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“Not going to talk?”

She swiveled her head back around, trying to ignore the throbbing headache that was building from the point of injury. “I can’t.”

Bowen’s expression darkened. “You can’t.”

Lainey swallowed a sudden need to cry. To expel emotion bottled within her from the fear of the afternoon’s events. “I can’t,” she repeated.

Don’t expose yourself. That had been rule number one, the marshal assigned to her case had said. Never give your real name. Don’t try to contact your family or friends. As far as you’re concerned, the life you lived doesn’t exist anymore.

Granted, there were some allowances, Lainey had discovered. For one, the FBI did offer to help her make contact with her parents once a year, if she needed. But she hadn’t. The fear of Uncle Chris was real and Lainey had been worried he could issue retribution even from behind bars. Apparently, she’d been right.

“WITSEC?”

Bowen’s intuition stunned Lainey. She stared at him. Words choked her throat. Everything in her wanted to tell him—well, tell him everything. But did she dare?
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The Lord shall preserve thee from all evil: he shall preserve thy soul. The Lord shall preserve thy going out and thy coming in from this time forth, and even for evermore.

—Psalm 121:7–8
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ONE

Her apartment was ransacked. Couch pillows had been sliced open, their stuffing shed on the floor. Books were tossed from the bookshelf by the front door, a painting of a wildflower garden hung at a cockeyed angle on the white wall, and the drawers of the entertainment stand were open. Lainey Jo Beckett stared at it all. The shock of it stunned her. She had known fear before, but she hadn’t missed it. Now it returned with a vengeance.

It wasn’t just that her place had been tossed—it was the fact that she had been found. She started to cross the room, eyeing the chaos in disbelief. Without warning, something shattered the glass of her living room window and sliced a painful graze across her temple. Lainey Jo threw herself onto the living room floor, her tongue stinging as her teeth bit into it on impact. Her palms burned against the cream carpet beneath her. A bullet lodged into the opposite wall, but Lainey Jo ignored it—she tried to ignore the searing pain on the side of her head too, as she crawled back across the floor toward the door.

“Oh God, please help me.” Lainey Jo didn’t bother to whisper her prayer. There was no one inside her apartment to fear, only outside. Had the sniper been the one to tear apart her home? Or had there been another person too? Maybe her assumption that she was alone wasn’t true!

She made her way over the mess on the floor, her knees and palms pressing into books that lay every which way. Lainey Jo paid no attention to her head wound and how it stained the open pages of Treasure Island. Her beloved classics meant nothing to her. They weren’t her originals. Nothing in this apartment was original, or even really hers. She had merely pretended for the last few years. Somehow, it had all caught up with her.

A lamp was broken, and now her legs crunched over its glass along with the shards from the window. She could feel them stabbing through her jeans, but she didn’t dare stand. Someone had shot at her through her window! All she could do now was try to escape alive.

She managed to push herself to her feet as she reached the door. She was just out of sight of her window now, but who might be standing on the other side of the door? Or—Lainey Jo gave the small apartment a quick sweep of her attention—who might leap out from the closet or the bathroom at any moment? She palmed the doorknob to the front door. If she flung it open and sprinted, could she escape anyone who may be on their way to finish her?

Uncle Chris had masterminded this. Lainey Jo knew it—she just didn’t know how. He was behind bars, and she’d helped put him there before entering the Witness Protection Program. But he was powerful, and he held grudges, and somehow, he had found her.

Without waiting another second, Lainey Jo opened the door, a hitch in her breath as she half expected someone to be on the other side, ready to put a bullet through her. But the hallway to the apartment was empty, aside from the door opposite her opening a crack. The concerned and inquisitive eyes of her video gamer neighbor stared out at her.

“You okay?” he inquired.

She waved him off, irritated. “Get back inside.”

“I heard a gun—”

“Get back inside!” Lainey Jo stumbled, disoriented from her head wound.

Her neighbor opened his door wider, his eyes growing larger at the sight of blood running down the side of her face. “I’ll call 911!”

