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The mission: Keep a hot-headed woman from getting them all killed.

Navy SEAL Vaughn Fernandez believes in maximizing every moment, and when it comes to the instant attraction between him and a maid, he's all in. Except the curvy beauty isn't a maid at all. She's the client's girlfriend, and that's a line he's never crossed.

Carla White lives a picture-perfect life. To the world, she is a rags-to-riches story on the coattails of her high school sweetheart. In private, it's a different story. Her relationship is fake, but her feelings for the tall, dark and handsome bodyguard are very real. She might not have the chance at a happy ending, but she can live in the moment.

A jet setting dash across the globe kicks off Vaughn and Carla's secret love affair as they race to rescue their target. However, sooner they complete their mission the shorter their time together is.

Explore the whole Aegis world in these series...

It all began with the Aegis Group.

	Dangerous Attraction

	Dangerous in Training

	Dangerous Games

	Dangerous Assignment

	Dangerous Protector

	Dangerous Secrets

	Dangerous Heat

	More Coming Soon!


Within Aegis Group, special teams take on special jobs, beginning with the Alpha Team.

	Dangerous in Love

	Dangerous in Action

	Dangerous in Transit

	Dangerous in Motion

	Dangerous in Charge 


Other specialized teams exist under the Aegis Group umbrella, including Lepta Team.

	Dangerously Taken

	Dangerously Involved

	Dangerously Deceived

	Dangerously Broken (2019)

	Dangerously Entwined (2019)


In Dangerous Games it continued with the Gone Geek girls.

	Beauty and the Geek

	Mr. Purr-fect and the Geek

	The Jock and the Geek

	The Gamer and the Geek

	The Adorkable Girl and the Geek

	The Fake Boyfriend and the Geek


When the Seattle office of Aegis Group opened the Twisted Royals took the stage.

	The Origin Story


	Alpha Prince

	Her Prince

	Bad Boy Prince

	Noble Prince


Stay tuned for the appearance of the Troy Team and Omega Team.

For short reads, tune in this December for the Body of Danger novella series kick-off.

	Heart for Danger

	Mind for Danger (2019)

	Soul for Danger (2020)


The other Smith brother takes us to the Texas SWAT series, a small town suspense series.

	Fighting Redemption

	Stolen Redemption

	Reckless Redemption (coming soon)


To the readers. You guys stick with me through all my crazy ideas and tell me to keep them coming. <3

When I saw you I fell in love, and you smiled because you knew. 
―WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
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Wednesday. Aegis Group, Seattle, WA.

Vaughn Fernandez wasn’t ready for the real world. Out there, off the job, he had a thousand pound weight to deal with. Things were so much simpler when he was working. Their objective was always clear, get the asset, get out. If only there were clear-cut rules for life.

He bent and grabbed his gear bag from the pile in the lobby, intending to head to the bunk room for a few hours of sleep before he caught a plane to Texas. The rest of the team was probably sitting around, bullshitting or going over the upcoming trip to South Africa. Vaughn wished he could get excited about the trip, but not when he was worried about his brother. Again.

Mom hadn’t asked for his help. They’d been through detox enough that she had her own system down. But he knew she’d appreciate the company at least, on top of all the other things Vaughn did when he was home.

Zain Lloyd, the man in charge of the Seattle office, stepped into the hall, barring Vaughn’s path. Zain was that quiet guy people overlooked and underestimated. Probably because of his prosthetic hand as if that were some indicator of the man’s crazy skills. And that was an opponent’s first mistake. Zain was one of the scariest bastards on the planet, and he didn’t have to break a sweat to give people nightmares. There wasn’t a secret he couldn’t find out.

“There you are.” Zain nodded toward the conference room. “You’re not headed home yet.”

Vaughn perked up. Another job?

Lepta Team wasn’t scheduled for an R&R break for another week. Being called out on the heels of another op wasn’t unheard of. Normally they did get at least one night in their own beds.

Guilt landed a gut blow a moment later. Mom was alone in dealing with his brother, and here Vaughn was relieved to have a mission?

He was a shitty son.

“Where we going this time?” Vaughn fell into step with Zain.

“Lebanon.”

“What?” He was so caught off guard he stopped walking. “I thought we weren’t welcome.”

“Yeah, well, that’s where the job is taking you.” Zain turned to face Vaughn, pitching his voice lower. “If your mother needs help, just say the word.”

Vaughn’s spine straightened, and he glared at the man who’d become his boss.

Zain held up his hands, palms out. Little lights flashed in the fingers of his prosthetic. “You can also tell me to fuck off, that it’s none of my business why you’ve made so many trips back to El Paso when you keep saying you hate that place.”

Vaughn swallowed down the instinctive fuck you reply. Too many people liked to offer their advice on what to do and how to deal with his brother.

Zain wasn’t passing judgment. He’d never been an asshole. Knowing about Vaughn’s brother was probably standard operating procedure. Hell, they’d more than likely uncovered the years of drug abuse back when Vaughn was hired. His brother’s record hadn’t mattered then, and it didn’t matter now. Zain was offering some damn help, which was a lot more than other people did.

Zain blew out a breath. “Fine. Fuck it. I should have kept my damn mouth shut. Sorry.”

“Thanks, boss. I um, most people don’t get it.” Vaughn looped the strap to his bag over his shoulder. “I’ll check with Mom. She’s probably got a handle on it. Kind of hate thinking about how often we’ve done this. Thanks for the offer. She shouldn’t have to do this, you know?”

“I can’t imagine what you two go through with Santiago. He’s damn lucky to have you as family.” Zain tilted his head toward the conference room. “Anyone else know?”

“No.” Vaughn grimaced. Usually he and his team mate Nolan bitched about their brothers, but lately Nolan’s focus had shifted to his soon-to-arrive child. Besides, things hadn’t been the same between them since Vaughn broke it off with his last girlfriend, who happened to be Nolan’s girlfriend’s best friend.

“Okay. She needs anything, contact me directly and I’ll handle it personally. No one else needs to know. We’re a team.” Zain gestured toward the conference room. “Come on.”

Vaughn dragged his feet long enough to shoot a text off to Mom that he was off on another op. He hadn’t mentioned his fleeting plans to come home, mostly because they rarely panned out during weeks he was on-call. That appeased his guilt some, but not enough.

That done, he hurried to join the others in the large conference room.

“When’s she going to pop?” Riley asked.

Nolan glared across the table at the other man. “Not for another four weeks.”

“How long are you out for?” Grant, their team leader, passed out a few stapled pieces of paper.

“Paternity time is six weeks. Nolan’s spot will be filled in two week rotations with some of our fresh meat guys I want to see perform in a more demanding setting.” Zain flipped off the lights. “Tell Erin and Yvonne I’m sorry you guys aren’t getting a chance to go home this time.”

“I don’t think either of them are in the state.” Nolan glanced at Riley.

“Nope.” The other man shook his head.

“Well, good then, because you’re all headed to Lebanon by way of New York City.” Zain tapped his phone screen. “Meet one of our original clients for Lepta Team, Ashton Khoury of Khoury Investments. The company is one of those catch-all’s for guys who buy businesses, develop them and sells them for profit.”

Vaughn leaned back in his chair and studied the picture of a twenty-something rich guy in a suit. If he had to guess, the man was six even judging by his proportions. He worked out. Dressed well. Nothing remarkable about the guy to Vaughn except that he was just a hair on the side of too pretty. Then again, he was a top level kind of guy, probably never did any grunt work.

“What happened to him?” Vaughn asked.

“Nothing. It’s Mr. Khoury’s assistant, a Jared Moss, that’s been kidnapped while in Lebanon overseeing a passion project in the north of Lebanon. Mr. Khoury has some kind of conservation thing going on up there. Now, before you all point out that we aren’t welcome in Lebanon, I’ll direct you to the packets that Grant has handed out.” Zain flipped on the lights and glanced around the table. “As of today, you no longer work for Aegis Group. You’re direct employees of Khoury Investments. Aegis Group is contracted to support you.”

Vaughn snorted. This roundabout way of allowing them to do their job was bullshit. “Is this job worth the hassle? Is the Lebanese government even going to buy this?”

“Mr. Khoury took a chance on us in the very beginning. He put up about half the money it took to set up this office and fund many of our security features that sets us apart. So, yes, this is an important job not just because he keeps us on retainer, but because he’s been with us and we can attribute many of our corporate clients to him.” Zain glanced around the room. “I understand if you all have reservations about going to Lebanon. None of you were around in the beginning when Ethan Turner was with us. His death was tragic. It also forced us to evaluate clients differently.”

“That was ages ago.” Riley sat forward in his chair. “Things have changed. Right?”

Zain shook his head. “Not as much as we’d have liked. Last year we had an op go through Lebanon. It was a tense situation getting in and out of the country. Which is why we’re being cautious.”

“Sorry for being late.” Melody Nguyen breezed into the room. She’d changed into another skirt and jacket suit complete with heels. “Merida and I couldn’t find us a flight out tonight, but we’re on a red eye that will put is in New York around eight.”

“In the morning?” Vaughn cringed. It was too late to make it there by eight tonight.

“Yes, tomorrow,” Melody replied.

“Fantastic,” Zain said.

“I’ve got a question.” Vaughn held up his hand. “Why all this trouble for an assistant? And do we know what the kidnappers want? What was this guy doing when he was kidnapped?”

Melody zeroed in on Vaughn. “There have been no demands issued. Mr. Khoury reached out to us the moment he was informed of Jared Moss’ abduction. As for why all this trouble for an assistant? My guess is that he is a valuable employee.”

Grant pushed up out of his chair. “Jared Moss was up in the mountains checking in on some sort of resort Khoury is building in conjunction with a group trying to preserve the Lebanon cedars. Ecotourism is what the email said, I believe.”

“Correct. There is some security footage but nothing we can use to make a positive ID.” Melody nodded. “Our itinerary has us in New York first thing in the morning. We’ll meet with Mr. Khoury at his home, strategize, hopefully have demands from the kidnappers, then travel to our Egypt office to stage for either the rescue or delivering payment. Mr. Khoury is insisting on traveling with us.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Vaughn groaned.


It was hard enough keeping the people they were rescuing safe. The more people they added, the harder the job got. And when clients tagged along things, just got worse.

Melody stared at Vaughn. “Not our typical way of dealing with things, but we’ll make it work.”

“Uh.” Nolan held up the packet of papers. “This last page says Ashton Khoury and a Carla White are traveling with us. Who is Carla White?”

“Correct,” Melody said without missing a beat. “Carla White is Mr. Khoury’s girlfriend, who will be traveling with him. My understanding is that she also works for him.”

Great. Maybe Vaughn would rather take detox duty than this.

“Any questions?” Zain asked. “No? Well, bunk room is open. There are fresh sheets. I’ll have Merida get you guys some dinner delivered. Good luck tomorrow.”


Vaughn rubbed his hand across his face and flipped through the paperwork.

This was going to be a shit show. He could see it coming.
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WEDNESDAY. LEBANON.

Farez had always seen himself as a peace-loving man. He’d taught his children to handle conflict by discussing the facts and setting aside their feelings. Reason won out. Or it had.

He glanced behind him at the pale face of the terrified American in the back of the truck.

How had things gotten this far?

The answer was rooted in problems so complex and a history going back hundreds of years. But it was hard to care about that when people were going hungry and losing their livelihoods, and all that stood in their way was a rich foreigner.

One of the young guys Farez had brought along reached over and smacked their prisoner in the face.

“Hey.” Farez pounded his fist on the window. “Stop that.”

The kid glanced up. Hani. That was his name. The nephew of one of his neighbors. He was the ring leader of the toughs Farez had brought with him.

Desperate times forced his hand.

This was not the future Farez had seen for himself.
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THURSDAY. ASHTON KHOURY’S Home, New York City, NY.

Carla hadn’t slept. How could she?

Jared was family. And now he was gone.

Ashton had cried himself to sleep in her lap, too scared of what might happen. He’d been a complete mess since the call from the foreman on site at the resort. Everything was on Carla’s shoulders to figure out, like usual.

She loved Ashton, but he was shitty in emergencies. That’s why he needed her and Jared to manage him. They kept him going, remembered all the details, cleared the way so he could be this powerhouse of energy and ideas. It was a team effort, and one third of their team was now missing.

Carla sprayed the mirror and swiped the surface in time to the music.

She should be getting ready, primping, something. But she needed this.

The moment Ashton saw her he was going to chew her out about how he hired people to do this, blah blah blah, and she’d tell him what she always told him: He should have picked someone that wasn’t the maid’s daughter for this farce.

When Carla was stressed, she cleaned. And right now, with little to no idea if they’d ever see Jared again, the best therapy for her was a bucket of cleaning products and the many glass surfaces in the condo. There were always fingerprints to wipe away.

There.

One window done.

She turned from the stunning city view straight into a hot, hard wall of human flesh.

Carla yelped and jumped away.

The man in front of her was totally unfamiliar. She blinked up at the man staring down at her, his hands up and brows lifted.

Oh, damn.

His eyes were like the best tasting, drizzly chocolate and his lips were curved up into a smile she wanted to kiss.

Down girl.

Heat rose up her neck, clawing at her cheeks.

Mr. Chocolate Eyes lifted his hand and pointed at his ear. Small, steel hoops dangled from each lobe.

Was he pierced somewhere else? What did he want?

Throbbing base notes pulsed in hear ears.

The music.

She snatched the headphones off, her mind finally catching up with the moment.

“Sorry,” she blurted.

“I didn’t mind the show. You’ve got some good moves there, Ginger Rogers.” His smile widened.

Her cheeks heated. Oh, God. Had she been dancing and cleaning?

“You could show me a thing or two.” He shifted his hips from side to side, moving his arms in time and narrowed his gaze.

Hot damn. Whoever he was, he could move. Probably much better than her.

The moment allowed her to take him all in. Tall, dark, handsome with a smile that said he knew how to laugh. That was her type. And if he knew how to dance?

“I think you’ve got some pretty good moves.” She grinned at him.

“Hey.” He snapped and pointed at her. “You know what’s good for your soul,” his finger dropped to her bare feet, “but not your soles?”

Her brain wasn’t fully on-line. Jared would have a name for this moment, some witty word combo that described the way her tongue stuck to the top of her mouth, the warm fuzzies and her complete inability to think.

“What?” she asked slowly.

Mr. Chocolate Eyes grinned and spread his hands. “Dancing.”

“Oh.” She drew the word out and chuckled. “I should have seen that one coming. Cute.”

“Me or the joke?” One side of his mouth hitched up and damn if her knees didn’t feel a bit wobbly.

Carla sputtered, too flustered to come back with an answer.

He took a step closer.

She froze to the spot, her skin too hot, her legs too weak to move.

Mr. Chocolate Eyes flattened his hand to his chest and whispered, “Damn, please don’t kill me with that smile. I’d like to live.”

That was smooth. She knew it was a line and yet when he said it, it totally worked.

Carla sucked in a breath, catching the scent of lemons and soap.

This was the penthouse. People who came in here believed she was Ashton’s girlfriend. This wasn’t the place to pick up guys, not that she did that sort of thing often. She clutched her spray bottle to her chest like a lifeline.

“Is-is there something I can help you with?” she asked her mysterious stranger. He had to be here on regular business. They weren’t sharing Jared’s kidnapping with anyone.

“Bathroom?” he asked.

“Oh. Down there, third door. Can’t miss it.” She gestured with the spray bottle.

He glanced at her, his gaze dipping lower. “Cute outfit.”

Carla screwed her smile on tighter.

What was she wearing?

“Thanks,” she said automatically.

“Well, keep dancing, Rita Hayworth.”

“I will.” Okay, his knowledge of black and white film leading ladies with amazing dance skill was fairly impressive.

“And careful with that smile. You might hurt someone.” He waggled his finger at her then turned toward the hall.

She couldn’t help herself. She stood there, committing him to memory. Broad shoulders. Tall, probably Ashton’s height. Trim waist. And an ass that did nice things for a pair of slacks.

“Pst.”

She jumped, startled by the noise, and locked eyes with Ashton leaning against the doorway.

Shit.

Carla glanced down at herself then the spray bottle.

Busted.

She was still wearing the silky black sleep shorts with the delicate white lace on the hem with her FIERCE tank top that left much of her neon pink sports bra showing. Not usually the clothing she wore when people were in the house.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

Ashton shrugged then whispered, “You were staring.”

She took in Ashton’s suit. He’d showered. Which took a lot of time.

“What time was it?” Her mouth went dry.

“It’s time.”

“Double shit,” she muttered. “I’ll change. Pretend you didn’t see this, okay?”

“Come on, let’s get you dressed.” Ashton picked up her contraband bucket of cleaning supplies without a single cross word and gestured to the stairs.

Neither Ashton nor Jared trusted her to dress herself when it counted. Normally they made a game out of What Will Carla Wear Today? But now it was another sad reminder he was missing.

“Come on. Help me?” She took Ashton’s hand and led him up the stairs.

This was on her. She’d lost track of time after making sure he’d gotten up to shower and eat. They were both a bit lost.

Her bedroom was the corner room, across from Ashton’s master suite. She pushed the door to her room open then took the bucket from Ashton and set it down next to the laundry along with her spray bottle. Later she’d stow it under her bed where Ashton would never think to look.

“You hit it off with the body guard?” Ashton asked.

Carla blinked at him for a moment. “That-he’s a bodyguard? For us? One of those guys we...?”

“Yeah.”

Great.

Just awesome.

Not only had she completely spaced and forgotten where she was and that she had a reoccurring role here, now she’d have to grin and bear the company of one extremely hot man all while holding Ashton together. 

She glanced up, her gaze snagging on Ashton’s. The pain and fear was back, so powerful it broke her heart.

“Good news is I’m packed and I’ll be dressed in a minute.”

“You packed yourself?” Ashton’s brows rose.

She held up her hands in defeat. “I used one of Jared’s old packing lists. Okay? I know my limits.”

Ashton’s lips twisted up.

She’d said Jared’s name.

Triple shit.

“Hey?” She wrapped her arms around Ashton’s waist, squeezing him tight. “They’ll get Jared back.”

“What if they don’t?” Ashton whispered.

“They will. Just keep telling yourself that.” All the anguish she’d stuffed down during her cleaning respite surged back up.

Jared had become part of their lives, filling a space they’d each been missing. For her, Jared was the obnoxious brother she’d never really wanted, but couldn’t live without. For Ashton, Jared was the love of his life. The three of them formed a miss-matched family. The kind you got to pick. But it came at a cost. Ashton wouldn’t admit he was gay until his grandmother passed away, and the old woman showed no signs of kicking the bucket. That forced Jared to hide their relationship, all while Carla pretended to play the girlfriend, watching everyone else fall in love except her.

It was a twisted, complicated situation she’d have never thought would last this long. But it had.

At least they could table the family’s pressure for a wedding and babies until Jared was rescued. Getting him back was their top priority.

“The Aegis team is here. They want to talk to us.” Ashton squeezed her back, then let go.

“We still haven’t heard anything?” She began pulling off her clothes in a rush to change.

“Nothing.” Ashton went to her bed and sat down, head in his hands.

“They’ll reach out,” she said.


“What if he’s dead?”

“Don’t think like that.”

Carla cast a longing look to the drawer full of yoga pants and other comfy clothes. It was a shame she really wasn’t into dressing up for the role of Ashton Khoury’s girlfriend. There were women out there who might kill for her closet and all she wanted to wear were bargain leggings and an oversized shirt she’d stolen from Ashton.

Since they were traveling, she cut herself a little slack and opted for fitted black slacks with a lot of stretch and some kind of loose, tunic top in a shimmering gray. Her make-up from yesterday was still salvageable with a little touch-up here and there. By the time she was finished Ashton had her shoes selected for her and a necklace hanging from his finger.

An invisible fist hit her in the chest.

Ashton was the accessory guy. Jared was responsible for most of her clothes. And he wasn’t here. Sure, he’d put this outfit together for her before, but it wasn’t the same without him here. She missed his quip about her inability to pair patterns and colors. There was nothing subtle about Jared Moss, and that was what she loved about him. Among all their secrets, no one ever had to guess when it came to him.

“We’re going to get him back,” she said around the knot in her throat.

Ashton nodded, but the anguish was still there. She wished she could take it away, make things better for him, but this time the problem was bigger, more complicated than he could handle.

He frowned and reached in his pocket.

All the blood drained from Ashton’s face.

“Who is it?” she whispered.

He turned the screen toward her. “Jared.”

“Answer it.”

“What if—”

She cupped her hands around his. “You have to answer it, or we’ll never know.”

Ashton nodded then tapped the screen. “Hello?”

“Ashton Khoury?” The man’s voice was heavy with an all too familiar accent. It was the same one Ashton’s whole family had.

“Yes, this is he.” Ashton, on the other hand, had gone totally cold.

Carla reached over and took his hand.

“Mr. Khoury, we have someone who works for you.”

“I am aware.” Ashton clenched her hand.

“If you want him returned alive, be prepared to pay.” The call ended.

Almost immediately a new message from Jared hit Ashton’s phone.

“Give it to me.” Carla took the device from him and hit the message.

It was a video.

Jared sat in a chair, his normally crisp, freshly pressed clothes rumpled and dirty. He had a gag over his mouth and a blindfold on his eyes. In his lap was a newspaper in a language she couldn’t read but knew on sight. A piece of paper stuck out. It had a number written on it.

$1,853,268,500.
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Thursday. Ashton Khoury’s Home, New York City, NY.

There were times when this job took Vaughn to places he’d never have expected a poor kid from El Paso to end up. The penthouse of a New York City sky rise was on that list. If it weren’t overcast, he was pretty sure he’d be able to make eyes at the Statue of Liberty.

If his mom could see this...

He was pretty sure the monthly rent for this place cost as much as the house he’d bought for his mom. Places like this just didn’t make sense to Vaughn. Sinking this much wealth into extravagant living didn’t make sense to him. It was one thing to have a sturdy built home with some nice, finishing touches, and a completely different thing to have gold fixtures and priceless paintings.

Maybe he was just a simple guy with simple tastes?

There was nothing wrong with that, just as there was nothing wrong for Ashton Khoury to spend a fortune on his glass house atop a skyscraper.

Vaughn turned away from the window at the end of the hall and put his mind back on the task at hand. He wanted to put eyes on the suite’s security room or controls. So far he’d seen multiple security measures in the penthouse, from the key card required to reach the floor to the alarm system and cameras. It was clear that getting to their client in his home was a difficult objective. They needed to rule out that whoever took Jared wasn’t also a threat here.

Vaughn strolled down the hall, peaking into two offices. One was clearly Mr. Khoury’s. It was the black, gray and chrome look with the masculine feel. This was a power room, staged so that anyone who entered did so at a disadvantage. The other office had two desks across from each other. The feel of the room was more casual despite sharing the same gray paint. It was the splashes of color and fuzzy pillows that made it the kind of room you wanted to spend time in.

Other than a bathroom and a guest room that was it for the first floor. He was right back in the odd, circular space situated between an entry sitting area and the dining and living spaces wrapping around the other side of the suite. A metal staircase curved up to the second floor. A glass, circular table sat in the middle of the space with a bouquet of white flowers on top.

There was no sign of the curvy cute maid except the lingering scent of citrus and soap.

Where had she gone? And why should he care?

He blew out a breath and stared out the window a moment.

The way his last relationship ended why was he even looking at a woman?

For a moment it was as though his problems faded away, then he locked eyes with the maid and that was it. He opened his mouth, words came out, and she smiled. God, that smile.

His phone vibrated against his thigh. He pulled it out.

Mom.

He glanced through the arch leading into the sitting area where the others waited. By the time Vaughn came back from the bathroom, Mr. Khoury had disappeared somewhere without communicating much to the others. There wasn’t anything to do except cool their heels, so why not take a moment and answer?

Vaughn crossed into the kitchen, seeking a little more privacy, and tapped the phone screen.

“Mom, hey,” he said.

“I didn’t wake you?” Mom’s voice was weary.

“No. No, you didn’t. How are you?”

“Tired.” She sighed.

“Bad night?”

“Not as bad as some.”

“You need anything? Can I do anything for you?”

“I just wanted to hear your voice.”

Vaughn’s heart squeezed. Mom needed someone to lean on, and instead of being there for her, he was on a job. “Listen, Mom? What if we sent Santiago somewhere? To a facility?”

“Rehab?”

“Yeah.”

“Why spend money on something that won’t work, mijo?”

He closed his eyes.

Every time they went through this, they always talked as though it would be the last time. This would be different. There wouldn’t be a relapse. Sure, they might get a few good months, and once even a year, but before long Santiago was at it again. It was bad enough that what little jewelry Mom had left was kept in a safety deposit box. She bought used TVs so when Santiago stole them it wasn’t as much of a hit. But they’d never uttered the truth before.

Santiago was an addict with an unbreakable addiction nothing could cure.

“I shouldn’t have said that,” she whispered.

“No. No, we’ve both thought it, Mom. I was just thinking, maybe he needs something different? Maybe that’s the key?” Vaughn would ask Zain. Perhaps the boss knew of something that would help because their little family was out of tricks. “Think about it. I need to get back to work. I’ll call later, okay?”

“I’ll think about it. Love you.”

“Love you, too.” Vaughn ended the call.

Footsteps thumped on the stairs overhead.

Vaughn crossed to the kitchen entrance in time to watch Ashton Khoury escort a curvy woman down the stairs. The sunlight coming through the arch caught in her hair. She’d left it piled on top of her head in that messy bun thing, but everything else about her had changed. Vaughn’s mouth went dry as she turned with the staircase and gave him a view he could truly appreciate.

Tailored slacks hugged her hips and cupped her ass. The loose shirt hinted at the to-die-for curves underneath while still making her look pretty damn classy.

The maid wasn’t a maid at all.

Fuck.

Was this Carla? The girlfriend?

She’d changed out of the sexy shorts and tank top number into something sleeker, something befitting of a rich guy’s girl. Curvy was the right word for her. That hourglass shape begged to be held and from the way she’d moved to the music earlier, he was willing to bet she’d be fun to get his hands on. Except she was someone’s girlfriend.

Vaughn groaned inwardly.

He didn’t have many rules when it came to women, but he didn’t fuck around with girlfriends or wives. He’d done that once as a dumb kid and gotten burned.

The cute-not-a-maid was off-limits. At least her stammering replies to his lame attempt at flirting made sense. She’d been polite, and he’d been an asshole.

Great.

What a wonderful way to start a job.

Vaughn slid his phone into his pocket and followed the pair into the living room.

“Sorry to keep you waiting,” Carla said.

Vaughn caught sight of Ashton Khoury’s face. The man was practically gray. His eyes were wide to the point Vaughn doubted Ashton was seeing this room. The man was in shock.

Something had happened in the few moments since they’d arrived. Mr. Khoury had been obviously anxious when he showed them in, but nothing like this.

Vaughn glanced across the room at Nolan. Their gazes snagged.

Yeah, he wasn’t the only one who thought something was up.
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CARLA BIT HER LIP.

Ashton was freezing up, totally in his head. It killed her to see this confident, commanding man reduced to this. One way or another, they had to get Jared back.

“Give me your phone,” she whispered.

Ashton dug it out of his pocket and handed it over.

If they could get through this quietly, maybe no one would ask why Ashton was willing to jump through so many hoops for an assistant.

“Did something happen?” An Asian woman stepped forward. She had a no-nonsense air about her Carla liked immediately.


It was time for Carla to be the strong one. These things went in waves. Sometimes Ashton had to be strong for her, but now it was her turn to let him lean on her. Only this time the stakes were so much higher.

“I’m sorry, you are?” Carla glanced around the room.

One woman. Five men. These were the ones who’d get Jared back? Didn’t they need more people?

“You must be Carla. I’m Melody. I’m the team liaison.” The woman held out her hand. “This is Grant, he’s the Team Leader.”

Carla dutifully shook the hands of both.

“That’s my second, Riley. Then there’s Brenden, Nolan and Vaughn.”

Carla nodded at each.

Her gaze clashed with the last man’s.

Mr. Chocolate Eyes. From earlier.

Great. And he was part of their security team.

“I wish we were meeting under better circumstances.” Carla smoothed a hand down her shirt and tore her gaze away from Vaughn. He had this aura around him she could get trapped in.

Melody and Grant seemed to be the two leading this, so Carla presented Ashton’s phone screen to them.

“Ashton got a phone call a few minutes ago from Jared’s cell phone. It was a man who said they have Jared and we need to pay up. They sent a video.” She tapped the video then handed the phone to Melody.

She peered at the screen, brows drawn down. “It doesn’t appear they’ve hurt him. That’s good. The newspaper—is that from today? I can’t read this.”

Ashton lifted his head and spoke, his voice rough with grief. “That’s today’s paper.”

Grant glanced up at Carla. “That’s a very specific price tag.”

Ashton sat up, hands spread. “I don’t have access to two billion dollars.”


Carla wasn’t sure Ashton had two billion in assets. If they liquidated everything, she didn’t think they’d come close. That number, it felt wrong.

“Was Mr. Khoury supposed to visit the resort site?” Melody asked.

“Ashton wanted to, but it didn’t work out. Jared has been working closely with the project manager, so it made sense for him to make the trip without us when we had to stay here to handle problems with another deal.” Carla clasped her hands together to keep from reaching for Ashton. Her heart hurt for him.

“Would this have been well-known?” Melody passed the phone to Grant.

Carla grimaced. “I don’t know. It wasn’t a secret around the office we trying to go. I imagine Jared would have told the project manager and foreman there was a chance we’d be there.”

He held up the device. “I want to send this to our people. Get it analyzed. May I?”

Carla nodded. “Yes, of course.”

Melody’s face was grim. “I’m willing to bet that their target was Ashton all along. When he didn’t show up, the kidnappers grabbed who they could and are trying to make the most out of it.”

Carla chewed her lip.

Something about this whole thing bugged her.

“There’s no way we could pay what they’re asking.” Carla crossed her arms over her chest. Growing up poor, she’d been around plenty of scam artists. They were all about the get rich quick. “What if... What if this isn’t about money?”

“What do you mean?” Melody asked.

Carla glanced back at Ashton, looking so lost.

“It’s too much money.” Carla locked eyes with Melody. “You can do an internet search and find out Ashton’s net worth. He’s a millionaire, not a billionaire. Don’t you think that people organized enough to kidnap Jared from a remote construction site would do enough research to figure out how much money they could ask for? And why such a random number? It’s very specific. Does it mean something?”

She had no doubt that if they’d demanded a sum of money Ashton could pay they’d be at the bank right now. Hell, Carla would drive him there. Money was something Ashton was good at making. They would never find another Jared.

“What do you think this could be then?” Melody asked.

“I don’t—I can’t really say.” Carla straightened her spine and didn’t look at Ashton. He wouldn’t like hearing where her thoughts were going.

Melody continued to stare at her. Did she get that Carla couldn’t say what she wanted to? At least not with Ashton in such a delicate mood.

“Can we get back on track?” Ashton shoved to his feet. “The whole reason I’ve paid to keep you guys on retainer is to handle situations like this. Where is Jared? When are you getting him back?”

“Video is in the hands of our experts, sir.” Grant handed the phone back to Ashton. “They will work on figuring out his current location while we get into place.”

Melody and Grant shared a look. “Today our travel documents are getting ironed out and we’ve coordinated with your pilot to file the flight plan to Cairo. We leave as soon as we can, but it will probably be first thing in the morning, sir. It’s our goal to have a plan for how to retrieve Mr. Moss before we touch down.”

“The morning?” Ashton began to pace.

“Hey?” Carla reached over and grabbed his hand. Under the polished exterior, Ashton was an emotional creature. His passion was what she loved about him, but it could also get him on the wrong path. “Everything is being handled. You know some things take time. You can’t snap your fingers and make it how you want it.”

He squeezed her hand.

“It’s almost nine.” She glanced at the clock. “You have a conference call. I set up your computer and your notes are on the desk. You just have to say yes and no at the right moments. I’ll handle everything else. Okay?”

Ashton nodded.

“Go.” She gave him a little push back toward the hall.

Carla held her breath. Ashton hated being managed or told what to do. It was what made both Jared and her job so difficult when he was in one of his moods. He strode from the room and out of view without pushing back.

He must really be in a bad place.

No one spoke.

She listened to his fading footsteps, the creak of his office door then the soft thump of it closing.

Carla blew out a breath.

Her relief was short-lived.

All eyes were on her now, including Mr. Sexy Pants over by the windows.

She turned so he wasn’t in her direct field of vision. Locking eyes with him still did funny things to her knees.

What was wrong with her?

Her best friend had been kidnapped, and she was getting the hots for some guy she didn’t know.

Carla focused on Melody and Grant. She couldn’t spell it out for them that Jared was Ashton’s significant other, not Carla, but she could give them a version of the truth.

“Jared is very important to us. Not many people know that he lives here. With us. He’s like family.” Carla was so used to spinning this version of the truth. It slid off her tongue, so natural.

“What’s your theory about all this?” Grant asked.

“Well...” Carla shifted her weight from foot to foot. “How much do you know about the Lebanese economy?”

“It used to be good.” Grant shrugged. “The conflict on the Syrian and Israeli boarders has weighed heavily on them.”

“Yes, which is why the Lebanese government has recently begun exploring options to allow for off-shore drilling. Drilling that would disrupt fishing, create pollution, possibly kill ecosystems.” Carla gestured at the sofa. She perched on the edge of an arm chair while the others gathered around.

Melody sat opposite of Carla. “Mr. Khoury is known for investing in green businesses.”

“Yes, and he feels a strong attachment to Lebanon. Ashton’s family immigrated from there in the seventies.” It was hard to boil down everything Carla knew into a few sentences, but she’d do her best. “As soon as Ashton caught wind this might happen he bought up all the waterfront land, businesses, everything he could in addition to his ongoing passion project to conserve the cedars in the north part of the country, where Jared was kidnapped. Now that the Lebanese government is actively seeking a drilling deal, they need Ashton’s cooperation. Which he isn’t giving.”

“Let me guess?” Melody grimaced. “Locals don’t like that.”

“No. He was already blocking possible drilling north of Beirut that might damage land crucial to the cedars survival. The Lebanon cedars are his passion project. It’s why he’s partnering to do the resort in the first place. Now his public image there is even worse. Newspapers are running stories about him, making it sound like he wants people to suffer. No one’s asked what his plans for the land are.”

“You think this might all be about the oil rights?” Melody asked.

Carla spread her hands. “It makes more sense than the ransom demand we can’t pay. What if there’s another side to this? One that’s not about the money?”

“I’ll pass this along to our team.” Grant pulled out his phone. “We need to coordinate, make plans. Is it safe to assume that we should deal with you rather than Mr. Khoury for these smaller details?”

“Yes, please.” Carla knew that if Ashton was pushed too hard, he’d try to find two billion dollars.

That was the endearing thing about him. He’d do anything for the people he loved, and Jared was the love of his life. Even Carla could see that.

Someday she wanted that. To love and be loved by someone. But for now, Ashton needed her. And that meant her physical needs had to take a back seat.

Sorry, Mr. Moves, I don’t have time for you.

“Carla?” Aston called from his office.

She stood, conscious that she was going to have to be herself and Jared for a while. “I’ll be in my office. I’ll handle the paperwork as soon as I see what Ash wants.”

She glanced at each person in turn.

Once more, she locked eyes with Mr. Dreamy over there and her mouth went dry.

“Excuse me?” she mumbled and hoofed it out of the living area, down the hall and into Ashton’s office.

He sat behind his gleaming black desk, head in his hands. “They want some files Jared had.”

“About what? I can find them.”

“Something about the emissions report?” He dropped his hands and sat back, sparing a glance at the desk phone playing soft music.

“I know what they’re talking about.” She picked through Ashton’s in-box until she found the proper file folder. “Do they need it for the meeting? You know what, I’ll email it to everyone.”

“Thank you.” His face was lined, his eyes sad and miserable. “Come here?”

Carla circled the desk.

Ashton leaned forward and hugged her around the waist. “Everything okay with the team?”

“Yes. I think they have a plan.” She bent and kissed his forehead.

Right now Ashton was scared. He had a narrow view of their options. She didn’t want to upset him by pointing out her theory. Hell, it might not be worth considering. The others hadn’t been impressed by it.

“What’s up with that one guy?” Ashton leaned back.

Carla’s face went hot. “What guy? There’s five of them.”

“Don’t pretend you didn’t have a moment. I saw it.” For the first time since they’d gotten the news about Jared a smile flickered across Ashton’s face.

“He caught me off-guard, okay?” She hugged the file to her chest.

“One of us should have a distraction.” He rubbed his hand across his brow. “You want him, go for it.”

“Ash, seriously? You think sex is what I have on my mind right now?” Carla’s blush deepened. Okay, so it had briefly crossed her mind, but she’d been trapped in Mr. Hot and Dangerous’ stare. Her head hadn’t been right.

“Maybe I’m distracting myself setting you up?”

And just like that Carla’s insides went wobbly and soft. She bent and kissed his brow a second time. “Thank you for thinking about me. This isn’t a good time. Yes, he’s incredibly hot and I’m not above admiring the view, but—no. We focus on Jared.”

The line beeped and several voices spoke over each other.

Carla took that as her cue to exit the office and busy herself with what she could do to help, which was pretending to be Jared.
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3.
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Thursday. Ashton Khoury’s Home, New York City, NY.

Vaughn stared at the door leading to Carla’s office. They each had to spend a few moments squaring away their paperwork. He wasn’t keen on being alone with her. Looking back at their exchange, it had been perfectly innocent on her side. He’d caught her unaware, he’d assumed her role, and he’d flirted a little.

That was on him, not her. But he didn’t like that he’d put himself in this position.

Would apologizing make it weird? Or should he just push forward and pretend it had never happened?

Nolan stepped out of the door, phone in hand. “You’re up.”

Vaughn nodded. He’d dragged his feet until he was the last one for this task. He didn’t relish being in the same space with her. Every time their eyes met it was like grabbing hold of a pair of jumper cables. The electrical hit he took looking at her, it made the hair on his arms stand up, his muscles tense and left him with an uneasy sensation in his gut. And that was standing in a room full of people. It was worse when it was just the two of them. Hell, he’d wanted to kiss her in those first few moments he’d laid his eyes on her before he knew who she was.

He’d had instant connections with women before, but whatever this was sizzling between them was different and dangerous.

“Vaughn, right?”

He glanced at the other door and found Ashton Khoury leaning into the hall.

“That’s me,” Vaughn said.

“You have a minute?” Ashton stepped back and gestured behind him.

“Of course.” Vaughn’s gut said to run. He had no idea what kind of man Ashton was if he was the jealous type or what. With the cameras, it was safe to assume he could see everything going on in his home.

Against his better judgment, Vaughn joined Ashton in the black, gray and chrome office. Ashton gestured to the two white leather armchairs positioned, so they faced the windows and the mid-morning skyline of the city.

Vaughn eased down into the soft leather chair, all the while his attention was on the other man. Ashton stared with the kind of gaze that said he wasn’t seeing the city. He wasn’t even here.

Losing an assistant wrecked the guy this bad?

Carla had mentioned Jared lived with them. Was he family? A best friend?

Whatever this was, it wasn’t business. It was personal.

“You have people you’re close to, Vaughn?” Ashton asked.

Vaughn rolled the question around. There was no harm in answering, but he wasn’t handing out details. “I do.”

“Carla’s my person. She’s been in my life since I was a kid. Her mom used to clean my parent’s house. Sometimes she’d bring Carla, make her sit in the back seat of her car with the windows down while she worked. I’d sneak her out, and we’d play in the yard where no one could see us until it was time for her to go.”

Fuck. This was about earlier.

Vaughn had messed up. This was on him. There was probably time to get someone to take his spot, and hell, that might be a good thing with everything he had going on at home.

“I like to see Carla happy,” Ashton said.

Vaughn shifted in his seat.

“You like her?” Ashton turned his head. “You think she’s attractive?”

“Sir, about earlier, I’m sorry. I was out of line. I didn’t realize she was your girlfriend.”

“Did you say anything inappropriate? Is what you said okay?” Ashton studied him. Under the sadness was a sharp intellect that could cut. And now it was aimed at Vaughn.

“What I said was inappropriate to say to a woman in a relationship. I assumed she was a maid.”

“So you thought she was pretty enough to hit on?” Ashton’s focus was completely on Vaughn now and he didn’t like it.

What was Ashton’s deal? Was he territorial? Or was he one of those guys who talk about his girlfriend to people?

Vaughn held up his hands. This was on him. “Your girlfriend is a beautiful woman, sir. I meant no disrespect to you or her.”

“None taken.” Ashton leaned toward Vaughn. “If you are the kind of man who can be discrete, you might do me a favor?”

Vaughn’s gut tightened. He didn’t like where this was going.

“What do you say?” Ashton asked.

“I’m not certain I understand what you’re getting at, Mr. Khoury.” Vaughn needed out of this office and off this job. Whatever was going on, this was trouble.

“I’m offering you the opportunity to fuck my girlfriend.”

Vaughn stared at the man.

What the hell?

Ashton kept staring at Vaughn.


This guy was serious.

“Ash?” A light tap at the door proceeded Carla breezing into the office.

Vaughn was at once aware of her presence, the electric sensation skating over his skin. It was at war with the disgust bubbling up inside of him at what this man was proposing. Was that his thing? Did he loan out the woman in his life because he enjoyed it? Did she get a say? What the ever loving fuck?


“Oh.” Carla came to a stop just inside the door. “I didn’t realize you were talking...”

“Carla?” Ashton propped his elbow on the armrest and crooked his fingers. “Vaughn here is going to need the supplemental NDA on top of his other paperwork.”

“Supplemental—what?” Her sharp tone spoke volumes. Whatever this other NDA was, it had layered meaning.

“Mr. Khoury, I think it’s best if we take this time before we fly to get someone to take my spot on the team.” Vaughn pushed to his feet. He didn’t know what dynamic Ashton and Carla had, and he didn’t want to get involved with them.

Carla glanced at Vaughn with wide eyes. Was that fear? Did her boyfriend scare her?

“There isn’t time,” Carla blurted.

“What?” Ashton turned toward her.

“Everything is in order. We’re cleared to leave in two hours.” Her gaze slid toward Ashton’s and her temper flared. “What did you do?”

“I extended an invitation.” Ashton held out his hands as though he were passing Vaughn an invisible package. “He’s downright pissed on your behalf, by the way. I like him.”

“Oh, my God. Ashton.” Carla groaned and massaged her temples. “We do not have time for this. I need paperwork in order and we have to get to the airport. I cannot deal with you.”

“I still think it’s best if someone else takes my spot,” Vaughn said.

Carla locked eyes with him and this time it wasn’t a pleasurable experience. “I don’t have time to pull strings to get anyone else a travel Visa, so you have to go or we’re one man short.”

Well, fuck. Vaughn couldn’t do that to his team.

He glanced at Ashton. “I’m still declining your offer.”
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THURSDAY. BEIRUT, LEBANON.

Hani crossed his arms over his chest. When he’d been approached by his uncle about helping kidnap some rich foreigner, Hani had expected a payday. His friends had gotten on board because they were promised cash.

“Let me get this straight,” Hani said over the others gathered around Farez. “You don’t actually plan on ransoming that man? There isn’t money in this deal?”

Farez finally met Hani’s gaze instead of avoiding it like he’d done since they returned from up north. The older man grimaced.

“We’re after the greater good for our people.” Farez gestured to the other people gathered around him. They were older, many weren’t in good health. None of them could have pulled off the kidnapping. “Not quick cash. If we do this our way, we’ll get more. We’ll get our livelihoods back. Don’t you see how that’s more valuable?”

“What about us? We were promised money.” If Hani didn’t get the old man to cough up considerable cash, it was Hani who’d get his ass handed to him. They’d skipped out on their boss to do this job. It had to be lucrative.

“We’ll pay you.”

“That’s not good enough.” Hani pointed at the wall. The prisoner was close. “We ransom him for the price we talked about and you pay us, old man.”

“Yeah, we don’t work for charity.” Hani’s friend took a step forward, hands balled into fists.

Another older gentleman stepped forward. He cradled a rifle in his arms Hani hadn’t seen before.

“We do this Farez’s way,” the man said.

Hani had handled enough guns himself to recognize when someone knew their way around a weapon. Whoever this old man was, he was intimately familiar with that gun. Hani wasn’t willing to risk a confrontation with Farez and his geriatric criminal gang.

No, Hani could go about this in another way.

“Fine, have it your way, old man.” He took a few steps back, hands up, then turned and stalked out of the home.

“What the hell?” his friend muttered.

Hani kept walking, out onto the street and down a few houses. “They’re going to fail. I want that prisoner for ourselves.”
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THURSDAY. PRIVATE PLANE, Somewhere over the Atlantic.

Carla was going to murder Ashton. Preferably after they got Jared back. She wasn’t cruel. Unlike Ashton who probably thought he was being funny offering her up to Mr. Sexy Ass like some kind of hors d’oeuvre.

She’d rushed through Vaughn’s paperwork and had even given him the additional NDA to shut Ashton up, all the while dying on the inside. Since then she’d avoided direct contact while loading everything up and riding in a different vehicle to the airport.

If Jared were here, he’d be laughing his ass off to the point he’d be crying. He’d also offer to get her booze until her liquid courage kicked in.

She sank farther down in her seat.

This just sucked.

Instead of joining the others in the general seating area, she’d sequestered herself in one of the small bunk rooms, each comprised of two plush chairs that made down into two beds or one depending on preference and how much trouble it was worth. The curtains were drawn, giving her a measure of privacy. She still thought owning the jet was too lavish even for Ashton, but he put so many miles on the thing she couldn’t argue that it made sense to own instead of rent.

A cocktail would be really good right about now.

She blew out a breath and hugged her travel pillow to her chest as she stared out the window at the ocean below.

They were going to get Jared back and all of this would be a bad dream.

Someone knocked on the door.

She cringed and considered not answering. But could she afford to play that card?

She set the pillow aside and smoothed her blouse. “You can open it.”

The door cracked open a bit.

Her eyes went straight to that length of forearm revealed by rolled-up sleeves. What was it about that bit of arm sticking out of a dress shirt that made her hot inside? And why did the man have to have a killer ass, sexy eyes and sculpted forearms?

Vaughn stepped into her room, juggling two drinks and shut the door behind him. He stood staring at her, a slight wrinkle marring his brow and a frown on his lips. The clothes might be professional, but he was the kind of guy who would always have a touch of the Devil-may-care to him, a bit of roughness nothing would ever smooth out.

Why did she have the sudden urge to flick his earrings? Where was that coming from?

God damn, he was nice to look at and she was going to hell for thinking that way right now.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

“Ashton said you’d want this.” He handed her one of the red, fizzy drinks. An apology or a setup? Both?

“Thanks.” Carla wrapped her lips around the straw and drank. The vodka hit the back of her throat confirming her suspicion that Ashton had probably mixed this himself. He always had a heavy pour.

“I’d also like some answers.”

That was what Carla was afraid of. She cringed and gestured at the open seat.

Gee, thanks for throwing this at me, Ash!

Vaughn set the other drink in the cup holder of the vacant seat, but remained standing, taking up all the available space with his wide shoulders and sexy aura.

“What’s Ashton’s deal? What was that earlier? Are you okay?” Vaughn knelt and placed his hand on her arm rest. “If you aren’t okay...”

Carla slurped up the last bits of the drink, the sound far too loud in the enclosed space.

“Oh, my God. What did he say?” She set her drink down and covered her eyes, unable to look at Vaughn.

“I’d prefer not to repeat it. I didn’t like hearing it once.”

Carla peered between her fingers at Vaughn. How bad had Ashton gone with the shock value this time?

“Will you sit, please? It’s hard to breathe with you sucking up all the oxygen.” She waved him aside and squeezed her eyes shut.

Vaughn finally did as she asked and sat next to her. That didn’t stop him from leaning into her air space with that dark, brooding, I-want-to-kick-some-ass vibe he had going on.

This was so not the time to have a side piece even if the piece was as sexy as Vaughn. Entertaining that was a whole slew of complications that would detract from rescuing Jared. But had anyone ever said the arrangement was only good on this trip? If Vaughn was open to the idea, they could pick up once everyone was home and things were simpler.

Now there was an idea that didn’t have her slamming on the brakes.

What the hell?

Ashton wanted to play matchmaker, and she liked his pick. Why was she fighting it?

“Okay.” Carla cleared her throat and turned, tucking one leg under her. “Before I say anything else, I’m going to remind you that you’ve signed multiple NDAs. Should you talk about anything I’m about to say, even to your team members, Ashton will do whatever the NDA says he can.”

“Did you sign one?”

“What? Of course. Just sh.” She reached over and patted his hand on the arm rest.

Ah, vodka, her old friend. Maybe she could get through this without dying. Or maybe she could play off Ashton’s ill timed offer. That might be the best way to go. Brush it all under the rug.

Carla made herself stare into Vaughn’s eyes. They’d gone so dark they were black. She could feel danger rolling off him. Yeah, playing this off was the best way to go.

“Whatever Ashton said, he was trying to get a rise out of you. So if he said some crazy crap about, I don’t know, sex or whatever, it was a joke,” she said.

“A joke?” His brows rose and his tone deepened. “It’s a fucking joke to be all, here fuck my girlfriend? That’s not okay. I don’t give a fuck how long you’ve known each other. That shit’s not okay. A real man shouldn’t talk about his woman that way. It’s not respectful, and it makes me wonder what he’d have done if I said yes.”

Carla leaned back, eyes wide. “Wow.”

Okay, playing it off wasn’t the way to go. Scratch that idea.

“Has he hurt you? Has he done this before?”

“Let’s back up here.” She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment. “First, Ashton would never hurt me. I’m pretty sure he’s incapable of violence.”

“All men are capable,” he said without hesitation.

“Stop talking over me. Seriously,” she snapped. He was talking about her best friend. She knew Ashton better than anyone. “Do you want the truth or what?”

“I do.”

She stared into those dark eyes of his. This was going to be fun. About as fun as a root canal.

“Ashton is gay. Jared is his boyfriend. I’m the pretend girlfriend for Ashton’s family.”

Vaughn’s brows drew down farther. “That...makes a lot more sense.”

“Seriously?” Carla picked up the other drink. “Most people don’t see it from Ash.”

“Why’s he so torn up over his assistant getting kidnapped? Pretty extreme reaction from a boss.”

“I’ll give you that.” She saluted him with his drink. “Which is why I’m trying to keep all of this quiet.”

“But—why? Why’s that a big deal?”

“Mm.” She swallowed the confiscated drink and licked her lips. “This is going better than I expected. Okay. I can explain that. Truth is Ashton doesn’t care if his whole family knows he’s gay. They’re all very strict Muslim. They hate me. And he knows that when he comes out, he will be completely cut off. The thing holding him back is his grandmother. She’s the only one he cares about. Long, beautiful story there. She’s really a wonderful woman who had stuck-up kids. Thing is, we thought was on her deathbed back when he was like twenty when he hatched this plan for me to be the pretend girlfriend. She’s still alive and healthy, so we’re sort of stuck.”

“And now you live with Ashton and his boyfriend?”

“Yeah.” She sighed. “They’re perfect for each other. Soul mates. The whole thing.”

