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      Dear Readers,

      

      Welcome to the Special Forces: Operation Alpha Fan-Fiction world!

      

      If you are new to this amazing world, in a nutshell the author wrote a story using one or more of my characters in it. Sometimes that character has a major role in the story, and other times they are only mentioned briefly. This is perfectly legal and allowable because they are going through Aces Press to publish the story.

      This book is entirely the work of the author who wrote it. While I might have assisted with brainstorming and other ideas about which of my characters to use, I didn’t have any part in the process or writing or editing the story.

      I’m proud and excited that so many authors loved my characters enough that they wanted to write them into their own story. Thank you for supporting them, and me!

      

      READ ON!

      Xoxo

      Susan Stoker
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      A business trip to Texas forces a former British Army officer to face his demons, and changes his life forever.

      

      Two lost souls learn the power of love…

      

      After Nick Blackmore’s military career came to a horrific, fire-engulfed end, he sought refuge in the cold logic of numbers. Accountancy might be a world away from his adrenaline-fueled time in the army, but at least he has his life, unlike the men who died in the RPG attack on his patrol.

      

      The café in the small Texas town is more than Charity Reynolds’ way of making a living—it’s her home and her sanctuary. Life there would be perfect, but for the acts of petty vandalism that are a constant reminder of the ex-husband who can’t accept their divorce.

      

      An early sortie for breakfast leads Nick to a local coffee shop and a pair of blue eyes that wash over him like a warm, tropical ocean. For Charity, the sexy accent of the Englishman on the other side of her counter shatters the protective shield around her heart and opens her up to emotions she’d believed herself no longer capable of feeling.

      

      But trouble’s never far away. The vandalism escalates. For Nick, the stakes are personal now, and when it becomes a matter of life and death, there’s no man he’d rather have on his team than Keane “Ghost” Bryson—long-time friend and Delta Force officer…
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      Nine years ago

      

      Everything was hot and everything stank. The armored personnel carrier, the men around him… the whole damn country. Captain Nicholas Blackmore, of the Household Cavalry Regiment, couldn’t wait for this deployment to end, so he could get away from the stench and return to the clean, fresh air of his family’s country estate back in England—and the classy, elegant woman who wore his ring and whom he was going to marry in a few months’ time.

      He took a slow, measured breath, trying not to inhale the unholy cocktail of hot metal and stale sweat, and the foul odor of diesel and dirt. The funk didn’t normally bother him—didn’t bother any of them, it was part and parcel of the life they’d chosen—but ever since this patrol started, he’d felt antsy. Something wasn’t right, but he couldn’t put his finger on it.

      He swatted absently at a fly. Christ, the flies in this place—they made the horseflies back home look like gnats. And the sand. The bloody stuff got everywhere. No doubt about it—24/7, the country was one big fucking torture chamber.

      With a determined effort, he pushed away the seething mass of foreboding building in his gut. There was no room for that when lives were on the line. Their training would get them through this. Training got them through everything this shithole could throw at them—the weather, the conditions, the separation from their families—but most of all, it drilled into them how best to complete their mission successfully. He scanned the men around him, all of them focused fully on their duties. As their commanding officer, his first duty was to ensure they all returned home in one piece.

      He failed in that duty when hell exploded all around them.

      The first blast threw him across the vehicle. He hit the sharp edge of a piece of electronic equipment hard enough to crack a couple of ribs, and then all of them were subjected to a barrage of scorching heat and pressure. Acrid smoke and choking fumes filled the cramped cabin.

      Adrenaline surged, and with his ears still ringing, Nick lurched upright and staggered toward his men. Struggling for breath, he quickly assessed the devastation surrounding them. In spite of the pain wrapping around his chest, the broken, twisted bodies spurred him into action. As he stumbled toward the nearest unconscious soldier, a burst of explosions sent the vehicle into a wild frenzy of instability. Nick crashed to his knees.

      And then the fire came, flames racing from surface to surface, faster than a man could evade them. The ravenous sound of crackling goaded him into moving again—that, and the moans of pain coming from the men who were regaining consciousness. Moans that turned to screams as the flames licked closer.

      “Hold on! I’ll get you out!”

      Nick had no idea whether they’d heard him or not—all he knew was they had to evacuate the carrier as fast as possible, and somehow, God only knew how, maintain their defenses. The front of the vehicle was a mess of warped, blackened paneling and torn cable, and in that wreckage was a body—Thompson, the driver. Blood everywhere. The man had no chance.

      The inferno advanced, sending tongues of fire ever closer to them. It was getting harder and harder to breathe—fire needed oxygen, but they needed it more, and there was plenty of it on the other side of the rear hatch.

      Pounding on that hatch grabbed Nick’s attention by the balls. The vibrations were a lifeline reaching through the hell closing in on them. It had to be men from the following APCs trying to get them out. Ignoring the explosive skewers of pain radiating from the fractures to his ribs, Nick grabbed the nearest man under the armpits, ready to drag him out, only to hear the hammering stop. What the hell was going on?

      “Get the fucking door open, we’re dying in here!”

      Nick didn’t know whether they’d heard him or not—what he did hear was a hail of gunfire, and in that second, he realized they were all going to die, burned alive in flames roaring from the mouth of hell itself, or blown to bits by the shells raining down on their position. Another one hit, and a lightning bolt of pure agony skewered his back.

      In the cacophony of chaos and confusion, Nick became acutely aware of two things.

      The smell of roasting flesh was something he’d never forget, and the loudest screams he could hear were his own.
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      Present day

      

      Nick Blackmore wasn’t good with enclosed spaces, but at least this one wasn’t on fire.

      Business class on a transatlantic flight might be relatively luxurious, but the bottom line was, he was still trapped in a sealed tube. As if that weren’t bad enough, the tube was traveling at well over five hundred miles per hour, at an altitude close to forty thousand feet, with no way of escape that didn’t involve one of the more unpleasant ways of dying. His therapist had recommended breathing exercises for times like this, but they weren’t working any better now than they ever had.

      Nick coughed, shifted in his seat, and tried to focus on the spreadsheet displayed on his laptop. Numbers made sense. They behaved in a logical manner, and they took his mind off his current situation. They were also a million light years away from the life he’d led before qualifying as an accountant, which was what had attracted him to them in the first place.

      “You okay?”

      The question came from the man in the next seat. Cameron Fraser was chief operations officer for Spectrum Security, the company that had kept Nick in gainful employment for the last couple of years. “I’m fine, boss,” he murmured, his concentration already returning to his laptop.

      Cam growled. Nick suppressed a grin and kept his focus on the screen in front of him—he knew Cam hated it when Nick called him that. The other man usually pointed out that in the organization, they had equal seniority—Nick was chief finance officer—but for Nick, the not-so-subtle difference was that Cam owned a third of the company, and that made him the boss. Or one of them, at any rate.

      Cam adjusted his seat to an almost horizontal recline. “If you’re going over the bloody figures yet again, for God’s sake, stop it. Get some rest. We’re going to hit the ground running when we arrive, and I don’t need your brain falling out of your arse from exhaustion when we land.”

      Cam had a point. While they were flying in the lap of luxury, once they reached their destination the clock started ticking on their mission to achieve the objectives Alex Lombard, Spectrum Security’s CEO, had given them. Cam’s job, as the head of the company’s day-to-day activities, was to check out likely locations for their base of operations, while Nick was there to ensure they didn’t blow the budget. Working up that budget to the point where it gained approval across the board had taken up most of Nick’s waking hours for months.

      He closed down the laptop, just in time for a cabin steward to appear, asking if they’d like some more champagne. Although sparkling French wine wasn’t his alcoholic drink of choice, Nick didn’t let that affect his sense of appreciation. Traveling like this was certainly more than one step up from the troop transport he’d regularly endured before being invalided out of the British Army. “Medical discharge” was the official term, and even now, it still stuck in his throat.

      Nick might have left the army, but the army would never leave him—the training had mutated his DNA too much for that to happen. Under orders to relax—although technically he’d have outranked Cam if they’d both still been on active service—he turned his attention to doing just that. His mind meandered to more pleasurable things, like the email he’d received just before leaving for the airport.

      Nick

      When you get your ass over here, call me.

      Ghost

      How many years was it since he’d last seen his friend? Not that many in the great scheme of things, but to Nick, it felt as if those joint-force exercises had taken place a lifetime ago.

      In that lifetime, for Nick, the biggest change was getting out of the army with a body decorated with scars and a head scrambled by PTSD, but for Ghost, the biggest change was his marriage to Rayne.

      Everyone around Nick was getting matched up, or so it seemed. Everyone, that was, except him. The thought of what else the attack on his armored personnel carrier had stolen from him still left a bitter taste, when he was drunk enough to let it. Still, better for his fiancée—ex-fiancée—to have shown her true colors when she did, rather than after the wedding.

      Following his discharge from the army, dating had taken a back seat to rebuilding his life—he’d thrown himself into a new and somewhat less-than-exciting career as an accountant, having started training for it during his rehabilitation. After a couple of years gaining some meaningful experience, he’d joined a growing group of other former service personnel at Spectrum, and ultimately found himself elevated to the rarefied heights of the office of the company’s chief financial officer.

      “I’ve been meaning to ask you—still happy doing what you’re doing?”

      Nick had heard that tone before, the one that said Cam thought the concept was impossible. “Very. Why do you ask?”

      “I can’t work out why the hell an officer of your caliber decided to get into number-crunching.”

      “Why not?” Nick slipped his laptop back into its case. “Businesses always need accountants, and I wasn’t ready to head out to pasture in France.” He knew too many good men for whom that had been the only option. For them, their tours of duty had taken such a toll that dealing with the racket and pace of everyday life in Civvy Street back in Britain had turned into an unbearable torment. Maybe accountancy was his France.

      Cam gave a gruff snort. “You might as well have.”

      Ah yes, the gospel according to Fraser, which stated that number-crunching was duller than ditch water and the first step on the road to expiring from terminal boredom. “Accountancy has a satisfying sense of symmetry to it, and besides, I’m not dead yet.” Although that last lot of bastards had done their best when they attacked his patrol.

      “You know Ros could use someone with your skills in VIP Security.”

      Ros Northwood was the head of the division that, among other activities, supplied close protection officers to their high-net-worth clients and other dignitaries, and she was nothing if not persistent. Nick had lost count of the number of times he’d had that conversation with her. “I had enough of that kind of excitement when I was serving.”

      “Sure you did.” Cam closed his eyes and made himself comfortable. He smirked. “Along with all the horseshit.”

      Nick’s mouth quirked into an answering grin that almost became a spasm of laughter. His time in the Household Cavalry had indeed featured a lot of horseshit. Cam had a point.

      A pang of nostalgia for the old camaraderie sprang up and slapped him around the back of the head, but a pang was all it was, and it was soon gone. The regiment’s duties encompassed far more than guarding the Royal Family, and that part he didn’t miss. He was well established in his life after military service now. For the foreseeable future all his energy and attention would be focused on ensuring the success of Spectrum Security, because the cold, hard fact was all he had was the company and his colleagues, with their shared bond of having served their country. And with a broken engagement and that disaster of a relationship well behind him, he was reluctant to try to change that.

      What also wouldn’t change was his gratitude to the men who’d given him this chance when others might not, and for that, he owed them a debt he could never fully repay.

      Nick settled back in his seat. For the next few hours there wasn’t much else he could do. The figures for the U.S. project were all but branded on his brain now. They had a list of sites to check out during their visit, along with other related research that needed boots on the ground, and their itinerary was all planned. All they had to do was sit back and relax until the plane landed.

      

      
        
        >>><<<

      

      

      

      “Holy shit!” Cam peeled off his jacket and yanked off his tie before he’d taken more than a half-dozen steps outside the air-conditioned terminal.

      Nick pressed his lips together—a smug grin probably wouldn’t go down too well. “I warned you it’d be hot.” He hooked his finger behind the knot in his tie and gave it a wiggle to loosen it. A business trip meant he was representing the company, and that in turn meant business casual, even while traveling. His reasoning was simple—during the flight, they could meet potential clients, and if that happened, making the right impression was a must. Right now, though, the intense heat gave him a clear choice—loosen his tie or risk suffocation. “Have you never been to Texas before?” he asked Cam.

      “Never. Remind me again—why the fuck did the old man decide setting up here would be a good idea, rather than somewhere on the East Coast? Or even the West Coast? This place is hotter than the devil’s arse-crack.”

      Nick chuckled. His boss was turning into a drama queen. Although they’d both visited the country before, to take part in joint training exercises with U.S. special forces, only Nick had been to Texas. “Alex made his decision based on sound data. It’s a good base location, with plenty of scope to acquire both relatively local and international business. The car’s over there.”

      “I’m driving.”

      Yeah, Cam had kind of made that obvious when he commandeered the key fob from the rental agent. Not that Nick minded—it’d give him the opportunity to take in the scenery from the air-conditioned comfort of the white SUV.

      The place they were heading for was just off the interstate between Dallas and Austin. By a fortunate quirk of fate, it was also Ghost’s hometown, so providing the Deltas weren’t suddenly deployed to some hot spot requiring their unique brand of quiet professionalism, catching up with his friend over a beer or two one evening wouldn’t be too much of a problem.

      There was still enough daylight left for Nick to appreciate the wide-open spaces laid out under a sky that seemed to go on forever. As he watched the emptiness speed by, for the first time in a very long time the inner tension he’d grown used to living with since the grenade attack started to loosen its grip on him. His mind knew why his former comrades had sought the peace and serenity of rural France, but now his soul understood too.

      “Did Stacie happen to mention why she found us a hotel out here, and not in Austin?” The question had puzzled Nick since he’d first seen the itinerary for their visit. For a second, he’d even wondered if Cam’s wife had somehow uncovered Nick’s connection with the area.

      “Only that she thought it would give us a reasonable base for checking out Austin, Dallas, and Houston, and anywhere in between. If we decide to go further afield—say, San Antonio—she’ll relocate us. Why do you ask?”

      “Oh, no reason.” Nick’s mouth quirked into a grin. “It’s just the coincidence. A friend of mine lives here.”

      “Now you’re shitting me. Planning to look him up while you’re here?” Cam asked, then shot Nick an inquisitive look. “Or should I say her?”

      “Definitely him.”

      “Ex-forces?”

      Nick shook his head. “Still in. Delta Force. Do me a favor? If you happen to meet him, don’t start comparing dick size.”

      Cam roared with laughter. “No point. SAS wins every time.”

      Nick wasn’t sure if his boss meant in the context of their military skills or the size of their appendages, but hell would freeze over before he sought clarification.

      Besides, it was a moot point—everyone knew the cavalry always came to the rescue in the nick of time.

      Cam switched on the radio. As music filled the Porsche Cayenne’s luxurious interior, Nick let his mind drift back, to the joint training exercise that had brought him to America and introduced him to a man with whom he’d struck up an enduring friendship. Nick had heard rumors about what the training was likely to include, and very quickly he’d found out that the rumors were too damn accurate. By the end of the week, his body had felt as if it had been separated into its component parts and put back together by someone with little to no appreciation of what a human being should look like.

      It hadn’t all been one-sided though. He’d managed to teach those special forces guys not to be so quick to take the piss out of the cavalry—especially when it came to the exercise that had required them to swap motorized transport for the equine variety.

      “What’s so funny?” Cam asked, without taking his eyes off the road.

      “Oh, nothing much. I was just thinking about Ghost and his team, how we all met. A fun time was not had by all.”

      “If it’s any consolation, the old man and I showed their predecessors a thing or two when we were over here.”

      Which predated Nick’s experience by quite a number of years. Not only did military rivalry have a long memory—that memory was also passed from generation to generation. “Ah. So it’s your fault they picked on the British contingent every time they needed a body to take apart. At last I know who to blame.”

      The journey continued in silence, until they left the interstate and made their way through the small town.

      “The hotel’s just up ahead, or should be,” Cam commented. “You want to grab some dinner?”

      “No, I’m good, thanks.” Business class on the plane had consisted of wall-to-wall food—Nick had a feeling he’d easily last until breakfast the next day.

      At that moment, they passed a small coffee shop—The Honey House. Nick wondered if they made their own baked goods. If they did, it might make a nice change from the usual chains. Fresh pastries and a double espresso always made a winning combination, and he fancied he could smell the alluring aroma already.
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      Annoyed beyond belief, Charity Reynolds plunged her scrub brush in the bucket of hot water and detergent with more energy than required and was rewarded with a soaked foot when a wave of suds slopped over the side. With the way her luck was going, she wasn’t surprised it happened on the very day she chose to wear canvas shoes. She grabbed the brush with both hands and started scrubbing at the obscenity spray-painted over the storefront.

      It wasn’t the first time she’d come down from her apartment over the coffee shop to find graffiti scrawled over the windows, but until today the damage had been limited to meaningless, childish scrawls. Today, those scrawls had evolved into a one-word insult that made her tremble in a combination of anger and fear.

      The development told her one thing—however the hell he was doing this, he wasn’t planning on stopping any time soon.

      Though she couldn’t prove it—the last she’d heard, the man in question was five states away with a rock-solid alibi—every instinct screamed that Ray Slattery was behind this. She could have gone anywhere in the country when she left him, rather than simply moving back to her home state. Maybe she should have, but she loved Texas. Besides, Ray could be sent anywhere in the country—the world, come to that—so wherever she’d gone, she still would have been fair game.

      Except nothing about this game was fair. When would the man accept their marriage was over and their divorce absolute? And why had the asshole waited two years after that divorce to start his shenanigans?

      She snorted. Shenanigans. That was too harmless a word to describe the acts of vandalism visited upon The Honey House. Though none of it had done permanent damage, it had still cost her time and effort to clean up. However, at the back of her mind was the thought that—if she was right and Ray was behind this—it might only be a matter of time before he escalated further. If he did—when he did—she was in no doubt he’d choose something far more destructive than insults.

      After all, that was what he’d done with the abuse that had come to characterize their marriage.

      She trembled at the cascade of nauseating memories. What had started off as the odd verbal dig here and there had developed into a stream of increasingly venomous comments designed to annihilate her self-esteem. The way he’d had of grabbing her wrist in a bruising grip had eventually been paired with a vicious slap to her face.

      Only when the comments had turned into insults condemning her for not agreeing to welcome his best buddies into their bed, and the slaps had progressed to rib-cracking punches, had she realized the only way to survive was to turn her back on her husband and end her marriage.

      She’d hoped to have all the mess cleaned up before Tay arrived for work, but it was not to be. Taylor Markham wasn’t only an amazing baker—she’d been Charity’s best friend ever since the day Charity’s flight from her ex-husband had ended at the city limits, when she’d finally run out of both luck and duct tape to hold her clunker of a car together. Her luck had turned good again, though, when Tay, driving her friends the Wilsons into town, had pulled over to see if they could help.

      “Not again? You have got to go to the cops—maybe they’ll listen this time.”

      “And maybe they won’t.” She’d tried it when the vandalism first started but had quickly come to the realization it wasn’t worth the effort. “Remember what I said about the definition of insanity?” Charity dropped the brush into the bucket—from a safe height to limit the risk of totally ruining her shoes.

      “I remember—doing the same thing over and over again and expecting a different outcome, right?”

      “Right. I’ll go to the police, they’ll confirm he’s still on the other side of the country, maybe not even in the country, and nothing’ll happen—again.” It was difficult to keep the bitterness and resentment out of her voice when it seemed as if all men in uniform stuck together, no matter what they were guilty of.

      “Until the next time he does it, and the next time. You do know he’s only going to escalate, don’t you?”

      “I know.” Charity sighed. Perhaps the change from mindless scribbles to legible obscenity was a sign he already had. She really didn’t want to argue with her friend. Besides, Tay only persisted because she was worried. “Let’s go get something to eat before the rush starts. I made cinnamon rolls.”

      As usual, she’d already baked the breakfast goods, ready for when the coffee shop opened. The rolls were Tay’s Achilles heel. Her friend gave her a look of combined disapproval and resignation. “In some circumstances, that could be seen as bribery, you know.”

      Charity assumed an expression of feigned innocence. “I did not know that. You get the rolls, I’ll make the coffee, and then the kitchen’s all yours. And before you ask, yes, I did leave it tidy this time. Yesterday was—”

      “Messy—that’s what yesterday was.” Tay’s eyes narrowed. “M-E-S-S-Y. Messy.”

      “Oops?” Charity smiled her apology. “By the way, Bree left a message to say she’s running late—her car’s broken down again.”

      “Will you be okay till she gets here?”

      “Sure, don’t worry. For the first hour, it’ll only be the regulars anyway, and they’ll understand if service is a little slower than usual to begin with.”

      Brianna Hastings—usually known as Bree—was Charity’s second full-time employee, and an amazing barista who’d learned the business in New York. Bree’s husband was stationed at nearby Fort Hood. They’d met when he was on leave in the Big Apple. Love at first sight had rapidly led to marriage, and Bree leaving her job to follow her husband from one army post to the next.

      Fortified by caffeine and fresh pastries, Charity ran a final check before unlocking the door to welcome her customers. Not for the first time she counted her blessings, to have found a way of making a living so different from the job she’d had before her marriage. She’d been a freelance IT security specialist with a side gig in web design. Looking back, her work had been a gift for Ray—it had made it so much easier for him to take control of her life. Not everyone was as lucky as Bree when it came to the military men they married, and Charity’s experience with Ray had made her very wary of getting involved with anyone from the armed forces ever again.

      Breakfast trade started off briskly, as it usually did. Bree arrived only twenty minutes behind schedule. She took her place behind the counter, freeing Charity to clear the tables that had already been used and vacated. Once she’d finished that task, she joined Bree, and was cleaning the work surface at the back of the serving area when a voice with a bone-melting accent came from behind her.

      “Excuse me. May I have a medium Americano, a double espresso, two cinnamon rolls, and a chocolate chip muffin, please? To go.”

      Charity shot a quick glance at Bree, who was moving into position in front of the Gaggia. Bree waggled her eyebrows and grinned, then shot a pointed look at the cups Charity would need for the order. As she turned, Charity picked them up—and almost dropped them when she got an eyeful of the man standing on the other side of the counter. Not only did he have an English accent to die for, he was the most stunningly attractive male she’d seen in a long time, even with the beard and moustache. Just looking at him did crazy things to her insides, the kind of crazy things a woman who was steering clear of men wasn’t supposed to feel.

      “Of course.” Suddenly dry-mouthed, she put the sale through the cash register, and picked up a marker pen. “What’s your name?”

      “Is Nick okay?”

      Oh yes, Nick’s very okay. Charity cleared her throat. “Sure. Thank you.” She scribbled his name on the cups and passed them to Bree, who’d already made a start on grinding the beans.

      As she set about bagging the pastries, Charity found herself wondering if the muffin went with the Americano or the espresso…and which one of those went with Nick. She’d put five bucks on it being the espresso and no muffin, because in that suit, he looked as if he never gave in to the kind of sweet temptation she provided for her customers, cinnamon roll notwithstanding. Tall, dark-haired, muscular but not muscle-bound, and with that incredible voice, he was the kind of man any woman would jump at the chance to date.

      Or just jump.

      The thought came out of the blue and kick-started her hormones with a vengeance. What was the matter with her? Wherever her self-control was, it apparently had no intention of showing up for its shift today. This was crazy. He was a customer, that was all, and with that accent, likely one who was passing through town on his way to one of the big cities. No way would she see him again after today.

      Which was all the reason she needed to sneak another look at him while she finished cleaning and tidying the counter. Under the guise of rearranging the boxes of candy bars and wrapped cookies, she took a swift peek in the direction of the serving area—and promptly blushed scarlet when her gaze collided with his, fixed, as it was, on her.

      The color burning in her cheeks intensified when his face broke into a genuine, spontaneous smile, the kind that implied he knew there was nothing casual about her glance. Her lips curved in autonomous response, and then a sharp pain in her ankle diverted her attention to Bree, who was grinning like a loon after delivering the necessary kick. She pushed the cups toward Charity and mouthed “all yours” before turning on her heel to attend to a new customer.

      It turned out that the espresso was Nick’s. Unable to wait any longer for what appeared to be his first caffeine shot of the day, he sipped, savored, and smiled. “That’s a great coffee—thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. I’m glad you like it. We’re open six days a week, from six-thirty in the morning, if you’re looking for breakfast again.” Which he wouldn’t be, but she could hope.

      “Thanks. We’re here for a short business trip, so I’m quite sure I’ll be back before we leave.” He slotted his cup into the carrier. “I hope you have a very good day, Miss—”

      “Charity. My name’s Charity.”

      He nodded in acknowledgement. “Pretty name. I’ll see you again, Charity. Bye for now.”

      “Have a nice day, Nick.”

      She watched him leave, and couldn’t help but wonder what on earth could have brought a drop-dead gorgeous, panty-melting Brit all the way to a small town in Texas…
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      “About bloody time. I’m starving.”

      Nick kicked the door closed and advanced into Cam’s hotel room. The man himself was standing by the table that currently doubled as a desk, with his mobile phone tucked between his shoulder and his chin while he fastened his cufflinks. “No, honey, it’s okay—Nick finally arrived with breakfast. Of course, it’ll be healthy—granola, skimmed milk, fresh fruit. I know the drill. I’ll call you tonight. Look after yourself. Love you, too.” He ended the call and turned to Nick. “Stacie.”

      “I kind of figured that one out.” The man’s tone would have given it away, even if his words hadn’t. “Is she all right?”

      “She’s fine, thanks. What did you get?” Cam fired a pointed look at Nick’s cargo.

      “Not granola, skimmed milk, and fresh fruit. A man can go to hell for lying to his wife, you know.” Nick handed over the bag of baked goods, then deposited the larger of the two coffee cups on the table.

      Cam opened the bag and almost drooled. “Only if she knows he is, and it’s his fault. This isn’t my fault. I made an assumption—I was wrong.” He shrugged. “I’ll have granola tomorrow and atone for my sins when I get back.”

      If Cam ran true to form, he’d atone with another outrageously expensive piece of jewelry. At least the man had good taste, judging by the classy, stylish pieces Stacie wore to work. She was a lovely woman, as madly in love with her husband as he was with her, and she ran the office with borderline military efficiency.

      “Anyway, I saw that grin on your face when you came in. Is the reason for that also the reason why you took so damn long to bring food?”

      On the way up to the room, he’d been thinking about Charity. “There was nothing stopping you coming with me. If you had, you could have had granola and therefore not lied to your wife. I went to the café we passed on the way into town last night.”

      “What was it called again?”

      “The Honey House.”

      Cam grunted. “I remember seeing that place. Shouldn’t have taken you that long to get there.” An eyebrow lifted. “So how pretty was she?”

      In another life, Nick might well have asked Charity out on a date. Blonde hair in a pixie cut, Nordic blue eyes, delightful curves, and a killer smile that said she was interested in him. She must have missed the scars on the side of his neck, because that smile hadn’t faltered. “How do you know there wasn’t a queue?”

      “Ah, so that’ll be very pretty, then. Is she taken?” Cam held up his left hand and wiggled his fingers. Sunlight streaming through the windows glinted off his wedding ring.

      Where the hell had that come from, and more to the point, what was it leading to? “I have no idea. I didn’t have time to interrogate her, not with my boss screaming for food like a spoiled brat.” Nick held out his hand for the bag of pastries. He extricated a roll, leaving the remainder for Cam.

      “Going back there tomorrow?”

      Nick eyed the other man suspiciously. “Maybe.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” Cam took a bite out of his muffin, and a beatific grin appeared on his face. “Mm, that’s good. If she’s available, why don’t you ask her out for dinner?”

      Nick was glad he hadn’t started on his pastry yet, otherwise he might have choked. “What? Have you lost your ever-loving mind? We’re here on business, not an extended stag night. On what planet—”

      “The planet where I want phone sex with my wife before it gets too late for her, without keeping you waiting for dinner after a long, hard day at the coalface.”

      Nick groaned. “Christ, I wish you hadn’t said that—I have no idea where I can get mind bleach in this town. And believe it or not, I am old enough to be allowed out on my own to get something to eat.”

      “Never said you weren’t, but in the interests of Anglo-American relations, I think you should take one for the team and host dinner for a local. I nominate Ms. Honey House.”

      What a ridiculous notion. Nick shook his head, wondering—not for the first time—if Cam had been dropped on his head as a child. Or it could just be that gossip around the office was right, and Cam was a changed man now that he was married to Stacie. On the basis of the evidence in front of him, Nick had no choice but to agree.

      Whether it was a change for the better, though, was entirely debatable, given Cam’s crazy, outlandish suggestion.

      More to the point, though, why wasn’t Nick dismissing it?
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      The next morning, in spite of his misgivings about the matter, Nick headed back to The Honey House. His objective was to secure a revised version of breakfast. Instead of parking close by, though, he took a different route and pulled over in a convenient spot around the corner, out of sight of The Honey House. He’d spotted the book store the previous day, and thought he’d take a quick look before going around to the coffee shop.

      As he stood in front of the window, he had to admit that he wasn’t so much admiring the display as playing for time. What had seemed perfectly reasonable when he set out from the hotel—asking Charity to dinner—now looked more like rampant insanity. He’d have dismissed the whole idea, if it hadn’t been for a glimmer of temptation that refused to quit.

      Even at this ungodly hour, the temperature was at the hot end of comfortable. Nick had left his suit jacket in the SUV, and as he strolled down the street, he rolled his shirt sleeves up to mid-forearm. And though he should have had his mind on all the tasks he and Cam had on their agenda for the day ahead, seeing Charity’s smile again was a far more enjoyable prospect.

      He rounded the corner—and his own smile died as he saw Charity on her tiptoes, a bucket of soapy water at her feet and a brush in her hand. She was trying to remove graffiti that had been sprayed across the entire storefront. Nick broke into a run, dodging one of the few vehicles around as he crossed the street.

      “Charity?”

      She turned briefly in his direction, then resumed scrubbing furiously away at what Nick now saw was a god-awful mess. An insulting one, too—in pristine condition, the word she was working on could only have been “BITCH”. As he came closer, the evidence that she’d been crying became clear.

      “I’m sorry, Nick. We’re running a little late this morning—the breakfast bakes aren’t quite ready yet.”

      Under different circumstances, he’d have been thrilled that she remembered his name, but right now that was the last thing on his mind, as were the delayed delicacies. “Don’t worry about that, I’m early anyway. What’s been going on?”

      She hesitated, as if bracing herself against a fresh bout of tears. “It’s nothing. If you don’t mind waiting, I think we’ll have everything ready in about fifteen minutes.”

      It was far from nothing. Unless Nick was mistaken, there was something about Charity’s reaction that made him think there was more to this than indiscriminate vandalism. Was someone targeting her? The choice of word made it look personal.

      For reasons he chose not to question at that moment, he reached up and covered her hand with his, gently easing the brush from her grip. “Let me help.”

      She looked up at him. The vulnerability in her glistening gaze called to his primitive instinct to protect what was important to him. Even though she was a perfect stranger, his response to her was on an entirely different level, as if there were some deeper connection between them, crazy though it was. He wasn’t even going to be in the country that long, and there was no guarantee he and Cam would even remain in this area for the entire visit.

      But none of that mattered. What did matter, however, was that this woman was in distress and she needed him.

      No, not him—help. She needed help.

      “You go and do what you need to do,” he continued. “I’ll take care of this. Go.”

      Her gentle kiss on his cheek was a surprise—her muted gasp when she caught sight of the scars on his neck wasn’t. He hadn’t always worn a beard, and though it didn’t entirely cover the physical reminder of by far the worst period of his life, it usually provided sufficient camouflage.

      Unless he allowed someone to come as close as Charity was now. And while she’d been startled by the unsightly mess on the side of his neck, she was looking at him with curiosity and compassion, not the revulsion he expected.

      “What about your pants and your shirt?”

      He blinked. Where his thoughts went at that question was both a surprise and no one’s business but his own, especially with her hand resting on his chest, so close to his heart. There was every reason to remove it, or to do something to influence her to do so herself, but Nick couldn’t find it in himself. “I can change back at the hotel if I need to. There’s plenty of time—our first meeting isn’t till eleven. Go and finish getting ready to open up. I’ll handle this.”

      He saw her inside, and then turned his attention to the obscenity adorning The Honey House. The more he looked at it, the more the language made him uneasy—there was undeniably something deeply personal about this, a conclusion backed up by the absence of graffiti of any kind on any other stores in the vicinity. Equally disturbing was the lack of CCTV coverage on the street, so there was no chance of catching the perpetrator red-handed—literally, since that was the color of the paint.

      And the damn stuff was rubberized. Cursing under his breath, Nick rolled his sleeves up past his elbows and set to work. If he ever found out who did this—

      The thought stopped him short. Those were some strong feelings, given he had no personal interest in Charity. Yes, she was pretty—stunning, truth be told—and yes, he’d enjoyed that kiss a few moments ago, but the bottom line was they were strangers.

      “So why exactly are you doing this again?” he muttered to himself as he dunked the brush in the soapy water and set about dealing with the next letter.

      Because she needs the help, and you were in a position to give her a hand, so just fucking get on with it, okay?

      He got on with it. The paint was stubborn, but with plenty of elbow grease, it shifted, letter by letter, from the end back to the beginning. As he started work on the B, a quiet cough broke into his concentration—Charity, standing at his side, with a glass of ice water.

      “I thought you could use something cold to drink.” She held out the glass. “How’s it going?”

      “Thank you.” He took a long swig of the blessedly chilled liquid. “It’ll be gone in a few minutes. I don’t suppose you have CCTV in there?” He nodded toward the interior of the café.

      She shook her head. “I sell coffee and cake—I don’t have anything worth stealing. But even if I did have CCTV, it wouldn’t stop him.”

      The glass froze in mid-air. “Him? You know who’s responsible?”

      The look on her face answered the question and offered up a further realization. “This isn’t the first time, is it?” Nick was pretty sure he already knew the answer.

      Charity’s gaze dropped. “I don’t know who carried it out, but I’m certain I know who’s behind it. I can’t think who else it could be.” She touched the offending scrawl, rubbed it hard with her fingertip until flecks of it rolled off. “It’s the first time they’ve used this crap, though. It’s always washed off more easily before now, and until yesterday, it’d always been just a mess. Yesterday was the first time it was… personal.” She looked back at Nick. “A double espresso, an Americano, two cinnamon rolls and a chocolate chip muffin, right? And it’s on the house—it’s the least I can do to thank you.”

