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Thad

 


 


 


There were three things of which Thaddeus Ryder was absolutely certain. One, the art tube strapped to his back held a multi-million-dollar painting by Edgar Degas. Two, he’d stolen said painting from a wealthy businessman the night before. And three, he was being followed.

Thad casually darted his gaze left then right, surveying the somewhat empty Brooklyn streets around him. Three blocks away, the beach was undoubtedly crowded, full of people in bikinis and board shorts, basking in the summer heat. But here, a little deeper into town, the vibe was different. The main language on the shop awnings was Russian. Instead of hipsters wearing tight jeans, there were women in full black skirts and men with long sleeves buttoned at the wrists. New York City was a diamond with a thousand different facets, and this small section at the southern edge of Brooklyn was one of the few that operated outside of the law. The NYPD knew better than to patrol. The local government turned a blind eye. A different set of rules was at work. But he’d been in worse neighborhoods before, and none of them had stood the hairs at the back of his neck on end.

Stay cool. Stay casual, he thought as he adjusted the strap on his shoulder and forced his grip to loosen. He kept his steps light and his pace even. A whistle came to his lips. He smiled and nodded to a woman walking past him with a sleeping baby wrapped snugly to her chest. But inside, his mind whirled.

Who was his tail?

It couldn’t be the Feds. He had incriminating evidence strapped to his back. If they knew where he was, they would’ve grabbed him, forced him to sign a plea, and made him wear a wire before the exchange. Which left one option—the Russians.

He’d met with his contacts in the mob plenty of times over the past few years, and they’d never had him followed before. The meetings were always quick. Thad upheld his end of the bargain—in this case, a stolen painting, in others a forgery of some kind. And they upheld theirs—a little money, a pat on the back, and assurances everyone he loved would live to see another day. Thad always did his best to block his ears, to blind his eyes, to ignore whatever other criminal activity might be happening around him, and then he left. Exchange complete.

But this meeting was different. It was special.

It’s my last one.

A tingle zipped down his spine, making his shoulders writhe. Thad glanced to the left, catching his reflection in a store window, but that wasn’t all he saw. A large man stepped out from behind a stone wall and fell in line behind him, both hands stuffed in deep, full pockets.

Okay, yup. Definitely being followed.

Definitely by the Russians.

And they definitely have guns.

Thad turned his face forward, forcing his gaze straight ahead as he rewound a few hours, reviewing every detail of the heist. The operation had gone entirely to plan.

Well—almost.

There was that whole thing where I caught Jo making out with a Fed…
After they took the painting, Thad had hurried to his escape route on the roof of the businessman’s townhouse. As he climbed over the divider into the neighbor’s private terrace, he saw his partner, Jolene Carter, and the agent who had been following the two of them all week, Nate Parker, alone in the alley below. Even drenched in shadow, their locked lips were undeniable. The sight had almost sent him reeling over the edge to the pavement five stories below, but Thad had held on, gaping in disbelief. To his further shock, a few moments later, the Fed let his partner go. He let her run. Thad spent the next few hours huddled in the dark, watching from a few roofs over as a team of agents cased the townhome for evidence before leaving empty-handed, completely unaware of the illicit exchange.
And there’s no way the Russians could possibly know about it either. Hell, I wish I didn’t know about it.

His contacts had seen Jo cozying up to Agent Parker earlier in the week, but Thad had convinced them it was part of the plan—that Jo was seducing the man for information. Then he reminded the Russians that she was completely ignorant of their arrangement, so she had no incentive to talk to the Feds. To Jo, the Degas was the endgame. She had no idea about his work with the Russians and the debt he owed them. The only thing he’d probably done right in his entire life was make sure that if they were ever caught, her hands at least would be clean.

Of course, the Fed could’ve told her the truth.

The thought made Thad trip over his feet, stumbling in the middle of the sidewalk as his heart flipped. He righted himself and kept walking, smooth and in control, but his pulse raced.

If Jo knows—

If that asshole told her—

If—

Thad pushed the panic down and took a deep breath. She and the Fed might have kissed, but it could’ve been part of Jo’s con. Parker had let her go. She’d never disclosed Thad’s hiding place on the roof. The game was still afoot. Right now, he needed to focus. Because he’d arrived at the apartment building where the exchange was taking place, and his every instinct was screaming at him to run.

Thad pressed the intercom, waiting for a buzz to signal the door was unlocked, and tried to ignore the unease.
This is it. My last job for the Russians. After this, I’m free. I just have to get through one final—

A grunt came through the intercom as the front door buzzed. Thad lifted his fingers, palm hovering over the knob. His intuition whispered,
Run, run, run, now while you still can.
He hated going against his gut. Everything about it felt unnatural. As soon as he stepped inside, escape would be ten times more difficult, but he was so close to freedom he could almost taste it. He couldn’t leave now. Not yet.

A shadow fell over his wrist, making the decision for him.

Heavy breathing drowned out the noise of the street. Two sets of lungs, one clogged with a summer cold and one more out of breath—probably the large man he’d seen in the window—which meant at least two men loomed behind him.

Don’t look over your shoulder.

Thad pushed open the door and marched inside, keeping his head straight as his gaze danced, moving up and down, side to side, jumping across every surface, cataloguing what he saw. He stepped slowly down the hall toward the winding staircase, all the while drawing an exit route in his mind. There’d been a fire escape over the front door. The building was old, pre-war he suspected, and the windows were dirty, certainly not new, probably easy to break if needed. Two new mobsters waited inside, though there were no doubt more he couldn’t see hidden behind the many closed doors around him. He’d want to get out as soon as possible—preferably before the bullets started flying.

Thad took the stairs slowly, carefully counting the steps, remembering the height as he sauntered toward apartment 304, the meeting spot. He’d been there before, but never so heavily surrounded and never so highly surveilled. Everything about this felt wrong. His instincts were screaming. His nerves vibrated. As Thad crested the stairs to the third floor, he ran through every scenario, weighing a thousand different possibilities against each other in a matter of seconds. It was, after all, his specialty. The getaway. The escape. Art was his passion, but danger was where he thrived.

If I run, they’ll try to kill me, and they won’t stop there once I’ve set off their alarms. They’ll try to kill Jo, to kill everyone I love—anything to bring me back.

But if I don’t run…

If I keep walking…

If I step through that door…

I’m dead anyway.

The certainty hit Thad like a punch to the gut.

I’ve seen their faces.

I can identify them.

I’m a witness to their crimes.

I was never going to get out alive.

Thad swallowed and kept walking toward door 304, one step in front of the other, eerily calm as he marched toward his death. Freedom and the Russian mafia were two ideas that didn’t mix. They were oil and water—opposites. The only liberty mobsters knew was in death. On some level, he’d probably always known this would be his end, that it was the only ending he deserved.

At least Jo was safe.

She was at this very moment on a flight from New York to the Bahamas, on her way back to the private island home she shared with her father. Robert would be waiting—

Robert.

Thad frowned. His steps slowed. Robert was Thad’s mentor. He was also the only other person who knew about this arrangement with the Russians. They’d approached Robert five years before with the same threats, the same extortion. At the time, the two of them had made a silent pact to do whatever was necessary to keep the woman they both loved safe. To Robert, a beloved daughter. To Thad, a best friend and the sibling he’d never had. If Thad was going down, Robert would be going down with him.

What would Jo find when she got to the island? Her father’s body bleeding out? A whole troop of mobsters waiting to take her down too? The Russians had questions about Jo—about how friendly she’d seemed with that Fed all week, about what exactly she knew—and they didn’t like those types of questions. They usually answered them with a bullet to the head.

Jo isn’t safe.

Thad froze. Of course Jo wasn’t safe. She was part of this—she’d always been part of this. He’d been an idiot to think otherwise. And right now, she was walking into a trap.

She’s in mortal danger. Which means I can’t give up, I can’t give in.

Not until I know she’s all right.

One of the Russians shoved him forward from behind. Not thinking, running on pure reflex, he acted. Thad dug his heels into the carpet and pivoted his weight, twisting to the side. Surprise was his greatest weapon. Before the two men behind him had time to act, Thad’s hand was already snaking into one of their full pockets. His finger slid against a trigger. He pulled.
Bam!
The gun sounded impossibly loud as it fired, the
bang
reverberating around the narrow hall, bouncing from surface to surface, deafening. The bullet shot down, right into the Russian’s foot. The man hollered, pain making him release his tentative hold on the weapon. Thad tugged it free and kneed the already injured man in the groin. He went down, but his comrade was already pulling his weapon free, pointing it at Thad. Ten years of hand-to-hand training was the only thing that kept him alive. Thad straightened his fingers and slashed at the man’s jugular, crushing his windpipe in one swift blow.

Deep grunts came from the other end of the hall and from the floor below. Boots pounded.
Thud. Thud. Thud.
The men they’d passed on their way up the stairs were coming. The apartment door ahead banged open. Thad shot once down the hall and once down the stairs, then emptied the remainder of the weapon into the window at the end of the hall. He leapt, throwing his forearms up to protect his face as his body sailed full-force into the glass, shattering the already weakened surface completely. He slammed into a metal rail and dropped onto a metal grate, broken glass tinkling like rain in his wake. Despite the pain, Thad grinned and released a quick breath.

Thank you, fire escape.

The celebration was short lived. A spray of bullets sailed overhead—machine-gun fire. The
pop! pop! pop!
was unmistakable. Thad slithered over the metal, ignoring how the broken glass cut into his skin, and jumped to his feet as soon as he was beyond the opening of the window. Taking the steps two at a time, he descended, breath coming fast. Bullets
pinged off the metal around him as the machine guns sprayed. Boots thundered overhead. Two bodies spilled from the front door below, running into the street. Thad had no choice but to jump the final flight, landing on one of the henchmen to break his fall and buy himself time. He rolled to his feet, never stopping, never pausing. He made it around the corner milliseconds before a round of gunfire slammed into brick.

Even though it would slow him down, Thad reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. He didn’t care what happened to him, so long as Jo went free. Seeing as he was running for his life, there was only one way to ensure that happened, only one person who could give her the protection she needed.

Agent Parker.

Thad snarled as he opened the burner phone, only two numbers programed into the contacts—the number for Jo’s phone, useless since she was on a plane, and the number he’d stolen from her when she wasn’t looking, the number for the Fed. He didn’t know at the time why he’d taken it, what he’d possibly use it for. Thad had no noble intentions to turn himself in. He wasn’t under any false hope that the Feds would treat him as anything but exactly what he was—a dangerous criminal. Everyone in his life eventually left him or got hurt. He knew Jo would never leave, which meant he knew, on some level, she was always in danger. That must’ve been why he’d swiped the number. Thad made messes, he didn’t clean them up. He wasn’t a hero. He never believed he’d be the one to save her.

He pressed
send.

The phone rang.

“Parker here,” the Fed answered, voice gruff, edged with frustration.

Before Thad could speak, he heard shots fire and he swerved around a bend. Bullets
pinged like pinballs behind him, ricocheting off stone, too close. His feet slapped concrete. The art tube bounced between his shoulder blades. Somehow the thought of that beautiful painting being damaged, being destroyed, was more motivating than the threat of losing his own life.

The Fed must have heard the gunfire. His tone changed.

“Hello? Hello?” he urged, almost frantic, a complete shift in sound. “Who is it?”

Panic. Fear. Alarm.

Thad could read it all, and he knew what it meant—concern.

Concern for Jo.

“Agent Parker,” Thad said, racing toward another intersection. If he went left, he’d be at the beach. Public enough to maybe discourage the Russians from firing. But also public enough to put innocent lives at risk. He turned right. Deeper into Russian territory, deeper into danger, but he wasn’t too concerned for his own safety, not even with bullets peppering the pavement behind him.

“Yes, this is Agent Parker. To whom am I speaking?” Fast words, eager words.

Before Thad could answer, two men turned a corner in front of him, machine guns held aloft. No time to think, Thad dove into a shop at his side, bursting through the front door, slamming it so hard the glass shattered. A local hardware store. The man behind the register froze, eyes going wide. He pointed deeper into the shop. Thad had no choice but to trust there would be a back door. He raced down the aisle, hearing guttural shouts in a foreign tongue behind him. The Russians were close. Too close.

“Hello?” The Fed again, voice staticky. “This is Agent Nate Parker. To whom am I speaking?”

Thad stormed past the bathrooms and into a back hall, praying the call didn’t drop. “I think you know.”

His voice came out smooth as butter, not at all concerned.

Good.

Never let them see you sweat.

“Ryder?” the Fed demanded through the phone. “Ryder, is that you?”

Why, yes. It is.
But Thad would never give the man the satisfaction. One common denominator, Jo, did
not
make them allies.

Footsteps echoed behind him, growing louder and louder.

A door loomed ahead.

Please. Please.

“Ryder!” the Fed shouted, desperation obvious, fear obvious. “Where—”

“Jo is in danger,” Thad interrupted as he ran into the door at full speed, forcing it open, and spilled into an alley lined with trash. “I can’t get to her in time. You need to save her.”

And then he hung up.

The call was short enough they’d never be able to trace it, which meant the Feds would have no reason to go after Thad. Parker would be free to go after Jo, the way the panic in his voice made it obvious he would.

Thad dove to the ground just as the metal door he’d exited slammed open. He rolled, wincing as the art tube crunched beneath his weight, and slid underneath a car parked in the alley. Then he held his breath and listened.

Boots stomped past.

One set. Then two. Then three.

Deep voices spoke low enough he couldn’t hear. Thad strained his neck but couldn’t see what the men were doing or where they were going.

If I make it out of this—

He broke off the thought. It was dangerous to question, to doubt.

He
would
live.

He
would
find a way to contact Jo.

Then he
would
get her out of this mess.

Because he was Thaddeus Ryder. Forger. Professional thief. Escape artist extraordinaire. And there was no situation so dire, so hopeless, he couldn’t lie, cheat, or steal his way free. Not yet. Not now. Not ever.
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Addison

 


 


 


Pink was a totally underrated color. From the hot magenta of a Carolina sunset, to the rich coral of a Georgia peach, to the soft blush of a newly budding rose, Addison loved them all. Every shade. Every hue. Blame her lifelong obsession with Disney princesses. Blame her mother for cultivating the most beautiful backyard garden. Blame her grandmother for insisting she take ballet as a little girl. Blame anything—it wouldn’t change the fact that to Addison Abbot, pink was perfection.

Even now, as she stood hunched over a baking sheet, buttercream frosting spilling over her fingers from a small tear in her piping bag, Addy couldn’t deny her love. The bright pop of her flats against the polished concrete floor resembled two flamingos in a sun-drenched pond. Magenta polka dots peppered her A-line skirt. The logo of the bakery where she worked,
Low Country Cakes, decorated the front of her apron, but she’d embroidered her name above it in watermelon thread. And best of all, the array of frostings resting in various bowls and bags and tubes on the counter resembled a field of precious peonies—pink, pink, and more pink.

Because Addison was working on her dream wedding cake.

Not her own, sadly.

But the next best thing.

The adorable couple was from Charleston. The soon-to-be wife worked at a stationery studio. The almost-husband was a teacher. On the weekends, they ran a pop-up shop in the market downtown selling their artwork—hers were watercolor, his were oil, and the shared passion was how they’d first met. They wanted the most romantic and most floral wedding cake the world had ever seen, which was why Addy was elbow deep in frosting, churning out buttercream roses like a machine, with a giddy, swoony smile on her face.

“Time to close up shop,” a voice called, interrupting her blissful concentration.

Addy flinched, smearing a petal. With a sigh, she placed the damaged flower on the table and looked up in time to see her boss, Edie Haynes, step out of her office.
My father wanted a boy. Those were Edie’s first words to Addy at the very start of her job interview ten years prior, back when she’d been nothing but a determined teen desperate for an after-school job she was passionate about, instead of one folding clothes at the local department store. The statement was true. Small-town gossip didn’t stay small for very long, and Addy had heard about Edie, the homecoming queen who should have been a quarterback, long before she’d gathered the courage to come work for her. Edie was nothing like the tomboy her father once dreamed of—tall, blonde, a model in her youth, and now a hustling cake designer running one of the most successful shops in town while also raising twins. Brides-to-be came from all over to enlist Edie to bring their wedding dreams to life. There was a waiting list for clients. Addy had been working there long enough to see the business blossom and grow, and she was more than grateful to have come along for the ride. But sometimes, just sometimes, she dreamed of a little bit more.

A business of her own.

A pink logo with her monogram.

Addison Abbot Designs.

Or maybe
Cakes by Addy.

Or her screenname
Sprinkle-Ella—creating fairy-tale cakes one wedding at a time.

“Earth to Addison? Come in, Addison?”

Addy shook her head and blinked. “Sorry, Edie. What?”

“Time to close up shop…” her boss repeated slowly, the smallest hint of a smile crossing her lips.

“Oh…” Addy glanced wistfully down at the table, at all the work waiting to be done. “I still have… I mean, I’m not quite… Would you—”

“You want to stay late? Again?” Edie interrupted, raising a teasing brow. A true southern steel magnolia—shrewd, savvy, and always straight to the point. She was a good role model for Addy, who’d never been able to keep both her feet firmly planted on the ground. Why would she when the clouds, the sky, and her dreams were so much fun? “That’s the third time this week. Don’t you have something more exciting to do? Drinks with friends? A date? You’re only twenty-five. I don’t want you working your life away. I’d never forgive myself.”

Not something everyone heard their boss say every day, but Edie was almost like an older sister, a dear friend. This wasn’t the first time she’d voiced these concerns.

Addy pulled her lower lip into her mouth and nodded. “It’s just, I’m almost done with the flowers. Then I thought I might test out some different options for the top tier…”

Edie crossed her arms as she leaned against the doorframe to her office and pointedly lifted her brows. “This wouldn’t be because your sister came home from school two weeks ago, would it?”

Stupid small town! Everyone knows everything!

“No,” Addy rushed to say, even as her insides twisted at the slight lie. She loved her sister—she did. But did Grace have to be so…so…so, well, Grace-like? Her sister was three years younger, and while they’d been close as children, they’d grown up and grown apart. Now, they couldn’t be more different. Where Addy loved pink, Grace’s wardrobe consisted mainly of navy and charcoal. Where Addy was completely happy following her passion in life, not at all concerned that it might conform to traditional gender roles, Grace was at law school studying to become a women’s rights attorney. Which, Addy was the first to say, was amazing. She couldn’t be prouder of her sister and the meaningful work she was doing. Still though, did Grace have to be so good at arguing? And giving side-eye? And slipping in snide remarks anytime she heard Addy gush about her desire to get married or caught her reading a perfectly respectable bodice ripper?

I mean, really.

“Grace—” Addy stopped herself with a wince. While she would always think of her sister as little Gracie, or at least Grace, she was supposed to call her by her middle name now. Lee. That happened about a year ago when Gracie decided her name was too oppressive, or sexist, or something about the patriarchy… Addy couldn’t remember. Anyway, to the public, she was Lee now. Addy coughed. “I mean, Lee, is good. She’s great! We’re great. I’m just really into this cake.”

Edie rolled her lips into her mouth, cheeks puffing with contained laughter.

Thank God it was contained.

“You know, it’d be good for you to learn a thing or two from your sister,” Edie chided softly, half-serious, half-teasing.
Oh, God, not you too, Addy thought, fighting back an eye roll. “When’s the last time you got out of town?”

Ah yes, because Gracie was this small town’s world traveler. Everyone loved when she came back from her adventures—going to college in San Francisco, volunteering in Africa, studying abroad in France, taking a summer break to backpack through Southeast Asia. Grace was a local hero. She was the one who got away, who was doing big things, glamorous things. Edie had been that girl once too, a model on the cusp of making it big, before she accidentally got pregnant and moved back home to raise her new family.

But what, did Addy want to know, was so bad about staying near home? Helping take care of her parents? Keeping a steady job for nearly a decade? Of course, in those solitary moments where she let her mind wander, she often found herself wondering what the streets of Paris looked like at night or if wishes made at the Trevi Fountain really did come true. But in those dreams, she wasn’t alone. There was romance in the air. A thumb brushing against her palm. A body snuggled close to her side. Lips pressed against her neck.

She’d leave this town.

She’d go somewhere.

She’d explore.

She just, well, wanted to find someone who would go with her first.

Addy found her boss’s level gaze. “I went to Charleston three weeks ago.”

Edie snorted. “And when’s the last time you left the South?”

What’s so wrong with the South?
she thought indignantly.
We’ve got hospitality, chivalry, sweet tea—and praline pecans!

“Does Epcot count?”

This time, Edie did burst out laughing as she dropped her face into her hands, shaking her head. “Addison, Addison. If I didn’t depend on you so much, I’d fire you, just to see what you’d do.” Addy’s stomach leapt into her throat before her boss kept going. “But I’m selfish, and I don’t know what I’d do without you. So maybe think about a vacation instead? I don’t want you to burn out.”

“I will,” Addy said.

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

Edie eyed her for a few moments longer, then slipped her hand into her purse. She pulled out the shop keys and tossed them toward Addy, who caught them smoothly with a grin across her lips.
Buttercream, I’m not done with you yet.

“Anderson wedding on Saturday?” Edie said as she made her way toward the back door, running through a final end-of-day checklist in her mind.

“Yup. We should be all set.”

And thank God for that.

The Anderson couple requested a black wedding cake.
Black!
Addy had never been so depressed while baking a cake in her life. Even now, she shivered, turning toward her fluffy pink frosting for solace.

“And the Cooper wedding on the same day?”

“And the Bryants’ next week. And I think the Shermans’ the week after. All good.”

“And that Avengers birthday cake—”

“Already got the designs approved by the parents.”

“And—”

“Go home to your family. Everything is under control.”

Edie took a deep breath and turned to face Addy, stalling with her hand on the knob. “See? What would I do without you?”

“Be just as successful, I’m sure, if a lot less entertained.”

Edie rolled her eyes and opened the door. “Think about the vacation,” she called over her shoulder. “But maybe not until after the summer rush…or the fall rush…winter might work—”

“Good night, Edie!”

“Night!”

The door
clicked closed.

Addy breathed a sigh of relief.

No more questions.

No more concerns.

For the rest of the night, she could be exactly where she wanted to be—surrounded by sugary frosting and sweet daydreams, her favorite combination.

But first—

Addy rushed to the sink and cleaned the dried buttercream from her hands. Then she pulled her phone from her purse, snapped a quick photo of the flowers she was working on, and loaded her ongoing chat with her friends—Jo and McKenzie. During the workday she usually felt too guilty to chat, but after hours was fair game. Addy sent them the pic and tapped out a quick caption.

 


@Sprinkle-Ella: My happy place! Flowers for days!

 


Oddly enough, though she’d never met either of them in real life, those two girls felt like the truest, most authentic friends she’d ever had. They’d first started talking about two years ago in an online forum for fans of
The American Baking Championship, and when it got canceled (way before its time, if Addy had anything to say about it), Jo had started a group chat to keep the conversation going. At first, they discussed the contestants, the items from the show, how the runner-up had been absolutely robbed. After a while, things shifted to swapping recipes, giving advice, and sharing an honest love of all things dessert. McKenzie was a pastry sous chef at a high-end restaurant in New York. Her take-no-prisoners attitude perfectly fit her hometown. And Jo, well, Addy didn’t know much about Jo, except that she lived near the beach, worked for her father, and dreamed of owning her own bakery one day. Really, what else did she need to know?

To Addy, they were a godsend, the only escape she needed from this small town where most of her friends had either packed up and left, or settled down and had families, leaving her in a strange sort of limbo. Jo and McKenzie understood her passion, her drive. They understood her in a way Addy didn’t think anyone else but Edie really did.

 


@TheGourmetGoddess: So. Much. Pink.

 


Addy snorted. McKenzie and Grace would get along fine, two peas in a pod.

 


@Sprinkle-Ella: I know!

@TheGourmetGoddess: I didn’t mean that as a good thing.

@Sprinkle-Ella: I know!

@TheBakingBandit: Your buttercream technique is flawless! I need lessons :)

 


An image of Jo’s kitchen came through the screen—a mess of flour and dough and sugar. Addy barked out a laugh and then hastily covered her mouth to hide the unladylike sound. Jo’s baking was all creativity all the time—high on the enthusiasm, but low on the precision. She was the complete opposite to someone like McKenzie, a French-trained pastry chef. Addy liked to think she rested somewhere in the middle, the peacemaker between two extremes.

 


@Sprinkle-Ella: New kitchen? The counters look different.

@TheBakingBandit: OMG, I didn’t tell you guys I moved! No longer by the beach. I’m living in Washington, DC…with a man…who is a neat freak…help!

@TheGourmetGoddess: My condolences to his sanity.

@TheBakingBandit: I’m a great roommate.

@TheGourmetGoddess: Sure…

 


While McKenzie laid on the snark, a wide grin spread across Addy’s face to match the warmth gathering beneath her skin. There was nothing she loved more than love…and the color pink.

 


@Sprinkle-Ella: So exciting!! Congrats!

@TheBakingBandit: Thanks! It’s been great! And best of all, I’m working on trying to open my very own bakery! Maybe just a food truck to start…idk, still planning the logistics. But I have a TON of recipes I need you guys to taste test!

@Sprinkle-Ella: Yes! Send them along!

@TheGourmetGoddess: I had a great idea for a maple sugar glaze I think you should try for your pie crust. I’ll email you.

@TheBakingBandit: You guys are the best! But actually, I have to go! Must clean… The aforementioned man will be home soon, and I promised him I would try to be better.

@Sprinkle-Ella: Bye!!

@TheGourmetGoddess: Later fools.

 


Addy put her phone down and turned back to the table, retrieving the nearest piping bag. She spent the next hour finishing up the buttercream flowers, then put them in the refrigerator to harden a little overnight before finalizing the cake tomorrow morning. Though she could have headed home after that, she didn’t. Because…why bother? All that waited in her small one-bedroom apartment was leftovers and reruns of her favorite TV shows since they were still on summer break. She’d rather be baking. So she marched back over to the fridge and pulled out a ball of white fondant—they always kept some handy—then grabbed food coloring, brushes, and molding chocolate, ready to test out a few different ideas for the top tier of this dreamy cake.

As music played from her phone, Addy lost herself in the work, thoughts shifting to a little game she told no one about but always seemed to play in these late hours alone in the kitchen. Her meet-cute game. It was her favorite part of the client interviews, hearing the engaged couple explain how they were introduced, animated and happy and so clearly in love as their words bounced back and forth. Her favorite books and movies all began with a romantic, somewhat laughable yet always charming serendipitous event. When she was all alone, free to dream, Addy couldn’t stop herself from wondering when her turn would come. When Prince Charming would swing by and sweep her off her feet. When she would finally get a happy ending of her own.
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Thad stood in the shadows, watching her through the shop windows. But not in a creepy way, more in a, well…okay—in a creepy way. He had, after all, been stalking the poor girl for two days. But it wasn’t as bad as it sounded. @Sprinkle-Ella was one of Jo’s online baking friends, which meant she was one of the few ways he could possibly contact his partner without the Feds or the mob taking note. Talking to Jo was of the utmost importance, and finally his mark was alone, approachable, his moment ripe for the taking.

Yet, Thad found himself hesitating.

Because, well, she seemed so damned sweet he couldn’t stand it, with her pink shoes, all the polka dots, and that bright headband holding back her voluminous black hair. For the past two days, he’d watched her bop around the bakery as though an invisible soundtrack were constantly playing in the background of her life, adding a jaunt to her steps that seemed like something out of a musical. Her smile never disappeared—it was always plastered to her lips. Even now, as she worked with her lips pressed together in concentration, the ends still perked in a grin. Every morning on her way to work, she waved to each person she walked by, prepared with a cheerful hello. Every evening, she settled onto her couch with a meal for one, a perfectly folded napkin resting on her lap and a laugh stirring on her lips from whatever was playing on the TV. The girl oozed positivity in a way Thad found unnerving, and he couldn’t bring himself to burst the bubble she’d built—not yet, anyway. He waited and watched, hesitant to step forward and destroy yet another innocent life thrown into his path.

But he was running out of time.

Two weeks had passed since his escape from the Russians, and in that time, his entire world had exploded—literally. After he’d managed to evade the Russians in Brooklyn, Thad hijacked a small yacht from a nearby marina and went completely off the grid for a few days, trying to get as far south along the coast as possible. By the time he returned to the mainland, everything had changed. Sitting in a cheap motel in Virginia, paid for with the cash he always kept on hand in case of emergencies, Thad watched his entire life flash across the television screen. Every channel told the same breaking news:
A bombing in the Bahamas. Murder on the high seas. Famed art thief Robert Carter finally meets his end. FBI makes arrests in one of the biggest mob roundups in history.
Etcetera. Etcetera.

The Russians had blown up the island compound Thad had once called home, killing Robert and nearly killing Jo in the process. She’d given one interview—short and succinct, saying she was prepared to cooperate fully with the authorities, anything to bring these evil men to justice. Thad had watched it on repeat about a dozen times, just to convince himself she was alive and unharmed. That it wasn’t some trick. Jo had survived, and Thad hadn’t missed the Fed standing behind her while she spoke, eyes sharp and protective—Agent Parker. The hero to Thad’s villain. At least that’s what all the news anchors were labeling him as while they flashed photos of him across the screen. Thad was a thief working for the mafia, a bad man who needed to be caught, a criminal on the Most Wanted list, and there was nothing Americans liked more than a manhunt.

Thad had been in hiding ever since—from the mob, from the Feds, from the entire country. His picture was no doubt posted at every police station. Lord knew it flashed every night on the evening news. A tabloid story popped up—“From budding artist to wanted felon: the true story of Thaddeus Ryder”—with some grainy photo from college slapped across the front page. The freaking article had dredged up every sad, pathetic moment from his childhood—abandoned by his mother, son of a felon born into the life of crime, a boy with a bright future but a past he couldn’t escape. Total bull. He couldn’t help but roll his eyes at the sheer amount of fame seekers oozing through the woodwork, searching for their fifteen minutes while the news story was still hot. Ex-girlfriends. Guys he’d gone to school with. Teachers. Coaches. As though they’d known him well enough to have any sort of authority on his life. The only person in the world who knew the real Thad was Jo, and he needed to talk to her before he vanished off the face of the earth.

As he floated aimlessly across the Atlantic Ocean, letting the tide be his guide, Thad had a realization—he didn’t need to die. He needed to disappear. The Russians wanted one thing, to ensure Thad would never bear witness to their crimes in a court of law. That could be accomplished with a bullet to the head, true. But it could also be accomplished by his slipping south of the border and disappearing forever. The Degas still neatly tucked into its art tube would provide enough dough he’d never have to steal another thing again. Thad could retire from this life he’d never wanted. He could get a bungalow by the beach in Brazil, sit and watch the ocean every day, and paint to his heart’s content. A simple life, maybe, but that was all he’d ever wanted. A pallet. A brush. An empty canvas. The world at his disposal. What more could he ask for? Nothing. This little dream was already more than he deserved.

But he couldn’t leave without saying goodbye to Jo. Without knowing she would be okay. Without apologizing for the mess he’d brought her into.

And he needed to act fast.

Every day, more people did a double take as he walked by. Every day, the story gained more attention as he continued to evade capture. Every day, the dream slipped farther and farther out of reach. The disguises would only last so long. His cash reserve was already running low. He needed to talk to Jo, and that disconcertingly cheerful girl on the other side of the window was his last shot.

But he had to play it
just
right.

If he walked over with his baseball cap pulled low and his jacket collar popped, she might freak out and call the police. If he showed his real face, she might recognize him immediately and sound an alarm. He’d have to be smooth. Charming. Stick a hundred-watt smile on his face and beguile her with his dimples. Hell, they’d pulled him out of more than one sticky situation. But even if the initial greeting went okay—what then?

Hello, my name is Thad. Your friend Jo? Yeah, well, I need to talk to her and I can’t tell you why or what about, but I’m going to need you to trust me, a complete stranger, when I say it’s a matter of life or death. My life or death. Okay?

Cheerful or not, the smile would vanish in a second, and a scream would likely follow. Nah, he’d have to come up with some cover story. His car broke down. He was lost. His phone died. Could he borrow hers to make a call? Would she mind if he looked up directions to his hotel? Once he had access to her phone, he could open her messenger app and reach Jo—a smile on his face as he lied through his teeth. The FBI would never notice the conversation, and he’d lost the Russians two weeks ago. If he played his cards right, both he and this innocent girl would walk away unscathed.

Actually, that just might work.

Thad pushed off the brick wall at his back and straightened his spine, bolstered by the thought of an actual plan. He refocused on the blazing beams shining through the bakery window, the only shop open at such a late hour in this small, sleepy town, and studied the girl.

Addison Abbot.

Her name sounded like something out of a nursery rhyme—which actually made sense from what he’d seen of her so far.

Focus.

In case the conversation went south, he needed a card on deck, something that would erase her suspicions, something to make her trust him. A shared interest usually did the trick with most people—nothing soothed worries like common ground. The second someone could see themselves in another person, distrust went away.

To his surprise, the answer came immediately. Through the window, Thad watched as Addison finished rolling out a sheet of white dough. An amazed smile spread across his face as she dropped food dye into bowls of water and studied a set of paintbrushes.

Art.

Everything in his life had always come down to art—it was poetic justice that his freedom should be no different. Painting, whether with oil on a canvas or dye on a cake, was something he could bullshit about for days. And upon seeing the first hint of frustration cross her lips as she jerkily spread strokes across the edible surface, Thad knew exactly what to do. Mysterious stranger showing up to ask for directions in the middle of the night? Some might say alarming. Others might say intriguing. It was too risky to chance. But mysterious handsome artist come to save the day? That was a winning hand he’d played many times before.

Game plan at the ready, Thad discarded his baseball cap and straightened his collar. Then went the glasses and the faux beard. He scuffed up his hair and wet his lips, bringing his most charming smile to his face as he strode across the street and into the light. Standing before the door, he took a deep, steadying breath and tapped his knuckles against the logo etched into the glass.

She didn’t hear.

Stifling a sigh, Thad tried again, a little more forceful this time but not enough to frighten.

Addison didn’t look up. Instead, she politely called, “Sorry. We’re closed.”

Even her rejections are cheerful, he remarked, doing his best to keep a frustrated curl from rising to his lips.

He knocked again. This time, her shoulders drooped and her entire body deflated with a sigh. She set the brush down, lifted her torso, turned her face in his direction—and froze.

Thad lifted the edge of his lip just so and waved once, fully aware of the effect he normally had on women. The summer he turned fifteen, he’d grown six inches and started lifting weights. By the time he was seventeen, after hours and hours of carefully studying his own reflection in the mirror, he’d figured out the optimal grin for seduction—a little cocky, a little unsure, and high enough to dig one small dimple into each cheek. At the time, he’d wanted nothing more than a date, but his father, a true con man, had shown him the value of an innocent smile that brought all sorts of wicked thoughts to a girl’s mind.
Men in our line of work can’t afford modesty.
Thad had taken his father’s lesson to heart. He knew every tool at his disposal, and he’d learned to wield them well.

Addison’s brows mushed together…and then shot up in shock. She jumped into action, straightening her spine as her eyes glanced everywhere but at him. Those sugar-coated hands smoothed out the wrinkles in her apron as she rushed to the door. A gulp tightened her throat. She tucked a wayward black curl behind her ear and chewed her bottom lip, gaze still on the floor beneath her feet as she reached for the lock. The latch
clicked. Only then, as her petite, elegant fingers twisted around the knob, did she slowly raise her eyes to meet his. He stared into those two deep turquoise pools, but the remarkable color wasn’t what made him pause. It was the faith, the innocence, the joy shining within them that made his heart skip a beat.

“Can I help you?” she asked, somewhat breathless, the barest hint of wonder laced through her feminine southern drawl.

Thad blinked and refocused, deepening his grin as he lifted his hand to the frame and leaned in, not too close, but close enough to make her draw in a sharp breath.

Just like that, he knew he had her.

Hook.

Line.

And sinker.
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Holy hotness. Addy had lost the ability to think the second she saw that man standing in the doorway. At first, she thought he was a mirage. A figment of her imagination. She had, at that very second, been daydreaming about the perfect meet-cute with a construction worker building a house in the hot summer sun—shirtless of course, sweat dripping slowly down the contours of his muscles as she happened to saunter by. Their eyes met across the distance, attraction an instant bolt of lightning down her spine. Totally taken off guard, she tripped on a discarded wooden board hidden in the grass. He, in a show of inhuman, nigh-heroic strength, managed to race across the distance to catch her in his more-than-capable arms—

And then
tap, tap, tap.

Addy had been certain it was her mother, coming home from a night out to dinner, asking what in the world she was doing still working at that hour.

Instead, it was an Adonis.

Naturally, she couldn’t believe her eyes, even as she crossed the room, undid the lock, and opened the door. Words came out of her mouth. There were definitely words, that much she knew, but what she said? A complete mystery. Her thoughts were too wrapped up in trying to decipher if he was a hallucination, if she’d finally lost her mind, if she was talking to nothing but open air…

But then he spoke.

Real words.

With a deep, sensual voice her brain couldn’t possibly have imagined.

“Sorry to intrude.”

A flurry instantly swarmed to life in her stomach. Heat gathered beneath her skin. Which meant he was real—he had to be.
Intrude away.

His lips twitched, making those dimples in his cheeks dig deeper.

Shoot!
Addy shook her head.
I think I said that out loud.
She coughed, clearing her throat. “I mean, no bother. Can I help you with something?”

“My car broke down,” he explained, an apology laced through his tone. Addy tried to focus on his story—something about a wheel, and the highway, and walking. But in the back of her mind all she kept wondering was,
Is he married? He’s got to be married. Girlfriend at least. He’s too hot to be single. Those brooding gray eyes. That debonair smile.
Her gaze trailed down, over the flat stomach, pausing on the little flash of hard skin beneath the lifted end of his T-shirt, moving to his snug jeans.
Those…feet.

“So, can you help me?” he finished, then stared at her. Expectant.

“Of course!” Addy chirped, jerking into motion, the gut need to help someone in trouble an innate reaction, something she did without a second thought. But—what exactly did he need help with? And what exactly had he asked her to do? Buying time, Addy opened the door a little wider and let him step inside behind her.

A phone. I think he said something about a phone.

“There’s a landline in the office. Just follow me,” she murmured, heart thumping in her chest as she fought to regain her composure. Southern women kept it together. Southern women were in control. Southern women were not affected by the sight of a man, no matter how devilishly handsome he was—at least not noticeably.

“I’d be happy to use your cell phone,” he murmured smoothly, voice like melted chocolate, sweet and simmering with sin. Her toes curled in her ballet flats. “To save you the trouble.”

“No trouble at all.” Addy smiled, all those life lessons her mother and grandmother drilled into her brain bubbling to the forefront.
Be gracious. Be a lady. Be charitable.
She led him past the counter, into the kitchen, and tried to carry on polite conversation. “So, where were you headed? Just passing through? We don’t get very many out-of-towners.”

He paused. “Doing a bit of traveling.”

Traveling?
Addy’s brows twitched. Who would be traveling near here? “Oh, where are you going?”

“The, uh, beach.”

Hmm… We’re pretty far from the beach.

And we’re pretty far from the major highways.

We’re pretty far from everything, really.

A nervous burn coiled in her gut.

“Hey, where did you say your car broke down?” she asked, her voice a twinge higher than normal. Because, yes, he was gorgeous, but he was still a strange man. They were alone. It was nighttime. And…why exactly had she let him inside? Addy’s gaze shifted right, toward the large table in the middle of the kitchen—her rolling pin could do some damage with the right amount of force—and then moved left, toward the drawer where they kept all the serving knives. She turned her head just so, trying to subtly sneak a peek over her shoulder and—

Shoot!

She jerked her head forward.

He’d been looking right at her.

Duh, he was looking right at me. He’s following me to the phone. He has no idea where to go. Don’t be silly.
But why did his face seem so familiar now that she’d had a chance to clear her mind? Something about those stormy eyes, that ruffled mocha hair, that smile…

“Are you painting something?” he asked, deep voice echoing across the small confines of the kitchen, bouncing off stainless steel.

Addy jumped.

And then shook her head.
Relax. Everything is fine. He’s just being polite.

“Oh, yeah…” She turned her attention back toward the flattened fondant in the middle of the counter, the discarded paintbrushes, the haphazard strokes. “I’m not much of an artist. I was just trying something for this wedding cake. But I’m much better with buttercream than a brush.”

He stopped by the edge of the table and leaned over her work. “What were you going for? I’m a bit of an artist myself. Maybe I could help. A favor for a favor, that sort of thing.”

“Really?” she asked, curious. Some of her discomfort melted away at the kindness in his tone. “I’m not sure. The rest of the cake is going to be covered with roses and flowers in all different shades of pink, so something to complement that, I guess.”

“Mind if I…?” He gestured toward the fondant.

Addy shrugged. “Go ahead.”

He eased the brush between his fingers with an authority that couldn’t be faked, leaning over the table as he kept his hand hovered over the bowls of dye. A slight purse rose to his lips as he narrowed his eyes, studying each pigment. He leaned closer, causing his brown hair to spill over his forehead in untamed disarray. The fingers of his right hand twitched with palpable creative energy as the rest of him stilled. Then he burst into action, dipping the brush into a dye, sweeping graceful strokes across the fondant, switching to a different brush, a different color, layering the makeshift watercolors into an explosion of sunset hues. Addy couldn’t look away, drawn in with a magnetic pull she couldn’t fight, following the deft flicks of the brush, marveling at his control, his skill, at the sheer beauty of what he was creating. Had he seen inside her mind? Somehow this stranger understood the exact vision of what she’d been trying, unsuccessfully, to bring to life. Addy could already see the cake coming together. The three bottom tiers of cascading pastel flowers would be perfectly complemented by this burst of color at the top, a firework to complete the celebration. A little piping around the edges and some edible gold swishes would finish the effect perfectly.

The stranger paused, leaning back, surveying his work.

Addy stared at him in awe.

Who are you?

Where did you come from?

But before either of those questions rose to her lips, he leaned back over the table, reached for the food coloring, and deepened some of the tones before retrieving another brush. This time, as he worked, Addy stared at him, the cut lines of his jaw, the tan sheen of his skin, the contours of strong muscles visible just below the edge of his sleeve.

Handsome.

Polite.

An artist.

And not afraid to ask a woman for help.

Did you walk straight out of my dreams and into my bakery?

Seriously—he was a bona fide Prince Charming.

Here.

In her kitchen.

Impossibly within reach.

Addy could already see it—her imagination had a way of zooming into overdrive at the first hint of a romantic situation. She would thank him profusely for the help with the cake. He would say it was nothing, but maybe, he could take her out for dinner sometime? Or no—even better. They’d part ways, and then, somehow, he’d be a guest at the wedding and recognize his handiwork and come find her in the kitchen, professing he’d been unable to stop thinking about her. In five years, Addy would laugh in her white gown as he jokingly told the entire ballroom how for a brief moment when they first met, she thought he was an ax murderer, until she saw him paint. Everyone would laugh. Then they’d kiss, and live happily ever after.

“How’s that?”

Addy sighed. “Perfect.”

And then she blinked, realizing he was actually asking about the cake and not commenting on the Harlequin romance playing out in her mind. She dropped her eyes to the fondant, breath hitching as she took in his creation, an abstract vision of a rose garden in bloom.

“Perfect,” she repeated. Because it was. “I can’t believe you— I mean, this is really— I’m speechless.”

“It’s nothing.” He waved her off with a lopsided grin. “I’m happy to help.”

“Well, you did, you really did,” Addy continued gushing, eyes still on the makeshift canvas before her, unable to quite believe this was real life. “I can’t thank you enough.”

“My pleasure,” he commented softly. “Would you mind if I borrowed your cell phone now? I just need to call Triple A. It’ll only take a minute.”

“Oh, sure.”

Without a second thought, Addy reached into her pocket and pulled her cell phone free, then paused for a moment to unlock the screen before handing it over. While he stepped to the side to make his call, Addy stared at the fondant and let the world drift away as the rest of the cake came bursting to life in her mind’s eye.

Do I pipe the edge in a teardrop pattern?

Or a pearl border?

Or maybe shells?

What if I leave the edge blank and decorate the base of the monogram instead? Simple white piping? That would look a little cleaner, a little more modern. Actually, I think that’s perfect. And I’ll add a few green leaves to make the colors pop.

Addy looked up from the fondant and turned toward the fridge, fingers itching to test various arrangements of buttercream flowers. It was only then that she realized she was alone.

She spun.

Once.

Twice.

Addy pivoted on her heels and scanned the empty kitchen.

The man was gone.

Wait. Where did you…?

“Hello?” she called aloud.

There was no response.

Her brows knotted—had
he been a ghost?

She patted her pockets, her apron, searching for her cell phone. But no—it was gone. He’d taken it, which meant he was a tangible human being. He’d just, for the moment, disappeared.

Addy bit her lip with confusion.

Behind her, the front door to the bakery
whooshed open.

She breathed a sigh of relief.
Of course, you dolt. He went outside to make the call in private. You still have time to thank him. And ask for his name. And do the best eyelash batting you’ve ever done in your life to convince him he can’t live without you.

Addy spun, prepared with a broad smile.

Then she froze for a second time that night.

Because it wasn’t the handsome stranger.

It was two men—with guns.

Her heart leapt into her throat, and a scream barreled through her lips before she thought to stifle it. “Ahhhhh!”
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Shit! How the hell did they find me?

Thad cursed as two beefy men stepped through the front door, brandishing guns. He spun and dove silently into the open office behind him. With his back to the wall, Thad stared at the phone, thumb hovering over the name he’d finally found in the contacts—Baking Jo.
He’d meant to send her a chat with their code word, pretending to be Addison, but he didn’t have the time for subtlety anymore. The only thing he could do now was make a call and hope the Feds didn’t have her cell phone tapped. If they did, they’d know exactly where he was. If they didn’t…

Do I risk it? Do I wait? Do—

A bloodcurdling scream interrupted his thoughts. For a moment, Thad swore he saw the glass window quiver from the nature-defying pitch.

Good lord, my ears.

He pressed his pointer fingers against his lobes, muffling the sound so he could focus on what he did best—escaping. Jo would have to wait.

