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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.
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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.
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To my Girl Squad. I couldn’t have survived this one without you.


I'm convinced my heart knew who it belonged to long before I met her. 
―KARLA CAMPOS
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Thursday. Tech Conference, Kyoto, Japan.

Yvonne Krieger was going to be sick.

She and her brothers were about to meet very important people from their Krieger Asia offices. She couldn’t hurl now.

“Vee, you okay?” Her older brother Theodore leaned close.

God, did he always wear so much cologne or was this new? And why did she have to sit between Theodore and Douglas?

“Fine. I just need to be out of a car, plane or train for a little bit.” She pressed her hand to her stomach and tipped her head back as the town car slowed.

“Well, we’re almost there.” Theodore gave her knee a squeeze. “Supposedly we have a security detail that’s meeting us here.”

“Is that really necessary?” Yvonne lifted her too heavy head and frowned at her brother.

They were into virus protection software, for Christ’s sake. Not weapons or anything dangerous. Between the two of them they’d taken over many of the operations for their family company, Krieger, Inc. Their father had made the company a household name with the rise of the personal computer. Someone had to protect those precious machines from hacking and viruses.

“Hard to say.” Theodore frowned.

“It’s all bullshit.” Douglas, their younger brother, actually put his phone down to utter that statement.

The car eased to a stop out front of the hotel-convention center they would be living at for the next week. The conference hadn’t officially begun and wouldn’t until tomorrow, but they had plenty of business to see to before and after the main event.

Yvonne’s stomach gurgled.

“I need out.” She pushed at Theodore’s shoulder.

Her brother didn’t take the urgency to heart. He waited for the valet to open his door, gathered his briefcase then stood. Yvonne scooted out of the car, abandoning her purse and hoofed it inside, her heels clicking in double time as sweat broke out all over her body.

What was wrong with her?

She traveled all the time, weathered the worst conditions, ate the most miserable food and rarely ever got sick.

Yvonne spied the universal symbol for the toilets and darted into the ladies room. She dashed into a stall just as her stomach revolted. She clutched the porcelain god and heaved.

Great. As if she didn’t feel gross enough after thirty hours traveling.

It had to be all the trips. For the last eight weeks she’d done nothing but travel, shaking hands, smoothing out the wrinkles for a massive deal they’d just closed with the US government last week. She should have scheduled a doctor’s visit, especially after Vegas, but there hadn’t been time.

Now she was paying for it.

For several long moments she crouched on the floor, weariness weighing her down, and waited to see if her stomach was finished. She was fairly certain there wasn’t anything left inside her. Their meal options while traveling had left much to be desired. She’d been dreaming about a bubble bath and room service for half the flight.

Yvonne flushed the toilet and got to her feet, wobbling just a bit.

There was no way she could meet with the delegation from their Asia offices smelling of vomit and sweat. She’d need to change, a shower—all in about fifteen minutes.

It wasn’t happening.

Theodore would have to do this one solo. Truth was he probably wouldn’t notice her absence. He was the face everyone wanted to see. The next CEO of the family owned and operated Krieger Inc.

Yvonne leaned against the bathroom wall and unbuttoned the top button on her suit jacket.

This was not the way to start a conference.

“Ms. Krieger?” a woman called out.

“Yes?” Yvonne opened the stall door slowly.

Please don’t let it be one of our employees...

She was still paying penance for Vegas.

A woman wearing a pale blue pant suit with a white silken top stood in the middle of the marble and tile bathroom holding Yvonne’s purse. She was petite, spoke English as though it were her first language, of Asian descent—but not Japanese—and looking at Yvonne as though they should know each other.

“Hello, Ms. Krieger, I’m Melody Nguyen.”

“Nice to meet you.” Yvonne stepped past her and washed her hands, more for the cool feeling water than anything else at this point.

“I’m the client liaison for your security detail.”

“Oh.” Yvonne grabbed a paper towel and turned toward the woman.

So they really had security.

She’d read the risk analysis, but it hadn’t seemed more dire than usual. Apparently someone on the government side of their deal thought otherwise.

“I know you have a meeting in a few minutes.” Melody glanced at her watch. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

“I can take that.” Yvonne held out her hand for her purse. “As far as the meeting goes, unless you have a change of clothes on you, I think I need to bow out of that meet and greet.”

“Afraid not, but I do have these.” Melody produced what looked like miniature tooth brushes.

“You are an angel.” Yvonne accepted the offered toiletry and turned to the sink to at least take care of her breath.

Melody chuckled. “I’m going to go ensure your bags are taken to the suite. Here’s a room key. Our team is still setting up, but they will be out of your way shortly.” Melody placed a business card on the vanity. “This has my phone number as well as our Team Leader’s phone number. His name is Grant Anderson. Anything you need, just let us know.”

“Thank you.” Yvonne took the card and key then slid them in her pocket.

Melody left Yvonne in peace.

She turned her attention back to the toothbrush.

Theodore would handle the meeting, but he would mention it to Dad, who would then chastise Yvonne even more.

Douglas got away with everything.

Theodore could do no wrong.

But Yvonne? She lived under a microscope. She had to be ten times as good as her brothers to matter half as much.

No, that wasn’t true, but it felt like that.

What she needed was some peppermint tea to soothe her stomach then a shower. The bubble bath would have to wait until she’d put the finishing touches on their keynote address.

Yvonne finished up in the bathroom, outwardly no worse for wear. Unless someone smelled her.

She dug out a small bottle of body spray and spritzed a bit on herself. If she was going to wait in line for tea she had to think about the poor souls around her. The light, fruity fragrance would mask the worst of it until she showered.

Satisfied, she pushed out of the bathroom and into the lobby.

The lobby was busy, but not packed like it would be tomorrow. Marble gleamed. The metallic wallpaper made the whole space seem to glow. It really was a lovely hotel.

Yvonne crossed to the coffee bar, grateful for the short line. In a matter of moments she’d placed her order for the biggest tea they had.

“Kim?” a man said right next to her.

She side stepped the bar area and reached for her phone.

“Hey, Kim?” The same man placed his hand on her elbow.

Yvonne tipped her chin up, her gaze locking on forest green eyes.

The world faded away and for a moment she wasn’t standing in a hotel lobby. No, she was on her back, nestled against soft sheets, staring up into those eyes.

No.

Oh, no.

No way in hell was he here.

“Hey.” Nolan’s mouth spread into a grin. A grin she’d thought was sexy when she met him in Vegas. “It’s good to see you again.”

Right. He’d called her Kim all night and no amount of telling him he’d gotten her name wrong had stopped him. Then she hadn’t cared what he called her so long as he didn’t stop.

Yvonne’s cheeks heated at those memories. The few good ones mixed into all the horribly embarrassing others. She couldn’t very well be rude to the man, even after what he’d done to her.

“Nolan. Hello.” She held out her hand, using it to put space between them.

He glanced at her hand then her face. Did he expect a warmer greeting after shoving her out of his hotel room, missing one shoe, hickies on her neck and left to walk across a hotel by herself?

“Do you have a moment?” Nolan tilted his head to the side.

Did she want to give him the time of day?

No, not at all, but she really wanted that tea. She glanced at the barista then back at him. Deep down she was tempted to unleash all her anger about how he’d treated her, the mess he’d caused that she was still living through, but she wouldn’t make a public spectacle of herself.

“Fine. Yes.” She took two steps toward the wall and away from the busy crowd.

Nolan leaned in closer. She had to force herself to stand her ground instead of shrinking away. “Look, I’m sorry about having to leave like I did. When my job calls I have to go.”

He stared at her.

She stared at him.

That was it?

Her mind played back that morning in crystal clarity.

She’d gone to sleep after the third or fourth round of the best sex of her life only to be woken up by a naked man having a heated argument with her father. Her father on her phone. She’d yanked it away and immediately set to doing damage control.

After all, it was Douglas who woke up in random beds, not her.

She’d gotten a glimpse of herself in the mirror mid-conversation while trying to convince Dad she’d slipped out for a morning meeting. That was when she’d seen the first hickey on her collar bone.

Who did that?

No sooner had she gotten off the phone than he was on his, getting dressed and telling her to get out. Okay, he might have said it a little nicer, but she’d been panicking, hung-over for the first time in her life and he hadn’t cared one bit. That she’d left his room with only one shoe was more insult to injury.

And he was sorry for rushing out.

“I see.” On the inside Yvonne raged. He didn’t see a single problem with what had happened, did he?

“Was there something else?” His smile still dimmed.

“I guess not.” Yvonne wanted away from this man. She’d thought for one night to take a chance on a handsome, smooth talking stranger who made her laugh and she’d been wrong. He was just like her man whore of a little brother. Yvonne would not make the same mistake again.

“Nolan?”

He glanced at the barista and frowned. “One second.”

She took a deep, fortifying breath.

On top of feeling like shit she now had to go through this weekend knowing he was in attendance as well. That was just her luck. At least he didn’t know her real name. His confusion might work out in her favor if they could simply avoid each other for the duration of the event.

Nolan picked up two carriers of coffee then turned toward her once more.

“Obviously you have somewhere to be. Don’t let me keep you.” She smiled, because what she wanted to do was flip the coffee all over his too handsome face.

“What the fuck?” Nolan’s brow creased and his mouth turned down. “Did I miss something?”

“That speaking to you is the last thing I want to do? Yes.” Tears prickled the back of Yvonne’s eyes.

Why the hell was she about to cry?

This over the top reacting had to be a product of too little sleep.

Of course he didn’t take into consideration how his actions affected her. To this day her mother and father were still treating her like an errant child. Douglas loved bringing up her indiscretion. Theodore was the only one who didn’t hold it over her.

Nolan opened his mouth then closed it.

“Okay. Message received loud and clear.” He took a step back. “Hope you have a nice day, Kim.”

Yvonne turned from him and muttered, “My name’s not Kim, asshole.”
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NOLAN THOMPSON WAS going to need the coffee gods to be on his side today.

What the actual fuck just happened?

He strode toward the elevator in a daze.

When he’d packed for this job, he’d expected boring. Playing bodyguard in Japan wasn’t a terrible way to spend a week.  Then a familiar scent had tickled Nolan’s nose, bringing to mind long caramel hair, rumpled sheets and the sweetest moan he’d ever heard.

Kim.

She’d been standing right there.

She looked different all buttoned up in business attire with her hair twisted up off her shoulders and subdued make-up. Hell, if it hadn’t been for that scent that had haunted him for the last six weeks he might not have recognized her at all.

Man, that night.

There’d been something different about her. The sex. How they fit. It was like they belonged. Normally Nolan kept his relationships short. Traveling the way he did and his lifestyle didn’t lend to putting down roots. But she’d made him want to try, if only for the sex.

Too bad he hadn’t gotten her number. He’d been so pissed when he realized he didn’t have it. No amount of digging had yielded anything else about her. Ultimately, he’d had to give up finding his mystery woman in the sequin dress with vamp red lips.

If he could go back and be a little less of an ass trying to get out the door for an emergency job, he’d do it. But Grant had called and said those magic words, kids in danger, and Nolan had lost his shit. He’d made an ass out of himself in more ways than one. Clearly it was too much to hope that fate was giving him a shot at making things right with his mystery woman. She hated him. Because he’d had to go?

Well fuck that.

He couldn’t exactly tell her that lives were on the line—children—but he had no time for someone who wouldn’t hear him out. Everyone fucked up. What mattered was what came after.

Fan-fucking-tastic. Now he was in a piss poor mood and they were going to meet their new client shortly. Awesome.

The whole point in doing the coffee run was to get some air and let go of some stress. This was not the time to be distracted.

Nolan stepped onto the elevator along with other people and shut his eyes for a moment. He shouldn’t be this stressed. Dealing with difficult people was his strength. As the communication officer for the team it was his job to remain cool under pressure and relate important details. He couldn’t be distracted. He had to put Kim and his family out of mind.

The elevator reached his floor, and he got off. Thanks to the cameras their surveillance guy, Vaughn, had installed in the hall the door was open and waiting for him.

The full Lepta Team was in attendance and dressed to the nines in their suits for this job. No tactical greens here. Hell, they couldn’t even carry weapons due to Japanese gun laws. It made the job just that much more tricky.

“Good, you’re here.” Melody breezed across the room and accepted her coffee. “Theodore and Douglas Krieger are in a meeting, Yvonne Krieger is on her way up—we should stay out of her way—and luggage just arrived.”

“Melody or I will handle the family. You four be wallpaper.” Grant glanced around the room.

“With pleasure.” Nolan clapped Grant on the shoulder and grinned. It was the best news yet.

Nolan had a suspicion that Melody was going to earn her paycheck this week. Everything about this job was abnormal. Lepta Team didn’t do bodyguard work. Their whole purpose was rescue and retrieval for corporate clients. The only reason things had changed was because their point of contact for their government contract had requested a last minute team for this detail. So here they were.

“Need a hand?” Nolan paused by the desk where Vaughn had set up their surveillance.

“I’ve got it all under control,” he said slowly, fingers flying over the keys.

Nolan glanced at Riley who was focused on his phone. Nolan pitched his voice lower and asked, “Any word about your brother?”

Vaughn’s mouth screwed up, and he shook his head.

Damn.

Nolan had hoped for some good news. He knew what it was like to have a troublesome little brother. At least Vaughn’s was still alive.

“We’ve got incoming,” he announced and sipped his coffee.

Nolan grabbed the empty travel trays, chunked them in the garbage then retreated across the room toward the windows. After his little run-in downstairs he wasn’t keen on getting on anyone else’s bad side.

It was just a week. He could put up with a bunch of self-important corporate clients for that long.

The door to the suite beeped.

“Show time,” Nolan muttered and adjusted his tie. From now until Tuesday he was backdrop, better seen and not heard.

The door opened.

Kim strode in holding her cup and clutching her purse.

What the actual fuck?

Nolan frowned but kept his mouth shut.

Did she work for the Kriegers?

The door shut behind her.

“Yvonne, hello.” Melody crossed to Kim—Yvonne?—and lowered her voice to something Nolan couldn’t hear over the rush of blood past his ears. Realization slammed into him.

Oh fuck.

Kim with the best pussy he’d ever fucked wasn’t Kim at all. She was Yvonne. Yvonne Krieger. The client he was responsible for keeping safe.

He’d stuck his dick in the wrong girl that was for sure.

Melody turned and gestured to the rest of the room.

Nolan braced himself as Kim—no, Yvonne—began meeting the gaze of each man.

And then she looked at him.

Her lips compressed and her brows lifted, but she gave no other indication she knew recognized him.

She might have mentioned this downstairs. Or had she known then?

Talking day jobs and family hadn’t exactly been what either of them were interested in when they met.

“Vaughn, is Ms. Krieger’s room ready?” Melody asked.

“Yes, it is,” Vaughn replied.

“Right, then I’m going to freshen up for tonight. My brothers should be up shortly.” Yvonne glanced around the room. “Pleasure to meet all of you.”

She didn’t look at Nolan.

Yvonne breezed out of the main part of the suite and toward the bedrooms, disappearing out of sight.

Holy hell...

Nolan dug his phone out of his pocket. He had a bad feeling about this...

Grant had assigned each of them to a family member.

Yvonne was the name at the top of Nolan’s schedule.

Because of course that’s where the Team Leader would put him

Nolan stifled a groan and turned to stare out of the windows on the city while he mentally worked out this problem.

This assignment wasn’t going to work. Under normal circumstances he was the one Grant trusted with the female assets. Unlike some of the guys, Nolan didn’t cross the line with women he worked with. But he’d already fucked Yvonne. This wasn’t a typical job.

How would he explain this to Grant? Did he have to?

Nolan sipped his coffee.

It wasn’t unusual for clients like Yvonne to hook up with one of their guys. It also wasn’t against the rules. A lot of women liked the thrill of screwing their bodyguard. But Nolan had never liked mixing business with pleasure.

He hadn’t done anything wrong, and he could be inviting more problems if he volunteered his past relationship with Yvonne. The downside was that Nolan couldn’t ask to be reassigned without offering some kind of explanation.

The best thing to do would be to take this up with Yvonne. They could either agree to play nice or he could come up with a reason to get his schedule changed. But he had to do it now.

He had an idea...

Nolan turned toward Grant and thumbed down the hall where Yvonne had headed. “Hey, did we ask about where to put the crates?”

“Shoot, no we didn’t.” Grant scowled.

“I’ll ask.” Nolan circled the seating area.

Melody scowled. “I don’t think—”

“I’ll just take a second.” Nolan darted down the hall before Melody could tell him otherwise.

The smallest of the three rooms attached to the luxury side of the suite was closed off. Nolan glanced over his shoulder ensuring no one had followed him then knocked.

A shadow passed under the door.

He waited, watching the shadow.

Nolan didn’t play games with women. If he was attracted to a woman, he let them know. If things were over, he didn’t sugar coat it. Right now he wanted answers, but Yvonne was their asset. There were lines he couldn’t cross.

Finally the bedroom door opened.

Yvonne had unbuttoned her suit jacket and her shoes were gone. She still didn’t look like his girl, the one with the wild hair and kissable lips.

“What?” She let go of the door and crossed her arms over her chest.

“Did you know?”

“Know what?” She sighed and dropped her arms. “I’m very tired and I don’t feel well.”

He filed those details away for later.

“Did you know we’d be working together?” he asked.

“No.” She frowned as though that were the most absurd question she’d ever heard. She peered over his shoulder before leaning closer and whispering, “Nothing about this is normal or okay.”

“Right.” Nolan wanted to understand her, how the shy, sweet woman he’d seduced had turned into a cold, biting person. “I guess you didn’t want to tell me your real name back then?”

“What?” Her whisper rose in pitch and her scowl deepened. “I didn’t tell you my name was Kim. You misheard and wouldn’t be corrected. I told you at least five times my name was not Kim but you never heard me, so I let it go.”

“I—what?” He reached back for those memories, trying to recall such words. There had been a lot of alcohol that night and he’d been a man on a mission.

“I never told you my name was Kim.” Unlike downstairs, her reply to him was heated, unvarnished, true. He didn’t doubt a word she said.

“Shit.” He scrubbed his hand over his face. Now who was the ass? “I’m sorry.”

He’d called her by the wrong name and pushed her out first thing in the morning. Yeah, he could see how she might be upset at him.

“Anything else?” she asked.

“Yes, actually. I was assigned as your personal security detail. I wanted to know if that was going to be a problem so I could switch.” He’d figure out a reason why later.

Yvonne grew quiet and stared off behind him for a moment. “Is that going to cause a problem?”

“They’ll ask why and I’ll have to come up with a good enough reason if you’d prefer I didn’t tell the truth.”

She opened and closed her mouth, staring past him.

That was more like the woman he’d met. Touch of shyness, eager, a bit awkward, and all sexy.

Her gaze snapped to his, composed once more. “I would prefer if that were kept private, please. If the best way to make that happen is to continue to work together, well, we can put up with each other for a few days.”

How did he begin to marry the image of the woman he’d first met with this one? How were they the same person?

Nolan doubted she was going to share that information. It was too bad. They really had been good together.

“Okay. Good to know.” He braced his hand on the doorframe.

“Anything else?”

“Yeah, I was supposed to ask you where the crates should go?”

“Oh.” Yvonne’s nose wrinkled as though she smelled something distasteful. “Put it in Douglas’ room. That’s his pet project.”

He had the silly urge to reach out and tweak that very nose. He’d made her laugh before and right now he wanted to wipe that permanent frown off her face.

“Okay. That’ll be all, Ms. Krieger.” Nolan pushed off the door and took two steps away. “Have a nice afternoon.”

“Same to you.” The words rolled off her tongue as though they were second nature.

She wasn’t the party girl. Never had been. But he’d known that. She’d clearly been out of her element that night. This was Yvonne’s true form. The woman he’d met was an aberration and one he shouldn’t have allowed himself to get attached to.

Nolan returned to the main room of the suite. Everyone had gathered around the dining table. A few tablets were shared out and both Melody and Grant stood at one end of the table, ready to address them.

“Okay, I know everyone got the info email before, but just to reiterate why we’re here.” Grant glanced at Melody.

Were they finally getting along?

Hallelujah.

“We all know the Krieger family, the company jingle, right?” Melody glanced around the table.

“Who doesn’t?” Vaughn laughed then snapped out the catchy jingle.

“Alright, alright.” Grant held up his hands.

Melody picked up and kept going. “The Krieger company has expanded into more sophisticated forms of IT security under a different branch. All of your company issued devices use their software. Two weeks ago the US government signed a deal that now makes the Krieger’s the sole provider of security for every government issued computer, phone, tablet, and a lot of other devices. Since that deal was made public the Kriegers have received a number of threats from terror groups, criminals, you name it, they’re interested in the Krieger family.”

Nolan had heard about Krieger Inc. Everyone had. Back in the nineties with each free disc for AOL service you got a trial of Krieger protection. Hell, he remembered uninstalling one disc to use another. Most computers came with Krieger pre-installed.

He’d never known it was a family owned company.

What would it be like to grow up attached to such a major corporation?

The puzzle that made up Yvonne just got more complicated.

“We aren’t expecting a threat here, but since this is the first event after the deal was made and all of these threats came in, we need to keep an eye on our clients.” Melody glanced around the table. “Now, hotel security is escorting Theodore and Douglas Krieger up to us after they finish their meet and greet. From here on out they don’t go anywhere alone. Got it?”

This was going to be one hell of a long week.
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FRIDAY. TECH CONFERENCE, Kyoto, Japan.

Lee presented his badge to the uniformed attendant at the door to the afternoon session. It was the only public opportunity to get eyes on all three Krieger heirs in one spot. As far as he could tell, all of them were being kept busy and out of the public eye. Hard to do given that their company was what everyone wanted to talk about right now.

Tonight the brother-sister duo were presenting a keynote covering how the company had gone from a household service provider to the go-to name in government IT security. He doubted the message would contain anything of true value. Probably some inspirational messages on high quality backgrounds along with a few fortune cookie bits of advice.

Lee cared about none of that.

What he needed was the opportunity to observe the three Kriegers. He needed to know them. Understand them. Only then would he have the tools to break them.

His mission was simple, watch and wait until the right time. Then he could grab them and squeeze them for every drop of intel for his client. It was a standard enough job that should go according to plan.
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Friday. Tech Conference, Kyoto, Japan.

Yvonne sat on the floor of her friend’s bathroom, her face pressed up against the tile wall to cool her heated skin.

She could not be sick.

The keynote address was in an hour. She’d fought tooth and nail with Theodore about allowing her take part in it. Right now she was one third of the family equation with Theodore and Dad behind the company. She would not be cut out of this opportunity.

Heels clicked on the tile. Her best friend Tabby Grissler came to a stop across the spacious bathroom, face creased in concern. She was a beautiful woman, far more socially poised than Yvonne. They’d been thrown together at a young age since their families were peers, not competitors. The Grissler companies were all about things that flew, planes, guidance systems. With the lack of competition between them, Tabby had grown to be one of the few women Yvonne could be completely open with. They might be utterly dissimilar—Tabby partied, Yvonne didn’t; Tabby was extroverted and social, Yvonne was introverted and quiet—but they’d become best of friends.

“You don’t look so good,” she said.

“I feel worse.” Yvonne pressed her hands to her face. “Every time I eat my stomach gets angry with me. Last night all I could keep down were crackers. I cannot be sick.”

“Well, unless you want to be pregnant, I think sick is your only option.”

“Pregnant.” Yvonne snorted. When would she have the time? “No, this is just a stomach thing. Too much traveling, not enough rest. I’ll be fine.”

Yvonne’s memory flashed a hot image in her mind of Nolan. The man would make beautiful children with eyes that green.

There was no possible way she was pregnant though. There’d always been protection. She was certain of that.

“Your arm candy outside was asking where you were a few minutes ago.” Tabby’s gaze raked down Yvonne’s body.

“He is not my arm candy. He’s a bodyguard.” Yvonne knew the cold and hot waves had nothing to do with her stomach bug and everything to do with the knowledge that at some point Tabby would recognize Nolan. Or at least Yvonne assumed she would.

“You like them blond and big. Why not have some fun?” Tabby grinned.

