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      Family…country…or the woman he loves…

      Navy Seal Ford Marshall isn’t the kind to stand by and let a woman get hurt—especially when it involves his twin sister, RJ. So, when she makes the news, accused of sparking an international incident, he doesn’t care what it takes—he’s going to find her and bring her home.

      But he might need a little help, so he calls on the woman who has had his back during the last three years—Petty Officer Scarlett Hathaway, former communications expert-turned Rescue Swimmer candidate. She’ll help him get into the country, watch his back, and…well, they might be able to have one last mission together before she leaves for a new life, a life he very much wants to be a part of now that she is off his team. Maybe he can convince her to give them a chance to kindle the spark that’s simmered between them for years.

      Can she love a man whose life is danger?

      Scarlett Hathaway isn’t sure what future she wants—not when she suddenly has to care for her little brother. Maybe she should quit the Navy and start a life with the man she can’t seem to get out of her heart. So yes, she’ll help Ford find his sister. And maybe, along the way, figure out if they have a future.

      But finding RJ somewhere in the vastness of Russia with the FSB chasing them will push Scarlett beyond even her courage and make her question everything she thought she wanted…including Ford. What will it cost her to love a man who saves the world?

      And when Ford is asked to choose between saving his sister, saving the world from a war, and rescuing the woman he loves…can he live with his decision?

      

      The third book in the Montana Marshalls series will leave you breathless!
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      If Ford didn’t get his head in the game, they were doomed.

      People were going to die.

      Probably him.

      And maybe his teammates, fellow SEAL operators with Team Three, right here on the rugged shoreline of the Caspian Sea in the democratic Muslim state of Azerbaijan.

      The team had dropped in sometime before zero-dark-thirty, making their way toward a cluster of buildings that made up Vigeo, an international boarding school perched on the seaside cliff. By the time the sun rose, Ford was crouched in the shadows beside the gymnasium doors.

      It might have been a beautiful July morning. Striations of crimson and burnt orange casting over the dark rolls of the Caspian Sea—if it wasn’t for the smoke that billowed from the still-burning chapel, the terrorists’ first stop in their takeover of the school. It soured the air, and the longer Ford waited, the more his gut roiled with the fact that children had died inside that chapel.

      Twelve more children remained hostage in the gymnasium of the ancient stone and marble building.

      The team’s job? Get in, eliminate the hostage takers, secure the packages, and evacuate.

      A mission that demanded his full attention.

      Except, he shouldn’t be here, not right now.

      Right now he should be finding and extricating his sister from the clutches of the FSB—former KGB—somewhere in Russia.

      So maybe his imagination had run a little wild with the word Russia, but two days ago, CNN had reported the attempted assassination of Russian General Boris Stanislov. Providentially, the accused—still at large—shooter was caught on a fuzzy street camera, and the image looked insanely like his twin, Ruby Jane.

      Right.

      Not. For. A. Moment.

      And sure, he hadn’t talked to her—really talked—for years, but she was a travel agent. So she’d probably taken some hapless tourists on an excursion and ended up in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      Crazy.

      Still, the thought of naive RJ now missing and on the run from the FSB was enough to tangle his brain.

      Where was his sister, and was she—please, God—still alive?

      The question felt like enough of a basis for personal leave as anything he could conjure up, but according to Chief Nez, the last thing the US needed was a Navy SEAL running across shaky borders and into a country that was getting chillier by the moment.

      So instead of rescuing his sister, Ford was stuck waiting for the go command from one Lt. General Mohammad Shanin, the leader of the Interior Guard.

      Yay.

      Ford had a bad feeling from the moment his SEAL team set down in Azerbaijan. First, they were told that they had to work in tandem with the brute arm of the Ministry of Internal Affairs. Then, that they’d be taking their commands from Shanin.

      And, finally, worse of all, although the chief had outlined the mission specs to Lt. Gen. Shanin, the general wanted to insert his team into the soiree.

      Nope, Ford couldn’t escape the clench in his gut that children were going to die.

      Chief Nez came on the line. “Delta Three, IG team is in place. Wait for Shanin’s go.”

      Perfect. Hurry up and wait. And wait.

      Hostage situations demanded stealth, urgency, and in his view, no negotiations. People simply couldn’t fiddle around when kids were involved.

      It could have been, well, not exactly easy, but perhaps over if Shanin had been of a mind to let the US Spec Op team actually do their job. Without interfering.

      Save American citizens. At least three of the children inside the gym were children of diplomats, another two missionaries’ kids, and the final one—a ten-year-old girl—the daughter of Tyrone Stavros, Greek-American billionaire. He’d video-conferenced into their meeting right before they climbed onto the C-130. Stavros had some sort of political pull as well because the CIA had actually let him listen in to the operational briefing.

      But it didn’t matter who their parents were, really. Children deserved to be saved, period, full stop. Regardless of their nationality or the size of their parents’ bank account.

      Although apparently nationality and probably bank accounts had everything to do with the attack on the international school by the Army of Jihad, a Sunni supremacist group out of Pakistan, whose MO was to attack expats and hold them hostage.

      The US still didn’t negotiate with terrorists, but they did send in men like Ford.

      The teams’ objective was to take out the four still-breathing hostage takers in the gym via Cruz’s and Levi’s expert marksmanship.

      Infiltrate the gym after Sonny and Kenny C, their explosives and weapons experts, blew the doors. Then he and Trini would grab the twelve children, all under the age of ten, and exfil them to the waiting arms of their parents.

      Hooyah.

      The SEAL team would fly back out to their temporary base in Bahrain, and maybe, just maybe, Ford could get back to the other breaking news that he couldn’t think about at the moment.

      The thing that settled in his gut like a burr and now, as the rescue mission progressed, only dug in and burned.

      Scarlett had left him…okay, so maybe he was being a pansy. Truth was, he wished her well in her training as a Rescue Swimmer. Really hoped she’d make it. But he still hated the fact that she’d left for training without even talking to him. That she’d walked out of his life without a second glance at their friendship—one that, okay, yes, felt like something more, at least from his end.

      But what did he expect? It wasn’t like he’d told her how he felt.

      Shake it off. She clearly hadn’t felt the same way about him, and he just had to put on his big boy pants and get over her.

      Problem was, Petty Officer Second Class Scarlett Hathaway had been the voice in his ear for the past two years as the assigned radio combat services support to their unit. He’d relied on Scarlett’s instincts, the way her calm voice kept his heart rate a notch lower. Knowing she was watching his back via the drones overhead always felt like having a guardian angel on his side.

      For Pete’s sake, he was getting dramatic. But being on the op without her only raked up the hollow places and put a knot in his gut. Ford didn’t believe in talismans, like fuzzy feet or dirty socks, but he couldn’t escape the sense of doom.

      Worse, every time Petty Officer Third Class Berkowitz, Scarlett’s replacement, opened his mouth to relay op information, it simply grated in Ford’s ears.

      “We see at least six heat signatures in the building, besides the ones in the gym,” Burke said now.

      “Copy,” Ford answered and relayed the information to his chief, Master Chief Chester Nez.

      “That puts us at a total of ten targets,” Nez responded.

      If Nez thought that deploying Ford into a hot spot of drama and heartache might make him forget—

      Boom!

      The gymnasium shook with the force of an explosion. Ford ducked as stone work shattered down around him. Next to him Trini, their Trinidadian-born maps and logistics expert, also ducked, and Sonny and Kenny C pasted themselves to the wall of the building.

      “What the—” Ford said.

      “Shanin deployed his men!” Nez shouted. “Execute! Execute! Execute!”

      Sonny blew the door.

      Smoke fogged the huge gymnasium, fire dropping from the ceiling, and Ford gulped in fresh air a moment before he followed Kenny C inside, pieing out with his Colt M4A1 assault rifle to Kenny’s flank.

      Trini mimicked him beside Sonny, and Ford fought the smoke to find the targets. A man in a long beard and white turban lay bleeding near the door, an AK-47 lying outside his reach. He grabbed for it, but Ford took two steps and kicked it out of the way.

      Two quick shots sounded somewhere in the smoke. Screams pierced the air. The far wall of the gymnasium was rubble—the bomb must have detonated on the other side of the wall, in the hallway. Maybe some suicide bomber detonating his pack when he saw the rush of Shanin’s guards. Fire where it licked through the walls, roaring.

      A boy ran toward them, his face bleeding, and Trini caught him up in one arm and dragged him out of the building. Sonny disappeared into the smoke, and Kenny C dropped another target. Through the clutter, Ford glimpsed a huddle of three girls, and Kenny straight-lined for them.

      “Sit rep!” Nez said.

      “Two targets down in the gym,” Ford said as Cruz and Levi called in their shots.

      Four down, maybe more in the hallway.

      Nez was coming in with Lt. Gen. Shanin. “We have three targets down here. Two children evac-ed.”

      “I have one hostage,” said Trini.

      “Add three more,” Sonny said.

      A scream alerted Ford, and he caught sight of a girl dressed in the blue uniform of the school being dragged into another hallway by a man wearing a black and white keffiyeh.

      That left five hostages still at large, and three Tangos, one of them in Ford’s sights. “I have a squirter going out the back of the building. I’m on him.”

      “Right behind you, Delta Three,” said Kenny C.

      Ford headed toward the gap, eyeing the corridor. He found it empty. “Moving,” he said.

      “Move,” answered Kenny behind him.

      Ford proceeded through the hole, weapon out, fighting for vision through the smoke. “What do you see, HQ?”

      “Two bodies, fifteen feet ahead of you and still moving down the hallway,” came Berkowitz’s voice.

      Ford slammed against the wall as bullets peppered past him.

      Kenny fired back, secured behind some fallen rubble. “Go!”

      Ford sprinted to an open doorway and found himself inside a science room. Another door led to the next room.

      More shots spiraled down the hall, and then shouts.

      “I’m pinned down, Marsh,” Kenny said. “I’ve got extra Tangos on my six.”

      “Delta Six and Delta Four, take out those targets,” Nez said, sending Sonny and Trini back into the fight. “We found four more children.”

      That left just the one—and Ford wasn’t letting her die at the hands of some jihadist.

      He headed to the door and eased it open. The firefight in the hallway had the attention of the man who’d backed into the next room—also a science room given the lab desks and Bunsen burners.

      The hostage taker had shoved the frightened girl against the wall, his fist to her chest, and was firing one-handed down the hallway.

      Aim small, miss small. Ford sighted him, pulled the trigger.

      The terrorist slammed against the frame of the door and collapsed as the little girl screamed.

      Ford crossed the room in seconds and pulled her up, against him, away from the dead man.

      “You’re going to be okay.”

      She was crying, of course. Big brown eyes, long black hair, and she looked at him with so much hope and awe and fear that the old wounds just broke open and poured out.

      I’ll save you, RJ!

      Not now. He shook the past away and pulled the little girl tighter against his body armor.

      Shouts and gunfire burst from the hallway.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Anastasia.”

      “Okay, Anastasia, get behind me. And don’t move.” Because he hadn’t a clue how he was going to get her out of here.

      And then it didn’t matter because as he turned toward the hallway, a two-shot punch slammed into his body armor. He stumbled back and dropped, wheezing against the fire that ignited inside him.

      Breathe—he just needed a breath.

      His mouth worked, his lungs didn’t, and Anastasia was screaming.

      Don’t leave her alone. Another voice from the past, this time his own, but it thundered into his bones, and his breath rushed out in a shout.

      He rolled to his knees, found the girl, and scrambled behind one of the lab tables. She pressed her hands over her mouth, her eyes wide as she stared at the door.

      He turned, spied the Tango entering, his weapon sweeping the room.

      Ford palmed his Sig Sauer handgun and pumped two shots, center mass.

      The man fell, but right behind him, his buddy entered the room, shooting.

      Ford pulled the trigger, but the piece misfired.

      No! He slapped the bottom of the handle to reseat the magazine, racked the slide, and dropped the bad round. Released the slide to load the next round and fired again.

      Nothing.

      Scarlett, where is he?

      Gunfire sprayed the room. The shooter headed toward their position, shouting at Ford in Pakistani.

      Right back atcha.

      Ford pulled the girl behind him as he dropped the magazine, reaching for a fresh one.

      A shot ricocheted off the counter, chipping shrapnel over them. The magazine went spinning out of his hand, beyond his reach.

      The shrapnel kept flying.

      “Delta Three under attack. I could use some backup.”

      Anastasia was screaming in his ear.

      He reached for his Windsor, hoping he got a second before the bullets hit. But he would die before he’d let the Army of Jihad take him. He wouldn’t be the guy who made the evening news with a knife to his neck.

      Anastasia got up, and he turned, grabbed her arm to yank her down.

      The window, the sunlight streaming through, called to him.

      Just a few days ago, his big brother Tate had saved the woman he loved from a bombing by leaping out a second floor window.

      Ford was on the first floor.

      Ford ripped a grenade from his belt, pulled the pin. A pop, and Ford had three seconds, tops.

      He lobbed the SOHG across the room.

      As it flew, he turned and scooped up Anastasia. Pulling the girl against him, Ford ran for the glass, turned his back to it and flung himself backward through the pane.

      The grenade detonated as he dropped.

      Except, he wasn’t on the first floor—not when the building edged the cliffside, a fact that clicked in as he fell through the open air.

      Anastasia was still screaming, and a big part of him wanted to do the same.

      Because as he fell and fell, clutching her to his chest, he braced himself to hit the boulders below, very, very hard.

      He just knew this op was doomed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      She should at least shed a few tears.

      Scarlett was simply tired—too tired—to feel anything but a feeble pang as she stood in the cemetery and listened to the preacher she’d hired for her mother’s final sermon wheedle on about grace and the next life and an eternal hope that Scarlett felt pretty sure her mother hadn’t earned.

      But there was that grace thing that people usually groped for when a loved one died. And yeah, she’d loved her mother, so maybe she should imagine her sitting on a cloud somewhere, dancing to Heart—It was nothing at all—and looking around to see if any of her former boyfriends had shown up in the stars.

      It seemed pretty far-fetched, and honestly, to Scarlett, grace felt very inconvenient to the victims, the ones left wrecked.

      After all, there should be some rules for grace. Who got it, for example, and how much. So maybe she’d have some compassion for her mother—she’d at least tried.

      But a person like Axel Montrose shouldn’t get even a smidgen.

      Not after he’d killed her mother.

      Of course he’d died in the crash, too, which Scarlett should probably feel bad about for Gunnar’s sake.

      Her half brother stood beside her dressed in a pair of dress pants and a T-shirt, the only clean things she could find for him. He wore his curly blond hair hippie style—long and tucked behind his ears—probably because her mother hadn’t bothered to cut it.

      Now the preacher was asking the motley crew surrounding her mother’s casket to join hands. Gunnar, his baseball coach, Craig Ferril, and his wife, Ellen, who happened to be Gunnar’s second grade teacher. The preacher’s wife, out of courtesy, and Scarlett. Axel’s parents were dead, as were her own grandparents. Scarlett hadn’t a care what the state did with Axel’s body, but her mother had deserved something.

      A simple casket, a grave dug in the Rockland, Idaho cemetery with a view of the pastureland and mountains to the north and west, the smell of manure drifting in the summer air, mixing with the scent of wild roses that grew like weeds near the church.

      Maybe someday Scarlett could afford a marker.

      Gunnar clutched Scarlett’s hand, his small and dirty in hers.

      He hadn’t spoken since she arrived four days ago. She’d fetched him from the police station where the highway patrolman had taken him after he’d found the little boy home, in Rockland, alone.

      The state patrol could hardly report the death of his parents to a seven-year-old boy, so Gunnar had given them his half-sister’s name. They tracked Scarlett down in San Diego the very day the rest of her life had started.

      The day she passed her entrance physical readiness test—her PRT—to become a Navy Rescue Swimmer.

      There Mom went again, destroying her future.

      Scarlett hated Rockland. A tiny spit of a town on the southern border of Idaho, a couple hours north of Salt Lake City. She’d only visited twice—the last time being just weeks ago with Ford Marshall, after their deployment to Bahrain ended. How her mother had ended up here with a former convict…maybe her dreams simply spiraled out, leaving her with nothing.

      Sadly, she’d been doing so well before Scarlett left on her deployment. Had a job at the local library. Had gotten her one-year pin.

      The crowd was reciting the Lord’s Prayer. Scarlett had learned it once while staying at a foster placement when she was about Gunnar’s age. And forgive us our trespasses…

      She’d called her mother the day she returned home, heard her mother’s slurred voice over the telephone, and knew she’d slid off the wagon. Again.

      And Axel had held her hand every slippery downward step.

      As we forgive those who trespass against us…

      The sun had climbed to its peak, hovering there as it churned sweat down her spine, across her forehead. The cemetery was located next to the Presbyterian church, in a patch of drying grass, the area gated as if it might protect the internees from escaping.

      Scarlett planned on packing up Gunnar the minute they returned to the tiny rental bungalow and flooring it back to San Diego as fast as her Ford Escape could go.

      “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust,” the preacher said now and picked up some dirt, leaving it on the arch of the coffin.

      Craig and Ellen did the same, probably more out of condolence for Gunnar than his mother, although who knew what life Sammy-Jo Hathaway had really lived.

      The only life Scarlett knew was the one she had fled nearly a decade ago, diving into the Navy for escape.

      Gunnar slipped his hand out of hers and walked away. Craig chased him in big strides.

      Scarlett turned to the preacher. “Thanks.”

      He had kind eyes, set off by his smooth arc of head. She placed him in his mid-seventies, especially by the polyester suit, the wide tie.

      “Would you and Gunnar like to come over for lemonade, maybe some cake?” The preacher’s wife, with her graying, fluffy hair, joined him.

      It felt comical—a little party after you bury the one person who might help you make sense of the tangles of your life. Except maybe it was a celebration.

      Gunnar wouldn’t have to grow up wondering where his next meal might come from. Or if one day, one of his mother’s boyfriends would suddenly turn his attentions on him. Although, in his case, Axel was his father, so probably Gunnar was safe. However, it was hard to know with a man like Axel. So yeah, maybe this was a celebration, as harsh as that sounded.

      “No. Gunnar and I need to get on the road.”

      “Oh?” Ellen had joined them. “Where are you going?”

      Ellen was pretty, trim, and young. She wore her blonde hair in a ponytail and the kind of idealism in her hazel eyes suggested she’d moved to Rockland to save it.

      Aw, Scarlett was being too hard on her. Ellen had been kind. She’d shown up at the house with a tator tot casserole and offers to help.

      Yeah, Scarlett had turned cynical in the Navy. Or maybe that was from her childhood.

      It just felt too easy to suspect ulterior motives when you were used to no one caring.

      “Back to San Diego. Gunnar probably needs to get registered for school…” Although, even as Scarlett said it, she realized she hadn’t exactly thought out anything beyond, well…

      Beyond the desperate ache to rescue Gunnar. She’d already been struggling with the snarl of indecision over leaving her mother with Axel. Especially since she’d been the one footing the bill for their decrepit lifestyle.

      Now at least Gunnar would be safe.

      She’d just have to figure out how to juggle training and deployments and…

      The indecision must have shown on her face because Ellen frowned. “But aren’t you in the Navy? How are you going to—?”

      “I’ll figure it out, thanks.”

      Scarlett didn’t mean to snap, but she’d spent her entire life untangling the messes her mother made. Surviving.

      “We could take Gunnar—”

      “We don’t need any help.”

      That shut Ellen up, and now Scarlett felt like a jerk. “Thank you, though,” she added.

      Ellen’s mouth tightened, but she nodded, glancing over at the preacher and his wife.

      Scarlett left them there, catching up to Gunnar. He stood by her car, Craig’s hand on his shoulder.

      Gunnar glanced at her, and Craig stepped away. “We have practice tomorrow, for the summer league.”

      “We’ll be gone. Sorry,” she said and opened the door.

      Gunnar slid into the front seat.

      “Are you sure he should be sitting in front? Airbags—”

      She shut the door and ignored Craig, getting into the driver’s seat.

      Craig folded his arms over his chest, and Ellen came up next to him.

      “You okay, bud?” Scarlett asked as she pulled away.

      Gunnar looked out the window, his jaw tight.

      Her mother’s house looked about the same as when Scarlett left, although with fewer articles of Scarlett’s clothing in the yard. Yeah, that had been a fun moment—when Ford, who’d decided to camp out on the porch for a week after driving her up from San Diego, had caught Axel feeling Scarlett up. She might have been able to handle him herself, but Petty Officer First Class Ford Marshall was right there, of course. Axel and Ford had mixed it up enough for her and Ford to get thrown out of the house in the middle of the night.

      The thought of Ford swept an ache into her chest.

      If she ever wanted to admit that she needed him, it was now. Today.

      And no, she wasn’t in any danger, but maybe that was worse. Because she couldn’t figure out exactly why she needed him. She wasn’t weak—knew better than to count on a man—but Ford had been her friend.

      That’s it. Friends. She missed him.

      She shouldn’t have waited three days to call him about her mother’s death. But she’d been focused on the fourteen-hour drive to Salt Lake City, retrieving Gunnar from the state patrol office, securing them a hotel room, then returning the next day to deal with her mother’s remains and finally driving them home to Rockland.

      By the time she’d called him, Ford had already been spun up and out on some top-secret op. Her call went directly to voicemail.

      She didn’t leave a message because it just felt lame to leave “I’m sorry I didn’t call earlier, but see, my mother died” on a voicemail.

      As if she might be looking for sympathy.

      Which she wasn’t, thank you. She just needed an ear. Someone who understood because he’d met her mother—and Axel.

      Ford wouldn’t judge her for the things that might come out of her mouth.

      Scarlett reached across the seat and touched Gunnar’s knee. “It’ll be okay, buddy. Go, pack up the toys you want to take and grab your pillow. We need to hit the road.”

      Gunnar didn’t pull away, but he didn’t look at her either as he got out and walked across the patchy, yellowing grass to the tiny green bungalow.

      She got out and followed him inside. Her mother possessed little of value. Scarlett had already boxed up the clothes for donation, and probably she’d just tell the church to dispense with the other belongings.

      Inside, she retrieved Gunnar’s clothes from the dryer, shoving them into a plastic bag. The kid didn’t have much, but at least now it was clean. She should probably find some pictures too. Maybe a memento, although if the kid was like her, he’d want to start clean.

      Except, Gunnar wasn’t her. Hadn’t spent his life on the road, following one boyfriend after another, always praying and hoping they might land someplace longer than six months.

      Or if they did, it wouldn’t cost her pieces of herself.

      This was the only home he knew. And she was about to uproot him.

      But she wasn’t her mother. She wasn’t going to abandon him.

      “Gunnar, let’s go.” She found him sitting in the middle of his room holding a baseball, running his thumb over the seam.

      Oh, Gun. She sat on his bed, then scooted to the floor. “You’ll like San Diego. It’s on the ocean, and you can learn to surf and swim and we’ll visit the zoo.”

      No response.

      “Did you know they have a professional baseball team there—the Padres. I could take you to a game…”

      He shrugged his shoulder.

      “Listen. I have a couple weeks of leave before I have to leave for training camp…”

      Oh wow. Because even as she said it, she heard herself.

      Training camp.

      There was no way she could be a Rescue Swimmer. Not and take care of Gunnar.

      She’d have to leave the military. Scarlett leaned back against the bed, scrubbing her hands down her face. Oh, she wanted to punch something.

      Gunnar threw the baseball, hard, into the plastered wall. The sound jerked her head up.

      The ball stuck there, mortared into the broken plaster.

      Outside, gravel crunched, and she walked over to the window, pulled aside the polyester curtain, and spotted the Ferrils’ Caravan.

      Now what?

      Hopefully they weren’t delivering another casserole. She walked outside and stood on the porch.

      A police car pulled up behind the Ferrils, and Scarlett stiffened.

      Ellen and Craig weren’t getting out. Instead, an older woman, heavy set, with dark hair climbed out of the cruiser.

      A female cop emerged from the driver’s side. She wore her long blonde hair tied back under her hat, had the gait of the law, expecting trouble.

      Oh, for crying in the sink, what mess did her mother leave behind?

      “Are you Scarlett Hathaway?” This from the heavy-set woman. She carried a manila folder, and something about the way she clutched it in her grip felt like it might be a paper grenade she was about to hurtle Scarlett’s direction.

      “What’s going on?” Scarlett asked.

      “I represent the State of Idaho, and we’re here to take custody of Gunnar Montrose.”

      For a second, the words simply bounced off her, incomprehensible.

      “What?”

      “I’m a social worker. Anita Benning.” She came up to the porch, holding out her hand. Scarlett didn’t take it.

      “Custody? No, that doesn’t make sense. I have custody of Gunnar.”

      The woman nodded, as if she were trying to be nice. “I’m sure this will all get sorted out, but we have no record of anyone listed as his next of kin—”

      “What? I’m his half sister. Ask them.” She pointed to the Ferrils, who still sat in the car, a couple of cowards.

      “They’re the ones who called and alerted us to the child’s situation.”

      She had half a mind to step off the porch and give them a reason to be afraid.

      Stay. Calm. She wasn’t her mother or Axel or even the person inside who was screaming.

      She knew how to put on the right face, find the right words.

      Thanks, Mom, for that, at least.

      Scarlett smiled. Schooled her voice. “The child’s name is Gunnar, and he’s my mother’s son. It’s true that Axel was not my father—thank God—but Gunnar does have family. Me.”

      “And you’re in the Navy?”

      “Petty Officer Second Class.”

      “Active duty?”

      Scarlett just looked at her. “Serving your country, keeping you safe every day, hoo-yah.”

      Okay maybe she didn’t need that part, because the woman’s eyes hardened.

      “Are you married, ma’am?”

      Scarlett drew in a breath. “I don’t need to be married to take care of a child.”

      “And when you’re deployed? Then where does he go?”

      I’m going to leave the Navy. The words nearly tipped her lips.

      Nearly.

      But somehow she couldn’t spit them out.

      Because if she freed them into the open, they might become real.

      Ten years of service, halfway to retirement. She’d had so much more ahead of her. Had worked her tail off to qualify for elite Rescue Swimmer training.

      It didn’t matter. She wasn’t abandoning Gunnar. “Listen, he needs family right now. And I can give him a home—”

      “This isn’t forever, Miss Hathaway.”

      “Petty Officer Second Class.” Scarlett didn’t know why suddenly that felt important.

      Benning gave her a look. “Yes. Agreed. And when you’ve figured out exactly how you’ll give Gunnar a stable home environment, then we’ll review your case. Until then, the state will care for him.”

      The state.

      She glanced at the Ferrils, still watching from the van.

      Oh.

      Gunnar had come out onto the steps, the door closing behind him.

      Scarlett turned, wanting with everything inside her to scoop him up, kick Benning in the teeth, and make a run for her Escape.

      But she’d been on the wide-eyed end of family drama too often. And with the cop standing behind Benning, this could get ugly.

      She crouched in front of Gunnar and drew in a shaky breath. “I think you need to live with the Ferrils for a little while, buddy, while I figure things out in San Diego. I promise, I won’t leave you. I’m not leaving you. I’ll be back to get you, and we’ll…visit the zoo and the ocean and go to a Padre’s game, just like I promised, okay?”

      Gunnar looked past her, and she glanced over her shoulder. Craig had gotten out of the car.

      She pulled her brother to herself, holding on, mostly for her sake because he didn’t move.

      But when she let him go, he met her eyes, his wettened.

      Oh, now he decided to cry? Her throat thickened.

      “Be good, bud. I love you.”

      She got up and moved around behind him. Benning reached out for his hand, but he ignored her and walked off the porch toward Craig.

      The betrayer tousled Gunnar’s hair and opened the Caravan door.

      “Wait—his clothes,” Scarlett said.

      “We have clothes for him,” Ellen said from her open window.

      Right. Of course. Scarlett bit back something nasty. “This isn’t over,” she said softly to Benning.

      The woman ignored her and returned to the cruiser.

      Scarlett stayed on the porch long after they left, watching the dust settle on the road.

      She finally walked inside to grab her gear, taking one more pass by Gunnar’s room.

      The baseball was still lodged in the wall. She walked in, pried it out, and carried it out to her car with her duffel bag.

      She set the baseball in the console between the seats.

      So much for grace. Apparently, Axel wasn’t the only one who’d struck out.

      She picked up her phone, considered her contacts for a long moment, then she pressed Send over Ford’s number.

      Stupid, silly, desperate, and frankly, she didn’t know why she was calling him.

      Maybe she just needed to hear his voice, help her figure this out.

      Once upon a time, she had his back.

      And he had hers.

      No man left behind.

      The call rang and rang and rang, finally dumping over into voicemail.

      Apparently, that team motto no longer applied to her.

      Still, she stayed on after the beep, hoping she might find words. But the air in her chest was leaving her, and she couldn’t seem to catch her breath.

      She hung up. Put her hand to her chest to feel her heart hard against it.

      When you’ve figured out exactly how you’ll give Gunnar a stable home environment, then we’ll review your case.

      Stable.

      Home.

      She hadn’t a clue how to give him something she’d never had herself.

      Scarlett put her car into drive and headed south, the sun falling behind her, leaving a trail of bruises against the sky.
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      Please, God, don’t let her die.

      Ford leaned over the little girl—what was her name?—her pink-gray body shuddering with each forced breath. “C’mon, honey, breathe for me.”

      Please. Please!

      He breathed again, then began compressions.

      He didn’t know how long she’d been under, really, because he didn’t know how long he’d been out after his stupid, impulsive dive through the window. He just knew that he’d hit the surf so hard it jarred her free of his grip.

      He wasn’t sure he’d actually blacked out—if he had, he might have found himself at the bottom, his gear pulling him down like lead weights. But the entire sequence from the moment he launched them through the window, including the propulsion of the grenade to the slam against the water, seemed gray and mottled in his memory.

      The waves had grabbed him, smashing him into the jagged cliffside, against boulders with knife-sharp edges, and he’d banged his head, cut himself. He knew that much because the world still slurried around him and blood ran down his face. His chest burned with every ragged breath, the bruises from the bullets that had hit his armor aching to the bone.

      But nothing hurt as much as the little girl’s still form as he pumped her chest.

      Ten—eleven—twelve—thirteen.

      Breathe. Breathe.

      “C’mon!” Anastasia. That was it.

      Anytime, God, you could show up.

      He’d gotten his vest off, somehow. Realized Anastasia wasn’t in his arms.

      Dove, and found her just feet away, submerged in the waves.

      Grabbed her and dragged her to shore, a spit of gravel amidst the tumble of ancient, sheared-off boulders.

      “Please, please, breathe—” He continued to press her chest, trying to tamp down the rise of panic. Three—four—five—

      Overhead, black smoke tufted the sky, his grenade probably acting as an incendiary to the already engulfing blaze.

      Please, let his team have gotten out. He vaguely remembered yelling Grenade! as he ran for the window.

      He hoped.

      Eleven—twelve—

      Anastasia coughed, her body writhing, and he immediately turned her so that the sea could run from her mouth. She brought her legs up, fetal position, and began to shake, crying.

      He felt like crying too. “You’re okay.” His voice broke as he leaned over her just to confirm she was indeed breathing, his hand shaking. “You’re going to be okay.”

      He turned away from her, not wanting her to see him fall apart. Thank you, God.

      His earpiece and comms had died with his dunking, so he had to hope that his team might come looking for him. He surveyed the cliff he’d gone over. They were in an alcove of sorts, the cliffs forming a horseshoe around the beach he’d found. A sheer fifty-foot drop rose behind him. He might have a chance of spidering his way over the boulders that fell into the sea and even navigating the nooks and jugs all the way to the top, but no way could he carry someone, even someone as small as Anastasia.

      More, given the current and the waves, he’d have to be in better shape to buddy tow her to some other landing. He probably hadn’t broken any ribs, but every inhale washed agony to his core.

      He put his hand to his head, right above his ear, and it came away bloody.

      Frankly, Ford just wanted to join Anastasia in the fetal position.

      He knew he shouldn’t, but just for a second he closed his eyes, the pain flooding over him, tugging at him.

      Ford, don’t leave me! Pitch darkness, the clammy breath of wettened stone and trapped air. Fingers, molded into his, hands trembling.

      I’m here, RJ. I won’t leave you, I promise.

      The memory forced his eyes open, and he wasn’t sure how he’d ended up on his back, staring at the sky, but now the girl bent over him, her eyes wide as she shook him. “Wake up, Mister. Wake up.”

      He stared at her, aware that the sun had climbed higher, almost to its apex.

      Sitting up only caused the world to sway, and he rolled over to his knees to let his stomach pitch out its contents onto the shore.

      “You okay?” she asked as his body finished its violence.

      He wiped his arm across his mouth. Nodded.

      “You’re still bleeding.”

      He touched his head, wincing, and his hand came away sticky. “It’s starting to clot.” He turned around, assessing her.

      She appeared wan, but intact, her blue uniform drying, her dark hair in tangles.

      “How old are you?”

      “Ten.”

      He remembered ten. Brave, willful, but still a child inside. He’d been so impatient to catch up with his brothers—Reuben had been seventeen, driving, dating, playing football. Knox was riding bulls, Tate taking off for hours on his dirt bike. Wyatt, at twelve, already playing hockey for a traveling team, with thoughts of going pro.

      Ford had wanted to prove to them he could be every inch a Marshall.

      “Did they hurt you?” he asked, praying against the answer.

      “No.”

      Relief poured out in a gust. “I’ll get you home as soon as I can.”

      “My papa will find us.” She nodded, so much faith in her words that he could be staring at Ruby Jane, so many years ago.

      I knew you’d find us, Daddy.

      “I hope so, honey.” Ford lay back.

      “I don’t think you should go to sleep. I was scared that you wouldn’t wake up.”

      Anastasia had a point. He knew about concussions, and with the world still spinning, he should probably sit up. If only fire didn’t engulf his entire body when he did.

      Still, he forced himself up, gritting his teeth. A groan emerged.

      “My papa says that when we’re afraid, we need to find things to be grateful for.”

      “Really? Okay. ” He stared out into the horizon, the pitch of the sea, a deep blue against the mottled sky. “What are you grateful for?”

      “Ice cream.”

      Huh. “Me too.”

      “And that I didn’t die.”

      Yeah. Okay. “Ditto.”

      “That you came for me, Mister.”

      “It’s Ford. Petty Officer First Class Marshall.”

      “Marshall Ford?”

      “No, just Ford.”

      “Why did you blow us up?”

      Oh. “I didn’t want them to capture us.” There was more than that, like being made an example on the internet, for one. But he didn’t want to tell her that.

      “They were bad men,” she said quietly.

      “Yes, they were.”

      “Are you sorry for killing them?”

      He swallowed, blew out a breath. “I’m glad I got you out.”

      She smiled at him, and it seemed the pain in his chest loosened a little.

      “What are you grateful for?” she asked.

      He was watching a white speck in the distance as it moved across the horizon.

      “My team.”

      “Your fútbol team?”

      He laughed, then pressed his hand to his chest. Yeah, that hurt. “No, my SEAL team. My chief, Nez, and then there’s Sonny and Kenny C and Trini and Levi and Cruz and Scarlett—”

      Oh. No. Not Scarlett. Not anymore.

      “You have a girl on your team?”

      “She doesn’t deploy with us, but she’s there—was there—helping us.”

      In fact, she probably would have seen the first—and second shooter—and warned him.

      Now his chest ached for an entirely different reason. “They’ll be here, I’m sure. Anytime.”

      “I hope so.” She drew up her legs into her sodden dress. “I wanna go home.”

      “Me too, kid. Me too.”

      The white speck was getting bigger, taking form. He shouldn’t have ditched his vest, wishing for his binoculars. Instead, he cupped his hand over his eyes.

      A boat skimming through the waves.

      He needed a weapon.

      “Get behind these rocks.” He forced himself to his feet, stumbling over to a boulder the size of a Volkswagen. When he crouched down, he pulled Anastasia in front of him, his body pocketing her.

      “Stay down and don’t move, don’t talk. No matter what happens, you stay down, okay? I promise, my guys will find you.”

      She had her hands over her ears, but she nodded.

      The boat came closer and he spotted uniforms on the bow. It seemed like a yacht, not a naval vessel, but who knew what army commandeered what vessels out here.

      They definitely held weapons, the sun glinting off long, unsheathed barrels.

      Could be the Azerbaijanis, could be the Russians. And, they were just a stone’s throw from Iran.

      Ford pulled his Windsor from his leg sheath. Glanced down at Anastasia. Her eyes were big, glancing at the knife.

      He put a finger to his lips.

      She closed her eyes.

      The boat stopped offshore, the captain clearly hesitant to enter the pull of the current into the splash of the rocks.

      A Zodiac spilled out from the end of the boat, heading over the water, two men hunkered down in the body, another at the motor.

      Please, God, he just wanted to make it home.

      No, amend that. He wanted Anastasia to make it home. And he wanted RJ to make it home.

      And if possible, he’d like to see Scarlett again.

      But God had already answered enough prayers, so maybe Ford had to handle this on his own.

      The Zodiac slipped over the surf, rode a wave in, and slid onto the pebbled shore.

      While one man slipped over the side and held the boat, the other two disembarked, scrambled onto shore and took positions behind cover.

      One was big, dark skinned, and had the look of a Titan.

      The other was dark haired, Italian breeding. “Marsh, are you here?”

      Ford wanted to weep with relief. “Sonny.” He rose, and in a second Trini and Sonny scooted across the beach to him.

      The world swayed, but Ford managed to stay on his feet. “It’s okay, Anastasia. It’s my team.”

      “Knife down, Squid,” Sonny said, and Ford glanced at his weapon. He sheathed it. Took a step.

      Stumbled and went down hard.

      “Sonny, we need a medivac here—” Trini said, kneeling beside him. Trini’s big hands were probing his head injury.

      “I’m fine. Just woozy.”

      “You got a deep laceration here and no doubt a concussion.” Trini was removing his backpack, pulling out his med kit.

      “Get Anastasia to the boat,” Ford said. “Before they figure out where we are.”

      “They’re dead,” Sonny said.

      Ford glanced at Anastasia.

      “Sorry. I mean, no longer a problem.” Sonny stepped away, radioing in to the boat.

      Trini applied a dressing on his head wound. “We weren’t sure you survived, but Berkowitz kept saying he saw a heat signature down here…”

      Oh. Maybe he’d been too hard on the guy.

      “He said you were shot too.” Trini rolled him over to his back.

      “My vest caught them.”

      “Them.” Trini let out a word and reached for his shirt. “Let me see.”

      Ford glanced at Sonny, then Anastasia, who was standing back, her hand over her mouth, watching. “Get her out of here.”

      Sonny nodded and led her to the shoreline, turning her away.

      Trini hiked up Ford’s shirt. Made a face. “Pretty significant bruising.” He felt around the bruises while Ford failed to hold in a groan.

      “I don’t think you broke any ribs, although you might have cracked one or two. Probably need X-rays. And maybe one for your head because who throws a live grenade in the same room he’s trapped in—”

      “I went out the window.”

      “Off a cliff.”

      Point for Trini.

      “My gun misfired, twice. And I lost the magazine. I had nothin’ else.”

      “You left him in pieces.”

      Ford left off a reply, something like Good, but Anastasia’s question was still floating around his head. Are you sorry for killing them?

      Fact was, no.

      Ford knew going in that was the job.

      He was more worried about the ones that got away.

      Another Zodiac came to shore, and Trini helped him up just as Anastasia shrieked and ran to one of the men disembarking.

      “Her father, Tyrone Stavros,” Trini said. “While we were fighting with HQ about water transport, he showed up with his yacht and offered it to Nez.”

      Stavros was a bear of a man, with wide shoulders, his dark hair pulled back into a man bun, and a thick thatch of hair on his chin. He scooped up his daughter and dissolved on the beach, weeping.

      Okay, big and bighearted, perhaps.

      Stavros looked up as Ford started for the other Zodiac. The man kissed the top of his daughter’s head, then walked over to Ford.

      Didn’t stop to ask before he embraced him.

      Oh. Ford just stood there, unable to move—really, unable because the man was pressing the air from his lungs.

      “He’s got some pretty bruised ribs there, pal,” Trini said, rescuing him.

      Stavros grabbed Ford’s shoulders, openly crying. “Thank you. Thank you. If you ever need anything—anything at all, I will do it. Just call me. I will do it for you.”

      Ford nodded. “I think she needs some ice cream.”

      Stavros frowned, then glanced at his daughter. Smiled. “Yes. Yes she does.”

      Nez waited near the other Zodiac. He raised an eyebrow at Ford’s condition. “Really pressing hard for that personal leave, huh?”

      Ford stared at him.

      “Wow, he was hit hard.” Nez shook his head but cut his voice low. “Listen. You get checked out, and I’ll place a call and get you on emergency medical leave. I don’t want you back until you’re put back together, okay? As in, all put back together.”

      Ford’s mouth opened, but Nez pressed a finger to his lips and turned away.

      “Thanks, Chief.”

      I’m here, RJ. I won’t leave you, I promise.

      Maybe God was answering prayers today.
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      She wasn’t going to see him.

      Didn’t expect to see him.

      But, oh for Pete’s sake, Scarlett had put on makeup. Mostly because the last time she did, Ford had told her she looked beautiful.

      Scarlett sat in her car, sitting outside the SEAL shed at the Coronado base, pretty sure this was a bad idea. Even a desperate one, with shades of her mother embedded in her pitiful actions.

      She just needed a friend. Someone to talk through her life-changing decision, and frankly, Ford had been that. At least before a week ago when her life imploded. And before she’d been replaced by some lower-level seaman named Berkowitz who came home bragging about how he’d saved the life of one of the SEALs.

      Right. As if.

      Scarlett glanced at the folder on the passenger bucket seat. Her separation paperwork. Unsigned, unfilled out. Just waiting for her to pull the trigger and walk away from a career she’d spent her life creating.

      But walking toward Gunnar. Family. A home.

      It was the right decision. She didn’t need to talk to Ford. So what he’d stepped up to drive her to her mother’s place a month ago. Or that he’d stuck around and attended one of Gunnar’s games. Or even that he’d put himself between her and Axel, and when she got thrown out of her mother’s house, he’d brought her to his own family’s gathering for a wedding in Montana. Made her long for a family like his.

      Okay, and kissed her. Really kissed her, igniting inside her long-simmering feelings.

      Honestly, how could she not have feelings for a guy like Ford? Dark hair, pale green eyes, a sort of get-’er-done cowboy aura about him that only sparked the competitor inside her. He pushed her to be her best, but, yeah, You look beautiful, Red.

      She couldn’t escape the memory of his low-toned tenor, the hint of appreciation in his voice when he’d seen her in a dress.

      Sheesh, she’d practically melted into a puddle at his sweet words, spoken to her as he escorted her to a fund-raising gala for vice presidential candidate Reba Jackson. Of course, they’d really been on site to stop a bombing—and hoo-yah, mostly succeeded—but still, his compliment fell through her to her bones and settled there.

      He cleaned up pretty well himself in a gray suit, gray tie, spiffy and smart.

      My, my.

      So, yeah, she might have dragged out her memories of watching her mother put on makeup and dabbed on some mascara, a little lipstick, and for Pete’s sake, she was pitiful.

      She was not her mother. She did not need a man to make her complete or fulfilled or happy.

      Scarlett reached into her backpack, pulled out a tissue, and wiped her lips.

      Better. Normal.

      Just friends.

      Beside her, a motorcycle pulled up, parking in the stall next to hers. She recognized the Native American master chief even before he pulled off his helmet. Tall, handsome Chester Nez bore the regal appearance of his Navajo ancestry. He was named after his grandfather, a windtalker with the Army back in the Second World War, but the man was easily forming his own legendary status inside the SEAL community.

      He stowed his helmet in the seat of his bike, and it brought to mind riding behind Ford on his Kawasaki Ninja. Just a short hop to a barbecue that Cruz had been hosting, but she’d never forget wrapping her arms around Ford’s lean, strong torso.

      Just friends. Mmmhmm.

      Nez noticed her, leaned down, and tapped on her passenger side window.

      She smiled at him and rolled the window down. “Hey.”

      “Hey. You okay?” He wore a gray T-shirt and his B-NWU pants. It only accentuated all the hard planes of an active-duty SEAL. “I just heard you got personal leave.”

      “Had a family thing. Still working it out…” She sighed, glanced toward the shed. Back to Nez. “You were out of country?”

      His lips made a tight line of non-commitment.

      “Berkowitz has been talking.”

      “Oh.” He frowned. “He shouldn’t be doing that.”

      “He just said that there was an incident. Everything okay?”

      “Just the usual. But, yes. Mission successful, and we all came back in one piece.”

      Seagulls stalked the parking lot for tidbits, and the sea had rolled in the scent of brine, seaweed, and saline. A bright sun suggested a beautiful day.

      She should take a swim. Especially since she still had two weeks on her personal leave, if she wanted it. Get in the best shape of her life before she started swim school…

      “You okay, Scarlett? Ford tried to get ahold of you after the political rally, but your instructor told us you’d been fast-tracked to Pensacola. I figured your leave was to get ready for your intake.”

      “My mother was killed in a car accident—I had to figure out what to do with my half brother.”

      That admission, bold and brutal in the light of day, had her looking away from Nez. When she looked back, his dark eyes were on hers. “And what are you going to do?”

      She blew out a breath. “I’m not sure. Social Services took him. Said I needed to provide a more stable home environment.” She didn’t know why she was telling him all this. Maybe in hopes that Ford would drive up any moment. She glanced into the parking lot as a truck pulled in, her heart falling a little when she spotted Sonny at the wheel.

      “Yeah, that’s a tough nut with the Navy.”

      “I’m thinking of separating. My ETS is coming due, so it’s time to sign a new contract or walk away…”

      “Hence the change of rate to Rescue Swimmer. I see.”

      Sonny got out of his truck, hung a bag over his shoulder, and headed their direction. Handsome, with dark hair and a charming smile, Sonny had done time as a corpsman in Sicily before trying out for the SEALs.

      “You’ve worked awfully hard to leave it now,” the master chief said.

      “Leave what now?” Sonny asked.

      “She’s leaving the Navy,” Nez said.

      “What—?” Sonny looked down at her. “I thought you were going to be a Rescue Swimmer.”

      She opened her mouth—not sure. “How did you know that?”

      “Ford kept bragging you up. Said you passed your PRT and were fast-tracking to Pensacola.” Sonny lifted a shoulder, then looked at Nez. “Ford takes any more headers off a cliff, we might need her, huh? To drag him out of the water when he conks his head again?”

      Ford did what?

      Nez gave Sonny a look.

      “What—?” Sonny said. “She was on the team. She knows about Ford and his addiction to crazy stunts. Of course, if she’d been on the other end of the radio, maybe he wouldn’t have had to nearly blow himself up.”

      She pressed her hand to her stomach. “Blow himself up?”

      “He threw a grenade in a closed room, had to take a header out a window. Problem was, the window overlooked a fifty-foot drop into a pretty hard landing,” Sonny said.

      “He hit the water. He’s fine,” Nez growled, sending Sonny another look.

      Hard landing…

      “Yeah, if you call twelve stitches, a concussion, and a couple bruised ribs fine,” Sonny said. “But the kid does have a hard head.”

      Good thing she was sitting down.

      “He’s fine,” Nez said again. “Took some medical leave time, but he’ll be back.”

      Medical leave. “Is he home?”

      “I don’t think so…” Now Sonny was turning weirdly cryptic.

      “I think he went to Montana,” Nez offered. “Some family time.”

      Oh.

      He hadn’t called her. Hadn’t checked in. Her throat tightened.

      Not that she expected him to. After all, she wasn’t on the team anymore.

      And maybe they weren’t really friends.

      She hadn’t called him, after all.

      But he’d been injured, and he still hadn’t called her.

      She drew in a breath, hating the way an ache filled her chest.

      And now she was…what, chasing him? Trying to hold on to something that never was?

      She was way too much like her mother, reading more into a relationship. Committing her heart. Finding herself wearing makeup, hoping a man might notice her.

      “For the record, I don’t think you should separate, Scarlett,” Sonny said. “You were always an asset to us. Ford said you were the best. Always had his back. But I also think you’d make a great Rescue Swimmer.” He gave her a wink, then headed toward the shed.

      Nez was swinging his keys, looking away from her. He seemed to be considering something. Finally, he sighed. “For what it’s worth, I think Ford has a pretty full plate right now. But when he gets back, I’ll bet you hear from him.”

      It wouldn’t matter. Her life in the military was over.

      She was off the team.

      The only team she had left was Gunnar.

      “Thanks, Master Chief, but I think it’s time for me to move on. Give the team my best.”

      His mouth made a thin line. “We’ll miss you. Be safe, Scarlett.” Then he turned and joined his team in the shed.

      And she went home to wash her face and figure out the rest of her life.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Ruby Jane was trapped in a spy novel. Escape from Russia. It felt like a Cold War–era thriller, same plot, same desperate heroine.

      RJ stood at the window overlooking the courtyard—rutted cement, a broken swing set, a mangy dog sniffing at a cardboard box—her hands wrapped around her waist.

      Wow, had she made a mess of things.

      Not only that, but she needed a change of clothes, her cell phone, and a decent meal. But maybe her hunger and the grimy clothing were what she deserved for thinking she could actually do something brave and significant and save the day.

      Like her twin brother, Ford.

      Okay, not that she was competing but…

      Fine. Of course she was competing. Because that’s what the Marshalls did—competed. Maybe they never voiced it, but the fact was, every single one of her brothers wanted to prove they were as good as—no, better than—the ones who had gone before, including their father.

      And that competition reached its pinnacle in her SEAL brother Ford, Mister I-Can-Save-the-World.

      Yeah, well. She had stopped an assassination of a Russian general.

      Top that, bro.

      Except, what was supposed to be an easy tip-off to her contact in Russia, someone who could then relay the news of the threat to General Stanislov’s people, warn him, and save his life, had turned into an international man—er, woman—hunt.

      She’d seen the grainy picture on the news but could easily recognize herself.

      Someone had set her up.

      It just might be the man currently holding her captive.

      Although, she hadn’t exactly seen her captor since he’d rescued her from the FSB, led her through the streets of Moscow, on subways, down alleyways, doubling back, circling around, and finally ending up here, in the three-room flat with log cabin wallpaper, orange carpet, and two twin beds, one in each room.

      Stay here, don’t go out, don’t turn on the lights.

      Don’t breathe, probably.

      Only after he’d left, only after he’d dead-bolted the door behind him—she couldn’t leave if she wanted to—did she realize he’d spoken English.

      So, she’d slept. Listened to the news. Read a book on the shelf, The Brothers Karamazov.

      That Russian language minor had finally come in handy.

      She wished she still had her bag with her, but that had been lost shortly after the assassination attempt, as she’d fled the scene.

      Fled. The. Scene. No wonder her picture ended up on television.

      The entire thing was a blur, really, from the moment she’d met with Roy in Prague to that awful moment when she stood on Arbat Street watching in horror as General Stanislov himself emerged from the Tuxedo.

      She was supposed to meet her contact, the one Roy had set up for her. The counterpart to Roy, only operating in deep cover in Moscow. The guy who could stop the assassination.

      She’d waited under the lights, as instructed, outside the entrance to a gentleman’s club, all her instincts telling her to run.

      Worse, she didn’t know how she’d ended up with a gun in her bag but as she stood just feet away from the general, two shots sounded. One brought one of the general’s bodyguards down, the second finding its mark.

      And she’d simply frozen, shock turning her body numb as the general fell. Then Stanislov’s agents had made everyone—including her—get down.

      She did, and when her bag flung out onto the pavement, the gun tumbled out.

      She’d stared at it in horror.

      If it hadn’t been for—

      A key grated in the lock, and the dead bolt slid open. She stiffened and turned from the window. She should find a weapon, but frankly, other than a bread knife and a throw pillow, she had nothing. No Jason Bourne hand-to-hand combat skills, no Lara Croft knife-wielding prowess. She was just an information gatherer, a thinker.

      She didn’t know why, but she picked up The Brothers Karamazov. Held it in both hands in front of her as she stood dressed in a pair of black pants and a grimy white blouse, semi-sensible flats, her hair finger combed after her shower, feeling like something that took up residence under a dumpster as death came through the door.