There was a back door somewhere that led to an alley. His car was parked a block away, closer to the edge of town. There was no guarantee the Russians hadn’t slashed the tires before they’d come in, though Thad doubted it. Hitmen tended to rely more on the force of their weapons than the power of their minds, or maybe violence was the only thing going on inside their brains. Either way, it might work out well for him, if he could just figure out how to get to the car. If he were alone, it’d be easy—and a lot quieter. But as heartless as the outside world assumed he might be, Thad would never leave Addison there on her own. Not when he’d brought her into this mess in the first place.

Testing the waters, he loosened the pressure on his ears…then promptly reinforced it.
Yup, she’s still screaming.

Okay, step one would be to shut her up.

Step two, open the door.

Step three, run like hell.

Not his best plan, but it could work—it had to work. He just needed to figure out how to disarm the Russians or at least stun them long enough to get away.

Think, Thad. Think.

This was a bakery. There had to be knives somewhere, some sort of weapon. Thad glanced around the office, cataloguing what he saw. A desk covered with pens and papers. Shelves loaded with what seemed to be surplus supplies, all labeled—sugar, oil, nuts, pans, aluminum sheets, flour—

Flour?

The beginning of a plan stirred in his mind. Thad put the phone in his pocket and peered through the open door into the hallway, remembering the fan he’d seen sitting in the corner of the kitchen as he’d made his way to the office. Sure enough, it was on. The air-conditioning was either broken or simply not enough in this abrasive southern summer heat.

He’d have to be fast.

Lightning fast.

A buzz gathered beneath his skin, the stirrings of adrenaline. Danger always made his instincts sharp, and his thoughts even sharper. The energy built and built, a rising tide. Thad dropped his hands from his ears, his fingers twitching with anticipation. He hefted the bag of flour into his arms—Jesus! No wonder Jo has such toned arms—and returned to his spot by the door. Addison’s voice traveled through the opening. He peered cautiously back into the hall, leaning his head a little farther out this time.

“Please, please,” she begged softly as she backed away, tailbone digging into the counter with nowhere else to go. Thad winced. She looked around, searching for aid—searching for him—as words tumbled from her terrified lips. “Did I food poison someone? Is that what this is about? Was it the black wedding cake? It was my first time using that frosting mix. I knew black was a bad omen!”

If not for the dread laced through her tone, he might have rolled his eyes.

Keep talking, he thought as he meticulously tore the top of the flour open and crawled through the door. The hallway provided just enough cover. He couldn’t see the Russians, which meant the Russians couldn’t see him, and Addison was too frightened to notice.

She continued, unaware of his presence. “I’ll pay for the medical bills, I swear. I didn’t mean for anyone to get sick. I have savings. I mean, not a lot, but some. Enough! I’m a good person!”

“Where’s the man you were with?” a deep voice grunted.

Addison swallowed, blinking rapidly. She swiveled her head back and forth. “I don’t know. He vanished. He—” She stopped short as her gaze landed on Thad, and did a double take. He quickly waved his hands, the clearest signal he could think of. She jerked her face forward and pressed her palm to her chest in obviously feigned shock. “He stole my phone! That bastard!”

Oh, good Lord.

She sounded as if she were auditioning for a soap opera.

A gun cocked in response.

Guess that’s my cue…

Not completely sure what he was doing but confident he would pull it off, Thad jumped out from his hiding spot in the small hallway and flipped the bag of flour upside down before the fan. A plume of white dust immediately exploded across the kitchen. Shots fired in his direction, bright sparks of flame in the center of an ivory cloud. He dove headfirst to avoid the bullets. They
pinged off stainless steel, raining down around him as he somersaulted across the floor. Using the massive center table for cover, he rolled to his knees, then reached up and yanked Addison to the floor.

“Knives?” he barked.

She stared at him blankly, face frozen in shock.

“Knives!” he repeated forcefully.

“Oh!” Her entire body jolted with understanding, and she pointed to a drawer about three feet down.

“Stay here and stay low.”

The flour was already starting to settle as he slid the drawer open. Blindly grabbing for blades, Thad wrapped his fingers around the first handle he found.

It was a butter knife.

You have got to be kidding me.

He reached up again. One of the Russians stalked around the edge of the table, gun first. There was no time to question. Thad lunged, slashing at the man’s wrists with whatever he’d grabbed, hoping it was sharp this time. The man grunted and dropped his gun. Thad stared down at the object in his hand, smirking at the ten-inch blade.
Now that’s what I’m talking about.
He kicked the gun toward Addison to get it out of the way. She stared at it in scandalized horror as it slowed to a stop next to her foot. Thad groaned inwardly. Before he had a chance to tell her to pick the damn thing up, a hand grabbed him by the throat and an arm snaked around his waist.
Note to self—never forget the disarmed Russian at your back.

Thad slammed his head into what felt like solid rock, wincing as fireworks exploded behind his eyes. The man let go, dazed by the direct blow to the face. Thad took the advantage and spun. He dug the knife deep into the Russian’s gut, then ducked as the second man fired another shot. Thad rolled across the ground, swiping the free gun from the floor, then jumped to his feet. Firing in the general direction of the second attacker, he released the entire clip. The man went down, but Thad had no idea how long he’d stay there.

He spun, finding Addison’s frightened eyes. “Back door?”

A fist grabbed his shirt before Addison could answer and Thad stumbled back, slamming into a rock-hard chest.
Reminder—never forget the disarmed, stabbed, annoyingly sturdy Russian at your back.

He threw his elbow behind and landed a hit to the man’s gut. The Russian groaned but tightened his hold, crushing his forearm against Thad’s throat, starting to cut off air. He dug his chin into the man’s elbow to keep his airway open as he searched for an escape. The assailant was too large to toss, too strong to strike. Thad reached for the man’s fingers and pulled them back, but the Russian didn’t budge. He lifted his arms over his head, found the man’s face, and pushed his thumbs into his eyes. From this angle, the pressure wasn’t as strong, but the move would still hurt like hell. The Russian tightened his grip and leaned back. Thad’s toes dragged along the floor.

Think! Think!

He’d been in worse situations—he couldn’t think of any at the moment, but that was beside the point.

The man groaned, a mix of exertion and pain, but his hold was iron. Thad’s vision started to spot. He grew light-headed.

You have a few seconds at most. Think!

He had to do something. Anything. Just—

Thwack!

The Russian let go and dropped. When his body hit the ground, the floor shook.

Big tree fall hard, Thad thought as he quickly found his balance and pivoted, not quite able to believe the sight behind him. Addison stood with a wooden rolling pin in her hands, eyes as wide as the polka dots on her skirt as she stared at the man knocked utterly senseless by her feet. With a start, she dropped the makeshift weapon and gasped, raising both her palms to her lips to cover the gaping hole her dropped jaw created. Her gaze jumped up to find Thad’s.

“Damn.” He grinned, a full, wide smile that wasn’t the least bit contrived. “I didn’t know you had it in you.”

Her chin bobbed and her lips twitched, but no sound came out.

Thad stepped forward and gently placed his palm against the small of her back, trying to ease her out of the shock as he led her around the body splayed across the floor. The two men were down for now, but that could change at any moment, and he still wasn’t convinced they didn’t have backup waiting outside.

“Where’s the back door?” he murmured, soothing and calm.

“I— It’s—”

“You can just point, it’s okay. I’ll do the rest.”

She lifted a dainty hand, gesturing toward the opposite end of the kitchen, movements slow and stilted. No time to waste, Thad simply knelt, placed an arm beneath her knees, and swept her off her feet. She was small, probably a full foot shorter than him, and petite, hardly more than air in his arms. But he couldn’t help but notice she felt soft in all the right places with her chest heaving beneath that apron, and her hips pressed snugly against his abdomen. As his fingers dug into the curves of her waist, the adrenaline surging in his veins changed to something else.

Not the time for that.

He shook his head and stepped forward. Addison lifted her arms around his shoulders, holding on for dear life as she buried her face in his neck, trembling. Thad nudged his hip against the door and burst into the dark night, swiveling his head left and right in search of new assailants. The alley was calm, and so quiet he heard the buzz of the flickering streetlight ten feet away. Gravel crunched beneath his feet as he walked, loud with nothing but the hum of insects to cover the noise as he crept farther into the dark at the back of the building. Addison hardly seemed aware of the world. Only when Thad came to a stop beside his car did she finally lift her head from his chest and glance up.

Thad inhaled sharply. The dazzling aquamarine of her eyes stole the breath from his chest, a more thorough heist than any he’d pulled. No one had ever looked at him like that, as though he were the hero, the savior, the answer to some sort of question, some sort of prayer—not even Jo. Thad stared into Addison’s eyes, trying to see himself the way she saw him in that moment. An impossible feat when he knew the truth—that he didn’t deserve it, this adoration. That she wouldn’t have needed saving if not for him. That he was the wrecking ball, not the rescuer. Yet Thad didn’t look away. He held on to her gaze. He basked in it. Because in two minutes, he was going to do what he’d done to every other good thing in his life.

He was going to destroy it.
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Addy stared into his eyes, unable to believe this man was real, unable to believe he was holding her in his arms like a valiant knight carrying the princess from her tumbling tower. Part of her honestly thought it was more likely she was floating in midair. But it was true. This was happening. She was snuggled against his warm chest, close enough to feel the kiss of his breath upon her skin.

He was like Superman come to life.

But without the alias.

And with a hint of James Dean.

Ooh, no—Addy blinked as the realization hit—he’s Indiana Jones!

Rugged and artistic. Clever and decisive. There was a wildness in his stormy gray eyes, as though at any moment a brilliant bolt of lightning might strike within them, a silent promise of adventure and surprise.

I’ve always had a soft spot for Harrison Ford.
She sighed, melting a little in his embrace. There was something more to it, something she couldn’t quite place, something undeniably him. Not fiction. Not make-believe. But real.

“Who are you?” she wondered aloud, whispering the words.

As soon as she spoke, the magic snapped.

He broke their gaze and slid his arm from underneath her knees. Addy’s feet sank slowly to the pavement, her body protesting the end of what had been the most magical moment in her life. But it did end. Cool air whipped between them as the stranger stepped back and opened a car door, motioning she get inside. Her brain was still moving slow, wires disconnected, nerves on overdrive as fear and desire and adrenaline and terror all mixed into a dizzying spiral. She sank into the passenger seat, trying to blink the confusion away. Running on instinct, she pulled the seat belt around her waist, comforted by the satisfied
click
as it snapped into place. Simple. Normal. Safe. The feeling didn’t last long.

A man ran around the corner, handgun glinting in the dim streetlight.

“Gun! Gun! Gun!” Addy shouted a warning. Or at least tried to, though she wasn’t sure if the words came out as anything more than incoherent shrieks.

The handsome stranger slid across the hood of the car and dove into the driver’s seat. He slammed the door behind him just as the first bullet hit the windshield, broke through the glass, and buried into the back seat.

Okay, now I’m definitely screaming.

But she couldn’t help it. Addy was
not
accustomed to being shot at—then again, who the heck was?

The stranger slammed his foot on the gas, shooting them backward across the empty lot. At the same moment, his hand landed over her open mouth, stifling her yell.

“I’m sorry, but you have
got
to stop doing that,” he murmured, gently pleading. Addy turned to look at him, still screaming as another bullet
pinged off the front hood. He stared at her, piercing the dread as they sailed back into the night. “I’ve got this. I will get us out of this. Trust me. But please, for the love of God, stop screaming.”

Addy nodded jerkily.

“Thank you.” He breathed the word and then flicked his gaze back before returning his focus to her. “Now duck and hold on for dear life.”

“Wha—”

Before she had time to finish, he slammed on the brakes and spun the wheel, whipping the car around with a deafening screech. Addy bent at the waist and folded her arms around her head, the only protection she could think of. Her rescuer slammed on the gas and her body slid back into the seat, but she stayed down. Another bullet hit the car with a loud
ding, there and gone before she could process where it landed. A peek to the side was all she could manage. The stranger gripped the wheel with both hands, gaze sharp with concentration, brows flat. They hit something with a loud
boom
followed by a series of soft
thunks and then nothing but tires on asphalt.

Oh my God, was that a body?

The slight twitch to the stranger’s lip and the flash of a dimple in his cheek was an answer in and of itself.

That was a body.

A body!

What is happening?!

Her chest heaved, pressing into her thighs as her breath came in quick, short bursts. Addy squeezed her eyes tight, burying her face between her legs, trying to hide in plain sight.
I’m hyperventilating. I think I’m having a panic attack. Why don’t they talk about this in all the movies? Getting rescued is a traumatic experience!

“I think we’re in the clear,” her mystery man murmured. A hand landed softly on her arm, then squeezed tight as though trying to soothe. “You can sit up. We lost them.”

Addy glanced up at him, finding his eyes through the slit in her elbows, body too tense to ease into a seated position. “Are you sure?”

He glanced over his shoulder and shrugged, miraculously unconcerned. “Pretty sure.”

I wish that sounded more convincing…

Addy swallowed. Her muscles were already cramping, so hard as it was, she forced her heart to slow with long, calming breaths. Then she leaned back against the seat and stretched out, trying to relax her body. Her palms remained clasped in her lap, unable to quite let go. Silence stretched across the small car. Addy’s gaze darted to her lap, then to the stranger, then to the bullet hole in the windshield, one after the other after the other, in rapid succession. Because, well, after being shot at and seeing someone get stabbed and probably running someone over with a car, words just seemed sort of…blasé. Where should she start? Where could she start?

Thank you for saving my life.

I have no idea why those men were after me.

Do you want to drive to Vegas and elope?

That last one was a joke…maybe.

Addy turned toward the stranger and paused.
Stranger?
That was as good a place to start as any. “I’m Addison, by the way. Or just Addy if you prefer.”

The man shifted his face to the side, meeting her eyes, a dubious light shining in his irises, though she couldn’t for the life of her understand why. When he did speak, the words came out slow and cautious. “I’m…Thad.”

“Nice to meet you, Thad,” Addy replied, smiling encouragingly. “Is that short for something? Thad. It’s sort of unusual.”

“Uh, yeah,” he murmured, lips twitching with a smile he was clearly trying to contain. “It’s short for Thaddeus. My mom picked it. She thought it sounded fancy, or something. I think it’s ridiculous.”

All the mirth vanished from his face.

“I like it,” Addy quickly jumped in, partly out of innate politeness and party because, well, she did like it.
Thaddeus.
It was gallant. Princely. The sort of name that would have made her swoon just reading it across the page.

Did I read it somewhere? It sounds familiar…
Addy blinked and turned to look out the window as her mind wandered.
A book, maybe? Or a movie? Thaddeus. Thaddeus. Where did I hear that name recently?

A street sign came and went.

“Oh! We should have…” She trailed off, staring over her shoulder as the street vanished in the dark night. These empty country roads weren’t lit. “Never mind. If you make the next right, we’ll be fine. I’ll take you to my apartment. You can call Triple A when we get there, then I’ll have to call my boss to warn her about the shop, and well, the police to report the, uh, the, um…” Addy waved her hand in the air, at a loss for words.

Thad didn’t answer.

Shoot, was that forward, inviting him to my apartment? I didn’t mean it like that! I was just trying to be helpful. To be nice, after he, well, after he—

“Thank you for saving my life,” Addy blurted, neuroses getting to her. Silence made her skin crawl. “I can’t believe— That was crazy. Who were those men? Why were they after me? I’m a nobody. I mean, not a nobody, but no one important enough to kill, I would think. People usually like me. I’m very likeable.”

Addy paused to lick her lips, flicking a glance at Thad, who studied the road. A brooding silence permeated the air around him.

“Do you think they were sex traffickers?” She continued rambling the first thing that came to mind. He rolled his lips into his mouth and his cheeks puffed, as though holding something in. “I bet they were. I heard that a friend of a friend was almost kidnapped outside of a department store with her toddler a few months ago. Maybe these were the same guys? Oh, that was the right turn!”

They zipped by.

“Oh shoot, these roads can be so tough to spot if you’re not from around here. But that was the last one leading back to town. You’ll have to turn around. The road turns into a dead end in a few miles, nothing but the ramp to the highway.”

He didn’t turn around.

He didn’t slow the car.

And he didn’t speak either.

Addy swallowed, noticing the black leather interior of the car for the first time.
Wait, this isn’t my car.
Addy was too cheap to pay for a leather interior. Her seats were upholstered, and she had a pink steering wheel cover.
Why did I think we’d gone to my car?
“Hey, I thought your car…”

Her voice slipped away to nothing as the night’s events ran in fast-forward through her thoughts. Thad showing up in her store. Thad asking for her cell phone. Thad distracting her with art, then smoothly disappearing. Two men with guns showing up, asking if there’d been a man with her. Thad showing no hesitation as he dodged gunfire. Thad maneuvering with all the skill of a seasoned veteran. Thad—

Thunk.

All the locks in the car slid into place.

All the missing pieces did too.

“Oh my God!” Addy shouted, whipping her head to the side, meeting those steely eyes, sharp and cunning. No wonder he looked so familiar! He was on the cover of the magazine sitting on her nightstand back home. His face had been on the news every single night for a week—not that she watched the news, but she usually caught the last five or so minutes before the show she actually wanted to watch came on.
Maybe I should have been watching the news. Maybe if I had, I would have recognized the most wanted criminal in America! Maybe I would have done the smart thing, like, I don’t know, running away and calling the police instead of falling at his feet and drooling over his smile! Gah!
“You’re Thaddeus Ryder!”

“The one and only,” he mused, edge of his lip quirking with a smile, no shame whatsoever evident in his expression.

“Oh my God, those men weren’t trying to kill me—they were trying to kill you!”

He wrinkled his nose with thinly veiled judgment. “Honestly, I’m a little surprised it took you this long to realize that. Unless the world of wedding cake design is a lot more cutthroat than I ever realized.”

“You have no idea,” she commented darkly, and then jolted, looking around at the leather dashboard, the bullet hole in the windshield, the black paint on the hood. She gasped. “Your car didn’t break down!”

“No.”

“I bet this isn’t even your car.”

He didn’t respond.

“Is it stolen?”

“Yes.”

Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God.

I’m aiding and abetting a known fugitive.

Oh my God!

“I demand you let me out of the car at once!” Addy exclaimed, her voice as rigid and severe as she could possibly make it.

“I’m afraid that’s not going to happen,” he replied smoothly, all confidence and control.

“But— But—”
That always works in the movies.
“But I demand it!”

“And your demand is adorable, really, but it’s not going to happen. I didn’t mean to get you involved, but you are. You’re in this, whether you want to be or not.”

“In what?” Her voice was small, unsure.

He glanced at her, something soft and almost pained in his gaze. Then he looked forward and tightened his grip on the steering wheel, staring out the window with new resolve. “In this car, with me, until I say otherwise.”

I don’t think so.
“I’ll call the police.”

“I have your phone.”

“I’ll scream.”

“Please don’t. I’m pretty sure no one but me will hear you, and my eardrums can’t take any more.”

“I’ll— I’ll—” Addy searched around for some sort of ammunition. Her hand went to the door handle and tugged on it uselessly.

“It’s locked, remember? And even if it weren’t, I wouldn’t recommend that route, just based on my own personal experience. Jumping out of a car going upwards of sixty miles an hour hurts like hell.”

She folded her fingers into her palm and pulled her hand back slightly, then spun, lunging for the wheel. He caught her with his forearm and pushed her back against the seat, locked in place. Addy punched and kicked, but he didn’t budge.

“I’m not going to hurt you, I swear. If I wanted to do that, I would’ve left you back there on your own. I wouldn’t have taken you with me.” He released her and ran his hand through his hair, ruffling those dark, wavy locks in a way that was frustratingly attractive. “This is all a big mistake. I just need to make sure it’s safe before I let you go.”

“Why should I believe you?”

He winced. “Because I have no reason to lie.”

Addy snorted with disbelief before she could stop it—uncaring for once in her life that the gesture was incredibly unladylike. “You’re a criminal. And a thief. And a con. And all you’ve done tonight is lie!”

“True,” he stated slowly, meeting her eyes with a smile. “But wasn’t it exciting?”

A little.

Maybe.

Okay…a lot.

But it was also terrifying and traumatizing and—
Addy narrowed her eyes.
He’s trying to dazzle me with those dimples again!

“No, it wasn’t.”

He cocked a single brow. “Just a little, admit it.”

“No.”

“Not even when you took that guy out with a rolling pin?”

Okay…that was sort of thrilling.

“Come on—”

But Addy was done with the wordplay, done with his charming smiles, done with his games. “Let me go.”

“I’m sorry, but I—”

“Let me go,” she repeated, more forceful.

“Not going to happen.”

“Let me go!” she screamed, all her cool, calm, collected genes failing as the scared, crazed, and cowardly ones took over. Addy stomped her feet and flailed her arms, hitting every surface she could find with her clenched fists, praying one would reveal a way out. Nothing worked. And now her hands throbbed. Her chest burned. If she closed her eyes, she was sure a drop of water would leak out.

Do not cry.

Do not cry.

Do not give him the satisfaction.

But she couldn’t help it. The tears came, fast and hard, pouring down her face as she began to whimper, shoulders trembling against the leather seat. It wasn’t even about him. It was about everything. The bullets. Those men. The vicious gleam of their eyes. Almost dying, then being rescued, only to be kidnapped. It was…a lot. Her body was overwhelmed. Her every nerve was on fire. This was the release she needed—of the tension, of the fear, of the confusion. Mostly of the helplessness—a weakness deep within, the likes of which she’d never felt before.

“Don’t cry.” Thad released a soft, groaning sort of sound. “I’m sorry. Really, I am. But I can’t let you go right now. I need your help. And we need to get to safety. I’ll explain everything, I promise, but—”

Addy couldn’t hear anything anymore. Her breath heaved in short, staccato spurts. Her chest throbbed. She blinked, light-headed and dizzy. Her hands went numb, then her feet. The world grew black at the edges, tunneling in. She tried to focus on the moon, the stars, an ounce of light to hold on to, but the night was deep and thick. Her eyelids drooped closed and a curtain fell across her mind as the world went dark.
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Shit! Thad pulled over so quickly the tires screeched. Her body flailed forward and then slammed back into the cushion. Thad winced—idiot—before reaching across the seats and grabbing her hand. He put his fingers to her wrist, breathing a sigh of relief when he felt a strong pulse beneath the soft patch of skin.

She’s okay.

She just passed out.

Panic attack, most likely. He couldn’t blame her. Nothing was going according to plan. It was never supposed to come to this. Yet, here he was—here they were. Kidnapper. And kidnappee. Another offense to add to his growing list of criminal charges.

Great, just great.

But what was he supposed to do? He couldn’t leave the girl there, not with bullets flying everywhere. And he couldn’t take her home—they’d been seen together. What if the Russians went after her for more information? Information she didn’t have? He couldn’t add that weight to his conscience, not when the burden was already too heavy.

But maybe I could…

Thad leaned back and dug his hand into his pocket, retrieving her cell phone. If he could contact Jo, now, before they got too far away, maybe he could leave Addison with the local police. Jo could be here in a matter of hours. She’d be safe until then…probably.

He clicked the screen on, but it was locked. A passcode prompt popped up. Carefully, he reached over and pressed her pointer finger to the sensor.

Nothing.

Thad frowned, shifting her hand so her thumb pressed against the sensor.

Still nothing.

He gently released her and sat back, fiddling with the phone. The damn thing was ancient—a 4, maybe a 3s, from the days before fingerprint technology was a thing. Just his luck. She was probably the only person in the United States who hadn’t upgraded. Clicking his tongue, Thad typed in
1-2-3-4. Nope. Then he tried
9-8-7-6. Nada. What about the corners?
1-3-7-9. Nothing. And he’d been locked out for five minutes.

Where’s Jo when I need her?

He sighed. Jo was the hacker. The tech expert. This was her thing. He was absolutely useless when it came to computers. Which meant for now, Addison was stuck with him. At least until she woke up, which he hoped wouldn’t be for another eight hours.

Thad glanced at her one last time, taking note of the easy rise and fall of her chest, the way her plush lips were slightly parted. She was fast asleep, body and mind overwhelmed by the evening as her adrenaline gave way to exhaustion. Her cheeks still glistened with tears.

Thad reached across the car and wiped them off, unable to stand the sight of a woman crying, especially because of him. She shifted in her seat and her face rolled toward him, following the path of his fingers as he pulled away. A mix of citrus shampoo and sugar filled the small space of the car, sweet and tangy and somehow intoxicating—the iridescent fizz of freshly corked champagne mixed with a little dash of something naughty, like a hidden shot of whiskey that burned on its way down.

Thad looked away.

But the thought remained.

At first glance, she’d seemed so predictable. The sweet Southern belle. The girly girl. Decked in pink. A permanent smile on her lips. But there’d been a moment, quick and fleeting yet undeniably stuck in his mind, when he’d seen beneath the façade. Rolling pin still in her hands and the Russian out cold by her feet, in that moment just before the shock took over, he’d seen a fire in her eyes—unexpected and scorching, a determined grit that was undeniably sexy in its ferocity. And he wanted to see it again.

Not a good idea.

He shook his thoughts clear and eased the car into drive, trying to focus on the road, on the plan, anything to take his mind off his unwitting passenger. If they were lucky and no one reported gunshots already, they probably had about seven hours to get as far away as possible before the news broke. As soon as morning hit and the bodies were discovered, they’d be on the clock. The FBI would come sniffing. The mob too. Thad would have to ditch this car in case the plates were caught on a security camera, steal another one, find some food, and keep Addison from screaming bloody murder the second she woke up.

But all of that was doable.

The real concern was how the hell had the Russians found him in the first place? If they’d been following him for two weeks, surely he would’ve seen them? Or they would’ve acted sooner? He’d been sure he’d lost them when he’d sailed away from New York in the dead of night, so how—

They weren’t watching me.
The realization hit hard and fast. Thad looked sharply at Addison, black curls covering half her face as she slept peacefully in the passenger seat, none the wiser.
They were watching her. They were watching her shop. Because they knew. Somehow they hacked through Jo’s private files and saw her conversations. They realized Addison was my way to Jo.

Thad groaned and ran his palm over his face, then slid his fingers up into his hair and rubbed the crown of his head in frustration. He’d walked right into a trap. Right into it! And now, all that time spent planning was wasted. Absolutely wasted. The Russians could be tracking Addison’s phone. The Feds could too. He would’ve been better off calling Jo through a pay phone two weeks ago and running like hell—he probably would’ve been over the border already! In Brazil. Toes digging into the sand. Surf splashing over his feet. Paintbrush in hand.

Dammit!

Thad squeezed the steering wheel so hard his arms trembled. The leather whined in protest. A sign for the highway zipped in and out of view as his foot grew heavier and heavier on the gas. But this wasn’t the time for anger or frustration, or worst of all, doubt. He needed to stay sharp. Thad took a long, slow breath and forced the rising tide away. Compartmentalization was key. Bury the emotions. Don’t think about them.

There was no going back, only forward.

The same way he always did.

Atlanta, he thought with sudden clarity.
It’s about a five-hour drive. Big city. Lots of people. Lots of cars. Too many roads in and out to blockade them all. We’ll go to Atlanta.

The whole plan wasn’t wasted—just shifting. He’d still use Addison’s phone to secretly contact Jo, with the code word neither the Russians nor the Feds would understand. They’d figure out a way to talk—pay phones most likely. Then he’d do what he needed to do, say what he needed to say, and disappear.

The very idea calmed him.

Having a plan settled him.

Thad sank back into his seat, one hand on the steering wheel as the other flipped through radio stations, keeping the volume soft. The road ahead was dark. Stripe after stripe of yellow paint flashed beneath the headlights. Time ticked slowly by. At first, the monotony was soothing. But after a while, his mind wandered…right over to the one thing he wished it wouldn’t. Addison, and the image razor sharp in his mind’s eye—her big, trusting eyes. She was beautiful, no question, but it wasn’t the way she looked that had made an impression. It was the way she’d looked
at him.

As though he were someone worthwhile.

As though he were worthy.

Thad wasn’t sure anyone had ever looked at him like that, not once. Women tended to look at him like an object, a sense he fostered to his advantage, a tool to keep people at bay. The few he’d let close usually examined him like a broken toy they wanted to fix, full of cracks and fissures that needed to be sewn shut. Jo had come the closest, probably, to giving him any sense of true value. But the love shining in her eyes had always been more like that of a sibling, the sort with the serrated edge of someone who knew too much, a devotion that continued in spite of his flaws, not because of them. The one person who was supposed to love him unconditionally had walked out of his life when he’d been eight years old, and the look on her face—the one that silently whispered,
You’ll turn out just like your father—well, it hadn’t been particularly adoring. That sharp glint had cut deeper than any blade, a scar that still bled, refusing to heal. Especially when he knew, deep down, the sentiment had been true.

Addison was different.

He couldn’t quite pinpoint why. There’d been a light in her eyes, so bright it was blinding, the Hope Diamond on display, glittering and sparkling, filling him with a gut-deep desire to snatch it for his own. There’d been kindness when he’d showed up at her door, admiration as she’d watched him paint, faith as he’d come to her rescue, and most of all, the one that simmered to the top, awe and a magical sort of wonder as he’d held her in his arms and carried her to safety.

Of course, that’s all gone now.

Because you kidnapped her.

You asshole.

He winced, yanking his hand back from where it had misguidedly crept—close enough to graze the silken edge of hers. Those soft glances had been before Addison knew the truth, knew who he really was. They’d been based on a lie. And that last look in her eyes, full of panic, fear, and loathing the moment before she’d fainted—that was the truest one of all.

Thad closed his eyes and sighed.

Forget about it.

Focus on what matters—beaches and Brazil and freedom.

He pulled off the highway and into the Atlanta suburbs, mind alert, happy to be back in action where he was comfortable. When his thoughts were left free to roam, they often went places he didn’t like. Maybe that was why being a thief had come so easily. His line of work left little room for ruminations. There simply wasn’t time for worry—hesitate for one second and it could be his last, and that was exactly how he liked to live.

In the heat of the moment.

No time to think, only to act.

Which was where he found himself as he drove through muted dawn light, the sky growing brighter and brighter with each passing second. Soon, the sun would be over the trees, taking any shot of stealth with it. He studied the houses as he drove through this blue-collar neighborhood at the outer edges of the city, a little more rural and a little less likely to have expensive security systems, and searched for telltale signs of absence. Newspapers piled at the foot of the drive. A package sitting outside the front door. A lawn that looked a little overgrown. It was the middle of the week, which meant anyone who was gone, probably would be until the weekend—more than enough time.

After about twenty minutes, he found the perfect target. Obviously empty, with a seemingly detached garage and a long driveway that curved around the back side of the house, providing the perfect spot to ditch the car he was currently driving. Sparing a second to search for neighbors, he turned onto the drive and followed it all the way to the end, not shutting the engine off until the street was out of sight. Silent as a hunter on the prowl, Thad slipped out of the car and crept around the side of the garage, grinning when he found a window. A good shove and he got it open, then crawled inside. He blinked, adjusting to the darkness. The smile on his face deepened as a car gradually came into view. It wasn’t too new or too old. The paint was an inconspicuous slate gray. It was exactly what he’d been looking for.

Life would be so much easier if I had a set of keys…
Thad pushed a button on the wall to open the garage door and crossed the lawn. He pressed his face against the windows of the empty house.
If I were keys, where would I be?

There.

Inside the back door.

A little sign that read
Home Sweet Home
hung on the wall, and two sets of keys dangled from the hooks attached to its bottom edge.

He took another minute to study the ceiling, searching for a motion detector, but didn’t see one. There were no stickers in the windows hinting at a security system. The house practically screamed
Rob me!
Out of pure curiosity, he tested the knob. Locked. Though that was hardly an issue. Getting through a deadbolt had been one of the first things his father had taught him, and Thad carried his trusty pick wherever he went—a gift, a good luck charm, and one of the few things that hadn’t failed him yet. A twist. A wiggle. A jerk. And
click. Thad pushed the door open, waiting for a beep, an alarm, anything. He was greeted with silence.

Finally, a little bit of good luck.

Five minutes later, he pulled out of the driveway with all his important cargo safely tucked away—the Degas and the debutante, in that order.
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Addison

 


 


 


Addy winced as the bright morning light stung her eyes and pressed them shut. Her entire body was utterly spent, achy and sore and heavy like she couldn’t believe.

Dang. I was out cold.

She sighed and stretched her arms over her head, arching her back and extending her legs until her tired muscles burned with some life.

And I had the strangest dream…

She took a deep breath as the images lingered, unusually vibrant. A handsome stranger. Two armed assassins. Bullets. Plumes of flour. A getaway car.

Oh, Lordy, Lordy. I need to stop watching so much TV. Wait until Edie hears about this. She’s going to die. Just die. Maybe I do need a vacation. Wait, what time is it? My alarm never went off.

Addy threw her arm to the side, searching for her phone on the nightstand as panic burned deep in her chest, but her palm sailed through open air.

Huh?

She blinked as the blurry ceiling slowly came into focus—and then she froze. That ugly cream popcorned surface with a rusty stain in the corner was
not
her ceiling. Her apartment did
not
have a musty odor. And the sheets covering her bare legs were far too scratchy to be the eight-hundred-thread-count Egyptian cotton set she’d splurged on as a Christmas present to herself last year—pink, of course.

Addy shot up, catching the gasp in her throat as her gaze landed on the man asleep on the floor with his fingers laced behind his head and his ankles casually crossed, as though he were taking an afternoon nap without a care in the world. His lean body was stretched before the door, guarding the exit. She tried not to notice the deep grooves of his six-pack, visible where his shirt had hitched to reveal planes of tan skin and a smattering of hair that disappeared beneath the waistband of his pants.

Oh my God!

It was real! It was all real!

Because that was Thaddeus Ryder. A known fugitive. The most wanted man in America. Here, in what by all accounts seemed to be a very cheap motel, with her.

That’s sort of sweet that he slept on the floor.
Addy’s defenses softened the longer she stared at his perfectly relaxed face.
He didn’t have to—

Yes! Yes, he did!
She clenched her fists, jolting her wayward thoughts back in line.
He kidnapped me! Of course he should sleep on the floor.

Only…had he kidnapped her? Really? Because, at the time, it had sort of seemed like he’d saved her life. From the gunshots, and the hitmen, and wasn’t there a knife? He’d seemed more like her personal knight in shining armor than a dangerous criminal, the way he’d carried her to safety. In the car, she was sure he’d said he was sorry and that he hadn’t meant for any of this to happen. That he was only trying to—

No. Stop it.

This is not the start of a love story. I repeat—this is not another chapter in my favorite romance novel. This is a real-life horror story, and I need to get out!

Addy needed to run, as fast and as far as her ballet flats could take her. But—she glanced around the room, frowning when all she saw was a circular tube leaning against the wall behind Thad’s head—she had no money. If her phone was here, it was probably in his back pocket, and she had the uncanny sense that if her hand ventured into such precarious territory, she might never get it back. Also, there was the small, minute detail that she had no idea where the heck she was, or how to get home, or if there were more men with bullets waiting around the corner.
Why don’t I watch more action movies? I do not have enough experience with this!

Anytime she dared venture outside of her small town, it was with a GPS firmly in hand. The most physical activity she’d gotten in the past five years was hefting cakes around the kitchen. She didn’t know very much about fighting—or flighting, for that matter. And until last night, she never thought she’d need to know how. Though really, who did?

Addy’s mind flashed back to the way Thad had rolled across the kitchen, fluid as a jungle cat, dodging bullets as he pulled her to safety. The way he’d moved, no hesitation, no questions. All confidence. All conviction. He kept his eye on the prize—and for a moment, cradled in his arms beneath the vast starlit sky, she’d thought for once the prize might have been her.

Okay, brain—shut up!

She needed to focus on the task at hand—escaping. She was a damsel. She was in distress. There was only one thing she could think to do—call her mother.

Addy darted her gaze around the room, breathing a sigh of relief when she spotted a phone on the nightstand at the other side of the bed. Corded, which wasn’t ideal, but maybe she could snake the wires into the bathroom? Yeah, that should work.

She rolled across the bed, cringing every time the mattress squeaked, and let herself fall over the edge to land quietly on her toes. Addy froze, waiting for Thad to wake. But he was breathing deeply, still stretched out across the floor.

Maybe I’m better at this than I thought, she mused and turned on her heels, still crouched low to use the bed as cover. As silently as she could, Addy reached for the phone and lifted it from the nightstand, then stood and—

The wire snapped against the wall.

Addy froze, biting her lips sealed as her gaze whipped across the room. He was still asleep, chest rising and falling in long, even waves. She inspected the wire connected to the phone jack, grumbling under her breath when she noticed the zip tie behind the bed securing the excess cable in a tightly wound knot.

Drats.

Okay. Okay. This is okay. Plan B.

Addy put the phone back on the nightstand and eyed the tightly coiled cord connecting the handset to the machine instead. It wasn’t incredibly long, but it was stretchy, and the bathroom was only a few feet away.

She had to try.

Addy dialed the number for the place she still and would probably always think of as home, a southern house with a wide, welcoming porch and a cherry-red front door. But it wasn’t the place, it was the people. As she crawled across the distance to the bathroom, heartbeat exploding with every ring in her ear, Addy tried to imagine her mother’s cozy embrace and her father’s firm voice as he whispered everything would be okay.

They picked up on the fourth ring.

“Mom?” Addy hastily whispered before anyone had a chance to properly answer the phone—even her grandmother would understand breaking etiquette at this particular moment in time. She snaked the cord under the door and closed it behind her, the
click
like a sharp bolt of lightning to her ears, hinting a storm was near. “Mom? Are you there?”

“No, it’s me.”

For the first time in her adult life, Addy was enthused to hear her little sister’s voice. “Gracie!”

A heavy sigh came through the line. “How many times do I have to ask you—”

“Lee!” Addy cut in with a wince.
Here we go again.
“I know, I know. I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have to sound so annoyed about it.”

“I’m not, I—”

“Do you even understand the implications of a name like Grace? That a woman should be demure and docile. That she should conform to men’s expectations, to society’s preconceived notions of a proper lady. That—”

“I know,
Lee,” Addy cut in, forcing the words through clenched teeth as her grip on the phone tightened. She’d heard it all before.
Stay calm. You love her. She’s your sister. You need her help.
Addy released a slow breath. “Listen, this is important. A man came into—”

“Why do
all
of your stories always start with a man?”

Why do you always have to be such a combative biotch?!
Addy wanted to scream, but she kept herself in check…barely. “Now is
not
the time. Please—”

“Oh, Mom just got home from the supermarket. Let me go get her since you clearly don’t seem interested in having a conversation of any value with me.”

“Oh my God!” Addy broke. She couldn’t help it. The words spewed out like the contents of a backed-up septic tank, throwing shit in every direction, hoping something stuck. Sisters could have that effect on one another. “Grace! Lee! Whoever you are! I’ve been kidnapped. Taken hostage by Thaddeus Ryder. Men tried to kill me last night. I don’t know where I am, but if you don’t help me right now you might never see me again! Okay? Does this conversation have enough value now?”

The line went dead.

“Hello?” Addy asked. “Hello?”

Nothing.

That little twerp!
Addy pulled the phone away and stared at it in pure shock.
I hope you’re happy when the police call and tell you I’m missing. I hope you’re really proud of ignoring my plea for help.

The sound of slow clapping put a stop to the rant going on inside her head.

Addy’s heart dropped.

Why, oh why, didn’t I start by calling the police?

911. Easy. Simple.

She’d blown her only chance.

“That was a little dramatic, don’t you think?” a deep voice called from the other side of the door. With a sigh, Addy stood and twisted the knob, pushing the wood so it slowly swung open. Thad stood with his arms crossed and his brows high. The other end of the phone cable dangled from his fingers. “I told you, I’m not going to hurt you. I’m trying to protect you.”

“I’d believe that a little more if you hadn’t
drugged me last night!” Her voice rose a solid octave by the end of that sentence. Had he drugged her? All she could remember was the world going black, but it seemed like a safe bet.

He scoffed and his jaw dropped. “I did not.”

“Oh.”
Great comeback, Addy.
Her entire body deflated.

“You fainted,” he clarified, then muttered, “and thank God for that.”

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me,” he countered, not apologetic in the least. Addy opened her mouth to retort. Nothing but air came out. He shrugged. “The silence was welcome. I needed to focus. I needed to get us out of there. And I couldn’t do it when you were screaming.”

“I wasn’t screaming anymore,” Addy argued, just to be stubborn. “I was crying.”

His head fell forward pointedly as his entire body slouched in an exaggerated sigh, sending a wave of rich brown locks over his forehead, shading his eyes. “Exactly.”

“Well— Well—” Addy gripped her skirt with her hands, balling her fingers into fists. A light sparked to life in his eyes as the left corner of his lips rose.
He’s enjoying this. He’s actually enjoying this.
She finally found her words. “I wouldn’t have been screaming or crying—I wouldn’t have been in danger at all if not for you!”

He scrunched his face. “Technically, that’s not entirely true.”

“Huh?” All the fight whizzed out of her. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t think I’m the best person to explain it to you.” He lifted his hands, holding her cell phone out like a peace offering. “We have a friend in common—someone you trust. And I think she should explain it to you.”

Addy shook her head, taken aback. “No we don’t.”

“We do.” He nodded confidently.

“I think I would know if I had mutual friends with a criminal.”

He stared her up and down, brows arching dubiously. “Would you, though?”

“What exactly is that supposed to mean?” Addy crossed her arms.

“I’m not saying you seem gullible, per se…” He paused, pursing his lips to consider the options. Addy narrowed her eyes accusingly, putting a hand on her hip and tapping one foot while she waited. “You’re honest. Optimistic.”

Okay, that’s not terrible.

“Maybe a little bit naïve.” She frowned. He continued, a sympathetic expression passing over his face. “When you talk to someone online, you believe they’re the same way you are. You believe they’re telling the truth.”

Addy frowned. “Online? But the only people I talk to online are McKenzie and—”

“Jo?” Thad supplied.

“No.” Addy shook her head. “That’s not—”

“Jolene Carter. Age twenty-five. Wants to own her own bakery. Probably complained a lot about the family business and recently invented this dessert she’s obsessed with called the coopie? Yeah, she’s my partner.”

“Nooo,” Addy repeated, word slipping out in a voice she didn’t recognize, deep and dripping with disbelief.

Thad closed the distance between them and put his finger beneath her chin, gently returning it to its proper place. “Yes. And I need your help initiating contact with her in a way no one will be able to trace.”

Addy blinked a few times, staring at him, not quite registering his meaning.

He slid her phone from the back pocket of his jeans and extended it toward her, moving slow to give her time to process. “I need you to reach out through the group chat you guys always have going on and tell her you’re in the middle of a code brown situation.”

That got Addy’s attention.

She shook her head as her entire body twitched back with repulsion. “What? No!”

Southern ladies did not have code brown situations. And if they did, they certainly did
not
talk to their friends about it—especially in writing, where the proof could live on forever.

“I know, I know,” he murmured, trying to cut through her disgust. “We came up with it when we were thirteen and thought it was the most hilarious thing in the world. Let’s just say, the joke didn’t age well. But we never got around to changing it.”

Addy stared at her phone in his hand and took a step back. “I can’t— I mean, this is just crazy. Jo’s not… She wouldn’t… She’s a baker, not a criminal.”

“Contrary to popular belief, those two things aren’t mutually exclusive,” Thad commented, stepping forward again, staring at her under hooded brows with the twinkle of a challenge in his eye. He shook the phone, goading her to reach out and take it. “Aren’t you the least bit curious? What’s the worst that could happen?”

Addy swallowed, fingers twitching, but held back. “If the police find out I helped you—”

“You’re acting under duress,” Thad cut in with a shrug. “Not liable for your actions.”

Addy dropped her gaze to the phone.

Then lifted it back to his challenging gaze.

To the phone.

Then his eyes.

Phone.

Eyes.

Phone.

Eyes.

“Do you really want to spend the rest of your life wondering if I told the truth about Jo?” he whispered, cajoling, coercive—annoyingly effective. “Now that I told you, there will always be a little doubt in the back of your mind, every time you talk to her, every time you think about her, every time you send her a recipe—”

“Fine!” Addy snatched the cell phone from his palm, ignoring the electric bolt that shot up her arm as soon as her fingers grazed his skin. She was
not
attracted to him. No way. Her body was just reacting to a heightened sense of adrenaline, of, of… “God, has anyone ever told you how annoying you are?”

“I prefer the term
persistent,” Thad said smoothly, adding a little wink.

Addy growled—not at all ladylike, though he seemed to have that effect on her—and spun, presenting him with her back.

Not a good idea.

Thad put an arm around her shoulder and stepped close—too close. The entire length of his lithe frame molded to her side, warm and hard, made entirely of lean muscle. He bent forward and his soft breath tickled her ear, making her realize how tall he was, maybe a full foot higher than her. Addy’s chest tightened as a flush rose to her cheeks. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d let a man press against her in any sort of capacity, especially one as innocent as this, even if the thoughts filling her mind were anything but.

He’s a criminal, she reminded herself.

He’s the bad guy in the story, not the hero.

Unfortunately, her body was determined to ignore logic. Addy tried to step back, but Thad held her in place.

“You really think I’m going to let that screen out of my sight?”

Oh, the phone. He’s trying to see the phone. Duh. Why else would he be pressed so close?
Addy unlocked the screen, determined to maintain her focus. The sooner she got this over with, the sooner he would let her go, right? Which was a good thing. A great thing! So why was her stomach tying itself into knots…?

She opened the chat with her friends, a new idea coming to mind.
Let’s see how you like it.
Addy smirked, feeling more like a deviant than she ever had in her life. But he deserved a little taste of his own medicine after everything he’d put her through.

 


@Sprinkle-Ella: HELP!!!

 


Thad immediately tensed, fingers digging into her biceps as his entire body stiffened. The effect left Addy squeezed tighter against him. Heat flared beneath her skin at the added nearness, not completely unwelcome.

Okay…that might have backfired.

“What the—”

“Relax,” she cooed, a wicked smile dancing across her lips as a burst of energy trickled down her arms and legs, making her feel alive in a way she hadn’t in a long time. “Don’t you trust me?”

Thad snorted, but loosened his hold a little.

 


@Sprinkle-Ella: Baking emergency!

@Sprinkle-Ella: This chocolate-obsessed bride is driving me crazy. She wants some sort of soufflé-style cake, with a gooey exploding center, covered in a rich, melty ganache…on her wedding day!! Does she not understand she’ll be wearing white??

