’s handle, knowing her pursed key fob would be close enough to activate the vehicle’s proximity lock feature. As soon as the locks disengaged, she opened the door and leaned in, temporarily balancing the trifle dish on the center console.

Her foot lifted onto the running board. She grabbed the oh-shit handle, pulled herself up, and then⁠—

“Leaving without saying goodbye?”

Startled, Megan started to spin around too quickly. When she did, her left foot wobbled, the shoe’s thick wedge slipping over the running board’s edge.

“Ah!” she cried out, her one hand losing its grasp on the handle above. At the same time, her other began flailing wildly in its search to find something—anything—to grab onto.

Something grabbed her, instead.

In a lightning-fast move, Christian reached out and wrapped one of his strong arms around her waist. On reflex, Megan’s hands flew to his shoulders, the extra shot of adrenaline making her fingertips tingle as he gently lowered her back down to the pavement below.

Though her legs were steady, and she was no longer a fall risk, that arm of his continued holding her close. He stared down at her. She couldn’t seem to tear her eyes from his.

It was like every end-of-the-movie scene from those cheesy holiday films she and Ro loved to binge the entire month before Christmas.

The perfect rom-com set-up.

They’d been at the same party. They’d had a stupid argument, then spent the entire night avoiding one another. But then he’d followed her out as she was just about to leave, saving her from a near mishap that, while mild in its severity, could have caused her actual physical harm.

And just like in those movies, the hero continued holding her close. And the way he was looking at her…

His gaze lowered to her parted lips. Megan’s heart kicked her ribs so hard, she was surprised the dang thing didn’t jump right out of her chest.

This was it. It was actually going to happen.

Christian Hunt, a man she’d loved and hated—and hated to love—for years was going to kiss her. She was finally going to taste what she’d been craving for far, far too long.

He began to lean in. God help her, even after every silent vow she’d made to herself to forget all about him and his frustrating ways, Megan felt herself rising onto her tiptoes.

He was close now. So close, she could feel his hot breath on her chin. She started to close her eyes, to lift her mouth towards his. And then⁠—

“You planning on making any unscheduled rescues on the drive home we should know about?”

Wait…what?

Megan’s eyes flew open, the humor flickering in Christian’s cocky gaze dousing every ounce of desire that, seconds earlier, had filled her greedy core.

Grinding her teeth together, she pushed herself out of his grasp and took a healthy step back. Away from him.

“Seriously?”

“What?” One corner of his mouth turned upward. “I was only asking. Because if you are, just tell me, and I can get a couple of the guys to tag along. Just to be safe.”

“God, you can be such an asshole sometimes.”

“So I’ve been told.”

Refusing to give up one more millisecond of her time to the jerk, Megan climbed into her Jeep—without falling this time—and plopped down into her seat. Setting the glass dish into the passenger seat, reached over to grab her seatbelt and found Christian’s focus had shifted from her face…to her legs.

She followed his line of sight, realizing the hem of her sundress had ridden dangerously high with her hurried movements. Megan scrambled to pull it back down to a respectable length, but in the back of her mind she wondered…

Why was he looking at me like that? If he hates me so much, why the ogling eyes?

The answer came to her almost as quickly as the questions had formed.

Christian Hunt was a lot of things to a lot of people. A friend. A teammate. A Hero. A mouthy jerk when the mood struck him. But first and foremost…

He was a man.

Of course, he’s gonna look. Put a woman’s bare leg in front of any guy, and they’re going to look. It’s not like Christian was checking her out because he was interested in her.

His primal male instincts had told him to look. Plain and disappointingly simple.

And just like that, the decision to finally leave all hope of anything ever happening between the two of them was made. She’d said the words before. To herself and to Ro.

But this time…this time, she meant them.

“Goodnight, Christian,” Megan offered woodenly.

It may as well have been goodbye.

Without sparing him another look, she shut the door, buckled her seatbelt, and pushed the button to start the Jeep’s engine. She kept her foot on the brake and grabbed the gearshift, putting the vehicle into drive.

As she pulled away from the curb and headed down the street, she allowed herself one final glance in her mirror. Only for a second. Just a quick, parting glance to prove to herself she was right about him.

Christian didn’t care about her. Not really. More like he tolerated her because he happened to be best friends and teammates with her brother.

She looked at the image in her rearview, fully expecting him to have already vanished. Only he hadn’t vanished. He was still there.

Watching her drive away.
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Two days later…

Christian hit ‘return’, his pinky smacking the rectangular key with more force than necessary. Whatever. He didn’t care.

He also didn’t care about the billion-and-one emails he still had to sift through—a job that normally fell to his SIC. But since Brody was out of the country, the tedious task had been left to him.

Granted, he was the boss. But not having to deal with the business’s general email account—the one the public was privy to and could use to make inquiries and/or request an appointment—was at the top of the list of perks being in charge included.

I’d rather be dodging bullets.

He nearly smiled, thinking that would make a damn fine bumper sticker. But instead of forming an upward curve, his lips parted with a long, wide yawn.

“Late night?”

Christian looked up as John “Rocky” Rockland entered his office.

After nearly a year of working side-by-side with the man, Christian could confidently say the man standing before him was a damn fine operative, demolitions guy, and teammate.

John had also proven to be one hell of a friend.

“Hey, Rock.” He ran a hand over his tired face. “What’s up?”

“Liam wanted you to know our official AAR on the Mexico job was approved and cleared by Homeland.”

“How the hell does Cutler know about the status of our after-action review?” He frowned, glancing at the encrypted, high-tech business phone on his desk. “I didn’t get the call.”

Rocky’s face twisted into an incredulous stare. “I mean, it’s Liam. Do I need to say anything else?”

Son of a…

Christian sat back in his chair and blew out a breath. “I told him after the last time to knock that shit off. Ryker finds out one of our operatives is monitoring Homeland’s classified activity, it’ll be all our asses.”

The hard-nosed man was tough, but fair. And the few jobs Delta had been assigned by Ryker had been well-planned, well-managed and—thanks to Christian and his team—well-executed.

Total Mission Success.

Every. Single. Time.

As a whole, the entire R.I.S.C. organization set hell and above the country’s other private security entities. Their close working relationship with Homeland—i.e. SSI Jason Ryker—played a vital role in the company’s massive success.

And while they were only just getting started, Delta Team had already proven themselves worthy of carrying the R.I.S.C. name.

“Hell.” Rocky snorted, continuing their conversation. “McQueen finds out one of us hacked Homeland’s system without cause, he won’t give Ryker the chance to hand us our asses.”

No, the former Delta Force operator would handle that particular job all by himself.

One thing McQueen had made abundantly clear when he’d first offered Christian the job—there was a time and place for crossed lines and broken rules. And as team lead, it was up to him to decide when and where.

It was also his job to make sure he stayed on top of his team. To know about every possible issue ahead of time, and plan accordingly.

So you can protect them.

The meaning behind those words had been clear. Christian needed to stay ahead of those shadowed lines and rules so he could have his team’s backs.

Always.

A handful of seconds passed before Rocky spoke up again. “I mean, are you really that surprised by the hack? This is Liam Cutler we’re talking about. The guy’s like crazy smart.”

“Not smart enough to remember a direct order, apparently.” A low grumble.

“Eh, come on, Hunt. It’s not like he’s gonna get caught.” The other man slid into one of the two leather chairs facing Christian’s desk. “Cutler’s hacked every alphabet agency in existence, not to mention countless local law enforcement, and who knows what else.”

“True, but those times were for active ops, and the dickhead had permission.”

“Guys like Cutler get bored. Their brains need to work out on a regular basis, same as going to the gym. Besides, it’s not like this is the first time he’s done it. And we both know it won’t be his last.” His blond brows furrowed. “You wanna tell me what’s really bugging you?”

“Just don’t like surprises, that’s all.”

Rocky’s assessing stare held a moment longer before narrowing. “Nice try, boss. Almost had me convinced.”

“Well, I’m sorry to disappoint, but there’s nothing⁠—”

“Cut the crap, would ya? For the past two days, you’ve been sulking around this place like a kid who got his Halloween candy stolen from the class bully. Or maybe you’re the bully. We haven’t been able to decide yet.”

Christian’s attention perked up. “We?”

Rocky’s gray-blue eyes met his with a knowing gaze. “I’m not the only one who’s seen it.”

Bullshit. He hadn’t been sulking.

Have I?

He thought back over the last two days, replaying his interactions with Rocky and the others. When he was done, all he could think was…

Well, fuck.

Shoving himself to his feet, he slowly stepped around the edge of his desk. “Sorry about that. I…didn’t realize.”

“No one’s pissed. Just concerned. Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” he lied. “Just haven’t been sleeping the best lately. Probably stress.”

Or guilt from starring in yet another episode of Let’s Be a Dick To Megan. Fucking show had been going on for about what, four seasons now? Five?

Maybe it’s time you switched roles. Start playing a character with a little more charm and grace. Or at least one with balls big enough to go after what he wants instead of constantly pushing her away.

Christian’s gut coiled with regret knowing that’s exactly what he’d done. Again and again, he’d done his fucking best to push Megan away. Because of his loyalty to Brody, but also because of…the fear.

But something had changed the night of the party. For a moment, Christian had thought maybe, just maybe, he could have it all.

The friends. The incredible career. The girl.

So in a moment of clarity—or fucking insanity—he’d decided to risk it all and go after what he wanted.

It’s why he’d followed Megan to her Jeep that night. He couldn’t stand the thought of her leaving without at least trying to explain.

Sure, he’d gotten in her face over her well-meaning attempt at being a good Samaritan, but that was only because she’d scared the shit out of him. When he’d overheard the conversation between her and Ro about what Megan had done…

Even now, he couldn’t bear to think of the countless ways that situation could’ve gone wrong.

So he’d gone out to tell her he was sorry. That he was only being an asshole because he didn’t know how to process his true feelings.

That he wasn’t sure how to handle being… in love.

Christian figured a first kiss was a good place to start, but then he’d fallen back into his usual routine of covering his internal struggle by being a dick. One minute they’d been standing there, her in his arms, their lips half-a-breath from touching. And the next…

She was gone.

Not just away from the party. Away from him. He’d seen it in her eyes. Had heard it in her voice.

Megan hadn’t really said “Goodnight” before she left that night.

She was telling me goodbye.

“Anything the guys and I can help you with?”

Christian blinked, Rocky’s question snapping him back to the present. “Sorry, what?” A quick shake of his head. “Oh, uh…thanks. But I’m good. Be a lot better when King gets back, and I don’t have to spend my mornings trolling through emails, but…”

“Yeah, about that. Weren’t you guys planning on starting interviews this week for an office manager?”

“We were, but then Brody got called up for the protection detail gig.” He shrugged. “I called those we’d booked and rescheduled for after he gets back.”

“So that’s it, then? Stress from the job’s the only thing that’s got you all twisted up?”

Careful not to look his teammate square in the eye and lie, Christian chose to respond with a question of his own. “What else would it be?”

One corner of Rocky’s full lips curved, but there wasn’t much humor shining in the man’s blue-gray eyes. “Well just know….” He rose to his feet and held out his hand. “Job related or not, you need anything—someone to talk to, drink a beer with—you’ve got my number.”

“Thanks, brother.” Christian shook his teammate’s hand. “In the meantime, I’ll try not to be such an asshole.”

At that moment, another yawn struck, and he used his fist to cover his gaping mouth.

“You know, a healthy dose of caffeine might be a good place to start,” Rocky joked. “Want me to put in a pick-up order for Cup of Joe?”

Just hearing the name of Megan’s coffee shop made his pulse spike.

It didn’t even have to be her name. His system reacted strongly to anything even remotely connected to her.

It always had.

Probably always will.

“Coffee sounds great, actually. Order me a twenty-ounce dark roast with cream and two pumps of vanilla. Get yourself whatever you want. Use the company card. Oh, and check with the other guys and see if they want anything, too.”

“Coffee on the company’s dime?” Rocky grinned as he headed for the door. “Don’t have to tell me twice.”

Alone once more, Christian walked across his expansive office to the wall of slanted windows overlooking the heart of Chicago. Over this past year, he’d seen that same view through those same windows more times than he could count.

And it never got old.

Delta Team worked out of the Crain Communications Building on North Michigan Avenue. From what Jake McQueen had shared with Christian back in the team’s infancy, the formidable man had used his connections, R.I.S.C.’s world-renowned reputation, and his strong business sense to secure a lease for the building’s entire top floor. Or rather, the building’s highest occupiable space.

Technically, the top five floors were vacant, their architectural design never meant to be finished in or used.

Looking down at the city below, Christian watched the cars passing by on the busy street. The people walking with haste in this direction and that.

He shoved his hands into his pockets and exhaled with a sliding gaze to the right. As was usual for this time of day, Millennium Park was a bustle of activity. Tourists walking along the paved sidewalks lined with full, dark green trees and taking their picture with Cloud Gate.

A.K.A. The Bean.

Christian felt his eyes moving across East Randolph Street to the tall office building north of the park. One Prudential Plaza served as the headquarters for Prudential’s Mid-America branch. Several other businesses filled the rest of the structure’s forty-one stories, but…

There was only one that interested him.

Too far down to see clearly from where he stood, Christian could barely make out the dusty pink and white striped awning covering the entrance to Cup of Joe—Megan’s quaint coffee shop.

So close, yet so far away.

He could still remember the day Brody had shared the news that his sister had signed a lease to a place right across the street from them. Of course, the other man had been thrilled with the idea of having Megan so close.

Christian, not so much.

It was bad enough knowing she was in the same fucking zip code as him. Knowing she was going to be a short elevator ride and a few yards away from his place of employment…that she’d probably be making deliveries to Brody and the guys on a regular basis… The only explanation he could come up with that made sense was…

God hates me. He hates me, and He wants to see me spend my days in agony.

Of course, deep down, Christian knew that wasn’t the truth. Because his was a truth created of his own volition.

And that truth was that he was too afraid of what would happen if he got with Megan, and it didn’t work out. That was his track record, after all.

He’d meet a woman. They’d talk for a bit, go on a few dates. Things would begin to progress, and then bam! He’d back the fuck away.

It was the essence of his personal life.

If he ever sat down with a shrink, they’d most likely diagnose him with major abandonment issues. But why wouldn’t he?

A dad who left before he was born. A mom who died far, far too young. A close friend lost to a senseless car accident.

Leave them before they can leave you, right?

But he was so fucking sick of living half a life. Tired of going home to an empty apartment. Of sleeping in his king-sized bed alone.

Christian wanted…more.

A woman who loved him for who he was as much as he loved her. Someone to share in life’s celebrations. Someone to hold amid life’s downpours.

He wanted to leave on a mission knowing the woman he loved would be there waiting for him when he got back home. To know he’d be missed.

To know that he was loved.

He wanted it all. But there was one problem…

I only want it with her. I want all those things with Megan.

Megan. His best friend’s little sister. A girl who used to run around the neighborhood with pigtails in her hair and freckles on her nose.

A girl whose overprotective brother had made him—and every other boy within a hundred-mile radius—swear never to touch.

It was a promise easily made. One he’d uttered without a second’s hesitation. Because the boy who’d made it all those years ago had been just that.

A boy.

A stupid, clueless, normal teenage boy. And Megan had been that pigtailed little girl.

So yeah, Christian hadn’t thought twice about promising Brody he’d keep things with Megan hands-off. Because at that time, the mere idea grossed him out…

Dude. Your sister’s like ten years old. That’s sick!

I don’t care how old she is. Swear you won’t try anything with her.

I have zero interest in your little sister, Brody.

Swear to me right now that you’ll never touch her! Swear it, Christian!

All right, all right! I swear it, okay? Geez. Take a freakin’ chill pill, would ya?

Thank you. Was that so hard?

No. It hadn’t been. Not back then.

Neither was keeping that promise.

There was no interest there. No spark or warm, tingly feeling. Not when Megan was ten. Or Twelve. Or Fourteen. Not even when she was sixteen, and Christian and Brody had both come home on leave that same Christmas.

He’d never felt any sort of physical attraction for his friend’s sister, because they’d grown up together, too. For the longest damn time, Christian looked at Megan and saw the little sister he’d never had. And later, she became his friend.

Then, when she was twenty-one, she graduated from college with a business degree. Soon after, Megan was offered a job with some big-time magazine based out of St. Louis. She’d been being so fucking excited.

He remembered feeling oddly out of sorts.

It was the beginning of the end for him. The first inkling that he didn’t want to be separated from Megan King. Only back then, he hadn’t realized that’s what it was.

Like always, the two of them shared the occasional phone call and text between friends. That’s how things worked for them, and he liked that.

He liked her.

But not in that way. No, those feelings came later, when she moved back to Chicago to pursue her dream of owning her own business. That was five years ago.

A helluva lot can change in five years.

And it had.

Twenty-one-year-old Megan was pretty. Twenty-six-year-old Megan was sexy as fuck.

Fuller breasts. New curves. A light in her eyes created by half a decade’s worth of independent wisdom, and a confidence Christian found arousing as hell.

She was perfect. Absolutely. Fucking. Perfect.

And he couldn’t do a goddamn thing about it.

Because he’d made his friend a promise. A solemn vow between brothers. And Christian couldn’t bring himself to betray it.

Not even if it meant having everything he never knew he wanted.

Everything he finally realized he needed.

Wish I could go back and kick my own ass. Better yet, go back and tell Brody to fuck off, and never make that fucking promise to begin with.

To most, it probably seemed asinine to hold true to a child’s vow to his best friend. But Brody wasn’t only his friend. He was his brother.

In every way that mattered.

They’d grown up together. Joined the Navy together. Went through Basic together.

No matter where they were or how many miles were between them, he and Brody had never let anything damage or sever their friendship. Not fucking ever.

And when Christian was offered the position as Delta Team’s leader, he knew exactly who he wanted as his second in command. Which created an entirely new problem.

Not only would his getting romantically involved with Megan put a wedge between two close friends, but it could also potentially disrupt Delta Team’s cohesiveness and the bond he and the other five men had created.

So no. He wouldn’t go there. Not with her.

He’d come damn close two nights ago when she’d fallen into his arms. Christian could still feel the warmth from her body pulled tightly against his. The way her breasts had molded to his chest.

The way she’d looked up at him as if she wanted nothing more in the world than for him to kiss her.

And he almost had.

He’d looked down at her lips, slightly parted and rosy beneath the glow of the nearby streetlamp. She’d been right there, so close he could feel the energy arcing between them.

Christian remembered leaning in, his lips a hair’s breadth away from hers. She rose onto her tiptoes. He’d leaned in closer as her lids fluttered shut. He was going to kiss her, and then…

Laughter.

Brody’s deep, boisterous laughter coming from behind his house like a cruel, evil cartoon villain taunting the curse with which he lived.

And just like that, Christian stopped himself from finally taking what he wanted. But he hadn’t stopped there. Oh, no.

Like a dumbass, he’d gone and made that fucking snide remark about her not making an extra stop on the way home, and that had been it. That was what drove the final nail in his coffin.

That was when she’d looked back at him, not as the friend he’d once been, but rather a stranger. One she couldn’t stand to be around a second longer.

And that was when she’d left his ass standing there, in the middle of the goddamn street.

It’s better this way. You keep your promise, and she doesn’t leave you when she realizes what a fraud you really are.

Still, he didn’t have to be such a dick to her. It wasn’t her fault he lost the ability to breathe every time she walked into a room.

“You’re still here?” Rocky’s voice cut through the depressing thought. “I figured you would’ve already left to get the coffee.”

“Me?” Christian turned away from the window. “I thought you were getting it.”

“I can’t. I have that consult with a potential client in five.”

“What about Jagger or Liam?”

“They just left. The auto shop called, and the Suburban’s ready for pickup. They both got iced coffees, so you can just put theirs in the fridge until they get back.”

Their last job had been mission success, but one of the team’s two armored—and heavily modified—SUVs had taken a few hits in the process. He had today written on his calendar as the estimated date of completion for the repairs, but he’d completely forgotten about it until now.

Jesus, man. You’re in charge of this team. You really need to get your head out of your ass and back in the game.

“Yeah, okay.” Christian nodded. “Thanks for taking care of the order. I’ll head down there now.”

“No problem. And sorry about the mix-up. I should’ve said something earlier⁠—”

“Don’t.” He put a hand up to stop his friend’s apology in its tracks. “This one’s on me, and it’s not a big deal. Really. We’re all good.”

“Thanks. Oh, and uh…if my door’s shut when you get back, would you mind keeping it in here? I’ll come grab it from you when we’re finished.”

“That’ll work. Plus, then you can give me your assessment on whether you think we should accept the person you’re meeting with as a client.”

“See? Win-win.”

Wearing his usual friendly grin, Rocky disappeared through the doorway. Grabbing his phone and keys from his desk, Christian begrudgingly followed suit.

I just hope she doesn’t throw hot coffee in my face.

He had to make this right. Even if he couldn’t be with her in the way he wanted, they could still be friends. He could push past the pain and do that much. She deserved at least that much.

The image of her standing on the street in front of her brother’s house rushed back with a vengeance. Goddamn it, he’d really screwed things up where she was concerned.

So fix it.

That was exactly what he planned to do. Starting fucking now.
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“She needs to be taken care of.”

Emmett Blackburn closed his eyes and squeezed the phone tight. “It’s been two days. If she was gonna go to the cops, don’t you think she already would have by now?”

“Not necessarily.” The man who’d gotten him into this mess disagreed. “Eyewitnesses can sometimes take weeks, hell, even years to come forward. Especially if they’re scared.” A slight pause. “I trust you’ve seen the news?”

Fuck yeah, he had. Emmett had been glued to his T.V. for the past forty-eight goddamn hours, praying there’d been no breaking news alerts or updates to the previously aired story.

He scooted to the end of his stained and tattered couch to grab the remote from the equally worn coffee table. He hit the mute button before sliding the black device away.

“Of course, I’ve seen the news.”

“Then you know the police are calling it a home invasion gone wrong.”

“Just like we planned.” Emmett nodded. “I know.”

Hope to hell the cops keep it that way.

“That means you did good. That also means that, as of this moment, there’s no connection between the unfortunate murder victim and your girl.”

“Goddamn it, she’s not my girl!” Emmett seethed. “So stop fuckin’ calling her that.”

“Fine. She’s not your girl, but she is your problem.”

“Not just mine.”

Emmett regretted the mumbled words the second they passed over his lips.

“You’re right, Mr. Blackburn. Thanks to you, that woman is also my⁠—"

“Look, it’s not my fault a fucking deer ran out in front of me, okay? I’m not God. I can’t control every goddamn creature within a five-mile radius of the woman you hired me to kill!”

Through the phone’s speaker, he could hear the well-connected man pull in a deep breath before dropping his tone to an unnerving level.

“I don’t have to remind you what’s at stake, here. My future isn’t the only one on the line.”

No, he didn’t. Emmett was fully aware that this slimy bastard held the key to his future.

Or his jail cell, depending on how this whole thing played out.

“Both our asses are on the line.” He swallowed. “Yeah, I get it.”

“I sincerely hope you do.”

“Enough with the lecture. What’s the plan?”

“The plan is, you’re going to clean up your mess. Tonight.”

“Tonight?” This guy was fucking insane. “Uh…don’t you think the timing’s a little too close? And you haven’t even told me who this woman is.”

He’d been on the phone with the other man when the pretty, Jeep-driving brunette had come to his rescue. If he hadn’t just left the house of the woman he killed, he would’ve been grateful.

But he had just left the house of a woman he’d killed. A woman the man on the phone had bribed him into killing by making an offer Emmett couldn’t refuse.

The son of a bitch knew it, too.