      A rather attractive version of death, maybe. Tall—over six foot—dark blond hair cut short on the sides, but with enough tousle left on top to suggest stress, and a square, fierce jaw with dark scruff roughening his face. He wore an olive green field jacket, a pair of dark jeans, and the effect of it only added to his lethal aura as he locked the door and turned to her.

      She hadn’t noticed the scar at first, the one that ran from his ear and halfway across his neck, but now it stood out, a dissection of white through the dark blonde hair on his neck.

      As if someone had tried to slit his throat.

      Oops, she was staring because he said, “It wasn’t as bad as it looks.” He had a deep voice and a hint of a British accent.

      Her mouth opened.

      “So, are you gonna club me with Dostoyevsky?”

      Oh. “Maybe.”

      “I would have gone with Tolstoy, personally.” A tiny smile jerked up one side of his mouth.

      Right. War and Peace had about four hundred pages more heft.

      “So, you okay?” He carried two plastic bags and brought them into the kitchen.

      Huh. So maybe he wasn’t here to kill her. She followed him, still gripping the book. “You left me here for a week without even a word. Took my cell phone. And locked me in. I had no idea if you were coming back.”

      “The phone could have been tracked—I dumped it. From now on, we’re cell phone lite. Even me. I’ll pick up a burner phone in case of an emergency.”

      “I had no food!”

      “I left you water, bread, sausage, eggs, cabbage, oil. What more do you need?” He pulled a hunk of hard cheese, tea, butter, and another loaf of bread from one of the bags.

      “How about some idea if the FSB is going to show up at my door?”

      “You’re not in the gulag yet, right?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “Felt like it.”

      “Don’t be dramatic. You’re safe. And not dead.” He glanced at her over the upturned collar of his field jacket. “Right?”

      She stared at him. Put down the book

      He nodded, his mouth pursed. “I’m on your side, but you should be careful. The entire world is looking for you.”

      She reached out for the back of a chair.

      He picked up the bread and brought it over to a cutting board. Retrieved the bread knife from the door and began to slick off large rectangle chunks. “The FSB is still combing the city for you even now. Your picture is everywhere. What were you thinking?”

      She stared at him in silence so long he turned to look at her. He had the bluest of eyes, hard and piercing.

      Lethal.

      She should have hung onto the book. But hello, it wasn’t so different than standing up to any one of her brothers. “What do you mean, what was I thinking? I was supposed to meet someone. He told me to meet him at the restaurant, gave me the time and place, and I was there. Waiting. And then General Stanislov shows up and everything gets crazy.”

      “You were on the wrong side of the street.”

      She frowned at him. “What?”

      He brought the bread over to the table on the board. Then he filled a kettle with water from a filter on the counter and set it on to boil.

      “I saw you—you need a better disguise.” He picked up the cheese and pulled out a chair, then unwrapped the cheese from the plastic. “You have CIA written all over you—”

      “I’m not—”

      “Give it up, sweetie. I know exactly who you are. I was your contact, not just some random ex-pat telling you to run.” He pulled a knife from a sheath on his belt and began to slice the cheese.

      “You’re the Bird?”

      He gave a chuckle, nothing of humor in it. “Roy likes to call me the Bird. Sort of a joke, but yeah. My name is York. And I know I should have asked sooner, but what with fleeing the FSB, it didn’t seem as important, but I’m assuming…you’re RJ?”

      “How do you know my name?”

      “You emailed me three times.”

      Oh… “Roy said you could stop the assassination.”

      He handed her a piece of cheese. “I’m not in that business anymore.”

      “Then why did you answer my email?”

      He frowned. “I didn’t. You just kept emailing me, so I thought…I’ll find out what all the fuss is about.” The teakettle whistled so he got up and retrieved it from the stove.

      She grabbed the tea box, opened the cupboard, and took down two cups, saucers. He seemed to watch her movements as she opened the box and dropped a bag into each cup.

      He filled them with water.

      “You weren’t the one who emailed me back?”

      “Nope. But I had this gut feeling that I should be there, so…yeah. I was standing across the street from where you said you’d be—”

      “You told me to be there!”

      “Again—”

      “Fine. Someone set me up.”

      “No kidding, Sherlock.”

      She walked to the window. The mangy dog found a banana peel, was wolfing it down. “Someone slipped a gun into my bag.”

      “Which is why you took off running. Which, in the light of things, were pretty good reflexes there, Usain.”

      Usain. Oh. Usain Bolt, fastest man on earth.

      So he was trying to be funny? She turned around and he handed her a cup of tea.

      “One of the FSB agents saw the gun and I did quick math,” she said.

      “You might have been shot on the spot if the police had any real weapons on them.” He took the other chair, nodding to hers.

      She didn’t know what to say to that because the shots fired at her had felt pretty real.

      She sat down, watching him squeeze himself onto the tiny chair. He had scarred knuckles. Another scar that ran across his wrist. Like he knew how to get himself into—and clearly out of—scrapes.

      Now might be the right time to— “Thank you.”

      He glanced up at her. “It’s just cheese and bread.”

      “No, I mean thank you for grabbing me, for getting me out of there.” She took a sip of her tea, and it soothed the angry hunger inside her. “I was—”

      “Freaking out? Mmmhmm.” He opened the carton of butter and slathered a thick chunk onto his bread, added a piece of cheese. “I could plainly see you weren’t guilty, but you were about to be abducted and lost forever by the Russian police, so, yeah, I intercepted you. Which, by the way, was no easy feat at the pace you were going.”

      His words evoked the quick and startling memory of being grabbed around the waist and shoved into an alleyway. In the darkness, he’d pulled her against himself, his hand over her mouth, his dark voice at her ears. Stick with me, do what I tell you, and you might live through this night.

      Interesting words for a man who hadn’t even agreed to meet with her. But he had helped her live through the night—not only dodge the police, but brought her here, and was now feeding her.

      So maybe she should step back her defenses to Defcon 3. For now.

      “Where are we?”

      “One of my safe houses.” He gestured to the butter and cheese. “Eat.”

      One of… “Who are you?”

      “I told you, York—”

      “Right. Are you an assassin?”

      He drew in a tight breath and set down his bread. Met her eyes.

      Dark blue, the hues of midnight staring down at her, with all its mystery and danger. But she didn’t look away. Just met his gaze.

      Because she wasn’t some girl lost in Moscow.

      She was a CIA analyst who’d tried to save the life of someone who mattered.

      Just got in a little over her head was all.

      “I used to work in security for the US Embassy in Moscow.”

      “And now?”

      His mouth pursed. “Now I run a transportation service.” He took another bite of his makeshift sandwich. “Which includes transporting you out of Russia.”

      Oh. She took another sip of tea. Did it also include transporting people from, say, life to death? But she didn’t want to ask.

      He gripped his teacup with his whole hand, taking a long sip. Set it down. “We need to move you, but not until they think you’ve left the country. Or at least Moscow.”

      She picked up a hunk of bread and made the same butter-cheese sandwich he had. “Is Stanislov still alive?”

      “Yeah. He was hospitalized for a couple days, but he’s back at his private estate. Apparently, it was just a shot to the shoulder. But still punishable by death if you get caught.”

      “Listen, Mr. Sunshine, I didn’t do it, okay?” She put down her bread and pointed the knife at him. “I was trying to stop it.”

      He reached out and pushed the knife to the side. “Take a breath there, toots. I was just pointing out that if you get caught, it’ll be bad. I don’t think the embassy will be able to get you out before you disappear in the cells of Lubyanka. Eat your cheese, you need protein.”

      He picked up his bread, but his gaze kept flickering over to her, as if sizing her up.

      She didn’t move. Yeah, that’s right. She wasn’t afraid of him. Despite his scars and lethal expression. “So, if you never wrote to me, who did?”

      “Someone who wanted you to be there, clearly.”

      “The same someone who planted the Glock in my purse?”

      “Probably.” He used his knife to carry a piece of cheese to his mouth. “Any ideas who wants Stanislov dead?”

      “Uh, half of Russia, who’d like nothing better than to see him out and Arkady Petrov take his place.”

      “General Petrov. The hard-liner.”

      “If it were up to him, America would already be a smudge on the map. He’s reviving promises made in the Soviet era about taking over the world.”

      “How’d Roy find out about the assassination?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe there’s an email loop for people in the transportation business.”

      He cocked his head at her. “Really?”

      “He sent me an email. We’ve worked together before—”

      “Are you an agent?”

      “No, but my boss is. I work for Sophia Randall. But I’ve traveled with her a lot recently, and when Roy called, I couldn’t find her. So I took the meet.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You took the meet.”

      “It was urgent. And I tried to call her, but—yeah, okay.”

      “Where?”

      “Prague.”

      He set down his cheese and bread. “What did you say you do, exactly?”

      “I’m an analyst.”

      He blinked at her. Shook his head. “Oh for cryin’ out loud, you’re a Sydney Bristow wannabe.”

      She frowned.

      “That show about the female spy? Alias?”

      She didn’t blink. Yeah, she knew the show. Too well. But, well…

      Okay, maybe.

      “You are a walking billboard for in over your head, honey.”

      “Hey! I managed to meet with Roy and get from Prague to Moscow on my own.”

      He drew in a breath. “I’m going to kill Roy.”

      Something about that made her smirk.

      He frowned. “What’s so funny?”

      “It’s a—‘Kilroy was here’? You know, from World War Two?”

      He frowned.

      “I thought you were American?”

      “I am. My mother was American, my dad was German, and I lived in Russia until I was thirteen, and learned English as a second language.”

      “Sounds complicated.”

      “Missionary kid.” He finished off his bread.

      Huh. Really. Now that had to be a long story. She was about to probe when he folded up the rest of the cheese into the plastic.

      “It’s getting dark out. Finish your bread and tea. We need to move.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “I’m going to find out who wants you—and maybe me—dead. And then, Kilroy, I’m going to make sure you’re not here. It’s time for you to escape Russia.”

      “I can get behind that,” she said, finishing her tea.

      He took the cup from her, set it in the sink, then grabbed the bread and put it in the plastic bag. “Get behind this. If you want to stay alive, you need to keep your mouth shut and do everything I say.”

      Of course she did.
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      Ford couldn’t breathe.

      The frigid, earthy taste of river water filled his mouth, crested over his eyes, and the current, like hands, yanked him under.

      He fought the grip, beating against the rocks, thrashing—

      “Dude! Wake up, for crying out loud!”

      Hands on him, and Ford woke in a second, lashing out with a palm to the face of—

      “Whoa!” Tate just narrowly dodged his thrust. He held up his hands in surrender in the early morning light. He was bare chested and wore just a pair of boxers, his brown hair mussed, his body striped by the slats at the window letting in the sunrise. “You’re safe, bro. Breathe.”

      Breathe. A sweat sheened his body, and Ford lay back on the pillows of his too-tiny twin bed, gulping in the sweet air that filtered in through his open window.

      Air that smelled of his mother’s climbing roses, the wildflowers off the mountain, the cattle in the pasture, and not a little lodgepole pine that grew like weeds across the Marshall Triple M ranch.

      Home. “Sorry.”

      “No problem. You were shouting, saying something, although I have no idea what.”

      Help, maybe? But Ford didn’t offer a response.

      “That’s a killer bruise, though. Two shots, huh?”

      Ford didn’t have to look in the mirror to know what Tate referred to. Two deep circles where the slugs had hit his vest, one near his sternum, the other lower, just above his spleen. The bruising radiated out from yellow to red to purple, finally rimmed black.

      “The vest took most of it.”

      “Yeah, right. No wonder you were crying in your sleep. Couple cracked ribs?”

      “Bruised, and I wasn’t crying.”

      “Weeping like a baby.”

      Ford chucked his pillow at him. Tate dodged it.

      “Still have the aim of a three-year-old.”

      “Tell that to my three expert marksman patches.”

      “I’ll out-shoot you anytime, little bro. Time and place.”

      For Pete’s sake—Ford pushed himself up, holding in the groan that so wanted to emerge. But not in front of Tate, thanks. Back in a previous life, Tate had been a Ranger, someone Ford very much wanted to emulate.

      Now Tate ran security for Gloria Jackson, daughter to VP candidate Reba Jackson and member of the country trio, the Yankee Belles. His brother had just made national hero status by saving the life of said VP candidate and a roomful of big donors. Not to mention the woman he loved.

      Tate had all the luck, no doubt.

      Ford was just trying to keep his head above water.

      “I don’t need to prove anything to you.” A lie, but it sounded good. “When did you get in?”

      “Last night, late. Drove in with Glo. You?”

      “I flew into Helena yesterday. Knox picked me up in the Cessna.”

      “From a ‘training exercise’?” Tate finger quoted his words.

      “Yeah. One with live bullets.” He eased off the bed. “And terrorists and a bunch of kids who could have died.”

      He didn’t know why he added that—the op was classified. But sometimes Tate’s success—and that of the rest of his brothers, really—added to the chip he kept trying to knock off his shoulder.

      It wasn’t easy to be the kid brother in a family of superachievers and hero types. His oldest brother, Reuben, had spent about ten years fighting fires and just married Gilly, a daredevil water-bomber pilot. His brother Knox ran the ranch, raised champion bucking bulls, and was probably going to propose any day to Kelsey, the lead singer for the Belles. Tate, of course, saved the world, apparently.

      Admittedly, Ford had done pretty well for himself, one of the youngest to graduate as a SEAL in recent years.

      No, he wasn’t looking for medals or ticker tape parades, but frankly it would be nice if, for all his hard work, he got a little respect.

      He wouldn’t mind if he also got the girl, too, but something—he didn’t know what—kept him from returning Scarlett’s missed calls.

      She hadn’t left a voicemail, not once. And maybe that didn’t matter, but…

      He couldn’t get it out of his head that she’d just left town without letting him know. And sure, she’d called a few days later, but by then he’d been out of the country.

      He felt like an afterthought.

      But he had more important things to do than sit around and whine about something that would probably never be. He’d had his chance with Scarlett—here, in fact, a few weeks ago during Reuben’s wedding. Had kissed her under the moonlight.

      But she hadn’t wanted more than that moment, and as much as his body said hoo-yah, his brain, and his commitment to himself, put the kibosh on the desire flooding through him.

      So, they landed soundly in the Friend Zone. Teammates. Swim buddies.

      Fine. He might be a little jealous of Tate.

      “Tylenol is in the bathroom,” Tate said. “And then we need to talk about RJ. Wake up, and we’ll meet you downstairs.”

      Ford ambled to the bathroom where he stood a long time in the shower. By the time he got out, he decided he’d live another day. He got dressed and headed downstairs.

      How he loved the smells of home—the scent of the oil used on the hand-hewn logs of their lodge home. The fragrance of bacon seasoning the open kitchen. The sun shone in from the tall windows that flanked the stacked stone fireplace soaring two flights in the center wall of the great room. The family home had first housed his grandparents, three generations finding new ways to build on, make it stronger.

      The log home sat in the middle of a nine-thousand-acre ranch, the Triple M, rooted in a legacy of cattle raising that hearkened back a century, and every time Ford came home, he missed it more.

      Some of the family was up. Reuben, Knox, Kelsey, and Tate sat at the kitchen counter.

      Okay, so maybe he wasn’t the only one worried about RJ.

      “Hey, Ma,” Ford said and kissed her on the cheek as she stood at the stove scrambling eggs. The smell of fresh cinnamon muffins drifted from the oven, and she’d cooked for roundup, judging by the stack of buttermilk pancakes on the counter.

      Reuben had a pile that should put him to shame, but he was the biggest in the family, nearly six three, and had the girth of a moose thanks to his former job as a sawyer for the Jude County Smoke Jumpers. According to Knox, Reuben was moving home to work the ranch while Knox went on the road with NBR-X, a bull-riding show, as Director of Livestock.

      “Hey, Ford,” Glo said as she came out of the den.

      He liked Glo. Petite and blonde with hazel-green eyes and a generous smile, Glo was energy and light and cuteness. He hadn’t a clue why she liked Tate, but she was clearly good for his brother.

      Dark, troublemaking Tate was actually smiling. A lot.

      “Glo,” Ford said as he made his way to the coffee pot. It was nearly gone so he finished it off and opened up the top to make a fresh pot.

      “I expected to see Scarlett with you.”

      He dumped the filter in the garbage, then glanced at her. “Why?”

      Her mouth opened, and she glanced at Tate sitting at the table, scrolling through his phone. Tate looked up and frowned, gave a little shake of his head.

      “Oh, uh. I thought…hmm.”

      Perfect. Now he was the subject of a soap opera. Ford reached for a new filter. “We work together, that’s all. She’s in Rescue Swimmer training in Pensacola.” He didn’t look at Glo as he filled up the filter with coffee, hoping his voice didn’t betray him.

      A beat of silence, as if his family could see through him to the hammering of his heart, then Tate said, “Ford just saved a bunch of kids.”

      Ford cast Tate a look.

      “Really?”

      “I’m so proud of you, Ford,” his mother said, like he’d gotten an A on his spelling test, and pulled out a platter from the cupboard.

      But when she slid the eggs onto the platter, then set them on the island, he caught the dark pucker of her lips, as if trying to hold in more.

      He sometimes forgot how she’d felt about him joining the Navy after Tate went to Afghanistan. She hadn’t stopped him, but had looked him in the eyes the day he left for MEPS and told him to do whatever it took to return. Please.

      He finished filling the coffee pot, closed the lid, and turned to the table. “Anyone heard from RJ?”

      Every eye turned to him, and Tate frowned, casting a glance at their mother.

      Gerri looked up, frowned. “RJ? What do you mean?”

      Seriously?

      Ford blew out a breath and shook his head. “Ma, I don’t know how to tell you this, but…RJ’s missing.”

      More silence. Across the room, Tate seemed to want to turn him to ash with a look, but really, it wasn’t fair to leave their mother out of the loop, was it?

      “What do you mean, missing?”

      Actually it was a lot more than missing, but…

      “She went out of town, and now she’s not answering her cell phone,” Reuben said.

      Sort of skimming the truth there, bro.

      Gerri shook her head. “She travels a lot in her job. Of course she is out of touch.” She looked at Ford. “You worry for nothing. It’s the twin thing.” She winked.

      He wanted to choke Reuben.

      “Ma, we think something happened to her,” Ford said.

      Gerri turned back to the stove. “Nothing happened to RJ. She knows how to take care of herself.”

      Since when? He glanced at Knox who was conveniently staring at his coffee.

      A knock sounded at the front door, and as Ford turned, it opened, and a man popped his head in. “Gerri, you here?”

      Ford just stared at him. Early sixties, maybe, with gray hair, the man wore a Stetson, a pair of jeans, boots, and a snap button shirt, the sleeves rolled up past his elbows. He smiled. “Oh, the kids are home.”

      “Hey, Hardwin,” Gerri said, and Ford watched as this strange man came in, took off his boots, and strode over to Gerri.

      Then, in front of the entire family, he kissed her quickly on the lips.

      What the—

      Ford glanced at Tate, who had raised an eyebrow but didn’t move.

      Hello, wasn’t anyone going to get up and shove the guy against the wall?

      Hardwin walked over to the cupboard and pulled out a mug. Glanced at the coffee pot, now dripping. “Good timing, apparently. I like my coffee fresh. Hey, Knox. Reuben.”

      “Hardwin,” Reuben said, smiling. “Missed you at my wedding.”

      “Sorry. Had to go out of town to visit my son’s family in Minnesota. Where’s Gilly?”

      “She’s working her sister’s cupcake shop up in Ember for a few days while her sister goes out of town.”

      “And, how was the honeymoon?” Hardwin winked.

      Ho-kay, that was enough. “Who are you?” Ford said.

      Hardwin set the empty cup down. “You must be Ford. The SEAL.” He held out his hand.

      Yeah, he was Ford. The SEAL. He stared at the man, not taking his hand. “And you are…?”

      Hardwin dropped his hand. “Oh.” He glanced at Gerri, who made a face at him.

      “Sorry, honey. With all the wedding preparations, I didn’t—”

      “It’s okay,” Hardwin said.

      But Ford was stuck on…honey?

      And yes, he was all the way into panic and beyond when Hardwin turned and filled in the very unneeded missing piece. “I’m your mother’s boyfriend.”

      His mother’s boyfriend.

      Talk about soap operas and family secrets. “How long has this been going on?”

      Gerri gave him a look, but hello, he’d been deployed, not captured and left for dead. A letter, an email, even a phone call—

      “A few months.” Hardwin reached for the coffee, now brewed. “Are you home on leave?”

      “Yeah. Sort of an unscheduled personal leave.” He looked at his mother. “Our sister seems to have gone missing.”

      Gerri shook her head. “They’re completely overreacting. But Ford has always been overprotective of his sister. It’s a twin thing.”

      “Ma—they had her picture on the news! She tried to assassinate a Russian general!”

      Oops.

      “Ford! What the—?” Reuben said.

      “Dude!” Tate put his phone down.

      “Nice, kid.” Knox shook his head.

      Gerri stood there, paling, as if he’d punched her.

      “RJ killed somebody?”

      The question unseated him, coming from the balcony that rose above the great room of the log house. Ford turned, jolted a little by the sight of his brother Wyatt, his long dark hair wet and tucked behind his ears. He wore a gray Minnesota Blue Ox T-shirt and a pair of runners.

      “Wyatt. What are you doing here?”

      “Sheesh. Can’t a guy visit his family?”

      “I thought you were in the Stanley Cup tournament.”

      Wyatt descended the stairs. “Eliminated. What’s this about RJ?”

      “We don’t know for sure,” Reuben said, “but someone who looked an awful lot like RJ showed up on CNN about a week ago linked to the shooting of some Russian general.”

      “Are you sure it was her?” Gerri had retrieved her phone and was probably calling RJ.

      The entire family listened as she held it up, pressed speaker. The call went to voicemail.

      “Did you call her regular line or her burner phone?” Tate said.

      Burner phone? Ford gave him a look.

      “Just asking. She keeps her regular phone in her kitchen drawer.”

      “Why would she have a burner phone?” Gerri said. “What is that?”

      “It’s a phone you throw away, Ma,” Knox said.

      “Why would she throw her phone away?”

      “She probably doesn’t, but usually people get them when they want to keep their calls secret,” Glo said.

      “Why would she—”

      “Ma. I thought she told you,” Tate said, setting down his phone. “She works for the CIA.”

      “Yes, of course she does. I knew that. But she’s an analyst, not some sort of secret agent.”

      Ford stared at him. “What? What are you—what?”

      “Sorry, Ford. I forgot, you weren’t here,” Knox said. “She told us a couple months ago when she was home for Ma’s birthday.”

      “For Pete’s sake, I wasn’t being held captive. One email. One voicemail, anything.” He went over to a vacant stool and slid on it. “CIA. Wow. Really?”

      “She really is an analyst, so don’t get worried,” Tate said.

      “I’m beyond worried,” Ford said. “She’s missing, and she works for the CIA, clearly not as a travel agent, and…and the last time I talked to her, she was in a weird place, like…Russia.”

      Now he got a look, and he was the villain of the story. “I didn’t figure it out until— Listen. She was sitting in a café, and the words were definitely foreign, and I thought it might be a hip place in DC, but then I saw…a bone frog.”

      “A what?” Kelsey asked. She had been watching them all with a quiet worry on her face, her dark hair pulled back into a ponytail.

      “A bone frog tattoo. It’s something that guys in the teams sometimes get to honor a fallen teammate. It’s the outline of a frog in bones. The guy she was meeting reached for something and his arm flashed across the screen. I saw it but didn’t think anything about it. She hung up after that.”

      “Is she in danger?” Gerri asked, her voice shaky.

      Um, good bet, but he didn’t want to add to her worry. “She’s smart, Ma. Probably smarter than all of us. After all, she did graduate with a minor in Russian. She speaks it fluently.”

      “She would never kill anyone…” Gerri pressed her hand to her mouth.

      And probably it was precisely that look that had kept his brothers silent.

      “Don’t worry. I’m going to find her. I’m going to get her back.” The words just spilled out, but yes, that was exactly his plan. And he’d do it with or without his brothers.

      “Ford, let’s be serious. How are you going to do that?” Wyatt said. He walked over to the island, stood behind a stool. “She’s in Russia, for Pete’s sake—”

      “Really, Wyatt? Really? What the heck do you think I do for a living? It may come as news to you, but SEALs are often used for hostage recovery.”

      “Is she a hostage?” Gerri said.

      He turned to his mother. “No—of course not.” Or, he didn’t think so—

      “But you don’t know that.”

      Now he just wanted to restart his morning, maybe grab Tate for a private powwow in the garage.

      “We could ask Isaac White,” Hardwin said quietly. He had slowly worked his way over to Ford’s mother, put his arm around her. “Isaac is a presidential candidate. He’d get access to briefings all over the world, even if he isn’t yet president. We could ask him.”

      Ford blinked at him a long moment, then he turned to Tate.

      His brother was already tracking with him. “I don’t know, bro. I mean, we could ask Glo’s mother to hook us up—they are running together.”

      “Maybe my mother knows something,” Glo said.

      “Oh, for cryin’ out loud. I’ll just call him.” Hardwin pulled out his cell phone.

      And then, as the family stared at him, the man connected with the candidate for president. “Zac. It’s Hardwin, how are you doing? Say, we have a small family incident and need a favor. I’m cashing in on that fly-fishing trip thing.”

      Hardwin listened, chuckled. “Right. What happens in Montana…you got it. My lips are sealed.”

      Ford managed to close his mouth.

      “Perfect. So, Gerri’s little girl has gone missing, and we need to track her down. Can you help?” A pause. “Super.”

      And for the first time in what felt like a week, Ford stopped drowning.
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      York really didn’t want to like her.

      Ruby Jane Marshall had disaster written all over her in big neon I-AM-CIA letters. He should have seen it the moment he’d spotted her. The woman had stood under a stinkin’ streetlamp, for heaven’s sake, dressed like a spook, from her black suit jacket to her sensible black flats.

      And it wasn’t just her clothing—Russian women, at least the ones younger than babushka age, knew fashion. Wore clothes that came off the runways of Milan.

      At least in Moscow.

      Yes, Ruby Jane, CIA analyst, was a tragedy waiting to happen. Probably to him.

      From the moment Ruby Jane Marshall had sent him that first email—and yes, she sent it to his private, encrypted account, but it was so obviously from an amateur—he knew he couldn’t close his eyes.

      He should have closed that account two years ago. But it kept him alive. He’d tried to wave her off by not responding to her emails. But they kept coming. One after the other, hour by hour, and with her travel plans included for every hacker to discover.

      Or just one, as it turned out. The wrong one.

      York blamed his stupid curious—and bleeding—heart for getting him into this one.

      “How do I look?”

      York was leaning against the doorjamb, his arms folded as she came out of the bedroom.

      Leather pants hugged her legs, a fuzzy off-the-shoulder black shirt showed off her pale shoulders, and big gold loops hung from her ears.

      Oh boy. Okay, so maybe even he wouldn’t recognize her.

      She wore her dark hair down, sable brown and shiny, and even without makeup, the woman’s blue eyes felt too big, too probing, like they could take him apart if he connected too long.

      Maybe see his demons.

      Still. Uh-huh. He held in the deep hum of appreciation that rippled through him and managed a cool nod.

      Okay, he liked her. A little.

      She was tougher than he’d given her credit for when he’d chased her down the street. She’d been acting more on impulse than smarts after seeing General Stanislov go down. York didn’t have to connect the dots to figure out she’d been set up, given her expression when Stanislov was shot. But when she hit the dirt, responding to the shouts of the general’s security, when he saw the gun bounce out of her purse, York took off running.

      He hadn’t been exactly sure what he was going to do, really, if the FSB got their hands on her, but he hoped to intercept her before that happened.

      The woman possessed legs. And not just for running, because those leather pants slid like a second skin over her and—

      Okay. Stop. He clearly hadn’t been around an American woman for a while. He hadn’t meant to sound annoyed, or even belittling, earlier. He was simply still trying to unsnarl his brain, figure out who might have set her—them?—up.

      And how was he going to get them out of the city?

      Them? No, her.

      He had reasons to stay.

      “That’ll do,” York said now in response to her question and ignored the tiny frown, the dip of disappointment on her face.

      He wasn’t here to make friends.

      “Let’s get going.” He held out her black jacket and she slid it on. Then she stood up and slipped on those ugly flats. But he couldn’t really make her wear heels—not if they ended up running.

      “Ready,” she said. “Where are we going?”

      “Lots of places,” he said. “But I’m hoping to end up at my friend Kat’s place.”

      “Why? Can she make fake passports?”

      He frowned at her. “No. This isn’t a James Bond movie. I’m not scoring you a fake passport.”

      Yet.

      Okay, that might be a good idea.

      “Sorry. I just thought…how are you going to get us out of the country?”

      “You, sweetheart.” He reached for the door. “I’m getting you out. I’m not leaving. And, I’m working on it.”

      She touched his arm.

      He looked up.

      “You call me sweetheart again,” she said with a smile that looked friendly enough, but—“and I’ll start referring to you as Sugar Pie. Maybe even Pumpkin. So, RJ is good. Not toots. Not even honey. Are we clear, shug?”

      Wow. “Fine.” He shrugged off her touch. “Stay behind me, and don’t talk. We’re going to take the metro, get off a couple places, get back on, circle around, and end up on the north side of the city.”

      Then she shocked the life out of him by responding with a “Nyet problemo, tovarish.”

      He frowned.

      “Ya gavaroo pa-ruski, svo ravno.”

      She spoke Russian? And clearly knew the vernacular.

      “Hatleechnya,” he said. Terrific. “Paidyom.” Let’s go.

      He wanted to add a bweestra, as in Keep up, but it felt a little petty.

      “I’m not sure why you saved me if you’re so angry with me.”

      Him either. He softened his voice. “I’m not angry. I’m just…just stay with me.”

      She was on him like glue as they left the flat. A light buzzed, flickering in the darkness. She gripped the back of his jacket and followed him down the stairs.

      They entered the street, the smells of Moscow rising up to fill his senses—garbage from the nearby dumpster, dust that layered the streets, and the finest hint of late-blooming lilacs. He took her hand to keep her from stumbling, gripped it hard, and strode into the darkness.

      She kept up, no words spoken.

      They walked out of the courtyard, down the sidewalk, passing ancient buildings with ornate cornices—orange plastered Stalin-built apartments, and the squatty cement flats of the Brezhnev years. As they neared the subway, the new Russian buildings, with gated entrances and high-tech designs revealed the new money flowing into the city.

      He led them into the subway, scanned his ticket, waited as RJ scanned hers, and stepped through the turnstile. He took her hand again, and they rode the massive escalator down to the tunnels.

      Built as bomb shelters, the tunnels—with statues of laborers, famous Russian icons, elaborate murals, and fancy chandeliers—always felt to York like he was entering the Cold War. And of course, echoing through the chambers of the underground caverns, he always heard Tasha’s voice. It’s like heaven underground.

      Hardly, but she’d been a dreamer.

      The kind of dreams that got people killed.

      No, murdered.

      “Vso normalna?” RJ asked, her voice soft next to his ear, her breath light on his skin. He glanced at her.

      Nothing would ever be normal again, but he didn’t say that. Just nodded.

      Swallowed against his tightening throat.

      Clearly the woman didn’t have to look into his eyes to dismantle him.

      He led her through the tunnels to the purple line that dissected the city east to west, and when the doors opened to the mostly-empty-at-this-time-of-night car, he pulled her in and stood with her at a pole.

      Maybe he should have opted for rush hour to travel through the city, when they could blend into the crowd. Then again, with RJ’s picture still flashing on screens, that meant more eyes on her.

      He turned to her. She was holding the pole, facing him, and he had this crazy urge to wrap his arm around her, tuck her in a little closer.

      Old habits rising to haunt him.

      The doors closed, and the car lurched forward, gathering speed, the velocity shaking the compartment. An elderly woman held her dog on her lap. A young couple sat on a bench, reading their phones. No cell reception down here, but maybe that didn’t matter.

      When he turned back to her, RJ was watching him. Smiled.

      “Don’t,” he whispered.

      She frowned.

      “Don’t smile. You look like an American.”

      She nodded and looked away, and he felt like a jerk.

      They got out three stops later, and he pulled her onto a semi-crowded platform in the center of the city. They took the escalator up, then crossed tunnels and descended again, getting on the orange line.

      She kept her head down, not even glancing at a couple of militia officers standing guard near one of the elaborate pillars. But she wove her fingers through his, hanging on, the barest evidence of her fear.

      They rode the orange line to the ring around the city, changed trains, took that west, got off, and took the red line north, back to the center.

      That’s when he noticed them. A couple of guys in black jackets, close-clipped haircuts, and the look of thugs, who got on at Octoberskaya, rode to Park Culturi with them, then followed them through the station.

      “We have a tail,” he whispered, leaning close as if they might be a couple. “We’re going to wait until the last moment, then get off at the next stop.”

      She nodded. And when the car stopped, acted like she might be staying put.

      A business man got on. York glanced at the men standing at the end of the car. Watched the timer click down.

      The doors started to close, and he tugged her hand.

      She was already on his heels, barely darting through before the doors slammed shut.

      He didn’t stop, but turned and headed through the station. Arbotskaya. White arches, red marble wainscoting, and beautiful chandeliers from the 1930s. One of Tasha’s favorite stations.

      He ascended the escalator, walking instead of riding, stopping, nearly out of breath, when he reached a woman toting a wire grocery basket.

      RJ stepped up next to him, curling her hand over his shoulder, leaning in to share a space meant for one.

      “Kto?” she whispered, asking who the tail might have been.

      “I don’t know,” he answered in Russian.

      She stayed quiet then until they reached the surface and he popped them out into the street.

      The streetlights of the Arbat shopping district cast a beauty upon the ancient cobblestones that he once loved to stroll. By day, the street became a tourist haven, with mime artists, watercolorists, caricaturists, troubadours, and dancers performing for rubles. Souvenir vendors sold everything from matryoshka dolls to prints of the Kremlin. What he wouldn’t do for a fresh chebureki, but the food vendors had closed for the night.

      Now, York quick walked them down the street, finally ducking into a side road, then back the opposite direction.

      “Where are we going?”

      He wasn’t exactly sure, his gut guiding him. They emerged out to a park, and he recognized a monument to one of Russia’s literary figures, Nikolai Gogol.

      He stopped at the fence cordoning off the marble statue. In the distance, St. Basil’s Cathedral rose in its onion-domed glory, lit up by the lights from Red Square.

      “Is that the Kremlin?” RJ asked, nodding to the also brightly lit red-walled fortress near the cathedral.

      “Yes.”

      “I’ve heard stories, but never…well, it’s different to be here.”

      He turned and sat down on the fence. “Stories from where? School?”

      “No, actually. My foster sister, Coco. She’s half Russian and lived the first ten years of her life in Moscow. Her mother was a friend of my mother’s, and when she left her husband—a Russian—she moved to Montana. She died when Coco was fourteen, so she moved in with us for a few years. We all consider her a sister. She moved back to Russia a few years ago and we’ve sorta lost touch. I think she lives here, in Moscow, but I’m not sure.”

      The wind caught RJ’s dark hair, twined it around her face. York resisted the urge to reach up and tuck it behind her ear. She had pretty lips and a determined set to her expression as she stared out toward Red Square.

      She was pretty, in a natural, not-forced sort of way. The kind of pretty that seemed easy, the girl next door. As if she didn’t have to try.

      Maybe that’s why she stood out. Russian women were breathtaking, but they spent hours on their makeup, their clothing, their appearance. And sure, that was a generalization, but he had firsthand experience.

      Tasha never left the flat without her face and heels on, and he’d always felt a little low-class next to her. Then again, when a kid grew up in Siberia on the edge of poverty, a woman like Tasha was out of his reach.

      And maybe RJ was too, in a different kind of way.

      RJ was innocent. Sweet.

      And hello, definitely out of his reach because what was he thinking?

      “Let’s go,” he said and started to get up.

      But she put her hand on his chest, pushed him back down. And then, in a second that had him blindsided, she stepped close to him, grabbed his face and…kissed him?

      He couldn’t move, the action so crazy he didn’t know what to think. But there she was, her arms sliding around his neck, deepening her kiss like they might be lovers out for a moonlight stroll.

      He wanted to push her away. Wanted to unwrap her arms. Wanted to ignore the softness of her lips, the sweet way she coaxed his mouth to submit.

      Wanted to…kiss her back. The thought rose inside him, crested over him, and swept away the walls of resistance. He found his hands coming up to wrap around her waist, to pull her closer, and surrendered to the urgency of her mouth.

      He hadn’t realized he was so thirsty, but he drank in the unexpected nourishment, the camaraderie of her kiss. She smelled of the night, rich with the thrill of danger and the sense of the unknown, and tasted a little of the tea she’d drunk, tangy. He wanted to weave his fingers through her silky hair…and really, he didn’t care why she was kissing him. Just that…

      Why was she kissing him?

      He was coming back to himself with that thought when she leaned back and met his eyes.

      He was breathing a little too hard for his own taste.

      She smiled, something of triumph in her eyes, and leaned into his ear, as if she might be trailing kisses down his neck. “Are they gone?”

      His skin tingled at the whisper touch of her lips. But, are who…what? He pulled away from her, looked around.

      Two militia officers had strolled by, their backs now to him as they continued down the park.

      She glanced their direction, then back to him. Stepped away. “Sorry. I didn’t know what else to do.”

      Uh huh.

      “I figured it was what Sydney Bristow would do.”

      He stared at her, not sure if she was making a joke. Words, he needed… “Good job.”

      Oh, he felt like a klutz. Especially when she took his hand again. “Back to the metro?”

      Please. Preferably at a full-out run.

      They walked in silence back to Arbatskaya, got on the metro, and took it back out to the ring, then around to the purple line.

      He couldn’t look at her, not with the taste of her still on his lips, the memory of her molding her body to his.

      She kissed like she’d meant it.

      And it had all been a lie.

      He didn’t know what to do with his emotions, the ones that had him both wanting to dump her as quickly as possible and…

      And okay, maybe kiss her again. This time in a place where he didn’t have to wonder why she was kissing him back.

      That thought unnerved him most of all.

      Yes, this woman was danger.

      His hand started to sweat in hers. Miraculously, she still held on.

      By the time they got off at Street 1905, the night had deepened, the stars crystalline overhead. Where they were outside the city, the traffic felt less hurried, the danger a low hum. He debated letting go of her hand, then decided against it, in case they needed to run.

      Kat lived in a four-story Stalin-era flat with high ceilings. Someone had installed security, and now he buzzed for her.

      “Da?”

      “It’s York,” he said in Russian, and the door buzzed.

      He took the stairs up by memory in the darkness, and RJ returned to holding his jacket.

      She didn’t take his hand again as he stopped in front of a metal door, not unlike prison bars, and rang the bell.

      The lock clicked back, and Kat opened her door and stepped out into the entry, the space between the metal door and the inner door to her apartment. She held a big skeleton key.

      “Privyet,” Kat said. She wore a Mickey Mouse T-shirt and a pair of skinny jeans.

      He’d met her a couple years ago at the embassy a few months before Tasha was killed.

      Murdered. That part was important to remember, even if no one else knew it.

      He’d used her skills a few times over the years. A black hat hacker, the petite redhead knew her way around the dark web. She could get at the source of who might be intercepting RJ’s emails. And she could get a message out to his contact, the one person who might be able to smuggle a wanted-by-Interpol suspected assassin out of the country.

      As the bolt slid back and she opened the door, she startled at the sight of his companion, almost hiding behind him.

      “Hey, Kat. I hope you don’t mind. I had to bring her with me. We need your help. She’s wanted—she’s all over the news—”

      “I know,” Kat said, her eyes widening. “And I’ve been so worried.” She stepped over the threshold, her arms out. “What are you doing here?”

      Only then did he realize she wasn’t talking to him, wasn’t reaching for him, but for RJ, who had come out from behind him.

      The only warning he got was in RJ’s caught breath, a tiny noise of near pain, and then, “Coco?”

      He stepped back as Kat grabbed RJ around the neck. “Rubes. Are you kidding me?”

      He wanted to shush them.

      But Kat did it for him. She leaned back, catching RJ’s face in her hands, and whispered, “What have you gotten yourself into?”

      No. The bigger question was…what had he gotten himself into?
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      Even to himself, the plan sounded out of control.

      And Ford spent most of his life doing over-the-top. Most of his life facing impossible odds, doing what others said couldn’t be done.

      Like jumping out of a helicopter miles from land in the middle of the Arabian Sea with a Zodiac raft in a box. Inflating the Zodiac, attaching a motor, and infiltrating Yemen waters to a secure location. Deflating the raft, donning fins and a rebreather to affix it to the ocean floor.

      Like swimming to shore underwater, creeping onto land, hiding the gear, changing into tactical armor, and stealing inland for miles to overlook a renegade camp.

      They’d eliminated two known terrorist targets wanted for the murders of hundreds of innocents. Taken their pictures.

      Sneaked back out of the country, redonned the scuba gear, swam to the bottom of the ocean, and reinflated the raft.

      And finally, motored out to the extraction point.

      All in ten hours.

      At night.

      So yeah, Ford felt pretty sure he could travel to Russia, whose militia wasn’t shooting people at their border, as far as he knew, track down his sister—yeah, that might be a challenge, but he had a few leads, thanks to Senator White—and get her out of said country.

      Okay, that last part had him a little befuddled. He could use backup. A teammate.

      But his preferred teammate hadn’t exactly answered her phone when he’d called, twice, from the airport in Helena.

      He was taking quite the leap here.

      Yeah, this could be a very bad idea.

      But he’d been doing a lot of leaping since Hardwin’s phone conversation yesterday morning. He’d put the senator on speaker when White called back less than an hour after Hardwin’s request.

      “Here’s what I could find out,” he said. “And if you tell anyone where you got this—”

      “This conversation never happened,” Hardwin said, looking directly at Ford.

      He still didn’t like the guy, but Ford had to admit, he did a good job of comforting his mother.

      All the same, it put him off to see another man holding his mother, replacing his father’s embrace. He’d had to avert his eyes as White talked.

      “According to her boss, Sophia Randall, Ruby Jane Marshall left a cryptic message on her phone a week ago saying that she got a tip from one of Randall’s European contacts. He said he’d picked up chatter about an assassination attempt on General Boris Stanislov. Randall was out of the country herself, away from her phone, and didn’t get the message until she landed back in her office four days later. By that time, the shooting had already happened, and Randall was trying to sort it out. She says that she’s been in contact with the bureau chief in Moscow, and he’s trying to find Ruby Jane. They’ve also put out feelers to agents in the Moscow and St. Petersburg areas, and they’ll let me know if she turns up.”

      Silence around the table. Ford hung his head in his hands.

      “And now I’m going to give you a name, Hardwin. It’s a guy I served with—he was a young buck when I was leaving the SEALs, but he did ten years in that area of the world, and he has the contacts to equip you with what you need to get in and out of the country. He’s no longer active duty, but he runs an international SAR team out of Minneapolis called Jones, Inc. I’ll text you his number. Ask for Hamilton Jones, and you can tell him I sent you.”

      The look Kelsey gave Knox had Ford’s radar beeping, and after White hung up, Kelsey filled him in.

      Jones was her half brother, a former SEAL with Team Three, and right then, Ford okay-ed the op. He’d heard of Jones and his legendary mission that got him expelled from the teams. Made the guy a bit of a hero in Ford’s book.

      The family had waged a short argument as Hardwin tracked down Jones about who, if any of them, might go to Russia with Jones.

      Ford didn’t care whose feelings got hurt. “No way am I bringing Knox or Reuben in with me. Sorry, guys, but you don’t know the first thing about covert ops.”

      He ignored their ire and turned to Tate. “You. I’d go with you.”

      Tate swallowed, glanced at Glo.

      “You should go,” she said and slipped her hand into his.

      “Whoever was trying to kill Senator Jackson is still out there,” Tate said and looked up at Ford. “I’ll go, but only as a last resort.”

      Fair enough. Because even as Tate said it, Ford saw the torment in his eyes.

      Family versus the woman he loved.

      Ford didn’t want to make him choose.

      But Hamilton Jones had a different idea. The former SEAL went right to the point when Ford explained their situation. “I’ll go, but you need backup. It sounds easy, sure—track your sister down, get her a new passport, hustle her out of the country. I’d send my guys in, but I have my own reasons to talk to this contact personally. We might need someone for logistics, someone who can watch our backs, connect us with help if we need it. Can you round up someone?”

      And that settled it. Because Tate wasn’t going to fly across the ocean to sit by the phone. Not when Glo might be in danger.

      But Ford knew someone who would.

      Maybe.

      Hopefully.

      Please.

      Which was why Ford had Knox fly him to the Helena airport that night. Why he hopped a plane at the crack of dawn for San Diego, took an Uber to his apartment, picked up the keys to his bike, grabbed a second helmet, and took off for Logan Heights.

      Scarlett owned a small but cute 1968 pink stucco house on a tiny square of grass that she’d purchased for a deal and remodeled herself, including installing the fancy tile, painting the cupboards, and even updating the bathroom.

      He liked her place. Reminded him of Scarlett. Down to earth, a hard worker, unflappable on the inside.

      Pink on the outside.

      Truth was, she could have lived in a high-rise condo and he would have liked it, as long as she was there.

      She wasn’t home.

      He stood on the stoop and pressed the bell much longer than social customs should allow. Then did it again just in case she might still be sleeping at the late hour of 10 hundred.

      No answer.

      Her car was gone from the drive. Which meant she hadn’t biked the 2.3 miles to the San Diego base but was using the car to go farther.

      Like her favorite stretch of beach in Coronado, where they trained together before she took her PRT to qualify to be a Rescue Swimmer.

      Ford got on his bike, and the cool breezes off the ocean scraped the sweat from his skin.

      He loved San Diego. The towering palm trees, the briny scent of the ocean, and the tang of suntan oil. The seagulls that cried overhead. The feel of the surf on his skin, cool and bracing.

      He’d become a man here. At eighteen, he’d shown up for BUD/S, scared out of his mind that he’d fail, that he’d end up swabbing decks on some obscure ship.

      That he’d never be the man he envisioned for himself.

      He’d nearly drowned twice. Once during the combat swim.

      Once later during the drownproofing test, when they bound his hands and feet. He’d lost so much body fat by then he sank to the bottom, had to fight his way to the surface for a slip of air.

      The strategy was to teach the recruits how to live without oxygen. Deprived, yet fully functional. To tamp down the natural panic that rose as their air slipped away, stay calm and give everything they had to succeed, even if it cost them, well, everything.

      He’d had to sacrifice his very breath for the thing he wanted most.

      Ford had woken on the deck, gasping for air, when his master chief instructor sent his knuckles into his sternum.

      But he’d lived. Refused to ring the bell that week and every week thereafter until they put a trident on his chest.

      Of course by then, he’d run out of time to return home and show off the Budweiser to the old man.

      Ford pulled up to the boardwalk, parked, and secured his helmet in the seat box. He hung his keys around his neck on the lanyard he used when swimming. The beach was already full, sunbathers lying out on rented loungers, children digging in the surf, the sand covered with towels, umbrellas, and coolers.

      He wound his way out to the surf, standing in the sinking sand as the water lapped at his feet. Putting his hand over his eyes, he shielded them and stared out into the horizon. She liked to cross between the buoys, about two hundred yards out.

      No swimmers that far out.

      His hopes fell a little, but he shouldn’t have expected to find her. She’d probably left for Rescue Swimmer training. Still, he’d texted Sonny from Montana, and he said he’d seen her just a few days ago, so he was taking the wild chance she was still around.

      “Ford?”

      His heart nearly stopped. He turned, and yes. Yes.

      His words clogged in his throat because Scarlett stood right there wearing a body-hugging swim skin, her short brown hair tousled, red highlights glistening in the sunlight, her beautiful brown eyes big as she stared at him, as shocked as he was, maybe, to see him.

      “I thought you were gone,” he said stupidly.

      No—no, that’s not what—

      “I had a family emergency,” she said softly. “Sorry. I should have called you right away, but—”

      “No need. I got spun up right after the rally. When I got back, I saw that you called—I should have called you back.”

      Yes, he should have. He saw it in her eyes, the flicker of hurt.

      Then, just like that, it vanished. She lifted a shoulder as if hearing from him or not was no big deal.

      With the gesture, something just sort of died inside him.

      Just teammates.

      She’d made that clear, and he planned on respecting it.

      He had one job, one goal, and that was to get his sister back.

      But he needed help doing it. So, the best thing to do was come right out and… “Scarlett, I…I need you.”

      She blinked at him, her mouth opening slightly, and he didn’t stop. “My sister is…okay, it’s a very long story, but she’s disappeared in Russia, and I’m going to find her.”

      She closed her mouth. Swallowed. Then, “What…why do you…need me?”

      “I’m going in-country with a former SEAL who runs SAR ops for situations sort of like this, but we need backup, someone who can stay behind, but close enough for support if we need it.”

      “The voice on the radio,” she said softly.

      He lifted a shoulder, nodded, and added a smile. “One more go before you head to Rescue Swimmer school?” Then he frowned. “Wait—I sort of assumed you were on transfer leave. This won’t make you AWOL, will it?”

      “No.” She looked past him toward the ocean, then back, and her smile seemed forced. “It’ll be fine. I have a long time left on my leave.”

      “This shouldn’t take more than a few days, tops. Senator White is trying to track her down—”

      “You got the presidential candidate to help you?”

      He started walking with her toward the boardwalk. “Yeah. Apparently, he’s a fly-fishing buddy of my mother’s, uh…boyfriend.”

      Scarlett stopped and raised an eyebrow, and—

      “Right? Hello, thank you very much. Someone who finally understands. Yes, my mother’s boyfriend. Just saying that weirds me out.”

      Scarlett laughed, and the sound of it hit his bones like a balm—cool, refreshing, sweet.

      Wow, he’d missed her.

      “You’re going to live through this, Marsh.”

      He liked it when she called him by his nickname. “I dunno. It feels like there’s a live grenade in the room and no one wants to acknowledge it.”

      “Oh, please. It can’t be that bad. Besides, your mom is smart. She’s not going to get into a relationship with someone your family doesn’t like.”

      “Yeah, I guess. It just feels weird. My parents were married nearly thirty years.”

      “She’s still pretty young. She has another thirty in her.”

      “You’re making it worse.”

      Again the laughter, and he wanted to grab it out of the air and tuck it inside, never let it go.

      They stopped at the boardwalk and she eyed his bike.

      “I brought an extra helmet…”

      “I have my car.”

      Yeah. Probably for the best.

      He well remembered the feel of her arms around his waist, her body tight against his.

      Teammates!

      “I’ll follow you home.”

      She nodded and held on to the towel ends around her neck. She unzipped her wet suit, and a key dangled from her own lanyard. “Ford, I should probably tell you—”

      Suddenly he was right back to over a week ago, about to land on her doorstep and make a fool out of himself. Tell her that he needed her, not only in his ear, watching his back, but in his life.

      Except, that wasn’t fair. Not to her, and not to him. She had a future as a Rescue Swimmer, months of training, then deployment to who knew where, and any kind of relationship would be complicated.

      She was worth complicated.

      But it wasn’t fair to her. Not when she needed her complete focus on passing. On staying alive.

      He would sacrifice his very breath to give her what she wanted most.

      So, “No, Red,” he said, interrupting her. “Don’t…”

      Because maybe he was making a leap here, but he thought he saw the same dangerous impulse in her pretty eyes to dive back into the almosts and maybes between them.

      Her mouth closed. She nodded.

      Looked away, back to the ocean, the scrape of the waves upon the shore. “When do we leave?”

      “We’re meeting Ham and my sister’s contact, a guy named Roy, in Prague in twenty-four hours. There’s a flight leaving in three.”

      “Pick me up at my house in an hour.”

      “Thanks, Red.”

      She held up her hand in a fist bump. “Let’s go get your sister.”
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      The voices in the kitchen woke her, and for a moment, RJ simply stared at the room, trying to place her surroundings.

