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        2020 has been a year of change and loss. I want to dedicate this book to three souls who died before their time.

      

      

      

      
        
        My mother-in-law, a gracious and kind lady, with a smile that could light up a room and a heart as big as Texas.  She welcomed me as a true daughter and was the best mother any son could hope for; Mary Pat Peters.

      

      

      

      
        
        Paul Dunkley, a family man who was my husband’s best friend at the high school he attended.  His sense of humor, fun and loyalty was like no other.

      

      

      

      
        
        To Garrett Lai, one of the greatest men it has been my privilege to know.  He gave my husband a leg up and mentored him early in his career, and it was invaluable.  He became a great friend to our family.  His intelligence and wisdom knew no bounds.

      

      

      

      
        
        All three of these people have left holes in John and my hearts this year.  May they be smiling down on us and entertaining the angels with their unique personalities.
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        Can Love Heal Heartbreak?

      

      

       

      Sick and tired of being sick and tired, Lawson Thorne knows he needs help, but it’s difficult for a Marine Raider to admit.  But seeing someone you love, someone so strong, break?  Makes a man think hard about walking a different path.

      

      Jill Keiler knows heartache, up close and personal.  She has closed in on herself, and she doesn’t know how to open up anymore.  When she sees Law, she immediately knows he’s a kindred spirit.

       

      Can two people who have been through the fire find solace in one another’s arms?  Perhaps even find laughter again?  But if they are lucky enough to find the other half of their soul, will one madman slaughter their dreams?
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      Lawson Thorne hit the key fob on his large white pick-up truck and locked it.  It was new, so he’d parked it well away from the rest of the cars in the parking lot.  It’d been easy since it was a late afternoon on Thursday and only people like him were here at the rec center.

      He didn’t want to be here, or maybe he did.

      Fuck, I don’t know, and doesn’t that just prove I have a problem?

      Sighing, he trudged up the long set of steps that led to the entrance of what was once a high school in the nineteen-forties.  The place had seen better days.

      The mustard-green linoleum seemed to go on forever as he wandered the halls looking for his assigned room.  As he turned what he hoped would be the final corner, he damn near stepped on a little kid who was looking over his shoulder as he was clearly trying to make his escape. God knew from where.

      “You’re going to be captured by the enemy if you don’t look where you’re going,” Law said as he let the kid run into him.

      The boy looked at Law’s belly. Then his eyes made the long crawl upwards until he met Lawson’s eyes.  “How tall are you?” the kid asked.

      “Over six feet.  How old are you?”

      “Seven and three quarters.  My birthday is in November.”

      For the first time in days, Law felt the corner of his mouth tic up in a smile.  He remembered when it was important to sound older.  Wiser.  More important.

      “So where are you running to?”

      The boy let out a long-suffering sigh.  “I haven’t figured that part out yet.  I just don’t want to go back to the arts class. It’s lame.”

      Lawson steered the kid over to a wide set of stairs and sat down next to him on the lowest step.  “Is it really that bad?”

      “It wasn’t bad until everyone ruined it.  First, we were going to make beehives out of bubble wrap.  We had to shape it like a hive and paint it.  It was going to be cool until Damien popped all the bubbles.”

      “So that’s why you want to leave?”

      A frown formed on his angular little face.  “Nah. If it was just that, I woulda stayed.  But Marty started eating the broccoli on the other artwork and ruined that one, too.”

      “Little man, I understood about the bubble wrap, but how was broccoli art?”

      “We was making trees and gluing ‘em inside of shoeboxes to make a forest.  Marty likes broccoli and glue, so he ate a lot.  I was hoping he’d get sick and stop, but he didn’t.  So, Angela just poured glitter all inside the box and said it was snow.  Snow’s not supposed to be pink, so I got outta there.”

      “Makes sense to me,” Law nodded.

      “Why are you hanging out here with me?” the kid asked as he gave him a sideways glance.  “Did someone mess up your project?”

      This time Law sighed.  “Good question.  Seems like I’m looking for an excuse to avoid going to my meeting.”

      “Are they making you do art?”

      “Worse.”  Law leaned his forearms on his knees.

      “What?”

      “They want me to talk…about feelings.”

      The boy looked at him.  “Oh.  That’s bad.  My mom asks about mine… a lot.”  He gave that long-suffering sigh again.  The kid had game.  Then he brightened and grinned at Lawson.  “But sometimes I feel better after talking, ‘specially when I’m sad or mad.”

      Law looked up at the bronzed pendant lights hanging above them.

      Seriously, I’m being schooled by a seven-year-old?

      “Who are you going to talk to?”

      “Strangers,” Law answered.

      “Hmmm, I don’t know, mister.  Maybe you should talk to my mom.”

      Lawson barked out a laugh.  God, that felt good.

      When was the last time I laughed?

      “What’s your name?”

      “Kenny.  What’s yours?”

      “Lawson.”  He held out his hand.  The boy put his small hand in Law’s, and Law gently shook it.  “Well, Kenny, I appreciate your offer.”

      As he was smiling down at the boy’s gap-toothed grin, he saw something awe-inspiring in his peripheral vision.

      Holy hell.

      “What?” Kenny asked, his head swiveling.

      Had he said that aloud?  Nope, he hadn’t.  But he’d definitely moved his head and now the kid was looking at the same attractive woman’s butt that he was.

      Not good.

      “What were you saying, Kenny?” he asked to distract the kid, while still trying to take in the sway of the woman’s backside in her yoga pants.

      Holy hell.  Where is she going?  Even if it’s macramé 101, I’m in.

      “I can tell you’re not listening.  Do you know how?” Kenny asked.

      Law grinned as she turned a corner.  “How?”

      “You ask questions and then don’t listen to my answers.  My mom does that when she wants to do something else.  You can tell me if I’m bothering you.”

      “You’re not bothering me,” Law assured him.  “You’re teaching me.  You’re right, if something is upsetting me, I need to talk about it.  Annnnnndddd….even if I don’t really want to do something like art class, I should probably give it a try.”

      Kenny looked up at him sideways, “I taught you that?”

      “There you are,” a young man’s voice called out.

      Kenny and Law looked up and saw a harassed-looking skinny guy jogging down the hall.  “I’ve been looking for you, Kenny.  You’ve been gone for over fifteen minutes.  You need to get back to class.”  He gave Law a suspicious look.  “Who are you?”

      “I was looking for Room 1013.”

      “Oh, you’re looking for the Grief Group.  Yeah, they start up the same time we do, so you’re late.  Follow me, they’re a few doors down from us.”

      “Do I have to work with Damien anymore?” Kenny whined.

      “How about you work on a project with me?  I’ve been wanting to make a dinosaur out of  crêpe paper.”

      “What color?” Kenny asked as he started to follow his teacher.

      “Gray.”

      “No glitter, right?”

      The teacher looked over at Law and grinned.

      “I swear, there will be no glitter.”

      “Good.  I hate glitter.”

      As they stopped outside a room, the man nodded at Law.  “Thanks for finding my wayward student.  Your room is on the left up ahead.  They’re good people.  Hope it helps.  If not, you can come play with glitter.”  He smiled and ushered Kenny inside.

      Law wondered if the woman he’d noticed liked playing with glitter.  Anything was better than thinking about the upcoming disembowelment.

      Cut it out, Thorne, you agreed to this, God knows nothing else is working.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jill looked up from her normal seat next to the window and saw the hot guy who’d been talking to one of the little boys from the art class.  He had a presence about him, and everybody turned to look at him as he stepped inside the room.

      Is he lost?

      “Are you here for the Grief Support Group?” Lesley, the group coordinator, asked kindly.

      He gave a stoic nod, but not before Jill saw an almost imperceptible wince.  Damn.  He belonged here—some way or somehow, he’d been through something.  But Jill would bet herself a Coke that he wouldn’t last more than one session.

      She stared at him from under her bangs, hiding her gaze.  He was wearing a black t-shirt that wasn’t too tight but showed off muscled forearms and wide shoulders.  His brown hair was cut short, accenting his sharp jaw. Add in the sturdy work boots and the way he dominated the room, she guessed that he was a first responder or military.

      “Why don’t you take a seat next to the window?” Lesley suggested.  “If you don’t feel like talking right away, don’t worry, that’s normal.  We’ll get to introductions after our session.  Right now, we’re listening to Beth tell us some good news.”

      The hot guy took a seat next to Jill and gave her a brief smile.  It might have been fast, but it was potent.  Then his focus switched to Beth.

      Jill liked Beth.  She was glad that something good was happening for her finally.  It had been a year since her fiancé had died.

      Jill frowned when she felt the vibration coming from inside her purse where it rested against her calf.  If it was the office coordinator again, she was going to come unglued.  If it was her boss, she was going to throttle her.  Seriously, everything was handled and they both knew it.

      She mentally ran through her work checklist and was almost at the end when people started clapping.  She looked around and saw Beth smiling brightly.  Darn-it, once again she’d spaced on what was going on in the session, same as the last four times she’d come.

      “Caught you,” the man next to her whispered.

      Jill turned her head and locked eyes with a knowing blue gaze.  She felt the blood rushing to her cheeks, but she didn’t know if it was because he obviously knew that she’d zoned out, or because she was the focus of such intensity.

      Can I bluff my way out of this?

      “You tuned out when your phone vibrated.”  His voice wafted over her like smoke.  He didn’t quite smile, but a dimple showed to the left of his mouth.  Jill shivered and thought But it’s eighty degrees in here!

      “I want to share,” Ned Rangle spoke up.

      “What can I expect?” Hot Guy asked.  His lips barely moved.

      Jill turned so she could brush something off the windowsill while whispering a reply so quietly nobody but the man next to her could hear.  “Buckle up,” she warned softly.

      Ned was a sweet older gentleman, whose ninety-year-old mom had passed just over two years ago.  He was very open about the fact that his friends and family would no longer listen to him talk about ‘Precious Mama’, so that’s why he came here.  Every time he came to a group session, Lesley would let him have the floor for ten minutes to tell everyone about PM’s final meal, the clothes she’d picked out to be buried in, the color of the flowers on top of her coffin, and the exact words that he’d said at her memorial service.  Everyone had tried to coax him to remember things about her life and take joy in that, but he was unable to move on.  Jill knew that Lesley had suggested professional help to Ned, but that had gone in one ear and out the other.  So, here they were, once again left with Ned’s ten-minute soliloquy known as Precious Mama’s Final Rest.

      Halfway through, Jill felt her purse vibrate again.  If she’d had a life other than work, this might’ve been someone else, someone she actually wanted to talk to.  Heck, maybe it’s a telemarketer she thought hopefully.  Maybe they were trying to sell her a vacation timeshare in Tahiti—that sounded nice.  She’d had a layover in Hawaii once on her way to Australia for business, but did that really count as a vacation?

      She came out of her trance when she heard Lesley pipe up.  “Now would be a good time for you to introduce yourself.  You can share as much or as little as you want to,” she addressed the hottie sitting beside Jill.

      God, how long did I zone out this time?

      She looked at him and he smirked back.  Darn, nothing she seemed to do got past him.

      “My name is Lawson Thorne, and I’m in the United States Marine Corps.”

      There was an awkward pause as Lesley clearly expected him to say more.  Jill jumped in.

      “I’m Jill Keiler. I’m a transplant from Florida by way of Texas, and don’t believe everything they tell you about my birth state.”

      He gave her his first real smile.  Oh God, he has two dimples.  “So, how much should I believe?”

      “Two-thirds is a good amount.”

      Everyone in the room laughed.

      “And on that note, I think it’s a good time to say good evening.  I’ll see you all back here next week,” Lesley said as she bent down to grab her notepad and purse.  Jill watched as Lesley went to talk to Ned.  She was a good woman, probably trying to suggest he get more professional help.  She was going to be there for a while.

      As Jill stood up, so did Lawson.

      “I have a friend named Cullen Lyons. If I have to believe two-thirds of everything he has to say about Florida, then it’s probably a good thing you got out of there.”

      “I might have lied,” she smiled up at him.  “It might be three-quarters. But I need to stick up for where I was born—it’s been the butt of enough punchlines.”

      “So, are you going to check your messages?” he asked as she bent to pick up her purse.

      Jill bit her lip, debating how to answer.

      “If it’s work, it’s just going to make me grumpy.  However, if it’s an offer for a Tahiti timeshare, I might be tempted to sign up, and that would be bad.”

      She sighed at the sight of his dimples reappearing.

      “Yeah, that would be bad. A friend of mine signed up for one of those, God knows why since he was in the Navy and they promised him he would see the world.”

      “Did he?”

      Lawson grimaced.  “Oh, yeah.”

      “Tahiti?” Jill teased.

      “Well, maybe not Tahiti,” Lawson acquiesced.  “But he only ever used the timeshare once. He ended up paying for it while just his family used it.”

      Jill sighed again.  That wouldn’t happen in her case.  Lawson picked up on her mood change.  Who would’ve guessed a Marine would be so perceptive that way?

      “Tonight was kind of a bust, but I’m thinking that some coffee and something sweet might be a good way to end the evening. You game?” he asked.

      Jill thought about her yoga class. That was how she usually ended her Thursday evenings, and immediately decided to give it a pass.

      “That sounds good.”

      Lawson gave a slow smile.  “I know just the place.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      The only coffee shop with decent coffee and good pastries that Law knew about nearby was a place that Sophia Gault used to work at.  Her husband was a lieutenant of a Navy SEAL team called Midnight Delta.  Law drove slowly so that Jill wouldn’t have any trouble following him, and she didn’t.  He parked his car near another empty spot so she could park next to him. He was beside her door when she shut off her engine.

      “I’ve driven past here a bunch of times, but I’ve never been in. Is it good?”

      “Yep.  Doesn’t matter what dessert you choose, you can’t go wrong,” Law said as he opened the door for her.

      He wasn’t surprised when he saw a couple of guys he knew.  He gave a head tilt, and they responded in kind.  They caught on quick that he wasn’t up for any other conversation tonight except with the pretty brunette.

      The teenage hostess sat them in a booth near the back and had coffee in front of them before they could ask.

      “I love it when I immediately get coffee,” Jill said as she poured in a little cream.

      “Do you want anything more than coffee and dessert?” Law asked.  “They’re still serving dinner.” He nodded to some of the other diners.

      “No, I’m good.  I had something before the session.  Yoga was next on my plans, and if I’d gone like usual, I’d have eaten a protein bar in my car.”

      Law grimaced.

      “What, you have something against protein bars?” her eyes twinkled.

      “I like real food when I can get it.  There are plenty of times I’m stuck eating bars and stuff, but whenever I’m in a spot that I can get real food, that’s my go-to, unless I’m in a real pinch.”

      “Do you cook?” She took a delicate sip of coffee.  She had great lips.  He also liked the fact that she asked if he cooked.  A lot of women just assumed because he was a Marine he couldn’t or wouldn’t.

      “Yep.  My mother wouldn’t have it any other way.  She’s great in the kitchen.  She taught all of her boys how to cook.”

      “How many of you are there?”

      “There were three of us.  Xavier, Asher, and me.  I’m the baby of the family.”

      “Were?” she asked gently.

      “We lost Xavier a year ago.”

      “I’m so sorry,” she said sincerely.  “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Law set down his mug of coffee.  He considered how to explain.  But she must have seen something in his eyes.

      Jill gave a wry grin.  “That was stupid. If you’d wanted to talk, you would have about an hour ago.”

      “Shit, I don’t know what I was doing there.  It was kind of a last-ditch effort.  I’m blaming it squarely on Ash’s head, and that asshole is going to hear about it, mark my words.”  Law gave a feral grin at the thought of what he’d say to his brother.

      Jill put her elbow on the table and propped her chin on her fist.  “So, you’re going to tell your brother about going to the Grief Session?  I’m impressed.  I thought that would go against the macho code or something.”

      “Marine code,” he smiled.  “Not macho code, Marine code.”

      “Isn’t that the same thing?”

      “Bite your tongue.  Marines are in a class of their own.”

      Before Jill could flip him more guff, the middle-aged waitress appeared.

      “What can I get you two?” she asked gruffly.  Law felt for her, it looked like she’d put in a long day.  Before he could say anything, Jill gave her a big grin.

      “How are you doing?  I love your nails.”  Just that little question and compliment put a smile on the woman’s face.  Jill had nice instincts when dealing with people.  He liked it.

      “Thanks.  It’s a new color my daughter talked me into.  What can I get for you two kids?”

      “Do you feel like surprising me, or would you prefer I choose?” Jill asked.

      “Do you like creamy or tart?”  The waitress was clearly getting into the game.

      “Creamy.”

      “I’ve got you covered.”  She turned to Law.  “How about you?  Want me to set you up, or do you have your heart set on something?”

      “I’m with Jill; I trust your judgment.  I’m in the mood for pie.”

      “Well, you came to the right place.  Are you out of Camp Pendleton?”

      Law nodded.

      “You had the look. It was either that or we get some of the guys from San Diego.  I’ll bring it out to you and top off your coffee.”  She left with a spring in her step that wasn’t there before.

      “So, do you live at Camp Pendleton?”

      “I’m too old for that. I have a house off base.  What about you, where do you call home?”

      He watched as Jill’s face clouded.  “I inherited a house in Laguna Niguel from my cousin less than a year ago.”

      “Now it’s my turn to ask, do you want to talk about it?”

      “To tell you the truth, I’m kind of talked out,” she said as she took another sip of her coffee.  Headlights flashed from outside through the diner window and glinted on her hair.  The shiny black strands looked rich and silky and he wondered how they would feel running through his fingers.  It took a moment for him to catch onto what she was saying.

      “I’ve gone to the group sessions on and off for five months.  I talked a little, but mostly just listened.  I took a job transfer out here so I could move in with Lorraine and be with her while she needed me.  After she passed, I realized that besides the people at work, I didn’t know anyone but Lorraine, so I thought the grief counseling sessions might help me as well as let me meet some folks who would be on the same page.”

      “How’d that work out?”

      “After the first three months, I’d pretty much come to the conclusion it’s not my thing.  What about you?  I saw you on the stairs with that boy Kevin from the art class.  He’s always making a run for it.”

      Law chuckled.  “His name is Kenny.  He’s a hoot.  I swear, he almost had me convinced to go to his mother for comfort.  He was telling me how unloading on her always made him feel better, and he offered her services to me.”

      Jill let out a shout of laughter, then immediately covered her mouth and looked around to see if anyone else had heard.

      “Oh.  My.  God.  That’s priceless.  I want him to come to the next Grief Session.  He’d be perfect.  But I’m not sure that I’m going again.”  Jill sighed.

      The waitress approached the table, carrying a tray with two plates. She slid a slice of pie in front of Jill.  Law had no idea what in the hell it was, because it was completely blanketed with whipped cream. As a matter of fact, it could be just whipped cream.  Jill cooed.  She looked up in delight.  “Doris, what is this?  I’m in heaven.”  Law noticed Doris’ nametag for the first time.

      Doris preened at Jill’s words.  “Banana cream pie.  It doesn’t happen often, but Sophia, she owns a catering company now, brought this by this morning.  I got you the last piece.  You’re going to think you died and went to heaven when you try this.  This is homemade whip cream, too.  None of that canned stuff.”

      Jill dipped her finger into the cream and swirled it around, then licked it.  “You’re right, this is heavenly.”

      “Told you.” She set the second plate in front of Law. “As for you, young man.  You get a hot apple pie ala mode.”

      Law grew up with a mother who made French pastries, so this was a treat.  “Apple pie. You nailed it, Doris.”

      “That makes my night.  Let me know if I can get you anything else,” she said as she topped off their coffee.

      As much as the pie interested him, Law was still more enthralled with Jill’s reaction to the whipped cream.  Thank God she wasn’t making any more moaning noises because then he would really be having a hard time.  Literally.  As it was, just watching the euphoric expression on her face made his blood hum.  He picked up his fork, looked down at his pie, and took a big bite.

      “This is wonderful,” Jill said around a mouthful of cream.  “However, I’m going to have to go to yoga at least three times this week to make up for the splurge.” Her voice melted over his senses like the ice cream melted over his tongue.

      Law took a sip of coffee so he could clear his throat.  “So, you know that I’m a Marine and grew up with two brothers.  What do you do for a living?”

      “It’s boring.  I’m a clinical services trainer for systems that do remote heart monitoring.”

      “Like RF cardiac equipment?”

      She cocked her head sideways.  “Yes, just like that. How’d you know?”

      “Sometimes I’m involved in medivac extractions.  I’d say your job is pretty important.”

      “Nah, it’s mostly just creating training manuals and procedures so that the real folks can do their job.”

      “Jill, don’t bullshit a bullshitter.  You had to do the job before you could train others to do the job.  So, how much hands-on experience do you have?”

      “I worked down in Houston in a hospital for two years, and also as an EMT. That allowed me to really get into the nitty-gritty.  I saw just how important it was to have the right equipment to assess and immediately communicate with the physicians.  For a heart attack patient, it could make the difference between life and death.”

      He liked that.

      He liked her.

      “Do you really think your current job is boring?”

      “I really don’t know what I think.  I’m antsy.  I can do my job in my sleep.  I came here from Texas for Lorraine.  I could move back to Houston, but it seems like all of my friends have moved on.  Ellie got married, and Troy and his wife just had twins.  Tonight’s the most excitement I’ve had in months.”

      Law considered her expression.  He recognized parts of it.  Definite sadness and a lack of direction.  She looked like the rug had been pulled out from under her.

      “When was the last time you took a vacation?” he asked.

      Jill didn’t immediately answer.  She continued to eat bite after bite of pie.  Law didn’t push her, he could see that she was thinking.