“No!” she half shouted, shuffling away from him as she tripped down the hallway toward the stairwell exit. The police wouldn’t be of any help. She needed to call Marshal Halloway. He was the one assigned to her case. He would understand the nuances. But first, she needed to get to safety, and that wasn’t here.

The stairwell door slammed behind her and cut off whatever her neighbor was shouting after her. Lainey Jo catapulted down the stairs, gripping onto the handrail to stay upright. If it had been a trained sniper who’d taken the shot at her, then it was only by God’s grace that she was even alive. God’s grace hadn’t seemed to play well with her since bringing down Uncle Chris and his human trafficking ring, but then, one could argue that she was paying for the sins of her family. Somehow, they had lived their luxurious lifestyle, she’d gone to private schools, vacationed in the Mediterranean, all while Uncle Chris ruined lives right under their noses.

Dear Uncle Chris, whom Lainey Jo had grown up thinking hung the moon and stars. Uncle Chris, who, her father Scott proudly boasted, was the family’s business savant, and Uncle Chris, who always showered her with gifts and affection.

She had taken him down. She had testified at his trial. She had avoided his eyes. That narrowed-eyed, dark glare that oozed betrayal at her. Uncle Chris loved hard—or so he’d always claimed—and now he hated equally so.

Lainey Jo burst from the door at the back of the apartment building, sucking in a desperate gasp of fresh air. She hoped since she’d exited the back that she was well out of range and scope of her would-be killer. But the fact that her car was parked at the front of the building and in the line of sight of the shooter was a definite problem. She was on foot in the Wyoming town of Sheridan, and it would be just as easy to be found as it would be hard to flee.

She swept the area around her. Lainey Jo was in the apartment complex’s back parking lot. Across the street was a small grocery store. The kind that sold only organic fruits and vegetables, grass-fed beef and gluten-free bread. She’d never shopped there. She couldn’t. Not on the hourly wage of a retail store manager. Her occupational qualifications on entering WITSEC had been abysmal, and her prior experience in retail shopping therapy had overqualified her.

But now, Lainey Jo hurried across the parking lot, scanning left and right, nervous that someone was going to jump out. A white van, perhaps—the kind without windows—would come squealing around the corner, doors open, a man jumping out to tug a pillowcase over her head and drag her into the vehicle. They’d take her somewhere. Kill her. Dump her body. Uncle Chris would eat his supper behind bars, a self-satisfied smile on his face.

A car drove past, and then a truck. Lainey Jo hesitated at the street, holding her hand over the wound on her head. It was throbbing now. A pulsating throb that made shutters begin to close on her eyes. She couldn’t lose consciousness. Not here. Not on the side of a street.

The door of the apartment complex shut with a resounding thud. Lainey Jo twisted to dart a gaze over her shoulder. A man exited, the black cargo jacket over dark jeans and black combat boots an almost sure identification that he was the one out to kill her. There had been another person inside her apartment—or at least the complex! There was no way a sniper would have caught up to her this fast.

Lainey Jo surged into the street, holding her hand out, palm forward as if the motion alone would stop the car that careened toward her. Brakes squealed. She sprinted forward, barely evading a bruising collision with the vehicle. The driver shouted at her, but Lainey Jo ignored them. She shot another frantic glance over her shoulder. The man had disappeared.

This was bad. Very bad.

Lainey Jo noticed a man who’d come from the grocery store opening the driver’s side door of his truck. An old, beat-up gray pickup with rusty fenders and a cracked windshield. He twisted in the driver’s seat, setting a paper bag filled with groceries in the back seat.

A guy carrying organic groceries? Yes. Please. Far safer than whoever was pressing in behind her. Lainey Jo expected a bullet to slam into her back at any moment. But the cars, the few people in view—maybe the lack of anonymity is what stopped the bullet from coming.

Lainey Jo focused on the truck.

She had no other escape plan.

A rusty truck and a guy who had no idea what was about to happen.