“I have her name and everything else you need to do the job. I’ll send them to you as soon as we’re finished. As for the plan, I was thinking it would be best if this one looked like an accident.”

“This one.” Emmett huffed. “There was only supposed to be one, remember? One and done. That’s what you said. I take care of Chloé⁠—”

“I told you not to use names, goddamnit it!”

Shit. That was a slip-up, but fuck. This guy was dragging him down a rabbit hole of bodies. If he wasn’t careful, Emmett feared he’d wind up buried underneath.

“I did what you asked!” he shouted back.

His chest heaved and sweat beaded on his forehead, because dammit, he did not want to do this again. Dealing drugs and roughing guys up for payment was one thing. Killing another innocent woman…

I don’t know if I can do it again.

“You said if I did what you asked, you’d keep my ass out of jail. That was the deal. Now, I held up my end⁠—”

“And then you let a witness place you within a few blocks of the murder.” The low, calm voice was back. The one that secretly terrified Emmett.

“This is the last one. After this, there’s no one left. I’ll send you what you need. Finish this tonight, and it’s over. I can keep the life I’ve worked so hard for, and you can live yours a free man.”

“Fine. One more, and I’m out.”

“One more is all we need.”

With those parting words of wisdom, the arrogant prick ended the call.

“Fuck.” Emmett tossed the burner phone onto the cushion beside him. “Fuck!”

His phone dinged with an incoming text. And another. And another. And another. Picking it back up, he opened the only message feed on the damn thing and began reading over what had been sent.

Megan Lynn King. Thirty-one. Single. No kids.

Her home address was listed after, followed by a picture of the woman’s driver’s license. The final text included the name and address of a downtown coffee shop…Cup of Joe.

He thought back to the brief conversation between him and pretty Megan.

That’s my shop. So when things settle down, come by. I’ll give you a coffee of your choice…on the house.

Scrolling back up to the picture showing her driver’s license, he zoomed in on the picture. As far as I.D.’s went, Megan King probably took the best one he’d ever seen. And just like when she’d offered him a free coffee, the woman in the picture held a pretty, genuine smile.

Emmett’s heart—or the place where his heart should be—became heavy with regret. He wished the pretty brunette with the pretty smile and the annoyingly cute coffee shop would have never stopped to help.

I wish she’d never seen my face.

But she had, and he had his orders. The man said this was it. If he did this one last job—tonight—and he’d be free.

He looked at the woman’s image one last time.

Sorry, pretty Megan. I got no choice.

Pushing to his feet, Emmett shoved the phone into his pocket and grabbed his keys from the coffee table. Time to get this shit over with.
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“And here’s yours, Jill.” Megan lidded the steaming Chai Latte, sliding the cardboard sleeve mid-way up the to-go cup with ease. She handed the warm beverage to the young girl waiting with her friends. “Have a great day. And be safe out there.”

“Thanks, Megan. You, too.”

The bubbly teenager spun around, her blonde waves flying over her shoulder as she moved. Megan watched with a smile as the girls who’d been regulars since day one filtered toward the shop’s front door.

“I swear, those girls must spend two bills a month on coffee.” Katie, Megan’s head barista, shook her head with a grin.

“Hey, don’t complain.” She grabbed a nearby towel and wiped down the counter. “Those two bills help pay your salary.”

“Oh, I’m not complaining.” Katie chuckled as she rinsed the pitcher and mixing cups she’d used. “Trust me. With two kids and a husband to feed, I need all the tips Daddy’s credit card can spare.”

Megan laughed, tucking the cheese-cloth towel into her apron’s belt. While her head was still bent down, focusing on the task at hand, the tiny bell above the door jingled.

“Welcome to Joe’s.” She looked up. The smile on her face and her signature greeting automatic.

That smile fell flat the second she saw who her next customer was, her insides instinctually tingling with unwanted desire.

“Sorry I’m late.” Christian strolled toward her. “Got tied up with something at work.”

Brown leather boots moved silently across the tiled floor. A pair of well-worn jeans stretched around his taut, flexing thighs with every step. The blue button-down he’d chosen fit snuggly around his broad shoulders and pecs, the rolled sleeves giving her a peek of the bottom half of his incredible ink.

His black sunglasses were propped casually on top of his head.

The entire look made her mouth water and her sex ache. Or maybe it was…him.

Breathe, Meg. Just. Breathe.

“It’s fine.” She blew it off. “To be honest, we’ve been so busy, I hadn’t given it a second thought.”

Just like I haven’t thought about you.

Okay, that was a lie. But she hadn’t thought about him as much since the other night.

Baby steps, and all that.

“Wait.” Katie spoke up. “Wasn’t it your idea to move the hot drinks to the warmer and the iced ones in the fridge?” Her brow furrowed as she remembered. “Yeah, it was. I distinctly remember standing at the espresso machine when you noticed the time, looked at their order on the counter, and then told me you were moving them to the back to keep them fresh for the guys.”

Appreciate the help, Katie. Thank you.

So. Very. Much.

“You’re right.” Megan hid her gritted teeth behind her smile. “I must have forgotten. Like I said,” she turned back to Christian, “we’ve been busy.”

“No worries.” His lips twitched. “I appreciate the effort to keep our drinks fresh.”

She tried studying him closely without making it obvious. Because something was off. Something was…wrong. But try as she might, she couldn’t quite put her finger on what it could⁠—

“I haven’t been in here in a while. The place looks great.”

Megan caught her jaw as it was about to drop. That was it. That’s what was throwing her off.

Christian was being…nice.

He hadn’t grumbled or growled. There’d been no stone-cold stare or look of indifference. Even more telling was the fact that the king of snide himself hadn’t uttered a solitary smartass remark since entering her place of business.

Not. A single. One.

Did Hell freeze over when I wasn’t looking?

“I-I’ll, uh…” Megan pointed a thumb behind her. “I’ll go get those drinks.”

Doing her best to school her expression, she turned away and walked into the back room. As soon as she was clear from Christian’s view, she went to the nearest counter and grabbed its edge.

Elbows locked, Megan filled her lungs to capacity before letting the air out slowly. She repeated the move several more times. In. Out. In. Out. In. Out. In. Out.

In…and…out.

How? How was it possible for one human being to be so confoundingly frustrating?

Better question was why did her body have such a strong, primal reaction to him every time he came near? As if she had no control when he was around. That was the question she needed answered.

Why do I still act this way around him? For the love of all things holy, why?

She let go of the cool stainless-steel and straightened her spine. Jutting her chin, she exhaled slowly and put it out of her mind before setting about gathering the team’s drinks.

Gently shoving the full cups into the disposable carrier, Megan pulled in another deep breath, composed herself, and returned to the front counter.

“Here ya go.” She lifted the drinks over the glass case for Christian to take.

“Thanks.” He reached for them, his fingertips brushing against hers as he took possession of the order.

The electric current she felt from his innocent touch nearly caused her to release the tray too soon. Luckily, she’d had years of practice pretending not to feel things.

Not the heat she sometimes swore was there, hiding in his intimidating stare. Not the racing heart from seeing his face, or the moisture between her thighs from the deep rumble of his voice.

And just now…now, she’d mastered pretending she didn’t feel a thing when their fingers had met.

In reality, the instantaneous jolt was astronomical in relation to the actual physical act.

“Thanks for the business.” Megan dropped her hands and took a small step backward.

“No other coffee shop I’d rather come to.” With a tip of his head, Christian flashed her a rare smile before turning and walking away.

She watched silently as the enigmatic man stepped outside, disappearing out of sight within a few powerful strides.

“Damn girl.” Katie leaned in closer. “If I wasn’t already married… Of course, you’re still single.”

Single, she was. Megan was also suspicious enough not to let some things go. Things like when a man who used to be her friend—before turning into a giant A-hole—suddenly started acting like her friend again.

Oh, yeah. Something’s definitely up. And I’m not waiting for another whiplash-inducing Christian Hunt mood swing to find out what it is.

Megan reached behind her back. With frantic movements, she began untying her dark brown apron. “Watch the counter for a sec, would ya?”

She bunched the thick material into a wad and shoved it onto a shelf beneath the cash register.

“Hell, yeah! That’s what I’m talking about.” Katie’s grin grew three sizes. “You go after that talk hunk of man.”

Megan walked behind the other woman and rounded the counter’s edge. “I won’t be long. Just need to ask him a quick question.”

“Take your time, honey. I’ll just be here, living vicariously through you!”

Her trusted employee—and friend—hollered out that last part across the otherwise empty space. She knew what she must look like. A woman chasing after a good-looking man the way she was. Like she was about to ask him out or something.

That had to be what Katie was thinking.

I’ll set her straight as soon as I’m done doing the same to him.

Megan pushed open the door, ignoring the bell’s ring as she stepped onto the sidewalk and immediately headed right. The sun was shining bright, the park across the street as busy as ever.

Lucky for her, the concrete path she was on was currently sparse with people, making it even easier to spot her tall, dark, and baffling target. Double-timing her steps, Megan was on the verge of jogging when she finally closed enough distance between them to get his attention.

“Hey, Hunt!” she yelled after him. When he didn’t hear her first attempt, she tried again. “Christian!”

Christian stopped mid-stride but waited a beat before slowly turning around. In that time, Megan managed to cover enough ground that by the time she reached him, she no longer had to yell.

“Meg?” Those dark glasses were back in place, but she could still tell his brows had bunched together. He glanced down at the tray he was holding. “Did I forget something?”

“No,” she answered breathlessly. “You didn’t forget anything.”

Reaching up, he slid his glasses back up to the top of his head. Dark, compelling eyes searched hers. “Is everything okay?”

“No.” A curt shake of her head. “No, Christian. Everything’s not okay.” Not even close.

His handsome face turned to stone before her very eyes.

“What’s wrong?”

Megan couldn’t think of a word in the English dictionary to even describe the way his voice had changed just then. Not a growl, really. It had sounded fiercer than a growl.

A snarl, maybe?

Whatever the word, Christian was still staring down at her. Waiting for her to tell him the source of her problem, and looking as if he were ready to rip someone limb from limb.

Would he still feel that way when she told him the problem was him?

Only one way to find out.

“Megan? Tell me what’s wrong.” Alarm filled his voice now, his next words coming at rapid-fire speed. “Is someone bothering you? Give me a name. Tell me who the problem is, and I’ll⁠—”

“You.” She crossed her arms at her chest. “The problem is…you.”

He was still scouring the immediate area for a non-existent threat when what she’d told him finally registered.

His movements froze. Oh, so slowly, he swung his guarded gaze back to hers.

“I’m a problem for you?”

You’re the biggest one of all.

After what felt like her millionth deep breath in the last few minutes, Megan licked her lips and worked her throat before doing her best to explain. “I can’t do this anymore.”

“This?”

“Walking on eggshells every time I’m around you.”

A passerby nearly bumped into her, prompting Christian to move the tray to one hand so he could guide her over next to the building’s brick wall. Balancing the drinks on the concrete ledge running the length of that section of the wall, he turned his full attention back to her.

“You walk on eggshells around me?”

Was he kidding? “How could I not? You either ignore me completely or pop off with some smartass…you know what? It doesn’t even matter.” It honestly didn’t. “Look, I don’t know what I did to make you hate me, but I finally got it, okay?”

“You did.” A statement, not a question, despite his quizzical stare.

“Uh…yeah. The message you sent at the party the other night was received loud and clear, don’t worry. I’m just sorry it’s taken me five years to finally accept it. At least I thought I had, but then just now, you came into the shop acting like we’re best buds or something, and I just want to…”

Punch you. Kick you in the shins and pull on your ear until you explain why you’ve been such a big jerk these last few years. I want to beat on your chest and demand some answers, and I want to…grab your face, pull your mouth to mine, and feast on those lips of yours until I either come up for air or die.

While none of those subconscious suggestions were necessarily inaccurate, they also weren’t helpful. So Megan decided to go with her gut and just put it all out there. Almost all of it, anyway.

“You and I used to be friends, Christian.” She looked up at him. “Good friends. So I guess what I’m asking is…why?”

“Why what?”

“Why do you hate me so much? I mean, did I do something…say something to offend you? Because if I did, I swear I never meant to⁠—”

In a lightning-fast move, Christian cupped both sides of her face while bringing his in close. Her breath shuddered, her heart pounding with such force, she could hear its frantic beating in her ears. And Christian…

He was staring down at her with a darkened gaze.

“Hate is the last thing I feel for you.” The low rasp that made her lower belly tighten. “I could never…”

Like before, in the street outside Brody’s house, Christian’s eyes fell to her lips. And like then, Megan was sure he was about to kiss her…

“But you’re right.” His Adam’s apple worked hard with a single swallow as he let his hands drop back down to his sides. “You are absolutely right.”

Wrong again.

Normally, that would have been a blow to her ego, but Megan was too busy trying to figure out what she’d been right about.

“I-I was?” She could see every shade of brown in his beseeching gaze.

“Meg, you haven’t said or done anything wrong.” He glanced away for only a moment before bringing his focus back to her. “I’m the one with the problem, yet I’ve been taking it out on you. I’ve been a complete dick where you’re concerned, but that stops now. Today.”

Megan blinked, her slack jawed mouth stunned into silence. She’d been prepared to unleash an entire spiel of reasons he owed her an apology. Or at the very least, an explanation.

Instead, he’d given her the exact thing she’d been praying for. Well, part of it, anyway. But it was the most important part.

A full-blown, it’s-all-his-fault apology.

That’s what he’d handed her. And it sounded more genuine, more meaningful than anything he’d mumbled her way in the last five years combined.

It was one hundred percent warranted, and no less than she deserved.

So why do I feel even more confused than ever?

“I don’t understand.” The words blurted out of her without real conscious thought.

Christian’s lips curved into the same boyish smile she remembered. “I’m apologizing, Megan.”

“Why?”

His smile turned crooked, those strong hands of his disappearing into his front pockets. “Because you deserve it. I know it’s long overdue, but I miss my friend. And I was kind of hoping maybe she missed me, too.”

Megan frowned, her eyes not leaving his at first. Then she began looking around, certain she’d find a camera crew lurking about somewhere. Like on one of those T.V. prank shows or something.

Either that, or a portal to a different dimension. Because she had clearly stepped into an alternate reality.

The man standing before her would never say those things. Not this Christian. The old one, sure. The one she and Brody grew up with. The one she’d become friends with throughout the years.

But not this one.

And yet…

“Look, Meg. I know I hurt you. And I can’t even begin to tell you how sorry I am. But that’s done now. It’s finished.” A muscle in that strong jaw of his twitched. “I swear to you, it won’t happen again.”

Still shocked by the sudden one-eighty attitude adjustment, Megan continued to just stand there and stare. If this wasn’t some alternate reality, if he meant what he was saying…

Christian pulled his hands free. “I should let you get back to work.”

Taking a step back, he retrieved the tray of drinks and sent her the sweet smile she’d missed so dearly.

Wait, he was leaving?

“Christian—”

“Don’t want these getting cold.” He glanced down at the to-go cups and tilted his head. “Or hot. Or…you know what I mean.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean. But⁠—”

“Drive careful going home tonight.” He turned and started down the sidewalk, only to spin back around, expertly keeping the cups from tipping over in the process. “Oh, and…I know Brody already told you, but given how things have been with us lately, I thought it was worth mentioning again.” His expression turned serious. “You need anything while he’s gone, anything at all, you call me. You still have my number, right?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“Good. You need anything, I don’t care what time it is, you call me. Got it?”

Another nod.

He held her gaze a moment longer and then, “See you later, Meg.”

“See ya.”

That time, when Christian turned away, he continued walking all the way back to his building across the street. And Megan stood there, watching him from the middle of the sidewalk, wondering what the hell had just happened.
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Three hours later, after going through the nightly clean-up checklist and locking up shop, Megan was finally on her way back home. A place where she could finally have some peace and quiet to think.

Not that she’d been doing much else since Christian dropped that massive bombshell in her lap. His unforeseen apology had been playing on a loop in her head ever since…

Hate is the last thing I feel for you.

I’ve been a complete dick where you’re concerned, but that stops now. Today.

I can’t even begin to tell you how sorry I am. But that’s done now. It’s finished.

It was that first one that had kept her on edge all afternoon. That and the way he’d held her face so close to his, his voice falling to a depth that had fired up every nerve ending in her body.

And then there were those hands. Those strong, warm, calloused hands…

Megan had witnessed their strength countless times throughout the years. She knew the kind of power they possessed. But in that moment, those hands—those strong, calloused hands—had held her with the gentlest of touches.

As if she were made of delicate glass and he feared she might shatter.

If confused is what she felt before, Megan couldn’t even begin to name the conflicting emotions rolling through her now. She also couldn’t stop thinking about the other thing he’d said…

I’m the one with the problem, yet I’ve been taking it out on you.

She’d been so stunned by the admission—as well as everything else that had poured from his tantalizing lips—she hadn’t had the presence of mind to ask what that problem was.

The answer to why he’d been acting so coldly toward her these last few years had yet to be answered, and frankly Megan felt as if there were even more unanswered questions than before.

He said he doesn’t hate you, and he wants to be your friend again. Does the other even matter?

It shouldn’t, but it did. In spite of everything, Megan cared for Christian deeply. Too deeply, if her heart had anything to say about it. Either way, she hated knowing the man she’d always seen as invincible had been struggling with something.

Something that had, for all intents and purposes, driven him from her life.

So yeah. The other did matter. It mattered one hell of a lot. Because if what Christian had said was true, if he really was her friend again, that meant she was his friend, too.

Despite the pain Christian had caused her, Megan’s heart hurt more from the idea that he was hurting. But why? What had happened to make him pull away like he had?

I’ll get him to open up to me. No matter how long it takes, I will find out what the problem is. And then I’ll do whatever I can to help him fix it.

In the meantime, she let herself relish the fact that a world that had felt off-kilter for far too long finally seemed to be righting itself.

He’s back. I have my friend back.

No more avoiding or awkward conversations. No more hiding or pretending not to see him. No more dreaded car-rides to and from unavoidable events.

No more crying.

Megan’s muscles relaxed as her body settled back against the Jeep’s smooth leather seat. Turning up the music, she spent the next stretch of dark highway replaying her most recent interactions with Christian.

First, there was the argument at the party. She’d been so taken aback and confused by his reaction to her trying to be a good Samaritan.

He was so angry.

At the time, his overbearing behavior had only made her angry. But now… Now, it was starting to make a little more sense.

If Christian still cared about her—even if only as a friend—she could see how what she’d done could upset him. Especially him.

He always did act like an overprotective big brother growing up.

Megan’s thoughts turned to later that same night, and their conversation out in the street.

She remembered the way he’d caught her effortlessly when she’d started to fall. The strong-yet-gentle hold Christian had used while keeping her steady, and the way his brown eyes had turned almost black with arousal while they’d remained locked with hers.

A shiver raced down her spine as Megan pictured that unforgettable moment. She could still feel the heat from his body as it had pressed tightly against hers…and the impressive bulge that had been impossible to miss.

If he felt that big behind his zipper, imagine if he was set free.

The more miles she covered, the more Megan fantasized about what it would be like to have him look at her with that same heat every time he saw her. To finally feel his touch the way she’d dreamed about for far too long.

It was like the most wonderful, most romantic movie ever made…

Their eyes would lock, their lips close enough to touch. He’d look deep into her eyes and finally, finally say the words she’d been longing to hear.

Megan, I don’t want to just be your friend. I want more. I love you, Megan. I love you, and I want to spend the rest of my life with y⁠—

Something slammed into the back of her Jeep, the hard jolt snapping Megan’s head and upper torso forward. Her seatbelt locked up, keeping her forehead from slamming against the steering wheel.

What the hell was that?

Gaze flying to the rearview, Megan looked up in time to see a set of blinding headlights disappear behind her spare tire. A second later, the truck—she could see now, it was a dark blue or black pickup—rammed into her again.

Another jolt, this one not as powerful as the first.

Son of a…

“What the hell is your problem?” Megan shouted at her rearview.

Was the guy drunk? Stoned? A road-raged asshole?

She raced to assess herself to make sure she hadn’t done something to provoke the jerk. After a few beats, Megan was confident the issue wasn’t with her.

She was in the far-right lane. Her cruise was set a few miles above speed limit, but not too crazy high. She hadn’t crossed the center line, and hadn’t been weaving around all over the road, so…

Maybe it’s something else. Something out of the other driver’s control.

Megan’s eyes shot back to the truck still following her. She’d read stories where people are just driving down the road like normal, and then suddenly, they have a heart attack or stroke or something and inevitably wreck.

Was that it? Was the person behind her in trouble? Or was it something less empathetic like booze or drugs?

Not thrilled with either choice, Megan reached over the console for her purse, which was resting in the seat beside her. Fumbling with the zipper, she kept one hand on the wheel while bouncing her focus back and forth between the road and the truck behind her as she quickly dialed nine-one-one.

“Nine-one-one,” a man answered the call. “Please tell me your name, location, and the nature of your emergency.”

“My name’s Megan.” She hurried through the required details. “I’m driving north on the Kennedy Expressway.”

After giving him the number of the most recently passed mile marker, she quickly did her best to explain the situation.

“There’s a truck driving erratically behind me. Full-sized, black or dark blue maybe? I don’t know if the guy’s drunk or having a medical issue, or what”—she did her best to calm her racing heart—“but he hit the back of my Jeep hard once about a mile back, and then again, right before I called you.” A quick lick of her lips. “Something’s definitely going on with this guy, and I’m afraid he’s going to cause someone to wreck.”

Namely me.

The emergency operator’s voice was calm and steady as he spoke. “Okay, Megan. My name’s Brian, and I’ve dispatched a unit not too far from your current location. They’ll be running lights and sirens, so you should be able to see them within a few minutes.”

“Thank you.” She swallowed her nerves, her eyes constantly bouncing between her mirror and the road ahead. “W-what should I do in the meantime?”

“I know it’s scary, but you need to try to maintain your speed and lane until the officers arrive. If the other driver bumps into you again, do your best to maintain control of your vehicle. But do not, under any circumstances, pull over to the side of the road or stop. Do you understand me, Megan?”

A jerky nod. “If I pull over, he could take me.” Or worse.

“That’s exactly right. Now we have no way of knowing what’s happening with this driver, but just in case, my top priority right now is keeping you safe.”

Safe.

That one simple word was all it took for Megan to wish Christian was with her. A guy with his training and experience…he’d know exactly what to do.

Stay focused and do what the man on the phone says.

The silent order came instantly, almost as if Christian was right next to her.

“Megan, are you still there?”

“Yeah, Brian. I’m here.”

“What’s happening with the truck right now?”

She looked at the rearview again, closely studying the image reflected there. The tension in her muscles easing only slightly. “The truck’s still there, but they’ve backed off. It’s kind of hard to tell for sure, but it looks like he’s about two car lengths behind me.”

“That’s good. Do you see the patrol unit yet? It’ll be coming toward you from the west side of the highway. The officer said there’s an emergency vehicle break in the median just behind where you are now. They’ll swing around, and then make their way back up to you. You should see their lights soon.”

Studying the dark stretch of pavement ahead, Megan looked, but couldn’t make out any flashing lights. “I just see a few other cars. No cops. But there’s a curve up ahead. Maybe they’re on the other side.”

“They’re close, Megan,” Brian assured her. “When I dispatched them, they were only a few miles away. In the meantime, what I want you to do is continue driving, even when you do see them. There should be an exit coming up on your right.”

“I know the one.”

“Good. I want you to take it and head back into the city. Chances are, the truck will continue down the interstate, and troopers will pick him up shortly. But on the off chance it follows you onto the exit, I want you to drive to the nearest police station. I can give you directions if you need them.”

“I know where one is.” Having grown up nearby, Megan was familiar with the area.