      “I took time off to take care of Lorraine, and one short trip with my parents.  Other than that, nothing. We had a home health care worker come in a lot, she had good insurance and money to augment what wasn’t covered.  But still, I wanted to be there for her, especially in the end.”

      “Cancer?”

      She put down her fork and nodded.  “Pancreatic.  It was her third bout.  I visited the other two times, but we both knew this was going to be the last time, so I came to stay.”

      Lawson covered her hand.  Jill turned her palm upwards so that she could tangle her fingers with his.

      “She’d kick my ass if she could see me right now.  We discussed this.  She knew I had hermit tendencies.”

      “Siblings?  Parents?”

      “No siblings.  My parents still have the same house where I grew up in Florida, but they both retired about six years ago and Dad talked mom into an RV.”  Jill shuddered.  “They now spend six months a year on the road in really, really, close quarters.”

      Law grinned.  “And that’s a bad thing?”

      “Dad can’t hear and refuses to get hearing aids, and Mom loves to talk. So he can’t hear her, and she gets her feelings hurt.  It’s kind of a mess.  Then let’s add in the fact that they have three cats in the RV.”

      Three cats?

      Jill glared at him.  “Don’t even try to deny it, I see you trying not to laugh.  Yes, the darn thing smells like a litter box.  Mom uses Febreeze and burns incense.  Patchouli.  I think Dad might have also lost his sense of smell along with his hearing.”

      “Do they ask you to go RV’ing with them?”  Law managed to ask with a blank expression on his face.

      “Fortunately, I had a late-onset allergy to cats.  At least, that’s what I told them.  I met up with them in Deadwood, South Dakota.  I had my own hotel room.  We had fun for three days before I needed to get back to the office.  How about you?  Are you a hermit, or do you do a lot with friends and family?”

      Lawson flipped his hand over so that hers was resting on top of his.  Her hands were pretty and dainty.  “I should probably release you so you can eat more of your pie,” he admitted.

      “I’m thinking you should quit side-stepping questions,” Jill teased with a smile.  “You know, sharing easy conversation and inconsequential personal information are things you do the first time you go out with someone. If you’re interested in having pie with them again, that is.  But maybe I’m reading this situation wrong.”
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        * * *

      

      Jill tried to pull her hand out of Law’s before it turned into a sweaty mess.

      I didn’t really say that, did I?

      Jill watched as Law’s dimples deepened and his eyes sparkled. His grip turned firmer.  “Are you asking me out on a date, Ms. Keiler?”

      Her cheeks heated.

      “Ah, God, you’re blushing. Please say you’re not second-guessing yourself, because I really want to see you again.”

      Jill’s lips curved into a slow grin.  “Then I guess you’ll have to start participating a little more in the answer part of our conversation,” she teased as she blew out a sigh of relief.

      “You mean inconsequential personal information?  I’m good at that.  Let’s see. I once grew a moustache on a dare.”

      She curled her lip, then pulled her hand out of his and picked up her fork and took another bite of her pie.  Lawson sighed.  “That didn’t count, did it?”

      “Ya think?”

      “Let’s try this instead. I’m part of a team of twelve other Marine Raiders.  When we’re on deployment we’re even closer than your parents are in their RV.  When I’m stateside I’m a normal guy.  I go to Belgium at least once a year to visit my mother, and Virginia to visit my brother, Ash.  My brother Xave was stationed at Fort Bragg in North Carolina. Not a lot to do there, so he used to come out here.”

      “Xavier died, right?” Jill asked gently.  “When?”

      Law put down his fork and his hand bunched into a fist.

      “He killed himself thirteen months ago.  Lucky thirteen.”

      He kept a passive expression, but behind it, Jill could see the aching pain and anger swirling in his eyes.

      “I’m so sorry.  For you.  For him.  For your brother and mother.”

      It wasn’t until Law looked down at the table that she realized she’d covered his clenched fist with her hand.  He didn’t pull away. Instead, he looked back up at her, his expression confused.

      “You know, I almost never tell people he committed suicide.”

      She didn’t say anything, just waited.  Hoping that if he needed to talk, she might be able to ease his burden.

      “Most people just assume he died on a mission or in a training accident, and I just let them go with that.  They offer their sympathy and move on when they get the hint that I don’t want to talk about it.”

      She saw Doris walking toward them with the coffee pot and pause.  She must have gotten the vibe coming from the table because she turned and walked away.

      When Jill realized Law wasn’t going to say anything else, she asked a question.

      “What was he like?”

      “He was a genuine hero.  People use that term too loosely in my opinion, but for Xavier it was true.  He was awarded a Bronze Star for heroism.  He—”  Law shook his head like he was coming out of a trance.

      “He sounds amazing.”

      “He is.  Was.”  Law’s breath shuddered out of him and he relaxed his hand.  “I have trouble thinking of him in the past tense.”

      “I feel the same way about Lorraine.  She and I were as close as sisters.  My aunt and uncle died in a car wreck when she was fourteen and she came to live with us.   She’d think it was pretty pathetic that I was trying to find friends at the grief counseling sessions.”  Jill grinned.  “But going out for coffee with you, that she would approve of.”

      “Xavier would feel the same way.  He’d be hip-checking me to get a chance to take you out.”

      “Yeah sure,” Jill scoffed.

      “It’s true. A beautiful woman who used to be an EMT, he would’ve had your phone number by now.”

      “I don’t know about him, but I’m willing to give you my number.”

      Law’s blue eyes darkened, and his smile turned wicked.  “Hallelujah, I get to exchange numbers with the beautiful girl.”  Law laughed out loud.

      Jill was entranced.  “What are you laughing about?”

      Nothing’s really changed, Xavier is still a fantastic wingman.”
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      “Did you go?”

      “Really, that’s how you’re going to answer the phone?” Law grimaced as he turned the wrench on a stubborn bolt.  “No, ‘Hi, how are you?’  How’s Eden, by the way?  Can I talk to her, she has better people skills.”

      “No, you can’t talk to her,” his brother growled.  “Tell me if you went to counseling.”

      Law would’ve been pissed if he didn’t hear the worry in Ash’s voice.  Ever since Xavier’s suicide, they’d been putting each other under a microscope.  Then Ash found Eden and Law was finally able to breathe again.  Somehow, after the hell they’d gone through, and the way the couple communicated, Ash was finally at peace.  So, Law didn’t worry about his older brother anymore.

      “Law, answer me.”

      “Dammit.”

      The bolt came loose, but he’d stripped it.

      “What’s wrong?” Ash demanded.

      “I’m trying to work on my motorcycle and I stripped a bolt.  It pissed me off.  Yes, I went to a grief counseling session.  It was a total bust.  Except for meeting another escapee.”

      Lawson wiped his hands on one of his garage towels, then picked up his phone and carried it out of the garage and into his house.  He sighed with relief as he was hit with air conditioning.

      “You can’t just go one time and call it a day.  Dammit, Law, you didn’t even go to Maman’s sixty-fifth birthday party.”

      “It was in Belgium and I was in Yemen so just how in the hell was I supposed to manage that?”  Law set down his phone and put it on speaker so he could rifle through his fridge.  Nothing, absolutely nothing.  When was the last time he’d gone to the store?  Shit, he had to settle on a protein drink, even though the beer was calling his name.

      “She was disappointed.”

      “Ash, I already told her I’d be there to celebrate Thanksgiving.  I don’t know what else to tell you.”  He took a chug of the drink straight out of the bottle and winced.  Geez, just how old was this?  He checked the expiration date. Ew.

      He heard his brother sigh.  “I’m worried about you,” he said quietly.

      “I understand that.  I was worried about you, too, until Eden came along.  She’s good for you.”

      Even before his brother spoke, he could practically hear his smile through the phone.

      “I don’t know how I got so lucky.”

      Law poured the rest of the drink down the sink.  “I don’t know either, but I also think she got lucky, too.”

      “Quit being a sap.  See why I worry?”

      Law laughed.  He couldn’t help being a sap when it came to Eden and Asher—his brother had knocked it out of the park the day he’d rescued that woman.

      “Law,” Asher growled.

      Law grabbed a beer—that he knew, wasn’t expired—out of the fridge, then he picked up his phone.  “Seriously, you need to back off now.  I’m doing better.  Making the decision to go to that group session was a big deal. It meant I knew that I was not in the best headspace.  Okay?”

      “So, you went to some kind of group, and not a psychologist?”

      Law set down the beer next to the couch and sat down.  He took the phone off speaker so he could enunciate clearly.  “Asher, I said back off.  I am dealing with this.  I just fucking told you that I acknowledged that this has me twisted up.  I told you that I’m trying to get my head right.  The last thing I need is you crawling up my ass.  Are we clear?”

      Ash didn’t say anything, but two could play that game.  Law put down his phone and took off the cap and took a swig.  Finally, he heard Ash talk.

      “I hear you.”

      “Can I have that in writing?  Maybe notarized?”

      “You’re an asshole, you know that Lawson?”

      “I’m hanging up now, big brother.”
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        * * *

      

      Jill looked at her phone for the eighty-third time, willing it to ring.  How pathetic.  Even more pathetic was the batch of chocolate chip cookies she’d made.  You only made cookies if you were really into a guy.  The last time she’d made them was when she had dated Carl, who ended up being a total loser.  A total loser.

      The timer dinged and she looked in the oven.  Golden brown, as they should be.  She pulled them out and placed them on the stovetop.

      “You have two choices.  You eat five thousand calories’ worth of cookies or call the hottest, nicest guy you’ve met in forever and see if he can be wooed by cookies.”

      Jill threw off the oven mitts and picked up a cookie that was far too hot and took a bite.

      “Hot.  Hot.  Hot.”  She waved her hand in front of her mouth to cool it down but continued to chew on the molten chocolatey goodness.  She looked at her phone resting on the kitchen island.  Still no message or missed call.  She was going to have to pull up her big-girl panties and call him.

      She finished the rest of the cookie and considered her game plan.  It was Sunday.  What time was football?  Did he watch football?  Would she be interrupting something?  Maybe he was working.

      “Darn it, quit with the doubts.  You’re just making a phone call!”  She pushed back the loose hair from her forehead and felt something sticky.  Oh, for goodness sake.  She looked at her fingers.  Yep, chocolate was in her hair.

      “Good going, Keiler.”

      After a half-hour, she was freshly showered and her hair was clean and shiny, no chocolate in sight. And, she didn’t look half-bad in her skinny jeans and flowered tank top.  A little bit of mascara and lip gloss and she was ready.  She went to the kitchen and piled the cookies onto a plate, stacked the extras in a Tupperware container, and made a grab for her phone.  She saw the screen, then promptly dropped it in the sink.  It barely missed the mixing bowl filled with water to soak.

      Thank God!

      She grinned.  Lawson had called.  She pressed play on her voicemail.

      Jill, this is Law Thorne, I wanted to see if you would be available to go out to dinner anytime this coming week, either weekday or weekend, my schedule is pretty free.  I know this goes against the macho code, letting it all hang out this way, but I really would like to see you again.

      Jill gripped the phone tightly so she didn’t drop it again.  She would, too, she was so darned excited.  It hadn’t been her imagination; his voice was sexy.

      “I’m going to be giving chocolate chip cookies to Law!”  She pumped her fist in the air.

      She pressed redial and felt her fingertips tingle when she heard the smile in his deep voice as he answered.  She pictured a dimple.

      “Jill. This is promising.”

      “I was surprised when you mentioned the macho code. I thought you were a Marine,” she teased.

      “A Marine wouldn’t let it all hang out like that. He would’ve arranged for a date back at the diner.  I made a rookie mistake.”

      She felt a huge grin spread across her face.  “I’ll let you in on a secret. I just baked two-dozen chocolate chip cookies with you in mind, so I think it’s safe to say we’re on the same wavelength.”

      He paused.

      “My front porch is covered, and it has a couple of chairs out front, if you would like to come on over,” he offered.  “And if the milk is expired, I’ll go pick some up fresh before you show up.”

      “Expired?”

      “Apparently, I haven’t been going to the store as often as I should.”

      “You’re near Pendleton, right?  Give me your address and I’ll be over in about forty-five minutes.”

      He gave it to her and hung up.

      Not until she was packing up the cookies did she realize he was arranging it so she would feel comfortable by sitting outside.  He had a point; normally, she’d go on two or three dates before she’d invite a man over to her house or go to his, or she would meet his friends first.  Maybe it was because she met Law at the grief counseling group, but she felt like she could trust him, and this just further proved it.

      Her phone rang again. This time, she saw it was Lesley.  That was really odd.  The woman had only called to check in with her when she’d first started the group session.

      She would listen to the message later.  She had cookies to deliver!
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      Luckily, when Law checked out his fridge, he had milk that wasn’t expired, so he had time to clean up.  He was hoping he could talk her into a dinner out.  There was a good seafood place not too far from his house.

      When he got out of the shower and stood in front of the mirror to shave, his reflection confronted him with something he hadn’t seen in a long while.  A real grin.

      “Where have you been?” he asked his reflection.

      Good question.

      Law damn near dropped his razor as his head whipped around at the sound of Xavier’s voice.

      “What the hell?!”

      Great.  Now he was having auditory hallucinations.

      “I am not my mother.”  His voice was emphatic.  She was the one who swore that Xavier had talked to her.  That was so not his gig.

      However...

      Law sighed as he smeared shaving cream on his face.  His big brother Xave would be giving him a great deal of shit for having his head so far up his ass for the last thirteen months.

      “Not my fault,” he muttered as he started swiping through the foam.  “The blame totally lies on you, Xavier Winston Thorne.”

      He tilted his head, then realized he was waiting for some sort of rebuttal and rolled his eyes.

      “Lawson, you have problems.”

      He concentrated on shaving.  Not an easy task, because had to work around that damn smile.  The thought of seeing Jill, and Xavier giving him shit from the grave, all of it made him happy.  Only fifty percent of it meant he was crazy.

      By the time he had a pair of chinos and a T-shirt on, he heard her car pulling up next to his truck in the driveway.  Chocolate chip cookies were nice, but a chance to see the pretty brunette was definitely the high point of the afternoon.  He had the door open and stood at the top of his porch by the time she got out of her car.  She was balancing a plate and she blew him away.  Yeah, she filled out the tank top really well, but it was the way her eyes lit up that really tickled him.

      “Let me help you with that,” he said as he jogged down his steps.

      “That’d be great.”  Jill handed over the plate, then reached in for a plastic grocery bag.

      “What’s in there?”

      “I actually baked more than the two-dozen cookies that I admitted to.  Here are the other three.”  She handed him the bag with a Tupperware container in it.  “I figured you could have these for later.”

      “Sweet.”

      She glanced over his shoulder.  “You have a nice set-up.”

      “My mother insisted on going furniture shopping the last time she was in the States.”

      “You said she lived in Belgium, right?  That seems odd when her sons were all in the U.S. military.”

      Law took the opportunity to place his hand on her lower back and guide her up the stairs.  “It’s a long and complicated story.”

      “Just the kind I like.”  She sat down on the loveseat instead of a chair, he noted with satisfaction.

      “Did you really want milk?” Law asked as he opened the screen door.

      “Absolutely.”

      He went inside and poured two glasses. He brought them out along with some paper towels.

      “So, what do you want to know?”  He asked as he settled in beside her.

      “Give me complicated.  I told you mine at the diner.”

      Law bit into a cookie.  Then finished the other half.  He sipped some milk and watched as Jill sat back against the arm of the couch.

      “My mother grew up in Brussels. My dad went over to Belgium to work at NATO.  When he met her, he said it was game over.”

      “What did your dad do?”

      “He was in Army Intelligence and liaised with members of NATO security. It was supposed to be a temporary job, but he managed to extend it into two years until he got Maman to agree to marry him and move to the States.”

      “Maman, I like that.  You speak French?”

      Law nodded.

      “More than French?”

      “It comes with the territory.”

      She raised her eyebrows and shook her head.  “You know, you seem to have an aversion to answering questions.  I thought we got past that the other night.”

      She was right.

      “Farsi, Arabic, French, and German.  Oh yeah, Spanish of course.  I live here in SoCal.  What about you?”

      “I lived in Houston working as an EMT—how could I not learn Spanish?  It’s not great, but it’s pretty good,” she grinned.

      “You have a beautiful smile and you bake great cookies.  I’d love to take you to dinner tonight.”  Law said in Spanish.

      “Thank you for the compliments, and I would love to go to dinner,” she responded in kind.

      Law laughed and nodded his head in appreciation.  “I’d say your language skills are up to snuff,” he switched back to English.  “Did you work in the suburbs or the city while you were in Houston?”  Law watched her swing her crossed leg and his eye was drawn to her toe ring…again.  Was there anything about this woman that didn’t turn him on?

      Her leg stopped swinging and she stared at him.  “I worked downtown, but remember, you were going to tell me the complicated story?”

      “You’re right.  Talking about myself goes against the grain.”   He gave her a rueful grin.  “I’d promise to do better, but I’m probably going to need to be reminded.”

      “I might be up for it.  Depends on how good the restaurant is.”

      She sure as hell isn’t a pushover.

      Oh yeah, I hate it when I run roughshod over women.

      “Okay, so Dad talked Maman into coming to the States.  She was from a tightknit family and it hurt for her to leave them, but boy, were they something together.  You could just feel how much they cared about each other.  After the first year here Xave was born, two years after that came Ash, then two years after that came me.”

      “So, all of you boys followed in your father’s footsteps by joining the military. He must have been proud.”

      “He didn’t live to see it.  He was on a helicopter that went down.  He and five others were killed instantly.  That happened when I was ten, so he never saw any of us join the service.”

      An image of his father appeared before him.  God, he missed him.  That was two men he missed with all his heart.

      Lawson felt the soft touch of Jill’s hand resting on his leg.  “That must have been so hard for you and the rest of your family.”

      “It was.  We tried to be there for our mother, especially Xavier, since he was the oldest.  But she refused to let any of us try to switch roles. She remained the parent, and we were her boys.  Looking back on it, I realize that she went to bed a lot earlier than she had when dad was alive, but that was the only change in her routine.  I think that was her alone-time to mourn.”

      “She sounds incredible.”

      “Maybe,” he said slowly.

      Jill lifted an eyebrow in question.

      “I think if our family had learned how to process bad emotions after dad died, maybe Xavier would have felt comfortable sharing how much pain he was in and wouldn’t have killed himself.”

      Her hand tightened on the clenched muscle of his thigh.

      “That’s not the kind of thing they teach in school.  Yeah, reading, writing and ‘rithmatic, they’ll teach us that,”  she said with gentle humor.  “But saving for our retirement, or how to figure out how to deal with what we’re feeling? Nope.  Then, if our parents don’t show us the way, we’re shoved out of the nest like blind baby birds.”

      “I’ve never really looked at it that way.  Those of us who join the military right out of high school sure as hell don’t learn much of that stuff. Sometimes your emotional growth is even stunted.  At least Ash and I went to college before we enlisted, but Xave went straight in at eighteen.  Ash was the one who took the girly psych stuff. I played ball.”

      Jill smirked.  “Of course you did.”

      “Hey.  Should I be complimented or offended?”

      “Yes,” she answered with a straight face.

      He got up from the love seat and held out his hand.  “If I have to put up with your smart mouth, I’m going to need more sustenance, woman.  Time for dinner.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Law had been on a lot of dates, but by far, this was the best.  He’d never felt this comfortable just sitting and talking with a woman.  It was almost like he was out with one of his friends, not out on a date.  Except his body knew for damn sure that she was a woman.

      “Come on, you’re kidding me, right?”

      “No, for real.  They got a camel in the barracks and he spit in the captain’s eye.”

      “You are so full of BS.”

      “Seriously, it was my friend Clancy who arranged it.”

      She picked up her glass of wine and took a dainty sip.  Jill arched her eyebrow and grinned at him.  “I bet you a hundred dollars if I asked Clancy, on his honor, if this was true, he would say ‘no.’”

      Lawson roared with laughter.  “How’d you know I was feeding you bullshit?  Most people fall for that story.”

      “Oh, Law, I believed you, all right.  It’s just I worked with so many EMTs, firemen, and policemen who loved to play this game, that I just continued to call BS., and nine times out of ten they fessed up they were pulling my leg.”

      “You believed me?” He took another roll and slathered it with butter.  “I wouldn’t have guessed.”

      “Oh yeah, I believed you.  In my house growing up, we were all very serious.  Teasing hardly ever happened.  Lorraine’s family was much more laid back and joked a lot.  It was sad when she first came to live with us.  It took a year for her to regain her upbeat nature.”  Lawson saw Jill eyeing the empty basket and kicked himself for taking the last roll.  He’d have shared his, but he’d wolfed it down.

      Just then the entrees were served.

      “Is there anything else I can get for you?” the waiter asked.

      “Another basket of bread would be good,” Law answered.  He loved seeing Jill’s eyes light up.

      “This looks wonderful, how did you find this place?” she asked as she cut into her halibut.

      “Clancy told me about it.”

      “He comes up a lot.  I take it he’s a good friend?”

      “He’s one of the best.  Almost like a brother.”  He took a big bite out of his steak, the better way not to talk about brothers.

      Jill gave him a wry look.  Apparently she realized why his mouth was suddenly full.  He watched her take a bite of her fish, and swallow.  And savor.  And damn near moan her pleasure.

      Law grabbed for his water so he could choke down his filet.  She was killing him.

      “Lawson?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Are you sure you’re not in Navy Intelligence, instead of being a Marine Raider?”

      “Huh?”

      “You sure do know how to evade a question.”  She took a sip of wine.

      “You sure do know how to pause for an answer,” he grinned.  “I like it.”

