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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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      Gabi Boudreau’s life turns upside down when her best friend shows up on her doorstep, pleading for help. A plan is hatched—a secret shared. When someone begins stalking Gabi, like it or not there’s only one man who can help her. 

      

      Dylan Roberts owes Carpenter Security Services a favor. When his marker is called in, Dylan heads to New Orleans. He never imagined he’d be playing bodyguard to Gabi Boudreau, or that his attraction to her might create a dangerous distraction. 

      

      In a manipulative game of cat and mouse, can they prevail or will the evil stalking them win?
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      He’d lost his mind.

      What other explanation could there possibly be for him being back in the States?  Not only stateside, but in New Orleans?  Hell, who wanted to be in New Orleans when it wasn’t even Mardi Gras?

      He hadn’t planned on coming back to the U.S. for another year at least.  Costa Rica had become home since he’d left the Navy behind, and he pretty much enjoyed everything about his new life there.

      Louis Armstrong International Airport teamed with more people than he’d normally see in six months back in his Central American paradise, and this hive of activity made him twitchy as hell.  His palms were coated with a film of sweat, feeling like a thousand eyes boring into him, leaving him raw and exposed.

      Damn Samuel Carpenter and his ambiguous phone call.  If it wasn’t for Carpenter, he’d be kicked back, lounging in a hammock behind his house, doing nothing more strenuous than lifting a beer to his lips.  But after the near fiasco with Gareth Prescott during the past summer, he felt like he owed the other man.  Carpenter’s timely intervention saved him from tearing the bastard’s head clean off his shoulders, though admittedly it had been a close call.  One look at Prescott’s smirking face as Carpenter’s team led him out through the villa’s front doors, and he’d snapped.

      Through a sea of black, he vaguely remembered wrapping his hands around Prescott’s neck and squeezing.  Did it make him a monster to admit he’d felt a sense of satisfaction at the look of terror on the other man’s face as he faced his own mortality?  Carpenter’s words echoed in his ears, promising Prescott wouldn’t see the outside of a prison for the rest of his natural life.  Some primal gut instinct forced him to trust the man, though they’d never met before that fateful day.  Still, there were days when he questioned if he’d made the right decision in letting Prescott live.

      Dylan didn’t trust the American judicial system to keep Prescott’s ass behind bars, as evidenced by the bastard being in Costa Rica in the first place. Luckily, the sick, perverted monster once again called a Super-Max facility home, his lucky hide behind bars, where he’d hopefully find himself unable to control people or terrorize women ever again.  Prescott got out once, and part of him didn’t believe anybody could one hundred percent guarantee he wouldn’t escape a second time.  Yet something about Carpenter’s certainty swayed him, and he’d released his stranglehold on Prescott’s neck, and let Carpenter Security lead him away.

      Let Carpenter throw his millions at the problem of keeping Prescott incarcerated.  I have to let it go or thinking about the bastard will drive me insane.

      So, here he stood, waiting for a driver to take him to the offices of Carpenter Security Services, in response to Carpenter’s phone call.  He hoped whatever the hell the other man needed wouldn’t take long.  Maybe he’d get to enjoy a couple of days in the French Quarter before heading to Southern California.  He’d promised Ice, Wolf Steel’s wife, he’d visit the next time he ended up stateside.  Thinking about the woman curved his lips upward in a tender smile.  Wolf’s little lady was a stubborn one, and he didn’t want to find himself on her bad side.  Plus, he wouldn’t mind seeing the Riverton SEAL team again.  Catch up on old times.

      “Roberts, good to see you.”

      Lost in thought, he hadn’t noticed Etienne Boudreau until the man stepped directly in front of him.  Dylan shook Etienne’s outstretched hand, glad to see the worry and tension from the last time he’d seen Boudreau erased from his face.  “Ready to go?”

      Picking up the duffle at his feet, he gave a sharp nod.  “Lead the way.”

      It took several minutes to walk from the terminal to where Boudreau’d parked.  He slung his bag onto the back seat of the black SUV and climbed onto the passenger seat.  Gridlocked traffic snarled bumper-to-bumper exiting the airport, along with what seemed like never-ending construction.  It seemed to take an eternity before they left it behind in the rearview mirror, and he finally relaxed against the seat back.

      “Any idea why Carpenter needs me in New Orleans?”

      A long, drawn-out silence greeted his question, and alarm bells blared inside his head.  Though he didn’t know Etienne Boudreau well, having only worked one rescue with him, it wasn’t like the man to withhold information.  Dylan was a patient man though, having had that attribute drilled into him through years as a Navy SEAL.  After what seemed an interminable wait, Etienne huffed out a sigh.

      “Yeah, I know what it’s about.  And it’s pissing me off.”  After a quick glance in the mirror, Boudreau changed lanes with a smoothness and efficiency Dylan admired.  The guy had more patience behind the wheel than him.  Driving in Costa Rica consisted of a completely different set of road rules than driving the streets of a big city like New Orleans.  Back home, he could drive miles without ever seeing another car.  The biggest problem he faced was the occasional goat crossing the rutted path near his house or a monkey dive bombing his windshield.  Watching these morons behind the wheel made him miss his isolated bungalow in the jungle, where his nearest neighbor was an iguana.

      “And…”

      “It’s complicated.  Personal, as in family.  I’ve been told I’m too close to the situation, so I’ve been benched.  Hell, all of us have.”  Boudreau’s eyes left the road, and met Dylan’s.  “We don’t know each other well, but I trust you, or I wouldn’t have suggested the big man call you in.”

      The sound of Boudreau’s fist slamming against the steering wheel broke their stare down.  He couldn’t help reading the anger and anguish in the other man’s eyes though, which told him whatever Carpenter called him in for was more than a simple case,  at least to Etienne.  Curiosity piqued, he leaned back against the seat, and studied his surroundings as they weaved in and out of traffic.

      “I could use a little more info, Boudreau.”

      “Samuel wants to brief you on the case personally.  What a crock!  Dammit, we’re talking about my baby sister, not some stranger off the street.”  Boudreau blew out a long breath, hands clenched around the steering wheel until his knuckles shone white.  There was a not-so-subtle shift in the air, anger radiating off the other man in almost visible waves.

      “I forgot you have a sister.  She’s in trouble?”

      “Depends who you’re talking to.  You ask her, she’d say we’re blowing things out of proportion.”

      Dylan chose his words carefully.  “But you’re not buying it?”

      “No.  Neither is anybody else at Carpenter Security.”

      “Gotcha.”  He stretched his legs out, uncomfortable after the long flight.  Confined spaces like airplanes had a tendency to bring back bad memories, and now sitting in a car—he’d much rather be walking or running, expending all his pent-up energy.  “We headed to the office now?”

      Etienne shook his head, glancing in the rearview mirror and changing lanes.  “No.  We’re going to meet at my dad’s house.”  He paused for a moment.  “Less chance of being interrupted there.  Plus, it’s remote…and private.”

      Dylan pondered the implication of the other’s words.  Sounded all super-secret and on the down low.  He didn’t need intrigue or spy stuff.  He’d had enough subterfuge to last a lifetime.  But he’d play along—for now.  He owed Carpenter, and Dylan Roberts always paid his debts.

      “Your dad’s Gator Boudreau.”  It wasn’t a question, merely a statement of fact.  He’d heard an earful about the man from Ranger Boudreau, back when they’d both served together in the Navy.  They’d worked a couple of jobs, part of their SEAL experience, though they’d been on different teams.  Apparently Gator Boudreau was some kind of local legend.  Ranger had told him the people of New Orleans treated Gator like he walked on water.

      “Yeah, and let me tell you, we’re damned lucky he’s out of the country right now.  If he even caught a whisper Gabi was in trouble…well, let’s just say Hurricane Katrina would seem tame in comparison.”

      Dylan chuckled at the description.  “Tell me about Gabi.”

      A tender, thoughtful expression crossed Etienne’s face.  It was clear by the light in his gaze he adored his baby sister.  He’d seen the same affectionate look on Ranger’s face when he’d spoken about her.

      “She’s the youngest, of course.  Only girl in a passel of boys, so she grew up part tomboy and part pampered princess.  She can outrun, outshoot, and out fish just about anybody in the parish.  Or she used to, until she went to college.  Could cuss like a longshoreman down on the Mississippi docks, although she’s pretty much cleaned up part of her act.  She attended Tulane.  Took some time off with one of her friends and traveled throughout Europe.”

      “What makes you feel like she’s in trouble?”

      Etienne sighed.  “It probably should wait until we get to the meeting.  Besides, I’ve been pretty much kept in the dark about everything, so I’m probably not the guy to be giving you the facts.  I know something or somebody has been bothering her, and I’m going to find out who it is and end it.”

      They rode in relative silence the rest of the way, finally pulling down a long driveway to a one-story house, situated at the edge of a lake.  A boat dock extended past the side yard, the late afternoon sunlight glinting off the water in an enticing shimmer.  It was almost hypnotic, and Dylan wondered if there’d be time to do a little fishing before he headed to California.  A few vehicles were parked on the asphalt drive, and several men occupied the wooden deck connected to the house.  Dylan recognized Samuel Carpenter right away, talking with another man he recognized.  Ranger Boudreau.

      Carpenter glanced up, a hand shading his eyes as he watched him and Etienne head toward them.  Crossing the grass, he stepped onto the deck.

      “Roberts, good to see you.”

      “You too.”  He nodded to another man who bore a strong family resemblance to the other two Boudreau men.  Must be Jean-Luc, the one Boudreau brother he hadn’t met.  Looked like all the brothers were here except Sebastian, who Dylan knew as Bas.  “Wanna tell me what so important you dragged me all the way from Costa Rica?”

      Carpenter waved toward an ice-filled cooler on the deck.  “Why don’t you grab a beer, and make yourself comfortable?  I’m waiting for one more person to get here, and we’ll get started.  I only want to explain things once, and this might take a while.”

      Dylan shrugged and strode over to the cooler, and grabbed two beers, handing one to Etienne.  Leaning against the deck’s railing, he watched the gentle waves lap against the dock, half-listening to the conversations around him.  He had met all the men gathered on the deck when they’d come to Costa Rica, riding to the rescue of one of Carpenter’s employees, Stephanie Barnes.  Turned out, Stephanie was the love of Etienne’s life, but neither would admit it until she’d been kidnapped by her crazy ex, and Etienne dropped everything and came to save her, along with Dylan and half of Carpenter’s crazy crew.  Looking at each man present, the only one missing was Gunner.

      The growl of an approaching engine could be heard, followed by the appearance of a low-slung bright red sports car.  It squealed to a stop at the end of the drive, and Dylan gave a half smile when his guess was correct and Wilson “Gunner” Everett climbed from the driver’s seat.

      “Great, everybody’s here.”  Carpenter nodded to Gunner, and motioned toward the cooler.

      “Finally gonna tell me what the hell is going on?”  An edge of bitterness tinged Etienne’s voice, and Dylan felt pretty sure his friend wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

      “Cool your jets, dude.”  Gunner popped the top on his beer and took a long drink.

      “If it was business-related, we’d be having this meeting in the office,” Nathan chimed in.  “Which means it’s personal.  And judging from the fact none of the women-folk were invited to this little tête-à-tête, I tend to think it’s about one of them.”

      “Astute as always, Nate.”  Carpenter moved to stand at the head of the deck, his bearing tall and straight, expression grim.  “We need to talk about Gabi.”

      “She hasn’t mentioned any problems since she’s been home.”  Jean-Luc looked at each of his brothers, who all shrugged.

      “She didn’t say anything, but Andrea mentioned Gabi was getting a lot of calls she didn’t answer.  Like she’d look at the caller ID, get really pale, and decline the call.  After her suspicious behavior continued for several days, Andrea finally mentioned it to me.  I had Stefan check her phone and these calls have been coming in for weeks.”

      “She gave you her phone?”  At Carpenter’s stare, Etienne chuckled.  “Yeah, I didn’t think so.  Good old Stefan did his wizardly magic, and Gabi doesn’t have a clue her privacy has been compromised, right?”

      “Dude, let’s just listen to the boss, and find out what’s happening with your sister before pointing any fingers, ‘kay?”  Gunner leaned back in his chair, and propped his feet up on the edge of the cooler.  “We all love Gabi, and if somebody’s giving her a hard time, well then, said particular somebody might be getting a few visitors in the middle of the night.  To adjust his attitude, you get me?”

      Etienne huffed out a laugh.  “I get ya.  Okay, boss man, what did Stefan find?”

      “Approximately four weeks of phone calls, coming in from three different numbers.  All burner phones.  The first few calls were answered by Gabi, each lasting no longer than fifteen to twenty seconds.  After that, all calls rejected.”

      “Wrong numbers?”  Nate asked.

      “Doubtful.  None of the calls originated locally.  New York, Washington, and Miami.  The phones all purchased with cash.  Stefan pulled security footage on two of the stores where the phones were purchased.  Whoever bought them knew exactly where the cameras were, all males, all wearing a baseball cap and sunglasses.  Deliberately stayed turned away from the cameras.  Black males, five foot nine to five eleven, roughly one hundred and sixty-ish pounds.  One man clean shaven, one with a mustache.  No visible tattoos.”

      Ranger tapped the paper he held in one hand.  “There’s more.  I let Gabi use my extra parking space, since there’s no close parking near her apartment over the store.  She pretty much walks everywhere anyway, so it made sense to park her car there.  Last week I came home and her car had been trashed.  All four tires slashed.  Doors and hood keyed.  Huge slashes in the convertible top.”

      The sudden stillness on the deck didn’t surprise Dylan.  The calls, the car—mounting evidence one of their own was in trouble couldn’t be denied.  The camaraderie and loyalty between these men, some connected by blood, and some by choice, couldn’t be denied.  And he was beginning to have a sneaking suspension of why Carpenter had called him.

      “Son of a—” Etienne glared at his brother.  “You knew about this and didn’t tell me…us.”

      “Don’t be an ass.  You were working a case in Florida.  There wasn’t a hell of a lot you could’ve done from there, and there wasn’t a reason for you to head home until the job was finished.  Gabi doesn’t know about her car.  I had it towed, fingerprinted, and checked from stem to stern.  It’s being repaired and repainted.  I hope I can get it back to the garage before she even knows it’s gone.”

      “People, let’s get back on track, please.”  Carpenter glanced at Dylan, and he nodded, letting him know he was in.  Hell, he’d have been in even if he didn’t owe the man.  It didn’t matter he’d never met Gabi Boudreau in his life.  He knew her family, which was more than enough.

      “Gabi’s getting our help, whether she wants it or not.  But for now, we’re gonna keep this on the down low.  Which is why Dylan’s here.  He’s gonna be Gabi’s bodyguard.  Her shadow.  Anybody comes close to our girl, he’ll be there.”

      Dylan felt the weight of every eye, their laser focus drilling into him, studying him, weighing his worth.  After long moments, the tension eased.

      Guess I passed the test.

      Carpenter clapped his hands once, the sharp sound drawing attention back to him.

      “Okay, here’s the plan.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Gabi Boudreau strode out the door of the mailbox drop-off store, a stack of mail clasped in one hand, as she slid her sunglasses from the top of her head to shade her eyes with the other.  The glare from the brilliant sunlight seemed especially strong after the dimness of the shop’s interior.  Time for a quick break, maybe grab a bite before heading back to the office.  I’m definitely ready for a caramel latte with extra whipped cream and chocolate drizzle.  I’ve earned it.

      She’d been working at Lamoreaux Investigations for the past few months, ever since returning from Italy.  In the beginning, she’d walked through their front door with an impossible, and as she quickly came to realize, unrealistic idea about the exciting world of private investigators.  Too bad the reality didn’t come close to living up to her vivid imagination.  She chalked it up to growing up with four older brothers, all ex-military, who now worked for Carpenter Security.  Add in the fact her father was Gator Boudreau, well known throughout New Orleans as being Mr. Fix-It, the man who could take care of anybody’s difficulties…well, nothing else needed to be said.

      Everybody at the PI office, meaning Max and Theresa Lamoreaux, treated her great, but if she was honest, she had bigger goals, and answering a phone and filing stacks of papers wasn’t what she wanted to do with her life.  At least not long-term anyway.  It didn’t offer her the—excitement—she craved.

      Every single person in her immediate family lived lives overflowing with excitement.  Her brothers were all adrenaline junkies.  Heck, even her dad did work on the side for Samuel.  All the Boudreau men worked for a billionaire who owned his own exclusive private security company, a man who oozed charisma with a seductive dash of danger, though she’d never admit that out loud, especially around his fiancée, Andrea.  She shook her head, a tiny smile curling the corners of her lips.  Andrea Kirkland was a pussycat, but could easily turn on a dime, and Gabi definitely didn’t want to be on the receiving end of the other woman’s infamous temper.  Besides, she thought of Samuel as one of her brothers, since he’d practically lived at her house when she’d been growing up.

      All-in-all, things in her life weren’t really bad.  Just boring as hell.

      After college, she’d taken time off and traveled, mostly through Europe, trekking around England, Scotland, and France for several months.  She’d taken part-time jobs in Italy and Switzerland, waiting tables or doing odd jobs.  On coming back to the States, she’d visited her Uncle Doug and Aunt Patti in Texas.  Her father had four younger brothers, each one as overtly alpha as her dad, which meant there was a bushelful of Boudreau cousins, most of them either current military, recently out, or else they were law enforcement types, and she’d found herself engulfed by enough testosterone to think she was back at home with her four older brothers.

      Finally ready to move on with her life, she’d headed home, ready to pursue her academic life.  Four years at Tulane gave her a diploma, but no viable job opportunities in sight.  Journalism, it turned out, was a tough nut to crack.  Hundreds of people with a degree equal to or better than the one she’d earned, along with more practical experience, all vied for the same handful of available positions.  Those odds weren’t in her favor.

      She wasn’t about to give up, though.  She’d inherited a stubborn streak a mile wide and canyon deep.  Daddy always teased her she’d inherited it from her mother, though she knew better.  Once the man latched onto something, he held on as tightly as his namesake.  There’d be no turning it loose until he accomplished what needed to be done—come hell or high water.

      Fingers crossed, her tenacity gained her what she wanted too, because she’d worked damned hard to get her degree.  Journalism called to her.  She loved writing, always had.  Reading too, as her e-reader tablet would attest.

      A cool breeze tickled against her cheeks, and she stopped, lifting her face toward the sky.  Was there any place better than New Orleans in spring? Last month the city overflowed with tourists, partygoers, and revelers, binging on the spirit, the very essence of the French Quarter.  Parades, celebrations, and a plentitude of food, music, and parties available at the drop of a hat, or in the case of the Big Easy, strands of Mardi Gras beads.

      A rough push from behind broke her from her thoughts, as two women bustled past her without a backward glance.

      Too bad their mommas didn’t teach them any better manners, bless their hearts.

      She paused at the corner, taking a sip of her latte, and waited for the light to change.  Without warning, a sharp shove in the center of her back caused her to hurtle forward—straight into oncoming traffic.  The cup in her hand went flying as she struggled to keep from face-planting against the asphalt.  Tires screeched, and a loud female scream permeated the air.

      Before she could manage another breath or cry out, strong arms wrapped around her middle, yanking her back against a solid wall of muscle.  The sound of crunching metal echoed in her ears, along with the tune of her panting breaths.

      “Are you okay?”

      It was probably a good thing whoever behind her still had his arms wrapped around her midsection, because her knees decided now was the perfect time to buckle.  The rock solid bands tightened their hold, and she gave in to her instinct to lean back against the wall of strength keeping her erect.  Something about his hold made her feel secure, safe even, in the midst of the chaos escalating around her.

      “I think so.”  She felt a twinge of regret when those arms loosened their grip, and she slowly turned to look at her savior.  A wide expanse of chest was the first thing she spotted, her eyes appreciating the wall of muscle displayed by the dark T-shirt covering his torso.  She allowed her gaze to move upward, taking in the strong jawline.  A small scar decorated his chin, and she couldn’t help noticing his full lips, currently pulled downward in a frown, before moving upward.  His face looked like it was hewn from granite, all sharp angles and jagged edges.  Another small scar bisected his eyebrow above dark brown eyes, the color so rich it reminded her of the expresso she loved at Café Du Monde.

      Her head craned farther back to take in the whole package, because he was tall, well over six feet and two hundred plus pounds.  Having grown up around military men, she could tell there wasn’t an ounce of fat on him.  Of course, she could tell from the feel of all those muscles when she’d been held tight against him.

      The edges of his dark brown hair brushed against his collar, and looked like it might have a tendency to curl if it got much longer.

      Before she could stop herself, she blurted out the first thing thought which popped into her head.  “You’re military, right?”

      His only reaction was a quick blink, before even that telltale giveaway was quashed.  The right corner of his mouth kicked up.  “You sure you’re not hurt?”

      “I’m fine.  Thanks for the assist, by the way.”

      “I’m glad I reached you.  There was no way the car could have stopped in time.”

      Yeah, she’d already had the same realization, which was why her hands still shook.  The mail she’d just picked up was still clutched tightly in one hand, she realized.  A gust of wind blew past, and she brushed back the hair flying in her face with her other hand.

      “Did you see who pushed me?”  She hated the shaky, breathless sound of her voice, barely above a whisper.

      “You were pushed?”  He shook his head.  “I only saw you jerk forward, like you’d stumbled on the curb.”

      “I don’t know—it felt like somebody shoved me.  I guess I’m mistaken.  It’s busy out, maybe I was jostled by the crowd.”  She smiled at him.  “Lucky for me, you were there.  My personal knight in shining armor.”

      He snorted.  “Sweetheart, I’m nobody’s hero.  Just glad I was in the right place at the right time.”

      “Well, whatever you want to call yourself, thank you.”  She thrust out her hand.  “I’m Gabi—Gabi Boudreau.”

      His fingers wrapped around her hand, and she felt a sizzle zing through her.  “Dylan Roberts.”  Though she listened intently, she couldn’t detect any hint of an accent.  She did love the sound of his voice.  Deep and sure, with a husky timbre, she could listen to him talk for hours.

      “Where were you headed, before your near miss?”

      “Back to the office.  I’d grabbed the mail and decided to reward myself with a coffee, which is now decorating the sidewalk of Canal Street.”  She gave a sheepish grin.  “Not sure my hips need the calories anyway.”

      Oh, man, had she really just said that out loud?

      A slow grin spread across his lips, and he looked her up and down slowly, appreciation lighting his gaze.  “I don’t think your hips have anything to worry about.”

      “Well, anyway, thanks again.  I’m a little shaky, so I think I’m going to head home instead of back to the office.”

      “Do you live close by?  I can give you a ride if you need one.”

      “I don’t live too far away.  I walk to work every day.”  Oops, maybe she was oversharing a bit.  He might be cute, but still a total stranger.  A cute stranger, but—

      “Can I buy you another cup of coffee before you head home?”

      She hesitated for a second before throwing caution to the winds.  “How about I make you a cup of coffee instead?  If you don’t mind walking me home.  Honestly, I’d feel a little better not being alone right now…if you don’t mind?”

      “I’d love to walk you home.”

      Clutching the mail to her chest, and hoping she wasn’t making a huge mistake, she headed for her apartment with the intriguing stranger she’d just met.  What could go wrong?
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      She slid the key into the door at the rear entrance of the French Quarter shop.  Dylan wanted to ask about the place but refrained.  From the lettering on the glass window at the front, it was some kind of New Age place.  He didn’t believe in any sort of mumbo-jumbo stuff, but he found it interesting she lived here.  She seemed too grounded in reality, from what he’d gleaned from her, to believe in hocus-pocus, but he’d been wrong before.  Maybe she got a good deal on the rent, since it was located in the French Quarter, where properties garnered prime real estate prices.  Even living out of the country, he’d heard about the shortage of available rental spots, especially in the middle of tourist season.

      Gabi swung the door inward, and flipped on the light switch, bathing the space in a golden glow.  He walked in behind her, straight into a kitchen.  Tossing her purse on the countertop, she spun around with a smile. “Sorry for the mess.” Gabi swung the door inward, and flipped on the light switch, bathing the space in a golden glow.  He walked in behind her, straight into a kitchen. Tossing her purse on the countertop, she spun around with a smile. “I usually clean on the weekends, but…

      “Not a problem.  I tend to be a bit messy myself.”  Not exactly the truth, though his rigid ingrained SEAL training had relaxed a bit since he’d walked away from the military.  Living alone had mellowed his deeply ingrained military tendency for excessive neatness, and the jungle kept things from being too formal.

      “Coffee.  I promised you coffee…unless you’d like something else?  I’ve got tea, juice, or wine.”

      “It’s a little early for wine, don’t you think?  Coffee will be fine.”

      “Right, sorry.  I’m just—I guess I’m a little spooked about my near miss.  I still hear the squealing brakes.  Crunching metal.”  She drew in a deep breath, and he could practically see her pulling a protective shield around herself.  “Listen to me, babbling like an idiot.  Please, sit.  I’ll get the coffee started.”

      He pulled a wooden ladder-back chair out and slipped onto the seat.

      Be charming, Roberts.  Put her at ease.  Do the job you’ve been hired to do, which is keep an eye on Gabi and keep her safe.

      “Nice place.”

      “Thanks.  It belongs to a friend.  She’s letting me roost here until I get on my feet.”  She chuckled.  “Wow, saying it out loud makes it sound like I’ve been sick or at death’s door or something.  Instead, the sad truth is I’m having difficulty finding a job I really want.”

      “And what’s that, Gabi?”

      “Journalism.  Specifically, investigative journalism.  I’ve always loved reading and writing.  Digging in to something to get to the nitty-gritty of a story.  Add in I’m a naturally nosy person, and it seemed like a match made in heaven.  Instead, everybody and their great aunt have degrees in journalism, and more experience.”

      He loved the enthusiastic way she talked about her passion, the light illuminating the intelligence shining in her eyes.  The animated way she waved her hands, punctuating her words.  Had he ever been excited about anything in his life?  Not lately, he realized.  The most excitement he’d seen in ages had been when he’d helped the Boudreau brothers rescue the women being held hostage by Gareth Prescott.  Which partially explained what he was doing now, seated at Gabi’s table.

      A momentary twinge of guilt speared him before he managed to quash the traitorous feeling.  He hated keeping his real reason for meeting her secret.  But Carpenter insisted he not tell her he’d been assigned as her bodyguard.  And he hated even more she needed one in the first place.  Who would want to harm her?  From everything he’d seen, she appeared too sweet and innocent to have made many enemies.

      But looks could be deceiving, a lesson he’d learned the hard way.

      She filled two cups and brought them to the table, then grabbed the container of cream from the fridge.  A covered bowl in the center of the table contained individual packets of sugar.  He ignored both to sip at his black coffee.  Hot and strong, the way he liked it.

      “Tell me about you, Dylan.  What brings you to New Orleans?”

      “I’m here doing a favor for a friend.  Friends, actually.  They called, and here I am.”

      “Well, I’ve got to say, I’m glad you were in the right place at the right time today, or I might have been playing the role of the bug on somebody’s windshield.  Did I remember to say thank you?”

      He laughed.  “Several times.  Again, you’re welcome.”

      “Okay, I don’t want to sound like a dork or anything, but here goes…would you like to maybe go out…you know, to dinner with me?”

      He found himself smiling at her.  He couldn’t help himself.  “I was going to ask you.  But since you beat me to the punch, yes, I’d love to have dinner with you.  You know this town better than me.  What would you suggest?”

      “Honestly, you can’t go wrong with any place in the French Quarter.  Depends on how fancy you want to get.  There’s so much to choose from here.  You name it, we’ve got it.”  The love and pride in her voice for her hometown made him wistful.  He hadn’t felt like that about any place, not even his new home in Costa Rica.  Being an Army brat, he’d moved around from base to base, following his father, never staying long enough in any one place to make close friends.  His choice to go into the SEAL program had caused a rift between him and his dad persisted for years.  They’d finally started mending fences in the last couple of years, but there was still a long way to go.