“No.” Yvonne shook her head so hard her stomach clenched. She hadn’t realized that when Nolan said he was following her everywhere—he meant it. He’d even insisted on doing a walk-through of Tabby’s room before agreeing to remain outside the hotel room.

“I thought Vegas was progress.” Tabby snickered and offered Yvonne a hand.

“Vegas was a disaster.” Yvonne took the hand and pushed up off the floor.

“Was it really?” Tabby held up her other hand. “Okay, so the morning after was kind of a wreck, but you were having fun.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” Yvonne turned her attention to the mirror.

“Okay. Fine. Let’s get these curlers out of your hair and touch up your face. You need to get going already.”

Tabby began fussing over Yvonne’s hair, helping her normally lank, lifeless locks into something with shape and curl. The feel of Tabby’s fingers against her scalp soothed her further until the knots forming in her shoulders eased.

“God, your hair is so thick. You really should do something with it more often. I could show you how to use a curling iron, you know?”

Yvonne smiled, but didn’t agree to those lessons. Her time was already eaten up with work. She wasn’t trying to impress anyone. Adding one more thing to her day for the sake of being pretty to look at didn’t rate high on her list. Besides, the last time she’d tried to look nice was the night she met Nolan and that hadn’t turned out so well for her after all.

Given what she knew about Nolan now versus then, she could imagine his work call was a lot more important than she’d understood it to be. It didn’t mean he had to shove her out the door. Still there’d been a lot of hours between meeting him and leaving the room, none of those had been bad.

If she ignored the morning after, she might have been tempted to track Nolan down. She’d briefly fantasized about an arrangement a few weeks ago, something that wouldn’t tie her down with any further responsibility or commitment. But it was a pipe dream. A man who looked like Nolan didn’t need her. He’d no doubt moved on ages ago. She was just a memory. One woman in a line of many.

“Earth to Vee?” Tabby bent, placing her head next to Yvonne’s in the mirror.

“Sorry.”

“It’s all good. I was just saying that Douglas is doing surprisingly well.”

“Is he?” Yvonne didn’t want to get her hopes up.

“He is. If he applies himself, this could work.”

Yvonne’s younger brother wasn’t interested in joining her or Theodore running the family business. Douglas wanted to do something flashier, more fun. He’d cornered Tabby at an event and pitched a drone project to her that was right up the Grissler company’s alley. Yvonne hoped the idea panned out for Douglas, but she wasn’t going to hold her breath. He changed his mind so often this endeavor might not stick.

“Lipstick. Here.” Tabby handed Yvonne a familiar shade of red.

“I think I’d prefer something neutral.”

“Then your mouth is just going to fade into your face. You need a strong, contrasting color.”

“That’s just not me.” She wasn’t going to admit that the main reason she didn’t want to wear that shade was standing outside the hotel room door. If she wore that would he remember? Would he think she wore it for him?

“Can we compromise? This is a pale berry color. It’s practically a neutral.” Tabby waved another tube in front of Yvonne.

“I think this will work.” She glanced up at her friend. “Thanks, Tabby.”

“Hey, you know where all my bodies are buried.”

Yvonne chuckled.

They’d been through some things together. Crazy, weird things. The sad things. And enough happy ones that kept them going.

There wasn’t anything Yvonne wouldn’t do for her friend. In this world people would backstab and betray for next to nothing. Their worlds were competitive and cutthroat. But she and Tabby had gotten past that. It was a relationship worth protecting even if their ideas of fun weren’t compatible.

Yvonne swiped on the lipstick then sat back taking in the magic Tabby had done. Yvonne’s eyes were a smoky, dark brown. It looked like too much here in the bathroom, but she’d seen evidence in pictures that on camera it was fine. The lipstick really was a good color with the right balance of pink to nude. The real magic was her hair.

“Wow. You’re really good at this stuff.” Yvonne turned this way and that.

“It’s all those pageants mom made me do as a kid. You learn a few things.” Tabby grabbed a bottle of perfume off the vanity. “Want a spritz?”

“What’s it smell like?” Yvonne took the bottle and sniffed it.

The fragrance hit her in the sinuses like a ten pound weight. Her eyes began to water and she could practically taste it.

“Oh, yuck, that’s too strong.” She shook her head, trying to get rid of the residual smell.

“Strong? This is practically body spray.” Tabby gaped at her. “Are you sure you’re not pregnant?”

Yvonne frowned. “I can’t be.”

“Okay.” Tabby shrugged and placed the bottle on the counter then tapped her phone screen. “Better get dressed.”

She left the bathroom and closed the door.

Yvonne stripped out of her clothes and changed into the outfit she’d coordinated with Theodore, but her mind wasn’t on the speech. No, Tabby’s playful words were rolling around in Yvonne’s head.

There was no possible way she was pregnant, was there?

She wasn’t on birth control. What was the point when she had sex every couple of years?

How effective were condoms?

“Hey.” Tabby knocked on the bathroom door, nudging it open. “Arm candy’s getting restless. Are you ready?”

“Yes.” Yvonne slipped her feet into her heels.

They’d used protection. Everything was fine.

Maybe she should do a system check on herself. Just to make sure?

The idea had her muscles knotting up.

If she was accepting the need to check, then she was also going to have to admit she could be wrong.

“Are you sure you’re okay to do this?” Tabby held out Yvonne’s binder and phone to her.

“Yes. I’m just running through things for tonight. I’m set.”

Tabby’s brows drew down. She wasn’t buying it, but Yvonne couldn’t bring herself to talk about this yet. She couldn’t breathe a word until she knew facts. But before that, she had to get through the keynote.

She pulled the hotel room door open and nearly walked into a wall of hard, wide man-chest.

Her chin snapped up.

Nolan stared down at her that same mask of cool composure in place. He hadn’t smiled at her since the coffee bar and a part of her missed that. His nose did this thing when he smiled where the tip bent sideways slightly. A product of having his nose broken a few too many times if she had to guess.

“Doesn’t she look nice?” Tabby cooed and fluffed Yvonne’s hair.

Nolan’s gaze skipped to the top of her head then down her body. Yvonne’s cheeks heated, and she wanted to shove Tabby back in the room.

“You look very nice, Ms. Krieger,” he said, his tone business-like.

Tabby slid past her and closed the door. “I wanted her to wear this dark red lipstick, but she insisted on this boring shade. Do you think she should have worn red? Men like red.”

Nolan’s gaze zeroed in on Yvonne’s mouth and damn if she didn’t feel the ghost of his kiss, the way he’d suckled her lower lip just before nipping it.

“I don’t pretend to know anything about lipstick, ma’am.” Nolan stepped back and gestured toward the elevators. “Are you ready to go, Ms. Krieger?”

“Yes, thank you.” She pushed her shoulders back and strode ahead.

Tabby fell into step with her and slid her arm through Yvonne’s. Tabby bent her head and whispered, “He’s totally interested.”

Yvonne swallowed. She already knew what it was like to be the focus of Nolan’s interest. That was her problem.
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NOLAN STOOD BACKSTAGE watching Yvonne and Theodore toss lines back and forth.

They were good.

Theodore had charm while Yvonne played the role of expert. She was looser, warmer than he’d seen her through the day. Though he’d only really gotten a glimpse of her as they walked from meeting to meeting. He didn’t have clearance to be in the same room while discussions were going down.

Was this her public persona? The face she put on for the world?

If that were the case, what side of her had he met in Vegas?

Why did he care?

Their lines were drawn. She didn’t like him. He didn’t fool around with assets. Just a few more days and they’d never have to see each other again.

Yvonne turned her head, and the light caught in her hair, making it glint. Tabby had turned the conservative woman Yvonne presented to the world on a daily basis into this creature. She was stunning.

Had Tabby worked her magic on Yvonne when they’d met?

Nolan wasn’t going to ask because he was fairly certain he knew the answer to that.

Was it all a lie? Some Vegas fueled fantasy?

The crowd cheered, most got to their feet and the host of the evening approached the brother-sister duo.

Grant came to stand next to Nolan.

“Nice purse.”

Nolan glanced down at Yvonne’s purse hanging from his fingers. “It goes with my shoes.”

Grant snorted a laugh. “He’s headed to an after dinner cocktail hour. You?”

“No idea.” He grimaced. Yvonne hadn’t been talkative or forthcoming about what filled the gaps in her schedule. He also hadn’t failed to notice how little she ate or how many times they rushed back to the suite.

She was sick, but holding it together.

“Vaughn is in the suite standing by if you need to switch off.”

“I’m good.”

Nolan wasn’t going to trust Yvonne to the other guys.

It wasn’t that his team wasn’t up to looking out for her. No, it was a baser instinct that irritated him. She’d been his, only for a night, but he still didn’t want to allow any other man near her. Yeah, it made zero sense, but he was going with it.

Theodore jogged down the stairs and slapped Grant on the shoulder.

“How’d we do?” Theodore grinned.

“Sounded good. Crowd ate it up,” Grant said without missing a beat.

Nolan stepped around them to the stairs. The rickety handrail wobbled under Yvonne’s grasp too much for his liking.

“Here.” He held his right hand out to her.

She paused, glancing from his palm to his face and back.

Was she really going to turn her nose up at him?

Her berry colored lips pressed tight together.

At least he’d tried.

Yvonne let go of the railing. The stair under her shifted. She snatched at his hand, holding on for dear life.

He grit his teeth as he realized she hadn’t been hesitating. She’d been trying to not fall.

The damn stair was a hazard.

Nolan let the bag hang from his elbow and placed his left hand on her back, steadying her as she descended the rest of the way to the floor. She held tight to him for a moment more, drawing in a deep, steadying breath.

“Someone’s going to break a leg on that thing,” he muttered.

She released his hand and straightened her jacket. “Thank you.”

He followed her gaze to where her brother was already surrounded by a cluster of men slapping his shoulder. Not a one glanced her way.

For a moment, he wasn’t standing here in Japan in a fancy hotel doing his job. He was sixteen watching his parents fawn over his younger brother for warming a seat on the bench while Nolan hit the winning home runs.

Yeah, he knew what it was like to be the forgotten sibling.

“You did a good job up there,” Nolan said.

“Good enough, I suppose.” She glanced at her purse he was still holding. “Oh, I can take that back. Sorry.”

“Not a problem.” He gave it back to her. “Plans for this evening?”

“No.” Yvonne finally looked away from her brother and ran a hand through her hair, pushing it over her shoulder.

He opened his mouth to suggest one or two of the evening activities, then thought better of it. Why was it Nolan’s automatic response to her was to make the situation better?

She’d carried half the weight of the presentation tonight and yet no one had acknowledged her part in it. If he did anything she’d bristle. He was in a no-win situation he didn’t like, and shouldn’t give two fucks about.

“I’m going to head up to the suite.” She reached into her purse and pulled out her phone.

“Alright.” Nolan waited for her to lead. He wanted his eyes on her at all time.

The conference was secure. Anyone who attempted a kidnapping here would have to get through several layers of protection. It wasn’t impossible, just highly improbable. As that last line of defense, Nolan took his job seriously.

After another moment Yvonne sighed and started off, sticking to the outer perimeter of the room until they reached an exit that let out onto a hall. Most people were still in the ballroom milling about so there weren’t lines for the elevators. A few people paused to speak to congratulate Yvonne, but they didn’t linger.

Nolan was beginning to see the bigger family picture.

Theodore was the chosen heir, the natural leader, the one who looked good in photographs.

Yvonne kept everything running smoothly. Nolan was willing to bet that without her guiding hand her older brother wouldn’t be quite as successful.

Douglas was the black sheep. He wasn’t involved in the family business. What he did wasn’t clear to Nolan. Douglas had already tried to slip away from Brenden and would no doubt be a pain in the ass for the rest of the conference. If the family had a weak link, it was that kid.

Nolan hated family jobs like this. It brought to mind all his own family drama, which was currently filling up his voicemail.

The other guests on the elevator got off, leaving them to travel the last ten floors alone.

“Would you like to order food?” He hadn’t missed Yvonne’s untouched plate at dinner.

“Maybe? I—I don’t know.” Yvonne shook her head.

“Something wrong?”

“No.” Her answer was too fast to be true.

She didn’t trust him, and why should she? In her eyes he’d only done her wrong.

Fuck it. He’d see her to the suite and if she wanted anything she could speak up. If she wanted to be miserable that was her prerogative.

“Oof.” Yvonne pressed her hand to her stomach.

He pivoted to face her.

Her skin was paler, maybe a touch green.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Fine.” The word was strained.

Damn it. She wasn’t okay.

Why the hell did he care?

“You’re not fine.” He braced a hand on the railing and leaned toward her.

Yvonne cringed away. “Please—don’t.”

The elevator dinged.

Whatever.

He pushed off the wall and stepped out, glancing up and down the hall. Vaughn had cameras positioned along the corridor, but Nolan felt better going first.

By the time he and Yvonne made it to the suite door Vaughn had it open and ushered them inside with a smile.

“Evening,” he said, far too chipper for Nolan’s dark mood.

“Would either of you know if Melody is available?” Yvonne’s voice was near breaking. She looked like she was going to be sick any minute.

Nolan glanced at Vaughn.

“Sure.” He nodded. “I’ll have her come to you.”

“Thank you both.” Yvonne turned and walked across the room and down the short hall to the bedrooms.

“She’s not looking so good,” Vaughn said in a low voice.

“No, she’s not.” Nolan glanced at his watch.

“I’ll go get Mel. Maybe we can get a doc up to see her. You good here?”

“Yup.”

Nolan wished Yvonne would have just asked him for whatever she needed. At least she was willing to talk to Melody.

Again, why the fuck did he care?

He shook his head and unbuttoned his jacket, shrugging out of it and laid it over a dining chair. Chances were high he wasn’t going anywhere for the rest of the night. Which was fine. He was willing to bet that Douglas was going to try evading Brenden again, and if that were the case Vaughn might need to go out and play back-up.

At least the family had consented to each wear a tracking device that would help keep the team appraised of all three asset’s movements. It wasn’t fool proof. Douglas could always take the device off. But it was something.

Maybe they needed to slip a tracker onto the kid when he wasn’t looking.

Vaughn and Melody entered the suite a few moments later.

“Is it as boring as it looks down there?” Vaughn dropped into an arm chair, two tablets on the coffee table showing a dozen different camera feeds.

“Yup.”

“Well, easy money, I guess.”

Nolan’s phone began to vibrate. He pulled it out and frowned at the screen.

“Your Mom? Again?” Vaughn shook his head.

“What time is it there?” Nolan rubbed his hand against the side of his face.

“It’s seven here so...five in the morning?” Vaughn grimaced. “You going to answer that?”

“No.” Nolan clicked ignore. “You know I don’t talk to family on the job.”

He wished he had the kind of relationship with his mom that he could accept the call. But everything between them had been complicated and ugly since his brother’s death.

Vaughn pulled out a deck of cards and began shuffling mindlessly.

What did it say about them that work was a respite from family?

Nolan set his phone on the coffee table. They both needed to take their minds off the bad stuff. This was work and their heads needed to be in the game.

“Want to play a few hands?” Nolan wasn’t feeling poker, but there wasn’t anything else to do.

“Sure.” Vaughn dealt them each a hand.

Nolan undid the top button of his shirt then loosened his tie.

Before Vaughn had finished shuffling Melody breezed back into the room.

“I need to go run a few errands, you guys want anything?” Melody picked up the room service menu.

“Anything to eat,” Vaughn said.

“I figured. Can you message the others, see if everyone wants food?”

“Where you headed?” Nolan asked.

“Just to pick up a few things.” Melody’s smile was a shield.

Whatever Yvonne had asked her for, Melody wasn’t sharing. At least Yvonne was letting someone help her even if it wasn’t him.
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Friday. Tech Conference, Kyoto, Japan.

Yvonne ticked off another item off the agenda. The meeting was moving right along.

She glanced at the time.

What were the chances she’d have a break before the luncheon to rush back upstairs?

Melody had brought back the pregnancy test last night along with half a dozen other medications to help with her stomach and if Yvonne was simply sick. She’d chickened out after keeping the soup down and gone to sleep without doing the tests.

This morning she had to know, but wading through the instructions had taken too much time. She’d barely been able to take the test and stash them before running out the door. Which meant she’d been thinking about the results instead of her meetings all morning.

She was not doing her best that was for sure.

The conference room door opened.

Yvonne glanced up and caught a glimpse of Nolan standing across the hall, staring straight at her. She shivered and was grateful for the wall between them.

What if she was...? With his baby...?

The idea caused a cold sweat to break out under her arms and down her spine.

That wasn’t a possibility. Her life was focused, it was purposeful. She wouldn’t know what to do with a baby and she doubted Nolan would be enthusiastic about becoming a father.

“Ms. Krieger?” One of the admins from the Asia offices knelt next to Yvonne’s chair.

“Hm?” She turned a bit and tilted her head toward the woman.

“Your brother didn’t show for his last appointment and he isn’t answering his phone,” the young woman said.

“Theo should—”

“Not Theodore, miss. Douglas?”

Oh, shit.

Yvonne picked up her phone and turned from the table.

She’d heard about last night’s fiasco. Two of the bodyguards had to haul Douglas back to the hotel when he tried to run off to some party with people he didn’t know.

The man had no sense.

Yvonne pulled up the location sharing service and taped Douglas’ icon.

It wasn’t registering signal, which meant he’d turned his phone off.

“I’ll find him,” she said to the young woman. “Thank you for letting me know.”

Yvonne glanced at her watch. This meeting was almost over. Yes, it was rude to slip out early, but her idiot brother was at work again. Instead of her doing actual work, she was going to run around playing nursemaid to her spoiled little brother.

Was this all she was good for?

She gathered her things as the organizer adjourned the meeting. Yvonne was able to slip out ahead of the rush.

Nolan was there, a frown etched into his sharp features, his eyes somehow greener today than before.

She caught his eye and jerked her head toward the elevator.

They couldn’t talk here. Too many people.

He fell into step beside her. The crowd thickened as other sessions let out.

Nolan stepped in closer and placed his hand on her back, ushering her forward while weaving them through the crowd.

“We have a situation,” she whispered to him as they reached the elevators.

“Douglas?” Nolan’s frown deepened.

“Yes.”

“On it.”

He kept their bodies close together and reached up to his left ear, tapping the earpiece she’d seen and said, “Family meeting, five minutes.”

Both were code that had been relayed to her that first day.

Family meeting, get everyone to the suite.

Five minutes wasn’t a real time, it was another code that meant as fast as possible.

“Where’s Brenden?” She craned her head to keep looking at Nolan as they stepped onto the elevator.

“I don’t know.” Nolan’s tone was clipped. Short.

Did that mean both Douglas and Brenden weren’t answering? What did that mean?

Too many people crowded around them up to their floor to speak. Nolan kept his head tilted, as though he were listening to an ongoing conversation, but he didn’t speak. They got off on their floor and were met by both Grant and Theodore, neither of whom looked happy.

“What’s going on?” she asked the other men.

“Get inside the suite, ma’am,” Grant ordered.

“That God damn brat,” Theodore muttered.

“Theo, where’s Doug?” Yvonne fell into step with her older brother.

“Sounds like he slipped his leash.”

The suite door opened and Melody was there, no smile today. The moment the door clicked shut everyone started talking.

“Vaughn and Riley are going to the last transmission spot,” Melody said.

“Do we have Zain on the line? What about building security?” Grant strode to the desk where a laptop was set up with two other tablets serving as additional screens.

“What the hell?” Theodore snapped and glared at Melody. “I thought your team was here to prevent this from happening?”

“Theo, you know this is likely Doug’s fault.” Yvonne set her purse on a chair and willed her knees to steady.

Melody straightened, not the least bit flustered at having Theodore towering over her. “Theodore, Yvonne, I know this is alarming to both of you, but this is what my team handles.”

“What was he doing?” Theodore demanded.

“It’s morning.” Yvonne glanced at him. “He was demoing the drone.”

“Drone?” Melody focused on her.

“Yes, it’s Doug’s pet project. He’s working on developing a surveillance drone with firing capability.”

“We’ve got video,” Grant announced.

Yvonne was drawn toward the screens along with the others.

An image of Douglas with the man, Brenden, carrying the drone crate sat frozen on the screen.

“Zain, you see this?” Grant asked.

“I see it,” a disembodied voice said from the speakers.

The video played.

The two men stood at what appeared to be some kind of service entrance. Douglas turned toward Brenden, laughing at something. They set the crate down, then spoke, going back and forth. Brenden pulled out his phone and showed it to Douglas who took it then set it on a stack of boxes. He gestured at Brenden again who shook his head. Douglas wanted something, but the other man wasn’t playing along. Finally Brenden pulled the comm unit from his ear and handed it to Douglas.

“Fuck,” Nolan muttered.

Douglas shoved Brenden back. The heavier man tripped over something, which was all the lead Douglas needed to shove the door shut and lock it.

“Christ, kid. What the fuck?” Grant spat.

They watched as Douglas removed his phone and the tracking pin then placed all of the items into a cabinet drawer.

Where the hell was Douglas going with the drone? And did he really think this was a good idea?

Grant straightened and turned to face them. “Until we recover your younger brother, Mr. Krieger, I think it’s best if you and your sister remain here. Douglas couldn’t have gotten very far.”

A warm hand closed over Yvonne’s. She glanced at the point of contact only to realize she’d gripped Nolan’s arm at some point.

“We’ll find him,” he said for her ears alone.

Yvonne jerked her head in a nod and let go of him.

God, what was Douglas thinking? He’d just locked up his bodyguard to go who knew where.

“Find him quick. I’ve got a meeting in an hour and a half I can’t miss.” Theodore stalked across the suite and picked up the phone. “I’m ordering room service. Vee?”

Her stomach growled, but she knew better. The only thing she was keeping down was broth, crackers and bread. Thanks to Melody, Yvonne had enough to get her through the weekend stashed in her room. Along with something else that had been eating up her attention all morning.

“No, thank you.” She shook her head and turned to face her brother. “I’m going to get some work done in peace before Doug comes back.”

When he rejoined them, there’d be hell to pay.

Yvonne didn’t quite flee the room, but she left with haste, her shadow following her.

She reached for her door, desperate to shut them all out for a few blessed moments.

“Yvonne?”

So close.

She turned to face him.

“We’ll find him.” Nolan stood there, filling the hallway by just being. He was such a big man. “You feeling better today?”

“About the same, thank you.”

“If you need anything...?”

She nodded and retreated into her bedroom, shutting it all out.

They’d figure out what to do about Douglas later. His antics were never ending, and she wasn’t the least bit surprised at what he’d done. Embarrassed, yes, but not surprised.

Yvonne deposited her purse on the bed, stepped out of her heels then entered the bathroom. She shut the door behind her for good measure before opening her toiletries to the plastic bag she’d stashed the pregnancy tests in.

Just to be certain she’d used four, three of which were made by different brands. It was the only way she could properly trust the things without involving a doctor and blood tests. She was simply covering all her bases. Once she could rule out the absurdity of her being with child, she could move on to other potential sources of this stomach bug.

She took a deep breath and turned the tests over, lining them up across her palm.

A little blue cross lined one display.

Another had one line.

The third showed two lines.

The fourth didn’t show anything.

Yvonne frowned at the results. Why weren’t these things standardized?

She pulled her phone out of her pocket and had to pull up the results in English.

Blue cross—pregnant.

One line—not pregnant.

Two lines—pregnant.

Nothing—the test was either defective or hadn’t taken.

Her knees wobbled, and she sat down on the edge of the tub.

Two positive, one negative. Or two negative and one positive depending on how she wanted to look at the tests.

They weren’t unanimous. It wasn’t conclusive. She couldn’t trust these results.

Yvonne wrapped up the tests in a plastic bag and shoved them into her toiletry tote, her hands shaking.

She could not be pregnant.
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SATURDAY. ITO FAMILY Home, Kyoto, Japan.

Samuel Ito could do with a beer. Plain, unassuming—beer. But his half-brother Sota wouldn’t have such low-brow drinks here.

Too bad.

It would make what came next that much more painful for Sota.

Samuel continued to stare out on the ornamental garden surrounding the paved patio area. It was one of the few places in this house he remembered from childhood. The latter years. His father had allowed his first wife, Sota’s mother, to remain here after the divorce. Which was probably why Sota assumed he had a right to it. Just like everything else.

