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    “Are you sure about this?” 
 
    Jasper Watkins nodded and looked away from his boss’s assessing eyes. Kade Kincaid had a habit of being able to look right through a person’s bullshit and find the heart of the matter within a few minutes. Jasper put it down to the man’s FBI training with the behavioral analysis unit. He wanted to avoid a Q&A session with Kade at all costs. 
 
    “I just need some time to get my head straight.” 
 
    “I get that, I do, but I think something’s going on that you’re not telling me.” Kade shifted in his office chair and leaned forward. “I know I’ve been a shit recently, but you’re family, Jasper. Angel would beat my ass if I let you walk out of here without figuring out why you’re leaving.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving, just taking a leave of absence.” 
 
    “Same difference.” 
 
    But it wasn’t. Kade’s wife, Angel, was specifically why he needed to get out of here and get his head on straight. Twice, he’d been in charge of her security, and twice, he’d failed. He and Angel were friends, and that made what happened to her that much worse. He needed to understand why he was slipping if he was going to be able to work security for anyone else. He’d handled a few jobs since his last screwup, but they weren’t major ones. He used to be the best of the best when it came to bodyguards, but Kade had been giving him assignments a kindergartener could handle. 
 
    “It’s not. I need some time, that’s all. I know we’re busy, but…” 
 
    Kade’s eyes widened, and he sat back. “Is this about your assignment roster?” 
 
    Jasper stayed silent, and Kade frowned. 
 
    “We haven’t been getting a lot of bodyguard jobs, that’s all.” 
 
    Jasper nodded, keeping his mouth firmly shut. Kade had given all the major guard cases that had come across their desk to Cole Daniels, the new hire. Jasper didn’t resent Daniels because of it, but he felt useless. He was a Marine, dammit. Marines weren’t useless. It pissed him off, and he needed to get out of here before that anger bubbled out and right at his boss—something he’d regret later. 
 
    While Kade hadn’t been the one to hire him, he still respected the man and wanted to earn back Kade’s respect. Jasper had spoken to Viktor, the man who had offered him the job in the first place, and explained he needed some time. Viktor understood. He was a Marine. Kade wasn’t. 
 
    “Kade, can I have the time or not?” 
 
    “How long do you need off?”  
 
    “Six months.” 
 
    Kade’s nostrils flared. “How about three months?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have asked for six if I didn’t need six.” 
 
    “Fuck.” Kade ran a hand through his hair, a habit he shared with his brother Viktor, co-owner of Kincaid Security & Investigations. 
 
    Jasper remained silent, understanding Kade’s irritation. They were getting more business than they could handle, and him asking to be gone for six months was going to handicap them even more. 
 
    “Viktor already approved it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Fine. You can have your six months, but I will call you if there’s an emergency, and I expect you to get your ass back in the office and to work.” 
 
    Good luck with that. He planned on turning his cell off and using a burner for the next six months. He wanted to go to ground and fall off the grid for a while. He’d get a new laptop as well so the team couldn’t track him.  
 
    He stood and shook Kade’s hand before getting the hell out of Dodge. He didn’t even go back to his apartment. He’d already packed and made all the necessary arrangements. His rent was paid up for the next seven months and the utilities turned off. He swung by his bank long enough to get what he needed out of the safety deposit box—his new identity and some cash. Once he got where he was going, he’d open a new bank account. He took the battery out of his phone and tucked it all away in the bag he was carrying. No more KSI for the foreseeable future.  
 
    And he already felt a little freer, like a weight had lifted from his shoulders. Which said a lot about the stress he’d been feeling recently regarding his job. 
 
    He went to the train station and boarded his train. He’d had one of his snitches buy the ticket for him last week so it couldn’t be traced back to him. It was in the name of one of his new aliases, one Viktor didn’t know about. 
 
    The train ride south was spent reading a book he picked up yesterday. It wasn’t very good, but it passed the time. When they arrived at their destination, he took a taxi to the Charlotte Douglas airport and purchased a ticket to Bismarck, North Dakota. The small town he was going to was about two hours north of Bismarck. 
 
    Jarrod McDaniels lived there. He served alongside Jasper in the Marines and had offered him a place to come and hide out. Jarod was still in the service, and his farm was pretty much empty. There were animals there, but Jarrod hired someone to come take care of them when he deployed a few months ago. Jasper told him he’d be happy to take care of the animals while he was there, and Jarrod hadn’t turned him down. Pay in the military wasn’t that great, and the guy hadn’t made sergeant yet, so paying out the kind of money it would take to feed and care for farm animals had to put a hurting on the old bank account. 
 
    The peace and quiet of the farm would be a welcome reprieve from New York City. Not that he didn’t love the city, but sometimes, late at night when all he heard were sirens, it brought back old memories of combat that he worked desperately to forget. 
 
    He checked his ticket to make sure he was at the right gate. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry.” 
 
    Grumbles met the apology, and he looked up to see a woman bent down picking up the contents of her purse. She probably tripped and fell. No one moved to help her, so he did. His feet came into her field of vision, and she looked up. Dark gray eyes widened when they looked into his. Blonde hair spilled around her shoulders so haphazardly, he wondered if she’d even brushed it this morning. 
 
    “Need a hand?” 
 
    “No, I’m good.” She spoke so softly he might have missed it had he not been listening. She snapped her purse shut when she shoved the last of her things in it with such force he blinked. 
 
    “What’d that purse ever do to you?” 
 
    She let out a loud sigh and stood. “Long day.” 
 
    “Long year,” he said more to himself than to her. 
 
    “That too.” 
 
    “I’m Jasper.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Jasper. I need to go find somewhere that has decent coffee.” She gripped the handle of her luggage tightly and sidestepped him. 
 
    He watched her go down the long hallway with restaurants and shops on both sides. Part of him wanted to go after her, but he needed to keep a low profile. He had a feeling that girl was so far from low profile, it wasn’t even funny. 
 
    Instead, he found an empty seat and sat down, pulling his baseball cap on, and closed his eyes. He had a good hour before his plane was supposed to board. A nap would do. 
 
    Cursing woke him up. 
 
    The same blonde was back, only this time she was struggling with a cup of coffee, her purse, and her luggage. The luggage was winning. He jumped up to help her. 
 
    “Hey, let me help…” 
 
    He reached out the same time she swung around. 
 
    His hand connected with the coffee, and it flew backward, the lid coming off the cup and spilling down the front of her shirt. 
 
    Her mouth opened, and a shocked gasp escaped along with a hiss of pain. 
 
    She looked down at her stained blouse then back up at him, her eyes wide and horrified.  
 
    Shit. He felt like a jackass. “I am so sorry…” He tried wiping at the mess with the sleeve of his jacket, but all that did was get his jacket wet. 
 
    “Please stop. I think you’ve done more than enough already.” She sighed and pulled the wet fabric away from her chest.  
 
    “Did you get burned?” 
 
    “Considering it was a scalding hot cup of coffee, it would be a good guess to say yes.” 
 
    “I’m so, so sorry.” 
 
    She looked around and noticed people were staring, some pointing and laughing, which only heightened her embarrassment. Her cheeks warmed, and he stepped around her to block out their view. The girl was tiny. Not short tiny, but her figure was small. She had a runner’s build, but for all that, she just seemed tiny to him. Maybe because he towered over her, and he was wide enough to keep prying eyes away. 
 
    “Don’t mind them. They’re just jealous.” 
 
    “Jealous?” She quirked a brow. 
 
    “That you’re talking to the best-looking man in the entire airport.” He winked, expecting a giggle, but she only rolled her eyes. Not the way women usually reacted to him. 
 
    Sloane Collins wanted nothing more than to curl up and die of embarrassment, but that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. She’d rather stand here, soaking wet, than allow anyone to see how much she wanted to hide. But that was what got her into this whole mess in the first place, wasn’t it? 
 
    And then there was this asshole. Granted, he had tried to help her twice, but did he seriously just say that to her? It was probably meant to be a joke, but coming out of a bad relationship with a man who honestly thought he truly was God’s gift to women, that comment sparked her anger more than anything else. 
 
    “Do you want me to watch your stuff while you change?” 
 
    “No. I don’t have any extra clothes in this bag. It’s full of camera equipment.” One more thing to be furious over. She’d have to sit through the whole flight soaking wet. 
 
    He took her luggage, gripped her elbow, and steered them over to a quiet corner where a backpack sat in one of the chairs. He opened it and pulled out a faded gray t-shirt. “Here, put this on. It’s the least I can do since I ruined your blouse.” 
 
    Sloane frowned. She really didn’t want to take the shirt, but the prospect of sitting through the whole flight in this mess wasn’t one she relished. Grudgingly, she took the shirt. It was softer than anything she owned. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Go on. I’ll watch your stuff.” 
 
    She glanced at her carry-on which housed her entire way of living. She didn’t know this guy from Adam. What if he ran off with her equipment, which was worth thousands of dollars? 
 
    “I’m not a thief, I promise.” His dark brown eyes twinkled with laughter. 
 
    “I don’t know you.” 
 
    “No, you don’t, but I was a Marine, and they taught us respect and honor. Your things are safe with me.” 
 
    “Thank you for your service,” she replied automatically. She had military men and women in her family, including her father, and would never disrespect another who served by not telling them how much she appreciated what they did to keep this country safe. Her own cousin had deployed again and offered her his house to lay low. He did say there would be another houseguest there, but they should get along fine, and he might be able to help her. 
 
    God, she hoped so. Her nerves were frayed, and she just wanted her life to go back to normal. Whatever normal was. 
 
    The guy standing in front of her distracted her from her thoughts by giving her a lopsided grin and pushing her gently in the direction of the restrooms. “I got this. Go get out of those wet clothes.” 
 
    She cast one last look at her things then speed-walked down the hall to the ladies’ room. She made quick work of taking her coffee-soaked blouse off and pulling on the shirt. Her bra was damp, but she sure as hell wasn’t taking it off. The girls only got to roam free in the privacy of her own room. Not in an airport full of people. 
 
    Puling a scrunchie out of her jeans pocket, she piled her hair up in a messy bun and washed her hands. The shirt was way too big, but at least it was clean and dry. The guy might be an ass, but he wasn’t a complete asshole. Maybe it was the fact he told her he was former military. She had a soft spot for them. Or maybe it was just that he’d been kind to her despite his arrogance when she needed a little kindness from someone. 
 
    Either way, her camera and all her other equipment were with him, and she still didn’t know him enough to trust him. She pulled her jacket back on and almost ran back to where she’d left him with her things. 
 
    A breath of relief escaped when she spotted him sitting in a chair, his feet out in front of him with the baseball cap pulled low over his face. It didn’t hide the beard he was sporting. It wasn’t one of those bushy beards. It was shaved down close, almost like he took a black marker to his face and the perfect beard that enhanced his lips instead of hiding them. His hair was a shade darker than the beard, an inky black even under the fluorescence of the lights above him. He was tall, but so was she at five-eight. It took a big man to make her feel dwarfed, but this guy did. 
 
    Jasper. That was what he said his name was. Every time she heard the name, her mind always morphed to Jasper from Twilight. Him and his sparkly self. This Jasper was so un-Twilight-like, it wasn’t even funny. He didn’t sparkle. Instead, the confidence he oozed was far more appealing than the fictional vampire. 
 
    Sloane hurried over to him, and he cracked an eye. “Better?” he asked. 
 
    “Much, thank you.” 
 
    She attempted to reach for her things, and he shook his head. “Sit. You look ready to drop from exhaustion.” 
 
    And that was the God’s truth. She was exhausted. It felt like ages since she’d been able to just sit and relax. It was why she was headed to the middle of nowhere. She needed to rest and pick up the pieces of her life. 
 
    “So, cameras. You a photographer or something?” 
 
    “Or something.” 
 
    “Don’t want to talk about it?” 
 
    “Not particularly.” 
 
    “Cool.” He sat up and turned his baseball hat backward. “Okay, what do you want to talk about?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “The strong and silent type.” He nodded, folding his arms across his chest and stretching out again. “Broody too.” 
 
    “I’m not broody.” 
 
    He laughed. “Oh, yes, you are, sweetheart. You’re sitting there all slouched and growly with a glare hot enough to scorch Georgia.” 
 
    Then he winked. 
 
    She wanted to laugh despite herself. He seemed like someone who spent a lot of time laughing, and that wasn’t her. She pretty much stayed to herself and pretended other people didn’t exist unless she was working. 
 
    “I’m Robert Jasper Colone, by the way.” 
 
    “You don’t go by Robert?” 
 
    “Usually, but my friends call me Jasper.” 
 
    “That’s weird.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Your turn.” 
 
    “My turn to what?” 
 
    He grunted. “When someone tells you their name, it’s customary to return the favor.” 
 
    Oh. “I’m Sloane Collins.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Sloane Collins.” He stuck out his hand, and she shook it automatically. His hand engulfed hers. She’d never considered her hands anything but short and fat, but in his, they appeared petite. It was the oddest thing to notice when everything around her was falling apart. 
 
    Jasper watched this odd expression overtake her face. This girl was an enigma. This woman…she was stingier with information than fucking Conner Kincaid, his boss’s twin brother. Trying to get information out of her was like pulling teeth, but he found he enjoyed it. 
 
    “Where you heading? Home for Thanksgiving?” 
 
    “No. I’m spending some time up north.” 
 
    That was all she gave him. Not where she planned on going or why. Just short and simple. This girl would make a perfect witness in a trial. She didn’t give away anything. 
 
    “I’m going to North Dakota. No family to go home to, so I’m going to relax and enjoy the time alone.” 
 
    She frowned and he quirked a brow.  
 
    “What, you don’t like North Dakota?” 
 
    “No, it’s just…” 
 
    “It’s just what?” 
 
    “That’s where I’m going.” Her face screwed up when she realized what she said. A very odd reaction.  
 
    “Really? Then we’re probably on the same flight. What city are you flying into?” 
 
    She glanced around before answering. Another red flag. What was her deal? 
 
    “Bismarck.” 
 
    “Same.” He shifted, extending his legs out as far as they’d go. Once he hit the plane, he’d be cramped, so he intended to enjoy what little stretching he could. “Maybe we’ll be aisle neighbors.” 
 
    And that earned him an oh-my-God-I-hope-not look. His ego took a hit. He wouldn’t lie. A woman had never responded to him like this before. Sure, he wasn’t the man who could get every girl, but none of them looked at him like he was their worst nightmare or something. 
 
    “You’re terrible for my ego.” 
 
    She snorted. Actually snorted. He bit back the urge to laugh.  
 
    “I’m serious.” 
 
    “Good. You seem like someone who doesn’t need to inflate their ego any more than it already is.” 
 
    He put a hand to his chest. “You wound me. I could be the humblest man on Earth.” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “Well, no.” 
 
    “There you go. Now, do you mind shutting up? I am not in the mood for idle chit chat.” 
 
    Well. 
 
    “Fine, Ms. Grinch. I’m just going to sit here all by my lonesome and pretend you’re not sitting right there looking hot as hell in my shirt.” 
 
    Her cheeks turned the prettiest shade of pink, but instead of saying anything, she pulled out a pair of earbuds and jammed them in, effectively blocking him out. 
 
    Bruised ego aside, it was for the best. He was going to North Dakota to get lost and figure out why his instincts had gone south. Not to get involved with a woman he’d labeled trouble. 
 
    Or so he told himself as he pulled out his book and waited for his flight to be called. 
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    Sloane trudged her way through the airport and debated renting a car, but in the end decided not to. Jarrod warned her not to use anything that could be traced back to her. The whole point was to stay here until all the trouble blew over. It was just her luck to be in the wrong place at the wrong time all because she got lost. Having no sense of direction never really bothered her before. GPS was a wonderful thing.  
 
    But getting lost on foot at a wedding? Now, that took the cake, as her mama used to say. Not only that, but she took pictures, and they caught her. She was damn lucky to have escaped. They knew what she looked like, though, and staying in Florida wasn’t an option. At least not right now. Watching people dispose of a dead body sort of limited her options when it came to surviving. 
 
    Jarrod told her to go to the police, but unfortunately, she’d been watching the news when talking to him last night. The body dumped was the prosecution’s main witness in a homicide trial. If the people responsible for said homicide went to all the trouble of getting rid of the only witness to whatever murder had been committed, well, her odds weren’t good, and she got the hell out of Dodge. She valued her life too much. 
 
    So, her cousin, being the best faux big brother ever, offered her the comfort of his farmhouse while he was deployed. She’d emptied her bank account and fled Florida as fast her size eight feet could carry her. Now, here she stood, trying to figure out how to get to Watford City without renting a car or paying an Uber a small fortune. Granted, she was okay for cash for a few months, but wasting money wouldn’t be a good idea either. 
 
    “You lost?” 
 
    She closed her eyes and sighed. Of course it would be him. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He stopped beside her, his suitcase and backpack dropping on the tile floor. “You look like you’re lost.” 
 
    “I’m not,” she snapped. Could the guy not take a hint and leave her alone? 
 
    “I’m a Marine, ma’am. I’m duty-bound to help those who can’t help themselves.” He gave her a smile that should have had her melting into a puddle, but not today. Her nerves were too shot. 
 
    “I’m perfectly capable of helping myself, thank you very much.” 
 
    Honestly, why did all the good-looking men have to be assholes? 
 
    He’s not being an asshole, her subconscious reprimanded her. He’s trying to help you, idiot! 
 
    If she could kick the voice in her head, she’d do it gladly. She was not in the mood for this. 
 
    “Of that, I have no doubt, sweetheart.” 
 
    Sloane sighed. “I’m sorry. It’s been a rough couple of days, and all I want is to get where I’m going and relax. I don’t mean to take it out on you.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I’m here for whatever you need, even if that means some verbal gut-punching.” He winked, and her stomach did this funny little dip. Uh, no. Not going there. Not when her very life hung in the balance. She didn’t have time for her unruly hormones to rear their heads. 
 
    “There’s a car rental place right over there.” Jasper pointed to the Enterprise kiosk. “I’m sure they have plenty of cars left.” 
 
    “It’s not that. I…” How was she supposed to say she couldn’t put anything in her name right now? The people who were hacking a body into pieces might be tracing her movements. They might have figured out who she was by now, and renting a car would be like flashing a neon sign that read “I’m here and ready to be chopped into itty bitty pieces and strewn all over town.” 
 
    “Is it the money?” His brown eyes flashed with concern. “I’d be happy to take you wherever you want to go.” 
 
    “No, that’s not necessary. I…I guess I can order an Uber or something. It’s just a long drive.” 
 
    “Where you going?” 
 
    “It’s a little town called Watford City.” 
 
    He laughed, the twinkle back in his eyes. “Well, it just so happens that’s my holiday destination too.” 
 
    It was the universe’s cosmic joke, wasn’t it? Someone upstairs decided that on top of her life being in danger, they had to throw this cocky devil in her path. Sloane assumed he wasn’t a bad guy. He was probably really nice, but then again, her track record with men wasn’t that great either. 
 
    “I’ll be more than happy to give you a ride. A friend of mine had his truck dropped off for me in the airport lot this morning so I’d have a ride.” 
 
    “You’re not renting a car?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. I agreed to take over the farm duties while I was here and save my buddy some cash. He told me I could have full use of his vehicle while he’s away since I’d need it to keep up with the farm. I can drop you anywhere you want to go.” 
 
    “How do I know you’re not a serial killer who picks women up and then does terrible things?” 
 
    He stroked his chin and studied her to the point it made her uncomfortable. He looked so serious. Please don’t be a serial killer. 
 
    “You’re just going to have to trust me, Miss Collins.” 
 
    “Yeah, no. I’m about up to here with trusting men.” She used her hand to wave above her head. “I’ll figure something out.” 
 
    “I promise I’m not a serial killer or a rapist.” 
 
    A couple going by looked over at them with such shocked expressions, he smirked. He’d bet his entire paycheck they probably didn’t even say words like that around these parts. It was going to be the highlight of their day and spread around the gossip mill in a matter of hours. 
 
    “Come on, sweetheart, let a military man help you out. I’ll get you to where you’re going, and then you don’t have to think of me again. At least until we run into each other in town, anyway.” He winked at her again, and despite her best efforts, a smile tugged at the corners of her lips. He might be full of himself, but he could certainly be charming. 
 
    Her father always told her to never accept a ride from a stranger, but she was out of options. He seemed trustworthy enough, and she’d spotted the dog tags he wore peeking out from his jacket earlier, so she was fairly certain he wasn’t lying about being a Marine. Growing up around the military, she had a soft spot for them and found herself nodding. 
 
    “Okay, but I swear to God, if you try something, you’re losing an eye.” 
 
    He laughed and picked up his things along with her luggage, leaving her with a duffel bag and her purse. “Come on, gorgeous, let’s go find our chariot before we freeze our asses off.” 
 
    Jasper walked out of the airport and turned left toward the shuttle area where a bus would be along to take them to short term parking. He hoped to God whoever was supposed to drop off Jarrod’s truck did so. He’d hate to pull Sloane out into this cold with barely anything on her for no reason. She had a light jacket and his t-shirt with jeans and the thinnest-looking cloth tennis shoes he’d ever seen. The girl did not dress for North Dakota. 
 
    “Should it be this cold?” Sloane pulled the thin jacket she was wearing closer. “It’s barely the middle of November.” 
 
    “This is the north, sweetheart. It’s always damn cold up here. Plus, we’re right next to Canada. North Dakota gets a lot of their weather patterns. Snows most of the winter. We’re lucky there’s no snow on the ground now.” 
 
    “You sound like you’re used to the cold and the snow.” 
 
    “I love the snow. We spent our childhood sledding down hills and engaging in epic snowball fights with the neighborhood hooligans. I’m more at home in the cold than anywhere else.” 
 
    Sloane snorted and he grinned.  
 
    “I take it you’re not a snowbird?” 
 
    “No. Born and raised in Florida. I don’t even own a coat thicker than this one.” 
 
    Jasper shrugged out of his own coat and handed it to her. “Here, put this on.” 
 
    “Oh, no, I couldn’t. You’ll be cold.” 
 
    He flashed her a smile. “Trust me, I’m used to it. You’re not, and you’ll get sick, so put the coat on and say ‘thank you, Jasper.’” 
 
    She took the coat from him and smiled. “Thank you, Jasper.” 
 
    “First thing we have to do is stop in town and get you a coat. Won’t do to have you freezing to death on my watch.” 
 
    “It’s not your watch, soldier.” 
 
    Something pierced Jasper’s heart when she said that. He hardly ever spoke of his time in the Marines. Probably because he was on the front lines shooting people more than helping them. But hearing Sloane call him ‘soldier,’ even though it was technically incorrect—soldiers were Army—it reminded him he had done good. He’d protected whole villages from insurgents. Yes, he’d killed people, but he’d done it keep others safe. He’d saved lives. Somewhere along the way, he’d forgotten that. 
 
    Maybe that was part of his problem. His job was to protect people, and the killing had worn him down mentally. Sure, he didn’t do that anymore, but all the deaths he’d been responsible for weighed on him. Viktor would tell him to get his ass to therapy, but Jasper didn’t want to have to talk about those moments, to relive them. A shrink would force that out of him, and he wasn’t ready to do that. He might not ever be. 
 
    “Hey, you still here?” Sloane nudged him, and he blinked. Wow, he hadn’t zoned out like that since junior high school. If he could get that lost in his thoughts, he definitely needed the time off. 
 
    “Sorry. My mind’s a thousand miles away.” He picked up the bags and boarded the shuttle that had pulled up. “Let’s hope my friend had his truck dropped off like he was supposed to.” 
 
    “You said he was away?” Sloane asked as she sat beside him. 
 
    Jasper nodded. “He’s deployed right now. Told him I’d keep an eye on the place.” 
 
    “That was nice of you.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I needed a place to stay for a while, and he needed to save some money. Worked out for both of us.” 
 
    Despite Jasper’s nonchalance about helping out his friend, Sloane knew better. He could have taken his friend up on the offer of a place to stay and let him keep paying whoever for looking after the animals. Not everyone would offer to do it. It gave her a glimpse into his true character. He might act all flirty and full of himself, but deep down, he had a strong sense of duty, even if that duty was saving his friend a few dollars. 
 
    It made her decision to trust him a little easier. 
 
    But that devil on her shoulder kept whispering he could just be telling her a load of crap to whisk her off somewhere to indulge in his serial killer tendencies. Seeing a man being butchered and dumped brought out the paranoid side of her. Plus, she’d binged Dexter last week on Netflix, and that wasn’t helping her paranoia either. Served her right for letting Jarrod talk her into watching the “coolest” show ever, in his opinion. 
 
    Well, it was cool. Mostly. The last few seasons went off the rails. 
 
    But no more thinking of that. She needed to keep her mind off homicidal maniacs. Zen. That was what she needed to practice. She would be Zen, and all would be right with the world. 
 
    Until the killers showed up on her front porch with guns and axes. 
 
    “Hey, you okay?” Jasper bumped his shoulder into hers. 
 
    “I’m fine.” Sloane grabbed hold of the pole when the bus lurched forward. She’d forgotten how unsteady these things could be. They could throw you off the seat if you weren’t careful. Why they didn’t have regular seats instead of these benches was ridiculous. At least add seatbelts if the drivers were going to toss you around at every curve or bump in the road. “Just wondering who my roommate is going to be.” 
 
    “Roommate?” 
 
    “My cousin has someone staying at his place. Said I’d have to be willing to share.” 
 
    “He wants you to stay with a stranger?” 
 
    “Well, he’s not a stranger to him, and Jarrod swears he’s a good guy.” 
 
    “Jarrod?” 
 
    “My cousin,” Sloane explained and tilted her head to look up at him. He had the funniest expression on his face, somewhere between shock and trepidation. 
 
    “Jarrod McDaniels?” 
 
    “Yeah…” Her voice trailed off with realization. It couldn’t be. “You’re his friend, aren’t you?” 
 
    He nodded, some of the shock disappearing. “He never told me you’d be coming.” 
 
    “He was supposed to call you this morning.” 
 
    “My phone broke. I need to pick up a new one once we get to town.” 
 
    “I’ll try to find somewhere else to stay…” 
 
    “No.” Jasper shook his head. “He’s your family. I’ll find somewhere else to stay.” 
 
    “But you’re supposed to take care of the animals.” 
 
    “I’ll still do that since he fired the guy who had been doing it.” 
 
    Sloane really, really didn’t want to share the house with Jasper, but Jarrod told her last night, this man was her best protection. He was a Marine. Jarrod trusted him, so maybe she should too. 
 
    “No, you’ll come stay at the house. We’ll share. It’s big enough that we won’t bump into each other all the time.” 
 
    She wasn’t so sure of that, but she’d deal. As long as she kept her hormones on lockdown, it would be fine. 
 
    The bus lurched to a stop. 
 
    Jasper didn’t say anything, but he stood and gathered their luggage. “Come on, sweetheart, let’s go find you a coat, and then we’ll figure everything else out.” 
 
    Sloane picked up her camera bag and her purse, her stomach tightening in concern. She hoped she’d made the right decision. 
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    Watford City, North Dakota was a small town. Quaint, really. Jasper looked at the different places as he drove through town. There was a coffee shop, a bakery, two grocery stores that he’d counted, and all the other buildings a town would have, like city hall, the police station, and the fire department. It would do. 
 
    Thankfully, Jarrod’s Chevy Avalanche had been waiting. How the hell he afforded this thing on a military salary was beyond him, but Jasper didn’t fault him for it. Every man needed a truck. Growing up in Vermont, a four-wheel-drive had been as necessary as air. So, he was biased when it came to a good truck, and this baby was that. 
 
    He spotted a small store on Main Street that looked like it had clothing. Megan’s General Store. He hoped the store had women’s coats and maybe some sweaters. He doubted Sloane even owned one. She’d need a few. Some days, this close to Canada, it got so cold even running the heat on full blast couldn’t fight off the chill. He had no idea what kind of place Jarrod owned. The insulation could be nonexistent, for all Jasper knew. They could freeze their asses off. Sweaters would be a necessity. 
 
    “I’m surprised Jarrod didn’t tell you my name.” He clicked the turn signal and pulled off into the parking lot. 
 
    “I’m sure he did, but the call broke up near the end. It was hard to hear him.” 
 
    “That sounds about right. Comms in the Middle East aren’t the best.” He parked the truck. “You go on in and look for a coat and some warm clothes. I’m going to walk across the street and get us a cup of coffee. What do you want in yours?” 
 
    “Um…two creams, and thank you.” She pushed her heavy blonde hair off her shoulder and gave him a tentative smile. The girl was nervous as a cat. Not that he blamed her. Learning you were going to be shacking up with some strange guy had to be a little off-putting. Hell, he wasn’t prepared either. This girl was trouble, and he knew it. She was also gorgeous as fuck.  
 
    But she was Jarrod’s family, and he’d keep his hands to himself. 
 
    Even if that meant blue balls for the foreseeable future. 
 
    “Once you’re done here, we’ll stop at the grocery store. Jarrod doesn’t have anything to eat at home. He warned me I’d only find a shaker of salt, and he couldn’t guarantee that wouldn’t have hardened into stone by now. He’s been deployed for three months already.” 
 
    She nodded, and he glanced at her. She’d been quiet all the way here, and it worried him. Was she really okay with him staying at the house with her? Every scenario known to womankind had to be running rampant through her head. She’d already asked him if he was a secret murderer.  
 
    “Hey, you know I’m not going to murder you in your sleep, yeah?” 
 
    She nodded, not looking at him. 
 
    “I can sleep in the barn if you’re not comfortable with me in the house.” 
 
    Again, she nodded, and he realized she wasn’t paying attention to him. Her mind was a million miles away. He poked her in the arm, and she jumped.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Where’d you go just then?” 
 
    “I’m just tired. That’s all.” 
 
    Somehow, he doubted that. Not that she was tired. Girl looked dead on her feet, but something else was bothering her. She didn’t want to share; that was fine. None of his business, but it did make him wonder what was wrong. 
 
    “Go on in the store. I’ll be back as soon as I get our java.” 
 
    She glanced at her suitcase full of cameras. The rest of their things were in the truck bed, but she’d refused to put her equipment back there.  
 
    “I’ll lock the truck. They’ll be safe. I promise. And if someone breaks a window to steal a random suitcase, I’ll replace everything in it.” 
 
    “Sorry, it’s just those cameras are how I make my living, and they’re like my babies. I worry.” 
 
    “No need to worry. Scout’s honor.” 
 
    “Were you a scout?” 
 
    He shook his head and gave her a sly smile. “I was too ornery for Boy Scouts. My mama told me she didn’t know what she was going to do with me.” 
 
    She laughed, and the sound warmed him. He tramped down that feeling as soon as it surfaced. Nope, he wasn’t going there. She was Jarrod’s family. 
 
    They got out of the truck, she went into the store, and he crossed the street to the very busy coffee shop. There was a bakery right next to it. His stomach growled, alerting him he hadn’t eaten in hours. He’d bet Sloane hadn’t either. He decided to get delicious donuts first. Coffee and donuts…you couldn’t beat the combination. 
 
    The bakery was in a building that looked more like a house turned general store than an actual bakery. Hometown Homemade. The place looked it on the outside, that was for sure. The door had bells over it, announcing his arrival when he opened it. The sound reminded him of cowbells.  
 
    The moment he stepped inside, however, he forgot about how mundane the outside looked. It smelled like heaven.  
 
    To either side were small gift sections that held candles, jewelry, home decor, bath gel, and whatnot. A large cooler sat against one wall with some wicked-looking cakes. He wandered over and looked at these, his stomach growling. He loved cake as much as he did his gun. There were also cupcakes and fat bombs prepackaged for easy grab-and-go. 
 
    But he was here for donuts, not cake. Cake would come later. 
 
    He walked through a large, open wooden doorframe and into the next room filled with display cases holding donuts, more cupcakes, and pastries he’d give anything to try. There were also a few scattered gifts like purses and a little more home decor here and there. It didn’t detract from the delicious smells tickling his nose. 
 
    Toward the back, he could see they also sold honey, jam, and barbecue sauce. Definitely needed to pick up a few of those. He walked back there and picked out blackberry and strawberry. He always made his own barbecue rub, so he skipped that. His eyes were drawn back to the cookies he’d passed. He also noticed they sold bread and other baked goods, as well as a soup of the day. The menu offered a few fresh items like sandwiches too. This could be his home sweet home for life. 
 
    He might talk himself into more than donuts and jam.  
 
    “Hello!” 
 
    He glanced up at the sound of the booming voice. A woman who was probably in her early thirties stood behind one of the display cases. She reminded him of his sister. Reddish-brown hair and eyes so blue they would make the summer sky weep were framed in a heart-shaped face. She was a little overweight, but that didn’t detract from her beauty. She was smiling in a way that told him this was honestly a happy person. But then again, she got to work with all this sweet deliciousness on a daily basis. He’d be happy too. 
 
    “Hey, beautiful.” 
 
    She blushed, but she kept on smiling. “What can I get for you?” 
 
    “Everything.” His own smile widened as he took in all the glorious cookies, cakes, and donuts displayed before him. How was a man supposed to choose? 
 
    “How about I set you up with a variety box?” 
 
    “How about you set me up with two or three variety boxes?” 
 
    “Will do. I’m Dorothy, by the way.” 
 
    “I’m Robert, Miss Dorothy, and I promise you will see me every day.” 
 
    Dorothy collected a few white containers and started shaping them into boxes. “You new in town?” 
 
    He nodded and watched her like a hawk with his baked goods. “I’ll be here for a few months. Helping out a friend with some chores around the farm while he’s deployed.” 
 
    “You’re talking about Jarrod McDaniels?” 
 
    He nodded. He’d already decided to tell the truth about his relationship with Jarrod. The man grew up here, and everyone was sure to know him. If Jasper made his cover too complicated, it’d ring untrue. Sometimes the truth was your best lie. 
 
    “He and I served together a while back. I got out, and he redeployed. I needed some time before I rejoined the workforce, so he offered me to stay at his farm, and I told him I’d save him some money and look after the animals. Win-win for us both.” 
 
    “Thank you for your service.” The woman started loading up the boxes, and his nose started twitching. 
 
    He nodded at her. He knew a lot of people said that more out of habit than actual thankfulness, but he didn’t get that vibe from this woman. He suspected the people around here meant it since they had a military man among them. Probably more than one. 
 
    He noticed the large photo hanging on the wall behind the counter. It looked like the building the bakery was housed in, only it seemed like it used to be a feed store. Huh. Well, this was much better use of the space. Who would want a boring old feed store when you could have baked goods?  
 
    She put all the boxes into a large paper bag and the two jars of jam into a smaller bag and handed them to him.  
 
    “How much do I owe you?” He pulled out his wallet and looked up. 
 
    “Not a thing. Military discount.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, ma’am, but…” 
 
    “You can pay me back by keeping your word and coming in for your daily dose of sugar.” 
 
    Well, damn. “You have my word, beautiful.” 
 
    She gave him the bags, and he thanked her before going into the coffee shop. It reminded him a lot of Starbucks, but the prices were cheaper, and the coffee smelled just as good. There were tables and comfortable-looking chairs filled with people drinking coffee and reading the paper. Several sat hunched over laptops thanks to the free Wi-Fi signs on the outside of the shop.  
 
    He could see himself driving to town every morning for coffee and donuts. Hell, he might not ever go back to New York if this town grew on him any more than it already had. 
 
    After putting the precious bag of goodies into the truck and locking the door, he headed for the General Store. Hopefully, they’d have a prepaid phone he could pick up. His own was not coming back on, even if he really did need to retrieve the message Jarrod left him. He couldn’t call his voicemail either because those fuckers at KSI would be able to trace him. 
 
    Okay, this place was da bomb, as Mason Kincaid would say. There was anything and everything a person could ever want. It held clothes, dry goods, a section for tools and repairs, with the promise of lumber and other supplies for plumbing out back. There was a small food section. Only non-perishable items, though, and lots and lots of cookies and candy. If you could think of it, Jasper would bet good money you’d find it here. 
 
    Spotting Sloane wasn’t hard. Her blonde hair made her visible among the clothing racks. Had she been short, it might have proved harder. She looked a little lost trying to sort through everything. 
 
    “Hey, sweetheart.” 
 
    She jumped and almost screamed. He frowned. What the hell? 
 
    “Jasper.” Her hand went to her chest, and she let a very loud sigh of relief. What was going on with this girl? 
 
    “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you.” He handed her a cup of coffee. “Thought you might need this.” 
 
    Sloane took the coffee gratefully, hoping it would help to calm her down a little. The entire time she’d been in here, she’d been furtively watching everyone. Fear caused a person to become a little crazy, it seemed.  
 
    The coffee flavor burst across her tongue, and she let out a little moan. So good. She needed this like she needed air to breathe. 
 
    “Good?” Jasper asked, a smile tilting his lips upward. 
 
    “You don’t even know. I didn’t get my cup of morning coffee. I was late getting to the airport, and the one cup I did manage to snag ended up on my shirt.” 
 
    He winced. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    She waved his apology off. “This right here is all the ‘sorry’ I need.” She took another sip of the hot brew and relished how the cup warmed her hands. 
 
    “There was a bakery next to the coffee shop. I got us some donuts for later.” 
 
    “Donuts?”  
 
    “Please don’t tell me you’re one of those women who looks at sugar and runs screaming to the rabbit food.” 
 
    She laughed. She couldn’t help it. He looked so martyred. “And if I am?” 
 
    “Woman, you are going to suffer horribly, because I plan on picking up delicious treats every day from Dorothy over at the bakery.” 
 
    “Dorothy?” 
 
    “She’s cool. Gave me my goodies for free.” 
 
    “Free?” She had no doubt he’d batted those eyelashes of his, and Dorothy probably got lost in them. 
 
    “Free with the promise of coming in for my daily dose of sugar. I also picked up some homemade jam and some pastries that called my name. That place is amazing. If I die, I hope it’s somewhere exactly like that, surrounded by sweet, sugary things.” 
 
    “You’re crazy.” 
 
    “So they tell me.” He flashed her another smile, and she turned away so he couldn’t see how it affected her. Her hormones needed to sit down and shut the hell up.  
 
    “Did you find a coat and some sweaters?” 
 