      “Why don’t you choose?  I trust your judgment.”  He stood and set down his cup.  “I’ll pick you up around seven.”  Pulling out his phone, he handed it to her.  “Mind giving me your number?  I’ll give you a call later.”  He watched her punch in a series of numbers and hand back his phone.  Quickly dialing the number, he heard hers ring, and hung up.  “Now you have mine.”

      Striding to the door, he opened it, and drew in a deep breath.  He needed to get out of there—fast—before he did something stupid he’d regret.  There was something about the pretty little blonde that got to him in a way he hadn’t experienced in a long time.  Not since Emily.  He closed his eyes against the familiar pain he got when he thought about his former love.

      Walk away.  Tell Carpenter you can’t do this.

      “Dylan, thank you again.  If you hadn’t been there—”

      “As long as you’re okay, that’s all that matters.  See you tonight.”

      Without another word or backward glance, he walked away.  Because the reality was, he was already in over his head and sinking fast.
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      Gabi stared at the closed door, unsure what had just happened.  Moments ago, Dylan rushed away like a fox with his tail on fire.  “What in the world?”  Shaking her head, she picked up the two coffee cups, and rinsed them in the sink before loading them into the dishwasher.

      She jumped at the sound of her cell phone ringing, and smacked herself in the forehead for being such a numbskull.  Because for a split second, she’d thought maybe Dylan was calling.  How pathetic was she?  He’d barely been gone sixty seconds, for crying out loud.  Glancing at the caller ID, she noted her sister-in-law Sarah’s number and picture on the screen.

      “Hey, Sarah, what’s up?”

      “I’m taking a break from the book.  Writing sex scenes is exhausting.”  Her gentle laughter filled Gabi’s ear.

      “But you do it so well.  Congratulations on the latest release, by the way.  I read it in one sitting.”  Reaching into the upper cabinet, she pulled out the package of shortbread cookies she’d bought while grocery shopping.  She didn’t usually indulge, but right now she really needed the sugar rush.  All the adrenaline racing through her earlier left her feeling a little lightheaded.

      “Because your brother is usually around for me to practice my moves on.”

      “Too much information, sister of mine.  Way, way too much information.”

      She heard Sarah’s laugh, followed by the soft cooing sounds of baby Abigail in the background.  Such a precious little darling, she was the light of Gabi’s life, and she adored her brand-new niece.  She never thought she’d see the day when her brother, Ranger, became a daddy.  He’d always been Mister Navy SEAL, alpha male, military for life.  Yet one look at his daughter, and he’d been a goner.  Best daddy ever.

      “Anyway, the reason I called—wondered if you were free for lunch?  I’ve got the babysitter situation covered, and have a few hours free…”

      “Yes!  Your timing is perfect.  I could use some help picking out an outfit for tonight.”  Heading up the stairs, which contained the living area and bedroom, Gabi mentally cataloged every item in her closet, rejecting each one, and stuffed another cookie in her mouth.

      “Tonight?  What’s happening tonight?”  Before she could answer, Sarah squealed loud enough Gabi pulled the phone away from her ear.  “You’ve got a date?  Say yes.  Please tell me you’ve got a hot date.”

      Gabi couldn’t stop the laugh springing free at Sarah’s overexuberant enthusiasm.  “Ease up there, girlfriend.  Yes, I’m having dinner out tonight.”

      “Spill it.  You haven’t mentioned anybody in ages.  Who is he?”

      “His name is Dylan.  I met him this morning.”

      “You only met him today?  Pretty fast work there, little sis.”

      “It’s been an eventful day, and it’s not even noon yet.”

      “Speaking of, why aren’t you at the office?  I thought you were working at Max and Theresa’s office, but when I called there...”

      “I do, I mean I am working there, but they gave me the afternoon off.”  No need to tell Sarah they’d given her the day off after hearing about her near miss with traffic.  The Big Easy’s grapevine spread gossip faster than the Black Plague through Europe.  “Anyway, can you meet me in half an hour?  I’m at the apartment over Theresa’s store.  If you meet me here, we can walk down to Chica’s Front Porch.  My treat.”

      “Mexican food and gossip?  I’m on my way.  See you soon.  And be ready to spill.  I want to hear all about this Dylan guy.”

      “I’ll tell you everything I know.  Bye.”

      She leaned against the doorframe to the bedroom, thinking about the morning’s events, retracing each step in her mind.  A cold chill ran down her spine.  No matter how she tried to deny the evidence, there was no mistaking the facts.

      Somebody had deliberately pushed her.  And she didn’t have a clue why.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Dylan stared at the phone in his hand, reading the text response to the one he’d sent.

      STICK CLOSE TO GABI.  THINGS ARE ESCALATING.  DON’T LET HER OUT OF YOUR SIGHT.

      Looks like Carpenter is going to be a pain in my ass.

      Of course, he didn’t blame the guy.  He’d messaged the other man as soon as he’d left Gabi’s apartment, telling him about the incident earlier that morning.  Although he’d only been a few feet away, he’d almost been too late.

      He’d followed Gabi Boudreau all morning.  Trailed her from her apartment to Lamoreaux Investigations’ office.  Couldn’t get a clear view, since the office was on the second floor, but he stayed vigilant to nearby foot traffic, and kept his eyes on the building’s front door, checking every person who entered or exited the building.

      She walked out after two hours, headed to the mailbox place, then made a stop at the coffee shop on the corner.  He’d noticed the two women who’d bumped into her, immediately moving closer, anticipating anything.

      Regret ate at his gut with the realization he’d almost been too late.  Remembered the acrid burn of fear in the back of his throat when he’d realized how close she’d come to stumbling into the path of oncoming traffic still left a bad taste in his mouth.  He should have been more vigilant.  Paid closer attention.  Instead, he’d been focused on watching the sway of her hips as she walked a few feet in front of him.  His inattention could have gotten her killed.

      Had somebody pushed her?

      There were several people around her at the time she’d gone stumbling head-first toward the street.  Closing his eyes, he reconstructed the scene from memory.  Two women about a foot, maybe a foot and a half away from Gabi.  One carried a mesh bag filled with fruits and vegetables.  The other pushed a stroller, a sleeping toddler nestled within.

      A male teen, maybe fourteen or fifteen, wearing a black hoodie and carrying a skateboard.  Why isn’t he in school where he belongs?  Hell, for all Dylan knew, maybe there weren’t classes today in New Orleans.  The stuff he didn’t know about the city could fill volumes.

      Then there were the three men, all within a couple of feet of Gabi.  One dude in a suit and tie talking on a cell phone.  Roughly five foot ten, one eighty.  Brown and brown.  Looked soft and out of shape.  Businessman most likely, since he carried coffee in one hand and his phone in the other.  Another male in jeans and a hoodie with the hood down.  Stringy dark hair.  Couldn’t see his eyes, but he’d had a couple days of unshaved facial hair.  Empty hands.

      The last guy wore a button front light blue shirt and pressed jeans.  Lighter hair though not blond, blue eyes.  Six feet, one ninety.  Muscular, but in a gym rat type of build, not somebody who gained muscle through hard work.  Clean shaven, but didn’t give off a businessman-type vibe like the other guy.

      There was no reason for him to even warrant more than a second glance, but something about him didn’t sit right with Dylan.  Had he moved closer to Gabi while waiting for the light to change?  He couldn’t be sure, because he’d been focused on Gabi, so it could have been any of the people around her.

      Tucking the phone back in his pocket, he began walking toward the scene of the morning’s near accident.  He made a scoffing sound.  Right, accident.  At this point, he’d convinced himself there wasn’t a bloody thing accidental about Gabi’s near miss.  If it had been the first time something happened to Gabi, he might let it slide, agreeing she’d tripped.

      But in his gut, he knew better.  The whole reason Carpenter called him, requested he fly all the way to New Orleans, was tied up in protecting Gabi Boudreau.

      It didn’t take long to reach the intersection where Gabi’d had her near miss.  Standing on the corner, he checked the traffic flow from all directions, studying the traffic light patterns and the crosswalk signals.  Everything seemed to be working normally.  A quick survey of the ground showed there weren’t any chunks of sidewalk or uneven pavement which might be a tripping hazard.  Unless she’d stumbled over her own two feet, Gabi’s near blunder into traffic hadn’t been caused by anything tangible.

      She’d been pushed.

      “Looking for something in particular, or do you always stand around staring at the sidewalk?”

      Sebastian Boudreau stood about a foot away, a goofy smile on his face.  Dylan shook his head, smiling back.  He hadn’t seen the other man since Costa Rica, but the short time they’d spent had helped cement a friendship which continued, albeit long distance.  He’d talked to the other guy a few times, and knew he’d met the love of his life not long ago and according to him, Bas was ‘deliriously happy’.”

      “Bas!  Good to see you.”

      “Whatcha doing in New Orleans, man?  I’d have met you at the airport if I knew you were coming.  Where are you staying?  I’ve got an extra room if you—”

      Dylan held up a hand, laughing at the onslaught of words coming from Bas.  “Whoa, slow your roll.  Got in last night, and yes, I have a place to stay.  Thanks for the offer.”

      “Cool.  I just got back myself.  Finished up a case in Texas.  Worked out of the Carpenter Security office in Austin.  They needed somebody with my specialized skill set.”  He brushed his knuckles against his shoulder at his words, and Dylan’s eyes rolled.

      “They needed somebody with EDP?”

      “EDP?”

      “Extra douche perception, ‘cause you’ve got that covered, bro.”

      “Ha ha.  Very funny.  Anyway, you didn’t answer my question.  What brings you to my fair city?”

      Was it possible Bas didn’t know what was going on with Gabi?  She was his sister, but maybe Carpenter hadn’t wanted Bas involved.  Might be why he’d been sent to the Austin office, to keep him out of the mix.  Still, all the other Boudreaus had been in on his meeting with Carpenter the night before.  Come to think of it, he remembered Etienne mentioning Bas being out of town.  Seemed a little odd they hadn’t brought the other man up to speed.

      “Just doing a favor for a friend.”

      “Must be some favor to drag your sorry ass all the way from the jungle.”

      Dylan turned and took a couple of steps back in the direction he’d come from, heading toward Gabi’s place.  Bas fell into step beside him, and Dylan tried to decide if maybe he shouldn’t say anything until he checked with Carpenter.  Except he knew Bas loved Gabi.  She was his sister, after all.  Damn, the man had spent hours talking about her while they’d worked the rescue op. Dylan had gotten the impression Bas wouldn’t mind if Dylan hooked up with his baby sister.

      “Listen up.  I can’t say much, but you need to talk to Carpenter about why I’m here.  Or your brothers.  That’s all I can say.”

      Bas step in front of him, forcing him to stop walking, and held up his hand.  “Whoa, whoa, whoa, man.  Can the B.S. and tell me what the hell is going on.”  All trace of the happy-go-lucky man from moments before were gone, replaced by an alpha predator, intent on obtaining information.

      “Talk to Carpenter.”

      Bas’ eyes narrowed, and Dylan could almost see the wheels spinning in his head, trying to figure out what hadn’t been said.  “You can’t tell me—or you won’t?”

      “Can’t.”

      Dylan stepped around Bas, still frozen in place, and kept walking.  He’d only been gone for half an hour or so, but there was a persistent buzz in the back of his head telling him he needed to get to Gabi’s place.  Fast.

      “Hold up, man.”  Bas darted in front of him, causing Dylan to stop.  “Carpenter knew I’d be back today.”  He narrowed his eyes, studying Dylan.  “You’re not here to do the whole tourist thing, are you?”

      “No.”  Dylan knew his one-word response would piss off Bas, but the man really needed to talk to Carpenter, get briefed on the situation with his sister.  Besides, his instincts screamed trouble with a capital T headed his way, and he needed to be ready.

      “Damn it, did Carpenter call you in?”

      Dylan sighed and crossed his arms over his chest.  “Yes.  Bas, go see Carpenter.  He’ll explain everything.”

      He watched a myriad of emotions cross Bas’ face, before his posture relaxed.  “I’m headed there now, and he’d better have answers.  I don’t like being out of the loop.”

      “I get it.  Call me later, once you’ve been briefed.  Right now, I’ve got someplace I need to be.  You cool?”

      Bas scrubbed a hand over his face.  “Yeah.  Later, dude.”  He strode back in the direction they’d just come from.  Dylan didn’t envy Carpenter when Bas got there, because beneath his calm demeanor, he knew the other man was pissed.  And things weren’t going to get any easier when he knew the truth.  Gabi was his baby sister, and Dylan figured Bas Boudreau tended to be an overprotective big brother.

      Within minutes, he stood outside the front door of the New Age shop.  The intense feeling of urgency from earlier dissipated, but he still surveyed his surroundings, taking note of everyone close to the shop.  Moving a few feet away, he studied each person walking by, any who lingered a little too long, yet nobody rang any alarm bells in his head.

      A quick jog down the alleyway brought him to the back door of the shop, the one he knew led to Gabi’s apartment.  He studied the ground intently, as he had when he’d left here less than an hour ago, and didn’t note anything out of the ordinary.  He knew he couldn’t linger back here too long without attracting attention.  Lots of people used the back entrances to the surrounding stores, and he didn’t want to draw notice.

      Walking back around to the front, he found a comfortable place across the street, where he could keep an eye on the shop and the alleyway.  Pulling out his phone, he took several photos of both, noting weakness and secondary entrance points he’d have to monitor.

      Leaning against the wall, he settled in to watch.  He’d keep her safe until their date tonight.  A sense of anticipation filled him, and he wondered if it was from the excitement of the case—or the chance to get to know the beautiful Gabi Boudreau better.
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      “We need to talk.”

      Gabi stared at Dylan, noting the serious look on his face.  They’d had a lovely dinner, and she’d been fascinated with his stories about his time with the Navy SEALs.  She’d barely restrained from peppering him with questions, her deeply ingrained reporter’s instinct and natural curiosity dying to dig deeper into his psyche, and find out all the events shaping him into an intriguing man.  But having grown up with brothers who were all ex-military, including Navy SEALs, she knew he couldn’t give her the kind of details she craved.  Military secrets and their brand of if I tell you I’ll have to kill you B.S.

      “I thought that’s what we’ve been doing,” she teased.

      The deep blue of his eyes darkened for a moment, and he glanced past her, toward the front of the restaurant.  With a sigh, he tossed his napkin on the table and stood.

      “Be right back.”  Without another word, he strode away, and Gabi craned around, her gaze following him.  Within seconds, she noted Etienne and Bas standing in the lobby.  What in the world is going on?  When Dylan stopped and spoke with them, alarm bells blared inside her head.

      How does he know my brothers?

      After what seemed an eternity, all three headed toward her table.  Their expressions gave nothing away, although their nonchalant postures didn’t fool her.  Etienne strode forward at the front of their little trio, his back ramrod straight, his military background shining through.  Bas’ body language mimicked his older brother’s, while Dylan ran a hand through his hair, a resigned expression on his handsome face.

      Uh oh, here comes trouble.

      “Hey, guys.  What’s going on?”

      Pulling up two additional chairs from an adjacent table, the three men formed a semicircle facing her.  A shiver raced up her spine, the tingles making her think of the old saying her granny used to use.  Somebody just walked across your grave.  Such a morbid thought, but she couldn’t help flashing back to earlier that morning, when she’d felt the hand in the center of her back, pushing her toward the street.

      “Gabi, what I started to tell you, before Heckle and Jeckle showed up, is my meeting you this morning wasn’t an accident.”

      Her gaze swept across each man, and she clasped her hands in her lap, tight enough her knuckles turned white.  She definitely didn’t like the direction this conversation seemed headed.  “I don’t understand.”

      “I’ve been hired to protect you.  Make sure nothing happened to you.”  A self-deprecating laugh followed his words.  “Kinda fell down on the job there, didn’t I?”

      She leaned back in her chair, a sense of numbness filling her soul, and watched her brothers’ heads bob in agreement.  An ugly picture began forming in her head.

      “Hired?  Exactly who hired you?  These two knuckleheads?”  She jerked her thumb toward her brothers.

      “No.  Samuel Carpenter hired me.”

      What on earth…why would Samuel think she needed a babysitter?

      “Explain.”  She barely got the word out through gritted teeth.  The picture slowly emerging pissed her off.  She really couldn’t wait to hear his explanation.

      “Gabi, we just thought—”

      “Not you,” she cut off Etienne before he could get started with some longwinded, convoluted reason for putting what was essentially a bodyguard on her ass.  She loved her brothers, knew they meant well, but sometimes they were a royal pain in the backside.  It didn’t matter she hadn’t lived at home since she was eighteen, she was always going to be their helpless baby sister.

      I guess I should feel lucky Dad is out of the country, or he’d be here too.  Hell, what am I thinking?  Dad would have me out in the middle of the bayou without a soul around, thinking he’s protecting me.

      She pointed at Dylan.  “You tell me what’s going on.”

      “Gabi, you need to listen to me.”  Etienne’s voice held a pleading quality.   Likely he wanted to cajole her into listening to his explanation, but she’d had enough.  She wanted to know what was going on, and she intended to get answers, one way or another.  The best way to do that was to bypass all the family drama and hear it directly from her bodyguard.

      “Do I need to call Samuel, and get him to tell me why I need a hired babysitter?”

      “Honey, I’ve been called a lot of things—babysitter ain’t one of them.”  Dylan leaned back in his chair, arms crossed over his chest.  His expression held mild amusement, and her hand itched to wipe the smirk off his handsome face.

      Where had that thought come from?  And did he call me honey?

      “Start talking, Dylan.  You said Samuel called you.  Why?”

      “Because he thinks—as do your brothers—somebody is after you.”

      She shook her head before he’d even finished his sentence.  “That’s ridiculous.”

      “Is it?”  He paused for a moment, simply staring at her, and she nearly started squirming in her chair.  Because he was there when somebody shoved me this morning.  Had he seen who did it?  No, he couldn’t have.  He wouldn’t have let them get away.  Deep in her gut, she knew he’d have stopped them one way or another.

      “Sweetheart, do you think we’re blind?”  Etienne leaned forward in his chair, his tone icy.  “The phone calls?  The texts you’ve been getting?”

      Dammit, she thought she’d covered her tracks pretty well.  Guess she should have remembered two important things—her brothers were always up in her business, and they were trained professionals.  They worked investigative cases every day.  Her eyes narrowed when she realized how they’d found out.  They’d somehow had Stefan Carlisle, Carpenter’s computer guru, tag her phone.

      “Guys, it’s nothing.  I swear.”

      “How long has this been going on, Gabi?  And when did it start?”  Dylan’s gaze met hers across the table, and the rest of the restaurant, even her meddlesome brothers, disappeared.  Somehow, even with her two overbearing, overprotective brothers sitting right there, Dylan made her feel…safe.  And she hadn’t felt that way in forever.

      “How many times do I have to say it?  I’m fine.”

      The corner of Dylan’s mouth kicked up.  “Indeed you are, darlin’, but still doesn’t answer the question.”

      “Dude, that’s my sister.”  Etienne’s voice came out in a strangled choke.  “Don’t even go there.”

      “I’m doing my job.”

      “Great, now I’m a job.”  Inside, she deflated like a balloon.  Quite a blow to the ego, she thought, her eyes darting from one man to the next.

      “Can we please get back on point?”  Etienne leaned back in his chair, and raked a hand through his dark hair.  “Gabi, we’ve known for a while something’s wrong.”

      “Not all of us, jackass.”  Bas shot a heated glare at his brother, which could have melted steel.  “I didn’t find out until today, thank you very much.”  Leaning toward her, he latched onto her hand, holding it between his.  “Sis, talk to me.  What’s going on?  And don’t say nothing’s wrong.  You’ve been getting threats.  Apparently your tires were slashed, your car keyed—which you can bet we’re going to talk about later.  You’re getting creepy texts.  And today you nearly got hit by a car.”

      Gabi felt herself shiver with the recitation of each event, her skin growing clammy.  Truth be told, they didn’t know the half of it.  And she couldn’t—wouldn’t—tell them, because the fewer people involved, the less chance somebody might get hurt.  Or worse.

      “Wait a minute.  What happened to my car?”  She glared at her brother.  “I didn’t know anything about my car.  But you can bet I’ll be asking Ranger for all the little details he’s apparently been keeping from me.”

      Etienne glanced at Dylan.  “Somebody got into the garage at Ranger’s apartment and keyed the hood and doors of your car.  Where you’d parked it, the security cameras didn’t pick up anything.  Ranger didn’t notice it for a couple of days, because the baby was sick and he was preoccupied.  His wife was the one who noticed, because of the flat tires.”

      “When?”

      “When what?”

      “The tires, the damage, when did it happen?”

      Etienne refused to look at her, instead staring at the tabletop.  “About a week ago.”

      Huh.  She’d thought she’d covered her bases pretty well, keeping her brothers out of the loop, when they’d known something was wrong anyway.  Good thing she hadn’t followed the rest of the family into the spy business; she’d be a total failure.

      “My business, guys.  Mine.  I’ll handle things myself.  I appreciate your concern, but I’m a big girl and can take care of myself.  Next time, don’t hide things from me, like my car.  I’ll get it taken to the shop first thing in the morning.”

      “Gabi, don’t be like that.  Anyway, Ranger already had it towed in, and it’ll be ready in the morning.”  She watched her brother, Bas, slap Etienne in the back of the head, and shoot him a glare, along with the silent communication thing they seemed to have perfected.

      “I’m done.”  She tossed her napkin onto the table and looked at Dylan.  “Thank you for dinner.  Oh, and you’re fired.”

      Standing, she grabbed her purse and turned, but before she had taken more than a step, a hand latched onto her arm.  The grip was gentle, but firm enough she couldn’t break it easily.

      “A, you can’t fire me.  I don’t work for you, sweetheart.  And B, I’ll make sure you get home okay.  We’ll talk in the morning, and go over what happens next.”  Dylan’s voice whispered the words in her ear, and she nodded.  From the short time she’d known him, she realized he was determined and stubborn enough to follow her home anyway, so she might as well let him accompany her.  She wasn’t stupid, regardless of what her brothers apparently thought, and wouldn’t foolishly put herself into a dangerous situation.

      “Sis…”

      “Not now, Etienne.  I’m too pissed to deal with you tonight.  We’ll talk later.”  Without a backward glance, Gabi strode toward the exit, Dylan right behind her.

      The walk back to her apartment seemed tortuously long and silent.  Dylan seemed to understand her need not to talk, allowing her plenty of time to think about her brothers’ actions.  While she understood their protectiveness, she wanted to handle things herself, not allow her family to step in and solve her problem.  Besides, the fewer people who knew what she was up to, the better.  Lives depended on her silence, and she’d given her word—and she had no intention of going back on her promise.

      Gabi glanced at Dylan’s face when they stood at the entrance to the apartment, her keys in her hand.  The noisy nightlife of the French Quarter echoed loudly through the alleyway, and the scents and sounds of the city comforted her. She loved everything about the Big Easy.  The jazz and zydeco music, the seafood and beignets, the frenetic pace and continual party atmosphere of New Orleans, and yes, even her nosy family.  But tonight, they’d gone one step too far, and it looked like she was going to have to cut the family apron strings once and for all, even if it meant losing a relationship before it even got a chance to begin, which was a damned shame.

      “You sure you don’t want to talk about it?”  Dylan’s deep voice was pitched just loud enough to be heard over the music.  He leaned in close and she tilted her head back to stare into his gaze.

      “I can’t.”

      He did a slow blink before nodding.  “I’ll be back in the morning.  Because this isn’t over.  You’re still in danger, and whether you want to admit it or not, you need my help.”

      She shook her head, wanting to deny his words, but knowing them for the truth.  But first, she needed to make a few calls, including one to Samuel.  He might own one of the most exclusive high-end security companies on the planet, and be like a big brother to her, but he’d stepped over the line this time.

      “Go on inside, Gabi.  Things will look different in the morning.”  He took the key from her hand, and inserted it in the door, before turning to face her.  “Sweet dreams.”  With a gentle touch, he traced his fingertip down her cheek, and her eyes drifted closed at the sweetness of his touch.  When he pulled back, she felt bereft, wishing things were different.

      “Good night, Dylan.”  She cracked the door open, waved, and watched him walk away, fading into the darkness of the alleyway.  Fighting the urge to call him back, she leaned against the doorjamb, and ran her fingers against the cheek he’d touch, reliving the moment, before looking up at the sky.

      “Sweet dreams to you too, Dylan.”
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      “Oh, no!”  Gabi couldn’t take her eyes the central wall in her living room.  Everything downstairs, including the kitchen and the doorway to the New Age shop, looked exactly the way she’d left it earlier before heading out to dinner with Dylan.  Nothing out of place.  Nothing to indicate the nightmare she walked into when she’d climbed the stairs to the living area.

      What if whoever trashed the place is still here?

      Spinning, she rushed back downstairs, through the kitchen, and out the door, sprinting around the side of the building toward the lights and the people milling around the popular and crowded French Quarter.  Out of breath, she stopped, leaning against the brick and mortar façade of a building, the breath soughing in and out of her overworked lungs.

      Wrapping her arms around her middle, her eyes scanned every person passing by, her brain on overload.  Was it him?  Or him?  Maybe her?  Everyone was a suspect, because she had no clue who’d broken into the apartment and trashed it.

      Digging into her bag, she pulled out her phone, and dialed nine-one-one.  After explaining to the emergency dispatcher what she’d found, they assured her police were on their way.  Closing her eyes, she drew in a ragged breath and forced it out again.  Almost without thinking, her fingers found another number in her contact list, and hit call.

      “Gabi?  What’s wrong?”

      “Dylan?  Can you come?  I…I need you.”  She hated feeling like a whiny baby, but she was scared.  No, scared seemed like such a timid word for the riotous emotions racing through her.  Terrified.  Haunted.  And guilty, because she’d tried to play things off earlier as not being a big deal, even though she’d known every word she’d told Dylan and her brothers had been a lie.

      With the passage of each day, things seemed to be escalating out of control, and now this break-in could only mean one thing.  He’d found her—him or one of his hired thugs.  The thought sent a chill skittering down her spine, and she rubbed her hands up and down on her bare arms, feeling the chill bumps under her fingers.

      Dylan’s voice pulled her from the deep morass of her thoughts.  “I’m only a couple blocks away.  I’ll be right there.  Talk to me, sweetheart.  What happened?”

      The sound of people’s voices reverberated in the background.  Nighttime in the French Quarter got boisterous and rowdy, even on a weeknight.  Raucous feminine laughter echoed a few feet away, the tinny sound through the phone a reminder of the tourists flooding the Big Easy, eager to see the sights and indulge in the gluttony the city provided.  A twinge of guilt ate at her consciousness.  She didn’t have any right to call Dylan.  After the debacle with her brothers at dinner, she’d made it perfectly clear she didn’t want or need a babysitter.  Yet at the first sign of trouble, what did she do?  Call the man who was, for all intents and purposes, a complete and utter stranger.

      Except he didn’t feel like a stranger.  Meeting him earlier that morning, not knowing he’d been hired by Samuel to be her guardian and protector, had been the first honest connection to another soul she’d had in a long time.  Figures the first time she gave in to her gut, she’d end up with a bad case of you just got screwed—and not in the good, fun way

      “Gabi, talk to me.  What’s happening?  Everything seemed fine when I walked you to your apartment.”  Dylan’s voice echoed with a command she couldn’t ignore.  Besides, she’d been the one to call him, practically begging for his help.  The solid confidence in his tone, his command and take charge quality, instilled a feeling of trust she couldn’t explain.

      “Somebody broke into the apartment while I was gone.  Everything is topsy-turvy.  I panicked and…ran.”

      “Good.  Call the cops.”

