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Dangerously Broken

Aegis Group Lepta Team #4

The mission: Pull a stubborn woman out of the fire without getting burned.

Navy SEAL Brenden Taylor knows what it's like to be caught behind enemy lines and the invisible scars it leaves on a person's soul. When the team is dispatched to rescue a woman with a past that mirrors his own, Brenden knows he'll do whatever it takes to bring her home. He just wasn't counting on her getting under his skin.

Priscilla Yilmaz has survived one nightmare, now she's living another. The only difference is that this time she has him on her side. The brooding SEAL who keeps her fears at bay and holds her at night. Brenden is the first man who treats her as an equal both in and out of the bedroom. A smart woman wouldn't let that go.

Before Priscilla can follow her heart their rescue op goes down in flames. Priscilla knows too many secrets and Brenden suspects her kidnapping wasn't a matter of opportunity at all. Now he must keep her close while not falling for her. Because his heart is already broken beyond repair.
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WEDNESDAY. IN THE AIR.

Brenden Taylor could count the number of hours he’d slept on one hand. He eased back in the plush leather seat of the private plane taking Lepta Team to God-only-knew-where and prayed they were in the air long enough for him to get some shuteye. He always did sleep better on planes. Probably because it was impossible to not know where he was. There was something about the cramped space and recycled air that couldn’t be mistaken. And to a passed out him, that meant his subconscious couldn’t put him back in the four by four box he’d lived in for weeks of his life.

His ears popped and the voices of his teammates rushed in, filling the previously hollow space.

“Hey.” Vaughn Fernandez twisted to look back at their Team Leader and Team Liaison sitting across from Brenden at the four-person table.

“Yeah?” Grant Anderson replied in a cool, calculated tone.

“Do we have any word about...?” Vaughn’s voice trailed off.

No one spoke.

For the last month, any time they came in for a briefing, someone asked the question.

What was the latest word on Ethan Turner?

The previously dead Aegis Group operative had shown up on Lepta Team’s disaster of a job in Lebanon. Only nothing of the man they’d known remained. In his place, in his body, was a madman. They’d brought their team home, but only after a thoroughly fucked up Ethan nearly killed them all. It was blind luck that they’d been able to incapacitate and capture the guy. From the little Brenden had spoken to Ethan, he was totally unhinged and had no idea who he was.

“Guys?” Melody Nguyen, their Team Liaison, picked up her tablet and glanced around the cabin of the plane. “Your attention, please?”

Vaughn muttered under his breath. They all wanted answers, but the truth was they might not get any. Whatever had happened to Ethan scrambled every brain cell. Hell, for all Brenden knew the government had swooped in and taken Ethan into their custody.

“Thanks for making take-off guys,” Grant said, shifting his attention from Vaughn to the job at hand. “I know usually we brief at home, but we’re already behind on this job and it hit us this morning. Everyone got a tablet?”

Brenden tapped his screen and the join notification from Melody. A new window came up, showing a slick logo for Asclepius Health across the bottom of the screen and the serious face of a young woman with eyes older than her years. Those hazel eyes had seen things. Her dark, curling hair framed an angular face with high cheek bones, and a wide mouth.

It was the eyes that got Brenden.

They were like his.

Whatever this woman’s story was, he knew he wasn’t going to like it.

His jaw tightened, and he had to concentrate on hearing Melody, not just allowing her voice to wash over him.

“Meet Priscilla Yilmaz,” Grant said, “the head of the Asclepius Health charity division. She was in Rio de Janeiro heading up work being done there to provide vaccines to impoverished areas when she was kidnapped. By all accounts, this should have been a fairly typical snatch, cash out her bank account and drop her.”

Brenden’s screen blipped to a grainy video.

Grant’s voice grew grim. “What you’re seeing now is Priscilla and a captor at an ATM. She is refusing to cooperate.”

Brenden grit his teeth and made himself watch.

Priscilla’s hair was pulled back into a ponytail. Her blouse was buttoned haphazardly and there were dark stains on her slacks. The man at her side leaned close, his mouth moving in rapid fire. She shook her head. The man jabbed at her ribs. Priscilla buckled sideways, moving with the blow, absorbing it, curling her body around it.

“She have martial arts training?” Brenden asked.

“She does.” Why did Melody sound just as grim as Grant?

The video played out for a few more seconds, but ultimately Priscilla was packed up into a van and sped off, out of the reach of the camera.

“I don’t get this. She’s got to be smart enough to know how this works, right?” Riley Smith spoke up. “A company like this, they’d handle it if she was robbed while on the job for them.”

“They would,” Melody said.

The truth hit Brenden and he spoke before he could think better of it. “She’s not cooperating with her captors.”

“Correct.” Grant laid his tablet down. “Asclepius wants her brought home. Her bosses are pretty pissed, but this goes in line with what we know about her.”

Their screens once again flipped to a bullet list of facts.

Thirty years old.

An avid student of martial arts in three disciplines, complete with competition wins.

She taught self-defense to other women during her college days.

The child of Turkish immigrants.

Fucking hell.

The last item on the list told Brenden everything he needed to know about Priscilla Yilmaz.

Melody began explaining even while Brenden’s mind still rolled those truths around. “As a teenager, Priscilla was kidnapped and held for ransom because she was mistaken for another young woman with wealthy parents. When her family couldn’t pay the ransom demand, she was going to be sold off. She was rescued as part of an FBI raid. Zain couldn’t find out much, but he did get a chance to talk to the case officer and from what was said, we can assume that Priscilla was in bad shape when she was recovered.”

The pieces all clicked for Brenden.

She’d been traumatized once during her formative years and ever since then she’d trained and prepared to survive a similar instance. She wasn’t going to give her captors a dime.

“What’s our plan?” Riley asked.

Grant crossed his arms over his chest and regarded each of them with a somber expression. They were barely back to their core team now that injuries were healed up and here they were headed into a high risk rescue. “The group responsible for her kidnapping is a bigger outfit. Because we expect this to be a dangerous rescue, the theory was we get a man on the inside.”

“Wait.” Riley rubbed his hand over his face. “You want one of us to get kidnapped so we’re with her?”

“Yeah,” Grant said.

They were all quiet for a moment. Brenden glanced over at Nolan, who hadn’t spoken at all. He and Yvonne had a baby now. Most of the other guys had girlfriends back home. Their normal jobs were risky, but nothing like this. Whoever drew the short straw was playing with their life.

“I’ll do it,” Brenden said. He had the experience. Knew what to expect. He was ideal.

“What?” Vaughn scowled at him. “No way, man.”

“Brenden...” Melody stared, her one word conveying all her concern.

“I’ll be tagged. I’m conspicuous. You’ll be right there. Where’s the risk in that?” Brenden shrugged while his insides writhed.

“No. No way,” Nolan said.

Brenden stared at Grant, looking back at him.

The decision was made. Brenden could see it in Grant’s eyes. He’d accept Brenden’s offer because they both knew he was the man for the job, even with his shortcomings.

Brenden had been a prisoner once, and it had nearly cost him his life. Men and women had risked theirs to bring him home, and now he made it his life’s work to do the same for others. Because no one deserved to waste away in a hole, wondering if they were forgotten. Each job he went on meant facing the worst period of his life. This job was no different, and he’d come through it like he had all the others.
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WEDNESDAY. UNKNOWN, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.

Priscilla Yilmaz hooked her fingers in the chain link that made up the three sides of her cell and stared at the bastard taunting the American family opposite her with a bottle of water. The mother cradled her child, who wailed and stretched out his little arm toward the liquid.

If Priscilla could just get out of this cage, she’d rip that man’s arms off and beat him with his own dick. No, scratch that, it was probably too small. She’d—

A door clanged open somewhere outside her field of vision.

Gooseflesh broke out along her arms and she tensed.

It was only a matter of time before they came at her another way. So far they’d tried to intimidate her, scare her knock her around a little. She could handle all of that. She’d been through it before only now she had the tools to persevere.

All she had to do was hang on until someone came for her.

She was going to be in so much trouble when she got home. If these thugs had only wanted her money, she’d have handed it over. Most of it was out of reach in savings, anyway. But it wasn’t her money they wanted.

These men knew who she was and who she worked for. They’d targeted her because of the charity, and they wanted every penny she had access to.

Sure, Priscilla knew the company line. If something happened, the best-case scenario was to pay out and get home safe. But the consequences would be so much more dire. With the charity’s funds drained they wouldn’t have the money available for the rest of the quarter’s projects. That would mean medication and vaccines couldn’t be transported or distributed. Contractors would be cut because there weren’t funds to pay them.

She had no illusions about her job. The only reason the charity division existed was to make the parent company look good and to serve as a massive tax write-off. Asclepius Health wasn’t terrible as far as pharmaceutical companies went. But she also didn’t expect too much of them.

The real losers were the people Priscilla helped on a daily basis. They were the ones who would suffer the greed of these men.

Voices bounced back and forth, all the cinderblock and concrete distorting the sound. It was hard to understand them.

She took a step back, into the shadows, and watched two of the thugs drag a hulking giant of a man between them. He was dressed in a suit and had short, dark hair. From this angle that was all she could see.

Shit.

A third followed behind them wielding an electric cattle prod.

Priscilla did not want to be that guy.

Her taunting captor pulled out his ring of keys and turned toward the door to her cage.

No, her insides wailed.

They were going to put that guy in with her? What if he was angry? What if he wanted to take this out on her? He was a big guy, and not like gym meat head big, more like he was big for a reason she didn’t want to know more about.

She sucked down a deep breath, her heart racing and watched the men throw their new captive on the ground. He caught himself on his hands and knees. The man made a feeble attempt to catch himself, but it was clear the fight had gone out of him. They must have really worked him over before bringing him here. It would have taken one hell of a beating to even subdue a guy that size.

He was really, really big. She wanted to be anywhere else.

Priscilla glanced at the jabbering jailors. This was all old hat for them, the same thing day in and out. This was a well-oiled machine. And she was their fuel.

Fuck.

The big guy on the ground groaned and rolled to his back, squinting up at the bare bulb shining down on them from above.

His dark suit was well cut. Given his size, it would have to be tailored. Nothing off a rack would fit those shoulders.

What was he, a linebacker? No, if he was a sports guy they would have never gotten to him. Military then. That made sense, but it didn’t put her mind at ease.

He turned his head and spat on the concrete, giving her a good look at the gash on the other side of his face. Streaks of blood and dirt covered his cheek, nose and forehead. She had the impression of strong features, dark eyes and hair, but that was it.

Crap.

He was a victim, just like her, and here she was sizing him up like another enemy. If he wasn’t a monster, he could be an ally, and she was in desperate need of some help.

“Hey, don’t move.” She stepped forward then lowered to kneel by his side.

He didn’t listen. Big Guy sat up, or tried to. He was so unsteady he had to plant a hand on the ground to keep himself upright. They’d clearly knocked him around a bit. He blinked and squinted at her.

“Where—? Who—?” His voice was deep. The kind of low rumble that she could feel more than hear.

“Hate to break it to you, Big Guy, but you’ve been kidnapped. Lie back down. Let me look at your head.” Until he gave her a proper reason to think of him as an enemy, he was her potential partner.

He shook his head and those dark brown eyes of his focused on her. Goosebumps broke out on her arms and she had the strangest feeling of being caught in the crosshairs of something.

Wow. Talk about intense.

Priscilla swallowed and forced herself to breathe.

She was willing to bet it had taken three or four men to bring Big Guy down, but other than the wound on his head and some bruises that would be fantastic colors by tomorrow he didn’t appear much worse for wear.

“You’re bleeding.” She lifted a hand.

He flinched, then caught himself and shook his head.

“It’s old.” He scooted back to lean up against the cinderblock wall.

“Old?” She followed him, curious now.

He shut his eyes and pulled in a deep breath, his shoulders drooping.

Priscilla sat back on her heels and studied him.

If she saw him on a street at night, she’d cross to the other side out of habit. At first glance all she saw was his size. Up close and personal with him she could see the little pieces that made up the whole. His dark brown—or was it black?—hair was recently trimmed with everything fairly short. He was clean shaven, making his strong, angular jaw a prominent feature. He had to be one hell of a sight at meetings. Holy cow. She’d probably pay a lot more attention to the office drones if they looked like this guy. Too bad the blood ruined his clean cut look. Then again, this close she could see a few scars, like the one on the cleft of his chin. It added a rough layer to the story behind the man because while his size and scars indicated one thing, his clothes screamed money. The charcoal slacks were tailored to fit him exactly, and she was willing to bet his navy shirt had to be cut to his measurements.

Who was he? And why was he so calm?

He drew in another breath, his gaze roving over the room, picking it apart. Just as she had.

Whoever he was, being kidnapped hadn’t shaken him.

Priscilla licked her lips. She could only do so much as one woman on her own, but if he was in good enough shape to help her, could they get out of here?

The guard paced back down between the cells. Both Priscilla and Big Guy glanced toward the man who now had a new, unopened bottle of water.

The child let out a wail that brought tears to Priscilla’s eyes.

“Just give him the damn water.” She straightened and glared at the man.

Her arms weren’t long enough to reach the guard. She’d already tried that. The guy had spat in her face for trying.

The young mother cradled the child closer, head bent over him, murmuring soft words. The father was in no shape to do anything. They’d done a real number on him.

“Hey.” Priscilla grabbed the chain link. “Hey, I’m talking to you.”

The guard continued to ignore her.

If she could just get reach the guy.

While the cell was fairly well constructed, there was too much room for the door. She could easily reach out from between the bars. But there was nothing to get to. A chain secured the gate in place. She couldn’t exactly escape that way.

A warm, firm hand settled on her shoulder.

Priscilla sucked in a breath and turned to see that Big Guy had gotten up. Someone that size should not be that quiet.

The guard was also unaware of the danger lurking behind them. Between the guard and Big Guy, Priscilla found her cell mate a lot more intimidating.

Big Guy tested the space between the post and door.

Priscilla’s mouth went dry. Couldn’t the idiot guard sense danger was lurking?

The mother and father were staring past the guard now at Big Guy. Priscilla was fairly certain they were all holding their breath.

Somehow Big Guy’s whole arm fit in the space.

Priscilla bit her lip. It was like waiting for a trap to spring. The predator to pounce.

Big Guy moved so fast Priscilla jumped, startled. He grabbed the guard’s shirt and yanked the man off balance, pulling him up against the chain link of their cell. He grabbed the man’s shirt with his left hand then delivered a short, hard jab to the guard’s face.

The unopened bottle of water dropped to the ground.

Big Guy shoved the guard back then bent to retrieve the bottle.

The guard staggered away from them, one hand pressed to his face, gaping at Big Guy.

“His keys,” Priscilla blurted.

“They’re on the desk.” Big Guy held out the bottle of water to the family. “I’ll roll this over to you. Ready?”

“H-he’s going to hurt us,” the young woman whispered.

“No, he’s not.” Big Guy sounded so certain even Priscilla wanted to believe him. “This asshole won’t do anything. He’s a chicken shit. And if he tells anyone what just happened all his buddies are going to laugh at him. Isn’t that right, chicken shit?”

The guard continued to glare. He didn’t utter a threat, he didn’t yell or anything.

This guy understood them. He hadn’t said a word of English since she’d been there, but it dawned on her in that moment that he really did know what they were saying.

Hell.

“Come on.” Big Guy waved them over.

The young mother put her child down then tiptoed toward the cell door, watching the guard.

“Beat it,” Big Guy ordered.

To Priscilla’s surprise the guard turned and stormed back to his desk.

She watched Big Guy roll the water bottle across to the mother. A tiny bit of faith in humanity was restored.

Priscilla watched her cell mate return to where he’d been sitting before and lower himself to the ground. He didn’t have to get involved. In fact, he could have saved that little move to get himself free. Instead he’d used his one opportunity to help a child.

Be still my heart...

There just weren’t enough good guys left on the planet, and here she’d found herself trapped with one. Maybe her luck was turning.
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THURSDAY. UNKNOWN, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.

Brenden needed to get up and move or his limbs were going to go numb. He had to pick his moments carefully. So far, the kidnappers had mostly forgotten about him, too busy with the family across the way. But they were gone now. Soon enough their attention would be on Priscilla or Brenden. When that happened he needed to have a plan.

He knew there were two entrances, the double doors he’d come through and a smaller door behind a pillar that looked rusted shut. The windows overhead could be reached via a catwalk and the latter to climb up there was to their right. The electricity keeping the lights going was from a generator which meant there was always the chance for a distraction. There was only one guard on them at any point in time and the new one on duty hardly looked at them.

What he didn’t like was how secure this cage was. The poles were cemented into a new floor. The anchors were solid. They even had a basic toilet though it was out in the open. It was the middle of the night and no one had turned off the lights, so he couldn’t move around in secret even inside the cage. Their only way out was through the gate. While it wasn’t a great fit, he also knew neither he nor Priscilla were getting through there without the key.

He was certain he could handle the one guard. It was the half dozen guys on the other side he wasn’t sure about or what was beyond them.

The very basic plan for retrieving Priscilla was to locate her, assess the situation then signal the guys using a device Melody had sewn into the pocket lining of his slacks.

He’d found the asset, but he wasn’t going to bring his team in here unless he knew they had a clear exit.

Priscilla paced the width of the cage into his line of sight.

Her company picture didn’t do her justice.

For a moment he just looked at her, forgetting her significance and just appreciating the sight of her. It wasn’t just that she was attractive. Physically she was. But the remarkable thing that kept drawing his attention wasn’t something he could point at or label. It was just something about her.

At twenty-nine it was hard to fathom how someone so young could be in charge of a million dollar charity organization. Brenden hadn’t understood, at least not until he’d met Priscilla. Sharing space with her was more accurate. She’d stayed away from him, barely speaking since he’d arrived.

He tracked her movements, watching her while doing his best to appear as if he were sleeping. There was a presence about her, a strength that a photograph didn’t capture. She was a woman who commanded the attention of a room and your respect. She reminded him of those sleek dangerous cats he’d seen in South Africa, waiting, watching for her moment to strike. Her clothes betrayed the days she’d been held a prisoner with stains and rips. She’d pulled her thick, long hair back into a ponytail held in place with what looked to be a string. He noted that her shoes were sensible, leather ankle boots. When the time came, she’d be able to run.

She turned abruptly toward him, her assessing gaze raking over his body. He let his lids close the last millimeter and just listened. Her footsteps were soft thumps. She didn’t want to make too much noise.

His skin prickled at her nearness.

That was new.

When was the last time a woman really registered on his radar?

Brenden didn’t like that reaction. She was a client. This was a job. He shouldn’t feel anything for her or think anything about her. Things would be easier that way, but he couldn’t control how she affected him.

So he was physically attracted to a woman? Big deal. It was simply inconvenient.

“Are you awake?” she whispered.

“Hm?” He opened one eye and looked up at her.

Her stare was neither friendly nor hostile. Curious was a more apt description. “Who are you?”

The question wasn’t an introduction. She might as well have asked what he was instead of who.

Why?

“Who wants to know?” he countered. He wasn’t going to risk informing her he was here to rescue her. Judging by how she’d followed the company’s directions he wasn’t fully convinced she wouldn’t try to pull a stunt.

Her face creased, displeased with his answer. She bent and leaned closer until her breath warmed his cheek as she spoke for his ears alone. “Something isn’t right.”

He perked up, interested in her assessment. “Why do you say that?”

“You’ve been here too long. So, who are you?” Her head tilted to the side, and she seemed genuinely curious.

“What do you mean I’ve been here too long?”

“They scout you, follow you then pick you up and take you to an ATM, drain your money and that’s it. If they think you’re worth more, you come here and wait for the ransom. So, who are you?”

“Brenden.” He had an alias set up, but they’d opted to use his first name to keep things simple. He held out his hand.

She eyed it, but didn’t take it. “No offense, but I don’t know when the last time either of us washed our hands.”

“Point taken.” He chuckled. He vaguely remembered being concerned about things like cleanliness when he’d been a prisoner the first time, but that had died after a week or two.

Her tone remained serious. “What do you do, Brenden? What do they want you for?”

“I’m a security consultant.” It was close to the truth at least.

Priscilla’s gaze finally left his face. She glanced at his shoulders then back to his face. “What were you?”

“Excuse me?”

The light glinted off her curling brown hair, making the strands of lighter brown seem to glow. “You were military, right? You don’t look like one of those gym meat heads, so I’m guessing you were military.”

She was something else.

“Navy,” he replied, keeping it circumspect.

“Let me guess?” She turned and sat next to him, her back up against the cinderblock wall. He’d passed some sort of test. Would she trust him now? “SEAL?”

Well, so much for circumspect. “Yeah.”

Her tone changed, hitting a note he didn’t know and couldn’t interpret. “You look like a badass.”

Brenden didn’t turn his head to look at her, but he was acutely aware of her nearness.

He was the badass when she was the one who had outright refused her kidnappers demands?

In her shoes he’d hand over the money. It was a faster, more economical way out of a hairy situation than the one they’d found themselves in now. Money could be replaced. It couldn’t make the scars or nightmares that came with an experience like this go away. But he couldn’t tell her that, not now when the situation had escalated this far.

“So how did they get you? I would have thought someone with your training wouldn’t make mistakes like us mere mortals.” Her words were light. She was pushing forward, attacking him with questions because that kept her from having to answer any.

She was afraid. Maybe she blamed herself for getting kidnapped?

Knowing what he did about her past, he couldn’t let this slide.

Brenden turned his head and waited for her to look at him. “Everyone is vulnerable.”

Priscilla stared into his eyes and he was fairly certain he got a fleeting glimpse behind the curtain. She was strong, smart and scared. With her history, and knowing what he knew about her, she’d probably done everything right to not get kidnapped again.

He made a split second decision. “I was held for six weeks after my unit was ambushed. Just because you know the right things to do doesn’t mean it won’t ever happen to you.”

“You—what?” Her eyes widened and her lips parted.

Brenden didn’t expand on that fact of his life. Nothing good would come from discussing that chapter, as he’d learned during his mandatory therapy. His best method was putting all those experiences in a box, sealing it up and shoving it into the recesses of his mind.

“I guess this isn’t as bad as...?”

“No.” He forced himself to tear his eyes away from her and look anywhere else. “These guys just want money.”

“How did they get you then? Where were you?” She shifted, her shoulder bumping his as she got comfortable.

This he could answer. “I’d just wrapped up a meeting. Went out the wrong door, took a wrong turn and then there they were.”

Truth be told, Brenden was surprised how fast the kidnappers had acted. Lepta Team had orchestrated a full day with intermittent opportunities for him to be picked up by the kidnappers and they’d gone for the earliest possible chance. It made Brenden think the group had someone working at his hotel or the restaurant he’d dined at.

“How long were you in the country?” Priscilla asked.

“A few hours.”

“Where were you staying?”

“Over off the beach. Some place called Emil Rio?”

“Emiliano Rio. Shit. Yeah, if you’re staying there they’d be watching you for sure.”

“All I did was put my bag down. Is it nice?” Brenden vaguely remembered a lot of white tile and beige walls. Hotels all blended together in his head.

“I wouldn’t know.” She chuckled. “I’ve only passed by it. I’m more of a budget hotel kind of girl. I saw a picture of their bathrooms once. Huge tubs.”

“Well when we get out of here, you’re more than welcome to use mine if you like.” He winced, realizing how that sounded only after it left his mouth.

She turned her head. A rueful smile curved her lips. “Right, because going to a strange man’s room after all of this to soak in his tub would be a smart thing to do.”

“Just offering.” He held up his hands.

A smile teased her lips. “I’ll consider it.”

“My tub is your tub.”

Her gaze flicked down then up again. “Who are they going to call to demand a ransom?”

Brenden’s canned answer was work, but somehow he didn’t think that was what she meant. Had she just checked him out for a wedding ring?

“If they want money, my boss,” he finally answered before elaborating. “My parents are retired. My youngest sister is a stay at home mom. The other one is a law clerk. They don’t have the kind of money these people would want.”

“No girlfriend? Wife?”

“Nope.” He shifted, uncertain where this was going. Women didn’t see him. They weren’t interested in him.

They lapsed into silence, him unsure what to say and her just sitting there. She seemed softer now, more approachable.

“Do you see a way out of here?” she asked softly.

“Through that door.” He flicked his fingers toward the entrance to their cage.

“You can’t pick the lock without them seeing it.” She glanced at him. “Could we force our way out when they open the gate?”

“You tell me.”

“No. They don’t open the gate unless there’s two or three of them. They’re careful.”

He wanted to tell her that all she had to do was stay close to him, that he’d get her out. But he couldn’t. Maybe it was time to call for a pick up. The team was out there, waiting for his signal. It would only take a moment to call them in.

How many thugs would be here in the middle of the night?

Brenden didn’t really think these kidnappers would be any problem for his team. He was probably being overly cautious. None of the guys would appreciate him hesitating to signal the rescue because one of them might get hurt. That was just part of the job. They all knew the risks.

The double doors leading to the area opened and a group of four men entered, led by a man in slacks and a polo shirt. He stuck out in this group of T-shirt wearing toughs.

Brenden remained where he was while Priscilla shoved to her feet.

Sometimes it paid to be underestimated.

The group approached the cage, the man in the polo intent on Priscilla to the point he didn’t even note Brenden’s presence.

Polo Shirt spoke, but not a single word of English. Instead, one of the younger men translated for him.

“We want for you to help us. You work for the company that owns a local drug store. Help us get what we need and we will let you go.”

“Get you drugs so you can sell them on the street?” Priscilla crossed her arms over her chest. “Yeah, not going to happen.”

Brenden groaned inwardly. While he admired her strict adherence to her morals, he wished she’d be a little more interested in her wellbeing.

“No. Not that.” The younger man held up his hand.  He said a few words to the others, they went back and forth, some frustration bleeding through. “We want medication for um, sick-sick people. They need...” He tapped his arm. “Shot for their sugar.”

“Insulin?” Priscilla frowned.

“Yes. And for the sick who have eidz.”

“Eedz?” Her frown deepened.

“AIDS.” The word clicked for Brenden. He wished he could stuff that word back in his mouth. He did not want to help their cause. Whatever this was, they were trying to manipulate Priscilla. Again.

Priscilla gaped at him then the other people.

“He means HIV drugs.” Brenden grimaced.

Shit.

He could see the struggle. She was an advocate. Her thing was bringing healthcare to impoverished areas. Insulin was expensive for everyone. The drugs for both things could save lives.

These guys were good.

Their first attempt to wring Priscilla dry hadn’t worked so now they were coming at her with a new angle.

Brenden pushed to his feet and took a step toward Priscilla so he could speak just to her. “This isn’t a store smash and grab. This is something bigger than that. They’re probably playing you, you know that?”

“You know how long a diabetic lives without insulin?” She tipped her head up to look at him.

Fucking hell.

She knew.

She knew, and she didn’t care because they’d figured out what she cared about more than herself.

She’d made up her mind and there was fuck all he could do to stop her.

Priscilla stared at the guy in the polo shirt. “I’ll do this, but he comes with me and when this is over you let us both go.”

Brenden clenched his molars. Great. Now he was going to get to add a little B&E to this job. Fantastic.
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THURSDAY. DDM INC., Juárez, Mexico.

Arturo Lobo squinted at the computer screen, his mind shuffling the numbers into imaginary columns. He couldn’t risk creating his own file or even writing the quantities down without the Asclepius Health systems recording his every keystroke then there were the cameras in each office.

Once more he cursed the spirit of his father. The man had been on the brink of death when he sold the company he’d created and grown, robbing Arturo of his inheritance. He was fairly certain the old man had done it out of spite. He’d known for a long time that he was losing sway with the executives, that it was Arturo really running things. But not anymore.

DDM Inc. had once been the largest provider of medicine to Mexico and Central America. Their pharmacies were in most towns. Arturo’s father had petitioned governments and private organizations to help cut costs, thereby making vital medicines more affordable for the poorer people they serviced. But those days were gone.

Arturo still didn’t understand why his father sold out to a monster conglomerate like Asclepius Health. Gone were the cheaper prices, the assistance. It was all one cost or nothing.

His phone vibrated on the desk.

He reached over and turned it over, glancing at the screen.

The message preview made him pause.

Weather’s looking bad. Might want to leave early today.

Arturo forced himself to take a deep breath and look at his computer screen once more. He knew he couldn’t get a message and leave. For the sake of the cameras he had to act natural.

For the next twenty minutes Arturo went about his job, which was essentially that of a mid-level manager. He made sure product reached their facilities in Mexico and were routed to the proper places. He stayed up to date on all regulations and laws. About the most exciting thing he did was handle the incineration of old product.

When enough time had passed, he powered down his computer, gathered his things and headed out of the office. He paused to speak to a few people, inquiring about their families, children, things he didn’t give two fucks about. No, he’d stopped caring about the company and the work they did when it was stolen out from under him.

Dad’s force-fed lesson, the last in a long line of them, was that Arturo had to look out for himself.

He got in his car and began the drive home before activating the call.

“How’s the weather?” the man on the other end of the line said after barely a ring.

“Clear. You said storms are headed this way?”

It was all double-speak. Code to ensure it was safe to talk.

The other man cleared his voice. “We’ve got a situation brewing in Brazil. In Rio.”

“Tell me more.” Arturo grit his teeth. In his experience, most problems sorted themselves out, but his partner was a worrier, always seeing disaster on the horizon.

“Asclepius sent their charity girl down there on one of the routine trips. She got kidnapped and is being held for ransom.”

“And that affects us how?”

“It’s putting eyes on Rio. You know why that’s bad.”

“I do not see how the two intersect.”

“If people start asking questions—”

“Why would they ask questions about stock when the focus is charity, and a kidnapped employee? Hm?” Arturo rolled his shoulders. This was nothing. “We do nothing.”

“But—”

“We do nothing,” Arturo said with force.

One girl wasn’t going to send him into a tailspin. He had other things to worry about. She wasn’t on his radar.
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3.
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THURSDAY. UNKNOWN, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.

Brenden braced his hand on the chain-link fence and peered at the guard. He’d barely paid them any attention after a cursory once over. Instead the guy was glued to his phone like many a teenager.

It was decision time.

He glanced at Priscilla. She’d retreated to the darkest part of their cell a few hours ago and curled up on the thin mattress with the threadbare blanket pulled up over her head for a little sleep. She’d told him her intent, staring at him with wariness in her eyes that chipped away at the ice inside of him. It had been a test, to feel him out and figure out what kind of man he was.

It had been a long time since someone questioned Brenden like that and he didn’t like it. So he’d stayed over here, keeping watch, letting her sleep. His guess was that she hadn’t gotten more than a few minutes of rest here and there. That did something to a person, none of them good.

Though Brenden had meant to only glance at Priscilla, he found himself staring at her form. The short blanket only covered her from the hips up. She lay on her side, back to the wall. If someone accosted her, she’d have her limbs pointed the right way to fight back.

Smart girl.

That stray thought had him finding somewhere else to look.

He didn’t have to ask her if the decision was intentional. With her history he knew every decision, each choice was calculated. Because they were the kind of things he would do. It wasn’t something he could explain to his team. Being captured, living with a constant threat to his life for weeks on end, the torture, it had rewired his brain in some ways that would never go back.

Before his thoughts could take a darker path, he refocused on the now. The best thing for the both of them was for him to get them out of this situation as fast as possible with the least risk to their lives.

The obvious solution at this point was to wait for the trip tonight. There would be fewer armed guards. They’d be out in the open, on unfamiliar ground for everyone. It would make for an easier rescue than bringing his team in here to get them.

Now, the question was, did he tell her?

Brenden glanced once more at the thin blanket Priscilla had pulled over herself. He could see her face looking back at him in his mind, the stubborn chin, defiant gaze. She was amazing. He’d known men who hadn’t pulled themselves together after facing down half the shit she had. She was made of strong stuff.

He knew the objective of tonight’s hit threw a wrench in things. It was the way she’d looked at him when she’d spoken about the insulin. She was a woman governed by what she thought was right, and he wasn’t convinced she’d allow herself to be rescued before tonight. Her heart was too damn good.

Priscilla rolled onto her back and rubbed her face.

He glanced once more at the oblivious guard then pushed off the fence.

There were things he needed to talk about with her. She had to understand that these people weren’t going to allow a cash cow like her to just walk out of here.

He crossed the cell to stand next to the mattress. Priscilla was already sitting, weariness clinging to her even after a couple hours sleep.

“May I sit?” He gestured at the mattress.

“Be my guest.” She pulled the blanket aside, folding it, and drew her legs under her.

He eased down next to her, his mind still mulling over how to do this, what to tell her, how he thought this would go.

“We need to talk about tonight.” He turned his head and looked at her.

Once again the moment their eyes met, he felt it like a punch to the gut. She was a woman who left an impression that was for sure.

“Okay,” she said when he didn’t continue because he was too wrapped up staring at her.

Get your head in the game. She’s just another job.

“Do you know where we’re going?” he asked.

Her face creased in frustration and she sighed. “Not really. I’ve been trying to come up with a list. Asclepius has three South American subsidiaries, hundreds of pharmacies under five different names. I work out of the main Asclepius sites. I don’t have a lot to do with the others and it’s not like I have everything memorized.”

Brenden once more glanced at their guard. He had to prepare Priscilla for the truth. It couldn’t be candy coated. “I need you to understand a few things now, and I need you to remain calm when I tell you, okay?”

“I’m not the type to freak out and cry.”

He swung his head around to look at her. “No, you’re the type who gets angry and smart.”

Priscilla’s mouth opened as if she were going to deny the fact. She blinked a few times, gathering her thoughts for a retort. He’d caught her off guard. Good. He didn’t like being categorized and fit in a box.

“You need to know that they are not going to let us go. As long as they can keep you giving them something, they will not release us.”

“Us?”

“Yeah. Us. When you included me on this trip, we became a package deal. They know I’m a weakness for you now.” Her brow creased, and she opened her mouth to speak, but he kept going. He didn’t need to hear her apology. Hell, she’d given them an escape plan. “When they’ve bled us dry, they’ll kill us. We’ll have seen too many faces. We’ll know too much. This does not end with us going home alive if we play along. Do you understand that?”

To his surprise she didn’t outright deny his assessment of the situation. He could see the thoughts flitting across her face. Little wrinkles in her brow. A twitch at the corner of her mouth. The narrowing and widening of her eyes. She was adopting ideas and discarding them, trying to find one that would hold water.

She tipped her chin up and stared at him with a rise of anger and heat in her eyes. After a moment she said simply, “Yeah.”

“Yeah?” Was she saying what he wanted to hear?

“I expected as much. I mean, not at first, but once I thought about it,” she said.

He was relieved to hear her say that even if he hated it. She was willing to go into this with the knowledge that she might be signing her death warrant all because it might help a few people.

She was one of a kind, and damn it, he wasn’t going to let her die. He was going to get them through this, but he couldn’t risk her deciding to see this theft through it if meant saving lives in lieu of her own. It was up to Brenden to think about her first, because she wasn’t going to.

“I’m going to find a way out for us. Our best chance will be either when we arrive at the site or when they’re loading up to leave. There will be a lot of confusion. People in a hurry make mistakes so our best window will be then. We stick close together and when I tell you to do something you do it. Got it?”

Priscilla’s eyes narrowed.

He added, “You’re not the kind of woman accustomed to taking orders. I get it. But I need for you to trust me.

“I do.” Her lips twisted up into a grimace. “I made a face, didn’t I?”

Brenden could sense a trap. He wasn’t that stupid

She sighed and tipped her head back. “It wasn’t about you. Normally, you’re right, I don’t take orders well. But...you know what we’re doing. So I’m trusting you. Don’t fuck that up. I don’t have a lot of trust for men.”

He swallowed down a bitter taste. How much would she trust him when she learned the whole truth?

At least she’d be alive.

Somehow he made his mouth work. “Like I said, you get angry and smart. I wouldn’t want to piss you off.”

She stretched her legs out. “Do I have bitch written on my forehead or something?”

“No.” He glanced sideways at her, admiring her profile. “I have experience working with a lot of very capable women like you.”

“Oh.” Her eyes widened just a bit.

Truth was Priscilla was more than capable. The difference was that she was in over her head. They all had limits. That wasn’t anything to be ashamed of. Hell, he couldn’t get them out of here on his own either.

“These women. You work with them now, or...?”

Several names came to mind. Aegis Group had a small division of female operatives that was in high demand to the point they rarely had downtime to spend around the office. They trained right alongside the men and were just as good. Some were better. Then there were those like Melody who were just as important in a noncombat role.

“Both.”

“And you’re okay with that?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Some guys don’t think women belong in dangerous situations.”

“Then they’re showing their ignorance.” Brenden swallowed and drew in a deep breath. One face came to mind. He didn’t know her name, but he owed her his life.

It hadn’t been the SEALs who’d rescued him. His unit was thinned, injured and in too poor of condition to come after him. No, the first friendly face he’d seen was an army medic. He hadn’t cared that she was a woman. She’d wielded her weapon just as good as any man while getting him ready to transport.

Priscilla chuckled. It wasn’t the first time she’d shown some humor, but this was a husky, sensual sound. “When we get out of here, I think I’d like to buy you a drink.”

“I’ll keep you company, but I don’t drink.”

“Dinner then?” She peered sideways at him, her lips curving into a smile he had the strangest urge to taste.

Why this woman?

He heard himself say, “It’s a date.”

What the hell?

Brenden didn’t date.
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THURSDAY. DDM INC. Warehouse, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.

Priscilla sat in the back of a van, a bag over her head and her wrists bound. She drew in another deep, shuddering breath. Despite her role in this drama and her agreement to help, their captors weren’t cutting them any slack.

What had she honestly expected? That they’d snip her bonds and let her sit shotgun?

Another deep breath brought with it a musty odor. Was that bile? How many people had worn this thing?

Don’t think about it...

Try as she might, the bag embodied the worst of her nightmares. Being trapped in the dark, helpless, alone, never knowing when the next blow would come.

A pair of warm, heavy hands grasped hers and squeezed. Her heart leapt, and she sucked down air as the warmth seeped into her.

Brenden.

She wasn’t alone.

He was there with her. But in a way, that was just as bad.

She didn’t want him to see her as weak, that she needed to be taken care of. Not after he’d paid her the biggest compliment, she’d ever had. From a Navy SEAL no less.

Priscilla was serious about that dinner, too. But first she had to survive and to survive she needed to play it cool.

The van hit a bump, and she swayed to her right and might have fallen over if it weren’t for Brenden’s big frame. For a moment her shoulder was tucked between him and the wall, her chin resting on his bicep, his arm grazing her breast.

“Sorry,” she mumbled. Wow this guy was solid.

Damn it, she didn’t want him to see her as some weak woman. She was capable.

His hands tightened around hers and he whispered, “Stay there.”

She swallowed at the sound—and feel—of his voice. It went straight to her insides, making them squirm.

No, that was not what she should be thinking about right now.

She shifted a bit, finding a more comfortable angle that still kept her close to him but not plastered to his side. It was kind of sad this was the best action she’d had in months, maybe a whole year.

“Priscilla?”

His fingers threaded through hers. Somehow he made handcuffed-handholding not at all awkward. His palms were big enough to wrap around the both of hers, enveloping hers. Goose bumps raced up her leg, spurring on an uncomfortable heat pooling low in her belly.

“Yeah, I heard you.” She inhaled a deep breath, catching the smell of something new. Something that didn’t smell like blood, sweat or days in a cage. Was it him? What had gotten into her? It had to be the delirium from not enough sleep.

“We’re going to get out of this. Just stay close to me.”

He straightened a bit, and she thought he might take his hands back, but he didn’t. His thumbs massaged her knuckles, the touch somehow soothing even when she didn’t know this man. He could be the worst person on the planet for all she knew. And yet, there was something about him that made her want to trust him with this burden. Somehow she knew Brenden was the kind of guy who more than pulled his weight.

Why should he pull hers? She’d gotten herself into this so why did he have to get her out of it? While she was questioning herself, was it smart to ask him out? What did she really know about him? Did it matter?

He’d risked himself for a kid. He was in this with her. A guy like that was worth taking a chance on even if the circumstances weren’t optimal.

She didn’t pull out of his grasp. It felt too good to have someone to hold on to. Maybe that made her weak. Right now she didn’t care because she wasn’t alone. It was a selfish realization she couldn’t bring herself to feel bad about.

When this was over she was taking him out for the nicest meal she’d had in her life. They’d be alive, and that was worth celebrating. 

The van took a sudden turn, throwing her sideways almost onto Brenden’s lap.

“I’ve got you,” he said and used his shoulder to prop her up. “I think we’re almost there.”

“How can you tell?”

“They’re talking more.”

Damn. She’d been so focused on him and what was going on in her head she hadn’t paid attention to the men at the front of the van. They were all talking over each other and the radio had a steady stream of other voices.

How many people were coming on this field trip?

The van stopped abruptly and this time Brenden wasn’t prepared. He rocked sideways while she half fell into his lap. His hands kept a tight hold on her. She didn’t have a second to stammer out an apology before unfamiliar hands were grabbing her arms, pulling her to her feet and out the back of the van.

Cool air caressed her skin.

They were outside.

Something metallic jangled to her left followed by a sharp snapping sound.

A hand grabbed the bag and her hair, pulling both. She grit her teeth and said goodbye to that hair.

The world came back into focus.

Her light deprived eyes took a moment to adjust to the bright lights aimed at what looked like a regular chain-link fence. Beyond the gate a dark, three story building rose up out of the night.

Where were they?

She glanced up and down the street. Few lights were on. Darkness reined here. She couldn’t even see what facility they were at.

A hand shoved her forward, and a man barked an order at her.

“Okay, okay.” She held up her bound hands and moved where he indicated.

They weren’t at the front of the building. That much she could tell just from what doors were aimed this way.

A metal door with no windows, likely an emergency exit, swung open and two men stepped out. They were dressed like the others in dark jeans and long sleeves, bandanas over their faces like some sort of Wild West bank robber.

She glanced back and caught sight of Brenden not far behind her.

They were the only two whose faces weren’t covered.

She swallowed and a familiar numbness settled in her chest. Fear didn’t help. Panicking wouldn’t solve things. But if she was numb, if she blanked out those feelings she just might be able to get through this. Unlike these men she was familiar with medical facilities. She could usually find a way around. And she spoke the language of drugs.

Her escort hustled her through the side entrance and into the stairwell. A red light flashed next to the door, but the alarm wasn’t sounding. The men rushed her past the stairs and onto the first floor.

The scents spoke to her.

There was the familiar sterile odor she was accustomed to. Then the low level hum and unmistakable smell of coolant.

This was a medical warehouse.

Drugs made by various subsidiaries would come here to be stored before going to their final destination, be that a hospital, clinic, pharmacy or direct to customer.

Holy shit.

Brenden was right.

With a couple vans these people could steal millions of dollars of drugs and she doubted even a tiny percent would go to those poor people who truly needed them.

Shit.

Priscilla had assumed they were going to hit up a pharmacy. Some place with a smaller stash of drugs. Yeah, it would suck to be part of that, but she could live with a couple dozen stolen bottles of drugs. This was so much bigger than that.

Stealing from here meant hospitals wouldn’t have the drugs they needed. Patients wouldn’t get their medications. The ripple effect would be disastrous.

“Priscilla?” Brenden’s deep voice brought her out of the hamster wheel in her head.

She turned and looked up at him, wishing she had an answer.

He spoke slowly, voice pitched low. “He wants to know where the insulin is.”

She glanced to the left and found the same guy as before staring at her. How long had they been viewing her personal breakdown?

She looked back at Brenden. His steady gaze was her lifeline. He’d said they’d be okay. She had to trust him.

“It’ll be in the refrigeration units,” she said softly.

Brenden glanced at the men, one of the younger ones translating.