    She nodded and pointed to the cart she’d been pushing. It held warm socks, a few sweaters, sweatshirts, and three pairs of warm flannel pajamas. Her jeans would be fine, but she did find a pair of fuzzy slippers that looked more like boots than house shoes. 
 
    “Do you know if they have phones here? Mine is busted, and I need one.” 
 
    “Right over there in the electronics section. They even have some laptops.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Sloane had been shocked too. “When I asked about it, the saleslady told me people have to drive a good hour to get to any of the big box stores, so they keep a few things on hand like a laptop or two. They don’t have many, but they look like good ones. Might be a little more expensive than you’d pay at Walmart or Amazon, but it comes down to how fast you need one, I guess.” 
 
    “Are you about done?”  
 
    “Yes. I was just looking, mostly.” 
 
    “Okay, go ahead and check out. I need to pick up a few things, and I’ll be right behind you.” He handed her the keys and walked toward the electronics section. 
 
    So, maybe he wasn’t a mass murderer. She would have to call Jarrod to verify this was the guy, but how else would he have her cousin’s truck? She knew it was his because she’d checked the registration in the glove box. Jasper had rolled his eyes but hadn’t said a thing to her about looking at it. She was all about “trust but verify.” Learned that in her first group project in high school. Not everyone did their work. 
 
    She watched him walk away, very aware of what a nice behind he had. Shaking her head, she grabbed a few long sleeve t-shirts and threw them in the cart. Best to get out of here before thoughts of Jasper’s very fine ass started to intrude into her daydreams. And it could, if she let it. 
 
    Dammit. She did not need this right now. 
 
    She asked the girl at the checkout where she could pick up a few groceries. There were apparently two grocery stores in town. The mom and pop store was where people went to pick up a few things like milk or bread, but if you really needed to stock up, the bigger store held everything they’d need. Once she got directions, she bundled her bags into the cart then strolled outside to where Jasper parked the truck. 
 
    Sure enough, sitting in the front seat were two bags. His donuts and jam. The man didn’t have an ounce of fat on him, but if he ate like this on a regular basis, it would eventually catch up with him. 
 
    She stored her bags in the truck’s back seat. She wasn’t taking any chances on her new clothes getting stolen. What she’d packed in the one suitcase she’d allowed herself was full of warm weather clothes. Well, except for her jeans, but she could buy more. She had picked up a few sweatpants on the way to the checkout line, anyway. She wouldn’t be pantsless. 
 
    Jasper came hurrying out of the store, only a few minutes behind her. She was sitting in the truck with heat on when he opened the passenger side door. 
 
    “You driving?” 
 
    “Did you remember to get directions to the grocery store?” 
 
    He made a face. “We’ll find it eventually.” 
 
    Uh-huh. Typical man. Why was it men refused to get directions? Why did they just assume they’d eventually find wherever they were going? Made absolutely no sense to her. 
 
    “Well, I did, so get in. You’re letting my heat out.” 
 
    He tossed his bags in the back with hers and climbed in. “Lead on, Obi-Wan.” 
 
    Sloane clipped her seatbelt into place and pulled out of the parking lot. The drive to the grocery store was short, and Jasper’s eyes lit up like Christmas when he walked inside. It would be funny if she wasn’t terrified of what he was going to toss into the cart. 
 
    “Do I need to be worried, here?” 
 
    He pulled a shopping cart loose and handed it to her. Then he got one for himself. “Why would you be worried?” 
 
    “The fact that we each have a shopping cart does not bode well.” 
 
    “I love food. Any kind of food, even rabbit food. I won’t deny it, and we are going to eat well. Plus, we need to get things for Thanksgiving dinner.” 
 
    “That’s over a week away.” 
 
    “So? If we don’t get a turkey, all the big ones will be gone.” 
 
    “It’ll just be the two of us. We don’t need a big turkey.” 
 
    “Says you. I eat enough for three grown men.” He did the pretend flip of his non-existent long hair and flounced off toward the vegetables. 
 
    Sloane laughed. The man was growing on her. 
 
    By the time she caught up with him, he was sorting through tomatoes. He’d pick one up, test it, then toss it down and grunt. It wasn’t like he was trying to find the best diamond in a sea of diamonds. It was just tomatoes. 
 
    “Not firm enough for you?” 
 
    “No. Soft and squishy will go bad faster, and I hate the way they taste all mushy. A good tomato should be like a woman’s breasts, soft but firm.” He turned, and she saw the devil in his eyes. He was enjoying himself a little too much. 
 
    Several women standing around them giggled. Jasper smiled at them, which only made them giggle harder. 
 
    “Am I right, ladies?” 
 
    “Yes.” The bolder of the three pushed her cart over. “I’m Helen.” 
 
    “Robert,” Jasper introduced himself. At first, it threw Sloane, but then she remembered he’d told her only his friends called him Jasper. That was fine with her. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Robert.” Helen’s eyes slid to Sloane. 
 
    “I’m Sloane,” she said and sidled a little closer to Jasper. It was just to get a better look at the woman, not to stake a claim. She barely knew the man, after all. 
 
    Uh-huh. 
 
    “Hello.” The smile wasn’t so warm when aimed Sloane’s way. She wanted to snort at the ridiculousness of it. “You two new in town?” Helen continued, dismissing Sloane and settling all her attention on Jasper. 
 
    “We are.” Jasper finally found three tomatoes worthy of his high standards and put them into the clear plastic bag. “We’re looking after a friend’s place while he’s away. Sloane and I needed a bit of a break from city life, so this worked out for everyone involved.” 
 
    He made it sound like they were together or something. And she suspected he did it on purpose. Maybe he wasn’t too keen on having all the single females in town hounding him. 
 
    “Oh, you’re both staying there?” 
 
    Sloane slid her arm through Jasper’s. “Yes, ma’am.” She gave her a big, toothy smile. Helen probably wasn’t past the thirty-year mark, but at twenty-three, Sloane knew she could pass for a teenager when she wanted to. Jasper didn’t look a day over twenty-five but was probably closer to Helen’s age. Still, it never hurt to let the cougars know to keep their paws to themselves. 
 
    “Did you want a ham for dinner as well as turkey, sweetheart?” Jasper grinned down at her, and she realized she was right in her assumptions. He didn’t want clingy women chasing him while he was here. 
 
    “I like ham more than turkey. You know this.” 
 
    “Then we’ll have both since I’m a turkey man. My grandma had the best recipe for baked ham. I don’t think I’ve ever cooked it for you.” 
 
    “You haven’t, but Thanksgiving is the time to share family recipes, anyway. Keeps family close to our hearts, even when they’re far away.” 
 
    “See why I love this woman?” Jasper asked and pulled her close. “Best decision I ever made to ask her out.” 
 
    Laughter bubbled up and spilled out. He was insane, but then so was she for going along with it. 
 
    They said their goodbyes and continued down the aisle. 
 
    “Thanks for that,” Jasper whispered by her ear. It sent a little shiver down her spine. 
 
    “You’re welcome. Now, do you really want a ham and a turkey?” 
 
    His eyes widened like she’d asked him to choose between Reese’s Cups and M&M’s. “Do you really want to set tongues wagging if we don’t buy both?” 
 
    “God help us, then.” 
 
    He grinned and kissed her nose. “Now, you’re getting it, sweetheart. Let’s go get our groceries and head home. Donuts are calling my name.” 
 
    She sent up a prayer to keep her safe from her own hormones and Jasper’s charm before she fell into step beside him to stock up on what they’d need. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    By the time she finally managed to drag Jasper out of the grocery store, it was getting pretty late. It would be dark soon, and Sloane wanted to get to the house. Her nerves were beyond frayed. Everywhere they went, she was constantly looking to see if strangers were watching her or hiding when she glanced in their direction. Getting inside where no one could see her would go a long way to settling her down and allowing the tense muscles in her shoulders to relax. 
 
    Jarrod lived about a half-hour from town. The directions he’d given Jasper were excellent. She’d have probably missed the dirt road hiding among the trees since she hadn’t been here in years. A plus, in her opinion. Would-be assassins might miss it too. 
 
    The house itself was a three-story white farmhouse with a wraparound porch that surrounded the entire house. The back half was screened in so you could sit outside and not get eaten alive by mosquitos. She’d definitely not be taking advantage of that since it was cold enough to freeze her into a human popsicle.  
 
    She could see fences and two large barns back behind the house She had no idea what kind of animals Jarrod had, but she had no inclination to find out either. She wasn’t a farmer. Even spending time here when she was little, she’d stayed out of the barn. Jarrod used to make fun of her because she had a dislike for it. But, hey, spiders and all that. She’d seen Charlotte’s Web when she was little. People might have thought that talking spider was cute, but not Sloane. Creeped her out thinking the little beady-eyed things could actually talk. When she hit her teenage years, she discovered horses, and she braved the spiders for them. 
 
     “Home sweet home.” Jasper cut the ignition and looked up at the house. “Think whoever brought the truck to the airport turned the heat on?” 
 
    A thought occurred, and her eyes widened. “What if there isn’t any heat? What if there’s no electricity whatsoever? Jarrod’s been deployed for three months. He might have cut the utilities off.” 
 
    “Nah. He’s had people here taking care of the animals. You need water for that, and to have water, you need electricity.” 
 
    “Not true. There’s a well on the property. They could have been using that.” 
 
    He made a humming sound. “I didn’t think of that.” 
 
    “We’re going to freeze to death.” 
 
    “No, we won’t. These old houses always have a fireplace. We can start a fire if we have to.” 
 
    “Do you even know how to start a fire?” 
 
    “Girl, please. I’m a Marine. I can start a fire in the middle of nowhere with nothing to use.” 
 
    “Even Marines can’t work miracles without the tools to create them.” 
 
    “Ye of little faith.” He shook his head and opened the truck door. “Come on, Nancy Naysayer, let’s go see if we have electricity.” 
 
    “Oh, my God, the food! We should have come and checked the situation first. All the food is going to go to waste.” 
 
    “It’s cold enough outside we can leave what we need to out here overnight, but I think you’re jumping the gun here, sweetheart. There’s electricity.” 
 
    Not with her luck. She got out of the cold and shoved her hands into the pockets of her brand-new coat. 
 
    “We can’t leave food outside. Bears or raccoons or something might eat it.” 
 
    “If they’re hungry enough to come up on the porch, then they can have it. Animals need to eat too.” 
 
    He started up the porch steps and paused to lean down and pick up one of the wooden flowerpots. He waved a key triumphantly at her and proceeded up the steps and unlocked the door. Sloane followed close on his heels. She hadn’t really thought about bears up here this close to the wilderness, but once she did, it was all that she could think of. Being a bear’s dinner was not high on her bucket list. 
 
    Jasper entered the house, and much to Sloane’s disappointment, the lights did not come on when he flipped the switch. 
 
    “Well, damn.” Jasper turned to face her, a sheepish look stealing over his face. “I guess I was wrong.” 
 
    “Now what do we do?” 
 
    “Can you get a signal up here?” 
 
    She pulled her phone out of her purse and powered it on. “Yes!” 
 
    “Look up the local power company and see if they can come out and give us some electricity. I’ll unload the truck while you do that.” 
 
    “You just want those donuts.” 
 
    “Maybe I do.” He grinned and went back outside.  
 
    Sloane sighed and started making calls. It wasn’t just power; they’d need internet too. She had to keep up with what was going on with the trial for which witness had been murdered.  
 
    It took her about two hours to get agreements to come out and turn on the power, the water, and the internet. Since she was staying at Jarrod’s house, she had to tell them she was his cousin and had permission to turn everything back on. Not that they took her word for it. She promised to have Jarrod send them an email. She then had to email Jarrod, explain what was going on, and have him send an email to all the utilities involved. 
 
    She was lucky that wherever Jarrod was, it wasn’t the middle of the night. She’d had all three utility companies call her back with the promise of coming out first thing tomorrow. 
 
    So, for tonight, they were stuck with no electricity or running water. Jasper had gone out to the well and collected water in some buckets they could use to flush the toilet. She grimaced just thinking about it. No hot bath for her either. Her fingers were numb from cold, and all she wanted to do was curl up next to the now roaring fire and sleep. 
 
    But such was not the case. The animals had to be fed. Cows, chickens, and horses. She loved horses, but smelling that barn had not been pleasant. Jasper seemed pissed the second he walked inside. It wasn’t until later that he told her the animals hadn’t been properly taken care of. The horses’ stalls hadn’t been cleaned in what looked like weeks. He said he’d have to have the vet come over and check them out. 
 
    The chicken coop wasn’t much better either. The poor things looked half-starved. She let Jasper handle them, though. She’d been attacked by a chicken when she was five and never got over it. Granted, it had been protecting its chicks, but still. Flogging her had not been necessary.  
 
    “Pigs need fed too.” 
 
    Her head snapped up when she heard that. “There’s pigs?” 
 
    Jasper laughed. “Yes, sweetheart, there are pigs. They eat just about anything, but there’s feed for them by the horse feed. If you can do that, I’ll get the chickens of mass destruction fed.” 
 
    She stuck her tongue out at him. He’d laughed his head off when she explained why she wouldn’t go near the chickens. Nasty little attack animals. 
 
    Okay. Pigs. She found the feed bins and several large pails sitting beside the containers. She opened it and scooped out enough to fill two. There were six, but she knew she’d only be able to carry two. She wasn’t Mr. Muscles over there. It took her a good twenty minutes to get the gross things fed, and her hands were sore. There might even be blisters later. Well, probably not. 
 
    One thing was for sure. She was right when she assumed she wasn’t cut out for farm life. Green Acres was not the place to be, as that old TV show her grandmother made her watch claimed. 
 
    Rubbing her sore hands, she trudged along the dirt path that led back to the main house, which was now shrouded in shadows. Night was beginning to fall, and with it, the cold would get worse. Jarrod warned her how cold it could get up here when he offered her the house. At that point, she hadn’t cared. She was in fear for her life, but now that she was here and experiencing it firsthand? She might have thought to flee to California instead. At least she wouldn’t be freezing her ass off right now. 
 
    As soon as she walked in, she felt the shift in the temperature before she heard the crackling of the fire. She kicked off her boots and ran for the living room where the massive fireplace sat front and center. 
 
    Jasper was standing with his back to her, going through a pile of blankets. A large mattress was in front of the fire, complete with a sheet. There was a pot sitting in the fireplace too. It smelled suspiciously like tomato soup.  
 
    Her stomach growled. 
 
    Jasper’s shoulders shook with his laughter.  
 
    “Sit down and get warm, Sloane. I’m trying to find blankets that don’t smell like mothballs.” 
 
    “The ones on the beds…” 
 
    “Nope. The beds were stripped bare and everything stored in trunks full of mothballs.” 
 
    “Why on Earth would he do that?” She sank down on the mattress and got as close to the heat as she could without setting her hair on fire. 
 
    “Because his deployment was for a year. He closed up shop.” 
 
    “Oh.” She hadn’t known that. She assumed he’d be overseas for only a few months. Every time he left, it scared her. Jarrod was the only family she had left. Her parents were gone, their grandparents passed when they were in high school, and Jarrod’s mother had Alzheimer’s. His father had never been in the picture. The two of them were it for each other. Whenever he went overseas, she prayed every single night he’d come home safe. Sloane didn’t know what she’d do if something happened to Jarrod. He was more like a brother than a cousin. 
 
    Jasper brought three quilts over to the mattress and draped one around her shoulders. “These are the least offensive of the bedding. Everything needs to be washed, but until the power comes on, we’re SOL.” 
 
    “Well, hell,” she muttered, and Jasper laughed. “What?” 
 
    “It’s just weird hearing you cuss. I didn’t think you did.” 
 
    “I cuss when the situation warrants it.” 
 
    He left the room and came back carrying spoons, two bowls, and two bottles of water. “I hope you’re hungry because I made enough soup to feed an army.” 
 
    “Starved.” She took the bowls and the big soup ladle she’d missed and dished them out heaping bowls of red deliciousness. The aroma was enough to make her stomach growl.  
 
    “It’s just Campbell’s, but I figured it was the easiest thing to try to heat up in the fireplace.” 
 
    “I wondered why you bought soup.” She handed him his and took the spoon he offered her.  
 
    Jasper took a seat beside her on the mattress. He was careful not to get too close. He didn’t want to spook her. She barely trusted him as it was. No need to make her remember her serial killer suspicions. He wanted close to the fire more than anything. He was frozen. He set the bowl down and held out his hands in front of the flames, relishing the heat. Damn, but it was cold outside. 
 
    He’d gotten to used to New York winters. They weren’t as severe as Vermont, and they sure as hell weren’t as cold as North Dakota. He hoped the power guys got here early in the morning. Over half the groceries were stored on the screened-in porch. They might still end up replacing a good chunk of it if the temperatures got above freezing. 
 
    “I brought in enough wood to keep the fire going tonight so we won’t freeze.” 
 
    “I would never have been able to do this.” Sloane gave up on the spoon and started to sip straight from the bowl. “I’m not an outdoors kinda girl. Jarrod used to tease me all the time because when we went camping, I screamed until someone took me to a hotel. Bugs, creepy crawlies, bugs…” She shuddered, and Jasper grinned. God, this girl. She was something else. 
 
    He tossed his own spoon down and took a healthy drink from the bowl. It was much easier this way, and it warmed both his hands.  
 
    “You never told me what you did.” Sloane glanced at him then went back to her soup. 
 
    “Private security.” No point in lying to her. He doubted Jarrod would when he called. “I’m taking a bit of a sabbatical.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I just needed some time off.” 
 
    She nodded. “When I hear private security, I think of all the bodyguards surrounding famous people.” 
 
    “That’s part of it. But we don’t just handle celebrities. We do security for the masses as well as private investigations. We handle cases of domestic violence, kidnappings, and we also do the mundane photos of one spouse cheating on the other. It can be a little boring sometimes. Well, most times.” He grimaced at how boring his own job assignments had been over the last year. 
 
    “If it’s so boring, why do you need a sabbatical?” Her lashes swept down then back up so when she looked at him, her eyes were framed and the light from the fire reflected in them. God, she was beautiful. But she looked eighteen, and he wasn’t a male cougar. 
 
    “Not all the cases are boring. I had a client I failed twice, and I just need time to get myself together and figure out how I failed so badly.” 
 
    A flicker of worry crossed her face, but it was there and gone so quickly, he could have imagined it. But he didn’t think so. Why would his inability to keep a client safe affect Sloane? 
 
    “What about you? What are you doing up here?” 
 
    “Hiding.” She set her empty bowl down. 
 
    “From what?” 
 
    “Life in general?” It sounded more like a question than a statement. Now, he was curious. Why would she need to hide all the way in the middle of nowhere? 
 
    “That doesn’t really say anything.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m not up to sharing.” 
 
    “That’s cool.” He downed the rest of his soup and put his bowl aside as well. He leaned over and tossed another log on the fire. It blazed up, and a wave of heat billowed out. Sloane might have moaned a little when the heat hit her in the face. “Still cold?” 
 
    “Frozen solid.” 
 
    He picked up the two blankets and wrapped them around her. “Get a little closer to the fire.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she murmured and scooted in the direction of the flames. “Florida never gets cold. Maybe a freak snowstorm every ten years or so, but even then, it’s like a smattering of snow that’s gone in a couple of hours.” 
 
    “Bet that shuts the city down.” 
 
    She laughed. “Like we got a hundred inches.” 
 
    “I grew up in Vermont. We had nothing but snow in the winter, and I learned to drive on snow before I did actual asphalt.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “Snowmobiles.” He got up, taking their empty bowls with him to dump in the sink. He’d worry about dishes tomorrow when the power was back on. 
 
    As soon as he spotted the donut boxes, he found the paper towels and used them to collect two chocolate sprinkle covered donuts.  
 
    When he sank back down on the mattress, he handed one to Sloane. “I think we’ve earned this.” 
 
    “Sprinkles?” Her impish grin forced the desire he’d been holding at bay all day to resurface. He beat it back again. The girl was just starting to trust him, and he wasn’t about to ruin it.  
 
    “Girls like sprinkles,” he said and shoved the whole thing in his mouth. She laughed and took a bite out of her own. A look of intense pleasure replaced the strained expression she’d worn since he met her. 
 
    “So, you do like donuts, then?” he asked once he’d swallowed. 
 
    “I do. I don’t eat them often because of all the sugar, though.” 
 
    “I’m a sugar-holic. My friend Angel tells me I need to be in Sugar Anonymous. The first step to overcoming my sugar addiction is admitting I have a problem. Which I don’t.” 
 
    “Mmhmm.” She looked like she believed him as much as Angel did. He did have a problem, but it wasn’t just sugar. It was food in general. He loved food, but he loved eating more. God help him if he ever slacked off on his exercise regimen. 
 
    “Do you know how to play poker?” 
 
    “Poker?” 
 
    “Well, there’s no TV, no radio, and we can’t use our cells because they’ll die. I found this pack of playing cards upstairs when I was searching for blankets that didn’t stink. Thought we could pass the evening with a couple of games of poker.” 
 
    “I don’t know how.” 
 
    “That’s all right, sweetheart, because I do. You’ll be an expert in a few hours.” 
 
    She looked doubtful, but she didn’t argue when he produced them. He checked the fire one more time, and then they settled in and he began the process of teaching her how to play. He felt bad for Jarrod. By the time he was done with her, she’d be a little shark who took all her cousin’s money. 
 
    But at least they’d have fun until they passed out. 
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    Jasper groaned and rolled over. Only there was no mattress, only the empty air between the sofa and the coffee table. He landed with a thump and loud yell of surprise. 
 
    Sloane shot up off the mattress, clutching her blankets to her and scanning the room, looking for danger. Even half-asleep, Jasper recognized the look. It alarmed him more than falling off the damn couch and banging his shin on the coffee table.  
 
    He’d suspected yesterday something was wrong, but now he knew for a fact it was. How to make her tell him what was going on, however, would be a problem. She was closed off, and every time he mentioned anything to do with her coming to North Dakota, she shut down. 
 
    Whatever it was had her scared shitless. Maybe he’d send Jarrod an email. If it was a dangerous situation and Jarrod thought he could help, he’d tell Jasper. It was the best plan he could come up with until they got power and internet back on. Then he could do some digging of his own. 
 
    He scrubbed at his face with a hand, trying to get rid of the vestiges of sleep. He needed to get up and moving. The animals needed to be seen to, but first, he’d throw a few more logs on the fire so Sloane would be warm. It was already more than chilly. 
 
    “Stay there. I’ll get the fire going again. No sense in both of us freezing our asses off.” Jasper got up and tossed his blanket back on the couch. He grunted and pulled on his shoes and jacket before going to the woodpile. Something else he was going to have to work on today. Jarrod had warned him there was enough for a few days, but he’d need more in case of power outages. They got some pretty decent snows up here, and the power tended to go out. 
 
    One thing he was going to do today was go into town and get a damn generator. He was surprised Jarrod didn’t have one, or if he did, it was so well hidden, even Bin Laden would be impressed. 
 
    Once he had the fire going, he grabbed a donut and went back outside to see to the animals. They had to be fed, and the horses needed let out to roam. From what he’d seen yesterday, they hadn’t had proper exercise in a while. The guy who had been caring for them didn’t really seem to understand animals needed more than just food twice a day. Hell, if it wasn’t for his grandparents who lived in Virginia, he’d be just as bad. But they owned a farm, and Jasper worked it every summer he spent with them up until they died. His parents sold the farm, and that was the end of that. 
 
    But he’d learned a lot from the old people, and for that, he’d always be grateful. He missed them a lot.  
 
    Once he’d taken care of the animals, he went back inside to the scent of coffee. Sloane had put an old-fashioned coffee pot on the spit above the fireplace and had several donuts heating on the hearth. A woman after his own heart. 
 
    “Where did you find that thing?” He nodded to the pot. 
 
    “I used to come here summers, and I remembered Aunt Janey saying they always kept this in case of emergencies. I went looking through the cabinets and found it. I can’t function without coffee.” 
 
    “I don’t like to function without coffee, but I can. Good to see we don’t have to.” He kicked off his shoes at the door and strolled over to the couch. He wanted to plop down on the mattress and get close to the heat, but this would do for now. “What time is the power guy supposed to get here?” 
 
    “They promised they’d be here first thing, but it’s after eight now, and no sign of them.” 
 
    “They probably don’t start work until eight, so I wouldn’t worry until at least eleven. If they’re not here by then, we send out a search party.” 
 
    Sloane got a paper towel and handed him two warm, sticky donuts before pouring him a steaming cup of coffee. “I wasn’t sure if you liked cream or not…” 
 
    “Nope, I prefer it black and strong.” 
 
    “It’s strong.” 
 
    The first sip proved her right. It was a little stronger than he normally liked, but it warmed him up. “You drink yours this strong?” 
 
    She nodded. “I was never that girl who liked all those mochas and frappes and lattes. If you’re going to drink coffee, then drink coffee. Don’t water it down with all that other nonsense.” 
 
    Now, that, he didn’t expect. She seemed more of a girly girl to him than a tomboy who’d down a cup of black coffee. He had her pegged as a latte kind of girl. 
 
    Jasper bit into the first donut and moaned out loud. God, he loved donuts. 
 
    “Good?” Sloane asked, a smile flirting with her lips. 
 
    “So good.” He shoved the rest of it in his mouth and swallowed. “I need to run into town to get more today.” 
 
    “You’re going to be big as a house if you keep eating donuts like that.” 
 
    “Nah. I work out too much to worry about what I eat.” 
 
    “I don’t think Jarrod has a gym here.” 
 
    “Working on a farm will usually give you all the workout you need, and from what I saw yesterday, there’s a lot of repairs that need to be done.” 
 
    “Didn’t he hire someone for that?” 
 
    “He did, but that doesn’t mean they knew what they were doing. Or they were just plain lazy.” 
 
    “Huh.” She scrunched up her nose. “I can’t believe people. Why would you agree to do a job knowing you couldn’t, or that you’d choose to collect the check and sit back and let the property and the animals suffer?” 
 
    “It takes all kinds, sweetheart.” He swallowed the other donut and downed the rest of his coffee. “The cow pasture has an entire section of fence down. I did what I could with it last night, but I need to get some fencing supplies to fix it. I have no idea if any of his cows got out, but I’ll be damned if any more do.” 
 
    “Did you grow up on a farm or something?” 
 
    “Or something. My grandparents had a farm.” 
 
    “Oh.” She stared into the flames, and he watched the firelight play across her face. The house was darker than he liked, but there were heavy storm clouds starting to roll in. If he’d hazard a guess, he’d say snow was on the horizon. 
 
    “I need to run into town before this storm hits. Think you’ll be okay here by yourself waiting on the service techs? I want to pick up a generator too.” 
 
    “You’re leaving?” Panic laced her words, and his concern grew. She looked terrified. 
 
    “I’m only going to be gone for as long as it takes me to go to the farm supply store and to the general store. I saw they had generators yesterday. And to the bakery. Can’t forget the donuts.” He kept his voice calm and reassuring, but she looked far from reassured. 
 
    Terror gripped her, and Sloane bunched the blanket between her fingers. He was leaving. She tried to calm down, but she was too afraid. She’d be alone. Granted, Jasper was a stranger, but Jarrod trusted him enough to loan him his house, so she trusted him too. At least to a certain point. 
 
    But now he was leaving her alone. What if they’d followed her? What if they were waiting for her to leave? She shook her head and told herself to get a grip. They didn’t know who she was. They didn’t track her down to a small town in North Dakota. She was being silly. 
 
    “I can wait here.” Her voice squeaked. Dammit. 
 
    “I’ll wait until after the service techs leave. We can go into town together.” 
 
    That sounded like the best idea ever, but she shook her head. “No. You’re right. A storm is brewing, and it’s best if we had that generator before it hits. I’m perfectly capable of waiting on the technicians.” 
 
    “You sounded a little…uneasy about being left alone.” 
 
    She grimaced. Of course she did. “Well, sure. I haven’t been up here in years, and there’s no power. Plus, I will be alone in the house, so it’s sparked a little worry, but I’ll be fine. You go do what you need to do. I’ll look around for more bedding to wash once the power and the water come back on.” 
 
    He stared at her for a long time, and she squirmed under his scrutiny. “Sloane, if there’s something wrong, you can tell me.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong. You should get going, though. Those clouds look pretty nasty.” 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Sure.” She’d lie if she had to. 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “What?” She looked at him, startled. 
 
    “It’s just that you look eighteen, but sometimes you don’t sound eighteen.” 
 
    “That’s because I’m not eighteen. I’m twenty-three. My mom says I inherited Gran’s genes. She never looked as old as she really was. It can be a real pain in my ass, though. I’m always getting carded everywhere I go, including the movies.” 
 
    “All right, well, I put my number in your phone last night. Text me if you need anything.” 
 
    “How did you…” 
 
    “Car charger,” he said with a grin and walked out the door. 
 
    The first thing she did was to make sure every window and door in the place was locked tight. She decided it was best to keep busy so she didn’t drive herself crazy thinking about all the possible ways those guys could break into the house and murder her. She even started to imagine the technicians might be them, but she shut that down. She needed power and an internet connection if she was to find out anything going on back home. 
 
    She did go through the closets looking for additional bedding, but it looked like Jarrod must have moved everything up to the attic. She started to pull down the ladder that went up there, but there was a knock at the door. 
 
    Sloane froze. What if it was the murderers? She stood no chance. But she could hide in the attic. And that was exactly what she started to do, but then common sense filtered through her panic. 
 
    It had to be one of the utility technicians. She hurried downstairs and looked out the entryway window. A power truck was in the driveway. She looked at the tech, and he waved at her through the window. He looked harmless, but one never knew. 
 
    Hesitant, she unlocked and opened the door.  
 
    “Hi, ma’am. I’m from the power company. I have an order to turn your electricity back on.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you. What do you need to do?” 
 
    “Just make sure the meter is working and then connect you up to the meter. It’ll only take a minute. Once I’m assured you have power, I’ll get out of your hair.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    The man—Steve, as it said on his shirt—nodded then took off around the house. She closed the door and locked it. She wasn’t sure how long it would take, but she’d be glad for central heat. The fire kept the front room warm, but the rest of the house was frigid. 
 
    Plus, she needed to use the bathroom in a very bad way. They’d used up their supply of well water last night, and when she really needed to go, outdoors had been her only option. She’d squatted with Jasper laughing at her complaints. He’d stayed outside with his back turned while she walked to the tree line and did her business. An experience she would not be laughing about in her old age. 
 
    Another knock sounded at the door, and she peeked out. Telephone people were here, which meant internet. She opened the door, a little more confidently this time because Steve was still here. 
 
    “I’m Martin. I got orders to get your phone and internet up and running. I don’t think Jarrod had internet, so I’ll have to check that. Might take me a little longer to get you set up because of that.” 
 
    That was Jarrod. He’d once told her he did everything on his phone. Which meant he probably ran into town and used the free Wi-Fi somewhere. He was in the service, so he was gone more than he was home. Having internet a few months out of the year didn’t make sense. At least that was what she reasoned as she let the man in. 
 
    “The power’s not on yet, but Steve is working on it.” 
 
    “No worries. I can get everything wired up, and then we’ll test it once the power is on.” 
 
    A half-hour went by, and the water people came and went as well as Steve. He checked a few things in the house to make sure everything was working properly then took his leave. Martin was taking longer. He’d been right in that Jarrod didn’t have internet. He had a lot of work to do, and she left him to it. Granted, she stayed in the kitchen where the knife block was. 
 
    At least the heat was on. To keep herself busy, she cleaned the fridge and brought in all the groceries they’d stored on the back porch. After she finished putting them away, she made eggs and toast. Unlike Jasper, she rarely worked out, and if she stuffed herself on donuts, it wouldn’t bode well. To be fair, those donuts had been delicious, and she might just decide to become one of those people who worked out so she could eat them all day. 
 
    Then again, maybe not. She admitted when it came to certain things, she was lazy, and working out happened to be top of the list. 
 
    She checked the clock. Jasper had been gone for around three hours. She hoped he’d be back soon. Tonight, at least they’d eat. She wasn’t that great of a cook, but she did okay with a crockpot. 
 
    She’d found it under the sink earlier and decided to cook a roast. It was an easy meal. She just threw it in and set the temperature. She’d add in the vegetables at the halfway mark. Overcooked veggies were awful. 
 
    “All done.” 
 
    She nearly screamed when Martin spoke. Good Lord, she was going to have a nervous breakdown sooner rather than later. 
 
    “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.” He flashed her a grin. “If you have your laptop handy, I’ll get you set up with your password.” 
 
    “Sure.” She left him in the kitchen and found her laptop bag beside the fireplace. At least she could check news stories to see what was going on in Florida. She knew she’d be fired from her job for being a no-call no-show, but she didn’t care. She could always get another job, but she couldn’t come back from death. 
 
    Martin checked her internet status and helped her with the password. When he left, she automatically reset the password and changed it to something weird. So weird she wrote it down so she wouldn’t forget it. Jasper would need it to log on. 
 
    She made sure the door was locked then ran back to the kitchen to check her local Miami news channel’s website. She scanned through the articles, and she found one on the witness who’d been murdered. 
 
    Getting out of Miami had been the right thing to do. She’d be just as dead as that witness if she hadn’t. Thank God Jarrod lived in the middle of nowhere and that he’d agreed to let her use his house. 
 
    She Googled the man on trial and immediately wished she hadn’t. He was accused of trapping children inside a school auditorium and burning them alive. He’d been after one child, but he’d burned them all to get to the boy. The boy’s father had testified against him in a trial previously, and in retaliation, he’d burned his son alive. The man changed his testimony after that to keep his other children safe. Or at least that was what the paper was speculating.  
 
    The one witness to the crime was now dead. 
 
    Except for her. She had pictures of men dumping the body of the witness. So, technically, there was still one witness…her. 
 
    And there lay the problem. They’d seen her. They’d chased her, but she’d ducked back into the wedding and gotten lost in the crowd. But it would be easy to figure out who she was since the couple had hired her as their photographer. Once they had her name, they’d figure everything else out.  
 
    Her biggest fear was that they’d find out who her relatives were, and that Jarrod was away on deployment. This would be their first stop. 
 
    She’d disabled all her social media profiles before she left Florida for that same fear. She and Jarrod talked and posted on each other’s profiles constantly. At least they couldn’t get to him. He was in some unknown location for a long, long time. 
 
    She closed her laptop and went upstairs. Might as well tackle the bedding. She did not want to sleep on sheets that smelled like mothballs. And it would keep her busy until Jasper got back. 
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    Jasper pulled up to the farmhouse, and he heard the familiar hum of the heat pump when he cut the truck off. Small miracle, that, but he wasn’t about to freeze his ass off again. The general store hadn’t had a large generator, so he bought three small ones instead. And enough gas to see them through a two-week blizzard, if necessary. He wasn’t putting anything past the weather conditions this close to Canada. 
 
    It was later than he’d hoped to get back, but it couldn’t be helped. There’d been a wreck on the road, and he’d sat behind it for a good hour. There were a few injuries, from what he could see, but nothing life-threatening. Just some kids out joyriding and lost control of the truck. If they’d been in a car, things might not have been so rosy. Both of those boys would be dead.  
 
    Grumbling, he started to get out and go inside, but instead, he drove down to the barn. He’d picked up some new feed for the animals. What they’d been eating didn’t look right. It took him a bit to empty everything out and refill it, but at least it was done, and the animals would get a good meal tonight. 
 
    When he got back to the house, he unlocked the door with his new key. He’d taken the spare into town and gotten a duplicate made at the general store. They’d both have a key now. Jasper didn’t like the idea of Sloane accidentally locking herself out of the house with the key inside. He always kept his keys in his pocket until he went to bed to make sure that never happened to him. He’d done it once at home and nearly froze to death before his parents got home. It happened when you lived three miles from your nearest neighbor in the country. 
 
    “Sloane?” He closed the door and kicked off his boots. Force of habit, really. Jasper looked in the kitchen and saw the crock pot plugged in. It was an old fashioned one with an actual see-through lid and had no digital displays whatsoever. Pot roast. His stomach growled just thinking about it. He’d insisted they get one and had planned on slow cooking it in the oven, but a crock pot worked just as well. 
 
    Setting the donuts and other pastries down on the counter, he went upstairs and immediately saw the ladder down that led into the attic. Sloane was probably looking for more bedding. They’d definitely need to wash whatever she found.  
 
    He climbed the stairs to help her carry it all down but paused when he didn’t see her. He scanned the long attic that spanned the width of the house. Jarrod could really do a lot up here if he ever got around to renovating. He heard a ruffle of paper and turned toward the back corner.  
 
    She was bent over, headfirst into a trunk. What was she doing? Curious, he walked over and saw a maze of Christmas decorations strewn out in the path she’d made through all the junk up here. 
 
    Of course, she’d be a Christmas person. Jasper wasn’t. He stopped celebrating the holiday years ago when all he’d seen was senseless death, including the death of his brother. That took all the merry ho-ho-ho out of him. His mom and his sisters all loved the holiday, and he sent them presents and Christmas cards, but you’d not find a speck of holiday decorations in his apartment. It just wasn’t him anymore. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Sloane jumped a mile out of her skin and let out a startled yelp. She fell into the trunk, and he stared, unsure if he should be horrified or amused. She looked damned cute with her ass in the air and string of lights wrapped around the hand she was using to try to right herself. 
 
    “Don’t sneak up on me like that,” she grouched as she pulled herself out of the trunk. He tried to help her, but she brushed him aside. 
 
    “I wasn’t sneaking. I walked.” 
 
    “You walk too quietly, then.” 
 
    “Military habit. What are you doing?” 
 
    “I found all of Grandma and Aunt Janey’s Christmas decorations while I was looking for sheets and blankets.” 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    “Then why did you ask?” Irritation tinged her tone, and his eyebrows shot up. 
 
    “I should have asked what you’re planning to do with all that junk.” 
 
    “It’s not junk!” She frowned at him as she bent over to pull more lights out of the trunk. “It’s Christmas decorations.” 
 
    “Exactly…junk.” 
 
    “You’re one of those people, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Which people would that be?” 
 
    “People who don’t like Christmas.” 
 