      She huffed out a shaky laugh.  “Already did.  The police are on their way, should be here any moment.  I wasn’t sure if whoever broke in was still there, so I split.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Down the street from the apartment.  In front of the Triple X girls show.”  Seriously, Gabi?  You couldn’t pick a better place to stop?  Let’s stand around and have all the skeevy perverts staring at you.

      “Okay, hang tight, I’m almost there.”

      The seconds seemed like hours, and the queasy, jittery feeling in her gut intensified by the crush of bodies jostling through the crowded streets.  Moments later, she felt a hand clasp her arm.  Without thinking, her elbow rammed backward into the midsection of whoever had snuck up behind her.  Ow!  That hurt.  Whirling around, she caught Dylan bent over, heard the wheezing sound as he exhaled.

      “Dylan!  I’m so sorry!  I didn’t realize it was you.”  She absently rubbed her hand against his midsection, silently taking note of the solid muscles bunched beneath her hand.  “Did I hurt you?”

      The look he shot her almost made her chuckle.  It would probably take somebody a hell of a lot bigger than her to make a dent in a guy the size of Dylan.

      “I’m fine.  The cops get to your place yet?”

      Before she could respond, she spotted a pair of uniformed officers about thirty feet away, heading toward her apartment.  She nodded and pointed toward them, and Dylan took her arm again, and they headed over to meet the police officers.

      “Are you the person who called about the break in?”  The officer asking the question stood a few inches taller than Gabi, her dark hair pulled back into a no-nonsense bun.  Her hazel eyes held warmth and compassion, which put Gabi instantly at ease.  Of course, having Dylan by her side made things a little easier, too.

      “Yes.  I’m Gabi Boudreau, and this is Dylan Roberts.”

      “Okay.  My partner and I are going to go in, take a look, and see if anybody’s still around.  I need you to wait here.  Don’t come back inside until we come get you.  Understand?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      The other woman’s mouth quirked up in a smile and Gabi realized she’d ‘ma’amed’ her, even though she couldn’t be more than a year or two older than her own twenty-four years.  But her underlying southern roots and her momma’s teachings were ingrained in her, like her Cajun accent, and didn’t go away just because she might forget they were there sometimes.

      Another shiver rocked through her, and Dylan’s arm slid around her shoulder, pulled her close against his warmth.  Rather than protest the familiarity, she welcomed it, burrowing closer against his chest.  There it was again, a feeling of safety and security she’d noticed earlier.  The sensation wasn’t totally foreign, but she hadn’t felt anything like it in a long time.

      “What did you see when you went upstairs, Gabi?  When I dropped you at the back door, I didn’t notice anything amiss.”

      She pulled back a little, leaning in his arms until she could look up into his eyes.  Such gorgeous eyes, the sapphire color so rich and vibrant, even in the semidarkness surrounding them.  The plaintive wail of music spilled into the streets from the various restaurants and clubs and shops lining the street in front of the New Age shop fronting borrowed apartment.  The familiar sights and sounds helped her quash the feeling of impending doom, the one hovering in the background of her consciousness every day.

      “I locked up after you left and went upstairs.  Even before I’d gone halfway up, something felt…I don’t know…off kilter.  When I reached the top step, the first thing I spotted—” She stopped talking, remembering the hateful words scrolled across the living room wall.  The deep vivid red of the spray paint, little rivulets trailing from the words, resembling dripping blood.

      “It’s okay, Gabi.  I’m here.  Tell me what you saw.”  His voice was gravel-tinged, rough, and menacing, but she knew his controlled anger wasn’t directed at her.  If he found out who’d left the ugly message sprawled across the wall, he’d hunt them down and make sure they never hurt anybody ever again.  How she knew this, she wasn’t sure, except in an overtly alpha way he reminded her of her brothers, and that’s exactly what they’d do.  And heaven forbid her daddy found out, because he’d tear the city apart until he found—him.

      “The police will tell you anyway.  There was a message spray painted on the living room wall.  A message meant for me.”

      “What did it say?”

      “Tell me where she is or you die.”  The acrid taste of bile rose in the back of her throat, and she swallowed against the wave of nausea accompanying it.  The reality of what happened settled over her like a shroud, an impending sense of despair accompanying the terrifying thought Tarik Amir had found her.  Coming back to New Orleans hadn’t been her brightest idea, but she’d wanted to come home.  Be near her family and her friends.

      “She?  Who are they looking for, Gabi?”  The arm resting against her back pulled her closer, a band of solid muscle keeping her grounded and focused.  Because there would be no more running.  No more hiding the truth.  She’d known the consequences of her actions might return to bite her in the butt, but she’d made her choice and she’d do it again in a heartbeat, because it meant her best friend, Salem, was alive and hidden from the black-hearted bastard who’d almost cost Salem her life.

      “It’s a complicated story, and I promise I’ll tell you everything.  But let’s deal with the police first.  I need to answer their questions, and figure out what comes next.”

      “What comes next is I keep you safe from whoever is after you.”  His steely-eyed gaze stared deep into her, and it felt like he saw to the very depths of her soul.  Heck, maybe he could.  She’d been born and raised in New Orleans, woo-woo capital of the world, and she’d been around enough people with extrasensory gifts to know a few who’d been bestowed with a little something extra.  Lagniappe, as they say in The Big Easy.  Even her brother, Ranger, had been blessed with the ability to dream walk, and it had come in handy in rescuing his wife’s sister when she’d been held hostage by a madman.

      She sighed.  “Guess this means I have to tell my family what’s going on.”  Leaning her head against his shoulder, she closed her eyes, letting his warmth envelope her.  “It’s gonna be a long night.”
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      Dealing with the police took longer than he expected, but Dylan noted they did a thorough job.  In big cities like New Orleans, often things like a random break in merited barely more than a cursory case filing and then tended to fall through the cracks as more serious crimes moved to center stage.  He was impressed with the time and attention to detail the responding officers showed.  It was long past midnight before they finished photographing, fingerprinting, checking for anything missing or stolen, and questioning Gabi.  She’d held onto his hand throughout most of the aftermath of explaining things to the police, and she’d done a fairly good job of telling them just enough without giving them anything concrete to base an investigation on.  Without a doubt, they’d eventually chalk it up to a random burglary.  Even the scrawled threat painted on her wall would be presumed teens high and having a good time, not taken seriously.  Especially since there wasn’t a history of prior incidents like this one in Gabi’s past.  At least, none she’d admit to.

      Her icy fingers clasped in his held a grim reminder of what might have happened if she’d walked in on whoever had trashed the place.  Pushing back the rage threatening to bubble to the surface, he quashed it down, because now wasn’t the time or the place to unleash it.  When he found the person who did this, who put so much fear in Gabi’s eyes, then all bets were off.

      He secured the door after the last officer left, making sure the deadbolt lock engaged.  Turning back to Gabi, he studied her face.  Under the harsh overhead light, her skin appeared almost translucent in its paleness.  Though she’d put on a brave front for the police officers, he saw beneath the façade to the terrified young woman, barely holding on by her fingertips.  The one with secrets.  Secrets big enough one of them might get her killed.

      “I called Carpenter while you were talking to the police.”  He deliberately kept his voice soft, his tone neutral, despite the roiling anger in his gut.  He didn’t understand why he felt so protective of Gabi Boudreau.  Forty-eight hours ago, he’d never met the woman, and now he wanted to wrap her in his arms and run, take her back to Costa Rica.  Far away from the threats and destructiveness of the last two days.

      “What time does he want to meet in the morning?”

      Dylan almost laughed aloud at her question and the way she dropped her head forward, her forehead against the tabletop.

      “He’s calling your brothers.  They’ll be here in about…”  He stopped talking at the loud knock on the door.  “Make that now.”

      “What?”  The high squeak in her voice sounded like she’d take a big whiff of helium.

      “Relax.  Everything will be alright, I promise.”

      He swung open the kitchen door to reveal the five men standing there.  Carpenter stood at the front, followed by all four Boudreau brothers.  Gabi’s family.  Although Carpenter wasn’t a blood relative, after speaking with Etienne and Bas, he knew all the Boudreau clan looked at their boss and friend as one of the family.

      Carpenter walked straight to Gabi and squatted beside her chair.  He gently enfolded her hands between his, and Dylan fought the urge to snatch Gabi against his side, away from the other man.  Shaking his head, he leaned against the door frame, arms crossed over his chest, and let the other man comfort her.

      “You okay?”

      She nodded, her eyes filled with tears.  “Yeah.  Sorry for dragging you out so late.  Things have gotten a little…complicated.”

      Carpenter kept a gentle smile on his face, though the rigidness of his shoulders belied his calm demeanor.  It was clear the tall blond man cared deeply for Gabi, his affection that of an older brother moreso than a lover from all appearances.

      Which was a damned good thing.

      “The first time I asked you about those threatening calls, you asked me for some time.  Said it was something you could handle yourself.  Since then, things have escalated to calling in the cops.  Gabi, sweetheart, you know we can handle things better and faster than the police.  And you’re family, which means we won’t pull any punches when it comes to your safety.”

      Gabi drew in a ragged breath and let it out with a huff.  “Have I told you I hate it when you’re always right?”

      The sharp edge of tension in the room eased, and the four Boudreau brothers settled into the chairs around the kitchen table, letting Carpenter direct the interrogation.  Because Dylan knew it would be an interrogation, no matter that Carpenter might handle Gabi with kid gloves, he’d get the answers they needed to find whoever had threatened her and eliminate the problem—one way or another.  If he couldn’t, well then, Dylan didn’t have a problem going rogue and taking care of it himself.

      “I have a friend.  That’s sounds insipid, doesn’t it?  Salem is more like the sister I never had.  Guys, you met her over Spring Break my senior year.  I brought her home with me.”

      “Tall, slender, long dark red hair and brown eyes?  Very shy?  I remember her.”  Ranger shot Gabi a pensive look at her nod.  “She went backpacking with you around Europe, right?”

      “Yes.  We had a great time.  We traveled all through the United Kingdom, especially Scotland.  With the Outlander craze going on, we had to see all the sites mentioned in the books.”  She giggled at the groans from all her brothers, and Dylan quirked a brow at her.  “You haven’t heard of the series?  Time travel?  There’s a television show based on them.”

      “Sorry, sweetheart, I actually have a life.”

      She rolled her eyes at him and started to say something, but Carpenter squeezed her hand, redirecting her attention back on topic.

      “Anyway, we traveled throughout France, Austria, Switzerland, and down into Italy.  I got a part-time gig waiting tables at this little ristorante, and Salem spent her time drawing and painting and doing odd jobs on the side.  She even sold a couple of her sketches while we were there.  The countryside and the village were gorgeous, and there were some old ruins outside the town where the tourists ventured for their old-world charm.  It’s where she met Tarik Amir.”

      She paused and drank a sip of water from the glass Etienne handed her.

      “Tell me about Amir.”  Carpenter’s voice remained low, his tone gentle.  Dylan knew why the guy did it.  He’d talked to enough traumatized victims when he’d been in the Navy, and calmness definitely worked better than demands for answers.  But he found it difficult to stand still, not do anything.  Hell, he’d shove his fist through the wall if he thought it wouldn’t frighten Gabi.  He had to settle for shoving his hands into his pockets—until he could wrap them around this Amir guy’s throat.

      “Tarik swept Salem off her feet.  All sweet talk.  Romantic gestures, gifts.  She fell like a ton of bricks.  He’s from a wealthy family and he’d been touring Italy, and stayed at the same little town as us once he met her.  After barely a week, he said he wanted to marry her, but he needed to do it right and take her to meet his family.”

      Dylan had no trouble interpreting the look Carpenter and the Boudreaus shared.  He’d seen it too many times amongst his SEAL teammates, heading into a rescue mission.  Even with all the media coverage, television, and the internet, people—especially women—remained naïve about the dangers right in front of them.  Things got really dicey when dealing with other nations’ customs and religious ideologies.

      “You came home alone.  I take it she went with him to his country?”

      “I tried to talk her out of it, but she was goofy in love with Tarik.  She fell like a ton of bricks for the jerk.  Nothing I said would dissuade her.”

      “Which country is he from?”  Dylan asked the question, hoping Gabi’s answer wasn’t the worst- case scenario.  If this Salem was being held against her will, he’d still gather a rescue team.  Call in Wolf and the rest of the Riverton SEAL team if he could, or bring in a couple of his men from Costa Rica, but he wouldn’t leave a lone woman behind enemy lines.

      “The United Arab Emirates, more specifically Abu Dhabi.  They flew in to the capital city and drove to his family’s estate on the outskirts of the city.  According to Salem, everything seemed lovely for the first few weeks.  She called almost every day, telling me how beautiful everything was, how welcome his family made her feel.  They treated her like a princess.”

      She wiped at the tears spilling down her cheeks, and Dylan fought to remain where he stood and not go to her, and pull her into his arms.  Her voice spoke the words as though by rote, but the underlying agony was apparent for anybody to hear.  The hollow echo of the emotions beneath the surface resonated deep within him.

      “Every time I asked when she was coming back, she’d give me some vague answer or change the subject.  I got this funny feeling in my gut.  You have to know Salem.  She might be shy around most people, especially if she doesn’t know you, but after her initial shyness wears away, she’s warm and funny and full of life.  A genuine joyfulness at being alive.  But that unique spirit seemed to be missing in her later calls.  I finally told her if she didn’t come back and let me see her face to face, I’d come there.”

      Pulling her hands from Carpenter’s, she stood and faced her brothers.  “You know what?  I’m sick and tired of letting this jackass dictate how I live my life.  For me to tell you everything, it could take all night, so I’m going to give you the Reader’s Digest version.”

      “Gabi—”

      “Bas, shut it.  I’ve been acting like one of those too stupid to live heroines from a really bad horror flick, and it stops right now.”  She wagged a finger in his direction, adding, “You raised me better.  I’m not some precious flower.  I’m a Boudreau.  It’s time I started behaving like one.”

      “About damned time.”  Ranger raised his fist and Gabi fist-bumped him.  “I was beginning to wonder if you were being willfully blind or if you’d somehow left your lady balls someplace over in Europe.”

      Gabi’s gaze flew to Dylan’s face, pleased to see he smiled at her brother’s teasing remarks.

      “Okay, long story short.  Tarik kept Salem virtually a prisoner at his family’s home outside Abu Dhabi.  Cut off from everybody, not allowing her contact with anyone outside his family.  It was subtle at first, but the calls became farther and farther apart, and whenever I tried to get in touch, Salem was always unavailable, or could only talk for a minute, because they were on their way someplace.”

      “It’s not an uncommon tactic for a domineering personality type.  Isolating someone from everything they are familiar with makes them vulnerable.  Dependent on the person they know, the one who supposedly cares for them, and it weakens their ability to fight back.”  Dylan’s voice held a low-pitched growl, and it sent a tingle along her spine.

      She nodded, acknowledging Dylan’s comment.  “That’s pretty much what Tarik did.  When I threatened to come there or contact the American authorities, I was told in no uncertain terms I’d be turned away.  Not to waste my time, because Salem didn’t want to see me.  When I was finally able to speak to Salem, she parroted what Tarik said, and told me she wanted to be with him, and was moving to Abu Dhabi permanently.”

      “Have you seen or talked to her since?”  Samuel slid onto the chair she’d vacated with an ease she envied.  The man moved with the otherworldly grace of a predator on the hunt, ever vigilant and watchful.  She’d bet her last dollar he’d followed her every movement, noted every nuance and could repeat verbatim every word she’d spoken from the second he’d arrived.  Strangely, Dylan reminded her a lot of Samuel.

      Thank goodness he’s on my side.

      “I tried.  I even contacted the American Embassy, and explained everything to them.  They said they’d investigate.  When they contacted me, their representative confirmed they’d spoken with Salem and she voluntarily and without coercion, made it plain she was staying with Tarik and had plans to marry him.”

      Jean-Luc, her oldest brother, stood and walked to the other side of the kitchen, leaned a hip against the counter for less than a second, then paced across the limited space.  Gabi bit back her grin, because she’d wondered which one of her brothers would be the first to start pacing.  None of them were the kind of men to sit idle, being too full of life and energy.  Their father, Gator, did some of his best investigative thinking while pacing, and all four of his sons learned that particular trait from him.

      Thinking about her daddy made her miss him even more.  If he’d been around, there wasn’t a chance in hell she’d have been able to hide everything as long as she had.  Not from Gator Boudreau.  The man had a nose like a bloodhound when it came to ferreting out secrets from friends and strangers alike.  When it came to family—nobody could fool him, not for a second.  But he’d been in London for the last few months, spending time with his new love, Miss Willie.  The fact he’d been able to find somebody to love and spend his life with filled her with joy.  He deserved every second of happiness.

      “Fast forward, sis.  How did Amir get back into your life?”

      She closed her eyes, remembering a somber, rainy night when everything in her world changed.  “About three months ago, Salem showed up on my doorstep—”

      “What?”  Now Ranger was on his feet too, taking a step closer and Gabi held up her hand in a stay back motion.

      “Yeah, no warning, no call, nothing.  It was around two o'clock in the morning.  I’m still not sure how she found me, but Salem’s always been resourceful.  A master of Google Fu.  She can find just about anything online.  Anyway, I almost didn’t recognize her at first, she’d changed so much.”

      Samuel leaned back in the chair he confiscated from Ranger, his fingertips steepled, his emotions hidden behind a sea of calm.  “Gabi, we can talk about the small stuff later.  Your friend showed up, obviously on the run from this Amir guy, correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “You helped her get away from him.”

      She nodded again.  Trust Samuel to get right to the heart of things.  “Yes.  I didn’t have a choice.  Samuel, if you knew her, had any idea what she’s been through, you’d have done the same.”

      “Did he abuse her, Gabi?”  Jean-Luc’s intense stare penetrated, caught her in its dark depths, demanding an answering.

      “She…she has scars.  Dammit, I should have stopped her from ever going.  My gut told me something was off about the whole situation.  If I’d tried harder, maybe—”

      “You said she loved him.”  Dylan’s deep voice felt like a fuzzy, weighted security blanket enveloping her, cocooning her.  “When you love somebody, right or wrong, nothing and nobody can stop you from wanting to be with them.  You can’t blame yourself.”

      Damn, he sounds like he’s speaking from personal experience.

      Her brothers murmured their agreement.  Logically, she knew he was right, but logic doesn’t always win in the face of guilt.  She knew she’d never forget the sight of Salem’s face with the vivid scar running from high on her cheek to the corner of her mouth.  The one Tarik put there.

      “Why’s Amir after you?  Does he think you can lead him to Salem?”  She met Dylan’s eyes as he spoke, feeling the intense pull she’d felt toward him from the beginning rise.  Why now, in the midst of this giant FUBAR, did Dylan have to show up in her life?  She didn’t have time to be attracted to a man.  Any man.  Especially not one who was just like her brothers and her father.  And she suspected Dylan Roberts, with his protective instincts and wholly alpha demeanor, was exactly the kind of man she should avoid.  She’d had enough of the overly protective, over-the-top Boy Scout types to last a lifetime.

      “Tarik can’t find her.  His family has hired professionals looking for her, but so far they haven’t got a clue where she is.  I’m his only shot at finding her and taking her out of the country.”  She drew in a shuddering breath.

      “I can’t let him get his hands on her—or her baby.”
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      “This is a stupid idea.”

      Dylan shrugged at Gabi’s words.  She’d repeated the same sentence at least a half dozen times since they’d left New Orleans before dawn.  It took several hours of intense questioning by her brothers and Carpenter, but they now knew everything about Amir and his obsession with Gabi’s best friend, Salem Hudson.

      Gritting his teeth, he bit back the urge to remind her of how foolish she’d been.  She might be a strong, independent woman, but she’d been willfully blind to think she could take on a powerful man like Amir without any help or backup.  With Amir’s family connections and wealth, they could destroy her without breaking a sweat, all from the comfort and protection of their country.

      None of her family had guessed the extremes Gabi went through to help her friend stay away from her abusive boyfriend, and once they had all the facts, they’d definitely expressed their displeasure.  At great length.  Repeatedly.   After listening to her four big brothers and Carpenter read her the riot act, he appreciated he was an only child.

      “Look, you’ve done your best to help your friend.  I get it.  But with the way things have escalated in the last couple of weeks, you can’t guarantee her safety anymore.  Not alone, anyway.”  He glanced to the side, noting her stiff posture, arms crossed over her chest, and the mulish set of her chin.  Yep, she was still pissed, believing she could handle everything herself.

      “I’ve done just fine.  Tarik hasn’t got a clue where Salem is hiding.”

      He silently counted to ten before speaking.  “You’re right.  He doesn’t know where Salem is now.  However, there’s no doubt he knows where you are.  And his last threat wasn’t subtle.  If he gets his hands on you…”  He allowed his words to trail off, hoping she got the picture.  How could she still be so naïve, with the not-so-veiled threats and intimidation tactics Amir and his goons had been pulling the last few weeks?  Amir hadn’t even had to be in the States.  He’d hired lowlifes to do his dirty work while he was halfway around the world.  Which gave him the perfect alibi, if anybody was smart enough to connect the dots from him to Gabi.

      “I’ll admit, sequestering your friend in Nowhere, Texas, was a good idea.  A place where she didn’t have any ties—what’s it called again?”

      “Shiloh Springs.”

      “Right, without anybody except your family knowing about any connection to the small-town Texas, it was the ideal place to sock her away.  Although, if they did a search on your father’s family, it would be an easy jump, since this Douglas Boudreau is your father’s brother.  Can you see where I’m going here?”

      The mulish set of her jaw gave way to a tiny tremble, and he felt like a jerk for upsetting her, but somehow, he needed to make her see the gravity of the situation, and the fact Amir had threatened her life.  Loyalty to her friend was a great thing, and he’d do everything in his power to help Salem and keep her safe.  But his number one priority was and would continue to be Gabi’s safety.  Because deep in his gut, Dylan knew the worst-case scenario hadn’t played out yet.  His instincts—those instincts that kept him alive behind enemy lines—were blaring danger signals at full volume.

      Gabi shifted in the seat, facing him as much as the seatbelt allowed.  “I hate this.  I hate Salem is stuck in a sucky situation, where she’s afraid not only for her life, but her unborn child’s life, too.  She should be doing all the fun stuff that goes along with having a baby.  Dammit, she isn’t even getting proper medical care, because even the best electronic medical records can be hacked.”

      Well, hell.  Medical care hadn’t even occurred to Dylan, though it should have.  “How far along is Salem now?”

      “Almost eight months.”

      “How many people know she’s in Shiloh Springs?”

      “My Aunt Patti and Uncle Douglas.  They’ve got her stashed away in a cabin on their property.  They own a pretty decent sized spread in Texas, and part of it’s still isolated enough nobody goes there, not without a good reason.”

      Dylan tried to imagine taking care of an eight-month pregnant woman in an isolated cabin, probably without electricity or phone service.  He hoped at least she had a cell phone for emergencies; otherwise, she was really screwed.

      “Only your aunt and uncle?  Nobody else knows?”

      Gabi shook her head.  “If things get bad, Aunt Patti and Uncle Douglas have a whole slew of sons they can call in to lend support, but I didn’t want a whole bunch of people knowing where she is, not until I could figure out a permanent solution.  Some way to get Tarik off her trail once and for all.”

      “Gabi, it isn’t going to happen.  To men like Amir, control and power is everything.  Having a child, especially if it’s a son—nothing will stop him from finding the child and taking them back.”  He didn’t bother to add Amir probably wouldn’t care if Salem came along.  Chances were good if he could take the baby and get rid of the mother, if the opportunity arose—he didn’t want to finish the thought.  In the mindset of far too many men, women were expendable, easily replaced with another without much fuss or bother.

      “Dylan, he’s a monster.  We can’t let him get his hands on Salem or the baby.  I’m afraid he’ll kill her.”

      He reached across the space dividing them and grabbed her hand, squeezing it.  “We’re not going to let anything happen to your friend or her baby.  Your brothers and Carpenter are going to coordinate things from New Orleans.  I’m going to assess the situation in Shiloh Springs, and we’ll figure out a way to keep Salem and the baby safe, and get Amir out of the picture once and for all.”

      “I want to kill him.”  Her words were barely above a whisper, and Dylan wasn’t sure Gabi realized she’d said them aloud.  Murder wasn’t an option, not for Gabi.  He wouldn’t let her carry the burden of ending someone’s life.  She was too soft and gentle, and her soul would wither under the weight of guilt.  If things got too ugly, and Amir needed killing, he’d be the one to do it.  And he’d make sure the body was never found.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was almost lunchtime by the time Dylan drove into Shiloh Springs, Texas.  As small towns went, he didn’t spot anything unusual or out of the ordinary.  Nothing screamed a terroristic stalker might be roaming the streets of their fair city.  Hell, he’d bet Gabi and he were probably the only strangers in town.

      “Park over there,” Gabi pointed to an empty spot on the right, and he eased the car into the space, noting they were in front of the local police station.  Interesting.  He glanced at her, noting the clenched hands in her lap and the tightness of her jaw.

      “Are we planning on talking to the local cops?”  Turning off the engine, he draped his arm across the steering wheel, and waited for her answer.  Her expression was a bit pensive mixed with indecision, and he waited patiently.  He didn’t have a problem letting her take the lead—for now—unless things got dicey, in which case all bets were off.  Guarding Gabi took top priority in his books, and he meant to keep her safe at all costs.

      “My cousin, Rafe Boudreau, is the county sheriff.  He, um, works out of this office, since he lives in Shiloh Springs.”  Running a hand through her hair, she spun to face him.  “Look, Rafe’s one of the good guys.  But he’s going to be a tad bit upset I didn’t tell him I was stashing Salem on his parents’ property.  He tends to be overprotective where his family is concerned.”

      Smart enough to read between the lines, Dylan figured if it was private family business, he didn’t need to know.  If it turned out to something be more, he’d deal with it.  His gaze darted to the windshield, and noted a tall, dark-haired man in a brown uniform leaning against the red brick building façade, watching them closely.  He gave him a respectful nod.

      “He your cousin?”

      Gabi’s head turned in the direction he indicated, and a smile spread across her face, lightening the tension from moments before.

      “That’s Rafe.  Come on, we might as well get this over with.”

      He’d barely gotten out of the car before Gabi flung her door open and raced toward the other man, launching herself into his arms.  The tight feeling in his chest surprised him, and he watched the stranger spin her around, heard her laughter filled the air.

      “Gabi!  It’s great to see you.  Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?”

      Dylan noted even with the other man’s relaxed posture, his eyes never stopped looking, watching everything around him.  Especially Dylan.

      “Who’s your friend?”

      Gabi took a step back from Rafe and clasped Dylan’s hand.  The instant contact eased a bit of the coiled tension in his gut.  He relaxed enough to take the other man’s outstretched hand.

      “Dylan Roberts.  I’m a…friend of Gabi’s.”

      Rafe studied him closely, not that the other’s perusal bothered him.  He’d made his own study of the tall Hispanic male.  Dark brown hair curled beneath the brim of his tan Stetson.  Brown eyes met his and he read the question within their depths, as well as the affection for the woman at his side.

      “Rafe, have you got a few minutes?  We need to talk.”

      Rafe’s attention switched back to Gabi, with a laser focus Dylan could appreciate.  “Of course, hon.  Let’s go to my office.”

      In under a minute they were seated in the sheriff’s office.  Rafe perched on the edge of his desk, arms folded across his chest.  Though he appeared relaxed, Dylan felt the coiled tension beneath the other’s man’s casual demeanor.  He played the mild-mannered country sheriff well, but beneath the surface lurked a warrior spirit.  One he recognized from dealing with similar warrior-alpha males most of his military career.

      “I’m gonna go out on a limb here, and ask if Mr. Roberts here is a military man.”  Though his question was addressed to Gabi, Dylan answered.

      “Navy SEAL.”

      “Former?”