Samuel slid his hands into his pockets and pressed his forearm against the gun concealed under his jacket. He wanted things to be different, but history had proven time and time again that he wasn’t good enough for this family.

Well, he was done playing by their rules.

“You didn’t come just to admire the view.” Sota stopped next to Samuel, staring out over the garden, the high-rises of Kyoto in the distance.

“You’re right. I didn’t.” He pivoted to study Sota.

They both favored their father. The resemblance between them was that of brothers. And yet, that wasn’t what mattered.

Fuck them.

Fuck them all.

“You closed the marina deal?” Samuel asked.

Sota regarded him for several moments, not speaking.

To the public, the Ito family ran a successful private security company that helped keep the peace and criminals off the streets. In reality, that was what Sota did. Except the true goal was paving the way for Samuel’s side of things. Once the competition was out of the way, Samuel could establish their other trades without having to vie for the same customers.

It was a neat arrangement, one that their father had guided them into.

But lately Sota had forgotten where the bulk of their money came from and it wasn’t his side of the business. No, Sota was seduced by the high society crowd. He wanted to fit in. Be honorable. Pretend like their family legacy wasn’t rooted in crime.

“Did you? Or didn’t you?” Samuel asked when Sota’s silence drew on.

“You know very well I did.”

“Good. Then in six weeks I can expand into the commercial marina. It’ll be good to control the port in and out—”

“No.” Sota shook his head.

“No—what?” Samuel smiled because he knew it made his half-brother uncomfortable.

“We cannot expand.”

“We? Or do you mean me?”

“You know what I mean. Your efforts need to remain focused. Too much expanding isn’t good for us. We should scale back—”

“I wish father could see you.” Samuel sneered at his older brother.

“Me?” Sota shook his head. “It’s you—”

“It’s me he spent time with. He raised me, unlike you. You think you knew him? You barely met him. Don’t presume you know what our father was like or what he’d say if he saw me now. You’ve gotten a taste or what it’s like to be rich and respected. But do you know where the money and connections come from? Me. What I do. You’re just window dressing to make us look good.”

“Our father taught me how to run this company. He told me what he wanted, and he never mentioned you being part of it. I offered to let you in—”

“Is that right?” Samuel laughed again. “With your forty-nine percent of the company? You do realize that with my forty-nine percent and my mother’s two I have a controlling interest, don’t you? You can do simple math, can’t you?”

Sota regarded Samuel for another few moments. They didn’t spend much time together because truth was neither liked the other. Sota resented Samuel for having their father. Samuel resented Sota for assuming that just because he was the oldest he mattered most.

A buzzing, whirring noise rose above the general hum of the city. Samuel glanced at the garden and caught sight of a dark speck.

“I have some leads for other possible business. I need the marina—”

“Oh fuck off, Sota. There are no leads. You’re trying to appease me with the idea of a carrot you don’t have. You can’t bully me into following you and you can’t lead me there with false prospects either.”

Sota’s voice was cold. Calculating. He wanted something. “Perhaps it is time we separated our two companies.”

“How delusional are you? Has your brain shrunk? You can’t be that stupid.” Samuel took a step toward Sota. “We work because we work together. My guys know everything your guys need to eliminate the competition. You make us look good. I earn the money.”

“Not all of it. The aboveboard profits are fifty-five percent of our income as of yesterday.” Sota tipped his nose up.

As if that meant anything.

Samuel shook his head. The idiot still didn’t fully understand things.

“That forty-five percent you’re sneering at doesn’t include the cash we keep on hand or what’s invested. There’s easily twice as much capital in my side as what you see in those precious books of yours. But you don’t see it because you never wanted to understand.”

“If you’re doing so well, you will be able to continue doing well, brother. I think separating our two sides is what’s best—”

“No,” Samuel snapped.

The buzzing was getting louder, but Samuel’s focus remained on his brother.

Sota tipped his chin up. “You can’t stop it.”

“Can’t I?” Samuel pulled his hands out of his pockets and drew the gun, pointing it at his brother. “The hell I can.”

He pulled the trigger before Sota could say another word. And it felt dam good.

Samuel had always been second class and unworthy to his brother when their father had always treated them as equals. Well, Samuel was done with that now.

A loud pop, followed by others. Samuel hunched his shoulders and dove behind the nearest chair, his body acting on instinct as bullets pelted the paving stones. Blood pounded in his temples as he hunched, trying to avoid the firing drone.

Sota lay a few yards away, arms spread out, legs bent at awkward angles, blood pooling from multiple wounds. But the kill shot, the one that had put him down, was Samuel’s.

Was this the plan all along? Had Sota intended to kill Samuel?

He wasn’t aware of any drones, it wasn’t something they’d invested in, but clearly he and his brother had kept secrets.

“Boss—are you hurt?” one of Samuel’s bodyguards called out.

“No. Take that thing down.” He hunched lower as a chunk of the chair was blown away.

“It’s leaving,” the man yelled back.

“What?”

Drones had cameras.

Whoever Sota had operating that now also had footage of him killing his brother. He couldn’t let the drone get away.

“Follow it,” he roared.
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NOLAN SLID THE MODIFIED mob holster on then his jacket. Since they couldn’t carry guns in Japan, they had a range of back-up tools to serve the purpose of protecting themselves and their clients.

“What can you tell us about the drone?” Melody’s focus was on Theodore, who’d shed his coat and was pacing.

“It’s a toy still. It flies around, takes pictures and fires rubber bullets. It’s a concept Doug is dicking around with so it looks like he’s trying.” Theodore wheeled away from them and strode toward the windows.

Melody glanced at Nolan.

Rubber bullets were easy enough to swap out for real ones.

Why had no one mentioned this?

“Guys?” Vaughn turned from the computer, one hand mashing an earpiece to his ear. “There’s been a high profile homicide. Someone got shot at their home.”

“Do they have the shooter in custody?” Nolan asked.

“Not that I can tell, but I’m listening to them through translating software. It’s not perfect.”

“Go,” Melody said. “Take the gear, meet the others on their way up, check it out. I’ll keep an eye on this.”

Vaughn glanced at Nolan. “But—”

“I agree. We’ve got to get ahead of this if Douglas is involved. We need to get to that scene now.” Nolan bent and picked up the bag containing the rest of their gear.

Vaughn didn’t utter another protest.

Their headsets beeped and Melody spoke to the whole team, “Grant, redirect to the garage. Sending coordinates to you for possible location of our asset.”

The headsets beeped again and Grant replied, “Copy that.”

In the team hierarchy, Grant and Melody were equals. This was decision making time and Nolan was behind this one.

Douglas was an overgrown kid with a lot of money and no grasp on reality. Nolan doubted Douglas knew what he’d gotten himself into. A lot like Nolan’s younger brother. Christ, the similarities were astounding.

“This went to hell, didn’t it?” Vaughn muttered to him as they reached the elevators.

“It was going too well to last.” The way Nolan saw it, people didn’t hire them for peace of mind. They were hired for a reason.

Neither spoke on the ride down to the garage level.

The two black SUVs they’d rented idled, Riley behind the wheel and Grant riding shotgun of the first. Nolan tossed the bag into the first vehicle then jogged to the second. Their destination was already programmed into the GPS, courtesy of the uplink with their home office. In a matter of minutes they were blazing the fastest route to the scene of the homicide.

“Got a bit of news on the homicide.” Zain’s voice spoke through the comm units like the voice of a god. “Happened at the home of a guy named Sota Ito, who you might know as the guy running Ito Security.”

“Fuck,” Nolan muttered, glad his line was muted.

They’d done a few jobs running parallel in Asia to the family owned company. They were into private security, more focused on securing locations rather than people. That was where Nolan’s knowledge of the company ended.

“Are the cops there?” Grant asked.

“Someone is on scene reporting back, but I’m not clear who.” Zain muttered something. “Just get there.”

Nolan tapped his ear piece. “Hey, Zain?”

“What?”

“Is there any chance we could tap into the drone that kid had? If it’s online, could we track it? Might save us from running around hoping to find him.”

A beat of silence. “That’s a good idea. I’ll call Melody directly to get more info on it.”

“Happy to help.” Nolan muted his comm.

Vaughn whistled. “I think you just out-thought Zain.”

“Whatever gets the job done.”

“What the hell do you think is going on?” Vaughn shifted in his seat. “This seems out of left field.”

Nolan was inclined to agree. They were looking for threats to exploit the family’s connections, what they knew, their access. Which was why he wanted to know if the drone would take them to where they really wanted to be.

For all they knew Douglas was at some party and his drone was being flown by someone else, leaving the party boy unaware what he was involved with.

“Got it,” Zain said far too loudly. “Re-routing you now. The drone isn’t far from the homicide location. You’re only five minutes out. The drone is stationary.”

Fuck.

That wasn’t good.

Then again, whoever had piloted the thing could have dumped it and run. There was no guarantee Douglas was with it. Either way, they needed to have the drone so it wouldn’t link back to the Krieger family.

The sound of keys clacking heralded Zain’s input. “It looks like the drone is sitting in some kind of low ground area. There’s a park or a waterway near it.”

“I think we should head for the street running perpendicular to the drone, park there and proceed on foot,” Grant said.

The SUV ahead of them turned and Nolan followed, deviating from the course the GPS had set up for them.

They were less than thirty yards from the signal.

Nolan killed the engine and got out. They circled up around Grant, no one speaking.

“We have no idea what we’re heading into. Stay sharp, keep it tight and let’s bring our asset home, okay?” Grant glanced around.

Nolan jerked his head in a nod and pulled the baton from under his jacket.

Man, he really wanted a gun right about now.

Their five-man team proceeded down the street to a walk way between buildings. It wasn’t even a proper street. The walkway then descended to a street below them that disappeared into a tunnel. Despite it being the middle of the day, there was no one around. Not even a nosey neighbor peering outside.

A muffled whimper and a dull thud sent invisible fingers up Nolan’s spine. He peered down the street, but saw nothing.

The tunnel then?

“Target is close. Going silent,” Grant said.

“Understood,” Zain replied.

Grant went down the stairs first, Nolan and Vaughn falling in behind him with Brenden and Riley bringing up the rear.

Nolan didn’t like the location. If they had to run there was nowhere to go, no cover, just open ground, a road bordered by a wall on one side and water on the other, or the stairs.

A grunt echoed out of the tunnel.

The drone wasn’t abandoned.

Their team reached the sidewalk. Grant communicated with gestures and Nolan moved into position at the entrance to the tunnel. He went to a knee and peered around.

He smelled the blood first.

The shadows were thick, disguising the hulking forms of a van and another SUV. The SUV’s interior light cast a dim sphere of illumination on two men holding a third down. A fourth went to a knee, plunging a knife into the prone man’s chest then again and again.

Three hostiles armed with knives against five with stun guns and batons. Great.

Movement inside the van caught Nolan’s eye.

Someone was still alive.

“Go.” Grant’s voice was more like the ghost of a whisper, but they all heard it.

Nolan darted forward on silent feet, Vaughn keeping stride with him. They outdistanced the other three.

One of the men holding the dying man down yelled something.

Nolan hurled his baton, striking the kneeling man in the back of the head. Vaughn rushed forward and swung with his baton, catching the closest man on his exposed stomach.

Nolan focused on the stabber, the one with the obvious weapon. He grabbed the man’s arm and flung him off the victim, the knife skidding away. Nolan snatched his baton. Before he could make another move on the stunned man, Riley was there treating the guy like some kind of livestock to be tied up in a timed competition.

Brenden had the third man on the ground, face down and Grant crouched over the victim.

There were two other bodies sprawled on the pavement. They weren’t moving.

Nolan circled around to the back of the van and pulled out his flashlight clicking it on.

The light reflected back to him in a pair of familiar hazel eyes.

Douglas Krieger lay tied and gagged in the floorboard of the van, his drone halfway back into its crate.

Nolan reached up and tapped his comm. “We have the asset, scene is not secure.”

“Can you clean it up? Can it be contained?” Zain asked.

“Negative. Three bodies, three attackers.”

“Get out of there. Half go to the airport. Half go escort the other two assets from the hotel. Hear that, Melody?”

“Copy that,” she said.

Nolan climbed into the van and knelt over Douglas. “What the fuck did you do?”

The kid shook his head and whimpered into the gag.

Nolan collapsed the baton and holstered it then drew his knife. He cut the restraints away but left the saliva soaked gag for Douglas to tend to.

“Check those other two. Are they dead?” Grant asked.

“They’re all gone.”

Douglas ripped the gag from his face. “I didn’t do anything.”

“Save it, kid. I don’t care.” Nolan leaned out of the van. “Can someone give me a hand with the drone?”

“Let’s get it and go,” Grant said.

“I’ll get the SUV.” Riley turned and jogged away.

“They told me it was a demo. I was just going to show them what it could do.” Douglas crouched on the floor of the van, hands in his hair.

Grant stepped around the back of the van. “Mr. Krieger, that doesn’t matter right now. We have to get you and this thing out of here. Now shut up. Don’t say another word.”

The name of the game now was to minimize any and all negative attention aimed at the company. Whatever had happened here was for the Krieger family to discuss with their lawyers. The evidence might be clear as day to Nolan and his team, but so long as Douglas didn’t admit to anything in front of them their job remained the same.

This was the one thing that sucked about being part of Lepta Team over some of the other teams. On the surface their job was clear cut; they offered a quiet way to protect people and property from kidnapping and extortion. In reality it was much more complicated.

Nolan hated these gray areas.

Their job was to protect Douglas, but the kid had clearly gotten involved with something. That didn’t change the mission. They’d bring Douglas and the drone back then whatever evidence led the authorities to Douglas surfaced was a lawyers problem.

Riley pulled their SUV up alongside the van.

Nolan and Grant got the drone inside along with Douglas, then they were off. With any luck they’d clear the area and be on the plane within the hour.

“Let’s split,” Vaughn said.

Nolan backed away from the scene.

The three restrained men weren’t saying a word.

The dead men’s blood was everywhere.

The whole thing was a mess.

And they still didn’t know what happened. It was probably better that way.
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4.
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Saturday. Tech Conference, Kyoto, Japan.

Yvonne sat on the floor, her back braced against the bed, and stared at her toes. They still had a tiny bit of polish on them from that spa day Tabby had taken her on the week after Vegas. That was the last time Yvonne had done anything for herself.

Her life was work. It was the business. She couldn’t be pregnant. She couldn’t have a baby.

The tests were wrong. They had to be.

Why should she trust a drug store test? This was the kind of thing that needed a professional.

But that meant doctors, and she’d gone to the same family practice her whole life. Even her doctor in LA was cousins with her doctor in DC. If her physician knew she was pregnant, there would be no keeping that from her family.

A sharp knock at her door broke the circle of thought.

She briefly considered ignoring it, but Douglas was out there. Probably doing something stupid.

Yvonne pushed to her feet, straightened her blouse then opened the door.

Melody stood on the other side, her professional mask in place, but there was a grim set to her mouth.

“W-what is it?” Yvonne asked.

“I need for you to pack what you need and be ready to leave in five minutes for the airport.”

“What? Why?”

Theodore stepped in behind Melody, his face twisted into a mask of rage. “Do what she says, Vee.”

“Okay.” Yvonne wanted to know more, but that look said not to ask. Not right now.

Yvonne grabbed her smallest suitcase and quickly packed the things she cared about. Toiletries, her book, a shawl Tabby had given her and two changes of clothes. That done she ensured her work things were still ready to go.

She paused in the bathroom staring at the box she’d shoved the pregnancy test into. There was no way she could leave that here for anyone to find, but she didn’t want it with her either.

This situation was just like Douglas’ latest episode. It was something to be controlled. For now.

She stashed them in a box then wrapped that in a plastic bag and shoved it to the bottom of her purse. She’d handle this when she got home to LA.

Theodore was still packing when Yvonne hauled her things out to the front where Melody waited with Douglas’ duffle bag and three laptop bags Yvonne assumed were her team’s equipment.

“What do we know about Doug?” Yvonne asked.

“It’s best if we discuss this on the plane.” Melody’s voice was measured, calm, controlled. It was different from when she didn’t have to think about her words.

“That bad?” Yvonne sighed.

“It’s contained. For now.” Melody tilted her head and stared off into nothing for a moment. “They’re downstairs. Nolan and Vaughn are on their way up.”

Yvonne nodded. She’d thought the protection was silly and over the top. They’d handled negative attention before, but nothing like this. It was crazy.

Her stomach knotted up, and she didn’t know if it was because of her condition or the drama unfolding around her.

Theodore joined them, his phone pressed to his ear as he spat orders.

A rhythmic knock sounded at the suite entrance.

“That’s our people.” Melody crossed to the door and peered through the peephole before turning toward them. “Ready?”

Yvonne nodded.

“My brother had better have something to say about all this.” Theodore bent and took Yvonne’s computer bag leaving her with her purse and rolling carry on.

Nolan was first through the door. There was no blood on him and he appeared unhurt though his tie was loose and missing a button on his shirt.

He glanced at her, their gazes snagging for a brief moment. She really shouldn’t feel better knowing he was okay.

Figure Douglas out first, then everything else.

Vaughn grabbed the bags at Melody’s feet.

“Sir, ma’am, come with us, please?” Nolan gestured at the door. “I’d like you to stay behind me. Melody and Vaughn will bring up the rear.”

His tone had changed. Yes, he’d become a laser focused person the moment she’d told him something was wrong this morning, but now he was even more controlled. No, poised.

Were they in danger in the hotel? On the way to the plane?

Yvonne’s hand slid from her purse strap to her stomach as they walked down the hall past the elevators to a service shaft.

“What can you tell us?” Theodore asked.

“Not our place to say,” Nolan responded.

Yvonne smothered the urge to chuckle. It had to be the nerves making her want to laugh at a time like this. Theodore always got his way.

Nolan turned to face them. “We’re going straight ahead, take a left then out into a loading area, understand?”

Yvonne nodded. She assumed her brother did the same.

“Here, let me have this.” Nolan bent and took her rolling bag from her.

“I can handle—”

His dark green gaze made the words die on her lips. “I need you to move fast.”

“Okay,” she muttered.

“Stay close to me.” Nolan placed his hand on her back, just how he had earlier.

The elevator dinged, and they were moving with haste. Nolan carried her bag in front of them, kind of like a shield.

Down the hall.

Left at the first opportunity.

He pushed the doors open for her.

A dark SUV waited in the loading area. Brenden stood at the front of the vehicle, doors open, watching the street.

“In,” Nolan snapped.

“Bags in the back,” Melody called out.

They piled into the waiting SUV, bags flying over Yvonne’s head as the vehicle took off.

She sat sandwiched in between Theodore and Melody as Nolan wound through the city, navigating the streets as though he did this all the time. And he probably did.

Their lives were so totally different.

Her mind blanked out, refusing to follow that train of thought further.

Yes, there were important things to consider, but later. Once they were safe and this business with Douglas was sorted.

By the time they reached the private airport Yvonne was glad she hadn’t tried to eat. The motion sickness alone would have done her in. She was reduced to doing what Melody told her.

Slide out of the SUV.

Sit on this golf cart.

Hold on here.

Stand.

Go up the stairs.

The whole thing was a blur, but before she knew it she was seated in a plush, leather seat in a private room inside a jet.

A private jet she’d never been in before.

Did she want to know what strings had gotten pulled for this?

Probably not.

“Where’s my damn brother?” Theodore dropped their laptop bags into the seat across the table from her.

“They’re bringing him to the plane now,” Melody said.

“I want to see him—privately—as soon as he gets here, understood?”

Yvonne slid further down in her seat.

She watched Theodore scowl then heard a door click shut.

They were alone.

“This is just like Doug. Damn it.” Theodore whirled and paced the small, airplane conference room.

“We don’t know the facts yet.” Yvonne placed her purse on the table.

“But we know him.” He whirled to face her. “Tell me you actually believe our brother didn’t bring this on himself.”

Yvonne winced and glanced away. She couldn’t do that. Douglas’ history was full of instances just like this.
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SATURDAY. PRIVATE AIRPORT, Kyoto, Japan.

Fucking hell.

Lee’s plans were dissolving, and he had no clue why.

He eased the bike to a stop outside the fenced off area of the private airport just outside Kyoto. He’d been hard pressed to follow the SUV without getting too close. With any luck the bodyguards hadn’t spotted him.

The family was supposed to remain at the conference for the duration of the event. Only once that was over were they to leave, at which point Lee’s people were supposed to grab them.

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” Lee balled his hands into fists.

His plans were blown until he knew where the Kriegers were going.

The way his luck was going, they were en route back to the states, and that would really suck. Lee operated mostly on foreign soil. He stayed out of the US, but this job was too big. He couldn’t fail.

He tipped his head back and sucked in a deep breath.

He could be flexible. He knew their habits, their routines. He’d been studying them in preparation for this job. His team could still pull this off.

He watched a second golf cart wheel two men, Douglas Krieger and a crate to the stairs leading to the jet. The crate was loaded while the men hustled the youngest Krieger inside the plane.

Lee pulled out his phone and hit dial. It was time to adjust their course and figure out what the hell went wrong.
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YVONNE’S EYES BEGAN to droop. It would be so easy to close them and fall asleep. Being sick sure had taken a lot out of her. She couldn’t remember the last time she was under the weather. Probably meant she was due for something awful.

The conference room door snapped open.

“Doug.” Theodore pushed to his feet.

She turned her chair to catch sight of her younger brother.

Douglas’ suit was rumpled. One pant leg was torn and several shirt buttons were missing. His tie was barely hanging on. His jacket was gone. He had a cut lip, a black eye and a gash near his temple that had bled a bit.

“Are you okay? What happened?” Yvonne shoved to her feet.

Grant pushed past Douglas carrying the drone case and placed it in a bin that would secure it from sliding around on the floor.

“What the hell were you thinking?” Theodore pounded his fist on the table.

“Excuse me?” Grant straightened and glanced between them. “We’ll be taking off in a few minutes. Our flight home is going to be a little long, but we’ll get there.”

“Thanks. Give us a minute?” Theodore didn’t look at the other man once. His eyes were on their brother.

Grant nodded and shut the conference room door behind him while Douglas sank into the padded leather chair at the head of the table. Yvonne grabbed a few cocktail napkins on the table and moved down to sit at Douglas’ right hand.

“Here. You’re kind of a mess.”

“I didn’t do it.” Douglas glanced at her then Theodore. “You’ve got to believe me. I didn’t do it.”

“Do what? What the fuck happened?” Theodore came to stand over Douglas, arms crossed. Theodore looked a lot like their father right now.

“I had an appointment with some guys. They wanted to see the drone in action.” Douglas pushed his hand through his hair. “I didn’t want a fucking baby sitter, so I got rid of him.”

“By shoving in him a closet?” Theodore threw his hands up. “We have that on camera, you idiot.”

“These guys wanted a private demo, off site. They checked out.” Douglas’ temper flared, and he sat up, glaring at their oldest brother.

“Guys, can we just focus on the events?” She speared Theodore with a look. “Sit, please? We need to know what we’re dealing with so we can decide how to proceed. Getting angry and yelling at each other isn’t going to help us.”

Her oldest brother looked like he wanted to say something. Reason won out, and he sat opposite of Yvonne, reclined back in his chair.

“Is this something we should record?” she asked Douglas.

“I don’t know.” Douglas’ face creased. He was truly afraid.

Theodore shook his head. “No recordings. Not until we know what we’re dealing with. From the beginning.”

“I was trying.” Douglas blew out a breath. “Like I said—these guys checked out. We loaded into a car and went to this guy’s house. That’s when I started to get a bad feeling. My contact started getting jumpy. He and another of the guys were arguing, but I didn’t know what the fuck they were saying.”

Yvonne needed to keep Douglas on track. “Where’d they take you?”

“Some guy’s house. I said that. Big place. Walled. There were guards. I saw guns. That’s when I realized I fucked up, but they said they had a partner who wanted in on the demo.”

“Who were your contacts?” Yvonne pulled out her phone.

“Two guys with Lyme.”

“The developer Lyme?” Yvonne frowned. What would coders need with a surveillance drone?

“Yeah. They said they were working on something new and—whatever.” Douglas shook his head. “My contact and the driver left. They just turned around and walked off. These four new guys come over, they talk to the other two Lyme guys. No one is speaking to me, which is when I tried to follow the others.”