* * *

Bowen half chucked the paper bag of groceries onto the back seat. Eighty-six bucks for a head of lettuce, a package of beef steaks, a box of chickpea macaroni and a few other odds and ends? He crumpled the receipt in his hand. He’d file-13 that in Gramma Lou’s kitchen garbage when he got home.

“All right, Zeke, let’s go.” Bowen gave the truck’s dash a fond tap with his hand. The truck had served him well the past year and a half since his time pulling active duty as a navy SEAL had ended. If it wasn’t for Gramma Lou, he’d have disappeared into the mountains that hovered in the distance. But there were some things that even the worst of circumstances couldn’t beat out of a SEAL, and one of them was their loyalty.

He turned the key in the ignition. Zeke roared to life, kudos to a stellar engine. Bowen reached for the shifter to shift into Reverse when the passenger side door flung open.

“What in the—”

A woman launched into the seat, slamming the door behind her. Blood ran down the right side of her face. Her honey-brown hair was disheveled and hung tangled over her shoulders. Bowen’s quick sweep of her person told him she had abrasions on her legs, on her hands, and the head wound was eerily reminiscent of ones he’d seen on deployment.

“Go, go, go!” she shouted, pounding the dash, twisting around in her seat, terrified.

“What’s going on?” Bowen didn’t react to her command.

“Please.” Desperation made the woman’s voice quiver now. “Please get me out of here.” She slid down into the seat as if she were trying to get out of view.

“I gotta bad feeling about this,” Bowen muttered, putting Zeke into Reverse and backing out from his parking spot. He scanned the area as he did so. Nothing raised any alarms in his gut aside from the woman bleeding beside him.

Pulling out of the parking lot, Bowen shot her a sideways glance. “Tell me what’s going on.”

It was a directive. He expected her to respond.

She did. “I—I got home and someone shot at me through my window.”

“Ground level?” Bowen turned right, heading toward the main drag through town. He’d take her to the ER. They could call the cops from there.

“N-no,” she stuttered, drawing in a shuddering breath. “My apartment is on the third floor.”

Third floor? Bowen frowned. That was no drive-by shooting. A renegade bullet? Some idiot cleaning his gun from across the street, and the gun misfired? The trajectory was possible, depending on where it came from.

“My apartment was ransacked.” She blew out the air she’d just drawn in. “Everything is a mess.”

“Any valuables taken?” Bowen flicked his turn signal on as he pulled up at a stop sign. He checked his six in the rearview mirror. He was confident the woman in the mini­van wrenching a sippy cup from her toddler in the back seat was not a threat.

“I don’t know.” His uninvited companion whimpered. “I don’t know!”

“Okay. Take it easy. Let’s get you to the ER and—”

“No!” Her hand shot out and grabbed at his arm.

Bowen glanced at her. Huge brown eyes filled with fear gutted him. “The police then.” He could change coordinates and head there.

“No!” Her plea was watery this time. Desperate. Unsure.

“Ma’am, you need medical help.”

“Just—do you have a phone? I just need to make a call.”

He tugged his phone from his jeans pocket and handed it to her. Bowen still aimed his car for the ER. The woman was probably half out of her mind with that head wound.

Bowen noticed her fingers quivering as she tried to dial a number. He directed his attention back to the road but furrowed his brows. That wasn’t a local area code she’d punched in. The injured woman held the phone to her ear. After a few seconds, she whimpered and ended the call.

“I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what to do!” She bent at the waist, holding her head between her hands.

“Let’s get you some help.” Bowen’s attempt to offer comfort and help was aborted as quickly as it was deployed.

“I said, no hospital. No police.” This time, there was steel in her voice. She glared at him.

“Well, Calamity Jane, what do you want me to do with you then?” Bowen couldn’t hide the ire in his tone. She’d all but stripped any options from him besides driving her around in Zeke until she told him where to drop her off.

He didn’t expect her hand to latch onto his knee. There was nothing to it but warmth, fear and some innate instinct a woman had to grab hold of what she perceived to be strength and security.

“Someone is trying to kill me,” she pleaded. “Just get me far away from here. Please.”