@Sprinkle-Ella: It’s a total code brown situation!

 


“Nicely played,” Thad murmured, approval evident in his tone.

A thrill coursed through her at the praise, almost electrifying. “Thanks.”

They both stared at the phone.

Waiting.

Waiting.

 


@TheBakingBandit: Code brown?

@Sprinkle-Ella: Code brown.

 


Addy sucked in a sharp breath, chest burning with disbelief.
Does she get it? Does she understand? Is this really happening?
And then she blinked, reading Jo’s screenname again…and again…and again, eyes growing wider each time. “Oh my God, she’s the baking bandit!”

“Yeah, I know,” Thad stated, confused. “I told you, Jo is my partner.”

“No, no.” Addy shook the phone, pointing at the screen. “She’s literally
the
baking bandit. She bakes, and she bandits, and it’s been staring me in the face this entire time!”

“Ohh,” Thad muttered. “Yeah, Jo has this thing about lying to people she cares about. She hates it, really tears her up inside. That was probably her way of subtly hinting at the truth.”

The way he said it gave no doubt that Thad didn’t share the same qualms. But Addy was too wrapped up in her revelation to care. “I can’t believe I never noticed, never even thought…”

“Don’t beat yourself up,” he tried to comfort. “It’s a good thing that you trust people, that you lead the sort of life where you don’t need to always question people’s motives. I wish I— I mean, I can’t even tell you— I—”

Addy glanced up, surprised by the hesitation in his tone. Thad looked down, meeting her gaze. Their lips were barely an inch apart, their noses even closer. The air was static. The world was quiet. A storm whirled in his eyes. Those dark and brooding irises were full of more secrets than any one man should hold. The sight swept her away, leaving her lost in his gaze and in his arms.

“Don’t lose your faith in people,” he murmured. “Not because of this, because of what I dragged you into. It’s too precious a gift to throw away.”

Thad held her eyes a moment longer, then turned his face toward the floor, taking all his secrets with him.

What happened to you?
she wanted to ask, staring at the cut edge of his jaw, noticing the tense muscles in his neck and the flat line across his lips, somehow missing his smile. For the first time, she couldn’t help but wonder how in the world his life had turned out this way.

The phone in her hand buzzed.

Addy jumped.

 


@TheGourmetGoddess: Do either of you actually know what code brown means?

@TheGourmetGoddess: I really don’t think you do…

 


Addy played dumb.

 


@Sprinkle-Ella: Chocolate emergency…?

@TheGourmetGoddess: You’re too pure for this world.

@TheBakingBandit: Email me your recipe for the melty ganache and I’ll see if I can think of a way to make it less messy!

@TheGourmetGoddess: You? Help make something cleaner? Am I in an alternate universe?

@TheBakingBandit: I’m a whole new Jo! ;)

@TheBakingBandit: Send me the recipe…

 


Addy paused.
Recipe? What recipe? Maybe Jo isn’t involved… Maybe this was an elaborate ruse to make me trust him… Maybe—

“She’s telling you to send her a phone number,” Thad supplied, noticing Addy’s hesitation.

“Huh?” Addy glanced up, confused.

His focus remained laser sharp on the screen, determinedly so. “We’ll hide it in the recipe. Just tell her you’ll send it.”

 


@Sprinkle-Ella: Will do!

 


Thad released her and knelt by the desk to read the number off the landline in the motel room, giving Addy space to breathe for a moment. As he rattled it off, she composed probably the most disgusting chocolate ganache recipe she’d ever seen in her life—six cups of heavy cream, seven cups of bittersweet chocolates, eight tablespoons of white chocolate chips, five-minute prep time, three-minute simmer, and so on and so on until she had the entire number coded in. Anyone who’d ever spent any time in the kitchen would see through it in a heartbeat, though Addy had the sneaking suspicion that the men chasing them the night before would be clueless. In a way, it was sort of genius.

“Give it a few minutes,” he murmured and took the phone from her hands the second the email was sent. “She’ll need to find an untraceable line to call from. A pay phone or something.”

Addy stared, still holding out doubt that this was all an elaborate dream and any moment she’d wake up. Her mind was blank as he glibly popped the backing off the phone and removed the battery. Before she could protest, he cut in, “I’ll give it back, don’t worry. Better than the alternative—me washing the whole phone down the toilet. As soon as you put the battery back in, all the important information will still be there. But if it’s dead, it can’t be traced.”

She swallowed.

Who thinks of these things?

Career criminals.

That’s who.

And a few minutes later, when the phone in their motel room rang, slicing through the silence, Addy had her answer. Jo was part of this. Now, for better or worse, she was too.
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Thad

 


 


 


“Jo?” He snatched the phone. “Jo, is that you?”

“Thad! You have no idea how good it is to hear your voice—I could just kill you for making me wait so long.”

The soft chiding in her tone made all the tension ooze from his body. For a moment, he felt as though he were home, wherever that might be. “I know, Jo Jo.” The nickname slipped out along with a sigh. “I know. I—”

“Where are you? Where have you been?” she interrupted, in typical Jo fashion. “Why are you with Addy? Are you safe? Are you all right?”

“I’m okay, and I’ll explain everything, but first I— I—” Thad slid his gaze toward Addison, who watched on with a mix of curiosity and concern. Her gaze was sharp as she took in his every word.

There were very few people Thad opened up to, very few people he allowed close enough to see his vulnerabilities, and he didn’t relish this girl being one of them. But he had no choice. He had to know. Hope burned like a dying flame in his chest, sputtering, one breath from going out. His mind flashed back to that hospital bed five years before, to the doctor’s monotone voice saying his father was brain dead, there was nothing they could do, did he know if he was a donor, there were a few organs that could be salvaged. The man had droned on and on, but all Thad had seen were the limp muscles in his father’s left hand as he squeezed tighter and tighter, praying for the slightest bit of pressure to clasp back. He’d spent hours sitting beside the hospital bed, waiting for a sign of life, fighting the inevitable. Somehow, he was there again, silently praying for a miracle.

His arm trembled. His muscles were rigid around the receiver. “Is it true?”

Jo paused. Thad heard soft breathing through the phone, the slight
slap
as she licked her lips. He’d watched the stories on the news. He’d seen footage of the smoke cloud billowing into the air. He’d read report after report pronouncing Robert Carter dead. But he didn’t believe it, not really, not until right now with the despair so obvious in Jo’s quiet, stilted tone as she murmured, “Yes. It’s true.”

Thad’s knees gave out and he collapsed onto the bed. The squeak of the mattress was like a scream in the permeating silence. Pain tightened his chest, sliced through him, an invisible knife stuck deep in his heart. Thad sucked in a long, slow breath, trying to ease the burn, but it was no use. He was cut open and raw, bleeding out. Thad dropped the phone onto the comforter and cradled his head in his hands, running his fingers through his hair, trying to compose himself. A ringing blared in his ears, growing louder and louder, twisting and shifting into the machine by his father’s bed as his heartbeat puttered out.

Dammit!

Dammit! Dammit! Dammit!

A warm hand landed on his shoulder, a tentative touch.

Thad flinched and looked up, finding Addison above him, brow furrowed. The confusion in her gaze was overshadowed by sympathy, bright and pulsing, reminding him too much of crystal Caribbean waters lit by the glowing sun, reminding him too much of a home that had ceased to exist all because of him. Thad didn’t deserve her compassion.

He tore his gaze away and stood, stepping out of her embrace as he lifted the phone back to his ear, voice rough.
Keep going. Keep going. Keep moving forward. Don’t look back.
“How?”

“They hot-wired the exterior of the house. Somehow the cameras didn’t pick up on the motion—I’ve been trying to understand why, trying to figure out how they got around all the security I set up. But I guess it doesn’t matter now. I was on the dock, tying off the boat. Daddy was ahead of me. He reached for the door, twisted the knob, and—”

Jo broke off.

Thad didn’t need to hear the rest.
And boom.
He knew the story. He’d seen the photos of the charred remains of their beach house on the six o’clock news, watched the aerial footage of smoke billowing over the private island he, Jo, and Robert had once called home. Blown to smithereens. A better metaphor for his life than any he could’ve come up with on his own.

“I almost died too,” Jo continued. “The blast knocked me off the dock and I hit my head on the way down. I would’ve drowned if Nate hadn’t found me in time.”

Nate.
A sneer came unbidden to Thad’s face.
The Fed. The hero. Yet, running through the bitterness, cutting its jagged edge, was a rush of gratitude. Because Thad didn’t know what he would’ve done if Jo were gone too. He wasn’t sure he could’ve survived such a loss.

“He told me what you did.”

Thad barked out a laugh. “What I did? I didn’t do anything, Jo. Not a goddamn thing.”

“That’s not true,” she countered, always giving him the benefit of the doubt, always seeing more in him than he did. “If you hadn’t called Nate when you did, if you’d waited even ten minutes longer, he might’ve missed his plane. He might not have made it in time. You saved my life, Thad.”

“It shouldn’t have needed saving in the first place.” There it was. The ugly truth lurking beneath their conversation. The one Thad had danced around for years, but couldn’t ignore any longer. He didn’t know what to say or how to even begin. “Jo, I— God, I’m sorry, Jo. I’m so sorry. This was never—”

“It’s not your fault, Thad.” Her voice was gentle, caring, not at all accusatory. It was a kinder reaction than he deserved. “It’s not anyone’s fault. It just happened.”

“But—”

“I know.”

“I—”

“I know,” Jo cut him off again. She had an annoying way of interrupting his apologies. “I made a deal with the Feds, Thad. An immunity deal.”
Good, he thought, despite the slight shame in her tone. He’d betrayed her long before she’d betrayed him. Jo had never been part of his ties to the mob, and his life in hiding would be a little bit lighter knowing she’d gone free. “Nate gave me access to all of his files, everything the FBI had on us and everything they’d surmised. And before Daddy died, he filled in the blanks. I know…everything.”

Jo paused, letting her words sink in.

Thad rubbed his hand over the back of his neck, not sure what to say, how to explain. He’d never forget the day his world turned upside down—the day his future shattered like broken glass, leaving only fractured pieces of him behind. Thad had been a senior in college, a few weeks from graduation with a fancy degree in the fine arts, ready to take on the world. The pain of his father’s passing had bolstered his creativity—life had become canvases and paint and losing himself in the process. But the work was good, really good, good enough his teacher had agreed to show it to a friend who owned a gallery downtown. One buyer could be the start of everything—of all his dreams coming to fruition. Looking back, he should’ve known it was too good to be true. After a particularly long day in the studio, he’d opened the door to his dorm and stopped cold, senses tingling. Someone was there, hiding in the folds of darkness. Before Thad could react, a hand grabbed his shirt and pulled him against a hard chest, then the icy barrel of a gun pressed to his forehead.

Don’t make a sound, came a guttural voice from the shadows.

He’d been a different person back then—a boy, not a man. Up until that day, life-or-death situations had been stories his father and Robert shared across the dinner table, memories of the good old days. He and Jo had listened, rolling their eyes, making faces that spoke volumes. They learned how to con and how to thieve, how to pick locks and sneak across a room in perfect silence, how to hide in plain sight or spot the ideal getaway, but it had been a game. It had never been real, not until that moment, with a gun to his head and true criminals looking at him with murder in their eyes. Thad froze, too afraid to breathe as the man slowly closed the door, turned on the light, and proceeded to ruin his life.

Apparently, his father had never given up the life of crime, the way he’d told Thad, Robert, and Jo he had. They had millions in the bank, but it wasn’t enough. It was never enough. Not even his own son was enough to replace the high of a good heist. So when Robert decided to slow down, Thad’s father went behind his partner’s back and started working with the Russian mafia instead. He got in deep, too deep to get out. When he tried to run, they killed him—messed with the brakes in his car, causing the crash that left him brain dead. Thad listened, heart pounding, as these men explained with no remorse, no emotion, that they would do the same to Jo if he didn’t finish what his father had started. The image of her in a hospital bed, fingers limp, chest rising and falling solely because of the ventilator tube snaked into her lungs, was impossible to process. Thad dropped out of school that night. He caught the first plane to the Bahamas. When he got there, one shared glance with Robert was all it took. They would do this thing, together, to keep Jo safe. Nothing else mattered.

I guess my mother was right, Thad thought, remembering her parting words from so many years ago, etched onto his heart.
My father left me a legacy of death and destruction. He built the bars that caged me in. And I turned out no better.

He blinked.

Slowly, the musty room and the soft breathing in his ear came back into focus. Only a few seconds had passed, but the world was different. Because Jo knew everything—all the horrible things he’d been a part of, the evil men he’d helped—and she would never look at him the same way again.

“I’m not sorry, Jo,” he said slowly, turning his back to Addison, as though somehow that might stop her from hearing. “Things were never supposed to go this far. You were never supposed to be involved, and I’m sorry for that, I’m sorry for dragging you in and I’m sorry for lying and I hate what happened to Robert, you know I do, but I’m not sorry for what I did. I’d do it again to keep you safe. And I know your father would say the same, if he could.”

Jo hesitated for a moment. She swallowed and then paused, but he knew what was coming. He could perfectly imagine the scowl passing over her always emotive face. “You’re an idiot.”

He snorted into the receiver. Classic Jo, straight to the point. But he was grateful for the response—grateful for the way it told him, so casually, that nothing had changed.

“You were both idiots,” Jo continued, undeterred. “What you were doing with the Russians, why you got involved, why you made that ridiculous arrangement. I can’t believe you were both so stupid, so naïve, so…so…so—”

“Downright noble?”

She growled over the line. “I could throttle you right now.”

“I know,” he teased gently, rolling his shoulders. This was easier, better—the banter, the play. This was them, Thad and Jo, partners despite it all. “That’s why I made the call from four states away instead of sneaking into your cushy new apartment to deliver the news in person.”

“What news?” she asked. “And how do you know about my apartment?”

“The paparazzi might be pains in the ass, but they’re good for one thing,” he drawled, sparing a moment to glance at Addison again. She was sitting on the bed, palms patiently folded in her lap, mouth pursed as she tried to follow the conversation, even as her head was turned slightly to the side as though to hide her eavesdropping. He couldn’t blame her. If Thad were in her shoes, he’d be grasping at every hint of information. “Or have you not been watching the evening news?”

Jo sighed. “I try my best to avoid the TV.”

“According to whatever radio station I was listening to, you and a Federal Agent Nate Parker are secretly engaged and plan to elope once the trials are over. When’s the big day? Can I send a gift?”

“Oh, Thad, I know you don’t believe that crap,” Jo snapped. The little bit of patience she possessed had clearly worn thin. “What are you not telling me?”

Hmm…where to begin?

He decided to start on the path of least resistance. “I accidentally kidnapped your friend.”

“You
what?”

“Here me out,” he interjected before she could shriek into the phone again. “I knew the Feds and Russians would be watching you, waiting for me to initiate contact, so I thought the best way to stay under the radar would be to establish communication through a third party.”

“Naturally,” she muttered in agreement.

“I had to flee New York, so I couldn’t try to get to your other friend who lives in Manhattan. What’s her name?”

“McKenzie,” Jo and Addison said at the same time.

Thad tossed Addison an amused glance. She shrugged back, a delightful challenge in her gaze, no longer pretending indifference now that the conversation was clearly about her. “Right, so I came south instead to find Addison, but there was a little hiccup—”

“What’d you do?” Jo cut in.

Thad rolled his eyes. “It wasn’t my fault. I swear.”

“Thad.”

“Jo.”

“Thad.”

“Jo, really. I lost the Russians back in New York. I’m absolutely positive they weren’t following me.”

“Thaddeus Ryder, if you don’t spit it out right now, I swear I’ll—”

“Okay, okay,” he grumbled and cast another glance at Addison, who seemed to have perked up a bit upon hearing Jo’s reproachful tone coming through the other end of the receiver. Her spine was a little straighter. Her chin was arched a little higher. Thad dropped his shoulders, resigned. “I went into her shop to try to steal her cell phone for a few minutes, but somehow the Russians were there, guns blazing. I managed to get both of us away, but the only way I could think to keep your friend safe was to take her with me. So, I did. She screamed, then she cried, and now we’re stationed in a cheap motel until I figure out my next move.”

A heavy, prolonged sigh came through the line. “Is that all?”

Thad winced. “Unless the Russians had backup I didn’t see, there’s at least one dead body we left behind in that cake shop. So…I’m guessing the story will be picked up by the major news outlets sometime in, oh, let’s say the next ten hours.”

“What?” Addison finally found her voice, barely a squeak.

Thad tossed her an apologetic look. “Better than the alternative.”

“Being home safe and sound in my bed?”

“No,” Thad answered, already hating himself for the words about to come through his lips. But she was too sweet already—she wouldn’t survive more sugarcoating. “Being dead.”

Addison gulped.

“Was that really necessary?” Jo snapped over the line.

“Yes,” Thad said, even as his chest pinched tight. He looked away from the woman sitting quietly on the bed, shoulders hunched in, face down, bottom lip pulled between her teeth with uncertainty. “Because I don’t think the Russians were following me. I think they were watching her. And a hundred bucks says they have men on your friend McKenzie too. Men who might be prompted into action now that I’ve slipped through their fingers again.”

“Shit, Thad. Shit!”

“I know. I didn’t mean—”

“You never do,” she interrupted, voice whipping him like a lash against the skin, burning.

She was right. He didn’t mean for chaos to follow him, but follow him it did, and he was tired of taking everyone he loved down with him. “Jo Jo…”

“I need to tell Nate,” she continued, not acknowledging the subtle plea in his words. “He’ll know what to do. He’ll—”

“You can’t, Jo.” His heart flared as panic zipped down his spine. Panic and a little something else too, something suspiciously like doubt, because for the first time he didn’t know what Jo would do, whose side she’d take. For the first time in his life, he wasn’t completely sure he could trust her. “No Feds. Not yet. Not until—”

He cut himself off, wincing.

Static stretched between them. Static and silence.

Until Jo finally spoke, in a voice so dark he hardly recognized it. “Not until what, Thad?”

This isn’t how it was supposed to go.
He was supposed to apologize, and Jo was supposed to forgive him, and they were supposed to share a tearful goodbye and promise to somehow see each other soon.
God, nothing is going according to plan today. Nothing!

Thad shuffled his jaw back and forth for a moment, not sure how much to say. But in the end, he wanted to be truthful, because he’d been so dishonest already. “Not until I get south of the border.”

“You’re running.”

“What other choice do I have?”

“You could confess.” Her tone was hopeful, optimistic, more trusting than Thad deserved. “The Feds gave me a deal. I’m sure Nate could help work something out for you, even if it’s just for me. They’re desperate for an eyewitness to put on the stand during trial, and you’re the only chance they’ve got. You could come forward. You could turn yourself in. You could end this, Thad. You could—”

“Rot in a jail cell the rest of my life?” He wasn’t under any illusions of grandeur. The only reason Jo’s Fed had been able to get her a deal was because she’d been in the dark—about the Russians, about the mob crimes, about all of it except the art theft. Thad wasn’t so innocent. He’d known what he’d been doing. He’d done it willingly. There was no judge or prosecutor in the country who would let him walk away unscathed.

“It wouldn’t have to be like that…” But it would. They both knew it would. Not even Jo, with her cheery disposition and know-it-all attitude, could hide the doubt in her tone.

“I just need a couple of days.”

“And then what, Thad? You’ll live the rest of your life alone, somewhere far away where I’ll never get to see you again, always looking over your shoulder, waiting for the jig to be up? What sort of a life is that?”

“The one I’m resigned to.”

She sighed—an exasperated sound he’d heard many times before. “Look, I get it, Thad. I was running too, running from the secrets I knew you and Dad were hiding, secrets I never wanted to uncover. But then I stopped. I turned around. I faced the truth, and my life is so much better now. Yours could be too. Yeah, you might have to do some time. But those awful men you were working with would be behind bars too, and you would have put them there. Don’t you see the justice in that? I’m sure Nate could help get you a reduced sentence, and once it was over, you’d be free. No cloud hanging over your shoulder. No fear. You’d be free to turn your life around. To paint. To do whatever you want. To be the person you were meant to be, the person I know you are.”

Thad squeezed his eyes tight, fighting the beautiful dream swirling to life in his thoughts—of the future he always wanted, the future he could have had if his choices had been different. But the dream was just that—a mirage, a fruitless hope that would never be real. He hadn’t told Jo what truly terrified him about the idea of turning himself in. There was no telling the lengths the Russians would go to in order to shut him up. There was no telling what they’d do, who they’d go after, and who’d get caught in the crosshairs. Thad had no intention of finding out the answer.

“Think about it, Thaddy,” Jo pressed softly.

He ran his hand through his hair, turning away from Addison, from Jo, from the world. He didn’t belong there, with them, in the light. He wanted to crawl away, to hide in the shadows, where he wouldn’t be able to hurt anyone anymore. “Jo.”

“Fine, Thad,” Jo cut in, voice losing its gentleness and gaining a sharp edge. Now this was a Jo he recognized—prepared to fight, refusing to back down, playing dirty the way they both knew how. “Don’t think about yourself or your life. Lord knows you never have before. Think about the people you’ll be leaving behind. The Russians knew about Addison and McKenzie—do you really think they don’t know about Emma too? Aren’t watching her right now? Aren’t waiting for the right time to make their move and force you out of hiding?”

Thad sucked in a sharp breath.

Of course he’d thought about Emma. He’d never stopped thinking about Emma. What to tell her. What to say. How to explain. Which was why he’d planned to swing by Arizona on his way south of the border, a long-overdue visit. But he’d never stopped to wonder if someone else would get there first.

Fuck!

Of course the Russians knew about Emma. The Feds too, probably. They’d have to be idiots not to. But it was okay. She’d be safe. He’d figure out a way to keep her safe.

“Jo—”

“You know I’m right,” she charged, never one to relent when victory was within sight. “The only way to keep her safe is to put these guys away for good, is to end this. And you’re the only person who can do that, Thad.”

“I’ll find a way to keep Emma safe, another way,” he argued, though the words sounded weak even to him. But turning himself in wasn’t the answer. “I’ll— I’ll figure something out.”

“There’s no other way, Thad.”

“There is.”
There’s got to be.
He just hadn’t seen it yet. But if there was an escape route, he’d find it. He’d never found a corner he couldn’t squeeze out of before, and he’d be damned if he was going to start now. “Just give me a few days, please, before you go to the Feds. That’s all I ask.”

Jo sighed, a resigned sound. “Fine. But promise me you’ll keep Addy safe in the meantime? That you won’t let her out of your sight?”

“I promise.” He’d promise her anything for a little bit of precious time to figure out a plan. “I promise.”

“I’ll tell Nate my computer got hacked, that the Russians were reading my chat. He’ll send someone after McKenzie, but that’ll mean the Feds will be notified about Addy a lot sooner than you’d been hoping. The reporters will probably get to the story a lot faster too.”

“That’s fine.” He waved away the concern. “We’ve already gone underground.”

“I figured as much.” A motor-like sound rumbled in his ears—Jo blowing a strained puff of air through her clearly pursed lips. “Put Addy on the phone. But Thad?”

“What?” He half sighed the word.

“This isn’t over.” An ominous promise pierced those words. “Not by a long shot.”

Biting his tongue to keep from firing back, he turned toward Addison and offered her the phone.
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Addy’s mind whirled with all the information she’d overheard—jail time, and the Feds, and Russian mobsters. But her focus was maddeningly pinned on one word and one word alone. Who the heck is Emma?

“Jo wants to talk to you,” Thad murmured as he extended the phone in her direction.

Addy jolted, the sound of his voice pulling her from her thoughts, and jumped for the phone, snatching it from his hands.

“Jo?” she asked, tone unnaturally high and laced with panic. She never cursed.
Never.
But if there was ever a time to start, this was it. “Jo? What the hell is going on?”

“Addy!” Jo exclaimed, sounding exactly the way Addy always imagined she would. Cheerful and confident, energetic and infectious, but most of all, loud. Not in an annoying way. In an enthusiastic way, as though her whole body were a bubbling volcano of thoughts and emotions, and every time she opened her mouth, they came bursting out, full of life. The sound put a smile on Addy’s face, because this was Jo. The Jo she’d always pictured in her head. The Jo she recognized. “Oh my God, Addy, I can’t believe— Thad is such a— This is— Are you all right?”

Addy opened her mouth to answer, but nothing came out. Was she all right?
I’m in a cheap motel with the most wanted man in America. One of my closest friends is a completely different person than I thought. Members of the Russian mafia have apparently been following me for God knows how long and tried to kill me last night. Or kidnap me. Or…I don’t know. Something. No. I’m pretty sure I’m not all right…
She swallowed. “I’m…alive?”

“Ugh, God, I’m such an ass. Of course you’re not all right! But you will be. I promise. Thad will take good care of you. He’s not as much of an idiot as he seems, and he’s nothing like the man the news is trying to portray. He’s protective and caring. And, well, he knows I’ll hunt him down and murder him if anything happens to you, so there’s that too.”

Was she joking?

Addy didn’t know real from fake anymore, so she stayed quiet.

“I won’t actually murder him…” Jo murmured, as though sensing Addy’s hesitation. “I’m not a murderer! I swear! I’m just your everyday expert hacker and, well, art thief turned FBI informant…” Jo swallowed audibly on the line. Addy had never seen Jo’s face in a photo before—Guess now I know why!—but she imagined she was currently scrunching her nose in dismay. “I’m not helping, am I?”

Not really.
“Um…”

Jo sighed through the phone, loud and rumbling, forcing a strong breath of air through her lips. “Did Thad explain anything?”

Addy flicked a quick gaze in his direction, but looked at the floor as soon as she met those burning gray eyes, like hot charcoal smoldering on a grill. “Um, no.”

“Of course not,” Jo said, words coming out like an audible eye roll. “Basically, I’m Jo, the same Jolene Carter I’ve always been, and, well, now you know why I never talked very much about the family business I didn’t want to be a part of. My father is—” She paused for a moment, a heavy silence. Addy closed her eyes, fighting to remember anything she’d seen on the news. The truth came back at the same time Jo continued, voice a shade darker than it had been before. “My father
was
an art thief, a very infamous one, and that’s all I thought the business was. Turned out, I was wrong. There was a whole big thing with Thad’s father, and the Russians, and arms deals, but, well, it’s too much to go into it now. What it boils down to is five years ago, some very evil men threatened to kill me if Thad and my father didn’t do what they said. To keep me safe, they made a stupid, idiotic, completely reckless deal, and now it’s fallen apart. Hence, the current shitstorm. Are you following?”

Jo was a thief. Thad was a thief. Her father was a thief. Something with the Russian mob. And now the poop had hit the proverbial fan.

“I think so…”

“Okay, good, here’s where it gets complicated.”

It’s not complicated yet?
Addy stifled a groan.

“I made a deal with the FBI—which is another long story I can’t get into, but remember that neat freak I moved in with?” Jo’s tone shifted, gaining a warmth it hadn’t had before. “He’s a federal agent.”

Addy nodded, sighing internally as her body melted at the idea of a love story. Even in the most trying times, the hint of romance made her swoon.
Just my luck, the one part of the story I might actually like to hear is the one part we don’t have time for.

Jo rushed on, sentences tumbling out like one jumbled thought. “When the Russians realized I turned, they went after Thad and my father, though I think that was probably their plan all along. Anyway, they murdered my father and tried to murder Thad too, but he got away. In the past two weeks, the Feds have started making arrests and rounding up the men mentioned in the files I gave them access to. But when it comes time for trial, the whole case might hinge on eyewitness testimony, and Thad is the only eyewitness.”

Addy swallowed, subtly peering through her peripheral vision, watching as the man in question stalked back and forth across the small room, eyes staring at nothing yet somehow laser focused, fingers rubbing the sexy bit of scruff covering his chin—

Wait, sexy?

No, not sexy.

Dirty and, um, unkempt?

She looked away, shaking her head as she whispered, “But didn’t he, um— I mean I overheard, well— Isn’t he running away?”

She’d tried to be quiet, but Addy didn’t miss the snort that traveled across the small expanse of the room. She refused to acknowledge the sound.

“He’s not running,” Jo said in an exasperated voice. “I mean, he thinks he’s running, and he said he’s running, but he’s not running. I know Thad better than he knows himself, just like he knows me, and he’s a much better man than he gives himself credit for. He’ll do the right thing. He just needs a little push in the right direction. Or, you know, an all-out shove. Same thing.”

Addy dropped back down onto the edge of the bed, sinking into the mattress. “So where does that leave me? What am I supposed to do now?”

“You need to stay with Thad.”

A rush of fiery panic, and maybe something else, shot across her chest. “What? I can’t go home?”

“The safest place in the world for you to be right now is next to Thad, trust me. For one, no one else in the world has better incentive to help you steer clear of the Russian mafia—since if they find him, he’s dead. And two, he’s good at what he does. He won’t get caught. I don’t care what anyone says, the police, even the Feds, can’t provide better, or more motivated, protection than that. And you need protection, because as soon as your face hits the newsreel today, you’ll be involved. There’s no stopping that now.”

Jo was right. The realization came sharp and fast, like falling off a cliff into the unknown, no way to turn back. Addy thought of her small-town police force—men she’d known her entire life. Big John, whose belly was showing the effect of spending all his nights off at the bar, and Fred, who was nice, sure, but spent most of his time handing out speeding tickets or chasing down drunk teens. What would he have done in the face of murderous hitmen?

Before Addy could stop it, visions from the night before flooded back. The bullets. The evil gleam. The blood. The bodies. She shook her head, clearing the images as her panic spiked, but the question remained. Would Big John or Fred have kept her safe, the way Thad had already proven he could? The Feds maybe, she would trust. Surely the FBI was more capable than any local police force—but how long would it take for them to get here? And what would happen in the meantime, while she was waiting all alone?

Addy swallowed, head creeping slowly to the side, attention drawn inexplicably toward a man who was unquestionably dangerous, yet in this moment, in this situation, felt trustworthy. Her mind jumped back to the night before, as he’d held her in his arms and carried her to safety, promising she’d be okay. In her heart, she’d believed him.

For some insane reason, she still did.

“Okay,” Addy murmured, then took a deep breath, trying to make her voice stronger than she felt. “Okay, I’ll stay with Thad.”

“Nothing is going to happen to you, I promise,” Jo said, earnest. Yet the words did little to calm Addy’s racing heart. “I know that might not mean much, but I trust Thad with my life. He’s saved it more than once. And I trust him with yours too.”

Addy nodded, then promptly realized Jo couldn’t see.

It didn’t matter. Jo jumped in to fill the silence, voice bubbling and lively once more. “You know what helps calm me down? Baking! And talking about baking. Did you finish those buttercream flowers last night?”

“Oh, yeah. Yeah, I did.” The words popped out, requiring no thought at all. This was a topic she could talk about all day, no matter the circumstances. It was comforting to know Jo, her Jo, still felt the same. “Actually, they came out great. They’re in the fridge, cooling, before I—” But she wouldn’t be taking them out to decorate the cake for the wedding on Saturday. Come to think of it, would Edie? When her boss walked into the shop this morning, there would be at least one dead body and a messy paste of blood-soaked flour staining the floor. Edie would scream. She’d call the cops. Addy would be pronounced missing, likely dead. And—

“Addy?” Jo asked softly, as though sensing the turn in her thoughts. “This might cheer you up! Your use of the code brown situation inspired me.”

“What?” Addy shook her head, dispelling the image of Edie’s horrified face and her mother’s tear-filled eyes. “That
inspired you?”

“I’m going to make a coopie called the
code brown! It’ll be great. I’ll nestle a gooey brownie inside pie crust, and then I’ll dip the whole thing in a chocolate glaze, and maybe top it with a little swirl of ganache in the shape of that poop emoji—just to be cheeky. It could be a social media hit! It might put my food truck on the map.”

“Jo, that’s—that’s genius!” Addy smiled despite herself. Jo had a way of always making that happen, no matter how dour the situation.

“I thought you’d think so. McKenzie might have a fit but, well, we can’t all be fancy French-trained pastry chefs.”

A little giggle slipped through Addy’s lips. “Well, we both know her favorite dessert looks like a turd, just don’t tell her I said so.”

“Which one?” Jo said, then gasped.

At the same time, they both shrieked, “Eclairs!”

Addy laughed—a real, loud, throaty laugh—and a smile widened her cheeks, stretching her muscles in a way that felt good, that felt normal. Even as the sound died away, the sensation of lightness remained, the hope that somehow she’d get through this.

“It’ll be okay, Addy,” Jo said through the silence.

“I know.” And that time, she actually believed it.

“Tell Thad I said,
It’s not over, in your most intimidating voice. He’ll know what I mean. And shoot me email updates if you have a chance, so I know you’re okay. I showed Thad how to scatter an IP address ages ago. He should remember. He better remember—”

“I will,” Addy cut in, not wanting to know more than she had to about the criminal activities she’d somehow been wrapped up in. Her mood was better now, amazingly hopeful, and she wanted to keep it that way. “When all of this is over, I demand a coopie. Actually, I demand the first
code brown, baked fresh, by you.”

“Done.”

Addy hung up and turned to her new protector, not exactly full of confidence when she found him leaning against the wall, arms crossed, watching her with dubiously raised brows. She wiped the smile from her face and adopted her most stern expression. “Jo says,
It’s not over.”

He rolled his eyes and pushed off the wall, not acknowledging the warning in the slightest. “We need to do something about your look.”

“My look?” Addy glanced down at her polka-dot skirt, the apron she hadn’t realized was still on, the bubbly pink flats. “What about my look?”

“It’s too…” He waved his hands around absently.

“Too what?”

“The pink, the hair, the whole girly-girly vibe…” He frowned. “It’s too obvious.”

Addy arched a brow, not sure where all this indignant attitude had come from, but relishing it all the same. Normally, she was shy, one to shrink back and avoid confrontation at all costs. Yet here, with Thad, for some reason she was itching to finally give someone a piece of her mind. “Excuse me? What’s that supposed to mean?”

The edge of his lip quirked in amusement, digging that flirtatious dimple back into his cheek. “It means, if we don’t want to get noticed by the cops or by the bad guys, we need to change your look. How do you feel about being a blonde?”

Addy shot to her feet with a gasp, palm gripping the top of her head. “I am
not
dyeing my hair!” And in the back of her mind,
Is Emma blonde? Is that his thing? I don’t care!

“I thought girls always wanted to be blonde?”

She crossed her arms. “Not this one.”

“Okay, fine. I can compromise. How about a cut?” He stepped forward, pulling at one of her curls and wrapping the end around his finger. Addy held her breath, chest turning tight from his nearness. “Ten inches should do the trick.”

“What?” She put both her hands against his chest—trying not to notice the firm muscles beneath her palms and failing miserably—and shoved him away. “You’re crazy. I’m not letting you touch my hair.”

Thad sighed, and a little flicker of something other than amusement passed over his irises. “Look, I’m not trying to be a jerk. I promise. But bad people are looking for you, for us. This is real. This is happening. And I’m guessing you’ve had the same hair, the same clothes, the same
look
for your entire life. So, we have to change it. Because when Jo talks to her Fed, and they realize you’ve gone missing, your face will probably be on every news channel in America. You need to look a little less like, well, you. At least for the next few days.”

Addy petted the top of her head, running her fingers lovingly through her carefully maintained curls. He was right. She
had
had the same hair and the same clothes and the same look for her entire life. And she’d thought about cutting her hair before, but every time she’d gone to the salon with the intention of changing it up, she’d chickened out. She was Addison Abbot—book nerd, helpless romantic, cake maker. She wasn’t one of those daring, confident girls who could strut around rocking a short bob, or a plunging neckline for that matter. A-line skirts and long, loose curls were sort of her thing. It was silly, maybe, the sort of thing a man wouldn’t understand. But she wasn’t sure if she was ready to change.

“I have to?” she asked softly.

“Yup.” Short. To the point. Leaving no room to argue. “Luckily,” he continued, drawing out the word as he knelt, reached under the bed, and retrieved a small bag, “I have scissors.”

“No,” Addy demanded and shook her head, backing away.

He grinned the most mischievous grin she’d ever seen in real life, like the Grinch right after he’d stolen Christmas, and stepped forward.

“Absolutely not.”

He opened and closed the scissors twice.
Snip. Snip.

“There’s got to be a salon—”

“No way,” he interrupted, closing in. “Takes too long and we’d be in close contact with too many witnesses. I’m all you’ve got.”

Her heart thundered.

The panic set in.

Addy wasn’t sure how much more she could take.

“I’ll be gentle,” he coaxed. “And quick.”

Lord help me. “Okay.”

His brows shot up as though he’d expected a bigger fight. Before she had the chance to change her mind, he put his hand against the small of her back and led her into the bathroom. A little pressure on her shoulder and Addy sank to a seated position on the edge of the tub. The mirror across from her was too big, too bright. It took up the whole expanse of the wall, and all she could see was her face and the utter terror written across it.

“I can’t watch,” she groaned and spun, placing her feet in the basin and presenting him with her back.
It’s going to be okay. It’s going to be okay.
She clenched her hands together in her lap, staring as her fingers turned white.
What does it say about me that I think I’m more terrified now than I was yesterday, surrounded by gunfire?

“Ready?”

“No.”

He wrapped his hand around her hair, bundling it into a ponytail, and—snip!

“You can’t cut it all at once!” Addy shrieked, about to spin around, but he grabbed her shoulders and kept her where she was.

“Now the worst is over,” he offered cheerfully, as though somehow that would make her feel better.

“Oh my God,” Addy moaned as she reached up to her shoulders, finding nothing but empty air. “Oh, it’s so short. Oh no. Oh God. Oh—”

“Shh,” Thad whispered, face close enough that his breath tickled her now-bare neck. “It’ll be okay. I’ve done this for Jo before. I have some idea of what I’m doing.”

“Why didn’t you say that before?”

An amused puff of air escaped his lips. “Maybe I like to see you squirm.”

Addy’s nostrils flared, but she kept her mouth shut, refusing to give him the satisfaction. Thad returned to her hair, running his fingers through the strands, snipping and shifting and snipping and shifting. Addy sank into the monotony, taking deep breaths to remain calm, though secretly, she was annoyed. Because he was right. It
was
a little easier now that the hard part was over, now that most of it was just—poof!—gone. Without that fear, other feelings crept out of hiding. Between his quick touches and the pressure of her curls being pulled, tingles slowly spread from the base of her neck up her scalp, reminding her of slumber parties and gossip and late nights with her sister (before she’d become
Lee). Familiar, and yet, entirely new. Because this wasn’t a girlfriend or a sister. It was a flesh-and-blood man, which made the whole thing unnervingly intimate. Her skin burned where his fingers grazed. A flush rose up her cheeks. The pounding of her heart shifted. The room shrank as a sweltering heat closed in around her. Every nerve in her body screamed when he leaned close and blew the loose strands from her shoulders, sending a wave of pleasure down her spine to pool somewhere deep within her gut.

“All done.”

Thank God.

Addy jumped to her feet, needing the distance, and slipped a little on the tub. Thad caught her, grabbing her biceps in his firm hands and holding her steady. She spun, ready with a
thank you
on her lips, but froze when she caught sight of the mirror.

Holy crap! Is that me?

Addy swallowed. Thad stepped to the side, giving her room to see, a satisfied smirk on his lips, but she hardly noticed. She was too transfixed by the girl she hardly recognized staring back at her, bright turquoise eyes larger than they’d ever seemed before, lips fuller, features more striking now that they weren’t hiding behind a curtain of voluminous hair. Addy tilted her head from side to side, amazed to find how much lighter, freer, she felt without all that extra weight.

“Ready for phase two?”

“What’s that?”

She tore her attention from the mirror to look up at him, forgetting how close they were, how imposing he was. A current snapped to life between them, electric, pulsing across the small space separating their faces. Was she going crazy? Or did he feel it too? His stormy eyes were inscrutable, giving nothing away as they held her gaze. He wet his lips and swallowed. The fingers of his right hand continued to grasp her arm, almost unwilling to let go.

“What’s phase two?” she murmured, voice hardly more than a breath.

“Wardrobe.”

He coughed and turned away, exiting the bathroom before she had time to blink. The rush of cold air in his wake was like an ice bath as it shocked her back to life. Addy sprang through the door, watching as he hastily zipped the duffel bag and shrugged the mystery tube over his shoulder. Then he opened the door and stepped outside, not bothering to wait, but clearly expecting her to follow. What other choice did she have? None that instilled much confidence.

But he was still a stranger and a criminal, no matter what Jo said—and no matter how her body reacted. Addy returned to the bathroom and retrieved the scissors he’d discarded on the floor. They were sharp. They were pointy. They’d do. Carefully, she shrugged her apron over her head and folded it into a tight bundle, hiding the makeshift weapon inside. Then she followed him out the door.
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He had to get out of that room, away from her, before he burst. The blood rush beneath his skin flooded like a river through a dam, wild and untamed. The bathroom was too small. Her skin was too soft. Her eyes—dammit! The way she looked at him was unnerving, as though she could see right through him, could see to the deepest part of him, even though they’d only just met. She seemed to trust him, to trust Jo. She’d even tried to comfort him—her apparent kidnapper—when he was in pain. Thad wasn’t sure if that made her foolish or brave, but either way, the act had touched him in a way that would stick long after their little adventure was done.

I shouldn’t have cut her hair.

She was beautiful before, but now she was striking, a bullet to the chest, one shot and
bam!

Thad jerked open the trunk and threw his duffel inside. The Degas, however, required a gentle hand. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and exhaled slowly, forcing the tension out with the air. The attraction between them was undeniable, but it was to be expected. With the adrenaline rush, the high of escaping death, what else was supposed to happen? He was a man, after all. She was a woman. A little lust was natural—and that was all it would ever be. He just needed to get through the next few days. After that, this would be nothing more than a memory.
As soon as I figure out what to do about Emma, I’m gone. This will just be a wild story she tells her friends. Nothing more.

“What’s in that?”

He spun on his heels, unused to being taken off guard. But there she was, standing demurely behind him, persistently attempting to tuck a loose, short curl behind her ear.

He raised a brow in challenge, responding in the only way he knew how—the way that ensured he’d keep his distance. “Do you really want to know?”

She pulled her lower lip into her mouth in a way that made his abs clench. “No, I guess I don’t.”

“Good,” he said and turned back to the car. Thad gently placed the Degas in the trunk and secured it in a safe spot beneath the back seats. Then he walked to the passenger side and opened the door. “Get in.”

Addison obliged. Thad shut the door, then left her behind as he ran to the office, paid for the night, and asked for directions to the nearest department store. By the time he returned, she was lost in thought with her eyes glazed over. They drove in silence, Addison undoubtedly ruminating over the crazy situation she’d found herself in and Thad meticulously trying to plan a way out of it. He had to get to Emma as quickly as possible, which meant they were going to Arizona. The drive alone would take somewhere around twenty-seven, maybe twenty-eight hours, but there was no way he could do it straight. For starters, he’d hardly slept more than an hour or two last night, and he couldn’t exactly trust Addison with the wheel. They’d have to stop for rest and food, which meant he had two, maybe three days to figure out how to disappear while somehow still protecting the few people he loved.

When they pulled into the mostly empty lot of the department store, Thad finally spoke up. “Don’t make eye contact with anyone. It’ll make us easier to forget. And if anyone asks if we need help, just say no politely.”

Addison nodded.

Thad parked and grabbed his baseball cap from the dashboard, then pulled it low over his eyes. “There are definitely security cameras inside, so I’m going to mostly keep my head down. You should go in first and I’ll be about a minute behind. We don’t want to be seen together on film, just in case. I’ll meet you in the dressing rooms. You grab some stuff to try on, while I grab some other things we might need. And then I’ll pay while you head back to the car. Okay?”

Again, a silent nod.

Thad turned to the side, heart pinching at the slight fear in her eyes. Without thinking, he reached out and put his finger beneath her chin, forcing her to look up.

“You’re going to be fine,” he whispered. The words he should have said back in the room instead of running away. But they were better late than never. A warm rush of gratitude filled her bright eyes. “In a few days, this will all be over. I just have to see someone, and as soon as I do, I’ll find a way to reunite you with Jo. I’ll make sure you’re safe. A few days is all I need, and I promise, in the meantime, I won’t let anything happen to you.”

Addison swallowed and nodded, but uncertainty still darkened her features.

He dropped his hand away.
How can I make this better? How can I steal the fright from those eyes?
“Maybe it will help if you pretend this is all a game, or a, I don’t know, role play or something. Like we’re Bonnie and Clyde, gone rogue, on the road, not a care in the world, confident that nothing can touch us?”

“Weren’t they executed by the police?” Addison murmured.

“Shit!” The word popped out as his eyes bulged. The corners of Addison’s lips twitched. “Were they? Then maybe we’re, um… Why can’t I think of any road-trip movies? All I’ve got is
Dumb and Dumber, and that’s not really the vibe I was going for.”

“Crossroads?” she suggested.

“Never heard of it.”

“Britney Spears goes to LA to pursue a singing career—”

“Britney Spears was in a movie?” Thad frowned, then shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. Forget I said anything. You don’t have to pretend to be anyone else. Just be you. All we need to do right now is go into that store, buy some clothes, and come back out. You took out a Russian operative with a rolling pin last night. This is easy.”

That hint of a smile widened to the real thing. “I guess you’re right.”

Addison laughed, not quite as easily or as loudly as she had with Jo on the phone, but it was something. It was a start. And it lifted his mood right up.

“Addison Abbot, I think you’ll come to find, the more time you spend around me, that one way or another, I always am.” She rolled her eyes, but the grin remained, as did a subtle flush across her cheeks. Reluctantly, Thad forced himself to look away—they’d wasted too much time already. He nudged his head in the direction of the entrance. “Go, and I’ll be right behind.”

Addison left.

Thad watched in the rearview mirror, half expecting her to dash across the parking lot, screaming for help and shouting that she’d been kidnapped by a known fugitive. Hell, he wouldn’t have blamed her. He probably deserved it, which was why he let her go first, just in case a quick getaway was in order. To his surprise, she didn’t. She walked calmly, step after step, and waited patiently as the automatic door opened before slipping inside.