      “You’re reminding me of my brother’s fiancée.  She doesn’t pull any punches either.  Doesn’t let him get away with a damn thing.”  Lawson pictured Eden and smiled.

      “It sounds like you admire her.”

      “I do.”

      “Then I’m happy,” Jill held up her wine glass in salute.

      “So Clancy, he and I were in boot camp together.  He didn’t come in as a college grad, but he had gone to a trade school to become an electrician, but they found out he made a better manager on construction sites.  According to him, the only thing he learned was how to herd cats and keep people from being killed.  So voilà, he was perfect to join special forces.”

      “And your degree?”

      “Sports and health sciences.  I really thought I wanted to coach at a collegiate or professional level.”

      “What changed?”

      “Listening to Asher and Xavier.  Really understanding the value of service.  I wanted to serve my country, to coach and lead men in the field, and know that I was making this world safer and better.”

      He watched as Jill set down her glass of wine and sat back in her chair.  He felt a tad bit uncomfortable at the way she focused on him.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever heard that put any better.  I’ve worked with a few former military men and women back in Houston.  They all served for different reasons.  A lot of them signed up just after nine-eleven.  Some later.  But I like your reason the best.”

      Law gritted his teeth as his cheeks heated.  “This is just ingrained.  Hell, I was just following in Dad and my brother’s footsteps.”

      Jill immediately gave him a frivolous grin.  “Okay, have it your way, you just blindly followed others into your current job,” she laughed.  “How was your steak?”

      Lawson relaxed.  “Good.  Normally I would want some dessert, but I’ve got cookies at home.  I might just share a couple with you before I follow you home tonight.”

      “Follow me home?”  She looked delightfully confused.

      “Yeah, you come to my house for an hour, have a cookie or two.  Then you leave to go to your house and I drive behind you to make sure you get home safely.”

      While he’d been talking she had taken a sip of water, and she choked on it at the last part of his sentence.

      “Law, you’re not serious, are you?  I’ve been seeing myself home for years.  Normally from downtown Houston.  We’re talking from the Pendleton area to Laguna Niguel.”  She set down the water and stared at him like he’d lost his mind.

      “It’s what I do,” he explained patiently.  “Ready for some cookies?  The woman who bakes them is really talented.”
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      Despite three crises at work and having to bring home two PowerPoint presentations that needed to be redone to cover for the East Coast trainer, Jill was still in a good mood.  That means Lawson Thorne has at least a forty-eight-hour residual effect!  However, knowing what’s on my plate for tomorrow, the big question is, can the good feelings last for seventy-two hours?

      Jill got up from the floor in front of her computer and headed to the kitchen.  She was hungry and there was a hot pocket with her name on it.

      Her phone rang and she went back to the living room to see if she wanted to answer it.  If it was the East Coast trainer again, there wasn’t a chance in Hades.  When she realized it was her boss, she answered it and plopped back down on the floor so she could pull up the files that Natalie wanted to go over.  When Jill finally hung up, she looked around the coffee table for her hot pocket.  Had she eaten it all?

      Darn it, she was losing it.  She pushed back up and headed toward the kitchen again.  When she finally had dinner humming along in the microwave, she growled when the doorbell rang.

      “Didn’t I make myself clear?  I’m hungry.”  She set her bottle of sparkling water down on the kitchen island and made her way down the long tiled hall to the front door.  She frowned when she considered the fact that the guard at the community gate hadn’t called her.  That was weird.  Must be some kind of general maintenance or someone from the homeowners association.

      She looked through the peephole and saw a notepad and a tie.  Bingo.  HOA.

      “Hello,” she greeted the man.  “I know I’m paid up, so this must be about something else,” she smiled.

      “I beg your pardon, Miss?” he asked.

      “What?”

      He repeated himself, only spoke slower.

      “I’m sorry, what were you saying, Miss?”

      “My HOA dues,” Jill clarified.  “I have it automatically deducted from my checking account.  That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?  Something to do with the homeowners association?”

      He seemed to relax and then he smiled brighter.  “Uhm, you’re right.”  He rubbed the back of his neck and looked down at his notepad.

      Uh-oh, that didn’t look good.  But then he looked up and gave her a big smile.  No dimples.  She so wasn’t interested.

      “I wanted to tell you about the upcoming Labor Day celebration. We’re looking to see if you or any other residents here in your home are planning on attending.  It’s going to be at Founder’s Park this year.  We’re putting on quite a show.  If you have kids, we’re going to have face painting and a jump house. For adults, we’re having a lot of the local restaurants putting up booths and providing samples of the best of their menus with wine pairings.”

      Jill immediately thought of Law.  Would he be up for something like that?

      “I have to check, but I’m pretty sure you can put me down for two.”

      “This is a pretty big house, do you have children?” he probed further.

      Jill laughed.  “Nope, no bambinos.  What about you?”

      He went silent for a moment, his eyes downcast.  “No, I don’t have any children,” his tone suddenly flat.

      Jill cocked her head and gave him a kind smile.  He looked like he could use one.

      “So, two?” he confirmed again.

      Jill grinned.  “Yep, put me down for two.”  She really hoped that Law would be up for this.

      He snapped his notebook shut.  “Well, ma’am, I have the information I need.”

      He didn’t even say good-bye, instead he just turned on his heel and stalked down her walkway.  They really needed to get someone with better people skills on the job.

      Jill heard her phone ring again.

      “Oh, for pity’s sake.  Can’t I catch a break?”

      It wasn’t for another hour-and-a-half that she realized she was hungry again, and her last hot pocket was now the texture of a rock inside the microwave.  She should have saved some cookies for herself.  Time for bread and cheese. She really needed to stock up on mayo and mustard.
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        * * *

      

      Three grueling days of training in the dusty, hot shrubs of the Southern California wilds in the Camp Pendleton base and Lawson was ready for a beer, a shower, and time with Jill, not necessarily in that order.  He’d told her that he’d be off the radar for three days, but to expect him to touch base on Wednesday night or Thursday morning.  But after assessing the new recruits, he and his team had realized it was definitely going to take the additional night to get through to the boneheads.

      “Roger, how many times do I need to tell you to keep your belly to the ground?”  Law shoved the kid’s ass onto the rough earth and grimaced with disgust when Roger let out an oof of pain.

      Seriously?  That hurt?

      “When you signed on for this assignment, you assured me you wanted to learn SIGINT, but you sure as hell aren’t showing a willingness, let alone any damned aptitude.”

      “But, sir,” the recruit started.

      “Don’t call me sir.  Do I look like a damned officer?” Lawson hissed.

      He heard Clancy laughing behind him.  “You don’t have the looks,” his teammate joked.  “You need to grow back the mustache, then you’re officer material.”

      Lawson flipped him the bird before turning his attention back to Roger.  “Let’s try this again.  I need you to, this time, accurately calibrate and read-out the spectrum analyzer and the directional antenna.  We need to know who and what we’re up against, where and how far away they are.  We need that information now!”

      Law watched as the kid once again fumbled three times to get the cord for the antenna into the analyzer.  It took everything he had not to rip it out of his hands.  When he finally got that done, the kid attempted to calibrate the machine with one hand as he held out the antenna.  Law heard Clancy snickering behind them.  He was going to kill his friend.

      “Roger, that’s the wrong sequence.”  Lawson kept his voice even.  He knew if he sounded mad the kid would really blow it.  Besides having to train the kid, he wanted his team, the Blue Blades, to kick the other Marine Raider team and grind them into the dust.  Law knew that they were at the same kind of disadvantage because they were training newbies—but they weren’t stuck with a Roger.

      “How about this?” The kid’s blond hair was stuck to his forehead.  He kept licking his lips and his eye twitched.  Law looked over his shoulder at Clancy and his trainee.  He could see that both of them were having trouble keeping straight faces.  It so wasn’t fair.

      Law looked down at the frequency range that Roger had put into the spectrum analyzer.  “It’s close, but it looks like you inverted the six and the three.  Try again.”

      As soon as Roger fixed it, the signal came in.

      Success. Finally.

      Now it was time to see if they could get a read on where the other team was broadcasting from and hopefully nail them.  Law had been on his team’s ass to keep radio silence.  It would’ve made life a hell of a lot easier for them if they’d been able to contact the two tactical vehicles on their team, but Law forced them to stick to the plan and only report in if something went totally FUBAR.  Which so far, it hadn’t.

      Law was hoping that McClellan, the SIGINT on the Red Smoke team, hadn’t been as much of a hardass.

      “I’ve got something,” Roger’s eyes lit up as he fiddled with the receiver.  “Look at this.  I think they’re about eight clicks northwest over that hill.”

      “Less thinking and more knowing,” Lawson growled.

      “Sorry.  I know they’re over there.  I triangulated three signals.  One was from tactical vehicles, not ours.  Another I could hear, and it was definitely Mikey from Red Smoke; he’s one of the guys that I went to boot camp with.  The third signal is coming from two kilometers to the southwest of the others.  It wasn’t clear, but they said something about our Lieutenant Hunt.  Something about him buying beer.”

      “That has to be the Lieutenant of Red Smoke,” Clancy muttered.  “Stork and Hunt had a bet on which team would come out on top.”

      “Should I radio the others?” Roger asked.

      Lawson thought his head would explode.  “What part of radio silence do you not understand?   Just for that, you’re the one who’s going to have to run—and I mean flat out run—your ass over to Pearson’s MRZR and tell him to get his ass over here.  Then hitch a ride with him and gather Bashir.  I want you all back here in fifteen minutes.  If it’s sixteen minutes, your ass is grass.  You got it?”

      “Now, sir?”

      “Jesus God, I’m not a sir.”  It took everything he had to keep his voice down.  “You’re now down to fourteen minutes.  Get a move on and keep your butt down before Red Smoke tags your ass.”

      He watched as Roger scrambled away.  He was going to kill the runt if they lost this war game.
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        * * *

      

      Jill pressed send on the third text that she’d sent to Law.  One every day since Sunday.  Monday was cookie and milk emojis.  Tuesday was beer and limes.  Wednesday was a hammock, and today was a smiley face.  She really hoped that she was right about today being a day to smile and she would really get a chance to see him.

      She had googled Marine Raider since she’d met him.  His job was crazy scary.  She hadn’t heard of them before, because it seemed like Navy SEALs sucked all the oxygen out of the room.  But Marine Raiders were uber special forces along the same lines.  Reading up on them, Jill got the impression that they thought they were all that and a bag of chips.  It must have something to do with being a Marine.

      Jill pushed her phone into the back pocket of her cut-off jeans.

      “But Law doesn’t seem all that egotistical,” she told her giant purple alliums as she pulled the weeds from around their base.  She patted down the upturned soil, then moved onto another patch in the flowerbed where more stubborn weeds had popped up.

      “Law seems pretty nice.  What do you think?  It’s only been ten days.” she asked the pretty red zinnias.  “Am I getting too excited too early, or are my instincts on track?”

      She dug in at another pesky weed and yanked it out.  She sat back on her heels and looked at the colorful bed of flowers.

      “You know, considering how nicely I take care of y’all, the least you could do is answer me.”

      She saw movement out of the corner of her eye and realized it was Mr. Applegate from next door.  She prayed that because he was retired and had white hair, that his hearing was not what it should be.

      “Hello, Jill,” he said as he walked across his lawn toward her.  “How are you doing?  I haven’t seen you in far too long.  Edith and I were talking not so long ago about our grandson and how we really think we should introduce the two of you.”

      Please, deliver me.  What did I do to deserve this?

      “I met Robin, remember?  He was at Lorraine’s service.”

      “Oh, that’s right, you did.  Maybe we can arrange to have the two of you over to our place for dinner some time?”

      Jill put her left hand behind her back and crossed her fingers.  Whether it was for luck so that it was true, or to save herself from telling a fib, she did not know.

      “Mr. Applegate, I’m seeing someone.”

      “You are?”  His eyes lit up.  “That’s wonderful.  Edith and I worry about you.  Especially when we see you talking out loud to your flowers.”

      It took everything she had not to groan out loud.  Time to change the subject.

      “So, will I see you and your lovely wife at the Labor Day festival at Founder’s Park?”

      Mr. Applegate gave her a quizzical glance.

      “You know, the one that the guy from the HOA was taking a headcount for?”

      “Jill, I don’t know what you’re talking about.  I haven’t seen anything on the community website, and nobody has stopped by telling Edith and me about something for Labor Day.”

      Jill got up and brushed grass off the back of her shorts.  “Were you home on Monday?”

      “All day.  I beat Edith at Wheel of Fortune and Jeopardy.”

      “Didn’t a man come to your house and ask you how many from your house would go to the Labor Day celebration?  He was from the homeowners association.”

      “Jill, Edith, and I bought into this development thirty years ago. Nobody has ever come to our door and done a headcount.  Maybe back in the day they would call us, but I’d have to ask her.  Are you sure?”

      “That is so weird.  Maybe it’s because he knew that the property has changed hands?”

      Mr. Applegate put his hand on her shoulder.  “You need to call the guard at the gate.  Something’s not right.  Find out who came into the community on Monday.  It sounds fishy to me, Honey.”

      How sweet is that?

      “Thank you, Mr. Applegate, I definitely will.”

      Her back pocket vibrated and she reached for her phone.  She saw it was Law and grinned.  “Mr. Applegate, give Mrs. Applegate my best.  I’ll bring over cookies next week.  Thanks for everything.”

      “Don’t forget to call the guard,” he admonished.

      “I won’t.” She smiled.  It was so nice of him to worry about her; she was so lucky to have neighbors who cared.  She turned toward the house and read the text.

      Whoo Hoo!  He’s back!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Lawson squeezed the bridge of his nose as he leaned back in his favorite chair.  Today his brother Xavier would have been thirty-three years old.  He and Asher had just done a joint call with their mother in Belgium.

      God, he loved the woman to the moon and back, and he ached for her.  Losing a husband and a son was more than one woman should ever have to bear, but she did it with grace and dignity.

      He took another shuddering gulp of air and thanked God, and his brother Asher, that she didn’t know that Xavier had killed himself.  Living thousands of miles away, that was one more burden she didn’t need to shoulder.  Law knew Marie-Louise Thorne—she would somehow think she was at fault and she’d collapse in on herself.

      He got up.  It was time for a run.  Something that would drive away the demons.  His phone vibrated with a text.  From his brother Asher, of course.  He looked down.

      

      Love you man.

      Mom loves you.

      Xave, wherever he is, loves you.

      

      Law gulped down another shuddering breath and typed.

      

      Back at you.

      

      Law pushed up from his chair and looked out the window.

      “Xave, I’m still pissed at you.  But I mostly just miss you now.  Happy birthday.”

      He turned away and tensed when he heard his phone vibrate against the coffee table.  What was Ash texting now?

      

      Bought good beer, the kind that comes in a bottle.  Limes are sliced.  You tempted?

      

      And with those last two words, Lawson felt his world tilt back into place.  He’d been seeing Jill for two of the best weeks of his life, and her humor, sexiness, and plain old niceness had gotten to him like no other woman ever had.  Law texted back.

      

      I’ve been tempted since I met you.

      

      He waited for a response and luckily it didn’t take long.

      

      Do I bring the beer to you, or do you come to me?

      

      His blood heated.  If he said here, she’d take too long to get ready before coming over and he didn’t want to wait.

      

      I’m heading over now.

      

      He pressed send and grabbed the keys to his truck.
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        * * *

      

      When she opened the door she could instantly tell that something was wrong.  Oh, he smiled and said the right things when she let him in and he followed her into the kitchen, but his dimple was gone, and the light in his eyes was dim.  But at the same time, he was making such an effort to put on a front that everything was hunky-dory, Jill wasn’t going to ask him what was up.  Nope, it was time to just give him some normalcy and comfort.  This she could do.

      “I promised you beer and limes, I believe.”

      “You even said the limes were already sliced.” He smiled as he scanned the kitchen.  “I don’t see them.  I only see a bowl of chips.”

      “That’d be silly to leave them on the counter.”  Jill chided.  She went to the fridge and pulled out two Coronas, a bowl filled with limes covered with cling wrap, and a bowl full of homemade guacamole, also covered with cling wrap.  “This concludes my level of cooking capability for a Mexican dinner.”

      “Do you want to go out after beer, chips, and dip?”  She could hear his lack of enthusiasm.

      “Would you believe dinner should arrive in about ten minutes?”

      His eyes finally lit up.  Still no dimple, but she’d take it.

      “No shit?”

      “Now, would I tease about something as important as a man’s evening meal?”

      “I sure as hell hope not.”

      She watched him take a swig of beer and consume a third of the bowl of guac with some chips.  She slid closer to him next to the counter and hip-checked him.  “Save some for me.”

      He heaped another generous helping of the guacamole onto a chip and carried it to her mouth.  “Taste.”  His voice was a low purr and she felt it right in her core.  It took everything she had not to shimmy in response.  Lawson Thorne was sexy with a capital Sex, and he could get her motor humming fast.

      She opened her mouth and took a bite.  He hovered, watching her as she chewed and swallowed.

      “Another,” he said hoarsely as he continued to hold the chip out for her to take another bite.

      Holy heck, I turn him on too!  Yay Team!

      She took another bite.  Close to his fingers.  A little guacamole strayed onto her lip.  Before she had a chance to lick it off, Law dropped the rest of the chip on the counter and slowly swiped his tongue against her lip, taking the guac into his mouth.  Then he came back and gently bit her lower lip and glided his tongue across her wet flesh.

      She moaned as she reached for his arms to hold herself upright.

      Back and forth his tongue swiped across her lip.  She couldn’t stand it and she shook her head so that she could break his hold and lean in for a proper kiss.

      Law chuckled as she opened to him, and he took immediate advantage, thrusting his tongue into her warm, wet depths.

      Finally.
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        * * *

      

      Law pulled her in, needing to feel her body plastered against his.  He loved the feel of her, every last curve felt perfect as he pulled her in even tighter.  He had kissed her and tasted her before, but never had he felt so needy.

      So greedy.

      Jill let out a sigh and her hands slowly climbed up his arms to his shoulders, until her fingers finally found a home stroking his scalp.  He was inundated with sensation, the taste of lime and Jill, the feel of her lush breasts against his chest and her nails raking through his hair that sparked lightning straight to his dick.

      Lightheaded with the touch, taste, and scent of Jill, Law felt himself tipping over a ledge.  He cupped her jaw so that he could position herself just right for her kiss.  He was met with a little whimper that sounded like a hungry kitten.

      Jesus, she’s going to kill me.

      Law stroked his fingers down her cheek, then down her neck to the vee of her t-shirt until his fingers moved over the swell of her breasts.

      She broke the kiss.  “Lawson,” she sighed.

      He molded her breast and the feel was exquisite—she fit his hand perfectly.

      She made a quick move, then her hand was covering his.

      What’s wrong?

      “Babe?  Jill?”

      Her hand pressed his tighter against her flesh.

      Ahh.

      Law couldn’t help the groan that escaped his lips as he realized she was as needy and greedy as he was.  In one quick move, he picked her up and she wrapped her legs around him so that he could put her up on the kitchen counter.  He had just barely enough sense not to land her in the guacamole.

      “Good call.” Jill grinned into his eyes.

      Law dove in for another frantic kiss.  He could not get enough of this woman.  His fingers tangled in her soft raven hair, and his other hand slipped under the back of her t-shirt.  Such silky skin.  He skimmed upwards until he hit the back of her bra.

      She huffed out a laugh.  “Front clasp.”

      She shimmied, and in one smooth move had her t-shirt off and tossed onto the kitchen tiles.

      Red lace.  Good God.

      Law felt his fingers tremble as he teased her nipples over the top of the frothy lace.  Her moan told him she liked being teased.  He saw the outline of her areola and he lovingly circled that tender flesh, again and again.

      “Please, you’re driving me crazy.”  He could barely hear her breathy whisper.

      He chuckled as he bent low and took one hard nipple between his lips and sucked.  Hard.

      She keened his name.  Law knew what that meant—his fingers found her other nipple and started to roll the hard flesh between his thumb and forefinger.  She shoved upwards.  He couldn’t stand it another instant, and unhooked the front of her bra.

      As soon as he saw her breasts spill out with their dark nipples, he was lost.  He gripped her ass and ground her tighter against his erection.  Needy and greedy were going to become his two new middle names.

      Jill ground herself tighter against him, moving and pressing, doing anything to relieve the ache.  Law shoved one hand between them so that he could rub against the front of her jeans, as he sucked a pouty nipple into his mouth.

      “Ah.” Jill threw back her head.  Her hair thrashed about.

      He couldn’t wait, but he needed to.  This couldn’t be their first time.  Not on the kitchen counter.  He needed this moment, this feeling of solace that only Jill could provide.

      “Lawson,” she gasped.  “Please,” the last word was lost as she bit his shoulder.

      He scraped the velvet tip of her breast with his teeth, then unbuttoned her jeans and slipped his hand inside.  Satisfaction roared inside him as he felt her damp folds welcoming his fingers, and then the swollen nub begging for attention made him want to sink to his knees and lose himself in all things Jill.

      He released her breast, hugged her closer, and kissed his way up to her mouth so that he could see her eyes.  Her passion was a thing of beauty and he wanted to watch her face as she crossed over into pleasure.

      She gripped at his arms, his back, his hair, calling out his name, over and over again, until she came apart in his arms.

      But he was still needy and greedy and he wanted more.
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        * * *

      

      He rested his forehead on hers, their breaths mingled.  His gaze was so fierce and intent.

      “I need you.”

      “That’s a good thing,” she whispered.  With those three words, her body was already ready for more.  Jill didn’t lose eye contact with her man, but she still managed to start unbuckling his belt.  She laughed when he actually groaned with pleasure.