Bowen bit back a growl of irritation. No hospital, no police? Who was this woman? Bowen wished he could just drop her off somewhere of her choosing and leave her. But that didn’t sit well with him. It wasn’t in his DNA to do that.

Fine. He could give her medical care at Gramma Lou’s and assess the situation. Decision made, Bowen turned his car in the direction of the mountains. Besides, the woman would be better off under Gramma Lou’s care anyway. People had a habit of dying when he was around.

* * *

“What did you bring home?” The gray-haired woman wiped her hands on a dish towel as she stepped out onto the porch of a small cabin nestled in the woods. She had a low ponytail, wore jeans and a rose-colored flannel shirt. Lainey Jo guessed she was probably in her early seventies. But she had pep, Lainey Jo had to give her that. There was nothing old about this woman.

The man she’d half accosted, half hijacked, had already opened her door and was helping her out. She pressed a sweatshirt her rescuer had given her to her head wound, but Lainey Jo still battled lightheadedness. The cabin was in a secluded area, surrounded by trees, with a rich, earthy smell in the air along with a distinct scent of woodsmoke emanating from the cabin’s chimney. A front porch was inviting, with a porch swing and a few pots of red geraniums that would hang on to their blossoms until the freeze finally came.

Lainey Jo shivered. It was early fall, but there was a chill in the air. Not to mention her whole body was beginning to shake for entirely different reasons. She bit back a sob as her knees buckled.

“Whoa there.” The man hefted her up with an arm around her waist, holding her steady. Lainey Jo didn’t miss the fact that he was built solid, with hard muscle and a grip that was both confident and in charge. “Let’s get you in the house.”

“My, my!” The woman who had greeted them flipped the dish towel over her shoulder and hurried down the porch steps to reach Lainey Jo’s other side. “What on earth happened?”

“Let’s get her inside, Gramma Lou.” The man had not loosened his grip on her, and Lainey Jo was glad. The ground moved beneath her feet, and she was quite sure he was all but carrying her on his hip into the cabin.

“Who are you, my dear?” The woman called “Gramma Lou” hurried to a stuffed chair covered in yellow velour from the eighties. She swiped a book from its seat and motioned for Lainey Jo to rest there.

“I’m Lainey Jo.” It was all she was going to supply for now. WITSEC had been good about retaining her primary first name, but her last name was vastly different. She’d grown up as a Ludlow. That was a name that alone would bring raised eyebrows. The Ludlow name was known through the echelons of social circles down to the general population of the working class.

Gramma Lou hurried to a chest in the corner of the room, cracking open its lid. It reminded Lainey Jo of one of the antique travel trunks that people used to use on trains and steamers. She pulled out a patchwork quilt, hugging it in her arms as she crossed the room back toward Lainey Jo.

Unfolding it, she handed it to the man who still kept her on her feet while addressing Lainey Jo. “This quilt was my grandmother’s. It’s over a hundred years old, but it’s guaranteed to give that warm embrace a soul needs when they’re troubled.”

Lainey Jo managed a weak smile.

“Bowen will help you settle in. I’ll get my first aid kit.” Gramma Lou hurried through a doorway into a side room.

Bowen. Her rescuer had a name. Lainey Jo met his eyes. They were blue, and they were troubled. She could see it the instant their eyes locked.

He eased her down into the chair, the cushion a blessed relief as she leaned her head back against it. Soon, the blanket was laid awkwardly on her lap, and Lainey Jo spared the man any more discomfort by pulling it up to her neck as she shivered. Her nerves were raw. Her head hurt. For that matter, her heart hurt—but she had no intention of going anywhere near that issue.

Bowen assessed her head wound. “A millimeter to the left and you’d be—” He bit off the word.

“Dead,” Lainey Jo supplied for him. “I know.” She closed her eyes.