“And how does this relate to what happened earlier?” Vaughn asked slowly.

“Right. Yes.” She peered down into her second now empty drink. “I sometimes have a boyfriend on the side. Though I guess boyfriend is really a generous term for what it ends up being...”

“So he was serious when he said...?”

“Ashton and Jared like setting me up. One of the things they do is say something really crazy to see how guys react. It’s kind of endearing in a creepy way. Look, Ashton thought we had chemistry earlier. That’s what this boils down to.” That and she was the sad, pathetic single one of their trio with a front seat to the most beautiful and disgusting love story in history.

“Why do you do this? Keep the farce going? Couldn’t he just say he’s single?”

“Oh. Well. Yeah, but then his family would start throwing women at him.” Carla glanced back at the window. “I stay because Ashton’s all the family I have left. He’s taken care of me. I mean, how far in life is the child of a poor, single mother going to get on her own? Ashton’s given me a job. A great life. I got a degree. It’s a lot more than I’d be able to do on my own. But more than anything, I love him like a brother. Both him and Jared. I stay because they need me.”

Vaughn nodded slowly. “I get that.”

“You do?”

“I joined the Navy because what the hell was a poor kid from El Paso going to do with his life besides get in trouble?”

“Yeah?”

“Single mom. Little brother. No prospects.” He shrugged. “You do what you have to do. I don’t have room to judge. The way thing went down though? I was concerned.”

“Thanks. I’m sure Ash put his worst foot forward on purpose to see what you’d do.” She hadn’t forgotten the gleam in his eye when he’d said he liked Vaughn for her earlier.

Vaughn studied her, and she studied him right back.

In a perfect world she wouldn’t have to play pretend. Back when this had begun, she’d been relieved to no longer stress and wonder where her next meal was coming from. Ashton had taken her under his wing after two years apart and things clicked.

She was grateful that he’d helped her, for his generous heart, but it sucked being the pretty pony trotted out for events then put back up while everyone else got to have fun and fall in love. There were many less fortunate people in the world. Carla had been one of them for most of her life. She should be happy with what she had. But deep down, she wasn’t. She wanted the chance to fall in love and have her own story. But that wouldn’t happen. She couldn’t abandon Ashton, not after everything he’d done for her. So she’d suck it up and keep going.
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Thursday. Private Plane, Somewhere over the Atlantic.

Well hell.

Vaughn still wasn’t sure what to think now that he had more details. The truth was a lot messier than what was in his head that was for sure.

His better sense said to go. Put space between him and Carla. Complicated relationships always blew up, and he didn’t want to get caught in the middle. Time had taught him valuable lessons.

Except being in the room with her, not even touching her, was a full-body experience. It was as though every cell in every part of him was drawn to her. His hand tingled with the desire to reach over and brush her hair off her face or take her hand. It was crazy. He couldn’t explain it. Even now he had to physically force himself to lean back, keep a little distance between them, and not touch her.

He had to understand this. There was something pulling him toward her he had to wrap his head around.

“Ashton said you two grew up as friends?” Vaughn wasn’t sure what he was doing, but there were hours left to kill before they reached Egypt.

“Yeah. Sort of. My mom cleaned their house. We were two lonely kids that found each other. His parents weren’t crazy about it. I’m sure they wish they’d squashed our friendship back then.” She smiled and her eyes went warm, the blue sparkling like a Mediterranean ocean.

“Just you and your mom?”

“Yeah. I mean, my dad was around when I was little, but I don’t have any memory of him. They never married, and he was rarely in a good place. Vietnam really messed him up. I like to think he’s alive and happy somewhere.” Her sad smile said she knew that wasn’t likely to be the case. “Mom and I did okay though. There were some rough patches, but we made it.”

“Where is she now?”

“In an urn in my bedroom.”

“Shit.” He jerked back. “I am—sorry. Sorry, Carla.”

“Hey. Stop. It’s okay.” She reached over and brushed his arm with her fingers. That one touch had goose bumps breaking out from wrist to elbow and he wanted more than anything to take her hand in his. “She got sick. Lifetime smoking things she shouldn’t. Ashton made sure she was taken care of until the end.”

“Did she know about you two? Your mom?”

“We never told her, but she knew. She spent too much time with us to not know. She taught me a lot about doing what you have to. Surviving. There are worse things I could have done.”

Vaughn wanted to ask what Carla thought her mother would say about her relationship with Ashton. But the facts were it wasn’t his business. Clearly Carla and Ashton were close. Their relationship was more like blood family. They gave and took with no clear boundaries.

They weren’t asking him to be part of that. He was the one reading into Ashton’s offer. This was about pleasure, nothing permanent.

But he had rules about this sort of thing.

Except Carla was a fake girlfriend.

That blurred the lines.

“Okay, no more sad topics.” Carla slapped her hand on the arm rest. “I want another drink. You?”

“I can go get us—”

“Don’t bother.” She waved her hand and leaned forward.

A small fridge was built into the wall in front of them below the TV. She produced a beer, more small bottles of vodka, soda and some sort of flavoring.

“What don’t you have on this plane?” He shook his head and accepted the beer.

“Please don’t ask that question. If you actually find something Ashton will figure out how to make it happen and the last thing, this jet needs is more bells and whistles.”

“Me playing flight attendant was a trick?” He clinked his beer with her glass. He’d been played, set up and delivered.

“Yes.” She sipped her drink then shuffled cups around until she could set it down. “I’m sorry about all of this. I have no idea why Ash is pushing this right now. Please, feel free to pretend it never happened.” Her skin tinged pink. Because of the alcohol? Or her friend’s proposition?

“I’m not pretty enough?”

“What?” Her eyes widened.

“Seems to me you’re the one not happy with this deal.”

“I didn’t...”

“If you’re not attracted to me, it won’t hurt my feelings. You wouldn’t be the first beautiful woman to turn me down.” He sighed and spread his hands.

“Oh my God, stop.” She smacked his arm and laughed, her cheeks rosy now.

“Seriously, if I’m not good looking enough—”

“Does this work for you?” She leaned toward him. “Is this the part where I’m supposed to list off your assets? How good you look?”

“That could be fun. I’ll go first. You have great legs.”

Her brows drew down, and she opened her mouth. Staring at him, she held that pose for a moment. “My legs? That’s where you went first?”

“Well, yeah. It seemed crass to start with the more obvious—what did you call it?—assets.”

“Okay.” She crossed her arms over her chest, blue eyes twinkling. “I like your eyes.”

“My eyes like what they’re seeing.” He allowed his gaze to travel down her body. The shirt was loose, hinting at the curves underneath while her pants hugged her just right, showing off the shapely legs he’d admired. “I am an ass man, and as an expert in bottoms, yours is pretty fine.”

“Fine? Just fine? Do you know how much cake I ate to get an ass like this? I had to research the exact amount of cake to squats to maintain this thing.” She smacked her hip. “My ass is awesome.”

He held up his hands. “Hey, I had maybe three looks and no hands on experience. I can only make a basic judgment call here.”

Carla laughed and picked up her drink. “I’m so not tipsy enough for this.”

Vaughn could feel himself slipping into her spell. If he’d met Carla under different circumstances, he’d have been totally into her. Physically she was the curvy package he dug, and yes her ass was fantastic. It was this little time he’d spent around her, the confidence, her sense of humor, that was doing him in. This connection, like he’d been missing her all along.

Yes, the idea that this was an arranged deal bothered him. He didn’t much care for being served up like some treat Carla was being rewarded with. But so long as they were consenting adults, did it matter?

He leaned on the arm rest. “I think we’re going to have to do some research to continue this conversation once we’re better informed.”

“Once we’re better informed?” She quirked a brow at him. “That’s presuming I want more information.”

He grinned. “Burn.”

She laughed again. He liked the sound of it, so uninhibited and full of joy. As she should be.

An idea popped into his head. Before he could think it through, he launched in. “How about this? I think we should do a test. Like scientists.”

“What kind of a test?” she shifted, leaning on the arm rest until their shoulders almost touched, her face close enough he could smell the sweet drink on her breath.

“A kiss test.”

Her gaze dipped to his mouth then back up. “Kiss test?”

“Yeah.”

“What do you hope to learn in this kiss test?”

“Well, what your drink tastes like on your lips, for starters.”

Her pupils flared and the blue of her eyes shrank. “How are we evaluating this kiss? Is there criteria we’re judging by?”

“Of course.”

Vaughn leaned in. Her lips parted&#44; and she sucked in a breath the moment before their mouths met. Another jolt of awareness shot through him, lighting his blood on fire. He reached up and cupped her face. She groaned and slid her hand around to the back of his head.

It was the kind of kiss that would get out of control. She had to feel the same thing he did.

He turned his head and sucked down air. Her breath warmed his cheek, her fingers massaging his neck. He couldn’t decide if the kiss was amazing or a mistake. Now that he’d touched her, he wanted to keep touching her.

“So how are we judging it?” Carla’s voice was a purr, throaty and sensual.

He locked eyes with her, their faces still so close together. “I give it a ten.”

“A ten?” Her brows rose. “Are you sure?”

“You aren’t?” Hell, was he wrong about her?

“I think I need something to compare it to.” One side of her mouth hitched up.


Vaughn was still stuck on her not agreeing with him.

She pulled him to her for a hungry, open-mouthed kiss. Her tongue teased his lips. He parted for her, letting her in. The cabin was too warm, the space too small for the heat building between them. He stroked his hand down her back and wished they didn’t have so much space between them.

He nipped her lower lip, startling a gasp out of her. Then it was his turn to possess her mouth. She stretched toward him, the glasses clinking as they were caught between them.

The plane dipped and shuddered.

Carla sat back and blinked at the screen displaying their flight route. A little green box popped up flashing TURBULANCE.

She locked eyes with him again. “Better or worse?”

“Better, but maybe we need a third, just to make sure.” He took her other hand, the one gripping the arm rest, and tugged.

She unbuckled her seatbelt and straddled his lap before he could make his suggestion clearer. Hot damn she was something else. He sat up straighter and cupped the back of her head, shaking tendrils of hair out of the elastic.

“For scientific purposes,” she whispered.

“Serious science.”

She chuckled against his lips.

Vaughn kissed her, losing himself in the moment. Her body pressed against his, their sexes so close together. Her hands dug into his hair and their mouths collided. This time it was frantic as though they both needed more of this thing building between them. He gripped her hips and pulled her closer while her hands slid down over his shirt. He’d never hated a Kevlar vest more than he did in that moment.

He didn’t do complicated.

Carla was ten kinds of complicated, except in this moment it wasn’t.

He wanted her, and he was pretty certain she wanted him, too.
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CARLA WISHED SHE’D finished that last drink. Ashton was a heavy pour, but it took a whole lot more vodka for her to claim the alcohol made her do it. No, this moment, her lips on Vaughn’s and their bodies pressed against each other, it was all her trying to feed this deep, yearning void inside of her.

She wanted what Ashton and Jared had. Love. But for the time being, unless she met the most understanding man in the world, the best she’d get was sex. And she was fairly certain sex with Vaughn would be life changing. Her weak arguments against this fling were crumbling. She had Ashton’s blessing and judging by the erection pressing against her, Vaughn was willing.

There was no denying they both felt the chemistry. It was powerful. Magnetic. And she wanted to just give in. But was Vaughn willing?

She broke the kiss and stared down into his dark, lust filled gaze. His stubble rasped against her fingers as she slid her hand along his jaw. He was aroused. Because of her. What were the chances she could tease him into doing more before they both thought better of it?

Reality was just outside the cabin doors.

For these moments she was going to forget what was right and go with what felt good. And right now his fingers digging into her hips were pretty damn nice.

She shifted, but his hold was too tight to allow her much room to move. Instead she wound up grinding their sexes together.

Vaughn tipped his head back and muttered, “Fucking hell.”

“Don’t give me ideas.” She kissed his cheek then sat back.

“Oh, I’ve got ideas.”

“Care to share?”

Vaughn studied her from under heavy lids. His dark brown hair was messy. His shirt a bit rumpled. Despite the nice clothes, there was an edge to him. As if he couldn’t be domesticated. That rough edge did it for her. She’d never liked pretty boys, much to her roommates’ disappointment. No, her tastes ran Vaughn’s way.

Hot enough to burn, rough enough to feel good.

She leaned forward and teased the silver hoop in his ear with her finger.

“This deal, spell it out for me. What did I sign earlier?” He slid his hands down her thighs.

“Just a standard NDA. You didn’t sign away your life or anything.” She lifted a shoulder. “It’s to protect Ashton in case you decide to disclose the nature of his relationships. You really should read things you sign, you know?”

“What are your rules? I don’t give a fuck about him right now. In fact, I don’t want to talk about any other man right now. Understand?”

Carla snorted. “He’s gay.”

“My caveman brain doesn’t care right now. He has a dick.”

She had the silliest urge to preen right now, but doubted he’d appreciate that. “We keep things discrete. In public, you’re a bodyguard. In private, it’s whatever we want.”

“So long as no one knows? My team?”

“Can’t know.”

“And you’re okay with this?”

Her heart ached. “It’s not permanent. Someday Ash is going to come out and then...”

“What other rules?” He curled his fingers around the back of her knees.

“Condoms. Everything else is up for discussion at the right time.”

He pulled her forward, his arms flexing. She braced her hands on his shoulders.

Vaughn kissed her lips, but kept it brief.

“What about right now?” he whispered.

“What about it?”

“Do you want me as much as I want you?”

“I don’t know. I am kind of wet.”

“Kind of?” He grasped her by the wrist and slid her hand down his chest.

She reached between them and ran her fingers along the ridge of his erection straining behind his zipper.

“Did you want to put this to good use?” she asked.

“Do you have a use for it?”

“I’m fairly certain I could find one or two.”

Vaughn slid his fingers into her hair and pulled her to him for another deep kiss that left her breathless and her body tingling. His fingers caressed her back, just under her shirt, teasing the skin. Fuck that. She knew what she wanted.

Carla reached down, grabbed the hem and pulled the shirt up and off. She stared at Vaughn’s face. This moment told her a lot about a man, what they thought of her. It was a fact that she was curvy and for some men that was a turn off and their loss.

Then there were men who looked at her like Vaughn did, with hungry eyes. He licked his lips, and a thrill raced through her.

This was going to be good.

“God damn,” he muttered, his gaze locked on her breasts.

And here she’d just happened to wear one of her pretty bras. This was shaping up to be one lucky day.

Vaughn bent his head, kissing down her sternum then tracing the edge of each cup. She braced her hand on the bulkhead above her and closed her eyes. It was more than a little insane that she’d met this man this morning and already she wanted him. But she wasn’t going to fight it. Not right now.

Vaughn released the catch of her bra. She shrugged the garment off and tossed it in her seat. He leaned forward, his warm breath heating her skin while his hands cupped her breasts. She shivered at the touch and let her eyes drift shut only to gasp when his lips wrapped around her nipple and sucked.

She shifted her hips, rubbing against him as the onslaught of lust intensified the longer the toyed with her breasts.

“God damn,” he muttered again, voice strained. “How wet are you now?”

“Very.”

He glanced around their cabin. “Fucking tiny spaces.”

“There’s plenty of room right here.” She arched her back, her breasts against his chest. She liked what he’d been doing.

“I’m an on top kind of guy.”

She grinned at him. “On top is my favorite, so tough.”

His dark eyes glittered. “Maybe we can flip for it next time?”

“You’re talking pretty big if you think there’ll be a next time before the first time.” She hoped there’d be a second time. She was hungry for this and she hadn’t even had him yet.

“I’m pretty confident I’ve got the moves.”

The way he was looking at her, she felt like a sex goddess. It was going to her head, and she didn’t care.

Carla leaned in and bumped his nose with hers. “Well, prove it.”

“Think you can keep from screaming my name?”

“Think you’re good enough to make me?”

“I know I am.”

She chuckled, totally entranced by his cocky attitude. “Once again, prove it.”

“I will. Up.” He patted her hip.

She stood, her legs a little shaky.

Vaughn sat up and made quick work of the button on her pants. He pealed both her slacks and panties off her, leaving her in the silver necklace and wedge heels. It was utterly ridiculous and yet she didn’t care.

“Fuck, you’re beautiful.” His hungry, wolfish eyes were already eating her up. It had been ages since anyone looked at her like this and she wanted it to last.

Vaughn wrapped an arm around her and brought her to stand between his legs. He buried his face between her breasts while his other hand cupped her mound. His fingers slid along her folds, exploring her. She tipped her head back, fully aware of how aroused she was. It was almost embarrassing, and yet she didn’t give a damn in that moment what he thought so long as he didn’t stop. She clutched his shoulders and groaned her pleasure while he nuzzled and kissed at her body.

Far too soon he sat back, robbing her of his heat. She braced her hands on the bulkhead and stared down at him watching her.

It wasn’t just her. She could see his arousal in his eyes. The way he touched her, how he spoke. This was genuine, and she was so hungry for it.

Vaughn loosened his belt and undid the button on his pants. It really was a shame they didn’t have a bed. She wanted him naked. She wanted the freedom to explore every inch of him and make sure he was just as hungry as she was. But she’d take what she could get for now.

He pulled his wallet out from his pocket and produced a condom. She was grateful he was prepared because she wasn’t. Then he was doing what really mattered, unzipping his pants.

He sat back and rolled the protection on.

She swallowed and her stomach did little flip flops.

He was big everywhere and thank goodness she was tall enough for this ride. She fully expected to get off, at least once.

Vaughn reached for her, taking her by the hand. She perched one knee on either side of his thighs, straddling his lap again, only this time there was nothing between them. He pulled her down for a kiss, his fingers tugging just hard enough her scalp prickled with that pleasure filled pain feeling.

His cock pressed against her, hot, hard and needy. She grasped him by the shaft and lifted up.

His hand covered hers. “Look at me.”

She glanced up and their gazes locked. He guided her, sliding his cock between her folds. She tilted her hips until—there. He was at her entrance. She eased down, watching his cheeks sink in and his eyes blaze with desire. Arousal coursed through her, easing his penetration. She planted one hand on the seatback behind him and lifted.

The plane lurched. She pitched forward, his length sliding deeper inside of her, and he caught her around the waist.

“Fuck, you feel good. You okay?” His voice was tight, restrained.

“Amazing.”

He leaned in and kissed her mouth. Slowly her body eased around him, accepting into her body while his hands stroked her skin and his lips made love to her. She squeezed her internal muscles around him and he shuddered, those muscles rippling under her hands.

“Carla—damn,” he groaned.

“Yeah?” she chuckled.

“Don’t do that unless you want me to come.”

“My bad.” She kissed his cheek, giving herself over to the pleasure of the moment. She’d gotten good at living in the moment, at enjoying what she had. And right now that was Vaughn.

“I need...” His hands tightened on her waist.

“Me, too,” she whispered.

Carla lifted on shaky knees and let her eyes drift shut. Hot lips paid homage to her breasts, all while his length rubbed at just the right spots inside of her. Vaughn tightened his hold on her, bringing her down as he lifted his hips to meet hers. She groaned at the sensation of their bodies joining in pleasure.

“More of that,” she said.

“Yeah.”

She rose again, Vaughn guiding her, helping her. There was a strength in those arms she hadn’t been prepared for. He lifted her with one arm as though she weighed nothing, allowing her mind to focus on the pleasure of it.

Fingers brushed her mound, finding her slick clit.

Carla barely had the presence of mind to bite her lip as the first shudders of pleasure began. And hot damn if she didn’t want to shout his name, beg him to keep going. But she didn’t have to. Vaughn took over, moving her, thrusting into her with purpose all while his lips never left her skin. She held tight to him, the orgasm drawing out so long she thought she’d shatter into a million little pieces before he groaned his release and buried his face against her shoulder.

In the cool air of the cabin, they sat there, twined around each other.

This was special.

She didn’t know how or why it was, just that what was going on between them didn’t happen every day.
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Friday. Aegis Group Headquarters, Cairo, Egypt.

starts like this and changes. Carla peered out of the bathroom window into the courtyard below. Her experience with the rest of the world was confined to resorts and expensive hotels while traveling with Ashton. She was fascinated with the slice of real life she saw going on around her. The Aegis Group facility was, well, it looked like something out of a movie.

The stone structure appeared to be a large rectangle situated around a central courtyard with wings on either side, a sturdy gate and the bulk of the rooms on the far end. The rooms she’d seen had beautiful carvings on the walls and the doors were heavy wood with scenes cut into them. Even the room she’d been shown to was a work of art with its tiled bathroom and the beautiful furniture.

She glanced at the big bed with the halo of morning light falling across the pale sheets.

What time was it and what time did her body think it was? Did it matter?

As soon as they were cleared to fly into Beirut they’d be wheels up, but it looked like that wouldn’t happen until tomorrow. Even if they were in Beirut tonight, the kidnappers weren’t communicating until Saturday, anyway.

This whole thing didn’t sit right with her.

Was this her over-active imagination taking over? Had she watched one too many action movies?

She shoved her feet into ballet flats and peered out of the door.

The hall was empty.

Voices echoed, but that was due to all the stone.

Vaughn wasn’t going to pop out from around a corner and scare her. And if he did, so what?

She straightened her spine and walked across to Ashton’s room.

Carla tapped her knuckles against the door, announcing herself with, “Hey, it’s me,” then let herself in.

Ashton sat in an armchair facing a TV mounted to the wall. He glanced over his shoulder. “What if I was jerking off?”

She shut the door behind her. “You weren’t.”

He flipped a few channels, the words washing over her.

Ashton’s room was smaller than the one she’d been given. The furniture still had that antique look. The bed was big, everything else tidy and neat. His bathroom wasn’t nearly as impressive as hers. She’d be spending an hour in that tub soon enough.

She climbed up onto his bed and flopped down on her stomach, content to watch the blips of TV Ashton paused on. He reached behind him and she took his hand.

“Why did you set Vaughn up?” It was the question she’d wanted to know. It was terrible timing for her to have a side piece, not to mention that she’d been feeling emotionally unstable lately. Restless. Vulnerable. Not a good place to have a fling.

“Because Jared would have done it.”

Carla’s throat closed up.

Ashton was right on that front.

Jared was the one who could take risks that pushed them out of their comfort zones. Hell, Ashton had admitted that the thing that got Jared hired beyond his skills was that Ashton was attracted to Jared. But if it had been left up to him to make the first move nothing would have ever happened. No, it was Jared who’d initiated the deeper relationship pushing boundaries and challenging Ashton to be his real self. Without Jared taking the lead, Ashton would have pretended to be happy from behind his desk.

“I miss him, Carla,” Ashton whispered and squeezed her fingers.

“I miss him, too. When we get him back we should take a week off. Go do something. Go somewhere.” She knew that meant she’d spend a lot of time in her own room while Ashton and Jared were disgustingly happy, but she’d do it. Because they were the only family she had left.

“What if we can’t talk them down?” Ashton turned the TV off.

“You’re a brilliant negotiator, you—”

“But what if they won’t budge?” He turned to face her, their fingers linked.

“Well...” She propped her chin up on her other hand. “Didn’t the Aegis guys say they had a back-up plan?”

“Find him and rescue him by force, yeah.” He stared at the bedspread. “They asked me earlier if I wanted to wait to hear from the kidnappers again or if I wanted them to go find him.”

“What did you say?”

“I told them to wait.” Ashton glanced up at her. “I can’t risk him.”

“That’s okay. This isn’t a business deal. You don’t have to be cut throat.”

“I wonder where he is.” Ashton’s gaze slid away from her.

“Probably thinking about you right now and how much he loves you. How you’re going to save him. It’s going to be okay. We’ll get him back.” Carla’s money was on the Aegis team getting the job done, and for far less than the ransom. But this was a decision of the heart, not logic. “In a few days this will all be behind us.”

“Yeah.” Ashton nodded. “I always thought if this happened, they’d get me. I never thought about Jared or you being targets. If I’d have known...”

“Hey? You can’t know everything.”

He bobbed his head, but misery lined his brow and sorrow darkened his eyes. Ashton wouldn’t be himself until he was reunited with Jared.

What was it like to love someone that deeply?

She had a front-row seat to their relationship, but that didn’t mean she understood love any better than she had before Jared came into their lives. With Ashton, they’d become close out of necessity. He’d stripped away her walls and loved her as a brother even when she didn’t deserve it.

“What happened with Vaughn?”

Carla glanced at Ashton. “Hello topic change?”

“I noticed after I sent him back with drinks he—and I quote—got some sleep.”

“I hate you.” She rolled her eyes and heat warmed her skin. “I totally fell for your trap. You’re a bastard.”

“Because I sent you something fun?” One corner of Ashton’s mouth hitched up and for a moment the sadness fell away.

“Ash.” She glared at him. Her wrath only lasted a moment. They could never be angry at each other for long. “On one hand, I feel guilty.”

“And the other?”

“The other says it was worth it,” she mumbled.

He tugged on her fingers, the sadness chased away by the good humor. “How worth it?”

“Worth it, okay?”

“One time worth it, or do it again worth it?”

“I don’t know.” She ducked her head so she couldn’t look in the mirror hanging adjacent to the bed. She knew she was blushing, she just didn’t want to know how bad. “I’d do it again.”

“Again and again, or just again?”

“What’s with the questions?”

“Just trying to figure out if I need to try to hire Vaughn. If you really like him?”

Carla stared at Ashton.

He was serious. She knew better than to ask him that.

That option hadn’t occurred to her. Was it really something that he’d do? Would Vaughn go for it? Was that smart? What if this fizzled out?

If Carla were interested in Vaughn, Ashton would hire him. Then there would be four people in this charade. He’d do it to make her happy. While he no doubt meant it as a touching gesture, Carla felt an overwhelming sadness roll over her.

They were living a lie.

Their relationship wasn’t real. Sure, every now and then Ashton kissed her, but it was all for show. Jared owned Ashton’s heart, and that was something no one could know about.

This had begun because Ashton wanted his grandmother to believe that he was settled and happy before she died. But the old woman showed no signs of dying any time soon, and so they carried on with the lies.

“Ash, how long as we going to do this?” Carla whispered.

“Do what?” His tone was too bright.

She stared into his eyes. “How long are we going to keep hiding the truth?”

Ashton opened his mouth. She saw the moment he realized he couldn’t brush the question off and opted to close his mouth. He dropped his gaze to the comforter and clasped his other hand around hers.

“Do we have to tell anyone? We’re all taken care of. We’re happy. Why does anything have to change?”

Carla swallowed. She didn’t want to be ungrateful, but she wanted her own life. And yet, she couldn’t turn her back on the man who’d given her the means to live comfortably. With her background, she’d been destined for minimum wage jobs and no education. But thanks to him her life was different and on top of that her mother’s final year had been spent in comfort and peace. She couldn’t turn her back on him or leave him to face his reality without her.

They were a team, and as much as it killed her to sit on the sidelines while everyone else fell in love, she’d do it. For him. Because he was all the family she had.
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VAUGHN WAS SATISFIED their Cairo site security was as up to date as it was going to get. In the very near future someone needed to spend a week here swapping out equipment. With the instability in the region, they never knew when the Cairo site would become inaccessible.

Hell, he’d recommended twice now that they dump the site and set up somewhere else. Cypress was a hop, skip and jump away from a lot of places and the island much safer. But the people in charge all had other ideas.

What did he know?

He was the surveillance guy.

It wasn’t like Zain or the big boss would send him here to do the job.

Vaughn strode down the hall toward the situation room. In the large home’s former years, it had served as the dining room. When Aegis took the house over and made it their Cairo facility, they’d transformed the corner room into their one-room headquarters.

He entered the room and was struck by the unusual sight of Brenden and Melody sitting with their heads together.

“What are you two troublemakers up to?” he asked.

Melody clamped her lips shut and sat back.

Was that judgment? Did Melody know about the plane hook-up?

Vaughn was good at fun times, love ‘em and leave ‘em, kind of stuff. But this thing with Carla didn’t sit right with him. His bones seemed to vibrate from the memory of her touch, leaving him slightly off-balance.

Brenden glanced at her, then Vaughn. “Look at this.”

He pushed a torn piece of paper toward him.

Vaughn leaned across the table and squinted at the paper. “Boss is looking for a London site? Is that what this means?”

“I don’t know. I found it on the floor in my bunkroom.” Brenden nodded at Melody. “Thought she’d know more about it.”

“Huh.” Vaughn turned the paper over. Logistically speaking a Europe office made sense, but it meant another site to manage, more people. Did they really have enough work for that sort of thing?

It wasn’t like Lepta Team was hurting for work.

“How are our cameras?” Melody folded her hands together and crossed one leg over the other.

Vaughn shrugged. “Good.”

“Am I correct in thinking the camera on the top floor hall was never replaced?” Melody asked slowly.

“No, it wasn’t.” Vaughn knew one reason for that was deniability. There weren’t rules about bed hopping and the bosses could claim ignorance if they didn’t see it happen. “Something bothering you?”

“I just want to keep a close eye on Mr. Khoury and Miss. White,” Melody said.

That set off Vaughn’s warning bells. “Any particular reason?”

“They don’t appear to be speaking and they requested separate rooms. I just want to be prepared for everything.”

Vaughn nodded while on the inside he sighed in relief. “I see.”

No one knew about him and Carla.

Melody pushed to her feet. “If Nolan shares his crazy theory with you, please squash it? I need to go do some work. I’ll check in later.”

Vaughn sat down in one of the rolling chairs and waited for the sound of Melody’s footsteps to fade before spinning to face Brenden. “What’s Nolan’s theory?”

“Fuck.” Brenden rubbed the side of his face. “He thinks Ashton’s gay.”

Fuck was right.

“No, man.” Vaughn shook his head. “I saw him and his girlfriend in one of those little bunk rooms on the plane when I went to take a piss. They’re together.”

Brenden held up his hands. “I don’t care.”

Shit.

Vaughn should not have gotten involved in this. When Carla wasn’t right in front of him it was obvious, but the moment he’d been alone with her his better sense had curled up and died.

“Anything for me to do?” he asked.

“No. Waiting for the surveillance report from the office to make our plan for how to proceed once inside Lebanon.”

“Cool.” Vaughn glanced at the door.

He needed to have a chat with Carla, end this thing and warn her. The guys wouldn’t say anything beyond their team, but it was better to be safe with a secret like this.

His phone vibrated, and a chime filled the room.

“That’s Mom. I’ll be back.” Vaughn pushed to his feet and pulled his phone out of his pocket. Sure enough, Mom flashed on the screen. He frowned and clicked answer. “Mom? What’s wrong?”

“Wrong? Nothing.” Her voice was weary, tired sounding.

“What time is it? Why aren’t you asleep?” He did the math.

“It’s midnight.”

“No, it’s more like one. What’s going on?”

“I just wanted to hear your voice. I’m not interrupting?”

“Mom. What’s going on?”

Muffled noises met his question.

“Mom?” Vaughn paced down the hall. It was damn frustrating to be half a world away with his mother needed him.

“I think... I think I need help with your brother.” Her voice broke and he could hear the tears.

“You got it. I’ll make sure it’s taken care of. I wish I could be there.”

“No, mijo, you have an important job to do.”

“Nothing’s more important than you.” He hated to do this next part. “Let me give my boss a call. We’ll handle it. Santiago will get help and you will get to sleep. Okay?”

“I love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Vaughn shot off a text to Zain. His boss was awake at all hours, but Vaughn didn’t want to risk waking the man on the off chance he was sleeping. When no answer came, Vaughn blew out a breath and told himself they could all last a few more hours.

More voices rose from the ground floor.

Nolan and Riley.

Shit.

Vaughn needed to get a handle on things now.

He turned and jogged up the stairs to the top floor. Everything was quiet. It was just their team and the two people who kept the facility going.

Carla was in the master suite, hands down the nicest room. He knocked on the door then braced his hands on the frame, listening to the soft murmur of a TV, the distant laughter of the guys, street noise from outside.

The door cracked open, and he got a glimpse of a blue eye looking back at him.

“Hey.” Carla opened the door a bit wider.

“We need to talk.” He planted his hand on the door and nudged it open, stepping in before Carla could tell him no.

“Please, come right in. No, I don’t mind at all.” She planted a hand on her hip and stared up at him.

The scent of something floral and sweet wrapped around him. Carla’s hair was up in a towel turban. Her face was clean, the make-up wiped off, and she’d changed into leggings and a long T-shirt. She looked more like the maid now and less like the girlfriend. Which made this talk all that much harder to have.

His mouth went dry and his mind supplied a slideshow of his favorite parts of her.


“What’s going on?” She stepped around him, an exasperated sigh finally bringing him out of the fog.

“The guys think Ashton and Jared are gay,” he said.

“Okay. So?” Carla stopped in front of a long mirror and pulled the towel from around her head. She draped the towel over the windowsill then ran her fingers through her hair. Even wet, it curled and waved down her back to her waist.

“So?” Vaughn blinked at her.

She turned to face him and shrugged. “It’s not the first time someone’s picked up on it. So long as they don’t do anything in public, people can say whatever they want to say. I mean, it’s the truth. Ashton’s only going to get so much mileage out of this story before it gives out. We all know it.”

“Oh.”

“Thanks for telling me, though. I appreciate the heads up.” Her face twisted up, and she sighed. “I’m assuming we’ll end up leaning on that NDA after you guys get Jared back. I’m not sure Ashton’ll be able to restrain himself. He’s pretty torn up about Jared.”

“They really love each other?”

“More than anything else.” Carla chuckled. “It’s adorable and disgusting. But I like both of them, so...” She shrugged.

“This—it doesn’t bother you?”

Carla pressed her lips together. Her smile was strained.

They stared at each other for a moment and he knew he’d crossed a boundary.

“Sit?” She gestured at a small, two person table and chairs in the corner

Against his better judgment, Vaughn joined her.

“I get that, looking in from the outside, what Ashton and I have is weird. It’s an unusual arrangement that probably wouldn’t work for anyone else. I’m not saying it’s perfect for us, because it’s not. I don’t always like my role in things and yeah I feel a lot of guilt about lying to people, but... I was able to take care of my mom because of Ashton. I got to go to college. I don’t have to worry about where I’m sleeping, will I have food to eat, am I safe tonight, because of him. So, whenever I get frustrated, I think about that.”

Vaughn swallowed. It was hard to stay in his seat and not crawl under the chair.

Carla smiled. “This isn’t forever. It’s just for now.”

He nodded. What could he possibly say?

“You do what you have to do. I get that. I’ve been there.” His phone chimed, and he glanced at the screen.

A single text from Zain.

It’ll be handled.

Vaughn blew out a breath.

“Bad news?” Carla asked.

“Good, actually.” He placed the phone face down on the table.

She smiled, her blue eyes softening. “That’s nice to hear.”

Vaughn tapped his phone on the table. What the hell?

He’d asked invasive questions about her life.

“My brother’s an addict and my mom’s trying to help him detox, but it’s not going well.”

The smile turned into slack jawed surprise. “Oh, no. That’s so rough. Your poor mom. Cold turkey or is he getting something to help him wean off?”

“Cold turkey.”

Carla winced. “My mom tried cold turkey, and it didn’t stick.”

Vaughn paused at that statement, recalling something Carla had said about her mother’s smoking habits. He hadn’t realized her comment wasn’t about run-of-the-mill stuff. Carla trusted him with her truths. It was humbling.

“Sorry to hear that.” He leaned forward and made the mental note to pay closer attention. “Did something help her?”

“CPS took me away. I was pretty little. It’s mostly a blur, but she made sure to tell me about it when I got older and wanted to do my own experimenting. She always told me that her love for me was stronger than the addiction that it saved her. Just the way she looked when she told me the story, God. I never tried anything else after that day.” Carla chuckled. “Probably not the cool thing to say, but whatever.”

“Shit, Carla...” Vaughn leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “I keep opening my mouth and bringing up the worst shit.”

She shrugged and smiled at him. “I don’t mind talking about my mom. Even the bad stuff. I just like remembering her.”

He stared at her, the light catching the gold strands in her brown hair and making them glint gold. She’d been sexy earlier, but now, dressed in old clothes with no make-up, he still felt the same pull.

“What’s your favorite memory?” he asked.

“Oh, that’s a hard one.” She leaned forward, hand in her palm. “We used to pack everything into the station wagon and go camping. I’m pretty sure we were avoiding people she owed money to, but I was a kid. All I knew was that we were going on an adventure. We’d park somewhere, eat gas station food and play. Those were the best day. Just the two of us.”

What right did he have to have any opinion about Carla’s life?

He got it now. She was taken care of, happy, safe. They’d both grown up in rough situations and taken the first ticket they could to a better life. The only difference was their destination. He’d gone to war, she’d gone to a sky rise.


He was willing to bet she’d had a tougher time of it than he had. Even with it just being Mom, him and Santiago, they’d had other family and friends to lean on. From the sound of it, Carla had only ever had her mom. And now Ashton.

She reached across and poked his shoulder. “Your brother will be okay.”

“I hope so.”

Vaughn straightened.

He just didn’t know what to do with her or if she should do anything with her. What they’d done on the plane had blown his mind. He was fairly certain it wasn’t a onetime thing either. If they had a round two he’d put money on it being as good or better. But he wasn’t sure he could be a secret. That wasn’t who he was.

“Something’s bothering you,” Carla said.

“Nah. I should go.”

“I can’t trust you if you’re going to lie to me.” She studied his face, and he felt as though she could read his thoughts from the way she stared at him. “You know just because we hooked up doesn’t mean you have to be involved? It was just sex.”

But it wasn’t just sex.

He’d been laid enough to know what they had didn’t fit under that label.

Except maybe to her it wasn’t anything special.

“You’re right.” He was getting too involved for no good reason. This was his wake-up call. He cared too damn much about people. He pushed to his feet and slid his phone in his pocket.

“Vaughn.” Carla stood just as fast and grabbed his hand. “Vaughn, I didn’t mean it like that.”

“You’ve been very clear what you’re interested in. I’m just not sure it’s what I want.” He pulled out of her grasp. “I’ll see you later.”
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FRIDAY. CLOSED STORE, Beirut, Lebanon.

Farez glanced up and down the quiet street.

Hani was gone. He hadn’t come back after the confrontation, and Farez hoped he stayed gone. Hani and his friends were trouble. Farez had been too desperate to pull this plan off to see the truth about the kid until it was too late.

The original plan had been to hold their guest in the old restaurant between homes where they’d be able to keep an eye on the street. It would also allow them to comfortably care for their guest. The truth was, no one involved in this plan was young anymore.

This Ashton Khoury was going to destroy the way of life they’d known for decades.

The sounds of the ocean and city melded together, creating the soundtrack he’d grown up with. He’d been born here, raised his children here, and he intended to die here. But he wouldn’t keep his home if he didn’t have work, and with so many places along the waterfront shutting down, hope was dwindling.

Farez ducked into the shuttered storefront with its windows covered in paper. The inside was dim, and it smelled dank. There was some poetic justice holding Mr. Khoury’s assistant in one of his own buildings.

Only one person sat at the door keeping watch.

That wasn’t the plan.

“Farez?” Maier pushed to his feet.

“What’s wrong? Where is Liman?”

“He left.”

“Why?”

Maier’s weathered, wrinkled face creased. “He needs money.”

The hair on Farez’s arms rose. “What did he do?”

“I don’t know.” Maier held up his hands. “His phone started pinging, then he began talking about bills, how he’d never be able to rebuild his business. Then he left.”


Was this Hani at work, picking away at the people who’d rallied around Farez? Or was this the reality of their world?

There was a very good chance whatever change they exacted with this move would not benefit them. Farez understood big business moved slowly, and it might take their lifetime to see commerce flow again to the water front north of the city. But Farez was willing to do that for his children and grandchildren.

If he was going to see this through, something had to happen soon.

“We’re moving him,” Farez said.

“What? Where?”

“I don’t know, but the details I sent to Khoury were for Saturday night. We need to make sure we have his assistant when that happens. I don’t trust Hani.”

“You tell me where you want him, I’ll put him there.”

Farez nodded. The only problem was where was safe?
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6.
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Saturday. On the road, Beirut, Lebanon.

Carla hated everything about this trip.

Jared wasn’t with them, and that left a gaping hole in her heart and their lives.

Ashton had moved from moping to anxious and afraid. He’d no doubt tried to get his hands on two billion and failed. But he was too proud to admit to that. Even to her, and that was a problem.


Vaughn was outright avoiding her.

Everyone else was nice, but now she knew they were discussing Ashton behind their backs. Out of a sense of loyalty to her friend, she couldn’t bring herself to strike up a conversation with the others.

She stared out of the window at the streets of the city. Ashton had brought her along to Beirut two other times for short trips. He’d visited many times without her, usually with family. Given that they weren’t married, Carla avoided all but the important family functions. She wasn’t the Khoury’s favorite person given how she’d stolen their son away.

At least she wouldn’t have to make nice with Ashton’s uncles on this trip since they were traveling with a focus on secrecy. Which meant they couldn’t stay at any one of the hotels Ashton had frequented on his trips.

The car lurched to a stop.

Vaughn muttered colorful words under his breath.

She glanced at the rearview mirror, but it didn’t give her a glimpse of his face. That was why she’d chosen to sit directly behind him.

This whole situation with him annoyed her.

She should be focused on Jared and distracting Ashton. That was her role in their little family. Only she’d allowed herself to be distracted by Mr. I’m Too Sexy up there and now things were awkward.

There was no way she could offer Vaughn anything other than sex. Yes, she felt this pull, this chemistry, between them, too. But it wouldn’t last. Her responsibility to Ashton preceded anything she might want. Including love. Ashton had helped her at her lowest and provided for her mother. That was no small thing. She’d be with him for as long as he wanted her to play the part, no matter what her heart wanted.

Besides, there wasn’t any way to tell if the attraction was the same for Vaughn. For all she knew, it was one-sided and the product of prolonged celibacy.

Except a man didn’t storm out of a room, throwing her words back in her face, for nothing.

Carla sank down lower in her seat.

She couldn’t shoulder both Ashton and Vaughn’s delicate man-feelings. It was too much. She hadn’t asked for this and she wasn’t going to take responsibility for it. Ashton got a pass. They were friends, practically siblings. But Vaughn? He was the guy she’d fucked on a plane. He didn’t get to make her feel any which way about anything.

The SUV made a sharp right turn and drove into subterranean parking garage. Overhead one of the many steel and glass towers rose up into the sky.

Melody’s voice piped up from Ashton’s other side. “It took some work, but we found a place not on your list of locations you’ve stayed at that also fit our security specs. We’ll remain here while Grant and Riley go up to ensure the condo is secure.”

“My parents are talking about buying property here.” Ashton’s hand closed around Carla’s and squeezed.

“Yeah?”

“Mom was going on about buying up an old place, something built before the seventies and restoring it. There are so many that were never looked after properly once the civil war was over.”

Carla made an appropriate humming noise. She had no intention of getting involved in discussions about homes and where they were with Ashton’s mother.

“How are we on time?” Carla asked.


To her surprise, Vaughn was the one who answered. “We’re cutting it a little close. Bout an hour until they call.”

“Setting up for the call is a matter of moments,” Melody said, her tone far too sweet.

“We’re clear to go up.” Vaughn turned the SUV off. “Mr. Khoury, Miss White, please exit on the left side of the vehicle and stay between myself and the other two men. Melody and I will bring up the rear.”

Carla swallowed.

Up until now things had been fairly relaxed. But with Ashton being villainized in the media they had to take extra precautions or else he could become a target while they were trying to rescue Jared.

It was all messed up.

Carla’s door swung open.

She shoved the large sunglasses up her nose and brought the scarf up over her hair. This was the first time she’d made conscious clothing decisions when visiting Lebanon. Women here dressed as they pleased, but Carla knew she’d stick out less if she opted to cover her hair and picked full coverage clothing over her typical sleeveless tops. The less like themselves they looked, the better chance they had of being unnoticed.

Vaughn held out his hand. She took it rather than be rude and slid out of the vehicle.

“Thanks,” she said.

He didn’t reply. Not even a nod. His silence shouldn’t annoy her, and yet it did.

Double whatever.

She wasn’t responsible for him.

Carla kept her head up and strode to the other two men with their backs to her watching the parking garage. An engine rumbled somewhere out of sight, but other than that they appeared to be alone.

“This way, ma’am. Sir.” The blond man gestured toward the elevators.

Ashton placed his hand on her lower back and they moved forward together.

No one spoke.

She sucked down a deep breath. Brine cut through the garage smells of rubber and oil along with something flavorful that made her stomach wake up.

All too soon the six of them were squished onto an elevator. Carla found herself sandwiched between Ashton and Vaughn. Her friend twisted, wedging her closer to the man she wanted to dick punch. She hadn’t shared last night’s conversation with Ashton and now she wished she had. Any way she turned she was going to be at least partially plastered up against Vaughn.

When this was over she might just kill Ashton herself.

The elevator rose and rose, the numbers creeping higher.

No one spoke.

Vaughn’s hand came to rest against her back, nudging her one way just a bit. She knew it was him from the electric zip that went straight to her stomach. There was no denying who’d touched her.

The only sound was the tiny vibrations of Melody’s phone as she tapped at the screen.

At long last the elevator chimed, and the doors slid open, fresh air wafting in and carrying the scent of incense. She turned toward it, breathing in the notes of vanilla, wood, and something floral.

That was one of her favorite things about Lebanon, the scents.

Sure, it wasn’t always great. The city had a garbage problem. But when it was good, it was a full body experience of good.

Vaughn pressed his hand to her back.

“This way.” He stepped past her.

She swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry, and glared at his back.

Ashton took her hand and gave it a squeeze.

They walked forward, down the hall with its caramel colored marble floor and the Damascus style light fixtures. The door at the very end of the hall stood open, another familiar figure waiting for them.

She stepped through ahead of Ashton into the modern home. The first thing that met them was an amazing, panoramic view of the city bathed in afternoon light. The same marble flooring stretched to every corner of the room.

To her right, a small kitchen was tucked out of sight. An eight person dining table sat parallel to the glass, the heavy antique wood a nice balance to all the pale colors and clean lines. The condo stretched to her left, all the way to the corner of the building featuring a seating area and stairs leading up to a second floor.

“We’re putting you and Miss White in the two bedrooms on the second floor. The two bedrooms on this floor will suffice for our use,” Grant said to Ashton.

“How long until they call?” Ashton asked.

“Soon.”

Carla crossed to the terrace door and opened it. The warm sea breeze blowing in off the Mediterranean Sea.

She needed a moment to herself where she wasn’t carrying the weight of two men on her shoulders. There wasn’t much out here. A few chairs and a table. She crossed to the railing and gripped it with both hands, her stomach doing a summersault as she leaned over and looked down to the tiny street below.

Maybe when this settled she should take Ashton up on his suggestion that she do a trip by herself somewhere. Travel under an alias. Be herself without the guys. She’d have to take care of Jared and Ashton for a few weeks after this. It wouldn’t be a bad idea to line up a therapist. Jared was the touchy-feely one out of their trio.

“Carla?”

She shivered and turned toward Vaughn.

His warm eyes had gone cold. This was his work face. The one he put on to do the job. It wasn’t the sensual man who’d caught her off-guard while cleaning windows.

He took a few steps toward her, hands in his pockets.


“You should stay inside,” he said.

“You think someone would see me up here?” She pushed the scarf down to hang off her shoulders.

He closed the distance between them and leaned an elbow on the railing, watching her. “It’s better to be cautious.”

Was he really talking about someone watching them, or was he trying to tell her something else?

“I’ll keep that in mind.” She pushed the sunglasses up to sit on her head. “Anything else? I did come out here for thirty seconds to be alone.”

“For this job to work, you and I have to trust each other.” His eyes bored into hers. “Do you still think you can’t trust me?”

It wasn’t a simple question. She pursed her lips together. Now was not the time or place to have this chat.

“I’m sure I can trust you to do your job,” she finally said.

“But you don’t trust me?”

She could lie, but they’d both know it. “I don’t.”

Not after he’d walked out on her. He’d gone sour on her and she didn’t know why, and she wasn’t going to divert attention from Ashton to a man she’d had no intentions of hooking up with on her own.

“This...deal?” He leaned his forearms on the railing and stared out over the city where the wind whipped his words away from them. “I’m not sure I can do it. That’s what I didn’t want to tell you, okay?”

His words stung, but they were his truth. “I can respect that. Was that so hard?”

“Yes. You’re fucking amazing and this is complicated.”

He said that word like it was a bad thing.

Her situation was unique. She couldn’t waste time on someone who couldn’t understand it, and realistically she didn’t expect any man to put up with this charade. Tears prickled her eyes. She turned her face into the wind, letting it blow the moisture away.

“Well, it doesn’t have to be anymore,” she said. “We’re done. We weren’t anything to begin with. There. All good?”

“Then why are you crying?”

She lifted her hand and wiped away the tears. “Fuck you.”

“Carla?” Ashton called out.

She whirled toward the door.

Ashton stood at the dining table, his hand over the phone.

“They called early.” She rushed inside ahead of Vaughn.

Ashton locked eyes with her and she nodded.

“Answer it,” Grant said.

Carla stopped next to Ashton, her hand on his back. Ashton tapped the screen then reached for her, wrapping his arm around her waist for support.

“Hello?” he said.

“Mr. Khoury, I hope you’ve had time to consider our deal.”


“I have.” Ashton gripped Carla a little tighter. “Before we discuss anything else, I want proof of life.”

“Have I given you any reason not to trust me, Mr. Khoury?”

“You’ve given me no reason to trust you. Show me Jared Moss is still alive, or I’m hanging up. Let me talk to him.”

Carla could feel each of Ashton’s fingers digging into her side.

“Very well.”

The line muffled a bit, voices were soft, impossible to make out.

Melody held up a piece of paper with the words, Good job, written on it.

Carla had the distinct feeling she should have gone downstairs for dinner. She was out of the loop. Clearly there was more of a plan than just paying these people off. For Jared’s sake, she hoped the plan worked.

“Ash?” The raspy voice hit all the right notes.

Carla covered her mouth with her hand and tears sprang to her eyes. Her throat closed up, and she wanted to reach through the phone to give Jared a hug.

“Jared?” Ashton’s mouth opened and closed.

“It’s good to hear your voice, boss.” Jared’s tone brightened. Even kidnapped and held prisoner, he’d see the good in a situation.

“Good to hear your voice, too. Are they treating you okay?”

Carla didn’t know how Ashton managed to hold it together. She wiped away tears while he focused on the call.

“That’s enough.” The kidnapper’s voice broke back in. “As you can see, Mr. Moss is still alive.

“Thank you for that.” Ashton ground his teeth so loud Carla could hear.

“When would you like to make the trade?” the man asked.

“About that, the money you’re asking for, that’s a lot to move around.”

“A man of your means can do whatever you like.”

“No, actually, I can’t.”

“Come now, Mr. Khoury.”

“I am prepared to hand over fifteen million in cash, whatever currency you want. One-point-eight billion is—I’d need a lot more time.”

Fifteen million?

Carla was privy to all the accounts. She doubted Ashton had come up with that much on his own. So who was he borrowing from?

“My price is non-negotiable.”

Melody stepped directly in front of Ashton and held up a piece of paper with her neat handwriting scrawled across a few lines. She stared up at him and tapped the words.