      Me, Jill Keiler, is making this man moan.  Who’da thunk?

      “You gotta stop, Baby.”

      He lifted her off the kitchen counter and took a step.

      A knock on the door sounded as gooey guacamole dripped down her back, smeared by her hair.

      Good God!  I have guac in my hair.

      “Fu-Fusterbunny!” she wailed.

      “What?”

      “Stop,” she clenched her nails into his shoulders.

      The doorbell chimed.

      “The food’s here.”

      He looked down at her with a crooked smile.  His dimple was back.

      “Oh yeah, food.”  He kissed the tip of her nose.  “Gotta tell you, that is not the meal I was wanting just now.”

      “Grab money from my purse for a tip. I’ve got to go and clean up.”

      He cocked an eyebrow.

      “Typical me,” she sighed.  “I now have guacamole all over.”

      He barked out a laugh, then leaned her closer so he could look over her shoulder.  He chuckled harder, and the doorbell rang again.  He allowed her to slowly slide down the front of his body.

      “I’m going to get a hard-on every time I see an avocado, you know that, don’t you?”

      She pushed away from him, feeling her entire body blush.  “Go get my purse.”

      “Honey, I think I can pay for the meal.”  He wasn’t looking at her face.

      There was another knock on the door.

      They both laughed and she started for the hallway, but not before she felt a caress on her back.  She turned around and saw Law licking guacamole off his finger.

      Wow.
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        * * *

      

      Law found the dishes and plated the food.  He figured he’d jolt Jill out of her routine and introduce her to her dining room, so he set the table.  Plus, it would give them a chance to slow things down.

      As much as he wanted to find out what her bedroom looked like, he didn’t want to rush into a physical relationship.  He wanted to make sure his head was in a good place before he took that step.  Jill was important, more than any other woman he had encountered.  He saw a relationship in his future.  Maybe it was seeing Ash and Eden, damned if he knew.  But this wasn’t something he wanted to fuck up.

      He scoured her fridge for her sour cream, which he knew she’d have.  He also found really hot and spicy tabasco sauce, God love the woman.  That was another thing, she didn’t put on any airs, there wasn’t anything fake about her.  If she liked something, she liked it.  She was one of the most genuine people he had ever encountered, and she made him feel relaxed and comfortable, as well as hot as hell.

      Nope, he wasn’t going to do anything to screw up his shot with her, and that meant taking some time with her.

      “The dining room?” Jill exclaimed.

      Oh hell, she wasn’t wearing a bra under her tank top, and those cut-offs made her legs look a mile long.  He’d better get his head together fast.
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      Four weeks.  Four of the fastest weeks of her life.  They’d flown by as she’d spent time with Lawson Jacob Thorne.  There was so much to learn about him.  So much to savor.  But it had also been four of the slowest weeks of her life as Law had taken his time on the getting to real-live hanky-panky.

      “I’m taking control tonight if he cuts us off before nookie,” she muttered as she changed the sheets on her bed.  His kisses were to die for.  If his team ever needed to go undercover on a Marine assignment and seduce information from some woman, Law was the man for the job.  Of course, she’d kill him if he volunteered.

      She snapped the top sheet at the very thought of Lawson kissing someone else.

      “He’s mine.  I called dibs.”

      She smoothed out the sheet, then put on the summer comforter.  He ran hot, she knew because she had cuddled against him. Law wasn’t going to need an extra blanket on the bed.  God-willing that he was spending the night.

      He darn well better not be one of those guys who don’t spend the night.

      She’d heard of them.  Her friends had told her.  She’d only had sex with two men in her life, always in ‘relationships’.  Normally, it would take her three or four months before she’d move to the hanky-panky stage, but sheesh, nobody else had ever kissed like Lawson.  Had dimples like Lawson.  Had been as honorable as Lawson.  Had held her hand like Lawson did.

      “Lawson, Lawson, Lawson.  You’ve got it bad, Sister.”

      Jill giggled to herself.  It was true.  She did.  At twenty-six, it felt good to be crushing this hard.

      Crushing?  You think it’s only a crush? It’s time for a reality check, Girly.

      “Shut up, inner self.  I’m not in love.  Falling in love this fast is crazy.  I’ll end up chasing him away and I’ll be destined for hurt.  Yep, this is only a crush.”

      She walked down the long hallway to the large kitchen and stopped in midstride.  She’d forgotten to call the people at the gate to let him in.  She immediately made the call.  She really didn’t need to give Law one more thing to tease her about.  It was nice that she was so competent in her work life, otherwise, she’d have to sign up for remedial life training or something for how oblivious she was in other areas.

      “Why was I headed to the kitchen?”

      Jill grinned as she remembered that she wanted to put out some food to go with the beer.   She had fully-loaded potato skins ready to pop into the oven and a tray of veggies.  The man did like his vegetables.

      When her phone rang and she saw that it was Lesley from the counseling group, guilt made her pick up.

      “Hi, Lesley,” she infused warmth into her voice.

      “Hi, Jill, I was sorry to see your text.  Having you as part of the group was really an asset, but it was also great to know that you were finally in a place where you could move on.  That’s the outcome I want for everyone who attends these sessions.”

      Jill blew out a breath.  “Thanks, Lesley.  Your leadership helped.”  And it had in the beginning, Jill realized.

      “That is very kind of you to say.  I really think it’s the whole group’s interaction that makes a difference.”  Jill could almost hear her smiling.  “The reason for my call is that I was wondering if I could get you to write a one-sentence testimonial for our website.  I wouldn’t want you to use your last name, just your first.”

      “Absolutely.  I’m pretty sure I have your e-mail.”  Jill sighed with relief when she saw that she’d already turned on her oven.  She kept the phone to her ear as she juggled the baking sheet of potato skins into the oven.

      “Ow!”

      “Are you okay Jill?”

      She shoved the oven door shut and put down her phone.  She turned on the tap and ran the cold water.

      “Hold on for a second, Lesley,” she yelled out.  “I need just a second and I’ll hit the speaker button.”

      Why didn’t I use an oven mitt to put in the tray? she wondered as she looked at her reddening skin.

      She heard the tinny sound of Lesley talking, but couldn’t make out her words.  “Hold on, I can’t understand what you’re saying.”

      She used her index finger on her good hand to press speaker on her phone.  “Can you repeat that, Lesley?”  She turned up the volume since the cold water was still running.  At least the side of her hand was feeling better.

      “I was wondering if Mr. Mazur had gotten in touch with you yet.  He seemed very anxious the last time I spoke to him, and I wanted to make sure the two of you had connected.”

      “Who is Mr. Mazur?”

      “Oh dear, you haven’t connected,” Lesley sounded upset.  “I gave him your name and number since it was so important.  I wouldn’t have done that if it wasn’t for the fact that it was urgent.”

      “What was so important?” Jill dried off her hand and set the timer for the potatoes, as Lesley explained.

      “He had tracked down his wife, Angela, to our group sessions.  He’s been really worried about her since their son died.”  Lesley paused.  “Jill, had you realized that she just up and left her old life in Detroit?  Apparently, the grief was so bad she couldn’t cope anymore and one day she just disappeared.  Her husband’s been frantic.  A private investigator tracked her down to Orange County, California.”

      “Lesley, she never mentioned anything but her baby.  That was the only thing I knew about her previous life, how about you?”

      “Same here.  But grief can do strange things. Mr. Mazur was here, I don’t know, the middle of last month. I can’t believe he hasn’t been in touch with you.”

      Something clicked for Jill.

      Darn it!

      “Lesley, was it really six weeks ago, or was it more like right after the last session I attended?  You know, four weeks ago.  Was he kind of hard to understand?”

      “It was after the last session.  He didn’t have an accent or anything, he just talked really fast.  Why?”

      “I got two calls from a number that I didn’t recognize and that didn’t translate into my voice to text.  I figured it was more spam, so I blocked the number.  I feel terrible.  I wonder if I can recall those voice messages.  Do you have his number?”

      “I do somewhere.  Let me text it to you.  Don’t delete it, okay?” Lesley teased.

      They both laughed, then sobered up.  “Angela seemed so sad the last day I saw her,” Jill said.  “If I can do something to make things better for her, I’m all for it.”

      “That sounds like you.  I’ll text you the number.  Thanks for the testimonial.”

      “You’re welcome.”
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        * * *

      

      Law had been delighted to learn that Jill was a science fiction nerd.  He was looking forward to watching the latest episode of his favorite series.  What’s more, he had the idea that Jill was in the mood for more than just a little television, which dovetailed nicely with his plans.

      Ash had finally come up with an angle that had worked for him to agree to see an online psychologist.  Since his namby-pamby brother had studied psychology in college, he had a professor who he’d talked to after Xave’s suicide.  That professor had connected Law with one of his associates that he highly recommended, and it turned out to be a good fit.  The woman knew her shit.  He finally felt like he was coming to terms with his anger, but he was still struggling to put the guilt behind him.

      As he pulled into her drive, he saw that she had already made use of the mulch that he’d hauled over for her.  Jill had quite the green thumb.

      When he pulled into the short driveway she was waiting outside the front door.  It was the first time he’d seen her in a dress, and man, wasn’t that a treat?  It was white and frothy and showed off her long tan legs.

      She swayed up to the driver’s side of the truck.  “Come inside, I have food and beer waiting.”

      “Food even?  I didn’t think the day could get any better than a chance to see you.”  He watched a blush stain her cheeks.  Compliments seemed to take her by surprise.  How was that even possible?

      She backed away from the door so he could get out.  “Well, get yourself on into the house and grab some food.”

      “I brought something I need to get out of the truck bed.”

      She cocked her head.  “What?”

      He reached over the side and pulled up a flat of blue irises.  “You’d been talking about filling that space over there.”  He nodded toward an area near her jacaranda tree.

      “You brought me flowers.  Good flowers.  The kind that doesn’t die!  These are beautiful, Law.”

      Jill started running her hands over the tops of the blooms.  “You’re going to love it here,” she crooned.  “I’m going to take such good care of you.”

      He chuckled.  “I also figured this would give you more flowers to talk to when you need to sort things out.”

      Her head jerked up and she bit her lip.  “I didn’t do that in front of you, did I?”

      “Darlin’, we were working in your yard for four hours, last week.  After one of your work calls, you were pissed as hell.  You went around to the side of the house and went off on a ten-minute diatribe with your marigolds.  Now, I would’ve been worried if you’d thought they were answering you, but it didn’t seem like a back and forth conversation.”

      She still gave him a worried look.

      He held the flat of flowers under one arm and put his other around her waist.  “Where do you want these?  I’m hungry.”

      Now that he had his arm around her, he was really hungry.

      Down, boy.

      “It’s not hot today. They can go in the shed, and then I can plant them tomorrow.  Seriously, Law, thank you for such a thoughtful gift.”  She stopped walking, put her hand on his chest, and stood on her tiptoes so that she could place a kiss on his jaw.

      “How about a real kiss?” he suggested.

      He watched as she turned around and looked over at the neighbor’s yard.  He’d already seen Hiram Applegate watching them with interest.  Law could care less if they gave him an eyeful, and since he’d met him the last time he was here, he didn’t think the older man would do anything but chuckle.

      Jill blushed once again.  “We can’t.  Mr. Applegate will see us.”  She tugged Law’s hand to take him around to the back of the house where the shed was.

      “Hi, Lawson,” Hiram called out as they got closer to his lawn.

      “Hello, Hiram. Nice day to be working in the yard.”

      “I don’t know, I think it will be nicer once Edith has that pie out of the oven.”  He winked at Jill.  Law didn’t look at her, but he would bet his last dollar that her cheeks were heating up again.

      “Law, I haven’t asked you, do you have any plans for Labor Day?  There’s going to be a festival at Founder’s park here in our community.  They should have a lot of food trucks from the local restaurants.”

      “That sounds—”  Law started to answer.

      “Jill, are you still going on about that?  I told you, something was fishy about that guy who came around.  You reported him, didn’t you?  I checked into it, there are no Labor Day festivities going on here. the homeowners association said it would compete with what’s going on down at Laguna Beach.”

      “Hiram, what are you talking about?”  Law didn’t like the sound of this at all.

      “Some man came to Jill’s door.”

      “Mr. Applegate, I can tell the story.”

      “Can you?  You weren’t suspicious and it sounds like you didn’t bother to get this checked out or go to the guards at the gate like I told you to.”

      Jill stiffened.  There wasn’t any blush on her cheeks now.  As a matter of fact, Law thought he might see steam coming out of her ears.

      “Mr. Applegate,” she started to get testy.  “It wasn’t a big deal.”

      “What are you talking about, not being a big deal?”  It was clear that the older man was agitated.  “Jill, that man was casing your house.  He might have been targeting you.  This is something that you need to take seriously.  Lawson, did she tell you about this?”

      “Let’s just take a breath,” Law said with an easy grin.  He knew that Jill would regret getting upset with her neighbor, and what’s more, he wanted to get more details.  “Jill, was this something that you were worried about?”

      Jill had moved away from him during the conversation and was now standing between the two men.  “No, not at the time.”  Law could tell she was upset and frustrated. If he had to guess, it was mostly at herself.

      Hiram opened his mouth to say something, but Law gave him a sharp look and the older gentleman settled.

      Good.

      “Jill, whoever came to your door was probably used to setting people at ease.  Tell me what he said.  What was his approach?”

      She looked upwards, gathering her thoughts, then she looked back at Law.  “He said he was with the homeowner’s association and that he was trying to get a headcount from everyone for the upcoming Labor Day festival.”

      “Okay, what did you tell him?”

      “I told him that I might have someone going with me, because even back then I thought about asking you.”  He liked her shy smile.

      “Was there anything else that you noticed about him?”

      “What struck me at the time was that he didn’t seem well-organized.  Then there was the fact that at the end of the conversation he left abruptly.”  Her eyes narrowed.  “Actually, he was pretty rude.  I remember thinking at the time that the HOA needed to find people with better people skills.”

      “And that didn’t set off your bullshit meter?” Law asked.

      “I had to take work home that day and I ended up working past midnight.  So no, it didn’t.”  She shrugged her shoulders.

      “Did you tell Lawson about your home security alarm being tripped last week when you were in Santa Barbara for the night?”  Hiram asked Jill pointedly.

      What?!

      Law looked at Jill. She was ready to let go of both barrels on Hiram.  The man was going to be drinking Edith’s pie through a straw.

      “Jill, let’s get these flowers to the shed, then you can feed me.” Law smiled.  He put his arm around her waist.  “Good-bye Hiram, it was good talking to you.”

      Thank God she let him guide her away.  He’d wondered if she would.

      Once they were around to the back of the house she stepped out from his reach.  “So, are you going to start questioning my judgment like Mr. Applegate was?” Jill demanded.

      “It’s not a matter of questioning your judgment, Jill, it’s a matter of everyone’s area of expertise,” Law said as he opened up the door to the shed.

      “Meaning?”

      “If there was a medical issue, I would stand back and let you handle it.  If you told me to jump in that situation, I would ask how high.  Does that make sense?”

      “I’m fine with what you’re saying so far, as long as you’re not going to say I have to jump regarding this guy who came to my door.”

      Law set down the flat of flowers and pulled Jill into his arms.  “Honey, my hope on coming over here was to spend a lazy Sunday with you.  I’m not about to put that in jeopardy by coming off all caveman.”

      She relaxed against him.  God, she felt good.  She snuck her arms around his neck.

      “Being a caveman isn’t all that bad.” Her breath was warm against his neck.

      “Do you want to tell me what happened with your alarm system?  Because I have to tell you, those two things put together like that, give me a really bad feeling.”

      She relaxed more into his body, then rested her forehead on his chest for a moment before looking back up at him.  “I never put those two things together.  Do you really think they have something to do with one another?  Because when I talked to the guys at my alarm company, they wanted to upsell me on a new system.  They wanted me to get cameras around the house.  They said they couldn’t be sure if it was a person trying to break in or an animal who had tripped the window alarm, so I should upgrade.”

      Who in the hell had she talked to, Bert and Ernie?

      “Did they send you a report?”

      “Yeah, it’s in my e-mail along with the estimate for the alarm upgrades.”

      “Why don’t we go have a look at those along with getting some food?”
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      Jill bit her nail as she read over Law’s shoulder.  He made her entire workspace look small as he sat at her desk.  Darn it, there had been more to the report than she’d realized.  Law pushed back from the desk, looked at her, and frowned.

      She sighed.  “In my defense, after living in downtown Houston, it just never entered my head that there would be any real issues living in a gated community here in Perfectville.”

      “You want to run that by me again?”

      “Seriously, Lawson.  Lorraine lived here in this little corner of Laguna Niguel for ten years, I never once heard of anything more serious than mail being stolen and that was just some high school kids.  This place is locked up tighter than a drum.”

      She felt energy pumping off him in waves.  It wasn’t the type of energy that she’d had in mind when she’d changed her sheets earlier in the day.

      “Combine this with the guy who was casing the place, and you have a problem.”

      Jill sat down on the other chair in the room she’d turned into her office.  “But why this house?  It’s not the most expensive one here.  Heck, it’s not even the most expensive one on the block.  This makes no sense.”

      The only thing that seemed to be going right was that she remembered to turn off the oven.  She hated the idea that she was being targeted.

      “It’s going to be all right,” Law assured her as he got up from his chair and held out his hand.

      “What?”

      “I’m hungry.  You promised me food.  You promised me beer,” he cajoled.  “We’ll get this taken care of, don’t worry.”

      She let him pull her up and followed him into the kitchen.

      “Something smells good in here.”

      “Potato skins with cheese and bacon.  But because you’re also health-conscious, I have a platter of veggies to offset it.  Of course, the lime offsets the calories in the Corona’s.”

      “A woman after my own heart,” he smiled.

      She went about serving up the food and the beer.

      “How about I take you out tonight after we watch the show?” he said.

      “Actually, I have a couple of steaks I thought we could grill.”

      He gave her a long look.  “I could be up for that.”

      She sighed as she put her beer down and pushed her plate away from her.  “I think there’s another problem besides the guy who came to my door and the alarm going off.”

      Law set his beer down and looked at her.

      “Okay, hit me.”

      “Remember Lesley from the Grief Sessions at the rec center?”

      He nodded.

      “She called today.  She wanted me to write a testimonial and then she mentioned a man trying to get ahold of me.  He’s the husband of a former member of the group, so she gave him my name and contact info.”

      Law sat up straighter.

      “She told him where you lived?”  His voice was sharp.

      “No.  At least I don’t think so.  She didn’t mention that. I’m pretty sure she just gave him my name and number.  Anyway, I think that I might have deleted his messages.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Jill gave a frustrated sigh.

      “Look, I get a heck of a lot of spam coming to my voicemail.  I don’t listen to messages that come in from numbers I don’t recognize, I just read the voice-to-text messages.  If they aren’t able to translate, I delete them.  It’s how I weed stuff out.  Maybe his got deleted.  It just seems suspicious that all of this is coming together at the same time, don’t you think?”

      “Who is he the husband of?” Law asked.

      “A woman named Angela Smith.  She lost her two-year-old son, Richard.  She was new to the area.  We both arrived early a couple of times to the session, and I found out she was living in a month-to-month apartment working as a maid.  I felt sorry for her.  I tried to take her out to a meal, but you could tell she was too proud.  The last night she was in town, I saw her at the local bus stop with two suitcases.  I talked her into letting me give her a ride to the downtown Greyhound station.  She said she was going to Arizona.  I asked for her cell phone number, I’ve called and left a couple of messages, but she hasn’t called me back.  I hope she’s okay.”

      “Transient.  Last name Smith.  Husband looking for her.  I’d say that’s the connection.”

      Jill bit her thumbnail and realized it was down to the quick and winced.  “It’s worse than that.  Lesley said he’d hired a private investigator to find her.  I’d say it’s a sure thing.  Lesley said his last name was Mazur.”
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        * * *

      

      Dammit.

      This was not how he’d been anticipating tonight to go.  He’d definitely gotten the vibe that Jill wanted him to stay at her place for the night—instead, they were at his house, playing with his computer set-up.

      Fuck me.

      Clancy, the communications and computer expert from his team, was in Montana hunting with his father, so he couldn’t tap him.  Instead, he reached out to his buddy on the Night Storm team, Kane McNamara.  The man was a genius when it came to computers and getting information.  There was only one drawback; he was one of Ash’s best friends.  That meant that soon his brother would be up his ass wanting to know who in the hell Jill was.

      “So why aren’t we going to the police again?” Jill asked for the second time.

      He looked at his laptop, his computer tower, and widescreen monitor.  He didn’t have anything against the set-up at her house, except it wasn’t exactly what you would call secure.  Meanwhile he, and every other special forces person he knew, might be somewhat paranoid.  However, nobody was as bad as his teammate, Alan.

      Alan had been shopping at a big box store and paid cash for his transaction. By the time he was out in the parking lot, there was a coupon from that same store, on his phone for a shop-vac.  Which was crazy scary, since he had been considering buying one of those the week before.  Alan made everyone in his family get new phones and he quit that cell phone provider. As for him, now he only used a satellite phone.  Clancy couldn’t convince him it was a coincidence.  He told Alan that if it had been for a big-ticket item like a riding lawn mower, then he should worry.

      “The guy I’m asking for help will get us answers a lot sooner than the cops can.  What’s more, Kane will be focused only on your problem,” Law assured her.

      “Doesn’t he have a real job?”

      “Yeah.  But when one of ours is in trouble, he’ll make time.”

      Jill stopped looking around his makeshift office and looked him in the eye.  “And I’m now one of you?”

      Shit. He hadn’t meant to just come out and say that.  They hadn’t even slept together.  He hadn’t made his claim yet.