      High ceilings, birds chirruping outside an open window bracketed by lace curtains, straining the light into intricate patterns on the wood floor that was carpeted with a blue Turkish rug. A small wooden table was shoved into the corner, a short bookshelf held a smattering of paperbacks, and an overstuffed red chair propped a book on its arm—The Hunger Games, in English—lying open and facedown.

      RJ was curled onto a long sofa bed, pulled out to accommodate two, and as she raised her head, she realized she’d been drooling, having hit the pillow hard and completely crashing only a few hours ago.

      To her knowledge, York hadn’t slept at all, and probably not Coco, who would have climbed in beside her—

      Coco.

      Oh my. She’d found Coco. Not that her foster sister had been hiding, really, but after the fiasco with Wyatt, she’d sort of washed her hands of the family.

      Thanks for that, bro.

      But she’d been here, in Moscow, all that time.

      They’d barely caught up last night, York the Driven needing Coco to start hunting down the ISP and source of whoever had intercepted RJ’s emails.

      He hadn’t been pleased that Coco and RJ knew each other. If possible, he’d turned even crabbier, as if RJ had somehow stolen his thunder.

      Although, maybe the darkness crashed right after she’d kissed him.

      Yeah, she’d kissed him. More of an impulsive, panicked move, but she’d found herself maybe trying a little too hard to make it real.

      He tasted good. And had soft lips and a mouth that, yeah, at first didn’t respond, but then…

      Then.

      He’d wrapped his arms around her, clearly seeing the need to put a little believability into the kiss. Never mind that it was for show. After nearly a week on the run, ragged-edged and buzzing inside, kissing him made the world slow down. For a brief, comforting moment, York was holding her, and she didn’t even care that he didn’t really like her. He was safe. Strong. Capable.

      She had let herself relax.

      Let herself kiss him.

      It wasn’t attached to feelings—more of a release of her tension, and maybe for him, too, because although she didn’t mean to urge him on, he deepened their kiss, turning it from exploratory to need. Became an unexpected bond between them that pushed aside the questions and suspicions and nourished something she hadn’t realized she needed.

      The need, at least for her, to cling to someone.

      To know she wasn’t alone.

      Perhaps she’d clung a little too hard because he looked almost angry when he marched them back to the metro.

      Hadn’t really looked at her since.

      The man needed to lighten up. It wasn’t like she wanted a proposal. Just help her find out who was trying to kill the general, get her on a plane, and he could wash his hands of her.

      She’d chalk up her crazy behavior—and the wild outfit York made her wear—to being on the lam in a former communist country. That felt fair.

      Coco had given her clothes that felt more her speed—a pair of yoga pants, an oversized shirt, and socks. Now RJ got up and headed to the bathroom down the hall. She spotted York leaning against the windowsill in the kitchen holding a cup in his hands. He looked up, and she caught his gaze on her as she slipped into the bathroom.

      Oh, the hair. She found a pick in Coco’s closet and fought it for a while, then gave up and pulled it back into a ponytail. Coco had given her a toothbrush last night, and she used it to feel human again, washed her face, and finally emerged, mostly herself.

      Coco was in the kitchen with York, finishing off a piece of cake, one foot drawn up and nudged next to the table, watching her computer run a program.

      “Hey, sis,” she said as if she and RJ might be back in Montana hanging out on a Saturday morning. “I made a batch of your mom’s applesauce cake. There’s coffee on the stove. Bad habit I can’t seem to break.”

      Coco wore a pair of runners and a sleeveless shirt, a wrap in her short red hair that only accentuated her high cheekbones, the freckles across her nose, and her often too-perceptive gray-green eyes. “I think York and I have pinned down the source of your email hijacker.”

      RJ sliced a piece of cake from the pan on the stove, poured herself a cup of coffee, and brought them both over to the table, sitting down beside Coco.

      York hadn’t moved, hadn’t spoken, and she glanced at him.

      He wore a frown, his lips pursed.

      “What’s his problem?” she said to Coco. Finally, maybe she had an ally.

      “Oh, that’s just York. He’s been grumpy his entire life.”

      York made a noise, drained his cup, and set it on the counter. “Are you done with the sofa? I need some shut-eye.”

      Yeah, she hadn’t thought about the fact that in this one room flat, she’d taken the only place to sleep. “Sorry.”

      “No problem,” he mumbled and headed down the hall.

      Coco reached out with her foot and closed the kitchen door behind him. Turned to her. “Everything. I need to know everything.”

      RJ laughed. “Wow, I missed you. Where have you been? What—I mean, you just vanished. And now you’re a super hacker in Moscow?”

      “I didn’t just vanish. I had…have…family here. My, um…my dad’s family lives in Moscow, and after the Wyatt thing—”

      “You mean the part where Wyatt fell completely in love with you?”

      Coco drew a breath at that, as if RJ’s words stung. Her mouth tightened into a thin line. “Wyatt wasn’t in love with me.”

      “Then what was the make-out session in the barn all about?”

      “The one where your brother caught us and completely freaked out?”

      RJ made a face. “So, there might have been a slight overreaction there.”

      “Wyatt wasn’t my real brother.”

      “I know. But Ma considered you her daughter. Still does.”

      Coco broke off a piece of cake. “I know. How is she?”

      “She’s okay. Dating, actually—a guy named Hardwin. He’s nice, I guess. It’s just…you know, the ranch isn’t the same without Dad. Knox is doing a great job running it, and I guess Reuben is going to move home and help him, but—oh, Reuben got married, finally.”

      “That girl from Geraldine—the one that Knox dated too?”

      RJ shook her head. “No. He married the pilot with his smokejumping team. But yeah, that fight between Knox and Reuben was rough.”

      “First time I’d ever seen a real family brawl. I think every one of the brothers got in on it.”

      “That’s the Marshall men—they don’t know the word for slow down, be careful, stop and think…you know, prudence.”

      Although, with her words came the sharp, swift memory of diving into York’s arms. A blush pressed her face.

      Coco saw it, frowned. Looked past her to the room down the hall. “You know, York was acting really strange when you arrived. He went to check on you a few times when you were sleeping and once just stood there at the door, watching you. Did something happen between you two?”

      Oh. Uh. “If you don’t include him saving my life, trapping me in his safe house for a week, and dressing me like a hooker, then…no.”

      “Really?”

      “He doesn’t like me, I promise. He was probably standing there trying to figure out if he could dump me off at a train station.”

      “He wouldn’t do that. York might seem armor-plated with all sharp edges, but under all that is a good man. At least he was when he was dating my friend Tasha. He changed after she was killed, but I know he’s still in there.”

      Tasha?

      Coco got up and poured herself more coffee. “Tasha was a videocaster and ran a site called the October Review. She uncovered and debunked conspiracy theories, raised a few scenarios of her own, and basically gave political commentary on current government policies. She had the audacity to believe in a truly free Russia.”

      Coco turned, leaning against the sill. “I helped her set up an encrypted email box so that she could get tips without having the government watching over her shoulder. We became friends—she liked to quiz me about American policies and culture. And she liked American food. I’m not sure how she met York, but he was at her flat once when I went over to teach her how to make pizza. Maybe that’s why she wanted to learn—to cook for him, but he never stuck around long. I’m not sure their relationship was public knowledge. I know he used to work at the embassy in some capacity.”

      “Security.”

      Coco nodded, looked at her coffee. “He’d left by the time he met Tasha. I think he had something terrible happen to him, but Tasha never got it out of him. He’s pretty private.”

      Huh.

      “Tasha was killed while crossing the street to her flat one January night. They said it was an accident—a car skidded out of control and hit her, but they never found the car. And York thinks…well…”

      “That she was murdered.”

      “Assassinated. She was looking into a scandal involving a Russian politician who had an American mistress, with the theory that he gave her state secrets in exchange for…well, you know.”

      “You think the politician had her killed?”

      “I don’t know. York brought me her computer, and I swept it for information, dug through her emails, and all I came up with was a reoccurring name—Pavel Tsarnaev. He’s some sort of Russian-Chechen boss and we couldn’t connect the dots. York got a call from some guy who lives off the grid in Europe, a black-ops type who said he’d picked up news about a contract on Tasha’s life. Said the contract was tagged by an operator who worked in Moscow. A guy named Damien Gustov. He’s got a laundry list of kills and horrific acts. Wanted in seven countries.”

      Silhouetted against the pane, she looked alone but fierce, an older version of the girl who knew how to stand up to Wyatt and his cocky shenanigans. She’d been the only one, that RJ knew of, who’d gotten under Wyatt’s skin, diverted his attention away from his first love, hockey.

      Of course he’d loved Coco. RJ had a gut feeling he’d never gotten over losing her.

      Funny that Coco hadn’t figured that out.

      “York became obsessed with finding him. He’s still here under an embassy visa, but I’m not sure what he does.” Coco came back to her computer, sat down. “All I know is that he isn’t leaving Russia until he finds him.”

      Transportation. RJ had joked about his definition of his profession, but yeah.

      She’d seen the darkness in his eyes.

      Tasted the deep wounds evidenced in his hungry kiss.

      He’s pretty private.

      “He saved my life. And he’s helping me figure out who took a shot at General Stanislov, so he’s still a hero underneath all that darkness.”

      “No, actually, I’m not.”

      She stiffened, then turned. Of course York stood at the door, his hands in his pockets, his mouth in a tight line of annoyance.

      Sorry, but, “Yes, you are.”

      “The minute you start thinking that is the minute you find yourself trusting me. And you shouldn’t trust anyone right now, honey. First rule of spy craft.”

      “I’m not a spy. I’m an analyst, Sugar Pie.”

      His eyes narrowed around the edges, just a smidgen. Then he walked over behind Coco and leaned down. “Tell me something good.”

      “Okay.” Coco was typing and now pulled up the results of the search. “The emails to RJ were sent from a server here in Moscow. They came from a blind user, but I’ve tracked the account to a secure email box, not unlike the one I set up for Tash.”

      RJ glanced at him, and the name didn’t even register a flicker on his face.

      “I was able to get into the logs, and I’ve been running a search on other emails sent by this server in the past three years.” She leaned back. “Look familiar?”

      RJ leaned over and a plain text email popped up.

      I will find you.

      Chilling, but she frowned, not sure—

      York took a deep breath, stood up, went to the window, and stared out, an unmoving fortress.

      “I don’t understand,” RJ said.

      Coco looked up at her. “York sent that letter to Damien two years ago. To this IP address.”

      “And that’s the same IP address that sourced the emails that I received?”

      “Yeah. The same person who set you up.”

      “Damien—what was his name?”

      “Gustov,” York said. He turned, his eyes fierce. “So now we’ve discovered who set you up.”

      “And who was trying to kill General Stanislov.”

      He nodded. “Now it’s time to get you out of the country.”

      “But—” She got up. “Listen, this guy is still out there, still hunting the general—”

      “And what are you going to do about it, Miss Analyst? Hunt him down with your savvy Sydney Bristow skills? You’d be dead in an hour.”

      “What? No I wouldn’t. I can speak Russian just as well as you can. And sure, I don’t have ninja skills, but I’m not inept. I thought pretty fast on my feet last night, didn’t I?”

      A flicker in his eyes, and he swallowed. Then he looked past her. “Kat, can you send a message to David? Tell him I’m coming in—with Miss Marshall.”

      Coco gave a quick glance at RJ, then back to York. Nodded.

      “York—” RJ started.

      “We leave in an hour. I’m getting a shower.” He met her eyes then, something lethal and cold enough in his gaze to root her to the spot. “Don’t get any wild ideas about leaving.”

      He headed to the bathroom.

      “Wow.”

      “Ignore him,” Coco said.

      “What about the general? He needs to know he’s still in danger.”

      “I can get a message to him.”

      She could? Okay, but, “Can you get a message to my family? I doubt they’ve heard anything—it’s not like my mug shot made international news, but I don’t want them to worry, in case it did.”

      Coco gave her a look. “I have news for you, Rubes. Your picture is on Interpol. You’re wanted worldwide.”

      RJ reached for her chair.

      “I think you need to do what York says and get out of the country ASAP. And don’t listen to him about not trusting anyone. You can trust me. And York.” She got up. “I think I can figure out a way to get a message to your family without alerting suspicion. In the meantime, go riffle through my closet and find a change of clothes. Something a little more…Russian.”

      “I’m not wearing leather.”

      Coco laughed. “How about a miniskirt and a cutoff sweater?”

      “Now you’re just mocking our high school closet.”

      Coco grinned, but she looked away, out the window. “So, how is he?”

      He. Oh. Wyatt.

      “He’s playing professional hockey for the Minnesota Blue Ox.”

      “I know. I sorta…I watch the games, sometimes on YouTube.” She gave a wry smile. “But…does he…is he…” She sighed. “It doesn’t matter.”

      Oh, Coco. Because she’d never been able to hide how she felt about Wyatt. “Is he dating anyone?” RJ filled in for her. “No. Not that I know of.”

      Coco lifted a shoulder. “It doesn’t matter. We had that…moment. And then…” She glanced at her. “Actually, that wasn’t the end of it.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. I saw him in Russia, two years ago. He was playing in the International Ice Hockey Federation national championship here in Moscow.”

      “What happened?”

      “Nothing. He was having a party. We…caught up, but…it would never work out between us. He has a big life. I live in a one room flat. He has fans around the world. I wear the same clothes for a week. I don’t fit in to his life.”

      “Coco—”

      “No, it is what it is. And I know that. I just want him to be happy.”

      But a tear cut down her cheek. She wiped it away. “If you see him, tell him…” She offered a smile. “Tell him that I wish him well.”

      Oh, her sister wished for more than that, so RJ reached out and drew Coco to herself.

      “Tell your mother that I think of her every time I make applesauce cake.”

      “And good cake it is.”

      York picked right then to emerge from the bathroom. He was bare-chested, his dark blond hair spiked up, still wet, water glistening on the dark hairs of his chest, his jeans low on his hips. A towel hung around his neck. He stood there a moment, watching the women embrace, then turned and walked down the hall, lifting the towel to dry his hair.

      RJ let her go.

      “Oh my,” Coco said. “Those shoulders.”

      Mmmhmm. Except—she turned to Coco. “Is there something between—”

      “No. Definitely not.” Coco held up her hands in surrender. “He’s all yours, sis. Have fun.”

      Oh yes, this was going to be a blast.
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      All her life Scarlett had dreamed of adventure. And sure, sailing the ocean blue, disembarking in places like Bahrain, Spain, and even Norfolk sounded exciting, but all of that had been spent testing radio communications, getting supplies from the base, and maybe finding a place to eat off base that didn’t give her food poisoning.

      Her best adventures she lived vicariously through Ford, experienced through his ops, all of which she’d only been privy to through the drone screen.

      Which meant that none of those ever included seeing a castle outside her hotel window.

      A castle.

      It sat on a hill above the city of Prague, with medieval, Gothic spires that should probably have a dragon clutching one of the black-hatted turrets. Below the castle, the hill was dotted with red-roofed buildings all the way to a wide, glistening river. And over that river arched ancient cobblestone bridges clogged with watercolorists and photographers and flower vendors and…

      The place felt like romance.

      It didn’t help that Ford had changed into a very unobtrusive black T-shirt, faded jeans, and hiking boots, trying to blend as they walked the city this morning to stave off jet lag.

      As if. The man walked with a confidence that radiated military if not spec ops, and just being around him made her wonder why he’d needed her.

      Maybe she didn’t want to know. It was enough to savor his words, let them settle deep with the memory of his eyes searching hers as he delivered his deliciously lethal sentence.

      Scarlett, I…I need you.

      Yeah, she was a goner, right there. So, yes, when he put it that way, of course she’d drop everything and dash over the ocean with him. Why not?

      Frankly, what else was she going to do? She still had two weeks of personal emergency leave, and her separation papers were sitting on her table at home, and this might be her last real adventure before…well, she hadn’t a clue what she might do in the civilian world.

      Wait tables, maybe.

      Scarlett turned away from the window where it looked out over a cobblestone square. The gorgeous cathedral sat on a hill a stone’s throw away, and in the square below, a carriage drawn by a horse waited for her as if she might be Cinderella.

      She felt like it.

      Wake up, girl, and come to your senses. They were meeting Roy, Ford’s contact, in less than an hour. And Hamilton Jones, the operator whom Ford had hired to help them secret his sister out of Russia, was due shortly after that. He’d emailed that his flight was delayed.

      Which meant that they were on their own for this super-secret-007 meeting.

      Cool.

      A knock came at the door of her room. “Red?”

      The historic room hosted a tiny double bed, a bathroom as big as a closet, and a wooden floor that had to be centuries old, given the moans and creaks it uttered as she walked across it.

      She opened the door.

      Ford had donned a jean jacket for their clandestine meet and greet. And he hadn’t shaved, his face deliciously rustic. “You ready?”

      She wore a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, her running shoes. “Yep. How far is it?”

      “A café a few blocks away. I figure we’ll get there early, get the lay of the place, figure out exits…” He lifted a shoulder. “I hate not having a weapon.”

      She closed the door behind her as she left the room. “You think this guy will know where RJ is?”

      He’d filled her in on the story he’d gotten from Senator White, as well as pieced together information from his brief Skype meeting with RJ a couple weeks ago. His sister had called him to relay information about a suspect Tate was trying to track down, someone wanted in connection to a bombing that had nearly killed Tate’s girlfriend. A bombing Scarlett had helped thwart. During the call, Ford had noticed the café, which he now pinpointed as European.

      “I hope so,” Ford said as they left the hotel.

      A linden tree had dropped tiny white flowers on the cobblestones, and a slight breeze reaped the scent from a bush of wild roses.

      No romance.

      It was hard not to imagine herself hand in hand with Ford as they strolled through the narrow streets past souvenir vendors, mulled-wine stands, and the occasional pastry shop. They meandered the winding streets of Old Town, following a hand-sketched map Ford had procured from the hotel manager, finally turning down a narrow street with an old-world-style hanging sign over the door of a café. The Hog’s Head. The scent of roasted pork seasoned the air as they drew closer.

      Scarlett followed Ford inside, through the time warp to a century earlier, where ancient tables hosted intricately carved chairs. A candled chandelier hung from an arched plastered ceiling, and at a long polished bar, a man was filling up steins from a tap.

      The café wasn’t heavily populated this time of day—early afternoon. A middle-aged man read a newspaper at a far table. Another man sat with his back to the door—clearly not their target—and a couple huddled over what looked like a— “Is that a hoof?”

      “Pig’s foot. It’s a specialty here in Prague.”

      “Maybe I’ll just get a coffee.”

      Ford glanced at her, smiled, so much warmth in his eyes that for a second, yes, it felt like a date.

      Not. A. Date. Sheesh, why did her brain always track that direction?

      “I’ll sit at the bar,” she said, but he took her hand and brought her through the place to a back table. “Here. You can see the whole place, and you’re right by the exit if something should go south.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a Bluetooth earpiece, so small as to be hidden in her ear. Then he retrieved one for himself. “Call me. Just sit on the phone quietly so you can hear everything. And if I say I’d prefer a burger, that’s your cue to leave.”

      “You’d prefer a burger?”

      He shrugged.

      “Okay, James.”

      “Just…sit down. And listen.”

      She rolled her eyes, but sat down at the table, her back to the wall. Ford walked up to the bar and ordered something—a couple of beers by the movements of the bartender. She would have preferred coffee, but she could pretend.

      He brought the beer over to her. “I’m going up to the front.”

      “I’m dialing right now.”

      By the time he sat down, they’d connected, and he slipped his phone into his pocket.

      Now, to wait.

      She pulled out her phone and pretended to be scrolling.

      Watched the man with the paper leave.

      Saw the couple laughing as they ate the hoof over fake candlelight.

      She’d like to be eating a hoof over candlelight—

      Head in the game!

      “Here’s our guy,” Ford said quietly as a man entered the threshold. Big guy, yeah, he radiated former military off him in the way he scanned the room, spotted Ford, then walked over to the bar.

      He had his shirt sleeves pushed up.

      “See the bone frog tattoo?” she asked. Ford had told her about the tat he’d seen on the Skype video.

      “I can’t, not from here.”

      “Let me see…”

      “Red.”

      She got up and walked to the bar. Stood next to the man but addressed the bartender. “Can I have a glass of water?”

      She glanced over at their target, smiled. “Parched.”

      “Red, what are you doing?” Ford hissed into her ear.

      The bartender handed her a glass of tap water, warm. She thanked him, casting a surreptitious look at the man’s arm.

      Green outline of a frog from his wrist to his elbow.

      She walked back to the table. “Confirmed.”

      But as she turned to sit down, she startled.

      The man had followed her.

      “Um…can I help you?”

      He stood an easy six foot three, had nearly black hair cut short and dark brown eyes. She placed him in his early thirties.

      He wasn’t smiling. “I think I’m here to help you.” He sat down opposite her.

      Oh. Um.

      “What’s he doing?” Ford said, but she couldn’t exactly answer him back.

      “Roy?” she said instead.

      “I have to admit, I don’t know why Randall keeps sending the rookies. She’s going to get you all killed.”

      Who was Randall? A couple of quick words of panic flashed into Scarlett’s brain. But, hello, she’d spent years rehearsing roles with her mother.

      She could do this. Really. Scarlett folded her arms and leaned back, looked at the former SEAL. She knew how to talk to operators. Straight up. No punches pulled. “I’m not quite as fresh as you think. You can’t judge someone by what you see. You should know that. Roy.”

      One brow flickered down, then he sighed and nodded. “Whatever. But your friend—Ruby Jane—wasn’t prepared to go in-country. I told her to stay put, let York handle the issue. Now she’s on the run, and she’s not going to make it out of Russia alive.”

      Through the comms, Ford drew in his breath.

      “You leave that to us. We just need to know how to find her.”

      “She’s not with York?”

      Oh boy. Stay calm. “We haven’t heard from him.”

      Roy looked away. “Fine. I’ll see if I can track him down. But he’s probably in one of his safe houses in Moscow—if he’s found her. And that’s a big if. Do you know what went wrong?”

      She shook her head.

      He leaned forward. “And what about the general? Is he alive? If he is, he’s still in danger. And so is your operative. Because if she did step in the middle of the hit, and if she saw the shooter, then she’s a target too.”

      She nodded as if, of course. And then, because she just, well…okay it might have been a stupid question but, “How do you know that RJ wasn’t the assassin?”

      The question lay there on the table, between them, and she could nearly feel Ford’s eyes burning into her.

      Roy considered her. “Just how wide is this rogue arm? Seriously—you’re looking at your own operatives?”

      She didn’t blink. “Always.”

      He gave her a hard look. Finally, “Okay. Listen, like I said, I’ll reach out to York, see if he’s with her. Same number?”

      Oh. “No. Burner phone.” She rattled off her cell number, making a mental note to delete her voicemail message.

      He seemed to be committing it to memory. Then he reached across the table, took her beer, and swallowed a long draft. Set it down. “I’ll be in touch.”

      “Don’t make me wait too long.”

      He nodded, then walked out.

      The silence on the other end of the phone was nearly deafening. Finally, Ford got up and walked over to the table. Slid out the chair Roy had just vacated.

      “You scare me a little.”

      “Good.” She smiled at him. “I think I’m ready to try a hoof.”
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      If Damien Gustov had set RJ up, then he wasn’t finished with her.

      Which meant that every moment she was in the country was a moment Gustov could run her down, grab her from a crowd, or simply walk up behind her and put a knife into her gut.

      And then York would get to watch another woman he promised to protect die under his care.

      “You don’t have to hold my hand,” RJ said as he pulled her up from the bowels of the metro out onto Novinsky Boulevard. The rush hour had appeased some as he’d crisscrossed them around town, this time using the crowd to hide her.

      The sun had begun to settle beyond the skyline of western Moscow, a brilliant fire that sent streaks of pale orange and pink shooting across the horizon. The smog in the city sometimes combined with the low-lying clouds to create a bruised effect, but tonight it was all smoke and fire along the horizon.

      Kat had done well. Put makeup on RJ, hid her hair in a beret, dressed her in a jean skirt, black tights, a pair of boots, and an oversized sweater. She looked downright European.

      He liked the leather better, but he didn’t care what she wore as long as it got her safely to the American Center where his contact would be waiting.

      York would get her into the embassy from there, arrange for her transport out of the country.

      “What do you mean I shouldn’t trust you?”

      She said it low, in English, and he glanced at her. But they were out of the crowd now, walking by storefronts and gated apartments. This part of town was rich with elegant Renaissance-style architecture, groomed sidewalks, and curbside greenery. They passed a newsstand, and he hustled her by.

      The last thing she needed was a glimpse of her picture on one of the daily rags.

      “I thought you said I should do what you say.”

      “You should. I just meant—I’m not a hero, and I don’t want you thinking that.”

      “I don’t know. A guy runs me down, drags me to safety, feeds me, and makes sure I get home safely. You’re right. Not a hero at all.”

      He rounded on her, and she just stared at him, her eyes hard in his.

      A beat passed between them. “I just don’t want you to depend on me, okay? Start thinking I’m going to come to your rescue. I’m not that guy.”

      “Why not? Because it seems like you’re exactly that guy, whether you like it or not—”

      “No, I’m not.” He glanced around her, then caught her arm and pushed her into an alcove between buildings. “Listen. You need to watch your back. Pay attention to things around you. Something looks suspicious, you take precautions. Cross the street. Detour. Expect danger.” He drew a breath. “You never know when something is going to come out of nowhere and…and—”

      “Kill the woman you love?”

      He sucked in a breath. What? He was turning away, but she grabbed his jacket sleeve. “York. I know about Tasha. I know Gustov killed her. And that you think he’s after me too.”

      Kat had been talking.

      “Tasha wasn’t careful. I kept telling her to stop stirring up stories, that if she went sniffing too deep, someone was going to bite back. But she didn’t listen.” He yanked his arm away from her grip. “And you didn’t listen. You just had to come to Russia, just had to show up at the scene of a political assassination. What were you thinking?”

      Her jaw tightened. “I was thinking that I didn’t want someone to die if I could stop it. That maybe I had information vital to the safety of the world, and that someone had to do something about it. Because apparently, you weren’t going to.”

      His mouth closed, and he shook his head.

      “Except…wait.” Her eyes widened. “You were, weren’t you? That’s why you were there. Because…because you knew it was going down, and you wanted to stop it too.”

      He looked away.

      “See?”

      She had a hold of his jacket again, and he glanced over at her, wanting very much to stalk away and leave her here, but…but…shoot.

      She was right. He was that guy, and he didn’t like it. “Whatever.”

      A tiny smile drifted up one side of her face.

      “What?”

      “I’m an analyst. It’s what I do.”

      She stood there, now grinning at him, and if he thought she was pretty without makeup, he’d underestimated her impact when she added a little glitz. Her pretty blue eyes seemed bigger, brighter, her mouth intriguing with the outline of lipstick. He found himself staring at her lips. Remembering…

      Yeah, he needed to get her out of the country—away from him—as soon as he could because he had one goal when he dropped her off.

      Find Damien.

      Finish what Damien started.

      RJ’s smile fell. She let go of his jacket, smoothed it. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry about Tasha.”

      He clenched his jaw, a little unnerved by the sudden rush of heat in his throat. “It’s been a long time.”

      “I lost my father five years ago. Sometimes it feels as fresh as yesterday. Grief never loses its sting, it just recedes until suddenly, it’s right there, taking you out, right?”

      “We need to get going.”

      She slid her hand into his. “Why didn’t you just go home after Tasha died?”

      “I don’t have a home. My parents were killed when I was a kid, and I grew up with my grandparents. They passed away over ten years ago, so…” He lifted a shoulder. “This is home now.”

      “No it’s not. It’s…a safe house. It’s survival.”

      He didn’t look at her. “I can’t go anywhere until Damien Gustov is dead.”

      She was silent.

      He finally met her gaze.

      “You blame yourself for Tasha’s death.”

      Well, duh. “Let’s go.”

      He pulled her out of the alcove and down the street.

      “What’s your plan for getting me into the consulate?”

      “Remember the part where I used to work in security? We had ways of getting out of the consulate if we were attacked.”

      “Really?”

      He made a face. “I hate to say this, but—”

      “Trust you?”

      “Just this once.”

      She nodded, smirking. “See?”

      Oh brother.

      They crossed at a light, and he continued down the sidewalk, the ornate white and gold American Center building on his right, two buildings down. He tugged her toward a two-story apartment building, opened the door, pulled her toward a gated entrance. When he pressed a four-digit code into the keypad, the metal door clicked open.

      He led her through and closed it behind him, then knocked at the inside door.

      It opened. A bouncer stood in the threshold and York pushed past him, turning to check on her.

      Of course RJ stayed practically glued to him.

      David Curtiss, Chief of Station, was waiting for him in the anterior room, looking out onto the gated complex of the consulate. Another coded metal door led out into the compound. Mid-forties, short blond hair, military background, David had worked for the embassy for the better part of a decade, but before that he’d worked undercover for various three-letter agencies. He’d taken the embassy job to be near the love of his life, a Russian woman named Yanna. They had two children, married in a church but not by the state according to rumor.

      York had never met his wife.

      “David.”

      The man turned. His gaze cast past York to settle on RJ. He drew in a breath, shaking his head. “You really know how to get into trouble, don’t you, York?”

      “She didn’t do it.”

      David glanced at RJ, who didn’t move, fierce in her innocence. She opened her mouth as if to speak, but York cut back in.

      “I was there. I saw the entire thing go down—she was framed. And my hunch is that Damien Gustov is behind it all. Kat tracked down the emails he intercepted in the communication between Miss Marshall and myself, and Gustov set her up. She needs to get home as soon as possible.”

      David held up his hand. “I’ll stop you there. First, Kat emailed me, so I’m aware of your findings. She even sent proof, so I’m inclined to believe you.”

      “Inclined? Take a look at the woman. Do you seriously think she’s an assassin?”

      “Hey!”

      Aw, shoot. “RJ, don’t—”

      “No, really. Why couldn’t I be an assassin?”

      David raised an eyebrow.

      “She’s not, David. Really.”

      “I can handle a gun.”

      “RJ! Stop talking!” York rounded on her.

      She recoiled. Folded her arms. “Yeah, okay. I didn’t do it. But, I…okay, I probably couldn’t, either, but I was there because I was trying to stop the general from getting assassinated, so that counts.”

      “Yes, it does,” David said quietly, and it seemed he was trying not to smile. “Listen. I believe you. And the whole thing came about so quickly—the cell phone picture, the sketch—it felt fabricated. But that’s not the problem.”

      He walked over to a table and pulled out a chair. “Sit down, Miss Marshall.”

      “Why?” York said. “What—”

      “You too, pal. Because I want you to listen to me the whole way through.”

      RJ sank into the chair. She suddenly looked very frail, as if her bravado had deflated with his words.

      York sat down beside her but refrained from doing something too invasive, like taking her hand.

      David took the final chair, leaning forward, his elbows on his knees, his hands pressed together. “There’s a kill order out for RJ.”

      “No surprise—”

      “From the CIA.”

      RJ gasped.

      York froze. “What—?”

      “We’re not sure if it’s legitimate or not—our people are checking into it, but apparently there’s been—”

      “A rogue group inside the CIA who is working to move America and Russia back to a cold war,” RJ finished.

      York looked at her.

      “Analyst. I didn’t just come here on a whim, York. My boss got a tip from one of my sources—”

      “Roy, I know.”

      “Not just Roy but yes, tips about a group who want more arms, more spies—”

      “More jobs, more defense spending,” David said.

      “Maybe. But in order to create a cold war, Russia would have to put into power a hard-liner in the highest levels of Russian government—”

      “Someone like Arkady Petrov,” David said.

      “Exactly. Last month my boss and I traveled twice to Prague to meet with agents who suggested that General Stanislov’s life was in danger, and when I was contacted by one of our black operatives, I knew I couldn’t sit on the sidelines.”

      David was nodding. “So, the problem is that we can’t get you out through normal channels. We don’t know who might be part of this rogue faction, and until we do, I can’t let her into the embassy.”

      “What?” York popped to his feet. “What is she supposed to do? Hang out in my safe house?”

      “For starters—”

      “No. I’m going after Gustov. There’s no way—”

      “I do have another way out if you’ll just take a breath and listen.” David had found his feet too. “I have a contact in Khabarovsk, in Far East Russia. A buddy of mine who is married to an American doctor. He used to be FSB, but now he’s with the military, does spec ops training. He’ll get you out via Vladivostok.”

      York blinked at him. “That’s all the way across the country. And it’s not like she can hop a plane—”

      “You’ll take the Trans-Siberian Railway.”

      The railroad. “You’ve got to be kidding me. That’s…that’s a seven-day trip.”

      “Seven more days for this thing to cool down and for us to find the general’s shooter. The real one.” He cast a look at RJ. “No offense.”

      “Sorry. I’m just not as inept as York thinks I am.”

      “York thinks everyone is inept.” David smirked.

      York glared at him.

      David stood up. “Listen. Get her back to your flat. Lie low. We’ll get you fresh passports and tickets.”

      York noticed the plural and glanced at RJ, back to David. I just don’t want you to depend on me, okay? Start thinking I’m going to come to your rescue. I’m not that guy.

      “York doesn’t have to go with me,” RJ said. “I’ll be fine by myself.”

      And his mouth opened without his permission. “Two tickets will work. I’ll fly back to Moscow when we get to Vladivostok.”

      But it felt right.

      After all, she’d done everything he’d told her to do.

      David nodded, glanced at RJ. “If it matters, I think you did a very brave thing.” He reached out for York’s hand. “Come back anytime. We miss you.” Then he let himself out the gated door.

      RJ sat there, saying nothing.

      “Sorry,” York said, suddenly wanting to do something crazy, like maybe put his arms around her.

      “No, I’m sorry,” she said, getting on her feet. “I’m sorry I’m causing you so much trouble. Let’s just get back to your place so I can take a shower and get out of these clothes.”

      He followed her out, and she ducked her head as they headed down the dusky street. She didn’t take his hand as they descended to the metro or as they stood on the platform, and as she got into the car, she walked over to a molded seat and sat down. Kept her face away from the passengers.

      He didn’t want to get rid of her that badly.

      In fact—“I know where you can get a pizza in this town, if you’re interested.”

      She glanced up at him, and the faintest smile appeared. “Sweeter words were never spoken.”

      So maybe having her around for a few more days wouldn’t kill him.

      As long as he could keep her alive.

      He brought her to a place off Kropotkinskaya, a modern café with pizza on foil, and they shared it over a couple dark beers. “There’s a place in Geraldine, near my family’s ranch, called Ravioli’s, and they serve a crazy good pizza.”

      “Your family has a ranch?”

      “In Montana. About nine thousand acres. My brother breeds bucking bulls for the rodeo too.”

      “Just the two of you?”

      “No—I have five brothers. I’m the youngest. And I have a twin. He’s a Navy SEAL.”

      A SEAL, huh? “I’m an only.”

      She took a drink, then ran her thumb over the lip of her bottle. “I felt like an only, being the only girl. My brothers would try and ditch me, but my father made them take me along. I learned how to ride and rope and shoot and I’m not as helpless as you think.”

      “I don’t think you’re helpless. But you…you’re a little green to be an agent.”

      “Analyst.”

      “Analyst,” he said. “Just like Sydney Bristow.” He winked.

      She laughed, and it was sweet and light and slipped under his skin. “I used to watch that show. I never really knew what I wanted to do with my life—my mother was so happy on the ranch, and I thought maybe I’d find a cowboy, live happily ever after. But…I don’t know. I was a reader, and I loved spy stories, and when I went to college, I already knew Russian because of Coco, so I minored in it, majored in international relations. The CIA called before I even graduated.”

      She folded her pizza like a sandwich as she ate it. “I only told my family a couple months ago. They completely freaked out.”

      “I can’t imagine what they might be doing right now. Probably forming a posse to rescue you.”

      She put her pizza down. “Naw. They don’t know, I’m sure.”

      “I mentioned the international news part. Your Navy SEAL brother isn’t going to show up in Russia, is he?”

      “No. Listen. The last thing my brother Ford is going to do is rescue me. Believe me—we’ve been there, done that, and it didn’t turn out well.” She paused. “We haven’t really spoken in years. I mean, we’re friendly, and he calls when he’s back on US soil, but…” She lifted a shoulder. “Actually, Ford doesn’t know what I do. I knew that conversation wouldn’t go well and I didn’t know how to tell him. He’s always been a little over-protective. They all are, really.”

      York really wanted to follow her down that rabbit trail, but she shook her head, kept talking.

      “My mother barely turns on the television, and Knox and Reuben are busy in Montana. I never know where Tate is half the time, and Ford is off saving the world. Wyatt has his hockey life and hasn’t really lived at home since he was thirteen. I doubt any of them have an inclination of what’s happening.”

      He finished off his pizza. “Then let’s get you back home before they find out.”

      She was smiling again, and that, for some reason, was what mattered right now.

      They boxed up the rest of the pizza. The air was balmy, fragranced with the night smells, the sky littered with sparkle as they walked back to the flat. They climbed the three flights in the dark, and he opened the outer metal door, then the inner door, and held it open for her.

      Flicked on the light.

      The man moved so fast York nearly didn’t see him until it was too late. He acted more out of reflex and from RJ’s scream. From out of the corner of his eye he saw her slam her palm into her assailant’s face, but he was too busy deflecting the fist swinging his direction. He dodged it, returned in kind, and met bone on bone, his fist against a man’s jaw.

      RJ was shouting, grunting, clearly fighting someone, and York pushed his assailant into the kitchen, against the table, sending his fist into the bigger man’s gut.

      Bigger, beefier, and yeah, now he was making out the all black uniform.

      FSB.

      Shoot—he grabbed the man around the back of the neck and brought his head down, his knee up, but not before the man got a fist into his ribs.

      Something jabbed into his back— “No!” He braced himself as darts fired into his back and the electricity hit him with 50,000 volts.

      His entire body seized, paralyzed by the fire that buzzed through him, contracting his muscles in one giant fist. He let out a shout, and somewhere in the long tunnel, away from where his brain was running, he heard RJ screaming.

      The buzzing stopped abruptly, and he fell, his body still shaking. Pain shot through the top of his head.

      “What did you do?” RJ was at his side, her hands on his chest. “York!”

      His vision grayed, fogged, splotches of black against the light, and his chest turned to a vise, his breathing cutting out.

      Then FSB was hauling her up and slamming her against the counter, turning her to cuff her.

      “York!”

      But he couldn’t breathe. And everything went dark.
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      Ford needed to send Scarlett home.

      He wasn’t sure exactly what he’d been thinking—had probably been acting on adrenaline or panic or just pure desperation when he showed up on her doorstep with the bright and not-thought-through idea of having her be his backup.

      Backup that put her face-to-face with an assassin, apparently.

      Her little escapade in the café had Ford in a knot, one that, hours later, he still hadn’t unsnarled.

      By the looks of it, she was simply delighted with herself.

      Perfect.

      It was one thing to stand beside his brothers in a firefight, completely another to sit helplessly ten feet away as a woman he cared about played charades with a killer.

      An assassin. Because Ford knew exactly what services “Roy” provided for the government. He’d heard about guys like him—former operators who, for some reason or another, left the teams but still wanted to use their government-honed skills.

      Roy definitely had spec ops written all over him, from the way he watched Scarlett as she returned to her table to the way he moved his chair next to hers to watch the room.

      He’d seen Ford too. Their gazes connected, and something about his grim expression raised a familiar alert inside him.

      I don’t know why Randall keeps sending the rookies. She’s going to get you all killed.

      Those words sat like a burr under his skin.

      He knew it wasn’t fair, but truth was he’d trained with his SEAL mates, knew their strengths, their weaknesses, knew that they could handle themselves. He watched their backs; they watched his.

      Watching Scarlett’s back evoked a terror he hadn’t quite counted on.

      Yeah, he needed to send her home before they got in over their heads.

      Problem was, other than the few minutes of sheer panic watching her engage with a killer, he liked having her around. Like today, after they’d landed, they’d walked the city, and he’d been briefly wooed by the old-world essence of Prague. He’d spent so much time in the dry, recently bombed Middle East that being in a city lush with green trees, quaint cobbled streets, a flowing river, and charm felt like he’d stepped into the pages of a storybook.

      Living in Never-Never land, and walking with him, Tinker Bell. Petite but strong, fierce, brave. And most importantly, clueless of the danger that awaited when they turned the next page.

      Now she’s on the run, and she’s not going to make it out of Russia alive.

      “Stop.”

      Ford looked up from where he sat at a café table near the window overlooking the Vltava River, now black and dazzling with the sprinkle of the overhead stars. Scarlett sat across from him, having finished her own cup of late-night cappuccino, firelight from the votive candles playing in her eyes.

      “You’re one giant knot, Ford. Breathe.” She ran her finger between her brows, then pointed to him. “You’re all scrunched up.”

      “Ham is hours late,” Ford said. “What if he’s not going to show?”

      “He’ll be here.”

      “And every hour he’s late is an hour my sister is probably getting tortured—”

      “Okay. Let’s go.” She got up and held out her hand.

      He’d already paid the bill, and the hurry up and wait and wait and wait was gnawing a hole through him, so, okay.

      He accepted her hand and followed her out of the café, onto the street. Tourist traffic had thinned this late at night, although the city was still abuzz with activity, lights from lamps dappling the river, pooling magic onto the meandering cobblestone walkways. In any other situation, it might be romantic.

      Okay, even in this situation it felt romantic, the way Scarlett’s hand fit, however briefly, so perfectly in his. She let go, though, and shoved her hands into her pockets.

      Yeah, that was probably for the best.

      “Ford, I need to tell you something,” she said, glancing at him. “I’m…I’m leaving the Navy.”

      He stopped. Stared at her. “What?”

      She stepped up on a curb, rising to nearly his eye level. Sighed. “My mother and Axel were in a fatal car accident. That’s why…well, that’s where I was. Burying my mother.”

      What? “Oh, Red. I’m so sorry. Why didn’t you call me? I would have—”

      “Gone with me? Taken leave? No. You know my mother and I weren’t close, so it’s sad, but I knew that someday I’d get a call that she’d overdosed or caused a head-on collision. I’m just grateful they didn’t hurt anyone else. Crashed into a tree. No one found them until morning. They’d left Gunnar home, alone. Poor kid.”

      “That’s terrible. Still, I could have gone with you.”

      “I appreciate your friendship, Ford, but I learned long ago that I have to solve my problems on my own.”

      He supposed that came from having an addict for a mother, one who was living on the road or shacking up with one boyfriend after the next.

      But how he hated the thought of her standing alone at her mother’s— “Where is Gunnar in all this?”

      “Oh, it’s terrible. Foster care. His coach and his teacher showed up with a social worker and practically dragged him away…”

      “Oh geez.” He couldn’t stop himself from pulling her into his arms. Just a friendly hug, but she seemed to hold on to him, to sigh, as if it had been the right thing to do. He let her go before he got into trouble.

      “That’s why you’re leaving the Navy.”

      “Yeah. He needs a home. I was abandoned enough as a kid to know I can’t leave him in foster care.”

      That stunk. She’d worked so hard to pass her PRT, to be accepted into the Rescue Swimmer program. “Are you sure you want to leave the military? It’s a good gig, even for families…”

      “But not if I’m his only caregiver. Who would he stay with when I was deployed?”

      His brain offered nothing.

      “This is pitiful, but that’s why I agreed to come with you. Because I knew that this would probably be the last time…” She sighed. “I’m not going to be the voice in your ear anymore, so, I guess this is our last soiree.”

      And he was a jerk because all he could think of at the moment was…

      No more complications.

      If she wasn’t in the military, then…

      No, no… He blew out a breath, looked away.

      Don’t say anything. Don’t turn to her and pull her to yourself and kiss her.

      Don’t—

      “I’m sorry. I let you down, didn’t I?” she said, completely reading him wrong. “After all you did to help me pass, and…I’m sorry, Ford.”

      He looked at her. “Seriously? The last person you should be thinking about is me.”

      She recoiled, hurt in her eyes, and he realized he’d come in hot. He backed his voice down. “Listen, are you sure you have to separate? Can’t you…I don’t know. Certainly you’re not the only single, um, parent, in the military…”

      His brain was telling him to shut up because inside, his Neanderthal self was saying, Hoo-yah, now you can be mine.

      Apparently, he hadn’t progressed as far down the socially progressive highway as he’d thought.

      But he couldn’t be her friend and just let her dreams spill through her hands.

      She turned and started walking along the curb. He kept up with her.

      “I don’t know what else to do. Gunnar needs… Listen, I told you about the time my mother left me at the diner, right?”

      The story still made him want to go back in time and chase after her stupid mother, give her a good shake. Seven years old, left for three days… He managed to keep his voice cool. “Mmmhmm…”

      “I stayed with this waitress named Peggy.”

      “She gave you a chocolate shake.”

      She nudged him with her shoulder. “Good memory.”

      Oh, he had a lot of memories from their drive to Idaho. Especially the one where she told him about Gary, one of her mother’s many boyfriends and the man who had abused her.

      So yeah, he understood her desire to protect Gunnar.

      “I stayed with Peggy for three days. When my mom came back, with Terry, her boyfriend at the time, she and Peggy had a terrible fight, right there in the yard. Peggy threatened to call family services, then the cops—I think she wanted to keep me.”

      Scarlett gave him a wan smile. “And in that moment, I wished for her to keep me. But as soon as I wished it, I felt like I’d betrayed my mother. So I told Peggy that I hated her. Then I ran away from her and got into the car. Only after we drove away did I realize I’d left my belongings behind, including a stuffed dog my biological father had given me. It was all I had of him. Not that it mattered—if he really loved me he would have stuck around, but it was something, you know? From him. A reminder that I was somebody’s daughter. And just like that, it was gone. That sense of belonging to someone, or something. And having something that belonged to me. I’ve learned not to look too far ahead, and I’m okay with that. But I want Gunnar to have someone.”

      “You have someone, Red.”

      Ford didn’t know why he said that, except, well it was true.

      Oh, how he wanted it to be true. And when she glanced at him, a little unmasked hunger in her expression, he wanted to stop, turn to her, and show her that.

      Except, in a flash, the hunger was replaced with a distant smile. “I know you want to believe that, Ford. But a SEAL’s life isn’t exactly made for, well…anything beyond right now.”

      “That’s not true. The smart guys have someone to come home to…”

      She looked away. “I can’t be that girl. Waiting at the window for a man.”

      And shoot, but he got that too. It felt too much like her mother.

      “Right,” he said and balled his fists in his pockets.

      They meandered through darkened cobblestone streets, the shops closed. Ford had gotten them rooms in the hotel Ham had suggested, smack in the middle of Old Town Square, not realizing it overlooked a Gothic cathedral, with black spires and the sense of doom looking down at him. As if God was reminding him to keep his head in the game.

      “You can’t give me promises, Ford, and frankly, I wouldn’t expect you to. Life is…unpredictable. You can’t count on anything but right now.” She tossed him a sad smile. “And you’re not a right now guy, are you?”

      Oh. Their conversation in Montana. When she’d kissed him, offered him herself.

      “I’m not a one-night-stand guy, Red,” he said again, now.

      “And I’m not a one-night-stand girl.” She glanced up at him. “Usually.”

      “I know,” he said quietly. And he did. Red was too careful, too smart. What she’d offered him had meant something to her.

      And because she meant something to him, he wanted to wait.

      His voice softened, and he took her hand. “What if you were the girl I came home to every night?”

      He thought it sounded romantic, but she looked away, a sad resignation on her face. “I’m not the girl on the sidelines either.”

      He wanted to wince. Yeah, nice, Ford. Because he knew that about her too. Probably, her courage and desire to be in the fray were what drew him to her.

      Not easy when the woman next to him stirred up his own broken places.

      “I know you’re not, Red. I just…you scared me today.”

      He didn’t know why he said that, and he now glanced at her.

      She was grinning at him. “Big tough Ford had to sit on the sidelines. It killed you, didn’t it.”

      His mouth tightened.

      “I just…I hate being helpless.”

      “Hence the sneak and grab into the former Soviet Union to save your sister, who may or may not need your help.”

      “She needs my help.”

      Scarlett raised an eyebrow.

      “Listen, Ruby Jane is my twin. Fraternal twins, of course, but we’re a lot alike. Or we were, once upon a time. She thinks like me—or at least she used to, and that’s what has me so scared.”

      “What, that she’s invincible?”

      “I don’t think I’m invincible.”

      “That is not true—”

      “It is. Believe me, I’m keenly aware of my own stupid impulses, the fact I can easily get in trouble. RJ and I nearly died because of me when we were kids.”

      “When you got sucked into a cave?”

      Oh, that’s right. He’d told her the story the night Reuben got married, when he took her out to the river to watch the stars. But maybe not all of it.

      “It was my fault. I wanted to go swimming in the river. I told her that we’d be fine—the river wasn’t that deep, normally, and I’d been swimming there plenty of times with Rube and Tate…but never alone. But that’s the thing—I was always watching my brothers, learning from them, emulating them—or trying to not make their mistakes. I figured if I just did everything right, then nothing would go wrong. I told RJ where to swim—there was this shallow area without much current, and she was supposed to stay there. But I underestimated the current and the fact that she wasn’t a good swimmer, and suddenly, she was drowning. I caught up to her, grabbed her, and we managed to stay afloat, but the river took us about a half mile downstream, into a gorge. The river pushed us into this alcove, and RJ realized it was a cave, with tunnels. I found a ledge and we climbed out and wandered back to a dry area. We were just supposed to catch our breaths, but then it started to get dark out. By the time I tried to get her to leave, it was pitch dark. RJ was terrified. She begged me not to leave her, and she refused to move. We were cold and wet and I…I was afraid. I thought if I left her, I might get lost in the cave or maybe under the water. But if I didn’t go, we could freeze to death. And the worst part was, no one knew where we were.”

      They’d come out onto the square. Lights bathed the cathedral from the bottom. Overhead, the sky was velvet, thick and brilliant with stars.

      “It’s hard to tell the passage of time in darkness. We huddled together, and every time I said I should go—I’d decided I probably needed to leave her there and get help—she begged me not to. And if I’m being honest, maybe I was a little relieved because…”

      “You were a kid and afraid.”

      “It was very dark.”

      She slid her hand into his.

      “It took them three days to find us. By then, RJ was really sick, hypothermic and near death. I’ll never forget the moment my dad showed up. Shined light on us in the darkness and I felt naked and dirty and yeah, relieved, but so horrified that I had done nothing. Nothing to save us.”

      It seemed like the right thing to say nothing more. To not try to soothe it and somehow add to his wounds. Which felt achingly deep for a man who spent his life being the tip of the spear, doing everything he could to save lives.

      Save, really, the world.

      “I vowed then that I wasn’t going to do nothing ever again.”

      “Mmmhmm,” she said. “That explains a lot.”

      He wasn’t sure what she meant by that, but… “And it also explains my sister’s stupid independence. She felt so guilty that she made me stay, that she’d clung so hard to me that she pushed me away after that. And she’s still trying to prove that she doesn’t need us. Especially me.”

      Scarlett made a small noise beside him, and he looked at her. “What?”

      “They say that fraternal twins are always solving each other’s problems. She doesn’t want to depend on you, and you want to show her she can.”

      “She can.” Oh, he wanted his words to be true.

      “I know.” She turned to him. Touched her hand to his chest. “But who do you depend on?”

      Her question found his bones, shook him.

      His team, of course. He’d learned that early on, in BUD/S. But beyond that, he just didn’t want anyone to get hurt because of him. So he showed up, did his job, and okay, sometimes he was a little lone wolf. But only so others didn’t get hurt because he did nothing.

      Who do you depend on?

      You.

      Ford looked at Scarlett, and the answer took root. He hadn’t realized how much he depended on her. She had an uncanny way of making him believe that everything was going to work out.

      But he couldn’t tell her that. Instead, “I don’t know.” They had reached the square, with shop lights and cafés lighting up the night, the cathedral rising like a mythic beast. A bell rang out—the astronomical clock ringing out the hour. Midnight.

      He walked over to a bench near the hotel entrance. A linden tree nearby was in full bloom, fragrancing the night. Scarlett sat down next to him.

      He stared up at the heavens.