    “I’m more of a Halloween person myself, but I don’t have anything against people who like Christmas better.” 
 
    “Could have fooled me,” she huffed and straightened. 
 
    “Just because I don’t celebrate the holiday…” 
 
    She gasped like he’d shot her. “What do you mean, you don’t celebrate Christmas?” 
 
    “Just what I said. It’s not my thing.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Well, it’s mine, and I’m going to decorate, so you’re going to have to deal with it.” 
 
    He could just imagine what she’d do with all this crap. It would look like his grandmother’s house. She was a Christmas junkie, and he suspected Sloane was too. 
 
    “And you’re putting up the outside lights.” 
 
    Now, that got his attention. “Says who?” 
 
    “Says me.” She pointed to herself, and her expression dared him to tell her no. 
 
    It was cute. 
 
    “Thanksgiving hasn’t even come and gone yet.” 
 
    “So?” She tossed her heavy blonde hair over one shoulder and bent back into the trunk. “I’ve decorated my apartment back home already. You only get to enjoy the decorations for a few short weeks, so I start early.” 
 
    “Let me guess. They go up the day after Halloween?” 
 
    She stood with more lights in her arms. “I live in an apartment, so I don’t have to worry about too much Halloween stuff. I start putting decorations up the day of Halloween.” 
 
    “That’s blasphemy, woman. Halloween deserves the same attention as Christmas.” 
 
    Her bottom lip stuck out in a pout. She probably wasn’t even aware of it, but he sure as hell was. He wanted to lean in and kiss her. 
 
    “You keep your Halloween traditions, and I’ll keep my Christmas traditions, which includes round-the-clock Hallmark Channel starting the day after Thanksgiving.” 
 
    Dear God. 
 
    Hallmark. 
 
    Twenty-four-seven. 
 
    He wasn’t going to survive. 
 
    “Did you find the bedding while you were drowning in Christmas decorations?” 
 
    “Yes, the first load is washing now. If you’ll help me drag this stuff downstairs, I can start sorting it.” 
 
    Jasper looked around at all the stuff cluttering the attic floor and sighed. How had he landed in Christmas Hell? 
 
    “Sure, sweetheart. Just show me what you want to go downstairs.” 
 
    “All of it.” 
 
    Of course. 
 
    He started transferring decorations downstairs while she changed the wash and checked on the food. He could smell it every time he walked by the kitchen. His stomach rumbled. Jasper usually ate and snacked all day, but all he’d had today was a donut and some coffee. He’d been concerned about getting back before the storm hit. 
 
    “Hey, I think I got everything downstairs. I need to install the generator and then get the animals fed.” 
 
    “Isn’t it a little early?” Sloane glanced at her watch. It was barely noon. 
 
    “I’m not feeding them right this minute.” Jasper walked into the kitchen and over to where she stood by the crock pot. “Smells good.” 
 
    “I figured we had a lot to do, and cooking supper shouldn’t be one more thing to worry about. Best part of crock pots is how simple they are.” 
 
    “True.” He leaned closer and took a healthy sniff.  
 
    Sloane moved away from him. He was too tempting. And he smelled good. Most men she knew used cologne daily, and while it might smell nice, it always seemed a little chemically. Not so with Jasper. She doubted he had on cologne, or even aftershave, for that matter. It was his natural scent, and if she let herself, she’d get lost in it. 
 
    “Do I make you nervous, sweetheart?” He gave her a grin worthy of a romance novel. God, but he was sexy as hell. 
 
    “You do,” she admitted. Might as well be honest with him. 
 
    “Why’s that?” His eyes twinkled with merriment. 
 
    “For a lot of reasons, but the biggest one right now is that you look ready to eat that entire pot of roast, and I’m hungry too.” 
 
    He threw his head back and laughed, and she started cutting up vegetables. His laugh was even drool-worthy. It wasn’t fair, really. Not now when she was running for her life. Why would Fate throw this gorgeous man in her path when she had no time for him? 
 
    It just wasn’t fair. 
 
    “The weather said the storm is really building.” That stopped his laughter. Storms in the north were no joke. She’d been up here one Christmas with her mom, and they’d gotten a foot of snow. Her mother had been afraid she wouldn’t get back to Florida before Sloane’s school started back. Not that Sloane minded. A few extra days of Christmas vacation had been fine by her. 
 
    “What time is it supposed to roll in?” 
 
    “Sometime this afternoon.” 
 
    “Well, I’d best get that generator installed and fix the fence that’s down before it does.” He swiped a donut and shoved it in his mouth on the way out of the kitchen. 
 
    The man was going to go into diabetic shock before the week was out. 
 
    Sloane finished the vegetables and added them to the crock pot. The wash needed changing again, and she did that. Then she started in on the Christmas decorations.  
 
    No one loved Christmas more than she did. Well, except maybe her grandmother, who she missed dearly. She’d died a few years ago, and Christmas just wasn’t the same. She still loved it, but celebrating without her Gran didn’t seem as special. 
 
    And now it looked like she was going to be celebrating with someone who didn’t even like Christmas. Who didn’t like Christmas? Like, not even a little? 
 
    Apparently, Jasper. 
 
    But she was going to change his mind. He loved to eat. That much, she was sure of, and he loved sugar more than he did food, from what she’d seen.  
 
    The one thing she could do?  
 
    Bake. 
 
    She was going to make all sorts of Christmas goodies, from cookies to candy to yule logs. Cooking real food was a challenge, but baking was something she did well. Her mother was always shocked at that. She said if a person could bake, then they could cook. 
 
    Sloane was the exception to the rule. 
 
    But it was going to give her the upper hand in this mission to reacquaint Jasper with the joy of Christmas. 
 
    And it gave her something to do besides worry about hitmen. 
 
    A win-win all around, she decided as she started separating decorations and deciding where they’d go.
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    The afternoon passed quickly for Sloane. Once she’d started trying to put up decorations, she grew disgusted with the amount of dust that had collected while Jarrod was away. She spent all afternoon cleaning. From vacuuming to washing down walls to mopping floors. She even cleaned all three bathrooms. By the time she was done, the pot roast was ready, but she put it on low heat until Jasper came inside. 
 
    She put away the bucket she’d been using to clean the countertops and cabinets in the kitchen. She hated a dirty kitchen. She could let dusty furniture slide, and she tended to vacuum once a week, but her kitchen had to be spotless. She rarely used it back in Florida, aside from the microwave, but there was something about eating in a dirty kitchen that was wrong.  
 
    She had, however, put a tree on the island and decorated it. It might be a foot tall and the ornaments tiny, but the mini lights on it made it festive. She loved it. Sloane had found several of them in a trunk upstairs. Jarrod’s mom must have bought them in the years before she died. 
 
    With nothing to do until Jasper came inside, she connected her laptop to the TV. Direct TV couldn’t get out here until Monday, so they were stuck until then. Thank God for streaming services. She pulled up The Santa Clarita Diet on Netflix and hit play while she started putting up decorations in the living room. Who didn’t love zombies? She was suckered in from episode one. Shame Netflix canceled it. 
 
    Three episodes later, she glanced at the clock. Almost six. She was starving, and Jasper still hadn’t come inside. Sloane sent him a text to get himself inside. To give him a few more minutes, she made cheddar biscuits. If he didn’t get here by the time they came out of the oven, he was SOL.  
 
    She transferred the pot roast to a serving dish and placed it on the island. Still no Jasper, so she texted him that she was eating in fifteen minutes with or without him. 
 
    He sent her back an angry emoji, and she laughed. 
 
    Sloane was beginning to see why he and Jarrod were friends. Jarrod was as strait-laced as they came and often needed someone to pull him into fun. Jasper seemed to be all about fun, and it made sense the two of them were friends. Jasper helped Jarrod remember there was a little fun to life, and she suspected Jarrod served to curtail Jasper’s mischief to something that wouldn’t get them court-martialed.  
 
    “Don’t threaten a man’s meal without expecting serious consequences.” 
 
    She was so startled at the sound of his voice, she screamed. Loudly. 
 
    “Whoa, there.” Jasper held up his hands. “It’s just me.” 
 
    “Sorry.” Good Lord. If she kept doing this, she was going to give herself a heart attack. “Why don’t you get cleaned up, and I’ll get the plates.” 
 
    “Sloane, is something going on you’re not telling me about?” He leaned against the doorway and studied her. The look was so intense, she turned away from it. She busied herself with getting the biscuits out of the oven. Jasper was smart and a trained security person as well as an ex-Marine. Of course he was picking up on her weird behavior. She had to get her reactions under control, but no one had ever threatened her life before. 
 
    Not that she’d actually been threatened, but they saw her face. It could turn into a threat at any second. 
 
    And that was what scared her. The fact was, she should ’fess up and tell him everything, but she was afraid. Jarrod might trust him, but she didn’t. Not yet anyway. It was stupid, but it was what it was. 
 
    “I’m just jumpy. I’m not used to having a strange man as a roommate. That’s all.” 
 
    He didn’t look like he believed her, but he let it drop. “I’ll be out of the shower in five. Do not, under any circumstances, eat without me.” 
 
    “Five minutes.” She waved the biscuit pan in his direction, the smell delicious. 
 
    “I thought you couldn’t cook.” 
 
    “I can’t. This is baking. I’m a baker.” 
 
    “So, you can make, like, cakes and shit?” 
 
    “Yes, I can make, like, cakes and shit,” she replied dryly. What was it with men and cussing? 
 
    “Pies too?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Pumpkin pie for Thanksgiving dinner?” 
 
    He looked so hopeful she almost laughed. Almost. 
 
    “Sure. I’ll just need to pick up some pumpkins from the store.” 
 
    “I can grab some canned…” 
 
    She was shaking her head before he even got the words out. “Nope. I use real pumpkins just like my grandma taught me.” 
 
    “Hot damn. Where have you been all my life, pretty girl?” He winked at her, and she suppressed the urge to giggle. 
 
    “Go shower before I decide to eat without you.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll shower after we eat.” 
 
    “You stink.” 
 
    He gasped like she’d hit him. “It’s not polite to tell someone they stink.” 
 
    “It’s not polite to force someone to smell your stink either.” 
 
    His lip poked out in a pout. “Fine.” 
 
    She watched him walk toward the back stairs that led to the second floor. The man had a damn fine ass. While she might not touch, she sure could look. Especially when he didn’t notice her looking. Sloane would compromise on her raging hormones that far. It might keep them in check. 
 
    She hoped so. 
 
    True to his word, he was back in five minutes. Wet hair, his shirt sticking to his skin like a glove because he hadn’t completely dried off. Sex on a stick personified. 
 
    “See, back as promised.” He grinned and inhaled the aroma wafting from the serving dish. “It smells delicious.” 
 
    “What do you want to drink?” 
 
    “Water is fine.” 
 
    “No beer?” 
 
    “I drink beer with burgers or pizza, not real food.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” She got out the gallon of milk as well as a bottle of water for Jasper. “I drink milk with pot roast. Keeps me from getting severe heartburn.” 
 
    “I’ve never tried milk with pot roast before.” He eyed the jug speculatively as he took a seat at the island. “Does it give the food a weird aftertaste?” 
 
    “No.” Sloane sat herself. “It can actually heighten your sense of taste with some dishes.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    She nodded. “My gran used to make peppered pork chops with mashed potatoes. You’d take a bite of the chop, followed by mashed potatoes which fanned the flames of the pepper and then drink some milk. That cooled the effect. It’s weird, but it works.” 
 
    “We’ll have to try that.” 
 
    Jasper watched her carefully without appearing to study her. She was stressed and extremely jumpy. He wished she’d confide in him, but he understood why she didn’t. He was a stranger to her, a stranger she found herself forced to share a home with for an indeterminate amount of time. She didn’t trust him. 
 
    But that would change. He’d show her she could trust him. 
 
    “Tell me about yourself.” 
 
    She glanced at him and then away just as quickly. “Not much to tell.” 
 
    “You’re a photographer, right?” 
 
    She nodded and shoved a forkful of roast in her mouth. 
 
    “Haven’t I convinced you by now that I’m not a stalker or a murderer?” 
 
    “The jury’s still out on that.” 
 
    This girl was a hard nut to crack. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll wear you down with my charm.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, you keep thinking that, Mr. Ted Bundy the Second.” 
 
    He laughed. “Come on, tell me a little about yourself. You’ve already heard more about me than I have you.” 
 
    Jasper saw the struggle to talk to him flash through those blue eyes of hers. Something was going on, and he had no doubt he could help her if she’d just open up and let him. 
 
    “What do you want to know?” she asked cautiously. 
 
    “Tell me about being a photographer. Were you taking school photos or family portraits?” 
 
    “Not all photographers fall into those stereotypes.” A small smile graced her face. “There are lots of other jobs they can do.” 
 
    “What did you do, then?” 
 
    “I was a photographer on a reality TV show down in Miami, but I did do wedding photos on the side to help boost the salary.” 
 
    “You worked on a TV show?”  
 
    “Yeah, but it’s not nearly as exciting as you think. I came home after twelve and fourteen-hour days with sore feet and blurry eyes from looking through a lens all day. And some of the people on that show were real dicks.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    She nodded. “You wouldn’t believe some of the crap they pull. It’s not like they’re Keanu Reeves, but they act like they’re hot stuff. They’re just regular people on a reality show. They’re not movie stars who can shout at me to bring them some complicated Starbucks order. But they do it anyway, and then I get in trouble with my supervisor when I tell them to get it themselves. Apparently, according to Chris, I should tell one of the staff, and they’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “That sounds…” 
 
    “And then when they corner you and make sexual advances, we’re supposed to keep it quiet. Um, no. I flat out told HR the next time one of them laid a hand on me, I was suing them for sexual harassment.” 
 
    “They put hands on you?” A knot of anger began to form in the pit of his stomach and bloom through his body. Sloane was tiny. The thought of some asshole trying to overpower her made his blood boil.  
 
    “Jarrod made sure I knew how to put a guy down who was bigger than me. He walked away with a few bruises. HR was not happy, but they understood if they fired me, they’d be facing a huge lawsuit. Their best option was to make it clear to the guy I was off-limits or he was off the show. Not that it matters anymore, though.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it matter?” 
 
    “Because I took off for North Dakota without getting the time off approved. I did leave my boss a message telling him I had an emergency and wouldn’t be back to work for a few weeks. They’ll use this as an excuse to fire me.” 
 
    “Emergency?” 
 
    Sloane’s entire face shifted from angry to shocked to a blank expression in the space of a single heartbeat. Jasper was positive she hadn’t meant to tell him that.  
 
    “It’s personal.” 
 
    He shrugged. “No worries, but if you decide to talk about it, I’m a good listener.” 
 
    “Thanks for the offer, but I’m good.” 
 
    Jasper sighed and looked out the window, surprised to see snow falling in the dimming light. It was cold enough outside for snow, but somehow, he’d thought it would hold off until morning when it didn’t start falling this afternoon. 
 
    “It’s snowing.” 
 
    Sloane glanced out the window and let out a little squeal. She jumped up from the island and ran outside with no shoes on. Jasper got up and followed her, prepared to haul her in long enough to find shoes and a coat, but he stopped and laughed at her antics. It was the first time he’d seen her really happy since he met her. 
 
    She stood on the cold ground spinning around and around, her arms out and face tilted toward the sky. She looked like an angel, and his smile softened at the sight. Beautiful didn’t even begin to describe this woman because she had the kind of beauty that shined from the inside out. Sweet and gentle, even if she was more stubborn than anyone he knew, including her cousin. 
 
    “I missed the snow so much,” she confessed as she twirled. 
 
    “You can miss it inside with your shoes on.” 
 
    She looked down sheepishly. “Oops.” 
 
    He laughed and moved aside so she could go back into the kitchen and sit. “How long have you been in Florida?” 
 
    “We moved there when I was fourteen. I only ever saw snow when we came to visit Jarrod and his mom, and I haven’t been back here since I was eighteen.” 
 
    “But you and Jay stayed close?” He took his seat at the island, unable to keep his eyes off her.  
 
    “Yeah, he’s like my honorary big brother.” Sloane’s eyes widened, and it was then she realized she’d told him more than she’d intended to. 
 
    She started eating again, and he did the same. She’d seemed more hunched in around herself tonight, but then she’d let her defenses down for a half a second. Sloane probably felt more defensive now.  
 
    He offered to wash the dishes when they were done so she could shower, and Sloane readily agreed. While he’d tended to the animals and fixed a section of fence, he knew she’d worked her ass off in the house cleaning and washing the bedding. Plus, the place looked and smelled like Christmas. She even had decorations in the damn kitchen. Sloane was definitely a Christmas kind of girl. 
 
    Once he’d finished with all the dishes, he made a note to buy Jarrod a dishwasher. It had been a long time since Jasper had washed dishes by hand. He’d forgotten how dried out it made your skin feel. He couldn’t care less about his hands, but he was concerned with Sloane’s. He knew she probably drowned herself in lotion like most women, but there was no need to make her life harder right now. She was dealing with enough. 
 
    With that, he decided to go out to the barn and wait until it was time to call Jarrod. He planned on getting the full story of what was going on with that woman, whether she liked it or not. He couldn’t help if he didn’t know what was going on. 
 
    But first, he needed to let her know he was going outside so she wouldn’t worry when she didn’t find him downstairs. She was spooked enough as it was. 
 
    Throwing the dishtowel in the sink, he headed upstairs. 
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    Sloane wrapped the towel around her and opened the bathroom door. She’d forgotten to get underwear. Looking toward the stairs, she saw no sign of Jasper and decided to get dressed in her own room. Where her underwear was. 
 
    Picking up her pajamas from the toilet seat, she darted across the hall. The one thing this house was missing was a master bath. Her aunt always said it wasn’t needed since she only took baths after the kids were all in bed and asleep. It had never bothered Sloane before, but with a strange man in the house, it did now. 
 
    Her phone started ringing, and she glanced at it. Great. Her boss was calling her. Might as well get the firing over with. 
 
    Grimacing, she answered. “Hello?” 
 
    “Sloane, what the hell?” Chris Hanes did not sound happy. “I had to scramble to replace you with no warning, only a brief text saying you had to take some time off with no real explanation.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that.” She kept her voice low and contrite. “My cousin’s in the military, and there was an emergency I can’t talk about. National security and all that. He’s more of a brother than a cousin. When he needed help, I came because he would have done the same for me, even it meant going AWOL. I understand if you can’t hold my position indefinitely.” 
 
    She was going to hell for lying, especially about this. It wasn’t right to use Jarrod and his military status this way, but it might save her job. She hoped. 
 
    “The military?” 
 
    “Yes. I can’t even tell you where he was stationed before…before the emergency.” 
 
    “My brother is in the military.” 
 
    She didn’t know that. 
 
    “How long do you think you’ll need?” 
 
    Hope sprang to life that she might actually have a job to go back to when all this was over. 
 
    “At least until after the first of the year. He needs…he can’t…let’s just say he needs a lot of help right now.” 
 
    Chris blew out a breath. “You should have told me, Sloane. I would have worked something out with HR for an extended leave of absence.” 
 
    She decided to put it all out there and ask the dreaded question. “Am I fired?”  
 
    He was quiet a moment. “I don’t know. I have to talk to the producers and see if I can get them to hold your job. None of this would be necessary if you’d just taken five damn minutes to talk to me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Chris. I really am, but I didn’t have five minutes. I got the call, and I ran. I was scared.” That much was the truth. She’d been terrified of being found by killers. There was no way in hell she’d have hung around to try to save her job with that threat hanging over her head. 
 
    Chris let out a breath. “I’ll do what I can, Sloane, but after that mess with Cooper…” 
 
    “HR is looking for a reason to fire me, and I just handed it to them.” The truth tasted like she’d bitten into rotten fruit. 
 
    When he didn’t answer, she knew she was right. Dammit. 
 
    “I’ll call you tomorrow and let you know what they decided.” 
 
    “Thanks, Chris. I really am sorry for all the trouble I caused.” 
 
    He sighed. “It’s fine, Sloane. Had it been my brother, I’d have dropped everything and run too. Like I said, I’ll do my best, but no promises.” 
 
    Sloane rubbed her eyes and put her phone back on the bedside table. She knew this was coming, but it still felt like a blow. If she lost her job, it would be hard to get by. Living in Miami wasn’t cheap by any means, and even with a steady paycheck, she had to do side jobs. Granted, she had enough tucked away for about six months, but then she’d really start to worry. 
 
    What she truly wanted to do was to branch out into the movie industry. It was why she’d taken the shit job on a dinky little reality show. It got her foot into the door, but if they fired her, chances were it wouldn’t look good to any other production company. She might have just ruined her career dreams of working with major motion pictures or even those sappy afternoon soap operas. 
 
    She was screwed. 
 
    Sloane shook her head and dug out her favorite blue cotton underwear set. They weren’t fancy or the least bit sexy, but they were super comfy. And right now, what she needed was comfy so she could wallow in self-pity and not be tugging to keep her panties from riding up her ass. It was one of the most uncomfortable things a woman could experience.  
 
    “Sloane?”  
 
    Her head snapped up when she heard Jasper calling her name, and she desperately tried to hook the latches on her bra. 
 
    The door swung inward, and she stared, horrified when he walked in, a look of surprised shock on his face. 
 
    “I-I…” he stammered. “Your door wasn’t closed…” 
 
    Jasper swallowed, his eyes taking in what he considered nearly naked perfection. There wasn’t a flaw on her honey gold skin. While she was small, she had curves in all the right places, and she filled out her bra more than generously. She was beautiful. 
 
    “Turn around!” she shrieked. 
 
    Her shout forced him out of his lust-induced stupor, and he whirled, facing the door. “Sorry.” 
 
    She made a choking noise that told him exactly what she thought of his apology. “Do you always barge into women’s bedrooms without permission?” 
 
    He winced. Shit. “The door wasn’t closed.” 
 
    “Yes, it was.” He heard clothes rustling, and the image of her standing there in nothing but her underwear seemed to be burned into his memory. 
 
    “No, it wasn’t. The door was ajar. I assumed if you were still getting dressed, it would be firmly shut. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “From now on, knock before you come in, even if the door is ajar.” 
 
    “I will. I just came upstairs to tell you I need to do a few more things in the barn. I didn’t want you to come downstairs and worry you were alone. I’m going to go now.” 
 
    Jasper walked out and firmly shut the door behind him.  
 
    Jesus H. Christ.  
 
    He was never going to be able to scrub that image out of his mind. He heard her moving around and all but ran down the stairs before he turned and went back into that room. 
 
    Once the cold air hit him in the face, he realized what a colossally stupid idea it would have been to barge into her room and kiss her. She’d never trust him. 
 
    His dick, on the other hand, told him what a colossally stupid idea it would be to not barge in there and kiss her. 
 
    He was fucked. There were no two ways about it. She was suspicious as hell and Jarrod’s family. He wasn’t just fucked, he was doubly fucked. 
 
    Sighing, he checked on the horses while he waited for Jarrod’s call. They nickered softly as he spoke to each of them. It surprised him how affectionate they were since he was a stranger to them. But then again, animals were trusting. Treat them well, and they treated you well in return. 
 
    If only people were like that. 
 
    His phone buzzed, and he pulled it out to see Jarrod’s name flash across the screen. He half expected a text from Sloane blasting him over the issue of privacy. 
 
    “Jay.” 
 
    “Hey.” Jarrod sounded stressed, but being in a war zone could do that to a person. He knew Jarrod was in Syria at the moment. He kept track of him. The guy was like a kid brother to him, and Jasper wanted to make sure he was safe. 
 
    “You good?” 
 
    “Yeah, man. Just dealing with some shit over here.” Jarrod blew out a breath. “Think it’ll ever get easier?” 
 
    “It’s why I got out.” 
 
    “I know. I’m thinking of getting out after this tour is done. Some things you can’t unsee.” 
 
    That much was true. Considering Jarrod was fighting ISIS and numerous other threats, it had to be wearing him down. “You know the job offer is always open. Viktor wanted you before you decided to reenlist.” 
 
    “I’ll definitely think about it. Everything good there?” 
 
    “You never told me I was getting a housemate.” 
 
    “Sorry about that. I didn’t have time to warn you about my cousin. It was a last-minute thing.” 
 
    “What’s going on, Jay?” Jasper stroked the horse’s head when it dropped down on his shoulder. “Sloane is spooked, and she’s not telling me why. Do I need to be worried about trouble following her out here?” 
 
    Jarrod was quiet for so long, Jasper pulled the phone back to make sure the call hadn’t been dropped. 
 
    “Jay?” 
 
    “She’s going to murder me for telling you, but she’s in trouble. The kind of trouble that will get her killed. It’s why I sent her to the house. I knew you’d be there to protect her.” 
 
    Jasper took a deep breath. “Tell me.” 
 
    “She saw men dumping body parts into the trash. They saw her, and she ran.” 
 
    “Do you know…” 
 
    “It was the only witness in a murder trial. One of the biggest trials in Miami right now.” 
 
    “You said they saw her?” He ran a hand through his hair. It was getting a little too long on top.  
 
    “I looked into it, Jasper. These are hardcore drug dealers who smuggle in drugs for the cartel. She saw them.” 
 
    “And that makes her a threat to them.”  
 
    Shit. Shit. Shit. 
 
    “I don’t think they’ll find her there, but keep an eye out. She’s the only family I have left, and you’re one of the few people I trust with her safety.” 
 
    “I’ll keep her safe. Tell me what you know so I can do some research on the case later.” 
 
    Jarrod gave him the names he needed to look up, and then he got quiet. When he spoke again, his tone became almost somber. “And, Jasper?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You hurt her, I’ll fucking take your fingers off, joint by joint.” 
 
    “She’s your family. I’m not going to touch her.” 
 
    Jarrod laughed. “I believe that about as much as I believe in the Easter bunny. I’m not telling you to keep your hands off, because I’m hoping you’ll see in her what I do. Like I said, I trust you with her. But there’s something you should know.” 
 
    Jasper blinked, unsure what to say.  
 
    “There’s a reason she doesn’t trust so easy, especially with alpha males. She was in a relationship with a guy who thought she was put on this Earth only to please him. He was a dick, and as soon as I was home on leave, I beat the shit out of him and told him to fuck off. She knew it was a toxic relationship, and while she was glad he was gone, it left a sour taste in her mouth when it comes to guys like you.” 
 
    “I’m not a dick.” 
 
    “No, but you are an alpha male, and to her, that’s the same thing. You’re going to have to work to prove her wrong.” 
 
    “You’re assuming a lot, here.” 
 
    “I know exactly what my cousin looks like. I’ve had to fend off assholes since she was ten. I’m not stupid, Jasper.” 
 
    “Dude, I’m not going…” 
 
    “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.” 
 
    “You’re fucked up, you know that?” 
 
    “No. You’re both family to me, and you both deserve someone to make you happy. I think you need someone as sweet and kind as Sloane is, and she deserves someone who will protect her with their life.” 
 
    “Why do I think you’ve thought a lot about this?” 
 
    “Because I have.” 
 
    “I’m not looking for a relationship, Jay. I’m not in the right frame of mind for that. You know why I came up here away from everything.” 
 
    “Which is exactly why you need her. She’s stubborn as a mule, but she knows something about feeling guilty for things that aren’t her fault. I think you can heal each other if you give it a chance.” 
 
    Angel getting taken and hurt twice damn sure was his fault, even if Jarrod didn’t see it that way. Truths were truths. 
 
    “And have you told Sloane about your grand plans?” 
 
    “Fuck, no. I want to keep my balls intact, thank you very much.” 
 
    “Says the man on the other side of the world.” 
 
    Jarrod laughed. “You don’t know her yet. She’d track me down on the other side of the world in a war zone just to be able to feed my balls to me.” 
 
    “And this is the sweet, gentle girl you want to hook me up with?” 
 
    “She is, but she’s stubborn, and she has a mean streak, so be forewarned.” 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    “Seriously, though, she’s a good girl.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. I’ve only known her for a few days, but she seems nice. A little too Christmas happy, but she’s cool.” 
 
    “If she could leave her Christmas tree up all year, she would.” 
 
    “I’m surprised she doesn’t.” The whole house looked like a Hallmark Channel movie. Yes, he’d been forced to watch that garbage by his sister and his mother. Sloane was probably going to make him watch it too. God help him. 
 
    “I have to get off, Jasper. People are waiting behind me to talk to their families. You’ll make sure Sloane is safe?” 
 
    “I swear I’ll do everything in my power to make sure no one touches her.” 
 
    “Thanks, man. Talk to you in a few days.” 
 
    Jasper disconnected the call and let his head rest against the horse’s stall. She was running from drug dealers, possibly the cartel. No wonder she was so skittish.  
 
    And then there was Jarrod basically giving him permission to hook up with Sloane. They’d be good for each other, he said. Jasper understood the man wanting his cousin with someone who would treat her right, but he wasn’t looking for a relationship. He meant that, no matter what Jarrod said. He wasn’t good for anyone right now.  
 
    But that didn’t negate the fact she needed help. Jarrod saved his life more than once, even dragged him off the battlefield. He’d keep Sloane safe because he owed Jarrod his life. He hoped. He’d failed Angel and had come here to figure out what was wrong with him. Sloane needed him now, not when he worked out what the hell his problem was. 
 
    He’d do everything he could for her. He only hoped it’d be enough. 
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    Sloane yawned and came downstairs, her movements slow and her eyes blurry with sleep. She hadn’t slept much last night, but then images of Jasper kept invading her dreams, images that led to dreams of an entirely erotic sort. Dreams that caused her frustrations she did not need. 
 
    The heavenly scent of coffee tickled her nose, and she followed it to the kitchen. A sticky note was on the coffee maker.  
 
      
 
    Had to run to town for a few things. Call if you need me. 
 
      
 
    She snorted. She needed him in an entirely inappropriate way, but that was one desire she wasn’t going to give in to. She’d had enough of alpha males to last her a lifetime. 
 
    Jasper made good coffee, though. She’d give him that, she decided as she took several sips. It wasn’t bitter. It was hard to make coffee just right. She hated the taste of bitter coffee. Granted, she just drowned it in creamer when that happened, but it was nice not to have to do that. 
 
    She found a bagel and some strawberry spread to stave off her hunger pains before she went back upstairs and got dressed. Then she checked her computer again for news of the case. Nothing new. That had to be good, right? 
 
    With nothing left to do, she wandered downstairs. All the Christmas decorations were up, and the house was clean. Maybe she should have paced herself instead of doing everything all at once yesterday. Hindsight and all that. 
 
    Her gaze landed on the suitcase that housed her cameras sitting in the corner of the living room. There was one thing she could do and enjoy last night’s snowfall as well. Giddy as a kid on Christmas morning, she rushed to get her boots and coat on. After digging out her favorite camera, she made sure it was loaded with film and headed outside. 
 
    The farm was big. She could stare out and see nothing but open space for as far as the eye could see. She used to love coming here for summers and holidays. She and Jarrod would roam the land pretending to be pirates, spies, and any other manner of crazy, adventurous people. It had been a much simpler time, and she missed it now that she had to be a grown-up and adult every single day. 
 
    Shaking herself out of her morose mood, she started snapping pictures of the landscape with the snow gently falling all around her. The air smelled clean and fresh, unlike Miami. The fresh air was another thing she missed. Maybe if she ever did start her own business, she’d try to move to a small town farther up north, but not too far from a major city. She had to be able to support herself, after all. But snow definitely had to be part of the equation. 
 
    She walked for over an hour, snapping photos and relishing the crisp, cold air. It was the most at ease she’d felt since the whole murder thing. Well, if she were being honest with herself, this was the most at ease she’d felt in years. 
 
    Perhaps if she got fired, it would be for the best because it gave her a reason to leave Miami. She always rationalized her decision to stay because it was where her life was…her life that basically revolved around work. The job she hoped would launch her into the movie and TV scene. 
 
    But she could do that in New York. There were plenty of opportunities there, and she could have snow. Fear held her back. She admitted that to herself even if she’d never say it out loud. She was afraid she’d get there and fail. What if she never broke out into the path she really wanted?  
 
    What if, what if, what if? 
 
    It was the what-ifs that were killing her. She needed to get past herself and just do it. Then again, Brad always told her she wasn’t good enough for the big leagues. He’d said it so often, deep down, she still believed him. Even though she knew it was a lie, when you heard something often enough, it took on the façade of being the truth.  
 
    She needed to get out of her own head if she was ever going to accomplish her goals. Sloane was more thankful to Jarrod than she could ever really convey. Sometimes you didn’t see what was going on around you because you became desensitized to it.  
 
    People didn’t realize how easy it was for someone depraved to isolate you when you were at your worst. To wear you down without you even realizing it.  
 
    Unless you’d gone through it, you couldn’t understand it. Not really. You could sympathize, but you were always thinking…How did she let that happen to her? She’s a bright, intelligent young woman. How could she not see what he was doing to her until it was too late? 
 
    None of that mattered. All it took was one moment of vulnerability for the devil to slip through the cracks and embed himself into your psyche. To sow the seeds that would allow him to strip you down and make you susceptible to his terror. 
 
    Brad came into her life right before her mother died. He used the vulnerability, the grief, and the pain she was suffering from to beat her down and revolve her world around his. He never physically hit her, but he didn’t have to. He waged psychological warfare instead. Once she got away from him, she saw it clearly. 
 
    And she countered herself as lucky. 
 
    After months of therapy. 
 
    She was able to go on with her life and realize she was worthwhile, that she could be more than the broken person she’d been.  
 
    Most days, anyway. 
 
    She was still working on some things, like gathering up the courage to go to New York and try her hand at the big leagues. 
 
    Shaking her head, she stopped at the barn and said hello to the horses. They had always been her favorite animals on the farm. Not only could you ride them, but they were as affectionate as a dog or a cat. They remembered you. These didn’t because they weren’t the same ones that had been here the last time she was. Still, they nickered softly when she came in and spoke to them. 
 
    Jarrod still kept sugar cubes for them in the old cabinet at the end of the stalls, and she fed them each one, earning her a little bit of trust and friendship. She loved animals. They were more loyal than most humans. She considered getting a dog once, but her landlord forbade animals. He never really inspected the apartment, so Sloane was tempted to get a puppy anyway. The only thing that stopped her was the thought he’d hear the puppy barking while she was at work and then toss her out on her ass. She couldn’t afford to lose her apartment. Rent in Miami wasn’t cheap. 
 
    She heard a vehicle, and her muscles tensed. She peeked out the barn doors and relaxed. Jasper was getting out of the truck. No one had found her. She was still safe. 
 
    “I’ll see you guys later when I help Jasper feed everyone.” She stroked the dark horse’s forehead. “Maybe I’ll even throw in another sugar cube if you bite Jasper’s fingers.” 
 
    She laughed softly to herself and started walking back to the house. He was a bossy man who had an inflated image of himself. Thankfully, she also understood that while he was an alpha male, he wasn’t a thing like her ex. Jarrod assured her of that. Even if she didn’t trust Jasper, she trusted her cousin. 
 
    “Hey,” she called as she got closer, her hand clutched around her camera.  
 
    Jasper looked up, and the biggest smile she’d ever seen spread across his face. He seemed genuinely happy to see her. It had been a while since any man looked at her like that. Then again, she’d sworn off dating after the Brad fiasco. 
 
    “Hey, pretty girl, what’ve you been up to?” He dropped whatever he’d been unloading back into the bed of the truck. 
 
    Sloane held up her camera. “Taking pictures.” 
 
    His smile softened. “You’re going to have to show me some of your work.” 
 
    She nodded, her fingers tightening around her camera. 
 
    Jasper cleared his throat. “About last night, I wanted to apologize. I normally don’t walk into women’s bedrooms unannounced. I was in a hurry, and your door was ajar, so I assumed…” 
 
    “You know what they say about people who assume things.” Some of her own embarrassment fled in the wake of his apology.  
 
    “I’m definitely an ass,” he agreed, “but one who tries not to make the same mistake twice. From now on, even if the door is slightly ajar, I’ll knock.” 
 
    “That would be appreciated, and apology accepted. Need help unloading whatever you brought back?” 
 
    “About that…” 
 
    Sloane frowned at his wary tone. What was he up to? 
 
    “I had a long conversation with Jarrod last night, and he told me about your situation.” 
 
    Jasper just put it out there. He’d debated about revealing he knew the truth, especially since she didn’t seem inclined to tell him. In the end, he’d decided to go for broke. He’d be better able to protect her if there were no secrets between them. 
 
    Her face closed off faster than a room clearing from an epic bout of ass farting. He suspected she’d react like this, but he’d deal with her anger. 
 
    “I get you didn’t want to tell me because you don’t know me, which means you don’t trust me, but Jarrod does. He asked me to protect you, and I’m going to do that, with or without your help. He’s saved my life more than once, and when he asked this of me, I wasn’t about to tell him no just to save your feelings.” 
 
    He probably could have said it with a little more tact, but he wasn’t in a good mood. He’d had blue balls most of the night, thanks to seeing her nearly naked. Sleep had escaped him, and even coffee couldn’t make up for his surly mood. 
 
    And he’d been worried about her the entire time he’d been gone to locate some of the things he’d needed to set up a security system until the one he’d ordered came in. And that meant driving into the biggest city he could find. Over two hours away. In truth, the thought of her being alone terrified him after he’d spent a good chunk of the night researching the men she was running from. They were legit and deadly.  
 
    “He had no right to tell you.” A stubborn glint appeared in her eye, and he almost snorted. Almost. 
 
    “Yes, he did, Sloane. It’s not just you this affects. Did you ever think about me in this equation of yours? If these guys think you’re a threat to them and track you down here, then that leaves me wide open to get killed because I didn’t know to be watching for them.” 
 
    Some of the stubbornness left her gaze, replaced by shock. He could see that particular thought never even crossed her mind. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t.”  
 
    He waved her apology away. “This is what I do for a living, Sloane. It’s part of why your cousin sent you here. He knew I’d protect you with my own life if necessary because you’re his family. There are some rules you’re going to need to follow, though.” 
 
    “Rules?” she asked warily. 
 
    “Yes, rules.” He leaned against the truck and crossed his arms, his I-mean-business pose. “First, you will not go anywhere without telling me, and that means on this property too. If you need to go into town, you will wait until I can go with you.” 
 