      I guess I just did.

      He reached out his hand for her, and she stepped toward him.  He drew her down onto his lap.  “Jill, I don’t know how you feel, but I got to tell you, you mean a hell of a lot to me.”  He pushed one of her strands of dark hair behind her ear and stroked his finger along her cheek to the corner of her lip.  “I want to protect you.”

      Her eyes dilated.

      “You do?” she whispered.

      His thumb slid along her bottom lip as he wrapped his arm around her back and held her closer.

      “Oh, yeah.  Taking care of you has become one of the most important things in my world.”
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      Jill shivered.  Everything that was feminine inside her melted at his words, but her brain worried.

      “Lawson, you know you can’t be responsible for another person, don’t you?”

      He clutched her closer.  “I can damn well try.  I can do it right this time.”

      Jill closed her eyes and rested her forehead on his chest as she snuggled closer.  Her heart was close to breaking for this good, strong man.  He hadn’t told her the story of Xavier, but she’d known he’d harbored guilt, and this proved it.

      “Ash tried to tell me that he was the one who should have seen the signs.  That he should’ve been able to stop him.”  Law’s low laugh sounded anguished.  “He’s so wrong.  It was me.  I was the last one to talk to Xave.”

      Jill curled her hand around the back of Law’s neck.  It was warm and damp to the touch.  God, she wanted to bring him solace, but she knew the best thing she could do was to get him to talk and then listen.

      “You’ve never really told me about Xavier.”  Jill didn’t say anything else, she just waited.

      “Xave never talked about it.  It wasn’t until after he was gone that Ash and I dug it up.  We had to figure it out, ya know?”

      Jill nodded.  When he didn’t continue, she realized he didn’t see her because he was staring off into space.  “I know.  So, what did you find out?”

      “The mission was classified, so nobody was supposed to know exactly what happened for him to get the medal, but Ash’s SEAL team buddy, Kane got the file.  Xavier was recce.  He liked it that way.  Hell, that’s what he did for Ash and me whenever we pulled some prank as kids.”

      “What’s recce?”

      “Reconnaissance and surveillance. He would scout out ahead for his team.  Keep them safe.  He’d take care of any problems so that the rest of the team could have safe passage.”

      “Got it.”

      “They were tasked to take a hill.  Goddamn hills will get you killed because the enemy has the high ground. But Xavier had his buddy, Tom.  They’d been together since boot camp, and they were up for the job.  But it ended up being a trap.  They didn’t know it, but they’d been sold out by one of the Afghan fighters.  He’d arranged for the Taliban to take the team’s flank, so while Xavier and Tom were hundreds of meters ahead of the rest of the group, the Taliban was sneaking up behind their team.”

      Jill had heard about the loyalty and fierceness of the Afghan fighters, and she couldn’t believe they had betrayed Xavier and his men.  “What happened next?”

      “Since Xavier and Tom were a sniper team, they made their way back down the hill and started to pick off the Taliban, but then they started getting shot at from the enemy at the top of the hill.  It was a bloody mess.  A medevac couldn’t come in with all the Taliban snipers.  Xavier and Tom kept them at bay for five hours.  During a lull at three a.m., Xavier went hunting.  He climbed up the hill and took out the four men on the top of the hill. When that was done, he and Tom made their way to the rest of the team who had been trapped.  Tom started giving aid to the wounded and called in the medevac, while Xavier and two others took off to finish off the men who’d ambushed them from below.  By the time the helicopter arrived, all members of the Taliban were dead.  So was half of Xavier’s unit.  All because they were sold out.”

      Jill thought she might throw up.

      “He never talked about it.  Rumors spread all through the Spec Ops community that it had been a goddamn massacre.  Xave came out without a scratch on him.  It was a goddamn miracle, and I know, I just know, it made him feel so much worse.  It didn’t matter that he was responsible for saving his team members who did live.”  His voice trailed off.  Once again, he was staring off into space.  He shuddered.

      “Then it got worse for him,” he whispered.

      “What happened?”

      “Ash and I insisted on a deep-sea fishing trip in the Gulf. Some of his team came along.  Ash and I thought that would be good.  It wasn’t.  Xavier never got a chance to pay for one drink.  They treated him like the second coming.  I remember thinking how cool that was that they were so grateful to my brother the hero.”

      His voice was bitter.

      “Now I realize he was distanced from the very men he should have been able to look to for support.”

      Jill could feel the tension in Law’s muscles and the anger in his voice.

      “There’s more, isn’t there?”

      Law took a moment, then his electric blue eyes were staring down at her.  He nodded.

      “I was the last one to talk to him.”  His whispered words were anguished.  “Jill, I’ve researched it. He did all the classic shit.  He was mirroring what he needed.  He kept picking at me, wanting to know if I was okay.  Wanting to know if there was anything wrong, if there was anything I needed to talk about.”

      His eyes shimmered with tears.  She cupped his face.

      “And?”

      “I actually laughed and flipped him shit.  I said I was fine and told him to get a life.” He choked out those last words.  “I told him to get a fucking life, can you believe it?”

      Jill thought her heart would break.  She pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth.  To his cheek.  On his brow.  Then she pulled back and looked at him.

      “Love, you didn’t know what you didn’t know.  Would you want Xavier hurting this badly for something he didn’t understand?”  She gripped his big shoulders, her fingers digging in.  “Would Xavier want you in this much pain?  Would he want you holding onto this much guilt?”

      “I don’t care what he would have wanted.”  Law’s voice shook.  A tear broke loose.  “I want him here so I can kick his ass.”

      Law took a deep breath, and gave a semblance of a smile.  “That’s so not true.  I just want him here and happy.  Or I want him somewhere, happy and at peace.  Jill, there was nobody better, and he deserved to have the best life had to offer.”

      Law’s shoulders sagged and his head dropped.  Jill had a tough time hearing his words.  “He deserved to have a better brother.”

      She pushed his chin up.  “Have you ever thought that maybe his last thoughts were with you?  Maybe instead of a cry for help, his conversation with you was exactly what it was, a big brother who was checking up on his little brother.  An act of love and caring.  He loved you, Law.  You know this, don’t you?”

      His jaw clenched and he nodded.

      “Ash said Xave never knew how to bend, so the winds just kept coming at him until that day he shattered.  Ash didn’t think he ever saw it coming, it just got to be too much for him one day.”

      “What do you think?”  Jill asked.

      “I think Xavier was fighting and was in a lot of pain, but at his core, he was a protector.  If he had an idea that he was coming to a point that he would kill himself and leave all of us this hurt and devastated he would have done anything to get himself help.  He would have wanted to save us from this hurt.  But his demons blindsided him.”

      She waited for him to hear what he just said.  It took him long moments.

      His head slowly shook back and forth.  He looked like he was coming out of a daze.

      “Let me tell you something,” Jill started.  “When Lorraine got cancer, she spent months trying to figure out what she’d done, what lifestyle change she could have made that would have prevented it.  She beat herself up for months, blaming herself for having cancer.  I talked till I was blue in the face telling her she wasn’t at fault.  Finally, a really wise nurse told her to stop it.  She explained to Lorraine that the reason she was trying to take the blame for it, was so she could somehow explain it to herself and take control of the disease, and ultimately stop it.  The nurse gave her the harsh truth that Lorraine couldn’t give herself.”

      She could see that Law was listening.

      “That’s what you’re doing, Love.  You’re thinking that if you’re to blame, you could have stopped this.  I think your brother Ash is right about Xavier. He snapped.”

      “What about the warning signs he exhibited?”

      Jill sighed.  “It’s possible you’re right.  It’s also possible he was just checking up on you.  You’ll never know for sure.  Is beating yourself up accomplishing anything?  Is it what Xavier would have wanted?”

      He blew out a long breath and shook his head.  At long last, she saw a dimple appear.  “He definitely wouldn’t want me to be all mopey with you smiling at me.”

      “Oh really?”

      “Really.  I think you’re right, Xave would be pissed as hell to see me wallowing.  I remember him saying that the only thing worse than second-guessing yourself was third-guessing yourself.  He’d sure as hell be disgusted with me letting this situation slip through my fingers.”

      “What situation would that be?”

      “You sitting on my lap,” he grinned.

      “I’m intrigued.  How would Xavier handle a situation like this?”

      A dimple appeared.

      Jill sent up a prayer of thanks to Xavier Thorne.
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      He looked down at the woman in his arms, amazed.  She was a gift.  He didn’t know where she came from or who she came from, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to be stupid enough to let her go.

      “You want to know how Xave would handle a situation like this?” Law repeated her question.  Something settled inside him.  He knew exactly what Xavier would be doing, and it sure as hell wouldn’t be talking about his brother.

      Law gave a low chuckle and brushed back her silky hair as he looked into deep brown eyes that seemed to have all the answers to questions he never knew he needed to ask.  He took a deep breath, savoring the tantalizing smell of spice and flowers that was Jill’s scent.  He feasted his eyes on her breasts that swelled up over the modest cut of her dress.  His finger traced along the lace that trimmed the bodice and watched her shiver.  She pressed up higher, inviting him closer, but he was enjoying this moment.  She deserved—and he damn sure wanted—a long, slow slide into seduction.  He intended to savor every moment with this beautiful woman.

      She surprised him when she reached down and caught his right hand in hers and twined their fingers together, the caress an erotic foreshadowing of the moment when their bodies would join.  Jill brought his big hand up to her mouth, then licked the tip of each finger before sucking his thumb between her lips.

      Jesus!

      Law lost himself in the beauty and sensuality of her caress before he gathered himself and brushed her bottom lip down, opening her up for the kiss he so desperately needed.  It was such a rush when Jill mewled with want as his mouth pressed heated, wanton kisses against her needy flesh.  She let go of his hand and gripped his short hair, digging her fingernails into his scalp, applying just the right amount of pain to fuel his passion. Law cupped the back of her head and tilted her face so that he could deepen the kiss. He needed more, and more, and more.

      When Jill bit at his bottom lip he was ready to roar his possession.  His.  She was his.  Never had anybody gotten him like this woman.  Jill had become as necessary as his next breath.  Somehow, he’d found a woman who had peeled back his protective layers and nestled into his soul.

      Law stood up with her in his arms and she broke the kiss.

      “You’re not supposed to be able to lift me up like that.  I’m too heavy.”

      “You haven’t seen anything yet.” He gave a ragged laugh as he headed down the hall toward his open bedroom door.  Law put his knee on the bed and ripped back his duvet so that he could gently lower her onto his white sheets.

      Her dark hair spilled across the pristine cotton and he shuddered.  “Lady, you look good in my bed.”

      He loved the small pink buttons that ran down the front of her dress—it meant he could slowly unwrap and savor his present.  Law dipped his finger into her bodice as he set about the task at hand.

      “There’s a zipper at the side,” Jill said as she shimmied to reach it.

      Law pushed her hand aside.  “Nu-uh, we’re doing things my way.”

      “What?”

      “We’re doing things at my pace.  I want to unwrap my gift slowly.”

      A slow, shy smile of pleasure spread across her face.  She liked that idea.  Good.  He wanted nothing more than to make all of her dreams come true.

      Law released the first two buttons and caught a glimpse of the lacy white bra underneath.  His breath hitched.  He had to touch.  He had to taste.  He traced his fingers along the material, watching her shiver.  Then he heard her gasp as his tongue followed the trail his fingers blazed.

      Another button slipped free, then another, and another.  Soon, he was kissing her bellybutton as she arched up on her heels.  Law changed positions until he knelt between her legs and could hold her waist up high as he licked down toward the top of her white silk panties.

      “So good,” she moaned.

      Law unbuttoned the rest of her dress and spread it open, feasting his eyes on her olive skin decorated with white satin and lace.

      “Ah, Jill, you’re gorgeous,” he breathed.

      “I want to be, for you.”

      “Then you’ve succeeded.  You’re everything I’ve never known I’ve wanted, with your beautiful body and your generous heart.  You are by far the most beautiful woman I have ever met.”
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      Jill felt like she was on a carnival ride.  The kind she’d always wanted to go on but had always been too afraid to try.  Just the look in Law’s eyes tempted her beyond imagination, and his kisses were the stuff of her most decadent dreams.  How could she be here in this moment with the other piece of her heart?  How was that possible?

      Her lips trembled, and it was like he understood.  He took a moment, his blue eyes electric.  He didn’t kiss her lips. Instead, he stroked his cheek against hers and then kissed her forehead.

      “Are you with me, Baby?”

      “Always.”  She almost blurted out ‘forever’.  But that couldn’t really be true, could it?

      “Good. I have never felt like this before.  I need this.  I need you.  So much.”

      Jill’s eyes stung.

      He does?

      “I do too, Law.  I can’t wait any longer.”

      His hands slid around her back and deftly unhooked her bra, then slowly guided the frothy lace off her body. His eyes heated as his fingers traced the curve of her breasts.  Jill held her breath and waited to see what he would do next.  She didn’t have to wait long.  Hands that had starred in more than a few of her fantasies caressed her needy flesh.

      “Jill, you feel like silk.”  His thumbs languidly circled her nipples and she bit back a cry of need.

      “No, Baby don’t hold back, I want to hear everything.  See everything.  There’s nothing about our time together that I want to miss.”

      His words felt profound.  She understood exactly what he was feeling.  They both had been through the fire, and they knew.  They knew that every one of life’s moments was precious, and when you had time with someone you loved, you cherished it.

      Loved?

      Yes, loved.  She loved this man.  It so wasn’t a crush.

      She reached up and rubbed her knuckles against the scruff on his jaw.

      “I’m with you Law, right here.  I’m not leaving.”

      His breath rushed out in relief.  “Neither am I.”  She cupped the side of his cheek and he closed his eyes, nestling into her caress.

      “Law?” she whispered softly.

      “Yeah?”  His hands were molding her breasts, and Jill was having trouble taking in air.  Everything felt so good, but she needed more.  She needed to be filled with him.

      “Please.  I need you naked.”

      He met her words with a husky chuckle.

      “All right.”  But he bent his head and twirled his tongue around her nipple before sucking the tip inside his mouth.  She whined her pleasure.  Sparks drifted in front of her eyelids.  When he stopped, she opened her eyes and she saw both of his dimples.

      “Stop stalling.”  Her reprimand was nothing more than a breathy whisper.  Law chuckled again as he got up beside the bed and shrugged out of his clothes.  He whisked his jeans and his boxers off at the same time and she winced.  She really needed to stop biting her lip; this time, she almost drew blood.  But good lord, he was built.

      He tucked his index fingers into the top of her satin panties and slowly stripped them down her legs until she was completely naked to his gaze.

      “Beautiful.”  His word a benediction.

      She held out her arms.  “No, you are.  Please, come to me.”

      His smile was strained.  “I’m here for you.”  He laid down next to her on the bed and gathered her into his arms.

      As soon as he was close, she thrust her fingers through the silky hair on his chest and peppered kisses along his neck, ever upward until finally, Law’s lips crashed down on hers with a groan of satisfaction.

      Every touch, every caress, and every kiss felt brand new with Law.  His brand of passion was setting her on fire.  He moved slowly and his chest hair teased the tips of her breasts.  She ground herself harder against his body as heat flooded her core.

      “So good.”  His voice was a deep rumble as he rolled them over and he looked down at her, his lips a scant inch from hers.

      “Law,” she pleaded.

      He took her mouth in a desperate kiss, one hand roaming downwards until he discovered her slick folds and found her clit.  He circled the swollen bud and Jill had no words, only inarticulate gasps of pleasure.

      When Law slid two fingers inside of her, while circling and pressing her eager clit, nirvana rained down on Jill.  She didn’t know where she was; what house, what city.  Was she on planet Earth?  Did it matter?
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      He’d found a home in his woman’s arms.  He thanked all the powers in the world that had brought her into his life as he reached for the nightstand and found the protection that they needed for the moment.  But one day…?

      Jill spread her legs and guided him to the greatest pleasure of his life.

      She reached up for him. Law took her hand and placed a kiss on the center of her palm.  Ever so slowly, he tugged her arm so that it rested above her head, then he did the same with the other, so that her wrists crossed.  Her eyes gleamed in the low light coming through the windows, her pulse fluttering at her throat.

      Watching her fall apart was the most erotic thing he’d ever seen in his life. If she touched him, it would be game over, and he wanted to make their joining last.

      “Are you trying to tell me something?” she asked breathlessly.

      “Tell.  Request.  Beg.  Anything I need to do so that you stay as you are.  Can you do that for me, Jill?”

      Her eyes widened, her thighs quivered, and she nodded.

      Thank fuck!

      Law intended to take great advantage, and it would start with another kiss.  She had the poutiest, prettiest lips in the world.  He swept down and plundered them.  Her moans mixed with his groans.  When he felt her arms begin to move, he reached up and held her wrists in a gentle, inexorable grip.  He feathered kisses down her jaw, ever downward until he was tormenting one taut pink nipple.

      When she shrieked her pleasure, his cock got so hard he thought he might burst through the condom.

      He licked and savored her other breast as his hand slid slowly downwards until he found her wet, tender folds.  He parted the lips of her sex and circled the hard nub of her clit.  He knew he was torturing her by the sounds she made. When she was gasping and begging and on the precipice of ecstasy, Law gritted his teeth as he finally started the slow thrust into her tight channel.

      An earthquake could shake the house apart and he wouldn’t notice—nothing but Jill and this moment existed.  He looked down and Jill’s eyes were shining up at him, so much emotion and passion.  She tugged and he let go of her wrists. Her fingers stroked down his jaw.

      “Lawson,” she whispered.  “You create beauty.”

      Law shook his head.  “It’s you,” he rasped.

      Jill lifted herself up, taking him deeper.  He was undone.  Her eyes, her moans, her need, it all took him beyond anything he’d ever felt before.  Law thrust again and again, into Jill’s tight needy body.  She clenched around him, her fingernails scraped for purchase against his back.

      “More.  I won’t break,” she gasped.

      “But I might,” he groaned as he met her each upward thrust with a powerful plunge that had her crying out his name.

      He watched every expression that crossed her face, gloried in the joy and pleasure he saw shining up at him.  Then she clenched and trembled and he forgot everything but her name.

      The only thing left in his mind was the stunning image of Jill’s smile as they flew together into the stars.
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      “Do you ever plan to answer that?” Jill asked at one point.

      “No.  Not when it’s my brother.”  Law had to keep his phone on and accessible because he never knew when he would be called to base, but Ash?  He could wait.  For God’s sake, he’d already texted him a back-off message.  The bastard should know enough to fucking back off!

      This time, Law threw his phone onto his wadded-up pair of jeans beside the bed. Hopefully, Jill wouldn’t hear it vibrate when it went off again—that way, he could keep her totally focused on the important things.

      “Are you sure? Maybe Asher needs you.”

      “He has Eden.” Law laughed.  “Let him concentrate on her, while I concentrate on you.”  Law’s hands skimmed over Jill’s silken flesh and soon all thoughts of his phone were forgotten.

      A long and wonderful time later, Jill rested across his chest while Law contemplated life.

      His house alarm shrieked one sharp blast.  Law jumped out of bed and swiped his Glock from the nightstand drawer.

      He stood between the door and Jill.

      “Law, answer the fucking phone.”  It was Ash’s voice coming through the speaker on his security system out in the living room.

      “What the fuck?  Goddammit, what the hell are you doing violating my privacy like this, you asshole?” Law yelled.

      “He sounds grumpy.  That’s what happens when you interrupt a delicate mission.”

      And that was definitely Cullen Lyon’s voice.  Just what he needed, one of Asher’s teammates who was a smartass.

      “Jill, stay right here, Honey.  I have to deal with some immature asshats.”  Law swiped his phone and jeans off the floor and stalked into the living room.  He’d pulled on his pants by the time he stomped over to the alarm system.

      “Don’t turn us off before you tell us the name of the woman,”  Cullen whined.  “She sounds—”

      Law quickly overrode the system, which effectively cut the motion detectors and—thank the Lord—the speaker.  This had to be Kane McNamara’s work, because he was only supposed to be connected to the alarm headquarters and the police department.

      The phone in his hand vibrated but he ignored it again, then heard the distinctive sound of an incoming Zoom call coming from his home computer.  He double-timed it to his office.

      Kane and Asher’s faces were on the screen as soon as he joined the call. He saw part of a shoulder and figured it was Cullen.  Ash had the same ‘worried grandma’ look Law had been seeing for a month. He couldn’t get any kind of read off of Kane.

      “What is so goddamned important it couldn’t wait until morning?” Law snarled.

      “It is morning.  It’s six o’clock,” Ash answered.

      “In Virginia,” Law said sarcastically.

      “I’m eighty-four percent sure I’ve found Jill’s friend Angela.” Kane McNamara said.

      “You found her?” Jill asked excitedly.

      Law had heard her as she came into his home office.  He turned and saw that she was wearing her dress.  How she’d managed to get out all the wrinkles from laying on the floor all night was beyond him.  But she was sporting swollen lips and sex-hair.  Law was definitely keeping her off-camera.

      He reached out his hand to her so that he could draw her to his side, while at the same time tilting his monitor to the left.

      “Let him explain how he tracked down her last name and where she came from first,” Asher said.

      “You did?”  Jill asked Kane excitedly as she moved in front of the damned monitor.  Law saw Asher checking her out in the same way he had looked Eden over when he’d first met her.  It was assessing, making sure she was good enough.  He needed to stop it.

      “I ran a couple of searches.  The chances were good that Angela hadn’t changed her first name, most people on the run don’t.  With that in mind, I knew there wasn’t a chance in hell that she would have used a fake name when talking about her dead son.  So, I plugged in the name Angela with a dead child named Richard.  Unfortunately, I got more hits than I wanted to see.”