      “A SEAL never really retires.”  Dylan leaned back again the seat back.  The more he studied the sheriff, and watched the way he interacted with Gabi, the easier he felt revealing the reason they’d come of Shiloh Springs.

      Rafe tossed his hat onto the desk and ran a hand through his hair.  “I’m guessing this has something to do with the message I got from Carpenter Security then.  You working with them?”

      “No,” Gabi answered.

      “Yes,” Dylan responded at the same time.  “I’m Gabi’s bodyguard.”

      Rafe focused gaze lasered in on Gabi.  “Why the hell do you need a bodyguard, little cousin?”

      “I don’t.  I just have too many overprotective brothers who work with an even more overprotective friend, and all of them can’t seem to mind their own business.  Besides, I’m not the one who needs protecting.”

      Rafe straightened and walked around the desk, sliding onto the chair.  “And here I thought today was going to be a slow day.”  He let out a long sigh before turning back to Gabi.  “Spill it.”

      Gabi twisted her hands in her lap, and without thinking, Dylan reached across and grabbed one, squeezing it gently.  “It’s like pulling off a Band-Aid.  Just spit it out, it’ll be easier that way.”

      “Hey, I don’t like yanking off Band-Aids.  I’m more of an ease them off an inch at a time kind of gal.”

      His lips tugged upward.  “Why am I not surprised?”

      “Gabi…” Rafe’s lips turned up at the corners, and Gabi’s face flushed at his attention.  Interesting.  Definitely more of a big brother vibe than an attraction.  Good.

      Gabi blew him a raspberry, and Dylan watched the little wisps of hair flutter with the movement.  Damn it, he needed to stop watching Gabi so closely and concentrate on the sheriff.  Get a read of how much he knew, and whether the man could be trusted.

      “Does Momma know you’re here?”

      “Not this time.”  Gabi kept her eyes lowered, and Dylan almost laughed at the frustrated little girl tone in her voice.  He’d love to play poker with her sometime.  She’d lose every single hand.

      “Gabi, stop stalling.  Tell Rafe what’s going on, and why we’re here.”

      “Fine.  I have a friend who’s in trouble.”

      Rafe straightened in his seat, his full attention riveted on Gabi.  “You know I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

      Gabi smiled.  “I know, but I couldn’t ask for your help.  At least not officially.  And I don’t want to get you in trouble.  Which is why I went to Aunt Patti instead.”

      Dylan bit back a chuckle at the expression of disbelief the sheriff’s face, before his look changed to one of resignation.  “What the hell have you been up to that needed Momma’s input?”

      “As I started to tell you, I have a friend who’s in trouble.  Somebody bad is looking for her and she needed a place to crash.  Someplace where nobody could find her.  I—she needed to be in a place where she was protected and cared for.  Staying with me wasn’t an option.”

      Rafe leaned back, arms crossed over his chest.  “Momma would be the perfect person to help you squirrel away your friend.  Lemme guess, she’s at the cabin?”

      “It seemed like the perfect hideaway.  No telephone.  Generator power, hidden away where unless you’re family, you don’t have a clue it’s even there.  Aunt Patti and Uncle Douglas have made sure Salem’s got everything she needs.”

      Rafe’s eyes widened.  “You dragged Daddy into this, too?”  He raked his hand through his hair.  “Alright.  Give me details.  Facts.  Who’s after your friend?  What kind of time frame are we looking at for keeping her isolated from the rest of the world?  I’ve short-staffed at the moment with this damned flu bug going around, but I can pull in my brothers if we need surveillance or round-the-clock guards.”

      Dylan decided he’d sat quietly long enough.  His first impression of the sheriff seemed on point.  The man knew his job, and reacted well when a bombshell was dropped in his lap.  He’d be an asset in handling Salem and keeping Gabi safe at the same time.

      “I’m working with Samuel Carpenter and Carpenter Security Services on the situation.  We can go over logistics and timetables later.  Here are the facts as of this morning.  Tarik Amir, a wealthy and powerful citizen of the United Arab Emirates and Salem Hudson’s fiancée, is Gabi’s best friend.  The man allegedly abused her for several months, and she somehow managed to escape him and get back to the U.S.  She contacted Gabi for assistance in hiding out from Amir.  According to what you’ve heard, Gabi contacted your mother and father, and they’ve managed to keep Salem off Amir’s radar.”

      Rafe studied him closely as he relayed the facts, listening intently to every word.  Dylan knew he’d have questions.  Hell, he still had questions himself, but his priority remained keeping Gabi safe, which meant keeping Salem safe, too.

      “Damn, this whole thing is going to blow up into an international screw-up of major proportions, isn’t it?” Rafe drummed his fingers on the desktop.  “I’ve got a few contacts I can call, people I can bring in if the need arises.  My brother, Antonio, works for the FBI.  He’s in Dallas, but he could be here in a few hours.”

      “Carpenter’s got people working this round-the-clock.  Stefan Carlisle is handling the computer work, and I’ve been told he’s the best.  They’re tracking Amir’s every move.  We left New Orleans before dawn and drove to Arkansas and into Oklahoma before heading to Shiloh Springs.  If anybody was tailing us, I’m sure we lost them.  But you might have your people keep an eye out for any strangers suddenly appearing in town.”

      “You’re expecting trouble then?”

      Dylan nodded toward Gabi.  “She’s been getting threats from Amir.  The last one—let’s just say Carpenter felt she needed a bodyguard for a reason.”

      A string of curses flew from Rafe’s mouth, colorful and explicit enough even Dylan was impressed.  He’d curbed his tendency toward colorful language around Gabi, but he agreed with the sheriff’s sentiments.

      “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do.  I’ll call Momma and give her a head’s up you’re on your way.  She and I need to have a little chat anyway.  In the meantime, you and Dylan head to the Big House and get settled in.  I’ll head over there after I’ve put some safeguards in place and have my guys keep their eyes open.”

      Dylan stood and held out his hand to Rafe.  “I’ll check in with Carpenter and Gabi’s brothers, and I’ll update you next time we talk.”

      Rafe strode across the office space and pulled Gabi into a tight hug.  “Cousin, how do you always manage to get into trouble every time you’re in Shiloh Springs?”

      “Hey, I didn’t do anything except help my best friend.  And I’d do the same thing again, because she doesn’t deserve what she’s been through.  Nobody does.”

      “You’re right.  Alright, go on.  I’ll see you shortly.”

      “Love you, Rafe.”

      “Love you too, little cousin.  Now, stay out of trouble.”

      Dylan gently took Gabi’s arm, steering her toward the door.  Rafe already sat behind his desk again, picking up the phone.  Dylan led Gabi through the station and out to their car, wishing there was more he could do.  Sitting and waiting didn’t bode well with him; he was more of the round up the bad guy and beat him to a bloody pulp person.  Too bad Amir wasn’t close by, because he’d be more than happy to teach him the proper way to handle a woman, and it wasn’t with threats, or intimidation, or leaving them physical and emotionally scarred.

      He might not be a patient man, but he’d guard Gabi and be ready.  Because there wasn’t a shadow of doubt in his mind sooner rather than later, Amir would show up in Shiloh Springs, and he intended to stop the man’s threats.  Permanently.
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      “I can’t believe you’re here.”

      Gabi watched Salem waddle across the small kitchen, a hand in the small of her back, and plop down onto the chair by the small table.  Studying her friend closely, she noted all the ways Salem’s body had changed since the last time she’d seen her.  Although she was in her eighth month of pregnancy, she was still woefully thin, except for the pronounced beach-ball belly housing her unborn child.  The sallow paleness to her skin worried Gabi, and she hoped Salem was eating enough to keep herself and the baby healthy.  The dark circles beneath her eyes gave silent testament to her lack of sleep.  Not for the first time, Gabi wished she had better news to share with her friend.

      “Where else would I be?  I promised I’d be with you when you have this baby.  I wouldn’t miss it for the world.  I can’t wait to spoil my future goddaughter or godson rotten.”

      “Gabi, there’s still a long time to go before I deliver.  And by the way, you’ve always been a lousy liar.  I know something’s wrong, so you might as well spit it out.”

      Darn it, she’d never been able to lie worth a damn to Salem.  The woman was like a human lie detector, so her B.S. meter was probably dinging like crazy.

      “Salem…”

      “He’s found me, hasn’t he?”  Salem’s voice cracked as her words trailed off, and Gabi noted the slight hitch in her friend’s breathing.

      “No!  He doesn’t have a clue where you are, I swear!”  Gabi grabbed Salem’s hand, squeezing it.  “I’m not gonna lie.  He is in the States, but as far as I know, he’s nowhere close.  Last I heard, he’s up north, New York, I think.”

      “I have to leave.  If he finds me…I’ll go to—”

      “Stop it.  You’re not going anywhere.”

      “Gabi, I can’t let him find me.  He’ll take my baby away and I’ll never see him or her again.”

      “Nobody is taking your baby.  I promise you’re safe, and going to stay that way.  Now, calm down.  Getting all excited can’t be good for you or the baby.  Tell me about Uncle Douglas and Aunt Patti.  Have they been taking care of you?”

      Salem smiled, her hand rubbing absently on her protruding stomach.  “They’ve been wonderful.  They make sure I have everything I could possibly want, and one of them stops by every couple of days to check in.  If I need anything, I call them on the burner phone you got me, and it’s taken care of.  They’ve been a godsend, although I know I’ve disrupted their lives.” She rested her hands atop of pregnant belly.

      Gabi bit back her laugh.  Salem had no idea what she was talking about.  If there were two people who could roll with anything life threw at them, it would be Douglas and Patti Boudreau.  Their entire family was made up of men whose lives closely resembled Salem’s.  Preteens and teenagers who’d been abandoned, neglected, or abused.  Every one of their sons had been adopted into the Boudreau family, and raised with the kind of love and understanding they’d never experienced until they’d become part of the Boudreau clan.

      “You are not an inconvenience.  Aunt Patti adores you, and Uncle Douglas has already unofficially adopted you into the Boudreau clan.  As they say, resistance is futile.”

      “I feel like such a fool.  How could I have fallen for Tarik’s lies?”

      Gabi grabbed Salem’s hand and squeezed it tight.  “You were in love.  You couldn’t know what a monster the man would turn out to be.  Or that his family would support him in keeping you a prisoner.”

      “I swear I was so infatuated with him, I swallowed every lie he told, including the one where he claimed to love me.  If that’s love, I never want anything to do with it ever again.”  She rubbed her hand against her belly.  “Although I’m not sorry about this precious baby.  It’s the one good and bright thing I got from Tarik.”  Tear-filled eyes met Gabi’s.  “If anything happens…”

      “Nothing’s going to happen!”  Gabi nearly shouted the words, a trickle of fear gripping her.  It was her worst nightmare, because if anything did happen to Salem, Gabi would have no legal rights to Salem’s baby.  Tarik could and definitely would demand his rights as the father, and he’d whisk the child out of the United States and back to his homeland, where nobody wouldn’t be able to touch him.  No matter what, she couldn’t allow it to happen.  She’d kill the monster first.

      “I hate this, Gabi.  Why can’t Tarik fall into a volcano or something?”

      “If only it were that simple.  Heck, I’d push him in head first if I got the chance.  Just concentrate on you and the baby staying healthy and happy.”

      “He’s never going to stop, is he?”  Salem’s words were barely above a whisper, and Gabi heard the despair lacing them.

      “I’ve got some good news.  You remember my brothers’ boss, Samuel Carpenter?”

      “Of course.  Tall, blond, sexy.  Billionaire owner of more companies than I can count.  That Samuel Carpenter?”  Salem gave Gabi a cheeky grin.  “I always thought you had a bit of a thing for him.”

      “Ew, no!  He’s like a brother to me.”

      Salem doubled over laughing, and pointed at Gabi.  “If you could see the look on your face!”

      “I hate you so much.”  Gabi made a strangling motion, pretending to hold Salem’s throat in her hands.  “Seriously, Samuel’s always been there when I needed him, but nope, never had the warm fuzzies for him.  But, he’s pretty damned smart and figured out Tarik has been harassing me, and—”

      “It’s gotten worse?”

      “Nothing I couldn’t handle.  But he and my dopey brothers decided I needed a babysitter, and hired somebody to be with me pretty much all the time.”

      Salem stared at her.  “You mean a bodyguard.”

      “Babysitter, bodyguard.  Same difference.  Anyway, his name is Dylan Roberts.  He’s a former Navy SEAL who apparently owed Samuel a favor, and he got stuck with me.”  Gabi couldn’t quite meet Salem’s eyes and she talked about Dylan, because she didn’t want her friend to get the wrong idea.  Or make too much out of her being here with a man.

      “O.M.G.”  Salem threw her arms around Gabi, hugging her close.  “You like him!  Okay, spill.  Tell me everything about this Dylan Roberts.  What’s he look like?  How old is he?  Have you kissed him yet?”

      “Whoa, hang on a second.  Who said anything about kissing?  I’m a job to him. Period.”

      “Right.  And this squishy belly makes me the Pillsbury doughboy.  Girlfriend, you are so busted.”  Salem waddled across the room and perched on the edge of the bed.  “When do I get to meet Mr. Roberts?”

      “In about an hour.  Uncle Douglas dropped me off, and Dylan is going to pick me up.  He wanted to give us a little time together, but I’d bet he’s already outside, scouring the surrounding area and looking for ways for somebody to sneak up on us.  He’s definitely overprotective, but in a good way.”

      Gabi stood and walked to the window above the small sink, pushing aside the pale yellow and white checkerboard curtain and glanced outside.  Her eyes scanned the area at the back of the cabin before spotting Dylan.  Leaning against a tall pine, and dressed in all dark clothing, he nearly blended into his surroundings, and she probably wouldn’t have spotted him if she hadn’t been looking for him.  Cell phone to his ear, his eyes scanned the area, constantly assessing the terrain, looking for anomalies.  She couldn’t help the slowly spreading warmth deep inside, knowing he was there, watching over her and keeping her safe.  Nobody other than her family would’ve noticed or even cared if she found herself neck deep in trouble.  Even knowing he’d been hired by Samuel didn’t change the fact when she was around him, he made her feel a myriad of emotions.  Ones which she hoped to explore once Salem’s problems had been dealt with and she didn’t have to worry about Tarik anymore.

      When Dylan’s eyes met hers, she motioned for him to come inside.  He nodded, finished his call, and slid the phone into his pocket.  Watching him move through the majestic stand of trees and make his way toward the cabin put her in mind of strength and power, a predatory grace few men possessed.

      “Looks like I was right,” she said as the front door swung inward, and Dylan filled the space, his presence seemed to dwarf his surroundings.  Salem moved closer to Gabi, and latched onto her hand, and Gabi felt her trembling.  She hated Salem feared men, though it was an understandable knee-jerk reflex.  Who wouldn’t after suffering the kind of torment, physical, emotional, and psychological Salem had at the hands of a madman?

      “Dylan, this is Salem, my friend.  Salem, this is the guy I told you about.  Dylan Roberts.  Dylan’s a former Navy SEAL and he served with my brother, Ranger.  He’s here to help.”

      Gabi noted Dylan didn’t advance into the cabin, but remained framed in the doorway, allowing Salem to get used to his presence.  Even that small action had Salem shaking like a leaf, and Gabi wrapped an arm around her friend’s shoulder, lending her support and encouragement.  She hadn’t realized in the few months Salem had been staying with her aunt and uncle she’d become terrified in the presence of men.

      “Hello, Ms. Hudson.  Nice to meet you.”  Dylan’s calm voice, delivered in a soft and nonthreatening manner, seemed to get through to Salem.  Though still trembling, she offered him a tentative smile.

      “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Roberts.  Gabi was just telling me how you’re her bodyguard.”

      Dylan returned her smile.  “True, and as I’m sure you’ve guessed, she’s quite a handful.  Hasn’t made my job any easier.  But I’m also going to watch over you, and make sure Tarik Amir doesn’t get anywhere near you or your baby.”

      Salem’s knees gave way, and if Gabi hadn’t been holding onto her friend, she’d have landed on the floor.  Dylan rushed across the cabin’s small living space, and lifted Salem in his arms.  Gabi directed him to place her on the bed.  Salem’s breathing was ragged and quick, like she had difficulty drawing in air.

      “Panic attack.”  Dylan spit out the words while grabbing the extra blanket folded at the foot of the bed and spreading it across Salem’s prone body.  Her hands clawed at the fabric beneath her fingers, digging into the mattress under her body.  Wide, terror-filled eyes darted between Dylan and Gabi.

      Her touch gentle, Gabi brushed the hair back from Salem’s forehead. “Everything’s okay, Salem.  I promise, everything is fine.  Dylan would never hurt you.  Never.”

      Eyes closed, Salem’s breathing finally leveled out, and Dylan took a step back, his face wiped clean of all expression.  Gabi was sure Salem hadn’t meant to intentionally hurt Dylan with her reaction; nonetheless, deep down, she realized this amazing man felt things deep to his core.  Hurting a woman would be anathema to him.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Roberts.  I don’t know why that happened.”  Salem struggled to an upright position, her back leaning against the whitewashed metal headboard, and Gabi shoved a pillow behind Salem’s back.  “I think it’s just everything hitting at once.  Gabi being here, knowing regardless of what she’s telling me, she’s in trouble.  Then hearing his name…” Her voice trailed off as she drew in a deep breath.

      “Don’t worry about it, Ms. Hudson.  No offense taken.”

      “Please, call me Salem.”

      “If you’ll call me Dylan.”

      She nodded, a wash of pink coloring her cheeks.  “Dylan.”

      “I’ve scoped out the perimeter of the cabin.  It doesn’t look like anybody has been here in a while.  The only tire tracks are in the front, which I’m guessing belong to the Boudreaus.  No footprints or signs of disturbances on either side or the back.”  Dylan squatted down beside the bed, getting down on Salem’s level.  Gabi’s eyes filled with unshed tears at the gentleness and care Dylan showed to her friend.  Warmth flooded her as she watched him take hold of Salem’s hand and pat it, comforting her in that awkward masculine way men have when they don’t have a clue how to deal with a situation.

      “Do you need anything?  Food, supplies?  I can whatever you need, don’t be afraid to ask.”  Dylan’s softly voiced question brought a smile to Salem’s face.

      “No, I’m good.  Gabi’s aunt and uncle have treated me like part of the family.  I’ve got power with the generator, enough food to last, and books.”

      “What about medical care?  Have you seen a doctor?”  Dylan looked at Gabi.  “I know somebody in Costa Rica, an ex-pat, if you need somebody to check Salem out off the books.  I can fly him out, have him here in less than twenty-four hours.”

      “I’m taking my prenatal vitamins, and I’m doing okay.  No cramping or spotting.  There are a few weeks yet before I’m due.  I—I can’t risk Tarik’s men finding records.  Mrs. Boudreau knows a midwife; she’ll bring her when it’s time.”

      “You got a phone?”

      “She has a burner phone.  One I got her the last time I was here.  We swap them out every few weeks, just in case.  Nobody has the number except Aunt Patti, Uncle Douglas, and me.”  Gabi perched on the edge of the mattress, answering Dylan’s question.

      Reaching into his pocket, Dylan tossed a cell on the bed.  “Give me the old one and use this instead.  My number and Gabi’s are programmed in.”

      “Okay.”  Salem struggled up from the bed, and reached into the pocket of her voluminous skirt, and handed the phone to Dylan.

      “Salem, if there is anything you need, anything at all, don’t hesitate to call me.  You’re not alone in this anymore.  Nobody is going to hurt you.”  Gabi’s heart melted at the gentleness Dylan showed toward her friend.  He never ceased to amaze her with his insightfulness and care.

      “I’m not afraid for myself.  I can handle whatever Tarik throws at me.”  Her hand absently stroked the scar on her cheek.  “But I’m terrified he’ll take my baby back to Abu Dhabi.  If that happens, I’ll never seem them again.”

      Gabi watched Dylan straighten from his relaxed stance, a look of determination on his face.

      “Salem, the only way Amir gets his hands on your child will be over my dead body.”
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      The next morning, Dylan pulled into an empty space in front of the sheriff’s office, and watched the deputy he’d met the prior day fumble with the door handle, a tray of what looked like coffee held in one hand and a brown paper sack in the other.  Sprinting the short distance separating them, he grabbed the door, holding it open.

      “Thanks, man.”

      “No problem.”  Dylan racked his brain, trying to remember the guy’s name.  It was something cowboy sounding.  Rusty?  No, it was Dusty.

      “You here to talk to Rafe?”

      “Yes.”

      “He was in his office when I went on the coffee run.  Gonna warn you, he’s in a piss-poor mood, since the coffee maker broke and he hasn’t had his caffeine fix yet.”

      Dylan chuckled.  “I totally get it.  I don’t function well myself without at least half a pot first thing in the morning.”

      Dusty shrugged and gave Dylan a sheepish grin.  “You’re not the one who bit my head off because you couldn’t find the file you were looking for, which was sitting right in the middle of your desk.”

      “Dusty, quit flapping your jaws and get my coffee in here, and bring Dylan with you.”  Rafe’s deep voice echoed down the hall, and Dylan heard the frustration in each word.  He wondered what had bored its way beneath the other’s skin to put him in such a cranky mood so early in the morning.

      Stepping into the sheriff’s office, the first thing he spotted was a large whiteboard with Gabi’s picture in the place of prominence in the middle.  Several other photos circled around Gabi’s, but his gaze focused in on the one in the upper row, directly above Gabi’s picture.  A Middle-Eastern man with a grim expression stared at the camera, his superior, condescending attitude apparent in his firm jaw and dark eyes.  Even in a black-and-white photo, the man oozed wealth and power.

      “That’s Amir?”  It was the first time Dylan got a good look at the man front and center of his current dilemma.  The burning ember in his gut grew the longer he stared at the man tormenting Gabi.  Staring at the photo, he knew this man wouldn’t stop, not until he accomplished his goal.  Every inch of him exuded an attitude of entitlement, and he’d bet Amir had never been told no in his entire life.

      “Tarik Amir.  It’s one of the few recent photos I was able to find.  For somebody so wealthy, he apparently doesn’t like having his photo taken.  After talking to Gabi yesterday, I contacted Carpenter and had him forward everything they had on Mr. Amir.  This dude is a real nasty piece of work.  This stuff reads like a textbook on how to be the perfect villain.  He’s got his fingerprints on a lot of shady dealings, but nobody’s been able to gather enough evidence to take him down.  And he’s constantly got a ton of private security around him.  Our government and the U.A.E. haven’t been able to lay a finger on him, though not from a lack of trying.  There have also been several unsuccessful attempts on his life.”

      “Too bad nobody succeeded.”  Dylan perched his hip on the edge of the desk and studied each face delineated on the whiteboard, committing each to memory along with the statistics listed.  Nobody was going to get close to Gabi, not on his watch.

      “Amen.”  Rafe raised the cup Dusty handed him and took a long drink, giving a pleased sigh.

      Dylan pointed to the whiteboard.  “I know Gabi and Amir.  The redhead is Salem Hudson.  Who’s this?”  He tapped the photo of a woman who appeared in her early to mid-thirties.  Dressed in European garb, she could be a business professional or corporate executive anywhere in the States or Europe.  Slender build, not a hair out of place, tastefully applied yet subtle makeup.  Though she smiled at the camera, her eyes belied the friendly expression.  Dylan knew a predator when he saw one, and this woman screamed danger.

      “Name’s Jennifer Baptiste, Tarik’s half-sister.”

      “What do we know about her?”

      Rafe tapped his finger against the color photo.  “She’s the black sheep of the family.  Daddy Amir’s dirty little secret.  The result of an affair between Amir Senior and Jennifer’s French mother.  Never acknowledged publicly, but Daddy Amir paid for her support and schooling, though she never received an invite to meet the rest of the family, or the blessing of the family name.  Tarik found out about her in his father’s will, and immediately connected with her, bringing her into the fold.  The two of them are thick as thieves, and they meet whenever he leaves the U.A.E.”

      “Gabi never mentioned her.”  Dylan pulled out his phone and dialed Gabi’s number.

      “Hello.”  The sound of her voice sent warmth rolling through him.

      “Morning, Gabi.  I’m in town meeting with Rafe, and we’ve got a couple questions.  I’m gonna put you on speaker.”  He hit the button before sitting the phone on the corner of the desk.

      “Hey, Gabi,” Rafe said before taking another drink from his extra-large coffee cup.  “You all settled in?  Momma taking good care of you?”

      “Aunt Patti’s been wonderful, as I’m sure you know.  I’m surprised Dylan’s already in town.  I thought I’d be coming in with him.”  Dylan heard the censure in her voice, and caught himself before he apologized.  He hadn’t done anything wrong.  Besides, he’d wanted to size up Rafe and his department, weigh how much assistance he could count on, without Gabi’s presence coloring his perspective.

      “Thought you could use the time to catch up with your family.”  Dylan answered, ignoring Rafe’s chuckle.  “We not doing much anyway, just going over the facts you already know, and trying to figure out where Amir might be and stopping him before he makes another move.”

      “Precisely why I should be there.  I’m the one he’s targeting.  I’ve learned how he works, how he thinks, over the last few months.  His sole goal, his one focus, is getting to Salem before she has the baby.  He won’t care who or what gets in his way as long as he finds her.”

      “And we’re going to keep that from happening.”

      “I’m scared for her.”  He heard the slight catch in her voice, the way it trailed off to a whisper.

      “I’m scared for you.  He’s been playing games up to this point.  Slashing tires.  Leaving phone threats.  The break-in at your apartment was the first sign he’s escalating things, making it personal.  You haven’t buckled the way he anticipated, standing up to him.  The man is gonna be pissed when he realizes you’ve left New Orleans.  I don’t think Amir is the kind of man who takes losing well.”

      “I hate this.  All of it.  Okay, okay, let’s get back on track.  What questions do you have?”

      Dylan glanced at Rafe, who waved his hand, indicating for him to keep going.  “Gabi, did Salem ever mentioned a woman named Jennifer Baptiste?”

      There was a long pause before she answered.  “I honestly don’t remember Salem mentioning the name.  Who is she?”

      “Tarik’s half-sister.”

      “He has a half-sister?  I don’t remember hearing anything about her.  I know his mother still lives in the U.A.E., and he has three brothers.  I think two are older, and one younger.”

      Dylan looked at the board, his eyes moving to each photo as she named off Amir’s family, his mind racing.  He needed to talk to Carpenter, find out where each member of the family was, especially Jennifer Baptiste.  He’d bet his last buck Carpenter already had that information at his fingertips.  C.S.S.’s computer wizard, Stefan Carlisle, could find anything on the web.  Add in the way Carpenter treated Gabi, like an extended member of the family, and there wasn’t anything the other man wouldn’t do to keep her safe.  Plus, from what he knew about Carpenter, he had white knight written all over him.  He certainly wasn’t the type to sit back and do nothing, not when he knew somebody was in danger.

      “Apparently Amir has a half-sister with a French mother.”

      “Are you thinking she’s somehow involved in this mess?”

      Dylan’s gaze met Rafe’s.  “We’re not sure, but the more info we have at this point, the better.  Can you check with Salem, find out what she knows about this woman?”

      “I can.  I’m going to talk to her today.  I’ll let you know.”

      “Thanks, sweetie.”  Rafe smiled before turning his attention toward the whiteboard.  “Now, some of us have work to do.  Talk to you later.”

      “I still think I should be there, not sitting here while you Neanderthals think you have to protect the helpless little womenfolk.  Don’t forget who trained me, Mr. Sheriff.”

      Dylan watched Rafe’s shoulders shake with silent laughter.  “Duly noted, cousin.”

      “I’ll call later, after I talk to Salem.  Bye.”

      After disconnecting the call, Dylan sent a quick text to Carpenter, asking for any information about where every member of the Amir family was at the moment, and included Jennifer Baptiste in the message.  Having Stefan digging into Amir’s half-sister made him relax a bit.