Ashton let go of Carla and took the paper before she could read it. “Every price is negotiable. Who else do you think is going to pay you for my assistant? I’m your only customer and that means I set the price. Now, I’m telling you I’m willing to make you a rich man, and your answer is to get greedy? You run the price up too much and you’ll give me no other option but to hire a new assistant.”

Holy shit.

Carla glanced from Ashton to Melody.

Was this seriously how they wanted to play this?

“My price is firm,” the man snapped.

The room went silent.

Ashton dropped his hand.

“That’s it?” Carla glanced from Ashton to Melody. “What the hell?”

Melody tucked her notepad under her arm. “We began a dialogue.”

“A dialogue that ends in, we aren’t going to pay?” Carla turned toward Ashton. “Please explain.”

“I don’t have what they want.” Ashton paced the short distance from the windows to the kitchen and back.

“I know that. But can’t we lie?” She glanced at Melody.

The woman shook her head. “Trades like this don’t happen in cold, hard cash. These are digital transactions. This man would require a wire transfer before handing Jared over. There’s no lying. Ashton made all the right points. These people only have one customer and Ashton has given them his price. They’ll come around.”

Carla opened and closed her mouth.

This all sounded crazy to her.

“Are we still not willing to consider that this isn’t about money?” She glanced from man to man.

“Carla, enough,” Ashton snapped.

“Okay.” She held up her hands, but the sick feeling in the pit of her stomach wasn’t going away.

She had a real bad feeling about where this was going.

Ashton turned toward Grant. “Do you know where they are? Is plan B still an option?”

“Plan B?” Carla glanced at Vaughn, but his focus was on Grant.

“Zain?” Grant lifted his phone to his ear.

Carla crossed to Ashton and whispered, “What is plan B?”

Ashton stared down at her. “They go in and get him.”

Oh, boy.

That sounded really dangerous.

“We’ve got a location and a name.” Grant shoved his phone in his pocket. “Everyone suit up, we’re bringing Mr. Moss back.”

Carla’s gaze flew to Vaughn, but he was already on the move.

The wheels were turning. They wouldn’t stop now.

She couldn’t shake the bad feeling in the pit of her stomach.

[image: Scene Break.png]

SATURDAY. COFFEE SHOP, Beirut, Lebanon.

Hani drummed his fingers on the table top.

If he hadn’t been ordered to be here, he’d have left already.

His cup was empty and whoever he was here to meet was half an hour late. The lump on the side of Hani’s head kept him in his place.

He’d made the wrong decision and allowed his aunt to talk him into helping with this bullshit scheme. Now it was Hani’s ass on the line. His buddies had pointed at him when their boss wanted answers for where they all were. The full burden was on Hani now.

None of this made sense.

When he’d told his boss about the kidnapping plan and how poorly armed the old folks holding the hostage were, Hani had expected they’d make a trip over to take control of the situation. He didn’t know how much Farez was ransoming the American for, but Hani was willing to bet he could get a couple more bills.

“Are you Hani?”

Hani turned to stare up at the unfamiliar man in a suit standing behind him. Hani hadn’t seen the man enter the café, so where had he come from?

“I am,” he replied after a beat.

“Come with me.” The man nodded and turned toward the door.

“Hey, wait one minute.” Hani stood and scrambled after the man. “What’s your deal? Do you know how to tell time?”

The man exited the café, glanced left then right, before walking to the curb. A van idled on the street. The side door slid open, and he got in.

Hani stared. Was he supposed to go with this guy? What the hell was going on?

The man leaned out. “Don’t make me ask again.”

Hani was fairly certain the man hadn’t asked him to do anything. He had a bad feeling about this van, but if he went back to his boss and said he’d refused to talk to the guy in the suit, what would happen to him?

There was a guy last week who’d been short a couple bills. He’d been beaten so badly Hani hadn’t seen the guy again. And here he’d taken three guys with him to do a job for someone else that they might not get paid for.

Hani had no choice.

He climbed into the van.

No sooner had his ass touched the seat than the driver took off.

“This is the man you picked up?” The man in the suit passed a photograph to Hani.

He took it and spent a moment examining the guy they’d kidnapped from the construction site. The hair was longer, and he was tanner in the image, but it was the same guy. “Yeah, that’s him.”

“Have you seen this man?”

Another photograph, this one of a clean cut man who would fit in with the guy sitting next to Hani.

Hani didn’t even touch the picture. “No, never.”

“Have you seen any of these men?”

He took the five images, flipping through them.

White. Blond hair.

White. Brown hair.

White. Black hair.

Sort of brown guy with brown hair.

Another white guy with dark hair.

“No.” Hani passed the pictures back.

“I see.” The man took the pictures back. “We need for you to stay close to the target, and if you see any of these people, if anyone comes to rescue this man, we want to know about it. Here’s a phone. Call the programmed number and whoever answers, tell them what you saw.”

“What the hell is this?” It sounded like some spy weird shit.

The suit wearing man stared at him. “This is the only reason you’re still alive, Hani.”
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7.
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Saturday. On the road, Beirut, Lebanon.

Vaughn was far more comfortable in his tactical gear than he was in the stuffy suit. When he geared up, he knew what he was doing, the risks, what their objective was. Things made sense. They weren’t decked out in their uniform greens. Given that the asset was being held in the city and it was the middle of the afternoon, they were all in plain clothes with their Kevlar underneath.

He gripped the door of the SUV, watching the streets fly by.

If this went well, they’d be on their way back to the airstrip rather than stay the night at the condo. Just as well. The sooner they wrapped up this op the quicker Vaughn’s life could revert back to simple.

Standing on that terrace watching Carla’s silent tears had him considering throwing himself over the railing. He’d rather rush into a firefight than stand there knowing he’d made her cry.

What the fuck was he supposed to do?

“How about that drone support?” Grant asked via the comm unit. He and Riley were in the lead vehicle while the other two were with Vaughn.

“Not going to happen,” Zain replied. His voice was a little distorted, probably because he was half a world away. “I’m sending you to the coordinates where the phone is transmitting from. It’s still in use. Looks like it’s a residence of some kind.”

“We’re getting awfully close to not have a plan,” Vaughn said.

Silence.

Zain cleared his throat. “We’ve got no on-the-ground intel and no way to get a bird's-eye view. Your options are to lie in wait, or go in hot. The area where the asset is being held is an older area north of downtown. It’s residential. Established families.”

“Then we go in, see what we can see,” Grant replied. “I’m looking at the map now. Nolan, I want you three to go a block north of the target and spread out. I want us in a circle around that location.”

Vaughn glanced over and studied the map. Brenden was a sniper. He’d do best with a high perch. Nolan was probably their fastest guy. He needed to be on the ground. Vaughn would be fine wherever.

“Brenden, you want to see if you can find a spot here?” He gestured at the screen.

Brenden leaned forward between the seats. “Broad daylight? People are going to notice a bunch of Americans.”

“Don’t let yourself be seen,” Vaughn replied.

“Vaughn?” Grant broke into their conversation. “I want you on the street. See if you can blend in.”

“Because I’m brown?” Vaughn snorted. “I don’t know, boss. My brown ain’t really their brown.”

“Do what you can.”

This was going to be a cluster fuck, but then again, when did an op ever go smoothly?

Moments later they pulled into the area. Grant and Riley’s vehicle turned right, staying on the southern side of their target area. Nolan turned left, taking a path around the building.

There was a distinct difference between the downtown buildings and here. The area around the condo was new, chrome, concrete and glass. Here the older buildings still had scorch marks and shell damage in places though it looked like most had tried to hide the battle wounds.

Funny enough, it reminded Vaughn of visiting family in Mexico on his dad’s side. They’d only made the trek south a few times. It was clear Vaughn and his brother weren’t wanted. But those trips were stuck in his mind as he studied the shop fronts and the apartments stretching up overhead.

Many of the businesses were shuttered, windows dark or boarded up.

“You know who owns a lot of these places?” Nolan said in a low voice.

Vaughn turned his head. He had a bad feeling about that question. “Who?”

“Ashton Khoury.” Nolan glanced at him and grimaced.

Shit.

Did Carla’s theory hold water? Was she right and all of this was about more than a quick payday?

It wasn’t Vaughn’s job to figure that out. He had to help get Jared Moss back to the states. That was it.

“This is us.” Nolan found a spot and parked along a side street.

“Don’t die.” Brenden opened the back door and was gone. For such a big guy, he moved like a ghost. One moment he was there, then he wasn’t.

“Should be a fun afternoon,” Nolan muttered.

“Yeah, well, I question your use of the word fun. Check you later.” Vaughn opened his door and stepped out onto the street.

The salty tang on the air was soured by a rotting aroma he could almost taste.

Trash.

Yeah, he’d read about the garbage washing up along the Lebanon shores. It had been one of the first internet searches about the area, plus it was one of the things Ashton had mentioned he wanted to tackle when he began developing his property in the area. It was a lot of talk as far as Vaughn was concerned. What mattered was what Ashton decided to do. He seemed like a good guy, but he hadn’t made his millions playing nice.

Vaughn shoved his hands in his pockets. He’d opted for boots, jeans and a T-shirt under an open button down to disguise his vest and dual mob holsters under his button down. Given that they weren’t going in with their rifles, he wanted a weapon in both hands.

He strode down the street opposite of the building.

“In position,” Brenden’s voice whispered into Vaughn’s right ear.

“It’s a lot of run homes.” Vaughn glanced left, noting the decades of wear.

Nolan chimed in. “I don’t see a single business open.”

“We got your theory, thanks,” Riley replied, his tone dry.

What were these people hoping to accomplish by trying to milk money Ashton didn’t have? Wouldn’t they be better served by taking the fifteen mil Ashton had offered? That money could go a long way even if it was divided up two dozen different ways. That was life changing money for people who had very little to begin with.

Unless they were after something else. Something more.

God damn Carla. He had a sinking suspicion she was right.

Vaughn ducked into a tiny courtyard formed by a partial wall and the two buildings on either side of a house set back farther off the road. The space was overflowing with flower pots and green, growing things.

“Zain?” He couldn’t shake the feeling that they’d made a mistake. “Can you check in with Melody?”

Zain’s voice was softer, possibly because he was half a world away. “She’s checking in every fifteen minutes. I heard from her five minutes ago. Why? What’s up?”

“I am in position across from the house.” Vaughn leaned a shoulder against the wall and shifted so he could peer past a flower pot. “I think Carla’s theory holds water. I don’t think this has anything to do with money.”

Grant’s reply was a standard line. “Doesn’t matter so long as we retrieve our asset.”

One of the downsides of the jobs they were hired to do was that they often didn’t get the luxury of doing everything right. They rescued their people, they got out. If they could do good along the way, great, but that was not always the case.

Vaughn hoped Ashton kept his word to make the lives of people better, not worse.

“I show four possible bodies.” Grant didn’t sound happy about that news. “One or two of those could be in neighboring houses.”

“You using that new Range thing?” Vaughn asked.

“Yeah. Two are moving around, two are still. It’s too hard to tell what we’re looking at.”

The minutes ticked by turning into half an hour then an hour. They held their positions.

Vaughn had the closest view of the house in question. He didn’t see any movement inside the home where the phone was transmitting. The windows were covered, no one came or went. Every so often Grant reported on the minimal movements of those four people in the target area, but nothing changed.

“I’m moving,” Nolan muttered. “How long are we going to do this, guys?”

“We need some kind of confirmation he’s in there or we lose our only lead.” Vaughn didn’t like that answer, but they all knew it.

What worried him was that Ashton and Carla only had Melody there to protect them. If they were targets, there was very little standing in their way. Vaughn knew if he said anything Grant or Zain would point out the kidnappers low-tech, how easily they’d tracked the people and so forth. But Vaughn still couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t right.

A door creaked open behind him and an older woman stepped out, speaking in rapid fire to someone on the phone. Vaughn stepped over the neat lines of pots, but something caught on his foot. He pitched forward as pottery crashed to the floor.

“Fuck,” he spat and shoved to his feet.

The woman shrieked at him and waved a broom he hadn’t seen before.

“Sorry. Sorry!” He held up his hands.

He didn’t know the language, but he didn’t have to.

“Get out of there,” Grant snarled.

“I’m trying.” Vaughn threw up his arm to protect his face and darted out onto the street.

Two pedestrians, a man and a woman, nearly ran into him in their rush toward the woman.

“There’s movement inside,” Grant said.

The man on the street made a grab for Vaughn. He side stepped the man, hands up.

“I’ve got to get out of here,” Vaughn said.

“No,” Grant snapped. “Go for the asset. Now.”

“Copy that.”

Vaughn whirled and sprinted full tilt at the house door across the street. He dropped his shoulder and rammed it.

The thing didn’t budge. It was solid wood, old and thick.


A splitting pain erupted in his back and neck.

He might as well have run into a concrete wall.

“Everyone move in now,” Grant ordered.

Vaughn hauled back and kicked at the door. The hinges rattled.

“This fucker isn’t going to budge,” he said.

The man he’d almost run into strode toward him.

“Guys, this was a bad idea,” Vaughn said as he backed away.

“Targets are on the move out the back. Four of them,” Grant said.

Vaughn whirled. The homes were built up against each other like row houses. There wasn’t a way inside unless he figured out how to take the indestructible door down. If the targets were leaving, they weren’t coming out the front.

He sprinted down the street and cut between homes at the first chance.

“Fuck!” Nolan cried out in the headset.

“Nolan, are you down?” Zain asked.

Voices clamored in the background.

“Ow! No,” Nolan growled. “This grandma fucking clothes lined me. God damn it.”

Brenden’s deep voice cut through the chatter. “I have eyes on the target moving east.”

“Heading your way,” Vaughn said.

He didn’t know exactly where Brenden had gone, but that didn’t stop Vaughn from making a straight line away from the coast.

“Targets are out of range. I’m trying to get to you,” Grant said.

Vaughn pumped his arms, sprinting for all he was worth.

A heavy grunt followed by a sharp crack sounded through the headset. Vaughn rounded a corner and saw Brenden on the ground. A pair of older women brandished more brooms.

What was with the brooms?

Brenden rubbed his head and pushed to his feet.

“Where’d they go?” Vaughn turned, looking down each street.

“I don’t fucking know,” Brenden snarled.

“What’s going on? Where are you?” Grant demanded.

“About to get skewered by a couple grandmas.” Vaughn bent and hooked his arm under Brenden’s, hauling him to his feet. “They’re gone.”

One of the old women took a swipe at Vaughn. He held up his arm and half dragged Brenden away.

They’d been out-played by a bunch of old women.
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SATURDAY. BEIRUT, LEBANON.

Farez’s hands shook, and the gun felt as though it weighed a ton.

That was a close call. Far closer than he’d have liked. If it weren’t for the others looking out for him, those men would have gotten the only leverage Farez had to make this deal.

The cellar smelled of earth and spices. The small lantern didn’t reach the far corners of the room.

Maier straightened. “I don’t hear anything.”

“Your wife might have saved us,” Farez muttered.

Maier chuckled. “She saves me every day.”

Jared Moss sat down on the hard packed floor, speaking in English, “I am never going to complain about a hotel ever again.”

Farez glanced at Maier. The other man didn’t speak English. Farez had learned it as a young man working on sail boats, doing tours on cruise ships when he was younger. It was a skill he’d used to land him decent jobs through the years before doing what he’d always wanted—opening up a spice shop with his wife. A shop he no longer owned, and that was on the brink of shutting down.

He took a step toward their prisoner.

The man flinched and planted a hand on the ground as though he might try to stand.

Farez stopped, puzzled by the reaction. They’d taken the man at gunpoint. There’d never been a reason to strike or hurt him. So why did he flinch?

Jared Moss stared up at Farez with wary eyes as though he’d been in a situation like this before. In the darkness with the young man’s brown eyes and hair, he could be the son of a friend.

“Who were they?” Farez asked in English.

“Who? I don’t know. You threw this blanket over my head and I went where you told me.” Jared laid the shawl over his thighs and crossed his legs.

“Men with guns?”

Jared opened and closed his mouth. The man’s wide eyes held no guile, no deceit. “I don’t know.”

Ashton Khoury wasn’t waiting for their demands. He was acting, countering their move with another.

Farez lowered the gun to his side. He should have pushed forward with the real goal instead of allowing the first negotiation to fall flat. He knew Khoury couldn’t pay the outlandish sum. That wasn’t the point. Farez wanted the man desperate. It appeared as though he’d succeeded and along the way underestimated how much Khoury wanted his man back.

“Can we—may I ask a question?” Jared leaned forward.

Farez stared at him, unsure questions were wise.

“What is it you really want from Ashton? Because I already told you he doesn’t have the means to get the price tag you’re asking.”

“I want my life back,” Farez said. “We all want our lives back.”

“What did Ashton do to take that away from you?” Jared’s gaze narrowed.

“All we want is to make a living, live our lives, feed our families. You and your boss? You’re trying to end that. The drilling would bring jobs we need.”

“This is about the drilling?” Jared gaped at him, what little light there was reflected off too-white teeth.

“Yes.” Farez scowled. It wasn’t work he wanted to do, but it would bring money into their economy and then maybe his spice shop would be profitable again.

“Wait. Wait. Wait.” Jared held up his hands. “The drilling is going to kill your fishing industry. No one is going to want to spend tourist dollars if you’ve got a bunch of oil drills making their Instagram backdrop ugly.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes, I do. I’ve been gathering reports and funding studies on this for two years, ever since there was a whisper this might happen. You might think oil and drilling are what’s going to save you, but it’s going to cause way more problems than it’s worth. That’s why Ashton bought up all the waterfront property. He wants to develop it so the area is independently profitable without everyone needing to go sell themselves to an oil tycoon.”

Farez shook his head. The American didn’t know what he was talking about. Oil was the answer. It had to be.
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SATURDAY. SAFE HOUSE, Beirut, Lebanon.

Carla’s fingers flew over the keyboard. With Jared gone, only one of them could fall apart and Ashton had all the right in the world to that. But if they were going to keep this quiet someone had to man the email and keep things going. Ashton was too much of a workaholic to take any real time off. It was why their main office was in their home, so they could work all the time. It made for poor life balance, but it didn’t feel like work when it was the three of them.

She shot off email after email, pretending to be Ashton. It was a good thing they didn’t have any projects in development that needed his personal touch.

Footsteps broke the silence of the condo.

A chill went down Carla’s spine.

Ashton pushed to his feet, sending the heavy chair skidding backward.

Carla pulled her hands off the keys and glanced up as Melody stepped around the corner. She was a petite woman who carried herself like a queen. There was something comforting about Melody that Carla liked right away. Except for now. The slight wrinkle at the corner of her mouth changed everything.

“Did they get him? Are they on their way back?” Ashton asked.

Melody placed her phone on the table then gripped the back of a chair. “The team is returning, but they didn’t get Jared, Mr. Khoury.”


“What?” Ashton’s eyes bulged.

Carla stood and turned toward Ashton, placing her hands on his chest. “They’ll find him. They’ll bring him back.”

At this point Carla would say whatever it took to keep Ashton calm.

“What happened? How did they screw this up?” His voice rose to the breaking point, and he shoved his hands through his hair.

“I don’t have the details, but the team will debrief—”

“I want to know now.” He jabbed a finger in Melody’s direction.

“Were they able to confirm where Jared was? Do they know if he’s still alive?” Carla was now toe to toe with Ashton, his body vibrating with a mix of fear and anger.

“They did make a visual and Jared was alive. It sounds like the team ran into problems.” Melody spread her hands. “That’s all I can tell you.”

“That you aren’t doing the God damn job I hired you for?” Ashton pitched his voice louder, moving into rage rather than fear.

“The team will be here in an hour. I’ll have them prepared to inform you exactly what happened, Mr. Khoury. We still have the situation under control. Not all ops are an easy in and out. I believe Mr. Lloyd told you this when you insisted on accompanying us.”

Ashton took a step forward and walked straight into Carla. “You know what you can do with your excuse?”

“Okay, that’s enough, Ash.” Carla shoved at his chest.

He glanced down at her and blinked.

The fear and anger were taking over. This wasn’t who he was. 

She held out her hand. “Come talk to me.”

He blinked a few times then put his hand in hers. He was hurting and lost. She got that. But he didn’t get to act this way as long as Carla was around.

“Melody, please keep us updated?” She got Ashton moving but spared a glance for the unfortunate woman in charge of them.

“Of course.”

Carla turned and marched Ashton toward the stairs. She could feel him fuming, but the most telling was how tightly he held onto her.

Neither spoke a word all the way up to Ashton’s room. Carla shut the door, and he paced across to the windows. She leaned her back against the door and watched him.

What was he going through in his head? How much was he holding in?

“They’re never going to find him, are they?” Ashton turned to look at her, the light at his back casting his face into shadow. She didn’t need to see him to feel the heartache.

“I think they will. You had me read their reviews and vet them, remember?” She pushed off the door and took a few steps forward. “I just—I still think we’re coming at this from the wrong angle.”

“What would you have me do?” He sat down on the edge of the bed and propped his elbows on his knees. His jacket was long gone, and he’d rolled his shirt sleeves up to his elbows. He really was a handsome man.

Carla picked up clothes Ashton had left on the floor. She smoothed them and folded the garments without consciously thinking about what she was doing. “We should at least try my theory. What’s it going to hurt? They didn’t like your counter offer. They know we have people here to try to rescue Jared—”

“Do they?” He sat up. “Do they know I hired the team? Could we—I don’t know—pretend I didn’t know?”

“I guess so,” she said slowly, hugging the small stack of clothes to her chest. It wasn’t logical to her, but she wasn’t going to argue with Ashton right now. Not in his state.

“Call them.” He held out his phone.

She placed the worn clothes on the floor of the closet, taking those moments to collect her thoughts. Her gut said she was right. Was she willing to risk Jared’s life on that? Was she willing to let the team continue to throw themselves at a solution that might not get them anywhere?

Carla would have preferred Ashton’s show of faith earlier instead of it being a sort of last resort. At least he was listening to her again.

She crossed the room and took the phone.

What if she was wrong?

Her instincts said she was right that this situation was too weird to be what it appeared.

The situation was spiraling one way or the other. Someone had to make a plan to get them on the right path, to bring Jared home. Brute force hadn’t worked. Money hadn’t worked. Why not try a third option? Why not talk to these people? Why not really listen to what they weren’t yet saying?

She pulled her phone out of her pocket. “I’ll pretend you don’t know what I’m doing, leave a message, something. Okay?”

“Is that your keep quiet statement?” Ashton grimaced.


“Yes.”

“You’d better go into your room, because I don’t think I can...” He closed his eyes, mouth working soundlessly.

She wrapped her arms around him. “I’ll handle it.”

“Like you always do.” His voice broke again, so much emotion bearing down on him.

Carla bent and kissed the top of Ashton’s head. He’d been strong for her countless times. Now, she was going to repay that. She just hoped this wasn’t a massive misstep.

“I’ll be back,” she whispered.

She left his room and entered her own. It was one thing to throw around her theory, but put it into practice? That was a heavy burden.

At least she didn’t have to speak Arabic. The few communications they’d had from the kidnapper was in English.

Carla grabbed a stationary set and jotted her ideas down so if her mind went blank she had something to fall back on. She then unlocked her phone and Ashton’s. This couldn’t wait. When the team arrived, they would have news that would change Ashton’s mind. He was too emotional right now and everything swayed him. It was unnerving. He’d always been the most resolute person she knew, and now he’d lost his foundation.

This was for Ashton and Jared.

She dialed Jared’s number and waited.


The call took a moment to connect, then began to ring. She tapped her fingernails on the desktop and chewed her lower lip.

If teenage her knew she’d be sitting in a condo up in the sky trying to negotiate with kidnappers, she’d never believe it. This wasn’t the path a girl like her was supposed to take.

The line went to voicemail, the auto message rattling off words she didn’t understand. The final beep made perfect sense to her, and she leaned forward, jumping into her list.

“My name is Carla White, I am Ashton Khoury’s girlfriend. I’m assuming the person listening to this message is not Jared. I think—I don’t think money is what you really want. I think you’re after something else and I want to help. I want—”

The call beeped again, cutting her off.

She pulled the phone away from her face.

Had it recorded her? Was the voicemail sent? How long did she wait? How would she know it had been received? Should she condense what she wanted to say and try again?

Carla blew out a breath and turned her head to stare out the glass window of her room.

Now what?

There was still quite some time before the Aegis team arrived. They’d hoped to head back to the airport rather than figure out plans for the evening.

How long was this going to go on for?

Poor Jared...

Her phone clamored to life, the screen flashing and the device nearly vibrating off the glass table.

“Fucking hell,” she muttered and snatched the phone up.

An unknown number.

The kidnappers?

At least, she assumed it was. The country code was correct.

Carla took a deep breath and swallowed before tapping the answer button. “Hello?”

“Your rescue attempt didn’t work,” a man sneered.

“I’m sorry—what?” Carla heard the disbelief in her own voice, but that was more about the kidnapper contacting her than anything else. It had worked.

“The men you sent after us?”

“Look—sir? I don’t know about that. Ashton has many friends who would look out for his interests. I’m not concerned about that.”

“What do you want then?”

“I want to talk about what this is really about.” Carla’s vision shifted from her reflection to the skyline. “This isn’t about money, is it? You know how much Ashton is worth. It’s nowhere near your asking price. But you did that intentionally because money isn’t what you’re after.”

Silence.

She thought she could hear voices in the background, maybe street noise, but not much.


Carla swallowed. She had to keep talking, keep him thinking.

“Are you alright? Is Jared okay? Has anyone been injured?” she asked.

“No.”

No, things weren’t okay, or no, people weren’t injured? She was afraid to ask for clarification.

“My name is Carla. What can I call you?”

“Nothing.”

“Okay, that’s fine.” She closed her eyes and kept talking. “Sir, I can help this come to a speedy conclusion, but you have to tell me what you really want. Otherwise, we’re all going to be unhappy.”

Silence stretched on. She heard the scuff of footsteps. Was he pacing?

“I want my life back. That’s all any of us want,” he said.

“I’ve been in a powerless situation where I felt like all my choices had been taken from me. That’s not a fun place to be.”

“You know nothing about us, our lives, what we’ve been through.”

“You’re right, I don’t.”

“Then your Ashton comes in and closes down everything. He stops the deal for the drilling. He’s killing us.”

The man’s voice rose and rose, all while Carla’s head began to spin.

The waterfront properties Ashton had purchased, many were floundering businesses limping along on their last leg. Him buying the properties out from under the owner had allowed those people to not be saddled with debt and a burden they couldn’t shoulder. The other impact was that the employees, they no longer had jobs. But they would have lost them, anyway.

“Sir? Sir, I believe we want the same thing.” She twisted, searching for her laptop, but it was downstairs. “What if I told you every business purchased by Khoury Inc was going to close up in six months time regardless of Ashton purchasing the property?”

“Lies.”

“It’s the truth.” She pushed to her feet. “Are you familiar with the BBR bank? Do you know they are forcing small businesses to pay exorbitant fees because the bank is pulling out of Lebanon? Many family-owned businesses went with them because the upfront terms were favorable, but they didn’t realize it was a trap. And now thousands of people are not able to pay their loans and fees. I did an entire report. I can show you the data. I can give you names. You can look into this yourself. Ashton purchased properties to help people pay off the loans. He’s in discussions with many of those same businesses to reopen. That’s who Ashton is. He believes in supporting those who work hard and want it.”

“What about the oil?”

She stopped in her tracks. “The oil will kill ecosystems. It will decimate the fishing industry. And for what? A few decades of oil production that won’t really be yours because your government will lease the land to foreign companies? At most, some people will be hired to work the sites, but the bulk of the money will go to the government and foreigners. It won’t help you.”

Silence.

“Sir? Let me show you. Do you have an email? I can send you documents, government reports. I’m not lying to you.” Carla held her breath and prayed she’d just found a way out of this.
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Saturday. Safe House, Beirut, Lebanon.

Vaughn stared at the door to the condo and briefly considered chopping off an appendage to avoid the shit storm that was about to go down.

Grant and the others had no idea how badly this failed op was going to go over because they didn’t know how important Jared was to their client. But Vaughn did.

Here went nothing.

He dragged the suitcase forward and used his keycard to open the door.

A wall of noise hit him so hard he took a step back.

Yeah, it had hit the fan alright.

He waded into the room, picking out the voices.

Ashton and Grant were the loudest. Melody struggled to be heard.

Vaughn placed the last bags down just past the entry then edged closer to the dining table where everyone had gathered. Sure enough, Grant and Melody were on one side with Ashton on the other. Despite Grant’s volume, he was presenting a calm face. Then there was Ashton; red faced, veins bulging, he wasn’t taking the news well.

Where was Carla?

Vaughn glanced around, but she didn’t see her.

“Mr. Khoury? Mr. Khoury, we will do our job.” Grant enunciated each word with force.

“How? How the hell do you plan on fixing this? Huh?” Ashton paced the length of the table.

“We’re going to call in a few reinforcement guys off Troy Team. With three more bodies we can begin surveillance and keep you safe. Remember, we discussed how you accompanying us meant we’d be splitting our focus?”

“Then fucking plan better!” Ashton roared.

“Wow, wow, wow.” Carla breezed past Vaughn and straight to Ashton’s side. She placed her hand on his arm and glanced at Grant. “Does it really help your brains process better if you’re yelling? Everyone sit down and take a breath. Nothing is going to get resolved standing around and shouting.”

Vaughn snorted and had to turn his back on the scene for fear of laughing. This wasn’t a funny moment. It was serious. They’d lost the asset and possibly escalated the situation. It wasn’t a comedic moment or a minor hiccup. But he had to agree with Carla, a calmer discussion would yield better results.

“Everyone, circle up,” Grant said.

Brenden caught Vaughn’s eye and shook his head.

Yeah, this was a disaster.

He turned back toward the table. The only open seat was next to Carla.

Great.

He cleared his throat and sat while Grant ran through the details of their failed op. Ashton spoke out less and less. From where Vaughn sat, he saw Carla prod the other man in the thigh or even kick him a few times.

The facts were this did not reflect well on their team or the job they were hired to do. Vaughn hadn’t liked going out in the middle of the day to a residential area to lie in wait. It was risky, and they’d fallen victim to not having adequate vantage points. The locals and the lay of the land had been their downfall, but those things happened when they were in a densely populated area.

“What’s your solution? How are you going to wrap this up?” Ashton asked when Grant was done.

“Like I said, I want to bring in a couple guys from Troy Team as back up. With more muscle I think we’ll get the drop on these people. It’s not a sophisticated operation.”

“Are we going to acknowledge that the locals were obviously against us?” Vaughn glanced around the table. “I think we need to hear Carla out again. Our kidnapper is an average Joe kind of guy. He’s not a criminal mastermind or a terrorist or anything like that. More manpower might just get more people hurt.”

Vaughn glanced at Nolan then Brenden. Both men studied the glass surface of the table.

“More men will get this job done faster and safer,” Grant said.

“Are we sure?” Vaughn leaned his elbows on the table.

The others kept quiet.

They’d been attacked by grandmas with brooms today. Nolan had gotten wound up in a clothesline. It all felt pretty odd to Vaughn.

“Carla?” He turned toward her. “Do you still think this isn’t about the money?”

“It’s a possibility. But what do I know?” She shrugged and didn’t look at him. “I’m not the professional.”

Vaughn frowned and stared at the side of her head.

She’d practically cornered him, spouting her theory before. Why had she changed?

“I’ll run this all up the line, but I’m pushing for more manpower. Nolan, Brenden, I want to send you two out tonight to scout the area. Our guy’s out there. It’s a matter of who finds him first.”

“What if the kidnapper calls back? What then?” Ashton asked.

Melody leaned forward. “You’ll talk to him. The most important thing right now is to get him talking again. Open up lines of communication. If we have that, we can either negotiate or track him. He’s not sophisticated enough to block us from using our tools to find him.”

Ashton sat back. He looked like a man who’d had the wind knocked out of his sails. “What should we do?”

“Right now? Get some rest. We’ll have dinner brought up soon.” Grant gestured at Vaughn’s end of the table. “We’re going to iron out shifts, who is doing what, and ensure this location is secure.”

“Meaning you don’t need us.” Carla pushed her chair back and picked up a laptop from off the table. “Ash, I have a few things I need to ask you about.”

“Now?” Ashton frowned at her.

“Yes, people back in New York think you’re still, you know, in New York.” She nodded at the stairs. “Come on.”

Vaughn frowned.

There was something off about this, but what? Was Carla up to something?

Grant launched into the typical ops stuff, when meals were expected, who pulled what shift, threat assessment. Vaughn knew to expect overnight duty. It would be him and the laptop for hours tonight. He could mull over what Carla might be up to then. For now, he had to do his job.
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VAUGHN SAT ON the terrace, the evening breeze bordering on the edge of chilly. Darkness had long since descended on the city. The city noise from below was even quieter at this hour. Being this far above the ground with an uninterrupted view of the water, it was like being on an island.

He could go for that right about now.

Today was a cluster fuck and the more he thought about it the more frustrated he got.

Who’d blown cover first?

Him.

Their additional manpower should arrive first thing in the morning. That really rubbed him the wrong way. It was like Grant didn’t have faith that they could pull this job off or something. Deep down Vaughn knew it was more about needing to keep their assets protected. A couple months back they’d had assets kidnapped out from under them during a job because they’d split manpower. Twice. Vaughn’s rational mind knew this was Grant overcompensating. He’d been different since that job. No one wanted to lose a high profile person like Ashton in a country out for his blood. But Gant was going about this all wrong.

Of course, additional men also meant additional problems. Like, where the hell were three more guys going to bunk down at? They were already sleeping two to a bed. In an odd turn, Carla had given up her room so Melody wasn’t on the sofa.

That wasn’t Vaughn’s problem, and he honestly didn’t want to think too hard about where everyone was sleeping. Particularly Carla.

What had he been thinking?

He scrubbed his hand over his face and watched the lobby security guy turn pages of a magazine. The man was too well-dressed to be a rent-a-cop. Vaughn was willing to bet the guy probably owned the place or something and did night work to pinch pennies. Or maybe he was wrong? Wouldn’t be the first time.

Vaughn had been wrong on the plane, and now he had a heaping dose of jealousy for a woman he had no right to. No amount of reminding himself it wasn’t his business could stem the green-eyed monster writhing inside of him. It was this growing thing he couldn’t get the better of. And knowing Ashton was gay, that he didn’t want anything from Carla, didn’t make it better.

What the hell was wrong with him?

Vaughn didn’t get bent out of shape over women. He had rules. But one look at Carla and he wasn’t the same person. The rules didn’t matter. And here he was obsessing and thinking about her when he knew very well this was a shit show with no good ending for either of them.

He wasn’t the kind of guy who got jealous. He’d figured out fairly young that either a woman wanted to be with him or they didn’t. It wasn’t worth his time to chase a woman who wasn’t interested. Doing what he did—first as a SEAL now part of Lepta Team—was tough under good circumstances. He couldn’t do complicated.

So why was he incapable of mentally letting go of Carla?

He’d said all the right things to her. He’d been upfront with her. But none of that mattered to his insides.

Was it because she was forbidden fruit? Wanting her didn’t matter. She’d never be available in the way he needed her to be. She would always be Ashton’s pseudo-girlfriend.

Vaughn didn’t share. He couldn’t see a way for this to work, and that was only part of the problem. She’d never offered him more than sex and pleasure. His mind kept making the leap to wanting more. It was a switch he couldn’t turn off. When it came to Carla, he wanted more.

And the cycle began again.

What was it about her? Why this woman when he didn’t do complicated? And why did he keep thinking there was more to it?

A bedroom door opened in the condo. He couldn’t quite tell which one out here so he turned and watched for movement.

Despite the swaddling of night, the moonlight illuminated the main area of the condo nicely, thanks to all that polished marble.

A familiar, curvy figure stepped out onto the staircase.

He swallowed and already he could feel his resolve slipping. When she was around, he lost his head. The only thing that mattered was getting closer to her.

Carla descended the stairs, hardly making a sound. She had a robe belted over her clothes. What was she wearing under there? And why should he ask that question?

Vaughn squeezed his eyes shut. He shouldn’t wonder. And yet his mind was supplying all sorts of images ranging from nothing at all to tantalizing scraps of lace. Yeah, he had it bad for a woman he couldn’t have and he’d been around her for a grand total of—what? Two days?

“Vaughn?”

He opened his eyes.

Carla stood in the open doorway, hands braced on the metal frame. The breeze made the silken robe ripple. Tendrils of her hair floated away from her face. The moonlight made her skin a creamy shade that had him thinking about lattes and what she’d taste like.

“What are you doing awake?” She padded out onto the patio.

“Someone has to do the over-night shift.” He gestured to the laptop screen. At least she’d asked a question he could answer.

“All night?” She sat in the empty seat to his right, tugging the hem of the robe lower to it almost went to her knees.

“Yup.”

“You think that’s necessary?” Her nose wrinkled.

“I do.”

“Oh.” She blinked a few times.

He needed to take control of this chat. Keep it focused on why they were there. Maybe then he’d escape this conversation without doing something stupid. Like bending her over or boosting her up against all that glass. “It’s a precaution. Ashton is, in theory, a high value target in this country. We aren’t going to let anything happen to him or you on our watch.”

One side of her mouth quirked up. “Have you ever been attacked in the dead of night?”

“Yes.”

Her eyes went wide. “Oh. I thought...”

“We won’t let anything happen to you.” This wasn’t so bad. It was work talk. He could do this.

She nodded and glanced away.

Her easy smile was gone. The vibe coming off her was decidedly strained.

Vaughn wanted her to be at ease. He wanted to hold her, to assure her that her fears were baseless, that he’d do everything to make her happy. But that wasn’t his place. It couldn’t be.

He scrubbed his jaw then pressed his fingers over his lips to keep from asking her what was wrong why she was awake or any other prying question.

Carla turned her attention toward him, her eyes pinning him to the spot. He felt a wave of awareness and the urge to scoop her up intensified as though he were born to care for her.

“I guess while we’re alone...” She cleared her throat. “I’m sorry about earlier.”

He clenched his jaw shut.

Down this path lay danger, but he couldn’t ignore her. He’d tried all evening.

“Nothing to be sorry about.” He shrugged. “If anyone’s fucked up, it’s me. I...”

“It’s a complicated situation. I’m not upset or pointing fingers. I’m just...sorry.”

“Yeah. Me, too.” He leaned back and looked his fill at her. If he bothered to think about what she was giving up for her friend, it was admirable in a way. But also sad. “You’re a beautiful woman, you know that? You’re smart, funny...”

“Is this your if-things-were-different speech?” The corners of her mouth quirked up.

“Yeah.” He snorted. “I guess so.”

“This is my life.” She shrugged. “It’s not likely to change any time soon. I can’t leave Ashton.”

“Why not?” The question popped out. There went his determination to stay professional. He held up his hands. “It isn’t my business, I know. But, why all the lies? Why the pretending? Does he really need to hide behind you?”

“With me around his family doesn’t try to set him up with women. Any time someone floats the gay rumor, people point at me. Professionally it doesn’t matter. Ashton has proven himself. People are far more interested in his money than his sexual orientation. It’s all about family. When he comes out, he’ll lose them. His mom, dad, brothers, aunts, uncles, cousins. They won’t have anything to do with him. He’s made peace with that, except where his grandmother is concerned. She’s special to him and he’s not ready to give her up yet. It’s all a personal journey. No one can push him to do it faster. And as someone with no living family? I think he should do what feels right even if it looks wrong. I’d do just about anything for another day with my mom.”

“And you’re okay putting your life on hold?”

“Who says my life is on hold? So I can’t date.” Carla shrugged and tipped her chin up. Defiance was a good look on her, but those sad eyes of hers ruined it. She might say she was okay with this, but she wanted more. What rational human being didn’t? “There’s more to life than being with a man. Even a hot, hunky one like yourself. No offense.”

“None taken.” He chuckled.

“How’s your brother? Any word?”

Vaughn was grateful for the change in conversation. He didn’t want to examine anything between them very deep. “Santiago went to a rehab place a few hours ago. Mom’s getting some rest. I probably won’t hear anything for a few days while he finishes detox.” More than that, neither Vaughn nor his mother would have to worry about Santiago for the duration of his stay. It was a break they all needed.

“I hope he gets better.”

“Me, too.”

“So, what do you do to stay awake all night watching such riveting TV?”

“That’s a good question.” He chuckled. There really was no answer to that.

“Is this normal?”

“We always keep a twenty-four-hour watch. Used to I’d do the day shift and Brenden would take the night.”

“Brenden, the big, brooding guy?”

“Yeah.” Vaughn nodded. He wouldn’t share his team mates struggle with his inner demons. “We changed things up months ago.”

They descended into silence.

He wanted to keep her talking, but there was only so much to say about work. He didn’t trust himself when it came to getting personal with her. Even sitting here he could feel his resolve eroding.

She wasn’t just forbidden fruit. He was pretty damn certain he’d be aware of her like this regardless of her availability.

“You know,” her smile amped up a bit, but she kept looking out at the ocean, “if you took a picture it would last longer?”

“Sorry.” He shook his head.

“Don’t be.” Now she turned her head and met his gaze. “I’m not.”

And neither was he.

“I guess I should go back to bed.” She placed her hands on the table. “Thanks for the talk.”

Vaughn had a dozen thoughts in his head, things he wanted to say to her, tell her, but all he could do was sit there in silence as she pushed to her feet. She turned, dragging her fingers along the table then the back of his hand.

He was letting her walk away from him.

This woman was unique. She was special. Her touch permeated his limb, all the way to his bones.

If he let her walk away, would he regret it for the rest of his life?

Her hand slid up his arm to his shoulder.

He grasped her wrist, pressing her palm to him.

What was he doing? Wasn’t this what he’d said he wouldn’t do?

Little zips of electricity shot through his body and in that moment he saw the world clearer than ever before.

Regrets were opportunities not taken.

Carla might not ask for more, but he’d seen the sadness in her eyes. She wanted more, and damn it, so did he.

Vaughn shoved the chair back and stood.

This didn’t make sense. He wasn’t operating in a rational way, but this felt right.

He turned and her hand slid down his chest. Carla stared up at him, her eyes a little wider, lips parted. He wrapped his arms around her, bringing her up against his chest. Blood rushed past his ears, drowning out everything else as he bent his head.

Their lips touched and the only thing that mattered was getting closer. Carla’s hands gripped his shoulders, her nails biting into his skin. He kept a tight grip, molding her body to his. Her lips parted, and he tasted her once more.

So damn good.

She nipped his lower lip. He growled into her mouth and pushed her back, trapping her body between him and the glass wall. Her thighs parted, and he pressed between her legs.

It was Carla who broke the kiss. She turned her face, sucking down air.

He pressed his lips to her cheek, his appetite not yet sated.

“Tell me it’s not better every time,” he whispered.

This close, he saw every little reaction. Her eyes went up, latching on the moon. Moisture pooled in her eyes and he felt the tremble shake her.

He knew where her mind was going. It was the hamster wheel he’d been on for most of the evening.

“Damn it.” He cupped her cheek. “Carla?”

“It’s just because this is all so fucked up, okay?”

“It isn’t.” He kissed her cheek. “I kept trying to tell myself that.”

She squeezed her eyes shut.

He’d made her cry once. Never again.

“I sat out here and told myself it’s because of the sneaking around or that I can’t really have you or whatever other reason you can think about. But then here you are and it’s none of that. It’s just you and I don’t want to regret...”

She buried her face against his shoulder and drew in a shuddering breath. He stroked her sides and shifted to hold her, not just trap her.

“What the fuck are we doing?” she mumbled into his shirt

“I don’t know.”

“Seriously.” She pushed at his shoulder so he gave her a little space. She stared up at him, so much emotion shining back at him. “What the fuck, Vaughn?”

“I don’t know.” He ran his knuckles over her cheek. They both had choices. It was time for her to decide. “You want to go back upstairs?”

Her throat worked and a wrinkle on her brow deepened. Her eyes searched his face.

This wasn’t a thrilling fling. Nothing about this was simple. Just standing here holding each other invited a measure of risk if they were found.

Vaughn smoothed her hair back. “You go back upstairs and this never happened. We keep on being who we’re supposed to be, and that’s it.”

“I don’t like any of my options,” she whispered.

“Neither do I, but I’m not going to keep fighting this.”

“Even if it’s complicated?”

“What’s one more complication in life? Huh?”

She chuckled. Her body softened against him and he knew she’d made up her mind. She reached up and traced his jaw, her fingernails blazing a path to his chin.

“Tomorrow morning are you going to change your mind?” she asked.

“No.”

“What I want and my terms haven’t changed. I can’t deal with this back and forth from you, Vaughn. You have to decide—”

“And I did.”

“How do I trust you on that?”

“Because I’m telling you, and I’m the kind of guy who keeps his word.”

“Are you?”

He opened his mouth, but what could he say that would make her believe him? He’d broken her trust once. It was up to him to fix that, and that might take time.

“Then I guess we wait and see.” He kissed the tip of her nose then eased his grip on her.

She clenched a fistful of his shirt in her hand, keeping him close. “No.”

Carla went up on tip-toe and kissed his mouth. Her arms wound around his shoulders. He wished he wasn’t wearing his Kevlar vest right now. He wanted the feel of her soft curves against him.

He sank into the kiss, all too eager to indulge in it.

This attraction didn’t follow any rhyme or reason. He simply wanted her with a desire that defied logic and he wasn’t going to fight it anymore. Whatever it meant, however long it lasted, he was in it.

Her fingers curled in his hair, pulling his head down farther.

If they were alone, and he had time, he’d get lost in her luscious body.

“Vaughn?”

“Hm?” He nuzzled her cheek.

She groaned. “I should go back to bed, pretend I’m that girl. But I’m not. I want you.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Because that’s where his mind was, too.

“You might get ideas about me...”

He leaned in and whispered, “I have all kinds of ideas about you. You’re a movie star in my head.”

She shivered and damn what he wouldn’t have given for a private room and a few hours. Except he had a job to do.

“Fuck.” He squeezed his eyes shut.

“What?”

“I’m not doing my job.” He cupped her shoulders and took a step back. “I want nothing more than to explore all of your wants.”


Vaughn glanced at the laptop.

The various camera feeds showed the same empty halls, stairs and an elevator that hadn’t budged in hours. No danger creeping up on them, no bad guys on the hunt, nothing nefarious at all.

He glanced back at Carla. “Having you can’t mean risking you.”

“You sure you can’t have your cake and eat it?” She stepped past him to the table and turned the laptop screen.

He wasn’t entirely sure what she meant until she leaned forward and planted her hands on the table. One glance over her shoulder and the mental image unfolded.

The screen bathing her skin in light. The feeds up and running. Her robe and whatever else she wore hiked up around her waist, panties gone.

He groaned. “You have no idea how tempting that is. But we can’t.”

She pivoted, one hand on her hip.

Before she could form that emotional storm brewing into a weapon he closed the distance between them and cupped her face.

“What if I’m distracted and the kidnappers attack? What if someone else wants Ashton? What if I’m too focused on how damn good you feel and don’t see any of that until it’s too late? Your safety has to come first.”

“I wish you didn’t make so much sense.”

“Me, too.” He pulled her in and kissed her brow.

“I guess I’ll take my distracting ass back upstairs.”

“I’ll enjoy watching it go.”

That got a chuckle out of her.  She leaned back and looked up at him. “I don’t have a reason to trust you a second time. Don’t make me regret it.”

“I’m making a list of ideas for later.” He trailed his finger up her thigh, toying with the hem of her robe.

“Not the time to tease me.” She planted her hands on his chest and pushed.

He backed up, giving her space.

“Good night, Vaughn. Hope you stay awake.”

“I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep or a while.” Not with the fodder she’d give him.

She padded back inside the condo. He spared a few glances for the monitor, but mostly he watched her.

Vaughn didn’t know what he was doing, but the stolen moments with her felt right.
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Sunday. The Spice Way, Beirut, Lebanon.

Hani peered through the darkened windows of Farez’s old shop. The landlord had shut the place down if the old man was to be believed. Right about now Hani needed a break.

He’d gone to check on his friends. Of the three who’d joined him on the kidnapping job, one was dead and the other two had gone to visit family. He didn’t have to guess who was behind that. There were only two options.

Their boss.

Or the man in the suit.

Hani was willing to bet their boss was behind this. Promising a quick payday with no proof or results hadn’t been enough to gain them a reprieve. The suit guy had been forthright with Hani.

The only reason he was still alive was because the suits had their own targets. Ashton Khoury and the other Americans. If Hani was going to keep his head, he had to stay close to Farez.

“What are you doing here young man?”

Hani turned toward the elderly woman. She had a bulging bag in hand and stood on the sidewalk peering at him.

“Looking for Farez,” he replied.

“They had to move. Come this way.” She waved for him to follow her.

Had Hani met her before?

He fell into step with her, unsure about what he should say. The last time he’d faced off with Farez he’d more or less ensured they were at odds. Now he either had to take control of the situation. By himself that would be next to impossible. Or, he could suck it up and try to make amends in the hopes that he’d stay close to the action.

His guide showed him through the warren of alleys and small streets before pushing a door pen. Hani stepped into a bright room with a dozen or so people packed inside. His guide ambled forward to a table and laid her offering out with all the other food.

“What are you doing here?” Farez stood on the other side of the room, staring at Hani.

“Looking for you.” Hani studied the room. The same collection of aging faces looked back at him, only now they were more concerned.


“What do you want?” Farez crossed his arms over his chest.

“What happened here?” Hani had missed something.

“Americans.” The youngest woman in the bunch stared at him with wide eyes. She was still older than his mother. “They tried to break into Farez’s home.”

And get the hostage back.

Shit

What were the chances those Americans were the same ones the suits wanted?

And Hani had missed his opportunity.

“Do you still have him? Is he here?” Hani glanced around.

“It’s no concern of yours,” Farez said.

“He’s in the cellar,” the same woman responded.

Hani turned toward her. “What else happened? How can I help?”

“Those men. They’re going to come back. Then what will we do?”

Others around her muttered. There was an air of dissent.

Hani could use this. He turned toward Farez. “What’s your plan, old man?”

Farez glared at Hani.

“Have you made your demands? Set a meet? What?” he asked.

“Ashton Khoury wasn’t willing to pay the price I set,” Farez said.

“But he was willing to pay?”

Farez’s face went pale.

“A bird in hand is better than two in the bush.” Hani had to restrain himself from smiling. He had an opening.
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SUNDAY. SAFE HOUSE, Beirut, Lebanon.


Carla’s skin tingled with awareness. Though she kept her eyes on her laptop, she was acutely aware of Vaughn moving around the condo. The coffee pot gurgled from when he’d made a brief trip inside to start the machine. If she’d understood the half of his phone conversation earlier, food was on its way up. He was sitting back at the patio table now, and if she looked at the top of her monitor, she could admire—

Focus, she chanted to herself.

She had important shit to do.

Melody crossed the condo and returned to her seat at the table, focused on her laptop.

It was early still.

The others would soon be awake and then she’d have to play her part, all the while anxiously waiting for word from the kidnappers on her cell phone.

She’d sent a zip folder of files and links to the man who’d returned her call, but she needed more proof. More everything. She understood these people in a way Ashton never would. He’d always had money. He didn’t know the kind of fear that came from not knowing where his next meal was coming from and how vulnerable that made a person. Ashton was a convenient antagonist for those who thought an oil deal would be their key to an easier future.