      “My dad and mom raised us to believe that God loves us. I always believed that if we did what was right, He’d protect us. Somehow, somewhere in there I started to also believe that maybe I needed to show up, in case He didn’t. Funny, right?”

      When she didn’t comment, he glanced at her.

      She wasn’t smiling. “God abandoned me a long, long time ago, Ford. And He hasn’t shown up since, so no, I don’t think that’s funny at all.”

      Although he’d meant his words in sort of an experimental jest, her solemnness speared him with a pain he couldn’t place. “Scarlett. That’s not true. God does show up. He doesn’t abandon us. The Bible asks, how can God forget his own children?”

      “My mother forgot her own child. Trust me, it can be done.”

      He swallowed, hating her broken expression. And since he had no words, he reached out and pulled her to himself.

      Her body relaxed against his.

      He closed his eyes. And he didn’t know why, but words swelled inside him. I know I haven’t depended on You much, Lord. But maybe there’s a reason You brought Scarlett into my life. A reason I can’t seem to shake her. And if that reason is to show her You, then…

      She put her hands to his chest and pushed away, lifting her face to his, her beautiful eyes searching his. “We’re going to get your sister back, Ford.”

      She smelled so good, and suddenly all he could think about was the taste of her lips, the feel of her hair. The way her body fit against his.

      “Aw, Red,” he said softly. “I’m really trying hard here not to cross a line, but I so want to kiss you.”

      She drew in a breath. Lifted one side of her mouth. “Who’s gonna know? It’s not like we’re on duty, right?”

      Right.

      So right.

      He wasn’t going to ask her to leave. He’d watch her back, keep her safe, and everything was going to be fine…

      Ford slid his hand to the back of her neck, drew her close, his lips whispering against her—

      “I’d know,” a voice said behind him. “And that’s exactly the kind of thing we don’t need if we want to get this job done.”

      Ford stiffened. Turned to the voice.

      A man stood in the shadows, near the door of the hotel, a backpack on his shoulder, and now walked off the stoop toward them. A black hulk in the night, he was built like a frogman, the outline of his body impressive. Ford put him over six feet, and as he passed through the puddle of a nearby street light, he noticed dark blond hair curling out from under a baseball hat, a black jacket, and an equally black pair of jeans.

      “I almost didn’t recognize you,” Hamilton Jones said. He held out his hand to Ford, who was finding his feet. “Let’s keep the kissy-face until after we get your sister home.”

      Scarlett had nearly fled from his arms and now stood a few feet away.

      Ford nodded, met Hamilton’s grip. “What took you so long?”

      “I took a detour to nab these.” He pulled an envelope from his jacket pocket. “New passports and visas.”

      Ford opened the envelope and found three semi-worn but freshly minted American passports inside.

      “Just to stay under the radar,” Ham said.

      “Do you know where my sister is?”

      “Nothing from my contacts, but I’m still looking.” Hamilton leaned past Ford to hold out his hand to Scarlett. “This must be our backup.”

      She smiled. “Scarlett Hathaway.”

      “Hamilton Jones. My friends call me Ham. Sorry I missed the meet with Roy.” His mouth tightened around the edges. “But I’d like a detailed report when we get the chance.”

      “He said he’d try and contact his man in Russia,” Scarlett said. She wouldn’t look at Ford.

      Perfect. But maybe she was right.

      Focus on the mission.

      Sort out the what-ifs with Scarlett when they were back on American soil.

      No kissy-face.

      Ford handed Ham back his envelope of contraband passports as his phone vibrated in his back pocket. He pulled it out.

      “Wyatt is calling me,” he said, glancing up at Scarlett as he answered. “What’s going on?”

      Wyatt’s voice came on the line. Passionate and straight to the point as was his brother’s way. “So, I got a message from Coco.”

      If his hockey goalie brother had said that he’d been drafted by the Broncos to play football, Ford would have been less surprised. “Coco? Our Coco?”

      “No, my Coco, but yes.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Scarlett had stepped up to Ford, frowning.

      “I’m sure. She referenced something that only she would know.”

      “Huh. Where…why is this—”

      “She’s in Russia. With RJ.”

      A hammer came down on Ford’s chest.

      “Bro?”

      Ford found his breath, his voice. “Yeah. I’m here. Is RJ okay?”

      “Yeah. She’s fine.”

      He looked at Scarlett, then Ham. “We found her.” He directed his voice back to Wyatt. “Okay. So—where in Russia?”

      “Moscow. She’s hooked up with a friend of Coco’s, and they’re headed to the consulate.” A pause, and Ford imagined him running a hand through his long hair, maybe trying not to hit something. Wyatt, more than all of them, lived with his emotions outside of his body. His voice turned hoarse when he said, “She’s going to be okay, Ford. Coco said this contact at the consulate is going to get her out.”

      Ford closed his eyes, listening to the thunder of his heartbeat. “Yeah. You’re right. Can you get a message back, tell her we’re on our way?”

      “I’ll try, yeah. Be careful though.”

      “Copy. Thanks, bro.”

      Wyatt hung up.

      Ford looked at Scarlett, then Ham. “So. How are we getting to Moscow?”

      Ham glanced at his watch. “By train. Get your gear—it leaves in an hour.”
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      Scarlett watched the Polish countryside travel past as Hamilton—Ham—Jones’s voice lifted from where he sat on the bottom bunk of their train compartment, explaining his grand plan to get them into Russia. A map of Eastern Europe and Russia was draped over the tiny train table between the bunk beds of the private compartment.

      “They don’t check passports and visas at the border of Ukraine and Russia the same way they do on flights coming in, especially from the West.” He was drawing his finger along the train route he’d suggested they take into Russia.

      “Even flights from Warsaw?” Ford said. “It’s going to take us two extra days to get to Russia.”

      “Two more days for officials to think she’s left the country already. Two more days for them to find the real shooter—”

      “Or two more days for the FSB—or the assassin—to find her.” Ford’s tone turned clipped and hard. “Or the CIA. For all we know, they’ll ship her out of the country before we even get there.”

      “No. According to my contact, she’s lying low at a safe house,” Ham said. “He’s going to get a message to them and tell them to wait for us. We’ll take her out of the country the same way we come in, through Ukraine. I have contacts there—we’ll be able to secret her out of Ukraine to America.”

      Ford leaned back, his head on the worn vinyl of the seat-slash-bunk bed of the private compartment, his expression clearly pained.

      And she hurt down to her bones for him.

      Ham had hustled them into the station last night, bought their tickets, and clearly, they were in good hands. Ham spoke enough Polish to get them across the border last night, showing their new passports—her name had suddenly become Marcie Billings—without a hiccup.

      Yes, she was definitely chin-deep in a spy novel.

      And she’d nearly kissed 007.

      Nearly turned into a Bond girl.

      Wow. She lay on the top bunk, feeling useless, watching from above as the two spec ops guys planned their mission, wondering exactly why Ford had thought he’d needed her.

      “We just need to stay together and keep a low profile, and we’ll get over the border without any trouble.” Ham was a handsome man, mid-thirties, dark blond hair, blue eyes, a grim slash to his mouth. He was built like a warrior and exhibited the sparing conversation, so far, of all business, no room for trouble.

      Let’s keep the kissy-face until after we get your sister home.

      Scarlett wanted to wince every time her own words replayed in her head. Who’s gonna know? It’s not like we’re on duty, right?

      Although, in her defense, Ford had looked at her with a very thirsty look in his eyes.

      Maybe they were both intoxicated by the romance of Prague.

      When his voice had turned low, and he’d admitted that he wanted to kiss her—okay, she was already there, deeply, dangerously stuck in the memory of kissing him in Montana. Could still feel the way he’d wrapped his fingers into her short hair, had kissed her with a sort of abandon that felt very rare, very unleashed.

      Until, I’m not that guy, Red.

      Of course he wasn’t. Because, sure, he put himself all out there for the people he cared about—his family, his teammates—but he’d found his common sense in time to walk them back from danger, both emotionally and physically.

      Ford knew how to keep his emotions tightly wrapped.

      Not her, apparently. This is how women lost their common sense and ended up in over their heads—they gave in to the dark needs of their heart.

      In short, she’d wanted him.

      But he hadn’t wanted her, at least not enough. Or not in that way. She hadn’t really acknowledged how his words in Montana had made her feel until Ham walked up and Ford let her go—again—as if she might be toxic.

      She’d wanted to run in full-out mortification.

      Kissy-face?

      Nice.

      Ford had barely looked at her the rest of the night, finally settling into his bunk, his arms folded over his jacket, eyes closed. Ham had sat up, watching the world slide by out the window.

      And she had stared at the ceiling, vowing not to let Ford harbor the idea that bringing her had been a colossally bad idea.

      Now as the train headed toward the dawn, Ham rolled up the map and put it back into his backpack. “We’ll have to change trains in Warsaw and again in Kiev. Stay close, and hang on to your bags. Warsaw and Kiev train stations are both known for their pickpockets.”

      A knock came at the door, and Ham unlocked it. It slid open, and a conductor stood there, pushing a cart with hot tea and coffee.

      Scarlett climbed down as the woman gave them three coffees.

      She had never tasted anything so glorious.

      “We’ll grab something to eat in Warsaw,” Ham said, drinking his coffee black.

      Outside, the dawn was giving way to light, a lining of rose gold upon the landscape of Poland. Beautiful country with rolling hills and pine trees and provincial farmhouses painted blue or orange, cattle lounging in the green pastures.

      Ham set down his coffee on the skinny table jutting from the wall. “Whenever I’m in Poland, I can’t help but think about the fact that when Hitler invaded, the Poles fought him off with pitchforks and axes, mounted on horseback. Brave people, big hearts. Not unlike the Russians.”

      “Isaac White said you worked in Russia,” Ford said.

      “I was on Team Three,” he said. “We had some familiarity with Ukraine and a few neighboring countries. Partnered with the UN on a couple of operations.” He looked out the window. “Partnered with a few Russians, too, back when the cold wasn’t quite so chilly.”

      “Is that where you picked up your Russian contact?” Scarlett asked.

      Ham looked at her. Nodded.

      “When did you ring off?”

      “Three years ago. We had an op that went south, and it was time for me to step out.”

      “I heard the story.” Ford poured himself another cup of water. “It’s legendary.”

      Ham ran a thumb down the rim of his cup. Was quiet for a long time. Looked out the window when he finally spoke. “We did what we had to.”

      Ford nodded, and silence pulsed between them.

      Scarlett stared at Ham, and he glanced at her.

      Finally, quietly, “We were in Afghanistan. It was late October, and the CIA got a tip about a Taliban stronghold in Kunar Province. They wanted to dig them out before winter set in, so we went in.”

      He drew in a breath, swallowed. “We were ambushed. Bad intel. We took cover in some nearby caves, but we had two guys go down, and called in for reinforcements. They sent in PJs, but…two died fast-roping down to us, and then a chopper was hit with an RPG and…it all went south. A handful of PJs made it out and evaced with us through the tunnels, but there was a cave-in, and a couple PJs got separated. A guy named Thorne and my buddy Royal. We were eventually evaced out, but…”

      He stared into his coffee.

      “No man left behind,” Scarlett said quietly.

      “We knew they were taken captive by the Taliban, and it just—it ate at us. The CIA wouldn’t give us sanction to rescue them, so me and another guy—Simon McCord—put together a team and we…we went in on our own.” He glanced again at Scarlett.

      She stiffened.

      “McCord was killed, along with another SEAL, but we got Royal and Thorne back.”

      “But it was the end of your career,” Ford said.

      He nodded. “Officially, the buck fell on Senior Chief McCord, so they let me separate, let me leave with an honorable discharge, but…it wasn’t voluntary.”

      “Sorry.”

      Ham looked at Ford, something level and unwavering. “I would do it all again. McCord was a good man. The kind of man I’d follow anywhere. He used to say that he didn’t show up where God hadn’t gone first. That he didn’t worry about fixing anything—that God already had it figured out. He was just following orders.”

      Ford nodded as if he agreed, and Scarlett looked at his reflection in the window. She knew Ford was a man of faith—his entire family was—but something about Ham’s words lodged in his expression.

      And it sort of bugged her that Ford might let God decide where, and how, He might show up. “What about the places God doesn’t go? Doesn’t show up? Who fixes that?”

      Ham looked at her and frowned. “Where would that be?”

      She gave a laugh. “My entire life?” She leaned back, pulled up a knee, wrapped her hand around it. “God was about as present as Santa Claus, and let me tell you, I stopped believing in him when I was four, so…” She lifted a shoulder, not sure where the venom came from.

      Ham nodded. “I get that. It’s hard to see God at work when we’re not looking for Him—”

      “Oh, I looked for Him. I prayed, hard, that He’d show up when…” She looked away, then back to Ham. “My mother had a few boyfriends who weren’t exactly nice to me.”

      Something flickered in Ham’s eyes, a rise of something oddly protective, even painful. “I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah, well. I’m glad there’s guys like you and Ford in the world. I really am. Because maybe you can show up where God doesn’t.” She got up. “Or won’t. I’m going to the bathroom.”

      She pushed her way into the hallway, not sure why her heart was beating so hard, why she felt like crying. But the last thing she needed was God deciding if she was worth saving or not.

      She’d bet she’d get the not.

      “Scarlett.”

      She turned, and Ford had come out of the compartment, walking toward her.

      She took a breath. An apology was on her lips but couldn’t quite make it out.

      “Hey,” he said, coming close, but not touching her. “Are you okay?”

      And now, no—no—stupid, crazy tears blurred her eyes. “Yeah—” She ran the palm of her hand across her eyes. “Sorry. I don’t know why I’m so…maybe I’m just tired.”

      “Or maybe you’re hurting. Because yeah, from your point of view, I can see why you might think God didn’t show up. That He stood aside while He watched you get hurt—”

      “Raped,” she said quietly. “By my mother’s boyfriend, Gary.”

      He drew in a breath. Swallowed hard. His eyes sheened and he looked away. Nodded. Outside, they were starting to enter suburbs, the neighborhoods of small, red-roofed houses becoming more dense.

      Yep. The truth hurt, and her wounds spilled out into her voice. “Admit it, Ford. God abandoned me. Just like my mother. I don’t know what I have to do—or be—to matter to God. So, it’s easier to believe that He simply didn’t care—or didn’t exist—than to come to the realization that I don’t matter.”

      “You matter.”

      She held up her hand, cutting off his words. “Listen, if I think for one minute that He is going to save me, if I start relying on Him to care, to show up, to believe that I matter, then I’m going to be in big trouble. I know. I’ve been there. And I’m not going to set myself up for heartache. I am in this alone, and I know it.”

      Ford turned to her then, something fierce and almost bone shaking in his expression. “No you’re not. Because I’m not going to abandon you.”

      The force of his words shuddered through her. “Ford—”

      “No, you listen to me. Maybe that’s why God sent me into your life because whatever happens, I will show up for you, Red. Whatever happens.” He met her eyes, holding hers with his, a dark gravity to them that made his words find her bones.

      But she couldn’t let the words take root. Because no one could make those kinds of promises. Especially a Navy SEAL, a man committed to saving the world. The minute she let those words sink in was the minute she’d lose control of her heart.

      Only the rumble of his words, the sincerity of his gaze kept her from shaking her head. She nodded. Turned away.

      Felt his eyes on her back as she continued down the corridor to the head.

      Inside the tiny bathroom, she splashed water on her face, her heart pounding.

      Oh, she wanted to believe him. Almost ached for it.

      But she wasn’t naive. And she wasn’t her mother.

      And next time she had the impulse to kiss him, she’d remember that.
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      “Are you sure it was a good idea for you to bring your girlfriend on a mission?”

      Ham sat opposite Ford on his bunk in the private berth on the train to Kiev.

      Ford sat, staring out the window. In fact, Ford might not have heard him except for the fact that Scarlett had just left the compartment in search of more coffee.

      They weren’t in Russia yet, but sixteen hours on the train had trekked them deep in the heart of Ukraine, and the stop to Kiev was less than an hour away. They’d had to wait three precious, brutal hours in the Warsaw train station, and spent yet another wretchedly slow night in the private car.

      He was rethinking his decision to cede control of this op to another man, even if Ham did know his way around Russia.

      No doubt the man would be invaluable when they arrived at the Russian consulate. Especially if they had to get creative to get RJ out of Russia, but right now Ford just wanted to know that his sister was safe, see her with his own eyes.

      It might help loosen the knot in his gut.

      It didn’t help that Scarlett had practically stopped talking to him. After their conversation in the hallway before Warsaw about God and His involvement in their lives, she’d quietly, and painfully, shut down.

      And why not? Ford couldn’t scrape her words from his brain where they turned corrosive and gnawed at him.

      Raped. By my mother’s boyfriend, Gary.

      Wow. He’d known that Gary had abused her, but to hear her put it in the exact words…those words sat in his brain like a coal, burning through him. He hadn’t eaten much over the past ten hours.

      “She’s not my girlfriend,” Ford said now as Ham looked at him. “We work together.”

      “I saw you two nearly kissing in Prague, and yesterday you ran after her like…” He lifted his shoulder in a shrug.

      “Like I’m her friend.”

      Ham looked at him. “I don’t want to get caught in the middle of something. I’m here to do a job—one job—and that is to get your sister out. The last thing we need is some kind of lovers’ quarrel or…something else—”

      “There is nothing else. She was my FOB radio contact, that’s all.” But even as he said it, the words tightened in his chest.

      That’s all?

      Not even close. Worse, her words about leaving the Navy still burned.

      No, he didn’t want that to be all. But now wasn’t the time to dive into something. Keep his focus in the right place, and when they got stateside, he’d…

      Let her decide.

      The last thing he wanted to do was push her into a place where she was scared. Uncomfortable. Threatened.

      He might never get the word raped out of his head. And maybe he shouldn’t.

      “She was available to help,” Ford said now to Ham. “You were the one who said we needed a logistics person. Don’t worry, I’m not going to get distracted.”

      Ham nodded but looked away, his mouth a tight line.

      “What aren’t you telling me?” Ford said, following the itch in his gut. Ham possessed the same look his chief did when he was sitting on classified intel.

      A beat of silence from Ham, then, “I just did a little research into you and it seems you’ve had a little problem with that.”

      “With—”

      “Distractions. Or should I say, off-mission behavior?”

      Ford frowned, shook his head.

      “Nez said something about you going rogue on a mission a month or so ago.  Something about a truck of terrorists—”

      “They were following us, would have sabotaged our exfil.”

      “And then a week ago, you threw a grenade into a closed room and took a header off a cliff?”

      Ford just looked at him. Then away.

      Ham took a breath. “I get it. When I first joined the teams, it was fresh off my dad’s remarriage, and I was angry all the time. I made it through BUD/S fueled by that anger. I wanted to show him, and maybe myself, that I was tougher than the hurt inside. And that boiled out into some of my early missions. Got in over my head, was a bit of a lone wolf. Only problem is, you can’t be a lone wolf on a SEAL team.”

      “I know that.”

      “Being a lone wolf is really just fear that it won’t work out unless you do it your way. That unless you take care of it, it won’t succeed. If you want something done right, you have to do it yourself, right?”

      Ford’s jaw tightened.

      “Truth is, going rogue isn’t about bravery, but pride. And fear.”

      “I’m not afraid.”

      Ham drew in a breath. “I don’t know you, Ford. But my guess is that you’re trying to prove something. I’d like to know what it is.”

      “I’m just trying to get my sister out of Russia.”

      “Or you could have let the CIA handle it.”

      Ford looked up at him.

      Ham held up his hand. “I’m here, aren’t I? I’m just saying—you’re risking a lot should you get caught. A SEAL in FSB hands?”

      “We’re not in the Cold War anymore.”

      “It’s getting pretty chilly. Don’t tell me that you wouldn’t be a valuable catch.”

      “Or you.”

      “I’m old news. You’re cutting technology.” A smile tweaked up one side of his face.

      Ford looked out the window. The dawn was slicing through the darkness, a blade of golden light across the horizon. “My sister nearly died because of me when I was a kid. We got caught in a cave, and I…I was too afraid to leave her to get help.”

      “Because you were too afraid to leave her…or too afraid?”

      Ford looked at him. “I wasn’t afraid. But my family thought I was. My dad found us. It was a miracle, really. One minute we were sitting in pitch darkness, then this light appeared. And right behind it, my dad. He looked right at me and wore such a…I don’t know…a look of disappointment on his face. Like I was a little kid instead of…well, one of my brothers.”

      “You’re the youngest.”

      “Youngest son. My sister is technically the youngest child.”

      “You’re related to one of my former teammates—Fraser Marshall, right?”

      Huh. “Yeah. He’s my cousin.”

      “He retired, too, just recently. Works for me in Jones, Inc. But if you come from the same stock, I can imagine your brothers were hard to live up to.”

      “They were nothing compared to my father. He was a firefighter, a bull rider, a rancher, and a range cop. He grew straight out of the land, tough, gnarled, and didn’t let anything beat him. Once he and my brother Reuben got in a plane accident, and despite having a broken ankle, he dragged himself back home to get help. He was tough as leather and expected us to be too.”

      “Sounds like a hard man.”

      “Yeah. He taught us to handle ourselves, but he was also a man of faith. He believed that you needed to trust God but also take hold of what He’s given you.”

      “God helps those who help themselves.”

      Ford lifted a shoulder.

      “You know that’s not actually in the Bible, right? Ben Franklin said that, and it’s about opposite to what God wants. We always think of God as our reinforcement…but He’s our breacher. He’s the first one through the door. Consider the Israelites as they were fleeing the Egyptians. They run up to a massive sea, and what does Moses do? Tells them to stand still. To cool their jets—the Lord would fight for them. And then God breaches the Red Sea. Parts it and they walk through on dry land. Dry. Land. Seriously.”

      Ford considered him. Ham didn’t look like an overly religious man. He wore a tattoo on his upper arm, peeking out the sleeve—what looked like tribal marks. He carried himself with confidence, still had the build of a man who spent time in the gym.

      Ford, too, had done his homework. Ham had served twelve years on Team Three, four tours in Afghanistan, and had even been involved in an insurgency in Chechnya ten years ago, when a group of separatist guerrillas overran an aid hospital and refugee camp. Ford had dug up a story that was circulating about Ham and a handful of other SEALs who had rescued an aid worker taken hostage.

      Not a coward. Not a guy to stand in the shadows and let others fight his battles.

      In a way, Ham sounded a little like Orrin Marshall. “I grew up on stories from the Old Testament,” Ford said. “Joshua and Caleb, warlords who brought the Israelites into the Promised Land. The crazy battle of Jericho. Samson. David and his fighting men.”

      “’Trust in the Lord—he is our help and shield.’ Psalm 115. David knew that the only way to victory was to let God lead him into battle and watch his flank and shield him when he was in over his head. Which is why God gives you a team, Ford. To watch your back, your flank, and drag you out of the drink when you’re drowning.”

      He considered Ford a moment. “This isn’t about rescuing your sister. It’s about proving to yourself that you’re not that scared kid anymore. Too afraid to move.”

      What? “I’m not him.”

      “Clearly. Keep taking on terrorists by yourself and jumping off cliffs and you might just convince yourself of that.”

      The door unlatched, and Scarlett drew it back. Ham turned back to the window.

      Ford wasn’t a scared kid anymore. But he conceded he might be in over his head, especially as Scarlett sat down next to him.

      Whatever happens, I will show up for you, Red. Whatever happens. He heard his own arrogant, passionate, desperate words.

      Please, Lord, help me not let her down.

      She set a fresh cup of coffee on the table. “Kiev looks a lot like Poland. Big cement buildings, statues of military leaders.”

      “Communist rule. The Russians came in and put their stamp on everything. They rebuilt war-damaged buildings by putting up cement structures and reminders of who was in charge,” Ham said. “The Kiev station is less organized than the one in Warsaw. We’ll need to get tickets at the gate.” He looked at Ford. “I’ll place a call to my contact when we’re aboard and make sure RJ is staying put.”

      Ford still wasn’t sure they shouldn’t have gotten on a plane.

      The train pulled into the station, a cement platform in an open yard of other trains, both short and long haul. Travelers congested the area with suitcases, pull bags, and duffel bags, waiting to get on various trains, mixing with the disembarkers. Ford pulled his backpack close as he got off.

      “Keep your pack close to you,” he said to Scarlett. “Put your cell phone in your front pocket.”

      The air smelled of diesel fuel and oil, the sky overhead rose gold, turning to blue with the rising sun. Food vendors hawked breakfast in the form of peroshke and chebureki. His stomach writhed, passing them.

      They descended into a corridor filled with kiosks of souvenir vendors, newspaper stands, and the occasional travel supplies. Ford refrained from holding Scarlett’s hand but kept glancing back to see that she was keeping up.

      Ham was leading, stalking through the tunnels as if he knew the way. They pressed through crowds, up stairs, and emerged into the central terminal, a magnificent arched building reminiscent of a cathedral, with hanging chandeliers, columns, and ornate windows.

      Ham stopped in front of a window with Obmin-Valooti written over the top.

      Ford didn’t have to read Cyrillic to understand: Tickets.

      Scarlett wandered over to a kiosk selling T-shirts and pointed to a yellow-and-blue fútbol jersey—the Ukrainian soccer team.

      Ford debated, then headed over to Scarlett.

      “It’s for Gunnar,” she said, touching her hand to the jersey.

      Gunnar. “He still playing baseball?”

      She glanced up at him, smiling, and for a second he was sitting in the stands with her that day when he’d stuck around for Gunnar’s game. The first time he realized how much she’d affected his life.

      The first time he’d panicked about losing her.

      No, it wasn’t a good idea to bring his girlfriend on this trip, not at all.

      Ham came over and handed them their tickets. “We got the last private compartment.”

      Scarlett swung her pack off her shoulder and shoved the ticket into a side pocket. Put the pack on the floor and picked up the jersey. “I need to get some hryvnia.”

      “I got some,” Ham said and dug into his pocket. He handed the male vendor a couple silver coins, the equivalent of a few dollars, and the man folded up the jersey and slipped it into a plastic bag.

      “Dyakuyu,” Scarlett said.

      “You know Ukrainian?” Ham asked.

      “No. I memorized a few words I downloaded off the internet. When I was a kid, I helped my mother memorize lines—I got pretty good at committing a lot to memory, fast.” She turned to reach for her bag. “Oh no.”

      She glanced up and Ford saw the words on her face even before she said them.

      Looked past her. Sure enough, a teenager had his hands on her backpack, carrying it surreptitiously as if the bag belonged to him.

      “Hey!” Ford said and shot off after the kid.

      Scarlett was right behind him, shouting.

      The kid took off, weaving through the crowd, pushing people aside. People turned at Ford’s shouts, but no one stepped in to stop the kid. He wore a fraying red sweater, a pair of jeans, and probably a pair of Nike Air Jordans because he ran like he might be on fire.

      Or, of course, being chased.

      The kid rounded the end of the corridor, and Ford kicked it up.

      Scarlett was shouting not far behind. “Don’t let him get away!”

      Right. Because her passport and her ticket were in that bag and—

      Ford turned the corner and blasted into a crowd of travelers clogging to get into the metro.

      Their thief pushed in next to a turnstile and went through with a departing passenger.

      Ford didn’t have time to buy a metro ticket. He barreled up next to a young man, pushing through behind him.

      “Sorry,” he said, wishing he’d learned a bit of Ukrainian.

      Red Sweater got on an escalator going down, and Ford sprinted for it. It was too narrow to push past people, but he did anyway, getting jostled against the rail. Below him, the skinny kid was having more luck.

      “I’ll catch him!”

      He glanced over and spotted Scarlett on the parallel escalator, going down, more agile without her pack, not caring who might get a cheap feel as she pushed her way through the crowd. “He’s not getting on that metro train!”

      Or the one now shooting through the station, filling the arched corridor with thunder. The low-hanging chandeliers cast eerie shadows as they descended, and Ford fought to adjust his eyes. He and Scarlett hit the platform, and he pushed against the slow-moving traffic—hello, weren’t these people trying to get on that train?

      There. Red Sweater, at the end of the platform.

      Scarlett must have seen him, too, because she took off through the crowd.

      What if the kid had a knife?

      Ford slammed into the gap she made, a couple steps behind her. “Scarlett—”

      Scarlett was shoving people aside, desperation in her moves as Red Sweater got on the train.

      Ford glanced at the clock. One minute in-station, max, and he watched the clock count down.

      The doors were about to close.

      Scarlett wasn’t slowing. “I’m getting on that train—”

      A bell chimed—the warning—and she lunged for the closing doors.

      Ford grabbed her around the waist before she pitched into the gap between the tracks.

      Red Sweater stood inside the door.

      Smiled at them and held up her pack.

      Scarlett let out a shout as the metro pulled away from the station.

      She spun out of Ford’s grip, stalked away from him. “Idiot. I know better—I know better.” She leaned over, gripping her knees, breathing hard, then stood up and covered her face with her hands.

      Ham ran up, also breathing hard. “You didn’t get him.”

      Ford wanted to punch something.

      “Now what?” Scarlett said. “My visa, passport, and boarding pass were in that pack.” She ran her hand across her forehead. “I can’t believe I just…I practically handed him my pack!”

      Ham stood, his hands on his hips, looking down the dark tunnel as if he wanted to keep chasing the kid down the tracks. “The good news is that I still have Scarlett’s old passport, but no visa and no boarding pass. And”—he looked at his watch—“the train is boarding right now. I don’t even know if there are tickets left—but we don’t have any time to try.”

      “I’ll stay here,” Scarlett said. “I’ll just…I’ll stay.”

      “No.” Ford rounded on her. “You’re not staying here. You have no money, no contacts—I’m not leaving you in Kiev.”

      Ham was swinging his pack off his shoulder. “I’ll stay. I can arrange transport to Moscow on the next train or even stay here and solve some logistic issues if we still want to bring RJ out through Ukraine.” He set the pack on a bench and pulled out Scarlett’s old passport, his visa, his ticket. “There’s no name on the ticket, so we’re good there. Here’s my visa—do what you can with it. I’ll get ahold of my contact in Moscow, make sure you’re met at the train by the right people. That way, if you’re detained, you’ll have help in Moscow.” He shoved the papers into Scarlett’s hand. “Go. Run. Both of you, or you’ll miss your train. Up the escalator, platform three.”

      “We don’t speak Russian! How will we—” Scarlett said, but Ford reached for her hand.

      “It’ll be okay, Scarlett. Let’s go.”

      Oh, he wanted to believe his own words as he took off back up the escalator.
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      She would tell them nothing.

      RJ sat in the quiet, sweaty room that smelled of chlorine, a bag over her head, her arms fixed behind her back, tied with flexicuffs, and determined that no matter what—

      She would be like Ford. A SEAL. Withstand the torture, the waterboarding, the bright lights. She’d—

      RJ froze as a groan lifted near her, hating how her pulse ratcheted to high, wishing she could see something, anything. Only pinpricks of light shone through the bag one of the goons who’d jumped them had thrown over her head.

      Another groan. York? She’d call out his name, but duct tape pasted her mouth shut. She’d been working at it, though, moistening the edges with her tongue.

      She’d rescue them both.

      Poor York. She’d like to scrape from her mind the crazy, strangled sound he’d made when they tased him. Then he went rigid, every muscle constricting before he fell to the floor.

      Passed out.

      She’d thought he might be having a heart attack.

      The men had grabbed her then, pulled her away from him while they turned him over, bound his hands.

      Then they’d gagged her, cuffed her hands behind her back, shoved the hood over her head, and made her stumble down the stairs.

      A sweat broke across her body as they loaded her into the back of a van. She heard York’s body land beside hers, then doors close.

      They’d traveled for at least a couple hours, while her bones turned to glue and every rut in the road bore into her hips and shoulders. But she stayed quiet, nudging up next to York, listening for his breathing. She heard nothing, but she did manage to roll close enough that she thought she felt his chest cavity moving.

      I’m sorry, York. She couldn’t help but think he was right—if she hadn’t been so painfully determined to…well, what exactly was she supposed to do? Let a man be murdered? So maybe she would tell the FSB everything.

      Why not? She had nothing to hide. And if anyone should know about an international hit on him, it was General Boris Stanislov’s people, the FSB.

      Except, that wasn’t exactly the problem. She really knew nothing except what Coco had told them, and she had no intention of ratting out her sister and her hacking abilities.

      So yeah. Give her the toothpicks. The bright lights.

      A growl of frustration rose from the body next to her.

      York? She made a sort of humming noise in response. Of course it was York—who else could it be? She’d been trying to figure out the hood problem for a while now and had a sketchy plan in the back of her brain. So she leaned over, tucking her head between her knees. By pressing her knees together and drawing back slowly, she was able to pinch the top of the hood.

      She worked it off.

      The bright morning sunlight burned her eyes as she blinked to adjust them. They were in a pool house surrounded by pine trees and greenery. Ten feet away, an indoor lap pool glistened in the morning sun. Beyond that, she spied a manor house on the other side of a courtyard, separated by a tennis court.

      Oh goody, Putin’s summer home. Where all the bodies were buried.

      York sat on the floor a few feet away. His hood was off, and he was shaking his head. She wasn’t sure what he was doing.

      She rolled to her knees and worked her way over to him. Then she turned and got her hands on the tape on his mouth. Peeled it off.

      “RJ—are you okay?”

      She turned, raised an eyebrow, and he leaned over to her, his mouth on the edge of her tape.

      The touch of his lips on her skin sent a strange buzz through her body. So maybe their kiss in the park hadn’t quite left her. Sure, it had been a ruse, but the way he’d kissed her back—the memory of it revived as he worked the tape free.

      It came off easily. “I’m okay.”

      He looked rough, his dark blond hair mussed, a little bruise where someone must have hit him forming on his cheek. He met her eyes now with so much earnestness in his that it reached down and grabbed hold of her bones, stopping the trembling she didn’t even realize her body had been doing.

      “I’m going to get us out of this.” Low. Sure.

      She believed him.

      Or wanted to, with everything inside her.

      “How’d they find us?” she asked, and York shook his head.

      She had rolled to her backside, was bent over, trying to move her arms out from behind her, stretching—her skin screamed against the cuffs. But she managed to get one leg through, then the other.

      He stared at her, eyes wide. “You’re really flexible. Let’s find something to cut my ties off.”

      She was surveying the pool area—a large, long-handled net hung from one wall, a pool hose on another, and a couple chairs tucked in the corner. Nothing sharp or in any way useful.

      York was climbing to his feet, as if to help find the answer, when voices emerged from the far side of the building.

      He drew in a breath, glanced around. “We need to run.”

      Run? Run where?

      Away, clearly. She was on her feet, obeying him without thinking, heading toward a doorway in the opposite direction.

      Only problem was—he didn’t follow.

      When she reached the door, she turned and spotted him running straight for two men now sprinting toward them and shouting.

      “York!”

      He slammed into one of their pursuers like he might be a defensive back. He knocked the man over, spun, and delivered a roundhouse kick to the other.

      Oh. My.

      For a second, she was simply stunned by the stellar action hero moves.

      The next, she was screaming as the first man found his feet and tackled York into the pool.

      Oh—oh—she stood frozen, watching as York and he struggled. Somehow York had gotten his hands in front of him—maybe in the water—and now he surfaced and jumped on the man, his arms around his neck.

      The second man went into the pool to help—what, drown him? The fight dragged them into the deep end of the pool, all three men going down for so long RJ ran to the edge of the pool.

      Stopped. Oh—

      The old, crazy fear reached up to throttle her, hit her in the chest. But this was a pool, not a river—

      York surfaced in the arms of one of the assailants, sputtering, kicking. Drowning.

      Do something!

      She spotted the pool net used for skimming off debris and grabbed it off the wall. Extended it over the pool.

      York emerged again, this time with the other man, who slammed his fist into his face. Blood inked the water.

      He had his hands around York’s throat, pressing his thumbs in, and RJ threw the end of the net over the man’s head, yanking hard.

      The man fell back, away from York, who kneed him in the gut and threw up his arm in time to block the hit from the second man.

      Her netted prey turned and yanked hard, and suddenly RJ launched into the pool.

      The water sucked her down, cresting over her, thick with chlorine, cold and clammy against her skin.

      She sank hard.

      Kick, RJ! Ford’s voice from the past, igniting her panic.

      But she was drowning, trying to find bottom, trying to kick.

      Ford!

      Then hands grabbed her arms and yanked her to the surface. She recognized the man she’d netted. She screamed, writhing in his arms, but he turned her and wrapped his arm around her neck. She dug at his forearm, but her feet couldn’t touch the bottom, and her kicks landed ineffectively against him.

      York was wrestling with the other man, his hands around the man’s neck, dodging—or absorbing—his punches.

      “Perestan!” her assailant shouted. “Perestan!”

      York looked over at them, and the look on his face could undo her. Horror. Defeat.

      Surrender.

      He let go of his victim-slash-attacker and held up his hands. “Let her go,” he growled. “Let her go!”

      She wanted to weep as his assailant grabbed him and led him onto the deck. He threw York down, shoved a knee in his back. York lay immobilized, his cheek pressed to the cement.

      She closed her eyes as the man zip-tied his legs, then rolled him over to retape his mouth. Her captor brought her to the edge of the pool and pushed her up the steps. Held her captive with his arm around her neck again as York’s wrist ties were cut, then his arms resecured behind him.

      His captor stood up, wiped his face, and turned.

      Looked at her.

      Why hadn’t she run? She was supposed to be at the edge of the forest by now, maybe farther, running for her life. Running for help.

      I’m sorry, York.

      “Idi Sooda,” the man said quietly. Come here.

      York’s eyes held so much frustration, so much lingering fight she had to look away as she obeyed.

      The man cut her cuffs and motioned her to turn around.

      She held in her grunts when they resecured her wrists, tighter this time, retaped her mouth, and put the hood over her again. She was led over to the wall where they pushed her down to the floor.

      Grunting, and the sound of dragging, and York was deposited near her.

      He growled, despite his gag.

      She rolled over to her side, into a ball. Tried not to weep.

      What a fool she’d been to think she could—what? Save the world?

      She wasn’t a soldier, wasn’t fierce and brave, and—truth was, she’d probably tell them everything.

      For a moment in the darkness, she was right back there at the cave, clinging to Ford’s hands in the clammy darkness. Please don’t leave me. Her cowardice had nearly cost them both their lives.

      And now York had put his life on the line for her—and she’d been too scared to leave him. To run and maybe even save them both.

      She should stop pretending to be someone she wasn’t and just admit that she was a coward.

      And now a good man was going to die because of her.

      RJ lay there on the cold cement, shivering as water dripped off her, and with everything inside her, prayed she’d make it home.

      She wasn’t sure how long she lay there, listening to her heartbeat, trying to hear York’s. He groaned a couple times, and she wondered if he’d broken ribs in his battle.

      The far door creaked again. Footsteps.

      She braced herself when they stopped in front of her.

      The hood was yanked off her head, and a woman squatted down in front of her. Late thirties, with long, dark brown hair pulled back into a severe bun. She wore a black jacket, a white shirt, and held a gun.

      The materialization of RJ’s wildest KGB nightmares.

      RJ looked around and spied York lying on the floor beside her. He wasn’t moving.

      “Hey! They’re not supposed to be tied up!” A second female voice, speaking in Russian, but so familiar RJ would have recognized it anywhere.

      “Coco?” What—?

      Her foster sister walked over to her, wearing a pair of jeans, white Converse tennis shoes, and a T-shirt. “Get those cuffs off her,” Coco snapped, again in Russian. Then she met RJ’s eyes. “I’ll explain, I promise.”

      RJ watched in silent confusion as Coco walked over to York and worked the hood from his head. He jerked up at her, but she pressed her hand to his cheek. “Shh. Sorry, York.”

      He jerked away from her, and she glanced over at the woman sawing away at RJ’s flexicuffs.

      “Better leave him tied up until he hears everything,” Coco said.

      Huh?

      Coco walked back to RJ just as the woman freed her.

      RJ brought her hands around. “What’s going on?”

      Coco knelt and took her wrists, rubbing the red away. “I’m sorry.” She spoke in English. “They were supposed to subdue York, not taser him, and certainly not tie you up.”

      “Who’s they?”

      She made a face. “It’s a long story.”

      “You know they nearly drowned York.”

      Coco looked at the woman, frowned.

      “According to my men, he started it,” she said in Russian.

      “What, by trying to escape?” Coco said.

      York started shouting, probably something that deserved an R-rating, but the tape muffled it.

      Coco looked at him. “Pipe down and I’ll untape you.”

      York looked at her as if he’d like to turn her to ash.

      Coco walked back to York and put her hands on the tape. Paused. “Seriously. No biting, no shouting…”

      He narrowed his eyes.

      She waited.

      He nodded.

      She ripped off the tape.

      He winced.

      “Sorry. But I don’t want you making a ruckus out here. And I knew you wouldn’t listen to them if they waited patiently in your living room. You’d take one look at their uniforms, and bullets would start flying.”

      “Not true,” he snapped. “My methods are very quiet. Guns are not quiet.”

      Oh. He didn’t sound like he was kidding. “Who are these guys, Kat?”

      She sighed. “Former FSB. They work as my father’s private security force now.”

      “Your father—?” Her words were just now sinking into RJ. “But I thought he was dead.”

      “No. That’s just what my mother—and my father—wanted the world to believe.” She held out her hand, and the woman who had freed RJ now handed Coco the clippers. “I’ll free you, York, but no craziness. You’re safe—no need to run.”

      He didn’t answer, probably existing in the same realm of disbelief at Coco’s words.

      But he stayed right there on the floor, albeit rubbing his wrists after Coco freed him.

      RJ, for one, felt a little safer with York untied.

      “Who is your father?” York said. “The head of the FSB?”

      Coco ignored him and turned back to RJ. “I always knew he wasn’t dead, but my mother begged me to keep it quiet, and it wasn’t hard for me to remember why we left Russia in the first place.”

      RJ frowned. “I thought your mother wanted to start over.”

      “Oh, she did. And hide, of course. Because she knew if people knew who I was, they’d try and kidnap me. Maybe murder me.”

      “I take it back. He’s head of the Russian mafia,” York snapped.

      Coco gave a huff that sounded like a chuckle. “No. That would be way too easy.” She turned back to RJ. “When I came back, I started working for him, but only from a distance. I run his internet security. When you showed up, I contacted him because I think you need to tell him what happened and why you think he’s still in trouble.”

      She stood and held out her hand. “Having the FSB cart you out of the building was the safest way to protect you. Most people won’t say anything if they see FSB.”

      RJ was starting to get that feeling—the one she had when Roy called, left a message, and asked for a meet in Prague. The one she had when she’d called her boss for the tenth time and got no answer.

      The feeling she’d had as she’d stood under the street lamp and saw Stanislov’s body jerk with the impact of a bullet.

      The same feeling she’d had when Ford said, so many years ago, Jump in, the water’s fine!

      Brace yourself. Because you’re about to get in over your head.

      “For the love of Pete, who is your father?” York practically roared. He was standing now, and Coco reached out her hand to pull RJ to her feet.

      She looked at York. “Please, behave yourselves. Don’t turn me into a fool.” Then she turned and headed toward the door. “C’mon. My father, General Boris Stanislov, wants to meet you.”

      It took a moment—the name simply hovered in the air, leaving RJ frozen, and next to her, York hadn’t moved either.

      “What—?” York said. “No—what?” He started to follow Coco, then turned and grabbed RJ’s hand, holding it so tight she should probably wince.

      But she just tightened hers around his and held on as they walked out into the cool summer air. The smell of wild roses that twined up the stone pool house, the freshly cut grass, the rush of wind through the towering pines that edged the property all turned the entire ordeal surreal.

      This was not what she thought the gulag would be like.

      Coco waited for them by the door to the house. “My father was coming to power when the first kidnapping attempt happened. My mother was working at Moscow University as an English professor at the time. I was coming home from school with my driver—a new guy—and he brought me to an ice cream parlor. I had a bad feeling about it and locked myself in the bathroom. My father and his men finally rescued me, but we knew this was the beginning. My father had just been elected to the duma. Shortly after that my mother and I moved to America.”

      She opened the door to the house.

      “I’m my father’s only daughter, and he figured if no one knew about me or where I was, I’d be safe.”

      York turned to RJ as they entered, met her eyes, his mouth a grim line. “Stay close to me,” he subvocalized.

      Clearly, he didn’t believe a word Coco was saying.

      And, yes, given the circumstances, everything she knew about Coco was blowing apart in bits and pieces.

      But it did make sense. Her sudden appearance in Montana so many years ago. Her name change—from Katya to a more American version, Coco.

      Her mother’s reluctance to take photographs. The fact they lived in a secluded area of Montana with little cell reception, at least back then.

      They walked through an entryway with tall ceilings, more ornate molding, and into a large room with giant windows that overlooked the courtyard. A large green rug covered the wooden parquet floor, a molded fireplace flickered with flame despite the summer air, and giant pictures of stately politicians from a bygone era stared down from the walls. Overstuffed gold sofas faced each other, separated by a glass coffee table.

      A man stood with his back to them, dressed in a maroon bathrobe. Balding, with a ring of gray-white hair slicked back from his face, he wore a scarf around his neck, and what looked like suit pants and slippers.

      “Papa?” Coco said in Russian. “She’s here.”

      The man nodded, without turning. Silence. Then, “I guess I owe you my life.”

      RJ didn’t move. General Boris Stanislov. She recognized his voice.

      He had shoved his hands into the pockets of his bathrobe, now took a breath, his barrel chest rising and falling. He turned and met RJ’s eyes.

      “I didn’t shoot you,” she said, not sure why.

      “I know. I saw you standing under the street lamp. Of course I knew who you were—I recognized you from when Katya lived with you.”

      She didn’t know what to say to that. But of course he would know that.

      “I have to thank you twice, it seems.” He held out his arm and Coco walked over to his one-armed embrace. “For taking in Katya, and for alerting my guards.”

      “But I didn’t—”

      “The moment I saw you, I knew something wasn’t right. I turned to Anatoli and told him to get you—and that’s when I was shot. If I hadn’t turned, if I hadn’t seen you, the shot would have hit me dead center.” He touched his chest. “He clipped my arm.”

      She noticed now the bulky wrap under the left arm of his bathrobe.

      “I didn’t know what to do when I found out about the hit. I thought York could help me. He didn’t shoot you either.”

      The general’s gaze fixed on York, who hadn’t moved, hadn’t released her hand. She had no doubt he’d already sized up the room and figured out where the exits were. She tightened her hand in his.

      “It seems he did help,” Boris said. He appraised York, then gave him a nod and looked again at RJ. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you for another favor.”

      RJ frowned.

      “I need you to take Katya with you when you leave Russia.”

      “Papa!”  Coco turned to him. “You know I can’t leave! You said you had a mission for them. Something about national secrets.”

      “You are my national secret, my lapichka.” Boris turned to her, and although RJ had seen him dozens of times on television, she’d never imagined the softness that appeared on his face. “Just until I know we’ve found the person responsible for the shooting. Please.”

      Coco was shaking her head. “I can’t—you know I can’t—”

      “Everything will be fine. I will see to it.”

      But RJ had to agree with Coco. “We’re fugitives. And if the FSB finds us—do they know Katya is your daughter?”

      “No one knows. But I can clear passage for you out of the country. The FSB will back off, I promise.”

      Because they were under his control?

      “The CIA is after her too,” York said quietly. “We can’t fly out.”

      “I know about the plan to take you by train to Siberia.”

      Siberia? No one had mentioned Siberia.

      “I’m not leaving,” Coco said. “No.”

      “Yes. For me, Katoosha. I can’t bear to have you hurt.” So much earnestness in his eyes, it reminded RJ of her own father. “And it’s safer for everyone.”

      “We’ll do it,” York said quietly.

      RJ stared at York. “What?”

      “We’ll do it. We’ll take Kat with us.” York directed a dark look at Coco. “As long as she doesn’t lie to me again.”

      Coco bristled. “York—”

      He held up his free hand, still gripping RJ’s. “No lies. No games. And when it’s done, I get to help you track down Gustov.” This he addressed to the general.

      Who nodded, slowly.

      “Perfect,” York said. “We leave on the first train out of town.”
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      She was the freaking weak link.

      Scarlett stood outside the train compartment—inside felt like she might be suffocating—and watched the Ukrainian countryside lurch by. With everything inside her, she wanted to leap screaming from the train. Hide in the tall grasses and lush fields filled with barley, oats, and corn. She’d read that on the Wikipedia page about Ukraine. Apparently, Russia used Ukraine as their breadbasket to feed the giant, snow-covered motherland.

      The Cold. Unforgiving. Brutal. Motherland.

      And they were heading straight for it, unarmed.

      Scarlett leaned her forehead to the window. First rule of travel—don’t let go of your bag. She knew that. Had it burned into her bones by the Navy during one of their travel briefings. There might have even been a PowerPoint presentation on it.

      She’d nearly gotten her hands on the thief—one split second away from—okay, from being slammed into the doors of the metro. If Ford hadn’t grabbed her to pull her back…

      Whatever happens, I will show up for you, Red.

      Ford’s words thrummed in her head, and she wanted to wrench them away. He should not have made that promise. She didn’t want him to make that promise.

      It only held him hostage. Made him derail a perfectly successful rescue operation.

      He should have let her stay in Ukraine and taken Ham with him. Guess what—she was a grown woman and she could babysit herself all the way back to America, thank you.

      The door slid open behind her, and she didn’t look as Ford stepped out of the compartment. “We’re coming up to border control,” he said as he stood beside her. “Any ideas?”

      “Let them arrest me.”

      “Red.”

      She gritted her teeth. “You should have left me behind.”

      “No. And it’s done, so get over it.”

      She glanced at him. “I’m sorry.”

      “You said that. About a dozen times, and again I’m going to say the same thing. It wasn’t your fault.”

      “It was.” Oh her stupid heart. Why did it fall for the dangerous type, with the thick arms and piercing pale green eyes? She had a type—the type destined to break her heart.

      She didn’t know which was worse, the fact that she’d lost her bag, or the fact that she’d let herself believe—even if she knew the danger, even if she had decided not to walk into his arms—that Ford had wanted her.

      Instead, she’d heard him, in his very own words tell Ham that she meant, well not nothing, but…okay, nothing.

      She’d been standing outside the door, trying to figure out which way to go to find the bathroom, when Ham’s voice came through the crack.

      The last thing we need is some kind of lovers’ quarrel, or…something else—

      There is nothing else. She was my FOB radio contact, that’s all.

      That’s all.

      And now she’d destroyed his entire mission.

      Ford met her eyes and folded his arms, his dark blue T-shirt stretching over his thick shoulders. He wore a pair of faded jeans and hiking boots, hadn’t shaved in three days, and looked very much like a warrior on leave, unsuccessfully trying to hide among the rest of the world.

      Shoot, the man even smelled good. He’d cleaned up once they got on the train—brushed his teeth, changed into clean clothes.

      Whereas she was unkempt, tired, crabby, and…

      Stupid.

      “Don’t be nice to me, Ford. I was naive. I got caught up in the moment, and suddenly I was a tourist, buying a gift for my brother. We both know I jeopardized this op.”

      “It’s all going to work out.”

      “How—you have some secret Doctor Who gadget in there that will make the border guards think we’re Russian?”

      He frowned at her.

      “Doctor Who? His magic identity card—forget it. I don’t know why you’re so calm. By this time tomorrow we’re going to be sitting in Siberia eating watered-down borscht and making birch bark shoes.”

      He smiled, and she glared at him.

      “This isn’t funny. I should have never said yes to this. I’m sorry.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with thinking about your brother.”

      “There is when we’re on a mission. I totally screwed up. Which is probably why I need to leave the military.” She ran her hand over her forehead. “It’s probably naive of me to think I could make it as a Rescue Swimmer anyway. Who am I kidding—”

      He made to touch her, then dropped his hands. Good, because if he came near her with that pity smile…

      And how much of a mess was she that she longed for him to reach out and take her hand. To wrap his fingers through hers like he’d done when they’d sprinted for the train.

      Now, he looked at her, his gaze so intense, she felt it again—that need to hold onto him. “Who are you kidding? You passed your PRT. You’re one of the bravest women I know—”

      “Oh, please, Ford. Stop being nice to me. I know I screwed up. And you’re paying the cost for it.”