“Perfect. Just keep driving to that exit, then go straight to the station. Do not stop along the way, other than for traffic lights or stop signs. Whatever you do, do not go home yet. We don’t want to risk the driver following you there.”

He thought this jackass might follow her home?

Anything is possible. After all, this is Chicago.

“I understand,” she told the kind gentleman. “I’m coming up on the exit now.”

It was about half-a-mile up the road, just after the shallow curve Megan had just begun to follow. She slid her alerted gaze from left to right, checking for any other possible obstacles between her and safety.

Thankfully, traffic was still non-existent around her and the truck, with several cars much farther up ahead, as well as behind them. Other than the metal guard rails lining both sides of the three-lane highway, she should be good to go.

Just a few more feet, and you’ll be at the exit. Just gotta make it a few more…

“Good job, Megan. If you’d like, I can stay on the phone with you until you get to the police station.”

“That would be great. Thanks, Bria⁠—”

Megan’s words of appreciation were cut short as she was thrown forward in her seat once again. The truck’s latest attack had come from her vehicle’s back left corner, the off-centered blow causing her to jerk sharply to the right.

She cried out as the truck side-swiped the driver’s side rear panel and door.

“Megan? What’s happening?”

“He hit me again!” She yelled. “It’s almost like he’s trying to—” The phone flew from her hand, smacking the dash before falling somewhere out of sight.

No!

Putting both hands on the wheel, she had a whole two seconds to brace herself for what she knew was coming. The truck’s last blow had come feet before the start of the exit Brian had instructed her to take. Having hit her bumper’s left rear corner, she’d been forced off-track…

And was headed straight for a large, grassy ravine.

Oh, god, oh, god, oh, god!

Her first instinct was to slam on her brakes. But then Megan remembered Brody telling her right after she’d bought the Jeep that, if she had room to safely maneuver, it was better to come to a gradual stop than risk losing control.

Since she was about to go down a very steep hill, the last thing she wanted to do was lose control…or flip. With that in mind, Megan eased her foot down onto the pedal. She crossed over the shoulder and hit the sharp decline with a harsh bounce.

Her seatbelt locked up tight, the thin edge of the slick strap digging into the side of her neck as she strained to keep the vehicle steady.

The Jeep’s rugged size and shape made it the perfect off-road vehicle. Something she and Ro—and when he was able, Brody—enjoyed doing on occasion.

Unfortunately, the design also made her susceptible to roll-overs. And if she didn’t hit the bottom of the grassy ravine just right…

Please don’t tip over. Please don’t tip over.

She raced down the hill’s long decline, the switch from hill to valley sudden and teeth-jarring. Her body bounced in her seat, her shocks taking the brunt of the uneven surface. Thanks to her LED headlights, she could easily make out the line of trees to her right.

But it was the tornado siren tower directly in her path—or more specifically, the tower’s enormous concrete base—that concerned Megan more.

She did slam on the breaks then, the fear of tipping all but vanquished since she was no longer driving on a decline. But she didn’t stop right away.

Thanks to her initial speed when she’d first left the highway, tires dug into the soft earth below, the sound of mud splattering against her undercarriage and sides prominent over the music still coming through the speakers.

The Jeep’s backend fishtailed slightly, its tires sliding through the soft earth left by a recent Chicago rainstorm.

Come on, baby. You got this. Come on!

The tower drew closer. Megan’s heart raced frantically.

Stop, damnit!

Stop, stop, stop!

A few short yards from certain disaster, the Jeep finally, finally came to a full and complete stop.

For the first few seconds, she didn’t move a muscle. Wasn’t even sure she was breathing.

After taking a moment to process the reality of what had just happened, Megan returned from The Land of What The Fuck, and worked to gather her thoughts.

“You’re okay,” she whispered to herself. “You’re okay.”

Finally convincing herself, Megan raced to think of what to do next. Her first thought was to get to her phone. But then she remembered⁠—

The truck!

Her head swung toward her window, her eyes shooting up to the top of the hill. Her stomach fell to her feet when she saw it.

The truck hadn’t continued down the interstate as she’d hoped. Nor had it followed the exit and gone on its way.

Instead, the vehicle that had been terrorizing her for the last several miles was just sitting there, parked slightly crooked along the shoulder. As if the driver were up there right now, staring down at her.

Watching me?

He could be. Or maybe he finally came to his senses and had stopped to help.

Either way, she refused to sit and wait for a faceless stranger to determine what happened next. Reaching down, she pulled the transfer case shifter into 4H, effectively switching the vehicle into four-wheel drive.

She didn’t wait a second longer or waste even a breath’s worth of time. With a plan in mind, Megan shoved the car into reverse, did a three-point turn. From the corner of her eye, she saw the truck begin to move.

Before she could take her next breath, it was speeding off, disappearing almost as quickly as it had first appeared.

Thirty seconds later, flashing blue and red lights lit up the sky above her.

Yes!

Slowly, carefully, Megan maneuvered the Jeep back up the hill at a gentle speed. By the time she reached the top, it was all she could do not to cry.

After giving her statement to the police and assessing the damage to her vehicle, she was finally on her way back home. The officer in charge had promised to contact a detective to see if they could pick up what had happened on traffic cams nearby.

They wouldn’t see the initial hits she’d taken from the truck, but those final two should be visible on the footage. At least, that’s what Officer Hermann had said.

She left with a business card and phone number for insurance purposes, and a promise from the officer to do everything they could to find the person responsible.

Nearly an hour and a half after leaving Cup of Joe, Megan was finally home. There were things she needed to do—bookwork for the shop and a couple loads of laundry she’d been putting off.

But she ignored it all, her new plans including taking a hot shower, drinking a glass of wine—or maybe the whole freaking bottle—and going to bed.

Because it had truly been one hell of a day.
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“That’s one. You know what they say, three strikes, and you’re⁠—”

“Screw you and your three strikes,” Emmett barked into the phone. “I’m done.”

A thick stretch of silence passed before the arrogant prick said, “You’re done, when I say you’re done.”

Jesus, what was this? A low-budget hitman flick? You’re done with I say you’re done. Guy sounded like a nineteen-eighties mobster or some shit.

“I could’ve died trying to do your dirty work.”

“Our dirty work,” the man shot back. “Don’t forget, this woman came into the picture because of your dumbass. Not mine.”

“There wouldn’t even be a fucking picture if it wasn’t for you. So you can save your sanctimonious bullshit for someone who cares.”

“You will care when your ass is sent back to prison. That happens, I’m confident you’ll start to care a great deal.”

Fuck. Fuck!

“She’ll have to wait. At least a couple weeks.”

“Fuck you, a couple weeks,” the powerful man hissed. “This should’ve already been handled.”

“I tried, but…fuck. You got any idea how hard it is to purposely cause a wreck on the highway…while also trying not to fuck yourself over in the process?”

Looked a helluva lot easier on T.V., that was for sure. He’d thought that last hit was it. The King woman had made it was just past the guard rail’s edge, and that steep embankment had been right there.

Emmett had been sure by hitting the left corner of her bumper, he’d succeed in spinning her sideways, making her roll over and over down the fucking hill. Then the plan was going to be for him to climb down there, smash her head in with the butt of his gun so it would look like she hit it in the crash, and then…

All this would’ve been over.

But that wasn’t how it happened. The Jeep didn’t spin out of control…at least not in the way Emmett had hoped. The plan still could’ve worked, but then he’d spotted those goddamn flashing lights in his rearview, so he’d gotten the hell out of there as fast as he could.

“At this point, I don’t care how you do it. Just take care of the bitch. Now.”

Now? Was this guy insane?

“Like right now? Dude, the bitch is probably still talking to the cops.”

“I didn’t mean that literally, you idiot.” An impatient exhale. “Tomorrow night will do.”

“Let me guess. You’ve come up with another one of your brilliant plans?”

“As a matter of fact, I have.”

“Well don’t keep me in suspense.” Asshole.

“You know, Emmett…I’ve lived and worked here for many years. During that time, I’ve learned Chicago has a lot of wonderful things to offer. But as you’re aware, the city also has a dark side, and unfortunately, bad things happen to good, innocent people every day.”

“Look, as fascinating as that is, I just need to know what you want me to⁠—”

“Take last year, for example.” The ramblings continued. “Did you know there were over twenty thousand thefts reported to the police? Twenty thousand. Now, you work your way up the violent crime ladder, and we had over two thousand reported sexual assaults, nearly six thousand aggravated batteries, and just under seven hundred murders.”

Emmett squeezed the phone tightly, tempted to throw the damn thing across the room. “Enough with the fucking statistics. I just need to know what this latest grand plan of yours is, so I can be done with this shit, already.”

There was a long pause, the uncomfortable silence thick as shit.

“There’s one crime I forgot to mention.” Another dramatic pause. “Burglary. Chicago had almost eight thousand homes broken into last year. Now according to the FBI, the national average of burglaries cleared by local, state, or even federal agencies is around thirteen percent. That means eighty-seven percent of all home invasions go unsolved, and that means those offenders were never identified or caught.”

On the verge of telling the guy to take his useless knowledge and shove it up his ass, Emmett stopped himself short when it clicked. “You want me to break into the King woman’s home, now, too?”

Once was more than enough, fuck you very much.

“See?” The other man sounded pleased. “I knew you were smarter than you look.”

“Go to hell.”

“It’ll be a simple in and out job.” The asshole continued as if Emmett hadn’t spoken. “Another unfortunate big-city statistic. The police will show up, take their pictures and dust for prints. They’ll talk to the neighbors, check the video footage from the poor victim’s home and those surrounding it. And then, when there’s no tangible evidence leading them to a person of interest, they’ll put the file in a drawer and forget about it.”

“You sure about that?”

The arrogant SOB sounded smug as hell in his response.

“Trust me. This is the sort of thing I deal with for a living, remember?” the arrogant SOB reminded him. “A young, single woman living alone. Burglar breaks in, the woman finds herself in the wrong place at the wrong time, there’s a struggle, and then…bam. Our problem goes away.”

“That’s what you said about your little side piece.” His gut turned to led remembering the pleading look in that young woman’s eyes right before he pulled the trigger. “What happened to making this one look like an accident?”

“You proved yourself incapable of that task last night. So now we’re improvising.”

Improvising.

The guy was talking about Emmett breaking into Megan King’s home, roughing her up to make it look like a break-in gone bad, and then shooting her dead.

Just like last time.

“Look, man. I don’t…” He swallowed. “I don’t know if I can do that shit again. I get caught⁠—"

“You won’t. Just like you didn’t get caught last time. Although, I do think we should do this one at night to keep the two cases less relatable. Just in case.”

“Sounds like you’ve thought of everything,” Emmett groused.

“I always do.” A slight pause and then, “You still have the address from the information I sent before?”

“Yeah, I still got it.”

“Good. Tonight’s no longer an option, so it’ll have to be tomorrow.”

He didn’t bother arguing that he needed more time. What was the point?

This guy thought he was smarter and better than everyone else. The prick knew he was going to get his way in the end, regardless of anything Emmett said. Because he had Emmett’s balls in a vise, and apparently the only way out was to kill the King woman.

Another kill.

Another woman.

“I know this wasn’t part of the original plan,” the man in charge spoke up again. “But it’s nothing you haven’t done before, so stop whining like a little bitch and do what I’m paying you to do.”

“I’m not being a little bitch.” Emmett’s words escaped through a set of clinched teeth. “I’m trying to keep my ass out of prison. So fuck off.”

“No, you fuck off! Now, I can and will do everything I promised to help you get out of the city and get a fresh start. If you tie up the loose end you created.”

“And if I don’t?”

A slight hesitation. “If you don’t, then it’s back to prison for you. But you should know, I’ve already put in place a contingency for that.”

Son of a…

“What kind of contingency?”

“One that will ensure you get a hell of a lot more than the six years you were originally facing. Like, say…life?”

“Life?” What the fuck? “You can’t…you can’t do that. My lawyer said⁠—”

“Your lawyer?” A low rumble of laughter filled the phone’s speakers. “Give me a fucking break. You have a public defender who forgot your name the second the judge pounded her gavel and let your ass out on bail.”

Emmett scoffed at the man’s empty threats and dramatics because, “No judge in their right mind will agree to life in prison for selling fucking dope.”

“They will if a charge of murder was added to the count.”

“Bullshit.” But even as he said it, a ball of dread knotted deep in his gut. “You don’t have that kind of power.”

“No?” Amusement lifted the bastard’s tone. “Have you forgotten what I do for a living?” That same voice turned lethal. “Make no mistake, you little piss ant prick. You think I don’t plan for contingencies? That I didn’t already have something in place in case you decided to try to rat me out?”

Emmett held his ground, despite the fear racing through him. “You fuck me over, I’ll tell the judge all about your secret. I will, too. I’ll tell her all about the mistress you hired me to kill. Your newly pregnant mistress, I might add. The fact that you promised me no jail time and money to leave the state as payment. Yeah, I’m thinking information like that would make the judge wanna cut me a new deal real fast, don’t you?”

A long moment of silence stretched on, each new second chipping away at the foundation of Emmett’s dangerous threat. It was a risky move, going up against a man in his position. Risky as hell. But fuck!

This whole thing has turned into one giant shitshow.

“You go ahead and tell the judge what you know,” the man spoke calmly. “When she comes to me, asking about your outlandish allegations, I’ll simply turn over the evidence I only recently discovered. Evidence tying you to the first murder, as well as the attempted murder of Megan King less than an hour ago. And don’t think for one second, I won’t use it.” A slight pause and then, “Who do you think she’s most likely to believe?”

And there it was. The man’s ace in the hole.

Bastard planned this from the beginning.

Emmett couldn’t help but ask, “How do I know you won’t turn over this so-called evidence to the judge the second the King woman is taken care of, anyway?”

“You don’t.” A blunt and honest answer. “But I can assure you, that won’t be my first choice. The last thing either of us needs is any unwanted attention, so I’m hoping to avoid that nasty scenario altogether. And in case you’re wondering, my plan is to destroy the evidence I mentioned as soon as I get confirmation that our little problem has been handled. For both our sakes.”

Emmett swallowed against a rush of nausea knowing the man on the other end of the line meant what he’d said. If he didn’t do this—if he didn’t agree to killing the King woman—he was going to spend the rest of his life behind bars.

With no other choice but to go along with the fucked-up plan, he blew out a breath and agreed. “Fine. But once she’s been handled, I’m gone.”

“Finally, something we can both agree on.” The man sounded pleased. “I expect a phone call the second it’s done.”

“You’ll get your fucking phone call.” It was the last thing Emmett said before ending the call.

For the next several minutes, he paced around his shithole apartment trying to come up with a way out of this mess. Preferably one that didn’t end up with him in prison or dead.

But every idea that came to mind was shit. Because, as much as it burned his ass to admit it, the man he was dealing with was smarter than him. More importantly, he was far more ruthless.

Emmett opened the message feed between him and the Devil, himself. He tapped open the picture of Megan King’s driver’s license. Using his thumb and forefinger, he zoomed in on her smiling face.

He thought about the other woman. The one that was already dead. That job hadn’t been as hard as he’d anticipated, but he didn’t know her.

Slamming his truck into her Jeep and seeing it drop down that ravine was bad enough. At least with that, he was in his own vehicle. At least with that, he hadn’t had to look into her terrified eyes.

But with this one…

He’d met Megan King. Had talked with her. The woman had offered to give him free coffee, for fuck’s sake. Not because she wanted something in return, but because she was being nice.

And she was going to die because of it.
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The following day…

Christian stood at the floor-to-ceiling windows lining the east wall in Delta Team’s conference room. He slid an inconspicuous glance to his watch and sighed.

The video conference with Ryker was scheduled to start at seven-thirty. It was seven-thirty-six, and Ryker still had yet to make an appearance.

“Maybe he forgot.”

Facing the long oval table—and the men who were sitting in its red leather chairs—he countered Rocky’s benefit-of-the-doubt comment. “Ryker doesn’t forget business meetings.” He just didn’t. “But it’s possible something came up at work that pulled his attention away. We’ll give it ten more minutes, then I’m callin’ it.”

“Sounds fair.” Rocky nodded.

“Ten, hell.” Jagger chimed in. “I’d give the guy five. Max.”

“Trust me.” Christian moved his attention to the former CCT. “If it was anyone other than Ryker, I wouldn’t even give them that long.”

The dark-haired man gave a flippant shrug as if to say “Whatever”. But that was Jagger.

A total enigma, the man had more experience and specialized training than any other member on the team. Navy SEAL, included.

He could put boots on the ground, snipe a tango from record-breaking distances, scuba, snowmobile, and fly just about any aircraft known to man. Yet the impressive man had made it clear to their boss during Delta’s conception that he wanted no part in being in charge.

When Christian had asked Jagger about it later, all the other man would say was that he wanted to be part of a team, not lead it. Christian, on the other hand, had been thrilled when McQueen had offered him the top spot.

And here he was, almost a year later, still loving his job.

Not the only thing you love.

Megan’s sweet face immediately filled his mind’s eye, just as it had the previous umpteen times since yesterday’s sidewalk confession. Not only had the sexy brunette filled his dreams to the point he’d woken up hard as fuck and frustrated as hell, but she’d also invaded the majority of his waking thoughts all damn day.

And like all those other times, he forced the enticing image away so he could focus on work. Or…what was supposed to be work.

“Tell you what.” He addressed the entire room. “I’ll try calling Ryker one more time. If he doesn’t answer, we’ll assume he got called away on something else and can’t⁠—”

Right on cue, the giant flatscreen mounted high on the north wall came to life.

“Hey, guys.” Jason Ryker’s face filled the center of the screen. “I apologize for being late. We had a situation arise that required my immediate attention.”

“No problem.” Christian greeted the man who’d scheduled the meeting. “Everyone’s here except Brody. He’s working protection detail overseas.”

“I’m aware of King’s bodyguard assignment.” Ryker nodded. “But I wanted to go ahead and touch base with the rest of you about a situation in Libya that’s been brought to our attention. Intel is still coming in, so there should be plenty of time to catch King up to speed.”

“What’s happening in Libya?” Cade spoke up. His sharp blue eyes homed in on the man staring back at them from the screen.

“There’s been chatter about a rebel group preparing to take over one of the country’s oil rigs. Current intel shows the group’s planning on selling the oil to North Korea. As you can imagine, sending in U.S. troops, or even an active-duty special ops team, would be seen as an act of war.”

“What do you need from us?” Christian directed their colleague straight to the point.

“We need a team to go in and stop the sale.”

“And the players?” Rocky asked. “What do you want done with them?”

“This is a halt-action op. Anything outside of that depends on how well these assholes play with others.”

In other words, the fate of those participating in the illegal oil trade will be up to their reaction to Delta. If they surrender peacefully, they’ll be brought in, questioned, and detained while a full investigation gets underway.

But If they resist or take the first shot… There may not be anyone left to interrogate.

“So what’s the plan?” It was Liam’s turn to ask a question.

“We’re still putting things together. Best guess, we’ll have everything in place within the next few weeks. But, given the danger associated with an op of this nature, I wanted to give you as much notice on this one as possible.”

“Appreciate that.” Christian tipped his head to show his thanks. “But King isn’t scheduled to be back for another three⁠—”

“I’m aware,” Ryker cut him off. “As it stands, the oil sale is only in its planning stages, as well. Those guys will have to play it smart if they want to succeed, so this won’t be a rush job on their end.”

Jumping back in, an always eager Cade asked, “Anything we can do in the meantime?”

“I’m sending Hunt a file on the two groups we know for sure are involved, as well as both sides’ key players. I also had my team put together a separate list of known connections to both the rebels and North Korea we could possibly intercept along the way.” Ryker took a drink from a bottle of water before adding, “Learn each of their names and faces. I don’t have to tell you that, the more you know about who we’re up against, the likelier you are of having another successful outcome.”

“You keep saying we.” Jagger relaxed back in his chair. “That mean you’ll be accompanying us on this little excursion to the Middle East? I mean, it’s been a hot minute since you hung out with us.”

Christian fought a grin. Like him, Brooks wasn’t one who intimidated easily.

“Actually, that’s a perfect segue for something else I wanted to discuss with you. But before I get into that, does anyone have any other questions regarding Libya?”

The six men looked around the table, all shaking their heads before returning their attention back to the flat screen.

“Okay, good.” Ryker continued. “So to answer your question fully, Jagger, No. I will not be joining the team in Libya. However, I will be sending someone else with you. Which I’ll get to in a minute. But first, I wanted to apprise you of a personnel change that will directly affect you and every other R.I.S.C. team.”

Every man at the table sat up straighter in their chairs.

“Which is…” Christian prompted the man in charge of the room to give them more.

“After Libya, I will no longer be your first point of contact with Homeland.”

Several what-the-fucks filled the spacious room, and Christian had to put a hand up to quiet them down. “You’re leaving Homeland?” He frowned.

“Not leaving. Just…learning to delegate.” In a rare show of emotion, the man’s expression softened as he spoke about his wife. “Sophie’s been telling me I needed to for years. And like with most everything else, she’s right.”

A few soft chuckles broke through the air before Ryker began talking about his two-year-old daughter and time flying by too quickly. Which only added to the struggle Christian was already facing as he tried not let his mind wander back to Megan.

Like it had been all fucking day.

All day. All last night. Ever since he’d cupped her cheeks and stared deep into those gorgeous eyes as he confessed…

Hate is the last thing I feel for you.

He’d almost kissed her, then. Had come really, really fucking close. But he’d held onto his control. Barely.

That hadn’t kept him from fantasizing about her later that night. Or remembering how soft her skin had felt beneath his touch, and then imagining what it would be like to run his hands along the rest of her.

Her neck. Her breasts. Down the center of her abdomen…and lower.

And when he couldn’t sleep for the images playing over and over in his head, Christian had thrown off the covers, stomped from his bed to the bathroom, and jumped in the shower.

The plan had been to cool off so he could finally get some sleep. Instead, more of the torturous images appeared. Wet, soapy, erotic clips of the most incredible movie his hormone-driven mind had ever created.

Accepting that he was fighting a losing battle, he’d finally surrendered to his most primal needs. But even after taking matters into his own hand—literally—that need was still as present as ever.

And it had been ever since.

“Anyway”—Ryker’s voice brought Christian back to the present—“I’ll still be here, along with my team, doing whatever we can from behind the scenes.”

Shit. He’d missed an entire chunk of conversation. Lucky for him, it sounded as if the part he’d missed was more about Ryker’s personal life than the job.

This time. Next time you could miss something vital. So knock the shit off, already.

“You said you were sending someone else with us to Libya?” Rocky brought the conversation back full circle.

“Whoever he is, the guy had better be as good as you.” Jagger flashed Ryker a cocky grin. “You might be an absolute dick at times, but you’re still the best handler I’ve ever worked with.”

The room filled with silence followed by several snickers and snorts.

If it had been anyone other than Jagger, Ryker probably would’ve handed them their ass. But it was no secret Jagger and the Homeland investigator went way back.

When it came to those two, the rules went out the damn window.

“Wow, Jagger.” Ryker’s normally stoic gaze filled with humor. “I’ll try not to let that glowing compliment go to my head. Oh, and it’s probably worth mentioning that the he you’re referring to actually a she.” The well-connected man saw Jagger’s grin and raised him a smirk and an arched brow. “And I can assure you, she’s top notch.”

Sitting beside Jagger, a wide-eyed Cade sat blinking at Ryker’s image. “You’re sending us on an overseas op…to Libya…with a woman handler?”

“Careful, Ellis,” Christian warned. “Don’t go saying something that’s gonna get your ass canceled.”

“What?” The young sniper frowned with confusion. But then, “Oh, no. God, no. That’s not what I meant at all. I just meant won’t that be kind of…awkward? Depending on our sleeping arrangements and showers and all that.”