      Law felt Jill stiffen beside him.  He felt the same way.  It was heartbreaking to think of all the children who had died.

      “I realized my fuckup at midnight—I hadn’t narrowed it down to Michigan, since the guy who visited Lesley said he was from there.  That’s when I got a hit that fit.  In Detroit, a toddler died, and the mother went missing.  It even made the papers. An Angela Goshen was wanted for questioning in the beginning, then it died down.”

      “Angela couldn’t have possibly hurt her son,” Jill said vehemently.

      “You’re right, she didn’t.  He died while he was under his father’s care.  It was a tragic accident.  But her leaving made it suspicious.  I should have something this afternoon,” Kane said.

      “What do you mean it made it suspicious?  I know Angela, she loved her baby.  She was devastated over her son dying.”  Jill leaned forward into the monitor.  “I don’t know why she left Michigan, but she had a reason, and it wasn’t because she had anything to do with his death.”  Law tugged her closer.

      “We believe you, Honey,” Law assured her.

      “There is definitely something fishy,” Asher said soothingly.

      “You’re Law’s brother,” Jill said.  “You’re on my side.  What about him?”  She pointed at Kane.

      Kane threw up his hands in defense.  “Hey, I’m on your side, too.  I’m just trying to put this puzzle together.”

      Jill relaxed a little bit and leaned against Law.

      “What did the papers say?” Law asked.

      “Angela was out of town and arrived home from the airport to find the cops at her house on a hot day in August.  Her husband Tim, a lawyer in his dad’s bigshot law firm, had left their son in the back of his car when he went inside the house.”

      Jill gasped.  “Oh my God, how could you ever forgive yourself after something like that?”

      “Then Angela ran away?” Cullen Lyons asked from the other side of Asher.

      “She disappeared later that night.  When she first got home and realized her baby had died, she collapsed and had to be rushed to the hospital.  They needed to keep her overnight.  By all accounts, she was a mess and needed care.  But sometime in the middle of the night at the hospital, she just disappeared.”

      “Did someone take her?” Jill asked.

      “No,” Kane answered.  “It happened about an hour after her husband came and visited her.  She put on her clothes, took her purse, and walked out.  The security cameras caught her walking down the city block and turning the corner.”

      “Has her husband been looking for her?” Law asked.

      “To begin with, he did.  He made a big deal about it, hired a well-known detective agency and even offered a reward.  Then the papers got a hold of it.  There was speculation about the family, that something was really wrong, what with the baby dying and the mother missing all within twenty-four hours.  Before it made national news, his family stepped in and announced that Angela had gone to stay with some distant relatives.  After that, things died down.”

      “That just so isn’t true.  She was living hand-to-mouth as a maid.  Now that I know the kind of life she left behind, she was clearly on the run,” Jill told the others.

      “Or, she could have been so devastated by losing her baby, that she just had to start over, even if it was hand-to-mouth.  Grief can do strange things to a person,” Cullen said sadly.

      Jill let out a small whimper and nodded.

      “Maybe,” Kane said.  “But the police started an investigation in Detroit on all of this.  I want to get my hands on that file and see what the police had to say.  I’ll feel more comfortable after I read that information.”

      “For sure, Tim Goshen knew that the press release they gave out was a bunch of bullshit.  He knew she hadn’t gone to relatives, she was missing.  The detective agency had to have tracked her alias down to California.  That led to the grief counseling group, and to you, Jill.”  Law said.

      “I don’t want to tell him a darn thing.  I’m not going to tell him that she went to Arizona,” Jill said emphatically.  “If she doesn’t want to tell that man who let her son die where she went, then I’m sure not going to tell him anything.”

      “Actually, your friend Angela Smith, aka Goshen, isn’t in Arizona, she’s in Wyoming.   Cullen has a buddy who will be talking to her soon, don’t you?”  Kane looked over at Cullen.

      “Yep,” he said from off-screen.

      “How did you find her in Wyoming?” Law demanded to know.

      “A month ago, a local doctor in Casper made a request for Angela Goshen’s medical records from her doctor in Michigan.”

      “I don’t get it, why would she lie to me about where she was even going?” Jill queried.

      “Maybe she didn’t,” Law tried to make Jill feel better.  “Maybe she just changed her mind.”

      “Cut it out, Thorne.”  Kane’s voice was abrupt.  “Jill, your friend is definitely running scared and she wasn’t taking any chances that her movements could be traced.”

      “But she gave me her cell phone number.”

      “But she never answered, did she?  Was a personalized message even on the voicemail?” Kane asked.

      “No.”  Jill’s voice was dejected.  Law put his arm around her waist and tucked her in close.

      “So, Angela is in hiding from her husband?” Law asked.

      “It’s the only thing that makes sense,” Kane said.  “Cullen’s friend should have answers from Angela soon, if she is willing to talk, and that’s a big ‘if’.  We need to find out why.”

      “You really don’t think it’s just because she’s mad and sad?” Jill asked.

      “No,” Law, Asher, and Cullen said at the same time.

      “Why not,” Jill asked.

      “You go,” Law nodded to Kane.

      “Why did he give Lesley a false name?  Why didn’t he introduce himself as Tim Goshen?  Why did he approach you as a member of the HOA?  If everything was above-board and all he was, was worried about his wife, he would have been upfront.  This smells to high heaven.”

      “I don’t like it.  My buddy is pretty sure Angela is waitressing at a truck stop on the outskirts of Casper.  He’s going to go see her in the morning.  Hopefully, it will all get cleared up then,” Cullen said.

      “Until then, you need to be cautious and alert, Jill,” Asher said forcefully.  He might have been talking to Jill, but his words were really meant for Law.

      “She’ll be staying with me from now on until we have this sorted out.”

      She pulled away from him.  “Oh, I will, will I?”

      “Yes, you will.”

      She gave him a long look, reached over, and shut off the zoom call.  “Let’s discuss this like adults—you know, where you tell me you’re worried about me, and ask me to stay with you?”

      He could see that she was almost with him.  He smiled.

      “How about if I tell you that I’m really worried about you, and I really, really want you in my bed at night?”

      She wound her arms around his neck.  “That works.”
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      “Tell me about Jill.”

      Law had been expecting this call.  He knew he was safe because this was the second night that Jill was zoned out in front of her computer trying to race through technical manuals to meet a deadline to fix someone else’s fuck-ups.

      He wiped the grease off his with the garage rag and picked up his phone and put it to his ear.  Even though he was ninety-nine percent sure that Jill wouldn’t be coming into the garage, there wasn’t any reason to take unnecessary risks.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Why haven’t you copped to her before?”

      “Copped to her?  What kind of expression is that?  I mentioned her to you a few weeks ago.”

      “Yeah, but this is something serious, you wouldn’t have pulled in Kane if it wasn’t.”

      The Triumph motorcycle was looking good.  It had taken him damn near a year to be able to pull the tarp off and start to work on it, but now he was happy.  It was bringing back happier times spent with Xavier.

      “Law, are you listening to me?” Asher demanded.

      “You wanted to know how deep I’d gotten into with Jill, and if I really thought I was ready for a serious relationship.  Yes, I heard that.  Instead of calling you a “kettle”, I decided to admire Xavier’s motorcycle.”

      Asher sighed out a laugh.  “I guess it is a bit of the pot calling the kettle black.  Did you talk to Professor Roberts’ referral?”

      This time it was Law’s turn to sigh.  “Yes.  I did it specifically because I knew I was falling for Jill and I wanted to make sure I could come to her whole.  I didn’t want to be fucked in the head with anger and guilt.”

      “That’s great!”

      “You’re really annoying, you know that, don’t you?”

      “Right back at you.  So tell me about this miracle worker who got your ass in to see a psychologist.  She must be special.”

      “She is.  You already saw she’s gorgeous, but she’s smart as a whip, but she is clumsy as hell and she talks to her flowers when she has to work out a problem.  She worked as an EMT in downtown Houston for a couple of years.  She understands real life.”

      “Even though she talks to flowers?” Asher chuckled.

      “Yep,” Law grinned.

      “Do you love her?”

      “Every morning when I wake up with her beside me, the day is better and brighter.  When I get to fall asleep with her in my arms I feel content.  It eats at me when I don’t know where she is, I want to make sure she’s safe at all times.  Is that love?  Is that forever?”

      “Can you picture growing old without her?” Ash asked softly.

      “Hell no.  I want her ass tied to my side.  I want to make her life better, I want to take care of her.  Selfishly, I want all that beauty and sparkle drenching my life.”

      “Oh Baby Brother, you’ve got it bad.  Drenching your life.  Did you take poetry classes in between all of your sports classes?”

      “Fuck you,” Law said without any real heat.  “Does this sound familiar?”

      “Fuck yeah.  Except for the drenching part.  I want to have Eden’s laughter and wildness beside me forever, that’s why she has my ring on her finger.”

      “So have you set the date yet?”

      “It’s either March or June.  Eden has to go to Montana to bump some heads to get things settled.”

      “What?”

      “What with Becker’s trial and all the jobs she’s been getting, she pawned some of the planning off on her two sisters.  They are arguing about which is the best venue for the reception.”

      “Did you tell Eden you want March?”

      “Hell no, I’m staying out of it.  Get in the middle of a sister fight?  I don’t think so, my man.”

      Law chuckled, at least that was one thing he wouldn’t have to worry about.

      “But I know Eden wants to get married as soon as possible too, so I’m guessing March will win out.  But we’ll see.  This will tell me a lot about the family dynamics.”

      “What about her brothers?”

      “Yeah, well, that’s why I want you and some of my team to fly out to Montana early.  I figure we can all get friendly before the big day.”

      That caught Law off guard.  “Are you expecting trouble?  For real?”

      “Nah.  But this might head off any more heart to hearts with York men.  I swear to God, her father put me through the ringer.  He was worse than Liam McAllister used to be when we fucked up and got called into his office.”

      “You told me that he could strip paint off you.”

      “He was always fair.  I only got called in once.  It was before I joined Max’s team.  But it left an impression.  Just like Richard York’s talk left an impression.  Something tells me his three boys are cut of the same cloth.”

      “I’ll have your back.”

      “So, Jill?”

      That was his brother, tenacious to a fault.

      “Yeah?”

      “You do realize you’re in love with her, right?”

      “I might not be the touchy-feely psych major, but yeah, I already figured that out like a big boy.”

      Asher laughed.
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      “So, is this hot pocket, cross-legged thing a thing?” Law asked.

      Jill looked up from her position on the floor as she was about to take a bite from her pepperoni hot pocket.  She hadn’t heard Law coming in from the garage, probably because she had her earbuds in and cranked up to one hundred and one.

      Come to think of it, that was not the wisest move in the world since her dad was darn near deaf.  She pulled out her earbuds.

      “Did I just hear a wise-ass comment about my eating habits?” She grinned up at Law as he swooped in for a kiss.

      “Honey, a hot pocket might be a habit, but it’s not really eating.  MRE’s are better eating.”

      “What’s an MRE?” Jill asked.

      “Meal-Ready to Eat.  It’s the shit that the military puts into little plastic packets for us to eat in the field.  It’s a hell of a lot more nutritional than what you’re eating.”

      Jill felt her smile getting bigger.  It was so sweet when he proved he cared.  For the last four nights, he had cooked dinner because he knew that she was on a heavy deadline.  Was it any wonder that she felt the way she felt about him?

      Love.  Admit it, Keiler, it’s love.

      “What?”

      “What do you mean what?” Jill asked.

      “You’re looking at me funny,” Law said.  “Is something going wrong with your project?  Are you going to miss your deadline?”

      She sighed.

      “Honey, you’re kind of scaring me. You’re biting your lip again.”

      She shut her laptop and untangled herself from between the couch and the coffee table and stood up.  “I need another kiss.”

      “Glad to deliver.”  He pulled her into his arms, and soon she was lost in the magic of Law’s touch.  The man could kiss.  When he finally lifted his head, he gave her a long look.  “Wanna tell me what’s wrong?”

      She looked up at the ceiling.

      God, give me strength.

      “I have never met a man as good, honest, and honorable as you.  Did you know that?”

      Every muscle in his body tightened beneath her touch as his eyes darkened.

      “Where’s this going, Jill?”

      “Oh, God, I’m doing this wrong.”  She clasped his face in both of her hands and stared into his eyes.  “This time, I’m going to break the macho code.  I need you to know that I love you.  Right here, right now.  No flowers, no candlelit dinner.  Just a cold hot pocket on a plate.  I’m in love with you, Lawson.”

      She stared up at him and didn’t see one sign of a dimple.

      “It’s okay, I don’t need you to say it back.  But I just had to say it to you, because you’re wonderful, and you had to know that someone just loves you to death.”

      Still no dimple.  She drew back her hands and felt the need for an antacid.  Maybe he was right, maybe she needed to start eating better.

      “Dammit, you’re biting your lip again.  Stop it, Honey.”

      He trailed his thumb over her bottom lip and she forced a smile.  What had she been expecting, after all?  She took a silent breath.  “Do you want to go out for dinner?  Maybe that seafood place you like so much,” she suggested.

      He shook his head slowly.  “I don’t think so.”

      “Italian?”

      His arms wound around her.  “Nope.”

      “Uhm, Mexican?”

      He smiled.  She saw two dimples.  “I think maybe we’ll go out to a candlelit dinner sometime around midnight tonight.  Or tomorrow night.”  He drew her closer.  “We absolutely have something to celebrate.”

      She sucked in more air.  “We do?”

      “Absolutely.  When the woman I adore tells me she loves me, I definitely want to celebrate.”  He pulled her even closer and Jill melted against the hard length of his body.

      Law placed a tender kiss on her cheek, close to her ear.  Then he whispered, “I love you too, Jill.  I thought you knew that.”

      She shook her head, then nodded, then shook her head again.

      “Well, I’m glad you cleared that up,” he chuckled.

      He feathered kisses all along her jaw until he reached her lips.  Once again, Jill lost her mind as Law’s taste and touch took her to an entirely new universe.  She felt dizzy, and then she was laughing when she realized he had carried her into his bedroom.

      Yes, life in Law’s arms was amazing.
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      “I can’t fucking believe it.  We finally find Angela, and now her husband has disappeared?”  Law thought he might be losing his damned mind.

      He looked at his brother and Kane.  They had flown in from Virginia that morning on military transport.  He hadn’t been expecting them at Camp Pendleton.  Somehow, Kane had managed to commandeer one of the briefing rooms for Law to have his freak-out in private.

      “You need to keep your shit together,” Asher coached.

      “Where’s Cullen?  Shouldn’t he be here?”

      “He went over to your house as soon as we disembarked.  He has Jill covered.”

      “Well, la-dee-da.  She’s at work.  So you all screwed the pooch on that one.  Explain this to me again.  In words small enough for me to understand, because this is some convoluted fucked-up shit.”  Then he yanked his cell phone out of fatigues.  “Scratch that,” he said as he held up his index finger and pressed in Jill’s number.

      Dammit, it went to voice mail.

      “Honey, it’s Law.  Call me immediately.  It’s important.”

      He glared at the two men in front of him.  “Continue.”

      “At long last, Jamison tracked down Angela.  She’d quit waitressing.  She’s been working as a cook out on a ranch and taking care of a widower’s two kids.  He knew that she wanted to stay hidden, so nobody on his ranch let out a peep that she was there.  It took Jamison the last four weeks to find her.  When he did, he almost got the shit beat out of him for his trouble.”  Kane and Asher laughed.

      “Okay, so there’s a funny story somewhere,” Law growled.  “Get to the point, besides the fact that Angela now seems to have a protector.”

      “The point is,” Asher drawled, “that Angela finally feels safe enough to talk.  She told Jamison some interesting shit.  The night her son died, her husband came to see her in the Detroit hospital.  He said, that he had always wanted her all to himself, and now she belonged just to him.”

      Law felt his blood run cold.

      “She can’t possibly think that her husband purposely killed his own child.”

      “It gets worse,” Asher said.  “Angela told Jamison that there was always something odd about the way her former fiancé died.  It was a boating accident with his best friend, who was…” Asher let his voice drift to a stop.

      “Wanna guess?” Kane asked.

      “Tim Goshen?” Law asked.

      “Give the man a cigar,” Kane nodded.  “Yep.  Then Tim goes in and comforts Angela over her fiancé’s death, and two months later, they’re married.  She told Jamison she had always felt rushed into the wedding.  And she knew for sure that Tim had been mad about her getting pregnant.”

      “But still, killing your own child?”

      “The last thing Tim said to Angela at the hospital, right before he left, is that if she didn’t want something to ever happen to another child, she better have her tubes tied while she was in the hospital.”

      “Fuck,” Law hissed.

      “Exactly.”

      “No wonder she ran.  The man is a psychopath.”

      “And he wants her back.  He’s obsessed.  So far, he’s only tracked her to Southern California and to Jill.  He went back to Detroit after the whole break-in attempt at Jill’s house, but there was some mismanagement of funds at his law firm recently.  Tim’s under investigation.  He was due to be deposed four days ago.  He didn’t show.”

      Law’s phone rang.  It was Jill.

      “Baby, where are you?” he demanded.

      There was a pause before she answered.  “I’m here at the office, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t sound fine.  What’s wrong?”

      Law scrubbed the back of his neck.  “Stay there, I’m going to come pick you up.”  He forced a smile into his voice.  “I have two pieces of good news.  First, you get to meet my brother Ash in person, he’s in town.”

      “And the second?”

      “Cullen’s friend found Angela.  She’s okay.  I should be at your office in about a half-hour.  Will you be ready to leave by then?”

      “Will you be ready to tell me the bad news then?” she countered.

      “I’ll lay out everything as soon as we all get home,” he sighed.

      Again, there was a pause.  “It’s going to be all right, Law,” she said.  God, there she was trying to comfort him.  What was this world coming to?

      “That’s my line, Honey.  And yes, it will be.”
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      Since the three Navy SEALs from the Night Storm team were near San Diego, they had to report into Coronado.  Kane and Cullen did some training with the Midnight Delta team, but Asher just took some leave to spend with Law and to get to know Jill.   That lasted for a week, before the three men had to head back to Virginia.  Even after Kane had left, he and Law’s teammate, Clancy, had worked together remotely and they still couldn’t find hide nor hair of Tim Goshen.  It was eerie.

      Law wanted to bring Angela back to San Diego to act as bait, but her Wyoming rancher wasn’t about to allow that.  All and all, he couldn’t blame him.  He was going crazy at the thought of Jill being in danger.

      The one good thing in all of this?  He’d heard stories about some of the women that his SEAL friends had gotten involved with, and many of them had not stayed put when they should have.  Meanwhile, Jill had allowed him to put a tracking device on her phone, in her laptop bag, and on her car.  She might be just going to and from work and waiting for him so that they could go to the grocery store together, but she was taking this shit seriously.  It gave him a lot of peace of mind.  Still, when he got called for another set of war games, he desperately wished that he could put her in a steel vault somewhere, only not like the one in Caracas where Eden and Ash had been trapped in.

      “Law, I promise to stay locked up behind your Uber Cyber Spyware Security.  I refuse to be a redshirt.”

      He laughed out loud at that.  They watched the original Star Trek with him and knew that the guys in the red shirts were most likely to die on a mission.  He loved this woman.  He loved her.  He was not going to let one silky hair on her precious head be harmed.  Not on his watch!

      When he’d left her at his house it was with a five-day supply of frozen meals that he’d cooked and made sure that there were no Hot Pockets anywhere to be found.  Those things were murder on the cholesterol, and anything he could do to keep her out of harm’s way, he was all for.  After all, she was the one who’d spent a shit ton of money on motorcycle leathers for him.  It went both ways.
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        * * *

      

      “I sure appreciate you taking on all this extra work, Jill,” Natalie’s smile was wide on the computer screen.

      “It’s so not a problem.  I’m glad you understood why I needed to do all of this documentation from home and away from the office distractions.”

      “Sweetie, I’d set you up on the beach in Hawaii if you can get this done in time for our roll-out.  You are amazing, especially after Beatrice botched it.  Let me know if there’s anything else I can do for you.”

      “I will,” Jill told her boss right before shutting off the Zoom call.  She looked at the flowchart on her document and winced.  It still wasn’t right.  Jill reached over to the plate to pick up her food.

      “What the?!”  Her fingers were sticky with zucchini, red sauce, bell peppers, and cheese instead of nature’s natural food group—a pizza roll in a pocket.  She’d forgotten she’d warmed up one of the meals that Law had cooked for her.  Heck, it required a fork and everything.

      She got up from off the floor and went into the kitchen to wash her hands before she dripped tomato sauce all over her print-outs and keyboard.  She looked over her shoulder.  Scratch that, her papers were already dripping in red.

      Great.

      When she got to the kitchen, she noticed that her shirt had red sauce on it, too.

      Really?  Really?

      I need a keeper.

      She giggled.  She did have a keeper, and wasn’t that wonderful?  However, it would also be nice when she could leave the house again.  She’d actually called Angela two nights ago and had a great chat with her.  Her one-day-to-be-ex-husband was a crazy to the nth degree.  Thank God she had gotten away from him.  Jill was so happy to hear about Rancher Man.  Angela swore there was nothing boy-girl going on, they were just friends.  But Jill was willing to bet her last clean shirt that as soon as crazy hubby was in the rearview mirror, Rancher Man would be staking his claim.

      Jill pulled off her shirt as she moved toward the laundry room, secure in the knowledge that there were only motion detectors and no cameras attached to the security system in Law’s house.  He did have panic buttons set up in four rooms these days.  He would have given her a gun, but they both agreed she would’ve ended up shooting herself in the foot, so no to that.