      She disappeared inside before Nick could press her on what she’d said. If she did know the perpetrator, that would pretty much rule out a random act of vandalism, just as he’d suspected. He took no pleasure in knowing his assessment was probably right. However, that brief conversation did give added impetus to his efforts to erase the remainder of the offensive word. When he finished, not one speck remained. Just in time, too—the first of Charity’s customers arrived as he emptied the bucket into the street drain. He followed the woman inside.

      “Let me take that.”

      Charity came out from behind the counter, leaving another young woman to serve the customer. She held out her hand to take the bucket, but Nick had no intention of relinquishing it yet. “If you show me where it goes, it’ll save you getting your hands dirty.”

      She hesitated, but only for a moment. “Okay—it’s this way.”

      He followed her through a pair of swing doors marked Private, and into a short passageway. Their destination was a storage room behind the first door on the right. Although the door opened into the passage, space was limited inside, and there was no sink to rinse out the bucket and wash his hands.

      “You’ll want to get cleaned up,” Charity said as she locked the door again. “I live upstairs.” She nodded in the direction of the door at the end. This one bore a Strictly Private sign. “You could use the bathroom up there, if you like.”

      A flash of temptation almost had him accepting the offer—the chance to steal a few moments with her in private, to catch a glimpse of the woman behind the coffee shop owner was something he hadn’t expected. Then common sense reasserted itself—he had to get to work, but before that, he was more concerned about her safety, now that he’d learned she lived on site. “Thanks, but the restroom’ll be fine. You said you know who’s doing this?”

      “No, I said I know who’s behind it. Or I think I do. He’s not located close enough to do this himself, but even if he was, I’m pretty sure he’d get someone else to do the grunt work for him.”

      “Have you told the police?”

      The words had barely left his mouth before Nick could have kicked himself—stupid question, she was bound to have reported the crime.

      She closed her eyes, as if in defeat. “I did at first. They made some inquiries, but he’s hundreds of miles away, and he had a watertight alibi. Apart from me, he has no other connection to this area. None they could uncover, anyway, although I’m not sure how deeply they looked into it.”

      “Who is he?” Nick asked the question as gently as he could—he didn’t like the haunted shadow that had appeared in Charity’s gaze as she spoke.

      The question clearly made her uncomfortable—uncomfortable enough to shut down on him. “No one. We… I was involved with him for a while, but it ended. Messily.”

      Nick could have guessed by the look on her face alone, but he wasn’t ready to let her give up yet. “Did they investigate his phone records, his emails?”

      She shrugged. “I guess so. I didn’t ask, and they didn’t say. All they did say was they’d investigated, and found he couldn’t possibly have anything to do with it.”

      Nick turned his focus to the latest incident. He nodded toward the front of the building. “You were here when it happened?”

      She paled. “I was asleep upstairs. It’s not like whoever it is announces their arrival, and like I said, until this time, it’s been easy enough to wash away.”

      And that added a whole new level of disturbing to the situation. “How many times has this happened? I’m sorry, but I have to ask.”

      The vibe she was giving off became defensive. “Why? This… has nothing to do with you.”

      “Humor me. How many times?”

      Charity huffed a sigh. “I’m not sure now—seven or eight, maybe. I lost count a while ago.”

      That made Nick even angrier on her behalf, although that would solve nothing. He took a deep breath and pushed the fury to one side. “You said the language started yesterday, and this is the first time he’s used the rubberized paint.”

      “That’s right.” She answered in a hurry, clearly uncomfortable with the subject. “It was always crazy scribbling and paint that washed off pretty easily.”

      He’d heard enough. “Then this is likely to be the next phase in his strategy. I think you need to call the police again and let them know what’s happened. Maybe they can send a patrol car to the area as a deterrent, at the very least.”

      “There isn’t a lot of crime in this town and we only have a small police department. They said they don’t have the manpower to do something like that. It’s not as if anyone’s been hurt, and besides, the vandalism hasn’t actually caused permanent damage to the property.”

      Another challenge for his self-control. Did someone have to be injured—or worse—before they’d investigate this properly? Although his common sense concurred with Charity, that this really wasn’t any of his business, he still felt involved somehow. He couldn’t find it in himself to walk away without doing… something.

      His thoughts returned to the no-longer-ridiculous suggestion Cam had made the previous day.

      In the interests of Anglo-American relations, I think you should take one for the team and host dinner for a local. I nominate Ms. Honey House.

      Nick came to a decision. Cam would take the piss, of course, and enjoy every minute of it, but Nick didn’t care.

      “Charity, if you’re not busy this evening, would you have dinner with me?”
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      Several hundred miles away, a grimy, callused thumb with a dirty, ragged nail idly swiped through a collection of images on a cellphone. Not his regular cell—this was the special one, the one no one knew about apart from the punks doing his every bidding in that shithole of a place his baby girl now called home. This latest batch of images wouldn’t win awards for their artistic qualities, but they were more than good enough to tell him what he needed to know.

      As Ray Slattery continued to swipe through the candid shots, his lips twisted into a thin, tight smile. Sweet, sweet Charity.

      He took a moment to relish his wife’s naïveté. Oh yeah, the divorce had put an “ex” in front of “wife,” but he didn’t give a shit about that. He wasn’t done with her yet, and oh, the sweet, fucking irony that she’d been the one to give him the means to track her down and hire the goons he had stalking her.

      Back when they’d been together, she’d worked on computers, designing websites and doing all that technical shit she’d told him went on in the background. He’d pretended to listen—the only thing he’d cared about then had been persuading her to work from home, so he’d have more control over her.

      When he’d heard about something called the dark web, he hadn’t expected her to know anything about it, she was such a fucking goody two-shoes, but she did. When he’d persuaded her to tell him everything she knew, he’d never suspected he might end up using her own knowledge against her.

      He swiped again, to another shot of Charity trying to remove the latest piece of “art.” Inconvenience but no real damage, he’d told them, to begin with. Then he’d told them what to write to make it a bit more personal, but that hadn’t been enough. He’d found this rubberized junk and ordered them to use that. She wouldn’t get rid of that so easy. He’d teach her.

      She needed him to show her what it was to be a good wife, and so far, everything was going exactly according to plan. She was still his property, no matter what his daddy and the damn court said, and he could do whatever the hell he wanted with what he owned. Especially after they’d denied him two whole fucking years to do it. Yeah, his daddy was behind that, too, using his influence to keep Ray out of the country. Well, he’d show them—he’d show all of them.

      He swiped back to the first image. There she was with her bucket and brush, trying to remove the big, red letters. Pity they hadn’t recorded the action instead of just photographing it—he’d have loved to see those titties jiggle as she scrubbed away at the paint.

      Ray licked his lips. Her breasts jogged a lot of memories of what he’d done to his pretty little fucktoy. He put his thumb over her ass. Thinking about how he used to play with her ass got him hard. He palmed his rigid cock through his pants. Shit, he could pound nails like this. If he hurried, he could even rub one out before he went on duty.

      Then he thumbed to the last couple of shots—he’d saved the best for last. However, what he saw nearly made him hurl the cell across the room in an explosion of fury. There was a man with her, standing way too close. Looked like he was taking the brush away from her, and the final picture confirmed it. Some tall, bearded guy, looking way too smooth in dress pants and shirt and a tie, was scrubbing away Ray’s gift to his woman.

      He sent a quick text to the sender of the photos. The punks would get a kick out of his orders, and he’d get a closer look at the bastard making a move on his wife.

      He switched back to the picture and zoomed in on their faces. The way she was looking up at the guy… Ray didn’t like it. Not. At. All. And he knew just what to do.

      “Oh, baby girl, I’m gonna have to punish you for that.”
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      “Are you serious? The sexy guy with the sexy accent really asked you out to dinner? And he gave you his number?”

      “He did.” Charity still couldn’t believe he’d done that, or that she’d accepted the invitation. From her expression, neither could Tay. “He asked for my number, then texted me so I’d have his. You can ask Bree if you don’t believe me—she saw everything.”

      Tay groaned. “Oh, I believe you—I just wish I’d seen it. So, are you going?”

      Charity’s stomach turned a somersault, the latest of many. If it carried on like this, it’d be a shoo-in for Team USA at the next Olympics. “I said yes, but—”

      “No! No buts. Although…” Tay continued with an alarming twinkle in her eye, “…if I recall, his butt looked mighty fine in those dress pants.”

      “Tay!”

      Her friend stuck out her tongue. “Oh hush. Don’t ‘Tay!’ me. How old do you think he is?”

      Charity shrugged. “I don’t know—mid-thirties, maybe?”

      “Just the right age, then? Not too much older than you, and definitely not a toy boy. So, where’s he taking you?”

      “He asked me to choose—being a stranger in town, he said he didn’t know where the best place was and left it to me. He’s picking me up here at seven. I thought we might go to that new seafood place just outside town, the one that’s got all the good reviews.”

      Tay gave a vigorous shake of the head. “No. No, no, no. Barbecue. He’s only here a short time, you gotta show him barbecue done the Texas way.”

      “Is there any other way?”

      “Hell, no! And that’s why he deserves the full experience. Not to mention he’s a man, and they all run on red meat anyway.”

      Trust Tay to make her feel better. “I’ll think about it. I have plenty of time to decide.”

      For the rest of the day, Charity and her team functioned like a slickly oiled machine, working together to keep their customers happy. Because the work had nothing in common with what she’d done before moving to this part of the state, it had given Charity a new, much-needed lease on life. Her ex-husband had all but kept her under house arrest by insisting she work from home. The set-up had suited him—it eliminated any chance of co-workers asking questions when she showed up at the office with a bunch of fist-sized bruises. Ray hadn’t always been mindful of where he hit her.

      The Wilsons had been her salvation. A job in guest operations on their ranch had given her a great start in the hospitality industry. They’d even loaned her the money to get The Honey House up and running.

      At the end of the day, clean-up finished early for once, giving her plenty of time to get ready for dinner with Nick. As she made her way up to her apartment, Charity alternated between giddy excitement at the notion of spending time with him, and gut-wrenching fear that she’d made a huge mistake in accepting his invitation.

      Nick Blackmore. Nicholas Blackmore. The name suited him. She’d found out his last name when he added the details to his entry on her phone, along with a heads-up that he might be a little late if his meetings overran, but she wasn’t to worry. Knowing he was busy, she’d been both surprised and relieved when he’d somehow found time to text her mid-afternoon, to ask if she’d had any thoughts about where he should take her.

      Once upstairs, Charity took a quick shower and changed into jeans and a tank. The jeans were new and hugged her curves in a way that would leave no man in any doubt about her femininity. As for the baby-blue top, it was perfect for the evening she had planned. They didn’t dress fancy for the best barbecue joint around.

      And yet, while her outfit wasn’t fancy, she’d chosen it with care. Anyone’d think she was trying to impress the man. With ten minutes to go, Charity checked her appearance in the mirror one last time. She wasn’t normally a vain woman—being clean and tidy for her work was all she needed—but for the honor of her state, she wanted to create a good impression. Satisfied she’d done her best, she almost skipped down the stairs again, to wait in the coffee shop for her not-date.

      Because it wasn’t a date. Nick was a visitor, in town for a few days, and she was just being hospitable. He was being kind, and she was being hospitable. That was all. So, there was no point in getting excited about having dinner with him.

      He didn’t keep her waiting long. She automatically checked her watch when she heard the knock at the door—he was five minutes early. Not a date. Charity forced herself not to rush to unlock the door.

      And there he was, holding a bunch of flowers.

      Not a date.

      “Hi. Come on in.” She stepped back to allow Nick to enter.

      “Thank you.”

      She closed the door and turned, to find him studying her with the kind of look that would make any red-blooded woman’s pulse race.

      “You look incredible.” He offered her the flowers.

      “You don’t look too bad yourself.” The scent of the colorful blooms wafted up, surrounding her with a fragrant cloud of heaven. At the same time, she mentally kicked herself for the inane comment. “Thank you. These are beautiful, but you didn’t need to bring me flowers.”

      They were almost as beautiful as him. Nick Blackmore made the black jeans and black short-sleeved shirt look hotter than Texas at the height of summer. The man was a walking, talking homage to testosterone.

      “I never turn up empty-handed when I’m taking a beautiful woman to dinner. Speaking of which, is this casual enough for where we’re going?”

      Yes, but at the same time he exuded class and style in spades. Her heart constricted at the sight of the scars on the side of his neck—the way he was dressed now, she could see enough to realize they were likely more widespread than was at first apparent. Myriad questions clamored to be asked, but at the same time, she appreciated that he didn’t owe her any explanations. Whatever had happened, it must have been horribly painful—talking about it had to be his choice.

      “You’ll be fine.” Provided you don’t mind every woman in the place staring at you and mentally undressing you. “I’ll put these in water, and then we can go.”

      A jug from the kitchen doubled up as a temporary vase. Returning to the public area of the coffee shop, Charity set it on the center of the counter, so she’d be sure to see it on her return.

      Nick’s rental was a fancy SUV. He opened the door for her and held her hand as she stepped up into the luxurious, air-conditioned interior. The buttery-soft leather seats were like clouds, making the Porsche more comfortable than any vehicle she’d ridden in. Ever.

      “Ready to go?” Nick asked as he took his place beside her.

      “Sure am. I skipped lunch today. Not intentionally, but we were busier than usual.” By the time she’d had a chance to think about food, it was too late to do anything about it without spoiling her appetite for the evening.

      “I know the feeling.”

      He fastened his seatbelt, started the car, and they set off. Charity was mesmerized by his hands. Skin lightly tanned, long fingers deftly controlling the steering wheel—they looked like hands that’d know their way around a woman’s erogenous zones. She had to drag her gaze away and force herself to continue the conversation. “Full schedule?”

      “Pretty much. Lots to do, possibly not enough time to do it, unless the big boss loosens the purse strings and approves an extension to our trip.”

      “What do you do?” The question slipped out automatically, and though the answer shouldn’t have mattered, Charity was surprised by how much she hoped he’d be anything but military. It didn’t sound as if he was, but wishful thinking had let her down before.

      His smile—what she could see of it from the passenger seat—lacked humor. “This is where you find out you could be bored to death all evening. I’m an accountant.”

      Yes! Charity resisted the urge to fist-pump. “I don’t think I’ll be bored at all.” He was foreign and exotic, and that made him all kinds of interesting. It didn’t hurt that he was easy on the eye, too. From this angle, he was nothing short of perfect, but she still wondered about the scarring. From what she could see, it looked like a burn. House fire, maybe? Automobile accident? It was none of her business, but she couldn’t help being curious.

      But sweet heaven, with a voice like his, all he needed to do was recite the alphabet and she’d have an orgasm. Wondering what Nick would make of such a thought, she only just managed to stifle the bubble of laughter at her own foolishness.

      “You okay?”

      “Yes.” She hoped the word didn’t sound as half-strangled to him as it did to her. “Yes, I’m good—thanks.”

      Focus—that was what she needed, and on something other than what Nick would be like as a lover. There had to be something else she could concentrate on.

      Oh yes. He needed directions. He had no clue where they were going, and he wasn’t a mind-reader—for which she was exceedingly grateful, because her thoughts were definitely of the adult variety. “Drive to the end of the street and turn right. It won’t take that long to get where we’re going, and then you are in for a real treat.”
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      Though Charity had eaten at the restaurant several times before, tonight’s meal had been the best ever. She was pretty sure the difference had been the company. Nick had been the consummate gentleman—unfailingly courteous and charming, and with a dry sense of humor that made him fun to be with. Since her divorce, on the rare occasions she’d tried dating, she’d been too anxious to enjoy the experience, and too apprehensive to agree to a second date.

      With Nick, however, she’d been so totally relaxed that the evening had flown by. Before she knew it, they were finishing off their meal with a cup of coffee. Rather second-rate, lackluster coffee was her professional opinion of the cup she hadn’t quite been able to finish.

      Nick set his espresso down on the table in front of him and turned his gaze on her. He had such attractive eyes. Charity loved the way they crinkled at the corners.

      “I may be biased, but it doesn’t hold a candle to yours.” He shot a meaningful glance at his cup—also only half-finished. “I especially enjoyed it this morning.”

      She acknowledged the compliment with a smile. “Thank you, that’s good to know. I like to keep my customers happy and give them what they want.”

      “In that case, speaking as a customer, I’m very happy. I’m also very conscious of the fact that you must get up very early when you’re working, so, much though I hate to bring the evening to a close, I should probably take you home.”

      Charity glanced at her watch. The time came as a shock. “I hadn’t realized we’d been here so long.”

      “Is that a good thing?” He seemed genuinely interested, as if her answer mattered to him.

      “Oh, I think it’s a very good thing, but as you pointed out, I have work tomorrow, and it strikes me that you’ve had some early starts as well. You’re right—we should head back.”

      He rose and came around to her side of the table, drawing her chair back as she stood. She’d never had a man do that for her before. Not even Ray, when his sole focus had been charming her into bed. She shuddered at the thought.

      “Hey, are you all right?” Nick drew her hand into the crook of his arm.

      “Oh, yeah, fine, thanks. Someone just walked over my grave.” She laughed it off. On impulse, she squeezed his forearm, liking the strength she found under the lightly tanned skin.

      As they made their way back to the restaurant entrance, she realized with some surprise that, apart from the nervous excitement of waiting for Nick to arrive, she hadn’t been tense and panicky for one moment while in his company.

      “That was an amazing meal. Great choice, Charity—thank you.”

      Holding Nick’s hand, she climbed back into the Porsche. “I hoped you’d like it. And there’s no need to thank me.”

      “Of course there is. Without your advice, I’d have probably chosen the worst place for miles around. And for the record, that was probably the best barbecue I’ve ever tasted.” He kissed her fingers, and then closed the car door before she could respond.

      On the way back to town, the darkness outside the car and the soft music playing inside combined to foster more of the kind of thoughts Charity hadn’t had for a long time. Fantastic food with an interesting, charming, outrageously attractive man who’d turned the head of just about every woman in the restaurant—she’d been right about that, and amazed he’d appeared oblivious to all the attention.

      And he’d been all hers, even if it was only for the evening. A night she’d remember for a long time to come.

      The journey back took longer, or at least it seemed to, and that suited Charity just fine. Longer meant more time with Nick, but eventually they’d reach the city limits, and soon that time would come to an end.

      Even though the SUV came to a gentle halt right outside the front of The Honey House, Nick still insisted on helping her out of the car and seeing her all the way to the door. Unlocking it now, while he was still beside her, was just buying time, she knew that, a few more precious seconds before she had to say goodnight to the man who’d gone a long way toward restoring her willingness to consider a relationship again. Not with him, obviously, because circumstances were what they were, but if there was one man like him, maybe there could be others who might help to restore her confidence.

      “I enjoyed this evening, Charity. Very much.”

      Somehow, he was holding her hands. She wasn’t quite sure how it had happened, but she was glad it had. “Me too. Would you like to come in for some better coffee?”

      There, she’d asked the question before she could chicken out, and as she waited on tenterhooks for his response, her heart raced. She didn’t want the evening to end yet, because when it did, she’d have to let Nick go, in the knowledge that she’d likely never see him again as anything other than a customer.

      “I’m not sure that would be a good idea.”

      She tried not to be too disappointed. Of course, he wouldn’t come in. She’d been silly to think he might. He was a stranger in town, and all he’d intended the evening to be was dinner with a friendly face. But why her, when he was traveling with a friend already? Had he just taken pity on her because of the graffiti incident? She sighed, and her heart sank. If he’d asked her to dinner out of pity…

      “What just went through your mind?” he asked with a frown. “Don’t think I don’t want to come in, because I do—very much.”

      His words conveyed one message, but the primal force in his tone almost vibrated through every cell in her body. “So why don’t you?” She’d just grabbed the tiger by his tail, and she knew it.

      To her dismay, he looked away from her, almost as if he needed to put their conversation on pause so he could work out how to deal with an unexpected response. When he turned back, her pulse kicked up a gear at the intoxicating change in him.

      “What if I were to tell you I only have so much self-control? What if I were to tell you I sat across from you all evening, torn between wishing you’d invite me in for coffee and hoping you wouldn’t, because if you did, I’d want more.”

      An arc of electricity zapped between them—the air almost crackled with the intensity of unspoken desire. Though she remained silent, Charity willed Nick to kiss her.

      And then the moment was gone, as if a shutter came down and the man whose mouth she craved disappeared. He shook his head. “I’m sorry. Forget I said that. Forget I said anything.”

      “Nick?”

      “I can’t come in.”

      The blunt statement was in direct conflict with what his gaze still told her, yet his words killed the moment. Charity would have given anything to bring it back, but her sensible head disagreed. Better to respect his wishes and dream about the might-have-beens.

      “Will I see you again?” In spite of her decision, her mouth blurted out the question before she could stop it. Even if the answer was no, she had to know.

      So much indecision—he was torn, anyone could see that, and that gave her hope. His next words tried to take that hope away. “It wouldn’t be wise. You know I’m here on business and I’ll be returning home before long.”

      “So you said, but I…” How could she explain? Just come out with it? Tell him that a time-limited arrangement would benefit both of them? It sounded almost mercenary.

      “I couldn’t offer you anything more than dinner and sex.”

      The bald statement surprised her, but Charity didn’t flinch. The man who spoke those words wasn’t the man who’d taken her out to dinner, and she’d put good money on the latter being the real Nick Blackmore. He was trying to deter her, but with a sudden burst of courage, she lifted her chin and met the challenge. “I’ll take my chances.”

      An answer he hadn’t anticipated. Charity held her breath. Maybe she should have backed off, but she couldn’t. She hadn’t felt so positive about a man for so long. She couldn’t let this opportunity escape her.

      “When I asked you out tonight, I never expected…” His palm caressed her cheek, fingers threading through her hair.

      “Never expected?” she prompted softly, hardly daring to do more than breathe the words for fear of shattering this fragile change in his mood.

      His hand dropped back to his side, leaving Charity strangely bereft.

      “Sleep on it and see how you feel tomorrow. I’ll be back for breakfast in the morning. If you still… want to go through with this, I’ll call you later in the day, when I know better what my schedule will be. I’m supposed to be meeting an old friend tomorrow night, but I can always see him another night—”

      On tiptoe, she silenced him with a kiss and inhaled deeply. He smelled so damn good, and she wanted to add that memory of him to her precious hoard. “No, you keep to your plans and meet your friend. I can wait—some things are worth waiting for. I think you’re one of them.”

      “You might change your mind before long.” The hint of uncertainty in the muttered words puzzled her, but then he smiled as if he didn’t have a care in the world. “I think it’s time you got some sleep. You have to get up early. Go on—I’ll wait until I see your light come on.” He glanced upward.

      She almost laughed. “Nothing’s going to happen between here and there.”

      “A gentleman always sees his date home, and I’ll consider you home when I see the light go on.”

      He’d called her his date. It must have been a slip of the tongue, but her heart didn’t want to believe that. Her head decided to make light of it and put a hint of laughter into her voice. “What if it doesn’t?”

      “Then I’ll break the door down and be up there faster than greased lightning.”

      While she may have been joking, he wasn’t—there was deadly intent in the vow, showing her a side to him she never would have guessed existed. She didn’t know many accountants, but she was willing to bet there weren’t many like Nick.

      And in the next moment, another intent appeared in the darkness of his gaze. Without warning, his mouth slammed into hers, so hard that her brain switched off and all she could do was feel. Her knees buckled but his arms held her upright, welding her to him.

      His lips wove pure magic around her. Her dislike of male facial hair evaporated—she was all about the man, and from the way he kissed, she could almost believe he was all about her. The merest touch of his tongue against the seam of her lips was all it took for her to open up to him. The kiss deepened, shaking her to her core and granting the spark of life to a burning, all-consuming need to be skin-to-skin with this incredible man.

      Their lips parted, leaving both of them panting for air. Nick managed a ghost of a smile, then his forehead came to rest against hers.

      “I think I’d better go.”
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      For an evening that had started off so well, how had it all ended so disastrously? The road to hell really was paved with good intentions. What the hell had possessed him?

      As Nick let himself into his suite back at the hotel, brutal honesty forced him to admit it was entirely his fault. Ever since his life had changed beyond recognition and dating had become the elephant in the room, he’d successfully set aside his emotional needs and taken care of his physical ones himself.

      Until tonight, when his superficial attraction to Charity had changed into something deeper. And as if that hadn’t been bad enough, it had teamed up with temptation and created an impossible situation. His self-control had almost gone up in flames.

      Almost? He’d caved in and kissed her, there was no “almost” about it.

      Nick tossed the car keys onto the table and dropped onto the day bed beside it. Toeing off his shoes, he swung his feet up and let his head fall back. Not a good idea—the pounding in his temples increased. In spite of that, he stared at the ceiling, searching for a solution. How on earth could he put this right?

      All he’d intended to do was take Charity’s mind off the act of vandalism that had defaced her storefront—that was all. Then he’d discovered the gorgeous woman possessed a quick mind and compassionate heart, and before he knew it, attraction had become an insane, escalating near-obsession, presenting him with the challenge of his first skirmish with temptation in years.

      Shit, was he out of practice for that fight.

      So out of practice, he now found himself in the one situation he needed to avoid at all costs. Good move, Blackmore. Offering her nothing but dinner and sex was supposed to have put her off—instead, she’d said she’d take her chances.

      If she didn’t change her mind overnight, he was fucked. He couldn’t walk away from her without hurting her, but if he didn’t, they’d end up in bed together. It was inevitable—he’d seen it in her eyes. She wanted him. He might at least have had half a chance if he hadn’t felt the same way about her.

      He’d allowed his scars to deny him intimate human contact for too long. Now he craved that contact with Charity, and if he gave in to his body’s more primal needs, there’d be no way of avoiding exposing her to the mess the RPG, the fire, even the ensuing surgeries had made of his body. She’d be sickened by it, and another dose of humiliation would be careening his way.

      That alone should be enough to enable him to resist, but the truth of it was, he had no willpower where Charity was concerned. It had evaporated in one hot Texas night.

      His ploy had to work—it had to. Once she’d slept on it, she’d see he was the wrong man to get involved with, even in the most superficial way. In spite of what she’d said, no woman would want a man who had so little to offer. When he saw her in the morning, she’d tell him she’d changed her mind.

      By the time he fell asleep, he’d convinced himself no other outcome was possible.
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      “You look knackered. That wouldn’t happen to have anything to do with Ms. Honey House, would it?”

      Not the greeting Nick expected when he made his way to Cam’s suite for their regular morning meeting. “Her name’s Charity, and—thank you for asking—we enjoyed an excellent dinner at a restaurant I am reliably informed serves the best barbecue for miles around.”

      “And?”

      “And nothing. We both had a good time and enjoyed one another’s company, and I managed to take her mind off the vandalism for a while. That’s all it was.” As his head had reminded him under the shower that morning, in spite of the robust argument to the contrary put forward by a stubborn, sex-deprived body that wouldn’t listen to reason. Not until he’d taken matters in hand, so to speak, and even then, he wasn’t sure the right head had won.

      Cam’s grunt held a hint of disagreement. “Sounds like a plan, but life doesn’t always go according to plan.”

      Assuming what Nick had heard was true, Cam knew firsthand how life could throw a curve ball. A broken-down car had introduced him to Stacie, but their path to marital bliss hadn’t been without its problems. As for Nick, he’d never planned to be in command of an armored personnel carrier when it got hit by a barrage of rocket-propelled grenades. “Yeah, shit happens. I’ll go and grab some breakfast. And I’ll make sure I get you something Stacie would approve of.”

      Cam looked less than enchanted by the idea—he enjoyed Charity’s baking as much as Nick did. “Okay. And Nick—thanks. You don’t have to keep doing this. We can grab something on the road.”

      If his next visit to The Honey House was a disaster, they might just have to do that. For now, though, he’d run with it. “I know, but let’s just say it’s a perk of the job.”

      Outside, yet another morning of blue sky and unrelenting sunshine awaited him. The streets were as quiet as they’d been the last couple of mornings, giving him no initial cause for concern. When he arrived at The Honey House, he was relieved to see no new signs of vandalism. A good start to the day. Even so, he still paid close attention to his surroundings, looking out for any signs of suspicious activity, as he made his way to the café.

      “Hey there.” Charity greeted him with a smile, coming out from behind the counter as he approached. “You okay?”

      He shouldn’t have felt this happy to see her—it wasn’t part of his game plan. “Good morning. I’m fine, thank you. Never better, in fact. Another wonderful day. Everything okay with you? No… unwelcome messages when you came down this morning?” He glanced toward the storefront.

      “No, but then it doesn’t usually happen every day.”

      “Thank God.” Nick was more bothered by the thought than he could comfortably admit. He was equally bothered by a subtle change in Charity’s expression—it was the kind of change that shouldn’t have concerned him, given the way his thoughts had run just a few hours earlier. “What’s up?”

      “I know you probably have a bunch of meetings to go to, but do you have a minute?”

      In Nick’s experience, when someone asked that question, it seldom boded well. Although it was the outcome he’d hoped for, the crawl of dread under his skin was perplexing. Where was the relief he should have been experiencing at the realization she must have changed her mind about seeing him again? “Of course. Something wrong?”

      “No. At least I hope not.” She glanced around. “Do you mind if we talk in private?”

      He followed her through the swing doors, past the storeroom and the kitchen, to a secluded area by the rear exit and the access to the upper floor. When she turned to face him, Charity was decidedly nervous. Her hands were clasped together, fingers intertwined, in a way that made Nick want to take hold of them and tell her that whatever was upsetting her, it would be all right.

      “I’m a little out of practice with this,” she began. “It’s difficult to know where to start for the best, but I have to start somewhere. About last night—I haven’t had such a great time in a long time. Thank you.”

      The kiss on his cheek was almost sisterly. As such, it should have banished the unease, but it didn’t. He should have felt more positive that what he wanted to happen was about to happen, but he didn’t. He knew why, too. The conflict was gnawing away at him, because, deep down, he didn’t want it to be over between them. He reacted as if they hadn’t already had that exchange the previous evening. “You’re welcome. I enjoyed it, too—very much.”

      She pressed her lips together, uncertainty in every nervous fidget. “I want to make it clear I understand about you not being in town for much longer, and that last night wasn’t really a date.”

      “It’s okay,” Nick said, keeping his voice low and calm. “I understand.”

      “I’m not sure you do.”

      Her hands framed his face, and before he knew it, their lips were meshed together in a second kiss. This one was anything but sisterly. Blind instinct, spurred on by overwhelming temptation, took over—he wrapped his arms around her and lifted her so her face was level with his. Her legs locked around him as he covered the distance to the nearest wall in a couple of strides, trapping her body between it and him, so he could carry on kissing her as if his life depended on it.

      She responded with a fervor that matched his own, until they both had to come up for air. Her gaze met his, and her face broke into a slightly cautious, slightly impish smile. “I like you, Nick.”

      “I like you, too.” The words escaped, even though they shouldn’t have.

      Her smile faltered. “I know this isn’t really dating, but it’s been a while since I went out with someone, and…”

      Nick’s eyes narrowed. Whatever she was trying to say, she had no need to be nervous about it in front of him. “Go on—whatever it is, I promise I won’t blush.” He’d been an officer in the British Army—his ability to blush had been surgically removed long before the Sovereign’s Parade at Sandhurst, when he’d passed out of the military academy as a second lieutenant.

      She touched his face, her fingertip touch featherlight across his cheekbone and down his cheek. Her gaze was steady, her course set as she came closer and their lips met once more. At the same time, her hand wandered lower and came to rest on the scars on the side of his neck. He tensed and jerked his head away from her.

      “I’m not stupid, Nick,” she said softly. “I saw them the first day. I know what burn scars look like, and I’d guess they go further than this. We only have so much time to be together before you go home. I couldn’t stop thinking about you last night. I know you’re only passing through, but I want you. I can’t tell you why, but there was a time I thought I’d never say that to a man again. I know you were trying to scare me away because of this.” The pressure of her hand over his ruined flesh increased slightly. “Please don’t let this come between us.”

      Stunned by her words, Nick lost his ability to think. What he did remember—and should never have forgotten—was the humiliation. He took a step back and lowered her to the floor as carefully as he could. “Charity, I—”

      Her thumb across his lips silenced him.

      “Don’t say no—think about it, at least.”

      As if he hadn’t already. He’d thought about it when his fiancée left, and again when his body had sent another woman running. Slowly he shook his head, took another step away from her. “Cam’s waiting. I’d better go.”

      “Nick?”

      The hurt in her gaze hit him like a truck. He had to get away, get out of the café. The walls were closing in on him, faster and faster, picking up even more speed as he made his way through the swing doors, between the tables, all the way to the exit. Why had he parked so far away? He lengthened his stride, and as soon as he reached the sanctuary of the Cayenne, he started the engine and hugged the speed limit all the way back to the hotel and Cam’s suite.

      “Nick? You okay?”

      The sound of the other man’s voice brought him out of his funk. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine. We’ll pick breakfast up on the way, okay?”

      “Okay.” Cam sighed. “So, what the fuck happened?”

      “Nothing. We’d better get moving or we’ll be late.”

      Cam didn’t move. “What happened?”

      A knife twisted inside Nick. It shouldn’t have. He barely knew the woman, and when he returned home, he’d never see her or think of her again. “It’s none of your fucking business. And talking of business, we’d better get moving.” This time his voice held more of an edge.

      “It’s my business if it affects your performance.”

      Quiet and serious, Cam’s voice hit home. Nick focused. “It won’t.”

      Still, Cam wasn’t satisfied. “I never had you down for a heartless bastard, and I still don’t think I’m wrong. Whatever it is, women are stronger than you think. I found that out the hard way, and every day, I thank God they are.”

      “Oh yeah? Maybe you’d like to share that little nugget with my ex-fiancée.” Nick closed his eyes, berating himself silently for the bitterness he allowed to infect his words. He was over her, and over that part of his life. He shouldn’t still be reacting like this.

      “You were engaged?”

      He couldn’t blame Cam for the disbelief in his question. Nick had never talked about his ex at work—he seldom mentioned anything about his private life there. He turned his head so the other man knew what he meant. “Until this.”

      “So, she left you because you were injured in the line of duty. I understand you not wanting to talk about it—we’re all good at keeping that shit bottled up—but maybe now’s the time?” Cam perched a hip on the desk and gestured to Nick to take the seat behind it.