“What’s the matter, Ellis?” Liam looked at their teammate and friend. “You afraid the big bad woman’s gonna get a peeky-poo of the goods?”

Clearly getting flustered—which of course, was Jagger’s entire motive—Cade tried his best to recover. “No. That isn’t what I⁠—”

“It’s okay, Cade,” Christian rescued the drowning man. “We all know what you meant.”

Some days he felt bad for the guy. As the youngest by a whopping two years, the typical razzing was a given. But the man’s gentle, kind-hearted nature—which was in complete contrast to his muscular build and deadly aim—made the former Green Beret an even bigger target as the butt of their jokes.

Lucky for Cade, Ryker regained control of the room before Jagger, or anyone else, could chime in with another smartass remark,

“Just so we’re clear,” Ryker spoke to the entire group. “I’m sending Delta to Libya with Special Investigator Natalie Foster who is a Federal investigator who came recommended by POTUS, himself. If any of you has a problem with my field replacement, I suggest you take it up with him.”

Christian had to admit, knowing the President of the United States had recommended this Natalie Foster person made him feel slightly more at ease.

“No problem here,” he quickly assured a man he’d come to trust with his and his team’s lives. “But I do have a question.”

“Fire away.”

“What’s SSI Foster’s experience with doing the sort of things you do for us?”

“Foster’s former CIA. She’s done outstanding work for us, and she also has extensive undercover experience.”

“Close rate?” Christian asked.

“Eighty-seven percent.”

It wasn’t perfect, but it wasn’t cringe-worthy, either. And he knew as well as anyone, if you stayed in this business long enough, you’re going to experience more than one mission failure.

“What about the other thirteen?” Jagger grabbed the table’s edge and rolled himself closer.

“Only one was due to agent error. It was five years ago, and it was agent Foster’s second op working solo with that team.”

“If you don’t mind me asking, what happened?”

Given that every man in the room had Top-Secret clearance, it came as a shock when Ryker responded with, “Sorry, Hunt. That one’s above even your clearance level. But if it helps, from what I’ve seen and read regarding that op, Foster got screwed over by politics.”

“That why she still has a job?”

“It’s why I requested SSI Foster be moved to my department. And before you ask about my possible regrets about doing so, I have none. Natalie’s as good as they come. You can trust her. You have my word on that.”

It was all he needed.

“Good enough for me,” Christian looked around to make sure he hadn’t spoken out of turn. He was relieved to see the others all nodding in agreement.

“That’s what I was hoping to hear,” Ryker appeared genuinely pleased. “And on that note, I know how busy everyone is, so I’ll let you get back to it. Thank you for meeting with me. I’ll send more intel on Libya as it comes in.”

After a round of goodbyes, the screen went dark, and the high-powered man was gone.

“Well that was unexpected.” Rocky pushed himself to his feet. “Never thought I’d see the day Jason Ryker would hang up his boots.”

Jagger rose from his seat, as well. Walking the few feet that separated him and Rocky, he gave the other man’s broad shoulder a half-slap, half-squeeze.

“Happens to the best of us, my friend.” He released a dramatic sigh. “Assuming we live long enough to reach that point in our lives, that is.”

“Damn, Jag.” Humor flickered behind Rocky’s gray-blue eyes. “Glad we can count on you to spread those positive vibes.”

“Just doin’ what I can for my brothers, you know?”

Christian and the others chuckled at that.

“Oh yeah, Brooks.” Cade’s sarcastic opinion of Jagger’s claim was obvious. “You’re like a walking meme with a cup of coffee and a kitten, spreading joy and love to all those around you.”

“What can I say? It’s a gift, really.”

Beneath his breath, Rocky coughed hard one time, followed by a muttered, “More like a curse.”

More male laughter erupted as the team began filtering out of the private room and into the hall. But as he made his way closer to his office, the smile lifting Christian’s face slowly began to fade.

He wanted to call Megan so damn badly. To check in with her after his surprising first step in repairing their damaged friendship.

Friendship.

A giant knot left his gut churning and his chest tight. Because that was the crux of the problem. He didn’t want to be friends. He wanted so much more, and he wanted it from the one woman he couldn’t have.

“Hey, guys!” Liam hollered to the team from a few feet behind Christian. “Cade and I were gonna go grab a couple drinks and a bite to eat,” Liam announced to the group. “Y’all are welcome to join.”

“I’m down.” Jagger lifted a hand in the air.

“Burgers sound amazing,” Rocky agreed. “Of course, I worked through lunch, so there is that.”

“Cool. What about you, Boss?” Liam directed that one to Christian. “You comin’?”

“Thanks, but I’m not really hungry.” A lie of sorts.

Because he was hungry. Famished, even. Just not for food.

“So come have a couple drinks with us. Nothing says you have to eat.”

“Appreciate the offer, but I have a few things to wrap up here before I head home. You guys go ahead, though. I’ve kept you here too late as it is.”

“Nah.” Jagger shook his dark head. “We blame Ryker for that one.”

One corner of his mouth curved upward. He really did luck out where this group of guys were concerned.

“Boss says to go, I’m gone.” Cade pointed toward the opened reception area at the front end of Delta’s office space. “Anyone coming with better get your asses moving. It’s five-dollar pitcher night at Burger Bar, and I have a coupon for buy-one-get-one parm truffle fries.”

“Dude.” Rocky’s eyes grew wide. “Those things are so fucking good.”

“Right?”

“Have fun.” Christian shot a quick wave in the departing group’s direction. “And be careful.”

“Didn’t you know?” Jagger glanced over his shoulder as he stepped past Cade—who was holding the glass door open for the other man—and into the carpeted space separating the secured elevators from their office’s entrance. “Careful’s my middle name.”

My ass, it is.

“That’s it. Hey Rocky!” He hollered at the blond waiting by the elevator. “I’m putting you in charge of keeping this one in line.”

When he pointed in Jagger’s direction, Rocky sent him an incredulous look. “Fuck that. Ain’t a man here who can keep Brooks in line.”

“Right you are, brother.” Jagger boarded the elevator as its silver door separated with a loud ding. “Right you are.”

Grinning at their usual banter, Christian gave the men a final wave goodbye before locking the office door and returning to his office. Twenty minutes and two phone calls later, and he was finally on his way home.

Once there, he showered and changed, trading his button-down and dress pants for a faded pair of well-worn jeans and a black hoodie. Heading for the kitchen, he opened the fridge to search its meager contents, but that pit in his stomach was still very much present, making the thought of eating food nauseating.

He couldn’t eat. Had barely eaten the last couple of days. Giving the clock on the wall a quick glance, Christian considered just throwing in the towel and going to bed.

And it was barely nine o’clock.

Not that sleep would come easily. Or at all, if the past couple nights were any indication.

You can’t keep going on like this. You do, you’ll be no good to yourself or your team. Or…her. It’s time to put up or shut up, dickhead. Once and for fucking all.

“Goddamnit!” He shut the fridge door with more force than was necessary.

Blowing out a frustrated breath, Christian ground his back teeth together as he stormed out of the state-of-the-art kitchen. Pacing the dark hardwood flooring spread throughout the entire apartment, he felt like a million tiny bugs were trying to claw their way out of his body from the inside.

He couldn’t breathe. Could barely construct a coherent thought for the overwhelming barrage of images, memories, fears, and dreams consuming every cell in his body.

He’d told Megan he was sorry and that he wanted to be friends. But that was just the tip of the confession iceberg he’d managed to climb to the top of with no way down.

You know the way down, you’re just too fucking scared to take it.

His inner voice—the bastard—was right. Deep down, Christian knew exactly what he needed to do. Knew all that had been left unsaid.

And while the thought of betraying Brody’s trust killed him, the idea of living the rest of his life always wondering what if scared him even more.

Fuck it.

Making a bee line for his boots, he shoved his feet inside and raced to lace them up. Remembering the evening’s cooler temperatures, he grabbed his black leather jacket from a mounted hook near the front door, slipping it on with ease.

Before he could talk himself out of what quite possibly could be the biggest mistake of his life, Christian reached up and removed the black helmet from the second hook from the right. With his keys in his hands, he punched in the code to his security system, opened the door, and left.
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Christian sped down a stretch of highway, second-guessing his decision—and his sanity.

He knew Megan wanted him. He’d seen it too many times in those incredible eyes of hers to deny it. But attraction was only a piece of the relationship puzzle. Just because she wanted him physically didn’t mean she was interested in pursuing anything beyond that.

Bullshit. Megan’s crushed on you since she was an awkward teenager with braces. She wants this as much as you do.

If only he could be as certain as his subconscious.

All this time, he’d actually prayed for the day she’d find someone else. At least then maybe she’d stop turning that soul-stealing gaze his way.

Problem was, he hadn’t stopped to really think about how that would make him feel. Not until he’d watched her drive away the night of Brody’s cookout. And when the possibility of her moving on for good struck, Christian finally realized how it would feel to stand on the sidelines with no other choice but to watch it all unfold before him.

The thought of any other man touching her…that shit hurt. Really fucking bad.

More accurately, the idea of another man’s hands on Megan—on his Megan—created a murderous rage he’d never experienced.

Yours? That’s cute, considering you’ve spent the last few years pushing her away.

He shifted gears. Increased his speed. And he continued going faster and faster until he was well beyond the point of being reckless.

That’s when it happened.

His front tire hit something. A rock. Small piece of burned rubber from a trucker’s shredded tire. Something in the highway that threw his bike into an immediate—and admittedly terrifying—wobble.

Shit. Fuck! Shit!

Christian tightened his grip on the handlebars, every muscle in his fingers and arms working overtime to keep the racing motorcycle from losing control. Because at this speed—with nothing but his leather gloves, clothing, and helmet to protect him…

At least your face may not look like someone took it to a cheese grater when you’re lying dead in your coffin.

No. He was not going out like this. Not like some dumbass with no sense riding a bike at catastrophic speeds. Which, at the moment, was exactly what he was.

A dumbass who was seconds away from certain death. A man with far too many regrets.

His heart raced as it pushed a massive amount of adrenaline through Christian’s pulsing veins. Megan’s face flashed before him as guilt and remorse threatened to completely take over.

He couldn’t die. Not now. Not like this. And sure as hell not before he’d had the chance to at least kiss her.

I never kissed her. Never pulled her close and held her in my arms while we made the kind of love only a woman like her could create.

But the biggest regret of all was knowing he could die tonight without having ever told her how he truly felt.

I’m sorry, Meg. Sorry I was such an ass for so long. Sorry I never manned up and put myself out there for you. If I make it through this, I swear to Christ I won’t waste any more time. Not where you’re concerned. If God lets me live, I promise I’ll tell you everything the first chance I get. I’ll finally look you in the eyes and tell you that I’m completely and totally head-over-ass for y⁠—

As if by divine intervention, the wobbling began to ease, allowing him the precious moments he needed to regain control of the speeding death trap. By the time his tires were rolling smoothly again, Christian almost had his racing heart beating at a slower, steadier pace.

He took the next exit, not caring where it led. Like every major U.S. city, Chicago had its rough areas. But he wasn’t planning on staying long, and the pistol resting comfortably against his lower back offered a certain level of comfort and safety.

At this point, I’d welcome the confrontation. Might do me some good to beat the shit out of some idiot looking for trouble. Release some endorphins and all that.

Rather than being that guy looking to let out his aggressions on some unsuspecting bastard, Christian drove down a few blocks before pulling over onto an empty lot connected to what appeared to be one of over ten-thousand abandoned buildings scattered around the city.

Slowing to a stop, he turned off the engine, using the tip of his boot to lower the kickstand down. With a wide swing of his right leg, Christian steadied the tilting bike, making sure it wasn’t going to fall before yanking the helmet from his head and sucking in a breath.

The intrusive thoughts from earlier returned with a vengeance. Megan’s face. A young Brody demanding young Christian swear to never go near her. Fear from turning out like his own piece of shit dad and causing the one person who meant more to him than anyone else pain and heartache like he’d witnessed his late mom endure.

A single mom who’d worked two, sometimes three jobs just to keep a roof over their heads and food on the table. A mom who would give you the shirt off her back if you needed it, but then got beat down repeatedly by life—and the pieces of shit she used to date.

She was the best mother a boy could ever ask for whose life was cut too damn short by a ruthless disease that destroyed her body from the inside out. And all he could do was sit back and watch, losing her little by little, piece by heart wrenching piece.

Christian was only twenty-seven when his mom lost her valiant fight against the indiscriminate disease. And just like that, his family was gone.

First his dad, then fellow Veterans and former teammates. Mom. He’d lost so many people in his thirty-four years, it didn’t take a genius with a psych degree to figure out the toll each of those losses had taken.

Hell, even he could see the motive behind his efforts to drive away the one person left with the possibility of making him feel whole again.

Leave them behind before they can leave you.

Only that shit wasn’t working for him. Not anymore. But neither was standing in an abandoned parking lot contemplating his greatest regrets.

His throat closed up, his jaw physically hurting from the pressure his clenched teeth had created. Christian took in another deep breath. And another. Only…

Can’t…fucking…breathe….

Feeling almost lightheaded, he stood there. Chest heaving and extremities tingling. What the hell was happening to him? Why couldn’t he catch his breath?

It’s a panic attack, dipshit. You’re having a good, old-fashioned panic attack.

Pulling upon his medical background, Christian went through the steps he’d told countless others to follow.

Slow your breathing, inhaling in through your nose, and out of your mouth. In…Out. In…Out. In…Out.

It didn’t help.

“Fuuuck!”

His shouted expletive echoed through the cool night air as he raised his helmet above his head, ready to chuck the damn thing as far as he could throw it. At the last second, right before he was about to release his grip and set it free, a sudden, unexpected thought struck.

What would Megan think?

Arm—and helmet—frozen mid-throw, silent question stopped him cold. It was one he’d pondered a hundred times before. Maybe more.

What would Megan think?

Over the years, those same words had rolled through his brain more times than he cared to admit.

In high school. At boot camp. On ops that led him and his fellow SEALS into the depths of Hell, where he’d repeatedly been forced to see and do things that would make even the best of men turn into something unrecognizable.

He’d seen it happen more than once. And just the thought of turning into the same sort of uncaring, empty shell—like a few of his brothers and sisters in arms had—scared the shit out of him.

But losing Megan for good scared him even more.

So whenever Christian would find himself close to crossing a line, he’d stop and ask himself… What would Megan think?

And every time, the decision he came to after following his gut was the right one to make. Every. Time.

The only exception, he feared, had been keeping himself away.

Ask it again.

Christian lowered the helmet down to his side. With a shake of his head and a sardonic half-chuckle, he thought what the hell, and mentally asked himself one last time…

What would Megan do? If she were you, and she were contemplating a choice between following her dream or her fears, what would she do?

The answer didn’t come as quickly as it had in the past. Instead of a clear-cut direction, he found himself at a pivotal moment in his life.

Literally, he was standing in the decrepit parking lot with the sole of his left boot precariously close to landing in a small puddle of water. Figuratively…

He was at a giant fucking crossroad struggling to decide which way he should travel.

Choose one way, and he’d either find everything he’s ever wanted or lose the two people he cared about most in this world. Go the opposite route, and he’d almost certainly live a halfway content life filled with work and little else.

And make no mistake. If he and Megan did become a thing, and he fucked things up with her. Or even worse, God forbid he did something to hurt her…

Brody would never speak to me again.

But if he stayed quiet, continuing to play the juvenile game of avoidance whenever she was around, he’d always wonder what his life might be like if he’d chosen instead to follow…her.

A car drove by the driver shooting him an odd look as he passed. The back passenger tire hit a small puddle, splattering days-old rainwater up into the air and along the car’s exterior.

Several minutes later—he hadn’t paid much attention to the time—Christian checked his watch, shocked to see nearly an hour had gone by since he’d first left his apartment.

And he still felt no closer to an answer than before.

You know what Megan would do.

The words came of their own volition, this time as a declarative, rather than a question. And like every other time, the voice in his head was right.

If the pulse-spiking woman were here, she’d tell you to grow a pair and ask her out, already. And if you tried using Brody as an excuse as to why the two of you together isn’t a good idea, she’d remind you her brother was not the boss of her, she’s a grown woman perfectly capable of making her own decisions, and she didn’t need Brody’s or anyone else’s permission when deciding who to date or not to date.

And there it was. He finally had his answer. In truth, it had been there all along. He’d just been too damn afraid of getting hurt to see it.

Was going after what he wanted with Megan risky? As. Fuck.

There was so much riding on her sharing his same desires and dreams. Not only for the two of them and any possible future they may have, but also for the company.

Because if things didn’t work out between them, Christian wasn’t only at risk of losing her. A decision like the one he was on the verge of making could potentially affect the future of Delta Team.

But what good is being successful if there’s no one at home to share it with?

So yeah, it was a risk. A giant one. But standing in that fucking parking lot, he realized it was one he was ready to take.

After all, if his time in the military—as well as the struggles he was forced to watch his mom suffer through—had taught him anything, it was that life was too damn short.

The thought brought him back to those last few moments when he wasn’t sure if his bike was going to level out or crash.

I could’ve died tonight. I could be lying on the pavement, dead and torn all to hell, and she never would’ve known how I feel about her.

Fuck it.

Christian climbed back onto his bike and turned the key. With its powerful engine roaring to life beneath him, he slid the helmet back over his head and pressed the button to initiate the protective sheath’s Bluetooth connection.

With a few swipes and taps across his phone screen, he chose a playlist he’d downloaded forever ago. Filled with loud, heart-pounding rock from the Eighties, he slid the tinted visor down over his eyes and kicked the metal stand back up to its cradled position.

This was it. If things went south, and they couldn’t make it work, so be it. At least he wouldn’t be stuck living out his days with a huge ass blanket of doubt hanging over him.

Sorry, Brody. I love you, brother. But I have to do this.

With a thrust of the throttle, the bike took off, carrying him to what he prayed would be his destiny.
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Megan saw the name on her phone and smiled. Picking it up from her bathroom vanity where she’d set it minutes earlier, she answered it before the second ring.

“Hey, big brother,” she greeted Brody. “How’s it going?”

“It’s going.” He sounded less than enthused. “What about you? Things been good since I left?”

Good? Not exactly the word she’d choose to describe the last few days.

Strange…confusing…frightening…

Put them all together, and you’ve got it!

“Things are great,” she lied. “The shop’s been really busy the last couple days, so I’ve basically just been working and coming home.”

God, she hated being dishonest. Especially with Brody. But there was no way in hell she was going to tell her overprotective brother some maniac drove her off the road and into a ravine twenty-four-hours earlier.

She also wasn’t about to share that she’d had this weird vibe all day today. Almost like someone had been watching her. Which was ridiculous and would make her sound like she was suffering from paranoid delusions.

And that’s why I’m not saying a peep.

If she did, the man would hop on the nearest plane and fly his ass home. Selfishly, Megan would love nothing more than to be on the receiving end of one of her brother’s giant bear hugs.

But that would mean leaving his assigned post for Delta, and she refused to be the cause of him potentially harming his amazing career.

“I talked to Christian last night,” Brody spoke again. “He mentioned seeing you when he stopped at Joe’s to pick up an order for him and the guys. Sounded impressed by what you’ve done with the place.”

Megan’s gut tightened, her breath stuttering from her brother’s words. Had Christian also told him about how nice he was to her…or that he’d apologized for being such a jerk these last few years?

When Brody didn’t offer more, she kept her tone breezy and the details vague. “Yeah, he came in for a mobile order. To be honest, he was the last person I expected to see.”

That last part hadn’t been meant for her brother’s ears, but it was out of her mouth before she could stop it.

“You ever gonna tell me what went down with you two? Because every time I ask Hunt, he swears nothing happened.”

“Nothing did happen.” That had been the most frustrating part. “I mean, things were fine before I moved to St. Louis. But when I came back, I don’t know. I guess we’d both just grown into different people than we were before. I mean, it happens.”

Oh, and he apologized for it yesterday and said the problem was him. Only he never really gave me the chance to ask what the actual problem was.

“I guess.” Brody waited a beat. “I just wanted to make sure he didn’t do something to deserve an ass kickin’. You’d tell me, right?”

Megan chuckled. “Yeah. I’d tell you.” Remembering she didn’t have to wait on him to change the subject, she asked, “How’s it been playing bodyguard?”

A low grunt filled her phone’s speakers. “Only six more days, and I’ll be headed back home. And it can’t come soon enough.”

“Your new client a jerk or something?” She frowned.

“No, he’s okay. For a rich as fuck SOB, that is. Just not a fan of following someone around all day, watching them hang out with their equally rich friends making their get-even-richer deals.”

“Sounds like a fairly easy job for you, though.”

“You want this one?” Brody teased. “I’ll book you on a flight today, and he’s yours.”

Making her way to the hallway closet to grab a clean towel—for the shower she was planning to take once they were off the phone—Megan laughed. “Well, I did do a lot of babysitting back in the day. I know for a fact you’re getting paid a heck of a lot more than I ever did. That’s for sure. And you don’t even have to deal with crying babies, puke, or dirty diapers.”

“Not yet anyway. But again, there are still six more days.”

Another laugh left her shoulders shaking as she headed back into her home’s master bedroom. She loved it when her serious brother was in a playful mood.

Those didn’t come quite as often as they used to. More so than when he first got out of the Navy, thank goodness. But her easy-going, fun-loving brother was never quite the same after that last deployment with the SEALs.

Something happened over there. Something he still refuses to talk about.

Megan wished like hell he’d open up to her, so maybe she could somehow help him work through it all. But she also understood that, for guys like him, the more you tried forcing them to share about their time in the service, the deeper those secrets became buried.

So she never pushed Brody. Not when it came to stuff like that.

Checking the time, she saw that it was just past ten. Hating to cut their conversation short, she told her brother, “Hey, listen. I have to be at Joe’s early tomorrow, and Katie’s girls are both still sick with that nasty stomach bug going around.”

“Poor kids. Sucks to be sick during the summer.”

“That’s exactly what I told her when she called. Then she texted me a little bit ago and said she’s running a fever now, too, which means I’ll be manning the shop all day by myself.”

“What about your part-timers? Can’t they rotate to fill in?”

“Brielle’s sick, too, Cambry’s on vacation with her parents, Ray has a doctor’s appointment, Halle’s working her second job tomorrow, and Jaylee, and Ami are both taking extra college classes all summer so they can graduate a semester sooner.”

“Damn. Sounds like you’re putting in more hours than I am.”

“Yeah, well feel free to slide some of that big-pocket money my way.”

“Hey, what about Ro?”

Megan paused. “What about her?”

“She’s filled in before. Why don’t you shoot her a text and ask if she’s free tomorrow? You know she’d help if she can.”

“Good idea.” She didn’t know why she hadn’t thought of it. “I’ll text her as soon as we’re done talking.”

The two siblings shared a few more minutes of conversation before Brody brought it to a close. “Well, listen. I’d better get off of here so you can get some rest.”

“You, too. I’m guessing your sleep schedule’s all kinds of screwed up with all the traveling you do.”

“It gets easier after a while. Your body adjusts. Besides, I’ll be home soon. And don’t forget. Something comes up that you’d normally call me for, get ahold of Christian.”

Her heart kicked a bit harder from just hearing his name. “I will. Goodnight, Brody. Or…good morning. Or whatever time it is there.” Wherever there was.

“Night, sis. Love you.”

Megan smiled. “I love you, too.”

She ended the call and set the phone back down onto the vanity’s white marble top. Filled with a sense of melancholy, she picked the phone back up and shot Ro the text she’d almost forgotten to send asking her friend if she could help at Joe’s tomorrow.