      “Fine. Okay, yeah, you screwed up.”

      She tried not to flinch.

      “It’ll still work out.”

      “In what world—you don’t speak Russian. I don’t speak Russian—”

      “Stop. This is not the first time an op has gone south.”

      “I’m supposed to be far, far away watching from overhead, warning you—” She shook her head. “But I can’t even do that right.”

      He frowned.

      “I’m just…I don’t know what I was thinking. Sure, Ford, I’ll hop on a plane with you, be your wing man. Like I’m actually someone who could help—”

      “You can help. You did help in Prague.”

      “No. Roy would have never followed me to my table if I hadn’t asked for a glass of water. And then I had to pretend to be Lara Croft, or some international spy—”

      “You were fabulous.”

      “Yeah. I’m amazing at pretending. I’ve been pretending my entire life. All things to all people so they won’t leave me behind. Until I completely let them down.”

      “You think you let me down—?”

      “I know I let you down.”

      She gritted her jaw and turned away. “I’m just playing a game here. On all your adventures, I’m just along for the ride. Pretending like I might make a difference.”

      He touched her arm, something friendly, but of course she had to feel it all the way to the core of her body. The softness in his voice didn’t help either.

      “You did make a difference. A couple months ago, when I was nearly ambushed, you saved my life.”

      Her voice cut low, almost a growl. “You mean when I screamed? In the middle of the Center of Operations? And then when you were safely on the chopper, when I nearly lost it in the bathroom?”

      His mouth opened slightly. “You did?”

      Oh, she shouldn’t have told him that because he looked just a little vulnerable, like he hadn’t realized—shoot. It didn’t matter what he realized.

      They were teammates, and for the love of Pete, she had to get that through her hard noggin.

      His voice lowered then, and oh my, if he didn’t possess all the charming, deep, husky tones of danger. “You still saved my life, Red.”

      “Hardly. You had it all under control. I probably distracted you, at best.”

      He frowned, but before he could argue, she shook her head. “You would have been much better off without me.” She turned back to the compartment. “I don’t know. Maybe Gunnar would be too.”

      Inside, Ford had set up a little lunch, complete with coffee and bread and cheese he’d purchased onboard somewhere. Spread it all out on a tablecloth.

      Like they might be on a date or something.

      Probably trying to make her forget that if they didn’t get across the border—with Ham’s visa papers, no less—they weren’t getting into Russia.

      Really, she wanted to keep all her fingernails.

      That was a bit melodramatic, but she didn’t have a clue what she planned to say when some gray-coated Russian official asked her why she had Trevor Benson’s visa papers.

      She hadn’t gone to SERE—Survival, Evasion, Resistance and Escape—training. She hadn’t a clue how to withstand torture.

      Ford obviously wasn’t worried, because he charged into the compartment after her, more focused on her meltdown statements of self-pity than their imminent arrest.

      “What are you talking about? How on earth would Gunnar be better off without you?”

      At least he didn’t ask the obvious—how would he have been better off without her. Hello.

      She rounded on him. “I don’t know the first thing about being a caregiver! I spent my entire life—”

      “Taking care of your mother!”

      She blinked at him. “No, I…I spent my entire life wanting to escape her. To be nothing like her. To…”

      She pressed her hand to her mouth. “To matter to her.” She sank down on the bunk. Looked up at him, not sure where all this emotion might be coming from. “I so desperately wanted my mother to…to like me. To tell me that I was hers and that she wanted me around.”

      “That she was proud of you.”

      “It would have been enough to be wanted.” Oh, had she really said that? She wrapped her hands around her waist.

      “You are wanted, Scarlett.”

      She looked away, but he came near her, touched her face, nudged it back to his to meet his eyes. “If you only knew…”

      She closed her eyes, unable to take the way he was looking at her, a sort of sad, nearly pity—

      He kissed her.

      Just wrapped his hand around her neck and pulled her face to his and kissed her.

      Oh. And it wasn’t an exploratory, sweet kiss, one that asked a question, but one of surety and focus and…

      Huh. Maybe he did want her. Because he moved his other hand around her waist, drawing her up against himself, all hard planes and firm foundations, and she so wanted to give in, to hang on to this amazing man who kept showing up in her life.

      Who kept so many promises it took her out at her knees.

      Oh no. He wasn’t in the least like any other man she’d known. And that made her want to weep because regardless of what he’d said, here he was, kissing her as if…

      As if she mattered to him, indeed.

      Please, no, she couldn’t fall for him. Because as soon as they landed back in America, he’d go back to his life as an active-duty SEAL, in and out of her broken life, and then yes, she’d turn into her mother, pitifully waiting for him to show up again, but…

      But, heavens, the man could kiss. He had slowed them down, his kiss long and languid, his mouth tasting like toothpaste, his shirt smelling of cotton, and when he wrapped his arms around her, the sense that she could just let go and trust him turned her weak.

      She softened her mouth and relaxed, winding her arms up around his neck, kissing him back, giving herself over to…

      Danger. Because with Ford, she conjured up way too many happy endings.

      Hello, she’d learned long ago, a girl like her got the right now, not the happy endings.

      But Ford did keep showing up in her life. Over and over and—

      He lifted his head, his breathing a little hard, and met her eyes. Swallowed.

      She couldn’t stop herself. “I want you too, Ford.”

      He blew out a breath. Met her eyes. “I couldn’t believe it when you took after that guy. I was angry and so…scared. I was really scared.” His voice turned hoarse. “Please don’t do that to me again.”

      Oh, uh. She nodded.

      He kissed her again. And this time, something lit inside him, a hunger perhaps, because he practically inhaled her, pulling her against him so hard she could barely breathe. He kissed her mouth, nudging it open, taking possession, then dragged his lips away and kissed her neck, his mouth trailing down, then back up to take her mouth again.

      Yes.

      And maybe it was the stress of the past three days, maybe just the terrible ache inside to let go, but she kissed him back just as urgently. Needing to forget her mistakes and the fact that she might end up in a Russian prison and just lose herself, right now, to this man. To tell herself that she wasn’t her mother and that this man wouldn’t destroy her life, and…and…

      Ford pressed her away, breathing hard, his forehead to hers. “Red, I’m… Oh…” He looked up, meeting her eyes, something of panic in them, and loosened his hold on her. “I really…” He blew out a breath. Met her gaze.

      What—?

      “Help,” he whispered, winding his hands through her hair. He searched her face. Then he lowered his mouth back to hers.

      The train lurched.

      Ford grabbed her around the waist, his other hand on the upper bunk to stabilize himself.

      She put her hand down, hit the picnic he’d set up on the table, and dumped over the coffee, hot water burning her skin. “Oh!”

      The train slowed, and he righted her even as he reached for a napkin. “You okay?”

      She shook off his hand, grabbed the napkin, then— “The passports!”

      But Ford was already ahead of her, yanking them up out of the mess of liquid, shaking them off. He placed them on the bunk and grabbed another napkin, wiping off the pages.

      “Oh no.” She picked up the visas, now saturated. Thin, two-sided pieces of orange paper. “They’re ruined.”

      Ford shook them out, then put them on the bunk next to his and began to wipe them off. “The type is smearing.”

      The train stopped. Scarlett picked up the cups, then headed into the passageway to search for more napkins.

      She spotted border officials at the end of the hall inspecting documents. “They’re here,” she said to Ford, creeping back inside.

      He nodded and shoved the wet visas into the passport documents.

      A knock came behind her and she turned.

      Her imagination might have had a little field day because the passport official was a young guy, early twenties, fresh-faced, and eager.

      Huh. “Privyet,” she said, calling up her memorization. She smiled at him.

      He started to smile but then turned to Ford. “Passports.”

      Ford handed them over. The man paged through to Ford’s front page, compared the picture, and ran the bar code through a scanner. Jacob Miller, if she remembered correctly. He turned then to Ford’s visa, and the paper sagged in the passport as he opened it, clearly soggy.

      “Shto eta?”

      “Sorry—” Ford started, but Scarlett touched his arm.

      “Vybachte.” She wrinkled her nose. “Coffee.” She then pointed to the pile of sodden brown napkins.

      The young man considered her, then reached for her passport.

      Scarlett Hathaway, from San Diego. She smiled again, a Yep, that’s me. Tourist.

      He opened to her visa. It tore in half.

      She winced, her expression a little overexaggerated, but it could still work.

      The man closed it. Handed it back to her. Glanced at Ford as if sizing him up, then nodded once and moved past them.

      Ford blew out a breath and closed the door. Sagged against it.

      Smiled. “Thank you.”

      “Huh?”

      He pulled her against himself, his heart beating hard. “Just. Thank you.” Then he pushed her away. “I’m going to get more coffee. And then, partner, we’re going to learn Russian.”
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      This just might be the longest seven days of his life.

      York lay in the cramped bottom bunk of the train compartment, watching central Russia slide by as morning broke in the east. They were passing a river banked on either side by thick pine, elm, and maple, and the dawn skimmed off it in glorious reds and golds.

      He’d never been this far east. North to St. Petersburg, yes. And west to Finland, for a conference Tasha dragged him to, but east had always meant Siberia, and no one willingly went to Siberia.

      But they weren’t going to Siberia—but beyond it, to Far East Russia, where apparently David Curtiss had a friend who would get RJ and Kat on a ship and point them even farther east, to Alaska.

      The whole thing sounded old-school. But he knew the CIA would be looking for them on a plane. The CIA and the FSB and who knew who else.

      Damien Gustov.

      In the bunk above him, he heard typing—Kat, awake and working on her computer. She’d barely spoken to either York or RJ since being kidnapped, as she deemed it, although no one handcuffed her to get on the train at the station.

      Okay, maybe a little because the general had sent a couple of his men with them—thankfully not the ones York had tussled with, or there might have been a do-over.

      His ribs still hurt, his lungs chafed from the dunking in the pool.

      Never mind that it had been for naught because RJ hadn’t obeyed anything he’d said. Had instead gotten herself pulled into the pool and used as leverage against him.

      This is why he worked alone.

      He blew out a breath.

      Across from him, RJ groaned and rolled over in her bed. Pocketed her hands under her head. Sighed.

      “You okay?” he whispered, and her eyes opened.

      She looked at him. With the dawn breaking through the window, it cascaded over her body, turned her skin a warm hue. She wore Coco’s runners, along with a sweatshirt she’d borrowed and with her dark hair in bedhead tousles and no makeup, she looked about seventeen.

      At thirty-two, he felt ancient next to her, his body protesting every position of comfort he’d tried to find.

      “Yeah. Just a little sore from saving your hide yesterday.”

      He stared at her.

      She smiled.

      It lit up her entire face and drove light into the darkness inside.

      He refused to smile, however, and turned away.

      “Really? Nothing? Not even a little nibble? No ‘Sorry schweetheart, but I had it all under control’?”

      “You were told to run.”

      She sat up. “And leave you to drown? Hardly. Besides, what was I supposed to do once I got away? Hope that nobody thought it was a little weird to see a disheveled American tied up and wandering around in the woods? Although, this is Russia, so who knows what secrets other people are hiding. Maybe they’d just think…Vat do you know? Another Russian spy escaping from Uncles Boris’s place…” She affected a Russian accent, rolling her Rs.

      He looked up at her, fighting a grin.

      She glanced to the upper bunk. Back to him. “She’s not listening. Got her earphones in.”

      “This just as easily could have gone the other direction,” he said. “General Stanislov could have tracked you down and right now you’d be in front of a firing squad.”

      “Naw. He’d want to use me for leverage with the CIA. You, however…” She raised an eyebrow. “You’d be on your way to a Siberian gulag. Oh wait…” Her mouth opened, her eyes widening in feigned realization.

      Okay. Fine.

      “I knew there was a smile in there.”

      “This isn’t funny, Bristow. We still have an assassin after us. And we have to get you and Kat out of Russia in one piece.”

      He, RJ, Kat, and the general had put together all their information about Damien Gustov and left the general’s staff to work out Stanislov’s personal protection. “Gustov is well connected and very good at his job. Let’s just hope he’s frustrated at his misses and is lying low for a while.”

      He’d stopped hoping about an hour after they’d boarded, right before the dead of night, that the man would make this easy and show up on the train. Mostly because York was tired and hurting and really needed a night’s sleep.

      And angry. Angry at Kat and at being ambushed and even angry that…that he’d actually appreciated the fact that RJ saved his life.

      Gutsy move, that.

      She reminded him way too much of Tasha. Heedless. Driven by some idealistic motivation to change the world and make it safer and better. Even if it cost her.

      Except, while Tasha had been an idealist, she was also deeply moody, a romantic driven by her emotions and passions. RJ seemed smarter, driven by a mix of logic and practicality, less emboldened by her passions and more willing to listen to common sense.

      And while Tasha had made him curious and gotten under his skin in a way that fired up all his protective instincts, RJ made him wonder what it might feel like to stop buzzing all the time. To slow down and breathe. She roused his protective instincts, sure. But maybe not in a way that drove him crazy with worry.

      She wasn’t foolish.

      In fact, she stirred something deep inside him. A thirst for something he’d forgotten.

      Or maybe just denied.

      A friend.

      Tasha had never been a friend. Exotic. Passionate. A cure for his loneliness, color for his rather stale world. But he never truly had his thirst slaked with her. Had often felt like she didn’t even truly see him.

      Perhaps, if anything, Tasha only made him hungrier.

      Maybe he’d forgotten what it felt like to have someone care for him.

      No. That wasn’t it. He didn’t need anyone to look out for him. He’d been a loner his entire life.

      Liked it. Really.

      It would have helped if RJ hadn’t kissed him. Maybe he could stop thinking about it. About holding her in his arms and kissing her back, and—

      RJ sat up and reached for a bag under the tiny table between the bunks. Pulled out a thermos. “God bless Coco and her love of coffee.” She filled her glass cup with coffee, set it in the podstanika, a metal Russian holder, then brought it to her lips. “Do you miss America?”

      Oh. So this was the part of the seven-day journey where they got to know each other. Yippee. Still, he hadn’t exactly brought a book to read. He sat up and clocked his head on the upper bunk, made a face. “No. Sometimes. I miss watching live football.”

      “Really? What’s your team?”

      “The Packers. My grandparents lived in Milwaukee.”

      “Of course. I never had a pro team, but we were huge Bobcat fans, from Montana State University. How did you end up in Russia?”

      “Long tour of duty. I started as a Marine, right out of high school, then went into FORECON for a number of years.”

      “Marine Force Recon? Wow. My brother was a Ranger.”

      “I thought you said your brother was a SEAL.”

      “A different brother.”

      “That’s right. Five brothers.”

      “Five amazing, over-the-top brothers.”

      He poured himself a cup of coffee too. Sipped it. Yeah, that could wake him up. “My uncle was a Marine, and he visited my grandparents whenever he was on leave. He felt like a big brother, in a way. Took me to football and baseball games. Told me stories. Career Marine. Retired a few years ago. He lives on a farm outside Racine.”

      “Hence your career choice.”

      “Yes. When I left FORECON, I transferred to the embassy in Russia—all the embassies have marines protecting them—and took over as one of the heads of security.”

      He stopped there because, hello, that was diving too deep. There were some wounds that simply shouldn’t be reopened. So he simplified. “When my tour was up, I stayed in-country as a private contractor.”

      “Like Roy?” she said.

      He shook his head. “No. Not like Roy. I’m not with the CIA. I work on my own terms.”

      “Doing?”

      He shrugged. “Deliveries. Diplomatic protection. Screenings. Training.” He looked at her. “I’m not an assassin, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

      Her eyes widened, and then she shrugged. “Just wondering if I should start calling you Jason Bourne.”

      “York will do.”

      “York what?”

      He shook his head. “Just York.”

      “Oh, we’re being mysterious.” She looked over the top of her cup. “Maybe I should have a code name. Like—”

      “Dory.”

      She cocked her head. “Dory? From Finding Nemo?”

      “Yeah, wasn’t that about a fish?”

      “Yeah, an airhead fish who kept forgetting where she was going. Is that how you see me—as a confused fish?”

      She wasn’t smiling now, and he couldn’t help but grin.

      “In what way am I a confused fish—wait, don’t you dare answer that.”

      “Doesn’t she go on a mission because she thinks someone needs her help?”

      “When did you see this movie?”

      “One of the kids of a diplomat I guarded used to watch it. ‘Just keep swimming, just keep swimming.’”

      “I don’t swim.”

      “You did yesterday.”

      “I got knocked into a pool. I splashed. That is not swimming. I can’t swim.”

      “Really? Not even a dog paddle?”

      “I can barely float.”

      She didn’t seem like she was kidding. He put his coffee on the table. “You mean to tell me that you attacked someone in a pool, even though you had to know you’d go in, and you can’t swim?”

      “You were drowning.”

      He just stared at her. “That was stupid.”

      “Well, thank you. Thank you very much. I sort of thought it was heroic.”

      Hmm. It was. “Don’t do it again.”

      “Now we’re back to giving orders?”

      “I don’t know why, you don’t listen to me anyway.”

      She put her coffee down. “That’s what this is about. I knew it. You’re angry at me for saving your life.”

      “You didn’t save my life, honey. I was doing just fine on my own.”

      “Listen, sugar, I did save your life. That guy was choking you. I got him off you—”

      “And then you were taken hostage, toots! Which you wouldn’t have been if you’d just— Obeyed. Me.”

      “Wow.” Kat leaned down from the upper bunk. “You two are really hitting it off, aren’t you?”

      RJ looked away, leaning back on the bench.

      Kat must have put down her computer because she climbed off the bunk, landing on the floor in front of him. “Okay, you two lovebirds, I’m going to hit the head, then grab some grub in the dining car.”

      “I should go with you,” York said.

      “I’ll be fine, Rocky. Besides, I think you two need to work this out. Seven days is going to be a loooong time to pout.” She opened the door and stepped out into the hallway.

      Silence, and when he looked over at RJ, her eyes glistened.

      “Sorry.”

      She folded her arms over her chest. “No, you’re right. Maybe I should have run, but I couldn’t just…I couldn’t leave you there.”

      “I don’t need you to protect me…Ruby.”

      She looked at him. “I haven’t let anyone call me Ruby since I was a kid.”

      He frowned. “Why not? It’s your name, right?”

      “It’s the name of someone who is weak and scared and needs to be protected.”

      Oh. Huh.

      She looked out the window. “I’m not scared.”

      “I know.”

      “Or weak.”

      “Agreed.”

      She left out the last one, which meant she was at least practical.

      But she sighed, and he hated that he’d let his pride make him stupid. “Maybe you did…contribute.”

      Her gaze shot his direction, then back to the window. “I may have panicked.”

      “I was getting the snot kicked out of me.”

      “You were making creepy drowning noises.”

      His mouth tightened.

      She drew up her knees to her chest and leaned back, looking at him now. “When I was twelve, I nearly drowned in a river with my brother. I panicked because the current caught me, and he had to rescue me, but we ended up downriver quite a ways, and after the current pushed us into a cave, we took refuge in it. Only, we went in too far and ended up trapped for three days. Nearly died from hypothermia.”

      He tried to imagine her, skinny, wet, scared. “Which brother?”

      “The SEAL. My twin. He wanted to swim out for help, but I was…I was too scared. I made him stay with me. Nearly cost him his life.”

      And suddenly, it all made sense. “Are you trying to prove you don’t need to be rescued?”

      “No. I know I need to be rescued. I just want to do it myself. And I don’t want anyone to die while doing it. Most of all, I don’t want my fear to hold someone back from doing what they know they have to.” She met his eyes. “I am sorry that I didn’t run. I was afraid that you were going to die.”

      Oh. And her honesty simply reached in and grabbed him, wrapped fingers around his heart. Tugged.

      No. It was one thing to kiss her, to let her nourish a strange need inside him. Completely another to like her.

      He could not give in to the nudge to let himself care. “Next time I tell you to run, please run.”

      She nodded, looked away, but brought her hand up to her cheek.

      He quashed the urge to catch it, move it away, brush his thumb over the wetness. From there, it wasn’t hard to see her turning to face him, to see himself cupping her face, drawing it to his.

      Wasn’t hard to imagine kissing her again, tasting her lips on his, finding himself right back to the place he’d been only two nights ago, hungry, yet letting go of the dark knots inside.

      For the first time in years, he wanted to start over. Maybe even go home.

      He gritted his teeth and picked up his coffee.

      Yes, it would be a very long seven days.
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      Moscow.

      Ford stood at the window, watching the train pull into the station, his heart a fist in his chest, pounding. Moscow.

      Now they just had to make it to the consulate, find Ham’s contact, track down the safe house, and…

      Okay, get out of Russia safely. But apparently, Ham was right.

      God was on their side. So maybe Ford should just loosen up a little and let go of the reins of this operation.

      God had saved them.

      Even though Ford didn’t deserve it.

      Okay, he might be overreacting, although in his mind, as he’d deepened his kiss with Scarlett, he’d taken a flying leap off the edge of self-control and landed right into the dark abyss of desire.

      Note to self, don’t spend the night in a private compartment with a woman you want to make love to. Thankfully, the bunks weren’t made for two, although without much effort he could have ignored that problem.

      He’d managed to put a little distance between them by taking them through a crash course on Russian. He’d had language training in the Navy, learning Farsi and Arabic. But Russian was created out of an entirely different alphabet.

      They’d spent the night learning phrases, repeating words, and once Scarlett had acted out her version of a KGB interrogator.

      He’d wanted to pull her down into his arms and do his own interrogating. Instead, he’d kept ordering coffee, trying desperately not to think about the way Scarlett had responded when he’d kissed her.

      That’s when it started to get dangerous. Because she wasn’t just eager, wasn’t just onboard—hoo-yah—with his kiss, but his heart had stepped into play.

      He liked her way too much. Liked her grit—although it scared him too—and liked her so very much for her loyalty. For dropping her life and following him across the Atlantic just because he’d asked. Maybe he shouldn’t have asked, shouldn’t have pulled her into his panic, but they were a team, and he trusted her.

      And when he kissed her, it all simply sparked to life. You are wanted, Scarlett.

      His kiss was about trying to tell her that—or maybe show her—but it had quickly careened out of control, with him poised to crash through all the promises he’d made himself and—

      Yes, God had saved him.

      Them.

      Twice in one fell swoop when the train lurched. Scarlett had spilled the coffee and Ford had found his boundaries in time to wake up.

      He wanted her—yes. Not only in his arms, but in his life. Wanted her to be the one he came home to. Fine—he wanted her to be the one who went with him.

      However, it was one thing to kiss her—or more—on a train in Russia. Entirely another to assume she wanted him in her life.

      The last time she’d kissed him, back in Montana, she’d drawn a line in the sand. Just this. I want just this.

      He got it—she’d never seen a relationship that worked out long-term. Had watched her mother go from boyfriend to boyfriend, one lousy life to the next. But he wasn’t a right now, just this kind of guy.

      Regardless of the argument his body was waging with his brain.

      So, yes, thank You, God, for helping him be the man he promised God he’d be.

      Stay on mission.

      That mission included getting Scarlett home safely. And maybe showing up on her doorstep after all this was over and asking if she’d consider more than right now.

      Behind him, Scarlett was packing her toiletries—the ones she’d purchased on his credit card—into his backpack. She had no change of clothes, so he’d given her one of his T-shirts. But she still wore a pair of faded jeans, running shoes, and a jacket. She’d scrubbed her face free of makeup—not that she wore much anyway—and still looked breathtaking, those dark brown eyes finding his.

      She smiled, and he felt it all the way to his bones, a heat that he hadn’t a hope of shutting down. “We made it.”

      “Just about,” he said. The train had stopped, and he picked up his backpack, slinging it over his shoulder. He reached out his hand. “All we have to do is find Ham’s contact.”

      She took his hand.

      They headed down the hallway to the door. The train had pulled up to a domed station, a cobblestone platform separating the lines. He climbed down the stairs, trying to sound out the Cyrillic.

      Scarlett came down behind him. “There. Vhod. Exit.”

      Yeah, he wasn’t going anywhere without her.

      They headed toward the exit, merging into the crowd, just a couple tourists. Around them, other travelers with suitcases and rolling bags headed toward the exit, through wooden doors, and into the main area. The ancient building, with an arched ceiling, soaring windows, and mounted chandeliers, had been updated with advanced screening at the doors and electronic ticketing machines.

      “According to the online metro map, we need to go to Krasnaya Presnya station on the Taganskaya line.” She pointed to a sign that said Suburban Trains in English. “I think that must be the metro.”

      “You’re better at logistics than Trini,” he said.

      They were heading out of the station into a corridor that fed into the metro when he heard a shout behind him. “Stop!”

      Next to him, Scarlett stiffened. She looked at him.

      And he saw it in her eyes. Run!

      Except where, exactly, were they going to go?

      Still, maybe running—

      “Stop! FSB!”

      “Go!” Scarlett said. “I’m the one without a visa. Just—”

      “Have you lost your mind?” he snapped. “I wasn’t leaving you in Kiev, and I’m certainly not going to leave you with the FSB in Moscow.”

      A woman in a black suit headed his direction. She wasn’t wearing the uniform of an FSB agent, but the two men next to her certainly looked the part. Black uniform, green hats, no smiles.

      Yeah, he should probably be running, but Ford had a gut feeling that they wouldn’t get far.

      And unlike him, these men carried weapons.

      Ho-kay.

      The woman was tall, slender, maybe late thirties, and unsmiling. “Americans?”

      He nodded.

      One of the men relieved Ford of his backpack.

      “Come with me.” She spoke good English with the hint of a British accent.

      “Where?” Ford said. “You can’t detain us—”

      “Shut up,” she snapped. “Before you’re in worse trouble.”

      Maybe he should run. They should run because he wasn’t leaving without Scarlett. And she was fast too.

      He glanced at her, and Scarlett met his eyes. Nodded.

      The woman turned, walking backward now. And as if reading his mind, “If you run, my men will find you. And they will shoot you before they bring you back to me.”

      Oh, honey. It was like a red flag to a bull.

      But for Scarlett…

      Ford followed the woman out of the building, down the steps, and discovered a black Land Rover waiting at the curb with yet another officer standing at the open passenger door.

      “Get in,” the woman said, her brown eyes hard, an edge to them.

      Ford glanced at Scarlett, who’d turned white. Then he climbed in and pulled Scarlett in after him.

      The woman got in front, another officer at the wheel, and Ford was all eyes and ears for a way to escape as they pulled away from the curb.

      Which brought him right back to Scarlett. Because sure, he had no problem bailing out of a moving car. Or leaping into the front seat for a little one-on-two wrestling match. Or even grabbing the wheel and slamming them all into one of those cement pylons, leaving him to climb out and run.

      Maybe he was kidding himself because probably none of that would work, but he’d been trained to evade and escape.

      Scarlett’s hand tightened on his, and he looked down, saw her reaching for the door handle. He frowned, gave a shake of his head.

      They were heading into the city, toward the old Stalin-era buildings, St. Basil’s Cathedral, and Red Square. And, to his memory, toward Lubyanka, the four-story former KGB stronghold where people went in and didn’t come out.

      Oh brother, now all the old Cold War stories were rising from the cobwebs of his brain.

      This was the new Russia. People didn’t just disappear.

      Right?

      They drove right past the Kremlin, with the tall red-bricked walls, and for a moment he lost himself inside the surrealism of being at the epicenter of so much history.

      And death.

      And destruction.

      And his sister was caught in the middle of it.

      Now, so was Scarlett.

      And he’d practically dragged her here. Why didn’t he let her stay behind in Kiev?

      If Ham were here, they’d already be out of the car and—

      “Saint Basil’s,” Scarlett said, staring out the window at the onion-domed cathedral. “Can we stop here and get a shot?”

      He frowned at her. So did the woman in the front seat as she turned around, but Scarlett just smiled.

      Oh wait. This was her game. The one her mother had taught her.

      Pretend everything was just fine. That her world wasn’t falling apart. That she wasn’t terrified out of her skin.

      Don’t think about tomorrow, or even the next hour or minute. Just right now. Pretend not to care, and then she wouldn’t get hurt.

      No wonder she didn’t want longer than the moment. Because if she looked past it, she had to cope with the uncertainty of tomorrow, and…

      Pretending. Right now, it was simply easier.

      Okay. He could pretend right along with her. “We’ll come back after our driver drops us off at our hotel.” Why not play the confused tourist? Who knew why the FSB wanted them?

      Yeah, no. This wasn’t going to work for him.

      “Why are you detaining us?”

      The woman in the front seat didn’t move.

      “We did nothing wrong. We’re tourists—”

      “Stop. Talking.” The woman barely glanced over her shoulder this time as she said it, and something in her tone, less warning and more, well, warning.

      As if she might be trying to protect them?

      What—?

      They pulled up to the exact building he’d seen on television. Four stories, mustard colored, the bottom floor made of stone like a medieval prison.

      The woman got out and opened their door. “Follow me.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think so.” He glanced at the building, the immensity doing something to his insides.

      If they went in, they weren’t coming out.

      The woman turned then and took a breath. “If you want to stay alive, you will.”

      He blinked at her.

      “I was sent by my husband to get you. Your friends are in big trouble, and if you show up at the embassy, you will be too. Now, c’mon.”

      He didn’t move. “Who’s your husband?”

      “You’re just going to have to trust me.”

      “Trust the FSB?”

      “No. Trust your friend Ham. I’m his contact.”

      Ham? He didn’t move, but Scarlett tugged his hand.

      And then he was following the women as they went through the front doors of FSB HQ.
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      Scarlett couldn’t believe that Ford had followed her right into FSB Headquarters. The very thought of it had probably given him a rash, the idea that he might have voluntarily handed himself—and his very valuable personhood, intelligence, and skills—over to a country that may or may not be on friendly terms with the United States.

      It depended on the current tweets of the time, probably.

      But still, Petty Officer First Class, Navy SEAL Ford walked right in through the tall double doors, following the dark-haired agent down the marble floor, all the way to the back of the first floor and into a room where the woman closed the door and said in English, “Your sister is safe.”

      If Ford hadn’t been the man he was, he might have collapsed right there, but instead he closed his eyes, the tiniest tightening around his mouth betraying his worry.

      “But she’s on her way to Siberia.”

      That shook even Scarlett, and she tightened her hand in Ford’s.

      “Is this some kind of joke?” Ford snapped, and the woman held up her hand.

      “No. It’s a way to get her out of the country.”

      The office she’d secured them in was large, with the white-blue-red stripes of the FSB logo on the carpet, a long black credenza behind a massive desk covered with three computer screens. A window overlooked a parking lot. And on the desk, a picture of the woman and two dark-haired children, a boy and a girl.

      “I think you need to start at the beginning,” said Ford. He let go of Scarlett’s hand, flexing his own, and then folded his arms over his chest, which seemed to swell, a sort of bracing of himself, Scarlett figured. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Yanna. And I can’t tell you much. It’s better to talk to the American Consulate Chief of Station. He’s waiting for you at the Hotel National.”

      “Why didn’t he pick us up?” Ford asked.

      “Because he shouldn’t have anything to do with either of you. Pydyom.”

      The woman walked over to a side door and opened it, looked out into the hall, and motioned for them to follow.

      Then Scarlett really was in a spy movie because she sneaked down the hallway and out of the back door of Lubyanka. Waited for the “Stay down” and got it when they climbed into the back seat of Yanna’s car, a black Mercedes. “Just until we get out of the parking lot.”

      Ford bent over, pulling Scarlett down under him as they exited the lot. Nothing of his demeanor betrayed his pulse rate, including his softly spoken, “It’ll be okay.”

      Right.

      “It’s not far.” Yanna pulled into traffic. “David is waiting in the hotel bar. You can sit up now.”

      Scarlett sat up, but Ford pulled her close to him.

      “I’m head of our cybercrimes division.” She looked in the rearview mirror.

      “I don’t understand,” Ford said. “How did you get involved?”

      “David is my husband. And he needed my help.”

      The hotel looked like something out of czarist Russia, rising like a castle on the corner, with columns, balconies, and gilded windows. Scarlett expected to see a czarina appear, white-gloved, gowned, and waving to the crowd that would be gathered in a park on the opposite side of the street. No, not any park—Scarlett spotted one of the corner turrets of the Kremlin. Flags fluttered above a canopied entrance of the hotel.

      Yanna pulled up to a ramp next door and took it down a level, parking near the entrance. The cement ceiling hung low, the place damp and gloomy, and the difference in temperature raised gooseflesh on Scarlett’s skin.

      Okay, it might not have been the temperature. Because really, Ford was buying this? Had he never seen any Russian spy movies?

      They should have run when they had the chance. Or he should have run.

      But he hadn’t. Whatever happens, I will show up for you, Red. Whatever happens.

      His words were starting to embed in her bones.

      Ford took her hand again as they followed Yanna into the stairwell.

      She stopped them. “You can’t be seen together. The CIA is looking for two Americans traveling together, and while you are not your sister and her companion—”

      “Her companion?” Ford said, but Yanna held up her hand.

      “We don’t have time to have you brought in for questioning. So you, young lady, are coming with me. And, Mr. Miller, you’ll find my husband at the end of the bar. Big blond man. Very handsome.”

      “Wait.” Ford swung down his backpack from his shoulder and unzipped the front pouch. Dug out the earwigs and handed one to Scarlett. The other he put into his ear. “You call me. You listen to everything I say, and if I say—”

      “I want a burger.”

      His smile was slow, and he nodded.

      She pulled out her phone. “No reception in here.”

      They took the stairs up a flight, and Yanna opened the door into the opulence of the hotel. Full-sized marble statues of Greek gods, or perhaps just very well-muscled men, flanked a marble hallway. A long red carpet led up to registration desks at the end, bordered by tasseled crimson and gold velour draperies and carved wooden sofas covered in brocade.

      “Welcome to the oldest hotel in Moscow.” Pride tinged Yanna’s voice.

      Huh. Scarlett dialed her cell, and next to her, Ford picked up.

      “Copy,” he said, and she hummed an affirmative.

      “David will be recording the conversation, also,” Yanna said. She turned to Ford. “Wait a moment before you come in.”

      Then she and Scarlett walked through the lobby toward the bar. Deep red chairs and sofas created seating areas, and as she walked into the bar, the noise of the lobby dropped away.

      “This is Alexandrovsky Bar,” Yanna said and pulled out a rounded chair next to a glass-topped table. They sat under the cover of a tall palm tree that rose out of a square planter.

      A few moments later Ford walked into the room, heading for the bar. Poor man, he couldn’t look like a tourist if he wanted to. Bold, wide-shouldered, the man had try me written all over him.

      They were so made.

      Ford didn’t even look at her, and she realized her fatal flaw—she wasn’t positioned to watch him. But she could hear him as he came up to the bar, greeting the man there.

      “David?”

      “Ford.”

      There might have been a handshake, and Scarlett noticed that Yanna had her eyes on the two. The woman took a deep breath and let it out as if she’d been nervous.

      A waiter came over, and Yanna ordered an orange juice. Scarlett asked for coffee.

      “I’m sorry for the secrecy,” David was saying, “but your sister is mixed up in a chess game of sorts within the CIA. One faction is naming her an assassin, the other calling her a victim—and until they figure it out, she isn’t safe with us. Or them. So I sent her away.”

      “Away where? And with whom?” Ford asked. He had that low rumble to his voice she often heard on ops, and it sent a tremble through her, that familiar sense of him facing danger and bringing her along for the ride. It ignited a strange power inside her, and she realized with a start that this was exactly what she’d feared losing.

      The sense that she was part of something bigger than herself, an important cog in the wheel. She mattered to Ford, mattered to his safety.

      Which meant she mattered to the mission.

      That’s all she wanted, really. She didn’t have to carry a gun or breach doors or even jump from a helicopter into frothing waves to rescue someone. She just wanted to know she was worth him sticking around. Showing up.

      “With a colleague. York Newgate. They left this morning.”

      The waiter came over and set their drinks on the table. “Breakfast?”

      “Minutichka,” Yanna said and waved him away.

      A couple men in black suits walked into the bar and sat at a far table. Sort of reminded Scarlett of Yanna’s men.

      Her radar started to twitch, and she sat up, looked for exits.

      David was talking about the shooting and what they knew. Something about another suspect.

      “His name is Gustov, and your sister seems to think he might be working for General Arkady Petrov…”

      Another man joined the two at a table. Blond hair, black glasses, a gray suit, and thick, clubbed ears, as if they’d been broken one too many times. He positioned himself facing the bar and lifted his glass, dark glassy eyes on the two men.

      Scarlett spoke softly, her voice steady. “Ford, there’s a table of gentlemen on your six taking an interest in you two.”

      Yanna was glancing beyond Scarlett, over her shoulder, and a glance that direction showed a window. Maybe she was looking at their reflection.

      A waiter came over and the blond man ordered, his eyes locked on the men at the bar.

      David was giving Ford a rundown of his contact in Vladivostok, where he’d sent RJ. “His name is Roman. He’s safe—married to an American doctor. He’ll have the contacts to get them out of the country.”

      “And what about Scarlett and myself?”

      “We can get you new visas, get you on a plane back to the US.”

      “I’m not leaving Russia without my sister.”

      “They’re on the train. I don’t even know where they are—”

      “We’ll find them.”

      “Go home, Ford. She’ll be fine. We have a plan. Trust us.”

      Suddenly, Yanna got up. “Stay here,” she said, turned and headed back toward the door.

      Scarlett sat in the chair, watching as the men followed Yanna’s exit with their eyes. The blond’s gaze, however, never moved off Ford. One of the men, however, got up and followed Yanna.

      Oh, this couldn’t be good. She took a breath, then, “They’re going after Yanna. I have to warn her.”

      She heard an intake of breath, Ford’s low growl, but this was what she did. Warned people. Watched their backs.

      She got up and headed out of the room, not looking at the two men. Pushed through the doors to the lobby.

      Two elevators banked each side, one dinging open, and she looked around, not seeing Yanna or the other man. Maybe she’d gone to the ladies’ room. She headed toward the marked door—

      A hand landed on the small of her back, and before she could turn around, or even make a noise, she was pushed into the elevator.

      “Hey!”

      She rounded, but the man who’d followed Yanna crowded in, his hand slamming over her mouth. She grabbed his wrist, trying to wrench it away. The other man in black scooted in, turned, and pushed the door closed button.

      She kicked at her assailant, but he pressed her hard against the wall and grabbed her other hand.

      The door closed just as Yanna entered her view. She spotted Scarlett a second before the doors closed.

      The man let her go and she pushed him away. “What do you want?”

      He looked her up and down, and she resisted the desire to close her arms over herself. She pushed past him to hit the emergency button, but he pulled her back, and the other man clamped his arms around her from behind.

      No, no, she didn’t know what was happening, but it certainly wasn’t this. Her being attacked in an elevator in Russia. She made a fist and swung it down hard into her attacker’s leg, searching for a soft spot. He dodged her, and she reacted with her elbow, slamming it hard into his ribs.

      He cursed in Russian—what she guessed may be a curse—called her a name and shoved her hard into the other man, who grabbed her wrists.

      They’d gone to the bottom floor, to the basement, and she knew it—just knew that she’d die in that clammy parking ramp.

      No. Sorry, but she might not know what to do with the rest of her life, but she planned on having the rest of her life. She slammed her head back. It met the jaw of the man behind her. He roared, and she hoped she’d split his lip. Then she lifted her knee into the other man, finally meeting the soft parts.

      The doors opened. She kicked him again, fighting to wrench her wrists free. “Yeah, see, Americans are harder to kill than you think!”

      The man behind her grabbed her around the waist, and she brought her foot down hard on his instep, jerked her head back, and again met his face.

      Another curse.

      The doors closed.

      “No!”

      Especially since they’d had enough.

      The first man grabbed her by the neck, his hands digging into her flesh, cutting off her air.

      She didn’t bother to translate his word. But she read his expression as he shook his head, his eyes still clouded with pain, pulled back his fist and—

      The doors opened, and Ford exploded into the compartment, grabbing the man around the neck.

      A second man separated her from the attacker behind her with a fist that flew past her.

      She wrenched herself free, scrambling out of the elevator into Yanna’s embrace.

      Scarlett turned, watching as Ford dispatched the first man with a couple body shots, a knee to the face.

      The second man—David?—a tall blond who filled out his suit, had her other captor turned, his face against the elevator wall, his arm in a submission hold.

      Steps from the hallway above told her that reinforcements were coming—for whom, she didn’t know.

      “Hotel security,” Yanna said, still holding her. But Yanna looked like she might want to have at them too, her dark eyes blazing.

      Ford’s man dropped, bleeding, onto the floor of the elevator, and Ford stepped out over the body just as two security officers dressed in gray suits appeared.

      His expression, fierce and dangerous, said everything as he stalked straight for Scarlett and pulled her against himself. He was breathing hard—probably from his run down the stairs, although maybe from the adrenaline-laced dispatch of her attacker—and his body shook. “Are you okay?”

      He leaned back, caught her head in his hands, his pale green eyes searching hers. Not a scratch on him, of course, whereas she felt like she’d been dragged down the street. But she nodded.

      Ford stared at her a long moment, then abruptly let her go and turned, his hand to his mouth. He walked away from her, leaned over and braced his hand on the cement.

      “Ford?”

      “Give him a minute.” This from David who’d left the apprehension of the two attackers to the hotel security. He was good looking, with blue eyes and a gray suit, and he radiated some kind of military aura. He glanced at Ford. “I’ve never seen anyone move so fast.” He looked at Yanna. “You okay, babe?”

      “I think this was my fault. I wanted to get a look at the men without them watching me—especially the blond. I think he was—”

      “Gustov. Yeah. That’s my guess too.” David sighed as one of the guards pulled Ford’s victim from the elevator. David turned and put his hand to the assailant’s chest. Then he took the man’s shirt and ripped it open. The buttons broke off, and he yanked open the collar all the way to his shoulder.

      A black-and-white tattoo of an eight-pointed star inked his skin, just at the base of his neck.

      Next to her, Yanna stiffened. “That’s a Bratva star.”

      David let him go, and the security dragged the men away.

      “The Russian mafia.” Ford had returned, looking just a little pale. “What would the Bratva want with Scarlett?”

      “I don’t know,” David said.

      “You said that someone might mistake us for RJ and—”

      “York,” David said. “Yes. Although if our research is correct, Gustov already knew you weren’t Ruby Jane.”

      “How’s that?” Ford asked.

      “Because he’s the one who set her up. And we think he’s good for the assassination attempt.”

      “Then why attack us?”

      “I don’t know. To hold you hostage?” Yanna said. “Maybe to get to Ford? And then RJ?”

      “But how did he find us?”

      “The Bratva has connections all over the world. Even in the FSB, and I wouldn’t be surprised if they had people in the CIA. If the CIA was tracking your sister, a good bet is that they also flagged you.”

      “But we used a different passport coming into—”

      Scarlett stopped him, her hand on his arm. “No. You did. But we traveled together going to Prague on our regular passports. If they flagged you in Prague, they could have flagged me. And I used my real passport coming into Russia.” She met his eyes. “I’m so sorry.”

      Ford turned to David. “I’m sorry. I’m not waiting for Vladivostok. I want to find my sister. Now.”

      David drew in a breath. Looked at Yanna. “Okay. Let’s figure out where the train is, issue Ford and Scarlett new documents, and get them on a flight to meet the train.”

      Yanna nodded. “You two come with me,” she said quietly. Then she walked over to David and grabbed his lapels. Pulled him down for a kiss. “You make sure to pick up the kids from detski-sod. I’ll be late.”

      Scarlett could barely catch up, but Ford had his arm around her waist as he pulled her toward Yanna’s car, through the parking garage. He opened the door, and Scarlett got into the back seat.

      She was still shaking.

      Even when Ford slid in beside her and pulled her against himself.

      “You’re okay,” he said softly, and she guessed it was as much for him as it was for her.

      Yanna got in. Sat in the quiet for a moment.

      “You’re married to him? An American?” Scarlett asked. “How—I mean—”

      “We love each other. We make it work. I don’t betray state secrets, and neither does he. And we’re only married by the church.” She turned. “But you do what you must for love, da?”

      She looked at Ford, and one side of her mouth lifted up. Then she turned back around and started the car.
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      York really was a handsome man. Dark blond hair, his long lashes whispering against his cheeks as he slept, sort of, propped up on one impressive shoulder, his arms folded. He was too tall for his bunk, of course, and drew his legs up to fit on the bench. A thatch of dark whiskers hued his face, and he wore an almost perpetual frown, as if even in sleep, his brain was working out how to keep them safe. He wore a black button-down shirt, now untucked, and slept with his hiking boots on, just in case, for example, they needed to leap from a moving train.

      A real-life action hero.

      Clearly RJ had been locked in this train compartment too long because York was hard-edged, crabby, sarcastic, humorless…

      Sacrificial, honest, fierce, protective, and he got her stupid jokes. At least enough to crack a smile.

      She could not—could not—fall for a man she’d only known a week. And would say goodbye to forever in another six days.

      No, five, if her watch was correct because in an hour, they’d be passing into day three, headed toward Yekaterinburg.

      She rolled over onto her back, tired of the swaying train, the endless hours of gin rummy they’d played after York had gotten off at one of the stops and scored a deck of playing cards. He’d also purchased boiled potatoes, cutlets, peroshke, and napoleon cake that had her licking the plastic wrap it came in.

      Coco had filled her in on her life in Russia—and when York stepped out for the bathroom and to grab some tea from the conductor, she’d filled RJ in on Tasha.

      “She was the daughter of an oligarch. One of the Russian oil billionaires. Grew up in private schools in Switzerland and got a taste of free speech. Brought it over here. Used Daddy’s money to make a platform for herself, but got in over her head.”

      Over her head.

      RJ wondered—and feared—that she reminded York too much of Tasha. Note to self: no more crazy stunts. She didn’t want to end up in a snowbank somewhere, bleeding to death.

      Which, apparently, was how Tasha died.

      York hadn’t told her much more about himself—that one reveal about his military background was about all he seemed to want to give her. But it only stirred up questions. Like, how were his parents killed? What made him leave the military? And why hadn’t he gone back to America?

      From her perspective, he seemed deeply broken, scarred, but bravely soldiering on.

      Oh, how well she understood.

      Weirdly, around him, however, she felt less at loose ends. Less out of control, less naked and afraid. Braver. Wittier. This isn’t funny, Bristow.

      She liked it when he smiled.

      Okay, enough.

      RJ sat up.

      Coco rolled over, propped her head on her folded arms.

      “I wish I had a book to read,” RJ said quietly.

      “Did you ever finish the Outlander series?” Coco whispered.

      “Took me a year to finish book eight.”

      “I’m still on book five. But oh, Jamie, right?”

      RJ glanced at York, back to Coco. Nodded.

      Coco’s eyes widened, and she leaned down, casting a look at York. “I see.”

      “There’s nothin—”

      “It’s okay, sis. You can’t help who you love.”

      RJ frowned. Then, “Wait…you’re talking about Wyatt.” Phew.

      Coco sighed, pocketing her chin into her hands. “Maybe.” She sighed. “Okay, yes. And I know he’s moved on. But I just…I miss him. He could make me laugh. And he’d sing to me sometimes.”

      “Wyatt sang to you?”

      “He has a great voice. And sometimes he’d make me shoot tennis balls at him. He’d get all geared up in his goalie stuff and tell me to take my best shot.” She caught her bottom lip between her teeth. “He’d catch them every time.”

      “Please don’t start talking about his muscles…”

      Coco laughed. “Okay. But…he has them.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Do you think…” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “He still thinks about you.”

      One side of Coco’s mouth shifted up. “I told you that we saw each other a couple years ago in Moscow. I think…I think I might have hurt him.”

      RJ frowned. “How?”

      “I sort of…so, I left without telling him why.”

      “Left…?” RJ frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      Coco made a face. Looked away.

      Something in it sent a shadow across RJ’s heart. “Coco, what happened between you two? Did you…um…”

      Coco looked at her. “Wyatt and I made a mistake. And I left before we could make it worse.”

      Huh.

      Maybe that was why her brother was still pining for her. He didn’t do well with mistakes, always wanting to be the golden boy, the one who saved the day.

      It probably came with his hockey persona.

      “I do miss him, though,” Coco said and rolled back onto her bunk.

      RJ glanced at York.

      Five days, and then she’d leave him too.

      She wasn’t going to make any mistakes, thank you, the kind that would leave her pining.

      “I need some air.” RJ slipped on her shoes and headed out into the hallway.

      They’d opened the windows, and she hung on the railing and let the breeze wash over her. Outside in the darkness, thousands of kilometers, tiny villages, and untamed forest stretched out around them. So far their trek reminded her of the wilderness of Washington State and western Montana—lots of pine, rocky terrain, and in the distance, far-off mountains.

      A wan light glowed down the hallway and spilled out into the doorway between cars. She walked down the hallway and stood at the entrance.

      What she wouldn’t give for ice water.

      She opened the door to the car and stepped outside.

      The world turned, the rails chinging by in a bright rhythm. She held onto the railing, suddenly aware of how fast they were going.

      Probably she should go back inside.

      She turned to open the door, but it was yanked from her grip.

      A man filled the doorway. For a second she startled, but then he stepped outside with her.

      York.

      The wind flapped his shirt, ran fingers through his hair. “Hey,” he said. “What are you doing out here?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I was hot. And I’ve never been on a train before.”

      He nodded but made no move to enter their compartment. “It is hot in there.” He closed his eyes. “The breeze feels good.” He lifted his face to it.

      She had the strangest urge to touch him, right in the well of his neck. It seemed such a vulnerable place on such a powerful man.

      She swallowed, gripped the railing behind her.

      He opened his eyes and looked at her.

      Said nothing.

      She caught her bottom lip between her teeth, met his eyes.

      His gaze fell to her lips. Back to her eyes, a little wariness in his gaze. “Ruby?”

      No, really, she shouldn’t…didn’t even know why she thought of it except he kept standing there, his body warm and radiating such a male scent, and suddenly she thought of how he’d held her hand as they walked into the general’s place, turned to her and said Stay close to me.

      Yes.

      She touched his chest, laying her palm on it. Felt his heartbeat there, thundering.

      “RJ.”

      He covered her hand with his, and she thought it might be to move it away, but he didn’t. Just drew in a long breath. She looked up.

      He was looking at her just like he had in the park, a sort of hunger in his eyes that ignited something not so dormant since she met him.

      “I think—” he said.

      “You think too much,” she said and stepped up to him. “Stop thinking for one moment and—”

      He kissed her. Leaned down and simply kissed her. And it wasn’t like the park, because she didn’t have to coax him into responding. Nor did she have to pretend to want him.

      He braced one hand against the railing, curled his other arm around her, and stepped close to her, devouring her, sweeping her mouth open, diving in, and taking hold of everything that had been churning between them.

      Or at least what had been churning inside her.

      No, him also because he groaned against her mouth and pulled her tight against him.

      Still kissing her.

      She’d never been kissed like this before.

      But then again, she’d never been on a train in the middle of Russia, running for her life, in the care of a dangerous and yet safe man.

      York. She twined her arm around his neck, her fingers toying with the hair at the nape of his neck. He tasted of the sweet frosting from tonight’s cake and the bite of tea and smelled of the night breeze on his skin and…her body was turning into a sweet mess of desire and warmth under his touch.

      He drew in a breath and leaned back. His breath came out hard as he stared at her. Silence.

      He looked at her again, something almost raw, even panicked on his face. “I’m not…I don’t…” He shook his head. “What is it about you that I can’t seem to shake?”

      She stilled.

      “You drive me crazy. And yet…” His eyes found hers, and he traced the pad of his thumb along her lips. “This is probably a very bad idea.”

      “Probably,” she whispered, nodding.

      “Definitely,” he said, moving back toward her, his lips brushing hers.

      “Absolutely,” she whispered and took his mouth, daring to be the one to pull him close. To be brave and invincible and—

      He stiffened in her arms and yanked away. Glanced up past her.

      She turned. Oh—

      A man stood at the door of the other car, illuminated in the light. Dark shirt, dark pants. But the light glinted off a knife.

      He opened the door to the other car.

      York pushed her behind him. “Run, RJ. Run.”