      “I still can’t believe Gabi roped my parents into helping hide Salem.  And I can’t believe neither one of them mentioned it to me.  I guess they forgot I’m the sheriff of this damned county, and it’s my job to protect people.”  Rafe grabbed his coffee and took a long drink.  “Wonder how they kept Dane out of the loop?”

      “Dane?”  Dylan hadn’t heard his name mentioned before.

      “My brother.  Handles the day-to-day running of the family spread.  He lives in the foreman’s house on the property, but he’s in and out of the Big House all the time.”

      Dylan nodded.  “Apparently your parents and Gabi are exceptionally gifted when it comes to keeping secrets.  Even Gabi’s father and brothers didn’t know she was being harassed by Amir, not until a little over a week ago.”

      “The biggest problem I foresee is Amir has diplomatic immunity when he’s in the States.  He travels on a diplomatic passport, so he obviously has ties to the U.A.E. government.  Money and power go a long way in Middle Eastern countries, and if he’s here under their auspices, he’s practically untouchable.”

      Dylan’s gut clenched at the possibility.  Even if they found Amir, officially they couldn’t touch the bugger, not unless they caught him in the act of doing something illegal.  Even then, chances were he’d be deported with a slap on the wrist.  That wouldn’t stop him coming after Salem and the child, again.

      “What’s to stop him from snatching the baby and taking it out of the country as soon as it’s born?”  Dylan hated asking the question, but figured he needed to weight his options of what could be done legally.  If he needed to bend the law to protect Gabi, Salem and her baby, well, he’d live with the consequences.

      “I asked Chance that very question.”

      “Chance?”  Dylan quirked his brow, silently asking for more info.

      Rafe chuckled.  “I forgot you’re not familiar with this branch of the Boudreau family.  You can’t throw a stick in Shiloh Springs without hitting a Boudreau.  There are twelve of us, eleven boys, and one girl.  All of us were adopted by Douglas and Patti Boudreau, except for Veronica, or Nica as we call her.  It’s a long story, and we can discuss it later over a beer.  Chance is a lawyer, and a damned good one.  He’s checking into the legalities of what we can do to legitimately stop Amir.”

      Dylan shook his head, staring at Rafe.  “Twelve?  I was an only kid.  Military brat.  I can’t imagine having so many brothers and sisters around.”

      “It has its moments.  You’ll never find two better people on this earth with bigger hearts than Douglas and Patti Boudreau.”  Rafe shuffled a stack of papers in front of him, then pulled out one, handing it to Dylan.  “Here’s my brother’s information.  He’ll call me when he knows more, but give him a call if you have any specific questions you think of we haven’t covered.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Not a whole lot more we can do here.  Why don’t you head on back to the Big House and keep an eye on Gabi?  And let me know if Salem needs anything.  I’ll do a quick drive by the cabin this afternoon.  I won’t go inside.  She’s got enough stress to handle, but I’ll take a look around.  Let’s keep to the schedule Gabi and my folks have set.  It’s been working well so far, and any changes in the routine might alert somebody.”

      “Good idea.  Give me a call if you think of anything else.  I’m going to talk to Carpenter later, see if he’s come up with any further info on Amir.”

      “Keep me posted.”

      “Will do.”

      Dylan headed back toward the Boudreau’s home, anxious to see Gabi and make sure she was safe.  Though he knew somebody would have called if anything happened, he’d feel better when she was by his side, and he could make sure nothing and nobody tried anything.

      Something had to give, and soon.  The Navy SEAL training had made him skilled in combat, stealth, a weapon to be used to keep people free and safe.  The SEAL knew what to do when confronted by the enemy.  The man wanted to protect the woman he was starting to realize meant more to him than just a job.
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      Dylan smiled, watching Gabi snatch a carrot from Ms. Patti’s cutting board and pop it into her mouth.  Ms. Patti made an absentminded swat in her general direction, and Gabi danced out of range, giggling.  The sound was infectious, filled with a joy and exuberance Dylan envied.

      “Keep your fingers off my cutting board or you might lose one, young lady.”  He heard the smile behind Ms. Patti’s scolding, along with the love.  He wondered what it was like, living with the love and affection of a woman around.  Something he’d never had, growing up raised by a strict ex-military father who’d instilled discipline and honor, but not much affection.  His mother had been out of the picture when he was still in diapers.

      “But Aunt Patti, I’m starving!”

      “Hogwash.  You ate lunch, same as the rest of us.  I swear, sometimes I wonder if you’ve got a hollow leg.”  She glanced at Dylan and grinned.  “To listen to her, you’d think I never feed her.  Honestly, when she visits, she out-eats my boys.”

      “Because you’re such a good cook, Aunt Patti.”  Gabi’s hand shot forward and snitched a broccoli floret from the bowl overflowing with cut vegetables.

      “Stop that!”  Ms. Patti snatched up the kitchen towel on the countertop and snapped it in Gabi’s direction with a loud pop.  “Outta my kitchen, girl.”  She made a shooing motion.  “Dinner will be ready soon enough.”

      “Fine, fine, we’re going.”  With a deft motion, Gabi snatched another carrot from the bowl, sprinting from the kitchen.  “Thanks, Aunt Patti.”

      Dylan waved over his shoulder before following her to the front porch, joining her on the white-painted swing.  With the slightest push of his foot against the deck he propelled the swing, the swaying movement oddly comforting.  He shifted to face Gabi, his arm stretched along the top of the swing.  The afternoon heat was relieved by the stirring breeze wafting across the porch.

      “You really like it here, don’t you?”

      She smiled, her gaze looking off into the distance.  “Uh-huh.  Whenever I visit, which is never often enough, I love it.  You need to understand, I love my family.  My dad and my brothers are amazing, and they love me to pieces.  I love them, too.  But growing up without a mother, I was surrounded by unending amounts of testosterone.  You have no idea what it’s like to grow up with four big brothers who are all ex-military and a dad who’s practically a living legend in New Orleans.”

      “No, I was an only child.”

      “They did a wonderful job raising me, and I never regret a moment of it.  But doing girly things wasn’t something that happened a lot around my house.  Teenage boys aren’t really big on tea parties or playing with Barbie dolls—well, they did like to take Barbie’s clothes off.”

      Dylan chuckled.  “I bet.”

      “Yeah, they were total buttheads, but they did their best.  But when I visited here, Aunt Patti was like the mother I never had.  She’s the one who let me wear dresses, braided my hair, and taught me all the stuff only a woman can share with a young girl.  This place is as much my home as New Orleans.”

      He continued the soft rocking motion of the swing, studying her while she talked.  The way her face lit when she talked about spending time here emphasized how desperately she’d craved female attention.  He understood.  Growing up in a single parent household with only his father, there hadn’t been a lot of creature comforts or soft touches.  A former military man, forced into an early retirement because of an injury, his father hadn’t been the easiest man to be around on his good days.  On the bad ones—

      The ringing of his phone distracted him from his thoughts—not a bad thing—which accounted for him not looking at the caller ID.  Something he always did, except this time.

      “Hello.”

      “Hello, Mr. Roberts.”

      He frowned at the heavily accented voice.  There was a decidedly British-education edge to it, and gut instinctive told him it was Amir on the other end of the line.  But he needed to be sure.

      “Who is this?”

      He felt more than saw Gabi shift beside him, though he kept his focus on the caller.

      “Does it matter who I am, Mr. Roberts?  I know who you are.  I know you left New Orleans with Ms. Boudreau.  Is she with you right now?”  Dylan started to deny Amir’s statement, but the other man spoken again.  “Don’t bother claiming you don’t know her.  I know you left together.  Though I haven’t figured out what your part is in our little game of cat and mouse.  From what info I’ve been able to garner, you were never part of precious Gabi’s life until a few days ago.”

      “Your point, Amir?”

      The darkness of the man’s chuckle slithered across his skin like venom.  “She’s gotten under your skin rather quickly, Mr. Roberts.  Is your interest personal…or professional?  The information I’ve gleaned reveals you have a rather impressive record, though you did have a couple of minor run-ins with law enforcement as a juvenile.”  Dylan stiffened at the almost gleeful delight in Amir’s voice as he recited his procured facts.  “Joined the military at eighteen, exemplary record.  Progressed rapidly through the ranks.  Became a Navy SEAL.  Served three tours.  Honorably discharged and relocated to Costa Rica.”

      “Yeah, it’s a nice country.  You have a point, Amir?”

      “My point, Mr. Roberts, is simple.  I need to know where Ms. Boudreau is.  She has something that belongs to me.”

      Dylan wanted to snort at Amir’s word play.  “Something?  Or someone?”

      Amir chuckled again.  “So, Ms. Boudreau confided in you.  How amusing.”  A long empty pause stretched out, nearly long enough for Dylan to think the connection had been broken.  “Mr. Roberts, I can make it worth your while to aid me.  Tell me where Gabriella Boudreau is right now.  I know she left Louisiana, and my sources assure me it was with your cooperation.  Apparently, your driving skills are impressive, since you lost the men I had tailing Ms. Boudreau.  I’ll assume she’s hired you for your bodyguard expertise.  How much?  I can be an extremely generous man.  Name your price.”

      “Amir, you haven’t got enough money.  So, you can go…” His words broke off as a small feminine hand clamped across his lips, her head shaking frantically.  He knew Gabi had been listening, Amir’s voice loud enough even without the speaker on.  Taking her hand off his lips, she held it out for the phone.  When he shook his head, she simple wiggled her fingers, her mouth set in a stubborn line.  With a sigh, he handed it to her, but not before pushing the speaker button.

      “Hello, Tarik.”  Dylan fought a shudder at the chilly tone in her voice. Damn, that was one cold reception.

      “Gabriella, you naughty girl.  You left before we could meet face-to-face.”

      “I think we’ve said everything we have to say.”

      Amir tutted.  “On the contrary, my dear, we are far from finished.  Tell me, where are Salem and my son?”

      “Go to hell.”

      “Such language from a lady.  Besides, I’ll make sure you’re there long before me, my dear.  I’m only going to ask one more time.  Where are Salem and my son?”

      “Someplace you’ll never find them, you bastard.”

      Dylan snatched the phone from Gabi’s hand.  “We are done here, Amir.  Leave Gabi the hell alone.”  With a flick of his finger, he disconnected the call before prying off the back and removing the Sim card.  Standing, he tossed the phone on the ground, and smashed it with the heel of his boot before doing the same to the Sim card.

      Gabi gasped.  “Why’d you do that?”

      “Amir’s rich and probably has exceptional hackers on his payroll.  We’d already been on the phone far too long.  Since he had the number, he probably got a lock on the signal pinging the nearest tower.  Won’t take them long to figure out the general vicinity where we’re at.”

      Gabi’s eyes widened at his words.  “Dammit, he was playing me.  Keeping me talking.”

      “Probably.”

      “We have to get Salem out of here. He could already be on his way.”

      Dylan took her hands between his, running his thumb across the soft skin.  “Calm down.  My guess is he’s in New Orleans.  When he couldn’t find you, he did some digging into your brothers’ phone records.”

      She shook her head.  “But I haven’t talked to any of them since we left New Orleans.”

      “I have.  Think, Gabi.  Amir didn’t call you; he called my cell phone.  Since it’s a burner phone, the only way he could have gotten my number was through your brothers’ accounts.”  He continued the soft motion against her hand, and heard the soft catch of her breath.

      “You’ve talked to my brothers?”

      He gave a nonchalant shrug.  “I’ve talked to Ranger a couple of times since we’ve been here.  Also talked to Carpenter once.”  He met her shocked gaze.  “They’re worried about you, and about Salem.”

      Gabi sighed.  “I’ve done nothing but cause them grief since I came home from Europe.  Maybe I should have stayed in Italy.”

      Dylan reached forward and smoothed a lock of hair over her shoulder, and slid his hand against the side of her neck, tilting her head up until her gaze met his.  “If you’d stayed in Europe, then I’d never have had the chance to meet you.”

      “I…you’re right.”  Her whispered response caused him to smile, which widened when he noted the rush of pink flooding her cheeks.  His fingertips played lightly against the skin of her cheek, feeling the slight warmth there.  It felt good to know he wasn’t alone in this attraction, this spark of awareness whenever Gabi was around.

      “Should we call somebody…maybe Samuel…and let him know Tarik might be in New Orleans?”

      His gaze never left her face, wanting to memorize every emotion, every nuance which made her unique.  “Probably, though I’ll bet you he already knows.  He’s got some pretty decent hackers of his own working this case.”

      Gabi’s grin was infectious.  “Oh, yeah, Stefan’s better than anybody out there when it comes to computers.  Tarik’s guys better watch their backs, or they’ll find their systems so full of viruses and malware, they won’t know what hit them.”

      “That’s what I thought.  But I’m going to call Rafe, give him a head’s up, in case Amir or his men are already on their way here.  Amir’s hackers won’t take long to triangulate the location, so we’d best be ready.  Unless you think Salem is able to travel?”

      “Not a good idea.  When I saw her earlier, she looked ready to pop, though she’s still got a few more weeks.  Moving her has to be the last resort.”

      “Agreed.”

      The screen door slid open a few inches and Aunt Patti’s face appeared in the opening.  “Dinner’s in ten minutes.”

      Dylan stood and held his hand out to Gabi.  She looked at his for a few seconds, and he waited, hope and anticipation building inside.  Emotions he hadn’t had in what felt like forever, foreign and alien, yet he stood frozen, unwilling to give in to the niggling doubt saying she couldn’t want him.  That he wasn’t good enough and never would be.

      With a tentative smile, she slid her hand into his and stood.

      “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “Being here.  Helping me, even though I know it’s just a job—”

      “It’s more than just a job, Gabi.  So are you.”

      “I’m glad.”

      When she started toward the door, he pulled her closer, turning her to face him.  “When this is all over, and Salem and the baby are safe, you and I are going to have a long talk about this thing between us.  And what we’re going to do about it.  Got it?”

      “Got it.”  When she smiled, he felt alive for the first time since Emily died.  He could almost feel her inside his head, telling him it was okay for him to have a life.  To live again—with Gabi.
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      Blackness permeated everything around her, making it nearly impossible to see more than a few inches before her. Sheets of rain pounded against the windshield, streams of water flying off with each swish of the wiper blades.  Lightning flashes lit the darkness momentarily, and Gabi braced herself for the rumble of thunder she knew would surely follow.  It didn’t matter how bad the weather, she needed to get to Salem.

      Fear had niggled at the back of her thoughts all afternoon, especially as the inclement weather approached Shiloh Springs.  Massive storms weren’t unusual in Texas, and she’d seen her share before while visiting.  But her anxiety ratcheted up higher and higher as the black clouds rolled in, obscuring the sky, and hadn’t alleviated as the afternoon seemed to crawl by.

      “You’re just being a worrywart, Gabi Boudreau.  Salem was fine when you saw her this morning.  And she’s going to still be fine when you get to the cabin.  You’ll see.”  Too bad her pep talk wasn’t making her feel any better.

      The unpaved roadway wasn’t so much of a road anymore as it was a mud pit, with potholes overflowing with muddy water.  The tall pine trees on both sides of the road swayed in the heavy wind, spending sprays of pine needles onto the windshield.

      “Come one, give me a break here.  Just a little bit further.”  She gave a snort of laughter when she realized she’d fallen back into the habit of talking to herself when she was scared, something she’d done as a child.  And she hated to admit it, but she wasn’t just scared—she was terrified.  Tarik remained in the wind, but the uneasy prickling of the hairs on the back of her neck told her he wasn’t far away.

      “Hang on, Salem.  I’m coming,” she muttered, rubbing a hand across her face and squinting in an attempt to see through the deluge.  She screamed when the steering wheel jerked to the right, the tires skidding in the inches-deep mud.  Wrestling with the wheel, she stomped on the brake, steering into the spin.  The car slid sideways, spinning rapidly on the slick blacktop before finally coming to rest several feet off the dirt-packed road.

      With shaky hands, she shifted into park.  Gabi drew in a ragged breath, her heartbeat pounding a rapid tattoo in her chest.  Leaning forward, she thunked her forehead against the steering wheel.  Darn it, this was the last thing she needed, getting stranded on a deserted road in the midst of a killer thunderstorm like a damned fool.  She needed to get to Salem, make sure everything was okay.  When she’d talked to her earlier, something had sounded—off.  Salem hadn’t said anything, it was simply an uneasy feeling in the pit of Gabi’s gut.  That dreaded feeling of doom swooped down, enveloping her again.

      “Let’s do this, girl.”  Taking a deep breath, she put the car in gear and stepped on the accelerator.  Other than a loud whirring sound, nothing happened.  The car didn’t move, not a single inch.

      Twisting in the seat, she opened the driver’s door, immediately soaked to the skin from the unrelenting downpour.  She peered into the darkness, then looked down, noting the river of water and mud flowing past her in a mini-stream of dirt and debris.  Hitting the gas again didn’t help.  The car didn’t budge.

      Perfect.

      Reaching over to the passenger seat, she grabbed her phone and dialed the number for Salem’s burner phone.  One ring.  Two rings.  Three rings.  The wiper blades beat a rhythm in time with the ringing phone.  No answer.  That couldn’t be good.

      Nothing’s wrong.  Maybe she’s in the bathroom.  She said she has to pee all the time.  Just give it a minute and try again.  She’s fine.

      Gabby waited about thirty seconds and hit the redial button. Still no answer. Now she was convinced more than ever something was wrong. Salem wouldn’t let the phone ring unanswered.

      Climbing out of the car, she began trekking down the road. Within seconds, her clothing was plastered against her skin, the cold of the rain causing her to shiver. It didn’t matter her discomfort was secondary. She had to get to Salem.

      It seemed to take forever with the unrelenting darkness surrounding her and the sound of thunder echoing in her ears, but she trudged on.  Plodding along, each step felt like sinking into quicksand, the muddy sludge slowing her steps.  But she didn’t give in, she couldn’t.

      She wanted to smack herself upside the head for being so stupid.  Why hadn’t she told anybody where she was headed?  Ms. Patti or even Dylan?  Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out her phone, her wet fingers fumbling with the slick case.  The only light illuminating the darkness, other than the flashes of lightning, came from her cell phone.  She gave another groan when she noted there was less than twenty percent battery power left.

      Enough was enough.  She might be stupid, but she wasn’t crazy, and being out in a Texas gully-washer in the dark wasn’t the smartest thing she’d ever done.  She needed to call somebody, anybody, to come find her and take her to Salem’s cabin.

      Each step grew more difficult, her feet sinking into the filth and slime and mud.  With only the illumination from the phone, she could barely see inches in front of her face, so it shouldn’t have surprised her when she tripped in the inky blackness and tumbled face first onto the road.  The phone she’d been clutching flew forward and became lost somewhere in the ditch beside the road.

      “Well, crap.  Now what am I gonna do?”

      Gabi worked herself into a sitting position on the road, and lifted her face to the pouring sky, eyes closed, hoping the downpour would wash the mud and grit away, at least enough to see properly.

      Okay, lemme think.  It’s closer to get to Salem’s cabin than it is to head back to the Big House.  It can’t be much farther, as long as I stay on the road.  I can do this.

      Standing, she slogged her way forward, grumbling with each step.  Yet she put one foot in front of the other as the rain poured.  She jumped when a particularly loud crack of thunder sounded, so close she felt the vibrations tingle up her legs.

      It took almost an hour for her to trudge through the mire and the muck, but she made it.  The faint glow of light from the solitary window beside the front door beckoned her onward, until she stood on the front step.  Using her last ounce of strength, she raised her arm and pounded on the door.

      “Gabi!  What happened to you?”

      Salem tugged her forward, through the open doorway and out of the downpour.  Gabi’s whole body shivered, though she knew it wasn’t from cold, but having been exposed to the rain for so long.  She couldn’t stop trembling.

      “Car…skidded…off the…road.”  Her teeth chattered with each word.

      Salem grabbed a blanket off the bed and wrapped it around her.  Gabi started to protest, because she was caked in mud and heaven only knew what else, but the blanket’s warm embrace felt too good.

      “I’m going to start the shower.  We need to get you warmed up—and clean.”

      “Sounds good…”

      She tugged the blanket tighter and heard the water turn on in the bathroom.  Less than a minute later, Salem’s arm wrapped around her shoulder, and helped steer her into the other room, where steam rose from the running water in heated invitation.

      “Alright, climb in and get cleaned up.  I’m going to grab you something to wear.  Stay in here until you feel human again.”

      “Thanks.”

      Gabi soaked up the heat from the streaming liquid, feeling it slide over her and took a deep breath.  She felt like a complete idiot.  Salem had appeared fine when she answered the door, and Gabi had gone through all this for nothing.  Yep, she was an idiot.

      After washing her hair three times and making sure there wasn’t any more mud or other yucky stuff still in it, and she felt clean, she turned off the water and wrapped herself in a towel.  Peering into the mirror above the sink, she sighed and shook her head.  If her daddy or her brothers could see her now, they’d never let her hear the end of it.  They’d taught her how to take care of herself, how to survive just about any situation, but all her training flew out the window because she hadn’t used her brain.

      On the top of the commode, Salem had left a pair of yoga pants and a flannel shirt, along with clean underwear.  She dressed and walked into the outer portion of the cabin, rubbing her wet hair with the towel.

      “Thanks, Salem.  Can I borrow a comb or brush?”

      “Sure.”  Salem pushed herself up from her chair and waddled across the room to the small wooden bedside table, and picked up a hairbrush.  Gabi watched her movements, taking in her large protruding belly and swollen feet.  Though she’d seen her the day before, she looked even bigger.  How was that possible?

      She pulled the brush through the tangled mess of her wet hair, and watched Salem perch on the side of the bed.  Saw a shudder go through her, there and gone, with her breath.

      “Everything okay?”

      Salem nodded.  “Yeah, I’m good.”  Her eyes met Gabi’s, trying to read her.  “Why’d you come out tonight?  Has there been any news?”  She struggled to her feet.  “Oh, no!  He’s found me?”

      “No, no.  Tarik’s not here.  You’re safe.  I got worried because of the storm.  I read somewhere changes in barometric pressure can cause people to go into labor early, and my imagination got carried away.”  She chuckled.  “I pictured you curled up in the middle of the floor in labor, ready to have the baby, and nobody knowing.  I just hopped in the car and started driving.  Not my brightest plan.”

      Salem grinned.  “You could have called first.  Saved yourself from practically being washed away in this storm.  That’s what phones are for, you know.”

      “Speaking of calling, can I use your phone?  I lost mine somewhere between where I skidded off the pavement and face-planted on the road.”

      “You fell?  Are you okay?”

      “Other than glad nobody saw me?  I’m fine.  Couple of scratches.  But I didn’t let anybody at the Big House know where I was going.  Dylan is going to have a conniption fit when he finds out I left.”

      Salem’s expression grew pensive as she studied Salem.  “This thing with you and Dylan, is it serious?”

      Gabi struggled to find the right words.  She and Salem had always been able to talk about everything, but these feelings with Dylan were new and different.  A bit scary, a bit sweet, and so completely foreign she wasn’t sure what to call it.

      “Honestly, I haven’t got a clue.  We barely know each other.”

      “But…”

      “I don’t know, somehow it’s different with him.  Maybe it’s because everything’s been going at a rapid-fire pace, almost nonstop, without time to even take a breath, much less figure out what’s happening.”

      “Sometimes that’s just how it is, Gabi.  Yeah, I know you haven’t known each other long.  The situation hasn’t been ideal, with the threats and the apartment being broken into, but intense situations can bring about intense feelings.”

      “How can I be sure what I feel is real?  Is this attraction, this chemistry, because of the adrenaline rush and being thrown into dangerous situations, or would it have been there anyway?  I’m just confused and don’t know what to think.”

      Salem slid the cell phone into Gabi’s hand.  “Well, I think the first thing you should do is call the man and let him know you’re okay, and where you are.  I have the feeling he’s the type who’d tear the world apart to find and protect you.”

      Gabi stared at the phone and then lifted her gaze to meet Salem’s.  “Yeah, I think he would.”

      “Which means you are one lucky woman.  Make the call.  I’m gonna go pee—again—and give you some privacy.  Then we’ll talk and you will give me all the juicy details, sister.”

      Gabi stared at the phone for a long moment, before calling up the contact list.  Dylan had put his number in there the day he’d met Salem.  Her hand shook as she pressed the call button.  She wasn’t sure if it was from the chill or nerves, probably a little bit of both.

      “Salem, what’s wrong?”  Dylan’s voice was laced with concern.

      “Dylan, it’s Gabi.”

      “Is everything alright?  Why are you calling from Salem’s phone?”

      “Everything’s okay.  I just did something stupid, and—”

      “Tell me what you need, Gabi.”

      Gabi blew out a ragged breath.  “Well, I kinda need a ride back to the Big House.”

      The silence on the other end of the phone seemed to stretch on for eternity, before she heard Dylan’s voice again.  “Sweetheart, why aren’t you at the Boudreau place?  Please tell me you didn’t try to drive over to Salem’s in this downpour?  Wait, of course you did.”

      “I was worried.”

      “Salem’s okay?”

      Gabi nodded, and then did an eye roll when she realized he couldn’t see her.  “She’s fine.  Better than me actually, because at least she’s dry.”

      “Did she call you?  Tell you she was in labor or something?”

      She knew he’d be pissed when he found out she’d gone off half-cocked, but his eerie calm kinda spooked her.  Instead of chewing her out, which is what her brothers would have done, his coolness caused a shiver to skitter down her spine.

      “Salem’s fine.  The storm kept getting worse and worse, and you guys were in town.  Aunt Patti had a meeting, and wasn’t here either.  Then I remembered reading about how dropping barometric pressure can cause women to go into labor, and I…guess I panicked.”

      “Didn’t think to call Salem first, did you?”  A hint of humor underlay his words, and her whole body relaxed, the tightness and tension unfurling as if by magic.

      “Course not.  That would have been the smart thing to do.  I just hopped in the car and took off.  Umm, by the way, the car is kinda in a ditch about a half mile or so from the cabin.”

      “Are you hurt?”

      “Nope.  Although it wasn’t funny at the time, I did face-plant in the mud.  Too bad there’s no video of my swan-dive face first into the goo.  My brothers would have a field day watching it.”

      “Gabi…”

      “I know, I was stupid.  I’ve already told myself a thousand times.  I acted impulsively, but at least we know Salem is fine.  Did you or Rafe get any more info about Tarik?”

      “We can talk about that later.”  Dylan’s voice faded like he’d move the phone away from his mouth, and she could hear muffled conversation, followed by a loud burst of laughter.  Sounded like Rafe.  Dylan must have told him what she’d done.  Traitor.

      “We’re on our way.  Rafe said he’ll have Frank at the garage tow the car out of the ditch in the morning, after the storm’s passed.”

      “Tell Rafe thanks for me.”

      “Gabi, we need to talk.”

      Gabi closed her eyes, because his voice had deepened, and he sounded all serious and sexy.  Too bad what he wanted to talk about probably had more to do with her carelessness of leaving the Big House, and nothing to do with what she really wanted him to say.  Because she had the sinking sensation it was far too late to wonder about how she felt about him.  She’d tipped over the edge, headfirst in love with the stubborn, sexy man.

      “Come and get me, and we can talk once we’ve got some privacy, okay?”

      ‘We’ll be there as soon as we can.  We’re leaving now, so keep an eye out for us.”

      “Bye, Dylan.”

      Gabi ended the call and glanced toward the bathroom.  Salem stood framed in the doorway, leaning against the doorframe.  She shook her head slightly, walked into the room, and sat next to Gabi, and leaned her head against Gabi’s shoulder.

      “Girlfriend, sounds like your night just got longer.  Are you going to tell him how you feel?”

      “I don’t know.  Am I insane?  I barely know him.  You don’t fall in love with somebody in a matter of days.  Lust, sure, that’s instantaneous.  But love?”  Gabi shook her head.  “I’m nuts, right?  Things are moving so fast, my mind is playing games with my emotions.”