Thad gave it three minutes before he followed, keeping his hat pulled low, subtly peeking around the rim to locate the security cameras—one on the outside of the building, one just inside the door, two on the registers, one on the dressing rooms in the corner, two more focused on the wider area of the store. He perked the collar of his jacket, hung a shopping basket over his arm, and idly tossed things inside: snacks, some waters, sunglasses, a first aid kit, toothpaste, toothbrushes, markers, and a small tool kit, just in case. There were no maps, but they’d have to stop for gas soon anyway, so he’d find one later. He grabbed himself another pair of dark jeans and a few plain T-shirts, just to have an excuse to go to the dressing room.

As soon as he got there, he stopped cold.

Addison stood in a tight black dress, looking over her shoulder to admire her backside in the mirror. Almost immediately, those turquoise eyes found his in the reflection and she jerked around.

“Uh, what do you think?”

Are you trying to get us killed?

“Absolutely not,” Thad ordered and then walked right by her and into his own small stall, trying to keep up the front that they weren’t there together and needing space to breathe. It was no use. He’d seen too much. Every curve that had been hidden beneath her full A-line skirt and loose blouse was now burned into his mind. Thad’s normal type was leggy and lithe and always too hot to put up with his bullshit. Addison was…different—short, voluptuous, and seemingly unaware of her own beauty. It was endearing, alluringly endearing.

Forget about it.

He ripped off his pants and pulled on the new pair of jeans.

“But it’s black,” she said, voice dripping with disdain. “I never wear black. Isn’t that what you wanted?”

“What I want is plain, something that can be easily overlooked,” he explained and opened the door to his dressing room, meeting her confused gaze. Even though he was fully prepared for the sight of her this time, a breath still caught in his throat. He crossed his arms and leaned against the doorframe, trying to appear as nonchalant as possible.
Damn lust. He blamed her for what came out next. “And you, in that dress…you’re anything but invisible.”

Addison’s cheeks immediately flushed. Her mouth dropped open and her eyes widened, holding his for a moment, before she swiftly spun and marched back into her dressing room.

Thad released a breath and closed his eyes, shaking his head.
That was a mistake.
Angry, he yanked his shirt off, not bothering to close the door. He was halfway into pulling on a new one when he heard her door swing open. A shocked little gasp crossed the space between them. With a sigh, he finished putting on his shirt. Defenses ready this time, he tossed a sardonic glance in her direction, fully anticipating the embarrassed approval written across her features. Even so, the sight warmed his heart. Her innocence was adorable, if only because it was so different from everything he was used to.

Addison slowly pulled her gaze from his navel to his nose, meeting his eyes as the blush spattering across her cheeks deepened. The air around them thickened, heating a degree or two.
Ignore it. Ignore it.
He had to remain focused on the job. He had to keep his head clear. Not to mention Jo would absolutely murder him if he broke her friend’s heart—which was what he would do if they went down that road, because it was what he always did. He was leaving at the end of all this, no matter what.

The best offense is a good defense, Thad thought as he lifted a brow and gestured down toward his abs, goading Addison on. “Like what you saw?”

She flinched. “Huh?”

“You’ve, uh…” He paused, gesturing toward her chin as the corners of his lips twitched, fighting a smile. “You’ve got a little drool there.”

“I do not!” She straightened her spine indignantly, lips curling into a frown as her entire expression shifted. Her hands came to her waist as her hip cocked to the side. “Well, what about you? Is this
invisible
enough for you?”

No, Thad thought, raking his gaze up and down her body, catching the tight swallow she tried to hide. She had on charcoal leggings, the kind girls loved to wear that men didn’t really understand, and a bright pink racerback tank top. The look was more sporty than girly, despite the color, but still far too tight for his liking.

“Couldn’t you find a pair of jeans?”

She narrowed her eyes. “Look, you…” Her entire face twisted into a charmingly frustrated scowl. “Look,
you. I’m petite, okay. I’m curvy. You might not understand that, dancing through life with your six-foot-two, ripped-from-the-pages-of-a-magazine body, but jeans don’t just magically fit me. Nothing just magically fits me. Pants have to get hemmed. Dresses have to be bought two sizes too big so they fit my hips and then taken in at my waist. Shirts are either too baggy or too tight. Which is why I like loose blouses and skirts that cinch in at the waist! But you said I can’t wear those. So, this is the next best thing, and you’re just going to have to deal.”

He was trying not to smile, but his lips wobbled and his dimples dug into his cheeks no matter how hard he worked to keep them flat. “Okay.”

She breathed heavily. Thad couldn’t stop his gaze from dipping down to her breasts as they rose and fell, full and on display. Addison didn’t realize. She spun on her heels and—thankfully—disappeared back into her dressing room.

“Hang everything you want over the door,” Thad said, filling the silence. “And I’ll go check out.”

She did, so he did. Ten minutes later, they were in the car unpacking their supplies. Addison climbed into the back seat to change.

“Don’t peek.”

“I’m not.”

“I mean it, don’t you dare.”

“I’m changing too.”

“You swear you won’t look?”

“Just get dressed.”

There was a lot of banging and groaning, but he kept his word and didn’t peek. She slammed some part of herself into his seat, forcing it to buck, and let out a yelp.

“What the hell are you doing back there?”

“Hold on—”
Grunt.
“I’m almost—”
Slap.
“Done.”
Sigh.

He flicked his gaze into the rearview, immediately finding her eyes.

“I said don’t look!” she shrieked.

He jerked his face forward. “You
just
said you were done.”

Addison mumbled something to herself, low and grumbling, but he picked out one very distinct word.

“Scoundrel? Really?” Thad snorted.

“You are,” she accused indignantly as she climbed back into the passenger seat, clocking him in the face with her elbow in a move that felt resolutely on purpose. She crossed her arms and stared straight ahead, sticking to her guns. “A complete scoundrel.”

He needed her to feel comfortable around him—it would make everything so much easier. If she was comfortable, she’d listen. If she listened, she’d be safe. And he knew just the way…
Oh, this is going to be fun.
“Get that from the pages of your favorite book?”

“No…”

“One Night with the Rake.”

“Huh?”

“Marrying a Rogue.”

“Stop.”

“Seduced by the Scoundrel.”

“Oh,” she snapped and finally whipped her head around, features growing angrier the second she saw the wide smile on his lips.

He was close to breaking through her defense, so close. He blurted one more. “Setting Sail with the Scallywag.”

The change was subtle at first. Her lips pressed together. Her cheeks puffed. The gleam in her eye shifted from fury to joy and the corners of her eyes crinkled. Then she burst. “That one… That one was too much.”

“We’re drawing the line at scallywag?” Thad commented with a shrug as he turned the car on and pulled out of the lot. “But I have so many more. Miscreant. Bounder. Rascal. Cad. Ooh, blackguard! That’s a good one.”

“How do you even know all those words?”

“I’ve read a bodice ripper or two in my day.”

Addison gaped at him. “You have?”

“Jo and I used to have this summer book club.” He paused and shook his head at the memories flooding to the surface. “Well, I should start from the beginning. Jo’s mom passed away when she was, oh, fourteen? And after that, she and her father moved to this private island, and I used to live there during the summers. We’d get into all sorts of trouble, most of it encouraged by our fathers. Anyway, she used to complain all the time that she had no one to talk to but me, and I didn’t like any of the things she liked, so she roped me into this whole book club thing. At first, I begrudgingly agreed. But then I got into it. Let me just say, reading a romance novel as a fifteen-year-old boy is an eye-opening experience.”

Addison giggled, a sweet, melodic sound. “Learn a thing or two?”

Thad turned, waiting until he caught her eye before tossing her a wink. “You bet.”

Addison drew her lower lip into her mouth and spun away, trying to hide her reaction, not realizing her modesty was what he found so intriguing, so refreshing and so different from his norm. He’d told himself not to flirt with her—making her comfortable and acting flirtatious were two very different things. But she made it so damn easy…and so damn entertaining.

Reluctant to end the game, Thad pulled over onto a quiet side street.
Time to get back to work.
“Stay in the car.”

Addison nodded, watching him curiously.

Thad glanced left, then right, searching for onlookers, but the street appeared to be empty for the moment.
Perfect.
He jumped into action and opened the pack of permanent markers he’d bought at the store. Kneeling before the hood of the car, he colored in the open side of the
3
on the license plate, making it look like an
8
instead, then drew over the
F, turning it into an
E. After running around to the trunk, he repeated the process on the rear plates and then took a few steps back, gaze sharp. The alterations wouldn’t hold up upon close inspection, but from a distance they looked legit. Step one complete, he grabbed the tool kit, knelt beneath the open driver’s side door, and unscrewed the cover on the dash to reveal the wires underneath.

“What are you doing?” Addison asked, peering over to look at him.

“Disabling the GPS,” Thad murmured, scrutinizing the wires, searching for the little tracking device hidden inside every modern car.
There. He followed two of the wires to the antennas, removed them, and crushed them beneath his heel. Then he snipped the remaining wires and reassembled the car. “I don’t think anyone will report the car missing for a few days, so we should be fine. The house I took it from looked empty—I’m guessing whoever owned it was on vacation. But I don’t want to take the chance, just in case.” He hopped back into the car and revved the engine. Luckily, the radio was an AM/FM, so there was no satellite feed he needed to worry about. Things were finally looking up. “So, food?”

“Food?” Addison asked, amazed, as though he were speaking a foreign language and this was the first time she’d ever heard the word.

“Yeah, food.” He turned toward her, confused. As soon as he looked at her face, he understood his mistake. For a moment, he’d forgotten who she was, who he was. He’d forgotten that normal people, good people, didn’t talk about stolen cars as though they were nothing, didn’t act as though disabling a GPS or evading the police were an average, everyday occurrence. Now, he remembered. One glance at her shocked, scared face and he remembered exactly who he was.

The bad guy.

“I’m, uh, starving,” he continued, softer this time, staring straight ahead as he pulled the car back onto the street. To remind himself a little more, to dig his grave a little deeper, he added, “Besides, this might be our last chance at a hot meal for a while. Once your face hits the newsreel, we won’t be able to risk being seen.”

Addison didn’t respond. She pressed her fingers to her lips and turned toward the window, silent. The absence of her smile left a hollow feeling in his chest.

Good, he thought, returning his attention to the road.
You don’t deserve anything else.
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It was as though he were two different people—one was kind and charming, the other cunning and hard. One was someone she could grow fond of, and the other was someone she feared. Addy didn’t understand him or his life.

Despite herself, she wanted to.

So she studied him, as they drove aimlessly around Atlanta, as he pulled into a diner, as they got out of the car and sat down. She silently observed the way his lips shifted from tight to relaxed, how his gray eyes oscillated between a dark summer storm and a soft downy wool, the way the muscles in his cheek ticked, how he curled his fingers into fists as though trying to squeeze some inner demon out. Sometimes, being quiet had its advantages. She’d never been the life of the party growing up, more of an outsider looking in, but that had taught her the power of observation. Sometimes, silence spoke far louder than words. Right now, his silence had told her that he was a man at war with himself, and she was dying to know why.

“What can I get you?” A cheery waitress interrupted the quiet and put two glasses of water on the table. Attention jumping between the two of them, she waited for someone to go first.

Thad’s head was tilted down, buried behind the rim of a baseball cap as he studied the menu. Addy looked up, meeting the woman’s eyes. Thad kneed her beneath the table.
Shoot, right. No eye contact.
She jerked her head down, but wasn’t that more noticeable? So she glanced up, staring straight ahead, torn in a sort of in-between.

“I can come back…” The waitress trailed off.

“No, I’ll have the, um, grilled cheese, please, with a tomato soup. Oh, and a lemonade.” Addy pointed at the picture of grilled cheese on the menu just to be able to look at something, and then turned toward Thad.

“Bacon cheeseburger with fries and an iced tea, please,” he grumbled and lifted the menu, not bothering to look up.

“Coming right up,” the waitress replied in that same jovial tone, far more gracious than Addy and Thad deserved.

After she left, the silence returned, but this time Addy didn’t have a menu to hide behind. Neither did Thad. He drummed his fingers on the counter. Addy watched, trying to pick out a pattern in the haphazard movements, until finally, she broke.

“Thad—”

“No names,” he cut in, tossing her a wry look from beneath his cap.

“Right.” Addy nodded, hazarding a moment to glance around. But they were seated in the farthest corner of the classic American diner, at a booth by themselves with no one nearby. “Well then…you. Can I ask—”

“No.” He stopped drumming and grabbed a pencil and napkin from the condiment holder on the side of the table.

“But you didn’t even—”

“No,” he cut in again, absently drawing as he spoke. “Because I can tell by your tone I won’t like it. People get soft, hesitant, and their voice drops a little when they’re about to ask something personal. And we shouldn’t do personal.”

“But.” Addy paused, jaw bobbing for a moment while she searched for the right words. “But it might help me, to get to know you a bit. It might make me feel more comfortable.”

He stopped drawing and sighed. Then he pushed through the momentary hesitation and continued to etch graphite marks into the napkin, not meeting her eyes. “I know, and I’m sorry about that. But when this is over, the Feds will probably come question you, and the less you know, the better. For both of us. For one, I don’t want to incriminate myself. And two, I don’t want to incriminate you. If they think we were friendly, they might think you were aiding and abetting a fugitive, instead of being kidnapped by one.”

He looked up, smoky eyes piercing, and then back down to his pencil and his napkin and something that clearly made him far more comfortable than this situation.

Addy gulped.

His excuse was solid. Everything he was saying made perfect sense. Yet she couldn’t help but feel he was lying, or at least hiding the real reason he didn’t want to talk. It ran deeper. She knew it did.

“Well, what about your art? Is that a safe topic?” she finally asked, watching the outline of an upside-down face gradually come to life as he worked. “Have you always drawn?”

“Yeah,” he murmured, peeking up for the briefest moment, glancing at something over her shoulder. “Art is probably the only thing in my life that’s ever made sense. Food’s here.”

He shoved the napkin to the side to make room and crumpled it in the process. Addy pulled it toward her as two plates with heaping portions were placed on the table. Thad immediately grabbed some fries, stuffing his face as though he hadn’t eaten a hot meal in days. Then again, maybe he hadn’t. Addy turned the napkin around, stomach dropping in a way that was both comfortable yet not when she recognized the face roughly sketched upon it. Her own. Hair short. Lips full. Eyes wide and somehow bright despite the use of only black-and-white tones. The girl in the drawing was peaceful and beautiful, two words she wasn’t sure she’d ever used to describe herself before.

Addy looked up.

Thad swallowed the bits of burger in his mouth, gaze dropping to the napkin and picking back up, inscrutable. “What about you? We can talk about you. Tell me about yourself.”

Oh, we can talk about me, can we?
Addy thought.
That’s not a double standard or anything.
Yet she found herself shrugging and responding just the same, to fill the silence, to fight the warm feeling gathering beneath her skin. “Not much to know. I’m from a small town, lived there all my life. I bake cakes. I have two amazing parents, and a younger sister who’s kind of a brat, but I love her anyway. And that’s about it.”

Was that it?

Was that her entire life, so easily summed up in a few dozen words?

For some reason, the thought made her uneasy.

“A brat? Why?”

“I shouldn’t have said that. I didn’t mean— She’s not—” Addy sighed. “We used to be really close when we were little, and then, I don’t know. Something happened. We drifted apart.”

Addy paused, thinking back to those long-ago days when she braided Gracie’s hair on the way to school and they performed skits for their parents at night. At one point, they’d been the best of friends. They’d done everything together, from jumping in the leaves when the weather got cold to building sandcastles at the beach all summer long. When had it changed? Addy was older. She got interested in boys and her friends, and had less time for her sister. Gracie started watching the news while Addy was stuck on the Food Network. Their interests diverged and they didn’t take the time to build a bridge across the rift. The fights were small at first, but after the tenth, twentieth, hundredth time having the same argument, they seemed insurmountable. Gracie went off to college, and maybe Addy was resentful. She stayed home, and maybe Gracie felt left out. There was so much, too much to explain.

Addy sighed. “It’s…complicated, I guess.”

But was it? Suddenly, it all seemed so foolish. There were billions of people in the world, but there was only one Gracie. Only one person Addy could call
sister. Shouldn’t it be as simple as that?

“Sibling relationships can be tough,” he said and took a bite, shutting the conversation down.
Thank you, she wanted to say. Siblings, especially sisters,
could
be tough, and it was way more than she wanted to get into right now. He swallowed and looked back up. “Did you go to school?”

“Huh? Of course I went to school. Everyone goes to school…” Addy stared at him, confused, and then she got it. “Oh, you mean did I go to college?”

The edges of his lips quirked despite his full cheeks packed with food, and he nodded.

“Um, sort of.” Addy shrugged. Thad furrowed his brows, not understanding, which propelled her into a long-winded and probably overly share-y response as she swirled her spoon through her tomato soup, not meeting his eyes. She hadn’t been on a date in a long time—not that this was a date. It wasn’t! But, well, her nerves were having a difficult time differentiating. “I mean, not in the traditional sense. I was never much for school. I loved English, but that was about it. Once I started working with Edie in her bakery, I knew that was what I wanted to do for the rest of my life. I didn’t want to waste the money on school and I didn’t want to move too far from home because my grandpa was sick at the time, so I did a one-year program that specialized in pastries at a culinary institute in Charleston, and then Edie taught me everything else. She has a bachelor’s degree in baking, so learning from her was like a private education. And yeah…” She swallowed and broke off a corner of her grilled cheese. “That was school.”

And my life story… Why can’t I be more normal?

To her surprise, Thad didn’t laugh. Instead, he said, “Cool. I went to a fine arts college, so I get it. Why waste your life in classes you’re never going to use, when you can study something you love instead?”

Her head jerked up of its own accord. “Exactly. Most people don’t understand. My parents definitely didn’t when I first told them.”

“You want to know something?” Thad murmured, holding her gaze, confidence oozing in a way that made her want to reach out and snatch some for herself. “Most people are afraid. They either don’t know what it’s like to have a passion or they’re too scared to pursue it. They’re content to do what everybody else does because it’s safe. But taking a risk for something you love? That’s brave.” He shrugged. “You’re brave.”

Addy scoffed, shaking her head. “I’m not brave.”

She was probably the most frightened person she knew. There was no reason for it, far as she could tell. No deep dark secret. No broken past. Her parents had been loving. They’d raised her the very best way they could, and they made sure she had every opportunity. Addy’s life had always been full of possibility, of hope, of so many dreams. Too many dreams, if anything. She lived in the clouds, afraid that if she came down to earth, nothing would be as bright or happy or wonderful as the world alive inside her head.

“Sure you are,” Thad countered, an easy smile rising to his lips. “You’re here with me, aren’t you?”

“Here with you is the only place I’ve ever been,” Addy drawled. She didn’t realize how true the words were until they spilled from her lips, making her gut clench. “You know who’s brave? My sister. Lee.” And for the first time in a while, there was no snark when she said her name, no eye roll. There was honesty and love. Because her sister was everything she wasn’t, everything she’d always been too scared to be, and maybe that was why she’d pushed her away—good old-fashioned jealousy. “She’s brave. She’s been all over the world. She’s going to law school. She’s not afraid to fight for what she believes in. And if she were here with you, she sure as heck would’ve called the police by now. Or”—Addy paused, glancing around the tabletop—“I don’t know, stabbed this fork in your eye and run.”

Thad frowned and immediately reached across the table, sliding the silverware out of her reach. “Then thank God I got stuck with you.”

Addy rolled her eyes and released a heavy breath. “I’m touched.”

“And I’m serious,” Thad said, reaching back across the table, but this time it was for her hand. The moment their fingers touched, her heart skipped a beat, then ran in fast-forward, fluttering like a hummingbird inside her chest. “Sure, it’s brave to travel, to want to save the world and all that jazz. But that’s not the only sort of bravery there is. Trusting people? Taking a chance on people? That requires a special kind of bravery.” He squeezed her hand and then let go, slouching against his seat, mumbling, “The kind that’s always terrified me.”

Addy wanted to hear him. The tone of his voice made her confident there was some hidden message behind the words, something important, something he couldn’t say out loud. But in the back of her mind, the wheels were spinning, unhinged in a way they never had been before. Suddenly it hit her—really hit her—that she could have died last night. She could have died and her eulogy would’ve been a few dozen words. Because she’d never gone anywhere. Or done anything. Or taken any chances chasing after the things she wanted—a bakery of her own, a man who loved her, a family. All this time, she’d coasted through life, living in her imagination, afraid of what? Disappointment? Heartbreak? But last night two men busted into her shop with guns, shooting bullets at her head, and now those concepts didn’t seem as frightening. Looking death in the face, she finally understood she’d never truly lived.

“I want to go to Paris,” Addy blurted.

Thad cocked his head, staring at her for a moment as though considering. “Now?”

“Not now.” Addy rolled her eyes, but then stopped, wondering for a moment what it must be like to live the way he did—to live a life where spontaneously traveling to a foreign country was not only doable, but dare she say it, blasé? This man before her was a wanted criminal, was being chased by the Russian mafia, had everything in the world to fear, and yet, not an ounce of him seemed afraid. Not one little ounce.
Now? Now! What would he have done if I’d said yes?
“I mean, after all of this is over, and I’m safe and free and my life is back to normal, I want to go to Paris.”

“You should.” He popped one last fry into his mouth, totally at ease. “It’s beautiful.”

“You’ve been?” Addy inhaled sharply, leaning forward as though if she moved close enough, his experience might ooze into her psyche through osmosis.

“What self-respecting art thief hasn’t?” he teased, dimple digging into his cheek. Then his lips smoothed and his face turned more serious. “But really, you should. Paris is… Well, there’s no place like it in the world. The art. The culture. The food. Everyone says to go to the Louvre, and you have to, but I prefer the Musée d'Orsay, speaks to the impressionist in me. And you’d love the pastries. Jo was obsessed. Every time I turned around she was stuffing something in her mouth, I don’t even remember what. But I do remember she wouldn’t shut up about the crepes. She just went on and on and on…” He rolled his eyes, but it was impossible to miss the affection in his voice, the love. “Typical Jo.”

“Yeah,” Addy murmured, trying to ignore the green-eyed monster scratching at her skin. Her unruly voice had other plans. “Why were you two there?”

“Oh.” Thad looked away with a cough, straightening his spine. “You know, business. Speaking of, I should go pay this. We should get on the road. I’m sort of amazed the story hasn’t broken yet, but we should take advantage of the extra time.”

Business!
Relief flooded through her. Then she remembered what his business was—art theft—and she swallowed the feeling back down. But a little bit remained, burning at the corner of her thoughts like the devil on her shoulder, an annoying little beast she couldn’t push away.

“We should find a gas station,” Thad said once they were back in the car. “Pick up a map, refill the tank, and then get back on the highway and go.”

Addy nodded, turning toward the window, unable to talk because her thoughts were still spinning, circling around and around the roads not taken. The first boy she’d been in love with was her childhood best friend, but she’d never told him how she felt for fear of ruining what they had. Then he got his first girlfriend, they stopped hanging out, and she lost him anyway. When she first decided to forgo college to pursue baking, she sent an application to her dream culinary school in New York, never expecting to get in. Then she did get in, but she never told anyone, because she was too afraid they would force her to actually go. What would she have done in a big city like New York all by herself? Get mugged? Killed? A city like that would eat her alive. So she stayed home, where it was comfortable, never expecting that her safe little hometown would be the place where she would be kidnapped and nearly killed.

The list went on. Boys she’d broken up with before they had a chance to break her. Men she’d turned away because they didn’t align with the perfect checklist she’d drawn up. Opportunities she’d missed out on because they were risky or didn’t match the image in her head. Addy could’ve gone to visit Gracie when she was studying abroad in France, but she’d been wrapped up in visions of romance that didn’t involve her sister. She stayed home and missed her chance and pushed her only sibling a little further away in the process.

“I’m going to run in and see if they have some cross-country maps. I’ll be right back. Can you fill the tank?”

“Huh?” Addy murmured, but he was already gone. They were stopped at a gas station and she didn’t even remember pulling in.
Yet another thing I’ve missed!

Okay, that was a little dramatic. But still, she was tired of missing things, of letting her life fly by, of waiting for the perfect moment or the perfect man or the perfect opportunity. Twenty-five years had gone by, and so far, none of those perfects had shown up. Addy didn’t want to wait twenty-five more.

She wanted to live.

She would live.

The pump
clicked, signaling the tank was full. As she looked up to place the nozzle back in its holster, three things happened all at once. Thad walked out of the mini-mart with a booklet tucked under his elbow. The man at the pump across the way turned and did a double take, eyes going wide. And Addy let go. This little adventure, as messed up and dangerous as it might be, was the only one she had—she wasn’t ready to lose it just yet.

What would Bonnie do?
she thought, returning to Thad’s earlier comment. If she were someone else, not Addison Abbot, but someone brave, what would she do? And then it hit her.
WWBD?
Not what would
Bonnie
do, but what would
Britney
do—she’d go full “Toxic.”

“David!” Addy shouted, not thinking, just doing. “David!”

Thad glanced up at the sound of her voice, brows twisting into a knot. Then his gaze slid to the side, toward the man still staring in his direction—the man starting to lift his cell phone higher and higher, as though to snap a pic.

Addy was having an out-of-body experience—no, an out-of-Britney experience. One thought circled her brain.
Hide his face. Hide his face. Hide his face.

So she did.

She marched up, grabbed hold of his cheeks, and hid Thad’s face…with her own. At first he stiffened, taken off guard. But then he wrapped his arm around her waist, dug his fingers into her hair, and kissed her more thoroughly than she’d ever been kissed before.
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She tasted like summer rain, unexpected and refreshing, the sort of storm that made Thad want to run barefoot on the beach, lift his face to the sky, and smile with all the possibilities—a feeling he hadn’t experienced in a very long time. The world slipped away as he chased after the elixir in her lips, hungry and demanding, as though if he tried hard enough he could steal some of that magical positivity bubbling beneath her skin.

Addison sighed against his lips as he gripped the back of her head, tilting it toward him. Her fingers crept into his hair, nails scraping hungrily over his scalp as she pulled him closer. Thad wrapped his arm around the small of her back in a vicelike embrace, leaving no air between them. She melted against him, full breasts pressing into his chest, body as soft and voluptuous as he’d imagined. He gripped tighter, sliding his tongue between the folds of her lips. She gasped. He swallowed the sound and—

Beeeeeep!

“Get a room,” a gruff voice called. “You’re blocking my car.”

Thad snapped his head back, but no other bit of him moved. He couldn’t do anything but stare at Addison, at her slightly swollen lips, at the attractive pink flush enlivening her cheeks, at the sexy daze hiding beneath her hooded eyes. She was so goddamn beautiful it hurt—because he knew, whatever this was, it was fleeting.

Beep! Beep!

“Come on!”

Thad swiveled his head and took a step back, keeping his hands on Addison’s hips—to help steady her, of course—as he met the man’s gaze.
Well, he’s no longer suspicious. Pissed, maybe, but not suspicious.

“Sorry,” Thad called out smoothly. He shrugged and lifted the edge of his lips into a self-satisfied yet apologetic grin, angling for a sort of boy’s club understanding. “We’re on our way to Vegas to elope. She can’t keep her hands off me!”

Addison immediately came back to life. Thad barely managed to jump back before her hand came swinging for his cheek. He wasn’t sure if she was acting or not, but either way, it helped.

He turned toward the man and rolled his eyes, muttering, “Women.”

The man laughed, easing up on his tense body language, as they shared a look of brotherhood.
Mission accomplished.

“Anyway, sorry again.” Thad capitalized on his moment of victory.

“No trouble at all,” the man said. “She’s a good woman. Hold on to her.”

Funny how he’d managed to surmise all of that from an overtly public display of affection and a near slap in the face, but that was an amazing thing about people, a little trick Thad had learned over time—never overshare. Give people just enough information to ease their minds and then let them do the rest. The most convincing stories were the ones people came up with on their own.

“I intend to.”

The words came out believable.

A little too believable.

Thad pushed that concern aside as he bent down to retrieve the maps that had fallen to the ground and then hastily got out of the way, tossing the man a wave like old friends before returning to his car. Addison was in the midst of a panic attack when he hopped inside.

“Everything okay?”

“Yes!” she squeaked.

He stifled his smile. “You sure?”

“Mm-hmm.” She nodded, lips folded over and pressed together as she stared straight ahead.

“That was good thinking, quick thinking,” he said as he eased back onto the road, following the directions he’d memorized before he’d left the mini-mart. “You saved our asses.”

Silence.

He glanced to the side. Addison sat with one arm hugging her waist and the other bent so she cupped her face with her palm. She was half turned away, hiding behind her fingers now that she didn’t have her long hair to act as a curtain. In the side mirror, he caught a brief glimpse of the panic in her eyes.

It was just a kiss, he wanted to say.
No big deal. Don’t worry about it. It meant nothing.
The words wouldn’t come. They sat heavy in his gut, a stubborn safe that wouldn’t unlock, an iron weight that had sunk to the bottom of the sea. So instead, like the asshole he was, Thad said, “You need to loosen up.”

“What?” She spun, a little fire in her gaze. But he’d rather she be pissed at him than freaked out with herself. People were angry with him all the time—he was used to it. He preferred it.

“You need to loosen up,” he repeated, the hint of a challenge.

“I’m loose,” she said, sitting up straighter, the opposite of loose.

He arched a brow. “Are you, though?”

“I just kissed you!” she charged.

“And look what happened,” he tossed back. “You’re freaking out.”

“I’m not.”

He didn’t acknowledge that with a response.

“Okay, I was,” Addison admitted softly. “But not about that. Not entirely about that, anyway. I just…”

“What?” he asked, not mocking or teasing or jabbing, honestly curious now that he’d broken through her panic.

She sighed. “The past twenty-four hours have been a lot to process. I know for you, this is normal. But for me, this is…a lot.”

He stared at her, almost able to see the walls closing in. Thad understood. He put on a good front, as any good con man should, but deep down, he was just as torn, just as unsure, just as confused as she was. Maybe that was why he said, “Scream.”

“Huh?”

“Scream.” He found her gaze and held it until she understood he wasn’t joking. “Take everything that’s bundled up inside you, and let it go. Yell it out. You’ll feel better.”

“That’s—” She shook her head. “No, I can’t.”

“Why not?” he challenged. “Who’s going to know? Me? I’m the one who told you to do it.” Addison continued to watch him blankly. He rolled his eyes and flicked on the radio, then turned it up as loud as possible. “Now I won’t hear!”

“What?” she shouted back.

“Just scream!”

“I can’t!”

“You can! I’ll show you!”

He regretted the offer immediately, but she stared at him, expectant, like a bird afraid to fly, hoping he’d help her find her wings.

Dammit.

Nerves prickled beneath his skin, little static shocks. Thad looked straight ahead, trying to forget Addison was in the car with him, pretending he was alone. He’d never done this in front of someone else before, not even Jo. It had always been his little secret, a coping mechanism he only used behind closed doors. When his mother left, his father told him to be strong, that they were better off without her, that she’d never loved either of them anyway. And Jo, well, Jo had been so sorry, so sad for him, she’d tiptoed around like a bundle of nerves, not sure what to do, what to say. He’d had to smile for her, for his dad, to show them nothing was wrong, to prove to the world that he couldn’t be broken. But at night, alone, when missing her became too much, he’d roll over beneath the blankets, dig his face into the pillow, and scream until his throat went raw. For a few years, things got better. He grew up. He learned how to compartmentalize. The pain became a dull ache that was easier to ignore. Then his father died, those men showed up in his dorm, and his life derailed. The screaming returned. Not every night. Just sometimes, when the weight of the world became too heavy to bear.

The hurt was always there waiting for release. All he needed to do was open the floodgates and the tide came rushing forward. The job for the Degas. The deal with the Russians. Robert’s death. Jo’s new life. The Feds. The stories on the news. The things people said. Mostly, the fact that once he was gone, no one would miss him, not even Jo. Because he was going to let her down. He was going to disappoint her. And then he would well and truly be alone. The fate he’d been running from since the moment his mom had walked out that door would finally catch up.

Thad screamed, loudly and with abandon, until claws scraped at his throat, the monster inside fighting to be free. Then he stopped and turned to Addison.

Her bright aqua eyes swirled with understanding, the windows to a soul that was just as lonely as his, just as aching. She didn’t move. Neither did he. And yet, he felt as though she’d reached out and touched him in a tangible, impossible embrace. Time stopped for a brief and fleeting moment. Everything went quiet—

“We’re interrupting this broadcast,” a voice blared over the radio, “to bring you a breaking news update.”

Thad whipped his face forward, tearing his gaze away as heat spiked down his chest. There was no moment, no pause, no deep cosmic connection. The music had turned off because the station had switched to a breaking news announcement—and he had a feeling he knew which one.

“We’ve just received word from law enforcement in Riverbend, South Carolina, that a local girl, Addison Mary Abbot, has gone missing. Her kidnapper is believed to be con man Thaddeus Ryder, who is wanted in connection with the Edgar Degas painting stolen from a private townhome in New York City two weeks ago, valued at over twenty million dollars. He is a known associate of the Russian mafia and is believed to be armed and extremely dangerous. If you have any information on their whereabouts, please contact your local police immediately or call this number to speak directly with the FBI hotline. Nine—”

Addison reached out and turned off the radio.

Thad swallowed. “Guess the story broke. It was only a matter of time.”

She dropped her hand back to her lap, not speaking.

Thad cast concerned glances in her direction, switching between the road and her pursed lips, the road and her darkening irises, the road and her wringing fingers, the road and—

“Is that what’s in the back seat?”

Not the first question he’d expected. A lie rose to his lips, false and easy to dole out, but he paused. There was a rawness in her tone that silently demanded answers. Not through hysterics or threats, but through an honesty that silently pleaded for nothing more than simple honesty in return. So Thad did what he’d said he wouldn’t, because she’d trusted him with her life, and for that, he could give her the truth. She deserved it. And he was so damn sick of lying. “Yes.”

“A Degas?”

“Yes.”

“Worth twenty million dollars?”

Thad squinted. “Actually, I think they undervalued it. I’d probably guess closer to thirty.”

Addison turned to gape at him.

“What? You asked.”

The gape shifted to a glower. “Why did you take it?”

“Because I could.” Her frown deepened and her gaze turned pointed. Thad sighed. “Because I had a debt to pay.”

“To the…” Addison gulped. “Russian mob?”

“Yes.”

“What debt?”

Thad groaned internally, rolling the words around his tongue, not sure what to say. “It’s…complicated.”

“Jo said you made a deal with them to save her life.”

Of course she did.
He sighed. “I guess it’s not that complicated.”

“Why did they want to kill her?”

“Because she was important to me,” Thad murmured, hating how true those words rang. If not for him, if not for his father, Jo might have had a normal life. A safe one. “And to her father, Robert, my mentor. They needed us. So, they threatened her to get to us.”

“Why did they need you?”

Thad drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, darting his gaze to the mirrors, out the windows, anywhere and everywhere but toward her. Even though he was speeding down the highway at seventy miles an hour, for the first time in his life, he felt stuck—well and truly trapped with nowhere to run. “That I can’t tell you.”

“Why not?”

He finally met her probing gaze. “Because I won’t put you in more danger than you already are.”

Half-true. The more he told her, the more vulnerable she’d be once all of this was over. But that wasn’t the whole reason. The other reason, the bigger reason, was because he’d never spoken about it before, not even to Robert. Oh, they’d gotten the jobs done. They’d forged bank bonds and foreign bills, made counterfeit passports, copied signatures on all sorts of documents. They’d stolen paintings to be used as collateral, sometimes leaving expertly crafted copies in their place so the authorities were none the wiser. They’d overheard words in Russian during their illicit meetings, about illegal arms deals and human trafficking and money laundering. They’d done all those things. There was no denying it. But they’d had an unwritten rule to never talk about what they were doing, to keep their heads down and power through and pretend. Acknowledging the truth was sort of like staring into the sun—one wrong look and he’d go blind.

Thad didn’t want to see.

He didn’t want to know.

He wanted to forget it and move on.

But he couldn’t.

Looking into her eyes was like gazing into a clear blue sky, bright and burning, nowhere left to hide. She saw him—saw through him. Yet she didn’t turn away in fear or shame or loathing. She didn’t run. She turned on the radio, laced her fingers through his, squeezed with all her might, and screamed.
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It did feel better to let it out. He was right. Addy thought about her life, her unchased dreams and her unspoken fears, all the loneliness and aching she hid from the world. She thought about the men who’d stormed into the cake shop, about what Edie’s face must have looked like when she found the bodies, about her parents the moment they realized she’d gone missing. Addy thought about her sister, whom she loved deep down even if they didn’t always get along, about how guilty and sorry and afraid the bravest woman she knew must be in this moment, knowing Addy had called for help and all she’d done was argue. Then she thought about Thad. About everything he’d told her. About all the things she was slowly starting to recall from the news. About all the very many reasons trusting him was a bad idea. But mainly, she thought about the voice in her head whispering none of it mattered.

Addy screamed.

And squeezed the warm hand enveloping hers.

Then screamed some more.

After a few seconds, she caught her reflection in the side mirror, mouth open wide, eyes scrunched, an adult in the middle of a tantrum, and the sound shifted. The heavy weight was lifted and suddenly she was laughing. Because they looked and sounded ridiculous. This whole situation was ridiculous. And if this had been happening at any other time, with any other person, she would have been terrified. But right now, here, with him, she felt seen and understood and not so alone. So she laughed until tears streamed down her face and silence slowly fell.

Addy wiped her cheeks and turned, finding his gaze. Thad was smiling, but through the grin, she saw all the broken bits he tried to hide, all the secret fears his scream had revealed. The edges of his eyes were crinkled, but not with mirth, with wariness, as though he were worried about what she would say next. Would she ask the question he feared? Would he tell her the truth? Did she really want to know?

No, Addy thought. She didn’t want to know the specifics of all the horrible things he might have done. No good could come from it. She didn’t need those answers—she already had the most important one. When those men walked into her bakery, Addy had stared evil in the face. She knew what it looked like, the way they had threatened her with no hint of remorse, the murderous glint in their eyes. She knew. And right now, looking in Thad’s eyes, she saw none of that. She saw shame, the edge of a razor blade cutting deep, and she knew he wasn’t a bad person—he was a person who’d done bad things. The distinction was important.

“Tell me more about Paris,” she said, relaxing into her seat and closing her eyes. Addy left her hand exactly where it was, wrapped tightly in his.

“Paris, huh?” he murmured, a little teasing. But this time, she read the
thank you
in his voice, because she was beginning to understand him, beginning to see the vulnerable man hiding beneath the criminal. Maybe that was his greatest con of all—to fool the world into believing he was heartless.

“Are the French really jerks?”

He barked out a laugh, loud, almost like a release, and his muscles relaxed. They were no longer clutching each other, but simply holding hands, comfortable and loose.
See?
she thought, edge of her lip quirking.
I can be loose.

“Some of them are jerks,” he answered thoughtfully. “But they’re much nicer when you speak French.”

“You speak French?” Addy asked, opening her eyes to turn and look at him.

“Oui, bien sûr.” He shrugged, nonchalant, but quickly gave the game away as a dimple dug into his cheek. “N’est-ce pas?”

“What’d you say?” she asked, greedy for more. “What other languages do you speak?”

“Italiano,” he said, shifting his accent a bit. “Español. Um pouco de portugues.
Comes in handy when you’re trying to blend in. I never quite got a handle on German though. I guess Romance languages were more my thing.”

Warmth pooled deep in her stomach, spreading down her legs in the most delicious way as he said
Romance languages. “Tell me more.”

So he did.

He told her how the lights sparkled on the Seine at night, the way the city seemed to pause when the bells of Notre Dame rang, about the artists he’d met during an afternoon spent atop the steps of Montmartre. Then they moved away from Paris to the lily-pad-covered ponds of Giverny and the cathedral of Rouen, where Thad had spent an entire day sitting in a café watching the light dance across the façade. His voice sank to a whisper, laced with admiration and awe as he described walking in the steps of a master, naming Monet a god among men. Addy had never studied art before, but listening to Thad speak about his short dappled strokes and the thick layers of saturated paint, the way he used light as an object in and of itself, she wanted nothing more than to run to a museum. The passion in Thad’s voice bled into the air around them, sinking deep into her skin, making it tingle with all sorts of want.

For the rest of the afternoon, he took her on an artist’s tour of Europe, from the rolling countryside in the South of France where Van Gogh discovered his genius and eventually went mad, to the busy streets of Madrid where nestled in a private room in the Reina Sofia hangs one of the most influential paintings of all time,
Guernica. Thad described the size and scope of the Sistine Chapel, the system of scaffolds Michelangelo employed to reach the ceiling, how he completed everything standing up—Can you even imagine the stiff neck?—and eventually went on to write a sonnet describing the less-than-ideal conditions. The Winter Palace in St. Petersburg, he said, gave a new definition to the word
gilt. Every window, every column, every doorframe was accented with gold leaf. There was even a room where every inch of the walls was gilded, and walking inside was like stepping into the center of the sun.

Addy pestered him with questions, but he didn’t get annoyed. He was a true artist, painting pictures with his words, vivid images that came to life inside her mind. Every so often, when he remembered, he’d take a break from the art to tell her about the food—the macarons in a pastry shop on the famous Champs-Élysées, the best gelato he’d ever tasted from a small hillside town in Tuscany, Hungarian chimney cakes that were dipped in sugar and sometimes filled with swirls of ice cream, and of course, many croissants—though Thad swore the best he tasted were in Austria and not France. A wistful expression crossed his face on more than one occasion, there and gone in a flash, making Addy wonder what he wasn’t telling her, memories too personal to share. But she didn’t press. For now, living vicariously was enough—was exactly the escape she needed.

They didn’t stop talking until the moon replaced the sun and the stars began to twinkle across the crystal-clear sky. Even then, the conversation only paused because Addy fell asleep somewhere in the middle of Arkansas. She woke to the gentle shake of a hand on her shoulder.

“Come on,” Thad murmured. “Time for bed.”

“Huh?” She turned over, blinking slowly. His warm smile was the first thing to come into focus, then the hum of southern crickets, the subtle smell of burning logs, and the branches arching overhead. “Where are we?”

“I pulled over into a campground for the night,” he explained, a twinkle in his eyes. “I, uh…borrowed
a tent from the owners of this car. I saw it in their garage and thought it might come in handy. Alas, no sleeping bags, but it’s better than nothing.”

If she weren’t so groggy, she might have had something to say about that. As it was, she simply followed as he led her from the car, keeping his palm to the small of her back to guide her. Addy crawled into the small tent set up a few feet from the back of the car. The ground was soft, pillowy from a thick patch of grass, but cool through the thin nylon despite the summer heat. She was so tired, she didn’t care. She bundled one of the extra shirts they’d bought into a pillow and curled up into a ball.

“I’ll be in the car, if you need me.”

That woke her up. Addy turned to find Thad leaning half-in and half-out of the tent. “You’re not staying?”

He licked his lips, finding her eyes through the darkness. “I just assumed you’d want to be alone.”

“I—” She paused, not sure what should come next. He was right—she should want to be alone. And yet, she couldn’t think of anything worse than spending the night in this cramped little tent all by herself. Vivid imaginations worked both ways, and in an unfamiliar place surrounded by unfamiliar sounds, she feared the worst. “But, um, won’t you sleep better in here? You drove so much today, and tomorrow will be the same. You need to rest too. You need it more than me.”

As far as excuses went, it was weak.

But it did the trick.

“Makes sense,” Thad muttered.

He rolled forward, landing smoothly by her side with all the grace of a jungle cat, movements fluid and fast.

Addy swallowed. “Good night, Thaddeus Ryder.”

She didn’t know why she used his full name—blame it on the sleep deprivation—but she liked the way it sounded rolling through her lips, almost regal. The only other time she’d said it had been as a shriek, but this time, she savored the elegant rhythm.

He chuckled softly. “Good night, Addison Abbot.”

They both fell silent, but they didn’t sleep. At least, Addy didn’t. The sound of their breathing filled the space, loud in a way that only happened in taut silence. Every time she inhaled, it sounded like roaring thunder. Addy counted in for three, then out for three, but the more she focused on her breath, the odder it began to sound. Strained, then too natural. Blaring, then too soft. Shuddering, then too smooth. The fabric walls closed in. The space seemed smaller and smaller with each passing second, tighter and tighter with each stilted breath. The cold seeped through the ground. Addy hugged her arms around her waist and pulled her knees into her chest. She shifted uncomfortably, accidentally brushing her bum against his hip for one burning moment, then inhaled sharply, far too noticeable. So, she stopped breathing, but that was obvious too. The man by her side was quiet, perfectly at ease. Addy fought for the same composure, but her muscles only grew tenser, shivering from the cold and the strain. Her clicking teeth resembled a roaring jackhammer in the silence.

Just when she thought Thad had to be asleep, oblivious to the turmoil taking place inside her mind, an arm swooped around her waist and pulled her solidly against a warm chest. “I can’t sleep with your teeth chattering like that.”

He said it like an apology, but she didn’t mind.

She didn’t mind at all.

Addy wriggled closer, until her spine was flush with his abdomen and the heat from his body seared like her own personal furnace. He shifted his legs so they bent along the same line as hers, then dug his chin into the nape of her neck.
This short hair is coming in handy, she thought, relishing in the way his breath blew across her skin like a soft caress, shooting a delicious tingle down her spine. For a moment, with his arms wrapped around her and their bodies surrounded by the sounds of nature, the real world felt very far away.

“Thad?” she whispered, testing if he was asleep.

“Yes?” he drawled.

“You said before that maybe this would be easier for me if we pretended it was something else?” He nodded against her shoulder. For a brief moment in the dark, Addy found her confidence, her voice. In a few days, all of this would be over and he’d be gone, so she didn’t want to waste time being afraid. She just wanted to be here, on this crazy adventure, with him. “Do you think, when we wake up tomorrow, we could pretend we’re just two people on a road trip? Not Bonnie and Clyde, but Addy and Thad? No talk about what happened? No talk about what might? Just two people who needed to get away.”

“I’d like that, Addison.” His voice was far away and sleepy. A long yawn interrupted his thoughts as the arm around her waist grew heavier and heavier. Addy’s eyes grew heavy too, slipping closed now that she felt safe and warm and cared for in a way she’d never been before. “I’d like that very much.”
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Muffled voices woke Thad early the next morning. He’d always been a light sleeper, which wasn’t a bad trait to possess in his line of work. But on this particular morning, he wanted nothing more than to cut out the rumble of engines firing to life, the crunch of tires spinning over gravel, the clank of pots and pans, the crackle of morning fires. He wanted to close his eyes and go back to sleep. He wanted to hold on to this woman and this moment for a little while longer.