      And heaven help her, she obeyed.
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      The hurry up and wait was killing him.

      It had taken the FSB six painful hours to issue them new visas. Scarlett’s matched the alias on her new passport.

      Yanna had taken them to a secure flat where Scarlett had showered and changed clothes. Meanwhile, Ford had gotten hold of Ham, still in Ukraine, and they’d mapped out possible escape routes. One involved taking a train to Kazakhstan, another mapped them through southern Russia, another continued the trip all the way to Vladivostok.

      None of them contained the urgency Ford wanted.

      Ford had showered too, but it only set his body on edge, awakened to the frustration of being so close and having RJ fall from his hands. He felt like he was trapped in the dark cave with his sister, knowing escape was close and just couldn’t seem to find it.

      Now, the plane shook as it hit a pocket of turbulence, and next to him on the Aeroflot flight, Scarlett grabbed his hand.

      “Are you sure this thing is going to stay in the air?” She looked over at him with a sort of wide-eyed panic.

      No. Not in the least. But the Aeroflot flight was their only option this late at night. They’d be cutting it close to meet the train in Yekaterinburg. They’d have to race off the flight, grab a taxi, get to the train station, and board the Trans-Siberian train all in less than an hour.

      He’d seriously debated leaving Scarlett in Moscow.

      But it felt a little like taking his heart out of his chest, leaving it behind.

      Although as he glanced at her now, her eyes closed, her head back, enduring the turbulence, that’s what it would be like, wouldn’t it? Leaving her behind while he deployed?

      It was one thing to leave his family. Another to leave the woman he loved—

      His throat dried, and he closed his eyes.

      He loved her. Shoot. He should have figured that out when he nearly lost it after she’d been attacked.

      Ford probably hadn’t needed David’s help to take out the two goons—his rage at seeing the one push her into the elevator had been enough to take on an entire goon squad.

      Yanna had been the one to shout Down!, giving him directions as he’d taken off toward the stairwell.

      He’d arrived just as the doors were closing, and he’d let out a shout of fury and panic that they’d push a button, end up on one of the upper floors.

      But the doors opened once more to a sight he never wanted to see again in his lifetime—Scarlett grappling with the two men. And she wasn’t winning. One of the men held her wrists, while the other had a grip around her neck and was pulling back his fist.

      The goon might have broken her jaw with that hit. Definitely crushed her nose, her pretty face, and even now the thought of it made Ford jerk, inhale hard.

      He opened his eyes.

      He glanced over at her. Yes, she was fine, except for a couple bruises on her neck.

      She met his gaze and frowned.

      “I need to hit the head,” he said, just needing space.

      The plane wasn’t full, but the lights were dimmed, people sleeping in the two-by-two seat configurations. He made his way to the back and into the tiny bathroom.

      The light burned his eyes, and he stared at himself in the mirror. Red-eyed, gaunt—he needed a decent meal, probably—unshaven. Unkempt and not a little over the edge.

      Sheesh, pull yourself together, Ford. He ran water, splashed it over his face. Used a paper towel to dry it.

      If he were with Nez, they’d be considering all the scenarios, the contingencies, making a plan, working the plan. They’d have support and resources and…

      David knew that the only way to victory was to let God lead him into battle.

      Ham’s words, spoken what felt like ages ago.

      We always think of God as our reinforcement…but He’s our breacher.

      Maybe Ford didn’t have to know what was ahead…because God did.

      He didn’t know why Scarlett picked right now to walk into his brain, but in a moment, he was standing in Prague, the starlight glimmering against a velvet sky, her face lifted to his, those beautiful eyes drinking him in. You can’t count on anything but right now.

      Yes, she could. She could count on one right now after the next.

      And you’re not a right now guy, are you?

      Yes, he was. Right now he wanted her safe. Right now he wanted her in his arms. Right now he loved her. He loved her resourcefulness and her courage. Her loyalty and her amazing smile.

      And he always would. One right now after another.

      Life is…unpredictable.

      Maybe. But with God at the helm, it wasn’t out of control.

      He dried off his hands and opened the door.

      Scarlett stood in the tiny hallway.

      “Hey,” he said.

      “I was worried. You looked sick earlier.”

      Oh, when she was nearly taken from him? Um, yeah. He shut the door behind him. “I’m okay.”

      She nodded, offered a tiny smile, then her face crumpled.

      Huh? He couldn’t stop himself from reaching out to her, pulling her into his arms. “What’s going on?”

      She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I’m just…I’m just tired.” She wrapped her arms around his body, and he was okay with not moving ever again. Just standing here, holding her in the darkness of the plane as it hummed around them. She smelled of the fresh cotton shirt that Yanna had given her and the shampoo she’d used in her hair, and he closed his eyes before he did something stupid and kissed her.

      Except, maybe it wasn’t stupid. Maybe it was exactly what they both needed. Something to hold onto. A right now, the first step to forever.

      He leaned away from her, and she lifted her face to his. Tears glistened on her cheeks.

      “Don’t be scared,” he said quietly and reached up to draw a tear away with his thumb.

      “I’m not. Mostly.” She drew in a breath. “It’s just…weird. I keep thinking about my mother. And how she made me take this self-defense class when I was thirteen years old, and how I thought it was so stupid but…”

      “But today you used some of those skills?”

      She lifted a shoulder. “And that she might have been a little proud of me. And how crazy is that, to think about her in the middle of Russia…”

      “Not crazy at all. Sometimes I hope that my dad is looking down from heaven, watching…well, most of it. Not everything, but…yeah. He never got to see me get my Budweiser.”

      “Your trident pin. I thought you got that after hell week.”

      “No. You don’t get it until you pass all the SQTs—it takes about a year after you make it through BUD/S. I called him when I made it through hell week, though. Told him I’d see him in a year, with my pin, on the beach. He never made it.”

      She palmed her hands on his chest. “He would have been proud.”

      He kissed the top of her head. “Your mom would have too. I know I was.”

      She gave him a soft smile. “You know what I said about right now and you not being able to make promises?”

      He nodded.

      “I’d let you make me a promise, if you wanted.”

      He couldn’t stop the smile from nudging up his face. “Oh, I want.” He touched her face, her skin soft under his fingertips. “Yes, I want.”

      Then he leaned down and kissed her. Tender, the kind of whisper kiss that made him want to linger, breathing her in like a fragrance. She took a step back and leaned against the wall, curling her fingers into his shirt, pulling him along with her. He braced his hand over her shoulder, taking a step closer.

      And then, in his kiss, he promised her his heart.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck, sinking into him, softening her lips against his, and he drew his other around her waist, catching her up.

      Red.

      He always knew it could be like this. She’d been the woman in his ear, her voice the calm he needed against the storm of his adrenaline during an op. His eyes when he couldn’t see behind him. The touch of sanity when he arrived back on base edgy and needing to talk. She’d believed in him, showed up for him, and most importantly, kept up.

      Even now, she was kissing him back with the tender ardor that told him that she wanted their tomorrows too.

      He drew away, met her eyes. She smiled, her eyes rich, the fear flushed away.

      He swallowed a second before he took the leap. I love you—

      The plane shuddered again, and a light flickered on in the cabin.

      A voice came over the speakers, something about landing soon, he thought, but he just might never land again.

      Hoo-yah.

      “We’d better get back to our seats,” she said quietly.

      Yes. Find his sister, get her home.

      And figure out how to live happily ever after with the woman he loved.
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      They had to get off this train.

      And not just because York had dropped a body over the side in the thick grass of western Russia, just outside the city of Yekaterinburg, but because they’d been found.

      Maybe Boris had a snitch. Or David Curtiss. Or perhaps Gustov had been watching all the trains. York didn’t know, but whoever York had just dispatched, the man knew his game.

      “Bristow—let me in.” York knocked on the door to their compartment, grateful to see that it was locked. “It’s me.”

      The door slid open, and RJ stood in the gap.

      He wanted to pull her to himself, kiss her all over again, but—

      “You’re bleeding.” She grabbed his ripped shirt and pulled him into the compartment, down onto the bunk. “Are you stabbed?”

      He shook his head. “Just a slash on my forearm. It’s not as bad as it looks.”

      But it burned, the slash probably deep enough for stitches. He’d had nothing else to protect his body as he deflected the stab, but was fast enough to grab the man’s wrist, to move it back onto the attacker.

      Two puncture wounds, one in his gut, the other in his chest, and York had simply pitched him off the fast-moving train.

      Stood there breathing hard. If he hadn’t seen the flash of light reflected off the knife…

      He didn’t do emotion, and this near miss was exactly why.

      He shouldn’t have been kissing her. He told himself he was just checking on her, making sure she was okay. But he’d turned into a liar, as well as a sap, because he’d been dreaming about that kiss in the park. He’d opened his eyes, found her gone, and followed his stupid heart all the way down the hall.

      He’d found her standing in the wind, and when she turned, she looked at him again like he was some kind of freakin’ hero, so much admiration in her eyes. It reeled him in and made him stop thinking. Forget who he was.

      RJ just had this way of reaching inside him and making him feel, however briefly, healed. Worthy. Not dark, broken, and deadly.

      But he needed dark, broken, and deadly if he hoped to get her home alive.

      He wasn’t letting her out of his sight again.

      RJ grabbed a sheet and was ripping it into strips while Kat examined the wound.

      “It’s deep,” she said.

      “It’s fine. Get your stuff together. We need to get off this train.”

      RJ stepped up to him and put a folded strip of sheet against his wound. “Hold that there,” she ordered.

      Her mouth was set in a dark line of—anger? Worry? But she said nothing as she wrapped the bandage with another strip.

      “You could have been killed,” she whispered, meeting his eyes.

      “Don’t wander off again,” he said.

      Her mouth tightened, and he was a jerk. But if he didn’t snap at her, he might do something stupid and pull her against himself again, and there would go all the tightly packed emotion, bleeding out everywhere. Which, in the end, would only get them all killed.

      “I ran.” She tore a strip down the middle and tied it around the wrap. “I hope you saw that.” Her voice was trembling.

      “Yeah, I saw it.” Then because he couldn’t bear to see her trying not to cry, he grabbed her wrist. “Ruby. Thank you.”

      She gritted her teeth and nodded.

      For some reason, he remembered what she said about her brother. About not letting him go for help because she was too afraid. “You were very brave.”

      “I was very stupid.” She stepped back. “I’m so sorry, York. You’re going to get killed because of me.” A tear dripped onto her cheek.

      Oh. He stood up and pulled her against himself, one arm around her shoulders.

      She leaned into him, her arms around his waist. Let her breath shudder out.

      “We’re going to be okay.” He kissed the top of her head, not caring that Kat was watching. Then he let her go. “Get your stuff. Like I said, we need to get off this train.”

      “We can’t jump off a moving train in the dark!” Kat’s voice raised, and he lifted his hand.

      “Shh. Of course not. We’re going to work our way down the cars, just in case they know where we are—”

      “Who’s ‘they’?” Kat said.

      “I don’t know. This guy had skills, but he wasn’t polished, so he wasn’t military. Or at least not Spetsnaz. He could be with the Bratva.”

      “The mafia? What—why?”

      “I don’t know. It was dark, but I thought I saw a star tattoo on his neck.”

      “Can you check?” Kat said. “Take a picture—they all have different tattoos.”

      “I threw him off the train.”

      Silence. Kat raised her eyebrows.

      RJ’s eyes widened.

      “We can’t wait around. We’ll get to the last car, and when we pull into Yekaterinburg, we’ll get off. It’ll be after midnight, so we’ll hide in town until morning. Then we’ll get on another train, maybe going south.”

      He looked at RJ. “Just trust me a little longer. I’ll get you out of the country, I promise.”

      “I’ve trusted you from the beginning. I’m not going to stop.”

      He didn’t kiss her again. But, he wanted to.

      They gathered their bags, and he slung his over his shoulder. “Stay behind me. And if I say run…”

      “Yes,” RJ said. She had hold of his shirttail.

      He opened the compartment door and looked out, surveying the dark hallway, then motioned them to follow him.

      RJ stayed right on his tail. Good girl.

      He was still on edge from the fight, his arm pulsing with pain that he tried to ignore, as they reached the end of the car. Opening the door, he stepped out between trains, then grabbed the railing of the opposite car and hopped over the coupling. He glanced behind him and saw that RJ and Kat were doing the same.

      They entered the next car and walked swiftly down that corridor, changed cars at the end, and kept going all the way to the final car. Only the caboose trailed them. He stood just inside the door of the final car.

      They’d entered the city of Yekaterinburg, edging toward the center of the city. As in every other Russian city, the ancient Soviet-era buildings mixed with the new, street lamps illuminating the wide streets, the stately buildings. Somewhere in the darkness, the Iset River dissected the town, but he’d only read about it in his research of Russia. That and something about the town being the place where the Romanov family, the last of the ruling czars, was executed.

      He hoped to not find a similar end.

      The train was slowing, pulling into the station with its bright overhead lights and numerous platforms. He turned to RJ and Kat. “Listen. We’re going to get off as soon as the train slows enough. I want to get away from these lights and out into the city. There will be plenty of places to hide.”

      He wasn’t exactly sure where, but he’d hunker them down in an alley if he had to.

      The Bratva couldn’t search the entire city.

      He opened the final door and was just about to step out when he heard a shout from down the corridor.

      The conductor. A big woman in a dark gray skirt and suit coat strode toward them. “Perestan!”

      “That’s our cue, ladies,” he said and reached for RJ’s hand. Not that she needed help—in fact, it might be that he did it more for him than her, but somehow he just felt better knowing he had a grip on her.

      The train had reached the platform, slowing to a crawl. “Ready?”

      “Go,” RJ said.

      He leaped off the edge of the steps, pulling her with him. She landed easily behind him, and he looked, spotting Kat coming off behind him too.

      They quick walked across the platform, but instead of going through the main doors, he walked them around the end, jumping off the edge and onto the tracks, away from the lights.

      He turned to help RJ, but she leaped off and landed beside him. Kat too.

      “Now where?” RJ asked.

      He pointed to an alleyway between two buildings, a short fence cordoning it off from the street. They followed him without argument. He made a step with his hands and lifted RJ, then Kat over the eight-foot fence. They landed in darkness. He leaped over the fence then took off down the alleyway.

      Safe. He could nearly taste it. At least for tonight.

      Tomorrow, he’d have to figure out how he’d untangle them from this John le Carré novel.

      Footsteps sounded behind him, the noise like bullets through him, and he turned. Who—?

      He slowed, grabbing RJ and pulling her with him behind a UAZ truck parked in the alley. “Kat!” He hissed, but he didn’t have to. She was already following him behind the truck, breathing hard.

      “What is it?” she said.

      He hunkered down. “Someone’s following us.”

      RJ stared up at him. “What are you—” Her eyes widened. “York, no—let’s keep running. Please.”

      He grabbed her shoulders. Met her eyes. “I don’t know who is behind us, but they can’t keep following us. If the Bratva finds out we got off the train, they’ll comb the city for us. And you can’t be here when they do.”

      “But you don’t have a gun. You’re unarmed.”

      “I don’t need a gun."

      She drew in a breath.

      “Listen to me.” He cupped his hands around her face. “This is what I do, Ruby Jane. I get people out of trouble. Let me do my job. Please.”

      “But this isn’t your job. I made you do this. You got roped into saving me against your will—”

      “No.” He put his forehead on hers. “I signed up the minute I saw you standing there in the bold streetlight trying to save the world all by yourself.”

      Her eyes glistened with tears, and she was shaking her head.

      “Yes, RJ. Listen to me, for once, okay? You have to let me go if you want to save yourself and your sister.”

      She closed her eyes, as if his words stung. But he had no choice— “As soon as I leave, I want you to run. And you don’t look back, okay? Whatever you hear, whatever you see—keep running.”

      She opened her eyes, hers fierce in his.

      “Bristow, promise me you’ll go. Because if he—they—whoever gets past me, I can’t have you here.”

      He must have gotten through to her because she nodded, her jaw tight. “But you stay alive, you hear me? Promise me you’ll stay alive.”

      The emotion in her voice broke him, and he let himself lean down and kiss her hard, fierce, a goodbye that held the only promise he could make.

      He drew away, looked at Kat. “When I go out there, you need to run the other direction. Got it?”

      Kat took RJ’s hand.

      The footsteps came closer.

      “Go.” He didn’t look back as he edged out along the truck, listening.

      He kept his breaths shallow, refusing to give up his position.

      Closer, closer— He launched himself at their pursuer with a roar.

      The man was big—he’d give him that. And he took a punch, not going all the way down, but instead rounding and clocking York hard in the head with his elbow.

      Gray hazed his vision, knocked him sideways, but he rounded and delivered the same punch.

      The man grunted.

      York couldn’t see much of the man in the darkness, cut just barely by the lights from the nearby train yard, but he had the sense the guy could handle himself.

      The man whirled back around and delivered a shot to York’s gut.

      York absorbed it and threw a punch to his jaw.

      The man dodged, yanked him in close for a pummeling.

      Fists found his ribs, twice. Knocked his breath loose.

      Sorry, but he wasn’t going down that easily. York grabbed the assailant around the neck, forcing him down. He brought his knee up, aiming for anything soft—a belly, a groin—and connected with bone.

      Pain ripped through his leg as the man pushed him away.

      A scream tore through the haze of adrenaline.

      Please, let it not be RJ sticking around to see this. Because this guy had chops, and York would do well to stay on his feet and buy them time.

      The man kicked his knee, intending to take him down, but York bit back a grunt and launched himself at the man, slamming them against the building. Held on even as the man landed two moneymakers into his kidneys. York swore and delivered an answer into the man’s gut.

      Still the screaming.

      Run, RJ, please be running!

      Because he was starting to hurt.

      Then to his horror, the scream turned into his name.

      “York, stop! Stop!” RJ was there, not obeying him, not running into the safety of Yekaterinburg, but grabbing him by the elbow, pulling him back from his attacker. “Stop! That’s my brother—it’s Ford!”

      The man pushed him away, hard.

      York stumbled back. “What—?”

      He just stood there, freshly punched, reeling, his knees about to buckle as RJ turned and threw her arms around his attacker.

      Her hero, apparently.

      The man caught her up, pulling her tight against him, making the sounds that York felt like making. Tiny whimpers of relief, perhaps, maybe even anger.

      He bent over, breathing hard.

      Ford.

      Her brother, the SEAL.

      No wonder his ribs hurt.

      He stood back, watching the reunion, not sure what to say, a strange ache curling through him. Nearby, a petite dark-haired woman glared at him like he might be the devil.

      “How—where—?” RJ pushed away from Ford.

      “We just got to the station when the train pulled in,” said the woman. “I saw you go off the platform, but I wasn’t sure…” She looked at York almost accusingly. “Who are you?”

      “He’s my friend,” RJ said before York could come up with an answer. “And he’s been trying to get me home.”

      Her friend. Huh. He hadn’t exactly thought of that moniker.

      Maybe.

      Nope. Not even close. He didn’t know what they were, but friend didn’t seem to cover it. She was his responsibility, his cohort, his—no, not partner—and then there was the kiss. The mind-blowing kiss that made him painfully aware of all his brittle, aching places.

      Especially now. “You were supposed to run!” He took a step toward RJ, wrapped his hand around her arm. “What were you thinking?”

      “Step back, dude—” Ford started.

      But RJ put her hand up and turned to York, her eyes wide. “I did run! And then—” She grabbed his hand off her arm. “Are you kidding me? How was I supposed to run when he was beating the crap out of you—”

      “I was fine.” He glared at her. “If this guy hadn’t been your brother—” He looked up at Ford, who looked like he might want to have another go.

      Sure, pal. And York didn’t know why suddenly he felt like going another round or putting his fist into something hard. Again and again—

      “You’re shaking,” RJ said, her voice lower.

      He looked back at her, his jaw tight. “You could have been killed. You didn’t listen to me, again. How am I supposed to keep you alive when you don’t listen to anything I say?”

      “I’m not Tasha,” she said quietly, her eyes holding his. “And I’m fine.”

      The world stilled, and his throat thickened. Whatever possessed him to think that he should get tangled up in this mess?

      With her?

      Ford stared at him, his mouth in a grim line. “You’re York.”

      York wiped his hand across his mouth and came back with blood. “You might have mentioned who you were before you started punching me.”

      “You jumped me. I didn’t have the first clue who you were. I just saw you with my sister—”

      “How’d you find us?” RJ asked. She reached out to touch Ford’s arm, and he took her hand.

      “We went to Moscow. I met with an agent there, who said you were on the train.”

      “Curtiss,” York said.

      “And Yanna, his wife,” the woman added.

      “You met Yanna?” Kat emerged from the shadows. “She’s FSB.”

      Ford had stilled at her voice. “Coco?”

      “Hey, Ford.” Kat lifted a shoulder, like no big deal, and Ford took two steps and pulled her into his embrace, a family kind of affection in the way he lifted her up, swung her around.

      The petite woman next to him wore a strange expression, something almost of hurt on her face.

      He put Kat down. “Are you kidding me? Wyatt said you were here, but…how’d you get involved with this?”

      “She tracked down the real assassin,” RJ said.

      York glanced toward the railway tracks. A light shone on the yard, the long green train now moving as it ended its stop.

      They needed to get going, get away from anyone who might have boarded the train looking for them and found them gone. The other end of the alleyway opened into the street, the lights there bathing the escape like the floodlights of the DMZ.

      Possibly, his imagination was getting away with him.

      “They may still be chasing us. We need to get moving,” York said.

      “We were attacked by the Bratva,” RJ said. “York was cut—”

      “The Bratva,” Ford said, but didn’t sound surprised. “We met them in Moscow.”

      “Perfect. So now all they had to do was follow you,” York said.

      “You weren’t that hard to find, pal,” Ford snapped.

      York turned to RJ. “Let’s go. We can’t stick around here.” He reached out for her hand, but Ford caught his wrist.

      “She’s going with me.”

      York yanked his arm away. “Step back there, frogman, this isn’t your play. Keep up, if you want, but Ruby Jane is my responsibility.”

      “Hardly. She’s my sister. She’s been my responsibility since we were in the freakin’ womb, tough guy, so—”

      The first bullet pinged off the UAZ parked in the shadows.

      “Get down!” York leaped for RJ, slamming her hard into the dark pavement.

      She grunted.

      “Sorry.”

      Beside him, Kat had also hit the dirt.

      Another shot and he lowered his head, his breath close to RJ’s ear. “Do. Not. Move.”

      He felt her nod.

      Then he got up and sprinted through the darkness toward the shooter.
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      Ford hadn’t tracked his sister halfway across the world to watch her get shot in a grimy alleyway in the middle of Russia. Nearly Siberia, if he remembered his geography.

      Another shot skipped off the metal surface of a dump truck–sized vehicle that blocked the entrance of the alleyway. His sister lay on the ground, Coco, also prone next to her.

      He glanced around in search of Scarlett. “Red!”

      “Over here.” She was huddled behind the front of the truck. He slipped over to her. “Stay here.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “To get that shooter.”

      He still couldn’t believe they’d spotted RJ running off the platform—actually, it had been Scarlett who’d seen the fleeing trio. He’d been sprinting toward the train, his focus on getting aboard.

      But Scarlett had grabbed him, watching his back as usual.

      If she hadn’t stopped him, hadn’t seen what he’d missed—

      They’d be on a train for Siberia right now. He wanted to grab her and plant a kiss on her lips. Instead he pulled her close and kissed her forehead. “Please stay down.”

      Then he turned, glanced down the alleyway, and sprinted toward a dumpster parked on the other side.

      He landed next to York, his sister’s so-called bodyguard.

      Frankly, he didn’t like the way York touched her—way too familiar for Ford’s taste. He’d get the guy alone later. Right now, he wanted to give him props for shielding his sister and Coco—

      Coco.

      Wow. He didn’t even know where to start with the appearance of his former foster sister. She looked good too. Grown up, but confident and beautiful, her hair short, and he could still remember the way Wyatt looked at her.

      His big brother always did have a thing for her. Ford had caught them in a tangle in the barn years ago, probably intercepting something that would have gone too far.

      Of course, at the time Ford had feared a little for his life, the way Wyatt looked at him.

      Truth was, he’d always been a little jealous of Coco. She fit into RJ’s life in the way he used to.

      “The shooter is behind that pole,” York said, their fight clearly a bygone, at least for the moment. “He shot out the light above it.”

      Ford nodded. The area in front of the vokzal, the train station, was a wide-open space, better lit, but darkness engulfed the entrance of the alleyway. Next to Ford, York was edging out. Ford grasped his jacket. “Where are you going?”

      “I’m going to jump him—”

      “Alone?”

      York turned to him. Silence. “Yes. Alone.”

      “Nope. That’s my sister—”

      “Then you should get back to her.”

      “Wow. And I thought I had issues. What’s your deal?”

      Another shot pinged off the truck.

      “My deal,” York hissed, “is that I made her a promise, and I intend to keep it.”

      “Yeah, well, me too.”

      Ford shot a look toward the truck. RJ still lay on the ground next to Coco, and he wanted to tell her to scoot under the truck, but that would only sharpen the shooter’s aim.

      “Listen—we’ll do this together. I’ll draw his fire, you jump him,” Ford said.

      York nodded.

      “Go,” Ford said and took off down the alley. York must have waited a minute—Ford didn’t see, but two shots chipped off cement behind him, and he dove behind the edge of a building.

      Another shot pinged off the truck.

      York had vanished into the shadows on the opposite side.

      Ford gauged the distance between his position and the end of the alleyway. It opened beyond that into a dark plane of shadows, but in the far distance, he made out a statue, or maybe a sign.

      If he could get there…

      He scrabbled around at his feet and found a chunk of cement. Then aiming for the shooter, he let it fly and took off, hoping York saw his movements.

      Maybe he’d hit the guy, because it gave him a few precious, fruitful seconds where he sprinted down the alleyway, heedless of the darkness, and right out into the square before the shots burned past him. One nicked the dirt at his feet. Another dinged into the cement behind his head.

      He launched himself behind a towering pillar and clung to it as shots snicked off the plaster around him.

      Then, abruptly, the shooting stopped.

      He scrambled to his feet. Shouts, the sounds of a brawl, and in a second Ford found the figures in the darkness, grappling.

      York knew how to fight. Ford didn’t know what kind of training the guy had, but he could still feel a few of the man’s punches in his gut. Ford sprinted over to the tussle and found York on his back, the man on top of him also on his back. York’s arm was locked in a sleeper hold around his neck.

      Ford grabbed the shooter’s arms and held him down as he struggled.

      A few more seconds and finally the man went limp. York shoved him away, breathing hard.

      Ford got up, held out his hand.

      York considered it, then grabbed it. “Thanks. It’s been awhile since I had backup.”

      Ford had nothing for that because he’d possessed the same instinct to run for the shooter, alone.

      Who do you depend on?

      Scarlett’s voice crept over him, settled into his bones. Because he was exactly the lone wolf Ham had accused him of being.

      Maybe he was trying to prove something.

      “You got something to tie him up with?” Ford asked.

      “And then what?” York said. “We drag him down to the local authorities? We’re on the run, if you haven’t noticed. We gotta get out of here, hunker down and figure out what to do next.” York picked up the man’s gun and pocketed it.

      Only then did Ford hear the screaming from the alley. It lifted the gooseflesh on his skin, skittered down his spine.

      RJ!

      He sprinted for the alley and nearly plowed over Scarlett. He caught her arms. “What?”

      “It’s your sister. She’s been shot!”

      Oh…the words took him out at the throat, his breath gone.

      In that moment, York swore and sprinted past him.

      No…no… Please God, not like this…

      Scarlett had him by the shirt, was pulling him back to himself, down the alleyway.

      Then he was running.

      It was too dark to see the wounds, but he made out York bending over RJ on the sidewalk. He was searching, running his hands over her body for the wound. She writhed on the sidewalk.

      Ford couldn’t breathe, the sight of it a fist in his gut. He crashed to his knees, crawling over to them, a strange sound coming from his mouth as he reached them.

      Then he couldn’t think.

      It wasn’t RJ with her hands pressed to her gut, blackened and glistening with blood. Wasn’t RJ who York was trying to help.

      Coco.

      She was moaning, her mouth clamped tight as RJ and York moved away her hands. York had his phone out, was shining a light on it. Blood gushed from a wound in her side, near her appendix.

      Silence.

      Ford wanted to retch, mostly from relief, and then from horror that he’d even—

      Scarlett crouched next to him. “How bad is it?”

      York turned her over, and Coco cried out. “Sorry. I don’t see an exit wound.”

      “She needs surgery,” RJ said.

      Scarlett produced a shirt from somewhere—oh, his discarded backpack—and gave it to York, who wadded it into her wound.

      Then the man looked at Ford.

      Ford knew that look. The helplessness, the sense of panic rolling over him.

      He’d felt it when he’d seen Scarlett taken.

      So maybe he’d judged the man a little harshly.

      York’s face hardened. “We gotta go. Right now.”

      As if to confirm his words, the high whine of a siren seared through the night.

      “No,” Ford said. “No—you stay here. The police will find you and Coco. RJ and I and Scarlett will hide. We’ll wait and get on the next train—there’s one headed to Kazakhstan—we can be on it in the morning.”

      “And then what?” RJ said. “We can’t cross the border to Kazakhstan!”

      “Yes. Yes, we can,” Scarlett said, looking at Ford. “What Ham said—he knows people in Kazakhstan, right?”

      “Right. We’ll get ahold of him, see if he can have them meet us at the border.” He stood up and reached for RJ. “We gotta go, now. Before the militia gets here. They can’t catch you.”

      But she was shaking her head and backed away from him. “No—I can’t leave Coco.”

      York had gotten up. Turned to RJ. Then he glanced at Ford. “Keep pressure on Kat’s wound. Ruby Jane will go with you. Just…” His mouth set into a dark line. “Just give us a second.”

      Then he turned to RJ and pushed her away from Ford.

      Reminding Ford again that, really, he didn’t know his sister at all.
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      York had lost his mind if he believed RJ was going to leave him—and Coco—behind. He had her by the arms, backing her away from Ford, who looked like he wanted to murder York.

      For the first time in years, perhaps, they shared the same twin thought. “No. Absolutely not. I. Am. Not. Leaving.”

      “Just listen to me,” York snapped, his eyes hard in hers. “Listen!”

      York pushed her up to the wall behind the big Russian truck, breathing hard. His fingers dug into her arms, but she didn’t care. She had a feeling he was trying to wrap his brain around Ford’s words too.

      Or, she hoped so.

      Leave. Coco.

      “Not a chance,” RJ said and hoped York saw her resolve in her eyes. “Have you lost your mind? I’m not leaving—someone I love to…to bleed out in the middle of an alley. York!”

      Then York completely dismantled her by taking her face in his hands and touching his forehead to hers. “Please,” he whispered, his voice shaking.

      She drew in her breath, caught it.

      He leaned back, and despite the shadows, her eyes made out the texture of his gaze. Soft, worried…and that kiss he’d given her on the train rushed back to her. Needy, reaching out to her like a man who’d gone far too long without nourishment. She could still taste him, still feel his whiskers, rough and desperate against her skin.

      Still feel the way he released the tight grip on himself, giving himself over to her for the smallest of moments.

      Her voice broke free. “York—”

      “You have to go,” he said, his voice roughened. “Your brother is right. If you stay here, the militia will find you. Our best chance of saving Kat is to get her medical help right away. The militia will drive us to the hospital, even if they have questions we can’t answer. And I have no doubt that the general will send men to protect her.”

      “And what about you?”

      He shook his head. “I’m not wanted for the murder attempt on General Stanislov’s life.”

      She closed her eyes. Right. That. “I should have never come to Russia. Never thought I could be some sort of super agent. I’m just a glorified secretary, not Sydney Bristow. I not only got in over my head, but I got you—and Coco—hurt, and now you’re on the run—”

      “I think you’re brave.”

      She opened her eyes. He was staring at her, running his thumbs down her cheeks. “If you hadn’t tried to stop the assassination, the general would be dead. And who knows what political chaos the US would be in. It took guts to fly to a country you knew nothing about, follow a crazy lead—”

      “And if you hadn’t been there, I’d be in the gulag right now.”

      “They would have shot you long before that.”

      She stared at him. He didn’t look like he was kidding.

      She swallowed, and her eyes burned.

      “Ruby. You are Sydney Bristow. Tough and resourceful and smart and…” He looked away, his jaw tightening. Took a breath, as if trying to rein in words. “You’re so beautiful it takes my breath away.”

      Oh.

      Then he looked back at her, and a tiny smile ran up the side of his mouth. “And you drive me completely crazy. If you would just listen to one thing I say—”

      “I listen to all the things you say, York. Even if you don’t say them.” She touched his face.

      His gaze fixed to hers. Then her heart broke into fragments as she lifted herself on her tiptoes and kissed him.

      He drew in a breath, hesitating, then made a tiny sound, like something might be breaking free deep inside, and he wrapped his arms around her, catching her up. He pulled her close and kissed her, and his touch spoke of more than desire—of belonging and knowing. Deep and warm and the kind of kiss that drew her into the fabric of himself, as if trying to inhale her into his very bones.

      His body trembled despite his strong arms, he tasted of the night, even a hint of blood, and she wondered briefly if she might be hurting him.

      Then she was lost in the moment, in the dark, sweet chaos of York and all he’d been to her.

      Don’t make me let you go.

      He finally set her down, drew away from her, his eyes closed. Said nothing.

      She put her hands on his chest, shaken by the hammering of his heart.

      “I could find you when this is over,” he said as he lifted his head and found her eyes. “What do you think of that?”

      “You could,” she said quietly.

      “Okay. Then you’d better stay alive, Bristow.”

      She caught her lip, nodded.

      Please, don’t make me let you go.

      “Run.” He thumbed away her tear. “Run and don’t look back.”

      He stepped away, and Ford was standing there, dark and resolute. He glanced at York.

      Whatever passed between them, she didn’t know, but York strode past him, knelt next to Coco, and swept her into his arms.

      She moaned, and the sound jerked RJ free from her hesitation.

      Coco needed a hospital.

      Run.

      Not yet.

      RJ ran over to them. Coco’s eyes were closed, but she opened them to RJ’s kiss on her cheek. “Stay alive,” she said to Coco. “For Wyatt, you have to stay alive.”

      Coco closed her eyes.

      “Go,” York said. Sirens churned the air.

      Then she was running, chasing Ford and his friend back to the train yard. Ford hoisted them over the fence, tossed his pack over, then followed, and strode toward the train station.

      She couldn’t resist the terrible impulse to turn around.

      Ford reached back and caught her hand, perhaps reading her thoughts because he wrapped his arms around her, holding her back. Maybe even to steady her.

      The militia had arrived, their lights churning red and blue through the alleyway, lighting up the shadows, putting York in brutal profile as he met them, Coco in his arms.

      Someone barked an order to get down, and York knelt, Coco still in his arms.

      Two militia ran up as he put Coco back onto the pavement, then one pushed him down to the ground.

      “You don’t get it,” she said, her voice broken. “He saved my life. More than once. And I just…” Left him. Just abandoned him. “I should go back—”

      “Have you lost your mind? You’re going to get yourself killed.”

      And then Ford would risk his life all over again for her.

      Not to mention what York might do.

      “C’mon, RJ. Let’s go.”

      Her final glimpse of York was his face in the pavement as he watched the militia attend to Coco.

      The lights of the train yard glared down upon them, cutting through the black night as they crossed the platforms.

      “We need to buy new tickets. We can do it at the kiosk downstairs.” Ford angled toward an entrance to the metro station below the train yard, and in the dim shadows of the cement underbelly of the city, he led them to a metal bench. Took his pack off and rested it there as he went over to a machine and purchased three train tickets.

      RJ sank down on the bench, leaning against the wall. Closed her eyes.

      Tried to swallow away the darkness in her chest.

      “I shouldn’t have left them.”

      “You had no choice,” Ford said as he came back. Only when she opened her eyes did she see his hand shake as he ran it across his forehead.

      The woman with him stood away from both of them, her hands in her coat, watching, her eyes hard. She was petite, dark-haired, and wore something resolute, almost angry on her face.

      As if she blamed RJ for getting them into this mess. Yes, well, RJ blamed herself, so get in line.

      “Okay, start at the beginning. What were you thinking coming to Russia?”

      Ford’s vehemence was a slap, and RJ recoiled, just staring at him in the artificial orange light of the eerie, vacant subway. Down here, the bowels captured the odors of old cement, diesel fuel, dust, and oil. The metal from the bench sent a chill creeping through her jeans, the cold cement wall finding her bones.

      She tucked her hands between her legs and tried not to shiver. “I was doing my job—”

      “Yeah, let’s start there, should we? Your job. Your job with the freakin’ CIA.”

      “Maybe you could shout it a little louder so the FSB will be sure and find us.”

      Ford cut his voice low. “Just listen to yourself for one doggone minute. FSB. You’re wanted for an international crime, sis. I’ve been going out of my mind with worry.”

      “I’m not sure why—I’m not your responsibility! You walked away from me years ago—”

      “What are you talking about?” His eyes actually widened, his voice thin. “I never walked away from you.”

      She shook her head. “I’m not having this fight now.”

      “Yes, actually, you are. I didn’t drag myself—and Scarlett—halfway around the world for you to give me the silent treatment. Again. Been there, done that, and I’m over it.”

      “I never gave you the silent treatment.”

      “My entire teenage existence was the silent treatment from you—”

      “You didn’t want to talk to me.”

      His mouth opened. Closed. He shook his head. Walked away from her.

      She glanced at the woman. Scarlett. Wait— “Are you the one Ford brought to my brother’s wedding a few weeks ago?”

      The woman nodded. “Nice to meet you.”

      It felt a little surreal shaking her hand.

      “Thank you for…um….” RJ frowned, glanced at Ford. “I’m sorry—how did you get here?”

      “We flew. And then took a train. Then flew again,” Scarlett said.

      Ford strode back to her. “Do you have any idea what it felt like to watch Ma hear that you were wanted in connection to the assassination attempt on a Russian general?”

      RJ made a face. “Really?”

      “It was on the news. Congratulations, you made CNN.” Ford shook his head. “What happened?”

      She took a breath.

      “For cryin’ out loud, sis, would you just trust me for once?”

      She stared at him. “I’ve always trusted you, Ford. Always.”

      He shook his head, turned away from her.

      “Is that what you think? That I didn’t trust you anymore?” She found her feet. Walked over to him and grabbed his arm. Oh my, yes, her twin had put on muscle.

      He didn’t turn, so she crossed to face him. “Is this about the cave?”

      His gaze met hers, and she drew in her breath at the storm in his eyes. “It’s always about the cave,” he said quietly.

      Yeah, maybe it was. Or it started there… She touched his arm. “We were twelve years old. And we were scared. And—”

      “And Dad never forgave me for getting you trapped in there.”

      He said it so softly, it was more of a moan than words. He wouldn’t look at her.

      “Is that what you think?”

      “It’s what I know.” He stepped away from her, out of range of her touch. “I was sitting in the hospital, waiting to hear if you’d lived or died, and he came up and told me that I should have known better. That I got you in over your head.”

      “What—? I got myself in over my head. I was the one who wanted to go swimming that day—”

      “I should have stopped you.”

      She blinked, frowning. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

      He rounded on her. “I should have stopped you.”

      “Just like I should have stopped you from going out for BUD/S?”

      “It’s not the same thing.”

      “It is—Ford, you seem to think it’s your job to protect everyone. When did God step off the throne and put you in charge?”

      Ford’s lips thinned.

      “Last time I looked, you weren’t the Savior of the world.”

      “Tell that to Dad.”

      “It’s a little late, isn’t it?” She didn’t mean it like that and instantly wanted to take back her words.

      Ford just nodded.

      “Ford—”

      “No, you’re right. I’ll never be able to prove to Dad that…that…”

      “That you’re just as capable as Reuben and Knox and Tate and Wyatt?”

      “No. Just as capable as him.”

      His words silenced her. She wasn’t unaware of the gaping cutout her father had left behind for his sons—and daughter—to fill.

      Ford walked away from her, to the edge of the metro line, staring down at the tracks. “He went to Tate’s graduation from Ranger school.”

      She came up to stand beside him. “We all did. First time I flew on a commercial plane.

      “I saw the way Dad looked at Tate, and I knew right then that I wanted to be a SEAL.”

      Oh, Ford.

      “I couldn’t think of anything tougher than a Ranger except a SEAL, so…yeah. That day I told myself I’d be a SEAL, and I dreamed of the day when Dad would show up at my graduation, see me get my Budweiser.”

      She didn’t have to be a CIA analyst to get it. To understand how Ford, the youngest brother, the forgotten brother, might want the family to show up for him. To be impressed with him.

      Her throat tightened.

      He gave a wry chuckle, something eaten by the caverns of the metro. “I was almost there. I called him after I’d made it through hell week. I was torn apart—mentally, physically. I nearly died twice during BUD/S, but I made it, and I called him. He answered the phone but didn’t say anything. I think he was afraid that I had rung out.”

      He shoved his hands into his pockets. “‘I made it, Dad.’ That’s all I said. Just I made it. And he was still silent. For a minute, I wasn’t sure if he’d heard me. And then he said, real quietly, ‘I’ll meet you on the beach in a year, when you get your trident.’”

      Ford looked away, a muscle pulling in his jaw. “He never made it to the beach.”

      “He died six months later,” she said.

      Ford nodded.

      “I was there the day you called after Hell week. I was home from school for the summer. And what you don’t know, Ford, was that Dad fasted the entire time you were in BUD/S, starting when you arrived at Coronado for BUD/S orientation, all the way through hell week.”

      Ford frowned.

      “Yeah. Ma too, but Dad…he dropped like thirty pounds. Praying, I think.”

      Ford glanced over at her.

      “He was so proud of you. We all were. Are.”

      “Dad always thought I was reckless.”

      “No. He just knew how desperately you wanted to keep up with our brothers.” She raised an eyebrow. “And knew that you didn’t even look before running into trouble.”

      He lifted a shoulder.

      “Ford, you’re not the only one who was ashamed. That’s why I walked away from you. I knew it was my fault we nearly died—”

      “No it wasn’t.” He turned to her, a storm in his eyes. “I tried to leave you, RJ. That first night, you fell asleep, and I thought—I’d just swim out and by the time you woke up, I’d be back.” He scrubbed a hand down his face. “But it wasn’t that easy. The water had filled up the tunnels, and it was pitch black, and the current was so strong, and I…I chickened out.”

      He shook his head. “I didn’t have what it took.”

      “No wonder you made it through BUD/S.”

      He frowned, cocked his head.

      “What was it that Dad always said? Something about God knitting together our past to equip us for the future? Maybe the cave was exactly what you needed to push you to being a SEAL.”

      He met her eyes, searching them.

      She touched his hand, wove his fingers through hers. “Thank you for not leaving that night.”

      Ford looked down at the tracks. “Funny thing is, I was trying so hard not to lose you…and I did anyway. I lost my best friend.”

      He met her eyes again, and for the first time, they glistened. “Me too.”

      She stepped up to him and put her arms around his torso. He clasped her to himself, his heartbeat against her ear slowing. Steady.

      In tune with hers.

      Finally.

      “I can’t believe you’re in Russia,” he said quietly.

      “Me too.” She leaned back. “Aren’t you going to get into trouble? How did you get leave?”

      “It’s a long story.” He smiled down at her. “I will always show up for you, RJ. Always.”

      She knew he meant the words to reassure her, but oddly, they reached in and turned her cold. And when she closed her eyes, as he drew her again against his chest, she heard Coco’s raspy breathing as she lay beneath her on the pavement, her moans as the bullets pinged the truck overhead.

      RJ should have pulled her under the truck, but she couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe.

      “Hey.” Ford’s voice tugged her away from the darkness, and she opened her eyes. “She’s going to be okay.”

      She looked up at him.

      “Coco.”

      Right. Because he could still read her mind.

      “I’m going to get you out safely, RJ. I promise.”

      “And I’m going to get you out safely too. Because maybe I shouldn’t have stopped you from trying to save us, but figured out how to go with you.”

      He grinned at that, something sweet, and for a second she saw the brother she’d known better than herself. Proud, strong, faithful, determined, and yes, just reckless enough to save them all.
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      Scarlett had seen this coming. And yet, like a golden retriever, she’d followed Ford across sea and borders hoping…oh, she was such an idiot. She sank down on the bench, her hands wrapped around herself, steeling herself against the cold metal, the frigid breath of the metro station, watching as Ford clung to his sister.

      His words echoed into her heart, banged around. I will always show up for you, RJ. Always.

      Of course he would. She was his sister.

      Scarlett was petty and small and selfish to think that those words belonged to her.

      Had been spoken only for her.

      But now, at last, she knew why Ford liked her, why he wanted her in his life.

      She was the replacement for the sister he’d lost. And sure, he’d kissed her—something quite different from a sister, hello—but every single time Scarlett had been the one kissing him first.

      At the ranch, weeks ago. In Prague. On the train to Moscow. Even on the plane, she’d been the one to initiate something more from the kiss he’d placed on her forehead.

      A very sisterly kiss.

      That she’d turned into something more.

      Scarlett closed her eyes. Heard her stupid, heartbreaking words. I’d let you make me a promise, if you wanted. Could nearly feel his fingers against her skin as he said, Oh, I want.

      Of course he did. He was a red-blooded American male, and she’d nearly thrown herself at him.

      Not nearly. All the way.

      She’d barely stopped to pack a suitcase when he suggested they jump on a plane for their Epic Adventure.

      What are you doing here?

      Good question, but she heard it anew now, in the voice of Yanna, the pretty FSB agent who had saved her hide back in Moscow.

      Yanna had brought them back to an apartment on the ninth floor of a secure building. Scarlett guessed it might be a safe house, but it was stocked with precious amenities, like a shower, shampoo, soap, and even fresh clothing that was delivered as Yanna made them tea in the kitchen.

      Then, while Ford showered too, Yanna sat down with her, across the table. Her long sable hair was pulled up in a bun, and she wore a black dress, her body lean and strong. She looked every inch some exotic spy, a woman of intrigue and danger, and next to her Scarlett felt like a third grader.

      Brittle and hungry, too, and rattled from her attack on the elevator at the hotel.

      Maybe Yanna knew that, because she made the tea strong. “What are you doing here?”

      Scarlett knew she wasn’t asking for the facts—the woman probably knew more about their situation than she did. No, Yanna had met her eyes, and the question slid deep, tugging.

      “I…because…”

      “You’re not an agent. And you’re not…an operator. I can tell you’re afraid. So…”

      It was a good question. She gave a lame answer that made her cringe and reach for the tea. “Ford asked me to come with him.”

      Yanna made a sound of understanding.

      “We work together. We’re friends.” Scarlett had put down the cup. Ran her finger around the rim. “He needed me.”

      But even she knew how hollow that sounded. Ford needed her like he needed a sucking chest wound. She’d been nothing but trouble—even her so-called save in Prague was nothing but sheer luck.

      He would have gotten his information from Roy without her. Roy just wanted to have some fun, probably.

      To her surprise, however, Yanna said, “He does need you.”

      Scarlett frowned.

      “He didn’t need David.” She raised an eyebrow, added a smile. “The man wasn’t going to stop until he found you.”

      “It’s because he’s a SEAL. He has a creed.”

      “He has a…what is it they say in America? A crush.”

      Scarlett looked out the window, past Yanna, across the skyline of Moscow, the blue skies beyond.  Oh, she had wanted to believe her.

      Too much.

      She was smarter than this. Her mother had taught her better than this. Scarlett knew men. Could see down the road, knew that eventually they broke a woman’s heart. Probably that’s what propelled her question to Yanna. “How can you marry a man who is, at least not formally, but in theory could be the enemy of your country? Aren’t you afraid of him betraying you?”

      “No,” she said. “David would do anything for me.” She met Scarlett’s eyes. “He nearly died for me. Came to find me when I was in way over my head. And he loved me long before he could have me. He waited until I was ready.”

      She took a sip of tea. “Actually, I would have given myself to him long before then, but he was a Christian and he had rules.”

      And right then, Scarlett liked her. “Ford has rules too.”

      “Good.” Yanna handed her a stack of thick cookies. “These are pareniki. Molasses cookies.”

      Scarlett took one. “My mother used to make these.”

      “Not like we do in Russia. Sometimes, when we were young, we’d run out of sugar, and still the factories would pump them out. We’d all eat them and pretend we liked them.” She smiled. “But sometimes something looks so good, you just have to have it, right? And pretend to like it, even if it’s terrible, just to prove you didn’t make a mistake.”

      Scarlett put the cookie down. “Are you saying I made a mistake coming to Russia?”

      “Nyet. Just… It’s okay to be afraid.”

      “I’m not afraid. I’m just…wary.”

      “Of Russia? Good.”

      She nodded, but no.

      “Ah, see, you forget. I know when people are lying.” Yanna raised an eyebrow.

      “Right. FSB.”

      “No. Actually, I grew up with a mother who bought every lie a man told her. I knew how to recognize them.”

      Scarlett stared at her. Frowned. “I…knew…someone like that.”

      Yanna leaned back, folded her arms. “I see it now. The reason you didn’t panic when those men attacked you. You were good, you know. Calm.”

      “Yeah. It’s not until after I get out of trouble that I throw up.” She wasn’t entirely kidding. “But that wasn’t my first run-in with a guy who wasn’t well-behaved.”

      Something flashed in Yanna’s eyes, a shared understanding perhaps. Her mouth thinned to a dark line. “I learned quickly that depending on a man made me weak. So I refused to be weak. Until I got in over my head. And that’s when I realized that I didn’t have to be the strongest one in the room. That maybe God had sent David. And that got my attention. David reminded me that maybe I wasn’t alone.”

      A dove landed on the window, began to pick at breadcrumbs left on a plate outside.

      Scarlett didn’t know why—maybe it was the sound of the shower running in the next room—but Ford tiptoed into her head with his lethal, beautiful words. Maybe that’s why God sent me into your life because whatever happens, I will show up for you, Red.

      Heaven help her, she believed him. “My mother fell for any guy who looked her way. She was desperate for love. And when she found it, there wasn’t room in her life for more than one.” She broke apart the cookie into smaller bites, eating a few of the pieces. “I guess I’m here because I don’t like being left behind.”

      Yanna reached across the table and touched her hand. “I will never leave you or forsake you.”

      Huh? Scarlett frowned and Yanna laughed.

      “It’s from a Bible story. David likes to tell it to the children—it’s about Moses of the Old Testament, and right before he dies, he tells his people that God will go with them. That they won’t be alone. All they have to do is call out to Him, and He’ll be there. Every time. He does not forsake His people.”

      Scarlett picked up her plate and walked to the window. Opened it. “I’m used to being alone.”

      “Maybe. But it doesn’t mean you’re meant to be alone.”

      The dove flew away, but she put the cookie crumbs out for it. “I don’t need promises. They’ll just get broken, like you said.”

      “Not with the right man. Didn’t you say Ford was some sort of Spetsnaz?”

      Scarlett frowned.

      “Special Forces?”

      “Yes, he’s a SEAL. We’re both in the Navy, and for the past three years I’ve been his radio contact. Relaying orders, keeping him informed of what the drone sees.”

      “You’re his partner.”

      “No. I’ve just been his eyes and ears. His fellow teammates are his partners. But we did have a connection. It started me thinking that I wanted more… I think I let myself believe that I wanted to be part of his spec ops world. And not just him—I liked the idea of rescuing someone, not being the rescuee anymore. So I asked to try out to be a Rescue Swimmer.”

      She turned, her back to the window.

      Yanna had turned too. “Oy.”

      “I passed the initial test. And he helped me. But the thing is, in order to save someone, you can’t let them hang on to you. You have to push them away, get control of the situation.”

      She looked past Yanna to the hallway where Ford might appear any moment.

      “I feel like I’m holding on too hard to Ford. That he’s drowning. And he’s too polite to push me away.”

      “Oh, maya doragaya. That is just your fears talking. You don’t see things as they are—you only see through the window of your past, through the things you believe. I know—I thought David could never love someone like me. With my fractured past, with my broken beliefs. But my past made me who I was, and he loved that person. I wouldn’t be who I was without that past. Don’t let your past decide your future. Open your eyes and see what I see. Ford is holding on just as hard.”