      “Girlfriend, it isn’t your mind you have to worry about.  It’s your heart.  What is it telling you?”

      Gabi stared into Salem’s eyes, read the understanding and happiness in her friend’s gaze.  Though Salem had given in to impulse and infatuation and it hadn’t worked out for her, her best friend still wanted her to find her happily ever after.

      “My heart tells me this isn’t a mistake.  I’ve fallen head over heels for a man I just met.  A man just like my brothers and my dad.  I swore I wouldn’t fall into the whole attracted to an alpha male trap, and yet I’ve tumbled off the cliff, head first into loving him.  I’m so screwed.”

      Salem chuckled.  “I’ve seen the way Dylan looks at you.  If he isn’t as much in love with you as you are with him, he’s right on the verge.  Give him a chance.  Tell him how you feel.  Maybe you’ll get the happy ending you deserve, Gabi.”

      “You don’t think I’m a fool for falling this hard, this fast?”

      Salem squeezed Gabi’s hand.  “I think you should reach for the brass ring with both hands, and never let go.  Take a chance.  Because you deserve to be happy, Gabi.  You talked about tumbling off the cliff.  Why not take the leap willingly?  You might find Dylan waiting there to catch you when you fall.”

      “I love you, Salem.”

      “Love ya right back, sister.  Now go brush your hair.  He’ll be here soon.”

      Gabi hugged Salem, and felt a tiny kick against her side.  She grinned.  Salem was right, if she didn’t take the chance, tell Dylan how she felt, she might never get another.  And wasn’t love worth the risk?
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      Dylan raised the disposable coffee cup with a nod of thanks, and wandered over to sit at one of the little bistro tables by the big portrait window in the coffee shop.  The spot gave him a good view of Main Street and its denizens, while still allowing him to have his back to the wall.  He driven into town to meet up with Rafe, but the sheriff was running behind in a meeting, so Dylan was killing a few minutes until the other man was free.

      He took a sip of coffee, liking the warmth spreading through him.  After the previous night, he’d barely slept a wink.  Thoughts of Gabi kept him tossing and turning the night away.  It seemed like she was rarely far from his thoughts anymore, and now his nights were filled with dreams of her.  He couldn’t help wishing the whole situation got resolved sooner rather than later, because every minute he spent with Gabi felt like both a blessing and a curse.

      They hadn’t talked much on the drive back to the Boudreau place.  Gabi seemed to have closed herself off with her thoughts.  When he’d picked her up the night before, bedraggled, damp and adorable, something inside him blossomed to life, a warmth filling him like a warm spring rain, revitalizing and life-giving.  He’d shut himself off from everybody after Emily’s death, and for the first time since then, he felt a renewal of an emotion so foreign he almost didn’t recognize it.

      Hope.

      Tossing and turning in bed, he’d lain awake for hours.  His mind had been filled with memories of Emily, the woman he’d planned to marry right out of high school.  Plans had been made, and he’d joined the military.  Emily had stayed behind in Texas, finishing her first year in college and planning a small wedding when he got leave.

      Except things didn’t go according to plan, and Emily became enmeshed with a slick, rich bastard, who got her hooked on drugs.  Gareth Prescott had preyed on Emily, exploiting her weaknesses until by the time he came back to the States, she’d been little more than a shell, empty and hollow, devoid of the love of life and the laughter he’d always associated with her.  When she’d overdosed, a part of his heart had died with her.

      Now, having met Gabi, he felt like he’d been slumbering and was finally coming awake, coming back to life, and he knew she was the reason.  Every thought, every touch made him realize he’d been living half a life, and he wanted more.  He wanted happiness and love.  Hell, he wanted her.  And once this op was over, he intended to pursue Gabi with everything he had—to hell with what her brothers or her father felt about it.  They still saw her as a little girl, their baby sister.  Dylan saw her as a beautiful, capable, intriguing woman, one he intended to pursue.

      His cell vibrated in his pocket, and he pulled it free, glancing at the caller ID.  Wolf.

      “What’s up?”

      “Got some intel on that name you asked about.”

      Dylan straightened imperceptibly in his seat.  He’d contacted Wolf a couple of days prior, asking him to do some unofficial digging into Amir.  Stefan was a good hacker, but there were still places he couldn’t go, backdoors closed to him.  But Navy SEAL Wolf Steele had connections in the government that ran deep, and Dylan had no qualms utilizing every one of them if it meant keeping Gabi safe.

      “Tell me.”

      “I’d have called sooner, but I wanted to hear back from my buddy who works in the State Department.  Tried going through official channels, and I got the same runaround Carpenter did.  They are definitely stonewalling any release of information.  Not sure why.  Anyway, Amir doesn’t have a record.  His passport is clean, and he has full diplomatic privileges within the United States as a representative of his country.”

      Dylan drew in a deep breath.  Dammit, was the man Teflon coated?  Every time he got a whiff of scandal, it seemed to slide away without sticking.  There had to be something, because according to Gabi and Salem, Amir was a monster.

      “I’m not buying it.  Nobody’s that squeaky clean.”

      Wolf chuckled.  “Agreed.  Which is why I decided to go a different route, and asked my buddy to do a little digging.  Unofficially, the State Department is chomping at the bit to take Amir down.  His brothers cannot legally enter the U.S.  They’ve got a list of infractions a mile long, yet Tarik always comes out smelling like a rose.”  Dylan heard the rattle of papers over the phone and waited, knowing Wolf had more info to share.  “I did find out Amir is definitely stateside.  Flew into New York five days ago.  Stayed overnight in an apartment he owns, before flying to—”

      “Lemme guess.  New Orleans.”

      “Ding, ding, ding.  We have a winner.”

      “Explains the ramped up threats Gabi was getting before we left town.”  Dylan lifted his cup, pausing to add, “Though I’d be willing to bet he had people watching her long before the threats ever started.”

      “That’s my theory, too.”

      “I’m waiting to meet with Rafe Boudreau, the county sheriff here.  He’s also Gabi’s cousin.  He’s put out some feelers around the area, looking into any strangers who’ve shown up in the last couple of days.”

      Dylan continued observing people through the plate-glass window, and spotted Dusty heading into the coffee shop.  Probably meant Rafe was finished with his meeting.

      “Thanks for the info, Wolf.  Lemme know if you hear anything else.  Give Ice my love.”  He grinned as he said it, knowing how Wolf felt about his brainy wife.  The man adored everything about Caroline, who’d earned the nickname Ice on one of their first encounters.

      “Will do.  Take care of Gabi and Salem.  I’ll check back in with you in twenty-four hours.  If you need us to head to Texas, just say the word.”

      “Thanks.  Appreciate the offer, and I might take you up on it if things get ugly.”

      “You got it.  Talk to you tomorrow.”

      Dylan slipped the phone into his pocket and tossed the now empty coffee cup in the trash.  Deciding it might be a good idea to grab another cup before heading to his meeting with Rafe, he stood in line behind Dusty, who practically grunted under the weight of the two to-go carriers he juggled.

      “Let me grab the door for you.”  He nodded his thanks to the barista and picked up his second cup and headed out with Dusty.  The sheriff’s office wasn’t very far, and he held open that door too, and followed Dusty back toward the conference room.

      He’d met most of the people already seated around the table, including Rafe, and a couple of other local officers.  But one man seated beside Rafe caught his attention.  Maybe it was something about his relaxed posture.  Maybe it was the way his eyes seemed to take in everything happening in one sweeping glance.  Or, maybe it was the Texas Rangers’ badge pinned to his shirt, but something deep inside Dylan took notice.

      “Dylan, glad you’re here.  Sorry for the delay.”  Rafe ran a hand through his hair in an impatient gesture, before waving a hand at the man who’d caught his attention.

      “I’d like you to meet a friend of mine, Dax Chambers.  He had a couple of meetings in Austin yesterday, and stopped by on his way back to San Antonio.  I’ve known Dax a long time, and he’s got a mind like a steel trap, and with his connections, I figured he might give us a fresh perspective on dealing with Amir.”

      “Chambers.”  Dylan’s impression of the other man rose when he stood and shook his hand.

      “Good to meet you, Mr. Roberts.  Sounds like you’ve got a bit of a mess on your hands.”

      Dylan barked out a laugh.  “You might say.  Appreciate any input you an offer.”

      “I understand you’re working with Samuel Carpenter.”  At Dylan’s nod, he continued.  “Our paths have crossed a couple of times, when he lived in Dallas.  Pretty damned fine set up he’s got.”

      “We’d worked together on a case that crossed over into my backyard, so to speak.”  At Dax’s raised brow, he decided to elaborate.  “Costa Rica.  One of his employees got into a hostage situation, and a couple of Boudreaus came down to aid in the rescue.”

      “Boudreaus?”

      “Cajun ones, not the Texas ones.”  Dylan grinned at Rafe’s groan.  “Apparently cousins to the sheriff.”

      Dax looked at Rafe.  “Didn’t know you had Cajun cousins.”

      “Bro, there are Boudreaus everywhere.”  Rafe pointed to a chair on the other side of the table.  “Let’s get started.”
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      Gabi stumbled into the kitchen, guided by the scent of freshly brewed coffee.  She moved on pure instinct.  Sleep had been elusive, so she wasn’t functioning on all cylinders.  A huge dose of caffeine might give her the energy to open her eyes all the way.

      “Morning, sunshine!”

      Gabi’s hand froze on the handle of her coffee mug and scowled.  Nobody should be that cheerful first thing in the morning.  “Morning, Aunt Patti.”  Even to her own ears, her words sounded growly.

      Her aunt chuckled.  “Grab a seat, sugar, and I’ll get you some coffee.  Extra strong.”

      Gabi’s shoulders slumped, but she let go of the mug’s handle, and plopped onto the chair at the kitchen table.  This was Aunt Patti’s domain, and she definitely didn’t want to cause waves.  Not until she’d had at least a cup, or twelve, of coffee.

      “Here you go.  Rough night?”

      Instead of answering, she doctored her coffee the way she liked it and took a sip, feeling the warmth begin seeping into her bones.  This was one addiction she had no intention of giving up.

      “Couldn’t sleep.”

      Aunt Patti sat across from her, with her own cup of coffee.  “Thought I heard you and Dylan come in late last night.  Anything you want to talk about?”

      She started to shake her head, but stopped.  Aunt Patti was smart, and she’d been like a second mother to her for half her life.  If there was anybody who’d give her sound advice without judging—

      “I think I’m falling in love with him.  Dylan.”  As soon as the words left her mouth, she felt heat spread into her cheeks.  She couldn’t believe she’d just blurted it out.

      “Is that a bad thing?”  Aunt Patti didn’t seem shocked or even surprised, though she watched Gabi closely.

      “I—I don’t know.  I mean, I’ve only known him for what, a week?”

      An enigmatic smile played across her aunt’s lips.  “For some people, a day is long enough to know what the heart wants.”

      “You?”

      “Uh-huh.  People may not believe in love at first sight, but I knew from the moment I met him, he was the man I’d someday marry.”

      “You and Uncle Doug didn’t have a long courtship? I thought you had been dating for a long time before you got serious.”

      “Oh, we dated quite a while, but we both knew how things would end up. We’d end up together.”

      Gabby looked at her aunt like she never seen her before, wondering how she’d never known this about her and Uncle Doug.  Though she shouldn’t be surprised.  She couldn’t imagine the two of them with anybody else.  They fit.

      Even as a little girl, she’d always known Douglas and Patti weren’t like everybody else.  She could remember her own mother, before she passed away, remarking on how much love Douglas and Patti had, and how it was a shame they couldn’t have children.  At the time, to a little girl, it didn’t make sense, because she knew she had a bunch of cousins who lived with her aunt and uncle.  It wasn’t until she was older, and sat down and asked her daddy, she found out every one of her ‘cousins’ was adopted.  Troubled youth in the foster system, orphaned boys, and young men who needed the love and guidance a family could provide.  They took these boys, desperately needing love, and made them into a family.  Gabi found it remarkable and selfless, the generosity and giving spirits these two people possessed.  They shared a love for each other and for their family rivaled only by her own.

      “I’ve always admired you and Uncle Douglas, the way you changed all the boys’ lives.  They love you so much.  Not that I’m surprised.  You have always been like a mother to me.  After Mama died, I kind of—floundered—but you helped me, more than I’ve ever told you.  I love you, Aunt Patti.

      “I love you too, Gabi.”  Her aunt brushed away a tear.  “You are and have always been a blessing to us.”  She reached across and patted Gabi’s hand.  “I want you to be happy.  To have what I’ve found with Douglas.  And I like Dylan.”

      “So you don’t think I’m crazy, falling head over heels, for a man just like my dad?”

      Patti laughed.  “I never expected anything less.  You are definitely your father’s daughter, and Gator made sure you were raised right.  Between him and your brothers, I can’t imagine you falling for anybody who didn’t measure up to their example.”

      “Gator Boudreau is a hard act to follow.  He’s always been bigger-than-life.  I never expected to find somebody who could measure up.  But I think he does.”

      “Baby girl, once this whole mess with Salem is over—and trust me, it will be, one way or another—you grab onto your chance at happiness with both hands and don’t let go.  If you love him, fight for him.  Forget what everybody else wants or expects from you, and do what’s right for you.  Everything else will fall into place.”

      Gabi stood and hugged her aunt.  “Thank you.”  Refilling her coffee mug, she paused in the doorway.  “I think I’m going to pick up some lunch when I head into Shiloh Springs, and take it over to Salem.  Might cheer her up.  Maybe I’ll pick up something special while I’m there.  Daisy’s Diner still have cherry pie?  Cherry is Salem’s favorite.”

      “What a good idea, and yes, Daisy does baking on Monday, Wednesday, Friday, and Saturday.  Call it in and have her put some aside for you, before it’s all gone.”

      “Thank, Aunt Patti.  Love you.”

      “Love you too, baby girl.”

      Gabi made her way back upstairs to her room, a smile tugging at her lips.  Knowing her aunt approved of Dylan, and could foresee a future for them—priceless.

      She looked up Daisy’s number on her cell and called in an order, deciding on fried chicken with all the fixings and ordered a whole cherry pie, knowing Salem would enjoy the treat.  Heading into the shower, she had a spring in her step.

      “Today’s gonna be a good day.”
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      Gabi stood behind three people in line at the cash register at Daisy’s Diner, waiting to pick up her order.   Salem mentioned she’d been craving sweets the last time Gabi had talked to her, just the day before.  Cherry pie was one of Salem’s favorite things, and Gabi intended to spoil her.  It wasn’t like she’d gotten a lot of special treatment lately.

      As she moved one step closer to picking up her order, she turned when she heard the door open, checking to see if she needed to skootch forward a little more for the person to get inside.  A tall brunette stepped inside, someone Gabi had never seen before.

      She studied the newcomer, noting the expensive clothing and handbag, not something she’d expect to see in small town Texas.  It looked more in tune with downtown Dallas, or maybe walking the catwalk at New York Fashion week.  But the shoes?  Drool almost pooled in her mouth at the site of those five-inch heels.  Royal blue with stiletto heels, they were to die for, and she couldn’t help staring.  Heck, she might have been raised a tomboy, but she still appreciated a good pair of heels when she saw them, and the ones on the stranger definitely cost a pretty penny.

      Gabi gave the woman a tentative smile when their eyes met, and the other woman returned the friendly gesture.

      “Could you help me, miss?”  The woman’s voice held a lovely French accent, something Gabi hadn’t heard since leaving New Orleans.  A wave of homesickness swept through her, one she quickly quashed before answering the woman’s question.

      “I’ll try.  What can I do for you?”

      “I was wondering if there are any antique stores in the area?  I’ve never been to this town before, and decided to stop by on my travels and look around.  What is you Americans say—window shopping?”

      Gabi took another step closer to the register, and the woman kept pace, her gaze taking in everything inside the diner.  She couldn’t help feeling the diner didn’t quite measure up to this woman’s standards.  Haute cuisine wasn’t on the menu at Daisy’s.  Good old-fashioned home-style cooking, stick-to-your-ribs meals were the norm, the way the townsfolk liked it.

      “You’re in luck.  There’s an antique store a couple of blocks down, right off Main Street.  Two blocks up and turn right.  It’s a couple of shops from the corner.  It’s called Golden Oldies.”  She grinned.  “Sounds like a music store, but it really more of a collectibles mart and some pieces picked up at estate sales.”

      The other woman nodded, her dark hair with its fashionable cut swinging forward to frame her face.  She glanced down at her watch, before again switching her gaze back to meet Gabi’s.

      “Sounds like a good place to start.  I’m not really familiar with American stores, or anything Texas really.  I had business in Houston yesterday, and another meeting in Dallas later in the week.  I decided instead of flying, I’d rent a car and drive across your interesting state, stopping along the way to see if I could discover any unique finds.”  She held out her hand to Gabi.  “Where are my manners?  I’m Jennifer.”

      “Gabi?”  Daisy stood behind the register, a cardboard box on the counter.  “Your order’s ready.”

      “Great, thanks!”  Handing the money to Daisy, she picked up the meal, and turned.  Jennifer still stood behind her, an odd expression on her face.  “Nice meeting you, Jennifer.  Have fun exploring the antique store and Shiloh Springs.  It’s a great little town.”

      Walking toward the door, she pushed it open with her hip, and glanced back at Jennifer.  Something about the woman seemed a bit off, but she chalked it up to being a fish out of water, a city woman in a small town.  Her eyes met Jennifer’s and a chill of unease sent a shiver down her spine.  Though the other woman smiled and gave a little wave, Gabi noted the smile didn’t reach her eyes, which were cold as ice and filled with something she couldn’t identify.  But all the little hairs on the back of her neck stood at attention, and a sense of unease settled over her.

      Carrying the box over to her borrowed car, she placed it on the floorboard in back to keep it from toppling over, and then climbed behind the wheel.  Aunt Patti had loaned her Antonio’s car, since he was in Dallas and didn’t need it, and it gave her some freedom to get around easier, instead of depending on Dylan.

      Starting the car, she pulled away from the curb onto Main Street, glancing in the rearview mirror.  Jennifer stood on the sidewalk outside Daisy’s Diner, watching her.  She gave a visible shudder, trying to shake the feeling there was something off about the other woman.  Hell, she’d be gone by later today, heading on to the next small town and the next antique store.

      The scent of fried chicken wafted up from the back, and her stomach rumbled in hunger.  Time to head for the cabin and Salem and a big piece of cherry pie.
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      Stepping out of the diner and onto the sidewalk outside, the woman watched as Gabi’s car drove down Main Street, before pulling out her cell phone and dialing a programmed number.

      “What have you found?”  The icy chill of the voice on the other end brought an equally vicious smile to her lips.

      “Greetings to you too, dear brother.”

      “Are you in Texas?”

      “Of course.  I followed the GPS coordinates you provided.  They led me to a horrible little town in the middle of nowhere.  It’s called Shiloh Springs.”

      Hearing the faint sound of typing, she knew he was searching the internet for information about the Texas town.  She shuddered as the hot breeze played against her skin.  Who in their right mind would live in such a godforsaken place?  It was barely civilized, especially the so-called diner she’d just left.

      “It’s barely a stop on the map I’ve pulled up.  How are you planning to locate Gabi Boudreau?  She’ll be hidden, attempting to keep me from the woman who carries my heir.”  Her brother sounded tense, and she knew his search for his unborn child wore heavy on his nerves.  He rarely snapped at her, but over the last few days, he’d been almost unbearable.

      “Tarik, believe it or not, I’ve already found her.”  She couldn’t hide the smugness in her tone, but she was damned proud of finding their prey with barely any effort.  It had been a stroke of luck she’d spotted Gabi Boudreau through the diner’s window and recognized her from the photo Tarik had texted her. Fortune smiled on her this day.

      “What?  Ah, my sister, you are truly a gift from Allah.”

      “And don’t you forget it.  What do you want me to do next?”

      “Nothing.  I’m leaving immediately and should be there as soon as I make arrangements with my pilot.  You have done well, my sister, and you’ll be rewarded handsomely.”

      “Thank you, Tarik.”  She never denied her avaricious temperament, and didn’t mind utilizing all the skills at her disposal to get what she wanted, which included a life where she didn’t end up scrounging for a life like the people of Shiloh Springs.  Never again would she allow herself to be dependent upon anyone but herself.  Let people call her greedy.  She called herself a realist.  A life of desperate survival, living with a mother who refused to demand her due from her wealthy paramour, had taught her to seize opportunity when it presented itself.  Right now, opportunity’s name was Gabi Boudreau.  Tarik’s voice broke through her rumination.

      “Tell me, did she seem anxious?  Nervous?  Was Salem with her?”

      Jennifer stepped out of the way of a young woman and a small child, allowing them to walk past her into the diner, the little girl holding tight to her mother’s hand.  She didn’t understand Americans, especially the countrified denizens of Texas.  Where was their sense of style?  Sophistication?  Thankfully, she’d be out of here and back in Paris soon, where people were civilized, and life made sense.

      “I didn’t see Salem.  Gabi was alone.  I ran into her in a diner in the center of town.  She was picking up food.  I managed to strike up a conversation with her.  Explained I was from out of town, and had business in Houston.  Gave her a story about how I was going from small town to small town, looking for antiques and collectibles for my clientele.  Little fool believed every word.”

      “Talk with some of the locals, see if you can find out any information on Gabi.  Where she might be staying, people who might be helping her keep Salem away from me.  But be careful, don’t draw suspicion to yourself.  My resources tell me people in small towns in America before suspicious of strangers quite easily.  There are a few more Boudreaus in Shiloh Springs, from what I’ve been told.  They may be relatives.  We’re still exploring the connections, but my guess is they’re assisting her.  I’ll be there soon, and we’ll find my son and bring him back home where he belongs.”

      “A son, Tarik?  Are you sure?”  Jennifer asked, though she already knew the answer.  Her brother wouldn’t accept anything less than a son and heir to the Amir fortune.

      “Salem will bear me a son, of this I am positive.  Once I have my son, Salem will not be a problem.  And neither will Gabi Boudreau.”
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      After dinner, Gabi and Dylan sat on the front porch swing, enjoying the cool evening breeze. Dylan wrapped his arm around Gabi’s shoulders, and she leaned into him. After her sleepless night, and her talk with Aunt Patti, her feelings were still conflicted. The attraction to Dylan was something she couldn’t ignore, but she wasn’t sure he felt the same. She needed to stop being a coward, and face her feelings. “Can we talk?”

      “Of course.”  His voice was a soft purr of sound, and Gabi shifted slower to his solid warmth.  The slow swaying of the porch swing soothed her, and bolstered her courage.

      “I wanted to thank you again, for everything you’re doing for Salem.”

      “I’m glad I can help, though it hasn’t been nearly enough.  Amir is bad news, and Salem deserves to live a happy life away from him and his family.”

      “It’s just—I know Samuel called you in to help, and he’s paying you.”

      He interrupted her before she could continue.  “Gabi, the only thing Carpenter paid for was the plane ticket from Costa Rica to New Orleans.  I have not and will not take a dime of his money for helping keep you and Salem safe.”

      “But—”

      “Not one dime.”

      She moved away slightly so she could see his face.  “But you wouldn’t be in the middle of this mess if it wasn’t for me.”

      His hand reached forward and tucked her hair behind her ear, his knuckle brushing against her cheek.  “If it wasn’t for this mess, I’d never have met you.”

      She heard the underlying sincerity in his words.  Knew he meant it.  Was there a chance he felt even a fraction of what she did?

      “I have to be honest with you, Dylan.  I feel like there’s something between us.  More than the job.  I’ve never felt like this about anybody.”  She kept her eyes downcast, afraid to read something on his face she wasn’t ready to see.

      With a gentle touch, he tilted her face upward.  “There is something between us, sweetheart.  There has been from the moment I laid eyes on you walking down the street in New Orleans.”  He slid his thumb across her lower lip, and she inhaled sharply, his touch sending little shockwaves through her.  “Honestly, I fought the attraction at first, because I thought you were only a job.  One I’d handle quick and go back home.  Except nothing happened the way I planned.”

      “Really?  I’ve been fighting my feelings, too.  It’s crazy, because we barely know each other, yet I—I want you.”  She felt the heat spread across her face, but refused to back down now, not when she was close to the answers she craved.  She didn’t dare give in to the fear of rejection, the fear maybe his feelings weren’t as strong as hers, because taking that path led to failure.

      “Chronologically, we may have only known each other for a short time, but on a deeper level, I know you.  You know me.  We’ve been thrown into a situation most people never imagine.  I think all the time we’ve spent together intensified what we feel.”

      With the gentlest touch, his hands cradled her cheeks, and he leaned forward, brushing a soft kiss to her lips.  Her eyes drifted closed as she responded to his kiss, the craving for his touch spreading through her like wildfire.  Parting her lips, she silently encouraged him to deepen the kiss, and every muscle in her body tightened.  Desire rocketed through her, and she swallowed her gasp as his lips brushed against hers again.  Once, twice, and a third time.  She deepened the kiss, her tongue tangling with his in a mating dance as old as time.  She tasted the coffee he’d drank, along with the unique flavor that was simply Dylan.  The kiss intensified, and she felt every muscle in her body tighten in anticipation.  She pulled back slowly, staring into his eyes, reading a want and need matching her own.  Giving in, she dove back in for another kiss, her mouth plundering his.  She was no shy maiden, experiencing her first kiss, but this was different.  Somehow this felt—right—in a way she’d never experienced before.  And she never wanted it to end.

      When he broke the kiss, her hand reached up to touch his lips, smoothing across them, delighting in their softness and the exquisite pleasure they’d shared with her moments before.

      Grasping her hand, he pressed a kiss against her palm, before leaning against the swing’s back, and pulling her against his side, resting his chin atop her head.  Gabi gave a sigh of contentment, leaning against his warm embrace.

      “Are we crazy to even consider trying to have anything together once we’ve taken care of Amir?”

      “Sweetheart, I think I’d go insane if we didn’t try.  Give us a chance.  Let’s see what we have, away from here.  Away from your crazy family.  We can try and go a little crazy.  Do things we’ve never done.  I only know if we don’t give us this shot, I’ll regret it for the rest of my life, and I think you will, too.”

      “Let’s make a deal.”  Gabi spun to face him, with his arm still wrapped around her waist, anchoring her against him.  “Once we know Salem is safe, and Tarik is out of the picture, you and I will go someplace far away from my brothers, or Samuel Carpenter, or my dad, and just spend time with each other.  Deal?”

      Gabi watched the slow smile blossom on Dylan’s lips, and trusted she’d made the right choice putting her faith and trust in this man.  She knew he wouldn’t break her heart.

      “Deal.”
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      Dylan checked his phone as soon as he rolled out of bed, noting an e-mail from Carpenter and one from Stefan.  He opened the one from Carpenter first.  He smiled, reading the pissed-off tone of its contents.  Apparently, Wolf’s contact at the State Department had more info than Carpenter about Jennifer Baptiste.  She hadn’t even showed up on their radar while searching for info on Amir.  But she was definitely on his radar now, which was bad news for the Frenchwoman, because he knew Carpenter and his hackers—although he called them computer consultants—would leave no stone unturned in digging up any dirt on Jennifer, if there was anything to find.

      With a tap of his finger, he opened the e-mail from Stefan, aforementioned computer consultant, and his eye widened at the info.  Apparently, Jennifer Baptiste, nee Jennifer Amir, had been a busy girl.  There were dozens of phone calls between Amir and Jennifer over the last few months, where prior there had only been an occasional call every few months.

      There was the added fact Jennifer had flown into the U.S. two days prior.  She landed at Houston Intercontinental Airport, and rented a car.  No record of credit card activity outside of the rental car.