      Nick sighed and sat down. Talking about it was a pain in the arse and couldn’t change anything. It couldn’t bring his men back, or remove the scars from his skin, and it couldn’t undo his fiancée’s desertion—not that he’d want that, even if it were possible.

      “Afghan.” The shortened form of the country name they used in the military slipped out automatically. “The patrol I was leading found out the hard way that APCs and RPGs don’t mix.”

      The memories were as bleak as the tone of his voice while he told Cam the story. Heat, pressure, terror, panic, all as intense as if it happened yesterday, leaving him with an almost debilitating fear of fire and enclosed spaces. Casevac to Camp Bastion was a hazy memory of morphine-drenched delirium, and his repatriation flight to the UK was much the same.

      “Christ, Nick—it’s a wonder you made it out of there alive. How many of you were there?”

      A roll call of names he’d never forget, belonging to faces that in the beginning had turned his dreams into nightmares for months, scrolled through his mind. “Full complement in the command vehicle. One died instantly. They managed to get three of us out, but two burned alive before they could be rescued. Of the three of us who made it out, I got off relatively lightly.”

      “And there it is.”

      Cam was quieter and more serious than Nick had ever seen him. “What?” He had a feeling he already knew the answer.

      “Survivor’s guilt. I’m guessing the men who got out with you had worse injuries?”

      Nick nodded. He forced himself to remember the details he’d learned to keep locked away. “All of us burned. One’s blind and lost a leg. The other has permanently impaired hearing and severely limited mobility. My scars are nothing. I can see and hear, I’m not dependent on anyone else for everything apart from the ability to breathe, and I have all my limbs.”

      “And PTSD.” Cam gave a short bark of humorless laughter. “Join the fucking club.”

      Nick’s brows creased in a puzzled frown. “You?”

      Cam shrugged. “All of us in Spectrum, to a greater or lesser degree. Nick, not all of us get out alive, and those of us who do don’t get out scot-free. We all have some sort of baggage—the trick is not to let it get in the way of living. Now, I may be wrong, but it’s possible that Charity could help you with that, if you let her. A word of advice—don’t ever, ever, make a woman’s decisions for her. It never ends well.”

      “The voice of experience?”

      “Too damn right.” Cam folded his arms, looking as if he were pondering the creation of the universe. “Stacie’s stronger than I’ll ever be. I threw all kinds of shit at her, but she still insisted on joining Alex and the team when they hauled my arse out of a sticky situation in the Middle East.”

      “She’s military?” Nick had wondered for a while.

      Cam shook his head. “Nope, and neither is Beth, but she went on that jolly too, in case Alex needed her. So, another piece of advice, if you haven’t already worked it out for yourself—don’t ever get into an argument with either of them. You’ll never win. I don’t, and neither does the old man. Not anymore.”

      The corner of Nick’s mouth quirked into a half-grin. He’d take that with a pinch of salt. Word was, quite a few of his Spectrum colleagues pursued some sort of alternative lifestyle, including the three men who owned the company—Alex, Cam, and Ryan Quinn. Not something that had ever floated Nick’s boat, but each to his own.

      “I’ll think about what you’ve said. At the very least, I owe Charity an apology.” Even if he did draw the line at giving her an explanation.

      “Good idea. She might need a little time before you speak to her, though. It’ll give her a chance to cool down, and hopefully she’ll be less likely to grab the nearest kitchen knife and get creative with your balls.”

      Nick winced. Charity worked in catering—she’d have a lot of knives. When he delivered that apology, he’d better bring something more to the table than a few words—advice about her situation from a Delta Force officer, maybe? He made a mental note to raise the subject with Ghost that evening.

      Nick’s stomach rumbled, reminding him of the absence of breakfast. “If we’re stopping off for food on the way, we’d better get moving. Ready to go?”

      “You bet.” Cam held out his hand. “Keys—I’m still driving.”
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      In spite of his resolve to give Charity some space, several times during the day, Nick was tempted to contact her. He’d pulled out his cellphone with every intention of texting her, but a text was no way to fix this. It had to be done in person. Besides, he still needed to talk to Ghost and come up with some options for ridding her of the problem permanently.

      However, that didn’t stop him dwelling on the way he’d left her—she’d done nothing to deserve the way he’d treated her. He doubted he’d ever forget the devastation in her gaze as he’d turned away from her.

      Or more accurately, fled. And he was not proud of having done that.

      The day crawled by, but eventually it was time for him to meet up with Ghost. The sports bar was downtown, maybe half a mile from The Honey House, and as the cab taking him there drove past Charity’s place, he couldn’t help but look up at the private accommodation. The lights were on, so she was probably home.

      You’re a bastard, Blackmore.

      The cab pulled up outside the bar. Nick paid the fare and went inside. As he made his way through the tables, he scanned the patrons for his friend, even though he didn’t expect to see Ghost out in the open. The back of the bar was more likely, somewhere close to an exit and with a good vantage point for identifying any threats. Military training never switched off.

      And yes, there was Ghost, in precisely the booth Nick would have chosen. The two men greeted one another like the brothers they’d become while enduring the grueling demands of that course—and the even more grueling demands of the twenty-four-hour furlough that followed it.

      “Good to see you, my friend. It’s been too long. How are you doing?”

      Nick nodded. “I’m good. How are you?”

      “The same. What are you having?” Ghost reached for his pocket.

      “I’ll get these. Then you can tell me what’s been happening.”

      The two of them shot the shit over a couple of beers, soaking up some of the alcohol with nuts and pretzels, until Nick got around to congratulating his friend on his recent marriage. “I never would have believed it. Tell me about Rayne. I’m amazed you actually found a woman prepared to take on all the crap that comes with the job.”

      “Rayne’s incredible. The day I met her was the luckiest day of my life.”

      Yeah, he could see it in the subtle way Ghost’s expression changed and softened when he spoke his woman’s name. And yet, there was something about Ghost’s demeanor that convinced Nick there was more to the story. “What else?”

      Ghost took another drink of his beer. He set the bottle down on the table, then turned a considering look on Nick. “She’s pregnant.”

      “Holy hell.” Nick raised his drink in a toast. “Congratulations!”

      So, his friend wasn’t only married, he’d soon be a father as well. Thinking about what it would be like to be in Ghost’s shoes, for some reason, brought Charity to Nick’s mind. The thought didn’t make him as uncomfortable as he might have expected.

      And, ever observant, Ghost noticed. “So, what gives? Something just got your panties in a wad.”

      Nick raised an eyebrow. “That obvious?”

      Ghost shrugged. “Maybe not to everyone. Want to tell me what’s going on?”

      Nick weighed up what he was about to say. It was going to sound weird, however he phrased it. On the other hand, it would open up a discussion around Charity’s safety. “I met someone.”

      “Oh.” Ghost grinned and raised his bottle. “It comes to us all in the end.”

      “Not like you and Rayne. It’s not what you think. I met her here, a couple of days ago, and…” What was the best way to explain?

      “And?”

      Nick almost wished he’d denied everything, but this wasn’t only about him. “Look, she knows I’m in town on business for a limited time, so it’s not a relationship, but… There’s something going on with her.”

      “You mean this not-relationship, or are we talking about something sketchy?”

      No matter what was going on between him and Charity—or not going on—he wanted her to be safe. If local law enforcement wouldn’t take the situation seriously, Nick had no problem with seeking a second opinion and some expert advice from his friend. “The latter. I’d be interested to know what you think.”

      “Let me have it.”

      “Her name’s Charity Reynolds, and she owns a coffee shop—The Honey House. You know it?”

      Ghost nodded. “Not the kind of place I hang out, but I’ve driven by.”

      “I’m guessing you haven’t driven by when it’s been spray-painted with a choice selection of insults and obscenities.” Just thinking about it made Nick madder than hell.

      “Can’t say I have. Is it just her place, or is it more widespread?”

      “Just her place.”

      “It’s happened more than once?” As he made the assertion, Ghost set aside his beer to pick up a menu. “You want something to eat?”

      “A lot more than once.” Food was probably a good idea. Nick reached for another menu and flipped it open. “Any recommendations?”

      “Burgers come with all the trimmings, and this is Texas, so the steaks are always a sure thing.”

      And the barbecue. Nick thought of the evening he’d spent with Charity. He also thought back to when he’d first met his friend. “Are the burgers as good as that place we went to after—”

      “After all the mud and the heat and the flies?” Ghost grinned. “I think so—maybe better.”

      “A burger and fries it is then.”

      Nick scanned the list and made his choice. Once their orders had been taken, he picked up where the conversation about Charity had left off. “The vandalism’s been going on for some time. In the beginning, she went to the police, but even though she pointed them in the direction of the person she thinks could be directing it, there was nothing they could do—he’s supposedly hundreds of miles away, not to mention he had an ironclad alibi.”

      “Did she give you a name?”

      Nick shook his head. “No, and she didn’t seem willing to say. So far, the damage to the property hasn’t been permanent, although they used a different kind of paint last time, one that needed more effort to remove. The police haven’t even been able to identify who’s carrying out the attacks, never mind connect them to this mystery mastermind, so they seem reluctant to investigate further. The fact that no one’s been hurt makes it a low priority for them.”

      “Any CCTV in the area? On the premises?”

      Nick sighed. This would have been so much easier if there had been. “Nothing in the immediate vicinity. So help me, though, she is going to have CCTV installed—I’ll pay for it myself.”

      “I’m sensing a but here?”

      “I have to convince her first.” Which, Nick reflected, might be easier said than done.

      “Okay. You mentioned obscenities? What, specifically?” Ghost tossed a pretzel into his mouth.

      When Nick told him, Ghost’s grim reaction was much the same as his, if the other man’s expression was any indication. “What’s your analysis?”

      The Delta Force officer considered the question. “It all depends on whether she’s right about there being a connection with whoever this guy is. If she’s wrong and it’s only local kids doing it for shits and giggles, eventually they’ll lose interest and move on to annoying someone else, or they’ll find something else non-productive to do with their time.”

      “And if she’s right about the connection?”

      “Then she’s got a bigger problem. I hate to say it, but from what you’ve told me, about the obscenities and the change in paint, my gut’s telling me there’s a good chance she’s right. What’s your take on it?”

      Nick waited until the server delivered two more beers. “Pretty much the same. The thing is, how do we connect the dots and link an unknown number of unidentified perpetrators to an unconfirmed, unidentified suspect? And do it in a way to convince law enforcement to take this seriously? Any ideas?”

      “Maybe.” Ghost picked another pretzel out of the bowl and snapped it in two. “I know someone who might be able to help with the investigation. Why don’t you and Charity meet me at the gun range tomorrow night? I got a feeling it might be a good idea for her and me to meet. Just in case.”

      “In case…?” Nick prompted, already knowing what his friend was going to say.

      “In case he escalates again, and we need to adopt a more… proactive position.”

      Proactive coming from a Delta Force officer could mean anything from a quiet word down a dark alley to Armageddon—an approach with which Nick was in full agreement. “Okay, but there’s one more thing.”

      “And that is?”

      Nick developed a sudden fascination for the label on his bottle of beer. “The last time I saw her, we didn’t exactly part on the best of terms.”

      “You screwed up?”

      That was Ghost, straight to the point. “You could say that. I owe her an apology, and there’s no guarantee she’ll accept it. I need to take care of that before anything else.”

      Ghost gave a single nod of agreement and took a long drink of beer. “Okay. We can still prepare now. We have to look at the worst-case scenario here. That means Mystery Guy is out to get her, and the vandalism will escalate to a climax that’ll enable him to achieve his objective—and whatever that is, it’s not going to be good. She needs help, and if that’s not coming from the cops, then it’s got to come from us.”

      Nick didn’t miss the implication. For them to help her, she’d have to be open to accepting that help. “I’ll take care of it. So, does she meet you as John or Keane?”

      As a member of Delta Force, Ghost often used an alias for reasons of security, to protect his true identity. “John Benbrook” was one such alias, and the one Nick still remembered from when their paths first crossed.

      “If she meets me as John, you’ll need to remember to call me that, too.”

      “No problem.”

      “Good—John it is. If the damage to her property stops without intervention, she doesn’t need to know more than that about me. Chances are we won’t bump into one another again, even in a town this size. All I’ve got to do is avoid The Honey House.”

      Nick laughed and finished his beer. “You may regret saying that if you taste her baking.” He sobered. “What if it doesn’t stop?”

      “Then we do whatever we need to do to make it stop. You can count on my team to step up, too. They get antsy when they don’t have anything interesting to do.”

      The definition of interesting for a team of Delta Force operatives was something the average person could never fully comprehend. If the situation deteriorated to the point where their unique skills came into play, Nick wouldn’t want to be in the shoes of the bastards responsible. And he’d be right there with them—no matter what the status of his relationship with Charity was, he couldn’t not be involved.

      “There’s something else,” Ghost said. “If you’re okay with it, it might be a good idea to get my friend working on this sooner rather than later anyway. Get a head start, if we need one.”

      Nick hoped they wouldn’t need a head start, but it made sense. As their conversation had progressed, his bad feeling about what was going on with Charity had just gotten worse. “Sounds good. Ghost, thanks for your help with this. And whatever you need from me, you’ve got it.”

      “Does your girl know you’re former army?”

      His girl. Ghost was way off the mark there. “First of all, she’s not my girl, and no, she doesn’t know. I’d rather keep it that way, if I can.”

      “Why? It’s nothing to be ashamed of, and you know that.”

      “I know, but it’s history now.” It was also history he didn’t care to think about, much less talk about. “If I do tell her, it’ll just lead to questions that also belong in the past. Besides, when I go back home, she’ll never see me again.”

      The words sounded hollow. At worst his reaction should have been neutral, but as Nick stared at his empty beer bottle, he couldn’t help but think that, once he returned home, his life would be even emptier without Charity in it.
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      Charity switched off the alarm on her cellphone. Unable to sleep, she’d risen early, and was already prepared for work. So why wouldn’t her feet start moving in the right direction?

      Instead of heading for the kitchen, they’d taken her to one of the windows that overlooked the street in front of the coffee shop. As she looked down, her gaze roved restlessly from one point to another, finally settling in the direction that led to Nick’s hotel.

      A white SUV appeared, cruising toward her. Heart racing, Charity shifted position for closer look. The vehicle slowed. Though she couldn’t see the driver, she knew it was Nick.

      Please stop.

      To her surprise, it did, just across the street. She looked toward her phone, lying on the table where she’d left it. She waited, holding her breath for a call or a text. Seconds passed by. Nothing. She turned back to the window to see the SUV moving off again.

      Her heart ached. It was for the best. She didn’t need to get any closer to him. He’d be leaving soon, and she was hurting enough already.
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      “So what’s bugging you this morning?”

      “What makes you think something’s bugging me?” Nick glanced up briefly from his laptop, then carried on plugging numbers into the cost model. “Do you have the rental figures for that last office we visited in Austin?”

      The lack of a response stilled his fingers. This time he took more notice. On the other side of the room, Cam fixed him with a stony glare. “Breakfast.”

      “What about it?” Nick ignored the low rumble coming from his stomach in favor of creating a chart for the table containing the figures he’d just entered.

      “You went out and came back without it.”

      “It was too early—there was nowhere open.” Which was true—The Honey House had still been closed when he’d stopped across the street.

      “So why go out at that time? Oh, I see what’s going on. You still haven’t apologized to her, have you?” Cam shook his head and tutted, his expression that of someone watching a man go to the guillotine. “When I told you to give her time to cool down, I should have also warned you about the dangers of waiting too long—my bad.”

      Nick rubbed the back of his neck and rolled his shoulders. “You didn’t need to warn me, I could work that out for myself. This is all down to me.”

      Yes, he’d chickened out. He hadn’t been late leaving the sports bar. There’d been plenty of time for him to call at The Honey House on the way back to the hotel, but he hadn’t, and now the shelf-life on his apology to Charity had expired.

      “Then go to her now, if that’s what you need to do.”

      He needed to, but should he? Even as he asked himself the question, he knew the answer. “On company time?”

      “Go. I need to call Stace anyway. One more thing, though.”

      Nick stood and stretched. “What’s that?”

      “We need a break. We’re well ahead of schedule, so a day off won’t have a negative impact on the outcome of this trip.”

      Cam had a point. Although their meetings with third parties took place during business hours, the two of them had been burning the candle at both ends with conference calls with the UK in the early morning and wrap-up meetings at the end of every day. One thing puzzled Nick. “And you’re mentioning this before I go to see Charity because…?”

      “Because you might want to find out when she next has some time off. I’m betting on tomorrow, it being Sunday and this not being open-twenty-four-seven London.”

      There were several flaws in that assumption, the largest being that she might not accept his apology, in which case he’d be out on his arse. “Why are you involving Charity in this? Even if it is her day off, she might already have plans.”

      Cam gave him a different kind of look, the kind that said he couldn’t believe Nick had asked such a dumb question. “If she has, I bet she’ll change them for you. Just go. Apologize. Then, if she doesn’t kick your idiot arse out of the door and tell you never to come back, make arrangements to spend her next day off with her.”

      Nick shook his head. “Enough. What the hell is this obsession with throwing Charity and me together? It doesn’t make sense.”

      Cam folded his arms. “From where I’m standing, it makes perfect sense. You and I were both trained to assess situations instantly. Knowingly or not, you assessed Charity that first morning, and when you returned here—”

      “You assessed me?”

      Cam shrugged. “You’d changed. I’m not talking about the obvious signs, and okay, maybe it wasn’t instant, but she had a positive impact on you, and… I think you need that, even if it’s only temporary. Now go, and don’t come back for at least an hour.” He picked up the car keys and tossed them to Nick. “Tell me it’s none of my business if you like, but you need to realize you’re more than just a few scars. Now fuck off.”

      When Nick arrived at The Honey House, it was busier than he’d imagined it might be, but there was no sign of Charity. Bree was behind the counter, just finishing a coffee for the only customer waiting.

      “Hi, there,” she greeted him as he reached the display case of baked goods. “What can I get you? The usual?”

      He’d wondered how much Charity’s friend knew about the two of them—if Bree’s manner toward him were any indication, he’d have to say not a lot. Certainly there was no frostiness there. “Just a double espresso this time, please. Is—”

      “She’s in back. Would you like me to get her for you?”

      “No, it’s okay, thanks. I’ll wait.”

      “She won’t be long, but can I get you something to eat while you’re waiting?”

      Nick gave a mock groan as he handed over the cash for his drink. “Oh, don’t tempt me, please. The pastries here are too good. I’m going to have to lay off carbs for a month when I get home.”

      Bree grinned. “Another satisfied customer—that’s what we like to hear. I’ll have your coffee ready in a moment.”

      While he waited, Nick contemplated his options once he’d spoken to Charity. It all depended whether she could forgive him for being a complete jackass. Not only that, a part of him wasn’t even sure he wanted her to forgive him. Life would be easier if she didn’t, but that would make helping her more problematic.

      And that was unacceptable.

      Espresso in hand, he headed for the empty table in the corner of the window, picking a newspaper from the wall rack on the way. A quiet growl from his stomach reminded him it was late morning and he’d missed breakfast. For a moment, the siren song of mouthwatering carbs beckoned, but he strengthened his resolve. Too bad the hotel didn’t have a gym, then he could at least have made a token gesture toward working off the delicious cinnamon rolls he couldn’t resist.

      “Nick. Bree told me you were here. I didn’t expect to see you again.”

      He shot to his feet, absurdly eager to see the woman who’d taken up residence in his thoughts. Her understandably reserved attitude made sure he kept a level head. “I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

      Lips pinched together, she shook her head. “What can I do for you?”

      At least she hadn’t asked him to leave. He glanced around the busy coffee shop. “Can we talk somewhere, privately?”

      He followed her to the passageway behind the swing doors, where she turned to face him.

      “What do you want, Nick?”

      You. To make sure you’re safe. Stop the vandalism. Kill the bastard who’s scaring you. There was so much he wanted to say to her, but before he said any of it, there needed to be an apology. “I’m sorry I reacted the way I did.”

      “Okay.” If anything, she looked even unhappier. “Is that the only reason you came?”

      He couldn’t tell if she wanted it to be the only reason or not. “No. I need you to forgive me for being the biggest idiot in a ten-mile radius.”

      At that, her eyebrows shot up. “Why?”

      Something about her attitude told him he was well and truly on the hook. “That depends on whether you’re prepared to accept my apology and forgive me.”

      “I see.” A pensive expression crossed her face. “Well, at least you know you’re an idiot, so that’s a start, although within only ten miles? It’s got to be double that, at least. Maybe even more.”

      Nick blinked, suddenly unsure of precisely where this conversation was going, and if she was joking. What was it Cam had said about life not always going to plan? Then he took a closer look at Charity’s expression. Where she’d been stiff and on edge bare moments ago, there was now a softening, an almost light-hearted air about her. Then he figured out why—she fully intended to have him make his apology on her terms, not his. He’d go along with that.

      “Quite possibly, but I draw the line at forty miles.” He could ease the tension with a little humor, too.

      She studied him again. “Maybe you weren’t quite that big of an idiot. How about a compromise?”

      “Biggest idiot in a thirty-mile radius?” He could hope.

      “Sounds about right to me.” She folded her arms and cocked a hip, her attitude stating quite clearly that the ball was now very firmly in his court. In the right circumstances, that attitude could probably send a man to his knees.

      “Charity Reynolds, I’m sorry I ran out on you the way I did. Will you forgive me for being the biggest idiot in a thirty-mile radius? Please?”

      Even with the apology, it didn’t appear she was about to go easy on him. Her arms fell to her sides. She took two agonizingly slow steps toward him… and then launched herself at him with such speed that he only just managed to wrap his arms around her.

      “Yes, I forgive you.” Her lips brushed his cheek, and then she whispered in his ear. “Idiot.”

      He didn’t mind that she’d called him what he was—the fervor of her positive response blew him away. “Thank God.” He barely even breathed the words, but with them, a horrible weight detached itself from his heart.

      She took a step back from him. “I’ll even forgive you for the miserable time I had last night, thinking I wouldn’t see you again.”

      “If it’s any consolation, I had a miserable time, too.” With the added millstone of knowing he was entirely to blame.

      “Good, you deserve it!” She managed a small smile and punched his arm. “Are we good now?”

      Hell, was that a loaded question. Nick didn’t have to be a genius to spot what she really wanted to know. Without conscious effort, he was learning to read her. Whatever came out of his mouth now, he’d have to both live with it and live up to it. “We’re good.”

      With that, he lowered his head to kiss her. Not on the cheek, as if he were her brother, but on her mouth… as if he were her lover.

      And that was precisely how she kissed him back. In that moment, he knew he’d have to face his demons when he took her to bed, because it would happen. There was no avoiding it now.

      Their lips parted. Charity took a step back, and the warm, gentle smile on her face was enough to thaw even the coldest, most lonely parts of his soul.

      “I’m glad we sorted that out,” she said. “Now, is there anything I can get for you?”

      And at that precise moment, his stomach rumbled again, this time doing its best to imitate an earthquake.

      Charity laughed, a sweet sound full of sunshine that melted the last fragments of ice between them. “I know it’s early for lunch, but how about if I make you my gourmet grilled cheese?” She leaned forward, and with a conspiratorial whisper, added, “It’s not on the menu.”

      He groaned and let his chin fall to his chest in theatrical shame, before shaking his head in defeat. “Woman, are you trying to send me home in the cargo hold? I swear I’ve gained half a stone already.”

      “Half a stone can’t be that bad—I mean, it’s only a half, right?”

      Nick wasn’t sure whether she was winding him up or not. “Seven pounds in less than a week would not be good in any language.” And when he put it like that, a pre-breakfast run was going on the daily timetable, starting tomorrow.

      “I guess not. Shall I take that as a no to the grilled cheese?”

      Damn woman and her smile of feigned innocence—she knew he couldn’t refuse. He grinned in surrender. “Did I say that? I don’t think I said that.” He’d just have to run faster for longer.

      “Okay.” Her eyes shone with that smile—it made her mouth even more kissable than ever. “You go and sit down, and I’ll be right back.”

      Nick settled back in his seat, but only managed to read a couple more pages of the newspaper before she returned, plate in one hand, cutlery in the other, and set everything down in front of him. The plate not only held a golden grilled cheese sandwich—with some interesting-looking added ingredients—but also a fresh salad.

      “That looks delicious, but what about you? It’s almost lunchtime.”

      “Exactly—our busy time. I need to get back to the kitchen to give Tay a hand.”

      “Are you sure you can’t spare just a few minutes?” He nudged the plate toward her. “We can share.”

      Undecided, she hovered for a moment, then took the other armchair. Nick pushed the plate further, till it was right in front of her. “You go first. And you’ll need this for the salad.” He handed her the fork.

      With some reluctance, she accepted it. “If I’d known you were going to do this…”

      “You’d have doubled up on the order and brought extra.” Bree appeared next to Charity and with a friendly smile, she handed another set of cutlery to Nick. “Enjoy.”

      “How did she know?” Charity asked, watching her friend return to the counter.

      “Excellent observational skills?” Nick guessed, equally amused. “Tuck in. I have something I need to ask you. A couple of things.”

      “Oh? Now I’m intrigued.”

      “Eat first.” He skewered half a small tomato, contemplated feeding it to Charity, and then thought better of it. It was a little too soon for that kind of public display.

      Between the two of them, they made short work of the food, and when they were done, Charity turned to him with an air of expectation. “So—what do you need to ask me?”

      In for a penny, in for a pound—or should that be a couple of bucks? “First things first. Are you busy tonight?”

      She tilted her had to one side. “I’ve got nothing planned. Why?”

      “My friend from last night—John—asked me to join him for a little friendly sharpshooting contest at the gun range tonight. I wondered if you’d like to come, too.” Nick hoped she’d agree. He was sure it would be easier if Ghost could speak to her directly about the vandalism and what was behind it. He’d work it into the conversation somehow.

      “I’d love to.” She looked genuinely pleased. “Should I meet you there?”

      “I’ll pick you up here. I just need to confirm the time with John. As soon as I do, I’ll let you know. Is that all right?”

      “Perfect.” She stood and glanced toward the counter, where a short line of customers was starting to form. “I’d better go. There is one thing, though.”

      “What’s that?” Now it was his turn to be intrigued.

      “I had an idea, too. If you’re not working tomorrow—it’s my day off. I’d need to make sure everything’s okay, but if you didn’t already have plans and you don’t have to work, I wondered if you might like to spend part of the day with me. There’s someone I’d love to introduce you to, and where she lives is pretty special.”

      “Absolutely.” The prospect made him absurdly happy, and not because Charity had just unknowingly fallen in with what he’d been about to ask her.

      “I mean, don’t feel you have to, and you probably do have work to do—what’d you say?” She looked at him in disbelief.

      “I said, ‘Absolutely.’”

      Her eyes narrowed. “But you don’t even know what I’m planning. It could be anything.”

      He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I get to spend time with you, and I don’t care what we do.” And that was nothing but the truth.

      “Great. Oh wait—you said you had a couple of things to ask me. What was the second?”

      Unable to resist, Nick reached for her hand and rubbed his thumb over the back of it. “That’s all right, you already took care of it.” He nodded in the direction of the counter, where another couple of customers had just joined the line. “I’d better not keep you. I’ll call you later to make arrangements for tonight. Have fun.”

      And then he kissed her, because leaving her was going to be hard—in more ways than one.
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      “Charity, may I introduce John Benbrook? John, this is Charity Reynolds, baker extraordinaire and owner of The Honey House, purveyors of the finest coffee for miles around.”

      Ghost shot him the kind of look that said the other man thought he was crazy. He was probably right, because feeling about Charity the way Nick did in the current circumstances was undoubtedly crazy.

      Love at first sight wasn’t real. It didn’t exist outside romance novels—everyone knew that. And yet, it was pretty much the only explanation that made sense of the way he felt about Charity after a few kisses and knowing her less than a week. Even though the realization had hit him several hours earlier, he still thought it was utterly ridiculous. She was nothing short of amazing—in a matter of mere days, she’d resurrected emotions that for years he’d believed himself incapable of feeling.

      That last kiss in the coffee shop had done it. He’d walked out with a spring in his step, a bad case of the warm-and-fuzzies, and the satisfaction of knowing he was doing all he could to protect his woman.

      His concentration had been shot to hell and back all afternoon.

      “Ms. Reynolds, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m sorry to say, I’ve never visited The Honey House, but maybe I should, if what Nick says is true.”

      “It’s Charity, and I think Nick may be a little biased. We’re on the main street, near the bank, if you ever find yourself in need of a caffeine boost. You can try us out with a coffee on the house. Do you live in this area, Mr. Benbrook?”

      “John, please, and I do live locally, but my work takes me away far too often.”

      “Which is how we met.” Nick stepped in before Charity could ask the obvious next question. “Now. Who’s ready for a lesson in how to handle a gun?”

      Ghost laughed and shook his head “This from a Limey? You have got to be kidding, right?” He shot a pointed glance at the two gun bags—his own, and the one Nick was carrying for Charity. She’d surprised him with it when he’d arrived to pick her up, but in the next second, he’d acknowledged it made perfect sense. She was a Texan, so it would have been downright weird if she wasn’t comfortable around firearms.

      “As my dear mother has a habit of saying, many a true word said in jest. Charity?” Nick offered her his arm. “Shall we go in?”

      They’d met in the parking lot of the gun range, and on entering the chilly, concrete-block building, the first thing that hit him was the trace of a chemical scent in the air, left by the propellant from discharged firearms. Faint though it was, for a second or two it was enough to fling him back into the adrenaline rush of being in a constant state of alert while on patrol, poised for fight or flight depending on the threat and the situation. A machine-gun blast of images sprayed across his mind, sending his pulse racing in reaction.

      “Nick? Are you okay?”

      Charity’s concerned whisper jolted him free of the grasp of the past. He managed a smile—half-arsed though it was, he hoped it would reassure her. “Yeah, I’m fine, thanks. Now, remind me—which end of the gun do you hold, again?”
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      “Thank you both for inviting me tonight—that was the most fun I’ve had in a long time.”

      “Our pleasure, Charity,” John replied. “Did Nick tell you we were going to grab something to eat at a bar afterward? You okay with that?”

      She was more than okay with it. She’d had a wonderful time with two men who were clearly great friends, but who hadn’t allowed her to feel left out for a second. And for a Brit who supposedly didn’t spend much time around firearms, Nick had displayed some impressive skills. If she didn’t know better, though, she’d have sworn he was holding back while they were on the range. John, on the other hand, had hit it out of the park. “I’m starving—lead the way.”

      They made their way to the bar, one Charity knew of but didn’t visit. Not that she spent much time in bars anyway—it only happened when Tay managed to coax her into swapping a good book, a glass of wine, and an early night for socializing with friends.

      But not tonight. Here she was, in a comfortable booth at the back of a busy bar, with two polite, attentive, drop-dead gorgeous male companions.

      “You must be missing her,” Charity said in response to John’s comment about his wife being out of town. “It can’t be easy, her being away so soon after the wedding.”

      John lifted a shoulder in a resigned shrug. “I do miss her, but things happen, and you have to deal with them. At least we had our honeymoon.”

      Nick coughed. “Yes, about that. Why the hell didn’t you let me know you were coming over to London?”

      Before she could curb the impulse, Charity elbowed him in the ribs. “You said that? You really said that? Seriously?”

      “What? What did I say?” Typically male, Nick looked totally clueless, while John appeared to be having some difficulty suppressing a chuckle.

      “They were. On. Their. Honeymoon.” Charity spoke slowly, so he’d understand. “Two people. In love. Just gotten married. You seriously think he wants to waste time shooting the shit with you, when he has a brand-new wife to see the sights with? And all the other stuff newly-marrieds do when they get some time alone together?”

      “Ah.” Nick made a grab for the nearest menu and buried his nose in it. “So, what’s the chili like here?”

      Conversation carried on through the meal. Burning with curiosity about what could have brought John and Nick together, Charity came right out with the question. “So how did you two meet one another in the first place? You said something about work?”

      Nick chuckled. “That’s right. I came over here on a training course.”

      “For accountancy?” She couldn’t imagine two less likely people to be involved in such an unadventurous profession.

      “No, it was for a previous job. There was a lot of—I guess you could call it role play, and it ended up being quite—”

      “Competitive,” John supplied, equally amused.

      “We still managed to beat the crap out of you lot a few times, in spite of the weather.”

      “And that’s how you know he’s a true Brit,” John pointed out, as if she needed reminding, with that incredibly sexy accent of his. “All he ever talks about is the weather. And tea. Something to do with boiling the water in a proper kettle and not microwaving it, and it’s always ‘milk in first’—whatever the hell that means.”

      Nick closed his eyes, shook his head, and feigned a dramatic sigh. “Bloody heathen. It’s not always ‘milk in first.’ For that you need to make the tea in a teapot. If you don’t have a teapot, you add the milk last. Get it wrong in some places, and they’ll string you up by the balls until they shrivel and drop off. And why in the name of all that is Earl Grey would you microwave the bloody water?”

      Charity suppressed a giggle. She was starting to get a feel for the depth of friendship the two men shared. They’d probably make a great double act, especially when John deliberately provoked Nick.

      “Why not?”

      Nick shook his head. “Nope. Not rising to the bait, my friend. You’ll be taking the pi—mick out of our warm beer next.”

      Time flew by, until Charity stifled a yawn. Discreet though she was, Nick noticed immediately. He glanced at his watch. “Hell, I didn’t realize it was getting so late. I’d better get you home.”

      “Oh no! I’m sorry. Don’t let me spoil the evening. It’s okay, I’m really not tired.”

      The last word disappeared in an even bigger yawn.

      “Charity, don’t worry,” John reassured her. “I need to get going anyway. It’s been a pleasure meeting you.”

      “Same here.” Charity stood and followed Nick as he exited the semi-circular booth. Her heart gave a little jig of excitement when he took hold of her hand. “I had a great time tonight.”

      “So did I,” Nick said, and lifted her hand to kiss her fingers. His moustache tickled and brought a smile to her lips. “I’ll get the bill, then we’ll be on our way. Talk to you later, John.”

      The other man gave a chin lift in acknowledgement. “Drive safe—remember, we drive on the right side of the road here.”

      Nick groaned. “What is it with everyone telling me how to drive over here? I know how to drive, and I can tell my left—” he held up his right hand “—from my right!” He lifted the hand that still clasped Charity’s in a warm, solid grip.