His knee bounced, and he picked at the stubble on his chin, his eyes wide. Whatever he was seeing, it wasn’t this room.

Yvonne reached over and took her brother’s hand.

“Doug? Doug, you’re safe,” she said.

“I know.” He straightened and placed his hands in his lap.

“What happened next? I’m guessing they didn’t let you walk out of there.” Theodore’s frustration dripped from every word.

Yvonne understood him. Douglas had an uncanny knack for screwing things up. But he was their family. Their brother. And what he did affected them.

“They made me do the demo in their courtyard area. That’s when I turned the GPS signal on thinking maybe you guys would realize I was gone.” Douglas’ voice broke.

Yvonne’s throat tightened. What had the video captured?

“That’s it?” Theodore asked.

“No. After that they tied me up and put me in a van. The two Lyme guys and two I didn’t know drove off with me and the drone. They stopped on the side of some street and loaded the drone with real bullets. It’s not made for real bullets. They probably melted the whole magazine.” Douglas threw his hands up.

He was focusing on little details. Whenever he was really upset about something or knew he was in bad trouble, he did this.

Oh, Dougie, what have you done?

“Did they use the drone to kill someone?” Theodore asked, his voice unusually even.

“I—I think so. Yeah.” Doug wiped his hand across his mouth. His leg did a little jig, bouncing up and down.

“Then what happened?”

“Then we started driving. They were all yelling. A few minutes later the van hit something, then these guys open up the back door and start pulling the others out and—and...” Douglas’ mouth worked without sound, his eyes wide with fear.

“And?” Theodore prompted.

“They killed them.”

“With guns?”

“No, this guy fucking stabbed them to death.” Douglas closed his eyes and shuddered.

“Is that it? What else?”

“That’s when those guys—the bodyguards—got there. Oh, fuck.” He bent forward, head cradled in his hands. “I fucked up. I really fucked up.”

“You did, buddy.” Theodore patted Douglas on the shoulder. “But we’re going to take care of this.”

Yvonne’s mouth was dry. The knot in her stomach was tighter.

People had died today.

Her gut reaction was that the police needed to know.

Except they couldn’t. Or at least Mom wouldn’t allow it and what she said was law.

Douglas had already dug himself a hole. He was on probation for a DWI. If his parole officer found out Douglas was involved in this, her little brother could go to prison. Mom wouldn’t let her precious baby face any real consequences then. She wouldn’t now either.

Yvonne pushed to her feet, needing to move.

There was a right thing to do, she just didn’t know what it was yet. It would come to her, a neat way to solve all their problems the correct way.

“Vee, where are you going?” Theodore asked.

“I...” She paused with her hand on the door. “I need some air.”

She stepped out into the galley that ran along the outside of the conference room and a drink prep area. A can of ginger ale caught her eye. That might help?

Yvonne helped herself and turned toward the hatch leading out of the plane. Part of her wanted to walk out that door because deep down she knew what was going to happen.

When they got home Dad would be furious. He’d call their lawyer and his police friends—and then Mom would get involved.

There were defining differences between the two halves of that power couple.

Dad was a self-made man. He’d begun his company in his spare time then built it through hard work, determination and an uncanny ability to sell anything.

Mom, on the other hand, came from a long line of wealthy people. Old money. She had ideas about what they were entitled to because of who they were, the blood they shared. She wouldn’t allow for her precious baby boy to be smeared in any way.

Many of Douglas’ bad habits were fostered by their mother.

In the end Mom and Dad would come to an agreement. Something in the middle. Kind of like Douglas’ DWI slap on the wrist. It could have been worse. Much worse. But Mom’s family had influence and Dad had money.

“You aren’t thinking about running on us, too?”

Nolan’s voice licked up her spine, causing her to shiver. She sucked in a breath and turned to face him.

“What? Sorry?” she said lamely.

“Sorry.” He held up his hands. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”

“I-I’m not going anywhere.” She folded one arm over her chest and clutched the can.

“I didn’t really think you would. You’re the smart one of the family.” Nolan studied her, his eyes looking for something. He’d straightened his shirt, but there was no fixing the missing buttons. They gaped, showing off the under shirt. “Your brother tell you what happened?”

“Enough.” She tapped her finger on the can. What the hell were they going to do about Douglas?

“Okay, well, we know more about the people involved. You want me to tell you and your brothers?”

Theodore’s raised voice could be heard through the walls. Yvonne glanced over her shoulder.

“Just tell me for now, if you don’t mind?” She didn’t think now was the time to share more details with them.

“That initial homicide we heard about was a Sota Ito. You know that name?”

“No.” She frowned. “Should I?”

“Not necessarily. We know him. They do a lot of work in this part of the world, private security, several steps up from rent a cops. Our guys have also identified the men who kidnapped your brother.”

“And?”

“And they didn’t work for anyone attending the conference. They’re gang members. Yakuza.”

“I see.” She drew in a deep, steadying breath.

It just kept getting better and better, didn’t it?

“And here we thought we’d need your protection for something completely different.” She chuckled, but her attempt at brevity failed. “You’ll be glad to be rid of us once we get home, I bet.”

“We aren’t off the job just because we get your family home safe.”

“Y-you aren’t?”

“No. If anything this is going to prolong our job. Plus, there’s still several kidnapping threats and now this? We aren’t going anywhere.”

“I-I see.” Her brain was running out of words to use.

He lowered his voice and his tone gentled. “Is this going to be a problem? I can see about being reassigned.”

“I think...” She took a sip of the bubbly drink to buy her a moment.

If she were truly pregnant, Nolan would be part of her life—and the child’s. If he wanted to be. There was always the chance he wouldn’t care. But that seemed wrong to her. Besides her connection to him she couldn’t deny that he’d been professional and attentive. The moment she’d found out about Douglas he’d gone into action. That might be the only thing that had brought her brother back alive. It wasn’t worth throwing away someone right for the job just because she was uncomfortable.

“I think it might benefit us to...come to an understanding,” she said.

“You want to talk?” he asked.

“Is that allowed?”

“Of course.” He glanced over his shoulder at the other five members of his team clustered together looking at something. “There’s a private seating area for four at the front of the plane. After take-off I’ll come find you and we can talk. How’s that sound?”

Ominous.

“Good. Thank you.” She half turned toward the conference room door. “I should update my brothers.”

And yet part of her wanted to stand here with Nolan, away from the horrors, where he could shield her.
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5.
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Saturday. Private Jet.

Nolan released the catch on his seatbelt and stretched.

“You want to get in on a game of cards?” Vaughn had a deck out and shuffling on the four-person table already.

Brenden unfolded his arms and placed one on the table. It was likely all he’d say, but he was in.

“I’m in,” Riley said.

“Your wife lets you?” Nolan said before he could think better of the question.

“At least I’ve got a woman.” Riley grinned and braced his forearms on the table.

Nolan’s mind brought up an image of Yvonne smiling at him. But she wasn’t his.

“When are you two getting hitched?” Vaughn cut the deck, still shuffling.

Riley shrugged. “We aren’t. At least, not yet.”

“Bet that drives your mothers crazy.”

“That’s half the fun of it.”

Vaughn turned his head and looked at Nolan. “In or out?”

“Out.” Nolan wasn’t keen on being part of the discussion that would no doubt happen over cards. As much as Douglas Krieger pissed him off, the kid also reminded Nolan a lot of his own brother and how he’d died.

“Probably for the best. You don’t want me to take all your lunch money, do you?” Vaughn practically vibrated with pent up anger. He likely needed the shit talking that would happen over cards as an outlet. Sometimes Nolan took the ribbing too far.

“Keep telling yourself that.” Nolan slid out into the aisle and stretched.

Vaughn slid the first card toward Brenden as he dealt. “What do you want to bet that pretty kid’s off the hook by the time we have our first stop?”

Yeah, that was Nolan’s cue. Get out now.

The advantage he had over Vaughn was that Nolan’s brother had died—how long ago?—ten years.

Christ.

The anger Nolan had carried with him had died down over the years.

On the flip side, Vaughn’s brother was still alive, still fucking things up and still causing headaches for his family. Someday this would be behind Vaughn. Either his brother would figure out he was making poor choices and change, or he’d die. Those were the odds.

Nolan glanced at Grant and Melody. They had their heads together talking. At least they were finding their rhythm. Mel was good for the team, but Nolan would never say that to Grant’s face.

Satisfied everyone was occupied, Nolan edged into the galley. He’d seen Yvonne leave the conference room right before takeoff and not return. He still wasn’t convinced that being reassigned wasn’t a good idea. There was no going back over the line he’d crossed with her regardless that she hadn’t been a client at the time. It blurred things for him. Nolan liked clear-cut boundaries. But he didn’t have that with Yvonne.

Regardless of what she’d said to him or the clear vibe she gave off, he hadn’t stopped wanting her. And that was a problem.

Nolan didn’t fuck around with clients, assets or anyone connected to work.

That was his rule, not the company’s.

Nolan glanced at Riley.

Last year Riley had hooked up with an asset they’d pulled out of a shitty kidnapping situation. The couple was still together. Hell, Nolan liked Riley’s girl, but he still didn’t get how to be with a woman and do their job without being distracted. Then again, Riley hadn’t been himself during that op, so maybe the truth was they handled distraction differently.

Nolan grabbed a bottle of water on his way through to the front, and sure enough, there was Yvonne.

The four leather chairs were the oversized recliner type built for comfort and luxury. Yvonne had her chair pushed back, the window shade down, and her eyes shut. She’d loosened whatever held her hair up and it now lay over her shoulder and her suit jacket was spread over her legs like a blanket.

Fuck.

The silky top molded to her body. A body he remembered in great detail. He’d spent a lot of time studying it.

He squeezed his eyes shut and took a deep breath.

She’d been so sick the last day and a half he didn’t have the heart to disturb her if she could manage to rest. The shit storm coming their way was going to be tough enough to handle, she needed to get as much sleep as she could.

Besides, Yvonne barely tolerated him as part of her security detail. He had to remember that.

Why was it so hard?

Nolan wasn’t exactly the kind of man who chased difficult women. He didn’t have the time to devote to that sort of thing. That fact normally gave him an out. This time he clenched his teeth and wanted his life to be different.

Why?

What was it about Yvonne Krieger that got to him?

He couldn’t put his finger on it. Sure, he got her in a way. They were both older siblings with troublemaking younger brothers, but he’d been hooked on her before this. And he didn’t know why. It was what had pushed him to hunt for her for the last few weeks. A need to see her again.

And she could barely stand the sight of him.

The plane shuddered, hitting turbulence, and Nolan swayed off balance. He braced his hand on the bulkhead and staggered a step closer to Yvonne. She jolted upright, blinking around her, hands gripping the arm rests.

“It’s okay.” Nolan took another step and turned so he wasn’t hovering in the aisle. “Just a bit of rough air.”

“Oh.” She put a hand to her head and relaxed.

“May I?” He gestured to the seat across from her.

“Of course.” She adjusted her seat, smoothed her hair and clothes.

He dropped into the chair as the plane swayed again, but his thoughts were doing the real loops.

He’d seen past the mask Yvonne wore. He knew it. Under all this polish was another woman. One who only got to come out every now and then. He liked her and wanted to see her again. This picture Yvonne painted for the world was nice, but it had nothing on the woman he’d met.

The speaker dinged and a male voice spoke, “Afternoon, this is your captain speaking. We have reached cruising altitude, but anticipate regular turbulence during our flight so please remain seated with your seatbelts fastened. Thank you.”

“Well that’s great.” Her face was still pale and now it was lined with stress.

He wanted to do something to ease her mind. Make her feel better. What that was, he couldn’t say, but the urge was there.

Maybe he needed to stop analyzing his thoughts and just go with it. Follow his gut.

Yvonne glanced from the window to him.

They sat there, openly studying each other.

Despite her prickly attitude, he still liked her. He’d gotten a front-row seat to watching how she conducted herself. She was a quiet force, maybe not content to play in the background, but she knew what she was doing. Which was a contradiction to the shy woman he’d met.

Yvonne might have all the confidence when it came to this world and work. Between them he had the advantage.

If he kissed her, would she kiss him back?

“I don’t know where to start,” she said softly.

Lips on lips sounded like a great idea, but that wasn’t what she was talking about.

Nolan cleared his throat and shifted in his seat. “Your brothers are still locked up in the conference room?”

“They probably won’t come out.” She dropped her head into her hands and massaged her temples.

He wanted to ask questions, to know what the hell had led to an assassination and three dead bodies that linked one of Aegis’ competitors and the Yakuza. But he couldn’t pry. He couldn’t ask questions. At least not about work.

Yvonne lowered her hands to her lap and looked at him. She had this calculating way of dissecting people when she was in her element. Nolan had watched her do this to others before approaching them. She might not have her older brother’s ability to charm, but she was a smart woman who knew how to get what he wanted. He had no doubt she was her brother’s secret weapon.

What was her angle? What did she want from him?

“If this is going to work, my family cannot know about Vegas any more than they already do.” She folded her hands in her lap. The pink in her cheeks betrayed her. The sex kitten was still in there.

“What do they already know?”

“You spoke to my father for one.” Her lips twisted up into a grimace.

“I—what?” Nolan reached back into his memory. He remembered answering his phone...

Yvonne’s eyes widened a bit. “You don’t remember?”

“I got a phone call that we had an emergency call and I had to go,” he said slowly.

“Before that?”

Nolan frowned, trying to recall. That had been a particularly rough morning. The hangover had slowed him down, plus he hadn’t wanted to leave.

She leaned toward him and lowered her voice. “You seriously don’t remember reaching over me to answer my phone?”

“I answered my phone.”

“The second time, but the first time you answered my phone.” She jabbed her finger at her collar bone. “You spent five minutes arguing with my father about why he was calling you.”

“Oh, fuck.” Nolan rubbed his hand across his face. He was conditioned to wake up from a deep sleep to the sound of his phone. He’d answered more than a few calls without his mind fully engaged. “I am—fuck. I’m sorry.”

Booze and good sex must have really knocked him out harder than he realized if his memory of that morning was this hazy. Was it possible there was more he didn’t recall?

“Just stay away from my father if at all possible, okay? He won’t remember your voice, but it’s probably better to not chance it.” She blew out a breath and sat back.

“What else happened?”

She shrugged.

“Don’t say nothing. I’ve watched you do that shoulder lift and glance to the right thing enough the last two days to realize it’s not nothing.”

“I do what?” Now she frowned.

“Whenever you’re going along with what your brothers want, you do that. Shrug, glance off that way and go with whatever they say.” Nolan scooted to the edge of his seat, his knees on either side of hers and leaned forward. “If I fucked up tell me.”

Now they were getting somewhere.

She sat up straighter, if that were possible, and picked at a bit of imaginary lint on her pant leg. He was content to wait her out.

She didn’t look at him when she spoke. “The whole morning was rather awful. I’d prefer to just forget it.”

“And privately stew about it instead of telling me what I did that pissed you off this bad?” He wasn’t sure why her backing off the issue bothered him this much, but he was going to hear her grievances.

“Does it really matter anymore? We have bigger things to worry about.”

Nolan placed his hand on her knee. It was the first time he’d touched her when it wasn’t necessary. He didn’t miss the jolt of awareness, how her pupils flared for a moment. She wasn’t as unaffected by him as she wanted to believe.

“It matters,” he said finally.

“The whole morning was awful, okay?” She glanced off to the right out of the window at the sky.

“Starting with me arguing with your father. I got that much. Was he mad at you?”

“Not mad, just...disappointed I guess.”

“Disappointed?”

“Yes.”

Nolan nodded as though he understood.

He didn’t.

His family was fucked up. Someone was always mad at someone else, and lately that person was him. He still hadn’t answered his mother’s numerous phone calls.

“You must be close with your dad,” Nolan said to say something.

“We understand each other, I suppose.”

“I’m sorry that I messed that up. I’ll keep my distance, promise. What else?”

She leaned her head back against the headrest. “Pushing me out the door with only one shoe looking the way I did wasn’t exactly a great start to the day.”

“Wait—one shoe?” He winced and closed one eye.

“Yes, and they weren’t even my shoes.” Her restraint was loosening and her eyes flashed as she spoke. “Do you have any idea how humiliating that was? You left marks all over my neck and chest. If Tabby hadn’t been staying across the hall from my family, I don’t know what I would have done.”

“Marks?” He did remember a rather entertaining episode spent licking spilled campaign off her breasts.

Yvonne leaned toward him and whispered, “Hickies. Who does that?”

Nolan covered his face with both hands.

Shit.

So the morning had begun with him having a confused argument with her father, he’d pushed her out of his room without a shoe and left her to face her family—staying at the same hotel—with hickies on her neck.

That was a dick thing to do. Her frosty reception made sense. He wouldn’t blame her if she still wanted to kick his ass.

“Okay. All I can say is—sorry. I, um, wish things had ended better. I really do.” He sat back, removing his hand from her knee. He had no right to touch her.

“It doesn’t matter now. I just want to get home and...” Her mouth worked soundlessly.

“Everything will be okay,” he said.

“Will it?” Her eyes focused on him and he belatedly realized the standard platitude might not have been a good idea. “People died. My brother was involved. How is that going to be okay?”

They were jumping lanes from personal to professional. He knew how to handle this. “Your brother was kidnapped. That’s an important factor here.”

“He made the murder weapon.”

“That doesn’t make him guilty. Did he do some stupid stuff? Yeah, but being stupid isn’t a crime.” Nolan winced. He’d just called an asset stupid. He didn’t usually misspeak like this, but Yvonne scrambled all his neat lines.

“Maybe you’re right? I just—this whole thing...”

“It’s a lot to deal with. I know, but you’ve got us and I’m sure your family has lawyers to guide you through what’s right.” Nolan didn’t actually believe a lawyer would do any such thing, but Yvonne seemed to need to hear that.

“I guess so.” She stared out the window, lines of worry still marring her pretty face.

Yvonne wasn’t like her brothers. There was a spine of steel under the beautiful exterior. She was the kind of woman who knew how to work for what she wanted. He doubted she’d shy away from anything difficult if it meant accomplishing her goals. But that was work. The thing she dedicated herself to.

The blushing young woman he’d picked up at the bar hadn’t been nearly that confident. She’d tried, he’d give her that. Usually he didn’t like the ones that needed coaxing. It wasn’t like he had time to devote to drawing a woman out of her shell, but Yvonne had been a breath of fresh air. Honest. He hadn’t minded warming her up because everything that had come after was pure passion.

And exactly what he shouldn’t be thinking about.

“So, are we good?” he asked.

“I suppose.” She didn’t look at him.

“Yvonne, we have to work together. It’ll be easier if you’re honest with me. I’m sorry for being an asshole. I really am.” How much honesty should he give her?

She kept staring out the window at the clouds.

“You want some payback?” he asked.

“What?” She turned her head and looked at him. Her prim little nose wrinkled and damn if he didn’t want to kiss it.

“Just trying to make this better.” He spread his hands.

“We’re fine.” Her face was devoid of emotion, her eyes flat.

“I don’t believe you.”

“What do you want me to say?”

“The truth. If we aren’t good, say so. I’ll try to make it right, or if you’d rather not see my ugly face I’ll stay out of your way.”

“Let’s just move on, okay? I don’t know how long you’ll be working with us and I’d like for things to be...easier. I think there’s enough on our plate, don’t you?”

“I agree, but don’t you think things would be best if we totally cleared the air?”

“There is nothing else.” She did that same shoulder-look-away thing.

Yvonne was hiding something from him. A wrong doing. A thought. A feeling.

His gut said to keep pushing until she told him everything.

His head said it wasn’t his right.

They’d spent one night together. That didn’t entitle him to anything, but damn it he wished it did. But he was the only one who wanted that.

There were too many things going on. Too many secrets. But they wouldn’t prevent him from doing his job, which was keeping the Krieger’s—specifically Yvonne—safe. He was good at what he did. Being attracted to her wouldn’t change that, it only gave him a personal investment in this job.

“Nolan?”

“Hm?” He glanced at her.

The mask had dropped a bit, giving him a glimpse at the woman she hid from the world. “Thank you.”

“For?”

“Just—thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” But damn if he didn’t want more.
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MONDAY. GRIMALDI PLACE, Chevy Chase, MD.

Yvonne stared out of the limo at the old family home her mother had inherited. The place was like a museum. Or a tomb.

God, why were they coming here?

She knew why.

The historic home in Chevy Chase put them within driving distance of contacts in Washington that might help Douglas’ problems go away. Mom was also doing her best to transition both Dad and Douglas to living there full-time from their residence in New York.

What Yvonne really wanted to do was board a plane and head west. To her real home. Her little condo might not be much, and she didn’t spend the time there that she’d like, but it was hers. Away from family where she could breathe. There wouldn’t be nosey knocks and well meaning questions if she were there.

She’d been sick once during their trek home and it had been on the jet. Everyone had given her a wide berth since then, even Nolan. For which she was grateful.

There’d been a point when she’d wanted to undo her seatbelt and crawl into his lap. She couldn’t forget what it was like to be held by those impossibly strong arms of his. He could shoulder the weight of the world with biceps like that. Her little problems were nothing in comparison.

Yvonne wouldn’t allow herself to do that, but it didn’t stop her from wanting it.

“Come on, Vee.” Theodore patted her thigh.

She picked up her purse and slid down the padded bench. Her brothers were long gone inside the house by the time she stood and stretched.

Yvonne glanced to her right, at the black SUV their security team had followed them in.

Nolan was out already, head tilted back, looking up at the grand old house.

If she had given in, what would he do?

Her gut said he’d have held her. Or maybe that was her fantasy speaking. That was the same part who whispered that he’d still looked at her like a man who wanted a woman. But her head couldn’t help but burst that bubble. He might only want her because they’d slept together and now he knew she was rich. Again her gut said that wasn’t who Nolan was, but her insides were so scrambled she couldn’t truly trust herself.

There wasn’t any sense inviting problems before she had them, and right now her plate was overflowing.

She strode forward into the house in time to see her mother in a perfectly pink skirt and jacket ensemble throw her arms around Theodore and Douglas.

“Oh, my boys,” Mom exclaimed.

Dad stood to one side, hands in his pockets, watching his family with a gentle smile. Despite the expensive clothes and regular attentions of a barber who charged Yvonne’s rent an hour, Dad still had a few rough edges. It wasn’t anything overtly obvious, just hints of him that would never go away, no matter how much Mom tried to polish him up. Those were the parts of him Yvonne liked the best.

She stopped next to her father, watching Mom dote on Douglas, smoothing his hair and muttering about how unkept he looked.

For as long as Yvonne could remember, it had been like this. Mom had wanted boys, someone to carry on a family name. She’d have preferred for it to be her name, no doubt, or for the boys to choose to take up the old family crest of Grimaldi that had been lost to several generations of female descendants.

“Trip okay?” Dad asked her.

“Yes.”

“You get enough sleep?”

The innocent sounding question had barbs.

Yvonne felt the heat in her chest and neck rising.

She spent one ill-advised night out compared to all the nights Douglas or Theodore hadn’t even gone to bed. One night.

Feet thumped on the marble accentuated by the staccato tap tap tap of a pair of heels.

“These must be the people I should thank for bringing my children home.” Dad took a step forward, hand outstretched.

Yvonne glanced at Mom, who had an arm around Douglas, as though he were her little chick to be protected.

At Douglas’ age Yvonne had gone straight from college to working for the company. There had been expectations that she would work her way up the food chain. Douglas, on the other hand, got to do whatever he wanted. There was no assumption that he would join Yvonne and Theodore. No one expected anything of Douglas.

“Vee?”

“Hm?” Yvonne blinked up at Theodore.

“You still not feeling okay?” He kept a little distance between them.

“Sorry, jet lag.” She glanced after Dad leading the way into the house, everyone else following them.

“This isn’t going to go well,” Theodore muttered.

“What did I miss?”

“Those two want to talk about the security threat. You know what Mom’s going to do.”

Yvonne groaned and fell into step with her brother. She felt his gaze on her. Right now she wanted a shower and a change of clothes more than she wanted to sit on the sidelines for whatever this was going to be.

He grabbed her by the elbow, slowing their pace even more. “You could bow out. Go rest, you know?”