      Stefan also relayed Jennifer was an interior designer, with a high-end clientele, so her being in the States might not be cause for alarm, but Dylan’s gut told him it was too much of a coincidence she’d arrived in Texas so soon after he and Gabi.  And he didn’t believe in coincidences.

      Noticing there was an attachment, he clicked it open.  It was a photo of Jennifer Baptiste, a different one than he’d seen at Rafe’s office.  Though she was a lovely woman, there was a coldness in her eyes which sent a chill down his spine.

      Closing the e-mail, he called Rafe.

      “I know it’s early, but I thought you’d want to know I heard from Carpenter’s computer guru.  He’s been digging into Jennifer Baptiste’s background.  Did you know she flew into Houston Intercontinental yesterday?”

      “You don’t say?  The timing seems a little too coincidental, don’t you think?”

      “I think Amir got a ping off the cell tower when he called me, and he’s got people searching for Gabi.  Wouldn’t be surprised if somebody shows up in Shiloh Springs pretty damn soon.  You might want to make sure your people keep their eyes open.”

      “I’m on it.  Thought I should let you know, Dax Chambers is going to stick around for a couple of days.  He’s taking some personal time.  Says he wants to help.”

      Dylan ran a hand over his chin, scratching at the stubble.  “Appreciate it.  Anything we can do to keep Gabi and Salem safe, I’m all for it.”

      “He’s a good man and a good cop.  Some of the stuff he’s seen, some of the cases he’s worked…he might be an asset if things head south.”

      “Appreciate all the help I can get.  I just wish Gabi had confided in her brothers or Carpenter earlier.”  Standing, he headed for the bathroom.  “I’ll head into town soon.  Meet you at your office?”

      “Good.”

      Dylan hung up and debated whether to wake Gabi and bring her up-to-date with the new information, but decided to let her sleep.  It was still early, and he knew she’d been running on fumes lately.  Getting a couple extra hours of sleep would do her good.

      Taking one final look at the picture of Jennifer, he committed it to memory.  Didn’t want to take any chances she might show up in Shiloh Springs and him not recognizing her.  Somehow, some way, he knew she was mixed up in this, in collusion with her brother.  How deep, he didn’t know.

      He couldn’t help wondering how things were going to play out.  Instinct and his SEAL training told him things were coming to a head soon, and he needed to be sharp, be diligent, and be prepared.  Because nobody was getting near Salem—or Gabi.
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        * * *

      

      It was almost lunchtime when Gabi loaded the car with paperback books, some of her favorite romances, including all of the ones written by her sister-in-law, Sarah, some jigsaw puzzles, and a bag of groceries Aunt Patti had packed.  Tossing in her makeup bag and blow dryer, along with nail polish, lotion, and moisturizer, if Salem was feeling up to it, she planned on spoiling her.  Pampering Salem with a mini spa day.  Today would be filled with playing, reading, gossiping, anything to keep her friend from going stir crazy.

      Gabi couldn’t imagine being forced to hide away from the world for any length of time, and poor Salem had been doing it for months.  Plus, being pregnant couldn’t be making things any easier, so she wanted to give her a day of escapism, and keep her from thinking about Tarik.

      “Give me a call if you need anything.  I’ve got a meeting with a client this afternoon, but it shouldn’t take more than an hour.”

      “Thanks, Aunt Patti.”

      “Are you and Dylan going to be home for dinner?”

      “I’m not sure what his plans are.  He knows I plan to spend the day with Salem, but I’ll check with him and let you know.”

      Dylan had been gone when Gabi got up, leaving a note he was heading into town to meet Rafe.  She’d talked with Rafe the night before, and he’d mentioned calling his brother, Antonio, to see if there was any chatter about Tarik through official channels.  Antonio worked for the FBI out of the Dallas office.  He’d already offered to come down to Shiloh Springs if they needed him, but Gabi and Rafe didn’t want to draw any undue attention to an already tense situation.  The more people who showed up in Shiloh Springs, the more it felt like a powder keg with a lit fuse.

      “Your Uncle Douglas is going to stop by the cabin this evening.  He’s picking up some supplies in Brewster, to shore up Salem’s stockpile.  Anything you need him to get?”

      Gabi smile.  She knew exactly whose idea it was for her uncle to head into the next town over to pick up supplies.  Her aunt didn’t want anybody in Shiloh Springs to notice the extra trips to the grocery.  Small towns equaled tons of gossip.  She was honestly surprised nobody had questioned things before now.  They only needed to hold out a little longer, just until the baby was born.  They she was getting Salem out of the country and someplace Amir would never find her.

      “I think she’s got plenty, but if there’s anything, I’ll give him a call.”  She hugged her aunt and got behind the wheel.  The car had been pulled out of the ditch and returned, as good as new, though she still felt a twinge of guilt she’d caused unnecessary problems with her stupid anxiety over the weather affecting Salem.  Sometimes searching the internet gave people lots of misinformation, and she’d fallen for it.

      Pulling up in front of Salem’s cabin, she popped the trunk and began unloading her goodies.  Salem stood framed in the doorway, and Gabi was shocked her friend looked even bigger than the last time she’d seen her.  How is that even possible?

      “We are going to have some fun today, girlfriend.  I have brought you everything you need to have a nice, long girl’s day.”

      Salem’s hand rubbed at her distended stomach.  “Sounds like fun.”

      Gabi closed the trunk and turned with a grin.  “I’ve got books, snacks, lotion, and nail polish.  I even brought my blow dryer.  We are going to have a day of pampering you, because you deserve it.”

      “Um, Gabi—”

      “No excuses.  Here,” she said, “handing the bag with the food to Salem, “you take this and I’ll get the rest.”

      Within minutes, Gabi had everything inside, and Salem watched her with guarded eyes as she began putting everything on the table.  Salem pounced on the books when Gabi set them down.  Salem let out a squeal when she saw they were by Sarah Sloane, her favorite author.

      “You got the new one?”  She patted the cover with the shirtless man.

      Gabi chuckled.  “Sarah sent an Advanced Reader’s Copy, because it hasn’t been released yet.  Lucky you, you get to read it before anybody else.  I haven’t even read it yet.”

      “My pretty,” she cooed, petting the cover.  “I will hug you, and pet you, and call you George.”  She stepped back when Gabi made a playful swipe toward the book.  “Mine.  Don’t touch!”

      Gabi backed away with her hands up, laughing.  “Got it.  Don’t get between the pregnant lady and her next fictional hero.”

      “What can I say?  Sarah writes some of the best alpha male heroes.”

      Silently Gabi agreed.  Her sister-in-law’s popularity grew with each new release, because she was a great writer and her fans couldn’t wait for the next book.

      “Tell you what, girlfriend.  Why don’t we run you a hot bath, and you can soak, and read the first chapter or two?  When you get out, we’ll have lunch.  How’s that sound?”

      “Like heaven.”

      Gabi reached into the bag and pulled out her next surprise.  “Maybe you’d like this, too?”  She held up the bottle of bubbles, the one with a light jasmine scent.  Salem snatched it from her hand, and grinned.

      “Have I mentioned you’re the best friend a girl could have?”

      “Right back at ya.  Now scoot.  Get that bath started.”

      Once Salem was in the bathroom, running the water, Gabi sat on the edge of the bed, looking around the sparsely-furnished room.  It wasn’t fair.  Salem had done nothing wrong, except fall in love with a man—no, a monster—and her life had been turned upside down.

      She knew deep inside Tarik was close.  The evilness of the man spread like a disease, and she could feel it closing in, infecting and contaminating everything in its wake.  Things would come to a head soon, she knew, because Tarik wasn’t a patient man, and he’d move heaven and hell to get his child.  Gabi was sure once Salem had the baby, she’d be of no further use to Tarik, and he’d discard her.  Or worse.

      She couldn’t let that happen.  There had to be a way to stop the monster once and for all.  Then an idea struck.
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      “You want to what?”

      Dylan started at Gabi, trying to wrap his head around what she’d just said.

      “I want to write an article exposing Tarik Amir and the endless torment he’s piled upon Salem.  Maybe if the public knows what he plans, to take the baby out of the country, somebody—the government—can stop him.”

      In Dylan’s mind, the only thing that could stop Amir was a bullet between the eyes, but he didn’t mention it to Gabi.  He hated to burst her bubble, but he knew her idea wouldn’t fly. Too many holes.

      “Sweetheart, do you think any reputable paper would run a story on Amir?  First off, where are your facts?  Documentation of the allegations you would make?  Everything he’s done has been through third parties, giving him plausible deniability.  His phone call to me wasn’t recorded, so it’s hearsay, also inadmissible in a court.  Every action he’s made, he’s covered his tracks.  The slashed tires—nothing on CCTV cameras.  The texts—no link to his phone.  The break-in at your apartment—the cops have no leads on who did it.”

      “There has to be something.  Maybe if I do a one-on-one interview with Salem…”

      “All you’ll do is draw a bigger bullseye on her back.  If we are going to catch Amir, we have to be smarter than he is.  Play his game, even though it means waiting for him to make the next move.”

      Dylan could almost see the wheels spinning in her head.  He didn’t blame her; he wanted this over with, too.  Salem deserved to have a happy, healthy baby, delivered in a hospital surrounded by medical staff, getting flowers, and celebrating.  Not hiding out in a rustic cabin with generator power and terrified half out of her mind.

      “What is it going to take to get this monster to go away and leave Salem alone?”

      Dylan knew Amir wouldn’t stop.  He’d run into too many of them when he’d been serving.  Men who thought they were more important, more worthy than others.  Throw in money and power, especially when they had ties to their governments, and they were unstoppable.  It was an unfortunate thought that the only way he might be stopped and even then, it was possible he’d walk away unscathed, is if he killed Salem—which Dylan wouldn’t let happen.  Guarding Gabi meant protecting Salem, too, and he’d die before he let Amir get his hands on either woman.

      “What about using me as bait?  Tarik wants to get his hands on me, to lead him to Salem.  We can set a trap.”

      “No!  You’re out of your mind if you think I’m going to allow Amir within a hundred miles of you, Gabi!”

      Gabi latched onto his hand.  “Think about it for a second.  We do everything by our rules.  Draw him out into the open.  Force him to make a mistake, one we can get him arrested for.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s called entrapment.  He’d skate on any charges.”  Dylan barely refrained for grabbing Gabi and shaking some sense into her.  How could she even consider using herself as bait for a madman?  Never gonna happen.

      “There has to be a way.  I’m not in hiding, but I might as well be.  I’ve barely been into town since we’ve been here.  The only place I go is to the diner or to Salem’s cabin.  I can’t even imagine how she’s done this for months.”

      “It won’t be for much longer.  Amir’s bound to make a mistake, and then the State Department can deport him, and refuse to let him back into the country.”

      “He won’t stop, Dylan.  He’ll just hire some mercenaries to grab Salem and the baby the minute them come out of hiding.  And she can’t stay locked away for the rest of her life.  He wants to snatch her and the baby, take her back to his compound, where she’ll never see a moment’s freedom again.  You’ve met her, gotten to know her.  She’d wither away and die.  I…we can’t let that happen.”

      “We won’t.  Rafe has his brother, Chance, looking into ways to keep Amir from having any contact with either Salem or the baby.  Legal avenues.  Give him the opportunity to figure out a loophole to keep Amir away.”

      “Okay, we’ll wait.  But not for long.”

      Dylan pulled Gabi into his arms, his hands rubbing along her back, trying to soothe her.  She stood ramrod stiff in his arms at first, tension radiating off her.  After a few moments, she began to relax, and laid her head against his shoulder, her arms wrapped around his waist.

      “I’m going to head into Shiloh Springs, check in with Rafe.  You want to come with me?”

      Gabi shook her head.  “I’m going to the cabin and stay with Salem for a while.  I want to spend as much time with her as I can.  Call me if anything changes.”

      “I will.  Be careful, sweetheart.”

      “You too.”
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      Tarik Amir leaned back against the cool leather seat of the leased SUV.  He’d landed at Houston Intercontinental Airport an hour earlier.  Though he’d wanted to fly in his private jet, finding an airstrip close to this Shiloh Springs blip on the map would have drawn too much unwanted attention.  Instead, he’d flown on a commercial airline, and instructed his people to have a car and driver ready when he landed.

      Studying the file he’d been handed on arrival, he ran a finger over the photo of his prey, Gabi Boudreau.  She’d changed little since the last time he’d seen her.  Her hair was a little longer, and she was smiling.  Unlike the frowns and screams she’d treated him to on their last face-to-face meeting.  The she-devil threw roadblocks in his path at every turn, even thwarting his best hired help.  Subtle threats hadn’t worked.  But his last message had sent her scurrying from her careful hometown comforts, and hopefully straight to where she’d hidden his prize.

      Another photo showed Gabi with a tall, well-built man.  Dark hair, military bearing.  Probably Dylan Roberts, the man he’d spoken with on the phone.  The one who’d turned down his offer.  Mr. Roberts would regret not helping Tarik.

      Pulling his phone from his pocket, he dialed.  “Jennifer, what’s happening?”

      He heard her soft sigh through the phone.  “Tell me again why I have to be in this godforsaken town?  There is nothing to do here.  No shops.  No theatre.  Although they do have some interesting…cowboys.”

      “You won’t be there much longer, my dear.  Did you do what I requested?”

      “It has been impossible.”

      Tarik tutted.  “Nothing is impossible, my dear, if you want it bad enough.”

      “I have tried, my brother, but Gabi Boudreau has not been back to town since the last time we spoke.”

      Tarik pinched the bridge of his nose, counting to ten before answering.  He couldn’t afford to alienate his sister.  Not yet.  He needed her to do the task he’d assigned her.  “Could you not find out where she’s staying?”

      “About that—apparently she has family here.  They live in a big home in the country.  Or what the locals call a…ranch.”

      “And?”

      “I couldn’t get close.”

      “Jennifer—”

      “But,” she interrupted, “I did the next best thing.  I put the tracker on her boyfriend’s car.”

      Boyfriend?  She must mean Dylan Roberts.

      His lips curved upward in a Cheshire-cat grin.  “Excellent, my dear.  Is it working?”

      “Yes.  Right now, he’s still at the Boudreau house, not in town.  Of course, I can’t tell if Gabi is there with him.”

      “It doesn’t matter.  We know they are still in Shiloh Springs.  I’m on my way.  I should be there in a few hours.  Where are you staying?  I’ll meet you.”

      “Ugh, I had to book a room at a bed and breakfast off Main Street.  Can you believe it, Tarik?  Me?  Staying in some quaint, doily-filled, frou-frou B&B?  You owe me for this, brother.”

      His oh-so-sophisticated Parisian half-sister was most definitely not the bed and breakfast type.  More the Ritz-Carlton, room service, and champagne type.  Picturing her in a backwater house filled with the lowest Americana workers?  He bit back a chuckle, knowing she’d make him pay for laughing at her.

      “Your ordeal will soon be over.”  He glanced at his Rolex, gauging how long before he’d be able to claim his prize.  “I should be there in about three to three and a half hours, depending on this hellacious traffic.  How do Americans live with this?”

      “See you soon.”

      Hanging up, he again studied the picture of Gabi Boudreau.  When he’d first encountered Salem in Italy, she’d been sharing a room with Gabi.  He’d been instantly drawn to the vivacious redheaded artist, writing Gabi off without a second glance.  Looking at her picture now, he wondered if he’d been too hasty to overlook her subtle, understated appeal.  She’d proven more than a match for him in his pursuit of his child and its mother.  Perhaps he should amend his plans, and add another person to his list of passengers going back to the United Arab Emirates.

      He loved a good chase, but he loved coming out the victor even more.  He’d have the traitorous witch who’d thought to steal away his heir, and he’d have her pretty friend, too.
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      Dylan parked down the street from the sheriff’s office.  The street was lined with cars and he’d had to circle the block a couple times before finding a spot.  He wondered what was going on.  Oh, well, he’d probably find out once he got inside.

      Opening the front door, the sound of multiple raised voices echoed down the hall, coming from the conference room.  When he glanced at Dusty, who was manning the front, he just waved Dylan back, holding a phone to his ear.

      A controlled chaos swept through the conference room, and he paused in the doorway, leaning against the jamb, and took note of the people inside.  Rafe stood at the white board, jotting down notes.  Dax Chambers, the Texas Ranger he’d met, was sitting just to the right of the chair Rafe usually used.  Dylan was glad the Ranger had stuck around, because he’d had that itchy feeling all morning things were about to explode.  Nothing concrete, but instinct had saved his hide on more than one occasion, and it was dinging like crazy.  Dylan knew better than to ignore it.

      A tall man with blond hair and startling blue eyes sat behind a briefcase on the tabletop, pulling out file folders.  He gazed up once, met Dylan’s stare, and nodded.  This man had the look of somebody who spent a lot of time either working outdoors or was familiar with a gym, because there wasn’t an ounce of fat on him.  Wonder who he is?

      A dark-haired man sat across from the blonde, looking official in a suit and tie, his bearing one of authority.  It was like being in a room filled with testosterone-drive alpha males, though no one demanded more attention than anyone else.

      “Dylan, glad you’re here.  You know Dax.  The other two are my brothers, Chance and Antonio.  Chance is the lawyer I mentioned.  Antonio works for the FBI.”

      “Why are they here?  Has something happened?”  There it was again, the feeling things were about to hit the fan, and they weren’t prepared.  But then, how can you ever be prepared for a monster like Tarik Amir?  He was unpredictable, and from what they’d discovered so far, untouchable.

      “My sources confirmed Amir caught a commercial flight from New York to Houston today.”  Antonio shoved something across the broad table, and Dylan grabbed it.  It was a picture of Amir, along with several suited men who were obviously bodyguards, boarding a plane.  He barely refrained from smashing the photo into a ball, but it was close.

      “So, he’s on his way to Texas.  Do we know if he’s zeroed in on Shiloh Springs specifically, or is he chasing the false trail we laid?”  He and Rafe and planted a few clues, with the help of Stefan Carlisle, leaving an internet trail, not obvious, but not too well-hidden Amir wouldn’t find it.

      “If I were to guess, I’m thinking he’s following the cell phone ping.  Probably has a good enough hacker on his payroll to figure out the general vicinity where the phone was answered.  Rafe told us about Amir contacting you.  If it was me, and I was trying to find somebody in a certain geographical location, I’d already have sent people to the location and do an on-the-ground search, asking around town.  While Shiloh Springs might not be the number one tourist destination, we do get our fair share of people passing through.  Shop owners wouldn’t think too much of people asking questions, looking for friends or relatives.”

      Dylan agreed with Antonio, because it’s what he’d have done.  He’d have called in some of his buddies, maybe Wolf and the Riverton SEALs, since they weren’t averse to helping out a fellow SEAL, especially with protecting their women from the bad guys.  He assessed the other man, liking he didn’t pull any punches, and told him the truth.

      “Which means if he’s heading to Shiloh Springs, we only have a few hours.”  Rafe scrubbed a hand over his face.  He looked like he hadn’t slept in days.

      A commotion at the front of the station was followed by a loud woman’s screech.  Dylan stepped back into the hall, drawing up short when he spotted Dusty frog-marching a slender woman through the front door, his hand in a tight grip around her upper arm.  The woman struggled to pull free, but Dusty’s grip was solid.

      “Boss, got somebody you need to see.”  Dusty’s voice carried over the woman’s screeching, and Dylan froze when he got a good look at the woman’s face.

      “Rafe, get out here.”

      “What?”  Rafe pushed through the doorway and stopped.  “Is that…”

      “Jennifer Baptiste?  Looks like it to me.”

      Rafe marched toward the front.  “Dusty, what happened?”

      “Sally-Ann said she’d cover the phones while I ran out to grab coffee for y’all.  Daisy’s was too crowded, because it’s ice cream day, and she’s making butter pecan and mint chocolate chip.  So, I headed over to Le Bistro instead.  Walked through the door and found her,” he pulled on Jennifer’s arm slightly, “asking about Gabi Boudreau.”  Dusty rolled his eyes.  “She resisted coming with me, but I persuaded her.”

      “Ms. Baptiste?”

      Jennifer straightened to her full height, a haughty expression marring her beautiful face.  “I have done nothing wrong.  I demand you release me immediately.”

      Rafe smirked.  “I’m afraid I can’t.  I have a few questions.”

      She tossed her head.  “I have no answers.  You have no right to hold me.  I am a French citizen.”

      Rafe nodded to Dusty.  “Take her to Interview One and keep an eye on her.  I’ll be right in.”

      Jennifer wrenched her arm free from Dusty’s grip, and he motioned for her to precede him down the hallway.  Dylan watched him usher her into the interrogation room, closing her inside, and positioning himself outside.  He gave a brief nod to Dylan, a broad grin across his face.

      “I’m gonna try and question her, before she lawyers up.  You want to observe?” Rafe asked.

      “Absolutely.”

      “I’d like to watch.”  Antonio joined the others.  “I don’t think you’ve got anything to charge her with, but she might provide a few answers before she wises up to that fact.”

      “Count me in, too.”  Dax sauntered over.  “Curious to see what she’s got to say.

      “Me, too.”  Chance added.

      “Guess the whole gang wants in on this.”  Rafe started down the hall, pointing to the room doorway before the one Dusty guarded.  “Observe from there, but keep your mouths closed.  These rooms aren’t soundproof.

      “Gotcha.”  Chance gave his brother a mocking salute, and the rest of them followed him into the observation room.  Dylan stood behind the glass, studying Jennifer.  She sat in the metal chair, still without a hair out of place, legs crossed, one high-heeled shod foot swinging back and forth.  The cell phone in her hand, she typed out a message.  He’d really like to know who was on the receiving end.

      Rafe walked into the interrogation room and Jennifer laid her phone, face down, on the table in front of her.  “Why have I been arrested?”

      “You are not under arrest—yet—Ms. Baptiste.  I’d simply like to ask you a few questions.”

      She eyed him for several long moments, and Dylan was afraid she was going to balk.  Finally, she nodded.  “Of course.  I like to cooperate with law enforcement, when I can.  What would you like to know?”

      “I’ll get right to the point, Ms. Baptiste.  Tell me about your relationship with Tarik Amir.”  Rafe crossed his arms and leaned against the wall, his stance relaxed, but Dylan didn’t buy it.  There was a coiled tension beneath his calm façade.  Hopefully, he could charm Ms. Baptiste into revealing some new information.  If not, well, Dylan didn’t mind getting his hands dirty.  Especially if it meant keeping Gabi safe.

      “Tarik?  Why on earth would you be interested in him?”

      “Simply answer the question.  What is your relationship with Tarik Amir?”

      “He’s my brother.  Half-brother, if you want the finer details.  He didn’t know I existed until a few years ago.  We are not close.”

      “Have you talked with him recently?”

      Jennifer paused, glancing toward the ceiling.  “Hmm, let me think.  When did I last talk with my brother?  Better question, why is this any of your business?”

      “Tarik Amir is a person of interest in an ongoing investigation, one we are cooperating with.  Please answer the question.”  His eyes darted to her phone lying on the table, and she quickly wrapped her hand around it.

      “I spoke with my brother this morning.  Who are you again?”

      “Sheriff Rafe Boudreau.  Did your brother mention where he was when you spoke with him?”

      “Sheriff Boudreau, I am not a babysitter for my brother, nor do I keep tabs on him or his activities.  If you have questions, why don’t you contact him directly?  In fact, I’d be happy to give you his number.”  Her French accent heightened with each word, and Dylan watched the pulse beating in her throat.  Rafe’s questions were getting to her.

      Getting a little rattled, sweetheart?  Draw the noose a little tighter, and see where it gets you.

      “I’d appreciate that, Ms. Baptiste.”  Rafe pulled out a pocket-sized spiral notebook and laid it on the table along with a stubby pencil.  She eyed it, a moue of distaste on her lips, before opening the cover and jotting down the number and passing it back.

      “Do you know Salem Hudson?”  Rafe asked the questions softly.

      “I’ve heard the name, though I’ve never met her.  I believe she used to be in a relationship with my brother, though I understood it to be over.”

      Dylan ached to wipe the smirk off her lips, and balled his hands into fists at his side.  This woman might appear all sweetness and light, but deep inside she was nasty to the core, a perfect foil for Amir.  They deserved each other.

      “What about the name Gabi Boudreau?”

      “Boudreau, like your name, Sheriff?”

      “Please answer the question.”  Rafe remained across the room from her, his back against the wall, one knee bent, his feet crossed.

      “I don’t think—oh, wait—I met somebody at a quaint little diner in town when I stopped to get directions.  The cashier called her Gabi.  She was nice and gave me information on a local antique shop.  Is this the Gabi you mean?”

      “Has Tarik Amir ever mentioned the name Gabi Boudreau?”

      “Mr. Boudreau, Sheriff, whatever you prefer to be called, I think you are under a mistaken impression of the relationship between me and my half-brother.  We do not speak often.  Nor are we involved in the other’s life.  Tarik doesn’t tell me what’s going on in his world.  When we do chat, it’s about my job, my mother’s health.  Not about the women in his life.”  She leaned forward.  “Is this Gabi involved with Tarik?  She didn’t seem his type, although I suppose she might appeal to his taste.”

      “So you’re telling me you don’t stay in contact with Tarik Amir?  You rarely talk with him, is that correct?”

      “This conversation is getting tiresome, Sheriff Boudreau.”  She placed a strong emphasis on Rafe’s name.

      “I’m getting tired of your lies, Ms. Baptiste.  I’ve seen Amir’s phone records for the last six months.  Shall I tell you how many times the two of you have spoken during that timeframe?”

      Jennifer paled and swallowed nervously.  Now, you’ve got her, Dylan thought.  If she lies, Rafe can arrest her.  Or she’ll tell the truth to save her own hide.

      “Is…is it legal for you to see his phone records?  What has Tarik done wrong?”

      “Ms. Baptiste, if you simply cooperate with us, this can all be over and you’ll be free to go.  Or I can place you under arrest and hold you for seventy-two hours—or longer, depending on the charges.  Is that what you want?”  Rafe stepped away from the wall and placed both hands flat on the tabletop, leaning closer to Jennifer.  “I’ll make it easy.  Have you spoken with Tarik Amir today?”  He glanced at her phone, still clutched in Jennifer’s hand.

      “Yes.”  Dylan barely heard Jennifer’s whispered admission, but the audible gasp from one of the others in the room confirmed it.

      “Do you know where Amir is right now, Ms. Baptiste?  And don’t lie to me, because I’ll know.”  Rafe’s question had the woman backing away from him as far as the chair allowed.  She swallowed, her eyes downcast.  A ribbon of sweat coated her forehead, and she drew in a deep breath.

      “If I tell you, can I leave?”

      “I’m can’t guarantee anything, Ms. Baptiste.  But your cooperation will go a long way in helping your case.”  Rafe pulled out the chair opposite hers and sat, putting himself on the same level as Jennifer, and Dylan recognized it for the tactic it was—first intimidate and scare your target—then show a moment of comradery before swooping in for the kill.  Textbook interrogation one-oh-one.

      “First, I want you to understand, I have nothing to do with Tarik’s actions.  He knew I was coming to the U.S., and asked me for a favor.  It seemed simple enough, since I was already here.”  Jennifer kept her head down, eyes lowered and not meeting Rafe’s.

      “What did he ask?”

      “He wanted me to drive to Shiloh Springs and see if I could locate someone.  Yes, alright, Gabi Boudreau.  He asked me to see if this Gabi Boudreau was in Shiloh Springs, and if she was, to find out where she was staying.  Nothing more, I swear.”

      “What did you tell him?”  There was an edge to Rafe’s question, sharp and to the point.  Jennifer winced at his tone.

      “I…told him she was here.  That’s all.  I am leaving today.  Then your police person grabbed me as I was headed back to the bed and breakfast.  I am leaving this town and never coming back!”

      “You told Amir Gabi is here.”  It wasn’t a question.  “Is he here in Shiloh Springs?”