      Ford had picked right then to show up, a towel raised to his hair, scrubbing it dry. He had worn a clean shirt, unbuttoned, and a pair of black pants, and her traitorous gaze had gone to the dark hair on his chest, the ripple of muscle along his stomach. Those pale green eyes that latched on her and swept away everything but the longing that maybe, just maybe, Yanna was right.

      Ford is holding on just as hard.

      Yanna’s words filled her head now as she sat on the train station bench, her eyes painfully, fully open.

      Ford did need her—needed her to watch his back, listen to him after an op, and sure, he would be glad to kiss her when she threw herself at him.

      But he wasn’t holding on to her. Not anymore.

      Maybe not ever.

      She made herself a little ill with her own weakness.

      She might not ever be a Rescue Swimmer, but she had the grit to at least qualify. She’d helped him find his sister, and that was enough.

      More, she’d lived just fine by herself for a decade, not needing Ford or any other man to rescue her. Protect her. Get her home safely.

      She had a life waiting for her back at home. One that included a brother who needed her.

      Ford released RJ, and Scarlett stood up. “I’m going to check on the train,” she said, his partner on this op.

      Then she headed up the stairs toward the platform.

      The sun was just barely denting the east, the lights casting an eerie pallor of gray and black over the train yard. Quiet, dark trains on tracks sat in wait. Overhead, a light buzzed. Not quite 0400, perhaps. According to the schedule she’d checked, the train to Petropavl on the border of Kazakhstan left just after four. She turned, and in the distance, she barely made out the pinpricks of lights slicing through the darkness.

      The breeze slicked up, and she wrapped her hands around herself. Shivered.

      “You’re a pretty thing to be lost in Siberia, aren’t you?”

      She froze.

      Turned.

      Swallowed hard as the man she’d seen in the hotel, the blond with the clubbed ears, gray suit, and obsidian eyes, reached out and grabbed her by the throat.

      It happened so fast, she didn’t have time to scream, to get a hand up to stop him. His thumb pressed into the well of her throat even as she grabbed his wrist.

      Ford!

      Except he was below with his sister, and she couldn’t depend on him to show up every time, despite what he said.

      “Thank you,” Blondie said, yanking her close, breathing a haze of vodka into her ear. “I’d lost the trail.”

      For a split second, she was again fifteen. Alone in her bedroom as Gary pressed her against the wall.

      Only, this time her brain didn’t go blank, void of her self-defense training. The Navy had taught her to stay cool. Keep her wits.

      Made her who she was today.

      She drove her knee up with everything inside her.

      Connected.

      He grunted and loosened his grip. She turned his wrist out, broke away, and then she hit him hard in the jaw with her open palm.

      He stumbled back, just a step, but it was enough for her to put her foot in his chest.

      It knocked him away and she turned to run.

      Except—the tracks cordoned off her escape.

      She whirled back around, stymied, and her breath caught.

      Ford had come barreling up the stairs, took two steps toward the man, and leaped at him.

      Blondie turned and landed his fist into Ford’s solar plexus.

      Ford made a terrible sound, his breath whuffing out. His knees buckled.

      Behind him, RJ breached the entrance and screamed.

      Blondie sent his fist into Ford’s face, dazed him.

      Then Scarlett, too, screamed as the man grabbed Ford and with one heave, threw him off the platform and onto the tracks.

      Into the path of the oncoming train.

      “Ford!”

      Scarlett watched in horror as Blondie advanced on RJ, grabbed her around the throat, and shoved her against the cement entry to the metro station.

      No—no—

      The train barreled into the station.
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      Get. Up.

      Ford shouldn’t just lie there, in the oily gravel between the sets of tracks, gasping for air, but his body had turned to liquid with the realization that he’d nearly been cut in half.

      Instinct, a thousand hours fighting through one impossible evolution after another in BUD/S, and every leg of his STQ training had propelled him off the tracks just as the train rolled in.

      He touched his chest. Yes. Alive. Breathing.

      Scarlett!

      He remembered seeing the man in the hotel—and it didn’t take a genius for him to realize that he’d followed them from Moscow.

      Why didn’t matter.

      He rolled over to his knees, breathing in hard, fighting to fill his lungs, to clear his vision. His breath whooshed in, and he roared to his feet, turning to find a way through the mess. His feet crunched under the stones and dirt.

      The train blocked off his path to the station, slowing as it rumbled by. In between the cars, he made out Scarlett and RJ grappling with someone.

      Ford ran, caught the edge of the stairs, and swung himself up between cars. Crossed to the other side. Leaped out onto the platform, nearly stumbled, but found his feet.

      The man had vanished.

      RJ slumped against the cement wall that led down to the metro. She’d dragged his pack up with her, still clutched in her grip.

      Scarlett held a hand to her eye, breathing hard.

      Overhead the lights bore down on them, turning the scene sickly yellow.

      “RJ!” He ran to her, crouching in front of her. “What happened?”

      She clutched her throat, her eyes wide. “He tried to choke me—I think. He…”

      “He kissed her.” Scarlett ran up, her eyes hard on him. “He grabbed her by the throat and kissed her.”

      Ford’s insides curdled, sick with the thought. “Did he want to rape you?”

      “I don’t think so. He said he didn’t have to kill me because I was…” She blew out a breath. “I was more fun alive.”

      What? The train had stopped for its short stay in-station. “We need to get on that train. Now. Before he comes back, maybe with friends.”

      “No!”

      RJ’s words yanked him back.

      “We need to go after him, Ford. What if he’s Damien Gustov?”

      “He was in Moscow. He followed us here,” Scarlett said.

      For the first time Ford saw why she held her hand to her face. A terrible bruise swelled the skin around her eye.

      “He hit you!” He winced and reached for Scarlett’s hand.

      She jerked away from him. “It’s fine.”

      He frowned, but let his hand drop. “What happened? I turned around and you were gone.”

      “I told you I was going to check on the train. He grabbed me from behind and I just reacted.”

      RJ climbed to her feet. “Let’s go.”

      “Why did you take off? You shouldn’t leave, Red. You could have been killed.” Ford reached out for her again, but she slapped his hand away. What—?

      “Let’s just get on the train, okay?” She glanced at RJ. “You okay?”

      “I still think we should go after him,” RJ said.

      Ford stared at her. “What? No! We’re getting out of here.” He looked over his shoulder, as if checking for an attack. “Now.”

      “He could be the shooter!”

      “And that’s not your responsibility!”

      “Yes, actually, it is.” RJ’s eyes hardened in his. “That’s why I came to Russia—to stop an assassination.”

      Behind them, the train coughed, as if gearing up to move.

      “You are an analyst, not an agent!”

      “Someone has to do something.”

      “Not you. We need to— Get. On. That. Train.” He reached out for RJ, but she backed away.

      “Please, RJ. Don’t be—”

      “What? You? Stubborn? A lone wolf? Reckless?” Her eyes shimmered, something hot in them. “You forget, brother, I am you.”

      “Please don’t make me put you over my shoulder.” He said it low, but he knew she heard it in the way her breath caught.

      “Don’t be a jerk.”

      “Don’t get us killed. Coco is already fighting for her life.”

      Her mouth tightened, and she turned away from him and stalked onto the train.

      He swallowed the bile in his mouth.

      “Nice,” Scarlett said.

      He looked at her. “What? I didn’t come all the way to Russia to have my sister take off on some crazy mission to apprehend an assassin. She’s in way over her head here.”

      “And you’re not? We’re not sitting in Siberia right now, running from the FSB and the Bratva and who knows who else? C’mon Ford, wake up. We’re totally in over our heads, and I’m shocked we’re not sitting in some FSB cell under the bright lights, getting our fingernails ripped off.”

      Her words slapped him. The train lurched, but Scarlett didn’t move.

      He barely suppressed the urge to grab her and drag her onboard.

      “I’m not sure why you thought you needed me—” Scarlett said. “Maybe so you could blame your mistakes on someone—”

      “Hey!”

      “No. I’m right, aren’t I? You’ve been blaming your mistakes on your sister and the way she ‘held you back’ in that stupid cave when you were twelve. Get. Over. It. You make your own choices in life, and no one holds you back but yourself. So if you screw up, it’s on you.”

      “I know that!”

      “Do you? Because it feels like either you’re a lone wolf or you find someone to blame.”

      The words blew through him. Seriously?

      “That’s not fair, Red. I didn’t blame you for anything. Not the visa snafu, not what happened in the hotel. Not even the fact that you just walk out of people’s lives without looking back. Without caring what it costs them.”

      She stared at him, and he didn’t know where any of that came from.

      Behind her, the train started to ease forward. RJ stood on the steps, looking like she might hop off.

      No—no—Ford caught his breath, reined in his words. “Listen—I know I asked you to come with me, but I didn’t do it so I could blame you. I…I need you, Red.”

      “Why?”

      He drew in a breath. And just like that, all the reasons simply left him. Or rather, piled up so quickly he couldn’t sort through them. More of a feeling than real answers. He needed her because…because shoot, he needed her. He didn’t have reasons.

      Maybe she saw the blank look because her mouth tightened. “I don’t need you, Ford. I don’t need you or your adventures and especially not your promises. Or lack thereof—”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about the fact that you are just like every other man I know. You drag me into your life, use me until you’re finished, and then move on.”

      Used her? “I never—Scarlett, I’m not sure what you think, but I never thought of you as…as…”

      “My mother?”

      “No!” He drew in a breath. “In fact I’m so freakin’ scared that I’m going to hurt you—” He dropped his voice. “You were raped, Red. And that sits in my brain, and it hurts me, and the last thing I want to do is scare you. That’s why…” He shook his head. “As much as I want you…I also need you to know that you’re safe. You’re always safe with me.”

      His words seemed to cut into her anger, dampen it.

      He moved closer to her. “And I’m not moving on.”

      She gave him a dubious look.

      “I do need you. And I know there are reasons, but…”

      She just glared at him.

      “Okay, fine. I did drag you here. And the only reason is that I…I wanted you with me. And I still want you with me—and I don’t know why you’re so mad, but whatever it is—please, please, let’s fight about this on the train.”

      She sucked in a breath, then abruptly turned and headed for the train.

      He swung up right behind her, glancing behind him to verify that no one followed.

      They pulled out of the station.

      RJ waited for them inside the door. “What compartment?”

      He pulled out their tickets, then turned and led them back between cars and into the next train. Found their four-bunk private compartment darkened and half-way down the the hallway.

      RJ, then Scarlett, headed inside. Each took a lower bunk.

      He started in, but Scarlett put her leg up over the door.

      He frowned.

      RJ reached up and pulled the door shut, leaving him in the hallway.

      Oh, joy, he was back to the silent treatment.

      Six hours to Kazakhstan.

      He turned and looked out into the darkness.
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      RJ locked the door behind her and briefly considered turning around to let Ford in. But she needed a minute to shake free of the smell of the attacker’s breath soiling her face, his words curdling inside her.

      RJ had heard the beginning of Ford’s fight with Scarlett and couldn’t agree more.

      They were in over their heads.

      But it was hardly Ford’s fault.

      She scrubbed her hands down her face, exhaustion humming through her, and leaned back on the sofa-slash-bed.

      Please let Coco and York be alive. Her stomach churned, and she pressed her hand against it. What she wouldn’t give for a computer or even a cell phone.

      Ford hadn’t meant to be cruel, she knew it.

      Still.

      She sighed. “We should let him in.”

      “We will. In a minute.” Across from her, Scarlett stared out into the darkness, something hollow on her face.

      “You’re in love with my brother.” RJ didn’t have to be an analyst to figure that out—but saying it aloud put a fine point on exactly why Ford had freaked out when Scarlett vanished from the metro. Why he’d morphed into a spec ops soldier right before her eyes.

      Her heart had stopped in her chest when the assailant took her brother to his knees with a punch. Granted, a hit to his solar plexus that had propelled the air out of his body, shut down his diaphragm, but then the man hit Ford and threw him off the platform and—

      She shivered, the memory a cold slice through her.

      “No. Yes.” Scarlett looked at RJ, answering her question. “I don’t know.”

      Petite yet tough, with short brown hair and huge brown eyes, the woman had a fierceness in her stature that RJ recognized. Ford liked women who could keep up with him. Whom he didn’t have to protect. Of course, that didn’t stop him, his natural Marshall instincts kicking in, usually driving the women around him crazy.

      Scarlett’s eye had begun to bruise up, red streaks darkening her eye where she’d been hit. But her attack had startled the man and loosened his grip on RJ’s throat.

      “Why didn’t you go after Ford instead of me?”

      “Because that was the mission. And I knew he’d want…” She didn’t finish. Instead she drew up her knees, curled her arms around them. Set her chin on top. “I’m in over my head too. And not just because we’re in the middle of Russia.”

      She turned back to the window. “I wish I could skip ahead, know that I wasn’t going to end up with my heart and my life in shreds.”

      “Ford is a good man. Drives me crazy, but he’s got a good core. All my brothers do.”

      Scarlett looked at RJ. “I know. Probably better than you realize. I served with him, was his eyes and ears when he went out on ops. He has steely nerves and never lets down his team.” She ran her hand across her cheek. “So yes, I might be in love with him.”

      “He’s definitely in love with you.”

      Scarlett gave her a hard look. “No. I don’t know what he feels, but it’s not…he says he needs me, but I have no idea why…and then I saw him with you…” She made a face. “I was actually jealous.”

      The train had picked up speed now, the finest edge of dawn turning the night to gunmetal gray.

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. I guess…I felt left out. He had someone already, and I was clinging so tightly to him and…” She sighed. “My mother died a couple weeks ago.”

      Oh, wow. “I’m sorry.”

      Scarlett looked away, ran a hand across her cheekbone. “I don’t know why I’m crying. I didn’t cry at her funeral. She was completely messed up. She drank all the time, never kept a job. Went through men like animal crackers.”

      “I don’t think I realized how strong she was until right now. She kept getting her heart broken, and yet she’d try again. And again. And I used to think it was weak to keep believing that some man would make you happy. But what if it was strong—to hang on to hope that hard?”

      She met RJ’s eyes. “I don’t get it. How do you trust something you can’t see? Can’t know will turn out?”

      “I don’t think it’s about everything turning out. But knowing that if it doesn’t, everything will still be okay.”

      Scarlett said nothing.

      “You know what you said about Ford—about him blaming me?”

      She nodded.

      “I don’t think it’s as much about blame as control. He’s always trying to figure out how to get it right. He was never a great student, but he excelled in sports. He’d spend hours critiquing himself, get up early to lift weights. He broke records in school for his weight training, and later, in track. If he doesn’t get it right the first time, he keeps trying and trying. But he’s not a great communicator. And he doesn’t ask for help. But when we were lost in the cave? He climbed up on that cold rock next to me and held us tight together, trying to keep me warm. I was skin and bones back then, and I am sure I would have died if he hadn’t stayed. So yeah, maybe I am to blame. But Ford never blamed me…he carried it all himself.”

      RJ softened her voice. “None of my brothers are great communicators. But I promise you, what I saw out there was Ford communicating.”

      Scarlett’s eyes glistened. “I shouldn’t have yelled at him. I was angry and…scared.” She sighed. “Truth is, I spend most of my time scared. Or at least, trying not to be.”

      “You’re in Russia—”

      “No. I’m not scared now.” She glanced at the closed door. “It’s what happens after we get home. My mother left behind a seven-year-old son—my half brother—and he’s in foster care right now, and I promised him I’d get him back. But I…I don’t have the first clue how to be a parent. Or how to take care of him. I just got accepted into the Rescue Swimmer program, and—”

      “You feel like you owe it to your brother to take care of him.”

      Scarlett lifted a shoulder.

      “So, what is best for your brother? You or this home he’s in? Because maybe it’s not about you, but him. That’s what love is—doing what’s best for the other person, even if it’s hard, right?”

      Scarlett drew in a long breath. Glanced at the door. Nodded.

      “By the way, I think hope is also about who you hope in. Maybe you don’t trust the circumstances, but the source.”

      I could find you when this is over.

      RJ looked away, her breath catching. Please, God, let them be okay. Probably she should have been praying a long time before this, but she closed her eyes as they burned. Ran her hand across her cheek. If you want to stay alive, you need to keep your mouth shut and do everything I say.

      Sorry, York.

      She caught her lip before she made a sound, and when she felt a touch, saw that Scarlett had leaned over and reached out, her hand on her knee. “I think I’m not the only one who lost her heart in Russia.”

      RJ forced a smile. “I don’t know. Maybe it was just the heat of the moment—the crazy chaos— it doesn’t mean anything.”

      “Nope. It’s my job to notice things. And I saw York’s expression when he thought you were the one shot.”

      “He was just worried. He promised to get me out of the country.”

      “He kissed you like he meant it. Not that I was watching…” Scarlett winked.

      Oh. RJ could still taste him on her lips, the power of his touch vibrating through her. “And I left him for the FSB.”

      Scarlett’s mouth tightened. “How much trouble is he in?”

      “I don’t know. He has a visa and papers, so…maybe none. But Coco…” She shook her head. “I’d give anything for a computer. I don’t have his cell number, but I can contact him by email.”

      “Ford has a cell. He used it to call Ham, our contact in Ukraine. He’s the one who is setting up our transport in Kazakhstan. He could send the email.”

      “Maybe we should let him in.”

      Scarlett smiled. “I’ll get him.”

      She got up and eased out into the hallway to go after the man she loved.

      And RJ leaned over onto the bench, drew her knees up, cradled her face in her hands, and resisted the painful ache to do the same.
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      York stepped back in time every time he entered a Russian hospital. And not just because the smells brought him back to the antiseptic odor of Betadine and chlorine bleach, but whenever he closed his eyes, he opened them again to the sight of Tasha’s body, bloodied on a ratty gurney, the docs trying desperately to pump life back into her veins.

      The cold had slowed her death, turned her body into an ice cube, and when York found her, he’d hoped desperately that modern medicine might do miracles. Modern Russian medicine. It was like walking back seventy years to an era of thick needles and soda bottles for IV containers.

      Still, he couldn’t erase the stench of her blood being warmed, his own bile eating at his throat as he watched her body turn from blue to gray to pale white.

      But all the same, lifeless.

      A moan emerged, drawing him from his memory, and he let out a long breath, sat up, and pushed to his feet.

      “You okay?” He walked over to Kat and put his hand on her leg, squeezed.

      She lay pale and broken under layers of wool blankets, an IV running into her veins, another for morphine. Her red hair fanned out over the pillow, an oxygen mask over her nose and mouth. Her eyes butterflied open, rolled once, then closed.

      “You’re in a hospital. You had surgery to remove the bullet.” He moved in close to her ear. “I told everyone you were my girlfriend, so don’t start babbling and turn me into a liar. And I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t die.”

      She made another sound, and this time her eyes opened longer. Her mouth moved under the mask, and he leaned down to hear. “I’d never be your girlfriend.”

      He grinned. Squeezed her leg again. “I wouldn’t date me either, sweetheart.”

      She whispered something else, and he moved the stupid mask away.

      “RJ?”

      “She and her brother escaped to Kazakhstan.”

      “No visas…”

      He recognized the panic in her eyes as he replaced her mask. “I know. I was thinking about that.”

      A lot.

      In fact, it was all he could think about—how RJ was going to get past border control. Maybe her brother had a plan, but he seemed to be making up their so-called rescue as they went along. And why couldn’t he have left well enough alone? York had had it in hand.

      Maybe.

      Okay, so the Bratva had put a snag in his plans, but he would have figured it out.

      Would have kept his promise to RJ to get her out safely.

      I could find you when this is over.

      Why he’d said that, he didn’t know—all the emotion boiling up to spill out of him, maybe. The chaos of the moment.

      The way she was looking at him, so much trust and worry and—

      Shoot. He said it because she’d broken through something and made him feel again. Made him ache and groan, and like an awakening limb prickly with feeling, he realized just how numb he’d let his heart become.

      Until RJ showed up, he’d liked it that way. It was safer.

      No need to protect something that couldn’t hurt.

      He should have never downloaded her email. Never let curiosity—okay, concern—cajole him to the meet.

      Should have never scooped her out of the FSB’s net and sent them on the lam.

      Never kissed her and found himself a hungry, thirsty, lonely man.

      You could.

      Let go.

      You could.

      Go home.

      You could.

      Find her.

      You could.

      Live again.

      Kat’s eyes closed again, and he got up, walked out into the hall, and stood at the window. The night was still heavy upon the city, the finest edging of gold along the horizon. The hospital overlooked the river, still black, the fading stars dying in a last wink upon the water.

      The militia had released him almost immediately after seeing his papers and confirming his story with a few bullet casings. Thankfully, he had the foresight to discard the gun under the truck before the militia arrived, and his visa was in order—thank you, FSB. He did, however, wish he’d gotten his hands on the shooter.

      He had a sinking feeling he would have found a star tattooed on his neck. Should have checked that out.

      So, what did the Bratva want with American “assassin” Ruby Jane Marshall? What had she said about a shadow government trying to upset the balance of power in Russia?

      I’m not a spy. I’m an analyst.

      RJ, dressed in those sexy leather pants and the off-the-shoulder shirt, her dark hair down and around her shoulders, just begging for him to curl his fingers through it.

      He leaned against the wall as a nurse walked by and gave him a look. He nodded toward Kat’s room, but she frowned at him.

      Maybe because he wore a strange grin.

      Oh for cryin’ out loud, you’re a Sydney Bristow wannabe.

      Big blue eyes staring at him, confused, and not a little hurt.

      You call me sweetheart again and I’ll start referring to you as Sugar Pie.

      He missed her so much his chest might implode.

      Breathe. Just let her go.

      She was simply desperate and scared, and the last thing sweet Ruby Jane needed was a jaded, broken, angry man like York following her home.

      But maybe he should send her an email and tell her that Kat was okay.

      And what if…

      He blew out a breath.

      What if he told her that she’d changed him. And that protecting her—what little he did—was the first thing he’d done in three years that felt like it mattered.

      Was worth dying for.

      And that yes, if he managed to find Gustov, maybe he would look her up in the States. Just to see how she was doing.

      Oh brother.

      The corridor, with its painted cement floor and exposed wire, had all the charm of a warehouse, but at least they’d given Kat a private room. Next door was a communal room, some twenty beds jammed together—post-op patients who received daily visits from their families bringing food and medicines.

      He walked by it, and a green light under one of the cots caught his eye.

      A laptop.

      Sitting right there, for his use.

      He crept into the room. Stood above the man for a moment, just in case he stirred. A young man—it looked like he’d gotten his appendix out, perhaps, the way he was sleeping, favoring his side.

      York swept the laptop out from under the bed and strode from the room.

      He just needed the internet.

      He returned to Kat’s room, sat on the squeaky sofa next to her bed, and fired it up.

      Password.

      “Where’d you get the laptop?”

      Kat had woken and was pulling the mask to the side.

      “A fellow patient. But it has a password, so—”

      “Don’t be an idiot. Give it here.”

      “I don’t think—”

      “Trust me, I’ll feel better if I can hack into something.” She looked up at him. “Sort of like how you’d like to hit something.”

      “I don’t want to hit anything.”

      She cocked her head.

      Okay, maybe a little, but, “I’d rather eat something. I’m starved.”

      He helped her sit up. She moaned, but swallowed it down. Took the laptop. “Does my father know I’m here?”

      “The general? Not yet.”

      She drew in a breath. “If we don’t show up in Vladivostok, he’ll come looking for us.”

      “Maybe he should. You were shot.”

      “But then he’ll imprison me at his house to keep me safe. He’s already worried—imagine what he’s going to be like when he hears I was shot.” She looked up at York. “And you’ll be in trouble.”

      He hadn’t thought about that. “So, what if we go to Vladivostok, try and get you out of the country as planned?”

      She nodded. “Wait until I’m off morphine, and then we’ll have this conversation. Here. You’re in.”

      He took the computer from her and sat back on the sofa, bringing up the internet. “It’s a bad connection.”

      “You’re just trying to log onto your email, right?”

      He looked up at her. “How’d you—”

      “I’m not blind. I saw you two, York. I know you have feelings for my sister.”

      He just stared at the screen as he pulled up his email program.

      “RJ is a good person.”

      “I know—”

      “And so are you.”

      He said nothing. But he pulled up a blank email.

      “You need to forgive yourself for something you had no control over—Tasha’s death. Just because she made a mistake doesn’t mean you have to spend your life paying for it. Come back to America with me. Start over.”

      Start over.

      Dear RJ,

      The cursor blinked. Outside, the dawn had begun to dent the gray, the stars chased away.

      Kat is ok. We are…

      He looked up at Kat. She gave him a tight smile. He wanted to smile back, but he turned back to the computer.

      …going to Vladivostok as planned.

      He breathed out. Nodded.

      Be safe.

      He debated his valediction and finally decided on,

      Your friend, York.

      He sent the note.

      “I can’t let Gustov go free,” he said quietly.

      “Gustov won’t go free. The CIA will find him.”

      “They don’t even know what he looks like.”

      Another email had come into his account and he tapped it open.

      Froze. Oh…he couldn’t breathe—no—

      “What’s the matter? You look like you’re going to throw up.” Kat leaned over and winced. “Tell me before I rip my stitches out.”

      He turned his computer around and closed his eyes. No, please—

      “Is that—that’s RJ. And—is someone kissing her?”

      So he’d seen it correctly. RJ shoved up against the cement entrance of the metro on the Yekaterinburg platform, a man pressed against her, kissing her.

      His hand around her throat.

      And right behind her, a blur—maybe Ford—but he couldn’t make it out.

      “There’s something written beneath the picture,” Kat said.

      He turned the computer back around.

      Everything inside him turned cold.

      “York?”

      He could barely speak, the words like tar in his mouth, hot and sticky. “Are you…”—Oh, God, help—“ready to play…again?”

      Kat stiffened, and when he looked up, her eyes were wide. “Is that…from—”

      “Damien Gustov. And this time, he wants Ruby Jane.”

      Kat leaned back, stared at the ceiling. “We’re not going to Vladivostok,” she said.

      She might not be. But he said nothing as he composed a new email.

      Outside, the fingertips of dawn ran red down the pewter waters.

      Please, please, be awake.
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      That’s what love is—doing what’s best for the other person, even if it’s hard, right?

      RJ’s words hung in Scarlett’s head as she eased out into the hallway of the train car. The sun streaked through the window in the palest of rays, washing over Ford’s profile as he leaned against the railing along the corridor, staring out the window.

      The man looked wrung out. Dirty from where he’d scrabbled out of the way of the train, and her stomach clenched at the thought of it.

      She’d been scared enough to retch. And yet, when he showed up, she’d turned on him like a crazy person, spewing out all her fear into a mess of emotion and confusion.

      I don’t know why you’re so mad, but whatever it is—please, please, let’s fight about this on the train.

      His desperate plea could cut her in half, leave her in pieces.

      She’d nearly derailed them, again. Because…

      Truth is, I spend most of my time scared.

      Yes. Scared.

      Scared that she’d mess everything up. Scared that she’d end up with a broken heart. Scared that she wasn’t worth the fight of peeling back all her messy layers to find…

      That’s what she needed to know. What did Ford see? What did he need? Because if she could figure it out, then maybe she could—

      What? Become the person he needed?

      But yeah, it made sense. She’d spent her entire life molding herself into the right person. One her mother would want. Or the Navy. Or even, yes, Ford.

      What would it feel like to be wanted just for whatever was inside.

      Ford picked then to look up and meet her eyes. They were reddened, probably from fatigue, but maybe unshed emotion too. He drew in a breath, then looked away, back to the landscape, the darkness lifting to reveal farmhouses and cattle and dirt roads and prairie grass. And in the distance, the jagged haze of mountains.

      Kazakhstan.

      She drew in a breath, found the truth, and held on. “I’m sorry.”

      He glanced at her, back to the window. “It’s okay. I get it. You’re probably right.”

      She frowned, scooted up next to him. “I don’t think—”

      “I keep rolling what you said through my brain. About me blaming RJ and you, and…” He shook his head. “I don’t.”

      “I know—”

      “But I am angry.”

      Oh.

      “I’m angry at my own stupid pride. The arrogance to think that I could just come to Russia and rescue my sister—as if she needed rescuing. She was just fine before I showed up to ‘save her.’” He finger quoted his words with one hand. “She’d figured out how to get out of the country on her own, and I just made a mess of it.”

      Scarlett wanted to interrupt, but he didn’t stop. “I am a lone wolf, reckless, and I get people in over their heads.” He shook his head. “I charge in without thinking, and yeah, some might call it brave, but it’s just pride. The idea that I can do it better than my team, or…God, I guess.”

      He leaned his forehead onto his arms. “I’m sorry I dragged you into this.” His jaw tightened. “I’ll get you out of Russia and back home, and I promise never to knock on your door again.”

      Oh, Ford. She touched his back, took a breath. “But what if you need me?”

      “I need you all the time, Red.” He said it softly, then turned to her. “I don’t know if I can put it into words that make sense, but having you with me—and I don’t just mean in my ear, but in my life—it makes me better. It’s like I’m smarter or stronger…just better. And it’s different than the way I need the team. They have my back. You…you have me.”

      Her throat filled. “I do have you. And it scares me so much I… You nearly died, Ford. Again. And again. And the thought of you…” She swallowed, looked away before his gaze on her could devastate her, could make her throw herself into his arms.

      He made to reach out to her but pulled back, his hand a fist. “I know you’re scared, Red. Honestly, I scare myself sometimes. But see, that’s the thing. I’ve gotten used to you being there on the other side of the exfil. I don’t think about myself or getting hurt. I just think about getting the job done, then coming back to you. You and your smile and the way you listen and…and if that’s all you ever want, I…get it. I’m sorry if I pushed you too far.”

      She stared at him, the words ringing inside her.

      You were raped, Red. And that sits in my brain, and it hurts me, and the last thing I want to do is scare you.

      Oh.

      As much as I want you…I also need you to know that you’re safe. You’re always safe with me.

      No wonder he never made the first move. No wonder he never acted like he really wanted her unless she acted first.

      She touched his hand, eased open the fist, and wound her fingers through his. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      His eyes stormed with emotion. “Red…”

      “I’m sorry I yelled at you. I just…I’m afraid...” The words stuck in her throat. That I’ll need you more than you need me.

      He turned to her then, as if reading her mind. “I know you’re scared. And that you have no reason to trust me, to think I won’t hurt you. And I know you try and mask it by telling me that you don’t need promises. Try to act like it doesn’t matter by saying you’re just a right now girl, but I know you, Red. You’re not a right now girl, and you never have been.”

      He took her other hand. “You act so tough and cool, but inside there is a woman who wants more—I see it in the way you look at your little brother. At the way you went to help your mom. I saw it in the way you interacted with my family. And you don’t have to be scared of that. It’s a good thing to want a home, a family. Love. It’s not crazy or selfish or even weak to need someone. Or want to be needed.”

      It scared her sometimes how much he knew her. “Ford—”

      “By the way, I’m not a right now guy either—”

      “I know—”

      “What you don’t know is that I…” He took a breath, and his eyes turned almost fierce in hers. “I love you, Scarlett. And not just because I need you, but because…because you’re brave and beautiful and you know me, and you said yes anyway.”

      She couldn’t move.

      “The truth is, I don’t know why I need you. Or why I love you. But I don’t need a reason to love you. I just do, and that means I’m in. I’m calling it. And I can’t do anything but show you that I love you for the rest of my life. And if that’s too much for you, I get it. But I’m yours if you’ll have me.”

      He wore so much emotion in his eyes, so much hope it made her want to weep.

      And suddenly, she got it. The thing that had made her mother hang on, believe.

      Love.

      The fullness of it reaching in, finding Scarlett, seeing her, and Ford still offering himself to her.

      It was both power and weakness, fullness and a great pouring out of herself into something bigger. Something better.

      Something whole.

      “I love you, Ford.” Scarlett wasn’t sure she actually spoke the words aloud, but maybe she had because a slow smile crested over his face.

      “You do?”

      She nodded.

      And still he didn’t pull her toward him. Didn’t kiss her.

      So, “If you don’t kiss me, frogman, I’m going to start getting a complex.”

      He whispered his fingers across her face, a smile breaking through. “Just so we’re clear, I do blame you for this.”

      Then he kissed her, cupping her jaw, weaving his fingers into her hair.

      Ford. His touch was gentle, yet a power banked in it that trembled through her as he pulled her to himself, finally, to secure her against his body. To hold her there.

      He smelled rough—oil and dirt and blood—as if he’d fought his way to get to her, and it made her love him even more.

      Then she tasted salt as he deepened his kiss, his whiskers rough on her chin, and she realized that he was crying.

      She leaned back and wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him close, holding on. “I’m going to get you home safely.”

      He whispered in her ear, his voice soft and shivering her entire body. “I’m counting on it.”

      He kissed her again as the dawn poured over them, chasing the chill from the train. She finally broke away. “Your sister sent me out here. She needs your phone.”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “Okay, that was sort of an excuse, but she wants to get a message to Ham, to send an email to York and check on Coco.”

      He seemed reluctant to leave her embrace but took her hand as they walked back to the compartment.

      She found RJ curled up on the bench seat, her hands tucked under her cheek, eyes open. She sat up when they came in.

      A smile tweaked her mouth, her gaze running over their clasped hands.

      Ford glanced at her. “Are you going to throw something at me?”

      “I’m fresh out of pillows, but I could find something…”

      Scarlett frowned.

      “Family joke,” Ford said. “My mother would throw pillows at my dad when she was angry.” He sat down next to Scarlett. “I’m sorry, RJ. I shouldn’t have been so abrupt about Coco. I’m sure she’s going to be okay.”

      Her jaw tightened.

      “How about I call my guy and we check on them?”

      RJ nodded. She gave him the secure email address, and he dialed up Ham, stepping out into the hallway to talk.

      “I take it you two made up,” RJ said.

      “Someone told me recently to open my eyes and see that Ford was holding on to me as hard as I was holding on to him. I guess I decided to believe it.”

      Ford closed the door behind him, sat down and took her hand. “Done. He’ll send the email. Let’s try and get some sleep.”

      Probably Scarlett should let go of his hand, let him climb up on the top bunk.

      Instead, she let herself hear him. It’s not crazy or selfish or even weak to need someone.

      And maybe it wasn’t crazy to believe in Ford and his promises either.

      He let go of her hand and fished a clean shirt from his pack—the last of his shirts, probably—and then reached for her hand again.

      Like she belonged in his arms.

      Yanna’s words crept into Scarlett’s mind as she curled up on the bench beside him. I didn’t have to be the strongest one in the room. That maybe God had sent David. And that got my attention. David reminded me that maybe I wasn’t alone.

      Not alone.

      She settled her head on his leg, drawing his arm around her.

      Somehow, she dropped off into hard sleep, and only the knock at the door from the conductor woke her up. That, and the way Ford eased her up. “Coffee?”

      “Heaven?”

      “Nearly.”

      The conductor gave them instant coffee and hot water.

      Good enough.

      Across from them RJ was sitting up, watching the terrain.

      Outside, the landscape turned into side by side Russian houses with blue or green roofs, unpaved roads, and the occasional fence, water pump, or milk cow. The city formed in the distance—century-old buildings, and a Russian Orthodox cathedral rising from the center, its gold dome glinting in the dawn.

      By the time the train started to slow, Scarlett decided she probably could live another day.

      “They’ll check our passports when we get off the train,” Ford said. “Ham said he’d have a guy there to wave us through.”

      They pulled into a station, and it looked like every other Russian-built complex—orange-washed building, white pillars, a network of tracks, and a long platform with passengers waiting to board, most of them clutching duffel bags.

      Ford hiked up his backpack. “Stay close to me.”

      As if she would be going anywhere else.

      Scarlett hooked her hand onto the back of his pack and edged down the corridor, lining up behind the other passengers. RJ held her passport and visa in her hand, her mouth a grim line.

      They exited the car and followed a line of people toward a kiosk, guards with weapons and brown uniforms eyeing them.

      “Ford?”

      He’d taken Scarlett’s hand and now squeezed it.

      No one intercepted them, but her throat tightened as they stepped up to the passport control booth.

      Ford handed over their passports. Stared at the man inside who inspected them.

      Her heart dropped when the man raised his chin toward the soldiers.

      “Idti-tooydah,” the guard said, and she remembered enough Russian to form comprehension. Come over here.

      RJ wore the same cool expression as her brother. Sheesh.

      They walked toward a building, and Scarlett glanced toward the edge of the platform, gauging the distance. They could make a break for it, jump off—

      Ford’s hand tightened. “Trust.”

      Oh, please let them not end up eating gruel and digging ditches.

      The door opened to a tiny office with a desk and four straight-backed chairs. She didn’t see any bright lights, any dental equipment.

      The guard motioned them over to the chairs. He closed the door behind him.

      She tried to listen for the sound of a lock.

      As Ford sat, his phone rang, and he pulled it from his pocket. Glanced at Scarlett as he answered. “Ham.”

      Scarlett might have held her breath, she wasn’t sure, but her chest certainly tightened when she saw Ford wince. “Ah, yeah, we’re already here… Okay. I’ll do my best.”

      He hung up. “We need to stall. Ham’s guy is late. Trying to get us passes on a flight out.”

      Scarlett nodded. Looked at the room. No windows, not even a vent. Probably so no one could hear them scream.

      “God is our breacher,” Ford said quietly.

      She looked at him. “What?”

      “It’s what Ham said on the train. That we don’t have to figure everything out. God is already here, already stalling for us.”

      She didn’t want to disagree, but hello… God? Here, in Kazakhstan?

      Except, maybe that was her problem. She didn’t expect anything from God. But it just felt safer that way. Then He could never disappoint.

      She glanced at Ford. He smiled down at her, no teeth, but definitely not despair on his face.

      She could almost hear his voice, as if spoken aloud. Maybe that’s why God sent me into your life because whatever happens, I will show up for you, Red. Whatever happens.

      Maybe that’s why God—

      The door opened, and she braced herself.

      Then the blood rushed from her body, her breath catching. A man stood in the doorway. He wore a leather jacket, a button-down shirt, and jeans. Tall, dark hair and matching eyes, and as he walked in, he shook his head, almost in disbelief. “Seriously?”

      Then—she wasn’t sure who said it—she thought the word came from her mouth, but the twins on either side of her were in sync when they uttered his name.

      “Roy?”
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      The good news was that they were so far under the radar, their path home so haphazard, that neither the CIA nor the FSB would be able to track them.

      Frankly, Ford could barely keep track of where he, RJ, and Scarlett were. He had a sketchy memory of Kazakhstan from his training, remembered they were a former Soviet satellite—although the remnants of the Communist arm still embedded the country, from the Cyrillic alphabet to the architecture.

      He’d never flown on Kazakh Air, but it couldn’t be worse than the Aeroflot flight to Yekaterinburg. He’d longed for the relative rugged appeal of a C-130—at least he knew the plane wouldn’t break apart with one significant gust and litter their bodies on the eternal steppe that spanned central Kazakhstan. He might have taken his chances on a camel or one of the magnificent horses tended by the many tribes in the country.

      The thought had hung in his mind for too long, his hand folded into Scarlett’s as he closed his eyes, reached for some shut-eye.

      He’d dreamed of the ranch, of their horseback ride so many weeks ago, of feeling her holding onto him. When this was over, he’d take her home, get her on her own horse, show her more of the ranch, and embed her into a family who could watch over her while he deployed.

      And there he went again, dreaming up a future for them.

      Except, I love you, Ford.

      He let the words settle in. Fuel his plans. Of course they would include her kid brother—but also more kids and a house and—

      “I don’t see a boat.”

      Scarlett’s words brought him to the present, where they stood on a rocky, abandoned shore, staring out into the Caspian Sea. Endlessly blue, waves frothed the shoreline, kicking up spray as the water hit undersea boulders, the shoreline a wasteland of jagged-edged rocks.

      He wanted to raise his hand and ask if anyone else thought this might be a crazy idea.

      “The freighter is out there—York confirmed with the captain,” RJ said. “Keep looking.”

      Apparently, Roy had been sent by York, and the fact that they still hadn’t heard from Ham after missing his contact at the railway station contributed to the knot in Ford’s gut. But he agreed with Roy—the Bratva could be watching the railways.

      Roy. The guy had whisked them out of Kazakhstan control so fast they might be royalty. Or diplomats, per their new documents. It occurred to him afresh that RJ knew him, too, and it only set a burr inside Ford that his sister lived a life he knew nothing about.

      Probably how she felt about his life, maybe.

      Roy had hired a car and taken them to the airport outside the city where they boarded a small Kazakh Air regional plane.

      Seven hours later, they’d landed in Aktau, the sun chasing them across the sky to drop into the far horizon. Roy had secured another vehicle and had driven them to a city 150 km north, Bautino, a seaboard town built in a bowl of seagrass, rimmed on every side by cliffs, scrub brush, and pastures. They’d passed more than one herd of camels, horses grazing, and Russian-style homes with red roofs and cement walls on their way to a secluded point just north of the harbor.

      Ford didn’t ask why they weren’t taking a ferry, the answer obvious. But a low hum of worry buzzed through him as he stood on the rugged shoreline searching for their ride. The scent of the sea rose—a hint of salt in the air, the briny odor of fish, and the cool lick of a storm gathering in the far west.

      “There it is,” Scarlett said, pointing as she held the glasses to her eyes. She had donned his jacket, now dwarfing her. “Just beyond those rocks.” She handed Ford the binoculars.

      He found the freighter, a bulky, rusty orange cargo ship anchored just east of an archipelago of islands, maybe five miles offshore. He handed Scarlett the binoculars back and turned to Roy.

      “And they’re expecting us.”

      “According to York, he was able to stop them, make them wait for you. You have until just after sunset to get aboard—”

      “And their destination port?”

      “Azerbaijan.”

      Ford let the fist in his chest release. “Okay. I know people there. That could work.” He eyed the skiff pulled up onshore, an outboard motor tilted up, a couple ratty life jackets soaking in brine at the bottom of the flat-hulled boat. Maybe ten feet long, it appeared as battered as the plane they’d just taken across the country, held together with glue and prayer.

      Ford had practiced—and executed—onboarding procedures hundreds of times, but usually in a Zodiac manned by one of his teammates, or even a SWIK operator who knew how to work with the ebb and flow of the waves, the current that might dash them against the hull of the ship.

      He should get back on a plane.

      Except, with Ham gone radio silent…

      Ford glanced at the black band of clouds hovering to the west. “Let’s get going.” He threw his pack into the boat, then grabbed a line and secured it. Turned to Roy. “You coming?”

      “No. But if you need help—” He glanced at RJ. “You know how to find me.”

      She nodded. “Thanks, Roy.”

      “I never want to see you again.” But then he smiled, winked.

      “Me too.”

      Ford gripped the boat, and Scarlett came alongside to help him push it from the shoreline. Alarmingly lightweight, it floated free, and he put a hand on it as Scarlett and RJ climbed in. Scarlett picked up a paddle to secure it as he pushed off and climbed in. Ford tied his pack to a line attached to the boat.

      Roy watched them for a moment, then turned to climb back up the hill.

      Scarlett and RJ paddled them away from shore as Ford let down the motor. Secured it. He pulled the rip cord, but nothing happened.

      Again, and this time he added the choke to it. It grumbled to life, coughing out a gaseous, acrid cloud. In moments, Ford had them headed out to sea.

      They broke free of the shoals along the shore, the spray pelting them as he cut through the waves. The wind had started to whip up, the sun fading fast against the horizon. RJ held the binoculars to her eyes, shouting directions at him.

      To the north, maybe five hundred feet away, an island rose, its jagged-edged shoreline like teeth. Waves hit the cliff walls with such force the spray thundered across the water, a violent protest to the beating.

      He angled the skiff toward deeper water, where the freighter sat at anchor.

      “Hang on!”

      He preferred a Zodiac. A flat-bottomed skiff might beach well, but it turned into a board, slamming against the troughs of the open sea. A Zodiac bent with the waves and turned without much coaxing.

      RJ nearly unseated as they pitched hard, jerking forward. “RJ! Get a life jacket on!”

      She hated water and didn’t swim well—he, better than anyone, knew that. To his relief, she grabbed one of the jackets. Put it on.

      “You too, Red.”

      But when Scarlett grabbed for the other, it came up in shreds, the neck broken. She dropped it and shook her head, holding onto her seat. Winced as they hit again, hard. He felt as if his spleen was being ripped from his insides.

      The orange hull had darkened with the setting sun, the oncoming storm turning the sky a deep amber. He had the motor wide open, but they barely made 30 knots, at his guess.

      At this rate, it would be dark by the time they reached the freighter. And by then the sea would be boiling with the storm.

      Okay, now might be a good time for God to show up. To calm the sea.

      He’d even take a miraculous parting.

      Ford shivered, his body soaked through now, and the wind tore at his shirt, took off his hat, and tossed it into the waves.

      The sea turned black, milky with foam, the water chaotic and undulating as he fought to find a path through the water. He rode one wave over the edge, down the backside, then the next. Again. His arm had gone numb, the throttle buzzing it to the core of his body.

      Please—

      He spotted the freighter a hundred yards off and cut the motor, not wanting to come in too fast. “Scarlett—grab my Maglite. Get their attention.”

      His gut was back to knotted as his brain tried to work out their boarding. Scarlett found the light and flashed it on the hulking ship.

      He’d forgotten how big freighters could be. In the pitching sea, it loomed nearly eighty feet above them, falling to sixty as it rode the waves, which banged against the side, shattering in a spray of destruction. He’d have to work the boat close, but not enough to slam into the side. And should anyone fall into the drink, they could get sucked under the boat.

      Yeah, they should have taken their chances at the airport.

      Water drenched him as he motored closer. He made out a name—the Navoo—and shouted when a seaman directed his port side light at them.

      A rope accommodation ladder swayed against the boat, running up the hull.

      The bosun began dropping the gangway sideways down the ship to help with the boarding process.

      He just had to get the ladies on the ladder. From there, they could climb it to the gangway.

      The ladder dragged into the sea. If he could grab it, he could hold the boat steady against the hull.

      “RJ, reach out and grab the ladder when I get close!”

      He motored the skiff toward the side, grimacing as the waves tossed them. But he waited until they’d fallen into a trough, then opened the throttle, driving the skiff against the hull. A terrible crunch rattled his teeth, but RJ had grabbed hold of the ladder.

      Ford nearly launched from his seat to secure her grip. His hand wrapped around the soggy rope, pulling the end into the boat. “Go, RJ!”

      He grabbed her arm, and she scrambled onto the wooden slats. Beside him, Scarlett stood up, her balance careening as the ocean grabbed them. Overhead, the clouds cracked open and poured steely rain into the blackness.

      The perfect storm.

      “Go, go! RJ!”

      The sea gathered beneath them as RJ fought to climb the ladder banging against the hull, fighting her efforts.

      He should get behind her, climb with her, make sure she held on.

      He grabbed the rope with his other hand and looked away as RJ nearly kicked him.

      The sea crested beneath the boat, grabbing hold of the flat hull. It tore the boat away from him.

      “Ford!” Scarlett dropped to her knees, holding onto the seat as the boat drifted free.

      He hung from the rope, his feet scrabbling for purchase on the rungs. Glanced over his shoulder. Scarlett was hanging onto her seat, her face pale as the sea drove her back, away from the freighter.

      The freighter fell, banging hard into the next trough. The movement jarred RJ, slamming her into the side, crushing her hand. She cried out and let go.

      She dangled by her other hand, slipping.

      “Hang on!” His arms burned as he trapped her against the ladder.

      He glanced back at Scarlett. If he let go, he could catch the boat, motor it back.

      RJ was fighting for her hold.

      The sea engulfed them, pulling them under. Water burned his eyes, and he shook it away, his arms burning as he anchored himself on the ladder, his feet finding purchase.

      RJ found her grip.

      A glance behind him showed Scarlett climbing over the bench seats to grab the motor throttle. Good girl. Keep up—

      The freighter started to move, the engines in the body rumbling the metal, growling against the angry sea. RJ found her footing, but the freighter lurched forward, and with it came another surge from the sea.

      This time, the slam against the hull shook her free from the rope.

      RJ took Ford out on the way down, ripping his grip from the rope. They splashed into the sea, the current gulping them down into the briny depths.

      No—he wouldn’t die under the rusty hull of a boat. He wrapped one arm around RJ, kicked hard, and lunged for the rope. His fingers caught a rung, and he hauled them both upward, toward the ladder.

      They surfaced, gasping. “Grab the ladder!”

      RJ leaped for it and got her hand around the rung.

      “You can do it!” Ford shouted, although his mouth was practically against her ear. But the sea and roar of the wind and the torrent of rain gobbled his words.

      Over the din, he made out his name and turned just as RJ got her other hand on the rung.

      The sea had rushed them into a deep trough, and he felt the water fall away, a giant vacuum pulling the freighter into trouble. He searched for the metal skiff and spied it near the stern of the ship. Scarlett was fighting with the motor, pulling the rip cord.

      Of course it had died.

      RJ had pulled herself up, securing her feet on a rung.

      “Ford!”

      He looked up and then followed her gaze.

      Oh. No.

      A massive wave swelled, maybe thirty feet high, tall enough to crest over the bow of the freighter.

      RJ screamed.

      He glanced at Scarlett, still fighting the motor. “Red! Get down!”

      The wind ate his words.

      “Hold on!” he shouted as the wave hit the bow of the ship. He secured himself to the ladder, scrambling up behind RJ and clinging to it with everything he had inside.

      And sure, he’d ridden waves and fought the surf and knew how to breathe and not let the sea take him, but for a moment, as the wave swamped him, he heard nothing but the tempest of the depths mocking him.

      I’ll get you home. He’d said it to Scarlett, to RJ so many times, he thought it was all on him.

      But clinging to the rope, his lungs burning, he realized just how far underwater he was.

      Because in his head, God was his breacher, sure. But Ford was His backup.

      And that very thought was laughable in the face of the storm.

      He wasn’t the rescuer at all.

      They finally broke the surface, and RJ gasped, dragging in breaths.

      “Go—they come in threes!” At least that’s how it worked on the ocean.

      As RJ moved, he searched the spotlight glare from the freighter on the black waters for their skiff.

      His heart froze, his entire body jolted when he spied it.

      Overturned, the flat hull glinted against the light just barely before it got pulled into the blackness.

      “Go!” RJ said. “I can do this. Go!” She glanced at the skiff, then to him. “Hurry!”

      He couldn’t leave her. Them.

      RJ kicked him. “Move, sailor!”

      Right. He pushed off hard into the sea in an overhand crawl toward the boat.

      The sea kept knocking it out of view. A wave caught him up, buried him, and he came up sputtering. Lost the skiff only to find it again in the crackle of lightning.

      He swam with everything inside him, but the current had taken the boat, spitting it out to sea.

      The swell of another wave grabbed at him, and he dove under it, refusing to let it have him. But when he surfaced, the wave had carried him outside the perimeter of light from the boat.

      “Scarlett!”

      He turned, searching the sea. Nothing of the skiff.

      The freighter’s light winked across the darkness.

      Okay. Stay calm. Scarlett was a good—very good—swimmer. And if she was smart, she’d hang with the skiff. He just needed to get back to the freighter, get one of their lifeboats.

      I will show up for you, Red. Whatever happens.

      God, please help him keep that promise. He swam hard for the freighter, heard them blow the horn three times, then watched as a flare blew up the night, bright and turning the violence of the sea into orange fire.

      Three hundred yards away but the ship wasn’t moving that fast, yet.

      He hunkered down and stroked hard, his shoulders burning, his legs on fire.

      Get to the ship.

      Another flare shot, and he gauged the distance.

      Four hundred yards.

      He turned, searching for the skiff, for a light, anything, and the sea caught him up, drove him away from RJ. From Scarlett.

      Into the dark night of the frothy, angry sea.

      And he could do nothing but try to stay afloat.
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      Scarlett hadn’t traveled halfway across the world to die under a boat.

      She hung onto the bench seat, shoving her head up into the air pocket caught under the overturned skiff, riding the swells and troughs.