      She laughed again. She also wondered how she’d lucked out when a man like him took an interest in her. Nick was a fascinating mix of serious and funny, with a generous helping of kind and caring, all topped off with a delicious serving of panty-annihilating sexy. She might not have a lot of time with him, but she’d enjoy every minute of it.

      They set off back to town. On the way, Charity remained silent, caught up in her thoughts about Nick and how different he was from other men she knew. That was what made him dangerous. From the first moment they met, he’d been a challenge to her sense of self-preservation. And his reaction when she’d touched the scars on his neck… that just gave her heart even more reason to find him addictive. She wanted to know more about what made him tick.

      “Everything okay? You’re not saying much.”

      He sounded genuinely concerned. Charity felt a twinge of guilt at the nature of her thoughts about him. “Yeah, everything’s fine. I was just thinking.”

      “About what? Anything you want to talk about?”

      So much, but she wasn’t ready to bare her soul. Her shields were supposed to have protected her from this, but they were gone, at least where Nick was concerned. Any sense of caution she might have had was noticeable by its absence. It was the only way to explain how she could fall in love with a man within a few days of meeting him. Especially when he was going to leave the country soon and might never return.

      She drew a long, slow breath to steady her nerves. “Nothing important. Was everything all right with John?”

      After Nick had seen her safely into the SUV, his friend had called him over to his truck. She hadn’t seen what the two men were doing, but on his return, Nick had opened the Cayenne’s tailgate and stowed something there. He’d also been wearing a very somber expression.

      “John?”

      Now she knew she was tired. Nick sounded as if he didn’t know who she was talking about. “Before we left the bar, when you went to his truck.”

      “Oh yeah. It was nothing—just something he’d forgotten to give me.”

      Charity wasn’t convinced. A man didn’t look like that over nothing but challenging him about it didn’t sit right. She sighed. “Actually, there is something else. I checked with my friend, and everything’s set for tomorrow. How would you like to get out of town for a few hours, take a look at Texas in a different way? The only thing is, it’ll mean an early start.”

      “I’d love to. What time should I pick you up?”

      Just like that? She’d expected ambivalence, not immediate agreement. “But… you don’t even know what we’ll be doing.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I’ll be with you—that’s the cake. The rest is icing.” He braked for a stop light and turned to her. His wry grin showed no mercy and annihilated the remains of her defenses. “Frosting. And trust me—this is one cake that doesn’t need it.”

      Charity swallowed hard—or would have, had her mouth not suddenly decided to imitate Death Valley at the height of summer. Half her brain said it was a good thing they were in transit, while the other half was bemoaning the very same thing. Hunger to taste his lips—to taste him all over—consumed her.

      The blare of a car horn shattered the moment.

      “Lights,” she croaked. “Turned green.”

      The car moved off. Charity fixed her gaze on a specific point on the hood. She wasn’t quite sure what had just happened, but all of a sudden, things were moving a little too fast for her to feel in control.

      Another twenty-four hours sounded like a very good idea. Yes, that would work. They’d spend tomorrow together, and if she still felt this way, then she’d invite him in for coffee.

      Charity smiled to herself. If? She was totally going to invite him in for coffee. As for when he’d get it? That depended on whether he had the same things on his mind as she did, and if he did, then he might have to wait a pretty long time…
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      After seeing Charity home, Nick drove back to the hotel, tired but satisfied with how the evening had progressed. The shooting range had been fun, and he hadn’t even minded when Ghost had given him a hard time about how he couldn’t hit the broad side of a barn these days, just because his accuracy hadn’t quite matched his Delta Force friend’s. Fortunately, he’d made the comment out of Charity’s hearing, because he wasn’t quite sure how he’d have explained it.

      It had been a good night. Hell, most of the day had been good, after he’d cleared things up with his girl. He almost laughed. Texas was rubbing off on him, because he hadn’t even thought of his fiancée that way. Charity was his girl in a way no other woman had ever been, and if he had to use the handgun Ghost had lent him to protect her, he would—and to hell with the consequences. Its presence in the case he’d stashed in the Porsche was reassuring.

      The hardest part of the day had come when he’d taken Charity back to The Honey House. Leaving her at her door like that… He’d hated it, but he’d resolved to decline any invitation to go in. No way would he be so crass as to deliver his apology, and mere hours later, try to get her into bed.

      Besides, even though he’d seen that invitation in her eyes before he kissed her goodnight, she’d said nothing. She had, however, shared her enthusiasm for seeing him again the next day, and resisted his attempts to persuade her to tell him exactly how they’d be spending what they could no longer avoid calling a date.

      As he made his way through the hotel lobby, his phone chirped with a text. Expecting something from Charity, he was surprised to see a message from Ghost.

      “I like her. Got the impression she likes you, no idea why. Sure you don’t want to relocate over here?”

      “Yeah, right,” Nick muttered to himself. Something told him Ghost wasn’t joking, either, but Nick had a job and a life back home, and like it or not, he still had to return to both, no matter what had happened or might happen. For the first time, the thought lodged itself in his chest like a pound of lead.

      That goodnight kiss would haunt him forever. He could still taste the sweetness of her, and his body remembered only too well the softness of her surrender to the demand he’d struggled to rein in. If he wasn’t careful, this could get totally out of hand.

      As if it hadn’t already. As he settled in the empty hotel bed and pulled the sheets over his body, Nick realized the truth. Whatever he felt for Charity, it was already beyond his control, and how he’d deal with that when the time came for him to return home was anyone’s guess.
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      At close to midnight, the phone under Ray Slattery’s pillow vibrated. What the fuck…?

      The assholes were probably drunk or stoned, contacting him at this hour. He was supposed to be up early for a training run, but the thought niggled at him—what if they weren’t? Had they sent something he needed to see? He pulled the phone out and thumbed his way into the messages.

      Went to gun range with two men, bar after. Beard took her home by 11.

      Beard? Yeah, the guy helping her clean the windows—he’d had a fucking beard. Ray swiped through the photos. And there he was. Anger seethed through Ray’s veins, growing more vitriolic with each image. It was him all right, but now she had two men, the bitch-whore. She took two dicks for them, but not for him. The times he’d wanted to get one of his buddies in her pussy while he did her in the ass. He slammed his fist into the mattress.

      Fuck, he was hard. Lying on his back, he fisted himself. His hips pistoned up and down like a jackhammer, as he remembered how he’d had her ride him. The bruises he’d left on her hips from holding her in place while he slammed into her with every stroke had been so sweet. A man didn’t get that when he fucked a sex doll. Charity had fallen so hard for the way he’d romanced her in the beginning, but as soon as he’d gotten the wedding ring on her finger, he’d made sure she knew her body was his to fuck when and how he wanted.

      And now she was putting out for two men, neither of whom was him, and that wouldn’t do.

      That would not do at all.

      Like any good husband, he had to show her the error of her ways and teach her again how a good wife should behave. He’d slap it into her, if he had to. If he had to? Hell, it was his duty, and he was looking forward to it. He’d punish her hard, maybe even show her the knife he’d bought but never used on her. He’d carve such pretty patterns into that soft skin of hers, just the way he’d tried on that trashy whore. By practicing on her, he’d learned not to go too deep. All that blood. Just as well no one had found the body. He doubted they ever would.

      And when he’d done all that to his property, and she admitted she’d been a bad, bad girl, he’d make it impossible for her to cheat on him again.
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      “Where did you say we were going?”

      So far, all Charity had done was direct him to a road heading out of town and tell him how long it would take to get to their mystery destination. He’d given up trying to worm the information out of her and had resorted to blatantly asking instead.

      “I didn’t. I told you—it’s a surprise. All I’m going to say is, you can’t come to Texas and not do this. And if I tell you what we’re doing, you’ll guess where we’re going. Okay, maybe not the name of the place, but you’ll guess what type of place it is. Nick, this is your day off as well as mine—I promise you’ll recharge, and then you can make the most of the time you do spend on the business part.”

      He’d concede that point. “So, you’re not even going to give me a clue?”

      “I already gave you the only clue you’re getting when I told you what to wear.”

      Jeans and sturdy footwear. As he’d pointed out to her at the time, that could mean anything, up to and including mucking out the elephants at Dallas Zoo. “Very helpful.”

      Charity laughed. “Is that British sarcasm I hear?”

      “Is that an appalling rendition of an English accent I hear?” Nick retaliated, joining in with the laughter.

      What the hell. He didn’t really care where they were going, so long as they were going there together. Although… if it was the zoo, and there was a shovel there, ready and waiting for him…

      Yet again, the sheer openness of Texas amazed him. As a passenger, he’d seen plenty of it over the last few days, but now he was driving through it, the sense of freedom was overwhelming. Nick had forgotten exactly how beautiful Texas Hill Country was—greener than he remembered, more trees than he recalled. Out here, a man could make a fresh start and become a whole new person. And the further he drove, the more Nick was drawn into the fantasy. The tightly knotted ball of tension in his chest—he was so used to it, he never even noticed it these days—was gradually unraveling. There was something powerful about this country that called to him on a fundamental level.

      Charity’s voice was a sweet interruption to his musings. “We’re getting close now. Take the next right, and about half a mile down the road, there’s a gate on the left—that’s where we’re going.”

      “Your wish is my command, my lady. So, when we get to this gate, what are we going to find behind it?” Even though they were so close now, his curiosity wouldn’t let up.

      “You’ll see.”

      He made the turns, and there before him was the impressive entrance to—

      “Honey Fields Ranch?” Nick was struck instantly by the similarity to the name of Charity’s coffee shop.

      “Honey Fields Ranch,” she confirmed. “It’s a working ranch, but it also offers guest facilities. At least, it did, until recently. It belongs to some friends of mine—Lorne and Dee Wilson.”

      From the fondness tinged with sadness in her voice, Nick guessed they were more to her than simply friends. He wondered what the deeper connection might be.

      Charity continued. “Lorne passed last fall, and since then, Dee’s been doing her best to keep the place going. She’s only recently accepted it’s too much, so the guest part’s closed for business. She’s ready to retire to Florida to be with her sister, but part of her is having a hard time coming to terms with letting the place go. What she really wants is to find a buyer who’ll carry on running it exactly the same way, keep all the ranch hands on, and take back the employees who ran the hospitality operation. I get the feeling she’s a bit scared she won’t, which is why she hasn’t taken that final step yet.” She sighed. “I worry about her.”

      When Charity fell silent, Nick risked a glance in her direction. She was staring out of the passenger window, and way too still for his liking. In Nick’s experience it meant only one thing—she was struggling for control. Maybe the connection between her and the ranch’s owner meant even more to her than he suspected. He pulled over and put the vehicle in park. “Charity?”

      She sniffed and pressed an already crumpled tissue to each eye. “I’m sorry. I worked here when I first came to this part of Texas. Lorne and Dee took me on, even though I had no experience in hospitality. They were like family to me. If it hadn’t been for them, I never could have started The Honey House. I named it after the ranch. And if it hadn’t been for them and Tay finding me when my car broke down in the first place…”

      “Hey.” He waited until she looked at him. “It’s okay to feel sad—you don’t have to hide that from me. You don’t have to hide anything.”

      Her left hand was resting on her thigh, fingers curled in a loose fist. Needing to offer her some comfort, Nick reached over the center console and covered her hand with his. He gave it a gentle squeeze, and when she responded by rubbing his fingers with her thumb, a wave of heat melted even more of that place inside him that had been cold for too long. Truth was, the thaw had started the first time he laid eyes on her, with a glowing smile he’d cherish for the rest of his life.

      A few seconds later, she gave a contented little sigh. “Thank you. I needed that.”

      So did he. Nick lifted her hand to kiss the back of her fingers. “So—what are we doing here?”

      “I thought you might like to see some of Texas the old-fashioned way—on horseback. Dee said she’d have a couple horses for us to take out, on one condition.”

      “What’s that?”

      “She said she’d love to meet you, and by the time we’re back from our ride, she’ll be back from church and visiting with her friends, so we can join her for a late lunch. You okay with that?”

      She looked so hopeful. If he’d so much as thought of turning down the invitation, the look on her face would have persuaded him otherwise. “You don’t need to ask. It’ll be a pleasure to meet her.”

      As he followed Charity’s directions to the stables, Nick realized he meant it, but there was more to it than that. Crazy though it was, everything she told him felt like the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle of his life slotting into place.

      If this sense of belonging had sprung to life inside Nick on the way to the ranch, then it took an even stronger hold of him as the gentle pace of their mounts carried him and Charity further away from civilization. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so in tune with his surroundings and the world in general. Probably had a lot to do with the beautiful woman on the buckskin mare to his right, and the infinite sky overhead, stretching to a horizon beyond human imagination. He was content to follow her lead, until it occurred to him that they’d covered quite a lot of ground and seen no one for miles around.

      “Are you sure we’re still on the ranch property out here?”

      “I’m sure.” Charity flashed him a dazzling smile. “We could ride for days before we reach the fence line.”

      “Impressive.” That was a lot of land. In spite of what common sense dictated, Nick wondered what sort of price tag Dee Wilson had put on the magnificence around him. Not just the land, but the whole operation. And the potentially much bigger question of what it would take to keep it going the way she wanted.

      “You should see it in the spring, when the bluebonnets cover the land. It’s like heaven came down to earth.”

      Which would make Charity the angel who came down with it. The wistful quality of her voice made him want to see it with her.

      “You sure are quiet, Nick. Something wrong?”

      She was genuinely worried. He’d been so wrapped up in his thoughts, he hadn’t said a word in response to her comment about the bluebonnets. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I was just thinking. I can’t imagine it could be even more beautiful here than it is now.”

      “When I first came here, it was everything I needed. It sounds stupid, but I think this place saved my life.”

      The simple statement delivered a knockout punch to his gut. What the hell had happened to her for her to say something like that? It was imperative that he find out, but at the same time, he didn’t want to spoil their time together if it was baggage she didn’t want to share. Heaven knew, he was no slouch in that department himself. Still, he couldn’t let it go without saying something. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      She shook her head. “It was another life back then.” She flashed a smile at him. “For a Brit, you make a great cowboy. The hat suits you.”

      “Why, thank you kindly, ma’am.” The outrageously over-the-top Texas accent—or at least, his interpretation of it—earned him a playful slap on the shoulder from Charity, even though he was gentleman enough to touch the brim of the brand-new Stetson and tip his head in her direction. She’d insisted they stop off and buy it on the way—her somewhat-unconvincing excuse had been that he needed it as a souvenir.

      It also explained the hat Charity had brought with her. She was one classy cowgirl, and she could ride him any day—or night.

      Charity laughed. “That’s a terrible accent. You’ve ridden before, haven’t you? I can tell.”

      “You could say that. I’ve spent some time on horseback over the years.” In a ceremonial uniform with boots that took damn near a week to polish to the standard required by the regiment.

      “I thought so. Does everyone in England ride?”

      “No, not everyone. I grew up around horses, and then… then I grew up.”

      By anyone’s standards, it was a lame thing to say, but the plain truth was, Nick wasn’t inclined to spoil the experience by dragging his military past into the conversation.

      Lack of an immediate response from Charity snagged his attention. He turned to her. She was looking at him with an expression of interest that was mild enough to reassure him she wasn’t about to ask any awkward questions, but at the same time had him mentally wriggling like a worm on a hook. “What?”

      She studied him for another second or two, then her gaze returned to the way ahead. “I get the feeling there’s a story there. Maybe you’ll tell me sometime.”

      “As you said, it was another life back then. When the time’s right, I’ll tell you my secrets… and you can tell me yours.” Why in the name of heaven had his mouth defied him with that little gem? Perhaps it was just as well his time in Texas was limited, otherwise he was really going to end up in the shit.

      She seemed to understand. “Okay, that’s fair.”

      They carried on riding, Charity pointing out landmarks along the way and peppering their conversations with interesting facts about the local wildlife. She guided them along easy trails with plenty of cooling shade—although cool was an entirely relative term when compared with the average temperature back home in England—until they reached a river, where the water flowed fast over hidden rocks, but also passed at a gentler pace through shallow pools by the bank.

      “I thought we could stop here a while,” Charity said as she dismounted. “If that’s okay with you?”

      “Good idea.” Nick followed her. “The horses could do with a breather.”

      After watering the animals and tethering them in some dense shade, Charity unzipped the cantle bag at the back of her saddle and took out a rolled blanket. She handed it to Nick with a smile. “There’s a nice flat area just over there. I’ll bring the canteens.”

      Nick laid out the blanket. From this vantage point, they had an incredible view of the river. The only sounds to be heard belonged to nature—no people, no phones, no cars, no stress. He took a deep, cleansing breath, inhaling the fresh scents and letting the tranquility of it all wash over him.

      “You like it here?”

      Charity’s question came with a gentle hand in the small of his back. Without thinking, he lifted an arm, draped it around her shoulders, and drew her into the shelter of his body. He kissed the top of her head. “Beautiful.”

      For the first time in forever, his soul was truly at ease. Even before the RPG, his life had been one adrenaline rush after another, and after it, he’d been perpetually on edge for other reasons—the stares his scars had attracted and still did, the sound of a door slamming or a vehicle misfiring, all of them churned him up inside. When he felt Charity’s arms go around him, the last whisper of tension flowed out of his body, to be carried away by the breeze stirring the vegetation around them.

      And in its place was something he could only describe as contentment.

      Charity lifted her head from his chest. “That was a deep sigh. Are you okay?”

      How could he explain? Should he even try? He was more wrapped up in the magic of Charity Reynolds than he had any right to be. Each moment with her was precious, because these few days were a once-in-a-lifetime deal. “I’m absolutely okay, thank you. Is this place even real?”

      “I know. It’s amazing, isn’t it?”

      Almost as amazing as she was, but he couldn’t tell her that. “It is. Everything I need right now is here.” His arms tightened around her.

      “It’s a good feeling, isn’t it? Why don’t we make ourselves a little more comfortable?”

      With some reluctance, Nick released her. “Good idea.”

      Somehow, sitting side by side morphed into them lying down, and in no time at all, Charity was using him for a pillow. He couldn’t say he didn’t like it—apart from the fact he was getting hard and desperately hoping she wouldn’t notice.

      “Comfy enough?” he asked, loving the way she snuggled against him.

      “Mmm.” She wriggled, and a few more square inches of her luscious body came into close contact with his. “I could stay here all day.”

      So could he. It would be so easy to give in to the drowsiness tugging at his eyelids. Maybe just for a minute or two. A minute or two wouldn’t hurt.

      A change in the pattern of pressure on his chest awoke him. For a moment he debated going back to sleep, but compromised by lifting one heavy eyelid, only to find Charity watching him with a certain degree of amusement. “What?”

      “You snore.” Her grin was full of delight at his expense.

      He let the eyelid fall again and groaned. “So do you.”

      She had, too, cute little snuffly snores that had brought a grin to his face when he’d roused enough to become aware of them. A dig in the ribs brought him fully awake.

      “Do not.” She was adamant.

      “Do too.” He made a grab for her and they both rolled over. All of a sudden, he was half on top of her, and the arc of electricity that flashed between them banished all thoughts of slumber. Nick was wide awake, all the way down to the now granite erection pushing uncomfortably against the zipper of his jeans.

      Charity was aware of it too—he saw it in her eyes, and the way she licked the lips he burned to kiss. He lowered his head, and as he claimed her mouth, he moved onto his side, not wanting to crush her beneath his weight. An arm and a leg draped over him, the slender delicacy of the limbs belying their strength. Charity knew what she wanted—and what she wanted, it appeared, was him.

      They surfaced for air. Charity’s face was flushed with arousal and excitement. Her eyes sparkled, but what pleased him most of all was her beaming smile of pure pleasure. Unable to resist touching her, he stroked her cheek with his fingertips, and brushed his thumb over the lush fullness of her lower lip.

      She laughed. “That tickles.”

      “Oh dear. We can’t have that. Maybe I should kiss it better.” With his palm cradling her cheek, he moved in for the kill.

      Second time around was even better. She was delicious, soft and compliant, yet at the same time she made demands of her own. With each one he met, his fascination with her intensified. He was so into her that when her hand strayed beneath his shirt, he barely even noticed. His only thought was how good it felt, until he felt her fingers wriggle beneath his jeans. “Stop.”

      Charity sat up. “Nick? What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. Nothing at all, but if we carry on like this…” He let his voice tail off.

      For a moment, she looked puzzled. Then she got it. “Ah.”

      He gave her a wry, grateful grin. If he was going to make love to her, there was no way he was doing it here, beautiful though their surroundings were. Exposed body parts acquiring bug bites in unexpected places was not conducive to romance.

      Nor did they make it special. For Charity, he was going to do his utmost to make it special, and that required a lot more than a blanket in open country. For now, he had to cool things down a little. “Would you like some water?” He reached for one of the canteens.

      “Thanks.” She scooted away from him a little, and suddenly he felt bereft, as if he’d lost something precious. He watched her drink her fill, and then she passed the water to him.

      Nick took a long drink and replaced the canteen lid. “Shall we head back now?”

      Charity checked her watch. “I think so. By the time we arrive, Dee should be there. She’s never usually that late.” Her teeth worried her lower lip. “Later on, can we pick up where we left off?”

      Nick leaned in and kissed her forehead. “Count on it.”

      The thing was, when they did pick up again, the shit would hit the fan. His scars would scare her off, and this would end.

      They rode back at an easy pace. Knowing he’d likely never see the place again, Nick made the most of it, until eventually the ranch buildings came into view again.

      “Your friend has a beautiful place here,” he remarked as they made their way to the stables. “I can understand her reluctance to part with it.”

      “Dee wants to be sure it’s in safe hands, with someone who’ll nurture it the way she and Lorne did.” Charity sighed. “I can’t blame her. If I had the cash, I’d buy it in a heartbeat.”

      A similar impulsive thought occurred to Nick. Without knowing exactly why, he decided to probe a little further. “What would you do with it if you could buy it?”

      She laughed, more to herself than anything. “There’s so much potential here, but since we’re talking hypothetically, let’s say money’s no object… I’d develop the guest element, but carefully, you know? Go for quality, not quantity. I wouldn’t want to wreck what this place could be for the sake of making a ton of money. I’d want to hold on to Lorne and Dee’s vision for it. Same for the cattle operation. I’d want to make it something they’d be proud of.”

      Nick liked the sound of that. He had no doubt she’d do it, too—if it were possible. He wished he could make it happen for her. A man didn’t need to be a genius or a psychic to see her passion and enthusiasm. “I think they’d be proud of you, too.”

      She smiled, but the hint of sadness was unmistakable. “So,” she continued as they reached the corral by the stables, “are you ready to meet Dee?”

      “Absolutely,” Nick said. It was only when his feet hit the ground that, ridiculous though it was, he suddenly felt like a teenager about to meet his new girlfriend’s family for the first time.
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      Charity couldn’t have said how long it was since she’d enjoyed a man’s company so much. As days went, this one had been pretty much perfect.

      Nick had been amazing. She’d felt so proud when she’d introduced him to Dee and caught the other woman’s look of approval within seconds of his greeting. Any fears she might have had about the two of them getting along dissipated in the first ten minutes. Seeing them together like that had been awesome. If her relationship with Nick had been for real, that would have cracked open the last of her defenses.

      And since the day had been so perfect, Charity wanted to follow it with a perfect night too. She nearly fist-pumped when Nick dropped a gift of an opening right in her lap on the drive back to town.

      “Charity, I’ve had a wonderful time today, it’s been brilliant—thank you. And thank you for introducing me to Dee. She’s a remarkable woman.”

      Charity had thought they’d get on well together and was delighted to have been proved right. “She likes you, too.”

      “That’s good to know. What would make today even better, though, would be if I could take you to dinner tonight.”

      “You’ll get no argument from me.”

      “The thing is,” he sniffed his sleeve, “I smell like a horse. How Dee managed not to say anything, I don’t know.”

      Charity laughed. “Did you really say that? She lives on a ranch—she probably didn’t even notice.”

      “I still need to take a shower before we go to a public restaurant.”

      He said that as if he thought she didn’t. “You’re not the only one.” She hesitated for a moment, then plunged straight in. “You could always take a shower at my place, if you like?”

      His smile carved those grooves in his cheeks again, the ones that made her knees wobble like crazy. “While that’s an excellent suggestion, my clothes will still reek of the stables, and I don’t think that’ll go down too well at the restaurant.”

      She blurted out the words before she could even think of stopping them. “I have an idea. We could stop by the hotel, you could pick up a change of clothing, and then we could go… back…? Damn!”

      “What? What’s wrong?”

      Charity could have kicked herself. She really needed to get her act together if she was going to be a successful seductress. “I completely forgot. I need to call at the drugstore before it closes—some things I’ll need first thing tomorrow.”

      So it was a slight lie, but not entirely bad—and her intentions were good. The only real untruth was in the timing—she needed those “things” for that evening rather than the next day. Unless Nick was into morning sex, in which case she’d need them for then, too.

      She almost giggled. Would he be “up” for saving her immortal soul from going to hell for lying by making love in the morning?

      “Okay. So, why don’t we go to the hotel, then we can call at the drugstore before we go back to your place to get ready for dinner? Unless they object to customers wearing this season’s trending fragrance, eau de cheval?”

      That was another thing she liked about Nick—his sense of humor. “If they did that, they’d never have any customers! It sort of goes with the territory around here. Horses, cattle… you know.”

      “Oh, trust me, I know.”

      He smiled as if a very specific memory had come to mind. Yet again, Charity wondered if she’d ever find out more about the enigma that was Nick Blackmore. “Of course you do, you told me you grew up with horses—sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize. I’m a stranger, I don’t expect you to remember every single little detail of every conversation we share.”

      Charity looked at him. She was teetering on the edge of an admission that could ruin everything, but the words would not be held back. There was more to her feelings about this man than simply wanting to get him into the sack. “Nick, weird though it probably is, I don’t think of you as a stranger.”

      His gaze seared a path straight to her heart and the core of every last atom of unfulfilled female need and want that had haunted her since leaving her ex-husband. The intensity of it wielded a power that took control of her body and made it ready for him. Her channel softened, preparing to accept the hardness of him. She’d seen how he reacted in their make-out session by the river, when her hormones had all but rioted in frustration.

      Damn, she’d been proud of her self-control at that moment. She’d wanted to touch him so much, to lay her palm over him, maybe flick the button of his jeans open, pull that zipper down, and slide her fingers beneath the fabric. During the ride back to the ranch, she’d done nothing but fantasize about the way he’d feel, all velvet-soft skin covering that rock-hard erection.

      The fantasy hadn’t stopped there, and when Nick told her he didn’t think of her as a stranger, either, the deal was done.

      Together they made short work of their errands. When they stopped at the drugstore though, Charity insisted on going in alone.

      “I’ll be fine,” she said leaning over the center console to give Nick a peck on the cheek. “I’ll only be a couple of minutes. It’s not worth you coming in, too—I only want a couple of things.”

      “Charity—”

      “It’s okay—I’ll be back before you know it.”

      She found the right aisle quite quickly, only to be stunned by the range of condoms on display. The variety was mind-blowing. As she stood in front of the shelves, she wondered if she should have let Nick come with her, after all. Size mattered with these things, and if she insulted him by buying a box that was too small, she’d die of embarrassment.

      “Okay,” she muttered to herself. “You got an idea of size while you making out with him by the river. Think!”

      As she reached toward one of the shelves, a freezing chill scurried down her spine. Wary of moving too fast, she slowly withdrew her hand and sent a furtive glance down the aisle toward the entrance. Crazy though it was, she could have sworn someone was watching her, but there was no one there.

      “Now you’re just being silly!”

      Dismissing the thought for the foolishness it undoubtedly was, she grabbed a couple of boxes—a girl could hope—and took them to the counter.

      When she emerged from the drugstore, Nick was waiting to help her into the SUV. “Did you get everything you wanted?” He glanced at the plain paper bag.

      Charity grinned. “Sure did. Shall we go?”

      They made one more stop, at the grocery store. Charity had made the impulsive decision to persuade Nick to let her cook dinner for them, instead of going to a restaurant. However, when they arrived back at The Honey House, she wondered if she’d made a horrendous mistake.

      The small apartment wasn’t the worst place she’d ever lived. Even though it was over the coffee shop, she’d done her best to make it a cozy and comfortable reflection of herself, but as she unlocked the door—fumbling slightly because of the gorgeous Brit right behind her—she saw its shortcomings through his eyes, and her heart sank.

      “Charity?”

      The question in his quiet voice woke her up to the fact that she’d stopped dead just a couple of steps into her home. “There’s a neat diner ten minutes away—why don’t we eat there tonight?”

      The sound of grocery bags being set down was followed by warm hands on her upper arms coaxing her into a one-hundred-eighty degree turn. Unable to face the pity undoubtedly awaiting her in those wonderful tawny-gold eyes of his, she fixed her gaze at the level of his collarbones.

      “You can show me the diner another night, love. I want you to myself tonight.”

      Her heartbeat kicked up a gear. Unable to resist, she looked into Nick’s face and almost forgot to breathe. Dim lighting cast shadows that emphasized the angles and planes of a face she knew she’d never forget—the raw masculinity of him was as breathtaking as ever. What the lighting didn’t do was conceal eyes blazing with desire.

      His lips claimed hers in a kiss explosive enough to have blown her off her feet, had his arms not been wrapped around her, anchoring her to his lean, muscled body as if he’d never let her go.

      But let her go he would—he had no choice. Losing him was inevitable and the prospect was even now close to breaking her heart. When she saw him for the last time… that was something she couldn’t bear to think about.

      “What’s wrong? If you’ve changed your mind—”

      “No. I haven’t.” She’d never change her mind about wanting this man. She’d want him forever. Tonight, though, she’d live in the moment—forget the past and its mistakes, and the future and all its uncertainties. Tonight was for them. “I want you, Nick.”

      “Then I’m yours.”

      He had no idea how much she wished he truly was. Even when she’d thought herself madly in love with Ray, she hadn’t experienced this searing depth of emotion. Was this inner vibrancy what love truly was? How she wished she could be sure, but cold, hard logic still prevailed. It was too soon to put labels on her feelings, and Nick would be long gone before her common sense capitulated.

      “You know what we need to do first?” She lifted a hand to caress his cheek, as if the contact could cushion the impact of what she was about to suggest.

      “Clean up?”

      To her relief he was smiling. “Great—we’re on the same wavelength. Come with me.”

      After they stowed the groceries in the kitchen, she took Nick’s hand and led him through her apartment, straight to the bathroom. While the rest of her living quarters might not be particularly impressive, her one luxury was the bathroom with its massive shower. There’d be more than enough room for them to take a shower together, which she figured might be the best way to overcome any initial awkwardness.

      “Wow, I’m impressed,” Nick commented as he looked around. “You could host a football team in here.”

      She gave an exaggerated fake gasp. “Why, Mr. Blackmore, what do you take me for?” Then she smiled, her head tilted to one side. “There’s only one man I want in here—and I’ve got him right in front of me. The question is—do we do this together, or would you prefer some privacy?”

      She had to give him the option. Her imagination was working overtime as she tried to put herself in his shoes. Without knowing the extent of the scarring or exactly what had caused it, she was coming up with all sorts of horrendous scenarios. What was going through her mind must have been reflected in her expression, though, because Nick looked at her as if he could read her every thought.

      “Stay, sweetheart. It’s okay. Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “More sure than anything.” Especially since he’d given her a chance to change her mind. She sensed he’d never push any woman into doing something she wasn’t comfortable with.

      So, this was it. Charity took a step back. This situation could put Nick in the most exposed position he’d been in since whatever had happened to give him those scars, so it was up to her to go there first, to make herself vulnerable to him. She toed off her boots and kicked them to one side, as she started to unfasten her shirt buttons.

      Nick reached toward her, his expression focused and intense. His hands, warm and strong, covered hers, preventing her from continuing with the task. “May I?”

      Stunned, she nodded. Her hands returned to her sides. One by one, the buttons succumbed to Nick’s tender touch—she barely felt the movements of his fingers, and then her shirt fell apart, revealing her cleavage and the white lace bra that preserved her modesty. She expected him to push the shirt over her shoulders, but instead he simply stood there, heat building in his gaze as it traveled inch by exquisite inch over what had been revealed to him. Then he peeled back one side of her shirt, and kissed the delicate skin over her collarbone.

      Her lips quivered into an uncertain smile. While his lips were pure magic on her skin, his beard and moustache tickled like crazy. When he kissed her in even more sensitive places—and she fervently hoped he would—she’d likely die of a mind-blowing combination of agony and bliss.

      “Are you all right with this?”

      Lips pressed together, she nodded. “Please, keep going. Don’t mind me.” She’d get used to the sensation, even if it killed her.

      The other side of her shirt fell away—in fact, the whole garment seemed to dissolve, exposing more of her skin to the sensual torture he inflicted with such awesome expertise. She was willing to bet he knew his way around a woman’s body like the back of his hand.

      She was also more than willing to learn her way around his.

      “You’re a beautiful woman.”

      Not what her ex-husband had said—at least, not after he’d put his ring on her finger and started to show his true colors. The compliments and endearments had evaporated faster than water in the midday sun, and then the cruelty had started. She gave a slight shake of her head. “I’m nothing special.”

      “You are to me. To me, you’re perfect.”

      She shivered. He’d soon find out how untrue that was.

      He kissed her again, and though he was gentle, Charity sensed he was holding back. Giving herself over to the magic of his mouth and hands, she was barely aware of the remainder of her clothes melting away.

      “See?” she whispered. “Not perfect.”

      He shook his head. A callused hand cradled her breast, cupping her flesh as if she were more fragile than the finest china. “This body is as beautiful and perfect as the soul that inhabits it. What can I do to convince you?”

      Charity couldn’t say anything—if she tried, she’d lose control of the unshed tears making her eyes sting.

      Still fully dressed, he knelt before her. Unable to resist the temptation, she ran her fingers through the silky strands of his hair. She gasped as he laid open-mouthed kisses over her abdomen, sucking gently, and swirling his tongue over skin that had become strangely hypersensitive—even the whisper of his breath sent shivers of pleasure and arousal through her body. Lower and lower he went, until he slipped a hand between her thighs and his fingers strayed where no man had touched her in way too long. She moaned his name.

      “Don’t you like it?”

      He knew she did—he had to, she was already soaking with need and want and the desire to climb all over him. “Shower. Now.” She was about one step away from resorting to communicating in grunts.