The world, however, had other plans.

Thad blinked, adjusting his eyes to the soft bluish light shining through the nylon. He and Addison had shifted positions sometime in the night. The last things he remembered before sleep took hold were his arm around her waist, her spine molded to his stomach, and her hair falling over his cheek. But now he was stretched on his back with one hand behind his head, and Addison was curled against his side. Her head rested on his chest, and her arm draped over his stomach. One similarity remained—they held each other close. In the warm morning air, he couldn’t pretend it was for body heat anymore. But she looked so serene, like an angel from a Renaissance painting with her blushing cheeks and ivory skin, her plush pink lips and her halo of curls, that he didn’t have the heart to wake her.

Have I ever looked so at peace?

So virtuous?

He didn’t think so, not even as a child. There’d always been darkness hidden beneath all the good, a duality he’d been aware of, consciously or subconsciously, that never allowed for innocence. Talking to Addison about his travels had brought that sensation to the surface—every memory he’d told her had a layer behind it he’d been unable to share, for her own safety, for his shame.

Thad had been six the first time he’d been to France. It was the last vacation he’d gone on with his mother, as a family. While he and Jo had been busy playing hide-and-seek in the gardens of Versailles, overseen by their mothers, their fathers had been in Giverny, breaking into Monet’s former studio to steal paint pigments and an old canvas for a forgery that would pass forensic investigation. Two years later, when they’d returned to Paris, it was so his father and Robert could slip into a private collection, replace the real Monet with Robert’s masterful replica, and bring the multi-million-dollar painting home. The last time he’d been in Jo and Robert’s private island compound, the Monet was on display in the underground vault, though by now, the FBI had undoubtedly begun working on returning it to its rightful owner.

And that was just one painting of many.

One story.

When Thad began showing talent as an artist, Robert had taken him under his wing, presenting him with a very specific sort of education. Their family vacations became lessons in art history, and at home, he learned how to put those lessons to practice. How to replicate the brushstrokes of fifty different artists. How to grind paint pigments from scratch in the vein of the old masters. How to adjust a varnish to add age to a painting. How to achieve the correct crackling for the time period and location of the work. How to fake a certificate of authenticity. Of course, even the most skilled forger couldn’t always outwit modern science. X-rays. Infrared scanning. Radiocarbon dating. The forensic technology grew more and more precise with time. But the smartest con, as Robert had taught him, made sure it never got to that level. Pick the mark wisely. Don’t forge a known work, scan the historical records to find one labeled as missing. Don’t try a bait and switch at the Louvre, do it at the smaller museum with lesser security or during a transfer. Don’t attempt to rival a master, choose the artist without instant name recognition but worth enough money to hang in a gallery.

To Thad, it had always been a game. To Robert, it had been a way to bond with a boy who was almost like a son, a way to pass a bit of himself on to the next generation. But to Thad’s father, it had been business—a fact he would come to understand after the man was dead, when the Russians held a gun to his head and demanded his services. They’d only known about his skills with a brush because his father had shared them, stealing the forgeries Thad and Robert had made for fun and using them for his own gains. That was when Thad’s worldly travels had taken a decidedly darker turn.

Addison stirred in his arms and he blinked the memories away, returning to the present, the way he’d promised he would. Did she even understand what a gift those softly spoken words in the dead of night had been?
No talk about what happened, she’d said.
No talk about what might. Just two people.
As if erasing his past could be so easy. But he could pretend. In fact, it would be a relief to pretend, for a few days at least.

“Good morning,” Thad whispered.

Addison froze, going rigid beside him. The only thing moving was the heart pounding in her chest. The beat had been steady a moment before, but now her pulse raced beneath his fingers. Thad tried to stifle the smile widening his lips, but he couldn’t. Her predictability was adorable—but maybe that was what made her unpredictable moments so damn sexy. That kiss yesterday? Downright irresistible, and he’d never seen it coming.

“We should probably get on the road,” he continued casually, waiting for her to process waking up in his arms. The more normal he acted, the more normal she’d respond. “Long day of driving ahead. We might as well get started.”

“Yeah,” Addison mumbled and shifted her head, peeking cautiously up at him through her eyelashes. Thad grinned back. She bolted upright so fast he was a little worried she might injure herself, a jack that sprang out of its box only to land with a crash against the floor. Her cheeks were already turning red.

She needs some alone time, he realized quickly. Thad rolled to his feet, light on his toes, and started unzipping the tent. “I’ll get the car running. Take your time.”

Ten minutes later, they were easing out of the campground.

“Where’d you get the coffee?” Addison asked, gratitude in her tone as she lifted a steaming paper cup to her lips.

“Well, you see that older couple over by that RV?” Thad nudged his chin to the left, waving goodbye as he drove by said pair. The smiling duo waved back, holding up their thermoses in farewell. “I explained to them how we’re on our honeymoon, doing a month-long cross-country road trip, and they said it brought back memories of their youth. I’ve got a small stack of pancakes wrapped in tinfoil in the back too, if you’re hungry.”

She snorted. “Always working an angle.”

“You’ve got to strike while the iron is hot.” He paused to toss a wink in her direction. “Wifey.”

Addison rolled her eyes, but he didn’t miss the way the edges of her lips twitched with humor. “Let me get this straight. Yesterday, we were on our way to elope. Today, we’re on our honeymoon. What’ll it be tomorrow? So I have time to prepare myself.”

“Babymoon?”

She choked on her coffee. Thad pressed his lips together to keep the laughter from spilling out as her eyes bulged. He was, however, unsuccessful, and she jammed a fist into his shoulder to retaliate. “Watch out, or by this time tomorrow, we’ll be divorced.”

He held his palm over his chest, wounded. “And here I thought we were just two people.”

Addison paused and turned toward him, turquoise eyes so bright and so clear he could see all the way to the sandy floor. “Two people?”

“Two people…” Thad agreed with a nod, shedding the teasing tone, replacing it with something sober. He wanted her to know he remembered everything from their conversation the night before, and he wanted the escape too. But being vulnerable wasn’t part of his nature, so hardly a moment later he blinked and looked away. Reaching for the maps on the dashboard, he finished the thought with, “…who don’t know where they’re going. If I’m the driver, you’re the navigator. I think we take I-40 almost all the way there, but I have no idea what to do once we get to Arizona.”

“Do you have a pencil?”

He pulled a sharpie from the dashboard and handed it to her.

Addison stared at it with a frown. “Something that erases?”

“Confidence breeds success,” Thad retorted—an adage that his father had lived by. He himself was more of a fake-it-’til-you-make-it sort of man. Though, in a way, they were two sides of the same twisted coin.

Addison rolled her eyes. “Fine. Do you have an address?”

“Yes.”

She paused, waiting, then finally turned to him. “Are you going to give it to me?”

“No.”

She wrinkled her nose in frustration, a move he found rather endearing. “Are you going to attempt to be helpful at all?”

“Um…” Thad blew a slow exhale through his lips, considering. “Scottsdale is all I can tell you for now. We’ll fine-tune when we get closer.”

As he followed signs back to the highway, Addison sank her nose into the maps, bending over at the waist so her nose nearly touched the papers. The sharpie moved slowly but surely over the roads, tracing lines millimeter by careful millimeter, so painstakingly precise he couldn’t help but be amused. She was both a dreamer and a perfectionist—an odd combination to be sure. Though he had the feeling a dreamer was who she was, and the perfectionism was for self-preservation, a way to handle the fear and doubts and anxiety that came along with having big dreams. Wanting more out of life was inherently terrifying. Maybe that was why Thad had learned to settle for less—a small shack on the beach, all alone with his paints. When the hope was small, so was the disappointment if it never came true.

“Oh!” Addison suddenly exclaimed, then fell silent.

Thad turned curiously in her direction. “What?”

“Nothing,” she chirped, shaking her head.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

The edge of his lip quirked.
Challenge accepted.
“You know I won’t stop until you tell me.”

Addison remained silent.

“I’m annoyingly persistent.”

“It’s nothing, really.”

“Then tell me.” He shrugged.

She sighed. “It’s just…”

She’s starting to crack.
“Come on,” he urged. “I know you want to tell me.”

“I…”

He leaned toward her, ear first, keeping his eyes on the road. “I can’t hear you…”

“Fine,” Addison said, speaking the word like a groan. “You said strike while the iron is hot?”

He met her eyes in the rearview mirror, enjoying the little sparkle firing to life, like the sun glinting off a cresting wave. “I did.”

“Well,” she said and tilted her head, not looking away. “Do you think, maybe, we could go to the Grand Canyon?”

“The Grand Canyon?” he repeated, mulling over the idea.

Addison plowed forward. “It’s only about seventy-five miles north of our exit off I-40, so it would probably be, I don’t know, maybe an hour and a half out of the way? We could camp there overnight and head toward Scottsdale in the morning, which would be about, hmm, maybe four or five hours south? Something like that. Unless you were planning to get to Scottsdale in the middle of the night, it wouldn’t be too far out of the way. And I’ve always wanted to go.”

“Okay.”

“Besides,” Addison continued, voice growing firmer as she wrung her hands in her lap and straightened her spine. She was so focused on convincing him to say yes, she didn’t realize he already had. But the road provided so few sources of entertainment, he kept his mouth shut. Watching her get all worked up over nothing was the definition of amusing. “You dragged me onto this little road trip. I deserve to get something out of it too. We’re going to be right there. It’s the least you can do, really. And, oh, can’t you just imagine it? The sun bouncing off those red rocks? The sliver of river snaking through? The vistas must be breathtaking. It’s been on my bucket list for ages, but I never— Wait a second.” Addison snapped her head in his direction, mind finally catching up. “Okay?”

“Yup.” Thad shrugged. “Okay.”

Her entire face lit up, a firework exploding in broad daylight. “Really?!”

Just like that, Thad knew the delays, the extra time, the risk—it would all be worth it. “Sure. I’ve never been. I’d love to go.”
Before I’m banned from re-entering the United States.
He kept that little side note to himself. “And like you said, it’s not too far out of the way.”

“Oh, thank you,” she gushed, and then bit down, pulling her lower lip into her mouth to try to hide her ever-widening smile, but her cheeks pulled taut regardless. Joy was as much in the eyes as it was in the lips, if not more so, and there was no dimming that bright beam.

“Bet you’re wishing you had that pencil now, huh?” Thad teased, fully expecting Addison to bury herself back in the maps.

Instead, she turned to him with a devilish grin that intrigued him to no end. “No need.”

He pushed his brows together, waiting for an explanation.

“Confidence breeds success, right?” She lifted the map to show him the thick black line running through it. “I already sharpied it in.”

Thad paused, cataloguing every detail of this moment. The curve of her lip. The sunlight glittering against her hair. The slight flush to her cheeks. The blur of trees framing her face. He committed it to memory, in case he wanted to paint it later. Because right here, right now, with Addison throwing his own words back in his face, Thad felt a joy so pure, a feeling so light and bubbling and beautiful, all he could do was put his head back and laugh.
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Turned out life on the run was a little, well, boring. As the views outside the window shifted from thick forests to grassy plains, they played Twenty-One Questions, I Spy, and The Movie Game. They listened to music, fighting between country stations (Addy’s choice) and classic rock (all Thad). Addy told him about the first time she’d seen snow as a girl, a few days before Christmas. Her father tied an aluminum garbage can lid to the back of his car and dragged her and Gracie around for ages so they could “sled.” It was one of her favorite memories with her sister—the two of them hugging and screaming and laughing as they clutched each other and the sled for dear life. Thad told her about the first blizzard he could recall, when the private acres around his family’s estate had been coated with three feet of snow. Jo and her parents had come over to weather the storm, and Thad had spent most of the evening running away from her as she tried to pin him down to put ponytails in his hair while their parents all sipped cocktails by the fire. Addy asked him if he minded being an only child, to which he replied he wasn’t, not really, and that Jo had always been like a sister to him. Addy didn’t know what to say after that, her mind going back to Gracie, and in her silence, Thad grew contemplative too. So they strayed from the personal, and returned to a game, which was, at the moment, Favorites.

“Favorite musician?” Thad asked.

“Ooh, um… Garth Brooks.” The name of the game was to answer quickly, first thing that came to mind. Rapid fire for the most honesty. “Favorite band?”

Thad rolled his eyes. “You can’t ask that. I just asked that. New questions, always.”

“Well, I didn’t know that,” Addy huffed. “Answer it anyway.”

The edge of his lip pulled up and he sighed dramatically, but those dimples gave him away. “Steve Miller Band. Favorite cake?”

“Oh, come on, you said you were going to start easy!” Addy crossed her arms, tossing him a glare. Thad shrugged like,
I thought that was easy.
But it wasn’t to a pastry chef! “Red velvet with cream cheese frosting. No—wait. Chocolate with buttercream. No—apple spice with pecan caramel filling. No—ah! Okay, fine. I’ve got it. My grannie’s coconut cake. Simple but the best.” She nodded a few times, confirming the choice to herself.
Yeah, yum. That’s the best. Now, time for a taste of your own medicine.
“Favorite painting?”

“Really?” he scoffed.

“You went there first.”

He shifted his head back and forth like,
Okay, I guess I did, and then dropped it heavily against his headrest.

“It’s a tie,” he finally said, as though that were the most difficult decision in the world. Addy wanted to interrupt and snarkily remind him,
Those aren’t the rules, but there was a tightness in his expression that made her pause, a sense that she was peeking through the cracks. “Wheatfield with Crows
by Van Gogh, and
Dance at Bougival
by Renoir. The first is sort of ominous with a dark, cloudy sky and a scattering swarm of crows, with dramatic brushstrokes and that element of madness that was so quintessentially Van Gogh. And the other is the complete opposite, bright and light and airy, two dancers that ooze pleasure. For a second, just looking at that painting, you understand what love feels like, even if you’ve never experienced it on your own. It’s that powerful.” Thad licked his lips and swallowed, darting his gaze in her direction before returning it to the road. He cleared his throat. “So, favorite cake you designed?”

“Oh, that’s easy. You see, for me, it’s not so much about the cakes, but about the story behind them. And my favorite couple ever was the Henleys—they were lovely human beings. The moment they walked into Edie’s shop, I could tell how happy, how in love they were. One of those couples that you knew, just by looking at them, was going to make it to forever.” Addy sighed wistfully. “Anyway, they were high school sweethearts. At eighteen, he was deployed to Iraq, and on the morning they said goodbye, a butterfly came down and landed on her hand. She believed it was a sign from God that everything would be okay. He would see butterflies occasionally while he was serving overseas, and they made him think of her. A week before he was supposed to come home, his family got a call that he was wounded, in serious condition, after his unit got hit by an IED. When she got the call, a butterfly landed on her windowsill, and she knew he’d survive, somehow. He did, after losing his leg. They postponed their wedding until he’d be able to walk himself down the aisle, but while he was in physical therapy, she found out she had a lump in her breast. Butterflies appeared magically, all over the place, giving them hope through every struggle. And they decided, life was too short. They didn’t want to wait any longer. So they came to us for a cake, and it was the first one I designed on my own. The bottom tier was a field of buttercream wildflowers, the second and third tiers were peppered with butterflies of all kinds, and the top was simple, just a little bit of piping around the base of a dancing couple molded from white chocolate.”

A tear pricked at the corner of her eye just remembering the smiles on their faces when they saw the final product on the morning of their wedding. To some people, baking was maybe a silly or unimportant profession. But to Addy, on that day, nothing could’ve been further from the truth. Her work had touched someone else’s life—and that had been everything.

“Anyway,” Addy murmured, fighting through the sudden clog in her throat. “Two days before their wedding, the doctors officially declared she was in remission, and he did manage to walk himself down the aisle. Now they have a little boy who’s two, so everything turned out okay.”

“That’s—” He paused, letting out a deep breath. “That’s beautiful.”

Addy glanced to the side as a tingling sixth sense fluttered over her skin and met the gaze she already knew was turned in her direction. His eyes were bright, intense and yearning, though for what she couldn’t quite tell. She looked away before she had a chance to find out. They seemed to keep doing this careful dance, getting close to something personal, then backing away and spinning around the hidden meaning, almost like a tide, rolling in, then seeping out, then rolling in a bit closer, then retreating. She wasn’t sure what would happen when the water rushed forward next.

“Favorite movie?” Addy asked, changing the subject, letting the wave recede.

Thad grinned. “The Thomas Crown Affair.”

“Really?” Addy sat up, turning toward him in surprise. “Isn’t that a little, well, cliché or something?”

He shrugged, continuing his thought as though he hadn’t heard her. “Both versions are great, but I prefer the remake with Pierce Brosnan. He was my idol for a while there. And well, Rene Russo, I mean…” He shook his head, as though there were no words. “Favorite author?”

“Jane Austen,” Addy answered quickly, no doubt in her mind. “Favorite food?”

“Burger and fries, the greasier the better. Favorite TV show?”

Addy paused. “Promise you won’t laugh or judge?”

He forced his lips into a thin line, fighting a smile as he nodded.

“The Bachelor,” she confessed. What could she say? She loved love, even the cheesy, manufactured kind. True to his word, Thad remained silent, but his nostrils flared with the force of holding back a response. “Favorite holiday?”

“Christmas. Jo always bakes this cinnamon-bun cake thing that’s insanely delicious, and we always take the day off from real life to watch movies and drink this mulled cider she makes, like a normal family. Or, well, we did.” His brows pinched together for a moment, but Addy didn’t press as he forced a tight swallow down his throat. “Favorite season?”

“Spring.”

And the game went on, dappling into the serious, but never staying there too long. Her favorite sport was football, as any true southerner’s was. His favorite cocktail was a whiskey neat, though he said he didn’t drink much because he couldn’t afford to dull his senses. Her favorite city was Charleston, close to home with everything she might need. His favorite hotel was the Caesar Augustus on the isle of Capri—apparently, the views of the bay of Naples were incredible, only surpassed by the impeccable service.

They went back and forth, and back and forth, for Addy didn’t know how long. All she knew was that she found herself dozing off as the roads turned black. The glare of headlights created a dull ache behind her eyes, so she closed them. When she woke sometime later, it was at the sound of her own name traveling softly through static.

“A news update for all of our late-night listeners—Addison Abbot is still missing and believed to be in the clutches of dangerous con-man Thaddeus Ryder. The FBI say they have no leads and are asking people with any information to come forward.”

Thad sighed and turned the volume down a little. Addy remained perfectly still, keeping her face toward the window as she strained to hear. For a few hours, she’d forgotten why they were together, what they were doing. She really had believed they were just two people on a road trip, two people who needed a little break from reality. But the truth had a frustrating way of always coming back around and reminding her of the target on both of their backs.

“But the breaking news earlier today wasn’t about our elusive man-on-the-run and his unwitting victim. In what some are calling a stunning victory for the FBI, Russian mob boss Nikolai Sokolov was denied bail at his hearing this afternoon. His lawyer cried foul play, citing the weak evidence against his client and pointing out the clear lack of eyewitnesses. But the Feds had a different opinion. Here’s the statement Agent Nathaniel Parker read to reporters on the courthouse steps.”

Thad inhaled sharply.

The volume on the radio went back up.

“Hello.” A deep voice came on the radio, firm and oozing conviction, the sort Addy might’ve imagined for the hero of her favorite story. “Nikolai Sokolov leads one of the most dangerous criminal organizations in the United States, and while the judge’s decision this afternoon was a great first step toward justice, the fight is far from over. Our investigation into his heinous acts against the innocent civilians of this great country is ongoing, and we ask anyone who has borne witness to this man’s, or his organization’s, monstrous crimes to step forward. It’s the American thing to do, but more importantly, it is the right thing to do, as anyone with a moral conscience would understand. Thank you.”

Thad exhaled derisively, mumbling something under his breath. Addy didn’t quite catch what, focused as she was on remaining still and silent even as her heart thundered in her chest.

“To anyone who couldn’t read the hidden meaning,” the radio host came back on the mic, “the Feds have a weak case against one of the worst crime lords this country has ever seen, they’re desperate for an eyewitness, and this reporter has one guess who that specific message was meant for. Thaddeus Ryder, if you’re listening—”

Bang!

The radio went dead. The only sounds filling the car were the hum of tires on pavement and the whine of skin on leather, torqueing the material far beyond its ability to stretch.

Addy stared out the window and watched shadows pass aimlessly by, wondering what it said about her moral conscience that she wanted Thad to go free. Only two days ago, she never could’ve imagined a thought like that passing through her mind. But now that she knew him, knew the reason he’d done what he’d done—not for money, not for fame, but to save the life of a woman who was like a sister—well, she couldn’t entirely blame him. If someone threatened Gracie, or Edie, or her parents, Addy didn’t know what lines she might cross to protect them. And if he went to jail, she wasn’t sure he’d survive. Oh, physically, she was sure Thad would come through just fine. But the artist’s soul he’d slowly revealed, lonely and aching and wanting, that part of him would be gone. Maybe it made her selfish or naïve, but she wasn’t convinced a sacrifice like that should be called justice.

The ticking of the blinker filled the car. Addy used it as an excuse to exhale heavily and stretch her back, pretending to awaken from a deep slumber.

“Where are we?” she asked, throwing a yawn in at the end of her words.

“Somewhere in New Mexico. I just turned off an exit for a campground,” he murmured softly, voice giving nothing away. If he knew she’d been listening, he didn’t say. “We should be there in a few minutes.”

“Great, I’m exhausted,” she said, trying to lighten the tone. “I never knew sitting around in a car doing absolutely nothing all day could be so tiring.”

He lifted the corner of his lip in a half-hearted effort for her benefit. Silence settled again, but the quiet was okay. It was comfortable rather than awkward. They pulled into the campsite and got out of the car, each taking a role without needing to say. Addy went over to the water-fill station under a bright fluorescent light to refill some of the bottles they’d emptied earlier that day. By the time she was back, Thad had the tent set up and the car secure. She crawled onto the nylon floor and he eased in after, taking the spot by her side. Instead of getting herself all worked up, Addy decided to simply reach behind and grab his hand, not bothering with an excuse as she pulled him close.

They fit, so why fight it?

In two days, they’d be in Scottsdale and she had the sense that after that, he’d be gone. Soon, she’d be back home in her small life and her small town and her small bed that was cold far more often than it was warm. So, Addy decided to forget the past, ignore the future, and enjoy these fleeting moments of feeling wanted while she could.
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Addison was the first one awake the next morning. Thad stirred to the feel of her head resting on his shoulder as her finger casually drew loops across his abdomen. How the hell did she get the jump on me?

He blinked, trying to snap out of the daze. It took a moment for him to realize the brain fog wasn’t from sleep, but a lack of oxygen. His blood supply had fled his brain to gather in an extremely conspicuous location, and his mind had ceased to function. His entire body was on fire, acutely attuned to that finger dipping closer and closer to the waistband of his pants, then rising up his chest, then sliding back down, teasing and taunting and—

Thank God I left my jeans on.

He sighed, trying to figure out how to extricate himself from the situation, and Addison suddenly paused, pressing her palm flat against his stomach. He was half convinced flames would spontaneously erupt from the spot, but when she glanced up to meet his gaze, she was perfectly at ease. There was none of the embarrassment from the morning before, none of the discomfort. She seemed more self-assured, as though she’d come to a decision in the night without telling him the question or the answer. A soft smile sat across her lips. She looked at him as though it were any other day, as though she were immune to the inferno that had so thoroughly aroused him from sleep—and, well, aroused him. Full stop.

“Morning,” she said, still drowsy.

He cleared his throat. “Morning.”

He shifted to indicate without words that they should get up, pack up, and start the day. But Addison remained where she was, leaving her head on his shoulder and keeping him in place.

“Can I see it?” she asked.

Bloody hell.
He wasn’t British by any means, but the expletive seemed oddly appropriate for this moment and the way he practically jumped out of his skin. Could she see it? See what? Surely she wasn’t talking about… She couldn’t mean…

Get your head out of the gutter, Ryder.

“It’s only, I’ve been staring at it all morning wondering what it looks like, and I figured, why not? We’re alone. No one else is around.”

Wait—was
she talking about what he thought she was talking about?

No.

Definitely not.

Just because his thoughts were focused in a very singular location didn’t mean hers were. There was no way. But she
was
acting strange, waking up all easygoing and relaxed, very unlike the woman he’d come to know—it was driving him crazy! Thad drew his brows together, thoroughly confused, as he stared at the curls tumbling over the back of her head and spilling across his stomach.

And then he saw it—the art tube propped against the corner of the tent, exactly where he’d carefully placed it the night before.

Of course, he realized. Everything became perfectly clear. She was talking about the Degas. Obviously, she was talking about the Degas. Though, he couldn’t for the life of him stop that little twinge of remorse that she
wasn’t
talking about something else.

“Sure.” He forced the word out smoothly, with a nonchalance he certainly wasn’t feeling. “Why not?”

Addison eased off his chest—thank the Lord—giving Thad space to reach for the art tube. During those few lonely days on the yacht he’d stolen to escape New York, he’d spent hours staring at the painting, dissecting every stroke and every splash of pastel color, yet still, his breath caught in his throat as he carefully unrolled the canvas. There were a handful of dancers in a dimly lit studio, a classic Degas portrayal of practicing ballerinas. Two main figures were caught mid-rehearsal, gracefully spinning before a mirror, with a third half-cut from the image dancing the same dance. A group of girls watched from behind, in various resting positions, stretching sore muscles, relacing shoes, watching in silence. In the light of the tent, their dresses appeared to be a soft blue. Thad remembered them as more of an ivory, though the difference hardly mattered. There was no lighting that could make a Degas anything less than majestic.

“It’s beautiful,” Addison whispered. Her hand hovered over the image.

“It is,” Thad agreed, then teasingly added, “Don’t touch.”

She jerked her hand back, pressing it to her chest.

“I was only kidding,” he said. She glanced up at him, a smile in her eyes, but kept her hand where it was. “You can hold it if you want. Just be careful not to touch the paint. Hold the blank edges of the canvas.”

Addison shook her head no, but the subtle way she bit her lip revealed her interest.

“Come on,” Thad urged. “When else in your life are you going to have the chance to hold thirty million dollars in your hands?”

She exhaled sharply, but unclenched her fingers. Thad adjusted the canvas with a grin, lifting his arm around her shoulder to spread it across her lap. Their hands grazed and little sparks ignited, leaving a tingling sensation in their wake. Thad drew his fingers back, but remained where he was, with his stomach pressed lightly to her back, close enough for pulsing static to fill the space between, yet far enough to breathe. The edges of her curls tickled his chin.

Addison swallowed. Her voice was almost breathless as she asked, “So, what makes this worth thirty million dollars?”

“It’s a Degas,” he answered simply.

“I know
that.” She turned to look up at him, then froze. The tips of their noses were a hairsbreadth from touching. From this angle, her eyes seemed impossibly large, bright and full of wonder, flashing with a hint of something else as her gaze dropped to his mouth and jumped back up. “But why is a Degas, a
Degas?”

“Well…” Thad paused to take a breath, lowering his gaze to the painting. He couldn’t think with her face so close. “Like with all the masters, part of it is pure talent. I mean, he was a true artist, and not just with paint. Pastels were probably his second most popular medium, but he also drew and sculpted. Part of it is ingenuity. It’s hard to understand with our modern world, but at the time, a lot of the things he was doing with art were revolutionary. The way he framed his paintings was unlike anything before, like a snapshot in time, probably influenced by the emergence of photography. Like here”—he stopped to point at the third dancer, who was half-off the canvas—“he cropped the images close, so some figures were completed and some were cut off. He used unusual viewpoints, as though he were standing backstage watching a performance, or sitting in the crowd with his view partially blocked. And the last part is something intangible, something psychological. Good art is beautiful, but great art—great art makes you feel.”

Thad studied the dramatic brushstrokes, his eye wandering around the canvas in the way Degas guided, from figure to empty void to figure, each element carefully placed despite the sense of reality, of happenstance. He leaned closer, reaching his arm around Addison, fingers dancing in the empty air a few inches above the canvas, tracing as he spoke. “There’s something lonely about his art, something everyone, at one point or another, relates to. If you see here, the girls in the background, they’re together, but not. They’re not talking to each other. They’re close but not interacting, in their own worlds. That one is stretching her sore calf muscles. That one seems lost in her thoughts. That one watches the dancing group studiously. That one is retying her shoes. When someone thinks of a ballerina, or of art for that matter, they think of the beauty and grace in the end result. They think of these girls before the mirror, with their swanlike arms, and billowing tutus, and carefully positioned legs. When someone thinks of Degas, they think of
a Degas, the painting, the final outcome. But the endurance, the struggle, the hours and hours of lonely practice behind the art is what makes it beautiful. A lot of people don’t always see that, don’t always get that there’s an ugliness behind the beauty, a subtle dark edge, that makes it all the more glorious.” Thad blinked, realizing he’d gone off on a bit of a tangent, and lifted his hand away. “Of course, it could be the fancy dresses and pretty colors that people like. Who knows?”

“No, I get it,” Addison said, letting go of the edge of the canvas to grab his hand before he could tug it fully away. Those sparkling eyes turned to find his again. “Beauty takes a long time to produce, but it’s consumed in seconds. Like when I make a wedding cake. At the reception, a few people stop and take photos and say how pretty it is, but then it’s on to the next thing. No one thinks about the late nights in the kitchen, or the hours spent sketching ideas, or the painstaking precision required. It’s just a pretty cake.”

“Exactly.” Thad narrowed his eyes, taking her in, amazed at how easily she got it. “I don’t know if this is what Degas was after, but I think of it sometimes when I look at his work. That for these girls in the painting, and for the painter behind the scenes, the art itself was their only companion. Not the people around them, but their passion, the one constant, always there, always churning, making sure they weren’t so alone.”

“Helping them escape,” Addison added softly, turning back to the painting. She sighed. “Why did you keep it?”

Thad frowned, sitting back, retreating.
Keep
wasn’t the word he expected there. Most people would’ve asked why he
took
it, why steal something so beautiful, knowing it would be kept hidden from the rest of the world? It was a question he’d asked himself many times before, one that haunted him. Art was meant to be shared, to be appreciated, not kept in underground vaults and dark, dank rooms. But the world didn’t always work the way it was supposed to—it didn’t always allow for beauty or grandiose ideals.

He slid the painting from her lap, gently rolling it back up. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, why didn’t you hand it over to the Russians? Wouldn’t that have made them less apt to want to kill you? Why do you still have it?”

“I guess…” He paused, thinking back to the morning two weeks ago. Running had been a split-second decision—the sudden awareness that if he didn’t, there was no doubt they’d kill him. Yet, he’d suspected for a long time that the Russians had wanted the Degas job to be his last in more ways than one. Not because of the painting, but because he’d seen their faces. Would it have made a difference if he’d dropped the painting to the floor before jumping out the window? If they were thirty million dollars richer, would they have let him disappear in peace? Probably not…but maybe. So why risk it? He didn’t have an answer. “I guess I don’t really know why I took it. I just did. There wasn’t a lot of time to think.”

“You know what Jo told me on the phone that day?”

Thad sighed and eased the rolled canvas back into the art tube. “What did Jo say?”

“She said you’re a much better person than you give yourself credit for. That deep down, on some level, you’ve always known you’d do the right thing, in the end.”

He snorted. “Oh, did she?”

“I believe her.”

“Addison…” He closed his eyes and paused, not sure why those three little words made his chest expand and contract at the same time, light and airy, yet somehow tight and painful all at once, a balloon about to pop.

“I think you took the painting with you, because on some level, you knew whatever plans you had were unraveling, and you didn’t want them to have it. Because those men? They would never for one second see the true beauty in it, the true art. It’s nothing more than dollar signs to them, to be stuffed in a vault and kept in the dark. And you couldn’t bear to let that happen.”

“Add—”

“I think that when we get to Scottsdale, whatever happens, whether you hand yourself in or whether you run to the end of the world, you’ve known all along what you’re going to do with that painting. You’re going to give it back to the Feds, so they can return it to the owner, so that one day it can hang in a museum for everyone to enjoy.”

Thad didn’t know what to say.

Was she right? He didn’t know.

Was she wrong? Something in his gut whispered,
Not completely.

Either way, his skin crawled with the faith laced through her words, the conviction. The problem with high standards was they had to be lived up to, and he didn’t know if he was ready for such a task.

So, he stood and shrugged the art tube over his shoulder, not glancing back. “Come on. If we want to get to the Grand Canyon with time to spare, we need to leave now. Why don’t you go use the communal restrooms and see if there’s a vending machine for fresh drinks? I’ll take down the tent.”

Her eyes burned a hole through his back, but she didn’t argue. She didn’t try to make him see something he couldn’t. She listened and walked away.

Scottsdale, Thad thought as he yanked one of the metal poles out of the tent, releasing some tension. In Addison’s eyes, the stop at the Grand Canyon was probably something noble, a gift for her, a grand adventure. Sure, he loved going to new places, seeing new things. He was always up for a thrill. But he couldn’t fight the sense that this was something else—that he was stalling.

There was a reason he’d never been to the Grand Canyon.

A reason he’d never been in the state of Arizona.

A reason he avoided the southwestern edge of the United States like the plague.

Emma.

Thad sighed. He’d promised himself a long time ago that he wouldn’t interrupt her life, wouldn’t flip it upside down, wouldn’t intrude. Yet here he was, thirty-six hours away from doing just that. Because she was in danger. Because if he didn’t see her now, maybe he never would. Because he’d made another promise to himself, and this one at least, he could fulfill.

“Ready?” Addison called, holding up two iced teas like trophies as she approached the car. “I think it should take about five hours to get there.”

He stuffed the name and the emotions and that whole tangled web deep inside and slammed the trunk with it. Then he pasted a grin to his face and took the bottle Addison was holding out, the promise of a truce in her understanding eyes, a reminder that for the next few hours, they could still be just two people who needed to get away. No past. No future. Only now.

“Ready.”
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The closer and closer they drove to the Grand Canyon, the more her heart started to race, a wild thing inside her chest demanding release. It wasn’t just anticipation of the view, or the thrill of adventure, or the fact that she was finally—finally, after so many years of wishing and dreaming—checking a location off her list. There was something else too. A little countdown in the back of her mind, leading to what, she wasn’t sure, but something big. Something monumental. As they turned off the highway, and the mileage on the signs dropped and dropped, a little part of Addy couldn’t help but wonder if this was how Cinderella felt before the ball. Excited and nervous and aware on some level that by the time midnight struck her life would be different, changed in a way she never would’ve expected.

“Hey, Addison?”

“Yeah?” She turned from the window, jolting a little when she saw Thad. She’d forgotten that he’d put on a disguise before they left the last gas station—a sandy-blonde wig under a backward baseball cap, sunglasses with reflective blue lenses that were almost obnoxious they were so metallic, and a bright pink polo with the collar popped, of course. Addy was in a striped sundress they’d found at the gas station for ten bucks. According to Thad, one of the easiest ways to blend in with a crowd was to actively stand out. It was unexpected. And the more someone wanted to stare, the less they actually would, because the desire made the act inherently embarrassing. Something like that anyway. Addy was just happy to be in a dress again—the grimy athletic clothes had grown old, fast.

“Can you put your seat back and lie down? Pretend to be sleeping? Just until we get through the entrance gate. You don’t have a wig or anything, and I want to keep your face off the cameras, just in case.”

“Oh, right. Sure.”

She swallowed and pulled the handle on the side of her chair, pushing the seat back until it was almost flat. Then she curled on her side and turned away, trying to keep her breath even as the car slowed.

“Good afternoon,” a pleasant voice announced.

“Afternoon,” Thad whispered, a twinge to his voice that was a little pompous, clearly an act. “My wife is sleeping. I told her not to have all that wine last night, but, well, you know. If she wants to be hung over for her first trip to the Grand Canyon, what can I do?”

Addy rolled her eyes.

“Right, sir,” the man answered, clearly bored and ready to move on to the next. “It’s thirty-five dollars per car.”

“Of course, of course,” Thad murmured back. The
swish
of bills filled the silence. “Here you go.”

“Thank you. Here’s a map and your park permit. There’s more information in the visitor’s center. Enjoy the Grand Canyon.”

“Thanks, man.”

They rolled away. As soon as Thad put a hand on her shoulder, Addy sprang up like a prairie dog from its den, gaze fastened on the horizon. There was nothing but dense trees. Thick, evergreen and gorgeous, but not the sight she wanted to see.

“Where is it?”

Thad snorted. “I think we’ll know when we see.”

“I know, but aren’t you excited?” Addy was practically bouncing in her seat. In the distance, she saw a row of parked cars, a small clearing in the trees, a stretch of expansive blue sky. “Oh my gosh! I think that’s the first lookout! Can’t you drive any faster,
grandpa?”

He slowed down.

Addy glared across the seats.

Thad didn’t bother to try to hide the dimples digging into his cheeks. But as he crawled into a parking spot and she caught her first view of the canyons, her annoyance vanished. Addy didn’t stop to think—her brain short-circuited. Instead, she jumped out of the car, ran down the path to the main viewing area, and barreled into the rail, gripping the cool metal in both palms like a lifeline. It was just as breathtaking as she’d always imagined.

There were no words.

No thoughts.

As though a vacuum had attached to her lips, the air rushed out of her lungs, leaving her light-headed and in awe. The earth had fallen away and in its place was pure magic. Rich reds and ochres, bright against the sapphire sky, were staggered and tiered like a thousand-layer cake. Everywhere she looked the vista stretched, as deep as her eyes could see, as wide, as far. Space and time melted away as she fought and failed to take everything in. Addy jumped her gaze from one spot to another, overwhelmed by the sheer magnitude, the sheer glory.

Thad stepped up beside her and put his hands on the rail so the sides of their palms touched, electric. His voice was husky as he whispered, “Wow.”

The word was entirely insufficient, and yet, she couldn’t think of anything else to say. Because, well… “Wow.”

And that was enough.

For the first time in her life, Addy’s mind was blank. There were no dreams weaving or visions spinning. This, right now, was better than anything her mind could’ve imagined. She and Thad stood side by side with interlaced pinky fingers. They stared at the endless valleys and peaks, the endless gradations in color, the endless stretch, and just were. Two people at the edge of the world.

“Should we move on to the next lookout?” Thad’s voice pulled her back to those two feet planted firmly on solid ground. “It’s getting a little crowded.”

The wary lilt to his voice caught her attention more than his words. It was the only reason she reluctantly pulled her gaze away to study him. Thad wasn’t looking at the view. He turned his head to subtly stare at the group of people walking toward them, freshly disembarking from a tour bus. The muscles along the side of his jaw clenched. His biceps felt rigid against the side of her arm. She realized, in that moment, exactly how much of a sacrifice he’d made in bringing her here, in making this seemingly simple wish come true.

How had she never considered the risk?

For three days, it had been just the two of them in a car. Stops for gas were short and tense. Meals were drive-thru, never sit down. Addy had grown used to the quiet.

But the Grand Canyon was loud.

Not in the literal sense. Sounds were swallowed up by the massive expanse, lost to the wind and the deep ravines and the vast, open sky. And that was all she’d been thinking about the entire way here. She’d forgotten entirely about the people, the many tourists like them flocking to see the view. The many watchful eyes. Of course, they were watching the canyons—but it would only take one, one in a hundred, one in a thousand, to recognize Thad, or her, and everything would be over.

He must have known. That was why he’d donned a disguise. Why he’d made her lie down while they drove through the main welcome area. Why he’d been contemplative most of the way here. A seasoned vet would’ve thought of all this before arriving. But to Addy, the sudden shot of nerves was real.

“Yeah, let’s get back to the car.”

She spun on her heels, ticking her head back and forth, fighting the sense that there were eyes on her back, a creepy-crawling feeling that scratched at her spine.

“Relax,” Thad leaned down and whispered. He snaked their arms together, interweaving their fingers, then squeezed. “Just enjoy yourself. I’ll worry about the rest.”

As they drove to six more lookouts, she tried to simply have fun. Though she trusted him to keep them safe, it was hard. Every time he decided to stay behind in the car or told her to ignore him or left the viewing area early, the fear pricked, reminding her this wasn’t just a road trip and they weren’t just two people. They were fugitives. Well, at least one of them was. And right now, the whole country was looking for them.

“Are you coming?” Addy asked, biting back her words the second she saw the mass of people standing at the rim of the crater, straining for a spot to see.

“I’ll wait in the car,” Thad said, no sign of displeasure in his voice, only support. “You go. Must be a good spot.”

Addy exited with a sigh.

I’m such an idiot.
This whole time, she’d still been stuck in a dream. Pretending. Always pretending. And yet, she wasn’t ready for it to be over—whatever it was. Especially not like this, worried and hyperaware and so far from Thad.

She glanced over her shoulder.

He waved encouragingly from the car, shooing her onward.

No. This wasn’t how I imagined it at all.
She stepped up to the rail, bumping shoulders with someone next to her. Maybe it was the fresh air blowing into her face or the enormous natural wonder stretched out before her, making her feel small, but a sudden clarity filled her mind.
I can fix it.

She blinked, gripping the metal, missing the feel of Thad’s pinky finger entwined with hers, a gesture so small, yet powerful enough to fill her with yearning.

I can fix this.

The idea was simple.

Have a problem? Do something to change it.

But self-sufficiency had never been Addy’s strong suit. Her motto was more, have a problem? Wait for someone to come by who might solve it for you. And how had that worked out? She was twenty-five. Alone. Living in the shadow of her dreams. Staring out at those awe-inspiring canyons, Addy saw her entire life splayed out before her—each layer of sedimentary rock a new road not taken, a new thought overturned. She realized something she’d never realized before, not in all those hours in the kitchen dreaming up meet-cutes as she mixed batter, imagining foreign adventures as she rolled fondant, pondering names for her own bakery as she piped buttercream swirls. All those princesses she loved so much had never waited for their princes to find them. They sought out adventure. They fought for their dreams. Cinderella got her butt to that ball. Ariel found a way to grow legs. Jasmine snuck out of her palace in the middle of the night. Hell, Belle faced a freaking beast. If they could do all of that, surely Addy could find some way to turn this day around, to stifle the fear and regain the anticipation—the wonder and beauty and awe of that first glance, before reality had come crashing through.

She straightened her spine and scanned the lookout, resolve more potent than it had ever been before. Her gaze stopped on the park ranger twenty feet away. An idea sparked. She didn’t think, didn’t stop, she just did, remembering all the little things she’d learned from Thad.

Don’t act nervous. If I act nervous, he’ll get nervous.

People are more likely to believe stories they come up with on their own.

Don’t deny the obvious, confront it.

Strike while the iron is hot.

Confidence breeds success.

“Hi,” she said, gaining the ranger’s attention. Her voice didn’t waver even as the heat in her chest spiked, and she stared directly in his eyes—doing the one thing Thad told her not to, but in this moment, it felt right. Felt expected, like doing anything else would be odd. “I was wondering if you could help me with something?”

“Sure, miss,” he said, nodding. Then his eyes narrowed. He studied her face, brows pushing together, head tilting slightly to the side. “You look like—”

“Zooey Deschanel?” Addy interrupted, rolling her eyes dramatically. “I get that a lot. But like, a smaller, slightly rounder version.”

“What can I help you with?” He shifted his weight and leaned a little closer, still uncertain. “Are you okay?”

The concern in his tone was obvious. Addy ignored it, bringing a wide smile to her lips. “Of course. My husband and I, ugh, we’re such idiots. We forgot to get a camping spot, and I saw that they were all full, so we’re not sure where to sleep. I was wondering if you had any ideas? We have a tent and all the right gear, just nowhere to go.”

“Oh.” He blinked, and immediately the suspicion vanished from his face. This was a problem he’d heard a million times before. An easy fix. A solution he could roll off the tongue with hardly a thought. “Well, yeah, the campsites fill up quick. A lot of people don’t realize how far in advance you have to reserve them, and how fast the first-come, first-served spots fill up. What I usually recommend, if you have the proper gear, is to go outside the national park. A lot of people don’t realize that camping at Kaibab, the national forest you drove through to get to the park, is free. You don’t need a permit the way you do here. You can set up camp pretty much anywhere.” He paused to look at her sundress, clearly not ideal hiking attire. “Though, for those with limited experience, we recommend sticking close to the trails and designated areas. For safety, of course.”

“Of course,” Addy agreed, nodding along enthusiastically. “And would any of those areas have a view? I just…” She paused to gaze longingly at the canyons, letting a little bit of truth come out. Didn’t the best lies always have a little bit of realness to them? “I’ve been waiting my whole life to come to the Grand Canyon, and the idea of sleeping with a view…” She sighed, shaking her head, then turned back to the ranger. “Well, that’s the dream, isn’t it?”
  




- 19 -

 


Thad

 


 


 


“Where are we going?” Thad drawled.

He hated surprises. Loathed them. In his line of work, surprises were bad—to be avoided at all costs. The name of the game was to plan for every alternative, to envision every possibility, to never be taken off guard. Yet, when Addison had walked back to the car with a shit-eating grin across her lips, telling Thad she had one, he stupidly agreed to go along with it. She’d seemed so proud, and so peppy, he didn’t want to burst her bubble. Now, they were deep in the woods, driving a road to God only knew where, as the sun made a rapid descent toward the ground.

“We’re almost there. It should be right around the— Oh! There it is!” She pointed enthusiastically out the windshield, but all he saw was an old metal tower that looked about one windstorm away from toppling over.

“There what is?” He pulled over by the side of the dirt road, in what appeared to be a makeshift parking lot, though there wasn’t another car or soul around.

“The surprise!” Her joy was infectious, like glitter spilled across a wood floor, sinking through every crack and making the dark shadows shine. “A place where we can enjoy the view, together, without worrying about the crowds. The ranger said it’s much sturdier than it looks.”

“You sure about that?” He arched a brow.

Addison looked up at the metal structure and swallowed. “Of course.”

Thad stared at her.

She stared right back.

“Oh, come on.” Addison finally broke. “Don’t tell me you’re afraid. It’s only about an hour until sunset—if we want to go, we have to go now.”

“Fine, fine,” Thad said.