With the message on its way, Megan turned on the shower and began stripping out of her clothes. After washing her body and hair, she let the conditioner set in her hair while she shaved all the important parts.

Once that task was complete, she made quick work of rinsing her hair before shutting off the water and grabbing the towel she’d tossed over the top of the frosted glass door. Five minutes later, she was dried, lotioned and spritzed, and dressed in her light blue pajama bottoms and matching tank.

Megan picked up her phone on the way out of the bathroom and had just opened the door leading back into her bedroom when she heard an odd sound coming from the other side of the house.

She stopped moving and listened closely. Other than the AC unit’s low, steady humming, she didn’t hear a thing.

When a few more seconds went past without a repeat of whatever it was she thought she’d heard, Megan blamed it on a combination of an overactive imagination and lack of sleep.

Making her way across the room, her bare footfalls were barely audible against the plush cream-colored carpet below. She tossed her dirty clothes into the hamper hiding in her walk-in closet, then headed back to the bathroom to brush her teeth.

And that whole time—during her conversation with Brody and the shower that followed—Megan did her damnedest to ignore the disappointment she’d felt that it was her brother on the other end of the line and not Christian.

Why would he call you? He never calls. Not anymore.

The voice in her head was right. Just because they’d shared a moment—at least, it had felt like a moment—on the sidewalk the day before didn’t mean the guy was about to declare his love for her.

Hell, he’d only just started acting like he likes her again. As friends. That was all.

Megan had to remind herself, too, that just because she had stronger feelings for him, it didn’t mean those feelings were reciprocated. It might take a while for him to recognize the same heat and desire she found staring back at her on those rare occasions she’d allowed their eyes to meet.

Or when her sundress rides up too high while she’s in the process of jumping into her jeep and speeding away from him as fast as she could. Oh yeah. There’d definitely been heat in that dark brown gaze.

Doing her best to put all things Christian out of her head for the night, Megan spit the toothpaste from her mouth into the sink before grabbing the glass she always kept there and filling it halfway up with water.

A quick rinse of her mouth later, and her nighttime routine was complete. The only thing left was to go to bed and pray tomorrow was an easy, easy day.

I really need one of those soon.

She went to her nightstand and set her phone down onto the charging pad. Pulling back the covers, Megan was about to crawl beneath them when she heard the noise again. It was louder this time. More distinct.

And that’s when she knew.

Someone else was in her house. Someone she hadn’t invited.

Ohmygod!

Having seen practically every true crime show in existence, Megan knew full well if there really was an intruder, they couldn’t have possibly come here with good intentions.

It wasn’t like people broke into other people’s homes at ten o’clock at night to bake them a pie. Although, that would be kinda⁠—

Damn it, Meg! Focus!

On the verge of panic, Megan forced herself to keep her breaths steady while quietly picking up her phone and tiptoeing toward her bedroom door. Her thought was that if she could shut her door and lock it without the intruder being the wiser, it would at least put a temporary roadblock between her and whoever was out there.

Moving as silently as was humanly possible, she finally managed to reach the bedroom door. Another shuffle sounded from the other side of the house, and from her best guess, Megan was fairly certain her uninvited guests was in the kitchen.

Perfect.

She flipped off the bedroom light and eased the door closed. With a feather-light touch, she engaged the lock on the door’s knob before using long, semi-silent strides to get herself to the bathroom.

There, Megan flipped off that light and turned to leave. But then she got an idea.

Praying it was a good one, she reached around to the knob’s other side, flipping the small lock so that when she shut the bathroom door from this side. If anyone tried to open it from here, it would be locked from the inside.

Might make whoever’s here think I’ve locked myself in the bathroom, which could buy me some time.

With the bad guy walking around inside her house, leaving through the front door wasn’t an option. Which only left one other choice…

The back yard.

Megan’s terrified gaze swung to the sliding glass door positioned on the far side of her bed. When she’d first toured the home with thoughts of possibly buying, she remembered that same door being a potential deal-breaker.

She could still hear the concern in Brody’s voice when she’d showed it to him.

I don’t like it, Meg. You’re a single woman living alone in Chicago with a glass door right next to your bed. Not very smart, if you ask me.

Her counter argument had been that if a thief wants to get into a place bad enough, they’re gonna get in regardless. Admittedly, it wasn’t the strongest of defenses, but right now, in this moment, she was damn glad that door existed.

If you can get there and get it open without making too much noise, you can slip out into the back yard and escape through the back gate.

A gate that led to the alley running behind her house. Between her neighbors’ cars parked along the narrow passageway, as well as several trash bins and small garages and sheds, finding a place to hide in the shadows shouldn’t be an issue.

She just had to get there first.

No, you need to call nine-one-one, first!

It seemed like a pretty common-sense thing to do, but her thoughts had been racing a mile a minute, working double-time trying to not only process what was going on, but also figuring out the best course of action that—hopefully—wouldn’t end with her dead.

Nine-one-one first, then run. Now!

Sliding the pad of her trembling finger across her screen, Megan pulled up the keypad and dialed the three digits. With the phone held tight in her trembling hand, she didn’t think about shoes or the fact that she was braless and in her jammies.

Her only thought she had was getting to safety.

The phone began to ring. Once. Twice. Three times. Her stomach churned with dread when it kept ringing, and she realized the emergency operator wasn’t going to pick up.

Unsure of what else to do, she ended the call and tried again.

This time, rather than a continuous ringing, Megan was met with a busy signal.

No!

It took everything in her not to scream out her frustration. Tears filled her eyes, the weight of defeat causing her shoulders to fall.

She’d never been so scared in her entire life. Not ever. And that fear was clouding her every thought. Every action.

The police aren’t coming.

It was then that the real, honest-to-goodness panic began to set in. Because there was no plan B. It went call the cops, get to safety.

In. That. Order.

But now…

Megan became momentarily frozen with an overwhelming terror. Unable to avoid it—or control it—she wasted precious seconds she may not even have.

Frozen in space and time, she fought a war within herself to push past the shock and primal need to survive. Temporarily lost in a cloud of cowardice and all-consuming fright, Megan become so mentally checked out she couldn’t get a single muscle to move.

Yet somewhere in the back of her muddled mind, she was vaguely aware that if she didn’t do something soon, her fate would be left to the person who’d broken in here to do God only knows what.

Get your shit together, Meg!

Regaining control of her functions, Megan squeezed her eyes shut, forcing away every intrusive thought she could manage in an effort to clear her mind long enough to figure out her next move.

Call him. He lives blocks away, and you know he’ll race God Himself to get to you.

It was true. Megan had never questioned her physical safety when it came to Christian. He’d proven himself a protector too many times over the years to ever think he’d do anything to cause physical harm.

Her heart, however. That was a whole other story, and this was definitely not the time.

Call. Him!

Eyes flying open, Megan blew out a breath she hadn’t known she was holding and pulled up Christian’s number. At the same time, she raced quietly across the room to her sliding glass door.

Her chest physically hurt from her heart’s rapid, terrified beats, and she could hear the thrashing pulse rushing through her ears. But she refused to let it take over a second time.

The phone began to ring. Megan’s chin and lips quivered as she held the phone with one trembling hand and while placing her other onto the door’s metal lock. Her fingers fumbled for purchase, and there was a sudden, almost overwhelming urge to drop to the floor, curl up into a ball, and pretend it was all a dream.

A horrible, awful, terrifying dream.

But that would mean giving up, and Megan had never been a quitter.

You got this, Meg. You⁠—

“Hunt.” The deep voice was like a beacon of hope in the darkest of storms.

“Christian?” she whispered his name as loudly as she could while also trying like hell not to let the intruder hear her.

“Meg?” A low chuckle. “Funny you called. I’m like seven minutes from your house.”

Relief just from knowing he was on the other end of the call was almost as good as having him right beside her. Almost.

Wait. Did he just say he was⁠—

“You’re coming here? Now? Oh, thank God!”

“Why?” That same voice she loved so much had turned deadly. “Megan, what’s wrong?”

Using a hushed tone, she prayed he could understand what she was saying. “Someone’s in my house!”

“What?” A low curse preceded a muffled sound of a motorcycle engine revving up sounded in the background. “Where are you right now?”

“Bedroom.” She finally managed to flip the lock free. “I-I tried calling nine-one-one, but no one picked up, and then I got a busy signal, and I wasn’t sure w-what to⁠—”

“Megan!” Christian barked her name. “Sweetheart, listen to me. I know you’re scared, but I need you to try to stay calm and focused. Okay?”

“O-okay.”

“Good girl. Now, you said you’re in the bedroom. Is your door locked?”

“Y-yes.”

She pulled at the sliding door, ready to jump over its threshold and race away from the danger. Her heart leaped into the base of her throat when it refused to open.

She tried again and again, but like the first time, her efforts were in vain.

“Oh, God.”

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

“My sliding door. Christian, it won’t open. I’ve unlocked it and everything, but I…I don’t know why it won’t open!”

She knew she was starting to sound hysterical, but Jesus! A person—a psychotic killer, for all she knew—had broken into her house, and the only way out was useless.

“Meg, just listen to my voice, sweetheart. I’m almost there, okay? I’m less than a mile away.”

The reassurance that knowledge brought into existence was immediately overshadowed by soft footsteps sounding from the end of the hall.

Megan’s head swung in that direction, the swift movement causing the ends of her damp hair to stick to her face and neck. No! She pulled at the door again, apparently expecting it to have magically become unstuck.

It hadn’t.

“Christian, he’s coming. I can hear him coming down the hall.” Her throat worked over the giant knot stuck in her throat. “I-I’m scared.”

“I know you are, baby.” The endearment sounded tight, like his teeth were grinding together as they were formed. “It’s going to be okay. You have a walk-in closet, right?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“I want you to run in there, shut the door as quietly as you can, and hide. Try to use some clothes or something as cover. And keep the lights off and stay as still and quiet as you can. Got it?”

She was already running across the room, toward the closet before he was finished speaking.

“Megan?”

“I’m here,” She whispered softly. “Okay, I’m in the closet.” She shut the door quietly before spinning on her heels and scanning the generous space for the best place to hide.

“Does that door lock?”

Her heart fell. “No.”

The negative response prompted a mental note to remember to replace that knob with one that locked. Assuming she lived through the night.

“It’s okay. Do you see a place to hide?”

She glanced at the far-right corner where her longer dresses and skirts hung. There were even a couple plastic tubs filled with her winter coats and clothing she’d switched out a few weeks back.

If I can squeeze back there just so, I might be able to pull one of those tubs in front of me.

“Yes.”

“Okay, go to the light switch, but right before you turn it off, I want you to focus on the place where you’re going to hunker down. Keep your eyes lasered on just that area and the path to get there, flip the switch, and then go straight to your hiding spot.”

“I have my phone,” she reminded him. “I can use the light from it.”

“Shit, yeah. Sorry. Should’ve thought of that.”

“It’s okay.” Megan hurried to the light switch. “I’m obviously not thinking clearly, myself.”

Not even a little bit.

“Once you’re hidden, make sure your phone doesn’t give away your location. Keep the volume off and, and the screen hidden.”

“Okay.” Apparently, the one-word response was her new favorite.

“Go, Megan. Turn off the lights and hide. Now.”

Keeping the phone—her lifeline—at her ear, Megan went to the light switch. Reaching up, her hand hovered while she looked back over her shoulder. Memorizing as many details of her goal as possible, just in case, she held her breath and turned the lights off.

Darkness surrounded her. A thick, unforgiving blackness that threatened to bring with it another round of paralyzing fear.

“Meg?” Christian’s voice rang through, instantly severing those new tendrils of terror.

“Lights are off. I’m headed to the corner.”

“Let me know when you’re in position.”

She held the phone out, using its light to safely make it those final few feet. Bending at the waist, Megan slid the tub to the corner’s right out to make room.

Sliding past, she ducked behind the clothes, turned, and slid to the floor, Her butt met carpet while her back was pressed firmly against the wall behind her.

Making herself as small as her adult body would allow, she pulled her knees to her chest before righting the tub and rearranging the clothes.

“Okay,” she whispered into the phone. “I’m here.”

“I’m about to be. I’m four blocks out, now. That’s half a mile.”

Megan closed her eyes and breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m so glad you answered your phone.”

“Trust me, baby. I’ll always answer when you call.”

Baby.

It was the second time he’d called her that tonight, and while she was in no position to even begin to wonder what—if anything—it meant. She could admit, however, that it did add to the solace having him in her ear brought forth.

Then, as if the universe was playing some cruel, sick joke, Megan’s respite vanished when she heard her bedroom door break open. The loud bang nearly had her jumping out of her skin.

“Christian,” she lowered her voice to an almost indiscernible level. “H-he’s in my bedroom. I can hear him.”

Another low curse. “I’m almost there, Meg. You hear me? I’m coming for you right now. But I need you to stop talking, okay?”

“But—”

“I know you’re scared, but I’ll be on the phone with you the entire time. Promise. But right now, I need you to stay as still and quiet as possible. Can you do that for me, sweetheart?”

A tear fell down her left cheek. “Y-yes.”

“I know you can.”

She held her breath, trying to listen to the sounds around her. From inside her bedroom…and out.

In the distance, she could barely make out the bike’s rumble. It grew louder and louder the closer it got to her house.

Unfortunately, so did the sounds coming from inside her bedroom.

Another loud bang sounded, and Megan recognized it immediately. The man—she assumed it was a man—had just kicked in her bathroom door.
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Please, please let Christian get here in time. Please, God. Please don’t let him be too late.

The silent prayer had no more dissipated from her conscious thought when the closet door was thrown open. Feeling as though she were going to either pass out or vomit, she willed herself to do neither as she focused on becoming a statue.

A breathless, lifeless statue.

Light filled the small room, followed by a man’s voice. “I know you’re in here.” A long, terrifying pause. “This will go a whole lot easier if you come out on your own.”

Do I know him?

He sounded familiar, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on why.

Christian’s low warning filled her ear. “Don’t you dare move, Megan. You hear me? Do not move a fucking inch!”

Wasn’t planning on it, trust me.

“You’re seriously going to make me come get you?”

From between the slivered cracks in the flowing material before her, Megan could see the man’s jeans and black boots. Boots that were headed straight for her.

He’s almost here, Christian. Please hurry.

As if reading her mind, his voice came through her phone once more. “I’m turning into your alley now. Since he has you trapped in the bedroom, I’m going to try to catch him by surprise. But listen, Megan…” Regret filled his soothing voice. “He’s probably going to find you before that happens.”

What? No, no, no, no!

“If that happens,” Christian continued. “If the bastard finds you, you’re gonna have to fight. I mean, you fight with everything you have. You hear me? I don’t care what you have to do. And fight dirty. Balls, eyes, mouth…you go for whatever you can reach, and don’t hold anything back.”

She wanted to respond to him. To let him know she’d heard him and understood. But she couldn’t.

“I’m almost to your house, baby. I’ll be with you before you know it.”

Megan could hear the motorcycle’s engine cutting off abruptly. It took everything in her not to scream for help at the top of her lungs.

Christian’s here. He’s here, and he’s going to save you. You just have to hold on a few minutes longer, and⁠—

“Fine.” The man in her closet grumbled. “Have it your way.”

Megan did scream then. She screamed so loud her throat felt raw as a big, meaty hand shot through the clothes she’d had curtained around her.

The man’s bruising grip caused her to drop the phone. It fell out of sight, taking with it her only connection to Christian and the outside world.

“Let me go!” she yelled, digging her bare heels into the carpet as she used all her strength to try to break free.

But in one hard pull, the bastard nearly yanked her shoulder out of its socket while jerking her out of the hiding spot.

Megan gasped when she got her first good look at her attacker.

Black ski mask, long sleeve black t-shirt. Jeans. Black boots. Black gloves. This guy had thought of everything.

Including the black pistol held securely in his left hand.

He’s going to kill me.

She fought harder, doing her level best to free herself from his grasp.

It didn’t matter. The man was simply too strong.

He dragged her kicking and screaming—literally—out of the closet and back into her bedroom. Arms flailing and feet searching for the nearest testicle or shin to strike, Megan knew she probably looked like a wild woman as she fought to stay alive.

“Let. Me. Go!”

“Shut the fuck up!”

One hard pull on her arm, and Megan felt herself being whipped around. A fraction of a second before she went airborne right before landing face-down on her bedroom carpet. She grunted from the sudden impact, barely managing to break her fall with her hands and knees.

“Told you this would go easier if you’d just listen and do what you’re told.”

Pushing herself back up to her feet, she kept her eyes on the open doorway and took off in a dead sprint. She made it all of five long strides before being hooked around the waist and pulled back into the room.

“Get your hands off me!” she screamed and kicked some more.

The man forced them both toward the bedroom door. At first, Megan thought he was going to take her somewhere. Like maybe he hadn’t actually planned on killing her, but rather kidnapping her.

Not that either option was a good one. But kidnapped and alive was probably a lot better than being dead. Maybe.

Depends on what he’s planning on doing to you once he gets you where he’s taking you.

With a whole new set of fears blossoming inside her, Megan continued to struggle against her attacker’s strong hold. For a second, she thought she might be making progress, but then the guy grabbed a fistful of her hair, forcing her head to jerk backward.

“I said…quit…fighting!”

Pain exploded as he slammed her head against the wall. Thrown to the floor once again, she was too out of it to even try to break her fall.

Megan felt herself being rolled over onto her back. The man’s image blurred as he stood over her, his gun pointing directly at her now.

“P-please,” she begged, her pleas slurring from the blow to the head. “Please, don’t do this!”

Oh, God, Christian. Where are you?

The man stared down at her, his eyes coming more and more into focus. She’d seen those eyes before. But where?

A look of genuine remorse filtered into the familiar gaze, and Megan’s face crumbled. Tears fell in a free flow across her temples, dampening the carpet below. “Please,” she cried. “Why are you doing this?”

“I have no choice.”

“Please!”

Christian was close. He’d said he was close. And she knew he’d done his very best to get to her in time. To save her, as he’d promised he would.

But she also knew her window of opportunity had just closed.

This is it. This man is going to kill me. This is how I’m going to die.

Everything froze as time stopped all around her. It was true what they say about those very last moments on earth. In those final seconds of existence, life really does flash before your eyes.

The most important parts, anyway. Or more accurately, the people.

As she stared into the barrel of a gun, Megan saw her parents, and hoped to be reunited with them soon. Next was Brody’s handsome face. Her heart felt shredded knowing how hard her death would be on him.

But he was strong. Steadfast.

Megan just wished he had someone special in his life to help him get through his mourning and grief.

And then there was Christian. A man who’d made her laugh. Cry. Feel the deepest, most soul-level love a person could possess for another human being.

Her only regret—well, her biggest anyway—was that she never got the chance to tell him she loved him. At least, that had been her biggest regret.

But as she waited for her killer to pull the trigger, Megan realized there was one other thing that bothered her more than anything else. And that was knowing Christian would spend the rest of his life blaming himself for her death.

It wasn’t your fault, Christian. You tried. I know you tried. I’m sorry.

The man standing over her steadied his gun.

“Wait!” On reflex, she lifted her hands out in front of her. As if they were powerful enough to stop a bullet. “Please, just…wait!”

I’m not ready to die. Please, God. I don’t want to die!

“I’m sorry.” His trigger finger twitched.

“No, don’t!”

The sound of glass shattering echoed with the deafening blast of a gun. Megan flinched, bracing herself for the pain.

It never came. Not for her, anyway.

A low, gurgling grunt reached her ears, and she opened her eyes in time to see the masked man stumble backward before falling dead to the floor.

His dark, crimson blood pooled beneath him, drenching the fibers of her bedroom carpet. She scrambled backward, away from the source of her terror. She didn’t stop until her back was butted up against the foot of her bed.

“Megan!”

Christian appeared suddenly, his impressive form filling her vision as he rushed into her room through the sliding door he’d just shattered with his bullet.

“Are you okay?” The question was thrown over his shoulder as he reached for the bleeding man’s weapon. Shoving it into his back waistband, Christian then kneeled beside him and checked for a pulse.

There’s no point. He’s already dead.

She’d watched it happen. Saw the life drain from his eyes.

“Megan!” Christian’s elevated voice broke through her muddled thoughts.

“Yeah?”

“I need you to look at me.” He waited until she did, and then, “Are you hurt?”

“I’m fine.”

The response was automatic. She was far from fine. Probably wouldn’t truly be fine for a very long time.

Physically, the only pain she felt at the moment was a massive headache. Of course, that was to be expected after having it slammed against a freaking wall.

But yeah. Other than that, she was miraculously okay.

“He was going to kill me.” Did her voice sound off? Megan thought she sounded off.

To be fair, she also thought she was safe in her own home. But that was before.

Before someone ran her off the road. Before this man—the decidedly dead man lying feet from where she sat—broke into her home and pointed a gun to her head.

The sound of sirens registered from somewhere in the distance, their piercing noise growing louder and louder with every second that passed.

Christian squatted down in front of her, his assessing gaze blurring behind a well of tears as he stared into her eyes. Looking for signs of…what? A concussion maybe?

You did hit your head pretty hard.

A muttered curse filled the otherwise silent room when he found the tender spot on her forehead with his fingers.

Megan hissed in a breath, her head reflexively jerking away from his touch.

“Sorry.” A muscle in his jaw twitched, and it was obvious he was struggling to keep his anger toward a dead man under control.

For the next several seconds, a pair of strong, gentle hands ran the length of her body. His way of checking for any unknown injuries.

The taut muscles in his shoulders eased only slightly when he realized there were none.

“Come here.” He used those same hands to pull her into his warm embrace. “Thank God, you’re okay.”

Despite her own body’s reaction to an overdose of shock and adrenaline, Megan was surprised to feel Christian trembling, too.

“He was about to pull the trigger,” she whispered softly. “If you hadn’t gotten here when you did…”

She’d never forget the slight tremor in the man’s index finger. Two seconds. That’s all it would’ve taken for things to turn out drastically, horrifically different.

If Christian had been two seconds later taking that shot, it would be me lying dead on the floor.

Christian pulled away, a barrage of emotions filling his worried gaze. “I’m so fucking sorry I wasn’t here sooner.”

The guilt in his voice was thick. And for some reason, it pissed her off.

“Why? Because you can see the future and knew this was going to happen?” She shoved herself awkwardly to her feet.

A wave of dizziness struck, and black dots flickered within her blinking gaze. Reaching beside her, Megan put a hand on the mattress to steady herself.

“Whoa, take it easy.” Christian was there, easing her down onto the edge of the bed. “There you go. Just sit there a minute. I need to call this in.”

She’d tried calling it in when the nightmare first began. Not that it did her any good.

“It’s Hunt,” he spoke to someone on the phone. “I have a situation that needs your immediate attention. You free?” A long pause and then, “Good. I’m sending you an address. Get here ASAP, and…bring a team.” When Christian’s gaze fell on her forehead again, he added, “And a bus.”

Megan had heard that term used by law enforcement before, and understood he’d just asked whoever was on the other end of that call to send for an ambulance. She didn’t need an ambulance. She needed…

For this to have never happened. For there not to be a dead man on my bedroom floor. To wake up and see that this was all just a bad, very vivid nightmare.

“Thanks. I’ll be here.” Christian shoved his phone into his pocket and returned to her side. “That was Tyler Hansen. He’s a detective with CPD’s Violent Crimes Division. Someone already reported hearing gunshots, so the cops are almost here.”

“Okay.”

“Hansen’s also on his way. I’ve known him a while, and he’s solid police.”

A jerky nod. “Okay.”

Great. She was back to that one-word answer for everything.

“Hey.” The mattress dipped beneath Christian’s weight. “Sweetheart, look at me.” His spicy male scent filled her nostrils as he reached up and gently guided her chin around, so she had to face him.