      At that, he rose. The damn man was chuckling. She’d have punched him if she’d had the strength to raise an arm. Instead she rested her hands on his hips, slipped them beneath his polo shirt just far enough so her thumbs could touch the heated skin above his jeans. She’d adored touching him there before, but there was something she simply had to know—did he have those fascinating hip notches that mesmerized the heroine in just about every romance she’d ever read? “Guess I’ll find out soon enough,” she murmured.

      “Find out what?”

      The hint of wariness in his voice was a sharp reminder that Nick had his insecurities, too. She gave him a slightly embarrassed smile. “I like to read romances. The heroes always seem to have this thing going on with the…” She waggled her fingers in the general direction of his hips. “You know—that line that goes from about there to—”

      “Ah, yeah. I’ve heard about that. That’s all you want to find out?”

      “Hell, no. I want to find out everything. Time to lose the boots, cowboy.”

      Even without the boots, he still towered over her. She’d always had a thing for tall men. For a moment, Charity debated what she should do next. Would Nick allow her to peel the shirt from his body and reveal what lay beneath? Most men—from her limited experience and what her girlfriends had shared—wouldn’t have a problem with that.

      Treat him exactly the same—it’s what he deserves. She grasped the hem of his shirt and gave him her most sultry, seductive smile. “It’s time to unwrap my present now.”

      The look in his eyes warmed her heart, as did the almost imperceptible nod. She pulled the garment upward, as he bent forward and pulled away, to reveal a chest she would willingly lick all over, and when she was finished, start all over again. The only sign of his having come to harm was an extension of the scarring from his neck across the top of his shoulder and down his arm. It was barely visible from this angle, so the worst of it had to be on his back.

      Their eyes met. He nodded again, answering the question in her gaze.

      She laid a hand on his washboard abs, and stood on tiptoe to kiss him, to give him silent reassurance that she wasn’t about to run away. Without losing physical contact, she circled behind him—and bit down hard on her lip to stop the horrified gasp threatening to break free of her control.

      Jesus. Sweet, sweet Jesus. Tears burned her eyes. She couldn’t begin to imagine the kind of agony he must have endured to leave his beautiful body so disfigured. She longed to touch, to comfort, to soothe, but she was frozen in place, mesmerized by the dreadful sight.

      The left half of his back from shoulder to waist, along with the back of his upper left arm, was a mass of scars, healed now, but evidence of a horrifying trauma. The thousand questions that had previously raced through her mind were joined by a thousand more, searching for some sort of explanation for what he’d suffered. The discolored peaks and troughs were mostly shallower than she’d imagined, but that didn’t diminish the effect of the deeper, more puckered welts.

      Finally, Charity found her voice. “May… may I touch you?”

      She held her breath. As far as she could see, the only way they could take this to the next stage was if he allowed her total freedom to touch him without having to think about every move she made. His shoulders tensed and his spine stiffened—she braced herself for bad news.

      “Seems to me we won’t get very far if you don’t. And it’s only fair, since I have every intention of touching you. A lot.”

      A delicious thrill of pleasure and anticipation rippled through her. Oh, he was good, but she was good, too. “Sounds fair to me. I’ll go first.”

      She laid her fingers on each side of his neck, stroked along the top of his shoulders and down his back—smooth skin on the right, webbed areas and ridges on the left, but she carried on without faltering, all the way down to his waist, where the scars disappeared beneath his jeans—how far, she’d find out soon enough. She brought her hands together and stroked upward, either side of his spine, and at the top again, she rested her palms over his shoulder blades. Scars or not, he was a beautiful man. She leaned forward and feathered his skin with kisses—center, right and one that lingered on the left.

      “Is there anything I should know about this? Anything I can’t do?”

      He shrugged. “I guess we’ll find out together.”

      The implications of his quiet statement rocked her to the core. If he didn’t know… Surely he’d been with a woman since this happened?

      “Yeah, you’re the first. The first time I dated—or tried to—after it happened… when I told her, she didn’t want to know. But I can’t blame her.” He gave a short bark of humorless laughter. “And before her… my fiancée couldn’t deal with it, either.”

      Bitches, both of them. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It’s not your fault, and better for it to have happened before the wedding. It was for the best.”

      There was no way she was having this conversation with his back. She completed the circle to look at him face-to-face once more. And though he smiled at her, the sadness there spoke directly to her heart. How could anyone reject this man for something he couldn’t possibly have controlled? If he’d been hers…

      “You’re probably right,” she agreed, her voice as soft and gentle as she could make it, in the face of anger at a nameless woman she’d never meet. “She couldn’t have loved you—not the way you love the man you’re going to marry. You love him and you stay with him, until…”

      Charity closed off the thought. She’d loved a man and stayed with him—until he’d almost killed her, and she’d finally seen the truth. The man she’d loved hadn’t really existed.

      But this man did exist. She closed her eyes, luxuriating in the heat of his palm against her cheek and the sensation of his fingers in her hair.

      “I don’t know why you aren’t married, Charity, but right now, I’m selfish enough to be glad you aren’t.”

      He doesn’t need to know. In the time they had left, details like that didn’t matter. “I’m selfish, too. I hate that she left you, but if she hadn’t, you wouldn’t be here now. I’m selfish for other reasons, too—I want the rest of your clothes off. Now.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      He unfastened his jeans and in one movement, swept them and his boxer briefs down to his ankles, revealing trim hips, long, leanly muscled legs roughened with a light sprinkling of dark hair, and a thick cock, already impressively erect, curving upward, and long enough to bob against his flat belly. Dear lord, the man was a complete and utter sex god. Some stupid woman had had this paragon of manhood in the palm of her hand, and rejected him because of a few scars? Un-be-lievable.

      He stepped out of the bundled garments and toed them out of the way. And holy cats, the hip notches. They were like road signs carved in human flesh, directing her gaze straight to heaven, with no stops on the way.

      Charity licked her lips. She had her ticket, and boy, was she ready to ride this highway.
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      The way Charity was looking at him made him feel as if she wanted to eat him alive, an expression he’d long ago convinced himself he’d never see on a woman’s face again.

      Nick swallowed hard. He still couldn’t quite believe this incredible woman hadn’t run yet, but there was still every chance. He had to keep his feet firmly on the ground—no matter what happened, he couldn’t allow himself to be swept away on a torrent of emotion.

      She didn’t make it easy for him, though. Every sane, sensible thought had gone clean out of his head when her lips had connected with his disfigured skin. And not just anywhere—the spot she’d chosen was the most badly damaged, where the largest fragment of hot shrapnel had embedded itself in his flesh. She kissed a haphazard trail across his back, and then she was facing him once more.

      He waited for the questions, the ones that required details in the answer, but all he saw in her gaze was desire. How could that be, when his body bore the scars of the life he’d chosen—the life that had been taken away from him while doing his duty for Queen and country, thousands of miles from home?

      “I don’t know what did this to you, but I’m so sorry you had to go through it.”

      He held his breath, waiting for the pity, but there was none—only tenderness and care alongside the desire. She still wanted him, and for the first time since his life had been turned inside out, he felt a sense of release from the past. Charity was different—she wasn’t like his fiancée, or the woman he’d briefly dated. She saw past the scars. What would she make of the man beneath?

      “If it hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t be here.”

      And that was the truth. His army career would have continued, and by now he’d have achieved the rank of major. He’d felt the loss of his career keenly for months while he recuperated and regained his strength and mobility, but in this moment, it was a price worth paying, to have this incredible woman standing in front of him, making him think he could have all the things he’d once believed beyond his reach.

      “They don’t still hurt, do they?”

      So many years after the event, they were as healed as they were going to get. “No, not for a long time. When I said we’d find out together, I meant it, but…” He shook his head. “There’s no real need to worry.”

      “Then I won’t.” She took his hand. “Come on. Let’s get wet.”

      The shower was easily large enough for two, and after getting hot, sweaty and dusty on horseback, the cascade of hot water was more than welcome. With a mischievous grin, Charity pushed him under the showerhead first, and seconds later her hands were sliding over his back, working up a lather with a familiar, faintly floral-scented body wash. Her ministrations slowed noticeably as she attended to the left half of his torso, almost as if she thought him more vulnerable there.

      “You smell better already,” Charity declared as she moved onto his left arm.

      “I smell like you. You don’t have to do this, you know.” Though he loved it, part of him still insisted it was too soon for this level of intimacy.

      “I know. I figured it would help you get used to someone touching you here.” Her hand rested on his shoulder blade. “Not to mention I kinda like touching you anyway.”

      He turned to her, his body shielding her from the spray. The open honesty of her expression did strange, wonderful things to him. He framed her face with his hands and tilted her head, putting her in exactly the right position for him to kiss her, long and slow, just the way he’d planned to when the time was right to take this further. The time was never going to be any better.

      With her mouth open beneath his, desire hummed through his body, freeing the man he’d held in check ever since it had been brought home to him that no woman would ever again want him as her lover. The rush of longing was overwhelming. His mind was racing ahead, imagining the two of them in her bed—

      “Shit!”

      Charity pulled away from him, a concerned frown creasing her brow. “Nick? What is it? Are you okay?”

      “Condoms.” He could barely get the word out. Fucking idiot that he was, he hadn’t had to think about protection for so long, it had completely slipped his mind. Christ, was he out of practice.

      To his surprise, she chuckled. “Is that all? Don’t worry. I’ve got you covered.” She wiggled her eyebrows and shot a quick glance in the direction of his groin. “In more ways than one.”

      He groaned and rested his forehead against hers. “I can’t believe you just said that.” Then he processed the implications of her statement. “When? How…?”

      “Why do you think I wanted to go to the drugstore?” She shrugged. “I figured it wouldn’t hurt to be prepared.”

      “So that’s why you told me to stay in the car. You were planning to seduce me.”

      Oh, he liked that idea. And she liked that he liked it. Charity feigned shock and an exaggerated southern accent. “Why, Mr. Blackmore, you do not ask a lady a question like that.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Even when she’s naked and in the shower with me?”

      Her head tilted to one side, and the look she gave him sent a surge of blood straight to his cock. “Especially then, because she has other things on her mind.”

      As Charity looped her arms around his neck, Nick wrapped his around her waist, lifting her to exactly the right position for them to kiss again. Kissing her was so good right now. Over the last few barren years, he’d forgotten how much he enjoyed it, particularly when it was a precursor to the mutual pleasure-fest that lay ahead.

      “I love the way you do that,” Charity murmured as he lowered her to the floor again.

      “I’m out of practice.” Better for her to know upfront.

      “Believe me, I never would have guessed. Definitely got the wow factor there, Nick.”

      He concealed his uncertainty with humor and ridiculously over-the-top formality. “You flatter me, Ms. Reynolds.” He dipped his head in a bow.

      “It ain’t flattery when it’s the truth.”

      Her sincerity dismantled his shields so effortlessly. When she looked at him that way, he almost felt like a whole man again. “In that case, why don’t we finish up here and adjourn to the bedroom?”

      “All in good time. I haven’t finished with you here yet.” She laid her hands flat on his chest, sending a shockwave of arousal through him so powerful, he almost trembled beneath her touch.

      “I agree—that was a dumb idea. After all, I haven’t even started with you.” There was so much he wanted to do, both with her and to her.

      “I’m glad to hear it. I don’t want to miss out on anything when it comes to you.”

      The desire in Charity’s eyes made him feel ten feet tall. She looked as if she wanted to eat him up alive and come back for more. The feeling was mutual—he fully intended to make a meal of her. “You won’t.”

      “Good. Now let me finish what I started.”

      Who was he to argue with such determination? Her hands moved with ruthless, sensual efficiency over his body, made every inch of him come alive with want and need. He could never have imagined such sweet, aching torture. When she reached his cock and balls, he groaned low and deep, scarcely able to bear her touch—he was teetering on the edge of orgasm like an inexperienced youth. “Stop. Please.”

      “Too much?”

      He nodded. “I’m not coming like this. Not before you. My turn now.”

      Nick squeezed a generous dollop of body wash onto his palm, releasing a fresh explosion of the scent that was somehow both innocent and seductive at the same time. He inhaled deeply, absorbing the fragrance so he’d never forget it—so it would always remind him of her, and how he’d discovered through her that true joy did exist. If he took a bottle of the stuff back with him, he’d get to keep a part of her forever.

      “Come here.”

      In response to his command, she closed the distance between them, pressing her luscious breasts and pebble-hard nipples up against his body. An exquisite form of torment, but now he could just about bear it. His palms made lazy circles over her back and shoulders, down to her waist and the seductive flare of her hips. Such soft skin, tinted with gold—all over.

      “You sunbathe naked?” he asked, quelling the not entirely—in his view—unreasonable urge to go out and kill anyone who might have caught a glimpse of her glorious, naked beauty.

      “Sometimes on my day off, before the sun gets too strong. I go up on the roof, but I don’t stay long.”

      Nick scowled. “Make sure you don’t.”

      She shuddered beneath his hands. “That feels wonderful. Don’t stop. Please.”

      Although he was only too happy to comply, he doubted it was as wonderful as the sensation of her arms around him. “Turn around now.”

      “Do I have to?”

      “Don’t whine. It’s only for a minute. Go on.” He gave her a gentle nudge.

      Once she was under the shower spray, he rinsed the fragrant suds off her back and shoulders and put him in the prime position to attend to her front. He worked more body wash into a lather between his palms and started at her collarbones, taking one side at a time and extending his scope to her arm and all the way down to her fingertips. Nick didn’t know why, but the sight of their entwined fingers created an even deeper level of intimacy.

      Charity sighed her approval. “You have a magic touch.”

      “Glad to know there are some things I haven’t lost. It’s been a while,” he murmured absently. When she’d been in the right mood, his fiancée had enjoyed make-out sessions in the bathroom too, usually in the big tub at her place. The thought of doing something similar with Charity held so much more appeal.

      “You’ve done this before?” Shadows danced in her gaze. “Sorry, stupid question.”

      His stomach clenched. Whatever thought his words had triggered, he wanted it gone. “Don’t be. It’s history now, and it doesn’t matter.” His gaze connected with hers. “And it sure as hell has no place here.”

      He leaned down to kiss her lips, then trailed kisses lower, to the swell of her breast. As he reached her nipple, her hands flew to his shoulders, pushing him away as her entire body went stiff, almost as if she were afraid. “Charity?”

      “Please…” She shook her head.

      “What is it?”

      “Please… Don’t hurt me. Don’t… bite me.”

      She was almost shaking with something approaching sheer terror. Nick reached behind her to switch off the shower. “Sweetheart? What is it?”

      She closed her eyes and turned her face away from him. “Nothing. I just… It was a bad experience.”

      He didn’t need to be a genius. Some bastard had hurt her—he wondered briefly if it was the same person who was behind the vandalism. Whoever it was, though, he’d done it in a way that denied her the pleasure a lover could give her through lavishing attention on the dusky peaks of her nipples. “I’d never hurt you, angel,” he promised, his voice rough with the turbulence of what he felt.

      She turned back to him. Her eyes were wide with innocence and trust. “I know that. I know. I’m sorry I reacted the way I did.”

      “Shh.” He cupped her cheek and brushed his thumb over her lower lip. “You reacted like that for a reason. You can tell me what that reason is, or not—it’s up to you. But I won’t do anything to hurt you. Whatever we do, if you don’t like it, you tell me to stop and I’ll stop—no need for any explanations. You’re in charge.”

      She closed her eyes and nestled her cheek against his hand. A butterfly-light kiss caressed his palm. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t ever thank me for treating you the way you should be treated, love.”

      Where he came from, the word was an endearment, used freely and without much thought given to the meaning… except here and now, it was everything he felt for the woman standing before him, even if he couldn’t tell her.

      She lifted onto her toes and kissed him.

      After finishing under the shower, they suffered through drying each other with the thick fluffy towels Charity claimed were a weakness of hers, and then he let her lead the way to her bedroom. She was still as naked as he was, so he had a prime view of her curves, the subtle yet hypnotic swing of her hips drawing him ever more deeply under her spell.

      He was a goner and he knew it.

      She closed the bedroom door behind him. “Now, everything I need is right here, in this room,” she whispered, coming to stand before him.

      He lowered his head for another kiss, and at the same time swept her up in his arms, holding her high and close to his chest. Her skin was so soft next to his, so right. Everything about her was right, so why couldn’t the circumstances of their meeting have been right, too?

      Their lips parted, and the way she was looking at him made him harder than he’d thought possible. “I want this to be good for you.” He barely managed to get the words out in the right order.

      “Take me to bed, and it’ll be good for both of us. I know.”

      The sheets were already turned back. Though she lived alone, it looked as if Charity liked to have plenty of space for sleeping. He rested one knee on the bed and placed her as close to the center as he could. She immediately rolled onto her side to face him, her head propped up on her hand. Her gaze devoured him from head to toe, and in that instant, he knew that here, thousands of miles from everything he cherished, he’d found everything he could ever want in a woman.

      The universe could be a perverse bitch.

      He took his place beside her and drew a single cotton sheet over both of them. His objective now was her pleasure, and he’d last as long as he could before he made her his own.
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      In spite of her earlier bravado, Charity was racked with nerves. Thanks to her failed attempts to reignite her love life, Nick was the first man she’d been with since the last time she’d shared a bed with her ex. Even so, the details of what had happened that hellish night, still lurking deep in her subconscious, were at war with the fierce, powerful drive she had for Nick to make love to her.

      As the mattress moved and he lay down beside her, surrendering to those fears wasn’t an option, because the courage of the man who now occupied the other half of her bed made her braver than she’d ever believed she could be. The tenderness in his gaze broke her heart.

      “Hey.”

      One little word, and that delicious accent of his made her pulse race with excitement and her body shiver with need. “Hey yourself.”

      “You okay?” He stroked her cheek as he asked the question, before threading his fingers through the hair at her temple.

      “Apart from wishing I still had long hair right now, I’m good.”

      His fingers stilled. “Why would you wish that?”

      “Guys always prefer women with long hair.” Ray had, which was why she’d had it cut so short when she’d left him. Once she’d gotten used to the convenience of the style, she hadn’t wanted to grow it out.

      “Not all guys.” The stroking resumed. “I can’t imagine you looking any more beautiful than you do right now.”

      The man was turning her into a puddle of goo. In that moment, all she could do was thank heaven for the precious gift before her. Yes, he’d leave, but she’d known that going in. They’d agreed to live in the moment, and she wasn’t going to do anything to spoil that.

      “Why so serious, love?”

      “Serious?” She shook her head. “Not me. Are all you Brits all talk and no action?”

      “Ah, like that, is it? I can see I’ll have to pull out all the stops to uphold the honor of the kingdom.”

      His kiss was very effective, along with the fingertips he trailed down her spine as they lay facing one another. There was nothing hurried about his actions, and until sharing this moment with him, Charity never would have guessed she could be turned on and chilled out at one and the same time. She could have stayed like this forever, if Nick could have stayed right there with her.

      If there was beauty in his actions, there was beauty in the man, too. Charity wanted to touch and kiss every inch of him and caress him as he caressed her. For an accountant, his physique was stunning, all long limbs and hard, sleek masculinity, with abs to die for—not to mention all the other muscle groups that held such allure for a woman in need of some loving. Her fingers explored his chest, enjoying the light covering of crisp hair, just enough to delineate the contours of muscle in all the right places.

      There was another right place too, one that drew her gaze south and held her mesmerized. Aroused and hard, his cock was uncut—her mouth watered at the prospect of exploring it. A trimmed thatch of dark hair was at its root, and beneath were his balls—big and heavy, and offering an irresistible temptation to intimate investigation. Driven by instinct, she reached out, only for Nick to catch hold of her hand and kiss her fingers.

      He shook his head. “Touch me now, and I won’t last.”

      Of course. She was his first woman in heaven knew how long. In spite of that, though, he was a man through and through, and he’d have taken care of his needs himself. The image that brought to mind raised Charity’s pulse another few beats per minute. “Can I touch you somewhere else, then?”

      “Anywhere but there.”

      She nodded. “It’s been a while—I’m a little out of practice.”

      His mouth curved into a smile. “Then we’ll muddle through together, love. There’s no hurry. We have all night to find out how many ways I can make you come apart.”

      The man did not pull his punches. With her brain rapidly relinquishing control to her senses and desires, she could barely string words together. “I like the thought of muddling with you.”

      “I think you mean muddling through.”

      Charity grinned and wiggled her eyebrows. “I know what I mean.”

      She leaned forward, kissed him briefly on the lips, and then proceeded to do the same to every part of his body she could reach in this position. The clean, subtly musky scent of him made her blood hum with a fierce, powerful need. She raised her head, and when she saw the way he was looking at her, she knew she’d never forget this night.

      Or this man. He was imprinted on her mind and her body, and most of all, her heart.

      “Charity.”

      He growled her name as he loomed over her, the sound of it rumbling over her skin and making her want him even more. His kisses were intoxicating, setting her on fire wherever his lips made contact with her heated, clamoring flesh.

      A memory exploded like an atomic blast across the canvas of her mind as he blazed a trail toward her nipple. Even with her eyes tightly closed, she could still see his face—his face, not Nick’s, and it wouldn’t go away. Those lips on her flesh were his, not Nick’s, and she couldn’t bear what he was going to do to her.

      “No!”

      She pushed against his shoulder, knowing he’d never yield, but to her surprise he rolled away from her. The shock of it jolted her out of the claws of the past and back into the embrace of the present, and the man whose lips really had been caressing her skin.

      His heavy-lidded gaze connected directly with her heart, or so it seemed. “Whoever it was, I’ll kill him for making you afraid of this,” he vowed. “One day you’ll trust me enough to let me show you how good it can be.”

      One day—a day that would never come, because these few days were all they would have. And yet… she sensed Nick was her best chance of rediscovering the thrill of making love in a multitude of ways. Did she dare? If she asked him, would he…?

      “Will you be gentle? You won’t bite me?”

      “Is that what he did? I’ll never hurt you, sweetheart. Never.”

      Anger flared in his gaze, hot and hard, yet Charity had no doubt it wasn’t directed at her. “Then show me.”

      She didn’t know where the words came from, only that they demanded to be said. Shaking inside, she braced herself for the initial contact. Stubborn memories of the punishments Ray had inflicted on her body made her stomach churn and her flesh crawl, and as Nick’s mouth moved closer to her nipple, her flight response kicked into overdrive. Muscles tensed, ready to burst into action and rescue her from the pain that would surely come from teeth savaging the tender bud.

      The pain never arrived. Instead, there was the whisper-light softness of lips and tongue, a suction so gentle she wasn’t sure she’d felt it at all. The swirling sensations made the past melt away, as she found out what a man could do with his mouth when he wasn’t a cruel, inhuman monster. A soft moan of sweet bliss glided from her lips.

      “Charity, love?”

      “I didn’t know… it could be like that,” she whispered. “Don’t stop.”

      She needed more. Nick’s gentleness gave her the courage to press her body to his, to wrap her leg around his hip and revel in the hand that hitched it higher, bringing her core right up against his. A new sense of daring flared into life, and she gave a little wiggle of her hips.

      “Tease,” he admonished, his voice rich with humor. “I told you—I’m on a hair-trigger here.”

      “And you want to last.”

      “I want to give you everything you need.”

      In spite of his own issues. Other men would have taken what she offered and given no thought to her pleasure, but not the sexy Brit. “You already have.”

      His arm around her waist held her close as he rolled onto his back. When he released her, with her knees either side of his hips and her bottom resting on his thighs, she was in a prime position to appreciate the raw, potent beauty of him. Another new experience. Ray had always made it more than clear that he thought a woman belonged on her back, under her man.

      “Charity? What is it? What’s wrong?”

      That was the last time—it had to be. With a colossal effort, she pushed thoughts of Ray out of her mind and slammed a virtual door behind them. No more. The court had banished him from her life by granting their divorce, but it was on her to cast him out of her mind and never allow him to return.

      “Nothing,” she said. “Absolutely nothing.”

      And with that, she planted a hand on either side of Nick’s head and lowered her head to kiss him.

      She kissed him all over his beautiful body. Whatever he’d done in the past, before he’d been an accountant, it had left its mark—and not just in the form of the burn scars. She kissed every one of them but chose not to question their existence. He’d tell her if he wanted her to know.

      She carried on, all the way down to the fascinating notches above his hips. She was especially diligent there. She’d take him in her mouth when he was ready for her, and for the first time in forever, she welcomed the torture of anticipation. Her head filled with different images, of things she and Nick could have done together if they could have had more than this oasis in time. Heart full, she resolved to seize these days with everything she had in her.

      “I think I prefer to be here,” she said, resuming her place by Nick’s side and wrapping an arm around his torso. “I need to be close to you. Do you mind?”

      He shook his head. His gaze never left her face. “Not at all,” he murmured as his lips brushed the sensitive skin of her throat. “Even better. I can give you more pleasure like this. Do you feel comfortable lying on your back?”

      Almost as if he knew. Everything was so different with him. His hungry gaze ravished her from head to foot, as if he couldn’t wait to get inside her, but his touch was gentle and restrained as he stroked her hip and her belly, and even more gentle when it ranged further to cup her breast.

      “I could get used to this.” Charity nuzzled his cheek.

      “That’s the idea. Is there anything else you’d prefer me not to do?”

      How did she get so lucky? With his gaze locked on her, so gentle and caring, yet full of desire, her courage blossomed. “How about if we do what comes naturally… and play it by ear?”

      A lopsided grin made him look younger, carefree. “We can do that.”

      If she hadn’t already fallen head over heels in love and want and need with this amazing man, those four little words would have done it. Her heart was his.
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      He was in so much trouble, but as he took in the wonder of the woman who lay next to him, Nick couldn’t give a damn.

      Years of abstinence, years of his hand and his cock becoming bosom buddies, all of it evaporated like mist in the sunlight she’d brought into his life.

      Live in the moment. He’d learned that the hard way. Deal with the now, don’t think about the might-be, because that could be snatched away without warning. If he could, he’d keep this moment forever.

      He’d never gone in much for worshipping a woman while making love to her. Before he’d gotten engaged, sex had been a fun way to pass the time while satisfying a natural need. After he’d gotten engaged, fun had gradually morphed into a cross between duty and habit when he returned from his deployments, though he’d never been conscious of it at the time.

      With Charity, it would be neither duty nor habit. It would be special, the creation of some rich memories to last until she found her true north. That wasn’t the bastard who’d hurt her, and it wasn’t Nick, but he could be her compass, steering her toward the place she was meant to be.

      With a deep sense of awe, he allowed his fingertips to explore her. If things were different, this would never get old. Soft and curvy where a woman should be soft and curvy, he traced a wandering line down her side and over her hip, drew circles there while he listened to the change in her breathing that signaled growing arousal.

      He’d learned a lot from his relationships over the years, even if they hadn’t for the most part been serious. Charity liked what he was doing to her—her legs shifted restlessly, her thighs parting in invitation to deepen the intimacy to prove it.

      Short, silky curls greeted his fingertips. He liked that—a woman who wasn’t afraid to be a woman. “Hmm—nice.”

      “You don’t mind?”

      Mind? Was she crazy? “Only an idiot would object.”

      “I must have met more than my fair share of idiots, then.”

      Something—he wasn’t sure what—stabbed him in the gut. “You’ve met a lot of idiots?”

      Her hips rotated, pushing against his fingers. “How am I supposed to answer that?”

      He wanted to say truthfully. Trouble was, that would make him sound like a possessive Neanderthal. Yeah, around this woman he could easily turn into one. Fortunately, she saved him from making a fool of himself.

      “Let’s put it this way—there haven’t been many men in my life, but the proportion of idiots is pretty high.”

      He liked that answer way too much. “They didn’t know what they were missing—but I’m glad they didn’t.” He resumed stroking her outer folds.

      Charity gave a delicate shudder. “I don’t care what they were missing. I’m too busy enjoying.”

      “Good. See if you enjoy this as much.”

      With the next stroke, he slipped a finger deeper, making contact with the swollen bud of her clitoris. A light scratch over the top, and she jerked and cried out, fingers digging into his biceps.

      “Sorry, I—”

      “No, it’s good. Again. Please.”

      The breathy plea told him he’d hit the right spot. He did it again and she responded with a husky moan. Cause and effect in action. He loved it, especially when her body’s reaction soaked the fingers easing deeper and deeper inside her. “You like that?”

      “Is that British understatement at work again?” She stroked his cheek.

      He kissed the curve between her neck and shoulder. “Could be. So?”

      “I like it.”

      The look on her face said she a whole lot more than liked it. He reveled in the fact that she seemed so relaxed around him. “Is that American understatement?”

      She touched her lips to his. “Could be.”

      “Maybe I need to up my game, then.” He deepened the contact.

      Charity allowed him to finish the kiss before drawing back. Her hand on his chest was gentle but firm. Her gaze met his—challenge sparked in the blue. “Maybe you need to stop talking.”

      “Gone off the accent?”

      “Never, but you can recite the phone book to me another time.”

      He’d recite anything for her—even the alphabet backward, if that was how she wanted it. What she wanted right now, though, was something else entirely. He read it in every touch, every glance, every expressive movement of her delectable body.

      Knowing she wanted him drove him to be the man she needed. That required control, and while he attended to her pleasure, he could take his own from knowing every inch of her beauty, with his hands, his eyes and his mouth. He touched and kissed her everywhere—her face, her breasts, her belly, working his way down to the apex of her thighs and the treasure to be found there. His every move was calculated to do nothing but please her.

      He reached her mons, and as he was about to kiss her there, she tensed. Hell, no—the bastard hadn’t hurt her there as well? “Charity?”

      “I’m sorry—it’s okay, don’t stop. I just need—” She broke off, as if struggling to find the words.

      “Anything.” Her pain tore him apart.

      “I just need to get used to it not hurting anymore.”

      Nick’s heart shattered. Though it would kill him to stop, he couldn’t go on if she wasn’t ready. “Sweetheart—”

      “I can’t explain why—I don’t want to think about it. It’s in the past, it’s gone. If you want to help me, then don’t stop. Please. I feel safe with you. I… trust you.”

      He didn’t need to be psychic to sense that was a major admission for her. And if that was what she wanted, who was he to argue? “I’ll take care of you, love.”

      “I know.”

      Her quiet confidence in him blew his mind. Knowing she felt that way, his first taste of her was amazing, an aphrodisiac like no other. Trapped between his own body and the bed, his cock was painfully hard already. As he licked her folds and suckled gently on her clit, it became even more so, but his own discomfort came a long way behind watching her reactions.

      Tension ebbed and flowed through her body. Her hands clenched into the sheets, grabbed fistfuls of white cotton and pulled and twisted it in all directions. Although her soft moans of pleasure excited him further, he held himself in check, until finally she came beneath his mouth, back arching away from the bed, and with a cry that made his inner caveman give a silent, chest-beating roar of triumph.

      “Oh my God, Nick—please.”

      She sounded exhausted, but Nick was nowhere near letting her off the hook. “I’ve barely started, love.”

      With her legs draped over his shoulders, he settled in to eat her out in earnest. Her body writhed beneath his touch. Her hips bucked, demanding even more from his mouth, while her gasps and mewling cries of renewing arousal triggered an answering response in him. His desperation to be inside her grew, demanding even more self-control.

      “Nick, please!”

      This time, her frantic plea came with an ambush he couldn’t ignore. When a woman grabbed a man’s hair and pulled, he didn’t have much choice in where to go. As her arms wrapped around him and her mouth demanded a kiss that sought out his very soul, her legs hooked around his thighs, pulling them closer together.

      “Christ, Charity!”

      “Don’t stop!”

      He had maybe half a dozen brain cells still capable of thought and common sense, but for how long was anyone’s guess—seconds, if he was lucky. He reached for the square foil packet—thank God he’d left it so close—ripped it open with his teeth and rolled the condom onto his aching dick.

      Charity was soaking wet between her legs. He rubbed her clit again, hard and fast, until she was crying and begging and screaming his name. In one slick movement, his body almost shaking with the effort to hold on, he guided himself inside her.

      The bliss of it almost wrenched away the last vestiges of his self-control. They moved together as if they’d been lovers forever, bodies in harmony in a sensual dance of give and take that helped each to heal the other and put to flight the echoes of their individual pasts.

      Nick didn’t last long—in that respect, he’d been right on the money. He came shouting Charity’s name, with an orgasm that almost tore his body apart. Chest heaving, lungs dragging air into an oxygen-starved body, he rolled to one side but made sure he kept his arms around Charity.

      She was sobbing his name, not in grief but in joy. Tears streamed down the face that looked at him as if he’d just performed some sort of miracle.

      Nick knew the truth, though. There was only one miracle here, and she was it. How in the name of heaven could he live without her after this?
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      Lying on her stomach, head pillowed on her arm, Charity watched her lover as he slept beside her. Her body ached in places that had nothing to do with riding a horse and everything to do with riding the gorgeous man with whom she’d fallen gloriously, irrevocably, irretrievably in love.

      Her soul was at peace. For the first time since her ex-husband had shown his true colors, since she’d found the courage to end the torment he’d put her through, she felt whole inside.

      It was strange, it was wonderful, and it was all thanks to the man who’d made love to her through the night, as if he couldn’t get enough of her.

      Nicholas Henry Blackmore.

      A crazy grin made her cheeks ache. He’d sworn her to secrecy about Henry. Not many people knew his middle name, so she was one of a privileged few.

      Charity would have sighed, but she didn’t want to risk waking her prince. He deserved to sleep after the night they’d spent together, but soon she’d have to get up and get the morning baking started. Until then she was happy just to have him in her bed, after the best night of her life.

      Nick grunted in his sleep and rolled onto his side. He’d have taken the sheet with him if she hadn’t made a grab for it. The change in position revealed the scars on his back. Charity’s heart contracted. What on earth had happened? Had anyone else been involved? And when had it happened? It must have been a while ago, because the scars were completely healed. Myriad questions tumbled around her mind, but the truth was, it was none of her business. She and Nick weren’t in a relationship, after all—at best, they were time-limited friends-with-benefits, watching the clock until he returned home. To soothe her bruised emotions, she leaned forward and placed a butterfly-light kiss on his shoulder, in a spot where the skin was miraculously smooth and unblemished.

      “Good morning, love.”

      His voice was rough, gravelly, and sexy in a way that scored a direct hit on her lady parts. He rolled back toward her, and her heart flipped again at the slumberous, hooded gaze he turned on her. God, she’d have this man stay in her bed forever, if she could. “Good morning. Did you sleep okay?”