Addison vaulted from the car and took off across the grass, leaving Thad little choice but to follow. They passed a guardhouse that appeared to be empty, walked under an old trail marker, and started to climb. And climb. And climb. The metal steps were steep, almost like ladders, with grates that gave glimpses of the ground far, far below. The tower lacked walls, so the wind whipped against their skin, cool yet welcome. Addison used one hand to clutch at her skirt and the other to hold on for dear life.

“I’m not looking, I promise,” Thad teased, though he had inadvertently gotten a glimpse of pink lace panties the last time he’d glanced up. The sight almost sent him reeling over the edge as it burned into his mind. He’d kept his gaze down after that, studying his feet and the steps, meaning he had no idea how far they’d climbed or how far left they had to go. Not until he heard Addison groan.

“Oh no!”

“What?” Thad asked, keeping his eyes on the ground a hundred feet below, pausing halfway up the current stretch of steps.

“The little cabin up top is closed. There’s no way in.”

He shrugged. “That’s okay.”

“No, it’s not,” she complained, using a tone he wasn’t used to, something dejected and dismayed, as though a hundred little dreams were hanging on this moment, and now they were all crashing down to the tree line below.

“Addison,” Thad said, cautiously lifting his gaze. He froze when it landed on the horizon. “Addison, look.”

“What?” she muttered.

Thad quickly climbed to the platform where she stood. They didn’t need to break into the cabin at the top of the watchtower. Where they were—it was enough. It was more than enough. Thad gently placed his palms on her shoulders and spun her around, smiling at her sharp intake of breath. They were in their own world, floating above the trees, with miles and miles of forest splayed out before them, stretching as far as the eyes could see. The canyon glistened in the distance like a river of molten amber. The rays of the setting sun turned the rock to flame, igniting the horizon, so dazzling and brilliant against the darkening blue it was impossible to look away.

“Oh, Thad,” Addison murmured and turned in his arms. “It’s—”

As soon as her gaze landed on his face, a smile widened her lips and she clamped down to keep from bursting with laughter. Her eyes twinkled with mirth as she reached up, tugged the wig from his head, and tossed it over the edge. They both watched it flutter in the wind as it dropped all the way down, then landed in the dirt with a little explosion of dust.

“I can’t take you seriously with that thing on. Or, well, this,” she muttered, tugging on the collar he’d forgotten was still popped. “Or these.” Addison pulled the glasses from his eyes, easing them slowly over the ridge of his nose, until they were staring at each other, nowhere to hide, no material in between. She lifted her palm to his face and brushed her thumb over the stubble covering his jaw. The tips of her fingers teased, barely grazing the back of his neck. “I just want to be here with you.”

Why?
he wanted to ask, but the word wouldn’t come. It sat in his throat, heavy and thick, stuck through with doubt and fear and all the other things he kept buried inside.

Instead, he looked away, looked back to the sky. “Let’s sit.”

Thad stepped back, bringing much-needed distance between them, as he sank to the metal grate beneath their feet. The platform was small, so he scooted all the way back and leaned against the ladder to the top, stretching his legs out before him. His feet poked a little past the edge. Addison took the open spot beside him, curling her knees into her chest as she leaned into his side and placed her head on his shoulder. Together, they watched the sun lower. Indigo shadows curled up from the depths of the canyons while the top layers burned a fiery orange, brighter and brighter as the world gradually darkened. The trees swayed gently, creating a soothing hum of rustling pines, broken by the occasional bird call or gentle whistle of the wind. The ground may as well have been miles away. Reality too. All Thad felt was the warm head on his shoulder and the steady beat of the pulse beneath his skin, a more soothing, peaceful feeling than any he could remember.

“How would you paint this?” Addison asked.

“I don’t know,” he answered honestly. He’d been wondering the same thing—studying the bends in the lights and the gradations of color, trying to discern how best to capture this moment in a way that would transfer. “I could paint it like a Monet,” he thought aloud. “Small dappled strokes of contrasting paint colors, to show the depths of the shadows, the vibrancy of the light. It would capture the serenity and the calm, the easing of the day into something a little more magical.”

He tilted his head to the side, shifting his view. “Or I could paint it like a Van Gogh, stark swirls of color, fusing the landscape with a vivid sense of life, of energy, of emotion. The sway of the trees, the gusts of wind swooping through the canyon, the shimmer of the rocks—each part would have a life of its own, vibrant and complex, but it would lack the serenity.”

He narrowed his eyes, searching for the elusive answer once more. “Maybe I’d paint it like Thomas Cole, a sweeping landscape, full of intricate detail, pairing the incredible scale with a sort of romanticism only found in nature.”

Her head shifted on his shoulder.

Thad felt the burn of her eyes along the edge of his jaw, the corner of his lips, a physical caress as she studied the lines of his face. “And what if it was something original?”

“Huh?”

He’d said he wasn’t going to look down, but he couldn’t stop himself, as though a magnetic pull had tugged on his ear, shifting his face toward hers. Addison stared up at him, those big eyes even bluer than usual, reflecting the sky that surrounded them.

“What if you didn’t paint it like a Monet, or a Thomas Cole, or an anyone else? What if you painted it like a you?”

The question was so seemingly simple, but it hit him like an arrow straight to the heart, cutting deep, slicing an open path to a place he’d never been before. Her gaze was so crisp, so clear, he could see his own face bright in the centers of her pupils, not dark and full of shadows, the way he expected, but a face like any other. Because she saw him. Not the criminal. Not the con. Not the person he pretended to be. But Thad. Just Thad.

Addison had brought him here to be with him, without the crowds, without the disguises, without the lies. So they could be together, just two people on top of the world. Sitting there with her head resting on his shoulder, she wasn’t waiting for Thad to be a better man, or wishing he were a different man, or working to fix a broken man. She wanted him to be exactly who he was. And for the first time in his life, for a split second, he felt as if maybe he was enough.

Thad moved.

The connection between his body and his mind came undone. As his thoughts whispered,
Stop, this isn’t a good idea, she’s Jo’s best friend, you’re leaving tomorrow, his hand rose and his torso shifted. His palm brushed the soft skin of her cheek as his fingers found her hair and gripped the back of her head, arching it up. Addison’s lips parted. She sank into his touch as her gaze danced, darting side to side, watching him. He leaned down, sinking closer and closer, not breaking eye contact. Like a slow-motion crash, they both waited for the other to be smart, to stop, to turn away. Then their mouths touched, the barest graze, and
boom!
The world exploded. Time rushed forward. Addison threw her arms around his shoulders. He pulled her against his chest. They were too lost in each other to notice the debris cascading around them—broken pieces whispering of ramifications and risks and realities that had no place in this dream they’d been catapulted into.

“Thad.” The word came out like a joyous sigh against his lips. He wanted to memorize that sound, to bottle it up to save for later, for after, and he wanted to swallow it, to let that warm tingle linger across his lips and sink into his chest, and stay.

He chose the latter.

With a groan, he reached his other arm around Addison’s waist and dug his fingers into her hip, lifting and spinning her body so she straddled his thighs. Addison laced her fingers through his hair, tilting his face up to meet her new height, pressing her breasts flush against his chest, erasing the space between them. Thad’s muscles tightened, pulling her closer. She squeezed her legs and searched for the hem of his shirt, rocking against his hips as her nails raked down his back. Before he realized what was happening, she pulled the fabric over his head and found his mouth again, hungry and demanding. Thad had no idea how he’d awoken this she-wolf inside of his Southern belle, but he didn’t pause to think. The wildness stoked the beast inside of him, building a fire beneath his skin, an inferno he didn’t want to stop.

He peppered kisses across her cheek, down the edge of her jaw, to the soft spot of her neck, smiling a rakish grin against her skin as her sighs filled the air around them, soft, simpering sounds getting swallowed by the breeze. She gasped as he flicked his tongue over her goose bumps, and dropped her head. Her short curls cascaded down her back, a path for his hands to follow. He gently eased the straps of her dress over her shoulders, until the fabric came loose and slipped away. His lips followed, finding the thin lace material of her bra and biting down, nudging it to the side. Her fingers sank deep into his shoulders, her muscles tightening and coming undone at the same time.

Addison pushed with both palms against his chest, and Thad fell back. For a moment, he thought she wanted to stop, but then she looked at him with a wicked gleam in her eyes that made his pulse spike, and closed the distance. Stealing his lips with hers, she took her turn exploring the contours of his body, sliding her hands down the ridges of his abdomen, making him burn with each inch. The metal steps grated his skin, but the pain accentuated the pleasure, a silent promise that this was all real. The scratch brought him back to earth just as her touch sent him higher into the heavens. They hovered in the in-between, surrounded by a sunset sky awash with colors more vibrant than he could’ve imagined, a scene more brilliant than the masters could’ve painted, yet overshadowed by the beauty residing in her eyes, in her touch, in her sigh.

He knew that tomorrow he’d be leaving. He knew they would never see each other again. He knew they came from different worlds. He knew all the impossibilities—and yet, he felt hope. She’d lit a match in a heart that had been dark and hollow, a place he didn’t think would see the light again, yet there it was. First an ember, then a spark, now a flame. He didn’t want the fire to go out, not now. Not yet.

He didn’t want to let go.

He couldn’t.

Thad slid his palms down her sides, over the curve of her hips, down, down, down, until he reached the hem of her dress and dipped his fingers underneath. Then it was up, up, up, as he followed the silken skin of her thighs, skimming the edge of her panties as he moved his hands to the curves he’d been dreaming of since the moment he saw her. He gripped tight and caught her gasp with his lips. Then he guided her down a road they both knew they shouldn’t travel, to a place where they’d both come undone, all so that in the days and weeks and months to come, when he was alone and she was gone, the two of them would always have this.

One perfect moment to remember.
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Addy was trying something new—living in the moment. Carpe diem. Seize the day. Which was why, as she carefully made her way down the steep steps of the watchtower, the single thought running through her mind wasn’t, Oh my God, I just had sex with a known fugitive on top of a watchtower for the whole world to see. It was, Holy shit, I just had the most mind-numbingly amazing sex on top of a watchtower with the most handsome, passionate man I’ve ever met. And dammit—I’m going to do it again.

Not on the watchtower though. Because, well, the metal had done a number on her knees, which she honestly didn’t notice until she’d come back down to earth and tried to stand. Also, it was getting dark. Sunset had a way of making that happen, but if they wanted to set up their tent and make some semblance of a camp before the light completely disappeared, they had to do it now.

After, though—after was awash in possibilities. A thought Thad must have shared because the second they stepped off the old metal tower and were back on solid ground, he tugged on her hand, spun her around, and pulled her into his chest. Addy immediately raised her hands and gripped the back of his head, running her fingers through his disheveled hair. Thad roved his palms up her spine, down her backside, over and under and around, until her mind was spinning. He touched her as though she were an untapped tundra ripe for exploration, as though he could get lost in her, something Addy had never felt before. Her curves had always been just that—curves, a problem when finding clothes, the result of a little too much sugar and plain old genetics. But with him, they were luscious and sexy, a tool for driving him wild. She never would’ve described herself as a tease, but Thad brought something out in her, something that was bold and daring and desirable, something she liked.

Addy pushed him away, turned, and dashed toward the trees. Tossing a searing glance over her shoulder, she silently dared Thad to catch her. A wolfish grin was his only reply. Well, that, and to take off running. She tried to be quick, but he caught her easily, snaking his arm around her waist. Addy was airborne. The world spun like a kaleidoscope of color, deep blues and sunset pinks and evergreen, twisting and swirling, transforming into something magical. Thad pressed a kiss to the back of her neck as he tightened his grip and slowed. The world steadied, but the magic remained as her feet touched the ground and she turned to face him, catching his lips in her own. They stumbled back until her shoulders hit a tree trunk. The rough scratch of the bark was forgotten as soon as Thad lifted his hands, holding them to either side of her face, and leaned in, closing the gap. Their kisses were feral, feeding off the wilderness around them, simmering with an energy that was untamed and uncontrolled, a reckless sort of abandon. Even when he broke away, the feel of him lingered, a tingle on her lips, as though the air itself were electrified. Their raw, ragged breaths filled the space between as he softly pressed his forehead to hers, staring deep into her eyes.

“I really need to put up the tent,” he murmured, voice heady.

Feeling outside herself, yet somehow more like herself than ever before, Addy glanced down for a moment and then back up, a daring little gleam in her gaze. “I think one is already pitched.”

He groaned and buried his face in her neck. “What am I going to do with you?”

“Oh,” she whispered, and flicked her tongue along his neck. “I think you’ll come up with something.”

His mouth was back on hers in a flash, urgent and demanding. Just as quickly, it was gone. He pushed off the tree and paused, holding his hand out as though to say,
Stay. Then he stepped back, and back, and back, until finally, there was enough space between them he could turn around completely. Addy sighed as she watched him walk away. Thad turned on the car, flashing the lights through the shadowy trees, and pulled the tent from the trunk.

She dropped her head against the tree trunk and looked up. The sky was a deep indigo, the ómbre effect of dusk nearly gone. To the east, the stars were beginning to twinkle. She kicked off the tree and stepped into the clearing, keeping her face angled toward her favorite view, one that had always spoken softly to her soul—the tapestry of bright sparks flaming in the darkness. As per usual, it made her want to dream. Given a moment to breathe, to digest, Addy couldn’t help it as her mind began to wander.

Where would he go? South, no doubt. Across the border into Mexico, then farther still to South America, and maybe a flight to Europe, to a small town in the French countryside. She could see him there, leading a quiet, lonely life, saying hello to the townspeople as he grabbed a morning coffee, and then back to his studio, something with a view. Alone in the world, with no future, no family, no name because he’d probably have to change it, he’d cling to his art. He’d become those ballerinas in that painting, nothing to hold on to but his passion, the only thing left to sustain him.

An image came to her mind, vivid and fierce, of her walking along the Seine, nibbling on the croissant in her hand. She would breathe deep, closing her eyes, drawing in the energy of the Paris air as though it were a drug that could seep into her blood and stay a while. And when she leveled her head and looked across the river, he’d be there, watching her from the other side of an impassable divide. They’d both stop in their tracks and stare, a million thoughts spilling into the water between them, rushing and crashing and splashing with the rapids. Then a crowd would pass, blocking her view, and by the time it cleared, he’d be gone, like a phantom in the breeze. But she’d know, deep down, that he was okay. He’d know that she was too. And it would be enough, that unspoken promise, at least that’s what she would tell herself as she turned and kept walking. Except then he’d be there, walking toward her, a dozen steps ahead with a determined look in his eyes as he closed the distance. Addy would be frozen in place, unsure what to do. When he took her in his embrace, she’d melt, like she was now, as two strong arms circled her waist and pulled her back against a solid chest.

“What are you thinking about?” he whispered, lips grazing the outer edge of her ear, sending a tingle down the side of her neck.

Addy leaned into the warmth he offered, lacing her fingers through his. “Something impossible.”

“Impossible?” Thad teased, a smile evident in his tone. “I’m intrigued.”

But she didn’t answer. Because it
was
impossible. By sunset tomorrow, he’d be gone, one way or another, and no amount of dreams would change that. When he disappeared, it would be to a place where no one would ever find him, including her. Why waste these last few hours wanting what could never be? This thing between them, it was crazy. It didn’t make sense. But this was the most alive Addy had ever felt, so she was determined not to worry about tomorrow. Instead, she embraced the time they had and let herself be carried away, aloft in the whirlwind, lost in his touch.

As though sharing her thoughts, Thad unwrapped their arms. He kept hold of one of her palms and spun her around, as if they were in the middle of a dance, nothing but nature’s music to guide them. He settled his hands at the small of her back, pulling her closer and studying the expression across her face. His dark chocolate hair fell in a wave across his forehead, covering his eyes in shadow. Addy ran her fingers up his hard chest and around to the back of his neck. The moonlight was bright against her upturned face, leaving her no place to hide.

“I’m happy I met you,” she confessed. It wasn’t supposed to come out sounding like a goodbye, but for some reason it did.

He squeezed her tighter, pressing her closer. “Would it be odd to say I’m happy I kidnapped you?”

Addy couldn’t stop the grin that spread her lips. “You didn’t kidnap me.”

“I sort of did,” he tossed back, words playful and fun, though an honest note pulsed through them. “Unless all that screaming and crying was just a show of your appreciation. In which case, noted.”

“Okay, at the time, I
may
have thought you were kidnapping me,” Addy relented. With the moonlight shimmering upon his cheek, the sudden appearance of a deep spot of shadow was hard to miss, one of his dimples digging deep. “But that’s not what you were doing. You were trying to keep me safe, in the misguided way you knew how. And I’m happy you did.”

“Why?” he asked, voice low and vulnerable, laced with a deeper meaning she didn’t quite understand.

“I guess…” Addy paused, playing with the hairs at the base of his neck. “I guess, I feel like I’ve been coasting through life, waiting for something, anything to happen, waiting for some sign. Then you walked into the cake shop, and all of a sudden, I felt seen. I felt present. Like you woke me up from a dream, and now I’m really alive.”

He opened his mouth, and for a moment, she thought maybe he was going to tell her the same thing—that these past few days had meant something to him, had changed him the same way they’d changed her. But then he licked his lips, and closed them, and swallowed whatever he’d been planning to say back in, leaving her to wonder if it was all in her head. Until he leaned down and kissed her, slowly, deliberately, as though the movement of his lips could whisper all the things he couldn’t bring himself to say.

All their kisses up until now had been hungry and starving, leaving no room to breathe, no time to think, a tsunami that crashed upon a shore and relentlessly drove forward. This was different. Not a wave of passion that swept them away, but a choice. Not lust, but something greater. As he tilted her head to the side, deepening the kiss, Addy felt a pang in her chest, a pulsing pressure in her heart that was both painful and perfect, an exquisite sort of ache. Time could move fast, but sometimes it moved gratifyingly slow. She felt every second of this kiss as she slid her hands up his neck, loving the way his stubble scratched softly at her palms, before she dug her fingers into his hair, needing something to grip onto. Maybe, if she could hold tight enough, the moment would never fade. Maybe she’d never have to let go.

Thad slid his hands down her curves and grabbed her by the thighs. He slowly lifted her, guiding her legs around his waist. His lips continued their steady assault as he stepped forward, not looking where he was going, not stopping, as though even a second apart would be wasted time. Addy hooked her ankles behind his back, wrapped her arms tight, and let him carry her away. He dropped to his knees outside the tent, and his fingers searched along her skin for the hem of her dress. Addy kept kissing him as her hand drifted down, finding the edge of his shirt. They pulled at the same time, breaking apart to tug the clothes over their heads, then fusing back together again. Ever so slowly, he eased her down against the ground, balancing with one hand, body trembling from the cold air at his back, from the weight of the body in his arms, maybe from the sheer heat steaming between them. He didn’t falter. He didn’t waver. Vertebrae by vertebrae, she slid down, until the weight of him pressed against her thighs in the most delicious way. Thad rested his forearm to the side of her head, pulling up for a moment to stare at her in the moonlight. He traced the contours of her face with his eyes while her hands explored the contours of him. An Adonis. That’s what she’d thought the first moment she’d laid eyes on him, and now, with his skin shimmering an otherworldly silver in the evening light and his muscles writhing beneath her touch, her opinion was the same.

“Thad?” she whispered, looking up to find his eyes. “Can you promise me something?”

He held her gaze and gently brushed his fingertips along the edge of her cheekbone. “What?”

“When you get wherever it is you’re going,” she murmured, and then licked her lips as an embarrassed flush rose across her cheeks. Addy tried to look away, but he wouldn’t let her. He didn’t want her to hide, and she didn’t want to either. “Will you send me a painting? Of yours? Something…” She wanted to say,
Something to remember you by, but it sounded too cliché or too dramatic, too much like a girl with a schoolyard crush when this was something else entirely, something unquantifiable. Instead, she said, “Something original.”

“I will.” His eyes softened, losing the wary edge, because that was a promise he could keep, which was why she’d chosen it from the many others circling in the back of her thoughts, too dangerous to say aloud. “But only if you promise me something.”

“What?”

He pressed a light kiss to her lips, then another to her cheek, then another and another, drawing a burning path across her face until his mouth hovered above her ear, breath a warm tickle against her skin. “Promise me you’ll go to Paris.”

Just like that, her impossible vision rushed forward, not quite as impossible as before.

“I will.” She breathed the word, struggling for air as his lips slid down and the heat rushed back. Funny how in all her wildest dreams, she’d never imagined a man quite like him would be the one to come along and sweep her off her feet. A man who set his own rules and didn’t abide by anyone else’s. A man with thick walls that were only beginning to crack. A man with an artist’s soul but devil’s hands.

She’d always envisioned a Prince Charming. Proper and nice. The sort of man who didn’t think love could be made anywhere outside of the bedroom. But as she watched Thad’s head sink farther and farther down her stomach, then looked out the open tent to the untamed wilderness beyond, Addy couldn’t help but think, a gasp on her lips as stars exploded behind her eyes,
Oh, thank God he’s a scoundrel.
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Never get in too deep.

It was a lesson his father had drilled into his core, repeating over and over and over. What made a thief great was his ability to walk away, to recognize when a limit was reached and let go. The thieves who got caught, they were the ones who’d left no way out, who knew they were going down but kept right on going. Robert and his father had been infamous, because they’d known when to stop and when to push, how to spot a trap and swerve, how to quit while they were ahead. Then his mother left, and his father forgot his own lesson. He got in too deep, and he’d dragged his son and his partner into the depths with him. And yet—Thad had always seen an endgame. He’d kept his head above water. He separated the job from his emotions, and got it done. He never doubted he’d eventually find a way out. Even when he thought Jo might go to the Feds, even when he suspected the Russians would try to kill him, even with his head flashing on every news channel in the country, there was an escape route in the back of his mind that kept him going.

Lying in that tent, watching little puffs of air blow in and out of Addison’s slightly swollen lips as she slept soundly on his chest, was the first time Thad ever felt as though he were drowning. He knew what he should do, what he needed to do, what he wanted to do—and all three paths led in very different directions.

So, he started by standing up, which was a lot more difficult than it sounded. Addison’s arm draped across his chest, and her entire body curved against his side with one leg looped around his. As soon as he moved, she released a grumbling protest in her sleep, fingers tightening around his waist. The extrication was torture, pure torture. There was nothing he wanted more than to wake her by peppering kisses to every inch of her that he may have missed the night before, but dawn was the most unforgiving sort of light, a constant reminder that their time had run out.

He tugged his jeans back on and quietly unzipped the tent, inhaling sharply as the cool breeze hit his bare skin, erasing the last vestiges of womanly warmth. That offensive pink collared shirt was still bunched on the ground outside, glistening with a layer of morning dew. Thad wanted nothing more than to bury it in the dirt. He quickly closed the tent to keep the heat in for Addison, then stepped over to the car. After pulling a black V-neck over his head, Thad turned toward that vacant cabin on the other side of the clearing and resolutely started marching. The door was locked—hardly an obstacle. He was inside within seconds, scoping out the meager surroundings. A bed. A desk. A fridge that might have some fresh food. A coffee pot—score!
And the one thing he’d been looking for—a phone. He didn’t know exactly what he was going to do yet, but he knew he needed to talk to his partner.

She picked up on the second ring. “Hello? This is Jo Carter.”

“It’s me.”

Click.

Thad sighed.
She is so dramatic.

A few minutes later, the phone rang, loud against the background of chirping birds, rustling leaves, and that gentle hum of peaceful silence. She was talking before he even lifted the receiver to his ear.

“Sorry about that! Nate was literally half-asleep right next to me. Do you have any idea how early it is? I told him I was going out for coffee and doughnuts—which really, he’s a cop, right? You’d think he’d be a little more excited about the idea. But noooo.” She snorted. “Anyway, what’s up? I can’t believe you didn’t email me. I taught you how to scramble an IP address for a reason!”

“I forgot,” Thad cut in smoothly.

She huffed over the line. “I honestly don’t think you or Dad ever paid attention when I spoke.”

“Jo Jo, that’s not fair,” Thad countered, unable to stop the grin coming to his lips. “We tried. It’s just as soon as you say things like
code, or
firewall, or
encryption, my mind goes blank.”

“Thaddy, I showed you how to access my VPN in like two steps
and
how to hide behind a proxy server. We’re living in the digital age. You need to get with the times.”

“You say VPN, but I hear V-P-what now? Besides, a phone call works great. We’re talking right now. Much easier.”

“Yeah,” Jo commented snidely, “except for the small fact that the Feds are tracking my incoming calls and are probably wondering why I’m getting a call from— Where the hell are you, anyway?”

He sighed. “The Grand Canyon—”

“The Grand Canyon?”

“Addison wanted to go, and, well, it’s sort of a long story that we
don’t
have time—”

“Is there something going on between you two?” Jo pried, as was her nature. The curiosity practically dripped from her tone, sweet and thick, like honey.

“Jo Jo—”

“There
is, isn’t there?” He could hear her impish grin in her voice. “Why else would you be at one of the most popular tourist attractions in America? What’s going on?”

“Jo—”

“If you hurt her, Thad, I swear I’ll— I’ll— Well, I don’t know what I’ll do, but something. Something terrible.”

“I’m not going to hurt her.”
Am I?

“Good, because she’s not like the girls I know you get with all the time. Addy’s sweet, and funny, and one of my best friends. At least, I hope after all this she’s still one of my best friends. So I don’t need you screwing it up for a quick fling!”

“It’s not…like that.” Thad sighed and ran his fingers through his hair, roughing it up. “I’m calling because I’m trying to keep her safe.”

Jo paused. Thad imagined she was narrowing her eyes and peering suspiciously at her phone. “Go on…”

“You were right, Jo—”

“I’m sorry, I’m not sure I heard you correctly, Thaddy Bear.” He flared his nostrils and ground his teeth at her smarmy tone. “I was what?”

“For the first time in twenty-five years, you were right. Don’t let it go to your head.”

“What exactly was I right about?”

So many things.

Too many things.

You were right that I never should’ve accepted the deal with the Russians, he thought, rubbing the back of his neck.
You were right that your father and I should’ve gone straight to the Feds. You were right that we were idiots for thinking if we just followed along, somehow we’d all be safe. You were right that they’re evil men who need to be stopped. You were right about all of it, except one thing. You were wrong to ever put your faith in me.

He squeezed his eyes tight, as though he could hide from the truth if he just pretended it wasn’t right there, staring him in the face. “I’ll be in Scottsdale in about four hours, and I’m prepared to hand myself over to Agent Parker on two conditions. One, I get to see Emma first. To explain…everything, before she hears it from someone else. And two, you’ve got to be there too. I don’t trust handing Addison over to anyone else.”

Jo was quiet for a moment.

His heart thundered in his chest.

“I think I can arrange that,” she said softly, then coughed under her breath. “I, um, sort of assumed you would eventually come to that decision, so Nate and I have been in Scottsdale for the past two days, waiting for you to arrive.”

“You’ve what?”

“I know,” she said, a cringe evident across the many miles between them. “I know. But a team of agents was already here surveilling the house. They’ve been watching her, been watching both of them ever since you went missing, just in case you made contact. I didn’t tell them anything, I swear, not about her. But, I mean, come on, it wasn’t that hard to figure out. And I just thought, if Nate and I got here before you, maybe we could stop you before you walked into a trap. It’s much better to hand yourself in than to let them catch you. At least, that’s what Nate said.”

He swallowed a tight block lodged in his throat. “They’ve been watching the house?”

“Secretly,” Jo said, sympathy adding weight to her quiet words. “In case the Russians did anything—which they haven’t, not yet. Nate said they’ve spotted a few suspected operatives in the area, but so far, everyone’s been waiting for, well, you.”

“It’s tough to be popular,” he said with mock moroseness.

Jo laughed, a sad, airy sound, but it was something, a little lightness in an otherwise dark conversation. “How’s Addy doing?”

“She’s, um…”

Satiated?
Thad rubbed at his scruff, trying to smooth out his dimples as a satisfied smile rose to his lips.
At least, I hope she is.
For a while there, last night, he honestly wasn’t entirely sure he was up to the task. For a little thing, she had stamina, but the challenge was half the fun. Well, maybe not
half, but…

He cleared his throat. “She’s good. Hanging in there.”

“Not as traumatized as the last time we spoke?”

“No, she adjusted to life on the run pretty well. We’ve sort of been pretending it’s all one big cross-country road trip to help ease her mind.”

Jo sighed. “Thad.”

“What, Jo Jo?”

“Have you warned her at all about what’s coming?”

He winced. “It’s, um, never come up.”

“Thad,” she growled. “Does she understand that she’s a media sensation right now? Reporters will be calling. Talk shows too. I mean, people can’t get enough. It’s sort of sick, actually. They won’t stop playing the clip of her parents crying, begging you to let her come home safe.”
Oh, God.
He hadn’t seen that one. “I mean, life as she knows it is over. For a while, at least.”

“I know, Jo.”

“Do you?”

“I
know.”
I ruined her life, like I do every time.
The past few days had been like living in a dream, in a bubble. But that fragile peace was about to bust open in a big way. Because Jo was right. No matter how the dust settled, Addison’s life would never be the same. He’d shattered the small-town existence she’d been living. There was no going back. Though a tiny voice in the back of his mind whispered that somehow, she’d be better off for it. “I’ll talk to her. I’ll explain.”

“Okay.” He could sense the hesitation in her tone, so he waited silently. “It’s just…”

“Say it, Jo.”

All he heard was steady breathing on the other side of the line.

“Say it.”

“It will be better for her if she hates you.”

His shoulders dropped, heavy with the weight of her words, because they were true.

“The Russians can’t think of her as leverage. Until the trial is over, they have to think she hates you. That you mean nothing to her, and she means nothing to you. It’s the only way she’ll be safe.” Every word was like a punch to the gut. He leaned against the wall for support as Jo continued talking, unaware. “I’ll teach her, when she gets here. I’ll tell her how to lie and what to say, how to paint you the villain. It’s what America already believes anyway, so they’ll take her words at face value. But the Russians, they’ll be studying her answers. They need to believe her. They need to think she hates you.”

Just like that, he finally had a plan.

She’ll hate me, Jo.

Soon enough, you both will.

After days on the road, and countless hours of brainstorming, he knew exactly what to do. Talking to Jo had always had a way of clearing his mind, of setting things straight. The pieces came together swiftly, forming a map he knew he could follow. He didn’t care what happened to him, truly he didn’t. Right now, all that mattered was her. And Emma. And Jo. And keeping the few things he held dear safe.

But he kept his mouth shut.

Because for the first time in his life, he was acting solo.

No Jo. No partners.

It was better that way. It meant he couldn’t hurt anyone.

“I’ll see you in a few hours, Jo. Just you and Nate—no other Feds. Keep it between us for now, until we figure out what to do with Addison.”

“Nate won’t want to keep it secret,” she said cautiously.

“Then don’t tell him I’m coming.”

“You know I can’t do that.”

“You can, Jo. For old times’ sake, you will.”

She sighed. Within that sound he heard a silent promise, for her father’s memory, for Addison’s safety, maybe for all the love between them too, she’d do him one last favor. Then she was through. “Here’s the address of the safe house.”

She rambled it off and they hung up.

Thad left the cabin and went straight to the car, sparing a quick glance to make sure the tent was still closed and that Addison was still sleeping. He pulled his duffel out from underneath the seats and dug through its contents for everything his plan might require—his trusty pick, a slim bendable wire, a small razor blade masquerading as a key, and a few other miniature gadgets that easily fit in his pockets. Not his jean pockets, of course, but the hidden pockets he’d sewn into the lining ages ago. Then he took a deep breath of clean forest air, not sure he’d ever smell anything so fresh again, and readied himself for this final con.

When he crawled back into the tent, there was nothing he wanted more than to wake Addison with a gentle kiss to her shoulder and soothingly whispered words. But that time had long passed. In fact, it never should have come at all.

He shook her roughly awake and murmured, “Time to go.”

And then he left before he’d have to meet her confused gaze, worried that like always, she’d see the truth lurking in his eyes.
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He was different. Cold. Quiet. He’d barely even looked at her since they got in the car, staring straight ahead at the road with his lips drawn in a thin line and his jaw muscles clenched. Normally, her mind would spin in circles, wondering what she’d done. But she knew this wasn’t about her. He was nothing more than a fraud to most of the world, but no one could’ve faked what had happened between them last night. Addy hadn’t done anything wrong. She hadn’t done anything to upset him. Thad was in his own head, and she knew why.

Emma.

She’d tried not to let herself ruminate over those two syllables she never should’ve overhead, but in the silence stretching between them, as vast as those canyons, Addy had no other distraction.

Who was she?

What did she look like?

Why did he need to see her so badly?

Emma.

It was one of those odd names that could fit almost any person and any time. Had her name been Patricia or Susan, she would’ve guessed it was his mother. If her name were Dorothy or Florence, maybe a grandmother. But Emma? It could be a child. It could be an ex-girlfriend. It could be a wife.

Wife?

Addy shook her head, staring out the window at the desert landscape stretching across the horizon, speckled with green shrubs and broken every so often by the sudden upshot of a jagged hill.

He’s not married.

He can’t be.

She peeked to the side. There was no ring on his finger, and he was her age. He couldn’t be married. He just couldn’t.

Well, why not? Plenty of people my age back home are married. They even have kids!

Her brows pushed together. She sat a little straighter.

…Kids.

Does he have a child?

Is Emma his…daughter?

It was the first guess that reverberated in her gut with a little ring of truth. A daughter. Which would explain the mix of love and anguish she kept seeing in his eyes. He’d no doubt been reckless in his youth…and his adulthood. With his looks and his attitude and his upbringing, it wouldn’t exactly be a huge surprise. Heck, Edie was the most responsible person Addy knew and she’d accidentally gotten pregnant. It wasn’t that unusual. With everything she’d learned over the past few days, Addy wouldn’t be surprised if Thad thought any baby of his was better off without him. Not a deadbeat dad so much as a determinedly absent one. Until now, when he was fleeing the country, meaning this was his last chance.

Addy turned, staring at him, seeing him not so much in a new light but a brighter one, one that made all the cracks that much deeper and darker and permanently engraved in his heart.

“Thad?” she asked softly.

But her tone came out too hesitant, too empathetic. He immediately shut down. “We’re almost to our exit. Can you read off the turns?”

She did.

The silence between each brief direction was stifling. He didn’t glance her way, not once the entire time, not until they pulled onto a little side street and eased to a stop outside a small one-story house. When the engine stopped running, he finally turned toward her. The ache in his eyes made her heart skip a painful beat in her chest.

“Addison, there’s…” He paused and licked his lips, glancing away to run a hand through his hair before turning back toward her. Bed head was a distractingly good look on him. Then again, it seemed like everything was. “I’m leaving soon, and I need to make sure you understand the world you’ll be returning to.”

Addy swallowed, trying to clear the lump in her throat, but it stayed there, stubborn, making her chest burn. It took all her effort to get out a single hoarsely spoken word. “Okay.”

“The Feds are immediately going to bring you in for questioning.”

She shook her head repeatedly. “I won’t say a word.”

“No.” He turned to her sharply. “Tell them everything. Everything. Even what I’m saying right now. Don’t give them any reason to think you’ve lied. Any reason to think you might be covering for me. That’s important, okay?”

She couldn’t speak, so she just nodded.

“But it’s more than the Feds,” he kept going, staring at her now, intently, studying her reactions to make sure she heard every word he was saying. The scrutiny made her flush after being ignored for so long. “Reporters are going to stalk you for a little while. Take pictures. Follow you around. Shout out questions. Talk shows will call. Radio shows will call. Magazines and newspapers too. And when they do, you’ll have to talk to them, but you’re going to have to lie. And it’s going to have to be convincing.”

“What do you mean?” Her voice was hollow. Her lungs felt the same, as if there was no air to breathe. “Lie how? Why do I have to say anything?”

“Jo will coach you,” Thad went on as though he hadn’t heard her, talking faster than ever before, as though he were in a rush for the first time in his life. “She’ll tell you what to say and how. She’ll know what to do. Tell the world I kept you tied up and gagged. That I hardly gave you food and water. That I was an asshole and I barely spoke two words to you. That I’m a monster. Tell them—”

“But,” she cut in, unable to believe what he was saying. He would never have done any of those things, not in a million years. “But, Thad—”

“No,” he interrupted and grabbed both of her hands in his, forcing her to listen. “This is important, Addison. The world wants me to be a villain, so they’ll believe you. They’ll eat up every word of your story, and it will keep you safe. No one except the Feds and Jo can ever know what actually happened between us—not your family, not your friends. If the Russians suspect you might mean something to me, they’ll— They might—” He squeezed his eyes and shook his head. “No one can know. To the rest of the world, I kidnapped you, kept you tied up and blindfolded for a few days, and used you as leverage to gain access to Jo, and that’s it. That’s everything. Okay?”

Addy was trembling. She clenched her fingers into a fist, but her arms still shook. She flattened her palms against her thighs. Finally, his steely eyes softened, warm as a downy fur in a frozen winter tundra, a look she was used to. He lifted his hand to her face and brushed a stray hair behind her ear, letting his fingers linger on her skin.

“I wish it didn’t have to be this way. I wish—” He paused and his gaze slid to something over her shoulder.

Addy wanted to turn, but she didn’t, because she knew the moment she did it would be over. Whatever this was, just like that, it would end. Instead, she reached up and covered his hand with hers, holding his palm against her cheek. Thad’s eyes found hers again, expression torn.

“I’m sorry I got you involved in all of this, Addison,” he whispered and stroked her skin with his thumb. “But I’m not sorry we met. I don’t think I ever will be.”

Thad tightened his hold and pulled her face across the distance, kissing her with a brief yet potent hunger, one that lit a fire in her veins. The spark went out too soon. He broke away and in one deft move, rolled right out of the car, too quick to change his mind. She stared at the empty space for a moment, feeling as though he were a Band-Aid that had been yanked off without warning, leaving her raw and burning. Addy hadn’t been prepared for goodbye. Not yet. Not so abruptly.

A knock on the window startled her.

Addy jumped in her seat and spun, lifting a hand to her heart as though to keep her spirit from flying right out of her chest when her eyes landed on a strange woman instead of on Thad. He watched from a few feet away, gripping the back of his neck with a grimace on his face. Addy blinked a few times and waited for her mind to catch up.

Emma?

But that didn’t make sense. This woman was waving and smiling, shifting her weight from one foot to the other in an excited sort of bounce, as though she knew who Addy was, as though she couldn’t wait to meet her.

And then it clicked.

“Jo?” Addy gasped. The woman nodded enthusiastically, a wide grin across her lips. They’d been internet friends for years, but Jo always cropped her face out of pictures—probably because she was a wanted criminal, but that was a thought for another time. Right now, all Addy felt was a relief. A warm, rushing flood of gratitude that she had friendly arms to fall into. “Jo!”

Addy pushed the door open, or maybe Jo pulled, but a second later they were wrapped in a tight hug.

“Addy!”

“Oh, Jo!” She closed her mouth before a sob could escape. Her body was overwhelmed, moving from one extreme to the next.

“It’s okay. You’re okay,” Jo whispered soothingly. “I promise.”

“We should get inside,” Thad’s deep voice cut in. “Before anyone sees.”

Jo nodded, but kept her arm around Addy’s shoulder, guiding her down the front walk of the small house and through the open front door. Thad closed it softly behind them. They stood in the foyer for a second, unsure what to do next. Addy didn’t know if she was allowed to look at Thad or speak to him. Jo was one of her best friends, but was also in so many ways a stranger. And, well, Thad and Jo clearly had their own issues going on between them. With the three of them standing in such close quarters, all that unspoken tension built, almost static in the air.

Jo broke the silence. “You know, you both kind of stink.”

Addy cracked like an egg down the center and laughter came spilling out. When she tried to breathe, it just came harder. Because Jo was right—they did stink. She hadn’t showered in days. Neither had Thad. They were completely disgusting. Yet somehow, up until that moment, she hadn’t realized. Not even a little bit.

Thad laughed too.

Then Jo.

In a split second, all the awkwardness oozed away.

“Jo? Is someone here?” a voice called down the hall.

Jo froze, eyes going wide. The laughter died on Thad’s lips and he sighed. Addy covered her mouth with her hands because she had enough sense to know when to be quiet, but lacked all bodily control at the moment—her synapses were on overdrive. The tension flooded back.

A man turned the corner and stopped dead.

Addy blinked. She had about one second to take in the fact that he was shirtless, with a towel wrapped around his waist and an impressive set of six-pack abs, before he bellowed, “Oh, what the hell?”

He lunged across the room and disappeared from sight, then returned with a handgun outstretched and aimed directly at Thad. “Hands where I can see them, Ryder.”

“Nate,” Jo said gently, stepping forward. A lightbulb went off in the back of Addy’s head.
Nate. Agent Nate Parker.
He shot a pointed look in Jo’s direction and kept the gun on Thad. Jo cringed. “He’s here to turn himself in.”

“Sure, I’ll believe that when I see it.” Nate snorted and nudged the gun. “I said, hands where I can see them.”

Thad crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. Just like that, all his guards were refortified. “Is this how the Feds always treat their star witnesses?”

“It’s how we treat fugitives on the run from the law.”

Thad shrugged. “Am I running?”

Nate blew out an empty puff of air and Jo rolled her eyes.

“You’re not helping,” she said through gritted teeth and then turned back to Nate, stepping closer. “Why don’t we all sit down and talk this out? Okay?”

Love softened Nate’s hard gaze when he looked at Jo. The sight made Addy melt. He dropped the gun an inch, then two, his rigid stature slowly caving in the closer Jo moved. It was working. The tension was ebbing.

Or it was, until Thad chose that moment to open his big mouth and comment, “Hey, Parker? Your, uh, government assets are showing.”

Addy looked.

She couldn’t help it.
Of course
she looked.

And, well…
Way to go, Jo.

Nate growled as he clenched his towel shut—and that might have been it, if Thad hadn’t snickered in a totally unnecessary way. Before Jo or Addy could do anything, Nate stormed down the hall, grabbed Thad by the shoulder, and slammed him into the wall. The towel came off for real that time. Addy gasped and spun at the first sign of a white butt cheek, turning to find Jo frozen, jaw dropped, though the edges of her lips curved up in a smile as she stared with disbelief. There was a sound that could’ve been a muffled laugh, or maybe a pained groan. Then the
chink
of metal.

“Apologies, ladies,” came Nate’s deep voice.

He pushed against Thad’s back and marched them both down the hall, towel back on this time. Addy noticed handcuffs circling Thad’s wrists before they disappeared around the bend. She raced to follow. So did Jo. By the time they got into the next room, Nate had already pushed Thad into a chair and was pacing. Thad wriggled his shoulders.

“Do you have any idea how uncomfortable these things are, Parker?”

Nate didn’t pause. “Do you have any idea how few fucks I give, Ryder?”

Jo leaned over to Addy, whispering, “One day, they’ll be best friends, and we’ll all look back on this and laugh.” Before Addy could toss a stupefied look in her direction, Jo stepped forward and clapped her hands loudly to grab everyone’s attention. “Thad, stop being an ass. Nate, please go put some clothes on. And then we’ll talk.”

The men stopped and stared at her. Jo crossed her arms. Addy was waiting for her to start tapping her foot like a disciplining mother. Nate stormed past without a glance back, and everyone jolted at the sound of a door slamming shut. The edge of Thad’s lips twitched, but Jo saw it immediately and punched him in the shoulder before taking the seat by his side.

“Don’t even think about it.”

“Or what?” Thad pulled his hands out from behind his back, then rubbed the pinkish skin on one of his wrists as he easily slipped the handcuffs off and stuffed them into his pocket. “You know, it’s almost cute he actually thought those would do anything.”

Jo rolled her eyes and shoved an elbow into his stomach. “Be nice.”

“But he makes being a jerk so easy.”

Jo glared at him. “If you want a reduced sentence and a good plea deal, I’d suggest you cut the crap.”

He sighed. “I know, Jo Jo. I know.” And then he put his hands behind his head and leaned back, a positively wicked grin widening his lips. “But, you know, this is half your fault. You knew I was coming. You knew when. You could’ve told him to get dressed. I mean, you practically teed it up for me.”

A sheepish look passed over her face, and she pulled her lower lip in. “Well, I needed to pass the time. And I needed some stress relief. And I didn’t want to lie, so I just thought, what can we do that doesn’t involve much talking? So…”

Thad faked a puking noise.

“Oh, you’re one to talk,” she scoffed.

They bickered like brother and sister, the underlayer of affection evident in their tone as they tossed jibes back and forth. He glanced her way, brief and quick and burning, then closed his eyes to laugh at something Jo said. It hurt for some reason, a sharp prick, as though an invisible hand had pinched her skin. Addy stood there and watched, the outsider, acutely aware that she was in way over her head.
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“Those are my terms,” Thad stated for a second time. Parker sat across from him, hands folded on the tabletop, jaw clenched, lips pulled into a thin line. Thad sat back and crossed his arms, then shrugged. “Take them or leave them.”

The Fed’s nostrils flared wide.

It brought a smile to Thad’s lips.

“Nate, it’s not that unreasonable,” Jo said softly. “And it makes sense. He can’t be in jail during the trial. You know that. The system, it’s a mess. You put him in there, he’ll be dead before he gets to testify.”

Addison sucked in a sharp breath from the side. Thad reached beneath the table and squeezed her knee, tossing a quick wink in her direction, trying to lighten her mood. He didn’t blame her for the confused, worried look she returned. This wasn’t her world. This was the world he’d dragged her into.

“Witness protection, it makes perfect sense,” Jo continued. “And the other thing, well—”

“The other thing is what I’m hung up on,” Parker cut in with a frown. “Of course he’ll go into WITSEC. There’s no other way. And the rest of that deal, well, it’ll be for a judge, lawyers, and agents far more important than me to decide. But bringing civilians into this? Now? I don’t like it.”

“You don’t have to,” Thad cut in. “If you want my cooperation, you’ll do it.”

Jo sighed just as Parker turned a hard look back on him. “And if you don’t want to rot in a jail cell for the rest of your life, you might consider being a little more grateful that I’m even having this conversation right now.”

“I think you think the federal prison system is a lot more secure than it is,” Thad murmured, pursing his lips. “Go ahead, put me in jail, see how long it lasts. Don’t forget that if I didn’t show up on your doorstep this morning, the Feds would still be running around like chickens with their heads cut off, no clue how to find me.”

The Fed closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Just like that, Thad knew he’d won. Parker stood up and grabbed his phone from the table. “Let me see what I can do.”