    “Do I need to ask permission to pee too?” she interrupted, her expression taking on that stubborn glint once more. 
 
    “Possibly.” He kept a straight face. For a girl who’d been jumping out of her skin for the last two days, she sure had found her backbone. No woman liked being told what to do, though. She was probably still terrified, but he’d blindsided her with this. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “You wait just a minute, there, bucko…” 
 
    “Bucko?” Where the hell did she get that name? 
 
    “Yes, bucko. It’s what my dad called assholes when he was alive.” 
 
    “I’m an asshole for trying to keep you safe?” 
 
    She took in a breath and let it out. “No, you’re an asshole for acting like an asshole about something I didn’t want you to know.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you want me to know, Sloane?” The question had been rolling around in his head since he’d met her. “I told you what I did for a living. Didn’t it cross your mind I could help you?” 
 
    “That wasn’t the point.” 
 
    “It’s very much the point. Not only were you risking your life, you were risking mine.” He didn’t really care about that, but Sloane appeared to, and he wasn’t above using it to his advantage. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure I could trust you.” Her shoulders slumped. “I know it was probably stupid, but…” 
 
    “Your ex?” he asked mildly. 
 
    Her head snapped. “Jarrod told you about Brad?” 
 
    “Only that he’s the reason you have an issue with some men.” 
 
    Her lips thinned, but he figured it was best to have no secrets from her. At least regarding her safety. No way in hell was he telling her Jarrod basically gave Jasper his blessing to seduce Sloane. Now, in Jarrod’s defense, he was assuming Jasper would fall for her, but Jasper wasn’t interested in a relationship with any woman right now. He wasn’t the settling down kind of man, and Sloane deserved better than a weekend fling. A really long weekend fling, but still, he’d move on when this was done. She needed someone who would stick around. 
 
    And that sure as hell wasn’t him. 
 
    “You’re pissed. You think he violated your privacy.” 
 
    She nodded, crossing her arms defensively. It was cute. 
 
    “I get it, but in this instance, I’m going to have to agree with Jay. He’s only got your best interest at heart, and so do I. I’m not trying to control you just to control you, Sloane. My rules are for your safety. I can’t protect you if I don’t know where you are. It’s that simple.” 
 
    Sloane sighed and looked down. “I don’t handle stress well.” 
 
    He wasn’t touching that with a ten-foot pole. 
 
    “I know you’re right, and I should have told you. I was just scared and freaked and not thinking. Still am, really.” 
 
    Jasper nodded. He knew this already. “You’ve been jumping out of your skin since I met you. It’s how I knew something was wrong. You don’t trust me yet, but I’m going to prove to you that you can.” 
 
    “Can I ask a question and you not get mad?” 
 
    The timid way she asked made him wary, but he nodded. 
 
    “You said you came here to figure out how you failed to keep someone safe twice. Are you sure you’re up to this?” 
 
    That cut. Deep. But it was a valid question on her part. One he should have expected. It stung, though. 
 
    “I did fail, and I am here to figure out why. And you have every right to be worried about my frame of mind. That said, I’m still a trained Marine with instincts to match. I’ll keep you safe. I promise.” 
 
    Considering everything he’d blabbed to her, it was no wonder she doubted him. He’d told her too much, and that was unusual in and of itself, but he knew she’d been in trouble. Telling her about his own problems seemed like a way to entice her to tell him all about hers. 
 
    Only it backfired. 
 
    Now she had every reason in the world not to trust him. 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    “Yes, we will. The offer to give me a hand still open?” 
 
    “Sure.” Her arms left their defensive position, and she walked over. “What did you get?” 
 
    “Stuff to set up a makeshift security system until the one I ordered can get here.” 
 
    “Security system?” She reached in and grabbed two of the boxes. 
 
    “Yeah, Jay needed one anyway. It’ll give me eyes where I need them, like in the barn.” 
 
    “Why would you need cameras in a barn?” 
 
    She scrunched up her nose, and he found himself wanting to lean over and give said nose a quick kiss. It was adorable. He almost did before he caught himself. 
 
    Damn Jarrod and his stupid nonsense last night. 
 
    “It’s a perfect hiding spot,” he explained as he gathered up several more boxes. “If I were going to launch an attack, it’d be a key spot for defense. You can see the house from there, and you’re hidden from sight. With concealed cameras, I can monitor both entrances to the barn and won’t be caught unaware.” 
 
    “That’s…I never even considered…” 
 
    He reached out and took her hand, and he felt how badly it was shaking. “It’s okay, Sloane. You don’t have to worry. I’m here, and it’ll be fine.” 
 
    “They probably aren’t even looking for me.” She took a breath and attempted a smile. He didn’t point out she failed miserably. “You’re right. Things will be fine.” 
 
    She didn’t need to know he had feelers out to his contacts in Miami to see if anyone was looking for her. It would only frighten her more, and until he heard for sure, there was no point in upsetting her. 
 
    “I’m always right, sweetheart.” He winked and tugged her along with him to the house. 
 
    “Is your sense of self-delusion always this big?” 
 
    “You call it self-delusion. I call it confidence.” 
 
    She snorted, and he found himself smiling. Making her laugh filled him with a peace he hadn’t felt in a really long time. 
 
    He only hoped he didn’t fail her like he had Angel. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Jasper groaned and rolled out of bed. The clock blinked a horrendous 5:00 a.m., mocking him. One thing he’d purposefully forgotten about farm life was the time of day one had to get up. Animals needed to be tended to, especially in the winter. They waited on no man. He yawned and got up, pulling on jeans and a hoodie before going downstairs to start a pot of coffee. 
 
    It had been a week since he installed the security system, and he was still waiting on the good one. If he’d used his KSI credentials, it probably would have been here the day after he ordered it, but he was hiding from them as much as Sloane was hiding from her cartel mobsters. What he had up was sufficient, but he’d feel better when the bigger system came. 
 
    He opened the pantry door and pulled out the remaining donuts. He’d stocked up, knowing he wasn’t going to be back to the bakery for a few days, which turned into a week. They’d need to make a trip into town anyway for Thanksgiving supplies. He’d load back up on donuts then. 
 
    He heated two donuts in the microwave and filled his travel mug full of strong coffee before heading out to start his chores for the day. Farming took a lot of work, and he was more than grateful Sloane helped out in the evenings to feed and bunk the animals down for the night.  
 
    The two of them settled into a routine. He worked outside most of the day while Sloane did whatever the hell she did. He cooked, and she baked. The woman really couldn’t cook. Jasper grinned as he walked toward the barn thinking about last night’s efforts. He still wasn’t sure what she’d tried to cook, but he’d walked in to the smoke alarms going off and black smoke rolling out the open kitchen door.  
 
    She’d been in front of the sink running water over a blackened pan, angry and disgusted. He took the pan and tossed it outside then took them into town for pizza.  
 
    Give her a crock pot, and she was good. If it required actual cooking…well, things went south fast. 
 
    Shaking his head, he let the horses out into the corral so they could work off some energy. The pasture was out of the question for today since another storm was brewing and he sure as hell wasn’t about to chase a damn horse in a snowstorm. 
 
    The cows and pigs came next. Once he was done with that, he strapped on his toolbelt. He’d fixed all the downed fencing, but the back porch needed some repair.  
 
    He pulled the toboggan low over his head, shielding his ears from the cold as best he could. It was freezing outside. Only bad thing about being this close to Canada was you got the Canadian cold and all the storms that went along with that. 
 
    Thankfully, he’d unloaded the lumber yesterday beside the porch. Maybe he’d duck inside and top off his coffee first, though. It was cold as balls out here.  
 
    Jasper started up the porch steps when a flash of orange caught his eye at the edge of the bottom step. He bent down and peered under to see a small orange ball buried under the snow. He reached for it, not sure what it was. 
 
    He pulled out a kitten, its fur stiff and its little body cold. Thank God he found it before Sloane did. The girl cried at the drop of a hat. She’d had the Hallmark Channel going non-stop and tissues laid out on the coffee table. She’d be devastated to find the poor thing. 
 
    There were enough boxes inside he could give it a proper burial. If he’d known it had been here, he’d never have left it out in the cold. It wasn’t more than a couple of months old, by the look of it. 
 
    He opened the kitchen door and peeked in. The house was still quiet. He went inside, kicked off his boots, and snuck through the house like a thief. He still had a few of the Amazon boxes in the office.  
 
    “Sorry, little guy.” He put the kitten in the box and stroked its fur. Its head moved, and he stilled. There was no way…he stroked it again, and again its head made the barest of movements. “Well, I’ll be damned. You’re a scrappy little thing, huh?” 
 
    He took the steps two at a time to get to the bathroom upstairs where he knew Sloane’s hairdryer was still plugged in. He closed the door, turned on the hot water in the shower to generate heat, and then sat down on the floor with the cat. He wrapped the kitten in one of the fuzzy bath towels and turned on the hairdryer. Jasper had no clue if this would work, but he’d seen stories on Facebook where people saved frozen animals with hair dryers. It was worth a shot. 
 
    It took several minutes of constant heat, but the kitten started to move, and not long after that, it began to meow pitifully.  
 
    “There you are.” Jasper stroked its tiny head, realizing it was even smaller than he’d thought. It was maybe a month old, six weeks at most.  
 
    “Jasper?” Sloane knocked on the door. “Are you okay in there? The shower’s been on a long time.” 
 
    “Come on in,” he called while he continued to warm the kitten. 
 
    “Uh, no. I don’t need to see all that this early in the morning.” 
 
    He laughed at her disgruntled voice.  
 
    “I know it’s hard to resist the glory of me, but my naked self is not what I want you to see. I found something outside.” 
 
    “Something that requires the shower? Uh uh. I’m not stupid.” 
 
    “It’s a kitten, sweetheart. I found it outside half-frozen, and I needed the warm air to help thaw it.” 
 
    The door opened so fast, it almost hit him in the head. She wasn’t even apologetic as she dropped down beside him. “Let me see…oh…you poor thing!” 
 
    Sloane picked the towel up and pulled the kitten to her. It was so tiny. “Where did you find it?” 
 
    “Under the back porch steps.” Jasper handed her the hairdryer. “Keep the heat going. It needs to get warmer.” 
 
    “Did you find any others?” Sloane gently put the towel in her own lap and started to move the hairdryer back and forth. 
 
    “Others?” 
 
    She looked up and nodded. “He’s a baby, so his mama and potential brothers and sisters could be out there freezing to death too.” 
 
    “Well, shit.” 
 
    Sloane rolled her eyes. He cussed more than anyone she’d ever met, including Jarrod. “Well, don’t just stand there. Go look for them!” 
 
    The man ran out of the bathroom like she’d told him the house was on fire. At least he cared enough about defenseless little animals to try to save them. Brad would have left it outside, saying it wasn’t their problem.  
 
    “You poor little thing.” Sloane snuggled the kitten closer, making sure to keep the heat passing back and forth over its little body. It still felt so cold. “Don’t you worry, we got you now. You’re going to be fine.” 
 
    The little bundle of fur meowed so pitifully, she found herself cooing to him like she would a baby. It broke her heart. Thank God Jasper found him before he froze to death. 
 
    “As soon as Jasper gets back, I’ll get him to warm you up some milk. Would you like that, little one?” 
 
    Another pitiful meow was her answer. 
 
    A few minutes went by, and she turned off the shower since the steam had stopped billowing out when the hot water ran cold. 
 
    “You feel warmer.” She gently rubbed the towel along the kitten, and it turned into her touch, seeking comfort. “It’s okay, little buddy. We’re going to take care of you.” 
 
    She heard the downstairs door open and then footsteps on the stairs. Jasper came in, two more small bundles wrapped in his coat. He pulled out a tabby kitten and a black and white one. Neither of them looked to be moving. 
 
    “Are they…” 
 
    “They’re alive,” he said gruffly and lowered his big frame onto the floor. “I found them under a bush closer to the barn. I think the mother was trying to move them to shelter and she couldn’t get them all.” 
 
    “Did you find her?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. I’ll look again later, but I wanted to get these two into the heat. How’s Scrappy doing?” 
 
    “Scrappy?” 
 
    “He reminded me of a scrapper, a fighter who doesn’t give up.” 
 
    Sloane smiled. “I like that.” 
 
    “The tabby is Rocky, and this little monster is Patches. It’s a girl.” 
 
    “You already named them?” 
 
    “If they survived in the cold, they deserve a name.” He wrapped the two of them in another big towel. “Is he warm enough to lose the dryer?” 
 
    “I think so.” Sloane handed it over to him and he started working on warming the other two. She marveled at the gentle care he paid the two baby kittens. “As soon as the vet opens, I’ll call and see if they can do an emergency visit.” 
 
    “You want to take them to the vet?” 
 
    “Well, sure. They might need antibiotics or some shit.” 
 
    “Do you always have to cuss?” 
 
    “Yes.” His thumb ran the length of the tabby kitten, and its frozen little body moved. 
 
    “I wish you could have found the others.” They were motherless unless Jasper found their mama, and that was so sad to her, probably because she missed her own mother so much. 
 
    “We found these, so let’s focus on that, yeah?” He kept up the constant heat and used his other hand to massage the kittens. “I think they’ll more than keep us busy.” 
 
    Sloane laughed when the bitty orange furball started to climb up her shirt, meowing pitifully. “If you can hold on to him, I’m going to go heat them up some milk. This little one is starving now that he’s warm.” 
 
    He nodded, and she handed him Scrappy, who settled right down next to the other two. He hoped his body heat, what there was of it, would help to warm their cold bodies. 
 
    She carefully let herself out of the bathroom to reserve the heat, and on her way to the kitchen, she stopped and turned the furnace up. That should make up for the lost heat from the shower. 
 
    All the bowls were too big, so she settled on a saucer. It was while she was heating the milk that she realized this was the first time she hadn’t frozen and nearly had a heart attack when the back door opened.  
 
    It could be because she was so focused on the kittens, but she doubted it. She had been less and less jumpy all week. It had more to do with the man sitting upstairs with a bunch of half-frozen kittens in his lap. She was starting to trust him.  
 
    She wasn’t sure if that was a good thing. Jasper was a man who could hurt her deeply if she let her defenses down. Trust was one of those walls she put up to protect herself after Brad.  
 
    Yet Jasper chipped away at it without any effort. She felt another chunk fall earlier when she’d observed him with the kittens.  
 
    He was a cocky bastard, but he was also kind and really gentle. Overinflated ego, but that didn’t get in the way of how he treated others or defenseless animals. He was the first guy she’d met who came anywhere near the kind of man her father had been, that her cousin was. He was the kind of man a woman could fall head over heels for without even realizing it was happening. 
 
    She wasn’t going to let that happen. The microwave dinged, and she went back upstairs with a newfound determination. 
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    “That’s too big.” 
 
    “It’s not.” Jasper frowned at her as he perused the pet aisle at the general store. “There are three of them. They need a bigger litter box.” 
 
    “The vet said they were only around four weeks old. They’re tiny, Jasper. There’s no way they’ll be able to climb the walls of that one. We need to get this one.” Sloane pointed to the smallest of the litter boxes. The man was being stubborn about what the kittens needed. He’d already loaded the cart down with toys, a cat bed, bowls that were kitten size, more food than they needed, and three kinds of litter, saying they’d have to test them out to see what worked best. 
 
    If he wasn’t so serious about it, she’d be laughing. That, and he was upset. 
 
    The vet wanted to keep the kittens overnight because they’d suffered from hypothermia. Sloane readily agreed. It gave the two of them time to shop for everything they’d need. Jasper, however, hadn’t been thrilled. 
 
    If she hadn’t been there to witness his anxiety over leaving the kittens behind, she wouldn’t have believed it. The man had walked back to where they were and told them he’d be back first thing in the morning to take them home, like they could actually understand a word he was saying. 
 
    Since leaving the vet’s office, he’d been tense and gruff. Now he was arguing over what they did and didn’t need. 
 
    “You’re projecting.” 
 
    “I’m what?” He leaned over and picked up a can of powdered kitten milk. 
 
    “You’re upset because we had to leave the kittens, and now you’re projecting that frustration by over-buying what we need.” 
 
    “I’m not upset.” 
 
    She stared him down. 
 
    “They’re probably scared, thinking we abandoned them.” He pinched the bridge of his nose and put the powder down and picked up several cans of the liquid milk instead. “Who in the hell would feed their pets powdered milk?” 
 
    “People on a budget who have a lot of kittens to feed? There’s nothing wrong with the powdered kind.” 
 
    He snorted. The man actually snorted. She wasn’t sure where he learned that habit, but it was cute. 
 
    “Have you tasted that shit? My boss’s wife was using that crap for their baby. We got curious one day and tried it. Nastiest stuff you’ve ever tasted.” 
 
    “You drank formula?” Good Lord. Who was this man? 
 
    “Well, yeah. We had to make sure the kids were getting a decent meal, and that powdered shit stank to high heaven. Viktor threw it out and dared Sara to feed the twins that ever again.” 
 
    “You realize the liquid form tastes just as nasty?” 
 
    “It can’t be as bad as the powdered.” 
 
    “It’s not supposed to taste good.” She grinned as she started pushing the cart, imagining him taking a drink of baby formula and spewing it across the room. “It’s to provide them nourishment and the vitamins they need.” 
 
    “You think it’s okay to give them shit just because they’re babies and can’t complain?” He gave her the stink eye. 
 
    She shook her head and continued through the store.  
 
    Jasper muttered as they finished their shopping and loaded the truck. Once they entered the grocery store, she noticed his mood improved. The man loved food more than anyone she’d ever met.  
 
    “You’re still making me pumpkin pies for Thanksgiving?” 
 
    “Yes, Jasper, I’m still making pumpkin pies for you.” She turned her face away so he wouldn’t see her smiling. She doubted he’d appreciate it in the mood he was in. Despite her comfort with him, old habits died hard. Brad taught her to never make light of him for any reason. While she doubted Jasper would berate her, part of her still shrank away from the possibility. 
 
    “How many pumpkins do you need?” He picked up two very large ones out of a bin. 
 
    “Not those. We need pie pumpkins. They’re the smaller ones.” She pointed to the bin beside of it. “We need six.” 
 
    “Sloane Collins?” 
 
    Both their heads snapped up and around. A woman stood a few feet away. She looked familiar, but Sloane couldn’t place her. Her very obviously dyed blonde hair was done up in a stylish bun, and light blue eyes smiled a welcome. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You probably don’t remember me, but I was friends with your aunt. I’m Dora Moore.” 
 
    She blanked on the name, and the woman laughed. 
 
    “Don’t worry about not remembering me. I only ever saw you when you came to visit. It’s good to see you back in Watford.” Her gaze swept to Jasper. “Some of the ladies in town said you were staying at your cousin’s with a guest.” 
 
    “I’m Robert.” He sidled up and slipped an arm around her shoulders, drawing Sloane into the curve of his body. “It’s nice to meet you, ma’am.” 
 
    The woman blushed, and Sloane barely resisted the urge to roll her eyes. She had to be approaching fifty, and she was getting all hot and bothered over someone who could be her son. Gross. 
 
    The sound of his name seemed foreign, like it didn’t fit. She’d been calling him Jasper since she met him, but to hear him introduce himself as Robert felt wrong. He didn’t act like a Robert, if that made sense. Robert was such a staunch name. Jasper seemed to suit him more. The name sounded carefree and mischievous. 
 
    “Are you up for the holiday?” Ms. Nosy Pants questioned. 
 
    “Through Christmas, I think.” Jasper pulled Sloane closer. “Bit of a vacation for us, and we’re helping Jarrod save some money on hired hands.” 
 
    “Isn’t that nice of you.” She preened—yes, preened. Like a teenager.  
 
    “Well, it was good to see you, Mrs. Moore.” Sloane put heavy emphasis on the Mrs., as she could clearly see a wedding ring on her finger. “We need to finish shopping and head back before the storm sets in, though.” 
 
    “Oh, of course.” 
 
    Sloane didn’t wait for her to say anything else and turned, dragging Jasper and the cart with her.  
 
    “Slow down,” Jasper said. “Where’s the rush? We’ll make it back long before the snow gets bad.” 
 
    “That woman is married.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And she was flirting with you.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Sloane slowed her steps and looked up at him. “And she’s married.” 
 
    “Did you see me flirting back?” 
 
    “Well, no…” 
 
    “So, what’s the hurry?” He leaned down, and his breath tickled her ear. “I think someone was beginning to get jealous.” 
 
    “She’s old enough to be your mother!” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And…” she sputtered. What did he mean, and?  
 
    He laughed, still right in her personal space. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I think you’re sexier.” 
 
    She could feel her face heat with embarrassment. “I…” 
 
    “Shh,” he whispered, his lips skimming along her jawline. “She’s watching.” 
 
    “Who?” The feel of his lips on her bare skin erased all rational thought. All she could focus on was the sensation. Little sparks of electricity followed along in their wake as he made his way up her jaw to tug her lobe between his teeth.  
 
    “The cougar you just made us run from.” 
 
    “I…what?” She blinked, trying to make sense of what he said. 
 
    He laughed and pulled back. “Come on, pretty girl. Let’s go find some whipped cream for later.” 
 
    He did not…Sloane glanced over her shoulder to see Mrs. Nosy Pants fanning herself.  
 
    Jasper only laughed harder when she turned back to face him, beet red. “You…” 
 
    He pushed the shopping cart along, his fingers finding hers and tugging. “Got to give the old ladies a show every now and then.” 
 
    “You’re terrible.” 
 
    He grinned cheekily. “You love me.” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    He gasped like she’d struck him. “Baby…you wound me.” 
 
    She shook her head and started walking, pushing the cart, but he still had her fingers and easily tugged her back, bringing her right up against his chest.  
 
    “Tell me you love me. I’m not letting you go until you do.” 
 
    She looked around and saw everyone staring, making her embarrassment that much worse. He was going to pay for this later. She’d cook dinner and make him eat it. 
 
    He looked down at her expectantly, and she shook her head.  
 
    His eyes danced with devilry. 
 
    He started to sing along with Mariah Carey over the store speakers as she sang All I Want for Christmas. 
 
    Right in the middle of the bread aisle. 
 
    He sang off-key. 
 
    But everyone in the store had a smile on their face, and a reluctant laugh bubbled up when he twirled her out and brought her back. He was crazy. 
 
    “Say it,” he demanded loudly. 
 
    “Fine. I love you.” 
 
    He grinned and swooped in, kissing her right there in the store. 
 
    She didn’t hear the sighs from the women. 
 
    She didn’t hear the whooping and hollering from the men. 
 
    She didn’t hear the laughter or any of the comments from the bystanders. 
 
    All she heard was the pounding of her own heart in her ears. 
 
    All she felt was the fire that slowly burned from her lips down to her toes until they curled. 
 
    All she did was lean in and wrap her arms around his neck as he kissed her deeper. 
 
    Sweet baby Jesus. 
 
    The man could kiss. 
 
    Jasper pulled back, as stunned as she looked, but he hid her face from everyone staring at them. He hadn’t meant to kiss her. He got carried away. 
 
    But holy fucking shit. 
 
    The girl wrecked him. 
 
    He felt shaky on the inside, and he wanted to kiss her again. 
 
    But they had an audience of his making. 
 
    “See, folks? She loves me.” He winked at the ladies. “If you’ll excuse us, we need to finish shopping so I can get my girl home and continue this somewhere a little more private.” 
 
    She pinched him. Hard. 
 
    He hunched in around her and guided them to the next aisle. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you in your sleep.” 
 
    “Is that all you’re going to do to me in my sleep?” He couldn’t help himself. He was too much of a flirt. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll pour hot sauce in your ear.” 
 
    “Harsh.” 
 
    Jasper guided them to the frozen section. “I think we should get another turkey.” When she didn’t answer, he nudged her shoulder with his arm. “Sloane?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Seemed that little impromptu kiss rattled her as much as it had him. Good to know. 
 
    Damn Jarrod and his fucking permission. 
 
    Ever since he’d seen her in her underwear, he’d been thinking about nothing else. It was why he kissed her before he thought better of it. 
 
    He’d wanted to kiss her since he’d seen her that first time in the airport, if he were honest with himself. 
 
    Damn Jarrod. 
 
    “I said I think we should get another turkey. How big of a turkey do we need?” 
 
    “Big?” She blinked up at him, her eyes still a little glassy. 
 
    “Get your head out of the gutter, sweetheart. We have serious business to discuss.” 
 
    “Gutter…I wasn’t…” 
 
    “Tell me you weren’t just thinking about how big my…” 
 
    She slapped a hand over his mouth and glanced around. “Don’t you dare.” 
 
    He licked her palm. 
 
    She squealed and jerked her hand back. 
 
    “…my cock is.” 
 
    She sucked in a breath.  
 
    He laughed, and it felt good. Free. He hadn’t laughed like this in more years than he cared to count. Happy. That was what this was. Sloane made him happy. 
 
    The realization wrecked him more than the kiss did. 
 
    Well, fuck. 
 
    “I’m going to cook dinner.” 
 
    That snapped his attention back to her, and she grinned like the devil was shining out of her soul. 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    “And you’re going to eat everything on your plate.” 
 
    “That’s not just harsh, Sloane. That’s downright inhuman.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “What would the babies say about their mama trying to poison their papa before they even get home tomorrow?” 
 
    “They won’t care as long as I cuddle and feed them.” 
 
    “You’re probably right about that.” Cats were fickle beasts. Assholes on four legs, he always called them. Snobby and arrogant. He steered clear of the beasties. 
 
    But kittens? Adorable as hell, and you couldn’t resist the little bastards, as he discovered this morning. They’d crawled all over him once they got warm. 
 
    “Back to the business at hand.” He picked up one of the bigger birds. “Size really does matter, by the way.” 
 
    “Ja…” 
 
    He shook his head at her, not wanting anyone to hear her call him Jasper. He was Robert here, and it needed to stay that way. People had a bad tendency to ask pesky questions. 
 
    She caught on and sighed. “Can we not have sexual innuendo while we shop for poultry, please?” 
 
    “Sexual innuendo?” he asked mildly. “I was merely referring to the bird. If we want leftovers, we need a bigger turkey.” He tried to look as innocent as a babe in the arms of its mother. From her glare, he knew he’d failed miserably. 
 
    “Since you’re cooking it, you decide.” 
 
    “Well, big and thick is always best.” 
 
    “Oh, my God, will you stop?” 
 
    “Not a chance, sweetheart. I love seeing that blush stain your cheeks way too much.” 
 
    She shot him another glare and took hold of the shopping cart and left him standing there with a frozen turkey in his hand and a grin the size of Texas spreading across his face. 
 
    Maybe he wouldn’t damn Jarrod to hell just yet.
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    Jasper dished out the stir fry onto two plates and thanked God Sloane didn’t go through with her threat to cook. He would have eaten it, but he’d have been worshiping the porcelain god later. The woman could give an iron gut food poisoning without trying. 
 
    She was in the living room, so he loaded up a tray with the plates and drinks before joining her on the floor in front of the fireplace. She’d decided they needed a fire when they got home because she was cold. He doubted she even realized how romantic the setting was with the fire crackling, the lights dim, and the Christmas lights twinkling. If she did, she’d be up and turning on every light in the house. 
 
    He’d rattled her in the store as much as he had himself.  
 
    “Whatcha doing down there?” He set the tray on the coffee table and sank down across from her. 
 
    “Thinking.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Christmas.” 
 
    “I should have known, considering it looks like Santa’s workshop in here.” 
 
    “I’m not done yet.” 
 
    “Good God, woman, you can’t fit anything else in here.” 
 
    She smiled softly, gazing into the flames. “You’d be amazed at what I can do.” 
 
    “Of that, I’m sure. You’re a pretty amazing person.” 
 
    Her gaze flickered to him then back to the flames. “Can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Ask away. I’m an open book.” 
 
    “Why were you so upset we had to leave the kittens at the vet?” 
 
    He shrugged, not really sure himself. 
 
    “You specifically said they’d feel like we abandoned them.” 
 
    “Well, yeah. We’re the only two people they know who took care of them.” 
 
    She laid her head on her knees, facing him. “But they’re with people who will take care of them. It’s their job, Jasper. You know that, so why did you use that word?” 
 
    Where the hell was this coming from? 
 
    “How long have you been out of the military?” 
 
    “A couple years. Why?” 
 
    “Did I tell you my dad was in the Air Force?” 
 
    He shook his head, not sure where she was going with this. 
 
    “When you said we abandoned the kittens, it got me thinking about my dad.” 
 
    “It did?” 
 
    She nodded. “He was a man of integrity and honor, and everything he did showcased that. He tried to always be the man the Air Force taught him to be.” 
 
    “Most servicemen do. We take our oaths and the values they instill in us to heart. It’s what makes us the men we are.” 
 
    “I know. My dad always said pretty much the same thing.” 
 
    “Why are we talking about this, Sloane?” 
 
    “You might get mad at me.” 
 
    Jasper leaned back and gestured to the food. “Do you want to eat while we talk?” 
 
    “No. I want to get this out before I lose my nerve.” 
 
    “You can say anything you want to me, Sloane, even if you think I’ll get mad.” 
 
    Her face scrunched up, and that was when he realized how hard this must be for her. Her ex played head games with her. 
 
    “Even if I get mad, I’m not going to take that anger out on you. I’m not your ex.” 
 
    “I know you’re not. Some habits are just hard to break.” 
 
    “That much I know, sweetheart. Some of our hang-ups might never really be broken.” He picked up his own plate and dug in. “Now, spit it out. Worrying over it isn’t going to make it any easier to say.” 
 
    Sloane took a deep breath and studied him. She’d been thinking about this all day and had debated talking to him at all, but if her dad’s story could help Jasper, she’d share it with him. He was a good man, and she’d hate to see her father’s ending become Jasper’s as well. 
 
    “Dad was a combat pilot. He had me in the cockpit a plane from the time I was old enough to understand what it was until two days before he died. I used to love going up in the air with him. Being up there, it was his life.” 
 
    She shifted, hugging her legs tighter as she let those memories come to the surface.  
 
    “When I was nine, we got a call saying Daddy had been injured, and Mom and I were flown to Germany. He’d been ambushed. Normally, he didn’t do any kind of groundwork, but for some reason, that day, he’d agreed to go out with a convoy, and the line was attacked. Dad was the only one to make it out alive. They even gave him a medal because he tried to save people.” 
 
    Jasper leaned forward, and Sloane noted he seemed more interested than he had before. 
 
    “He lost his leg, but he lived.” 
 
    “I’m sorry that happened to him.”  
 
    “Dad came home a few months later, but he wasn’t the same, and not because of his leg. That never got him down. He looked at it as just a side effect of serving his country. What he couldn’t get over was what the psychiatrist called survivor’s guilt.” 
 
    She watched him closely and noted how he stiffened. That was what she thought. 
 
    “He was the only person to survive that day. He tried so hard to save people, but there was nothing he could do. He lost his leg because he ignored it to try to help others. As a serviceman, he’d been trained to leave no one behind, and this time, he had to leave them all behind because they died. He felt like he abandoned them. That’s how he put it. I heard him talking to Mom one night about how guilty he felt, like he’d failed them.” 
 
    “Guilt is a hard thing to overcome.” 
 
    “You feel guilty a lot, don’t you?” 
 
    “What?” His head snapped up when she asked that question. 
 
    “You said you came here to figure out where you went wrong with your client. To discover why you failed her twice.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “You feel guilty about that.” 
 
    His nostrils flared. “That guilt has nothing to do with survivor’s guilt.” 
 
    “Doesn’t it?” she asked softly. “Can you tell me something similar didn’t happen to you while you were on active duty? And before you skirt the truth, remember who you’re talking to. I recognize the signs.” 
 
    “Why are we talking about this, Sloane?” 
 
    “Because my dad never dealt with his guilt, and he killed himself. I don’t want to see that happen to you.” 
 
    “It was the kiss earlier, wasn’t it?” He winked slyly. “Can’t bear the thought of losing these smoocheroos.” 
 
    Sloane understood what he was doing even if he didn’t. He was deflecting. Thanks to her own therapy, she understood that too. She’d employed that same tactic in a different fashion when people asked her about her ex. She’d always turned the conversation away from the real problem—why she stayed with someone who treated her so poorly. 
 
    Jasper didn’t want to talk about this, but she was determined to. She’d gotten to know him better over the last week, and while he aggravated her most of the time to the point she was ready to strangle him, the thought of him sinking into the same kind of depression her father had upset her. 
 
    And yes, deep down, she’d miss his smoocheroo lips, as he called them. But she pushed those thoughts aside for two reasons—she wasn’t ready to deal with those feelings, and this really was more important than hormones. 
 
    “Jasper, you’re not going to put me off or shock me into letting this go. I’m serious. You said you didn’t know why you’d screwed up. I think you do.” 
 
    His entire profile changed, and he lost all hint of the man she’d come to know. He turned colder. She could feel it from here. 
 
    “This is not up for discussion, Sloane.” 
 
    “Did something happen while you were serving?” 
 
    “Leave it alone.” 
 
    She pulled her backbone out of hiding and sat up, mimicking his aggressive posture. 
 
    “I will not. You know me well enough to know by now I’m too stubborn for my own good. I’m just going to keep asking until you tell me.” 
 
    “Why do you care?” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know, but I do.” 
 
    Jasper wanted to stand and walk out of the house before he said something they’d both regret. His asshole gene was trying to rear its head, and he was fighting not to give in to it. Being rude and dismissive would be easy right now, but he could see she really was only trying to help him. 
 
    Bringing those memories back up wouldn’t help him, though. Hell, they might just send him to the nearest liquor bottle to drown them back out. 
 
    “Did something happen while you were in the Marines, Jasper?” 
 
    Her soft, melodic voice intruded into his dark thoughts just enough to keep him from falling over the edge. 
 
    “It’s not something you want to hear. Hell, it’s something I don’t want to think about.” 
 
    “Tell me.” She scooted closer until her knees bumped against his. “It’s easier when you talk to someone.” 
 
    “It wasn’t me. It was my brother.” 
 
    He wanted to slap himself. He hadn’t meant to blurt that out. He blamed her and her damn kissable lips right up in his personal space. She was a distraction. 
 
    She reached out and took his hand, her flesh warm against his suddenly cold skin. “Tell me.” 
 
    He shook his head. Those were dark memories, memories he wanted no part of. 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “You can.” She smiled encouragingly. 
 
    He closed his eyes, and the sounds of the helicopter blades flooded his hearing. The smell of the desert heat invaded his nose. The stink of blood, sweat, and urine came rushing back, overpowering him. 
 
    “I…” He cleared his throat. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “My dad killed himself three days before my birthday. I found him.” 
 
    Jasper sucked in a breath, not expecting that. “What?” 
 
    “It took me years to talk about that too, but once I did, it helped. It was hard, but I promise you, talking helps you start to heal.” 
 
    He looked away, doing his best not to snap at her. She’d shared something very painful with him and didn’t deserve his anger. Well, maybe she did for trying to force him to talk about his feelings, but he wouldn’t do that to her. 
 
    “If I can tell you about the worst moment of my life, then you can tell me about yours.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask you to tell me that. You offered it up,” he countered, trying to find a way out of this conversation. 
 
    Sloane wasn’t about to let him get out of this. He saw that the second she leaned forward, a fire in her expression he’d only seen once before.  
 
    “You said Jarrod trusted you to keep me safe, but how can you do that if you can’t deal with the issue causing you to suck at your job?” 
 
    “This isn’t that.” 
 
    “I think it is.” 
 
    “You’re wrong.” 
 
    She crossed her arms and glared. As frustrating as it was, he still felt like smiling. She was cute sitting there glowering at him. 
 
    “We will continue to have this conversation until you tell me.” 
 
    “Why won’t you let this go?” 
 
    “I told you already.” A hint of frustration slipped into her voice. “I watched my dad’s guilt eat him alive until he couldn’t take it anymore. He didn’t talk to anyone. And because of that, he left us. I don’t want his story to become yours, Jasper. You’re a good man, just like Daddy. Don’t let what you couldn’t control destroy you a little at a time.” 
 
    For a woman of twenty-three, she sounded more like a wise old grandmother. 
 
    “I thought we could sit, enjoy a quiet meal, and maybe talk about that kiss.” 
 
    Her lips thinned. “No talking about that until you ’fess up. And no repeats either.” 
 
    “So, you do want to kiss me again.” His lips twitched despite the gravity of the situation. 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    “But you did.” 
 
    She shook her head and sighed. “Jasper…” 
 
    “Sloane…” 
 
    “Will you please be serious for five minutes?” 
 
    “When it comes to kissing, I’m dead serious.” 
 
    She rubbed her temples. 
 
    “Look, sweetheart, I know your intentions are good, but I don’t need a therapist. What happened to my brother has nothing to do with why I failed my boss’s wife…” He stopped short, realizing what he’d said. 
 
    His boss’s wife. 
 
    Angel was his friend, but Kade was her husband. 
 
    Kade was Conner’s brother. 
 
    “I see a lightbulb moment going off.” She sounded smug. 
 
    He sighed, not wanting to deal with this shit even if he did have a lightbulb moment. He’d never thought of that before. Maybe his mind skidded away from it because Viktor was his friend, and Conner…well, Conner was Conner. Jasper doubted Kade even knew about his connection to Conner. Viktor did, but that mission was classified. 
 
    Maybe he failed Angel because deep down he felt like Conner failed his brother. And that was where all the guilt was coming from—his fear he’d let his anger get in in the way of duty, and he’d failed a woman who had been nothing but kind to him.  
 
    The realization floored him. 
 
    And it scared him enough to talk. 
 
    “My brother’s name was Henry. He hated his name, though. He was two years older than me.” 
 
    Sloane’s posture relaxed. 
 
    Jasper shoveled more food into his mouth, going to his place of comfort. Food was that for him. It wasn’t healthy, but it was his joy. 
 
    “I joined the Marines because of him. He was the strongest man I ever met, and that includes my father. Henry took on the world with a no-holds-barred mentality.” 
 
    Images of his brother’s smiling face danced in his memory, and he looked down, not wanting Sloane to see the tears that threatened. It had been a long time since he’d thought of Henry. 
 