      The corner of his mouth turned up in a lopsided grin. “Eventually. I have some unfinished business, though.”

      He sat up. The sheet fell away from his chest and she all but launched herself at him, desperate for more of the body she’d gorged on the previous night. His hand cradled the back of her head and she gave herself up to the magic of his wicked, wicked mouth.

      Without thinking, she wrapped her arms around her lover. Though her arm came to rest on the area of his injury, she didn’t flinch at the sensation of the ridges. Instead she pressed closer, telling this man with her lips and her body that she loved the whole of him, hoping he’d get the message.

      With great reluctance she drew back, her eyes never leaving his. “I know it’s early and I hate to do this, but I have to get to work. If I don’t go now, I won’t have everything ready for when we open up.” She leaned in for a swift kiss of apology. “I’m going to grab a quick shower. Why don’t you relax, take your time, and when you’re ready, come down and I’ll get you something to eat?”

      “Maybe I should help you in the shower. Four hands could get you clean faster than two.”

      His grin was almost irresistible, but if she didn’t stick to her guns, there’d be trouble. “Four hands could make me late for work. If you need a toothbrush, you’ll find a new one in the top drawer in the bathroom.”

      “Thanks, but I’m good. I brought everything I needed from the hotel.”

      “Okay, then. I won’t be long.” She dropped a light kiss on Nick’s cheek.

      “Take your time—I’m not going anywhere.”

      As she stood under the shower, a random thought about Nick bringing everything he needed popped into her head. She’d have been more surprised if he hadn’t—the man was effortlessly efficient in everything he did. In her experience, too efficient—for a man. Ray had been efficient, too, but she’d attributed it to his military training.

      Charity went still. No, it couldn’t be true. It was nonsense. She was making connections that simply didn’t exist—but even as she tried to deny the existence of those connections, more signs presented themselves.

      Nick’s sense of organization and efficiency on its own meant nothing, but then she remembered the impression she’d had of his skills at the gun range—he’d proved himself a far better shot than he claimed, and in spite of his humorous comments, he’d known his way around guns. And then there’d been his friend, John. A haircut didn’t mean anything, but his bearing—she’d seen that before.

      They’d trained together. A course, they’d said. What kind of course?

      Memories flashed, a mental assault of all the times she’d been on the receiving end of what the army had taught Ray. Somehow those images mutated, and it wasn’t Ray’s fists raining blows on her body but Nick’s. His face wore Ray’s evil smile of pleasure at her pain. Collapsing to her knees, she stuffed her fist in her mouth to stifle the sobs on the verge of choking her.

      “It’s not real.”

      Hearing herself whisper the words wasn’t much help. They’d warned her flashbacks could happen when her ordeal with her ex-husband had ended, but nothing had quite prepared her for this. She had to know the truth. If there was even the smallest chance she was putting two and two together and getting something other than four, she wanted to know.

      She needed to know. She’d never been so desperate to be wrong in her entire life.

      Thank God she’d taken her clothes into the bathroom with her. She needed her armor. Fully dressed, Charity felt more prepared to ask the hard questions. As for whether she was prepared to hear the answers…

      When she entered the bedroom, he looked up from his cellphone and greeted her with a smile. Not just any smile. Oh no, it had to be the magic kind. However, as she stood there in silence, just looking at him, with her arms folded across her stomach like a shield, that smile disappeared, morphing into a frown of concern as he dropped his phone on the bed, flung back the sheet, and stood—a magnificent, gloriously naked male.

      Even now, with this burgeoning tension poisoning the atmosphere between them, he still turned her on. She couldn’t allow herself to give in.

      “Charity, what is it? What’s wrong? Tell me.”

      He took a couple of steps toward her, but something in her expression clearly warned him against coming closer.

      “If I ask you a question, will you tell me the truth?”

      Her question mystified him, but that was okay—if he was off-balance, he might be more inclined to do as she asked.

      “Of course. What do you want to know?”

      “You’re not really an accountant, are you? You’re a soldier. Is that how you were burned?” Urgency and growing dread made her interrogation more direct than it might otherwise have been.

      He went still, as if her demands were loaded weapons pointed straight at him. “That’s more than one question.”

      “Don’t play games—tell me!”

      The stand-off lasted a few more seconds, then Nick sighed. “I am an accountant. I was a soldier. Household Cavalry. My patrol was attacked, and the personnel carrier I was in was hit by an RPG. Good men died, and I was left with the scars. What’s this got to do with us, now?”

      Nausea overwhelmed Charity. She’d been so wrong, so horribly, horribly wrong. Nick was a soldier, just like Ray, and that made him another mistake she’d let into her heart and her home.

      Listen to yourself. He’s an accountant. He left the army. It’s been years—and he isn’t Ray. He may have been what Ray is, but he. Is. Not. Ray.

      Her head, her heart and her instincts were at war, and each of them was screaming at her to listen. Adding to the white noise in her head was the stunning male animal standing in front of her, reminding her of everything they’d just shared… and the fact that her tender lover was also a trained killer.

      But it wasn’t enough. Leopards don’t change their spots. Ray had brutalized her. The cuts and bruises were long gone, but the memory of them remained. Nick’s gentleness and passion could never win the battle against that kind of terror. No matter how much she wanted him, the risk was too great.

      “I want you to go. Please leave.”

      “Charity? What’s going on?”

      Nick might be confused by the about-turn in her attitude toward him, but he was nowhere near as confused as she was herself. In that confusion, though, one instinct dominated—self-preservation, and it was screaming at her to run.

      Except she couldn’t run. This was her home, her sanctuary, and the only place where she had any hope of calming the tumult in her head. There was only one thing she needed from him now.

      “Go. Please. Just go.”
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      When Charity went down to the coffee shop, about an hour after she’d evicted Nick from her life, she didn’t expect Tay to appear in the kitchen doorway.

      “What are you doing here so early? Is everything all right?” Charity glanced toward the public seating area. “They haven’t—”

      “No, they haven’t. There’s no graffiti today. I came in early to experiment with some recipe ideas. What’s happened? You look like someone stole your puppy.”

      Tay and her colorful turns of phrase. Just what Charity needed, a reminder that life carried on. Something had been stolen, but it definitely wasn’t a puppy—it was her foolish infatuation with Nick, and she was better off without it. Her teeth worried her lower lip. She’d better get this over with. “Nick’s ex-army.”

      Tay’s reaction wasn’t what Charity anticipated. One eyebrow raised, she looked at Charity as if she were waiting for the punch-line to a joke. “And?”

      Charity frowned. “Ex-army. Like Ray.”

      Tay folded her arms, cocked a hip, and fixed Charity with a hard stare. “Even if he is ex-army, I doubt very much he’s like that POS. What did you do? Please tell me you didn’t use that crazy-ass excuse to finish with him?”

      “You know as well as I do it was only ever going to be a short-term fling.”

      “Oh girlfriend, you and I need to talk. You go in there.” She nodded toward the kitchen. “I need you to taste-test my ideas. I’ll make the coffee, and then I’m gonna kick your ass.”

      “What?” Charity couldn’t believe what her friend had just said.

      Tay’s eyes narrowed. “You heard.”

      “But why?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe for letting that bastard ex of yours win. Definitely for being dumb enough to kick a good man out of your life for the stupidest damn reason I ever heard. Now go.” She pointed to the kitchen. “I’ll bring the coffee.”

      Still stunned by her friend’s attitude, Charity did as she was told. As she entered the kitchen, the tantalizing fragrance of fresh baking drew her in. Laid out in prime position were half a dozen different sweet delights. Tay’d been busy, all right. Charity took a couple of plates out of a cupboard and moved two stools to the counter where temptation beckoned.

      A few minutes later, Tay set the beverages down on the counter, then cut two slices of a mouth-watering pie. “Try that and let me know what you think.”

      It was as delicious as it looked. Charity couldn’t stop the low moan of bliss that came when the delicately flavored sweetness caressed her taste buds. “That’s amazing. Unusual for breakfast, but amazing.”

      “You think it’ll work for the customers?”

      “They’ll love it.” She had no doubt.

      “Good,” Tay approved. “Ready for your ass-kicking now?”

      Charity sighed. “Okay. But remember—he’s a Brit on a business trip. By definition he’s going home soon. We both knew that, and we were both okay with it.”

      Tay wrapped her hand around her mug and lifted it to her lips. One sip, and she gave a contented sigh. “Yeah, about that. So, he’s on a business trip and he’s going home. Where does it say he can’t come back? Love’s love, and international borders aren’t insurmountable.”

      “Who said anything about love?” Charity stared into her latte, shoulders tightly hunched.

      “I did, since you won’t. I know this is all tied up with Ray. Charity, he broke your heart, but he didn’t break you then—don’t let him break you now. I know there’s all this crap goin’ on with the vandalism but think about it. You had the strength to walk away from him and your marriage, and that means you have the strength to risk your heart again. Risk opening up to Nick. Maybe he’s here to show you that not all military men are like that bastard, and there are good and decent ones out there. Maybe his purpose is to help you open your heart again, so that you’re ready when the right man does come along.” Tay paused. “Or maybe he even is the right man.”

      “You’re saying maybe a lot.” Charity grumbled.

      “That’s the best you got? Then I guess I’m winning. But have you thought about it? That maybe he came here that first morning for reason?”

      “He came for breakfast.”

      “Oh, you are one stubborn woman!” Tay’s expression gentled as she took Charity’s hand and squeezed it. “I know what Ray did to you, and he deserves to burn in hell for it, but you can’t keep on letting him control you like this. Don’t you think it’s about time you got the happiness you deserve after living with that monster?”

      Charity shrugged. Part of her wanted to agree, but the part of her that had been most wounded by her ex-husband’s words and actions, the part that said she wasn’t worthy, was still too strong.

      “No? You’re wrong, Charity. You do deserve to be happy, more than anyone I know. You went through hell, and I think Nick came along to do more than point you in the right direction to find that happiness. I think he is the right direction.” Tay took two pastries from a cooling tray and added them to the plates with the remnants of pie. “Try that. Have you thought maybe you have a purpose in his life, too?”

      Charity bit into the pastry. Chewing gave her another few seconds of thinking time. “That’s delicious. I love it. You really believe all that, don’t you?”

      “Yes, I do. Don’t forget, hon, I’ve seen you with him, and I haven’t seen you so happy since you came here.”

      Tay was right—she had been happy with Nick. Remembering that happiness made the ache in her chest even worse. “Look, even if there’s anything to what you’ve said about him having a purpose in my life, what purpose could I possibly have in his?”

      Tay lifted her shoulders in a shrug. “I don’t know. I don’t know the man, but I’ve seen him when he’s come in here and when the two of you have been together. Those scars on his neck don’t bother you, but maybe there’s been someone in his life who was bothered. They as bad as they look?”

      Charity’s heart contracted. The pain was almost physical. Thinking about Nick’s scars brought back her reaction when she’d seen the full effect. And though Charity would never confirm it to her friend—it was Nick’s business, after all—Tay had been right on target with her suggestion that someone else hadn’t been able to handle the disfigurement. Lost in thought, Charity pushed the rest of the pastry around her plate.

      “Is that really why you broke up with him? Because of his scars? Have I got it wrong?”

      Charity heard the challenge in her friend’s voice, along with a combination of disbelief and disapproval. “You know me better than that, Tay. I told you why I split up with Nick. He’s military.”

      “He’s an accountant who happens to be ex-military. Nick’s not Ray. Neither’s Bree’s husband. There are hundreds of good, decent men in the military, probably thousands. Bastards like your ex are in the minority. From what I’ve seen, Nick’s in a minority, too, but one that most het women who are breathing and legal would love their man to be a part of.”

      “And what minority is that?” Charity had asked the question, but she wasn’t sure she was ready for the answer.

      “Men who still believe in honor and doing the right thing. You remember when he cleaned the window for you? He didn’t have to do that.”

      “He’s still going home soon.” She’d thought that was a strong argument in her favor, but as Charity uttered the words, she realized it was the exact opposite.

      Tay honed in on the crack in Charity’s defenses. “And that makes trying to have a relationship with him pointless? You do recall how this country came to be, don’t you?”

      “Of course I do, and I also happen to know this is the twenty-first century. Life isn’t that simple anymore.”

      “It is if you want it to be. Life is what you make it, and the effort you put into it. If you’re prepared to do whatever it takes, you can have the exact life you want.”

      As Charity weighed and mixed and kneaded her way through the morning’s bake, she mulled over her friend’s last words. They played on an endless loop, and with each cycle, her memories of Nick’s tenderness and care gained strength, while the arguments against wanting more than a brief liaison with him became weaker and weaker. And the more she thought about it, the more she realized she couldn’t give up without a fight.

      If she didn’t try, she’d never know if they could have had more than a fling. How would she feel six months from now if she didn’t pursue the possibility? If Nick told her he wasn’t interested, wounded pride wouldn’t kill her, but the torment of “what if” could break her heart.

      It was way past time for her to stop blaming all men for the actions of one. Oh, she’d talked the talk about not letting Ray control her life anymore, but now she had to walk the walk.

      Before that, however, there was an apology to be made. Her behavior when she’d asked him to leave had been inexcusable. The thought of it left her mortified. She had no choice, though, because without setting things right first, there could be no hope for more.

      And she wanted more so very, very much.
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      For as long as he lived, Nick would never understand women. He unlocked the door of his hotel suite and felt as if he were stepping back into the life of a man he didn’t know.

      For the first time ever, he cursed the years he’d spent serving his country. Not even when the pain of his injuries had had him screaming in agony had he felt such a sense of anger toward the British Army for simply existing.

      He threw his bag across the room and raked a hand through his hair. He wasn’t supposed to feel this way. He wasn’t supposed to feel this way about her, and with the way things had broken up between them, he should be laughing at having gotten off so easily, like any asshole who used women for sex and discarded them as soon as the novelty wore off.

      Just a few more days—that was all he had to get through. Focus on work. Get out of town as much as possible, avoid The Honey House and any other place Charity was likely to be at all times, and at the end of it, get the hell out of Texas as planned, never to return.

      He shook his head. What the fuck had he been thinking, anyway? This was a business trip, not a vacation, and for what he’d allowed to happen with Charity, he deserved a kick in the ass, straight out of the company, for dereliction of duty.

      His cellphone vibrated, alerting him to a text. Cam, wanting to know if he was available for a quick meeting before breakfast. Nick checked the time. Shit, it was ridiculously early. He still needed to shower. After Charity lobbed that hand grenade into what was happening between them, he hadn’t felt inclined to hang around to clean up.

      Still, the sooner he buried himself in some work, the better, because it was his best chance of not thinking about that blasted woman and the way she’d gotten under his skin.

      That was when he realized precisely how delusional he was capable of being, because he doubted there would even be one day during the rest of his life when he didn’t think about Charity Reynolds and the brief glimpse of heaven he’d found in her arms.
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      “Have you swung by Charity’s place today?”

      When Nick answered Ghost’s call, that was not the greeting he was expecting. And even though he was no longer a part of Charity’s life, her safety was a different matter. Ghost wouldn’t have called him and opened with that question without good reason. “No, I haven’t. What’s wrong?”

      “I think you need to see something, and we need to talk. Are you at the hotel?”

      “Planning to be here for most of the morning.”

      “Too busy to leave now?”

      He should have been, but there was an undercurrent to Ghost’s words that made Nick sit up and take notice. “Tell me.”

      “Easier to show you. ETA three minutes.”

      The somber quality in Ghost’s tone set Nick’s inner alarm bells ringing even more loudly. “Copy that. I’ll be waiting at the front.”

      On the way, he stopped off at Cam’s room. “I just had a call from Ghost. There’s something at The Honey House I need to see.”

      Cam frowned. “What’s happened?”

      “I don’t know, but he thinks I need to be there. He wouldn’t say that without a damn good reason. He’s on his way here to pick me up.”

      “How about if you call him back and tell him to meet the two of us there? An extra pair of hands could be useful.”

      Nick was grateful for Cam’s offer to help. “Thanks, but there’s something he needs to talk to me about, and… it could be something you don’t need to risk being involved in.” There’d been something in Ghost’s voice that told Nick things were about to get complicated—if that happened, he didn’t want the other man to be dragged into it with him.

      “Bullshit. If he needs to talk to you in private, then I’ll follow you down there. And I’m not taking no for an answer. We’re a team, all of us in the company, no matter what we do—sometimes I think the accountant forgets that, where the officer wouldn’t. Besides, you might need me to keep your arse out of trouble.”

      Emerging from the hotel, Nick waited under the portico while Cam continued on to the parking lot. Twenty seconds later, with impeccable timing, Ghost’s pickup pulled up and Nick climbed in. He didn’t waste time on small talk. “What’s going on?”

      “They hit her place again. Worse this time. After you told me about what’s been happening to the coffee shop, I’ve kept an eye on the place when I can. I also got a friend of mine to do some digging around. What Tex doesn’t know about computer systems isn’t worth knowing. If the intel’s on a computer somewhere, he’ll find it.”

      “And?” Something about Ghost’s demeanor set Nick’s internal alarm bells ringing even more loudly.

      “Did you know your girl’s divorced?”

      That was news to Nick. Then again, in the circumstances of their relationship, it probably wasn’t an obvious topic of conversation. Not that it mattered, anyway. “When?”

      “About two and a half years ago. Her ex is a guy named Raymond Slattery.”

      A couple of pieces of the puzzle that was Charity clicked silently into place. God, he wanted to be wrong about what he was thinking, about why Charity had reacted the way she did when he made love to her. All the same, he had to know for sure. “What were the grounds? Did Tex manage to find out?” Silence greeted his questions. “Ghost?”

      “You’re not gonna like it. According to the records, it was cruelty.”

      He knew it. Nick’s hands curled into fists, ready to punch the bastard’s lights out, as white-hot anger seethed and boiled through his veins. “What else?”

      “Tex didn’t like it, either, so he did some more digging. I’m sorry.”

      “Tell me.” Nick braced himself for the truth.

      “Around the time they must have separated, Charity suddenly stopped being ‘clumsy’ and needing to go to the emergency room on a regular basis.”

      It didn’t take a genius to work out why. If he ever got his hands on the piece of shit…. “Was he ever arrested?”

      “No.” Ghost sounded as angry about it as Nick was. “Taken in for questioning, but Daddy’s a big noise up on Capitol Hill. Looks like he kept pulling strings to keep his boy out of trouble. I hate it as much as you do.”

      As if Nick needed any more reasons to despise the bastard. Then he caught another vibe coming from Ghost. “What else?”

      His friend’s grip on the steering wheel tightened, turning his knuckles white. “Makes me sick to say it, but… he’s army. A demolition specialist.”

      “Fucking hell.” That explained it. The last pieces slotted into place with the clanging finality of a death knell. No wonder she’d frozen him out when he’d revealed his past career as a soldier. “Why didn’t she leave him as soon as it started?”

      “Why doesn’t everyone in that position? You’d have to ask her that, but it ended when he damn near killed her. Tex doesn’t know for sure, but he said the way things look, he wouldn’t be surprised if Daddy hadn’t influenced the divorce as well—throw enough cash at any problem, and you can buy a faster solution. His guess was it looked better to have a divorce in the family than a murder conviction.”

      Then Nick remembered something Charity had said the first time he’d seen the obscenities scrawled across the store front. “She told me she knew who was behind it, but he was hundreds of miles away. Did Tex mention where her ex is based?”

      “Not specifically, but that ties in with what he said about the guy being too far away to carry out the vandalism himself.”

      Nick mulled over the implications of everything Ghost had just told him. Something bothered him. “Assuming the bastard is behind all this, if they’ve been divorced for over two years, why did this only start a few months ago?”

      Ghost shrugged. “Could be any number of reasons. Deployments overseas—you know what it’s like. With a psychopath like Slattery, anything could be a trigger.”

      “Do you think—bloody hell, look!”

      As the pickup turned the corner, a chair came flying out of the coffee shop doorway. The vehicle had barely slewed to a halt before Nick jumped out, instantly taking in the words “BITCH” and “SLUT” daubed in letters around four feet high. “What the fuck…?”

      “Stop! Please, stop!”

      As the Cayenne pulled up alongside and Cam jumped out to join them, Nick’s heart recognized the voice sobbing those words over and over, and his body responded before his brain could advise caution. Caution had no place here, not when Charity needed help. He charged inside, deaf to his friends yelling at him to stop, and launched into the nearest of the three scumbags hell-bent on destroying anything not nailed down.

      He’d boxed briefly for the regiment when he graduated from Sandhurst, but he wasn’t ashamed to employ every dirty trick he knew against these lowlifes, and he didn’t hold back. Against him, a Delta Force operative, and a former SAS staff sergeant, the bastards had no chance. Fists flew freely, and under a barrage of expert blows and kicks, all three punks were subdued within moments, before being immobilized with the judicious use of some handy zip ties and silenced with the application of some heavy-duty tape from Ghost’s truck.

      “Charity?”

      Nick wasn’t about to insult her intelligence by asking her if she was all right when it was plain to anyone that she wasn’t. He was about to take a step toward her, but then he recalled how they’d parted company. She wouldn’t want him anywhere near her.

      “Charity?” Ghost stepped forward. “It’s John—John Benbrook. Nick’s friend. We met at the gun range a couple nights ago, remember?”

      “I remember.”

      She was visibly trembling now. Nick longed to take her in his arms to comfort her, but Cam’s hand on his arm held him back. Cam shook his head and nodded toward Ghost. Let him handle this.

      It made sense. Even if she and Ghost were virtual strangers, as Americans, they had something in common that he could never share.

      “Can you tell me what happened?” Ghost continued. “Do you know who these guys are, why they did this? I saw the graffiti before. I assume they’re responsible for that as well?” He nodded toward the front windows.

      “I c-came down and s-saw the mess. I d-don’t know why, but I went out to see if there was anyone around. They were just down the street, laughing and pointing. I know it was a stupid thing to do, but I challenged them. I guess I expected them to run away; but they didn’t. They c-came back. I ducked back inside and locked the door, but they broke it in and s-started trashing the place.” She looked at the destruction around her, her expression so desolate that a murderous rage overwhelmed Nick. Again, only Cam’s hand gripping his arm stopped him from taking it out on the trash lying incapacitated on the floor.

      “I think we should call the police now, Charity,” Ghost said, his attitude still reassuring, although his voice now held a hint of command. “This has to stop.”

      “No! No, you can’t. It’ll just make things worse.”

      She was distraught and not thinking straight—a panic attack could do that to a person, and in the circumstances, Nick couldn’t blame her. He could almost follow her convoluted logic—take out her ex’s stooges, and who knew what he’d do in revenge. Didn’t make it right, though.

      He pulled free of Cam’s hold on his arm. “I know you don’t want me here, but you have to listen to me,” he insisted. “This is about your safety and your life. But if you don’t want to listen to me, then listen to him.” He lifted his chin in the direction of the Delta Force captain beside him. Charity had no idea Ghost was military too, but given her history, Nick knew his friend would keep it that way. Just as well, because there was no knowing how she’d take more interference in her life from yet another member of the armed forces.

      “Charity, let us put an end to this,” Ghost said. “We can do it. We can find him and make sure he doesn’t hurt you again. I also have a couple friends not too far away, ready to come down here right now to fix this.” He pulled his cellphone out of his pants pocket. “I’m going to call them as soon as I’m done with calling the cops to take these dirtbags out of here, and then we’ll get the place cleaned up. I know someone who can come fix the glass in the door, and we’ll do our best to get everything back to normal. Does that work for you?”

      Her gaze went from Ghost to the men on the floor, barely touching on Nick on the way. He could handle that, if she was going to be all right.

      “Can you stop him?”

      She directed the question at Ghost, who shot a questioning look at Nick, almost as if he were asking permission to carry on questioning her. Nick nodded, telling him silently to go ahead.

      “Who do you mean, Charity?” Ghost asked. “Tell me who else is involved in this.”

      Nick sent his friend a silent thank you for his discretion, in not dropping him further into the shit by revealing details of their recent conversation.

      She nodded. “It’s Ray—my ex-husband. It has to be. We’ve been divorced over two years, but for the last few months… he won’t leave me alone.”

      Nick felt the fear come rolling off her in waves as a look of resignation bordering on defeat shadowed her face. His hands clenched into fists once more. Though he felt the pull of abused knuckles after the fight, if Slattery appeared in front of him right now, he was ready to go as many rounds with that excuse for a man as it would take to remove him from Charity’s life permanently.

      “We can change that too, Charity,” Ghost said. “We can take out the garbage so you never have to deal with it again.”

      Nick shot his friend a look. You’d better mean that.

      Ghost’s single nod told Nick he did. It was all Nick needed.

      “It seems to me,” Cam said, finally breaking his silence, “that Charity could do with getting away from here while we finish clearing up. Do you have a friend you could stay with?”

      “Oh my God! What the hell happened?”

      All three men turned back toward the door. Nick wondered briefly if Cam had supernatural powers, and he’d somehow summoned Charity’s best friend through the ether. Taylor stood on the threshold of the coffee shop, her expression both horrified and incredulous, until her gaze came to rest on the men still lying on the floor. “You caught the douchebags who’ve been doing this?”

      Charity nodded. “Absolutely no doubt they’re the ones. I saw them. The writing’s the same. I recognize the curl on the C.”

      Nick thought back to the first time he’d seen the graffiti. As he’d scrubbed away the obscenity, he’d noticed the way that letter had been formed. Anyone stupid enough to write garbage like that in a uniquely identifiable way deserved to be arrested and have the full weight of the law brought down upon their worthless heads.

      “Good!” Tay stomped through the broken glass from the door and stopped right by the closest thug. Before anyone could stop her, with unerring accuracy, she unleashed a merciless kick that landed squarely in the guy’s groin. “That’s for all the misery and distress you’ve put my friend through, and all the damage you’ve done to her property!”

      As the man writhed and whimpered in agony, Nick made a mental note never to get on the wrong side of Taylor Markham.

      “Tay, stop,” Charity said softly. “That won’t change anything. These… gentlemen have said they’ll take care of everything—”

      “And we will,” Ghost interrupted. “Once you get what you need and leave.”

      Tay linked arms with Charity. “You’re coming with me, girl. We’ll go upstairs, grab your stuff, and let them deal with it. That’s what you need from us—right, guys?” Her gaze checked in with Cam, Ghost and Nick.

      “You got it,” Ghost agreed. “All the help we need will be here just as soon as I make the call.”

      “Tay, before we go, there’s something I need…” Her voice trailed off, and then she was looking straight at Nick.

      Great. She wanted to tear into him again. And from the way she was looking at him, Tay had not only come to the same conclusion, she knew why as well.

      “You do what you need to,” Taylor said, giving her a hug. “I’ll talk with these gentlemen. Go on.”

      Charity gave her friend an uncertain smile. In spite of what was looming on his horizon, Nick was touched by the charm of it.

      “Looks like you two need to have a conversation in private,” Ghost said. “We’ll get started on cleaning the place up.”

      “Thank you. I can’t thank you enough, all of you.” Charity looked at everyone but Nick—then she turned to him. “Upstairs would probably be the best place, but if you prefer—”

      “Upstairs is fine.” He lifted his arm toward the swing doors. “After you.”

      Nick followed Charity up the stairs to the apartment. He felt slightly awkward but told himself it would be worth it if whatever she wanted to say to him cleared the air between them. Nick had an intense dislike of loose ends, and this one had been bothering him since she’d banished him from her life. It would be preferable to leave everything tidy when he returned home.

      She didn’t waste any time. He’d barely had a chance to close the door behind him when she turned to face him. He stopped where he was, several feet away from her, even though, in spite of everything, he still wanted to be close to her. He reminded himself that life wasn’t fair, and no one ever got everything they wanted.

      “Nick, about the other day—”

      “It’s okay.” Knowing what he knew now, he’d make it as easy for her as possible. “You don’t have to explain anything to me.”

      “Maybe, maybe not, but I do need to apologize. I’m sorry I reacted the way I did. It was wrong—I was wrong, for so many reasons.” Her hands twisted nervously together. “Can you forgive me?”

      He closed the distance between them and took her hands, rubbing his thumbs over the back of them. “There’s nothing to forgive, love.” Without thinking, he wrapped his arms around her and drew her close. Still on autopilot, he kissed her forehead.

      “Can we keep seeing each other?” Her words vibrated against his chest. “It’s all right, I know what the limits are, but… I’ve missed you.”

      She’d spoken of limits. His head still insisted they were hard, but his heart's disagreement was getting stronger, its protest louder. It had started arguing that there was more to life than duty, and obligations could change with life events. He didn’t know how he could make it work, but there had to be a way.

      For now, though, he couldn’t say anything to Charity. Even if she did want this to last beyond the end of his trip, long-distance relationships were incredibly vulnerable to the risk of failure. Better to take it one day at a time.

      “I’d like that very much, Charity. I’ve missed you, too.”
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      It was time for him to make a move.

      Ray hadn’t planned on having to do it so soon, but he wasn’t happy about the latest developments in his campaign to get back at his ever-loving ex. Getting off base could be a problem, especially with the supplies he needed to teach the bitch a lesson she’d never forget, but he’d find a way.

      It was his own damn fault—he never should have left this latest escalation to those fucking morons. His main boy had stayed back to film the action but hightailed it out of there at the first sign of his friends getting their asses whipped.

      He viewed the recording again, focusing on the few seconds where the badasses laid into the stupid shitheads. Who the hell were these guys? He recognized two of them from the shots taken the night she went to the bar with them, but the tactics they were using… one of them sure looked like he could be military, while the other two landed blows that had the kind of training that didn’t obey no fancy-schmancy rules. Their moves were designed to take out the enemy with the least amount of effort.

      She was messing around with army guys? After the divorce, he’d heard she’d sworn off military dick for the rest of her life, yet here she was, putting out for three now. Three! Shit, she was even more of a whore than he’d thought. She’d spread her legs for three men, like a bitch in heat, but she’d done nothing for him. Wouldn’t let his buddies near her and wouldn’t use her smarts so they could get rich on the dark web and he wouldn’t have to do what his daddy said no more.

      He swiped his way to some of the still images they’d sent him. These were a couple days old now, taken when his old lady had gone to the store with the bearded bastard. Once inside, the two of them had separated—at least the punk had had enough sense to follow Charity. When Ray saw her putting the rubbers into the shopping cart, his feelings toward her seethed to a new level of cold, deadly rage. Seemed like she couldn’t wait for this one to put her on her back so she could get him inside her cunt.

      Had they already done the dirty by now, or was she only getting ready to let him bang her?

      “You sure are still pretty, darlin’,” he murmured. “But don’t you worry—your man’s comin’ back for you. He’s gonna fuck you real hard and remind you what it’s like to have some real cock between your legs, and then he’s gonna teach you not to step out of line ever again.”
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      “Are you okay closing up on your own?”

      Charity set the mop and bucket down and looked at Tay. “Seriously? You think I’m going to say no, so you’ll volunteer to help me out and be late for your first date in weeks? Get out of here and have a great time. And I want all the details tomorrow.”

      “All the details?” Tay waggled her eyebrows and dissolved into laughter. “Okay, okay. You know I don’t sleep with anyone on a first date—I’ll follow your shining example and wait ’til the second!”

      Charity blushed. That was exactly what had happened with Nick. “Go—and not another word!”

      Tay left and silence descended. For a second or two, nerves got the better of Charity, then she stiffened her resolve. She was not going to let Ray win. Even though the cops still hadn’t confirmed it after they’d arrested the thugs who’d trashed The Honey House, she knew her ex was responsible.

      She looked around the coffee shop and was once again amazed at how quickly John Benbrook had been able to organize the repairs. His contacts had worked wonders—the place was like new again. Her life had changed so much since the day she’d arrived in town—if only Ray would accept their divorce and leave her be. That was all she asked.

      At least the situation with Nick was resolved now, although she hadn’t seen much of him since—business had taken him out of town, and he’d only returned late. However, he had texted her, and that was enough to bring a smile to her face. She’d see him soon enough. She swished the mop in the soapy water, ready to get started on the last chore of the night.

      Music playing on her cellphone helped her to make light work of the floor. She was almost halfway through when the bell above the door tinkled. Damn it, she’d forgotten to lock up when Tay went.

      “I’m sorry, we’re…”

      Her ability to speak deserted her as she turned and saw who was standing just a few feet away from her—Ray, holding a gun on her, with the sinister bulk of a bulging duffel bag at his feet.

      “Hello, baby girl. Glad to see me?”

      She’d always hated it when he called her that—she hated it even more now. And while his tone would sound amiable enough to anyone who didn’t know their history, it was the cold, dead light in his eyes that filled her with dread. “Ray. What are you doing here?”

      “You’ve had your fun, darlin’. I came to teach you how a good wife should behave, ’cause a couple little birds told me you’ve been unfaithful, and you’ve had another man in your bed and let him fuck you. It’s no use denying it, I seen the proof with my own eyes. I’m here to take you in hand and teach you right from wrong, the way a real man should. Because I don’t care what Daddy and that court said—you are still my wife. My prop-er-ty.”

      The way he split the word into three syllables froze her blood. In that instant, dread turned to fear. Why hadn’t she tried harder to convince the police to do something about him?

      Her heart thudding wildly, she looked him in the eye. The man was every bit as terrifying as he always had been, but this time, no matter how scared she was, she was going to do her damnedest not to back down. “Ray, I was never your property. I’m no longer your wife. We’re divorced, and you have no right to be here. But if you leave now and give me your word you’ll never come back, I won’t call the police. I’ll forget you were even here, but you have to go now.” Anything to make him leave.

      “I’m not going anywhere darlin’, and I don’t want you to forget. I’m here to help you remember.” His free hand moved in a way she remembered all too well. “And I know exactly what to do to help you.”

      Dear God, it was even the same belt—she’d never forget that silver buckle of his.

      “How ’bout if we go upstairs, and we can make a start on your lessons right now? Time’s wastin’, baby girl.”

      She wasn’t going down without a fight. “Over my dead body.”

      The familiar, evil laugh turned her blood to ice. Memories clawed their way to the surface, and before he even laid a finger on her, she could feel his hands all over her once more. The way he’d snatched at her clothes, sometimes even ripping them in his haste. Her body shook.

      The barrel of the gun flicked in the direction of the doors to the kitchen area and the staircase up to her private quarters. “That’s what I’m countin’ on. I’m gonna teach you how to behave the way a good wife should, and then I’m gonna kill you and that bastard you’ve been fuckin’.”
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      Nick’s phone beeped, alerting him to a text. With a sigh, he unlocked the screen, wondering what on earth Cam wanted now, five minutes after the last interruption. How the hell could he tell his boss he’d get the revised cost model completed a lot faster with some peace and quiet?