He hobbled down the hall, limping.

“What’s with his leg?” Thad asked, nudging his chin toward the Fed as he turned to Jo.

The fire in her green eyes made it clear she was pissed. Her tone didn’t hold back either. “He got shot. Saving my life. When the Russians
you
were working with blew up our home!”

Thad swallowed. “Oh.”

“Oh. Yes, oh!” she snapped and then forced her lips closed, blowing a long, tension filled breath through her nostrils. She clenched and unclenched her hands on the tabletop, until finally, her shoulders slumped. “He’s not even supposed to be working right now. He’s supposed to be on leave, but he didn’t want me to come alone. Nate’s trying to help us, Thad. Please, just try to remember he’s not the bad guy.”

“I know,” Thad murmured.
I am.

Jo sighed as though she could read the rest of that sentence in his eyes. “You’re not the bad guy either, Thad. Not really. They are. Which is why you’re here. And why the Feds will work with you, if you stop being a jerk. So we can put the actual evil people away.”

His heart shrank back in a wince, but Thad didn’t move. He knew what she was saying was true, but in this situation, he didn’t know how to begin to lower his guard. The defenses were so strong even he wasn’t sure how to get around them. Instead, he just asked, “How long will he be, do you think?”

Jo blew her hair out of her face. “Ten minutes, two hours? With his boss, you never know.”

“We should get cleaned up,” he said. “You go first, Addison. I’ll get our things from the car.”

She nodded mutely. The vacant expression made his chest tight, as if a hand had grabbed all his insides in a fist and twisted. But there was nothing he could do. It was better this way. Better if he didn’t try to console her. Better for her last memories of him to be full of pain and confusion—it would keep her safer. And that was all that mattered.

By the time he got back from the car, Addison was in the shower. He dropped a set of her clean clothes inside the bathroom door and shut it softly. When he turned around, Jo was watching, a question in her gaze. He froze, holding her stare. The space between them filled with invisible words, all the things they should say, all the things they wanted to say—explanations and apologies, demands and answers. Thad saw them all, hovering there, blocking his path, not sure where to begin. Jo blinked and patted the spot next to her on the couch. Just like that, all the words disappeared. They didn’t need them. Love was like that sometimes.

Thad sat down beside her. Jo curled her knees into her chest and leaned against him, putting her head on his shoulder. Thad wrapped his arms around her, hugging her close as he rested his head on top of hers. They sat like that for a few minutes, the same way they used to when they were kids—when she ached for her mom or he tried not to miss his, when they were so full of emotion they couldn’t speak, but they didn’t have to, because they knew what the other was thinking regardless.

“I missed you, Thaddy Bear,” Jo whispered. “I was worried.”

“I know, Jo Jo,” he murmured back. “I only had to go about twenty-four hours without knowing what happened to you, and I almost went out of my mind.”

“Try two whole weeks, asshole.”

He sighed. He didn’t want to cause her more pain, but he had to know, for the closure. “Wh—”

“I cremated him last weekend,” she cut in softly. Of course she already knew what he was going to ask. “It was small, just me and Nate, and not even a ceremony really, though Daddy never cared much for those anyway. The Feds gave me the remains they recovered at the scene, and I took them to the river and spread his ashes. I thought it would be nice, you know? That way he and my mom could somehow be together.”

“They are.” Thad forced the words through his tight throat and closed his eyes, dropping his head against the top of the couch. He remembered the day they’d spread her mother’s ashes in the ocean. Jo and her father had only moved to the island compound a few weeks before. The house hadn’t been built yet—they were living on their boat at the time. Saying goodbye to her mother was sort of their twisted christening of the new home, a way to keep her with them in a new place. It had been a gorgeous day, clear blue skies, gently rolling waves, a slice of paradise. There were no priests or anything, just family, just the four of them.
It’s what Robert wanted.
“I should’ve been there.”

“I kept a little vial for you, just in case. I knew you had to be alive, somewhere. I just knew it.” Jo sat up a little straighter, hearing the shower turn off, and took a deep breath. She turned toward him, looking older and more mature than ever before. “I thought you might want to share a part of him with your father.”

Thad grimaced and closed his eyes.

“Thaddy—”

A door opened, cutting Jo off. He didn’t look up until Addison softly murmured, “Your turn.”

He shot to his feet and gave her a grateful look. But even without Jo’s watchful gaze, Thad couldn’t shake her words.

My father?

He scoffed as the water blasted his face, wishing soap could somehow clean ugly thoughts away too. His father had been an arrogant man, with an inflated idea of self-worth. When Thad had been born, he’d built a family mausoleum on their old estate grounds. But he never wanted a family—he wanted a dynasty. So, when his father died, Thad buried his body in the family vault, the way he’d always wanted. In all those grandiose plans, Thad didn’t think his father ever expected to spend eternity there alone.

But he would.

Thad hadn’t visited the grave since the day the Russians had shown up to his dorm and placed a gun to his skull, a brutal awakening to the man his father truly was. He hadn’t been to the house either. It could’ve burned down for all he knew. It didn’t matter, anyway. The Feds had already frozen all his accounts, seized all his assets. That land was owned by the government now, and it sort of felt like a fitting end to a man who always thought he’d been above it all. So, no. Thad wouldn’t be bringing any of Robert’s remains to those cursed grounds. But he was happy Jo had saved a little bit for him so he could say goodbye.

Maybe I’ll take him to the Louvre, Thad thought as he dried off.
Robert would like that. To live eternally among the masters.

When he stepped out of the bathroom, refreshed in more ways than one, Parker was leaning against the wall, suit on, comm in his ear, looking more like a Fed than ever. Well, except for the crutches. Everything else was very official looking.

Thad sighed. “My terms?”

“I got the okay. The rest of the team is already in position. They’ve been watching the house for a week.”

A sudden jolt raked up his spine, as though someone had tried to scrape a match along his bones, leaving his insides burning. Thad kept his mask on, hiding the anticipation and the fear and nerves raging through him. “Okay. Let’s go.”

On the way to the door, Jo pulled him into a tight hug. He couldn’t lift his arms to reciprocate. His body was revolting. Nothing worked.

“Good luck,” she whispered fiercely, knowing exactly how long he’d been waiting for this moment, exactly what it meant to him.

Thad met Addison’s eyes over Jo’s shoulder. She stood at the other end of the room, shifting her arms as though she didn’t know what to do with them—crossing, uncrossing, tucking her hair behind her ear, dropping both by her sides. But her gaze didn’t wander. It remained firmly planted on him, studying every inch of his face, until the light inside of her eyes dimmed with understanding. Because, somehow, she’d always been able to see right through him.

Goodbyes were like that sometimes. They didn’t need to be spoken to be felt. The soul splintered in silence. His mother had never said the words. But he’d known, despite the feigned smile on her lips, the assurance she was only going out for groceries. He saw the truth in her eyes when she put her hand to his cheek, and whispered,
You look so much like him. She walked out the door and his heart split. He’d known. Which was probably why he’d gone sprinting after her car as it raced down the driveway, too fast for his eight-year-old legs to catch. Jo sat with him outside for hours, until their fathers came home and found them.

This time, she’d sit with Addison. And if everything went according to plan, he doubted either would bother to chase him.

Jo pulled back.

Thad tore his gaze from Addison and followed Parker out the door. The car reeked of the FBI. All black. Tinted windows. The inside was fitted out. There was a police beacon sitting on the windshield. He squirmed when the locks
clicked into place. This was the closest he’d ever come to being arrested, even without the handcuffs or a divider separating the front and back rows. They eased off the curb. Thad’s body buzzed as if he’d just chugged a gallon of coffee, jittery and wired. He needed a distraction. Stat.

“So, you going to make an honest woman out of her, Parker?”

The Fed cast a slow glance in his direction, but refrained from answering.

“Jo, I mean,” Thad continued, goaded by the silence. “Because without Robert around, I think it falls on me to make sure she’s treated properly, with respect.”

A glower appeared on the Fed’s face.

“Rumor has it you moved in together. I guess the tabloids are good for something. Personally, I think it’s a little quick. Jo tends to get a bit carried away sometimes. I mean, how much do you two really know about each other? After, what has it been—three weeks? Maybe four by now?”

He gave Parker an opening to speak. The Fed didn’t jump. So, he kept going.

“Did you know she’s an absolute mess? I mean, honestly, if Robert hadn’t hired that cleaning woman, the house would’ve become a biohazard with all the food she leaves on the counters. Eggshells. Raw batter. Milk.”

He paused, casting a sidelong glance.

Still no bite.

“Her voice could break glass—have you heard her sing? Do yourself a favor, don’t. And the manipulation tactics, don’t even get me started on those. The woman could talk a charging rhino into submission. But if you suggest
one
thing—”

“Ryder?”

“Yeah.”

“Shut up.”

Thad grinned.
Ah, yes, this is exactly what I needed. “Did I strike a nerve there, Parker?”

“You are the nerve.” The leather whined as the Fed’s grip on the wheel tightened. He stretched his neck side to side.

“That hurts,” Thad said with mock seriousness. “And here I thought we were starting to become friends.”

“Have you ever heard the phrase
silence is golden?”

“Oh, come on, Parker. We’re going to be spending a lot of time together with these trials. It’s time you got used to me.”

He grumbled something Thad didn’t quite catch and then reached out to turn the radio on. Every time Thad opened his mouth, Parker made the volume louder. By the time they pulled to a stop, his ears had practically started to bleed. But it was worth it, because he’d managed to not think about the enormity of what was about to happen for a whole half an hour. Until the car turned off, the sound blinked out, and Parker left him alone in the vehicle to talk to the agents standing at the end of the drive. Thad told himself not to look, not until the last minute. It would only make things harder. Still, he couldn’t stop his head from shifting, his gaze from searching, his heart from beating against his chest.

He recognized the house immediately.

He’d never been there, but he’d spent enough time studying the street view on Google Maps to have the image memorized. It was a Spanish-style house with stucco walls and a terra-cotta roof. Two floors. Five bedrooms. Four and a half bathrooms. Five thousand, three hundred, and forty-two square feet, if the public sales listing had been accurate. It looked like a nice place to live. One mansion among many, on a beautiful street, in a quiet neighborhood, the perfect spot for a happy family. Not that he had any experience with those.

“Ryder. They’re ready for you inside.”

Parker waited a moment, then pulled the door open and grabbed him roughly by the arm. Thad was in a daze until they got to the front door. He dug his heels in and forced the Fed to stop. At the sudden sound of half a dozen safeties clicking off, Thad blinked and looked around, surprised to find they were flanked on all sides by other agents. It was a testament to how off-kilter he was that he hadn’t noticed them fall in line behind him.

“I need a minute,” he said, forcing the words out. Parker waved the agents off, then murmured into his comm. Thad blocked it out and closed his eyes, taking a long, slow breath. He’d been preparing for this day for most of his life. He was ready. He could do this. “Okay.”

Parker opened the door. Thad followed him inside.

He recognized her immediately, standing in the front hall with her hand over her lips, eyes wide with shock. Her skin was wrinkled. Her blonde hair had lost its glow. She seemed small, smaller than he remembered, and fragile in a way he’d never imagined. But none of that mattered.
You never forget the face of the mother who didn’t want you.
He swallowed the thought down and let his gaze slide over her, as though she didn’t matter, as though she were nothing, the same way he’d practiced a thousand times before, careful to keep his face neutral. She didn’t deserve to know he hadn’t gone a day in seventeen years without thinking about her. Let her think he forgot, the same way he knew she’d forgotten him.

His gaze didn’t stop moving until it landed on a second figure, seated at the dining room table twenty feet away with her hands nervously clenched into fists. Her brown hair was in braided pigtails with white ribbons woven through. She wore a cheerleading outfit. The word
go
was painted in red lipstick on her left cheek.

I wonder what the other one says.

She glanced up as though she’d heard. He sucked in a sharp breath when those gray eyes found his, like a mirror reflecting an image he didn’t quite know how to read. She had their father’s eyes, just like him, but seeing it live instead of on a screen was a different thing entirely.

Though he’d dreamed of this moment a thousand times and thought of a hundred different greetings, only two words would come. The ones he’d been waiting seventeen years to say. “Hi, Emma.”

 

  




- 24 -

 


Addison

 


 


 


Addy sat on the couch and stared at her phone as it vibrated on the coffee table, the screen lighting up with message after message. While Jo was in the shower, she’d recovered it from Thad’s duffel and put the battery back in. It hadn’t stopped moving ever since. Addy, on the other hand, was frozen—suffering from a severe case of indecision.

As soon as she picked up her phone, this whole thing, whatever it was, would be well and truly over. She’d seen the goodbye in Thad’s eyes. For him, the page of their little adventure had already turned. But Addy didn’t feel ready to let go—of him, yes, but more so of the person she’d become when she was around him. More confident. More courageous. More like the woman she always imagined she could be in her dreams. It was easy to be that version of herself with a man she never knew in a situation too wild to believe. But could she be her back home? In her small town? With people who’d known her all her life? Or would they laugh at the changes, say it was just a phase, fear she’d lost her mind instead of found it?

The bathroom door opened.

Addy grabbed her phone and stuffed it under the couch cushion.

Out of sight. Out of mind.

Jo made her way down the hall. Her wet hair was pulled up into a bun. She wore an oversized T-shirt, probably Nate’s, and a pair of worn leggings. Though everything about her said
comfort, the way she was biting her lip said something else.

“So, um… Hi.”

Addy frowned.
Hesitant
was not a word she would’ve used to describe the Jo she knew online. “Hi?”

“It’s just— I mean—” She sighed with a
humph, then quickly closed the distance between them. Her friend sat on the couch and launched into a ramble that brought a smile to Addy’s lips—because enthused rambling? That was Jo. “I never meant for us to meet this way. I mean, I don’t know how I hoped we’d meet. I sort of just envisioned you, me, and McKenzie in a kitchen, screaming and hugging and bouncing up and down as the baking gods smiled down on us. I never in a million years thought being friends with me would involve you in, well,
this
side of my life. And that’s why we never met, because I wanted to wait until I was free, and I could tell you guys the truth, and I wouldn’t have to lie. I hate lying.
Hate it.
As difficult as that might be to believe, seeing as I’m clearly very good at it. But with you guys, I could always be myself, the person I always wanted to be but never really shared with anyone else. And I was too afraid of losing you if I told you the truth. So, I—”

“Jo,” Addy interrupted and grabbed her hand. “It’s okay. I understand.”

And she did. Jo and McKenzie had been the same thing to her—a safe space, where she could be whoever she wanted to be and disclose dreams she was too afraid to share with anyone else. They were the only two people who knew she wanted to open a cake shop of her own. They were the only people who understood her passion and her drive. They were her best friends, and Addy didn’t intend to lose that relationship over one lie, even if it was a bit of a doozy.

“I was really hoping you’d say that.” Jo released a heavy, thankful breath. A smile widened her lips. “And I know you probably want to call your parents, your sister, your friends, and you probably have a million other things you’d rather be doing, but I was sort of hoping one more thing. Do you, maybe, want to bake?”

An immediate sense of calm cut through all the tangled knots her indecision had spun.

“Yes,” Addy said as the relief washed over her. “There is honestly nothing else I want to do more.”

“Yay!” Jo cheered and jumped to her feet, pulling Addy with her. They crossed the small house in seconds. Jo threw open the cupboards and immediately began pulling ingredients from the shelves, dropping them onto the counter in complete disarray. “After Thad called, I had this feeling I’d need sugar. So I went to the store and bought…everything. I’ve got eggs and butter and flour and chocolate chips and— Oh, Funfetti! I love Funfetti. I mean, who doesn’t? No matter how trained, how gourmet, how fancy you are, you should always have room for Funfetti.” She paused to laugh under her breath. “I bet even McKenzie likes Funfetti, though she’d never say it.”

“Never,” Addy cut in with a smile. She followed Jo around the kitchen, organizing the supplies into wet ingredients, dry ingredients, or pre-packaged mixes.

They stepped back, examining their goods.

“What should we make?” Jo asked, crossing her arms.

“You mean, you didn’t have a plan in mind when you bought allllll of this?” Addy motioned to the counter and arched a brow.

“I know, I know, I sort of went kid-in-a-candy-store approach and grabbed whatever I thought we might need. I haven’t been able to focus all day. I can’t stop thinking about Thad, about what he must be going through right now, with his mom, with Emma, I just…” Jo shook her head. “I wish I could be there for him, but I can’t. Agents only. So instead, I bake.”

“I know.” Addy swallowed and tried to keep her voice even, though her thoughts raced.
His mom? Is that who he’s seeing? And Emma? They sounded like two different people? Who is she?
But she couldn’t just blurt it out. Not yet.

“So, what should we make? Actually?”

An idea popped into Addy’s head. “How about a code brown?”

“A code brown?” Jo said slowly, turning toward her with a wicked gleam in her eye.

“A code brown started this whole mess,” Addy offered with a shrug. “Maybe a code brown should finish it.”

“I like it.”

“Me too.”

“Okay!” Jo launched into motion. She never did anything slowly or halfway. Every move was a jump or a jolt. Every word was loud and excited. Every expression or gesture was felt fully. She was infectious. With each word, Jo’s energy sank a little deeper into Addy’s skin, easing the pressure and the pain and the worry, until she felt a little freer. “I don’t have any firm recipes for this one yet, so let’s have fun. See where our minds take us. You work on the pie crust and the cocoa glaze, and I’ll work on the chocolate ganache and the brownies.”

Addy started with the pie crust since it would have to chill. Normally, she preferred an all-butter crust, but without her beloved KitchenAid by her side, she decided to go the slightly easier route, grabbing both butter and shortening from the supplies. Jo slid the flour across the counter. Addy handed her eggs from the fridge. They continued like that for a little while, passing items back and forth in seamless silence. She pulsed her dry and wet ingredients with a hand-mixer, carefully adding ice water into the dough with a smile on her lips. The smell of sugar, the sound of whisking, just being in a kitchen was restorative. Addy could breathe again, think again. Her mind was clear, focused.

Maybe that was why she found the gusto to casually murmur, “So, how do you think things are going with Thad and his mom?”

Jo took the bait immediately. “Ugh, I don’t know but I wish I did.” She whipped her whisk through the brownie mix with a little more force than necessary. “He never talks about her, at least not with me. I think he was always determined not to care about her, because of what she did, cutting him out of her life like that, but I almost think the stubborn way he refused to talk about her just made her leaving hurt even more, you know?”

“Definitely,” Addy commented softly, to keep Jo talking.

“Did he tell you how she left?” Jo asked, but didn’t wait for an answer. “Thad was eight and I was seven. Our dads were gone, doing what they did, and I was at Thad’s playing—well, more like tormenting him incessantly, but that’s a different story. She called us down from his room and said she was going food shopping. I shrugged it off, but Thad’s face fell, like somehow he knew. And when she walked out the door, he froze. I tried to pull him back upstairs, but he was already bigger and he wouldn’t budge. As soon as he heard the car start, he took off, yanking open the door and running down the driveway after her. I followed, yelling for him to stop, but he didn’t, not until he tripped in the gravel and fell, cutting his forehead on a rock. When I looked into his eyes, I finally understood. So, I sat down, and hugged him, and let his blood and his tears soak my shirt through. We were out there for hours until our dads found us, stiff and shivering. I’ll never forget that day. It was just, oh, it was the worst. I never experienced anything so awful until my mom passed away, but at least she was taken from me. She didn’t leave voluntarily, and she didn’t take my only sibling with her.”

“Emma,” Addy gasped.
His sister. Emma is his sister.
She immediately felt silly and guilty for all the time she’d spent wondering who this mysterious woman could be, dreaming up the most ridiculous scenarios, when the truth was so simple. A painful, personal secret he’d had no reason to disclose.

“Emma.” Jo nodded.

Addy wanted to tell her to stop, that she shouldn’t know any more, that Thad had never actually divulged this information. But for better or worse, her own curiosity was a beast she couldn’t tame. Her lips remained sealed as she gently kneaded the pie dough, preparing it for the fridge.

Jo buttered a baking dish and pushed on. “My heart broke for him. He’d been so excited, none of that first-child stuff. Maybe because we were already so old, maybe because Emma was a surprise, I don’t know. But as soon as he found out his mom was pregnant, he couldn’t wait to be an older brother. We were learning to read in school, so sometimes at night, he’d read to his mom’s stomach. And whenever we were out, he was so proud he’d tell everyone about his baby sister on the way. He drew pictures for her nursery. He picked the name Emma, actually. I don’t remember how or why, but I remember we were both shocked when we found out years later his mom had stuck with it.”

Addy put her dough in the fridge, carefully bundled in Saran wrap, and started pulling ingredients for the glaze—chocolate chips, butter, corn syrup, and a little bit of vanilla extract. “How did you find out?”

“We didn’t know anything for years and years. She was seven months along when she left, so what happened to the baby became a complete mystery. Thad’s dad might have known. I’m sure he probably knew a lot of things that would’ve helped Thad cope, but he was always more of a tough-love sort of guy.”

Jo shook her head derisively and slammed the oven shut.

Addy jolted at the sound.

“Sorry.” Jo sighed as her shoulders slumped. She leaned against the counter and crossed her arms, watching Addy, yet not. Her eyes were glazed over and vacant, as though seeing something else. “He was, well, a jerk, though he fooled a lot of people into thinking he was anything but, including Thad for a long time. He used to idolize his father, until, well— Anyway, we’re talking about Emma. I started getting into computers when I was a teenager, a little light hacking, nothing serious.”

Addy bit her lips to hide her smile. Their definitions of
serious
were probably very different, but she didn’t say anything. She let Jo keep going, unfiltered.

“Thad, well, give the man a paintbrush and he can rival Picasso, but a tech genius he is not. Which was why he had me. When he turned fifteen, I completely failed at getting him a birthday present—I was dealing with a bit of a first-boyfriend situation at the time. Anyway, I digress. Thad didn’t care. He’s never been much about stuff, well, except for an illegal painting or two, but again, I digress.”

She shook her head and rolled her eyes, as though to say,
What can you do?

Addy stifled a laugh and bit her lip instead.

“Anyway, he asked me to see if I could uncover any information about his sister for his birthday. He was very careful not to ask about his mom, I remember that, but well, we came up with a lot about her too. I found the divorce papers his father signed without telling him, and the marriage certificate that popped up with her maiden name a few years later. I found the house she lived in. I found photos posted by extended family members of the wedding. Emma was a flower girl—she was about five at the time. And then it became a tradition that continued for the next ten years. Every year on his birthday, instead of a gift, I’d give him a manila envelope with another round of updates about Emma. When she got old enough to have her own Facebook page, everything became a little easier. Oh, can you get the pie crust out of the fridge? I bought some premade, just in case I was too frazzled to wait. Patience isn’t exactly my strongest suit, and the first batch of brownies are half-baked, so…time for coopie assembly!”

It took a moment for Addy’s brain to register the conversation switch. “Oh! Sure.”

She pulled the dough from the fridge and gently unrolled it across the stone counter. Jo gave her a small bowl and Addy used it to cut circles from the crust. Jo took the pieces and started stuffing them with bits of gooey brownie mix, crimping the edges to form a tight seal. Addy added a little extra splash of butter to the discs—store-bought crust never tasted buttery enough, as if there was such a concept. Within a few minutes, the coopies were back in the oven to finish baking.

“We work well together,” Jo commented with a smile.

Addy met her gaze and smiled. They did. It was easy, simple in a way few things were.

“Anyway…” Jo half sighed the word as she jumped up onto the counter to wait, sending a little wave of flour into the air, completely unconcerned. “He was able to watch her grow up, in a way. I mean, not the way he wanted, but the only way he could, without completely derailing her life. And I was happy to give him that, even if it was a little, well, stalkerish.”

“Why didn’t he just go see her?”

Jo tapped her fingers on the counter, antsy. “It wasn’t that simple. After his mom left, Thad was a shadow of his former self. He didn’t smile so easily. His gaze turned haunted in a way it’d never been before. He was quiet with everyone but me, and when he did speak, it was only with the purpose of pushing the person away. I think he thought he wasn’t worthy of his sister—of her attention, of her love. Because if he was, why did his mother take her away? Or, more fittingly, why didn’t his mother take him too? When they vanished, his innocence went with them. Thad stopped thinking he deserved to be loved. He thought something was wrong about him, that he was broken. I don’t think he was, but it sort of became a self-fulfilling prophecy. He believed it so hard he broke himself.”

Jo jumped off the counter, shook her head, and dove back into her ganache, mixing it far more than it needed. But the food didn’t matter, not at that point. It was just something to do, a distraction. Addy leaned against the counter and crossed her arms, chest burning with this new information she didn’t have a right to know. But now she did know, and she wasn’t entirely sure what to do.

“Thad never said as much out loud, but I think he was worried that if he ever met Emma, he would ruin her somehow, in whatever way his mom always feared, like he’d be some kind of poison. He was content to watch from the sidelines—until now.”

Because it’s his last chance.
Addy sighed and walked back to the fridge, then opened it with no direction in mind. She stared aimlessly at the food as the cold air chilled her face.
Because he’s leaving and he’s never coming back.

“Because now they’re in danger, so he has to—” A knock at the door interrupted her. “That’s odd. Maybe Nate sent someone?”

Thinking of Thad gone, thinking of the pain he was probably enduring, the pain he had endured, it was suffocating. Addy couldn’t breathe. Her skin was hot. Her throat was tight. Jo was elbow deep in chocolate ganache, piping little spirals to look like the poo emoji. Addy took the opening. “I’ll get it.”

She practically ran to the front door.
Is it him? It can’t be. Why would he be back? But what if he is? What if he came back…for me?
Her heart fluttered in her chest. Her mind raced. Her imagination went all the places she’d promised herself she wouldn’t. Addy couldn’t help it. With a deep breath, she twisted the knob and—

Crack!

The door flew open and slammed into the wall. For the second time in her life, two men stepped forward, aiming guns at her chest. But this time, she didn’t scream. She stood there in shock and stared, not quite able to believe her eyes. In the kitchen, the oven
dinged.

“Where’s Thaddeus Ryder?” one of the men growled, accent thick.

Addy swallowed and found her voice just long enough to whisper, “Code brown?”
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“Aren’t you that guy on TV?” Emma asked, tilting her head to the side and squinting. Her voice was carefree and light, laced with the naiveté of youth, full of all the things he’d never had. And yet, there wasn’t an ounce of jealousy in his bones. He’d always wanted that for her—a normal life. “Isn’t, like, the whole country looking for you?”

“Yeah,” he confessed, lifting his hand to run it through his hair, uncomfortable. In all his years of dreaming, this was never how he imagined this conversation might go. “I guess I am that guy on TV.”

“Thad.” Her voice was frail, so weak he thought for a moment that if he lifted his hands, he might be able to catch the sound and swat it away. This wasn’t about her. It was about Emma. Still, the words settled heavy in his bones, weighing his feet to the spot. “Thad, is that really you?”

Emma frowned, shifting her gaze to study her mom. Then she turned back to Thad with a calculating look in her gray eyes, an expression so similar to their father’s it stole the breath from his lungs. She was smart, he knew it from the many report cards he’d read over the years, but now he could see she was cunning too—a trait they shared. She catalogued every detail, taking them in and sorting them, until the full picture came to fruition. Her eyes popped wide.

Warm palms came to his cheeks, turning his face away toward a sight he didn’t much care for. His mother’s grip was tight, as though she feared he might be a ghost, one wrong word from disappearing. All his life he’d pictured her brown eyes the moment before she’d left—cold and distant, a patch of dirt trapped beneath a frozen layer of ice. Now, they watched him with a warmth he didn’t understand, turning his stubborn heart all the bitterer.

“Thad,” she whispered again, brushing her thumb across his cheek.

A crack splintered down his walls.

He quickly built them back up and twisted free of her grip. While his mother stood frozen, he moved to the table and took a seat. He ached to reach across the distance and take one of his sister’s hands, but they weren’t there yet. They might never be. Instead, he folded his fists on the tabletop and met her questioning eyes.

“Emma,” he said slowly. This time, she flinched when he said her name, confusion and anger mounting. A little piece of him broke at the sight. “I know this will be a lot for you to take in, and it might not be the best time or place or delivery, but unfortunately, I’ve run out of options. I wanted you to hear this from me, before reporters followed the trail, before the news got wind. I’m, well—” He took a deep breath, strengthening his voice. “I’m your brother.”

“My brother?” she repeated slowly.

Thad nodded.

She swallowed, gaze darting between him and her mother. “But aren’t you, like, a criminal? My friends showed me a magazine at school. They’re obsessed with you. You’re a thief or something. Didn’t you just kidnap someone?”

Thad winced. “You’re probably going to hear a lot about me in the next few months. Not all of it’s true, but I’ll—”

“How is this possible?” Emma interrupted, voice rising. Her head swiveled to the side where her mother was still standing silent. She was good at that. “Mom? How is this possible? What is he talking about?”

“Honey,” their mother murmured, on the edge of a sob. Her eyes were wet in a way Thad didn’t understand. “It’s true.”

Emma’s chin wobbled. All of a sudden, in her pigtails and her uniform, she looked so much like a child. He hated himself for doing this to her.

“When I was eight,” Thad started, paused, then forced the next word through his lips. “Mom left while she was pregnant with you. Our father was a bad man. She wanted to get away from him. She wanted to get you away from him. So, she left. You were better for it, and I—well, I guess I followed the only footsteps I had left to follow.” He could feel their mother’s eyes on him, silently pleading he turn and meet her gaze. He didn’t. He swallowed and kept going. “And now some very bad men are after me, and they aren’t above using you to get to me. Which is why I’m here, now. I need you to know that this is serious. I’m not lying. And in the next few weeks, whatever the FBI tells you to do, you’ll need to listen, because it will keep you safe. If they tell you to shut down all your social media profiles, you will. If they tell you to get a new phone, you will. If they tell you not to communicate with your friends for a while, you won’t. Because this isn’t a game. I wish you could have stayed ignorant of the harsher sides of the life forever, but because of who I am, who our father was, I don’t think that was ever going to be possible for you, Emma. I waited as long as I could, but time ran out faster than I would’ve liked.”

She stared at him in silence for a moment, then at her mom, then back at him, over and over, the intelligence in her gaze slowly overtaken by teenage emotion. “I thought my father was dead.”

“He is.” Thad held her gaze, fully aware that some blows were impossible to soften. All he could offer was the truth. “He died five years ago.”

“No.” Emma shook her head and curled her hands into fists, staring hard at the table. “I thought he was
always
dead. I thought you were a widow. I thought I was an only child. I thought— I thought—” Her voice rose to a scream. Her eyes fastened on their mother. “You lied! My whole life, you lied to me! Why?”

“Emma.” The word slipped out in a maternal scold, but their mother was too weak for the command to land true.

Emma leapt to her feet. The chair fell back, landing with a crash against the floor.
She’s willful, Thad thought, the corner of his mouth lifting.
Like me.

“I can’t believe you lied!” she shouted at their mother and flung her notebooks from the table. They sailed into the wall and sank to the floor. Homework, he presumed. “I could’ve met my father? I could’ve had a brother? I can’t— I can’t—”

Emma lost her voice to tears. She ran around the table, lifting one hand to her lips, trying to fight the water pooling in her eyes. Thad caught her arm as she rounded the table, forcing her to stop. He slid his hand down until he found her fingers, slipping a little paper into her palm. Emma looked up, meeting his eyes as her fist closed around the note. Her brows twitched together. Curiosity brightened her gray eyes, little spots of sunlight breaking through the clouds.

“I know what it was like to grow up with questions, and I don’t want that for you,” Thad said, still holding her hand. The Feds watching from the sidelines didn’t see the exchange. If they had, they would’ve stepped in. Emma was a natural. Deception was in their blood. “If you never want to speak to me again, that’s fine. I understand. But if you want to know more about me, about our father, I’ll tell you the truth, whether you’ll like it or not. I won’t sugarcoat. I’d like nothing more than to get to know you, for you to get to know me, but for once in this family, I’d like a relationship based on honesty.” He let her go. Then he glanced around, meeting the eyes of some of the agents watching from the hall. “The Feds will know how you can contact me.”

Emma held his gaze a moment longer, a silent understanding passing between them. He already knew how to read her, maybe because their eyes were so similar it was like looking into a mirror, or maybe because of something deeper, something innate. He wanted to believe the latter, that there was some invisible bond stretching between them, a connection between siblings, but it was difficult to hold on to that hope as she turned and fled up the stairs. Her feet pounded. A door slammed. Muffled music trickled down in her wake, reminding them all that she was just a teenage girl whose whole life had flipped upside down. But it was okay. He’d done what he came here to do.

He met her.

He told her the truth.

He gave her the secret email address Jo had helped him set up ages ago.

And now the rest was up to her.

“I’m ready,” Thad said, turning toward Agent Parker. The Fed stepped forward, but a feminine voice stopped him.

“Thad, don’t just…”

“What, Mom?” he snapped, his emotions finally too strong to control now that Emma was gone and he didn’t have to hold back. He turned and looked his mom dead in the eyes, a snarl on his lips. “Leave?”

She recoiled as though hit.

He stood his ground.

“Please, just, let me look at you,” she murmured, one hand clutching her throat, the other wrapped around her midsection. “You look so…so…”

“Much like him?” The words slipped out before he could stop them, echoing her final words to him seventeen years before.

His mom sucked in a sharp breath and closed her eyes. As the air slowly released, her whole body fell, arching in on itself. She blinked a few times. “I was going to say grown up.”

“That’s what happens when you abandon someone for seventeen years.” Thad shrugged, trying hard to pretend it didn’t hurt. “They get older.”

“Oh, Thad.” She sighed, a sad, sorry sound. “Do you know how much it hurt to see your face for the first time as the breaking story on the nightly news? Do you know what it was like to see all my darkest fears come true? I never wanted to leave you, but I had to. Can’t you understand that? For Emma, for her future, I had to.”

He swallowed, not responding, but he didn’t look away either. As much as he willed his body to turn, to walk away, to deny her the explanation she didn’t deserve, he was frozen solid.

“I never knew what your father did for a living. I was from a poor family. I was young and naïve. He seduced me with his money and his charm, and it wasn’t until you were born that I began to see past the mystique. I overheard him and Robert talking. I snuck into his vault when they were traveling. I realized he wasn’t a businessman, and there was no family money, only the stolen kind. I didn’t want to bring any more children into his web. I was going to stay with him until you grew up, so you had a chance to be different, to be better. Then Emma happened. As soon as I found out I was pregnant, I knew I had to run. I had to give her a chance at a better life, and I knew your father would never let his only son go. Never. After I left, I tried to negotiate visitation rights into the divorce agreement, but he would only let me see you if I also let him see her. And I thought it would be better if she thought he was dead. If she was free from his influence. So she didn’t, so she wouldn’t—”

“End up like me?” He laughed under his breath, a dark, ugly sound. “I know. You don’t have to explain. I figured that out for myself. You sacrificed one child to save the other—I get it. It just wasn’t so easy being the one you left behind.”

“I didn’t want to.”

“Well, you did.” He started to turn and then paused. Like he’d said to Emma, he knew what it was like to live with questions, and this might be his only chance to get answers. “And if you were so bent out of shape about it, why didn’t you find me after he died? You had five long years to make up for lost time. I know Robert contacted you to tell you about the funeral. He wouldn’t have lied to me about that.”

“He did contact me.” She glanced at the floor, ashamed. “But Emma was so young, so fragile.”

“You could’ve come alone.”

“I thought about it.” Her face twisted with pain. “But I didn’t think you’d want to see me, and I didn’t want to cause more pain. I wanted to rebuild—I just didn’t know where to start.”

He’d spent most of the funeral searching for her face in the crowd. The second taste of her rejection was almost as painful as the first. And after five years of wondering, her answer did little to absolve the hurt. “Showing up, Mom. Showing up would’ve been a helluva place to start.”

He turned and walked out of the dining room. Agent Parker watched him with the barest hint of pity in his eyes. All the Feds did. Thad kept his head down. He didn’t want their sympathy or their understanding. He wanted to be alone, the way he should be—so he couldn’t hurt anyone and no one could hurt him. Lonely was easier than gutted. At least there was peace to be found in melancholy, instead of the raging storm that came with pain.

“Thad!” she called down the hall as he made his way to the front door. “The biggest regret of my life is not fighting for you harder.”

Yeah?
he thought, reaching for the knob, not bothering to turn around.
The biggest regret of my life is wasting so much time wishing you had.

Thad walked out the door without looking back. Closure was an elusive beast he’d yet to cage, and he wasn’t sure if today had brought him one step closer or two steps back. But he’d finally met his sister, and no one could ever take that away. If Emma was anything like him, which he had a feeling she was, there’d be an email in his inbox in a matter of days. Jo had been wrong—Thad did remember everything she’d taught him. He just hadn’t wanted to waste that knowledge prematurely. Half the skill in a good con was knowing when to strike, a thought sitting at the front of his mind as he opened the door to Parker’s car and sat down.

“You know,” the Fed said as he took the driver’s seat, “she didn’t have to let you inside. When we called to establish the meeting, your mom could’ve said no. And that would have been that. She wanted to see you. She wanted you to see your sister.”

“Save it for your next after-school special, Parker.” He crossed his arms and glanced out the window. A few agents were still standing on the lawn of the house. A few were getting into their cars. “Where to next?”

Parker sighed. “To the field office in downtown Phoenix. We’ll take an initial statement while the lawyers start working on a plea deal. WITSEC will find you a placement. Everything should move quickly. Speed is the only upper hand we have—”

Thad sliced the side of his hand into Parker’s jugular, cutting him off, then dropped a tight fist into his bum leg. The Fed groaned as his eyes bugged, glazing over with the pain. His hands went for his gun, but Thad went for the comm, ripping it from his ear and unplugging the system. The rest of the suits would notice any minute that Parker’s device was down, but right now, they were too busy talking and congratulating themselves on a job well done. The safety
clicked off.

“I will shoot you,” Nate wheezed, pointing the tip of his Glock at Thad’s head.

“I really don’t think you will,” Thad crooned. The bullets were all sitting in a drawer back at the safe house, where Thad had hidden them while Parker was changing.

“What the hell?” Nate turned the weapon over, sensing the weight difference now that he’d slid the gun from its holster. He pulled his brows together in a tight knot, confused and still fighting through the ache.

“Nimble fingers.” Thad winked. Then he slid the cuffs from his pockets, the ones he’d saved from their earlier snafu. While the Fed was still disoriented and distracted, Thad grabbed his wrists and pressed his torso against the wheel, then latched his hands together. He threw the man back into the seat before he had a chance to beep the horn.

“I knew you would try something,” Parker muttered, his distaste tangible. “I told Jo you would try something, but she said you were better than that. She thought you were a better man.”

“Well, I guess it’s time to take her blinders off,” Thad retorted as he grabbed the gun from Parker’s belt and tossed it into the back seat.

The Fed shook his head. “I don’t get it, Ryder. You got everything you wanted, why run? Why now?”

“You’re right, Parker. I did. I used Addy to get to Jo, just like I planned. I used Jo to get to you, just like I planned. I used you to get through the FBI barricade so I could talk to my sister.
Now
I’m done. And I can go.”

Just then, a phone rang. Whitney Houston blasted through the car. “Run to You.” The pocket of Agent Parker’s suit lit blue from underneath. The cell vibrated against his leg.

“It’s Jo,” he said.

Thad was already reaching for the phone. He knew Jo when he saw her—The Bodyguard
was her favorite movie of all time.

“Nate.” Her voice was low. Not panicked, but with an edge that immediately made the hairs on the back of his neck stand. “The Russians are here. I don’t know how they found us, but we need help. I can handle it for a little while, but get here as soon—”

The line went dead.

He locked eyes with Parker.

“Don’t even think about it, Ryder,” the Fed growled, shaking his torso, trying to free himself of Thad’s hold. The gunshot wound in his leg was no doubt throbbing from the jerky movement, but he didn’t seem to care. Parker was wild, crazed, a man unhinged. “Don’t you dare leave me here. I’ll never forgive you.”

Thad was deadly calm as he reached for the handle on the door. “That’s a risk I’m willing to take.”

He shoved Parker onto the sidewalk and smoothly jumped into the driver’s seat, then stomped his foot on the gas. The car launched into motion—zero to sixty in a matter of seconds. The smell of burning rubber filled the air. He was around the bend before the Feds knew what happened. There’d be no coming back from this. The Feds were minutes behind, if he was lucky. Seconds if he wasn’t. And they’d be a lot less trusting when they caught him.

If he wanted to run, this was his only shot.

Thad pressed his foot down, ignoring stop signs and red lights, not caring as the speedometer ticked to eighty, then ninety, then one hundred. Jo sounded confident on the phone—concentrated but not scared. He could tell by her tone there was already a plan spinning in the back of her mind, but would it work? How much time would she be able to buy? And what about Addison? This wasn’t her life, her world. When he closed his eyes, he saw her, back in that cake shop where they’d first met, huddled and afraid, terrified and hoping he’d save her.

There was only one option, one place he could go—and he had to get there before the Feds. With their procedures and their rules, it would become a hostage situation. He knew exactly how the mafia handled those. Thad couldn’t let that happen. He refused. He’d brought Jo and Addison into this. He’d put them in danger. If he abandoned either of them now, whatever goodness was left in his heart would disappear. If one of them died because of his mistakes, he wouldn’t want to keep living. Nothing was worth so high a price.

I’m coming, Addison. I’m coming, Jo.

He gripped the steering wheel and kept his eyes laser focused on the road. A sense of eerie calm settled over him, of clarity and peace. It felt good for once to be racing toward someone, instead of running away.

Hold on. I’m coming.
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“Where’s Ryder?” the man grunted.

Addy shook her head, too frightened to speak. The twine circling her wrists had rubbed them raw. Her shoulders ached from the odd angle. Every inch of her trembled.

Beside her on the couch, Jo gave him a hard look. “We told you already, we don’t know. He said he was handing himself in. He said he was making a deal with the cops. We were told to stay here and he left with the Feds.”

The man slapped Jo across the cheek. Her face whipped to the side, revealing a bright red spot by the side of her lip. Blood. Addy screamed—a quick, shocked, desperate sound. Jo just spit a wad of goopy, gory spit at their feet and smiled.

“Hit me all you want. It won’t change the fact that we don’t know anything.”

He pulled his hand back, but his comrade stopped him, grabbing his wrist and pulling him across the room with a grunt. They put their faces together, talking in a language Addy didn’t understand and gesturing with their hands. Their words were forceful and angry. They were arguing about something.

“Psst.”

Addy turned toward Jo.

“It’s okay,” Jo whispered.

Addy gave her a pointed look. They were tied up and bound, stuck on the couch, facing off against two mobsters twice their size who had guns. How was this on any level
okay?

“Listen,” Jo said, so softly Addy had to strain to hear. They leaned closer together and Jo turned her head slightly to the side. “I grabbed a knife from the kitchen before I went to the bathroom to hide. It’s stuffed in my pants. And I managed to call Nate before they found me. Help is on the way. We just need to delay.”

Her arms moved subtly up and down, and a gentle scratching noise filled the air—rope fraying beneath a sharp, serrated edge.

“If we can separate them,” Jo said, keeping her gaze on the two men still presenting them with their backs as they fought, “I think I can take one of them down one-on-one. They won’t expect it, so I’ll have surprise on my side. I’m not sure they know who I am. I mean, I have no idea how they found us.”

“Could they have…” Addy swallowed. “Could they have spotted us at the Grand Canyon somehow? Followed us from there?”

Jo wrinkled her nose and shook her head. “Not likely. I know Thad. He would’ve taken the necessary precautions. And if they were following you, they would’ve hit you before you got to the city. Or they would’ve followed Thad when he left with Nate. I mean, this is an FBI safe house. No one was supposed to find us here.”

“Could it have been an inside job?”
Inside job? Since when do I even know what that is?

Jo’s brows pressed together. Her eyes narrowed. In the end, she sighed. “No. I don’t think so. Not this time. Ah!”

Her arms stopped moving. She must have gotten through the restraints. That thought should’ve provided some sort of comfort, but all Addy could think was,
Great. Now I’m the only useless one in the room.

The couch cushion beneath her butt vibrated.

“What was that?” Jo asked.

Addy’s eyes went wide. She cringed.
Not useless. Less than useless. A liability.
“I know how they found us. I thought it was okay, now that I was with you. I thought— No. I wasn’t thinking. I put my battery back in my cell phone. They must have picked up the signal.”

Jo winced, but kept silent. When she met Addy’s eyes, there was no judgment in her gaze, only sympathy.

This is all my fault.

Well, it wasn’t
all
her fault—she never asked Thad to walk into her cake shop and drag her into his mess. But this, right now, this was her fault. It had been her mistake—and a stupid, stupid one at that.

I didn’t even use the freaking thing.

I didn’t even call anyone!

Addy sighed and closed her eyes, mind racing over the past couple of days, the past couple of hours, her conversation with Jo.

I can fix this.

I know how to fix this.

Her eyes shot open. Before she could second-guess, she blurted, “I know where the Degas is.”

Jo inhaled sharply. Addy turned to the side, meeting her friend’s panicked, questioning gaze. For the first time that day, she was calm. Jo said they needed to be separated, and
that
she could do.

The Russians stopped arguing. One turned. “What?”

“The painting Thaddeus Ryder stole? The Degas?” Her voice was surprisingly steady. “I know where it is.”

“Where?”

Addy swallowed. “I have to show you. It’s hidden.”

He narrowed his eyes, studying her. She knew exactly what he saw—a weak woman who was small and fragile, easy to overpower, and scared out of her mind. The assessment was accurate. Yet deep down, a strength thrummed, whispering she was so much more than the outside world believed.

“Untie me, and I’ll get it for you.”

The second man said something in Russian. They both laughed. At first, she thought it was a,
Ha! Ha! Look at this silly woman trying to get us to untie her. Does she think we’re idiots?
But then, one of the Russians stepped forward and Addy had to force a smile from rising to her lips. Because the laughter, well, it had been nothing more than classic male chauvinism. And there wasn’t a woman in the world who didn’t understand the special glee that came from being underestimated by a man—that bright, burning knowledge that he was about to be proven wrong. Of course,
Addy
wouldn’t be the one proving them wrong. That was all Jo. But still, if everything went well, she planned to steal a little of the credit.