Polo Shirt barked an order and waved his hand.

“Show us,” the young man acting as translator said.

“Give them what they want,” Brenden muttered.

She had no other choice.

Priscilla walked toward the closest door and opened it. She couldn’t read the signs on the doors so she’d have to rely on the packaging themselves.

The room was chilled to the point she shivered just walking into it. She knelt next to an opened box and paused.

What the hell?

A white packing label mostly covered up the red stamp on the side of the box. She could still make out the S at the beginning of the code.  The 1615 was clearly visible beyond the label.

Brenden knelt next to her, the others moving in after them. “What is it?”

“This?” She tapped the box. “It’s a SA-0071615.”

“And that means?”

“It should have been rerouted to a South African facility to be destroyed.” She reached in and grabbed a box. “These are antivirals. Flu drugs. Look?”

Priscilla tapped the stamp on the bottom of the box that displayed the expiration date.

These drugs were a good two months past their use by date. There was no reason she knew of why they’d be here, in a facility set to distribute the drugs.

Polo Shirt barked a few words.

Priscilla hunched and leaned toward Brenden. “I can’t—”

“Give them whatever they want,” he said.

The translator spoke over them. “Insulin?”

Priscilla glanced at the man. “Not in here.”

The man in the polo shirt gestured to the boxes and several bandana wearing men closed in, grabbing what they could.

“Wait,” she blurted out, all while her brain screamed at her to shut up.

“What?” the translator demanded.

Brenden muttered something.

If she told them, would it matter?

It wasn’t like these people were going to try to do some good. They wanted to milk people for every penny they were worth.  Then again, if these drugs were sold soon, even past date and weakened they could save lives.

“Make sure you’re taking full boxes.” She pointed at some others, still bearing the SA-0071615 code, but whose seal hadn’t been broken.

The same pair who’d walked her into the building pushed her out of the room. Brenden kept pace with her. He’d rolled his sleeves up and while there was still dried blood on his face and clothes, he’d cleaned up a little. Now he strode along with her.

“What do we do?” she whispered.

“Stay close to me. They’re thinning out. Where to next?”

Priscilla tried the next room. Only one corner had boxes with the code stamped on their side. The rest were packaged normally.

Still no insulin.

They tried a few more rooms, pausing to answer questions. Sometimes Polo Shirt would point out things to take, other times he asked questions. Any time she said something was for viruses, infections or some sort of day-to-day medicine he grabbed a couple boxes. Stuff he could probably sell without much problem.

She had her hand poised on the door to yet another room when a young man jogged up to Polo Shirt holding one of the very boxes of antiviral Priscilla had looked at when they arrived.

Shit.

She glanced at Brenden who was already watching the exchange with a grim look on his face.

Polo Shirt’s head whipped around and their gazes locked.

He knew.

“I can explain.” She held up her hands.

The man began yelling, and he took three steps toward her, a vein in his neck popping out and his eyes bulging. She braced herself—

Suddenly Brenden stepped blocked her view. She heard a grunt, a cut off cry and then nothing. At least not from the men right in front of her.

She peered around Brenden. “What—”

“Stay behind me,” he snapped.

Holy shit.

She glimpsed the red tinged, eye bulging face of Polo Shirt with a gun pressed to his jaw. Somehow Brenden’s wrists were free. He stared down the two men with their guns half raised.

“Tell him he’s leaving with us. Your guys can have whatever they want. We’re leaving as agreed, and he’s our insurance. Got it?”

The translator spoke, his words wooden.

“Priscilla, stay behind me. Back up slowly. Find us an exit.” He took one step backward.

She’d never have seen this coming, but that didn’t stop her. She wanted to live. She wanted to get out of here.

“Keep coming.” She grabbed the back of his slacks and guided him toward the double doors leading out of this hall way of cold rooms.

“You guys stay there,” Brenden said.

They inched closer to the doors.

The others were too busy cleaning out what they wanted to notice the drama unfolding at their end of the hall.

Polo Shirt spat words and she saw his hand come up.

The two gunmen edged closer.

“Do you really want to lose your life over this?” Brenden asked.

Priscilla shoved at the double doors and stuck her head into a darkened lobby. The evening breeze whistled through a busted out glass window and the body of a security guard lay on the tile, a pool of red surrounding him.

“Oh my God.” Priscilla stopped, horrified by the picture.

“Priscilla,” Brenden’s voice had an edge to it.

She choked back her feelings and kept going. Brenden hauled Polo Shirt through the doors.

“Check his pockets. See if he has keys,” he said.

Priscilla gave herself a mental shake. She’d been in a worse position than this. She could not fall apart. This was her fault. She had to help fix it.

She patted the man’s pockets and found a set of keys. She closed her eyes and pulled them out, resisting the urge to shudder at the contact.

“Here.” She jangled them.

“Okay.” Brenden set his back against the metal door. “Go to the windows, press the button, see if we have a ride.”

She could do this.

Priscilla hunched, staying low and skirted the body of the guard. The front of the building was actually a corner of it. The two exterior walls of the lobby were floor to ceiling glass, straight up to the roof. She went to where glass met wall and peered out at the side lot.

A line of vans were waiting, an assembly line of people moving boxes at a quick clip.

God, she’d walked right into this. How stupid could she be?

Priscilla jabbed the keys.

The second van in the row blinked.

“We’ve got a ride, but there’s a lot of people out there.” She turned back toward Brenden and froze. Polo Shirt’s face was an unnatural red, his eyes bulging. “What are you...?”

Brenden was killing him.

And she was standing here watching it happen.

Polo Shirt went limp. Brenden eased the man to the floor.

“He won’t stay out long.” He jogged toward her. “Come on.”

“He isn’t dead?” She stared at the limp body.

“No. Come on.”

Brenden took her by the hand and led her out into the night. With the lights totally cut off, they were swaddled in darkness. He led her toward the fence and keeping low they jogged to the first van.

A few men on foot were a dozen or so yards away watching the street. Not them.

“Okay, keys?” Brenden held out his hand. “I need for you to get in and secure yourself, got it?”

“Y-yeah.” She watched his hands move over the gun without even glancing at it.

Priscilla knew how to fire and she was a decent shot, but she wasn’t that good.

He paused and stared straight into her eyes. “We’re going to get out of here.”

She felt those words. Deep inside of herself. Despite knowing the odds still weren’t in their favor she nodded. There was just something about him she wanted to trust, beyond all reason.

“Stay here, count to ten, then follow. Got it?”

“Yeah.”

“Good girl.”

Good girl?

She blinked at the words, but didn’t have time to comment, not that she knew what she’d say.

Brenden moved around the van. Despite his big size he was so quiet she didn’t hear so much as a crunch of gravel.

She counted off, starting at ten, going backwards.

Priscilla got to three and couldn’t wait any longer. She darted around the front of the van only to stop short.

Brenden knelt over yet another body.

He glanced up at her, his face hid in shadow.

“Fast counter, I see.” He rose to his feet.

Had he known that man was there? Was he trying to spare her seeing him do these things?

She kept staring at the lump of a body on the ground.

“Hey? Priscilla?” Brenden gripped her arm.

“Sorry.” She glanced up.

A bit of movement at the back of the van caught her attention. She glanced up as a familiar figure stepped into view, his head bent and staring at his phone.

The asshole who wouldn’t give a kid any water.

Her tormentor.

Priscilla reacted, her body taking control while the rest of the world faded away. In one smooth move she sidestepped Brenden. Their jailer must have sensed his impending doom. At the last second he glanced up, locking eyes with Priscilla.

She reached out, grabbed his shirt and yanked him into the space between the vans. In that moment she found her calm. Falling back on years of training really did help. She twisted his arm and kicked his legs out from under him, sending him to the ground. Driving her knee into his ribs she forced the air out of his lungs.

“How’s it feel to be on the receiving end?” she snarled.

Brenden was at her side in an instant, grabbing the man’s other hand. “Get in the van.”

“No, he—”

“Pris.” Brenden leaned in close.

She tore her gaze from the back of the man’s head and looked at Brenden instead.

“If we want to get away, we have to go now. Beating this guy into a pulp isn’t going to make things better. It’ll feel good, but what if we get caught?”

Priscilla shoved up, relinquishing the asshole to Brenden, who secured the man’s wrists and gagged him.

“In the van.” He nudged her toward the open side door.

Priscilla crawled in, familiar boxes piled to the roof of the vehicle. She closed the door then crawled up to the passenger seat.

Brenden cranked the engine. “Hold on.”

She grabbed the side door as the van shot forward. Boxes rattled and shifted behind them. The van turned and the figure of a man stood illuminated by the headlights.

“Look out!” She threw up her other hand.

The engine roared.

She never heard a sickening thump.

The van swerved, and she heard an unmistakable pop pop pop.

“Keep your head down,” Brenden ordered.

She hunched her head and peered out at the street opening up before them. “Are they following us?”

“Not yet. Watch the mirrors. Tell me if you see anyone following us, okay?”

“Okay.” She didn’t like the sound of that.

Brenden took a right and then a left. He barreled past slower moving traffic, driving the van at a break neck speed.

Priscilla held her breath for what felt like minutes, but all the headlights behind them were cars they’d passed.

She heaved a sigh of relief. Except it was one moment too soon.

Two SUVs whipped around a corner ahead of them and slammed on their breaks, giving Brenden no choice but to follow suit. Priscilla screamed as boxes hit the dash, the contents flying out to rain down on them.

“Oh my God,” she chanted.

The SUV doors opened and two men got out.

Brenden reached over and grabbed her. “Priscilla, it’s okay.”

“They’re coming. Oh my God, they’re coming.” She pushed up in her chair, as if she could crawl away from them.

“Priscilla.” He tugged her around to face him. “They’re my team.”

“Your-your what?”

“My team.” His brown eyes flicked over her face. “My name is Brenden Taylor. I was sent here to rescue you.”

Rescue you.

Her?

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




4.

[image: image]


THURSDAY. EMILIANO Rio, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.

Brenden felt only marginally better after a thirty second shower and a change of clothes. He was grateful the others had opted to give him a room to himself just off the suite where they’d be set up with Priscilla for the night. Sometimes he had nightmares, nasty things that left him out of sorts for days. They were worse when he didn’t at least try to keep normal hours.

Technically speaking, he did not have PTSD or any other neat explanation for what kept him up at night. No head doc he’d seen had come to that conclusion. Whatever kind of fucked up he was didn’t fit their neat diagnosis. He was really lucky to have this team. They didn’t need long explanations for things.

He dragged the washrag over his face as someone pounded on the wall.

A muted voice that sounded like Vaughn called out, “Briefing.”

“Can’t use a fucking cell phone?” Brenden muttered.

He tossed the rag down and rolled his shoulders.

It wasn’t the briefing he was dreading. It was being in the same room with her.

Priscilla hadn’t exactly taken the news she was rescued well. He’d stepped back out of the picture and let Melody and Grant handle her while he transferred boxes to the SUVs. Agreeing to haul the damn boxes with them was about the only way she’d cooperate and go with them.

Whatever it took to get her on the plane tomorrow that was what mattered.

Brenden grabbed his phone from the charger and headed out the door and down to the entrance to the suite. He swiped his key card and let himself in.

The atmosphere was artic. He nearly shivered at the chill.

Grant and Melody stat on the toy sized sofa to his right. They both glanced up at him, uniform expressions of concern and annoyance on their faces. For him? Or was something else going on?

Priscilla paced into view. She’d changed from her dirty slacks and blouse into a pair of yoga pants and T-shirt, the standard fare they brought with them on rescue ops to offer female assets. She whirled toward him, her dark eyes flashing with anger and stared at him.

“Where the fuck have you been?” she demanded. Her hazel eyes locked on his, so full of anger.

What the hell had he done?

At least he wasn’t the source of concern this time.

“My room.” Brenden moved away from the door, deeper into the suite.

He caught a glimpse of Vaughn, Nolan and Riley at the dining room table. Nolan had two boxes of tissues in front of him and a trash can at his side. His cold hadn’t gotten better from what Brenden could tell.

The whole team was accounted for. The guys were doing just about everything save of turning their backs on Priscilla.

Was she really that bad?

What the hell had happened between when they’d talked in the cell to when she was rescued to put her in this mood?

This was why Brenden was better off not messing with women. He didn’t understand this one bit.

“You lied to me,” Priscilla announced.

Brenden cocked his head to one side and glanced back at her. “When did I lie?”

She threw her hands up. “The whole damn time.”

No.

Oh, no.

She was not going to decide the truth.

He turned to face her, giving her his full attention. “Name one lie I told you.”

“You never told me you were there to save me.”

“Did you ask?”

“Why would I ask that?”

“I did not lie to you once. Everything I said was the truth.”

“Was it?” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Are you really a SEAL?”

“I was.”

“Prove it.”

Brenden grit his teeth and narrowed his gaze at her. Was she fucking serious?

“How would you like me to do that?” he asked.

She cocked her hip, one shoulder dipping with the move. “I don’t know. That’s on you.”

Nolan shoved up from the table while simultaneously blowing his nose. Brenden held up his hand to stall his teammate coming to his defense. If Priscilla had a beef with him, he’d deal with it.

An idea came to Brenden. He didn’t like it, but it was an easy solution. He pulled his phone out and tapped the screen, bringing up a social media page for one of his fellow SEALs. The image at the top of the profile was a picture that would forever be burned into Brenden’s mind.

It had been raining steadily all day before the funeral. Somehow the sky knew this was not a happy day. Brenden had been one of the pallbearers. A photographer had captured him and his fellow SEALs carrying the casket out of the little chapel to where the horse drawn carriage waited to take his friend to his final resting place. Brenden had glanced straight at the camera in that moment. And this was the photograph his buddy’s family had chosen to commemorate his memory online.

“Here.” He handed his phone to Priscilla.

Her eyes widened, and she opened her mouth as if to say something then shut it. She continued to stare at his phone, the image filling the screen.

“Is that satisfactory proof?” He didn’t like the idea she thought him a fraud.

She finally looked at him, the anger gone and in its place plain distrust. “Were you telling the truth about the women you work with?”

He took the phone then turned toward the sofa. “Priscilla, have you met Melody Nguyen?”

Melody’s gaze flicked toward him. The warning was subtle, but there. How was it no one else on the team had thought to fucking Google the woman? But that was one of Melody’s greatest superpowers, she liked to surprise people. She was an expert when it came to using people’s assumptions against them. Brenden was pretty sure even Grant wasn’t aware of her full history. Brenden just happened to sleep very little and suffered from acute curiosity.

“We met,” Priscilla said.

Grant straightened, a tablet in hand. “If you two are done, we have some things to discuss?”

Brenden nodded. He wasn’t keen to be questioned further about things. He’d done his job well, Priscilla was alive and safe. That was it.

The team circled up around the dining table with Grant and Melody at one end together. It was a nice change. Those two had seemed locked in a power struggle for the first year Melody was with them. As of late they’d found a rhythm and everything ran smoother for it.

“Okay.” Grant glanced at Brenden. “Rio police have asked for the two of you to assist in identifying the people who kidnapped and held you. They will be reaching out to do those interviews virtually since our objective is to get Ms.. Yilmaz home as soon as possible.”

“I’m not going home,” Priscilla said.

Grant frowned at her and Brenden grit his teeth.

She glanced around the table. “I can’t go home. I need to go to the Asclepius Health home office. They need to know drugs that were supposed to be destroyed are on the market in their name. This is a big deal.”

“We can work with that,” Melody said. “I’ll communicate with the flight team to change our destination. It could delay or move up our departure, so everyone please keep your phones close tonight.”

One destination was the same as the next to Brenden.

“Okay. Then that’s the important stuff,” Grant said. “Everyone, get something to eat, get some rest and we’ll head to Chicago in the morning. It’s going to be sixteen hours traveling at least, but in the near future this whole thing with be a bad dream.”

Brenden nearly snorted at that.

Bad dream.

Dreams were the least of it, but Grant couldn’t understand that.

Brenden needed to do something.

He pivoted toward the suite door with a mind to go back to his room.

“Hey, man.” Nolan jogged to catch up with him. His voice was off, all the congestion making him sound weird. The way the blond haired man looked at Brenden, like he thought Brenden might flip a switch and rage out, grated on his nerves. “We were going to order up something to eat. You want to stick around?”

“No, thanks.” He pulled the suite door open and stepped out to the hallway, closing the door in Nolan’s face.

The guys meant well, but he just wanted space.

Brenden returned to the relative safety of his room. He stared at the TV a moment then the tub. Priscilla had been impressed when he said this was where he was staying because the tubs were supposed to be great. He supposed the large bath was extraordinary.

The space, tub not included, was too small. He wanted to get out. Do something.

A sharp knock at the door brought him around.

Who was it this time?

Brenden crossed to the door and glanced through the peephole.

Vaughn?

What the hell did he want?

Brenden cracked the door and peered out at the dark haired man. “What?”

“Wanna play a couple hands?” Vaughn shuffled a deck of worn cards.

“No.” Brenden shut the door before Vaughn could suggest another activity.

Brenden needed to do something. While there were other options, like the hotel bar or the pool, he decided to change into gym clothes and head downstairs. A workout would tire out his body and with any luck when he finally lay down to sleep his brain would have no choice but to take a rest.

Maybe then his head would reset and whatever strange spell Priscilla had woven over him would be over.
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PRISCILLA HAD TRADED one cell for another. Granted, being put up in this swanky hotel was a world of difference from the concrete and chain-link she’d been in the last few days.

She turned the TV in her room off. For one, she could hardly figure out how to work the thing. Her mind wasn’t ready to check out. She kept going back to that moment in the van when she’d been certain they were about to get captured again. The overwhelming sense of guilt she’d had for dragging Brenden into this had nearly drowned her.

And then he’d told her he was saving her.

She was such an idiot, and he was a big, fat liar no matter what he claimed.

Where was he?

She rolled off the bed and slid her feet into the sneakers Melody had given her.

Priscilla needed to find Brenden. She didn’t know what she’d say to him or why this mattered so much.

She walked out of the bedroom and into the main part of the suite.

The four guys were playing cards and eating popcorn. The woman wasn’t around and neither was Brenden. Priscilla had gathered from their short exchange that he wasn’t staying in the suite like the others.

Where was he?

She steeled her spine and strode across to the table.

The Hispanic guy saw her first. His smile vanished, and he watched her with a familiar, wary gaze.

“Need something?” he asked.

“Where’s Brenden?” Her insides heated. She wasn’t sure what her obsession was or why she had to talk to him, she just did.

“He’s off right now. Can I help you?” the guy asked.

“You can tell me here Brenden is.”

The guy glanced at the guy in charge who shrugged. Some silent conversation passed between them then the Hispanic man pushed his chair back.

“He’s down in the gym. I’ll show you.”

“Thanks.”

What the hell are you doing?

Priscilla didn’t know. She couldn’t fathom what talking to Brenden would resolve for her. All she knew was that she had to ask him, why?

“I’m Vaughn, by the way,” the Hispanic man said as he opened the door to the suite for her. He was dressed in slacks and a polo shirt with a gun at his waist.

“Oh. Hi.” She filed his name away for later.

They walked down the hall to the elevator. “Your file said you do martial arts competitions?”

“As a kid.” God, did she sound as bitchy to him as she did herself? “My parents thought enrolling me in Taekwondo would be good for me.”

“Was it?”

She pondered that question.

The easiest answer was yes. She’d found confidence in her practice. The classes gave her an outlet to express her fear and anger. Looking back she could also see how she’d hidden in it, throwing herself at classes, trying to be good because maybe next time she could fight off her kidnappers.

“I learned a lot about myself,” she finally answered.

The elevator reached the bottom floor. Vaughn didn’t make a move to get off.

“Gym is the next door over,” he said.

She paused. She’d expected a bit more of a chaperone, not that she minded a bit of freedom. “You aren’t going to shadow me?”

Vaughn grinned at her. “The team’s watching you right now. Building security has added four guys to tonight’s shift. And you’re going to go pick a fight with Brenden, who is the human Hulk. I’m useless.”

She had the strangest urge to smile back at him.

Hulk.

That was an apt description for Brenden size, except the green bit.

Priscilla shook her head and turned toward the double glass doors leading into the hotel gym. They were frosted so she couldn’t see inside. Couldn’t prepare herself to see him again. She took a deep breath and decided she was going for it. Brenden had gotten under her skin and she wasn’t going to rest until she’d figured out what it was about him that bothered her. If that’s what was wrong. She just didn’t know.

She stepped into the gym. The latest Latin pop music playing vied with the sound of a treadmill being pounded to death.

Brenden faced away from her, staring out at a pool view. His arms pumped as he ran. Sweat had soaked most of his gray T-shirt, molding it to his body. A bottle of water lay on the floor, empty.

She stared at it and her throat tightened.

He’d gone after that guard just so he could give water to the kid. She’d thought he was a good guy, that she could trust him. But he hadn’t been truthful with her from the start. She was used to people lying to her. In the corporate environment it happened daily. Everyone did it, either because they didn’t have the spine to say no when she wanted something for a project or to cover their own interests.

The difference was that for some reason she still didn’t understand she’d trusted him in that cage of a cell. A strange man she had no reason to trust.

This was her chance for answers.

Priscilla took a step toward Brenden.

He reached up and jabbed the stop button on the treadmill then stepped off, pivoting to face her. His breathing was heavy. Sweat dripped down his brow, his hair slicked to his head. His dark gaze bored into hers.

Brenden wasn’t the least bit surprised she was there.

“How’d you know I was here?” she asked.

“Reflection.” He nodded at the window.

Well that made sense.

She crossed her arms over her chest. She wasn’t in the habit of allowing imposing men to intimidate her. Brenden didn’t scare her. No, she couldn’t quite tell what it was about him that got to her. That was what bothered her.

Answers.

“Why didn’t you tell me the whole truth?”

Brenden grabbed a towel and swiped it over his face before speaking. “Because I didn’t know if you would risk our extraction. The minute that guy gave you his sob story about helping people I wasn’t sure if I could rely on you to leave when the time came.”

“Seriously?” Priscilla gaped at him. “You think I’d have given up my safety?”

“Why’d you refuse to give them the cash they asked for?” Brenden grabbed a second water bottle and took a swig.

“That’s different.”

“Explain it to me.”

“They weren’t after my personal accounts. I never keep much cash on hand when I travel, anyway. They wanted me to drain the company account. The one that funds all of our charity programs. If I’d have done that, it would take months for our budget to get back on track. It’s totally different.”

“It doesn’t sound different to me. Maybe to you it is. We’ll have to agree to disagree. My job is about managing risk. My objective was to get you out alive with as little risk to my team as possible. Some of these guys just came back from medical leave. One of them just had his first kid. I made the best choices I could given the circumstances. Everyone got out, and no one died. I’m not sorry about it.”

No one died.

“The security guard died.” She swallowed and glanced away.

If she’d have handed over the cash, how many people would have died without the services her charity provided? That was a question she couldn’t answer. But she knew how many had died because she hadn’t.

One man.

“Hey?” Brenden reached over and briefly gripped her arm. “Don’t do that.”

“What?” She frowned at him.

“That security guard’s death isn’t on you. You did what you thought was right. You can’t help that bad people do bad things.”

“Is it really that simple? I mean, what if they were telling the truth?”

“That’s still not on you.”

She looked up at him. When had he crossed the gym to stand in front of her?

Someone had bandaged the cut on the side of his head. Without the blood he actually looked rougher, maybe scarier to some people. But not to her. No, she’d seen him scary, and this wasn’t it.

“Spot me?” he asked.

“What?” She frowned. “Why?”

“Because you need something to do. Because right now you don’t want to sit in a room, watch TV or bullshit with the others.”

Priscilla blinked at him.

He wasn’t wrong.

Was he right?

She watched him place an ungodly amount of weight on the bar for the bench press. If he expected her to help lift that he was sorely mistaken. Still, playing the role of spotter was better than the alternatives.

Neither of them spoke as he began his reps with her standing at his head.

Was he right about her and his reasoning for not telling her?

She chewed her lip and studied him. He was too focused on the bar to take notice of her, anyway. Had her assessment of him changed?

In their cage, she’d been leery of him until he took on their guard for the water. Brenden was still that guy. And he’d had not just her, but his team to think about. If she were considering the safety of several people, she could appreciate his cautious approach. Even if she wished she’d been one of those trusted ones. Being kept in the dark sucked.

Had her priorities been screwed up the whole time? What other problems had she caused by doing what she’d thought was the right thing at the time?

Brenden’s arms straightened, and he placed the bar back in the cradling arms. He rolled up to sit, his back toward her. She leaned forward, elbows on the bar and kept watching him.

He was a SEAL. A survivor. A protector. He was a damn good man from everything she’d seen of him. Maybe he was a better judge than her?

“Was I wrong?” she asked. It was a little odd hearing her own voice after so much silence.

Brenden turned to face her. “You did what you thought was right. Nothing wrong with that.”

“But was that the wrong thing to do?”

“Don’t do that to yourself.” He rose to his feet. “You can’t change the past.”

“But I can learn from it.”

“What do you think you learned?”

“Don’t get kidnapped again.”

Brenden snorted then gestures to the bar. “Want to take a turn?”

“Sure.”

This wasn’t her typical routine, but right now she needed someone else to guide her.

He helped her load the bar with an appropriate weight then they each took up their positions. She gripped the bar then glanced up at him. He was just looking at her, waiting for her move.

She’d asked him out. Did he remember that? Had he accepted because it played to this story better?

Priscilla lifted the bar and set her eyes on the ceiling, not his chiseled face, and began her reps.

Dating and men weren’t her strong points. It wasn’t that she wanted to be alone; she just didn’t know how to be with people. When she’d come back to her family after those weeks of a nightmare, she’d lived and breathed for her Taekwondo, as if that was the key to warding off all bad things. Her friends no longer understood her. She didn’t know how to connect with others. It wasn’t until she’d gone to college and scheduled a series of sessions with the counselor to work through her anxiety over moving away from home that she’d gotten to the heart of her issues, the trauma she’d endured, the unhealthy coping mechanisms she’d created for herself.

Counseling had turned into real therapy and progress. She knew she’d grown. The evidence was there. But some days she felt just like that scared kid all over again. That was normally when she’d call the girls. The ones she’d met in college while doing her therapy homework.

Priscilla had struggled to make friends. It was her counselor’s idea to use her skills and knowledge to help her bridge the gap between herself and other girls on campus. She’d begun teaching self-defense as a way of reaching out.

Those friends had helped her just as much as the therapy had. They’d pushed her to go to parties and social events. They’d dressed her up, introduced her to some good guys, but she’d never really done more than dabble in the dating arena. Men were either in competition with her or intimidated by her. Even the good ones that had all her friend’s stamp of approval.

And then there was Brenden.

She didn’t get that vibe from him. She didn’t get any vibe from him at all and that bugged her for some reason.

What did her brain want?

Her arms began to wobble. She extended them and Brenden took over, lifting the bar out of her hands and onto the cradle.

“Done?” he asked.

“Yeah.” She folded her hands across her stomach and took several deep breaths.

Brenden began pulling the weights off. She kept watching him, waiting for something to happen. He had to know she was staring, and yet he didn’t flinch or look back or seem to care.

He wasn’t conventionally attractive, but she’d never liked pretty boys. No, he was rougher. The scar on his chin spoke to that. His dark hair was mostly shaved on the sides and the top was just long enough to do something with. She was willing to bet money he just brushed it and left it.

“How’d you cut your head?” she asked.

“Last job.”

“Last job...?”

He paused standing over her, his eyes on hers and damn if she didn’t want him to keep looking at her.

“What?” she asked when the silence had gone on a few moments too long.

“Sorry.” He shook his head. “Disagreement with a guy who was holding our last client and his family against their will.”

“Is it safe to imagine the other guy looks worse?” She sat up and turned.

The corner of Brenden’s mouth twitched. “Yeah.”

Priscilla wanted to see him smile. She thought she’d like that, but he didn’t strike her as the kind of guy who had much to smile about.

Tomorrow he’d deliver her the headquarters in Chicago, then she probably wouldn’t see him again.

What was it her best friend was always going on about?

Living in the moment?

Priscilla wasn’t good at that. Even now she did a lot of living in the past, thinking about how things could be different. But right now the future was awfully tempting.

Her friend...

“Shit,” she muttered, reality intruding on her budding idea.

The momentary humor vanished off his face. “What?”

She cringed. “Does anyone outside of work know about...?”

“I don’t know.” He tilted his head, considering her unfinished question. “There was no mention of it in our briefing.”

“I should call my parents.”

“In the morning. It’s late.” Brenden braced his hand on the bench press. He spoke slowly. “I don’t think your family knows. If they did, Melody would be in communication with them. Given your history, we’d want to manage all aspects of your rescue.”

“My history?” She stared up at him, body going still. He knew?

Brenden winced then opened and closed his mouth. He braced his free hand on his hip then finally looked her in the eye. “It’s part of our standard intel gathering stage. We dig up everything we can on an asset so we know what we’re dealing with.”

“And the fact I was kidnapped as a teenager was relevant?” She hated how her skin heated. Embarrassment warred with anger.

“Yes,” he said without hesitation. “That combined with your training, teaching self-defense, your job, all of that influenced how we handled the situation.”

Priscilla felt that in her gut, like a hundred pound weight just decimated her. The pain was distant, a bit numb, but she knew it was going to hurt like hell once she wrapped her head around it.

From the moment she’d met Brenden, part of her had trusted him. Had it been orchestrated? Was he manipulating her? Was any of this real? Had they picked Brenden to send in there because they knew their shared experiences might help them manage her?

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




5.

[image: image]


THURSDAY. EMILIANO Rio, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.

Brenden could sense the danger building, but he didn’t know what he’d said to set Priscilla off. He was speaking without thinking. The longer he was around her, the less he considered his words. All he wanted to do was look at her.

She stood, turned away from him and lifted a hand to push the fine, short hairs off her forehead.

He should say something, shouldn’t he? But what?

Brenden’s value to the team had never been dealing with assets. He didn’t have the gentle command of people like Melody. He couldn’t sweet talk them like Vaughn. Nolan and Riley cajoled and joked people into doing what they wanted. Few people questioned Grant’s authority. Brenden was the muscle. He did his job, he kept his head down, and did what needed to be done. Until today, that never included conversing with assets as an integral part of their op.

“What the fuck?” Priscilla whirled to face him.

He winced and remained where he was, hoping like hell she’d say something that would give him some insight.

“You’re telling me everything up until now was organized? It was all fake?” Her voice rose and her eyes flashed. “Why you? Why were you the one picked to get kidnapped?”

“Nothing was faked. I volunteered.”

“Why?”

“Because I didn’t want to risk the rest of my team. They don’t know what it’s like to be held like that.” Sure, there’d been some hairy situations over the years, but nothing like what he’d been through. “And I thought out of all of us, I’d understand you better.”

“It was organized then.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

“Priscilla, every aspect of our ops is organized. That’s how we save lives. What are you getting at? What’s wrong with being prepared?”

She uncrossed her arms only to jab her finger against his chest. “Did you or did you not use what you knew about me to manipulate me back there?”

“No.” Brenden wasn’t that adept with people to manipulate them. He was painfully straightforward at times.

“How can I trust that answer?”

He spread his hands and sighed, ready to be done with this line of questioning. He was just tired. “You’re either going to trust me or you aren’t. I don’t know what to say to make you believe me. I don’t have any interest in head games. There was a job to do. I was the best one to do it. End of story.”

They stared at each other, her looking up at him with hazel eyes that looked like they were on fire. This whole thing was starting to piss him off.

“What’s the real problem, Priscilla? Why chase me down here like this? What’s really bugging you?” Because everything else she’d taken issue with didn’t feel like a reason.

“I trusted you,” she said.

Past tense.

She didn’t trust him now.

He knew how fragile trust could be.

At the end of the day, he’d live with it because she was going home to her family.

“I trusted you and I don’t do that very often.” She crossed her arms over her chest, her face scrunched up.

It was a very unsure pose for someone who’d struck him as a confident person. She was a ball-buster, more suited to kicking ass and taking names than second guessing herself. That wasn’t her nature.

“Let’s back up.” Brenden sat on the recumbent bicycle seat next to the bench press.

She remained standing right where she was, staring at the spot he’d vacated, her brow furrowed. It wasn’t the same face she’d made back in their cage of a cell, but it was close. She kept expecting one thing and got another.

Priscilla wanted to find firm ground. That was all she wanted. And from her view they kept changing things on her.

“What have I done to break your trust?” he asked, determined to lay it all out for her and let her make up her own mind about him, the op, the whole thing.

“I thought you were someone you weren’t. You didn’t tell me what you were really there to do.”

“I guess technically you’re right. I’m sorry I didn’t see a better way out of the situation.” Brenden still didn’t think he’d made a wrong call.

At the end of the day it shouldn’t matter what Priscilla thought about him so long as she was alive and going home. So why did he want to regain that trust?

“Am I being petty? Is there something wrong with how I’m seeing this?” Her shoulders slumped.

“I don’t think anyone but you can make that decision,” he said slowly, trying to be careful about his words. Talking to Priscilla was full of landmines he hadn’t known he needed to dodge. He’d been too blinded by his physical interest in her to realize the danger he’d put himself in.

“What do you think?” She met his gaze and expected an answer.

“I think that question is a trap,” he said.

“No. Be honest with me.” She sat down on the bench press facing him.

Fuck. How did he get out of this one?

If he were any of the other guys he’d distract her with a joke or something funny. But he wasn’t them. All he could do was answer truthfully and hope she saw all sides.

“Clearly trust is very important to you. I can’t tell you who to trust or if you’re wrong. I just can’t. What I can tell you is that doing my job, bringing people home safe, that’s important to me. I’m always going to make the call that protects the lives I’ve been entrusted with and keeps my team safe. If I had to lie to you to, I’d do it if that meant delivering you to your family. I don’t want to lie to you. Let’s be very clear about that. Lies create situations like these, where we have to spend more time convincing you to work with us for your benefit. That said, if I had to lie? I’d do it. I wouldn’t lose any sleep over it.” Not that he slept much. It might keep him awake, but he’d live with it.

She frowned at him and her brows drew down.

Yeah, he was losing her. Not that he’d truly had her except for those brief moments when he was fairly certain they’d bordered on flirting while sitting on that thin mattress.

Priscilla was something else. He’d been drawn to her story and the picture of a woman with eyes like his. Haunted eyes that had a past not many could understand. When he’d volunteered, he’d thought it would be a simple job. His interest in her would be professional, because that’s how it always was with him.

And then he’d met her.

Brenden didn’t understand most women. He’d given up going out with the other guys. Though he had a healthy sexual appetite, he just couldn’t find interest in the type of women the guys attracted for more than a few hours. And he wanted more than that, but he was too fucked up.

After he’d gotten a chance to catch his breath and really look at Priscilla, he’d found himself admiring her. Under the sweat and dirt and dried blood was a remarkably resilient woman. She was physically beautiful, sure. Especially right now with the too tight black T-shirt showing off her curves and the defined muscle of her shoulders and arms. Even the light sheen of sweat making her skin glow was sexy to him. But it was something else about her, something intangible, that he found more alluring.

He wanted to touch her. Maybe even hold her.

Priscilla sighed and her lips twisted up into a rueful smile that brightened her eyes a bit. “You just told me you’d lie to me and for some reason I like you more.”

Women.

He didn’t understand them one bit.

“Maybe it’s time to hit the hay? It’s been a long couple of days, I’m sure.” He doubted he’d sleep, but she should at least try.

Her lips twitched and a glimmer of something sparkled in her eyes. “That’s an awfully forward invitation.”

Brenden opened his mouth, but no words came out. His brain totally shut down while his blood rushed south.

She laughed, a throaty amused sound he liked a hell of a lot better than her inquisition from earlier. “Here I thought you’d lead with the tub angle.”

He cleared his throat. No, he recalled that conversation very well. He should extract himself from this conversation before all of his blood was in his dick. “I’m sure your tub is much better than mine.”

“Maybe. I haven’t seen yours.” She shrugged then glanced around the workout room. “I should do a proper warm up. You going to use the bike?”

“Nope. It’s all you.”

Brenden swallowed and got up. If it was just him, he’d stay down here another hour or maybe two. He couldn’t deny that he’d barely gotten started. But was it smart to continue whatever this was with Priscilla?

He paused to consider the rest of the equipment in the room before deciding to make use of the kettle bells. Crossing to the open mat he realized he had a perfect view of her in the mirror and it was tempting to watch her, but he knew down that path lay danger. Instead he stared at the floor. The weights. Himself. Anything to keep his mind in check.

There were no rules against relationships with clients. Hell, it seemed like half the guys were either dating or married to women they’d met in the field or on the job. But Brenden hadn’t crossed that line. Ever. It just didn’t seem like a good idea. They met people on the worst day of their lives. It formed intense bonds that for some people morphed into love.

Brenden had always thought it was a bad idea to be anything except professional with clients. He was damaged on the inside in ways that would probably never fully heal. He wasn’t a work in progress. He was who he was and asking anyone to change themselves to deal with him wasn’t fair. But every now and then he saw how happy some of his team was, like Riley and Erin, and he wanted that.

Logic told Brenden that he was the last person Priscilla needed. They might understand each other. She would probably get him better than another woman. But he would never be enough.

The facts were the facts.

Brenden was a good operative.

He was shitty at everything else.

The tunnel vision was working. He blocked out the rest of the room to the point he barely registered Priscilla’s presence. He knew she was there and that she’d changed machines, but he didn’t look at her.

He put the kettlebells back then stripped off his soaked shirt before switching to a bar to do pull ups.

Brenden was mentally counting off his second rep when he realized the room had gone quiet. He blinked, bringing the space into focus and found that Priscilla had stopped. She stood holding a bottle of water from the fridge unabashedly watching him. The hem of her shirt was tucked up under her bra, giving him a view of her own toned stomach.

For a split second he stopped, hanging by his hands, trying to figure out why.

Did it matter?

He lifted his body once more, watching her now.

This wasn’t like the puzzling things out stare. She wasn’t looking for how pieces fit or trying to turn him one way or the other to better understand the situation or herself.

It also wasn’t the angry glare where she was seeing someone or something else in his stead.

And the way she was looking at him held no suspicion like when they’d first met and she’d been wary of him.

No, this was something else. Something he hadn’t seen in a while.

Interest. In him. Physically.

Did she like what she saw?

That made him pause. An answering awareness unfurled inside of him and he tightened his arms, lifting himself up slowly while their eyes remained locked.

Tangling with Priscilla was a dangerous idea. She was a woman in full command of herself. He was willing to bet she knew what she wanted and how. There would be no shyness, no need to coax and be tender. No, a woman like her knew what she liked.

Brenden shut down those thoughts before they went further. He did not need to sport an erection now.

He shouldn’t care. It didn’t matter if she was attracted to him. Nothing good would come from tangling with her. And yet he wanted to know. It had been a long time since a woman had attracted him both physically and mentally.

“When does it stop being a workout and become showing off?” She tilted the bottle up and drank.

Brenden didn’t have an answer or any idea how to reply. What blood wasn’t absolutely necessary for vital operations was heading south, leaving his brain sorely lacking decent oxygen supply, so he opted to keep going.

Priscilla took another drink, her eyes never leaving him.

Working out had become his standard method for dealing with both his insomnia and personal demons. If all the head doctors he’d ever seen couldn’t help him, the best solution was to physically exhaust himself. He was in better shape now than he’d been when he’d played football or during his entire career as a SEAL.

“You know...” Priscilla ambled closer. Her lips were twisted up into a smile he wasn’t sure he should trust. “I thought you looked pretty damn good in a suit, but I’m beginning to think you look better out of it.”

Brenden extended his arms, hanging from the bar, and watched her.

Women didn’t notice him, not like this. Then again, most women weren’t Priscilla.

If he let this continue, he wasn’t sure he would stop it.

She came to stand directly in front of him. If he dropped to his feet, they’d only be six or so inches apart. Close enough to touch, to smell her, to make a mistake if he wasn’t careful. He had no idea what she was up to or where he stood with her, but he knew this was dangerous territory.

“Want a drink?” She lifted her bottle and shook it a bit.

So long as his hands were on the bars he was safely occupied. The moment he let go he didn’t know what he’d do.

When was the last time he’d been turned on by a woman? Not her clothes or her body, but her?

Brenden straightened his legs and dropped the last few inches to the ground. Sure enough, less than a foot separated the two of them. Priscilla made no more to step back or give him space. Her interest was firmly on him.

He took the bottle from her and twisted the cap off then drank deeply of the chilled water.

What he did or said next mattered. What did he want? What was the right decision for him?

He knew what the guys watching them right now were probably thinking. That wasn’t a great mystery, but he wasn’t them. And yet his physical response to her was potent, visceral and taking up more and more of his brain.

She tipped her chin up and finally met his gaze. “Seeing as I’ll probably never see you after tomorrow, want to have that dinner?”

“I’d rather have you.” The words were out of his mouth before he realized he was speaking.

Her eyes went wide.

Shit.

He took a step back and swiped his face with the shirt he’d tucked in the waistband of his shorts. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Why not? Makes a girl feel wanted. I was beginning to wonder if you agreed to dinner out of pity. Or maybe you were trying to placate me.” She braced her left hand on the frame above her head, making the now even higher hem of her shirt drift upward a bit more.

His gaze felt as though it were pulled lower, to her breasts. “I did not.”

“Are there rules against this?”

This could mean anything, but the answer to all forms of interpretation were the same.

Attraction. Lust. The desire for more.

“No.” He squeezed the now empty bottle, crushing it in his grasp. “Sometimes I wonder if the lack of rules is intentional.”

“Why’s that?”

“The truth?” His view could piss her off.

“Always.” One side of her mouth hitched higher.

“I think when a client gets involved with one of us they can become easier to manage.” They could also make things ten times more difficult, too.

“Well thank God my vagina doesn’t control my brain.” She let go of the frame and for a moment he thought she might come closer, but she didn’t. “I’m not usually this forward.”

“You should be.” This wasn’t the first time a woman had pursued him, but that was typically a different case. A woman wanting to fuck a SEAL for the notch on her belt, nothing more. Pricilla’s pursuit across the gym was different. She was focused on him, not who he was or what he’d done.

“Why? Does this work for you?” She crossed her arms under her chest, once more doing great things for her breasts with that V-neck. “Do you like a bossy woman?”

“You’re confident. There’s a difference.”

“Like what?”

His brain knew, but finding the words was a struggle. Talking never was his strong suit. He was a doing things kind of guy.

“You aren’t domineering and you don’t bark orders. That’s bossy. Nothing wrong with that if that’s your thing. But you?” He couldn’t resist anymore. He reached out and splayed his hand against her side, but he neither pulled her to him or pushed her away. Just touched her. “It’s confidence, and confidence is...sexy.”

His gaze took a meandering path up her body to her face. This close he could see every tiny detail. How her eyes were a mix of blues, greens and brown, the hazel shifting colors. Her left cheek was slightly sunken in. Was she biting it?

He slid his hand up her side and brushed her fist, noting the tension in her grip and the muscles along her back.

Priscilla was confident to a point. Right now she had on a good face, but she wasn’t nearly as self-assured in this exchange as she was pretending to be. For some reason that tipped the scale for him.

Brenden lifted his other hand and gently lifted her chin. He bent his head, but didn’t kiss her. Not yet.

“If I didn’t know for a fact that my team is probably watching us right this very minute, I’d kiss you. I’d pick you up, put your back against that wall and I wouldn’t let you down until you were begging me to fuck you.”

Her eyes widened and her lips parted. He felt her intake of breath and saw the flare of her nostrils. She liked that. She didn’t just want a boy toy. No, she was interested in him.