Everything hit her all at once. The fear from knowing she’d had no way to escape. The overwhelming terror she’d experienced thinking she was going to die.

She closed her eyes, the move sending a waterfall of fresh tears streaking down her cheeks. And once they started…

“Ah, baby. Come here.”

Megan’s face crumbled as Christian pulled her into his arms and held her close. Hard, loud, ugly sobs wracked her entire body as she began to cry uncontrollably.

“Shh…” he crooned, tucking her head beneath his chin.

With her left cheek pressed against his chest, the tears continued to fall. And Christian was right there with her the entire time. Gently stroking the hair at the back of her head and whispering soft, comforting words.

He sat with her like that until the police arrived. Once that happened, it was like a switch was flipped, and everything around her became an instant whirl of activity and controlled chaos.

Uniformed officers. Paramedics. Crime scene techs. Flash bulbs and tiny notepads. Questions and answers. So many questions. And through it all, Christian never left her side.

“I want you and your team working this one,” he told his detective friend.

When the calvary showed up, Christian had ushered her away from the dead body—a very appreciated move—and into her living room, where they were now.

Christian’s detective friend—an attractive thirty-something man with light brown hair and blue-green eyes—scribbled something down in his own tiny notebook.

“We’re on it.” Hansen flipped the notebook shut and met his friend’s stare. “Trust me.”

“Wouldn’t have called you if I didn’t.”

Standing beside her on her left, Christian’s spine was rigid and his muscles taut. He’d been that way ever since her embarrassing crying jag had ended, and Megan wasn’t quite sure what to think about it.

No longer did she see the sweet, caring, gentle man who’d held her close while she set her tears free. The man beside her now was a different version of Christian Hunt.

A deadly warrior with a killer aim.

“You say you first met Emmett Blackburn a few days ago?”

Emmett Blackburn. That was the name of her attacker, as was proven by the I.D. the police found in his wallet.

It was also the name of the man she’d stopped to help on the way to Brody’s party.

I can’t believe it was him.

And that wasn’t all.

While giving her statement, Detective Hansen brought up the incident from the night before, with the truck. Apparently, when he’d run her name upon arriving at her house, Hansen had been alerted of another open case connected to her.

So he’d asked about it, and she’d told them both the truth.

As expected, Christian’s muscles had immediately stiffened. Though he didn’t ream her ass in front of the cops—thank God—the look he’d given her left no doubt about how pissed off he was that she hadn’t called him when it happened.

Definitely going to pay for that one later.

Thanks to an immediate phone call to Liam, the tech genius was able to link a pickup matching the description of the one that had run her off the road to registration belonging to Blackburn.

Liam had also managed to find CCTV footage showing Blackburn’s truck forcing her Jeep off the highway. The evidence was indisputable, which meant Blackburn was definitely their guy.

So why don’t I feel relieved?

“H-he’d hit a deer.” Megan nodded. “His car had gone into the median, but no one was stopping to help.”

Her gaze flickered to Christian’s, and she knew they were both thinking about the conversation they’d had at Brody’s party. She could still hear his ominous words from that night…

Did you seriously pull off the highway to approach a strange vehicle alone?

As usual, he’d been right. She never should have stopped to help. This was all her fault, and now a man was dead.

“I don’t understand.” Her voice sounded small. “H-he seemed so nice. And I was just trying to help. W-why would he want to hurt me?”

Christian wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. A quick kiss to the top of her head. “He was probably some sort of obsessive freak.”

“I see it all the time on the job, unfortunately.” Detective Hansen nodded. “Mentally unstable man sees a pretty woman who’s willing to give him the time of day, probably took your innocent act of kindness as a sign that you two were meant to be. Obviously, that isn’t the case, but you get the idea.”

She nodded, because yeah. She got it, all right.

“I think he was watching me today.” A whispered confession. “I didn’t see him anywhere, but I kept getting this strange feeling all day.” She looked at Christian. “You know, like when the little hairs on the back of your neck stand up? It was like that. But I just thought I was being paranoid.”

“That was your instincts, baby.” Christian gave her a little squeeze.

“So what happens now?”

Hansen slid his notebook and pen into his shirt pocket before blowing out a breath. “Now, we finish gathering the evidence from here and Hansen’s apartment. I’ll have my people go through his phone records and bank statements⁠—”

“Bank statements?” Megan frowned.

“Just as a precaution,” Hansen explained. “Don’t want to miss something important, you know?”

Another nod. “Yeah, I guess that makes sense.”

That was a lie. It didn’t make sense. None of this did. Not to her, anyway.

“I’ll reach back out once we’ve processed everything, but I think it’s safe to say this awful ordeal is over.”

More tears—tears of relief this time—threatened to fall, but Megan refused to let them. She’d cried enough for one night.

“Thank you, Detective.” She held out a trembling hand.

Christian’s friend returned the gesture. “No need to thank me, Miss King. I’m just doing my job.”

“It’s Megan, and…I’d have to disagree. You showed up because Christian called and asked you to. That’s going above and beyond, so again. Thank you.”

“Well, Megan, you can call me Tyler.” Detective Hansen—Tyler—offered her a kind smile. “And I’m happy to help. Besides…” He gave Christian’s shoulder a friendly slap. “Any friend of this guy’s is all right in my book.”

With his arms still locked around her, she looked up at Christian with a warm heart. He’d saved her life tonight. That alone made him more than just a friend.

“I think that’s all I need for now.” Hansen wrapped things up. “Your house is still an active crime scene, so you won’t be able to stay here until the techs are finished gathering all the evidence they can. You have somewhere else you can stay?”

“She’s staying with me.”

Her head swung in his direction. “I am?”

The look he gave her was unwavering and brokered no room for discussion.

“I, uh…” She looked back to Tyler. “I guess I’m staying with him.”

“Good. I mean, like I said…this thing’s about as open and shut as cases like this get. Between the CCTV footage of him hitting you with his truck, and everything we’ll get from here, this should be declared a good shoot and you two won’t have to worry about it ever again. But until we’ve officially closed out the investigation, you should be extra cautious. Stay on alert and aware of your surroundings, don’t go anywhere alone, that sort of thing.” His brown brows turned inward as his focus landed on the place on her head that was already starting to bruise. “You sure you don’t need to go to the hospital? I asked the paramedics to stick around in case you changed your mind.”

“That was nice of you to do, but no.” Megan shook her aching head. “They already cleared me and said I don’t have a concussion, so there’s no need.”

“If you’re sure.”

When she gave him and Christian a definite nod, Christian shook the other man’s hand and offered his thanks, as well.

“I’ll call you when I know more.”

“Appreciate it, Tyler.” Christian shared a look with the other man she didn’t quite understand before the kind detective left to go talk to a group of officers at the other side of the room.

As Megan stood in the middle of a home she no longer recognized, she drew in a shuddered breath before asking, “What happens now?”

“Now, you pack a bag.” He turned and faced her. “Get enough clothes for a few days, just in case.”

“What if…” She licked her nervous lips. “What if the investigation takes longer for some reason. I can’t…” Another lick. “I can’t stay with you forever.”

Just as he had on the sidewalk the day before, Christian reached up and cupped the uninjured side of her face. With his thumb moving back and forth in a gentle caress, he locked his eyes with hers and rumbled, “You can stay with me for as long as you want.”
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“I wouldn’t lie to you, Brody. Not about this.” Christian stood in his kitchen having called his closest friend to fill him in on everything that had happened. “Megan’s good. Bruised and shaken, but otherwise she’s okay.”

He wasn’t sure who he was trying to convince more. Megan’s brother or himself.

Never in his life had he been so fucking scared. Afraid he wouldn’t get to her in time. Terrified of what he’d find when he did get there.

Listening to her screams and not being able to do a fucking thing about it tore a piece from Christian’s heart he wasn’t sure he’d ever get back.

It was his worst nightmare come true. A literal Hell on earth. And for a moment there, he truly believed he was going to get to her place, and she’d be the one lying on the floor in a pool of her own blood.

Two seconds.

That’s what she’d told him. Emmett Blackburn was two fucking seconds away from pulling that Goddamn trigger. They’d also discovered the son of a bitch had jimmy-rigged her doors and windows to prevent her from being able to escape.

For him, however, attempting to open that door hadn’t been an option.

The second he saw Blackburn through that glass, standing over Megan with that fucking gun, Christian had readied his own and pulled the trigger. After that, making entry was as easy as avoiding a few stuck pieces of the jagged shards still held in place by the ruined door’s frame.

I almost lost her. First last night, when that bastard ran her off the road, and again tonight.

And if either attempt on her life had been successful, she would’ve been lost to him forever.

Christian closed his eyes and forced his lungs to continue their steady movements. He pushed away all thoughts of car wrecks and dead bodies and forced his mind to redirect to the present.

To focus on the fact that Megan was in his shower this very minute, and she truly was okay.

Physically, anyway. Mentally, she’d pretty much been checked out ever since leaving her house to come here.

It was the first time he’d had her over, so when they first arrived, he’d put her things in the spare room before giving her the nickel tour. Megan had followed him from room to room, but maybe said three words the entire time.

Once he’d finished showing her around, she’d quietly excused herself back to the spare room to take a shower and he’d come in here to grab a much-needed beer and to call Brody.

He could still hear the water running from the guest bath.

“I believe you.” Megan’s brother spoke up again. It was clear the man was worried about his little sister. “I just⁠—”

“Hate being a world away when someone you love is hurting,” Christian finished for him. “I know. I get it.”

“I know you do, man.”

Because Brody had been there, back when Christian’s mom was dying of cancer while Christian had been a world away. Fighting a totally different kind of battle.

“Let me make some calls,” he offered to his friend. “I might be able to find someone to replace you so you can come home.”

“Listen, Christian, I, uh…I don’t even know how to begin to thank you.”

“This is Megan we’re talking about.” A hard swallow. “You don’t ever have to thank me where she’s concerned.”

Brody paused a moment before asking, “Everything good between you two now? I know there for a while⁠—”

“We’re fine,” Christian cut him short. Not ready to share more than that, he switched the subject over to work. “You just need to focus on finishing your job so you can get your ass back here. Swear to Christ, if I see one more email…”

A deep chuckle reached his ear. “Welcome to my world, asshole. But since you brought it up, we really need to⁠—”

“Already rescheduled the interviews for after you get back. Although depending on how things play out in Libya, we may need to reschedule again.”

He’d already filled Brody in on Ryker’s conference call when the two spoke on the phone earlier this morning.

“Good point. Well, for our sakes, let’s hope Ryker doesn’t call us in until after we have someone in place for the office manager position.”

“No shit. I’m not sure how many more papers I can push.”

His phone dinged with an incoming text.

“Hang on a sec.” Christian pulled the device from his ear and looked at his screen. He frowned when he saw the message had come from Megan’s number.

He tapped it open, a sad smile lifting one corner of his lips as he read it.

Do you have something I can wear to sleep in? I had to give mine to the cops, and I forgot to pack another set.

Christian quickly typed back…

Dresser in my bedroom, 2nd drawer from the top. Grab whatever you want.

He returned the phone to his ear and continued his conversation with Brody. “Okay, I’m back. What were you saying?”

Several minutes later, the two men were still talking when Megan appeared suddenly from around the corner. Brody’s voice seemed to vanish, and Christian nearly dropped the bottle in his hand when he caught sight of her.

Damp hair, freshly washed face, bare legs, and…fuuuuck.

She was wearing his Captain America shirt.

His favorite shirt. The one he tried to wear as often as possible when he knew she’d be around. Because it wasn’t just his favorite.

It’s hers.

Christian was fairly certain she had no idea that he knew this. But they’d all been out one night a couple years back. Celebrating Brody’s birthday with drinks at one of the local pubs.

He’d spent the night avoiding her, of course. But her friend Ro had been there, and she’d had a pretty good buzz going…and when they’d both been standing in line for the bathrooms, Ro had made some off-handed comment about his Captain America shirt.

And how Megan found it sexy as fuck.

Christian hadn’t believed her, of course. But when Ro began giving him actual quotes from Megan about how he looked in said shirt, that’s when it became his favorite.

Now she was wearing it. Megan was standing in his kitchen looking tempting as fuck, and if the twin peaks poking against the thin fabric were any indication, she wasn’t wearing a bra.

His gaze lowered to those tan, toned thighs. He’d dreamed countless dreams about those thighs. Along with everything else he couldn’t see.

Jesus Christ, Hunt. The woman was almost killed tonight. Show some fucking respect.

“Christian? You still there?”

He blinked, remembering his phone call with Brody. With his eyes still locked with hers, Christian told his friend, “Yeah, I’m here. But listen, I need to get going. I want to check in with Liam before calling it a night. See if he’s found out anything more about our guy.”

“Let me know what he says.”

“Will do.”

“Oh, and Hunt?”

“Yeah?”

“I know this goes without saying, but…she’s my sister. You know?”

Christian held Megan’s gaze as he promised her brother, “I’ll protect her with my life.”

“Thanks, man.”

“We’ll talk soon.” He ended the call and set the phone down on the counter beside him.

Megan stepped farther into the room. “Was that my brother?”

Out of the shadows, he could see the red and blue bruise marring her otherwise perfect skin. A renewed sense of fury burned through him, and he found himself wishing Emmett Blackburn was still alive so he could kill the son of a bitch again.

Since he couldn’t, he did his best to control the anger and fear still very much present in his system and kept his tone calm and casual.

“It was.”

“Did you call him?” She hugged herself, the move inadvertently pushing the swells of her breasts together.

Focus, damn it.

“I did.” Christian nodded.

“Why?”

“He’s your brother, Meg. He has a right to know you were nearly killed tonight.” His heart kicked against his ribs as he added, “Last night, too, apparently.”

Remorse filled her weary eyes. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about it. Honestly, I thought it was a one-off. Some drunken idiot who couldn’t keep control of his truck. But now…”

“Now we know it was him.”

A jerky nod of her head. “I guess Brody finding out was inevitable.” She went over to the bar section of the kitchen and slid onto one of the stools. “Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if he has some sort of CPD radio app that alerts him if my name shows up on a police report.”

Christian’s shoulders shook with a low laughter. “Nah. Pretty sure he’s counting on me to do that.”

He was rewarded with a ghost of a smile.

Goddamn, she’s gorgeous.

More importantly, she was alive.

She almost wasn’t. She’d had a fucking gun to her head and had almost fucking died. And his hands hadn’t stopped trembling since.

“Are you hungry?” He set his bottle down and walked over to the bar. Standing across from her, he said, “I have almost an entire pizza leftover from two nights ago. Or I can have something delivered. Whatever you want, name it, and it’s yours.”

The look in her eyes changed just then. They became darker, her pupils widening ever-so-slightly.

Christian recognized the look. It was the same one he probably wore every fucking time he looked at her.

Desire.

If it were any other time. If she was here for any other reason besides the fact that her house was an active crime scene—he’d go for it.

He’d walk around the edge of that fucking bar, and he’d finally take what he’d been craving damn near his whole life.

It was the exact thing he’d spent the last five years trying to avoid, but he was finished with all that.

As soon as Brody got back into town, Christian was going to tell him. He was going to come clean about his feelings for the man’s sister, and then pray his friend would find a way to understand.

Because after tonight—after nearly losing the one woman to ever make him want more—he realized time was his most precious commodity. It was the one thing you could never have enough of, and the only thing you could never get back.

I’ve wasted so much goddamn time running away from shit that may never even happen.

Just because his piece of shit dad left him didn’t mean he’d turn out to be just like him. And just because he’d suffered great losses, that didn’t mean that he was going to lose her.

They were all going to die someday. But living in fear of losing those closest to you was no way to live at all.

So he was done. Done hiding his true feelings. Done pretending he didn’t care.

Done holding back from the one person who deserved to be loved—to be fucking cherished—every second of every minute of every fucking day.

That was his job now. Or at least, it would be once he told her how he felt.

As long as she didn’t laugh in his face and tell him to go fuck himself.

She won’t. She loves you, too. Ro’s told you as much. You’ve seen it with your own eyes. You’re meant to be together, even if she doesn’t know it yet.

Yes, they were meant for each other. He knew that now. Had probably always known it. And if he had to do some convincing to make her see it, too, so be it.

Because the two of them were going to happen. Just not tonight.

Tonight, she needed food, and to be able to sleep in a place where she could feel safe. Christian could give her both those things. And when the time was right…if she let him…

I’ll give you so much more.

“I’m not hungry,” Megan answered the question he’d forgotten he’d even asked.

No, he imagined she wasn’t.

“You want something to drink? I’ve got bottled water, diet soda, beer…”

“Actually, I think I’m just going to go to bed.” She slid from the stool. “If that’s okay?”

If that was…

Apparently they needed to set a few things straight.

With slow, non-threatening steps, Christian rounded the bar’s edge and went to her. Reaching up, he tucked a few wayward strands behind her adorable ear.

He let his hand linger there, palming the side of her neck while his thumb traced the delicate line of her jaw. “You don’t have to ask my permission to go to bed, Meg. As long as you’re here, this is as much your home as it is mine. You want to go to bed, go to bed. You want to raid the fridge at two in the morning, knock yourself out. Hell, you could even eat my extra stash of chocolate ice cream I keep at the very back for a special treat, and I wouldn’t care.”

Those pupils grew even larger, and he could feel her pulse spiking beneath his touch. She was staring up at him as if he could lasso the moon, her lips so tempting. So very close.

All he’d have to do was lean in a little bit more, and…

He rerouted at the last minute, placing a kiss on the part of her forehead that wasn’t black and blue. Christian squeezed his eyes shut, letting his lips linger against her warm skin a bit longer, before pulling back and stepping away.

“You’ve had a hell of a night. You should get some rest.”

Disappointment that threatened to destroy his good intentions fell over her beautiful face. But then it was gone, replaced by a small smile that didn’t come close to reaching her eyes.

“What about you? You’ve had a pretty rough go at it yourself.”

He didn’t tell her that tonight had been the easiest kill he’d ever made. Might throw a wrench in the whole, Make Megan Fall In Love With Me plan. So yeah, he’d keep that little tidbit to himself.

“I have a couple more phone calls to make, but then I’m calling it a night, too.”

“Okay.” She hesitated briefly before closing the distance between them. With a palm to his chest, Megan rose onto her tiptoes and planted a sweet, chaste kiss on his bearded cheek. “Thank you for saving my life tonight.”

Her whispered breath feathered across his skin, sending a rush of shivers racing down his spine. His dick was already hard before the kiss. Now it felt like he had a fucking sledgehammer throbbing between his legs.

Still, he ignored it. “Never have to thank me for that, sweetheart.” Not fucking ever.

She held his gaze a moment longer before stepping away. “Goodnight, Christian.”

“’Night, sweetheart.”

He watched and waited as she disappeared down the hall. To the spare room. Which was right across from his.

It’s gonna be a long fucking night.

And it was. For the first few hours after Megan had gone to sleep, Christian had tossed and turned in his efforts to do the same. He wasn’t sure what time he finally fell asleep, but he was crystal clear on the time he woke back up.

Correct, the time he was woken up…by Megan’s screams.

What the…

Christian shot straight up in bed. On reflex, he threw the covers off and grabbed the pistol he kept on top of his nightstand. Wearing nothing but his boxer briefs, Christian took off for the other room with his heart racing and his gun at the ready.

He threw open the spare room door, his head and eyes scanning the entire space for the threat. Only there was no threat. Not a physical one, anyway.

Christian lowered the weapon to his side and went to the bed. Lying in the middle, all tangled up in the blankets, Megan was thrashing around as if she were trying to fight someone off.

Not someone. Fucking Blackburn.

“No!” Megan’s eyes were closed, her brows pushed together in distress. “Please, don’t. Please.”

Unable to stand there and listen to her beg a man not to kill her—because he knew that’s the shit she was seeing—Christian put the gun on the nightstand and a hand to her shoulder.

“Hey.” He gave her a little jostle. “Megan, wake up.”

When she continued to be trapped in her own personal Hell, Christian spoke a bit louder. Made his movements slightly more aggressive.

“Megan!” He yelled her name, shaking her with more force than before.

Because damn it, he needed her to wake up.

Wide and wild, Megan’s eyes flew open. Gasping, she sat straight up and started to scramble away.

“You’re okay, you’re okay!” Christian rushed to assure her. “It’s just me. You were having a bad dream, that’s all.”

Looking adorably tired, but heartbreakingly scared, Megan blinked several times as she looked around the unfamiliar room. “Christian?” Her voice was rough from sleep. “I…I was dreaming?”

He nodded. “You were having a nightmare.”

Understanding struck, and he could see the moment she remembered. Not just the dream, but everything else.

“He was here.” A slight bob of her head. “I was sleeping in here, but when I woke up and went into the kitchen, it wasn’t you.” In the light of the moon, a tear left a silver streak down her cheek. “It was him.”

Ah, baby.

“You’re safe here, Megan,” he vowed. “Emmett Blackburn can’t hurt you or anyone else ever again.”

Scooting back so she could rest against the headboard, she brought her knees up and pulled the covers tight. Several seconds went by before she spoke again.

“I was so scared,” she whispered softly. “He had that gun, and there was nowhere for me to go.” Megan swiped at an escaped tear. “All I could do was lay there and wait for him to shoot me, and when I heard that loud bang, I thought…that’s it. You’re dead.”

“I wasn’t going to let that happen.”

She lifted her watery gaze to his. “If it had, it wouldn’t have been your fault. I knew you were coming for me.”

His fists clenched at his sides. “I’ll always come for you.”

Megan grew quiet again, and for a moment he thought she was ready for him to leave. Believing this, he started to reach for his gun, to return to his own bed, when he heard, “I thought about you.”

Christian froze, his hand hovering in limbo over the weapon. He straightened his spine and turned to her. “You what?”

“When I was lying on the floor waiting to die.” Her round eyes met his. “I thought about the most important people in my life. My parents and Brody…” She swallowed before adding a quiet, “You.”

Wait. Did she just say…

“Why me?”

“You really have to ask?” Megan gave a slight shake of her head.

He suspected he knew the truth, but they’d never even come close to discussing it. Even now, it didn’t seem like the appropriate time to hash out what they were to each other and all that other stuff.

She should be resting. He was supposed to be taking care of her not⁠—

“I’m sorry I woke you.” She slid back down onto her pillow. “I’d promise not to let it happen again, but I’m not willing to take that bet. Thanks for coming to check on me. You can go back to your room now.”

She was pushing him away. Whether because she was still trying to process what she’d been through, or because he still hadn’t responded to what she’d told him, Christian didn’t know.

What he did know was that there was no way in hell he was going to leave her in this room, afraid and all alone.

He left and went back to his room. Grabbing his pillow, phone, and phone charger, he then returned to the spare room. To her.

Walking straight to the nightstand, he reached behind it and plugged the charger in before setting his phone down next to his gun.

“Christian?” Megan looked at him from over her shoulder. What are you⁠—”

“Scoot over.”

She blinked, her sleepy gaze filled with confusion. “Why?”

“This is my side of the bed.”

He watched and waited, relieved to see the sweet smile lifting the corners of her mouth. Which, of course, had been the goal of his obviously smart-assed answer.

“I meant, why are you getting into this bed instead of your own?”

“Because you’re in this bed.”

She parted her lips as if to say something but stopped. Was she about to accept his offer? To argue? He wasn’t sure and didn’t really care. What he did do was give it to her straight.

“You’ve had a shit night, and you’re scared. And I won’t get a wink of sleep if I go in there, knowing you’re in here all alone.”

Megan stared back at him a moment longer. Without saying another word, she slid to the other side of the bed.