    “Henry was assigned to a special unit, a classified unit. My boss’s brother, Conner, was assigned to that same unit. I didn’t know it at the time, though. The unit wasn’t allowed to talk about anything, not even who was on the team. It’s still a very hush-hush unit.” 
 
    “And something happened to your brother while he was in this unit?” 
 
    Jasper nodded. “I still don’t know all the details because it was classified, but Viktor and I were part of the team that went to extract them. We didn’t know much, only that they’d been captured, and it took the military weeks to locate them. As soon as the information was verified, we were briefed and sent out.” 
 
    The stench was what he remembered the most. When he’d found the men, it was the stench that overpowered them first. They’d all been dead, their bodies broken and bruised. He never could get that smell out of his head. It still haunted his dreams. 
 
    “My brother had been beaten and tortured before he died. Conner was the only member of that team to survive.” 
 
    “Was he in the same condition?” she asked softly. 
 
    Jasper nodded, remembering Viktor screaming for a medic. “None of us thought he’d live.” 
 
    “But he did, and your brother didn’t.” Sloane took the plate of food out of his hands and slipped him hers. “Conner lived and Henry didn’t.” 
 
    “I resented the hell out of him. It was wrong—hell, it’s still wrong—but it’s how I felt then, and I still do, deep down. My brother was a good man. Conner’s not. He’s…he’s cold. It’s like there’s this black hole where his soul should be. Henry was light and laughter. Why was it fair that he lived when someone so dark survived?” 
 
    “Can I ask a question?” 
 
    He snorted. “What’s stopped you so far?” 
 
    “I am sorry, Jasper. I know this is hard for you.” 
 
    He squeezed her hands. He hadn’t meant to snap at her. 
 
    “You described Conner as someone dark and cold. Was he like that before he was captured, or was his captivity what made him that way?” 
 
    “I…” He tilted his head, thinking about all the conversations he’d had with Viktor. “His brother said he used to be the most laidback, easy one of them all.” 
 
    “So, it was the captivity that hardened him?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Jasper admitted. 
 
    “What if your brother had survived? Is it possible he might have turned just as hard and cold as Conner after everything he went through?” 
 
    Jasper sucked in a breath. He’d never considered that. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Then why blame a man who suffered just as much as your brother for something he couldn’t control? For an experience changing him so fundamentally he might never recover? Especially when your brother might have been dealt the same hand, had he lived. How is that fair?” 
 
    “Who are you?” he whispered. 
 
    “Someone who’s had more therapy than I care to admit.” She smiled and scooted even closer. “That’s why I know you’re a person who projects. You took your anger and resentment and perhaps subconsciously projected it onto your boss’s wife because she was married to the brother of the man you resented for living?” 
 
    “I failed her.” 
 
    “How did you fail her?” 
 
    “The first time I was given the job of protecting her, Angel was targeted by a serial killer. He got the jump on me and my men and took her.” 
 
    “How did he get the jump on you?” 
 
    “He used a nerve agent that paralyzed them. Viktor’s brother Dimitri fell alongside my men.” 
 
    “And how is that your fault, Jasper? You can’t have foreseen something like that.” 
 
    “It was my job…” 
 
    “And you were doing your job.” 
 
    “Exactly. I wasn’t prepared, and she was taken and terrorized. She forgave me, though.” 
 
    “And the second time?” 
 
    “Kade and Angel had just found out their son was alive and being held by a Mexican cartel. I was assigned as her bodyguard when Kade found out the cartel was actively searching for him. I was standing guard outside her door when the girl from the front desk came up. I never even questioned her motives when she came rolling a cart full of food. It wasn’t until she had the gun jammed into my back that I understood what was going on.” 
 
    “That’s…” 
 
    “That was fucking stupid on my part, but once she was behind me, there wasn’t a lot of choice. The damn thing had a silencer on it. I knocked, and then she pushed us both into Angel’s room when the door opened. She shot me in a place she knew would incapacitate me, and it did. I managed to slip Angel a small gun, so at least she wasn’t defenseless.” 
 
    “So, you might not have realized the initial threat, but you still made sure she had something to protect herself with.” 
 
    “That’s not the point…” 
 
    “Of course it is, Jasper. You didn’t abandon her. You made sure she had something to survive. And you were shot. You could have died.” 
 
    “I almost did. Viktor told me I’d been lying there for over an hour bleeding out when they found me. It was touch and go for a while.” 
 
    “I think nearly losing your life is payment enough for your guilt.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    She pulled one of her hands free of his and placed a finger on his lips. “No buts. I know you’re going to have to work through this on your own, but admitting what’s wrong is the first step to healing. You’re going to eventually realize you did your best to protect this woman, and what happened wasn’t your fault. You did everything you could. I believe that. In your head, you’re convinced you let these things happen because of your resentment, but you didn’t. The more you think about it, the more you’ll understand that.” 
 
    He sighed. He wasn’t so sure about that. 
 
    “Are you very mad at me?” She looked up at him from beneath her lashes, and he let out another sigh. He doubted there was a man alive who could stay mad at her. She really was too much of a sweetheart, even when she was being a stubborn ass. 
 
    “No, Sloane, I’m not mad. Just…” 
 
    “All mixed up and not sure how to feel?” 
 
    “That about sums it up.” 
 
    “That’s how I felt when I finally admitted what I’d been hiding from. My therapist assured me it was normal and it would pass.” 
 
    “Was she right?” 
 
    “It took me a while to come to terms with what my head said was right and what my heart said was true.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Her father killed himself because of survivor’s guilt. Why did she sound like she blamed herself? 
 
    “I was ten when my dad died. I knew he wasn’t happy. When he came home, it felt like he withdrew from everything, including me. Even our flights in his plane felt like a forced chore for him. I was convinced I had something to do with his mood because he wasn’t the same Daddy who left to go overseas. My therapist helped me work it out years later, but I lived with that guilt over half my life. Even knowing what survivor’s guilt was, that ten-year-old little girl couldn’t get past her feelings of abandonment. It felt like he didn’t want his family, didn’t want me. That’s part of why Brad got his claws in so deep. He saw that weakness, that need to be wanted, and slipped right past my defenses. Even at his worst, I felt like he wanted me, even if it was just someone to beat down emotionally. It’s crazy, but it is what it is.” 
 
    “I’m sorry he did that to you.” 
 
    “I’m better now, and I hope you’ll move past things you couldn’t control any more than my dad could or I could.” 
 
    “I can’t say thank you right now, Sloane, because these memories are painful, and I didn’t want to talk about them.” 
 
    “But?” she prompted when he fell silent. 
 
    “But I heard you, and I’ll consider it.” 
 
    She smiled, and it lit up her entire face.  
 
    “Now, let’s finish eating. I’ll clean up since you cooked.” 
 
    He settled back, but he did notice she didn’t move away from him. She continued to sit with her knees plastered against his. Probably because she felt like he needed the support. 
 
    And truthfully, he did. 
 
    The things she said made sense, but he wasn’t ready to hear it yet. She was right in that he had to work through it himself, but he heard what she was saying. 
 
    Guilt was a bitch to live with. 
 
    He just didn’t know if he could let it go. 
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    Sloane pulled up the town’s website to see if they still had the festival of lights that started on Thanksgiving night. It was a favorite tradition of hers from when she was little. When it was listed on the town’s website as the kickoff to Christmas, she squealed. Yes, she let out a squeal of delight. She couldn’t wait to show Jasper. She was still determined to change his mind on Christmas. 
 
    Especially now that she knew about his brother. Sloane had a feeling Henry had a lot to do with Jasper’s indifference toward Christmas. She’d lost both her parents, so she understood his loss better than most. 
 
    She was still shocked with herself for that heart-to-heart she’d all but demanded he have with her yesterday. It wasn’t like her. At all. But once the idea took root, she couldn’t let it go.  
 
    Her father’s death weighed heavily on her, and the more she thought about the things Jasper had told her, the more she felt like she’d needed to do whatever she could to help him. He’d grown on her. 
 
    “Sloane!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Did you see where I put that large pot?” 
 
    Large pot? Almost every pot he’d pulled out last night was on the large side. She put the laptop down and went to find him. He was bent over the island, sorting through the pots and pans in the storage underneath it. 
 
    His behind snagged her attention, and she remembered the kiss from yesterday. It was still right there in flashing neon lights in her memory.  
 
    “Which one? They’re all huge.” 
 
    “The tall one. I need it to brine the turkey.” 
 
    “To what the turkey?” This was why she didn’t attempt to learn to cook. It was all too complicated. 
 
    “Brining. It’s a water mixture the turkey soaks in to make it juicy and tender.” 
 
    “Isn’t it too soon? I thought you did that tomorrow. I remember watching a Food Network show with my mom once, and they said to do it the day before.” 
 
    “Novice.” Jasper stood and caught her ogling his ass. He grinned, totally enjoying her reaction. She knew her face was flaming. “You brine it between eight and eighteen hours. I’ll put it in tonight, let it brine until tomorrow afternoon, and then take it out and put in the fridge until I’m ready to put it in the oven. Keeping it uncovered in the fridge makes the skin brown nicely.” 
 
    “TMI, Jasper, TMI.” 
 
    He laughed, the usual twinkle in his eyes. He’d gone to bed last night with shadows hanging over him, but he seemed better today. More his usual overly-confident, flirty self. 
 
    “Where are the kittens?” 
 
    “Sound asleep. I got them fed, and they passed out hard.” They’d gone and picked the little rascals up first thing this morning, and she still couldn’t figure out how something so small could make a grown man hop to. They cried, and he was right there to see what was wrong.  
 
    Sloane had been grateful to get him out from underfoot when he went out to do his afternoon chores around the farm. He’d even told her to stay inside with the babies, as he called them, and he’d feed all the animals. It was adorable how they bossed him without even trying. 
 
    She grinned. He was not who she thought he was when she met him at the airport. He was still an insufferable flirt with an inflated image of himself, but he was more than that too.  
 
    He was a very good cook. He was kind. He showed a gentleness that stunned her. His heart was haunted by things out of his control, but at the same time, he didn’t let that detract from how he cared for people and animals. The kittens were a case in point. 
 
    And the man could kiss. She’d been dreaming about that kiss all night, which led to other dreams, which led to a very uncomfortable night for her. 
 
    “Which turkey should we use?” He had them both sitting on the island, studying them like he was trying to decide between world peace or world hunger. His look was that intense. 
 
    “I still don’t see why we needed to buy another turkey. The one we had was fine.” 
 
    “It was small. This one is bigger.” 
 
    “By two pounds.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s still bigger.” 
 
    “Then cook that one, and we’ll save the other one for Christmas dinner.” 
 
    He chewed on his lip and finally put the smaller one—which wasn’t really that much smaller—back into the freezer. 
 
    Her phone buzzed in her back pocket, and she pulled it out. Chris’s smiling face blinked at her, and she sighed. She’d hoped this call wouldn’t come until after Thanksgiving, but bad news always came before holidays. She knew that intimately. 
 
    “Hey, Chris.” 
 
    “Sloane.” He sounded somber, and she knew it was bad news. Dammit. “How are you and your cousin?” 
 
    “Fine. Thanks for asking. So, what are you calling about?” No need for idle chit chat if he was calling to fire her. 
 
    “That’s what I always liked about you—right to the point. The producers and HR talked and have decided that your no-call, no-show violated your employment contract, and they’ve decided to let you go. I’m sorry, Sloane.” 
 
    Her stomach suddenly felt like lead.  
 
    “It’s not like I didn’t expect this, but thanks for letting me know, Chris.” 
 
    “I fought to keep you on staff, but I was outvoted. I did, however, threaten if they tried to blackball you in the industry, I’d make sure there wasn’t a photographer in the area who would work with them. And they know I can do it.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to do that, Chris, but I appreciate it.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Sloane. I wish this had turned out differently.” 
 
    “It’s fine. Like I said, I expected it, given all the problems from before. Well, I’ll let you get back to work. Thanks for the call.” 
 
    “Oh, before I forget, there was a woman here looking for you. She said her name was Amy Durst.” 
 
    “I don’t know anyone by that name.” 
 
    “She told me she was an old friend from college trying to track you down and asked if I knew where you lived. I didn’t give your information out, of course, because as you know, we can’t give out private information, but I did tell her you were out of town and unavailable until after the holidays.” 
 
    “What did she look like?” 
 
    “Tall, dark hair, beautiful.” 
 
    “Not ringing a bell, but thanks for not giving her my information. I don’t know her.” 
 
    “Sure thing. Let me know if you need a reference. I’ll be glad to give you one.” 
 
    “I’ll take you up on that, Chris, but have a good Thanksgiving.” 
 
    “You too, and again, I am so sorry.” 
 
    Sloane disconnected the call and put her phone on the island. 
 
    “Bad news?” Jasper asked. 
 
    “I got fired.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “I was so scared, I just threw some stuff in a bag and ran, not bothering to talk to my boss. He tried to save my job, but given all the stuff I’d done to fuss over being manhandled, I didn’t expect a different outcome. I knew it was coming, but it still feels like a hit to the gut.” 
 
    “What are you going to do now?” Jasper leaned against the sink and crossed his arms to keep them from doing something stupid. She looked so disheartened, his first instinct was to go hug her until she smiled again. But she might not welcome that kind of comfort. A spontaneous kiss was different from a hug. 
 
    “What I really want to do is work on movie sets or even a soap opera. I thought the reality TV show would help me get my foot in the door for the bigger stuff, but I don’t think that was the right way to go about it now.” 
 
    “So, California, then? That’s where Hollywood is.” The thought of her moving all the way across the country caused knots in his stomach. He didn’t want her so far away. 
 
    “Earthquakes.” 
 
    “They’re not always bad ones.” Why was he trying to be the devil’s advocate? He didn’t want her to go, yet here he was offering up reasons to put her on a plane to the other side of the States. Far away from him. Why? 
 
    “True, and we face hurricanes in Florida all the time, so one natural disaster isn’t worse than the other, I guess.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But I just don’t see myself living in California. I’m thinking more along the lines of New York. They have tons of work there, and several soap operas…or daytime dramas, as they’re called now…are filmed in NYC.” 
 
    Jasper sucked in air. 
 
    “You okay over there?” Concern laced her words, and he could only imagine what his face looked like. 
 
    “Yeah. It’s just I live in New York City.” 
 
    She stared at him, her eyes wide. “Really?” 
 
    He nodded. “Really.” 
 
    She swallowed and went to the pantry, bringing back a bag of flour. “That’s interesting.” 
 
    “Are you eager to get rid of me, pretty girl?” He shifted, turning toward her, but maintaining his relaxed position against the sink. 
 
    “You’ve grown on me.” 
 
    “Have I, now?” 
 
    She nodded and set about gathering ingredients. “I’d not be making you pumpkin pies from scratch if you hadn’t.” 
 
    “You promised to make those before you grew fond of me,” he pointed out. 
 
    “True, but I’m also making a chocolate creme pie and a double chocolate cake from scratch too.” 
 
    “You must really love me, then.” 
 
    She snorted. “Chris said something that’s bothering me.” 
 
    “What’s that?” His gaze swept down to her perky little ass. It wasn’t large, but it was enough for a man to comfortably squeeze, and he was an ass man. Didn’t matter what kind of ass, big, little, round. He loved them all. 
 
    “A woman showed up on set looking for me, said she was a friend from college, but I don’t know her.” 
 
    His muscles tensed. “You sure about that?” 
 
    She started pouring flour into the mixer. “I’m sure. Do you think maybe it’s them? I mean, it didn’t sound like she set off any alarm bells with Chris, but…” 
 
    “The cartel is a lot smarter than it used to be. They use normal people for a lot of their information gathering. It’s easier to get someone to talk that way. If a goon shows up, or someone obviously in a gang with head to toe tattoos, it’s not going to inspire trust.” 
 
    “But a woman looking like she belongs in an office building will.”  
 
    “Yes.” Jasper shoved off the sink and came up behind her. He’d seen the way her shoulders tensed. “Did he tell them anything?” 
 
    “Only that I was out of town for the foreseeable future. She wanted my address, but he didn’t give her that.” 
 
    “That’s good. I’ll make a few calls and have an informant of mine go check on your apartment. Or do you live in a house?” 
 
    “It’s an apartment building. Do you think they might have gone to my apartment? It sounds like they don’t know where I live.” 
 
    “This could all be nothing, pretty girl. It might be someone from college you don’t remember, but you were nice to, and she just wants to connect.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Jasper put his hands on her shoulders and started to knead the muscles.  
 
    “What are you doing?” she whispered. 
 
    “Your shoulders are tense. I’m trying to help.” 
 
    “This isn’t helping.” She put the measuring cup down. “I’m trying to make you a pie.” 
 
    He leaned down until his lips were right by her ear. “My stomach appreciates that.” 
 
    She let out a long sigh when his fingers hit a particularly tight patch of muscles. 
 
    “But I think your neck appreciates my hands more than you’re letting on, pretty girl.” 
 
    He wanted to distract her from worrying about the woman who was probably working for the cartel. He had magic hands, or so said most of the women he’d dated, and Sloane did not appear to be immune to them either. 
 
    Her body bowed when he kept up a steady pressure on that particularly tight muscle. He leaned in closer. “Do you like that, pretty girl?”  
 
    She didn’t answer him, but she didn’t need to. He could hear her rapid breathing and feel how she relaxed against him. Her body spoke to him. 
 
    His lips traced the outline of her ear as he worked her muscles, and a small sound slipped out of her. He wouldn’t call it a moan, but it was close. 
 
    His hands traveled down her neck, slipping to her back, and continued his gentle massage. It meant he had to back up a bit, but it didn’t deter his lips. They continued their path from her ear to her neck to settle on the pulse point at the base. Her heartbeat was pounding as rapidly as his.  
 
    “Jasper.” 
 
    “Yes, sweetheart?”  
 
    “I…” She cleared her throat and did something he didn’t expect. She twisted to face him. He saw the desire and need stamped on her face, but her eyes were wary. “I don’t think this is a good idea.” 
 
    He cupped her cheek in one hand, and she leaned into the touch. “I think it’s a perfectly good idea.”  
 
    Then he kissed her. 
 
    Just like before, heat exploded. Fire licked along his limbs, and he leaned in closer, deepening the kiss. He wanted to mold himself to her in a way he never had any other woman. 
 
    When her arms came up to wrap around his neck, he felt like fist-pumping, but that would mean removing his lips from hers, and he wasn’t ready to do that yet. 
 
    She fit against him perfectly, but he needed more, so he lifted her onto the island, his body slipping between her legs. 
 
    He pulled away from her long enough to make sure she was okay with this. Her eyes were wide and sleepy, desire pooling in them, making the green more vibrant. Her lips were swollen and wet, and her breathing was as ragged as his. 
 
    “Sloane?” 
 
    She blinked and took a deep breath. “Kiss me.” 
 
    Jasper took full advantage of the request and leaned back into her, placing both hands on the counter beside her. He gripped the counter so his hands wouldn’t wander. He let her hands explore him instead. 
 
    They drifted down over his shoulders, lightly tracing the muscles that jumped under the gentle pressure of her fingertips. Her touch set a fire to burning that demanded to be quenched, and all he wanted to do was to push her back and take her right here, but he wouldn’t do that. And if he didn’t stop now, that was exactly what was going to happen. 
 
    He pulled back and let out a harsh breath. “Fuck.” 
 
    Sloane nodded. “That’s exactly what I was thinking.” 
 
    She sounded shaky and unsure. 
 
    He kissed the tip of her nose. “Our first time is not going to be on the kitchen island. You deserve better than that, pretty girl.” 
 
    “You’re so sure there’s going to be a first time?” 
 
    She tried to sound confident with a shaky, out of breath voice. It was too cute. 
 
    He kissed her again. 
 
    “Still think there isn’t?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    Jasper smiled and helped her off the island. “I need to make sure the barn is locked down. Supposed to be a lot of wind tonight. I don’t want the animals to get too cold.” 
 
    She didn’t say a word. He felt her eyes on him, though, as he pulled on his coat and boots by the kitchen door. When he stood, he winked at her before heading out. 
 
    “See you soon, pretty girl.” 
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    Sloane waited until he closed the door then slid down the island, her butt coming to rest on the floor.  
 
    Oh. My. God. 
 
    What the hell just happened? 
 
    And why the hell had she asked him to kiss her? 
 
    Her head hit her hands, and she took in great gulps of air. Sweet baby Jesus, but he could kiss. He made her forget everything when he kissed her. All her reservations went out the window the moment his lips touched hers.  
 
    This was not a good idea, no matter what her hormones were screaming at her. He was Jarrod’s friend, and she was pretty sure there was some kind of unspoken rule about a guy dating his best friend’s little sister, and that was what she was to Jarrod. Same kind of rule applied to best friends. You didn’t date your bestie’s ex. It wasn’t done, and if you did, shame on you.  
 
    She’d had such a bad experience with Brad she was afraid to start something with anyone, not just Jasper. He’d torn her down so hard and so completely, if Jarrod hadn’t intervened, she probably would have married him and gotten herself stuck in a situation she might never have gotten out of, especially if she’d had a child. 
 
    Brad might not have physically hit her, but the emotional abuse was just as bad. People who were not in the situation would never understand how completely a man like that could control you. He worked meticulously to pull her away from her friends, and Jarrod was a non-issue since he’d been overseas. Once he’d isolated her, the real abuse started. It began small, like how she constantly screwed up whatever she attempted to do.  
 
    Then it went a little more hardcore, with him commenting on her body and saying her clothes made her look fat. Sloane was tall for a girl, and she had curves. It was those curves he remarked on.  
 
    Soon, the clothing taunts turned into things like fat-ass and Dumbo, meaning she was as big and dumb as Dumbo. By the time Jarrod intervened, she’d started to believe it and had barely been eating. It caused her to develop an eating disorder, yet one more thing she’d needed therapy for. Brad had worked her over good. 
 
    And that was why she found herself unable to trust anyone, unable to put her heart back out there. She knew Jasper was a good man, knew it deep down in her soul, but she was terrified. 
 
    All because of Brad. 
 
    Her skin was singing, and she couldn’t even enjoy it because thoughts of Brad kept intruding. Jasper was so gentle with her, even stopping long enough to ask her if it was okay. Sure, he’d only said her name, but she’d heard the question in it. Brad had never done that. He only took, never gave. 
 
    She even tried to tell herself it could be a holiday fling, something she did just for herself, but she knew better. Jasper had the potential to make her fall for him, and if he didn’t want a relationship, it would devastate her. Sloane knew she was already starting to get attached. If she allowed this, she was setting herself up for heartbreak. 
 
    Groaning, she picked herself up off the floor and washed her hands. She set about making her pie dough, her thoughts never straying too far from the way her skin was still lit up like the Christmas tree lights in the living room.  
 
    Once the dough was finished, she cleaned up the mess. The last pumpkin pie she’d made was for her mother right before she died. A pie her mother never seen because Brad was upset about something and her pie hit the wall. She couldn’t even remember what he’d been so mad about. 
 
    Jasper was so different from Brad, it wasn’t even funny. He had taken to calling her “pretty girl.” Sloane knew he had no idea how much she liked that because Brad had constantly told her she was ugly, that she was letting herself go. To hear a man call her pretty and look at her like she was pretty, it was worth more to her than anything else. 
 
    She just needed to get out of her own head. 
 
    Maybe Jasper was open to a relationship. Maybe if she moved to New York, it would be possible.  
 
    The maybes and what-ifs could drive a girl crazy. 
 
    She needed to talk to someone about this, and since her mom was no longer here, that left Jarrod. She doubted he could call her, but she’d email him, and maybe he could call her tomorrow or something. He knew Jasper better than she did. He’d know if her what-ifs and maybes were crazy or not. 
 
    With a plan in hand, she went to find her computer. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jasper sank down on the cold floor, his back hitting the stall door. He’d escaped out here to keep from carrying Sloane upstairs and fucking her. It would have been so easy to let himself do, but that wasn’t an option.  
 
    He was past the point of telling himself no. The two of them were going to end up in bed together; that much was clear. He just needed to figure out where it went from there. She was the kind of girl you married, and he’d been telling himself that wasn’t what he wanted at this point in his life. 
 
    But damned if she wasn’t making him rethink all that. Not the marrying thing, but the getting to know her thing, the thing that might lead him to the marriage proposal in the future.  
 
    She’d also been dicked around with by a bastard who treated her like shit, according to Jarrod. 
 
    And he didn’t want to hurt her.  
 
    So, instead of focusing on Sloane, he turned to something that had haunted him since she brought it up. His survivor’s guilt. 
 
    It wasn’t the kind of survivor’s guilt he’d assumed she was talking about. He’d killed a lot of people in the service of his country. He’d had friends killed in combat, friends who died right beside him. Those deaths would always weigh heavily upon him, especially the lives he’d taken. There were nights he couldn’t sleep because of them. 
 
    But he’d never felt guilty for surviving in a war zone. He’d felt nothing but gratitude toward his maker for keeping him alive. 
 
    But he did feel guilty about surviving all that when his brother hadn’t. He’d been taken hostage, brutally tortured, and killed. Their maker hadn’t seen fit to keep his brother alive when Jasper came close to death more times than he could count, yet here he sat alive when his brother lay in the cold ground. 
 
    That was what he felt guilty about. Living and being thankful for it.  
 
    It was a hard truth to admit. Sloane had made him think yesterday. She’d forced him to look at everything logically, even if he wasn’t ready to. It ate him up inside he was here, and his brother wasn’t.  
 
    He’d blamed Conner for it too. Deep down, Jasper had hated him as much as he hated himself for living. But that wasn’t Conner’s fault. Sloane made him see that too. Conner had suffered horribly, and he’d lived, so why couldn’t Henry? Why? That bothered him. Why couldn’t Henry have just held on a little longer? 
 
    He pulled out his burner phone and punched in a phone number he knew by heart, a phone number he shouldn’t have, but did. 
 
    Without giving himself a chance to think, he hit the little green phone icon and let the number ring. 
 
    “Who the fuck is this and how the fuck did you get this number?” 
 
    He sounded so much like Viktor, Jasper smiled.  
 
    “This is Jasper Watkins.” 
 
    “From Viktor’s company?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Has something happened to my brother?” 
 
    “No,” he was quick to assure Conner. “I’m not calling about Viktor.” 
 
    There was a pause on the other end. “You’re calling about Henry.” 
 
    Jasper’s nostril’s flared. “You knew he was my brother?” 
 
    “Yes. He talked about you a lot.” 
 
    “You were friends, then?” 
 
    “He was part of my unit.” 
 
    Of course. The Marine Corps built them to think of each other as extended family. He considered his own unit his brothers. 
 
    “I…uh…” His tongue suddenly felt like sandpaper, his resolve fleeing. 
 
    “Your brother served his country well and honorably, Jasper. He was a good man and one I was proud to serve alongside.” 
 
    Jasper brushed at the wetness on his cheeks. He needed to hear that more than he realized. And it gave him the courage to say what he needed to say to Conner. 
 
    “I need to apologize to you.” 
 
    “Apologize? What the fuck for?” 
 
    “I blamed you for living when he died.” The phone went deathly quiet, and he rushed on. “I know it wasn’t fair of me and that you weren’t to blame for living when the others died. I didn’t even realize how much I blamed you until recently, and someone told me in order for me to get better, to move past all this anger, I had to forgive myself, but I can’t do that until I apologize to you.” 
 
    “I blame myself for his death.” 
 
    Jasper sucked in a breath, not expecting that.  
 
    “I couldn’t save him, and that will be with me until the day I die, but I promise you one thing, Jasper. They paid for his death. Every single person who was responsible for what happened to him paid for it.” 
 
    Jasper wasn’t quite sure what to make of those words. The mission was classified, so he hadn’t gotten a lot of information. They’d told him most of the insurgents who held them captive were already dead when they arrived, but he assumed it had been from the strategic bombing they’d done before they swarmed the compound.  
 
    But there was something there in Conner’s voice, something so dark it made Jasper shiver. Now he wondered how many of those deaths were due to the bomb and how many were due to the man on the other end of the line. 
 
    “I’m going to tell you something that’s classified, but you deserve to know it. Henry would have wanted you to know.” 
 
    “You’re going to trust me with classified information?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Well. “Okay.” 
 
    “The unit was new, an experiment that pulled together the best of the best from across the military divisions. If asked, no one will ever admit to its existence.” 
 
    “Something like the Army’s elite unit?” 
 
    “It was more elite than that and very classified. ‘People who asked too many questions disappeared’ classified.” 
 
    Well, damn. 
 
    “The unit was having problems bonding, and that led to what happened to your brother. Some of the men told a few of the insurgents your brother was gay. They used it against him, against me.” 
 
    “You?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Jasper sat back, his mind reeling from the implications of that. 
 
    “It didn’t do them any good to tell our captors that. It didn’t stop their torture.” 
 
    “His own unit turned on him?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He slammed his hand into the ground, ignoring the sharp pain. The bastards used the fact Henry was gay against him. They tried to barter their relief with it. 
 
    “They’re going to fucking pay.” 
 
    “They already did.” 
 
    “No. I don’t mean court-martialed or whatever fucking thing the Marines thought was punishment enough. They’re going to pay for this.” 
 
    “They did, Jasper. They’re all dead.” 
 
    “Dead?” 
 
    “I told you. I made sure every single person who had something to do with Henry’s death paid for it. Even our own.” 
 
    “You killed them.” 
 
    “I didn’t just kill them, I tortured them.” 
 
    “But…when we found you…” 
 
    “I was nearly dead myself from injuries sustained through weeks of torture.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You don’t have to. Just know your brother was avenged in the same gruesome manner that he was killed.” 
 
    Jasper took several deep breaths, understanding what Conner had trusted him with. It wasn’t just classified information, it was actions that could get Conner thrown in jail for the rest of his life…or even the death penalty. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Conner grunted. 
 
    “I mean it. It’s haunted me for years that there was nothing I could do to make his death right. You did.” 
 
    “He was a good man who didn’t deserve what happened to him.” The line was silent for a heartbeat before Conner continued. “He wouldn’t want you to blame yourself for his death. He’d want you to be happy. He loved you.” 
 
    “You sound like you knew him well.” 
 
    “I did. That’s why I’m going to say this to you. Go out and live the same way he did, with no regrets. Be happy. That’s all he ever wanted for you, and if you can’t do that, I’ll kick your ass for him.” 
 
    And that was something Jasper never wanted to occur. Conner scared the shit out of him. 
 
    “I will. That’s part of why I called you tonight. I needed to say I was sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t ever be sorry. Blame me all you want. I couldn’t save him from what he went through, and for that, I’ll always hold myself responsible. He was part of my unit, my friend, and I couldn’t protect him, but I damn sure made those fuckers pay for it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Conner. It means a lot knowing someone paid for his death.” 
 
    “I’m on a job right now, so I can’t talk longer. If you ever need anything, Jasper, anything at all, you call. I owe your brother that much.” 
 
    “Let’s hope I don’t need to call in your particular skillset, but thanks for the offer. I’ll let you go.” 
 
    The line went dead, and Jasper pulled the phone away from his ear. Man hadn’t even said goodbye, just click. 
 
    But with Conner Kincaid, he couldn’t say he expected anything less. 
 
    He rubbed his forehead, trying to process what he’d learned. His brother hadn’t merely been tortured. His own team, his brothers, had used his sexual orientation against him. The knowledge burned in the pit of his stomach. He wanted to get on a plane and head for Washington to demand satisfaction, to demand an acknowledgment of what happened. 
 
    But that wasn’t a viable option. 
 
    First, they’d never admit to it. The military held its secrets close to the vest. His brother was tortured—violated, most likely. That was the gist he’d gotten from Conner’s tone. And Washington would never admit their own men had a part in it. 
 
    Second, it would risk Conner. He’d trusted him with classified information and with his own role in the deaths of men responsible for Henry’s death. Given what he’d done to avenge his brother, Jasper would never put him at risk. 
 
    So, that meant he had to come to terms with the fact there would never publicly be an admission of what truly happened to Henry. He would have to accept the judgment Conner had achieved. 
 
    And for that, he was grateful. Conner made them pay for it, and that meant his brother did get justice. 
 
    Jasper wasn’t sure how long he sat there, but the moon was high when he finally got up and dusted himself off. A sort of peace settled over him as he walked back to the house. Something he hadn’t felt since his brother died. 
 
    And all of it had to do with the girl waiting for him. 
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    “How did you rascals escape?” Jasper barely missed stepping on a kitten when he came downstairs. They were all wrestling in the middle of the living room. At least until they decided his shoes were their new attack toy. The three amigos, as he’d taken to calling them, were as rambunctious as full-grown cats. And they seemed to get into twice as much trouble. 
 
    He knew for a fact he’d secured them in the big-ass crate he’d bought. The damn thing even had a litter box in it. Just because they were small didn’t mean they didn’t deserve a big play area while they were locked up. 
 
    He reached down and collected all three of them, their tiny claws as sharp as daggers. The scent of percolating coffee tickled his nose, and he laughed. “So, that’s how you three escaped. Mama let you out.” 
 
    Sloane stood by the pot, a mug waiting. She was wearing a pair of plaid pajamas, her hair a mess, and fuzzy bunny slippers on her feet. 
 
    “Couldn’t sleep?” 
 
    She jumped and shrieked so loudly the kittens raced up his arms, slicing and dicing his skin as they went.  
 
    “Easy, pretty girl. It’s just me.” He reached up and plucked one of the kittens out of his hair, wincing as he did. 
 
    “I…” She let out a shaky breath. “I thought you were up and gone already.” 
 
    “Nope. Thanksgiving dinner is still sitting in my gut, making me sleep.”  
 
    “That was three days ago.” 
 
    “We had leftover turkey sandwiches for dinner, so I’m still suffering from the side effects.” 
 
    A smile tugged at her lips. “You’re incorrigible, you know that?” 
 
    He grinned. “I’m charming.” 
 
    “There you go, thinking you’re all that this early in the morning.” 
 
    “I am all that, and you damn well know it, woman.” He set the kittens down and got their milk out of the fridge, pouring out a small amount to warm it. “How long have you been up?” 
 
    “A while. I couldn’t sleep. Be careful not to heat it too long. You’ll burn their tongues.” 
 
    “I’m not the one who burned their tongues. That was all you.” He got one of the bottles out of the dish drainer and filled it with warm milk before picking up Scrappy and sitting down to feed him. The little orange ball of fur latched on to the nipple and started sucking like his life depended on it.  
 
    Sloane sat down and idly watched him feed the kitten. He took care not to let it choke. The kittens, especially Scrappy, tried to drown themselves in milk. “Can we go into town and find a Christmas tree today?” 
 
    “Don’t you have enough decorations up already?” 
 
    “Decorations are not a tree. Besides, the kittens will love to sit under it and stare up at the lights.” 
 
    “You honestly think the three amigos are going to idly sit under it and not attack the tree and lights like the hooligans they are?” 
 
    She glanced at Rocky and Patches on the floor. The two little angels—or devils when they wanted to be—were chewing on Jasper’s shoes. They loved to climb, and he was right. They’d be all over the tree. 
 
    “Well, hell.” 
 
    Jasper laughed. “We can do without a tree.” 
 
    “Not gonna happen, buster. We’re getting a tree, and you’re putting lights up outside.” 
 
    “I am, am I?” 
 
    “Yes.” She fetched another bottle and filled it with milk, picking up Patches as she sat. The pint-sized monster was starving. Rocky stared up at and meowed pitifully, clearly as hungry as Patches and Scrappy. “You’ll get yours in just a minute.” 
 
    He clawed his way up her pajama bottoms, and Sloane let out a small hiss of pain. “I am not a human ladder.” 
 
    “Yes, you are.” Jasper stroked the kitten as it ate. “How long did the vet say we’d need to bottle feed them?” 
 
    “Not much longer. She said we could even try some kitten food in a couple of days.” 
 
    “Hear that, you bottomless pits? No more feeding every few hours if you can fill your guts up with kitten food.” 
 
    Sloane laughed. That meant they might get more than a few hours of sleep a night. Since they brought the kittens home, they’d been on a strict feeding schedule, and they let you know if you went over their allotted food time by more than five minutes. You’d think they were starving, the little devils. 
 
    “So, the tree.” 
 
    “Do we really need a tree?” 
 
    “That’s like asking do you really need to go to the bakery every single day and buy more donuts.” 
 
    “Don’t compare my sugar addiction with your Christmas one. Food is necessary for survival. Christmas is not.” 
 
    “Don’t be a grinch. We’re getting a tree, and you’re putting up lights outside.” 
 
    Jasper started to say something, but his phone rang. He pulled it out of his back pocket and frowned. 
 
    “This is Jasper.” He listened carefully and glanced toward Sloane.  
 
    She started to get this uneasy feeling in the pit of her stomach. It was the way he was staring at her, like he was debating if he should tell her something. 
 
    “You’re sure?” he asked, pulling the now empty bottle away from the kitten and setting it down on the floor. “Thanks for letting me know. I’ll call you and let you know how to proceed.” He listened a moment more then hung up. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked the second he put the phone on the small breakfast table. 
 
    “That was one of my contacts in Miami. He’s been sitting on your apartment for me.” 
 
    “And?” she prompted when he didn’t say anything else. 
 
    “And it was broken into late last night and trashed.” 
 
    “What?” she whispered. That old panic from her first week here crept back up and threatened to choke her. “They were in my apartment?” 
 
    “Greer said they pretty much destroyed the place. Your landlord called the police, and now they’re looking for you. I’m surprised he hasn’t called.” 
 
    “I switched carriers a few months ago. My old number wasn’t available, so I had to change it. I never updated it with the apartment manager.” 
 
    Jasper reached over and plucked the empty bottle out of her hands. The kitten had been sucking air. “Was there anything there that can’t be replaced?” 
 
    Sloane pulled the kitten close and stroked its soft fur as she tried to quell the urge to scream. They found her apartment, which meant the woman at the studio had been from the cartel. They knew her name now. They’d be able to find her. Sure, she always knew they might have figured out she was the photographer for the wedding not far from where she saw them, but part of her refused to believe it. It was what kept her sane long enough to get from Miami to Watford. Now that was blown all to hell, and she had to face the truth. 
 