Priscilla licked her lips. When she spoke her voice was breathy, not as coy as it had been before. “You’re pretty confident yourself, aren’t you?”

“You’d chew up and spit a lesser man out.”

Now she grinned and relaxed her shoulders, arms uncrossing. “Guilty.”

Brenden’s mind was made up. He was going to have her and dinner, but not here.
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Priscilla retreated to the back of the elevator. She braced her hand on the rail and watched Brenden’s broad shoulders glistening with sweat. He hadn’t put his shirt on and she hoped he didn’t.

The urge to fidget or do something to use up the nervous energy bubbling inside of her was nearly overpowering. She bit her lip and gripped the railing on her other side.

The elevator doors shut and Brenden turned to face her.

The moment his eyes locked on her, she stilled. Hell, she could hardly breathe.

Who was this woman she’d become?

Priscilla was not the initiator when it came to men. Flirting wasn’t her strength. More often than not she was surprised to learn a man was putting the moves on her. But with Brenden? It was different. She wanted him regardless of what her norm was.

Did he know she had no idea what she was doing?

She was in over her head, as evidence by the full-body burn when he’d touched her. His hand on her side wasn’t even overtly sexual, and yet in that moment she knew more than any other she wanted him.

The elevator creeped up and neither of them glanced away.

Live in the moment.

After what she’d been through, she didn’t want to regret things and she knew if she didn’t follow through she’d never forgive herself. Some things were a once in a lifetime opportunity.

A night with Brenden fit the bill.

The elevator dinged. He changed. One moment he was staring at her like he was considering stripping her in the elevator. The next he was alert and his focus on the doors sliding open. He stepped out first, glancing up and down the hall. Because he was primed to face danger at every turn.

That did something to her insides. Whenever she went out, she was the safety conscious one. She walked her girlfriends to their cabs, to their cars, made sure they all got home safe. The idea of someone being that person for her was new. And nice. It took a burden off her shoulders she’d never thought about before this moment.

Brenden held out his hand, curling his fingers.

She wanted to take it, to hang onto him, but that wasn’t what he was offering. And he had no idea where her head was at. So instead she stepped past him into the hall.

His warm, large hand splayed against her back. Her lungs forgot how to breathe for a moment and she barely remembered how to walk.

In that moment her mind wound up to give her a few more things to stress about.

Why did she have to pick this moment? She was sweaty, gross and wearing totally unsexy underwear.

Brenden stopped outside a room one door down from the suite. He produced a keycard from his pocket and slid it into the slot then opened the door for her.

This was it. There was no going back once she stepped foot through there.

She took a breath and entered his room.

A lamp had been left on, casting the room with a soft glow. It was just a normal hotel room, if on the swanky side.

The door snicked shut.

She swallowed, hyper aware that this was where her big mouth had gotten her.

Brenden planted his hands on the wall, his arms caging her. She turned her head and watched him bend just a bit and lean in. He still wasn’t touching her, but when he looked at her like that he didn’t have to.

Holy...

She’d never seen brown eyes so expressive. They were molten dark, telegraphing his hunger to her in ways clearer than words.

Priscilla leaned against the wall as her knees went a bit weak.

She couldn’t remember a man ever having looked at her with this much desire.

Brenden’s arms flexed and the distance between them shrank even more. He was still shirtless, wearing nothing except those gray athletic shorts and his underwear.

“Do you want dinner now or later?” His voice was lower, rougher.

Priscilla shivered and her stomach tensed up. Her mouth went dry and she couldn’t do anything except stare at him, hyper aware of how close their bodies were.

“Priscilla?”

“I’m hungry.” She lifted her hand to his shoulder. His skin was cool to the touch. It was the first time she’d actually touched him and he was every bit as hard as she’d imagined. “But not for food.” 

His arms flexed, but he didn’t make a move to act. She flattened her other hand to his side, stroking his chest and abs. He had tan lines at his wrists, biceps and neck. It was also obvious he spent considerable time in the sun shirtless. His skin was an uneven golden color. He had quite a collection of scars, some small, others large, quite a few were jagged and painful looking even in their healed state.

She tipped her chin up and looked back at his face. His jaw flexed, and she became aware of his heavier breathing, as though he were holding back and that took great effort.

Was he waiting for her to make the first move? She had initiated this and there was something pleasing about this big man so focused on her and the idea that he wanted her badly.

She reached up and touched the scar on the cleft of his chin, tracing it with her fingers.

Priscilla straightened, bringing her face level to his, and leaned in. She slid her palm across his freshly shaven cheek. That must have happened during those hours between their rescue and now.

His nose dipped, bumping hers as their lips aligned. She could feel his breath on her skin. This close she could sense the tight control within him, how he held himself back.

This display didn’t fool Priscilla. Brenden was a man who preferred to be in control. And yet, he wasn’t incapable of giving it to her.

She rocked forward, closing the half inch between them and kissed his mouth. It was no gentle kiss, no. Brenden pressed against her, his tongue teasing her, deepening the kiss. Her breath stuttered in her lungs.

He wanted her.

Priscilla had assumed attraction, after all he’d said as much in the gym, but she could feel it now and it blew her mind.

Here was a man she didn’t have to coddle, who could take what he wanted and didn’t.

She’d hit the mother fucking jackpot.

Brenden’s hands came off the wall, and he gripped her by the waist, lifting her until they were face to face. She wrapped her legs and arms around him, moaning her approval. He pinned her between him and the wall, his hands stroking her sides and ass all while his mouth made love to hers.

She dug her fingers into his short hair. It was barely long enough to hold on to. She tightened her grip, of a mind to not let him go until she’d wrung every last drop of pleasure to be had from him.

He gripped her shirt and tugged. Her nipples tightened in anticipation.

She let go of his hair long enough for him to strip her of the garment. The sports bra was another matter. It came from her personal luggage that had been waiting for her on her arrival.

“How does this come off?” Brenden’s voice was a growl.

Priscilla chuckled. “Not easily.”

“I’ll cut it off.”

“What?” She laughed, the statement so unexpected and absurd.

At least until she blinked, and he was holding a sizeable knife.

“Where was that?” she asked, eyeing the blade.

“Dresser. Chin up.”

“I can take it off, you know?” She tipped her chin up and held tight to his arms.

Okay, so a little part of her was turned on by the idea of being cut out of her clothes. Who did that? Apparently he did.

Brenden hooked his finger under the band.

“Hold very, very still,” he said.

She tilted her head and peered down.

Using the very tip, and inches away from her skin, he sawed through the thick elastic band in a single swipe. She gasped as the elastic snapped her ribs and the fabric ripped farther.

“Did you really just do that?” She laughed and stroked her hands down his chest.

The alpha male display was utterly ridiculous. Any other time she knew she’d roll her eyes at the idea of a man cutting her very expensive sports bra off her, and yet right now she’d do it all over again.

Brenden set the knife down on the dresser then gripped the new ends of her bra in both hands. With one tug he ripped the fabric clean up to the reinforced upper hem. She shivered at the first caress of the cool air on her bare breasts.

“God damn it,” he muttered.

Priscilla hooked her arm around his neck then grabbed the strap on one side. Levering her back off the wall she did them both a favor and pulled what was left of her ruined bra up and over her head. She dropped it on the ground and grinned at Brenden.

He palmed her breasts, warming her skin with his touch, and kissed her. She arched her back, hungry for more. He nipped her lower lip, startling her. But she liked it. She liked everything about him.

His thumbs swiped across her nipples. Her hyper sensitive flesh sent pleasure warnings to her pussy and her mind momentarily lost all conscious thought. The only thing that registered were the words, yes, more and please.

Brenden shifted and bent his head to her neck. She closed her eyes, drinking in the sensations. His smooth chin, his calloused fingers and the feel of his dick pressed against her center. She rolled her hips, grinding their sexes together, but it wasn’t enough.

“You’re wearing too many clothes,” she managed to get out.

“So are you,” he said against her throat.

“Are you going to cut those off me, too?”

He lifted his head and peered down at her. She knew he was considering it.

She chuckled and covered his hands on her breasts with her own.

When was the last time a guy looked at her like this? When it was a purely physical attraction?

It felt as if she’d been waiting for this moment for years. Brenden wasn’t someone she knew from the gym. They weren’t in competition. There was no office connection. This was pure lust, and that was liberating.

If he wanted to slice n’ dice her clothes, she didn’t care if that was his thing. It was kind of hot.

“That would take too long,” he said after a moment. “This is faster.”

He slid his hands from her breasts to her hips and stepped away from the wall. She lowered her feet, just a bit unsteady. At least she had him there to hold on to.

Brenden gripped the waistband of her yoga pants and looked down at her. Stared was more like it.

God, she wanted him. Just that feeling, the yearning, was a sensation she’d nearly forgotten. There was no guilt, no hesitation, just desire.

“Fuck.” He squeezed his eyes shut and fisted the knit material at her hips.

“What? That didn’t sound good.”

“I don’t have protection. A condom. Fuck. We can’t...”

Priscilla snorted a laugh. It wasn’t a ladylike sound, and she didn’t care. She flattened her hands against him and leaned in until her breasts were pressed to his chest. His warmth soaked into her.

She really had assumed he knew. His ability to do a full-stop was commendable, even if unnecessary.

“You mean to tell me in all the digging you did, you don’t know I’m allergic to latex? What’s up with that?” She nuzzled his cheek, unable to contain her grin.

“You—what?” He lifted his head and looked at her, those dark brown eyes of his burning molten hot.

“I’m allergic to latex. Makes things really uncomfortable for me.” She took his hand and lifted it to her bicep. “Feel that little bump? That’s my birth control implant.”

He slid his palm up and down her arm, staring at the spot.

“Anything I should know?” she asked. Babies weren’t the only thing she didn’t want to catch right now.

“No. I mean, are you sure?” He still held onto her pants, though now the hold seemed more like a lifeline for him.

“Am I sure I want to know about your sexual health? Or am I sure I want you enough to ask?” She slid her arms up and around his neck.

“I don’t have anything,” he said looking back into her eyes. “Are you sure about this?”

“Oh, yes. I’m sure. Are you?” She licked her lips and briefly considered telling him, but the truth was she didn’t want to get sidetracked thinking about lesser men when a prime example of the best the gender had to offer was looking at her right now.

Brenden continued staring down at her, searching her face.

For what?

She had no idea, but his moment of inaction was her opportunity.

Those gray shorts had been teasing her all night long. She hooked her thumbs in his underwear and shorts, easing them down a bit. She felt his erection against her stomach, but couldn’t look away from his eyes to appreciate him. Instead she explored his length with her hands, stroking the smooth flesh. His cheeks sunk in and his gaze seemed to grow sharper, totally focused on her.

Had he heard her question? Or was he struggling with an answer?

Based on the way he was looking at her she was willing to bet he hadn’t even heard her.

Priscilla stopped stroking him, but didn’t let go of his cock.

“If you aren’t sure, it won’t hurt my feelings.” Okay, she was lying a little bit.

“What?” He blinked.

She chuckled. “I asked if you were sure, but I’m guessing you didn’t hear me?”

“No.”

“What were you thinking about?”

He was utterly and completely serious when he spoke. “How good you’re going to feel and not coming too fast.”

Well damn.

She leaned in a bit more and whispered, “I won’t hold it against you if you do. Now, stop staring and do something with those hands of yours.”

The corner of his mouth quirked. He pressed a quick, hard kiss to her lips then bent, pulling her pants and panties down, much like what she’d done to him. Only he didn’t stop at her hips, he pushed them all the way off until she was standing there naked, her every fiber attuned to the man now not touching her.

They reached for each other in the same moment. He wrapped his arms around her waist. She went for his shoulders. Brenden lifted her up again, and she locked her legs around him. His erection pressed against her, the smooth skin sliding between her folds. She found his mouth, kissing him with urgency while his hand dipped between them. He grasped his cock, guiding it to her entrance.

“Yes,” she moaned.

Brenden groaned then muttered. “Fuck, are you...?”

“Get inside me now.”

It was his turn to chuckle.

He rocked into her. Her vision blurred.

She was not prepared.

Priscilla let her head drop back against the wall and shut her eyes, giving herself over to the feel of his thick cock stretching her. Brenden kept a tight grip on her hips, lifting her, rocking deeper. She curled her arms around his neck and held on, luxuriating in the feel of flesh on flesh, the slow glide, his heat, the way their bodies fit.

“Too much?” he said against her ear.

She shivered and wound her fingers through his hair. “Hell no.”

He lifted her and thrust, driving deeper. Her insides tightened, and she gasped for air. The stretched sensation was both uncomfortable and delicious.

“God, yes. More of that. Fuck.” She was talking too much, but she couldn’t stop her mouth.

Brenden’s lips found hers and he kissed her even while he pounded into her. She shifted her hips, moving with him, but he was in control while she hung on for the ride of her life. She was vaguely aware of things like the wallpaper’s texture, that the air had come on again, but mostly it was Brenden filling her body and thoughts.

He held onto her, his lips coasting from her lips to her neck and chest. As he moved her, her breasts rubbed against him, the wry hairs creating just enough sensation on the aching points that she needed more.

Priscilla dropped one hand to her breasts and squeezed a nipple, desperate for something. She threw her head back and moaned, lost to the pleasure of his cock and how he fucked her. Their joining was hard. She felt it deep in her bones. And yet the way he held her was tender, careful. It allowed her to let go, to feel, to get lost in the act of being with him.

“Pris,” Brenden half growled, half panted her name. It was laced with both need and warning.

“Yes. Yes, fucking come.”

Priscilla chanted words, incoherent sounds poured from her mouth. She arched her back as he drove deep, joining their bodies again and again. He buried his face in her hair, his mouth next to her ear.

“Brenden...” She didn’t mean to, but she fisted his hair tight, her legs clamping down around him as her body reached the pinnacle of pleasure.

It was all downhill from there, a rolling, growing maelstrom of pleasure she felt from her toes to her hair. Her body rippled with it, stealing coherent thought until all she wanted to do was hold on to and kiss this man.

She remained wrapped around him, holding tight to the one thing she could trust in the rush of feeling.

Brenden was one hell of a man.

Priscilla still didn’t understand how he’d gotten under her skin and she no longer cared. What she realized was that this moment was special, and she’d be damned if she ruined it by over thinking a good thing. She’d done that enough in life to learn that sometimes she just needed to accept what was.

He gently turned his head back and forth, his nose caressing her ear and then her cheek. She eased her death grip on his hair and cupped his cheek, guiding his face to hers for a sensual kiss.

Without breaking contact he lifted her away from the wall and turned. She was rather impressed when he used just one hand to keep her in place and walked them into the bathroom. He set her on the vanity then cupped her face, his kiss so tender she was tempted to open her eyes and make sure it was the same man.

Brenden eased away from her and they both hissed as his cock slid from her body.

She was going to feel that tomorrow and relish every memory of it.

“Want to check out the tub?” His hand slid up and down her thigh.

She glanced at the massive, oval shaped tub. It occupied nearly half the bathroom with an excellent view of the bedroom through a wall of glass overlooking the bed.

Priscilla crossed her ankles and braced her hands on the vanity. “I think mine has a better view, but yours is better because it’s here.”

Brenden reached over and turned on the water. The man had an ass. Probably from the hours of working out he did. Hulk wasn’t a bad word for him. Not at all.

“I’m going to order us that dinner. Any requests?” He glanced over his shoulder at her.

She didn’t stop looking. Hell, she didn’t much care that he’d caught her. “Lots of food. Steak. Hell, if I’m not paying, get dessert, too.”

He shook his head and stoppered the tub. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Priscilla slid to her feet. “Is room service even an option? What time is it?”

“It’s almost two.”

“In the morning?” Priscilla shook her head. “No wonder I’m starving. And wasn’t it supposed to be me getting you dinner?”

Brenden stopped so close to her if she took a deep breath her nipples would draw lines on him. He lifted his hand and touched her chin.

“Semantics. Get in.” He backed toward the door without kissing her, then turned and strode into the room beyond.

He hadn’t kissed her.

Why did that bother her?

Priscilla did a quick post-sex clean up before getting sliding into the warm water, her thoughts mulling things over. She wasn’t big on cuddling after. Hell, she’d been accused a few times of running out after the act, but maybe that was more a reflection on the men than her?

She sank into the thigh deep water and leaned back, watching a very naked Brenden talking on the room phone.

That was the single most satisfying sexual encounter of her life. Her brain wanted to immediately begin dissecting it. Why this time? Was it him? Her? The moment? What? But she couldn’t focus on those questions so long as she kept watching him.

He turned his head, his lips still moving and looked back at her. His face didn’t change. There was no smile, no visible tell, and yet she felt the heat of his gaze. She grinned. Hell, the man deserved to be celebrated as far as she was concerned.

Brenden finished his phone call without glancing away from her. He tilted his head to the left.

Asking permission?

She crooked her finger at him.

This was so not like her, and she was just going with it for now.

Brenden entered the bathroom and stopped next to the tub, his gaze sweeping down her body.

“Admiring the view or trying to decide how to tell me you aren’t a bath kind of guy?” she asked.

His lips quirked. “The view.”

Her heart did a little leap.

He climbed into the tub facing her, his legs on either side of hers. He reached into the water and cupped both of her feet in his hands, lifting them to his thigh. Curious where this was going, Priscilla lay back, committed to simply enjoying this.

Tomorrow she’d think it to death. That was her way, but for tonight she’d just be here.

Brenden’s thumbs slid down the arch of either foot. It was a firm touch, finding all those little feel good points that made her bones want to melt. “What were you thinking?”

“Hm? Thinking?”

“You had that thinking look going on again.”

She sighed and sank a little lower in the water. “I’m really trying to stop thinking. When are we talking about?”

He let go of her right foot and focused on her left, both thumbs massaging her sole. “When I was on the phone.”

“Oh.” She swallowed. What the hell? His ego deserved a little stroking as far as she was concerned. “I was thinking that was just the best sex of my life and instead of trying to dissect why it was I wanted to enjoy this. Oh my God, whatever you’re doing don’t stop.”

Her eyes nearly rolled back into her head and she slid even further down. He had her heel against her sternum, his thumbs working magic.

“If that was the best I’m going to question your taste in men.”

“You shut your whore mouth and accept the damn compliment.”

Brenden hunched forward and a real laugh rippled out of him. The sound was rough, as if he were unused to it. He tipped his head back, lips curved into the first true smile she’d seen from him.

Dear God, the man was devastating.
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BRENDEN ROLLED THE room service cart toward the bed. Exhaustion had finally hit Priscilla, and she lay sprawled on his bed wearing the white, fluffy robe from the closet, but it didn’t cover near enough for his liking to allow a strange man into the room at almost three in the morning. He paused, taking her in.

One arm was thrown over her face. Her hair was up in a messy bun thing. The robe gaped open, exposing her sternum and lower ribs, but nothing more. One thigh peaked from between the folds of fabric, her long, lean legs caught in a frozen dance against the bedspread.

“Is that food I smell?” she mumbled.

“Think you can sit up to eat?” He picked up her tray. He’d managed to get her a nice, steak dinner with simple sides. Given what she’d gone through, he wouldn’t doubt that her stomach was all kinds of knotted up from stress.

“Yup.” She levered up into a sitting position then pushed up to the headboard. “Your phone went off again.”

Brenden wasn’t particularly keen on looking at it. These were his off hours. If someone needed him, they would call. He set the tray on her lap then turned back to get his meal.

Priscilla held up her hands and cringed. “Not that I meant to look, but I did see part of a text...”

Fuck.

What had she seen?

He set his meal on the edge of the bed then snatched his phone up trying to think of anything that would give her that guilty expression.

Nearly a dozen texts, and the first one previewed on his lock screen was from Vaughn.

Dude is that you? Are you killing someone in there?

Brenden glanced at Priscilla. Her shoulders were up around her ears and her mouth was scrunched up.

Was this what she’d seen?

Fucking Vaughn.

“Sorry?” she said.

He glanced through the other texts. The last one made Brenden roll his eyes.

I don’t know if I should be worried or proud.

Vaughn wasn’t the only one who’d texted. Had the whole team heard?

Brenden tapped Nolan’s message.

Hey, no one cares if you two bang, but for security reasons she needs to sleep in the suite.

“I just made things weird, didn’t I?” Priscilla held a bite of mashed potatoes on her fork, shoulders slumped.

“No.” He turned the volume off then set the phone aside. The way he saw it, Vaughn had little room to talk. Nolan’s request was reasonable. The rest could be ignored.

“I’m sorry,” she mumbled.

Brenden twisted to face her. “Sorry for the—and I quote—best sex of your life?”

That got a startled laugh out of her. The ensuing smile was full of light and all the good things. “Okay, so not really sorry we had sex. Just, sorry your coworkers heard.”

He shrugged. While he wasn’t as public about his partners as the other men had been over the years, he also wasn’t going to hide it or be the least bit embarrassed that his performance had garnered a vocal response. How could he be?

For the first time in a long time he’d had a full body and mind reaction to a woman. That wasn’t something he was going to regret.

They tucked into their meal, the only sound that of forks and knives on the stoneware plates. The silence wasn’t awkward. It was content. So often people seemed to need to fill the quiet with conversation or commentary. It was nice to share space with someone and not have to talk.

“Did you call me Pris?” she asked.

Brenden chewed slower, the question catching him off guard. Had he? He couldn’t remember.

“Huh.” She took another bite.

“Is that a bad thing?”

She shrugged and swallowed. Her nose wrinkled. “My friends in high school and college did, a few still do, but in professional settings I heavily discourage it. It just seems like the people who do it eventually start calling me Prissy instead and they’re always the assholes.”

“My bad.”

“I’m not saying that about you.” She brushed his forearm. “I’m just thinking about this.”

She gestured to him then herself.

“And?” he was curious now. His thoughts hadn’t been anywhere near as deep.

“And I’m done analyzing it.” She flicked her fingers and met his gaze. “I trust you for no reason. You’re at least a halfway decent guy, probably even a great one. I think you’re hot as hell. What else really matters?”

“Do you usually analyze everything?” Hadn’t she talked about not over-analyzing sex earlier?

She nodded. “Yes. I want to know how everything ticks, why I do things, why you do things. I want to understand. I’m told it’s a coping mechanism, a way for my brain to be in control because of when I wasn’t in control.”

Brenden stopped with a bite halfway to his mouth, her words hitting him square in the forehead. “I brainstorm exit strategies for any building I’m in. I always want to know how I’m getting out.”

“Really?” She twisted to fully face him, her tray balanced on her crossed legs. “How would you get us out of here?”

“In what instance? Fire? Earth quake? Is the power on? Are we running from hostiles? Or—”

“You’ve thought through each one?” she asked.

“Yes.” He set down his fork. He knew her story, but she knew very little of his. “When I was taken, we were acting on bad intel. My unit was sent into this place to try to capture a guy and we walked into a trap. We didn’t know much about the layout of the place and as I was trying to get out of there I ran into a dead end.”

There was more to it, like his buddy he’d been carrying at the time, the shit storm going on via comms as the whole op came apart. But he couldn’t share that with her. It was all classified.

Priscilla’s hand closed around his and she squeezed him once, then let go. “Dead ends. That’s, yeah...”

He focused on her face, the faraway look in her eye.

Shit.

“Hey?” Now it was his turn to reach for her hand.

She took it and they each held on tight for a few moments.

“After they realized I wasn’t who they thought I was, the guys started being real assholes. These two thought it was so damn funny to let me go, turn out the lights then pop out at me. God, they were dicks. I hope they got scrotal cancer and died painfully.”

That pronouncement caught him off guard. Once more he found himself choking down a laugh.

She glanced up at him and grinned. “You never told me how we were getting out of here?”

“In any instance, if we have forewarning, the ideal exit strategy is down the stairwell and into the west parking lot. Not many ambush points and it’s hard to sneak up on someone on these stairs.” He swiped his thumb over her knuckles before he realized what he was doing.

“And if it’s a pick up and go now thing?”

“The balcony. With the rope in my gear bag I could secure you to me and though it would leave us open to a sniper or outside attack, I am confident I could get you down to the ground using the balconies.”

“The balconies? How? Are you a super climbing hero or something?”

“No. All you’re doing is dropping from the balcony to the lower railing. Climb down a bit, lower, keep going.”

“You’re nuts. I’d never make it down that way.”

“If you had to, I bet you could.”

They ate and debated his method for exiting the building via the balcony. He knew he could do it. With her level of physical fitness he was fairly confident she’d manage it just fine. By the time their plates were clear her eyes were drooping, and he knew their evening was up.

It was one hell of a memory.

“I think I’m going to pass out on you.” She sat up and hid a yawn behind her hand.

“You should get some sleep.”

She braced her hands on the bed and studied him for a moment. “Is it going to offend you if I go back to my room?”

He was surprised by the pang of disappointment.

Talk about new.

“No. In the interest of your safety, it’s best if you do.” He resisted the urge to rub his chest in the vicinity of his heart. What the hell was happening to him?

“Think anyone will be awake?”

“Just Vaughn.” Brenden grimaced. “He’s on night surveillance duty.”

“Oh, fun.”

“I’ll walk you to your room.” He was fairly certain Vaughn would know to keep his comments to himself, but just in case.

“How sweet.” She grabbed her pants from the foot of the bed. “Mind if I borrow your robe?”

“Please.”

Now that Brenden had been intimate with that body, he wasn’t keen on anyone else looking at her. Even the rest of the team.

She finished getting dressed while he only bothered with a pair of flip-flops besides his shorts.

Priscilla gave him a fleeting smile as they left his room and made the short walk to the suite. He used his keycard to let them in. Sure enough, Vaughn was the only one awake. He sat on the sofa, most of the lights off, his laptop open and the TV on.

To Vaughn’s credit, he didn’t even glance at them. Brenden walked Priscilla through the living area and on to the master suite. He paused at the door, a strange urge to follow her in taking over his mind.

Instead, he braced his hands on the doorframe and stopped.

She turned and lifted up on tiptoe then pressed her lips to his in a quick kiss.

“Good night.”

“Night,” he mumbled.

Watching that door close was both confusing and hard. What the hell was going on in his head?

Brenden pushed away and made it as far as the sofa before his ability to go further left him. He sat down and stared at the TV without seeing the program.

“You had a fun night?” Vaughn asked.

Brenden didn’t reply. He still wasn’t sure what the fuck had just happened to him, or if it was a good thing. He leaned back and stretched his legs out. There was no chance in hell he was sleeping now. His brain was too awake, too focused on the woman who’d just shut the door in his face.

“Really never thought I’d see the day you hooked up with a client,” Vaughn said.

Brenden grunted.

Vaughn leaned closer and pitched his voice lower. “You hear about Ethan?”

Brenden had been prepared for some other asinine comment, not that. He turned his head and frowned at Vaughn. They’d taken a job several months back for one of the original investors, one that came with very high stakes. In the process, they’d wound up rescuing a guy that had worked for Aegis and had been presumed dead. Only, Ethan didn’t know he was Ethan, least not the last time Brenden saw him.

“Should I take that as a no?” Vaughn asked.

“What’s the latest?”

“Melody and Grant saw him. They had to go talk to the big boss. Sounds like Ethan’s locked up in a padded room. Nothing’s getting through to him.”

Shit.

Brenden leaned his head back and stared at the ceiling.

From what he knew, Ethan had been missing for four or five years. That made the couple of months Brenden had been held prisoner sound like a cake walk. At least he’d known who he was when it was over.

He glanced at the door to the master suite, watching the line of light at the floor and knew he wasn’t going anywhere.
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7.
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FRIDAY. ARTURO LOBO’S Home, Juárez, Mexico.

Arturo pried his eyes open. His phone clamored away, the screen lighting up the room.

What now?

He pushed up and groped blindly for the device. He tapped the answer button to shut it up then took a moment to inhale and ease back against the headboard.

He didn’t recognize the number. “What?”

“The weather is bad. Real bad. Hurricane level bad.”

Arturo frowned and looked at the number again. “Where are you calling me from?”

“I bought a burner phone, like we talked about?” The man’s voice trembled and shook.

He closed his eyes. “Then you should have called my burner. What’s going on? What disaster is striking us?”

“There was a break in at one of your facilities in Rio.”

Arturo bit his tongue to keep from saying, not mine. No, the South American expansion was after his time leading DDM. But that was a minor detail that didn’t matter right now.

“When?” He threw the covers back.

“You know why this is bad, don’t you?” The man’s voice dropped to a whisper.

“Of course I know.” Arturo stood and prayed he could suffer idiots a while longer.

“What are we going to do? This is the same group who kidnapped that girl. The one that runs the charity division? I heard corporate sent someone down there to rescue her. If she knows, if she saw—”

“Handle it.” Arturo could only deal with so many disasters. The Rio situation was manageable so long as he got down there.

“How?”

“Hire someone. I don’t know. Figure it out. I’ve got people in Rio—”

“Can’t they take care of her, too?”

Arturo stalked to his closet and yanked clothes off hangers. “These aren’t that kind of people.”

“How do I find people for a job like this?”

Save me from fools.

Arturo grit his teeth.

He knew someone, a team he’d used before. But he couldn’t be the one to hire them. Things hadn’t ended on the best note.

“I’ll send you details. Pay what they want, tell them everything you can and they’ll handle it.” Arturo had always been good at finding the right people to do the job. It was a skill he’d honed, using it to gather the best damn team for DDM. But Dad had taken that away from him.

“What if we can’t put the cat back in the bag?”

Then Arturo would leave his partner holding the bag, but he couldn’t tell his partner that.

“Then we kill the cat and get rid of the evidence.” This wasn’t the first time Arturo had gotten his hands dirty.
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FRIDAY. PRIVATE AIRPORT, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.

Priscilla sat ramrod straight in the back seat of the SUV. She was grateful the team had recovered her suitcase. If she was going to walk off the company jet and into a corporate meeting tomorrow, she didn’t want to wear yoga pants and flip-flops. What she had to tell the executives was bad news of the worst kind.

Which was what her head should be thinking about. Instead all she wanted to do was ask where the hell Brenden was.

He hadn’t been present at breakfast or when they’d checked out of the hotel. He wasn’t the only missing one, but he was the one she cared about.

The SUV pulled past the hangars and onto the tarmac. A white jet with the blue and black logo of Asclepius Health sat with the hatch open and bustling activity around it.

Parked off to one side was another dark SUV. Two men were unloading luggage from the vehicle and handing them to the plane staff.

One of them had very broad shoulders.

Shoulders she was intimately acquainted with.

God, if Priscilla could go back and punch her past self in the ovaries, she’d do it in a heartbeat.

Why had she ruined a perfectly good night by shutting the door in Brenden’s face?

She hadn’t wanted to. Not really. Her brain had told her it was the best move for both of them. She’d never before wanted to linger after sex, but good things had to come to an end. In the moment she’d thought choosing the moment would be good for her, them. Instead it was like she’d opened a candy bar, eaten a little then tossed the rest.

Priscilla could have had the whole thing, but she’d cut herself off after one taste. That was a regret she’d have to live with.

The SUV came to a stop. Before Priscilla could gather her thoughts, her door was whisked open and the dark haired, stern man who was in charge of the team offered her a hand out.

How did she tell him she’d rather sit here and watch Brenden for a moment?

She didn’t.

She’d closed that door, literally, and it was time to move on.

Priscilla gathered her few things and headed for the plane, Melody falling into step with her.

“The boxes are already loaded,” she said.

Right.

The thing Priscilla should be thinking about.

“Do we know if anyone from DDM or Asclepius has been notified about last night beyond what I sent in?” She hadn’t said much, just informed the main offices she’d be in and needed to speak with everyone.

“There are bigger problems.” Melody handed her a newspaper.

Priscilla slowed her step and unfolded the paper.

The front page head line read, Fire Destroys Medical Warehouse.

Melody kept pace with her. “What I’m guessing? The thieves torched the place when things went south.”

“Why?” Priscilla stopped and scanned the article. “To cover up the body? To—what? Did they get caught?”

“It’s unclear.”

She glanced up at Melody’s odd tone, taking in the other woman’s furrowed brow and pronounced frown.

“What do you mean, it’s unclear? There’s no mention of a break-in or anything, just that the building burned down...”

“This morning when I called to check-in with our police contact, I was told that we were no longer needed to answer any questions. The detective I spoke to was unavailable and had a family emergency to see to.”

Priscilla opened and closed her mouth before her brain caught up. Either way she turned this situation, it wasn’t good. “Is someone covering up my kidnapping? Or is someone covering up the fact that DDM was selling expired medication?”

“I don’t know,” Melody said.

“Ladies?” The man who’d opened her door approached them. “Whatever you’re talking about, can you please do it on the plane?”

“Yes, of course.” Melody turned toward the jet.

Priscilla didn’t move. “Because we’re leaving or you think we’re in danger?”

“Just being cautious, ma’am.” His stony stare didn’t give anything away.

Priscilla wished she could read him at all. Since she couldn’t and his request was reasonable, she turned and strode toward the jet, her mind still trying to wrap around what the hell had happened since she was rescued.

A fire at the warehouse would mean all the product she’d seen was gone. The idea that a few criminals had torched the place just after her discovery to cover their tracks seemed too coincidental. Too suspect. Whoever had routed the medication there was more than likely pocketing a huge profit over the sale of old drugs. And money perverted people’s sense of right and wrong.

She reached the bottom of the stairs and gripped the railing. The skin between her shoulder blades prickled, as though someone were watching her.

Priscilla glanced over her shoulder, her mind preparing her for some scary, masked figure with a gun. Instead, she locked eyes with Brenden, poised with a bottle of water in hand about to take a drink.

Because she didn’t have enough to think about.

She hauled herself up the stairs and into the jet, her mind reeling from the possibilities.

If she hadn’t absconded with the boxes she had, then there would be no proof. She didn’t know that for certain, but her gut believed it.

“Melody?” Priscilla stopped and turned, blocking the aisle.

The petite woman set her purse and laptop down at the four seater table near the front of the plane. The gruff man followed closely behind her.

“Where exactly are the boxes?” Priscilla asked.

“The flight staff stowed them in the captain’s closet.” Melody turned and nearly walked into the team leader. “Grant.”

“Thanks.” Priscilla didn’t wait to hear more. She knew where the closet was and intended to check it out for herself before they took off.

She set her things down in the seat on her right then slid past Melody and Grant speaking in hushed tones. The flight staff were familiar faces. Priscilla wasn’t on a first name basis with them, but she also had no hesitation requesting to ensure her boxes were on board. After being assured it was one of the safest places on the plane, Priscilla agreed to take her seat for their immediate departure.

While she’d been in the front of the plane, the rest of the Aegis team had boarded.

Melody and Grant sat at the table along with the other man with sandy brown hair. Vaughn and a blond man sat across the aisle from the other three.

And Brenden was two rows behind them, alone and directly across from where Priscilla had set her things down.

The idea of having Brenden there amidst all the uncertainty was more comforting than Priscilla wanted to admit.

Did he know? What did he think of the new developments?

She took her seat, choosing the one nearest the aisle and Brenden.

“Sleep well?” His voice was the same as before, deep and rough, only now it was the sound of safety. He didn’t look at her. In fact, with his eyes shut he appeared to be on the verge of sleep himself.

“Not really.” She turned her head.

He opened his eyes and looked at her. “I find I sleep very well on planes.”

Priscilla chewed her lip. Was she being a conspiracy theorist?

“What’s wrong?” Brenden asked.

She got up, tucked the paper under her arm, and gestured to the window seat on his other side. “May I?”

He stood by way of an answer, allowing her to take the seat next to him. She spread the paper out over her knees and gestured at it.

“Did you know the warehouse burned down? Melody said the cops aren’t looking into the kidnapping.”

“I saw the news.” He grimaced and buckled his seatbelt.

“You don’t think it’s a coincidence either, do you?” She didn’t want to be alone in this.

“I could see one or the other, but not both,” he said slowly, eyeing the headline.

“Why?”

He leaned his elbow on the arm rest between them. “A group as well-organized as the one who took you has connections on the force. People they can pay off. I could see them shelling out to close the case.”

“I guess that makes sense.” But it did nothing for the tension currently churning her gut.

She tapped a line three-quarters of the way through the article. “The timing of the fire doesn’t. We left the facility around ten fifteen. According to the morning’s news the building burned down closer to five. That’s a lot of hours.”

“You don’t think the dirty cop could have torched the scene then taken off?” It sounded crazy to her, but she needed to see it from all angles.

“Maybe?” Brenden shrugged. “I’m no detective. My job is getting you home safe.”

“What if they don’t believe me? What if those boxes aren’t enough? What if...?” She twisted to face him.

Brenden would be gone when it came time for her to discover these answers. He was right, his job was nearly over. The rest of this was on her shoulders.

“Talk me through it,” he said.

“Through what?”

“What if you take the boxes to them and they don’t believe you? What if they do?”

“I guess there will be an internal investigation. I don’t quite know how everything works on the manufacturing side. But, there has to be a paper trail, right?” She sucked down a deep breath.

“Are you going to be the person doing the investigating?”

“No. I guess not. But, it matters to me what happens.”

“I’m guessing if this got out it would be really bad for your company. I can’t see them not wanting to get to the bottom of things.”

“You’re right.” She eased back into the seat. That thought hadn’t occurred to her yet. She wasn’t firing all cylinders.

Priscilla wasn’t blind to the problems inherent in the pharmaceutical industry. What she did was about making the world a little better.

Maybe she’d think clearer after a nap.

The captain came over the intercom, giving them the regular pre-flight spiel. Priscilla lowered the sunshade and closed her eyes, trying to think calming thoughts as the jet lifted up and into the sky.

“Did Melody talk to you about tonight?” Brenden asked.

“Hm? No.” She tipped her chin up and looked at him.

“Since we’ll be traveling the whole day, I think the plan is to get accommodations for all of us, including you, in Chicago for tonight. Then tomorrow we escort you to work.”

“Oh.” Her shoulders relaxed.

Priscilla had figured she’d call in a favor from a friend of a friend since she had no cash on hand and her wallet was gone. The idea of another night under the watchful eyes of her personal protector was a relief.

Maybe she’d get to eat the whole candy bar?

“Hey?” She reached over and touched his wrist, lowering her voice to a whisper.

“Hm?”

“I’m sorry—I mean, last night—I just—”

His face remained as impassive as ever. “You don’t have to say anything.”

“I panicked at the end and just shut the door in your face. That wasn’t cool. I’m sorry.”

He blinked a few times. Did her apology catch him off guard? Was he expecting her to say something else?

“It’s fine,” he said after a few beats of silence.

“I don’t think it is.” She eased back in her seat, finally feeling some of those knots untangling. “You’ve put up with my neurotic hounding, fed me dinner, rubbed my feet...”

Why wasn’t she asking him to marry her now?

“A lot happened yesterday,” he said.

“You’re cutting me too much slack.”

“We’ll agree to disagree.”

She glared at him. It was that or smile. “Anyone ever tell you that you’re frustrating?”

“My sisters used to all the time.”

“Sisters?” She perked up at the sound of that.

Priscilla had never really bonded with her little sister. Sure, they talked from time to time, but it wasn’t like on shows where they whispered or giggled about things. The idea of a younger Brenden with sisters amused her to no end.

“Yeah.” He didn’t elaborate.

“How many?”

“Two.”

“Younger? Older?”

“Younger.” He peered sideways at her, his brow furrowed slightly.

“You don’t like talking, do you?” That knowledge made her want to pester him with more questions. There was something appealing about getting under his skin for a change.

“I don’t usually have much to say.”

“Would you prefer if I shut up?”

“No.” His lips curled up into a grimace. “I don’t talk to my family much.”

“Everyone gets busy with life. I barely talk to mine. Sometimes I think they prefer it that way.” It was her turn to make a face at her distasteful past. “After—you know—things were hard on everyone, but I didn’t see how it was hard on them until later.”

“It’s always difficult to see that sort of stuff when you’re going through it.”

“Isn’t that the truth?” she muttered.

Back then, Priscilla had been trying to make sense of it all. She hungered for safety, and yet it eluded her all the time. The only time she felt in control was during her taekwondo classes. For a while she’d even blamed her parents for what happened to her.

“I don’t talk to my family at all,” he said.

She turned her head to look at him, studying his profile.

“The girls, they both have kids. Little ones. I’ve never met them.” He kept staring at the seatback in front of him.

“Why’s that?”

He shrugged. “Their lives are normal. Happy. Safe.”

And his wasn’t?

She didn’t think he was talking about his day job. No, the factor he wasn’t talking about was the baggage that had come with being held prisoner.

Priscilla had seen his body, the scars and old wounds on him. She knew where those had come from. Because her value had been as a virginal girl, she hadn’t endured the same kind of torture. Her scars were invisible. And she knew how much those hidden wounds could tear a life apart, how there was no set healing time.

Brenden didn’t see his family for reasons rooted in his past. Was he afraid of what he would do? What it might bring back? Or did he not trust himself?

She didn’t know him well, but she couldn’t see Brenden hurting an innocent. It just wasn’t in his DNA to do something like that. He was a gentle giant under the stony expressions and scarred exterior.

Priscilla reached over and took his hand in hers. In that moment it felt as though she’d known him her whole life. She got him and these reservations and all the stuff that was holding him back.

“You ever want to burn the baggage?” she asked.

“Yeah.” He squeezed her hand.

She curled a leg under her and twisted to face him, her head resting on the seatback. “What color do you think the flames would burn?”

“It would depend on how hot—”

“Metaphorically, not really.”

“Blue.”

“Blue?”

“Yeah.”

She smiled and imagined a big, blue bonfire eating up years of pain, turmoil, self-destruction and memories. It wouldn’t make the darkness go away, but it was one hell of a show.
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FRIDAY. EL PASO, TEXAS.

Damian Naraujo watched the black and white security feed. For a job he’d thrown together in a handful of hours, things were going better than he’d hoped.

He still had no idea how the man who’d woken him up got his number. All Damian really cared about was getting paid. Once the cash hit his account, there was no question about doing the job.

It wasn’t the first time he’d crashed a plane.

“Does he know what he’s doing?” Victoria leaned over his shoulder, her gaze narrowed.

Damian ran his hand up and down her forearm. “Relax.”

“We shouldn’t have taken this job,” she whispered.

“It’s easy money.” He turned his head and kissed her elbow.

“What if the plane doesn’t go down? What then?”

“It will work.” He nodded at his laptop. A connection pop-up appeared, the little green bar sliding across the window. “See?”

“D, we have no back-up plan. Fuck. We’re supposed to be lying low, not crashing a plane.”

Damian wrapped his arm around Victoria’s waist and pulled her onto his lap. He appreciated her thorough approach to planning jobs, but this one did not require that level of complexity.

She sighed heavily and settled more comfortably against him.

Once more he had to wonder, how long would she’d last?

Damian’s line of work had a high mortality rate. He didn’t get attached to the people he hired, even the ones who found their way into his bed.

“Everything will go according to plan.” He clicked his other screen. “The flight crew just did twelve hours from Rio to Mexico City. They’re tired. Once I take over their guidance system, they’ll never realize how off course they are until they go down in the middle of nowhere.”

“Where are you trying to crash them?” Victoria frowned at the screen.

Damian grit his teeth. She was trying his patience, asking too many questions. Just because they fucked didn’t mean she got to second guess all his decisions. He’d been doing this before her and he’d be around to do this job after her, too. But today wasn’t the time to pick a fight. For now, he needed her.

“Ideally northern Mexico, between Chihuahua and Sonora somewhere. The plane could go down as far north as New Mexico. Lots of empty miles, little chance of first responders arriving in time to save anyone. And we can be in the area to do any necessary clean up long before anyone else.” He patted her thigh. “Put on clothes and round up the guys.”

Victoria sighed then got up. He turned, admiring her ass clad only in a pair of lace panties. The woman had this thing against pants he fully appreciated. She grabbed jeans off the sofa before heading out of the room.