“And give Dad something else to add to my poor performance column? No, thanks.”

“Come on, he hasn’t used those forms since we graduated high school.” Theodore chuckled.

She didn’t share his amusement. In high school Dad had thought it a good idea to begin reviewing them like an employer might. The nights she’d lain awake stressed over living up to her father’s expectations were countless.

“I know,” she mumbled.

“Is he still giving you a hard time about Vegas?”

If Yvonne could have wished for the earth to open up and swallow her, she’d have done it now.

“You’re too perfect, Vee. You never do anything crazy. Do you blame him for remembering the one time you did something shocking?” Theodore grinned. He’d taken perverse joy in her appearance the next morning, even after Tabby had helped her present a more put together appearance. “Do that a few more times and he’ll willfully forget all of them. You have to mess up a little now and then to keep the old man rooted in reality. Besides, you just make Doug and I look bad.”

She didn’t respond. What was the point? She’d tried before to explain to her brothers that they could get away with things she couldn’t because they were boys, now men. The rules that governed their lives were different and unfair.

“Here we go,” Theodore muttered.

They were the last to arrive as evident by the people sitting around the long table in what Mom liked to call the library. Dad had taken it over as his office and meeting area when they’d inherited the home.

Everyone was assembled.

Mom and Dad.

Theodore, Douglas and herself.

Grant and Melody.

Two family lawyers and one representing the company.

Yvonne wished she wasn’t on a first name basis with the last three.

She slid into an empty chair next to Melody across from her mother and brothers.

The lawyers at the other end of the table eyed the security team. The security team were focused on Dad, who was still looking at Douglas. It was clear that he took after Mom. The things Yvonne’s younger brother had gotten away with were not the sort of things that would have been tolerated, even from Theodore. Yvonne had long since given up understanding the imbalanced expectations of her family. Trying to figure that out as a child had hurt her fragile heart. She was wiser now.

Melody leaned forward, a pleasant smile on her face. She really was good at handling people. “Mr. Krieger, we’ve only spoken on the phone—”

“Call me Robert, please?” Dad sat back in his chair. His words were friendly, but he was looking at Melody as though she were a possible adversary.

Yvonne could feel the impending clash. It was like an accident happening in slow motion she couldn’t stop.

“Of course. I’d just like to say, on behalf of our team,” she glanced at Grant, “that we are taking your security very seriously.”

Grant didn’t smile and there was a decidedly frustrated air coming off him.

“And who do you answer to?” Dad picked up a pen and the hair on the back of Yvonne’s neck rose. “If I tell you that you’re fired, do you leave? Or do I not have that kind of power?”

Melody didn’t skip a beat. “We are here to serve the best interest of the family—”

“That doesn’t answer my question.” Dad leaned forward.

“You can’t fire us,” Grant said over Melody.

For the first time Melody’s veneer cracked a bit and Yvonne imagined the woman was grinding her molars.

“Look.” It was Grant’s turn to lean forward. “What we are concerned about is protecting your family and minimizing all negative coverage that might come your way. Now, I’d think our performance to date would prove that. All we want to do is our job, and to do that we need a little transparency. We need to know what we’re dealing with.”

“You don’t honestly believe what you’re saying, do you?” Theodore tilted his head to the side. “Don’t get me wrong, we’re all grateful for what you’ve done, but you have to see it from our side. You’re hired muscle the government has attached to us. The events leading up to our brother being returned to us were...questionable.”

“We do understand, Mr. Krieger,” Melody said before Grant could speak.

“Japanese law enforcement hasn’t so much as blinked in your direction because of us,” Grant said. “They’re too busy looking at Yakuza and Lyme to consider anyone else was involved. I’d think the fact that we found your son bound, gagged, surrounded by dead people and a literally smoking gun would prove to you that all we want to do is our job.”

“And what is that? What would you do for my family?” Dad asked.

Yvonne slid down a little in her chair.

“The way I see it, you have two additional threats on top of the kidnapping. Before, we were preventative. A just in case assignment. Now, you’ve got this additional heat.” Grant jabbed a finger at the table. “We need to be proactive in dealing with this before they come to us.”

“No.” Dad picked up a pen.

Yvonne glanced at Melody who had to be fuming, but none of that showed on the outside.

“As you have said, no one has connected us. We will see that our security measures are increased and the family will remain here until this blows over. Too many mistakes are made trying to get ahead of things.” Dad’s gaze slid over to Douglas, who had the good sense to not acknowledge their father in that moment.

This wasn’t going to go well.

Dad’s had a strong sense of right and wrong. Left to his own decisions, Douglas would face the consequences. But then there was Mom and she would do whatever she thought she had to if it meant protecting her boys. They were all on the same side, but they couldn’t see it.

“It sounds to me like we’re at an impasse.” Yvonne heard herself speaking. Why was she speaking? Oh, right, because she couldn’t stop being the responsible one if she tried. “The Aegis team is going to continue doing their job. We are going to continue to handle things our way. I believe we can work out a way for these two to co-exist once everyone has assessed the situation.”

“What do you propose?” Melody asked.

“My family has some catching up to do, so I will show you where your team may set up and where they can stay.” This also served Yvonne’s purposes of getting out of here. All of her hopes of going home were squashed.

“Very well,” Dad said with a flick of his fingers.

“Thank you for your time, Mr. Krieger.” Melody pushed her chair back and stood.

Yvonne purposefully didn’t look at anyone. She pulled out her phone as she stood to leave.

If her parents had their way, the security team would be relegated to the guest house. Dad was closing ranks. He’d push anyone who didn’t belong to the outskirts. They’d done this any number of times when Douglas or Theodore messed up. Except this time it was different. Everything was different.

She joined Melody and Grant in the hall. Neither said anything but the way they were glaring at each other spoke volumes.

“I’m going to set you up in the study.” Yvonne strode past them. “We should do this quick.”

Mom would no doubt take offense to the security team setting up there, but there wasn’t another suitably located room without inconveniencing anyone else.

“You round everyone up.” Melody turned and followed Yvonne. “This is quite the home your family has.”

“Thanks.” I hate it. “Obviously no one in my family is keen on having your people around. If you’re going to be able to do your job at all, you’re going to want to employ whatever resources you can that’ll keep you out of the way.”

“We should have everything we need to be completely unseen. We really do just want to do our jobs.”

“I know that, but it doesn’t change the fact that you answer to someone else.” Yvonne pushed the doors open for the others. “Here’s the study.”

Melody stepped into the room, turning in a half circle to take it in.

Grant merely nodded. “I’ll get the guys.”

Yvonne wanted to slip upstairs and hide, but she didn’t.

Melody pivoted toward her after a moment of listening to Grant’s fading footsteps. Her too perceptive eyes saw too deep. “Feeling better?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“Is there anything I can help you with?” she asked slowly. She had to know this was thin ice.

“No.” Yvonne smiled. She wasn’t ready to truly know. At this point the truth would only make things worse. It was best to wait.

Melody studied her for a moment, but didn’t say anything as the sound of many footsteps and hushed masculine voices drifted toward them.

Douglas came first, then Yvonne would sort out her own life.

“Here we are.” Grant stepped through the door, followed by the four large men, each carrying two huge duffle bags. “I want eyes on the grounds before nightfall.”

Her gaze went to where Nolan was bent over a laptop on a bit of available desk space, intent and focused on the task at hand. She felt better knowing he was there.

“If you don’t need anything else, I’m going to go freshen up?” Yvonne glanced at Melody.

“We should be fine.” Melody glanced around the room. “Grant and I will take as few liberties as we need to in terms of setting up surveillance of the property. Our focus will be staying out of the way.”

“If you need anything, just call.”

With that, Yvonne ducked out of the room.

The tidal wave of problems crashing down on them would be solved by other people. Not her. She couldn’t do it all, and that was worth remembering.

“Yvonne? Yvonne, wait up.”

Her feet froze to the spot as Nolan took the stairs two at a time, stopping just as he reached her. They were on eye level, hard to do with their height difference.

“Something I can help you with?” she asked.

His dark green eyes roved over her face. She prayed he didn’t see the cracks or that all she wanted was for him to hold her.

“I still think we should clear the air, but if you’d rather not, I’ll respect that.”

Yvonne swallowed. She knew what the safe thing to do was, what the responsible part of her dictated she must do. But she didn’t want that.

“Thank you,” she said despite the dryness of her mouth.

Nolan’s gaze ripped through her. His hand on the banister slid up until his fingers covered hers. “You know where I’ll be.”

“Yo, Nolan?”

He whirled. “Yeah?”

She blew out a breath, the men’s voices melding together. Nolan paused at the foot of the stairs and glanced up at her. He’d keep pushing if she didn’t erect a wall between them. Too bad her resolve to stay away from him was crumbling.
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MONDAY. WASHINGTON, DC.

This was a shit storm.

Lee flipped through the news articles from Japan. He didn’t know anything for sure—yet—but he’d be willing to bet money that the screw up kid Krieger was involved. It was too coincidental that someone got shot nearby and the family just up and left with no reason. Lee didn’t know the particulars, and he didn’t have to.

His job was now ten times more difficult.

Plenty of people wanted to get their hands on the Kriegers. Including Lee. But his goals were simple: he wanted to get paid.

If that was going to happen he had to figure out how to pick off one of the family. It would be easier if his client would allow him to go a more direct path, like kidnapping or blackmailing one of the people who’d written the code for the software. But this wasn’t just about cracking the digital wall around the US government; it was about making a God damn statement. And for that he’d need a Krieger.

Lee tossed his phone on the passenger seat then started his car. He’d do a drive by of the Krieger property, change cars then meet up with his team. They should know more about why the Kriegers had left by then. There was a chance he could use this mess from Japan to his benefit.

If the family was focused on making that problem go away, they might not notice him.

He’d get the job done. He always did.
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Monday. Grimaldi Place, Chevy Chase, MD.

Nolan studied picture after picture lining the shelves in the office that was almost as big as his whole apartment back in Seattle. Each new shelf of photographs made his stomach sink lower and lower and lower.

The pictures went back generations the further from the door he went. He wasn’t sure why he was still looking. He’d seen the ones that mattered and understood the significance of what he saw.

Despite this home belonging to Yvonne’s parents, there were hardly any pictures of her or her brothers. And the only ones including Yvonne were as an adult in some business capacity. The other photos were of smiling faces pool side or riding ponies. Yvonne never had that carefree look on her face these other children had. In fact, in all but one picture of her she was off to the side while her brothers were front and center.

On the plane she’d said her father was disappointed in her and that he wouldn’t understand.

He was beginning to grasp the significance of disappointment.

That first day in Kyoto Nolan hadn’t been quite sure what to make of Yvonne. She’d been uptight, controlled, laser focused. Because that was who she had to be in this world.

He’d watched through the window her reception with her family. He’d seen how her brothers treated her.

Yvonne was born into this family but she didn’t occupy an equal share of its heart. She worked hard because she had to if she was going to have a place here.

God, Nolan’s fucked up family wasn’t this cruel. Sure, his mother blamed everyone else for her problems and his dad would probably die as a result of his alcoholism, but Nolan had never questioned whether or not his family loved him.

Yvonne needed to live a little. Do something for herself. But no one had asked him and he would keep his opinions to himself. He was just her one-night stand, a fluke, something that shouldn’t have happened.

Nolan grit his teeth.

There were a lot of things that shouldn’t have happened. That night in Vegas didn’t rate on that list. It had been good, and she’d gone to sleep happy in his arms. But he fucked things up in the end like he always did.

“You going to do some actual work?” Vaughn called out. He was missing his usual good cheer.

“What do you need?” Nolan turned from the pictures.

Vaughn was unpacking a laptop and old ammo boxes he’d converted into carrying systems for his mobile surveillance equipment.

“We’re going to have to set up a lot of cameras. Think you and Riley could tag team that while I get us on-line?”

Nolan glanced at Riley on the other side of the room talking to Grant. “Sure. Something wrong?”

“This job.”  Vaughn gripped the edge of the desk. “This spoiled brat of a kid, man.”

“He isn’t the job. They are the job.” Nolan pointed at a staged family photograph.

“I know.” Vaughn shoved his hand back through his hair.

Nolan studied the other man. “Something happen with your brother?”

“Who the fuck knows?” Vaughn turned around, eyes shut. He stood there for a moment before answering in a calmer voice. “Mom called, said she found one of my brother’s stashes. She’s scared he’s selling.”

“Shit.” Nolan grimaced.

“I’ll put a cork in it. Go. Get your sorry ass to work.”

“Copy that.”

Nolan picked up the ammo boxes and set them on the floor, helping clear a little more desk space. He got Vaughn’s frustration. Nolan’s brother had been the darling of their family, too. Before he died. Vaughn’s little brother was one train wreck after another. It was hard to not wonder of either of their situations might be different if they had the same money and resources as Douglas Krieger.

But that wasn’t the job.

They didn’t have to like the people they were hired to protect.

Besides, Douglas wasn’t their only asset to protect. There was the rest of the family. Nolan might not like the lot of them, but he could stomach the job if he thought of it in those terms.

Vaughn rounded up Riley and Nolan, gave them a map of the grounds and the equipment then sent them on their way.

The outside of the old family home looked like it should be in one of those Victorian, old timey shows with women in long dresses and a lot of standing around doing nothing.

“What do you think of all this?” Nolan asked Riley as they trudged through the grass to the fence circling the property.

“I think we’re going to be here a while.” Riley grimaced. “Erin’s not going to like that.”

“Haven’t seen her lately. She doing okay?”

“Yeah.” Riley’s voice went up, and he smiled. “She’s visiting her family this week, then she’s got a few new jobs lined up. I imagine she’ll head home and hole up there until I get back.”

“Translating jobs?”

“Yeah. She’s working with some group that wants to do educational videos for kids in Arabic. She’s really finding niche in education translation.”

“Awesome. Good for her.”

“Makes her feel like she’s still doing something good while living here.” Riley grimaced.

Nolan didn’t offer further comment. Erin had made herself something of a target following her kidnapping. She couldn’t return to the Middle East without endangering her life, so she’d had to find a new path.

Riley and Nolan began the long process of hooking up cameras. Normally they were dealing with a small property. Not this time. The property had a two thousand square foot garage, a fourteen thousand square foot house and a guest house that had to be at least three thousand square feet. It was a lot of ground to secure, especially when their assets weren’t interested in cooperating.

The family was still locked up with the lawyers. No one had mentioned seeing Yvonne since earlier. With any luck she was resting or taking it easy.

Yeah right.

What little he knew of her told him she was working.

Several hours later he and Riley had secured cameras on dozens of different points around the house and got the system online. They had as many eyes on the property as they could get.

Heading toward the rear of the house, Nolan caught sight of the sun glinting off caramel colored hair.

Yvonne had her laptop, and a book set up by the pool. She’d changed, but even her casual clothes looked polished.

“She shouldn’t be sitting out like that.” Riley glanced left then right, checking sight lines.

Nolan changed directions before Riley could. “I’ll go suggest she relocate.”

“See you inside.”

Nolan wasn’t sure if he was glad Riley hadn’t challenged the offer. Maybe the others still saw Yvonne as his assignment. This was Nolan’s chance to slide her to someone else, but he couldn’t bring himself to do that. Not when he’d begun to understand her.

Yvonne’s head lifted and despite the sunglasses shielding her eyes, he felt her stare on him as he approached.

They’d talked a bit during the flights and seemed to have come to a truce. He could only hope that held. Right now this job felt like they were fighting on two sides.

“Are we safe?” Yvonne tipped her chin up.

“Safe enough for now.” He thumbed at the fence. “We’ve got a couple dozen cameras keeping watch on the grounds.”

“I see.”

“It’s probably not a good idea to be out here after what happened...”

Yvonne tensed. It was barely perceptible. If he hadn’t made a study of her, he probably wouldn’t have noticed.

“I hadn’t—I didn’t—”

“You’re not used to this.” He leaned on the lounge chair next to her.

“I’ll go inside.”

Why did he feel as though he’d just deflated a kid’s balloon?

“Want a hand?” he asked.

“No, I’ve got it.” She closed her laptop and stacked a binder and book on top.

Nolan could move on, but he didn’t want to. “Your family still talking?

“Yes.” She didn’t hide her grimace from him.

“Something wrong?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” She straightened to her full height, all of five foot five without shoes, and stretched.

Nolan considered his answer before he spoke. They needed at least one friend here. “Considering we still don’t know what we pulled your brother out of, no.”

She dropped her arms and stared at him, those damn sunglasses hiding half her face. “I don’t know if I said thank you for that or not. Thank you.”

“Just doing my job. Glad we were there.”

“I can’t tell you what you want to know.” She pushed the sunglasses up and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “This whole thing is...”

Nolan watched her. He was truly beginning to understand her.

They were both the responsible sibling. The one who took care of things.

She’d loosened up for one night to have some fun, and he’d unintentionally given her more to shoulder.

“Yvonne?” Nolan straightened and took a step toward her. He was sweaty and gross, but he wanted to be closer to her. “We’re going to do our job no matter what your family chooses to tell us. You’re going to be safe. End of story.”

“It shouldn’t be like this.”

He wanted to smooth the worry off her face, but that wasn’t his right. “I had a brother like Douglas. They put you through hell.”

“Had?”

“Yeah. He picked the wrong car to steal. Some fancy ass car. He drove it straight into a concrete wall. Always did tell him he’d steal the wrong one someday.”

“I-I’m sorry—”

“Don’t. He’s been gone...eight years?” Or was it ten now? Long enough it was just history.

“Sometimes I wonder if that will be Doug. If he’ll...make the wrong friends. Do the wrong thing. He could have died Saturday.”

“But he didn’t. Focus on that.”

Yvonne nodded.

“Come on, let’s get you inside.” He gestured at the house.

She fell into step with him, her things cradled to her chest. Her coloring was better, and she didn’t seem as travel weary. And why the hell was he noticing?

“Nolan?”

“Yeah?” He glanced down at the top of her head.

She didn’t say another word, and he was too chicken to coax her to talk more.Next paragraph here.
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MONDAY. ITO SECURITY Office, Kyoto, Japan.

Samuel fought the urge to adjust his tie. Adrenaline skipped through his veins as the elevator rose to the second floor of the building.

Everyone was waiting on him. There would be no more arguing with Sato. No more haggling to get the resources or permission to do as Samuel wished. He was the boss now. Not a partner. The boss. Everyone answered to him.

There would be no more constraints on their empire. They could step out of the small pool Sato had insisted they work in. Samuel could take them to the global level.

The elevator dinged, and the doors slid open.

His brother’s assistant waited for him on the landing. He was a nervous young man Samuel wasn’t fond of, but he knew the business inside and out.

“Good morning—”

“Are they waiting?” Samuel strode past the young man and through the receiving area.

“Yes, sir.” The assistant quick stepped to keep up with him. “Wait—which they?”

Samuel glanced to his left, at the four men in solid black suits. Every one of them sported a scar or broken nose. These were his people. The ones that made the real money.

“Come on.” He waved for them to follow him.

The conference room was a glass fishbowl. A dozen or so of his brother’s people waited for him. Because of the duel nature of their business, most of these people believed Samuel did marketing for the company, schmoozed high end clients. They had no idea what he really did.

He was looking forward to this meeting. It wouldn’t be a smooth transition. He was aware that many of his employees shared Sato’s opinions about him. It couldn’t be helped, but he was the boss now. If they didn’t fall in line they’d get cut out.

“Morning.” Samuel breezed into the room. “Everyone please take a seat.”

“Who are they?” Karuki remained standing, eyeing Samuel’s men. Karuki was one of those Samuel expected to have to get rid of. The former soldier was a shrewd man, and it had been hard to keep him in the dark to date. He also had a strong dislike for Samuel.

“No one to concern yourself over.” Samuel poured himself a glass of water. “We’re here to discuss how we are moving forward without my brother.”

“Your brother died two days ago and you want to do this now?” Karuki scowled at Samuel.

“Business moves on. My brother would understand and do the same thing if I’d been the one killed. I’m merely honoring him by pushing forward.”

“With what? How do you expect to fill your brother’s shoes?”

“He and I built this company into what it is. I assure you I know more than my fair share about how it is run and what we’re doing.” Samuel slid a hand into his pocket and clenched his fist.

If they weren’t in an office, if these weren’t laypeople, he’d have punched the fuck out of Karuki. Samuel didn’t tolerate his men doubting him like this.

The meeting went on with more of the same. A lot of questions were lobbed at him and it was clear that the staff had no faith in his leadership. Probably something Sato had instilled in them.

Well, they could either get on board or get off. Samuel was running things now.

He ended the meeting then spent some time in his brother’s office, combing through his things and the computer. There were a few things he hadn’t known about, mostly leads to follow up on. He was pleasantly surprised.

Sato might not have liked Samuel, but he had run the company with transparency.

Once he was satisfied he’d killed enough time he left the office in the capable hands of the staff. Business here would continue on much as it had. That was a crucial part to Samuel’s plans. The above-board side of the business had to continue if the other half wanted to thrive.

He took the elevator down to the parking garage. A black car idled, waiting for him.

Samuel got into the back seat. It stank of blood.

Two of his loyal men sat on either side of Karuki facing Samuel. Blood stained the front of his shirt and one eye was swollen.

“If you want to keep your job and family safe, you will fall in line.” Samuel didn’t finish the threat. Karuki was a smart man with enough experience to understand what came next.

“Sato would never let you—”

“Sato kept things from you. Namely the real structure of this company. You only knew one side of the man. He lied to you. I’ve never pretended to be anything except what I am. The choice is yours.” Samuel stared back at Karuki’s one good eye. “We have an understanding?”

Karuki didn’t respond.

Samuel nodded at the door.

One of his men opened it and shoved Karuki out into the garage.

Whatever the man did, Samuel was prepared for. He’d spent months getting to this point.

“What do you have for me?” he asked.

“The police have taken the Yakuza in for questioning. There’s no doubt they ordered the hit.”

“Yes, but have they recovered the drone?” That was the factor that truly concerned him.

“Not that we know of, sir.”

“Find out about the drone. I want to know where it is, who made it and how to get it.”

Because his competitors would know better than to buy a high tech toy like that and use it. Which meant there was someone else in the picture. An unknown. Samuel didn’t like unknowns.
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Tuesday. Grimaldi Place, Chevy Chase, MD.

Yvonne tabbed through the spreadsheets.

Something was wrong. What had Theodore done to her perfectly working spreadsheet to make it return so many errors? She’d given it to him for five minutes and he’d broken four weeks of work bumbling around.

God, she was going to be here all day trying to undo this mess while her brothers were—what were they doing? Playing pool? Going one on one in a video game?

They certainly weren’t working. She’d gotten Theodore’s new out of office message. He’d changed it to indicate he was out for an undetermined amount of time.

Just because they were holed up in Maryland at Mom and Dad’s didn’t mean they couldn’t work. It was just that Theodore was particular. He liked his desk with his computer just so. Getting him to work while on the road was always a trial.

She closed her eyes and covered her face.

This wasn’t about Theodore skipping a few days of work. Lord knew they pulled a lot of late nights and hadn’t had a weekend off since before they’d begun the campaign to secure the DoD deal. She was projecting her frustration, and it needed to stop. It wasn’t fair to her brother and redirecting her anxiety helped no one.

It was easier to focus on little things rather than the big picture of her life. She had no idea what that looked like now, so here she was, burying her head in a spreadsheet instead of dealing with it.

Yvonne might be pregnant.

When Dad found out he was going to be more than just disappointed in her.

She wasn’t ready to know the truth yet.

“Something wrong?” a deep voice asked.

She snatched her hands away from her face and stared at Nolan standing in the archway leading from the formal dining room into the kitchen. He had his hands braced on either side, stretching his white polo shirt across his chest. And those arms...

Last night she’d had fantasies about his arms. How he could hold her, the strength, biting down on the bulge.

“What? No.” She straightened and directed her gaze to her laptop screen and not studying how the fabric strained across his shoulders.

“Are you working?” He pushed off the wall and ambled through the kitchen toward her.

“Yes. I can work anywhere.” She hit tab a few more times, still trying to find the offending data point.

“Didn’t mean to offend. Just saw your brothers watching TV and your dad’s out golfing. I assumed everyone was taking the day off.”