She didn’t doubt that oil would bring some new jobs to the economy, but not in the number these people were hoping for. The question she could only speculate answers to was, at the cost of what industry? And without a clear breakdown of who was getting the benefit of this deal, she was relying heavily on other scenarios like theirs.

Then there was the question of how did they turn this ship around?

Grant was dug in when it came to how they were approaching the situation. He and his team were highly regarded as the best at what they did. But the team was a hammer when what they really needed was a screwdriver. Same results, different approach. She feared that when these three new guys got here things were going to escalate.

“Melody?” Carla glanced up from her laptop.

“Yes?” The petite woman shifted in her chair, giving Carla her full attention.

“What’s the plan for today?”

“The additions to our team should arrive early afternoon. We’re sending scouting teams out so we can locate where they are keeping Jared. Once we know that we can make a better plan.”

“I see. Thank you.” Carla picked up her cell. That wasn’t a lot of time.

No missed calls, texts or emails.

She tapped her texts and fired off one to Ashton to see if he was awake. A moment later she got an emoji reply that made her chuckle.

Time for an update.

She spared Vaughn a glance. He was still set up out on the terrace in the same spot she’d seen him at last night.

He really was serious about his job.

Carla poured a cup of coffee then tucked her laptop under her arm and climbed upstairs to Ashton’s room and let herself in. The window shade was still down, plunging the room into darkness.

“How long are you going to stay in bed?” She picked her way across the room, mindful to not trip over his mess.

“Until you give me that coffee.” Ashton’s voice was a low rumble from the mound of blankets.

“Well, good morning to you, too.” She found the dresser by feel and set the laptop and her phone down.

That done, she turned toward the bed. Her eyesight was more or less adjusted. She slid her feet out of her flats and crawled up to brace her back against the headboard.

A hand groped her knee then her thigh.

She laughed and guided him to the cup and released it into his hold.

Ashton sat up and gulped the coffee greedily.

On a normal day, she was up early, tidied up from the night before, made coffee and got breakfast going. At some point, usually Jared, would ping her that they were awake. She’d bring them coffee, and they’d sit in bed, watch the news and for half an hour just be.

“How long have you been up?” he asked.

“Almost two hours. I was able to adjust your schedule and make room for you to be fake-sick so there’s less to do.”

“Thanks.” He sighed heavily, the sound laced with exhaustion brought on by fear and worry. “You and Vaughn?”

“That’s what you want to talk about right now?” She turned her head. With the light seeping in around the sun shade she could make out his profile and the darker shadows of his eyes and hair.

“Distract me?” He reached over and wrapped his hand around hers.

“It’s not a very good distraction.” Now it was her turn to sigh.

“I woke up to pee, and you weren’t here last night.”

Carla nodded. Of course he’d catch her. “We talked.”

“And?”

“And it’s confusing, okay?”

“What’d he say?”

Carla rolled her eyes. Ashton had this switch. He’d be the dudest-dude-that-ever-duded one moment then want to talk feelings and crap. On a good day he gave her whiplash.

She reached over and took his mug, sipping the flavorful brew as she considered how to answer. Ashton was used to people doing what he said. He’d try and fix this for her and she didn’t want that. He’d already meddled enough.

“He doesn’t want to sneak around with someone. He doesn’t like how this looks if anyone finds out. And you can’t blame him for either.” She passed the coffee back to Ashton.

“I could hire him,” Ashton said.

“No.” She groaned, aware that he meant the offer as a kind gesture. “Don’t do that.”

“You like him.”

“I also like cake, but you don’t give me one every day.”

“It’s not good for you.”

“Spoil sport.” She stuck her tongue out at him. “My point is you need to stop meddling. Either something will happen or it won’t. You can’t force it along.”

“What else am I supposed to do?” Ashton’s voice dropped, and the sorrow shone through.

She reached over and took his hand, lacing their fingers together. “You can go over the information I put together and help me find more evidence. Ideally stuff that’s in Arabic and not English.”

“I can do that. Have we heard anything?”

“Nothing. But it would take someone a long time to go through what I sent. Especially if English is a second language.” She kept her worries about the day to herself. “Maybe you could get in touch with your conservationist friends?”

“Sure.” He let go of her and flipped on the bedside lamp then turned to face her. “One more Vaughn question.”

Carla cringed.

“What do you think about him? Do you like him? Because it’s not just about him.” Ashton sipped the coffee.

She had half a mind to upend the cup on his lap, but she didn’t. Instead she blew out a breath and looked up at the ceiling. “I don’t know him. How can I like him? I mean, I do. And I’m crazy attracted to him. But is that everything? Does it really matter? It’s not like we’re going to become anything to each other.”

Ashton wagged his finger at her. “You are only limited by your imagination.”

“Thanks, oh wise fortune cookie.”

“You’ve got that worry line going on.” Ashton tapped the skin between his eyebrows. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“Our talk last night was cold then hot. I just don’t know what to think. First, he’s telling me he can’t do this. Then we’re making out and if he wasn’t working...” She shrugged. “We left it there with nothing really resolved or decided.”

“And?”

“And I’m waiting for a casual moment to talk to him and feel out where he’s at right now. Why I’m not sure. We have enough going on and I am going behind his back to try talking to Jared’s kidnappers.” She shrugged. “For all I know, Vaughn’s gone back to thinking no way again.”

Ashton squinted at her. “You sure you don’t want me to...?”

“No.” She shoved at his shoulder.

“Hey, careful.” He held his coffee cup over the side of the bed. “You say the word and I’ll do my best to get him for you.”

“That’s both sweet and creepy, you know that, right?”

“Anything for you.” He saluted her with the mug.

“Jesus,” she muttered.

“You wearing that today.” Ashton stared pointedly at her clothes from yesterday she was still wearing.

“All my stuff is hung up next door.” She gestured at the wall separating the two rooms.

“Okay, well, I’m going to shower and get down to work. It’s time I did something besides stare into space and wonder how we got here.” He drained the mug then thumped it down on the night stand. “We should be ready to go whenever something happens.”

“Agreed.” Carla swung her legs over the side of the bed. Her instincts said to stay put and tidy up after Ashton, but she needed to dress for the day. “I’ll be next door.”

With Melody awake the room should be vacant.

Carla left the laptop on Ashton’s desk, lid open and her documents arranged for him to look through. She had a feeling today would be a lot more waiting around for something to happen, but when things went down, it was going to happen fast.

She let herself out of the room and padded barefoot down to the room she’d given up for Melody. Carla slipped inside.

The lights were on and the air humid. A pile of clothing was scattered from the door and around the corner.

Clothes that looked like they’d swallow Melody.

Carla’s stomach tensed and the hair on her arms rose.

It wasn’t...

She tip toed forward and peered around the corner into the bathroom along the shared wall between this room and Ashton’s. The door was cracked&#44; and she heard the pounding of water along with a scent she’d begun to crave. Clean man, woodsy, a bit of bite.

Vaughn.

Her mouth dried up&#44; and she stood frozen to the spot.

The logical part of her brain said it made sense for him to come up to the one unoccupied room to shower and rest after working all night. The rest of her was on high alert that the man with the moves was in here and they were alone.

What if he’d changed his mind about her again?

What if he hadn’t?
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VAUGHN TILTED HIS head listened for movement or voices, but heard nothing. What did he think he was going to hear through a wall with the shower running?

Carla was next door.

This was technically her room.

Her things were in all the drawers, hanging in the closet and lined up on the vanity. Her stamp was everywhere. He was beginning to see her touch where others weren’t. It was in the absolute cleanliness, the smoothed comforter, the picture perfect arrangement of toiletries. Even in the shower she’d positioned her bottles of shampoo and soap so they were visually appealing.

And he was supposed to sleep in here?

Not fucking likely.

He’d had a hard enough time ignoring her this morning while in the company of Melody. Just Carla’s nearness distracted him. It was frustrating, sexually and professionally. He’d worked around women he was in an intimate relationship with before with no problem. He’d always been able to get his job done and keep it work and pleasure separate. But Carla was a full on stop sign. Nothing else mattered when she was around.

There was no way he could sleep in this room no matter what Melody told him. He’d go sleep on the sofa if he had to.

He wrapped his hand around his cock and gave it a tug. Maybe what he needed was release. Rub one out and perhaps he’d be able to think again. Except even with the soap and warm water it wasn’t appealing. Not when Carla was in the next room.

Screw it.

All he needed was to pass out. Maybe when he woke up things would be clearer.

He turned off the shower and shook the water out of his hair. That done, he swiped the fluffy towel over the rest of his body, ignoring his cock. They both wanted the same forbidden fruit, and that wasn’t happening.

The suite door creaked opened. One hinge had a tiny groan to it. He cocked his head to the side and listened for Melody or one of the guys to announce themselves, but no such warning came.

Carla?

His skin prickled at the thought of her in the same room with him again.

Vaughn stepped out of the bathroom onto the plush carpet. But it wasn’t the cushy floor that had him marveling in man’s creation. It was the shapely beauty hovering in the doorway, her eyes locked on him, brows lifted and lips parted as though she were surprised to see him.

“This isn’t exactly subtle,” she said in a voice gone husky.

“Melody said you were...” His mind blanked before he could fill in the rest of that sentence.

Yeah, he didn’t want to think about where she’d been.

Carla sauntered forward, a slow smile taking over.

In a way, he liked her clean faced and in rumpled, day old clothes better than the make-up doll she presented every other time.

She stopped and lifted her hand, touching him with just the tips of her fingers against his chest.

He stared down into her eyes, losing himself. Every instinct said to grab her, hold her, kiss her senseless. But he couldn’t. Not unless he was sure she wanted it. This whole situation was far too tricky.

“What am I going to do with the man in my bedroom, hm?” Her lips curved up into a mischievous smile. “Did you make that list?”

“What?”

“Your list of ideas?”

That sounded vaguely familiar. It was hard to recall when he was busy watching her lips move.

They stood there like that for a moment, her touching him, staring at each other.

“Vaughn?”

“Yeah?” It was a struggle to speak.

“Did you change your mind or something?”

“Huh?”

She dropped her hand to her side. Heat flared in her eyes and not the good kind. “Go to bed.”

“Wait.” He grasped her hand.

She frowned at the point of contact, but didn’t pull away from him. He lifted her knuckles to his lips and kissed one, then the next, then the next.

“You’re all I’ve been thinking about. Not sure this isn’t a dream.” And he’d been up long enough for his mind to go a little funny.

“Is that some kind of line?” She planted her free hand on her hip.

“No, but how’s this? Do your legs hurt from running through my dreams all night?” He grinned at her.

Carla sputtered and laughed. The hostility evaporated and was replaced by warmth. He tugged on her and she took a step toward him then another until they were almost chest to chest.

He had a good feeling she hadn’t changed her mind about them.

Where had they left off?

He bent his head, and she tipped her chin up as natural as though they did this all the damn time.

“Did you lock the door?” he whispered.

“No.”

He pressed his lips to hers in a chaste kiss. “I’m going to lock it.”

“That sounds promising.”

“Only if you decide to stay.”

“It’s my room. Are you staying?” She took a step back toward the bed, one hand on her hip and gave him that sassy smile.

“Oh, hell yeah.”

Vaughn turned and stalked toward the bedroom door. He twisted the flimsy lock into place. It wasn’t enough to keep anyone out, but it would at least give the guy’s pause before bursting in. A locked door was a clear sign.

He turned back to Carla. She stood at the foot of the bed, watching him over her shoulder. Her shirt hung from her fingertips. The corner of her mouth quirked up and she let the garment flutter to the floor.

One moment he was at the door, the next he had his hands on Carla. He turned her in place so she faced him.

In the back of his head he knew he should be smooth, say the right thing, but his hands had other ideas. He yanked at the button on her pants then pushed them down without bothering with the silly excuse for a zipper. Carla gasped then chuckled, shimmying her hips as he stripped her of both her pants and panties down to her thighs. Satisfied with the access, he wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her to him, taking her mouth in a proper kiss. She arched her back and wound her arms around his neck, meeting him with all the warmth and need he’d hoped for. He pressed his knee between hers and cupped her mound.

She jolted at his touch and her nails scraped his skin, but she didn’t pull away from him. Instead she tugged at the towel, wrestling it from around his hips until she could toss it to the ground. Her eagerness only made him want her more.

He pivoted, putting her back to the bed, then tipped her backward.

Carla sat down with a tantalizing bounce, her breasts jiggling. Her face was flushed and her eyes sparkled. She didn’t just want him, she was having fun. And that was ten times hotter.

She reached for him, wrapping her hand around his cock. Once again Carla knew what she wanted and took it. He could appreciate a woman like that. But he couldn’t withstand her touch much longer. Their quickie in the plane had only stoked his appetite and now he intended to have his fill.

Vaughn grasped her by the wrists and bent, kissing her lips. He leaned over her, forcing her to lie on her back with him held over her. He released one wrist and stroked his fingers down her chest and over the swells of her breasts.

The hours he could spend right there were countless.

He pushed up and grabbed her pants, pulling them down her legs.

Carla seemed to catch his urgency. He’d like nothing more than to take his time, but during an op there were only so many hours to split ten different ways. If she let him, he’d make this up to her another time.

She scooted up the bed a bit then sat up and with a move so quick he wasn’t sure what magic she did, her bra was off and sailing toward the floor.

“Condoms, nightstand.” She pointed to the left of the bed.

Vaughn reached over and sure enough she had a little stash at the ready. He grabbed one, ripped it open and rolled it on.

He stared down at her lying on her side, watching him. “One day we’re going to spend a lot of time in a bed.”

“Are we now?”

“Yeah.” Maybe he was being too cocky, but to hell with it. This felt too good to only happen once.

She grinned at him. “Okay.”

He crawled across the bed toward her. “I’m on top this time.”

“Then get over here.” She tugged on his arm.

He dropped his head, kissing her and losing himself in the forbidden feel of her body. All that smooth, soft skin.

She smoothed her hands down his sides. “I like hard and fast, in case you’re wondering.”

“Good. Because I’m not much use for anything else.”

“Then stop talking and start fucking.”

“Anyone ever tell you that you’ve got a dirty mouth?”

“I haven’t even started talking dirty.” She grinned up at him.

He nudged her mound with his cock and she groaned, shifting her hips with him.

Hot damn. The very air felt charged and heavy with lust.

Vaughn reached between them, grasped his erection and guided himself to her opening. She moaned and undulated her hips, taking the first inch or so into her. He squeezed his eyes shut and took a breath. When was the last time he had to get control of himself so he didn’t come like a kid?

That was what Carla did to him. It was this thing he couldn’t explain, and he dug it.

He opened his eyes and found her watching him. Her eyes had gone dark, her lips glossy from their kisses. He bumped her nose with his and rolled his hips, easing into her wet heat with a groan. It was like slipping on a glove made for him.

Her thighs squeezed him and her hands pressed into his lower back, urging him deeper.

“You feel so good,” she murmured.

“Me? You’re so damn wet.” His control was fraying.

He pushed up just a bit and thrust. Her back arched, pushing her breasts against his chest.

Fuck, she was beautiful.

He bent his head and kissed the base of her throat.

“Vaughn.” She said his name laced with need.

He withdrew and thrust in earnest, feeling her from root to tip.

Carla raked her nails down his back. “Oh—again. Yeah.”

He pushed up, the better to stare down at her. Carla’s hair was spread out on the bed. The pale blankets gave her skin a golden glow. He wanted to picture her like this for all time; eyes dilated with lust, lips swollen, reaching for him. He worked his hips, driving into her, watching the way pleasure creased and smoothed her face. Her soft body shuddered with each thrust.

This was too rough. She was inching up the bed to the point she had a hand braced on the headboard.

Vaughn took a deep breath and plunged into her, then stopped. He bent his head and kissed her.

Carla’s nails dug into his ass and she bucked her hips.

“Don’t you dare fucking stop now,” she practically snarled. “I’m going to come so hard.”

Damn. This was a woman he could love.


He smothered his chuckle by kissing her neck.

She liked it hard? He’d give it to her.

Vaughn slid an arm around her waist, the better to hold her in place. He loosened the tight grip on his control and for a moment shut his eyes, allowing himself to feel the biting need answered by her sharp little nails. He pulled back and thrust deeper, harder. Carla’s eyes fluttered wide and her lips parted. Her hands gripped his biceps and her chest heaved. He lost himself in the tight feel of her body, the way she held on for dear life.

“Oh, fuck me. Fuck me,” Carla chanted.

She tossed her head back and her body seemed to bow. Her heels drove into his ass and she clenched tight around him. All at once, his world went fuzzy. Bursts of white filled his vision, and he dropped his head, burying his face in her hair, groaning his release.

For a moment everything was pleasure so good it hurt. He sucked down oxygen, vaguely aware of her kissing his cheek and temple. It felt as though she’d wrung his very life out of his cock, leaving behind an empty husk of a man in his place.

Carla prodded his ribs. “Not to ruin the moment, but I really have to breathe.”

“Sorry,” he muttered and rolled to his side.

Carla chuckled went with him so that they lay face to face. She took his hand and laced their fingers together. “I guess being on bottom isn’t so bad.”

He snorted, words beyond him. Between the orgasm and exhaustion, he was shutting down.

She leaned in and kissed him. “Don’t fall asleep yet. You need to clean up.”

“I thought you liked cleaning,” he mumbled.

“Seriously?” she sighed.


“I’m messing with you. Let me catch my breath?” He pulled her over for a deep kiss.

She lifted her head just a bit. “Did that help?”

“Oh, yeah.”

She grinned at him, so damn sexy. He wanted to keep her like this for all time.

Her phone chimed, breaking the moment and reminding them both that there was a world out there.

“I need to get that,” she said against his lips.

“In a minute.” He kissed her again.

She chuckled and allowed him to pull her on top of him, never breaking contact.

This woman was dangerous to him and he didn’t care.

“You need to sleep,” she muttered against him.

“I’ll sleep when I’m dead.” He palmed her ass, rather enjoying this naked and horizontal time.

Her phone began to vibrate from the pile of her clothes.

She sighed and pushed up, her hair falling over one shoulder. “I really have to get that.”

Reality was a cruel mistress.

“Go. I’ll...” He gestured at himself.

Maybe he could convince her to nap a bit? Or was that too risky?

Carla crawled off the bed and snatched up her phone. He swung his legs over the side and pushed to his feet. The room tilted a little.

Yeah, he needed sleep something bad. At least he wouldn’t wake up looking for news from home.

Vaughn glanced at Carla. She had her phone to her ear and had retreated to the windows, speaking in a hushed voice. It shouldn’t bother him. They were all allowed their privacy. And yet he didn’t like her closing him out of whatever was going on.

He forced himself to cross the room to the bathroom and push the door shut a bit. He could take a hint.

What the heck was wrong with him? Why this woman?

Had he figured out answers to his questions during the over-night shift?

No.

Then why bother with the endless cycle?

The best thing to do was enjoy what he got while he had it and sort the rest out later. That was his typical MO. And yet, the idea of not knowing what that end would be bothered him.

“Tonight?” Carla’s surprised tone cut through his mental noise.

He leaned back, peering through the crack and watched Carla pace.

What was happening tonight?
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Sunday. Safe House, Beirut, Lebanon.

Vaughn stood up against the glass where he could see the entire condo without having to turn his head. The coffee teased his nose while his mind was still waking up.

He’d come downstairs as the day search teams were returning. The priority was comparing notes and compiling information for what their evening focus would be when it came to going out into the city.

About the only thing Vaughn could contribute was his observations on their lobby manager’s presence. The man had opted to not wear a suit jacket tonight.

They were going to find Jared, one way or another.

Vaughn’s gaze went back to the stairs.

He’d noticed the light on under Ashton’s door. In the half hour or so that he’d been downstairs he hadn’t seen either Carla or Ashton.

She hadn’t been the same after her phone call. Distracted and rushed were the words he’d use to describe her then. He’d fallen asleep while she was in the shower and when he’d woken up, she’d been gone.

“How’s it hanging?” Jamie Silva from Troy Team slapped palms with Vaughn.

“Not bad. When did you guys get in?” Vaughn inwardly groaned. Jamie was another guy who had roots in El Paso and their families moved in similar circles.

“Noonish? I think?” Jamie shrugged. “Your family doing okay?”

“Yeah.” Vaughn wasn’t going to volunteer information about his brother. Mom wouldn’t want it talked about. “You have any luck out there today?”

“Hard to say.” Jamie grimaced. “I wish you’d have called us in earlier. This might be wrapped up already.”

Vaughn held his tongue. He understood why Grant had made the calls he did even if he didn’t agree with them. But Vaughn wasn’t going to break rank and talk shit about his Team Leader to anyone else. Even another Aegis Team member.

“Where are the clients?” Vaughn frowned and glanced around, making a show of only just now noticing they were absent.

“Upstairs? Just a guess. I haven’t yet seen or met them.”


Vaughn nodded while his insides tightened up.

There were good reasons Carla was up there. Like work.

Yeah, Vaughn’s caveman brain wasn’t thrilled with that answer, even if it was the truth.

Jamie edged closer and nodded at where Grant and Melody sat across from each other at the table, their heads together. “They seem to be getting along better.”

“Yeah, well, they’re professionals.”

“I heard they used to scream at each other.”

“What the fuck?” Vaughn scowled at Jamie. “What are we? The gossip corner?”

Jamie straightened. “Sorry, man.”

“They’re both passionate about the job and doing it right. So yeah, sometimes that means they butt heads. We all do because we fucking care.”

Jamie held up his hands and took a step away. “My bad.”

“Circle up, everyone,” Grant called out and stood.


Vaughn shifted his attention to his Team Leader, which gave him a nice view of the stairs. The rest of their now expanded team gathered around the dining table.

“First, food will be here in a few minutes. We’re going to have to grab and go.” Grant turned his laptop around so most could see it. “Nolan and Riley got some promising leads in this area. It’s not far from where we got a hit on our asset yesterday. Our plan tonight is going to be observation, scope the area out, get a look at some of our possible hiding spots.”

Jamie held up his hand. “Do we expect to stage a rescue tonight?”

Grant nodded. “If the opportunity presents itself. I’d like to keep you and Vaughn here in reserve though.”

Vaughn grimaced. He wasn’t a fan of this new trend in the division of responsibility, but he got why it needed to happen.

“Uh...” Melody frowned at her phone.

“What is it?” Grant asked.

“Ashton just sent me an event notice. Dinner reservations at... I think this is the restaurant on the first floor.” She passed the phone to Grant.

“Fucking hell,” he muttered.

There was no way they could allow Ashton and Carla to dine out of the condo. They were here in secret only because Ashton had insisted and leveraged his long-time support to tag along.

“Can you handle this?” Grant handed the phone back to Melody.

“On it.” She stood and wove through the guys toward the stairs.

“Okay.” Grant shook his head. “Where were we?”

“Jamie and I are saying back,” Vaughn said.

“Yes.” Grant wagged his finger at him. “I know we’ve all put in a full day, but we need to push into the night. We knew going into this job it would be difficult seeing as we have no resources in this country.”

Grant launched into how they were dividing the manpower, the gear they’d take with them and where they’d like to begin their search. Vaughn only half-heartedly paid attention. His focus was on the second floor landing where Melody stood facing off with Ashton.

The man was in a snazzy, light gray suit. He towered over Melody, but she wasn’t the kind of person who backed down. They each shook their head, the disagreement continuing.

This wasn’t looking good.

Ashton struck Vaughn as the kind of man used to getting what he wanted. If anyone was going to convince him otherwise, it would be Melody.

Carla stepped into sight and everything else faded away. She was in some kind of legging and long, sparkly top get up. He watched her slide her arm into the crook of Ashton’s elbow and shake her head.

Shit.

He pushed off the wall.

Perhaps Melody needed back up.

Vaughn edged through the guys then crossed the condo in haste and took the stairs two at a time. Maybe it wasn’t his place to get involved. Or maybe he was just the guy to wade into this. His objectivity was shot.

Carla gestured with her right hand. “It’s a private room downstairs. We’ve already ordered.”

“How many people will see you?” Melody’s gaze bored into Carla, but she didn’t seem to care.

“A server. We were very specific about our instructions and wish for privacy.” Carla sighed and looked at the ceiling. “You can’t keep us cooped up in here.”

“We’re going,” Ashton said.

“And possibly getting yourselves abducted in the process?” Vaughn stepped into the ring of people. “If that happens we’re going to focus on you and Carla. There won’t be any effort to find Jared because we will be focused on you.”

Ashton glared at him. “It’s a private dinner.”

“How about this?” Carla placed her free hand on Ashton’s chest, as though she needed to hold him back. “What if you sent someone downstairs, and they brought the food into the private room, hm?”

Melody opened and closed her mouth before shaking her head.

They were losing this battle.

She glanced up at him. “Vaughn, give me a security assessment on the restaurant, please?”

“On it.” He darted a look at Carla, who wasn’t meeting his gaze.

That grated.

Even after all they’d said he still didn’t know where he stood with her.

Vaughn turned and went down the stairs. He grabbed the surveillance laptop and did a quick inventory of the cameras they had covering the place.

“What’s that all about?” Grant asked him.

The others had dispersed and most were pulling on gear.

“They want to have dinner downstairs in a private room with Jamie or I acting as waiter. That last bit was a concession they made.” And it didn’t sit well with Vaughn.

“Should be okay. The private dining room has its own entrance from inside the building. It was part of the building specs.”

“You think it’s okay to green light this?”

Grant shrugged. “It’s not like they’re wanting to go somewhere flashy and make a big scene. We gotta pick our battles.”

Vaughn thumbed upstairs. “Is that your official ruling, because Melody wanted a security assessment.”

“Yeah. Let’s not piss them off more than we have to. This isn’t going to be an easy job.”

“Got it.” Vaughn waved Jamie over and caught him up on what was going on.

It sucked, but Vaughn wasn’t going to be the one waiting hand and foot on Carla while she had dinner with Ashton. Vaughn’s rational brain was entirely disconnected when it came to her. At least Jamie would get to go out and see something besides the condo.

The one thing Vaughn didn’t like was that he wouldn’t have eyes on the private dining room or anywhere in the restaurant. Only the exterior.

He held back and let Melody and Jamie explain the deal to Ashton and Carla. She didn’t look at him once and all he could do was stare at her, committing everything to memory. The way her hair fell in soft waves down her back. The hint of make-up as opposed to the full face she’d worn on day one. Both her lose silvery top and black leggings glittered. It was her shoes and body bag sized purse that he couldn’t get over. The high heels would make moving fast impossible and a bag that large would slow anyone down. But what did he know?

Vaughn made himself go to the bathroom just to be out of Carla’s presence.

Why the sudden insistence ongoing out to eat?

Ashton had been single minded about whatever would get Jared back faster. It stood to reason that creating a security situation like they were doing wasn’t in line with Ashton’s goal.

Was Vaughn reading into this?

He shook his head and washed his hands before leaving the bathroom.

The smell of cooked meat greeted him and his stomach rumbled.

Food had arrived.

The rest of the team was gearing up in dark clothing suitable for the street.

Jamie, Ashton and Carla were gone. Probably for the best.

Vaughn went to the table and his post for the night at the laptop. “You guys have fun out there.”

“Let me know when you want to trade jobs.” Nolan slapped hands with him.

Vaughn nodded. He might just take his buddy up on that if this job went on much longer. Those solo night hours were killing him.

He pitched in a hand, assisting in getting the team out of the door faster, then grabbed a sandwich for himself and dropped into a chair across from Melody.

“Sorry about stepping in like that earlier,” he said.

“No, actually, I should thank you.” She blew out a breath. “Ashton’s not the easiest client to deal with.”

“Jamie radioed up yet?” Vaughn picked up an ear piece and turned it on.

Melody gestured to her left ear. “They just got appetizers.”

“You keeping tabs on the others?”

She pointed at her right ear.

“Ouch.” He winced.

She shrugged and smiled.

This was her job.

Vaughn tapped the comm. “How’s it looking down there, Jamie?”

“Boring. Smells amazing.”

“Yeah, well, maybe you can get something to go?”

“You read my mind.”

Vaughn chuckled and killed the line.

That same question tickled the back of his mind.

He chewed his thumbnail, his dinner forgotten, and turned the question over in his mind. But there was no satisfactory answer.

“Mel?” He tabbed through the video feeds, looking for something out of place.

“Hm?”

“Ashton’s been completely behind doing whatever he needed to so this went as smooth as possible. Why push on dinner?”

She spread her hands. “He wanted to get out? The food is better? I don’t pretend to understand wealthy people. Something bothering you?”

“Yeah. Maybe I’m just paranoid after...?”

“I think we’re all overly cautious.” She gestured at the surveillance laptop. “Want me to keep an eye out while you go walk around?”

“Would you mind?”

“I’d rather listen to your gut than be caught by something that could have been prevented.” She turned the laptop to face her. “Go.”

“I’ll be back in fifteen, twenty minutes.” He pushed to his feet.

“Gear up. Just in case.”

His gut knotted up a bit more.

In minutes he was ready, weapons and gear concealed under a light jacket. The halls on their floor were empty and quiet, save for the rich aroma of some sort of incense.

He took the elevator down to the first floor and spent some time walking the lobby, peering out onto the street, before heading toward the restaurant.

The ground floor of the building reflected what he’d seen above. Miles of marble, chrome and glass. The color pallet was decidedly beige and brown when it came to the walls and furnishings.

He turned a corner and the hair on the back of his neck rose.

The door to the private restaurant entrance stood open.

Vaughn strode forward and tapped his comm. “Mel? Do you have eyes on the entrances to the restaurant?”

“I do.”

“Who opened this door? How long has it been open? Jamie—”

“Checking on the clients now,” Jamie said before Vaughn could get the question out.

Vaughn jogged down the hall.

A figure stepped through the door and locked eyes with Vaughn.

Jamie.

“Food hasn’t been touched. No sign of a struggle,” he said.

“Mel?” Vaughn snapped.

“I’ve got an exterior camera. Someone’s shining a light at it,” Melody said. “East side. Small street.”

Vaughn bolted forward and crashed into the exit doors, shoving them open.

A black car accelerated away from the curb.

“They have to be in that car,” Melody said. “Recalling the team.”

Vaughn didn’t think. He ran.

Carla was in that car.
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SUNDAY. EMPTY STOREFRONT, Beirut, Lebanon.

Carla tugged at the sweater and shifted in her seat. When they’d agreed to this meeting, they hadn’t considered where it would take place. Now she wished she’d done more than a momentary search.

Most of the buildings they past were dark. The storefronts were covered in paper. Not many pedestrians came or went. The few cars they passed were older model and beaten up. Desperation hung in the air like a rancid odor. Of course these people hated Ashton what with the way the news reported his involvement in the oil deals.

The hired care eased to a stop.

“Is this it?” she asked.

“I believe so.” Ashton leaned forward and began speaking with the driver in Arabic.

Carla pulled the scarf up over her head. Lebanon wasn’t a restrictive country when it came to how women dressed. She could wear most anything she pleased and not cause a stir. However, the man she’d spoken to sounded older. It was a guess, but she was willing to assume that whoever he was, he was more conservative. And that was why she’d snuck down a cardigan, a scarf to wear over her hair and closed toed flats.

Even Ashton had changed a bit. His tie and jacket were gone, and he’d rolled his sleeves up. Trying for a more casual appearance.

Whatever it took to identify with these people.

“Come on.” Ashton reached over and squeezed her hand.

Here went nothing.

He got out and held the door for her while she lugged her purse out after her. It weighed a ton what with the notebooks and tablets she’d bought with her. This might be the most stressful meeting of her life.

Ashton took her hand, and they walked to the corner. The streets in all four directions were dark and there wasn’t any other traffic.

“Where do we go?” she asked.

“This way.” He turned them right, down the smaller street.

Another darkened storefront like many other was on their right. Except this one had an open door.

She glanced up at Ashton.

Was this a good idea?

“Stop worrying. Vaughn will get the email any minute now.” Ashton squeezed her hand.

That wasn’t what she was concerned about at all. To keep the team abreast of what they were doing, but unable to stop them, Carla had drafted an email explaining their absence and goals, then scheduled it to send a half hour after they departed the restaurant.

She hadn’t counted on Vaughn sprinting after the car.

He probably thought she’d been kidnapped.

God, she’d done okay not thinking about that and now she had his face back in her mind’s eye.

“We can do this,” Ashton whispered.

“I’ll go first.” She stepped in front of him.

“Carla—”

She strode through the darkened shop front into the empty interior. Even the shelving units had been stripped down to peg board. Marks on the floor showed where shelves used to be.

A lantern sat on a back counter, shedding just enough light to chase away the darkest shadows.

Ashton snatched at her hand. “Don’t do that.”

“Don’t pretend it’s not smart. Come on.” She pulled him forward to the light.

As they neared the counter she spied an archway leading into the back of the shop. The dark curtain shifted, but there was no air. She snatched up the light and held it up.

“I see you,” she said.

The curtain drew back, and a man stared at her.

He wasn’t imposing or scary. He was maybe as tall as her when she wore heels, so not even six foot. His face was...kind. If she saw him on a street and needed help, she’d ask him before anyone else.

“Hello,” she said.

“You aren’t alone,” the man said.

“It’s just the two of us.” Carla glanced up at Ashton, who’d gone silent on her.

“The car?”

“Oh. Well, we hired a car service to drive us here. No bodyguards.” She let go of Ashton and held up her hand. “I have a lot to show you.”

“This way.” The man nodded into the back of the shop.

Carla glanced up at Ashton, but he was still staring at the man.

She hoped they were all on a plane by midnight.

“Come on.” She tugged on Ashton’s arm and led him forward.

She followed their host through the arch and into the back of the shop. The space was large and well-lit. A single table and four chairs were set up under the brightest light.

“Where is Jared?” Ashton came to a stop behind the chair across from their host. The anger radiating off him was potent enough to have Carla squirming.

“Safe and comfortable.” The man sank into his chair.

“Prove it.”

The man stared up at Ashton. “No.”

“I think we should stick to what we agreed we’d talk about,” Carla said before Ashton could react. She set her purse on the table and pulled out a tablet, one for each of them.

“I looked at what you sent.” The man crossed his arms over his chest.

“Before we get started—hi.” She held out her hand and smiled. “I’m Carla.”


They were all people here, and it was clear to her some of them were hurting. They all needed to remember that there were lives at risk here, and not just Jared’s.

The man glanced from her face to her hand. For a moment she thought he would ignore her, but he finally gave her a small shake.

“Farez,” he said.

“Farez. It’s nice to meet you.” She gestured at Ashton. “You know my partner, Ashton.”


Ashton surprised her by offering the man a firm handshake.

Pleasantries performed, it was time to get down to business. She eased down onto the metal chair, her hands and underarms sweating.

“Did you have questions about what I sent over?” she asked.

“How do I know it’s real?” Farez crossed his arms over his chest. “How do I know you didn’t doctor those reports to say what you wanted them to say?”

“Can you use the internet?” Ashton asked.

“Ash,” Carla hissed.

“It’s a fair question.” He perched on the edge of his seat and leaned forward. “Do an internet search. Go on. See what others who aren’t your local news or government say about this deal. I’ll wait.”

Farez’s frown deepened.

Carla jumped in. This wasn’t getting off to a good start. “What Ash is trying to say is that, the picture you’re getting of the situation surrounding the oil deal is different from how others see it.”

“Do you know what this shop used to be?” Farez glanced around the empty space.

Carla glanced at Ashton.

“No,” Ashton said finally.

“This used to be a toy store. I bought presents for each of my children off the shelves here. I knew the people who owned the store. Our families have known each other for two or three generations.” Farez unfolded his hands, letting them rest on his thighs. “They were forced to close.”

“Toy store...” Ashton picked up his tablet and tapped at it. “Here it is. Without sharing too much personal information, they were swimming in debt. The store was upside down. I paid off the debts in exchange for the property.”

“Farez? Remember, we discussed that many businesses in this area have been suffering.” Carla glanced at Ashton. “On the outside it looks bad, I know—”

“What are your plans, Mr. Khoury? You tell me that you’re helping us, but all I’m seeing is a greedy land grab. How is this supposed to help those of us still struggling to hold on?”

“Glad you asked. Carla?”

She was ready for this. She laid the tablet on the table and tapped an image.


“The civil war destroyed much of the downtown area. There are so many historic buildings that are just gone now. Your area is unique in that it retains much of the architecture you don’t see in the skyscrapers and modern buildings that have taken over the Beirut skyline. What I want to do is capitalize on what makes you unique.” He gestured at the tablet.

It was a sketch, but the artist had captured a bustling city street full of shops, flowers and in the distance the crystal blue waters.

“It’s not what you’re used to, but I want to make this the next step. An evolution. Create a tourist area, show off the culture, give people an authentic taste of what it means to be Lebanese. Clean up the water front. Do boutique style bed and breakfasts. I want to partner and create businesses with locals to make the area thrive again.”

“And earn money off our sweat?” Farez pushed the tablet across the table. “No.”

Carla bit her lip.

This was not going as well as she’d hoped.
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SUNDAY. ABANDONED STORE, Beirut, Lebanon.

Hani strode down the alley way. The woman from that morning hovered in the doorway leading into the side of one of the buildings lining the street.

“Ieisha?” Hani hoped that was her name. She’d only said it under her breath after that meeting in passing.

“In here.” She waved him through the doorway into a dimly lit room.

Two men stood inside, yet more familiar faces from that morning.

“What’s going on? What is this?” Hani glanced from the men to Ieisha.

“It’s Farez.” She wrung her hands.

“What did he do?” Hani felt his stomach drop. He’d been forced to handle business for his boss, which meant not being around to press Farez into what the suits wanted.

“I think...” She glanced at the smaller man. Her husband? “Farez moved the man this afternoon. Again. After he got a phone call and spoke in English at length with someone... I think he’s making a deal that leaves out the rest of us.”

Hani nodded slowly. On the inside he was both thrilled and gutted. He seriously doubted that someone as goal driven as Farez would change his course. The man was all about bettering the community. It was all he talked about. But his neighbors, the ones in on this plot, weren’t listening. They were too afraid, worried about their futures and ready to act in their best interest.

Which was where Hani came in.

“It’s a good thing you told me. I was worried about this.” He turned toward the men. “Farez said things around me, things he doesn’t say around your people.”

“What should we do?” Ieisha stepped to the shorter man’s side and took his hand.

“Farez has been a good neighbor, but we all have needs.”

“Okay, do you know where Farez has the man? Jared?” Hani pulled out his phone.

“Yes. I brought them dinner,” Ieisha said.

“Good. Before we confront Farez, we need to secure the hostage. Can you three do that?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Now, where is Farez?”

“I saw him go into the old Toy Town building earlier,” Ieisha’s husband said.

“I’ll go see what he’s up to. You made the right decision. We’re going to handle this.”

Hani turned and brought his phone to his ear. His two buddies were on the fence about helping him resolve this situation. The way Hani saw it if they didn’t help they were dead.

“Hello?”

“Eessa. Don’t hang up. Is Tajamal with you?”

“Maybe.”

Hani’s temper flared. “Do you want to resolve this situation or don’t you? Where are you?”

“At a café, Sound Garden?”

“I know that place. Good. You’re close. I need you to come to me and bring the guns. I think we’re about to turn this around.”

After securing his friend’s assistance Hani headed toward the old Toy Shop. He wanted to see what Farez was up to if he was alone. Chances were Hani could dispose of Farez altogether, take over and wrap this situation up in short order.

The front of the store was dark and paper covered the windows, so he circled around to the back. Lights shone through the windows close to the ceiling in what would be the storage part of the building.

What was Farez up to?

Hani found a stack of crates and scaled them just enough to peer through the dirty, grimy windows.

Three figures sat at a table.

Two men and a woman.

Hot damn.

Ashton Khoury, in the flesh.

Hani glanced around the space, but the three people were alone. He hadn’t seen anyone out on the street keeping watch. The other five Americans weren’t around. But if Hani had Ashton and Jared, didn’t it make sense the other Americans would come to him?

Tonight was going to be epic.
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Sunday. Toy Town, Beirut, Lebanon.

Farez focused on keeping his face calm. He couldn’t give anything away to these people. It was the proverbial give an inch, take a mile situation. But...

How had he missed this stuff?

He’d been researching and looking into the potential that oil might bring to their community, but he’d missed everything else.

This report on fishing, if it was true, it would destroy his cousin’s fishing business. That in turn would mean local restaurants that served sea food wouldn’t have anything to cook. More businesses would close up. And then there were the reports, stories from other countries who were just as hungry for an influx of cash into their economy. People just like Farez who’d seen oil as their golden ticket, only to be skipped over.

Oil was an answer, but maybe it wasn’t the right one.

Farez laid the tablet down and folded his hands together.

This was a lot to process.

How did he sell the others on Ashton’s plans? How did he explain it to them?

He feared he was in too deep to back out now.

“Farez?” The woman splayed her hand on the table. “What if we agreed on a mutually beneficial way out of this situation?”

He leaned back in his chair.

“What if we paid the ransom? Not the two billion you asked for, but something you can split up between families who need the assistance? Ashton and I talked, and we think where we went wrong is that we didn’t have anyone in the community talking about the plans. We need to find people like you—but not you specifically—who could be the mediator between us. All Ashton wants is to make this work for everyone.”

Farez bit the inside of his mouth.

That was a way out.

A chunk of money they could split up, help everyone along. He could tell the others he drove a hard bargain. Sell them on it.

Farez propped his elbow on the table and stared at Ashton. “If I did that—”

The back door banged open.

He turned as Hani and his two buddies stepped in, guns raised.

“What is the meaning of this?” Farez said, switching to Arabic. He shoved to his feet and turned to face the three men.

These kids had been more trouble than they were worth.

“Trying to cut us out, old man?” Hani glared at Farez.

Farez glanced between the three. They’d jumped at the opportunity to kidnap without hesitation. They were dangerous, and now they were angry with him. He had to tread carefully.

“I’m trying to resolve the situation.” He held up his hands and toned down his voice. “We’re discussing payment. Peacefully.”

Anger seethed in Hani’s eyes. “I think what you’re really doing is trying to take all the money for yourself.”

The other two men with him spread out.

The only clear exits were into the store front or up through the apartment overhead.

“Farez?” Carla whispered in English. “Get Jared. We’ll be okay.”

“Shut up,” Hani barked and took a step forward.

“What’s your price?” Ashton said, speaking up in Arabic.

“Everything,” Hani snarled.

“Money? I can get it here in a minute.”

Farez glanced over his shoulder and saw Ashton take his phone out of his pocket and tap the screen, activating a phone call.

“Stop. Stop that right now.” Hani took two more steps forward.

“Easy.” Carla stepped to the side of the table. The other men were mostly ignoring her, likely because they didn’t understand her. But Farez saw her reach inside the purse she’d brought. “Everyone just needs to calm down.”

“They don’t understand you,” Farez told her.

“Yeah? You sure about that?” She glanced at him then Hani. “I’d like to stick my foot so far up your ass you taste last season.”

“Carla,” Ashton said between clenched teeth.

“They’re going to kill us.” Farez swallowed.

“What are you saying? What did she say?” Hani demanded.

“Nothing? No clue? Well, that’s good.” Carla turned to face Farez and Ashton. “Run. Okay? Go. Get Jared.”

She turned and brought up her arm and fired something from a bulky, black gun. Hani began screaming.

Farez didn’t wait. He wasn’t a real hero. He rushed through the side entrance, taking the stairs up to the apartment two at a time. Once he reached the landing, he crawled out a window and onto the fire escape ladder leading out and to the other side of the building.

He leapt to the ground and took off running.

Farez had to fix this.

He burst into the back door of his spice shop and stared at the empty chair where he’d left Jared Moss.

The now empty chair.

His hostage was gone, and he’d just left his only allies at the mercy of the very thugs he’d hired to do this job.
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SUNDAY. TOY TOWN, BEIRUT, Lebanon.

Vaughn gunned the motorcycle and leaned forward over the handlebars. He’d never carjacked anyone before, but he’d also never been this desperate to follow an errant client.

Carla had no idea what she’d gotten herself into.

“The phone signal is close. You’re almost there,” Melody said through the comms.

He’d been driving around aimlessly, working toward the area where the rest of the team was focused on, without luck. Moments ago Ashton called Melody directly. It was impossible to hear what was going on, but it gave him a destination.

“Turn right and you’re there. Looks like the second building on your right. Jamie is three minutes away. The rest of the team is ten minutes out.”

Vaughn swerved around a familiar black town car waiting at the curb then whipped the bike around the turn, his back wheel skidding. He vaulted off the bike and let it crash to the pavement.

He had a job to do.

Cold fury coursed through his veins as he drew both of his handguns from the mob holster under his jacket. He was one against an unknown number of hostiles with at least three assets to secure, possibly more.

What could go wrong?

The paint over the second door was chipped from age. He pulled on the handle and the door swung open with a long low creak.

Raised voices drowned out his entrance.

Darkness swaddled the store front, but he spied light seeping around a curtain at the back.

A man spoke, his voice rising in volume and pitch. Demands Vaughn couldn’t understand because they weren’t in English.

He reached up an unmuted his comm. “In the building, unknown hostile targets.”

“Be careful. Back-up is on the way.” Melody paused for a breath. “Grant wants you to wait.”

A man’s scream and the sizzle-pop of electricity spurred Vaughn into action.


“No can do,” he said and flung the curtain aside.

One man darted through a doorway.

A young guy lay on the floor writhing as volts traveled down two cables from a police grade stun gun being wielded by none other than Carla.

Another man men rushed in, but Ashton wielded a metal chair like a bat, defending himself and Carla.

The last man dove at Carla, knocking her to the ground.

It all happened in an instant, everyone moving, vying for control.

Shit.

Vaughn waded into the conflict. He couldn’t risk firing his weapons, not with Carla and Ashton in the thick of it. Vaughn grabbed the man kneeling over Carla by the back of his shirt and threw him off her. There wasn’t time to check her for injuries or help her up. It was only a matter of time until the third was on his feet and then it would be three on three, and Vaughn only had confidence in himself.

“What’s happening?” Melody asked. “Jamie ran into a road block.”

“Vaughn!”

He whirled and saw the third man poised with his gun against Ashton’s carotid artery.

Out moved, out gunned and out played.

Both the downed man and the third were too far away for Vaughn to get his hands on. If either Vaughn or the attacker fired, they might kill Ashton.

“Check mate,” Vaughn growled and held up his hands.

“What?” Melody demanded.

“Hope the others get here fast.” He let his guns dangle from his index fingers.

Carla pushed to her feet and backed toward him. “Ash?”

“Stay there, Carla.” Ashton held up his hands. “Farez was going to get Jared. Find Jared then worry about me. Understand?”

The man holding Ashton jabbed his gun against Ashton’s neck harder.

Ashton then began speaking Arabic.

“What are you saying, man?” Vaughn stared at Ashton. “Don’t do anything stupid. Help is almost here. Mel?”

The downed man and his companion gathered behind the third. They spoke back and forth, Ashton replying or interjecting. The man was at gunpoint wheeling and dealing?

“I don’t know where Jamie is. The others are five minutes out,” Melody said.

“That’s not going to work.” Vaughn reached out and swept Carla behind him with one arm.

This wasn’t going well.

The man who’d been tasered shoved past Ashton.

Vaughn reacted. He whirled, grabbing Carla, and dove through the side entrance. Bullets hit the concrete, sending shards flying. They hit the ground, and he rolled, getting a hold on his weapons, just in time to watch the three men rush Ashton out of the building.

“Hostiles are on the move with VIP asset.” Vaughn shoved to his feet.

“Don’t lose sight of them,” Melody said.

Carla stared up at him, her face pale.

He reached down and grabbed her hand. “Come on.”

Vaughn dragged her to her feet and to the rear entrance. He peered out into the darkening night.

“Stay close,” he said over his shoulder.


The four figures hustled down the alley.

Vaughn hunched and stuck close to the building. If the rest of the team didn’t arrive soon, they’d lose Ashton, on Vaughn’s watch.

The group rounded the corner.

Vaughn sprinted to catch up and close the distance.

He skidded to a stop and peered around—just in time to see Ashton forced into a van.

“They’re getting away. Blue van, license plate...” He squinted. The doors shut, clearing his view. He rattled off the plates. “I can pursue. Get the bike...”

“Negative,” Melody said. “Is Jared there? Do you have Carla?”

“Yes to Carla.” He glanced back at her. “Where’s Jared?”

She stared up at him, her eyes so big he could fall into them. “Farez was going to move him. Keep him safe.”

“Fucking hell,” he muttered and turned back to watch the van motor off into the night.

“Grant and the others are arriving any moment now. Switch channels while I get Jamie to rendezvous with you. I still have a cell signal from Ashton. He might be able to follow it.”

“Copy that.” Vaughn pulled the comm out.

Anger bubbled up inside of him.

He’d trusted Carla. He thought they’d shared something, but clearly it was just him.

She should have trusted him with this mad, crazy plan.

“What are we doing?” Carla asked.

“We are doing nothing. Come on.” He adjusted the channel of his comm and began walking back to the store. He wasn’t yet ready to talk to the team, so he kept the earpiece in his fist.

They had no idea who they were dealing with or what they wanted. These new players were unknowns, and they hadn’t even nailed down who the first guys they were dealing with were.

“Vaughn?” Carla followed along behind him.

He ignored her and pushed through the doors back into the shop.

Chairs were overturned.

Carla’s purse lay on the floor its contents scattered.

“Talk to me,” she demanded.

He strode across the room to get away from her.

Whatever they had it was all in his head.

How stupid had he been?

He kept doing this, getting lost in her and it blinded him.

“Vaughn?” Carla’s voice cracked.

He whirled to glare at her. “What?”

She opened and closed her mouth.

“What do you want me to say? You ran off with no security, no tracking devices and got into trouble. What should I say to that? I thought we had trust.”

“You wouldn’t listen.” She threw her hands up. “None of you would listen. It could only be your way.”

“We know what the hell we’re doing, Carla. You don’t fucking know anything.”

“The hell I don’t.” The fear burned up in her eyes until they flashed with a fire that matched his own. “I had Farez ready to make a deal and end this. I was right.”

“Yeah, well, who’s right now? It’s not you.”

“And it ain’t you either.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Are you always a dick when you’re wrong? Or is it just because we slept together? Sticking your dick in it doesn’t mean you own it, you know?”

“Wow!” Riley barked as he stepped through the arch.

Vaughn’s stomach dropped as he watched Riley then Grant and the others enter the storage area of the shop. From the wide-eyed looks, they’d heard everything Carla said. How could they not? She wasn’t exactly quiet.

“Shit,” Vaughn muttered.

Carla pivoted away from the guys, one hand pressed to her brow.

“Put your comm in.” Grant glared at Vaughn. “We’ll talk later.”

Yeah, Vaughn was not looking forward to that chat.

“Ashton’s phone got ditched. Jamie is en route to recover the phone and see what he can find out.” Grant glanced around the room. “Nolan, Brenden? Take Ms. White back to the condo and secure her.”

“Sir?” Vaughn braced himself for his Team Leader’s glare. “Farez and Jared are in the area.”