“All righty,” Gramma Lou half sang as she re-entered the room. It was a tiny living area. Two stuffed chairs angled to face a fireplace that was currently boasting a small but toasty fire. A crocheted afghan of greens and oranges was flung over the back of the sofa opposite Lainey Jo. She noted a table between them with a mason jar candle, a buffalo plaid flannel coaster and a bright purple coffee mug.

There was nothing aesthetically cohesive about this place. It was like a thrift store had supplied all the innards and yet, for the first time in the last hour, Lainey Jo felt a sense of security wash through her.

Gramma Lou opened her first aid kit and assessed Lainey Jo’s head wound simultaneously. “It doesn’t look to be deep. You’re quite blessed to be alive.”

The next several minutes were uncomfortable as Gramma Lou cleaned the head wound and then applied an antibiotic cream. She wrapped Lainey Jo’s head with a bandage, then leaned back to assess her work. Gramma Lou’s warm, brown eyes were empathetic. She patted Lainey Jo’s leg. “You should rest.” The older woman packed up her kit, turning her attention to Bowen. “And don’t interrogate her. She’s not one of your body snatches.”

Confused, Lainey Jo glanced at Bowen. His mouth tightened at the term, but he maintained respect for his grandmother.

“I get it,” he grumped.

Gramma Lou looked back at Lainey Jo, a small roll of her eyes an attempt to dismiss Bowen’s severity. “Navy SEALS are made of a different kind of mettle. Sometimes I have to remind him that not everyone is enemy personnel.”

Lainey Jo still wasn’t quite sure what Gramma Lou meant, but she mulled over the information that Bowen was a SEAL as Gramma Lou exited the room. She couldn’t have picked a better vehicle to seek escape in. On the flip side, what was a navy SEAL doing in the foothills of the Bighorns with his grandmother? Was he retired? On leave?

She met Bowen’s eyes. They were intense. He assessed her without subtlety. She noted a few tattoos on his forearms that disappeared beneath the rolled-up cuffs of his flannel shirt. One was a trident with an eagle.

Bowen followed the direction of her gaze and instead of offering any further explanation, he rolled his sleeve down, leaving the cuff unbuttoned. His palm scratched against his beard as he rubbed his chin. “No cops. No hospital. What are you hiding, Princess?”

The man had a thing for nicknames. Lainey Jo frowned.

He waited.

Yeah, she wasn’t going to win the silent standoff. Lainey Jo had a feeling Bowen was well trained in the art of patience and observation.

“I’m not hiding anything.” Her lie didn’t even convince herself.

“Try again.”

Lainey Jo drew in a steadying breath, turned away from Bowen’s stern visage.

“Not going to talk?”

She swiveled her head back around, trying to ignore the throbbing headache that was building from the point of injury. “I can’t.”

Bowen’s expression darkened. “You can’t.”

Lainey Jo swallowed a sudden need to cry. To expel the emotion bottled within her from the fear of the afternoon’s events. “I can’t,” she repeated.

Don’t expose herself. That had been rule number one, the marshal assigned to her case had said. “Never give your real name. Don’t try to contact your family or friends. As far as you’re concerned, the life you lived doesn’t exist anymore.”

Granted, there were some allowances, Lainey Jo had discovered. For one, the FBI did offer to help her make contact with her parents once a year, if she needed. But she hadn’t. The fear of Uncle Chris was real, and Lainey Jo had been worried he could issue retribution even from behind bars. She’d been right.

“WITSEC?”

Bowen’s intuition stunned Lainey Jo. She stared at him. Words choked her throat. Everything in her wanted to tell him—well, tell him everything. But did she dare?






TWO

Bowen saw the fear in her eyes. He’d seen that type of fear before. What most people didn’t realize was that there were different kinds of fear, and in his experience, this was one of the worst. This was fear that came from being trapped or cornered. When the hope of escape was such a thin line that the person wishing for it might get cut just walking along its sharp edge.

This was a mess. He could see that already. Someone had taken a shot at Lainey Jo, and she was fortunate they hadn’t been very good at it. A good sniper wouldn’t have missed, and she’d be dead. No. This was a wannabe. Someone who more likely practiced multiple methods of kill shots. Probably not military trained, and yet definitely not someone to be disregarded.