This was going to be the easiest hundred grand he’d made in a long time.
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FRIDAY. PRIVATE JET, Somewhere over Mexico.

Brenden could do without flights that lasted days. Then again, this time around he’d gotten to spend twelve hours with Priscilla. Granted they’d both slept at least six hours. The rest of it they’d talked.

He reached into the cool compartment and grabbed two cans of soda.

“I don’t know if I’ve heard you talk that much in all the years I’ve known you.” Vaughn leaned against the galley counter, arms across his chest watching Brenden.

He straightened and locked gazes with his teammate. The words that had come so easily with Priscilla dried up.

What could he say?

Vaughn was right.

“You like this chick.” He tilted his head to the side.

Brenden’s insides knotted up.

Yeah, he did like her. It felt as though he’d known her his whole life. Talking was easy. But in a few hours this would be over. She had a life, a job she was passionate about and he was going back to Seattle. End of story.

“Sorry I interrupted.” Vaughn held his hands up. “Carry on.”

Brenden stepped past his team mate only to have his way blocked by Melody. Her normal composure was missing. A single wrinkle between her brows was enough warning to put Brenden on edge.

“What?” he asked.

“Do either of you have your phones on you?” she asked.

Brenden reached in his pocket and pulled his out.

Melody took it and after he gave her his security code, she tapped his apps. Not surprising, nothing was working. He’d turned everything off when they took off from Mexico City.

“Look.” She turned his map toward him. “The map we’re seeing on the in-flight stuff isn’t this. Comparing these two, we’re a few hundred miles off-course.”

“There’s got to be a good reason.” Vaughn leaned over Brenden’s shoulder. “Maybe our flight was diverted?”

“Maybe. I’m going to go talk to the captain. Brenden? Stay close to Priscilla.”

Brenden glanced down the plane to where Priscilla sat in her window seat, a fuzzy blanket pulled up under her chin, staring out the window. Last night she’d had theories, outlandish ideas that scared her. If she knew they were off course, it would set off all those same warnings for her.

She couldn’t know. At least not right now.

He returned to his seat, avoiding eye contact with the others. Grant hadn’t spoken to him yet, but Brenden knew it was coming. Grant had always discouraged them from getting too close to clients, even if there weren’t rules against that sort of thing.

Brenden sank into his seat and mentally boxed up Melody’s discovery. His job was Priscilla, keeping her calm, safe. She had her feet up in her seat, eyes drifting shut again.

“You’re the best, you know?” She reached for her drink.

He sat back and watched her drink deeply of the fizzy liquid. She glanced at him, the skin around her eyes crinkling with the hint of a smile.

Yeah, he shouldn’t be here having this conversation or basking in her presence. He was setting himself up for disappointment, and yet he didn’t want to move away from her. He was caught in a trap of his own making.

“Brenden?” She set the drink down.

“Hm?”

She turned her face toward him, her cheek resting against the leather seatback. “Why aren’t there more men like you?”

The question caught him off guard. The easy answer was that most people were smart enough to do something else with their lives. But he didn’t think that was what she wanted to hear. No, she was getting at something else.

Her lashes fluttered, and she closed her eyes for a brief moment.

He was content to wait her out, having already learned that silence wasn’t a bad thing between them.

“I’m so used to men every man I meet being in competition with me somehow I forgot that’s not how it should be.” She set her can on his tray table then wrapped her arms around her knees drawn up to her chest, feet perched on the edge of her seat.

“What do you mean?” he asked slowly. From what she’d said, she’d stopped competing a long time ago.

“I mean it’s like every man I know thinks we’re competition. If I meet someone out of work, it’s usually at the gym and it’s this weird macho, I can take you, thing. If it’s at work, it’s like I’m always having to prove myself. It’s just nice to sit here, talk and not feel like I’m on the spot or anything.”

Brenden played those words through his mind. The visuals that came to mind made him want to bust a few skulls together. If he was a different person, if he thought he could be the man she needed...

One side of her mouth lifted in a lop-sided smile. “I guess what I’m trying to say is, you’re a good guy. I’m glad I trusted my gut about you.”

He’d never wanted to be normal more than he did in that moment. His stomach tightened, rising into his chest. If he thought he could be that man, if he thought he wouldn’t disappoint her, things might be different.

What would that look like to have someone in his life? A person who understood him fully?

Priscilla’s eyes went wide, and she grasped the arm rests. “What was that?”

Brenden’s stomach kept rising then did a sharp dive.

Both their drinks careened off the side of the tray table.

That wasn’t his stomach.

Something was wrong with the plane.

Melody’s concern slammed into him.

“Seatbelt. Shoes. Now.” Brenden shoved the tray table up. “Grant?”

One of the flight attendants stumbled toward a seat, her eyes wide, face pale.

“This is your captain speaking—” The speakers cut off, leaving them in suspense.

Melody emerged from the galley, her hands braced on either wall, eyes wide, her face pale.

Whatever was wrong was really wrong.

“Mel, what’s the deal?” Grant called out.

“Someone’s messed with the plane. The pilot said—”

The cabin shook. Anything not secure went flying. Melody fell into the aisle. Priscilla gripped Brenden’s arm. Things began to buzz. His ears suddenly felt clogged, as though he needed to yawn.

Grant leapt out of his seat and managed to drag Melody to safety.

The speakers dinged just as the bulkhead over them dropped oxygen bags.

“This is your captain,” the man said. “Brace yourselves for impact.”
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FRIDAY. FRIDAY. EL Paso, Texas.

Damian stared at the tracking data on his screen.

“Fuck,” he snarled.

The plane had begun its malfunction half an hour ago, right on schedule. By then the auto-pilot had swerved off path. The pilot’s communications were cut off, rerouted to Damian who had a series of prerecorded loops to play.

“What?” Victoria sat from where she’d been lounging on the sofa.

Damian tapped through the readings.

This had to be wrong.

Only, it wasn’t.

“What is it?” she demanded.

His body went cold, his emotions numb. It was time to work. “Load up. We’re heading out.”

“You fucked it up, didn’t you? God, Damian, I told you—”

He whirled to face her and grabbed her by the throat, forcing her back down on the cushions. Her wide, fearful eyes were all he saw.

“Do what I tell you,” he snarled. “Do you understand?”

She gripped his arm, her sharp little nails digging in even as her face began turning red.

He let go and turned back to the computer.

“Fuck, D.”

“Go. Get the others ready to move.” He leaned toward the screen.

Every job had hiccups. He could fix this. The other little surprise on the plane would ensure they got there first. It was just a matter of getting on the road now.

He stared at the green dot on the screen a moment. It was time to activate the failsafe. But if he did that, no one would know where the plane was. Not him. Not first responders. The location he had now was his only lead.

Damian reached over and tapped in the code.

The dot blinked off the screen.

It was done.

Now his team had to get there before anyone else. Based on the coordinates, it would take around three hours to get to the crash site. So long as no one else was looking for the plane it should be enough of a head start to get them there before anyone else.

He grabbed a Kevlar vest out of the wardrobe and strapped it on over his clothes. He tugged his bootlaces tighter, and he was ready to go. The rest of his kit would be in the van.

Damian headed out of the office and his personal apartment and into the rest of the facility. He’d purchased it and improved upon it to fit his needs.

Victoria and the rest of their seven-man team stood clustered around the vans. The men were all focused on Victoria, who was speaking in softer tones, too low for Damian to hear.

“Everyone ready?” he called out as he descended the last of the stairs.

Victoria turned to stare at him, brows drawn down, mouth framed by frown lines. She never had liked being put in her place. He shouldn’t have fucked her.

“What kind of job is this?” Aaron asked. He was one of the few guys who’d been with Damian more than a year. Aaron was also one of the smart ones keeping his distance from Victoria.

“It’s a clean-up job.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “You fucked up and now we have to go out there and fix it.”

The trio of new guys scowled at him. They were good at following orders, but not terribly bright.

“Victoria.” Damian stopped a dozen or so feet away and met her gaze. He’d give her one shot. “Get in the damn van.”

“No. Why should we have to fix your mess?” She planted her hands on her hips and glared at him.

Damian grit his teeth. She was challenging his leadership, acting as if this was a democratic society when it wasn’t. Damian’s word was law. If he didn’t nip this in the bud now, it would only cause more problems.

His mind was made up in an instant.

He drew the gun at his hip and fired, hitting Victoria dead in the chest. She staggered back, her face gone white in surprise, mouth and eyes wide. Her body fell, a pool of blood spreading fast. The bullet was a nasty piece of work, churning up tissue and bone. There was no way she’d survive even one shot like that.

“Least anyone else forget I’m in charge here.” Damian nodded at the vehicles. “Get in the damn vans now.”

It was a pity he was losing Victoria now. She was a fantastic sniper, but everyone had an end date on their usefulness. At least he wouldn’t have to pay her for this job.
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FRIDAY. SOMEWHERE IN Gila National Park, New Mexico.

God, everything hurt.

Priscilla leaned back against something and stared up at the stars, clutching the blanket to her chest. Every couple of breaths a new, sharp pain stabbed her.

What the hell happened?

One moment she’d been talking to Brenden, then chaos.

She lifted her hand to the side of her head, brushing back her hair. A sudden throbbing begun where her fingers touched. What hit her in the head? How were they on the ground? What the hell happened?

At least she wasn’t dead.

“Priscilla? Hey.” A large figure approached her.

She stared up at Brenden, still too numb to respond to his presence.

“I was able to get two boxes. The rest are crushed pretty badly.” He knelt and sat the aforementioned boxes next to her.

“What—what happened?” She reached over and placed her hand on the box while trying to focus on Brenden’s face. It was too dark to see him well.

“That’s what we’re trying to find out. Come on, Grant’s getting the crew together to talk it through over there.” Brenden twisted and gestured to a bit of clear ground where human shaped figures had gathered.

“Okay. Let’s go.”

“Need a hand?”

“I think I’ve got it.”

“Let me help you.” Brenden stood and took her wrist in his grasp.

She hoisted herself up with his help. Her back twinged and her knee ached. The world did a pirouette before settling down. For a moment she stood there, holding her breath, but no new pains jabbed at her and her sense of balance held firm.

Priscilla gazed at the plane for a moment. One wing was gone, and the tail was badly damaged. The whole thing tilted to the right, the remaining wing propping the great bird up against rocks, trees and brush.

“We should have died,” she muttered.

Brenden’s voice was grim. “Yeah.”

“How did we survive?”

He straightened, carrying the boxes. “Turns out your captain has a lot of experience flying. He was a Vietnam pilot. Real good one. Follow me.”

He picked his way over the rocky terrain toward the others. Priscilla stayed close behind him, often resting her hand on his back to steady herself. Every couple of steps she frowned at the plane.

“When did the lights go off? Weren’t there lights on a few moments ago? Or was that fire? How hard did I hit my head?” Priscilla asked.

“You didn’t hit it that hard,” was his soft answer.

She didn’t see sparks or emergency lights or anything from the plane. It was wrong. Like the whole plane had gone dead. But why? And how? Her foggy head couldn’t fill in the blank for her.

They finally reached the cluster of crew and Lepta Team members near the front of the plane. Someone had found a pair of battery operated lanterns and set them up on a piece of what looked to be the tail.

“Hey, how are you doing?” Melody appeared at Priscilla’s side, resting a hand on her shoulder.

“I feel like someone rung my bell.” If Priscilla was to self-diagnose based only on what she could feel, she had a concussion and bruising. Otherwise she was fine. Her limbs worked. There were no other signs of injury. “How’s everyone else?”

“Shaken, but okay. You were the worst.”

“How?” Priscilla frowned at Melody.

The light cast a bit of light on Melody’s face. Her mouth was screwed up to one side. A bit of dried blood stuck to her forehead. “Brenden said he elbowed you in the head.”

“That would explain it.” Priscilla lifted her hand to the side of her head.

“Circle up, people,” Grant said.

A few of the flight staff shuffled closer.

“Best we can tell, ever since we left Mexico City, things haven’t gone to plan. We’re hundreds of miles west of where we should be. Captain says there’s no way the plane could have had a full system failure like it did. And now to top it all off, every electronic device we have is now dead. I don’t believe any of this is an accident.”

The more Grant spoke the colder Priscilla’s body went.

“Where are we?” she asked before she could think better of it.

“Somewhere in New Mexico is my guess,” an older gentleman replied. The pilot?

Their flight from Mexico City to Chicago would have taken them over densely populated areas. But New Mexico? No way.

“Are you saying someone intentionally crashed the plane in an area where we’d be stranded?” Priscilla shivered, a chill seeping into her bones, and wrapped the blanket tighter around herself.

Grant locked gazes with her. He’d wiped up his face, but there were still bits of blood on his mouth and jaw. Busted nose?

“That is what I’m saying.” He didn’t hesitate or try to phrase his answer gently. It was just out there.

Someone had crashed their plane.

There was only one reason she could think of that would make them a target.

“Oh, God.” She turned, staring at the sand.

Her stomach knotted up, and she tasted bile. The moment she’d seen those boxes back in Rio, she’d known it was bad. But this bad? And how had anyone known?

According to Brenden and his team this rescue was a quiet job.

But someone knew. And they wanted her silenced at any cost. Which included killing a plane full of people.

“I think that’s something we let the police sort out.” The older gentleman—the captain—had a soothing voice. “The plane will transmit—”

“That EMP probably killed any emergency transmission,” Grant said. “We have no phones. No black box. No emergency signal. It’s all gone.”

The world of medicine was cutthroat. Companies developed drugs and patented them with designs on making a fortune off the sick and dying. She knew how it worked, but she ignored it because those same companies allowed her to do good work on their dime.

But at the end of the day it was all about the bottom line.

Even her work, charitable though it was, only happened because of the tax write off and the intangible value of mining public good will because they gave out vaccines or medication during times of crisis.

“We have to get out of here,” she blurted over the captain and Grant.

The others paused and stared at her.

“Don’t you get it?” She glanced around, meeting their gazes. “I found out someone is intentionally selling expired drugs in Brazil. Those drugs should have been incinerated, not sitting in a fulfillment warehouse waiting to go to a hospital or clinic or drugstore. Someone knows we found out about their scam and they’re trying to shut us up. I bet it wasn’t the thieves who torched the warehouse...”

For a moment no one spoke.

“I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation for all of this,” the captain said.

“What is it? You said there wasn’t an explanation. So what caused this?” She gestured at the dead shell of the plane.

There had always been stories about people working in pharmaceuticals that went missing. She’d ignored the stories, of course. They sounded absurd. Except now she was living one.

Priscilla turned around and covered her mouth.

Most of the drugs she’d seen in that warehouse had been out of date. How did the scam work? Where did the profit go? How much would they make?

It had to be a large sum of money. Someone who had the power to move product around, use company resources. If she were running a million dollar side business, she’d spend a lot to keep it under wraps. Killing a plane full of people was just part of the job.

She turned to look at the others, but wound up locking gazes with Brenden. “We need to go. Get out of here now. If they figure out the plane landed, someone could be coming here to finish the job.”

“We don’t know for sure someone is specifically targeting us,” he said.

His hesitance in seeing her side stung. She’d thought she could trust Brenden.

“What other reason would someone have to force our plane out of the air? Or do you think this is a general terrorist attack? If it was, why not a larger commercial flight?” Priscilla threw her hands up in the air.

“It could be anything,” Grant said. “You could be right. Then again, it could have been a dry run for something bigger. Private planes have less security, so they’d be an easier target for something like a test. Truth is, we don’t know. I agree that we should clear out of the area.”

“If we do that, how is anyone supposed to find us?” the captain asked.

“That’s the point,” Priscilla snapped.

Grant focused on the captain. “Until we know who did this, what they want or why, I’m not willing to put anyone at risk. We should clear the area. At least get free from the crash site. Find a place to wait and see who shows up.”

“You want us to go out there?” One of the flight attendants spoke up. Her voice wavered and Priscilla knew without looking it was the pretty blonde who wore the spiky heels.

“No.” The captain faced off with Grant. “We aren’t equipped to survive out there. If we stay with the plane we have shelter, some food and water. Out there we’d have nothing.”

Priscilla limped toward the lanterns. Her knee throbbed a bit less the more she moved. “If we stay here, we’re begging for something bad to happen.”

“My team is equipped to handle a lot, but we have our limits,” Grant said.

The captain shook his head. “We’re staying here. That’s my final decision.”

“Then are you okay getting yourself killed?” A hand on Priscilla’s shoulder stopped her from going toe-to-toe with the older man.

“This is America.” The captain stared down at her. “Those things don’t happen here.”

Priscilla straightened her spine and stared at him. “Well I hate to be the one to tell you this, but bad things happen in this country, too.”

She’d been held prisoner for weeks in this country. She very well might have wound up killed. If she’d learned anything over the years, it was that monsters were everywhere. No place was safe.
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FRIDAY. SOMEWHERE IN Gila National Park, New Mexico.

Brenden followed along behind Priscilla as the team walked single file, picking their way through the dense brush surrounding the crash site. He didn’t like leaving the flight crew behind, but there was no arguing with them. The best they could do was as Grant said. Get to high ground, keep watch, be ready and do their best to protect both their asset and the crew.

At least they’d been able to get into the luggage hold and retrieve much of their gear. With what they carried with them they could fend off a small army and self-sustain for forty-eight hours. When they didn’t check-in tonight and their flight was MIA, Zain would begin looking for them.

The night air in the desert was chilly. They were still getting a lot of warmth from the rocks and sand. Soon enough that would dissipate and things might get serious.

He watched Priscilla inch along ahead of him carrying her two boxes despite Grant’s insistence she leave the evidence behind. Brenden wanted to help her, but he had his hands full hauling gear up with them.

She paused, forcing him to stop while she sucked down air.

Brenden glanced over his shoulder at Nolan and Vaughn bringing up the rear. “You two go on.”

The other two men didn’t protest. For now their greatest danger was the elements and their injuries. The faster the guys were able to set up some sort of base camp the sooner they could tend to the rest and prepare for what came next.

Brenden set the plastic trunk down on top of the brush, crushing it with the weight of the gear. He gestured to the flat surface. “Sit.”

Priscilla glanced over her shoulder at him. In the darkness it was hard to make anything out, but he didn’t think her expression was friendly. Her need to rest won out, and she set her boxes down then perched on the edge of the crate.

He knelt at her knee, studying her face.

“What’d I do?” he asked.

“What?”

“You’re pissed at me.”

“Of course I’m not.”

“Bullshit.”

She gripped the edge of the crate and glanced away. The moonlight fell on her face, making her features softer but also highlighting the hard line of her mouth and stony gaze.

“You wouldn’t even pretend to consider I’m right,” she said. “You all act like I’m crazy.”

“I do think we were forced down intentionally. We don’t have proof it was anything to do with you.” He braced a hand on the crate and braced his other forearm on his knee. “This is a constantly shifting situation, Pris. None of us can afford to hold on to one idea above any others until we have proof. Our number one priority is still getting you where you need to go, but we can’t just decide you’re a target. Where’s the proof?”

“The plane going down isn’t enough proof for you?”

“Proof of what?”

“That I know about the scam.” She gestured at the boxes. “That I know about this.”

“But who knows that you know?”

“Fine. Whatever.”

“Priscilla.” He moved his hand from the crate to her knee. “I’m not saying you’re wrong. If we’re talking about what my gut says, I agree with you. But I can’t afford to risk your safety only focusing on one thing. And if that means I have to piss you off, okay. Your life is worth more than us being on good terms.”

“Then why look at me like I’m crazy if I don’t sound crazy?”

“I didn’t know I was. I’m still on your side.” He squeezed her knee.

“It didn’t feel like it.”

What did he say to that?

Brenden didn’t talk to people who weren’t part of the team. Things had always worked best that way, until now.

He was the point person for Priscilla. It was a role he’d never filled before and didn’t quite know how to function in this capacity now.

How the hell was he going to pull this off?

Brenden pushed up and perched on the edge of the crate with her. While he’d like to hide behind a direct order to do as he said, he knew that wouldn’t work with her.

“I’m not good at this,” he said.

“At what?”

“This. Talking to an asset.”

“That’s all I am now?” That same irritated tone set off warning bells.

“No,” he snapped.

Her chuckle soothed him. The crate shifted with her as she found a more comfortable spot. For several moments they remained like that, quiet, listening to the distant voices above and below them.

“Normally I’m the background guy you don’t talk to.” He turned his head and found her looking at him. “I’m not good at the talking part, but we seem to be doing a lot of it. I do think you’re in danger and I intend to keep you safe.”

“Thanks,” Priscilla whispered. “You aren’t a terrible talker, though. You talked a lot last night.”

He grunted a reply. What more could he say to that? He’d lost himself in the conversation. It was easy with her. He didn’t find himself at a loss for words or with no reply.

“Maybe I’m just scared?” She sighed and leaned against his shoulder. “I’m sorry. You’re doing the best you can and I’m just...”

He wrapped his arm around her and gave her a gentle squeeze. Back in Rio, hadn’t he promised her the worst was behind her?

Brenden had always been willing to sacrifice himself for the job. It was what he’d signed up for. And that meant meeting danger head on. But right now, looking at Priscilla, he knew that vow went deeper. He wouldn’t allow the horrors she’d survived to revisit her now. And he wasn’t lying when he said he thought someone was after her.

A couple years back he knew one of the other teams had gone up against some sketchy pharma business. He knew from reading the brief on that job that they were facing off with some seriously bad people.

“You ready to keep going?” he asked.

“Yeah. Think they forgot about us?” Priscilla stood and stretched.

She was favoring a knee and her movements were stiff still. She needed real rest and time to recover. If he got his way she’d get all of that in the very near future. But first they had to survive tonight.

They both gathered up their loads then began following the path the others had taken through and around the brush, ever up the hill.

The plane had come down, meeting the sharp rise of a rocky hill that slashed into the belly and sheared off a wing. The plane had then briefly taken flight again before hitting the ground and sliding to a stop at the base of a foothill.

Their best position was to climb to the very top and hunker down, using their vantage point to keep an eye on who or what might be coming to investigate the crash. Brenden was fairly certain they wouldn’t have long to wait. He didn’t like the idea of digging in and waiting for the fight to come to them, but they didn’t have another option.

Before much longer Melody came back for them carrying one of the lanterns. She took one of the boxes from Priscilla and led the way up to where they’d established a base camp.

It was about as high up and covered as they could get.

The top of the foothill had a good bit of flat space with a few rock spires rising up. A couple large rocks created a half circle in which the guys had begun arranging their camp, using the natural formations to shield them.

It was too bad they’d come equipped for urban retrieval. They didn’t have camping gear beyond a few blankets.

Brenden deposited the crate in line with the others on the munitions side of things. Riley was already going through and checking weapons. The travel cases would have protected the gear, but it paid to be certain. If Priscilla and Brenden’s gut was right, they could be in for the fight of their life in the very near future.

Grant crouched over his duffle bag. His laptop and a stack of tablets sat nearby.

“Anything?” Brenden asked.

“No. They’re all fried.” Grant sat back on his heels. His hair stuck up on one side.

“What about our trackers?” Brenden was one of many in the company who had volunteered to have a tiny tracking device inserted under the skin on the nape of his neck. The decision was made after a few too many close calls getting their people back.

Grant pushed to his feet. “Hell if I know. At this point, our best bet is to wait for Zain to send a team after us.”

Brenden peered over his shoulder toward Priscilla. Melody was talking to her, taking another look at Priscilla’s injuries.

Nolan doubled over, hacking a cough into the bushes. That didn’t sound good.

“Can we wait that long?” he asked Grant.

“Can we do anything else?” He spread his hands.

Brenden knew the answer was no. Though most of their team was fine, just a little banged up, they had limited water and miles of desert between them and a road or a town. With no guarantee anyone was searching for the plane, their best chances were to remain close to the crash site.

He edged closer to Grant before asking, “What’s our defensive plan?”

Grant glanced around their hilltop hideaway. “Without knowing who we’re up against, how many people they’re bringing, what they’re carrying, best we can do is just prepare ourselves. That’s if we’re actually a target.”

“What do you think?” Brenden knew what his gut said.

“It points to Priscilla, but are we being blind if we put all our eggs in that basket? What if it was just shit timing?”

Brenden nodded. Truth was, none of them could surmise anything about what the next few hours would bring them.

He found himself watching Priscilla, and while he wanted to tell himself it was because protecting her was his job he knew that wasn’t the whole truth. They’d shared something and to him she wasn’t just an asset. He didn’t know what they could be to each other, but he knew he’d go above and beyond where she was concerned.

Priscila looked up from Melody and met his gaze. Thanks to the lanterns he could see some of the new bruising and he hated it.

She was going home, and he’d make sure of it.
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FRIDAY. SOMEWHERE IN Gila National Park, New Mexico.

Damian hated nature.

The bugs. The plants. The dirt. It was all of the things he didn’t like rolled into one. But this was where the job was taking them.

He eased off the accelerator and the all-terrain buggy slowed.

They’d made it to the park and inside without incident using off-road vehicles they’d picked up from a contact not far away. So far he hadn’t seen any signs of the wreckage, and that was alarming.

If his coordinates were correct, the plane was only a few miles away.

Was it possible they’d managed to land instead of crash?

At least there weren’t any other vehicles out here. No first responders. Nothing. Just miles of brush, cacti and rock.

“Boss, how far are we?” Aaron asked via their headsets.

“We’re getting close. Just a couple more miles. Keep your eyes open for movement.” Damian pulled out his phone, double checking the map.

Yup, they were almost on the spot where the signal had last transmitted from.

“What’s our plan when we get there?” Aaron asked.

“What do you think? Kill anything that moves.”

If they had to resort to guns, it wouldn’t look like an accident. Then again, he hadn’t been paid to make this go away neatly. His client had just wanted this to go away, period.

When this was over perhaps Damian needed to get out of the country for a little while. Close shop, lie low, wait for more work to come his way.

Those were thoughts for later.

Damian pressed the accelerator and the buggy shot forward, bouncing over the uneven ground. Some of the guys muttered curses, and he didn’t blame them. The desert terrain was rougher here.

“Hey, you see that light over there?” Aaron called out.

Damian swung his head to the right.

Sure enough, off in the distance, something flashed. It wasn’t big or very bright, but for a moment he saw the silver reflection of what looked to be a piece of the plane.

They were close. They had to be.
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FRIDAY. SOMEWHERE IN Gila National Park, New Mexico.

Priscilla had never imagined nature was so noisy. There were bugs and birds and coyotes. Then there was the wind and the weird whistling it did over and through the rocks.

“I was not made to be out here,” Melody muttered.

“Me either. I think the closest I’ve gotten to nature before this is a jogging trail.”

Melody chuckled. “I don’t even do that.”

It was just the two of them, a lantern and a little hand shovel one of the guys had given them before heading off to pee.

“I take it this doesn’t happen often?” Priscilla took the lead since she had the light, picking her way around the rocks that formed their shelter.

“No, this is a first. Well, the guys have done things like this, but not me. I’m usually waiting back at a hotel or a safe house.”

“Careful, this part is kind of slippery.”

“Good thing I wasn’t wearing heels on the plane.”

“Right? I almost did before I remembered we’d be on it the whole damn day. Give me your hand.”

Together they traversed the ground to the other side. The rocks hid them from their campsite and a stand of brush provided both a windbreak and a visual shield from the plane wreckage below.

“You go first,” Melody said.

“Are you sure?” Priscilla set the lantern down on a rock. She’d waited as long as she could before venturing out to pee.

“Yes.” Melody handed the shovel over.

Priscilla sighed and took the tool. “Someday we’re going to laugh about this.”

“Today is not that day.” Melody chuckled and turned, walking a few paces away, giving Priscilla a little privacy.

She’d been a tiny bit surprised Brenden hadn’t insisted on escorting them over here. He’d remained close to her. They’d talked. They’d sat in silence. He’d told her everything would be okay.

“Here goes nothing.” She stared at the bit of undisturbed earth.

There was a first time for everything. She’d just been freed from a cage where she had a toilet out in the open. How was this worse?

Bugs.

Bugs made it worse.

She closed her eyes, undid her pants and a few moments later she didn’t care one bit about bugs. The relief of an empty bladder was enough for her.

Once she was done, she used the shovel to hide the evidence then squeezed anti-bacterial gel onto her hands.

When this was over she was having another long soak and a full body scrub. She was a city girl. This was so far outside her comfort zone and ready to go back to what she knew.

“Your turn,” she announced.

“Great,” Melody said in a tone that belied her true feelings.

Priscilla took a few steps toward the south facing side of the mini-mountain they’d climbed to rise over the crash site. She crossed her arms over her chest and gazed down on the hulking dead body of the plane. The clear night sky glinted off the white and silver body. It was easy to see now that her eyes had adjusted.

The crew was nowhere to be seen. Then again they were probably smart and inside. With toilets and comfy chairs that made okay beds in a pinch.

Did she really think someone in their network would kill her? Was she being overly dramatic about it?

She knew the collective companies owned by Asclepius were worth a lot. It was a cruel and disgusting fact that medicine was big business the world over. But would someone kill them for it? Was this all a mistake? Some malfunction?

The cool breeze sliced through her sweater. She shivered and wrapped it around herself.

A pinprick of light from below caught her attention.

What was that?

“Okay, that’s over with.” Melody came around the brush, lantern in hand.

A series of popping sounds from below echoed off the rocks. Bursts of light cast shadows below.

The sound was familiar. Her body went cold, and she froze.

Melody grabbed Priscilla and pulled her down.

She kept peering through the brush and rocks.

Gunfire.

Someone was shooting down there.

“Move. We have to go.” Melody’s grip tightened.

The lantern flipped off.

“Priscilla, come on. Now. We need to get out of sight.”

A sharp cry was cut off prematurely.

The night chill settled into Priscilla’s bones.

Melody yanked on her arm, and Priscilla followed. They scrambled over rocks and through the brush back to their little camp.

The lights were off and not a soul was in sight.

Brenden was gone.

Where was he?

“Priscilla.” Melody gripped her arms and stared up at her. “Breathe. I need you to not panic, understand.”

“Where are they?” More gunfire. Priscilla flinched and glanced at the rocks shielding her from the site.

“The guys are down there. We have to get to cover.” Melody let go of her and turned, grabbing some sort of shoulder holster thing that put a handgun under either arm.

“The people—”

“Let Grant and the others take care of it. Come on.” Melody clenched Priscilla’s hand and pulled her toward the north side of the rocks.

“Wait. The boxes.”

“There’s no time. Come on. Now.” For a little woman, Melody was remarkably strong.

“I have to have the boxes.”

Priscilla jerked out of the other woman’s grasp, grabbed the top box and was ready to go.

Melody kept one hand on Priscilla’s arm, guiding her down the rocks, through the stunted trees. The gunfire kept echoing off the rocks, making it sound as though they were running through a battlefield. She flinched with every blast and kept looking over her shoulder, certain someone was after them.

They finally reached a rocky screen. Melody crouched, one gun drawn, and peered behind them.

“This is all my fault,” Priscilla whispered. “If I’d done what they ask, none of this would have happened.”

“And if you had, you’d never know someone is selling useless drugs. How many people died because they weren’t actually getting help?”

What about Brenden?

Her heart clenched at the thought of him paying the price for her actions.

“This is all my fault,” Priscilla said again and covered her mouth with her hand.

She’d thought she was doing the right thing. Protecting the charity fund meant providing for people who couldn’t provide for themselves. But now that decision was killing other people.

There was no right call.
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FRIDAY. SOMEWHERE IN Gila National Park, New Mexico.

Brenden stayed low to the ground, his eyes locked on the shooter pelting the belly of the plane with bullets.

He and Vaughn had been staring at the crash, watching for movement, when the first shots fired. They hadn’t seen anyone. Their attackers had eluded their detection and now the innocent lives of the flight crew were in their hands. If they died, it was on their team.

Spiny plants picked and snagged his clothes, but he kept going. The rocky ground made for uncertain footing, but he didn’t let that slow him down.

It was unusual to not hear the whispering voices of his team in his ear. He’d gotten used to that. And now, the only thing he heard was gunfire and cries for help.

Whoever these people were, they were trying to get into the plane. The shooter was simply a distraction. The real threat would come if or when one of their attackers got up into the cabin. Brenden couldn’t see the hatch from this angle, but his gut said they were cutting it close.

If he were the one attacking, his people would be in position to make their move. The shorter an op lasted, the less chance of injury to his team.

But they weren’t dealing with someone like him. No, these were the kinds of people who killed indiscriminately so long as there was money. The bottom line was all that mattered.

He glimpsed Nolan to his right, his blond hair glinting in the moonlight.

Their tossed together plan as they geared up was simple. Grant and Riley circled east while Nolan, Vaughn and Brenden went west. Their plan was simple, try to get behind the shooters and stop them. It wasn’t likely to go as planned. If these people had the skill to take down an airplane and ambush them while they were watching for it then they also had night gear and would see Brenden’s team coming.

They still had to try.

For the flight crew and the evidence still on the plane.

Priscilla would be there with them if it weren’t for Melody.

He had to trust that Melody would get Priscilla to safety. Grant said he’d scoped out another spot further away, that the plan would be to regroup there.

Brenden pushed Priscilla out of his mind. It was hard. In the last day, nearly every waking thought he had tied back to her somehow. But right now, if they were going to save the flight crew, he had to focus on the job at hand.

The rock next to Brenden seemed to shatter, sending up shards of the volcanic rock. He hit the ground, flattening himself while he listened and watched for the shooter.

They were spotted. The plan was dead. Now they had to survive.

The bright burst of muzzle fire gave up Brenden’s target. He rose from the ground, gun up, and fired. Another shot from his right went off at the same time. He saw his target, a bit of shadow, flail. Most telling was the gurgled death cry.

One down.

How many of them were there?

In the dark it was impossible to tell. These people moved like ghosts, blending into shadows save for the inevitable gunfire.

Three shots rang out far to his left then two somewhere in front of him.

His team was engaging the enemy.

Someone had to get to the plane.

He had to protect the flight crew. If the rest of his team was engaged in a firefight, that left the flight crew vulnerable to attack.

Brenden straightened a bit more and broke into a run. His feet slid as he neared the bottom of the foothill, his weight and speed working against him.

Another bullet whizzed by him, this time he had no idea where it came from. He ducked and swerved.

A blast of light, away from those trading bullets, caught his eye.

It came from the shelter of the stairs leading up into the plane.

Dread sank into his stomach, weighting him down. He balled up the fear of finding the crew slaughtered and aimed his rifle. Darkness separated itself from the stairs.

He squeezed the trigger as he moved. An answering shot had him swerving, throwing his weight sideways. The rocks underfoot gave way, and he pitched forward.

Brenden tucked his shoulder right before he hit the ground, rolling. Somehow he found his feet, ending up in a crouch, gun cradled to his chest.

He didn’t have time to think. He brought the weapon up, aimed then fired.

The dark shadow staggered back.

Brenden aimed again then pulled the trigger.

Nolan yelled something, calling out to the others. Brenden wanted to answer, to go to his team, but his first priority had to be the crew.

Going against his instincts, he charged forward.

A shrill scream sliced through the chaos outside. It was full of fear. Terror so thick he could taste the bitterness of it.

Brenden gripped the railing and hauled himself up, ignoring the way his shoulder ached and burned.

The inside of the plane was darker, the shadows deeper. Even with the windows open there wasn’t much light to see by. He turned right at the galley, the cabin opening up in front of him.

Something rammed into his ribs. Brenden gripped the rifle and used the butt of his weapon like a ram, driving it into his attacker. The grunt of a man told him this was his target. Before Brenden could get a hold on the man, his attacker shoved him sideways. If Brenden were a smaller man, he’d say his opponent was trying to tackle him. 

He planted his foot against the cabin wall and pushed back, driving the man up against the galley. The butt of a handgun smacked into Brenden’s face.

They couldn’t shoot in here. The space was too small. There were too many people. Brenden couldn’t allow it. Priscilla wouldn’t forgive him if he let any of the flight crew die.

He brought the rifle up, clocking the attacker against the side of his head. The smaller man’s body went lax, but only for a moment.

It was the only opening Brenden needed.

He grabbed the man by the front of his clothes with his left hand. With his right he drew the rifle back, the business end of the weapon jabbing against the man’s ribs.

Brenden fired.

The man’s body twitched, and he felt the moment the life went out of the would-be-killer.

Them or us.

It was a law that had governed Brenden’s life since he’d joined the Navy. Even now it held sway.

He let the body slump to the floor.

“Anyone hurt?” he called out over the fearful whimpers.

“Yes,” a woman replied. “The captain is shot.”

Brenden backed toward the door.

Outside he could see forces clustering. His team had driven the attackers back, forcing them away from the plane.

But at what cost?

“One of you come here. I’ve got a med kit. You’re going to have to do what you can to keep him alive.” Brenden unclipped the small pouch from his belt and held it out.

Was this all of them? Were there more? What if this was a ploy? A diversion to draw them out and away?

God, he hated not being in contact with Melody. Not knowing Priscilla was safely away from all of this.

Priscilla had been right. His gut had known it. She was the target. What she knew, the evidence in the belly of this plane, it was big enough that someone wanted all of them dead.

They were going to have to go through Brenden first. He wasn’t going to let anyone harm Priscilla so long as he was here. She was one of the good ones. The ones who cared. Who’d suffered enough. He’d be damned if someone snuffed that light out.
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FRIDAY. SOMEWHERE IN Gila National Park, New Mexico.

Priscilla kept her hands braced on the cardboard box, her eyes searching the desert surrounding them. She strained to hear another shot, a cry of pain, something. Anything.

“What do you think happened?” she whispered.

Melody radiated nervous energy, yet her words were calm. “I think everything is fine.”

“Bullshit.”

“I have to believe they’re okay.” There was a cold note to her voice, a fear that echoed Priscilla’s own.

She reached over and took Melody’s hand in hers. Priscilla was so used to being the one out front, the one in the middle of things. Being back here, waiting, it was tough. The not knowing was the worst.

There were ten people out there. Ten lives she should be thinking about. And yet, she’d be lying if she didn’t admit to herself that Brenden was the one she was most concerned about. He was the kind of brave, selfless idiot who would sacrifice himself for someone else.

“They stopped shooting,” Priscilla said.

Melody squeezed her hand a bit.

A bit of shadow to the right of the rocks on their hill moved, becoming man-shaped.

Priscilla’s heart throbbed in her throat. “There.”

“Look.” Melody leaned forward.

Neither of them spoke.

Priscilla hardly dared to breathe.

The man rounded the rocks. It became harder to see him with the hill at his back instead of the night sky. Neither Priscilla nor Melody moved. They didn’t speak. They watched as the man picked his way toward them, as if he knew exactly where they were.

He emerged from the darker shadows of a stunted tree.

Those shoulders.

His height.

Priscilla knew that man.

“Brenden?” she said.

Melody pulled on Priscilla’s arm.

Priscilla didn’t care. She stood, needing to see him better, to go to him.

He lifted his hand and Melody let go of her.

Priscilla jogged forward. It was hard to breathe. Her vision was blurry.

She’d been in some scary situations when she was a teen and then this last week, but nothing like this. The plane crash, this attack, it was because of her. Because she couldn’t leave well enough alone.

People were dying because of her.

Priscilla ran straight into Brenden, wrapping her arms around him. His vest and accoutrements pressed painfully into her, but she didn’t care. She held onto him, squeezing him tight and let a few of those tears fall.

“It’s okay. It’s over now,” he muttered.

“Brenden, the others?” Melody called out.

“Our team’s fine,” he replied.

His team. The people who’d rescued her, they were okay.

“The flight crew?” Priscilla leaned back. She could make out some of his features this close. His face looked...wrong.

“The captain’s pretty badly banged up, but if we can get him somewhere soon, he’ll be fine.”

“How?”

Melody reached them carrying Priscilla’s box.

“Give that to me.” Brenden let go of her and took the boxes from Melody. “We took one of their ATVs. It seats five if we squeeze. Enough for us to get to a road, find some help.”

“Do we have any idea where we are? What direction to go in for help?” Priscilla asked.

“Not yet.” Brenden turned toward the hill. “Come on. Grant’s gathering everyone up and we’re going to make a plan. Give me the boxes.”

“I’ll carry those. They’re mine.” Priscilla reached out, but Brenden took them from Melody before she could interfere. “Brenden.”

They were still close. He looked down at her, his eyes catching a bit of the moonlight. “Don’t argue with me right now, Pris.”

The complete calm in his voice made her pause. Outwardly everything was fine, but it didn’t feel that way.

He turned and took a step away while she remained there, watching him.

What had happened out there? What was the price of her decisions?

“Come on.” Melody nudged Priscilla into moving.

She shivered again, colder now than before. Adrenaline had fueled their flight, it had pounded in her veins while they waited and now it was gone. Leaving her spent, worn out, exhausted, feeling all those hours she hadn’t spent resting. Worst of all was the unbalanced sensation. Brenden had been there for her, supporting her, and now he was cold.

Why?

Just what the hell had happened out there?

They followed Brenden around the hill back to the crash site. An ATV Priscilla had never seen before sat in the clearest area, its lights shining on four dead bodies covered in dirt. Three of them were unknown. Someone had covered the fourth body in a blanket, but her calves, feet and spikey heels were visible.

These people were paying Priscilla’s price.

A small cluster of people gathered around the captain, bloody gauze and material piled up to one side.

“There you are.” Grant strode toward them.

“How bad?” Priscilla stopped, staring at the old man who’d saved them.

“We need to send a team out now.” Grant glanced over his shoulder. “If he doesn’t get to a hospital soon...”

“Go,” she said.

“We were waiting on you.” Grant met her gaze.

Priscilla frowned. “Me?”

“Yes. I’m taking you, the captain and Melody right now.”

“But what about the rest of the team? We can’t leave them.” Priscilla turned her attention on Brenden.

With the light from the buggy she saw blood was smeared on the side of his head, breaking open the old head wound.

“The best thing for us is getting you away from here,” Brenden said.

She blinked a few times. “You mean the longer I’m here the more at risk everyone else is?”

“No.”

“We don’t have time to argue. This is what we’re doing.” Grant held up his hands. “Melody, secure the evidence as best you can and be ready to go when we’ve got the captain strapped in.”

“But...”

Grant turned, calling out to the other men. Melody took the boxes from Brenden and moved to the back of the buggy.

Priscilla took a step closer to Brenden. She couldn’t leave him.

“What if those people come back?” she asked. “What are you going to do? Brenden.”

His dark gaze found hers. She didn’t need to see him fully to feel the intensity, the burden he shouldered.

How many of those people on the ground had he killed?

“The sooner you’re safe the sooner we can take care of this. Grant thinks we can follow their trail, get you to a road then a ranger’s station and call for help. Once help is on the way and you’re secure, he can come back for the rest of us. Everything is going to be fine. You’re going to be safe.”

“But what about you?”

His brow furrowed as if the question were confusing.

“Come on. Let’s load up,” Grant called out.

“Get in the buggy.” He reached over and opened the joke of a side door.

“No.” In her mind it wasn’t fair that she got to get away.

Brenden bent forward until their faces were inches apart. “Priscilla, I need you to be safe so I can do my job and get these people home. One way or another you’re getting in that buggy. Work with me, not against me.”

How could she say no to that?

“Fine,” she snapped, even while the crazy urge to cry clawed at her eyes.

She was going, but she wasn’t going to like it or feel good about it.
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FRIDAY. SOMEWHERE IN Gila National Park, New Mexico.

Damian gripped the wheel of the ATV, every jarring bounce over the rocks tightening the muscles in his jaw and along his spine.

What the hell?

Nothing he’d been told had included fucking commandos being on that plane.

What should have been a quick, simple clean up op had turned into a fucking nightmare.

Ahead the road lay nestled into the earth like a glistening dark serpent, ready to take them far away from here.

A hand grasped his shoulder. “Why aren’t we going back?”

Damian pulled away from the man.

The guy fisted Damian’s shirt and yanked. Seams popped. “Fucking answer me.”

He stomped on the brake. The ATV slid over the ground before lurching to a stop. The second vehicle was slower to respond.

Damian turned and locked eyes with the man in the back seat of the ATV.

They’d brought three. Only four of them had escaped the clash with whoever the hell that had been back there. Men Damian had hired, worked with, trained. And now half his team was dead.

“You think we should go back there? Just roll up and—what?” Damian slid his hand to his hip and drew his handgun.

“My brother. We left my brother. He could still be alive.” The guy flung his arm out.

Yeah, Damian hadn’t been keen on hiring brothers. Family caused problems, but Victoria had talked him into it.

“Then get out and go save him yourself.” Damian didn’t expect the brother to be alive. Guys like the ones who’d routed them were not the type to miss a kill shot.

The man acted faster than Damian, pulling his weapon and aiming it at Damian’s head. “Get out of the driver’s seat. Hands where I can see them.”

Fucking hell.

Damian sighed and shoved the driver’s door open. A couple dozen yards away Aaron was already standing outside his ATV, watching. Damian waved his hand. The last thing he wanted right now was an unexpected bullet.

He got out of the vehicle and turned, using his body to shield his hand.

“We’re going back there for my brother,” the man said.

“Let’s talk about this.” Damian turned, brought his gun up to eye level and fired.

The wet splatter of blood painted the side of the ATV.

When Damian had thought about thinning his team, this wasn’t what he’d had in mind.

He didn’t holster his weapon yet. Instead he turned to where Aaron and his passenger waited, watching them.

“We good?” Damian called out.

“We need to clear the area,” Aaron said, ignoring the drama that had just played out.

The tension eased from between Damian’s shoulder blades. Aaron was good people. He knew the score. He worked hard. He didn’t mind a little death.

Damian raised his left hand. “Meet you at the shop.”

He had a lot to think about. This job wasn’t supposed to be difficult, and now he had a ticking time bomb in his lap.

First thing, they would have to get rid of the guns.

The bodies wouldn’t link back to him. At least they shouldn’t. Most of his jobs happened south of the border. He wasn’t big on working in the US.

The real kicker would be reporting their failure. He still didn’t know who had referred him for this job.

“Fuck.” Damian leaned his head back and breathed deep as the ATV shot forward.

He needed more information.

Who were these people? Why did someone want them dead? And how could Damian solve this problem before it blew up in his face?
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FRIDAY. SAFE HOUSE, Albuquerque, New Mexico.

By the time Brenden plodded up the stone walk to the safe house it seemed as though a month had passed in one night. He hadn’t seen or heard from Priscilla since putting her in the ATV. No one had mentioned her in all the back and forth with cops and first responders, so it stood to reason she was fine. And yet, he’d be lying to himself if he didn’t own up to that anxious part inside of him that needed to know she was okay.

What he wanted was to hold her, reassure himself it was all another bad chapter. But he couldn’t. There was still too much to do before anyone could rest. According to Nolan the first half of the team had only arrived at the house half an hour ago. Which meant they still had to brief, set up surveillance, make a plan, figure out who the hell those people were. Just because they’d reached a waypoint in the journey didn’t mean they were safe, that they could let their guard down, or anything.

God, what he wouldn’t give to just sit in a comfortable chair for fifteen minutes though. He wouldn’t sleep, but at least he’d get a chance to rest.

Nolan slowed his pace until they were side by side. “You know, in most jobs, if you’d just survived a plane crash you’d get a few days off to recuperate?”

Brenden replied, his brain not fully engaged. “Go find that job and tell me if you’re happy.”

Nolan chuckled then grinned at him. “You’re chatty. You sure aliens didn’t abduct our Brenden?”

He presented Nolan with his middle finger.

Ahead of them, Vaughn opened the front door to the spacious home and gestured for them to enter. “Come on you two.”

The safe house was done in a southwest style with a square structure, flat roof and brown exterior. He was vaguely aware of rocks and cactus outside before following his team inside.

It was too bright.

That was his first impression.

Light gleamed down, only to be reflected up by shiny tiles. Mirrors graced either wall of the entry and even the table was made from a reflective metal.

“I’m starving,” Vaughn muttered and moved farther into the house. “Yo, Grant? Melody?”

Brenden set his bags down then shut the door and locked it.

The smell of food, something with spice, wafted to him and his stomach growled.

Had Priscilla eaten? Was she okay? Comfortable?

He scooped up the bags and followed the other guys around the curved entry into the heart of the home. A couple white, furry rugs helped dampen the light reflection. To his left the kitchen opened up, done in miles of stainless steel and wood. Beyond that an eating area was set up with boxes bearing name brand electronics. New laptops, tablets, probably even phones.

“Fuck,” Brenden groaned.

“What?” Riley stopped in front of him holding a plate and a bottle of water. “Here.”

“The EMP fried all the surveillance gear, didn’t it?” Brenden set the bags down and took the offered food.

Riley grimaced. “Probably. Which is why Zain had this stuff sent here.”

“How does he do it?” Vaughn asked. “How is it, no matter what corner of the world we’re in, Zain knows a guy?”

Grant came around the corner on the opposite side of the house. “Everyone grab a plate and circle up. Boss wants to brief with us.”

Brenden glanced around, but he saw neither Melody nor Priscilla.

He knew that they were probably elsewhere, safely tucked away resting, as they should be. But that didn’t stop Brenden from wanting to reassure himself that Priscilla had made it out no worse for wear. It was his fault she had a goose egg on the side of her head. His fault she more than likely had a concussion.

The team gathered around the table. Riley and Grant cleared boxes away, handed out new phones and set up a laptop. In moments the face of their fearless leader, Zain Lloyd, was on the other end. Despite it being the middle of the night he was wearing a button-down shirt and appeared freshly shaven and ready for the day.

“Team, it’s good to see you’re all okay,” Zain said.

Brenden kept eating while the others muttered replies.

They all looked like hell coated in sweat, dirt and blood despite their best effort to clean up at the ranger station.

“What can you tell us about the attack on the plane?” Grant asked, foregoing pleasantries.

“So far, not a lot. What I can tell you is that the plane veered off course maybe fifty miles into the last leg of your trip. We won’t know more unless the police share their findings with us. They aren’t keen on that. Our lawyers are talking to them, but what they’re saying without saying it is that they think this was some sort of smuggling op gone wrong. In their minds, it’s the only reason why there’d be a gun battle and a plane with a belly full of prescription pills.”

Fuck.

Brenden hadn’t looked at it like that.

“What does that mean for us?” Grant asked.

“For now, until they find something to charge us with, nothing. That could change. These cops aren’t terribly keen on us or our involvement no matter what the flight crew or the evidence says.” Zain leaned back. “I think your team should take the weekend and breathe, rest, prepare for Monday. If you stay in town, the cops might lose interest in you. First thing Monday, fly to Chicago. Go from the airport to the Asclepius offices and wrap this up. At least our part in it. This is a messy situation, and I’d like to have as little to do with it as we can. Our job was bringing Ms. Yilmaz home, that’s what we’re doing.”

“What do we know about the shooters?” To Brenden, they were ignoring one of the biggest problems. “Some of them got away. How can we be sure they aren’t a threat?”

“We can’t,” Grant said.

Zain grimaced on the screen. “Again, without the local police cooperating with us, I’ve got nothing to go on. No one got a picture of them, so I can’t work that angle from here.”

“Which means our plan is to make this site as secure as possible.” Grant planted his hands on his hips. “Let’s get some food in us, then put cameras up and we’ll settle on a schedule. Make sure everyone gets a shower and some sleep.”

They knew nothing. Absolutely nothing.

Brenden eyed the plate of what he assumed were enchiladas. His stomach growled, and he knew he was hungry, but the news put a bad taste in his mouth. Granted, he was spoiled when it came to the boss knowing shit. Zain would find out a way to get the intel, legal or not, but that would take time. Time they might not have.

Grant picked up the laptop and took it off to another room, no doubt to consult with the boss in private and get their ducks in a row.

Brenden tucked into the meal, tuning out the conversation at the table.

He wanted to check in on Priscilla. He knew without a shadow of a doubt that she was blaming herself for this. Hell, Brenden was having a tough time not shouldering some of that blame himself.

If he’d have listened to Priscilla’s fears, would they be here?

After they plane went down, if they’d have taken Priscilla’s theory seriously would that flight attendant be alive?

Brenden knew if he’d have pushed, if he’d dug in his heels, Grant would have trusted him. Sure, their Team Leader could be a big of an asshole and lately he was overly cautious, but he was a good guy. He did a damn good job.

“Brenden?” Melody’s voice startled him out of his spiraling thoughts.

He paused with a bite halfway to his mouth and blinked at the petite Asian woman standing at the head of the table. She had one hand braced against the chair and her hair was up. How many times had she ever worn her hair up? Her clothes were still dusty and dirty. It was a complete departure from the always poised woman he was used to. On top of that, throw in the white-knuckle grip she had on the chair, her frown and the wrinkle between her eyes and he knew something bad was going on.

Priscilla.

“What? What is it?” He put down his fork.

“Would you...?” Her face twisted up even more.

Vaughn nudged Brenden’s shoulder. “Go on, point man. You’ve got a job to do.”

Nolan snickered, which turned into a violent cough that had him doubling over and turning away from the table.

Brenden glanced over his shoulder and bit back what he wanted to say to them. Instead he pushed to his feet.

“Where’s she at?” he asked.

“The master bedroom.” Melody pulled out a chair. “Thank you.”
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Priscilla paced the room, along one side of the bed, around the foot and toward the door, then back again.

What could she have done different?

From the very beginning, was there something she should have done and hadn’t? Or something she shouldn’t have done?

The Rio trip had gone according to plan. She’d arrived, gone to her hotel. The local team had picked her up. She’d toured the site with just the director.

Should she travel with security? Was that necessary?

Priscilla had always thought herself prepared. That she wasn’t an ideal target for kidnapping because she was always aware of her surroundings.

That hadn’t kept her from getting taken and leading to now.

So what could she have done differently?

Give in and hand over the money, obviously. Was that it? The thing she should have done differently to save them all from this hell?

The flight attendant would be alive then. Hell, Priscilla might have never met Brenden or even been on the private jet under those circumstances.

The bedroom door opened. She caught a bit of movement and figured it was Melody again.

If the woman asked her to sit down one more time Priscilla was going to lose it. She couldn’t sit. Not now. They were in danger. People had died. And it wasn’t over.

Why couldn’t the other woman understand that?

“Pris.”

The unexpected barking of her name made her wheel around.

Brenden stood in the room, the door shut.

He pointed at the carpet in front of him. “Get over here.”

“You don’t get to tell me what to do.” The sudden surge of irritation was new where he was concerned.

Relief at his presence was quickly followed irritation.

He was okay, and he was there.

But she still wasn’t going to allow him to bark orders at her. Which made the whole wanting to hug him a problem. She couldn’t cross the room to him without obeying that silly order. And she was stubborn enough to dig her heels in over it even if it tortured her a bit.

For a moment they stood there, her glaring, him giving her that stony face look that told her nothing.

In the end he moved first, lumbering around the bed to where she stood.

“Come here.” His voice was gentler. He cupped her shoulders and tugged her toward him.

Priscilla dug her heels in and remained where she was, even though she wanted nothing more than to reassure herself he was okay.

Brenden’s hands slid around to her back, and he tugged on her hair until she tipped her chin up to look at him.

“You aren’t the boss of me,” she said.

“You’re right. I’m not. I did get you to stop pacing.”

She frowned at him harder. What was he up to?

“What are you obsessing about? Melody said you haven’t hardly spoken or done anything.” His big hand rubbed her back, pressing into the knots, working them out.

“If I’d have just handed over the money, none of this would have happened.” She tipped her chin up and looked into Brenden’s dark eyes. “That security guard would be alive. The flight attendant would be alive.”

They wouldn’t have met.

No one would know about the expired drug scam.

There wouldn’t be a team of killers chasing them.

“Those two people are dead because of me,” she whispered.

Brenden took her hands in his, lifted them to his lips and kissed her knuckles on either hand. “You can’t keep thinking like that. It’s going to destroy you if you do. Take it from me.”

They stared at each other for a moment. The brief details he’d confided in her didn’t begin to touch on what he’d really gone through. She knew that because she’d done the same thing.

“Come in here. Let me look at your head.” He turned and led her into the master bath, flipping on the vanity lights.

Priscilla allowed him to turn her head this way and that, examining the bruise. The throbbing had stopped and for the most part it didn’t hurt.

“I’m sorry,” he muttered.

“It’s okay.” She let her shoulders slump and leaned against the counter.

For the first time since being out at the crash site, she stopped thinking herself in circles and took a real breath.

Brenden pulled his hands away from her face. “Why don’t you clean up, have something else to eat and see how you feel then?”

He meant to leave her alone. She didn’t want that. Her other option was Melody. She was nice, but the woman kept talking. Brenden knew Priscilla didn’t need to talk all the time, that silence was perfectly fine.

Priscilla reached out and hooked her fingers in his. That cut on the side of his head looked just as bad as it had when they’d met. “What about you?”

He backed away from her, toward the shower, pulling her along with him.

Brenden let go of her and reached into the glass walled shower, turning the water on then pulling the door shut.

Why was it, when he was near, she felt better? What was it about him?

Priscilla had trusted Brenden for no real reason. And not just to be her partner in the beginning, but to talk to him, share with him. She didn’t do that with many people. Besides her friends from college, she couldn’t think of another soul in her adult life who’d earned that kind of trust from her.

She wasn’t entirely comfortable wanting him there. And yet, he put her at ease.

It was confusing.

“Arms up,” he muttered.

She lifted her arms, wincing a little as her shoulder protested. He pulled the blouse off her and tossed it toward the vanity. She unzipped her boots and stripped off her socks. The cold tile felt good against her toes.

Priscilla straightened as Brenden tossed his own shirt toward hers.

She’d seen and felt him last night in the heat of passion, then in tenderness later when he’d held her. The man she was growing to know didn’t match up to what she’d expected him to be like. Someone with his past, doing his job, she wouldn’t be surprised if they were gruff, hardened to the world.

Brenden wasn’t. He bottled up his experiences, holding them deep inside himself, and he didn’t expect anyone else to care about him or his past. He gave. He protected. He did what he thought was right, even if it risked his end goal. 

He was taking care of her even now. But who took care of him?

A yearning tightened her belly. She could be that person for him. She understood him.

Would he let her?

Priscilla shook her head, but the idea had taken root. It was a silly desire. Her life was in New York, his all over the world. How was that supposed to work?

The truth was, it wouldn’t. She needed to be grateful for now, that here in this moment he was there for her.
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FRIDAY. SAFE HOUSE, Albuquerque, New Mexico.

Brenden was going to crack a molar. At least they were done showering. He’d never studied the levels of hell, but one of them had to include showering with a gorgeous woman and not popping a boner. It had taken all of his concentration while sharing the shower head to keep his thoughts in line.

To him, this was another day at work. Yes, someone had died. It was a terrible tragedy. It wasn’t the first and it wouldn’t be the last. The nature of his job was dangerous, and that meant sometimes people were killed.

Priscilla didn’t have that same mindset. She was upset. He was going to respect that and keep his dick to himself.

He swiped the towel over his body, doing a quick dry off. Priscilla didn’t move as fast. She focused on her hair then limbs. The water made her tanned skin dewy, and it glistened under the lights. Some of her bruises had begun to turn colors, the new layering with the old. He hated every one of them and wished for a day those marks would be wiped off her.

Brenden had been standing there staring, mulling over her injuries for several moments before he realized it.

As if he needed to add more visuals to his library.

He’d already memorized the color and shape of her nipples. If he thought about it, he could feel the texture of the curls covering her mound. How soft her skin was.

Brenden tucked the towel around his waist.

“How you doing now?” His voice was rough, gravelly.

Priscilla glanced up. Her eyelids drooped, but he knew it would be awhile before she slept.

“Okay, I guess,” she said.

“Head feel any better?”

One side of her mouth hitched up. “Only when I think about it.”

“Sorry.”

She shrugged, the movement drawing attention to her full breasts. The towel was back at work on her hair. She made no effort to cover her nudity and though it might damn him forever, he couldn’t force himself to look away.

He leaned back against the vanity. “Why don’t you try to get some rest?”

Priscilla’s hands fell from her hair. She clutched the towel to her chest, suddenly looking far more innocent and younger. “Will you stay?”

God, that was a punch to his gut.

“I can come back later. I need to see what my job is to help out the rest of the team.” He nodded toward the bedroom door.

“Oh, okay.” Her gaze slid away from him.

Brenden fought the urge to cross the bathroom and hold her. Priscilla presented the world with the image of the badass woman. That was her in every fiber of her being. But strong people had to have someone to catch them.

He had his team. The guys had looked out for him more times than he could count. Right now he wanted to be that for her, but no part of him trusted himself. Not after last night, not with how he kept staring at her right now.

“I’ll see about our bags.” He turned and fled the room at a brisk pace.

Brenden stepped into the hall and breathed a deep breath. The spicy scent of dinner was gone. Some lights had been turned off in the living area. It was quiet.

A door down the hall opened and Melody stepped out. She wore yoga pants and a T-shirt, a combo he’d never seen on her. For a second they blinked at each other before he realized he was standing there in a towel.

Melody never once glanced down at his lack of dress. She crossed the hall, her gaze firmly on his face.

“How’s it going?” she asked in a whisper.

“Fine.” He thumbed over his shoulder. “Just cleaned up. I didn’t...”

He didn’t what?

Brenden hadn’t touched Priscilla, but he’d fucked her in his head a dozen times since last night.

Melody ignored his implied statement. “Did you get her to calm down? Take anything?”

“She took some painkillers and is resting. Or said she would.”

“Okay, well, it’s your job to make sure she does that.” She blew out a breath. “I don’t envy you.”

“What about the cameras? Where am I on the schedule?” All things he needed to help with.

Melody frowned at him, a little wrinkle developing between her brow. “Priscilla is your job. I don’t care what you do, or how you do it, just keep her calm.”

“That’s it?”

Melody chuckled at him, a bit of her ever-present seriousness fading. She bent, grabbed the handle to Priscilla’s suitcase and handed it to him. “You’re point. This is what being point means. See you in the morning?”

Brenden rolled those words back through his head.

Being on point. It wasn’t an official title and sometimes they used other words, like babysitter. The meaning was all the same.

Whoever got on the best with an asset was assigned to them. That had never been Brenden, and he wasn’t sure what all it entailed. It was time to figure it out.

“Let me know if you need me to do anything.” He bent and grabbed his bag off the floor.

“We won’t. If you need a bed, check the schedule for where there’s an empty, okay?”

Brenden nodded and turned toward the door.

If you need a bed.

Was it assumed he was staying with Priscilla?

She’d asked him to stay. Would the others assume that was the arrangement? All because of last night?

There was also the whole day on the plane. He hadn’t missed the looks, the glances, the whispers. Typically he didn’t talk much. There just wasn’t a lot to say. But it was easy with Priscilla and no lack of topics. They hadn’t even said anything important, mostly mulled over Rio, what had happened, tidbits of their lives.

Brenden pushed the bedroom door open and wrangled the bags inside. The main light was off and the lamps on either side of the bed cast a gentle glow. Priscilla lay in bed, her hair wrapped up in her towel, the sheet tucked under her arms.

It was a damn nice sight.

“Everything okay?” she asked.

“Yeah. I got told to take a break.” He took both their bags to the dresser and left them on the carpet. He straightened and turned toward the bed.

Priscilla lay on her side now, watching him.

“You still want company?” he asked.

One side of her mouth hitched up. “You offering?”

Why this woman?

He doubted he’d get an answer. The facts were facts. He was attracted to her. He liked her. It felt as though he’d known her his whole life. And in a few days he’d probably never see her again.

Why not enjoy it while it lasted?

Priscilla pulled back the sheets.

He should put on boxers at least, but he didn’t. Brenden crossed to the bed and slid under the blanket, his towel still trying to remain in place. He rolled to face her. The low light made the bump and bruises harder to see, which he appreciated. She might be a black belt badass, that didn’t mean he had to like seeing her survival badges.

She lifted a hand and touched his chin where his stubble was growing into something more. “You ever thought about growing a beard?”

“Nolan’s girl says it makes me look like an angry bear.”

Priscilla sputtered a laugh. The best part was that for a moment her eyes sparkled. Her fingers slid along his jaw. He remained where he was, not leaning into the touch, though he wanted to.

God, he wanted to.

She continued to touch his face, her fingers rasping over his stubble.

Did she like beards? Was that a thing?

If he didn’t shave in a day or two he’d have one.

“Sorry,” she whispered and pulled her hand back.

“Why?” He brought his mind back to the moment, aware he’d missed something.

Priscilla shrugged then tucked her hands under her face.

“Pris.”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?” He stared at her. “I grew up with two sisters.”

“I was touching your face and I shouldn’t have. That’s all.” She didn’t look at him. Her eyes found a dozen other places to look, including the ceiling.

“When did I say you couldn’t touch my face?” Hell, she’d touched plenty of him last night.

“You didn’t, but you also didn’t... You know.”

“No, I don’t know.”

She finally met his gaze. “We took a shower together, and you practically stayed plastered to the wall.”

Because he’d been thinking about things like duty rotations, cleaning his boots and changing the oil in his truck, all to keep himself cool under pressure.

Her gaze dropped to the sheet. “I guess I assumed after last night and today...”

That he wasn’t interested?

Fuck that.

“I was trying to be a gentleman.”

“A gentleman who takes naked showers?” She peaked back up at him.

Exasperated with her, the situation, his own frustration, Brenden reached over, grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her hand down to cup his cock through the layers of bedding.

“You know how hard it is to keep from getting an erection right now?” he asked.

She leaned into him, her fingers moving along his length as it stiffened. There was no amount of willpower that would prevent him getting hard now.

“Brenden, right now I just want to feel something good. Please?” She looked at him as if she were her savior.

It was damn humbling.

Part of him knew this was about escaping the present. She’d lived through hell and now she wanted to lose herself in something that felt good. Made her feel alive. That didn’t change the fact that he wanted her.

“You might think differently in the morning.” He fisted his hand in the sheets at her back.

“No, I won’t.” She tipped her chin up, one side of her mouth hitched up.

Brenden wasn’t strong enough to resist her, and he didn’t want to. He pulled the blankets back and yanked his towel out from under him. The sheets slid along his skin, cool to the touch, at least until he got closer to her.

For a little while, they’d both forget.

He cupped her face and kissed her, keeping his touch tender.

He kissed down her body, plumping her breasts and teased her nipples. Her hands stroked his shoulders and neck. He gathered her to him and rolled, pinning her under him.

Brenden pushed up, taking in the image of her laid out against the sheets, her damp hair spread over the pillow where it had come free from her towel. Her pupils were dilated and her skin flushed.

The rest of the world didn’t exist.

Right now it was just them.

He bent his head and pressed his lips to hers. She nipped at his lower lip and clutched his shoulders, lifting herself to twine around him.

Priscilla was a woman who liked control, even when she wasn’t the one in the driver’s seat. Her legs wrapped around his hips and she shifted, her mound pressing his cock as she undulated.

Brenden reached between them and cupped her pubis. He pressed his fingers against her, sliding through her folds. Her arousal coated his digits. It took considerable effort to not just thrust into her right then and there.

Last night had scratched an itch, a need for each other. Tonight he wanted to be better.

She hooked her arm around his neck and pulled his head down closer, her mouth yielding to him as he deepened the kiss, leaving no question in his mind what she wanted.

He thrust a finger inside her and she groaned, curling her calf around the back of his thigh. He added a second finger, then a third, working her pussy with his hand. Her spine bowed, and she groaned, doing him the honor of letting go with him.

In a way, he knew her just like he knew himself. Neither of them allowed the world to see their unprotected selves. But here and now? This was honest. It was them.

Brenden broke the kiss, lifting his head to watch her face as he plunged knuckles deep into her pussy. She clutched his shoulders and groaned, her brows knitting together.

“God, Brenden,” she moaned. “I want to feel you inside of me.”

“Not yet.”

He slid his thumb over her clit.

She gasped and her eyes snapped open, staring up at him with hunger.

He finger fucked her again, working the bundle of nerves while she chanted his name, her nails digging into his shoulders.

She was magnificent like this. Free, uninhibited. It was the version of Priscilla the world didn’t get to see. Just him.

Her head tipped back, and she groaned, her pussy constricting around him as she came.

Brenden let his forehead rest against hers, her breath warming his face, his fingers still buried inside of her. The hands around his neck twitched, and she licked her lips.

“Do we have any shared walls tonight?” she asked between breaths.

“Just the bathroom.”

She grinned and gazed up at him. “Good.”

“Good?”

“Yeah.” She lifted her head and kissed his lips then his chin.

His fingers slid from her pussy as she wiggled farther down the bed, her lips leaving a trail of kisses on his neck and shoulders.

“What are you doing?” He peered down at the top of her head, captivated by the sight of her lips on the skin just over his heart.

She didn’t answer.

Brenden rolled to his side. Priscilla moved with him, using his momentum to push him onto his back and straddle his hips

She glanced up at him, her eyes sparkling with life, and said, “My turn.”

In that moment he’d have done whatever she asked. So long as she kept that look on her face, he didn’t care if it was sex or death, he’d do it.

She bent forward, her hair falling to one side, and continued kissing a path down his chest and stomach. Her hand wrapped around his cock, giving it a lazy caress.

“Pris...” His eyes drifted shut and all he did was feel.

Her grip on him was gentle, her fingers stroking the engorged vein along the underside of his shaft. The soft slide of her hair was cold, a stark contrast to the way his skin heated.

She reached his hip and damn if he didn’t want to take control. He didn’t dare touch her where he could reach for fear he’d hurt her.

He opened his eyes in time to capture one hell of an image.

Priscilla was on her knees and elbows, her ass up in the air. One hand was wrapped around his cock and her lips were right there. Even as he watched her lick the crown he wasn’t prepared for it. He fisted the sheets to keep from touching her and gave in to the sensation of her warm, wet mouth drawing him in.

“Oh—fuck,” he muttered as her tongue caressed him.

It was bliss, the feel of her hands, the way her lips constricted. She was playing him in the most delicious way possible. And he was going to come if she kept this up. He’d used up his restraint in the shower.

Brenden sat up. Before he could figure out where to grab her that wasn’t sore or bruised, she let his cock slide from her lips. Head bent back, she looked at him with a smile that said she was very pleased with herself.

Priscilla rose up on her knees, planted her hands on his chest and shoved.

“I told you, my turn,” she purred.

He let her push him back, the pillows catching him as he landed.

She wrapped her hand around his cock again, but this time it wasn’t for her mouth. She positioned herself over him and they both watched her fit their bodies together. He held his breath as the head of his cock kissed her opening, and then she was pressing down, that same pussy he’d finger-fucked yielding for his cock.

Brenden lifted his hips, urging himself deeper. Priscilla groaned and rolled her hips, taking him deeper still. He glanced up and her gaze locked with his, so full of desire and passion. There were no shadows, no darkness, nothing bad. Right now, in this bubble, it was just them.

Priscilla bent forward and grasped each of his wrists. She brought his hands up and locked their fingers together in a move that shouldn’t have been intimate, and yet it was. Then, she moved.

He was aware of her breasts, the hitch in her breathing, even the air conditioner flipping on. But what he got lost in was her eyes and the feel of her body around him. This wasn’t just sex to scratch an itch, it was sharing pleasure.

She moved over him, using his strength to help her. The playful note was gone, leaving the hunger for something he didn’t have a name for. It was more. She thrust down on him, harder, his cock sliding deeper.

“You feel so good,” she said between breaths.

Brenden gripped her hands tighter and thrust up, meeting her.

“Yes.” She groaned the word.

He was close. The pleasure of her touch, the attentions of her mouth and now this were just too damn much for a man who’d been starving. He planted his feet on the bed and worked in tandem with her, their bodies joining in a fast, demanding rhythm.

“Oh—Brenden. I’m going to—oh!” She tossed her head back, moaning her pleasure, still staring down at him.

He let go of her hands and grasped her by the hips, guiding her, taking all of her in. From the sway of her breasts to the tendrils of hair sticking to her skin, he committed it all to memory. She was beautiful. Glorious. And for this moment, his.

At that thought, his insides seemed to erupt. He groaned and pulled her down, grinding their sexes together as his orgasm rolled up through him. She moved with him, the sounds of their pleasure mingling. 

She fell forward, resting on his chest, her curtain of hair obscuring her face.

He stared up at the ceiling, trying to breathe, to process what the hell was happening between them, but he had no words.

Sex was mutually assured pleasure. Whatever this was, it was dangerous. They’d just blown past all the warning signs and now he feared they were in uncharted territory for the both of them.

Brenden wrapped his arms around her and kissed the top of her head even as she snuggled closer.

What the hell?
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SATURDAY. SAFE HOUSE, Albuquerque, New Mexico.

Brenden stared at the dark liquid filling his cup. The groggy sensation wasn’t one born from hours spent staring at a ceiling.

No.

He’d slept.

True REM sleep.

For hours.

And when he’d woken up, it was to find Priscilla using him as a kind of body pillow, her head on his shoulder, their legs tangled up.

He wasn’t sure what to make of this. It had to be a fluke, obviously. They’d been tired, it was a draining day and then sex on top of it all had become the perfect cocktail to a full eight hours of sleep.

“Wakey, wakey.” Vaughn smacked Brenden’s shoulder.

A bit of the coffee sloshed onto the counter.

“Fuck, man.” Brenden set the mug down and reached for a napkin.

“Someone’s testy this morning.” Vaughn leaned against the counter, far too chipper for Brenden’s liking.

The hair on the back of his neck rose. His stomach tightened. He pressed his toes down, grounding them to the earth to keep from moving.

Priscilla breezed into the room on the other side of the galley kitchen and stopped across from him.

“Morning,” she said in a sing-song voice. “Any left for me?”

He slid the cup he’d just filled over to her. Vaughn was actually helpful and passed a second cup to them without the asinine comments that was typical of him.

“Thanks,” she muttered into the cup.

Brenden had only been away from her a few moments. Minutes, really. But in that time she’d put on clothes, which was a shame. Except for the part where she’d be out here around the guys naked and that wouldn’t do. So clothes were a necessary compromise.

He focused on his mug, not looking at her, even though everything in him was acutely aware of the distance between them.

She was too far away.

“What’d I miss while I was sleeping?” Priscilla asked after she’d had her first sip.

Vaughn leaned his elbows on the counter. “On our side, nothing. Boss wants us to circle up as soon as you were awake to discuss what he’s uncovered.”

“That sounds ominous.” Priscilla glanced at Brenden.

He honestly didn’t know how this conversation was going to go. Aegis Group had always stood by their decision that when possible they did all the good they could do. Which meant they rescued people they weren’t paid to, they worked with police to apprehend bad guys, they went the extra mile. And yet for some reason last night Zain had said he didn’t want to get involved beyond delivering Priscilla to her destination.

It didn’t add up. And he didn’t like this change.

Their commitment to doing what was right was one of the biggest reasons why Brenden stayed with this company. They were good people. But if that changed, what separated them from the rest?

“Let the boss know we’re ready.” Brenden studied Priscilla, and deep down he knew he wouldn’t abandon her before this was done.

Things were going to get a whole lot worse before it was sorted out. She’d need someone in her corner.

“I’ll circle everyone up.” Vaughn headed out of the kitchen, leaving them alone for the moment.

Priscilla glanced up at Brenden finally, eyes narrowed. “What?”

“I’d rather wait until after we talk to the boss.” He didn’t want to invite more problems.

In less than five minutes the team was assembled around the dining table. Even Nolan armed with a box of tissues, a trash can and a bottle of antibacterial. Everyone else appeared to have been up and conscious long before Brenden and Priscilla.

Zain answered as soon as the video call went out. He was still wearing the same shirt as the last time Brenden had seen him.

When did this guy sleep?

“Morning, team,” Zain said. “I don’t have much for you, I’m afraid. Technicians on the ground did confirm that malware was introduced to the plane via some kind of tech. The working theory is that it was put on either when you were in Rio or during the layover in Mexico City. That device included a small EMP, which explains the dead electronics.”

“No idea who did it?” Priscilla asked.

“Security cameras in both airports weren’t pointed at the jet. Without some kind of image to run facial on, I’m working with what people will share with us. It’s not much, but I’m hunting down secondary sources.” Zain shuffled something around out of the frame.

“The shooters? Any ID?” Grant asked.

“Police won’t release that information to me.” Zain’s mouth twisted up. “Again, I’m working some secondary sources, but it will take longer. And it’s the weekend.”

“Is it safe to make a guess?” Priscilla cupped her hands around her coffee and stared at the laptop.

Brenden wanted to reach under the table and touch her, let her know she wasn’t alone in this. But with everyone watching? He didn’t make a damn move.

“What kind of guess?” Zain asked.

“My theory was right. What we discovered in Rio is why this is happening.”

“No one is refuting that, Ms. Yilmaz. The problem? There’s nothing left of the warehouse. Any product there is gone. The only product that remains is in your custody or in the belly of that plane. Corporate has clammed up on us and they aren’t talking.”

“They’re going to blame it on Priscilla,” Brenden said.

“What?” She glanced at him, her nose wrinkled.

Zain sighed. It was a labored sound full of weariness. “That’s what I’m worried about. The local police already favor the idea that you were transporting drugs and that the crash and gunfight were a product of gang fighting. It wouldn’t take a lot of effort to plant the story that Priscilla is the mastermind behind this.”

She gaped at the screen then at the people around the table. “You can’t be serious...”

“It’s a working worst-case scenario.” Zain held up a hand. “It’s not truth. Yet. We’re working things, but it’s going to take time. I want you guys to hang tight, stay in New Mexico until Monday morning and we’ll all meet up in Chicago.”

This was getting the boss’ personal touch?

Things were bad.
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SATURDAY. RIO DE JANEIRO, Brazil.

Arturo sank into the back seat of the hired car and closed his eyes. For the first time since he’d gotten the call, things were under control.

The warehouse was torched.

He’d sufficiently paid the police he could, the others were dead.

The woman was being handled.

It would all be fine. He just had to tell himself that.

And if it wasn’t?

His phone vibrated. He grit his teeth and glanced at the driver before pulling his cell out of his pocket. He’d left his real phone back home. For this trip he had a burner, and there were fewer than five people who had this number.

Trouble in paradise.

What new hell could this be?

Arturo closed his eyes and took a deep breath. This partnering bullshit was crumbling around him. He’d been on the fence about this whole scam from the beginning. Sure, it was his idea, but he’d let his partner believe it was their brainchild. Not Arturo’s.

It all factored into Arturo’s contingency plan. If he had to pull out, if someone must take the fall, it wouldn’t be him.

He jabbed the call button and pressed the phone to his ear.

“That was quick,” his partner said by way of a greeting.

“What is it?” Arturo didn’t have time for this shit.

“Well... There’s been a problem.” The man’s voice wavered.

“What kind of problem?” Arturo asked slowly, each word vibrating with annoyance.

“The team you told me about? They took the job, they crashed the plane, but no one died. Well, the rescue team and the charity director didn’t die. Your guy lost four people.” The man continued in a rush. “But it’s not all bad. The police like her for all of it.”

“What?”

“The local police, they haven’t said it, but the way they were talking on the phone they think she was smuggling drugs in the company jet. I’m taking care of it on the corporate side, but this team, they can’t handle the job.”

Arturo didn’t answer.

He knew Damian and how good he was. He might be a homicidal asshole, but he knew how to do the job. If this team had gotten the best of Damian, they were a real threat regardless of what Arturo’s partner thought he was doing.

His body went cold. He calmly replied, “Keep handling it and I want updates.”

Arturo hung up the call and stared out of the window at his crumbling world.

He didn’t trust his partner to handle anything. Truth was he’d always assumed this scam, what they were doing, had a limited lifespan. Arturo had piles of money socked away from this.

Was it time to cut his losses and run? Or could he salvage things?

He swiped his finger over the screen and dialed a number from memory.

Did he want to gamble? Could it be worth it?

He held the phone to his ear.

Damian would not be pleased to hear from him, but they had bigger problems than some bad blood.

“Who is this?” a familiar male voice said over the line.

“Damian, don’t hang up. We have a mutual problem I think we can solve together.”

Silence.

Arturo settled in to wait. He knew he was in the best position out of all of them. His partner would get caught by simply looking guilty. Damian had lost people, presumably who were carrying his equipment. It wouldn’t take long to relate cases, point at him. But if Arturo’s plan worked, they could both walk out of this clean and clear.

“I’m listening,” Damien said.
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SATURDAY. SAFE HOUSE, Albuquerque, New Mexico.

These people didn’t know what they were talking about.

Priscilla strode into the bedroom, her one haven, and crossed to the far wall. The curtains were doing their best job of blocking out the mid-morning sun, but enough seeped around the edges she could see.

The bedroom door shut.

She glanced over her shoulder at Brenden leaning up against the flat surface, his arms crossed over his chest. He was watching her again.

Why was it the rest of his team just didn’t get it?

“They’re wrong,” she said.

Her gut churned, and it felt as if a hundred million ants were skittering over her flesh.

Were they?

She’d never been fooled into believing that Asclepius was an innocent company. They had the same problems as any other for profit business. The true purpose, the good they should be doing, got lost in shareholders and stocks.

“There’s no way they’d throw me under the bus like that.” She whirled to face Brenden. Their rumpled bed sat between them, a memory of a perfect moment. One that she wished she could curl up in and forget the world. “That’s not possible. Right?”

Brenden didn’t reply immediately. He frowned a bit more and wrinkles formed on his brow. “There’s a lot at stake here. In my experience? Money twists things. Makes good people do bad things.”

“Okay, but that’s one person. If I can bring the evidence—if you tell them what you saw—then they’ll have to listen to us. What evidence is there I’m the one who sold expired drugs? Where’s my vault of money?”

“All it takes is reasonable doubt that you did it.” He let his arms fall to his side.

She let her gaze slide off him to the wall and unfocus, seeing the future. Options. Choices. “Which means they could wrongfully fire me. I’d prove my innocence, then if I wanted I could sue them. But the damage would be done. I’d forever be that woman.”

How was it all the evidence from Rio was just gone?

What about the people? The cops who’d been on the scene?

“There has to be someone in Rio who’d tell the truth. Right?” She circled the bed, closing the distance between herself and Brenden.

Brenden’s mouth twisted up.

“What?” she asked.

“Last night Zain told us the detective on the case had an accident. He’s dead.”

“You can’t be serious.” She took a step back, eyes wide.

“Whoever is behind this trying to cover their tracks. The detective was paid off to close the case, call it arson, then leave and killed. It’s fishy as hell, but it’s also Brazil. A good lawyer could argue that it’s just the way things are there now.”

“Shit,” she muttered.

What did she do? How did she fight the police and her employer trying to pin this on her? Could she?

This was some movie level bullshit.

“No. No, you have to be wrong. This stuff doesn’t happen in real life. It just doesn’t.” She slashed her hand through the air.

“It’s a huge mess that’s going to come out. And the company needs someone to blame, so the shit doesn’t land on them. In the beginning they aren’t going to care who they point fingers at in the media, so long as it’s not them.”

“No. No, you don’t know what you’re talking about.” She closed her eyes.

In her mind she could see that play out. The cops would say they believed the crash was linked to drugs. Her picture would be splashed about. Asclepius wouldn’t have to blame her; they could just say they were looking into it. She would be a person of interest.

The damage would be done.

What were her other options? How did she combat this? Could she?

“What do I do?” Priscilla turned her head and met Brenden’s gaze.

She’d been the master of her path since the day she was given a new lease on life. She was often self-reliant to a fault. And now she was trusting him, asking for help at what might be her darkest hour ever. Her job, the work she did, that sustained her. To have that taken away would take away everything she knew about herself.

This time his answer was immediate. “Follow Zain’s plan. We stay here, in full view of the cops. We cooperate. Monday we go to Asclepius—with a lawyer—and tell them your story.”

“They’re going to want someone to blame. If not me, who?”

Brenden shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“It’s either a lot of people with crucial jobs, or someone who has a lot of power. Someone higher up.” She turned and began pacing. “Who owned that warehouse? Do we know that?”

“DDM something.”

“DDM, one of Asclepius’ subsidiaries. They used to be a failing company. Diversified into both production, where they started, and running pharmacies selling their drugs. Asclepius bought the company on the owner’s death bed. It was a really sad story.”

“You think it could be a DDM scam?”

“No.” She grimaced and blew out a breath, the lead dying. “No, whoever is behind this needs broader control. Those boxes weren’t DDM product, which means someone who has reach across the companies is involved in getting that product in place to go to the incinerator. But someone along the line pilfers boxes, maybe whole shipments, to resell.”

“Brazil isn’t exactly a third world country. Wouldn’t someone notice?”

“Yeah.” She rolled that problem around in her head. “The boxes have expiration dates on them. How does it work?”

Brenden shrugged. “Not sure.”

“What do we do with these ideas? How does this help me?”

“We tell Zain.”

“This isn’t what you guys do though.”

“You’d be surprised what we do.”

She knew how he meant the statement, and yet her mind went back to last night. The way he’d looked at her, how it had felt being with him.

He’d surprised her. From the moment they dragged him into her life, she’d read him all wrong.

“Guys!” Melody pounded on the door.

Priscilla jumped, startled out of her warm, fuzzy thoughts.

“Come in here,” Melody called out.

Brenden opened the door on a wide-eyed Melody.

“What?” Priscilla crowded up behind Brenden.

“Zain thinks he found something. Come see.”

Brenden ushered her out ahead of him. They followed Melody to the kitchen table where the others were still sitting, sipping coffee.

“Tell them,” Melody said.

Zain’s face was still on the laptop. He was looking away from the camera, his hands moving while he spoke. “Early this morning police in El Paso picked up the body of a junky. I started monitoring morgues and hospitals the best I could in the major cities around where you crashed. The ME just listed a Victoria Barnes as deceased.”

The screen flashed to an image of a woman who favored too much eyeliner and a kiss-my-ass attitude. “She’s a former sniper, dishonorably discharged, and was recently a suspect in a case down in Columbia along with this character.”

Once more the screen changed. A dark eyed man with tousled hair was captured walking down a street, facing a camera. “Damian Naraujo, who lives in El Paso. Naraujo on the surface is just a computer consultant, but we know of him because of his work in South America. He’s a mercenary, people or companies hire him to take out competitors in emerging markets. Mostly tech, but he’ll do anything for anyone at the right price.”

“And you think he’s related all because of a dead body?” Priscilla wasn’t sure she bought that. It was a leap. A big one.

“I think I saw that guy.” Nolan frowned at the screen.

“It was dark. How can you be sure?” Priscilla asked.

Nolan shrugged.

Zain’s face came “Look, all of this is a stretch, but so far it’s our best lead. There was some chatter linking Victoria to Damian. I’m working on it.”

“Priscilla had some other ideas,” Brenden said.

“Yeah?” Zain’s gaze snapped to the camera.

“Just...” She licked her lips and tried again. “Whoever is doing this inside Asclepius has to either be high up, or it has to be a lot of people. The kind of clearance it takes to move product on that scale would take someone way up the ladder.”

Zain nodded. “Any idea what level we’re talking about?”

“Someone way, way up. Someone who has operational control across the subsidiaries. I don’t know how to find that out without going into the office.”

“We’ll work on that angle, too.”

“Why?” Priscilla asked.

Zain stopped doing whatever it was he was doing on his side of the camera and looked at her for a moment. “Because you’re innocent and this is the right thing to do.”

A phone began to chime.

“Sorry about that.” The blond man, Nolan, silenced the phone then reached into his pocket for a crumpled box.

Zain continued. “Hang tight, team—”

“Let me see that.” Priscilla rounded the table, her gaze locked on the red and white box.

Nolan held what was left of the box up. “This?”

She took the familiar package from him and turned it over. “Brenden?”

“Hold on, Zain.” Brenden came to stand behind her.

Priscilla would have recognized the branding anywhere. She was very familiar with all the various lines that Asclepius marketed, but the red and white one was very eye catching. She turned the box over to the narrow side where the lot and expiration information should be visible. Instead a sticker was glued along the side, proclaiming it a product of Asclepius.

“Where did you get this?” Priscilla glanced up at Nolan.

“A clinic near the hotel. Why?”

“Because I am willing to bet money that this is one of the expired lots of medicine.”

The sticker explained why no one had reported it for obvious reasons. What was even scarier? Someone had sold it to Nolan over the counter somewhere.

How many more people were taking medication too old to do anything for them?
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SATURDAY. SAFE HOUSE, Albuquerque, New Mexico.

Brenden’s brain was mushy. Zain had come back to them with leads to explore. The whole day had turned into research, filling hours with internet searches, phone calls and making guesses.

They weren’t much closer to knowing more than they had. Sure, they had a pool of names a couple dozen long of suspects, but no real way to determine who their culprit was as long as they were stuck here. The digging they needed to do wasn’t the kind that could be done from a distance. And no one was willing to touch the issue of past date medications being sold or used in hospitals. There were limits to what Aegis Group could handle. This was something that needed to be turned over to the authorities.

What concerned Brenden was time. They were running out of it.

“I’m turning in,” Nolan announced.

“Me, too.” Riley pushed to his feet.

“Have a good night, guys.” Vaughn shuffled his deck of cards, his attention on the TV and whatever current news sensation was unfolding.

Brenden glanced at the dining table. Priscilla and Melody sat facing each other on the far side. They were smiling, talking softly. If he had to guess, not about work. The two women had worked closely together over the day.

“Take a picture. It’ll last longer.” Vaughn chuckled as if he’d said something original and funny.

Brenden grit his teeth. He just wasn’t in the mood for the jokes lately. It wasn’t the guys, it was him.

“I’m going to try to sleep.” It was an excuse. He doubted he’d sleep two nights in a row, but he knew that no one on the team would stand between him and the attempt at rest.

“See you in a bit.” Vaughn riffle shuffled the worn cards and grinned.

Not likely.

The way Brenden’s mood was going he’d just lay in bed and stare at the ceiling.

He managed to not steal another look at the ladies before heading down the hall to the last door. He wasn’t even kidding himself about where he was sleeping, and truth be told, he was glad of it.

For this short amount of time, Priscilla was his.

Brenden flipped the lights on and did a quick check of the windows to ensure they were locked and hadn’t been tampered with. They’d enjoyed one, quiet day. That didn’t mean a threat wasn’t waiting and watching.

A small pile of clothes lay on the floor next to the bed. He stared at Priscilla’s discarded clothing from before their workout in the back yard. She’d kept pace with him. He’d liked the companionship. How easy it was with her.

He glanced at the nightstand and the necklace she’d worn for all of five minutes before taking off. It sat next to her water bottle, the one he’d gotten for her. The room was full of little bits of her. Things she’d unpacked or used, but hadn’t put away.

Many of these things he was seeing for the first time, and yet he knew them. Because he knew Priscilla. But that didn’t make sense. He could count on one hand the number of days he’d known about her. They were strangers. And yet they weren’t. It wasn’t just the similar experiences, either. There was more to it.

She was like an old friend he was reconnecting with. Neither of them needed to make excuses or explain themselves because they each understood.

And very soon she would be leaving his life forever.

That knowledge left him unsettled. He didn’t want her to be gone. But what did he have to offer her? What logical reason would he have to act on this feeling?

In his experience feelings lied. They were finicky things. And yet this connection with Priscilla wasn’t a feeling. She didn’t make him happy, sad, angry, frustrated. When it was just them he was content. At ease. She changed his state of being, not his emotions. Losing her felt like losing a leg off a chair. It would compromise his structural integrity to be without her.

But that didn’t make sense.

How could someone he’d known for four days be crucial?

The bedroom door opened. He stuffed the thoughts down deep and watched Priscilla enter the room, a notebook cradled to her chest.

“Hey, I didn’t realize you’d come in here. I just looked up, and you were gone.” She lifted a hand to hide a yawn.

Brenden remained where he was. He was still locked in those thoughts, confused about how this woman could be so familiar to him.

“I wasn’t sure about Melody when I met her, but I think I like her. She’s one of those quiet, dangerous smart types, isn’t she?” Priscilla set her notebook on the bed then crawled onto the mattress and sat cross legged in the middle.

“You both like to be under estimated.”

She snapped her fingers. “Yes. And here’s a crazy question, but are her and Grant a thing?”

“What?” That question caught him off guard. “No. No, they barely stand each other.”

“Seriously?”

“In the beginning when she was hired all of our briefings were a tense power struggle. It’s only in the last year they’ve figured out how to work together.”

Priscilla’s eyes narrowed. “Hm.”

“What makes you ask that?”

“I don’t know. I just got a vibe, like maybe they were together but on the job they act like they aren’t.”

“Aegis has no fraternizing policy. There isn’t a reason why they’d have to hide it if they were. But they aren’t.” It was the same lack of a policy that made his relationship with Priscilla above board.

“Okay, I’ll drop it.” Priscilla grabbed a pillow and held it to her chest.

A similar moment from his past rose to the forefront of his mind.

It’d been the summer after he’d graduated. The Navy was in his future. He’d taken a few weeks to do and go wherever. His sisters had peppered him with questions about who he’d been with, where he’d gone.

How many times had he tried doing something as simple as put his damn laundry away only to have both of them sitting on his bed pestering him?

“Hey.” Priscilla grasped his hand. She’d crawled toward him without him noticing. “Where’d you go just then?”

He took her hand and gave it a squeeze. How long had it been since he thought about his sisters like that?

They would like Priscilla.

The thought came to him as certain as the existence of gravity. No second guessing or wavering.

How did he know that?

He did his best to not speak to or about his siblings.

“Brenden?”

He sucked in a breath and looked at Priscilla.

“I just had this random thought that my sisters would like you. I don’t think about them often.”

She tugged his hand until he sat on her side of the mattress. “Lie down with me and tell me about them?”

Normally he would say no, but he found that he wanted to talk about them.

Brenden undid the laces on his boots then crawled up to lie next to Priscilla, face to face. Her hand clasped around his and she curled her other arm under her head.

“What are their names?” she asked.

“Oaklynn and Gabrielle.”

“Really?” She chuckled. “How’d you get to be Brenden?”

“Dad named me.”

“What are your sisters like?”

“Oaklynn married a forensic accountant. She studied art in college for a few semesters before getting married. She’s a stay at home mom now. Just had another baby.” Just? More like months ago. He’d seen the social media posts of their picture perfect lives and knew to stay far, far away from that.

“Oaklynn. Sounds like a super trendy name.”

“Trendy. That’s a good word for her. All the pictures she posts look like they came out of a magazine.”

“Show me?”

Brenden pulled his phone out of his pocket and brought up his sister’s account.

“Oh my God. You aren’t kidding. Shit.” Priscilla rolled to her back and scrolled through the pictures.

“Gabrielle is the baby. She’s more serious. Finished college. Went into law. She’s dated the same guy since high school. They had a kid two years ago.”

“These are the most photogenic babies I have ever seen.” Priscilla’s eyes went wide, and she turned the phone toward him. “Is that you?”

Brenden squinted at the screen.

The image was old, a little blurry and overexposed, but there was no mistaking it. He knew the moment, could see it playing out in his mind.

It’d been spring break. He was a junior in high school. Gabriella had struggled the whole year with bullies. He’d gone out to find her sitting on the porch. They’d talked, he’d given her advice. He’d known she was close to tears, and that was when Oaklynn burst onto the scene with an old Polaroid camera. She’d flopped across their laps and taken this crazy picture, her head upside down and both Gabrielle and Brenden staring at the camera in confusion.

He took the phone from Priscilla and read the caption.

Throwback Thursday, thinking about the people I love the most.

The unread emails, unreturned phone calls, the invitations to birthdays and holidays he’d tossed in the garbage came to the forefront of his mind. He’d removed himself from their lives because at the time he’d needed to. He hadn’t known how to be whole and himself. Oaklynn’s first baby had just arrived and deep down Brenden had worried about what would happen, what he’d do.

So he’d left. Started this new life. But the old one still wanted him.

“When’s the last time you saw them?” Priscilla asked softly.

“Maybe two years ago?” He slid the phone under the pillow then draped the arm over her waist.

Right now he needed Priscilla to anchor him.

“Any special occasion?” she asked.

“Christmas. I came home for Christmas. It was the first one I’d been to in a while. Mom knew I was coming, but she didn’t tell anyone else. I thought she had, so I walk into chaos. Then Oaklynn starts screaming, which startled her kid into crying.”

Priscilla smothered a laugh, but he kept going.

There wasn’t anything momentous that happened that night, just a lot of overwhelming family. The kids. All the talk about what everyone was doing. His favorite moment elbows deep in the sink, washing dishes with his mother. It was normal stuff he missed most, and now that he’d begun talking he couldn’t stop.

He’d spent so long with that door shut that he’d forgotten the void family filled.
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SATURDAY. SAFE HOUSE, Albuquerque, New Mexico.

Damian stared at the front of the house. Nothing had moved or changed in the hour they’d been sitting there.

Arturo fucking Lobo.

The dick.

The last job Damian had done for the guy, eliminating some competition. Should have been routine, but it hadn’t. Things didn’t go as planned and the job only got half completed. Arturo hadn’t fulfilled his payment citing, half a job half the money. Except Damian’s people expected full pay, so he’d essentially made nothing on the job once costs were covered.

It had been the end of business with Arturo for Damian regardless that Arturo had been a repeat customer. Now it figured that this job would have Arturo all over it. Regardless of what the man said about who was at fault, Damian blamed Arturo.

“There’s no way for us to go in there, just the three of us, and get this job done,” Aaron said.

Damian nodded. He’d already thought of that and had put feelers out before arriving to scope out the location.

“Why are we doing this?” Aaron turned to face Damian. “Why not cut our losses and run?”

“Those guys in there, they work for a company called Aegis Group. Ever heard of them?”

Aaron frowned. “No.”

“Then you haven’t been paying attention. Anyone who fucks with them gets burned. We thought we were up against some small-time crooks, when really we were poking the bear. Now, unless we take care of them, this is going to come back on us. If we cut and run, they’ll come after us. The only way this gets handled is if they’re dead.”

“You really believe that?”

“I’ve seen it happen.”

And Damian wasn’t going to allow that to happen to him. It was time these people learned who they were fucking with.
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SUNDAY. SAFE HOUSE, Albuquerque, New Mexico.

Priscilla dragged her fingers through her hair. Her mouth was dry, her head felt full of cotton. It was like a hangover except she hadn’t drank.

What the hell?

A light tap on the bedroom door had her scrambling off the mattress. Her bra prodded her ribs, a reminder that she’d fallen asleep fully dressed wrapped around Brenden.

She opened the door and Brenden slid through the gap, two mugs of coffee in hand. His hair stuck up on one side and there were still wrinkles on his cheek from the pillow. And just like her he’d slept in yesterday’s clothes.

A laugh bubbled up out of her.

“What?” He handed her a mug.

“I can’t remember the last time I passed out like that.” She cradled her mug, the heat and aroma helped made the morning more real. “What time is it? Is anyone else awake?”

“Riley’s on security.” Brenden’s hand slid along her back as he passed her to sit on the edge of the mattress.

Priscilla joined him, perching on the foot of the bed, one leg curled under her. The digital clock read ten past five.

That was still seven hours of sleep. More than she managed on a typical night.

Brenden turned, following her gaze and blinked at the clock.

“We must have been way more tired than we realized if we both slept that long two nights in a row.” The words sounded good coming out of her mouth but they felt wrong.

Attributing the sudden bounty of sleep to something as simple as exhaustion was a crime, and she knew it. She hadn’t slept because she was tired. She hadn’t even been the first one to fall asleep. That had been Brenden.

Lying there, wrapped around him, she’d felt peace. Night before last she could take whatever excuse she came up with, but last night was more.

“I don’t even remember falling asleep.” Brenden stared at the carpet, his brow furrowed and his frown 

She couldn’t help but chuckle at the befuddled expression on his face. “You were telling me about your sister’s obsession with fireflies.”

“Why? Why was I telling you that?” He turned to face her.

Priscilla shrugged. “It was a cute story.”

“No one wants to hear about my sister’s obsession with bugs.”

She did.

She’d hung on his every word, immersing herself in his history, this side of him she hadn’t known yet. It made her remember her own past, before all the bad stuff. She didn’t care if he talked about bugs, the dishes or any of the other mundane things because he was sharing about himself. She wanted to know everything. The tiniest details.

“What?” He watched her over the rim of his mug.

“Sorry, just waking up.” She hid her mental tangent by sipping the dark brew.

When was the last time she’d been this comfortable and interested in a man?

Never.

Before Brenden, this level of intimacy that combined physical, mental and emotional hadn’t existed for her.

She’d fallen for him.

Probably in the moment he’d risked himself so a kid could have some water. Everything since then merely supported her assessment that Brenden was one of the good ones. And on top of that? He got her in ways no one else ever had.

Her chest tightened up.

In a few short days, maybe even tomorrow, this was over with.

Priscilla gulped her coffee, doing her best to drown the sudden panic with caffeine. All that did was bring this moment into sharp focus. The practical side of her knew that a relationship with so much distance between them was impossible. She couldn’t do it. And yet, she also knew that some part of her needed Brenden.

He was special. He got her. He made her feel safe, protected, cared for when she’d never wanted those things from any man before.

So what was she going to do about it? Let it slip away because she was scared of a good thing?

Priscilla got up and set the mug down on the dresser adjacent to the door. She braced her hands on the flat surface, trying in vain to ground herself. But all she felt was need. For this man. For what they had during this short chapter of time.

She turned and found him watching her over his cup.

He was what she wanted.

“What’s wrong?” Brenden asked, because of course he was attuned to her in every way.

“Nothing.” She took his mug and set it on the nightstand.

She lifted her hand and ran her fingers along the beard that was growing in. It hid the scar on his chin that she’d noticed in the first moments of meeting him.

“I just want to do this.” She bent her head and kissed him.

He sucked in a breath and cupped her face. He didn’t grope her or try to manhandle her, he held her. Because that was the kind of man Brenden was.

She crawled up, straddling his lap. Last night they’d shared more of themselves. Small, seemingly insignificant details, but it was so much more than that.

“I want you,” she whispered against his lips.

It was true, she wanted his body, his cock, the orgasm he’d give her. But she also wanted him, the quiet moments they shared, the easy conversation. What she wanted was all of him.

Brenden went still, his eyes traveling from side to side as he studied her.

Was he onto her? Did he know that this had become more to her? That he mattered?

She didn’t have the nerve to tell him. After just a few days he’d know she was crazy. But she could show him.

Priscilla reached between them and unfastened his pants. Brenden leaned back on his elbows, granting her better access. She freed his cock, pleased to see the burgeoning erection. She wrapped her hand around him and stroked the velvety skin.

Brenden’s head tipped back, and he groaned.

This big, strong man didn’t hold anything back from her. She couldn’t tell him how she felt, but she could do this for them both.

He lifted his hips, watching her with heavily lidded eyes. She grinned at him, luxuriating in the feel of feminine power. With him she was free to be herself, sexually, professionally, athletically. He never asked her to be anything except herself.

“You’d better lose the clothes,” he said.

“Should I?” She smiled. “Are you going to make me?”

“Yes.” He growled the word and sat up, gathering her in his arms.

He stood, taking her with him, and turned, setting her on the edge of the bed. She stared up at him, her head spinning from lust. He reached down and grabbed the waistband of her yoga pants and in one move stripped her of both pants and panties. She yelped then covered her mouth to try to muffle the sound.

Brenden bent over her, his nose almost touching hers.

“I want to hear you come,” he said.

Priscilla reached up and ran her fingers through his hair. At the same time he cupped her mound, pressing into her. She sucked in a breath and tightened her grip on him as he plunged her depths, stroking the walls of her channel.

He bent his head, just enough to brush a light kiss to her lips, and then he was gone. She gripped fistfuls of the sheets, curling her toes into the mattress as he finger fucked her.

She loved his man. God, did she love him.

His warm lips touched her mound and coherent thought ceased. Her spine bowed up off the bed as he kissed her intimately. His tongue explored her in a way she had never experienced before. Everything about him was selfless, even when it came to pleasure.

All at once her body tightened. She reached down, fisting his hair and groaned her release.

His fingers lazily stroked her, sending tiny tendrils of electricity zapping through her.

Priscilla pulled on his hair again, hauling him up her body. He went at his own pace, kissing her hip then her stomach. He shoved her shirt up and over her head as he crawled up her body.

She could do this with him every day of her life and not get tired of it. In fact, it felt as though she’d been missing him all this time and only now realized it.

Brenden finally reached her mouth. She pulled him down on top of her and hooked a leg around his hip.

She loved him.

Not as in an idle, passing thought in the way she loved her most comfortable yoga pants or bra. No, she loved him, loved him. As in real, deep, abiding love.

Holy shit.

“Turn over?” he asked against her mouth.

Priscilla rolled, both because he’d asked and she needed to hide her face while she got these thoughts under control.

He wrapped an arm around her waist and lifted her onto her knees. His hands smoothed down her back to her hips.

She dropped her head, burying her face in the comforter.

Brenden forced her knees wider, exposing her body to him. Did he have any idea how close he was to her soul? Her heart? Her most vulnerable places?

“You’re so damn perfect,” he said.

Words clogged in her throat. Witty comebacks failed her in the face of her emotional revelation.

The blunt head of his cock pressed against her. She closed her eyes and pushed back, desperate to feel more of him. Brenden groaned and thrust into her orgasm-tight pussy. Her answering moan rising from her throat unbidden.

“So fucking good,” she mumbled at last.

His hands coasted up and over her thighs, her back.

She needed him to move, to feel this as much as she did.

Priscilla rocked backward then forward. Hands gripped her hips so tight she could count his fingers.

Brenden thrust, driving into her at last. She slid her hands out, bracing herself against the onslaught of his body, losing herself in the hard joining of their sexes.

In these moments, she felt him body and soul. She’d found him in the most unlikely of places and now she didn’t know how to keep him in her life. But she could have these moments.

“Pris.” Brenden leaned over her, bracing a hand on the mattress and kissed her shoulder.

Her toes curled and then she felt it, that bone-deep release roll up through her, robbing her of her senses. All these new feelings swirled inside of her, coalescing into something she could only label as love.

She loved Brenden Taylor, and she didn’t have one clue what to do about it.
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SUNDAY. SAFE HOUSE, Albuquerque, New Mexico.

Brenden needed out of this house. He had to think. To process.

He took the mugs into the kitchen, his skin still buzzing from Priscilla’s touch.

Last night did not make sense any way he looked at it. He very rarely had a restful night’s sleep. It was something he’d grown accustomed to. When on the job he’d often get up and share surveillance duty, allowing whoever was on to get a break. At home he used that time to do small chores. It was routine. Nothing about his wonky sleep schedule bothered him.

What he couldn’t wrap his head around was that he’d fallen asleep while talking, fully dressed and weighted down by a warm woman.

He’d never been diagnosed with anything. The doctors he’d seen had ruled out PTSD, depression and a whole host of other typical suspects. Did he have guilt that he’d survived and so many hadn’t? Yeah, but he never allowed that to rule his life. He just didn’t sleep well and sometimes his nightmares brought the past into sharp focus. But not for long. He was always in control.

The one person he’d spoken to that had made sense was a buddy’s wife. She’d said after being around him, observing the others, his subconscious need for control was on hyper drive. There wasn’t anything necessarily wrong, he was just wound too tight.

Priscilla made that tightness go away. She relaxed him.

“Yo, earth to rocket man.” Riley waved a hand in front of Brenden’s face.

He shook his head. “Yeah?”

Riley thumbed over his shoulder at the dining table set up with the laptop. “Grant’s going to take over cameras and he wants two of us to do a walk-around. You up for that?”

“Sure. Let me gear up.” Inwardly Brenden breathed a sigh of relief. A task might help focus him.

“Light gear. Grant wants us to play under the radar.” Riley snapped his fingers. “Oh, and take this Kevlar vest to Priscilla, will you? Melody texted me to make sure we had it available first thing.”

Brenden grabbed the petite vest from Riley. Typically someone like Priscilla got their vest the first day. But they hadn’t realized until the plane went down she was still a target.

“Be back in a minute,” Brenden told Riley.

He jogged down the hall, thrilled at the opportunity for some fresh air, even if the goal was to ensure their safe house truly was safe. Cops did regular drive bys of the place, which was one of the concessions they’d made to make nice with the cops. Brenden didn’t like it. They’d already run afoul of dirty cops in Rio. What if that happened here?

It didn’t matter that Brenden knew the likelihood of that being the case here was slim. He was not completely rational when it came to Priscilla.

He tapped on the door before cracking it open.

The bed was empty.

“Pris?” He stepped in and shut the door.

“Yeah?” She stepped out of the bathroom wearing a fresh change of clothes.

He paused, taking in her jeans and the purple T-shirt with a faded sunset across the chest. With her hair pulled back she looked casual, comfortable, ready to spend a lazy weekend together.

Brenden held out the Kevlar vest. “Melody wanted to make sure you had this.”

“Well isn’t this the latest fashion?” She took it from him and held it out. “What is it?”

“It’s a bullet-proof vest. This one’s made to be worn under the clothes.”

“Hello reality.”

“This is just for now. And it’s just in case.”

“In case someone tries to kill us again? Awesome.” She ripped the Velcro straps apart. “What are you doing?”

“I’m going to go walk the neighborhood with Riley.” Brenden tossed a T-shirt and hoodie on the bed. He’d shower after.

“I’m guessing I don’t get to go?” Priscilla held out her arms, her vest on over her shirt. “How’s this?”

“Good. And sorry, you can’t go.”

“I figured.” She sat on the bed and watched him.

He slid on an under shirt, then his under clothing vest and followed it up with a T-shirt. A mob holster allowed him to carry two weapons, one under each arm, and the zip up hoodie over everything helped conceal his tactical advantage.

Priscilla slid off the bed and grasped the front edges of his hoodie. She pulled him toward her.

Without thinking he bent and kissed her. It was only when their lips touched that the sensation of rightness hit him, knocking him mentally off balance.

“Try to not have too much fun without me.” She smiled and gave him a little push toward the door.

Brenden nodded because he didn’t trust himself to speak.

He didn’t quite flee out of the door, but he moved with haste.

Riley waited for him in the living area, phone in hand and a goofy smile on his face. He glanced up and flashed Brenden his phone. “Erin’s at the mercy of my mother this weekend.”

Brenden grunted and nodded toward the door.

Riley turned and walked with him.

That was the nice thing about their second in command. Riley was both perfectly willing to talk and be quiet. He was a laid back kind of guy who helped balance out their team of loud personalities.

“Grant said you weren’t up at all last night.” Riley slanted a glance sideways. “Here. New comms.”

Brenden’s mouth went dry. So much for quiet thinking time. What was he going to say?

He took the earpiece but didn’t put it on yet. Someone was always listening, and he didn’t want to talk this out with the whole team until he knew just what the hell was going on in his own head.

They approached the front of the house, both going to the tall windows bracketing the front door.

He pulled aside the curtains and frowned. Two beat up older cars sat across the street, windows down. There were five, maybe six rough looking guys inside. They stuck out in a neighborhood like this.

“Riley?”

“I see them. Grant?” Riley reached under his own hoodie and drew a handgun.

“What?” Grant replied from the living room.

“The cameras.”

At that moment, both vehicles opened their doors. The first faces Brenden saw had bandanas up covering everything save for their eyes.

“Fall back,” Brenden barked.

At the same moment their phones rang out a warning siren.

He and Riley backed up. They were outnumbered, but they had the advantage. The front entry created a bottleneck that would work in their favor.

Brenden grabbed the heavy, metal entry cabinet and turned it to act as a shield. He took a knee and drew both weapons, his entire focus on the entry.

“Four on the door, two are circling either side of the house,” Grant called out.

Bedroom doors banged open. The rest of the team was on high alert.

“What’s your call?” A thread of strain laced through Riley’s voice.

“What the—Brenden?” Priscilla’s flustered voice echoed down the hall at him.

These people wanted to end her life. His vision narrowed to the shadows of people around the door.

He tuned the commotion inside the house out. Riley slapped three flash grenades on the cabinet moments before something hard impacted the front door.

This was it.

And he’d just put a vest on Priscilla.

His body went cold at the thought of her without any form of protection.

The front door popped off the hinges, flying back and sliding across the floor.

Brenden squeezed one trigger then the other. It didn’t matter if he was accurate. At this close range it was about deterring the attack, making them too much of a risk, the danger too high.

Riley tossed the first grenade through the door.

The first two men through the door backpedaled.

One slid and landed on his back.

The other man screamed, clutching his leg and collapsed into a heap.

Brenden shut his eyes and ducked not a moment too soon. The flash grenade went off, the burst of light and smoke bringing new cries of alarm.

“Two down,” Riley called out.

Grant yelled something Brenden couldn’t make out, but the tone wasn’t alarmed, he wasn’t barking an order.

This was the moment to go on the offensive.

Brenden grabbed one of the remaining flash grenades, sticking it between his teeth then straightened. Guns up, he strode between the two downed men to the front door.

Two more men, boys really, lay on the grass. Their weapons were forgotten on the ground next to them as they clutched their faces.

“Shit, B.” Riley was quick to follow.

Brenden kicked one handgun then another away from the two kids.

The two-seater sports car pealed out, burning rubber in its attempt to get away.

That left two unknowns still trying to get at Priscilla.

Brenden would not allow that to happen.

“West side,” Riley barked.

Brenden pivoted and sprinted for the end of the house where Priscilla would have been were it not for the others. He had no doubt that Melody and Grant had her safely secured.

Riley and Brenden skidded to a stop at the corner. He yanked the pin out of the grenade, peered around then tossed the canister at the would-be attackers, nailing one in the back of the head. The man howled and went down on all fours.

Brenden jerked back and shut his eyes.

The boom was followed by smoke and curse words.

“Interior secure,” Nolan called out behind them.

Brenden pivoted, gun up, facing the last two threats. He wanted nothing more than to punch the lights out of one of these kids, but he knew that wouldn’t solve anything.

They’d been used, put up to this, but for what reason?

“Stay down,” he growled.

Ignoring the pleas of the idiotic kids playing gangster, he waded into the smoke.

This was a test. Someone was out there watching, seeing what their response would be like.

They had to get Priscilla to Chicago before something worse happened.
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SUNDAY. ALBUQUERQUE, New Mexico.

Damian’s eyes remained locked on the house watching the unfolding drama. Four men, not a single woman.

“How long?” he asked.

“From the moment the team made their approach?” Aaron glanced at his watch. “Not even three minutes—”

“Let’s get out of here.” Damian pressed the accelerator and cranked the wheel, putting the Aegis team in his rearview mirror.

They moved fast, even when surprised. To get at the target, they’d have to either overpower the team or lay a trap. The kind of manpower and the skill of the operatives was out of Damian’s reach. He just couldn’t assemble the caliber of people they needed in a day’s notice.

He hated to admit this, but they were going to have to work closely with Arturo on this. If he wanted to pull this off and get away clear, it would mean running a perfect op. And for that to happen it meant everyone working together.

Aaron glanced at his phone. “I still haven’t heard from—”

“It doesn’t matter,” Damian snapped.

Their only other living team mate had disappeared during the night. Damian didn’t blame the guy. This didn’t look good, and in all honesty Damian expected everyone else to die. The odds weren’t in their favor.
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SUNDAY. ALBUQUERQUE, New Mexico.

Priscilla’s temples throbbed, creating a full body ache thanks to the adrenaline pumping through her. She crouched in the relative shelter of the pantry, Melody kneeling in front of her, holding a gun. The only light came from under the door, but it was enough.

The shooting had stopped.

Out in the desert she’d heard the gunfire, had even seen it in the beginning, but it had always been at a distance. Far enough away it didn’t feel quite real to her.

This time she’d felt the vibrations of bullets tearing through drywall. The deafening blasts were close.

Priscilla had prepared herself to defend against one or two people. Three if she was lucky. But a small army with guns?

This was outside her realm of reality. She’d always told herself she was a badass, but today proved she was all talk when it came to the serious shit.

Melody’s hand wrapped around Priscilla’s wrist. “It’s over.”

“How do you know?” She said in a whisper.

“Clear,” a voice called out.

“We’re going to stay here until Grant tells us it is okay to move. Everything’s fine.” And yet Melody didn’t put her weapon away.

Brenden.

Priscilla grasped hold of Melody and leaned forward. The words dried on her lips. She was too scared to ask, afraid of the truth.

And this was what he did every day. The way Melody was reacting, this didn’t faze her at all.

“Brenden’s okay,” Melody said as though she could read Priscilla’s mind.

“How do you know that?”

“Earpiece.”

“He’s okay?” The surge of relief had Priscilla sitting down hard on the tile.

“He is.”

A light tap preceded the pantry door swinging open. The sudden light momentarily blinded Priscilla.

“It’s safe to come out,” Grant said.

“How many of them did we get?” Melody stood gracefully and finally holstered her weapon.

Priscilla’s limbs felt too heavy. She clambered to her feet, feeling every fiber of her body write with worry. Words were nice, but right now she wanted to see Brenden. To touch him. Hold him. Reassure herself that he was fine.

Grant stepped back and waved them out. “Two injured, six total captured.”

“How bad?” Melody stepped out of the pantry and into the kitchen.

Priscilla shuffled out, but she stopped listening to the two team leaders.

Holes marred the previously pristine white and beige walls. The TV that had been mounted on the wall lay on the floor. The armchair that had been in direct line of sight from the door had a hole torn through the fabric.

“Oh my—oh my God.” Priscilla’s fingers and toes went cold.

This was how far those behind the drug scam were willing to go to silence her. They’d already killed one innocent person and lost several of their own. How many more would die because she couldn’t do as she was told?

And what if one of the victims was Brenden? What if he paid for her stubborn insistence she do what she thought was right with his life?

A familiar set of shoulders caught her attention from the corner of her eye. She turned her head and locked gazes with Brenden standing just inside the living room. The stubble on his chin was more like a starter beard now. His clothes were no worse for wear than they’d been when he put them on.

That was just minutes ago.

The whole thing had happened so fast.

Brenden circled the kitchen, stepping through Melody and Grant, and came straight to her. She wrapped her arms around him, needing to reassure herself that he was okay.

His chest wasn’t the same unyielding wall of muscle. A Kevlar plate protected his front, and she felt the straps of his holster and the handles of both weapons.

Brenden could have died in their cage. He could have died at the warehouse or during the car chase. The plane crash or the ambush squad could have killed him. And he could have died today.

How many times did he cheat death? How close had she come to losing him? How much longer would she have to love him?
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SUNDAY. ARTURO LOBO’S Home, Juárez, Mexico.

Arturo hadn’t been home five minutes and his day was going to hell.

Work email on the weekend was never ideal, but an email requesting his presence in a virtual conference call tomorrow was bad news.

How had they connected him to this?

The immediate gut instinct was to grab his suitcase and go. Get out of here. Take his money and head into the sunset. Start the rest of his life using the pile of money he’d amassed in the years since his father’s death and don’t look back.

Except Arturo wasn’t done yet. And he didn’t want to leave the company he’d labored over to people in another country who didn’t give two shits about it.

He sucked down a deep breath and walked over to the window that gave him a view of the courtyard he shared with the other two occupants of the condos in this block. The view of the Virgin Mary in the middle of the cultivated area had become something of a touchstone. Whenever he looked at it he found an inner peace. He wasn’t a religious man, but he liked that statue.

Think. Be reasonable.

How would they have connected the dots to Arturo?

He didn’t use his accounts or terminals to send the orders on. He was careful. The only way this should connect back to him was if his partner talked. And if that happened they wouldn’t be sending a meeting request. No, there would be men with guns at his door to arrest him.

What was this about then?

Think.

The warehouse was connected to DDM. While he was no longer head of the company, he was one of a handful of people who’d been here over fifteen years. It stood to reason that his knowledge of the company and what their weaknesses were was the best. This could be nothing more than an attempt to gather information.

That was far more logical than a conference call to accuse him of something bigger.

His burner phone rang, and he reached for it.

A glance at the number and it was all he could do to not groan.

“Yes?” He managed to keep his annoyance out of his voice.

“What happened? What’s going on?” His partner was falling apart. If there was a weak link, it was him.

“Calm down—”

“I will not,” he snapped. A beat of silence. “Something happened in New Mexico. She’s on a flight to Chicago right now.”

That couldn’t be true. Arturo knew thanks to Damian that their target was still in the safe house. But that didn’t mean that plans weren’t in motion to move her tonight. That was valuable intel.

“It’s in hand,” Arturo said.

“It is not.”

“It is.” Though not for Arturo’s partner. “I’ll see you tomorrow. I’m coming to you, but don’t share that. We’re going to end this and tie it up with a bow.”

“Are you sure we shouldn’t just cut our losses?”

“I have things I still want to do in life. I’m not ready to be done.”

He spent another few moments calming the man before hanging up.

This business arrangement had outlived its usefulness. It was time to move on, but to do so Arturo needed all the loose ends snipped. Including this woman and his partner.

Arturo changed burners and called Damian again.

“What?” the man snapped.

“She’s going to be headed to Chicago soon. Today, in fact. Your little test has worked and they’re on the move.”

Damian made a frustrated sound. “If it’s soon, I won’t have time to get in place.”

“Don’t. Meet me in Chicago. I have people there and a plan for how to get us out of this.”

“I’m listening...”

“I’ll meet you in Chicago.”

What Arturo had to say he wanted to say it in person.
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SUNDAY. SAFE HOUSE, Chicago, Illinois.

Brenden stared out of the windows of the high-rise apartment. Seeing as the main Aegis headquarters was a ways out of the city, the company owned several properties here. Including this upscale apartment used as both a safe house and guest space for clients. He’d been here more times than he could count.

A lot more times than he’d visited his family that was for sure.

It was a thought that hadn’t bothered him until today.

Before moving to Seattle Brenden had made a token effort. He’d show up when he had to, but once he’d relocated from Chicago, he hadn’t seen a reason to come back. The distance had always been a good thing.

Warmth radiated against his back and he knew without looking that Priscilla was there.

His gaze focused on the bit of movement reflected back at him, watching her figure then her features emerge in the glass.

“Settle in okay?” he asked.

“Yeah. Man, this is some view, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.”

“I haven’t been to the main offices many times. This city is something else.”

It occurred to Brenden in that moment that he’d never confided a crucial detail about his past.

“I grew up here,” he said.

“What?” Priscilla turned, looking up at him.

“Aegis Group’s main location’s outside the city. They have a small, swanky office here that they schmooze clients out of, but our training facility and all that’s here, too.”

“I’m still processing that your family’s here. You don’t see them, do you?”

He shrugged.

“Why don’t you see them?” she asked, her voice gone soft.

Brenden blew out a breath. “I’m not the same person they remember.”

“They could like who you are now, ya know?”

“I don’t trust myself around them.”

“Why not? It sounded like you loved your family and liked being around them.”

How did he put it into words?

“I’m not the same person I used to be.” And what if his family didn’t like who he was today?

Priscilla was quiet. She had to get what he was saying. She’d said so herself that she didn’t have as close a relationship with her family. It was one of those shared things. What they’d been through had changed them. Not everyone could understand the differences it made in them.

“Can I change the topic?” she asked softly.

“Sure.” He’d welcome any other subject.

“This is maybe out of left field, but I figure if I don’t say something now time’s going to get away from us.” She took a breath and turned her head, looking at him. “After all this is done, I’d like to do that dinner. Proper like. An actual date.”

Brenden blinked at her reflection.

A date, outside the bounds of work?

He turned his head and met her gaze.

In a moment he saw their future play out before his eyes. Their connection, what they had, it would be good for a time. There’d be dinner. Dates. Weekends and weeks when they could be together. But would he ever be enough? Could he?

“I guess what I’m saying is that I like you and—”

“I’m not sure it’s a good idea,” he said before she could get the rest of her words out.

It was a statement born of the rising urge to flee before he fucked up and left more destruction in his path. He hurt people by being himself. His family were the worst victims of his carnage. Priscilla would join them in time, because Brenden was broken.

She blinked at him, clearly taken aback by his answer.

This, the thing they’d been doing, it had to end now.

“This was never going to work out in the long run. We both know it.” Didn’t she see?

Priscilla glared at him and drew herself up. “Why not?”

“Because... People like us don’t get to be happy.”

“People like us?” She repeated the words slowly, heat flavoring each one.

Maybe not the best thing to say, but she had to understand. They were the same.

“You know what I mean,” he said.

She crossed her arms over her chest. “No, I don’t.”

He opened and closed his mouth. “This isn’t going to end well.”

“So you’d rather just not take a chance? Is that it?”

To save himself having to hurt her?

In a heartbeat.

Because he knew deep down, he wasn’t the kind of guy who could make a woman truly happy. He didn’t know how to be happy himself. What hope did he have of doing it for someone else?

“Fuck you. You don’t get to tell me I don’t deserve to be happy.” Priscilla turned and stalked away from him. “And get your shit out of my room before I come back.”
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MONDAY. SAFE HOUSE, Chicago, Illinois.

Priscilla slicked on a little gloss then stood back, giving her reflection a once over.

She hadn’t slept. Not even a little dozing. She’d been too angry. Then because her body was still recovering from the crash she couldn’t go to the gym like she wanted. Midnight yoga then a bath was about as much as she could handle, and even that brought up memories.

Baths would forever be ruined for her. She just couldn’t sit there and not remember that huge soaker tub and Brenden holding her limp body.

Fuck him.

She’d thought they were similar. That they were both creating new lives. She’d been wrong.

He was happy living in his rut, alienated from family, stuck in a bog, living the same thing day after day.

Priscilla wanted more.

He’d woken up the desire for companionship in her.

Before Brenden she’d accepted that all men were in some form of competition with her. Now she had to wonder if there was someone out there like Brenden who could accept her for who she was. Someone she could be happy with. Someone she could love. There had to be others, and damn it, she was going to find someone.

She was going to survive this. She was going to stand up for those who were being taken advantage of. And then she was going to get on with living life.

No, she would never be the carefree soul she once had been as a child. She was different, but her wounds had healed. She could learn to be different. To have a full life. And she didn’t want to do it alone.

Brenden could fuck right off.

Priscilla turned on her heel and grabbed her new purse, courtesy of Melody, then headed for the bedroom door.

Today she would plead her case. She’d make the CEO’s of Asclepius realize she wasn’t the mastermind here. That someone else was the problem. They would get to the bottom of this.

She emerged from the bedroom to find the others were assembled. They all wore suits. Black pants, jacket, white shirt, black ties. Very Secret Service, complete with ear pieces and concealed weapons. Even Melody had dressed the part, though her outfit was snazzier with wide legged trousers and a black necklace instead of a tie.

Brenden hung back, almost across the room, and he sure as hell didn’t look at her. He was a man content to be on an island by himself. Maybe she had the advantage of more time on her side. She’d been able to heal, to move past what happened to her, while he was still living in it.

That was his problem. Not hers.

“Ready?” Melody asked.

“As I’ll ever be.” Priscilla glanced at her two beaten up boxes of evidence.

“Before we leave.” Melody turned her tablet to face Priscilla. “We’ll be traveling in two vehicles. The first is our decoy. Media have gathered outside the building. They know you’re coming in. Our plan is to pull that first vehicle up and let it idle at the curb while we walk you in a side door.”

Priscilla nodded and mentally steeled herself for the nightmare that was about to happen.

Which SUV would Brenden ride in?

She wanted to slap herself for the stray thought, but there it was. It would take time to not think about him or want him, but she’d make it through this. All of it. Without Brenden, because she knew she was damn strong. They’d shaken her yesterday, but now she was prepared.

“Let’s go, team,” Grant said.

Melody fell into step with Priscilla.

Grant and Riley took the lead, followed by the blond man, Nolan, which left Vaughn and Brenden to bring up the rear.

Priscilla’s ears burned, and she was distinctly aware of Brenden’s presence at her back. He had to be directly behind her because she caught a few glimpses of the other man, but never Brenden.

Why was she thinking about him at a time like this?

Right now she needed to have her head in the game, coming up with reasons why she couldn’t be the mastermind behind this drug problem. She was armed with theories, a suspect list, and not much else.

Grant, Riley and Nolan went ahead of them down to the garage to both check for an ambush and get the two SUVs running. Priscilla remained facing the doors, not looking at Brenden.

Was the whole team aware of their falling out?

They had to be.

The room arrangements were a dead giveaway.

Priscilla tipped her nose up a bit. She wasn’t the one running away from a possibly good thing. She’d taken a chance, and she didn’t regret it. The one thing she could thank Brenden for was proving to her that she wasn’t totally broken. She could give love.

The elevator dinged, and she got inside. Without thinking she turned and met Brenden’s gaze as he followed her into the small space. His scruff was almost a proper beard now. His eyes were a bit red, and she was willing to bet he hadn’t slept either.

That wasn’t her problem.

He turned his back on her as the doors closed.

It was an excellent mental image to hold on to right now.

Getting off the elevator and into the SUVs was a blur. The team kept her moving, someone always on either side of her. But she didn’t fail to notice that Brenden got in the other SUV. The one she wasn’t riding in.

This was it. If today went well, that might be the last time she saw him.

Priscilla sat in the middle of the rear seat, Vaughn on one side, Melody on the other. Priscilla kept her gaze on the bumper of the SUV in front of them and allowed her mind to wander.

This whole experience was horrible and yet she’d had revelations about herself no professional had been able to guide her on.

“Are you prepared? Do you know what you’re going to say?” Melody asked into the silence.

“Yes.” Priscilla had a bullet point list, half of it provided by the team.

Facts were on her side regardless of the sketchy way things looked at first glance. She had to believe people would see reason.

The radio played softly as the SUV crept along in the Chicago traffic. Somehow Riley kept right on the other vehicle’s bumper, never once getting separated. It was quite a skill.

A calm settled over her.

Whatever happened, things would work out

Maybe she was being foolish and optimistic, but she’d prefer to live that way. To see good, to have hope.

A wall of white interrupted her vision. Losing sight of the bumper was jarring and left her blinking.

“Shit,” Riley yelped.

The SUV lurched to a stop, tires squealing.

Priscilla braced her hands on the seats in front of her.

“Red alert,” Grant bellowed.

Whatever else he said was drowned out by the squeal of tires and the crunch of the SUV doors. The whole vehicle jerked sideways, the nose of the SUV swinging. Her stomach bounced around inside of her. For a moment it was like she was inside a snow globe. Flashes of being in the plane before losing consciousness came back to her. Items seemed to float in the air for a moment as everything went wrong.

Then just as fast it sped up, going almost too fast as she caught up to reality.

Their vehicle screeched to a stop. Her head wasn’t just pounding, it felt as though someone were drilling against her skull.

People yelled. More things crunched. But she couldn’t seem to focus on any of it.

Her stomach clenched.

She was going to be sick. Her skin went hot then cold.

Her head screamed that this was wrong, things were very wrong, and yet all her focus was on her stomach and the impending violent reaction.

Someone yelled at her. She lifted her head and looked at the open door and the masked man pointing a gun at her.
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MONDAY. CHICAGO, ILLINOIS.

“Where the fuck did they go?” Brenden twisted in his seat to stare at the eighteen wheeler that had narrowly missed crashing into them.

“Shit!” Nolan slammed on the brakes.

The SUV skidded then hit something, throwing Brenden forward. If it weren’t for the seatbelt snapping tight, he’d have hit the dash.

“Mother fucker,” he snarled.

He knew without looking this wasn’t an accident. Blindly he groped for his weapon, pushing aside the dull ache from the collision.

Priscilla was back there where he couldn’t see her and he knew she was the target. The one they wanted.

Brenden ignored the stabbing pain in his neck and lifted his too-heavy head to stare at two gunmen. Unlike the thugs from New Mexico these people were professionals. It was their gear, the weapons, how they held themselves. These were people on their level, and they’d kill Brenden before he could get to Priscilla.

“Grant? Riley?” Nolan said, his voice coming through the earpiece as well.

The other end of the comm was a jumble of noise. Crunching. A scream. Someone yelling.

“They know she’s not in here,” he said, thinking out loud.

Which meant that scream? That was Priscilla.

Would they kill her here on the street? Or would they do something else? Take her somewhere and hide the body?

“Don’t.” Nolan reached out and grabbed Brenden’s wrist. “You move, you lift that gun and they’ll kill you. Right now everything inside is telling you to shoot, to do whatever it takes to get to her. It’s not wrong, but if you do that, you’ll never get to her.”

Brenden knew the other man was right.

“Asset is gone. They’ve taken the asset,” Grant’s hard voice said in the comms.

Something inside Brenden shriveled up and died.

Priscilla didn’t deserve this. None of this was fair. And the worst part? He hadn’t been there to protect her.

“How did they know our route? How did they know we’d be here?” Brenden asked.

The gunmen in front of their SUV fell back, leaving the pickup they’d used to ram their vehicle, smoke curling out from under its hood.

“How the fuck did they know?” Brenden snarled.

They’d decided on a winding route, something with no direct lines, lots of turns. Instead of heading in first thing they’d waited for morning traffic to die down. No one else knew. Except the people at Asclepius.

“B,” Nolan infused the one letter with warning.

Brenden didn’t care.

The gunmen climbed into a van.

He shoved his door open and jerked the seatbelt off. His knees were wobbly as he climbed out of the SUV.

They had Priscilla.

It was stupid, he shouldn’t do it, and yet Brenden threw himself into a run. The van shot backward, nearly crashing into traffic, turned and was gone before he’d made if halfway to the intersection.

She was gone, and somehow he couldn’t shake the feeling that this was his fault.
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MONDAY. UNKNOWN, CHICAGO, Illinois.

Priscilla gripped the leg of the bench seat in front of her. Had the van stopped? Or was she out cold?

The stench of her own breath and clothes was enough to make her eyes water.

She was awake. Which meant the sudden stillness indicated the van had finally stopped its harrowing journey.

Where was she? What were they going to do to her?

Hands grasped her by the ankle. She tightened her grip on the bench.

“No,” she said weakly.

More hands took hold of her legs. She kicked out, but there were too many of them and she was too weak. The floorboard and steps leading into the van scraped her back. She had a brief sensation of flying before her tailbone hit concrete and pain shot up her spine making her eyes water.

She blinked up at three masked men. Another had a phone to his face.

Her hands and legs were still free. For how long?

Priscilla’s better sense screamed at her to get up, run, try to escape this place.

Where the hell was she?

She glanced around at what looked like an underground garage. There were only a few dozen parking spots. The exit was across the space. She only had one heel. Her other shoe had come off at some point.

It didn’t matter. She could run barefoot.

One of the men looming over her turned to say something to the man on the phone. They were speaking Spanish, not English. She couldn’t understand them but it was a detail she filed away for later.

The man on the phone jabbed his finger in her direction.

No.

She pushed up, her legs weak and wobbly. Before she’d found her balance, the men were on her. They wrenched her arms behind her back and secured her wrists together.

These men didn’t want anything from her. She had no value to them, nothing she could barter for her freedom. They only wanted her dead and out of the way. Before she’d had something to bargain with, herself, her money, her knowledge. But not anymore.

“No, please,” she said, the words coming from that desperate little girl inside of her.

Only, this wasn’t a deserted park.

She sucked in a deep breath and let out a scream, the sound reverberating off the concrete.

A hand struck her and another wrapped around her face. In that moment her brain woke up. How many times had she talked other women what to do if they were attacked?

Priscilla bit down on the hand over her mouth. She kicked back. Her hands might be useless, but she wasn’t.

One of the men cried out, and the hand was jerked away, leaving the salty taste of skin on her tongue. She sucked down air and screamed again, because her life probably depended on these moments.

A hard object connected with the back of her head. Her body went limp, she pitched forward and everything around her went hazy.

She could not pass out.

Hands caught her before she landed on the ground. She hung suspended there, her grasp on reality fading as she was dragged toward a sedan.

Was this how she was going to die? Right when she’d figured out what she had to live for?
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MONDAY. ASCLEPIUS HEALTH, Chicago, Illinois.

Brenden stared daggers at the self-important officer taking his sweet time signing off on returning their gear.

This was a waste of their fucking time.

Cops had rolled up several minutes after Priscilla’s abduction. Zain had been able to trace her phone and tracking bracelet to a block away. After that, he couldn’t find anything. The cops had acted on what they’d seen and assumed their team was the problem. After a lengthy back and forth, involving their boss, lawyers and calling their clients at Asclepius, they should be on their way. But here they were, killing more valuable moments.

The trail was cold.

Priscilla and her kidnappers were long gone.

A team like that, who knew what they were doing, should have her whisked away in moments. They’d change vehicles, drivers. Priscilla had vanished right from under his damn nose. And they all knew what was going to happen to her if they didn’t find her.

“Guys?” Melody came around the busted up SUV, her phone in hand. “Asclepius executives want us to meet with them. They want a brief on the situation in person.”

“You’ve got to be fucking me.” Brenden dropped his hands to his side.

“I know.” She held up her hand. “Right now we’re relying on Zain and the tech team to find her. We don’t have anything to do except track down our suspect inside Asclepius. There’s a good chance that person will be there, and if that’s the case, it cuts our suspect pool in half.”

Brenden understood Melody’s point. Yes, it made sense, but he’d rather be out there turning over stones, searching for some sign of her instead of making nice with the bastard behind it all.

“Then let’s get this over with.” Brenden turned toward the officer, but the man was gone.

Nolan stood at Brenden’s back holding his handguns out to him.

“There’s a car on the way,” Melody said.

“Great.” Brenden holstered his weapons.

He’d fucked up. Last night. This morning. It was all screwed around.

Priscilla could do better than him. Of that he had no doubt, but she’d asked him out. If he was smart, he’d have said yes. Turning her down was a fear response. After twelve hours replaying the moment in his head, he was man enough to tell himself that much. He’d looked at her, offering him a good thing, and he’d panicked.

Maybe if he’d gone to her in the morning, made this right, he’d have been with her in the SUV. If he was there, could he have done something different? Would he have saved her?

Two SUVs arrived moments later, and they left the scene to the cops and tow trucks. Unlike their planned path to the Asclepius building this time they took a straight shot. Brenden sat by the window, staring out at the city.

Was it some sort of cosmic fuck him that he was back here? That Priscilla was stolen out from under his nose here?

He had to believe that the boss would find her. That they’d get her back. His team hadn’t yet lost an asset. It was a point of pride, but there was always a risk.

Instead of pulling around to either of the entrances, the SUV pulled into the executive lot under the building. He noted the cameras and security guards as he got out.

“Mr. Carlson.” Melody stepped forward, addressing a thin man in a blue pinstripe suit standing near the elevator.

“Ms. Nguyen, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” The man didn’t budge from where he stood. Instead he waited for Melody to come to him to shake his hand.

Brenden didn’t like him on principal.

“We wanted to stop in and speak to you before heading back out.” Melody folded her hands over her purse with the broken strap.

“Oh? About what?” The man blinked at her, his eyes owlishly large behind his glasses.

“Ms. Yilmaz?” Melody said slowly.

Brenden had a bad feeling about this.

“She sounded great on the phone. We had a very informative conversation. Thank you for handling all of this.” Mr. Carlson finally acknowledged the rest of them. “We didn’t want to keep you, but on behalf of the company we wanted to offer a bonus check for all the trouble you’ve had.”

He produced an envelope and handed it to Melody.

“She’s still missing,” Brenden said.

Mr. Carlson blinked at him a few times. He was a frail man, the kind Brenden would typically ignore, except there was something off about this one. Why meet them in the garage? Why was he lying about talking to Priscilla? What was he hiding?

“Is she? Well that’s news to me. Maybe she’s just recuperating?” Mr. Carlson shrugged. “Anyway, I’ve got to get up to a meeting. You guys travel safe, okay?”

He turned toward the elevator.

Brenden clenched his fists when what he wanted to do was grab the man and shake the truth out of him.

If there were secrets to figure out, Zain would uncover them.

Brenden pulled his phone from his pocket and dialed the boss.

“Yes?” Zain sounded just as weary as Brenden felt, but they couldn’t stop now.

“Is there a Carlson on our suspect list?”

“Yes,” Melody answered before Zain could.

“Why?” Zain asked.

“Because we just got the brush off. This mother fucker tried to lie to our faces and send us packing.” The more the past few moments settled in, the hotter Brenden’s blood began to boil.

“I’ll refocus our efforts. Check back in when I know something.” Zain ended the call.

Brenden met Melody’s gaze. “He tried to buy us off, didn’t he?”

“One could infer that, yes,” she said slowly.

He wheeled around and stared at the executive elevator Mr. Carson had used.

A hand came to rest on his arm.

Brenden glanced at Nolan staring at him.

“B, man, don’t.”

They’d just let their only lead walk away from them. He’d failed Priscilla, not just today, but last night. They might have only known each other for a few days, but he didn’t need another minute to know how important she was for him.

Brenden shrugged off Nolan’s hand.

There was no way the guys would let Brenden close to that elevator. He was going to have to come at this another way.

Mr. Carlson was going to talk to him.

Brenden turned on his heel and stalked toward the garage entrance.

“B, man, where are you going?” Nolan called out.

“Clear my head,” Brenden replied and kept going.

“Brenden?” Grant said, warning laced in the word.

The others had to play nice. It was required that they color inside the lines.

If they did that, Priscilla would be dead. It was time to do what had to be done, what someone had done for him.

Brenden circled the building on foot and entered the lobby through a side door. Media cameras were clustered around the front, as though they expected someone to appear at any minute.

Priscilla.

Someone had to have leaked it.

He knew there was something going on, but what?

A group emerged from the main bank of elevators. They wore suits, the expensive kind. They were important.

And on the fringes was Mr. Carlson.

Brenden set his sights on the man and everything else faded away. He had tunnel vision.

His long strides ate up the distance between them until he was standing at Mr. Carlson’s side. The little man jumped when he realized Brenden was there.

“I want to speak with Ms. Yilmaz,” Brenden said.

The man blinked up at him. “She’s not here right now.”

“But earlier you said she was here. Now she’s not? Which is it?”

Mr. Carlson glanced at the group of executives, probably about to make a poorly informed announcement.

This was their rat. The crook. He stank of sweat and fear and lies.

“I’m going to have to ask you to leave,” Mr. Carlson said.

Brenden leaned in closer. This punk wasn’t the force they were up against, he was simply a tool, a sellout, a piece of the puzzle.

He locked eyes with Mr. Carlson and said, “I know you’re behind this and I will find out a way to prove it.”

For a moment longer they stood like that, Brenden willing this spineless bastard to understand just how far Brenden was going to go. All that mattered was Priscilla.

She wasn’t here, so where would a guy like this take her?

He wasn’t smart. He didn’t know to have someone else handle paying off their team to leave. Which meant there were other stupid moves being made.

Brenden abruptly pivoted, heading for a different exit.

The team would probably pull back and waste time trying to decide what they should do. It would take too long to get them to do the right thing, the thing they all knew they should do. But Brenden had no reservations.

As he walked he pulled up his phone and accessed the list of intel, they had on their suspect pool, including Mr. Carlson’s home address.

It was time to dig further and find the lead that would take him to Priscilla.
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MONDAY. UNKNOWN.

By the time the third car she’d been in stopped, Priscilla was practically hogtied. She’d failed in the garage, but had gathered her wits to make a go of running for it when the car stopped a second time. Her kidnappers were ready for her though. They’d been on her in a second and gagged her.

What good were all those years of training?

She’d utterly fucked up from the moment she’d thrown up on her attacker. She was better than this.

Anger fueled her as she was dragged between two men through an attached garage and kitchen into the main room of a house she’d never seen before.

Her spit-soaked gag made breathing hard. More of her ached.

God, what if they killed her? What if it really happened?

Brenden would never know how she felt. She’d never get the chance to tell him he was missing out or change his mind. She knew he cared about her. They had something special, and it would die with her.

When was the last time she’d spoken to her parents? Her sister? What would their last memory of her be?

Dad had called her the day she left for Rio. She’d ignored his call.

Priscilla couldn’t allow that to be the last memory her family had of her, always pushing them away.

“Put her there,” a man said.

Priscilla craned her head trying to see the speaker. He had an accent, something familiar. Did she know him?

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Another man asked.

Her captors set her down on an oversized armchair. She leaned to one side, her bound hands and legs making it hard to adjust her position.

The men who’d kidnapped her stepped back and turned toward a tall man with reddish brown skin and salt and pepper hair. He was kind of familiar, but she couldn’t think of a name. He spoke in Spanish to her kidnappers, trading words before dismissing them.

The other man she knew, thanks to the Aegis team.

Damian something.

Zain had been right.

This was the man who’d brought down the jet and tried to kill her in the middle of the desert. He’d sent men after her at the safe house. And now here he was.

Who did he think he was to steal her life like this? What right did he have?

Her anger burned away the panic.

“What’s the fucking plan, Arturo?” Damian demanded.

Arturo. He had a name.

Priscilla filed that away and focused on listening.

“We have her.” Arturo gestured at her. “I’ll call Carlson and get him to come over here. Once we have him, we can dress this up any way we like. It will go smoother if we make it look like he killed her then committed suicide. I can put together some documents, records, and tie it all up nice and neat. It’ll all be over with soon.”

Not if Priscilla had anything to say about this. If she could just get free, she’d make these three men regret every life decision they’d ever had. These were the people that poisoned lives, destroyed them, stole all the good. And for what? Making a buck? She had to get free, for all those people who’d died before her. She couldn’t let them kill her, too.
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MONDAY. RICHARD CARLSON’S Home, Chicago, Illinois.

Brenden tipped the cab driver, never once taking his eyes off the large home in an old Chicago neighborhood. The place screamed money and wealth from the ornamental walls surrounding the homes to the architecture. Once this had to be the suburbs, but not anymore. The city had swallowed the area, leaving it frozen in another time and place nestled inside the tightly packed metro area.

He’d had time to think during the ride out here.

Richard Carlson wasn’t a mastermind. He was part of this, he had to be, but he wasn’t smart enough to pull this off. Visiting the man’s home was likely a pointless endeavor, but Brenden had to start somewhere.

Who was Carlson working with? How many more were involved?

Brenden approached the wall surrounding the home and stood there a moment under the shade of the trees gently rustling in the breeze.

This was his only lead. A gut feeling and a sketchy guy in a suit.

He had to do something. The last thing he said to Priscilla couldn’t be that he thought a date was a bad idea. It was a fantastic one he’d probably screw up, but if he’d ever met a person that was worth taking that chance, it was Priscilla. And he intended to tell her that when he found her.

A figure stepped out of the garage wearing dark jeans and a dark hooded sweatshirt.

For a moment Brenden just stared, barely daring to breathe.

It wouldn’t be that easy.

It couldn’t.

He turned and began following the fence, trying to find a better view of the man. When Brenden’s SUV was attacked, the guys had worn long sleeved black shirts, tactical gear, face masks and dark jeans.

Brenden stopped behind the shelter of a tree on the public side of the fence and pulled up the list of information.

Richard Carlson.

Fifty-three.

Single. No kids.

By all accounts he lived alone in the home he’d inherited from his family.

Unless the guy taking a smoke break behind the garage was some sort of handyman, Brenden was staring at the proverbial smoking gun. And if this was one of the kidnappers, there was a good chance Priscilla was in that house.

Brenden’s gut instinct was to grab his comm out of his pocket and call the team. But Grant would tell him to pull back, wait, assess. All while Priscilla could be murdered.

If he called the police, what would he say?

According to the people at Asclepius she wasn’t missing. Relying on the officers would be hit or miss until Brenden had proof.

Whatever Brenden did, he had to act now. He couldn’t waste even one moment of her in there on her own.

He stepped back and examined the six foot stone and wrought-iron fence surrounding the property. Getting over it would be easy. The tricky part would be to remain undetected. The house had large windows. There could be a security system in place, cameras he couldn’t see. But that was a risk he’d have to take.

If he wanted to ensure he got inside, he had to move now, before the smoker was done.

He sidestepped the tree and watched the smoker stare at his phone.

This was Brenden’s chance.

He grabbed the top of the fence and using the tree, boosted himself up and over onto the property. The immaculately kept grass cushioned his landing and kept it silent.

The smoker didn’t glance Brenden’s way at all.

Time was not on his side though. He’d have preferred a more cautious approach, but this was what he had.

Brenden sprinted forward, swerving right so the corner of the garage partially obscured him. He didn’t draw his gun. If he had to shoot it was all over. A sound like that would alert the others and risk Priscilla’s life.

The smoker turned his back toward Brenden and leaned against the side of the building.

This was going to work.

He felt a surge of relief as he reached the front corner of the garage. Only a few feet separated them now.

Brenden took a deep breath then made his move. He lunged for the unsuspecting man, getting him around the throat with one arm and securing one hand with the other. The man started, his body going tense for a moment, but Brenden was already moving. He pivoted, driving the guy’s head into the side of the garage. The man struck out with his free hand, but the worst it did was glance off Brenden’s arm.

He tightened his grip and felt the man tense up.

“Don’t fight it,” Brenden growled.

The smoker tried to twist, turn and kick, but it was uncoordinated and frantic, the actions of a man who knew he was losing. Brenden doubled down, tightening his hold. He kneed the back of the guy’s legs, taking them to the ground

At long last the fight went out of the smoker. Brenden held on for a count of ten before he risked letting go. Even then the man didn’t move.

He was out. But only for a few moments.

Brenden worked fast, stripping the guy of his hoodie and weapon then used the guy’s belt, shoelaces and a shirtsleeve to restrain and gag him. The bonds wouldn’t hold for long, but Brenden prayed they held for the moments he’d need to find and free Priscilla.

He put the hoodie on and covered his head. The garment was comically too small, but he needed it to at least try to look the part. If he could get even a half second drop on someone, it would be worth it.

Should he tell the others? Warn them?

His better sense said yes, but if he did and Grant issued a stand down order, what then?

Brenden had no problems risking himself for Priscilla, but if something happened to her and he couldn’t get her out of here, what then?

He pulled out his phone and shot off a message. What the team did was up to them. He knew what he had to do.

Satisfied he was prepared, Brenden silenced his phone then turned toward the side entrance to the garage. The one the smoker had come out of.

Brenden tried the door knob and found it opened easily. The interior of the garage was brightly lit. Three vehicles sat inside the four car structure. One sedan. An SUV. And a sports car. None of them seemed to belong here. They were too old, too mundane. The kind of things Brenden would use if he wanted to blend in.

He stepped into the room, weapon up, but found himself alone.

If he had to guess, the garage was a later addition. The inside was too new for a house as old and established as this one. Not that it mattered, but it did mean that the attachment to the house might not put him somewhere ideal.

He checked between each vehicle, leaving nothing to chance, before creeping toward the door leading into the house.

By their estimation the crew that had hit their caravan had at least twelve people in it to pull it off. He had to assume that all those same players would be here.

Brenden grasped the doorknob and turned it. The hinges worked soundlessly, opening up on a dark hall. The sound of a TV played in the background and men spoke in Spanish. Brenden caught words and phrases here and there, but not much. He kept listening, but no one noticed the door.

He opened it and found himself standing almost inside the formal dining room. The space was dark, unused.

For a moment he held still, listening to the voices, the movement, how the house creaked with footsteps.

There couldn’t be a dozen people here, but there were more than a few.

He drew his second gun.

Whatever it took, he was going to get Priscilla out of here. He just had to find her first.

He crossed to the open arch that led into the entry and peered into the house.

To the right, a little ways down, a set of double doors opened up onto a room. That was where the voices were coming from. A stately set of stairs leading to the second floor barred his view.

That wasn’t the way to go if stealth was his aim.

He retraced his steps to the hall and crept along. Natural light filtered in through sheer curtains on another space.

The sound of running water turned on.

Brenden froze, using the sound to attune himself to the space.

The kitchen must be around the corner.

He held his position, listening to the water flip off and a man clear his throat. A few cabinets opened and shut. Finally the footsteps faded away.

Brenden moved forward, to the point where he could peer around the wall.

Sure enough, a compact kitchen occupied the space between the dining room and a more comfortable den area. And lying curled up on an oversized armchair was Priscilla, her eyes closed as though she were asleep.

He was going to make this right.

Brenden spared a glance at the hall. No alarm, no one watching. This was his chance.

He crossed the room, all the fear and longing and hope he’d tamped down on surging to the forefront. He knelt next to the chair and pulled his knife from his boot. They’d have to be quick.

“Pris,” he whispered.

Her eyes snapped open, and she sucked in a breath.

“Sh.” He lifted the blade, sliding the point under her gag and sawed it off as gently as he could.

She spat the soaked rag out of her mouth.

“It’s Carlson, and some guy named Arturo,” she whispered.

“Later.” He leaned over her and cut away the bonds securing her wrists and ankles.

A floorboard creaked.

Priscilla cried out. Maybe she said something, but it was lost in the sudden blast of gunfire.

A freight train hit Brenden square in the back. He sprawled forward, landing half on Priscilla, half on the chair. His muscles screamed, but there was no familiar burn of a wound.

Kevlar saved lives.

Still stunned, Brenden rolled, but his feet didn’t cooperate. He landed back first on the ground, brought his gun up and aimed at the dark-haired figure looming over him.

“You shoot me, I shoot her,” he said.

It was Damian Naraujo, the mercenary they’d suspected all along. Several armed men flanked him, showing no surprise to see him there.

Brenden had walked into a trap. He wasn’t saving Priscilla, he was helping them kill her.
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TUESDAY. RICHARD CARLSON’S Home, Chicago, Illinois.

Priscilla’s fears had always been wrapped around the horrors that happened to her as a child. The trauma she’d endured was psychological. She’d always maintained that nothing could come close to that, until now.

Real fear was watching the man she loved beaten until every new blow sprayed the floor, the furniture and her with his blood.

Tears stung her eyes, and she jerked against the bonds securing her to the fireplace. All that anger, the need to go to his protection, and all she could do was cry?

This was bullshit.

“Enough,” the man named Arturo snapped. “We have to amend our plans.”

Damian stepped up to Arturo’s side. “Secure him, spray the blood with the ammonia then get ready to go.”

Priscilla pulled on her bonds. There was no give, and they were so tight her hands were beginning to lose feeling.

Two men dragged Brenden toward her then bound his hands and ankles. One eye was swollen and that same gash on the side of his head was open again. They dropped him on the carpet next to her, but didn’t bother securing him to anything.

Because they knew he probably couldn’t escape even if he was free?

“Brenden?” She strained toward him. “Damn you, why did you come here?”

Why did he always have to risk himself?

She wanted to kick him for it even if she knew this was who he was. Neither of them could change who they were at their core.

He rolled to his side and spat. His good eye peered up at her.

“We have to delay them,” he said. His voice was rough, and he didn’t sound right.

“Brenden, they’re going to kill you. I don’t want you to die with me.” If she had to die, couldn’t he live?

He settled on his back. “I fucked up.”

“I’ll say. You shouldn’t have come here.”

“You don’t get to die alone. You don’t get to die at all.” His one good eye was unwavering. “You’re strong.”

“Brenden, they don’t want anything from me. They just want to kill me. You. Carlson. There is no time.”

“The team knows where I am.”

Why wasn’t the team here with him? Where were they? Why had Brenden come alone?

There were so many questions, and yet all she could do was sit there staring at him.

“Last night, I was stupid.”

“That’s what you want to talk about right now?”

“If you’re right and this is all the time we have, yeah.” He shifted, finding a more comfortable position. “If you’re right and they kill us, you should know I regretted everything I said last night.”

She was both mad he wanted to talk about their petty problem now, and overjoyed to hear that maybe there was hope for them. Albeit a short lived hope.

“Listen to me.” He stared up at her. “You’re probably the best thing that’s happened to me since they pulled me out of that pit. I was too stupid to tell you that last night, and if they kill me before the team gets here I want you to know that. I’d go on as many dates with you as you wanted. I’d...”

Priscilla’s chest ached. She’d wanted to hear this last night. Anger had sustained her, but now that was gone and all she desired was lying battered and broken in front of her.

She couldn’t love him more.

His mouth moved and wrinkles furrowed his brow.

“I love you,” he said. “If I die, I want you to know that.”

Priscilla gaped at him, her power to speak gone.

Love?

Was he serious?

It wasn’t just her?

Feelings like this, this sense of belonging, she’d thought it had to be all in her head, but maybe it wasn’t. He’d woken up the need for love in her because he met that need.

And some greedy bastard wanted to take this away?

Damian stepped into the room, followed by his goons.

“Load them up. We have to get on the road,” he said, destroying her perfect moment.

Two of the black clad guys locked eyes on her.

“Wait. No. You can’t!” She pressed up against the fireplace.

The bigger man closed in. she kicked out, but he grabbed her ankle. The other moved in, grabbing her other leg and though she tried, they pinned her with their weight, stretching her out.

The binding holding her to the fireplace popped, and she brought her elbows down hard on the bigger man. He spat a curse word and his weight shifted. She brought her knee up, into his soft middle.

“Stop struggling or I’ll kill him right now,” Damian roared.

Priscilla froze, the sight of a gun aimed at Brenden’s head while another man held him down breaking her heart and filling her with more nightmares.

They were going to kill Brenden, anyway. Logically it didn’t make sense for her to bide her time for later, except she knew the rest of his team was more than likely searching for him. He’d said buy them time. She hoped these moments were enough.

Damian’s goons hauled her to her feet then carried her to the garage and shoved her into the back of the SUV. They bound her ankles and secured her to the seat.

If the rest of the Aegis team was out there, why weren’t they busting in now to save the day?
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DAY. LOCATION, CITY, State.

Arturo gripped the wheel of the sports car, savoring the road ahead of them.

“What exactly is the plan?” Damian asked.

The mercenary had stuck close to Arturo’s side, probably because neither of them trusted the other.

“I told you,” Arturo said.

“Tell me again.” Damian twisted to face him.

“Fine.” Arturo sighed. “Carlson’s house will lead to questions. You used enough ammonia on the blood it shouldn’t be traceable. We make it look like Carlson had the woman beat up before he murdered her. The big guy we shoot. He doesn’t matter. I’ve loaded enough evidence on the laptop to make Carlson guilty. When he arrives, we make it look like a suicide then get out. It’s all over. Nice and neat.”

“In my experience neat plans lead to disasters.”

“Then do you have a better idea?” Arturo narrowed his gaze at Damian while they waited for the light to turn green.

Damian’s face twisted up. “No.”

“Good.” Arturo glanced in the rearview mirror at the SUV carrying their insurance. “This isn’t my first rodeo.
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TUESDAY. UNKNOWN, CHICAGO, Illinois.

Brenden should have known better.

He let his eyes shut again. Or more appropriately, his eye. The left was nearly swollen shut.

Waiting for the team would have been the better choice. But how should he have known Priscilla’s kidnappers had a timeline?

He’d rushed in because he let his emotions get in the way, and now he might have blown their chances at getting rescued. His tracker was likely fried thanks to the EMP. The goons had taken and destroyed his phone. That left his one and only hope his comm unit.

The device had a GPS tracking feature, but only when it was turned on. It was still in his pocket, but there was no way he’d be able to power the thing on to signal the team. If he could do that, he might as well give them a rundown.

If Priscilla died because he’d been foolish, he hoped they killed him.

Time dragged on.

Their car ride got longer and longer as they left Chicago and its suburbs behind.

Every so often he opened his eye and watched Priscilla or found her watching him.

He’d told her he loved her and he meant it. It didn’t make up for him being an ass, but at least she knew. In a perfect world they’d have that date, and then another. Things might be destined to fizzle out what with the physical distance, but at least he’d give it a chance.

The SUV slowed, the tires softly squealed signaling the need for new brakes, then stopped. They’d stopped at dozens of lights and stop signs. It wasn’t different. But this time, instead of the vehicle idling, it cut off.

They were at their final destination.

Brenden opened his good eye, his aching body on alert.

He had no grand plan to free them other than seizing an opportunity and hoping his team showed up. Those weren’t excellent options.

“Pris?” Brenden strained to get closer to her.

She stared at him, her eyes wide and lips parted.

“It’s going to get worse before it gets better. We’re going to be okay.” He had to believe it.

The back of the SUV opened, revealing a cramped one-car garage. Brenden did his best to lay there and look ten times as terrible as he felt. The men seemed to take the bait and hauled him out first. He didn’t dare try anything now what with two of the men holding guns on them.

Their new location was another house, this one out in the country on two acres of land on a sleepy stretch of street. At least that was what Brenden glimpsed from the windows they passed.

Arturo and Damian were already there, presumably because they could risk a bit more speed in the sports car.

“Put them here. Tie them up.” Arturo gestured at a support column in the middle of the living room.

Brenden went along with the directions, sitting on the floor and allowing the men to secure his arms around the two-by-two column of wood. He hadn’t seen stairs or any kind of basement, which meant this was what they had. A small house with just a few rooms.

The men sat Priscilla down next to him, her arms also around the column.

A spark of hope lit in his chest.

The men finished with them and withdrew, following Arturo and Damian into the dining area toward the back of the house.

Brenden stared at Priscilla, not daring to speak. She met his gaze, still alert, still ready for her opening. He very slowly glanced down at his pocket then back at her.

Her brows rose, and he heard the sharp intake of her breath.

How he couldn’t wait to hear that sound in a much more pleasurable setting, but first they had to survive.

Priscilla twisted around so she faced the column between them. He leaned away slightly, feeling the comm press into his thigh. Her nimble fingers dipped into his pocket then wiggled further, gathering the lining to her and dumping the device into her palm.

“There’s a tine switch. Flip it and put it back.” Brenden was about seventy percent sure the guys would come. That last thirty accounted for unknown variables, like being arrested or ordered back home, and also the possibility that no one was monitoring the comms.

“He should be here in two hours,” someone said.

“Carlson?” Priscilla whispered.

Brenden grimaced. “Probably. If they want to make it look like he killed us, yeah.”

The good thing was that two hours gave his team plenty of time to get here. If they were coming.

“Some self-defense instructor I am. I get kidnapped twice in two weeks,” she muttered.

“Hey.” He leaned toward her. “You did everything right. These people had the advantage in numbers and the element of surprise. You did everything you should have.”

“Thanks. I needed to hear that.” She blew out a breath. “A bathtub and a steak dinner is sounding pretty good about now.”

Was that a glimmer of hope?

“In that order?” he asked.

A fleeting smile curved her lips. “However I can get it.”

His heart hurt, both from hope and because she was once more in danger. “I really am sorry about last night.”

“You said that. I forgave you.”

“That quick?”

“I spent a lot of time last night telling myself how wrong you were before I realized the most important thing I learned in the last few days.” Her hands rest on his thigh and she leaned forward, legs curled under her and her cheek against the column.

He caught himself swaying toward her. He was hungry for the knowledge. “What’s that?”

“That I am capable of caring for people. That I care about you. That I’ve always thought I’d have to sacrifice something of myself to be with someone. But you accepted me completely. I’ve been hiding, burying myself in work and choosing to not live my life. You reminded me there’s more to it. That there’s more to me, and I want more.”

He bit the inside of his cheek. She had forgiven him, but had he completely crushed his chances with her?

“Can I be corny?” she asked.

Brenden placed his hands on her knees, unable to keep from touching her. “You can be whatever you want.”

“It feels like...this was supposed to happen. We were supposed to meet. And if we survive this, there’s no one else I’d rather take on a date.”

“You’re taking me?”

“Well I am the one who asked. We’ve kind of had this role reversal going on, in case you haven’t noticed. I chased you down. I wanted to see your tub.” Another smile lit her face from the inside out.

“I seem to remember I kissed you first.” Though he also couldn’t deny he hadn’t made the first moves. He wasn’t as strong as she was. He didn’t have her tenacity to reach for what she wanted, but he as damn glad she had.

“Did you? Are you sure?” She stared at him, and for a moment he could almost imagine it was just them, alone, somewhere else.

“I meant what I said earlier,” he said.

“Which part?”

“I love you.” The second time around the words sounded less desperate.

She didn’t flinch or even seem surprised. She just soaked them up.

“I ask you on a date and you freak out then you counter with I love you?” She snorted a laugh.

“Yeah.” He knew it was a leap, but if things didn’t go well, if something happened to him, he wanted her to know.

She licked her lips. “Well—”

“Everyone, places,” Damian bellowed. He strode through the house into the living room. “Carlson is early.”

Brenden reached over and wrapped his hands around her wrists.

How long had they been here? Half an hour?

He peered at the front windows, watching for any sort of movement. A couple cars passed, but it was a sleepy, quiet street. Likely that was one of the reasons they were out this far. Not many witnesses.

Damian barked orders. The goons moved furniture around, clearing a better view of the windows for Brenden, but also setting the stage for their death.

It was a good plan, to use them to pin the whole thing on Carlson, and Brenden didn’t doubt they’d get away with it if the person who’d stumbled onto the evidence was anyone other than Priscilla. But they’d tangled with the wrong woman and she had Brenden on her side.

A lone jogger plodded past going at a slow rate.

Brenden fought the urge to sit up straighter.

He knew that blond hair. That shirt, those shorts.

Nolan.

The team was there.

They must have been close the whole time, just moments behind Damian and Arturo.

Brenden glanced around the house. If the team could hear him, he needed to give them as much intel about what was going on as he could.

“Hey, Pris?” Brenden leaned closer and dipped his head. “How many tacos do you think I could eat?”

She frowned at him and furrowed her brow.

He glanced at the goons, praying she’d understand his meaning. She’d seen the number of guys they were up against, he hadn’t.

“I bet you could eat at least five,” she said slowly. “I’d probably only eat two.”

Five goons, Damian and Arturo.

“We’d order seven,” Brenden said.

“What are you two talking about?” Arturo came to stand over them.

“What we’re going to eat when we’re done here,” Priscilla said without skipping a beat.

Arturo snorted.

“Aaron says they’re fifteen minutes out.” Damian peered at his phone. “Should we kill these two now or wait?”

“Wait. In case something else goes wrong it’s easier to transport the living.”

The fifteen minutes passed quickly with no other signal from Brenden’s team. Priscilla kept staring at him, but he couldn’t answer her with the other men in the room.

A black town car pull into the driveway at long last. Two men get out. One of them was Carlson.

“Everyone, to the back of the house,” Damian ordered.

The goons and Damian pulled back into the dining room.

“Pris, this is where things are going to get scary,” Brenden whispered without looking at her. “Keep your head down.”

“What’s going on? Tacos?”

“Five goons, Damian, Arturo, right?”

“Yeah.”

The doorbell rang. A single pair of footsteps trekked across the house.

Neither of them spoke as Arturo welcomed Carlson and another man into the house.

“You shouldn’t have left early,” Arturo said as he shut the door behind the two.

Carlson stopped and stared at Brenden. “That man accosted me in the lobby. I had no choice.”

“He suspected you because you were stupid.” Arturo spat the words.

The man called Aaron moved then, coming up behind Carlson and grabbing the smaller man’s arms.

“Hey. What—hey!” Carlson struggled weakly. A man like him had likely never been threatened. He was accustomed to wealth and power.

Arturo grabbed Carlson’s face. “You fucked this up.”

Damian strolled around the kitchen. “Hey, there. Looks like you met my right-hand man.”

Carlson’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head. It would have been comical if Brenden weren’t included in this drama.

“Damian and I talked. We agreed the weak link here is you. Someone’s going down for this and it sure as hell isn’t me.” Arturo shoved Carlson back against Aaron.

“I’m not paying for your stupidity either,” Damian said chiming in.

Carlson seemed to realize the danger he was in. His voice wavered as he spoke. “We can talk this through. Make a deal.”

“No.” Arturo turned and gestured, looking past Brenden.

His stomach dropped.

“Here’s the story we’re going to tell.” Arturo waved his fingers. “When you realized you were going to get caught, you and your partner Ms. Yilmaz here got together to try to sort things out.”

A goon grabbed Brenden under the arm and another sliced the zip tie holding his wrists around the column.

“No. Wait. No!” Priscilla grabbed for him, her cries so heartbreaking he wanted to fight back.

But he couldn’t.

Arturo came to stand next to Carlson. At some point Arturo had donned a pair of gloves. “Her boyfriend shows up and you kill him.”

“What?” Carlson wiggled left then right, a poor fish trying to escape the net.

Brenden stared past them, out the window, waiting for a signal or a sign to act, praying his team didn’t wait too long. Carlson continued to struggle as Aaron and another man wearing gloves held out his right arm. Arturo placed a revolver in the guy’s hand and held it there for him.

There it was.

Brenden braced himself.

This was going to hurt.

He’d been held down and shot when he was a prisoner, only then he’d been struggling. This time, he couldn’t risk putting a single player off their mark for his sake.

“No, please, no,” Priscilla chanted.

Brenden grit his teeth and stared at Arturo, the real mastermind behind all this. Carlson was simply a tool.

At precisely that moment the front window shattered. A heavy object thunked on the floor, hissing a warning. Brenden moved at the same moment, twisting away from his captors. In the confusion everyone acted individually instead of a team.

Brenden drove his fist into one goon’s face, yanking the gun away from him. He twisted and fired at the bit of movement to his right.

He locked eyes with Damian at the instant life flickered out of his body.

And then the world went white as the flash grenade exploded.
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TUESDAY. UNKNOWN, CHICAGO, Illinois.

Priscilla’s eyes and throat stung from the smoke. Her ears rang and in the rush of men to come and go she kept getting kicked.

Large hands grabbed her by the arms. She flinched before she realized who it was.

Brenden.

This was their chance to get free.

She didn’t know how he did it, but he got her wrists lose. She pushed to her feet, wobbling a little and blinking back tears as the gas stung her eyes.

Brenden clutched her to him and rushed across the room, toward the window. They hadn’t even gone three steps before more hands grabbed her. She tried to hold on to Brenden, but her numb hands wouldn’t cooperate.

The hands yanked her back and the next thing she felt was the cool press of metal to her temple. She sucked in a gasp and watched Brenden whirl, only to be tackled by one of the goons. The two men crashed to the ground, landing half in and half out of the house.

Arturo wasn’t going to use her as a shield.

She’d been through more than any human should. She’d been humiliated, hunted, nearly killed. No more.

Priscilla lifted her right foot and drove it back and down. Barefoot it wasn’t much, but she jabbed with her elbow. It was enough to knock the gun off its mark. She grabbed his arm and twisted, just like she’d been taught, and came away with the weapon.

Arturo stared at her for one shocked second before rage twisted his face.

She fired straight into his chest.

It was one of maybe a dozen times she’d shot a gun, but the basics of it had stuck with her.

All around her chaos reigned. Men yelled, the doors burst open, but she stood there, caught between an odd moment of relief and guilt.

She’d just shot a person. A person who planned to murder her, the man she loved and the man who’d tried to kill her.

Strong arms wrapped around her. This time she knew it was Brenden.

He picked her up, gun and all, and rushed out the front window with her. Out on the street lights flashed, sirens wailed.

It was over. At least this chapter of it was.

For the first time since Rio there was no fear, no dread, just peace. Because maybe finally she could focus on this man and the gift, they’d been given.
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TUESDAY. CHICAGO POLICE Department, Chicago, Illinois.

This was all bullshit.

Priscilla tried to cross her arms tighter over her ruined shirt. Buttons had popped off. There was a rip in one sleeve. Her slacks had a mess of tears in the delicate fabric. And she was still barefoot.

The officer across from her hummed and frowned at his list of questions.

Despite being found on the scene as a victim, the police had insisted on separating her and bringing her in for questioning. She’d known she could refuse, but she’d also known that doing that would make things worse. So here she was, freezing her ass off while this man strung her along.

“When you broke into the warehouse—”

“Stop.” Priscilla clenched her teeth.

The man peered at her over the rims of his glasses.

“Do not attempt to lead me,” she said slowly. Leading questions got people in trouble, allowing conclusions to be drawn where there was no fact. “If you’d like me to relate events to you and convey what I saw, I’m more than happy to. But do not lead me down the path you want this story to go. I’ll ask for a lawyer and this will be over.”

“You seem to forget who is in charge here, Ms. Yellmez.”

“Yilmaz.”

She was about done playing nice.

How long had she been here? How many questions had she answered?

Where was Brenden? Were they treating him this way?

A sharp knock interrupted the staring contest between her and Detective Dickweed. The door swung open, and the detective turned to direct his scowl at the newcomer.

“I said we weren’t to be interrupted,” the detective said.

A man Priscilla had never seen before stepped through the door flanked by a younger woman. The man’s gaze zeroed in on the detective and if Priscilla had thought it was cold in the room before it was downright artic now.

“Detective,” the man said with ice in his voice.

“Mr. Vardavas.” The detective’s lip curled around the name in a distasteful way.

How many times had the detective gotten that one wrong?

Priscilla liked the newcomer automatically.

“My client is done here,” Mr. Vardavas announced.

Client?

“Your client—”

“Stop right there.” Vardavas slashed his hand through the air. “You have had Ms. Yilmaz in your custody for four hours and I can see that she has received neither medical attention nor a pair of God damn shoes. If you don’t want me to turn this into a circus, I suggest you do this witness the courtesy of allowing her to go home and recover after such a traumatic day.”

Vardavas reached behind him. Priscilla glimpsed an exchange of items between the man and the woman she assumed was his assistant.

Priscilla stopped listening to the detective’s protests the moment she glimpsed a pair of familiar sneakers.

Shoes.

Vardavas circled the table and set the shoes in front of her then shook out a hoodie. A hoodie she’d worn before even if it swallowed her whole.

She shoved her feet in the shoes then stood, her muscles protesting the hours spent on a cold chair in a chilly room. She slid her arms into the still-warm jacket and wrapped it around her, breathing in the clean soap scent of the man who’d worn it first.

Was he there? Were they doing this to him, too?

“Ms. Yilmaz, if you’re ready?” Vardavas gestured at the door.

“Thanks.”

“Don’t go far, Yellmez,” the detective said.

Vardavas gently took her by the elbow and steered her out into the hall. The young woman met Priscilla’s gaze with warm empathy, a smile and a steaming cup of coffee.

“Bless you.” Priscilla took the cup mostly for the warmth then glanced at the lawyer. “I’m sorry, but who are you? I’m grateful, just...”

“I am one of Asclepius’ lawyers.” Vardavas once more took her by the elbow and guided her forward. “Sorry this took so long. It shouldn’t have, but I’m here now and all will be taken care of.”

“What about the others?” What about Brenden?

“What others?” Vardavas frowned down at her.

“The team?”

“Oh, the Aegis Group guys?” Vardavas grinned.

“Yes.” Priscilla’s heart seized up.

“That’s a good bunch to fall into when you need a hero, isn’t it?” He glanced down and his smile vanished. “They’re fine. One in particular is very eager to see you.”

“Brenden?” Her throat tightened to the point his name came out a squeak.

“That sounds right. Truth be told, by the time someone with a brain called me things had gotten pretty hairy around the office. I will be handling all of this from here on out. Asclepius recognizes their mistake and will rectify it immediately. Together we’ll get to the bottom of this. We have some paperwork to go through. But not here.”

Priscilla let the lawyer guide her through the police department. Some stared at her, others ignored her. In their eyes she was probably guilty, but that was because they didn’t yet know the truth. She hoped people would, that the death and violence would mean something in the end.

“Can the paperwork wait?” Now that she was moving aches and pains she’d been able to ignore were waking up.

Vardavas paused near a side entry to the building and frowned down at her. “My standard line is, no, this can’t wait.”

She nodded, understanding his meaning. “Well, Mr. Vardavas, it’s going to have to.”

“Hey.” He shrugged. “I tried.”

“You really did.”

“Now, I think you’re due a visit to the doctor and some rest.” He reached out and pushed the door open for her.

Priscilla squinted at the late afternoon light, her head throbbing and protesting the number of times it had been banged around this last week.

“Pris?”

She knew that voice.

God, she loved that voice.

She blinked, trying to get rid of the sun spots. A shadow loomed over her. A familiar, wide one that blocked out the light as he reached her.

Brenden stopped, not touching her, just looking down at her.

“It’s that bad, is it?” She lifted a hand to her face and head, gingerly touching her cheek then forehead.

“No.” He slid his fingers along her jaw. It was the lines on his brow and bracketing his mouth that made him out to be a liar.

She wrapped her arm around his waist, doing her best not to spill the coffee, and leaned into him.

“What happened? Why weren’t they letting you go?” he asked.

“There’s too many departments involved right now. Too much jurisdictional confusion,” Vardavas said. “It’ll get sorted out tomorrow.”

“Sorted out?” Priscilla glanced up at Brenden.

“There was a lot of damning evidence at the scene.” He rubbed a soothing hand against her back. “Asclepius took a moment to convince, but the truth was there. Unlike the cops in Rio, the American police aren’t going to be bought off. The truth, the real truth, is going to come out.”

“It’s going to be bad for Asclepius.” Vardavas focused on Priscilla. “I have some documents you need to sign, but if you’ll cooperate Asclepius is prepared to stand by you through this.”

“Can we talk about this tomorrow?” Priscilla could feel the exhaustion and emotional turmoil taking their toll, not to mention all the fun, new bruises and injuries she’d added.

“Of course.” Vardavas held out his business card.

Brenden took it. “I’ll be in touch.”

Priscilla closed her eyes, soaking in that detail. She’d never allowed anyone to take care of her, to do for her, until Brenden. It came down to trust, and she’d given it to him before she knew who he really was.
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TUESDAY. SAFE HOUSE, Chicago, Illinois.

Brenden was glad to have the condo to themselves for a little while. Soon enough the guys would be back from dinner and they’d begin debrief, but for now Brenden needed a little quiet time with Priscilla.

He secured the door behind them, his hand never leaving the small of her back.

The doctor had prescribed a minor muscle relaxer and suggested she follow up with her normal physician for any new pains or problems. There just wasn’t anything to triage.

Brenden wouldn’t be there to make sure she went to the doctor or to take care of her. That knowledge gnawed at him. He didn’t like knowing that in a very short time they’d be on opposite ends of the country.

Without discussing it they both headed toward her bedroom. He once more shut and secured the door.

He almost wished there was another door or maybe a panic room he could squirrel her away to, but that was ridiculous and he knew it.

“What do you say to sleep?” She hooked her fingers in his.

He tugged her to him. “I was thinking a shower first.”

“Is that like, a thing now? Bathing together?” Her brow quirked up, her good humor holding firm.

“Yes.” He tightened his grip on her.

The smile faded and for a moment they just stared.

She’d never know if he didn’t tell her, if he didn’t explain it. Without words, without making an effort, this spark they had would die. But his mouth wouldn’t work and he didn’t know where to start.

But he knew what he wanted to do.

Brenden backed toward the bathroom, her following him through the door and onto the tile.

He let go of her hand and began unfastening the remaining buttons, then slid both the hoodie and shirt off her shoulders.

“These moments are...” He tried to grasp a word, one that encompassed everything about right now.

“Special?”

“More than that.” He ran his knuckles up her arms until he could clasp his hands around the back of her neck. “You’re a strong woman, and yet you let me take care of you when it’s just us.”

Her lips twisted up. “I think you’ve taken care of me even when it isn’t just us.”

“But you allow this.”

How did he explain it?

Taking care of her in the field was his job. Right now, when it was just them, it wasn’t about work or what he had to do, it was what she let him do. He knew she didn’t allow just anyone close. He was a lucky bastard.

Priscilla wrapped her arms around him and lifted up on tip-toe for a quick kiss.

“I trust you. You aren’t going to lord it over me you saved my ass. You aren’t in competition with me. We’re...a team. And I don’t think I’ve ever had that before.”

A team.

Yeah.

That was right.

Brenden finished undressing her and turned on the shower. She was adamant about avoiding the tub, citing the muscle relaxers, so they made quick work of cleaning up. He kept an eye on her, watching the way her movements grew slower, a bit clumsier as the drugs took hold. In the end he helped wash her hair before bundling her up in a robe and sending out to get in bed.

How the hell did they continue?

Riley and Erin made things work because they were always traveling to where the other was.

Nolan and Yvonne said the time apart worked in their favor.

Vaughn and Carla were always on the phone or doing video chats.

They all made it work. Any number of guys who both worked for Aegis Group and maintained a healthy relationship figured it out.

Brenden could, too.

He turned off the water and did a hasty job drying off. There wasn’t a lot of time to put himself out there and make plans. Debriefing would begin later and they’d finish in the morning or when the team returned to Seattle, which was probably eminent.

Could he stay behind?

They were due a week off after this at least.

He wrapped the towel around his hips and entered the bedroom to find Priscilla curled up in the middle of the bed, swathed in terrycloth.

Brenden’s heart ached at the sight of her. He’d been asleep, walking through life in a daze for so long. And then he’d met her and the truth was he hadn’t been living. He’d been holding himself back out of fear.

That had to change.

He climbed up in the bed and lay out next to her. She cracked one eye open and reached out, curling her fingers around his.

“I should really call my parents again,” she muttered.

There’d been a hurried call while at the hospital. Her parents had seen the news and after a few hoops had connected with them.

“Want me to?” he asked.

“Maybe in the morning?” She tightened her hold on him. “Have you thought about going by and seeing your family?”

He propped his head up. Part of him wanted to hide from his family, from what he’d no doubt put them through. That wasn’t fixing the problem.

“I think I’d like to,” he said. “The team is probably going home tomorrow, but I could stay a while longer...”

“It would be nice to have a familiar face around. It sounds like they’re going to ask me to stay here for a few days.”

What did that mean?

Where was this going?

He licked his lips and went for it since he wasn’t a mind reader. “What happens next?

Priscilla blew out a breath and rolled onto her back. “I don’t know. I mean, stuff is going to be worked out in regard to Carlson and Lobo, but after that? It’s really hard to say what’s going to happen. Asclepius isn’t a bad company, I just...maybe I want to work for someone whose main objective is doing good?”

Brenden swiped his thumb over her knuckles. She had a lot more on her mind than he did. He couldn’t fault her for not taking him into consideration. After all, what were they to each other?

She rolled to her side again and blinked at him. “That wasn’t what you meant, was it?”

“Not exactly.”

“You meant what’s next for...?”

“Don’t worry about it.” He’d hold back, bid his time until she had room for him.

“Us?” The word sounded funny, wobbly and full of feeling.

“We can talk about it later.”

Priscilla sat up. The towel wrapped around her dark hair fell off and she sat up. Lines of worry creased her face, the transformation so sudden Brenden found himself glancing toward the door and reaching for his weapon.

“Part of me is scared this is going to wither and die before we can really try, you know?” She lifted her hands and ran her fingers back through her hair.

“Hey? Hey.”

He scooted closer until their legs and fingers were a tangled mess. They sat facing each other, the rawness of the moment giving him the courage to say it all.

“I’m a pretty fucked up, broken man. After the chicken shit I’ve been, I don’t deserve anyone taking a chance on me.”

She scowled and tried to tug her hand from his. “You are not.”

“I am, but I don’t want to be anymore. Before you, I hadn’t looked at a woman or thought about anything other than work. Now, you’re all I think about. I don’t want to let this—you—go.”

“I don’t either. It’s like I’ve known you my whole life. I don’t want that to change.” She stared up at him, a familiar hope shining in her eyes.

“I meant it when I said I love you.”

“I did, too.” She squeezed his hand. “Let’s just take it one day at a time, okay?”

Brenden nodded and leaned in.

He’d never imagined being here, finding a woman who’d not only love and accept him, but make him a better person. Priscilla challenged him, but at the end of the day, she was working with him and together they were both learning to live. And for Brenden, that was the definition of love.
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Epilogue.
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SIX MONTHS LATER. TAYLOR Family Reunion, Chicago, Illinois.

Priscilla was going to hurl.

A voice in the back of her head reminded her that the last time she’d lost the contents of her stomach had also been in Chicago. All over her kidnappers.

Today had no such danger factored in, unless she took into account her light blue dress and the fact that backyard barbeques were often messy.

It was too late to change now.

Brenden opened the passenger door of their rental and held out his hand. She took it and held on tight as he pulled her to her feet.

He studied her face. “You’re looking a little green.”

“I want them to like me,” she grumble-mumbled under her breath.

Who would have known she actually got nervous about meeting people she wanted to impress?

Other than a little interview nerves, she’d never gone through this before moving to Seattle a few weeks ago. When she’d gone to the first get-together that included dozens of Aegis Group employees and their families, she’d almost bolted to go back to their new little house and hide.

It was worse today. Ten times worse.

“Oaklynn likes you.” Brenden turned toward the house and looped an arm around her waist, drawing her forward.

Priscilla leaned into him.

Life had changed a lot in the last six months.

She’d quit her job. Following the initial investigation things had become increasingly awkward at work. It was best for everyone that she look elsewhere. But those few months had allowed her and Brenden an adjustment period. It had proven to her that this relationship was pure gold. She’d found a great guy and quitting her job to move across the country and take on a new opportunity was exciting and plain felt right.

“Hey, guys.” Oaklynn stepped out on the front porch.

She had one baby strapped to her front, and another perched on her hip. Priscilla was convinced the youngest Taylor girl was some kind of power lifter the way she hauled her kids around.

Brenden changed their course, meeting Oaklynn and her kids at the edge of the front porch of the old craftsman home.

“It’s so good to see you again.” Oaklynn was all smiles as she gave her brother and then Priscilla side hugs around the happily gurgling baby.

“I’m glad to be here.” Priscilla managed to get the words out and not let her smile slip.

“Everyone’s so excited to meet you.” Oaklynn took Priscilla’s other hand in hers and squeezed. “And when I say everyone it’s just us. Not a huge thing. Come on!”

Not a huge thing was a lie.

Priscilla staggered into the backyard brimming with people. There was a bounce house, the grill was going, a couple people played ping pong, and yet more stood around talking.

“It’s just my sister, our aunts and cousins. See?” Oaklynn gestured to the party that was already underway.

Priscilla froze, taking it all in.

Her family was tiny by comparison. She knew there were more back in Turkey, but she’d never met them or spent time with them. Her world of family began and ended with her mother, father and sister.

A tiny hand grasped Priscilla by the fingers. She glanced down at Oaklynn’s toddler staring up at her with a toothy grin. The smile was infectious.

“Dad needs me to go help carry some stuff in,” Brenden said to her. “You want to come with me? Or are you going to be okay with Oaklynn?”

“I’ll be okay,” Priscilla whispered staring at the kid.

“I’ll take care of her.” Oaklynn looped her arm through Priscilla’s. “Come on.”

Priscilla’s knees didn’t knock together too bad as Oaklynn and her kids led her on a parade around the back yard. After making introductions in two groups most of her nerves settled down. The hugs and smiles that met her with each new face put to rest her fears and welcomed her into a space where maybe, just maybe, she might belong someday.

Halfway through their loop Priscilla wound up with Oaklynn’s baby in her arms. The names were a blur and Priscilla knew she wasn’t going to recall many of them, but she’d never forget how happy they all were to see her.

“And you know Mom,” Oaklynn said as they closed in on the far end of the back yard.

Mrs. Taylor was a tall woman with a short brown and silver bob and a kind face. Unlike most of her family she spoke softer, in a way that reminded Priscilla of Brenden.

“It’s so nice to see you again.” Mrs. Taylor gave Priscilla’s shoulders a squeeze and kissed her cheek.

“Okay, I need to get juice for these crotch goblins.” Oaklynn gestured to the three clinging to her legs. “Will you be okay with him for a minute?”

Priscilla glanced down at the baby. “Sure.”

“You’re my hero. We’ll be right back.” Oaklynn hoisted the youngest toddler up onto her hip while the other two vied to hold their mother’s hand.

“She’s a force of nature, isn’t she?” Mrs. Taylor muttered under her breath.

“I think all of your children are.”

“But that one.” She shook her head then caught Priscilla’s eye.

They shared a smile, one that was full of things that made her insides warm.

“Have a seat?” Mrs. Taylor gestured to the wicker sofa she’d been sitting on.

“I’d love to.” Priscilla lowered herself to the cushions, the precious baby cradled to her chest.

“She’ll be having you babysit if you keep this up.” Mrs. Taylor folded a leg under her and turned to face Priscilla.

“I don’t think I could manage four.” But one? Maybe two? That wasn’t out of the question.

“While I have you...” Mrs. Taylor reached over and briefly touched Priscilla’s knee. “I know we haven’t gotten to talk much, so I’m sorry if this is... What I’m trying to say is, thank you.”

Priscilla blinked at the woman. For what? What had she done?

“You’ve been such a blessing to my son. You brought him back to us in a way we hadn’t been able to make happen. I’m so glad he has you in his life and I want you to know how happy we are to have you here.” Tears cling to Mrs. Taylor’s lashes.

Priscilla reached out and took the other woman’s hand, too moved for words.

This change, the influence she had on Brenden, it was a two-way street. For all the encouragement she’d given him to mend things with his family, he’d been right there with her when it came to figuring out a better relationship with her own family. None of it was perfect, but she was no longer alone. She had Brenden, her family and his.

“You’re here!” Oaklynn cheered, her voice slicing through the haze of endorphins.

Priscilla glanced up and froze.

Brenden stepped aside and gestured for three people to enter the back yard and join the festivities. Three very familiar people.

Priscilla’s mother, father and sister.

“Oh my...” She squeezed Mrs. Taylor’s hand even tighter.

“Surprise?” The woman chuckled and pulled Priscilla to her feet.

“How...? When...?” She made her way through the people to where Brenden was introducing his father to her own dad.

As they reached Priscilla’s family Mrs. Taylor outdistanced her by a few strides, closing in to give Priscilla’s mother a hug like old friends.

“It’s so good to meet you in person,” Mrs. Taylor said.

“In person?” Priscilla glanced at Brenden then her sister.

He merely shrugged and smiled, an expression that was fast becoming more common. “Mom was taking a cooking class and had questions. Your mom was able to answer them. It kind of went from there.”

That seemed to be the pace of their lives. Things happened, and they rolled with it. Like kidnappings and cross-country moves and falling in love. She couldn’t think of anyone she’d want to make this journey with more than Brenden.
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DAY. LOCATION, CITY, State.

Brenden was done with the crowded back yard. There were too many people. It was draining. And yet the day was a success.

He dumped a few abandoned cups in the sink, rinsed them out then stacked them to await the next run of the dishwasher as the appliance was currently chugging away.

Priscilla and her sister stood near the back porch with his mother and aunt, their conversation involving a lot of hand gestures and laughter.

She fit here. With him. In his family.

“Hey there.” Oaklynn stepped up next to him, the baby passed out in her arms. She bumped his hip with hers as she swayed.

“Hey.” He reached over and tugged on Oaklynn’s long hair, earning a playful swat from her.

She turned to face him. “Okay, so, like, when are you two getting married? Are you going to ask her tonight? Because you totally have that look.”

“What?” Brenden frowned at her. “What look?”

“The she’s-all-I-think-about kind of madly in love look.”

Brenden turned his attention back to Priscilla who was leaning forward, hanging on every word his mother said.

“That look.” Oaklynn shoved his shoulder.

Busted.

Every time he looked at Priscilla it was like that first step through his front door after an op. She was where he wanted to be.

“Not popping the question tonight, sorry,” he said.

“Well damn. You’re the worst. I assumed that’s what was going to happen when her parents showed up.”

“You did?” He frowned.

“Uh, yeah. But maybe I just have all my hopes and dreams pinned on you two tying the knot soon.” Oaklynn said it with a grin. “You picked a good one. I really like her. And not to pressure you or anything, but you should totally have kids now rather than later. I’m going to have all the baby clothes to give away, because this little guy is my last. I swear it.”

Brenden bit the inside of his mouth to keep from calling Oaklynn out. She’d said the first one was her last.

“I like her, too,” he said softly.

“Well, if you aren’t going to make a scene, I guess we’re going to load up and head home.” Oaklynn lifted up on tiptoe and gave his cheek a kiss. “As your sister, I demand to know when you plan to ask her, okay? That’s sister privilege stuff.”

After agreeing to tell her, Brenden helped gather the kid’s things and pack it out to the van where her husband was already strapping the toddlers in. As they pulled away, he turned and stared down the street his family had lived on since he’d been small.

Someday he did want to bring Priscilla back here as his wife. Maybe they’d have kids or maybe they wouldn’t. But they had time. While they’d fallen in love fast, that didn’t mean everything else had to happen in rapid fire. There was time to enjoy this period.

Things had really fallen into place, from her choosing to quit her job to moving to Seattle and a new position opening up with the wife of another Aegis Group guy who ran a nonprofit. There was a real good chance it was all going to end up perfect for once.

His life had never been so full.

“I was wondering where you’d gotten off to.”

Brenden turned and breathed a sigh. Priscilla strolled toward him in her long, blue dress and her hair down in gentle waves. Her smile grew as she closed the distance between them and curled her arms around his neck.

“Thank you,” she whispered again. She’d found him a half dozen times tonight to say that. Her dark eyes seemed to dance in the dappled moonlight under the trees. “Is there any other surprises I should be prepared for tonight? Because I’m not sure I can take much more.”

“No, no more surprises.”

She tipped her head back and narrowed her gaze.

Oaklynn’s words came back to him.

Was he sending the wrong message?

He licked his lips. Marriage wasn’t a topic they’d broached yet. In his mind, that wasn’t the next step. But maybe he’d set her up for disappointment?

“Oaklynn made me realize that I might have set you up with some false expectations about tonight,” he said slowly, picking his words with care.

“Oh?”

“I invited your family here because I thought they might help each other. And because I want to share my family with you.” There was no way to say it without saying it. “I’m not planning on asking you to marry me tonight. That’s something we should talk about. A lot. I wouldn’t surprise you with it.”

“And you used up your quota for surprises already.” She slid her fingers into his hair. That gorgeous smile of hers tugged at the corners of her mouth. “For the record, marrying you would be a no brainer.”

Brenden’s throat tightened up.

How had he gotten so damn lucky?

“Don’t look at me like that.” She pressed closer still. “I moved my whole life to be with you. You don’t think I’ve thought this through? I know what I want. In time.”

Brenden bent his head, burying his face in her hair, and knew he’d spend a lifetime loving this woman.

––––––––
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Dangerously Taken

Aegis Group Lepta Team #1

The mission: Rescue an executive translator being held hostage in Iraq without falling in love.

Erin Lopez never thought her life would be more dangerous as a civilian. She hoped she'd put her days dodging bullets behind her. Now, her only salvation is in the arms of a slow-talking man who makes her heart remember what it's like to love again.

Retired Army Ranger Riley Smith knows what it's like to fight the past every time he closes his eyes. Erin's dark, haunted eyes only tell a fraction of her story, and when she reaches for comfort, he can't tell her no. She makes this broken man want to be whole again.

The closer Erin and Riley get to the truth behind Erin's kidnapping the more dangerous their path becomes. Someone wants Erin silenced at any price. Riley can’t let that happen, but keeping her alive means facing that their no strings attached arrangement is a lie.




Dangerously Involved

Aegis Group Lepta Team #2

The mission: Protect his one-night stand from being kidnapped and tortured.

Nolan Thompson doesn't mix business with pleasure. Too bad his latest job has him protecting the sweetest body he's ever touched. There's nothing about the cool, calculated business woman that makes him think of the sensual, shy sex kitten he met in Vegas. It shouldn't be difficult to keep his hands to himself when she's sending him "get lost" signals, but the rules change when her brother is kidnapped.

Yvonne Krieger is hiding a ticking-time-bomb of a secret with a nine-month fuse. Her unforgettable Vegas night left her with a lot more than pleasure and a memorable walk of shame with only one shoe. The very man who charmed her into bed is now the man charged with keeping her body safe and getting her troublesome little brother home. Under the growing pressure from her family to help cover up the kidnapping, Yvonne finds that the only person she can trust is Nolan.

In the face of danger, Yvonne and Nolan become unlikely allies as they attempt to piece together the mystery surrounding her brother's kidnapping. Every step brings their walls crumbling down until the line between their work and private lives is blurred. Nolan knows Yvonne is holding out on him, and he's determined to get to the bottom of the mystery and capture Yvonne's heart.




Dangerously Deceived

Aegis Group Lepta Team #3

The mission: Keep a hot-headed woman from getting them all killed.

Navy SEAL Vaughn Fernandez believes in maximizing every moment, and when it comes to the instant attraction between him and a maid, he's all in. Except the curvy beauty isn't a maid at all. She's the client's girlfriend, and that's a line he's never crossed.

Carla White lives a picture-perfect life. To the world, she is a rags-to-riches story on the coattails of her high school sweetheart. In private, it's a different story. Her relationship is fake, but her feelings for the tall, dark and handsome bodyguard are very real. She might not have the chance at a happy ending, but she can live in the moment.

A jet setting dash across the globe kicks off Vaughn and Carla's secret love affair as they race to rescue their target. However, sooner they complete their mission the shorter their time together is.




Dangerous Attraction

Aegis Group 1

Ex-Navy SEAL Travis Ration is an expert hunter. Whether his prey is criminal or victim, he always gets his mark. He's no hero, just a man doing his job. It’s all he has after a felony conviction after a bad judgment call. When the FBI call in a favor and ask him to look into a serial killer over the holiday break, he jumps at the opportunity to fill the long, cold days with something besides regret and bad movies. In Las Vegas, he's on the hunt for a prolific serial killer no one wants to admit exists. The leads are dry and the evidence gone, until she walks into his life. Bliss Giles—curvy, sassy and everything he can't have.

What’s worse, Travis knows Bliss’ sister is the killer's latest victim. She fits the profile. Time is running out and the fastest way to retrace the killer's path is with Bliss at Travis' side. In the seat of danger. He vows to keep Bliss safe and his hands to himself, after all, a nice girl like her doesn't need a guy like him in her life. Too bad no one told Bliss Travis was off-limits. She tests his boundaries and pushes his control every minute they're together until he can't remember why wanting her is a bad idea.

The hunters become the hunted in this tale of serial killers and SEALs for hire. One broken man must unpack his baggage, a woman has make a leap of faith and a sister chooses to live in this new, romantic suspense serial by NYT & USA Today bestselling author, Sidney Bristol.

Warning: Hold onto your panties, because nothing is safe.




Dangerous in Love

Aegis Group Alpha Team 1

He follows orders.

A good SEAL, Shane York values chain of command. Following the rules means staying alive. All of that is wrecked when his team is sent to Jamaica on a hostage rescue. She’s not the mission, but they leave no one behind.

She breaks the rules.

Travel blogger Lacey Miles lives for today. Thanks to her unexpected rescue from certain death, she has a shot at tomorrow. She wants her mercenary captors to pay, and she has the evidence to ensure it—if she lives long enough to deliver it.

Opposites spark an unlikely romance in the heat of danger.

Delivering the intel and keeping the hostages alive becomes priority one for the Aegis Group Alpha Team. The last thing Shane and Lacey have time for is love. As the team races home and bullets fly, rules fall by the wayside and lines begin to blur. With a traitor in their midst, will love be a distraction or a strength?
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Continue reading for a sneak peak at Dangerously Taken, Aegis Group Lepta Team #1...

1.

Wednesday. Aegis Group Egypt Office, Cairo, Egypt.

Riley Smith strode across the courtyard toward the command center for the Aegis Group’s Egypt offices. These days it seemed like Riley spent more time here than he did at his apartment in Seattle. A fact that his mother was not letting him forget.

His phone vibrated again. It was either a secondary notification calling him to the briefing, or Mom texting him pictures of his brothers getting ready to bale hay. He’d never promised to help, just said he’d try. It wasn’t his fault a top priority job was canceling his travel plans home. His brothers knew what they were doing. They’d been running the ranch since high school. Deep down he knew the messages had nothing to do with baling. He hadn’t been home since Christmas, something Mom thought was unforgiveable. Usually she aimed the weight of her guilt trip on Riley’s youngest brother down in Texas, but lately her focus was on Riley instead. She loved reminding him he wasn’t getting younger, and that she felt he owed her at least one grandbaby.

“Hold the door?” a woman called out.

Riley turned toward the van parked by the gates leading out onto the street. The team’s Client Liaison hauled her laptop out of the backseat, juggling two other bags. He clearly wasn’t the only one ready to get out of here.

“Need a hand?” he asked

Melody ignored his question and stepped through the doors ahead of him.

He wasn’t sure what to make of Melody. Zain, their immediate boss, had informed Lepta Team that because of their unique nature dealing with companies as clients and the high dollar they commanded, the team needed a go-between. Riley didn’t care one way or another. As the team’s second, his focus was logistics. Getting them from point A to B in one piece. The less he had to bother with informing clients about their activities the more prepared he could be. That said, Melody and their Team Leader got along about as well as wet cats.

“Here, let me help you with that.” He picked up her heavy laptop case and carried it up the stairs to the second floor. “What’d Grant say this time to piss you off?”

“What?” Melody glanced up at him, blinking rapidly.

“You seem tense. Grant say something?”

“Oh. No. Long call with the client.” She blew out a breath and climbed the stairs, matching his pace. She was different when the clients were around versus just the team.

“Is the job that bad?”

Melody grimaced.

They reached the second-floor landing. From the sound of it, they were the last to arrive. Melody hesitated in the hall, deep lines of worry bracketing her mouth.

“You ever have a bad feeling about something?” She eyed the hand-carved double doors leading into the command room.

“Yeah...” Great. Just what Riley wanted. Another complicated job.

“The asset makes sense, it’s just... You’ll see.” Melody jerked her head toward doors.

Riley followed Melody into what had no doubt been intended as some sort of grant dining room. Their team used it for the planning and oversight of their work in the Middle East. The other four members of their team were present and seated around the table with the projector on.

“Thanks for joining us.” Grant turned toward the wall. “We’re short on time, so this needs to be brief.”

Melody set her things down by the door and remained standing opposite Grant, who continued to ignore her.

This was going to be fun. How long until Zain made those two kiss and make-up?

Riley just wanted the job to start. Once they all knew their role things seemed to work out.

Grant clicked the remote on the projector.

An image of a woman stretched across the wall.

Riley swallowed. He stared at her eyes, his soul seemingly sucked out of his body. He blinked a few times, trying to shake off the spell. There was something magnetic about her eyes, and he hadn’t even noticed the rest of her. Her crooked smile appeared to be laughing at him as though she were aware of her power. The sun-tanned skin made it hard to pin down her ethnicity, but regardless of where her ancestors hailed from—she was beautiful.

“Meet our VIP asset. This is Erin Lopez.” Grant nodded at the woman. “She is a Project Manager working for NexGen, an oil company working out of the Kurdish region of Iraq. Two hours ago, while touring a facility outside Mosul, a group of extremists breached their security and kidnapped Ms. Lopez. There have been no demands, no contact, nothing.”

Fuck.

Demands rarely came that quickly. He was more concerned about where they were headed. Mosul might be under Kurdish control again, but it was by no means safe. Private security companies made a fortune offering personal protection.

“Wait.” Riley frowned and leaned forward. A woman who looked like that, with a powerful job, she’d rate pretty high on a company’s list of important people. They were paying their team to bring her back after all. “Don’t most of these companies have bodyguards for their people over there?”

“Yes. Ms. Lopez’s personal security was on-site, but not with her at the time of the attack. NexGen wants us to rendezvous with the bodyguard to assist us,” Grant replied.

“They didn’t fire his ass?” Riley asked. In their shoes, if he were head of security, that man would have been out of a job.

“Not that I’m aware of,” Grant said.

“What about her history there? With the company, I mean.” Nolan, their Communications Officer, leaned forward and clasped his hands. “She looks familiar...”

Grant gestured to the picture. “If you were ever deployed to Iraq, you might have seen her—”

“Officially, she’s a valuable employee the company wants to get back as quickly as possible.” Melody stepped forward, the projector light falling across her face. “The situation is more complicated than that. We’ve already received a call from Americans on the ground in Kurdistan to say they know we’re coming and they’re ready for us.” Melody glanced at Grant, who still looked like he’d sucked a lemon.

“No one wants to see an incursion in Kurdish Iraq,” Grant said. “Unlike the rest of the country, the Kurdistan region hasn’t seen a terrorist attack in years. Obviously, everyone wants this situation resolved as quickly and quietly as possible, so they can focus their efforts on rebuilding Mosul.”

“A couple more things about our VIP asset.” Melody glanced at Grant. “According to some digging Zain did, Ms. Lopez has caused a few waves at NexGen that possibly impact why her bodyguard wasn’t fired immediately. She was directly responsible for NexGen cancelling their contract with Allied Security due to some infractions with locals.”

“Are we thinking this is related?” Riley glanced around the table. A woman with a smile like that and a spine of steel was the kind of person who needed rescuing.

“Maybe?” Melody was studiously not looking at Grant. There was something serious going on between those two that was awkward to observe. “Local security forwarded us a video of the attack, which I think everyone should see.”

“Video?” Grant glared across the table at Melody.

“Give me one moment, please...” She tapped at her phone. “Of note, Ms. Lopez is the daughter of an Iraq immigrant and a Miami local. She enlisted in the army a year after she graduated high school and was one of the most valuable translators, interpreters, social navigators, she worked with troops on cultural awareness... You get the point. Like Grant said, if you were deployed in this region, chances are you’ve seen her or benefitted from her work. She went straight into working for NexGen after that and continues to work in border areas where the risk is greater.”

Riley glanced over his shoulder at the rest of the team. Surely they had to be on the same page? A woman like that? They had to bring her home safe.

Brenden, their tactical expert, didn’t so much as blink. The guy might as well be a statue, but that was typical.

Nolan, their communications officer, shook his head, and if Riley wasn’t mistaken, that was the sound of Nolan’s molars grinding.

Vaughn, their surveillance specialist, caught Riley’s eye and shook his head.

It wasn’t just him, then. Something about this job stank.

Good.

“Here we go.” Melody glanced from her phone to the screen.

“Security reported the group didn’t make it far into the building,” Grant said.

Riley sat up.

Melody had been upset, bothered even, by this job. Was it the video? Was this the source of her apprehension?

Unlike most security video, this was in color. The recording began, showing a woman he assumed was Ms. Lopez standing in the bottom left corner of the frame. She had what looked like a tablet in hand and was speaking with two men. Based on their Dockers and button-down shirts, he’d guess some sort of management. A flash of light shone through the window of a door on the upper right-hand side of the screen a moment before the door blew in, bouncing off one wall and then the other before it came to rest in the middle of the hall. The blast knocked the two men off their feet while Ms. Lopez crumpled to the ground, her arms over her head, body in a tight ball. Her tablet skidded away out of view.

Riley winced. That fall, combined with the concussion blast and not to mention any debris they didn’t see, would have hurt.

Three men in traditional thawb garments with their faces covered ran in through the new hole. Two went straight for Ms. Lopez. One of Ms. Lopez’s coworkers even kicked at the attacker, but they were ignored.

Riley clenched his hands. She had training. If she got out of their grip, she could get away.

The men hauled Ms. Lopez to her feet. She swayed for a moment before she got her feet under her. She moved like lightning, wrenching her arm away and delivering a sharp jab at the closest man’s ribs. Riley held his breath and clenched his fists. She swung her elbow at the other man, catching him off guard.

Something happened off-screen. The attackers flattened against a wall, all three grabbing Ms. Lopez. Security? Some sort of first responder?

Riley clenched his hands. She could still get away...

A moment later, the three men dragged Ms. Lopez out the side door.

The video went dark.

For several seconds no one spoke.

Riley tried to swallow the lump lodged in his throat. A feeling of wrongness settling in his stomach. He glanced up at Melody, who continued to frown at the square of light cast by the projector.

“So, she was grabbed because she was all they could get to? That’s the story they’re giving us?” Riley asked.

Grant turned to face the table.

There was no way Ms. Lopez was anything but a target. No wonder everyone wanted to keep this quiet. An attack in Kurdistan was one thing, a kidnapping by terrorists another. This was more complicated than a simple snatch and grab.
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FRIDAY. UNKNOWN, IRAQ.

Erin Lopez balanced her weight on the ball of her right foot, doing her best Olympic gymnast impression. The crate had to be at least a decade old and wasn’t structurally sound. She pressed her ear to the side of the building and listened to the vibrations transmitted by the stone. She willed them to tell her something, impart her captor’s secrets, but all she got was a very cold ear for her trouble.

When she’d first been dumped down here, she’d told herself that someone was coming to get her. As poorly organized as this group was, NexGen’s security would find her.

She’d held fast to that idea for all of twenty-four hours.

The last day hadn’t provided her with any reason to believe someone was coming for her, and that meant her chances of getting out of here were getting fewer by the second.

The reality of her situation was that to these people she was a foreigner working for a foreign company taking what should belong to the local people. If NexGen was going to save her, they’d have shown up by now. Which meant one of three things: they weren’t sending anyone, which would result in a sob story campaign and her parents getting some money, the US military was involved, and anything they did would take months of planning, or there was a third party, and she had no idea what their true goal could be.

Erin didn’t like any of those options. What she wanted was to talk to her kidnappers. Understand them. If she could hear them out, get to the heart of why they’d kidnapped her, maybe she could help them. So far, her attempts to communicate had been met with hostility. These were going to kill her, it was just a matter of when and how.

Voices reverberated through the stone walls.

Erin pressed closer, the chill seeping into her skin and bones, robbing her of all warmth. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but the tone was enough of an indication for her to feel as though her assumptions were justified. She stepped down off the crate before she broke it and paced the three steps across her prison.

No one was coming to save her.

If she was going to survive, she had to be smart. She couldn’t let the darkness rob her of her senses. There was a way out of this. Everyone wanted something.

What did she know about them? Could she guess at what they wanted?

A team of seven men and one woman had abducted her from NexGen’s newly acquired site. They’d had explosives, guns, and a getaway vehicle. Erin hadn’t seen their faces, but they’d spoken Arabic. Not that they’d said much around her except for the yelling at each other.

Even that told a story.

Whoever these people were, they weren’t unified, and they didn’t speak Kurdish.

When Erin had first taken the job and moved to Kurdistan she’d struggled with the language barrier. Though the region was part of Iraq, most of the people her age and younger didn’t speak Arabic. Since the ‘70s, when the Kurds were banished to this corner of the country, one of the ways the people had fought back was by holding onto their culture. They spoke Kurdish to the point that anyone thirty and younger couldn’t communicate in Arabic. Her kidnappers were in their twenties, at most. Which meant her kidnappers weren’t Kurds, they were Iraqi, and they knew her name.

Her stomach clenched.

There was only one connection that made sense, and if she was right... Erin was in some deep shit.

When NexGen hired her, they’d sent her to the Iraq-Kurdistan border where they’d been developing new oil fields and the tensions between the two people groups was tense. If she’d known what would happen, would she have turned the job down? It was hard to say.

There weren’t many reasons for a group of unfamiliar people to know her name, though.

Shit. Fuck. And damn it.

Erin paced three strides, turned and paced again. She was in what was little more than a cellar of some kind, dug directly into the rock. At night she shivered and lost feeling in her fingers and toes. During the day she’d sweat until her clothes were soaked through.

She was a bargaining chip. That was the best answer to why she was here. She was something to use to get what they wanted. It wouldn’t be comfortable for her and she’d probably be here a while, but it was the least dangerous option.

The best option after that was to be sold to one of the insurgent groups—ISIS, Taliban, Al-Qaeda, it didn’t matter—who would then use her to try to get something in return. Prisoners, resources, it didn’t matter. It still wouldn’t be a comfortable stay, but at least her value was in being alive.

The worst option was if this was personal, and she knew for a few poor souls out there, this could be. She’d done the right thing. The events that led to that disaster proved her case. But that didn’t matter. All these people had seen was her face speaking those words, and it was her fault.

Erin sat on the lowest step and cradled her head in her hands.

None of it made sense. She still didn’t understand how a group this disorganized had managed to breach the facility perimeter and get to one of the main buildings. They had new weapons. Explosives. Even the flash grenades were too sophisticated for a rag tag group of insurgents with no clear affiliation or support.

This shouldn’t have happened. Perfect attacks existed, but for the site security to allow those men through and her personal security to be in the toilet at the time?

None of this made sense.

And now the people holding her were probably back to fighting about what to do next. In the few glimpses she’d had of them since being tossed down here, everyone was fighting.

A door banged somewhere in the house and voices speaking over one another came closer.

Erin pushed to her feet and turned, backing against the opposite wall.

Someone clanged pots around, muttering to themselves.

She tilted her head, listening to more than the words. The scrape of feet. The rustle of clothing.

Two people.

“That should be enough,” the one moving around said in Arabic.

“I don’t see anything,” another replied.

Two men.

Enough what?

And what were they looking for?

Footsteps heralded a third and fourth person.

“Where is she?” one of the newcomers asked. Still another man.

“I don’t see anything,” the same voice said again. “Are we sure we have to move?”

“Yes,” the newcomer snapped.

Erin knew these four voices. If she saw their faces, would she recognize them? She swallowed and glanced around the darkness as though she could find a way out she hadn’t discovered yet. She’d combed every inch of the wall, wearing her fingernails down to the nubs trying.

“Come on. Get her out of there. We’re going.” The newcomer in charge stopped outside the cellar door.

A key fit in a lock. Metal rattled. Another lock undone.

The cellar door swung open.

Erin held up her hand, shielding her eyes from the kitchen light. After almost three days of darkness, even a little light was too much.

A man grabbed her by the wrist and hauled her up the steep stairs. Her head ached, and her eyes couldn’t quite focus after being in the dark for days. Someone spat curses at her while another jerked her scarf down, covering her face.

She saved her breath. These people had been hurt and wronged. They wanted a target for their anger. Begging them to see her as a person wouldn’t change them. With any luck, her compliance would make them lazy. When they underestimated her, that would be her one and only chance out of this.

“What are you doing?” a woman demanded. The only woman Erin had heard.

“We’re going,” the man in charge of this faction said.

“No. No, you are not,” the woman said.

“We have been here too long. It is not safe.”

“You cannot go anywhere now, you idiots. Weren’t you listening? The truck isn’t working.”

Several people muttered curses.

“What’s going on in here?” More men, more voices.

Erin swallowed. Something was happening out there. It was bad enough everyone was nervous, fighting and angry.

The kitchen was—what? Ten by twelve?

Were they going to cram nine people in here, some carrying weapons?

With tempers hot this sounded like a great way for an accident to happen.

“Americans!” Someone from across the home shouted.

Please...

A metal clang made Erin’s skin break out in goose flesh.

She’d heard that sound before.

“Look out!” someone yelled.

She squeezed her eyes shut, but it didn’t help.

A bright flash of light dazzled Erin’s eyes, even through the fabric of her scarf.

Smoke filled the room in seconds. The people around her choked and coughed, some shouting orders that countered what someone else wanted. Her scarf provided Erin some meager protection against the smoke bomb.

This was her chance.

Erin took a step, only to have a pair of hands haul her sideways. She ran into a table, stumbled over a chair, all while trying to hold her breath.

Erin bounced off a doorway, giving her the perfect opening. She spun and her feet slipped on the gravel like sand. She went down hard. The hands holding her slid.

She rolled onto her knees and clawed the scarf from around her face.

The night sky spread out over head. So pristine and perfect. Another person rushed past her, choking for air. The one who’d dragged her from the house wasn’t in sight.

They’d abandoned her.

Erin shoved to her feet and jogged a few steps out into the night air.

The house was at the very edge of what looked to be a small village. She didn’t know if the house was being attacked, or if she was being rescued.

“Where is she? Someone find her,” one of her captors yelled from inside.

Shit.

Now or never.

Erin bolted, sprinting as fast as she could move her legs. Whoever had attacked the house might or might not be friendly to her. There was no way to tell. She kept going, arms pumping. She turned at the first opportunity, weaving between the homes. A dog rose out of the shadows right in front of her.

She saw the shape too late.

Her foot caught and she pitched forward. Gravel and sand scraped her skin. Her knees jolted hitting the ground, jarring her bones.

The dog yelped as it scampered away.

Erin coughed dust and shook her head. Her body throbbed with adrenaline, her limbs ached.

Feet crunched the ground behind her.

She would not go back there.

Erin shoved to her feet and swayed. Days without regular food or water were taking their toll.

“Erin Lopez?” The accent was American, but without light there was no way to tell if he was US military, private sector, or someone she didn’t want to run into in a dark ally.

She whirled to face a figure armed with a rifle. The man in the shadows was impossible to identify, beyond big.

“Who are you?” She wasn’t admitting anything yet.

“VIP asset is in hand,” he said to someone else, but he was alone.

“What?”

“Sorry, ma’am. Come with me, please?” He had an earpiece. She could see the wire when he turned his head. He was either military or a contractor then.

“Not until you tell me who you are.” Erin took a step back. She’d made enemies. She couldn’t blindly trust someone because they claimed they were there to rescue her.

“My name is Riley.” He lowered his weapon and glanced over his shoulder. “I’m with Aegis Group Lepta Team. We were hired to bring you home safely. Now, if you don’t mind, I think it's best we move. Now.”

Aegis Group.

That was familiar.

Riley strode toward her. Erin backed away, but he was coming faster than she moved. Riley wrapped his left arm around her, his hand firmly in the middle of her back, and hustled her around behind the homes. He didn’t manhandle her or drag her, which was a nice change of pace. If it weren’t for the situation, she might even call his touch comforting.

Lepta Team?

She couldn’t remember having heard that. Was he lying to her? Or was he her new guardian angel?

“Nice night, isn’t it?” Riley kept her moving at a steady pace. He had a destination in mind, unlike her.

Erin peered at the homes, but most of the lights were out. Did these people know what was going on? Were they taking cover?

“Thirsty? Anything hurt?” Riley peppered her with questions that didn’t matter.

“We need to get out of here,” Erin said.

“Glad we can agree on something.” Was it her imagination, or did he laugh?

“These homes, what about the people?”

“Oh, everyone’s safe. Figured if things were going to get hot, we should clear out as many people beforehand. Seemed like the neighborly thing to do.”

Erin gaped at the shadow shrouded man.

They’d taken time to empty homes before trying to rescue her? And risked someone spilling the beans?

Who were these people?
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