Yvonne didn’t have an answer for that. She needed something to do that would occupy her mind or else she’d mentally dive into the next, messy chapter of her life. Until this chapter with Douglas was sorted out, she couldn’t focus on herself. The family and the business had to come first.

Nolan opened the fridge and pulled out a bottle of water, his attention drifting from her.

Yvonne barely knew him. It wasn’t like they’d had deep, meaningful conversation in Vegas. But she couldn’t shake the feeling that he was there for her. A shelter in this storm. Would that change if she were carrying his child? How would he react?

She didn’t know.

Maybe she should take this chance to get to know him better?

At the very least she might come to a decision about how to tell him if or when the time came and a feel for whether or not he’d want to be involved in her baby’s life.

“What are you doing today?’’ She cringed at the question. Wasn’t it obvious what he was doing?

Nolan wiped water off his lips and screwed the cap back on the bottle. “Well, we spent this morning doing a few drills and testing our perimeter to make sure we don’t have any blind spots. Now we’re taking surveillance in shifts.”

“When did you do all of that?” She hadn’t noticed them outside at all.

“Before sunrise.”

“Oh.” Color her impressed. She hadn’t known what to expect with personal security, but it had far exceeded her assumptions. “Is all of this normal?”

One side of his mouth screwed up, and he shrugged. “There really isn’t a normal job for us.”

“Do you enjoy this work?” And how dangerous was it?

“Sure.” He pulled out a chair across from her at the breakfast nook and sat. He studied her for a moment, a smile curving the corners of his lips. “Any other questions?”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.”

“Pry away.” He shrugged.

Yvonne propped an elbow on the table and studied him. Normally she wouldn’t be so forward to ask about his motivations or personal life, but she wanted to know. Needed to.

“How did you get into this line of work?” she asked slowly, choosing her line of questioning.

“Well, you don’t really apply to work at Aegis Group, you’re invited. I’d retired from the Marines and was trying to decide what came next. AG reached out to me through a buddy of mine and here I am.”

“That’s an awfully opaque story. How did you choose the Marines?”

“I don’t care for water, so the Navy was out. Didn’t want to fly, so I wasn’t going to bother with the Air Force. Marines fit.” He shrugged.

That wasn’t all. He wasn’t telling her the real reason and might not ever share it. Why that disappointed her, Yvonne couldn’t say. But it did.

“And working for the Aegis Group, that fits, too?” She shut the laptop and sat back, content to follow this conversation where it led.

“It provides me a comfortable life doing something I’m good at. I get to travel and see the world. Not a bad gig.”

“What does your family think about it?”

Nolan glanced away from her then. There was the tiniest of winces.

Family wasn’t a good topic. She could relate.

He didn’t refuse to answer. He did stare past her to the patio and pool beyond as he spoke. “They don’t like it, but they have their own problems to deal with that are bigger than my career path.”

“Sorry,” she mumbled.

“Don’t be.” His gaze slid to hers. “They’re adults. They made their choices.”

Yvonne nodded. On that point she could agree.

“What’s the history of this place?” He gestured to the house. “There’s a lot of really old pictures?”

“It’s been in my mother’s family for generations. Her ancestors, the Grimaldis, came over with quite a bit of money, established themselves here as merchants and moved into industry then politics. Over time they lost the Grimaldi name due to several generations of daughters, which is why we call it Grimaldi Place now. Mom inherited it a few years ago when her parents died.” Yvonne blew out a breath and shuddered.

“Didn’t like them much?”

“My grandparents? They were nice people. It’s the drama that happened after their death. My aunt and uncle didn’t want to believe their parents left the house to my family. Mom was considered the black sheep for marrying someone not of her class. They’re...a bit stuck up, if you ask me. They both married people from their circle of friends who came from old money families. Mom fell in love with Dad just as his company was hitting it big. They all think she married down.” And that Yvonne and her brothers were somehow not as deserving of success because of their self-made father.

“What a bunch of assholes,” Nolan said without missing a beat.

Yvonne sputtered a laugh before she got herself under control.

“Am I wrong?” He spread his hands. “I’ve seen the pictures around here.”

She glanced down at her hands. Regardless of her extended family’s views, they were still her family. But that didn’t mean they were always right or good.

Nolan crossed his arms over his chest.

He wasn’t wrong, and this was the same family who would eventually pass judgment on him, her and their child.

Did she want that for her baby?

“Enough about family. Screw ‘em.” He leaned forward, elbows on the table. He glanced at her now closed laptop. “You feeling better?”

“Yes, thank you.” She’d made careful food choices, and the candied ginger was helping.

Her mind shied away from there that topic led. She wasn’t ready to go there with him yet, but she also didn’t want this conversation to end.

“You said you travel a lot for work?” she asked.

“Yeah. Rarely destinations you want to go to, let’s be clear.” His smile widened. “Japan was a welcome change. You probably see much nicer places than I do.”

“Not really. I mean, we have done some vacations, but nothing exotic. Growing up Dad was attached to work and Mom didn’t want to take us far without him.” She shrugged. “I can’t complain. I’d like to do more travel for the fun of it.”

“What’s stopping you?”

She opened her mouth, but what answer could she give him that would make sense to someone else?

“I guess because I’m married to my work,” she said slowly.

“Do you enjoy it?” He was turning her question around on her and she didn’t like it.

“Yes.”

“That sounded dragged out of you. What do you like about it?”

“I like being part of something. I like building the family legacy. My father created a product that is still a household name. That’s the part that’s exciting.” She smiled. Too bad the daily grind didn’t give her this buzz. “The day to day work is much more boring, I’m afraid.”

“And it couldn’t survive for a few days while you took a vacation?”

Yvonne stared at the marble table top.

Her job would survive without her. That was the problem. If she wasn’t there to do her part, there was a good chance no one would notice until something broke. She felt invisible next to her brother. Disposable. It wasn’t true. She did an immense amount of work. She was good at it. But she also could afford to take time away.

Except Dad never did, and he was the model by which she tried to live her life.

“Hey?” Nolan reached across the table toward her, hand outstretched.

She blinked away that line of thought and looked at his hand instead.

There was a scar at the base of his thumb. She’d traced it while lying in bed. There were other scars on him. Some were small. Others were large.

She placed her hand in his. The warmth of him chased the chill away as he wrapped his fingers around her hand. He had this way of touching. It was as though he weren’t just caressing her skin, he was reaching deeper, stirring nerve endings that might have been dormant. She’d thought it was the alcohol, but now, watching his fingers stroke the back of her hand, she couldn’t deny that it was him.

The click-thump of heels punched through the bubble, bringing her back to reality.

Yvonne snatched her hand from his a moment before her mother strode into the kitchen from the front of the house.

“There you are.” Mom sighed and her gaze flicked to Nolan. She didn’t frown, that would invite wrinkles, but she wasn’t pleased. “What are you doing in here fooling around?”

Yvonne opened her mouth. Her cheeks flamed hot at the implication, but she never got the chance to say anything else.

“Your father needs a set of reports before he finishes this morning. The particulars should be in your email.” Mom waved her hands. “I know you do not mean to work in the kitchen. Go to the library like a civilized person. I’d say go to the study, but...”

“I’ll handle it.” Yvonne wasn’t going to invite further discussion about her decision to set the Aegis team up in the office. She’d had her ass chewed out last night for that decision.

Fleeing the kitchen was a good idea right about now. She pushed to her feet and picked up the laptop.

“What on earth are you wearing?” Mom chose to frown now.

Yvonne glanced down. She’d thought she might get away with the knit slack-like pants and a button down blouse, but her luck was not with her today.

“Put on some appropriate clothing before your father returns home. You’d think I raised a bunch of animals.”

“You look nice to me,” Nolan said with a shrug.

Yvonne froze.

Mom stared at the back of Nolan’s head.

He also pushed to his feet, turning to give Yvonne’s mother a polite smile. “But what do I know?”

“Don’t you have somewhere to be?” Mom’s upper lip curled, and she waved her hand, dismissing Nolan.

Great. Her mother and the possible father of her baby were getting off to a beautiful start. Just what they all needed.
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TUESDAY. CHEVY CHASE Club, MD.

This was too easy.

Lee watched Robert Krieger take a practice swing. He wasn’t what one might expect the founder of a tech company to be. Robert was a tall man built for power, but who knew how to use his head. Lee expected the patriarch of the family to be a difficult target to take down, unlike his sons.

He was going to need back-up for this and his clients should get a warning he was going to come in hot.

Talk about a golden opportunity.

He pulled out his phone and hit dial on his client’s contact. The line rang twice.

“It’s me,” Lee said without waiting for the person’s greeting. “I’m going to have an opportunity to grab Robert Krieger for you. I suggest—”

“No.”

“No?”

“Robert Krieger didn’t work on the deal. He will know nothing.”

“Okay, but he’s leverage.” Lee wasn’t going to let this opportunity go to waste.

“One of the children will suit our needs better.”

“There are three. Which one? All you told me was that I’d need to kidnap a Krieger. Now you’re telling me they aren’t all equal. So which is it?”

Silence stretched on broken only by a rhythmic tapping. “The oldest brother or the daughter. The others are useless.”

Of course he wanted the two who seemed to have security glued to their ass.

Lee blew out a breath. “Look, if you want those two I’m going to have to up my price. I’ll need more manpower.”

“I’ll send you people.”

“That’s not—”

The line cut off.

Lee pulled the phone from his face and glared at the screen. This was what he was reduced to?
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TUESDAY. GRIMALDI PLACE, Chevy Chase, MD.

Nolan stood his ground while Mrs. Krieger studied him. Over her shoulder he caught the last glimpse of Yvonne heading down the hall and back to work.

He’d grown up with an overbearing, perfectionist mother. Even now nothing he did was good enough for her. His father had broken under that pressure, fracturing their already damaged family even further. Nolan’s mother was dead set on being miserable these days. Mrs. Krieger wasn’t his mother, but she wasn’t all that dissimilar either.

“Is there anything I can help you with, ma’am?” he let his voice drawl.

“Do your job,” she snapped and turned on her heel. Her furious tap-tap-tapping shoes faded as she retreated to the other side of the house.

To hover over her sons?

That seemed her normal mode.

Nolan remained where he was, listening to the house settle in her wake.

He wasn’t technically on duty right now. He was pulling the night shift which meant he should be sleeping. But he wasn’t tired and there wasn’t much to do. It was barely past noon. He could sleep later.

When he’d come into the kitchen, he hadn’t expected Yvonne to put her work aside and talk to him. That had been a pleasant surprise.

It seemed as though they were engaged in some kind of dance. They weren’t intimate, but she was no longer hostile toward him. At times he even thought that Yvonne wanted him. But he couldn’t be certain it wasn’t wishful thinking.

Maybe he was playing with fire here.

At first he’d had a hard time seeing how the woman he’d slept with and the woman he watched over were the same person. Now he was beginning to see them as layers. She hadn’t needed to guard herself when they first met. He’d gotten to know that woman, the one this frosty exterior protected.

Nolan wanted her to let him in. He liked the woman he’d met in the sparkly dress. She’d been a breath of fresh air. He got why she had to be this way. It was similar to how he had to handle his family, but for vastly different reasons.

He had half a mind to go track Yvonne down and convince her to step away from work for a while. Perhaps he could tease that other side of her out for a bit. Except he didn’t get involved with clients. It was too messy. But things with Yvonne were already complicated. Could they really get worse?

Nolan turned to stare out at the lawn.

He might not like to admit it, but he’d inherited his mother’s need for everything to be in order. Hell, half the reason he’d gone into the Marines was to apply structure to his life because it had been spinning out of control.

Yvonne disrupted that order, but he didn’t want to put her back in her place. He’d tried looking at her as a client, but he couldn’t forget. And he didn’t want to either.

He glanced over his shoulder.

Screw it.

All they had was one life.

He left the kitchen for the main hall that ran the length of the home. Wood-paneled walls were illuminated by brass lamps with flickering flame lights and stained glass fixtures overhead. Every dozen or so paces another oil panting hung on the wall, like this was some kind of museum.

The library and study were across the hall from each other, both doors shut. If Vaughn were watching the cameras posted in the hall, he’d see where Nolan went. He trusted that his team mate would be discrete. After all, it was Vaughn who slipped into more beds than anyone Nolan knew.

He didn’t knock, just let himself into the library.

Yvonne’s head snapped up from her laptop, eyebrows arched, lips parted as though she were about to speak.

“I think your mom likes me.” He grinned, knowing that statement was furthest from the truth.

“She’s very protective.”

Protective?

That wasn’t a word he’d use to describe Mrs. Krieger, but what did he know?

Yvonne held up a finger. “I need five minutes to send this off. You don’t have to leave, but I need to concentrate.”

Nolan could wait if she meant to give him her time.

He had hours to kill.

While she tapped away at her laptop Nolan turned his attention to the shelves of books lining the walls. The whole room looked like something out of a movie with its dark, polished shelves reaching up a good twenty feet in the air. A rolling ladder provided access to books too high to reach. The windows at the end of the room had been covered by long drapes. A desk sat in front of the windows, its surface tidy.

He couldn’t imagine growing up in a place like this. It didn’t feel like a home. Even their bedrooms were more about the appearance of grandeur than comfort. Places like this might look good in a magazine or in a picture, but he didn’t want this for himself.

“Just...about...finished. Done.” Yvonne closed the laptop for a second time.

“Now what?” He turned toward her.

“I think my plan is to avoid my mother for the rest of today.” She slid down in the chair.

“Would you like some help with that?” He was ready to admit that whatever had pulled him into Yvonne’s orbit in Vegas was still at work. He didn’t know what it was about her, only that he couldn’t get her out of his head.

“It’s easy, really. Just stay in my room and out of sight.” Yvonne shrugged.

Nolan stopped, a bitter taste in his mouth.

Yvonne was a beautiful, smart woman and her family treated her as though she didn’t matter. He couldn’t begin to understand that. Wrapping his brain around it hurt to the point he didn’t want to try.

“What?” Yvonne straightened.

He opened his mouth to brush the question away then thought better of it. How many people did that to her?

“I was just thinking it’s a fucking shame so many people treat you like you’re invisible.”

Yvonne’s mouth opened and her eyes widened.

Why stop now?

“Our mothers are a lot alike. Nothing’s ever good enough for my mom. Even me.” He smiled because it was more polite than what he wanted to say.

“I’m not—she doesn’t...”

Nolan watched the play of emotions on her face. She was too intelligent to not realize her place in this family, how the hierarchy put her at the bottom, and that pissed him off. He’d watched her do all the work to make her older brother look good. She kept her younger brother in line while also giving him some slack. And did they ever seem to notice or appreciate it?

He stalked around the long table to where she sat. She didn’t move, even to get away from him. He grabbed the back of her chair and turned it so she faced him. Her wide, hazel eyes stared up at him.

Surprised because he saw her? Because he fucking noticed?

“Tell me I’m wrong,” he said.

“Can we not do this?” She sighed, weariness slumping her shoulders. “It’s not malicious. It’s just how she was raised. It doesn’t make it right, and she’s not going to change. So—can we not?”

Nolan frowned down at her. He’d chafed against his mother’s overbearing nature to the point he’d had to leave. Thank God for the Marines who gave him direction. But those were his choices. And he was a different person. He wanted to press the issue, to poke at it, but why? What was he trying to do here?

“Sorry.” He took a step back. “Usually I know my place better.”

“No, that’s...” She pushed to her feet and shoved a hand through her hair.

She was barefoot again. For some reason that heightened his desire to scoop her into his arms and hold her. She was so damn small, and yet her curvy little package contained one hell of a sensual punch.

Yvonne tipped her chin up and his brain stopped working. He wanted to stand there and stare into her color-shifting eyes.

“My family isn’t perfect, but...they’re my family. Does it bother me how I’m treated in comparison to my brothers? Sometimes, yeah. But, do I really have room to complain?” She glanced around the room, the wealth on display. “I chose to go into the family business, no one made me, just like no one is forcing that on Douglas.”

Nolan wasn’t sure he agreed. Just because she’d been born into a family with wealth and privilege didn’t mean she should be treated the worse for it. But it was also her life. And he was getting awfully invested in it for someone he barely knew.

“Thank you,” she said softly, her eyes locked on his chest.

“For being an asshole? Again?”

She chuckled and finally glanced up at him. “You aren’t an asshole. At least not intentionally.”

Nolan knew a few people who would disagree, but they weren’t here.

The smile dimmed and her eyes searched his face. “The job you went on, did everyone come home okay?”

The question punched him in the gut. That’s where her head was? Fuck. That hadn’t been an easy job. “Yeah. It was a close call, but everyone went home.”

“Good.”

“Yvonne, look, I’m really sorry—”

“Don’t—seriously—don’t worry about it. I think we have more important things to worry about now.”

She had an expert way of putting herself last. He wanted her to be mad at him, to demand better treatment, because that was what she deserved.

Nolan took a step toward her. Yvonne stood her ground, tilting her chin to look up at him. She was a wonderful set of contradictions. It was frustrating and admirable all at the same time. There was something about her that made him want to look out for her, kiss her, hold her. Because someone should realize how precious she really was. She deserved someone that saw her for who she was, who cared about her and put her first.

He reached up and cupped her cheek, fascinated by her softness. “It’s my job to be concerned about you.”

“For my safety,” she corrected. “You can’t blame this on the job.”

“And what is this?” He ran his thumb over her lower lip. Her cheeks were a lovely shade of pink.

“This?”

“Yeah. What is this?”

“I don’t know.”

“I’m not that guy who gets involved with clients.” He placed his left hand on her waist and she swayed toward him. “You should know I don’t do this.”

“This?”

“Yeah—this.”

He bent his head and kissed her. Her parted lips were soft and they fit together just like he remembered. He lifted her up on tiptoe and she gripped his shoulders—holding onto him, not pushing him away. Her little hands fisted his shirt, and she pressed against him. She tasted as good as he remembered. His cock throbbed between him, recalling just how good the rest of her was.

A voice echoed down the hall.

Yvonne jerked her head around, staring at the door.

Another voice joined the first. Theodore and Douglas. Whatever they were saying, it was impossible to make it out. The two voices faded until the loudest sound in the library was his breathing.

“Oh my God.” Yvonne dropped her head forward, butting his shoulder.

He squeezed her to him.

“You can’t tell me Douglas hasn’t been caught doing worse.” Nolan kissed her cheek.

She chuckled and turned her head, some of that sparkle back in her eyes that had first captivated him. “What hasn’t Doug done?”

“You want me to find out? I know a guy.”

“That was a rhetorical question. I don’t really want to know what my little brother has or hasn’t done.” Her eyes drifted shut.

Nolan didn’t hardly want to breathe for fear of breaking the moment. They’d gone from practically hating each other to this in a few days. He wasn’t sure what—if anything—could happen between them. They came from two different worlds. But it didn’t change the fact that he wanted to kiss her again.
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Tuesday. Grimaldi Place, Chevy Chase, MD.

Yvonne had no business standing here in Nolan’s arms. It was a mistake. Another unnecessary complication in what was bound to be a contentious situation once they got past the current set of problems. But it felt good to lean on Nolan and a part of her felt vindicated that he saw through all her family bullshit.

He even smelled good. It wasn’t just soap; it was something else. And not the cloud of cologne her brother always wore. Subtle. Woodsy.

This was a bad idea, and she didn’t care. Right now she wanted to be selfish and pay the consequences later.

Lips pressed against her brow then her temple. She lifted her chin, knowing full well what she was asking for and Nolan didn’t disappoint. His mouth found hers and all at once her pleasure points came alive. Her nipples hardened and her sex throbbed.

Was this her body remembering him? Or was it something he did to her?

He tugged on her hair, tilting her head back. He kissed down her neck and she shivered.

“N-Nolan—wait.”

What the hell was she saying?

She shouldn’t stop him. He should keep going.

“What is it?” His nose drew a line up her cheek. He kissed the corner of her mouth.

“Is this a good idea?” She wasn’t naïve. She knew what she wanted to happen if he kept kissing her.

He slid his hands down to her hips and squeezed her to him briefly. “I don’t know. Probably not.”

“Oh.” That wasn’t the answer she wanted to hear.

“What is it you want?” he whispered into her ear.

She shivered. Memories of his mouth on her and getting tangled in the sheets came roaring back.

Nolan’s mouth was so close to hers she felt the brush of his lips on hers as he spoke. “Vegas was the best sex of my life.”

Heat raced up Yvonne’s neck. He couldn’t be serious. Of course it had been good for her. She didn’t exactly have much to compare it with. But for him to say that? Was he serious? A man like him wouldn’t hurt for company. And she was the best? That was highly unlikely.

“You don’t have to say that.” She slid her hands down to his chest.

His grip on her waist tightened. “It’s the truth. Some people just fit better than others. You fit me.”

Nolan kissed her then and all she could do was hold on to him as he devoured her mouth. Her mind had decided that the rush of lust and desire she’d felt for him were made better by a fuzzy memory. She’d been wrong. It was better now than she remembered. The way he touched her, how every fiber of her being seemed to sit up, yearning for more of him.

Their relationship—however it was defined—was already complicated. Would it be so bad to give into him? To have what she wanted? Him?

He palmed her ass, lifting her onto her tip toes until she had no choice but to cling to him.

She groaned his name, the sound muffled by his lips. “Nolan.”

“What?” His answer was a rough sound that brought back memories of barked orders and pleasure.

Her whole body felt too warm. She had to be blushing. He made her want to ask for her desires as though she finally could.

Yvonne twined her arms around his neck and kissed him gently, keeping it brief. She peered up at him, emboldened by the want she saw looking back at her.

“This might not be a good idea, and I don’t really care right now. I want you.”

A grin spread across his face. “How do you want me? Wrapped up with a bow?”

“Naked.”

“I do like the way you think.” He curled his hands in her hair, bending her head back and kissed her. This time his tongue flicked between her lips, teasing her with yet more promise.

The man was awfully talented.

Nolan stepped back and took her hand in his. She swayed a bit, her knees unsteady, but she knew what she wanted. At least for the next little while. What came after, well, she’d deal with that then.

He turned and led her toward the library doors.

Getting up to the second floor and her room meant braving the newly installed security cameras, his team, her brothers and her mother she was already avoiding.

“Um, Nolan? This might not...”

He twisted the old, heavy lock into place. The hand carved wooden doors were sturdy and as old as the house.

Her brows rose and she couldn’t tear her eyes off the door handle.

Did he really mean they should...?

In here?

Nolan turned toward her and looped an arm around her waist. He brought their joined hands to his lips and kissed her knuckles.

“What were you saying?”

The rumble of his voice vibrated against her chest and she shivered, far too aware of him.

“You aren’t serious,” she whispered.

He took a step, walking her backward. “Oh, I am.”

“What if someone wants to come in here?”

“Door’s locked.”

She doubted her brothers would attempt work. Mother would hover around the front door until Dad got back. They were really only in danger from the rest of Nolan’s team coming to look for them. If Nolan wasn’t concerned why should she be?

“I’ve got you all to myself,” he said into her ear.

Her calves hit something and Nolan nudged her back. She sat down hard on the leather sofa positioned in front of the fireplace. Yvonne had sat on this sofa a hundred times curled up with a book while visiting her grandparents. It had always been her haven, and now...

Nolan pulled his polo shirt up and over his head.

Yvonne’s mind stopped working, and she just stared at him. Necessity had honed Nolan’s body into a well-muscled machine. Scars dotted his skin, signs that he’d gone toe-to-toe with life and was still kicking.

“We have to be very quiet,” he whispered.

She nodded.

Nolan nudged her knees apart then sank to the floor on the rug in front of her. They were finally on eye level with each other. He leaned in and kissed her while his hands slid under her shirt to caress up her sides. He traced the cup of her bra before dipping his fingers past the satin to tease her nipples. She squeezed him with her thighs and grabbed the edge of the cushion. Dampness soaked her panties and she couldn’t help moaning into his kiss.

“Are you wet for me, sugar?” he whispered.

Yvonne nodded.

“Want to show me?” His sinful grin promised pleasure.

The request still sent heat racing up her neck, only now she knew the momentary embarrassment was oh, so worth it.

She leaned back into the supple leather, staring deep into his eyes. She hooked her thumbs in the waistband of her knit slacks and pushed them down. Nolan sat back on his heels, intently focused on the widening gap of skin between her shirt and pants.