      However, the message wasn’t from Cam. It was from Charity, and it contained only two words.

      Call me.

      Nick frowned. That didn’t sound right, and the sudden churning in his gut backed that up. On his guard for anything untoward, he made the call.

      “Charity?” He paused, but there was only silence. “Are you okay?”

      A bark of harsh male laughter came down the phone. “Charity can’t come to the phone right now—she’s tied up.”

      A solid ball of nausea settled in Nick’s stomach. He had no way of knowing, but there was only one person it could be—Slattery, Charity’s ex-husband, and the man who’d earned Nick’s everlasting enmity for the way he’d brutalized her. And though he wanted to reach through the phone and kill the bastard as slowly and painfully as possible, Nick mentally hammered a band of steel around his self-control. If the other man really was holding her prisoner, losing it wasn’t going to help anyone, least of all her. Above all, he had to sound reasonable, no matter the provocation. “Ray, listen to me. You—”

      “No, you listen to me. You fucked her—you come get her.” The snarled words seethed with vicious contempt.

      Nick ignored the deliberate taunt. “Where is she?”

      “Where do you think?”

      There couldn’t be many options. Slattery wasn’t local and wouldn’t know his way around. But he definitely knew about Nick and Charity’s relationship. Which meant he had her watched, probably by the thugs who’d vandalized The Honey House. And they’d seen her with Nick.

      “The Honey House?” The response was instinctive rather than logical, given that his lizard brain was on the brink of regressing to a state of primal aggression.

      “You got it, lover boy.”

      Nick wondered if Slattery would still sound so gleeful if he knew he’d just slapped a verbal signature on his own death warrant. “Let me speak to her. I need to know she’s alive and that she’s okay.”

      He’d plead if he had to.

      Silence at the other end made Nick’s blood run as ice-cold as his determination to rid Charity of her ex once and for all. But what if she was already dead? No, she was still alive. She had to be, otherwise nothing about this call made sense.

      “Nick?” Her voice trembled, but at least she was still alive.

      He breathed a little more easily. “Are you all right? He said you’re at The Honey House—is that correct?”

      “Y-yes, we’re here.”

      He hated the tremble in her voice. “Listen to me—it’s going to be okay. I’m coming for you.”

      “No! He’s insane! He has a gun and bombs—”

      The sound of a blow and a scuffle cut her off, adding fuel to the flames of Nick’s anger. “Charity? Charity, talk to me!”

      “Charity’s indisposed right now and can’t come to the phone.” The singsong tone resonated with insanity.

      Incandescent rage turned Nick’s voice low and deadly. “You bastard, what have you done to her? So help me, I’ll fucking kill you.”

      “Don’t get your panties in a bunch, Nicky—she’s alive. For now. I’ll tell you what. She wants to give you her heart, so I’ll make it real easy for the both of you. I’ll cut it out and leave it right here, where you can’t miss it. And if I see any sign of the cops, she dies even sooner. You got an hour.”

      “No, wait—”

      But before Nick could say anything else, the connection was severed. Slattery’s psychopathy had escalated to the extreme, and there was only one way to deal with it. Nick thumbed down his list of contacts. Though he wanted to go in all guns blazing to rescue Charity, he also needed to keep a clear head. That clear head told him he needed the assistance of someone with specialized training in hostage situations. He prayed his call would be answered. If they’d been deployed…

      “Ghost? I need your help, and we don’t have much time.”
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      “I’m coming with you.”

      Nick finished strapping the borrowed firearm to his thigh. When Ghost had given it to him in the parking lot of the shooting range as a precaution against trouble from Charity’s ex, he’d never imagined he’d have cause to use it. He straightened up and looked Cam in the eye. Nick’s years in the army came back with a vengeance. “You’re not. I’m pulling rank on you this time, Sergeant.”

      “Nick—”

      “Listen to me. I’m about to break the law. If this goes tits-up, I don’t want you anywhere near it. Stacie needs you home in one piece. Charity’s my girl, and it’s up to me to get her back—and if there are consequences to doing that, they’re mine to take.”

      It seemed Cam’s opinion differed somewhat. “We’re not in the fucking army now, you do not get to give me orders. You can’t do this alone.”

      “He won’t be.”

      Nick had left the door ajar when he’d received Ghost’s text informing him they were only a couple of minutes away. The two Brits turned to see the Delta Force officer standing in the doorway, backed up by two familiar faces who’d helped to repair The Honey House after it had been wrecked by Slattery’s goons—Hollywood and Beatle. Hard-ass through and through, their fierce expressions reflected Nick’s determination to bring the situation to a satisfactory conclusion.

      “Are you sure about this?” Nick asked. Even though there were no guarantees he’d prevail if he went up against Charity’s kidnapper alone, he wasn’t about to take anyone else down with him, especially if it could mean the end of their careers.

      “Wouldn’t be here if we weren’t.” Ghost strode into the room and rested a hip on one of the tables.

      “Ghost gave us a choice.” Hollywood offered a sidearm to Cam.

      “The whole team wanted to come,” Ghost elaborated. “They drew lots.”

      “Yeah, we got lucky.” Beatle handed out a couple of Kevlar vests.

      Ghost raised an eyebrow. “Yep, had a hard time keeping the numbers down to these two. So—you got a plan, or are you just going to take that cavalry thing literally and go charging in?”

      “Taking the piss again, Ghost? That the best you can do?”

      “Nope. The best we can do is stop your Limey ass from getting killed and help you save your girl. Read us in. I assume he’s armed?”

      The question brought everything into sharp focus. Nick would never forget the sound of the bastard hitting her because she’d risked all to give him some vital information. “I asked to speak to her—I wanted proof of life. She managed to tell me he has a gun and explosives before he hit her.”

      Her courage had staggered him, and her message had been invaluable. His rage had been white-hot. Of the two weapons at Slattery’s disposal, the latter were what Nick feared most. Firearms required the operator to be there—but bombs, they were nasty. They could be rigged to blow remotely, or on a countdown with a timer. A blast would be bad enough, but personal experience made his imagination fear the worst. If Slattery had incendiary devices… Nick would never forget the agony of the fire consuming his flesh. Or the smell, as he and the men with him had begun to roast alive.

      “Figures,” Ghost acknowledged with grim acceptance. “He’s going to use what he knows. What else?”

      “He’s holding her at The Honey House.” Nick pulled the floor plan he’d hastily scribbled on a sheet of paper out of his pocket and laid it on the table, so they could all see it. “I know you’re familiar with the layout, but I figured it wouldn’t hurt to have a refresher. What I don’t know is where exactly in the building he’s holding her.” Nick gave a frustrated, impatient sigh.

      “Who is he?” asked Hollywood.

      Nick glanced at Ghost and gave a brief nod. The Delta Force captain hadn’t gone into too much detail when his team came to help put right the damage to the coffee shop. “Her ex-husband. This harassment’s been going on for a while. I believe he’s escalated now because of me. This is my fault. He’s taken her because of me, and he’s going to kill her because of me.”

      “No,” Ghost countered. “This is all on him—not you, and not Charity. Him. At worst, all that’s happened is you’ve helped to bring this to a head sooner rather than later, and that’s no bad thing, because we’re here to help. We’re going to get your girl back, and we’re going to make sure she never has to worry about that piece of shit again. Got it?”

      Nick got it all right—the message in Ghost’s words and his expression was loud and clear. He nodded. “Let’s do it.”

      On the way to the coffee shop, Ghost briefed his men on what they knew about Ray Slattery. When it came out that he was military, their reactions were predictably harsh. Nick felt not the slightest glimmer of guilt about the sense of grim satisfaction that gave him. He owed all of them—and Cam, following in the Porsche—a big one.

      Their vehicles came to an unobtrusive halt down the street from The Honey House, well out of sight of their target. At this time of the evening, with all the neighboring stores closed up for the day, the area was quieter than the average churchyard. Anyone passing the solitary building that was the focus of their attention would have no idea anything was wrong.

      From his position opposite Charity’s place, Nick scanned the street, looking for anything out of the ordinary. Cam was a few yards away, while the Deltas were circling around to the side and rear of the building.

      “Nick, we’ve got a problem.”

      Ghost’s voice was quiet in Nick’s ear, coming through the sophisticated comms equipment the Deltas had brought with them along with the weapons and high-grade body armor.

      “Is this a problem we’ve already anticipated, or a new problem?” Jesus, they did not need to add to the heap they already had.

      “Maybe a new one. Do we know for sure he has her—”

      Without warning, the deafening explosion blew out the front of the coffee shop, spraying a lethal cocktail of glass, metal and wood fragments clear across the street. The force of the blast threw Nick and Cam off their feet and into an uncontrolled roll across the asphalt. Nick lurched upright as a wave of white noise assaulted his ears and his brain, robbing him momentarily of the ability to function logically. In a heartbeat, though, the uproar was overwhelmed by the memory of another explosion, one that choked him with the spectral screams of his men as they burned and died.

      “Charity!”

      Nick roared her name, and then, in a weaving, almost drunken run, took off toward the wreckage of her business and her home. Terror crawled under his skin and gnawed on his flesh, but there was no room for fear when the woman who meant more to him than life itself was in danger.

      “Nick!”

      He pivoted at the sound of Cam’s voice. “Call the cops and the fire department! I’ll get Charity!”

      His steps never faltered. Instead, Nick picked up speed and hurled himself through the flames belching out of the space where the door had been, landing with a dive roll that threw him straight back onto his feet and into the middle of an inferno.

      Christ, he’d used incendiaries. The maniac must have planted them throughout the main part of the coffee shop. An electric bolt of remembered terror had him momentarily frozen to the spot as fire licked at him, like a living beast taking a taste of what it planned to devour. Then, in his mind’s eye, he saw Charity’s face, the only reminder he needed to concentrate on his mission to locate her. He shouted her name, over and over, trying to make himself heard over the vicious, deadly, siren song of the flames. But flames came with a warning—a black, swirling mass of smoke, doing its level best to choke the life out of him.

      “Charity!”

      Where the hell was she?

      With every second that passed, the fire spread further. Ignoring the heightening risk, Nick tossed a mental coin and headed for the restrooms first, dodging his way around overturned chairs and upended tables, all of it fuel to feed the advancing blaze. He flung the restroom doors wide but found no one.

      With a curse, he retraced his steps, only to find even more of the coffee shop alight. Another fit of coughing almost had him bent double. Visibility was deteriorating, and the acrid smell of burning plastic was enough to make him gag. Explosive pops came from all sides, spraying sparks and spreading hell even further. With his access to the passageway to the kitchen area cut off, he had no choice but to vault over the counter, through the malevolent mass of billowing gray smoke.

      The fire wasn’t his only enemy. His imagination was on the attack too, calling on the terror lurking in the darkest recesses of his memory to conjure up scenarios where his escape route was entirely blocked and he was surrounded by flames cavorting in an evil dance of death. Flashbacks wrought havoc, laying booby traps for his mind as well as his feet, sending him stumbling with every other step, or so it seemed—but he couldn’t afford to give in to the mounting terror. He’d find Charity, they’d get out. No other outcome was acceptable.

      He burst through the swing doors and gulped in some relatively untainted air. He’d barely taken that breath when another blast threw him across the passageway. He scrambled to his feet, only to see an orange wall of hell erupt between him and the way he’d just come.

      A sharp spike of heat licked at his arm. Nick glanced down and froze—flames were dancing on his shirt sleeve, devouring the fabric as an appetizer, before consuming his flesh. Not this time. He slapped at his arm and extinguished the threat.

      “Charity!” This time her name was half-shout, half-sob, as another thought pulverized his ability to reason. What if the bastard had already killed her?

      He couldn’t let himself believe that—she was alive, because if she wasn’t, he’d know. He’d know.

      Where the hell could she be? Options were limited. The kitchen? If she was there, they might stand a chance of escaping through the emergency exit—always assuming it hadn’t been booby-trapped. As he approached, though, he heard a thumping sound coming from the storage closet next to the kitchen, and that thumping sound had a rhythm—three fast, three slow, three fast. Then a pause, and it started all over again—three fast, three slow, three fast, pause.

      SOS.

      He tried the handle. The door wouldn’t budge, but the key was still in the lock. He turned it and flung the door wide, to see Charity sitting on the floor, gagged with tape, ankles bound, and her arms tied behind her, unable to do anything except bang her heels on the floor to signal her distress. She’d been tethered to the narrow support column in the middle of the compact space, but what enraged him even more were the cuts and bruises she bore, the visible signs of the brutality Slattery had inflicted.

      “Jesus Christ! Let’s get you out of here.”

      In a second, he was on his knees beside her, coughing so hard he was in danger of puking his guts up. With fingers made clumsy by haste, he’d barely freed her mouth of the gag before there was another blast behind him and she cried out.

      “Get out of here! He’s going to kill you!”

      “Not without—”

      “Look out!”

      Nick whirled around, to see a man who could only be her ex-husband blocking off their only way out. A grin of pure evil twisted the man’s mouth, turning his manic face into a mask contorted by hatred. Sheer terror struck through Nick’s heart—not for himself, but for Charity, because that terror brought with it the certainty that their odds of getting out alive had just plummeted off a cliff edge.

      “I knew the explosion would get you in here—burn in hell!”

      Nick lunged for the door, but Slattery slammed it in his face. Nick twisted, intending to use his shoulder as a battering ram, but he was a fraction of a second too late. The lock clicked, and the force of the futile impact almost broke bones.

      “No!”

      Nick hammered on the door with his fists. Heat, terror and panic took him back nine years. The heat, part-real, part-remembered, was too intense. Frantic now, with every ounce of strength he possessed, he charged the door over and over again, yelling for help as loud as he could—knowing at the same time that only the fire department could get them out. Ghost and his team hadn’t come equipped for this—there was nothing they could do.

      Again and again, Nick tried to break the lock. It hadn’t seemed that strong, so should have given way relatively easily—unless Slattery had jammed a chair under the handle.

      Nick renewed his efforts, his frustration mounting with each blow that failed to deliver. Only Charity’s voice sobbing his name again and again shattered his single-minded determination and shifted his focus back to her.

      “Nick, please!”

      When her desperate plea finally got through to him, the past also lost its hold over him. Nick turned away from the door and the heat intensifying behind it. Reality struck with the force of a runaway locomotive. He couldn’t save her—he knew that now—but he could ensure she wasn’t alone when the fire reached them.

      Her cheeks were wet with tears, grimy from the smoke that had made its way into the small storeroom. He dragged a cloth from one of the shelves and dried her eyes, trying to clean her face before he set about releasing her bonds.

      “Nick!”

      Once free, she flung herself into his arms and he willingly caught her—caught her and held her as if it were the last good thing he’d ever do with his life. “It’s okay,” he said, even though he didn’t believe it. “The fire department’s on the way.”

      Charity held onto him and buried her face against his chest. “I’m not stupid, Nick. It’s going to be too late. They won’t find us in here, will they? They won’t know, and they won’t find us in time.”

      Nick wrapped his arms more tightly around her, holding her through a bout of coughing. He swallowed hard. Even though she was probably right, he couldn’t let her believe that. The rear of the closet was pretty much in the center of the building—provided the fire hadn’t spread to the other side of the back wall, seeking refuge there might buy them a few more vital, precious minutes. Even seconds might help.

      And if you believe that, there’s a bridge in Brooklyn with your name on it.

      “Back here. Come on.”

      After checking the wall for conducted heat, he herded Charity into a corner. They were still only feet from the fire, just on the other side of the door, the surface of which was already starting to bubble. Nick put himself squarely in front of his woman, so she couldn’t see anything but him. With cool, deadly focus, he unclipped the bulletproof vest and put it on Charity. It was a vain hope, but maybe that—along with his body—could keep the fire away from her long enough for her to survive. As he fastened the vest around her slim form, the cacophony of fixtures and fittings surrendering to the all-consuming blaze beyond the storeroom made her jump.

      Her tear-filled gaze met his. “Nick, what are you doing? Take it back. Please.”

      “Shh.” He tried to soothe her with his voice and his touch as he stroked her cheek and her hair. A smile wouldn’t hurt, either. “It’ll be okay.”

      She shook her head. “Don’t lie to me—not now.”

      He reached for another cloth, cursing when he recalled there was no way of wetting it. He folded it lengthways and tied it over her nose and mouth. Maybe it would help a little, buy her enough time for them to find her and save her. The fumes were starting to get to him, but he couldn’t let them win. “Then focus on me. On me, love. I’ll keep the fire from you as long as I can.”

      He kissed her and laid his forehead against hers. For the second time in his life, he was trapped in a confined space and surrounded by fire, but this time it was different. For Charity, he’d conquered his demons, and in the midst of hell on earth, he’d found his peace. He cradled her close and tucked her head into his chest.

      “Nick, there’s something I need to tell you. I—”

      “No, save your strength.”

      Her voice was muffled, but he’d made out her words. He knew what she was going to say, but he couldn’t bear to hear it, not when there was no chance of them surviving—he knew that now. It was too late for them. Knowing she felt the same way about him as he felt about her and there was nothing they could do about it was an even greater agony than knowing what awaited them in the next few minutes.

      Behind him, another blast blew the door open. A flash of heat from a thousand suns seared his back, and as his head exploded with pain and blessed unconsciousness claimed him, his last action was to fling himself over Charity to protect her. His last thought was a prayer that, for her sake, if she was meant to die tonight, then poisonous fumes would get her before the fire did.
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      Ice chilled his lips, tiny slivers that melted on contact and blessed his parched mouth and throat with their coolness. Coolness… Not heat, which was the last thing he remembered. He swallowed and licked his lips, searching for more of that refreshing respite from the furnace he was sure would kill him this time.

      Unless…

      That was it—he was dead. The furnace had done its job, he’d died, and this was heaven— though what he’d done to end up here, he had no idea.

      “Nick? Can you hear me? Nick?”

      He smiled—or tried to, because it seemed to require more effort than he could muster, especially with that soft voice surrounding him with its sweet music. By some glitch in the workings of the universe, he’d made it to the pearly gates, where his own amazing, beautiful angel was waiting for him.

      No. He frowned. That was wrong. His angel couldn’t be here. If she were, it’d mean she’d died too, and she couldn’t be dead. He’d saved her. He remembered… something… the explosion… he’d thought it was an explosion… blowing the door in, but he’d been wrong. Firefighters in bunker gear… that was what he’d glimpsed as he’d tried to turn toward the doorway before blackness finally overtook him…

      So… maybe he wasn’t dead after all.

      “Nick, I know you’re in there—wake up! For me. Please.”

      Something touched his lips and brought with it the soft scent of a familiar perfume. Her perfume. Yes, that was it, like summer in the garden back home, where his mother tended her roses, refusing to let even the head gardener near them. Back home, where the heat was usually benevolent, even at the height of summer.

      Why was everything in his head so confused? Oh, it was all too much. Maybe if he slept a little longer, it would all make more sense.

      There it was again, that gentle pressure on his lips. Still not ice, but it made him feel… loved. As did the cool hand on his forehead. In his mind, he gave a quiet sigh of contentment.

      “Nick Blackmore, you get off your lazy British arse and talk to me!”

      Lazy British arse. Now, the way she said that was funny, in one of the worst fake English accents he’d heard in years. He’d have to give her lessons. It was almost as bad as his pathetic attempt at what he’d called his Texas twang, an impression so appalling he’d earned himself a punch for the attempt.

      The voice—her voice—wasn’t for giving up on him, though. He was still tired and he wanted to go back to sleep, but she didn’t appear ready to let him. “What do you want to talk about?”

      His throat was still dry—no wonder he sounded so croaky. He wasn’t sure she’d heard him, but the torrent of kisses that suddenly rained down all over his face was probably a pretty good sign that she had. And now that he’d made the decision to wake up, he wanted to see her. “Charity.”

      “About bloody time. I was beginning to think you were going AWOL permanently. You’ve been unconscious long enough.”

      Nick wasn’t expecting to hear the grumpy tones of his boss, whom he’d last seen being propelled off his feet by the first blast—

      His memory crashed into consciousness-jarring life. “Oh shit, what happened? Is everyone all right? Charity? Cam? Are you both okay?” Nick struggled to sit up, only for Cam’s hand on his shoulder to force him to lie down again in what was clearly a hospital bed.

      “Stand easy, Nick. Everyone’s fine. A few cuts and bruises—and in your case, a little singeing around the edges—but everyone survived.”

      “Not quite everyone.”

      Nick turned to Charity. She looked more than a little uneasy. “Who? Slattery?” He had to know.

      It was Cam who provided the answer. “After you made that harebrained leap into the fire, I covered the front and called the fire department, while G—the others took the rear and side, as planned. They were about to force entry when another explosion blew out the side entrance, briefly incapacitating them, and a second one hit the front. Slattery exited through the kitchen, all guns blazing—must have been after he left you two trapped in the storeroom. As far as anyone’s been able to make out, he was still carrying one of his devices—why is anyone’s guess—but it seems to have been unstable. It detonated in his backpack while he was wearing it. The guys extinguished the fire just as the fire department and EMTs arrived. The EMTs did what they could to stabilize him, but he only lasted a few more minutes.”

      Imagination and experience combined to fill in what Cam wasn’t telling them. Nick couldn’t say he was sorry. He glanced at Charity.

      Cam’s expression became grim. “Look, I don’t give a shit about that murdering scrote. All that matters to me is that the firefighters found you two in time.”

      “How did they find us?” Charity asked. “We could’ve been anywhere in the building.”

      “They spotted a door that had been locked and jammed shut with a chair—suspicious in anyone’s book. No sign of a key, so they broke it down and there you were. Unfortunately, when they gained entry, Nick was hit by flying debris and suffered a concussion, which is why he’s still here.”

      Nick turned to Charity. She was sitting beside the bed, her gaze fixed on her hands clasped in her lap, her fingers squeezing together nervously. He reached to cover her hands with one of his own. “It’s okay to cry, love.”

      She lifted her head and looked at him, eyes wide. “Is it okay not to?”

      Although she was pale, she didn’t look grief-stricken, which was no bad thing. The bastard didn’t deserve her grief, but there was more to this than losing the contemptible excuse for a man she’d once called husband. The loss of everything she possessed, everything she’d worked so hard for, would hit her at some point.

      And then it hit him. He had to return home soon. What if he wasn’t there for her when she… needed him?

      “By the way,” Cam said, “John left a message for you—he said, ‘Great job, and catch you later.’ He and the guys were called away, and it’s been radio silence ever since. Look, I need to call Stacie and the office to give them an update—will you two be all right for a while?”

      “We’ll be fine,” Nick told him. Apart from every inch of his body aching like hell and the demons in hobnail boots dancing the can-can inside his skull, as far as he could tell, there was no lasting damage. “What are you going to tell Alex?”

      Cam shrugged. “Whatever keeps the old guy happy. He looks after strategy—I take care of details. You okay with that?”

      Keeping the truth from the CEO probably wasn’t the best idea Cam had ever had, but on the other hand, Nick wasn’t sure he wanted Alex to know all the details. “I suppose.”

      “I’m going to tell him you’re taking some leave as well—just in case. No arguments.”

      “Thanks. Now get out of here—Charity and I need to talk.”

      “You need to rest.” Charity stood. “I’ll come back later.”

      “I’ve rested enough. Besides, where will you go?” He asked the question with as much tenderness as he could muster, but it was still a tough one.

      “Back to Tay’s place. I went home with her when I checked out of here. She said I could stay with her until…” Her voice drifted into silence.

      “I can help. You heard Cam—I have some leave. It’ll be all right. I promise.”

      “How can it be? I know we were so lucky to get out alive, but… it’s all gone, Nick.” She held out her hands and lifted her shoulders. “These are Tay’s clothes. Everything’s gone.”

      Nick shook his head. He offered Charity his hand and pulled her closer to the bed. “Love, we were lucky. We still are. I could have lost you. Things can be replaced—you can’t. And I can help—have faith.”

      She managed a wan smile. “I know it’ll be all right. It’s just a bit difficult to see how right now.”

      The details still evaded Nick, but he was absolutely certain about one thing—before he returned home, he was going to do his damnedest to ensure Charity had a roof over her head, one that was all her own, and whatever she needed to make a start on rebuilding her life.
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      When Nick was discharged from the hospital, Cam was there to pick him up and take him back to the hotel. He’d asked Cam what Alex had said when Cam called him, but Cam had very effectively avoided giving him a meaningful answer, apart from confirming the CEO was okay with Nick taking leave.

      Charity was there, too. Cam dropped them at the front of the hotel, while he saw to parking the car. In silence, the two of them rode the elevator up to Nick’s floor. As soon as the door to the suite closed behind them, Nick simply opened his arms to his woman and held her tight, while she sobbed away her anger, frustration and grief.

      There was so much for both of them to process, but Nick’s primary concern was Charity and how she was coping with everything that had happened. Although Slattery had taken the opportunity to repeat his horrifying treatment of her, she’d insisted on leaving the hospital as soon as the doctor was prepared to release her. From that moment, her main focus had been on him.

      “Come with me,” he murmured, taking her by the hand.

      He led her to the bed, where he took off everything she was wearing apart from her underwear, then he pulled back the sheets and coaxed her into lying down. Aware of her gaze on him as he made his way to the other side of the bed, he quickly stripped down to his boxer-briefs and slipped between the sheets with her.

      There was nothing sexual about the way they huddled together—they were just two people needing the comfort of skin-to-skin contact after a horrific experience. Charity’s body shook under the force of another wave of sobbing, so Nick held her, stroking her hair and offering her whatever support she needed.

      “I thought we were going to die in there,” she whispered, her voice husky with tears. “I thought he was going to kill us.”

      He rubbed her back, as if she were a child, and kissed the top of her head. “I know. It’ll take a while.”

      Charity looked up from the pillow of his chest. She blinked quickly, trying to rid her beautiful eyes of the tears. “What about you? Do you still have a headache?”

      With a smile, he shook his head in wonder at her worry for him. “Nothing I can’t handle.” They’d stopped off at the pharmacy on the way, to pick up some painkillers in case he needed them. Having taken enough medication to last a lifetime when he’d been treated for his burns, he was in no hurry to self-medicate for something as relatively minor as a headache. “I’m more concerned about you.”

      “I’m fine.”

      She wasn’t, though. If Slattery hadn’t died because of his own insanity, Nick would have been gunning for him once he saw the injuries the other man had inflicted. Yes, cuts and bruises would heal in time, but it was the psychological harm that bothered him most.

      As he lay there, Nick used the time to make a mental list of all the things he needed to do to make a start on giving Charity her life back—a new home, clothes, a job, everything. At least he’d be there to help her. So much to think about, but most of it could wait till tomorrow. They were both exhausted, so a deep, meaningful conversation was out of the question for now.

      “Charity? Are you asleep?”

      “No.” She stifled a yawn. “Not yet.”

      “Okay. I want you to stay here, with me, tonight.”

      “Wasn’t planning on going anywhere else. I already told Tay. She understands.”

      Good. That was one item on his short agenda sorted. Now for the only other point he needed to make before sleep overtook both of them. “Cam flies back home tomorrow.”

      She tensed at his words. “I’ll be sorry to see him go. What about you?”

      “I have another week.” Suddenly it seemed like way too little time. “I’m using it to help you find a new place to live and get you anything else you need. No arguments, woman. That’s the way it is. Charity?”

      Her only response was a gentle snore. As tiredness swept through him, Nick smiled. He’d take that as a win.
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      Cam flew home as planned, leaving Nick to take care of the woman he loved.

      Without his boss there to provide a diversion, Nick became hyperaware of the elephant in the room—his own return to the UK, and what it meant for his relationship with Charity. She hadn’t broached the subject either, but with each moment that passed, the thought of giving her up became more untenable.

      Alongside that, though, there was the practical matter of dealing with the aftermath of the attack on The Honey House. Nick would never forget their first visit afterward. It was far worse than he’d imagined possible. Charity had lost everything, and he was glad she’d waited to see it until he was able to go with her. As they stood on the opposite side of the street, all he could offer her was the comfort of his arms, because nothing he could say would lessen the impact of the devastation before them. She stiffened for a moment, as if preparing to pull away from him, but then she turned to bury her face against his chest. He felt her sigh more than heard it, and then he understood why she wasn’t crying. Sometimes sorrow flowed too deep for tears to make it better.

      The fire department hadn’t yet given clearance for anyone to enter the building, so there was nothing more they could do. Maybe they shouldn’t have even come now, but Charity had persuaded him. He wished he hadn’t let her.

      “Come on, love. Let’s go back to the hotel. We can’t do anything here.”

      “Give me a minute. Please.”

      She pushed away from him, and although he wanted to carry on holding her, he let her go. She stood a couple of feet away from him and looked squarely at the ruined building that had once housed her business and given her shelter. Her chin lifted, and Nick felt a swell of pride at her courage.

      “It’ll have to be torn down, won’t it?”

      How in the name of heaven was he supposed to answer that? He was no structural engineer—for all he knew, the building could still be saved. If it could, then Charity could start her business again, and he’d do all he could to support her.

      He wanted to be there for her—to help her build a new and even better life—but on the other side of the scales, there was something he couldn’t simply set aside. He had obligations. He owed Alex, Cam and Ryan for the chance they’d given him when they offered him the job at Spectrum, and they deserved his best efforts as they sought to expand the business on which so many livelihoods depended. He owed the families that depended on those livelihoods his best efforts, too. He couldn’t fail them the way he’d failed his men in Afghanistan all those years ago.

      And he couldn’t fail Charity, because she was the woman he loved. How the hell could he choose between his love for her and his duty to his comrades?

      “I don’t know, love,” he said, not sure whether he was addressing her question about the building or his own inner conflict. “I honestly don’t know.”
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      Charity couldn’t sleep. She didn’t even want to sleep, because time spent asleep was time she couldn’t use to create memories of Nick. So now she lay awake, watching him as he slept.

      He’d been her rock during their visit to the remnants of her life. Then she’d remembered that he wasn’t hers—not to keep. She’d only have him for a few more days. When he returned home, she’d go back to staying with Tay until she found a place of her own.

      A lump formed in her throat when she thought of how her friend had comforted her at the hospital while they were waiting for Nick to regain consciousness. Once again, Tay had saved her. No one could ask for a better friend, and now, thanks to Charity, she was also looking for work. Bree would have been looking too, but she’d broken the news to them that her husband was being transferred to another post, so she would have had to leave The Honey House soon anyway.

      Charity closed her eyes as another wave of grief buffeted her. Everything around her was changing and would never go back to the way it had been, so she’d better start getting used to the idea. Time was running out. Nick would go home, and she’d make a new life.

      And she had to do it on her own. Nick was already distancing himself from her—not all the time, but enough for her to have noticed. Though he’d constantly been by her side, after they left The Honey House she’d sensed an air of preoccupation about him.

      Not that she could blame him. Who’d want to be with someone facing the problems on her doorstep—if she’d had a doorstep? She hadn’t only lost her job—she’d lost her home and everything in it.

      No, she had to be strong. She had to rely on herself, and only herself. And she’d do it. She’d survived marriage to Ray, and she could survive this, too. She could survive anything, and when the time came, that included saying goodbye to Nick. This thing between them had already lasted longer than it was meant to.

      But that time to say goodbye wasn’t tonight, and while he was asleep, she could at least pretend he returned the love that would soon crush her heart.
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      Time was running out, and even though he filled the days with creating memories of Charity, for Nick, it still wasn’t enough. He was in love—and while he couldn’t allow that to wither and die when he flew home, he had yet to come up with a viable alternative.

      Some people could make long-distance relationships work, but Nick didn’t want that half-life—not for Charity, and not for himself. The phrase “all or nothing” had never held more meaning than it did right now, but he couldn’t come to her with nothing to offer. There had to be an answer, but until he found it, it wouldn’t be right to torture her by telling her he loved her when he couldn’t stay with her.

      The alternative would be to move her to England, and since there was no way he was ripping her from all she knew and loved, that was a non-starter. Instead, he did what he could to give her a new life.

      Helping her to find an apartment was particularly difficult. Time and again, he had to remind himself his opinions didn’t matter. Whether he liked the bathroom or not—whether he thought there was too little closet space—his thoughts were irrelevant. The only aspect in which he did insist on making his voice heard was the building’s security, and if he wasn’t happy with it, he made no bones about telling her.

      “You mean you actually approve of this one?” Arms folded, Charity stood a few feet away from him, confrontation in every line of her delectable body.

      It might be more accurate to say he couldn’t find a valid reason to disapprove of it, but he’d go with that. “Yes. For one thing, it’s not on the ground floor—”

      “First floor.”

      Nick raised his hands in surrender. “Okay, first floor. It has good secure access, and I saw a CCTV camera out there as well. It’s the best one so far.”

      Which wasn’t saying much, given how bad some of the others had been. This one, however, did give him a degree of reassurance. His gut told him she’d be safe here.

      A wave of deep unhappiness swept over Charity. When she looked at him again, the sadness in her gaze was only too easy to see.

      “Good,” she said. “Because I don’t want to fight with you.”

      “Over this?”

      “Over anything.”

      Nick offered her his arms. She came to him willingly. As they stood there, holding onto one other and keeping the world at bay, Nick faced the truth. His departure for England couldn’t be the end between them. There had to be a way they could be together.
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      For a supposedly intelligent man, Nick realized, as he watched the conditional formatting on the spreadsheet turn the cell to green when he hit the return key, he could be astronomically stupid when it came to spotting the blatantly obvious.

      His second day back in the office, and he’d been working on the budget for the new compound in the UK. The development was going ahead, and so far, expenditure was in line with projections, and the forecasts were still on track. He’d read through the latest reports, and it was all looking good.

      Then the hollow ache he’d had in the center of his chest, growing nonstop since his return from Texas, had exploded with the force of a supernova.

      Holy shit. The answer was staring him right in the face. Not just the answer to Spectrum’s expansion into the U.S. market, but the answer to… everything. Stunned, Nick sat back, eyes narrowed as he mentally ticked off the list of issues that could be solved, if the idea taking shape in his mind were feasible.