“Good. You, Riley, Harper and Tucker team up. Search the area. Find that guy and our asset.”

Vaughn nodded and caught Riley’s eye. The team’s second jerked his head toward the front of the building. Vaughn followed, but not without a backward glance at Carla standing between Nolan and Brenden.

What the hell had Vaughn been thinking?


Getting involved with her was a mistake. He’d known it, and yet his dick still made all the calls.

“What the hell, man?” Riley glanced at him.

Vaughn clenched his teeth together. Because of the fucking NDA he couldn’t say anything. Not a God damn word. From now on he’d have to live with this mark on his soul, the one that said he’d fucked another man’s girl. Even if that wasn’t technically correct that was how everyone else would look at him.

He’d like to say he didn’t have an option, that Carla was an addiction he couldn’t say no to. But that was a lie. Wasn’t it?
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SUNDAY. SAFE HOUSE, Beirut, Lebanon.

Carla squeezed the straps of her purse tight to keep them from shaking. The elevator was far too cramped with the three hulking men surrounding her.

No one had spoken since they’d left the toy shop.

Not a word.

It was safe to assume everyone had heard her admit to having sex with Vaughn.

She knew how that must look to them. Ashton’s girlfriend and their team mate. It was awkward for her, but what about Vaughn? What would happen to him?

The elevator dinged, and the doors slid open.

The big, silent scary dude stepped off first then waved her to follow him.

Brenden. That was Vaughn had called him.

There was something about Brenden’s eyes, a darkness that sucked up all the light. He’d seen things, likely done things, that haunted him.

The men escorted her down the hall and into the condo.

Melody stood inside waiting for them.

“I need someone on surveillance.” Melody’s gaze landed on Carla. “We need to talk.”

“Not right now.” Carla turned toward the stairs. “Give me a minute.”

“This can’t wait.” Melody turned, but didn’t follow her.

“It can.”

Carla climbed to the second floor. The tremors shaking her were getting worse. The fear threatened to choke her. Her vision was blurry by the time she reached Ashton’s room. She dashed inside and shut the door as if the hounds of hell were after her. The flimsy lock wouldn’t really keep anyone out, but it felt good to jab the button and feel safely alone where she could fall apart in peace.

She leaned against the wall and stared at the ceiling.

The first tears fell, hot and full of shame.

This was her fault. She’d been right, but they’d gone about it all wrong. Because she’d talked Ashton into it. Or had he gone along with her the whole time?

It was jumbled in her head.


What about Jared?

Had Vaughn found him or Farez?

Did she still have her phone?

Carla dug into her purse, and sure enough, her cell was at the bottom still powered off. She snatched it out and dropped the bag. It took forever for the device to turn on so she paced the room, praying for one good bit of news.

The moment the screen blipped to life she hit dial and called the number Farez had used to contact her.

“Pick up. Come on,” she chanted.

The line rang. And rang. And rang.

The beep and flip to voicemail stabbed at her heart.

“No, no, no.” She ended the call and tried again.

Still no answer.

She hit dial a third time and listened to the rings.

The line beeped to voicemail again.

Carla ended the call and sat on the edge of the bed.

Ashton was gone, and she had no idea if Farez had gotten to Jared in time. And if he had, what were the chances he was willing to give Jared up on the merit of a promise alone?

She set her phone down and leaned forward, propping her elbows on her knees and covered her face with her hands.

Was this all her fault?

She’d been right, but had she gone about resolving the situation wrong?

Tears leaked between her fingers. She couldn’t fix this.


Carla didn’t know how long she sat there feeling afraid and sorry for herself. Eventually her neck ached and her knees protested her body elbows. She straightened and caught sight of herself in the mirror. Her smudge proof eyeliner was running and her waterproof mascara had clumped her lashes.

If Jared saw her now, he’d have a fit.

She sputtered a laugh.

What had they done before Jared?

She pushed to her feet and tip-toed out of the room.

Men’s voices drifted up to her, more than just two or three. It sounded like the whole team was back, and that meant facing Vaughn and the others.

She didn’t want to do that with runny make-up.

Carla stepped into her room and glanced around, ensuring she was alone, then engaged the lock. She changed into sweatpants and a tank top, then piled her hair onto her head and tidied up her face.

They’d get Ashton and Jared back. She had to believe in that. But until then, she had to be all three of them. She couldn’t fall apart. And she had to be the picture perfect girlfriend.

Carla spent a few moments throwing all of her things back in her suitcase. There were too many of the Aegis Guys for her to take up two rooms. Given what she’d admitted, from here on out she’d have to be conscious of appearances. And that meant no more speaking to Vaughn.

Packed up, she hauled her things to Ashton’s room and spent a few moments putting the room in order. Ashton’s clothes were picked up, folded and placed in the closet. Her things went into drawers. Everything had a place.

She wound up back in the closet staring at Jared’s bags with Ashton’s clothes hanging around it them.

Carla missed them both.

Her moment to fall apart was over. Now she had to face the music and do her part in getting them back.

She slipped on her black flats, pocketed her phone and headed toward the stairs.

Sure enough, all of the guys were clustered around the table.

Her gaze went to the top of Vaughn’s head. The light gleamed off his dark hair. It was surprisingly soft and silky, begging to be touched.

This was going to be painful.

Carla padded down the stairs conscious of the voices tapering off.

“Carla. There you are,” Melody said. There was no judgment in her voice, no condemnation. She had a job to do, and that was her focus.

“You wanted to speak to me?” She focused on Melody’s face. It was her lifeline to keep from glancing at Vaughn.

“We need to chat about the events leading up to tonight and what the hell happened.” Grant crossed his arms and stared at her. He was Melody’s total opposite. Condemnation was written into the lines of his face. He blamed her.

Well, she blamed him.

“Where would you like to begin?” She reached the floor and slowed until she stood between the sofa and the dining table.

Ashton had coached her through hostile meetings. Working for him meant facing off against people who wanted to get their way or didn’t see her as an equal because of her gender or background. It was up to her how to conduct herself and out maneuver people with words alone.

Grant was a hostile partner. She would not yield ground to him because that would only make him devalue her input. He wasn’t reasonable.

“I think it would be best if we sat,” Melody said and braced her hands on the table.

“Start when how and when you made contact with the kidnapper.” Grant made no move toward the table.

“Thank you, Melody, but I’ll stand.” Carla never took her eyes off Grant. “I reached out to Farez last night when you refused to listen to my evaluation of the situation. Your brute force approach didn’t work. It was time to try something else.”

“And you thought—what? You could do this job better than us?”

Carla made herself take a deep breath. Grant was hostile. Thanks to Vaughn, she understood the tension. Grant wanted to do their job to the best of his ability, and he saw her as thwarting that. No one wanted to see anyone kidnapped out from under them, and here it had happened again.

“I tried to explain my theory to you and you refused to listen. Your answer was to bring more people here.” She gestured at the unfamiliar faces she still couldn’t name. “And you wouldn’t even look into my ideas.”

“Let’s focus on Farez?” Melody said from her seated position at the far end of the table. “He is a native of Beirut, owns a spice shop and has an extended family in the region.”

Carla continued to stare at Grant. She wasn’t about to blink. “He kidnapped Jared, not because of the money, but because he’s scared. It was a community effort. They want their jobs back, but they don’t understand what’s going on behind the scenes or what Ashton’s plans are. That’s on us. We acknowledged that when we met with Farez earlier.”

“And he was amenable to a resolution?” Melody asked.

“Yeah. I think we were almost there when the younger guys busted in.” Carla’s heart ached. “We offered Farez a way out that would help him save face. Take a ransom, split it between the families in the area, then help us find someone to be our community liaison. Someone we’d work with during the project.”

“And now we have no idea who has Ashton or where Jared is because you wanted to go meet with the kidnappers. What if this was all staged? What if Farez and those guys were working together? You played right into their hand.” Grant glared at her, the fury radiating off him.

Carla never wavered nor did she answer anger for anger. “You didn’t sit there and look into Farez’s eyes like I did. He wasn’t working with the people who took Ashton.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter now.” Grant waved his hand. “We’re going to finish this and I don’t want to see or hear you until it’s done, got it?”

Carla opened and closed her mouth, her own anger rising.

Who the hell did he think he was?

“Hey, man. That’s enough.” Vaughn stepped into her line of sight, but his focus was on Grant.

A lump of emotion lodged in her throat. She shouldn’t get choked up at him coming to her defense, but she was. It didn’t look good, but it made her poor, battered heart flutter.

“What did Melody just tell you to do, soldier?” Grant bristled and took a step toward Vaughn.

He held up his hands and backed toward the terrace door. His gaze slid toward her and for the briefest moment they locked eyes, then he turned and headed to his nightly post.

An angry man was going to tear this team apart and possibly get Ashton and Jared killed.

“Are you aware that I read and revised our contract with Aegis Group?” Carla straightened her spine and stared at Grant.

He frowned, but didn’t respond.

“In the event that Ashton is rendered unable to perform his duties, all power is transferred to me. So no, Grant, I won’t shut up and sit down. You don’t get to call the shots. That’s why we’re in this mess. Ashton agreed with me that you were single minded in your focus and couldn’t be reasoned with. I was right, and you were wrong. Suck it up, deal with it, and get on board. Because I expect to get Ashton and Jared back the right way.”

Grant’s face went red and his lips white.

Melody had stood and come around the table at some point and was now poised at Grant’s elbow to intervene. Judging by the way she wouldn’t meet Carla’s gaze, she was fairly certain Melody knew the terms of their contract.

“I need some air,” Carla announced and stalked out onto the terrace.

She wasn’t blinking first, but they all needed a moment to regroup. She’d played her hand and now they had to work with each other.

The cool breeze slapped her in the face, causing her to shiver. She braced her forearms on the railing and stared out at the city. Behind her voices came and went, patio chairs scraped. She ignored it in favor of communing with the void, the yawning, empty space in the universe.

If Ashton and Jared didn’t come back—no. She couldn’t think about that.

Carla turned and caught sight of Vaughn. He was back at the patio table, the laptop in front of him while two of the new guys stood at the railing chatting. They’d been there earlier. They knew.


Was she supposed to pretend nothing had been said? Or did she handle this?

Carla was in charge now. She had to act like it. And that meant dealing with every problem head on. It was what Ashton did.

“Gentlemen?” She directed her attention at the two men at the rail. “Would you give us a moment?”

Vaughn stopped typing on the laptop.

“Sure thing, ma’am,” one of the two men said.

They pushed off the railing and left her on the terrace alone with Vaughn.

Those inside had a front-row seat to this conversation. There was no privacy to speak of. She couldn’t fall apart. This had to be done.

Carla crossed to the table and braced her hands on the back of the seat she’d occupied last night.

“I’m sorry about earlier,” she said. “All of it. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to make you choose who had your loyalty. I thought, we’d be gone and back in no time. It was arrogant of me to not plan for the worst.”

Vaughn kept looking at the laptop, but his hands were in his lap.

She tried to pretend that his silence didn’t sting. “And I’m sorry for blurting out...what I said. I was angry and scared. I hope you don’t get in trouble.”

“Grant’s going to send me to Egypt tomorrow. It won’t matter after tonight.”  He shifted to lean on the arm rest and rubbed a hand across his jaw.

“Oh...” Carla didn’t like that development.

“I haven’t said anything, in case that’s why you came out here.”

“It wasn’t, but—thanks.” That wasn’t something she’d thought of, but it made sense. He couldn’t very well clear his name if he was going to honor the piece of paper he signed.

Vaughn finally lifted his gaze to meet hers. It was a flat, hard look. “If you don’t mind, I have work to do and it’s probably for the best if we aren’t seen together.”

Carla nodded. She got it. Their actions had consequences and for him it might cost him more than he’d bargained for. She took a deep breath and pushed the surge of emotions away.

She didn’t have the luxury of indulging in her feelings. Right now she had to figure out how they were getting Ashton and Jared back.
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12.
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Sunday. Sodeco Auto Repair, Beirut, Lebanon.

Hani shuddered. He could still feel the hooks of the stun gun in his chest and every few minutes it felt as though he were being shocked all over again, albeit with a much lower voltage.

“Put them in the cage.” He gestured at the chain-link fence at the back of the garage. On normal days they stowed things like bikes or expensive parts there, things that could be easily stolen.

Tonight it was a cell.

He lowered onto a rolling stool and watched the others secure the hostages. They’d done a lot of shit in their time working for the boss. Normally smaller stuff. Guys like Hani and his friends hadn’t proven themselves to be trusted with the important jobs.

They were going to prove themselves now.

Not only were they going to follow through for the suits and hand-deliver the Americans to them, but they were going to manage to get paid, too.

Someone would pay for the first hostage, the one the suits didn’t care about. All Hani had to do was prove that they were nothing like Farez. Hani was serious about his money, and he was willing to shed blood for it.

He pushed to his feet and crossed the garage. “Check their pockets again.”

“We took everything out earlier.” Eessa glanced up at Hani.

“Check them again. In case.” He hooked his fingers in the chain link.

“You’re making a mistake.” Ashton Khoury stared at him.

“No, you made the mistake.” Hani needed to make a call. He was going to cash in on this and his life would forever be different. The suits would no doubt have their plans, but so did Hani. Maybe they’d all win.
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SUNDAY. SAFE HOUSE, Beirut, Lebanon.

Vaughn was fairly certain the security feeds were going to be burned into his eyelids. He had a more meaningful relationship with the guy in the lobby than anyone else at this point.

Nothing ever changed.

It was the most boring, secure building he’d ever been in.

The condo was quiet. All the guys had bunked down for the night after hours of hunting leads that led nowhere. Even the van’s license plate was a bust.

They were back to square one. Grant was blaming Carla for that, but Vaughn wasn’t so sure. The young guns had to see the opportunity for a cash grab they didn’t have to share.

Carla.

He glanced at the clock.

Five minutes?

That was it?

All of his thoughts kept coming back to her. The way she smiled, how she cared about her chosen family, then there was the way she’d faced off against Grant with the whole team at his back. Carla was a force of nature. He had no doubt she’d take them on if it came to it. Physically it wasn’t a contest, but the woman had a sharp mind.

Stop thinking about her.

Vaughn shook his head and pushed to his feet.

He glanced inside.

Melody was out a bed since she’d given up her room to the Troy Team guys. She’d posted up on the sofa and was still plugging away, doing work.

He wasn’t keen on chatting, so he turned toward the railing and stared into the inky blackness, allowing his mind to empty.

Chances were good Grant was going to carry through on his threat to send Vaughn to Egypt to wait for the job to be done.


Vaughn had known this offer was a bad idea when Ashton made it. The whole thing was poorly thought out. And yet, Carla drew him. Vaughn’s resolve buckled every time she came close.

Why her? Why now?

He’d never had a woman get under his skin like this.

He drew in a deep breath and tipped his head up.

Every job ended, and when this one was over, Carla would be out of his life. He’d miss her, but they hardly knew each other. She was more like a drug that hooked him after one taste. He’d crave her for a while, but eventually it would fade.

Or at least he tried to tell himself that. Every time he did he got a funny feeling in the pit of his stomach, like he knew he was lying.

Vaughn turned toward the table.

A bit of movement on the stairs made him freeze.

Carla descended the chrome and glass stairs slowly, her gaze going from Melody—who hadn’t yet noticed her—to Vaughn. His mouth dried up. Instead of the silky number, she still wore sweatpants and a tank top.

He forced himself to cross to the table and sit, but the masochist inside of him cocked his chair so he could see the bottom of the stairs from where he sat.

Carla reached the ground floor, bringing her into Melody’s field of vision. The other woman sat up and said something in a low voice. He watched them from the corner of his eye and wondered at what they said.

He knew without asking that Carla was coming to talk to him. Much like last night. Only this time she wouldn’t like what he said.

The conversation between the ladies continued. He drummed his fingers on the desk, impatient for his woman to come to him.

But she wasn’t his

Fuck this.

He needed coffee.

Vaughn pushed to his feet and entered the condo. In the kitchen his view of the main room was limited. All the better to not see Carla.

He spent some time brewing the perfect cup of coffee, focusing on that instead of his very real problems. When this job began his biggest fear was that his brother might skip out of detox and disappear for another month. In a weird turn of events, Santiago was doing fine. Now, worst-case scenario, Vaughn could lose his job.

Once his coffee was brewed, he headed back out to the terrace.

The sofa was empty, and he didn’t see Carla, at least not until he studied the terrace.

She’d gone outside and retreated to the far corner where she kind of faded into the wall.

They were alone.

Things happened when they were alone.

He stopped next to the table and studied the feeds.

More nothing.

Vaughn and Carla needed to have a talk. Maybe their last talk.

He took a fortifying gulp of coffee before sitting it down and heading toward her.

Carla must have sensed his presence. She glanced over her shoulder at him, their gazes tangling

He came to a stop a few feet away and gripped the railing with both hands.

“Couldn’t sleep?” he asked.

“Hadn’t been to bed yet. Thought I’d come downstairs and...” She shrugged. “Melody is going to share my room tonight.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. It seemed silly not to.” She shrugged and leaned forward.

“Carla?” He pivoted to look at her, once more committing everything to memory. The mole on her shoulder, the way her hair looked ready to tumble down her back, the little wrinkle at the corner of her mouth.

“Hm?” She turned her head and peered at him.

“This—me and you—it doesn’t work out in the end. I need it to be over.” Each word killed him a little more. Deep down he knew if they’d met under any other circumstances things would be different.

“Okay,” she whispered.

He frowned. That was it? Okay?

“Don’t look at me like that.” She pushed off the railing and faced him. “I don’t like this either, but I’ve already asked a lot of you. I can’t be more selfish. The only thing I can do is respect your wishes and trust that you’re telling me what you really want.”

“What I really want doesn’t matter.”

She gripped the railing with one hand and took a small step toward him, then another. “What do you want?”

He stared down at her and steeled himself for the truth. “What I can’t have.”
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MONDAY. SAFE HOUSE, Beirut, Lebanon.

Carla couldn’t keep her eyes shut any longer. She’d resisted waking up because she knew she wouldn’t like the reality she was living in.

She was alone.

Time to face the day.

She drew in a deep breath and opened her eyes. The room was bathed in a soft light. She’d never shut the blackout curtain.


That was Ashton’s job.

The muscles in her chest constricted, making it hard to breathe. She rolled onto her side and drew her knees up. The two anchors in her life were missing. For the longest time it had been just her and Ashton taking care of each other. Then there was Jared, and it was like he’d always belonged there. They fit.

And now they were gone.

Selfishly she wished Vaughn were there if for no other reason than to hold her. But she doubted he’d speak to her today. In fact, he’d be leaving very soon and chances were slim she’d ever see him again.

Carla turned her face into the pillows and squeezed her eyes shut.

Crying wouldn’t fix her problems, but damn if she didn’t want to lay here and bawl.

Looking back, she could vividly recall all the moments when Mom had smiled through the pain and fear of being poor. One moment stuck out in her mind more than the rest. She’d been playing in front of the TV, one of their favorite black and white movies was airing. Mom was standing at the kitchen counter opening mail. Something had prompted Carla to get up and go to her mother, who was staring at a piece of paper with wide eyes. Even young Carla had known something was wrong, so she’d reached for Mom’s hand.

One touch.

Light had come back on in Mom’s eyes and she’d turned to look down at Carla, her smile big, bright and brittle with tears hiding behind the forced cheer. At the time Carla hadn’t taken that expression to mean anything except everything was fine. Smiles meant good things. But looking back, Carla knew her mother had wanted to cry.

They’d been forced to move in the dead of night a few days later. The only reason it stuck out in Carla’s mind was because she’d lost her stuffed bunny. She didn’t know what the reason was for now, but it didn’t matter. They’d had a lot of problems back then and Mom had done the best she could.

And now Carla would do the best she could, just like Mom.

That’s what Ashton and Jared deserved from her.

Carla didn’t need to lean on Vaughn. Yes, it would be nice to have someone in her corner, but she’d get by just as Mom had.

Carla spent a little extra time getting ready. She didn’t have armor like the men downstairs did. Her clothes might be fine fabric, but it was the only thing that separated herself from the maid’s daughter and the millionaire’s girlfriend. Without the clothes and make-up, she was the same girl. No difference.

She finished her make-up and gave herself a once over.

Before Jared, Carla would have never worn white pants. She liked her shape, even if she was on the bigger side, but white pants? She’d always felt a bit Moby Dick at the thought, but it was Jared who pointed out that white was a power play. A way to tell the day to suck it because nothing would ruin a good pair of white pants. The black-and-white striped top with the yellow and pink floral made her look taller with the black wedges. Around these people, she needed all the height she could get.

Her make-up would always be second best without Jared. A born artist, Jared could paint anything, even her face. Her hair was about the only thing anyone trusted her with, and most of that was due to inheriting her mother’s naturally wavy hair.

“Here goes nothing.” She snagged her tablet and phone off their chargers and headed out into the hall.

A few soft voices drifted up to her.

She checked the time.

It was barely eight. Earlier than she’d expected.

Then again, she’d broken up with her booty call man last night and her family was kidnapped. Wasn’t exactly setting the mood for a relaxing morning of sleeping in.

She pushed her shoulders back and stepped out onto the landing.

Grant and Melody were at the table. Brenden stood nearby with one of the new guys. James? Jamie? J-something.

Carla kept her gaze on those four and didn’t allow herself to glance at the figure still sitting at the laptop. It didn’t change how her body was instantly aware of him, all of her molecules wanting to get closer to him, as though that were her natural place to be.

Riley stepped out of the kitchen and caught sight of her. “Morning.”

“Morning.” She managed a smile.

All conversation ceased for a moment and everyone looked at her.

The stares were speculative, assessing, maybe a little judgmental.

Was whore written on her forehead?

Carla descended the stairs despite the looks. Every second spent under the microscope helped to harden her outer shell. She was going to need it if she was going to help get Ashton and Jared back.

“Any developments?” she asked.

“Still trying to identify the new faces,” Grant said.

“Have we been able to get in touch with Farez?” Carla set her things down on the table.

“I just came back from trying his house and spice shop.” Riley sipped his coffee.

That was concerning.

“I think Farez is behind both abductions,” Grant said. “He wasn’t getting the price he wanted, so now he’s escalated the matter.”

Carla bit the inside of her mouth and sucked in a deep breath. She needed coffee if this was the first topic to handle of the day.

“Courier, possibly incoming,” Vaughn called out from the terrace.

Invisible fingers prodded at her shoulders. She kept her back toward him, but could picture him straightening, hands on the table and frowning at the laptop screen.

“Brenden, Jamie,” Grant barked.

The two men jumped to. They produced handguns from she didn’t know where and approached the condo door.

“He’s got a small box,” Vaughn said.

“Is it one of the guys from last night?” Grant strode out onto the terrace.

Carla turned, a tiny bit. She caught sight of Vaughn out of the corner of her eye and her heart seemed to sigh.

He was still there. For the moment.

The knock on the door brought her attention back to the moment. Brenden stood behind the door while Riley answered it, keeping his weapon out of sight. Some words were exchanged and then the door shut.

“What did they want?” Grant asked.

“It’s a box.” Riley crossed to stand in the living room, his mouth twisted up. “For Carla.”

“Me?” She frowned.

Grant threw out his arm before she could move to take the box. “Don’t touch it.”

“Why?” Carla frowned at the back of Grant’s head.

“Because it could be from the kidnappers,” Melody said.

Carla stared at the other woman. She didn’t know what that meant, but from the way the room had gone silent she was fairly certain it wasn’t a good thing. “They are the only ones who know we’re in the country.”

Riley holstered his gun then pulled out a knife.

“Are we sure that’s a good idea?” Melody asked as Riley sliced the tape holding the box shut.

He used the tip of his knife to fold back what looked like tissue paper. His brow wrinkled, and he frowned at the contents.

“What is it?” Carla remained where she was.

Riley glanced at Garth then Melody.

Brenden took a step back and shook his head.

“Hey Carla, want some coffee?” Jamie asked.

“No.” She kept watching the three of them pass the box around. “Let me see.”

Melody’s head snapped up. “That’s not a good idea.”

Carla put one foot in front of the other. “It was sent to me.”

Melody stepped between Carla in the box, hands up. “I know, and I’m telling you that you don’t want to see this.”

“Yes, I do.” Carla stopped toe-to-toe with Melody.

“She has to see it,” Riley said.

“What?” Grant snapped.

“You know where this came from?” Riley stared at Grant. “Because I don’t.”

Where it came from...

Carla’s mouth went dry and her insides numbed, as though she knew this was going to hurt.

Riley edged around Melody, looking at Carla. “Try to not focus on what it is, okay? We just need to know where it might have come from.”

Or who? Was that what he wasn’t saying?

“Show me.”

He tipped the box toward her and turned it around.

The square bit of flesh was jagged. Fatty yellow cells stuck out from the bottom. And etched onto the dermal layer of skin was a small, half-dollar sized cartoon rainbow with a smiley face. Only she didn’t see a smiley face, she saw Jared screaming, in pain.

Her own throat constricted, and the room faded.

“Take it away,” Vaughn snapped.

Suddenly he was there, arms wrapped around her.

“Easy. Breathe. Take a deep breath,” he muttered into her ear.

Her chest ached, her eyes stung, the room twirled. She pressed her fingers to her cheeks and found them wet. She’d been crying? When had that happened?

“I know, that was hard,” he whispered. “You’re tough. Pull it together, princess.”

She hugged Vaughn around the waist and breathed in his smell while all her broken pieces hurt. Her throat was raw and her knees wobbled. It was selfish to cling to Vaughn and she shouldn’t do it, but he’d held her first.

“Who had that tattoo?” he asked, his tone gentle.

“Jared.” Her voice cracked. She swallowed trying to ease the soreness. “Jared had it on his ribs, left side. He got it when he was twenty on a dare or something.”

“Is there anything else in the box?” Melody asked.

“Gloves?” Riley asked.

“Don’t listen. Sh.” Vaughn covered one of Carla’s ears with his hand, not that it made any difference, but it was the thought that warmed her insides.

She was content to stand there, eyes shut, trying to not listen as the box was unpacked. Vaughn stroked her back and kept a tight hold on her despite the room full of people.

“What’s it say?” Grant’s voice was softer now.

“This has to be the man you described last night,” Melody said. “They want money. I can work with this. No ransom number. If I get him talking soon I can keep us working. We need the cash Ashton brought as backup.”

Carla squeezed her eyes shut a little tighter.

Farez wasn’t the bloodthirsty type. He wouldn’t do something like this. She knew it. Which meant Jared had been taken before Farez got to him. And now both Jared and Ashton were in danger.

“Sh, don’t cry,” Vaughn whispered.

How did she stop something she couldn’t control?

If she had that ability, Jared and Ashton would be safe. Vaughn would be hers. None of this would be happening.
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MONDAY. BEIRUT TERRACE Garden Condos, Beirut, Lebanon.

Farez had to make things right. He had to do something.

He stood on the sidewalk and stared up at the fancy condo building in the bustling downtown area. He’d seen the black SUVs and followed them this time back here. With any luck, Ashton and Carla were somewhere up there. It was their assistant Farez was worried about.

Hani was a thug. A troublemaker. And Farez didn’t trust him.

What if Hani had them all?

It was a situation Farez didn’t want to think about too much.

Someone bumped into him. Farez stumbled sideways into another large man before a hard object was thrust against his ribs.

“Don’t move. Don’t scream. Walk,” the man he’d stumbled into said.

“What?” Farez glanced over his shoulder and met the gaze of a blonde haired green eyed American.

“Move,” the blonde man barked.

Farez let the two men guide him across the street toward the condo’s entrance. “I need to speak with Ashton. Or Carla.”

“Like hell you will,” the other man said.

“I need to speak with them about their assistant. Hani took him.” Farez let the two men usher him into the building.


“You need to keep your mouth shut,” the blonde man growled.

“Please, I only want to make this right.”

The two men hauled Farez into an elevator. The blonde took a step back and leveled his handgun at Farez. The other man began feeling at Farez’s pockets and body.

“I am unarmed. I only want to help.” He’d tried to live his life as a good person. In a dark period, desperate to hang onto the community he loved, he’d done something rash and stupid out of fear.

Now it was up to him to help make it right.

“He’s unarmed,” the second man said.

“What do you want with Ashton and Carla?” the blonde man demanded.

Farez was here to cooperate. Couldn’t they understand that?

The elevator dinged.

“Move.” The blonde man nodded at the door.

Had Farez made a mistake coming here? These armed me weren’t listening. It was Carla who’d heard him out. She was who Farez needed to speak with.

A door at the end of the hall opened and two more men came toward him, weapons in hand.

This was not what he’d expected.

“He wants to talk to Ashton and Carla,” the blonde told the others.

“What?” one of the two new men asked.

What if Ashton and Carla weren’t with these men at all? What if they were another entity? Like Hani? Had Farez got it all wrong?

The condo door shut behind him. He had to shield his eyes it was so bright in the condo.

“He wants to talk to Ashton and Carla,” the blonde said once again, louder this time.

“He talks to me, first.” A petite Asian woman rounded the corner.

“Farez?” Carla followed after the other woman.

“Carla—stay back here.” A dark haired man snatched at Carla’s hand, but she pulled away from him.

“Carla. Thank goodness.” Farez blew out a breath. “Where is Mr. Khoury?”

Everyone seemed to stop moving as if a pause button had been hit.

“Is Mr. Khoury here?” Farez felt the blood drain from his extremities as dread settled into his gut.

“No.” Carla drew herself up a little taller. “He was taken last night.”

“Where is Mr. Khoury?” the Asian woman asked.


Farez stared at the other woman for a moment. “How should I know?”

“You really expect us to believe that you aren’t involved?”

“Yes.” He glanced back at Carla. “I came here to tell you that Hani has your assistant. Hani—I should never have hired him. He is a blood sucking, greedy bottom feeder.”

“Hani? Does he have a last name?” Carla took a step forward, dragging the big man after her. “Do you know his friend’s names?”

The blonde man holstered his weapon finally. “I’d like to know how he and this Hani guy found us.”

“I followed your vehicle,” Farez replied. “Hani knows you are here?”

“Don’t answer that,” the Asian woman said.

Carla cleared her throat. “He sent us a demand letter.”

“Carla.” The Asian woman whirled on her.

“Your way isn’t working.” Carla stared down at the other woman. “He’s trying to help. Stop seeing everyone as a threat.”

“I didn’t want this to happen.” He clasped his hands together.

“I know.” Carla’s eyes were sad.

Farez had done this. All of this was because he’d acted out of fear. It was such an ugly monster. He’d thought he was doing right, instead he might have just killed the only real friend any of them had in this fight.

“If Hani knows you’re here, you have to go.” Farez wouldn’t allow Hani to get his hands on Carla, too. “Come with me. I can hide you.”

“No,” the dark haired man at Carla’s back snapped.

“Enough,” Carla snapped. She pointed behind her. “Everyone, sit. We’re going to talk like civilized people.”

At first no one moved.

“You heard her,” the Asian woman said.

Farez took one step forward then another. When he wasn’t poked, shoved or grabbed he relaxed and followed Carla around the corner to a dining table. There weren’t chairs for everyone, but the Asian woman indicated he should sit.

“I guess a round of introductions are in order. I’m Melody,” the Asian woman said. “This is my counterpart, Grant, running this.”

She quickly listed off more names, but Farez ignored them and instead focused on the intense sadness shining from the depths of Carla’s eyes.

This woman had come to him with kindness and bravery. She didn’t deserve this.

“Tell us what you know about Hani,” Melody said.

“He’s the nephew of someone I know. Street tough. Mostly a gangster. I didn’t ask too many questions about him.” Farez held up his hands. “I didn’t want to know who I was asking for help.”

Carla asked. “Where is Hani now?”

Farez wished he had an answer. Anything. “I—I don’t know...”
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Monday. Safe House, Beirut, Lebanon.

Vaughn remained in Carla’s shadow. He didn’t give two fucks what everyone else thought of him. Chances were high he was going to get fired when all this was over. What was the point in playing nice until then? Carla needed support, and damn it, he was going to be her shoulder.

“Everyone?” Grant turned his attention from their visitor to the team. “Pack your bags, we’re moving out. Travel light. If this Hani character knows where we are, we don’t want to be here any longer.”

Vaughn’s stuff was ready to go. His shift was over. Someone else could worry about the surveillance setup for once. He was going to help Carla wrangle her belongings and get a vest on her. If they were going to move, he’d breathe easier knowing she had some armor on under the pretty clothes.

Riley was the first to spring into action, heading for the bedrooms to no doubt wake up those still sleeping. They were used to quick moves and living on the go. The guys would be ready in no time.

“Carla? Hey?” He took her hand and gave it a tug.

She pivoted and stared up at him with wide eyes. Part of him would always be pissed that she’d unnecessarily risked her life. Going to meet a kidnapper without proper back-up wasn’t the smartest call. But she’d been right. He could see that now, and maybe so would the others.

“Is this really happening?” she whispered.

“It is, and this is really hard right now, but we need to get you packed. What do you absolutely have to have?” He wrapped an arm around her waist and ushered her toward the stairs.

“Vaughn?” Melody moved to intercept him, a scowl directed at him on her face.

“I’ve got this,” he snapped. “Where’s a vest for her?”

Judge away.

“Here.” Melody handed over a women’s Kevlar vest.

“What about Farez?” Carla glanced over her shoulder.

Melody’s expression changed, smoothing into a pleasant smile. “We’re going to invite him to go with us. For his protection.”


Yeah right.

As soon as Vaughn had Carla out of sight Grant would slap cuffs on Farez and haul him along to wherever they were going to next. Farez was their only solid lead. Vaughn kept Carla climbing the stairs. There were only so many things he could do right now, and she was his priority.

He guided her into the room she shared with Ashton. It still looked as though no one had slept in the bed. Nothing was out of place. The space was painfully neat.

“I need you to put this on under your shirt.” He held out the vest.

Carla nodded. The lights weren’t on yet. She was still wrung out and in shock.

“I need you to work with me.” He laid the vest on the bed. “Come here.”

He’d intended to help her put the vest on. Instead she walked straight into him and hugged him tight. It killed him to want her and not be able to have her, all while holding her body.

Life wasn’t fair.

“Everything’s going to be fine,” he whispered.

“You can’t promise that.” She pulled away and took a deep breath. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

“I just put this on under my shirt?”

“Yup.”

She whisked her shirt off before he could do the gentlemanly thing and turn around, giving him a visual of her in a strappy bra and jeans he’d have burned into his mind for all time.

“Give that to me.” He undid the straps and held it for her while she slid into it.

“Thanks. I can be packed in ten minutes.” Her words didn’t match her tone. She still sounded totally stunned.

“We probably don’t have ten minutes. What do you absolutely need?” He turned to survey the room.

“Tablet, phone, chargers, some clothes, hairbrush. A scarf and sweater are probably a good idea. Is this really happening?” He caught sight of her in the mirror smoothing her shirt over the vest.

“It is, but you’ve got me.” God, he wanted to hold her, offer her comfort and dish out all the lies about how this would be okay. Whatever it took to get the sassy, smiling Carla he knew back.

“You aren’t supposed to be talking to me, remember?” She turned and wiped at her cheeks.

Tears?

He turned and watched her pat her face in that purely feminine way women had when they didn’t want to mess up their make-up.

He found words when he didn’t think he had any. “I do what I think is right. This—helping you—it’s the right thing to do.”

Fuck it.

He slid his arms around her and pulled her in for a hug. She seemed to melt in his arms. It was a measure of trust he didn’t deserve. He bent his head and inhaled the scent that was all her, sort of a cotton candy, flowery sweet smell.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

He didn’t reply. How could he when everything he wanted to say would only make the situation worse?

“Okay. Packing. Two minutes, right?” She let go of him and gave her eyes one last swipe. “My small bag is in the top of the closet. Can you get that?”

“On it.”

He retrieved her bag and brought it to the bed. Carla had four rectangular zipper pouches already stacked and waiting.

“Clothes. I’ll get everything else from the bathroom if you can just shove these in there.”

“Packing cubes?” He lifted the largest leopard print zipper bag.

“Hey, they make traveling easy,” she replied from the bathroom.

True to her word, Carla had her essentials packed in a matter of moments. It was impressive considering the amount of stuff she’d brought with her that she could narrow it down to one bag light enough to throw over his shoulder.

“This it?” he asked.

“If I’m not having to dress to impress, yeah.”

“You really don’t like all this fancy shit?” He glanced at the closet with its clothing bags.

“Of course I like dressing up sometimes, but this is exhausting.” She gestured at today’s outfit. “If we’re trying to go places in a hurry, I should wear flats. Shoes. I didn’t even put any in the bag.”

Carla pressed her fingertips to her temples and cringed.

“Hey? Hey.” Vaughn took her by the elbows and gave her a gentle shake.

She peered up at him.

“It’s okay. Tell me what you want to pack and I’ll do it.”

She lowered her hands and in the process linked fingers with him. The lines creasing her face shifted, and he knew she wasn’t thinking about shoes anymore.

“I wish things were different,” she said.

Vaughn went still. Her words could mean anything.

“You’re the kind of guy I’d like to spend a lot of time with. And not just having sex though that was good. I’m talking too much right now.” She glanced away, her cheeks flushing with color.

“You mean you don’t just want me for the sex?”

“Maybe? Cock, cake and cookies are my favorite three things. I don’t know where you’d rate in all that.”

He snorted and shook his head, chuckling. She was a one of a kind.

“I know I’m springing this on you and being all weird girl, but it was more than sex. There’s something about you.” She lifted a shoulder.

His insides knotted up. “Something good, I hope?”

Her lips curved into a smile. “Very good.”

This whole time he’d struggled with possibly being the only one who saw this spark as more than just a sexual connection. When he held Carla, when they were together, it felt as though they belonged. And maybe they did.

“You know what you should do with good things?” he asked.

“Hm?”

“Hold on to them.”


Carla sputtered a laugh. “Is that a dick joke?”

“Do you want it to be?” He grinned, but it was fleeting. “Nah, I mean maybe it’s time for a change?”

“Except you don’t do secrets and I can’t abandon Ashton.” Carla took a step back out of one heel then the other, dropping her a good three inches. “We’re right back where we started.”

“How long are you going to do this to yourself?”

“Until Ashton’s ready to move on.” She bent and picked up the shoes then carried them to the closet.

This whole arrangement was crazy. He saw no point in anyone hiding their sexual orientation. In the long run, did it truly matter who a person loved or what they did in the bedroom?

Vaughn had seen the worst monsters on some of his ops. Ashton was a good guy.

Carla emerged from the closet wearing a pair of black flats and had another pair of sneakers in hand.

He stared at her. “Are you happy?”

The light in her eyes flickered and her mouth worked without sound for a moment.

“That’s what I thought.” He took the shoes from her and put them in the bag.

She still didn’t answer, and he wasn’t expecting her to.

Vaughn turned back toward her, frustration building inside of him. He didn’t chase women, but with Carla it was different. When he was with her, it felt right. He couldn’t make her chose him though.

He reached out and cupped her face, staring into her eyes. “You’re unhappy. You don’t like this lifestyle. But you do it because these guys are the only family you have and you’ve got loyalty to them. But they have each other. What do you have, Carla?”

Pain flashed in her eyes. Maybe he was being a dick and pushing the point at the wrong moment, but if not now then when? He might be shipped off to Cairo any moment. If they were going to say anything to each other it had to be now.

He swiped his thumbs over her cheeks and wished things could be different. But they were both wired the way they were. If she were less loyal, he wouldn’t feel the way he did about her. So he had to let her go.

Someone banged on the door, causing both Vaughn and Carla to jump.

“Let’s go,” Nolan called out.

Vaughn glared at nothing before reaching for Carla’s bag. “Got everything.”

She held up her finger. “Cardigan. Scarf. Chargers.”

It only took her a moment to slip on a black long sleeved cardigan and drape a pink shawl over her shoulders. The gray tote purse held everything else.


“Ready,” she announced.

“Okay, just stay close to me. We’re just going down to take a ride across town.” At least he assumed that’s what they were doing. He wasn’t sure they even had a secondary plan that was worth shit.

Vaughn preceded Carla out of the room and to the stairs.

The others were gathered below. He spied his bag among the gear ready for load-out, probably thanks to Nolan.

Grant stood facing the others, including Farez who was standing awfully close to Brenden.

“Okay, team. Our clock is ticking,” Grant said. “Someone from the Lebanese government has contacted our home office. They aren’t going to be happy we’re here. Even with our flimsy cover story as recent hires to Khoury Inc, chances are they’re going to want us out of the country. We have a limited amount of time to accomplish a lot. So let’s move fast so we can bring everyone home.”

Carla slid her hand into his and squeezed his palm before letting go. He tightened his hold on her. Whatever was going to happen to him was more than likely already decided. No, he couldn’t allow himself to kiss her. They’d seen what happened when they allowed that. But he would do this.

“Nolan, Vaughn?” Grant looked straight at him. “You two are on Carla. Brenden and Riley, you two are with Farez. Myself and Harper will be lead. Tucker and Jamie bring up the rear. Keep it tight, guys and comms on.”

“Here.” Melody appeared at their side with Carla’s phone and tablet. “These were on the table.”

“Thank you so much,” Carla gushed.

“I also secured your laptops.” Melody gestured at the door. “Let’s get moving.”

Vaughn kept a hand on Carla’s back and powered on his comm. As they passed by the door he scooped up his own bag, never missing a step. Nolan fell in on Carla’s other side and they all filed down the hall to the service elevators. It was a tight fit, but they managed it.

The ride down to the subterranean parking garage was tense and silent.

If the Lebanese government caught up with them, they’d be extradited and that would make their job getting Ashton home ten times more dangerous and problematic. Vaughn figured they had twelve hours, at best, to wrap this up before they were backed into a corner.

It wasn’t a lot of time.

The elevator dinged, and the doors opened, spilling them out into the garage. The team moved forward like the well-oiled machine they were.

Vaughn guided Carla toward the middle SUV and opened the rear door for her while Melody and Nolan got in the front seat.

Things like this were ingrained in them.

One by one the other two SUVs pulled out, arranging themselves in a line. Grant would be in the lead vehicle with their gear. Carla was their important asset, and as such she’d travel in the middle vehicle. Leaving the one bringing up the rear for the team on Farez led by Riley. It was strategic.

“Ready to roll out,” Grant said via the headset.

“Ready,” Nolan replied from the driver’s seat of their SUV.

“Ready,” Riley echoed.

“What’s going on?” Carla asked.

Vaughn muted his headset then leaned his head toward her and spoke softly. “We’re making sure each SUV is ready to go.”

“Oh. This is all pretty intense.” She reached over and placed her hand on his thigh.

“We take our job seriously.” He flattened his hand over hers.

“Moving out,” Grant said.

“We’re going. Nothing to be worried about.” He rubbed her knuckles with his thumb.

The SUV accelerated forward and took the ramp to street level, dumping them out on a narrow road.

A black sports car zipped past the lead SUV, narrowly missing it. Curse were drowned out by a horn as Grant’s vehicle turned after the car. Nolan cranked the wheel staying close on the first truck’s bumper.

Vaughn peered out the window, watching the black sports car whip around at the end of the street and come to a sudden stop, blocking the road.

The hair on the back of Vaughn’s neck rose as the driver’s door of the car opened. Noise yelled through the ear piece as everyone began talking at once.

“Go. Go!” he yelled, barely registering the glint of metal.

Nolan cranked the wheel.

“What’s going on?” Carla’s voice rose, cracking at the end.

Gun fire ripped through the noise. The SUV lurched and something—the tires—hissed.

Vaughn reached over and jabbed at Carla’s seatbelt. He yanked his own off and pushed her out the other side of the truck. Glass shattered behind him. He curled his body over Carla’s as they spilled onto the sidewalk.

“Melody!” Nolan roared.

For a split second Vaughn was torn between responding to Nolan and the woman tucked under him. A new wave of bullets hit the SUV, making it rock from the impact.

“Get on Carla. Get to her now,” Grant ordered.

“I have the asset. We’re on foot,” Vaughn said and drew his weapon.

The glass window that had been at his shoulder shattered, raining shards down on them. He covered Carla’s head then turned and pointed his gun through the window.

Except he couldn’t see a target.

The shooter was out of sight again.

“I’ve got you,” Nolan said.

“Help her.” Carla shoved at him.

Vaughn reached over and yanked Nolan’s door open. The other man hunched, keeping low, and dragged Melody out by the shoulder straps of her Kevlar vest. Blood splattered her face and arms from a wound to her chest or shoulder. It was hard to tell.

Brenden and Farez followed by Jamie reached them.

“Move those assets,” Grant said.

“Melody is down.” Vaughn pressed his hands to her chest, doing his best to stop the bleeding.

“That’s an order,” Grant bellowed between the hail of bullets.

“Go with them, Grant. We’ll hold him off,” Riley said over the noise.

“We’ve got to move now.” Nolan bent over Melody and checked her pulse.

“Come on.” Brenden easily scooped Melody into his arms, somewhat complicated by Farez still being shackled wrist to wrist.

“Move,” Grant ordered as he jogged toward them, keeping low.

Vaughn wrapped an arm around Carla and with Nolan in front of him began a crouched sprint forward.

Windows were shattered. Glass littered the sidewalk.

He spared a glance over his shoulder at the one man doing all this damage. He was covered head to toe in black and he moved between cover like a cat, too fast and nimble to hit. He didn’t so much aim as cause maximum damage. The few people Vaughn did see cowered behind cars and inside buildings.

Their group rounded the corner, cut across the street through traffic and kept going.

Lebanon was officially a hostile country to their team. They had to stay on the move if they were going to bring everyone home safe, but what about Melody? How bad were her injuries?

“Did we really just lose all three vehicles?” he asked.

“Yes,” Grant replied. He carried a familiar, silver case with him. “We need to get off the street. Riley?”

“He’s gone.” Riley’s breathing was funny, wet sounding. “He just left. He might be coming after you. Get your ass out of here.”

“Status report?” Grant must have heard it, too.

“I’m hit,” Riley replied. “Hurts like a bitch. Harper? Tucker?”

“We can keep going,” the deep voice of Harper replied.

“How bad?” Grant asked.

Vaughn glanced down at Carla. Blood was smeared on her sweater thanks to him. He’d done that.

“We’ll live,” Harper said.

Grant stopped in the middle of an alley and stared back through them at Melody cradled in Brenden’s arms. “You three get out of there, find some wheels and come get Melody. I want the four of you out of the country as soon as she’s stable, got it?”

“But—”

“You’re no good to us hurt, Riley.”

Was it Vaughn’s imagination or was there emotion on Grant’s face?
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Monday. Secondary Safe House, Beirut, Lebanon.

Carla leaned against the wall and peered out at the parking pad where the men loaded Melody into the back of a sedan. The other two injured team members were at least able to sit up. Vaughn was still her ever-present shadow, but after earlier even he didn’t make her feel inherently safe. There was someone very dangerous out there with their eyes on them. Because of Ashton? Who had he upset to gain such an enemy?

She didn’t know where the car had come from. She was too focused on the blood. So much of it. Everywhere. And no one was commenting about it. They just kept going.

The silence was the worst. The men worked together as the well-oiled machine they were, no orders or questions necessary. It was unnerving to watch.

“What’s going to happen?” Carla whispered to Vaughn standing at her shoulder.

“They’re going to a private medical practice. We’ve still got a few friends here. They’ll stabilize Melody and fly out as soon as they can.”

“Is she going to be okay?” She swallowed as the car doors shut.

“Mel is tougher than she looks.”

“Why is all of this happening?” She couldn’t tear her gaze off the car’s taillights as it headed away from them. “Who hates Ashton this much?”

“Hey? Look at me.” Vaughn cupped her cheek. “We’re going to get through this. Got it?”

This was not her life. Her life was boring by comparison. Parties. Office drama. Lots of putting on a good face. People didn’t die in her world, not like this. And yet here she was, wearing a bullet-proof vest and clutching her purse like a shield.

“Are we really safe here?” she asked.

He frowned and his brow wrinkled. “As safe as we can make you. For now.”

She heard doors open and shut followed by the thump of boots on the old floors.

Someone had gone to great effort to repair the old home. It still bore the marks of past conflicts in the form of scorch marks and damage from mortar fire, but it was still standing. She hoped her little family was as resilient.

Grant and the others joined them in the salon. The windows gave it an excellent view of the surrounding streets, a point she hadn’t thought about until Vaughn had mentioned it. Grant came to a stop just inside the room. His whole being seemed to vibrate with barely contained rage.

“I think we can all say we’re hoping this job is brought to a speedy resolution,” he said. “Now, would someone like to propose how we make that happen?”

Silence.

That little voice that had been bugging Carla grew louder.

“I have a question.” She lifted her hand. “Why would we get a demand letter then get attacked before we could pay up?”

“Because the shooter wasn’t connected to this Hani character,” Vaughn replied.

She glanced up at Vaughn. “Are we sure?”

“Hani is a gangster. He’s young. He doesn’t have resources or training. Whoever that shooter was, he was trained. If I’m guessing, we’re looking at military or someone in the private sector.”

“Well, then could we use that?” Carla glanced across at Grant. “Hani wants money. Can we incentivize him to protect us so we can pay him?”

Vaughn squeezed her hand. “We need to set up a meet with Hani, regardless. The sooner we pay him, the sooner we can get going and leave this other guy in the dust.”

“Let’s make contact with Hani,” Grant said. “We all want this over with.”

Hani.

The man who’d cut a piece of Jared’s skin off his body. That was who they were going to reward with an obscene amount of money?

Carla let go of Vaughn, turned and walked into the hall. There was a bathroom around here somewhere. She opened a coat closet and stared at the empty space.

“Hey? Hey.” Vaughn jogged after her.

He shut the door and took her hand.

“Where’s the bathroom?” she asked.

“Over here.” He led her to another door and led her inside, closing them both in the small space of the powder room.

She stared at his chest, her insides both numb and in turmoil.

He leaned against the vanity and pulled her to stand between his legs then gathered her in his arms and held her so tight she could barely breathe. His touch sparked warmth in her, chasing the numb away. But it also left room for the pain.

“Today was scary. It’s okay to cry,” he whispered.

“How did this happen? Why is it happening?” Her throat was so tight the words came out as a whisper.

Vaughn stroked her hair, soothing her scattered thoughts with each pass of his fingers.

They stood like that without speaking, just holding each other for a while. She could hear the voices of the men across the hall and the occasional street noise.

“Hey?” Vaughn tugged on her hair.

She tipped her head back, grateful for the momentary zen-like state he’d given her by simply playing with her hair.

His dark eyes were serious and warm. “We’re going to get through this.”

“Are they still going to send you away?” She squeezed him a little tighter.

“I doubt it. We’re no longer up three guys.”

“Good,” she said on a sigh. It was selfish, but she felt better with him around.

He pulled on her hair a bit more, tipping her chin up. She let her lids lower. He could be strong for her right now.

What was it about a good hair pull that did this to her? Was that really what she wanted to think about right now?

Vaughn bent his head and pressed his forehead to hers.

How many days had they known each other?

Why did it feel as though she’d always missed him, even when she didn’t know him?

He was familiar to her in a way that made no sense.

His nose bumped hers and she stopped breathing.

Her body didn’t know they weren’t supposed to do this.