Keeping his expression steady, Christian grabbed the extra pillow and tossed it to the floor before replacing it with his own. He climbed under the covers with her, his left foot brushing against her right calf. She moved her leg to give him more room.

Shame, really. He rather enjoyed the feeling.

“You gonna lay down, or…”

Shit. Realizing he’d gotten under the covers, but hadn’t laid down, he rectified the situation and rested his head on his pillow.

The air was thick with awkward tension, but after a time, he became more relaxed and actually began to drift. But then⁠—

“Christian?”

He rolled over onto his side, facing the back of her head with several inches of mattress separating them. “Yeah?”

“Would you… I mean, you don’t have to. But I was just thinking, if you didn’t mind, do you think you could…hold me? Just until I fall asleep. You can even do Joey’s hug-and-roll if it helps.”

A Friends reference she’d known he would understand.

Chuckling, a wide grin spreading his lips as he slid closer to where she lay. “Come here.”

Not waiting for her to move, Christian wrapped an arm around her midsection and pulled her back flush to his front. The scent of strawberries and vanilla consumed him, and damn if it wasn’t his most favorite scent in existence.

“If this makes you uncomfortable, you don’t have to⁠—”

“Wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want to be.”

A heartbeat of silence passed before he heard, “Thank you.”

Without much thought, he leaned up and kissed the back of her head. “I meant what I said. You’re safe now.”

“Because of you.” She put her hand over his, the warmth from her soft touch electrifying.

Her luscious ass rubbed against his crotch. An innocent move brought on by a shift in her legs.

Painfully hard, he knew there was no way for her to miss the massive erection tenting his boxer briefs. But he locked down his muscles and didn’t dare move, praying he wasn’t making her uncomfortable.

Another expanse of time passed without either saying a word. When he was certain she’d fallen asleep, Megan adjusted positions again. When the curve of her ass rubbed against his hard-as-stone cock, she froze.

“Uh, Christian?”

“Just ignore it.” Lord knows he’d mastered that skill over the years.

Especially where she was concerned.

Megan shifted again, but instead of moving her ass away from him, she seemed to moving…

Closer?

He yanked his hand from beneath hers and grabbed her hip in a gentle-yet-firm grip. “I’m gonna need you to lie still, sweetheart.”

With the fear having momentarily left her sweet voice—thank you, God!—Megan’s tone turned almost playful when she asked, “What will happen if I don’t?”

Fuck me.

Christian closed his eyes and forced his lungs to fill with a long, deep breath. Releasing it on a slow exhale, he called upon his training to keep himself under control.

Can’t ever lose control with her. Never with her.

“I think you know exactly what will happen,” he warned.

A tiny, almost indiscernible hitch of her breath. “What if…What if I want that to happen?”

Christ, Almighty. Did she have any idea what she was doing to him?

As if to add to the torture he was already enduring, Megan turned over, so her back was flat on the mattress, her big eyes staring up in to his.

“Midnight confession time,” she whispered. “I want you, Christian. But I’m pretty sure you already knew that.”

He thought so. He’d hoped so. But hearing it straight from her lips…

Doesn’t matter. She was attacked tonight. Nearly killed.

“Megan, we can’t.”

“Why not?”

He studied her gorgeous face. Searched those soul-stealing eyes for even a sliver of humor or sarcasm. But there wasn’t any.

Because she was dead fucking serious.

His pulse spiked, the first tingles of anxiety making their presence known. He couldn’t do this. They couldn’t do this. Not tonight. Not after everything she’d been through.

Right?

She wasn’t the only one who almost bit the big one tonight, remember? Wasn’t that the whole reason you’d decided to go to her house in the first place? To finally man up and tell her how you felt?

That was before he’d killed a man right in front of her.

“I’m sorry.”

He blinked, her apology pulling him from his inner debate. “For what?”

“I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. You came in here to be nice, and I turned it into something it’s not. It’s okay, though. I thought maybe you felt…” A tempting bite of her bottom lip. “But it’s fine. I understand if you don’t want⁠—”

Christian’s lips were on hers before he even realized he’d moved.
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Fucking finally!

Christian’s heart surged as he savored the first taste of what he’d craved for what felt like forever. Their lips moved in a hungry, passionate embrace that took him places he’d never been.

He hadn’t planned it. Hadn’t meant for it to happen. But he couldn’t stand to listen to her doubt his desire for her a second longer.

So yeah. He’d kissed her. He was still kissing her. And Megan was…

Kissing him back.

She released a tiny mewling sound, and damn if he had to fight the urge to rip off the lace panties he’d caught a glimpse of earlier and drive himself balls-deep into her willing core.

Slow down, Hunt. She’s been through a lot. Slow the fuck down!

Remembering why she was here in the first place, Christian broke the kiss and pulled back. “Wait.” His breathing was labored. “We shouldn’t…this is⁠—”

“If you say a mistake, I swear I’ll…”

His bare shoulders shook with a deep chuckle. Damn, he forgot how easily she could make him smile.

“Not a mistake, sweetheart.” He prayed to God, that was true. “I was just going to say this probably isn’t the best time for this.” His gaze lifted to the bruise visible by the light of the moon, his heart aching from the thought of anyone laying a hand on her in anger. “You’re hurt, and you’ve had the shit scared out of you. The last thing I’d ever do is take advantage of the situation, or⁠—"

His words were cut short by a feminine finger pressing against his lips. Without a trace of hesitation or uncertainty, Megan effectively told him where he could shove his good intentions as only Megan King could do.

“Did you invite me into your home with the hopes of having sex with me tonight?”

“What? No!” He shot her a what-the-fuck stare. “I brought you here because your house is off-limits, and I needed to know you were safe.” He needed to know he was the one protecting her.

Because right now, he didn’t trust her life with anyone else but him.

“Okay, then.” Megan nodded, as if his answer proved her point. “Did you come into this room and wake me up from my nightmare with the intention of seducing me?”

Ah, hell. Understanding came a question too late.

Walked right into that one, eh, Hunt?

“Answer the question.” Those round, expectant eyes stared up into his. “Did you come in here because you wanted to seduce me? I mean, I guess that would fit, what with you only being in your boxers and⁠—"

“No,” he growled. “But you know that.”

“I do, I’m just trying to get you to see it. Because unless you crawled into this bed with the premeditated plan of fucking me, I’d say your worries about taking advantage of the situation are unwarranted.”

“Unwarranted?”

She nodded. “Yep.”

Christian’s mind raced trying to decide whether he should just tell her now and get it over with or wait. If he confessed his feelings now, she’d have no doubt as to his true intentions.

Unless, of course, she thinks he’s just saying those things to try to…well…seduce her.

Goddamn it! He wasn’t used to being so indecisive, and it was driving him batshit crazy.

In the service—and with Delta—it was easy. See a problem, make a plan, implement. Plain and fucking simple. But this was Megan.

Sweet, sexy, lovable Megan. He’d already made so many mistakes where she was concerned.

Tell her. She deserves to know.

With the weight of their shared history and unspoken desires between them, Christian went back to his earlier resolve. Life was too damn short to live in fear.

The motorcycle…Blackburn… If either of them needed a bigger sign from the universe that the time to live was now, he didn’t know what that could be.

Tell. Her.

Praying he didn’t fuck this up—for her sake and Brody’s—Christian brought his body more fully onto hers. As he did, Megan’s legs opened wide beneath his, allowing him to settle between them with ease.

Heat from her sex radiated through the thin barrier of her panties and his boxers. He nearly groaned from the need to be inside her, but he held back so he could finally say the things she deserved to hear.

“I love you.” He held his weight with his elbows, his forearms resting against the mattress on either side of her head.

Megan’s eyes grew wide as saucers. At the same time, her sweet mouth fell open, her gasp filling the otherwise quiet room. She looked so fucking cute when she began stumbling over her words.

“Y-you…wha…you…”

“I think a part of me has been in love with you forever. I just didn’t know what to do about it.”

“What do you mean?”

Keeping it brief, he explained his hang-ups. His dad. His mom. The promise he made to Brody.

All of it.

When he was done, she remained quiet at first. Though Christian was dying to know what she was thinking, he waited, giving her time to process.

By the time she did speak up, he was on the verge of wishing he could take everything he’d told her back. Including his declaration of love. But then…

“Three things.” Megan looked back at him with a confident stare. “One, you’re nothing like your father. Two, everyone suffers from loss and pain, Christian. Sorry, but you don’t get to corner the market on that one. And if we all shut down and refused to let anyone in every time someone we cared about died, the world would be filled with a bunch of sad, pathetic, miserable people living half a life and dying alone. I don’t know about you, but that’s sure as hell not the way I want my life to go.”

God, he loved this woman.

“And three?”

“Three, my brother does not have a say in who I do or do not let into my bed. So if you want this…if you want me…then you’re gonna have to let that promise you made when you were kids go. I’m pretty sure Brody has.”

Christian didn’t know about that last one. But the other two…

“I was coming to your house to tell you how I felt.” He watched and waited.

“Oh, my gosh! I completely forgot to ask about that.”

“In your defense, you kinda had a busy night. But yeah. I was finally going to lay it all out for you and see what you thought.”

“What I thought?”

“About me.” A quick swallow. “About us. But then⁠—”

“I called because an obsessive maniac was trying to kill me.”

She grew quiet. At first, he thought their sensual moment had passed. But when Megan looked back up at him, her ruby red mouth—still swollen from his kiss—formed a devilish grin, he knew that wasn’t the case.

Especially after he heard her next few words.

“Cock-blocked by a man with a gun, huh?” A quick click of her tongue and a shake of her head. “Yeah, that’s a rough one.”

Christian threw his head back and laughed. Christ, this woman never ceased to surprise him.

When his laughter died down, he grew serious once again. He needed to say all the things. He couldn’t leave her with any doubts where he was concerned.

“I want you, Megan.” He traced a faint line down her cheek. “More than I’ve ever wanted anyone else. And I…” A deep exhale. “I’ve already cost us the last five years we could’ve had together. But if we do this, and I lose you for good⁠—”

“You won’t.” She leaned up and nibbled his bottom lip. “I’m yours, Christian. Don’t you get that? Even when I thought you hated me…when I thought I hated you…there was always a part of me that knew you were the man I was supposed to be with.”

“I feel the same way about you.”

“Yeah?” A slight wiggle beneath him. “Then what the hell are we waiting for? More time to pass? More missed opportunities? More gun-wielding crazies?”

She was right. Jesus, she was always fucking right.

“If you’re sure⁠—”

“I’m sure.”

Everything about her said she was. Her tone, her unwavering gaze, the way she kept driving him mad by grinding her sex against his…

He leaned down and feathered his lips against hers. “No more waiting.”

“No more waiting,” she agreed.

Just like that, he had everything he’d ever wanted. And it scared the ever lovin’ shit out of him.

But rather than worry about the overwhelming loss he’d feel if she ever left him, Christian pushed everything away except her.

Her voice. Her touch. Her smile…

Everything.

Because that’s what Megan was to him. She was his everything.

[image: ]


Megan relished in the feel of Christian’s hands on her body. Hands, mouth, tongue…

After everything that had happened, she couldn’t believe the way this night was ending. In the span of a few short hours, she'd gone from being at death’s door to walking through the gates of a whole different kind of Heaven.

Heaven on earth!

His hands trailed down her body, exploring every curve and contour with a reverence she had never felt before. Wearing nothing but his boxers, his exposed skin was molten beneath her touch.

She let her hand skim the inked skin on his left arm, knowing every detail of the intricate artwork without even looking.

The bald eagle’s head resting along his muscular shoulder. The feathers spanning the width of his sculpted bicep, their tips morphing into the stripes of the American Flag.

The WWII bomber his maternal grandfather worked on during his time as an Air Force mechanic. The soldier-turned-battle cross surrounded by the United States military oath of enlistment.

His entire arm was a testament to his loyalty and patriotism to his country. It was also sexy as hell.

Christian leaned down, pressing feather-light kisses along her collarbone. His lips traced a path of heated desire, her breath hitching half-a-second before a soft moan escaped her lips. She arched into his touch, her body instinctively yearning for more.

The slight tremble in his hands as he eased the shirt from up over her head was a welcomed comfort she hadn’t expected.

Men like him didn’t get nervous. That’s what she’d always thought, anyway. Christian, Brody…all those Delta guys had always seemed larger than life. Invincible, like Super Man.

Even Super Man has his kryptonite. Maybe you’re his.

Thoughts of superheroes vanished as he tossed the shirt to the side, exposing her breasts completely. The tips of Megan’s hair tickled her shoulders as she looked up at him, waiting for him to make his next move.

Christian’s eyes roamed over her naked form, leaving a line of arousing shivers in their wake. His gaze was so present and intense, it was almost as if he was trying to memorize every dip and curve she’d been blessed to possess.

“Beautiful.” A deep whisper as he leaned in for a slow kiss. “So fucking beautiful.”

Megan’s lower belly tightened with her own desire to remember this moment forever. To etch it into her soul so that she'd never forget the way he looked right this second. The way he felt as his body hovered protectively over hers.

The way they felt together.

She reached down her fingers working deftly to push his boxer briefs over his narrow hips and toned ass. Deciding to help her out, Christian leaned up, removing his boxers with expert precision.

While he took care of that, Megan lifted her pelvis from the mattress and slipped off her white lace panties, letting them fall to the floor next to the bed.

Naked and completely exposed, she stared at him and waited. Heat engulfed the browns of his eyes, making them almost black in their desire. The connection between them unmatched and unbreakable.

She and Christian may not have had an easy path getting here, but they were here now. And that’s all that mattered.

“I need you, Christian,” she begged. Please.”

She needed this. Needed him. She needed to be reminded of what life was all about, and that there was still time.

He repositioned himself between her splayed thighs but made no move to enter. Instead, Christian stared down at her with more love than she ever thought possible from a man like him.

“I want to take my time with you. I want our first time together to be special.”

Oh, Christian. “It already is special.” She placed a palm against his rugged cheek. “It’s special because it’s us. Together.”

Despite her attempt to appease his concern, Christian slid halfway to the side. Keeping one of his masculine legs draped over hers, he brought his mouth to the side of her neck.

Hot, wet lips kissed her there. Once. Twice.

Megan’s lids fell shut, her head falling to the side to give him more room to work. Using the tip of his tongue, the talented man left a trail along her sensitive skin.

Along her neck. Across her pulse point where her neck and shoulder met. Over her collar bone and lower, to the swell of her right breast. And then…

Megan cried out, her body arching against his as Christian pulled her taut nipple between those amazing lips. Hot and wet, he licked and laved against the distended nub while a hand kneaded and caressed her other breast.

She reached for him, her fist filling with his dark, silky hair. Grabbing hold of the longer locks on top, she held on for dear life as the man continued the slow, sensual torture.

Desperate to ease the constant aching she’d felt for this man practically since she could remember, Megan had been perfectly fine with hard and fast. But now that he was taking things slow…

Oh, my!

Christian switched to the other side, giving it the same delectable attention as the other. But this time, while he continued feasting, she felt his hand begin to lower.

Moving at an agonizing pace, his fingertips trailed along the cleanly-shaven juncture at her thighs making her breath hitch once more.

Lips parted slightly, she let her legs fall open as she gave herself over to him completely. Christian slid his hand over, his calloused fingers cupping her sex in a gentle yet almost possessive way.

Take me, Christian. I’m yours.

As if he could read her mind, he ran a finger up and down her wet slit before easing the digit inside. First one, then another. Megan’s moan filled the room as he began working her body as if he’d been trained especially for her.

Every touch. Every caress. Every thrust of his fingers brought her closer and closer to flying.

“Oh, God,” she moaned again.

That hand moved harder. Faster. The familiar tingles of her impending climax made their presence known. But just when she thought she was going to come⁠—

He pulled his fingers free.

“Wha—”

“Don’t worry.” He brought his lips back up to hers. “Not stopping. Just need a taste.”

A taste…

It took all of two seconds for her to understand his meaning. That’s how long it took for him to reposition himself, so his head was between her thighs.

Then he put his mouth on her, and Megan thought she’d die from the glorious sensation alone.

“Christian!” she cried out his name as he began licking and laving, catching every drop of the essence her desire for him had created.

“Mmm…” His deep moan vibrated along her sex, nearly making her lose it right then and there.

Megan reached for him again, both hands filling with his hair this time. She opened her eyes, glancing down the length of her body, her panted breaths coming faster as she caught sight of his head between her legs.

It was one of the most erotic she’d ever seen. And when he opened his eyes to meet her gaze, it was all she could do not to come completely unglued.

His tongue speared her core, thrusting in and out as his fingers deftly worked her clit with perfection.

“Ah, God…” she breathed roughly. She’d never been one to beg. Not for anything. But for this, “Christian, please…I can’t…please…”

Christian lifted his tongue to her clit. At the same time, he brought his fingers back to her entrance. He pulled the tiny bundle of nerves between his lips, using his mouth and hand to get her to where she needed to be.

And she desperately, desperately needed to get there.

“Oh, yeah,” she panted again. “Ah, God. Please don’t stop. Please…don’t…”

An explosion of pleasure erupted from deep inside. Like a nuclear bomb igniting at her body’s core, the aftershocks rolled through her in all directions.

Waves of goosebumps covered her skin, her inner muscles contracting around his fingers as he continued helping her ride out the incredible orgasm to its very end. When she was there, Christian withdrew his hand and—looking her square in the eye—slid his fingers between his lips.

Okay, that should probably not be as hot as it is, but damn.

“Wow.” Megan struggled to catch her breath. “That was…”

“Fucking amazing.”

He crawled—no, stalked back up the mattress until his body covered hers once again. Reached between them, he positioned himself at her entrance, the hot, blunt tip of his impressive shaft brushing against her ultra-sensitive flesh.

“Last chance to change your mind.” Christian searched her satiated gaze.

Was he serious? “Christian, I swear to God, if you don’t start moving…ah!”

She lost the ability to breathe as he filled her body with his in one powerful thrust. Though he’d already gotten her primed and ready, there was a slight sting because she was tight, and he was big.

Not to mention, it had been an embarrassingly long time since she’d had sex with anything but her vibrator.

But she was already soaked, and she’d wanted him for so long, the only pain she felt now was the insatiable need threatening to drive her to the brink of insanity.

“You okay?” Christian’s worried eyes met hers from up above.

“I’m better than okay.” Megan grinned. “But I’ll be even better when you start moving again.”

Relief filled his darkened eyes as he, in fact, began to move again.

She inwardly smiled. The man might go around acting like this big, tough, I don't give a shit about anyone or anything kind of guy. In reality, he was one of the sweetest, most generous men she never known.

You know, when he wasn’t busy acting as though he hated her.

This is it. This is actually happening.

After all these years, Christian Hunt was finally hers.

He moved slowly at first, their bodies adjusting to one another's for the very first time. The room became filled with the sound of their mingled breaths and whispered promises as they continued to shed their inhibitions.

A flick of his tongue across her distended nipples. A squeeze of his firm glutes with the fists of her hands.

Christian devoured her mouth with his as their bodies continued making the most beautiful love she'd ever experienced. He tasted of beer and desire. Of love and a future she thought was out of her grasp.

Allowing their love and passion to guide them, they moved together, the sensual movement of their bodies composing a symphony of desire and need. They each rendered themselves to the moment, letting go of everything that had come between them for far too long.

Time seemed to stand still as they explored the depths of each other’s bodies, discovering the secret places that only they knew. Their cries of pleasure and whispered words of love mingled in the air.

Christian continued to push himself in and out of her body. He moved his hand between their bodies once more, his fingers expertly working her clit. The tiny bundle of nerves swelled to the point of pain, but it was the best kind of pain she could ever imagine. The kind she wanted to last forever yet couldn't wait to find that glorious release.

“Oh, God!” she panted. “Oh, yeah. Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”

“That’s it, baby,” Christian crooned. “Just let go.”

She was almost there. A little…bit…longer…and…

“Christian!”

Her second orgasm hit with surprising force, her entire lower body lifting from the mattress, forcing his to move with hers.

Christian continued thrusting in and out. His body working faster, harder, in search of his own release. Unable to focus on anything but him, Megan didn’t dare look away as their bodies worked together to bring him the ultimate pleasure.

His thrusts became uneven, almost jerky in their delivery. A sign he was almost there.

“Ah, fuck.” He slammed into her again. “Ah, Christ.” Another hard push. “I’m going to…Megan!”

Christian’s muscles locked down, his spine stiffening from the force of his release. His hot seed filled her womb to the brim. And when it was over, as their bodies lay tangled together, he held her close.

Their heartbeats merging into one.

He pressed a tender kiss to her forehead, his voice a whisper against her skin. “I love you, Megan,” he confessed again.

She nestled closer, her fingers tracing patterns on his chest because she lay on her side, facing him. “I’ve loved you for so long, I can hardly remember a time when I didn’t,” she admitted. Her voice filled with a mixture of awe and contentment. “This feels like a dream, and I’m afraid…”

Christian rolled onto his side to face her. “What is it you’re afraid of?”

“Of waking up,” she answered honestly. “Everything else that’s happened aside, this is what I’ve wanted for forever. I'm terrified to wake up and find it’s nothing more than a dream.”

A wonderful, glorious dream to replace the nightmare that had brought him in here in the first place.

“It is a dream, baby.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “But it's our dream. So we’re the ones who get to decide when or if we ever wake up.”

The world outside faded away, leaving only their love and a promise of a future filled with passion and devotion. In that moment, Megan knew nothing could tear them apart. Their love had survived five years of denial on both their parts. But that was over now. Finished.

Tonight had been the most terrifying experience of her entire life, but she couldn't bring herself to fully wish it hadn't happened.

It’s all about the ripples.

Christian had told her that one time. Back when she and Brody had all hung out on a regular basis. The boys had been talking about something they'd seen on the news, which had sparked a conversation about going back in time and changing certain events.

Her initial reaction had been, of course, to go back. Why wouldn't you? If you could stop something horrible from happening and save even one person from experiencing a lifetime of pain, why would you even have to think about it?

But then Christian had talked about the ripples. He'd used a pebble in the water as an example. How even the tiniest of pebbles can cause a ripple that could span an entire lake.

According to him, there were positive and negative ripples. But no matter which kind you shared with the world, every single one of them had a lasting effect. They may not be noticeable immediately, or even at all to most people.

His point had been this. If we were to go back and change something from our past, whether that be something from ten years ago, or ten minutes. It didn't matter. Changing even one ripple could potentially set in motion a chain of events that would destroy a person's entire life.

Or make it into something they didn't really want.

So yeah, Megan had accepted the awful things Emmett Blackburn had done. Because as much as she hated to admit it, without him, she may never have found herself lying in the arms of the man she loved.

A man who, as it turns out, loved her, too.
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Three days later…

“You really have to go?”

Christian laced his boots, hating the answer he had to give. “I really do. I know the timing is shit, but Ryker’s calling a meeting this soon after our last one, it must be important. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry for doing your job.” She smiled. “These last few days have spoiled me, that’s all.”

They’d spoiled him, too. Three days of talking and laughing. Making love in damn near every room he had.

Best seventy-two hours ever.

But as much as he’d love nothing more than to continue staying hidden from the rest of the world, he had responsibilities to tend to.

Megan strolled over to the dining room table, where he’d pulled out a chair to put on his shoes. Wearing nothing but the sheet from his bed and a smile, it took every ounce of strength he had to answer Ryker’s call.

But fuck. If things in Libya were already starting to heat up—which is what it sounded like—that meant he and his team could be heading that way sooner than expected.

Normally, this wouldn't be an issue. He usually thrived on adrenaline and danger.

But things were different now. He was with Megan. Sweet, sexy, a wildcat in bed, Megan. And he felt like the luckiest bastard in the world.

Christian still couldn't believe the turn of events that had transpired.