      The sea threw her against the top—or rather, bottom—of the boat, slamming her into the bench seat, trying to rip her hold, but she’d been outside the boat long enough to know she might die topside.

      Her head throbbed from where she’d banged it going head over end when the wave thrashed her. It’d taken the entire boat over, filled her nose, her mouth with brine and churned her in a circle, wrestling her to the depths.

      She’d ridden it out, let it crest over her, then kicked hard for the surface, not even sure she’d find air in the blackness.

      Hard to tell which way was up in pitch dark water.

      When she came up, she found the boat floating away in the waves and swam hard for it, catching the side, breathing hard as the next wave crashed over her. She’d hunkered into the side, coughed, stayed upright, and only then did she look for the freighter.

      A distant light, so far away she could barely spot it, blinking against the pelting rain.

      “Ford!” A useless scream and she ate water, but she couldn’t stop herself.

      I’ll show up for you. I will always show up for you.

      Not if he was dead. Because she’d seen him clinging to RJ with everything he had after the first wave tried to rip them from the ladder.

      Of course he had to get his sister onboard. And Scarlett did know how to swim.

      The man was probably frantic—she knew him better than to believe he’d just let her float away.

      She was going to scream again, but it would do him no good to scour the darkness, the frothing sea, for her. The current had her—she felt it even as the ocean boiled around her. In minutes she’d be engulfed in darkness.

      The next wave had nearly ripped her grip from the boat, and that’s when she ducked under, mostly for protection, and found air.

      She hadn’t a clue how long she hung on, fighting for air. Her arms burned, her feet kicking hard to stay up, deep in the air pocket.

      Oh why hadn’t she put on that stupid, tattered life jacket?

      She leaned her head against the boat’s seat as the storm gathered under her again. Please, Ford, stay alive.

      She bit back a cry, trying not to let her mind scurry to the terrible end.

      Not after everything, not after—I’m yours if you’ll have me.

      Her yes was the one thing she knew for sure. She was tired of living in fear, in the what-ifs, trying to protect herself from hurt.

      She was all in too. Which meant she had to stay alive.

      The wave picked her up, bobbed her, settled her back into a trough. She grabbed the edge of the boat, took a breath, and ducked under the side, back out into the open water, still clinging to the rim of the boat.

      A pale moon had come out, the storm clouds scattered, only a few stars willing to scrabble through the clutter. But the moon shed wan light on the blackened water. Around her, the sea still churned, dragging her into a cauldron of unformed waves. Her arms trembled, her bones liquid. She couldn’t even guess how long she’d been under the skiff, but it seemed night had deepened and might even be waning.

      She could be headed for Iran for all she knew.

      Get on the boat. The thought banged inside her, and she reached for a hold, anything to pull herself onto the bottom of the craft. But it was smooth and slick, and she fell back.

      Her breaths came fast, one over another, and she closed her eyes, trying to find her center.

      Dig deep, Red. You can give more than you have, you just don’t realize it.

      Ford, his voice, pushing her to swim faster, harder during her training.

      She gritted her teeth and searched again for a hold on the hull of the boat.

      That’s my girl.

      Only this time, not Ford but her mother. She fell back into the water, kicking, leaning her head against the side.

      She closed her eyes, willing herself to not let go. “Help.”

      She didn’t know where the word came from or to whom she might be talking—the word simply bubbled out of her. And with it, Yanna’s voice. All they have to do is call out to Him, and He’ll be there. Every time. He does not forsake His people.

      She clenched her jaw, remembering her outburst to Ford on the train. Admit it, Ford. God abandoned me. Just like my mother. If I think for one minute that He is going to save me, if I start relying on Him to care, to show up, to believe that I matter, then I’m going to be in big trouble.

      So maybe she had no business calling out to God—if He was even listening.

      Another wave hit, slamming her against the boat, tugging her away. “Help!”

      Her arms burned, and she barely held on, but pulled herself back to the boat.

      I think hope is also about who you hope in. Maybe you don’t trust the circumstances, but the source.

      The source.

      Want an animal cracker?

      The bizarre question, rising now from her memory, brought a whimper. Her mother, coming to sit beside her in the bleachers between meets the year she’d swum for her junior high team.

      She was shivering so hard her teeth clattered—even now the force of them could draw blood, and she tasted it, hot and tinny on her lips.

      Don’t sit out here and freeze.

      In memory, her mother sat down beside her, wrapping a heavy towel over her shoulders, then her arm as she pulled Scarlett to herself. She was dry and sober and smelled of the cigarette smoke at the Lucky 13 where she waited tables. Probably fresh off a day shift.

      Want an animal cracker? She handed Scarlett a box of Barnum’s. Sorry, I already ate all the elephants, but I left the lions for you.

      “Mom.”

      Scarlett’s breath hiccupped, a fist releasing in her chest. Wow, she missed her. And yes, her mother had been a wreck most of the time.

      But she’d wanted to love Scarlett. Even if she didn’t know how. Didn’t know how to give love—didn’t know how to receive love. Didn’t even know how to love herself. Or if she was worth loving.

      And she’d passed on that fear to her daughter.

      Scarlett kept looking at herself, fearing that she wasn’t enough to make God show up but…what if He had sent Ford? Over and over and…

      I don’t need a reason to love you.

      The voice shuddered through her, deep, finding her bones. A memory—she knew Ford had said it—but the voice sounded different, infused heat through her.

      What if… She lifted her head, found the moon. And threw hope out into the wind. “Help. Please help me.”

      Beneath her, another wave gathered, this time dragging her down into a trough so big she knew it would pummel her. She wouldn’t be able to hold on—

      Taking a breath, she ducked back under the boat and found the air pocket. She wrapped one hand around the rope that held Ford’s backpack. The other she tucked under the bench seat. Took a breath as the skiff rode up the wave.

      I’m sorry, Ford. Because if she went under, she wasn’t sure how she’d find her way to the surface. Or untangle herself if the boat decided to sink.

      The wave rose beneath her, pulled her up the side of it, the power of it crashing down over her.

      But the wave wasn’t finished. It kept yanking her up, tugging at the edge, and as she reached the apex, the skiff surrendered.

      It tumbled back into the trough as the full force of the wave barreled down.

      She landed hard in the belly of the upturned craft, trapped by her grip on the bench, her breath pummeled under the ferocity of the wave. But the sea poured over her, driving her away from the wave out into the tempest of the sea.

      She sputtered, sat up, breathing hard, shaking the water from her eyes.

      She sat in the skiff, in water up to her waist, but the boat listed, right side up.

      What—?

      She leaned back on the seat, breathing hard, in disbelief.

      Whatever happens, I will show up for you, Red. Always.

      The words poured over her, through her, filling the brokenness, the shattered places, and caught her up. Warm. Full.

      Enough.

      It’s hard to see God when we’re not looking for Him.

      She stared at the moon’s puddle of light as it pooled in the dark, swirling tempest of the sea.

      She closed her eyes. Thank You.

      The sea played with the skiff, but she rode the waves without capsizing, not bothering to bail the boat—the water gave it weight and depth and steadied her on the sea. Drawing her legs up to herself, she fought off a shiver.

      I could go for some of those animal crackers now, Mom.

      The words, the memory made her smile.

      She stared out over the water. Please, Ford, be alive. Be alive.

      In her wildest dreams, he kept his word and showed up.

      The sea died slowly, the waves gentling, and she curled into the bottom of the boat, her head on the bench, her bones soggy. Don’t sleep. She knew it, but her body was sinking...

      A moan over the water brought her head up—something—

      It moaned again, and this time she sat up. A light cut through the darkness, scanning the sea, panning across her boat.

      “Hey!”

      She scrabbled to her feet, her legs nearly buckling, but managed to find footing. Waved her arms in the darkness. “Over here!”

      The light found her again, and she held up one hand against the glare, still waving. Another moan and now she recognized it as a ship’s horn.

      The light widened but shot off to the side, and she got her first look at her rescuers.

      Not the freighter but a…yacht? A white-hulled luxury yacht rising five stories from the sea, big enough to be a freighter, perhaps. And standing at the bow, a cluster of men waving. One of them went into the water, wearing a wet suit, fins, and a mask, dragging a line.

      She knelt, gripping the sides of her boat, trying not to weep, watching as the light illuminated his progress. The yacht slowed, some thirty feet away.

      Her rescuer swam right up to the edge, and she couldn’t help but hold on to the hope that it might be Ford. He swam like Ford, the combat swim stroke, smooth in the water like—

      He came up to the side and grabbed the boat, popping his head up.

      She just stared at him. Dark eyes and a smile that loosened the last bit of her self-control. “Master Chief Nez?”

      “Hey there, Petty Officer Hathaway. Need a lift home?”

      She had nothing.

      He went around to the front of the skiff and tied a line to the bow hook. Then he waved to the yacht, and her boat began to move through the water. Nez held on to the side. “You okay?”

      She nodded, still trying to wrap her brain around… “How did you, I mean…I don’t…”

      “Long story, Hathaway.”

      Yeah, her too.

      They reached the yacht, and Nez directed the boat to the swim platform in back. He climbed aboard as others came down to pull her in. Trini. Levi.

      Ham. He wore a rain jacket, his blond hair wet, beard growth and worry on his face as he extended his hand to her. “Scarlett. Are you okay?” His gaze went to her forehead.

      “Yeah.” She touched it, found a bump had lifted. “I took a hit to the side of the boat when I capsized.” Oh, or he might be referring to her shiner.

      She’d sort of forgotten about that.

      “Scarlett!” The voice turned her.

      For a moment, hope swooped in, carried her aloft.

      RJ. She came down the stairs carrying a blanket.

      “Is Ford here?”

      RJ put the blanket over her shoulders, her face turning hollow. “No. We lost him when the wave capsized your boat.”

      Because he’d gone after her.

      Silence from the group. Clearly no one knew what to say.

      Behind RJ, another man came down the stairs. Short brown hair, he wore a rain slicker. “Tate?”

      “Hey, Scarlett.”

      Behind him came another man, no rain slicker, wearing a thermal shirt, the sleeves pushed up on thick forearms. He wore his hair short, just behind his ears, covered with a baseball cap, and a grizzle of whiskers over the same hard jawline as Tate. He even leaned against the rail like Tate, who had his arms folded over his rain slicker. She took a wild guess, not quite recognizing him without the long hair from his photos, but… “Wyatt?”

      He nodded, his face grim.

      She had a gut feeling she knew why he was here. Coco.

      “Let’s get you warm.” Tate put his arm around her and led her toward the stairs to the main deck.

      She followed him, RJ coming up behind her. “When we didn’t meet Ham’s contact in Petropavl, Ham got worried and called Senator White, who called the Marshalls, and that’s how Tate got involved. He tapped Ford’s SEAL team for help, and they flew to Europe.”

      “I got a ping on Ford’s phone that placed you in Bautino,” Ham said, climbing up the ladder, a protective eye on her. “I figured that you’d probably jump a ferry or a freighter, and did a search. Not a lot of electronic records, but there were also a handful of freighters leaving port, and I followed a hunch.”

      “I’m not entirely sure that I wouldn’t have ended up in some Russian port, sold to the highest bidder,” RJ said. “Lots of Russians on the ship, a few who eyed me like…so let’s just say that I stayed in the pilothouse the entire time.”

      They entered the salon, the air conditioning lifting gooseflesh. A map of the Caspian Sea was spread over a teak table. Scarlett shivered under the blanket, not sure she should sit on one of the white leather sofas.

      RJ sat on a chair. Trini came into the salon. He’d stripped off his slicker.

      Nez closed the door behind them, still wearing his wet suit, the top pulled down to his waist. A towel hung around his neck. “When Ham started contacting ships, I tapped a guy who helped us before in Azerbaijan. It seemed like the best thing to do in order to stay under the radar was to get out here and head for the Kazakh port.”

      “We need to backtrack the Navoo’s path, follow the currents.” Tate turned and stared out the window into the darkness.

      “I’m on it,” Trini said. “We’ll follow the current, see if we can pinpoint where he might have floated.”

      “Or swam,” said Nez. “He’s a strong swimmer.”

      Scarlett didn’t want to disagree, but she’d been in that storm. Her throat still burned, raw from the briny water.

      “What we could use is a drone,” Ham said.

      A man came down the stairs. Dark hair in a tight man bun, black pants, a dress shirt rolled up past his forearms. “I have a drone.” He turned to Scarlett. “Tyrone Stavros. Your friend saved my daughter two weeks ago. We will find him.”

      Scarlett stood up, pulling the blanket tight. “You fly the drone. I’ll read the screen, and yes, we will find him.” Whatever happens, I will show up for you, Ford. Always.
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      Blackness. The current had his legs, tugging, hungry, and Ford kicked hard, thrashing, fighting.

      Not. This. Way.

      The chill rattled his bones, turned them brittle, his body stiff as the water turned him. He found air, gulped it in, and went under again.

      Muscles burned, cramped, fists in his gut.

      More air.

      He slammed against rock, clung, fell away. Again. Pain spiked up his shoulder.

      Air. He gripped the rock. The waves fought him.

      Pried him away.

      Heavy.

      His air spiraled out, the water closing over him.

      Are you done yet?

      A voice, hot and bold.

      No.

      Shivering, sand in his ears, the surf crashing over him. Stinging his eyes.

      He broke again to air, floated.

      Ice in his core. Pinpricks of light burning through his eyes.

      Briny water on his mouth, in his nose, coughing.

      Are you done yet? Ring the bell!

      No!

      Floating. Silence.

      Heartbeat in his ears. Fading.

      He blinked away the sting in his eyes, the thunder of the surf against the unseen shore a dull hammer in his brain.

      He closed his eyes.

      I’ll meet you on the beach.

      The voice, strumming through him, like fire in his bones.

      He stood in the surf, grubby, thin, broken, triumphant, his chest burning. I made it, Dad.

      Silence.

      Thunder, louder.

      I knew you would.

      The waves caught him up, carrying him.

      Let God be your power, Ford. You can do nothing on your own.

      The surf crashed over him, buried him, dragging him down.

      Let God be your power.

      Sand.

      He scrabbled against it, but his feet refused purchase.

      Darkness, pulling him down.

      Heavy.

      His lungs burned.

      Are you done yet?

      Yes. The word fell through him, almost a gasp.

      The current picked him up, yanked him back.

      He broke the surface. Gulped.

      Riptide. He felt it in the tug of the sea.

      He lay back, letting the current carry him, too tired to fight.

      Ham’s voice. Stand still. To cool your jets—the Lord would fight for you.

      The cave walls turned his body to ice.

      Light, in his eyes, blinding. Hands around him, heat against him, in his core. I got you, son. I got you.

      He drew in a breath. Compassion in his father’s eyes.

      His throat burned. I screwed up.

      I know.

      Overhead, a pale moon puddled over him. Stay afloat.

      The sea closed over him.

      I’m not enough.

      But I am.

      The waves rushed over him, pushed him. Carried him.

      And I’m not done yet.

      The thunder, farther away, rolling under him.

      Moaning.

      The surf gathered. He stiffened. No more—

      Rolling.

      Sand under his feet, through his fingers.

      On his knees, crawling.

      Falling.

      Silence. Heartbeat.

      Breathe.

      He drew himself into the fetal position, shaking so hard his teeth hurt.

      Darkness waned. Sunlight burned through his lids.

      You will never be enough, Ford. But God is. When you are weak, because of Him, you are strong.

      Dad. Sitting on the chairs in the hospital.

      A cotton blanket hung over Ford’s shoulders. Warm, pain in his joints. You got in over your head. That happens. You have to learn when to call for help. That’s when you’re strong.

      Yes.

      Whimpering, his own voice, and he let it out. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Dad.”

      I got you, son. I got you.

      Tears flushed out the grime from his eyes. He wrapped his arms around his legs.

      I’ll meet you on the beach.

      “Ford!”

      He opened his eyes. His father advanced through the waves in the hazy morning light, powerful, unbroken, his eyes fierce. “Dad!”

      He landed beside Ford on his knees, scooped him up. “I got you, Ford. I got you.”

      Ford closed his eyes, the voice, the touch so real he could weep. He lay like the dead, not wanting the sense of it to fade.

      “Ford! Wake up!” The voice, strident and angry, roused him, and he blinked his eyes open.

      The dawn crested bright behind his rescuer, and he made out the shadows, the planes, so familiar so… “Tate?”

      His brother smiled, nodded. Glanced over his shoulder. “He’s alive!”

      Voices, footsteps, and he looked past Tate to see figures running toward him. Frogmen in wet suits…

      “Yeah, I found him, Scarlett,” Tate said, looking at Ford. “You were right.”

      Scarlett?

      His breath whooshed in, and he wheezed hard, rolled over, and began to cough, his insides fighting to spill out.

      “Whoa, bro, easy.” Tate’s hand landed on his back. “Breathe.”

      His body shook out the debris, and Ford fell back hard into the packed sand. He put his hand over his chest, fighting the ache. He might have broken a couple ribs hitting the rocks, and his shoulder had begun a slow scream. “Scarlett.”

      “She’s okay. We found her. And RJ.”

      He breathed out, the heat dissipating. Thank you, God.

      Stand back and see what I will do.

      “Just can’t stay out of trouble, can you, Marsh?”

      His eyes opened, and his vision cleared.

      Except—maybe he was dead, because— “Nez?” His master chief was kneeling beside him.

      Then, another voice. “Sheesh, bro. Always showing off.”

      “Wyatt?”

      His brother wore a baseball hat and crouched beside him, grinning.

      No. This couldn’t be right. Because his hockey star brother couldn’t be on a beach in—Kazakhstan? Turkmenistan? Russia?

      “What—?” Ford looked at Tate.

      “He got it in his head that maybe Coco was with you,” Tate said. “Tried to turn into a super hero.”

      Wyatt’s smile dimmed, his lips pinched into a tight line.

      Ford met his gaze. “I’m sorry, bro.”

      “She’s not dead,” Wyatt said stiffly. “RJ got an email from this guy York who said they were headed to Vladivostok.”

      That might not have been a terrible idea. Maybe Ford should stop trying to figure everything out on his own.

      Or trying to show up to help God along.

      He took a breath, wincing. “How’d you find me?”

      “A drone,” Nez said. “Scarlett’s been looking for you all night. She spotted you a couple hours ago, but then lost you when the riptide carried you out to sea.”

      The riptide. It had cycled him out, then back into a spit of sandy beach.

      “Is she okay?”

      “She’s a superstar. Charted the drone search in a grid, starting where you went down, followed the path of the currents—the woman knew what she was looking for.” He added a smile, like he knew something.

      Yeah, well. “I hope so,” Ford said, praying his voice didn’t betray his terrible urge to weep.

      “Let’s get you on the boat.” Trini had parked himself beside Nez and was taking his quick vitals, probing his chest for broken ribs. “You’re probably a little hypothermic.”

      “The freighter?”

      “No, man. Your buddy Tyrone.” Trini nodded to someone beyond him, and suddenly hands came under him and lifted him from the sand. A man with dark blond hair appeared at his head.

      “Ham?”

      “I couldn’t let you have all the fun.” Ham winked, no smile.

      “I tried to get ahold of you.”

      “Next time follow the plan,” Ham said.

      They were jostling Ford, and he winced, held back a groan.

      “Follow a plan? Ford? He makes it up as he goes along,” Nez said, at his feet.

      Maybe not anymore. Because he didn’t have to be in charge to get the job done.

      No more lone wolf.

      He let the team carry him to the Zodiac, let them settle him inside, and closed his eyes as they pushed back out to sea. “Where am I?” he said as they cut through the waves.

      “You’re on an island in the middle of nowhere,” Nez said. “About thirty nautical miles from where the freighter picked up RJ. That’s quite a swim, Marsh.” He patted his leg.

      RJ. She was okay.

      Thank You.

      I got you, son.

      Ford let himself sink, finally, into the darkness.

      He didn’t open his eyes again until they’d offloaded him onto the deck of a yacht, not until he heard her voice sweeping him out of the exhaustion back to life.

      “Ford!”

      Scarlett wore a fleece jacket that dwarfed her, a pair of thermal leggings, her feet bare. She dropped down on her knees right beside him. Her eyes betrayed the sting of the sea, reddened, and her hair had dried to hard strings. But he’d never seen anyone so beautiful.

      He reached for her.

      She grabbed his hand.

      He took that as a yes and kissed her.

      And kissed her.

      And he didn’t care that his team and his brothers and even his sister might be watching. Or that he looked frayed and was so far under, he hadn’t a hope—or desire—for rescue. Because this was how it was supposed to end. Him, getting the girl. Her, getting her man. The doom far, far behind them and sunny skies overhead as the sun painted the sea a deep, glorious red.
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      “So, let me get this right. You stood on the street and watched as someone tried to kill General Stanislov?” Tate leaned against the pillar of Tyrone Stavros’s Azerbaijani home, arms folded, giving her a big-brother grilling.

      “Yeah,” RJ said. “I didn’t know he’d be there—he just came out of the restaurant. I went to meet York—or at least that’s what I thought. I had no idea that an assassin had set me up to take the fall.”

      Stavros’s estate sprawled on a hill overlooking the Caspian Sea and seemed plucked out of some Tuscan hillside, complete with columns and Renaissance architecture and fountains. The house itself, all fifty-seven rooms of whitewashed stucco and rough-hewn timber, sat in the embrace of fifty acres of lush beech and oak trees. Behind them rose the mountains to the north.

      The blue haze over the rugged line of mountains, the scent of pine winding down into the valley, and the touch of summer on the breeze turned a longing inside RJ.

      Home.

      RJ just might give in to the urge to hop on the plane with her brothers and head back to Montana.

      Except for the fact that York was still running for his life—or at least Coco’s life—in Russia.

      And a killer still had his sights on the general.

      She took a sip of the lemonade brought out by one of Stavros’s people. Guards, house help, assistants—the man had a virtual army at his disposal and had opened his house to Ford and his friends.

      He’d even gassed up his private jet and offered them a ride home.

      Nez and Trini had already left, needing to get stateside before the higher-ups went looking for them. Ham had stayed behind with Scarlett, Ford, Tate, and Wyatt.

      Wyatt. The poor guy said little, sitting away from them, his face hard. The fact that Coco hadn’t responded to his phone calls or his emails showed in the knot on his face.

      They were gathered beside a crystalline blue pool. Scarlett sat with her feet in the water, leaning back on her hands. Ford sat beside her, close enough to touch her. Which he did occasionally, just reaching over to weave his fingers between hers.

      Sweet.

      But it only deepened the dangerous ache for York.

      He swooped in to take possession of her thoughts—no, her heart—like a pulse there, thrumming, reminding her that she’d lived because of him.

      Probably that’s all it was, this crazy affection she felt. High-stress romances never worked—a lesson she’d learned from Keanu Reeves and Sandra Bullock.

      Except…what if she was instead Sydney Bristow? She got her man, Vaughn.

      RJ met Tate’s worried expression. “York showed up anyway and saw the disaster go down. Instant chaos, and the general’s men all ordered us to get down. I did, too stunned to do anything but obey, and a gun fell out of my bag—”

      “You went into Russia with a gun?” Tate said, leaning up from a pillar that held up the porch.

      “No, of course not. Somebody planted it. But it looked bad, and I just stared at it and then, all I could think was…run. So, I did. Not sure what I was doing until York practically tackled me. He hid me in an alley, then got me to a safe house for about a week, laying low while the FSB looked for me.”

      “We eventually figured out that my emails to him had been hacked—he was the contact that Roy gave me—and went to Coco to figure out who’d hacked them.”

      “Roy was our source who alerted us to the hit on the general,” Ham said. He sat at a nearby table, nursing his own lemonade. He’d been quiet, thoughtful, and pensive since they’d arrived at the villa. She liked him—he possessed an all-American, boy-next-door persona, blue eyes, and the very strong sense of right radiating off him.

      She’d discovered that he ran some sort of gym franchise in America, when he wasn’t out saving lives with his global SAR team, Jones, Inc. RJ had overheard him talking with Scarlett about her swimming skills last night on the terrace. That, added to her drone search-and-rescue abilities, and RJ thought the man might be offering her a job.

      Interesting.

      “What I don’t get is why you had to go, RJ.” This from Wyatt, who had turned toward them. “Aren’t you a secretary?”

      “An analyst.”

      Ford’s jaw tightened.

      “Okay, yes, I’m an assistant, too, to Sophia Randall. She’s a handler, and Roy works for her. We’ve been hunting down some rumors of a shadow faction inside the CIA who might be trying to manipulate events in order to increase tensions between the US and Russia.”

      “Why?” Wyatt asked.

      “Arms,” Tate said quietly. He glanced at Wyatt, then Ham, and finally to RJ. “Right? Because with increased tension comes a demand on the market for weapons.” He walked over to the table and pulled out a chair. “It might be why we thought the Bryant League was behind the bombing of the San Antonio arena—domestic terrorism always breeds a need for more personal security.”

      “I thought the Bryant League was out of the picture,” RJ said. She’d investigated the two men whom Tate and Knox had suspected of blowing up the San Antonio arena a couple months ago and determined their ties with the Bryant League were loose, at best.

      “Who knows. All we know is that somebody tried to blow up the conservative VP and presidential candidates a couple weeks ago.” Tate nodded toward Ford and Scarlett. “They were there. They helped stop them.”

      RJ didn’t know this story. “When?”

      “While you were AWOL and chasing international assassins, Tate was leaping from a tall building to save his girlfriend,” Ford said.

      RJ stared at her brother. “What?”

      “Because of the tip you called in to Ford about the suspected bomber changing his name, we were able to track him down and stop him. The man said something strange, however, before he took a header off a building—something about VP candidate Reba Jackson being in league with Russia.”

      “When was this?” RJ asked.

      “Two weeks ago.”

      “Right about the time that the general was attacked.” She ran her finger around the rim of her glass. “You don’t suppose he knew anything about that?”

      Tate lifted a shoulder. “I did find out how the Bratva found me in Vegas—someone on Jackson’s campaign—her assistant—alerted them.”

      “The Bratva?” Ford said. He looked at Scarlett and back to Tate. “We ran into them in Moscow. They tried to kidnap Scarlett.”

      “And York threw one of the gang members off the train after they attacked us,” RJ said. “We thought maybe the assassin was in league with them.”

      “Who did Coco think was behind the assassination attempt?” Ham asked, leaning forward.

      “A guy named Gustov. He and York have a past.”

      “Damien Gustov?” Ham asked.

      RJ frowned, nodded. “Do you know him?”

      “When I was in Chechnya, there was a rumor about this guy—blond guy from the Urals who came down to train with the CRI, a Chechen rebel group. They say he trained the guys who attacked the school in Beslan.”

      Scarlett turned to look at RJ as she asked, “Blond guy. Pocked face. Clubbed ears?”

      Everyone went quiet.

      RJ nodded, adding. “He had an accent, even in his Russian.”

      “Why would Gustov be working with the Bratva?”

      “And we’re back to weapons,” Tate said. “The Bratva’s main money stream is arms, with trafficking a close second. They kill Stanislov, get Petrov into power, start another cold war…money, honey.” Tate shook his head. “I can’t believe I was involved with them.”

      “Different life. Different you,” RJ said. “Desperation makes us do reckless things.”

      He offered her a wry smile.

      Even Ford nodded.

      But her gaze landed on Wyatt, whose mouth had tightened. “She’s in trouble. I know it—”

      She—oh, Coco.

      “She’s with York,” RJ said. “He’s capable of taking care of her—”

      “She was shot!” His voice reverberated into the air.

      No one spoke.

      He got up, walked away, his hand cupped behind his neck.

      “I gotta get home,” Tate said after a bit. “Back to Glo. I left my team in charge, but Glo is pretty much under house arrest while I’m gone, and she and the Yankee Belles have an NBR-X gig this weekend. Knox will be there—I’ll fill him in on what’s going on.”

      “Wait—are you talking about the band my sister Kelsey is in?” Ham said suddenly.

      RJ definitely had missed something. “Kelsey is your sister? Um, our brother Knox is dating her.”

      Ham just stared at Tate. “Wow. Okay. We don’t talk much—my fault, but apparently we have some catching up to do.”

      Tate’s eyes widened and he glanced at RJ. “So, you don’t know about the bombing in Texas, at the arena where the Belles were performing?”

      Ham looked like someone had taken a two-by-four to his gut. “No—what?”

      “They’re fine, but…seriously dude. Were you hiding on some mountain somewhere to not know about the attack on the Yankee Belles?”

      Ham swallowed. “Something like that. Are they okay? Why is her bandmate under house arrest?”

      Tate shook his head. “I didn’t mean—she’s just…being protected.”

      “That’s right. Her mother is Senator White’s running mate,” Ham said, his voice sounding far away. “Was my sister in the bombing in San Antonio?”

      RJ actually felt sorry for him, the way his face paled.

      “But you caught the bomber,” Ham said. “Right?”

      “We think there’s another one, still at large,” Tate said.

      Ham drew a breath.

      “Your sister is with my brother. He’s not going to let anything happen to her,” Tate said.

      RJ nodded, still wrecked by the man’s expression.

      “You don’t suppose the bomber is connected to the Bratva, is he?” Ham asked quietly.

      “Why would he be?”

      Ham traced his finger down his sweating lemonade. “Experience. Gut feeling. I don’t know…” He turned to RJ. “Isn’t Senator Jackson on the Armed Services Committee?”

      “So is presidential candidate Isaac White,” Tate said.

      “What about this shadow CIA group? What do you know about them?” Ham asked.

      “Just a rumor,” RJ said. “Our first confirmation was this hit ordered on the general. And the fact that the CIA blamed me.”

      Ham frowned. “The CIA blamed you?”

      “Apparently, I can’t go back until I’m cleared.” She looked at Wyatt. “And I think the only one who can clear me is Coco. She has the proof that my emails were hacked.”

      The information was akin to a horsefly biting Wyatt. He stalked up. “I’m going to Vladivostok.”

      “And do what?” Ford said, now climbing to his feet. “You don’t have a visa, you don’t speak Russian. You’re a hockey player, for cryin’ out loud. I nearly got RJ and Red killed, and I actually know what I’m doing.”

      “I can handle myself,” Wyatt said, something sparking in his eyes. He had a look about him coupled with his broken nose that made him seem just a little crazy.

      Out of all of them, Wyatt led with his heart. It made him a personality on the team, charming, a magnet for the women…and sometimes reckless.

      Tate held up his hand. “Ease back there, bro. We all know how you feel about Coco. We care about her too.”

      Wyatt’s mouth tightened. Oh he much more than cared. But RJ just couldn’t betray him.

      “But Ford’s right. We need to think this out if you don’t want to end up arrested and sent to the gulag.”

      “Or shot,” Ford said.

      “Yanna and David said they had a contact in Vladivostok. Let’s start there,” Scarlett said.

      Tate touched Wyatt’s shoulder. “Get on a plane, come home with us, and we’ll regroup.”

      “And what about RJ?” Wyatt said. “She’s still not safe.”

      “The Marshall Triple M feels like a good place to lie low,” Ford said. He turned RJ. “You can’t do anything here, not wanted by Interpol. Stavros’s jet will take us stateside. You’ll get in under the new passports the FSB issued and go home with Tate and Wyatt.”

      It made sense, but the words burned through RJ. “And what about York? And Coco?”

      “My gut says that York can take care of both of them,” Ford said.

      She considered her sweating lemonade. “I’ll get ahold of Sophia and see if she has any more information.”

      “Or not,” Ham said. “Seems funny that Sophia was incommunicado when Roy’s information came in. If you hadn’t intervened, maybe the assassination would have succeeded.”

      “I didn’t intervene,” RJ said. She couldn’t relay the general’s words that would affirm Ham’s. “But without the country looking for me, they might have found Gustov, and who knows but the CIA’s shadow connections might have been discovered.”

      “Randall could be a part of it,” Tate said. He turned to her. “You can’t go back to the CIA. Not until your name is cleared.”

      She heard the big brother in his tone. Protective Tate. No, protective Marshalls. She hadn’t a hope of going rogue with her brothers standing guard. “Fine. Probably you’re right.”

      She looked at Ford. “I’m going to shoot an email to York, tell him that I think I met Gustov, just in case—”

      “I’m sure he already knows,” Scarlett said. She raised an eyebrow.

      The truth sunk in, curdled her gut. “The kiss. He kissed me because he was trying to hurt York.”

      “Why? Because he saw something between you and York?” Now she heard a new tone in Tate’s voice. “Is there something between you and York?”

      “Yes,” Ford said.

      She glared at him and shook her head, maybe a little too quickly, but, frankly, she could be telling the truth. At least on his side. “York’s girlfriend was killed by Gustov. It’s personal. And when York rescued me, it turned personal for Gustov, too, so…no wonder he said it was more fun to keep me alive.”

      “He said it was more fun to keep you alive?” Tate said, his eyes darkening. “Yes, you’re definitely coming back to the ranch.”

      “Tate—”

      “Ford, back me up on this?”

      But Ford just looked at her, smiled. “While I agree with Tate…RJ can take care of herself. Whatever she wants…” He winked at her.

      Tate just looked at him. Then back at RJ. “Whatever.”

      “So that means he’s after York,” Wyatt said. “And Coco is with York.”

      Maybe she had to go home for Wyatt. Because they were right. She couldn’t do anything from here.

      If she wanted to get to the bottom of the story, she needed to do some, well, analyzing.

      “Wyatt, we need to go home. Regroup. But I promise we’re not going to leave York and Coco to be tracked down and finished off. We’ll figure out a way to get them out, I promise.”

      He looked away.

      She finished off her lemonade. Put down her glass. “Let’s go. We have an escape plan to hatch. The sooner we get home, the sooner we find…” The people we love.

      Wyatt met her eyes and nodded.
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      “Do you think she’ll like it?” Gunnar knelt by the grave of their mother, digging in the rock he’d painted displaying her name, her age, the word Mommy at the top.

      Overhead, the sky soared blue and clear, the clouds wispy, the early August air muggy. A hawk soared above, crying, and in the tiny graveyard, a few Douglas firs whispered in a faint, desperate breeze.

      “I know she will,” Scarlett said. She’d placed her own stone, a white one she’d found off the shores of Coronado, where she’d trained for her PRT.

      A memorial of better times that she wanted her mother to keep. Because despite her mistakes, Sammy-Jo Hathaway had made her daughter resilient. A fighter.

      She’d helped Scarlett become the woman who saved lives.

      And maybe, despite her broken places that made her give her heart away too easily, she’d also taught Scarlett about taking chances, believing in love.

      Fighting for a happy ending.

      Gunnar wore a clean T-shirt, a pair of athletic shorts, and his hair was freshly cut, shorn short under his baseball cap. His tan evidenced time at the community pool, a smattering of freckles across his nose.

      He looked healthy and happy, and she’d had to swallow back a flare of stupid hurt when she’d picked him up this morning from the Ferrils’. Still, Gunnar had thrown his arms around her neck, a sharp contrast to the way he’d left, and that fact alone made her thank Ellen and Craig, who handed her his suitcase of new clothes.

      Just a weekend trip to the Marshall family ranch, but it was a start.

      Ford leaned against his F-150, arms folded. He was still on emergency medical leave—and probably deserved it after his night at sea two weeks ago. He’d emerged hypothermic, with a bruised shoulder and ribs, and certainly wasn’t operational.

      It had given them time to figure it out.

      Given them time to return home, for Ford to take her out on a date, then for them to walk, fingers entwined, up the Coronado Beach and talk through Ham’s offer.

      Run the swimming program for GoSports, Hamilton Jones’s fitness club organization. And she could do it in San Diego at his shiny new sports center that focused on ocean sports—paddleboarding, surfing, free diving, wind sailing, and kayaking.

      Are you sure you’re ready to separate from the Navy?

      She couldn’t answer Ford’s question without a week of thinking, of sitting by the ocean, listening to her heart.

      In the end, it was Yanna’s voice which told her the truth. Sometimes something looks so good, you just have to have it, right? And pretend to like it, even if it’s terrible, just to prove you didn’t make a mistake.

      She loved the Navy. But it was just a substitute for what she really wanted…a family.

      A home.

      Ford. Gunnar.

      She wanted to be a rescuer. But she wanted to do it on her terms. And being a trainer for GoSports…and the SAR drone operator for Ham’s private international SAR team, Jones, Inc., could give her all of it.

      And Ford too.

      Now she pressed her hand in the grass peeking out of the soil. “Thanks, Mom. I miss you.”

      Gunnar did the same.

      Scarlett reached over and pulled him to herself. Felt his body relax in her arms.

      She drew him away, found his blue eyes. “Gunnar, I need to tell you something.” She glanced at Ford. He was smiling at her, gave her a tiny nod.

      Oh, she didn’t deserve this man.

      But maybe that was the point.

      She’d asked God to show up in her life…and the answer had been standing in front of her all this time.

      “I’m leaving the Navy. It’s time, and I’m getting a new job. It’s still in San Diego, but sometimes I’ll have to go to Minnesota or travel around the world to help people.”

      “Like Wonder Woman?”

      She laughed. “Yeah, sort of. And… I think Ford and I are going to get married.”

      His mouth made an O, and he glanced at Ford, grinning. Back to her. “I like him.”

      “Me too. But here’s the part I need to talk to you about. But, little brother, I need you to be honest with me. See, I made you a promise that I would come back for you, and I meant it. You’re my little brother, and I want you to live with me. But I know you like the Ferrils. They’re good people, and they love you.  They’re taking good care of you, so if you want to stay with them, then that’s okay with me.”

      She forced the last words out, easy and bright, despite the cotton in her chest.

      But it would be okay, no matter his choice because he would know he was loved. She’d make sure of it.

      “Stay with Craig and Ellen?”

      “Mmmhmm.”

      “And their baby?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t know Ellen was going to have a baby.”

      “Yeah. Next year. I could be a big brother.”

      She nodded. “Yeah you could, pal.”

      “Or I could go with you and watch the Padres?”

      “Yep. But you don’t have to live with me to do that. Anytime, pal.”

      He nodded, biting his lip.

      “You don’t have to decide right now. I have a month left, and it might take even longer to get the paperwork done, so…”

      “Mommy used to have your picture next to the television. Sometimes I’d see her kiss it.”

      Really?

      “She cried when you left.”

      Scarlett’s eyes burned. “Me too, buddy.”

      “I think maybe I want to live with you?”

      She rubbed her thumb across his cheek, wiping away the moisture there. “I’d like that. But you keep thinking about it and know that whatever you choose, I love you, buddy. I’ll always love you. And nothing will ever change that.”

      She drew him close. The wind shifted in the firs. Want an animal cracker? I already ate all the elephants, but I left the lions for you.

      I love you too, Mom.

      Gunnar pushed away, and she followed him to the truck. Ford opened the back door for Gunnar. “Ready to go ride a horse?”

      “A horse!”

      “Oh, good grief, Ford. Now that’s all we’re going to hear about for the next two hundred miles.”

      He turned to her, reached out, and pulled her against him. Caught her in his beautiful eyes. “We can always listen to the radio.”

      “You and your British girl bands? No thanks. You are a strange one, Petty Officer Marshall.”

      “C’mon. You know you can’t get enough of me.” He winked at her, leaning down to kiss her, something sweet and fun and holding promises for more.

      And as she wrapped her arms around his neck, kissing him back, she could agree.

      She might never get enough of Ford Marshall.

      But she could try.
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      Wyatt

      

      He was probably losing his mind, but he’d rather be in Siberia.

      Wyatt sat on Miami Beach, his bare feet dug into the sand, staring out at the mysterious black eastern Atlantic. The moon slid over the silver-tipped ocean, the smell of coconut oil, chlorine, and palm trees stirring the late-summer night air. The waves rolled toward him, frothy, hungry, and tempting, and behind him, the lights of the Ocean Drive hotel splashed across the patio, lifting the sounds of the band, an Ed Sheeran song awakening dangerous emotions.

      I found a love for me…

      I found a girl...

      His shirt had started to dry, his pants still soaking wet, and yet a bead of sweat streaked down the back of his spine.

      It was all taking way too long.

      A month since his sister had been rescued from Mother Russia and he’d yet to hear from Coco.

      She could be dead for all he knew, and it was driving him—

      “Wyatt! What’s happening? You ran away, and without a drink.”

      Wyatt didn’t turn, recognizing the voice of his star forward, Deke Stoner.

      Probably finding him to apologize.

      “Go away.”

      “Dude. C’mon. Loosen up. It was all in fun.” Deke sat down in the sand beside him. Short brown hair, bearded, Deke knew how to handle himself, a puck, and the crowd. Of course, he’d been surrounded by women tonight, and that started the trouble.

      His publicist’s matchmaking efforts combined with Deke’s penchant to show off.

      Deke held a glass with an umbrella in it.

      Wyatt shook his head. “In training.”

      “You’re always in training, bro.” Deke shrugged and took a sip of his girlie drink.

      “I’m still wet. And these are silk pants.”

      “Yeah, but you landed in the pool with Miss Minnesota. She thought it was funny.”

      “It wasn’t.”

      But yeah, Rachel had been a good sport when Deke “accidentally” pushed him into the pool with the tall, beautiful redhead.

      The pictures were probably trending on Twitter, much to Nick Coyote’s joy.

      His publicist was going to destroy his life while trying to make him the most popular goalie in the league.

      Because apparently Nick hadn’t gotten Wyatt into enough trouble last month during the crazy charity event in downtown St. Paul. The annual Blue for You party that raised money to fight children’s cancer by offering dances with the many eligible players.

      Nick had made him the star and landed him a dance with Miss Minnesota, Rachel Meyers.

      Wyatt had made the mistake of offering her a ride home.

      Of course, it made the tabloids. Even if he’d simply dropped her off at her apartment entrance.

      Hadn’t talked to her since, until tonight.

      Frankly, he’d been too busy trying to track down Coco.

      And convincing Jace, his coach, to enter the team into the Ice Hockey International Cup.

      Which took place in Russia. Far East Russia, to be exact.

      Where, Wyatt dearly hoped, Coco might be hiding out.

      “Apparently, it’s good press to link you two. The hottie of hockey finds a beauty queen.”

      “That—what did you call me?” Wyatt turned to Deke.

      Behind him, cheers lifted, and he didn’t want to know what crazy stunt his fellow players were getting into. Around the deck of the pool, lights hung, splashing brilliance onto the patio, across the lounge chairs. The entire team of Blue Ox players, including wives, girlfriends, and plenty of hockey bunnies, had shown up for the end of the season celebration.

      They’d made it into the finals of the Stanley this year. Could have gone all the way if not for—well, it wasn’t exactly fair that the entire game rested on a shootout between two men.

      Wyatt hated being defined by his mistakes.

      “The hottie of hockey. Didn’t you see the cover of NHL Today? They did their spread on hot goalies, and apparently, you’re at the top of the list.” Deke touched his arm, pulled back his finger, shaking it. “Sizzle.”

      “Oh, shut up,” Wyatt said.

      “What has your breezers in a bunch?”

      “Nothing. Just…thinking about the tournament.”

      “The one in Russia?” Deke took another drink. “Listen, we’ll go there and show those Russians what we’re made of.”

      “We’re not just playing Russia. Hockey is an international sport—there’ll be teams from Europe, the former Soviet Union, and even Hong Kong.”

      “But it’s in Siberia. We’re going to be eating cold noodles for breakfast. You know no one goes to Siberia willingly, right?”

      Except him. He couldn’t wait to get there.

      He just had to know if Coco was okay, then maybe he could sleep through the night.

      He didn’t know what it was about Coco Stanley. She’d left him—twice—without looking back, and still he couldn’t get her out of his system.

      Which was why he’d talked to Rachel tonight. They’d gotten along last time they’d met. Laughed. And she was really pretty. He could admit noticing her when she arrived tonight. Tanned, long legs under a short black dress, long auburn hair, pretty hazel eyes. She met his glance and smiled.

      But he’d been tired and in no mood for…well, he simply wasn’t the player Coyote wanted him to be. So he’d dropped his water bottle into a nearby trash can and headed around the pool, past Rachel and her friends, on his way to bed.

      Rachel had lifted her hand, and he couldn’t be a jerk, so he walked over to her. “Hey.”

      “Hey. This weather hot enough for you?”

      “Beats twenty-seven below in January.”

      She laughed, her eyes sparkling, and right then, he didn’t know what his problem was. Maybe Nick was right. He should loosen up. He’d made a name for himself as the gentleman goalie, the guy who was nice to the press, who showed up at all the charity events, who signed autographs after the game. And sure, it was all a part of his contract, but he tried to be the guy who gave hockey a good name. He attended parties but made a point of not ending up in the news.

      He wasn’t a player.

      But he was a man, and dancing with Rachel had been fun. Easy.

      The band was playing a slow song, and he didn’t know why, but he’d held up his hand. “Wanna dance?”

      Rachel looked at him, raised an eyebrow. Then lifted a tanned shoulder. “Sure.”

      He’d taken her hand to walk across the deck, and that’s when Deke checked him. Maybe in play, he didn’t know, but the guy bumped him so hard that he went flying.

      Slammed into Rachel on his way overboard.

      They’d landed in the pearly blue pool to the shouts of his teammates.

      He surfaced fast and grabbed Rachel, pulling her up. Against himself.

      He held her with one arm, treading water with the other as she wiped water from her eyes. “I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”

      She laughed then. “I figured I’d get wet tonight. Waterproof mascara for the win.”

      She winked. Then, to the cheers of the crowd, leaned in and kissed him on the lips. “Thanks for rescuing me.”

      He hadn’t—oh brother.

      He was going to kill Coyote who was standing on the deck snapping a picture.

      She pushed away from him and swam over to the side. Kalen, the backup goalie, pulled her out. Handed her a towel.

      She’d escaped with her girlfriends while Wyatt pulled himself out of the pool. Grabbed a towel, scrubbed his hair dry, and unbuttoned his shirt to flap in the wind.

      Then he’d stalked off the patio and onto the beach before he did something he’d regret. Cooled down in the dark shadows.

      Now he looked at Deke grinning at him.

      “Loosen up, bro. I don’t know what you’re so wound up about, but you’re all dark and moody since the Cup. So you missed the season-winning shot. No biggie.”

      Wyatt raised an eyebrow.

      “Or is it that girl that has you all dark and edgy? The one online who isn’t talking to you?”

      “How do you know about her?”

      “Kittycat1? Uh, roomies. I see you after games logging onto the Blue Ox forum. Has online girl gone dark?”

      Wyatt lifted a shoulder.

      “Dude. You need a girl IRL. It doesn’t have to be serious. You don’t have to fall in love…just have a little fun. You remember fun, right?”

      “Actually—”

      “Oh, wait. I forgot who I was talking to.” Deke got up. “Okay, bro, sit out here and dream of Kittycat1. The pool is calling me.”

      “We have an early meeting about the Russia trip in the morning,” Wyatt said.

      “I’ll be there, boss.”

      Deke padded away, across the sand.

      And Kittycat1 sat down next to Wyatt, her short red hair blowing in the wind, smelling of Montana wildflowers and sweet summer nights.

      “Hey, number one,” she said quietly.

      “Hey, Coco.”

      “I’m still yours.”

      He drew in a line in the sand. The water rushed up and touched his toes, filling it in.

      “Are you?”

      He leaned back into the sand, staring at the sky, the wash of stars blinking at him.

      I found a love for me…

      I found a girl...

      He was going to Russia. And one way or another, he was coming home with an answer.
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      He’s lost her twice…he’s not going to lose her again... 

      

      NHL Hockey Goalie Wyatt has everything--fame, money and a thriving career. But he’s hiding the two things that matter most...a career-ending injury, and his broken heart. He’s been in love with Coco Stanley since she walked into his life at age fourteen, a foster child for the Marshall family. She stole his heart years later, when, after a secret tryst, she returned to her home country of Russia. But she won’t let him back into her life—and he can’t figure out why.  

      

      She’s harboring a secret that could cost lives... 

      

      Coco Stanley is tired of living her life undercover. Or at least, with an assumed name, always pretending to be someone she’s not. And that’s not the only secret she’s harboring. If Wyatt found out the real reason she left him, it might just destroy him. She’s resigned herself to loving him from afar... 

      

      But when he discovers she’s in danger... 

      

      Wyatt his horrified when he learns Coco has been shot and left in Russia, supposedly to die. There is nothing—nothing—that will stop him from finding her. So what he’s not one of his super-heroic brothers, not a Ranger, not a Seal...Wyatt is an NHL goalie, a special kind of crazy brave. Except, is he brave enough to face the secret Coco is keeping, or will it destroy everything he’s hoped for them?  

      

      What will it cost them to save her?  

      

      What Wyatt and Coco don’t know is that revenge is stalking Coco, and by bringing her home it just might cost them their long-awaited happy ending. 

       

      

      Continue the breath-taking Montana Marshall series!
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        Be Thou my battle Shield, Sword for the fight;

        Be Thou my Dignity, Thou my Delight;

        Thou my soul’s Shelter, Thou my high Tow’r:

        Raise Thou me heav’nward, O Pow’r of my pow’r.

      

      

      

       

      Let’s face it—we’ve all made some pretty big mistakes, heard some pretty big lies that make us feel inadequate, but the biggest is…that we are in this alone.  

      That, at the end of the day, we’ve failed God enough to turn his back on us. And to get his attention, well, we have to be good enough.  

      Keep working, keep striving and he’ll finally say, (reluctantly) I got your back.  

      What. A. Lie.  

      But we’re soooo good at believing this lie. We roll up our sleeves, dig in and then look over our shoulder and say, “Hey God, look at how hard I’m working. Can you help me? (Pretty please?)  

      But what if God wasn’t behind us, but in front of us, in front of our dreams (because, hello, he often puts those dreams in our hearts), making a way for them not because we deserve it…but because he just delights in us.  

      What? God, delighting in me?  

      That’s a tough concept. After all, we know ourselves. I mean, we know. 

      But, so does He. And yes, he still delights in us. Like you delight in your children even though you, too, know.  

      And if we were honest with ourselves, and reallylooking, we’d see that God has shown up. Over and over. Especially when we don’t deserve it.  

      Because He’s very very interested in showing us how much he loves us. Which means the more we don’t deserve it, the more realize we need help, the more he gets to wow us.  

      And wow, does he wow us!  

      Ford is a very, very capable man. But like so many of us, he’s a lone wolf who has great ideas…and gets into great trouble because of it.  He needed to see that God was not only on his team, but went before him, even when he did crazy things.  

      And Scarlett—awesome, brave Scarlett—hides a deeply broken heart. It broke my heart when she said, “I don’t know what I have to do—or be—to matter to God. So, it’s easier to believe that He simply didn’t care—or didn’t exist—than to come to the realization that I don’t matter.” 

      Friends. You matter. You so matter.  

      I know you feel rejected. That, to put in Scarlett’s words, “The last thing she needed was God deciding if she was worth saving or not. She’d bet she’d get the not.” 

      You will NOT get…not. God says YES. A thousand times, yes! I am here! I will part the Red Sea for you. You need just to stay still and trust me.  

      I know it’s scary.  

      But you do not need to be the strongest one in the room. You have a breacher.  

      Expect Him. He will not disappoint.  

      Not because you deserve it, not because you work for it, but just Because. He. Loves. You.  

      Full stop. End of story.  

      Hoo-yah!  

      

      I am so excited about this series, and my deepest gratitude for their help in creating it goes to my amazing SDG publishing team: Rachel Hauck, for her amazing encouragement and help on the journey. Alyssa Geertsen, my key beta reader, Barbara Curtis, for her almost magical editing, Rel Mollet, for her awesomeness in countless ways. I’m deeply grateful for my cover designer, Jenny @ Seedlings Design Studio, and my talented layout artist, Tari Faris. Thank you also to my fabulous beta readers (any mistakes are all mine!)  Lisa Jordan, Lisa Gupton and Bobbi Whitlock. You are my secret weapons! Appreciation also goes to my amazing Masterminds. You know who you are. Thank you for pushing me and believing in me.

      

      Finally, to the Lord, who is always and forever telling me He loves me. I am His beloved daughter. Blow. My. Mind.

      

      Thank you, dear readers, for reading book 3: Ford. I can’t wait for you to find out what happens in book 4: Wyatt!
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