Vaughn’s mouth settled against hers in a firm kiss. Her bones melted, and she clung to him as his lips began to move. She gripped his shoulder, the better to rise up on tip-toe to get closer. The hand in her hair tightened then she felt the nip of his teeth on her lower lip. The sweetness turned needy, wanting.

This wasn’t what he wanted, hiding in a bathroom, making out.


She turned her face and lowered to her heels, letting her cheek rest against his shoulder.

He squeezed her and kissed the top of her head.

“That’s not smart,” she whispered.

“I know.”

“We keep doing this, only meaning to talk, then it leads to something else...” As though they were meant to be more and anything less wasn’t natural.

Wishful thinking?

“I like that something else,” he said.

“But if you bring Ashton back—”

“When.”

“When you bring Ashton back, my life stays the same.”

“I know that.” Vaughn kissed the top of her head again. “I’m going to do my job. Personal feelings don’t matter. I can only fight on so many fronts. I’m not fighting this anymore.”

Carla bit her lip.

Hadn’t he said something similar before? How long would this resolve last? Did she want to think about it too much?

If she had Vaughn, even for another day, she’d take it. Because he was the hero she needed and damn what anyone said against them.
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MONDAY. SODECO AUTO Repair, Beirut, Lebanon.

Hani pulled the phone away from his face.

What the hell just happened?

Eessa stuck his head out of the shed. They’d moved both their prisoners and operation out here in the early morning hours so as to stay out of sight from the mechanics and patrons of the garage. The downside was that the shed had little to no ventilation and was already sweltering hot with the four of them inside while Tajamal worked as though this were a normal day.

Hani turned and paced around to the back of the shed.

They’d been expecting a call following their demand package, but what the hell was that?

Eessa followed Hani around back and offered him a bottle of water. “Was that them? They get it?”

“Something went down.” Hani slid the burner phone into his pocket then pulled out his personal cell.

“What do you mean, something went down?”

Hani stared at Eessa. “Someone attacked them.”

“What?”

“Yeah.”

Hani tapped the suit contact and held the phone up to his ear. “I’m getting to the bottom of this.”

The line rang a few times before clicking to voicemail.

“Damn it,” Hani muttered and ended the call.

“What? No answer?”

“Be quiet.” Hani paced. “I need to think.”

The package had been incentive. If everything went perfectly, he’d meet with the woman and the Americans to get the cash. Once that was done, Hani would have the others bring the hostages in. That was when they’d bring in the suits. Hani didn’t intend to get cut out again.

But what if the suits were playing him?

They knew he had Ashton.

What if they were going after the others first, then planned on taking what they wanted from Ashton?

The phone rang.

“Who is it?” Eessa crowded Hani trying to see the screen.

The suit.

“Don’t say anything.” Hani held up his finger then clicked answer. “You trying to cut me out?”

“What are you talking about?” the monotone man asked.

“I heard about an attack on my marks this morning. You trying to cut me out?” Hani’s blood heated. He’d lost one friend to this mess already. He intended to get paid. Money was the only thing that would fix his situation with his boss.

“On the contrary, you are the one trying to cut us out. I know you had them all in one place last night.”

“No. No, we didn’t. It was just Ashton. The other Americans showed up. They surprised us. There wasn’t time to call you. I’ve got a plan, you see.”

“And so do we. Our plans supersede yours. You had your chance to be a team player. You will hold Ashton Khoury and his associate until we tell you to bring them to us or you’ll wish you were dead. End of discussion. Understood?”


“Yeah, I understand alright.”

The call ended.

Hani fisted the phone and glared at the stack of old tires bordering the fence on one side of the property.

He was tired of taking orders, but what choice did he have? What were his options?
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MONDAY. SECONDARY SAFE House, Beirut, Lebanon.

Vaughn gulped down more coffee. He’d been up far longer than he should. By all rights he needed be in bed, but there was too much to figure out.

“Zain just sent over the profile on this Hani guy,” Nolan said staring at his tablet.

“Wanna read it for the rest of us?” Vaughn asked. He only had his phone on him and with how tired he was, reading on it was a pain.

“Sure. Skimming now.” Nolan dragged his finger up and down the screen. “Let’s see... Born to a lower-middle-class family. Middle child of four. He’s been on his own for a while, struggling to earn money. Based on his arrest record, it’s safe to say Hani runs with a tough crowd. Looks like typical gang stuff.”

“What if that’s the angle?” Vaughn leaned against the table. “He’s part of this gang. He has to earn his keep. Farez over here roped him into this scheme then Hani sees Ashton. He’s low-hanging fruit so Hani goes for it.”

“Plausible. That doesn’t explain our mystery guy this morning. Fuck.” Grant massaged is temples. “Anyone heard from Riley?”

Nolan replied without glancing up. “They’re posted up in Cairo. Visited the hospital earlier. Everyone is fine.”

“Mel?” Grant asked.

“The clinic they stopped at before they left got her patched up and topped her blood off.” Nolan set the tablet down. “Our mystery guy is the unknown factor. He doesn’t make sense.”

“Okay.” Jamie rapped his knuckles on the table. “So what’s our plan?”

“What choices do we have?” Vaughn grimaced. “We pay the ransom and get out before we have another run-in with that dude. Leave him in the dust.”

Jamie turned toward him. “What if mystery guy is just someone else who wants Ashton out of the way? We might have to take him out if we want to actually bring our guy home.”

“Why don’t we ask him?” Brenden flicked his fingers toward the cellar door.

Everyone glanced at the makeshift prison they’d rigged up. Vaughn didn’t think it was necessary. Farez was remorseful. He’d shown up to help. Sure, Vaughn might not trust the guy, but he also thought Farez knew what was on the line. Why else would the guy have offered up the detail about sending his family to hide with friends?

Brenden pushed to his feet and crossed through the kitchen to the cellar door. He flipped the lock and lifted from the doorknob. The old door groaned before allowing him to open it and peer down the stairs.

“Farez? A word?”

The stairs creaked and a few moments later the older man appeared. His skin was still ashen. He’d never recovered from the scare earlier.

Vaughn stood and pulled out a chair for Farez. The man lowered into the seat, glancing at Nolan, Jamie and Grant as though they might attack him.

Brenden held up a can of Coke.

“You read my mind.” Vaughn caught the soda and tapped the top before opening it and setting it in front of Farez. “Drink.”

“I don’t drink soda,” he said.

“Just this once.” Vaughn nudged the can closer.

Farez took a sip then another.

Caffeine was a standard tool in their arsenal when dealing with stunned people. That shot of awareness helped normalize a person and right now Farez needed that.

“Where is Carla? Is she okay?” he asked.

“She’s fine,” Vaughn replied, but gave no further details.

He’d taken her upstairs and put her in bed with a movie, though he doubted that was where he’d find her when he went looking. He’d seen her go to town on the dishes enough to realize that was how she coped. She cleaned.

Vaughn turned his chair toward Farez then sat, giving the man his full attention. “We wanted to ask you about the guy this morning. The one who attacked us.”

“Why?” Farez frowned. “I don’t know who he is.”

“He’s not some kind of gang enforcer? A friend of Hani’s?”


“I don’t know.”

“You haven’t heard about any kind of bad ass in the city? Someone like him?”

Farez shook his head. “No.”

Well fuck.

That wasn’t what Vaughn had hoped to hear.

Whoever this new face on the board was, it wasn’t good news for them.

Vaughn’s phone began to buzz. He glanced at the screen.

Mom.

“Guys, I need to take this.” He did the math. It had to be six or seven in the morning in El Paso.

Vaughn retreated from the room into the hall before answering.

“Hey, Mom. Everything okay?” He held his breath.

“Yes. What’s wrong mijo?”

He shut his eyes. Damn. “Nothing.”

“I can hear it in your voice.” And he could see her wagging her finger at him.

He swallowed and consciously tried to change his tone to something lighter, more comforting. “You don’t have to worry about it. Work stuff.”

“You’re my boy. I’m always going to worry about you.”

“I know that, Mom.” He turned and caught the scent of lemons and bleach on the air.

Carla.

She’d found a cleaning closet or something somewhere. So much for hooking her up with one of her old, favorite black and white films.

His throat tightened. Mom would like Carla. They’d bond over cleaning up after people. He could see them now at the kitchen sink, fighting over who did the dishes.

“Mijo?”

“Mom. Sorry. Long day, tough job.” He squeezed his eyes shut. “How’s Santiago?”

“Through the worst of it, I’m told.”

“Good. You going to get to see him soon?”

“Possibly. The counselor said it might be good for him if I stayed away a week or two. Let him find his way on his own.” She blew out a breath.

“He’s going to pull through this.”

“That’s what I like to hear.”

Vaughn smiled because he could hear the smile in Mom’s voice. He tipped his head up and looked at the stairs at the front of the house.

What would life be like if he could bring Carla home?

He was afraid to dream about it because then he’d want to make it happen.
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MONDAY. SECONDARY SAFE House, Beirut, Lebanon.

Carla sat back on her heels and stared at the bathroom. She could easily imagine this being the height of fashion when it was built with the hand-painted tiles and desert colors. Over the years it hadn’t aged well, but with a little scrubbing it at least seemed more inviting.

Vaughn’s deep voice resonated off the stone and tile. “You going to spend all day in here?”

She yelped and twisted around, sitting down hard in a still damp puddle.

He stood in the doorway, hands up and a chuckle curving his handsome lips into an inviting smile.

“It’s not cool to sneak up on someone like that.” She threw her rag at his boot.

“Sorry.” He offered her a hand. “Any chance you’re finished in here?”

She took his offered hand and let him pull her to her feet. She turned to once more examine her handiwork.


“It’s good enough, I suppose.”

“Does it only have those squatty potty things?” He stepped past her and groaned.

It was Carla’s turn to chuckle. “I was surprised the downstairs bathroom had a normal-to-us toilet. After looking around up here I think someone briefly tried renovating this place, but only did that first part of the house.”

“Well, at least now I know.” He finished his look at the bathroom then turned toward her. “You done?”

“I guess. Any word on...?”

“Grant talked to the Hani guy. We don’t think he’s behind the attack. Hani seems skittish though. Maybe because we told him about the attack? I don’t know, but he won’t meet today to do the trade. Could be stalling, could be anything, really.”

“Do you think Jared is okay? That—that was a lot of...”

“Don’t think about it.” Vaughn reached out and took her hand.

“I need to wash up.” She pulled away from him, keenly aware of the grime and bleach on her clothes.

She turned toward the sink and scrubbed at her hands. Vaughn was content to pick up her cleaning supplies and wait, watching her in the mirror.

There were dark circles under his eyes. She didn’t want to tell him he looked tired, but she was half afraid he was about to drop.

“Thanks.” She took the supplies from him and slid past.

A closet in the hall had given her everything she needed to tackle the bathroom project.

No sooner had she shut the door than Vaughn wrapped his arms around her, pulling her back against his chest. He pressed his face against her hair and inhaled, like he needed her or something. Her stomach fluttered, and she was keenly aware of the two or more hours she’d spent crawling around on the bathroom floor.

“I’m gross.” She pushed at his arm, but he was too strong. Or maybe she didn’t really want him to let go of her after all.

That was probably the real answer.

Carla sighed and leaned back. It was nice to be held by someone who wanted her romantically. Someone who looked at her with desire burning in his eyes. For once she wasn’t the person on the sidelines watching two people fall in love. She was the one doing the falling.

She swallowed.

That thought had swirled in her mind all night.

Vaughn’s decision to break it off with her shouldn’t hurt as much as it did. Unless she’d fallen for him the moment she walked into him.

“I could help clean you up,” he whispered.

“Hm?” She pulled herself back to the present and found that she was breathing far too hard. Then again, whenever Vaughn got his hands on her, it was like this.

“That shower.” He kissed her temple. “You.” His lips coasted down her neck to her shoulder. “Me.”

She shivered.

Her body screamed, Yes!

But what about her?

If she was falling for him, she had to think about her heart. It was fragile. She didn’t know if she could take him going back and forth, changing his mind anymore. She might want him, and her terms weren’t ideal, but she didn’t deserve someone who couldn’t handle everything she was and all the complications that came with her.

She squeezed her eyes shut and wrapped her hands around his wrists. “No.”

His mouth stilled on her neck and for a moment all she could do was feel the pulsing need for him grow inside of her.

“Do I get to ask why?”

“Like you said, we can’t keep doing this to ourselves. I can’t let you in only for you to walk back out.”

“What are you saying?”

“The same thing I’ve always told you.” She stepped away from him and this time he let her go. She turned to face him and stared into deep, brown eyes. “This is my life. You either have to be okay with it or you and me doesn’t work. And you’ve been pretty clear that me and you don’t work.”

“Me and you, what does that mean, exactly? I don’t think I was ever clear on that point. Is it just sex, or what?”

She lifted a shoulder. “It’s whatever works out. I guess for us that meant great sex.”

“But what if I want more?” He took a step toward her, crowding her back against the closet door.

“More plays by the same rules.” She knew what she felt for Vaughn was intense and scary. But would it last? Was he the kind of guy who stayed around?

Ashton had never left her, never given up on her. She couldn’t give up on him just because Vaughn made her crazy for him.

“I meant it downstairs when I said I wasn’t fighting this anymore. We can play it by your rules, however you want it.” He lifted his hand and dragged his finger across his lips. “I can’t let you go. If I have to show you, I can do that.”

She was glad for the door at her back. Without it she might have melted into a puddle on the floor from the way he was looking at her.

Carla didn’t do well with waiting. She’d become accustomed to getting what she wanted, and with him saying things like he wanted to be with her, she couldn’t resist him.

Fuck it.

“You know what I want?” She hooked her finger in the neckband of his shirt.

He braced his hands on the wall on either side of her shoulders. “What?”

“A long soak in that big tub with someone to rub my back.”

“That sounds good. Do I get to volunteer?”

“You’re my first pick.”

“You taking that no back?”

“Where you’re concerned I’m weak. Don’t make me regret this, Vaughn.”

“That’s the last thing I want.” He bent his head and kissed her cheek.

She ducked under his arm and backed toward the bathroom. The backup clothes she’d had in her purse weren’t sexy. Black yoga pants and a T-shirt, but the way he looked at her she might as well be wearing the finest silk and lace.

Carla led him into the bathroom and he shut the door, closing them into this moment in time where it was just them.

He closed the distance between them and pulled her in for a tender kiss she felt all the way down to her toes. She wiggled them against the cool tile and gave up pretending she wanted anything but this with him.

Vaughn turned toward the tub. It was a big, strange thing in the corner. Sort of triangle shaped and deep enough to soak in. She watched him fiddle with the temperature until he was satisfied. Once that was done he turned toward her and she knew they weren’t leaving this room any time soon.

He stalked across the bathroom toward her, his gaze burning holes in her eyes. She couldn’t look away from him.

“Time to get rid of your dirty clothes.” One side of his mouth hitched up.

“Just mine?”

“We’re both getting naked, but you first.”

Vaughn grasped the hem of her shirt. She held her arms up and he tugged it off then the Kevlar vest. She’d wanted out of that thing for hours, but had feared taking it off after this morning. He kissed and soothed the angry red marks the protective gear had left on her body. Piece by piece he stripped her out of her pants, panties then her bra. He ran his knuckles over her sensitive skin, but nothing further. She was almost disappointed when he helped her into the tub.

But then it was her turn to watch.

He started with his boots, undoing the laces and setting them by the door. Then off came his T-shirt, the Kevlar vest and under shirt. His tanned skin was dotted and bisected with scars from battles gone by. Reminders that he’d survived.

She perched on the bench and stretched her feet across the tub, conscious of his gaze sliding back to her between tasks.

He was a well-built man. Wide shoulders. Arms and abs that were rom-com swoon worthy. She sighed and sank down a bit farther as he reached for his belt.

Yes, please.

Carla liked all of Vaughn, but right now her favorite part was in his pants.

He dropped his jeans and underwear together, stepping out of the last of his clothes gloriously nude and semi-erect.

“Get over here,” she purred at him.

He grinned and palmed his cock as he crossed to the tub and got in. She slid over to sit next to him, hungry for his warmth. The water was up over her hips and rising.

“Come here.” He looped his arm around her waist and dragged her across his lap.

Carla sputtered a laugh and allowed him to arrange her sitting between his legs, her back to his chest as the water continued to rise.

“That’s better.” His arms wrapped around her waist and splayed against her stomach. “It’s hard to keep myself from touching you all the time, you know?”

She sighed and closed her eyes, content to experience this moment in the fullest. He kissed her cheek again. These little temple and cheek kisses were becoming her favorite. Tender, gentle, possessive. She liked it.

He cupped a breast in his left hand, his thumb swiping over her stiff nipple.

“You like that?” His voice was low and rough in her ear.

“Yeah.” She arched her back a bit.

“How about this?” His other hand stroked down her mound.

She shifted her legs and parted her thighs. He caressed her folds, sliding back and forth.

“What do you like better?” he whispered.

“Both.” She covered his hand at her breast and guided his thumb, showing him how to tease the flesh and how hard she liked to be handled.

Vaughn hummed his approval and took over, playing her breasts like a master. The hand between her legs pressed against her sex harder, his fingers circling her entrance.

She groaned and let her head drop back on his shoulder.

“You want to show me what else you like?” he asked.

“You.” She grabbed his wrist and guided him. “Inside me.”

He took the hint and thrust his fingers into her pussy. She sucked in a breath, her aroused flesh rippling at the intrusion.

“Vaughn.” She shifted her hips with him.

“Come on,” he urged, twisting and thrusting inside of her.

“Oh—right there.” She braced her foot on the other side of the tub and worked with him until the pleasure coiled so tight she could barely breathe.

Vaughn muttered something into her hair and pressed her clit, spurring the sweet release her body craved. But it was nothing like having him inside of her for real.

She twisted in his arms until she could cup his face between her hands and kissed him, hungry for more. Crumbs weren’t good enough right now. She wanted all of him.

Carla wrapped her hand around his cock and pumped him even as his tongue thrust past her lips.

That was what she wanted.

Him inside of her in every way.

She scooted closer until his erection pressed against her mound.

Condom—

Oh, no...

“What?” Vaughn asked.

She sat back, her lust crazed mind clearing just a tiny bit.

The condoms had been in her nightstand in the other room. She’d never packed them. Which meant they had no protection.

They didn’t technically need it. Not with her implant. And she’d seen his medical history, the routine tests. It was part of their pseudo hiring process.

“Carla, what’s wrong?” Vaughn sat up causing their noses to bump.

“Um...”

He reached past her and turned off the tap.

The silence made the roar of her thoughts that much louder.

She hadn’t allowed a man inside of her like that. Ever. But she wanted Vaughn. Even if now was all they had. There was something about their connection she’d carry with her forever.

“You don’t happen to have a condom on you?” she asked.

His eyes closed, and he bent his head forward muttering, “Fuck.”

“That’s what I thought.” She cupped his face and lifted it, needing to see his eyes for this. “Here’s a thought...we don’t need one. I’ve got it covered.”


“How?” he asked then winced. “Sorry—I just—”

“Valid question.” She took his hand and pressed his thumb to her arm. “Implant. Long story. Your call.”

“I think it’s your call. Your body.”

“My body’s speaking pretty loud right now.” She chuckled and pumped his cock again. “It’s saying get in here.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah. I mean, I don’t do this, but I want to now. You don’t have to if—”

He wrapped an arm around her waist and hauled her up against him. Their mouths crashed together, and she felt his cock against her stomach. She pushed up farther, bracing a hand on his shoulder. His other hand caressed her inner thigh, teasing a shiver out of her. He guided his erection through her folds and she groaned, pressing down on him until he slipped inside of her.

It was different. Not by much, but there was a delicious drag of skin on skin she’d never felt before.

“I get to be on top?” she whispered against his mouth.

“For now.” He captured her nipple between his fingers and squeezed, just as she’d shown him.

She threw her head back and groaned. “You liked it last time.”

“I’d like it every time.” He kissed her sternum and up to her collar bone.

It was killing her to just sit there like this, his hardness inside of her. Not moving. “But you’re a man who enjoys control.”

“No denying that.”

The arm around her waist guided her up. The swirl of the warm water only sensitized her heated skin. She groaned at the feel of him her mind already rising to a state of bliss.

“I needed this,” she whispered.

He nipped her lower lip. “I need you.”

She groaned and lowered her head until her brow touched his.

He growled something she didn’t understand and hugged her to him, driving his cock deep, then surged up. He lifted her out of the bath so suddenly all the air left her lungs.

He turned and set her ass on the wide tile lip of the tub. She gasped at the feel of the cold tile.

“Sorry, kitten. I need...” He bent his head and kissed her.

She groaned and shifted her hips. “Fuck me.”

“Here.” He pushed one of the towels she’d set nearby under her head. It was the perfect pillow.

“Cute and thoughtful.” She kissed his cheek.

He nuzzled her cheek. “I take care of my toys.”

Carla chuckled. The way he moved her wherever he wanted her did make her feel a bit like a doll. It was a new thing, one she didn’t think she’d get tired of soon.

Vaughn knelt over her, his body cradled by her hips. He kissed her neck and thrust, driving into her with a barely contained strength.

In these moments it was easy to see a future together. Sex this good wasn’t just these moments. It was everything leading up to it. Part of her could see spending nights on a sofa with him, making him dinner, washing his clothes. Normal stuff she’d do for a person she loved.

Her heart ached at the word.

This wouldn’t last. Just like the pleasure he’d give her, it would be over soon. Which was why holding onto this moment was important.

Carla reached up and cupped his face so she could stare into his eyes. The deeper browns had gone nearly black, and the depths swirled with emotions she felt. This was special. Unique. Theirs.

I love you.

Those words wanted to bubble up out of her. She bit her lip to keep them in.

Vaughn crushed his mouth to hers. She poured every bit of those feelings into the kiss, wishing he could feel that, too. His cock stroked into her, rubbing all the right places.

Carla cried out, her over-stimulated body unable to hold out against the sensual assault he waged on her. Vaughn buried his face in her neck and rocked into her, his movements jerky, sloshing the water around his thighs. She held onto him, kissing him to keep from saying what she knew would destroy her heart.

She wished she could call him hers. The forever kind of hers. Because sex like this wasn’t just sex. It was more, and she knew it. She’d found it, and regardless of what Vaughn said right now she’d seen the proof. He was a man who wanted—deserved—it all and wouldn’t settle for less.
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15.
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Tuesday. Secondary Safe House, Beirut, Lebanon.

Vaughn peered out the windows at the street, looking into the darkest shadows. The gear waiting for them at this location was bare bones. There weren’t enough cameras to cover each street, entrance and blind spot. Which meant they had to rely on people watching things and everyone was running on fumes.


The timer on his phone went off again, signaling another fifteen minutes had passed.

He reached up and tapped the comm. “Hey, B. How’s it looking?”

“All quiet,” Brenden replied.

“You good? Need coffee or anything?”

“Nope.”

“Sorry you got dragged into the overnight shift.”

“It’s all good.”

Vaughn ground his teeth together.

It wasn’t good, and they all knew it.

They each had their demons. No one did what they did and slept easy at night. Dreams were full of friends they’d lost, decisions they should have made, moments they’d hesitated. But Brenden’s demons were worse. Which was why they’d restructured their team so he didn’t spend the long hours at night alone.

Brenden had spent enough time alone in the dark during the months he’d spent as a POW. They didn’t do that sort of thing here on the Lepta Team. Some jobs forced them to make tough decisions, but they always went back for their own. Their people weren’t disposable.

“Your brother okay?”

Brenden’s voice surprised Vaughn. The other man wasn’t talkative.

“Yeah.” Vaughn swallowed and pressed on when he’d normally say nothing further. “He’s in rehab.”

“Think it’ll stick?”

“We’re hoping. He’s the one who wanted to get clean, so at least there’s that.”

“That’s some tough shit.”

“Yeah.” Vaughn glanced over his shoulder, as if he could see through the house. “What about you? How’s your family?”

“Don’t know.”

Vaughn couldn’t wrap his head around not speaking to his family. Yeah, the other guys busted his balls, calling him a mama’s boy. But he loved his mom. She was the reason he’d made it in life.

Once again Brenden’s voice came out of the darkness, unexpected and this time a little different. “Sister posted she’s having another baby on social media.”

“How many is that now?”

“Three.”

“She still married to that guy? The—what’s he do?”

“Forensic accountant, and yeah.”

“You thought about visiting them again?”

“I can’t.”

Why?

The question stuck in Vaughn’s throat.

He knew why.

Brenden had his demons under control, for the most part. But sometimes they slipped their leash. Vaughn could understand and respect Brenden’s instincts to stay away from the children, even if he didn’t fully agree with them.

“Headlights,” Brenden said.

Vaughn swiped through the cameras and watched a delivery van rumble past then away.

“Clear,” he responded when the vehicle remained out of sight for a count of thirty.

A bit of gray tinged the horizon.

With any luck, today was the day they’d wrap this job up. He didn’t like how hamstrung they were. They’d been backed into this corner where they were forced to react. It wasn’t how they operated. Of all the countries in the world, this job had to happen in Lebanon, where they had zero resources.

A pinpoint of light flipped on, caught by one of the cameras.

“I’ve got something on the west side of the building.” Vaughn moved toward the side of the house. He’d have a straight line of sight on whatever was producing it.

“I see it, too.”

“I’m checking it out. Hold your position.”

Vaughn entered the dining room via the salon. He watched the pinpoint grow larger, swaying back and forth as though someone were walking.

He pressed his back to the wall then peered out past the curtains.

The figure of a man wearing a long coat was easier to make out than on the tablet screen.

“Just a guy on foot.” That coat though... “Hey, what’s our temp right now?”

“Fifty something?”

Vaughn remained where he was, watching the man come closer. And closer.

The man did a sudden left turn down a narrow street and passed out of sight. Something about that coat still sat wrong with Vaughn.

He returned to the salon with its view of the street along the front of the house and took up a post in the corner. From this position he could see where the narrow street met with the main thoroughfare.

The minute dragged on and the man didn’t come into view on any camera.

“Something’s not right. Where’d that guy go?” Vaughn asked.

“Maybe he works in one of those shops?” Brenden replied.

It was a logical thought, but something about the guy didn’t sit right with Vaughn. Or maybe he was paranoid.

He leaned left a bit to try to get a better view of the main road, but the same tree still blocked his line of sight.

A light flashed out of the corner of his eye. He moved, reacting on instinct and threw himself back against the wall. The window shattered, right where he’d been standing.

“He’s on the roof,” Brenden called out.

Vaughn dropped the tablet and went to a knee, drawing his Glock. He caught a flash of movement, but couldn’t be certain it was their shooter and not a bystander.

“Shit,” he muttered. “I don’t see him. You?”

“It’s clear.”

Again, something out of the corner of his eye caught Vaughn’s attention. He glanced left in time to see the man with the long coat drop two stories to the ground to land in a crouch.

“Front of the house, sidewalk.” Vaughn pivoted and fired.

The man dove behind a car, quick as a cat.

“How the hell does he move so fast?” he had a really bad feeling about this.

“I don’t see back up,” Brenden’s voice was tense now.

“I think our one-man-army found us,” Vaughn said. “Get the others. Now.”

With three of their team facing off against the guy, they hadn’t scratched him yesterday. Vaughn wasn’t going to make a stand. They were better off retreating. Their goal wasn’t to dig in, it was to save their assets and get home. Whoever this guy was, it was something else entirely.

“What the hell?” Grant called out from the stairs.

More feet the floor overhead.

A dark figure sprinted for the stone wall surrounding the house. At only four feet, it didn’t offer any real protection.

Vaughn aimed, fired, missed.

The guy dodged and vaulted, getting behind the waiting SUV out front.

A moment later the tires hissed.

“He’s taking out the vehicles,” Vaughn said.

Grant and the others rushed in, keeping low, posting up at the windows, rifles in hand.

Nolan peered out. “Who the hell is this guy?”

“I don’t know, but he’s made his intentions clear.” Vaughn glanced at Grant. “He’s coming in here, and I don’t know about you, but this fucker isn’t natural.”

“Agreed.” Grant stared at the dropped tablet. “Let’s lure him in. Fall back to the stairs. Vaughn, secure our asset. Brenden, keep the rear clear for a quick escape out the back. Nolan, you have the back up’s keys?”

“Yup,” Nolan replied.

“Get Farez and the SUV. Go. Everyone, move, now,” Grant ordered.

Vaughn crouched and sprinted across the salon as fast he could. His boots thundered on the tile and stone, the others falling back on his heels. He climbed the stairs two and three at a time to the second floor.

There were only two ways to reach this level.

The front stair and a servant’s stair that let out near the kitchen.

“Vaughn, get the cash. Carla has it,” Grant said.

Brenden’s voice overshadowed their Team Leader’s. “He’s coming.”

“Fire in the hole,” Nolan warned.

Vaughn reached the second floor as a loud crash resounded through the house.

A shapely figure filled a doorway.

“Vaughn?”

Before he could reply a boom rocked the house. Light and smoke poured up the stairs.

Flash grenade.

He tuned out the sound from downstairs and focused on Carla. He rushed toward her, his entire focus on keeping her safe now.

“Shoes. We have to go. Now.” He crowded her back in the room and went to a knee, turning to face the stair, gun up. “Get the case.”

“What’s going on?” Carla’s voice rose, but he could barely hear her.

Bullet’s ripped through the pre-dawn calm. Men yelled, called out to each other. Adrenaline made all the smells and sounds sharper, more vivid.

A hand grasped Vaughn’s shoulder. “Ready.”

“Back stair. Move.” He stepped out, his focus still on the front stair.

Carla slipped past him. They’d talked through this. He’d been afraid she might freeze up, but she didn’t.

He twisted his body, heading for the servant stair while watching the front of the house.

“Grant?” Vaughn said.

Nothing.

The voices he was hearing echoed. They weren’t in Vaughn’s ear. Were the comms malfunctioning? Had something happened?

No more gunfire.

Had they taken the guy down?

Vaughn didn’t think a guy like that would be hit so easily.

“Wait.” He whirled, grabbing Carla’s hand and hauling her up the two stairs.

“What?”

A figure darted around the bend in the stairs. He was too tall, too lean to be part of Vaughn’s team.

Vaughn shoved Carla down and lifted his gun. The figure leapt from the landing toward Vaughn, hand outstretched. Vaughn fired, hitting the man square in the chest. The blow knocked the man back, giving Carla enough time to scramble out of Vaughn’s way. He dashed down the stairs, shutting off the surge of questions.

What about the others?

Were they alive?

Could he and Carla be all that was left?

He couldn’t process those right now. If he didn’t take out this guy, he’d kill them all. Vaughn had no doubt about that.

The man shoved to his feet as Vaughn reached him, driving his hand up and Vaughn’s gun off its mark. Again, Vaughn hadn’t been prepared for the speed at which the man moved. Vaughn swung his left hand and connected with the man’s jaw. His head snapped back, off seating the knit cap covering the upper part of the guy’s face.

Instead of a dark head of hair and brown skin, the attacker’s hair was light brown shot through with blonde. Vaughn had the impression of fair skin with a liberal amount of freckles before the man rushed him.

Vaughn squeezed the trigger, but the shot went wide. The man dropped his shoulder and rammed Vaughn against the wall, driving the air out of his lungs. Vaughn brought his knee up and rammed his left elbow down at the same time, connecting with Kevlar and soft flesh. He swung his gun, cracking it against the attacker’s head.

The guy stumbled back, barely stunned by the blows.

“Move, Vaughn!” Carla cried from the top of the stairs.

He glanced up.

She held a bleach bottle in her hands and something over her face.

Vaughn dove up the stairs.

She threw it.

He caught a whiff of something truly foul and overpowering. His eyes teared up and his nose burned from even that brief contact.

Carla grabbed at his shoulders and hauled him up by the straps of his vest.

“Don’t breath. Eyes closed,” she said in a rush.

God, he didn’t want to know what was in that bottle.

He squinted long enough to scoop up the case, wrap an arm around her and ran for the front stair.

Chunks of stone and tile were missing from the stairs.

Blood splattered against one banister.

But no bodies.

One of the front doors was off its hinges and the other had fist sized holes blasted through it. A gun he didn’t recognize lay on the floor.

Brenden leaned into view. “Come on.”

Vaughn and Carla sprinted through the opening. Brenden moved to cover them, bringing up the rear. A third SUV idled at the curb, its windows down, guns aimed at the house. The rear door opened and Vaughn half threw Carla in, piling in nearly on top of her.

“Go,” he snarled before the door even shut.

The wheels screeched as they pealed out.

“What the fuck was that?” Vaughn tossed the case into the back seat and scooped Carla out from under him.

“Bleach and drain cleaner,” she said from between breaths.

“What?” Nolan choked from the driver’s seat.

Vaughn blinked at Carla’s figure in the dim interior of the SUV. That wasn’t what he meant, but damn. “Quick thinking.”

“Isn’t that chlorine gas?” Jamie asked from where he crouched in the very back of the SUV watching out the back windows. Farez was with him. Good to see they hadn’t left anyone behind in all that.

“Yeah.” Vaughn helped Carla with her seatbelt before securing himself.

“Whoever—whatever—that is, he nearly took us out. All of us.” Grant twisted to glance back at them. “You guys okay? You get the cash?”

“Yeah.”

“We’re making this trade now, before we all get killed.” Grant frowned. “Who speaks Arabic?”

“Uh, not really.” Vaughn sure as hell didn’t.

Harper had served as translator yesterday.

“God damn it,” Grant roared.

“I could,” Farez said.

“He can.” Carla sat up straighter. “I trust him.”

“Why not call home?” Vaughn asked. That was their logical option.

“All comms, phones, everything are fried.” Grant’s grimace deepened the lines on his face. “The guy must have had some sort of short-range EMP on him. It didn’t kill the SUV in the garage, but it fried everything up to the second floor where you were.”

“And if the Lebanese government is looking for us, calling home will give away our location. Shit.” Vaughn leaned his head back.

They were going to have to trust Farez. Vaughn didn’t like it. He couldn’t control what was said, and they had to rely on someone they couldn’t completely trust.

If Vaughn thought he could load Carla up and take her home, he’d do it. He didn’t want to risk her. But he also knew she wouldn’t stand for something like that.

“Stop the truck,” Vaughn said.

“There’s a store.” Grant pointed at a corner convenience store.

Nolan brought the SUV to an abrupt stop, bouncing one wheel up on the curb.

Vaughn got out and circled around to the back of the SUV. He jerked the door open, leaned in and grabbed Farez by the shirt, dragging him closer until their noses almost touched. “You do anything to get Carla hurt I will do everything in my power to make you regret it.”

Carla leaned over the back seat. He could see her scowl illuminated by the dome light. “Vaughn. Stop it, Vaughn.”

He kept going, willing the man to understand just what was at stake. “I won’t come after you. I’ll go after people you care about. Got it?”

Farez didn’t look away. He held Vaughn’s gaze the whole time. “I don’t want anything bad to happen to her either.”

“Good.”

Grant approached from the other side with a new burner phone and a knife in hand. He didn’t comment on Vaughn’s threats. They were so far outside operational protocol and normal procedure they were making it up as they went. At this point whatever hurt the fewest innocents and got them home was fine. Grant sliced the phone free and spent a moment powering it on.

“Here.” He thrust the phone at Farez. “We want a meet. Five mil is our offer. One hour.”

Farez nodded and took the phone. He dialed as Grant directed and hit the speaker button.

The line rang. And rang.

A male voice answered.

Farez replied.

Vaughn watched Farez’s face, trying to detect any malice or duplicity. He had their lives in his hands, and their team had not been kind to the man.

Farez scowled and shook his head, voice growing tense.

“What?” Grant whispered.

The man on the phone spoke in a rush, the anger rising.

Farez’s scowl was real. Honest. “He says two hours and Carla makes the trade, or he won’t show.”

“Hell no,” Vaughn said.

Carla leaned even further over the seat. “I’ll do it.”

“Time and place?” Grant asked.

“You can’t be serious.” Vaughn turned toward his TL. “The last time our assets went into a meet look what happened?”

“And we’re running out of time and bargaining power.” Grant glanced at Farez. “Set it up.”

Vaughn gaped at the man. Couldn’t they see it? This was a mistake.
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TUESDAY. HORSH BEIRUT Park, Beirut, Lebanon.

Carla stared out the window at the green iron fence bordering the triangular park. She spied a concession area with red tables and chairs positioned just under the trees. Down the road a ways she spied dozens of people gathered doing yoga, greeting the morning sun.

She clenched her thighs together, her hands sandwiched between them, to try to quell the tremors.

In half an hour she was going to meet Jared and Ashton’s kidnapper. By herself.

Sure, Vaughn would be out of sight keeping an eye on her, but she wouldn’t be able to hold his hand or anything. 

The idea of this swap was something out of her nightmares. She wouldn’t even be able to speak the same language as these men.

What if they had demands or wanted something more?

Vaughn’s hand closed around her knee and squeezed. “The plan from the top. Recite it to me?”

She sighed though inwardly she appreciated his distraction. “Again?”

“Yes. The more you know it the less you’ll have to think about it if things go bad.”

Her insides warmed and her nerves eased. Because of Vaughn. She didn’t know what it was about him, but he got her better than even Ashton on some level.

“I’m meeting Hani alone by the fallen pillars. Vaughn and Brenden will be there, out of sight, with Farez. When I see Hani I’ll hit dial on the burner and put it on speaker so you can hear what he says or warn me. While I make the exchange, Grant, Jamie and Nolan will be looking for where Hani is holding Ashton and Jared in case they want to grab the money and run.”

“What do we want to happen?”


“Ideally Hani shows up with Ashton and Jared, I hand over the money and we go.”

“And if things go bad?”

“I run and hide.” She glanced up at Vaughn’s eyes.

She could practically hear him say, And I’ll find you.

But he didn’t. They were already walking a fine line.

She slid one hand over his and squeezed his palm.

All of this would be over soon. The mystery attacker would be left behind and the next bed she slept in would be her own.

“We’re here,” Nolan announced.

The SUV came to a stop. She twisted her head and saw the second car with the rest of the team behind them.

“You can do this.” Vaughn pulled his hand back then got out of the SUV.

Brenden joined Vaughn on the sidewalk and the two men strode into the park and under the trees, going ahead of her to check the area.

Grant twisted in his seat to stare back at her. “You know what to do.”

She nodded.

“You’ve done good work so far.” The words sounded forced from Grant’s throat. It probably went against his nature to admit he’d been wrong. “This is just the last task.”

“Is everything ready at the airport?”

“We’re cleared to leave in four hours. That’s enough time to make the swap, stop by a doc if we have to and still make it to the plane on time.”

She hoped they didn’t need a doctor, but given what they’d done to Jared she was willing to bet it would be a necessary stop.

Grant glanced at the clock on the dash. “It’s time. You good?”

“I guess I have to be.”

“Here.” He handed the case back to her.

She drew in a deep breath and opened the door, clutching the case tight in one hand.

It was shaping up to be a warm day with a bright blue sky and not a cloud in sight. The dusty path stretched before her, leading into the heart of the park.

From the map they’d looked at online, she’d just follow along the jogging trail until she got to the spot. And somewhere out there Vaughn was watching over her. Keeping her safe.

God, today was like a crazy action movie.

Her mind shied away from thinking about it too much. If she did, she’d break down and cry. And where would that get her? How many times had her mother smiled through the fear until things got better?

Carla could do that.

She pushed her shoulders back and picked up the pace.

A few joggers passed her, but for the most part there weren’t many people on the trails.

It wasn’t long before the trees thinned and grass spread out before her. Smooth columns lay in broken bits across the grass, like some giant toddlers abandoned toys.

Was this it?

She turned in a circle.

Some columns were on her right, scattered around. The ones to her left lined up neatly and were closer to the trees.

Vaughn would be there.

She angled toward the neat rows, studying the trees and the paths leading here. Two joggers trudged onward, keeping pace with each other. In the distance car horns honked.

What did she do now?

Carla blew out a breath and set the case on one of the columns. It came up to her mid-thigh and had rebar running through the middle. So not some great, historical ruins, but something more modern.

Leftovers from the civil war?

She’d have to ask Ashton. He’d know.

Her chest tightened at the rush of emotion even thinking his name stirred up.

Grant was right. Ashton had been kidnapped because of her, in a way. If they’d worked as a better team, talked to each other, things wouldn’t have turned out like this.

She pivoted and caught sight of five figures in the trees, cutting across the grass on the other side of the big, open area.

Carla shielded her eyes and watched their slow progress, holding her breath the whole time.

It seemed like hours passed.

Finally the first man stepped into the light.

At thirty or so yards it was hard to tell much about him except he had longer, dark hair and tanned skin. Still, she recognized him as the man she’d hit with the stun gun.

The next two men stumbled over the uneven terrain.

Carla’s heart leapt into her throat and tears clouded her vision. She covered her mouth with her hand and kept staring.

Ashton’s clothes were dirty and his sleeves rolled up. His jacket wasn’t anywhere to be seen. He had one arm around Jared, who appeared to be in worse shape, barely able to walk without assistance. Every step seemed to be a struggle for him.

Two more men Carla recognized from the toy shop brought up the rear.

So much for it being just her and Hani.

Pull it together.

This was go time.

Carla slid the phone into the barely there pocket of the yoga pants and grabbed the case.

“Carla? You hear me?” Grant asked.

“Loud and clear. Guess we aren’t all playing by the same rules?”

“Let them come to you. We’ve got you covered. Muting now.”

Standing there while the two people that made up her only family hobbled closer was one of the more difficult things she’d done in life.

At long last the group reached the other side of the stone bordered jogging path. Carla didn’t look at Ashton or Jared. She couldn’t if she wanted to hold herself together. Instead, she stared at the man she assumed was Hani. He looked like the pictures Grant had shown her.

“You still don’t understand a word I’m saying, do you, twat-waffle?” Her anguish gave way to anger. These people had hurt her family.

Hani frowned and glanced over his shoulder.

“Nothing, twinkle bitch? Well that’s great.”

“Seriously, Carla?” Ashton’s chuckle was dry and pained.

Her gaze jumped from Hani to Ashton and she bit the inside of her cheek to keep her composure.

Hani said something too quiet for Carla to hear, not that she’d understand. Ashton began to reply, but the man behind him shoved his shoulder and spoke over him.

What was more interesting than becoming millionaires right now?

“We going to do this or what?” she said, pitching her voice over them.

The second man grabbed Ashton’s shirt and leaned in close.

Ashton winced and squinted at her. “They want to know where the bodyguards are.”

“What?” she snapped. “He told me this was a solo dance. Now I’m supposed to have partners? What the hell?”

“I don’t know.” Ashton held up his free hand and glared out the corner of his eye at the man holding onto him. “But they’re awfully concerned about where the team is. Probably because they expect to get jumped for the cash.”

“Fucking really?” She reached down and dug into her pocket, pulling out the phone. “Come on out, guys. It’s a party.”

No reply.

Her stomach knotted up. With all the surprises they’d had thrown at them, what was one more?

“Guys?” She wanted so badly to glance over her shoulder. Now wasn’t the time. She met Ashton’s gaze and willed him to understand that their situation could be so much worse. “They’re nowhere near the park. Just like I told them.”

“Carla—”

“Tell them that, Ash.”

He sighed then relayed the message.

Hani whirled toward her and snarled his words.

“He doesn’t believe you. He thinks you’re setting him up,” Ashton said.

“Take the God damn money you tiny dick monster and leave.” Carla grabbed the case and hurled it on the ground. “Take it. Ash, Jared, walk to me. Now.”

“I don’t—”

She held Hani’s gaze. “Now.”

Jared staggered forward, forcing Ashton to move with him. The man holding Ashton moved with him, at least until Ashton yanked free.

Carla continued staring at Hani.

Sweat dripped down the man’s brow and dampened his hair.

It wasn’t that hot.

His gaze jumped over her shoulder, darting this way and that.

Something wasn’t right. All of this was wrong.

Carla reached out and grabbed Jared’s other arm. “Come on. We have to go. We have to go right now.”

“What’s going on?” Jared said, his voice pained.

“I don’t know, but something’s not right.”

They made it a dozen or so paces before the sudden sound of a whining motorcycle engine ripped through the calm morning. She glanced to her right, in the direction of the sound, and saw the flash of muzzle fire followed by the blast of sound.

“Down,” she yelled and shoved the two men into the dirt.

Hani and the other two men skidded to a stop in the grass and changed directions.

“We have to get somewhere.” She tugged on Jared’s hand.

More bullets flew, but this time they found their mark. Hani and his two friends went down, screaming. Those sounds seemed to give Jared strength. They scrambled around to the other side of the row of downed columns and crouched in the grass as the engine revved.

“Keep going,” she said.

“Where?” Ashton demanded.

The trees were fifteen yards away and spaced out enough that there was nowhere to hide.

Where was the team? Had they abandoned them with the other ten mil Ashton brought with them?

“He’s going to kill us.” Her heart raced, and she pressed lower to the ground as if she could merge with the earth and become one.

After throwing a bleach bomb at the guy she didn’t like her chances for survival.

Ashton crawled to Jared, covering the man with his body. “Where is the team? What the hell did we pay them for?”

“I don’t know.”

The motorcycle had to be right on them.

Carla turned her head and listened to the engine chug, idling along.

Where was Vaughn? Had he left her? After everything?

Boots churned the gravel path.

Carla picked up a rock. It was all she had.


Gunfire erupted from the tree line. She yelped and covered her head as bullets whizzed past her. Men yelled and rushed forward, going to Ashton and Jared.

They were safe.

The team was there.

Carla twisted around, crouching on her hands and knees.

A hand dug into her hair and yanked her to her feet. She stared into the light brown eyes of the man who’d already attacked twice. And now there was nothing between them.

He pressed a gun to her ribs and walked backward, his gaze over her shoulder.

No more bullets.

Why?

Oh right, she was in the way.

The man wore black fabric wound around his head and lower face, but she still knew it was him. The body armor was the same. Only now, up close, she could see where bullets had punched holes in it and blood leaked out.

“Carla? Carla, stay calm,” Vaughn called out.

He was there.

He hadn’t left her.

Her relief was short lived.

Her captor’s gaze slid to hers and she stared into his soul-less eyes. A chill went through her. This was the embodiment of evil. This man. Whoever he was, he wasn’t human.

The man let go of her hair and wrapped his arm around her waist, lifting her as though she weighed nothing, and slung her across the motorcycle. A moment later the ground whizzed past, everyone she loved left in the dust.



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

16.

[image: image]


Tuesday. Beirut, Lebanon.

Vaughn gripped the wheel and tried to both watch the traffic and for any sign of Carla. With Nolan unable to use his right leg, it had fallen to Vaughn to take up the keys.

“Where is she?” he snarled.

“Quiet,” Grant snapped.

“Is Zain tracking her? Do we know who that man is?” Vaughn had chased the bike out of the park and down a whole block on foot before traffic had opened up and allowed the motorcycle to get away.

“I understand,” Grant said.

“What?” Vaughn wanted to reach over and take the phone. They needed answers.

Nolan leaned forward between the seats and muttered, “Chill out.”

Grant lowered the phone and tapped the screen. “You’re on speaker with Nolan, Vaughn and myself. Go.”

“Lepta Team?” The voice on the other end was Zain, but he sounded wrong. Not at all like the guy Vaughn had heard over the years telling them how to pull off what amounted to magic to get a job done. “You are to head to the US Embassy for your own safety. From there you will be escorted to the airport where you will depart Lebanon by order of the Lebanese government—”

“No.” Vaughn jerked the wheel sideways, careening toward the curb. The SUV came to an abrupt halt. “Hell no.”

“It’s not up for debate.” Zain spoke like a robot. Like he wasn’t even himself.

Vaughn reached over and snatched the phone. “You mean to tell me you’re ordering us to leave an asset behind?”

A bit of emotion crept back in and Zain sounded more like the man Vaughn had come to respect. “Either we lose one, or we lose you all, Vaughn. I don’t like this. I don’t like any part of it, but this was the risk we took when we accepted this job.”

Vaughn needed air. He couldn’t breathe in this confined space. He shoved the door open and got out.

“Vaughn. What the hell?” Nolan climbed out slower.

Vaughn stalked back to the sedan driven by Jamie. They’d also pulled over, no doubt wondering what was going on. Vaughn pulled the back door open and thrust the phone at Ashton. The other man stared up at him with new eyes. Eyes that had seen an uglier world and lived.

“Tell Ashton. Do it,” Vaughn snarled.

“Carla?” Ashton said.

“What’s going on?” Jamie twisted in the driver’s seat.

“Vaughn...” Zain’s voice trailed off.

“We’ve been ordered to evacuate the country without Carla. That’s what he doesn’t have the balls to tell you.” Vaughn fisted his hands and wished for something to punch.

“No,” Ashton snapped. “No, we can’t do that.”

“It’s out of our hands,” Zain said.

Grant approached slowly as though he knew he was going to be the most likely target for Vaughn’s rage. “None of us like this. I hate it. This isn’t who we are, but the cards are stacked against us. If we stay and they catch us, what kind of hell is that going to be? Carla is an American citizen. The State Department can do something. There are other channels we can work through to get her back.”

“If she lives.” Vaughn gestured at the road behind them. “How many of us has that guy already shot? You think he’s going to keep her alive so someone can negotiate getting her back? We don’t even know what he wants beyond putting a bullet in all our heads.”

Ashton stood, rising to his full height. “I won’t pay you a fucking cent if she’s not on that plane with us.”

Grant spread his hands. “Orders are orders.”

“These orders suck,” Jamie said.

“What if I paid you directly? More? Will that work?” Ashton braced his hand on the car. The man wasn’t in good shape.

Silence from both Zain and Grant.

“Ash?” Jared swung his legs out of the car.

Ashton glared at each of them. “Fine. You all go. I’m staying.”

Jared took Ashton’s hand and used it to pull himself to his feet. Jared wasn’t in bad shape, but he’d had one hell of a week. The two men embraced, holding each other tight. So much emotion played out in a simple hug. Vaughn had to look away. He couldn’t handle the idea that they were all alive and free while Carla was with some monster.

What would she do?

She’d look at things sideways and see another way. But Vaughn was a soldier. And this was a problem he’d solved before. He knew her odds weren’t good.

If he was going to save her, he’d have to do something stupid.

He turned his head in time to see Jared lay a chaste kiss on Ashton’s cheek. It wasn’t the kiss that telegraphed the nature of their relationship, it was the way they looked at each other. Love was a universal language.

No one else spoke. The rest of the team seemed to each find great interest in some point on the ground or sky. Vaughn, on the other hand, saw what Carla deserved. Someone who’d risk it all for her.

“Ash, Jared, you two go with the team.” Vaughn knew what he was going to do. “This isn’t the place for you and if you stay, you’re a liability. The best thing for Carla is if you two are safe so you can’t be used against her. I’m staying. I’ll find her.”

Grant’s head snapped up. “No—”

“I fucking quit,” Vaughn snarled. “I didn’t join Aegis Group to leave people behind. So you can take your orders and shove them up your ass.”

“You think you can find her?” Ashton’s hard stare bored into Vaughn.

Grant took a step toward them. “Vaughn, please...”

“I’ll do my best.” Vaughn didn’t want to say it, but there was the real possibility that he might have to bring her home in a body bag. He totally ignored his TL. He meant what he’d said. This wasn’t what he did.