    “Hey, now, sweetheart, stay with me.” Jasper’s fingers stroked her cheek. “Nothing’s going to happen to you. Not on my watch.” 
 
    “They know my name, Jasper. They can find me.” 
 
    Jasper lifted her out of the chair easily and sat down, pulling her into his lap. “Even if they do, they won’t touch you.” 
 
    “You can’t promise that. What if they find where I bought a plane ticket? Oh, my God…I never even thought of that! They’ll know I’m here.” 
 
    “Is there anything with this property’s address on it in your place?” 
 
    “I…maybe. I don’t know. I know this address by heart, so I don’t need to write it down., but I can’t guarantee there’s nothing.” 
 
    “Okay.” He rubbed her back, and she let herself sink into him. He felt safe, and right now she needed safe. She was so scared. “Even if they find where you landed in Bismarck, they won’t find a rental or a hotel room in your name. They’ll have to start from there and work their way out. That gives us time.” 
 
    “Time to what?” 
 
    “Time to plan, pretty girl. Time to plan.” 
 
    Sloane wasn’t sure what kind of plan he had in mind, but she didn’t care. Jarrod had replied to the email she sent him, saying Jasper was one of the best men he knew and the only man he trusted her with. He said Jasper could take care of her, and she’d have to trust that he could. 
 
    He sat there with her for a long time, but the hungry cries of the kitten eventually broke through her panic, and she fed him. Jasper told her to get dressed and come back downstairs. He made her stay with him the whole time he fed the animals and did the morning chores. 
 
    She was ashamed to say she never so much as lifted a hand to help him. Her mind was too frozen on the fact that the people who had killed and dismembered the only witness in one of their boss’s trials knew who she was. 
 
    Paralyzed. 
 
    That was the word she’d use to describe herself right now. She felt paralyzed. 
 
    They knew where she was. 
 
    Once Jasper was done outside, he ran a hot bath and told her to try to relax. She sank into the warm water, but it did nothing to dispel how cold she felt. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around her knees and sat there in the water, replaying the images of that awful day, of body parts going into the dumpster. 
 
    Her mind shut off from everything except the movie reel playing over and over in her head. 
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    Jasper fed the kittens and sat on the couch. Fuck, but he was tired. He watched them scamper around the room for a minute then pulled out his phone. Not his new cell, but his actual phone. He’d dug it out of his drawer and put the battery back in it after he’d run Sloane a bath.  
 
    As much as he didn’t want to call, Sloane’s life might depend on it.  
 
    “Jasper? Dude, your ass is grass. Kade’s in a snit because you haven’t been answering your damn phone.” 
 
    “I’m on leave. Kade can fuck off.” 
 
    Daniels let out a whistle. “You’re a braver son of a bitch than me.” 
 
    “I need a favor.” 
 
    “Sure, man. What do you need?” 
 
    “You still tight with the police in Miami?” 
 
    “Yeah. Is that where you are?” 
 
    “No, but I’m doing a favor for someone, and I need to know about a case down there and who might be on the payroll in the police department. Can’t take her in until I know she’ll be safe.” 
 
    “Her? You working a case?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s not a paid gig. It’s for an old buddy of mine from the Corps. His cousin’s in trouble. She saw something she shouldn’t have, so I need to know who to trust with the PD down there.” 
 
    “Email me the details, and I’ll have an answer for you in a few hours.” 
 
    “Good, because I’m fairly certain they know where we are or will by tomorrow.” 
 
    “How fucked are you right now?” 
 
    “It’s the cartel, man.” 
 
    “Shit, I thought we were fucking done with those bastards after we got Mateo back.” 
 
    Mateo was Kade and Angel’s son who had been raised by one of the many Mexican cartels. It had taken a large-scale operation across law enforcement agencies to rescue the kid, but it had been Conner who found Mateo. The carnage he left in his wake was massive. No one but the team at KSI knew he was even involved in the killing. Another reason to never get on the bad side of Conner Kincaid. He was effective at killing and getting away with it. 
 
    “She’s terrified, and she has every right to be. She saw some of their goons throwing away body parts that turned out to be the prosecution’s main witness.” 
 
    “Wait, are you talking about the Mendez case?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Cole let out a string of curse words that rivaled all five Kincaid brothers.  
 
    “Get her and get the fuck out right now. Those motherfuckers won’t waste time. They’ll come in and shoot you before you have time to react.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “Yes, shit. Hang up the damn phone and get gone.” 
 
    Jasper didn’t waste another second. He disconnected the call and took the stairs two at a time. He trusted Cole’s word. The man knew Miami, and he knew the major players. Jasper didn’t. If Cole said get out, they’d get the fuck out. 
 
    He glanced at her room, but the door was open, and she wasn’t there. He pounded on the bathroom door. 
 
    “Sloane!” 
 
    There was no answer, and he knocked again. Still nothing, and a queasy feeling formed in the pit of his stomach. 
 
    “Sloane? Are you okay in there?” 
 
    When she didn’t answer, he took a deep breath and opened the door. She was sitting in the tub, arms wrapped around her legs, staring at nothing. She looked stoned, but he knew that wasn’t what was going on. She was in shock. 
 
    “Sloane?” He approached the tub carefully, grabbing the towel he’d placed on the toilet for her earlier. “Hey, sweetheart, it’s time to get out of the tub.” 
 
    She looked pale, and he could tell the water was cooling. She had to be freezing. He reached in and lifted her out of the tub, setting her on the fuzzy bath rug. She blinked but otherwise didn’t move.  
 
    This was not the fucking time for her to be having a breakdown of some kind. He growled in frustration but kept his touch gentle as he dried her off. He didn’t want to scare her any more than she already was. 
 
    Leaving her there, he grabbed a pair of sweats and a long-sleeved t-shirt out of her drawers. Fuzzy socks completed what his patience would let him dig for. She’d be commando, but once they got away from here, she could change. 
 
    For once in his life, he wasn’t pervy. Her body was gorgeous, but it wasn’t about that. She was in shock and needed him to be strong for her. He dressed her then picked her up and took her downstairs. 
 
    While he didn’t like leaving her alone, he needed to pack them both a go-bag. He even remembered to grab her bag of cameras. Sloane would eviscerate him if he forgot those. 
 
    He collected the kittens and put them in their carrier along with the baby blanket Sloane had bought for them. The litter box was dumped and packed into the truck with extra litter.  
 
    Once he’d loaded up their bags and the kittens’ things, he squatted in front of Sloane. She stared unblinkingly straight ahead. 
 
    “Sloane, we need to go.” He took her hands and was alarmed at how cold they were. “Sweetheart, I need to you look at me.”  
 
    Frustration warred with worry. Maybe she needed to go to the hospital? Fuck, he wasn’t a combat medic. But he knew someone who was. 
 
    He dialed another member of KSI—Max Sherridon.  
 
    “Jasper where the fuck are you? Kade is livid.” 
 
    “I need help.” 
 
    “Name it.” 
 
    Now, that was the true meaning of brotherhood developed alongside each other in the Corps. No questions, just an offer of help. 
 
    “Talk to Cole. He’ll fill you in on everything, but I’ve got a girl I think has gone into shock. I’m afraid to take her to the hospital. Cole can tell you why. What do I do?” 
 
    “What are her symptoms?” 
 
    “She’s gone quiet, her eyes are unfocused, and her skin is clammy.” 
 
    “Is she responsive?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you sure you can’t take her to the ER?” 
 
    “If I could, I’d be on my way there already.” 
 
    The man sighed. “It sounds like shock. You need to keep her warm and keep her legs elevated. Can you do that?” 
 
    “I have to get us on the road, but I’ll do my best to rig something up in the truck to keep her legs up.” 
 
    “Keep talking to her, and if you can’t, then turn the radio on, something she likes.” 
 
    “She loves Christmas music.” 
 
    “Then play that shit. Are you safe, Jasper?” 
 
    “No, we’re not. Cole told me to get gone, but she’s slipped into this catatonic state.” 
 
    “If he told you to go, then go, but call me if she gets worse. I’ll try to keep Kade off your ass, but I’m going to fill him in on whatever Cole tells me. Sounds like you might need the team.” 
 
    Jasper let out a groan. He did need them, dammit. “She’s more important than me right now, so I guess maybe I do need the team.” 
 
    “Is this someone you know personally?” 
 
    “She’s important to me.” 
 
    “It’s like that, is it?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’ve never heard you say that about a woman, and we’ve known each other since grade school. She must be really special.” 
 
    “She is. I’ll call you when I find a place to hole up.” 
 
    “Stay safe, brother.” 
 
    Jasper disconnected the call then managed to get Sloane’s coat and boots on, and he carried her out to the truck. He ended up making her a bed in the floorboard of the back seat with blankets he’d taken out earlier. He carried pillows outside and lifted her legs so her feet rested on them. He wedged the cat carrier in beside her legs so she would have a little stability. 
 
    “You three keep her safe,” he told the kittens as he covered them and her with even more blankets, making sure a section of the carrier’s door was uncovered so they’d get some fresh air. 
 
    He secured the luggage in the front with him then locked up the house. He’d call the kid who was taking care of the animals before and arrange for him to do it for a couple of weeks or until he got back. The kid told him if he’d needed him to help, to just call, and Jasper was going to take him up on it. He couldn’t let the animals starve or freeze. He’d make other arrangements once he was safe. The kid had let the animals’ care slip before. Maybe the vet could recommend someone, but until then, the kid would have to do. 
 
    As he drove, he set his burner phone in the cell phone dock he’d bought for the truck, plugged his charger in, and pulled up the cameras he had wired the property with. If someone showed up, he’d know it. 
 
    He was driving down Main Street when he remembered what Max said about the music. It only took him a moment to find a station playing twenty-four-seven Christmas tunes. She loved this shit. He’d come into the house almost every single day to her playing countless CDs of this very stuff. He hoped it was enough because keeping up a one-sided conversation wasn’t something he relished. He’d damn well do it, especially for Sloane, but he’d hate it. 
 
    Thankfully, he never got around to setting up a bank account, so he still had all his cash on him. Getting the things they’d need wouldn’t be a problem. He stopped at the Gas-N-Go and filled the truck, and he ducked inside long enough to grab some snacks in case Sloane woke up. He also got a large cup of coffee. He needed to stay awake.  
 
    Two hours after he’d driven out of town, an alarm sounded on his phone. He swiped it and saw the security cameras lit up. Six men were moving through the farmhouse.  
 
    The silent alarm that tripped would have notified the police with the same image he was seeing. When he set up the feed, he’d contacted the local PD and made sure it was possible for him to have them receive the signal. There were a few shops in town that had the same service. 
 
    Jasper pulled off the side of the road so he could watch. The men were dressed in black, masks over their faces. It wouldn’t be easy to identify them. They did, however, park their vehicles right in front of the house, and Jasper had cameras out there covering every angle. He knew he’d get a plate number. Since the data was stored in a private cloud, there would be no erasing the data either. 
 
    The men moved through the house room by room, stopping in the one Sloane had claimed as her own. There was still plenty of her shit lying around, as well as in the closet and in drawers. They gathered in there and stood talking too low for the cameras to pick up, but Jasper grinned when all their heads snapped toward the door. 
 
    That’s right fuckers. Cops are on your doorstep.  
 
    To the inexperienced eye, it didn’t look like a secure home at all. The cameras he had set up were hidden, even the ones outside. The farmhouse was better covered than most state-of-the-art security systems. 
 
    He watched them run down the stairs and pile into their car, speeding away from the house, but not by way of the main road. They cut around the barn and toward the back road Jasper used himself when hauling supplies to fix the fences. It wound around and emptied out onto the dirt road leading to the main one that would take them into or out of town. 
 
    He sent up a silent prayer of thanks that he’d called Cole earlier. Had they still been at the house, he would have heard the car pull up and gone to check. If they were as vicious as Cole implied, he wouldn’t have even gotten the door open. He’d be dead, and so would Sloane. 
 
    Now he just had to keep them alive until they got back to New York. 
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    Sloane woke up to the feel of tiny claws digging into her stomach. She groaned and tried to move but found an arm thrown across her middle, preventing it. 
 
    What the…? 
 
    She blinked her eyes open and saw Jasper sprawled out beside her on his stomach and the kittens crawling over both of them. 
 
    If that wasn’t disturbing enough, they weren’t at the farm. They were in a hotel room, the TV off and the curtains pulled shut, but that didn’t keep out the outline of sunshine telling her it was probably at least noon, maybe later. 
 
    How did they get here? Why were they here? 
 
    Patches curled up under her chin and settled herself down for a nap. Sloane scratched her behind the ears absently.  
 
    “Jasper?” she nudged him with her other arm. 
 
    His eyes opened instantly, and he looked around the room, searching, before settling on her. His gaze was wary but concerned. 
 
    “Hey.” He sounded sleepy. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “You don’t remember?” 
 
    Sloane thought back to yesterday, and the last thing she remembered was arguing about Christmas decorations. 
 
    She shook her head after a minute. 
 
    Jasper sat up and stretched, and Sloane’s mouth went a little dry. He didn’t have a shirt on. How had she missed that earlier? His muscles rippled with every moment, and she couldn’t look away.  
 
    “I’m not sure I should tell you. We don’t need a repeat of the last two days.” 
 
    Two days? That pushed all her lustful thoughts out of her head, and she sat up, poor Patches rolling down into her lap. The kitten blinked up at her, her expression hurt. Sloane picked the kitten up and cuddled her in apology. 
 
    “What do you mean, two days, and where exactly are we?” 
 
    “We’re right outside Springfield, Illinois. I drove straight through the night and most of yesterday to get here. I stopped when I felt my eyes shutting. We’ve been holed up here since last night.” 
 
    “Why don’t I remember any of this?” There was no way she’d lost that much time. 
 
    “Because your body and mind went into shock. You’ve been unconscious for almost two days. I was seriously considering taking you to the emergency room if you didn’t wake the fuck up soon.” 
 
    “I don’t understand…why was I in shock?” 
 
    “See, that’s where the ‘not telling you’ part comes in. I’m afraid if I do, this will happen again. You scared the shit of out me, pretty girl.” He ran a hand down his face. He looked dead tired. 
 
    “Why are we here?” She gestured to the room in general. 
 
    “Because we’re headed to New York. Driving was safer than the airport or a bus.” 
 
    Safer? What the hell? 
 
    “Jasper, you’re starting to scare me. You need to tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    “Are you hungry?” he asked instead of answering her. 
 
    “I…” Her stomach grumbled at the mention of food, embarrassing her. “Maybe.” 
 
    “I’ll call down and order room service. Go on in the bathroom and get cleaned up. It shouldn’t take them too long. Is there anything in particular you want?” 
 
    “Since I don’t know what they have, as long as it’s not shellfish, I’m good.” 
 
    “Allergic?” 
 
    “Severely.” 
 
    “Noted.” He pointed toward the bathroom. “Go on. Take a shower, and the food will be here when you’re done.” 
 
    He must not have stayed at many hotels. Food was never delivered on time unless you were in one of those overpriced rich people suites. From the look of this, it wasn’t one of those. It was your standard king-size room. 
 
    But the urge to pee hit as soon as he said the word bathroom. She gently put the kitten down and scooted off the big bed and did the dancey-walk to the bathroom. It was a jig she did often at work. 
 
    Her bladder thanked her, and she grimaced as she peed. She stank. She smelled like she’d been running five miles and forgot to shower for a week. It was foul. 
 
    She did turn on the shower but went back out into the main room to find clothes. The kittens were sitting in Jasper’s lap while he was working on his laptop. He glanced up when she came out.  
 
    “Do I have clothes?” 
 
    He nodded toward the corner, and she saw two of her suitcases sitting tucked away behind the armchair. She recognized her camera case right away. He’d remembered to bring it. She was a little shocked.  
 
    “What?” he asked when she just stood here. 
 
    “You remembered my cameras.” 
 
    “Well, yeah. You did tell me they were how you earned your living and were worth thousands of dollars. I wasn’t going to leave them behind.” 
 
    “Thank you.” That small gesture meant more to her than anything Brad had ever done for her in the two years they’d been together. Not that he’d done a lot, but he’d never shown her such consideration, not even in the beginning. 
 
    “You’re welcome, sweetheart.” Jasper offered her a smile when she moved toward the suitcases. She pulled out a pair of jeans and a sweater along with some underwear. She’d been mortified to discover she didn’t have on a bra or panties. 
 
    “If I was unconscious, how did you get me into the room? Weren’t the hotel staff alarmed?” 
 
    “I drove around to the side door. We’re on the second floor, and it was after midnight when we checked in. There wasn’t anyone around when I carried you in. There’re no security cameras in the elevators. It was easier than it should have been.” 
 
    Well. So much for hotel security. 
 
    The shower proved to be what she needed. Her muscles were stiff and sore, a testament to having slept for almost two days. She came back out of the bathroom feeling refreshed and ready to make Jasper tell her what was going on. 
 
    “I see the food isn’t here.” She plopped down on the bed beside him, and Patches immediately jumped to her lap.  
 
    Jasper scowled at the kitten. “Traitor.” 
 
    “She is not. She just thinks my lap is comfier.” Sloane shifted to face him. “Now, tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    Jasper did not want to tell her a damn thing. He’d never been more relieved than when she’d woken up. It scared him to his core to see her in that unconscious state and not be able to help her. He’d been in constant contact with Max, who was starting to worry about her too, though he tried to hide that. Jasper knew him too well, though. They’d grown up together, served together, and would probably die together in an old folks’ home harassing all the nurses. 
 
    The fact she didn’t remember shit testified to how deep her shock had run. He didn’t want a repeat, but she deserved to know the truth. 
 
    The knock on the door saved him from having to answer her right away. He stood and collected his gun from under the pillow. Ignoring her sharp intake of breath, he approached the door as quietly as a cat and looked out the peephole. A man wearing a staff uniform stood there. Jasper tucked the gun into the back waistband of his jeans but kept one hand on it when he opened the door. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Mr. Watkins.” The man smiled and rolled the cart into the small entryway. 
 
    “That’s far enough.” Jasper’s words were abrupt and not friendly, but he wasn’t about to let another asshole get the jump on him because of a food cart. 
 
    “Of course, sir.” The man—Gary, according to his nametag—stopped and turned around. “Is there anything else I can do for you?” 
 
    “No.” He pulled the ten-dollar bill out of his pocket he’d put there after ordering for whoever brought the food up. 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Gary took his tip and left. Jasper watched him all the way to the elevator and stood there for a few minutes to make sure no one else came up. 
 
    Fool him once, shame on them. Fool him twice, well, that wasn’t fucking going to happen ever again. 
 
    “Jasper?” 
 
    He heard the worry in the way she whispered his name, and he finally shut the door. The food was getting cold, anyway. Rolling the cart over to her, he uncovered two burgers and fries. Thankfully, even the fancy restaurant downstairs still catered to the average guest. There was also a massive piece of chocolate cake. 
 
    His father once told him the way to a woman’s heart was with chocolate. It soothed them and calmed them down in ways that mystified him, but it worked. Jasper never tried it before, but he was game for anything that would keep Sloane calm enough not to freak out again. This woman, this tiny slip of a woman, mattered to him. 
 
    The need to protect her went beyond simple loyalty to Jarrod. Sloane had wormed her way under his skin in a little less than three weeks. His high school girlfriend, his longest relationship at three years, had never inspired the protective feelings Sloane did. It should have concerned him more than it did. 
 
    He found the silverware and the cold bottle of ketchup and passed it to her before climbing onto the bed with both plates in his hand. Sloane put the kittens on the floor and took her plate, her stomach growling loudly enough Rocky glanced up from where he sat at her feet. 
 
    “Don’t look at me like that,” she said with a laugh. “Your belly is full. Mine isn’t. Wait, have they eaten yet?” 
 
    Jasper nodded. “I fed them right before I went to sleep.” 
 
    “How long ago was that?” 
 
    “About an hour now.” Jasper bit into his own burger and debated how much to tell her. He was dead tired and needed sleep badly, but if he didn’t scare her enough, she might call someone or go down the hall for ice or some stupid shit that would get her killed. It wasn’t that he thought she was stupid. He understood the type of people they were dealing with, and it could turn something as mundane as going to get ice or visiting the vending machines into an opportunity. He wasn’t about to lose her to an average, ordinary choice. 
 
    Her eyes widened. “You’d only just gone to sleep?” 
 
    “Had to make sure it was safe enough to sleep.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s enough of your cryptic remarks, Robert Jasper Colone.” 
 
    “I should probably tell you that’s not my real name.” 
 
    Her burger froze midway to her mouth. He almost laughed at her expression. She’d accused him of being a serial killer when they’d first met, and he could read her expression like an open book. Her head had gone right back there.  
 
    “I’m not a serial killer.” 
 
    “I didn’t say you were.” 
 
    “You were thinking it.” 
 
    Her lips pursed. “Well, you might be. I still haven’t dismissed that possibility.” 
 
    No hint of a joke in that statement. The girl was dead serious. 
 
    “I needed an escape, to unplug and figure out what was causing me to lose focus. That meant I had to go to ground where I couldn’t get sucked back into work. So, I used an alias and turned off my phone so work couldn’t find me. Jarrod knew all this. Haven’t you learned to trust me by now, Sloane?” 
 
    “I don’t even know your real name.” She put the burger down and instead chewed on a fry. 
 
    “Jasper Watkins, at your service.” 
 
    “What’s your middle name?” 
 
    “Guess.” 
 
    Her head tilted. “John.” 
 
    “My name is Jasper. You think my mother would name me something as ordinary as John?” 
 
    “It’s a perfectly good name.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Lincoln.” 
 
    “Better, but no.” 
 
    “Come on, don’t make me guess. Please?” She batted those eyes at him, and he sighed. She was damn well going to use her feminine wiles against him. Without even realizing she was doing it. Sloane was innocent in a lot of ways. He loved that about her. 
 
    “Matthew. My middle name is Matthew, after my grandfather.” 
 
    “All right, then, Jasper Matthew Watkins, or whoever the hell you are, you need to man up and tell me what’s going on, because it’s really starting to piss me off.” 
 
    She was mad. He expected her to be mad. He’d take that emotion over the fear that had paralyzed her any day. Anger and fear working together would keep her alive. She didn’t remember a damn thing, and that was a blessing as far as he was concerned, but he couldn’t treat her like a glass house. As much as it scared him, she needed to understand so she wouldn’t do something that could endanger her life. 
 
    “I got a phone call from my contact in Miami. Your apartment was broken into.” 
 
    She went quiet, and he berated himself. He shouldn’t have told her. 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked after long moments. 
 
    “Yes. I had him sitting on your place.” 
 
    “Was it…was it…” She broke off and wrapped her arms around herself. He could see the panic starting to crowd her expression. 
 
    Hell no. 
 
    He set his plate aside and pulled her into his lap. She stiffened, but he didn’t let her go. He wrapped himself around her. “No, you don’t, pretty girl. No more slipping away into a state of shock and scaring me the fuck to death. You are not allowed to do that to me again. You got it?” 
 
    Her fingernails dug into his arms. “I…this is why I was out for two days?” 
 
    “You got so scared your body went into shock. You scared me, pretty girl.” 
 
    “It was them, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “It was.” His arms tightened around her when she tensed. “I called one of the men I work with who knew the city and the crime there. He told me to get out, and we did. I packed what I could and drove us straight through the night until I couldn’t drive anymore. We’re headed to New York, to my team. We can protect you better there.” 
 
    “Do you think they would have found us at the farm?” 
 
    “They did. Two hours after we left, they showed up.” 
 
    Sloane fought back the darkness at the edges of her vision. Fear threatened to tear her apart. If this was anything like she’d felt before, she understood how she passed out. If it weren’t for Jasper holding her tight, she would have splintered apart. 
 
    When she imagined them coming after her, it was bad, but knowing they were actively seeking her was so much worse. Why did she get lost at that stupid wedding? She should have just stayed in the tent. Then she wouldn’t have seen them dumping body parts, and she’d not be running for her life right now. 
 
    And they showed up at the farm. If Jasper hadn’t been there, if Jarrod hadn’t forced her hand and told him about what she’d seen…a full-body shudder rolled through her. 
 
    She would have been all alone on the farm with no one standing between her and them. 
 
    She’d be dead right now. 
 
    She started to shake and plastered herself to Jasper. She’d be dead. They’d have cut up her up and started tossing her body parts in dumpsters between Watford City and Miami.  
 
    Images started to flash in her memory, and she whimpered. 
 
    “Hey, now, pretty girl, stay with me. You’re safe. I’m not going to let anyone hurt you.” 
 
    His voice was like a cool balm to her feverish skin. It calmed her, and she twisted in his lap, wrapping her arms around him. He was comfort, a shield between her and the bad memories. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he whispered. “I got you.” 
 
    Sloane shrank against him. “Can they find us here?” 
 
    “No. They have no idea who I really am. Even if they ask around town, everyone knows me as Robert Colone. You’re the only person who called me Jasper. This room is registered in my name. You’re safe, baby, I swear.” 
 
    Sloane tilted her head up so she could see him. His expression was fierce, and she didn’t doubt he’d do whatever it took to protect her. Jasper was a flirt with an overinflated ego, but he was also honest. If he said they were safe, then they were. 
 
    She sat there in his lap with him stroking her hair for the longest time. She watched the kittens romp over the floor as their food grew cold. But she wasn’t cold. She was warm and safe. 
 
    For the first time since her mother died, she felt safe. 
 
    And that was all Jasper. 
 
    “You okay?” he whispered. 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “If you pass out on me, I’m throwing you in the shower and turning on the cold water.” 
 
    She laughed. It was weird to laugh when she was so scared, but it felt good too. Like things might be okay. 
 
    “I’ll scream louder than Patches when she’s hungry.” 
 
    “Dear God, I thought management was going to get called. She was louder than the damn TV.” 
 
    “You’re a big old softie, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Bite your tongue, woman. I have a reputation to protect.” 
 
    “I was afraid of you.” 
 
    “That, I knew. You couldn’t get away from me fast enough at the airport.” 
 
    “Well, you might have been the next Ted Bundy. How was I to know? I was on the run from people I’d just seen dumping body parts, after all. But that’s not what I was talking about.” 
 
    He frowned. 
 
    “I meant after, once I started to get to know you. I was afraid.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you were kind. You treated me with respect even when you were flirting like a maniac. It scared me because I was afraid to let myself get close, afraid you’d hurt me. Even without meaning to.” 
 
    “I would never…” 
 
    She put a finger to her lips. “Let me finish this before I lose my nerve.” 
 
    He shushed. 
 
    “I have this habit of falling hard and fast and usually for the wrong men. Brad is a case in point, but it goes deeper than that. I always picked guys I knew weren’t right for me. They weren’t the bad boy, the overachiever, or even normal. They were just wrong for me. Brad was the first one who was abusive, though. He caught me at a vulnerable time in my life.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me this, Sloane.” 
 
    She studied him, trying to determine if he was just saying that or he didn’t want to hear it. She always had such bad luck she didn’t want to screw this up. 
 
    “You can,” he said after a heartbeat, “but if it’s painful to talk about, you don’t have to.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about the details. Not yet. Maybe one day if you’re still around after all this mess.” 
 
    “I’m going to be around for a long time, pretty girl.” He leaned down and kissed the tip of her nose.  
 
    She smiled, feeling warm and fuzzy despite the trickle of fear lodged firmly in her spine. 
 
    “All I’m trying to say is I pick people who are wrong for me. Brad was the only bad apple. Then there is this stranger who steamrolls into me and spills coffee all over my shirt who went out of his way to make it right. I knew then you were going to be trouble for me, and I wasn’t wrong.” 
 
    “I’m trouble? I wasn’t the one running over old people at the airport.” 
 
    “That was an accident, and you know it!” 
 
    He smiled, his eyes mischievous. 
 
    “You’re awful. I’m trying to be serious, and you’re teasing.” 
 
    “That’s just me, baby girl. I’m a flirt and tease. It’s all part of the Watkins charm.” 
 
    “I know. But back to why I was afraid of you. I knew you weren’t the wrong kind of man. Deep down in my bones, I knew it, and that terrified me. You were someone I could fall for and not have to worry about. Until you left. That’s what scared me.” 
 
    “Honestly, I swore to keep my hands to myself because I’m not the settling down kind of man.” 
 
    Her lungs had a stroke. She knew it. She shouldn’t have opened her mouth. She should have just bitten her tongue, but she got comfortable and warm and safe and… 
 
    “Hey, now, don’t do that. You’re freaking out internally, aren’t you?” 
 
    She ducked her head, but he was having none of that. He put a finger under her chin and tilted it up, forcing her to look at him. 
 
    “Don’t freak out on me. I listened to you, now you listen to me. I’ve never met anyone I couldn’t walk away from until you. You’ve gotten under my skin, and I don’t want to get you out. You make me happy, Sloane. You give me peace, and I haven’t had either of those things since my brother died. You’re not getting rid of me anytime soon. That’s a promise I have no trouble keeping.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really, pretty girl, and I’d show you just how serious I am if I wasn’t so tired it’s all I can do to keep my eyes open right now.” 
 
    The heat in his eyes belied how tired he said he was, but he’d been up for almost two days. She could see the weariness like a blanket surrounding him. 
 
    “Tell you what. You sleep, and I’ll keep the kittens from getting us thrown out. Then when we’re somewhere safe, we’ll continue this conversation about how serious you are.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan, pretty girl.” 
 
    Sloane reluctantly left his lap and cleaned the bed of the food. Jasper lay back down, turning to face her as she settled in the chair beside the bed and finished her food.  
 
    His eyes closed, and then his breathing evened out. 
 
    Sloane picked up the kittens and turned the TV to the Hallmark Channel to watch Christmas movies while the best Christmas present she’d ever been given slept quietly. 
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    It was almost midnight by the time Jasper hit the city. They’d left as soon as he’d slept a couple of hours. He didn’t trust that someone wouldn’t figure out who he was despite what he’d told Sloane. These people were organized and lethal. He’d spent several hours poring over the information Cole had forwarded to him via email and just as long talking to him about Los Angeles De La Muerte. Or in English, The Angels of Death. He wanted to get her to KSI headquarters as fast as he could. 
 
    She was sound asleep at the moment, her head leaning against the window. Her hair was spilling around her in waves, her hand tucked beneath her chin. She was beautiful. 
 
    And stronger than he’d suspected. 
 
    He’d been afraid she’d fall apart again, but she hadn’t. Her fear was there, but that original meltdown seemed to have gotten it out of her system. Thank fuck for that. He’d have taken her to the hospital. 
 
    Her confession only strengthened his need to protect her, and it made his own confession that much easier to make as well. He was planning on being in this woman’s life for a long time to come. She was the real deal. It took him a bit to get out of his own way, but once he’d spoken to Conner, all his demons lessened. Not gone, but less, and it allowed him to look at Sloane and see a future. 
 
    His brother’s death had haunted him more than he’d realized. It kept him from establishing any kind of meaningful relationship. Hell, KSI was the only relationship he had, and he’d even run from that. Talking with Sloane made him think, and he felt like there was a road forward now. One he could navigate. 
 
    He might even take her suggestion and talk to someone. Professionally. 
 
    Or not. It seemed too weird to talk to a complete stranger about your feelings. She said it helped her, though, so he hadn’t completely closed the door to that possibility. 
 
    Possibility. 
 
    She gave him that. She gave him back all his possibilities. 
 
    He wouldn’t say he loved her. Hell, they barely knew each other, but he would say he liked her. Strongly liked. Enough that he wanted to explore a relationship once this mess was cleaned up. 
 
    “Hey, pretty girl, wake up.” He nudged her with his elbow. He knew she’d want to see the city all lit up for Christmas. 
 
    She came awake with a jolt, and he felt bad for startling her after everything she’d been through. “Sorry. I just thought you’d want to see the city as we came into it. It’s all decked out for Christmas.” 
 
    Her eyes lit up like a little kid who’d just been handed a spoon to the biggest ice cream sundae known to man. She sat forward, and her eyes devoured the city as they drove through it. Even this late, it was bustling. New York truly was the city that never slept. There was a hot chocolate and chestnut vendor that usually set up shop right down the street from KSI. He planned on taking her there so she could experience the truest meaning of chestnuts roasting on an open fire. The guy roasted them right there at his cart. It smelled delicious. 
 
    Watching her take in the city with such child-like wonder, he started to see things from her perspective. Snow was gently falling amidst all the bright lights twinkling. It was beautiful, but not nearly as beautiful as the girl whose face shone with the magic of Christmas. Despite everything that had happened to her, the holiday still meant something to her. 
 
    “Don’t you just love it?” She smiled softly as she gazed out over the city. “It’s like a winter wonderland with all the lights.” 
 
    “I can’t deny that it’s pretty, but it’s nowhere near as pretty as you.” 
 
    That earned him a smile. He winked at her as they turned down the street toward the KSI building. He drove around and punched in the code to open the back gate. It swung shut behind him seconds after he’d entered it. Mason designed it to know if there was another car behind him, and if not, to shut immediately.  
 
    Sloane looked around when he parked and came to help her out. He’d texted Max while he waited on the Washington Bridge. Even this late, the damn thing was still packed. 
 
    He was about to unlock the back door when it was thrown open to reveal Kade Kincaid glowering down at him. 
 
    “Do you know—” 
 
    “Hi,” Sloane interrupted, tucking a stray strand of hair behind her ear as she stood there, clutching the cat carrier to her chest and looking forlorn and helpless. 
 
    Kade’s mouth snapped shut, and his expression softened. “You must be Sloane.” 
 
    She nodded and stepped closer to Jasper. Kade noticed it and stepped back. “I’m Kade. Why don’t you come on in? It’s freezing out there.” 
 
    Jasper’s hand pressed against the small of her back and guided her into what looked like a very large kitchen. She glanced around, curious. She’d never expected the office to come equipped with a full, state-of-the-art kitchen with more gizmos and gadgets than she could even name.  
 
    Kade stood by the coffee pot and glared at Jasper. She wasn’t sure why he was so upset with him. Kade’s dark hair and even darker eyes shot daggers at Jasper, and it made her a little uneasy. This man was huge, but Jasper didn’t seem the least bit intimidated. That was a plus, right? 
 
    “Can I get you a cup of coffee?” Kade asked, once again trying to put her at ease and failing miserably. 
 
    “No. I’ll be up all night if I drink coffee this late, but thank you.” 
 
    “Jasper, why don’t you show Sloane to her room upstairs? And then you and I need to talk.” 
 
    “It’ll keep until the morning. I’m dead on my feet, Kade. I’ve had about three hours’ sleep.” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    “It’ll keep until the morning,” Jasper bit out and took the handle to Sloane’s suitcase. “As soon as I get you settled, I’ll get the kittens’ things.” 
 
    Sloane glanced back toward Kade as Jasper hustled her out of the kitchen. He had this calculating look on his face, and she wasn’t sure what to make of it.  
 
    Jasper led her to a bedroom on the second floor. It was spacious and done up in tones of yellow and blue. The comforter on the bed was silver instead of white, with a trim of blue roses. There was a dresser with a TV on it instead of a mirror, a chest of drawers, and a small table with a desk chair. It wasn’t big, but it was comfortable. 
 
    “This do, sweetheart? There are a few others to choose from, but this room reminds me of you.” 
 
    “It does?” She set the kittens’ carrier on the desk. They were still sound asleep. 
 
    “It’s the yellow walls.” 
 
    “My blonde hair?” 
 
    “Nope.” He snaked an arm around her waist and hauled her close. “It reminds me of the warmth of a summer day, and that’s what I think of when you’re around. The sun coming out and chasing away the clouds. You’re sunshine and everything good.” 
 
    Sloane swallowed, not expecting that. She was still trying to figure out how to respond when he leaned down and kissed her. It was soft and gentle, the barest of touches, but she felt it more deeply than she had any of the other ones. It left her breathless. 
 
    “I’m going to get the rest of our shit out of the truck, and then you and I are going to sleep for the next twelve hours straight because I know we’re safe here.” 
 
    Jasper kissed the tip of her nose, as was his habit, and left her standing there in the middle of the room. She glanced around again, bereft without him. She’d gotten so used to his presence, it was odd when he wasn’t here. 
 
    She looked around and saw the room had a bathroom, so she ducked in there to take care of business while Jasper was gone. The bathroom was just as nice as the bedroom, with a full tub and separate shower. Whoever designed these rooms had a feminine touch. There were too many small details a man wouldn’t think of.  
 
    Not that she would have thought of half of them either. At twenty-three, she was barely an adult. She felt older, though. Some days, she felt like she was sixty, which was ridiculous, but her life forced her to grow up faster.  
 
    She hoped her life calmed down soon because she wasn’t sure how much more of this she could deal with. Instead of being out with friends, Christmas shopping and enjoying the holiday season, she was hiding from Mexican mobsters. 
 
    Normal. All she’d ever wanted was a nice, normal life, but the universe laughed its ass off and threw her curveball after curveball. First her father’s suicide, then her mother’s death before she’d even graduated high school, and now her own continued existence was in danger. Was death the new central theme of her life? 
 
    God, she hoped not. 
 
    Sloane washed her hands, checked on the kittens, and then lay down. She was exhausted. Hopefully, Jasper would be back soon. She slept better when he was close. Her eyes were heavy, and she let them close, intending to just rest until Jasper returned, but her body had other plans. 
 
    She fell asleep listening to the sounds of New York City right outside her window. 
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    “You can go upstairs after we talk.” 
 
    Kade blocked Jasper’s path up the stairs, and it pissed him off. He wanted to get back to Sloane and make sure she was okay. After her shock, he’d watched her carefully to make sure she didn’t slip away again. She was a strong woman, but as he’d seen, even the strongest person had their breaking point. 
 
    “Not now, Kade. We’ll talk tomorrow. I need sleep.” 
 
    “No, you’ll sleep after we fucking talk.” He pointed down the hall toward the offices. “This is not a request.” 
 
    Jasper dropped the bags where he stood and stalked down the hallway to Kade’s office. He was angry. Irrationally so. Being back here only made it worse. He hated that he needed help to keep Sloane safe, that he couldn’t do it on his own. It ate him up inside.  
 