      Jennifer’s lips stayed firmly shut, arms folded across her chest.  Dylan doubted Rafe would get anything else helpful from her, and her next words proved to be right.

      “Sheriff Boudreau, I’m finished answering your questions.  If you intend to keep me here, I believe I would like to speak with an attorney.”

      Rafe walked to the door, and walked out without another word.  Dylan met him in the hallway.  “Think she was telling the truth?”

      “At the end, yeah, I do.  Which still doesn’t tell us if Amir is in Shiloh Springs.”  He ran a hand over his face.

      “If he’s not, then he’s on his way.  He knows Gabi is here, and she is his only way of getting to Salem.  We need to move them ASAP.”

      “Agreed.”  Rafe headed for his office.  “I’m gonna call my momma, and let her know what’s going on.  You get in touch with Gabi.”

      A loud clap of thunder rumbled, the floorboard beneath his feet vibrating with its intensity.  Looking toward the front of the sheriff’s office, he noted the rain coming down in sheets outside.  A flash of lightning brightened the darkness momentarily before another peal of thunder boomed.  He knew Gabi intended to spend the afternoon with Salem, and couldn’t help wonder if she was still there.

      Gabi’s number rang and rang with no answer.  Voice mail didn’t pick up either, and he wondered if the call even went through.  Didn’t matter.  He needed to get to her.

      Rafe stormed out of his office.  “Momma says Gabi’s at the cabin.  She’s been there all afternoon.

      “She’s not answering her phone.  I don’t know if the call’s not going through or if there’s trouble.”

      “Let’s go.”

      “I’m coming, too.”  Dax walked over, joining Dylan.  “You might need the help.”

      “Count me in,” Antonio added.

      “Me, too.”  This from Chance.

      “Boss?”  Dusty stood by his desk.  “I want to help.”

      “I appreciate it, Dusty, but somebody’s got to handle things here in town, and you’re the one I trust for the job.  We’ll keep in touch.  Be ready, though, in case we come back with Amir in tow.”

      “You got it.”

      Dylan headed for the door.  “We’re wasting time.  Let’s go.”
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      Gabi peered at the late afternoon sky.  Thick, heavy clouds created a gloomy, overcast feeling, which kinda matched her mood.  Frustration mixed with anger made her want to scream.  Giving in to temptation, she let a loud yell loose, screaming at the top of her lungs.  It reverberated through the car, because all the windows were rolled up, but it was worth it.  She’d been tense all morning, irritated Tarik kept popping in and out of her life, and essentially ruined Salem’s.  Why didn’t he just make a move already, so the police, or Dylan, or Carpenter Security, somebody—anybody—could force him to stop torturing her friend?

      Pulling up in front of Salem’s cabin, she grabbed her purse and the board games she’d hijacked from the Big House.  If things didn’t come to a head soon, she’d have to look online and find something to occupy Salem’s time.

      “Hi, Gabi.”

      She looked up, seeing Salem silhouetted in the doorway.  “Hey, girlfriend.  You doing okay?”

      Salem absently rubbed her belly.  “This little one has been really active this afternoon.  Kept his mama from getting her nap.”  Her words were accompanied by a sweet smile.  “Before you know it, I’ll be holding him or her in my arms.  It all seems, I don’t know, a little surreal, you know?”

      Gabi climbed up the steps and brushed an air kiss against her friend’s cheek, before leaning down toward Salem’s protruding belly.  “Hey, kiddo, you giving your mama a hard time today?  Give her a break, because I’m going to whip her butt today.  I’ve got all kinds of games, some of my favorites.  Lucky you, you get a ringside seat, kiddo.”

      “What did you bring?”

      Gabi walked into the cabin and placed the boxes on the table.  “Let’s see.  I’ve got Monopoly, Clue, The Game of Life, and Uno.  Pick your poison while I get us something to drink.”

      “Definitely not The Game of Life.  Mines already had so many twists and turns, I doubt the game could compete.”  Salem laid her hand on the Clue box.  “Let’s start with this.  It was a favorite as a kid.”

      “Clue it is.”  Gabi placed two glasses of soda onto the table, and sat, unboxing the game board and all the game pieces.

      “Have you heard anything?  About Tarik?”  Salem’s voice was hesitant, her fingers picking absently at one of the cards.

      “Dylan’s in town with Rafe right now.  I’m sure if there’s any news, he’ll call.  They aren’t going to hide anything from you, Salem.  There’s too much at stake.”

      A boom of thunder followed Gabi’s words, and Salem jumped at the unexpected noise.  Gabi noted how pale she looked.  There were dark circles beneath her eyes, and they were red-rimmed, like she’d been crying.  Her heart wrenched, hurting for her friend, and despising Tarik even more because of what he’d done.  Even when he’d been halfway across the world, he’d found ways to torment and taunt Salem.  She wished he was dead.  That might be hateful and unchristian, but it was the truth.

      “It was getting pretty gray out there on the drive over.  Might get ugly out there later tonight.”

      “I knew Texas was hot, but I didn’t realize it rained so much.”

      Gabi chuckled.  “I asked Aunt Patti about it.  Normally, it doesn’t rain nearly this much.  They’re having an unseasonably wet season.  On the bright side, it’s kept the temperature outside cooler than normal, otherwise, you’d want to kill me for parking your behind in Texas, pregnant and in plus one-hundred-degree heat.”

      “I worry about flash floods.  I remember reading about how fast the water rises with these Texas storms, and I’m not fast enough to outrun racing water.”  If anything, Salem looked paler than before.

      “Nothing to worry about.  This place isn’t too close to a river or lake.  If there’s even a chance of that happening, I’ll pop you into the car and drive you to the Big House.  Nothing is going to happy to you or Jelly Bean there.”  She pointed toward Salem’s protruding stomach.

      “Jelly Bean?  Really?”

      “Well, I’ve got to call the baby something, and since we don’t know if it’s a boy or a girl…”

      Salem shook her head, but a smile played around her lips.  Gabi felt a little better, having lifted her friend’s spirits, even if only for a few minutes.  While they’d been talking, she’d spread out the playing pieces and cards, sliding the clues into the envelope.  “I hope you’re ready to lose, because I rock at Clue.”

      They played games for the next few hours, snacking and chatting.  Salem paused their latest game for a bathroom break, and Gabi walked over to the door, gazing outside.  The sky had darkened, and a soft rain pattered against the roof, but the booming thunder from earlier had passed over without any severe weather.  She pulled out her phone, checking for a text from Dylan.  Nothing.

      “Everything alright?”

      “Just checking to see if Dylan texted.  No news is good news.”

      “I hope you’re right.”  Salem held out a hair brush.  “Would you mind?

      “Course not.  Gimme.”  Salem resumed her seat at the table, and Gabi began stroking the brush through Salem’s long auburn hair.  With each stroke, she felt Salem relaxing a bit more.  Good.  She had enough on her plate, and if a small act of kindness like brushing Salem’s hair made her feel better, Gabi would keep brushing until her hand fell off.

      “After the baby—Jelly Bean—comes,” she corrected at Gabi’s playful frown, “where am I going to go?  I can’t go back to New Orleans.  I know it sounds crazy, but I think I should change my name, maybe my appearance, and disappear.  Move someplace where I can live off the grid.  If there’s no trail, if Salem Hudson disappears, maybe he’ll stop looking.”

      “Honestly, girlfriend, I think until and unless you have legal documentation filed with the United States court system stating you have sole custody of Jelly Bean, he’s going to come after you.  I wasn’t supposed to say anything, but Samuel is working with attorneys to ensure you have sole permanent custody, but it’s a process and takes time.”

      “And money.  Lots of money I don’t have.”

      Gabi shook the brush at Salem.  “Don’t even start with that nonsense.  Samuel has a gazillion dollars, and loves to throw his money at good causes.  And you, my friend, are a worthwhile cause.  It’s all a waiting game, because Jelly Bean has to get here first.  There might be a long, drawn-out court battle.  Are you ready if that happens?”

      Salem rubbed her hand against her belly.  Gabi had noted it was something she did almost subconsciously, as if reassuring herself her baby was still there and safe.  “I will do anything to keep this little one safe.”  She paused and stared at Gabi, determination written across her features.  “Anything.”
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      Tarik stared at the text message on his phone.  Damn Jennifer.  She’d been stupid enough to be picked up by the police or sheriff’s department, or whatever passed for law enforcement in this one stoplight town.  She was on her own now.  There were more important things which needed handling; specifically, finding that traitorous bitch, Salem, and getting his child.

      His son.  There could be no other outcome.  While a female child would be acceptable, every fiber of his being bespoke a male heir.  Someone in his image he could mold and train—the same way his father trained him.  A son he would love, the way he’d once loved his faithless mother, before she turned away and ran from him.

      “Are you still following the coordinates on the tracking device?”

      “Yes, sir,” his driver responded.  Fortunately, he hired true and loyal men, ones who wouldn’t be swayed by the promises America broadcast worldwide.  The land of opportunity?  Bah, the people who worked for the Amir family were well taken care of, paid generously and respected by their peers.  This engendered the kind of unwavering loyalty he paid for and deserved, as was his right.

      “How long until we get there?”  His patience wore thin.  Too much time away from his home and his family, all because of a stubborn woman who didn’t realize her place, her lot in life.  Had he not treated her well?  Provided her with all manner of worldly goods?  And this was how she repaired his generosity.  He’d actually planned to marry the little harlot.  Instead, good fortune had shown him the error of his ways before he’d made a grievous mistake.

      “About one hour, sir.”

      “Excellent.”

      Soon, he mused, he’d have everything again.  Salem would pay for her treason and he’d take his son home, where he belonged.
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      Gabi plated up the bacon and eggs and added a slice of bread and butter to the plate.  Salem said she wasn’t hungry, but Gabi wanted her to eat least try to eat a little.  She needed to keep herself nourished since she wasn’t just eating for herself.  Jelly Bean needed the food, too.  A boom of thunder ripped through the air followed by the scent of ozone as lightning crackled.  Dang, that seemed like it was really close.

      “Here you go.”  She set the plate in front of Salem.  “Eat.”

      Salem picked up her fork, and prodded at the scrambled eggs.  “Still the only thing you can cook, huh?”

      “Pretty much.”  Gabi sat across from Salem.  “I wish this storm would pass.  They don’t usually bother me, but I don’t like leaving you here alone in this.”

      “I’ll be fine.”  She moved around the eggs on her plate, and Gabi noted she hadn’t taken more than one bite.  It broke her heart, seeing her best friend so unhappy, and not able to do more.  Damn Tarik.

      “I’m gonna text Dylan, let him know I’ll be late.”

      “Gabi, don’t—”

      “Hush.  I’m not going anywhere.”

      Pulling out her phone, she typed in the message and hit send.  The message failed.  Lifting the phone toward the lamp to better see, she noted there were no bars.  The storm must be interfering with the signal, she mused.  Not a big deal, she’d try again in a bit.

      “Have you heard from your brothers or your dad?”  Salem finally took another bite of egg, and broke off a piece of bread and popped it into her mouth.

      “Dad’s still in London.  I haven’t talked to my brothers, though I know Dylan has.  They’re working nonstop, tracking Tarik.  You’re not alone anymore.  Lots and lots of people are helping to keep you safe from him.  Aunt Patti and Uncle Douglas, Rafe.  Ranger, Etienne, Bas, and Jean-Luc.  And don’t forget Samuel.  Plus, you’ve got me and Dylan.  With all these ex-military alpha men watching your back, Tarik hasn’t got a chance.  Even if he finds you, he won’t get close.

      “Really, Gabi?”  Gabi jumped at the sound of the man’s voice, and Salem screamed.  Tarik stood just inside the door, rain splattered on his Armani suit.  His hair was slick with water, and at the obvious smirk on his face, Gabi took a step toward him.

      “No!  Gabi, don’t!”  Salem grasped her arm, her fingers digging in deep enough to bruise.

      “She’s right, Gabi, don’t.”  It was only then Gabi noticed the 9mm in Tarik’s right hand.  Crap.  After everything they’d done to keep Salem hidden and safe, the monster found her.  Gabi’s mind raced, trying to come up with a plan.  Nothing worked.  She was alone with Salem.  Unarmed.  Phone service was limited at best, and then only if she could get any bars.  Then again, how likely was Tarik to let her make a call or text?  Not bloody likely.

      “How’d you find us?”

      “It wasn’t easy.  I will admit, Gabi, you have been a worthy opponent, but the game is over.”

      “Game?  You think this is a game, and you’re the winner?  This is real life.  You harassed and stalked me, threatened to kill me.  You terrorized Salem.  Beat her.  Scarred her.  I’ve seen the marks on her back.  The ones you left on her breasts.  The one on her face.  Look at her, Tarik!  You did that!  Do you really think I’m going to let you take her again?”

      “Let me?”  Tarik chuckled.  “You act like you have a choice, Gabi.”  He gestured with the gun.  “You don’t.  Salem and my son belong to me.  They are mine, and I am taking them back home, where they belong.”

      “Gabi?”  Throughout all this, Salem had remained silent, her entire body shaking in fear.  “I have to go with him.  I won’t let him hurt you.”  She released Gabi’s arm, and took a step toward Tarik.  It was Gabi’s turn to latch onto Salem’s arm, stopping her.

      “Salem, you can’t go with him.  You know what he’ll do.”  Deep in her gut, Gabi knew if Salem went back to the U.A.E. with Tarik, as soon as the baby was born, she’d be dead.  Tarik would see to it.  Make it look like an accident.  Or that she’d died in childbirth.  But there was no scenario where he would let Salem continue to live.  She’d embarrassed him, humiliated him by running, and he’d never let such an affront stand.

      Salem gave her a watery smile.  “I know.  I love you, Gabi.”

      “This is all very touching, but we have a flight to catch.  My private plane is waiting for us in Dallas.  Let’s go, Salem.”

      “Of course, Tarik.  I just need to get—ow!”  Salem doubled over, clutching her stomach.  Gabi raced to her side.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I…I don’t know.  I’ve had twinges of pain all afternoon, but it wasn’t bad.  Nothing like this.”  Salem panted for breath, one hand squeezing Gabi’s tight.  “It’s not time.  The baby—”

      “Is going to be fine, I promise.”

      “What’s happening?”  Tarik gestured toward Salem with the gun.  “Get your things, we have to leave.”

      “Idiot!  Can’t you see she’s in pain?  Sit down and shut up.  I’ll deal with this.”

      Tarik scowled, taking a step forward.  “Did you tell me to shut up?”

      Gabi almost laughed at the sound of incredulity in his voice.  Had nobody ever told him that before?

      “Tarik, use your brain.  Can’t you tell Salem is in labor?  She’s having the baby.”

      “What?  No, she cannot have the baby now.  She must wait until we are back in my country.  In my home.  Not in this godforsaken hovel in the middle of nowhere.  I forbid it.”

      Gabi put her hand around Salem’s waist and guided her toward the bed. “You climb on it and get as comfortable as you can.  Why didn’t you tell me you were having pains?”

      “They weren’t very bad.  It only started getting worse—just before he showed up.”  Salem blew out a breath, her face scrunched up.  “It’s not time.  We need to get to a hospital.”

      “No hospital.”  Tarik looked around wildly, his eyes darting across every surface in the cabin.  “How have you lived like this?  You had everything with me.  I lavished you with wealth and yet you’d rather live in this…shack?”

      Gabi stuffed a pillow behind Salem’s back, propping her up higher.  “Can you tell how far apart the pains are coming?”  Did your water break?”  She asked the questions softly, studying Salem’s face.  Funny, she didn’t look like she was experiencing excruciating pain.  Gabi didn’t know much about labor, other than women said it was painful.

      “I don’t think my water has broken yet.  Maybe it’s those Braxton-Hicks things.  I read about those.”

      “Braxton-Hicks contractions, right.  Like false labor.”

      “Gabi, I’m scared.”

      “What are you saying?  Why are you putting her in the bed?  We need to leave now.”  Tarik blanched when Salem let out an ear-curdling scream.  “Make the pains stop.  We must get to Dallas, to the plane.”

      Gabi spun around and slammed her hands on her hips.  “Salem isn’t going anywhere, you moron.  She’s in labor.  The baby isn’t going to wait for you to drive to Dallas or to fly halfway across the country.”  Darn it, why had she left her phone on the table, right by where Tarik now stood?  She needed to call for an ambulance, get Salem to the nearest hospital.  Call nine-one-one.  Something other than standing around, wringing her hands and dealing with a sadistic buffoon.

      “Gabi,” Salem panted out her name, “help me.”

      Gabi walked to the bed and took Salem’s hand.  “Everything is going to be okay.  I promise.”

      “I know.”  Salem motioned for her to lean closer.  “There is a gun in the kitchen.”

      Gabi’s eyes widened at Salem’s matter-of-fact statement.  “What?”

      “In the kitchen, on top of the fridge.  Douglas gave it to me, for my protection.  From snakes.”  She shot a look at Tarik.  “I think he qualifies as a snake.”  She grabbed her stomach and let out another pained scream.  Gabi watched her closely, eyes narrowed.  Something wasn’t right.  It almost looked as if—no, she couldn’t—wouldn’t.  Would she?

      “Are you in labor?”  She said it softly to keep Tarik from overhearing, tugging up the edge of the blanket over Salem’s tummy.  Salem met her gaze and winked.  Son of a—she was faking it!  It was a smart move.  Brilliant really.

      “Owww!  Help me, Gabi.”  Salem writhed on the bed, and Gabi had to give her props.  She was doing a pretty darned good job of imitating a woman in labor.  But how long could they keep up the charade, especially with Tarik there, a gun in his hand?  Her eyes darted toward the kitchen, straight to the refrigerator.  She didn’t see a gun, but she believed Salem when she said it was there.  Not something she’d lie about under the circumstances.

      “Enough!”  Tarik loomed over Salem’s prone body, grasping Gabi’s forearm in an agonizing grip.  She bit her lip to keep from crying out.  “Salem, we are leaving now!  Get up and come with me.”

      Salem let loose another cry, clutching at her stomach, and Tarik muttered a curse under his breath.  Gabi tugged on her arm, but his hold was unbreakable.  “Tarik, I can’t help Salem if you don’t let go.”

      “Please, Tarik.”  Salem reached out one hand toward him, and he released Gabi, taking another step toward the bed.  He froze as a loud clap of thunder rattled the windows, his eyes wide.  Gabi glanced toward the window, but couldn’t see anything but blackness outside.  The sound of rain grew louder as the storm raged outside.

      “What should I do?”  Tarik looked from Gabi to Salem and back again.  “This isn’t right.  Nothing has been right since the moment I stepped foot into your country.  It should have been simple.  Get my fiancée and my son, take them back home.  Instead, you have thwarted me every step of the way, you and your family and your bodyguard.”  Tarik looked at Gabi, his lips twisted in a smirk.  “Where is Mr. Roberts now, Gabi?  He’s not doing a very good job of keeping you safe.”

      “I’m not worried.  He’s coming and you’re going to lose—everything.”

      “Fool.  If Roberts shows up, my bodyguards will deal with him.”

      Aw, crap.  Gabi hadn’t stopped to think Tarik wouldn’t be alone.  Of course he wouldn’t.  He never traveled outside his country without a contingent of guards, but between the storm and Salem’s labor, she hadn’t thought any farther than keeping Tarik from using his gun.  Maybe it was time for another bluff.

      “I know you don’t know much about my family, Tarik, but Boudreaus don’t take kindly to people threatening one of their own.”

      “Bah, your family is in Louisiana, hundreds of miles away.  They can’t help you.  Roberts can’t help you.  And I’m getting tired of playing this game.”

      Gabi shook her head slowly, making a tutting sound.  “That’s where you’re wrong, Tarik.  Not all of my family is in New Orleans.  Shiloh Springs is the home to the Boudreaus of Texas, and you’re on their property.  This cabin, heck, this whole ranch belongs to the Boudreaus.  The sheriff of the town is a Boudreau.  The assistant district attorney is a Boudreau.  My cousin, the FBI agent, is a Boudreau.  You are neck deep in Boudreaus, and we are going to kick your sorry ass.”

      “Wrong.”  Gabi spun toward the door at the sound of Dylan’s voice.  He stood silhouetted just inside the opening, with her cousin Rafe and a dark-haired stranger flanking him on either side.  All three men held guns pointed at Tarik.   Moving faster than she could blink, Tarik had his arm wrapped around her throat, his gun pointed at her temple.

      “You don’t want to do that, Amir.”

      “I do not want trouble with you, but I will get my son and leave the country.  Put down your weapons, slowly, or I will shoot her.”  Gabi winced as the barrel of the gun dug into her temple.

      “Let her go or I’ll kill you.”  Dylan’s voice was eerily calm, and his eyes met hers.  Gabi knew he was her savior, her salvation, and he’d do everything in his power to keep her safe, even though the situation seemed dire.  There was no guarantee she’d survive Tarik’s insanity.  One wrong move, one twitch and a bullet would pierce her brain.

      Love you, she mouthed the words, knowing she had to say them at least once.  Let him know how she felt, because this might be the only time she’d get to say them.

      “I love you too, sweetheart.”  Dylan’s gun never wavered, steady as a rock, pointed toward Tarik.

      “I will kill her.  Put down your weapons.  Get out!”

      “Tarik, please.  Don’t hurt her.”  Salem pleaded from the bed.  “This is insane.  I’ll come with you.  We’ll go to Dallas, and fly to…”  Her words trailed off and then she screamed, clutching her stomach.  Tarik spun toward Salem, and the gun wavered, the barrel no longer pressed against her temple.

      This was her only chance, her one shot, and she had to take it.  She let her body become dead weight, relaxing every muscle, the only thing holding her upright was Tarik’s arm wrapped around her neck.  He’d become distracted by Salem’s scream, and his hold loosened just long enough for her to collapse, her body slamming onto the floor.

      Tarik turned around, trying to grab her again, but it was too late.  She was free.  He raised his gun and started to point it toward her, the look on his face filled with hate, and Gabi knew she was going to die.  She closed her eyes, thankful she’d had the opportunity to tell Dylan how she felt before the end took her, and waited for the burning heat of the bullet to slam into her.

      The sound of gunfire filled the cabin, and she counted four shots.  Opening her eyes, she watched Tarik crumple to his knees, before hitting the floor, eyes wide open, but there wasn’t any life there anymore.  He was dead.

      “Gabi, sweetheart, are you okay?”  Dylan’s arms wrapped around her, lifting her from the cabin’s floor.  She watched Rafe head toward Tarik’s sprawled body, while the other man, the one she didn’t recognize, checked on Salem.  She heard him talking to her softly, the murmuring sound registering in her subconscious, and she focused on Dylan.

      “You’re here.  I knew you’d come.”

      “I’ll always come for you, Gabi.  You’re mine, and I’ll protect you and love you until eternity and beyond.  For always.”
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        Four weeks later

      

      

      Gabi rolled over and snuggled up against Dylan’s side, her head in the crook of his shoulder.  He wrapped an arm around her, leaning forward for a kiss.  “Good morning, Mr. Roberts.”

      He smiled, brushing another soft kiss against her lips.  “Good morning, Mrs. Roberts.”

      “Think they’ll forgive us for eloping?”

      He chuckled.  “Might take a while, but your brothers will get over it.  It’s our life together, our decision.  Besides, I doubt they’d ever give their permission.  You’ll always be their baby sister in their minds.”

      “I know.  We’ll have a big reception when we get back.  Dad and Miss Willie will be back from London in a few days.”  She tapped a fingertip against his chin.  “He’s gonna kill you when he finds out you ran off with his baby girl.”

      “I’m up for the challenge.”  Dylan stretched and pointed to the window past the foot of their honeymoon bed.  “We’ve been here for forty-eight hours and still haven’t stepped foot onto the beach.”

      “We haven’t made it out of the room yet.  Thank goodness for room service, or we’d starve to death.”  Gabi’s fingertips traced an invisible pattern against his chest.  “Any regrets?”

      “Not a single one.”

      “Me either.”  She lay quite for a moment, loving the feel of being in her husband’s arms.  Her husband.  Who would’ve ever thought something so right could out of something so horrible?  “Salem’s daughter is adorable, isn’t she?”  Salem had little Chloe Gabriella Hudson a week earlier in a hospital in New Orleans, surrounded by her family and friends.  A healthy miracle at seven pounds, eleven ounces, and as pretty as a dewdrop.

      “Yep.  Looks like she’s gonna have her momma’s red hair.”

      “It’s going to take her time to get past this.  You realize I have to be there for her?”

      Dylan turned to face her.  “Gabi, I wouldn’t try to come between you and your best friend, especially one who’s been through the kind of trauma Salem did.  She’s going to need therapy, family, and friends to help her deal with everything Amir did to her.  Dealing with the stress and horror of her ordeal, in addition to his death.  It’s a lot.  But she’s lucky she’s got you in her life.”  He brushed a kiss against her forehead.  “Did I tell you they dropped the charges against Jennifer Baptiste?  They didn’t have enough evidence, and according to Rafe, she left the country immediately upon release.  Good riddance, I say.”

      “I can’t believe she was helping Tarik look for Salem.  When I met her, she seemed so nice.”

      “Let’s forget about Tarik and Jennifer and anything except the here and now.  We’re on our honeymoon, lying in bed on the beach in Hawaii.  Just you, me, the sea, and the sun.  It doesn’t get any better.”  Dylan ran a hand through her hair, toying with one of the curls.  It was something he did all the time.  He liked touching her.  A hand on her shoulder, or cupping her cheek.  Like he needed to reassure himself she was alive and there and the nightmare was finally over.

      “Are you going to mind living in New Orleans?  I know it isn’t fair to ask you, but—”

      He placed a finger against her lips, stopping her words.  “I loved living in Costa Rica, but I realize I’d gone there to escape from my past with Emily.  My life in the military was no picnic, and starting over in another country with no ties, no memories at that time in my life was the right choice.  Like moving to New Orleans with my wife is the right choice now.  Did I tell you Carpenter offered me a job with Carpenter Security Services?”

      “Really?”  Gabi squealed.  “That’s awesome!  Even if it means you have to work with my brothers.”

      Some of her guilt at causing upheaval in his life evaporated.  She was starting a new life, facing a future filled with new adventures, and she couldn’t wait.  Salem wanted Gabi to write her story, let the world know the truth about Tarik, and Gabi honestly couldn’t wait to dig into telling Salem’s ordeal.  The dream of being an investigative reporter hadn’t worked out, yet, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t change career paths and help other people tell their tales.  She’d use the skills she’d learned at school and use them to give a voice to those who needed one.  But right now, she needed to share her life and her soul with the man at her side.

      “I love you, Dylan Roberts.  With all my heart.”

      “Love you, too, Gabi Boudreau Roberts.  Love you, too.”
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      Dear Reader,

      You didn’t think Gabi’s book would be the last you’d see of the Boudreaus, did you?  There’s another whole family of rip-roaring, cowboy and sexy western alpha males headed your way in a brand new series coming soon.  You met a few of the Texas Boudreau brothers in Guarding Gabi:  Rafe, Chance, and Antonio, and there are many, many more Boudreaus with their own stories to tell.  This time the Boudreaus are in small-town Texas, and they’re gonna stir up some Texas-sized stories that’ll hopefully keep you on the edge of your seats.  Rafe’s book will be releasing in fall/winter.

      Thank you again for spending time with me in Susan Stoker's Special Forces World. I had so much fun writing in this world and playing with Susan's characters, and I hope you did too.  If you've enjoyed my idea of romance and intrigue in the heart of New Orleans, pick up my New Orleans Connection Series and Cajun Connection Series, filled with alpha heroes oozing with Southern charm and the strong women they love.  You’ll see some familiar faces from the crossover books with Susan’s and my worlds.

      And if you love contemporary romance with a comedic flair, check out my Lovin' Las Vegas series.

      

      Laissez les bons temps rouler!
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