The hope sparking to life in her chest died the minute cold steel pressed against her temple. A violent twitch spasmed up her spine, causing Addy to flinch. Every nerve in her body was attuned to that small circle, no bigger than a quarter, promising death. Her pulse raced. Her skin buzzed. She swallowed, trying to regain the calm.

“Where is it?” the man grunted.

Her chin wouldn’t stop shaking. She had a stutter when she spoke. “The car.”

“Let’s go.”

He pushed the barrel deeper into her skin and grabbed her by the shoulder, then pulled her to a standing position. Addy stumbled, tripping over her feet as he yanked her toward the door, stopping only to grab the keys. He was strong and he held her upright, grip hard enough to bruise. The other man stepped to the side as they passed, holding his gun up, aimed at Jo’s head. And then they were outside in the desert heat. The street was empty, not another soul in sight. The hour was odd, late enough that the acrid air was starting to cool, but not so late people would be coming home from work. A witching hour under the bright light of day. The man shifted the gun to her lower back and gripped the twine tying her wrists. A subtler hold, but an unbreakable one nonetheless. He didn’t slow until they were next to the car.

“You run, I shoot.”

Addy nodded.

He dug the metal deeper.

“Okay,” Addy said out loud. “I understand.”

A tingle zipped down her spine as steel sang—a sound she could recognize blind. Addy had spent enough time in the kitchen to know a knife when she heard one. He jerked her arms back, a painfully high angle. Addy inhaled sharply, squeezing her eyes against the ache as he cut through the binds. A moment later, she was free. Addy pulled her wrists into her chest, unwinding the twine and rubbing at her chafed skin. He threw the car door open and used the gun to push her inside. She landed face-first against the seats and scurried as far away as possible.

The painting… Where is the painting?

Addy ducked her head, scanning the shadows beneath the seats where she’d seen Thad tuck the art tube a few times before. It wasn’t there. Panic scorched, a wildfire alive inside her chest.

No. No. No.

Thad had been the last one in the car. Had he taken it? She knew he was planning to run—that gleam in his eyes had been unmistakable. But for some reason, she’d been convinced he wouldn’t take the Degas with him. She’d been certain he’d leave the painting behind for the Feds to find rather than steal such beauty away. Addy’s faith in that one tiny part of him had been absolute, but now doubt tickled at the back of her thoughts.

If I was wrong about that…what else was I wrong about?

What else did I misjudge?

A bright spot caught her eye. Addy blinked, realizing it was light reflecting off shiny rubber—the top of the art tube. The painting was there, hidden deep beneath the middle seat.

I was right. A whoosh of relieved air pushed through her lips, blanketing a little bit of the fear. She took a breath, clearing her mind.
And now I need to buy Jo some time.

Addy curled her fingers in, resisting the urge to grab the art tube, and sat up. After crawling over the second row of seats, she fell none to gracefully into the trunk and fiddled with the tent, trying to look busy. Really, she was searching for a weapon, anything she could use to fight back.

Would the tent stakes do any damage? Could she stab him with one?

No.

Addy sighed. They weren’t sharp and she wasn’t very strong. What about the tent itself? Could she just throw it on him and run? Pull a vanishing act?

No.

She pushed the tent away. A bullet would go right through the thin fabric, and she wasn’t fast enough to get around the corner before he yanked it off his head.

Think, Addy. Think.

“What’s taking so long?” He poked his head inside, finding her in the back.

Addy snatched the tent and held it up. “I’m sorry. He—he must have moved it.”

“You don’t have the painting?” The man’s brows pushed together and he lifted the gun. His gaze flicked back and forth between the empty street and her head.

“No!” Addy held up her hand. “No, there was another spot he hid it. I just need another minute. Please. I— I can find it. I swear.”

He frowned but nodded.

As Addy climbed back over the seats, she tried to envision what was going on inside the house. There’d been no gunshots—at least, she hadn’t heard any. And it didn’t look as if they had silencers, if silencers were even a thing. In movies, they were always large cylinders at the end of the barrel, but was that only in Hollywood? Did all guns have silencers now? Were they built in? Oh, God, there was so much she didn’t know. What if Jo had been shot inside the second Addy left? What if she was alone? What if—

“Did you find it?”

“I— I see it. One second,” Addy called over her shoulder as her heart raced. Her fingers shook, but she couldn’t delay any more. He was getting suspicious. He might shoot her. He—

The letter
A
in pink cursive poked out from beneath the passenger seat. A single beam of light shone through the window, illuminating the magenta embroidery, leaving the rest in shadow.

My apron.
Addy froze.
My apron!

She gasped and reached for the neatly bundled fabric, remembering what she’d stuck in there days ago, when her mistrust of Thad was still ripe—a pair of scissors. Addy ripped the canvas open and glanced over her shoulder. The man wasn’t looking at her. He was focused on the house. She wrapped her fingers around the scissors, amazed at how much stronger she felt with some sort of weapon in her hands. It wouldn’t do much against a gun, but it was something. She wasn’t helpless anymore—not entirely. Addy lifted the edge of her shirt and tucked the scissors into the waistband of her leggings, along the side of her hip so he was less likely to notice. Then she pulled the painting out from underneath the seats.

“What—”

“I have it!” she shrieked and held it up. “I have it.”

I hope that was enough time, Jo. I hope— I did everything I could.

Addy crawled backward out of the car, wriggling her shoulders as the gun returned to its position at the base of her spine.

“Give me the painting.” His tone was absent of anything human.

Addy gulped. What choice did she have? She lifted the art tube over her shoulder and stretched it back. He relieved her of the weight. The gun eased off her skin. But a creep spread from the spot, itching up her spine, making the hairs on the back of her neck stand. It was too silent. Too still. He breathed heavily, right over her shoulder. As though she had eyes on the back of her head, Addy could see the gun rise, could feel the path of the barrel along her skin.

Oh, God.

He’s going to shoot me.

I don’t know where Thad is. I gave him the painting. I’ve seen his face.

I’m of no use anymore.

He’s going to shoot me.

She reached for the scissors beneath her shirt.

If I’m going to die, I’m going to die trying. I took out a Russian with a rolling pin. At least this time I have something sharp to work with.

Addy took a deep breath and thought of burning amber stone, sparkling sapphire skies, and a carpet of evergreen forest. She thought of cool air and bare skin and Thad’s searing hands all over her body. Her only adventure. But it was one more than she’d had a few days ago when her life flashed before her eyes barren of color. Now it was bright. It was vibrant and painted with all the brilliant hues Thad had taught her to see. Maybe one adventure was enough for a lifetime. Maybe it would last her an eternity.

The moment stretched.

She kept the image strong and gripped the plastic handles.

Three.

She forced her body to still.

Two.

She took a deep breath.

One.

Tires screeched on asphalt as a car careened around the bend. A hand gripped her elbow and yanked. Addy let go of the scissors, leaving them hidden in her waistband as she stumbled back into a broad chest. His forearm came around her throat, tight enough to suffocate. She wheezed, eyes going wide as the car skidded to a stop. In the exact same moment Thad rolled smoothly from the front seat, icy steel pressed against her skin.

“Don’t move or I’ll shoot,” the Russian growled.

“Go ahead,” Thad murmured with a shrug. Her heart stopped beating in her chest as he lifted his own gun. “I only came for the painting.”
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Her eyes dimmed with gutted disbelief. Thad fought to keep a blank expression on his face. Don’t believe it, Addison. Don’t believe it. But, of course, she did. That was the sort of man he was—the sort to care more about a painting than a person’s life.

Thad didn’t meet her eyes.

It was better this way. Better for her to think the worst.

He kept his gaze locked on the Russian. The man’s eyes narrowed and he clutched Addison tighter, trying to call the bluff. Thad was good at this game. His gun had no bullets, yet he pointed it straight ahead, hands lethally steady. The best thing he could do for Addison right now was pretend she didn’t exist, and make the Russian believe it too.

“Step away from the painting.” Thad paused to lift the corner of his lip, eying the art tube lying on the ground by the Russian’s feet. “Carefully, if you don’t mind.”

The man frowned. “Drop your weapon or I’ll shoot.”

“Fine. You shoot her, then I’ll shoot you.” He shrugged, keeping calm. “Either way, I walk out of here thirty million dollars richer.”

Mobsters understood money. It was their primary motivation. They lived and breathed dollar signs. This Russian was the exact sort of person to care more about a painting than a person’s life. Thad wasn’t at all surprised when the man shoved Addison to the ground and pointed the gun at his chest instead. It was all part of the plan—the plan to make sure Addison was safe.
I, on the other hand…

Okay, yes. His odds weren’t looking great. What to do… What to do…
Why the hell did I leave all those bullets in the drawer? I could’ve slipped one in my pocket for posterity’s sake.
But he and Jo had never been big on guns. They were for criminals and cops, not cons. If a heist ended in gunfire, it was a shitty, ill-conceived plan. And, well, he and Jo simply didn’t do those. At least, they didn’t use to.

“The Feds will be here any minute,” Thad said, buying time. What he wanted to say was,
Run, Addison! Run!
He had no idea what the hell she was doing just sitting there on the ground by the Russian’s feet, hunched over and clutching her midsection as though frozen with indecision.
Don’t worry about me! Run!
He didn’t look at her. Even one glance might give the ruse away. He kept talking, waiting for her to get the hint. “If you let me take the painting, we can both get out of this as free men. I’ll slip over the border. I’ll vanish off the face of the earth. That money will be enough for a lifetime. And you’ll be the hero. You can tell your boss he’ll never have to worry about me or my testimony ever again. But if the Feds get here, it’s over. For both of us.”

Inside, Thad’s heart thundered, but outside, he was at ease.
If you were smart, you’d shoot me right now, take the painting, and run. Three birds, one very large stone.

The Russian swallowed. His eyes hardened, sharp as a blade’s edge, a murderer with no remorse and no qualms about committing his crimes again. His finger tightened on the trigger. “Or I could just shoot you.”

Touché. You figured it out.
Good thing Thad was already two steps ahead. Mental warfare he could do. “I’ll shoot you at the same time. And, no offense, you’re a much larger target. I’m willing to take those odds, if you are.”

Let’s see if you can figure that one out, big guy.

On the ground, Addison finally moved. Relief flooded through him. There was only so long he could keep this up before the Russian got bored and finally shot him. Standoffs always came to an end, one way or another.

She inched backward on her hands and feet, keeping her gaze up. Thad watched out of the corner of his eye. The Russian didn’t bother.

Go.

Go.

She got behind the oaf, out of his eyesight.

Run, Addison!

Run!

But she didn’t. She stood in the grass and pulled something from her waistband.

Oh, God, what are you doing?

What is that?

He couldn’t quite see. Why wasn’t she running? The Russian was letting her go. He didn’t care. She lifted her hands high above her head, and Thad broke, shifting his focus just enough to meet her resolute eyes. That wicked gleam he remembered was back and brighter than ever. Metal glinted in the sun. He had one moment to question—Are those scissors?—before she slammed her arms down.

The gun fired wildly.

Thad charged.

Mother of God.
Running into the Russian was like charging headfirst into a brick wall. The man was pure muscle. And huge. It took everything in Thad to force him off his feet. Addison jumped out of the way with a yelp as the two men fell to the ground and the gun skidded across the front walk and into the grass. While the Russian was dazed, Thad used the butt of his empty Glock as a club and whacked it straight into the man’s forehead. He grunted, confused. Thad hit him again.

“Run, Addison!”

She stared at him, eyes wide, holding the bloody scissors in her hand like an offering of some kind as she shook her head.

“Where’s Jo?” he asked, trying a different tactic to break through her shock. “Is she safe? Did she get away?”

“I think so,” Addison whispered, voice scratchy and raw. Relief flooded through him. “Our plan was to separate them.”

“Go find Jo, okay?” Thad said, forcing his voice to remain calm for her even as his panic spiked. The Russian stirred beneath him. “Go find Jo, now!”

The Russian blinked the stupor from his eyes. Thad brought his hands to the man’s throat, trying to suffocate him before he regained strength. But it was too late. Two beefy hands shoved into Thad’s chest, tossing him like a rag doll across the lawn. Luckily, he was spry. He rolled to his knees and scampered across the dirt, heading for the discarded gun. They reached it at the same time. The Russian was strong, but Thad was nimble. When the man pulled, Thad twisted under and around, rolling his legs over the Russian’s arms. He bent the man’s wrists until he thought they might snap, but the man didn’t let go. The Russian slammed his head into the base of Thad’s spine. He saw stars.

“Go, Addison!” he yelled, holding on for dear life as metal slipped slowly through his fingers. The man’s head came down again. Thad groaned and fell forward, using his weight as leverage to hold on just a little while longer. “Run!”

Feet slapped on stone.

A door creaked open and slammed shut.

She was gone. She was safe.

The Russian pounded his spine a third time and Thad’s fingers went numb, letting go. The gun
clinked to the ground. A fist found his gut. Then his cheek. Thad stumbled back. A foot hit his chest and he went down, landing hard against the grass. Another kick struck his abdomen, sending him rolling. Thad blinked, trying to see. In blurred shapes, the Russian bent toward the ground and rose. He heard the man spit.

Suddenly, Thad was back in that Brooklyn apartment building, one foot in front of the other, walking to his death. But this time, Jo was safe and Addison was free. He’d faced his mother. He’d met his sister. Maybe this was how it was always supposed to end for him. Maybe these past three weeks had been a gift, a way to tie up loose ends, and now he was right back where he started, at the wrong end of a gun.

He was tired of being alone.

He was tired of running.

Everyone would be safer without him.

Thad closed his eyes and imagined a different life as he waited for the bullet to strike. The life he maybe could have had if his mother hadn’t left, if his father had truly retired. He’d be an artist. Jo would bake. They’d still be best friends, because nothing could change that—partners in life, instead of in crime. On the weekends, he’d watch his sister cheer. He’d be in the front row of her high school graduation, like she was in the front row when he got his degree in fine arts. And one day, Jo would invite him to come meet her other best friends who were also pastry chefs. Addison would be there, looking at him with those clear, Caribbean eyes. He’d drown in her, the same way he had now, but it wouldn’t feel like that. Instead of all the walls closing in, a new world would blossom, because they’d have a chance, a future. It would feel as if he’d fallen in love.

The shot fired.

His ears rang.

He waited for the pain. One second stretched into two.

Am I dead?

He didn’t
feel
dead. Every inch of his body ached. The shiner on his cheek was starting to puff. His toes tingled from the injury to his spine. Thad wiggled them, just to make sure he could. Then he did the same with his fingers. They moved.
Can you wiggle your toes in hell?
Because surely that’s where he belonged. Where he’d go.

“Thad!”

He blinked. Was that Addison?

She shouldn’t be here.

“Thad!”

Warm hands came to his cheek. He blinked, clearing his vision. It was Addison, backlit like an angel by the sun, short hair a floating halo around her head. She was smiling and crying and looking at him as though she didn’t want to come up for air.

“I’m alive?” he murmured.

She bit her lower lip and nodded eagerly. “You’re alive.”

“I’m alive,” he repeated, because the truth hadn’t quite sunk in. “How exactly?”

“Me, you idiot,” Jo crooned from the side, holding a gun between two fingers, as far away from her body as she could. The quiet was all he needed to hear—she’d taken out the Russian with one quick shot to the head, down before he knew what happened. Jo walked around Thad to the body splayed out on the grass and took the other gun, shuddering visibly. She gently set both down by the front door, clicking the safeties into place. “There were only two of them, and the other guy is unconscious inside. I tied him up and gagged him in case the Feds wanted him for questioning.”

The Russians must’ve underestimated their strength against two women—a rookie mistake. As soon as they’d split up, Jo pounced, and as he always expected of his partner, she won.

“Where’s Nate?” Jo asked, hugging her arms around her midsection. “Why were you alone?”

Thad swallowed and struggled to rise to a seated position as he fought to find the words. “Well, I—”

She gasped and turned on him accusingly. “You were running!”

He offered a sheepish grin.

Jo charged down the sidewalk, taking obvious advantage of his injured state, and punched him thoroughly in the shoulder.

“Ow. I think I have a back injury.”

“You deserved that,” she growled. “I can’t believe you were running!”

“Well, I didn’t, obviously. I came here.”

“Only because you must’ve heard my call.”

Thad pursed his lips. Because, well, she was right. His attention slid to the car resting on the side of the road, door open and inviting. The Degas sat in the grass a few feet in front, ripe for the taking. Miraculously, the Feds weren’t here yet. He must’ve been driving faster than he’d realized. Or they’d gotten caught in every single one of those red lights he’d blazed through.

“I still could run.”

“Thad—”

“No. Hear me out, Jo,” he interrupted and turned toward her, resolutely sliding his gaze over Addison without pause. He was too afraid that if he met her questioning eyes, all his willpower would wither away. “Everyone is safer if I just disappear—everyone. If this doesn’t go to trial, the Russians will have no reason to go after you, or Addison, or Emma, or anyone. There’d be no reason for scare tactics. I’ll be gone, and they’ll be free, and it will all be over.”

All the anger in her face melted away, replaced with a tender sort of sadness. “You don’t really believe that, Thaddy, do you?”

“I do, Jo.” His voice was even, firm. There wasn’t an ounce of deceit in his body in that single moment. “The only person who benefits from a trial is, well, is…”

“You?”

Thad dropped his gaze to the ground, watching as the stalks of green grass that had been flattened beneath his body rose slowly back to standing. If only it were so easy. “I don’t deserve a second chance. Not at everyone else’s expense.”

There it was.

The truth he’d been trying to outrun. He was a virus to everyone who got too close. The only cure was to be alone, somewhere far enough away the curse wouldn’t spread. He didn’t need a judge or a jury—he’d sentenced himself to a life of isolation.

A warm hand enveloped his.

He’d recognize it anywhere.

“Everyone deserves the chance to be a hero,” Addison whispered, so sincere and so compassionate he had to turn away. She rubbed her thumb over his skin and squeezed his fingers tight. “Whatever that means to you.”

The gentle hum of sirens filtered through the air.

“Listen, Thad,” Jo cut in, getting straight to the point. “These men are evil, and now you have a chance to stop them. Seems pretty black and white to me. I trust Nate, and if he tells me the Feds can keep everyone safe, I believe him. Don’t use me or anyone else as the scapegoat to keep punishing yourself.” She paused to swallow. The sirens wailed louder. It was now or never. “I won’t make this decision for you. If you want to go, go. I won’t get in the way. But if you want to stay, and finish what you and my father and your father, and hell, even I started, I’ll be right by your side to help you every step of the way. We’re not just partners in crime, we’re partners in…partners in…partners in—”

“Partners in life?” he offered, words bringing him back a few minutes before to the moments he thought would be his last.

“Yes! I love that. We’re partners in life too. Partners in justice. We could be a new age superhero duo or something. Well, I’m not sure I’d go
that
far, but…”

While Jo rambled, Thad’s gaze slid to the fingers woven tightly through his, dainty and feminine yet firm as an anchor to the shore, as though the power of Addison’s touch alone could keep him there. Maybe it could, because he had no desire to leave, no desire to run. He wanted to stay. He wanted to live. Not a half-life. Not a ghost-life. But a full one.

“Ryder!”

Thad flinched.
Well, the peace was nice while it lasted.

“Why does Nate look like he wants to kill you?”

“I don’t know.”

Jo deepened her tone. “Thad.”

He shrugged.

“Thad.”

“I may have judo-chopped him in the throat.”

“What?” she snapped.

“And put him in handcuffs.”

She gasped.

“And thrown him out of his car. Oh, and”—Thad reached into his pocket—“stolen his phone. Though, that last one probably wasn’t such a big deal, in the grand scheme of things.”

“Ryder!” The ground practically shook with the Fed’s pounding footsteps.

Thad sighed.

Jo groaned and jumped to intercept.

“Don’t worry, Jo Jo,” Thad called after her. “I’ll win him over with my charm. I always do.”

But he knew he wouldn’t—not this time. The jig was up. He had a few seconds left, and he didn’t want to waste them. Thad looked up and met Addison’s warm gaze. Deep within her eyes, he saw freedom. Not the kind he expected to find, but the sort he now wanted more desperately than anything.

There was so much to say.

Too much.

He didn’t know where to begin, so he started simply. “Thank you.”

Addison tilted her head to the side, shaking it slightly. Her lips parted.

“Thank you for saving my life, Addison,” he whispered before she had the chance to speak. If he didn’t get it out now, he might lose his chance forever. Boots thundered over his shoulder, an imminent storm. Thad pulled their clasped hands to his face and pressed a soft kiss to her inner wrist, thrilled to watch the fire in her gaze spike. “And I don’t just mean today. These past few days, everything that happened—you saved me. You—”

But time was up.

Hands grabbed his shoulders and his arms, then pulled him to his feet.

Cuffs bound his wrists.

Thad stumbled back, straining to keep his head turned, but the Feds yanked him across the grass, gruff and uncaring. He’d already slipped through once, and they had no intention of letting it happen again. This time he was taken to a patrol car and shoved headfirst toward the back seat.

He held his ground.

He turned. He spun.

He found her across the distance, still sitting on the grass, watching him, something sad in her gaze, but something else too. Thad stretched the moment to a millennium, memorizing every inch of her beautiful face as he took one last breath of fresh air. Things would be complicated for a while. Addison would have to publicly denounce him. They’d have no contact. He’d be in witness protection. She’d be under federal surveillance. There was no telling how long until they’d see each other again. He wouldn’t hold her back. If she moved on, she moved on. He’d let her go. But right now, his heart was light, released of its heavy burden. Because deep within her gaze, hope shimmered, glittering like the sun on the sea, the sort he never thought he’d feel. Hope for a future. Something to look forward to. Something to fight for. And that was enough. For now, it was everything.
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Addison

 


 


 


“I still can’t believe you’re leaving,” Gracie grumbled, not an ounce of judgment or hidden innuendo in her tone, only gloom. Proof of the therapeutic power of mortal terror.

As soon as Addy had arrived home, Gracie had pushed through their parents, nearly knocking their mother over, to fling herself on her sister and murmur a tearful apology. She’d been worried Addy was dead, that she’d never see her again, that she’d wasted their last words. And she’d spent days going over what she wished she’d said instead—that she loved Addy, that she’d been jealous of her relationship with their parents for ages, resentful of how similar Addy was to their mother and how easily she spoke to their father, but she didn’t want to feel that way anymore. Addy had hugged her sister back, saying she loved her and she’d missed her, and that she’d been jealous too—of Gracie’s bravery and her fearlessness, of all her travels, of all the experiences she herself had been too afraid to have. Thinking of Thad, of his seventeen years without the sister he desperately loved, Addy told Gracie she didn’t know what she’d do without her. They made a promise right then and there, clasped tight on the front lawn, to never let anything get between them again.

Four weeks later and so far so good. They still fought occasionally—Rome wasn’t built in a day—but it was better. Gracie asked Addy about her baking and tried to understand her passion. Addy took time to listen to Gracie’s opinions and learn about her studies. She’d been amazed to discover that having a sister in law school who wanted to become a women’s rights advocate was downright handy. When the paparazzi had shown up at Addy’s doorstep, Gracie had been the one to shoo them away with threats of lawsuits and shouts of victim harassment that were later picked up by the evening news. When Addy agreed to do one interview with
60 Minutes, Gracie had been the one to coach her on the proper language to use when answering questions and to grill her in preparation so she wasn’t caught off guard. When Addy quit her job and announced to her family that she would be traveling the world indefinitely, Gracie had been the first to jump in with encouragement, support, and a suggested itinerary.

Addy took a sip of wine and dropped her head to her sister’s warm shoulder as she glanced around her empty apartment. Some country music played softly in the background. The speakers were the only electronic still working. She’d unplugged her landline three weeks ago—the damn thing never stopped ringing with interview requests. The internet had been disconnected that morning in anticipation of her move. And the TV was…broken. The night her interview had aired, Addy may or may not have chucked a rolling pin at it while furiously baking sugar cookies. Every word out of her mouth had been lie after lie after lie, the ones Jo and the Feds had designed to keep her safe. At the time, she’d feared she’d never be convincing. But watching herself on television, gaunt with vacant eyes and ten pounds lighter from the stress, even she started to question the truth. Odd how heartbreak and trauma so closely mirrored each other. Now her apartment was full of nothing more than the few remaining boxes that would sit in her parents’ attic until she came home, the couch that was being moved tomorrow, an overstuffed backpack, and three opened bottles of wine—one for each girl—Addy, Grace, and Edie.

“I still can’t believe you’re leaving,” her boss and good friend moaned, taking another swig as she sank deeper into the cushions. “I don’t know what I’m going to do without you.”

“I found you a replacement,” Addy countered, smiling. This was the third time they were having this conversation. Edie was plowed. Her twins were being watched by their grandparents, so momma was letting loose for the night. “A new bright-eyed teenager you can take under your wing. A mini-me.”

Edie sighed. “You know that job will always be yours if you want it, just say the word.”

“I know,” Addy said, taking Edie’s hand and squeezing tight. “Thank you.”

When she first came home, she hadn’t expected to quit. She’d planned to go back to life as usual. Her heart hurt less when she pretended everything was the same. That nothing had changed. That her time with Thad had been a dream. It was a naïve wish. Customers stopped wanting to come into the bakery because they were afraid it wasn’t safe when Addy was around. Edie started meeting people at a coffee shop down the street instead. A hoard of photographers stood outside every day for hours waiting to catch a glimpse of Addy as she ran in every morning and out late at night. Edie hung temporary curtains to keep them from taking pictures through the glass. Then the news vans came. Photos of the crime scene resurfaced, stolen from the local police department archives and posted in the tabloids. The name of the shop, the address, the logo—everything was plastered in the complete wrong light for a place that was supposed to celebrate the happiest days of someone’s life. A wedding. An anniversary. A birthday. Instead, it was a murder shop. Edie never would’ve fired Addy—they were like family after all they’d been through. To save the business she’d helped build from complete destruction, Addy quit. The panic attack had been real. But after the initial fear subsided, she knew what she had to do.

Go.

Leave.

Explore.

The small-town life that was once so comfortable was now a safety net she needed to cut free. Addy was a different person from the woman she’d been a few weeks before—life-or-death experiences had a way of doing that. Before she could second-guess, she’d put her apartment on the market, emptied the college fund she’d barely used, and booked a one-way flight to Europe. To get away from it all. To find herself. To just…be.

Addy sighed. “Guys, this is the most depressing going-away party ever. You’re supposed to be building me up before my grand adventure. Not, you know, begging me to stay home and wallowing in—”

Knock. Knock.

Addy jolted, heart lurching in her chest. Unexpected guests made her jumpy—a lingering side effect she hadn’t been able to shake.

A peppy voice called out, “It’s me!”

“Jo!” Addy leapt to her feet, fear switching to relief in an instant. She threw open the door. “You’re here! I didn’t think you’d make it.”

“I know. I’m sorry,” Jo gushed, yanking Addy into a tight hug. With her lips close to Addy’s ear, she whispered, “I had to make a quick stop first.”

Addy froze.

Jo leaned slowly back, face twisted with an apology. That look in her eye told Addy exactly where her friend had been.

She’d been doing everything in her power not to think of Thad. Diving into planning. Reading every book on travel she could find. Researching safety tips for a woman backpacking on her own. And of course, baking like a maniac. That first week home, nothing had worked. Every time she turned around, someone was asking what had happened, if he was a monster, how she’d survived. Their story, the fake one she’d helped spread, played on the news nonstop. Addy had watched every second, scraping the bottom of the barrel for any picture of him, gasping when she saw him handcuffed being led into court. After that, she’d turned it off. She hadn’t wanted to think of him that way, so she turned to her memories instead. But that was too painful, so she’d decided it was best to not think of him at all.

As if it were so easy.

Every time she got in the car, she saw him behind the wheel. Every time she opened a guide to Europe, that annoyingly persistent Paris dream resurfaced. Every time she washed her new short hair, she imagined his hands running through it. Every time she went to bed, his arms were somehow wrapped around her. In the darkness, his heart beat steadily in her ear. Thad was a brand permanently seared onto her skin. Each day, a new memory flared, igniting the mark, burning it deeper into her flesh. Right now, as she stared at Jo, her body scorched, on fire.

Addy stepped forward into the hallway and closed her apartment door behind her. “You were with him? How is he?”

“He’s okay. Going a little stir-crazy maybe, but I got him some paints…” Jo tugged at a strap on her shoulder, drawing Addy’s attention to the tube behind her back. She’d recognize the shape of it anywhere.

“What’s that?”

Jo sighed. “I told him I wasn’t sure this was a good idea, but he said he promised, so he made me promise. So, well—here.” She shoved the art tube into Addy’s arms and pulled an envelope from her purse. “He wrote something too. But you don’t have to read it if you don’t want to. You don’t have to even open it or look at it or—”

Jo shut up when Addy ripped the letter from her hands. She tore it open, greedily unfolded the single page, and devoured every word.

 


Dear Addison,

 


I’m not really sure what to say, which you’d know if you were in this room with me and could see the hundred or so little balls of scrunched paper by my feet. But this is the last piece, so I guess, whatever I write, it will have to do. Eloquent, huh?

I never said words were my strong suit, but I think when you look at the painting, you’ll understand what I’m trying (unsuccessfully) to explain. You said you wanted an original. I’m not sure what that means yet. But that night with you was the happiest and the most content I think I’ve ever felt, so I figured it was as good a place as any to start.

If you never want to speak to me again, I understand. Jo said you did a good job with the interview. I couldn’t bring myself to watch. I guess I was worried you’d be too convincing—that maybe you’d fool even me. And I didn’t want that. Our time together, it meant a lot to me, more than I think you’ll ever know.

I guess what I’m trying to say is, even if nothing else, I hope when you look at this painting, it’ll bring a smile to your face. Because that’s what thinking of you, and thinking of this night, does for me.

A promise is a promise—you better hold up your end of the bargain.

 


- Thad

 


Addy pressed the paper to her heart and took a deep breath as a wave of longing crashed over her, so intense she had to lean against the door for support. Jo didn’t say anything. She waited silently for Addy to compose herself. When the rush settled to a dull ache, Addy opened the art tube, pulled out the canvas, and gently unrolled it, already aware what she’d see.

The Grand Canyon.

But not any view—the view of sun-drenched rock in the distance, with an evergreen sea before and a sapphire sky above. The brushstrokes were soft and romantic. The colors were tranquil and subdued. It was almost as though the entire landscape held its breath, teetering between fear and freefall, hovering in that split second when everything seemed possible and nothing was too far out of reach, when hope burned as brightly as the sun just before it sank beneath the horizon and the stars took its place, allowing room to dream.

Addy knew what Thad was trying to say.

His soul was bared on the canvas.

I love you.

It was crazy. It was ludicrous. They’d only known each other for a few rushed days, and yet her heart pinched, whispering the words,
I love you too.

“If there’s anything you want to tell him,” Jo murmured, not wanting to intrude, “just let me know. I can get him a message.”

Addy nodded and opened her mouth, but nothing came. She didn’t know if it was enough. Was love enough? Was it, when there was so much uncertainty? Addy was leaving for Europe tomorrow, no idea when she’d be back. Thad was hidden away by witness protection, not allowed contact with the outside world. He had two dozen trials he had to partake in before he even had a chance at freedom—and a small one at that. Would he go to jail? For how long? Was she prepared to wait for him? To date a known felon? To put herself back in his world and all the dangers that came with it? All because of a love that had burned so bright but so quick, like a comet in the night, there and gone in the blink of an eye?

Would it even last?

Could it?

“I—” Addy shook her head, dizzy with all the questions.

“What are you two doing out there?” Edie tipsily called out.

“Coming!” she shouted, voice panicked.

“You don’t have to tell him anything,” Jo cut in, sensing her tone. “Some things just aren’t meant to be. And that’s okay. It doesn’t take away from what they were.”

But she had to say something, anything.

“Tell him—” She shook her head, struggling for clarity. “Tell him I’m going to Paris.”

Jo grinned. “I already did.”

“What did he say?” Addy stopped breathing, clutching the painting between her hands as she met Jo’s warm gaze. She’d thought about beginning her travels somewhere else, but no other foreign city seemed right. Paris was the promise she’d made to Thad, so Paris was where she would go—even if her heart broke a little bit knowing that when she laid eyes on the Seine for the first time, he wouldn’t be there waiting on the other side.

“He didn’t say anything. He just got this wistful look and smiled.”

Addy closed her eyes, picturing him. “Did his dimples come out?”

“Oh yeah.”

That meant it was real. “Good.”

There was more she could have said, a lot more, but she didn’t want to say it to Jo to say to Thad. She wanted to tell him herself. Maybe one day, she would.

As she followed Jo back into her apartment, Addy couldn’t keep her thoughts from wandering to that far-off day. How long would it be? How long would she have to hold all of this inside? Long enough that it would pass, or just long enough for it to drive her insane? The question lingered, sitting there at the back of her mind as she finished her wine, then had another glass, and another, before joining her friends in an impromptu dance-a-thon as the tape was placed on the final box. When she lay down for bed, and woke up, and drove to the airport, Addy still couldn’t shake the pesky inquiry. As she hugged her family goodbye, then waited by the gate for her plane, then settled in her seat for the short flight to Atlanta, she wondered if it would be a year, two, ten, until she saw him again.

For a moment, she thought she might burst.

During her layover, Addy bought a notepad and a pen, at first wanting to organize her thoughts. But when she boarded her second plane and took off, soaring toward an adventure that was all her own, she found herself writing something else instead.

Dear Thad, she began.
I don’t know what this is between us. I don’t think either of us will for a long time, maybe ever. But I do know that meeting you changed me—for the better. Right now, I’m scared out of my mind to be going to Europe on my own. You’re the only person I’ve admitted that to, because I think you’re the only person who will understand why I find it the most amazing sort of fear. I chose it. I’m facing it. Like you told me so long ago, but I didn’t believe—I feel brave. Brave enough for one more confession.

I’m not ready to let you go.

And while I’m at it, here’s another. I’ve always found the idea of handwritten letters terribly romantic.
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Thad

 


 


~ One Year Later ~

 


 


“How does it feel to be a free man?” Nate asked as the two of them stepped side by side out of the courtroom.

Thad arched a brow and snorted. “Take my ankle monitor off and I’ll let you know.”

“Not happening, Ryder.”

You judo-chop a guy one time, Thad thought with a sigh as he followed Nate to the car. He thought of him as Nate now, not Agent Parker. Not
the Fed. Prepping for twenty-eight trials had a way of bringing two people closer together—though Thad wasn’t entirely convinced Nate felt the same. Sure, he’d been his contact with the FBI, and he’d spent a year shuffling Thad back and forth between the safe house and the courthouse, but for a Goody Two-shoes, the man knew how to hold a grudge.

Thad sighed. “Are you
ever
going to forgive me? I mean, we’re practically going to be partners now—”

“No, we’re not,” Nate cut in. “Leo is and always will be my partner.”

“Fine.” Thad rolled his eyes, but a smile pulled at his lips. He didn’t actually know what he’d do if Nate forgave him—antagonizing the man was half the fun. “I’m
going to be a criminal consultant to the FBI, and
you’re
going to be my contact. Either way, we’ll be spending a lot more time together.”

Nate snorted. “Oh, joy.”

Thad cast him a sidelong glance as they pulled away from the curb. “You’re the one who helped get me the deal.”

Nate shrugged, but the wrinkles around his eyes softened.

Eh, he loves me, Thad thought, crossing his arms and leaning back in his seat, glancing up toward the sky. He’d be seeing a lot more of it from now on. After a year in lockdown, he was finally free. Well, sort of. His new apartment would at least have windows and a view—it was in the same building as Nate and Jo’s, right in downtown Washington, DC. He’d be stuck on house arrest with the ankle monitor for another four years, only allowed in and out of the premises with a federal escort. But he’d have his paints. He’d have Jo down the hall. Now that the trials were over and the danger had passed, he’d be allowed visitors. His sister, who he knew was dying to grill him in person instead of via email. His mother, who he hadn’t spoken to but had learned a lot about from Emma. Not enough to open his heart, but enough at least to thin his walls. He was getting a second chance at life—what right did he have to deny someone else the same opportunity?

Thad had been personally responsible for identifying and locking up twenty-eight known members of the Russian mafia. Some of those twenty-eight had taken plea deals and turned on their associates, bringing the full number of mobsters now in jail to a grand total of seventy-three—one of the biggest roundups in history. Had it absolved him of all his crimes? Of course not, but it was a start. One he was grateful he’d had the opportunity to make. And as part of his plea deal, he’d be spending the next four years as a consultant to the art crimes unit of the FBI, using his very specialized expertise to put other white-collar criminals away. Nate and his partner Leo were heading up a new task force to determine if any criminals under investigation for forgery and theft could be connected to larger organizations, the way Thad had been. For now, they were his assigned handlers. Life was settling into a new normal. There was only one glaring question mark left.

Addison.

Though he hadn’t seen her in over a year, all Thad had to do was close his eyes and she was there, standing before him in exquisite detail. A soft pink blush on her ivory cheeks. A brilliant sparkle to her turquoise eyes. A subtle smile across her plush lips. Their letters had been his only escape from four solid walls that seemed to grow smaller every day. She wrote to him of all the places she was going, all the foods she was eating, all the people she was meeting—with such detail he need only close his eyes and he was there. She’d been his muse for the past year. But could it be more?

He didn’t know.

Thad had told her more about himself in the past year than he’d ever told to anyone else—that he still longed to see his art hang in a gallery one day, that his greatest fear was becoming a father, that his greatest wish was the same thing. Addison had shared in kind, writing of her desire to own her own bakery, to have a family, her worry that when she finally returned home it would be all too easy to revert into the girl she’d been before. But she wouldn’t. Thad believed in her, and he told her as much. The only topic they never broached was the future—their future. The what-ifs. He hadn’t told her about his plea deal, didn’t remind her the trials were at an end, and never asked her to come see him. He didn’t want to get in her way. He didn’t want to be the reason she held herself back, especially when he considered her the sole thing moving him forward. Maybe that was the real reason he was too afraid to ask for more than letters, to ask for more of her—what if she said no? At least this way, there was a spark of hope to nurture, a little piece of her he could hold on to and keep close.

Nate parked the car and turned off the engine. Thad followed him into the elevator and watched as he pressed the button for the fifth floor.

“Jo and I are on the eleventh floor, but don’t let that fool you. I have the manager on speed dial, and at the first hint of escape, I can have this whole building on lockdown.”

“Aye, aye, Captain.” Thad rolled his eyes.
Do you really think I’m running now?

“We moved your things from the safe house and stocked the fridge, and I’m sure Jo will get you anything else you want, whether I agree with it or not,” Nate continued, looking up to watch the numbers shift. The elevator
dinged and the doors opened. They both stepped out. “You’re going to be living in apartment—”

“Let me guess,” Thad interjected, nudging his chin toward the door at the end of the hall currently wrapped in a banner that read
Welcome home!
“Apartment 503?”

Nate shook his head and sighed. “I told her not to do this. Most people on house arrest aren’t exactly thrilled to be there. But, well…”

“That’s Jo,” Thad said, feeling his dimples pucker as he grinned. Maybe he wasn’t most people, because the sight of the sign made his chest warm. It had been a very long time since he’d had any place he considered home.

“That’s Jo.” Nate laughed under his breath, a resigned yet loving sound.

“Did she at least make me a cake? Cupcakes? A coopie?” Thad sniffed the air, hunting for a smell. He’d missed her cooking. Jo’s visits to the safe house had always been rushed and quick, long enough for a few hastily spoken words and an illicit exchange of letters before Nate ushered her back out.

“I can neither confirm nor deny the possibility of baked goods.”

“Come on, Parker,” he said, nudging the man in the ribs.

Nate tossed him a sidelong glance, lips twitching. “Chocolate Oreo cake with vanilla cream frosting, and that’s all you’re getting out of me.”

His stomach growled.

Nate reached into his pocket and pulled out a single key on an otherwise bare key ring. But to Thad, it was everything—a fresh start. “Here you go, Ryder. Home, sweet home.”

He took the key, breathed deep, and opened the door.

“Surprise!” Jo yelled, then scrunched her eyebrows. “Or—er. Welcome home! We made cake!”

“We…?” Thad asked, stepping inside. As soon as he pushed the door fully open, he froze. “What— How— Why—”

Words, Thad.

Words would be nice.

Addison pulled her lower lip into her mouth as her cheeks widened, self-consciously hiding the smile threatening to spread. But he didn’t want her to hide it. He’d been imagining that smile for a year, and he was afraid he might break if he had to wait a minute longer to see the real thing. “Jo told me about the plea deal and the trials, and, well, that you were being moved to your new apartment today.”

“Jo…” Thad trailed off. His brain was short-circuiting. How was this happening? Addison’s last letter, the one that had arrived two days prior, said she was hiking to Machu Picchu. She was supposed to be in South America, a million miles away. But she was here, close enough to touch, more real than any dream could ever be.

He turned toward Jo, utterly confused and completely lost for words.

She just shrugged.

“You weren’t the only one Addy was talking to. And you forget, I know you better than you do.” She put her hands to Nate’s shoulders and pushed him out the door, mumbling, “That’s our cue.”

“Hold on,” Nate argued. “I need to turn his monitor on. I need to get it calibrated for the new location. I need to—”

“Later.”

“But—”

Jo gave him a hard shove and closed the door behind them, leaving Thad and Addison alone. His feet were glued to the ground. He didn’t know what to do. Addison was sitting on the floor of what he guessed would be his new living room, surrounded by a kaleidoscope of canvases.

“You painted my letters,” she said softly, looking down as she gently ran her finger over the edge of one image. Thad couldn’t look away from her face. He was transfixed. “An evening walk along the Seine. The rolling hills of Tuscany. The Great Wall of China. The beaches of Phuket. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I—” Thad took a step closer, shaking his head. Addison stood as he closed the distance. Before he knew what he was doing, he’d lifted his palm to her cheek to run his thumb across her skin. Thad was struck dumb. He couldn’t think of a single thing to say. His fingers found her dark curls, tugging at the end. “You kept your hair short.”

Hair. I’m talking about hair.

“I guess I did.” She laughed softly, as though having the same thought, and reached up to cover his hand with her own. Lacing their fingers together, Addison held on tight.

An electric spike pulsed through him, shocking him back to life. He felt her touch all the way in his toes. “What are you doing here?”

The light in her eyes dimmed. “Do you—do you want me to leave?”

“No!” Thad practically shouted, and then swallowed, grinning. Softer this time, he repeated, “No. I thought about telling you a hundred times— About asking you to— About—” He broke off. Why was writing letters so much easier than baring his soul in person? When he wrote, the words came easily. Well, easier. But now he was tongue-tied and twisted up, when he knew exactly what he wanted to say. He’d known for a year. Three words, just three simple words, yet they were the most difficult to say. “I—I’m happy you’re here. And I would’ve told you myself. I should have. I just, I never wanted you to be here out of obligation. I didn’t want you to be here, but want to be somewhere else…if that makes sense?”

“Thad,” Addison murmured, stepping closer. He sucked in a sharp breath. Their thighs gently grazed. Her breasts pressed into his chest. When he looked down, meeting her soft gaze, all he saw was Addison. She was everything. She was the whole world, in sharp, burning focus, and he didn’t want to look away. “This is where I want to be. I know we never spoke about it, and I know there’s still a lot to figure out. But I’ve spent the past year jumping from place to place, seeing every inch of the world I ever imagined seeing, and you know what I realized? The only place I want to be is where you are.”

“I’ll be wearing this ankle bracelet for the next four years,” he said, giving her the out, waiting for her to take it. “I’ll be stuck here, in this apartment. But you don’t have to be.”

The corner of her lip lifted and Addison glanced around, raising her eyebrows. “It’s not so bad. A little stark, maybe. Could use a woman’s touch.”

“Addison,” he whispered, a pained edge to his voice. This wasn’t a joke. He was still a criminal serving his time. Still not good enough for her.

“My stuff is in Jo’s apartment, so I’ll either be staying here, or staying there, but I am staying.” Addison shrugged, unaware of the way his heart pounded in his chest, so full of hope it hurt. “We’re opening a bakery together, the two of us and McKenzie—we’ve been trying to agree on a name for the past three months. She wants
Just Desserts. I think
Serendipity Sweets, because, well, a little bit of fate had to have been at play in all this. McKenzie thinks
Three’s Company, which I think is cute, but I’m not sure what the trademark implications will be.”

Thad blinked, incredulous. “And you’ve been figuring all this out without telling me?”

Addison arched a brow as a wicked grin spread across her lips. “Believe it or not, my whole life doesn’t revolve around you. I’m a strong, independent woman, and I don’t need a man.” She paused, glancing down, suddenly unsure. “But, well, I’d like one. A specific one…” Thad put his finger under her chin, forcing her to look up as she whispered one last word. “You.”

His defenses broke.

Thad wasn’t good enough for her. It was a fact. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t right for her. He’d learned something during all their time apart—choice mattered. There were choices he wished he’d never made. Choices he would never change. Choices that defined him. Choices he’d learned to move past. Choice was a powerful thing. And if Addison—a smart, capable woman who knew him better than anyone else in the world—was choosing him, maybe he was worth something.

Now he had a choice to make. He could choose to walk away and regret this moment for the rest of his life. Or he could choose to believe her. He could choose to spend the rest of his days honoring her faith and her trust, and proving he deserved her. He could choose his heart.

“I love you, Addison.”

He couldn’t stop the words from spilling through his lips.

He didn’t want to.

Addison wrapped her arms around his shoulders, closing the distance between them. Thad held his breath, waiting, hoping, dreaming. She pressed her lips to his jaw, kissing her way closer to his ear. Her mouth hovered, deliberately stalling, lengthening the moment so he would understand he wasn’t taking something from her, but that she was giving it willingly. His entire body trembled, entranced by her touch, captivated by this woman who’d found him worthy of her heart and who’d stolen his in the process.

“I love you, Thad.”

He closed his arms around her in a vicelike grip, then lifted her feet from the floor and spun her around. Addison yelped with glee and held on tight, peppering kisses to his neck, his cheek, his mouth.

“I love you. I love you. I love you.”

Every time she spoke, his heart burned. The cracks closed. The breaks healed. The walls came down and the doors opened. When he kissed her, he tasted freedom and hope and all his dreams coming true. He wrapped her in his arms. No plans to run. No desire to flee. No wish but to never let her go.
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