Bowen decided to give Lainey Jo some space. Not to mention, her reaction when he’d mentioned WITSEC was all he needed to know. She was in Witness Protection, obviously her cover had been blown, and now? He stood to the side of the front window that overlooked the gravel drive winding its way to the cabin through the woods. Scanning the area, he didn’t see any movement. Nothing was out of place. But then, where most would find relief in that, Bowen only heightened his awareness. Quiet and serene all too often was the precursor before an ambush. The enemy could come out of nowhere. To underestimate them was to sign your own death certificate.

“Three years.”

Lainey Jo’s quivering voice broke the tense silence. Bowen didn’t bother to look at her. He skirted the front door and moved to the window on the other side for a different vantage point. Besides, if she wanted to elaborate, she would. There was enough fear in her voice and eyes that Bowen knew it would only be a few more moments.

One.

Two.

Annnnd… “I’ve been in WITSEC for three years.” …there she was.

Lainey Jo expanded on her original declaration. “I’m pretty sure they’ve found me.”

Another quiver in her voice. Bowen’s soft side—which was well controlled and compartmentalized—dared to rise to the surface. He glanced toward her. A tear was rolling down her cheek. He bit back a groan and instead abandoned his post for a tissue. Snatching one from the box on a cabinet, he crossed the room and handed it to Lainey Jo.

She looked up at him as he gave it to her. She had huge brown eyes like his Gramma Lou, only her irises were edged in velvet black lines, and her eyelashes were short and curled. If her hair were darker, she’d remind him of some of the women he’d seen in the Middle East.

Bowen blinked and gave his head a quick shake to clear his thoughts. This wasn’t the Middle East. Still…he rerouted his pacing of the room to the one other window at the far end by the fireplace. It stared out into the woods. He fingered the gingham curtain just enough to give himself a clear line of sight.

“Who is after you?” No need to mince words.

“My uncle.” Lainey Jo’s response was quick and sure. “At least, I would guess that’s who it is.”

So much for the sure part. Bowen looked at her and appreciated the fact she held his gaze. “Why?”

“Because it was my testimony that put Uncle Chris behind bars.”

Drugs? Money laundering? He wasn’t going to waste time guessing. “What’d he do?”

Lainey Jo absently reached up to the bandage encircling her head. Her light brown hair was mussed and tangled, and it was obvious she was in some pain. “He—Uncle Chris—headed up a trafficking organization.”

Bowen controlled his reaction, but the brevity of her declaration was not lost on him. Human trafficking. He’d dealt with a few ops that had entailed some of the worst. It was a disgusting line of work that only the lowest of humanity with the least amount of conscience could excel at.

And Lainey Jo had taken them on herself—family, no less.

Bowen’s respect for her skyrocketed, even as he tugged his handgun from the holster at the small of his back. He checked the clip out of habit.

Lainey Jo’s eyes widened, and Bowen offered her a slight shrug. “Can’t be too careful then, can we?” It wasn’t a question so much as a statement of fact. One that he knew he didn’t need to offer Lainey Jo any further education on.

“I need to call—”

“Not a good idea,” Bowen interrupted. “Calls can be traced.”

“I know, but—” Lainey Jo adjusted herself on her seat. The sound of dishes clattering in the small kitchen off the main room of the cabin reminded them both that this would affect Gramma Lou as well. “I have a marshal assigned to me. Marshal Halloway. I need to get ahold of him and let him know what’s happened.”

“If he’s any good, he already knows.” Bowen knew his statement was unfair.

A grimace marred her pretty face. “He can get me to safety. The FBI can relocate me and—”

“Start all over again?” Bowen raised his brows in a slight challenge, not so much to Lainey Jo, but her circumstances. He’d seen people on the run for most of his career. He’d witnessed the toll it took on them, and the sickening truth was, it never lasted. Not really. Or maybe that was his jaded perspective from war speaking into his mind. “You really want to do that?”