“Bring her home.” Ashton’s voice cracked. He really did love Carla. “Whatever it costs, I’ll pay it.”

“I don’t want your fucking money and a guy like that,” Vaughn nodded at the road behind them, “he doesn’t want money either. This might not end well. You need to be prepared for that. They won’t tell you that, but I am.”

Ashton nodded.

“Boss, can you drive?” Jamie opened the driver’s door of the sedan and got out.

“Yeah, why?” Grant asked.

“I’m going with Vaughn.” Jamie grabbed a bag from the floorboard.

“Me, too.” Brenden lumbered around the back of the car.

Vaughn stared at Jamie. He barely knew the guy. This could likely end their career with Aegis Group and land them in a Lebanese prison. Brenden shouldn’t risk that. Not with his history. And yet Vaughn couldn’t bring himself to turn down this help. Carla deserved to be saved. They’d just have to make sure they didn’t get caught or killed.

“Fucking hell,” Zain muttered via the phone. “We can’t support you. We can’t be involved.”

“I’m not asking you to,” Vaughn said.

Grant tapped the phone and slid it into his pocket. He stared at each of them.

“What the hell is going on back there? I’m still bleeding, you know?” Nolan called from the backseat of the SUV.

“Help me get Nolan into the car. Take the SUV and what gear we have.” Grant shook his head. “If I could stay, I would.”

“Someone has to get these guys home.” Vaughn gestured at Jared and Ashton, who were barely standing. Maybe they were worse than Vaughn thought.

“We’ll get Nolan moved,” Jamie said and slapped Brenden on the shoulder.

Ashton and Jared’s strength seemed to have given out. The two folded themselves back into the sedan and shut the door, leaving Grant and Vaughn alone for the moment.

“I hope you find her,” Grant said.

“Yeah.” Vaughn’s throat was too thick so say anything else.

Carla had become important to him in a matter of days. From the moment he’d met her, it was like something connected them. He’d tried saying no, putting distance between them and every time he came back to her. Now he wasn’t going to let her go. Vaughn was going to find her.

Nolan slapped Vaughn on the shoulder with his one free hand. “I hear you’re doing something stupid.”

“Something like that.” Vaughn nodded at the car. “Go.”

Nolan stared at Vaughn a moment longer then nodded as though they’d said something to each other.

Brenden and Jamie helped Nolan into the passenger seat while Grant started the car again. With a final wave the sedan turned and merged with traffic, heading to safety. It was the smart thing to do. And yet Vaughn couldn’t make himself follow orders.

“Okay, so, it wasn’t just me who saw two guys kiss, was it?” Jamie asked.

Vaughn pressed his lips together. That was what they were thinking about?

“Nope,” Brenden said.

“Huh.” Jamie glanced at Vaughn.

He shook his head, not ready to dive into that topic, no matter what Jared and Ashton did in full view of the team.

“Things are starting to make sense.” Jamie gestured to the SUV. “What now?”

Vaughn finally admitted the frightening truth. “I have no fucking idea.”

“We need to call Vara Price,” Brenden said.

“Who?” Jamie asked.

“Vara. She used to work this area. She’ll have contacts we can use.” Brenden glanced over his shoulder. “We need to get off the road first.”

“Let’s go.” Vaughn headed for the SUV.

The other two climbed in. The smell of Nolan’s blood clung to the upholstery.

Vaughn wanted to thank them. This was a risk. And yet, he couldn’t speak.
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Carla’s head swam and everything spun. Her stomach clenched and for a moment she thought she was going to be sick. She swallowed and tasted bile. Or was that fear?


The motorcycle slowed, and they passed out of the sunlight into darkness. Her eyes stopped throbbing, but that was only one ache in a long list since getting hauled onto the motorcycle.

Should she try to throw herself off the bike again?

The first time hadn’t gone so well for her. But she’d tried, just like Melody had told her to. The difference was that whoever this guy was, nothing seemed to surprise him.

Before her muddled brain could decide on a course of action, the bike came to an abrupt stop. She lurched forward, catching herself on the handlebars. Her captor spat a few words then roughly grabbed her by the hair.

“Ow! Hey, I’m cooperating.” She grasped him by the wrist in an effort to ease the pain.

He used the hold to drag her off the bike, nearly toppling it as she struggled to bend and move unnaturally. The place where he’d cracked her head with something hard screamed and fire blazed along her nerve endings.

Weak lights flickered on, illuminating a cavernous space. She had an impression of cinderblock walls, grimy glass and metal rafters before he shoved her through a door and into a small room. She went to her knees then pitched forward, barely catching herself before busting her face on the ground.

Once more he spat words at her that didn’t sound friendly in the least.

She rolled over and watched him slam a metal door on her. The glass window between them was cloudy but didn’t hide his glare at all.

The mask was gone.

When had that happened?

For a moment they stared at each other.

He had light brown hair that was sun-bleached and nearly blond. His hazel eyes were sharp and his skin fair. One cheek was red as though it had been burned by something. He was tall, probably a little over six foot, but with a slimmer build and lean instead of bulky.

He wasn’t Lebanese at all.

European?

The man pivoted away from her and walked out of sight.

She blew out a breath. In that moment her senses seemed to come back on-line.

The first thing was pain. The sharp stab of it from where he’d hit her radiated down her neck. Her knees ached and her palms stung. There were other bumps and bruises. The man hadn’t been shy or gentle about holding her on the bike.

Fear followed fast on pain, but she didn’t have much use for fear. Mom had always said fear and tears didn’t fix things.

Yes, the situation was bad. This man had injured half their team and would have probably killed them given the chance. But fear didn’t help her not be afraid.

When Carla had been little and afraid of things in the dark, Mom had shown her how to chase the bad things away. Nothing useful happed from simply being afraid. It was what she did about fear that mattered.

Carla rolled to her side and gingerly pushed herself up to her feet. The room still rocked around her.

She felt her pocket.

The cell phone was gone, but she’d expected that.

She shuffled forward to the window and stood to one side, peering out into the building beyond.

What she could see was a rectangular room illuminated by two overhead lights. The bike sat halfway into the building with a beaten up white car and a dark van behind it on either side.

The man staggered over to a twin bed jutting out from the wall and began pealing his gear off. He moved slowly, removing the holsters then some kind of shoulder protection down to his shirt. That came off slowly, revealing a vest underneath like what Vaughn wore.

She pressed a hand to her chest, testing her own vest.

He turned slightly, and she got a glimpse of blood soaking one shoulder. He shrugged out of his vest and turned. The bottom part of his undershirt was gone and a large wound was quickly soaking his pants.

She covered her mouth with her hand.

What happened if this guy bled out and died while she was in here?

Carla glanced at the door.

Someone had welded a piece of metal over where the doorknob should be.

But this wasn’t a cell. It was an average door.

If he passed out or died, she should be able to get out eventually, right? But what if someone came to check on him? What if he had friends?

She glanced around her prison, taking in the heap of rags and bucket without thinking too much about them.

Carla turned her attention back on her captor. He was shirtless now and had crossed to stand over a grate in nothing but a pair of boxer briefs coated in blood. A water hose sprayed down on him in some kind of makeshift shower. He focused on the two wounds, ignoring other small cuts.

The shower was brief. If he intended to clear away the blood, he was out of luck. Both kept oozing.

How was he still standing? Or was this common? Would Vaughn take a bullet and keep going?

Her insides twisted up at the idea of Vaughn in similar shape.

Where was he? Did they manage to get Ashton and Jared somewhere safe?

What about her?

Her mind shied away from that question.

Instead, she continued to watch her captor.

He padded barefoot and in his skivvies over to a workbench area. She squinted, trying to make out what he took off a shelf. He twisted to lean up against the bench and flipped a light on. He took what looked like the biggest pair of tweezers and lifted them to his shoulder.


No...

He wasn’t...

She squeezed her eyes shut.

For several minutes she listened to the sound of grunting and muttered words. She couldn’t look. Just knowing what he was up to was enough to make her stomach churn.

After a few silent moments the man’s voice surprised her. She opened her eyes and peered out the window.

Her captor leaned up against the bench, a phone in hand and more blood coating his skin. Sharp words came out of his mouth. He wasn’t happy about something.

Well good.

She wasn’t happy about being locked in a box either.

Carla turned back to her room. Buckets and rags. What could she do with those?

She walked the room, running her hands along the cinderblocks.

Deep lines gouged the surface here and there. Something dark stained the ground and walls.

If she was going to escape, how would she do it? What would Vaughn do in this situation?

The door banged open.

She whirled to face the man, his focus back on her. He was perhaps scarier in nothing but blood and underwear than he’d been decked out in body armor and black.

Carla backed against the wall, her fight-or-flight instincts switching to scared shitless.

“Please—let’s talk about this?” she stammered out.

The man’s hand darted out so fast she didn’t see it. He yanked her forward. She stumbled, and he began walking, dragging her across the room to the workbench. A puddle of his blood had pooled where he’d been standing earlier.

He pushed her at the table then lifted his left hand and pointed a gun at her.

“Don’t.” She kept her hands up and cringed.

He began speaking, words all at once, jumbled together. Here and there something sounded familiar, but she didn’t understand.

What did he want her to do?

He lunged at her.

She yelped and backed into the workbench.

He grabbed the tweezers and shook them in front of her face.

No.

Oh, no...

Her mouth dried up.

He did not want her to...?

He spoke more, gesturing at his shoulder with his free hand.

“Dude, I do not know what I’m doing,” she said.

He replied as he had, in words she didn’t know then followed it up by straightening his arm and pointing the gun at her.

She flinched. What were the chances he’d bleed out before she could finish? And could she use this as an opportunity to injure him further thereby allowing her to get away?

“Okay.” She swallowed and took the tweezers. “This is a really bad idea.”

He didn’t speak, just pointed the gun at her.

“Great. Just what I wanted to do today.” She clicked the ends of the tweezers together and braced herself.

Up close the wound was worse. Much worse. Bits of flesh and muscle were churned up. She was fairly certain that bit of yellowish white was bone. And this guy was standing there as though it didn’t hurt in the slightest.

“Fucking hell this is gross,” she muttered.

Carla braced her hand against his chest, sticky with blood.

“Should I wear gloves or wash my hands?” She took her hand away.

The man’s face contorted into a mask of rage. He snarled words at her, threats if she was guessing

“Okay, fine, hope you catch some germ and die from infection, asshole.” She pushed his chest back until he leaned against the work bench.

This wasn’t a person.


She was prepping for dinner. Just a rotisserie chicken she needed to debone. Or something. The analogy wasn’t quite working.

Carla inserted the end of the tweezers into his shoulder. She met with squishy resistance.

Not the bullet.

She adjusted, prodding lower then to the left.

He grunted twice, but otherwise stared at her with unwavering eyes. His color was a bit pale, probably from the blood loss.

This guy was content to let her fumble around inside of him with no assurance she’d get the job done.

At that moment she found the bullet.

Well dam.

“Got it,” she announced.

He ground out some words and lowered his gun. His tanned skin was gray, pale, sickly.

It wasn’t her imagination. He was fading on her.

She jostled her hand a bit, losing the bullet, and made the necessary I’m sorry’s all while her mind was spinning this new possibility.

There was one more wound. One with considerable more damage.

How much longer would he last like this? Would he let her root around inside of him biding her time? And could she turn this to her advantage?

She pulled the bullet from his shoulder. Or more accurately a hunk of what looked like metal. Was that what a bullet really looked like?

He snatched the tweezers from her and spat more words.

It was Arabic. She understood words here and there enough to know that much. It didn’t mean she knew what he was saying or could communicate, but it was a detail she now knew about him.

Where was he from? Who was he? And why was he after her and their people?

He locked eyes with her and gestured at his side.

Round two, and this time she was more prepared.

He held out the tweezers.

She nodded and held up a finger, pretending like she needed several deep breaths.

Where was the phone he’d used earlier? Over with his clothes? What were her exit options?

She’d watched him lock the door they’d come in. If she got away, she needed to move fast. That left the double doors going deeper into the building.

He shoved the tweezers at her, giving her no option but to accept them.

Here went nothing.

Carla knelt and braced one hand on the bench. She couldn’t just jab the tweezers in and run, she needed to distract him with pain. If she was lucky he’d pass out, but the way things had gone she wouldn’t count on that.

He said something else. The snap was gone. Did that mean his energy was waning?

“This one’s going to hurt a lot.” She eyed the flesh.

How was he still standing?

This was unnatural.

Carla used her right hand to prod at the wound.

“God, this is gross,” she muttered.

And it was going to get worse.

She used the tweezers to explore the hole, pressing a bit too far this way and that instead of going in.

Her patient grunted and finally lowered his gun, choosing to clench the workbench with both hands.


Good.

“I’m doing the very worst job I can,” she said in soft tones.

Was there anything else she could use as a weapon?

She glanced at the work bench.

A few inches away a wrench lay forgotten, and on a shelf behind that—a phone.

“There we go,” she whispered.

He snapped at her and slapped at the hand holding the bench.

She placed her hand on his hip. “Sorry, I’m not exactly fond of your ground beef, dude.”

More blood trickled over her fingers. She’d nicked something and couldn’t bring herself to get torn up over it.

The front of his boxer briefs were a dark to light rust red. Splatters of blood splashed on his calves and feet, some on her.

The end of the tweezers met resistance.

The bullet?

Was she ready to snatch, grab and go?

She got her feet under her. To get the wrench she’d have to reach under his arm if he didn’t react.

If she wanted to see Vaughn or her family again, she had to do this. She couldn’t rely on them to find her. She had to be proactive about letting them know where she was.

She glanced up at her captor. “This is going to hurt.”

His upper lip curled, and he spoke through clenched teeth.

“Right back at you.” Carla lowered her gaze to the wound and adjusted her left hand.

She forced the tweezers deeper into the wound around the bullet. He grunted again. The tendons in his arms stood out.

Here goes...

Carla hooked her thumb over the end of the tweezers and shoved them into the wound at the same moment she stood. He cried out, sounding more like a pissed off animal snarling than a human being. She grabbed the wrench and swung, clocking him in the back of the head.

He staggered sideways, blinking.

She yelled and swung the wrench like a baseball bat, connecting with the side of his head.

He went down to his knees then face planted.

This was her chance.

She snatched the phone off its charger and sprinted for the double doors, away from him.

Carla shoved the doors open and kept going.

Darkness swallowed her. She went face first into a wall and had to find her way left by feel. Something snagged on her shirt and she ripped it trying to get away from hands in the dark only to find herself spilling through another door into a hall.

A man’s voice echoed through the building. She didn’t need to know the language to understand rage.

She brought the phone up and tapped the screen.

Vaughn had quizzed her about his phone number, ensuring she’d memorized it just in case last night. Now she prayed he’d actually transferred his calls to the new burner, because she didn’t know any other phone numbers.

Metal banged against metal somewhere behind her, not that far away.

The hunt was on.

She had moments.

Carla hit dial and kept running, looking for a door leading outside, but all she found were more rooms.

Another hallway into darkness stretched out in front of her.

“Carla!”

She lifted the phone to her ear and turned to stare behind her. “Vaughn?”

“Carla, where are you?”

“I don’t know. Some warehouse. He’s here. He’s pissed. I don’t know where I am and I can’t find a way out.” She threw herself into the darkness. Vaughn was out there somewhere.

“What can you tell me? What do you remember?” He sounded as desperate as she felt.

She kept going, one hand on the wall to guide her, twisting around to watch the corner for some sight of her tormenter. “I don’t know. Big building. No one else is here.”

The wall fell away.

She turned to see where she was and stared up into the eyes of a demon made flesh.
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Tuesday. Beirut, Lebanon.

“Carla? Carla!”

Vaughn stared straight ahead, but he didn’t see the side of the building or the curb he’d nearly jumped trying to get off the road to listen to the call once he realized who it was.

He pulled the phone away from his face.

The call was gone.

“What the hell? What did she say?” Jamie twisted in his seat to face Vaughn.

“We need to trace that call. I need...” Vaughn’s mind came to a screeching halt.

They couldn’t call the home office. They shouldn’t even reach out to an American number for fear of leading the authorities straight to him.

“I’m getting someone.” Jamie had his burner out and pressed to his ear.

“Vaughn? Hey, Vaughn.” Brenden leaned forward between the seats. “What’d she say?”

“She’s alive. Oh, God. She’s alive.” Vaughn braced his hands on the steering wheel and held tight to that one fact.

“Yeah, hey Luke.” Jamie turned away from them. “We need support over here. You know our situation?”

Vaughn picked his head up and stared at the back of Jamie’s head. Aegis Group had a lot of very skilled people working there. A few of those people had connections, histories in this part of the world no one talked about. One of those people was Luke’s wife, Abigail. She worked on the operations side of the company. Vaughn had never asked many questions about her given how tight-lipped anyone who’d been around for years got whenever questions started rolling.

“Okay. Fine. I’ll take it. You think he’ll make contact today?” Jamie beat his fist on the door. “Great, thanks, man.”


“What’d he say?” Vaughn asked.

“They can’t help, obviously. But there’s a guy they know, someone who might help.” Jamie’s phone went off. “That’s his contact info now.”

“Give it to me.” Vaughn had to do something.

He took Jamie’s phone and dialed the number.

It rang twice then went to voicemail.

“My name is Vaughn. I work for Aegis Group. We’re trying to extract an asset with no support under hostile conditions in Lebanon. We were told you might be able to help. We need to trace a number. Now. Call me back.”

He ended the call and clenched the phone in his hand.

“What now?” Jamie asked.

“This guy, the one who took Carla, he’s got to work for the government.” Vaughn cranked the wheel and darted back out into traffic. “We should swing back by the park. See who we see.”

“That sounds like a terrible idea,” Jamie said.

Vaughn glared at the other man. “You have a better one?”

One of the phones vibrated against his thigh.

“Answer it.” He thrust the phone at Jamie.

“Thanks for permission to answer my own phone, man.” Jamie tapped the phone screen then nodded at Vaughn.

“Hello?” he said.

“How did you get this number?” a deep, masculine voice asked.

“A friend.” Vaughn glanced at the phone then Jamie.

“Well I don’t have friends,” the unknown man said.

Vaughn tightened his grip on the wheel. “We were told you could help us. What’s your price?”

“You can’t buy me.”

“Then why the fuck did you call us back?” Vaughn needed answers, help, something more than an asshole with a phone.

“To tell you not to call again.”

Vaughn reached over and snatched the phone out of Jamie’s grip. “Listen here, tiny dick. We’re dodging bullets and the Lebanese government, so if you don’t have anything useful to say crawl back into your hole and die.”

“Wait—you’re with Aegis Group and you’re in Lebanon?” Now the guy was interested.

Vaughn hated this guy on principal. “That’s what you heard?”

“What is your situation exactly?” the man asked slowly.

“Give me that.” Jamie took the phone and related the barebones details while Vaughn drove off his rage.

When it was all out there, the guy sighed loudly. “You guys really know how to step in it, don’t you?”

“You know us. Always poking the bear.” Jamie grinned despite only Vaughn being able to see it. “So, got anything for us?”

“A lot of bad news. Get out now. That’s my professional advice.”

“Not an option,” Vaughn said.

“Fucking hell.” The guy groaned. “You said you have a number?”

“I thought you didn’t want to help us?” Vaughn knew he shouldn’t speak. He wanted to take the words back as he said them.

“That was before I realized how fucked you guys are.”

“You’ll help us?” Jamie asked.

“Give me the number.”

“Who the hell are you and why should I?” Vaughn just couldn’t keep his mouth shut.

“I’m Ghost and I might be your only friend right now.”

“Ghost?” Vaughn snorted.

“The number?” Ghost asked.

“Here.” Jamie took Vaughn’s phone and read it off.

“Working on it.” Tapping came through the line on Ghost’s side. “This guy. The one who attacked you, tell me about him.”

Jamie glanced at Vaughn. “Vaughn got the closest look.”

“Little over six foot, swimmer’s build, brown hair, freckled. He’s white, whoever he is.”

Ghost spoke slowly as though he were picking his words carefully. “I’ve heard about a new operative working in that part of the world. If he’s who you’re going after, think real hard before going after this woman. Chances are you won’t take him down, not even if you pump him full of led.”

“What the hell?” Jamie muttered.

“All I’m saying is, if you have an opportunity to take him out—do it. You won’t get a second chance.”

“What aren’t you telling us?” To Vaughn it sounded like Ghost knew more about this mystery operative than anyone else.

“Nothing. I’m guessing.”

“How’s tracing our number going?” Jamie asked.

“The signal’s bouncing all over the country. I’m working on it. If this guy is who I think he is, he’s got a lot of resources.”

“Hurry it up,” Vaughn muttered.


Carla’s life depended on it.
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Carla jolted awake as a new wave of pain radiated up from her tailbone. Her eyes popped open, but all she saw were white stars.

What the hell happened?

A figure loomed over her.

She blinked, trying to focus on his face, but her eyes just weren’t working.

He spoke a language she didn’t understand, jarring lose the memories.

Him.

“No,” she wailed and scooted away from him.

He snatched her wrist and jerked her toward him. She pitched sideways onto the concrete, inciting other injuries. Her captor clapped a handcuff around her right wrist. She stared at the new jewelry, following the chain that ran from the cuff to loop around a pole running up to the ceiling.

“No.” She sat up and pulled on the chain. “No!”

In her little cell of a room she could have figured out a way to break the glass or escape. But she didn’t pick locks. She had no idea how to free herself from this new hell.

Her captor spat more words at her then turned his back and walked slowly toward the work bench.

“You’re a fucking asshole,” she yelled, voice bouncing off all the concrete and metal.

He ignored her in favor of pouring something over his shoulder and hip wound.

“I hope you never get that bullet out. Maybe next time they’ll get it closer to your heart? Or your brain?” She grasped the length of chain at her disposal and pulled, testing how securely it was linked to the pole.

No give, no budge, no nothing.

The man spoke more words but his attention was on himself.

He hadn’t killed her. So what did he want?

Everyone wanted something and Carla understood that at this point she was a commodity. A thing to be traded on. It wasn’t offensive if it kept her alive though she might wish she were dead soon enough.

She crossed her legs and let her hands rest on her knees, sucking in big, deep breaths as though she’d just finished one of those kill-me-now yoga classes with the guys. The only thing worth watching was her captor.

He went through bandaging himself then pulled a clear bottle out of a mini-fridge.

Antibiotics?

He dosed himself with a nearly full syringe.

Once that was done he retrieved some kind of plastic bag and pulled out tubing, small bits and a pouch that looked an awful lot like refrigerated blood.

What the hell?

She couldn’t look away now.

He inserted what she could only assume was a port into the back of his hand then turned his attention on the blood and tubing.

Was this normal for him?

He shambled from the workbench with his bag of blood to the bed. The bag went on a hook on the wall, he connected the tubing to his port, then laid down still covered in old blood and wearing nothing but soaked boxer briefs.

This was weird.

Nothing Melody had talked about covered this situation.

The minutes dragged on. Her butt grew cold, and a cramp developed in one calf. 

How much did she dare to hope?

The phone call she’d had with Vaughn had lasted moments. She didn’t know enough about the building to give him any clue for where she was. The only thing they might have on their side would be the off-chance Vaughn could get the number traced. But with all the electronic issues they’d had since fleeing the house that morning she couldn’t see that being an option.

That meant she was either up a creek without a paddle or she was the needle and this place was the haystack. One way or another, she couldn’t sit back and do nothing.

Fortune favored the bold.

God helped those who helped themselves.

The early bird got the worm.

The one thing all the proverbs had in common was that good things didn’t come to anyone who sat on their laurels and waited for it to come to them. If she stood even the tiniest chance of getting out of here she had to do something. Sitting here on her ass watching a guy sleep wasn’t going to cut it.

What did someone totally out of their depth begin to do in a situation like this?

Well first, she needed to know more about her surroundings. She’d messed up running blindly through the building and got herself caught.

Before, when she’d been in the little room with the grimy window, she’d had a vague idea that the bike and cars were there, some tables and stuff on one wall, the bed over here and that was it. Now she truly looked with the freedom allotted her by being in the same space.

The only exit out the right side of the room was the rolling garage style door, which she knew was locked. The van appeared newer, taken care of, while the car was beaten up. The bike was somewhere between the two.

About ten feet of space separated where the vehicles were parked and this guy’s set-up. The only things on Carla’s side of the room was the work-bench and a set of metal lockers. The bulk of the room’s furnishings were across from her.

He’d rigged up what looked like a kitchen with a water barrel and a plug-in hot plate. Another mini-fridge helped support the counter top. There was only one barstool, which made sense. This wasn’t the kind of place one entertained guests. Next to the kitchen area was a rolling clothes rack was oddly enough packed with clothing bags, some upscale while others looked like little more than a trash bag. Boxes of shoes were lined up under the clothes. Everything neat and orderly.

That left the far wall.

Other than her cell and the double doors leading into the building, there was just his bed and a little TV set on an old milk crate type of box.

She couldn’t reach her captor and even if she could she didn’t think she was capable of doing anything to him. That wasn’t who she was. The other side of the room was too far. Which left her only two options: the work bench or the windows overhead.

Carla gathered the chain, looping it over her arm. She cringed when it scraped or clanked, but nothing seemed to stir her captor. Once she had control of the chain, she used the wall to help steady her as she got to her feet.

One blow to the head had rattled her. The second had more than likely given her a concussion.

She spent a moment swaying on her feet, deciding how steady she might be, before turning and inching toward the work bench. She paused every few steps to dole out more chain.

Halfway there she knew she’d never make it. Still, she went as far as the chain allowed, then stretched out her hand.

A good four feet still separated her from anything useful.

“Shit,” she muttered.

Carla glanced over her shoulder at the still sleeping man.

He really was out.

Okay, so the work bench wasn’t an option.

She retraced her steps, keeping control of her chain, and examined the windows.

There was no way she was scaling the wall. She wasn’t strong enough and there wasn’t anywhere to hold onto. But maybe if she broke a window she could signal someone.

It would mean weathering her captor’s anger, but what did she care about that?

Just one little problem with her plan. What was she supposed to use to break the window?
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TUESDAY. STREETS OF Beirut, Lebanon.

Vaughn laid on the horn and swerved around the slower moving car, momentarily playing chicken with on-coming traffic.

“Jesus!” Jamie held onto the door.

“Try to not die,” Ghost said through the cell phone.

“How close are you getting?” Vaughn asked.

“The phone’s still on. I’ve triangulated it down to a city block. Not sure I’ll get you closer than that.

“Red light. Red light!” Jamie braced his free hand on the dash.

Vaughn stomped on the brakes, none too happy about getting caught in city traffic. He glanced up and down the road, in case Carla had somehow managed to leave a sign that she’d passed that way.

A blue van passed through an intersection one street over. He caught a glimpse of a logo that tickled the back of his mind.

Ghost began speaking again, so Vaughn put the van out of his mind. “Have you considered how you’re getting out of the country?”

“No.” Vaughn peered at the lights and eased off the gas as the other street flipped to yellow.

“Might I suggest you figure that out?” Ghost’s tone was dry, bored almost.

“One problem at a time.” Vaughn accelerated, once more pushing the bounds of how fast he could go on the two-lane road.

“Any suggestions?” Jamie asked.

“I know people,” Ghost replied.

“People who’d help us?”

“People who like money.”

Jamie glanced at Vaughn. “We can pay.”

“Turn right,” Ghost said.

Vaughn yanked the wheel, sending them skidding down another street. He glanced left and caught sight of the same van from before, but it was too fast to make out the logo.

Where had he seen that logo?

Ghost kept talking. “Left at the next intersection and then you’re on your own.”

“What else do you know about the guy? The operative?” Vaughn slowed to make the left turn at a slower pace.

“Just chatter. He’s bad news.”

“Who does he work for?”

“No idea. Probably some government with his resources. Like I said if you can take him out you’re going to want to.”

Vaughn finally got a break and turned left, just as the same blue van turned on the street ahead of them. “Can you run a plate, tell me if there’s anything interesting about it?”

“Yes. Why?”

“Because there’s a van. I’ve seen the logo somewhere and they’re headed the same direction as us.” He eased off the accelerator, letting another car turn in front of him.

“Hit me with the plate.”

Jamie read the string off to Ghost

“The van was parked on the side street of the safe house. The condo building.” It was the first thing Brenden had said in a while.

“That’s what I was afraid of.” Vaughn tightened his grip on the wheel. “Lebanese government doesn’t like us. Makes sense they might chase us out of the country or try to take us out.”

“That’s one theory,” Jamie said.

“It’s a damn good one.” Ghost tapped away in the background. “Plate is registered to some suburban family, tied to a stolen car. Blue vans, however? Well, if you listen to urban myths, the government sends their boogiemen out in them. In theory they blend in better than black.”

“Shit,” Vaughn muttered. “That detail would have been good to know a week ago.”

“File it away for later,” Ghost said. “I’ll see what I can do about getting you out of the country. Good luck.”

The line went dead.

Vaughn leaned forward and breathed deep. Going against his urge to rush up on the van and force it off the road took effort. This was why he left the driving up to Riley and Nolan on most gigs. He just didn’t have the patience. But for Carla, he would.

The van turned right.

Vaughn slowed down even more before turning, just in time to see the van make a left turn.

The buildings here were more industrial. There was much less foot traffic almost immediately. Their SUV would stick out.

He let the vehicle crawl to the intersection, and they watched the van turn into a parking lot.

Again he went against his gut and navigated the next street over before turning.

It was easy to see the declining economy here. Warehouses were boarded up and locked. Not a bit of business was being conducted here.

Vaughn peered at the buildings on his left until they could see the front of the van parked in the shade of yet another run down business.

Carla was in there. She had to be.

“What now?” Jamie asked, keeping his voice down as though someone might overhear them.

Vaughn drew his handguns and checked his ammunition. “Let’s see what we see.”

A man in a suit got out of the van and slid the side door shut.

Vaughn stared at him.

The building security guard? Here?

“Vaughn?” That one word carried with it a layered meaning from Brenden.

“Yeah. I see him.”

“What?’ Jamie asked.

“That guy right there?” Vaughn nodded at the retreating figure. “We were led to believe he was part of our safe house’s security detail. Looks like they’ve had us all along.”

This was calculated.

Intentional.

Maybe not the plan to grab Carla, but this guy and his mystery operative, they’d always planned on hitting Vaughn and the others. Now the tables were turned.

“B, how many gas canisters do we have left?” Vaughn asked.

“Six.”

“Let’s smoke ‘em out.”
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Tuesday. Warehouse, Beirut, Lebanon.

Carla was out of ideas and shoes. She’d managed to hit the glass pane overhead three times before her shoes bounced out of range. Now she was barefoot, her arm hurt, and she was generally uncomfortable.

She turned toward the bed.

Her captor was passed out, dead to the world. He’d stirred once and glared at her with one eye, but after that she hadn’t heard a peep from him.

He wasn’t afraid she’d get lose.

That didn’t make her feel better about her window plan. But she couldn’t just sit here. What options did she have?

If she couldn’t escape, then she had to be ready to do something else. But what?

A beeping sound broke the relative quiet of the warehouse. She turned, searching for the source.

Something—or someone—rattled the rolling gate.

Carla glanced over her shoulder at the passed out man, then the door. She wanted it to be Vaughn on the other side of the door, but the reality was she didn’t know who might be out there.

She backed up against the wall and slid as far toward the workbench as she could as if that would shield her.

A loud pop sounded from the door. She glanced at her captor, then the door again.

The thinnest line of light broke the shadows at the bottom of the rolling door.

Someone was coming inside.

Her captor groaned in his sleep and rolled over.

The door began to rise, the loud click, click, click setting her teeth on edge.

Vaughn? Please let it be him...

The man in the bed shot upright. He had a gun in hand. The brilliant blast of gunfire created a white starburst in her vision. Everything seemed to slow except for her captor. He moved, faster than she could track him.

Overhead the glass window shattered. She cried out, startled by the shards raining down on her, and threw her arms up, covering her head.

Another window blew out.

She heard her captor yell something, but she’d contorted herself into a ball.

Two heavy thuds hit the ground the same moment a hand wrapped around her arm. She screamed and jerked away from him, but there was nowhere for her to go. She’d already scooted to the end of her chain.

What was that hissing sound?

It barely registered. In the next moment twin blasts of light blinded her and smoke began pouring into the room.

Carla coughed. She was alone in the fog. Her captor was gone, but she heard voices.


Another window burst inward followed by a heavy thud.

“Vaughn?” She covered her mouth with her shirt. “Vaughn, he’s here somewhere. Vaughn?”

She peered into the fog.

Another brilliant burst lit up the room while behind it light slanted in from the door. Someone was coming inside.

A figure in the smoke moved and the next moment gunfire ripped through the warehouse. Bullets pinged off the van and beat-up car, tearing through the rolling door. It crashed back down, but the thin metal was perforated like the tin foil top to a lightning bug trap.

“No!” she wailed.

The door didn’t budge. No one returned fire. It was just her and her captor.

This couldn’t be happening.

Was Vaughn out there? Had he been hurt? Why hadn’t they found a different entrance?

A figure stepped out of the smoke, looming over her.

Carla’s eyes watered and it was hard to breathe. Her lungs were on fire.

Her captor had a rifle strapped over both shoulders. He’d found a belt somewhere and slung that around his hips. Other than that he was still in his blood soaked underwear.

“No, please?” She held up her hands.

If Vaughn and the others were dead, would he kill her, too?

He grabbed her wrist and fit a key into the cuff, twisting it free. But he didn’t let her go. He kept a tight grip on her and hauled her to her feet.

“You don’t have to do this.” She leaned away from him, everything in her wanting to run in the other direction.

He spat a few words at her then dragged her forward, through the sea of glass. She howled I pain as sharp bits bit into her flesh. Her captor on the other hand barely seemed to register things like pain.

What was he?

And what would he do with her?

Did he really just kill Vaughn and the others?

This wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right. She was supposed to get her chance to fall in love and have that fairy tale ending, just like Ashton and Jared. It was too soon for Vaughn to die. She loved him. She’d only just realized that was what kept driving her crazy. Those long moments spent staring into his eyes when he’d caught her off-guard was the instant she’d fallen for him. It wasn’t until today that she’d realized just what it all meant, why he drove her crazy, why when they touched it seemed to go too far. He was the person she’d dreamt about, wished for and waited for.

And now he might be dead on the other side of a door.

She whirled but her captor caught her around the waist, hoisting her up and carried her through the double doors. She flung her arms, hitting him with her elbows and kicked, but he kept going as though her fight hardly mattered.

The darkness swallowed them up as he half-carried-half dragged her away from his base of operations into some new hell hole. Voices called out, but she couldn’t hear them past the rush of blood in her ears.

If Vaughn were dead, did she want to survive this?

Her breaking heart said no, but her mind screamed at her, memories flying by of all the things she’d done and the places she wanted to go.

Vaughn would want her to live.

Carla twisted, driving her elbow up against the man’s head. At least she hoped it was his head. She couldn’t see much of anything.

He staggered sideways, taking her with him, through a door and out into blinding sunshine.
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TUESDAY. WAREHOUSE, Beirut, Lebanon.

Vaughn stared at the downed bodies of the men in suits. There were four of them and they were most certainly dead. When Vaughn had made the call to gas the building, they hadn’t been certain this was their location, but when the gunshots began, there’d been no doubt.

“I don’t see anyone,” Jamie called out from around the corner.

“Fuck,” Vaughn muttered.

There were three of them against how many? Was it just the one guy? Or was he with backup now?

Three people couldn’t cover the whole building.

Vaughn waved Jamie on. “Go around, Brenden and I will cover this side and the front.”

They were spread too thin.

How the hell were they going to pull this off?

Vaughn and Brenden jogged toward the other end of the building. They’d only seen one side exit, and it was impossible for them to get inside because there were no door handles. At this point they had to hope they smoked the guy out. Going in after him would take too long and allow their three-man team to get picked off if they weren’t careful. Not to mention their target could slip out while they were scouring dead ends.

“Stay here,” Vaughn said to Brenden as they reached the side door. He slowed and grabbed his phone from his pocket. “Jamie? You hear me.”

“Yeah.” Jamie’s voice was distant. His phone was probably in his vest or something. “Nothing.”

Fuck.

Vaughn grit his teeth and took a step forward.

The side door banged open, almost hitting him in the face.

A bare arm came into view, holding a hand gun, then a shoulder.

Vaughn reacted, he didn’t think. He stepped into the blind spot afforded to him by the door and ducked. The man whirled, his focus on Brenden yards away and not Vaughn. Only instead of the man Vaughn intended to take down, he locked eyes with Carla, held in front of their target like a shield.

His gut instinct to save her briefly warred with his desire to never hurt her.

Saving her won out.

He shot up, knocking the man’s shot off the mark with his left hand while swinging his right hand. The butt of Vaughn’s gun connected with the man’s skull, but that blow didn’t stun him at all. The man’s hazel eyes locked with Vaughn’s.

“Go!” He shoved Carla out of the way.

Her captor made a grab for her, but Vaughn gripped the guy’s arm.

The guy moved fast, striking out with his leg and foot.

Brenden rushed forward, gun up, but their hostile kidnapper didn’t care. There wasn’t an opening to shoot, and they all knew it.

Vaughn lunged, wrapping his arms around the operative and driving him against the wall. Brenden closed in and swung, connecting with the target’s head. The guy roared and rammed his elbows down, breaking Vaughn’s hold on him.


A rock connected with the side of the hostile’s head and then Carla was there. For a moment the guy, Vaughn and Brenden were too stunned to react. From the wide-eyed stare she gave them, Carla was just as surprised by her actions as they were.

Her kidnapper recovered first. He snarled and made a grab for Carla, but Vaughn was quicker. He got an arm around the guy’s neck then took them to the ground, their attacker on top of Vaughn and used his legs to immobilize the operative as best as he could. Brenden drove a knee into the guys chest and held his arms. Vaughn’s vision blurred, and it was impossible to breathe with all the weight on him, but he held on through the kicks and jabs until things grew fuzzy and the world began to fade.

“Get him up,” someone snapped.

The weight rolled off Vaughn and then soft hands cupped his face.

He gasped for air and stared up at the most beautiful face he’d ever seen.

Carla.

She was safe.

“You’re okay,” she said, her voice thick with those tears he hated.

He sat up blinking. The world not quite finished spinning in double time. “Course I am.”

“Holy fucking shit. Holy shit!” Jamie chanted.

She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and held tight. “I thought—oh, my God—I thought you were dead.”

Vaughn glared up at Jamie still chanting the same words. Couldn’t Vaughn have a single damn moment to appreciate what they’d just accomplished. “What?”

“Do you know who this is?” Jamie pointed at the now restrained and incapacitated target.

They’d have to have a nice moment later.

Vaughn pushed to his feet, Carla clinging to his hand. He took a step forward and frowned at the man wearing only his blood-soaked chonies. There was something familiar about the guy, but Vaughn couldn’t place him.

“Who is he?” And why was he already dreading the answer.

“I think—I might not be right—but,” Jamie locked eyes with Vaughn, “I think that’s Ethan Turner.”

“What?” Vaughn stared back down at the man. He knew that name. They all knew that name.

“Who?” Carla echoed.

“How certain are you?” Vaughn pulled out his phone and ended their three way call.

“I can’t be certain.”

“Who is Ethan Turner?” Carla asked.

Vaughn snapped a picture of their passed out guy. “Get more rope on him, gag him, I want him restrained ten different ways, then we have to get out of here.”

“We’re taking him with us?” Jamie asked.

“If he’s one of ours, then yeah.” Vaughn tapped the screen, firing off a text. That done he turned his attention on Carla. “Are you hurt? Are you okay?”

Her eyes were wide, her pupils blown out due to adrenaline. But he didn’t see any new injuries on her.

“Yeah.” She nodded. “My feet and my head hurt—”

“Shit.” He stared down at her bare feet and the blood on the concrete. Vaughn bent and scooped her up into his arms. “Get that guy loaded up and let’s get out of here.”

“Who is that guy? And what do you mean he’s one of yours?” Carla asked.

“It’s a long story. It’s why we don’t work out of Lebanon. Ethan died on a job here a few years back. They cremated him, didn’t return his body, it was a whole thing.” Vaughn wasn’t sure what to make of any of this.

They reached the SUV, and he set her on the back seat then crouched to examine her feet.

“We got to go,” Jamie said jogging up.

Brenden followed, their captive slung over his shoulder.

“Get in.” Vaughn shut the door on Carla when he really wanted to hold her, kiss her, reassure himself she was really there.

He climbed in the front seat while Jamie and Brenden secured Ethan in the back.

Was that really the Aegis guy who’d died on the job? Why had he never come home? Let anyone know he was still alive?

His picture was on the memorial wall in the office. Vaughn had passed by it a hundred times. And all along Ethan was still alive. Why hadn’t he come home? What was he doing here?

Vaughn’s phone rang.

Both Jamie and Brenden slid into their seats.

Vaughn shifted into drive and got out on the road before answering the phone and putting it on speaker.

“Is that him?” Ghost asked.

“Yeah.” Vaughn wasn’t going to share the identity of the guy, not with anyone. “You got an exit strategy for us?”

“There’s a marina. I’ve got a smuggler who will get you to Cypress. From there your people can charter a puddle jumper to get you to Cairo. You’ll be good from there.”

“We need to tack one on to our fare.” Vaughn glanced at Jamie next to him.

“You should just kill him,” Ghost said.

“Thanks for the input but we already took a vote.”

“You’re making a mistake.” For the first time since Vaughn had spoken to this Ghost character he heard something besides annoyance. Was that fear?

“Address? Or are we supposed to just magically find this marina?”

Ghost gave them the address and Vaughn hung up. Until they knew more about what happened to Ethan, they couldn’t talk to anyone about this.

After the mad rushing around, fleeing and hiding the drive to the marina was oddly normal. Vaughn kept glancing in the rearview mirror at Carla, half convinced she’d vanish again. But every time he looked for her she was there.

The marina was more like a rickety couple of piers and sketchy looking boats. They parked and studied the people moving to and fro for a moment.

“I’ll go find our boat and Brenden can get us some supplies.” Jamie glanced at Vaughn. “You good to watch these two?”

Vaughn stared at Jamie, unsure what to make about this suggestion.

“Sure,” Vaughn said after a moment.

They each got out, Jamie headed for the pier, Brenden for the shop and Vaughn opened Carla’s door. She turned toward him and pulled him to stand between her legs, arms wrapped around him.

It was almost over. And then Carla would be out of his life for good. But at least he’d know she was safe.
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TUESDAY. SMUGGLER’S Ship, Mediterranean Sea.

Carla leaned against Vaughn’s shoulder and watched the frothy water churned up by the boat’s motor. The wind whipped across the boat, taking her hair and anything not tied down with it. The Beirut coast was a shrinking lump on the horizon.

They hadn’t yet said much of anything since leaving the SUV.

She glanced over her shoulder at the guy manning the wheel, but a door and glass separated them. The blaring radio pretty much insured he couldn’t hear anything they said.

Brenden and Jamie were below deck with the man they’d called Ethan.

Carla still didn’t understand it all. But she wanted to.

She lifted her head and prodded Vaughn’s arm.

He glanced down at her, brows lifted.

“Is it okay to talk?” She kept her voice as low as she could.

Vaughn nodded.

“What happened?” She reached for his hand and laced their fingers together.

“When?”

“At the park?”

Vaughn blew out a breath and rubbed his chin. “We saw him—Ethan—coming and made a plan. The guys lured him in, let him think he was going to get one over on us, then we caught him in a pinch maneuver. You were just too close. He grabbed you and was gone.”

“Ashton and Jared?”

“We got them out.”

“Is everyone okay? Was anyone hurt?”

“We had a few injuries,” he said slowly.

“What?”

“Ashton was fine. Jared, well, you know...”

Carla squeezed Vaughn’s hand. Her family was her concern, but these other people mattered to Vaughn, therefore she cared about them, too.

He squeezed her hand back and peered at her from the corner of his eye. “Jared laid one on Ashton in front of everyone.”

The sea breeze tickled the back of her throat.

That wasn’t like Jared. Sure, he was more open and flamboyant about his preferences, but kissing Ashton in public? That just hadn’t happened before.


“Seriously?”

“Yeah. Not a big one, but it was pretty obvious. Maybe they’ll stop pretending?” Vaughn smiled a bit.

Carla shook her head. “No. Not until grandma dies.”

Pain creased Vaughn’s face, and she knew he was struggling with this just like her. “You really sticking with that?”

“After this? Yes. I have to, Vaughn.” She traced a scar on the back of his hand. “I care a lot about you, but I wouldn’t have met you if it weren’t for Ash. I can’t turn my back on that. Especially now. After all this...”

“I get it.”

Vaughn’s words and his voice, the way he squeezed her hand, they didn’t line up. She heard her own pain echoed back.

This was the right thing to do. She’d made Ashton a promise. Going back on that would mean she wasn’t the person she wanted to be. She wouldn’t be the person Vaughn deserved. But if she let Vaughn slip away from her, it might just kill her.

“Is there something else we could do?” She propped her chin on his shoulder and looked up at him.

Vaughn’s gaze traveled from her forehead down to her chin, studying every bit of her.

“What if you came on as our personal security?” She liked the idea, but knew the answer before he spoke.

“What happens when I get jealous? When I get pissed off having to hang back? I’m too possessive for that to work. I could lie to you, try it out and end up destroying what we have. It’s either everything or nothing, Carla. I can’t do what you do.” He reached over and tucked a bit of her hair behind her ear. “You could always choose to start a new chapter. You said yourself you thought this arrangement would end a long time ago.”

She bit the inside of her mouth.

He was right.

Ashton had pitched the idea to her as something that would last a few months, two years tops. It had started out much simpler and grown into this thing eating up her life and soul, leaving her heart bleeding.

“Who knows? Maybe we’re dodging a bullet here?” Vaughn slid his hand from hers then looped his arm around her shoulders. “I never put my clothes in a hamper. That would drive you crazy.”

She snorted. “That would.”

“You’d complain at me and we’d fight about it. What happens when you do something that drives me up a wall? Huh?”

Carla’s heart hurt a bit more. He was trying, bless him, but she just loved him more for it. “I don’t put the cap on toothpaste. I always forget.”

“God. No.” Vaughn tipped his head up. “I can’t deal with that.”

She sputtered a laugh, but on the inside she was dying.
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Tuesday. Yialos Hotel, Meneou, Cypress.

“You have reached your destination.”

Vaughn stared up at the white hotel in front of them. It was out of the way and with any luck they’d look like a group of tourists who’d partied a bit too much. He parked their rental in the small lot adjacent to the building and together they got out.

The keys to two adjoining rooms had been waiting for them along with the car.

Vaughn didn’t know how the guys back home did this stuff, but he appreciated it. They were all on their last leg, too tired to think beyond making it to the next stop to figure out what that stop was.

He got out of the van and stretched, his legs wobbling a bit. An hour after they’d disembarked from the smuggler’s small ship Vaughn still felt the ground moving beneath him. It was the same thing every time he got on the water. His body just clicked with it and didn’t want to let it go.

Maybe the next chance he got he should take a vacation. Bring Mom and Santiago if he was off the drugs. Go down to the water somewhere and just get lost for a few days. Nothing but ocean to fill his head.

Nothing except water and her.

He glanced over the top of the van at Carla with her hands stretched toward the darkening sky.

She was dead on her feet like the rest of them. Who could blame her?

They’d fled their safe house under duress, taken refuge in a place they couldn’t properly fortify. No one had really slept, and then they were routed from that place early this morning and the day had wrung every last drop out of them.


Their only respite was that the smuggler had been willing to part with a bottle of something strong that knocked out their prisoner. He burned through a dose in half the time a guy his size should. They’d still have to watch him round the clock, but at least for two hours or so they could get some rest.

Brenden and Jamie were already wrestling Ethan out the back. They’d tossed a shirt and shorts on him. He really did look like he belonged.

Fuck.

They still had to warn the guys back home who they were bringing with them.

“Need me to grab anything?” Vaughn asked.

Jamie shifted his grip on Ethan. “Nope. Just get the doors.”

Vaughn took the lead, Carla catching up to walk at his side. Their arms brushed, but he didn’t reach for her hand. He didn’t initiate any contact.

From here on they needed to begin to separate themselves. What he wanted, how he felt about her, none of that changed what came next.

She was going home to her sky rise lifestyle.

He was going to check on his mom and see if his brother would speak to him.

Their worlds didn’t intersect. There was no future for them so long as both their paths continued their current trajectory. They’d had this rare, beautiful connection. They’d taken the opportunity given to them to sink into it, and now it was over.

His heart didn’t agree, but what could he do?

Carla deserved the best, and she got it living with Ashton. If she left him for Vaughn, what could he offer her?

An apartment in Seattle he’d barely furnished with the necessities.

A room at his mom’s place.

His off weeks between jobs.

It wasn’t enough. He knew that. And soon she would, too.

They reached the far end of the building where their rooms were located. Vaughn checked out both before waving everyone into the marginally bigger room. It had a queen bed and a futon, so at least enough flat surfaces for three people to crash.

Jamie got the door, leaving Brenden and Vaughn to figure out where they were securing their captive. There wasn’t a convenient plumbing pipe or radiator.

“What about out here?” Carla peered out onto the patio the two rooms shared.

Sure enough, the spacious patio had a sunscreen to prevent anyone looking in and two columns supporting the balconies above, along with a rectangular hot tub.

“Good enough for me.” He slid the wide doors open, noting that they went all the way into the wall.

“I’ve got this,” Brenden said, hauling Ethan’s limp form out onto the patio.

“You think our new friend let Zain know what we’re bringing home with us?” Jamie asked.

“Nope.” Vaughn grimaced. This circus was his fault, so it was up to him to break the news.

He pulled out his phone and stared at the screen.

Other than the text informing them of the car and accommodations he hadn’t used it.

Cyprus to Seattle was a big time difference.

“What’s it back home?” Vaughn’s head hurt. “Noon? One?”

“One,” Brenden said.

Vaughn nodded then tapped Zain’s number putting the call on speaker.

“You made it,” Zain said without further greeting.

“Accounted for and mostly uninjured.” Vaughn glanced at Carla, who’s sat at the earliest convenience on the futon with her bandaged feet propped up.

“Good.” Zain blew out a breath. “I have a puddle jumper scheduled to take you to Cairo in the morning. Get some rest. Everyone else is recuperating, waiting for you guys.”

“Yeah, we’ve got one more problem. I’m sending you a picture now.” Vaughn texted off the image of the man they believed to be Ethan Turner. “We caught the guy who attacked us.”

Zain didn’t reply, but Vaughn could feel the tension half a world away. And then Zain erupted.

“Fucking—what the hell?” he said. Something banged in the background.

Zain never lost his cool. Some guys liked to joke that he was really a robot and his prosthetic arm was to fake them out or some bullshit. But under it all he was a man who’d lost just as much as the rest of them. Maybe more. And now Vaughn was throwing a ghost at him.

“So it’s who we think it is?” he asked.

“How...?” Zain sucked in a deep breath. “This is the guy in Grant’s reports?”

“Yeah.”

“Has he said anything?”