He’d seen all of her naked before. The only difference was that she didn’t have liquid courage in her veins.

Nolan didn’t wait for her to peal her clothes down. He slid his hand past her panties and cupped her mound, his fingers pressing into her. Yvonne leaned her head back, waves of heat washing over her.

“Damn, if I’d known you wanted me this bad I’d have stopped talking a while ago.” He curled his fingers and circled her opening.

She shifted her hips, wanting him inside of her.

Nolan pulled her slacks and panties down past her knees. The cool leather against her heated skin kept her anchored in reality.

This was actually happening.

Nolan leaned forward, dug a hand into her hair and pulled her forward for a rough kiss. She slid her hands over his chest and down to the belt at his hips.

“You first.” He nudged her hands away.

“You can’t possibly expect me to be quiet for that.”

“Try.” He grinned.

Her stomach did a flip-flop. She’d never call him gorgeous or traditionally handsome. He was too rough around the edges for that. But he did things to her insides she couldn’t explain.

Nolan bent, his fingers stroking her. She grabbed one of the old throw pillows and covered her face with it a moment before his lips touched her sensitive flesh. She knew what his head looked like between her legs. It was what he did with his mouth and fingers that undid her.

The gentle, exploratory touches changed. He thrust into her, stroking her inner walls while he kissed her mound. His tongue licked her, and she lifted her hips up off the sofa. She squealed into the pillow, muffling the sounds. She felt him chuckle while finger fucking her pussy.

A deep hunger gnawed at her. Yes, she wanted him, all of him. Not just his mouth and fingers, but his cock as well.

Yvonne reached down and grabbed a handful of his hair. She tugged, but he ignored her. His lips wrapped around her clit and he sucked. Her body tightened, rising to a new high.

She dropped the pillow and pulled again. This time he relented and kissed his way up her body to her mouth.

“Now,” she panted.

For a moment she thought he’d fight her on it, but then he let go of her and pushed back. The answering hunger in his eyes told her he wanted her now, too.

He slapped his wallet on the sofa next to her. She scooped it up and found the condom nestled between a few bills. While he unbuckled his belt and pushed his clothes down, she ripped the packet open. There was a frenzied need to the rush to sheathe him.

“Turn around.” His voice really was more like a growl.

Yvonne twisted, rising onto her knees and bent over the back of the sofa. She glanced back at Nolan, standing with his cock in one hand, eyes on her.

“We’re going to do this again, and I’m going to taste you properly, sugar. Got it?”

She nodded. At this point she’d say yes to whatever he wanted.

Nolan leaned over her, his cock resting against her ass. He took a handful of her hair and bent her back, kissing her mouth. She could still taste herself on him.

He shifted, sliding his erection through her folds until he found her entrance.

She whimpered into the kiss and pushed back onto his cock. He tugged her hair, encouraging her. She squeezed her muscles around him, relishing the feel of him.

It really had been good, and not just in her head.

Nolan broke the kiss and straightened. He gripped her hips and worked his cock deep inside of her without hurry. She dragged the pillow back and buried her face in it.

All at once he surged into her, rocking her forward. She groaned into the pillow and prepared herself to hold on. The sex they’d had at the hotel had ranged from wild and hair-pulling to soft and tender. Right now she’d take all of it.

His hand slid around and stroked her clit. Her body shuddered around him and she came, moaning her release into the pillow.

Nolan leaned over her and wrapped his arms around her, hugging her to his chest. He kissed her temple then her cheek.

“I don’t think anyone heard,” he whispered.

“Oh, my God.” She covered her face with her hands.

Sure, she’d had the pillow, but she hadn’t exactly thought through what she was doing or why.

What if her family had tried to come in here?

Nolan chuckled and gave her one last kiss before pulling out of her. He took her hand and helped her to her feet, untangling the clothes still around her ankles. That done, he led her to the tiny bathroom. They took turns cleaning up, all the while it felt as though she were locked away in a happy, safe bubble.

When she was done in the bathroom Nolan was waiting for her. He scooped her up off her feet and carried her back to the sofa where he sat down with her across his lap as though he did this all the time. It was sweetness from a man she’d never have guessed had a sweet side.

“I promise to help you find your shoes.” He kissed her temple.

“How thoughtful.” She chuckled and closed her eyes. And just like that the bubble burst.

What the hell were they doing together?

It was hard to have serious doubts while nestled against Nolan’s chest. There was something about him that seemed...sheltering. He was a protector. It was the same vibe that had kept her talking to him in Vegas instead of scurrying away from him.

She tipped her chin up to study his face. His nose had been broken one too many times. The scar on his chin and its twin on his brow gave him a mean look. But his eyes were kind.

“Like what you see?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“You must need your eyes checked.” His hand slid up and down her leg.

“Why were you in Vegas?” She’d wondered what chance of fate brought them together, but hadn’t had the opportunity to ask.

“Buddy of mine from the Marines had a bachelor party a couple weeks before his wedding. Did it the smart way, I suppose. I decided to stay a few extra nights because I wasn’t on-call.”

“But then you had to leave for a job?”

“Yeah.”

“Do I want to know what this bachelor party entailed?” She knew she didn’t, but she couldn’t help but wonder who else he’d been with that week.

“Not as exciting as you’re thinking.” One side of his mouth hitched up. “See, there’s a gun range in Vegas where you can shoot all kinds of otherwise illegal weapons. Thompson sub-machine guns that sort of thing. If we weren’t shooting guns we were playing poker.”

“You went to Vegas to shoot guns?” She knew her brows were trying to crawl off her forehead, but it was the strangest thing she’d heard. And not at all what she’d expected.

“What do you expect from a bunch of Marines? We like our guns. Besides, half those guys are married with kids. All they really wanted to do was eat and sleep.”

“And the rest of you?” She traced the bottom button on his polo shirt.

“What are you getting at, Vee? Do you want to know if I fucked around while I was in Vegas?”

No, she didn’t want to know. But she did.

His voice gentled. “I did go to that club we met at to drink and see what happened. I won’t lie to you about that. I didn’t sleep with any other women that night. I haven’t since if you’re wondering.”

“Oh.” Why did that make her stomach flutter?

His voice grew deeper, a bit rough and his breath warmed her skin. “Are you trying to tell me something? Would you be jealous if there’d been other women?”

“That would be unreasonable.” But yes, she would have been jealous. And hurt. She had no right to be either.

“And you’re never anything but reasonable?”

“You thought my name was Kim.”

“What does that have with being reasonable?”

“It stood to reason that someone who couldn’t keep my name straight even once might be confusing me for someone else.”

Nolan winced. “I really thought you said your name was Kim.”

“Yvonne. Kim. They sound so alike.”

“Hey.” He held up a hand. “It was loud and these old ears aren’t what they used to be.”

She chuckled and laid her head on his shoulder. “Did you go to the wedding?”

“My buddy’s wedding? Yeah. My plane landed an hour before the ceremony. Thank God the bridesmaid knew what the hell I was supposed to do.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket, unlocked it and opened up his pictures. “The bride sent these a few days ago.”

He tapped a picture of Nolan in a line of men all wearing the Marine uniform, their faces stern. He swiped and the next image had the men paired up with women. Nolan stood with a curvy, elegant black woman cradling a baby in her other arm. Yvonne didn’t miss the massive diamond wedding ring on the woman’s finger.

She couldn’t help but wonder if Nolan had ever seen himself like that, with a wife and a baby. Because if that pregnancy test was correct—and she wasn’t entirely sure it was—then this could be his future. But only if he wanted it.

She watched as he swiped to a few other images. “I grew up around girls who began planning their weddings as soon as they graduated from cartoon princess fantasies. I never really understood it.”

“Of course you didn’t.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” She lifted her head from his shoulder and frowned.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but—that’s not you. You don’t strike me as the princess sort of girl.”

“I don’t?”

“Nah. You’re too capable for that. I mean, look at what you’ve done. And how old are you? Twenty-eight?”

Yvonne blinked at him a few times. Too often it didn’t matter what she’d accomplished, only that she was still single and alone. That he saw that much of her was surprising.

“Twenty-nine.” Inside she was preening. Yes, she’d worked her ass off.

“All I’m saying is—you’re the kind of woman who has other goals. There’s nothing wrong with doing it either way. I’m just not surprised. I bet when you’re ready for the other stuff you’ll have a plan. You have a plan for everything, don’t you?”

She didn’t. Not for this. Nowhere in all of the things she’d mapped out for herself had she included getting knocked up.

“Used to I didn’t have much of a plan for anything.” He frowned, continuing on, oblivious to her inner dialogue.

“And now?”

“I’ve got a plan. It’s not much of one, but it’s working out for me.”

She waited, but he didn’t elaborate on what that plan was and she was too afraid to ask what it was.
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TUESDAY. LOCATION, Kyoto, Japan.

Samuel stared at the manpower reports his assistant had run. The numbers didn’t lie. If he ran with the opportunity he’d been given, he’d run out of men long before they attained their goals. Which put him in the unfortunate predicament of needing more men.

On boarding people was a time-consuming, slow process. For the work they did, he had to trust every person he hired. But that was when he only managed half the business. The kind of work he did required a great deal of trust among a slice of the population not known for their virtue.

It would be immensely easier to hire more men on the other side. Let them think they were doing an honest day’s work, when in truth they were helping Samuel on another level.

“Sir?”

“Show him in.” Samuel waved his hand at his assistant. He didn’t need to be told what time it was or who was here.

A moment later Karuki entered the home office that Sota had once claimed as his primary work space. The kind of things Samuel needed to discuss with his head of operations weren’t the sort of things he wanted overheard. Even if the house was now staffed with Samuel’s people.

Karuki came to stand in front of the desk while Samuel stared out on the patio where he’d killed his brother.

He let the silence stretch on for several moments. Sota had stood on ceremony, making every act a performance. Samuel didn’t desire to be like his brother in any way.

“Well?” he said when the silence had gone on for long enough.

Karuki delivered his news in a voice devoid of inflection. “I’ve met with each unit. At least half our command structure is considering leaving.”

Damn.

That wasn’t what Samuel wanted to hear.

“I have, however, convinced them to remain on. For now.”

He turned toward Karuki. “Where would they go?”

“Hard to say.”

“Would a lump sum appease them?” Samuel could afford to pay a bonus to their employees. A gift from his now dead brother.

“Some would be swayed by money. Not everyone is that blind.” Karuki’s flat stare spoke volumes.

In hindsight, Samuel wished Karuki’s face had taken less of a beating. But disloyal bodies were worth less than compliant ones. Those who would cause problems would take one look at Karuki, come to their own conclusions and turn in their notice. Samuel would have a smaller work force, but a more loyal one.

“We need to hire more men.” He turned back toward the windows.

“Now?”

“There are opportunities presented to us that we need to take advantage of. For that to happen, we need men.”

“Sir, I think we should discuss the Yakuza before you make plans.”

“What about them?” Samuel crossed his arms over his chest.

“You are aware we found one of their men?”

“I am aware.” He’d been told the moment the man was in custody, but had left the details up to his people. They knew the basics well enough from Samuel’s men who had intercepted the van carrying the team operating the drone, but what he needed were specifics.

“The drone was an assassination. They hired a company called Lyme to source the drone for them. The drone is a prototype that was booked for a demonstration with Lyme. From what I can gather, Lyme and the Yakuza kidnapped the drone creator to kill Sato.”

Samuel turned toward Karuki. “And? Where is the drone now? Why have we not recovered it yet? Who was the man developing it?”

“Douglas Krieger.”

“Krieger?” Samuel frowned. He knew that name.

He glanced at his laptop.

The antivirus software.

That Krieger?

Karuki took a few steps toward Samuel. “Yes, the youngest son of the founder of Krieger, Inc.”

Fucking hell.

Samuel bit the inside of his mouth.

The police didn’t know about Douglas Krieger or Samuel would know that detail by now. He paid a hefty sum to be kept abreast of all current investigations, and so far the Krieger brat wasn’t on the police’s radar for Sato’s death. There was some speculation about Samuel being involved, but those same payments ensured the police wouldn’t look too closely at him.

All of that would change if that drone video became public knowledge.

“Where is Krieger now?” Samuel asked.

“According to social media, he is back in the United States.”

He was going to have to handle this. Now. Before things went forward with his other plans. Everything he was working toward would be destroyed if video of him shooting his brother came to light.

This was all so much simpler when Samuel planned on shooting his brother and cleaning up the body himself. That he could control. This? There were too many moving parts.

“What else can you tell me about him? Why was he here?” Samuel crossed his arms over his chest, mind spinning.

“He was here for a tech conference, but it looks like the family left after Douglas was recovered. Probably to protect the son.”

“Or to stay out of the investigation.” Interesting. The family protecting themselves was working in his favor. For now.

“Either way, they’re gone now. Nothing we can do about that. It would be unwise to make a move on the family. They have retained Aegis Group as their personal security.”

“Fucking hell,” Samuel muttered.

Those bastards? Could this get any worse?

“Anything else?” He turned toward Karuki.

“No.”

“Leave.”

Samuel needed to plan. He had to figure this out.

Aegis Group were a direct competitor. But more than that, Samuel had run up against them a few times. Kidnapping and extortion were a quick way to make a buck off ignorant traveling rich people. Unless they hired those Aegis Group assholes. Samuel had lost a few good men to them.

He turned and strode out of the office, heading toward the garage.

Driving would help him think.

He was going to make this problem go away, personally. He’d worked too hard for too long to have this life taken away from him. It was his, and he would not let it go. Which meant he had to take down Aegis Group to get to his real target.
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Wednesday. Grimaldi Place, Chevy Chase, MD.

Yvonne studied her appearance in the mirror. She ran her fingers over her neck and up her cheek.

No hickies. Not even a love bite.

Thank goodness.

She still couldn’t believe she’d allowed yesterday to happen. It wasn’t smart. Unlike her brothers she couldn’t get away with whatever she wanted. History had proven that she would always get caught.

But it was worth it.

She slapped her hand over her mouth as though she could silence the voice in her mind.

Mom didn’t have mind-reading powers, but she had always known what Yvonne’s brothers were up to. Yvonne was going to have to be very careful in how she conducted herself around the family today.

Yvonne smiled at her reflection, then laughed for no reason.

That wouldn’t do, but she’d been doing it since Nolan escorted her to her bedroom yesterday.

She’d managed to avoid her family last night by claiming she needed rest to feel her best again. Mom was still fussing over Douglas, which took all the pressure off the rest of them to measure up to Mom’s expectations. Yvonne had holed up for the evening and vegged out watching a movie. She’d had half a mind to go in search of Nolan, but she hadn’t.

If she was pregnant...

She couldn’t finish that thought.

Yvonne continued her morning routine while her mind mulled over her situation.

She liked Nolan. He’d been an easy target to blame for the embarrassing morning after in Vegas, if she were being honest with herself. The shoe and his abrupt departure were unfortunate, but knowing what he did, she accepted it. Besides, wasn’t anything wrong with what they’d done as consenting adults.

Except...

She paused to press her hand to her stomach.

Four pregnancy tests and none were explicitly conclusive.

Yvonne had to see a doctor. The nausea was continuing to be a serious problem. She couldn’t keep much down, which left her tired. Dealing with her family took a great deal of mental energy that she just didn’t have right now.

Her phone buzzed.

She glanced at the display showing a text from Theodore.

Come downstairs.

Yvonne frowned at the message.

No context.

No warning.

What was going on?

Yvonne smoothed her hands down the wrap dress. It was one of her staple carry-on travel items because it was versatile and didn’t wrinkle. Surely it would pass her mother’s expectations. And maybe Nolan would like it?

Her cheeks heated at that thought.

She shouldn’t be considering him when she got dressed. They weren’t anything to each other even if the sex was good.

Yvonne grabbed her phone and laptop then headed out to brave the new day. The moment she stepped foot in the hall she heard voices.

The shrill one was her mother. The deeper voice was harder to place. Two others were speaking over each other so fast she could only assume it might be Theodore and Melody.

“Vee.”

She stopped short in the hall and glanced down the other wing of the house. Nolan strode toward her, a duffle bag in hand. His scowl twisted his features. If she hadn’t seen the softer side of him, she might have darted back in her room.

“What’s going on?” She kept her voice low.

Nolan took her by the elbow and guided her toward the stairs. “Your mother wants us out of the house. We’re being told we have to move to the guest house and won’t be allowed in here.”

“What?” Yvonne opened and closed her mouth.

That made no sense.

The guest house was a property adjacent to the house that had been purchased generations ago. It was at the far end of the property, complete with its own entrance to the street on the other side. Putting their security team there also placed a great distance between them.

“We need you to talk some sense into your mother.” Nolan stared down at her. “What good are we to you if we’re that far away?”

“You’re right. Let me talk to them.” She slowed to a stop at the top of the stairs.

Nolan’s thumb swiped little circles against her skin. The lines creasing his face eased and his eyes studied her. “How are you? Sleep okay?”

Warmth spread through her. She felt the questions he wasn’t asking. “Yes. Fine. Thank you.”

“I want you out of my house.” Mom’s voice reverberated down the marble halls.

Yvonne winced and turned from Nolan. He stayed close to her as she descended the stairs as fast as she dared wearing pumps on thick, plush carpet.

“Mom? Dad?” she called out.

“Vee, there you are.” Theodore stepped into sight from the main hall directly below Yvonne. He threw his hands up and sighed.

“What’s going on?” Of all her family, Yvonne trusted him to be the most reasonable.

“Maybe you can get through to them?” Theodore’s gaze jumped from her to just over her shoulder. His chin tipped up and his brows drew down.

Yvonne paused on the last step, glancing up at Nolan then to her brother. She had a sinking sensation about who Theodore wanted her to talk to.

“Are we going to have to get the police here to sort this out?” Theodore crossed his arms over his chest.

“No,” Yvonne blurted.

“You won’t call the cops because then it would be logged.” Nolan nudged her to the ground and stepped around her to square off with her brother.

“Wait—you want the security team to leave?” Maybe missing last night had been a mistake. Yvonne had no idea how they’d gotten here.

“You should have never let them set up in the main house.” Theodore turned on her now. “You made this problem, now fix it.”

He turned and stalked toward the living room where Mom was still carrying on at a loud volume. Yvonne watched him go.

Douglas had been kidnapped. From the sound of things he’d almost died. And the rest of the family wanted to dismiss their security detail. Why?

She turned and blinked up at Nolan. “I’ll figure out what’s going on. This doesn’t make any sense.”

“We’re just trying to do our job.” His eyes flashed angry.

“I know, but you have to see it from our perspective.” She could guess at why her family wanted the Aegis Group team out of the house. “We didn’t hire you. We can’t be certain you aren’t reporting back on us.”

“That’s not what we do.”

“I’ll talk to them.” She had to believe there was a way to protect their interests and themselves.

Yvonne turned and followed in her brother’s wake.

The living room was the one space in the house that didn’t look like a room out of a museum. The walls at either end were floor to ceiling books, broken up only by the two fireplaces. Windows ran along the far wall with French doors that let out onto a small terrace. The furniture was large and leather.

Douglas sat in grandpa’s old recliner still wearing yesterday’s clothes. Mom paced the width of the living room while Dad had his phone to his ear staring out the windows. Theodore was the only one who acknowledged Yvonne’s entrance, and he merely nodded at her.

“Can someone please tell me what’s going on?” She set her laptop and phone down on the table.

“Close the door,” Theodore said.

Mom whirled to face her. Today’s outfit was a powder blue shift dress and cardigan. “They’re leaving?”

“Why do they need to?” Yvonne kept her voice down and glanced from Mom to Theodore.

Mom’s eyes bulged, and she threw her hands up in the air.

“Mom,” Theodore’s voice broke the building tension.

He strode to the double doors leading into the room and shut them.

What else did they have to hide?

To her knowledge no one had volunteered the fact that Douglas was an unwilling participant in a murder by proxy of his drone. A smart person would be able to draw that conclusion. Nolan and his team weren’t stupid. They knew that much was true.

Theodore crossed to stand almost toe to toe with Yvonne, his stare serious. Sober.

“The drone recorded everything,” he said in a voice just louder than a whisper.

“Everything?” She glanced at Douglas staring at his phone then back to Theodore. “We’re only now finding out?”

“He just told us that when he got the drone here and wiped it clean the thing connected to his backup server and uploaded the video.”

“When did that happen?” She wasn’t going to like this...

“Monday.” Theodore tilted his head and pursed his lips.

Yvonne opened and closed her mouth.

A wave of heat then cold swept over her. The tips of her fingers went numb, and she locked her knees into place. The world was an unfair place.

Douglas was the darling baby of the family. He’d been caught with pot a dozen times as a kid and each was scrubbed from his record. There was more, but she’d remained willfully ignorant of his antics until the DWI that couldn’t be escaped. Now this.

“You see why we can’t let this security team know what’s going on? This is going to blow back on us if that video gets out.” Theodore dragged his hand through his hair.

“He should delete it.” Mom crossed her arms over her chest.

“No.” Yvonne turned toward her mother. “You can’t—”

“Douglas’ drone didn’t kill that man,” Theodore said.

“What?” Yvonne’s head whipped around so fast her neck twinged.

“A few seconds before the drone began to fire, another man shot the guy. But I think the one who died wasn’t the target.” Theodore planted his hands on his hips.

“We need to go to the police,” she said.

“I don’t think it’s that simple, Vee.”

“Then explain it to me.” She took a step toward her brother, the anger building inside of her.

“Have you read the Japanese news?”

“No.” She’d been too sick for that.

“The guys who killed Douglas’ kidnappers weren’t just thugs. Those were professionals, and someone had to send them after the van. Now, I’ve been talking to some contacts in Asia and the brother of the guy who died? Samuel Ito? He’s bad fucking news.”

“Theo.” Mom gasped, as though she’d never heard her children utter a curse before.

“Then why are you sending our security away?” Yvonne gestured at the doors. “Is it because you’re worried they’re going to report back on us? If that’s the case, we should hire a different company.” She didn’t like that option, but it was logical.

“We can’t go to the police because...” He gestured at Mom.

She wouldn’t allow them to turn Douglas in. This wasn’t a new argument. Simply getting him permission to travel had been difficult enough.

“Even if we went to the cops, what do we tell them? Where do we start? And then where does that put us?” He pushed his hand through his hair.

Yvonne mentally ticked off their transgressions.

The moment they’d left Japan was where they’d gone wrong. They should have stayed. Douglas had been kidnapped. They weren’t guilty of anything at that point and perhaps the video would have ensured the right people were charged for the murder.

Instead they’d fled the country with minimal information and were now hiding evidence impeding a murder investigation. If she could trust what she was told, no one had connected Douglas to the murder. But if he was connected? Then what? How would this play out?

Mom would never allow Douglas to take the fall, which meant the only right thing for them to do—go to the police—was off the table.

“I understand this is how you think we should be protecting ourselves, but I think we’re making a mistake. We’re focused on an isolated incident and acting on that instead of substantiated threats.”

“You don’t honestly believe those threats, do you?” Theodore frowned at her.

“The DoD wouldn’t contract security for us if they didn’t believe they were credible.”

“That’s not our concern right now.” He turned, dismissing her worries. “We need that security team out of here. They can do their job from the guest house.”

“For how long? What’s our plan? We can’t stay here. There are meetings I need to have. Work must get done.” She gestured at her laptop. Then there was the whole issue of needing her space. Yvonne loved her family, but she liked them better from afar.

“Enough.” Dad turned from the windows. “Everyone is staying put for now until I sort this out. Understand?”

Yvonne glanced away.

It was all hands on deck to cover up her brother’s latest mess, but she stayed out all night once and it was the worst thing she’d ever done.

“I’ve got a few things to handle. I’ll see you later?” Yvonne picked up her things and cradled her laptop to her chest like a shield.

Yvonne needed air. She had to have her space.

She didn’t flee the room, but she focused on putting space between her and her family.

They weren’t bad people. Her parent’s greatest sin was loving them too much. She knew her mother was protecting Douglas from a place of good intention, but it yielded bad results. Yvonne’s little brother rarely suffered the consequences of his actions and this time they might not be able to make it go away. There wasn’t just one death
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Wednesday. Grimaldi Place, Chevy Chase, MD.

Nolan leaned away from the monitor in time to see Yvonne on one of the feeds push open the patio door and step out onto the wide terrace leading down to the pool. She put a hand to her hair, running her fingers through the strands, and tipped her chin up.

It was an overcast day with little to no chance of rain, but it made for a dreary atmosphere.

Had she talked some sense into her family?

“How’s the picture look?” Vaughn sat back on his heels. The poor guy had been up most of the night. He’d just crawled into bed when Mrs. Krieger burst in and told them to get out.

“Good,” Nolan replied.

“The picture, not the woman, dumbass.”

He presented his middle finger to Vaughn.

Vaughn chuckled and pulled himself up into the desk chair next to Nolan. “You’ve never been this friendly with a client before. You think I’m going to pass up the chance to give you shit?”

Nolan didn’t reply. It was a damned if he did, damned if he didn’t situation. If he said a word it would encourage more of Vaughn’s interest.

He leaned closer and whispered, “You hit that yet?”

Nolan’s vision hazed red.

“Shut the fuck up.” He balled his hands into fists.

“Riley’s going to eat this up.” Vaughn cackled a laugh and slapped Nolan’s shoulder.

“Nolan?” Melody stepped through the arch leading into the formal dining room where Vaughn had set up shop.

Nolan had never been happier to see Melody. He got up, seizing any opportunity to get away from Vaughn for the moment. “Hm?”

“A word?” Melody retreated into the hall where it was just the two of them. “What did Yvonne have to say?”

“She was going to talk to the family then get back to me.” He thumbed over his shoulder. “Just saw her on the monitor leaving the house.”

“Leaving?”

“Back yard.”

“That’s not a good idea. Zain is concerned we’re focusing too much on this one-off incident and not the real threat.” Melody lifted her hands and tweaked her ponytail.

“I agree. I’ll head over and see what she says, if you like?” He had a feeling Yvonne might tell him more than she intended. He wasn’t above using their relationship to get a little intel out of her if it was for her own safekeeping.

“Yes. Please. I’m relieving Vaughn.” Melody stared up at him. “We can keep this between us.”

“This?”

Her brows rose. “You might fool the others, but it’s obvious you have history with Ms. Krieger.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He held up his hands and took a step back then another.

“Be careful. This isn’t a family you want to mess with, Nolan.”

He shrugged and turned.

The whole damn thing was complicated. He told himself that if he knew then what he knew now about Yvonne, he’d have kept moving. But that was a lie. She’d captivated him from the moment he bellied up to the bar next to her and locked eyes with her She was someone different. Unexpected. The rest had just fallen into place.

He ducked out a side door before Grant, Riley or Brenden caught sight of him. Since he and Vaughn had been on-duty all night, they should be hitting the hay. If the others couldn’t find him, they’d assume he’d found some place to crash for a few hours. That meant he had time to go find Yvonne and maybe get to the bottom of this mess.

All the team wanted to do was their job. Instead they were spending too much time fighting with the very people they were supposed to be protecting.

If only Yvonne’s family were half as reasonable as her, they wouldn’t have these damn problems.

The walk from the guest house to the pool behind the main house took a few minutes. Minutes that in a dangerous situation might cost the family their lives. What if it was Yvonne who paid for their foolishness?

Once again he found her sitting poolside on a lounge chair. She’d slid her heels off and her legs were curled under her.

“I thought we talked about this.” He slowed his pace as he stepped from grass to concrete.

Yvonne sucked in air and her head jerked up. She’d been completely unaware of him. Her lashes fluttered, and she lifted a hand to her hair.

He sank down on the chair next to her, elbows on his knees. “Didn’t go well?”

She glanced over her shoulder at the house. “We should walk.”

“Sure.” He got up and offered her his hand.

Instead of putting her shoes back on she carried them, feet swishing through the grass as they cut away from the lawn and toward the trees separating the two homes on the property.

Neither spoke until they reached the little paved path winding between the trees.

“They aren’t going to budge and please don’t ask me to tell you why.” She kept her head down, not looking at him.

“Hey.” He grasped her elbow and pulled her to a stop. “I’m on your side, you know? You tell me what you can.”

“This whole thing is a mess.” She tipped her chin up and looked at him.

He saw himself in her. The dutiful sibling. The one that kept things together. He knew what that weight felt like. For years he’d struggled under it, cursing its weight. And then it was gone. His brother’s life snuffed out. Nolan’s brother hadn’t been a textbook good person, but he’d been family. Nolan and others had made excuses for him. They’d enabled that behavior and now his brother was dead.

She glanced away, but he still felt her pain. That just pissed him off more.

“Talk to me. Not about that, something else. Anything.” He edged closer until he could slide an arm around her waist.

“What else is there to talk about?” She lifted her chin and looked at him.

“Plenty. How do you like your coffee?”

“Sweet and creamy.”

“Just like you.” He’d tasted her cream and knew first hand just how sweet she was.

She glanced away, a little spark in her eyes and color in her cheeks. “Stop that.”

“Do I have to?” He cupped her chin and lifted her face. “Hm?”

Her eyes were on his mouth. “What?”

Nolan kissed her, suckling her lower lip until she groaned and clutched his shoulders. He lifted his face and stared down at her. During these moments she let him past that polished exterior and he got to see the real her. The one he hadn’t been expecting.

“Are you trying to seduce answers out of me?” One side of her mouth quirked up. She wasn’t serious.

“Would you tell me if it was working?”

A bit of the brightness dimmed, and she stared at his shoulder, tracing her fingers over the words Aegis Group stitched there.

“I can’t. I think moving your team out of the house is a mistake, but they aren’t going back on it. They believe this is how we protect ourselves.” She placed her hands on his chest, but didn’t push him away. Instead she leaned into him. “We shouldn’t need protecting. If I could go back, if I were thinking properly, I wouldn’t have let this happen.”

“You can’t blame yourself.” He squeezed her a little tighter. “You’re going to. I know it and so do you, but I have to say it.”

Yvonne glanced up at him, her lips curling down in a frown.

He didn’t get personal with clients. Once that line was crossed it became difficult to separate pleasure and business. He’d seen it happen too many times to believe it could be different even once. But he couldn’t go backward.

“When my brother died it ripped my family apart. We all blamed ourselves. Each other. There was always something else we thought we could have done to prevent it. Stop him. But we never admitted the truth. That he was the monster we’d created.”

“Are you saying Douglas is a monster?”

“No—”

“Sometimes I wonder if he is.” She dropped her gaze to his chest. “He’s not a bad kid. He’s just used to everyone else taking care of him. With Theo and me, Dad was more hands on. I think that’s the difference. Mom raised Doug. Dad was suddenly so busy. Theo wanted to grow up to be like Dad and I...”

“What did you want?”

“I wanted to be Theo.” She chuckled.

Why was it she wanted to be her older brother?

Nolan didn’t think he’d like the answer.

“I moved to LA in part because I didn’t want to watch what was happening with Doug. Growing up everyone fell all over themselves to tell Mom and Dad what handsome boys they were raising. You’d think the only thing that mattered was a penis.”

Nolan sputtered a laugh, but it quickly died.

“I used to say that Doug could get away with murder.” Her chin tipped up. “He didn’t kill anyone. You know that, right?”

“He doesn’t strike me as the type.” He wasn’t going to mention how the kid had cried when they’d pulled him out of the van.

“Well, now how many people are dead?” She shivered.

They lapsed into silence.

He couldn’t make her tell him what brought about this shift. The only way Yvonne would trust him with the family secrets was if he remained patient. He couldn’t push even though that was what his gut screamed at him to do.

“How is your family now?” she asked softly.

Nolan let go of her. He couldn’t hold her and talk about the shit storm that was his family. “Mom and Dad are divorced. Sometimes I can talk to her and things are fine, but most of it she just wants to talk about my brother. Dad, well...he has other ways of coping.”

“I’m sorry.”

“We were never a perfect family.”

She turned, staring off across the grass. “Do you think that’s what’s going to happen to Doug? Do you think he’ll do something crazy then die?”

“N-no. That’s not what I’m saying.”

“Because sometimes I wonder if that’s what’ll happen.” Yvonne glanced at him. The pain and fear were written into the lines of her face. “Don’t tell anyone I said that?”

“Not a soul.” He edged closer. Part of him wanted to keep holding onto her, to tell her it would all be okay. Even if neither of them believed it.

“Do you think you’ll ever settle down someday?” She was once more studying the clouds, her thoughts far away from the present.

“Me?” He shrugged. “I’m not opposed to the idea. Is there something you want to ask me?”

“What?” Her eyes went round, and she stared at him. A blush crept up her neck, staining her cheeks a pale pink. “T-that’s not what I meant.”

“You know what they say about protesting too much?” He grabbed her hand and tugged her toward him until he could slide his hands around her waist.

“I was not saying anything.”

“I know.” Because why would a woman like her want a future with him?

“Just speaking in the theoretical sense.” She found a spot on his shoulder to stare at.

What was she hiding? Had he read her wrong? Did she want something more from him?

Nolan couldn’t lead her on. He needed to be honest. This job didn’t make things easy for him or anyone he was involved with.

“Theoretical, huh? Well, the facts are my lifestyle hasn’t been conducive to working in that direction. Like I said, I’m not opposed to it, but I don’t know that I’d make a good partner. I travel too much. Then there’s the danger. The injuries. It’s a lot to ask a woman to deal with on a regular basis.”

“Do you get hurt often?”

“Not if I can help it.”

“I see.”

“What about you?”

“No.”

“No?”

“I don’t see myself settling down, getting married or having kids. I’m married to my job. Anyone else has to come after that, and it isn’t fair to ask that of any man because I chose this path.”

Nolan didn’t like that answer. It wasn’t any different from his. They were both putting their job first before people who might make them a hell of a lot happier in life. But at least he got to go home knowing he saved lives. He made lives better. Could she say her work did the same for anyone else?

“Vee?” He clasped his hands behind his back.

“Hm?”

“May I say something out of line?”

“You’re asking permission? I’m not sure I want to hear this.”

“I think you should reconsider.” He glanced sideways at her. “I haven’t known you long, but what I’ve seen is you doing the heavy lifting and everyone else taking the credit.”

“It’s a team effort. I—”

“Is it really?” He pivoted to face her all the while his mind was screaming at him to shut up. “This really isn’t my place, but—they treat you like shit. You’re fucking Cinderella in this family.”

“I am not. You don’t know what you’re talking about.” She drew away from him, her frown deepening.

“Don’t I? Let me guess who wrote the keynote speech. You?”

Yvonne glared at him.

“Who got the credit for it?” He paused, but she didn’t answer.

“You followed me around for a few days and now you think you know everything about me, don’t you? Well, you don’t. You don’t know anything about me.” She stepped off the sidewalk and into the grass, spine straight.

Shit.

He really should not have opened his mouth

“Vee? Vee, wait.” He reached out and grabbed her hand, pulling her to a stop. “You’re right. I’m a bastard. Fuck me. I don’t know what I’m talking about.”

“You really don’t.” She pulled away from him, cradling her arm to her chest.

Nolan stood rooted to the spot, watching her whirl away from him and stalk across the grass, back toward her ivory tower.

“Fuck,” he muttered.

He should have kept his damn mouth shut. This was why he didn’t get involved with clients. If he was going to be with someone he was damn well going to be honest with them. He’d kept his mouth shut with his brother and there were dozens of things he should have said, but hadn’t.

Yvonne might be like him, but they were a world apart. He needed to remember that. She was a job.
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YVONNE COULDN’T SEE the house. Even the grass a few feet in front of her was blurry.

She lifted a hand and swiped at her face, doing her best to stem the tears. There was a difference between knowing her place in the family, and others seeing it. She’d always played the role of the dutiful daughter, content to work in the shadows, because she was part of something. Yes, Theodore had a bad habit of not passing along the praise for her work, but he had a lot on his plate, too. It wasn’t like he sat back doing nothing. They each did their part.

Instead of heading for the patio, she cut through the grass toward the old oak tree and the tree house. As kids Theodore used to say she wasn’t allowed inside because she was a girl, but Douglas would sneak her up when their oldest brother wasn’t looking. They’d spent happier days up there.

The old oak was on the east side of the yard, twenty or so feet from the fence. She didn’t remember when the landscaping company had put in the stone path, but her bare feet were grateful for it. When she’d been younger and the trees heavy with leaves, there hadn’t been much to set this one apart. Now a neat ring of bushes circled it, creating a sort of yard and a short distance away was a bench.

She set her shoes on the paving stones then placed her hands on the rungs leading up to the trap door.

This had been their hideaway as kids, and right now she needed space. She needed to think.

Yvonne hoisted herself up, climbing past the low-hanging branches to the ones cradling the tree house. She pushed the door up and shimmied inside. Leaves littered the floor and from the thin coat of dust it was obvious no one had been here for a while which was fine by her.

The structure was just tall enough for her to stand. Anyone else would have to crouch. Just another factor that made this their space. Even Dad hadn’t ventured up here beyond a few necessary trips to do some upkeep. Other than that, it had been their domain.

Shelves lined one wall. Two walls were taken up with shuttered windows. And a little daybed with no mattress was on the other side. Despite the lack of a mattress, she lowered herself onto the plywood frame and stretched out.

They’d always begged to be allowed to sleep out here, but it had never happened. At least not until they were older.

She lifted her hand and traced the three sets of initials were written on the beam over her head.

T.K.

Y.K.

D.K.

Their family wasn’t perfect. They were messed up in their own way. Nolan could fault them for how she was treated all he liked. Iit didn’t change the fact that these people were her blood.

If she were pregnant—and it was unlikely that she was—this was the family the baby would be born into.

A knot formed just below her ribs.

Mom would tell her to get rid of the baby, no matter that it wasn’t the child’s fault Yvonne had gotten pregnant. Mom would see a baby like that as a black mark on the family. She was always trying to make them worthy of her relatives. As though the hard work of her husband didn’t matter as much as being born into money.

Yvonne wished she had her phone on her, but she’d left it in the house when she went outside seeking quiet. She needed to talk to Tabby. To tell her about the tests.

Did Tabby regret being pressured into ending her pregnancy?

Yvonne only knew about it because Tabby had begged her to go up to a ski lodge for spring break instead of the beach. It was just about the most boring trip ever. Tabby stayed holed up in her room. Yvonne didn’t have anything to do other than watch TV. She’d been so bored she’d wound up studying. It hadn’t been till halfway through the trip that Tabby confessed the truth to Yvonne. She’d never cried so much in her entire life. That whole night, she held her best friend and felting the weight of her own family’s expectations smothering her, knowing neither of them had a choice at that point in their lives.

But Yvonne had a choice now. She wasn’t a child. If the positive tests were correct, if Yvonne was pregnant, she wouldn’t cave to her mother’s wishes. Yvonne didn’t care what people would think or say. If she had a baby, she’d do things differently. This baby—if it really was that—was hers. And that would mean a change in priorities. She might have told Nolan that work came first, but if she had a baby, that child had to come first.

That realization stopped her breath.

She pushed up, sitting cross legged on the plywood.

A baby meant no traveling for work. Her role right now depended on regular travel. It wasn’t like she could just hand that part of her job over to someone. No, it made more sense to let someone better suited do the job. And that meant she’d have to step back, take on a smaller role. Train someone to do what she did and pray it was a person they could trust because she wouldn’t drop everything to pick up the slack.

Even then, it left a bad taste in her mouth.

There were plenty of women who had children and a career, but Yvonne was the kind of person who did one thing at a time, and she did it well. She wouldn’t be a mediocre mother or settle for a median career path.

Whatever happened, she wanted to throw herself into it. Be the best. Because that was what she did. It was who she was.

What role would Nolan play? Would he be involved? Or would he rather she pretend to never know the father?

The choice she made impacted both their lives. The only difference was that she’d been born into money. If he didn’t want the child, he didn’t have to contribute or even see it. But she would have to tell him in certain terms what was happening and for that she had to stop burying her head in the sand.

It was time to go see a doctor. To find out if she needed more rest and soup. Or to start making some big life changes.

“Oh, boy.” She leaned back against the wall and stared at the initials.

That was a lot to take in all at once.

Yesterday she’d assumed she’d live and die working for her father. Today she was contemplating a world where she didn’t work at all. It was surreal.

“Vee? Vee, you up there?” Theodore called out.

She started at the sound of his voice, not quite ready to talk to anyone.

Did she have to reply?

Her shoes were down there. She didn’t really have a choice.

“Yes, I’m up here,” she replied.

“What are you doing?”

She slid off the bed and crouched at the trap door opening. “Coming down.”

Theodore stood at the bottom of the tree looking up. He had a coffee cup in one hand and she could just barely smell it. Her stomach growled, reminding her that in the morning rush she hadn’t even tried eating yet.

“Avert your eyes.” She sat and dangled one leg over the edge.

“You are not—” Theodore turned and laughed. “If Mom sees you...”

Yvonne almost wanted her mother to watch. She’d always been dressed up and primped, but deep down all she’d ever wanted to do was tag along after her brothers.

She closed the trap door then climbed down the trunk.

“What were you doing up there?” Theodore peered over his shoulder, his smile spreading into a grin. “Wow. That’s a look.”

“Screw you.” She took his coffee from him and sipped the brew.

“What’s gotten into you this morning?” He stood there, watching her with amusement behind his eyes.

“Nothing.” The taste of the bitter drink sat on her tongue. She took another, greedy gulp.

“Nothing my ass.” He turned, and they both stared at the old house. “You’re getting stir crazy sis. If you need to get out of here, I’ll cover for you.”

“Would you have to?”

“What do you mean?”

“Mom’s focused on Doug. Dad’s always on his phone. Would anyone notice if I just...left?” She passed the coffee back to her brother.

“I would. You’d really leave me alone with this circus?” He took the cup and sipped it.

“You do just fine.”

“Only because I’ve got you around. We’re the only two sane people in this bunch.” He gestured at a nearby bench. “Sit?”

Had Theodore come looking for her?

She’d assumed he’d happened on her shoes or something, maybe seen her from the house. Curious she followed him to a wooden bench with a brass plaque commemorating some long gone family member.

“Mom’s got that Grimaldi glint in her eye.” Theodore didn’t look at her. He studied the lawn, the trees, the house. “I’m worried she’s up to something.”

“It’s Doug. You know she’s not going to let anything happen to him.”

“Yeah, and that’s what I’m worried about. Dad’s twisted around. At first he was all for going to the cops or whoever, but now that Mom and the lawyers have their hooks in him he’s conflicted.”

Yvonne sighed.

This was how things went.

Dad’s instinct was to do the right thing. The honorable thing. Very often either meant doing something that cost money or came with repercussions. But Mom had been raised to protect. To fix. They solved problems in two very different ways. And where Dad lead with his heart, Mom led with her sense of family first. When those didn’t align, Mom won because Dad loved Mom in a way that defied logic. For all their faults, they’d always been the example of what love could do. How it could make a person see past everything else. After all, Mom had defied her own family for the sake of loving a man running a tech start-up all those years ago.

Yvonne and Theodore sat in silence, soaking up the dreary day.

“You okay?” He glanced at her then and passed the coffee back.

“Not really.” She considered his earlier offer. “I might need to get away from all this for a bit, if you’re serious?”

“Anything for you, Vee. You are my rock. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

She slid her arm into the crook of his elbow and leaned her head on his shoulder. For all of Theodore’s faults, he’d always been her older brother. The one she could count on. In the very near future she might need him a whole lot more if Mom turned Yvonne out.

[image: Scene Break.png]

WEDNESDAY. LOCATION, Kyoto, Japan.

Samuel locked his office door before tapping on the email his contact had sent him. Assuming control of the company was going relatively smoothly now that he had a few crucial people on his side. His next steps had to be about protecting himself.

So far he’d managed to eliminate those Yakuza who knew he was their intended target, not Sato. The Lyme employees were pathetic pencil pushers that had the unfortunate luck to find themselves indebted to the wrong people.

That left only one loose end.

The drone.

He skimmed the email then tapped the attachment.

A document popped up. He turned the phone sideways for a better view of the images detailing the personal security and surveillance drone. The very one someone had used to kill his brother.

The tech specs were most important. He’d already seen how well it shot bullets.

There.

A full grid listed out the spectrum of image and—fuck me—video capability. Another section detailed the audio quality, field of vision and transmission distance.

Samuel had to get that drone back. He couldn’t afford to have that video floating around out there. Not when he’d finally achieved what he truly wanted.

He’d have to kill this Douglas Krieger and anyone else who might know about the video. But this wasn’t the kind of job he could entrust to others. He had to do this right. Himself. With a small team he could trust.
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WEDNESDAY. GRIMALDI Place, Chevy Chase, MD.

Nolan shoved the door to the guest house open a little too hard. It banged against the kitchen wall, causing dishes in the china cabinet to rattle. He winced and gently shut the glass-paned door. He couldn’t storm around like this simply because he was pissed at himself for speaking his mind.

“Wow there.” Riley stood in the kitchen with two duffle bags in hand staring at Nolan.

“Wow yourself.” Nolan wiped his feet on the mat by the door.

“Someone’s in a mood.” Riley set the two bags down on the breakfast table.

“Go fuck yourself.”

“You’re saying a lot of that lately, cranky pants.”

Nolan yanked the fridge open and grabbed a bottle of water. He needed something to do that wasn’t talking to people. Besides, Riley was the last person Nolan wanted to talk to right now. Riley and Erin were so damn happy it was sickening. Nolan didn’t know what he was to Yvonne or why the whole thing bothered him.

They had amazing chemistry in bed. She was a smart, beautiful woman. But Nolan wasn’t in the market for a girlfriend let alone a wife, and Yvonne deserved someone who would hang the moon and stars for her. But he wasn’t that person.

Riley grinned and held up his hands. “As much as I’m enjoying this pissy little show you’re putting on, I think you should know the guys back in Seattle finished running their activity report on the family’s recent travel.”

“What?” Nolan stared at Riley and felt the tick tick tick of a bomb about to go off.

“You...?” Riley opened and closed his mouth a few times. His brows rose and then his eyes widened. “You were asleep. Fuck.”

“What?” Nolan took a step toward Riley. Did they know? And so what if they did? Except Yvonne needed that privacy. He’d been shitty to her. Made her lose a shoe even.

“Grant was worried we weren’t paying attention to a threat right under our nose so he had Zain task the guys back home with putting together a three month timeline of all their travel. You know, so we’d know if they came into contact with a sleeper threat.”

Oh, fuck.

Nolan hadn’t any reason to hide his Vegas trip from the others.

He stood there, studying Riley.

“How much do they know?” Nolan asked.

“That question tells me a lot.” Riley grinned at him.

“Stop fucking around and tell me, damn it.”

“Hey, I’m just passing along what the others know. You and the Kriegers were staying at the same hotel in Vegas on the same weekend. That’s it. But judging by that sour face I’m guessing it went farther than that.”

Nolan dragged his hand across his mouth.

How much did he admit to?

Yvonne wouldn’t want anyone to know. He was her secret.

A figure stepped into the doorway to the kitchen.

Nolan glanced up and met Grant’s hard stare.

“You’re back.” He nodded toward the formal dining room. “We’re meeting now, then you and Vaughn are hitting the sack.”

Riley hefted the two bags up off the table and walked—more like fled—into the dining room.

Grant remained in the entry, gaze narrowed.

Nolan wasn’t keen on admitting anything. Except his private and professional lives had collided in spectacular fashion.

“Things going to get complicated?” Grant asked.

“No, sir.” Nolan didn’t choke on the lie. A minor miracle.

“I want to know why you didn’t volunteer this information beforehand.”

“Alcohol, sir.”

“Stop sir’ing me and give me a straight answer. This job has gotten hairy enough. I don’t want any further surprises.” Grant took a step into the kitchen.

Nolan shifted his weight to the balls of his feet. “And if I say I was on personal time?”

Grant took two steps closer and pitched his voice lower. “I will tell you that when personal intersects with professional, it’s not personal anymore. What the fuck, Nolan?”

“Fuck.” Nolan pivoted away, but there wasn’t anywhere to go except back outside so he swung around to face Grant again. “You can’t tell the family.”

“You think any of us are going to open our mouths if we don’t have to?” