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			Dear Reader,

			Thank you for supporting a small publisher! Entangled prides itself on bringing you the highest quality romance you’ve come to expect, and we couldn’t do it without your continued support. We love romance, and we hope this book leaves you with a smile on your face and joy in your heart.

			xoxo

			Liz Pelletier, Publisher

		


		
			For Alyssa.

			There. You have a book dedicated to you now. Happy?

			(Love you, little sis!)

		


		
			“Vengeance is a lazy form of grief.”

			-The Interpreter (2005)

		


		
			Chapter One

			Who killed Danny Giancarelli?

			That’s all Marcus Deangelo wanted to know—the name of the sniper who murdered his best friend two months ago. Two simple words. A location, if he could get it, but he’d be happy with just a name. 

			But the woman wasn’t talking. And he was running out of time. And patience.

			He tipped her chair back to all four legs and yanked the wet cloth away from her face. She coughed and sputtered and glared at him with murder in her dark eyes. Mercedes Raya was a tough nut to crack, had to give her that. He’d admire her if she wasn’t the enemy and literally in bed with his own personal devil.

			The sniper had to be her lover. According to recent intel, her only family—a brother—went missing over a year ago. So, lover. It was the only reason Marcus could figure a mercenary bitch like her would be so protective of the man.

			He slammed the jug of water down on a table and turned away from her. For a heartbeat, he thought What the fuck am I doing? He was supposed to be one of the good guys. He’d joined the FBI because he wanted to help people. When he left to join HORNET, a privately owned hostage rescue team, it was with the same goal in mind. To help. To save. He’d been a negotiator, one of the best the FBI had, able to talk down the worst of the bad guys.

			Now look at him.

			Waterboarding a woman.

			He was the bad guy now.

			But whatever. Despite his best intentions, he was never going to qualify for sainthood, even before Danny died on that beach in Martinique. After… Well, any shred of decency left in him had been eaten up by rage and booze.

			If it was the last thing he did—if it cost him his tarnished soul—he would find Danny’s killer and make the man pay for taking a real-deal, decent man from this earth. For widowing a sweet woman. For orphaning three beautiful, innocent children. 

			Mercedes finally stopped coughing. “Call that torture? My father called it Monday night.”

			He ground his teeth until his jaw ached and turned to face her. Even though he hadn’t put a physical mark on her, she looked like hell. Her long dark hair had knotted into dreadlocks in the weeks they’d held her captive. Her eyes were red and puffy, tears streaming from the corners despite her tough words. Due to her refusal of food, she’d lost weight she couldn’t afford to lose. Mercedes was bony, haggard, and mean, like a stray street dog that had never known kindness.

			She wasn’t going to break.

			The realization fell on him like a load of wet cement, weighing him down where he stood, making breathing impossible. He shook his head. “Why are you protecting him? He left you to us. He hasn’t come for you. If he was worth protecting, he’d have risked his life to find you.”

			Marcus saw a flicker of emotion behind those devil-dark eyes. 

			Gotcha.

			He slid his phone from his back pocket and held it out. “Call him. Tell him HORNET is holding you captive near Jackson, Wyoming. Tell him the team is all out of town until Monday. You’re easy pickings right now. Let’s see how much he cares.”

			“He loves me.”

			Uh-huh. That was not the declaration of a woman certain about the status of her relationship. She didn’t believe it any more than he did.

			Marcus jiggled the phone in front of her face. “Here’s his chance to prove it.”

			Gaze fastened on the phone, she lifted the corner of her mouth in a sneer. “If you think you’ll be able to track him from a phone call—”

			He grunted and took out his pocketknife, then sliced through the tape holding her right hand to the arm of the chair. “You’re not stupid. You know how to get in touch with him without leaving a trail.” He shoved the phone into her free hand, then stepped back and crossed his arms over his chest. “Go on. Call him.”

			She blinked at him. “You’re willing to put your team in danger for answers?”

			“I’m not. Your boyfriend won’t come.”

			She flinched. A small, almost imperceptible movement, but yeah, he’d hit a nerve. “You don’t know that.”

			“Yeah, I do. I saw real love at work in Nigeria. You did, too. Jean-Luc and Claire Oliver. He didn’t rest until he found her and repeatedly put himself at risk to keep her safe. What did your boyfriend do? He took off and left you there in the middle of a biological hot zone. Why is that worth your loyalty?”

			She turned the phone over in her hand. Again and again. But she hadn’t thrown it back at him, which he took as a good sign.

			“You plan to kill him?” she asked after an endless moment.

			A thrill raced along Marcus’s spine. He was getting through to her. “I want answers. I know he was a hired gun. If you can tell me who hired him, I won’t need him.” 

			Lies. All lies. He sure as fuck planned to kill the man who pulled the trigger, as well as the person who hired him to do it.

			She shook her head. “I don’t know. He didn’t tell me.”

			Holy shit. She was talking. After all the torture—the waterboarding, the sensory overload, the sleep deprivation—all it took in the end was to shake her confidence in her man. He should’ve tried that hours ago.

			“Give me his name,” he said softly.

			Another shake of her head. 

			“He. Left. You.”

			She remained stubbornly silent, but there was something different about that silence now. She wasn’t as sure of herself.

			“Why Danny?” The question had haunted him nightly since that bullet tore through his best friend’s chest. Danny didn’t have enemies. Everyone liked him. Christ, he even got thank-you letters from the guys he’d put in prison during his tenure as an FBI negotiator. He wasn’t someone who inspired the kind of deep hatred it took to hire a hitman.

			“It was supposed to be you,” Mercedes whispered.

			His entire body froze, his blood icing over in his veins. “What?”

			“All I know is that you were the target. You ducked.”

			He was the target. He was the target. He was the fucking target.

			His enemies had killed Danny.

			His fault.

			Jesus.

			He moved slowly, like the air had become molasses around him. He squatted down in front of her. “Your lover killed the wrong guy. He took away a good man. A husband and a father.”

			“He knows. He feels horrible—”

			“Fuck that. It’s not enough.”

			When she didn’t respond, he yanked the phone out of her hand and found a picture of Danny with his wife and their three children. “That woman? Her name is Leah. She’s alone because your lover made a mistake. She has to raise those beautiful babies on her own. Those kids are so young they won’t even remember their father. They won’t remember how much he loved them. He won’t be there to walk his baby girl down the aisle someday. He won’t be there to teach his twins all the things boys learn from their father. All because your lover made. A. Fucking. Mistake.”

			She closed her eyes, but the tears slipped out.

			“Let me face him, Mercedes. At the very least, you’re giving him a chance to right his wrong. I’m sure his employer is pissed.”

			She opened her eyes but didn’t look at him. She focused on the photo. “His name…” She trailed off, drew a breath, and let it out on a shaky exhale. “Fuck. His name is Sebastian Haly. He has a cabin in the Swiss Alps.” 

		


		
			Chapter Two

			Lauterbrunnen, Switzerland 

			One Week Later

			Marcus hadn’t planned to divulge his new intel to the team. He’d wanted to take on Haly alone—spend some quality time with the murdering son of a bitch. But when the team got back from Seth’s wedding and found out what he’d been up to while they were gone, HORNET’s commanders, Gabe Bristow and Travis Quinn, threatened to kick him out if he attempted the takedown on his own. It was either the team participates in the raid on Haly’s cabin with him, or they’d go without him. There would be, in Quinn’s words, “no more fucking Rambos” on the team.

			So here he was, crunching through the knee-high snow, decked out in full winter gear, completely, horribly sober for the first time in weeks, and wondering how the hell he’d interrogate, then kill Haly without his teammates knowing. 

			Up ahead, the cabin was mostly camouflaged by the blanket of snow. Its weathered wood front peered over piles of virgin snow, its two dark windows like eyes, the doorway a gaping mouth. The A-line roof sagged. The cabin looked like an old man bundled up for winter in a scarf and pointed hood. 

			It also looked abandoned. 

			No lights inside, no smoke puffing from the chimney. Nobody had cleared a path from the doorway to the woodpile stacked under the eaves along the left side of the cabin. A car sat in the driveway, but it, too, was buried.

			The team moved as quickly and silently as they could, given the snow. They kept Marcus in the middle of the line, and he knew they’d positioned him there on purpose. They wanted to keep an eye on him. They didn’t trust him.

			Probably for the best. He didn’t trust himself.

			Nearby, something crunched through the icy top crust of the snow.

			At the front of the line, Lanie Delcambre, field team leader, held up a fist. Everyone crouched, tense and alert. Across the yard, at the tree line, a deer moved into view. The team stayed still for a moment longer to make sure it had been only the deer they’d heard.

			Lanie motioned them forward, and as one, they approached the cabin’s door. It hung open, and snow had invaded the house. Fresh animal tracks led inside, and judging by the size of those paws, that was no deer. 

			Tank, HORNET’s resident bomb-sniffing dog, trembled a little at his handler, Ian Reinhardt’s, side. Yeah, he didn’t like those tracks any more than Marcus did. Something that size could rip through a dog and person or two before their M4s took it down.

			They lined up single file on each side of the door, weapons ready for whatever waited inside. Marcus didn’t think they’d find Sebastian Haly. The place felt empty, devoid of human life. If Haly had been here, he was long gone now, but nobody was ready to let down their guard just yet in case whatever made those huge tracks was still making itself at home.

			They breached the door, one after another, weapons up. Lanie and her husband, Jesse Warrick, HORNET’s medic, in front. Seth Harlan, sniper, and Harvard, computer geek extraordinaire, next. Jean-Luc Cavalier, linguist, and Marcus followed. Ian and Tank brought up the rear.

			The cabin reeked of death, rot, and decay. Marcus knew the scent even before he spotted the body.

			“Shit,” Jesse said under his breath.

			“Clear the house,” Lanie commanded, even though they all knew they weren’t going to find anyone. 

			“Clear,” Jean-Luc confirmed.

			“Clear,” Ian and Seth said at the same time. 

			Everyone shuffled back to the living room. The body lay strapped to an overturned chair and was unrecognizable as male or female. Most likely male, going by the clothes that still hung on him. Animals had scavenged most of the soft tissue, and what was left had putrefied into an ugly blue-gray. 

			“This our guy?” Ian asked.

			Jean-Luc picked his way past the body and grabbed something from a dish on the narrow counter that separated the living room and kitchen. A wallet. He flipped it open, studied it with his flashlight, then held it up for the group to see. Inside was an American driver’s license for Samuel Hall, the alias under which Sebastian Haly had bought this property. 

			“Looks like it.” He slid a glance in Marcus’s direction, and there was no mistaking the worry there. “Sorry, mon ami. Someone else got to him first.” 

			Marcus lowered his weapon and stared at the corpse. It was over. He’d found Danny’s killer. During the many long sleepless nights he’d spent envisioning this moment, he’d thought he’d feel relieved, exhilarated, triumphant…

			Something.

			But the ache of his best friend’s loss still throbbed inside him, empty and insistent. Nothing had changed. Knowing Sebastian Haly’s name, knowing he’d pulled the trigger on Danny, and knowing that he was no longer drawing breath himself changed nothing.

			He’d never get answers now. Haly had been only a hired gun.

			With a shout of rage and frustration, he tightened his finger on the trigger, emptying his clip into the body.

			“Jesus Christ,” someone said. He didn’t know who, didn’t care. It sounded like they were miles away.

			“Stop him,” another voice ordered. Female. Lanie.

			A heavy arm locked around his neck from behind. Hands yanked his weapon free of his grip. He struggled against them, fought blindly, so full of pain and anger and hatred, he didn’t care that he was hurting friends.

			A needle pricked his arm, and a moment later his limbs grew heavy. His vision wavered. The hands holding him back let go, and he staggered, dropped to his knees.

			“There now, mon ami,” a familiar voice soothed close to his ear. Jean-Luc. The Cajun had caught him and was lowering him gently to the floor. “Go to sleep now. It’s okay. We gotchu.”

			The worried faces of his friends floated over him. He looked away, ashamed, and found his gaze landing on Sebastian Haly’s gaping maw of a face. Haly looked like he was grinning, all white teeth and bone.

			The killer’s body was the last thing he saw before the sedative in his system swept him into unconsciousness.

			… 

			Los Angeles, California

			Leah Giancarelli used to love her nighttime routine with her kids. Yes, they were wild, her six-year-old twins running her ragged while her nine-year-old daughter laughed at them. 

			But that was before.

			Maya didn’t laugh anymore. She’d withdrawn to her room and hardly ever came out.

			Cooper and Colton still put up a fight at bedtime, but the antics were no longer cute or innocent. Cooper had thrown a shoe at her tonight, and it had been all she could do not to break down into a sobbing mess in front of the boys. 

			She didn’t know how to handle them without Danny.

			She shut herself in her room and leaned against the door. She needed a moment. Just a moment to breathe, and then she’d resume the battle. She heard the boys screaming at each other, heard something crash, and exhaled a breath that was half sob, half exhausted laugh. 

			She couldn’t do this. How some women managed to raise their children as a single parent was a mystery. Three months of single parenthood and her nerves were shot. She couldn’t take Cooper’s angry outbursts anymore, couldn’t deal with Maya’s refusal to acknowledge the world outside her iPad or Colton’s morbid fascination with death.

			She needed help or she was going to break.

			She had to fix her family before they fell completely apart.

			Therapy. After the funeral, a friend had suggested she seek grief counseling for her and the kids, but she’d originally balked at the idea. Now, as she heard another crash from the boys’ room and more shouting, she’d take any help she could get. She lunged for her phone on the nightstand, looking for the text message Marlena had sent her with the name of a renowned family therapist.

			As she scrolled, the screen lit up with an incoming call, and her stomach twisted. Marcus. The last time she had seen his name on her caller ID, she’d received the worst news of her life. Last time she’d seen the man himself—the night of Danny’s funeral—she’d kissed him. Or he’d kissed her. Maybe they’d kissed each other, but it didn’t matter. The memory of it filled her with so much shame.

			She should ignore him. He’d extracted himself from her life, made it quite clear that he’d help her financially, but he was staying away. And that was for the best.

			So why was he calling now?

			Against her better judgment, she thumbed the answer icon and raised the phone to her ear. She didn’t say anything for a handful of beats. Neither did he. They just sat there in silence, listening to each other breathe. 

			She started to shake and clamped her other hand around her wrist to steady herself. “If you’re calling to talk about what happened after the funeral, I can’t right now. I—”

			“There’s nothing to talk about.” It sounded so final. The door had shut and locked on that conversation, and he had tossed away the key. 

			“I know you don’t want to acknowledge it. I don’t, either. I’m so ashamed, but—”

			“Stop. I didn’t call to talk about that.” His words slurred and crashed into each other. 

			“Are you…drunk?”

			“Not yet,” he muttered. “And not for lack of trying.”

			Yeah, she could tell. Maybe he didn’t feel drunk, but he was definitely not sober.

			“Marcus…” At a loss, she trailed off. She was a fixer. Always had been. But she didn’t have the first clue how to fix him. And, honestly, she couldn’t spare the mental time or energy for him when her own life was falling apart. She sighed. “Then why did you call?”

			“He’s dead.”

			And just like that, she was thrown back in time to the morning phone call that had shattered her life as she knew it. 

			She’d woken up early to enjoy her coffee in peace before the kids got up for school. The sun was only thinking about rising, staining the horizon with a pale glow, but hadn’t decided to show its face yet. She sat at the kitchen island with her steaming mug, enjoying the quiet, and idly flipped through a glossy tabloid she’d picked up at the grocery store the day before. Just as she stood to refill her mug, her cell phone rang. She’d always remember the first thought to cross her mind: It’s too early. 

			Nobody calling at 5 a.m. had good news. 

			Dread had already been coiling around her spine as she reached for the phone with Marcus’s name flashing on the screen. He might have said a greeting. She didn’t remember. All she’d heard were two words: “He’s dead.” And she’d known. He didn’t need to elaborate. If anyone other than Danny had died, Danny himself would have called her, not Marcus.

			Her limbs had lost all feeling. The phone and mug had fallen from her hands, crashing to the sleek tile floor she and Danny spent hours picking out. The mug had shattered, cracking into jagged pieces, like her heart. The phone had landed screen up, still connected. It had mocked her with its slowly ticking clock and Marcus’s name on the screen. She’d grabbed the island to keep from collapsing, and the scream that tore from her was so elemental and animalistic it left her throat and chest aching. 

			Pain cleaved through her now at the memory, the blade of it as hot and brilliant as it had been that morning. Even after three months, the wound was still too fresh, too raw. Why was he doing this to her again? Why was he making her relive the worst moment of her life?

			She wanted to yell at him, I know he’s dead! I know every morning when I wake up alone! But when she opened her mouth, only a numb “oh” came out.

			“I wanted to kill him for you.” Marcus’s voice was tight, and she heard him take a swallow from whatever he was drinking. “I wanted to avenge Danny for you, but he was already dead. He was already dead when we got there.”

			“Oh,” she said again, understanding finally sinking in as the fog of grief cleared from her mind. They were thinking of two different dead men—her of her husband, him of the man who killed Danny. 

			The man who killed Danny. 

			It still seemed so surreal. Danny only ever made friends, not enemies. 

			She made herself ask the question she knew Marcus expected, even though she wasn’t positive she wanted to know the answer. “Who was he?”

			“His name was Sebastian Haly.” He spat the name like it left a bad taste in his mouth. “He was a hired gun.”

			She gripped the phone so tightly her fingers went numb. “And he’s dead? You’re sure?”

			“Don’t get much deader,” Marcus said. The laugh that followed was caustic. “But, yeah, I made damn sure.”

			Chills raced over her skin at the ice in his tone. This man wasn’t the Marcus she knew. The one who always joked around and made her laugh. The one who had held her the night after she buried the love of her life. The only man other than Danny who had ever stirred desire in her—

			No. She shut down that line of thought. 

			Kissing him the night of the funeral had been a colossal mistake. She’d been desperate for a connection and delirious with grief and lack of sleep. Yet something had sparked between them. Something that terrified them both. He’d been right to walk away, but the man who left her that night was not the same one she spoke to now. In the weeks since, he’d changed, and she didn’t want to know this new Marcus. She wanted the old Marcus back.

			“I’ll find who hired Haly,” he promised.

			“Marcus, don’t—”

			But he was already gone.

		


		
			Chapter Three

			HORNET Headquarters, Wyoming

			Ian Reinhardt rolled out of bed and stuffed his feet into his boots. The quick back-and-forth trip to Switzerland had thrown off his internal clock, and he wasn’t getting sleep any time soon. From the dog bed on the floor, Tank lifted his head from the pillow of his big paws and blinked sleepily. 

			On his way to the door, he rubbed a hand over his best friend’s—okay, shit, only friend’s—head. Tank gave an impressive yawn and looked at Ian like he was crazy for being up in the middle of the night.

			Yeah, pal. You should know by now I’m batshit crazy. 

			It had been two years since he and the team rescued Tank from a bombed-out shell of a village in Afghanistan, but it still astonished him that the dog liked him. No-fucking-body liked him. He was an asshole on his best days, and a complete shit-heel bastard on his worst. He knew it, accepted it, was A-Okay with living his life that way. And, still, Tank thought the sun rose and fell at his command.

			He patted the dog’s head. “Go back to sleep, pal. I’ll be home in a few.”

			Tank hesitated and looked at the front window of their one-room cabin. Snow had built up six inches thick on the windowsill and icy flakes frosted the glass. He looked at Ian again. Dogs supposedly couldn’t express human emotions, but Ian saw disbelief written all over his black snout. Almost as if he was saying, You’re going out in that?

			Yes. He was. And even if he wanted to, he couldn’t explain why. 

			“Stay,” he told Tank and snagged his jacket from the knob by the door. 

			Tank hesitated another beat, then plopped down on his bed with a huff. All… Fine. I didn’t want to go with you anyway, you big jerk.

			Ian grinned as he opened the door. The cold hit him like a fist to the stomach, knocking the air out of his lungs. “Fucking Wyoming.” He kicked at the snow that had blown up against his door and was now tumbling inside. “Fucking Gabe and Quinn. They couldn’t set up shop in California or Florida or Hawaii. No, it had to be Wyoming.”

			He glanced back inside before swinging the door shut. Tank was already snoring again. He envied his dog’s ability to sleep at the drop of a hat. Ian was lucky to sleep at all anymore.

			It took fifteen minutes to clear the fresh snow off his truck and de-ice the windshield. When he finally climbed behind the wheel and put the thing into drive, he told himself he didn’t have a destination in mind.

			Even as he pulled up in front of the half-finished dorm of HORNET’s training center, even as he shut the truck off, even as he got out and trudged through the snow to the front door, he told himself he had no particular destination in mind. 

			And he would’ve kept telling himself that until he got to the door of her cell, except he saw Marcus staggering through the swirling snow, headed in this same direction. Ian parked himself in front of the door, arms crossed.

			Marcus didn’t notice anyone was gatekeeping until he nearly collided with Ian. The guy was shit-faced. Again. No big surprise there. It was his regular state of being since the whole Danny thing.

			Ian ignored the sharp tug in his gut that happened every time he thought of that morning and watching Danny Giancarelli bleed out on the pristine sand of a Martinique beach. It wasn’t grief, goddammit. He didn’t care enough about any of these guys to grieve for the senseless, brutal loss of one of them. 

			People died. That’s what they were put on this planet to do. Live a shitty life and die shitting themselves. He couldn’t care about everyone who got themselves killed, especially in this line of work. Not caring was exhausting enough, thanks.

			Marcus slurred something that might have been a sentence, but Ian couldn’t pick out any specific words. He planted his feet. Not that he thought Marcus had any chance of taking him on in his inebriated state. “Where do you think you’re going?”

			“Get outta my way.” More slurring. He carried a bottle in one hand and his weapon in the other. He waved the gun around in a big gesture. Pointing at what was anyone’s guess. Only thing he was threatening was the light over their heads, and even that was safe due to the fact he had more alcohol in his blood than plasma at the moment. “… the prisoner… knows more… I’mma find out…”

			Yeah, nope. That wasn’t happening on Ian’s watch and was exactly the reason he’d been unable to shut his brain off tonight. A switch had flipped in Marcus back there in Switzerland. Ian had seen that switch before. Hell, he’d felt that switch before. He knew the rage and the driving need to kill to settle the score. He’d lived with it for years. Had channeled it. And was so damn close to being rid of it. 

			Given the shit Marcus had done to Mercedes Raya to get the intel on Sebastian Haly, murder wasn’t a stretch of the imagination. And Ian couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d wake up tomorrow morning and find Mercedes dead.

			Not that he cared what happened to Mercedes. He didn’t. He hated her and everything she stood for. She was a reminder of exactly the thing he’d spent the last several years trying to forget. But he had plans for her, and they didn’t include her getting a .45 slug in the brainpan courtesy of a pissed-off Marcus. 

			If he ever wanted to be rid of the rage inside him, he needed her alive.

			Marcus tried to shove by him. He didn’t budge, but Marcus stumbled down the steps and fell on his ass in the snow. 

			Ian shook his head. Pathetic. “Go home, Deangelo. Before you do something to piss me off.”

			“Yer always pissssed off.” Marcus swayed to his feet, his gun forgotten in the snowbank where it had landed. He didn’t forget the booze, though. Oh, no. He snapped that bottle up like it was a lifesaver in a turbulent sea and took a huge swig. He swiped his mouth with the back of his hand and jabbed a wobbly finger in Ian’s general direction. “Yer p-protesting… erm, protecting…the enemy.”

			“No. I’m keeping you from doing something that will weigh on your conscience for the rest of your life. Cold-blooded murder doesn’t make for a sound night’s sleep.” He should know. His teammates thought he was capable of murder—and, yeah, he was; he’d killed many times and would again—but none of them knew that the blood on his hands kept him awake at night. They thought he was a psycho, and he was fine with that.

			Marcus shook his head so hard he threw himself off-balance. “Not cold-blooded. She killed Danny.”

			“Sebastian Haly killed Danny. And he’s dead. You should take comfort in that.”

			“I didn’t kill him.”

			“You should take comfort in that, too.”

			“I owe Leah closure. I owe her…” He stared up with bleary, red-rimmed eyes. “I told her I’d catch the man responsible. I told her…”

			Despite all of his protestations to the contrary, Ian felt for this guy. Marcus wasn’t a bad man. He was shattered and lost and so fucking sad it hurt to be in the same room as him. But at his heart, underneath the anger and sadness, Marcus was one of the best men Ian had ever known. A man with a quick smile and quicker wit. A man who loved his mother, put her up on a pedestal, and treated her like a queen. A man who took care of his friends, even when he was hurting. 

			Someone should do the same for him. Unfortunately, the only person awake at this hour was Ian.

			“Marcus…” He hesitated. He wasn’t sure how to be a good friend, wasn’t even sure if they could be considered friends at all. “Man, you should leave for a while. Get away from here. Get your head on straight. Get away from the sauce.” He nodded toward the bottle. “You’re too good to let that demon get the best of you.”

			Marcus swayed on his feet for a moment, then looked at the bottle in his hand. “Hurts too much to be sober.”

			“Yeah, I get it.”

			He blinked hard and to Ian’s horror tears spilled from the guy’s eyes. “It was ’posed to be me. I shoulda died on that beach, not Danny. Me.” He thumped his chest. “The sniper wanted me.”

			With that, he spun away and swayed off into the swirling snow.

			Ian let out the breath he’d been holding. “Fuck,” he said softly. That had been more emotion than he’d wanted to deal with tonight. Or, you know, ever.

			He waited until he could no longer see Marcus. The guy would either make it back to his cabin or pass out and freeze to death in the snow. Ian told himself he didn’t care which one happened as long as Marcus stayed away, and he shoved through the door.

			The construction on the dorm had kicked into double-time since the previous dorm sustained fire damage a few weeks ago. Currently, the trainees were all staying at a hotel in Jackson. Before much longer, they’d move into this building, which begged the question—what did Gabe and Quinn plan to do with the prisoner then?

			Well, after tonight it wouldn’t matter.

			He found Seth Harlan standing guard outside the cell. The sniper was recently back from his honeymoon and looked tanned and as relaxed as Ian had ever seen him. His attention was on his ereader until he yawned and reached for his empty coffee mug. Only then did he notice Ian’s approach. “What are you doing up?”

			“Hey, Hero. First day back and they have you on bitch-sitting duty, huh?”

			Seth shook his head and set aside his mug. “Don’t call her that.”

			Ian rolled his eyes. That was Seth. Golden Boy Scout Hero to his core, even after all the shit he’d gone through. Had to give the guy credit. Torture like he’d endured as a POW in Afghanistan would’ve broken a lesser man. But Seth? Nah. It only chipped him a little bit, dinged him up. 

			Ian suspected Seth Harlan was stronger than all the rest of them put together, which made what he was about to do to the guy that much worse.

			“Couldn’t sleep,” Ian said. “Went for a walk, ended up here.”

			Seth yawned again and rubbed at his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. “Lucky. I’m struggling to stay awake.”

			“Want me to take over for a bit?”

			Seth’s head snapped up and his eyes narrowed. “Why are you being nice?”

			Guy was no idiot. This would be so much easier if he were. “I’m not an asshole all the time.”

			Seth just stared at him. “Yeah, man, you are.”

			Ian resisted the urge to shift on his feet. He wasn’t about to examine why those words made him so uncomfortable. It shouldn’t matter that Seth thought he was a Grade A prick, but…it did.

			Goddammit.

			Going for disinterest, he shrugged and turned away like he planned to leave. “See if I offer to help again.”

			He’d wanted to do this without hurting anyone, but it looked like that would be impossible now. And, fuck, why did Seth have to be on duty now? Out of all of them, Seth was the guy he least wanted to hurt.

			“Wait.” Seth got up from his seat and stepped forward, giving the perfect opening. 

			Ian swung around, rotating his hips to add KO power behind the punch. Seth never saw it coming. His head snapped back and it was lights out. 

			Ian caught him before he collapsed and lowered him to the floor. “Sorry, pal. I really didn’t want to do that, but I need our prisoner free.”

			He searched Seth’s pockets for the key, found it, and took it over to the door. He drew his weapon with one hand while unlocking the door with his other. He didn’t need the gun. He could kill silently with his bare hands. The gun was for show, intimidation. 

			As if anyone could intimidate Mercedes Raya.

			She sat on the end of the narrow bed, dressed in sweatpants and an oversized sweatshirt. The clothes she’d had on when they picked her up in Nigeria had been destroyed in case she’d come in contact with the virus still burning its way through the population there. Whoever had bought her the sweats hadn’t paid much attention to her size—she swam in them.

			She looked like hell. She’d lost weight. Her hair was a matted mess, reminding him of the crazy homeless woman who used to wheel around a broken cart full of junk outside the troubled boys’ group home where he’d grown up in Brooklyn. 

			Crazy Cart Lady. Huh. He hadn’t thought of her in ages.

			Mercedes stared at him for a long moment, her dark eyes huge in her drawn face. “Come to kill me?”

			He motioned with his weapon. “Get up. You’re getting out of here.”

			She didn’t move. Only nodded. “You’ve come to kill me.”

			Out of patience, he stalked forward. “I’m not killing anybody. Yet. Put on your goddamn shoes and get the fuck outta here before Seth wakes up.”

			“If I leave this room, it’s only a matter of time until I’m dead.” 

			“I’m counting on it.”

			“Then why would I leave? Your friends are too good. They won’t kill me. But out there…” She motioned vaguely toward the door with one hand. “Defion is looking for me. They think I’m a traitor and don’t have the same moral hang-ups about murder.”

			“That’s your problem. You chose the wrong team.”

			“So did you. Once upon a time.”

			And I’ve been paying for it ever since. He shrugged out of his jacket and threw it at her. She’d make shitty bait if she died of hypothermia before Defion found her. “You’ll leave because if you don’t, I’ll kill you. And I’ll make it hurt. You know I don’t have the same moral hang-ups as my teammates.”

			Her gaze traveled past his shoulder to where Seth lay on the floor. “No. You don’t. Harrison made sure of that.”

			Ian ground his teeth together. Harrison Stead, the leader of Defion and one-time father figure to Ian. Harrison was the reason he was willing to throw away the good thing he had with HORNET by releasing Mercedes. Harrison no doubt took her betrayal personally, and would make it his mission to find her and kill her…leading Ian right to him. 

			Mercedes returned her gaze to him. “I take it you didn’t find Sebastian?”

			“No, we did. Fucker just had the courtesy to already be dead by the time we got to him.”

			She flinched like he’d struck her and shut her eyes tightly. Despite that, her tears leaked out.

			There was that tug again, somewhere in his chest. Bait, he reminded himself. That was all this woman meant to him. She was the chum in the water—her only purpose was to draw his own personal Jaws toward his spear.

			Mercedes drew a shaky breath and shoved to her feet. “If they found him, it doesn’t matter where I am. They’ll find me, too. I’m already dead. I just didn’t know it yet.”

			Ian watched her go and smiled grimly to himself. She’d taken his jacket. His favorite, but he’d been willing to make that sacrifice. There was a tracker sewn into the lining. As long as she kept it, he’d know exactly where she was.

			… 

			Sebastian was dead.

			God.

			She hadn’t wanted to think it a possibility, though that tune had been playing on repeat in Mercedes’s head ever since he’d left her in Nigeria.

			Sebastian was dead. Sebastian was dead. Sebastian was dead.

			Why else would he have left her like that?

			She’d wanted to believe he was still alive. Wanted to believe there was a chance. The only reason she’d given HORNET his location was the faint hope that they’d find him and lock him away, too. Keep him safe for her. 

			Sebastian was dead.

			It wasn’t a creeping suspicion anymore, but a fact. He was gone and it hurt so much she struggled to breathe in the icy night air. Ian’s coat was like an iron cape around her shoulders as she trudged through the snow toward the woods, but she didn’t dare get rid of it. She wouldn’t last long in this cold without it. Her boots—the ugly brown things basic girls wore to Starbucks for their pumpkin spice lattes—were already soaked through. Useless pieces of footwear. What the hell was their purpose if not to keep your feet warm and dry?

			She needed clothes more suitable for this weather. She could access one of her hidden bank accounts if she found a town, but she had no idea where she was—other than somewhere cold as fuck, likely in the northern hemisphere. 

			Maybe she should just lie down in a snowbank. That way, she’d deny Ian the satisfaction of using her as bait—oh, she knew exactly what he’d planned for her—and Harrison Stead the pleasure of killing her. She should just give them both a big middle finger and freeze to death.

			But, no.

			Those thoughts reeked of defeat, and she’d never been the kind of woman to give up without a fight. Harrison had taken everything from her. Her brother. Her lover. Why lie down and give him her life, too?

			Shivering, she trudged forward another step. And another. Rage became a fire in her, stoking her engine, keeping her moving. Ian thought letting her go would lead him to Harrison? Well, she would, but he was going to be mighty disappointed. She’d get to Harrison first, and Ian would never have his revenge.

			The crunch of a foot through the icy snow halted her in her tracks. For a split second, her body coiled in preparation to bolt into the line of trees up ahead. She quickly reconsidered that idea. If she had a gun pointed at her right now, the snow was too deep to allow for a quick exit, and she’d probably wind up with a new lead accessory to go with her fugly boots. 

			Forcing herself to relax, she turned to face her follower. 

			No gun.

			It was the first thing she registered. The second? 

			Marcus Deangelo. 

			And he was in no shape to fight with her. He stood there swaying on his feet, blinking like he didn’t believe what his peepers told him. Judging by what little was left in the bottle he carried, he could very well be hallucinating.

			Her lip curled. She hated him for what he’d done to her. For making her so weak that she’d betrayed the only man she’d ever loved. It didn’t matter that Sebastian was already dead—her betrayal was a betrayal all the same. 

			She could take the bastard out now. Easy. Like Ian, she didn’t need a weapon to kill. Harrison had made sure of that. 

			She took a step toward him but stopped short when he collapsed to his knees. The bottle rolled out of his hand and spilled into the snow. He looked…broken. There was nothing she could do to hurt him more than he was already hurting. 

			“Go inside,” she called. “You’ll freeze out here.”

			“Deserve it.” Marcus stared up at her, his face reddened by the cold, his eyes reddened by the booze. “Do you know…more? Please. I don’t care if you leave. I don’t…care about anything but getting justice for Danny. And Leah. She deserves peace.”

			With those slurred words, some of that hate she had for him vanished, swept away by the wind with the little flakes of snow swirling around them. He wanted revenge, same as her. Same as Ian. In his shoes, she would’ve done exactly the same thing to get answers. And worse. Because again, like Ian, she didn’t have many moral hang-ups when it came to murder. In comparison, a little waterboarding was a weekend holiday.

			God, was she going soft?

			Maybe.

			This newfound compassion would probably get her killed, but she didn’t entirely hate it. She’d lived so long pushing down her emotions, doing her best to view other people as objects to be used and discarded. She was exhausted by it.

			“I don’t know anything more,” she told him as gently as she could manage. “Sebastian never told me who contracted the hit.”

			He nodded, then glanced around like he wasn’t entirely sure where he was. “I’m sorry,” he slurred. “Hate myself for what I did to you.”

			“Others have done worse.”

			“Sorry for that, too.”

			“Jesus, you’re pathetic. My sob story is not your fault.” She stalked forward and searched his pockets until she found his phone. She grabbed his hand, using his fingerprint to unlock the screen, then scrolled through his contacts until she found one of HORNET’s head honchos. 

			She didn’t wait for a response when the line picked up. “Come get your boy before he freezes to death.”

			Without ending the call, she tucked the phone back into his pocket. She had to get gone for now, but even as she ran toward the woods, she knew she hadn’t seen the last of the HORNET guys. 

			Like it or not, their paths to revenge were on a crash course now.

		


		
			Chapter Four

			Los Angeles, California

			Eight Months Later

			Leah checked her lipstick in the visor mirror of her Kia Sorento, which currently smelled like spoiled milk. One of the twins—probably Cooper, because he was her little troublemaker—had dumped his drink after she rushed them through a drive-thru for dinner last night, but she hadn’t had the chance to do more than blot up the mess with napkins. So now her car reeked. It was just the cherry on top of her week from hell.

			But maybe today things would turn around. Maybe the worst was behind her. 

			She finally had a buyer interested in one of her houses that had been a nightmare to renovate. A complete money pit she couldn’t wait to be rid of. She’d finally finished moving out of the three thousand square foot house she’d shared with her husband in North Hollywood and into a town house in Glendale, much more manageable for a widow living on a significantly smaller budget. Danny’s life insurance and other death benefits made sure her family wouldn’t starve, despite her recent less-than-stellar paychecks. But she now had three kids to put through school on her own and the huge house that had once been her and Danny’s dream had become an albatross around her neck. 

			Cooper and Colton had been excited about switching schools, but Maya had been less than thrilled. If the last couple weeks were any indication of the girl’s upcoming teenage years, God help them both. Leah didn’t know if she’d survive it.

			Oh, Danny. I miss you.

			Tears flooded her eyes, spilled over. They happened less often now, so rarely that they always caught her off guard when her vision started to blur. The intense pain of losing him had dulled to an ache as the months dragged on, as her life settled into a new normal that didn’t include the man she’d loved since she was sixteen years old. She doubted she’d ever be completely rid of the ache, and in truth didn’t know if she wanted to be, but she could function with it. Some days, she even forgot about it until a stray thought sharpened the edge and it cut through her again.

			Shit. She was ruining her makeup.

			She sniffled and grabbed her purse from the passenger seat. Using a makeup removing wipe, she cleaned her face. She didn’t have time to completely redo everything, so she settled on a bit of mascara and a swipe of lipstick. Then she changed her mind about the lipstick. It was too bright and made her look like a child playing in her mother’s makeup. She wiped it away and replaced it with a nude lip gloss.

			She checked her reflection again. The makeup had done nothing to hide how exhausted she was. Her blond waves were falling out of the professional bun she’d tucked them into before dropping the kids at school. Her eyes felt gritty and her contacts slid out of place every time she blinked. Her emerald green blouse was wrinkled, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d washed these black pants, and the thought of trading her sneakers for the heels in her back seat made her wince.

			Dammit. Nobody was going to buy a seven-million-dollar house when their real estate agent looked like she’d just rolled out of bed. Especially not Clarence Hayes—multi-millionaire real estate mogul, the founder and CEO of Aid First, one of the biggest humanitarian aid organizations in the world, and a public darling for the upcoming presidential election cycle. He hadn’t announced his intentions to run yet, but everyone knew it was just a matter of time. She’d been beyond thrilled when he called her to view this house and potentially buy it for his daughter. Now she just wanted to get the showing over as fast as possible so she could tackle the gazillion other things on her to-do list. 

			No. She couldn’t think like that, couldn’t seem distracted when Hayes arrived. She had to focus. She needed this sale. This house would put her kids through college with a bit left over for an emergency fund.

			She had to pull up her big-girl panties and fix this.

			She took down her hair, ran her fingers through the loose blond waves. She pulled off the blouse. Her satin tank top underneath clung to her figure a bit too much for her liking, but she had a non-wrinkling blazer in the trunk she could throw over it. As for the heels… Well, she’d just have to suck it up. She’d birthed three babies. She could wear heels for an hour.

			In the rearview mirror, she watched a dark car inch by the open gate at the end of the drive. That had to be Hayes. Nobody who lived in the area would drive by that slowly. Any minute now, he’d realize his mistake and turn around.

			She checked her reflection one more time. Not perfect, but she’d make it work. She tried out a smile. It felt forced. She relaxed her face, drew in several deep breaths, then tried again. That was more like it.

			She would sell this house.

			She would make sure her kids had the life she and Danny had hoped for them.

			She was a warrior. A survivor. A mama bear. A queen.

			She had this.

			She put on her heels, got out of the car, and waited, but the dark car didn’t reappear. Minutes ticked by and nobody showed. She checked her phone for the time. 

			He was late. 

			Her hand started to shake. Oh no. Please don’t ghost me.

			Nope. She shut down that line of thinking and stuffed her phone into the inside pocket of her blazer. Positive thoughts only. He was late, but it was no big deal. People, especially rich people, often operated on their own time schedules. So this wasn’t an emergency yet. It just meant she had time to go inside and do another quick sweep to make sure everything was perfect.

			The house was already unlocked from her earlier walk-through. She opened one half of the big double doors and stepped inside. Her heels clicked across the tile of the foyer, echoing off the empty walls and the high ceiling. She would have preferred to hire stagers to fill the place with furniture before the showing, but the potential buyer had wanted to see it ASAP. She hadn’t had time to find anyone. She’d brought a vase of bright flowers for the kitchen island, and they provided a much-needed splash of life and color in the too-white, too-metallic kitchen. The whole house was too cold and sterile, if you asked her. But some people went for that look, and she wasn’t planning to live here. She was just trying to sell it.

			Hopefully Hayes was into hospital chic. 

			Off the kitchen were a breakfast nook and the main living area. Two walls of windows folded back to open the space up to the backyard patio. She should open those windows, because the view would sell this house. Beyond the patio and infinity pool, which seemed to drop off the edge of a cliff, a blue stretch of the Pacific crashed against the rocky cliffside. In the distance to the north, you could just see Malibu Beach and the pier. 

			One of the panels wasn’t folding up right, kept snagging on something. She bent to fix it—

			Glass exploded around her, rained down in little shards that bit into her skin. 

			What the…?

			She straightened and glanced around, utterly confused as to how the panel broke—and something solidly human slammed into her side, knocking her into the pool. 

			She sucked in a lungful of water and hit the bottom of the deep end before an arm looped around her chest and dragged her to the surface. She coughed and gagged, her eyes stinging from the chorine and streaming so many tears that she couldn’t make out the man pulling her toward the shallow end. 

			He kept saying, “I’m sorry. Christ, I’m sorry,” over and over as he dragged her out of the pool. She was fairly certain she didn’t know him. At least, she didn’t recognize his voice. She didn’t know anyone with a British accent like his. Unless he’d changed his voice on the phone, he wasn’t Hayes. She knew that for sure.

			She barely caught her breath before he hustled her away from the pool, down the steps to the lower patio, and then into the low brush covering the cliffside. She’d lost one of her shoes at the bottom of the pool and then the other as he propelled her along. The rocks cut into her feet, the shrubs ripped through her pants and scraped up her calves. She ran blindly behind him until her brain finally clicked back online, cutting through the fear and panicked adrenaline with a sharp, This is crazy!

			She yanked the British man to a halt. He whirled around, his dark eyes a bit wild. She held up her hands and backed away as he advanced. 

			He grabbed her wrist. “Stop it. We don’t have time.”

			Yes, this was crazy. She was crazy to let this man drag her away from the house, her car, her phone. In the confusion of the moment, she’d defaulted to flight, as always. Danny had been her fighter. She’d always been the coward, the weak, fragile woman in need of saving. 

			With Danny gone, she couldn’t be that anymore. 

			She yanked out of his grip. “Who are you?”

			“I’m the man who stopped you from winding up six feet under like your husband.”

			Every cell in her body froze. For a split second, despite the heatwave, she thought she saw her breath cloud with her exhale. “W-what?”

			“We don’t have time for this shite.” 

			To her complete horror, he scooped her up and threw her over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. She drew in a breath to scream, but his shoulder dug into her stomach and drove all the air from her lungs in a rush. She kicked at him, pounded on him with her fisted hands, but her fight didn’t seem to faze him in the slightest. He moved across the clifftop in long, graceful strides, easily avoiding obstacles despite the extra one hundred thirty pounds he carried. Every movement was calculated, no step wasted. 

			She stopped flailing.

			He moved like her husband’s best friend, Marcus. He moved like the men Marcus worked with. Like a well-trained, highly skilled, deadly soldier. 

			She glanced behind them and saw two men standing at the edge of the patio, scanning the cliffside with guns in their hands. And they did not look like the police.

			One of the men spotted them and lifted his gun. She didn’t hear the shot, but saw the bullet tear through a bush about ten feet behind them. The shooter started down the hill, skidding and knocking pebbles loose under his heavy boots as he gave chase. The other disappeared back into the house.

			Shooting. They were shooting. At her. 

			Oh shit. 

			She couldn’t escape those men in her bare feet. Her British kidnapper definitely looked like the lesser of two evils at the moment. 

			She tapped his side to get his attention. “There’s a house on a private, gated lot up ahead. It’s white with a steeply pitched roof and a conservatory hanging off the side of the cliff.”

			“I see it.” He didn’t sound the least bit out of breath. How was that possible? She wasn’t even doing the running and was panting like she’d completed a marathon.

			She gulped down air and firmly told herself now was not the time to hyperventilate. “The, uh, owners moved to Italy. It’s empty. There’s an eight-foot wall around the property, but—”

			She didn’t have to finish the thought. He changed course, making a beeline for the white stucco wall. He set her back on her feet when they reached it. Her head swam with the rush of blood leaving it, and her stomach felt bruised from bouncing against his shoulder. 

			He steadied her with one hand on her arm. “Steady, now. Stay with me, Mrs. Giancarelli. I won’t let them hurt you, okay?”

			She sucked in a trembling breath and managed a nod. “Do you work with Marcus?”

			He shook his head and gazed up toward the top of the wall. “Know of him and HORNET. Never met any of them.”

			“Then why are you here?”

			“Wanted to talk to your husband. When I discovered he was dead, I came to find you. Thought I’d be able to keep you safe. I was wrong. They found me and now, you.”

			“Who?”

			“The Wolf.”

			“The what?”

			“It’s…complicated. I’d hoped you could put me in touch with HORNET.”

			She crossed her arms over her chest to keep from shaking apart. “I’ve had no contact with any of them.” That wasn’t entirely true. Marcus had been her rock in those horrible months after they buried Danny—at least until he ghosted her. Now, as far as she was concerned, he was dead to her, too. “They killed my husband.”

			“No, ma’am. They didn’t.” He threw a searching glance over his shoulder, then dug something out of his pocket and pushed it into her hand. “And you’ll need their help. Don’t trust the FBI. Don’t trust anyone in uniform.”

			She stared down at the silver rectangular object. It looked like a fancy cigarette lighter—the kind you just had to flip open to get the flame—but she couldn’t see any hinges. If it opened, she didn’t know how. “What—?”

			He turned his back to her and crouched, patted his shoulders. “You first.”

			She hesitated only a moment, glancing in the direction of the house. She didn’t trust the British man but wanted to meet the men with the guns even less. She pocketed the silver thing and climbed up on his shoulders. He rose to his feet and she was just able to grab the top of the wall.

			At the suggestion of her therapist, she’d started attending yoga after Danny’s death as a way to cope with her grief, and she was glad for it now. She was stronger than she’d ever been in her life and easily lifted herself up to sit on top of the wall. Luckily, the manicured yard was higher on the other side, a four-foot drop instead of eight. At least they wouldn’t break anything jumping down. She shifted to look down at the British man…and only then realized he couldn’t climb the wall by himself unless he was a real-life Spider-man.

			She leaned down and stretched out a hand. No, she didn’t trust him, but he had answers she needed. The answers to questions that had been haunting her for nearly a year now. She wasn’t about to let him die until he told her what he knew.

			A bullet ricocheted off the wall. Again, she didn’t hear it, but she saw it hit, saw the stucco splinter about a foot below her hand. She looked up. The shooter ran across the cliff top toward them.

			She again reached down to the British man, but he waved her off with a red-painted hand. He was bleeding. Had a bullet struck him? “Come on. They’ll kill you!”

			He shook his head. “No, they won’t. At least not right away. Go, Mrs. Giancarelli. Get your kids someplace safe. Find HORNET and give them that drive. Tell them if they want answers, they need to find me before our mates over there do decide to kill me.”

			She couldn’t believe this was happening. She was a real estate agent. The most dangerous thing about her job was the unpredictable housing market. She didn’t flee from gunmen. “Who are you?”

			“Alexander Cabot.” 

			“Did you know Danny?”

			He hesitated. Only an instant, but it was enough to confirm her suspicions before he spoke again. “I was his informant.” He drew a weapon she hadn’t even realized he’d been carrying and turned to face off with the men bearing down on him. “Now get the fuck out of here! I’ll hold them off.” 

		


		
			Chapter Five

			Get your kids someplace safe. 

			It hadn’t registered when he said it, but as Leah dropped down the opposite side of the wall from Alexander Cabot, it played like a refrain in her mind. 

			Her babies. Were they in danger? 

			As soon as her feet hit the grass, she ran with everything she had in her. It had been a long time since her track-star days, a long time since she’d even gone for a run for pleasure, but once a runner, always a runner. She fell into the rhythm of it, ignoring the heat of the pavement searing the bottoms of her bare feet. Her strides lengthened until, two miles down the hill, the dead-end road converged with the Pacific Coast Highway. There she stumbled to a stop and, gasping, glanced around to get her bearings. There was a fire station here somewhere. If she could get there, she could call for help.

			Don’t trust the FBI.

			But, no, that was ridiculous. Her husband had worked for the FBI for most of his adult life. They were family. Far more trustworthy than HORNET. Danny was dead because he’d wanted to leave the FBI and sign on with them. Oh, he never said so, but when he’d joined HORNET for what was supposed to be a training mission, she’d fully expected him to come back from Martinique and put in his notice with the FBI.

			Except the training mission went wrong and he never came back.

			So why would she ask for help from the same people who couldn’t even keep him safe?

			She would call Danny’s former partner, Rick O’Keane. He’d been nothing but kind in the last year, and he hadn’t ghosted her like Marcus had. He’d know what to do. He’d know how to keep her and the kids safe.

			In the end, she didn’t need to find the fire station. As she walked along the highway, a police car pulled up beside her. 

			Don’t trust the FBI. Don’t trust anyone in uniform.

			She tensed until the two officers climbed out of the vehicle. Both were women and both appeared genuinely startled and worried by her appearance. 

			“Ma’am,” the taller of the two women said soothingly. “Are you okay? What happened?”

			She opened her mouth, but no words came out. Her knees buckled and the shorter officer caught her before she fell. They helped her into the car and drove her the rest of the way to the fire station, where paramedics bandaged her abused feet. 

			By the time the officers returned to talk to her, she’d found her voice again. She had no reason not to trust them, and yet she kept her story as vague as possible. Yes, she was attacked while waiting to show a house on Cliffside Drive to a potential buyer. No, she didn’t know who had attacked her. They shot at her and she ran along the cliff, escaping over a wall into a neighbor’s property. The police left to check the house and she begged a cell phone off a female firefighter, who looked as sturdy as a redwood. Next to the massive woman, Leah felt as fragile as a flower, wilted and fading. 

			Who did she call?

			Marcus hadn’t answered her calls in months. She had no idea where he was. And she absolutely wasn’t going to call HORNET.

			She accessed the internet, searched for the FBI field office’s number, and dialed. At least she knew Rick’s extension by heart. It used to be Danny’s.

			He answered before the end of the first ring. “Rick O’Keane.”

			“Rick…” Her voice wavered.

			“Leah? What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

			How did she answer that? She didn’t even know where to start. 

			Don’t trust the FBI.

			Her stomach flip-flopped. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have called you at work.”

			“No, it’s fine. You can always call. You know that, right? I’m here for you.”

			“I know. I know. I just—I had a bad moment.” She sucked in a breath and let it out slowly for his benefit. “I’m okay now.”

			“You’re sure?”

			“I’m sure. Thanks.”

			“Okay,” he said, drawing the word out. He didn’t believe her. Of course he didn’t. She sounded like an emotional wreck even to her own ears. She wasn’t shot at every day, and it was taking every scrap of willpower she possessed not to have a complete breakdown right now. 

			“How about I stop by later, okay?” Rick suggested. “I’ll bring pizza for the kids.”

			She winced. She didn’t want to see him. “Not tonight. There’s too much—” She couldn’t come up with a good enough excuse and broke off. “Some other time. Thanks, Rick.”

			She hung up before he could say more and stared at the phone, turned it over and over in her hands. On a whim, she tried Marcus’s number. It rang and rang and rang and—her heart kicked when the line picked up, but settled again at the familiar computerized voicemail message. She didn’t know why she was always disappointed. He never answered. 

			There was only one other number she knew by heart—it hadn’t changed since she, Danny, and Marcus were teenagers.

			Marcus’s angel of a mother, Regina Deangelo, picked up after a handful of rings. She sounded like she’d been laughing her big Italian laugh, and the smile in her voice soothed Leah’s frazzled nerves.

			“Regina,” she said, choking on a sob. 

			Regina went on instant alert. “Leah? What is it, honey?” 

			“Please go get the kids from school.”

			“Are you okay? Are the kids okay?”

			“They are.” She hoped. “Please, go get them for me. Something—happened and—I need to know they’re safe. Please.” She choked on the last word and the floodgates opened.

			The female firefighter took the phone from her before it slipped out of her hands. Leah heard her talking to Regina but couldn’t track the conversation. Everything shook and she felt cold down to her very soul.

			Today had started with so much promise. And now…

			This was all so very wrong. This wasn’t her world and certainly wasn’t a world she wanted her children to know. Goddamn Danny. He had brought this…this…insanity into their lives thanks to his flirtation with HORNET, and then he’d died, leaving her to deal with the fallout.

			Sometimes she really hated him.

			And hated herself for feeling that way. What kind of evil woman was she to have so much anger toward her dead husband? 

			She pushed that thought away as she always did. She had too much else to deal with to spend time wading through the quagmire of emotions associated with Danny Giancarelli. She had children to care for and she had to make a living. She had to survive. Nothing else mattered.

			She didn’t know how much time had passed when the police returned with backup. Apparently, there was a dead body on the property. They showed her a photo, asked if she recognized him.

			She held her breath, strangely afraid it would be the British man.

			It wasn’t.

			She exhaled softly. “I think he was one of the men who attacked me. I can’t be sure. I didn’t really see their faces. Just their guns.”

			“How did he end up dead?” one of the women officers asked. She wasn’t ungentle about it, but Leah heard the suspicion in her voice. 

			“I don’t know.” Which was true. She didn’t know for sure how he died. She’d only gotten a glimpse of him as she was running for her life.

			“Were you armed?”

			“No. I’ve never even touched a gun in my life.”

			The two women stared at her for a long ten seconds. They knew she wasn’t telling the whole truth. Just like she always knew when her twins were lying. The officers could see right through her, and she resisted the urge to squirm. Squirming always gave the twins away.

			They asked more questions. She answered to the best of her ability—except she still didn’t tell them about Alexander Cabot or the drive he had given her. She should. She knew she should. The drive all but burned in her pocket, branding her leg. She should reach in and fish it out and tell them about the British man who sacrificed himself to save her.

			Don’t trust the FBI. Don’t trust anyone in uniform.

			Dammit. 

			She kept her mouth shut. 

			After what felt like an eternity, one of the officers drove her to Regina’s town house. Regina was already there, opening the door as the patrol car pulled up. She must have been keeping watch out the big bay window in her front room. She swept down the front steps and gathered Leah up in a huge hug. 

			Regina Deangelo didn’t look like she was approaching sixty. She dyed her hair a deep auburn and her olive skin was the smooth, wrinkle-free complexion of a much younger woman. Except for the skin around her dark eyes, which wrinkled every time she laughed or smiled. 

			Marcus had her smile, her eyes, and those same laugh lines. At least he had until he stopped laughing last summer. 

			A little eccentric, Regina possessed an endless collection of glasses and ponchos. Today, she wore white plastic frames in a funky cat eye and a gauzy purple poncho over a white tank top. She smelled of lavender as she wrapped Leah up with a strength that belied her small stature. 

			It took every ounce of self-control Leah had not to fall apart. Her own mother had never held her like this, and Danny’s parents, while wonderful, had died about ten years ago, his mother of cancer and his father of a massive heart attack less than a year later. Regina was really the only family Leah had left.

			“Thank you,” she whispered.

			“Oh, amore. No need to thank me. I love you and I love those babies of yours. They’re the closest to grandchildren I’m going to get, since my useless son doesn’t see fit to give me any.”

			Despite everything, a smile curved Leah’s lips. Regina called Marcus useless, but the affection in that one word made it sound like an endearment. She could only hope she’d have the same loving relationship with her sons when they reached adulthood. “Have you spoken to him recently?”

			As soon as she voiced the question, she wanted to reach out and snatch it back. She didn’t care about Marcus. He’d abandoned her when she most needed a friend. No, not just a friend. She had plenty of those. She had needed him, someone who intimately knew her loss, understood her pain. And he’d left her without so much as a see you later. He’d cared more about getting revenge than her.

			Regina scoffed and led her into the house. “Not recently. The little shit has been dodging my calls.”

			“Is…he okay?” Dammit. Another question she had no business asking. It didn’t matter.

			A frown creased the smooth skin between Regina’s manicured brows. “He says so, but…” She let the thought trail off and then waved the conversational thread away with one swipe of her hand. She pulled Leah down to sit next to her on the sofa in the front room. “Tell me what happened today.”

			Leah shook her head. She wasn’t ready to talk just yet. She gazed at the ceiling as a loud thunk sounded from upstairs. “Can I check on the kids first? I need to see them.”

			“Of course. And while you’re up there, shower and change out of those clothes. I’ll put some tea on.”

			That was Regina for you. In her mind, tea cured everything that ailed you. 

			Leah smiled to herself as she made her way upstairs, beginning to relax for the first time since the bullets started flying. This was exactly what she’d needed—the comfort and safety of home. 

			She paused briefly on the landing where Regina had hung all of Marcus’s school photos. He’d been an adorable child, especially when he was her daughter’s age. At nine, his smile was gap-toothed, and wild springs of dark curls stuck up every which way from his head. Of all the photos his mom plastered her home with, he hated that particular picture the most.

			She’d never known him like that—young and adorably awkward. She met Marcus and Danny her freshman year of high school, after they had already started growing into their bodies. She and Danny had both been on the track team. For her, it had been love at first sight. For him…well, he’d been his usual cautious self. They’d flirted for nearly a year before he finally asked her out. Back then, you couldn’t love Danny without also loving Marcus. They were more like brothers than friends, a package deal. They’d been the boys every girl in school had swooned over, and they’d been hers.

			Her gazed skimmed over a photo of the three of them together on the beach after her and Danny’s wedding. She’d been sandwiched between them—Danny on one side and Marcus on the other. She reached out and lovingly caressed the frame. Couldn’t help herself. She’d been so secure in that photo, comfortable between the two people she loved most in the world. 

			Now she didn’t have either of them and wondered if she’d ever find that level of comfort again.

			Tears threatened, and she blinked them away. She hadn’t cried this much in months, and she was afraid to start again. She’d almost broken under the weight of the grief last time. Marcus had taken some of that weight for her, allowing her to breathe, but he wasn’t around this time.

			She had to do this on her own.

			She continued up the stairs and peeked into the room the boys shared whenever they visited Nana Gina. They were happily entrenched in a game on the PlayStation and didn’t notice her in the doorway. She watched them for a moment, marveling at the two little humans that were such a perfect mix between her and Danny, right down to their personalities. Her lighter coloring, his face shape and expressions. 

			Personality-wise, Colton was like his father—precise, serious, intense. Cooper, her troublemaker, was just like her—all energy and emotion. He jumped around in front of the TV as they played, while Colt sat in a beanbag chair, gnawing on his lower lip in concentration.

			They were remarkably resilient. They’d healed better than their sister. Better, even, than her.

			She dragged the door shut, careful not to make any noise. As much as she loved those two monsters, she wasn’t ready to face their endless barrage of questions yet.

			Next, she peeked in on her daughter. Maya sat on her bed, drawing on the tablet she’d gotten last summer for her birthday. Danny had bought it for her before he left for the training mission with HORNET, and now she never went anywhere without it.

			Where the twins were a mix of their parents, Maya was a carbon copy of her father. So much so that sometimes, when Leah looked at her, it hurt.

			Maya glanced up and pulled her headphones out of her ears. Worry drew her brows together and dragged at the corners of her lips. “Mom?”

			God, she looked so much older than her almost ten years. “Yes, honey?”

			“Why did you send Nana Gina to get us from school? Did someone die?”

			“Oh, no, sweetheart. Why would you—” She cut herself off as the realization struck.

			Shit. 

			Of course Maya thought someone had died. The kids went to a private school with year-round instruction, and at her request, Gina had pulled them out of school in the middle of the day. The last time she’d yanked them out only days before their month-long summer break was after Marcus called with the news that shattered all of their lives.

			She walked in and sat down next to her daughter but wasn’t sure if she should touch the girl. Maya had been weird about physical contact since Danny’s death, and had come up with all kinds of rules regarding when and how she should be touched. The psychologist said she was trying to exert control over her life, and Leah tried her best to respect that even though her arms ached to hold her girl. 

			“No, no, baby. Everybody’s okay. Just…something happened at work and I wanted you home.”

			Maya’s lip trembled. “I thought you died. I thought we were orphans now.”

			Leah’s heart cracked right in half. No, forget the psychologist. Her girl needed her. Maya came willingly into her embrace, wrapping her thin arms tightly around Leah’s neck.

			And she cried.

			For the first time since they lost Danny, Maya cried. 

			Leah had always hated to see any of her children cry, but the wave of profound relief that washed over her now left her shaking. She’d been so worried about the wall Maya had built up around herself, how she’d shut down, but the dam had finally, finally broken. 

			She held her girl through big, hiccupping sobs. Held her until she cried herself out and fell asleep.

			Leah didn’t know how long she sat there, leaning against the headboard, stroking her daughter’s hair. Long enough that the light filtering through the purple curtains softened, and Regina came upstairs looking for her. 

			“I have dinner on the stove,” Regina said. “You should take that shower now.”

			Leah gazed down at her slumbering daughter, so quiet and peaceful. She hated to leave. This was the first time she’d felt connected to Maya in months. But Regina was right. She did desperately need that shower.

			She slid off the bed and Maya stirred, lifted her head with a question in her gaze. Her eyes were still puffy from crying, and she bet the girl had a headache after all that. 

			She leaned down to kiss Maya’s forehead. “Dinner’s almost ready and I have to clean up. Go help Nana with the table, and she’ll give you something for your headache.”

			Maya sniffled and nodded. Regina held out a hand for the girl, then gave Leah a look that clearly said, We’re talking about this after dinner.

			Yes, she agreed silently. After dinner. She needed a few hours of normal first.

			And it was normal. Beautifully, mundanely normal. They ate Regina’s fabulous spaghetti. She laughed with her boys, and even Maya cracked a smile. After dinner, they played several rounds of Uno, a family favorite that could get very competitive. She let the kids stay up past their bedtimes because she needed them close and she had no intention of sending them to school tomorrow. For a short while, their whole world consisted of that dinner table, and she was so happy for the reprieve.

			And then reality intruded with a bang.

		


		
			Chapter Six

			Glass shattered in the front room. It was a soft sound, one that they would’ve missed had there not been a lull in the conversation just then.

			Regina twisted around in her seat. “What on earth? Was that my front window?” She started to get up, but Leah stilled her with a hand on her arm.

			“Wait.” Maybe she was being paranoid, but all she could think about was this afternoon and the men with the guns. Vandalism wasn’t common in this neighborhood. She slowly pushed back from the table and moved toward the front of the house on silent feet. 

			“Mom?” Maya said, a tremble in her voice.

			Leah shushed her and peeked around the half wall that separated the kitchen from the living room. The big bay windows were still intact. Instead, a panel of the door lay in glittering shards on the tiled floor of the foyer. Two shadows loomed on the other side of the door. A gloved hand was reaching through the broken window for the lock.

			Shit.

			Leah scrambled backward, still trying to be as silent as possible, despite the thundering pulse of her heart in her ears. Back in the kitchen, the boys were anxious and restless. Maya sat frozen to her chair, her eyes wide, face pale. Regina stood next to the table, her gaze mama-bear fierce behind the lens of her glasses. She opened her mouth, but Leah didn’t give her a chance to ask the questions she undoubtedly wanted to ask. 

			“We have to go. Quickly.” She lifted Colton out of his seat, grabbed Maya’s hand and pulled them both toward the garage door. Cooper followed right on her heels, for once not asking any questions. Regina said nothing. She merely snagged both of their purses from the counter. She paused long enough in the mudroom to pull three already packed backpacks and two duffel bags from the closet. 

			Go bags. She had packed go bags for them all.

			At Leah’s questioning look, she shrugged and tossed the bags into her SUV. “Old habits.”

			God. This one day had been stressful enough. She couldn’t imagine living her life on the run for as many years as Regina and Marcus had. Poor Regina, always looking over her shoulder, fearing her own family would find her, kill her, and take her child to be raised in the Mafia. What hell that must have been. 

			Leah didn’t want that life for her children, but right now, she saw no other option than to run. She hustled the kids into the backseat of Regina’s SUV, but didn’t bother with the boys’ booster seats. She didn’t want them strapped in with no place to go in case bullets started flying again. “Get in the back and lie down flat.”

			“But Mom,” Colton protested.

			“Do it!” The command came out like a whip snap, and both of her boys stared at her as if they didn’t recognize her. If she wasn’t already terrified for their safety, she’d have been scared of those looks. 

			Honestly, she wasn’t sure she’d recognize herself right now. 

			She tried to get behind the wheel, but Regina shooed her into the back with the kids.

			“Leave it to me.”

			Leah wasn’t comfortable giving up so much control, but at the same time, she wanted to hold her kids and keep them safe from whatever was waiting on the other side of the garage door. “This is my mess. I should—”

			“Protect your babies. I have experience with escape and evasion. Do you?”

			No, she did not. She didn’t have the first clue what to do and was running on pure adrenaline-fueled instinct. That settled it. She climbed into the back of the SUV with her kids and gathered all three of them into her arms.

			She held her breath as the garage door rattled open. Would they hear it and come running, guns drawn?

			“Mom,” Maya said, her tiny voice shaking right along with her body. “What’s happening?”

			“There are some bad men that came after me today at work. I think they’re here now, but Nana Gina will get us out of here.”

			“Nana Gina is a superhero,” Colton declared.

			“Damn right I am, kiddo.” Regina flashed them a reassuring grin over her shoulder—Marcus’s grin—then threw the SUV into reverse. “Hang on!”

			The vehicle shot out of the garage with a squeal of tires, the top of the car scraping horribly against the bottom of the slowly rising garage door. Regina spun the wheel, handling the hulking vehicle like it was a sleek car made for taking tight corners. The SUV rocked, the kids cried out, and Leah held them tighter. Just when she thought they might flip over, the vehicle landed back on its four wheels and the treads gripped the pavement. As they sped away, she glanced back through the window. The two shadows she’d seen at the front door did indeed have guns, but they held them at their sides as they ran out onto the front lawn. They stared after the SUV. She couldn’t see their expressions in the darkness, but she imagined there was a whole lot of “WTF?” on their faces right now. 

			This was a nice neighborhood, a peaceful neighborhood, and all the noise already had lights popping on all up and down the street. 911 was probably flooded with all kinds of calls about the disturbance. 

			The two men raced away by foot. They’d probably parked far from the intended scene of the crime, and they’d be long gone before the police arrived. They wouldn’t be caught, but at least they weren’t giving chase.

			Leah eased her grip on her babies and did a quick check. “Is everyone okay? Colton?” 

			He nodded. He had silent tears running down his face, but he was bravely trying to keep it together. “I’m okay.”

			“My brave boy. Coop?” 

			Flushed with excitement, Cooper grinned. “That was awesome. Like a video game! Nana Gina is a superhero!”

			And that response terrified her more than a little bit. This kid was fearless, already an adrenaline junkie. He was going to be the cause of every gray hair on her head. “Boys, get in your seats. Maya, honey, are you—?”

			She flinched away from her mother’s touch, and Leah’s heart sank. The girl’s face was expressionless, completely unreadable in the yellow light of the passing streetlamps. Shutting down again, retreating behind her impenetrable wall. After all the progress they’d made this afternoon, those two assholes had ruined it.

			“I’m okay,” Maya said, although she sounded anything but.

			God. She wanted to wrap her arms around her girl, but it would only make her withdraw more. Leah knew it from those horrible weeks last summer. So instead she focused on the boys, helping them get buckled into their booster seats. 

			Maya sat in the far back, already buckled. She stared out the window, the side of her head pressed to the glass. 

			Dammit. Dammit. Dammit.

			Choking back tears, Leah climbed into the front passenger seat in time to see Regina zip up the interstate on-ramp and squeeze into merging traffic between a double-cab pickup and a Fiat, somehow managing to avoid grazing either of their bumpers. She then deftly switched lanes again and hit the gas. 

			Leah grabbed for the oh shit handle. “Can you—?”

			“Slow down? So you want those men back there to catch us?”

			“They aren’t following us.”

			“Oh, amore. You have a lot to learn. Always assume they’re following. Now care to tell me what that was all about?” 

			She glanced back at the kids. Colton was entertaining Cooper with a retelling of their escape with plenty of embellishments—she was pretty sure she hadn’t seen Regina shoot lasers from her eyes at the bad guys. Maya was still staring out the window.

			She shifted in her seat, leaning closer and lowering her voice. “I was attacked at work today by…I don’t know. They had guns. I got away only because a British man saved me.”

			“British, huh? Was he handsome?”

			“Regina, really?”

			“What? It’s important to know all the details.”

			“Now I know where Marcus gets it from.”

			Regina gave an exaggerated sigh. “I take full responsibility for that. He is too much like me in all the worst ways. So, during the rescue, did the British man tell you why you were getting shot at?”

			“He said—” Another quick glance at the kids, just in case. She’d learned the hard way her boys had ears like rabbits. “He said he was Danny’s informant and I shouldn’t trust the FBI. He said I needed to take this…” She dug in her pocket for the drive he’d given her. “To Marcus. To HORNET. He wants them to find him before someone or something called The Wolf kills him.”

			“The Wolf?”

			She tucked the drive back into her pocket. “Your guess is as good as mine. Danny never mentioned The Wolf or a man named Alexander Cabot—that’s the British man’s name. Or at least the one he gave me.”

			“Well, Danny wouldn’t have said anything, would he? If this is something big enough, dangerous enough, to have armed men chasing you, he wouldn’t have wanted you and the kids involved.”

			“But he’s gone, and so by default, now we are.”

			“Yes.” Regina was silent for a moment, then cut across several lanes of traffic. 

			Leah caught a brief glimpse of the sign for the airport before the SUV flew down the exit ramp. “Where are we going?”

			“Not we. You. You’ll go get my Marcus and drag him home to protect you and these kids.”

			“You know where he is?”

			“He thinks I don’t, but I always know. Same place he went last time he did this. Indonesia.” She rolled her eyes. “Surfing.”

			Of course. Nihiwatu, Occy’s Left. He and Danny had talked about riding that wave since they were kids and had read an article about it, but it had always been more Danny’s dream than Marcus’s. The realization that he’d gone off to live out her husband’s dream sliced open so many barely healed wounds. “I-I can’t go to Indonesia. I don’t have my passport or—”

			“You have it. It’s in the bag I packed for you when I picked the kids up from school.” 

			“But I can’t afford a last-minute ticket.”

			“Take my credit card. You’re an authorized user.”

			“No. You’re talking crazy. I can’t leave the kids!”

			Regina sent her a sideways glance. “Sweetheart, listen to me. Right now, they’re safer away from you. I’ll take them to HORNET’s compound. Nobody will get to them there.”

			Oh, that hurt. The pain stabbed through her heart, a cruel knife, and she rubbed at her chest. Her babies should always be safest with her. Always.

			She shook her head, and tears she tried so hard to keep back spilled over. “I don’t want anything to do with HORNET.”

			“I know.” For an instant, Regina’s voice broke. That tough outer shell cracked and showed a brief glimpse of her own pain and sorrow she kept hidden underneath. “I know how you feel about them, and nobody faults you for it. With what happened to Danny, you have every right. But they are good people, Leah. They will protect your kids with their lives.”

			Regina brought the car to a stop in front of departures. 

			Leah didn’t move. She just sat there, shaking her head. “I can’t leave them.”

			“You have to.” Regina turned in her seat and gathered Leah’s hands in hers. “I spent most of my adult life protecting my son from one of the most dangerous crime families in the world. I know better than anyone how to keep those kids safe.” 

			“Oh no. It’s not that I don’t trust you.” She was appalled that Regina might ever think that. She trusted this woman more than her own mother. “I just—”

			“No, I know. It’s okay. I understand it’s a lot to ask right now. If I’m honest, I was always going to ask this of you. It just happened sooner than I had planned. Marcus needs you. He needs the reminder of you—of us, of family—or we might never get him back.”

			Did Leah want him back? 

			Yes. 

			No. 

			God, she didn’t know. She was so angry at him for leaving her when she needed him, and angry at herself because she knew deep in her heart she had been the one to drive him away.

			Regina gave her hands a squeeze. “And, now, you need his help. You need each other.”

			She glanced back at her kids. She had no doubt Regina could keep them safe, but she did very much doubt her own ability to convince Marcus to help. And the thought of leaving her children when they had just been attacked sat like lead in her belly. But Regina was right. The kids were probably safer without her, and she didn’t have many options right now.

			“Tomorrow,” Leah decided. “Tonight, we’ll find a hotel. I need time to explain what’s happening to the kids. And I don’t want you taking them to HORNET. Take them anywhere else. Just…not to them.”

			Regina’s lips thinned with disapproval. Obviously, she’d expected Leah to go right along with this plan, hop out of the car, and demand a seat on the first plane to Indonesia tonight. That was what Regina would have done, but Leah wasn’t that bold or spontaneous. She needed time to think. To plan.

			“Please,” she said softly. “Tomorrow.”

			Finally, Regina gave a slow shake of her head and shifted the car to drive. “Fine. Tomorrow, but I’m buying you the first ticket out.”

		


		
			Chapter Seven

			Sumba, Indonesia

			There was no better therapy in the world than riding a wave. Nothing eased your troubles like paddling out over approaching swells. Nothing soothed the soul like dropping in on a bomb wave and getting barreled. The liberating speed, the cleansing spray of water, the taste of salt, the pump of adrenaline numbing every ache and pain.

			Marcus had forgotten that about surfing. After Danny died, he hadn’t wanted to even look at a surfboard, because they’d had plans to hit the waves that horrible fucking morning, and Danny never got the chance. But after that November night eight months ago, when he passed out drunk in the snow and would’ve frozen to death had Gabe not found him, he realized he needed surfing. He needed the meditation of it, the purifying wash of the water and salt, or else he was going to lose his sanity. 

			He’d left the HORNET compound in Wyoming that night and hadn’t been back since. Gabe had left several increasingly worried messages asking when he planned to return, and he’d deleted every one of them without answering. He wasn’t ready to go back. Maybe he’d never be ready.

			The longer he stayed away, the more he realized that part of his life was over.

			He didn’t blame HORNET like Leah did. He knew they’d done everything in their power to keep Danny alive. But it hadn’t been enough. Even if Danny had been shot in the operating room of the world’s best trauma center, it wouldn’t have been enough. The bullet had destroyed his heart, torn it to irreparable shreds. He’d seen it for himself when HORNET’s top-of-the-line medic had opened Danny up in a last-ditch effort to save him.

			Marcus still woke up sometimes with the feel of blood on his hands. The rattle of Danny’s last breath in his ears.

			No, he didn’t blame HORNET. He blamed himself, and the guilt of it was like a cancer chewing away at him from the inside out. If he returned to the field with HORNET and didn’t have his head screwed on tight, someone else he cared about would die. So he left, but his hometown of L.A. and his current place in San Diego carried too many painful memories. As kids, he and Danny had dreamed of living in Indonesia and surfing every day, so that’s what he did. He got a tourism visa, rented a cabin, and disappeared. Even his mom didn’t know exactly where he’d gone.

			So when he carved across the face of a tasty six-foot wave and caught sight of Leah Giancarelli waiting on the beach, a hand raised to shield her eyes from the setting sun and the wind whipping her blond hair across her pretty face, he was so shocked he lost his balance. He took a header into the water and wrenched his shoulder as the wave rag-dolled him over the reef.

			And there went all of his zen. It vanished like he hadn’t spent the last eight months religiously devoted to self-care.

			He dragged himself onto the beach, cursing and coughing up seawater. 

			Leah ran over to meet him. “Oh my God. Are you okay? You’re bleeding!” She touched his arm near the nasty gash slashing across his upper shoulder, but he shrugged her off. He couldn’t let her touch him so tenderly. It stirred up things in him better left undisturbed.

			“I’m fine.”

			She tucked her hands into the back pockets of her jean capris. “What happened? I’ve never seen you wipeout like that.”

			He lifted a shoulder, which made the wound scream with outrage. “Got into a fight with the reef. The reef won. It happens. How did you find me?”

			She rocked back and forth on her bare feet. Just like when they were teenagers running wild on the SoCal beaches, she still wore a ring on her second toe, and her nails were painted a blue just as deep as the ocean. Just as sparkling as her eyes. 

			She always had liked blue.

			And staring at her dainty toes was fucking weird. 

			He made himself refocus on her face, but she wasn’t looking at him anymore. She stared out over the water, watching the waves break with an expression somewhere between regret and longing. 

			“This was Danny’s dream,” she said softly. “Since you guys were kids, you talked about having a place here.” She drew a breath and finally returned her gaze to him. “When your mom told me you were in Indonesia, I figured you came here to ride Nihiwatu.”

			“Too expensive. The resort owns the wave and charges five hundred bucks a night.”

			“So I discovered. Your mom’s credit card is crying right now.”

			“Oh, Jesus. Mom gave you her card?” He groaned and mentally started adding up the cost of this completely unnecessary trip. He’d transfer the money to his mom’s account next time he made a supply run to Bali.

			“I can see you doing mental gymnastics trying to figure out how much she spent.”

			“She shouldn’t have spent anything.”

			“She wants you back.” 

			He loved his mother, but that woman was an Olympic Gold meddler. “I don’t want to come back. You still didn’t answer how you found me.”

			“Before I left Bali, I Googled some of the surf camps on Sumba and…” She waved a hand at the beach. “Here you are.”

			Damn. Of course Leah would know where he’d exiled himself. Why hadn’t he considered that? 

			Or…had he? 

			Part of him had known exactly what he was doing when he relocated. If he truly hadn’t wanted to be found, he could’ve gone anywhere in the world and disappeared. But, here, he’d known she’d eventually come looking for him. She’d eventually come to drag him back to reality.

			But he wasn’t ready to face reality. Not yet.

			“Leah, why are you here?”

			She waited a beat too long before answering. “Because everyone’s worried about you.”

			“That’s not why you left your children and flew across the world.”

			“No,” she admitted. “It’s not. I need your help.”

			“You could’ve called.”

			“Would you have answered?” When he didn’t respond, she continued. “No, you wouldn’t have. You haven’t answered any of Regina’s calls. When was the last time you spoke to your mother?”

			“She left a voicemail yesterday.” And she could’ve given him a heads-up that he’d soon have company. Leah must have already been on her way here when his mom left that message.

			“Uh-huh, a voicemail. Did you call her back?”

			He said nothing in response. He didn’t need to. They both knew the answer. 

			Jesus, why was she here, prodding him to go back to a place and a life he wasn’t sure he wanted anymore? His temper sparked at the thought. “I’ll pay for whatever repair you need or school fee or—fuck, whatever you need help with. If you’ll just…leave me alone. That’s all I ask.”

			“What, you’re going to throw money at us?”

			“It’s all I have to give.” He turned away and scooped up his board from the sand.

			She huffed out a breath in disbelief. “Typical Marcus. The going gets tough, so you get going.”

			What could he say to that? She was spot-on. It had always been his reaction to heavy emotional stress, and it had worked for him for thirty-four years. Why change it up now?

			“I can’t believe you,” she said with disgust. “You won’t even deny it.” 

			“There’s nothing to deny. You have me nailed down, Leah. I’m a coward. What else do you want me to say? I’m sorry? I’m not. I’m a drunk with enough baggage to fill a 747 and the sense of humor of a fifteen-year-old. I’m a fucking mess. You and your kids are better off without me around.”

			“No.” She stormed after him and caught his arm. “Marcus Deangelo, you don’t get to do this again. You don’t get to walk away, to disappear and start over again. You broke Danny’s heart the last time you vanished on us.”

			She aims, she scores. 

			Direct hit, straight through the heart. He flinched at the pain of it but jerked his arm free and kept walking.

			Nearly six years ago, he’d made a bad call during a hostage negotiation that ended a young girl’s life. After that clusterfuck, he hadn’t been able to live with the guilt. He’d left the FBI and disappeared—came here, to his little slice of surf heaven. His mother hadn’t known where he was for a solid six months, and he’d told her then only because she’d threatened to set the world on fire looking for him. Regina Deangelo didn’t make empty threats.

			But Danny, his best friend and partner, hadn’t known where he was for two long years until sheer boredom eventually drove him to return to the States and join HORNET. And wasn’t it just his luck that HORNET’s first mission intersected with one of Danny’s cases? After that, Danny hadn’t given him a choice and dragged him back into the family fold.

			But Leah wasn’t like Danny. She was fire and temper and wasn’t going to let him slink away to lick his wounds this time. In that moment, he hated her for it.

			She dogged his heels. “You told me that Danny, with his dying breath, made you promise to take care of me and the kids.”

			“By staying away, I am. You ever need anything all you have to do is call, but you don’t want me hanging around fucking things up for you.”

			“Is that what you think Danny meant?”

			“No, but it’s the best I can do.” He shoved his board into the sand by his front porch and spun to face her. “Because I know he sure as hell didn’t mean I should fuck you, and that was exactly where things were headed when I left.”

			She flinched and took a step backward. Her arms folded tightly around her middle, pushing her breasts up under her flowing tank top. And he hated himself for noticing. What kind of man looked at his best friend’s widow like that?

			After a moment, she released a long, slow breath. “That night, we were both drunk and crazy with grief. I was drowning and needed someone to hold on to. You were there. Convenient. We came to our senses before…”

			“Doesn’t matter. We went too far, and I refuse to dishonor Danny like that. I won’t hurt him like that.”

			Tears filled her eyes and spilled over. “Oh, Marcus. You can’t do anything to hurt him,” she said softly. “He’s dead.” 

			“You think I fucking forgot?” He held up his hands like they were still covered in blood. Sometimes, he swore he still saw it there. “I held him while he bled out on a beach very much like this one. Fuck.” His hands had started shaking. Wishing like hell he had a drink, he dropped them to his sides and stomped up the steps to his bungalow. 

			The advertisement had called the bungalow “charmingly rustic,” but that was putting it nicely. It was a shipping container the local eco resort had recycled into living space and plunked down on an empty stretch of beach. He hadn’t cared. It had a bed, a refrigerator, a hotplate, and a bathroom. He hadn’t needed anything more than that.

			He crossed to the fridge. He hadn’t touched a drop of alcohol since November but needed some now before his last fragile nerve shredded and he went postal. Unfortunately, everything in the fridge looked more like a petri dish than food.

			Leah hovered in the doorway. “I miss him, too, Marcus. It’s like a part of my soul has been ripped out of me, but I’ve accepted that he’s gone. I had to, for my sanity, because the tighter I held on to his memory, the more it hurt. It’s time you let go, too. He wouldn’t want you to isolate yourself like this.” She waved a hand at the space he’d called home for the better part of a year. “He’d hate that you’ve shut yourself away from your family, all your friends, everyone who cares about you.”

			Marcus let the fridge fall shut and leaned his forehead against the cool steel. He couldn’t speak. Partly because of the lump of granite in his throat, but mostly because of the shame burning up the back of his neck. She was right. Danny had always disapproved of his isolationist tactic of dealing with shit. He had said as much three years ago, after Marcus joined HORNET and they reconnected.

			“You’re an asshole, you know that?”

			He heard Danny’s voice so clearly, he had to open his eyes and make sure the guy wasn’t actually standing next to him. 

			Nope, not Danny. 

			Leah. 

			He hadn’t heard her move, but now was very aware of her body so close to his in the small space of his bungalow. She trailed her fingers lightly over his shoulder, careful of his still-bleeding wound. Her touch sent a taboo thrill through him, bringing goose bumps to his skin.

			Wrong, wrong, wrong.

			He shouldn’t react to her like this.

			“Will you let me take a look at that shoulder?” she asked.

			He was helpless against her pleading blue eyes. He’d known he would be, which was why he’d run away from her as fast as he could. The more time they had spent together in those months after Danny’s death, the more he’d wanted her. It disgusted him. He’d never, ever seen Leah as anything other than a friend. From the time they were in high school, she’d always been Danny’s girl, but now…

			Yeah, Dan. I know I’m an asshole. I’m sorry.

			And, still, he allowed her to take his hand and lead him over to his bed—the only place in the bungalow to sit. She left him long enough to search his bathroom for the first aid kit he’d brought with him. It had gotten a lot of use over the months and was running low on supplies, but there was still a bit of gauze left on the roll, two antiseptic wipes, and an unopened tube of antibiotic ointment. 

			She tore open a wipe and sat down next to him. The sweet tang of raspberries washed over him. Not perfume, he knew. She didn’t wear it, but she’d used the same raspberry body wash and lotion combination for years. 

			She was too close. 

			He reached to take the wipe from her. “I can handle this.”

			She waved him off. “You sound like the twins, especially Cooper. He thinks he’s a big, tough boy and doesn’t need his mother anymore.”

			“You’re not my mother.” His life would be so much easier if he thought of her that way. Or a sister. But, no. Of the three billion women in the world he could want to take for a lover, she was the only one who appealed to him.

			She eyed the piles of dirty clothes and empty takeout containers littering his space. “No, I’m not, but it looks like you need someone to take care of you.”

			He clenched his teeth against the sting of the antiseptic wipe. “I’m fine.”

			“So you keep saying.” She studied his wound, then slathered it with antibiotic ointment and taped a square of gauze over it. “It’s a bit ragged, but I don’t think it needs stitches.”

			“Thanks, nurse Leah.” 

			She gave a short laugh. “Not a nurse. A mother of two very rambunctious boys who have seen more than their fair share of stitches in their short lives.” 

			Suddenly, he was very aware that he wore only swim trunks and the two of them were sitting on his bed. He leaped up and found a shirt among his pile of clothes. 

			Distance. He needed distance.

			“Uh…how are the kids?”

			She froze, but only for a heartbeat. She covered her moment of surprise masterfully, but he was a trained observer. Jesus. Did she really think he was such a heartless jerk that he didn’t care about the kids? 

			Those three little humans meant the world to him.

			“The boys are…” She seemed to search for the right word. “Resilient. They’re coping better than the rest of us. Sometimes I worry they don’t remember him. They were only six when…” She didn’t finish. No need. “I mean, do you remember anything from when you were six?”

			“I remember driving across the country with Mom. I didn’t know it at the time, but she was escaping the long reach of her family.” Despite the pain and grief that had been his constant companions, the memory brought a smile to his lips. “We stopped at one of those stupid roadside attractions in some middle-of-nowhere place because I had seen a giant dinosaur from the road. She put me up on the back of that dinosaur and climbed up there with me. I think she still has the picture someone took of us.” 

			A small smile played across Leah’s lips. “She does. I’ve seen it.”

			He nodded, not the least bit surprised. His mother kept everything. “While we were up there, she told me my name wasn’t Marco Bellisario anymore. From then on, I was Marcus Deangelo, and we wouldn’t see my uncles or grandfather ever again.”

			Leah started repacking the first aid kit, all casual, like he hadn’t just admitted his connection to the infamous Bellisario crime family. Of course she wouldn’t flinch at hearing his birth name. She was one of the few people in the world who knew it. But even though most of his family members were now in prison, it still wasn’t something he liked to broadcast. People always looked at him differently when they found out he was related to the infamous Bellisario crime family. 

			But not Leah. She’d never judged him for the sins of his family.

			“How did you react?” Leah asked. “When your mom told you everything was changing so drastically, did it bother you?” 

			He lifted his unwounded shoulder, let it drop. “I don’t know. I was so young I only remember the dinosaur and Mom telling me my new name.”

			“Your grandfather was like a father figure to you, wasn’t he?”

			If you could call it that. “Yeah, I suppose so.”

			“Did you miss him?” 

			“No.”

			Leah leaned forward and pressed her fists to her eyes. Only then did Marcus realize his mistake. He hadn’t seen the connection she was trying to draw until it was too late. 

			“Leah.” He crouched down in front of her and pulled her hands away from her eyes. “My relationship with my grandfather was very different than Danny’s with the twins. My grandfather was a bully. He terrorized us. I was relieved when Mom told me I never had to see him again. But Danny? He loved the twins and they loved him. They will remember him. Bits and pieces, but it will be all the good stuff.”

			“You’re right.” After a moment, she sniffled and straightened her shoulders. “And I should be happy they’re handling it so well because…Maya is struggling. She’s angry, acting out. She always used to be such a happy girl. I don’t know what to do to help her.”

			“Hey. Listen to me. You’ll figure it out. You always do.”

			She shook her head. “I’m tired of always having to figure it out alone.”

			He had to touch her. It was a bad idea, but he couldn’t stand to see her suffering alone when he could offer the comfort of a shoulder to cry on. He pulled her into his arms. She wrapped her arms around his neck and held on, much like she had that night he didn’t like to think about. The night they’d almost done something in a haze of grief that they both would have regretted. He shouldn’t be touching her like this. And he sure as fuck shouldn’t want to touch her in other ways.

			He breathed in her scent and the answering tug deep in his stomach told him to back off before his body betrayed him.

			God. How was it possible for something so wrong to feel so good? 

			She tucked her face against his chest. She felt small and fragile in his arms, but he knew better. She was tougher than her looks let on. After his mother, she was the strongest woman he knew and since joining HORNET, he’d gone to battle with some kickass women guarding his six. Leah, with her quiet strength, blew them all out of the water.

			He held on too long, couldn’t make himself let go. When she finally lifted her gaze to his, all soft and grateful, his heart all but tripped over itself. He had kissed her once—just once—that night he didn’t like to think about, but the memory of her sweet lips on his had haunted him ever since. He wanted another taste and, because of that, his hatred for himself ran marrow deep. Yes, he was an asshole. He was selfish and greedy. He was a horrible human being and the worst kind of friend.

			But, God help him, he was going to kiss her anyway.

		


		
			Chapter Eight

			Leah’s breath hitched at the flare of heat in Marcus’s dark eyes. He was going to kiss her. He broadcasted his intentions loud and clear, giving her plenty of time to back away. She should back away. 

			She didn’t.

			She leaned in, lifting her face toward his, her fingers curling into the material of his shirt. His breath feathered over her lips…

			He pulled away, jolting like someone had stuck him with an electric prod. The disappointment was crushing as she unwound her fingers from his shirt and took a step back, and that surprised her. She’d never been with anyone except her husband, had never wanted to kiss anyone but Danny. But she had wanted Marcus to kiss her just now.

			Ah, there it was. The guilt. It closed around her lungs and squeezed. 

			“I’m sorry,” Marcus said, his voice raw.

			She tried to breathe. Tried not to cry, though she didn’t know if the tears threatening were from his rejection or the guilt of wanting him to kiss her. Tried to smile, to reassure him all was fine. “You don’t have to apologize. I—”

			Wanted it.

			Oh God. She was a horrible person. What kind of woman kisses her late husband’s best friend?

			“I-It’s…okay,” she finished dumbly, but Marcus was no longer paying attention to her. He tensed up and shushed her with the wave of one hand. Indignation heated her cheeks until she realized he wasn’t quieting her to avoid talking about what just almost happened. He seemed to be listening for something outside the walls of the bungalow. She closed her mouth without uttering a sound and listened, too. Nothing except the soft splash of waves, the thrum of insects, and her own foolish, deceitful heart thumping too loud and hard. 

			“What’s wrong?” she finally asked, keeping her voice low.

			He shook his head but didn’t relax. “I don’t know. Did you bring anyone here with you?”

			“No. I’m alone. The kids are with your mom.”

			He crossed to his bed and dragged a beat-up metal lockbox from underneath. She wasn’t surprised to see the gun inside. She was surprised that he’d gone for it. 

			“What’s wrong?”

			He checked the weapon, then grabbed an extra box of ammo and stuffed it into the side pocket of his board shorts. “Why are you here?”

			She opened her mouth, but never got the chance to reply. A footstep creaked on the porch a half second before the door flew off its hinges. Marcus grabbed her and shoved her behind him, but it didn’t matter. There were two of them, both dressed in black battle gear and ski masks. The bigger of the two went after Marcus and the second guy lunged for her. 

			There was no room to run, to fight, to maneuver in the small space. The man caught her around the waist and dragged her from the bungalow. She tried to see what was happening inside, but it was too dark. All shadows and fast movements. Then the gun fired, popping like a firecracker inside a metal can. Her heart lodged in her throat.

			Marcus!

			She kicked at her captor and landed a solid blow to his balls. His legs buckled, and his grip around her waist loosened. She ripped out of his hold and ran toward the bungalow, her feet sinking into the sand. Marcus staggered out. His nose was bleeding and he held one arm across his ribs, but his other hand was up, the gun aimed. He didn’t hesitate and fired. She whirled to see her attacker collapse face-first into the sand, blood spouting rhythmically from a hole in his neck.

			Marcus half staggered, half jumped down from the porch. He released his hold on his ribs to grab her hand and yanked her along behind him. He gritted his teeth like each step pained him. “What the fuck is this, Leah?”

			“I-I—” Her mind was blank. 

			She should’ve told him right away, but she honestly hadn’t thought they’d follow her. How could they have known she was coming here, to this speck of an island nobody but surfers had ever heard of? 

			And then her mind not only clicked back online but zipped into hyperdrive. If they had found her here…

			Her heart threatened to pound out of her chest. She tried to pull him to a stop, but he was too strong. “Oh my God. Your mom. The kids.”

			He yanked her around to face him. His dark eyes blazed anger. “What’s going on?”

			“I told you I needed your help!”

			“You didn’t tell me it was because armed mercs were after you.”

			Her own temper sparked against his. “You didn’t give me a chance!”

			“Jesus.” He let go of her and stalked down the beach, but then froze and swore under his breath. Before she could react, he whirled around and grabbed her again, marching her back toward his bungalow. She resisted. She didn’t want to go back, didn’t want to see the bodies of the men he’d killed. 

			But then she spotted the other four men running toward them and realized she’d rather take her chances with the dead. She fell into step beside Marcus. He didn’t return to the bungalow but zagged around it and plunged into the jungle beyond. 

			It went from dusk to midnight in an instant, and Leah’s eyes slowly adjusted to the darkness caused by the thick foliage overhead. When she could see again, she realized Marcus wasn’t plunging recklessly into the jungle after all. There was a thin, winding path. Not much of one, but still it gave her a sense of comfort to know he wasn’t dragging her into the jungle without a direction. 

			A shadow stepped into their path, the outline of a gun in its hand. 

			Marcus skidded to a halt, his gun coming up. But he was too late and they both knew it. The shadow had plenty of time to shoot them in the endless second it took Marcus to level his own weapon.

			“Hey, hey,” the shadow said and raised one hand in a halt gesture. “It’s okay.”

			The shadow figure was…a woman? Leah looked to Marcus for instruction, unsure how she should react. 

			“Mercedes Raya.” He didn’t lower his gun. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

			The shadow woman scoffed. “C’mon, Deangelo. If I had wanted you dead, I could’ve killed you months ago. Instead I called your boss to drag your sorry drunk ass out of the snow before you froze to death. I think that means you owe me.”

			After another tense moment, he relaxed marginally but still didn’t completely lower his weapon. He hitched his chin toward the beach. “How do I know you aren’t with the dead guys in my cabin?”

			“Maybe because I’ve been here all along?” she suggested and gave a snarky little wave as she moved closer. “Howdy, neighbor.”

			“You followed me.”

			“Of course I followed you. Defion wants me dead, and they want you dead. The enemy of my enemy and all that jazz. I figured they’d come after you sooner or later, and I wanted to be here when they did.” 

			“I’m sorry,” Leah interrupted. “Is this really the best time for a chat? Did we forget about the men with guns chasing us?”

			Mercedes was close enough that Leah could now make out the details of her face. She would have been pretty if not for the hardness in her eyes. Instead, she was intimidating. She gave Leah a short, dismissive up-down then returned her attention to Marcus. “How many are there?”

			“Six. I neutralized two.”

			“We can take them. Who are they? Defion?”

			Marcus glanced at Leah, and there was no missing the anger still burning in his eyes. “Don’t know for sure but don’t think so.”

			“You don’t think so.” Mercedes sounded doubtful. “Who else wants you dead?”

			Both of them looked at Leah. She shook her head in disbelief. Were they really going to just stand around gabbing when people were chasing them with guns? “Does it matter right now?”

			Mercedes lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “Nah, suppose not.”

			Without a word, Marcus turned away and scanned the path behind them. “She’s right. We gotta move.”

			He took Leah’s hand and pulled her around Mercedes. 

			Mercedes scoffed. “You’re just gonna run? You don’t want the whos, whats, whys? We can take them!”

			“Not putting Leah at risk like that.”

			Whoa. He wasn’t going to get answers because of her? No. She wouldn’t be a burden like that. And she damn well wanted answers, too. She tried to pull him to a stop and got dragged several steps. She managed to rip her hand out of his grip and dug her heels in. “Can you really take them?”

			Marcus stopped walking. His sigh moved his shoulders before he turned around. He met Mercedes’s gaze over her shoulder, then sighed again. “Probably.”

			“Definitely,” Mercedes corrected. They both ignored her.

			Leah touched Marcus’s face and waited until his angry gaze met hers. “Listen, I know you’re pissed at me. You think this has something to do with me, and it does but—I don’t know why. I don’t know much more than you. Only that someone attacked me at work two days ago, then again at your mom’s house that night. I feared for my kids and didn’t know who else to turn to. I want answers, so if you can get them now, do it.”

			Marcus stared at her for a long second, then lifted his gaze to Mercedes. He gave a short nod, then gripped her shoulders. “You will not follow us. Stay on this path until you reach town.” He pointed toward the west. “Go to the surf camp and tell them I sent you. Stay there until I come for you. Do you understand?”

			Oh God. He was going back to face the gunmen with a woman he obviously didn’t fully trust. What had she done?

			“Do you understand?” he asked again.

			Unable to form a word around the lump in her throat, she nodded.

			He snaked a hand around the back of her neck and dragged her toward him. He kissed her, hard and fast, before letting her go and motioning to Mercedes. “Let’s move.”

			Mercedes smirked at her and followed.

			Leah watched until the darkness swallowed them up. Oh God, she thought again. What did I just do?

			If he was injured—or, worse, killed—she’d never forgive herself.

			She took several steps after him before she realized how unwise that was. He was armed. And trained. She was neither. The best thing she could do for him now was to follow his instructions. 

			She picked her way up the path, straining her ears for any sounds of a fight behind her. She heard nothing. No more gunshots. She didn’t know if that was a good or bad thing. 

			When the jungle opened up and she reached the clearing of the surf camp, she hesitated. Lights blazed all around the wooden shacks that made up the camp. 

			She didn’t know these people, didn’t speak the local language. Wasn’t it just as likely they’d shoot her, a strange blond woman appearing on their doorstep, looking like she’d been dragged through the jungle? What if they didn’t understand she needed help?

			But Marcus knew them. He wouldn’t send her somewhere dangerous.

			She took a step out into the clearing and then another. But stopped again. Something still told her…

			She backed up. 

			This wasn’t right. She’d never seen the camp before, but she’d visited plenty of others around the world with Danny. Their honeymoon had been nothing but a string of surf camps. All of these lights blazing like this? It wasn’t right.

			Several shadows moved near one of the shacks—and one stepped out into a pool of light for only an instant. Black combat gear. Just like the attackers from the beach.

			And Mercedes had come from this direction, hadn’t she?

			No.

			Marcus!

			Leah whirled around and crashed back into the jungle, unconcerned with the noise she was making. She had no doubt they already knew exactly where she was.

			She burst onto the beach and spotted Marcus on his knees in the middle of a circle of mercenaries, hands held up, a gun pointed at his head. Mercedes held that gun.

			For a moment, Leah froze. She thought about Danny dying on a lovely Caribbean beach. She didn’t know the details, had never asked. Had it ended like this for him? Would she and Marcus now meet the same fates? Her knees wobbled. She lost her balance and dropped to her knees in the sand just as Mercedes turned.

			“Sorry,” Mercedes said, not sounding the least bit apologetic.

			“You backstabbing bitch,” Leah whispered. “You lied to us.”

			“It’s what I do.”

			“It’s okay,” Marcus said, trying to be soothing, but fuck that. He had a gun to his head, and she was not about to lose him like she’d lost her husband. 

			“Is this about the flash drive?” She fished it out of her pocket, held it out. “Let us go and you can have it. I never looked at it. I didn’t want any part of any of this to begin with.”

			An excited stir went through the mercenaries, but she had no idea what they said. They weren’t speaking English. Russian maybe?

			Mercedes’s eyes widened. She looked down at Marcus, then motioned for two of the guys in black to restrain him. She strode forward and held out a hand. “Give it to me.”

			Leah hesitated, for the first time wondering if she was making the right choice. No, of course she was. If it saved her and Marcus’s lives, giving up the drive was worth the chance. 

			Just as she was about to drop the drive into Mercedes’s hand, the other woman spun away and in quick succession shot the two men holding Marcus. Marcus lunged for one of their weapons and took out the third while Mercedes finished off the fourth. It was all so smooth, it looked like a dance. A deadly, well-orchestrated dance. 

			“Shit,” Mercedes said and snatched the drive from Leah’s hand. “Way to go, Sunshine. You ruined a good plan.”

			“But you—you were—”

			“Trying to get information from them,” Marcus said. He was still on his knees, but now going through the dead men’s pockets. 

			“Dead men can’t talk,” Mercedes said and looked pointedly at the bodies. She gave the drive a flip. “What is this, anyway?”

			“I don’t know. I never looked.”

			“Why do these guys want it?”

			“I don’t know.”

			Mercedes sighed. “Do you know anything?”

			Leah bit her lip and glanced over at Marcus. He’d stopped riffling through pockets and watched her with unreadable eyes. 

			She returned her gaze to Mercedes. “A man named Alexander Cabot gave it to me after he saved me from more guys like these.”

			Mercedes went very still. For several beats, it didn’t even look like she was breathing. Finally her fingers curled around the drive and she pressed it to her chest over her heart. Her breath hitched when she finally drew one. “Where is he?”

			How much should she say? She still didn’t trust Mercedes. Another uncertain glance at Marcus didn’t give her any clues as to his thoughts on the subject.

			Mercedes got in her face. “Where. Is. He?”

			She motioned to the bodies. “They took him.”

			Leah saw a flash of tears before Mercedes spun away. “Fuck.”

			“Who’s he to you? Another lover?” Marcus asked, bitterness dripping from each word. 

			Leah glanced back and forth between them. There was history here, but she couldn’t fathom what it was. Had Marcus and Mercedes been lovers at one time? She didn’t think so. Mercedes wasn’t his type at all. But why else would he have leaned so heavily on the word “lover?”

			“That’s none of your fucking business,” Mercedes snapped.

			“Considering I’ve killed three people tonight because of what he gave to Leah, I’d say it’s very much my business,” he shot back and finally got to his feet. He’d pulled off one of the dead men’s boots and now wore them instead of going barefoot.

			“We don’t have time for this,” Leah interrupted. Someone was ripping through the jungle at her back, coming in fast. No doubt the men from the surf camp. “The camp was overrun. That’s why I came back. I thought Mercedes was with them because she’d come from that direction, but—”

			“They heard those shots,” Marcus finished. “Let’s continue this convo somewhere we’re less likely to get shot, yeah?”

			“No,” Mercedes said. “Hit me. They think I’m with them. Let’s let them go on thinking that.”

			“What if they kill first, ask questions later?”

			“They won’t. Hit me. Knock me out. C’mon,” she goaded when he still hesitated. “It’s not like you haven’t done worse to—”

			Marcus hauled back and punched her.

			Mercedes grunted and staggered a little, but then straightened and laughed. “You hit like a girl.”

			Oh, for God’s sake. They didn’t have time for this. Leah grabbed the gun from Mercedes’s hand and slammed the butt against Mercedes’s head. Mercedes’s eyes widened, then a dopey smile spread over her face. “Nah,” she said, words slurring. “I was wrong. She hits like a girl. Take notes, Deangelo.” Her eyes rolled back and she collapsed.

			Marcus stared, jaw hanging open. “Leah. Holy shit.”

			“We didn’t have time for you to pull your punch. She wants to stay behind with these psychos, who are we to argue?”

			“You’re right.” Marcus shook off his shock and held out a hand. “Let’s go.”

		


		
			Chapter Nine

			Hornet Headquarters, Wyoming

			The kid was useless.

			Ian scowled as his trainee, Remington “Remy” Hale, again blew himself to hell and back. Metaphorically. Though he was currently wishing the explosive ordnance simulation had been real. At least then he’d no longer have a headache.

			Last fall, when Quinn had ordered him to start training Remy in explosive ordnance disposal or else he’d be out of a job, he’d figured all he had to do was be his usual charming self and the kid would quit.

			But Remy was like a tick. He stuck, no matter what Ian threw at him. An eternally happy, annoyingly optimistic tick.

			“Well,” Remy said and grinned through the visor of his bomb suit. “I didn’t need that hand anyway.”

			“Kid, you didn’t just take off a hand. There was enough explosive material in that ordnance to blow this compound from the map.”

			His smile faltered and he looked down at the fake bomb. “Oh.”

			How this kid had made it through Quinn’s vetting process was anyone’s guess. Ian certainly wouldn’t have picked him out of all the other trainees for EOD. He didn’t have the patience or the attention span necessary for playing with things that go boom. 

			Ian’s eyelid was twitching. He pressed a palm to it to make it stop. “Run the sim again.”

			He watched the kid’s every move closely, still scowling so hard his jaw ached. The faint reflection on the safety glass in front of him showed deep lines carved into his forehead and around his mouth. In that instant, he saw his father staring back at him, and it startled him so much he took a step back.

			Fuck.

			His phone rang.

			He gulped back a surge of bile and ran a shaking hand over his mouth. Even at thirty-four years old, any reminder of his father scared the living hell out of him. Some badass he was. 

			The phone rang again. He snapped it from his pocket and answered without checking the number. “What?”

			“Aw, sweet as ever, I see,” Mercedes Raya said.

			He looked at the screen. The number was unavailable. Harvard and Sami, HORNET’s computer gurus, would laugh at that unavailability if he asked them to track down the number. But, then again, did he really want anyone to know she’d contacted him?

			No. That might stir up questions he’d rather not answer. As of right now, everyone blamed Marcus for her escape. Since the guy had been so shit-faced, he had no memory of that night, and Seth also had a handy bit of amnesia from the blow to the head, it all worked in Ian’s favor. He’d like to keep it that way.

			He put the phone back to his ear. “What do you want?”

			“I missed you.”

			His heart did a traitorous little tap dance. Fuck, what was that? He didn’t miss her. He didn’t even like her. He ground his teeth to quash the feeling. “You have ten seconds then I’m hanging up. Ten, nine—”

			“Your buddy Deangelo is in trouble.”

			Ian stopped the countdown. “How do you know?”

			“Same way you know where I am right now.”

			Sumba, Indonesia. At least when he’d checked her whereabouts on the app last night, that was where she still was. Exactly the same place she’d been for the last few months. “I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”

			“Sure you don’t.” He could practically hear her eye roll. “I haven’t kept your jacket all these months out of sentimentality, asshole. I figured I’d need your help someday. That day has come.”

			“Give me one good reason to help you.”

			“We both want Harrison Stead to suffer and Defion to shrivel away to dust.”

			Fuck. The one thing he couldn’t resist. “I’m listening.”

			“I’ve been keeping an eye on Marcus.”

			“He’s there on Sumba?”

			“I thought you didn’t know what the fuck I was talking about.” She scoffed, then added, “Forget it. Doesn’t matter. Danny Giancarelli’s widow showed up. I thought she meant to drag him back to civilization, but shit went sideways. Guys with guns showed up. Leah apparently had some kind of flash drive in her possession that they want. And—” She cut herself off as male voices sounded in the background. Not English. Russian.

			After several long beats of silence, she said, “I’m out of time. I’m with the guys that attacked Marcus and Leah. They’re mercenaries but won’t tell me who they work for.”

			“Defion?”

			“No. They would’ve known me and probably would have killed me on sight. These guys think I’m interested in joining them for the right price.”

			The back of Ian’s neck prickled with warning. “Are you?”

			Another pause. Again, he heard the muffled sound of male voices in the background and started to lose his patience. “Mercedes, listen to me. Trading Defion for another merc group won’t solve your problems.”

			“You did it,” she whispered.

			“You side with them, you’ll end up dead.”

			“So I should side with you?”

			“HORNET wouldn’t accept you. You helped kill one of our guys.”

			“I didn’t help—” 

			“Nah, you slept with Sebastian Haly after he made the kill. Gave him a nice congratulations fuck. Aren’t you a saint.”

			“You fuck.” Her anger seethed over the connection. “I hate you.”

			“Feeling’s mutual, babe.”

			“I’m not trading one for the other.” Her voice vibrated with emotion. “According to Leah, Xander is alive and these bastards know where he is.” She hung up.

			Ian stared at the phone for a long moment. Alexander Cabot, a.k.a. Xander, Mercedes’s younger brother, was alive? He’d dropped off the grid more than a year ago after trying to leave Defion. The thing was, with Defion, once you were in, you didn’t get out. Ian being the one exception, but he was a special case. Harrison Stead didn’t like loose ends, and Ian thought for sure Defion would have tracked Xander down by now and given him the Sebastian Haly treatment, leaving him dead in some remote place for the carrion eaters to pick apart. If Xander had managed to stay alive this long, it was with the help of someone worse than Harrison Stead.

			Jesus. At this rate, Mercedes was going to get herself killed. 

			He pocketed his phone and looked down at the two dogs sprawled out at his feet. Tank had taken an instant liking to Remy’s dog, Ginger. He lay with his head pillowed on her side. Both of their tails thumped when Ian looked at them.

			He knelt and rubbed a hand over each of their heads. “Should I go to the bosses about that call?”

			Tank gave a soft woof that Ian took as a no. “Yeah, that’s what I was thinking.”

			Ginger gazed over at Tank, then up at him with soft brown eyes that seemed to say, You two are idiots. This will come back to bite you.

			“And you know a thing or two about biting, don’t you, sweetheart?” He’d found her at the local pound, where she’d been sent after biting her owner, who had been in the process of beating the shit out of his wife. The wife didn’t press charges and the husband sent Ginger off to be euthanized. After learning her backstory and seeing how good she was at taking direction, Ian had known she’d be a perfect addition to HORNET. Unlike Remy, the gold German Shepard was a good trainee, a fast learner. She was good at finding remains—a handy skill to add to HORNET’s repertoire, since Tank excelled at drugs and chemical scents. The two made a great team. 

			As Ian straightened, he saw his trainee blow up again. Both dogs gave a huff of exasperation.

			“Yeah, I know,” he muttered and pressed a palm to his twitching eye. 

			It wasn’t just Mercedes’s neck on the line here. At this rate, they were all fucked.

			… 

			Denpasar, Bali, Indonesia

			There were only a handful of flights from Sumba each day, and Marcus booked them the first off the island the next morning. That meant staying on the island overnight while mercenaries searched for them, but it couldn’t be helped. He reserved them a room at the overpriced resort under fake names and spent the whole night pacing the room, hoping like hell this wouldn’t play out like the clusterfuck on Martinique that had taken Danny’s life. 

			He didn’t breathe a sigh of relief until they touched down at the airport in Bali. Bigger island and more people equaled easier to hide.

			“I don’t think we were followed.” He said it out loud as much to assure himself as Leah. “Do you have your phone?”

			“Why?”

			“I need to call the team.”

			“No.”

			“Leah, we don’t have clothes, we don’t have ID, we’re short on money. Unless you want to sleep on the street until we figure out what the hell’s happening, we need their help. We need their resources.”

			After a mulish second, she dragged her phone from the back pocket of her jeans and slapped it into his hand.

			He didn’t blame her for her reluctance. In her eyes, HORNET was just as responsible for Danny’s death as the man who pulled the trigger. 

			He didn’t have to ask for her code to unlock the thing. Her anniversary—the same code Danny had used on his phone. Because those two were peas in a pod. They were meant to be together. They should still be together. If it wasn’t for him, they still would be.

			Once he had the phone unlocked and faced the keypad, his mind went blank, his thumb hovering over the numbers. 

			Damn. He didn’t want to make this call.

			In all honesty, he’d have preferred to keep HORNET out of this. Calling them for help felt too much like crawling back with his tail between his legs, and it left a bitter taste in his mouth to even think about it. But with Mercedes Raya back in the mix and gunmen chasing Leah across the globe, what choice did he have? This wasn’t something he could handle on his own.

			Instead of calling Gabe or Quinn, he punched in Eric “Harvard” Physick’s number. The kid was the safest bet. He’d find them a place to stay here in Denpasar the fastest, and he wouldn’t condemn Marcus for his many mistakes. 

			The phone rang a handful of times. Marcus checked the time on the airport monitor and winced. It was the middle of the night in Wyoming. What if Harvard didn’t answer? He’d have to call Gabe or Quinn. Or maybe he could go straight to Tucker Quentin. Tuc would be the one footing the bill, after all.

			Just as he was about to end the call, Harvard answered with a groggy, “Hello?”

			“Harvard—”

			“Holy shit!” He sounded wide awake now. “Marcus, where the hell are you?”

			Marcus spotted a tall man dressed in black coming their way. Could be nothing. Was probably nothing, but the guy moved like he had some combat training. He wasn’t about to take that chance and grabbed Leah, pulling her into an alcove by the drinking fountain. He pressed her against the wall and used his bigger body to block her from view, since he figured the bad guys knew what she looked like, but it was still debatable whether they knew about him or not. He leaned down as if he was going to kiss her. To any passersby, it’d look like they had stepped out of the flow of foot traffic for a make-out sesh. 

			“I’m in Bali,” he told Harvard, keeping his voice low and watching the man in black from the corner of his eye. Dread prickled at the back of his neck. Guy didn’t have any luggage and he was definitely looking for someone, though he was doing a good job of seeming unhurried.

			“What are you doing there?” Harvard asked.

			“Being chased by asshole Russian mercenaries.”

			A beat of silence. “Uh, say again?”

			“Leah showed up at my place and so did Russians with guns. And then Mercedes Raya made an appearance, too. It was a clusterfuck.”

			Harvard sputtered. “Uh…uh…hang on. Am I still asleep?” A woman’s voice murmured something in the background and Harvard said, “It’s Marcus. He said Defion attacked him.”

			“It’s not Defion.” He knew that for sure. If it was Defion, they would have killed Mercedes, not let her join their ranks.

			“I thought you said Mercedes—”

			“She didn’t know them. They had a V symbol on their gear, made to look like a wolf head. Do you know of any PMCs using that logo?”

			“I can run a search.”

			“Do it. And we need a safe house, stat. I think they found us.”

			“Shit. Okay, give me ten minutes and I’ll get you a place. What city are you in?”

			“Denpasar.” 

			“All right. Ten minutes. And I’ll have Sami start the search for that symbol while I’m working. Are you safe right now? Is this a good number to reach you?”

			“I don’t know if we’re safe.” At that, Leah drew in a sharp breath but remained silent. “The phone’s Leah’s. I’ll have it on me for the next ten minutes then I’m ditching it. If I don’t hear from you, I’ll find a burner and call back.”

			“Ten minutes,” Harvard said. “You better stay alive, asshole. I have things to say to you.” The line disconnected.

			“Roger that,” he muttered and slid the phone into his pocket. He grasped Leah’s hand, felt her fingers tighten around his. Her complexion had drained of color. Her eyes were too wide and a little dazed. The shock was setting in. “Hey. We’re okay. Harvard’s finding us a safe house while we figure this out.”

			“I don’t trust them.”

			He drew a breath. She didn’t trust them—some of the best men and women he knew—because of him. Because he’d drawn Danny into this world and had gotten him killed. “Trust or not, they’re our best shot at staying alive.”

			She said nothing, but she looked unconvinced. Given everything, who could blame her? 

			As the arriving planes emptied, the corridor filled with people. He checked for the man in black, didn’t see him. If they were going to make a move, now was the time. 

			Still holding her hand, he pulled her out into the crowd. They bumped along through the corridor to baggage claim, then he spotted a group of surfers collecting their boards. Since he was still in board shorts, the group made for the perfect cover. He slipped in behind them, sticking close enough to look like he and Leah were part of the group. When the surfers boarded a hotel shuttle, he guided Leah on, too. At least the shuttle would get them away from the airport. 

			If he didn’t hear back from Harvard before they reached the hotel, he’d reevaluate.

			Ten minutes later on the dot, the phone vibrated in his pocket. “Yeah?”

			“Got a place,” Harvard said. “Tuc owns a private villa in Canggu. About twelve miles northwest of the airport.”

			Of course he did. Tucker Quentin, the billionaire founder of HORNET, owned half of the goddamn world. “Text me the address. We jumped on a shuttle to the Hilton Garden Inn. Can you have transpo waiting for us?”

			“On it. Tuc has his staff getting the villa ready for you. There are two live-ins on site, locals, a husband and wife. Both are one hundred percent loyal to Tuc. I’ll send you their pictures and relevant info.”

			Suddenly exhausted, Marcus rubbed at the tension clamped around the back of his neck. “Any luck on that symbol?”

			“Still looking,” Sami Blackwood, tech girl genius extraordinaire and the love of Harvard’s life, said in the background. “I have it narrowed down to three options. I’ll email them to you, see which you think looks most like the one you saw.”

			“All right. I’ll check once we get to the villa.”

			“So,” Harvard said, drawing the word out. “I had to tell Gabe and Quinn you called.”

			“Uh-huh.” He’d expected as much. “They pissed?”

			“If Gabe is, he’s not showing it. As usual. But Quinn…not so much.”

			“Quinn’s not Quinn unless he’s pissed about something.”

			“I mean, he has a right to be. You walked out and ignored his calls—all of our calls—for months.”

			“Yeah, dude. I know. I’d say I’m sorry, but—”

			“And when you finally do call,” Harvard continued, heating up to his argument, “it’s because the shit has hit the fan, bad guys are chasing you, and you need our help.”

			“Eric,” Sami said softly in the background, trying to soothe, but Harvard wasn’t having it. 

			“Yeah, of course Quinn’s pissed. So am I. So is everyone else. We were worried about you.” 

			Every word hit like the lash of a whip. “Can we have this out later?”

			Harvard made a grumbling sound. Marcus decided to take it as a yes. If he could just put off that convo for the next, oh, eternity that would be great.

			“The bad guys aren’t after me,” he added, grateful to change the subject. “They’re after Leah.”

			After a stunned beat of silence, both Harvard and Sami exclaimed, “Why?” 

			He shot a sideways glance at her. She was staring out the window, watching the city rumble by as the shuttle sputtered toward its destination. Didn’t seem to be paying attention to his conversation. “I don’t know the whole story yet, but I intend to find out ASAP.”

			“Hey,” Sami called out before he could hang up. “How is she?”

			Another glance in her direction. She was stoic and her hands were steady where she had them clasped in her lap, but she was still too pale. He honestly didn’t know how to answer that question. “About how you’d expect. I’ll call when we’re safe.”

		


		
			Chapter Ten

			The villa wasn’t your typical safe house, but it was what you’d expect from a billionaire’s personal residence. Oversized paper lanterns cast soft yellow light on the giant teak doors that opened to a walkway flanked by lily-pad spotted koi ponds. It was an entrance fit for a king. 

			Which, Marcus supposed, in their world, Tucker Quentin was.

			The walkway ended in a living room, an open space with a peaked ceiling and large-bladed ceiling fans. The furniture was butter-soft leather, wide and long enough for even a big guy like Tucker to stretch out on. Lit candles decorated two coffee tables at the center of the square made by the furniture. To the left, connected by another walkway over the pond, was a dining room, to the right, another walkway and a TV room. Straight ahead, a view of lush tropical gardens and an Olympic sized pool reflecting the pinks of the setting sun.

			Leah blinked and turned a slow circle. “I thought we were going to a hotel.”

			“This is more secure.”

			She stopped turning and cocked a brow at him. “There are no walls.” She swept out an arm, indicating the living, dining, and TV rooms. “It’s all open.”

			“There’s a wall around the property,” he pointed out, but she still appeared unconvinced. Who could blame her after the week she’d had? 

			Yes, the villa was strangely lacking in walls—the bathrooms, too? He’d have to check, because that could be awkward—but he had no doubt it was locked down like the Pentagon. The head of Quentin Enterprises was nothing if not security conscious. Tuc probably had technological barriers in place that the government could only dream of. 

			“It’s Tuc’s place,” he told her.

			“Oh.”

			He didn’t like the sound of that “oh” and the tension that had started to ease when they arrived clamped back down on his neck. He resisted the urge to rub at it. “What’s wrong?”

			She hugged herself. “The hotel on Martinique was Tuc’s, too. Look how secure that turned out to be.”

			It felt like she’d punched him in the gut. “That was different. It was a hotel, and all hotels can be breached. This is Tuc’s personal property.” 

			She scowled. “I don’t want his money. I told him that after Danny died.”

			“He offered you money?”

			“I think he was afraid of a lawsuit. My lawyer told me I should, but I didn’t…” Her voice wavered and she pressed a hand over her mouth. After a moment, she cleared her throat. “I didn’t want his money then and I don’t now.”

			“He’s not giving us money. He’s offering us safety.”

			“You get your paycheck from him.”

			“I haven’t had a paycheck in eight months.” Exasperated, he spotted a bar over in the TV room and stalked toward it, his steps thunking hollowly on the walkway. Fuck sobriety. They were safe, he knew they were safe, and he was going to have a fucking drink. The TV room had four lounges in the same beige leather as the living room furniture, and each lounge had a personal fifty-inch TV mounted on the wall across from it. Excessive, but again, Tuc was a billionaire. One of the top ten richest men in the world. Who was Marcus to tell him how to spend his money? 

			The teak bar and the shelves behind it were things of beauty, stocked with every kind of liquor a man’s heart could desire. He spotted a bottle of tequila he knew cost more than some people’s rent and picked it off the shelf. He grabbed a shot glass and poured himself a healthy dose. 

			Leah slid onto the leather stool across from him and tapped the bar. “Give me one.”

			He shrugged and picked another shot glass from the soldier-straight line of them along the edge of the bar.

			She took the shot and scrunched her face as she set the glass down. 

			Marcus laughed and downed his shot, enjoying the heat of it sliding down his throat. “Been a while, huh? Back in the day you used to put tequila away like a champ.”

			“Aside from the occasional glass of wine, I don’t have the opportunity to drink like we did as teenagers. I grew up and have responsibilities now.”

			He paused halfway through refilling their glasses and raised a brow at her. “Are you calling me immature?”

			“Yes.” She snapped up her glass and threw the shot back. No scrunched-up face this time. She was getting the hang of it.

			“Fair enough.” He also downed his shot, then placed the glass upside down on the bar and put the tequila back on the shelf. He could’ve kept going, but he knew her. She’d taken his comment as a challenge and would try to meet him shot for shot. He didn’t know what was going to happen tomorrow, but he was sure he’d need her coherent for whatever came their way. 

			He picked up her glass and, in its place, he placed his burner cell. “You should call home. Check on the kids and my mom.”

			“You should check on your mom,” she said. “She misses you.”

			“I know.”

			They both looked at the phone for a long moment.

			Finally, Leah shook her head. “Not yet. It’s the middle of the night there. And I’m not ready.”

			“Okay.” He scooped up the phone, replaced it in his pocket. “So what happened? Walk me through it.”

			Leah pushed away from the bar and wandered back toward the living room but stopped on the walkway and stared at the large koi swimming in the pond. She sat down on the raised edge and dragged her finger through the water, sending the koi scattering. She hugged her knees to herself as if she were cold despite the pleasantly warm night.

			Still standing behind the bar, Marcus watched her and wondered if she felt as alone as she looked right then. “Leah?” 

			She shook her head, then pressed her forehead to her knees. “I don’t even know where to start. It’s all a blur.”

			He hated the idea that she felt alone. She shouldn’t. He was here now. And, yeah, he’d left. It was an asshole thing to do to her, but nobody could convince him it hadn’t been the right choice at the time. But now? Until the danger to her was neutralized, the jaws of life wouldn’t pry him away from her. He owed her that much. He owed Danny that. 

			He snagged a throw off one of the TV lounges and wrapped it over her shoulders. The look she gave him was so full of gratitude, his heart damn near cracked in half. She wasn’t built for this life of bullets and bad guys. Leah had always been the sweet girl-next-door type. She was the kind of woman you expected to bake cookies for her kid’s classroom, to chaperon field trips—the PTA soccer mom. She made friends wherever she went because she was a genuinely nice person and it was hard not to like her. She was good personified.

			He sat down beside her, the wood creaking softly under his weight. He hesitated, unsure if he should touch her. Touching her always sent his brain to places it had no right going and perked up other parts of his body that had no business being perked. But she needed connection. She needed to know he wasn’t going to abandon her again.

			He placed a hand on her back, felt the shivers running through her despite the pleasantly warm night. “Just tell me what you remember. What were you doing before the men first attacked you? You were in L.A.?”

			“No. Malibu. Trying to sell one of my flips. Without Danny’s income, I need to work more. Sell more. This house was a nightmare to renovate, a money pit, so I really wanted it off my hands.”

			“Did the buyer show up?”

			“No. I saw a black car cruise by the driveway, but it didn’t pull in. I went into the house, did one last check. It has a gorgeous view of the water, and I decided to open the wall of windows. It’s like a door, folds back into a cubby in the wall. It got stuck, and I bent over to figure out why, and next thing I know I’m in the pool. Someone had slammed into me, knocked me in. I came up and this British guy was pulling me over to the side, telling me to run. I looked behind us and we were being chased by two men with guns.”

			“The British man told you his name was Alexander Cabot?”

			She nodded and gazed up at him with exhausted eyes. “Do you know him?”

			“No.” But Mercedes Raya seemed to know the name, and that was concerning as hell. That woman didn’t run with upstanding crowds. “He gave you a flash drive?”

			She shifted enough to pull the drive out of her pocket and held it out to him. “Take it. I don’t want to know what’s on it.”

			He turned the thing over in his hands. It was more than your average flash drive. Seriously high tech. He’d bet his left nut it was encrypted, which meant he’d need Harvard and Sami’s help to get the data off it. “You said you were attacked a second time?”

			“At your mom’s house. She got us out. She had go bags packed for us and everything.” A smile ghosted over her lips. “Your mom’s a badass.”

			“Hey, you’re preaching to the choir.” His heart squeezed. Jesus, he missed that woman. Leah was right. It had been too long since he’d called Mom. Maybe it was time to face reality, stop hiding, and go home. If for no other reason than to hug his mom and taste her zeppole again. His mouth actually watered at the thought. He missed those little fried pieces of dough, and nobody made them better than Regina Deangelo.

			“She sent me here,” Leah continued. “She knew where you were.”

			“Of course she did. Can’t hide from Mom.”

			“She said she was planning to send me sooner or later, but after they broke into her house, she decided it had to be sooner.”

			Someone had invaded his mother’s house. The thought made his blood sizzle. Just for that alone, he’d track down these assholes with the wolf logo on their gear. They were going down—with or without HORNET’s help.

			Which reminded him. 

			He got up and walked through the living room and down the steps to the garden, where he found the master suite tucked off to the right just before the pool. There was one wall and a door separating the suite from the public garden and pool, but that was where the walls ended. The suite was as lavishly furnished as the rest of the villa with a huge king-sized bed between four floor-to-ceiling posts draped with silk mosquito netting.

			Harvard had said Tuc sent his staff to get the place ready for them. If he knew Tuc, that meant there was clothing and gear waiting for him somewhere. The master suite was his first guess, though he supposed Tuc could’ve set them up in the guest rooms beyond the pool.

			Nope. Right in one. Tuc was nothing if not a gracious host.

			Two bags sat on the chaise lounge at the end of the bed. He checked them both. Clothes for him and for Leah. He knew they’d fit. Harvard was a master at digging up information, but Tucker Quentin was beyond even the Boy Genius when it came to finding things out about his employees and their families. It was creepy, except when it was helpful.

			Leah would hate to know how much Tuc knew about her and the kids. He winced at the thought and decided to keep that little nugget a secret. If she commented on the fit of the clothes, he’d just tell her they’d guessed on the size.

			He shouldered the bags. Also on the lounge sat a ruggedized laptop and two new—probably encrypted and untraceable—cell phones. He hesitated, hand hovering over them. Accepting them meant he was officially back in the fold.

			Did he want that?

			He wasn’t sure.

			Did he have a choice?

			Nope.

			He scooped them up and turned toward the door, noticing the master bathroom as he did. Just like the rest of the villa, it had no walls. The toilet was tucked away in a little closet with a door. The shower and stone bathtub looked out over a small private garden. The only thing separating the bathroom from the TV room was thick tropical foliage, a short stone fence, and the koi pond on the other side.

			Well, that was interesting.

			He turned to go back and found Leah standing in his way, hands on her hips. She eyed the king-sized bed behind him, but quickly averted her gaze. “What are you doing?”

			He passed her one of the duffel bags. “Clothes.”

			She pushed the bag away. “I don’t want anything of his.”

			Grumbling under his breath at her stubbornness, he looped the bag over her shoulder. “I know, I know. But we’re trying to stay on the down low here, and you have blood on your shirt.”

			She pulled her shirt out from her body and stared at the flecks of blood. 

			“That tends to draw attention.”

			The little bit of color that the tequila had returned to her cheeks drained away again. She brushed at the blood with her hand as if that would help. “Oh. How…?” Her voice trailed off.

			He wasn’t about to tell her it was high velocity blood spatter. She’d figure it out once she wasn’t so rattled. He motioned to the bathroom. “There’s a soaker tub in there. Why don’t you clean up?”

			She met his gaze then turned in the direction he’d indicated. Her nose wrinkled. “No walls.”

			“Promise not to peek.”

			She whipped around to scowl at him. “You wouldn’t have said that if Danny was still alive. It would’ve been a given.”

			Yup. That hurt. And she was right. He’d never thought of Leah in any kind of sexual capacity until recently. “I—” He broke off, unsure how to finish that sentence. “Yeah, sorry. I was just trying to put you at ease.”

			“It didn’t work.”

			He motioned vaguely toward the front of the house. “I’ll be in the living room. I need to call the team and update them.” He held up the ruggedized computer. “Figure out what’s on that flash drive.”

			Leah was silent. She just stood there, staring at him. She opened her mouth like she wanted to say something but shook her head and adjusted the bag on her shoulder before turning toward the big stone tub. 

			Marcus waited a beat before leaving. He didn’t know why. He told himself he didn’t want to see her naked. He didn’t want any kind of attachment with her beyond their complicated history.

			Worry caused his hesitation, he decided. Leah had been through hell the last few days, and the strain showed around her exhausted eyes. He wanted to help but didn’t know what to do.

			Once back in the living room, he dropped his bag next to the sofa and pulled the coffee table over to use as a desk. He opened the laptop and fell into the rhythm of logging into HORNET’s private network. Then he grabbed the cell phone and dialed Harvard as he fished the flash drive out of his pocket.

			“Did you get Sami’s email?” Harvard answered.

			“I’m pulling it up now.”

			“We’re not sure without your confirmation, but we think we’ve narrowed it down to one. The Volkov Group.”

			“Never heard of them.”

			“They’re basically the Russian version of Defion.”

			“But not Defion?”

			“As far as we can tell, there are no ties.”

			“Then why the hell are they after Leah?”

			“That’s still a mystery. Did you get any intel from her?”

			“She was attacked while showing a house in Malibu two days ago. A man named Alexander Cabot rescued her and gave her a flash drive.” 

			“What’s on it?”

			“I don’t know.” He turned the drive over in his hand, studying it. “It’s more high-tech than any flash drive I’ve ever seen. I don’t even know how to open it.” He set the drive down next to the laptop and pulled up his email. Since he’d been gone, the inbox had exploded. Alerts on mandatory Arabic training, missives about the teaching schedule for the trainees, and other communications from his teammates. He deleted the dozen or so that had some variation of “are you okay?” for a subject line. He didn’t want the reminder that he was a selfish bastard. He opened Sami’s email and studied the three symbols she’d sent. All were different variations of a wolf and the letter V. 

			“The first one,” he said without doubt. “The V overlaid with the snarling wolf head. The guys who attacked us had that stitched on their body armor.”

			“Yup,” Harvard said. “It’s Volkov Group.”

			“What do we know about them?”

			“Hired mercs with close ties to the Kremlin. They have units in Syria, Ukraine, Nicaragua—essentially anywhere Russia has an interest. They are owned by and take their name from Russian oligarch Evgeni Volkov, a.k.a. The Wolf. He and Putin are golf buddies. There have been rumors Volkov Group has been used for political assassinations, but nothing has been substantiated. There are also rumors The Wolf is wallet deep in the black market. Weapons, organs, and anything else ugly you can think of.”

			“Lemme guess. Unsubstantiated.”

			“Got it in one.”

			Marcus picked up the flash drive again. “They want whatever is on this drive enough to kill. We need to crack it.”

			“That’s why we’re on our way to you.”

			Marcus froze and shot a glance over his shoulder to make sure Leah was still in the master suite. “What do you mean, we?”

			“The team. We mobilized after your first call and we’re in the air. ETA 1200 tomorrow, your time.”

			Fuck. Leah was not going to like that. But he’d be lying if he said he wasn’t relieved. Whether she liked it or not, if they were going to keep her and her kids safe, this was how it had to be. HORNET, and especially Tucker Quentin, had resources and a worldwide reach that Marcus alone didn’t possess.

			“We need to find out who Cabot is. He’s the center of this. Anything you can dig up on his ties to Mercedes Raya, Defion, and Volkov. And Danny,” he added, his throat tightening like it always did when he had to say his best friend’s name out loud.

			Harvard was quiet for a beat too long. “Why Danny?”

			“Cabot sought out Leah at a house she flipped in Malibu. I don’t know if he led the bad guys to her or if he just happened to be in the right place at the right time, but he was specifically looking for Leah. She didn’t say it, but I think Cabot had ties to Danny and didn’t know he was dead until recently.”

			Harvard must have put a hand over the phone because his voice sounded muffled and far away as he relayed that information to someone. Probably Sami—which was confirmed when her voice came over the line with a squeal of excitement.

			“You want me to hack the FBI? Please tell me you’re commanding me to hack the FBI.”

			“‘If you want to be elite, you’ve got to do a righteous hack.’”

			“Did you just quote Hackers at me, Deangelo?”

			That gave him pause. He supposed he had. He loved movies, but since moving to Sumba, he hadn’t had a TV. “Seemed appropriate.”

			“So appropriate. I’m on it.”

			“Don’t get caught.”

			She scoffed. “I never get caught.”

			Harvard came back on the line. “We’ll dig on Cabot and have something for you by the time we land.”

			“What am I supposed to do until then?”

			“Keep Leah safe,” Harvard suggested. “Maybe warm her up to the idea of having us there?”

			Yeah, fifteen hours wasn’t enough time for that. “She won’t be a problem.” He hung up and sat there for a long time, staring at his email inbox but not really seeing the unread messages. Finally, he got up and walked back toward the master suite. He listened at the door but heard nothing except the nighttime chirps of crickets and frogs. A koi splashed in the pond. Otherwise, all was still.

			He tapped on the door. When he got no answer, he carefully pushed it open. Leah sat on the lounge at the end of the bed, wrapped in a colorful kimono. She looked like a painting, all soft and lovely, her damp hair falling in waves around her face. She stared at her wedding ring, slowly twisting it around on her finger.

			He knocked again—a soft tap tap with his knuckles so as not to startle her—and she looked up. Her eyes were red, lashes spiked with wet. “Marcus.” She sighed heavily and shifted on the lounge to face him. “I’m sorry I snapped earlier. What I said about you behaving differently toward me since Danny…it was cruel.”

			“It was the truth.”

			“I wanted to hurt you. I was hurting and I just wanted to twist that knife so I wouldn’t feel like this alone.”

			“I know.” He hesitated, then crossed the room and sat down beside her. He didn’t touch her, though he wanted to. Didn’t dare. They were both vulnerable right now and last time… Well, he didn’t like to think about it. “You were right,” he said softly. “If Danny was still here, it wouldn’t have crossed my mind to say something like that.”

			She touched her ring again, dragging her thumb over the shiny diamond. “Are we ever going to talk about…” She trailed off and didn’t finish the thought. She didn’t need to. He knew exactly what she was referring to. 

			Maybe sitting down so close beside her wasn’t such a hot idea. She smelled of something sweet and tropical, and the night creatures filling the humid air around them with noise lent to a weird sense of intimacy, like they were the only two humans left on the planet. The memory of that night, of the feel of her in his arms, spread heat through his gut. His balls suddenly felt too heavy, his shorts too tight.

			“Nope.” He stood up and walked to the edge of the room, pretending to take an interest in the statues of Buddha lining the master suite’s private garden. 

			“We can’t avoid it forev—”

			“Yeah, we can.”

			“Forgot who I’m talking to.” Annoyance sharpened her voice to an edge. “The king of avoidance.”

			So what if he was? Avoidance was easy. It hurt less. It didn’t ask him to dig too deeply into the messiness of emotions. It kept him away from dangerous entanglements where hearts could be broken. He’d always been a love ’em and leave ’em type of guy—that included friends and family as well as lovers. Everyone knew this about him, so why was everyone suddenly so fucking determined to call out that particular character flaw? 

			The muscles in his back tightened as his own annoyance spiked and he rolled his shoulders. “It’s just better that we pretend that night never happened.”

			She didn’t respond for a long time. So long, he started to wonder if maybe she’d left the room.

			“I can’t,” she whispered. “I think about it all the time. I think about you all the time.”

			Aw, fuck. He squeezed his eyes shut and tilted his head back. If he hadn’t given up on religion years ago, he might’ve prayed just then. Prayed for help being a decent human being. For the strength to do the right thing here. 

			Instead, he said, “I think about you, too, but it’s wrong. That’s why I left. It’s wrong to want you like I do.” He strode toward the door, careful not to look at her. “The team arrives tomorrow. We’ll make arrangements for you to go home to the kids. We’ll make sure you’re protected until this is over.”

			“Marcus.”

			He stopped moving. Didn’t turn. 

			“Where are you sleeping?”

			“I’ll take one of the guest rooms.” Not really. He didn’t want to be a whole football field away from her. He’d likely end up crashing on the couch, but she didn’t need to know that. “Get some rest. You’re safe here.” 

		


		
			Chapter Eleven

			Leah jolted awake, torn from the same horrible dream of blood spilling into sand that she’d had for nearly a year. She could still hear the bang of a phantom gun echoing around in her head.

			Danny’s death.

			She didn’t know the details. Had never asked for them. But her lack of knowledge didn’t stop her brain from churning out images while she slept.

			It had been a long while since she had one of these nightmares. Months, in fact. Current events, along with the approaching one-year anniversary of losing him, had sparked her imagination again. 

			Maybe it was time she knew the truth. Maybe she should ask what really happened on that beach on Martinique.

			Leah sat up and tried to orient herself, but for one heart-stopping minute nothing looked familiar. The wall-less room with high, peaked ceiling. The huge bed with the silk drapes, the sofa with its satin cushions and pillows. The large, stone soaker tub. The kimono she wore.

			As sleep faded, awareness seeped back. She was at Tucker Quentin’s villa in Bali. 

			With Marcus.

			And he had walked away after she shared her most damning secret.

			She shouldn’t have said anything. She should have kept her mouth shut and let him go on thinking that night had been a fluke. She hadn’t meant to tell him how often she thought about it, but she’d been overtired and her emotions too raw and jagged. When she’d opened her mouth, the truth had come tumbling out without her brain’s go-ahead.

			Way to make a bad situation worse. 

			The kimono had slipped off her shoulders in her sleep, exposing her breasts. Frustrated with this whole sideshow of a week, she shrugged it back on, retied the belt, and then jumped out of bed. She looked through the bag Quentin had provided and chose a loose button-up top and khaki capris. She slipped her feet into a pair of sandals and then faced the door. Drew a breath to fortify herself. 

			Unlike Marcus, she wasn’t one to avoid the tough stuff. And facing him this morning was definitely the tough stuff.

			She stepped out into the garden and shielded her eyes from the rising sun with one hand. She hadn’t taken the time to appreciate the beauty of their surroundings the night before. Large paper lanterns surrounded the double doors of the master suite. The garden beyond was a lush jumble of green. To the left were the steps leading up to the living room. She saw Marcus’s bag sitting on one of the chairs, and his laptop open on the coffee table, but he wasn’t there. To the right, the massive expanse of a pool sparkled blue in the sunlight. Beyond the pool was another lotus pond, with a walkway branching out to four smaller versions of the master suite. She assumed those buildings were the guest rooms, where Marcus had slept. Maybe he was still sleeping? She wouldn’t be surprised.

			She’d passed out shortly after he left her and had slept for almost twelve hours, but it was still early. She didn’t know what time it was exactly, but judging by the rising sun, she guessed around six thirty a.m. If he had stayed up late, he might very well still be in bed.

			Okay, then. She could put off facing him for a little while. She’d find her way to the kitchen, make coffee, and take him some as a peace offering.

			She walked up the steps to the living room and found that, no, Marcus wasn’t still sleeping. He’d very obviously slept here on the couch. The pillow was still dented from his head. On the coffee table next to his laptop and phone was the bottle of tequila and an empty glass turned upside down. She winced at the sight. He drank too much, but if she said anything about it, he’d shut down on her.

			She picked up the throw crumpled at the foot of the couch and looked around, but still didn’t see him in either the TV room to the left or the kitchen to the right. She folded the throw, then continued on to the kitchen. He was already up somewhere in the villa, but she bet he’d still appreciate a coffee if he’d continued drinking after she’d gone to bed. 

			The coffee bar in the kitchen was like something found in a high-end espresso shop. Luckily, she’d worked as a barista before getting her real estate license. She brewed a strong, black coffee for Marcus and then indulged in a latte with whipped cream for herself. 

			Calories didn’t count when you were on the run from bad guys.

			As the espresso brewed, she pulled out the phone Marcus had left for her last night. By her best guess, it was afternoon in Los Angeles, and she was dying to talk to her children. She dialed Regina’s cell phone number from memory, and as she listened to the rings, she hoped Regina would answer the unfamiliar number. It switched to voicemail and she had a moment of panic. What if something had happened to them?

			No. Stop. She drew a breath, let it out slowly. Nothing had happened. The danger was focused on her, and as long as she stayed away, her babies would be fine.

			She forced some cheer into her voice. “Regina, it’s me. My phone is gone, but you can reach me at this new number. How are the kids? Call as soon as you can.”

			She hung up, then finished with the coffee and took both mugs back to the poolside garden. If Marcus had slept in the living room, maybe he’d gone to one of the guest rooms to use the bathroom and clean up. She started to walk past the pool, but then noticed movement in the two-story building at the other end. 

			The downstairs area looked like a spa with two massage tables. She continued past the tables up the stairs to the second floor and was met with a breathtaking view of the sunrise over the ocean. Surfers already out looking for the best wave dotted the water in a bobbing line.

			Marcus sat on the terrace railing, his back to the wall, one leg drawn up to his chest, the other dangling off the edge. His chest and feet were bare, but he wasn’t relaxed. Instead, he reminded her of a panther perched in a tree just waiting for the right moment to pounce on his prey.

			At the creak of her foot on the top step, he looked at her. And suddenly, she felt like the prey he’d been waiting on.

			“Uh.” She faltered, momentarily forgetting why she’d sought him out. Then the feel of the hot coffee warming her hand through the mug reminded her. She held it out to him. “I thought you’d like coffee. I made it strong.”

			He accepted the mug and gazed out over the water again. “Thanks.”

			She leaned against the railing and tested her latte. Mm. Perfection. “Beautiful sunrise.”

			He grunted noncommittally and she realized that, duh, he hadn’t come up here to watch the sunrise. A smile tugged at her lips as she nodded toward the surfers. “You want to be out there in that lineup.”

			“It’s why I came to Indonesia.” He took a drink from his mug, then leaned his head back against the wall and gazed out over the surfers again. “I was dying, killing myself slowly, and I didn’t care. I had to leave, Leah. I knew you needed me, but I couldn’t stay. I was no use to you in the state I was in. It took a long time for me to feel human again.” He motioned to the surfers with his mug. “Sitting out there on a board with nothing but water around me, waiting for a wave, it was a balm. It helped me cope when it felt like the grief was chewing me up from the inside out. I might not have survived otherwise.”

			Leah took a drink to help swallow down the sudden surge of bitterness. “I didn’t have that luxury.”

			“No, you didn’t.”

			“It’s not fair that you got to run away. It’s not fair that you left me to deal with the fallout on my own. I hated you for it.”

			“You had a right to.”

			“I couldn’t escape. I had to live with it every day. I had to look at my kids missing their dad every day, and I couldn’t even explain to them what happened or why he was gone.”

			Marcus met her gaze. “You told me you didn’t want to know.”

			Her heart was beating too hard and her hand shook as she set her mug on the railing. “I think not knowing has been worse. I dream about it. About how it could’ve happened.”

			“Knowing’s not any better, doll. I dream about it, too. In vivid, gory detail.”

			“Still.” She traced the rim of her mug with her finger. “I think it’s time. Will you tell me?”

			Marcus didn’t respond right away. He gazed out over the ocean, but this time, she knew he wasn’t seeing the sunrise or the surfers. He was looking into the past, dragging up painful memories because she’d asked him to. 

			“We thought the mission was over,” he said finally. “We thought we’d won. We’d freed the hostages from the hotel, the bad guys were dead or had given up. We lost one of the hostages—a spy in our training program killed her before we breached the hotel—and Jean-Luc was shot but he was going to be okay. Everyone else was safe. We were just wrapping up, cleaning up, debriefing…and then the shit hit the fan before we realized there was any shit or even a fan.”

			She pictured it all so clearly. Did she want to hear the rest? Because she’d picture that, too, and maybe Marcus was right. Maybe the unknown was better, but she couldn’t live with it anymore. “What happened?”

			“Are you sure you want this?” he asked.

			“Yes.” She made sure there was no hesitation in her answer.

			Marcus was silent for a beat. “I helped load Jean-Luc into an ambulance, then went looking for Danny. I found him sitting on some lounge chairs on the beach with Lanie Delcambre, watching the sunrise. I started toward them, and Lanie must have heard me because she glanced back. I’ll never forget the expression of horror that crossed her face. She shouted at me to get down. I dropped to the sand, but I felt the bullet go by. It must have missed me by centimeters.”

			Leah closed her eyes because, dammit, that hurt to hear. If it had hit Marcus, she’d have Danny now—but then Marcus would be dead. Danny wouldn’t have taken the loss of the man he considered a brother any better than Marcus had. Would their marriage have survived such a blow? Or would it have drawn them closer, as Danny’s death had done for her and Marcus?

			It was silly to wonder. In a perfect world, she’d have them both, just like the good old days. Oh, she missed those sun-soaked days where their biggest concerns were schoolwork and beach parties. But that wasn’t how things had turned out. As much as she had loved Danny, she wouldn’t wish for Marcus’s death to have him back. She knew, beyond blaming himself, Marcus would give anything to trade places with Danny. Was it wrong that the thought of losing him now made her nauseous? If it was possible for the two men to switch places, shouldn’t she want her husband back?

			She stared out over the surfers as her stomach wrapped itself in guilty knots. Acceptance was a wonderful thing. It lifted the weight of grief, allowed life to go on, but it could also be so ugly. She’d accepted that Danny’s only part in her life now was as a memory. She wasn’t the same person she’d been while married to him. The last year of grief had changed and molded her into someone else. If he miraculously came back to life tomorrow, she honestly didn’t know if they could pick up where they left off. She’d loved the memory of him for too long now. 

			She realized Marcus was watching her and offered a reassuring smile. “I’m okay.”

			“You’re sure? You want me to keep going?”

			She couldn’t speak. Her throat had closed up, so she just nodded instead.

			Marcus let out a soft exhale. “The bullet would have hit Lanie—she was directly behind me—but Danny jumped up and knocked her out of the way.”

			“Yes, he would do that. He always wanted to save people.”

			“Yeah, well. He saved Lanie. The bullet traveled through him, and by the time it hit her it had lost so much velocity that it didn’t do much. He took all the damage for her. All the damage originally meant for me.”

			“Marcus—”

			He shook his head hard and continued talking. He seemed to need to finish the story now that he’d started, so she fell silent. 

			His voice came out rough, like gravel had clogged up his throat. “I knew it was bad as soon as I got to them. Danny was very pale and struggling to breathe. He kept saying he was cold. I shouted for a medic and Jesse came running. Bullets flying everywhere, nobody knew who was shooting or why, and he came running with his medical bag. For a second I thought, It’s okay now. Jesse’s a fucking superhero with that med kit. He can fix anybody. But then Jesse put in one of those…what’s it called?” He made a stabbing motion toward his chest. “Chest tube or drain or whatever. To help Danny breathe. Blood spurted out. Just…everywhere. All over me, Jesse.” He held up his hands and looked at them like he could still see the blood painting them. “I think I knew then what was going to happen. I didn’t want to believe it. Didn’t accept it. But I knew as soon as that blood came pouring out of that tube, he wasn’t going to make it. You need to know Jesse didn’t give up. He refused. He said there was a bleed somewhere in Danny’s chest and he needed to stop it or else Danny wouldn’t make it to a hospital. He opened Danny up right there.”

			Leah pressed a shaking hand over her mouth as the swill of nausea she’d felt minutes ago surged up her throat. “Oh God. Stop.”

			Marcus didn’t seem to hear her. He made a sound that might have been a laugh if it wasn’t so choked with sorrow. “Battlefield surgery. Jesse’d done it before when Gabe was shot, and that turned out okay, but…not this time. He found the bleed, clamped it. Except there was another. And another. Eventually he stopped looking and shook his head. He told me later that Danny’s heart was pulverized. He was surprised it had continued beating for as long as it had.”

			Leah couldn’t hear more. She thought she could do this. Thought she was strong enough now to hear the details, but she wasn’t. She knocked her mug off the railing as she spun away and fled down the stairs. The crack of the ceramic shattering sounded miles away. 

			Once she reached the pool and garden, she staggered to a halt. She didn’t know where to go. She was trapped inside this villa because someone wanted to hurt her. Just like how someone had hurt Danny. Pulverized his heart. The same heart she had listened to every night for thirteen years.

			She jolted when Marcus touched her shoulder. She felt like she’d jump out of her skin if the wind blew in the wrong direction. 

			“I’m sorry,” Marcus said and turned her toward him, dragging her into his arms. He held her tight and pressed his face against the top of her head. “I shouldn’t have— I’m so sorry.”

			She wrapped her arms around his waist and held on until the tremors passed. He felt safe, and she savored it even though she knew it was a false safety. The crash of emotions she felt toward him were anything but safe. 

			He eased away and gazed down, worry creasing his forehead. “Are you okay?”

			She nodded, but when she tried to speak no words came out. She cleared her throat and tried again. “I thought I was ready.”

			He cradled her face in his hands, and she’d never seen his eyes so kind, so tender. “Danny’s last thought was for you and the kids. He loved you so much, Leah. That’s all you need to know about what happened that day. That’s all you need to hang on to. Let me carry the burden of remembering the hard parts, the ugly parts, for you.”

			She brought her hands up to his wrists. “That’s not fair to you.”

			“He’s dead and I’m alive. I’d say that’s plenty fair.”

			She wasn’t sure what made her do it, but she stood up on her toes and pressed a kiss to his mouth. Maybe it was the emotional upheaval of the last few minutes. Maybe it was the way he looked at her with such tenderness, like she was the most precious thing he’d ever held in his arms. Maybe it was because she’d been yearning for the kind of connection she once shared with Danny. She’d never felt alone when he was alive. Now it was nothing but lonely days followed by even lonelier nights.

			It was selfish, but for a moment, she wanted to be selfish. Right now, she just wanted to feel something other than anger, hurt, fear, and sorrow.

			Marcus’s muscles tensed as she slid her hands from his wrists to his shoulders. He wasn’t responding to her kiss. He just stood there, all statue-like. She drew away, heat flooding into her cheeks.

			Dammit, that had been stupid. “I-I shouldn’t have—”

			Marcus released a shuddering breath and grabbed her around the waist with his big hands, drawing her flush against his hard body as his mouth descended on hers. He wasn’t gentle, wasn’t asking. He was taking, devouring, and nerve endings she forgot she had sparked to pleasurable life. Every worry vaporized in the heat of his kiss. Every fear. Every horrible image filling her mind. Everything. He made it all disappear. She gripped his shoulders, clung to him, feeling anchored for the first time in a year.

			But then he released her.

			The action was so abrupt she wobbled and nearly fell over. No more anchor. He’d ripped it away and left her drifting again. 

			Marcus stared at her with hooded eyes, his chest heaving with ragged pants. Since he wore nothing but sweatpants, it was impossible to miss how the kiss had affected him. He was aroused. Very aroused. Her gaze skimmed down to the tent at the front of his pants, and she felt an answering clench of need deep in her belly.

			Marcus casually covered his erection with one hand. “I, uh, have work to do before the team gets here.”

			He spun away, poised to bolt like she was a dangerous creature he had to escape. She couldn’t let him. If she let him run now, he’d keep running. That was what he always did.

			“Marcus, wait.” She caught his hand and he glanced over his shoulder at her. Their gazes clashed, held. In his dark eyes, she saw the heat of desire, but also the blaze of anger. Was he angry at her? Or himself?

			She dropped his hand, letting him go. He didn’t move. Just stood there, half turned away, a muscle ticking in his jaw. 

			“It’s not right,” he finally said so softly she wasn’t sure she’d heard him correctly.

			“What?”

			“It’s not right.” This time, there was no doubt in his voice. He waved a hand back and forth in the empty space between them. “This. You and me. Can’t happen.”

			Everything in her chest tightened, twisted, and squeezed. She pressed a fist to her heart to make sure it was still beating, because it sure felt like there wasn’t enough room in there for it to properly do its job. She opened her mouth, but he didn’t give her the chance to formulate a reply.

			“Can’t happen,” he said again and gave her his back. “Your phone’s ringing,” he tossed over his shoulder as he walked away. “If it’s Mom, be careful how much you tell her. Let’s keep the target on us, not her and the kids.”

			He took the steps to the living room two at a time and snapped up his bag from the floor by the sofa. He shouldered it, grabbed his own phone and laptop, then took the long way around the pool to one of the guest rooms.

			Avoidance. It was what he did best.

			Oh, damn.

			Leah reached for her phone and answered with a shaking hand. “Regina?”

			“Hey, sweetheart. Is everything okay? You sound rattled.”

			Rattled. Yep, that kiss had certainly rattled her. She’d only ever experienced sexual attraction like that with her husband, and feeling it now toward Marcus had knocked her off-kilter. She touched her lips, puffy and well-used and still tingling from his kiss. Heat prickled along her cheek where his beard stubble had scrubbed her skin. 

			“Leah?” Regina said, worry creeping into her voice.

			She gave herself a mental shake and focused on the conversation. “Um, yeah. Everything is fine.”

			“Did you find Marcus?”

			“I did. He’s going to help me. He called in HORNET and they’re on their way to us.”

			“Good.” Regina breathed a sigh of relief. “They’ll figure it out and keep you safe.”

			Was it wrong that she very much doubted that? 

			“You should let me take the kids to their compound,” Regina added. “It’s the safest place for us.”

			“No.” Everyone seemed to have so much trust in HORNET—Marcus, Regina, even Alexander Cabot had put his life in their hands—but she couldn’t bring herself to have faith in them. 

			They got Danny killed. Full stop.

			If she’d had anyone else to turn to in this situation, she wouldn’t have contacted HORNET and she didn’t want her children anywhere near that team.

			She had no doubt Regina knew what she was thinking and changed the subject before she received a lecture that she’d heard many times before. “How are the kids?”

			“Oh, the boys think we’re on a great adventure.” Affection warmed Regina’s voice and lifted some of the weight from Leah’s shoulders. 

			“Sounds like them.”

			“I forgot how entertaining little boys can be. Marcus was a handful, always trying to give me a heart attack, but we had so much fun together.” Some of that warmth faded, replaced with worry. “How is he?”

			Once a mother, always a mother. Even when your son was an adult. Leah didn’t know whether to be amused or terrified by the prospect of spending the rest of her life worrying over her children.

			She scanned the guest rooms out behind the pool. She hadn’t seen which one Marcus went into. “He’s…about like you’d expect.”

			“Can I talk to him?”

			God, the hopefulness in Regina’s voice was painful. She doubted Marcus would talk to his mother even if he was available. “He’s in the shower. I’ll have him call you when he gets out.”

			Regina said nothing for a beat. Probably because they both knew he wouldn’t call.

			“What about Maya?” Leah asked. “Is she okay?”

			Regina sighed. “She’s withdrawn. She’s not… I can’t really get her to talk to me.”

			Her baby. Her sweet, sensitive little girl. What damage was she doing to her child? She wanted to demand to speak to Maya, but that would only make things worse. She squeezed her eyes shut. “Tell her I love her. The boys, too. Tell them I’ll be home as soon as I can. I should probably go.”

			“Leah,” Regina said before she could hang up. “Trust Marcus. He’ll protect you.”

			“I do.” He was about the only man in the world she trusted right now. “It’s the rest of them I’m nervous about.”

			“You shouldn’t be. They’re good men and women.”

			Maybe, but her husband was still dead. She’d be damned before she buried her children, too. “Keep my babies safe. Please.”

			“Like they’re my own.”

			“They are,” Leah said softly. “You are more their grandmother than my mom is. If anything happens to me, will you take care of them?”

			Regina made a muffled sound, something between a soft sob and a laugh. “Oh, amore. You know I will.”

			“Thank you.” She spotted Marcus leaving one of the guest rooms, his hair curling in wet ringlets around his face. “I need to go now. I’ll call back when I can.”

			“Have my son call me. Please.”

			She drew a breath as he stalked toward her. His mood might as well have been a dark cloud trailing behind him. “I’ll try.”

		


		
			Chapter Twelve

			It was a kick in the gut seeing her, standing there by the pool, virtually where he’d left her. The morning sun sparked off her hair, shimmered through the long strands like gold. He wanted his hands in that soft hair, wanted to tug it until his mouth was fastened firmly back to hers.

			Fuck.

			He stopped walking. He’d taken a cold shower, but obviously that hadn’t helped. So much for telling himself that nothing had changed, that everything could go on like he hadn’t just kissed the hell out of his best friend’s widow.

			But there she was, looking vulnerable and gorgeous, and he still wanted to run his hands and mouth all over her.

			She hung up her cell phone and faced him. “That was your mom. She wants you to call.”

			He made a noncommittal sound and continued past her, through the garden to the steps leading up to the living room. He loved his mom, but he couldn’t deal with her right now. Not while everything in the quiet world he’d constructed for himself was shattering to pieces around him. “The team will be here soon.”

			She followed him. “And then what?”

			“Then we figure out what the hell’s on that flash drive Cabot gave…” He trailed off as he topped the steps and spotted an old Indonesian man shuffling along the walkway between the front entrance and the living room. His wrinkled face contorted as he gasped for breath. He moved like he was in pain, one hand clutching his chest.

			Marcus recognized him from the pictures Tuc had sent of the villa’s live-ins, but something wasn’t right. He held up an arm to block Leah from running to the man’s aid. “Bakti? What’s wrong?”

			Bakti staggered precariously back and forth and nearly toppled into the koi pond before catching himself on his knees at the edge of the walkway. Blood dripped onto his weathered hand and spread into the water. He gazed up and whispered something in Indonesian. Only then did Marcus see the hole in the man’s chest. 

			Shit. They’d been found.

			He spun Leah around and gave her a little push. “Hide.”

			“W-what?”

			He didn’t have time to answer or explain and dove for his weapon. He nailed the first guy through the door right between the eyes. Damn lucky shot, since he hadn’t been keeping up with target practice since leaving the States. He wasn’t so lucky with the next shot and the returning fire tore up the couch. He grabbed his bag from the floor and Leah by the arm, but when he took the first step, pain blazed through his leg and it went out from underneath him. One of the bullets had opened up a strip on his thigh. He gritted his teeth and tried to stand, but the damn leg wouldn’t bear any weight, and he ended up landing on his good knee. And that fucking hurt, too.

			“Marcus—”

			He dug in the side pocket of his bag for the flash drive. He held it out to her. “Run. Make sure the team gets this.”

			She stared at him in horror. “No. No, no, no. I’m not leaving you.”

			He tucked the drive into her palm and gave her a gentle push. “There’s a garage at the back of the property. Take one of the cars and—”

			But it was too late. A flood of black-clad men banged through the front door, shouting orders in a mix of English and Russian. Leah gasped and let go of his hand. The flash drive dropped to the teak walkway and skidded over the edge.

			“Fuck.” Marcus watched it sink into the koi pond as the men stormed the walkway. They kicked Bakti into the water and filled the living room. They hadn’t sent only a handful of men this time. They had come in force.

			Marcus wasn’t a gambling man. The odds of making an escape and getting out alive had just dropped to sub-zero. He set down his weapon and shoved it across the floor toward the nearest man, then held his hands over his head. He nudged Leah with his elbow, silently urging her to do the same.

			“I thought we were safe,” she whispered and raised her own hands. “I should’ve known better than to trust—”

			She didn’t get a chance to finish the thought. One of the men stepped forward and cold-cocked her with the butt of his rifle. But it didn’t matter. She didn’t need to finish. He knew exactly what she was going to say. You. 

			That one unspoken word echoed through his mind as the butt of the rifle came down and shut his lights off.

			I should’ve known better than to trust you.

			Yeah, maybe she should’ve.

			… 

			Nothing good ever came from a door hanging wide open.

			It was a motto Ian lived by. Doors were meant to be closed and locked, especially doors on a safe house.

			“Ah, shit,” someone muttered from the back of the SUV. 

			He didn’t turn to see who it was as he brought the vehicle to a halt in front of the villa. The heavy double doors stood wide open, and something that looked suspiciously like blood smeared the metal handle. In the passenger seat beside him, Tank vibrated with the need to bite someone. After an eighteen-hour flight, Ian was kinda feeling the same way. 

			He soothed a hand down the dog’s neck. “Not yet, buddy. Stay.”

			He climbed out of the vehicle and took the rifle Seth passed to him.

			“This is a fucking bad sign,” the sniper said.

			“No shit,” Ian shot back and checked the rifle. They walked over to the second SUV, where Lanie and the others were gearing up.

			“Where’s Tank?” Lanie asked.

			He tilted his head toward the SUV.

			“Get him. If there’s anyone left inside, I don’t want any squirters.” She leveled a cool stare at the rest of the team. “And if there are any bad guys inside, let’s keep at least one of them alive, yeah? I have questions.”

			“Yeah, like how they found this place,” Harvard said as he prepared one of his army of drones to take flight. “Tuc’s going to be pissed when he gets here.”

			The men all nodded in agreement.

			Lanie turned to her husband. “Jesse, if we have wounded inside, I know you’re gonna want to go straight to them, but let’s clear the area first.”

			A muscle ticked in the cowboy’s jaw, and not for the first time, Ian wondered how difficult it was for him to take orders in the field from his wife. She was commander, he was medic. That was how the chain of command worked, but Ian wouldn’t do well with it in Jesse’s boots. Then again, he didn’t like taking orders from anyone, period. The only reason he listened to Lanie, and Gabe and Quinn before her, was because he respected the hell out of all three of them. Still, orders had a way of sticking in his craw, and the cowboy didn’t seem to be handling it well right now, either. 

			“If Marcus is injured—” 

			She cut Jesse off. “I know.” She reached out and gave his hand a quick squeeze. “But Marcus isn’t Danny. We’re not losing anyone today, and that includes you. We clear the area, then help the casualties.” 

			She shut the hatch on the SUV and expertly twisted her dark ringlets into a bun at the back of her head. Ian saw her as one of the guys and never noticed her femininity until she did something like that. 

			“All right,” she said and swung her rifle off her shoulder. “Let’s move. Seth, on me. Jesse and Jean-Luc have the middle. Ian, Harvard, and Tank have our six.” She engaged her comms with a tap on her earbud. “Sami, how are we looking?”

			Back at base, Sami had control of the drone Harvard had released and was working her computer magic on the thing. “I see two bodies, one definitely civilian, male. Can’t identify the other.”

			“Hostiles?”

			“Negative.”

			Lanie nodded to the group. “Let’s move in. Stay frosty, y’all.”

			As the team moved into position, Ian walked over to the SUV and freed Tank. “We have work to do, pal.”

			The dog’s tail wagged. He was always up for work. And play. And food. Basically, anything Ian wanted him to do, he happily obliged. Ian gave Tank’s one crooked ear a quick, affectionate rub before strapping him into his working harness. Who could’ve guessed an abandoned mutt from Afghanistan would turn into the best friend he ever had?

			They fell into line behind the team and Tank transformed from goofy dog to working K9, all business. 

			The house was the shit. Which, given its owner, wasn’t a surprise. Ian had never seen anything like it. Jesus, who had a koi pond as their home’s main feature? The bridges connecting each section of the house created a bottleneck, and that was where they found the first body, sprawled out right by the front door, half hanging off the wood walkway. Male, dressed in black combat gear marked with the Volkov Group logo.

			Half the team broke left, the other half went right. All around him echoed calls of “clear,” as they methodically cleared each section of the house. The place had been ransacked. The couch had been chewed up by gunfire. Spots of blood dotted the shiny wood floor. A go bag lay nearby on its side, as if dropped, and its contents littered the floor.

			Didn’t look good for Marcus and Leah Giancarelli.

			Ian gave Tank free rein and followed the dog down the wide steps off the living room to a garden and massive pool. That was where they found the second body. Also male, elderly, a local. From the dossier they’d all received during the in-flight briefing, he recognized Bakti Darmawan, one of the villa’s live-in caretakers. 

			“Someone check the live-in quarters,” Ian said through his comm. 

			“On it,” Jean-Luc and Seth replied at the same time. 

			He suspected they’d find this man’s wife dead as well. If she was still alive, she’d have alerted the authorities and, so far, it was radio silence from the locals. They had no idea anything had happened here. 

			Volkov attacked the help first to silence them, then hit the main house. Brutal and professional.

			Ian knelt down and studied the body. Bakti was soaked, like he’d taken a header into the pool or koi pond. He had multiple holes in his chest and one in his leg. Looked like he’d been caught in the crossfire, and yet the old man had the strength to drag himself out of the pond and out here to the garden. He must have been delirious, disoriented, looking for either help or escape. 

			He’d found neither.

			Ian started to straighten away from the body, but a flash of silver in Bakti’s curled hand caught his attention. He pried open the stubby, weathered fingers. Flash drive. A rare surge of sympathy had Ian shaking his head. Poor bastard. Had he given his life for this small hunk of electronics and metal? 

			He picked up the drive just as Jesse dropped to his knees beside the body. “Pulse?”

			“Nah. He’s gone.”

			Jesse, being the cowboy saint he was, checked anyway. Seemed stupid to Ian. Anyone with two eyes and a working brain could tell the guy was worm food.

			“Any sign of Marcus and Leah?” he asked.

			Jesse very gently closed the dead man’s half-open eyes. “No. Volkov has them.”

			Ian straightened, keeping the flash drive tucked into his palm. He wasn’t sure if he was ready to share his discovery yet. On the one hand, it might be the key to finding Marcus and Leah. On the other, if it had come from Mercedes’s brother, there might be damning info on the thing that he wouldn’t want made public. Nobody on the team knew of his connection with Defion, and he wanted to keep it that way, especially after Danny’s murder.

			But with Volkov Group now in the mix, this whole clusterfuck might not have anything to do with Defion, despite the connection to Alexander Cabot. Unless Volkov and Defion were working together?

			Fuck.

			That would mean very bad things for HORNET and Tucker Quentin.

			As the rest of the team convened around the body, the flash drive felt like it was burning a hole in his hand. Tank sat and stared up at him with what looked a helluva lot like disapproval.

			He scowled down at the animal. “Don’t give me that look, pal.”

			Tank sniffed and his one erect ear twitched. Definitely disapproval, laced with disgust. 

			Ian’s gut tightened with something that was maybe guilt. He didn’t know. It wasn’t a sensation he often experienced, but it wasn’t pleasant.

			Damn dog. Life had been so much easier when he hadn’t had a conscience.

			He stalked over to Harvard and slapped the flash drive into the kid’s hand. “Found this on the dead guy. Looks like it took a swim, so good luck getting anything off it.”

			Harvard studied the thing like it was a precious diamond, and a slow grin split his face. “Challenge accepted.”

			Ian turned away from the group, ignoring the soft, approving chuff from Tank. He hoped like hell he hadn’t blown his world apart by handing over that drive.

			“Damn,” Lanie said. “If Volkov is after that drive, and it’s here with the dead guy—”

			“Then Marcus and Leah are livin’ on borrowed time,” Jesse finished. He closed his med kit and stood. “We need to find them.”

			“Hey, guys,” Sami chimed in over the comm link. “You got incoming. One vehicle. Dark color, SUV, local plates.”

			Everyone snapped to attention. Ian pulled his rifle off his back and ordered Tank to readiness with a hand signal. The dog took position at his side, hackles raised. He didn’t growl, though. He was too well trained to give their position away like that.

			The villa’s infrastructure worked to their advantage—just as it had allowed Marcus to take out one of his attackers, the bottleneck at the front door would funnel any bad guys right into the business ends of six rifles.

			“It’s the big boss,” Sami said after an intense few seconds. “It’s Tuc. Stand down.”

			Ha. She acted like they wouldn’t need to defend themselves from this incoming storm. Tuc was bound to be pissed and looking to knock heads. 

			Ian gave the hand signal for Tank to relax just as Tucker Quentin thundered through the door like the Armani-clad god he thought he was. 

			Tuc froze on the steps to the garden as his gaze landed on his hired help. His jaw visibly tightened. “What the fuck happened here?”

			His temper didn’t ruffle Lanie. “We’re still trying to figure that out.”

			“So much for your safe house,” Ian muttered. “Again.”

			The look Tuc sent him was sharp enough to open veins. “This isn’t a safe house. It’s my house. My home. That man—” He motioned to the dead guy. “Has been employed by my family since I was in diapers. This is fucking personal. Do we know who did this?”

			“We have an idea—” Lanie began, but Tuc cut her off.

			“I want more than a fucking idea!”

			“Volkov,” Ian said, since nobody else seemed to want to say it.

			Tuc’s shoulders tightened and he swung around, his blue eyes snapping fire. “Not Evgeni Volkov. We had a hands-off understanding. He doesn’t touch my business, and I don’t touch his.”

			“Then the dead guy by the door didn’t get that memo. He’s wearing Volkov’s swag.” Ian nodded toward the black-clad body. “See for yourself if you don’t believe me.”

			Tuc marched up the steps and through the living room. He stared down at the dead merc for a long time, hands stuffed in the pockets of his tailored suit pants. His face gave nothing away. He’d locked down on his rage and the cool, unruffled businessman had returned. Tuc claimed he wasn’t a good actor, which was why his career as a teen heartthrob had lasted only one very short summer in the late 90s. But from where Ian was standing, the man deserved an Oscar. He was brewing with anger and hatred on the inside—Ian knew what that looked like; he lived with it every day—but had gone ice cold on the outside.

			Tuc finally turned to face the team. “Whatever it takes, find Marcus and Mrs. Giancarelli. You can use this as home base.”

			Lanie nodded. “We’re on it.”

			His gaze shifted to Ian. “Reinhardt.” Then to Jean-Luc. “Cavalier. You’re both with me. I’ll send men to fill in until they get back,” he told Lanie. “Keep me updated.”

			“Oh, goodie,” Jean-Luc said under his breath as they followed Tuc out of the villa. “A road trip.”

			Ian ignored him. The Cajun was annoying on good days, and today was not a good day. “Quentin. Where are we going?”

			Tuc yanked open the driver’s side of his SUV. “To have a chat with Volkov.”

		


		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Capri, Italy

			Evgeni Volkov did not look his age. His hair was still jet black, his face free of wrinkles. Guess that was one perk of owning the half of the world that Tuc Quentin didn’t already own. You could buy the best plastic surgeons and physical trainers.

			Ian stayed two steps behind Tuc and kept Tank on a short leash. Jean-Luc flanked Tuc’s other side and for once the Cajun was taking this seriously. His dopey, ever-present grin was gone, and Ian caught a glimpse of the killer lurking behind his eyes. 

			Well, that was interesting.

			Ian had never considered Jean-Luc as anything more than an annoyance, a bug that he wanted to swat but couldn’t. Normal people frowned on killing someone just because they annoyed you, and Ian did his best to project an air of normality. 

			Did the Cajun put on an act like him? Was he just as damaged inside?

			Tuc stopped in front of Volkov’s table. Beyond the terrace, the Mediterranean sparkled a happy blue in the midday Italian sun.

			“Quentin,” Volkov said, his Russian-accented voice deceptively genial. “I didn’t know you were in Capri this weekend. We could have made an appointment for dinner.” 

			Ian wondered if anyone else heard the hatred seething underneath those words. Volkov was playacting, too, putting on an air of civility when he wanted nothing more than to see Tuc’s downfall. 

			Nothing about Tuc’s smile looked forced. Those acting chops at work again. “Hello, Evgeni. I actually came here specifically to see you.”

			“What an…unexpected surprise.”

			“Is it really? You had to know I wouldn’t let things go business as usual after what you did in Indonesia.”

			Volkov arched a manicured brow. “I haven’t been to Indonesia in years. Please, sit.” He waved a hand at the seat across the table. “Would you like a glass of wine?” He started to signal the waiter, who stood off to the side of the terrace, but Tuc held up a hand in a halt gesture.

			The waiter didn’t seem to know what to do. He glanced back and forth between the two men, then wisely decided to step back.

			“I’ll pass,” Tuc said coldly. “We had a deal. It worked well for both of us. Why risk that?” 

			Color flooded up Volkov’s neck and filled his cheeks an unhealthy red. “I haven’t risked anything. I haven’t done anything.” 

			“Then explain to me why I’m dealing with two dead employees at my house, another one missing, and a kidnapped civilian woman.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Each word was measured and precisely cut off.

			Ian actually believed the guy. He was in the dark.

			Apparently Tuc did, too, because after studying Volkov for a long moment, he lowered himself into the previously offered chair, but he didn’t relax. Tucker Quentin didn’t know the meaning of the word. 

			“Your men were involved, Evgeni. That missing employee I mentioned? He got in a lucky shot before they took him.” Tuc reached into the inner pocket of his suit coat. Volkov’s men tensed. Ian loosened his hold on Tank’s leash and gave the ready hand signal while Jean-Luc reached toward the weapon holstered under his left arm.

			Volkov held up a hand, silently telling his men to stand down. “None of my operatives are currently in Indonesia.”

			Tuc slowly pulled out the patch he’d ripped off the dead merc’s clothing and tossed it onto the table. An effective gesture, since blood still stained the thing. “That doesn’t belong to you?”

			Volkov picked up the patch and studied it. Then he waved over one of the black-clad bodyguards standing at attention along the edge of the terrace and they had a soft, heated conversation in Russian. He handed the patch over and the man strode away.

			Ian slid a quick glance toward Jean-Luc. Now he got why the mouthy Cajun was along for this trip. Jean-Luc spoke Russian fluently but didn’t show even a flicker of that knowledge now. He stood stoically, looking like he was all brawn and no brain.

			Smart.

			Didn’t explain why Tuc snagged Ian for this job, though. Maybe because he looked on the outside like the monster he was on the inside, and Tuc was not here to get answers. He was here to deliver a message. 

			Volkov returned his attention to Tuc. “I will investigate this. You have my word.”

			Tuc rose to his feet, braced his hands on either side of the table, and leaned in. “Fuck with me, Volkov. I dare you. See what happens.”

			The older man’s eye twitched, but after an obvious internal battle, he forced a smile. Though it was much more brittle than it had been before. “I have no intention of changing our arrangement.”

			“Then find my missing people.” Tuc straightened and tugged his jacket into place. “You have an hour. If I don’t hear from you, consider our arrangement terminated.”

			“I’ve been in this business longer than you’ve been alive.” Now Volkov’s smile turned mean. “You don’t want to start a war with me, little boy. You’ll lose.”

			Tuc bared his teeth. “Try me.”

			With that, he pushed up from the table and strode out the door. Jean-Luc followed. Ian waited a moment, staring Volkov down until the old man shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Then he also turned and guided Tank out.

			Nobody said anything during the short ride back to the airport. Once aboard one of the many jets owned by Quentin Enterprises, Tuc went straight to the bar at the back and poured himself a large glass of bourbon. He downed it in one breath and closed his eyes as if savoring it. When he set the glass down, his hand shook just a bit.

			Huh. So Tucker Quentin wasn’t as invincible as he seemed.

			The mask of unruffled businessman was back in place when he turned around. “What did Volkov tell his man to do?”

			Jean-Luc flopped into one of the cushy leather seats. “He said he wanted to know what the fuck Dmitry was up to and why he wasn’t aware of an operation in Indonesia.”

			“Who’s Dmitry?” Ian asked, since Tuc didn’t seem confused by the name drop.

			“Volkov’s son,” Tuc said. “A little shit stain with more balls than brains and a nasty coke habit. If Dmitry is off the books, Volkov will deal with him for us.”

			“You’re sure about that?” Ian unhooked Tank’s leash and settled onto one of the couches along the plane’s wall. Tank walked in several circles before deciding the comfiest spot to curl up was on Ian’s boot. “’Cause from where I was standing, he wants a war with you.”

			“Yeah, it’s coming,” Tuc admitted. “Our peace was always tenuous, at best. I’m his biggest competition and, before he dies, he’d like to see nothing more than the fall of my empire. But he’s not ready yet. He has other plans, and Dmitry is fucking with them.”

			“And I thought Defion was a problem,” Jean-Luc muttered.

			Tuc yanked at his tie, loosening it. “Defion is a fly. A pest we’ll eventually squash. Harrison Stead doesn’t have the resources to take us on and win.”

			“But Volkov does,” Ian said. “What is Volkov Group, exactly?”

			“They’re a PMC, like Defion. Like us.”

			Another private military contractor. Except that didn’t tell him anything he hadn’t already figured out. “Yeah, and?”

			Tuc pushed out a breath in obvious annoyance. He wasn’t used to being questioned, but too bad. Ian didn’t like walking around with a target on his back when he didn’t know the players or the game.

			“And,” Tuc continued, “Evgeni Volkov is good friends with Russia’s president. There have been rumors that his mercenaries do the Kremlin’s dirty work.”

			“Oh, is that all?” Jean-Luc said, heavy on the sarcasm, and then added what could only be a curse word in Russian. “What if Defion and Volkov team up? The enemy of my enemy and all that.” 

			Ian nodded. It was exactly something Harrison Stead would do. Harrison might not have the resources of Volkov or Quentin, but he was damn good at getting what he wanted. And he wanted to be standing in Tuc’s polished loafers, sleeping in Tuc’s mansions, swimming in Tuc’s money. If Volkov and Defion teamed up, there was no telling what hell they’d rain down, and by the look on his face, Tuc knew it.

			“If that happens, we’re fucked.”

			“Great.” Jean-Luc shoved out of his seat and walked over to the bar. He didn’t bother with a glass. “I finally find something that makes my life worth living, and now you’re telling me our world’s about to end.” He downed a shot straight from the bottle, then swiped at his mouth with the back of his hand. “Is my wife safe? What about Gabe and Quinn and their families?” 

			Tuc released a heavy sigh and consulted his watch. “I’ll let you know in about forty-five minutes.”

			… 

			Central African Republic

			Dmitry Volkov.

			After a full day of travel, Mercedes was finally face-to-face with the man who was holding her brother prisoner. She was sure of it.

			Maybe Xander was even here in this abandoned village turned military training camp. She absolutely planned to look.

			That was, if she lived through the next few minutes.

			Dmitry looked like a wannabe gangster rather than the head of a huge PMC. He wore a heavy gold chain around his neck and had spiked his dark hair with so much gel, it looked bulletproof. 

			Did nobody tell him the 90s ended twenty years ago? 

			The smile Dmitry aimed in her direction made her want to take a bath. He was slimy, no doubt about it. And judging by the way he kept sniffling, he liked his nose candy a little too much.

			No way was he the brains behind this operation. Xander was too smart, too good at his job to let a little punk like this get the best of him.

			“You were with Defion,” Dmitry said like it was some big secret. It wasn’t. She made damn sure the guys she’d met in Indonesia knew she was ex-Defion. 

			“I was.”

			“We had another Defion operative come to us for sanctuary last year, and he recently betrayed us.” 

			Xander. 

			Had to be.

			Her heart punched against her ribs, but she kept her face impassive. If there was one thing Harrison Stead had taught her, it was how to shut down her emotions. She was the last one to give Harrison credit for anything, but she had him to thank for the stone-cold bitch she was today. She’d be sure to do that before she sliced his throat. 

			“So tell me,” Dmitry continued, “why shouldn’t I turn you over to them, hmm? I hear they are offering good cash for your pretty neck.”

			Pretty neck? Yeah, she really didn’t like him. “Because I’m better than ten of your men put together.” 

			“That’s a big claim for a little girl.”

			Little girl? She resisted the urge to reach for her weapon and shoot him now. “Not a claim. The truth. You want to test me, test me. I can be an asset to Volkov.”

			“We’ll see. Do you speak Russian?” he asked in his native language.

			“Have you always been a shit-ass?” she replied in the same language. She’d always enjoyed cursing in Russian. They were so wonderfully creative with their insults.

			Dmitry let out a quick bark of laughter. “You have spirit. I like spirit.” 

			Mercedes bit down on her tongue to keep from telling him where he could shove that spirit. She’d already pressed her luck by calling him names. Shouldn’t have done that. She should be playing the part of the good little soldier, but she really didn’t fucking like this man. 

			Leah said the mercenaries after her had captured Xander, but Mercedes still clung to the hope he’d gotten away. He was good. After all, she’d trained him to be. But if by some chance he hadn’t escaped, this fuckwit Dmitry would know where he was. And if he was holding her brother hostage, she would take great pleasure in wiping that smug grin off his face.

			After another moment, Dmitry stood from his desk. “Consider yourself hired, but one fuckup and you’ll join your fellow ex-Defion operative in the mines.”

			The small flame of hope inside her sizzled out. He could only mean Xander. Her brother had been caught, and this little shit in the Fabio shirt was now holding him hostage.

			What mines?

			She needed more information, but asking about it now would only show her cards. She needed to play this one close to the vest if she had any chance of getting her brother out alive.

			Though it nearly killed her, she offered Dmitry her hand. “Thank you.”

			He held on too long, and if it wasn’t for the commotion at the door just then, she got the icky sensation he would’ve pulled her toward him and laid a kiss on her. As it was, he caressed the back of her hand with his thumb before letting go.

			Ugh.

			Where was the bleach when a girl needed it?

			“You’re dismissed,” he said and turned his attention to the door. Two men dressed in Volkov black, despite the heat and their jungle surroundings, dragged a struggling blond woman into the hut.

			For the second time in a matter of minutes, Mercedes’s heart thumped hard with recognition.

			Leah Giancarelli. 

			What the hell?

			Leah’s frantic gaze ping-ponged around the room until it landed on her. The woman opened her mouth in an O of surprise. Mercedes gave a tiny shake of the head, silently warning her not to say anything. To her credit, Leah recovered fast and hid her surprise with a shout of frustration when one of her guards shoved her forward.

			Mercedes continued out the door, careful to keep her face impassive even as questions raced through her mind. What the fuck had happened to land Leah here? Last time she’d seen the woman, Marcus Deangelo was sticking to her like gum and had been determined to keep her safe. Was Marcus dead? It was the only thing that made sense. Marcus wouldn’t have let Volkov take his woman if he was still alive to stop it.

			Shit.

			She didn’t need this complication.

			Mercedes slipped out the door into a new spat of rain. Of all the forsaken places on earth Volkov could’ve set up shop, why did it have to be Africa during the rainy season? She’d gotten her fill of the continent last year in Nigeria and hadn’t planned to come back to this corner of the world any time soon. But now here she was, somehow both melting and freezing in the torrential rain, breathing in air so thick with humidity it soaked through everything even without the rain’s help. It was enough to give her flashbacks to Nigeria—sitting in the pouring rain for days on end, waiting to do Defion’s dirty deeds out of some misguided sense of loyalty.

			Well, no more. 

			She was her own fucking woman now. A free agent. The only person she owed any loyalty to was her brother, and she was closer to finding him than ever before. Leah Giancarelli wasn’t her problem.

			Except.

			She was a realist. As badass as she was, she might need help freeing her brother and, given her current situation, HORNET was her best—no, face it, her only bet. HORNET was all about loyalty and honor. They all lived by a code. Helping Leah would get her a lot of mileage with those men. Maybe it would even convince them she’d turned over a new leaf. 

			Ha.

			Way she saw it, she had two options. Save Leah and secure HORNET’s help when the time came, or try going it alone. Both had pros and cons. But after a quick internal battle, she decided one had more cons than pros.

			Mind made up, she snagged a sat phone from the supply hut, then jumped up into the back of a cargo truck for some privacy. The rain drumming against the canvas roof would give her cover from potential eavesdroppers. She had no doubt Dmitry would have her watched closely over the next few days, but he was currently distracted and hopefully hadn’t issued that order yet. This might be her one and only opening to make a call.

			She dialed from memory and didn’t wait for a greeting when the line connected. “Missing something?”

			Ian Reinhardt growled softly. “Where are they? Did you have something to do with this?”

			“No.”

			His silence said he didn’t believe her. Well, fuck him.

			“Hey, if you don’t want my intel, I’ll hang up now. I’m putting my neck on the line here.”

			“Where are they?” he asked again. She wouldn’t say his tone was pleasant, but he’d definitely shaved the edge off it. She imagined the control it must have required had a muscle ticking under one of his dark eyes. 

			She grinned. “Say please.” 

			Maybe it wasn’t smart to throw accelerant at a bomb waiting to happen, but she couldn’t seem to help herself when it came to Ian Reinhardt. She liked provoking him.

			Several seconds passed in charged silence. Then he said, “Please,” like something was strangling him.

			“I love it when you beg.”

			“I’m hanging up.”

			Shit. Too far. She’d pushed him too far. “No! Wait. Leah Giancarelli is in CAR.”

			“She’s in a car?” Suspicion dripped from the question. “That’s your intel?”

			“No, C-A-R. Central African Republic. In some unnamed abandoned village on an unnamed road.” She gave the coordinates. “Dmitry Volkov has her. He’s here with his mercenaries. Supposedly they are training the local military, but there’s something else going on here.”

			“And Leah’s there? You’re sure?”

			“I saw her.”

			“What about Marcus?”

			“No clue. I only saw her and if you want to get her back alive, you need to light a fire under Tucker Quentin’s ass and get HORNET here like yesterday. She’s living on borrowed time.”

			“Aren’t we all?” Ian muttered before he hung up.

			No Thank you, Mercedes or You saved my ass or I owe you.

			That wasn’t Ian’s style.

			But, like it or not, he did owe her now. A few times over by her calculations. And she planned to collect sooner rather than later.

			She gazed out at the pouring rain and winced. She’d enjoyed staying somewhat dry for these last few minutes, but she had work to do.

			Now to find out more about those mines.

			… 

			Capri, Italy

			“Who was that, mon ami?”

			Ian pocketed his cell phone but didn’t turn around at Jean-Luc’s question. Fuck. The Cajun was a sneaky bastard when he wanted to be. “Nobody important.”

			“Sounded like something important.”

			Ian did a quick mental retread of the conversation. Had he called Mercedes by name? No. He hadn’t said anything too damning, but he had mentioned Marcus and Leah. So how was he supposed to share this intel with the team without exposing all his secrets? It was bad enough they already had the flash drive. If he told Jean-Luc he’d been in contact with Mercedes, he might as well just hand the Cajun a knife to slit his throat, because it would be easier than answering the questions he’d face.

			But he still had work to do, revenge to dole out, before he cashed in his chips. He needed to think fast. 

			He made sure his scowl was still firmly in place when he faced Jean-Luc. “A buddy of mine from my EOD days is working the PMC circuit now. I asked him to keep his eyes and ears open for news about Marcus and Leah. He just spotted them.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			Shit, you didn’t need to be a linguist to hear the doubt in those two words. “What?”

			Jean-Luc lifted a brow. “I’m surprised is all.”

			“That I care?”

			“That you have friends.”

			“Fuck you, Cajun.”

			“Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you? Sorry, you’re too late.” He held up his left hand and wiggled his ring finger. “I’ve turned over a new leaf and am now a happily married man.” 

			Ian stalked past him, headed for the stairs leading up to Quentin’s plane. They had hung around the airport in Capri awaiting Evgeni Volkov’s reply. When none came, Tuc had the plane refueled for a return trip to Indonesia. Mercedes’s call had come just as they were preparing to leave, which meant he now had to convince Tuc to change plans.

			“I had no idea you like men,” Jean-Luc called after him.

			He stopped like he’d hit a solid wall and whipped around. “What?”

			“Your buddy? He’s…more than?”

			“Keep saying shit like that and I will pound your head into Cajun gumbo.”

			Jean-Luc held up his hands. “Mais la! Just making an observation. That convo made you…” His gaze dropped pointedly to Ian’s fly. “Happy.”

			Ian looked down at himself. Sure enough, he was rocking a hard-on. “If you’re a happily married man, why are you noticing my cock?”

			“Hard not to when your soldier’s standing at attention like that. So your friend…?”

			“Fuck off.” He took the stairs to the plane two at a time. Not that it would get him away from the annoying Cajun. He was stuck on this plane with the man until they got to wherever they were going next.

			Which looked to be fucking Africa.

			Again.

			As soon as he figured out a better explanation than “an old military friend told me.”

			Ian sat in one of the leather seats and winced as certain areas of his anatomy rubbed and pinched. He adjusted himself, then glowered down at the bulge in his pants. For years, sex had been so far off his radar that he mostly just ignored that particular appendage. Sex got men in trouble. He saw it happen time and again. He’d watched each of his teammates fall to the almighty pussy. He wasn’t going to be one of them. He pushed his palm against his cock, willing the stupid thing to disappear.

			Adrenaline, he told himself. The thrill of new intel to chase. Definitely not attraction to a bossy, bad-mouthed Latina mercenary with an agenda of her own.

			Hell, he didn’t even like her. Why the hell would he want to fuck her?

			Had to be adrenaline.

			Just adrenaline. 

			Nothing more.

		


		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Leah slowly became aware of her surroundings. Everything blurred and muffled, at first, like coming out of a bad dream. People—men’s voices—spoke around her, but it wasn’t in English. Her head swam as she lifted it. Drugged. She remembered that now. After she and Marcus surrendered to the black-clad mercenaries in Indonesia, they’d injected her with something and the world had gone black. 

			She blinked and realized the fuzziness over her eyes was a blindfold. No, a bag. She had a bag over her head and panic spiked through her, hot and wild, counteracting whatever drug they’d given her.

			How much time had passed?

			Where was she?

			Where was Marcus?

			Rough hands grabbed her suddenly and a small, terrified sound slipped from her lips. She hated it. Made her sound like a weak little mouse and she wanted to be strong and brave and capable and not so frightened that tremors shook her to the bones.

			Someone whipped the bag off her head. Light assaulted her eyes, blinding her for several long seconds.

			“Mrs. Leah Giancarelli,” a Russian-accented voice said directly in front of her.

			She focused on that spot as her vision cleared. The man who came into view was…not what she had expected. Young, mid-twenties, his silk shirt halfway unbuttoned to show a chest that was almost concave, the kind of thin that came from a lot of drug use.

			This was the man who controlled Volkov Group? Who had bested Marcus?

			It didn’t make sense. 

			“Do you know who I am?” he asked with a snake-oil smile.

			Was she supposed to? Should she lie? No, best to stick to the truth. While he wasn’t the boogeyman her drug-addled brain had dreamed up in the seconds before the hood came off, he wasn’t exactly harmless, either. There was a sliminess to him that set her teeth on edge.

			She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I don’t.”

			“It’s okay. I would be concerned for you if you did. I’m Dmitry Volkov. My father is the founder and CEO of Volkov Group.” 

			Ah. His father. Now that made sense. Dmitry wasn’t the leader. He was simply a rich kid working for daddy.

			“Have you heard of us?” he asked.

			This time, she decided on the lie. “No, I don’t know who you are. I don’t know why I’m here.” She let some of her inner terror seep out to wobble in her voice. “I just want to go home.”

			“That’s good. So far, I see no reason you can’t go home. Keep answering questions the way I like, and I’ll make sure you get back to those beautiful kids.”

			He’s lying. She didn’t know how she knew—he didn’t give off any obvious tells, but the fear tap-dancing down her spine told her he didn’t plan to release her.

			Dmitry walked around the edge of a desk and sat behind it. Maybe to make himself look powerful, but it didn’t work. The desk was the only furniture in the otherwise empty room, and he looked small behind it. Like a child sitting at the adult table for the first time.

			“Do you know Alexander Cabot?” he asked.

			Again, she decided on the truth. “I met him one time.”

			“What did he tell you?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Yes, he did. He gave you something. Information that could be very damning for certain individuals I work with.”

			Leah shook her head. “He gave me nothing. I swear.” Which was kind of the truth. He gave her the flash drive, but she never saw what was on it.

			“What about your husband? How long was Cabot involved with him?”

			“Involved?”

			“As an informant.”

			“My husband died a year ago.”

			“I’m aware.”

			A cold ripple of fear worked its way down her spine on a bead of sweat. He was aware of Danny’s death—but was he involved? Marcus told her the man who had pulled the trigger was dead, but HORNET never found who had hired the killer. Could she be standing in front of him now? 

			“I don’t know anything. Danny never talked about work.”

			Dmitry leaned back in his seat and steepled his hands in front of his mouth. He had heavy gold rings on all of his fingers and they clinked together when he abruptly clapped. “Let’s see what Cabot has to say, huh? Maybe he’ll talk with new motivation.”

			The men grabbed her again and dragged her outside into the pouring rain. Her feet sank ankle-deep in mud. She’d lost one of her shoes somewhere between Indonesia and…wherever she was now. Not Indonesia. The weather was different, the lush green jungle replaced with high grass and scattered trees. Despite the barrage of rain, this was a drier climate than Indonesia. The rainwater didn’t so much as soak into the ground as run over it in small streams. 

			God. Where was Marcus? Had they killed him?

			She was so hollowed out by the thought, so numb, she didn’t make a sound when her captors shoved the bag back over her head. It smelled of sweat and the heavy musk of fear. She wondered how many other people had worn this sack over their heads in the last minutes of their lives. Her captors manhandled her into the back of a truck, cuffed her to a bar, and left her.

			Alone.

			She stood up and tried to pull at the bar. It didn’t budge. With a rumble, the truck jerked forward and she lost her balance, crashing into the wall and wrenching her shoulder. She tried to steady herself, but every bump felt like a ravine and strained her arms against the cuffs. And, God, there were so many bumps. 

			Something brushed past her bare foot. She shivered and tried to jerk away, but a hand clamped down on her leg. She drew in a breath for a scream that froze in her lungs when the bag was ripped from her head. She blinked and a face swam into focus.

			The woman from Indonesia. The one who had helped them. The one Marcus hadn’t trusted.

			Mercedes something.

			“Jesus,” the woman said, a melodious hint of Spanish in her voice. She took Leah’s chin in her hand and turned her head each way. “That’s a shiner, chica. What did they do to you? Did they…” She hesitated, which seemed very unlike her. “Did they hurt you?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t think so. Not the way you mean, at least. I was drugged until I got here. Have you seen Marcus?”

			“He’s probably dead.”

			The words were a blade. First Danny, and now… If she lost Marcus, too, she’d lose the little bit of sanity she’d managed to preserve over the past year. “He’s not.”

			“You sound so sure.”

			She had to be. The truck hit another bump and pain screamed through her shoulder. “Mercedes, let me go. Please.”

			Mercedes sat back on her heels and just looked at her. “I’m sorry. I can’t.”

			Leah saw the bag coming and panicked. “No, no. Stop! Please!”

			“Shh,” Mercedes whispered harshly next to her ear. “You tell them I’m here, you won’t like what happens, chica. Keep your mouth shut and everything will be just fine. Trust me.”

			Trust her? Her loyalties seemed to shift with the wind. How the hell was she supposed to trust the woman?

			The truck bumped to a sudden stop and through a worn part in the bag, Leah saw Mercedes’s outline melt away into the shadows near the front of the truck. She should call attention to the woman. Maybe it’d win her favor with Dmitry.

			Her stomach lurched at the thought. She didn’t want the favor of the man who may have killed Marcus. And possibly Danny, too. The two men who meant the world to her.

			No. She wouldn’t rat Mercedes out. For now. But if it came down to her life or the other woman’s she planned to do everything in her power to go home to her kids.

			One of her captors crawled into the back of the truck. Leah held her breath, wondering if Mercedes’s plan was to attack while the guy was busy unhooking Leah from the bar. But nothing happened. The woman didn’t appear with a gun to save the day.

			God. She was sick of waiting for others to save the day. She should’ve let Danny teach her self-defense. He’d always wanted to, but she’d always found excuses to put it off. She always told him she was too much of a flower child, having been raised by a hippie, to feel comfortable with learning how to hurt another human being. How naive she’d been. Her naiveté must have kept her poor husband awake at night with worry. No wonder Danny had swaddled her from the horrors of the outside world, shielding her from the worst aspects of his job. If she lived through this, she was signing up for the first available class when she got home.

			Leah’s arms fell away from the bar and collapsed like lead weights in her lap. There was something wrong with her shoulder. It screamed with every small jostle, and she didn’t seem to have any control over that arm. Dislocated. She’d first done it as a teenager during gymnastics practice and now it happened at least once every few years. It hurt like hell to pop back in, but while out, it just felt…useless. Except maybe it wasn’t. She could manipulate her arm in ways she couldn’t while it was properly attached to her shoulder. 

			Her captors yanked her out into the rain and mud. She didn’t fight. She shuffled along, keeping her head down so she could see a sliver of the ground through the gap at the bottom of the bag. They led her inside a building, and only then did they pull off the hood. Except for the lack of a desk, this room looked the same as the one she’d just left—mud brick walls, dirt floor, and corrugated tin roof. For all she knew, they’d driven her in circles, removed the desk, and brought her right back to where she started. There were a couple of ragged chairs strewn around the edges of the room, and in the center of it all was a bound man, his head covered. Dried splotches of red in the hard-packed dirt floor underneath him showed they hadn’t been kind to him. 

			Bile burned her throat. “Marcus?”

			He looked up sharply at the sound of her voice. No, it wasn’t Marcus. His coloring was too pale, and his muscle tone was all wrong. 

			“Who’s there?” he asked in a British accent.

			One of her captors strode forward and yanked off the man’s hood. His dark hair stood up on end. His left eye was swollen shut, and his nose dripped with fresh blood. Still, she recognized him instantly.

			Alexander Cabot.

			The whole reason she’d gotten dragged into this mess in the first place. Part of her wanted to rail at him. The other part—the mother, she supposed—wanted to rush to his side and make sure he was okay. Yes, he’d gotten her involved in this mess. But he’d also saved her life back in Malibu.

			Cabot’s one good eye widened when he spotted her, but he recovered quickly and dismissed her like she wasn’t important. “Who is she?”

			Dmitry walked in then, shaking off an umbrella. He grinned at Cabot. “Don’t play stupid, Cabot. Of course you recognize her.”

			“I don’t,” he said in a tone of tired resignation. “I swear I don’t know this woman.”

			Dmitry motioned one of his men forward with the tilt of his head. The brute slammed a fist into Cabot’s face with all the concern of swatting a fly. 

			Cabot’s head snapped back, then lolled forward as more blood dripped down his chin to splatter on his clothes. He gurgled a laugh. “Hitting me won’t improve my memory, mate.”

			The brute wound up again and, this time, something crunched under his fist with the blow. Cabot fell silent, obviously unconscious, but the brute pulled back to hit him again.

			Leah didn’t think he could handle another punch like that. Not in the state he was in. She should follow his lead, pretend she didn’t know him, but she wasn’t about to watch him get beaten to death. “Wait.”

			Dmitry held up a hand in a halt gesture. The brute backed off, though he didn’t seem pleased about it. He enjoyed causing pain.

			“Do you have something to say?” Dmitry asked her.

			“Don’t hurt him anymore,” she said softly. Was this the right thing to do? She had no idea. She just knew she couldn’t watch him die when he’d saved her life once. “He does know me, but like I said, I met him only the one time. That day in Malibu at the house I was showing.”

			“When he killed my men.”

			She swallowed hard and nodded. “I honestly don’t know anything about anything. He just showed up and so did your men. I don’t know what’s happening or why you think I’m involved. Until this week, I hadn’t even set foot outside the U.S. since my honeymoon. That’s the truth.”

			Dmitry studied her for a long moment. Finally, he inclined his head. “I believe you, Mrs. Giancarelli.”

			“Then, please, let me go.”

			“Mm. We’ll see.”

			Dammit, she was beginning to hate that phrase and promised right then she’d never again use it on her kids. 

			“Did Cabot give you anything?” Dmitry asked.

			“A flash drive.” She saw no reason to lie now. 

			“And where is it?”

			She again saw it sliding from her hand, disappearing into the koi pond. “It’s gone. Destroyed. But I didn’t look at it. I didn’t want to know what was on it.”

			“You weren’t curious?”

			“It got me into this mess. I wanted nothing to do with it.”

			Again, he studied her face as if searching for deception. What did he think, she was a spy, a master manipulator? Jesus fucking Christ, she was a real estate agent. She could spin a good tale to sell an ugly house, but that was as far as her manipulation skills went.

			Dmitry finally nodded at his men and they strode forward to scoop up Cabot’s listless body.

			Oh God, was he already dead? She couldn’t tell. 

			Had they done this to Marcus?

			Her stomach lurched and she had to swallow hard to keep anything from coming up. “Where are you taking him?”

			“Don’t worry.” Dmitry tossed a smile over his shoulder before locking her into the windowless room. “He’s going to hospital.”

			Something in the way he said the word hospital raised goose bumps of fear along her skin. They were going to kill him. She was sure of it. And they weren’t going to release her. That had been wishful thinking on her part.

			Overwhelmed, she sank to her knees and stared at the bloodstains on the floor.

			Would they torture her as well or did they have even worse things in mind? She’d noticed the way the brute leered at her bare legs, all but slobbering over her like a dog with a steak.

			Either way, she wasn’t going home.

			She’d never see her babies again.

			They’d lost their father and now their mother. Would they think she ran away and abandoned them? Would they grow up hating her?

			No. 

			No! 

			She wasn’t just going to lie down and give up. If she didn’t make it home, Maya and the boys would at least know she fought like hell to get back to them.

			She climbed to her feet and tested her dislocated shoulder by tugging on the cuffs. Pain blazed through the joint, but it was nothing she hadn’t felt before. She sat on her butt and very carefully folded herself in half until she could slip her cuffed hands past her feet and bring them to the front. 

			Thank you, yoga. When she got home, she had to send her therapist a gift basket for suggesting it. Despite all of her years of gymnastics as a teenager, she never would have been able to contort herself like that without the past year of yoga classes.

			She was relieved to see her captors hadn’t used actual handcuffs, but zip ties. Although she’d never accepted self-defense lessons from Danny, she did remember the one thing he told her about zip ties… 

			They break.

			It was going to hurt, but not as much as waiting here for rape and/or death. She sucked in a sharp breath through her nostrils and held it as she staggered back to her feet. She raised her arms over her head and brought her forearms down hard toward her hipbones.

			Nothing happened. Other than the ties gouging into her skin.

			Damn shoulder. With it out of socket, she couldn’t get enough leverage to snap the plastic. And it was starting to tighten up. She glanced around, looking for something—anything—that could help. She had to snap her shoulder back into place or else she had no chance of escaping.

			The edge of the doorframe was her only option. She pressed her shoulder to it and leaned in. The joint groaned and protested but then—pop! 

			Tears filled her eyes and she gave herself a moment to breathe through the pain. She couldn’t take more. There was no telling when Dmitry or the brute would be back.

			She tested her shoulder. It burned with each roll, but it worked. For now. It was going to lock up eventually and she’d need a handful of painkillers and a sling for a week or so, but that was a worry for later. She again lifted her bound hands above her head and used all her strength when she slammed her arms down.

			The zip ties broke.

			She was free.

			Now what?

		


		
			Chapter Fifteen

			How did a man’s biggest concern go from catching the best wave to…well, this shit? Why the fuck had he let himself get pulled back into this world? 

			Marcus was ready to be done with it. No more death, no more blood staining his hands, no more lives depending on his ability to talk down a psycho.

			But that was before Leah came to him, needing help. 

			She was the only person on the planet able to drag him back to his life. The only one who could make him stay. 

			She was in danger. If she was even still alive.

			Marcus leaned back against the wall of his prison cell and closed his eyes. His brain wasn’t functioning at 100 percent, still fuzzy from the drugs Volkov had pumped into him back in Indonesia, and his head thundered. Unwashed bodies teemed all around him, all of them dark skinned, malnourished. He didn’t have the same ear for language as Jean-Luc, but it sounded like at least some of them were speaking French. So, if he had to take a wild guess, he was somewhere in Africa.

			Why Volkov brought him here was still a mystery. Probably something to do with that damn flash drive. Not to mention, it was easy to make people disappear in a war-torn country, and Africa had more than its share.

			His fellow prisoners kept their distance from him so even if he could question them, they wouldn’t let him. They were terrified. He got that much.

			The prison smelled like warmed-over shit and was stiflingly hot. His throat ached with the need for water, but he didn’t dare touch the bucket placed to catch rainwater in the center of the room. That was a one-way ticket to dehydration by diarrhea. No thanks.

			All right. Time to get the old brain working again and come up with a plan. He had no doubt his teammates were on the hunt, but they were in Indonesia and the world was a big-ass place. The chances they’d find him and Leah in time were nil.

			It was up to him.

			With a groan, he pushed to his feet and wandered along the perimeter of the round room. No windows. Only one door that was, of course, locked. The other prisoners surged back every time he took a step forward. Jesus. These poor people. What the hell was Volkov doing to them? He held out his hands in a peacemaking gesture, hopefully showing them he meant no harm. 

			They surged toward the other side of the room anyway. 

			Oh. Shit. 

			He lowered his hands slowly as realization dawned in his fuzzy brain. Of course they were scared of him. They probably thought he was one of Volkov’s men, either put in there to spy on them or because he’d done something bad enough to warrant imprisonment. Either way, they wanted nothing to do with him. 

			“I’m not here to hurt you,” he told them. “I’m trapped, just like you. We need to escape.” He tried to think back to high school French class and came up with nothing. He’d slept through most of it. “Escape.” He made his fingers into a pair of running legs. “Run away. Escape.”

			“No, they will kill you,” a voice said in halting English at the back of the group. “We stay. We work off our debt. We go home to our family.”

			Ah. So that’s what this was. Forced labor. “Work where? Where do they make you work?”

			“The mines.” The speaker moved forward. He was young, no more than sixteen, thin and covered in splotches of red mud. “We dig for diamonds.” He said something more in French that Marcus had no hope of translating.

			“Okay, okay. No escape. I get it.” He blew out a breath, trying to think. These men didn’t see themselves as prisoners and didn’t want to escape. They weren’t going to help him. He had to come up with a plan on his own, but first… “What country are we in?”

			“Central African Republic,” the English speaker said.

			Well, shit. That was not good news. The landlocked country in the middle of the continent was consistently ranked in the world’s poorest, despite its wealth of mineral resources, and had been engaged in a civil war between Muslim and Christian factions since 2012. Hundreds of thousands of people had been displaced by the constant violence, and the country was now teetering on the brink of famine. Even if he got out of here, he’d have to dodge bullets from trigger-happy fanatics using religion as an excuse to kill whoever crossed their path. The lack of infrastructure meant that even if he escaped, he’d have a hell of a time finding a way to contact the team for exfil.

			And he still had to locate Leah.

			He turned back to the English speaker. “Are there women here?”

			The boy stared at him blankly. 

			“Do women work in the mines?”

			After a hesitant moment, he shook his head.

			“Okay.” He was not liking these answers. If the men were forced to work the mines to pay off supposed debts, he had a bad feeling he knew how the women were working to pay off those same debts. HORNET had dealt with sex traffickers before, and it still haunted him.

			Please, if there is a God, don’t let Leah be in that situation. 

			“Are there any women here at all?” he asked.

			“Doctoresse.”

			“A doctor. There’s a woman doctor?”

			“Oui.”

			“Where is she?”

			The boy shrugged.

			“When do you see her?”

			The boy muttered something. Marcus had never been more frustrated that he didn’t speak any other languages. Where was the Cajun when you needed him?

			Indonesia. Right. Exactly where he and Leah would still be if he hadn’t let down his guard.

			Fuck.

			He continued to pace, looking for weaknesses in the wall. Anything, but the structure appeared frustratingly solid. 

			A woman doctor. Women were generally more sympathetic than men. If he could get to her, appeal to those sympathies, he’d have a shot at finding Leah. But how to get to her?

			Frustrated, he stopped pacing, locked his hands behind his head, and stared up at the ceiling.

			The ceiling.

			He watched rainwater pour through the biggest of the holes in the roof. It wasn’t quite at the highest point in the dome and, with some help, would be big enough for a man his size to squeeze through. A plan started to take shape. That was his escape.

			He looked around, spotted the buckets and troughs collecting rainwater. A ripple of unease went through the prisoners when he kicked the first one over. He held a finger to his lips, telling them to be quiet. They settled but he didn’t think it would last. One or all of these guys could decide to rat him out in hopes of reducing their sentences. 

			He flipped the trough over and stood on it. The metal groaned under his weight but held. 

			Damn. Not high enough.

			He got down and looked for another bucket. The only one that looked sturdy enough was one of the overflowing latrine buckets. 

			Figured. 

			He held his breath as he kicked it over, but the stench still hit him like a punch. It obviously hadn’t been emptied in a long time and had been left to ferment in the heat. He bent over, braced his hands on his knees, and gagged, the whole time berating himself for his weak stomach. Vomiting would not help the smell.

			Leah. He pictured her trapped in a place like this, and that was all the motivation he needed. He grabbed the nasty bucket and rolled it over to the trough. He sucked in two deep breaths, then held his breath again as he lifted the thing to balance it on top of the other one. Deed done, he climbed up. The edge of the hole was still inches from his fingertips, even when he stretched up onto his toes. 

			Okay.

			He wasn’t about to deal with another latrine bucket. Nope, no fucking way. This had to be good enough. 

			Even as the metal started to dent under his weight, he took a moment to steady himself. He looked up, gauged the distance, said a little prayer, and jumped. The edge of the hole, soaked through with rain, gave way under his seeking hand just as his shit-bucket tower collapsed under his feet. 

			Fuck!

			He flailed and found a decent grip with his other hand on a wood crossbeam. 

			And…now what? 

			Marcus dangled there for a moment, rain sluicing over him, not entirely sure how he was going to swing himself up and out of the hole. He wasn’t a fucking monkey.

			In a lifetime of dumb ideas, this rated high up on the list. Top five, at least.

			Well, he had two choices. Make like a monkey or let go, fall, and potentially break something. Ha. Yeah. When he looked at it like that, there was only one choice.

			“Me Tarzan,” he muttered. And he was doing this for his Jane. He had to keep that front and center in his mind. He lifted himself enough that he could grab the beam with both hands, then swung his legs until the beam started to creak. 

			Jesus, he was going to bring the whole roof down if he wasn’t careful.

			Down below, his audience looked on in fascinated horror.

			He figured he had one shot at this. There would be no do-overs once he let go. It was either hit his target or make like Humpty Dumpty and his great fall.

			That was one way to find the doctor, but not ideal. He kinda preferred his head uncracked.

			Now or never.

			He mentally gave his best Tarzan yell—he would have liked to do it out loud, but that defeated the purpose of a silent exit—and let go of the beam. His legs caught on the edge of the hole. It gave way again under his weight, but he managed to hook over another beam and used his ab muscles to pull himself up and out.

			Holy. Shit.

			He’d done it!

			He had to remember to thank Quinn for all the rigorous PT the bastard had put the team through over the years. Even while wallowing in depression, he hadn’t been able to let his training slide.

			Marcus sat there a moment to catch his breath, enjoying the pound of the rain on his head and back.

			This had to be how Andy Dufresne felt at the end of The Shawshank Redemption.

			Get busy living or…

			Yeah, no. He wasn’t about to die in this hellhole. And neither was Leah.

			He scooted along the support beam, wincing every time it creaked. A sound behind him caught his attention. He glanced back and saw the kid—the English speaker—had followed him.

			Shit. He hadn’t counted on that. The thatched roof couldn’t handle that much weight. He moved as fast as he could to the edge and gazed down. Less than a ten foot drop. He could lower himself down, but the kid would have to jump. And he’d probably hurt himself.

			Dammit.

			He waited until the kid joined him. “What are you doing?”

			“Going with you. I want to see my father.”

			“Kid—” He broke off and sighed. What was he going to do, tell the kid to go back? He couldn’t condemn a teenager to a lifetime of forced labor. None of those men would ever pay off their debts. At least the kid was clever enough to realize that. “What’s your name?”

			“I’m Abel.”

			“Okay, Abel. C’mere. Let me lower you down.” He gripped the kid’s arms and on the count of three, swung him over the side. He had to stretch to make sure the boy didn’t hurt himself, but it worked. Abel landed easily. Marcus followed and together, they ducked into the shadows alongside the building. 

			“Where’s the doctor?”

			Abel shook his head. “No. No.”

			“I need to find her. She might know where my…” He hesitated, not sure what to call Leah. His best friend’s widow wouldn’t translate well, but he could admit now—if only to himself—that she was more than a friend. He wanted her to be more than a friend. More than Danny’s widow.

			His Jane.

			Man, he had it bad.

			“I came here with a woman,” he said instead. “Light-colored hair, like gold. Blue eyes.” He held up his hand, approximating Leah’s height. “About this tall. Have you seen her?”

			Abel shook his head again.

			“Okay. I think the doctor knows where she is. I need to find the doctor.”

			Abel grabbed his arm, fingers digging in. “You no understand. Lady doctor is…” He said something in French.

			Ah, dammit. If he got through this in one piece, he was taking language lessons from Jean-Luc. “I don’t know any French, kid. I’m sorry. In English, if you can. The doctor is what?”

			Abel seemed to search for the right word. “Evil.”

			Marcus’s blood ran cold. “What do you mean, evil?”

			“People go to doctor and no see again. She…” He made a slitting motion across his neck. No translation needed for that universal sign of death.

			“She kills.”

			“She took my father.”

			Jesus. Poor kid. “Is she a local?”

			He stared, uncomprehending. 

			“Is she from here? Like you? Or from somewhere else, like me?”

			Abel glanced around. There was nobody nearby—Marcus had made sure of that. They wouldn’t be having this conversation here and now if there was a chance of getting caught. Whatever guards were stationed here had been driven indoors by the rain.

			“Abel.” Marcus drew the kid’s attention back to him with a snap of his fingers. “I need to know.”

			“She’s…” Another glance around. “Like the others.”

			“Russian?”

			“Yes.”

			So a Russian doctor was making locals disappear while Russian mercenaries guarded a mine. What the fuck had Leah gotten twisted up in?

			“Abel, if there was a woman prisoner, do you know where they would keep her?”

			The kid opened his mouth, but the slush of a footstep nearby had Marcus waving him silent. 

			Someone was coming and here he was without a weapon. He’d gotten pretty good at hand-to-hand combat since joining HORNET, but he’d feel more comfortable with the weight of a gun in his hand. 

			He motioned for Abel to stay put then, keeping to the shadows, crept along the side of the building. The hard rain made it impossible to make out more than the indistinct figure of another person, but whoever it was seemed to be slinking around, too.

			Friend or foe?

			Marcus was going to go with foe until proven otherwise. Maybe they’d have a weapon he could confiscate. He waited as they moved closer…closer…

			They stopped at the door of his former prison and peeked through the bars over the one window. “Xander? You in there?”

			The whisper belonged to a woman. And he recognized the voice. Mercedes Raya.

			Shit. 

			Was this a good or bad turn of events? It was always hard to tell whose side that woman was on, but right now she was a better bet than the Russians. 

			“Raya,” he called.

			She whipped around, her gun drawn and pointed directly between his eyes as he stepped out from his hiding spot.

			She swore in Spanish and lowered the weapon. “Deangelo. What the fuck? I thought you were dead.”

			“Not for lack of trying. Who’s Xander?”

			“None of your business.”

			He tilted his head toward the prison. “Unless he’s local, he’s not in there.”

			She swore again, and this time there was a genuine note of pain in her voice. “Dmitry said he was here.”

			“Dmitry Volkov? You spoke to him?”

			The questions seemed to jolt her out of the momentary show of humanity. Her mask of indifference snapped back into place, but it was too late. He’d already glimpsed the woman underneath. Who knew Mercedes Raya actually had a heart?

			“You need to get outta here.” She turned away. “I can’t be seen talking to you. It’ll blow my cover.”

			“Wait.” He caught her arm. “Have you seen Leah?”

			Mercedes’s expression didn’t change, but he got the feeling she was waging an internal battle. “Okay.” She faced him. “I help you get her, and you’ll owe me. Three times over.”

			This woman was, if not an accomplice, then at very least complicit in Danny’s murder. She’d slept with his killer and had very likely known about the assassination before it happened. She could’ve stopped it, and she hadn’t lifted a finger. “I don’t owe you a goddamn thing.”

			“Then you’re on your own.”

			“You’d let an innocent woman die to fulfill your own agenda?” What was he saying? Of course she would. She’d let Danny die, after all. “You’re slime, Raya. I’ve gone up against some of the worst people the world has to offer, but you? You top them all.”

			She whirled around and shoved at his chest hard enough that he had to take a step back. “You don’t know a thing about me, Deangelo.”

			“I know you have no regard for anyone’s life other than your own.” And they were wasting time. Standing here arguing with her only increased their chances of getting caught. 

			“I care—” Her voice cracked on the word. “I care about my brother, and he’s here somewhere. He’s all I have now, and I will do everything in my power to find him.”

			Well…shit. He hadn’t expected her to suddenly act all human. He always figured she had a cold hunk of rock in her chest rather than a heart. 

			He recalled the name she’d whispered while peeking into the prison. “You’re talking about Xander?” Then, suddenly, it clicked. “Jesus Christ. As in Alexander Cabot? You’re related to Cabot?”

			She swiped at the rainwater streaming down her face. “I have my mom’s maiden name but we share the same bastard of a father. Everything you hate about me, Xander is the opposite. He’s good and kind and doesn’t deserve the shit I’ve put him through. I dragged him into Defion with me and he hated it, wanted out. He disappeared last year and I thought he was dead, that Defion had killed him, but my search led me here to Volkov instead. He’s innocent, and if you can walk away from helping him, you’re no better than me.”

			Dammit. As if rescuing Leah wasn’t complicated enough. “You help me find Leah, and HORNET will find Xander.” It wasn’t a stretch to make the promise. They were already looking for the man, after all.

			She studied him warily for so long he started to get impatient. “Mercedes, need a decision here. Now. Whose side are you on?”

			“Fine,” she finally said. “We have a deal. Follow me.”

			It wasn’t lost on him that she still hadn’t picked a side, but he followed anyway. What choice did he have?

		


		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Marcus couldn’t shake the itch between his shoulder blades as they darted from cover to cover across what turned out to be an abandoned village that Volkov had repurposed into a prison camp.

			Mercedes couldn’t be trusted. He knew it, and yet here he was, trusting her. She could be leading him into a trap for all he knew, and he was following willingly.

			For Leah.

			And, he had to admit, that glimpse of the real person under Mercedes’s hard outer shell had changed his opinion of her somewhat. She wasn’t the cold, heartless bitch he’d pegged her to be. Still a bitch, yeah, and he had a feeling she’d agree fully with that assessment. But she’d made mistakes that had hurt those she loved, and Marcus related to that hard-core.

			Mercedes crouched down behind the half-crumbled wall of a bombed-out home and waited until Marcus and Abel joined her. She pointed to another house across the street. “I saw them take Leah in there.”

			“And you left her? As a distraction,” he realized, anger heating his blood to a simmer. “As long as they were focusing on her, they weren’t paying attention to you.”

			“Leaving me free to find my brother.” She sent a narrow-eyed glance over her shoulder. “You can’t tell me you wouldn’t have done the same in my boots.”

			Damn. He couldn’t. Because if it came down to saving Leah or saving her, he’d choose Leah hands down. But his stomach churned with the horrible knowledge of what Volkov could’ve been doing to Leah all this time. 

			He peeked around the wall again. The door to Leah’s prison was bolted with a padlock, which led him to believe nobody else was inside there with her. They wouldn’t lock the door from the outside if they still had men inside.

			Marcus sank back behind the cover of the wall and considered his options. He didn’t have his trusty lock pick kit. The original was still in Wyoming at HORNET’s headquarters. No doubt Tuc Quentin had put one in his go bag, but that had been left in Indonesia. He could go all Hulk smash on the lock, but that would make too much noise. He didn’t want to draw Volkov down on their heads when Mercedes was the only one armed.

			Oh. Wait. He did have a lock pick. 

			Mercedes had long hair, which she currently wore pinned up in a bun at the back of her head. He studied her until he found a bobby pin, then plucked it out of her hair. A loose curl fell free from the bun.

			“Ow!” She jerked away from him and rubbed at her head. “Hey!”

			He didn’t apologize. He probably owed her an apology for a lot of things, but a little tug on her hair wasn’t one of them. “I need another one.”

			With an exasperated huff, she pulled another free and more curls fell. She held it out to him. “Would you like my ponytail holder, too?”

			He ignored the sarcasm. “Cover me.”

			She rolled her eyes but settled into position with her weapon propped in a hole in the wall. “All right, you’re clear. Go.”

			Yeah, that itch got worse as he bolted across the muddy road. Mercedes could easily shoot him in the back if she felt so inclined, and there was no telling when she’d decide to switch sides again. He had to work fast.

			He ripped off the rounded ends of the first bobby pin with his teeth, then bent it into an L to use as a tension rod. He inserted it into the lock, then straightened out the second pin to use as a pick. It took only ten or so seconds to pop the lock, but for him that was slow. He was out of practice. 

			He got the padlock off, then glanced around quickly before opening the door. Still clear. So far, so good. He pulled the door open—

			And nearly got cracked over the head with a chair. He ducked, and the thing broke against the doorframe inches from his face. The squeak of horror that came from inside the building would have made him laugh under different circumstances. He straightened and found Leah standing there, gripping one arm against her body, her eyes huge in her pale face.

			“Marcus!” she gasped and threw herself at him. “Did I hurt you?”

			“Hey, shh. I’m okay.” He gave himself an instant—just a quick half second—to hold her tight, to feel her body against his and know she was alive. Then he pushed her away and gave her a once-over. She was still holding her arm against her belly, and a bruise darkened her cheek. He saw red. Those fuckers had hurt her, had left marks on her. He’d find whoever was responsible and tear them apart.

			Leah stepped into his space again and cupped his cheek in her good hand. “Marcus, no. Look at me. I’m okay. I’m banged up but they didn’t lay a finger on me. Let’s just get out of here. Please.”

			He blinked away the red and stared down at her in awe. She hadn’t shrunk from him in fear. She’d caught a glimpse of his darkness and still stepped toward him.

			Holy hell. He’d spent so much of his life running in fear of others seeing that darkness. Judging him for it. Fearing him. 

			But she hadn’t. 

			She’d reached out to him instead.

			What if…he didn’t have to run anymore?

			A pop from the road behind him brought him back to his senses. Right now, running was the absolute best idea. He whipped around, using his body to block Leah from any flying bullets, and saw the muzzle flash of Mercedes’s weapon a second before he heard more pops of gunfire. In response, bullets peppered her position, taking bites of red clay out of the wall. He traced the line of fire to the Volkov mercs taking cover behind the big wheels of a cargo truck. If they hadn’t called in backup yet, they would any second now.

			Looked like he had his chance to get his hands on the bad guys after all. 

			“Stay here,” he told Leah and ran out into the rain. “Stay inside!”

			He moved in behind the mercs and hoped like hell Mercedes could see him in the growing gloom of evening. It’d suck to get taken out now by friendly—or at least semi-friendly—fire. He saw her peek over the wall and waved at her. She nodded once, then—

			Holy fucking hell. She stood up. The mercs could’ve fired on her. They had all the opportunity in the world in the milliseconds it took Marcus to sneak up behind them and get a chokehold on the smaller of the two. 

			But they didn’t fire, and even as Marcus coiled his arm around the smaller guy’s neck and yanked him backward, unease trickled down the back of his neck along with the rain. Were they that badly trained? Or was Mercedes playing both sides again?

			Shit. Shit. Shit.

			He wished he knew.

			He pried the weapon from the guy’s hand and turned it toward his head. “Drop your weapons, radios, everything.”

			The bigger guy muttered something in Russian but made no move to comply. Marcus tightened his arm and his victim gagged. He met the bigger guy’s eyes, let him see the darkness boiling to the surface. “You hurt my woman. I will kill you.”

			Again, something in Russian.

			“I don’t speak asshole.”

			The guy spat into the mud but then threw down his weapon and raised his tattoo-covered hands. Marcus was no expert in Russian prison tats but recognized the initials on the back of the guy’s hand. He’d seen it before during his tenure with the FBI, knew the abbreviation roughly stood for “only execution will correct me.” This guy, here, was a bad dude. 

			Marcus didn’t want to take his eyes off the big guy, but he had to check on Mercedes. He saw Abel running toward him, but that woman was nowhere to be seen.

			So much for their deal.

			“Pick up the gun,” he told Abel when the kid got close enough.

			Abel staggered to a stop when he spotted the Russians and stared with rounded eyes. 

			“The gun,” Marcus prompted. He hated using the kid, but he needed another set of eyes and hands since Mercedes had ghosted. 

			Abel lurched forward, grabbed the weapon, and pointed it. The muzzle shook. Props to Abel for still acting despite his fear. Not many grown men could do that.

			Marcus returned his attention to the big Russian with the prison tats. If looks could decapitate, his head would be rolling in the mud right now. Mr. Prison Tats was a scary fucker, that was for sure. “Keys for the truck.”

			The guy took a step forward, his fists curling, but Abel—God bless the kid—shouted something in French and shoved the muzzle of his weapon into the man’s stomach.

			Mr. Prison Tats fumed—Marcus was half surprised he didn’t steam under the beat of the rain—then slowly reached for a ring of keys on his belt and tossed it to the ground.

			Okay, now what?

			If he let these two go, he and Leah would have the entire force of Volkov Group gunning for them within an hour. In a volatile country where HORNET had no assets. 

			Can anyone say clusterfuck?

			“Leah,” he called toward the hut where he’d left her. “We gotta go!”

			She peeked out, took quick stock of the situation, and must have decided he was right, because she darted across the road to his side. He didn’t like the hitch in her step or the fear in her eyes when she noticed Prison Tats. 

			Had this bastard been the one to hurt her?

			“What are you doing with them?” she asked.

			Haven’t gotten that far yet, he thought but said, “Pick up the keys and start the truck. I’ll be right there.”

			Instead, to his horror, Leah approached Prison Tats. 

			“Be care—”

			“He has zip ties,” she said in explanation, but stopped moving well out of the man’s reach. 

			Marcus nodded once. “Okay. Go slowly. Around his back. Abel, keep the gun pointed at him. He moves in any way you don’t like, shoot him.” 

			Leah circled around the man’s back and pulled a handful of zip ties from the side pocket on his cargo pants.

			“Hands down. Slowly,” Marcus commanded.

			Prison Tats did as he was told and Leah tightened the ties around his wrists. But that was when the guy Marcus held decided to be the hero. He threw his head back. Marcus managed to dodge the blow, but it put him off-balance enough that the guy broke free of his hold. Prison Tats made like a bull and charged Abel. The kid squeezed the trigger and bullets sprayed the side of the truck, not hitting anything that could help them—like one of the two assholes trying to kill them.

			Marcus grabbed Leah and stashed her under the truck, then used the butt of his own weapon to smash Prison Tats in the head. It didn’t slow him down. If anything, it only pissed him off. He roared like a lion and broke the zip ties with a mighty tug.

			Okay, then.

			Shit.

			Marcus raised his weapon, but it was a Kalashnikov, not meant for close quarters battle. Prison Tats knocked it out of his grasp and grabbed him by the throat, dragging him up to his toes.

			Of all the ways he thought he’d clock out of this world, getting his head torn off by a rabid Russian gangster was nowhere on his list of possibilities. He gagged and unsuccessfully pried at the steel bands of fingers wrapped around his neck. Meanwhile, the other guy was running away to raise the alarm.

			Spots of color danced across his vision. Only a matter of seconds now until he lost consciousness, and then there was no telling what would happen to Leah or Abel. He kicked out in one last feeble attempt to stave off the inevitable, but his foot found only empty space.

			Prison Tats smiled at him. He had weirdly straight, startlingly white teeth. A gangster with good dental hygiene. Somehow, that made this whole situation funny. Or maybe that was the oxygen deprivation.

			Darkness began to slitter in around Marcus and the fight drained out of him. He tried but didn’t have the energy left to keep kicking. Just as his vision narrowed to a pinprick, a rose bloomed on his assailant’s forehead.

			Marcus dropped unceremoniously to the mud and oxygen rushed into his burning lungs, making him cough. 

			What the…?

			He glanced around, and as the fog cleared from his brain, he realized what had happened. It wasn’t a rose, but a hole. Someone had shot Prison Tats in the head. For one soaring moment, he hoped it had been Seth, HORNET’s ace sniper. The team was here and Leah was safe and—

			Nope. That wishful thinking was still oxygen deprivation at work.

			Even if the team knew where they were, it’d take them a day to get here. At best, they were still twelve hours from rescue.

			Leah scrambled to his side. “Marcus!”

			“I’m okay.” Except his voice sounded like he had laryngitis. He tried to clear his throat but that didn’t help. “Where’s the kid?”

			She pointed at Abel, still on his butt in the mud, frozen in shock. He didn’t have a gun. So if it hadn’t been the kid…

			Then he saw her approaching. Mercedes Raya. Somehow that didn’t make him feel any better. “Are you sure you shot the right guy?”

			“We had a deal.” She held out a hand to him. 

			He accepted and she pulled him to his feet. “We still do.”

			She nodded toward the truck. “Then let’s scram before the other one comes back with reinforcements.”

			He turned to Leah and before he could even ask, she held up the ring of keys. The brilliant, beautiful woman. Even in the height of battle, she hadn’t let go of them. He wanted to kiss her for it. “You two get it running. I’ll grab the kid.”

			Rubbing at his sore throat, he walked over and crouched down in front of Abel. The teenager was in shock, staring through him rather than seeing him. Marcus reached out and he flinched back.

			God, there was nothing worse than seeing a kid this scared. No child should ever live in this world of guns and blood, but as an FBI agent, then later with HORNET, he’d seen far too many scarred by the violence. And not just the kids in third world countries, but right on his home turf. He’d worked a hostage situation in a movie theater once. A gunman had taken several people hostage during the opening night of a big, highly anticipated Disney movie. Five kids saw a sniper blow the gunman’s head apart. One boy, a teenager not much younger than Abel, stared at Marcus like Abel was now. That boy went catatonic and didn’t speak for a year.

			“I’m a friend,” Marcus reminded and deliberately reached out to set a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Remember? I’ll help you find your father.” 

			Abel blinked and finally focused his gaze on Marcus. He said something in French, but then switched to English. “You will?”

			“It’s what I do, and I have a whole team on the way to help me. But we need to leave here now before more people like him”—he nodded toward the Russian’s body—“show up.”

			Abel looked at the body for a long time. Marcus felt every second tick by until Abel nodded and climbed to his feet. Strong kid, but then he’d have to be to have survived here.

			As Abel headed toward the truck, Marcus detoured to the body and took all the weapons and ammo he could find, including the Kalashnikov he’d dropped when Prison Tats attacked. With the whole of Volkov Group gunning for them, they’d need every bullet.

			“Leah and Abel up front with me.” He figured Abel would prove to be a valuable navigator and Leah…well, he just wanted her close. “Mercedes, that means—”

			“Yeah, yeah, I’m cargo,” she said as she held the driver’s side door open for Abel to climb in and slide across the bench seat. Leah followed, claiming the middle. Mercedes jumped down from the runner and started to close the door. “I see how it is. I save your life and—”

			It all happened so fast, Marcus barely had time to get his gun level before bullets chewed through the side of the truck. The squirter had come back with heavy artillery. 

			Mercedes threw herself in front of Leah and the kid while raising her own gun, but it fell out of her hand as the bullets ripped through her, too. Leah screamed. Abel shouted in frantic French. 

			Jesus.

			Marcus swung around, sighted, and took the little shit out with three kill-zone shots that would have made HORNET’s sniper proud. 

			The prisoners still locked inside that big round building banged against the door. Much more of that and the door would fly off its hinges, and he wasn’t about to wait around to see if the prisoners would side with him or Volkov.

			No other reinforcements had arrived yet. The guy was just trying to be a hero. Now he was a dead hero.

			Marcus sprinted to the truck and shoved Mercedes over across Leah’s and Abel’s laps. It looked bad, a lot of blood, but he couldn’t focus on that right now. He had to get them out of here now, or else they’d all end up riddled with bullets. The truck spun its wheels in the mud when he hit the gas but then jolted forward. 

			“Abel, where do I go?”

			The kid babbled in French.

			“Abel! Get us the fuck out of here!”

			“Uh, uh…” He sat up and scanned their surroundings then pointed to a road that cut away from the camp. “That way. My uncle lives close. He can help.”

			Marcus hit the brakes, spun the wheel, and gunned the truck toward the village. 

		


		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Blood poured through Leah’s hands as she pressed them to Mercedes’s chest. She didn’t know what else to do to help the woman. “Marcus!”

			He spared a glance from the driver’s seat, and his complexion lost a few shades. 

			Danny. 

			He was thinking about Danny, reliving what happened to her husband.

			And maybe this was the same, but Danny was gone. Mercedes was still alive. For now.

			“Marcus! What do I do?”

			He returned his attention to the road. “Just keep pressure on it.”

			She pressed down harder, and Mercedes’s eyes flew open. The woman choked, but whether it was a scream or a sob, she couldn’t tell. Mercedes looked around, her dark eyes rolling in her head like they weren’t attached to intelligent thought. Was she dying?

			“Hey.” Leah leaned over and put her face right in front of Mercedes’s. “You pushed me down, threw yourself in front of the bullets. Why? Why risk your life like that?”

			Her eyes stopped rolling and focused. “No more innocents die.”

			“What about you?”

			She gave a weak smile. “Lost my innocence a long time ago.”

			Marcus spared her another glance. “Looks like you finally decided on a team.”

			“Looks like.” She drew in a breath and winced. “If I die, find Xander. You owe me. Again.”

			He again glanced down at her, and something unspoken passed between them. He returned his attention to the road before he nodded. “We’ll find him.”

			“Thank you.” As if that worry were the only thing keeping her awake, she relaxed and slid into unconsciousness. 

			“Who’s Xander?”

			“Her brother. She’s been looking for him for over a year. Alexander Cabot.”

			“Her brother?” Panic tore through her. “Marcus, he was back there at the camp. I saw him!”

			“Shit.” Marcus slammed on the brakes and the truck rocked to a halt. “Where?”

			“They had him in the same building you found me in. He was in bad shape. Dmitry Volkov used me to question him.”

			“Used you how?” His voice carried a dangerous edge.

			Ugh, he could be so like Danny sometimes. Always getting hung up on the unimportant details and never seeing the big picture. “They didn’t hurt me. They hurt Cabot, though. When he wouldn’t tell them anything, they beat him into unconsciousness and took him away. Dmitry said they took him to a doctor.”

			The boy sitting next to her, cradling Mercedes’s head in his lap, let out a frightened squeak, like something a trapped animal would make. 

			She glanced back and forth between him and Marcus. “What?”

			Marcus sighed. “Abel says those that go to the doctor at that camp don’t return.”

			“Oh my God. We have to go back for him!” She felt more blood ooze through her fingers and stared down at the unconscious woman spread across her lap. 

			No. They couldn’t go back. If they did, Mercedes would die.

			Marcus must have taken the same read of the situation because he jammed the truck back into drive. “We need to save ourselves first. Abel, how much farther is your uncle’s village?”

			“Not far.”

			“We go there first and I’ll try to contact the team, then we’ll worry about rescuing Cabot.”

			If there was anything left of him to rescue. But she knew Marcus was right. They couldn’t go back with a bleeding woman, a boy, and no weapons. And as much as she hated to admit it, they needed HORNET.

			They made the rest of the trip in silence, save from the occasional direction from Abel or the grinding of the truck’s gears. 

			Abel directed them to stop in front of a red and white building with a steeply sloped A-line roof. A cross hung over the front door. Abel jumped out and ran to the gate, shouting in French. The front door opened, and several men ran out into the rain. Abel directed them to the truck, but when they spotted Marcus and Leah, they froze. Abel squeezed between them, jabbering away in a different language now but obviously assuring the men these people meant no harm and needed help.

			The men conversed quietly among themselves, then seemed to come to a consensus. They carefully pulled Mercedes out of the truck and placed her on an already blood-stained stretcher before carting her inside. 

			Abel popped up in the doorway with a big grin. “My uncle’s church. We will be safe here. Come. There is food and water.”

			Leah glanced back at Marcus.

			He nodded. “Go inside. I’m right behind you. I need to hide the truck first.”

			And older man wearing colorful robes appeared behind Abel and set his hands on the boy’s shoulders. Had to be his uncle. The family resemblance was strong in their high cheekbones and wide noses. “You can park in the back.” His English was better than his nephew’s. “I’ll send men with tarps to help you hide it.”

			“Thank you,” Marcus said and started the truck.

			Leah climbed out and followed Abel and his uncle onto the church grounds. 

			“I’m Josue,” Abel’s uncle said. 

			“I’m Leah. And the woman they took inside is Mercedes.”

			“We have a nurse here. She will help your friend.”

			Leah breathed out a soft sigh. She hoped that was the truth. The last thing she wanted was more death.

			She was surprised at the number of people huddled inside the church. Men, women, children, babies. They sat on thin cots along the walls and watched her with open curiosity. The children’s round bellies and sunken eyes spoke of too little food to go around, but everyone seemed to be offering her something as Josue led her down the center aisle.

			This wasn’t a mass, or any kind of church service like she first thought. For one thing, most of the women wore hijabs, and this was obviously a Christian church. “Who are all these people?”

			“Refugees,” Josue said so matter-of-factly that her heart clenched with sorrow.

			“They’re Muslim?”

			“Yes.”

			“And you let them stay here?”

			“Of course. It is the safest place for them,” he said as if he had no idea how momentous that act of kindness would seem to the outside world. “The Anti-Balaka will not attack my church. They profess to be Christians and pretend they are fighting for God, but it is a lie. They are militants. They worship only blood and death and war. The Seleka are the same, but waving a Muslim flag as they tear apart our country. They will not risk an attack that ends in Muslim blood spilled, so my congregation is safe as well.”

			She realized then that she knew next to nothing about this country. Honestly didn’t even know if she could pinpoint it on an unlabeled map. Yet these people were here, living through horror every day. Suffering, dying. She couldn’t imagine how all those mothers felt watching their children waste away in their arms and not being able to do anything about it.

			Suddenly all of her problems back in L.A.—worrying about selling an overpriced, ostentatious house or paying for her kids’ school and extracurricular activities and therapy—seemed beyond petty. “You’re in the middle of a civil war?” 

			“Yes.” Josue sighed heavily and stopped in front of a wooden door in the back corner of the church. “For too many years now. And now others are involved, training the government troops to handle the Anti-Balaka and Seleka. I fear it will not help. It will make things worse.”

			“The Russians,” she whispered, more to herself than him.

			“They do not care about us. They want what is in the ground under our feet.” He stamped his sandaled foot to make his point. “Gold and diamonds—the only reasons they are here. They took my brother and my nephew, saying they had debts to the government to pay off. I did not think I would see them again.” He opened the door and motioned her inside. “Please take my private quarters as my thanks. There is a bed and a small bathroom with running water for you to clean up.”

			Leah gazed down at her hands, still stained with Mercedes’s blood, then glanced back at where they had set her down on a cot. A family had abandoned their cot for her and stood off to the side, watching as a woman in a colorful dress worked over her. “Is that the nurse?”

			“Yes. She worked at the local hospital until it shut down. You’re lucky you didn’t take your friend to the Russian doctor. You never would have seen her again.”

			“That’s what Abel said.”

			“He is a smart boy and a pride of my family. Thank you for bringing him home.”

			“I didn’t have much to do with it,” she admitted. “You’ll have to thank Marcus. He saved us all.”

			“The man in the truck?” At her nod, Josue inclined his head. “I will be sure to thank him, too. Go. Rest and clean up. You are safe here.”

			“Thank you.” Leah stepped into the room. It wasn’t fancy—red-orange walls, a simple mattress on a metal frame, a plastic chair in one corner—but compared to her recent accommodations, it felt like the height of luxury. The bathroom alone was enough to weep over. A half wall separated the toilet from the shower. She pulled the lever to test the water, found it ran clear and cool. It was more of a stream than a spray, but she didn’t care. 

			She just wanted to feel clean again. 

			She stripped off her filthy clothes, stepped under the shower head, and savored the cool water as it poured over her. Dirt and blood mixed into a red soup by the drain at her feet. Goose bumps prickled over her skin and she squeezed her eyes shut. She didn’t want to see it. Didn’t want the visual reminder of the death she’d seen over the last few days.

			“Leah?” The edge of panic in Marcus’s voice had her prying her eyes open. 

			He stood in the bathroom doorway, spattered with mud and blood and who knew what else, with a panic-stricken look on his face. Although she was completely naked, she felt no need to cover up, hide herself. Not from Marcus.

			“Oh Jesus,” he said under his breath and crossed the small space in two steps. He stepped under the spray fully dressed, dragged her into his arms, and kissed her. 

			It wasn’t a kind of kiss friends might share, wasn’t soft or gentle. His lips were hard and hungry on hers, demanding and devouring. It was the kiss of a man who wanted to claim a woman, and her body took notice. Her nipples tightened against the soft cotton of his shirt. He was filthy, the water running off him turning brown at their feet, but she didn’t care. She wanted to be closer. She tugged at his shirt and he broke the kiss long enough to yank it off over his head. Then his lips fastened back to hers, his fingers weaving into her hair to hold her still for a deep exploration of her mouth.

			He was shaking. She felt the trembles running through him, following the trail of her fingers. She was shaking, too, as she fumbled with the buttons on his pants. She shoved them down and his erection sprung free, hot against her belly. She wrapped a hand around him, marveling at how he could be so soft and hard at the same time. Her first stroke had a rough groan rumbling from deep in his chest. He gripped her wrist and spun her around, none too gently shoving her against the wall. 

			A thrill shot through her. She’d never been handled like this, with rough hands and scraping teeth. He nipped at the back of her neck, and her nipples hardened into tight, overly sensitive buds against the tile wall. He cupped her ass, squeezed, and then nudged one leg between her thighs, opening her for him. She was soaked with need, trembling, her heart beating too hard. She slapped her hands against the wall to hold herself up as he curled two fingers inside her channel. It was just a quick, teasing dip, a preview of the pleasure to follow, but it had her whispering his name in a plea.

			He leaned in to her, sliding his mouth along the line of her neck as those searching fingers found the place she most wanted him to touch. He traced circles relentlessly around her clit until the coil of tension low in her belly sprung free with such intensity, her bones liquefied. She cried out as the pleasure crashed over her, reeled her around, and left her dizzy and gasping.

			Marcus made a thoroughly masculine sound deep in his throat and spun her again so that her back was to the wall. He lifted her in his big hands like she weighed nothing and set her down on his erection. He slid in without resistance, filling her completely.

			Oh. It had been so long since she’d felt full like this. Connected to another human being like this. She’d missed it.

			She dug her fingernails into his shoulders, threw her head back against the wall, and circled her hips against him as he thrust fast and hard.

			“Fuck, yes,” he growled, his fingers biting into her hips. “Keep doing that.”

			Oh, she had every intention of it. Felt too good to stop. Each thrust rubbed his pelvis against her clit and she was so…close…

			Marcus stiffened and, with a groan, buried himself deep. That did it. The climax exploded through her, sharp and nearly painful in its bright intensity. She swore she actually saw stars. 

			She’d had amazing sex with her husband. Danny had been a kind and considerate lover. But she’d never, ever experienced an orgasm that intense before. She wasn’t sure all of her bits and pieces were still in the appropriate places and in working order. She felt like she’d been torn apart and flung across the universe. 

			Had it been that intense for Marcus, too? He was still shaking, and his breath came out against her shoulder in ragged pants.

			“Fuck,” he whispered, his voice rough. He carefully set her down, letting her back slide against the wall until her feet hit the floor again. Only then did he release her and step back, his chest still heaving, his erection still at half-mast. She couldn’t seem to catch her breath, either, and her nerve endings buzzed from the climaxes. It had been so long since she’d experienced the sensation, she’d forgotten how good it felt.

			Marcus dragged his hands through his wet hair. “Fuck,” he said again and walked out. 

			Wait. Was he leaving? She stared after him, not comprehending at first. She saw him moving around in the other room, yanking on clothes, but he didn’t come back to her. He didn’t offer sweet promises or even an “it was good,” as he left the room.

			He. Just. Left.

			Leah gasped as pain sliced through her as surely as a knife. She hadn’t known what to expect from him, but for him to leave like that after what they shared? Just walk out without anything more than a curse word?

			God. What had she been thinking? 

			Danny used to tell her stories of Marcus’s many conquests. He’d always been half amused, half worried for his friend. What would he think if he knew his wife was now just another notch on his best friend’s bedpost? He’d be so angry and ashamed of her.

			“I’m sorry,” she whispered to the empty bathroom. No one answered her. Just the soft, erratic splash of the sputtering shower spray hitting the orange tile of the floor.

			Of course, she hadn’t been thinking. She’d been feeling, reacting, needing. But, still, it had never occurred to her that Marcus could treat her like all his other women. Not with their history, their shared trauma. And, like it or not, the chemistry that had started bubbling between them since Danny died. 

			She’d tried to shove it away, ignore it, because it felt too much like a betrayal to be attracted to Marcus or to have feelings for him beyond friendship.

			But she was attracted. And she did have feelings for him. 

			And it didn’t matter. He’d made that perfectly clear just now. This had been a one-time thing that would never happen between them again.

			She swiped at her face with the backs of her hands. She wasn’t crying, but the act of shoving away the tears she wanted to cry fortified her. She shut off the water and picked her way out into Josue’s bedroom. A pile of clothes sat on the end of the bed—she guessed donated by one of the women refugees and brought in by Marcus. Her breasts strained against the tank top, and the colorful skirt was too big, had too much fabric she didn’t know what to do with, but the outfit was still better than her mud and blood covered clothes.

			She took one more second to breathe and finished pulling herself together, then stepped out of the room with her head held high. 

		


		
			Chapter Eighteen

			What the fuck had he been thinking? 

			Marcus yanked on the change of clothes Josue had provided as he left the room without another glance.

			Problem was, he hadn’t been thinking. He’d been reacting, running hot on adrenaline and terror. He’d gone into the back room to check on Leah, make sure she was unharmed, and give her the change of clothes, but all his good intentions had flown right out the window when he saw her.

			Naked. Head tipped back as the sad excuse for a shower drizzled over her round, full breasts. Something had snapped in him then, unleashing a beast he’d kept tethered too long. It hadn’t been enough to see her and know she was safe and unharmed. He’d had to touch her. Feel her. 

			And when he’d moved inside her, felt her body clench around him like she never wanted to let him go, he’d felt like he was finally, finally home. Right where he should be. Right where he’d wanted to be for longer than he cared to admit—with Leah in his arms and his cock deep inside her, claiming her as his.

			No. Jesus Christ, that was wrong.

			So very fucking wrong.

			She wasn’t his anything. Not his home, not his woman. She had a home with three gorgeous kids, ones she’d created with Danny. And, yeah, Danny was gone, but that gave Marcus no damn right to start calling her his.

			His stomach twisted painfully and bile surged up his throat. He swallowed it back. He had a job to do right now. He could drown in his guilt later once Leah was back safely with those kids of hers.

			He strode out into the main room of the church. 

			And that was something else he’d have to berate himself for later. Fucking his best friend’s wife in a church. Shit, if he hadn’t been headed to hell before today, he definitely had a first-class, nonstop ticket there now.

			He purposely didn’t look at the crucifixion painting behind the altar as he searched for Josue. He already had enough guilt weighing him down. He didn’t need to add any of that good old-fashioned, ingrained Catholic guilt on top of it, thanks.

			Everyone scurried to get out of his way. They were afraid of him. Probably for the best, because his mood hung like a storm cloud around him, charged and rumbling, ready to unleash all that pent-up energy at the slightest provocation. He’d hate himself if he snapped on one of these people, who had already gone through so much.

			He found Josue praying over Mercedes. She still hadn’t regained consciousness, and her face had gone grayish-pale. Even with only the most basic of battlefield medical training, he could tell it didn’t look good for the woman. That made his stomach twist again. 

			True, he didn’t like Mercedes. Didn’t trust the woman’s wishy-washy loyalties. But she had thrown herself into the line of fire to save Leah and, for that, he owed her.

			“How is she?”

			Josue looked up. “Habiba has done what she could, but your friend is in need of hospital care.”

			Marcus studied the room, the huddled mass of displaced people. “I don’t suppose there’s one around the corner?”

			“I’m sorry, no.”

			Marcus winced. He hadn’t meant to sound so surly with the priest. He had to pull himself together, rein in his emotions, and get his head in the game, or they were all going to end up dead. “Where would we find a doctor?”

			“The closest is the Russian woman at the mercenary camp, but you do not want to go to her.”

			“You mentioned that before, and so has Abel. He said people go to her for medical care and never return. Any idea what’s happening to them?”

			Josue shook his head and climbed to his feet, his knees cracking with the movement. “At first, I thought she was a blessing sent by God. She brought food and medicines and vaccines, but it was all a lie so we would trust her. When people started vanishing, she would tell us they were very sick and she had sent them to Russia for treatment. We thought they would come home once they healed, but none have.”

			“How long has this been happening?”

			“She came here about two years ago.”

			The woman had been operating with impunity for two years. Jesus. “How many people have vanished?”

			Josue’s lips curved into a sad smile. “Too many to count. Maybe hundreds. Probably more. It’s hard to keep an accurate census in a country of refugees.”

			Marcus again scanned the people huddled together around the big room. The benches that made up the pews for the church had all been piled against one wall, and the Muslim refugees slept on thin cots or sometimes just a pile of blankets. War was an ugly thing.

			But his gut told him something even uglier was happening underneath this particular war.

			He returned his attention to Josue. “Do you have a phone? Radio? Any way to contact the outside world?”

			Josue shook his head with each question. “We have nothing like that.”

			“Yes, we do, uncle.” Abel appeared at his side and handed Marcus a satellite phone. His uncle said something sharply to him in the local language, and he answered back. Then he turned a sheepish grin toward Marcus. “I took it from the dead man.”

			No wonder Marcus hadn’t found any form of communication equipment on the man. Abel had beaten him to it. And here he’d thought the kid had been too numbed by shock to be useful.

			“Thank you.” He dialed the long string of numbers that would ring him in to HORNET’s headquarters back in Wyoming. He had no idea where the team was, but he knew for sure that either Gabe or Quinn would be commanding the mission from HQ.

			“Who is this?” Gabe Bristow demanded.

			Marcus exhaled softly with relief. It was nice to hear a—well, if not exactly friendly, at least a familiar voice. “Utah,” he said, using his call sign. The nickname had started as a joke, since he was a surfer and FBI agent like Johnny Utah from Point Break, but over the years, it had stuck.

			“Jesus fucking Christ,” Gabe said on a loud exhale. “Where are you?”

			Fuck if I know, he thought. “Hang on.” He covered the receiver with one hand. “Do you have a map?” he asked Josue. The priest nodded and hurried over to the desk situated against the wall of his private quarters. 

			Right then, Leah opened the door. Her eyes were red, puffy in her pale face, but her head was held high.

			Shit, had she been crying? Had he made her cry?

			Of course he had. He’d fucked her and walked away without a word. What kind of asshole was he? He should have stayed. They should have discussed things like rational adults. She had to be just as twisted up with guilt as he was.

			Josue returned with a map and a pencil. He spread the map out on the floor next to Mercedes’s cot.

			Marcus ripped his gaze from Leah and focused on the task at hand. “Show me where we are.”

			Josue helpfully marked an X for their location. 

			“Deangelo!” Gabe barked in his ear. 

			With his full attention on the map, Marcus ignored him. “And how about the Russian camp?”

			Again Josue sketched an X about 15 klicks from their current location. Not nearly far enough for Marcus’s comfort. He studied the map, then finally spoke into the phone again. “We’re somewhere in Central African Republic.” He gave the coordinates as best as he could figure them.

			“Roger that,” Gabe replied after a tight silence. “The team is already en route.”

			“How the fu—” He caught Josue’s eye and swerved around the curse word. “How are they already en route?”

			“Ian tapped an old friend for intel.”

			“Ian has friends?” For some reason, his gaze went straight to Mercedes, and a fuzzy memory danced up from his subconscious. 

			Snow swirling. Ian blocking a door he desperately wanted to get through. 

			He’d wanted to hurt Mercedes that night for their failure in Switzerland, but Ian had protected her.

			Suddenly, he knew exactly who had passed on the intel. “I wouldn’t exactly call her a friend.”

			“What do you mean?” Then after a beat, Gabe added, “Her?”

			Nah, he wasn’t ready to say yet, and he got why Ian had kept his mouth shut on the subject. As tenuous as his trust in Mercedes was, it was still trust. Of a sort. But the team didn’t even have that much. As far as they knew, she was still the enemy. And maybe she was, but she was an enemy with the same goals.

			Though it did make a guy wonder how she’d had Ian’s number so readily available.

			“It doesn’t matter right now,” he said into the phone. “What’s their ETA? We have critically wounded.”

			“Leah?”

			“No.” Thank God. He wouldn’t be functioning at any level if Leah was lying on that cot instead of Mercedes.

			Gabe’s voice tightened with tension. “Not you.” It was a command, not a question.

			“No, not me.”

			“Good. ’Cause I plan to stomp your sorry ass into the mud when you get home. I’d hate to have to delay that to let you heal first.”

			“Nice talking to you, too, boss.”

			“Yeah, about that. Am I still your boss?” Anger-laced sarcasm hung heavy on each word. Gabe was seriously pissed off. He usually had a concrete lock on his emotions, which had earned him the nickname Stonewall when he was with the SEAL Teams, but this convo was far beyond his usual level of stoic grouchiness. 

			“Going by your tone,” Marcus said carefully, “I’m guessing not.”

			He could actually hear Gabe’s teeth grinding over the line. “We’ll see. The team’s still two to three hours out. Keep this line open. I’ll call you with evac instructions.”

			“We can’t evacuate.” It spilled out his mouth before his brain told him it wasn’t a good idea to argue with Gabe right now. 

			“You said you have critically wounded.”

			“We do, and she needs a med evac stat.” He again looked over at Mercedes. She’d awakened sometime in the last few minutes and watched him with pleading, pain-filled eyes. “Alexander Cabot is here, a prisoner of Volkov. He sent Leah to us so we’d find him, so let’s find him.”

			“We don’t even know who he is,” Gabe said. “Harvard and Sami found next to nil on him, and that makes me twitchy as hell. For all we know, he could be leading us into a trap.”

			“It’s possible,” Marcus granted. “But I don’t think so. He worked for Danny as an informant.”

			Gabe was silent for so long that Marcus started to wonder if he’d dropped the connection.

			“Go on,” Gabe finally said.

			“I don’t know what or who he was informing on, but there’s something big going down here. The place is crawling with Russian mercs, and locals are disappearing by the hundreds. Whatever intel Cabot possesses has to be of the earth-shattering, twenty-four-hour news cycle variety. The kind of intel that bad, powerful people want to keep buried. We need to find him or else Leah and her kids will never be safe from this.” As he laid out his case, he searched the church for her. She’d found a spot to sit on the floor near the altar. Abel had scrounged up a plate of food and was encouraging her to eat. 

			Good kid.

			She still looked shocky as hell, but a splash of color had returned to her cheeks as she picked at the rice dish. The borrowed tank top showcased her gorgeous breasts, and the colorful skirt did great things for her ass. 

			She looked perfect.

			Man, he had it bad.

			Gabe was saying something in his ear. He refocused his attention on the conversation. The only part he caught was, “…we’ll reassess then.”

			It wasn’t a no. He’d take the small victory and run with it. “Thank you, Gabe.”

			Gabe pushed out a gusty sigh. “Get some sleep. You sound like you need it.”

			“You, too.” He winced. Again, there went his mouth before his brain. “I mean, you sound a little tense. More than usual.”

			Gabe groaned. “Babies, man. They should be outlawed as torture devices.” Despite his words, his tone all but oozed with pride.

			And that took him off guard. In all the chaos, he’d forgotten Gabe’s wife had been pregnant when he left headquarters all those months ago. “So, uh, Audrey had the baby?”

			“Almost four months ago. March twenty-second.” 

			Great, another thing to feel guilty about. He should’ve been there for the birth of their first child. Then again, until recently, he hadn’t been in any shape to be trusted around an infant. He cleared his throat. “Uh, congrats. Boy or girl?”

			“Girl. Rowan Kendra. She’s as beautiful as her mother. And as bossy.” He paused. “It’s time to come home, Marcus.”

			Those last six words hit like a punch. Because Gabe was actually saying he never should’ve left. He should have stayed and let his brothers-in-arms help him. He should’ve stayed and helped Leah.

			Instead, he was a coward who ran away from his problems and left everyone hurting in his wake. 

			His gaze caught on Leah again. She looked up right then and their eyes met.

			No more. He couldn’t run from this fight as long as Leah was in danger.

			“One problem at a time, boss,” he said into the phone.

			“Yeah,” Gabe agreed reluctantly. “Roger that. Keep this line open.”

			… 

			He could barely stand to look at her. Spent the last several hours doing everything in his power to avoid her.

			Why was she surprised? It was perfectly on-brand for Marcus, after all. He’d rather run away than discuss what happened between them in the shower.

			Okay, that wasn’t entirely fair. 

			He had more important things on his mind than figuring out what sex between them meant—like coordinating a rescue before Mercedes died.

			And, really, if she was honest with herself, she wasn’t ready to talk about it, either. It was the only reason she hadn’t approached him since he’d left her without a word. She didn’t know how she felt and was too exhausted to figure it out right now.

			Leah sat down next to Mercedes’s cot. The woman didn’t look good. Her skin was kind of gray, her lips had a blue tinge, and the few times she’d regained consciousness, she hadn’t been fully coherent. She shivered despite the muggy, oppressive heat that seemed even worse inside the church due to all the bodies crowded into the space. Marcus and the local nurse, Habiba, were worried about blood loss. They managed to staunch the flow from her wounds, but she had lost too much and wasn’t out of the danger zone. She needed a hospital.

			Leah folded Mercedes’s cold hand between both of hers, hoping to lend some of her body heat. If not for this woman, Leah would be unconscious on that cot, bleeding out. 

			“Why did you jump in front of me?” she whispered. She was grateful, no doubt, but it made no sense. They barely knew each other. She didn’t expect a response and sucked in a sharp breath in surprise when Mercedes’s heavy eyes opened a crack.

			“I owed you,” she whispered back, her voice thick and raspy.

			“You didn’t owe me—”

			“You don’t even know the whole truth,” she scoffed. There was a spark of the old Mercedes, scornful and sarcastic. She stared up with defiant eyes. “It’s about time someone told you. The man who shot your husband? He was my lover. More than that. I…loved him.”

			Leah dropped her hand as if the contact burned. “What?”

			Mercedes groaned softly as she lifted herself into a sitting position against the wall. “Sebastian Haly. I slept with him the night before he left to take your husband’s life. I knew where he was going and what he was going there to do.”

			Why was she talking about it like it was no big deal? Like it was an everyday, average thing for your lover to do? It wasn’t normal. It wasn’t right. “Why didn’t you stop him?”

			“It was a job. It was what he did. What I did. If it’s any consolation, he told me Danny wasn’t his target. Marcus was. When Seb missed the shot, he was torn up about it, wanted to get out of the life. Danny’s death brought out the best in Sebastian. So, yeah.” She waved a hand toward her wounds. “I owed you.”

			Mercedes should have let the bullets hit her. It would’ve hurt less. “You think this makes us even?”

			“No. The only way we’d be even is if I died.” She winced in pain, hissing out a breath through her teeth. “But I’m not planning on doing that. Sorry.”

			Leah jumped to her feet and stared down at the woman. “You’re…” She couldn’t even think of the right word to describe her. “Evil.”

			“Hey, I never claimed to be a saint. And for the record, your boyfriend over there isn’t one, either. How do you think he knew about Sebastian?”

			Leah shook her head and backed away. She didn’t want to know.

			“He tortured me. He and his team held me captive for months.”

			Leah couldn’t hear more. Didn’t want to know more about any of it. She spun on her heel and walked away. She needed out of this cramped church, needed air. She shoved through the front door.

			Still raining.

			She didn’t care. She walked out into the rain and gulped down lungsful of the humid air. She wanted to hit something. She wanted to throw herself on the ground and kick and scream until all the pain and anger and sorrow left her body. She was shaking with it all. Couldn’t keep carrying it around, bottled up inside, or she was going to explode.

			“Leah!”

			She whirled at Marcus’s voice. He was right behind her, reaching for her. 

			She knocked his hands away. “Don’t touch me.”

			He ground to a halt and if she wasn’t mistaken his complexion lost a few shades. “What did she say to you?”

			“You know exactly what she said.”

			“Leah—” Again he tried to reach for her, but she stalked away from him. She couldn’t stomach his hands on her right now.

			“No! You dragged Danny into this world where people kill like it’s as normal as buying milk, where people torture one another for information. He’s dead because of you.”

			He flinched like she’d struck him and dropped his arms to his sides. “I would trade places with him in a heartbeat. You have to know that. I’d give anything to—”

			“But you can’t.” She was beyond reason now, drowning in a deep, dark, ugly tsunami of grief. “He’s gone and you might as well have pulled the trigger yourself. Why did you come back into our lives? Why couldn’t you have just stayed away when you left the FBI?”

			“I…” He lifted his hands but then dropped them uselessly to his sides again. “I’m sorry.”

			He looked miserable, aching down to the bottom of his soul like she was. 

			No, she couldn’t let it sway her. She’d been so convinced Marcus had nothing to do with Danny’s death, but all along it was one of his personal enemies who had pulled the trigger. His enemy, not a random act of violence during a hostage situation like he’d led her to believe. He’d lied to her. Then he had the audacity to put his hands on her. And she’d let him. She’d welcomed him. She’d wanted him.

			Oh God. She was going to be sick. She pressed a shaking hand to her stomach, where the little bit of rice she’d managed to eat was threatening a return visit. “When this is over—”

			Headlights splashed over them, and she flinched back like a frightened mouse. She hated that she’d become a scared little waif of a woman who jumped at shadows. Where was the woman who had buried her husband and conquered single parenthood? The woman who had her world yanked out from underneath her and still held her head high, persevering, surviving? 

			She didn’t feel like that woman anymore. 

			Maybe she’d never been her. Maybe she’d been deluding herself into thinking she was strong when all along she was one bad storm away from snapping.

			Marcus stepped between her and the two vehicles that rolled to a stop in front of the church’s gate. And that act of chivalry just twisted her up more inside. Despite the horrible things she had just accused him of, he was still willing to jump between her and any danger.

			He pulled his stolen rifle off his back and aimed it at the driver’s side door of the first car as it popped open. The lights were too bright, blinding, and she couldn’t see more than a shadow’s movement on the other side.

			“Identify yourself,” Marcus demanded.

			After another second, the lights cut off. More doors opened. 

			“Mais, if you don’t want our help,” a male voice said in a lazy drawl, “we can turn around, head home…”

			Marcus exhaled audibly and lowered his weapon. “Cajun.”

			“Gonna let us in or what?” Jean-Luc Cavalier asked.

			She recognized his voice now. She’d met Jean-Luc during the many parties—birthdays, weddings, baby showers, backyard barbecues—that she and Danny had attended with the team over the last few years. 

			HORNET had come to the rescue.

			So why didn’t she feel the least bit relieved?

		


		
			Chapter Nineteen

			They had excellent timing, that was for sure.

			Here he was with his heart ripped to shreds, bleeding through his hands as he tried to hold the pieces together, and now he had to deal with the family-by-choice that he hadn’t seen in eight months. Because he wasn’t raw enough. And the universe obviously hated him.

			Not that he blamed the universe for that.

			His own mother would hate him when she found out all the things Leah just discovered.

			Oh, hell, he missed his beach shack in Indonesia more with each passing minute. At least there, he could wallow in his pain in solitude. He could pick up the pieces of his heart and glue them messily back together without scrutiny.

			He forced a grin as he met Jean-Luc at the gate. “Not here even five minutes and you’re already running your smart-ass mouth.”

			“Ah, you love my smart-ass mouth.” Jean-Luc grabbed him and pulled him in for a tight, back-slapping hug as soon as the gate slid back. “Mon ami, you look good. Healthier than last time I saw you.”

			“Sun and surf does that for a guy.” After an awkward moment, Marcus patted Jean-Luc’s back a couple times in return before pulling away. “I’m not Deadpool like you. Don’t have superhero healing abilities.”

			Jean-Luc scowled. “Me either, anymore. Claire says I’m a mere mortal now. Her miracle drug is out of my system. Oh, and I tricked her into marrying me.” He held up his hand to show off his wedding band, then balled his fingers into a fist and socked Marcus in the stomach. “You should’ve been there, coullion.”

			Marcus grunted and rubbed his stomach. “Yeah. Hearing that a lot lately.”

			“Guys, can we do the whole reunion thing later?” Jesse Warrick asked, all business as he strode by with his medical bag in hand. “Where’s the critical patient?”

			“Inside.” Though after the way Mercedes had so cruelly ripped Leah’s world apart, he was half tempted to let her bleed out.

			He looked at Leah. She already thought he was a monster. Why not run with it? 

			Except Mercedes could still be useful.

			“Hey.” He caught Jesse’s shoulder as the medic passed. “Heads up—your patient is Mercedes Raya.”

			“What the fuck?” someone behind them said. He wasn’t sure who until he turned around and found Ian glowering at him like he wanted to take a chunk out of him with his teeth. 

			Tank, thankfully, wasn’t of the same mind. The dog stood at Ian’s side, tail wagging uncertainly as his gaze darted back and forth between his master and Marcus.

			“What did you do to her?” Ian demanded.

			“She did it to herself. She jumped in front of a bullet.”

			Leah spoke up. “To protect me.” 

			Everyone turned to look at her. She stood off to the side of the group, her arms wrapped tightly around her middle. Several buttons had popped on her blouse, showing too much cleavage for his liking, and the rain had slicked the fabric to her skin, showing off every curve. Good thing all of the guys—except for Ian—were married or in committed relationships or else he’d be feeling real growly and possessive right about now.

			Who was he kidding? 

			He was absolutely feeling growly and possessive. 

			He wanted to yank off his shirt and drop it over her, hide her from all the male gazes, but she made it quite clear he had no right to touch her. Which should have been rule numero uno from the get-go, but he could still feel her lips against his, taste her kiss. The sweetness of her arousal still filled his head, making any other thoughts damn near impossible. He’d never expected that response from her, but now that he’d had a taste, he wanted more.

			If only she wasn’t who she was, and he wasn’t who he was, and they didn’t have the painful history they had. 

			Of all the women to fall for, it had to be his best friend’s widow. 

			Leah’s chin tilted up defensively. “Mercedes saved me. That was her decision. Marcus had nothing to do with it, so if you want to be pissed at anyone, it should be me.”

			Ian turned the intensity of his glare on her. To her credit, she didn’t flinch. Marcus knew she had to be a messy tangle of emotions inside, but she projected a calm, collected, in-charge woman. As someone who had always worn his emotions on his sleeve, he admired her for it.

			Ian was the first to break eye contact. He looked toward the church. “Why the fuck are we standing here in the rain?”

			Marcus managed to smother his smirk—just barely. Even a hard-ass psychopath like Ian wilted under Leah’s “mom stare.” That was hilarious.

			Leah’s features softened and she placed a gentle hand on Ian’s forearm. “It’s okay. I’ll take you to her.”

			Marcus watched them go. Her ability for compassion was astounding. She couldn’t have many nice feelings toward Mercedes right now, but she still sensed that the woman was—somehow, for some insane reason—important to Ian. How did she manage that much compassion without losing herself? Marcus cared about his family, his friends, her and her kids—of course he cared. But sometimes all that emotion grew so big, so all-consuming, he had to get away from it to risk having it swallow him up.

			Lanie caught his gaze and motioned him over. “So what’s going on here? You told Gabe we can’t leave yet. Mind giving me an explanation?”

			He tilted his head toward the church, indicating they should get out of the open, and on the way inside filled her in on the situation. 

			By the time he finished, Lanie was shaking her head. “This is unbelievable.” She scanned the faces of the refugees. “Do I even want to know what this doctor’s doing with the people she takes?”

			“Probably not,” Marcus said. “But Volkov sent Cabot to her, so we gotta find out.”

			Lanie scanned the room again, then blew out a breath and rubbed a hand over her face. “Yeah, okay. Okay. Let me get on the phone with HQ and figure out the logistics. Given Volkov Group’s connections, they could be acting on unofficial orders from the Kremlin for all we know. If we fuck this up, we could give Russia ammunition to start a war.” 

			“Let’s not do that.”

			“Solid plan, Deangelo.”

			As she stepped back outside with her phone to her ear, Harvard walked by with his laptop case. He stopped beside Marcus. “Hey. You okay?”

			Nope. He wasn’t ready to be thrown back into HORNET’s world. Wasn’t ready to face his teammates and the concern he saw in all of their eyes. “I’m wondering if I want to stay in Wonderland or see how deep this rabbit hole goes.”

			A slow grin spread across Harvard’s lips and he turned to Sami, who had joined them. “See? Told you he’s fine. He’s quoting The Matrix. Same old Marcus.” 

			Sami leaned around Harvard to give Marcus a skeptical up-down glance, then shook her head like she thought her boyfriend was clueless. Harvard wasn’t—in fact, he was usually the smartest guy in the room—but the catch was, for all his brains, he was still a guy. He’d obviously been sent by Sami to check up on Marcus, and neither of them particularly wanted to talk feelings. Quoting one of Harvard’s favorite movies was a surefire way to keep that from happening.

			Or maybe Sami didn’t think Harvard was being thick-skulled. Maybe she just saw through them both. Women had the creepy ability to do that. 

			But she let it slide for now. “It’s good to see you again, Marcus.”

			“You, too. You changed your…” He motioned to his head. She’d chopped off her hair and dyed the ends purple since the last time he’d seen her. “Suits you.” 

			A lot more than her hair had changed in the last eight months. Apparently she was allowed to go on missions now? Last he knew, she was still a trainee.

			And he was out of small talk.

			“So who are all these people?” Sami asked, giving him a reprieve.

			Yeah, okay. This topic he could handle. “Muslim refugees from the civil war. Josue, the priest, lets them stay here so the Christian militias won’t attack them.”

			“God,” she said after a moment, her voice strained. “They look like they’re starving.”

			“They are.”

			“Oh, hell no. Not if I can help it.” She pulled her pack around and grabbed a box of protein bars.

			“Is it a woman thing?” Marcus wondered as she wandered away, passing out protein bars. When she ran out, she raided a stash of candy from her pack and handed out mini packs of Skittles. “The ability to care so much. They all seem capable of it and I…” He trailed off, realizing he was speaking out loud and Harvard was staring at him. “Shit. Never mind. I’m tired.”

			“But you’re good?” Harvard asked. “Like I told Sami, you’re fine?” 

			“Yeah, yeah. Right as rain.” 

			“What does that even mean? Rain sucks.”

			“Fuck if I know.”

			They stood there in silence for a moment before Harvard finally cleared his throat and gave his laptop case a little jiggle. “So where do we set up?”

			“I’ll talk to the priest.” Marcus clapped him on the back and cut through the crowd, thankful to be out of that awkward conversation. He headed toward Josue, who was helping Jesse and the local nurse tend to Mercedes. 

			But he didn’t get far. 

			His escape was foiled by Seth, who stepped in front of him, effectively blocking his path. Seth was smaller than him by a few inches and a dozen or so pounds, but the look on the sniper’s scarred face said he wasn’t moving without a forklift.

			Annoyance sparked like a match inside him. Obviously, Seth had a bone to pick with him—ha, get in line—but they didn’t have time for this reunion bullshit right now. “You got a problem, Hero?” He purposely used the hated nickname, which was a mistake. Seth grabbed him by the throat and shoved him against the wall.

			The room dropped into silence.

			“You knocked me out,” Seth said through gritted teeth. 

			Marcus had to claw at the hand cutting off his air before he managed to squeak out a choked, “What?”

			“You put me in the fucking hospital with a concussion and I lost an entire day of memories. I’ve had enough days taken from me, asshole.” Seth knocked him against the wall again. “I shouldn’t have to worry about my friends stealing more.”

			What was he talking about? Seth was a former POW and had lost two years of his life, so it made sense that he’d be angry about losing more time. But Marcus couldn’t figure out how it was his fault. Yeah, he had done a lot of shit he hated, but had he really hurt Seth, too? “I-I don’t know what—”

			“Yeah, you do. Think real hard. That night you left. You wanted to get at Mercedes. I was guarding her. You hit me over the head.”

			“Wait. Wait.” Marcus frantically searched through his blurred memories of that night. Had he really stooped that low? Shit, he couldn’t remember. He didn’t think so, but… “I-I was drunk.”

			“I trusted you.”

			“Guys!” Lanie finally broke through the crowd. “Jesus, we’re in a church. Stop it!” She was a tall woman, but they both still had several inches on her. Her smaller size didn’t stop her from wading into the fight. She shoved between them and threw an elbow at Seth’s stomach, forcing him to release his grip on Marcus’s neck.

			Marcus bent double and gasped in a lungful of hot air that reeked of too many humans crammed into too small a space. When he straightened, he caught sight of Ian standing by Mercedes’s cot, his expression a mask of stone.

			And he knew exactly who had knocked Seth out that night. It couldn’t have been him. He’d been too drunk to wield any kind of weapon with any kind of accuracy. 

			Ian had turned him away at the door. He remembered that clearly enough. 

			Ian had knocked Seth out.

			Why was the psycho so intent on protecting Mercedes? Both then and now, because there was no mistaking his stance as he hovered over her cot. It was that of a male protecting his female.

			Did they have a relationship?

			If not, they at least had a past.

			When the team first butted heads with Mercedes in Nigeria last year, Ian had never mentioned knowing her. In fact, Ian never said much about anything. What did any of them really know about the man?

			Unease swirled in his gut. This wasn’t going to end well for anyone involved. Those two together was a bad idea. He knew it like he knew his name was Marcus Vincent Deangelo. Ian and Mercedes were an explosive mix of chemicals that threatened to blow a hole in the side of the entire planet at the tiniest catalyst. 

			And yet he was going to fucking protect the both of them. He intimately knew the hollow ache that came with wanting a woman who couldn’t be yours. 

			As he turned back to Seth, he purposely skipped his gaze over Leah. She was watching the whole thing with wide eyes, a hand pressed over her heart. If she hadn’t hated him thoroughly enough before this, she had to now.

			At least he did owe Seth—and everyone else—an apology. Just not for this particular crime.

			He met his teammate’s gaze and cleared his throat. “I’m sorry.” 

			Seth crossed his arms over his chest. His scars stood out white against his tanned skin. A roadmap of horrors Marcus couldn’t even fathom. “I trusted you, Deangelo.”

			“I know, dude. And I know how hard trust comes for you. I’m so sorry. I was a wreck that night and looking for relief at the bottom of a bottle.”

			Seth’s features softened. If anyone understood what that was like, he would. “You’ll never find it there.”

			“Didn’t stop me from trying. I wasn’t in my right mind. That’s why I left.” He took a moment to find each of his teammates in the crowd. “I know I hurt all of you in one way or another, but I had to leave. For my own sanity. I needed time to put myself back together and figure out how to live in a world where—” His voice cracked. 

			Hell, this was harder than he thought it’d be. But it had to be done. And it had to be done now—despite the audience of curious strangers— because if they tried to undertake a rescue mission with all of this tension hanging over them, someone would wind up dead. At least many of the locals probably didn’t speak English. He hoped.

			He drew a breath and tried again. “I had to figure out how to live with the knowledge that a man I loved like a brother was dead because of me. Because someone wanted me dead. And, after we found Haly’s body in Switzerland, I had to come to terms with the fact that I might never know who that bastard was. I…died inside. I drank, hoping my body would catch up with the rest of me, but it wasn’t happening fast enough. I didn’t want to live and if I had stayed, one of you would’ve found me with my brains splattered on a wall. I tried it once, but the fucking gun jammed.” He let out a ragged laugh. “I hadn’t cleaned it since Martinique, and it had sand in it from that fucking beach. If I hadn’t left when I did, I would’ve tried again with a clean gun.”

			Nobody moved or spoke for a long moment. An endless, torturous moment. His admission of attempted suicide seemed to echo around the church, growing louder with each passing beat of silence. He supposed that was better, having it out there in the world instead of the thought echoing inside his head like it had been since Danny died in his arms.

			He risked a glance at Leah again. She hadn’t moved, but now there were tears pouring silently from her eyes.

			Seth was the first to react. He uncrossed his arms and held out a hand. After a second’s hesitation, Marcus accepted it. 

			Seth pulled him in for a quick, hard hug. “I’ve been there, too. Next time call me before you pick up the gun,” he whispered before stepping back.

			Lanie released a shaky breath and also stepped in for a hug. “Danny saved me. He pushed me out of the way. He died because of me, too.”

			“No.” He emphasized the word with a hard squeeze. “Stop it. I don’t blame you.”

			“Then why do you keep blaming yourself?” She released him, pressed a kiss to his cheek, then backed away and slipped seamlessly back into her role as commander. “C’mon, guys. We have work to do, people to save.” 

			“Just another day at the office,” Jean-Luc tacked on and the tension in the room broke with a ripple of laughter from the team.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty

			Based on satellite photos, the Russian doctor had set up shop in an abandoned Aid First clinic in the northern part of the country, near the border with Chad. Given the horrible road conditions and the flooding caused by the constant rain, it was at least a day’s drive from their current location.

			Harvard and Sami also managed to dig up a name: Dr. Alla Denisova. She was a dual British and Russian citizen, educated in both Britain and the United States, and had worked with Aid First until three years ago, when she was quietly fired and stripped of her medical license after allegations of misconduct. And that was where her background ended. Despite having two of the best computer sleuths on the planet looking into the woman, neither Harvard nor Sami could find more information on those allegations or what happened to her afterward. It was like Denisova vanished, and Marcus bet Volkov Group had something to do with her disappearance.

			Was she a hostage, too, or was she the brain behind the disappearances happening here? It was a question the team couldn’t seem to agree on.

			“We treat her like a hostile,” Ian said matter-of-factly.

			“What happened to innocent until proven guilty?” Seth asked.

			Ian’s lip curled. “You of all people should know that no one’s innocent, Hero.”

			“Don’t call me that.”

			“I can call you whatever the fuck I want, Hero.”

			“Two can play at that game, Boomer.”

			Ian scowled. “Don’t call me that.”

			“I can call you whatever the fuck I want,” Seth shot back.

			“Enough,” Lanie said on a heavy sigh. Most of the time, she seemed like just another one of the guys, but right now, her expression was all female exasperation that clearly said, Ugh, men. She was probably wondering if she could knock all of their thick, testosterone-heavy skulls together until they stopped sniping at each other like cranky children.

			Although things had calmed a bit after the blowup earlier, the longer they discussed this mission, the closer tensions rose to the boiling point with each passing minute. The church was stifling hot and stank of too many unwashed bodies. Ian had been on a knife’s edge ever since he laid eyes on Mercedes, his temper even more volatile than usual, and it was rubbing off on everyone else.

			For his part, Marcus couldn’t focus on the conversation. He kept looking for Leah in the crowd. There she was with Abel, carrying on a conversation with a young mother. There, helping Josue move some benches to make more room. At one point, she straightened and rolled her shoulder. Her grimace of pain had Marcus climbing to his feet before he realized what he was doing. Was she hurt? How had he not noticed in the shower? He should’ve noticed. He should’ve been more careful of her, treating her like the precious thing she was rather than manhandling her. 

			Jesus, had he hurt her?

			Lanie arched a brow at him. “Going somewhere, Deangelo?”

			He snapped back to the briefing and realized his teammates were all watching him like he was a half inch from losing his mind. “Uh, need to stretch the legs.”

			“Uh-huh.” She was completely unconvinced. Not that he expected her to be. It was a transparent lie.

			Okay. He had to get his head in the game. The sooner they finished here, the faster Leah could get home to her kids.

			Marcus sat back down and pulled the map across the floor toward him. He studied the distance between the church and the old Aid First clinic and shook his head. The country was a little smaller than Texas, which was a lot of ground to cover in a hostile environment. “Our main problem is transportation. We can argue over Dr. Denisova all we want, but it’s a moot point if we can’t get to her. Driving will take too long.” He remembered bouncing along the road between the Volkov camp and Josue’s church and winced. His ass still hurt from all those potholes, a few of which could’ve swallowed a smaller vehicle. “The roads around here are damn near impassible, especially with the flooding. Not to mention, we’ll have to contend with the civil unrest. There are local militia groups everywhere, and they won’t care that we have nothing to do with their war. By the time we get to Denisova—if we even get there—Alexander Cabot will be long dead.”

			Lanie exhaled through her nose, then nodded. “I’ll see if we can coordinate air transpo.”

			“We’re goin’ to need it,” Jesse said, returning to the group after his latest check on Mercedes. He stripped off a pair of latex gloves, balled them up, and shoved them into a side pocket in his medical bag. “She’ll die if we don’t get her to a hospital soon. She’s spiked a fever. If it’s sepsis, we may already be too late.”

			Lanie glanced over at her husband. “It’s that bad?”

			“Honestly, I’m surprised she’s conscious. I’ve started an IV and gave her an antibiotic shot, but it won’t be enough to combat the infection. If our pilot’s still waiting on standby in Bangui with the Nest, he’s her only chance at survival.” The Nest, HORNET’s jet, was one of the perks of working for Quentin Enterprises.

			“We need the Nest to get to Cabot,” Marcus said. “Or else he dies.”

			Lanie sent Marcus a sideways glance, then moistened her lips. “Nobody’s dying on my watch. Get Mercedes ready to travel,” she told Jesse, then held up a hand when Marcus opened his mouth to protest. “I’ll call Tuc and see if he has a spare helicopter and pilot nearby.”

			“I’ll have to go with Mercedes,” Jesse said. “If she crashes in the air, Garcia won’t be able to help her.”

			“Whoa. We’re not doing this mission without a medic,” Jean-Luc chimed in. “That’s just daring God to take a great big shit on us.”

			Lanie pinched the bridge of her nose as others added their thoughts about the situation until they were all talking at once. Most agreed with Jean-Luc. And Marcus did, too, but he was willing to take the chance if it meant rescuing Cabot and saving Leah from further danger. 

			“Guys!” Lanie held up both hands and made a slicing motion, cutting through the noise. “Chill. I’ll also ask Tuc about a medic, okay? Like I said, nobody is dying on my watch. Give me time to hammer out the logistics.” She turned to her husband. “Go with Mercedes to the Nest.”

			Jesse hesitated. “I don’t like leaving you.”

			“Oh, that’s sweet, but didn’t you know?” She flicked her thick ponytail over one shoulder, purposely whacking him in the face with the ends of her braids. “I’m a kick-ass warrior who doesn’t need her man to protect her.”

			Jesse grinned and caught one of the thin braids between his fingers, gave it a playful tug. “I did know that. It’s why I married you.”

			Her smile faded into seriousness. “I’ll be fine. We all will. Go save a life, cowboy.”

			“Doesn’t stop me from worrying.” He leaned in and gave her a quick kiss. As he turned away, Marcus caught his arm on impulse.

			“Wait. Take Leah with you.” He didn’t even realize he’d had the thought until the request left his tongue, but now that it was out, he was sure it was the best idea he’d had in a while. Leah didn’t need to be here for Cabot’s rescue. She’d done her job by getting HORNET involved. She could go home now.

			Jesse looked down at the hand on his bicep, then searched the crowd for Leah.

			“She’s not safe here,” Marcus added, half afraid Jesse would give a valid reason why she couldn’t go. “And I need her safe or I won’t be able to keep my mind on the mission.”

			Jesse met his wife’s gaze briefly, a flash of understanding passing between the two of them. Marcus didn’t care if they knew about his feelings for Leah. If it meant she stayed safe, let them speculate. 

			Jesse nodded once. “Tell her we leave for the airport in ten minutes.”

			… 

			Busy work helped to keep her mind off the situation. As long as she kept assisting Josue with all the little chores that needed doing around the church, she didn’t have to think about Alexander Cabot, Mercedes, or—most importantly—Marcus. 

			She didn’t have to consider the fact that Marcus and the rest of the team would soon be putting themselves in danger to rescue a man none of them knew. A man she had asked them to rescue. A man she barely knew, but who claimed to have a tenuous connection to her husband. 

			She didn’t have to think about the civil war raging outside this church, or that many of the children taking refuge here were starving to death and may not see adulthood. 

			She didn’t have to worry about her own kids, thousands of miles away and out of reach—okay, that was a lie. Of course she worried about them. All day, every day. That was her job as their mother. At least they were safe with Regina, had plenty of food and water, and would never know any of the horrors she’d witnessed over the last few days.

			“Leah?”

			She looked up in surprise from the pile of blankets she’d offered to fold. Marcus stood a few feet away, fidgeting like he was unsure what to do with his arms. He’d done such a good job of avoiding her for the last few hours that hearing his voice now came as a mild shock.

			He sounded tentative, so unlike his usual suave self.

			She opened her mouth to tell him off. To tell him how much he hurt her earlier. To rail at him for lying to her about the reason behind Danny’s death. To take out all her frustration and anger and grief on him.

			Except none of that came out. She simply sat there silently, studying him.

			If I hadn’t left when I did, I would’ve tried again with a clean gun.

			God, the look in his eyes when he’d made that admission. Defeat. Horror. Fear. He’d tried to kill himself. He was only still here by a fluke. Or maybe Danny had intervened, making sure the gun jammed. That sounded like something Danny would do.

			Yes, he’d left out details surrounding Danny’s death, but they were details she now wished she didn’t know. He’d only been protecting her by not telling her.

			And like that, all the anger she’d been harboring for Marcus sputtered out like a doused flame, leaving her exhausted. 

			She wasn’t the only one suffering here. 

			“Hi,” she said softly. She pushed aside the stack of folded blankets, making room on the bench for him. He hesitated for a second, then moved forward and sat down beside her. Their legs touched from hip to knee.

			“I’m sorry for…” He trailed off, took a breath, and continued. “Everything.”

			“I don’t blame you.” She thought she had. After Mercedes dropped the bomb about what really happened the morning Danny died, she thought she hated him. She thought it was all his fault.

			It wasn’t his fault any more than their current situation was hers. They’d both been dragged into this endless horror show. 

			God. The horrible things she’d said to him… She wanted to rewind the moment and take it all back. But there was no rewinding in real life. They just had to find a way to move forward.

			She was so tired of looking back, of agonizing over things nobody could change.

			Marcus squeezed his eyes shut and tilted his head back. “You should.”

			“No.” She grabbed his hand and waited until he opened his eyes and looked at her. “If the situation were reversed, and you had died because someone tried to kill Danny, I’d tell him the same thing. It’s. Not. Your. Fault. Dammit, even as much as I want to blame Mercedes for not stopping her boyfriend, it’s not her fault either. The only person who bears any responsibility is the man who hired Sebastian Haly.”

			“I wanted to find him for you. I wanted to take him off this planet before I told you the whole truth. I thought that was the only way you’d be able to forgive me.”

			“Marcus, there’s nothing to forgive.”

			“Not true. I shouldn’t have…” He seemed to struggle with the right words. “What happened between us in the shower… I shouldn’t have treated you like that. You deserve better than that.”

			Heat rushed into her cheeks. “I wasn’t complaining.”

			“It felt wrong.”

			Her heart sank. He was right, of course. It should’ve felt wrong. Should’ve felt like a betrayal of Danny. But Danny was gone, and he’d told her one time that if anything were to ever happen to him, he didn’t expect her to spend the rest of her life alone. He’d wanted her to find love again, to be happy. He probably hadn’t expected Marcus to be the guy, but she could no longer deny her growing feelings for him. Somehow, in the last few days, he’d moved out of the friend zone and firmly into the more-than-friend zone. 

			But he didn’t feel the same. And that hurt.

			She managed a wobbly smile. “I understand.”

			“No.” He groaned and scrubbed at his face with both hands. “Shit, that came out bad. Sex with you should’ve felt wrong, but…” Again, he trailed off.

			“It didn’t,” she finished for him.

			He exhaled hard like he’d been holding his breath. “Yeah.”

			“So what will we do about it?”

			Across the room, Jesse and Ian lifted Mercedes onto a stretcher. Marcus watched them until they disappeared out the door, then he shifted to face her. “We’ll talk about it. I promise we will, but right now you need to go with Jesse. He’s taking Mercedes to a hospital out of this country.”

			The idea of leaving sent a thrill coursing through her. She could go home. See her babies, hold them in her arms and know they were safe, know that she was safe. Her gaze caught on a woman she’d met earlier while helping Josue with dinner. If it could be called dinner. It was mostly tubes of a thick, nutritional peanut butter Josue received from relief organizations, and a little bit of rice. The woman ignored her plate of rice and coaxed her gaunt, listless toddler to eat. She kept trying to squeeze a bit of the peanut butter onto his lips, but he wasn’t responding. 

			Leah had asked Jesse to help him a little bit ago. The medic had taken a look at the malnourished child, started an IV, and gave him an injection. 

			Then Jesse had pulled Leah aside and told her very softly, “I’m sorry. He’s not goin’ to make it. Even if he was in a hospital with a feeding tube, he’s too far gone. I made sure he’s not hurtin’ but there’s nothin’ more I can do.”

			The news had broken her heart. So did the image of the woman, clinging to the hope that her child wasn’t dying. She knew she’d see that woman spreading peanut butter on her child’s lips for the rest of her life.

			Marcus touched her hand, drawing her back to the present. She laced her fingers through his and swallowed back the lump rising in her throat. “I can’t leave. These people need help.”

			“We’re trying to help them,” Marcus said. “Many of them have family members who disappeared. That woman.” He nodded toward the woman she’d been watching. “Josue said her husband was taken. He was the breadwinner for the family and now she has no way to feed her children. We might be able to bring him back.”

			“Do you think he’s still alive?”

			“If he is, we’ll bring him back. But I can’t do that unless I know you’re safe. I can’t have my attention split while I’m out there.”

			She studied him for a moment, saw the truth of it in his eyes. At last, she nodded. “But I’m not going back to L.A. until you can come with me.”

			He cracked a small smile. “Afraid I’ll disappear to Indonesia?”

			“Maybe,” she admitted. “A little.”

			He gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. “I don’t plan on going back. I got what I needed from there.”

			“And what do you need now?”

			When his dark gaze met hers, his eyes said, You. 

			But he didn’t give that thought voice yet. As much as she wanted to hear it, he wasn’t ready to admit it and she could respect that. It was a huge step. More than a little scary. 

			He stood and pulled her to her feet. “I’m not sure, but I know what I want.” His gaze dipped to her lips and her heart gave an excited leap. She wanted him to kiss her, but she knew him well enough to know he wouldn’t. Not here, in front of his teammates.

			Marcus let go of her hand and, after an awkward, uncertain beat, turned away.

			What if he was hurt or, worse, killed? The thought came out of nowhere, like a lightning strike on a sunny day, and sent terror sizzling through her. This could be the last time she ever saw him. She certainly hadn’t expected that day she dropped Danny off at the airport would be the last time. They’d both been in a hurry—his car’s battery had died that morning and she’d swung by between house showings to pick him up so he didn’t have to wait for a cab because he was already running late. He’d hopped out of the car with a quick, distracted, “Love ya.” She’d called it back to him as she pulled away from the curb.

			No kiss. Not even a hug.

			The next time she saw him, he was cold in a coffin.

			No. She wouldn’t go through that regret again, and it was a very real possibility given the mission Marcus and his teammates were about to undertake.

			She lurched after him and caught his hand. When he spun back with worry creasing his brow and a question on his lips, she didn’t think about it. She just pushed up onto her toes and pressed her mouth to his. She saw his eyes go wide in the instant before she closed her own and sank into the kiss. Slowly, he relaxed and his arms came up to circle her. She could feel his heart pounding against her chest, and small tremors shook through him. When he finally returned her kiss, it wasn’t demanding like in the shower. It was unsure. A soft, quiet kind of kiss that felt strangely like an apology.

			Would he ever realize he didn’t have to keep apologizing to her?

			She broke the kiss and stared up into his eyes, saw a battle of emotions raging there. He didn’t know what to think. How to react. 

			Mostly, he just looked sad.

			Whatever this was growing between them had no chance if kissing her always made him so damn sad. 

			“Please stay safe,” she whispered, then walked away before he could tell her that kiss had been a mistake.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			The plan was for Leah and Sami to go with Jesse and Mercedes in the Nest to Italy, where Tucker Quentin had a trauma team on standby. The rest of them were taking a helicopter to the Chad border, and who knew what they would find there. After his and Leah’s escape, Volkov Group and Dr. Denisova had to expect they were coming.

			The helo arrived with two of Tucker Quentin’s men on board just as Jesse and Ian finished loading Mercedes onto the Nest. Rex, a medic from one of Tuc’s other teams who Marcus knew to be a smartass, and a pilot, both wearing hats emblazoned with the Quentin Enterprises logo. 

			“All right. Let’s do this,” Lanie said and everyone piled into the helicopter.

			“I saw that.” Jean-Luc grinned as he slid into the seat next to Marcus. “Back at the church? You and Leah?”

			“We all saw that,” Harvard added, adjusting the mic on his headset so he could be heard over the thrum of the helicopter’s rotor powering up.

			Well, that had to be a new record. They actually waited longer to mention it than he thought they would. 

			Marcus muttered a curse under his breath and stared out over the airfield as the helo lifted off the ground. That kiss had shocked the hell out of him, and he was still trying to process it. Not only that she had kissed him after everything but that she had done it in front of his team. What did it mean? What did he want it to mean? And why the fuck did it simultaneously turn him on and twist him up with guilt?

			“So you and Leah…” Jean-Luc prompted, nudging his shoulder.

			“Guys, leave him alone,” Sami’s voice chimed in over their headsets. Although she was on the Nest, she was still on their open comm link. “He obviously doesn’t want to talk about it.”

			“Why not?” Jean-Luc asked. “He should be shouting it from the rooftops.”

			She sighed. “Eric, honey, smack him for me.” 

			Harvard shrugged and whapped Jean-Luc upside the head. 

			“Thank you,” Sami said. “For an intelligent man, you’re really dense.”

			Jean-Luc pressed a hand to his heart as if she could see him. “Aw, cher, you wound me.”

			She released an exasperated huff of a sigh. “Marcus, don’t pay him any attention.”

			“I usually don’t,” Marcus said.

			“Good. And for the record, I think you and Leah together is a fabulous thing. I didn’t know Danny very well, but I’m pretty sure he’d approve.”

			“Oh, wholeheartedly,” Jean-Luc agreed.

			“Eric?” Sami said.

			Again Harvard smacked Jean-Luc. 

			“Ow. Stop that! She has you whipped, kid.”

			Harvard smirked. “You’re one to talk.”

			“I’m gonna tell Claire you’re misbehaving,” Sami said over the headset.

			“Oui, please do.” He waggled his brows comically. “She loves it when I misbehave. But we weren’t talking about me and my gorgeous, brilliant wife.”

			“Still don’t know how you managed to get a woman like Claire,” Marcus said, hoping to change the subject.

			“Ha! Me either. So…” Jean-Luc propped his elbow on his knee and leaned on it, cradling his chin in his hand. “You and Leah, huh? Did you tell her you see his ghost?”

			“You what?” Harvard gave them both a hard side-eye. 

			“Yeah, in Nigeria,” Jean-Luc explained not-so-helpfully. “Danny’s ghost led him to safety when we were separated by a militant attack.”

			Marcus twisted in the seat to scowl at the Cajun. “Dude. Really?”

			“What? He did! Claire told me you saw him and he led you to a road when you were lost in the jungle.”

			Now Seth, intrigued, leaned forward and joined the convo. “You saw a ghost?”

			“No! Jesus.” And he had missed these guys? His shack in Indonesia was suddenly very appealing again. “I didn’t see a ghost. I had head trauma and saw…” He still didn’t know what he saw. 

			“Danny,” Jean-Luc finished simply.

			“No. I mean, yes, but he was a figment of my rattled brain.” One he’d seen more than once, but he’d keep that to himself or he’d never hear the end of it. They’d start calling him “Ghost Whisperer” or some shit like that. And did he look like Jennifer Love Hewitt? “Can we focus on the mission?”

			“The mission is still a helicopter ride away,” Jean-Luc said, but he did settle back into his seat just as the helo banked hard left.

			Marcus braced himself with a tight grip on the overhead handle. “Ghosts don’t exist.”

			“Yeah, they do.” 

			Lanie finally took pity on him. “Leave him alone, Cajun. We just got him back and you want to scare him away?”

			“Nah,” Jean-Luc said, all confidence. “He’s not going anywhere. He loves us. And now he has Leah.”

			“I don’t have Leah.”

			“Sure looked like it from where I was standing.”

			“Cajun, do you have a death wish?”

			“Mm, no. Not at the moment.”

			“Then shut up.”

			“Cranky, cranky.”

			… 

			Unlike the lush vegetation of the more tropical south, the ground in the north was a dry, dusty red. The trees were squat and sparse, and the high grass was more yellow than green. It looked as if they hadn’t received a good rain in a while, while in the south all it seemed to do was rain. 

			Marcus choked on the dust kicked up by the helo as he fast-roped to the ground. As soon as he was down, he pulled a handkerchief up over the lower half of his face then scanned the immediate area for hostiles. There wasn’t a lot of cover here, and the last thing they needed was for some militia-type dude to take out their bird with an RPG. 

			Once everyone was on the ground and the helo prop wash was no longer drowning them in sand, they huddled up. Even Tank with his goofy dog goggles and happy, tongue-lolling grin. He loved fast-roping almost as much as he loved skydiving. Crazy animal.

			As for Marcus, he preferred to keep both feet on the ground whenever possible. He could step out of a helo holding only a rope or jump out of a plane at high altitudes when he needed to, but they weren’t his favorite things to do.

			Lanie spread a map out on the ground. “The clinic is five miles north of here, but satellite images show militia checkpoints all up and down this road. There’s also a large refugee camp just to the east that’s patrolled by government forces.”

			“Which means more Russian mercs,” Harvard said. “I’ll get the drone in the air.” He tapped his earpiece as he pulled his rucksack off his back and opened it. “Geek Girl, you still read us?”

			“Loud and clear,” Sami’s voice crackled over the link.

			“I’m unpacking the drone now. We have enemy forces on all sides and need eyes in the sky.”

			“Copy that.” 

			“The refugee camp explains why Denisova set up her operations there,” Marcus said. “Displaced people have no recourse when one of their family members go missing.”

			Jean-Luc swore in French and rubbed his arms like he was cold even though the temp hovered close to ninety. “This is going to be a horror show. I feel it in my bones.”

			Lanie traced a line on the map with her finger, which was already coated with a layer of the red dust that swirled in the air. “We have to hoof it along this arroyo. It’s our best chance of avoiding hostiles, but it adds nearly three miles to our journey.”

			“At least it’s all flat,” the medic, Rex, said cheerfully.

			“And open.” Seth winced. “We have no cover out here.”

			“Then we should get moving,” Lanie folded the map and shoved it into a side pocket in her pack. “The longer we stand still, the easier target we become. Body cams on?”

			“Copy,” every man said in succession.

			“Let’s move.”

			The walk was hot, dry, and dusty hell. Marcus was sure there were probably worse places on Earth, but in those hours, he couldn’t think of a damn one. Several times they had to drop and lie flat in the bottom of the arroyo to avoid a militia patrol. And once the hostiles spotted Harvard’s drone. They fired at it, but Sami, controlling the thing from the Nest, was a master at evasion. She sent it soaring too high into the sky for them to hit, but it had the militiamen spooked. They stopped just feet away from the arroyo, chattering away in Arabic. Everyone tensed, ready to strike if one of them men happened to glance over and down at them. After a long ten minutes, the militiamen moved on.

			“What were they saying?” Lanie asked Jean-Luc as the team peeled themselves out of the red mud at the bottom of the riverbed. “They were speaking Arabic, right?”

			“Yeah, Chadian Arabic. They’re Ex-Seleka militia looking for Christians. They decided the drone must belong to the Russians and the national army. They said they’d shoot it out of the sky if they saw it again.”

			“You hear that, Geek Girl?” Lanie asked into her mic.

			“They won’t see it again,” Sami replied.

			Jean-Luc tried to wipe the rust-colored dust off his face, but managed only to smear it with the mud on his hands. “They also said something about rain coming.”

			Lanie also tried to wipe the dust from her face as she glanced up and down the arroyo. “Fuck.” 

			“Do we stick to the plan?” Marcus tried to wipe his own face on his handkerchief, but it was useless. At that point, they were all covered and looked like they’d gone tanning with Donald Trump.

			Lanie squinted at the sky. “What do you think, guys? We still have, what? Four-ish miles to go. Do you wanna risk getting flooded out, or do we attempt the road?” 

			Marcus followed her gaze. Sky was still blue, but he saw the cloud bank building in the distance. “I say we stick to the arroyo. We’re making better time than we would dodging patrols on the road.”

			Everyone else seemed to be of the same opinion, but Lanie still hesitated. “I don’t think you guys grasp how dangerous that is. I grew up in the desert, you know? Flash floods are terrifying. The ground is so dry rain just slides off into the nearest indentation in the earth.” She spread her arms, indicating the dry riverbed. “And if it’s raining somewhere upstream already, we may never see the flood coming until it’s on top of us.”

			“You think we should attempt the road?” Marcus asked. “You’re commander. We’ll follow your lead.”

			She glanced up toward the road, then shook her head. “The road’s more dangerous. But first sign of rain, we’re out.”

			“Understood.”

			And they pressed on. They made it another mile before the arroyo started filling. One minute they were standing in dust, the next, the water surged up to Marcus’s knees. 

			“Out!” Lanie shouted. “Out, out, out!”

			… 

			The Hornet’s Nest

			Somewhere over Chad

			Leah knew she needed to stay out of the war room. Jesse told her she didn’t need to see the mission play out in real time. It took a special kind of tolerance to watch your loved ones walk into a dangerous situation thousands of miles away and know you can do absolutely nothing to help.

			She tried to stay away. She really did. For her own sanity. But after talking with Regina and the kids and checking on Mercedes, she found herself wandering aimlessly around the plane with nothing to do. She was tired, but she couldn’t sleep. She ached all over, but she couldn’t relax. Before she even realized what she was doing, she pushed open the door to the war room and was confronted with a wall of screens. Some showed maps, others monitored vital signs, and others showed live feeds from the team’s body cameras. They were all scrambling, the images jittery and jumping, but she clearly saw the wall of water rolling toward them on one of the screens.

			“What’s happening?” 

			Jesse and Sami whipped around to face her and, in the instant before they hid it, she saw the bright panic in both their eyes. 

			Jesse stepped in front of the screens and held out a hand as if to ward her off. “Leah, you don’t need to see—”

			“Bullshit.” She shoved past him. She was sick of being treated like a china doll. She’d done a damn good job of defending herself before they showed up. “I deserve to be here just as much as either of you. What’s happening?”

			They shared a quick glance, then Jesse backed down.

			“A flash flood,” Sami said. She seemed to be controlling one of the cameras with something that looked a lot like the twins’ Xbox controller. A drone. She widened the camera angle for a better overhead shot, then pointed to the screen. “They were using that dry riverbed for cover, but it started filling.”

			She held her breath as the men scrambled up the slick sides of the riverbank. Marcus slipped and Seth pulled him up. Jean-Luc slipped and fell into the water, but Marcus and Ian caught his arms and hauled him to safety on the bank. Each of them checked on a teammate, then together they checked their gear.

			They were a team.

			She never really understood what that meant until right then. It wasn’t like the gymnastics or track teams she’d been part of in high school. Or even the team Danny had worked with at the FBI. 

			It was more. It was bigger. 

			It was brotherhood.

			She never understood Danny’s fascination with what HORNET did or why he was so willing to risk his life to work with them. She had no doubt, had he survived that mission in Martinique, he would have come home to tell her he was quitting the FBI and joining HORNET.

			She wanted to understand.

			She pulled out a chair and sat down at the big conference table, facing the screens. “I’m staying.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			After the close call in the arroyo, the team was forced to stick to the road, which slowed them down even more. Every time they heard someone coming, they dove for cover—and sometimes that cover was little more than a scraggly bush. The last three miles took almost as long as the first five had, and they reached the clinic after dark with the rain still pouring down. Now it wasn’t just dust coating them all from head to toe, but thick red mud that felt like gritty paste on Marcus’s skin. 

			They huddled up again in the sparse forest on the outskirts of the clinic grounds. Campfires burned in the refugee camp to the east, a muted yellow glow reflecting off the low-hanging clouds. The clinic grounds were dark, but it didn’t look abandoned like it was supposed to be. Rainwater had filled countless tire marks in front of the main concrete building. Someone was definitely coming and going from there. The corrugated tin roof had also recently been replaced, judging by the sheen of it. It hadn’t rusted yet. Someone was using it—question was: for what?

			“There are two outbuildings,” Seth reported. He had scouted ahead, looking for a good spot to set up a sniper’s nest. They’d need Seth’s sharpshooting skills if any Russians or Ex-Seleka fighters showed up.

			“We clear the main building first,” Lanie decided. “If there are any prisoners, we release them. If we run into any of Volkov’s men, we neutralize the threat and move on. Our objective here is Alexander Cabot. And,” she added after a beat, “Dr. Denisova. Alive. I’d like to have a chat with her about all those missing people. We good on the ROE here?”

			Nods all around. No issues with the rules of engagement. They all wanted to take Volkov Group down, but they all also wanted to find out what the hell the doctor was doing for them.

			“Geek Girl,” Lanie said into her mic. “You’re our eyes in the sky.”

			“On it,” Sami’s voice said over the comm link. 

			Lanie glanced at him. “You good for this? You’ve been out for a long time.”

			He kept this face completely neutral. “I find your lack of faith disturbing.”

			“Star Wars: A New Hope. Darth Vader.” Harvard slapped him a high five. “Nice.”

			It struck him then just how much he had missed this—trying to stump his teammates with his encyclopedic knowledge of movie quotes to lighten the mood right before they walked into a pucker factor situation. 

			God, he loved these guys.

			“If he’s back to quoting movies,” Jean-Luc said, “he’s ready to rock.”

			For the first time in nearly a year, a very real grin split his face. He made like he was cocking a gun. “Never go in against a Sicilian when death is on the line!”

			Jean-Luc gave a solid thump on the back. “Good to have you back, mon ami.”

			“The Princess Bride. A personal favorite.” Lanie smothered her smile and put her game face on. “All right. Let’s do this, gentlemen. Call signs from here on out.”

			She took point, followed by Marcus, Jean-Luc, Harvard, and Rex. Ian and Tank brought up the rear. They crouch-walked swiftly across the open space between the forest and the front door. Lanie tried the handle. Locked. She backed up and motioned Ian forward. He made quick work of the door, placing the charge and blowing it off its hinges. Lanie and Marcus swung into the opening at the same time, sweeping their weapons around the single room. The beams of their flashlights reflected off shiny medical equipment that looked out of place in the concrete clinic with its dirt floor and dingy walls. 

			“Clear,” Lanie said.

			“Clear,” Marcus echoed. 

			The rest of the team filed in and fanned out.

			“What the hell?” Rex whispered. He played the beam of his flashlight over the table at the center of the room. “That’s an autopsy table.”

			Marcus crouched down beside a bucket brimming with a dark liquid. It smelled like the vase of spare change his mom kept on her bookshelf. Metal, but with an underlying sweetness of death and the rancid tang of rot.

			Blood.

			Choking back a surge of bile, Marcus held his hand over the bucket. “They haven’t been gone long. This blood is still warm.”

			“Fuck me,” Rex said and straightened away from an array of equipment along one wall. He picked up a container with the biohazard symbol stamped on one side and tapped his earpiece. “Hey, Jesse, you seeing this? Are they doing what I think they’re doing?”

			Jesse’s voice crackled across the comm, his voice ice-cold behind the static. “The bastards are harvesting organs.”

			“Jesus,” Seth said from his sniper’s hide outside, the curse barely a breath of sound over Marcus’s earbud.

			“Harvesting is too polite a word,” Ian said through clenched teeth. “They’re fucking killing people and stealing their fucking organs.”

			“And probably selling them to the highest bidder.” Rex tossed the container aside and swung his M4 off his shoulder. “I want a piece of these monsters for this.”

			Marcus glanced back at the bucket of blood. His stomach lurched. Was he looking at what was left of Alexander Cabot? 

			“This has to be what Cabot wanted Danny to investigate,” Harvard said. “Black market organ trade is big money. I see it on the dark web all the time.”

			Marcus stood up and moved away from the blood bucket. He couldn’t stand the smell anymore. “The FBI wouldn’t care to investigate unless an American citizen was involved, and Cabot is British. There’s a missing piece somewhere we’re not seeing. And, whatever it is, it’s on that flash drive.”

			“Then we’ll find it,” Harvard said without a shred of doubt. “It’s just slow going with all the damage done.”

			“Enough chitchat,” Lanie said. “Let’s move. Coming out,” she warned Seth before leading the way through the door. 

			Marcus paused and glanced around one more time. So many people had died between these walls. Kidnapped and killed for their hearts, lungs, kidneys. Some may have sacrificed themselves willingly with the promise of a nice payday for the family members they left behind, but he bet most were coerced. A human organ factory plunked down in a war zone, where people went missing all the time.

			A perfect setup.

			If Danny had known about this, he’d have done everything in his power to put a stop to it.

			Something tickled at the back of Marcus’s brain, a slithering unease that worked its way down his spine and raised the hair on his arms. If Danny had known about this, if he had investigated, he would have pissed off powerful people. Dmitry Volkov and his father were just the tip of this bloody spear. There were others involved. Middlemen, brokers. Not to mention the people rich enough to buy an organ.

			Exactly how rich did you have to be?

			He switched his mic to a private channel. “Hey, Sami? What’s the going black market price for a heart?”

			“Uh…good question,” Sami said. “Give me a sec.”

			“Marcus?” Leah said.

			Oh, Jesus. What was she doing in the Nest’s war room? Why the hell would Jesse and Sami let her watch? She was supposed to be safe, sheltered from the horrors of his world. “Hey, doll. Are you okay?”

			“No.” She swallowed hard enough that he heard it over the connection. “That place is…” She trailed off. He couldn’t blame her. He had no words for it, either.

			“I know.”

			“Please, be careful. I can’t lose you, too.”

			He swore he felt his heart soften, all but melt. Yeah, she had him. He was a puddle when it came to this woman. 

			Before he could work up a response that wouldn’t revoke his man card, Sami came back on the line. “Going price for a heart is as high as a million. Livers will run you half a mil. Lungs, three hundred thousand. Kidneys, the same. This is big money.”

			“That’s what I thought. Thanks.” Before he switched back to the community comm link, he added, “Leah, I’m coming home to you, but I have to take these sick bastards down first.”

			He followed the team outside, caught them as they stacked up alongside one of the outbuildings. 

			“Where were you?” Lanie demanded. “Stay in formation.”

			“Sorry.” He’d educate them later about the costs of buying an organ. It wasn’t really important now, but tell that to the niggling sensation in the back of his skull. He couldn’t shake the feeling that it was important to the bigger picture. The kind of people who had the liquid assets to drop a cool mil on a heart—and who had no qualms about killing someone to get the needed organ—were not the kind of people you’d want to piss off. So if Danny had been digging into this, someone rich and powerful might have wanted him to stop enough to hire a hitman.

			But, no, that wasn’t possible.

			Mercedes said that he had been Sebastian Haly’s target, not Danny. She’d been certain of it. She claimed missing the shot had really screwed with Haly’s head. And, at the time, it had made sense, since he very likely had more enemies than Danny, given his ties to one of the most infamous crime families in America and his hand in taking down their empire.

			But what if Mercedes had lied and Danny had been the target all along? Why would she lie? What would be the point? It wasn’t like she could protect Haly by lying. He was already dead. Maybe Haly had lied to her? But, again, what would have been the point? They were lovers who regularly talked shop. He’d had no reason to lie to her about who his target was.

			Something wasn’t adding up. That damn missing puzzle piece.

			Or Marcus was just grasping at straws, desperate to relieve his guilt. He couldn’t discount the possibility. He didn’t want to feel guilty anymore. It had weighed on him for so long, nearly crushed the life out of him. He was tired of feeling responsible. And he wanted Leah like he’d never wanted any woman in his life. If he was released from his guilt over Danny’s murder, that would open up a lot of doors concerning his relationship with Leah.

			But now was not the time to think about it.

			If he didn’t get his brain on the mission, he’d break his promise to Leah and not make it home to her. Then they’d never have the chance to figure out this thing between them.

			He refocused on the building the team was about to breach. It was round and windowless with a pointed thatched roof—much like the building he’d been kept in at Volkov’s camp. He already knew what they’d find inside. The missing people. Or at least some of them. He just hoped they were still alive and not organless husks of bodies.

			Ian set the charges on the door and—bang! It popped off like a soda tab breaking through a can.

			The stench inside was incredible. 

			Fuck. They all had to be dead. Nothing living made that kind of stench. 

			He lowered his rifle as the first two through the door—Lanie and Jean-Luc—bolted out, gasping for fresh air. Jean-Luc bent double and gagged. Lanie dropped to her knees in the mud and gasped like a beached fish. Rex rushed to her side and coaxed her to breathe. 

			After gulping down big pulls of air, she raised a shaking hand. Her brown skin looked gray in the beam of Rex’s flashlight. “No, stop. I’m good. I’m fine. Check the other building.”

			They had to do it. Of course they did. Marcus fell in line behind Ian and Tank. Harvard brought up the rear. As they passed by the door, the scent was like a fist to his face. He glanced inside and wished to God above he hadn’t. Bodies used and discarded like trash. He’d never seen anything like it outside of pictures of the Holocaust.

			Don’t watch, Leah. Please don’t be watching this.

			They continued on to the next building, and his stomach cramped with dread. He fully expected to find more of the same inside.

			Again—charges set. 

			Again—the pop tab of the door blowing off its hinges. 

			Except this time there were gasps and screams of terror from inside. Marcus swung into the doorway and swept his rifle from left to right, while Harvard followed and swept from right to left. The beams of their flashlights played over a dozen grimy faces and wide, dark eyes that showed too much white. His beam landed on one face that looked familiar. Wide nose, strong chin, high cheekbones. He’d seen that face somewhere before… 

			But younger.

			Shit. Abel’s father. Had to be. The resemblance was uncanny. He stepped forward and held a hand out to the man. “It’s okay. We’re here to help.”

			After an uncertain moment, Abel’s father gripped Marcus’s palm and climbed shakily to his feet. “Who are you? Americans?”

			“Yes. We specialize in hostage rescue. Your brother and son sent us.”

			Tears filled his eyes and spilled over. “Thank you,” he said, collapsed into Marcus’s arms, and sobbed.

			… 

			Leah thought she knew what horror was. It was answering the phone and having your entire world shatter with two words: “Danny’s dead.” It was a flag-draped coffin. It was screaming all of her grief and rage into her pillow at night so the kids wouldn’t hear her breakdown. It was death benefits and life insurance hassles and selling her dream house because she could no longer afford it. It was forcing a smile every day while inside she was sobbing.

			But she’d had no clue what true horror was until she’d seen what was inside that innocuous round building somewhere near the Chad border. Humans used up and tossed away like old rags.

			She pressed a hand over her mouth as her stomach twisted again and curled up tighter on the bunk. She wished she hadn’t stayed in the war room. Wished she hadn’t seen what was on those screens. She’d take her old version of horror back any day of the week.

			She’d been so naive. So wrapped up in her upper-middle-class bubble. She had seen the ravages of war and famine and disease on TV, but always at the comfortable distance of half a world away. Like everyone else, she’d shake her head and say, “That’s so horrible,” and maybe throw some money at a charity when she had the chance. But this time there was no comfortable distance. She was just down there with those people who were dying by the thousands of war and starvation and at the hands of greedy people who saw them only as paychecks. She may have even spoken to someone who loved one of those torn-apart bodies.

			She started to shake and wrapped her arms tightly around herself. Didn’t help.

			A soft knock sounded at the door before it opened a crack. 

			Sami poked her head in. “Are you okay?”

			“I don’t know,” she answered honestly. What was the point of trying to put on a brave face? Sami was just as pale and shaky, but she hadn’t vomited like Leah had. She’d actually handled it surprisingly well. Maybe that steel constitution came with practice.

			Oh God. Did they see carnage like this often enough to get used to it? She simultaneously didn’t want to know the answer and had to ask. “Do you—the team, I mean—do you deal with this all the time?”

			“Someone has to. Nobody else was going to look for those missing people.” Sami exhaled softly and stepped into the room. “It’s not usually that bad, though. That was next-level evil.”

			Leah sat up. “You know that evil exists, what it’s capable of, and yet you hunt it down?”

			Sami lifted a shoulder. “Like I said, someone has to. Hunting it down is the only way to make sure it doesn’t spread.”

			Leah shook her head. “I hated HORNET.”

			“Nobody blames you. From where you were standing, it looked like we were responsible for your husband dying. I was there that day.”

			No. She was so young.

			“My first training mission with the team,” she explained and tucked a purple lock of hair behind her ear. “There wasn’t supposed to be any live fire. We had paintball guns. And everything went perfectly until men with real guns stormed the hotel and started killing people. You should know Danny was a hero. He helped save a lot of people that day, including me.”

			“Thank you for that.”

			Sami smiled sadly. “There’s something you should see.”

			Leah stood and followed her through the plane. When she realized Sami was leading her back to the war room, she stopped in her tracks.

			“It’s okay.” Sami caught her hand, gave it a reassuring squeeze. “I promise you won’t see anything terrible.”

			She reluctantly let Sami pull her into the room and over to one of the screens. They were all blank now, but Leah could still see the blood and death as if it was burned into each screen.

			Sami put her earbud in. “Eric? Hey, hon. Turn your body cam back on. Leah needs to see this.”

			One of the screens came to shaky life. At first, Leah couldn’t make out what was happening. There was a lot of movement, snippets of ground and trees. But then Harvard stopped moving and the camera focused. Up ahead was Marcus, walking toward the gate of Josue’s church, a filthy man leaning heavily on him. The gates burst open and Abel shot out as if propelled by a gun. He threw himself at the man and, sobbing, the two sank to the muddy ground. Josue ran out next and scooped them both up in his arms, his face turned to the sky in thanks.

			“Is that…” Her voice caught. “Abel’s father?”

			Sami nodded. “They found him after you stopped watching. I figured you’d want to at least see the reunion.” 

			“I appreciate it.”

			“I may be overstepping here, but…” She pointed to the screen. “That team? They’re heroes. They reunite people and they put their lives and sometimes sanity on the line to do it. You need to know they did everything humanly possible to make sure Danny got home to you—it just wasn’t enough.”

			“I know. I don’t hate them anymore.”

			“But you don’t trust us yet?”

			“I didn’t say that.”

			“You didn’t have to. It’s okay. I get it.”

			Leah turned back to the screen and watched a few more families reunite. “Did they find Cabot?” Even as she asked it, she already knew the answer.

			“No. He wasn’t with the prisoners. All that fresh blood…” She trailed off. “I think we were too late.”

			“Everything humanly possible,” Leah echoed her earlier words.

			“Yeah, but not enough,” Sami finished. “It sucks. I hate when we can’t save people.”

			Leah nodded toward the screen. “You saved those people.”

			Sami followed her gaze and gave a genuine smile. “We did. You helped.”

			Leah winced. “I really didn’t. All I did was nearly get killed a bunch of times and destroyed the flash drive. It’s our only lead now.”

			Sami waved a hand. “Nah, no worries. Nothing electronic is ever completely destroyed. We’ll still get Volkov and whoever else is involved in the organ trade. It’s only a matter of time until we piece the data back together. Eric and I plan to work on it as soon as we get back to our computer lab at home.”

			Home.

			Oh my God. They were going home. Was this nightmare finally over? She glanced over at the screen and saw Marcus turn to say something to Harvard. And he smiled. There he was, covered from head to toe in red mud, his curls damp with rain and sweat, a rifle hanging across his back, and he was smiling as he watched Abel’s and Josue’s reunion with their loved one. It was a real smile, too, the kind that crinkled his eyes and flashed his charming dimples and reminded her so much of Regina. She hadn’t seen a smile like that from him since before Danny died.

			Tension eased out of her. She hadn’t even realized she’d been one giant bundle of nerves until her shoulders relaxed. If Marcus was smiling, he was okay. They were both okay, and they were going home.

			Maybe the nightmare wasn’t completely over, but this horrendous chapter of it was closed.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Los Angeles, California

			The team flew to Italy, where they met with Tucker Quentin to debrief. Tuc wanted to know every detail. He was particularly interested in Volkov the elder’s involvement. Was it all Dmitry or was Evgeni also involved?

			Who the fuck knew?

			But, after all was said and done, Tuc didn’t really seem to care. He ordered Rex to call in his usual team of bounty hunters. They were going after Evgeni Volkov.

			It was the longest debriefing of Marcus’s career but once it was accomplished, they were dismissed. Whatever happened from here on out, HORNET’s part in the mission was done.

			Marcus didn’t remember the plane ride home. By the time he sat down he was so exhausted he plummeted into sleep and didn’t resurface until the jet started its descent in the States.

			He groggily lifted his head and blinked at the twinkling lights out the window. He recognized that skyline. 

			Not just the States. 

			Home. 

			His and Leah’s home. 

			He glanced over at her. She was still curled up in the seat next to him, sound asleep. Christ, she was too pale, and dark circles of exhaustion sagged under her closed eyes. He hated the red welts around her wrists and bruises on her skin. 

			He smoothed a hand lightly over her hair. “You’re home now. You’re safe.”

			She didn’t even twitch an eyelid. She was out.

			As carefully as he could, he edged past her seat. The Nest was comfortable, with big leather seats that reclined, but his muscles ached from sitting in one position for too long. There was a crick in his neck that twinged every time he turned his head to the left. Dammit. He should’ve claimed one of the bunks first thing, but he hadn’t expected to fall asleep when he sat down. Now, because Leah had stayed with him, she would be sore from sleeping in the chair instead of a bed.

			He rolled his neck and shoulders a few times, trying to work out the kinks as he followed the sound of voices to the war room. He found Lanie, Jesse, Jean-Luc, and Seth sitting around the long, glossy table. Harvard and Sami were huddled together around one of the computers at the other end of the room. Only two missing were Ian and Tank, but that wasn’t a shock. Ian wasn’t a social creature. 

			Everyone must have gathered here to relax instead of in the main room to keep from waking him and Leah. He appreciated it.

			“Hey, it’s Rip Van Winkle!” Jean-Luc toasted him with a mug of coffee when he appeared in the doorway. “Welcome back to the land of the living.”

			“How long was I asleep?”

			“Going on…” Jean-Luc mimed checking a nonexistent watch. “Fourteen hours.”

			“Shit.” No wonder it felt like he had cobwebs in his head instead of a brain. He rubbed a hand over his hair and found it in a mess of knots. He should just shave it all off, because that was going to be a bitch to untangle. The curse of curls. 

			Yawning, he stepped into the room and nodded toward the coffeepot warming on the sideboard along one wall. “Give me some of that, would ya?”

			Jean-Luc obligingly got up and poured him a mug. 

			When the first sip hit his stomach, he realized how empty it was and grabbed one of the donuts from the box on the table. It was prepackaged and no longer fresh, but damn, it tasted good. He finished in a couple bites and snagged another. He motioned vaguely toward the front of the plane with the donut before taking a bite. 

			“Why are we in L.A.?” He’d expected to land in Wyoming at HORNET HQ.

			Lanie exchanged a glance with the others. They all had a you tell him look on their faces.

			Jesus. They had bad news. The bite of donut he’d just swallowed hit his stomach like lead. He set it and the mug of coffee down. “What’s wrong?” 

			“Nothing,” Lanie assured quickly. “Tuc just doesn’t think this is over yet, so we’ve been ordered to stick close to Leah.”

			“He thinks Volkov will send someone after her again,” he translated, reading the meaning between her carefully chosen words.

			“We don’t know but we’re taking precautions.”

			“This is bullshit. I told her she was safe.”

			“And we’re hanging out to make sure she is. That’s all.”

			“She needs to get back to her normal life. Her kids need it. Having a bunch of armed guards around isn’t normal. Not to mention, it’s conspicuous as hell.”

			“What do you suggest then?” Lanie asked, all patience. “Are you comfortable leaving her unprotected?”

			With Volkov and Dr. Denisova still free? Fuck, no. “I’ll stay with her.” The words popped out of his mouth before he had a chance to second-guess the idea.

			“I figured as much.” She offered a placating smile. “But we’re still keeping watch—at a distance. Better safe than sorry.”

			She was right. He knew it, and yet the thought that Leah and the kids still needed twenty-four-hour protection still pissed him off. Leah thought this was over. She’d said as much when they boarded the plane back in Italy. She’d been happy and relaxed and more like the carefree Leah he’d known before last year. He’d liked seeing her that way. Thought he’d see more of her quick, sun-bright smiles when they got home, and now this.

			“I’ll tell her in the morning,” he said after he realized they were all staring at him, waiting for a response. “Let’s give her tonight, okay?”

			Thankfully, they agreed. They also agreed to hang back once the plane landed so he could take her home without the reminder that she may still be in danger. He owed them one for that.

			Since neither he nor Leah had bags, getting through the airport to the rental lot was a fairly quick process. Quentin Enterprises had a standing order with one of the big rental companies, and they didn’t give him any hassle about not having ID or looking like he’d just been dragged through a war zone. He just gave them his employee number, the clerk confirmed it with the company, and they were off in a shiny black Toyota Corolla.

			Leah stared out the passenger window for a long time. “Can I borrow your phone?” Leah asked suddenly. “I don’t know where I lost mine. I’ll need to get another one…” She trailed off, shook her head. “Being back here reminds me of everything I need to do. I hope no clients tried to call while I was away.”

			Marcus handed her his phone. “Keep it. I have more at home. Harvard can transfer your number over.” 

			“Thank you,” she said with a soft sigh of relief and dialed her voicemail.

			Marcus struggled not to listen in, but the volume was loud enough that he heard a man’s voice in the first message. And the second. And the third. Fourth. Fifth. On and on. 

			His hands tightened on the wheel as something he didn’t want to name curled around his heart. Something that felt an awful lot like jealousy. He couldn’t be jealous. He had no right when it came to her.

			After deleting the last voicemail, she groaned and pressed the phone to her forehead.

			He slid her a glance and tried to sound casual. “Client?”

			“No. Thankfully.” She frowned down at the phone. “That was Rick O’Keane. Remember him?”

			That snake of jealousy loosened, but only by a fraction. “Danny’s partner. The guy who replaced me when I left the FBI.”

			She nodded. “He’s been checking in on us since Danny died.” 

			All these months, Rick had been doing what should’ve been his job. He should be glad for it. He didn’t know the guy—Rick had transferred to the L.A. field office after he left—but he didn’t like that insistent string of voicemails. They had sounded nagging. Demanding, even. “Is it usual for him to call so often?”

			“No. He usually checks in only a couple times a month.” 

			“So why all the messages?”

			Leah lifted a shoulder in a halfhearted shrug. “I did call him right after Alexander Cabot saved me in Malibu. I was scared and didn’t know who to turn to, but then remembered Cabot told me not to trust anybody except you and HORNET, so I hung up before Rick answered. When I didn’t reply to his first voicemail, I think he got worried. I’ll have to call him back.”

			“Tomorrow’s soon enough,” Marcus said. He rubbed at his chest to ease the band of tightness there, but the discomfort remained. 

			Leah looked out the window again, watched the city pass. “It feels weird to be back.”

			“Culture shock.”

			“You can get that coming home?”

			“It happens. Especially after…” He hesitated. Should he bring it up or pretend none of it happened? Which would make her more comfortable? He had no idea. “After seeing a radically different way of life.”

			She snorted a laugh. “That was a delicate way to put it.”

			He lifted his hands off the wheel in a shrug. “I don’t know what to say. If I should talk about what we saw in CAR or not.”

			She shifted in the seat to face him. “Do you need to talk about it?”

			“I…” Didn’t want to. But he was starting to learn that holding it in, letting it fester like an open wound, was not a good idea either. “It was like nothing I’ve ever seen. Harvard found some computers in the building they used for the surgeries, and Jean-Luc is working on translating all of the data, but it was—” He broke off and tightened his hands on the wheel. “He said one of the documents was a menu. A list of all the organs and blood types and…of who would be willing to pay.”

			She hugged herself. “Oh my God. All those missing people…”

			“That doctor”—he spat the word—“carved them up so Volkov could sell their organs to the highest bidder. We think that’s what Alexander Cabot wanted Danny to stop.”

			“Do you think Cabot’s dead? Sami seemed to think so.”

			Marcus hated the kick in the gut that accompanied that question. “There was no sign of him. It’s likely they killed him, carved him up like all the others.”

			He’d so wanted to rescue Cabot. He’d wanted to ask what Cabot had told Danny and if Danny had been investigating. If that investigation could have anything to do with what happened to Danny.

			But now he would never know. 

			“Hey.” Leah gripped his forearm hard enough to make him glance her way. When he did, she offered a sad smile and eased her grip to a light caress. “Marcus, I’m horrified by what happened to Cabot, too. He saved my life. I hate that we couldn’t save his, but Sami said something that stuck with me. Sometimes it’s just not humanly possible to save someone. Like Danny.”

			He drew a sharp breath. “Leah, we tried—”

			“I know. I know. It’s okay.” She said nothing for a handful of heartbeats, obviously trying to rein in her emotions. She still hadn’t removed her hand from his arm, and the heat of her skin against his was sending all kinds of electricity zinging through his bloodstream.

			Finally, she released a long sigh. “Instead of dwelling on the ones who couldn’t be saved, we should think of all of the people you brought home to their families. Abel has his dad back. Josue has his brother. You and HORNET did that, and I don’t think anyone else would have bothered. I get it now. Why Danny wanted to be part of the team. He always wanted to help people.”

			“He saved a lot of people, too, Leah. You should know that.”

			She removed her hand from his arm and touched her wedding band, twisting it around on her finger. She smiled, but she looked like she was thousands of miles away. “I know. He died doing what he loved—helping people. We should all be so lucky.”

			Marcus had no words. Every time he tried to open his mouth to respond, nothing came out.

			The rest of the drive passed in silence, but it wasn’t uncomfortable or tense or expectant. It was just the two of them lost in their own thoughts together. Marcus couldn’t remember any other time in his life he’d been so comfortable sitting in silence with a woman. But this was Leah. She wasn’t any woman. She was special. Always had been.

			He pulled the car into the driveway of her condo and shut it off. The engine clicked as it cooled, and suddenly the silence took on weight. It wasn’t so comfortable now. The air between had taken on a charge so intense, it prickled along his skin.

			He pushed open his door. “I’ll walk you in.”

			She nodded and followed. He noticed the slight tremor of her hand as she unlocked the front door, but pretended not to. She walked inside and flipped on the foyer light.

			“Here you are.” Marcus hesitated. Did he just take off now? Did he stay and make sure she settled in?

			No. Staying would lead to them doing things they couldn’t do again. 

			Except he’d told Lanie he would stay tonight.

			Shit. 

			He should go sit in the car, keep watch from a distance.

			He didn’t move.

			Unsure what to do with his hands and not trusting himself to keep them off her, he shoved them into his pockets. “I’m surprised you sold the house.”

			She looked around the foyer, and he followed her gaze. The floor right inside the door was wide, sleek gray tiles. The stairs sat directly in front of the door to the left and, to the right, the room opened up into an airy living room. It was nice, but a lot smaller than the house she and Danny had religiously saved for.

			“I couldn’t afford it anymore,” she said with a small shrug. “But it’s okay. The kids and I like it here. We’re making it our own.”

			He could see that. The kids’ framed drawings mingled with family photos on the narrow table in the hallway along the stairs. “It’s nice.”

			And that’s where his brain stalled out on small talk. There was a lot he wanted to say, a lot he wanted to explain, but now wasn’t the time.

			Leah wandered through the foyer like she’d never seen it before, dragging her finger through the layer of dust that had gathered on the side table. She paused at a photo snapped during a carefree day at the beach of Danny and Marcus together, their surfboards tucked under their arms.

			“I remember that day,” he said. “Maya’s birthday. Redondo Beach.”

			She smiled faintly and traced the frame. “I was pregnant with the twins. It was Maya’s last hurrah as an only child before they arrived. You built her a sandcastle and dubbed her Queen Maya, then she demanded we call her Your Highness for a month after the twins came. It was maddening.” Her smile crumpled. “Oh, I miss them.”

			He couldn’t stand idly by with his hands in his pockets when she was hurting like this. He shut and locked the door, then walked to her and pulled her into his arms. “It’s over now. You’re safe, they’re safe, and Mom’s bringing them home tomorrow.” 

			She pressed her face into his shoulder and tightened her arms around his waist. “I really don’t want to be alone tonight.”

			He swallowed back a surge of panic. He should call someone else, one of the married guys, to come stay with her. He absolutely shouldn’t stay himself. But when he opened his mouth to tell her that, something else came out instead. “I’ll stay. If that’s what you want.”

			She didn’t answer, but she didn’t back away, either. Just stood there in his arms. And, damn, she felt good against him. He’d wanted to feel her body against his again since the moment he stepped away from her in the church.

			“Yes,” she said at last. “I want you to stay.” She tilted her head back, and the ends of her ponytail tickled his forearm in a way that sent a bolt of desire through all his nerve endings. 

			“Marcus…” She hesitated, then met his gaze. The lens of her glasses made her blue eyes look huge. She took a deep breath and blurted, “I want you.”

			There was no mistaking her meaning, and his body reacted instantly, sending all of his blood rushing below the belt. She had to feel his heart jackhammering in his chest.

			“Leah.” Her name came out rough, nearly a groan. “We can’t, doll. Last time…it was a mistake. We both know it.”

			She let go of him and backed away, clasping her hands as if to keep herself from reaching out again. “You’re right. I don’t know what I was thinking. Momentary insanity.” It was impossible to miss the way she worried her wedding ring around on her finger. “You should go. I’ll be okay.”

			But she wouldn’t. He could see it in her face. She’d spend the whole night crying, terrified, crashing down from the adrenaline high of the last week. He couldn’t leave her alone any more than he could stop breathing.

			He wanted to stay. 

			He wanted her. 

			And she needed him.

			Fuck it.

			Just for tonight. They could have this one night, couldn’t they? A night that wasn’t the fallout from surviving a near-death situation. A night to celebrate that they were alive.

			They reached for each other at the same time. He pulled her in close, pressing her flush against his body from chest to thigh. Laced his fingers through her hair, knocking her ponytail askew, and sealed his lips to hers. She made a soft sound deep in her throat and melted in to him, her nails biting into his biceps as he crowded her into the corner formed by the side table and stairway. 

			Neither of them noticed when he bumped the table and sent his and Danny’s photo clattering to the floor, but the sound of the glass frame breaking did momentarily break the spell of the kiss. 

			He pulled back only an inch and brushed his lips across her nose, her cheeks, her eyelids. “Are you sure?” he whispered next to her ear. “If we do this, if we deliberately make this choice, things can’t go back to the way they were between us.”

			She opened her eyes and stared into his. “We already can’t go back, and I’m tired of staring into the past, wishing things were different. It’s exhausting. We need to move forward now.” She skimmed a hand down the length of his arm until her fingers entwined with his. “I need to take this step, and there’s no one I trust more to help me than you.” 

			He heard the unspoken even if you leave me again. She fully expected him to disappear after tonight. Why wouldn’t she? It was his modus operandi. 

			Of course, the one time he should leave was the first time in his adult life he had no intention of running away. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Marcus accepted the hand she held out to him and let her lead him upstairs. Last time he could write off as adrenaline and the joy of surviving a life-threatening situation. It had been a moment of insanity, impulse. He could convince himself it didn’t count. This time would be different. This time, they were making a deliberate choice to go to bed together. 

			Leah pushed open the door and there it was. Her bed, all soft and female, with a fluffy light gray comforter and a mound of pillows. She shut the door and turned to him.

			He’d never been so nervous in all his life.

			This was a bad idea, but he couldn’t convince himself to leave. Leah reached for him, but hesitated before touching him, her hand trembling in the air between them. She was nervous, too, and all the anxiety jumping around inside of him settled and calmed, like the glass surface of the ocean after an epic storm. He stepped closer so that her palm pressed against his chest.

			Her gaze flicked up to his in surprise. “Your heart’s beating so fast.”

			He gave a little self-deprecating laugh and reached up to tuck a strand of blond hair behind her ear. “I’m nervous. I don’t know why. It’s like my first time all over again.”

			She laughed, too. A soft, inviting sound he wished he could wrap around himself like a blanket. “You shouldn’t be. I know for a fact you’re far from a virgin. I’ve heard the stories.”

			“Yeah…” His cheeks heated with embarrassment, and he winced. “Can we not talk about that?”

			“Really? You’re not proud of your prowess with women?”

			“It’s usually more alcohol than prowess.” He winced again. “Shit. Pretend I didn’t admit that. You need to know I was always careful, and I’m tested regularly for every disease and toxin known to man. It’s been a while since I was last tested, but I haven’t been with anyone except…” He trailed off, caught by the intensity of her gaze. “Except you.”

			“All those months in Indonesia…?”

			He shook his head. “There was only one woman I wanted, and I didn’t think I could ever have her. Didn’t think I should. Still not sure I should, but my brain’s not in the driver’s seat at the moment.”

			She glanced down at the growing bulge at the front of his pants, then trailed her hand down his chest and stomach. Every muscle contracted under her touch. 

			When she stroked her fingers over his erection, he shuddered. “I want to touch you.”

			She smiled up at him. “You can. In fact, I want you to.”

			He snaked a hand around the back of her neck and drew her against his body. The feel of her softness giving way to his hardness through all of their layers of clothing drove him half crazy. She skimmed her busy little hands up under his T-shirt, leaving a trail of goose bumps in her wake. 

			He bent his head down to kiss her but stopped before making contact as a realization struck.

			“Condoms,” he muttered and swore under his breath. He released her and backed up a step to avoid the temptation to say hell with it and have her anyway like he had in CAR. That had been incredibly irresponsible and reckless of him, and he refused to risk it again. “Do you have any?”

			She shook her head. 

			Duh. Of course she didn’t have a box laying around. What a stupid question. “I’ll run to the store.” 

			He was already halfway to the door when she caught his hand with a delighted peel of laughter. 

			“It’s okay, Marcus. You can’t get me pregnant. I have an IUD. We’re covered.” She pulled him to her as she backed toward the bed, and he let her. 

			“We should’ve had this conversation before.”

			“I love that you thought of it and were concerned with protecting me.” She sat down on the end of the bed and tugged at his shirt, getting it nearly to his chin. 

			He helped pull it the rest of the way off and leaned over, planting his hands on the bed beside her hips. “I’ll always protect you.”

			He kissed her. She was so sweet, the best dessert he’d ever had on his lips, and made his head buzz more than the strongest hit of caffeine. Her touch set off a blaze under his skin as she circled her hands from his back to his front and worked on the button of his jeans. Without breaking the kiss, he backed away enough to unbutton and unzip and kick off his sneakers and pants. He scooped her up and all but threw her higher on the bed. She bounced a little when she landed in the pile of pillows and let out that delightful laugh of hers again.

			Shoving the pillows out of his way, he roved up her body, stripping off each item of clothing that got in his way. He wanted all of her bare skin against his. 

			She wore a front clasp bra. He could kiss her for that. In fact, he would, right on each of her lovely nipples. He traced a finger up under her bra, along the cleft between her breasts, and felt the tremor of anticipation that quaked through her. He flicked open the clasp and marveled at the way her tits spilled out of their cage. She’d always had a great body, but motherhood had given her the kinds of curves that made a man drool.

			He took his time, giving each breast all of his attention until her nipples stood erect. He experimentally sank his teeth into one and flicked his gaze up to watch her reaction. She sucked in a sharp breath and nearly bucked him off.

			He grinned against her skin. “You like that? A little bit of pain with your pleasure.”

			“Yes,” she gasped. 

			“You surprise me. Didn’t expect that from you.”

			Color filled her chest and rose into her cheeks. “Uh, I’ve never—it’s not something I’ve ever tried before. It’s all new to me, but…I like it.”

			“You don’t have to be embarrassed.” He laughed softly and soothed the bite with his tongue. “I like it, too. A lot.” He nuzzled her breasts. “And I love these.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Stretch marks and all.”

			He shoved himself up onto his hands and stared down at her. “Don’t. Your body is gorgeous. You always were beautiful, but motherhood turned you into a knockout. This…” He cupped her breast and again teased her nipple with his teeth, pulling it back to a peak. “Is everything a man could want. Everything I want.”

			“Oh…” She fell back into the pillows and threaded her fingers into his hair.

			“What do you want?” he whispered against her skin. “I’m here to serve.”

			Again, color filled her cheeks, but she didn’t shy away this time. She pressed his head down, and who was he to argue? He settled between her legs, breathing in her scent. He loved the taste of her, and the way she arched as if trying to ride his tongue like it was his cock. He had her writhing and gasping his name, and he loved that, too.

			He held her hips still and full out assaulted her clit with his tongue and a scrape of his teeth. She screamed and he continued teasing her through the orgasm. She’d barely come down before he flung her up there to fly again.

			“Oh God.” She raised a shaking hand to push a damp strand of hair off her face. “Oh… God.”

			He grinned and kissed his way up her body until her hips cradled his. He leaned down then, dove his fingers into her hair, and kissed her deeply, thoroughly, leaving no corner of her mouth unexplored. She arched under him, her heat enticing him through the layer of his boxers. He shoved them down, took his cock in hand, and guided himself to her opening.

			She felt just as good as he remembered. A hot, silken fist clasping him and holding him tight when he withdrew.

			“Leah,” he breathed next to her ear as he moved. “You are amazing, doll. So sexy and sweet. I love the way you hold my cock in you like you never want to let it go.”

			“I don’t,” she said, languid and sated from her two orgasms. “I love having you inside me.”

			With each slow thrust, his orgasm bore down on him, clamping around his spine. He didn’t want it to end. He wanted to stay connected like this forever, the rest of the world forgotten. But he couldn’t hold on, and all too soon, his seed pulsed from him, leaving him exhausted but happy. He didn’t break their connection when he rolled to the side and pulled her on top of him. He planned to be back inside her as soon as he could get hard again, so this just saved them a step.

			She released a contented sigh. “Thank you.”

			He laughed. “Any time you want to do this again, I’m here for it.”

			She propped her chin on his chest and grinned. “How about now?”

			“Well, maybe give me a minute.” But to his surprise, he was already hard again. He hissed through his teeth when she sat up and rocked her hips. His eyes probably rolled back in his head, too. 

			“Okay,” he said on a gasp. “Now’s good.” 

			… 

			Leah woke up the next morning feeling like she’d had a particularly tough session in hot yoga. Well, where was the lie? Marcus was an adventurous lover, and he’d bent her body in ways that would make even the most advanced yogi envious.

			Wow. She felt good.

			Marcus was still asleep. She was half tempted to wake him for another round, but the ache between her legs when she shifted changed her mind. Maybe they needed a break. And food. And the kids would be arriving soon.

			Sigh. She should be the responsible adult here and go shower.

			In the bathroom, she caught sight of herself in the mirror and stopped short in surprise. Sex-tousled hair, swollen lips, cheeks pinked by beard stubble. Her nipples stood out in tight little beads and the dampness between her legs felt slightly sinful. She stepped closer to the sink and studied her reflection.

			She looked like a woman. A sexy, well-loved, happy woman. For the moment, she was not a mother. Not a widow. She was…

			Leah.

			A small laugh bubbled up out of her, but it ended in a sob. She pulled open the top right-hand drawer of her vanity and found the soft velvet box that at one time had held her engagement ring. Now it held Danny’s wedding band. She drew a breath and held it as she flipped open the box and removed the simple silver band. She remembered the day she’d picked it out for him at a mall jewelry store. They’d gotten ice cream afterward and talked about the future they’d have after he put in his four years with the Marines. He was twenty. She was eighteen. God, they’d been so young—some said too young. But they had known they had something special, something once-in-a-lifetime, and they had been so full of hope and love and dreams. 

			“God, Danny. I miss you.”

			It felt wrong that it wasn’t Danny beside her when she woke up this morning. Wrong that it hadn’t been Danny inside her when, until now, he was he only man she’d ever had sex with. 

			Marcus was not Danny. He didn’t feel like Danny. He didn’t move like Danny. Her husband had always been an attentive lover, giving generously, always making sure she was satisfied before taking his own pleasure. He’d never been rough with her, and she’d never wanted rough from him. Sex with him had been comfortable. Easy.

			Nothing was easy with Marcus.

			He was unlike Danny in just about every way. He was bigger, broader through the chest and shoulders. Danny had been athletic all his life, an avid runner and surfer, but he’d always had trouble packing on muscle. Marcus was a solid wall of hewn stone.

			Marcus was rough in the most delightful way, taking her right to the edge between pain and pleasure, but never tipping her over, never hurting her. Rough and hot and hard. Her muscles ached, and walking set off a delicious throb between her legs. 

			It made her feel gloriously alive. For the last year, she’d been living a half life, a ghost of her former self. Danny’s death had killed a part of her that she thought she’d never get back.

			Marcus had given it back to her last night.

			And she loved him. She couldn’t deny it anymore.

			“Are you okay with this?” she asked the ring. Of course it didn’t answer. It was a ring, a circle of metal. She’d kept it instead of burying it with him because she’d had a wild notion deep in the bottom of her heart that his death was all a mistake, a mix-up. He would eventually come back to her and she could return the ring to him. It was also why she had continued wearing her wedding set, so he’d see it when he finally came home and know she’d been loyal.

			Grief was a strange thing. 

			“I love you, Daniel Giancarelli. Now and forever. But I can’t keep hanging on to you. It hurts too much. I hope you understand that.” She pressed Danny’s ring to her lips and replaced it in the box. Then she took off her wedding set and studied the diamond. She loved it as she had loved the man who had given it to her, but it was time to let go. She nestled her rings in next to his, where they belonged.

			As she closed the little box, relief settled over her. She felt lighter, like a weight had lifted off her shoulders.

			Somehow, she knew Danny would approve.

			She consulted her reflection again, then tore off a piece of toilet paper to wipe at her damp eyes. She splashed her face with cool water to soothe the redness in her cheeks and nose from crying.

			There. That was better.

			Marcus was still asleep. In her absence, he’d rolled over to his stomach and hugged the pillow to his head. The blankets had twisted around him, burrito-like. She had to laugh. Her sons—especially Cooper—slept the same way.

			She crawled up the length of his body, pressing kisses to his arm, his shoulder, and finally his neck. “Your mom’s bringing the kids home soon.”

			He mumbled something incoherent and nestled deeper into the pillow. 

			“Marcus, get up. We don’t want the kids finding you naked in my bed.” She took his earlobe between her teeth and tugged. 

			In an instant, she was on her back with his big body rising over hers. She laughed and pushed on his shoulders. “No. We have to get up.”

			His sleepy, hooded gaze roved over her for a moment before he leaned down to kiss her. “You bite my ear like that and then tell me I can’t make love to you?” He pressed his hips forward and the length of him rubbed along her inner thigh. He was completely hard, and she wanted all of that man inside her again.

			“Well, we have a little time.” She parted her legs and he slid home, inciting a moan from them both.

			“It’ll be quick,” he rasped in her ear. “You wrung me dry last night, doll.”

			She lifted her hips to meet his slow, shallow thrusts and felt his erection pulse inside her. His movements became ragged, less controlled, until he gripped her hips, lifted her to him, and came with a low, deep groan.

			She loved watching him climax. The muscles in his neck and shoulders tensed up and flexed in the moment before he released. It was beautiful to see.

			He collapsed on top of her, bracing his weight on his forearms. “Oh, shit. Sorry. I’m too sensitive to have any lasting power. Guess I’ll just have to take care of you with my mouth.” Mischief glinted in his eyes as he brushed a light kiss over her lips, then worked his way down her body. 

			At the first masterful stroke of his tongue between her folds, she bowed off the bed. He chuckled, his breath warm against her sex. “Like that? So do I.” 

			He licked her again, this time finding her clit with the tip of his tongue. A tremble of pleasure worked its way through her. She grasped at the bedsheets, at his hair, at anything she could to keep from floating away. But then she didn’t care, because she was flying.

			When she came back to herself, she found Marcus with his chin resting on her thigh, grinning at her. He crawled up her body, stopping to kiss her C-section scar. “We should get up. Don’t want the kids to catch us like this.”

			“Oh, great idea. Why didn’t I think of that?” She grabbed the pillow from behind her head and smacked him with it.

			He laughed and swatted it aside, then leaned down to kiss her nose. “I’ll go shower. I believe Mom mentioned she restocked the fridge…”

			“Sure, now he’s ordering me into the kitchen.” She made a show of rolling her eyes then propped her head in her hand to watch him walk toward the bathroom. The man had a gorgeously squeezable ass. One she’d left little half-moon nail marks in last night. Oops.

			He glanced back from the doorway and caught her staring. He grinned, flashing those charming dimples of his. “It wasn’t an order. Just a suggestion. I’m starving.”

			Right then, her stomach let out a loud growl, which put a halt to all the ideas she was having about joining him in the shower. He was right. They needed to eat, and having the kids come home to a warm breakfast seemed like a good idea. 

			She rolled out of bed and pulled her damp hair up into a ponytail. “All right. I’ll start breakfast. Go shower.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			Marcus hummed to himself as he showered. He felt good. Better than he had in a very long time. Almost like his usual self again. 

			As long as he didn’t think too hard about why or about the woman who had the little hearts dancing in circles in his head.

			No. He wouldn’t go there. Not this morning. Yeah, yeah, he said he’d take only the night with her, but he wanted more.

			He loved her.

			He shut off the water and climbed out of the shower. The mirror had steamed up and he wiped at it with his towel before wrapping the terry cloth around his waist. He may feel awesome, but he looked like hell. Numerous cuts and bruises colored his body—some of which he had no memory of receiving. Despite getting nearly fourteen hours of sleep on the plane and another five-ish last night, deep shadows still rimmed his eyes. He could probably sleep for a week straight and only put only a dent in his exhaustion.

			And, holy shit, did he desperately need a haircut. There weren’t a lot of barbers on Sumba and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen one. Definitely before Danny died. He ran his fingers through his damp curls and winced. He was starting to look like a poodle. Not in the “aww, it’s so cute and fluffy” kind of way, either. More like a rabid, mangy poodle that needed to be put down for its own good.

			Yikes. 

			He spotted one of Leah’s hair ties discarded on the vanity and did his best to corral his hair with it. He also needed a shave, but that would have to wait until he swung by his apartment later and picked up a few things. But the one thing he couldn’t put off was brushing his teeth. They felt like they’d grown fur overnight.

			He held his towel in place and walked out of the bedroom. “Leah?” he called from the top of the stairs. “Do you have a spare toothbrush?”

			“There should be a new pack in my vanity,” she called back. “Hope you like Spider-man. I keep them for when the twins have friends sleep over. They always forget their own.”

			If it did the job, he didn’t care if it had My Little Pony on it. 

			He went back to the bathroom and started pulling out drawers, searching for the Spidey toothbrushes. In the top drawer, he spotted a black velvet box and a surge of alarm blasted through him. He knew what it was and he should just close the drawer and forget he saw it.

			He didn’t.

			He reached down and picked it up. The velvet rasped against his callused fingertips as he flipped the lid open. What he saw inside made his stomach twist. It wasn’t only Danny’s ring, like he’d expected, but Leah’s, too. Sometime between arriving home last night and this morning, she’d take her wedding set off.

			Because of him.

			Part of him was happy not to have the reminder of her union with Danny. That she was ready to let go of the past. Maybe for a future with him?

			The other part of him felt like a selfish asshole for even thinking it.

			Because letting go of the past meant letting go of Danny. Was she actually ready for that?

			Was he?

			He didn’t know, but he was sure he wanted more than the one night he’d promised himself. He wanted everything. Her, the kids. He wanted this life.

			Danny’s life.

			Fuck, that hurt. More than he could handle.

			They needed to talk before the kids got here.

			He snapped the box closed and grabbed his pants from the bedroom floor. His cell phone slipped from the pocket, the screen waking as it hit the floor, and he noticed several missed calls from Harvard. He wanted to ignore them but knew better. Harvard wasn’t the kind of guy who called for a chat.

			As he picked up the phone, it rang in his hand. Harvard again. Damn. This wasn’t going to be good news.

			“Finally,” Harvard said when he answered. “We recovered some of the data from the flash drive. It confirms what we suspected. Volkov was dealing in black market organs.” 

			“That’s not news. We all saw what that doctor was doing to those people at the Aid First clinic.”

			“Exactly. At the Aid First clinic. Cabot was investigating Volkov’s ties to Aid First and Aid First’s ties to the black-market organs. There’s a lot more data here, but we’re still working on retrieving it.”

			So the aid organization was a front. He wished he could say he was surprised, but he’d seen too much evil in this world. “Okay. Keep me in the loop.”

			“Hey,” Harvard said before he hung up. “We’ll figure this out and keep Leah safe.”

			Keep Leah safe.

			Marcus ended the call and lay back on the bed, staring up at the ceiling. The sheets smelled like raspberries—like Leah—and sex. He could hear her downstairs in the kitchen making breakfast. Soon the kids would be here.

			Keep Leah safe.

			He couldn’t stay with her and was only fooling himself by thinking they had a shot. He was the grandson of a mobster. He willingly ran toward trouble instead of away. His world was too dangerous, a place where aid organizations cut people up for money. He’d already gotten Danny killed by dragging him into this world, and Leah could be next. Or, worse, the kids. He couldn’t put them in danger like that. He loved them too much.

			The ring box he still held weighed a ton. He stared at it for a long moment, then opened it and studied the rings inside. 

			He knew what he had to do.

			… 

			In the kitchen, Leah stood guard over the pancakes she’d poured onto the griddle, a spatula in one hand as she waited for the batter to bubble up. Her ring finger felt strange and looked naked without her wedding set, but she knew she’d made the right decision. It was time to let go. Time to move on. Time to explore the possibility of Marcus.

			She heard him come downstairs and glanced back with a wide smile on her face. “Hi. Did you find—” 

			He held up the ring box and her stomach dropped to her toes at the tortured expression on his face. “What is this?”

			She set down her spatula and faced him. “Danny’s wedding band.”

			“I know that.” It came out harsh, and she flinched. He opened the box and pulled out her ring. “You took it off?”

			“Marcus,” she said gently and took a step forward, reaching out to hug him. He backpedaled like her touch was poisonous, and she froze. 

			“Why?” he demanded.

			She blinked hard and clasped her hands in front of her to keep from touching him again. “It was time.” Why couldn’t he see it was time?

			“No. No. This isn’t right. None of this is right. You’re not fucking taking your wedding ring off because of me.”

			“It wasn’t just you—”

			“Bullshit.”

			“Okay,” she snapped, her tone matching his. “It did have a lot to do with you. I love you, Marcus, and it felt wrong to keep wearing another man’s ring when I’m with you.”

			He visibly faltered at that, vulnerability flashing in his eyes. But the emotion was gone as quickly as it came, replaced by a hardness she hated. 

			“Danny is not another man,” he bit out. “He’s your husband.”

			The words cut deeply, slicing through the part of her soul she thought had healed. Why was he doing this, hurting her like this? “Was,” she said softly. “He’s not here anymore.”

			“Uh-uh. No.” He shook his head hard, emphatically denying all of it. “Wearing the ring he bought you isn’t wrong. What’s wrong is this.” He waggled a finger in the air between them. “Us. I never should’ve let things go this far, but I was being a selfish jackass. I wanted you.”

			“I don’t understand. I want you, too.” She again took a small step toward him. “We can make this relationship work—”

			“There is no relationship. We can’t have a relationship, because you are Danny’s. You’ll always be Danny’s. Last night was all I was ever going to let myself have.”

			She jammed her hands onto her hips. “What about what I want? Don’t I get a say?”

			“No. Not in this.”

			The scent of scorched pancake batter filled the kitchen. She huffed out a breath in disbelief and spun back to the cooktop, prying the now blackened pancakes off the griddle. “You’re right. You are being a selfish jackass, and I want you to leave. My kids will be home soon. I don’t want them to see you.”

			Marcus set the ring box and her wedding set down on the kitchen island. The metal clinked against the quartz countertop. “Put these back on before they get here.”

			She glared at him over her shoulder. “Fuck you. If I have no say in our relationship, you have no say in my life. Period.”

			Marcus nodded. “You’re right. I’m sorry, Leah.”

			With that, he turned around and left.

			Leah leaned over the sizzling griddle and gasped at the pain slicing through her chest. She threw the spatula down on the counter and breathed through it, all the while telling herself she was not going to cry. 

			How dare he?

			He acted as if it had been easy for her to take off her ring. Like it hadn’t been an agonizing decision to take the symbol of all her hopes and dreams with the first man she ever loved and pack it away. Did he think it had been a breeze to accept that part of her life was over and she couldn’t keep clinging to it? He wasn’t the only one suffering through the growing pains of adjusting to life without Danny.

			God. What a jackass.

			The front door banged open. She expected Marcus and steeled herself for a second go-round. If he wanted a fight, she’d give him one. 

			“Mom!” the twins called in unison.

			All of the fight went out of her at the sound of their high, excited little-boy voices. She grabbed the ring box, placed her rings inside, and slid the box into the pocket of her jogging pants. “In the kitchen.”

			Colton bolted into the kitchen first, trailed closely by Cooper. 

			“We saw Marcus!” Cooper announced it like he’d discovered a hidden treasure, full of awe and wonder. “But he said he had to leave right now.” 

			“Is he coming back?” Colton asked.

			“Yeah, we haven’t seen him in forever.” Cooper stressed the word with an exaggerated eye roll like the little drama king he was. 

			She laughed and gathered her boys up in her arms. She kissed the tops of their heads and breathed in a mix of sweaty boy and fruity shampoo. She knew in a few more years when they hit puberty she wouldn’t be able to stand how they smelled, but right now it was one of her favorite scents. “Oh, I missed you guys.”

			She glanced up at the soft scuff of a footstep and saw Maya was hanging back by Regina, but had slid a tentative step forward. Leah tucked her boys under one arm and held her other out in invitation. “I miss you, too, sweetheart. So much.”

			Regina gave Maya a gentle nudge forward and that was all it took. Maya launched herself across the few feet separating them and curled her thin pre-teen body against her mother.

			Oh God. This was what she had needed. Not Marcus. Not any man. Just this. Her babies, safe in her arms.

			Leah sat down on the floor and snuggled her kids. She didn’t know for how long and she didn’t care. They were all getting older and didn’t often let her hold them like this, so she was going to take full advantage.

			Finally, the boys started to squirm. Cooper sniffed the air. “It smells like burned pancakes in here.”

			She laughed and nudged them back so she could climb to her feet. “I burned the first batch, but I have more batter. Are you hungry?”

			“Yes,” the boys said in unison.

			She looked at her daughter. Pancakes were Maya’s favorite, which was why she’d chosen them for breakfast. She figured her extended absence meant she had a lot of rocky ground to smooth over with her daughter and she was not above sucking up with pancakes.

			A small smile tilted up the corner of Maya’s too-serious mouth. “I like pancakes.”

			“Well,” Regina said with a clap. “I should leave you to it then. I have errands to run. Bye, kiddos.”

			Leah met her gaze and tried not to flinch. Marcus had her eyes. “Thank you.”

			Regina lifted her brows and pointed her eyes toward the door. Her meaning was obvious. She’d seen Marcus leave here in a snit and wanted to know what was up. 

			“Later,” Leah mouthed, then out loud said, “Thank you for watching them.”

			“I love having them. They keep me young.” Even though her voice was light, her lips flattened in displeasure at being put off. Her son was so like her in so many ways. Then her gaze caught on Leah’s bare hand, and understanding filled her eyes. “I’ll talk to him,” she mouthed back.

			Please don’t. It would only make things worse. But Leah couldn’t say it out loud with the kids standing right there watching them, so she shook her head once. Then she gave the kids a nudge toward Regina. “Say bye to Nana Gina and I’ll start the pancakes.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			And that was it. He’d done it—inexorably severed all ties with Leah. Just like he’d wanted. Just like he’d planned. He hadn’t meant for it to be so messy, but he couldn’t let her stop wearing Danny’s ring for him when he would only put her and her kids in danger. 

			It was the right thing to do.

			He rubbed his chest with one palm as he walked out to his car. If it was the right thing to do, why did it feel like a crack had opened up in his heart?

			But his feelings didn’t matter. What mattered was keeping Leah and her kids safe.

			Marcus called HORNET HQ and asked if someone could come keep watch on Leah’s house. Then he went home, where he shaved and changed his clothes but found he couldn’t stand the silence in his apartment. It was like an echo chamber where his fight with Leah kept playing over and over. So he jumped in his car and wandered around the city, then returned to Leah’s to take over stakeout duty from Lanie and Jesse.

			“You good?” Jesse asked when he pulled up alongside their car and rolled the window down.

			No, he wasn’t. “Yeah. Thanks for the reprieve.”

			Jesse and Lanie shared a glance. He knew what they were thinking: hours ago, nothing could have peeled him from Leah’s side. 

			Lanie opened her mouth to say something more, but he didn’t want to hear it. He waved them off. “Thanks again. I’ll call when I need another break.” 

			He rolled up his window, effectively ending the conversation, and pulled to the curb in front of their rental car. They didn’t move for several minutes. A glance in the rearview mirror showed two worried faces staring at his back windshield.

			Eventually, Jesse put the car in gear and they left.

			Marcus let out his breath in a whoosh and leaned back in his seat. Everything was quiet in Leah’s neighborhood, save for a dog barking somewhere nearby.

			He should go inside and apologize to her. He wasn’t in the wrong, but he desperately wanted to make sure she knew that. They couldn’t be together. But none of that could be said in front of the kids. Last thing he wanted was for them to think he was trying to replace their father. He wasn’t. He couldn’t. Which was just one more reason a relationship between him and Leah was impossible.

			Didn’t she get that? 

			By dinner time, he was restless. He couldn’t stay here any longer or else he would do something stupid, so he called to have one of his teammates come sit with her again and turned the car around. He didn’t consciously make the decision to go to his mom’s, but when he pulled into her driveway, he knew there was nowhere else he wanted to be at that moment.

			Regina was completely unsurprised when he knocked on her door. “I was wondering when I’d see you.”

			“I fucked up.”

			“Uh-huh. I was wondering when you’d realize that, too.” 

			As shame washed over him, he sank to the top step of her porch. “I love her, Ma. I think I always have. I just never acknowledged it. She was Danny’s girl, you know? And I’d never hurt him, so I pushed it away. Pretended it wasn’t there.”

			Regina let the door fall shut and settled down on the step beside him as a light wind blew the salt-and-seaweed scent of the ocean through the neighborhood. She looped an arm around his waist and rested her head against his shoulder. “I know, amore. I’ve always known. It’s why you never wanted anything serious with any other woman.”

			“It’s wrong to love her.”

			“No!” Outraged, Regina sat up and smacked him upside the head. “Don’t you let me hear you say that again. It’s not wrong. Love is never wrong.”

			Then why was his heart erupting inside his chest right now? He shoved to his feet and paced away from the porch. He’d spent a year running from his grief, drowning it in beer and then the ocean, but it wouldn’t be ignored any longer. It was like being rag-dolled by a wave. He wasn’t in control as it washed over him and stole the air from his lungs. He stopped moving and bent double, his hands braced on his thighs. 

			“Oh, my baby.” Regina was right there by his side, wiping away the tears he couldn’t control, just like she had when he was a boy. “I know you miss him.”

			“Loving her feels like I’m betraying him.”

			A smile curved her lips. “You silly, silly man. Danny is up there in Heaven yelling at you right now because you walked away from her. When you two got together, I have no doubt he was pouring champagne and throwing confetti.”

			He shook his head. “No, he’d be pissed at me. He’s—”

			“Marcus.” She said his name sharply, in her listen-to-your-mother voice, then tempered it with a sad smile. “You know Danny. You know him. Look me in the eye and tell me he is not celebrating that the two people he loved the most on this earth have found love with each other.”

			He couldn’t stop shaking his head. She was wrong. She had to be. “It’s too soon.”

			Regina took his face between her small hands and held him still. “There’s no time limit, amore. The clock isn’t going to strike midnight and suddenly enough time has passed. Leah will grieve for Danny for the rest of her life. So will you. But you loving her and her loving you back doesn’t negate the love you both had for him. Grief and love can coexist.”

			He stared at her, not daring to believe she was telling him the truth. “You never dated after Dad died.”

			“No, I didn’t, but not for the reasons you think.” She pushed a curl off his forehead like she always had while soothing him from a nightmare. “I loved your father. He was my world. My everything. I still miss him, miss what we could’ve been, the life we all could’ve made together.” She hesitated, drew a breath, and let it out slowly. “I’ve never told you how he died—”

			He covered her hand with his own and lightly squeezed her fingers. “It’s okay, Ma. I already know Francisco Bellisario had him killed. I read the case file when I was with the FBI.” He didn’t tell her he’d also gone undercover in the Bellisario crime family, the prodigal son returning to take his place in la famiglia. His ties to the Mafia were the only reason he’d even been accepted into the Bureau in the first place, but she didn’t need to know any of that when she’d spent her whole life trying to keep him away from that world. 

			She swallowed hard and nodded once. “Vinny was a good, upstanding, honorable man. He wanted nothing to do with any of the Bellisarios, and your grandfather didn’t approve. Francisco wanted to tie me—and you—to the family, so he ordered your father’s death. It’s why I packed you into the car and brought you to California. I spent my entire life terrified of what could happen if I said the wrong thing to the wrong person or made the wrong move. I never tried to date because I was afraid to put another man in harm’s way if Francisco ever found us.”

			She was trying to help, but the story of his father’s death only cemented his decision to stay away from Leah and the kids. “The bullet that killed Danny was meant for me.”

			Her face went white and she pressed a hand over her heart. “Someone tried to kill you?”

			He smirked. “C’mon, Ma. Someone’s always trying to kill me. It’s one of the perks of my chosen career.”

			She lightly smacked his cheek. “You’re not funny, kid.” She held out a hand. “Help your old ma up. Sitting on the ground like this is killing my knees.”

			“You’re not old.” He didn’t want to think about her aging…dying. A guy could only handle so much loss and grief at one time. He pulled her to her feet and adjusted her crooked glasses before kissing the tip of her nose. “And your knees are in better shape than mine.”

			“Yoga. I’m telling you, it’s a miracle.”

			He walked her back to the porch and didn’t let go of her hand until she settled onto the custom-made porch swing he’d bought her for Mother’s Day last year.

			She sighed heavily as she sat. “I was trying to protect you by taking you away from New York, but I think I also did you a great disservice. I taught you to run away when the going gets tough. You saw me running and learned it was the easiest way to deal with problems. It isn’t.”

			He groaned. “Ma, that’s not—”

			“No.” She held up a ring-spangled finger and wagged it in his face. “You listen to me. If I had found what you and Leah have, I would’ve grabbed on and held it as tightly as possible. Even with the danger of our family hanging over our heads. I would’ve fought like hell to keep that kind of love in my life.”

			He leaned a hip against the railing and crossed his arms over his chest. “What if she gets hurt? Caught in the crossfire like Danny?”

			“And what if she gets hit by a bus tomorrow?”

			He flinched. “Ma! C’mon.”

			“What? I’m just saying. She could get hit by a bus. You could fall and crack your head open while surfing. A meteor could crash down and take out the whole godforsaken city of L.A. Take it from me, kiddo, life’s too short to be miserable, and too long to live it alone.”

			He uncrossed his arms and closed the distance between them, sitting down next to her on the swing. “You’re not alone.”

			She patted his arm. “Having a lover, a partner, to share your life with is very different than having a darling son.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			She scoffed. “Don’t be. I made my choices.” She poked a finger at his chest. “You learn from my bad ones and do better.”

			They sat together in silence, gently swaying on the swing.

			“But I got Danny killed,” he said, at last voicing his biggest fear. “How could she love me, knowing that?”

			“You didn’t get Danny killed, but—” She waved it off as he opened his mouth to protest. “That’s an argument for a different time. Does Leah know what happened?”

			“Yes.”

			“And…?”

			He thought back to their fight in CAR, the utter betrayal and horror in her eyes. Then he thought of last night, of her gazing at him with such trust before leading him upstairs. “She said she loved me this morning.”

			“There’s your answer.”

			“I don’t know how she possibly could.”

			“Have you discussed it with her?”

			“No. I was—” He stopped short. It galled to admit it, but this was his mother. “Leah took off her wedding ring and it—it reminded me that Danny wasn’t here because of me. It reminded me that I was the entire reason she had to even consider taking it off. I was the reason Danny died and I was the reason she felt uncomfortable continuing to wear her ring. It put a hole right here.” He fisted a hand and thumped it against his stomach. “I didn’t want that reminder, and she said she loved me and—I used the ring to push her away. I’m so afraid I’ll get her killed, too.”

			Regina tilted her head down to eye him over the rim of her outrageous glasses. “Don’t you think you should be telling her all of this instead of me?”

			“Yeah.” But telling his mom was easier. Having this conversation with Leah would be one of the hardest things he’d ever done in his life. Right up there with making the call to tell her Danny had died. “Maybe.”

			“You should call her,” Regina said. “Or better yet, go over there.”

			His phone rang right then, and his heart tried to rabbit from his rib cage. Was it Leah calling? Please, don’t be her. He wasn’t ready to have this conversation yet. 

			He lifted a hip to grab it from his pocket and breathed a soft sigh of relief when he saw Harvard’s name on the screen. 

			He considered ignoring it because he’d already run an emotional gauntlet tonight. He had to make things right with Leah before fixing things with his brothers-in-arms. But ignoring the call was something the old Marcus would’ve done. Not the new-and-improved Marcus he was trying to be.

			“Hang on, Ma. I gotta take this.” He walked into the house and answered. “Yo, H. What’s up?”

			“A whole lotta bad shit,” Harvard replied, sounding 100 percent strung out on caffeine and adrenaline. He’d probably been working his computer magic and downing energy drinks, as was his habit, and he’d figured something out. Marcus could tell all that just by his tone and the way he was spewing the verbal equivalent of vomit over the line. 

			“Whoa, whoa. Jesus, kid. You need to lay off the Red Bull. Take a breath.”

			Harvard did just that, sucking in a deep one. “Okay. Okay, sorry. I’m calm now. Listen, Sami and I finally pulled all the info off that damaged drive. Are you near a computer? You need to see these files.”

			Marcus glanced around, spotted his mother’s laptop on the coffee table. He slid onto the couch and popped it open. “Send ’em.” 

			He balanced the phone between his cheek and shoulder as he accessed his encrypted HORNET email. The files hit his inbox a second later and he clicked through. The first few documents were all newspaper clippings about three journalists murdered in CAR while investigating Volkov Group’s activities.

			Then things got interesting. 

			There were personal documents between Alexander Cabot and one of the journalists, the woman of the group, Ekaterina Krupina. Emails. Texts. It looks to have started off as a journalist-slash-source relationship, but it quickly became more intimate.

			They were lovers.

			“That’s why Cabot left Defion and disappeared,” he realized. “Ekaterina was killed in CAR and he wanted to find out why. He wanted revenge.” Marcus knew that feeling all too well. It had driven him to the edge of his sanity.

			“And when he started finding all the dirt on Volkov and Aid First, he contacted the FBI,” Harvard added. “Look at who his initial contact was.” 

			Marcus opened the next document and started reading. Then stopped, flipped back a page, and read again. “Rick O’Keane? Danny’s partner.”

			But according to these documents, the investigation was shut down before it even began. Marcus had seen enough FBI reports to read between the lines. Rick had killed the investigation, but Danny had continued communication with Cabot on the down low. Had he been investigating the connection between Volkov and the journalists’ murders by himself?

			Marcus set down the phone and opened all of the attached files. He read the continued communications between Danny and Cabot, his disbelief growing with every word. He’d always known there was corruption in the Bureau. He’d seen it firsthand while working undercover on the Bellisario case. There were plenty of agents and other officials on the Mafia’s payroll, and he’d had the pleasure of taking some of them down. 

			But this? This was next-level shit. The FBI was dirty, and the muck extended high up the political ladder. “No fucking way.”

			Danny’s death wasn’t the accident he’d thought it was. 

			Marcus shut his eyes and thought back to that morning on the beach in Martinique. He’d been so sure that bullet had been meant for him. Lanie had seen the sniper and shouted a warning. He’d ducked and Danny was hit only because he shoved Lanie out of the way. 

			But as he mentally replayed the scene, he remembered Lanie had knocked into Danny first when she spotted the sniper. Not hard, but enough to move him a few inches. So when he pushed her back, he wasn’t jumping into the line of fire. He was shoving her out of it.

			For some reason, Sebastian Haly had lied to Mercedes when he told her he’d shot the wrong guy. Danny had been the target that day. He had known what Cabot knew. The people involved needed them both to stay quiet and had paid an outrageous sum for the hit. 

			Harvard squawked something on the other end of the line, reminding him about the phone, still connected, sitting on the coffee table. He picked it up again. “You read all of this?”

			“I wouldn’t be calling you if I hadn’t. Are you with Leah now?”

			Marcus’s heart swan-dived into his stomach. If they had killed Danny for what he knew, they’d do the same to Leah if they suspected he’d told her anything. Hell, they’d already tried. Cabot had been the only reason she’d survived. And Cabot had given her the flash drive, which contained all the information needed to end powerful careers.

			This wasn’t over. They wouldn’t stop until Leah was silenced, too.

			“Jesus.” He snapped up the laptop and ran for the door. “Ma, gotta go. Get inside and lock the door behind me.”

			She popped to her feet. “What’s wrong?”

			“This thing is bigger than we thought. Please. Inside. I can’t worry about you and—”

			She waved him off. “Go to her. I’ll be fine. Go!”

			He paused for an instant by his car to make sure Regina was listening to him. She’d gone inside and was closing the door.

			“Ma,” he called.

			She stopped, poked her head out. 

			“I love you,” he told her. Words he didn’t say often enough. Ones he promised he would make sure she knew every day from now on. 

			Because she was right. Life was too short to be miserable and too long to be alone.

			Her grin was the same one he saw in the mirror. “I love you, too, Marcus. Go protect your girl and her babies.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			The twins fought going to bed like they always did. Maya was tight-lipped and moody through dinner, then argued about doing her homework. There were dishes piled in the sink and food splattered the floor. Water pooled on the bathroom tiles, and two naked boys ran around the condo, trying to snap each other with their towels.

			Back to normal.

			And to think, this used to be her idea of chaos. Until recently, she’d had no clue what real chaos looked like.

			Civil war. Famine. Bullets flying, interrogations, round mud-brick buildings full of horrors.

			She’d never take this innocent form of chaos for granted again. The routine, as crazy as it was, was nice. Added bonus, it kept her mind off Marcus.

			She finally wrangled the boys into their pj’s and dumped them in their beds. She had no doubt she’d be back in their room at least three more times before they actually fell asleep. She looked forward to the coming battles but, for now, she had a moment to breathe.

			Or so she thought. 

			In the precious moments of silence before the twins decided they were thirsty or missing their favorite bedtime toys or one of the billions of other excuses they came up with to get out of bed—in that silence, she heard sobbing.

			From her daughter’s bedroom.

			She tiptoed to the door and peeked inside. Maya was curled around a pillow that she’d dressed in one of Danny’s old T-shirts, her sobs gut-deep and wrenching and shaking her small body. 

			Leah stood there, stunned into immobility. She had packed away most of Danny’s clothes in the months following his death because they had been too hard to look at in the closet. She’d had no idea Maya had stolen a shirt.

			How many nights had Maya spent crying while she was gone?

			She should’ve been here, helping her daughter heal. Damn Volkov for taking that away from her.

			She tapped softly on the door, not wanting to startle the girl. “Sweetheart?”

			Maya stiffened and swiped at her nose with the back of her hand. “Go away.”

			Yeah, like that was going to happen. She wasn’t going anywhere while her firstborn was suffering.

			Leah walked in and sat on the end of the bed. “Talk to me. That’s what I’m here for. You don’t have to cry alone.”

			“You did,” she muttered.

			That was true. She had spent many nights crying herself to sleep, all alone, so the kids wouldn’t see how close she was to the edge of sanity. But, apparently, Maya had seen. She should’ve known better. “Yes, I did, but I’m the adult. It’s my job to be strong for you so you don’t have to be.”

			“You don’t cry anymore.”

			Leah drew a breath to ease the lump rising in her throat. She felt like crying now. “No, I guess I don’t. Not like I used to.”

			“Why?” Fury contorted Maya’s dainty features, and she punched the bed with both fists. “Do you not love Daddy anymore?”

			“Oh, no.” She reached out, set her hand on the girl’s ankle. She wanted to pull her daughter in for a hug, but it was too soon. This tiny bit of contact would have to do. “Maya, sweetheart, no. I will always love your daddy.”

			Her eyes spit fire as she deliberately dropped her gaze to Leah’s hand. “You stopped wearing your wedding ring. Why would you do that?”

			She stared down at her empty ring finger, and guilty heat flooded her cheeks. Maya had loved playing with her jewelry since she was a toddler, but she’d particularly loved the wedding set. She’d snuggle with Leah for hours, oohing and aahing over the sparkles, always wanting to stroke her pudgy baby fingers over the stones. One time she’d even taken it off the dresser to play with, scaring Leah half to death when she couldn’t find it.

			Of course Maya would notice it missing.

			She should’ve put it back on.

			She thought of Marcus and how angry he’d been when he discovered she wasn’t wearing it. He and her daughter were alike in a surprising number of ways. 

			“I love your daddy. Forever and always. But because he’s in heaven now…” How did she explain this in a way that wouldn’t hurt the girl? “You know he’s looking down, keeping an eye on us from his cloud and, more than anything, he wants us to be happy. I’m sure he hates to see you crying into his shirt like this.” She tugged on the edge of the T-shirt.

			“It used to smell like him,” Maya whispered in a tiny, broken voice. “It doesn’t anymore.”

			God. Leah used to smell his shirts, too, in the days and weeks after they buried him. She distinctly remembered her horror when she picked up one of his shirts because she was missing him so badly she could barely function and it smelled like…nothing. 

			That was the day she realized he was truly gone. It was the day she’d finally packed up his clothes.

			Was Maya having that same epiphany now?

			She slid in closer and reached for her girl, but was careful not to force the hug, knowing Maya needed to make the decision to reach out. She waited, arms open, and held her breath. Maya sniffled, threw aside the pillow, and buried herself in her mother’s arms.

			Leah let out a soft breath and stroked the girl’s dark hair.

			“Kingsley said you were going to get remarried and I’d have an evil stepdad like her.”

			Leah scowled at the wall. Kingsley Carlton was a spoiled brat who had been Maya’s frenemy since first grade. She acted like they were BFFs until someone better came along, then she dropped Maya and went all mean girl. Maybe it was time to consider changing schools, if only to cut that negativity out of their lives.

			“Kingsley doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”

			Maya pulled back enough to gaze up with eyes still streaming tears. Her father’s eyes. “You aren’t going to marry someone else?”

			She immediately thought about Marcus. As stubborn and bullheaded as he could be, she loved him. A different kind than the comfortable love she’d shared with Danny, more fraught and volatile and passionate, but love all the same. 

			She cradled her girl’s face in her hands and brushed away the tears with her thumbs. “I won’t lie to you. I might marry again. Despite what your brothers think, I’m still pretty young.”

			That brought a ghost of a smile to Maya’s lips. “They’re sure you had a pet dinosaur like The Flintstones.”

			Sheesh. They really thought she was ancient, which had the effect of making her feel old. “Well, for your information, I didn’t. I had a mammoth.” 

			Maya giggled. “You had a dog.”

			Maybe that was what her babies needed: a dog. She’d have to think about it. “He was as hairy as a mammoth.” And she had loved that animal with all her heart. 

			Yes, that’s what she’d do. The kids needed a big, stupid, slobbery dog for them to love.

			“I know you’re not old,” Maya added. “Kingsley’s parents are older than you. And her stepdad isn’t evil. She just doesn’t like him because he tells her no.”

			“You’re right. He is a nice guy.” She still didn’t know what that man saw in Kingsley’s mother, because that apple didn’t fall far from the tree. Kingsley’s mother was a spoiled, Grade-A Beverly Hills bitch. “And if you ever have a stepdad, I’ll make sure he’s a nice guy, too.” 

			“But I don’t want a stepdad. I want my dad!”

			“I know, honey. If we had the choice, I’d want him back, too. But he’s gone and I still have more than half of my life left to live. That’s a long time to spend alone.”

			Maya blinked in shock. “You’re not alone! You have me and Colt and Coop.”

			“I know, baby, but I won’t always. You’ll go away to college or you’ll move away to follow some other dream. You’ll be grown up and have your own lives, and someday your own families. I always imagined I’d have your dad beside me for those days, but I won’t.”

			Maya sat back against her headboard and gazed over at her father’s shirt. She traced the faded letters on the front. “You took off your ring because you already love someone else.”

			Man, she was perceptive. Leah sucked in a breath and let it out slowly. She wasn’t going to lie. “Yes.”

			“How can you still love daddy?”

			“Baby, your heart isn’t like a closet that gets too full to hold anything else. It grows and changes and has unlimited space. That’s how I was able to love you still when the twins were born. I didn’t shove you out to make room for them. My heart just grew to make enough room for everyone. It’s the same with Marcus. Your daddy has a room that he will occupy forever, but now Marcus has a room there, too.”

			Maya looked up sharply. “Uncle Marcus?”

			“Yes. Are you okay with that?”

			Maya went back to tracing the letters on the shirt over and over again. After a long moment, she stopped and flattened her hand over it. “If you have to love someone else, I think Daddy would’ve wanted it to be him. Daddy loved him.”

			“Yes, he did.”

			“They were like brothers. It’s why he’s our uncle but not really.”

			“Yes.”

			“Is he going to be our stepdad?”

			Leah huffed out a laugh. “I don’t know, honey. We haven’t gotten that far yet. It’s all very new. But if it happens, it won’t be any time soon and not until you and the boys are ready to welcome him into our family, okay?”

			Maya opened her mouth to reply, but she was interrupted by Cooper, who slingshot into the room. 

			“Mom!” he screamed like she wasn’t ten feet away. 

			Maya scowled at him. “Inside voice, Coop!”

			“But—but—” he sputtered in protest and whirled on Leah with pleading blue eyes. “Rick’s here!”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Marcus knew there was trouble before he’d even made it to the driver’s side door of HORNET’s surveillance vehicle. Jean-Luc was slumped in the driver’s seat, blood tricking from a gash on the side of his head. 

			“Shit. Cajun!” He ripped opened the door and pressed his fingers to Jean-Luc’s neck, checking for a pulse. Strong and steady. Thank God.

			“Hey.” Marcus gave his cheek a few light taps. “Hey, Cajun. Wake up. What happened?”

			Jean-Luc didn’t stir at first, but another, harder tap on his face had him blinking open his eyes. “Wha—what?” 

			“C’mon, dude. Focus on me. This is important. Where are Leah and the kids?”

			Jean-Luc lifted his head to look at Marcus and let out a groan, pressing his palm to the gash. He swore in French when his hand came away bloody. “Some bastard knocked on the window. Said he was a federal agent and wanted to know what I was doing. Fucker hit me with his gun.”

			“Blond guy, bit skinny, few inches shorter than me?”

			“Yeah.” Jean-Luc probed at his forehead again, winced. “Yeah, he looked familiar and I let my guard down. Danny’s partner? Rick…something?”

			Fuck.

			Leah. The kids. 

			If Rick hurt them… 

			He sprinted toward the house. “Call for backup!” 

			… 

			“Rick?” Leah rose from her daughter’s bed and hurried to the door. “Why’s he here?”

			“He came to visit to see my game,” Cooper said with absolute certainty. “Can I show it to him? Please, please, please. He’ll think it’s so awesome.”

			“Where is he?”

			“Downstairs with Colt. I’m gonna get my game.”

			“No, you’re not,” she called over her shoulder as she descended the stairs. “It’s bedtime.”

			“But Mom!” He dragged her name out in that grating way kids had, making it multiple syllables.

			She turned back as he tried to follow her and held up a finger. “Bed, Cooper James. Now.”

			With the way his expression crumpled and his shoulders drooped in defeat, you’d think she had just ordered him to five years of manual labor. She shook her head and continued downstairs, finding her other son peppering Rick O’Keane with questions in his all-too-serious way. 

			“Colton,” she said evenly.

			Guilt flashed across his face. “Yes, Mommy?”

			Uh-huh. He called her mommy only when he knew he was doing wrong. She pointed up the stairs. “Bed.”

			“Night, little man.” Rick tousled his hair, then gave him a light pat on the back. “We’ll talk again.”

			They watched the boy until he disappeared upstairs, then Rick let out a breath. “That kid’s full of questions. Danny always said he was sure Colt would be a brilliant scientist one day. I believe it. I wasn’t that smart at his age.”

			“Yeah, he’s always liked to learn.” Leah turned to Danny’s former partner and quirked a brow. “What are you doing here?”

			“Uh, yeah, sorry.” He rubbed a hand around the back of his neck like he was nervous. “I know it’s late. I haven’t been by in a while, and then you called me the other day but didn’t answer when I called back. It’s been eating at me. I told Danny I’d keep an eye on you, so when I got off work… Sorry. It was an impulse. You okay? The kids good?”

			“We’re fine. You don’t have to feel guilty for having your own life, Rick. That’s sweet of you, but we’re not your responsibility.”

			“Well, you know, Danny was my partner for four years…”

			“And I appreciate you stopping by. I really do, but it’s late.” She bent to pick up Cooper’s backpack, which still lay in the middle of the foyer floor, right where he dropped it when he came home. That kid. She’d told him only about a gazillion times to pick it up. “I have to get the kids settled into bed and—”

			The door suddenly burst in, startling her into taking a stumbling step backward. That step saved her life. The bullet from Rick’s gun, aimed at the back of her head, sliced through the fleshy part between her shoulder and neck instead. She fell back on her butt, still clutching Cooper’s bag to her chest, and blinked up at the scene in front of her.

			It didn’t make sense.

			Marcus stood in the doorway, his own weapon in hand, pointed at Rick. “Drop the gun, O’Keane!”

			Rick grabbed her arm and dragged her to her feet. The barrel of the gun dug into her temple. She sucked in a sharp breath, sure it would be her last. Rick had already tried to shoot her once. He wouldn’t miss when he pulled the trigger this time. 

			But he didn’t shoot.

			“Let her go,” Marcus said. 

			“I can’t,” Rick said through clenched teeth.

			“I know you don’t really want to hurt her.” 

			“You don’t know a fucking thing.”

			“I know you’re in a tight spot. This wasn’t your idea, was it?”

			Rick said nothing. But he also didn’t shoot her.

			After a tense moment, Marcus lifted his hands and backed up a step, his gun dangling from one finger by the trigger guard. “You’re in control now. Okay? Let’s talk.”

			“Don’t try that crisis negotiation bullshit with me. I know how it works. I listened to Danny do it enough times.”

			“Hey, I’m not bullshitting you. I want Leah to stay safe. You don’t want to kill her. So let’s talk this out.”

			Rick’s hand shook, and every tremor sent Leah’s heart rate spiking. She couldn’t seem to expand her lungs enough to catch a full breath, and the wound at the base of her neck started to burn. She was half a heartbeat away from a full-blown panic attack, but then her gaze caught on Marcus’s. It was like he threw her a lifeline. He breathed in and out in slow, exaggerated movements until she started copying him. One slow breath in, one slow breath out. Her vision cleared and her ears stopped ringing. The world snapped back into focus.

			Please, kids, stay upstairs. 

			They didn’t need any more trauma in their young lives.

			Marcus moved slowly into the house and set his gun on the side table. Right where his and Danny’s picture had sat before it broke. 

			“Rick,” he said, voice calm and soothing. “C’mon, man. You’re burning up inside with the need to talk to someone. I can see it and I’m here to listen. I won’t judge you. Talk to me.”

			“You were his best friend!”

			“You’re talking about Danny?” Marcus nodded. “Yes, I was.”

			“He always talked about how fucking great you were. How much he missed having you as his partner.”

			“Did that upset you?”

			“He didn’t trust me. I could never live up to you.”

			“He was right not to trust you, wasn’t he?”

			“I didn’t kill him.”

			“You didn’t pull the trigger.”

			“I did what I had to.”

			Leah went very still and stared at the side of Rick’s face. Even her heart seemed to stop beating. “Rick?” His name came out as a ragged whisper of disbelief. “That’s not true. Tell me that’s not true. You wouldn’t hurt Danny. You were friends!”

			“Shut up. Everyone shut up!” He yanked her arm hard and her shoulder screamed. That much abuse so soon after it was dislocated, it felt like fire ripping through the muscle and down her arm. She pressed her lips together to keep from crying out. She wouldn’t give Rick the satisfaction.

			“Okay, okay.” Marcus held up his hands again. “You’re in control here. If you don’t want to tell me what happened, that’s fine. Let’s talk about something else. What do you want to talk about?”

			“I don’t want to talk.”

			“Are you sure about that?”

			“Yes! I want you to fucking leave so I can fucking finish what I need to do!” 

			“You know I can’t leave, Rick. Not when you’re holding a gun to Leah’s head, okay? If you want to pull the gun away from her and point it at the floor, I’ll step out on the porch. We can talk through the door.”

			Rick’s chest heaved, his breath sawing in and out of his lungs. He was shaking—the shivers rattled through him and into her. After a moment that felt like an eternity, he lowered the gun and pointed it at her foot. 

			“Your turn, Deangelo.”

			Marcus took a step back and panic threatened to overwhelm her again. No! He couldn’t leave her and the kids! This man was the reason Danny died. Not Marcus, not HORNET. Rick O’Keane. And now he was threatening to kill her, too. Why would Marcus leave her with him?

			She drew a breath to call out to him but swallowed it when his gaze again met hers. He was so calm, his dark eyes unwavering, telling her to trust him, that everything would be okay. She didn’t know how he wasn’t in a wild tailspin of panic right now, but his calmness soothed her. She watched him back up another step and then another. Then he retreated over the broken threshold, out onto the porch.

			“Is this better?” he asked.

			“Who’s that behind you?” Rick reared back, yanking her toward the stairs. The gun came up and dug into her temple again. 

			Marcus chanced a glance back as two SUVs pulled up on the road outside. He swore under his breath. “My team. I told them to meet me here. Our medic needs to look at Jean-Luc. You knocked him out, probably gave him a concussion.”

			“Tell them to go away or I’ll kill her.”

			When he pulled on her again, she felt his hand slip in the blood dripping down her arm from her wound. She could rip out of his grasp, try to make a run for it, but then the kids would be left upstairs. Alone. Defenseless.

			Marcus caught her gaze, silently pleading with her not to try anything.

			“I love you,” she mouthed.

			His breath hitched, but he recovered quickly. He refocused on Rick and held out his hands in a peacemaking gesture. “Let’s not do anything we can’t take back. They’re not coming inside, okay? I’ll make sure of it, but you gotta give me something in return. You know how it works.”

			“I’m not letting her go.”

			“How about you take the gun away from her head again, okay? Let her go upstairs to the kids. You can stand guard right there by the stairs and we’ll talk.”

			“Get me alone so you can shoot me? I don’t think so.” Rick yanked her backward, dragging her up the stairs while simultaneously using her as a shield.

			She held Marcus’s gaze as long as possible. Just before the wall blocked her view, he mouthed back, “Love you, too.”

			It gave her strength. He loved her, and she trusted him more than anyone on this planet. He’d make sure she and her children survived this. And he had HORNET to back him. After seeing them in action, she knew Rick—the bastard—didn’t stand a chance.

			Upstairs, he shoved her into the twins’ room. Her daughter sat in the middle of the floor, a boy tucked under each arm. Their faces were white with terror, their eyes huge and overflowing with tears. Colton broke down sobbing when he spotted her. Cooper tried to be brave, but his lower lip wobbled. And Maya, she was a picture of stoicism, even with the tears tracking silently down her cheeks. 

			Leah lunged for her babies the moment Rick released her, gathered all three of them, and kissed each of their heads. “It’s okay. It’s okay. I’m here now and Marcus is downstairs. We’ll make sure nothing happens to you.”

			“You’re bleeding,” Colton said between gasping sobs.

			“I know. It’s fine. I’m okay.”

			“Fuck!” Rick slammed the door shut and paced in front of it. He dragged his free hand through his hair, making it stand on end. “Fuck! This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

			“What did you think would happen?” Leah snapped. Probably smarter to keep her mouth shut, but she was pissed beyond reason, and the anger overrode her common sense. She had considered him a friend. She invited him into her home and he tried to kill her. 

			Rick jabbed the gun toward the door. “He wasn’t supposed to show up and bring his team. Fuck!”

			“Well, surprise. He’s here. HORNET’s here. You’re not getting out of this. It’s over, Rick.”

			“Shut up, shut up, shut up!” He swung the gun toward her and the kids. 

			She shot to her feet and blocked them with her body. She stared him down, no longer afraid. Her anger had burned away the fear. “Danny would be so disappointed in you.”

			“Shut up!” He grabbed a fistful of his hair and yanked it as he paced. “Let me think. I just need to think.”

			Leah sat down again and gathered her babies close. He could think all he wanted. It wasn’t going to do him any good. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			Marcus swore under his breath as Rick dragged Leah from view. They should’ve connected the dots sooner. But now that they had, HORNET had Rick O’Keane’s number and a thirst for revenge. They would not let another Giancarelli die on their watch.

			“Give me an update,” Lanie demanded as she jumped out of the passenger seat of one of the SUVs and met him in the front yard.

			Jesse climbed out of the driver’s seat and followed his wife after retrieving his medical bag from the back. “Anyone hurt?”

			“Jean-Luc was knocked out,” Marcus said.

			“I’m fine,” Jean-Luc called, waving from where he still sat in the driver’s side of the surveillance car. Jesse headed in his direction anyway.

			“And Leah was shot.” It killed him to say it, twisted like a knife in his heart. “Don’t know how bad, but she’s conscious and walking. The HT is Richard ‘Rick’ O’Keane. Danny’s former partner.”

			As he spoke, the rest of the team joined them.

			“What the fuck?” Ian muttered. 

			“You gonna try to talk him out?” Harvard asked.

			“Fuck, no. He killed Danny.”

			“How? You were Sebastian Haly’s target,” Ian said.

			“No, he lied to Mercedes. He shot exactly who he was aiming at that morning. It’s all on the flash drive Cabot gave to Leah. And that fucker in there”—he pointed up at the house—“is the reason Danny’s dead.”

			“Jesus,” someone muttered.

			“He didn’t show Danny any mercy, so we won’t show him any. We’re taking his ass down, but not before I find out why. I want to talk to him again.”

			“We’re behind you one hundred percent,” Lanie said. “This is your show. How do you want to do it?”

			He scanned the quiet, middle-class, family-friendly neighborhood. Somewhere down the street, a dog barked. Music and laughter floated on the air from someone’s back patio. Dusk was fast approaching and street lights began to switch on. “First, we need to make sure no innocent neighbors are caught in the crossfire here, but at the same time, we need to keep this as quiet as possible. Did Harvard brief you on the flash drive intel?”

			Lanie nodded. “He gave us the bare-bones facts.” 

			“Then you know this thing is a political time bomb. If Harvard’s right, a presidential nominee is involved. We don’t know who we can trust in the police or FBI.”

			“That’ll cause some problems,” Jean-Luc said as Jesse finished placing a couple butterfly bandages over his wound. “We’re not operating on foreign soil. This is our home turf. Nice neighborhood like this, the local authorities will catch wind and want in. Especially if there are any more gunshots. We’re lucky they aren’t already here.”

			“I can keep it offline if you guys can keep it quiet here,” Harvard said.

			“I’ll call Gabe,” Lanie said. “He has friends in the government we can trust and if worst comes to worst, we can bring Tuc in to smooth things over. Let’s just get this handled and make sure nobody dies tonight.”

			“That’s the plan. I’ll keep O’Keane talking—” 

			“We want to record it,” Sami cut in. “If he confesses, we’ll want a record of that in case things go south on us.” At Marcus’s hard stare, she swallowed. “I mean, things aren’t going to go south. We’ll get them out. Just want to make sure our asses are covered here in case the police do show up. I’d prefer not to go back to jail again, you know?”

			He was being too hard on her. Technically, she was still in training. And she had a point about recording the conversation. He dug his phone out of his pocket and passed it to her. “Do whatever you need to do.” Then he faced the rest of the team. “If I can get him to come down, I will, and we need to be ready to take him into custody. If not, Seth—”

			Seth nodded and picked up his rifle bag. He hitched his chin toward the house next door. “Looks like the neighbors are out of town. I’ll set up on their balcony. Gives me a nice, clean shot through the north-facing windows.”

			“As a last resort,” Marcus cautioned. “Don’t take the shot unless you’re positive you can hit him and not Leah or the kids.”

			Seth gave him a steady stare. “Marcus, man. You know me. Have I ever taken a shot I could miss?” 

			“Yeah, dude. I know. Sorry.” He rubbed a hand over his face, surprised that his fingers were steady because inside he was shaking apart with fear. O’Keane had a hand in killing Danny, and he’d already shot Leah once. Would have killed her had Marcus not arrived right then, and that knowledge made his stomach churn. This whole sitch had the potential to go incredibly wrong tonight if he made one wrong move, said the wrong thing.

			He’d left the FBI because he’d gotten too emotionally involved in a hostage situation and a young girl had ended up dead. It had nearly destroyed him and when he joined HORNET, he’d vowed to never allow himself to become that invested in a case again. But he couldn’t disconnect from this one, not with Leah’s and the kids’ lives on the line. He should step away, but there was nobody else on the team with the amount of crisis negotiation training or experience he had.

			He was their only option. The only choice.

			He’d walked away from Leah once before when she needed him because what he felt for her had terrified him. It had been a mistake. He saw that now. He would not leave her again.

			He strode back into the house and paused at the bottom of the stairs. He didn’t hear any sound from upstairs, and that had his nerves on edge. He took a moment, took a breath, and let it out slowly. He didn’t want those nerves coming through in his voice. He had to sound relaxed and in control.

			“Rick?” he called upstairs. “It’s Marcus. I’m going to call Leah’s cell phone.” He purposely used all their names. The more he could remind O’Keane that his hostages were real people—people he knew, people he had connections with—the less likely this would end in bloodshed. “Please answer it and talk to me.”

			Harvard leaned through the broken front door and handed over his cell phone. “You’re all set.”

			“Thanks.” He dialed Leah’s number. Heard the answering ring upstairs. It went on and on and on until Leah’s voicemail kicked in. He ended the call and told himself not to panic. There hadn’t been any gunshots while he was outside talking to the team. Nobody was dead or dying upstairs, and he planned to keep it that way. He tried again.

			While it rang, he called upstairs, “Rick? We can fix this if you talk to me. I know none of this was your idea. I know you’re scared and I know who you’re protecting.”

			Just when he thought he would get voicemail again, Rick answered, “You don’t know. I’m fucked if I don’t kill her.”

			“Do you plan to kill her in front of her kids? They’re innocent. Maya is ten. Cooper and Colton are seven. What did they do to deserve this?”

			“I’m not going to—” He stopped before completing the thought, but it was enough. Marcus could read between the lines.

			“I don’t think you want to kill anyone, Rick. We all want the same thing here. Just tell me how we can make that happen without bloodshed.”

			Rick said nothing, but the situation was getting to him. His nerves rang out in the silence, clear as jangling bells. Which was either an extremely good thing and he’d give up soon— or it meant he could snap. Hard to know which way he’d lean.

			“Okay, Rick. That’s fine. We don’t have to rush any decisions. We have all the time in the world.” He decided to try a different tactic and switched gears. “Why don’t you tell me about Danny instead? Tell me what happened. You were friends, right? At least he thought you were. He spoke highly of you.”

			“We were friends,” Rick whispered.

			“What happened?”

			“He wouldn’t let it go. I told him to. I begged him to let it go, but you knew him. You knew how he was. When he sank his teeth into something, he was a fucking dog with a bone.”

			“What did he sink his teeth into?”

			“You said you know,” Rick accused.

			Shit. Losing ground. The tentative trust between them would break if he didn’t think fast.

			“I do,” he lied easily. He had the gist of it figured out, but there was a lot of information gaps on that flash drive that he wanted filled in. “I know Clarence Hayes is involved, but I want to hear your side. Because, I’ll be honest, right now it looks like you had your friend and partner killed for money. It doesn’t look good for you, but I know there’s more to the story. I know you’re a good man, Rick. Danny told me you are. So talk to me. Tell me what really happened.”

			“It wasn’t just money,” Rick blurted. “My son is sick. He’s…” His voice caught. “He’s thirteen and he probably won’t live to see his twenties. He needs a lung transplant. I met Hayes in a support group for parents with terminally ill kids. His daughter needed a heart and he found her one through Aid First. He promised he could find lungs for Noah if I did him a few favors.”

			“What kind of favors?”

			“Little things at first. He wanted information. Would ask me to look into people—business and political opponents—look for dirt. Occasionally, when something popped up in my caseload, he’d want me to make it go away. And, all along, he kept saying he was close to getting those lungs. I just needed to do one more thing. And one more. One more. One more. I knew he was stringing me along. Knew he was lying and using me with no intention of helping Noah. I told him I was done if he couldn’t hold up his end of the deal. I was out of it.” Rick groaned like he was in real pain. “I wanted out.”

			Marcus, despite everything, felt a tug near his heart for the guy. Clarence Hayes had put Rick in an impossible situation. Didn’t excuse a damn thing he’d done, but he’d done it for his kid. Danny would’ve done anything to protect his children, too. Hell, Marcus would do anything to protect Danny’s kids.

			“What happened?” he prompted. The floodgates were opened now, and Rick wanted to spill all of his secrets. All he needed was a little nudge. “What drew you back in?”

			Rick swallowed hard, his throat making a dry click over the line. “Last year, Alexander Cabot showed up. He gave Danny information about some journalists who were killed in Africa for investigating a Kremlin-backed mercenary group. One of the journalists was an American, so Danny started looking into it. And that night, I get a call out of the blue. There was a transplant available and we had to take Noah to the hospital right away. So I’m there with my family, waiting for the surgery, pacing the waiting room, and Hayes shows up. He acts all benevolent, but then pulls me aside and says he can stop the surgery with a word if I didn’t do everything in my power to stop Danny’s investigation. At first, I told him to fuck off. I swear I did. He just gave me this smile—this sly, nasty smile that turned my guts to water—and left. A half hour later, Noah’s surgeon came out to tell us there had been a problem with transport and the lungs were no longer viable.”

			Yeah, okay. That tug near Marcus’s heart was now a full-blown ache. “Jesus, Rick. I’m so sorry.”

			“Me, too,” Rick said, his voice thick with emotion. “I’m so fucking sorry. I haven’t slept right since that night. I was desperate. We were so close to seeing our son happy and healthy, and Hayes ripped it away. I talked to Danny the night before he left to go with you to Martinique. Tried to convince him to drop the investigation. I even told him the truth, spilled everything, and he still refused. He said Hayes wouldn’t be a problem for me anymore once we finished building our case against him.” He scoffed. “Our case. I didn’t want the fucking case. I just wanted my son to be healthy, and Danny wasn’t listening. He didn’t understand that Noah wasn’t going to get his lungs if Hayes didn’t want him to, and if Hayes was behind bars, my son would die. I was out of options. I contacted an associate from my military days. I knew he was involved in mercenary work and had heard rumors that he handled…” He exhaled hard. “Dirty work.”

			“Sebastian Haly,” Marcus said. Not a question. The pieces were coming together now, and it was taking all his willpower to keep the anger boiling inside him from spilling over into his voice. “You hired him.”

			“I used all of my savings.” Rick sounded defeated now. “Hayes didn’t give me a choice. Danny didn’t leave a choice. I didn’t want any of this to happen, but I had to save my son.”

			“Has Hayes fulfilled any of his promises to you?”

			Rick let out a muffled sob. “This time it’s different. Noah’s at the hospital, waiting for a new set of lungs to arrive. As long as I call Hayes and tell him that Leah’s dead, Noah gets his surgery. Tonight.”

			“Okay. I hear you. Give me a minute, Rick. Let me see how I can help so nobody has to get hurt.” Marcus snapped his fingers at Lanie, who was hovering near the front door. She stepped in and crossed the foyer to him. He placed a hand over the phone and kept his voice low as he asked, “Have we been in contact with Tuc?”

			She nodded once. “He’s aware of the situation, but I don’t know that he has the contacts to procure viable lungs for the kid. He doesn’t have a black-market hospital at his disposal like Volkov did.”

			Marcus shook his head. “We don’t need lungs. We just need to protect the medical courier and make sure those lungs get to the hospital tonight.”

			“I’ll go,” Ian spoke up from the doorway, and they both turned to look at him in surprise. His face was an expressionless mask, but anger blazed in his dark eyes. He was pissed, and an angry Ian was always a wildcard. 

			“You?” Marcus said. 

			“Fuck, yeah. Using a sick kid as blackmail? Even a monster like me knows that’s fucked. Find out where the courier is coming from, and I’ll make sure they reach the hospital.”

			Lanie looked at Marcus, brow raised in question. She’d said this was his show, so she was deferring the decision to him. He studied Ian—the volatile badass who got off on blowing shit up. He was a scary dude. Even scarier when his K9 sidekick went into work mode, changing in an instant from a dopey, hundred-pound puppy to hellbeast. The sight of the two of them together gave even the most hardened criminals a moment’s hesitation. He’d seen it happen more than once.

			Marcus nodded. “Yeah, he should go. Jean-Luc, too, if he’s up for it.” The Cajun could also be damn scary when he had a knife in his hand, and the two of them would be more helpful protecting the lungs than standing around here. Plus, the Cajun had a weird way of keeping Ian’s worst impulses in check.

			Ian grumbled under his breath, but that was the extent of his protest.

			Lanie activated her comm with the tap of a button on her earpiece. “Harvard, I need you to find out where the lungs for Noah O’Keane are arriving from. Send the intel to Ian and Jean-Luc when you have it…”

			While they hashed out the details, Marcus tuned them out and lifted his phone to his ear again. “Rick, if you let the kids go right now, we’ll send men to make sure nothing stops your son from getting his transplant tonight. Okay? We’re on your side here. We want everyone to live, including Noah. Send Maya and the boys down. They don’t need to be part of this.”

			Silence.

			Marcus told himself to breathe. The wait felt endless, but it was probably only a handful of seconds. Then he heard footsteps overhead. Jesse joined him in the foyer, medical bag in hand. 

			Dear Christ, he hoped none of the kids were hurt, but he was grateful for the medic’s presence. Just in case.

			“Marcus?” a tiny voice said from the top of the stairs. Maya.

			“I’m here, honey. Come on down. It’s okay.”

			She appeared on the top step with her brothers tucked under each arm. Such a strong girl. He waved at them and tried for a smile. 

			“Thank you,” he said into the phone as the kids bolted down the stairs and threw themselves into his arms. Even as one knot of dread loosened in his stomach, another balled up tighter. The kids were safe, but that meant there was now no deterrent in that room to keep O’Keane from killing Leah.

			After indulging in the hug for a moment, he pushed the kids away. They had splotches of blood on their clothes, but none of it appeared to be theirs. Still, he wanted them gone over with a magnifying glass. If O’Keane had so much as bruised them…

			No. He couldn’t let his thoughts go down that dark path. O’Keane would hear it in his voice, and he needed the man’s trust if this plan was going to work.

			“Go with Jesse,” he told the kids. “Your mom wants you out of this house where it’s safe.”

			The boys backed up, each taking one of Jesse’s hands. But Maya held on, her thin arms tight around his neck. 

			“Don’t let her die,” she whispered next to his ear. “Please don’t let her die. Please.”

			His heart tore into two bloody, jagged pieces. These kids had already gone through so much. It wasn’t fair that they now had to face this trauma. He loosened the girl’s arms from around his neck and cupped her face in his hands, thumbing away her tears. He held her gaze. “We won’t lose her. I promise you.”

			She drew in a breath that caught on a sob. More tears spilled from her eyes. Jesse returned from leading the boys outside and held out a hand to her, but she didn’t move. 

			Marcus kissed her forehead. “You are so brave. No girl your age should have to be this brave, but you are. You are amazing, and I know your dad was so proud of you. Can you be brave for just a little bit longer? Can you go with Jesse and take care of your brothers?”

			Maya swiped at her eyes and sniffled. Then she nodded and accepted Jesse’s hand. 

			Marcus waited until they were safely out of the house, then picked up the phone again. “That was a good thing you just did, Rick. Thank you.”

			“I didn’t do it for them. I did it for Noah. Now you hold up your end of the deal. You make sure those lungs get to my son or I will kill Leah.” He hung up.

			Marcus pulled the phone away from his ear and stared down at it, then rubbed a hand over his face. There was the tremble. And his heart was beating like he’d just run a marathon. 

			They had to protect those lungs at all costs.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty

			On the way to the airport, Jean-Luc called the medical courier service to let them know there may be someone looking to sabotage the delivery. When the service balked at the idea, he said he’d been hired by the patient’s family as extra security after the mishap last time. If they didn’t want a lawsuit, they needed to let him do his job. That shut them up and they forked over all of the information about the delivery so quickly they might have broken land speed records.

			For once, Ian was glad to have the Cajun along. He wouldn’t have thought to call the company and even if he had, he wouldn’t have known what to say to get them to cooperate. 

			Still didn’t stop Jean-Luc’s constant stream-of-consciousness word vomit from annoying the fuck out of him while they waited for the courier to disembark the plane. Didn’t the guy ever shut up? And did he have to sing along with every song on the radio?

			Just as Ian started seriously contemplating whether he could get away with murder, the courier emerged from the airport’s sliding doors. A skinny man and he couldn’t have been taller than five-three. Both Ian and Jean-Luc towered over him. Hell, Tank on his hind legs would tower over him. 

			The man skidded to a stop several feet from their vehicle and swallowed audibly. He hugged the cooler to his chest. 

			Ian pulled open the back door and raised an eyebrow. 

			The man shook his head. “This is all wrong. This isn’t how we do things. It’s…” He went on for a few moments about HIPPA and OSHA and chain-of-custody and blah, blah, blah until Ian had enough.

			“Get in the car or I will knock you out and take the lungs myself.”

			The man paled. He held the cooler tighter. “Nobody wanted this job. The last guy who had this route died. Badly.”

			Ian clenched his teeth. They didn’t have time for this shit. “So will you if you don’t—”

			An elbow landed in his ribs hard enough to force a grunt out of him. He glared at Jean-Luc, who strode toward the man, smile in place and hand outstretched. All down-home, country charm. He even put on a honeyed southern accent that matched the courier’s and was nothing like his usual Cajun. “You have every right to be concerned, my friend, which is why the family hired us. We’re here to make sure that doesn’t happen to you and these lungs get to where they need to be.”

			Slick as a snake-oil salesman. Yeah, that’s what Jean-Luc was. In another life, he would’ve been successful selling overpriced used sports cars to suburban men in the midst of mid-life crises.

			The courier visibly relaxed. He opened his mouth but never got the chance to say what was on his mind. Blood sprayed out instead. His eyes rounded in shock and then glazed over. He was dead before the next bullet hit him.

			“Sniper!” Jean-Luc shouted and dove behind the SUV. 

			Ian ducked behind the back wheel.

			All around them, people screamed and scattered. More shots rang out. More innocents fell to the pavement and didn’t move again.

			“Fuck,” Ian said under his breath and met Jean-Luc’s gaze. “This is gonna draw all the cops in L.A. Homeland Security, the FBI, and every other alphabet soup bureaucracy in the city.”

			The Cajun swore in French and peeked over the hood of the vehicle. “We need that cooler before they get here or Leah—”

			He didn’t finish. He didn’t need to. They both knew the stakes.

			Goddammit to fucking hell.

			“Cover me.” Ian darted out from behind the SUV. He heard Tank barking like a maniac inside. Dog was pissed. He wanted out to take a bite outta the bad guy, but Ian wasn’t about to put him in the sniper’s crosshairs. No way. The SUV was bulletproof, and Tank was staying tucked safely inside it. If he lost that animal, he’d lose the part of himself that was still human. He’d lose his conscience.

			Ian ran in a crouch to the dead courier and shoved him off the cooler. He picked it up and turned to run back to the SUV…

			And the fucking thing fell apart in his hand. Several bullets had torn clear through it and an icy slurry spilled out of the holes. Ian wrenched the lid off and swore. He was no medical professional, but he was certain lungs didn’t work with a hole in them.

			The organ was no longer viable.

			A bullet struck the pavement less than a foot from him.

			He dropped the cooler, sprinted back to the SUV, and dove in, swearing the whole time. Jean-Luc was already behind the wheel and got them out of there with the finesse of a race car driver. They hit the highway before the first police car even reached the scene.

			Ian punched the dashboard until his knuckles ached.

			Tank whimpered from the backseat.

			“Ian,” Jean-Luc said in a soft, steady voice. “Take a breath.”

			Shit, the Cajun was right. He wasn’t breathing. His lungs were too tight, and his throat burned. What the fuck was this? Emotion? He didn’t do emotion unless it was anger, but this felt like something bigger, something more dangerous. 

			Something he didn’t want. 

			He locked it down and forced himself to suck in air until his own lungs started functioning like they were supposed to.

			And that made him think of the cooler, and the lifesaving organ it was supposed to have carried to that little boy. The feel of it slipping through his fingers, the squelching sound it had made when it hit the pavement at his feet.

			The sound was going to haunt him for a long time.

			And, fuck, he wasn’t breathing again. 

			He deliberately inhaled. Exhaled. And wondered if his lungs were a match for the kid. He’d rip them out of his own chest and hand them over if that was the case.

			“This is fucked.” Even to his ears, his voice sounded hollow. This mission had wrung him out emotionally in a way no other ever had. He’d seen drugs, sexual slavery, all the atrocities of war. Yeah, whatever, those were just facts of life. But when you started fucking with kids or dogs, that was where he drew the line. And Clarence Hayes had not only crossed that line; he’d taken a big fucking leap over it and was now waving from another state.

			Ian stared down at his hands. The skin on his knuckles was split and bleeding and his fingers trembled. Adrenaline, he told himself. And rage. “Cajun?”

			Jean-Luc glanced over at him, jaw set, blue eyes spitting fire. He was just as pissed. “Yeah?”

			“You did assassinations for the CIA?”

			He said nothing. He didn’t have to. They shared that background, though Jean-Luc had done all of his atrocities for Uncle Sam, and the government had stopped footing Ian’s paychecks a long time ago. 

			“That fucker Hayes is going to get away with this. No matter what we think we have on him, he’ll make sure it disappears. Nothing’s going to stick.”

			Still, Jean-Luc didn’t respond. Of all the times for the Cajun to be short on words. 

			So Ian filled the silence with all the reasons this had to happen. “He killed Danny. He killed all of those people in CAR. He’s willing to kill Noah O’Keane to keep Rick wiggling on his hook. The man is a fucking presidential nominee. Do you really trust the voting public not to put him in office?”

			“We can do it,” Jean-Luc finally said. “Take him out. It’d be quick.”

			“I know we can.”

			“What about Leah?”

			“If Hayes is dead, O’Keane has no reason to kill her. It’s the only way to ensure her and her kids will stay safe.”

			After another beat of silence, Jean-Luc one-handedly dug his cell phone out of his pocket and dialed. He put it on speakerphone. 

			“Harvard,” he said when the kid picked up. “Need a favor. Not at all legal and if we get caught, we’re toast. You in?”

			“Since when do we worry about legal around here?” Harvard responded. “What do you need?”

			“Hayes’s location.”

			A pause. “Shit. Things went wrong with the transport.” A statement, not a question. Already in the background, his keyboard clacked as his fingers flew over it. “Hayes is scheduled to speak at a charity ball tonight, then he’s hired his usual car service to take him home—nope, wait, not home. To the Peninsula Beverly Hills.” 

			“He’d know if we tried to pull something with the car service,” Ian said and flexed his burning knuckles. “Too risky.”

			“What about the Secret Service?” Jean-Luc asked.

			“Not an issue,” Harvard said. “He declined it. It’s part of his campaign.” 

			“One less thing to worry about. Why is he going to the Peninsula?”

			“It appears he’s hired a pricey escort service for the night. And it’s not his first time. Wouldn’t it be just too bad if an anonymous hacker sent all these dirty deeds to his wife?”

			“I like where your head’s at, kid,” Jean-Luc said with a grin. “But hold off for a minute. We might be able to work with that.” 

			Ian leaned toward the phone. “The escort can’t show up.”

			“Got it.” More clicking and clacking on Harvard’s end. “Huh. Would you look at that? Seems Hayes changed his plans. Bye-bye escort.”

			“That’ll put a damper on his night,” Jean-Luc said. 

			“Won’t be the only thing,” Ian muttered.

			A hint of suspicion crept into Harvard’s voice. “What exactly are you guys planning?” 

			“The less you know, the better,” Jean-Luc assured. Always the salesman. “Let’s keep this convo between us for now. If shit goes south, I don’t want to drag the team down with us.” He ended the call and slid a questioning glance toward Ian. “Snazzy place like the Peninsula will have top-notch security. We’re not getting in and out of there without being seen.”

			“An escort would. Employees are well-paid to look the other way.”

			“Mais, I know I’m pretty, but put a dress on me and I won’t pass as a woman.”

			“What if Hayes’s preference is men?”

			Jean-Luc tilted his head in consideration, much the same way Tank did when he was figuring out a problem. Then he nodded. “Could work. Especially if we have Harvard lay the digital trail for backstory. And I can rock the male escort look. Oui, okay. I’m listening. What’s the plan?”

			… 

			“They’re up to something.” Harvard ended his call with Jean-Luc and Ian and shot a glance toward Lanie, who was standing on the front lawn, phone pressed to her ear. God bless her. No amount of money could convince Marcus to do her job—not only did she have to make sure none of the knuckleheads he called teammates got themselves killed, but she also had to juggle the politics of all the huge, complicated, international missions.

			“I know exactly what they’re up to. You do, too.” He returned his attention to Harvard. “You were CIA once, too. You know better than anyone what Jean-Luc did for them before joining us.” 

			The kid looked worried. “We should tell her,” he said, nodding toward Lanie.

			Marcus gazed up at the house. There were no front-facing bedroom windows, but he knew where the bedroom was located and imagined Leah in there with a gun pointed at her head. 

			He had bigger problems than Jean-Luc and Ian at the moment. Like how he’d get Leah out of there without bloodshed. Failing to protect the lungs was a breach of trust and could irreparably damage this negotiation. It may be the final straw for Rick, which meant Leah’s life was in imminent danger.

			He activated his radio with a touch to his earbud. “Seth? Keep your rifle aimed at the master bedroom window. I’m going to put Rick in front of it. When I do, take the shot.”

			“Copy,” Seth replied, no hint of emotion in his voice.

			As Marcus strode across the lawn and entered the house, he wondered how the sniper was able to turn off his emotions with the flip of a mental switch. He wanted that ability. He didn’t want the flutter of nerves or the rock of sickness settling hard in his gut for what he was about to do.

			“Marcus!” Lanie snapped over his comms. “What the fuck are you doing?”

			He tugged out the earbud, let it dangle down the front of his shirt. He couldn’t have her yelling in his head while he did this. He set his gun down on the table beside the broken picture of him, Leah, and Danny and paused for an instant, studying the image of his best friend’s face. A face he’d known since childhood. A face that was so familiar, but at the same time now looked like a stranger. He hated that his memory was fading. He could no longer conjure up Danny’s voice or laugh.

			“I’ll keep her safe,” he told the photo, then continued up the stairs. 

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			A bead of sweat tickled Leah’s spine, but she didn’t dare move from her seat on the floor at the end of her bed. Hardly dared to breath. Rick was so taut with nerves she didn’t want to give him any reason to snap. She watched his every move, afraid to take her eyes off him. He paced the length of her bedroom for a long time, occasionally looking at the phone still clutched in his hand. 

			The phone rang, startling them both. Rick stared at it like he didn’t know what to do with it. “Hello?”

			“Rick, it’s Marcus.” Leah could clearly hear Marcus’s voice, but it wasn’t from the phone. It was from the hallway. She glanced toward the door but realized Rick hadn’t heard the same thing and quickly averted her gaze. She didn’t dare draw his attention. 

			Rick’s hand tightened on the phone, his knuckles going white. “Something happened. What happened?”

			“I’m going to come in and talk to you.”

			“No!” He raised the gun and pointed it at her face. “I don’t want to see you. I’ll kill her. I swear I will.”

			“Okay.” Marcus’s voice faded and his shadow under the door disappeared. She could hear only Rick’s side of the conversation after that, but she knew Marcus had bad news. Why else would he not want to talk over the phone?

			“No, no, no,” Rick said over and over again. He hung up the phone and started pacing again.

			This wild-eyed man was not the kind man she’d come to know, the man who played video games with her boys and had celebrated birthdays and holidays with her family for the entire four years he and Danny were partners. 

			Except that wasn’t entirely true. Now that she thought about it, he hadn’t been around for the last year before Danny’s death. Toward the end, he’d become a scarce sight and Danny hardly ever mentioned him in conversation. He never showed up for Maya’s birthday party the month before Danny died, which she’d thought was odd because he always at the very least brought the kids a present on their birthdays, but she’d been busy, distracted, and had shrugged it off. Had he known then that he was going to have Danny killed? Was that why he hadn’t wanted to show his face?

			She understood wanting to save your child. She’d never been so terrified in her life as she was when he pointed that gun at her babies. She would have thrown herself in front of a bullet for them without a second thought. But to throw your friend and partner in front of a bullet? 

			She swallowed back the burn of rage. He ripped her family apart, traumatized her and her kids—not once, but twice counting tonight—all for the vague hope that a crooked man would keep his word. All for nothing, because Rick was in no better position now than before Danny died.

			As if sensing the heat of her gaze, Rick stopped pacing and spun to face her. He studied her expression, and his shoulders slumped. He deflated before her eyes like a sad balloon leaking air, but he still raised the gun. “I have to kill you now, Leah.”

			“Like you had to kill Danny.”

			“I’m sorry. I have no choice.”

			“That’s a load of shit.” The venom in her voice surprised even her. Probably stupid to talk that way to the man pointing a gun at you, but she couldn’t hold it back. “You took my husband from me. You took him from his kids. Now you’re going to make them orphans?”

			“So my kid can live.”

			“No,” she said softly. “I’m sorry, but no. Something happened to the lungs, right? Hayes is never going to let you have them because as soon as Noah is better, he loses his hold on you. Don’t you see that?”

			He opened his mouth, but no sound emerged. Instead he sagged against the wall, slid down until his butt hit the floor, and drew his knees up to his chest. He still held the phone in one hand and the gun in his other. He pressed both to his forehead and let out a ragged sob. 

			Leah took the opportunity to inch around the edge of the bed. She still had Danny’s gun in a locked safe under her side of the bed. All she had to do was get close enough to press her finger to the lock. 

			Rick didn’t seem to notice, so she turned around to crawl. Her heart threatened to burst out of her chest in terror, but she couldn’t sit around waiting for him to kill her on a crazy whim. If she was dying tonight, it wasn’t going to be without a fight.

			Each movement of her arm sent a lava flow of pain sizzling along her nerve endings from her bullet wound. At least the blood had slowed to a trickle down her arm. She vaguely thought it didn’t hurt as much as it probably should, recognized the lack of pain was a sign of shock, but disregarded that knowledge as unimportant. She’d worry about going into shock later. 

			She was just reaching out to press her finger to the pad on the lock when the creak of a floorboard outside in the hallway had Rick bolting to his feet. His gaze darted around the room as if he was disoriented.

			Now was her chance.

			She lunged for the gun safe, shoving her finger against the pad. The lock clicked and the door popped open. She grabbed Danny’s gun as Rick let out an inhuman sound and barreled toward her. She rolled to her back, aimed, and squeezed the trigger—

			Nothing happened.

			Oh God. It wasn’t loaded. Of course Danny wouldn’t have kept it loaded. There were kids in the house.

			The weapon dropped out of her numb fingers. This was it. She’d taken a chance and had only succeeded in angering him. She saw nothing human left in his eyes as he straddled her and wrapped his hands around her throat. 

			“Rick,” she gasped and pulled at his hands. “Please—”

			He released her abruptly. With her vision graying at the edges, she wasn’t entirely sure what had caused him to let go. She knew only that he was there one minute and gone the next like he’d been picked up by a tornado and swept off to Oz.

			Wait. That made no sense. That was lack of oxygen muddling her thoughts. 

			Someone had knocked him off her. As her brain clicked back online, she became aware of the sounds of a fight—shoes squeaking against her wood floor, the crash of something falling off her dresser, the muffled sound of fists hitting flesh, grunts of pain as those fists landed.

			Marcus. 

			It had to be.

			She coughed and swayed to her hands and knees then used the bedpost to pull herself to her feet. “Stop!”

			But they couldn’t hear her. Not with her voice a strangled croak of sound. Marcus was trying to shove Rick over to the window. Rick grabbed Marcus around the middle and drove him back against the dresser. More of her things crashed to the floor. 

			“Stop!” 

			Rick had dropped the phone but still held the gun, and he fully intended to use it. He turned it toward Marcus. 

			No. She’d already lost Danny to this man. She was not losing Marcus, too.

			She found Danny’s gun where she’d dropped it. She heard another crash from the other side of the room and flinched, nearly fumbled the gun. 

			No. No. No.

			She was too panicked. Marcus was going to die because she couldn’t focus, couldn’t make her hands stop shaking. She sucked in a breath, her sore throat burning from the rush of fresh air—and a strange sense of peace settled over her. She swore she heard Danny’s voice again patiently explaining how to work the weapon.

			She listened.

			Her hands stopped shaking. She chambered a bullet and only then realized she couldn’t fire at Rick without the risk of hitting Marcus, too. She pointed the gun at the ceiling, covered her left ear with her free hand and pulled the trigger. The bang reverberated through her arm and left her ears ringing. 

			Rick flinched at the sound and Marcus took advantage of the moment of distraction. He used the dresser as leverage to kick Rick in the stomach. Rick stumbled backward—right in front of the window. The glass shattered. Rick’s eyes bulged in shock in the nanosecond before his legs collapsed out from under him.

			Leah very deliberately set down her gun on the bed as her hands started to shake again. “What—what—happened?”

			“Seth.” Marcus staggered over to her. He was bleeding from several cuts on his lip and eye, but otherwise seemed to be in one piece. He scooped her into his arms and held her tight. “I thought I was going to lose you.”

			She held him just as tight. “Me, too.”

			They were still clinging to each other when a chorus of booted feet pounded up the stairway. 

			Jesse was the first through the door. He assessed them with a quick glance, then dropped to the floor beside Rick. “He’s alive.”

			“Bullshit.” Marcus stiffened and let go of her as Rick’s eyes fluttered open. “Don’t waste your time, Jess. The bastard deserves to die.”

			“Yeah, well. Whether or not he deserves it, it’s my job to keep him alive.”

			“Please, no…” Rick’s voice was a reed of sound. Blood pulsed from the neat hole near the top of his forehead and drizzled down his face in a dark line. “Need to—die. Just keep heart—pumping until hospital. Same blood type—as Noah. Could match. Please…” His eyes rolled back in his head and he started convulsing.

			“Jesus,” Jesse said and tore through his medical kit. “We’re losing him. Someone start CPR.”

			Nobody moved.

			Leah took a step forward. 

			Marcus grabbed her hand. “Don’t. He killed Danny.”

			She sent him a cool, even glance over her shoulder. “And we’re not like him.” 

			With a muttered curse, he let her go. She knelt next to Rick’s body and fisted her hands over his chest, starting compressions. Each downward thrust of her hands had shocking little fireworks of pain bursting behind her eyes.

			Marcus swore and pulled her back. She opened her mouth to protest, but she didn’t have to. He took her place next to Rick and continued compressions.

			She cradled her arm against her body to keep from further irritating the wound on her shoulder and watched the men while they worked. She saw the exact moment Rick died. She couldn’t say exactly what changed, but he was no longer there. She hoped he found peace now. And also hoped with all of her heart that his lungs were a match for his son.

			Something good had to come from all this.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Two

			After Seth took the shot, there was no chance of keeping the local authorities away. The only way to get Rick to the hospital in time for his organs to remain viable was to have an ambulance take him. And Leah needed medical care, too. It meant a lot of hand greasing and political wheedling for Tucker Quentin and the bosses, but they got it done. They always did.

			Marcus watched the paramedics load Rick into the back of one ambulance. He would have preferred to watch the man die like he’d watched Danny die. Full circle. But Leah insisted that was not the way things were going to play out. She insisted they would abide by his wishes and keep his heart beating, his blood circulating for his son.

			She was a better person than him. Better than any of them, really. He knew all of his teammates wanted revenge for Danny as much as he did.

			He turned away just as another paramedic helped Leah into the back of a second ambulance. They had bandaged her wound and put her arm in a sling to immobilize it, but she looked steady on her feet now. Her kids were there with her, all of them safe and sound. 

			It could’ve been so much worse.

			He started toward them but stopped short when his phone rang. Jean-Luc’s name showed on the screen, and the memory of Harvard’s last convo with the Cajun came rushing back. Shit. What had he and Ian done?

			“It’s over,” he answered and turned his back to Leah and the kids, his hand all but strangling the phone. “Whatever you two numbskulls are thinking of doing, it’s not worth it. Rick is dying. His lungs might be a match for his kid. It’s over.”

			“Except it’s not,” Jean-Luc replied, cheerful as ever. “We have someone here you might want to talk to. Or, you know, kill. Ian’s voting for kill—big surprise. That’s our favorite psychopath for you. But we agreed it’s your choice to make.”

			“Oh, Jesus. What have you done?”

			“We paid Hayes a visit. Turns out, he really likes male escorts. Which is hypocritical as fuck considering his campaign’s platform.” A muffled umph sounded in the background, a punch hitting soft flesh. “Politicians, am I right?”

			Marcus glanced over his shoulder at Leah again. She’d stopped paying attention to the kids and was staring at him, her concern obvious. She’d say to leave it alone. To let the law handle Hayes. His web was fast unraveling and it was only a matter of time until it fell apart completely.

			The other ambulance gave a whoop of its siren as it pulled away from the curb. Rick O’Keane was just a pawn. Yeah, he’d hired Danny’s killer and was ultimately responsible, but he never would have taken such drastic measures if Hayes hadn’t coerced him into it.

			“Text me your location,” he said to Jean-Luc. “I’m on my way.”

			When he spun around to head to his car, he found Leah standing right behind him. He nearly plowed her over. “Jesus, Lee.” As she staggered, he grabbed her good arm to keep her from falling and pulled her in for a hug. He’d wanted to hold her ever since he first saw O’Keane’s gun pointed at her, and now that she was here, he couldn’t stop himself. He pressed his face into her hair. She still smelled faintly of raspberries. “You should be on your way to the hospital.”

			“I’m fine. They said I just need some stitches.” She tilted her head back to gaze up at him and lifted her free hand to caress his face. “Where are you going?”

			He thought about lying. She wouldn’t approve. She might even hate him for his need to go, but she deserved to know. “Jean-Luc and Ian captured Clarence Hayes.”

			She drew a breath, let it out shakily. “No more killing, Marcus. Please. All this death and destruction…it’s not what Danny stood for. It’s not what he’d want.”

			“Hayes needs to be punished for what he’s done.”

			“But you don’t need to be his judge, jury, and executioner.” To his surprise, she stood up on her toes and pressed a kiss to his mouth. Right there in view of her kids. A statement as much as a plea.

			Something twisted inside him, and he set his hand on her good shoulder, gave her a little push. “The kids…”

			“They know. I told them.” Her eyes clouded, and she gave ground under his hand, backing away. “You’ll never be comfortable with this, with us, will you?”

			His throat tightened. Again, he could lie and tell her what she wanted to hear, but what was the point? “I don’t know. You’re Danny’s family.”

			“So are you,” she whispered and took another step back out of his reach, breaking their contact. “Go on, then. Do whatever it is you think you need to do. Just remember there’s no cosmic scale of justice you can balance with death. You can’t avenge Danny by killing everyone involved in his murder. It won’t change anything.”

			I can try. The thought banged around inside his head as he watched her return to the waiting ambulance. 

			Sure, killing Hayes wouldn’t bring Danny back, but it would fill that empty hole left inside his chest, the one he’d spent the last eight months filling with alcohol and surfing and isolation. 

			Wouldn’t it?

			Yes. It had to. 

			He jumped into his car and followed the directions Jean-Luc had texted him to a house in Brentwood that had to belong to Tucker Quentin. Nobody else he knew could afford real estate in Brentwood. He didn’t even want to know how they’d gotten Hayes here.

			He walked inside and found Hayes bound to a chair in the living room. Someone had spread plastic sheeting over the white carpet underneath him. He looked…well, not like a super-villain. Nor like the sympathetic, benevolent white savior he presented to the world in his Aid First commercials. Not even like the polished politician smiling at primary rallies. No, he was simply an old man, soft and stooped, with thinning white hair and rheumy eyes.

			Ian stood by the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking a pool and well-manicured gardens, Tank at full alert by his side. Jean-Luc sat in a cushy leather chair, one leg casually thrown over the arm, cleaning his nails with one of his many knives. They both turned when the plastic crinkled under his flip-flops. 

			Hayes lifted his head like it weighed a million pounds and stared at him. He unholstered his weapon but didn’t raise it. He thought he should feel something—an ugly mix of rage and excitement, or vindication, or anything. He was finally face-to-face with the man who had caused Danny’s death, but that hollow ache was still there turning his chest into an echo chamber.

			There’s no cosmic scale of justice you can balance with death. 

			At his hesitation, Ian made a frustrated sound. “This was a mistake. We should’ve done it and gotten rid of the body.”

			Hayes shrank in his seat and tried to edge away as Ian walked past him. A scared little rat of a man.

			Jean-Luc pushed out of the chair. “No, this is Marcus’s kill. If he wants it.” 

			“God, yes.” The words spilled out of him, nearly a sob. He raised his gun and met Hayes’s eyes, which bulged out of their sockets in terror. The tape over his mouth muffled his pleas for mercy. “Take off the tape.”

			Ian ripped it off and Hayes gasped. 

			“Please. I have family. Kids and grandkids.”

			“Danny had family, too,” Marcus said. A coldness had begun spreading from that hollow place in his chest, and his arm shook with the weight of his gun.

			“I-I don’t know a Danny.”

			“Bullshit. Daniel Giancarelli, FBI. You know exactly who he was. He got too close to you, found out too much about your side business in black-market organs. He was going to destroy you so you had his partner kill him. You might have gotten away with it, but then you tried to have his wife killed, too. You were afraid of what she knew. That was your mistake. She’s under my protection.” He glanced at Jean-Luc and Ian, then corrected himself, “Our protection.”

			“I-I don’t know what any of this about,” Hayes insisted. “I don’t know who you are.”

			“Yeah, you do.” Ian gave the chair a hard kick, making it rock on two legs before settling back to the floor.

			“We’re HORNET,” Jean-Luc added. “And we’ve taken down bigger fish than you.”

			Hayes stared at them all, assessing, calculating. He must have figured out they weren’t falling for his sad old man act because his jaw tightened, his shoulders straightened. The old man facade sluiced away to show the evil underneath. “Fuck. HORNET. I should’ve known you’d be a problem. I should’ve had you all killed.”

			“Lots have tried,” Jean-Luc said.

			“We’re not so easy to kill,” Ian said. “Unlike you. Let’s get this over with.”

			Marcus raised his weapon, laid his finger against the trigger, but he didn’t pull it. He told himself it was because he wanted answers first. “Where are Volkov and Dr. Denisova?”

			“I don’t know,” Hayes said like he’d already answered this question multiple times. “They cut and run.”

			“Is Alexander Cabot dead?”

			“If he is, they didn’t tell me. I’m just the broker. The middleman.”

			“The brains,” Marcus added. “I met Dmitry Volkov. He’s a coked-up idiot.”

			“You got it all wrong.” He laughed bitterly. “Denisova is the brains. I’m only the broker. I’ve never killed anyone.”

			Marcus saw red. He lunged forward and grabbed Hayes by the neck, shoving his gun into the soft flesh under his chin. “Tell me that again, asshole. Go ahead.”

			His Adam’s apple bobbed, but he didn’t back down. “Rick O’Keane hired a hitman to kill Daniel Giancarelli. I had nothing to do with that.”

			Marcus tightened his finger on the trigger. It would be so easy to blow this lying bastard’s head off. So easy. Just a bit more pressure…

			You can’t avenge Danny by killing everyone involved in his murder. 

			He heard Leah’s voice as clearly as if she was standing beside him. Heard the sadness, the hint of disappointment.

			It won’t change anything.

			Fuck. She was right. The hollowness in his chest had remained after emptying a mag into Sebastian Haly’s body. Rick’s death hadn’t cured it, either. So why was he so certain that killing Hayes would heal that pain?

			He let go of the man and staggered backward, his breath coming out in ragged pants. “You goaded O’Keane to it by promising lungs for his dying son.”

			Emboldened now that he didn’t have a gun pointed at his head, Hayes sat up a little straighter in the chair. He even had the nerve to use his politician’s voice. “I don’t know what O’Keane told you, but he is unstable. Unbelievable. You have nothing on me.”

			“Except O’Keane confirmed what we already knew. We have Alexander Cabot’s flash drive. All of the records Cabot gave to Danny regarding you, Volkov Group, Denisova. All of it.” His hands still shaking, he holstered his gun. “We will ruin you with it.” With that, he turned away. “Let him go.” 

			“Wait, what?” Ian said in disbelief. “You’re not going to kill him?”

			Marcus drew a breath and with his exhale, the coldness left his body. The hollow ache was still there, but he was starting to think it always would be. “No, I’m not. It’s not what Danny stood for. It’s not what he’d want.”

			Jean-Luc grinned and popped to his feet. “Good.” He swiped at his forehead in an exaggerated motion of relief. “Whew. Had me a little worried there, mon ami.”

			Ian swung around. “You knew he wouldn’t kill him?”

			The Cajun shrugged in his nonchalant way. “I hoped. I mean, didn’t matter to me one way or another. But I knew he needed this—whatever this ended up being.” He leaned around Ian to look at Marcus. “Feel better?”

			Marcus had to laugh. It came out short, abrupt, and bitter. “I don’t know if I ever will.”

			Jean-Luc’s gaze softened in understanding. “You will. I swear you will. Eventually.”

			Marcus rubbed at his chest. Eventually wasn’t soon enough. “I need some air.”

			… 

			Ian glowered at Marcus’s retreating back, then swung his gaze to Jean-Luc at the sound of multiple car doors shutting out in the driveway. “You never had any intention of killing him.”

			“Nope.” Jean-Luc shoved a piece of tape over Hayes’s mouth to stop his diatribe and stuffed a bag over his head. “That part of my life is better buried in the past.”

			“You came along just to rein me in.”

			“Yeah, I did.” Jean-Luc glanced toward the team as they entered, then pushed out a long breath and yanked Hayes to his feet. “Someone needs to. Like it or not, Ian, this team is family. We care about you.”

			“Fuck you,” Ian said as the Cajun dragged Hayes over to meet up with the rest of the team.

			Jean-Luc turned and pretended to catch the words like they were a thrown kiss. He pressed his hand over his heart. “Remember, I’m a language expert. I know that’s how you say, ‘I love you’ and/or sometimes ‘thank you.’ This time I’m taking it as both. You’re welcome.”

			This was bullshit. After all Hayes had done, they were letting him live? 

			Ian distinctly remembered the feel of Danny’s blood on his hands as he’d held the man still for a last-ditch battlefield operation that didn’t work. He rubbed his hands together, still feeling it there, a constant burn like acid. He’d never had a problem with blood on his hands before that morning. He wouldn’t have had a problem with Hayes’s blood on his hands tonight. But Danny’s…that had changed him in ways he didn’t like. He felt too much now. Cared too much. 

			It had never been his intention to care about any of these men. He’d joined HORNET for one reason: to keep himself alive long enough to take down Defion. But somehow he’d ended up with a dog and a so-called family, and he didn’t know what to do with any of it.

			He spotted Marcus out by the pool, bent double like the man had run a marathon. 

			Nope, not his problem. 

			He whistled to Tank, intending to go his own way and leave HORNET to do whatever they wanted to do. It didn’t matter to him. It shouldn’t matter. 

			Outside the house, he stopped short in the driveway and growled. 

			It shouldn’t matter… 

			But it fucking did.

			Goddammit.

			He circled the house, shoved through the gate to the pool. Marcus was still bent over, his hands on his thighs as he drew in gasping gulps of air. Guy looked like he’d been dragged through hell. There was a sharpness to him that had never been there before. He’d always been like Jean-Luc—kind of annoying, quick with a joke and a smile. And he had a truly astounding knowledge of movie quotes. 

			What did you even say to a guy when he was like this? 

			“Uh…” Ian drew a blank. “‘My name is Inigo Montoya. You killed my brother. Now you die.’”

			Okay, so he wasn’t winning awards for therapist of the year anytime soon.

			Marcus straightened and blinked at him. “What?”

			Now he felt like an idiot. “It’s a quote. From a movie.” Though he had no clue what movie. He’d only heard people say it.

			“Right.” Marcus scrubbed at his face with both hands and made a sound that had Ian backing up a step. 

			Was he sobbing? 

			Nope. Uh-uh. That right there was where this whole family thing stopped. Ian didn’t do tears.

			But then Marcus snorted, which set him off into a fit of laughter again. Not tears. He was laughing. At Ian. He’d ended men’s lives for that and less. But, now, instead of contemplating murder, he found his lips twitching.

			“Jesus, Ian,” Marcus finally gasped. “It’s ‘you killed my father. Prepare to die.’ The Princess Bride.”

			Ian shook his head at himself. Why was he even trying to speak this guy’s language? It was so far away from any language he spoke and didn’t make sense to him. “I’m saying you should’ve fucking killed Hayes. He deserves it.”

			“Yeah.” Still grinning, Marcus nodded. “Yeah, he does, but not by my hand. Or yours. Let public opinion kill his career first. He’ll die an old, poor man in prison.”

			“And you’re okay with that?”

			Marcus glanced back through the windows into the house. “Death is a moment. Over like that.” He snapped his fingers. “This way, he’s going to lose everything and suffer for whatever time he has left. Hopefully ten, twenty years. For all the pain he’s caused, he deserves that even more than death.”

			Ian stared at him, trying to comprehend his reasoning. Death was the worst thing you could do to a man. Taking away all he was, all he’d ever be. It was also the best way to solve a problem—to make sure that problem never came back to bite you on the ass. Making a guy suffer was all fine and good, but it wasn’t a permanent solution. Ian preferred permanent.

			He finally shook his head. He really was a psychopath. “I don’t think like that.”

			Marcus exhaled, long and slow, as if he’d been holding his breath for ages. “I didn’t, either, until just now. But you know what? I feel lighter. A weight’s been lifted.”

			Weirdly enough, he even appeared lighter. Before Ian’s eyes, he seemed to be rebounding, morphing back into that man with the easy smile. Something had changed in him tonight when he lowered his gun, when he chose life over death. The light that had been doused last summer had rekindled inside him, but Ian couldn’t figure out the how or why of it. Wasn’t sure he even wanted to try. He liked living in the dark. 

			“I don’t think I ever thanked you,” Marcus said suddenly. “You stepped up and helped Jesse take care of Danny in his final moments when I was too much of a wreck to do it.”

			“It wasn’t enough.”

			“It was.” Marcus strode forward and set a hand on his shoulder, gave it a light squeeze. “More than enough. You’re a good man, Reinhardt.” 

			Ian didn’t like being touched, but he kept his face impassive, his flinch internal. “You don’t know me.”

			Marcus held his gaze for a beat too long for his comfort. “I think I’m starting to know you better than you know yourself.” He released his grip. “When you see Mercedes, thank her for me. Leah and I wouldn’t have made it out of CAR alive without her.”

			Ian felt his lip curl. “What makes you think I’ll see her?”

			“Like I said, dude. I’ve figured you out.”

			Bullshit. 

			Ian stalked back to the driveway, Tank right on his heels, as always. He snagged one of the SUVs—Jean-Luc could find another ride—and let Tank sit up front with him.

			“Guy’s full of bullshit,” he told the dog, who ignored him in favor of sticking his head out the window.

			Mercedes was in a medically induced coma in Italy. And he knew that only because Jesse told him—not because he’d asked or anything. 

			Okay, shit, he had asked. But he wasn’t going to see her. Why would he? There was no point. Xander was the only real link between them, and he was presumed dead. The only thing they had in common now was their mutual hatred of Harrison Stead and Defion. They both wanted to see Harrison’s empire topple but weren’t going to work together toward that goal. The idea was fucking ludicrous because they hated each other, too, and he trusted her even less than most. 

			No, he needed only one partner—who was currently in the passenger seat, slobbering in blissed-out happiness as the wind caught his ears like parachutes and flapped his jowls. 

			He wasn’t going to see her. 

			… 

			The ER doctor wanted to keep Leah overnight for observation, but she nixed that idea. No way in hell was she staying in the hospital. It would take an act of God to keep her away from her children tonight, and even that would only slow her down. Her babies needed her and, frankly, she needed them. So when the doctor insisted she stay, she very bluntly told him what he could do with his “observation.” It involved a word she never used around her kids and a dark orifice in the human body.

			He said he’d get her discharge papers ready. That was an hour ago. What was taking so long?

			She paced her little curtained-off section of the ER. If the doctor didn’t hurry things along, she’d just leave. Really, there was nothing to stop her. They had all of her billing information.

			The curtain rustled and she whirled around, expecting to see her doctor. Instead, it was Marcus. Her breath caught. 

			“Did you…?” She didn’t have to finish. They both knew what she was asking.

			He shook his head. “He’s alive and in police custody.”

			All the air left her lungs in a deep sigh of relief. She stepped toward him, and he met her halfway, his arms circling her, drawing her in to the warmth of his body. She hadn’t realized how cold she was until that moment.

			“Thank you.”

			“No.” He hooked a finger under her chin and lifted her gaze to his. “Thank you. Without you, I could’ve done it. I would have. But I kept hearing your voice in my head, and I wanted to be a better man. For you. So that maybe…I would be good enough for you.”

			“Marcus…” She didn’t know where to start. “I’m very glad you didn’t kill him, but you don’t have to change for me. I’m going into this with my eyes wide open. I know exactly who you are, and I love you anyway. Flaws and all.”

			He swallowed hard. “I love you, too, Leah. And, you’re right, it does make me uncomfortable. Hell, it scares me, but I’m done letting fear and anger and grief dictate my life. I want to give us a shot. I think we both deserve that at least. We’re good together.”

			“Yes, we are.”

			“I can’t leave HORNET, though. I know how you feel about them, but they’re family.”

			She pressed a finger to his lips. “It’s okay. I understand and I’m fine with it.”

			Startled, he drew back. “You know our missions are dangerous.”

			“Like I said, eyes wide open. I also know you help people that the rest of the world has overlooked. In fact…” She hesitated. She’d had an inkling of an idea burning at the back of her mind since returning home but hadn’t let it crystallize until now. It sparked a fire inside her—one she hadn’t felt since before she was a wife and a mother. Yes, this was right. 

			“I never wanted to be a real estate agent,” she blurted. “I fell into it after Maya was born, but it was never my passion.”

			A knowing smile tugged at the corner of Marcus’s mouth, as if he already knew where she was going with this. “And what is?” 

			“I fix things.”

			He nodded and trailed a hand down her back. “Yeah, you do. You fixed me.”

			“I think I can do a lot of good in this world.” As she spoke, she warmed to the plan. “Hayes is a monster, but Aid First still did a lot of good. When we take him down, someone will need to fill the hole he left.”

			“I think that hole is remarkably Leah-shaped.”

			“Me, too.” She sank her teeth into her lip as she processed the possibilities. “Do you think Tucker Quentin would help? I’d like to start with Josue’s church and the people taking refuge there.”

			Marcus was all-out grinning now. “I know Tuc will help. Absolutely, one hundred percent. Whatever you need, he’ll make it happen.”

			“I’ll have to go back to CAR. At least in the beginning, to get things rolling.”

			“You’ll have HORNET at your back when you do.”

			“Oh.” She pressed her free hand to her chest as her heart fluttered wildly. “It’s terrifying. And exciting.”

			He snaked an arm around her and drew her close again. He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Danny would be so proud of you.”

			“You, too.” She smoothed her fingers over the wrinkle that her words caused between his eyes, then stood on her toes to kiss him. “We’re good together, Marcus. This is exactly how Danny would’ve wanted it to work out. If he can’t be here, there’s nobody else he’d want by my side more than you.”

			He squeezed his eyes shut and pressed his forehead to hers. “I hope so, because I can’t let you go.”

			When the doctor finally released her and Marcus led her out to the waiting room, she was shocked to see a crowd of people. She’d expected Regina, since she’d come to sit with the kids, but she came face-to-face with a large chunk of the team—everyone except Ian and Tank. Even Tucker Quentin. They all fawned over her, hugs and love all around. 

			Marcus was right—they were a family. One she could’ve been part of all along had she not been so stubborn and blinded by misplaced hatred. 

			After Tucker hugged her and offered his well wishes, she mentioned her idea about starting an aid organization to him on the spot.

			He flashed his Hollywood smile. “That’s doable. Let me make some calls.”

			Harvard and Sami were next in line. They each gave her a hug, then Harvard held up a flash drive. Nothing fancy or encrypted like the one Alexander Cabot had given her. Just a normal drive. 

			“We recovered everything from the original drive,” he announced. “It’s all right there in spreadsheets and expense reports.”

			“Problem is,” Sami added, “Hayes might still have enough clout and greased palms to bury some of this if we give it to the authorities.”

			“Now there are other ways to get this information out. Not exactly legal ways, but…” Harvard shrugged and pressed the drive into Leah’s palm. “It’s up to you. How do you want to handle it?”

			Leah turned the flash drive over in her hand. “What would Danny have done with this information?”

			“He would’ve tried the ‘right’ way,” Marcus said. “Through the proper channels.”

			She nodded. “And he would’ve been frustrated by all the red tape.”

			Marcus let out a small huff of laughter. “Yeah, he would’ve.”

			Leah smiled fondly at the memory of her husband’s rants about the bureaucracy of the FBI, but then her smile faded. Danny had tried handling this information the “right” way. He’d tried going through the proper channels, and it had gotten him killed. She wasn’t about to make the same mistake. 

			She held the flash drive out to Sami. “What can you do with this?”

			A grin spread across Sami’s purple-painted lips. “What can’t I do with it? That’s the better question.”

			“Can you take that bastard Hayes down?”

			Harvard looped an arm around Sami’s waist. “In flames.”

			Satisfied, Leah turned away from them to see Marcus smirking at her. 

			She hitched up her chin. “What? It’s what Danny would’ve done. He trusted this team.” She scanned the group. All the hard-edged men with their soft centers and the two women—Lanie, the gorgeous Amazonian warrior ready and willing to send her men into battle, and Sami, compact and colorful and deadly with a computer. They were a good, solid group. Their hearts were in the right place and they didn’t stop fighting for anything.

			“Danny trusted you,” she said again, louder so they all could hear. “It’s past time I do, too.”

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Three

			Two Weeks Later

			Daniel John Giancarelli.

			One year ago. 

			Leah still couldn’t believe it had been that long since Marcus had called her with the horrible news. It felt like yesterday. And, at the same time, like a lifetime ago. She’d been a different woman then, living a different life. She liked the woman she was now, the life she was rebuilding with her children. And with Marcus.

			He stood very still at her side, staring down at Danny’s grave, the cowrie shell necklace that he’d worn for as long as she’d known him dangling from one hand, an unopened bottle of Danny’s favorite tequila in the other. He seemed frozen, and she realized this was probably the first time he’d visited since the funeral. She reached down and laced her fingers through his. The necklace dangled between them.

			“Are you okay?” she asked, softly enough that the kids—busily arranging the flowerpots they’d brought—wouldn’t hear.

			Marcus swallowed hard. “Yeah,” he said, but his voice was rust. 

			She squeezed his hand then released him and gave him a nudge forward. He drew a sharp breath and crouched down to nestle the tequila between the twin pots rioting with the snapdragons that Cooper and Colton had chosen for today. Maya had gone with one dinner-plate-sized dahlia in deep red—Danny’s favorite color—and she was taking great pains in finding the perfect spot for it.

			All three of them stopped to watch Marcus loop his necklace over the neck of the bottle.

			“What’s that?” Maya asked, inching closer. Which was a surprise. Of the three, she was the least likely to voice her questions. 

			Marcus smiled over at her. “He gave it to me for my birthday when we weren’t much older than you. He told me I had to wear it forever because it was just like his.”

			Marcus scooted over enough to let the kids crowd in and look at the necklace. 

			“It’s pretty.” Maya tentatively reached out and stroked the shell. “Daddy had one like that until…” She ducked her head. “I broke it when I was little.”

			“Bet he was mad!” Cooper said, triumphant in the way only a little brother could be upon finding out he wasn’t the only troublemaker in the family. 

			Maya jutted her chin. “He wasn’t.”

			“Bet he was!”

			“Maybe he was sad,” Colton put in.

			“I know for a fact he wasn’t mad or sad,” Marcus said, handling the kids like a pro. “He gave it to Maya because she loved it so much. He always said he meant to get you a new one when the shell cracked. Actually, you know what?” He pulled the necklace free from the bottle and held it out to Maya. “I was going to leave it here, but he’d want you to have it.”

			Maya’s hand trembled as she accepted the little white shell, holding it like it was the most precious gem in the universe. “Thank you.” She looked and sounded so much like a little lost girl right then, Leah had to stop herself from stepping forward and pulling her into her arms.

			But she didn’t have to worry. Marcus was right there and held out an arm. 

			Maya tucked herself against his side and sniffled, swiping at her eyes with the back of her hand. “Do you miss him?”

			“Oh. Every minute of every day, honey.”

			“I sometimes think I need to tell him something or show him my drawings,” Colton said, nuzzling close to Marcus’s other side.

			“Me, too. I’m always reaching for the phone to text him funny pictures of seagulls.”

			“He hated seagulls!” Cooper said, aghast. “Why would you send him pictures?”

			Marcus grinned. “You know how you sometimes poke fun at your sister and brother just to annoy them?” 

			“All the time,” Maya said with an eye roll.

			“Not all the time,” Coop protested. 

			“Most of the time,” Colton said.

			“Hey, you’re supposed to be on my side! You’re my brother. My twin!”

			Colton shrugged. “It’s the truth.”

			“Traitor, traitor, gator, tater-tot!” His voice rang with victory as if he’d come up with the best insult ever. And to his innocent seven-year-old mind, it probably was.

			Leah stifled a laugh behind her hand. Where he got his insults was anyone’s guess. At least he wasn’t swearing—yet. She gave him another couple years before he discovered that vice. God help her. She was certainly never bored when Coop’s mouth was running. 

			Marcus pointed at the twins. “It was like that. Your dad and I were brothers, right down to the bickering. But like you two, we loved each other. Couldn’t live without each other.”

			Cooper’s smile dropped away. He looked at the gravestone, then back up at Marcus like he was seeing him for the first time. “How are you living now?”

			Marcus winced. “Honestly, I wasn’t. Not really. I was alive, I was breathing, but I was walking through a thick fog. The kind where you can’t see your hand in front of your face.”

			As kids who had grown up on the ocean their whole lives, they all nodded sagely. They knew that kind of fog. 

			“When your mom came and got me, she handed me a light. She made me see all the great things I was missing back here. Like watching you guys grow up and seeing my other friends get married and have babies.” He looked up at her then, though he still spoke to the kids. “I lost my brother when your dad died, and for a while it hurt so much that I forgot I still have a big family that I love.” 

			“Does it still hurt?” Maya asked softly.

			“Yes.” He returned his attention to her and ran a hand down her dark braid. “It probably will a little bit for the rest of my life. The rest of yours, too. That’s okay. It’s okay to be sad, but you should also try to be happy and keep living, since he can’t anymore.”

			Colton’s eyes filled. “But I miss him.”

			“We all do, kiddo.” Marcus thumbed away an escaped tear, then ruffled the boy’s hair. “Instead of standing here at his grave, being sad and missing him, let’s go do something he loved and miss him while we’re having fun. How’s that sound?”

			“Surfing!” the twins squealed at the same time.

			“And ice cream at the pier,” Maya added, tugging on Marcus’s arm. “The vanilla with the chocolate dip. It was Daddy’s favorite.”

			“Sounds like an excellent plan. Let’s hit the beach.”

			“Will you teach us to surf?” Cooper asked, all but bouncing out of his flip-flops. “Daddy started to. I think he’d be super happy if you did.”

			Colton clasped his hands together. “Please, please, please.”

			“You got it, little dudes.” Marcus laughed and threw up the shaka, which the boys instantly copied. 

			But Maya hesitated. 

			“C’mon…” Marcus waggled his hand. “You know you wanna.”

			Maya giggled and thrust out her hand, middle fingers curled toward her palm, thumb and pinky extended.

			“There you go.” He hooked his pinky around hers. “I get you, Maya. We’re a lot alike, so whenever you need to talk or you just need a friend to sit with you while you work through something, I’m here. No questions, no judgment. Okay?”

			She jumped into his arms so hard, she knocked him onto his butt. She hugged him tight. “I’m glad you’re here to take care of Mom and us.”

			Marcus gazed up, his eyes full of wonder as he hugged the girl back. “No. You got that backward. You kids and your mom are taking care of me.”

			“We’re taking care of each other,” Maya decided, then let go.

			All three kids sprinted over to Leah, talking a mile a minute. Oh God. They were already hyped and he’d promised them ice cream. Getting them to bed tonight was going to be a chore, but he was right. This day last year had been a day of immense sadness. They couldn’t change that, but they could help ease it by reliving all the good memories they’d shared with their father.

			“All right, all right.” She herded them toward the car but stopped short when she realized Marcus wasn’t following. She glanced back, saw him sitting in the grass in front of Danny’s grave, his knees slightly cocked, his arms resting on them, hands dangling. He stared at the tombstone, which was so glossy she could clearly see his face even though he was mostly facing away from her. He was battling his demons.

			“Marcus?”

			“I’m coming,” he said but didn’t move. “Give me a minute.”

			Yes, she decided, he deserved that. She’d had plenty of alone time in that same spot, processing her grief. Since he’d spent so much time shoving his grief away, he needed this. But not too long. If she let him wallow, he’d start to drown again. She’d get the kids settled in the car, then if he hadn’t caught up, she’d come back to offer him a hand out of that dark, cold pool.

			… 

			Marcus sat in front of Danny’s grave, staring at the glossy gray-blue tombstone. It looked like Danny. Practical, but also a little bit sleek, a little bit shiny. The ocean scene with the lone surfer carved into the granite was an especially nice touch. Leah had done a good job picking it, but he still hated that he’d been too caught up in his own misery to help her with such a difficult choice.

			He also hated that he remembered very little of the day they had laid Danny in this pretty spot. Barely recalled the service. He’d been too deep into the bottle, too desperate to numb himself so he didn’t have to feel anything. 

			The one thing he did clearly remember was the night after the funeral when he’d kissed Leah for the very first time. They’d both been drunk by then, the kids staying with his mom to give Leah the time to break down. 

			He’d been so afraid of the way she made him feel back then. 

			So ashamed. 

			He didn’t want to feel that way anymore, and yet a little bit of the shame lingered. He’d foolishly thought avenging Danny would take that away.

			He spent an entire year dreaming of vengeance. Now he wanted only peace.

			He sat up on his knees and brushed some dirt off the base of the gravestone, then laid his hand over Danny’s name. It was warm under his palm, heated by the relentless July sun. So warm, he could almost convince himself he was touching his friend, his brother, again and not a polished slab of granite. 

			“Hey, buddy.” He hesitated, unsure of what to say. All he knew was that he needed to unburden himself if he had any chance of a future. “I wish I knew that you’re okay with me seeing Leah. Ma’s convinced you are. Maybe it’s selfish, but I hope so, because I love her, man. I will do everything in my power to make sure she’s happy for the rest of her life. And I love your kids like they’re my own. That hurts to say, because I know they would rather have you. Hell, I’d rather have you. But we don’t, so I’ll do my best to be dad for you. If Leah and the kids will have me.”

			He heard a sniffle behind him and didn’t have to turn to know who it was. Leah. She knelt down in the grass next to him and covered his hand on the tombstone. Her bare hand, without her wedding ring. 

			Which reminded him…

			He climbed to his feet and pulled her up with him. “I got you something.” He reached into his pocket and found the long, black velvet jewelry box. “I understand why you took your wedding ring off. It wasn’t because of me. It was something you needed to do, for you. To say goodbye. I get it now.” He pressed the box into her hand and waited for her to open it. Inside lay a pendant on a thin white gold chain, sparking in the sunlight. On one side, the words “I love you,” were inscribed in Danny’s handwriting. One the other side, the same words in Marcus’s.

			Her gaze flicked up to his, filled with shock. “Marcus. Where did you—?”

			“The kids helped me find an old birthday card with his handwriting in it. Now, whenever you’re missing him, you can look down and see how much he loved you. And also see how much I love you.” He picked the chain out and clasped it around her neck, then pulled her in for a kiss. It was soft, sweet, with just a hint of heat, promising more to come tonight after they got the kids in bed. When she backed away, he took her bare hand in his and rubbed his thumb over the pale skin where her ring once sat. “And maybe someday, when you’re ready, I hope you’ll be willing to wear another ring. The one I plan to give you.”

			Her smile sparkled. “I’m ready when you are.” 

			He was pretty sure his jaw dropped open and his eyes popped out of his skull like a cartoon animal. “You— you—” He gulped. “Are? Ready?” 

			“Of course I am, you silly man. I love you, and life’s too short to pretend otherwise.” 

			“Have you been talking to my mother?”

			“Maybe.” She laughed and entwined their fingers. “But we can discuss your half-assed proposal later. First, let’s take the kids to the beach.”

			As she dragged him to the car, he glanced back. The sun glinted off the tombstone just then, sending a flash of refracted light into the air. 

			If he didn’t know any better…

			Was that Danny winking at him?

		


		
			Epilogue

			Unknown Location

			Alexander Cabot peeled open his eyes with great effort and stared at the stark white ceiling above him. 

			Was he alive?

			He certainly felt alive. Every bloody fiber of his being screamed with pain. If he was dead, he wouldn’t feel pain… 

			Would he?

			He turned his head on the pillow, and even that small movement made his vision swim. His stomach rolled over and he had to swallow hard to keep down the bile threatening in his throat. It tasted sour and burned on his too-dry tongue. 

			He lay in a narrow bed covered with bright white sheets. A metal railing had been pulled up to keep him from rolling off. Not that he could possibly roll anywhere in his current condition. 

			He didn’t remember what had happened to him but, since he felt like he’d been tossed off a cliff, retrieved, and then thrown from a plane for good measure, it had to have been something bad. Something he probably didn’t want to remember.

			Beyond the bed’s railing stood a tangle of equipment measuring his vitals. Heart rate, respiration, oxygen levels. Several IV bags dangled from poles. 

			A hospital?

			For one shining moment, he thought he was safe. Leah Giancarelli and HORNET had succeeded in stopping Volkov Group and had rescued him. He could relax now, knowing that the truth was out and Ekaterina’s death hadn’t been in vain. 

			God, he missed her.

			His fuzzy mind wandered for a moment and he saw bits and pieces of her, their life together zipping by like a movie on fast-forward. He saw her sparkling blue eyes as clearly as if she was leaning over him now. He could even smell the fruity shampoo she used in her silky blond hair. 

			He remembered loving her. The way her thin, strong body moved under him, over him. The sounds she made when she came. The taste of her.

			He remembered laughing with her on a hotel balcony overlooking a turquoise ocean. He couldn’t remember what they were laughing about, but he could still smell the salt-soaked breeze mingling with her perfume. She’d worn a cocktail dress. A slinky red thing that had his tongue rolling out of his mouth when he first saw her in it.

			That last video call, when she said she was on her way to Africa for a potentially huge story. She’d call when she could. “Bye, kotik.”

			Kitten. She’d always called him kitten, which anyone who knew him could tell you was a laugh. He loved it, though. She was his Kat and he was her kitten. A dangerous kitten and only she held his leash. He could still hear her whispering the endearment…

			He slammed forward in time again. That phone call. He’d been her emergency contact. The French authorities, who had recovered her body, called to tell him she was dead. Without a second thought to his own welfare, he’d abandoned his mission with Defion to fly to France, all the while hoping they were wrong. It wasn’t his Kat. He held on to that belief until they pulled the sheet off her ravaged face. Her body had been burned and twisted, hardly looked human, but he recognized the tattoo on her shoulder—claw marks to show her kitten had claimed her. 

			The authorities said she’d been a victim of the civil war, but he’d known better. She was there for a big story. No way had she died from a random act of wartime violence.

			Then he discovered the email she’d sent only hours before she was killed. She’d been afraid for her life and told him everything she knew. He’d put together the pieces from there.

			God. Kat. He’d loved her to distraction. He’d never met anyone like her. Smart, sexy, fearless, determined to change the world… She was the only woman he would have forfeited his bachelorhood for. He had a ring for her. He needed to ask her—

			No. He couldn’t ask her anything. She was dead. 

			His brain snapped back to the present. He didn’t know how much time he’d lost dream-walking through his memories. The room hadn’t changed, but it felt like hours had passed. Or maybe days. His limbs were like boards, stiff and awkward. He hadn’t moved in a long time.

			He dipped under again, dreamless this time. When he came back, the room had changed. Everything had changed. He was sitting up, strapped to a chair. There were monsters in the shadows, big hulking things with too many eyes and mouths and teeth. They shuffled toward him, jaws stretched wide—

			And he fell again.

			He bobbed back to consciousness some time later and tried to focus. The edges of his mind frayed, his thoughts fuzzy and jumbled, so incoherent he couldn’t make sense of them. Why couldn’t he focus? It felt like someone else was in his head with him, whispering horrible things. That was wrong. Even as confused as he was, he knew he should be alone in his head.

			It didn’t matter. He could just fall back to sleep and it will all disappear again…

			Except he couldn’t. Every time he started to drift, heat snaked through his IV into his arm and seared his veins. Or music blasted from hidden speakers somewhere in his room. Or that voice that wasn’t his inside his head would scream obscenities at him.

			Oh, shit. For a moment, the fuzziness cleared. Torture. Not like the weak beatings that tosser Dmitry Volkov had ordered, but the real deal. He was being tortured with drugs and sound waves and sleep deprivation and who knew what else. 

			He raised his head. It felt like lead on top of his neck, but he managed to pull himself somewhat upright. He scanned the room, focused on the door that was merely a faint outline in the wall. No handle on the inside.

			He knew who was on the other side.

			“Defion,” he rasped. His voice was barely a croak of sound. He tried to clear his throat. “Whatever you’re planning, it won’t work.”

			The door swung open and Harrison Stead stood in the frame. He hadn’t changed at all in the last year, still built like a tank despite his age. His steel-gray hair was still thick and combed back from his face so thoroughly, the comb left teeth marks. 

			“Xander,” he said in an almost fatherly tone. “I have to say, I’m impressed. You keep breaking our hold. All of the other test subjects’ minds cracked long before now. Dr. Denisova is very pleased with you. As am I.”

			Xander glared at him. In the wretched state he was in, it was all he could do to show his hatred. “You won’t break me.”

			“Ah.” A slow, nasty smile twisted his lips as he pulled on a bulky set of headphones. “But we already have. Listen up, soldier.”

			A wave of nausea crashed over Xander and he bent double, gagging. His body felt like it was being torn apart on a cellular level, his mind splintering in a million pieces. He instinctively knew it was a sound causing his pain, but he couldn’t hear it. Could only feel it.

			Then the voice that was not his own returned. He knew who it belonged to now, but he was powerless against its commands.

			“Your next mission,” Harrison Stead said, “is to destroy HORNET.”

			[image: ] 
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