    Kade getting in his face only heightened his anger. He’d never liked him, couldn’t understand what Angel saw in a man who fucking forgot he was married. Angel was too good for the bastard. 
 
    But he respected his years of service in the FBI and the police force. He wanted Kade to respect him. Which only pissed him off more. 
 
    Kade walked into his office behind Jasper and closed the door. He leaned against it. “You turned your phone off.” 
 
    “I was on leave. I was allowed to take the time that was approved.” 
 
    “I specifically told you we might need you.” 
 
    “And I was on leave. I needed the time, or I wouldn’t have asked for it.” 
 
    “We had two clients who went elsewhere because you were unavailable.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Jordan Dean and Marcus Santos.” 
 
    He remembered them. She was a movie star, and Marcus was a congressman trying to work his way into the Senate. It shocked him to hear they only wanted to work with him. He’d done his best for them, but he hadn’t thought he’d made any sort of impression on them. 
 
    “They trust you and refused to work with Cole.” 
 
    “So, you expected me to come back and take care of business when I told you I needed time.” 
 
    “Yes, I expected you to come back and take care of business when we need you.” 
 
    A bitter laugh erupted. “You needed me? That’s rich, Kade. Really fucking rich.” 
 
    Kade frowned. “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “You haven’t needed me since I screwed up and failed Angel not once, but twice. It killed me that she got hurt on my watch, and you’ve made sure I’ve paid for it every single day since we got back from Miami.” 
 
    Jasper spewed the verbal vomit without realizing what he was doing. This was exactly why he wanted away from this office, and Kade specifically. He should never have come in here until he’d slept. He was mentally and physically exhausted.  
 
    Kade’s expression never changed, but he did push off the door and go to the bar he’d put in his office. He pulled out a bottle of vodka and two shot glasses then sat down at his desk, motioning for Jasper to take a seat as well. 
 
    Jasper took the shot he was given and swallowed it, the burn welcome. Fuck, he needed sleep. 
 
    “You think I blame you for what happened to Angel?” 
 
    Jasper nodded. “Trust me when I tell you, I blame myself too.” 
 
    Kade sighed. “That’s the stupidest fucking thing I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    Jasper’s eyes narrowed, and his anger resurged. “Since Miami, you’ve given all the big cases to Cole and sidelined me. You’ve given me granny duty. I get that you think I’m useless. Hell, I was starting to think it myself. It’s why I needed to get away from this place, from the job…from you and Angel.” 
 
    “I thought I made it clear, there just hadn’t been any…” 
 
    “Big cases,” Jasper cut him off. “That’s bullshit, and you know it. I get the same briefings as you. You benched me.” 
 
    Kade ran a hand through his hair. “You’re wrong.” 
 
    Jasper stood. “I’m not an idiot, Kincaid, and I’m not going to sit here and listen to this horse shit. I’m too damn tired.” 
 
    “Sit your ass down,” Kade barked. “You’re right, but you’re wrong.” 
 
    “That makes no sense.” 
 
    “It will if you sit down and let me explain it.” Kade pointed to the chair.  
 
    Jasper growled, looking toward the door, worried. 
 
    “She’s fine.” 
 
    Jasper glared, and Kade smiled. It set his teeth to snapping. 
 
    “She’s important to you, isn’t she?” 
 
    “I’m keeping her.” 
 
    “And what did she say about that?” Kade poured them both another shot when Jasper sat. 
 
    “I haven’t quite explained the keeping part yet.” 
 
    “How old is she?” 
 
    “Twenty-three. I made sure she was legal.” 
 
    “You should introduce her to Mason’s Jo. They’re about the same age, and I think Jo’s been feeling a little left out of the wives’ club. All our women are older than she is.” 
 
    “I don’t have time for this idle chit chat, Kade. Say your piece, and then I’m going to bed.” 
 
    “Cool your shit. I’m trying to find a way to say this so you won’t go off the deep end and disappear again.” 
 
    Jasper snarled, his body vibrating with anger. “I didn’t go off the fucking deep end. I was hanging on and fighting my way back to shore.” 
 
    Kade’s black eyes were assessing. “You should have talked this shit out with me.” 
 
    “I talked to Viktor about it.” 
 
    “That’s why he gave you so much time off without questions. He never said anything to me.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t. You weren’t part of our team in the Corps. It’s a bond you can’t understand unless you were there unless you served.” 
 
    “I grew up in a military family, Jasper. I do understand.” 
 
    “No offense, Kade, but that’s not true. You might think you do, but until you’re lying in the dirt with your friends blown to bits all around you as bombs go off, you can’t understand the strength of that bond. It was forged in fire and blood.” 
 
    Kade looked like he wanted to argue, but Jasper had had enough. The look he gave Kade was one he’d given men under his command in the military, the one that said, “Shut the fuck up and keep moving.” 
 
    “Fine, we’ll agree to disagree,” Kade conceded. “But I want to make one thing perfectly clear. I don’t blame you for anything. Not a single, solitary thing. You did nothing wrong when it came to Angel’s protection.” 
 
    “I did. Men under my command failed her, which means I failed her, and then I was the one who let them get the jump on me in Florida. It’s my fault she was taken and terrorized. How can you not blame me when all I see is enough blame to bury me?” 
 
    Jasper’s shoulders slumped with that tirade. He hadn’t meant to say it, but now that he had, he realized he was afraid to face Kade, afraid to see the censure in his eyes. He’d been afraid to talk about this with him. 
 
    “You and I were both standing in that restaurant talking when she was taken. If we go with your logic, then I was just as responsible for her kidnapping as you were. She was my fucking wife, and she got snatched out from under my nose, not once, but twice. In Miami, you were shot, Jasper, yet you still looked out for her. She told me about you making sure she had that gun. She doesn’t blame you. You’re her favorite person besides my fucking brother. Nik can do no wrong in her eyes.” 
 
    Surly. 
 
    “My point is you almost died trying to protect her.” 
 
    “I didn’t jump out in front of a bullet for her, Kade. I was the reason the bitch got in the room in the first place and shot me.” 
 
    “Angel sees things differently, and so do I. I was grateful you were there, grateful she had someone to help her. You slipped her a weapon. She wasn’t defenseless, and that is what’s important. You did everything in your limited power to help her. You have my eternal gratitude for that.” 
 
    Jasper shook his head, preparing to argue, but Kade cut him off. 
 
    “We were all in the next room having a meeting. I left her alone. Me. I left her in that room by herself. You were posted outside. At my orders. Do you think I don’t blame myself for the decisions I made? If I’d just woken her up and taken her with me. If I’d stayed there with her. If I’d put you in the room instead of out in the hall. The what-ifs will drive you up a wall, Watkins. It’s not good for you. You can’t function living in the what-ifs.” 
 
    “You blame yourself?” 
 
    “Every fucking day. She had to go through that shit because of me. Because of the choices I made. None of this is your fault, Watkins. You need to stop blaming yourself for it.” 
 
    “That’s what Sloane says.” 
 
    “You talked to her about it?” 
 
    “She thought I was a serial killer when I met her.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Long story, but we got to talking, and I told her why I was in North Dakota.” 
 
    “You were in fucking North Dakota?” Kade burst out, shocked. “We were searching in the northeast.” 
 
    “I figured that’s where you’d start if you really wanted to find me. I needed time away to get my head on straight, to figure out where I failed and why so I could look all of you in the eye and tell you I was ready.” 
 
    “And there is the heart of the argument.” 
 
    Jasper frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I knew something was bothering you. I knew you weren’t one hundred percent after you finished your physical therapy. You’d been shot, lost so much blood we thought you were going to die. It was severe trauma, and I thought you might have a case of PTSD. Coupled with your military background, I was afraid you might have always had PTSD, and this last shooting made it worse. I was worried for you, Watkins, not about you protecting our clients. Yes, I benched you, but not because of the business or because I blamed you for shit that wasn’t your fault, but because I was worried about you. I was getting ready to talk to Viktor about getting you some help right before you asked for time away. The only reason I grouched about the time off is that I was afraid you’d go somewhere alone and all that trauma would cause you to do something stupid while we weren’t there to protect you.” 
 
    Stunned, Jasper gaped at the man. 
 
    Utterly stunned. 
 
    “You were worried about me, not blaming me?” 
 
    “I really fucked up if you thought I held any grudges toward you over my wife. She’ll kick my ass if she ever finds out, and then she’ll worry she did something to make you feel like that. That woman adores you.” 
 
    “You were giving the majority of the work to Daniels. I thought you not only blamed me, but you’d lost confidence in me.” 
 
    “Never. You’re still the only person I’d trust my wife and my children’s safety to outside of my brothers. I was worried about you, that you were dealing with shit and not telling anyone. I wanted to give you time to heal and open up to one of us so we could help. I screwed up. I should have just called you out on it.” 
 
    “Yeah, you should have, but it wouldn’t have done a damn bit of good. One thing I’ve learned from Sloane is that a person has to come to terms with shit on their own and in their own time. She even suggested I talk to someone.” 
 
    Kade cocked his head. “Is there more to it than just Angel?” 
 
    “There’s a shit ton more to it, but I’ve been able to understand it more.” 
 
    “Sloane help you with that too?” 
 
    “She’s a little psychoanalyst in hiding. She’s been through some shit and got therapy. She used it on me and basically forced me to talk about things I didn’t want to. I’m glad she did, though. It led to a conversation with someone that was a long time coming, and it helped me more than anything else.” 
 
    “Do you still need time off?” 
 
    Jasper thought about it for several minutes as he and Kade sat there drinking shots. Kade didn’t push him to talk, just filled his shot glass a few more times. 
 
    Was he ready to come back? 
 
    No. 
 
    “Being here pisses me off right now, and that’s not a good place to be, Kade. I need time to get my head straight.” 
 
    “As long as I know you’re not going to go somewhere, get depressed, and eat your gun, you can have all the time you need.” 
 
    “I won’t. Suicide isn’t in the cards for me.” 
 
    “Then once we get your woman taken care of, you have our full support, Jasper. Whatever you need, you’ve got it.” 
 
    Jasper stood, his anger drained away by vodka and Kade’s revelations. “I appreciate it.” 
 
    “Next time you’re feeling pissed, tell me. Don’t bottle that shit up until it explodes like it just did.” 
 
    Jasper nodded, more tired than he’d been in a long time. He was exhausted. 
 
    “Go get some sleep. You and Sloane are safe. I have extra men on the grounds to keep watch.” 
 
    “Extra men?” 
 
    “We called in a few bikers.” 
 
    “Bikers?” 
 
    “We needed added firepower, and with the holiday season, it’s hard to find extra security. Dimitri’s wife, Becca, said to ask her brother’s MC. The ones here all have carry permits. It’s the only stipulation I had.” 
 
    Fucking motorcycle clubs were backing them up now? It must have really been slim pickings for Kade to agree to that. Kade used to be FBI, and MCs were notoriously criminal. 
 
    “What time is it?” he asked. 
 
    Kade glanced at his watch. “Ten to one.” 
 
    Jasper scrubbed a hand over his face. “The kittens need to be fed.” 
 
    “She had cats?” 
 
    “No. We found them half-frozen to death on the farm. Only three survived. They have to eat every few hours, and if they don’t get fed when they’re hungry, they’ll scream the house down.” 
 
    “You sleep. We’ll take care of the kittens.” Kade moved to the door and opened it and called down the hall. “Blade?” 
 
    A very tall, very dangerous-looking man filled the doorway. He had to be at least six-five, and his beard wasn’t a full beard. It was more like Jasper’s, barely there, but it looked way more lethal on this guy. His cut identified him as vice president of the MC. 
 
    “You good with cats?” 
 
    “Why?” His voice was deep and just as lethal-sounding as he looked. 
 
    “Kittens need to be fed, and he needs sleep, and I got to get home before my wife beats my ass. Can you feed them?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Sure.” 
 
    Jasper wasn’t so sure he trusted the man with his babies, but he was dead on his feet, and he didn’t think he could stay awake long enough to get through a feeding. 
 
    Unless Sloane was still awake, but he doubted she was. She’d napped, but she’d been up singing Christmas songs along with the radio the whole way here. The woman was probably passed out cold. 
 
    Jasper moved past both men, picked up the bags he’d dropped, and went upstairs. Just as he suspected, she was sound asleep on the bed. The kittens were already starting to meow. You could set your clock by their feeding schedule. 
 
    “Loud little rascals,” Blade commented as he took the cat carrier from Jasper. “What do they eat?” 
 
    “Kitten milk. You have to heat it in the microwave for five seconds. They drink a bottle each.” Jasper handed him the bag that contained the kitten milk and the bottles. “I left the litter box downstairs. Once they run around for a few minutes, you can put them back in the carrier and they’ll sleep until five. Make one of the guys take over. Max should be here by then.” 
 
    “You got it.” Blade rotated the carrier until he could see them. “They got names?” 
 
    “The orange one is Scrappy, the black and white one is Patches, and the tabby is Rocky.” 
 
    Jasper watched as the big biker took his cats, and he prayed he didn’t step on them when they got loose. They were lightning fast. 
 
    Shaking his head, he took Sloane’s shoes off and lifted her long enough to put her under the blankets.  
 
    “Jasper?” she asked, her voice heavy with sleep. 
 
    “Shh, sweetheart, you’re safe.” 
 
    “I know.” She slipped her arms around him when he lay down. “I’m always safe with you.” 
 
    God, he hoped so. 
 
    Her head tilted up so she could see his face. He looked exhausted. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    He wasn’t, though. She saw the stress and the fear stamped across his face. “Thank you, Jasper.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For keeping me safe, for getting us here when I know you’re ready to drop. For not being a serial killer.” 
 
    He laughed. “I thought the jury was still out on that?” 
 
    “They might be, but I’m not. You’re a good man, Jasper Watkins. A very good man.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    She didn’t let him finish. She kissed him instead. 
 
    And just like before, everything melted away except for him. Her body relaxed, and she stopped fighting with herself. She stopped trying to convince herself she needed more time. Time was something that wasn’t promised. But here and now…she could do that. 
 
    “Sloane?” 
 
    She heard the question in his voice and smiled. He always made sure she was okay with whatever he did. Maybe he understood she needed that after her ex, or maybe he was simply a man who was that kind. She didn’t care. 
 
    “Kiss me, Jasper.” 
 
    “You get all feisty on me when I’m tired.” 
 
    Her hand cupped his cheek. “Kiss me.” 
 
    His eyes searched hers for a heartbeat, and then his lips found hers and she sighed, relief and desire sweeping through her all at once. He made her feel safe, and that meant more to her than almost anything. 
 
    His kiss deepened, and she stopped caring. When he pulled away, she reached for him again, but he stopped her.  
 
    “Sloane, I’m not sure we should be doing this.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because we’re both tired and running on empty. I don’t want you to do anything you’ll regret in the morning.” 
 
    “You’re not someone I’ll ever regret, Jasper.” 
 
    He studied her, and she resisted the urge to squirm. 
 
    “I’m keeping you.” 
 
    “What?” That was the oddest thing to ever come out of his mouth. 
 
    “I’m keeping you.” He rolled so she was beneath him, but he kept his weight off her. “I didn’t want to tell you until you’d gotten to know me better. I know your ex did a number on you, and I didn’t want to scare you, but if we do this, then you have the right to know my intentions. I’m not letting you get away, pretty girl. You’re mine.” 
 
    She swallowed. There was a raw honesty to his words that cut deep, that sliced away her hurt and filled her with a warm feeling she hadn’t known since her mother died. A feeling she welcomed. 
 
    “It’s easy to love you, you know that, Jasper?” 
 
    His eyes widened, but she continued before he could say anything.  
 
    “I’m not saying I love you, though I suspect I’m not far off from that. I told you I had a habit of falling fast and hard, and I told you that you were the right person this time. So, if you decided to keep me, I’m thinking I’m the right person for you, so maybe I’ll keep you too.” 
 
    “At least we won’t have to argue about who gets the cats.” His eyes twinkled. 
 
    “They’d come with me.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Nope, pretty girl, my babies stay with me, but then you’re mine too, so it’s a moot point.” 
 
    “Are you going to kiss me, or are you going to keep talking?” 
 
    He swooped in and captured her lips. He kissed her like she was the most precious thing in the world. Her fingers slipped into his hair and pulled him closer as his tongue danced with hers. It had been a long time since she’d done this dance, and never with someone who took such care with her.  
 
    His mouth found her jawline and trailed kisses down her neck. Her hands left his hair to tug at his t-shirt. “Off,” she demanded, and he sat up long enough to strip the shirt and toss it. His skin was hot to the touch, and his eyes closed when she traced the well-defined muscles of his abdomen. His skin was naturally dark, like he’d spent his entire life in the Florida sun. Her ivory skin was a stark contrast to his.  
 
    “You’re beautiful,” she whispered and pushed up, kissing his chest. Her tongue flicked over his nipple, and he groaned. She’d often wondered if a man’s nipple was as sensitive as a woman’s. Jasper answered that question for her when he tugged her away from him. 
 
    “I’m not gonna last long if you keep that up, pretty girl.” His fingers found the hem of her shirt and pulled it up. She was wearing the same blue bra she’d been wearing when he walked in on her that day, and his already hard cock turned painful.  
 
    His fingers splayed out over her back as he pulled her closer and rolled again, this time scooting up so his back was against the headboard. Her eyes dilated when she felt him pressed against her.  
 
    “Pants.” It was easy to pull her sweatpants off so she was basically straddling him in nothing but that damn blue underwear he’d been having dreams about. Her hair spilled around her shoulders, and her gray eyes darkened to the color of storm clouds. With swollen lips, she leaned in and kissed him. Jasper only allowed it for a moment 
 
    He unhooked her bra, sliding the straps down her arms, and tossed it in the general vicinity of the rest of their clothes. Fuck, she was gorgeous. Her nipples were already hard, and he pulled her closer, sliding her up his body so he could pull one into his mouth.  
 
    The small moan that left her went straight to his cock, and he hoped to God she was ready because he was past the point of patience. He needed her. His other hand wandered down her stomach and pushed aside her panties, finding her wet. Thank fuck. 
 
    “Baby, I promise I will make this up to you, but slow is not in the cards for me right now.” 
 
    She leaned her forehead against his. “Condom?” 
 
    “In my wallet.” 
 
    He lifted her off him and stood, stripping out of his jeans and finding the condom. He made quick work of it and sat back down in the same spot he’d left, pulling her back into his lap. “If you need me to go slower, I will.” 
 
    She smiled softly. “All I really need is you.” 
 
    He lifted her again, and her eyes closed when he breached her. “No, pretty girl. Look at me.” 
 
    They both groaned as he slid inside, and her forehead came to rest against his again. Her eyes were dark and sleepy, but in this position, he saw every flicker of emotion that passed through them as he started to move. His hands came up and around her shoulders, holding her to him. He tried not to hurt her, but this was a long time coming, and his thrusts were hard and deep. One hand left her shoulder and found her clit, circling it so she’d find her release. He wasn’t sure how long he could last. 
 
    “Jasper…” Her back arched as he stroked deeper and deeper, finding that sweet spot. 
 
    “I know, baby.”  
 
    He felt her walls clench as his fingers twisted her clit, and she cried out, her body going limp. He caught her as she crashed even as he continued to pound into her. It only took him a minute to find his own release after that. 
 
    She shifted against him, and he groaned when she moved. 
 
    “Don’t do that that, pretty girl. Neither of us is up for another round.” 
 
    “Jasper?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For you.” She raised up and kissed him gently. “Thank you for being the man I hoped you were.” 
 
    He didn’t know what to say to that, but he didn’t have to say anything as she took care of him. She rose and stripped the condom off, getting up long enough to toss it in the small trashcan in the corner then coming back to bed. Sloane pulled him to her, and he wrapped himself around her as she cuddled close. 
 
    “Goodnight, Jasper.” 
 
    “Goodnight, sweetheart.” 
 
    He closed his eyes, and for the first time in days, he slept like the dead. 
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    Sloane slipped into the bathroom as quietly as she could. Jasper never so much as moved when she woke up and moved out from under his arm. He was exhausted, and she wasn’t about to disturb him if she could help it. She looked for the kittens, but they were nowhere to be found. He must have arranged for someone here to feed them. 
 
    She did her business then went downstairs, looking for her cats. She hoped someone had fed them because it was well after two in the afternoon. 
 
    Not quite sure of the layout of the building, she retraced her steps from last night and found the kitchen. It was bright and airy with white cabinets and stainless-steel appliances. A farmhouse sink completed the look. She loved it. 
 
    But more than that, there was coffee. 
 
    She found a clean mug in the dish drainer and poured a cup. It felt weird to be going through other people’s things, but she needed creamer. Lots and lots of creamer. The refrigerator yielded six different types of creamer, but she went for the milk. Milk was all a girl needed. Anything else muddled the flavor of the coffee.  
 
    After doctoring her coffee, she went in search of her cats.  
 
    She found them a few doors down in some kind of living room. A small boy with dark hair and the brightest green eyes she’d ever seen sat in the middle of the floor with a man who resembled him. The two of them were using a piece of string to entertain the little monsters. 
 
    As soon as she stepped through, all eyes turned to her, and the kittens let out squeals and came running, using her legs as their climbing pole She laughed and set the coffee down before she spilled it. Hugging them to her, she came farther into the room. 
 
    “These rascals belong to you?” the man asked, his eyes twinkling. 
 
    “Yes. I was worried they hadn’t eaten. I overslept.” 
 
    “We fed them.” The boy stared up at her. She wasn’t quite sure how old he was. Sloane got the feeling he was older than he appeared. 
 
    “I’m Mason, and this Mateo, Kade’s son.” 
 
    “Tío Mason said I could play with them.” 
 
    “Of course you can.” Sloane deposited the kittens back down in front of him. “Saves me from becoming a human ladder.” 
 
    She was surprised to hear the slight accent in his voice. Jasper told her something about the kid being kidnapped and raised in Mexico, but she hadn’t quite understood until she heard him speak. 
 
    “Mason!” 
 
    “Back here, baby!”  
 
    Mateo rolled his eyes, and Sloane grinned at his reaction. 
 
    A girl came bustling through the doorway and almost plowed her over. Sloane stepped out of the way but quickly reached out to grab the girl before she fell. 
 
    “Baby, you got to watch where you’re going. You can’t be running the guests down, because you’re going to fall and break your neck.” 
 
    The blonde stuck her tongue out at him, earning her a giggle from the little boy.  
 
    “Hola, Tía Jo.” 
 
    “Hola, Mateo.” She ruffled his hair and turned her blue gaze on Sloane. “You must be Jasper’s girl.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say I was his girl…” 
 
    “You are.” Mason waved her protest away. “This is my fiancée Josephine.” 
 
    “Just Jo. No one calls me that but goofball over there.” She held up a bag to Mason. “Kitten milk, as requested.” 
 
    “They’re already out?” 
 
    “I think Blade overfed them.” Mason stood and kissed Jo. 
 
    “Blade?” 
 
    “One of the MC guys who was here last night.” Mason took the bag and pulled Jo over to the couch and promptly sat, bringing her with him.  
 
    “MC…” 
 
    “They were backup in case anyone came looking for you.” 
 
    “You make it sound so normal.”  
 
    Jo picked up her coffee and took a seat across from them, watching Mateo play with the kittens. 
 
    Mason’s gaze flickered to Mateo. “We’ve dealt with worse.” 
 
    She supposed they had. 
 
    “The Christmas cookies you bought are all gone,” Mason informed Jo. “Mateo and I went looking for some, and the container was empty. Grown-ass men eating all the cookies.” 
 
    “Language,” she and Jo both said. 
 
    Mason sighed. “I swear, you women…he’s heard worse from his father. ‘Ass’ is not a bad word.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” Jo wiggled out of his grasp. “I guess I should go buy more since you two didn’t get any.” 
 
    “I can make some if they have the right ingredients in the kitchen,” Sloane offered. 
 
    “You can make cookies?” Mateo’s eyes lit up. 
 
    “I sure can.” 
 
    “Mama can’t. She burns them.” 
 
    Mason fought hard to keep the laugh from escaping. Sloane wanted to laugh herself when he turned his head away to hide his grin. 
 
    “She try, but is not good.” 
 
    “Tell you what. How about we put the kittens up for a nap, and then we’ll go make enough cookies for you take some home?” 
 
    He jumped up faster than a firecracker and helped her wrangle the miniature furry beasts. She held out her hand, and he slipped his into hers easily, walking along beside her to the kitchen. She was very aware of the silence that followed her. Was she not supposed to feed him sugar or something? 
 
    She spent the next two hours baking cookies of every kind she could think of and had ingredients for, showing both Jo and Mateo how to make them.  
 
    Josephine was a hazard to herself, she soon discovered. The girl was a walking disaster, tripping and falling over her own two feet. She told her to sit before she killed herself. Mason shot her a grateful look.  
 
    They chatted, and she was surprised to learn the two of them had YouTube channels. Sloane had never really gotten into the YouTube craze and rarely looked at it unless she needed Photoshop help. 
 
    “You worked on Miami Nights?” Jo squealed when Sloane told her. “Oh, my God. I love that show. Did Brett really break up with Denise?” 
 
    “Those guys are…not good people. Don’t waste your time.” 
 
    “Really?” Jo scrunched up her nose.  
 
    “Really. I had to threaten to file a sexual harassment charge to keep one of them away from me.” 
 
    “Fuckers,” Mason muttered as he helped Mateo decorate a Santa cookie. 
 
    Jo threw a spoonful of icing at him. “Language!” 
 
    “You did not.” He grabbed the entire bowl of red icing he’d been spooning into a makeshift piping bag. 
 
    “Don’t you do it!” Jo hopped off the stool but fell flat on her butt. 
 
    “Too easy.” Mason flung a spoonful at Sloane instead. It landed smack in the middle of her cheek. 
 
    “You have no idea who you’re messing with,” she warned him, picking up her own icing bowl. “I was on the championship softball team four years running.” 
 
    “Baby, stay down.” He handed a bowl to Mateo. “Ready to defend our winning streak?” 
 
    The boy nodded, grinning like the devil his uncle was. 
 
    Before she had time to react, globs of icing were being thrown at her, and she dropped and rolled, coming to rest behind the island. She scooped of spoonsful of icing and peeked out, throwing it at them while they reloaded. 
 
    Her aim was still as true as it ever was. One splat of green landed in Mateo’s hair, and the other hit Mason on the leg. Shame icing wasn’t heavy. It didn’t have the same throwing power as, say, a snowball. 
 
    “What the hell is going on in here?” 
 
    Jasper stood in the doorway, surveying the mess. 
 
    Mason looked to Sloane’s hiding spot and then to Jasper. He picked up a chocolate-covered peanut butter ball, dipped it in icing, and threw it at Jasper. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “Get him!” Sloane shouted, and all three of them turned their weapons on Jasper, whose eyes widened. He tried to duck and dodge but was splattered by the time he squatted next to her. 
 
    “Get him?” he asked, and she grinned. 
 
    “Better you than me.” 
 
    He leaned down and licked the icing off her cheek, causing a shiver to roll through her. 
 
    “Mateo?” 
 
    “Yes, Tío Jasper?” The little boy peeked over the edge of the island.  
 
    “Your mama called, and I asked her if you could stay and help me and Sloane decorate the Christmas tree in reception.” 
 
    “Really?” His eyes brightened. 
 
    “My girl likes Christmas more than Delia does.” 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    “Yes way. She had the farm decorated like Santa’s workshop.” 
 
    “It’s true.” Sloane let Jasper help her to her feet. “If I could have Christmas all year, I would.” 
 
    “Me too.” Mateo skipped over to her. “I don’t like Halloween, though.” 
 
    “You don’t like trick or treating?” 
 
    “Monsters.” 
 
    “Well, you do know we wear the masks to hide from the monsters, don’t you?” 
 
    “You can’t hide from monsters.” His eyes went flat and a little dead. The change was so quick it was a little scary. 
 
    “There are no monsters here, Mateo.” Mason hugged the kid, and his expression cleared. “Why don’t you and Jo go on out to reception and start sorting decorations? I’ll help Sloane pack up all the cookies.” 
 
    “I get to take some home, remember? Arielle will want some too.” 
 
    “Arielle is his sister,” Jasper whispered. 
 
    “I will pack extra just for her,” Sloane promised. 
 
    He grinned and skipped along ahead of Jo as they disappeared out of the kitchen. 
 
    “What did you tell her about him?” Mason asked as soon as Mateo and Jo were out of hearing range. 
 
    “That he’d been raised by the cartel. That’s all.” 
 
    Mason nodded. “He wasn’t just raised by them, he was abused by them, forced to witness horrific things. He knows more about real monsters than any of us should ever know in three lifetimes.” 
 
    Her heart broke for him. He seemed like such a sweet little boy. To have endured that… 
 
    “He likes you, which is weird for him. He’s usually very reserved with new people, but he took your hand. He doesn’t even hold Jo’s hand. Thank you for giving him something to smile about. We all try to make him smile. Some days, we’re lucky enough to drag one out of him, but he hasn’t stopped smiling since he set eyes on those damn kittens of yours.” 
 
    “Well, let’s see if we can’t make him smile a little more today.” 
 
    Jasper leaned against the door and simply watched her. He’d panicked when he woke up and she wasn’t there, but then he remembered where he was. They were safe here. 
 
    He expected to find her watching TV or something, but she’d been having a food fight in the kitchen instead. The kitchen that was a mess, he noted as he poured himself some coffee.  
 
    Joining them in the reception area, he nodded to Lydia, their receptionist. The girl was growing on him. He’d been a bit dubious when Max hired her. She’d looked like she belonged on the set of some gothic movie, but she’d toned it down and at least stopped wearing those weird dresses. Jeans and shirts, mostly black, but it was still better than it had been. 
 
    Sloane and Mateo were sitting in front of the tree and going through ornaments while Mason and Jo fought to untangle lights. It reminded him of when he was a kid and they’d all decorated the tree on Christmas Eve. He leaned against the desk and smiled, letting the memories in and embracing the pain so he could appreciate the joy they also held. 
 
    He could still miss his brother and live his own life. 
 
    He could be happy. 
 
    Sloane said something, and Mateo giggled. Mason was right; the kid liked her. That said a lot. He barely tolerated most people, and that included his uncle’s fiancée. Some days, he thought the kid tolerated his parents. He hoped he’d turn out okay, but he kept his doubts to himself. Angel would slit him from balls to eyebrows if he ever told her he though Mateo was too broken.  
 
    Times like these, though, he reconsidered his opinion. He was just like any other child enjoying Christmas. 
 
    “What can I do to help?” he asked, coming closer. 
 
    “Help me move the rest of these bins over.” Mason pointed to the side where no fewer than six massive storage bins sat. “Lily and Angel dragged this shit over here yesterday, claiming we needed it all to make the place look festive.” 
 
    Sloane smiled, ignoring Mason’s martyred expression. 
 
    “Dude, women and Christmas are beyond trying to explain. Let’s just get it done before they descend and decide we’re free labor for the day.” 
 
    “You’re not?” Sloane arched a brow as Jo sat down to untangle lights.  
 
    Mateo stood and tried to turn the tree. “It’s crooked.” 
 
    “Here, let me help.” Sloane got on her knees and reached in to grasp the tree trunk. 
 
    Without warning, the glass imploded all around them, and Jasper dived for Sloane, who had pushed Mateo down and was lying on top of him. Jo screamed, and Mason dragged her down. Lydia ducked beneath the front desk.  
 
    “You good?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded, and he turned his attention to the assault. 
 
    The high-pitched wailing of alarms sounded, and people came running but were forced back as more bullets ripped through the building.  
 
    “Catch!” 
 
    Jasper looked up to see Max toss him a gun, and he crawled to the window and looked out. Six black SUVs were sitting outside, guns firing from within the vehicles. He didn’t even try to aim, just started shooting. He had to lay down cover fire so everyone else could get into position. 
 
    His eyes never left the SUVs, even when he became aware of more people joining him at the windows. He ran out of bullets, and he made a distressed sound.  
 
    “I got you.” Max slid him another clip, and he reloaded. Jasper was one of the best shots in the Marines, and he put that skill to use. He studied the vehicles, the wind, the way the bullets were ripping through the brick, wood, and stone facade.  
 
    He did all this without actually looking directly out. It wasn’t until he called for Max to cover him that he took aim. He fired eight times. Eight guns fell. 
 
    The sound of motorcycles came roaring up the street, and the shooting stopped. The SUVs took off.  
 
    Jasper ignored everything else and crawled to Sloane. “It’s okay. They’re gone.” 
 
    She didn’t move. 
 
    “Sloane?” He gripped her shoulder and pulled her away from Mateo, who lay underneath her, eerily quiet. His gaze met Jasper’s, and he shivered at the coldness there. 
 
    “She’s hurt.” 
 
    Jasper’s eyes snapped down to Sloane, and he saw the blood blooming across her stomach. His heart stuttered and stopped. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Max was right there, his fingers at her throat. He said something, but Jasper tuned him out. 
 
    Jasper didn’t hear him, didn’t hear the sirens of police vehicles approaching. Didn’t hear Jo calling his name. 
 
    All he saw was the blood on her shirt. 
 
    Her pale face was going paler by the minute. 
 
    He’d failed to protect someone. Someone he cared for very deeply. 
 
    Again. 
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    Buzzing.  
 
    That was the one sound he remembered as he rode in the ambulance with Sloane. A hive of bees had taken up residence in his skull, the noise hammering away at him worse than a jackhammer. 
 
    Jasper sat in the waiting room with everyone else. 
 
    They tried to speak to him, but he ignored them. 
 
    He didn’t want to talk. Anger burned through him like a lightning rod, coupled with the crippling ache of guilt. 
 
    He wanted to see his pretty girl open her eyes. 
 
    But he also didn’t. He didn’t want to see the blame and accusation. 
 
    He’d failed to protect her. 
 
    Mateo sat beside him, his arm in a sling. Sloane had thrown him down so hard, the boy sprained his wrist, but she’d protected him from the bullets. 
 
    She’d done what Jasper couldn’t. She’d protected the boy while Jasper let four bullets rip into her. 
 
    He offered Jasper a cookie. 
 
    Jasper took it, shoving the whole thing in his mouth. Anything to keep from talking. 
 
    “What do we know?”  
 
    Jasper glanced up when Viktor and his wife, Sara, came rushing into the waiting room. 
 
    “She’s in surgery. I have men stationed outside the OR.” Kade glanced toward him, his eyes full of sympathy. 
 
    “Lydia?” 
 
    “In surgery too. The bullet shattered her shoulder blade.” 
 
    “Fuck, how did this shit happen?” 
 
    “Max went to retrieve his laptop from the car. We’re going to look at the security footage when he has it queued up.” 
 
    Viktor came over and sat on his other side. “You straight?” 
 
    “Fuck, no.” 
 
    “Kade said you’re keeping her.” 
 
    “I doubt she’ll have me. I failed her. Like I failed Angel.” 
 
    “You didn’t.” Mateo’s little hand squeezed his. “You made sure she was okay.” 
 
    “She got shot.” 
 
    “It was my fault.” The kid’s head hung down. “My hand was hurting, and I try to move. She pushed up to see what was wrong, and that’s when the bullets got her.” 
 
    The kid was stoic. He sat ramrod straight, and there wasn’t an ounce of emotion in his voice, but Jasper knew better. He’d seen it flash for just a second through his eyes. 
 
    No way in hell would he let this kid put this on himself. 
 
    “No, Mateo, it’s not your fault. You were hurt, and she was trying to help you. That’s what Sloane does. She has this huge heart, and she’s always trying to help people. The people to blame for this are the bastards who rolled up on our place and shot it up.” 
 
    “And for that, they’re all going to fucking pay.” 
 
    “Tío Conner!” Mateo was up and moving so fast, had Jasper blinked, he would have missed it. That kid loved his uncle more than he did his mother or his father. But Jasper didn’t point that out. 
 
    Conner and Viktor were identical, but Conner had this air of danger about him Viktor lacked. He oozed it. Lethal. That was the term that came to mind when he studied the man. Conner was a lethal killer, and that was what he needed right now. 
 
    “Is it broken?” He examined the boy’s wrist, which was encased in one of those braces. 
 
    “No, but Sloane got hurt.” 
 
    “I heard.” Conner’s eyes searched out Jasper’s. “How is she?” 
 
    “We don’t know.” 
 
    Conner handed Mateo off to his sister-in-law. “I spoke with Angel. She’s on her way with Lily and Becca. They were Christmas shopping. Sara, can you take him to the cafeteria and make sure he eats something?” 
 
    She nodded. “Sure.” Jasper noticed the way she skirted Conner. While he and Viktor were identical twins, Conner was a mean motherfucker and scared people without even trying. Viktor had to try. 
 
    Once Sara was gone, he looked Jasper straight in the eye. “Who did this?” 
 
    “It’s a cartel known as the Los Angeles De La Muerte. Sloane saw something she shouldn’t have.” 
 
    “What? I need specifics.” 
 
    “She saw two of their goons dumping the body parts of the prosecution’s main witness in their leader’s murder trial. No witness, no way to prove he killed the people he’s accused of killing.” 
 
    “She saw them?” 
 
    Jasper nodded. “They found her quicker than I thought possible. They didn’t even know who she was.” 
 
    “They pulled footage off security cams and then ran a DMV facial recognition search. I’m surprised they didn’t find her sooner.” Max fell into the seat Mateo had vacated. He looked tired. 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “It’s what I would have done, and the cartel is smarter than the mob. They employ technology to do what muscle used to do. Muscle is only the hit squad these days.” 
 
    “He’s right. I know this particular cartel. They’re worse than the one that had Mateo.” 
 
    “Fuck.” Jasper rubbed his eyes. “How the hell do we stop them?” 
 
    “You don’t.” Conner rolled his shoulders. “I do.” 
 
    “Fuck that. It’s my girl they went after, my girl who is lying on an operating table right now, fighting for her life. I’m not sitting this one out.” 
 
    “Once you do this, there’s no going back from it.” Conner’s black eyes went hard and flat, a look he recognized. Mateo had that look when he’d talked about monsters and again when he’d said Sloane was hurt.  
 
    Soulless. 
 
    Could he become soulless? For Sloane, he damn well could. 
 