      She was about ready to strip out of her bra and throw on a sleep shirt because it was bedtime.  No more Zoom calls for this working girl.  If someone wanted to talk to her, it would be audio only. Before she had the relief of taking off her bra, her phone all the way back in the living room rang.

      Darn it!

      She would’ve ignored it, but it could have been Law.  She threw on one of his Marine t-shirts and practically ran to the living room hoping it was him. But when she got to the coffee table she saw that it was Lesley.

      “Hey, Lesley, you’re never going to believe who I was just talking to the other night,” Jill smiled.

      “Was it my wife?” A man’s voice asked.

      “Who is this?” Jill demanded to know.  “Where’s Lesley?”

      “Oh, quit the games, Jill, you know who this is.  Where’s my wife?”

      Jill’s mouth was filled with cotton.  She couldn’t catch a breath, and she couldn’t get her lips to part because she was biting down too hard on her bottom lip.

      “Answer me, bitch, where’s my wife!”

      “Uhhhh…”

      A high-pitched scream came through the phone.  A woman’s scream.  Lesley’s scream.

      “You better answer me, before I start cutting off body parts.  Where’s Angela?”

      “Don’t hurt her!” Jill yelled.

      “Bitch, tell me where she is!”

      If she told him, then Lesley would be dead for sure.  She had to stall.  She had to get help.  She had to do something!
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        * * *

      

      He hated being away from Jill for so long.  It might’ve only been three days so far, but it was two days too many.  He knew deep in his bones that Goshen would eventually make a play, and despite the fact she was hiding out at his house, he was worried.

      “Thorne, are you going to actually pay attention to what your trainee is doing this time?” Clancy asked.  “Or are you going to let his ass get blown up by the other team?”

      Law carefully considered his teammate’s question.  Truth be told, the idea of Roger getting taken out by Red Smoke had some serious advantages.  He could send Roger back to the barracks and focus for the rest of the time they had left.  It would make his life a hell of a lot easier, and they could wrap this game up tonight with a win.

      “Law?”  Clancy’s voice was closer.  He’d sidled up next to him in the low grass.  “You’re not actually considering letting him go, are you?”

      Law looked over his shoulder at his friend.

      “Shit, you are.  What has gotten into you?  I know you’re in love and all, but seriously, this is un-fucking-acceptable.”

      “Clancy, shut your mouth.  Jill’s at my house, and we still don’t have a bead on the guy who’s targeting her.  I have a bad fucking feeling about this.  He’s been quiet for too long.  I know I have her locked down tighter than a drum, and she’s smart, really smart, she’s going to stay put.  But I have a bad fucking feeling.”

      “Bad feeling how?  Yemen bad, or Syria bad?”

      “Syria,” Law said succinctly.  His ‘feeling’ had ended up saving their team from going into a booby-trapped building in Syria.

      Clancy looked him dead in the eye.  “That’s good enough for me.”  He pulled out his radio.

      “Lieutenant Hunt, this is Ayers.  Thorne has a family emergency, I’m taking over for him.  He needs to leave ASAP.”

      Law looked at his friend aghast.  That went outside all procedure.  Of course, their lieutenant would support him, but you never, never ever, asked for something like this unless someone’s life was on the line.  You sure as hell didn’t do this on some goddamn gut instinct.

      Clancy looked up at him and waved his hand.

      “The lieutenant said to get the hell out of here and to call if you need us.”
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      I’m not going to die.  Lesley’s not going to die.  Angela’s not going to die.

      But this assbutt?  He’s going to die!

      Her fingers were sweaty as she held her mobile phone in a death grip.  Jill’s gaze swung wildly around the living room until it rested on the security panel.

      Bingo!

      “If you hang up, she dies.  I want to hear every goddamn move that you make.  As a matter of fact, put on the video call.”

      “I don’t know how,” she lied.

      Jill strode over to the alarm system and bit her lip.  She tasted blood.

      Do not cry.  No crying allowed!

      Law explained how this worked, but one of the darned buttons was silent and one was a blast.  Why weren’t they labeled?  Wait, they were.  She wiped at the wetness in her eyes that weren’t tears and pressed the one that said silent alarm.

      “Turn on the fucking video on your phone, bitch.  I want to see you!  I know soldier boy isn’t there, his truck’s been gone for days.  It’s just you.  I want you to come out the garage door and get in the back of the van with Lesley.  If you want to keep her alive, you’ll come out, get in, and start talking.”

      “Don’t do—”

      Lesley’s words were cut off by a high pitch shriek of pain.

      “What did you do to her?  If you kill her, you assbutt, then you won’t have a bargaining chip.”

      “There’s nothing stopping me from cutting off her ear, now is there?  Or a finger?  Or a toe?  Take off your shoes, you dumb bitch.”  Jill heard Lesley moan in terror.  There was the sound of flesh hitting flesh and Lesley screamed again.

      “Where’s the video?  If I don’t have video now, I’ll assume you’re calling the police and I’ll just cut off her nose.”

      Jill fumbled with the phone and hung up by accident.  She saw a tear splash the screen of her phone and she wiped it away as she attempted to find her recent contacts.  The phone rang.  She pressed yes to accept the video call.

      “There’s my pretty.”  He didn’t look anything like he had before.  His hair was long and oily, and he’d grown a scraggly, patchy beard.  He was revolting, inside and out.

      “Get your ass to the garage.  You’re coming with me so that I can get some answers.”

      “Why should I?  You’ll just kill us both.”

      She had to stall.

      How long has it been since I pressed the silent alarm?

      When will the police get here?

      Why aren’t Kane and Asher talking through the wall?

      Are they listening in?

      She turned the volume up on her phone to its highest level.

      “I might kill you both if you come with me, but I will start carving pieces off this bitch in thirty seconds if the garage door doesn’t open.  I do hope you understand.  I have all the leverage.  Do you understand leverage?”

      Lesley screamed again.

      Jill bit back a sob and started toward the door to the garage, then stopped.

      The tracker.  In case the jerk-fucker-wad made her get rid of her phone.  She raced to her computer bag on the coffee table and unzipped the compartment.  It took precious seconds to feel around before she found the thing at the bottom of the pocket.

      “Got you!”

      When she pulled it out, she shoved it into her bra.  Then Jill ran back to the garage door in the kitchen.

      She opened the door, reached into the dark garage, and slammed her hand on the button that would open the door.  In moments, a white panel van came into view.  She backed up a step into the house, shut the door, and yelled.

      “A white panel van.  No windows!”  She prayed that Law’s sneaky SEAL friends were monitoring the alarm.

      She opened the door to the garage and saw Tim Goshen opening the back of the van.

      “Get in,” he said, he had a gun trained on something inside the van.  She saw a knife handle sheathed at his waist.

      “Be a good girl, Jill, and get in.  Otherwise, I’ll shoot Lesley in the head.”

      She could smell his body odor as she stepped past him and started to climb in.

      “Tsk, tsk, tsk.”  He wrenched the phone out of her hand and threw it towards the porch.  “We’re not going to allow anybody to track you on your phone’s GPS.”
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        * * *

      

      When Law got to his property, he saw two cop cars out front.  He backed into the Hendersons’ side carport since they were out of town, and watched his house.  He didn’t want to get involved with the cops, he wanted to take care of this on his own.  It didn’t matter if his team was in the wilds of Camp Pendleton or Asher and his team were in Virginia, Lawson knew he could handle this on his own, if he could just get to his tracking system inside his house!

      “Your girl did good,” Kane said soothingly.  “We know she’s in a white panel van.”

      “I couldn’t care less.  The tracking system app on my phone isn’t working.”  He was gripping his smartphone so hard it was a wonder it hadn’t cracked.  “I need to get into my house so I can use the main tracking system.”

      “You can’t,” Asher said over his truck’s Bluetooth device.  “Kane already tracked the GPS on Jill’s phone and it’s at your house, Law.”  The pain in Asher’s voice was real.

      Law thought his head would explode.  He couldn’t lose her.

      “I’ve told the police about the van,” Kane said.  “They’ve got an APB out, and they are also getting a bird in the air.”

      His hand hurt.  He looked down at his phone’s screen and watched again as the app wouldn’t load...

      “Play me the audio from the alarm system again,” Law demanded as he watched one of the police cars start to drive away.  He willed the other one to follow, but it didn’t.

      The sound of Jill’s voice filled his truck.  Not even her attempts to swear at Tim could make him smile, there was too much fear gripping his heart.  He continued to listen for any clues that Tim might have inadvertently given.

      It wasn’t until Law made his buddy play the audio for the second time that he caught it.  Jill had said, “Got you.”  It was right before she went to the garage.

      “Asher, she took the other tracker from her computer bag!  I have to get into my house and get into my main system,” Law said desperately.

      “Law, are you sure?” Kane asked.

      “Fuck that noise, he’s sure,” Ash roared.  “Fucking work your magic, McNamara!”

      Law waited tensely for two minutes.  He smiled when he saw the two cops run from his house and slam into their car, then race down his drive with their lights and sirens on.  Kane had done something, all right.  Law waited until they were out of sight, then he slammed his truck into drive and was at his house faster than a NASCAR driver.

      When he got to his home office and turned on the tracking device, he had her.  She was in the ass-end of nowhere, near the end of the toll road construction. He rushed to his truck.

      “I’m sending you coordinates,” he said as he was getting into the driver’s seat.

      “Wait!” Kane’s voice stopped him.  “Find Jill’s phone.  I want that motherfucker’s phone number, I have an idea.”

      “We don’t have time,” Law raged.

      “Listen to him, Law.  He understands how important this is.  He would never ask for something that wouldn’t help save Jill,” Asher insisted.

      Law stepped down from his truck and looked around the front of his driveway.  He didn’t move.  Walking around and searching was not how he was trained.  He slowly looked over the area.  Finally, he saw the discordant patch of metallic rose peeking out from behind his bottom step.

      He snagged her phone and put in her so-no-secret code.  He rattled off the last incoming number to Kane.

      “Got it,” Kane said.  “Get moving.”  Law grimaced at Kane’s instructions, considering that he was already back in his truck and partway down the driveway.  How slow did he think a Marine was, for God’s sake?

      He was at the first big intersection before the freeway when Kane called out.

      “I did you a solid.”  There was a smile in Kane McNamara’s voice over the truck’s speaker.

      Law was considering running the red light.  He scanned the area. The bicycle lane was free.  “What did you do?”

      “While you were on your home system, I was able to create an encrypted version of your tracking app.  At the next stoplight, I’ll tell you how to download it to your phone.”

      He downloaded the app right before the light turned green. Law would’ve said thank you, but it’d take too much time.  He had to get to Jill.
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        * * *

      

      Lesley’s eyes were glazed.  Tim had cut her on both arms and there was blood dripping off her back through her blouse. It looked like he’d really tried to cut off her pinky.

      “You’ve got to pretend you’re unconscious,” she whispered to her friend.

      Lesley’s breathing was shallow.  She’d already thrown up twice, which had made Tim royally mad.  He’d stopped the van and stepped outside, saying he had to take a piss.  This was Jill’s chance to talk to Lesley, but Jill wasn’t sure Lesley could understand her.

      “Pretend you’re unconscious, otherwise he’ll keep torturing you to get me to talk.  And no matter what happens to me, don’t make a sound.”

      “But—”

      “If you do anything else, we’ll both end up dead,” Jill hissed.

      She heard dildobum’s phone ring.  She hoped he dropped it in his pee.  Then maybe she would have time to address some of Lesley’s wounds.  The woman was now lying on her stomach on top of a couple of stained moving blankets.

      Jill found an unopened package of cleaning rags. She tore it open and pulled one out as she lifted the back of Lesley’s blouse.  She needed to see how bad her wound was.  Lesley whimpered as she wiped away the blood.

      The wound started out shallow, but got deep as it got closer to her ribs.  He hadn’t hit any organs, but muscle was definitely involved.  She needed to get the bleeding stopped.  She could use the rags as gauze pads, but she needed something to keep them in place.

      Her eyes scanned the van for anything that might work.

      “You let me talk to her, or I’ll kill the Marine’s woman!”

      What was going on?  Tim sounded even crazier.

      “Let me talk to Angela!”

      Lesley whimpered, whether from fear or pain, Jill wasn’t sure.  Heck, she was going to start whimpering.  She wanted Law.

      Stop it Girly, you have to save yourself.

      “I can still want Law,” she muttered.

      “Huh?” Lesley moaned.

      Jill looked back to soothe Lesley, and that’s when she spotted it—a flowery scarf that Lesley had used as a belt in her jean’s belt loops.

      Perfect!

      She had just gotten the bandage on Lesley’s back in place when the back panel door slammed open.  “Playtime’s starting sooner than we thought.”

      Tim was holding his phone up high over his head as he pulled his knife out of its sheath.

      “Did you hear that, asshole?  I’m going to start cutting on the Marine’s woman, all because you’re not going to let me talk to my wife.”

      What’s going on?  Who’s on the phone?

      “Get out here,” Tim screamed at Jill.

      Yeah, sure.  Not.

      He wasn’t pointing a gun.  Why was she going to get close to that knife if she didn’t have to? He’d have to come on in and get her.  He put a knee up into the van and started to climb toward them.  His knife looked like a machete to Jill’s scared eyes.

      “Tim, it’s me, Angela.” Jill heard Angela’s voice coming out of the cell phone.

      Tim stopped in his tracks. As soon as he did, Jill’s brain kicked into gear.  How was it that Angela was calling Tim at just this moment?  It had to be Law’s tracking device and all the talking she did into the Law’s security system.

      He’s going to save me.

      Tim had the phone to his ear and off the speaker.  Jill didn’t know what Angela said, but he was getting agitated.

      Come on Angela, be cool.

      Jill cringed when she saw Tim pull the gun from his jacket pocket.  “I’m not going to let them go until I see you.  You know that, don’t you, Sweetheart?”  His voice sounded so reasonable.  Almost loving.

      Lesley started making retching sounds, and Jill realized she was going to throw up again.  Had she missed something?  She blocked out the sound of Tim’s voice and pretended there wasn’t a knife or a gun in the vehicle. Instead, she pretended that she was in an ambulance and that she had a patient.  That was all that mattered.

      She turned Lesley’s head and made sure her airway was clear so she could vomit, and then found the egg-sized lump on her head.

      Carefully, Jill moved her friend’s head.

      “Lesley, open your eyes, Honey.”

      “Shut up!”  Tim yelled.

      “Open your eyes,” Jill whispered.

      When Lesley finally got them open, Jill wanted to groan.  Her pupils were huge.  She had a concussion.  She needed to get her to a hospital, and fast.

      “I love you, Angela, I can’t live without you.  If I can’t live, nobody can.  I’ll shoot them both.”

      Jill sucked air between her teeth.  First, get the gun away from Tim, then get Lesley to a hospital.

      Easy peasy.

      Think, Jill, why has Angela called?

      Who arranged it?

      Law had to be somewhere, right?

      How can I help in my own rescue?
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        * * *

      

      Law had been listening to the whole debacle as he’d driven to the construction site.  There were plenty of heavy-equipment vehicles parked all around, he just had to follow the beacon to find the white van.

      He stopped his truck and got out, taking his gun and phone.  He had the audio plugged into just one of his earbuds so he could also hear what was going on around him.  He knew where he was headed, and now he just needed to keep listening in on the phone call between Tim and Angela.  It had been better when Tim had had it on speaker and he’d heard Jill’s voice.

      His blood had turned to ice water when Tim said that if he couldn’t have her, then nobody else could live, either.  He was close to the end of his very short rope.  But Angela had kept it together—she’d lied her ass off and said she would come to him.

      Law edged around one of the three large motor graders and found the white van.  Tim was either extremely smart or just stupid.  He had parked the van in the middle of an open space—that meant nobody could sneak up on him. But at the same time, he was out in the open and totally vulnerable.  Law would’ve given anything to have his sniper rifle.

      Law was spot-on accurate with his Glock at fifty yards. But he didn’t know the situation in the van, and then there was the problem of getting that close.

      Fuck!

      “Tim, I’m never coming back to you if you hurt those two women.”

      “But you still love me, right?”

      God, the man’s crazier than a loon.  He killed her kid—she’s more likely to castrate him than ever return to him.

      “The only way we can work this out is if you let them go.  They’re my friends, let me talk to them.  I want to talk to Jill.”

      “No,” Tim’s voice was petulant.  “I’m not going to let you talk to Jill.”

      Law could swear he could hear Jill in stereo, both over the phone and in real-life.  “Let me talk to Angela,” Jill was saying.

      Law felt himself able to really breathe for the first time in forty-five minutes.

      Jill screamed.

      “Shut up, bitch, don’t interrupt me!” Tim yelled.

      “If you hit me again, I’ll find a way to break your neck,” Jill yelled back at him.

      The asshole laughed.  But it was good news in Law’s opinion. It meant that Jill was still in good enough shape to be issuing threats.  It also meant that they were keeping one another occupied as he crept up on the van.  Please just don’t let her go too far.

      “Don’t hurt my friend,” Angela cried.

      “A black eye is nothing.  Wait ‘til I use my knife on her.”

      “I dare you to use your knife.  You don’t have the stomach for it.” Jill laughed.

      What the fuck is she doing?

      “Don’t you see what I’ve done to that bitch Lesley?  I guess you need a lesson.  Listen to this, Angela.”

      Law rushed the van.  He had the back door yanked open in a heartbeat, and then his heart stopped beating.  Tim was straddling Jill, blood was on her shirt, and Tim had the tip of his knife pointed at her stomach.  Tim looked up at the back of the van.  Law took three shots—head, heart, head.

      Jill screamed.

      Lesley screamed.

      Tim never made a sound.

      “What’s going on?” A man’s voice he didn’t recognize came through his earbud.  He yanked it out of his ear and skidded on his knees to Jill.

      “Why the fuck did you taunt him to use a knife?”
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        * * *

      

      Why is Law yelling at me?  She hurt bad.  And the man she loved was yelling at her.  She couldn’t stop the tears from rolling down her cheeks.  She knew she had blood and brains sprayed all over herself.

      “You could have gotten yourself killed!”

      “I was saving us,” she whispered.  She wanted to wipe the gunk off, but Law’s arms were holding her down as he searched her for injuries.

      “What the fuck are you talking about, Woman?”

      “I’m fine.  Call an ambulance.”

      “Ash and Kane are on it.  Where are you hurt?  There’s so much blood, I can’t tell.”

      “Not my blood and guts.”   Jill heaved up and lunged for the bag of rags.  She wiped her mouth and spit as she pulled out a rag.

      “Hey, I’ve got that,” Law said softly, as he gently wiped her face and neck clean.  When her eyes were clear and she could finally see into his, Jill saw that beneath the anger there was fear.

      “Law, he had a gun.  I had to get him to put it down so you could save us.  I knew that you and your fancy friends were behind Angela calling Tim.  I knew it.”

      Law nodded.  “That’s true.”

      “That also meant you were listening in to the conversation.”  Jill took another rag out of the bag and wiped her tongue.

      “Yeah, we all were listening.”

      “So, how were you going to know when it was safe to come and rescue us?  Tim had just talked about shooting us.  He couldn’t hold the gun, knife, and the phone.  You’d know that.  So, I had to taunt him into using his knife, and then you’d know you could come to the rescue.”  She heard sirens. She wiped her tongue again and started to gag.  Jill turned her head and vomited onto the floor of the van.  When she was done, she turned back to Law.

      Jill gave Law a watery grin.  “See?  Easy peasy.”
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      “I fucking love that you’re calling it the ‘Battle of the Van’,” Eden said as she took another sip of her beer.

      “I don’t,” Law glowered.  He pulled Jill a little closer to him on the patio love seat on Jill’s deck.

      “Was it the part where you took control, or the part where you almost died, that he has a problem with?” Asher asked.

      “I’ll never have a problem with Jill’s take-charge attitude,” Law said.

      “Yeah, it’s true.  But if I get a sliver, he goes nuts.” Jill grinned at Law.

      “Sounds like his brother,” Eden said as he smiled up at Asher who returned to hand her a plate of food.

      “What sounds like me?” Asher asked as he took a seat beside her.

      “You kind of get bent out of shape if I get hurt.”

      “That’s a given,” he smiled at her warmly.  “What brought that up?”

      “Jill was telling me about the ‘Battle of the Van’.”

      “I hate that phrase,” Asher said vehemently.  “Jill could have gotten herself killed with the stunt she pulled.”

      Jill caught Eden’s eye and tried not to laugh when the woman winked at her.  She was outrageous.  Luckily, neither of the Thorne brothers caught it, or if they did, they ignored it.  Law kissed the top of her head, and she damn near melted into his side.

      “Let’s find something else to talk about,” Law said.  “How about the trip to Belgium, did you see the dates I e-mailed to you?  Can you make any of those three work?”

      Jill sat up straighter.  She was both excited and nervous at the idea of meeting Law’s mother.  The excited part was spending ten days in Europe with Law, the nervous part was meeting his mother.  This was serious, serious.  Of course, he had met her parents three weeks ago when they had trekked through Southern California on their way up the Pacific Coast Highway to see the sights.  She’d been impressed by how well he’d done, not just with her mother and father, but with their cats.

      She watched as Eden and Asher looked at one another, and Eden nodded.  “Four weeks before our wedding should be perfect,” Asher said.  “That way, Maman can meet Eden in person, ahead of time before the big event.”

      Law frowned.  “But she and aunt Claire are flying over for the wedding, right?”

      “Absolutely,” Asher confirmed.

      “It’s not like we haven’t met,” Eden said.  “I’ve Skyped with your mother a few times.  She’s a doll.”

      “Do you mean without Asher?” Jill asked.