“What choice do I have?” Lainey Jo’s question was direct and demanded an answer.

Bowen appreciated that. He contemplated it for a moment. “Fight back.”

Lainey Jo issued a small laugh of disbelief. “I’m not a navy SEAL. Besides, Uncle Chris is supposed to be in prison. The entire organization was dismantled. I don’t even know who or what exactly I’d be fighting against.”

At ease for the moment that the perimeter of the cabin was secure, Bowen sank onto a chair opposite Lainey Jo. He tapped his fingers on his knees, considering the options. She was right. There weren’t many, and the rational next step was to make contact with the marshal. But not here. He’d prefer not to bring Gramma Lou any deeper into all this by making her home their base.

“Let’s take a trip.” He pushed off the chair.

Lainey Jo eyed him warily.

“We’ll take my truck to the ridge. You can get a signal there. I have a burner phone, so we’ll use that.”

“You have a burner phone?” Lainey Jo asked in disbelief.

Bowen didn’t find it necessary—or any of her business, really—to know all the means of protection and safety he had in place. It was natural to him. He sidestepped her question. “We have to be smart about this.” He recalled she’d already used his regular phone shortly after she’d jumped into his vehicle. “Did you try calling the marshal earlier?”

“When I jumped in your truck?” Lainey Jo verified. At his nod, she gave him an affirmative. “Yes. He didn’t answer.”

“Okay.” So there was a slim possibility the call could have been intercepted and whoever was after Lainey Jo already had a pin on his location via his phone. But then, her hopping into his truck had been so random, it was doubtful whoever was after her was that organized and prepared with tech to do that. But Bowen didn’t like to take chances. “Let me clear the area and then we’ll take off.” His Sig felt familiar in his hand. Comfortable. An old buddy that he knew he could count on—assuming he was on his game.

This time, he had to be. Lainey Jo’s life depended on him. At least until he delivered her into the protection of Marshal Halloway. Then he could walk away and return to Gramma Lou’s and try to forget it all. Forget it all, along with everything else.

* * *

The truck bounced on the road, and even though it was a paved highway, that didn’t mean there weren’t divots and dips. Lainey Jo’s head felt every one of them. A sideways glance at Bowen, and she could see that he was focused on their surroundings and not aware of her pounding headache.

Gramma Lou had grumbled as Bowen led Lainey Jo from her cabin. “She’s in no shape to be out gallivanting with you, Bowen Mays.” But they were hardly “gallivanting,” and Bowen’s response had been to merely drop a kiss on his grandmother’s cheek and give her a backward wave as he headed to his truck.

“That boy.” Gramma Lou clucked her tongue and then gave Lainey Jo a conspiratorial look of empathy. “Hang in there, sweet one.”

And she was. For dear life. Literally.

Lainey Jo clenched and unclenched her hands in her lap. Bowen wasn’t talkative, and his serious demeanor was intimidating if not downright unfriendly. Yet Lainey Jo couldn’t help but notice his profile and appreciate it. He was solid, everything about his body firm and compact. His hair was cut short enough to try to control the curl, and yet just long enough at the nape of his neck for the curl to rebel. It was brown but tinged with red, and with the sunlight bouncing off of it, it looked chestnut in color. Irish. He had to have Irish blood in him. The smattering of freckles that mixed with his whiskers and into his beard told her that. In another life—or a romance novel—he’d be the epitome of a swoon-worthy Alpha male hero. Lainey Jo had never been attracted to alphas. In another life, she’d have preferred the professor type. Someone bookish, predictable and precise. Like her father. Scott Ludlow was everything opposite of her Uncle Chris. Uncle Chris was alpha.

Lainey Jo shifted her attention from Bowen and back onto the road. The Bighorn Mountains were beautiful. Peaceful. Forests of Ponderosa pine stretched for miles, and here on the highway, she could see across the valley like a bird perched high over the world. It was comforting to be above it all. It felt safe.

“The minute you feel safe,” Bowen interrupted her thoughts as though he read them, “you’re not.
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