    “I’m in.” 
 
    “We’re all in,” Viktor said and Kade nodded. 
 
    “I’m not going to ask nicely,” Conner warned. “I’m going to make a point, a point they won’t ever forget.” 
 
    “Didn’t think it was going to be clean,” Viktor said, sitting down. “What do we need?” 
 
    “I have the tools for the job covered, but some surveillance would be useful. If I give you an address, can you get me intel?” 
 
    “I can.” Max stood. “The rest of the team is at the office dealing with the police. I’ll text them to start pulling video, and I can get the blueprints if we need them.” 
 
    “We will. The more information we have, the better. We’ll move out as soon as we know Sloane is out of surgery.” 
 
    “And Lydia,” Kade said. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Receptionist. She got hit by a bullet too.” 
 
    “Why the hell don’t you have fucking bulletproof glass?” 
 
    “We were supposed to have it installed by now, but the shipment we got was defective. The brand I wanted is hard to come by, and I’m still waiting for a replacement. You can bet your ass I’m going to be having a talk with their customer service. I paid for shit already, and it should have been here long before now.” 
 
    Conner grunted and took a seat. 
 
    Jasper tuned them out after that.  
 
    He sank down in the chair and pulled his baseball hat low over his face. He needed to know Sloane was okay. 
 
    What if she blamed him? 
 
    The anger surged and tried to strangle him because of the guilt tearing away at him. He’d been right there. He should have seen her sit up. He should have… 
 
    No. She’d be pissed at him for doing this.  
 
    Mateo was right. He’d done what he needed to do. He’d made sure she was down, that she was safe. He’d asked her if she was good. He’d done what he needed to do so he could assess the threat and react accordingly. 
 
    His guilt wouldn’t get the best of him this time. Sloane deserved better than that. She deserved a man of action, not one who sat and berated himself for the what-ifs.  
 
    She’d get it too. 
 
    They all sat there for hours, people coming and going. He drank coffee and ignored everyone. At one point, Angel sat with him, but he ignored her too. He just wanted to see his pretty girl. 
 
    Sara took all the kids home with her, except for Mateo. Kade never let that kid out of his sight, and being injured, he was like a bear with a stick shoved up its ass. Mason and Josephine went with her to help watch the brood. Jo was fine, if a little shaken. Thank God for that. He liked that girl. She gave Mason hell. 
 
    When the surgeon stepped out and called her name, Jasper blinked. It took him a moment to get up. They gathered around him as he waited for the news. 
 
    “She’s holding her own. We removed all the bullets, but there was a lot of damage. We managed to repair her spleen and her kidney, but the biggest risk is infection. We’ll need to monitor her closely for the next twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Can I see her?” 
 
    “Are you family?” 
 
    “She’s my fiancée.” She’d kill him later, but he’d tell whatever lies were necessary to get access. 
 
    “Of course. As soon as she’s out of recovery, I’ll have the nurse come get you.” 
 
    Jasper thanked him and returned to his seat. 
 
    She was alive. 
 
    Three hours later, he was allowed to see her. 
 
    She was hooked up to wires and tubes, making her look frail. Sloane was tiny even if she was tall, but she looked even smaller in the hospital bed. 
 
    “Hey, pretty girl.” He leaned down and brushed his lips across hers. “I’m so sorry, baby, so very fucking sorry. But I’m going to make this right.” 
 
    He sat in the chair beside her bed and waited for Conner to text him.  
 
    He would make this right, even if it cost him his own life. He’d keep her safe. 
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    The warehouse was surrounded.  
 
    Cameras lined the fence encompassing the entire property. Jasper knew Max was working on getting the system disabled. Well, disabled, per se. He was going to set up a loop that would show nothing out of the ordinary when they went in. Couldn’t surprise a building full of cartel members if they saw you coming. 
 
    He knew Max was good with computers, but he’d had no idea he was this good. They were all in black to blend with the darkness around them. 
 
    Viktor and Kade moved up alongside him. “We’re in. Max has the loop playing.” 
 
    “He’s got all the cameras? He’s sure?” 
 
    Conner dropped down beside them. “Viktor, you and Kade take the north side of the warehouse. Max and the other guys are over there waiting for you. Jasper and I will take this side.” 
 
    “You sure you don’t need more backup?” 
 
    Conner grinned, and it wasn’t nice.  
 
    “Okay, then.” Viktor shook his head and disappeared into the darkness behind Kade. 
 
    “They’re not going to want to kill these fuckers,” Conner whispered. “I sent them to the least populated area. You any good with a knife?” 
 
    Jasper pulled his hunting knife out of its sheath strapped to his leg. “I spent hours learning to use a knife. Not a whole hell of a lot else to do in the desert.” 
 
    “You sure you can do this?” 
 
    Jasper gazed down at all the men laughing and joking below them. They’d rolled up to his place of business, shot his girl, and were now laughing.  
 
    “Oh, I can do this. Killing is one of the few things I excel in.” 
 
    Conner nodded and started to move away, but Jasper stopped him.  
 
    “I said I hoped I never needed your particular skillset, but I’m glad you’re here. Thank you, Conner.” 
 
    He nodded and motioned for Jasper to follow him. They crept through the night until they found an area of the fence that was not lit up. They used wire cutters and were through in just a moment. They crouched low and started moving around the side of the building. Conner pointed, and he saw them. 
 
    Two guards standing by the back door, smoking and shooting the shit. Jasper closed his eyes and found that place inside where he went when he killed. All military men had it. It was what allowed them to do what needed to be done, and these fuckers needed to be put down. 
 
    He took several deep breaths then opened his eyes. He and Conner moved silently behind the two. Jasper stood and let his knife glide across the throat of the guard directly in front of him. He caught the man as he fell and tossed him on top of his friend. 
 
    They breached the building and set about taking the cartel’s soldiers down one by one. Gunfire sounded across the warehouse, and they stood in the shadows while more people rushed to see what was going on. 
 
    Jasper had a moment’s worry for Viktor and the rest of their men, but he squashed it. They knew what they were doing. Everyone except for Kade were trained military, and he was ex-FBI. They’d handle whatever came their way. 
 
    Three more guards went down as they systematically worked their way upstairs. The office was up here, and that was where Conner went. His knife flew through the air and landed in the skull of the man standing guard outside the door. He collected it on his way through the door. 
 
    Two men were inside, guns held at the ready. 
 
    “I wouldn’t.” Conner grinned, his face splattered with blood. He looked maniacal. 
 
    “Who the fuck…” The man whose trigger finger looked twitchy went down from Jasper’s knife, leaving only the man sitting behind the desk. 
 
    “Julio.” 
 
    The man’s nostrils flared. 
 
    “You made a mistake, Julio, or your boss did, at any rate.” Conner walked over to the desk, deftly dodging the shot aimed at him. He smashed his fist against Julio’s head and disarmed him. Then he took the hiking pack he’d strapped on earlier and set it on the desk.  
 
    “A hand, Jasper?” 
 
    Jasper came over and helped him secure the man’s hands and feet, then they hoisted him using rope and the rafters. 
 
    “You don’t know who the fuck you’re messing with!” Julio screamed. 
 
    “Oh, I do, but you obviously don’t know who I am. I must be losing my touch if you don’t recognize me.” Conner pulled a blowtorch out of his bag and lit it, coming to stand in front of the suspended man. 
 
    Julio snarled at him. 
 
    “I’m The Executioner.” 
 
    Jasper smelled ammonia and was astonished to see the man pissed himself. What the fuck? 
 
    “You see, you messed with my family. My nephew almost got shot. His woman did get shot.” Conner handed the blowtorch to Jasper and set about cutting the man’s clothes off. 
 
    “We only had a hit out on a girl who could testify. Your family wasn’t part of it. I swear!” 
 
    Conner smiled and took the blowtorch. “That witness, she’s now part of my family, so I have to make sure your bosses understand what will happen to them if they try to make sure she can’t testify. You’re going to be my example, Julio, because you came onto my brother’s property and almost killed my nephew. No one messes with my family.” 
 
    “I’ll call, I’ll make sure the hit’s called off…please…” 
 
    “Keep everyone out.” Conner nodded toward the door. “They don’t need to see this.” 
 
    He agreed. Kade would lose his shit, and this fucker deserved what he was about to get. 
 
    But Jasper still winced when the man started screaming. 
 
    He locked the door and stood guard while Conner worked. There was pounding at one point, and he recognized Viktor’s voice. He told him to secure the building and wait for them. 
 
    It was several long minutes of screaming before Viktor walked away from the door. Conner was right. No one needed to see this shit but the two of them.  
 
    “I’m done.” Conner stood back to admire his handiwork. Curious, Jasper walked over and saw Conner had painstakingly carved a large scythe on the man’s back. “It’s my signature. They’ll know who did this.” 
 
    “Aren’t you worried they’ll come after you?” 
 
    “I’m the boogeyman who comes after the cartels. They run from me.” He pulled out a note in a plastic baggie and used a thumbtack to secure it to Julio’s chest. “This note explicitly says what we will do to Marco if he doesn’t call off the bounty on your woman’s head.” 
 
    “Marco?” 
 
    “He runs the cartel. I’ve never gone after them before, but they know my work. He’ll stay away.” 
 
    Seeing the mess that was Julio, Jasper didn’t doubt his word. It took a sick, fucked-up mind to do what Conner just did. Even Julio’s dick didn’t escape the flames of the blowtorch. 
 
    Conner picked up a phone on the desk and came back to Julio, snapping a picture. He then texted a message to someone and tossed the phone on the ground in front of Julio. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    Jasper took one last look at Julio and wanted to feel something other than a lessening of his anger. He should be disgusted, terrified of himself, of Conner. But he wasn’t. 
 
    He was just glad she was safe.  
 
    They drove back to Jasper’s apartment—it was the closest—and got cleaned up before heading back to the hospital. 
 
    She still wasn’t awake when he slipped into her room. The nurse assured him she wasn’t in pain when he asked. At least she could sleep.  
 
    “You’re safe now, pretty girl. I took care of it. No one’s coming after you.” 
 
    He prayed to God he was right. He leaned back and closed his eyes. He’d just rest his eyes until she opened hers. 
 
    But his body decided he needed to sleep, and he passed out cold. 
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    When Sloane woke up, the first thing she looked for was Jasper, but he wasn’t there. She wasn’t alone, though. Jo and Mason were talking quietly in two chairs by her bedside. They both had some scrapes and bruises from the shootout but looked okay otherwise. 
 
    She tried to sit up, but pain lanced her middle, and she let out a gasp. 
 
    Mason’s head snapped around, and his eyes widened. “You’re awake.” 
 
    She tried to speak but ended up coughing, which in turn caused another round of pain to rip through her abdomen. 
 
    “Easy,” Mason cautioned. “You’ll rip your stitches. Jo, let the nurses know she’s awake.” 
 
    Sloane cleared her throat. “Mateo?” 
 
    “He’s fine,” Mason assured her and helped her sip a little water. “He’s babysitting your kittens right now. He said to tell you so you don’t worry.” 
 
    Sloane smiled. She hadn’t remembered the kittens yet, but when she did, she knew she’d have pitched a fit until someone told her where they were. They’d been in the back of the office in their carrier when the shooting started, so she knew they were safe from random bullets, but someone might have forgotten they were there. 
 
    “How you feeling?”  
 
    His eyes were black, darker than Jasper’s brown ones. It made her sweep the room again, hoping he’d walk through the door. She found herself feeling bereft without him. Scared. All that made her answer to Mason’s question a little more abrupt than she meant it to be. 
 
    “Like I got shot?” 
 
    He grinned at her grumpy tone. “Jasper asked us to sit with you while the police took his statement. They wouldn’t be put off anymore, so he had to go to the station. He’ll be back soon, though.” 
 
    That explained his absence. 
 
    “He hasn’t left this room for two days. Viktor brought him clothes this morning and told him to shower before he stank out the floor.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Girl, don’t even try to say you weren’t looking for him. You looked about as sad as a kicked puppy when you realized he wasn’t here.” Mason sat back and stretched out his legs. “He’s just as crazy about you as you are him. I hope you plan on keeping him. The guy’s had a couple of hard years. He needs something good to happen to him, and I think that’s you.” 
 
    Did these people just blurt out whatever was in their heads? “I…I’m keeping him,” Sloane said. 
 
    “That’s what he said about you.” Mason leaned forward. “When’s the wedding?” 
 
    Sloane was saved from having to answer when the nurse came and shooed everyone out. The doctor came in a few minutes after that and did a few tests. They’d apparently kept her in a medical coma yesterday so she could heal and were all waiting for her to wake up today.  
 
    Three bullets went into her abdomen and did record damage, including hitting one of her kidneys. It was still iffy on whether she’d lose it, but they were monitoring the situation. They were also shoving antibiotics down her throat because there had been a lot of debris in the wounds. Through her IV, anyway. She also had dozens of tiny cuts all over her body from the broken glass. All in all, she was a right bloody mess, as her friend Mallory from London would say. 
 
    She was lucky to be alive. That was the gist of what the doctor told her. If she hadn’t gotten to the hospital so quickly, she probably would have died. Thank God KSI’s office building was minutes from the hospital. 
 
    There one minute, gone the next. Like her mother. 
 
    Sloane took a deep breath and tried to calm down. She wasn’t dead, but she wasn’t sure she was safe either. They’d found her despite Jasper’s best efforts, and it almost got others killed, including a little boy. While she survived this round, who knew if she’d survive the next one. 
 
    Maybe she should run and hide in Europe. Would they follow her if she left the country? Most likely, because she doubted they wanted to leave loose ends lying about that could bite them in the ass later. 
 
    So, what was she going to do? 
 
    Trying to sit up forced a whimper out of her. Bad idea. It hurt too much. The nurse said she’d bring her something for the pain, and Sloane sincerely hoped she’d hurry up.  
 
    A shadow moved across the room, and she looked up to see a man entering. He was tall, his face rugged and dark. Black eyes hunted the room, and the light from the bathroom caught the darkest streaks of black hair, making them glint blue. His eyes were cold, and she shivered from the emptiness in them.  
 
    Was he here to kill her? 
 
    When those serial killer eyes settled on her, she shrank back against the pillows, looking for the nurse’s call button, but it was on the floor. Dammit. She opened her mouth to scream. 
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    That one word shut her up. Even his voice sounded dangerous. What kind of torture could he put her through before the nurses came in? She wasn’t about to find out. Better to have a quick and clean death. 
 
    Her one regret was not telling Jasper how she felt.  
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you, Sloane.” He walked farther into the room and dropped into the chair Mason had vacated. “I’m Conner Kincaid.” 
 
    “Kincaid?” she whispered. 
 
    He smiled, but it failed to reach his eyes. “They’re my brothers.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “I wanted to talk to you about your plans.” 
 
    “My…my plans?” 
 
    “In regard to what you saw in Florida. Do you plan on going to the police?” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought about it. I was just trying to survive.” 
 
    “If you don’t go to the police, I can guarantee you’ll be safe.” 
 
    “How can you do that?” 
 
    “Because I can.” 
 
    “I’m sorry…but you can’t. They found me here in New York. They almost killed your nephew. How can you sit there and say…no, guarantee I’ll be safe?” 
 
    “Because I’m scarier than they are.” 
 
    Of that, she didn’t have any doubts. 
 
    “I’ve sat down and had a talk with the head of the cartel you’re running from. If you don’t tell the police what you saw, they’ll leave you alone.” 
 
    “And if I do want to go to the police?” 
 
    “That would be your right. It’ll make my job a hell of a lot harder, but if you want to testify, then I’ll make sure you can do that too.” 
 
    “What do you mean, it’ll make your job harder?” She didn’t understand any of what he was saying. 
 
    “It means I’ll have to hunt down every single one of those bastards and slaughter them.” 
 
    He said it so matter-of-factly, like he was discussing the weather. He terrified her. 
 
    “But if you can live with walking away from it, they’ll leave you alone.” 
 
    “Why would they do that?”  
 
    “Because I told them those were their options, walk away or be slaughtered.” 
 
    Again, the deadpan voice. She shivered and sank deeper into the mattress. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “For two reasons. They almost killed my nephew. No one touches a hair on his head without a visit from me. And because Jasper asked for my help to keep you safe.” 
 
    Jasper asked for his help? Jasper trusted him? 
 
    “Jasper had his reasons.” Conner’s lips twisted into a smile that transformed his entire face. The cold, dead eyes disappeared, and the mean demeanor melted away. “I knew his brother, and for him, I’d do just about anything. Henry’s little brother needed help, and it’s help I could give, so I did. You’ll be safe no matter what choice you make, Sloane. I promise.” 
 
    Henry had mattered to this man. A lot. She saw it in his eyes now that they were a little brighter. There was also a deep pain in them when he said Henry’s name. Now, that was an emotion she could trust because it was real. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be wrong not to go to the police? The man had a family.” 
 
    “Wrong or right…neither is the right choice. It puts people in danger. Going to the police gives the man some justice, but it puts you and yours in danger. Not going to the police doesn’t give his family closure, but they’re safe right now. There’s no bounty on their heads. You, however, that’s a different story. It makes my life harder, and it means you’ll have to stay hidden and perhaps go into witness protection until they’re all dead.” 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is if I keep my mouth shut, there’ll be no bloodshed?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “You’re sure they won’t come after me?” 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    “But how can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Because I’m The Executioner, and no one fucks with me.” 
 
    Chills raced down her spine. Serial killer Conner was back. 
 
    “I think I can live with keeping my mouth shut if his family is safe from retribution.” 
 
    “Good girl.” He winked at me, his charming smile on display again. 
 
    He put Ted Bundy, Charles Manson, and all those other really terrifying murderers to shame. He could charm you one second and slit your throat the next. It was right there in his eyes.  
 
    She believed him when he said he’d kill them all and they knew it. With Conner, it wasn’t just a boast. It was a statement of fact. 
 
    He leaned back. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “About as good as anyone who’s been shot, I guess?” 
 
    “Getting shot is never fun. It hurts like a son of a bitch.” 
 
    “That too.” 
 
    He grinned. “It’ll get better in a few days. Just don’t let them give you too many pain meds. That shit is a bitch to kick if you get yourself addicted.” 
 
    She noticed he’d made himself comfortable, like he wasn’t planning on leaving any time soon. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Why would Jasper ask you for help? I mean, he’s sorta…” 
 
    “Angry with me?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “He and I had a long talk on the phone about his feelings, about his brother and how fucked up life in general is. It was a good conversation. I think it helped him a little.” 
 
    “He talked to you?” 
 
    “It was a long time coming. If I’d known how angry he was, I would have tracked the fucker down a long time ago and sat him down for a come-to-Jesus talk. His brother wouldn’t have wanted him to have all this anger, to be angry with himself. Henry talked about him all the damn time. He’d want the kid to be happy.” 
 
    “You knew his brother well?” 
 
    A shadow filtered through his eyes. “Better than most.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you lost him.” 
 
    Conner’s eyes flickered to hers for the barest of seconds. Instead of acknowledging what she said, he turned the conversation back to her. “Are you planning on sticking around?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. The kid went to hell and back for you in ways you’ll never know about, but trust me when I say what he feels is more than lust for a beautiful woman. It’s the kind of love my brothers have, the kind worth fighting for. I think you both could use some good in your lives.” 
 
    “You think he loves me? We’ve known each other for barely three weeks.” 
 
    “My father knew he loved my mother the day he met her. Married her within a week. People get caught up these days in trying to rationalize the unrationalizable. Love isn’t something that can be defined. It’s something that’s there or it’s not. You know it when you know it. And if you’re lucky enough to find it, grab it and hold on like your life depended on it. Love can be there and gone in the blink of an eye.” 
 
    She was sitting here listening to a serial killer give her advice on her love life. Could this day get any weirder? 
 
    “Anyway, I’ll let you get some rest. I needed an answer from you, and now I have one. Whatever you decide, Sloane, I wish you luck.” 
 
    She watched him walk out of the room, unsure of what just happened, but he left her with a lot of questions. 
 
    Questions she knew she had to dig deep to answer, but answer them, she would. 
 
    He was right about one thing. Love was hard to find and could be taken away in a heartbeat. 
 
    But was he right? Did Jasper love her? 
 
    But more importantly, did she love him? 
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    Jasper yawned as he carried the bags through the hospital. Sloane was still in ICU, but the nurses were going to deal with what he had in the bags. He hoped to have everything ready before she opened her eyes. The doctor had assured him she’d probably not wake up until tomorrow, even though they were no longer keeping her in a medical coma. 
 
    He nodded to Stephanie, the evening nurse, as he stepped onto Sloane’s floor. She was coming out of another patient’s room. 
 
    “Oh, Mr. Watkins, good to see you. We’re so happy to see your fiancée awake.” 
 
    “What?” he barked. “And no one called me?” 
 
    “I…” She blinked at his harsh words. “I assumed the morning shift did.” 
 
    He blew out a breath. “I’m sorry for snapping at you, Steph. I’ve just been really worried.” 
 
    “Of course, sir. Her dinner just got delivered, so I know she’s awake.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He wasted not another second and took off down the hall, all but running to her room. 
 
    She was propped up in bed surveying the broth with a look of intense dislike. His heart finally started to beat, and his lungs opened up for the first time in days. She was awake and glaring at the soup like it was offending her. 
 
    The bags he was holding dropped to the floor with a crash, and he winced, knowing the glass bulbs were probably broken, at least some of them. 
 
    Her head snapped up at the sound, and her gaze dropped to the bags. 
 
    Jasper hesitated, unsure of his welcome. Would she blame him for her getting shot? Tell him to get the hell out? 
 
    “Hi,” he whispered. 
 
    She bit her lip. “Hi.” 
 
    He jammed his hands in his pockets to keep them from fidgeting. “You’re awake.” 
 
    “I am,” she agreed. “You gonna stand there all day, or are you going to tell me what broke in that bag?” 
 
    He reached down and collected the bags, coming over to the bed and putting them down in the chair. He looked her over from head to toe, the sheet covering the lower half of her. She seemed alert and not as pale as she’d been when he’d left. 
 
    His hand reached out, and he let it fall back to his side. She might not be screaming at him, but that didn’t mean she didn’t hold any ill feelings toward him. 
 
    “I’m sorry, pretty girl.” 
 
    “For what?” She tilted her head curiously. “For saving my life?” 
 
    “I…I didn’t…you got shot.” 
 
    “Jasper.” She sounded exasperated. “I know you have this complex about failing people, but you didn’t. I got shot because I stupidly raised up in the middle of a gunfight. You had nothing to do with my own actions. I was worried about Mateo, but I shouldn’t have moved.” 
 
    Sloane didn’t blame him, and neither did Angel, as he’d seen last night when the two of them had a long conversation about his inability to protect her. She’d slapped the back of his head and called him an idiot.  
 
    “Now, what’s in the bags? Please don’t make me try to bend down and look. It hurts when I move.” 
 
    Jasper didn’t recognize the noise that slipped out of his mouth. “Stay still. Do you need pain meds?” He was turning to rush out of the room in search of the nurse when she stopped him. 
 
    “No more pain meds. I don’t want to get hooked. As long as I stay still, I’m okay.” 
 
    He took a deep breath to center himself. The woman was turning him inside out. He’d been half out of his mind with worry the last few days, and to see her up and talking…relief wasn’t quite the word. Miraculous. That was the word he was looking for. 
 
    “I got you a Christmas tree. A little one, but it’s a tree. I thought they might let you keep the tabletop one here in the room until they transfer you out of ICU.” 
 
    “You got me a tree?” This huge smile spread across her face. “I thought you didn’t do Christmas.” 
 
    “But I know how much you love it, so I wanted you to have one. Give you a reason to open those eyes of yours.” 
 
    Sloane suppressed a grin. He was so nervous. “You’re rambling, soldier.” 
 
    His mouth snapped shut, and she swore he stood a little straighter.  
 
    “Jasper?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Why don’t you just kiss me and get over it?” 
 
    For a man who was at least four years older than she was, he was acting like a sixteen-year-old virgin. 
 
    “That, I can do, pretty girl.” 
 
    The first touch of his lips erased the pain throbbing in her middle and stole her breath. They were slightly cold from the outdoors, but still, as soft as the first time they’d met hers. She sighed and relaxed. That feeling of relief she’d felt when he’d first stepped into the room intensified, and she understood in that moment what Conner had been trying to tell her.  
 
    To reach for it and hold on tight. And she did. 
 
    Only to groan in pain when her arms wrapped around his neck. Jasper jerked back like he’d been slapped. 
 
    “Did I hurt you? Do you need—” 
 
    “No, Jasper, you didn’t hurt me. I hurt me. I should know better than to lift my arms.” 
 
    “Fuck…no more kissing until you’re better.” 
 
    That was not what she wanted to hear. 
 
    He laughed at her sour expression. “There is going to be plenty of kissing, sweetheart, just not until you have time to heal a little.” 
 
    “Everyone keeps asking me if I’m moving to New York. Did you perhaps tell them I was thinking about it?” 
 
    “I might have. I honestly don’t remember that much of the last few days. I’ll tell them to lay off.” 
 
    “No, it’s sweet that they’re all rooting for you with a girl none of them knows. Crazy, but sweet.” 
 
    “They know me, and they know I wouldn’t be insanely crazy about a girl unless she was special.” He leaned down and kissed the tip of her nose. “Why don’t we get this tree set up so I can bitch out the nurses for trying to make me take it down?” 
 
    “Conner came by.” 
 
    He stopped mid-bend. “What?” 
 
    “He wanted to talk about my plans in regard to what I saw. He said if I didn’t go to the police, he could guarantee the mobsters would leave me alone.” 
 
    “The cartel, not the mob.” 
 
    “Same to me.” 
 
    “Trust me, they’re not. The cartel is about a thousand times more lethal than the mob. He said he could guarantee that?” 
 
    Sloane nodded. 
 
    “Then he means it. Conner has…” 
 
    “Yeah, I got that,” she said dryly. “Mr. Serial Killer means what he says, I think. I take back all my doubts about you being the next Ted Bundy. That guy could scare the pants off Charles Manson.” 
 
    “I believe that.” 
 
    “He also said if I wanted to go to the police, he’d back my play. That no matter what, he’d make sure I was safe. It would just be harder.” 
 
    Jasper frowned. 
 
    “Mobster genocide,” she told him. 
 
    “Fuck.” He ran a hand through his hair, and she wanted to do it instead. She loved the feel of his hair. The strands were baby soft. 
 
    “I’m not going to pursue it. I know it’s probably wrong, but if he can get those guys to leave me alone, I’m all for it.” 
 
    “It’s not wrong, Sloane. It might cause his family to have no closure, but they won’t be in danger, and neither will you. Nobody else has to die. He had kids, kids who had nothing to do with any of this. They should be safe too.” 
 
    “You think Conner has the juice to keep that promise?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Sloane nodded, not sure how she really felt about her decision, but she’d made it, and now she’d live with it. 
 
    “I was thinking…” 
 
    “That’s not a good sign.” 
 
    “Hey…” He gave her the side-eye while he pulled the tiny tree out of the Target shopping bag and set it on her bedside table. “I still have a couple of months off from work, and since you don’t have a job anymore, I thought maybe we could go back to the farm. We could spend some time getting to know each other better. Explore this thing between us and…” 
 
    “And you’re rambling again, soldier.” 
 
    “I don’t ramble.” 
 
    “You do.” She smiled despite the pain in her belly. It had been hurting since the kiss.  
 
    “Fine, I’ll admit to rambling because I’m nervous. I care about you, Sloane, and I think this can go somewhere if we give it some time.” 
 
    “Conner told me if I found love, I should grab it and hold on tight. That it could be gone in an instant if I didn’t.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “Are you saying you love me?” 
 
    “I’m saying I don’t know. Maybe. Is it too soon?” 
 
    “Fuck if I know, pretty girl, but I think I really fucking love you.” He groaned. “I didn’t mean to say that out loud. It’s too soon, I know, and…” 
 
    “I think I might love you too, my rambling soldier. I’d like to find out if this is what love feels like, though. So, I say when you spring me from the hospital, we go back to the farm and see where things go from there.” 
 
    Jasper smiled, and it lit up the entire room. “We can do that, sweetheart. That, we can do.” 
 
    For the first time in a long time, Sloane didn’t feel so alone, and that had everything to do with the man standing in front of her. 
 
    She’d be a fool not to grab him and hold on for dear life. 
 
    And that was exactly what she did. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Christmas Eve 
 
      
 
    One Year Later 
 
      
 
    Jasper looked around and decided everything was perfect. The lights were off so only the Christmas lights were shining in the room, twinkling at him from their perches in the tree and among all the other Christmas shit she had thrown all over the apartment. He’d cooked dinner and put it in the oven to keep warm because he had plans that didn’t involve food until later…much, much later. 
 
    He glanced at his watch. She’d texted that she’d be late because she had a surprise for him. He hoped it was in the form of that sexy blue lace lingerie set they’d seen while Christmas shopping yesterday.  
 
    All he had to do now was wait.  
 
    An hour went by, and he started to worry, so he texted her to see where the hell she was. Sloane knew he acted like a bear with an acorn shoved up its ass when she was late. He would never forget the threat to her life, no matter how much Conner assured him she was safe. Some fears weren’t so easy to get away from.  
 
    He heard the key in the lock just as he was reaching for his phone. Jumping up, he got into position. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sloane parked her car and got out, helping her cousin get his bags out of the trunk. Jarrod had called her a few hours ago to let her know he was coming home. Not just home for Christmas, but home for good. He’d finally decided enough was enough and had taken an honorable discharge. 
 
    He looked tired, but he’d been overseas for nearly two years. He had a right to look tired. Dark blond hair was buzzed short, but it only made his sea-green eyes stand out more. He was taller than she remembered. Not as tall as Jasper, but taller than she was. Her cousin was a cutie pie, and he was going to be back to breaking hearts in no time. 
 
    He was also a lot quieter than he usually was and wouldn’t say a word about his last assignment. She figured it had to be bad. Jarrod looked haunted. At least he was home now, and that might help remove some of the shadows from his eyes. 
 
    “Thanks for taking me in, Lo-lo.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to send you back to the farm all by yourself. It’s Christmas Eve. Besides, Jasper is going to be thrilled you’re home.” 
 
    “He told me his firm might be hiring.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ve been thinking of selling the farm for a while now. Mom isn’t there, and it’s a huge expense. I can find a facility here in New York for her, and that means I won’t be so far away from you anymore. I missed having family around.” 
 
    “I missed you too.” She bumped his shoulder as they rode the elevator up to the fourth floor of the apartment building. “I’m glad you’re home.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    They got off the elevator when it stopped, and Sloane dug her keys out. “I need to move some junk out of the guest room. We’ve been using it to store the Christmas decoration boxes.” 
 
    “I bet your place looks like Santa’s workshop.” 
 
    “Close to it,” she agreed and stuck the key into the lock. “Once we get you settled, we’ll go find someplace open for dinner…” 
 
    Her words died when she swung the door open and saw what was waiting for her in the middle of the living room floor. 
 
    Jasper stood there, wearing nothing but Santa’s coat—wide open, mind you—and a pair of red boxers with a big present held right in front of his junk with a Santa hat on his head. 
 
    Jarrod cleared his throat, and she felt her face flame up. Oh, dear God. 
 
    “Well, if I knew this was the kind of welcome I’d be getting, I’d have come home a lot sooner,” Jarrod teased. 
 
    Jasper’s grin faded, and he looked from the present he was holding, to her, then to Jarrod. Then his face turned this bright shade of red, brighter than the coat he wore. 
 
    “Get your ass inside, Sloane, unless you want the neighbors to see your man in his underwear.” 
 
    That got her moving. She rushed ahead of Jarrod and hastily closed the door when he moved inside. The woman who lived two doors down had been hitting on Jasper since she moved in a month ago, and Sloane was ready to go lay the smackdown on her. Josephine offered to help. The two of them had become fast friends since she moved to New York. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she exclaimed and threw the blanket on the back of the couch at him. 
 
    “Jarrod?” he croaked. 
 
    “In the flesh…though I think you might be showing more skin than me, man.” 
 
    “I…” Jasper cleared his throat. “I wasn’t expecting you.” 
 
    “Clearly.” Jarrod winked. “I take it you didn’t get all dressed up just for me?” 
 
    “Clearly,” Jasper said dryly and tossed the present and the throw on the couch. He hugged his friend. “Why didn’t you call me?” 
 
    “I called Sloane. I thought she called you.” 
 
    “I told him I was bringing home a surprise.” 
 
    Jasper didn’t care. Jarrod was home, and that was all that mattered. “While you ruined my surprise, I’m glad you’re here. Are you on leave?” 
 
    “Nope. I’m home for good.” 
 
    Jasper slapped him on the back. “Awesome. I already talked to Viktor about you. He said to come talk to him any time you want a job. Most of the crew are either ex-military or police.” 
 
    “Put some pants on!” Sloane hissed at him, and he laughed. She looked embarrassed for him. 
 
    “Baby, I don’t need pants. You can’t keep all this contained.” He motioned to himself. “I’m sexy, and I know it.” 
 
    “Still an idiot, I see.” Jarrod smiled, and Jasper saw the shadows in his eyes. He hoped coming home would help, but if it didn’t, he’d make him go talk to someone. Therapy was something that needed to be encouraged now that he was on the therapy train. 
 
    “Go get cleaned up, my friend. I have dinner warming in the oven. Take a shower, change, and we’ll eat. It’ll give me time to give my woman her Christmas present.” 
 
    “I do not want to come back out here and see my cousin half-naked,” Jarrod warned. 
 
    “Please…she’d be fully naked, and you know it.” 
 
    Jarrod growled. 
 
    “No nudity. I can’t promise about later, but for now, we’ll eat and then head over to Viktor’s. We’re going to Christmas Eve mass with them.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” Jarrod picked up his duffel and headed down the hall, kissing his cousin as he passed. “Give him hell, Lo-Lo.” 
 
    “Lo-Lo?” Jasper quirked a brow when he heard the bathroom door shut. 
 
    “It’s an old nickname he hasn’t used since we were kids. I’m worried about him.” 
 
    “Give him some time, sweetheart. It’ll take him a minute to adjust to civilian life.” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “I know.” He pulled her to him and lightly kissed her. “Did you like your surprise?” 
 
    “Oh, my God!” She buried her head in his chest. “I thought I might die of embarrassment.” 
 
    “It takes more than my gorgeous self to embarrass Jarrod. I think he secretly wants me.” 
 
    “Please. You’re not his type.” 
 
    “I’m not?” 
 
    “Nope, you’re not buff enough.” 
 
    He gasped. “I work out daily, woman.” 
 
    “You’re not pretty enough either.” 
 
    “I’ll have you know women adore me because I’m so pretty. Just ask Claudia.” 
 
    Her lip snarled at the mention of their neighbor. “I am going to hurt her if she made a pass…” 
 
    “Down, tiger.” He kissed the top of her head. “The only person I want hitting on me is you. Speaking of…do you want to open your present?” 
 
    “My present?” 
 
    He pointed to the box on the couch. 
 
    “I can wait until tomorrow.” 
 
    “You might, but I can’t. Now, open your present, woman.” 
 
    She disentangled herself from him and picked up the present and shook it. There was no rattle. She tore the paper off and opened the box that held a single sheet of paper inside.  
 
    “The bedroom?” she asked. 
 
    He grinned. “It’s in there.” 
 
    Curious now, Sloane moved down the hall toward their bedroom. She heard the shower on as she passed the hall bathroom. Her bedroom door was closed, but there was another note on it that read, “Open me.” 
 
    Sloane pushed the door open to find their three cats all piled up together on the bed. There was no present in the room, though. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Go have a closer look at the cats.” His eyes twinkled, and she got suspicious. What was he up to? 
 
    She sat down on the bed and Patches, her favorite, raised her head and purred. It was then she noticed the cat had on a different collar with a different tag on it. She leaned down and read it. 
 
    Will you 
 
    Rocky’s was different too, as was his tag. 
 
    Marry me? 
 
    She looked from the cat to Jasper, and he was smiling, pointing to Scrappy, the first kitten they’d rescued from certain death. 
 
    His collar held a ring. A beautiful diamond that wasn’t too big but wasn’t small. It was perfect. 
 
    Jasper came over and took the collar off. He got down on his knees in front of her.  
 
    “I knew I was going to marry you less than a month after I met you. I loved you a week after I met you, though I didn’t know it. It wasn’t until I almost lost you that I admitted it to myself, and now I can’t imagine my life without you, Sloane. I love you, pretty girl, and I want to spend the rest of our lives showing you how much every single day. Will you marry me?” 
 
    She threw her arms around him, big, fat tears falling out of her eyes. She didn’t care that her nose was going to be runny or that her face was going to get splotchy. She couldn’t help it. 
 
    “Yes, Jasper, I will marry you.” 
 
    “Don’t cry, pretty girl.” 
 
    “They’re happy tears.” She sobbed and hugged him harder. “I loved you from the moment I saw you in the bathroom with Scrappy. You were so gentle and kind, and I knew I was lost. I tried so hard to fight you, to keep you at arm’s length, but you got in despite my best efforts. I love you so fucking much.” 
 
    “Uh, do you think Jarrod will mind if we’re late for dinner?” he asked as he slipped the ring on her finger. 
 
    “He’ll come in here if we are.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t.” 
 
    “He would.” 
 
    “Then I guess we’d better go tell him that you’re making an honest man out of me, then, but later, you and I have a date minus the clothes.” 
 
    “Speaking of, I think you should put some on.” Sloane wiped her tears away. 
 
    “If I have to.” 
 
    “Maybe put that Santa coat back on later when we’re alone.” 
 
    “My, my, future Mrs. Watkins, aren’t you in a playful mood?” He grinned and stood, pulling her with him. 
 
    “I’m in a Jasper kind of mood.” 
 
    “Aren’t you glad I didn’t turn out to be a serial killer?” 
 
    “Jury’s still out on that,” she teased and kissed him. “Now, get dressed so I can show off my future husband.” She slapped his ass and went out into the living room, the ring sparkling on her finger. 
 
    Both men who meant the world to her were here, safe and whole. 
 
    What more could a girl ask for? 
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