“We haven’t exactly allowed him to wake up since we got on the boat. The little while he was awake he nearly got away from us tied up. Thought we’d get to Cairo—”

“Keep him sedated. I’m sending someone to take over. Start talking.”

Vaughn related the details of their rescue to Zain, then handed the phone to Carla who managed a calm account of her hours spent in the company of her captor.

As far as Vaughn could tell, the guy didn’t speak any English. He had no idea who they were or who he’d been. It was like someone else was taking Ethan’s body for a deadly joyride. None of it explained how the man’s gunshot wounds were almost completely healed over from earlier that day. It was like something out of a science fiction movie. Except this was real life.

“Hey, boss?” Vaughn took the phone back.

“Yeah?” Zain sounded weary and dreading whatever the next question might be.

“This Ghost guy. Who is he?”

“I don’t know. One of the other guys worked with him on a few ops back in his SEAL days. Ghost has popped up a few times and helped when things got hairy. I figured I’d try reaching out to him once.”

“I think he knew who was attacking us and he just didn’t say.”

“Yeah, well, we aren’t going to get answers out of Ghost. You guys good until the morning?”

Vaughn glanced around the room. The others gave him a thumbs up. “Yeah, we’re good.”

“Get some rest and keep an eye on Ethan. I’ll check back in the morning.”

“Are you going to tell Ethan’s wife?” Jamie asked.

Silence.

Zain heaved a deep sigh. “She remarried five months after we thought he died. So, no. I’m not telling her. Not until we know what’s going on.”

Fuck.

Vaughn ended the call and slid the phone into his pocket. He massaged his temples while mentally sorting through what he could handle and what had to wait.

“You guys get some sleep. I’ll sit up,” Jamie said.

Vaughn shook his head. “We should have two on.”

“Then I’m on.” Brenden pushed to his feet. “You—sleep.”

That was a terrible idea, and yet Vaughn didn’t have the energy to disagree.

“You guys take the next room.” Jamie nodded at the wall. “I’ll wake you in a few hours.”

Vaughn stared at Jamie a moment.

Was there something else going on here?

Vaughn was too exhausted to think it through.

“Fine. Alright.” He turned toward Carla and gestured at the door. “Let’s go.”

She held out her hand, and he took it, helping her to her feet. He’d have let go, but she wobbled, too unsteady to walk on her own. And all she had was his sorry ass. They were both dead on their feet.

Together they left one room for the other. He secured both doors then got down to stripping off unnecessary clothing. Carla crawled straight in bed and curled up on her side.

One bed.

No futon.

He paused in removing his holster.

Was this Jamie’s plan? Leave them alone together?

It wasn’t helping Vaughn’s clean break plan.

What was one more night together?

It would be their last.

Tomorrow, in Cairo, they’d have the team around them. She’d be with Ashton and Jared. Vaughn would be lucky if he still had a job.

He placed his guns on the night stand then toed out of his boots. He’d like to strip down to his bare skin and hold her against him, but with Ethan out there he didn’t dare. Instead Vaughn crawled onto the bed, placing himself between Carla and the patio door, lying face to face with her. The bit of light coming in from outside allowed them to look at each other.

Less than a foot separated them, and yet it was so much more.

“Get some sleep,” he whispered.

“I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep.”

He understood that. The weight of what they did and saw stayed with him. Haunted him. He hated that she was going through this, but she was strong.

Carla stretched her hand toward him and cupped his face. Her thumb traced his lips.

“I’m going to miss you,” she said.

He already missed her, and she was right there.

Vaughn wrapped his hand around her wrist then kissed her palm.

What could he say to that?

She laced their fingers together, holding onto him. He stared at her little fingers between his own, pale and dark, and wished this wasn’t their end.

“Vaughn?”

“Hm?” He rubbed his thumb over the back of her hand, reveling in the softness of her skin.

“Is this the last time we’re going to see each other?”

“There’s tomorrow.”

“I mean in private.”

He swallowed. “Yeah.”

These were their last, honest moments together. The last time they could act however they wanted without an audience to present a rouse to. It didn’t matter that Ashton and Jared had blown their cover, Vaughn knew that Carla would continue to present the image of the girlfriend to everyone else.

She pulled his hand to her waist and scooted closer, closing that gap between them.

“Then I don’t want to sleep.” She kissed his jaw, then his cheek. “Love me one last time?”

“Carla...” He eased away from her. The swirl of emotions inside of him raged. Love her one last time? He was going to love her always and never have her. “I can’t.”

She curled her fingers into his hair. “Not even one, last time?”

He stared at her, the light glinting off her eyes. Even in the darkness he could see his heart reflected back at him. “One more time and I might not be willing to let you go.”

“Okay.” Her voice cracked as she pulled away from him. “We both know I push too much. Sorry.”

He pressed is now free hand against her waist holding her where she was. “Don’t be sorry. Ever. You’re amazing, Carla. Don’t forget that. You deserve every good thing that comes your way.”

She turned her back toward him, shoulders hunched.

He could easily have lost himself in her body, forgetting reality for another few moments. But coming off that would be harder. He barely managed to hold himself back as it was. Even now he wanted to wrap himself around her, kiss her, offer her comfort. But that wasn’t the role he was going to play in her life. He was a memory. A man who’d held her for a time. Nothing more.
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WEDNESDAY. AEGIS GROUP Headquarters, Cairo, Egypt.

Carla kept her hands folded on her lap as the SUV rolled past the large gate leading into the Aegis Group Cairo headquarters. It felt like she’d been here ages ago. Was it really only a week? Not even a week. Six days.


God, it felt so much longer.

She wasn’t ready for this.

Vaughn had effectively terminated their relationship. Maybe he was right and one more night together would have made today harder. They’d never know.

The SUV came to a gentle stop, the dust swirling around them from a gusty breeze.

The nightmare was over so why was she dreading this place? Was it the return to reality? To an existence that was slowly strangling the life out of her?

She glanced at Vaughn in the driver’s seat.

He didn’t look in the mirror at her. He barely acknowledged her, and somehow that hurt worse than the gashes on her feet or the bruises on her head.

A man she didn’t recognize opened her door.

“Ms. White?” He offered her a hand.

There was no good reason to stay in the truck, so she allowed him to help her out of the vehicle and into the blazing sun. She squinted, light too harsh for her eyes after hours spent in the dark cargo hold of a plane. Every joint seemed to vibrate still. It was one flight she’d never forget.

“Carla!”

That voice gripped her throat and squeezed until she couldn’t breathe. She turned and snatched the glasses off her feet.

Ashton and Jared rushed out from a yawning doorway toward her.

The sight of them hit her in the gut so hard her eyes prickled with tears.

Her guys. Her family. They were okay. Safe.

The tears she’d wanted to cry all night began to fall. Ashton scooped her up, and she sobbed into his shirt. Jared hugged her from behind, creating a Carla sandwich. Safely in her bubble, she let go of all the pain inside of her. The tears and sorrow she’d been ignoring now felt as though it might smother her.

“Carla? Are you okay? What’s wrong?” Ashton tipped her face up.

She saw Vaughn out of the corner of her eye watching them. He didn’t speak or make a move. Somehow knowing he cared and chose to do nothing hurt even worse.

“Nothing,” she whispered.

“She needs her feet checked out,” Jamie said.

“Feet? What?” Ashton stepped back, took one look at her cheap flip flops then scooped her up.

She couldn’t muster the energy to protest being carried. Right about now she wanted someone to take the weight off her shoulders so she could wallow in her pain.

Ashton carried her through the open doors, down a short hall and into what looked like a seriously decked out nurse’s room. It made sense they’d be equipped for anything given the dangerous work the guys did.

Had Vaughn ever wound up here?

She’d seen the scars...

“Carla, right?” A big man sporting a ponytail and a smile he probably intended to be kind filled the side door.

“Yeah.” She glanced from the newcomer to Ashton and Jared.

The guys were standing by the other door, hands clasped.

Holding hands?

“I’m Marco,” the giant said.

“Marco. Hi. Carla.” She winced. “You know that.”

“Yup.” He crouched in front of her. “I heard my friend was able to help you out?”

She stared at the top of the guy’s head. “The snippy guy on the phone?”

“That would be him. Not very chatty.”

They didn’t talk much as Marco examined her feet. He dug out two pieces of glass that were small and deep, then cleaned her up and gave her a shot of antibiotics before applying bandages and ordering her to walk as little as possible. Which he really didn’t have to do since Ashton seemed determined to keep her from putting any weight on her feet.

She was whisked upstairs to the main room, the one with the computers and the projector where everyone else was currently tucked into a meal. Ashton set her down in a chair at the far side of the room on one end of the table. It was as removed from the others as they were going to get. She knew Vaughn was there without looking. His presence scraped at her nerves and though she didn’t want to look for him, she glanced toward the door and found him with his back turned toward her.

A fresh wave of tears threatened to fall.

She didn’t know why this hurt so bad. Her heart felt as though it were weeping blood.

Jared set a plate of food in front of her.

She stared at it, the spicy aroma tickling her nose.

Carla should eat. Her stomach growled. All the indicators were there. And yet she didn’t want to.

The conversation washed over her. Bits of it penetrated the fog around her enough for her to understand they were discussing Ethan. She picked at her meal, but mostly she watched Ashton and Jared watching her.

Ashton sat with his right arm around the back of Jared’s chair. Jared’s left hand rest on Ashton’s thigh. It wasn’t a subtle pose. They looked like a couple. Better than Carla and Ashton ever did. The Aegis Team didn’t seem fazed by the display of affection either.

Wasn’t it Jamie who mentioned a dramatic lip lock?

“How you feeling?” Jared extended his right hand toward her.

She took it because that was the natural thing to do. Jared was the affectionate love bug out of the three of them. “Okay. Tired.”

Jared turned his head and narrowed his gaze. “Ashton wants to run something by you, but it can wait until you’ve rested.”

“What is it?” Her stomach knotted up and her hands went clammy. The discussion happening around them faded from her awareness, leaving the three of them in this bubble.

“Later.” Ashton waved his free hand at her.

“Now I want to know.” She pushed her food away and eased back in the chair.

Ashton glared at Jared, but not the I’m-going-to-make-you-regret-that kind of glare that made people scared of Ashton. This was the endearing glare, the one even Carla liked. It was the glare of love, familiarity, knowing each other so well under the skin.

She glanced down the table at Vaughn.


He’d turned so now she saw his profile, the bump of his many times over broken nose, the curl of his lip as he held back a smile at something someone said.

“Jared and I...” Ashton drew in a deep breath.

Carla turned her attention back on the couple and the tension inside of her seemed to double down harder. It felt like there was a Jack-in-the-box inside her chest and they were turning the crank. Any moment now they’d spring the surprise. Was she going to like it? Or was this more bad news?

Ashton locked eyes with her. “We’re getting married.”

It took a moment for those three words to penetrate her brain. Then the box inside her burst open, spraying imaginary confetti and streamers everywhere.

Carla gaped at the two of them, relief, joy, excitement warring with her to get out first.

“Seriously?” She clenched Jared’s hand. If they meant it, then the charade was over. She was free of her gold gilt prison.

That meant, Vaughn—

“Yeah.” Ashton glanced at Jared then back at her. “We’ll do it privately, of course, that way nothing has to change.”

He kept talking, but all Carla heard was the clang-clang of that prison door slamming shut on her once more and the lights going out.

Jared’s hand tightened on hers. Instead of it being the lifeline she was used to, now his touch was holding her in the darkness.

Ever since Ashton and Jared met and became serious, Carla had mentally prepared herself for the end of her arrangement. The guys getting married had always been the goal, the thing that marked the beginning of her solo journey through life. And now that was gone.

“Carla? Hey? Hey, Carla?”

“Don’t cry.”

Ashton and Jared crowded around her.

She couldn’t breathe. The room spun and her stomach clenched. The tears wanted out, the air wanted in and she wanted the ground to open up and swallow her.

“What the hell?”

That voice was like a window opening.

She lifted her head, but couldn’t see anything for the tears.

Strong arms scooped her up and then she was sitting nestled up against a warm wall of man she’d come to care for. She buried her face against his neck and stopped pretending as though it was going to be fine.

“What the fuck did you do?” Vaughn snarled.

Jared sputtered, “Nothing!”

“Carla?” Ashton’s stern voice made her flinch and hold tighter to Vaughn.

“Give us the room?” Vaughn twisted, becoming the wall between her and the guys.

Carla cried uncontrollable tears. Years of loneliness and want poured out of her in those moments, wringing her emotions dry until there was nothing left. It was a purging of everything she’d stored up, all the times she’d told herself just a little longer, it all came out and straight onto Vaughn’s shirt.

She didn’t know how long she cried only that she gradually became aware of an awkward silence surrounding her spectacular display of waterworks. Vaughn rubbed her back while his other hand kept her cradled tightly to him.

No one spoke.

Were they waiting on her?

She peered up at Vaughn and found him studying her, lines marring his brow, lips curved into a frown.

He’d come to her. Did that mean something? Could it?

She was about to do the thing she’d said she couldn’t do. All the rules were about to change.

“Want a tissue, Carla?” Jared scooted his chair into her field of vision.

Ashton stepped around his partner, a box of Kleenex in hand. He knelt at Vaughn’s side by her feet and pulled two out for her.

She took them. What else was she supposed to do? She swiped at her face, using the moment to collect her thoughts.

The room was empty. The others had gone, leaving plates with half-eaten meals and cups behind. Things were in motion and she was a day behind.

It had to be now.

She turned her attention back to Ashton. The man who’d become her brother, the person she knew would love her until the end of time. But not how she needed to be loved.

No, she couldn’t do this sitting in Vaughn’s lap. It wasn’t about them or any configuration of people and relationships. This was about her and doing what was best for Carla.

She braced her hand on the arm rest and pushed up.

“No!”

“Don’t.”

“Carla.”

Vaughn’s hand clamped down on her thigh and Ashton grabbed her hand. Jared was half out of his seat.

“Back off,” she snapped. “My ass is going to sleep.”

Ashton let go, but Vaughn wasn’t listening.

“I’m going to sit right there.” She pointed at the table. It wasn’t proper, but it was the closest flat surface.

Vaughn stood and set her on the table because of course he would. All three men seemed to forget she wasn’t some delicate thing. She was ready to crack their heads together even if it was sweet.

Carla sat perched on the dining table facing the three men. She had just enough touch of mad that it overpowered the guilt that would be the death of her.

“Ash?” She braced her hands on the table and locked eyes with him. “I love you like family. You’ve been there for me when no one else was and...I can’t ever repay you for what you’ve done for me. But this thing we’re doing, the pretending, it has to stop. I can’t keep doing it.”

Ashton’s eyes went wide and his mouth opened. He was going to see this as abandonment. The person he’d bared it all to rejecting him. She didn’t know how to make him see it as anything else, but she had to try.

“I’ve adored watching you and Jared fall in love and be in love.” She glanced at the other man and found him grinning at her. Because of course he was. Jared loved love.

Carla looked back at Ashton. At the core, this was about them. Their relationship, the friendship that had become more, deeper, family. “But I’m tired of being the lonely one. Watching the two of you makes me want what you have, and I can’t have that if we keep up this farce. I’m sorry, but I can’t keep doing this.”

Ashton turned away from her, his hand covering his mouth.

Carla darted a glance at Vaughn and found him staring at her with wide eyes.

Yeah, that was how most of her still felt.

Ashton whirled toward her, his finger jabbing at her. “Are you serious?”

She swallowed. “Yes.”

“How long have you felt like this?” Ashton straightened. His arm dropped and his shoulders slumped. The lost puppy look on his face hurt more than her head or her feet or just about anything.

“The truth?” She gripped the edge of the table. “A while.”

“You two?” Jared snorted. “You are the same person. The fucking same.”

Ashton bent forward and laughed, a deep sound straight from his belly. He pushed up and looked at her, smiling with—were those tears?

What the hell?

She was laying her soul bare, and he thought it was funny?

“I thought this was what you wanted.” He gestured her. “I thought you were happy.”

“What?” Carla looked at Jared for a clearer answer. “I want my own life.”

“You’re like that couple in that story—Gift of the Magi? The one where he sells his pocket watch to buy her fancy hair stuff. She cuts off her hair to buy him a chain for his pocket watch.” Jared’s impossibly wide grin seemed bigger.

Maybe it was the lack of sleep or the emotional dump she’d just experienced, but Carla wasn’t following. “I don’t understand.”

Ashton gestured at Jared. “We’ve talked about this, about what happens when we want to get married and how to keep things the same for you so we didn’t push you out. Carla, I’ve accepted that you two are my family. My real family. And I’m okay with it.”

“Are you fucking serious?” Carla glanced between the two of them. “I keep telling myself that when you two get married, I’ll finally get my own life.”

Ashton closed the distance between them and gave her a gentle hug, still shaking with laughter.

Carla was too stunned to see the humor in it. In fact, she didn’t feel so great, but at least the heavyweight was off her chest. And her relationship with Ashton didn’t appear to be the worse for it.

He let go of her and turned toward Jared.

She once more found herself looking at Vaughn and wishing she knew what he was thinking. He dragged his hand across his mouth, his gaze on the table—not her. She kicked her foot out and prodded his shin with her toe.

His head snapped up and their gazes locked.

That familiar feeling kicked in, the one where the room faded and butterflies buzzed in her stomach. She felt things for this man, big, scary things she needed to get out now if they were ever going to have a chance.

“I think I’ve had enough excitement for one day. Is there time for a nap?” she asked.

Vaughn pushed to his feet and leaned over her, but he didn’t speak.

What if he was really done with her? What if she was too much drama?

He’d changed his mind on her before. He could do it again. And she had no way of knowing if he felt as deeply as she did. For all she knew, this was lust for him and love for her.
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VAUGHN NEEDED THE climb to the third floor to let the facts settle. He was vaguely aware of the guys watching him and some looks, but holy hell, a lot just got unpacked. This—him and Carla—wasn’t over, which was an important fact to remember.

Neither he nor Carla spoke all the way to the master suite. It was still untouched though a few luggage pieces had been stowed by the door. He set Carla down on the big, platform bed then stepped out of reach before she could pull him in. He knew her, all action, that brilliant head of hers snapping out ideas and solutions while he was still sorting things out.

Carla gripped the comforter in both hands and leaned forward. Her black T-shirt and yoga pants had seen far better days. Her face was red from crying and her hair had partially fallen out of the bun she’d secured it in that morning.

In a word she was beautiful.

But that wasn’t the only thing he saw when he looked at her.

He licked his lips. “Please tell me you aren’t doing this for me.”

“What?” She squinted at him.

“You guys just shook up your whole lives in the span of a few minutes and I don’t want you to make any decision based on me.”

Carla straightened her spine, drawing herself up as tall as she could get sitting on a bed.

“Don’t worry.” Her voice was icy. “This had nothing to do with you. You said we were done, and I listened. This is for me. I’m tired of watching them be in love and me be alone. Okay? It’s a completely selfish move.”

“Good.” He let go of that uncertainty that had been building in the back of his mind.

“I’m sorry about your shirt. Thanks for helping me up here.” She twisted and pulled the comforter down.

“Wait.” Vaughn reached over and grabbed her hand. “Just give me a moment?”

“Why?”

He eased onto the bed next to her and collected both of her hands. “I’m getting whiplash here, babe.”

Carla stared at him, her guard up. And he deserved that.

“What happens next, you think? What are you going to do?” He had ideas, but she was the one who’d been living on other people’s schedules.

She lifted a shoulder. “I don’t know. I suppose I should figure that out.”

“What if...” He swallowed and tried again. “What if I promised to stop being an ass—to the best of my ability—would you consider making a real go at this? You and me?”

Her lashes fluttered a bit before the words seemed to process in that beautiful head of hers and she stared at him. “That’s a big promise to make.”

“I know.” He swallowed.

“Vaughn—I don’t know.” She pulled her hands away from him and twisted to face him fully. “This week. Me. You. It’s been intense. It feels right. Then it’s wrong. Then I don’t know.”

“Yeah.” He nodded right along with her. “And maybe we’ll crash and burn, or maybe...” Maybe he really did love her. Because this feeling in his chest felt a lot like love.

“I don’t want to just test it out, Vaughn.” Her gaze went to his mouth, her stare so intense he could almost feel her kiss. “I feel... I feel like I’m falling in love with you and I can’t play around if this is just fun. Sorry to put that on you like this—”

“It’s fine,” he said though his throat tightened so much the words were forced.

Vaughn reached over and covered her hand with his. He stared into her eyes and for him—he knew.

“I think I started falling in love with you the moment you shimmied your ass and ran into me.” He watched her eyes widen.  The more he said the easier it got to speak, so he kept going. “I’ve always been the guy that doesn’t fight a woman to stay with him so this has been a learning experience for me. I’ve failed more than I’ve succeeded. You have every right to wonder if I’m serious, if I’ll change my mind. But if you give me the green light, babe, I’m all in.”

“That sounds really good, and I want to believe you—”

“Then test me out. Let me prove to you that I’m telling you the truth.” He leaned in and ran his knuckles down her cheek. “I’m in love with you, Carla.”

She let her lids close and leaned into his touch. “I like the sound of that.”

“So is that a yes?” He pressed his forehead against hers.

She didn’t know it, but he wasn’t asking yes for right now. Deep down he really wanted to know if this was yes to the rest of their lives. But he’d give her time. He’d prove to her that there were no more doubts, nothing holding him back.

“Yes,” Carla whispered.

They were going to have the best life together, starting today.
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Epilogue.
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Six Weeks Later. Private Beach, Miami, Florida.

Carla was a wreck.

In one hand she had the leather-bound notebook containing everything she’d have to say, the documents—all of it. And in her other hand she had the rings. Two of them.

The sea breeze carried the cry of gulls toward her.

“All done,” Vaughn announced.

She turned from the calming ocean view to the sandy shore.

A lump of emotion clogged her throat at the sight of Vaughn standing under the canopy with candles, lanterns and flowers surrounding him. He chuckled and padded toward her, barefoot in the sand.

“You’re beautiful,” he whispered before kissing her lips ever so gently so as to not smudge her lipstick.

“I’m going to throw up.”

“No, you aren’t. You’ve practiced.”

“Who gets ordained for a wedding online? Shouldn’t there be a class for this? What if I do it all wrong?” She leaned on Vaughn’s strong arm, soaking up his presence. She’d half wondered if he’d even make it today. He’d surprised her early that morning, when normal people should be asleep.

Vaughn always did have the best surprises.

“You’ll do great,” he said again.

The photographer waved from the boardwalk.

“Fuck,” Carla muttered.

Vaughn chuckled and gave her one last squeeze. “Just read the words.”

He let her go and circled the setup to the three chairs lying on the sand.

Carla slipped the rings into the pocket of her romper—a dress had been out of the question given the wind—and stepped into place, her book in hand.

She knew what to expect. How it would happen. She was also the only one who’d seen the guy’s clothes. And yet, it unfolded like magic, a beautiful surprise.

First, the music rose in a crescendo of chimes and soft notes, melding with the ocean waves and birds. Then attendants at two cabanas pulled the curtains back.

Carla didn’t know what was more touching, the way both Ashton and Jared went from poised men to the sudden show of emotion on both their faces, or that they were each accompanied by someone they loved. Jared by his mother and Ashton by his grandmother.

“Keep it together, Carla,” she muttered to herself and fanned her face.

The grooms procession was slow, the two couples coming together to form a line of four and march down the sand toward her, holding hands. It was more than any of them had hoped for when they hatched this plan. Back then it was going to be the three of them and that was it. The universe had proven it was full of surprises.

Carla wasn’t even aware of the photographer. She was too mesmerized by the spell of love being woven on the beach between two of the most precious people she’d ever met.

Vaughn snuck in behind them all and set up the three chairs outside the ring of rose petals. He was also there to take the arms of the ladies and lead them the short distance to where they could sit and watch the vows.

And now it was the three of them. The way it had begun.

“I guess this is a fitting new beginning, huh?” She grinned up at them.

Jared snickered. “The three stooges?”

“You can’t be serious even now?” Ashton’s sternness was ruined by his smile.

“Nope.” Jared leaned in and landed a peck on his soon-to-be-husband’s cheek.

“Stop getting ahead of schedule.” Carla smacked Jared in the arm then cleared her throat and began.

The ceremony wasn’t so bad once she got started. Sure, she stumbled over a few words and had to pause three times to dry her eyes. With a wedding party of six they weren’t in a rush. Much like it had always been they went at their own speed.

By the time she got to say the final words she’d laughed, cried and smacked them both, proving that this wasn’t an ending or a new beginning. It was more of the same, lived fully, as they truly were, and though not everyone accepted that, those most important to them did.

Carla walked straight into Vaughn’s arms when the photographer waved her off. She held tight to her man and the knowledge that someday Ashton and Jared would have to return the favor. But for now she and Vaughn were content to take things slow even if it was a conscious effort neither of them were good at.

“What do you say we take a walk before dinner?” Vaughn whispered in her ear.

“Why do I get the feeling this isn’t a romantic, sunset walk kind of thing?”

“Because you know me?” Vaughn dipped her backward. “Come on, I haven’t seen you in two weeks.”

Carla laughed against his lips, her heart so happy and full. They had the rest of their lives together, and this was only the beginning.
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VAUGHN RAN HIS fingers down Carla’s spine, enjoying this backless number Jared had insisted Carla wear for the wedding.  She shivered and glared over her shoulder at him. Yeah, he’d gotten chewed out the moment she saw herself after their walk.

He shrugged and smiled.

Carla scooted her chair closer and leaned into him. “Any word on Ethan?”

“No. I told you they weren’t likely to tell us anything.”

“I know, but you said you were headed through the Illinois office, I thought someone might have said something.”

“Nope. Whatever’s happening with him, they aren’t telling anyone.”

Carla shrugged, and that was that.

“Oh.” She tapped his knee. “Santiago got that job.”

“Did he?” Vaughn frowned and pulled out his phone.

She pushed it back down before Jared or Ashton saw it. “He wants to keep it for a week before he tells you, so let him tell you when he’s ready. Okay?”

Vaughn pocketed his phone on a grumble. Somehow Carla had a better relationship with his brother than Vaughn did. She just seemed to get Santiago in a way neither Vaughn nor their mother understood, but they all appreciated. When he wouldn’t call them, he’d call Carla. At first it had bothered Vaughn. He’d been territorial to say the least, but when he’d put his jealousy aside he could see it. Carla just got Santiago, like the sister he’d always needed.

It was just further proof that Carla belonged in Vaughn’s life.

He ran his fingers across her shoulders and sat back, taking in their mixed table.

On one side was Ashton with his frail grandmother. Vaughn hadn’t wanted to admit out loud that he doubted the woman would be allowed to come. As expected, the rest of Ashton’s family had closed ranks, shutting him out. Grandma Khoury had already regaled them with the story of her epic walk out of the house after chewing out her oldest son.

On the other was Jared and his mother. Vaughn knew less about Mrs. Moss. Their story seemed more typical, fraught with misunderstandings and miscommunication, but healed by love.

It was a meeting of different worlds, racial divides, class and yet love brought them together in the most unlikely fashion. And here Vaughn was along for the ride.

“Vaughn!” Jared smacked his hand on the table. “When are you guys eloping?”

Carla rolled her eyes. “Isn’t the point of eloping not to tell anyone?”

“You.” He thrust his finger across the table at her. “Hush.”

“Make me.”

“You want me to try?” Jared braced his hands on the table.

Vaughn held up his hands before those two egged themselves on into a true mess. “Children, please?”

Ashton caught Vaughn’s eye. He hadn’t expected to like Ashton as much as he did. Then again, they were the serious ones in each of their relationships. It was up to them to keep Carla and Jared in check.

Vaughn reached over and took Carla’s hand in his. “Truth is I couldn’t elope. I wouldn’t do that to my mother.”

She cringed. “Please don’t tell me you want a big Catholic wedding?”

“No.” He shook his head.

“Oh, thank God.”

“Is this official then?” Jared gestured at the two of them.

Vaughn glanced at Carla. “Not yet.”

Her eyes danced, and he knew she wasn’t going to make it easy on him, but that was okay. She brought out the best in him and one day soon he’d be worthy of asking her to be his wife.
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Dangerously Taken

Aegis Group Lepta Team #1

The mission: Rescue an executive translator being held hostage in Iraq without falling in love.

Erin Lopez never thought her life would be more dangerous as a civilian. She hoped she'd put her days dodging bullets behind her. Now, her only salvation is in the arms of a slow-talking man who makes her heart remember what it's like to love again.

Retired Army Ranger Riley Smith knows what it's like to fight the past every time he closes his eyes. Erin's dark, haunted eyes only tell a fraction of her story, and when she reaches for comfort, he can't tell her no. She makes this broken man want to be whole again.

The closer Erin and Riley get to the truth behind Erin's kidnapping the more dangerous their path becomes. Someone wants Erin silenced at any price. Riley can’t let that happen, but keeping her alive means facing that their no strings attached arrangement is a lie.

Dangerously Involved

Aegis Group Lepta Team #2

The mission: Protect his one-night stand from being kidnapped and tortured.

Nolan Thompson doesn't mix business with pleasure. Too bad his latest job has him protecting the sweetest body he's ever touched. There's nothing about the cool, calculated business woman that makes him think of the sensual, shy sex kitten he met in Vegas. It shouldn't be difficult to keep his hands to himself when she's sending him "get lost" signals, but the rules change when her brother is kidnapped.


Yvonne Krieger is hiding a ticking-time-bomb of a secret with a nine-month fuse. Her unforgettable Vegas night left her with a lot more than pleasure and a memorable walk of shame with only one shoe. The very man who charmed her into bed is now the man charged with keeping her body safe and getting her troublesome little brother home. Under the growing pressure from her family to help cover up the kidnapping, Yvonne finds that the only person she can trust is Nolan.

In the face of danger, Yvonne and Nolan become unlikely allies as they attempt to piece together the mystery surrounding her brother's kidnapping. Every step brings their walls crumbling down until the line between their work and private lives is blurred. Nolan knows Yvonne is holding out on him, and he's determined to get to the bottom of the mystery and capture Yvonne's heart.

Dangerous Attraction

Aegis Group 1

Ex-Navy SEAL Travis Ration is an expert hunter. Whether his prey is criminal or victim, he always gets his mark. He's no hero, just a man doing his job. It’s all he has after a felony conviction after a bad judgment call. When the FBI call in a favor and ask him to look into a serial killer over the holiday break, he jumps at the opportunity to fill the long, cold days with something besides regret and bad movies. In Las Vegas, he's on the hunt for a prolific serial killer no one wants to admit exists. The leads are dry and the evidence gone, until she walks into his life. Bliss Giles—curvy, sassy and everything he can't have.

What’s worse, Travis knows Bliss’ sister is the killer's latest victim. She fits the profile. Time is running out and the fastest way to retrace the killer's path is with Bliss at Travis' side. In the seat of danger. He vows to keep Bliss safe and his hands to himself, after all, a nice girl like her doesn't need a guy like him in her life. Too bad no one told Bliss Travis was off-limits. She tests his boundaries and pushes his control every minute they're together until he can't remember why wanting her is a bad idea.

The hunters become the hunted in this tale of serial killers and SEALs for hire. One broken man must unpack his baggage, a woman has make a leap of faith and a sister chooses to live in this new, romantic suspense serial by NYT & USA Today bestselling author, Sidney Bristol.

Warning: Hold onto your panties, because nothing is safe.


Dangerous in Love

Aegis Group Alpha Team 1

He follows orders.

A good SEAL, Shane York values chain of command. Following the rules means staying alive. All of that is wrecked when his team is sent to Jamaica on a hostage rescue. She’s not the mission, but they leave no one behind.

She breaks the rules.

Travel blogger Lacey Miles lives for today. Thanks to her unexpected rescue from certain death, she has a shot at tomorrow. She wants her mercenary captors to pay, and she has the evidence to ensure it—if she lives long enough to deliver it.

Opposites spark an unlikely romance in the heat of danger.

Delivering the intel and keeping the hostages alive becomes priority one for the Aegis Group Alpha Team. The last thing Shane and Lacey have time for is love. As the team races home and bullets fly, rules fall by the wayside and lines begin to blur. With a traitor in their midst, will love be a distraction or a strength?
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Continue reading for a sneak peak at Dangerously Taken, Aegis Group Lepta Team #1...

1.

Wednesday. Aegis Group Egypt Office, Cairo, Egypt.

Riley Smith strode across the courtyard toward the command center for the Aegis Group’s Egypt offices. These days it seemed like Riley spent more time here than he did at his apartment in Seattle. A fact that his mother was not letting him forget.

His phone vibrated again. It was either a secondary notification calling him to the briefing, or Mom texting him pictures of his brothers getting ready to bale hay. He’d never promised to help, just said he’d try. It wasn’t his fault a top priority job was canceling his travel plans home. His brothers knew what they were doing. They’d been running the ranch since high school. Deep down he knew the messages had nothing to do with baling. He hadn’t been home since Christmas, something Mom thought was unforgiveable. Usually she aimed the weight of her guilt trip on Riley’s youngest brother down in Texas, but lately her focus was on Riley instead. She loved reminding him he wasn’t getting younger, and that she felt he owed her at least one grandbaby.

“Hold the door?” a woman called out.

Riley turned toward the van parked by the gates leading out onto the street. The team’s Client Liaison hauled her laptop out of the backseat, juggling two other bags. He clearly wasn’t the only one ready to get out of here.

“Need a hand?” he asked

Melody ignored his question and stepped through the doors ahead of him.

He wasn’t sure what to make of Melody. Zain, their immediate boss, had informed Lepta Team that because of their unique nature dealing with companies as clients and the high dollar they commanded, the team needed a go-between. Riley didn’t care one way or another. As the team’s second, his focus was logistics. Getting them from point A to B in one piece. The less he had to bother with informing clients about their activities the more prepared he could be. That said, Melody and their Team Leader got along about as well as wet cats.

“Here, let me help you with that.” He picked up her heavy laptop case and carried it up the stairs to the second floor. “What’d Grant say this time to piss you off?”

“What?” Melody glanced up at him, blinking rapidly.

“You seem tense. Grant say something?”

“Oh. No. Long call with the client.” She blew out a breath and climbed the stairs, matching his pace. She was different when the clients were around versus just the team.

“Is the job that bad?”

Melody grimaced.


They reached the second-floor landing. From the sound of it, they were the last to arrive. Melody hesitated in the hall, deep lines of worry bracketing her mouth.

“You ever have a bad feeling about something?” She eyed the hand-carved double doors leading into the command room.

“Yeah...” Great. Just what Riley wanted. Another complicated job.

“The asset makes sense, it’s just... You’ll see.” Melody jerked her head toward doors.

Riley followed Melody into what had no doubt been intended as some sort of grant dining room. Their team used it for the planning and oversight of their work in the Middle East. The other four members of their team were present and seated around the table with the projector on.

“Thanks for joining us.” Grant turned toward the wall. “We’re short on time, so this needs to be brief.”

Melody set her things down by the door and remained standing opposite Grant, who continued to ignore her.

This was going to be fun. How long until Zain made those two kiss and make-up?

Riley just wanted the job to start. Once they all knew their role things seemed to work out.

Grant clicked the remote on the projector.

An image of a woman stretched across the wall.


Riley swallowed. He stared at her eyes, his soul seemingly sucked out of his body. He blinked a few times, trying to shake off the spell. There was something magnetic about her eyes, and he hadn’t even noticed the rest of her. Her crooked smile appeared to be laughing at him as though she were aware of her power. The sun-tanned skin made it hard to pin down her ethnicity, but regardless of where her ancestors hailed from—she was beautiful.

“Meet our VIP asset. This is Erin Lopez.” Grant nodded at the woman. “She is a Project Manager working for NexGen, an oil company working out of the Kurdish region of Iraq. Two hours ago, while touring a facility outside Mosul, a group of extremists breached their security and kidnapped Ms. Lopez. There have been no demands, no contact, nothing.”

Fuck.

Demands rarely came that quickly. He was more concerned about where they were headed. Mosul might be under Kurdish control again, but it was by no means safe. Private security companies made a fortune offering personal protection.

“Wait.” Riley frowned and leaned forward. A woman who looked like that, with a powerful job, she’d rate pretty high on a company’s list of important people. They were paying their team to bring her back after all. “Don’t most of these companies have bodyguards for their people over there?”

“Yes. Ms. Lopez’s personal security was on-site, but not with her at the time of the attack. NexGen wants us to rendezvous with the bodyguard to assist us,” Grant replied.

“They didn’t fire his ass?” Riley asked. In their shoes, if he were head of security, that man would have been out of a job.

“Not that I’m aware of,” Grant said.

“What about her history there? With the company, I mean.” Nolan, their Communications Officer, leaned forward and clasped his hands. “She looks familiar...”

Grant gestured to the picture. “If you were ever deployed to Iraq, you might have seen her—”

“Officially, she’s a valuable employee the company wants to get back as quickly as possible.” Melody stepped forward, the projector light falling across her face. “The situation is more complicated than that. We’ve already received a call from Americans on the ground in Kurdistan to say they know we’re coming and they’re ready for us.” Melody glanced at Grant, who still looked like he’d sucked a lemon.

“No one wants to see an incursion in Kurdish Iraq,” Grant said. “Unlike the rest of the country, the Kurdistan region hasn’t seen a terrorist attack in years. Obviously, everyone wants this situation resolved as quickly and quietly as possible, so they can focus their efforts on rebuilding Mosul.”

“A couple more things about our VIP asset.” Melody glanced at Grant. “According to some digging Zain did, Ms. Lopez has caused a few waves at NexGen that possibly impact why her bodyguard wasn’t fired immediately. She was directly responsible for NexGen cancelling their contract with Allied Security due to some infractions with locals.”

“Are we thinking this is related?” Riley glanced around the table. A woman with a smile like that and a spine of steel was the kind of person who needed rescuing.

“Maybe?” Melody was studiously not looking at Grant. There was something serious going on between those two that was awkward to observe. “Local security forwarded us a video of the attack, which I think everyone should see.”

“Video?” Grant glared across the table at Melody.

“Give me one moment, please...” She tapped at her phone. “Of note, Ms. Lopez is the daughter of an Iraq immigrant and a Miami local. She enlisted in the army a year after she graduated high school and was one of the most valuable translators, interpreters, social navigators, she worked with troops on cultural awareness... You get the point. Like Grant said, if you were deployed in this region, chances are you’ve seen her or benefitted from her work. She went straight into working for NexGen after that and continues to work in border areas where the risk is greater.”

Riley glanced over his shoulder at the rest of the team. Surely they had to be on the same page? A woman like that? They had to bring her home safe.

Brenden, their tactical expert, didn’t so much as blink. The guy might as well be a statue, but that was typical.

Nolan, their communications officer, shook his head, and if Riley wasn’t mistaken, that was the sound of Nolan’s molars grinding.

Vaughn, their surveillance specialist, caught Riley’s eye and shook his head.

It wasn’t just him, then. Something about this job stank.

Good.

“Here we go.” Melody glanced from her phone to the screen.

“Security reported the group didn’t make it far into the building,” Grant said.

Riley sat up.

Melody had been upset, bothered even, by this job. Was it the video? Was this the source of her apprehension?

Unlike most security video, this was in color. The recording began, showing a woman he assumed was Ms. Lopez standing in the bottom left corner of the frame. She had what looked like a tablet in hand and was speaking with two men. Based on their Dockers and button-down shirts, he’d guess some sort of management. A flash of light shone through the window of a door on the upper right-hand side of the screen a moment before the door blew in, bouncing off one wall and then the other before it came to rest in the middle of the hall. The blast knocked the two men off their feet while Ms. Lopez crumpled to the ground, her arms over her head, body in a tight ball. Her tablet skidded away out of view.

Riley winced. That fall, combined with the concussion blast and not to mention any debris they didn’t see, would have hurt.

Three men in traditional thawb garments with their faces covered ran in through the new hole. Two went straight for Ms. Lopez. One of Ms. Lopez’s coworkers even kicked at the attacker, but they were ignored.

Riley clenched his hands. She had training. If she got out of their grip, she could get away.

The men hauled Ms. Lopez to her feet. She swayed for a moment before she got her feet under her. She moved like lightning, wrenching her arm away and delivering a sharp jab at the closest man’s ribs. Riley held his breath and clenched his fists. She swung her elbow at the other man, catching him off guard.

Something happened off-screen. The attackers flattened against a wall, all three grabbing Ms. Lopez. Security? Some sort of first responder?

Riley clenched his hands. She could still get away...

A moment later, the three men dragged Ms. Lopez out the side door.

The video went dark.

For several seconds no one spoke.

Riley tried to swallow the lump lodged in his throat. A feeling of wrongness settling in his stomach. He glanced up at Melody, who continued to frown at the square of light cast by the projector.

“So, she was grabbed because she was all they could get to? That’s the story they’re giving us?” Riley asked.

Grant turned to face the table.

There was no way Ms. Lopez was anything but a target. No wonder everyone wanted to keep this quiet. An attack in Kurdistan was one thing, a kidnapping by terrorists another. This was more complicated than a simple snatch and grab.
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FRIDAY. UNKNOWN, IRAQ.

Erin Lopez balanced her weight on the ball of her right foot, doing her best Olympic gymnast impression. The crate had to be at least a decade old and wasn’t structurally sound. She pressed her ear to the side of the building and listened to the vibrations transmitted by the stone. She willed them to tell her something, impart her captor’s secrets, but all she got was a very cold ear for her trouble.


When she’d first been dumped down here, she’d told herself that someone was coming to get her. As poorly organized as this group was, NexGen’s security would find her.

She’d held fast to that idea for all of twenty-four hours.

The last day hadn’t provided her with any reason to believe someone was coming for her, and that meant her chances of getting out of here were getting fewer by the second.


The reality of her situation was that to these people she was a foreigner working for a foreign company taking what should belong to the local people. If NexGen was going to save her, they’d have shown up by now. Which meant one of three things: they weren’t sending anyone, which would result in a sob story campaign and her parents getting some money, the US military was involved, and anything they did would take months of planning, or there was a third party, and she had no idea what their true goal could be.

Erin didn’t like any of those options. What she wanted was to talk to her kidnappers. Understand them. If she could hear them out, get to the heart of why they’d kidnapped her, maybe she could help them. So far, her attempts to communicate had been met with hostility. These were going to kill her, it was just a matter of when and how.

Voices reverberated through the stone walls.

Erin pressed closer, the chill seeping into her skin and bones, robbing her of all warmth. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but the tone was enough of an indication for her to feel as though her assumptions were justified. She stepped down off the crate before she broke it and paced the three steps across her prison.

No one was coming to save her.

If she was going to survive, she had to be smart. She couldn’t let the darkness rob her of her senses. There was a way out of this. Everyone wanted something.

What did she know about them? Could she guess at what they wanted?

A team of seven men and one woman had abducted her from NexGen’s newly acquired site. They’d had explosives, guns, and a getaway vehicle. Erin hadn’t seen their faces, but they’d spoken Arabic. Not that they’d said much around her except for the yelling at each other.

Even that told a story.

Whoever these people were, they weren’t unified, and they didn’t speak Kurdish.

When Erin had first taken the job and moved to Kurdistan she’d struggled with the language barrier. Though the region was part of Iraq, most of the people her age and younger didn’t speak Arabic. Since the ‘70s, when the Kurds were banished to this corner of the country, one of the ways the people had fought back was by holding onto their culture. They spoke Kurdish to the point that anyone thirty and younger couldn’t communicate in Arabic. Her kidnappers were in their twenties, at most. Which meant her kidnappers weren’t Kurds, they were Iraqi, and they knew her name.

Her stomach clenched.

There was only one connection that made sense, and if she was right... Erin was in some deep shit.

When NexGen hired her, they’d sent her to the Iraq-Kurdistan border where they’d been developing new oil fields and the tensions between the two people groups was tense. If she’d known what would happen, would she have turned the job down? It was hard to say.

There weren’t many reasons for a group of unfamiliar people to know her name, though.

Shit. Fuck. And damn it.

Erin paced three strides, turned and paced again. She was in what was little more than a cellar of some kind, dug directly into the rock. At night she shivered and lost feeling in her fingers and toes. During the day she’d sweat until her clothes were soaked through.

She was a bargaining chip. That was the best answer to why she was here. She was something to use to get what they wanted. It wouldn’t be comfortable for her and she’d probably be here a while, but it was the least dangerous option.

The best option after that was to be sold to one of the insurgent groups—ISIS, Taliban, Al-Qaeda, it didn’t matter—who would then use her to try to get something in return. Prisoners, resources, it didn’t matter. It still wouldn’t be a comfortable stay, but at least her value was in being alive.

The worst option was if this was personal, and she knew for a few poor souls out there, this could be. She’d done the right thing. The events that led to that disaster proved her case. But that didn’t matter. All these people had seen was her face speaking those words, and it was her fault.

Erin sat on the lowest step and cradled her head in her hands.

None of it made sense. She still didn’t understand how a group this disorganized had managed to breach the facility perimeter and get to one of the main buildings. They had new weapons. Explosives. Even the flash grenades were too sophisticated for a rag tag group of insurgents with no clear affiliation or support.

This shouldn’t have happened. Perfect attacks existed, but for the site security to allow those men through and her personal security to be in the toilet at the time?

None of this made sense.

And now the people holding her were probably back to fighting about what to do next. In the few glimpses she’d had of them since being tossed down here, everyone was fighting.

A door banged somewhere in the house and voices speaking over one another came closer.

Erin pushed to her feet and turned, backing against the opposite wall.

Someone clanged pots around, muttering to themselves.

She tilted her head, listening to more than the words. The scrape of feet. The rustle of clothing.

Two people.

“That should be enough,” the one moving around said in Arabic.

“I don’t see anything,” another replied.

Two men.

Enough what?

And what were they looking for?

Footsteps heralded a third and fourth person.

“Where is she?” one of the newcomers asked. Still another man.

“I don’t see anything,” the same voice said again. “Are we sure we have to move?”

“Yes,” the newcomer snapped.

Erin knew these four voices. If she saw their faces, would she recognize them? She swallowed and glanced around the darkness as though she could find a way out she hadn’t discovered yet. She’d combed every inch of the wall, wearing her fingernails down to the nubs trying.

“Come on. Get her out of there. We’re going.” The newcomer in charge stopped outside the cellar door.

A key fit in a lock. Metal rattled. Another lock undone.

The cellar door swung open.

Erin held up her hand, shielding her eyes from the kitchen light. After almost three days of darkness, even a little light was too much.

A man grabbed her by the wrist and hauled her up the steep stairs. Her head ached, and her eyes couldn’t quite focus after being in the dark for days. Someone spat curses at her while another jerked her scarf down, covering her face.

She saved her breath. These people had been hurt and wronged. They wanted a target for their anger. Begging them to see her as a person wouldn’t change them. With any luck, her compliance would make them lazy. When they underestimated her, that would be her one and only chance out of this.

“What are you doing?” a woman demanded. The only woman Erin had heard.

“We’re going,” the man in charge of this faction said.

“No. No, you are not,” the woman said.

“We have been here too long. It is not safe.”

“You cannot go anywhere now, you idiots. Weren’t you listening? The truck isn’t working.”

Several people muttered curses.

“What’s going on in here?” More men, more voices.

Erin swallowed. Something was happening out there. It was bad enough everyone was nervous, fighting and angry.

The kitchen was—what? Ten by twelve?

Were they going to cram nine people in here, some carrying weapons?

With tempers hot this sounded like a great way for an accident to happen.

“Americans!” Someone from across the home shouted.

Please...

A metal clang made Erin’s skin break out in goose flesh.

She’d heard that sound before.

“Look out!” someone yelled.

She squeezed her eyes shut, but it didn’t help.

A bright flash of light dazzled Erin’s eyes, even through the fabric of her scarf.

Smoke filled the room in seconds. The people around her choked and coughed, some shouting orders that countered what someone else wanted. Her scarf provided Erin some meager protection against the smoke bomb.

This was her chance.

Erin took a step, only to have a pair of hands haul her sideways. She ran into a table, stumbled over a chair, all while trying to hold her breath.

Erin bounced off a doorway, giving her the perfect opening. She spun and her feet slipped on the gravel like sand. She went down hard. The hands holding her slid.

She rolled onto her knees and clawed the scarf from around her face.

The night sky spread out over head. So pristine and perfect. Another person rushed past her, choking for air. The one who’d dragged her from the house wasn’t in sight.

They’d abandoned her.

Erin shoved to her feet and jogged a few steps out into the night air.

The house was at the very edge of what looked to be a small village. She didn’t know if the house was being attacked, or if she was being rescued.

“Where is she? Someone find her,” one of her captors yelled from inside.

Shit.

Now or never.

Erin bolted, sprinting as fast as she could move her legs. Whoever had attacked the house might or might not be friendly to her. There was no way to tell. She kept going, arms pumping. She turned at the first opportunity, weaving between the homes. A dog rose out of the shadows right in front of her.

She saw the shape too late.

Her foot caught and she pitched forward. Gravel and sand scraped her skin. Her knees jolted hitting the ground, jarring her bones.

The dog yelped as it scampered away.

Erin coughed dust and shook her head. Her body throbbed with adrenaline, her limbs ached.

Feet crunched the ground behind her.

She would not go back there.

Erin shoved to her feet and swayed. Days without regular food or water were taking their toll.

“Erin Lopez?” The accent was American, but without light there was no way to tell if he was US military, private sector, or someone she didn’t want to run into in a dark ally.

She whirled to face a figure armed with a rifle. The man in the shadows was impossible to identify, beyond big.

“Who are you?” She wasn’t admitting anything yet.

“VIP asset is in hand,” he said to someone else, but he was alone.

“What?”

“Sorry, ma’am. Come with me, please?” He had an earpiece. She could see the wire when he turned his head. He was either military or a contractor then.

“Not until you tell me who you are.” Erin took a step back. She’d made enemies. She couldn’t blindly trust someone because they claimed they were there to rescue her.

“My name is Riley.” He lowered his weapon and glanced over his shoulder. “I’m with Aegis Group Lepta Team. We were hired to bring you home safely. Now, if you don’t mind, I think it's best we move. Now.”

Aegis Group.

That was familiar.

Riley strode toward her. Erin backed away, but he was coming faster than she moved. Riley wrapped his left arm around her, his hand firmly in the middle of her back, and hustled her around behind the homes. He didn’t manhandle her or drag her, which was a nice change of pace. If it weren’t for the situation, she might even call his touch comforting.

Lepta Team?

She couldn’t remember having heard that. Was he lying to her? Or was he her new guardian angel?

“Nice night, isn’t it?” Riley kept her moving at a steady pace. He had a destination in mind, unlike her.

Erin peered at the homes, but most of the lights were out. Did these people know what was going on? Were they taking cover?

“Thirsty? Anything hurt?” Riley peppered her with questions that didn’t matter.

“We need to get out of here,” Erin said.

“Glad we can agree on something.” Was it her imagination, or did he laugh?

“These homes, what about the people?”

“Oh, everyone’s safe. Figured if things were going to get hot, we should clear out as many people beforehand. Seemed like the neighborly thing to do.”

Erin gaped at the shadow shrouded man.

They’d taken time to empty homes before trying to rescue her? And risked someone spilling the beans?

Who were these people?
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