In the span of a few days, he’d gone from feeling as though his life was running out of control, to feeling the worst kind of terror he’d ever experienced. Fearing he would lose her forever at the hands of a deranged lunatic.

Hours later, he’d had the most loving, sensual, emotional connection of his entire existence.

They'd fallen asleep after that first round of making love. The next morning she’d woken him up using only her tongue and mouth.

And every time since had gotten impossibly better.

Even now, almost an hour after their most recent tryst in the sheets, Christian could still feel the remnants of his latest orgasm. And yet, as he looked at her in that sheet with her tousled hair and swollen lips, he wanted nothing more than to strip off his clothes, scoop her into his arms, and take her back to bed.

Unfortunately for them both, duty called.

“I really don’t like the idea of you going into work,” he told her. “Not after what happened last night.”

“I’m only open a half-day today, remember? Just until noon. Besides, you heard what detective Hanson said. It was an open and shut case. Emmett Blackburn is dead, and I’m no longer in danger.” She slid onto his lap. “The electric company doesn’t care if I almost died. They still want their money. And the only way I'm going to get that money is if I’m open. And since the other girls already needed today off, and, as of this morning, Ro’s in St. Louis for that conference, I’m it.”

Christian wrapped his arms around her narrow waist and pulled her in for a kiss. “I get that, and you're right. The threat’s been taken care of. I just can't get the image of him pointing that fucking gun at you out of my head.”

Her expression softened. “I know.” She kissed him again. “Trust me, it's not something I'm likely to forget anytime soon. And I'm sure my desire to go into work probably has something to do with wanting to distract myself and not think about it, but there was also truth to what I said. My business is still new, and I can't afford to let it go to the wayside. I've got too much invested in it, and if I go under because I had a shitty experience that kept me from doing my job, I'm going to end up with a whole other set of problems to worry about.”

Her argument was sound, and not one he could really debate. If the situation were reversed, he would still go in to work. But this wasn’t about him. This was about Megan.

And he'd rather die a slow, painful death than to watch her go through something like that again.

“This meeting shouldn't take long.” He hoped.

“No worries. If you want, when you get done, you and the guys could come down to the shop and grab a drink or a snack. On the house, of course.” She sent him a playful wink.

“That sounds good. Why don't we just plan on that? I'll drop you off at Joe's, head to the office, and when we're done, I’ll bring the guys down to say ‘Hi’.”

Her expression grew serious. Almost nervous in nature.

“Speaking of the guys,” Megan tilted her head as she played with a loose string in her lap. “Is this thing between us something you want them to know about, or are we keeping it on the DL?”

“You kiddin’?” Christian scooped her into his arms and swung her around playfully. “I want the whole fucking world to know we're together.”

Megan let out a tiny cry of surprise before grabbing hold of his neck for support. “Including my brother?”

Christian stopped moving but held her steady. “Especially your brother.” Setting her down onto her feet, he kept his hands at her waist in a gentle, loving embrace. “We've wasted far too much time as it is. I told you before, I'm done with that. As far as I'm concerned, I'm in this all the way. You're it for me, Megan. And I finally got my head out of my ass long enough to see that. So no, I don't want to hide this. I sure as fuck don't want to hide you. The real question is, are you ready for what that means?”

Because I’m a selfish bastard, and I want everyone in Chicago to know you belong to me.

He searched her gaze for the truth, knowing if she said she’d changed her mind—if she said she’d made a mistake and didn’t want him—he’d step aside and let her go. It would fucking suck, and he didn’t know how he’d ever get past losing her, but he’d do it.

For her.

Because that's what love is. It isn't selfish, or half-assed. You were either in it, or you weren't. And if she wasn't in it⁠—

Megan grabbed his cheeks and pulled his lips to hers. When they finally came up for air, she gave him a pointed look and an unwavering declaration. “Baby, I'm in this so deep already, there's no chance I'm ever coming out. So if you want me, you've got me.”

Christian couldn’t remember ever being this happy. Not ever. And when you were this happy, you never wanted that to end.

And the only way to ensure it didn’t end was to…

“Marry me.” He held his breath and waited.

Megan’s eyes nearly bugged right out of her head. “Are you serious?”

As a fucking heart attack. “I know this isn't some grand gesture, and…shit. I don't even have a ring. But I’ll get you one. Big, small. Today or tomorrow. Whenever you want, whatever ring you want, you pick it out and it's yours.”

“I don't need a ring, silly.” She cupped his face again. “You're all I've ever needed. As long as I have you⁠—”

“You do,” he promised. “For as long as you can put up with my sorry ass.”

Megan arched a brow. “I happen to think it's a very fine ass.”

“So is that a yes?” God, please let it be a yes.

A slow smile lit up her entire face. “Yes, Christian.” She kissed him a third time. “That’s definitely a yes.”

The two shared another long and loving kiss, but then he smacked her luscious rear and told her to hurry. Because if she didn't get dressed for work in the next five minutes, he was going to be late for his meeting with Ryker.
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Megan couldn’t keep the butterflies from dancing around in her stomach, and there'd been a permanent smile etched on her face all afternoon.

She still couldn’t believe she was engaged. Freaking Engaged. And to Christian Hunt, of all people.

Funny how life works out sometimes.

She’d picked up the phone earlier to call Ro and share the good news. Of course, that would also require a massive explanation about how something that unbelievable could even come about, which meant filling her on the rest.

But then she realized a conversation like that as best served in-person and decided to wait.

Thinking of him and the guys, she glanced at the clock on the wall, her heart doing a funny little flip when she saw the time. He’d would be here soon, and despite having been locked away with him the last few days, she couldn’t wait to see him.

Quite a change from the last time he came by while you were working.

Yes, it was. A drastic, wonderful, amazing change.

He’d texted her after his first meeting to say they'd had an unexpected client stop by with an issue that needed his immediate attention. She’d just received another message letting her know they were leaving in five to head this way, and that he had a surprise.

Megan didn’t push to find out what the surprise was. Because that was kind of the whole point, wasn’t it?

In the meantime, she’d kept herself busy with cleaning and bookwork. And okay, she may have done the occasional online search for the latest style of wedding dresses. But who could blame her?

Her brother’s face flashed before her, but Megan pushed it aside. Brody loved Christian like a brother. And he had to be dumb and blind not to know how she felt about his friend after all this time.

So, no. She didn’t think her being with Christian would cause an issue. In fact, she couldn’t wait to share the news.

A steady beeping sound came from the kitchen area in the back. Recognizing it immediately, Megan stood from the table she’d been using to do the books and headed in that direction.

Walking straight to the fridge, she pushed the displaced door closed, apparently not having done so the first time around. She turned to leave, to go back to her table, but froze when she found a man standing in her way.

A man she’d never seen before.

Tall, mid-forties, handsome, he wore a suit that looked more expensive than her car and an expression she couldn’t quite read.

“Oh!” Megan put a hand to her chest. “I-I’m sorry, but we’re closed.”

She’d turned off the light and locked the front door. Hadn’t she?

No, you turned off the light, but left the door unlocked so Christian and the others could get in. But the bell above the door didn’t ring…

Megan assumed he’d somehow reached up to quiet it before it had a chance to alert her to his presence.

“I know.” The man took a step toward her. “That’s why I’m here.

“W-who are you?” Megan took a step back. “What do you⁠—”

“Want?” He released a humorless laugh. “I want a lot of things, actually. I wanted a high-paying career, a beautiful home and an equally beautiful family to go with it. But you see, I was at risk of losing it all because a woman who was only supposed to be fun got knocked up and decided she wanted to keep the baby.”

“What woman? What baby? What the hell are you talking about?”

“Chloe.” The man moved in closer. “You may have heard about her in the news. Young woman. Single. Living alone. Unfortunately for Chloe, she met an untimely death at the hands of a burglar she surprised.”

“I do remember that.” She still had no idea what that had to do with this man or her, but she remembered seeing it on the news. “It was a few days ago, right? The person who broke in shot her?”

“Twice.” The man nodded. “Once in the lower abdomen, and once in the heart.”

The lower abdomen. To destroy the fetus in case the mother somehow lived.

Megan felt like she was going to puke right there, all over the bastard’s fancy suit. She flashed back to last night, when she was the single woman who lived alone and had nearly been shot. Just like…

A thought occurred to her all of a sudden. It was probably a long shot, but one she couldn’t ignore.

“Where did Chloe live, exactly?” Megan demanded to know.

When the man rattled off the address, the pieces fell perfectly into place.

The slain woman’s home was two blocks from where Emmett Blackburn hit a deer. Two blocks from where she’d stopped to help him.

A man who’d broken into her home with a gun the night before.

“I can see the wheels turning, so I’ll save you the trouble. Chloe was my mistress, and when she found out she was pregnant, she wanted to keep the baby.”

“And you didn’t want that.” Because yeah. She’d figured it out.

This man had hired Emmett Blackburn to kill his mistress and make it look like she’d interrupted a break-in.

“No. I didn’t. I have a reputation to uphold, not to mention a prenuptial agreement that will financially ruin me should my…indiscretions…be discovered. Now, Chloe claimed she didn’t want anything from me, apart from the baby. But I simply couldn’t risk her changing her mind.”

“So you sent Emmett to kill her.”

“Sent him to kill you, too.” He shook his head. “You never should’ve stopped to help him, Megan. You really should learn to be more careful.”

“But I didn’t know anything about Chloe or Emmett! Hell, I don’t even know who you are!”

And she really, really wished Christian and the guys would get here already.

“You don’t need to know who I am.” He pulled a gun from behind his waist. “All you need to know is that I won’t let you suffer.” He raised that gun and pointed it at her head. “One bullet, straight through the brain. You won’t feel a thing, I promise.”

She was suddenly extremely pissed off. This bastard wanted to come in here and threaten her—after everything she'd already been through—and all because he couldn't keep it in his pants?

Not only that, but she and Christian had finally found each other the way they were meant to be, and this asshole thought he could come in here and threatened to take that all away?

As Christian would say…

Fuck that.

Remembering the pot of water she’d recently boiled for the guys’ hot teas, Megan made a show of cowering down and stumbling back out of fear. In reality, she was making her way closer to the stove behind her.

And the pot of steaming water that was waiting for her to grab.

“Please,” she begged. Megan lifted a hand in front of her to add to her supposed hysteria. “Please, I-I promise I won’t tell anyone. I swear, just leave, and I won’t say a word about you, or Emmett, or Chloe⁠—”

“See, there’s the issue right there. You know names. You know faces. And you’ve seen mine.”

Two more steps, and she’d be there.

“I don’t know who you are, so it doesn’t even matter. Please.”

He came toward her. She took the final step backward.

“Sorry, Megan. It’s nothing personal.”

He steadied the weapon. His finger slid to the trigger.

At the same time, Megan was already reaching back with her right hand, her heart trying its damnedest to fly out of her chest as she pretended to be grabbing the stove’s edge.

She felt the pot behind her. Searching blindly, she ignored the burns she knew she’d have later and found its padded handle. Megan held her breath, preparing to take her one shot at surviving yet another unprovoked attack on her life.

This was it. If the water didn’t hit its mark…

And that’s when it happened.

The front door opened—the bell actually ringing this time— and Christian and the others entered the shop mid-conversation.

Yes!

Hearing their boisterous voices, the man with the gun became distracted. He turned his head toward the disruptive noise, the gun wavering just enough it was no longer pointed directly at her.

It was the exact opportunity she needed to show the bastard—whoever the hell he was—that she was not going to be a victim ever again.

Using her right hand, Megan lifted the heavy pot and swung it around so its opening—and the steaming liquid inside—were in a direct line of sight with the man’s face.

At the same time, she threw her upper body to the side to remove her head from his crosshairs.

The hot water hit the man’s face with a satisfying splash. He yelled out in pain, his free hand flying up to his injured eyes.

The gun went off.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

But before the man could take the fourth shot, he was lying prone on the shop’s tile floor with three new holes torn straight through his body.

One in the head, two in the chest.

As for Megan, she’d managed to throw the water and run. Straight out the kitchen door…and into Christian’s arms.

“What the actual fuck?” Brody turned from where he still stood in the kitchen. “How many other people want you dead, sis?”

Megan pulled herself from Christian’s arms and ran to her brother. With the gun that had just killed a guy gripped tightly in Brody’s hand, he engulfed her in his warm embrace, giving her the giant bear hug she’d been needing.

“H-he’s the one who sent Emmett Blackburn to kill me.” Her words were slightly muffled due to her cheek being pressed against her brother’s chest. “But it’s over, now.” She pulled away and looked back at Christian. “For real this time.”

The look Christian gave her said it all.

The lives of the men who’d meant her harm may be over. But as for her and Christian…

We’re just getting started.


EPILOGUE


Two days later…

“Jesus.” Brody sat in his lawn chair across from Christian and shook his head. “I’m gone a few days, and all hell breaks loose.”

Christian looked over at his friend, feeling more relaxed than he had in a long damn time. It was just the three of them tonight. No Delta Team to speak of.

Just him, Brody, and the woman he was going to marry.

He tipped back his beer with a sideways smirk. “Yeah, anyone tries taking you away on a solo op again, you have my permission to tell them to fuck off.”

“No shit.” Brody chuckled.

“I’m just glad you’re back.” Megan shot her brother a smile from the seat beside him. “And that you still have the extra Cup of Joe key I gave you for emergencies.”

They’d learned after the fact that Megan had left the door unlocked for them, but the man who’d come to kill her had locked it behind him to keep any unsuspecting witnesses from walking in.

If we hadn’t walked in when we did…

Christian stopped his inner thoughts off at the pass, refusing to let himself think about what would’ve happened if they hadn’t shown up to Megan’s shop when they did. When they’d gotten there and found the door locked, he’d assumed she’d gone to the back for something.

Thanks to a nasty stomach bug picked up by the man Brody had been guarding, Megan’s brother had gotten back into town earlier than expected. Since Brody had a key, and she’d been expecting them, he’d whipped out his spare key and let them inside.

They’d made it a few short yards when the first gunshot rang out.

Another close fucking call with the woman he loved, and he was done with that shit.

No more, baby. Not ever again.

Christian reached over and grabbed her hand and brought it to his lips. Brody’s astute gaze watched their every move closely, and then…

Brody shook his head and smiled. “That is definitely going to take some getting used to.”

“Well, you’d better get used to it, brother,” he warned. “Because pretty soon, you and I are going to be…well…brothers.” He flashed a wide, toothy grin in his friend’s direction.

He already considered Brody a brother. His marriage to Megan would only strengthen an already unbreakable bond.

One even a dumbass promise made by an equally dumbass kid couldn’t break.

“Not any different from now.” Brody crossed an ankle over one of his knees. “Other than my baby sister’s gonna have to put up with your ass on a regular basis, now, too.”

“Put up with?” Megan turned that come-hither grin of hers his way. “His ass is one of the reasons I’m marrying him.”

Christian turned his gaze her way and arched a brow. “Is that so?”

“Yep.” She nodded with a cute-as-fuck giggle.

When they remained like that for a little too long, Brody cleared his throat in a very loud, very aggressive manner. Together, Christian and Megan turned their focus back onto her brother, who was staring back at them with an unpleasant expression.

“You know, when Hunt pulled me aside the other night to tell me about the two of you, I said I was happy for you both. And I meant it, but…” Brody raised his palms for effect as he added, “A brother can only take so much, you know?”

Megan laughed before offering a sweet, “Sorry, BroBro.”

Christian wasn’t sorry in the least.

Changing the subject, Brody asked, “Did Hansen ever find out anything more about the guy I popped in the kitchen?”

He shook his head and set his bottle in the chair’s built-in cupholder. “Sounds like the case is all but closed. Basically Jeffrey Langston, the guy you took out, was a high-powered attorney who got his mistress pregnant and had her killed because of it.”

“When I saw Emmett right after he’d committed the crime”—Megan chimed in—“he was worried I’d somehow connect the two events and go to the police. So this Langston guy had Emmett go after me to make sure there weren’t any loose ends.”

“But why kill the mistress?” Brody frowned. “Was she threatening to tell the guy’s wife or something?”

Megan’s voice turned sad. “She wanted to keep the baby, and that jerk Langston was more worried about losing his money and reputation than the child he helped create. It’s all so heartbreaking and senseless.”

Yeah, it was. All except for the part where he got to go home every night to the gorgeous woman still holding his hand.

“I’m just glad you used the shop’s spare key to get in.” Megan looked over at Brody.

Christian and her brother had explained that to her later that day, after another evening filled with police reports and witness statements. And, of course, another dead body.

No more fucking bodies. Not around my Megan.

He wanted her days to be filled with nothing but smiles and laughter, and her nights consumed by pleasure. That was the future he saw for them.

Happiness and ecstasy. A home built from love for the family he’d always wanted. The only thing missing was his mom, but Christian knew she was watching from up above with a giant grin knowing her baby boy was finally truly happy.

“So what do you say, brother?” He looked across the fire pit to his current—and future—family. “You up for being my best man?”

Brody’s wide grin spread from ear to ear as he leaned forward in his chair and rested his elbows on his knees. “I thought you’d never ask.”

“This calls for a celebration!” Megan shot up from her chair and rushed into the house. She returned two minutes later with a bottle of wine in one hand and three fresh glasses in the other.

The three friends toasted to their friendship and the happy couple. And later, when Christian made love to the only woman to ever own him, he silently vowed to never, ever let her go again.
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Naval Amphibious Base

Coronado

Three years earlier…

“What the fuck was that, Master Chief? Are you trying to get your entire team killed?”

Brody King stood at the end of the hall, two doors down from Command. Together, he and his other SEAL Team 1 brothers waited for their leader to finish getting his ass chewed.

The door to Commander Grey’s office was closed, but it didn’t matter. They could all hear the man’s authoritative voice railing down the otherwise empty hall.

Luckily, the plane that had brought them back to the States had landed later than expected, which meant the regulars working in this section of the building were already gone for the night.

Of course, the plane wouldn’t be late if they’d been on time getting the fucking job done. If their team leader hadn’t tried cutting corners—again—to do a job they’d spent endless hours training for already.

“He knew better,” Curtis Falkner grumbled beside him. “He fucking knew better, and he did it anyway.”

Falkner was the team’s medic and an all-around good dude. But even the most soft-spoken man of the group was fed up with their leader’s unpredictable behavior.

“I’ve been tellin’ ya,” Brian Voigt shook his big ass head from where he stood next to Brody. “The guy’s headed for the rails.”

Brody turned his head to look back down the hall. He listened to the man he and the others trusted with their lives argue—fucking argue—with a commanding officer.

He thought about the close calls the team had experienced on their last two ops. Risks that had never been taken. Risks that had nearly cost the team dearly.

And with both incidents, their team leader was the one who’d made the dangerous calls.

Another round of ass chewing ensued, followed by that same door flying open, and Master Chief Michael Ainsworth storming out. Dressed in fatigues, his cover swung from one hand as his boots covered the tiled floor in long, angry strides.

He isn’t headed for the rails. He’s already fallen off them.

“Well, that didn’t sound good.” Hank Umber, the team’s demolitions expert and self-appointed jokester drawled.

“Guess that depends.” Ainsworth’s rough voice was thick with emotion.

“On what?” Brody watched as his mentor grew nearer.

If he didn’t know better, Brody would think the dark eyes that had just turned his way belonged to a stranger.

Stopping inches from where he stood, Ainsworth clenched his jaw before responding. “On you.”

“Me?” Brody frowned.

His leader—his friend—stepped up close enough the tips of their matching boots met. With a disdain he recognized, but one that had never been turned in his direction, he listened to a man he loved like a brother told him to fuck off.

“You wanted my job, well guess what? It’s yours.”

“You’re off the team?” Falkner’s eyes bugged out.

But Brody missed it because his focus was still on the infuriated man standing before him.

“I don’t want your job, Mike,” he told a man he respected nearly as much as he had his own father. “Never did. I just think”—he glanced at the others watching the tense interaction from nearby—“we think you need to step away for a bit. Take some time to relax. See your kids. And once you’re ready, I’ll gladly step back and let you take lead again.”

“Let me.” A sarcastic huff. “Right. Well, as much as I appreciate the generous offer, Command just pulled me.”

“Seriously, man. Did they really boot you from the team?” Falkner’s eyes bugged out.

“For this deployment, yeah.” Mike’s eyes remained locked with Brody’s. “Command said he’s going to consult with his peers before he decides whether or not to pursue further punishment. Congratulations, Petty Officer.” A hard slap to Brody’s left shoulder. “Looks like snitchin’ paid off real nice for you.”

“I didn’t snitch, Mike,” Brody finally released a sliver of his own anger. “I wrote out my AAR just like I always do.”

“Your After-Action Report didn’t have to include what happened in that goddamn building. You knew what would happen if you put that shit in there, but you did it anyway.”

“Put in mine, too.” Voigt came to Brody’s defense. “That ‘near miss’ about got our asses blown up. We all told you it was too risky going into a location that wasn’t vetted. That building⁠—”

“It was the fastest way to get a bird’s eye view of our target!” Ainsworth spun his anger toward the other man.

Brody was done. It was clear the man standing before them wasn’t the same Ainsworth they knew. And until he got some perspective—and some much-needed counseling—he had no business leading anyone into anywhere.

Especially one of the top-rated United States SEAL Teams in history.

Temporary or not, if you’re really going to be this team’s leader, you need to show them what you stand for. Starting now.

“Voigt’s right, Mike.” Brody caught the man’s attention again. “Our orders were to wait until HAVOC regained their system. It was a fucking glitch. They happen. And you know as well as the rest of us, if you just wait a fucking minute, they’ll be back up and we’ll be good to go. But you didn’t wait, and because of that, Brian and I both damn near got our heads blown off. So yeah, I put ‘that shit’ in my report. You’re goddamn right, I did. And when Grey looked me in the eye and asked me point blank to tell him exactly what happened, I wasn’t going to risk tanking my career by lying to Command.”

“You’re still alive, right?” Ainsworth swung his gaze to every man staring back at him. “Well, guess what? You’re all alive because I kept you alive! You think you’d still be here if this guy was in charge?” Another disbelieving snort. “You forget, I taught this smug son of a bitch everything he knows. Same for the rest of you, as a matter of fact.”

Ah, Mike.

Brody’s chest physically hurt from the knowledge that the man who had, in fact, taught him everything he knew about being a SEAL was lost.

So fucking lost.

Sadly, they’d all seen it before. A SEAL spends too much time in combat.

Too much time surrounded by soulless men who’d shoot their own mothers if they thought it would help their cause. Too much time surrounded by bullets and blood and death.

It happened so easily, too. That was the scariest part. One minute you’re Master Chief Michael Ainsworth leading one of the most successful black ops teams in US history, and the next…

“You all want me gone, fine.” The decorated SEAL seethed. “Consider me gone.”

Mike started to walk past but stopped at Brody’s left. Leaning in, he lowered his voice a bit lower as he warned, “Everything comes full circle, eventually, King. You’d do well to remember that.”

And with that, his teammate, his friend, his brother turned his back on the team and walked away.

“The fuck?” Voigt shot him a look. “Did he seriously just threaten you?”

Sure as hell sounded like it. But this was Mike, they were talking about. He might be in a bad place right now, but to the core, he was a solid guy.

Brody opened his mouth to defend their leader when he heard his name being hollered from the end of the hall.

“Petty Officer King!”

All heads swung back to where Commander Grey was standing just outside his door. Looking as happy about this whole clusterfuck as the rest of them, the man in charge of them all waved him down.

“Let’s talk.”

And as Brody made his way down the hall to discuss his new duties as SEAL Team 1’s leader, he couldn’t shake a feeling of foreboding. Like something bad was starting to brew, and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do to stop it.
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