      He took a deep breath and reined in his racing thoughts. He grabbed a pad and a pen and started writing. As the list of pros and cons lengthened, the pros took the lead. At the same time, though, he acknowledged how fragile this plan was. The dependencies bothered him. Each party affected would have to agree to their element in the optimal solution, but if everything came together, then Spectrum would have a mind-blowing presence in the U.S., Dee Wilson would have a buyer for the ranch—assuming a plan that complied with her wishes for the cattle operation but was a variation on the guest theme was acceptable to her—and as for Nick… he’d have something concrete to offer Charity.

      He’d done nothing but think about her since he’d left Texas, wondered how she was getting on. He’d wanted to call her, too, but that was a bad idea for so many reasons.

      She’d applied for a job before he left—manager of a coffee shop in the next town. With her experience, she’d be a shoo-in for that kind of role, and he’d been pleased to learn Tay had also applied for a job as a server at the same place. He liked the thought of them continuing to work together.

      Daydreaming about his girl might be a great way to pass the time, but it wouldn’t help him put together a convincing case for his new vision for the company’s expansion. Would Cam and the others be prepared to give it serious consideration? What would he do if they didn’t?

      Go ahead with it anyway. And even as that thought gained more traction, it gave him an idea, an even more powerful argument to offer the three men who owned Spectrum.

      Thanks to his grandparents, he had the funds available. He could make an offer within days—assuming Dee hadn’t sold the ranch yet. The risks were substantial, but the more he thought about it, the more Nick came to the conclusion he had to do it. He had to know if there could be a future for him with Charity, and he had to convince her he was in it for the long haul.

      What better way than by buying Dee’s ranch?

      He had to start somewhere. On a fresh sheet of paper, Nick started a list.

      Step one—liquidate funds.

      Step two—buy ranch.

      Step three—offer ranch as collateral to buy partnership in Spectrum, conditional on leadership of U.S. operation.

      Step four—relocate to U.S.

      Step five—convince C in it for keeps.

      That fifth step…He wanted to let her know he’d found a way for them to be together, and logically, that was the sensible thing to do, but still he held back. There was a massive risk that it could all fall through—and the thought of building up her hopes, only to be responsible for them crashing down if he couldn’t deliver, was anathema to him. It would be too cruel.

      And if everything did go according to plan? He closed his eyes and sank into the memory of riding alongside Charity. He felt his mount’s easy gait, the warmth of the sun on his skin, and pictured how it would be in the spring, riding together again and seeing the bluebonnets waving in the breeze.

      Nick had a lot of work ahead of him, and there was no time like the present to make a start. He picked up his phone and opened the gallery. He swiped past the shots of the various offices to the ones of Charity. She was so beautiful. If he touched the screen, he could almost feel her skin, rather than the smooth glass.

      “I’m going to fix this, love,” he whispered. “I promise.”
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      “That concludes my presentation. All the information is in the packs in front of you, and if you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

      Nick scanned the expressions of the three men seated on the opposite side of the table and made a mental note never to play poker with any of them. They were giving away nothing.

      The research was sound, he’d made sure of that. He’d checked his data multiple times, and the numbers still added up, so his future was now, if not in the lap of the gods, then in the lap of Alex Lombard, Cam Fraser and Ryan Quinn.

      Or, as another way of looking at it, Household Cavalry versus Special Forces. On paper, the odds might not appear to be on his side, but they were completely unaware of the ace up his sleeve, that he was now prepared to walk away from his job and his country for the woman he loved.

      Alex picked up the document and flicked through it, his gaze lingering a little longer on the executive summary page. Nick’s stomach clenched when the big boss put it down again mere seconds later.

      “Thank you for that, Nick. At least we know now why you’ve been burning the midnight oil. I’m sure you appreciate you’ve given us a lot to discuss before we make a decision.”

      “Of course.” He wouldn’t have expected anything else.

      “I have a question.” Cam tossed his pack to one side and got straight to the point. “Are you still in touch with Charity?”

      The blunt question reminded Nick of the potential flaw in his plan. “No.”

      “You’re an arse.” True to form, Cam wasn’t pulling his punches.

      From Nick’s point of view, it was a fair comment. “That’s one way of looking at it.”

      “As far as I can see, it’s the only way to look at it. You’re spending God knows how much in a move that’ll take you right to her doorstep without knowing how she feels. That makes you an even bigger arse.”

      Ryan coughed. “Don’t mind us, we’re just the peanut gallery. What the fuck is going on? And who the hell is Charity?”

      “Ry, you were out of the country when all this happened. Do you want to tell them, or shall I?” Cam raised a challenging eyebrow at Nick.

      “What happened to ‘what happens in Texas stays in Texas’?” Nick was stonewalling and he knew it.

      “Texas isn’t Vegas. How the hell we didn’t get arrested, I’ll never know.”

      “Arrested?” Alex echoed. “I don’t seem to recall that featuring in your sitrep.”

      “Need to know, old man,” Cam replied. “At the time, you didn’t need to know… not all the details, at any rate.”

      “Oh shit,” Alex groaned. “What the fuck did you leave out? And are there any outstanding arrest warrants I should know about?”

      Cam grinned. “Calm down, old man. No arrest warrants. You already know some of this, but for Ry’s benefit, our CFO here was beguiled by a pair of pretty blue eyes. They came with baggage—the psycho ex-husband kind. Long story short, the ex had been terrorizing her for quite a while. When Nick came on the scene, he upped his game from acts of petty vandalism, via kidnapping, to arson with explosives, nearly killing Nick and his woman.

      “It turns out our accountant here has some badass friends in the Deltas, led by one Captain Keane ‘Ghost’ Bryson. Those friends… let’s say, they were pretty handy when it came to dealing with the ex, but not before Nick made a suicidal charge into a burning building to rescue Charity.”

      “Charity being the owner of the pretty blue eyes?” Ryan surmised.

      “Correct,” Cam confirmed. “Would you care to let everyone know why you did that?”

      Nick took a deep breath and faced the other men. Without shame, he targeted what was most precious to each of them. “What wouldn’t you do for Beth, Stacie and Fiona? Charity was locked in a building booby-trapped with incendiary devices. I couldn’t leave her in there to face that alone.”

      “You could have been killed!”

      Nick rounded on Cam. “You think I don’t know that? You think, when those bombs exploded, I didn’t feel this all over again?” He yanked his shirt collar to one side, exposing more of the old burn scars on his neck. “You think I’d leave her to die alone when my life’s not worth anything without her? Yes, I’ve been an arse, but I’m going to put that right. Bring me in as a partner or don’t—either way, I’m going, and I’m going to do whatever it takes to get her to forgive me and give me another chance. I have to prove I mean what I say, and if I choose to make a fresh start in Texas—with or without her—it’s none of your bloody business!”

      “That’s enough!” Alex’s voice cut through an atmosphere thick with tension. He stood and gathered up the pile of papers in front of him. “I think we all need to go and cool our heels a little. I swear to God this place gets more like kindergarten every day. Nick, you’ve left us with plenty to discuss. I understand you’ll want to set the wheels in motion for your move as soon as possible, so we’ll let you know when we’ve come to a decision about how this proceeds regarding Spectrum. Gentlemen?”

      Nick watched them leave the conference room. As the door closed behind them, he let out an irritated sigh. One thing was for sure—it wouldn’t take them long to let him know he’d screwed up beyond all hope of redemption.

      Nor would it take him long to put together a letter of resignation—and for that, there was no time like the present.
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      “He’s not bluffing,” Cam stated without preamble. “In fact, I’d be willing to bet he’s already planning his resignation if we don’t agree to what he’s asked for.”

      “Giving us no choice but to agree to his proposal—assuming we want him to stay with the company.” Alex looked less than pleased.

      “I don’t think he sees it that way,” Cam replied. “What he said about making a fresh start—I had a conversation with him on the flight over there. We all know men who’ve left the services and needed to go abroad for the sake of their mental health. He’s chosen Texas instead of France, and Charity’s the reason why.”

      “Bloody hell.” Alex picked up the proposal document Nick had put together and flicked through it, stopping at the executive summary. “You can’t argue with the work he’s put into this.”

      “And we can’t cut him adrift,” Ryan stated. “We owe him for what he’s done for the financial management of the company. And he’s not just an asset—he’s a friend… one of us.” He shook his head. “Just stop and think about it for a minute. In spite of the risk, he’s moving thousands of miles away, no matter what. That takes guts. She must have made one hell of an impression on him.”

      “She did.” Cam rested a hip on Alex’s desk, earning himself a raised eyebrow. “He loves her. I saw what he did for her. You know how he got those scars?”

      Ryan shook his head.

      “In theater. His patrol was hit by an RPG and suffered a sustained attack. He and his men were burned before the other crews could pull them out of the wreckage, and it left him… well, he doesn’t do well around fire or in enclosed spaces.”

      “And yet he dashed into a fire to rescue a woman he’d only known, what? A few days?” Alex observed.

      Cam nodded. “He’s not so different from us, old man. You wanted Beth on sight, and Stacie… You get my drift. But that’s not all. He didn’t just run into a burning building. When the fire department went in, they found Nick and Charity sheltering in a storeroom, probably the smallest space in the entire building.”

      Brooding silence filled the office as each man contemplated what Cam had just revealed. For a woman he barely knew, Nick had faced and conquered the two things he feared most.

      “He must really love her.” Ryan spoke the words Cam already knew were true, and Alex would surely suspect. “So, does he go as the head of Spectrum Security Inc., our CFO, or as a free agent? I’ll tell you now, I’ll never support the last option.”

      Cam agreed. “Neither will I.”

      Alex glanced at each of his partners. “I wouldn’t have expected anything less from either of you. Then we’re all agreed—that option’s off the table.”

      “So, what do we do?” Ryan prompted.

      Alex glanced at him first, then Cam. “Gentlemen, I think it’s our turn to burn the midnight oil now.” He lifted his chin in the direction of the proposal. “We pull this pitch to pieces, come up with all the reasons we can not to go through with it, and see what he says. If his due diligence is as watertight as it appears to be, I have a feeling we may be bringing a new partner into the business.” He shrugged and smiled. “At least it would solve the question of who gets to head up the American operation.”

      In the privacy of his own office, Cam didn’t need to pick the proposal apart to know what his decision would be—he’d seen enough in the presentation and knew enough about Nick to know that not only was he the right man to lead their U.S. operation, but his revised approach—a compound with limitless possibilities, rather than expensive downtown office space that was only good for making an impression—could reap incalculable dividends.

      More than anything, though, Cam hoped everything would work out for him with Charity. She was good for Nick, and God knew, the man deserved some happiness after everything he’d been through.
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      Nick stepped out of the airport and into the furnace that was Texas. This time, the wall of heat didn’t have quite the same effect, which was just as well, given that he hoped to spend the rest of his life here.

      After he’d offered his now-partners an alternative vision for their presence in America, matters had moved swiftly. The last time he’d been on American soil, he’d come as an accountant. This time, he was a partner in Spectrum Security and the head of its U.S. subsidiary—or would be, once he’d resolved a pressing personal matter. He was here ahead of the business schedule, so everything else was taking a back seat until he knew where he stood with Charity.

      Charity, with her gentle eyes and tender heart, the woman he hadn’t been able to forget, no matter how hard he tried, because he belonged to her. Hard to believe she was now so close.

      Waiting for all the legal pieces to fall into place had been a unique form of torment, yet at the same time, everything had come together faster than he’d hoped. Nick had a feeling some significant strings might have been pulled in the background.

      The hire car was waiting for him—another Porsche Cayenne. Stacie had pulled out all the stops once more. Although a connecting flight to the regional airport closest to Charity’s hometown would have gotten him there faster, the time it would take to drive there would give him an opportunity to think and plan.

      One thing was for certain, though—of all the crazy things he’d done in his life, this had to be the craziest. Apart from anything else, no woman in her right mind would want a man as messed up as him.

      He still remembered every moment of the night he’d said something similar to Charity. She’d been lying in his arms after they’d made love, and her response had stunned him.

      “You’re not messed up, Nick. You’ve come through something that’d break most people. Not only that, you’ve made a new life for yourself, and your friends love and respect you. Do you know how amazing that is? How special you are?”

      She’d been wrong, though. She was the special one. She was the woman who hadn’t recoiled on account of his scars, and she was the woman who’d wept for him and the circumstances that had put them there. As he continued his journey toward the town where he hoped he could claim both his life and his future, Nick vowed she’d never again cry over him.

      By the time he hit the exit ramp for his destination, it was dark and it was late—too late to go knocking on Charity’s door and scaring the hell out of her. Instead, he took a diversion, to the site where the blackened shell of The Honey House stood. On the spur of the moment, he pulled over.

      Seeing it in the light cast by the street lamps was even more of a stab in the gut than he’d anticipated. An image flashed, bringing with it a crash of memories of incandescent heat and raging terror, and the suffocating sensation of being trapped in that closet with Charity, of trying to protect her… knowing he’d die for her.

      With a wrench, Nick pulled himself free of the claws dragging him back to the past. He was stronger than that. Charity had given that strength back to him, and he wasn’t about to let her down now. With a last glance at The Honey House, he set off for the hotel—for one night only, because from tomorrow, the ranch would be his home.

      Dee had been delighted when he’d made contact with her to set the wheels in motion with his purchase of the ranch, and after that, she’d kept him updated about Charity and how she was getting on with life. He’d been so proud to learn her application to manage the coffee shop had ended in a job offer, and equally delighted to find out Tay had succeeded as well. If Charity wanted to stay in that job, he’d support her all the way, but he had a proposition for her, one that would mean they’d be working together.

      It was too much to hope she’d accept, but a man could dream. And if Tay wanted to come with Charity, Nick had an idea for a role for her, too.
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      “That’s not even the manager’s job, but if you carry on like that, you’ll have customers eating their breakfast off of it.”

      Her friend’s voice brought Charity back from the four-thousand-mile flight of fancy it had taken a few minutes earlier and halted her hand in mid-polish of the counter. She gave a small smile and shrugged. “Could save on doing the dishes?”

      “Maybe, but I don’t think everyone would go for it.” Tay gave her an understanding look. “You still miss him, don’t you?”

      Tempted though she was to ask if it was really that obvious, Charity already knew the answer. “We had to be practical. He has his life over there, and with the distance involved… we both knew it was impossible for it to end any other way. Yes, I miss him, but I’ll get over him.” Eventually.

      “Sure you will.” Tay’s expression was as skeptical as her tone. “Who do you think you’re kidding? Because you sure as hell aren’t kidding me.”

      Good question. Since Nick had disappeared from her life, she’d turned down dates with a couple of mighty eligible bachelors, and not solely because all her energy had gone into dealing with the aftermath of the fire and adjusting to her new home and new life. Neither of those men had been able to appeal to the part of her Nick had set alight simply by being close to her—never mind having the right accent to set her pulse racing.

      Why had she let him go without a fight? It was a crazy-stupid decision. No woman in her right mind let a man go so easily when she was insanely in love with him, and he was…

      There was a time she’d thought he might be in love with her. He’d nearly died trying to save her life. Then he’d left as if… No, he hadn’t left as if he didn’t care. He’d left as if there was no other choice. There had been a choice—she should have chosen to fight for him and made him see there was a choice. If she had, maybe things might have turned out differently, and she wouldn’t have had this unrelenting ache in her chest where her heart used to be.

      But the situation was what it was. Life went on, and one day she’d get over the man. All she needed was for some scientist somewhere to perfect cryogenic suspension, and that day would come in the blink of an eye.

      “Tay, he has a life over there. I have my life here. We knew from the beginning it couldn’t go anywhere. I never expected to feel this way.”

      “What about him? You told me what he did in the fire. A man wouldn’t make that kind of sacrifice for someone he doesn’t care deeply about. Or, you know… love.”

      Sadness and longing lent an air of melancholy to Charity’s smile. “Nick would—he’s that kind of man.” The thought hurt—if he’d do that for anyone, then logically, she hadn’t meant anything special to him.

      “That’s garbage and you know it. No human being is that altruistic. They might go to extraordinary lengths to save a life, but what he did for you? That was special, that’s a relationship that comes along once in a lifetime—if you’re lucky.”

      “Tay, please. Even if that was true—”

      “Have you thought about calling him? Maybe he’s going through the same thing you are. Maybe he’s missing you too, and maybe he thinks about calling you.”

      Yes, she’d thought about it—so much that it hurt, so often that she’d had days where she thought of nothing else. The pain was still raw.

      Tay changed the subject. “So, what about all those dates you could have had since? If you’re not going to contact Nick, then you need to get back in the saddle and go for a damn good ride. Doesn’t have to be forever, but if you don’t get laid soon, your lady parts’ll rust.”

      Charity laughed—Tay’s sense of humor had a way of getting to her, no matter what the circumstances. Another time, Charity might have cracked a joke in return, one that included the word lubrication. “Okay, I get your point, but it’s still too soon. I’m not ready.” She might never be ready. The damn Brit was a hard act for any man to follow.

      “You’re making excuses.”

      Charity couldn’t deny it. “Yes, I am. And I am now going to let our customers in before they break down the door.”

      She and Tay had settled into their new jobs at the café in next to no time. Another surprise had been the number of familiar faces among the customers, people who’d been regulars at The Honey House, but who had come all the way to the next town just to support her and Tay. She’d felt quite tearful at the many expressions of sympathy and hope that she’d be able to open The Honey House again soon. Seeing the half-dozen regular early birds was what Charity had come to think of as the chicken soup her soul needed to get her through the tough days. By the time their orders were all fulfilled, more customers would be coming through the door, and she’d be too busy to think of tawny-gold eyes, a sexy accent, and a body she’d never get enough of.

      All things considered, life was pretty good, and missing the man she loved wouldn’t kill her. It might shatter her heart, but she’d survive, and life would go on.

      A colorful expletive from Tay took her back to the serving area, which appeared to be suffering from a minor flood of a dairy-based nature.

      “What happened?” Charity set her tray of dirty plates and cups to one side.

      “My bad,” her friend sighed. “I misjudged where I was, and when I turned around, the milk carton wasn’t where I thought I’d left it. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay, don’t worry. You take the tray through to the kitchen, and I’ll take care of this.” She gave Tay a reassuring smile. “Accidents happen.”

      Charity set about mopping up the spill. She was almost done when Tay reappeared at the end of the counter, froze, and not-so-quietly exclaimed, “Oh. My. God.”

      At the same moment, a discreet cough came from behind Charity, alerting her to the presence of a new customer. She set aside her concern for the reason behind Tay’s distraction, fixed her public smile in place and turned.

      “May I have a double espresso and a cinnamon roll, please?”

      Her ears told her the voice possessed an amazing British accent. Her eyes told her the owner of that voice was still the most wonderful sight she’d ever seen in her life. The beard, neat as ever. Broad shoulders encased in a tailored suit that fit him to perfection. Hands and lips that did crazy, wonderful things to her. Lean body, strong and hard in a way that made her wet whenever she thought about it naked.

      Her smile changed from professional to natural as she looked into tawny-gold eyes with incredibly dark lashes, eyes that she was sure had once glowed with love for her.

      “Of course. To go?” Please God, don’t let him go.

      “That’s up to you.”

      Charity took the offered cash and rang up the transaction. Up to her? What did he mean? At least he wasn’t hightailing it out the door. Rather than trying to work out what was going on, she slipped into the security of routine, and picked up an espresso cup and her pen. “Name, please?”

      He looked at her as if he were committing her face to memory, and with each passing second, Charity became more and more nervous. Surely she wasn’t wrong—the universe couldn’t bring him back into her life, only for him to leave it bare minutes later. It wouldn’t. Would it?

      “I have several,” he said eventually. “‘Prize idiot’ is a good one to start with. ‘Fucking moron’ is another accurate assessment. My boss—or should I say, partner—favors ‘arse.’ He says it’s short and to the point. The one I’d like to go with, though, is somewhat longer, slightly more flattering, and highly accurate—and hopefully it’ll be one you approve of.”

      “And what would that be, sir?” Charity could hardly breathe, torn between wanting to know, wanting to run, and wanting to throttle the words out of him.

      “‘The man who loves you and hopes you’ll forgive him for being an arse and let him spend the rest of his life with you.’ What do you think?”

      The pen dropped to the counter with a clatter that seemed to fill the suddenly silent coffee shop. Every pair of eyes in the place was focused on the two of them.

      “I think I might have a problem fitting that on the cup,” she said, somehow managing to get the words out, even though her brain and her mouth seemed to be not just disconnected but functioning on different planes of existence. “Do you mind if I shorten it?”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      “How about… ‘The man I love’? Not so many words, but it’s the truest thing I’ll ever say.” She gave him a hesitant smile. “And I’ll make that fit on the damn cup if it’s the last thing I ever do.”

      He smiled then, an amazing, spontaneous smile that put those adorable creases at the corners of his eyes, and that was when she knew.

      No matter what happened next, her heart had come home to stay.
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      Dawn gradually filled the bedroom with light, the soft kind of light that gathered the world in a tender embrace and woke it with gentleness and calm.

      The sense of calm that filled Nick Blackmore’s soul had less to do with that golden glow and more to do with the woman curled at his side. She was the light in his darkness, the future he never thought he’d have. His heart would forever be in her hands.

      She was also sound asleep and looked to be in no danger of stirring this side of Armageddon.

      He could watch her for hours. It might be the only way he could convince himself she was real, she was there, and she was his. He was still amazed by her reaction when he’d turned up at the café. Disbelief rather than the frostiness or even outright rejection he’d expected, and that had dissolved into a smile more wonderful than a lifetime’s worth of Christmas and birthday presents. Their kiss had provided quite a spectacle and had earned them a standing ovation from the customers who’d witnessed it.

      In a gesture of incredible generosity, one of them had even volunteered to help out when Tay had urged Charity to take a personal day, so they could spend it together. They’d barely made it to Charity’s apartment with their clothing still in place.

      They’d made love a lot and slept—in Nick’s case, fitfully. One thing they hadn’t done yet was talk. Charity had made no reference to what he’d said about spending the rest of his life with her, but then again, she hadn’t had much chance, and it was something they needed to talk over.

      “You okay?”

      The sleepy inquiry brought a smile to his face. So much for Armageddon. “I’m fine, love. Never better. Go back to sleep.”

      Too late. She was awake enough to shift her position so that she was resting half on his chest and looking him straight in the face. Something about her expression worried him. “Whatever’s bothering you, you can tell me.”

      That was when her gaze fell, breaking the connection and leaving him with an odd sense of bereavement.

      “I know what you said about spending the rest of our lives together, but…”

      “But?” Mesmerized by a lock of her hair, he wound it around his finger.

      “Nick, please.”

      Her genuine concern put a rocket under him. “I meant it, Charity—if you’ll have me?”

      “There’s no ‘if,’ but how can we do it? Your life is in England—mine’s here.”

      She didn’t believe him. Nick cursed his own stupidity. He should have spoken to her before falling into bed as soon as they could. He’d let his dick take the upper hand, because both he and it were ecstatically happy to be on the same continent as Charity once more. Consequently, they’d been holed up in her bedroom ever since he’d spirited her out of the café without even giving her a chance to make his espresso.

      He wrapped his arms around her and rolled both of them to the side, so he could make damn sure she got what he was about to say.

      “Do you not remember exactly what I said to you? You are my life. My life is where you are. You remember why Cam and I came here in the first place? The office we were looking to open?”

      “I remember.” Eyes wide, she looked at him as if the obvious conclusion couldn’t possibly be true. “It’s going ahead?”

      Nick claimed her mouth in a thorough, lingering kiss. He raised his head. “In a manner of speaking.”

      “In a manner of speaking?” She gave a short laugh. “You sound so English!”

      “All the better to woo you with, my dear!” What was it about this woman that turned him into a love-struck idiot? He enjoyed making her laugh almost as much as he enjoyed making her his.

      “Stop trying to distract me,” she protested. “Explain.”

      “Okay. The original plan was to look for an office in the area—Austin came out as the favorite.”

      “It did? I see. But if that was the original plan, that implies something changed. What?”

      Oh, she was quick, his girl. “So much. You remember the day you introduced me to Dee, when we went riding and you told me about the bluebonnets in spring?”

      “I’ll never forget. I think it was the best day of my life.”

      Now Nick laughed. He hoped what he was about to tell her would relegate it to second best. “You also told me Dee wanted to sell the ranch.”

      “I remember. I spoke to Dee not too long ago. She told me she’d had an offer from someone with amazing plans for the place. Different from what she’d originally hoped for, but something really exciting, she said. The cattle operation would still be there, but the guest accommodation was going to be upgraded and used for some secret project or other. She said she’d decided to accept it.” Charity’s face fell. “I’m going to miss going out there almost as much as I’ll miss Dee. She’s already bought a condo in Florida, and she’s planning to move any day now. I think she said something about staying on a couple of days while the new owner settled in.”

      Nick hugged her close. “Would it make you feel better if I told you the ranch is going to be the U.S. base for Spectrum?”

      Charity tensed and drew back from him, so she could look him in the face. “What did you just say?”

      Nick kissed her forehead. “I bought the ranch and offered it to Spectrum as their base of operations, with accommodation, training facilities, the works, all based there, with the existing livestock business providing cover. The whole package is payment in kind for a full partnership in the company. What? Don’t you believe me?”

      “Of course I believe you, I’m just trying to… You bought the ranch without… “

      “Don’t overthink. I wanted to call you, to let you know I’d found a way to make it work, so I had something I could offer you, but I couldn’t risk disappointing you if it all fell through. There was also the chance you might have met someone else, but at least I’d have been in the right place to persuade you to give us a second chance, if the opportunity arose.”

      Worry creased Charity’s brow. “You took a huge chance—what if I’d met someone, and the opportunity never arose? You’d have been stuck here, separated from—”

      “Shh.” His finger over her lips silenced her. “First of all, it hasn’t worked out like that, and even if it had… The ranch and the new job would have given me a fresh start.”

      “New job? Does that mean you’re no longer the CFO?”

      “It means I’m double-hatting until they—” Nick laughed. His status as an equal partner was still something of a novelty. “Until we find a new CFO. When we do, I’ll be able to concentrate on my new role.”

      “Which is?”

      “I’m here as the head of Spectrum Security Inc. It means I’m here indefinitely. Most of all, it means I’m here to both tell you something and ask you something.”

      “Wha-at?” Her voice quavered on the word.

      “I’m here to tell you I love you.”

      Her luscious lips curved in a happy but hesitant smile. “You already did that. Did I tell you I love you, too?”

      “I think you might have done.” She had, several times, just as he’d said it to her. “So, maybe I should get around to asking you what I need to ask you.”

      “I guess maybe you should, Mr. Blackmore.”

      Nick took a moment to run his fingers through her hair, still cut in the golden elfin crop he’d dreamed about while they’d been apart. He’d also fantasized about this moment, trying to work out the best way to ask her. The scenarios had been many and varied, but the moment was here, and keeping it simple seemed to be the best option. “Charity Reynolds, I love you. You’re my life, and I don’t want to spend a moment more of it without you. Would you please make an honest man of me and marry me?”

      There. He’d said the words. And now he waited, doubts building, feeding on the negative memories that had suddenly taken control. One memory in particular dominated. Had she really come to terms with his past as a soldier? “Does my past in the military still bother you?”

      The question jolted her out of her trance-like state. “What? No!” She caressed his face and pressed an urgent kiss to his lips. “If you hadn’t been a soldier, you wouldn’t be the man you are. And having said that, I also know that the army didn’t make Ray into the man he was—it was his nature, it was always there, and it would have come out no matter what he did. Although I am curious about one thing,” she added as they returned to the cozy intimacy of a close embrace.

      Nick tucked the sheet around both of them. “What’s that?”

      “What did you do in the army? Were you special forces—like John?”

      Confused for an instant as to who she meant, Nick suddenly recalled it was the name Ghost had used when he met Charity. “What makes you say that—about John, I mean?”

      She gave him a wry smile. “You’re forgetting—I was an army wife. I could see it in the way John—if that’s his real name—behaved in the bar after we finished at the gun range. He had that extra something. I saw something similar in you, too, but with you being a Brit, I wasn’t sure I was reading you right.”

      Nick made a mental note to introduce her to the real Ghost—Captain Keane Bryson—in the not-too-distant future. At some point, when Ghost and his team were ready to call it a day as Delta Force operatives, there’d be a place for them with Spectrum if they wanted it. Until then, his friendship with Ghost would mean their paths crossed regularly, so it seemed only logical to bring Charity into that inner circle as well.

      “No, I wasn’t special forces—my former regiment’s specialty in theater is reconnaissance, but we also have a ceremonial role. I can show you, if you like?”

      Charity was intrigued. “What do you mean?”

      He reached for his cellphone on the nightstand and did a quick search on the internet. “Have you heard of a ceremony called ‘Trooping the Colour’?”

      “I don’t think so. Is it a Brit thing?”

      He pressed his lips together. Life with Charity was never going to be boring. “About as Brit as it gets. It’s an annual summer event in London, in honor of the Queen’s official birthday. See?”

      He showed her the clip of the carriage taking the British monarch to the parade ground where the ceremony would take place. Behind the carriage, there followed columns of mounted soldiers wearing helmets with tall plumes, and shiny breastplates glinting in the sun.

      “The Household Cavalry Mounted Regiment escorting the Queen to Horse Guards Parade for the Trooping of the Colour. It’s one of the most famous examples of the ceremonial element of the duties of my regiment—my former regiment.”

      She watched the clip for a few more seconds, then looked at him with something close to amazement. “You did that?”

      He nodded. “A few times, on various occasions.”

      “Wow.” She shook her head, fingertips hovering over the screen where the recording of the procession still rolled. “So, the Queen of England’s cavalry came to my rescue, huh?”

      She really was the most beautiful, adorable woman in the entire world. “No.” Nick had never been more certain of anything in his life. “Just the opposite, in fact—you rescued me.” From a life filled with work and devoid of love.

      Her mouth met his in a promise of love and happiness like no other. He was no fool—he knew their relationship wouldn’t always be plain sailing, but that didn’t matter. They were together now, and nothing would ever change that.
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      One month later

      

      Seated at the desk in his new office at the ranch, Nick looked at the list of names. He was impressed. Some of them he recognized as existing Spectrum operatives, but others were new recruits, fresh out of whichever branch of the British armed forces they’d served in—all of them, without fail, honorably discharged, with immaculate service records.

      Due to arrive in the state in another couple of weeks, they were also the first volunteers for assignments to be handled by the Texas office of Spectrum Security Inc. So much had happened since the day he’d asked Charity to marry him—the ranch was running smoothly, construction work on the final adaptations for the security business were well under way, and Charity’s friend Tay had taken to her new role as head of administration like a duck to water. Under her management, the on-site housing was ready and waiting for occupants, and all the related facilities—such as the medical center, commissary and gym—would be finished within days. They made a great team.

      And then there was the minor matter of the wedding being only two days away. Charity had been thrilled when he told her Dee was flying in from Florida for the celebration.

      “Everything okay, boss?”

      Two arms came over his shoulders and crossed on his chest. On one of the hands attached to those arms, an engagement ring sparkled in the sun streaming through the office windows. Nick lifted the other hand to his lips and kissed it. His fiancée had taken to calling him “boss” ever since he’d offered her—and she’d accepted—the role of IT consultant to Spectrum Security Inc. He’d subsequently looked on with nothing less than sheer admiration for her dedication to getting up to speed with the latest developments in her field.

      “More than okay, sweetheart—but not as amazing as it’ll be a couple of days from now.”

      The arms around him tightened. “I can’t wait. It’ll be great to see Cam again and meet Stacie.”

      The couple were currently somewhere over the Atlantic, on their way to Austin, along with his other business partners and their wives. The thought jarred a little—Spectrum needed more diversity in its boardroom, so while he had them all in one place, he was going to propose a project to take that on and make it happen.

      “Did I tell you Alex and Beth, and Ryan and Fiona are coming too?”

      “You did not!” She gave his shoulder a playful slap. “You’re only telling me this now?”

      “Sweetheart, they’re all family, just like Ghost and his team and their women.”

      She’d had the opportunity to meet the Delta Force team at a barbecue. The way she’d fitted in with the women had been nothing short of amazing.

      “What about these guys?” Charity leaned further over his shoulder so she could reach the manila folders containing the information on some of his new operatives.

      “Not wedding guests. They’re the first of the many. The plan is for them to fly out when we return from our honeymoon.”

      That would be their first honeymoon. He’d promised her two, to make up for the fact that their trip to England, during which his new wife would meet her parents-in-law for the first time, would be curtailed by the arrival of the men whose pictures were laid out in front of him on the desk. The timing sucked all around—because of a prior obligation they couldn’t cancel, Nick’s parents couldn’t make the trip for the wedding. Nick hoped a second honeymoon to Bali—a destination which Charity didn’t yet know about—would get him back in her good graces.

      Charity leafed through the folders. “Do you have assignments for them all?”

      “Contracts are signed for two of them already, and there’s plenty of work in the pipeline for the others.” Nick extracted two of the folders and dropped the others back on the desk, so his fiancée could take a closer look. “Equizi and Brand are the first to come here. Eventually, between the U.S. and UK operations, we’re expecting to have anywhere between one hundred and fifty and two hundred operatives.”

      Charity opened the first dossier at the page with basic information and a photo. “Rocco Equizi. He doesn’t look or sound like a Brit.”

      Nick chuckled. “Half of him is. English mother, Sicilian father. Close protection specialist. He comes highly recommended.” Ros Northwood had sung his praises when she’d put his name forward for the bodyguard assignment.

      “What about the other one?”

      “Lucas Brand. He’s ex-RMP—Royal Military Police. His specialism is criminal investigation.”

      “The industrial espionage case?”

      Nick didn’t miss the spike of interest in his fiancée’s tone. “Yes, the industrial espionage case, and you are not to get involved, you hear? I know it’s going to be tech-heavy, but you’re not an investigator.”

      “No, but when it comes to cybersecurity, you know I can help.”

      Yes, he knew, but there was no way she was getting involved in that side of the business. Still, he knew one sure-fire way to put her off the scent. Unable to resist his woman for long, Nick tugged her hand and coaxed her around the chair to sit on his lap, where she belonged. When he’d ordered the large, comfortable executive chair, this was exactly the situation he’d had in mind.

      “What are you doing? Nick, you can’t!” She slapped his hands away from her shirt buttons, but there was a big, eager grin on her face.

      He knew that grin, and what it meant. “Yes I can, and you know it.”

      He silenced any further protests with a kiss and resumed his task.

      Memo to self—remember to fit a remote-controlled lock to the office door…
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