      Eden nodded as she ate the last bite of her hamburger.  After she swallowed, she elaborated.  “I’ve been on so many assignments lately away from Ash that I couldn’t rely on joint calls.  I think it makes it easier because I speak French.”

      “How many languages do you speak?” Jill asked.

      “Seven.”

      “That’s amazing.”

      “I was lucky, I got introduced to Chinese, Spanish, and English from the start.  I was speaking those languages fluently before I started kindergarten, so it made it easier for me to pick up other languages.”

      “Last month I started one of those rapid learning courses to learn French a couple of weeks ago, it’s going pretty well.  I think it helps that I know Spanish.”

      “I didn’t know that,” Law said.  He snagged a pickle off of her plate.

      “I didn’t want to mention it in case I failed,” Jill admitted.

      “You never fail,” Law smiled indulgently.  A shot of pleasure burst through Jill.

      “You’re wrong, but I appreciate the sentiment.”

      She looked at everyone’s empty plates.  “Do you two want seconds?  Or are you ready for dessert?”

      “What do you have?” Asher asked.

      “Either strawberry shortcake or brownies.”

      “Yes,” Asher answered.

      “So which one?”

      “That meant both, Honey,” Law chuckled.  “I’ll take the same.  Want some help?”

      “I’ll help her,” Eden said as she stood up and took Asher’s plate.

      “Thanks.”
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        * * *

      

      “So we’re agreed?” Asher asked.

      Law rubbed the bridge of his nose.  “I’m definitely onboard, but I don’t think it’s going to work.  Maybe if all three of us were here, but not now.”  He thought about how close his mother had been to Xavier.  They’d had a special bond.

      “What’s that look for?”

      Law sighed.  “Are we ever going to tell Maman the truth about Xavier?  Because if we get her to move to the States, there’s more of a chance of her finding out the truth.”

      Asher looked torn and Law understood.  “I’ve thought about that.  She knows some of Xave’s buddies, God forbid she finds out from one of them, and not from us.  But Aunt Claire has her family, and from some of Maman’s comments, I know she’s feeling a little left out.”

      Law stared into the view overlooking the gorge, then back at his brother.  “Then, we’ve got to convince her to move back, and we’ve got to tell her the truth.”

      “Maybe we tell her when she’s here for the wedding?” Asher proposed.

      “We are not going to ruin your big day.”  Law was emphatic.  “We’ll do it while we’re in Belgium.”

      He heard the sliding glass door open, and the sound of Jill laughing.  It helped make things better, instead of thinking about breaking his mother’s heart.

      “I refused to put a brownie and strawberry shortcake in the same bowl, so you each get two dishes,” Jill explained.

      “I said it was fine, since they’re going to end up in the same place anyway,” Eden said as she handed Asher his two dishes.

      “These are pretty big portions,” he said as he eyed the bowl with a hot brownie and melted ice cream, then the bowl with fresh strawberries, whip cream, and shortcake.

      “I brought an extra spoon for me,” Eden smirked.

      “I wasn’t complaining, I could definitely eat it all,” Ash said.

      “Well, now you know you can’t,” Eden laughed as she scooped up a large spoonful of brownie and ice cream.

      Law wasn’t surprised to see Jill had brought out three bowls, two for him, and one strawberry shortcake for herself.  The woman did like her cream, and she wasn’t about to share.

      “So, did you solve the problems of the world while we were gone?” Eden asked.

      “Or maybe just of your mom?” Jill queried.

      Law laughed.  Trust Jill to get to the heart of the matter.

      “Asher and I are going to talk to her about Xavier while we’re in Belgium.  We really want her to come to the States, but there’s a slight risk she could somehow find out that he committed suicide if she lives here, so it’s incumbent on us to tell her what happened.”

      He felt Jill give a little jolt beside him.  It was almost imperceptible, but he caught it.  He tried to catch her eye, but she continued to look down at her dessert.

      What is she thinking?

      “Jill?”

      “That sounds like a good plan.  If you want me to be with you when you talk to her, I’m there, Honey.”

      “No, this is something that Ash and I need to handle ourselves, but is something about this bothering you?” Law asked.

      Jill sighed.  “I’m sorry.  But I think you’re going to have to deal with two issues, not just Xavier’s suicide, but also not having been honest with her in the beginning.  I think you two better be prepared for some blowback.”

      “That’s on me,” Ash said, as he set down his one of his bowls and handed the other to Eden.  “I’ll take the hit.  And Jill’s absolutely right.  I thought about that, but then pushed it aside.”

      “You did what you thought was right,” Eden defended him.  “She’ll get that.”

      “Not to begin with, to begin with, she’ll be angry and hurt.”  Asher rubbed the back of his neck.

      “Ash, I backed you on your decision,” Law said.  “We’ll be able to work through this with her.  We’ll tell her at the beginning of the trip so that we’re there for her.  You know Maman, she’ll process this, she’ll be heartbroken, but she’ll deal.  She always copes.  But we need her here with us, and she needs to be here with us.”

      “I agree,” Jill said.

      “Absolutely,” Eden said at the same time.

      Law hugged Jill closer, which caused her to tip some of the strawberry juice onto his jeans.  Didn’t that just figure, he thought as he started to laugh.

      Eden giggled as Jill rolled her eyes.

      “You might as well know now, this is normal for me.  Keep me far, far away from your wedding dress before the wedding,” Jill advised.

      “She’s not kidding,” Law said as he wiped up the juice from his jeans.  “Luckily, she is a whiz at laundry.”

      Jill blushed and laughed.  “It’s true, I can get out darn near any stain.”

      “Even guacamole,” Law said huskily.  He watched as Jill’s blush turned brighter.

      She grabbed his thigh and dug her fingernails in.  Shit, thinking about guacamole and having her grip his thigh was making him hard.  He felt his cheeks heat as he put his brownie dish on his lap.  He looked up and saw Asher smirking at him.  Bastard.

      “So we have a plan.”

      “Belgium next month, wedding the following month.  Sounds good to me,” Eden grinned.
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      You done good.

      Law’s arm froze in mid-stroke as he cleared the condensation from the bathroom mirror.  He waited to see if his brother would say anything else, but Xavier always was a man of few words.  Law finished wiping down the mirror and grinned when he smeared the new shaving cream that Jill had given him onto his face.

      He took a deep breath as he made the first swipe of the razor along his neck.  He and Asher had finally had a long talk about Xavier.  It had been a long time coming.  Turned out, Law and Maman weren’t the only ones who occasionally suffered from auditory hallucinations.  Of course, if anyone was ever going to be tough and stubborn enough to make themselves known from beyond the grave, it would be their big brother.

      He heard Xavier laugh.

      “Who laughed?  Are you on the phone?”  Jill asked as she came up behind him.

      “You look gorgeous, and you packed the night before. Is it any wonder I’m in love?”

      Jill stood up on her tiptoes and looked over his shoulder so she could meet his eyes in the mirror as she watched him shave.  “I thought you loved me for my cookies and the sexual favors I provide.”

      This time, Law chuckled.  “Your cookies come in a sad, sad third, that’s for damn sure.”

      “Third?”  She kissed his bare shoulder.  “Sex is first, cookies are third, so what’s second?”

      He wiped his face clean and turned around.

      “Uh-uh.  You got it wrong.  Your kind and beautiful heart is number one.  It always has been and it always will be.”  He liked the way her eyes went soft and dreamy.  He didn’t like the way she then bit her lip.

      He pulled it loose and gave her a long, slow kiss.  She tempted Law to do a lot more, but if he did, they’d be late getting to the airport.  With the way security was these days, that could be a real problem with an international flight, and he still had one more thing planned before leaving.

      “What’s got your tail in a knot?” he asked.

      “Can’t a girl be worried about meeting her guy’s mom?”

      “You’ve already met my mom,” he teased.  “Zoom and Skype count.  After all, you met Angela’s Rancher Man via Zoom and gave her a thumbs-up.”

      Jill rolled her eyes.  “So not the same thing.  I’ve been on the phone with her probably three times a week for the last two months since the Battle of the Van.”

      “Hey.  We discussed that.”  Law knew his voice was sharp, but he couldn’t help it.

      Jill giggled.  “Sorry, but what else can I call it?  The name is perfect.”

      He still had nightmares of that day.

      Law went into the bedroom and he shook his head.  “You better not have taken any of the suitcases out to the truck.”

      “Just out to the living room.  I needed the bedroom cleared out so I could make sure I hadn’t missed anything.”

      “We’re only going to be in Belgium for ten days and you’re packing four suitcases. How in the hell could you be missing anything?”  He went to the closet, got dressed, and grabbed what he needed out of his dresser drawer, then he watched as she sat on the bed and pulled on her socks.

      “Hey, two of those suitcases are yours,” Jill protested.

      “Yes.  And those two are filled with mostly your stuff.”

      Jill glanced over her shoulder at him as she tugged on a boot.  “You know, a lot of men would be upset, but the weird thing is, you’re not.”

      He sat down next to her.  “I like that you know that.”  He kissed her temple.  “I like that you know me.”

      She leaned into him and sighed.

      “Getting to know you has been the best thing that has ever happened to me, Lawson Jacob Thorne.”
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        * * *

      

      “God, Jill, you choke me up when you say things like that.  You always seem to have the right words.”  He pulled her off the bed and onto his lap.

      She looked up at him with wide eyes.  “I thought sometimes my smart mouth upset you.”

      “Except for the Battle of the Van, you’re good.” His eyes twinkled.  She traced his dimple.

      “Okay, I’ll cool that for a while.  It upsets Lesley, too, and she’s finally getting better.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      He didn’t say anything else.  Just stared at her.

      “Uhm, Law, either we get naked, or we pack the car.”

      Now the second dimple showed up.  “See, you’re perfect, always willing to get naked.”  He stroked back her hair.  “How’d I get so lucky?”

      “You asked me to go out for coffee and dessert.” She winked.

      “Maybe.”

      She let her head drift against his chest.  “Have I ever told you what I really think?” Jill asked tentatively.  She knew she hadn’t, but she now felt secure enough with Law to tell him her fanciful thoughts.

      “What, Baby?”

      “I think that maybe Lorraine and Xavier wanted us to be happy and arranged for us to meet that night.”

      He tipped her chin back and she looked into his deep blue eyes.  “I like that idea.  I like it a lot.”

      She sighed, knowing that somewhere her cousin was happy for her.

      Slowly, Lawson lowered her onto the bed.  “Oh, the naked option.  Lucky me.”

      “Jillian Lee, you little hussy, we just got dressed. Naked is not an option.  As a matter of fact,  you’re not dressed enough for our trip.”

      “Huh?”

      “Jill.  The best thing that has ever happened in my life has been meeting you.  Laughing with you.  Loving you.”

      His voice had that smokey quality that went straight to her heart.

      “I love you, too.”  She wound her arms around his neck.  She needed to say more, but his gaze was too intent.  She lost her breath.

      “Every damned day is better with you in it.  Every moment is brighter and I’m happier.  Baby, I couldn’t survive if I wasn’t able to spend the rest of my life with you.  I swear to you, I will do everything in my power to make you happy and keep you safe.”

      He reached into his jacket pocket, pulled out a blue box, and flicked it open.  “Will you do the honor of marrying me?”

      Oh my God, he looks unsure.

      “Yes!”  Jill kissed his neck.

      “Yes!”  She kissed his chin.

      “Yes!”  She kissed his lips.

      Their kiss was sublime.

      “You’re crying.  Stop crying, Baby.”

      “I can’t, Law.  These are happy tears.  You’ve given me everything I’ve ever wished for.”

      He brushed away her tears.  “You’re sure?”

      “Yes, I’m sure.  I’ve finally come home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      Jill looked down at the two pink lines, and then hugged the test tight to her chest.

      “Ow!  Yay! Eww!”

      Her tender breasts were what had her going to the pharmacy in Montana the day before Ash and Eden’s wedding.  She carefully placed the test on the lip of the sink and wet a washcloth and wiped down her chest and breasts where she might have touched the pee-pee stick against her skin.  Then, then, she could bask in the knowledge she was going to have Law’s baby.

      Jill looked in her bathroom mirror and pressed her hands against her stomach.  It always had a bit of a pooch, but she didn’t see any discernable difference.  But her breasts?  Yep, they were bigger.

      She couldn’t wait to tell Law!  They’d talked about having a house full of kids, and now they’d gotten a head start on things.  He was going to be over the moon.

      She grabbed up the plastic bag with the pharmacy logo and the box the test kit came in and shoved them to the back of the drawer that housed the hotel blow dryer.  But the actual pee pee stick?  That, she was keeping.  It was the first time she was introduced to her child.  There was no way she was throwing that away.  She looked around at her array of stuff on the bathroom counter and saw the baggie full of Q-Tips and cotton-balls.  She took all of those out and shoved the stick in.  There was no way she was putting a stick she’d peed on in her make-up bag without it being wrapped in plastic.

      “Jill?”

      She jumped at the sound of Law’s voice.  “Yes?”

      “I need to leave to pick up Maman and Aunt Claire from the airport, are you still coming?”

      “Why don’t you go without me?  I need a little bit more time to make sure everything looks good for tomorrow.”

      She hated the pause.

      “Honey, are you all right?”

      “I’m fine.  Go get your mother and aunt.  I’ll be ready by the time you get back, I promise.”

      “Okay,” he drawled out the word.  “If you’re sure.  But if there’s a problem, I can send Asher.”

      “No, no problem.  You go.  I can’t wait to see your mother again.”

      Yeah, we can plan my rushed wedding and my large wedding gown.

      “Are you sure?”

      Damn the man for being sensitive.  Jill made sure the pregnancy test was hidden, and opened the door.  “See?  I’m not ready.”

      Law’s eyes immediately heated as he slowly perused her naked body up and down.  He wrapped one arm around her waist, and one hand around her neck as he pulled her in for a deep kiss.

      Magic.  Jill trembled in his arms, and wound her arms around his shoulders, begging for more.

      “I’m definitely calling Ash.” Law’s voice was guttural.  His hand moved to cup her breast and she flinched.  He was Law, of course he noticed.

      “Baby, what’s wrong?  Did I hurt you?”

      “It’s nothing.”  At his raised eyebrow, she continued.  “I promise, there’s nothing to be alarmed about, it’s totally normal.”

      “For real?”

      “Absolutely.  Now go get your mother and aunt, get them settled at their hotel, and come back to me.  Okay?”

      “That, I can do.”  When he started in for another kiss, she pushed him away.

      “None of that horseplay.  Go.”

      “I’ll go,” he said as he stroked her cheek.  “Just remember to save my place for later.”

      “I’ll remember where we left off,” Jill chuckled.

      She leaned against the door after he closed it, and hugged herself.

      I get to be a mother!
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        * * *

      

      He got his maman and aunt settled in their rooms, promising them he and Jill would pick them up in a couple of hours for the wedding rehearsal and dinner.   When he got to the bank of elevators they took too long, so he took the stairs two at a time and made it to his room in record time.  Jill had been acting weird and he was dying to find out what was going on.

      But when he let himself in, he found Jill sound asleep, snuggled under the soft white duvet.  He looked down at her and saw faint purple smudges under her eyes. He wanted to know what had been going on, but he had to let her rest.  He silently undressed and slipped into bed beside her, careful not to disturb her.

      “Hmmm,” she hummed softly as she immediately rolled close so she could burrow next to him.  Law caught her up into his arms, loving the feel of her soft warmth snuggled against his naked frame.  He caught sight of his ring on her finger, and once again felt a jolt of satisfaction rush through him.  They hadn’t wanted to set a date until after Asher and Eden’s wedding.  But he planned to have her legally tied to him as soon as possible.  Jill shifted again, pressing herself even closer, as if she agreed with his thoughts.

      Law started thinking about the future.  It was probably because of losing Lorraine and how she’d learned to cope, and maybe because of the ‘Battle of the Van’ but she really had her head together about his job.  That alleviated a huge part of his fears about the future.  It had him spinning daydreams about how their life would play out.  God, he loved her.

      He must have slept deep, because he woke up in heaven.  Jill was leaning over him, her ripe breasts begging for his touch, her smile brighter than the sun.

      “Is it later?” he asked.

      Jill nodded and her black hair caressed his naked chest.  He pulled her closer so that his chest hairs could tease her nipples, and she moaned.

      “You need to stop.”

      “Give me one good reason.”  He moved just a little and his woman sighed with pleasure, but then she pushed up against his chest and knelt up.  He might be missing the feel of her, but the view was gorgeous.

      “This wasn’t exactly what we had planned.  But Law, we did it!”  She bounced up on her knees.

      “Did what?”

      She snorted.  “If you would quit looking at my boobs and engage your big brain and not your little brain, you’d know.”

      She handed him a plastic baggie.

      He really was confused, because usually, Jill was clear as a bell.  He looked at the baggie in his hand.

      Fuck.

      He looked up at her.

      “I see two dimples.  You’re as happy as I am!”

      “Damn right I am.  You’re having my baby.”

      He sat up and pulled her onto his lap, cradling her close.  She was everything to him.  Scratch that, they were everything.  He brushed back the strands of hair that had stuck to her happy tears, and placed the best, most loving, most tender kiss he could give her, on her lips.

      She opened to him.  His hand stroked down to her stomach and he swore he could feel a difference.  Just a little more warmth, a faint spark making itself known.

      I’m going to be a father!
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      They’d done it right.  Jill wondered if she could hire Eden’s sisters to coordinate her wedding.  For some reason, she’d thought that an outdoor reception wouldn’t work, but it was gorgeous.  The night was warm and filled with stars.  She imagined the forest animals smiling at the band’s music.  Especially when it came to the slow romantic songs.  She’d never danced with Law before—now that she knew he was so good at it, he was going to have to take her dancing when they got home.

      She looked over the dance floor and saw just a few couples left.  One of them was Eden’s maid of honor with an over-the-top handsome SEAL who worked with Asher.  She was pretty sure his name was Ezio.  If he was really interested, he had a high hill to climb after she’d been basically jilted at the altar.

      “Honey?”  Law’s breath was warm against her ear.  She looked around the table.  Jill realized she was still in baby euphoria, because everyone was looking at her strangely.  There were the bride and groom, Mary-Louise and her sister Claire.

      “What did I miss?” Jill asked to the table in general.

      Eden and Ash laughed.  “Law said you two wanted to make a suggestion, but he was having trouble getting your attention.  I was thinking you wanted to take another spin around the dance floor.”

      Jill felt herself blush.  “Maybe I do, but Law’s right, we do have a proposal.  This comes from all four of us.  Marie-Louise, you know that we all want you to move back to America.”  She saw Claire pucker up, while her soon-to-be mother-in-law sighed.  “We want to be more specific.  I inherited my house and it’s completely paid for.  It’s big enough for the large family that Law and I want to have.”

      “You do?”  Marie-Louise asked with interest.

      “Yes, Maman.  Jill was an only child, she would love to have a houseful of children.”

      “What about your work?” she asked Jill.

      “I would give up the travelling part of my job and just do documentation from home.  Trust me, they’d be happy with any hours I could give them.  But if it came down to it, I would take a couple of years hiatus to raise my children.”

      Marie-Louise gave her an approving smile.

      “Maman, we’re getting married soon and I’m moving into Jill’s house.  We want you to move into my house.  Since my refinance the mortgage is really low, and since I’m used to paying it, I would just continue to do so.”

      “Hold up there, little brother, I would want to kick in toward this as well,” Asher protested.

      Marie-Louise held up her hands to stop her boys from talking.

      “Boys, your father made sure I was well taken care of.  I could easily take over the mortgage if I chose to move, but I’m just not sure.”

      She looked over at her sister, who was shaking her head and whispering in French.  So not cool.

      “Maman, there is one other consideration,” Law said, a joyful smile on his face.

      “Yes?”

      “We would love your help when the baby comes.”

      Her eyes got wide.

      “En bébé?”

      “Oui,” Law answered in the affirmative.

      “When?”

      “Seven and a half months.” Law cupped Jill’s cheek and gave her a tender kiss.  It made her ache, knowing this man loved her.  That this man was the father of her baby.

      “I think they’re showing us how the baby was started,” Eden whispered loudly.

      Jill and Law broke apart, laughing.

      “Marie-Louise, it would mean the world to us if you would consider living close to us.  Our child needs their grandmother.”  Jill prayed her words would resonate.

      This time, the woman didn’t look at her sister.  Instead, she looked at Lawson, then at Asher.

      “I miss my boys, so much.  And a bébé.”  A tear dripped down her cheek.  She pushed up from the table and came around to Eden.  She kissed her on both cheeks.  Then she moved to Jill. “And I now have two beautiful daughters.”  She kissed her on both cheeks as well.

      “My boys have done well.  I would love to move back to America.”

      Law grabbed Jill’s hand under the table as his mother went back to her seat.

      Asher stood up and lifted his glass.

      “To the women who bless our lives, I am humbled by their love.  And to my brother Law, a man I admire and look up to.”

      Jill saw the look of love that passed between the two brothers and was blown away.  Law stood up and cleared his throat.  He raised his glass.

      “To the children who will bless the four of us in the years to come, may they find safe harbor and know nothing but love.”

      Jill stood up and raised her glass of sparkling water.  “I love being part of this family, and I know they will grow up loved and cared for.”  She couldn’t stop her tears of happiness.  After everyone took a sip.  Law took her glass and set it down, then he drew her into his arms.  He kissed her forehead, then looked deep into her eyes and whispered words that melted her heart.

      “You are the meaning of love, Jill.  With you at the helm, our family is destined to live happily ever after.”

      The silly man had it so wrong.  He’s the guiding star in my sky, he shines down and creates all the love in my world.  I’m the luckiest woman alive.
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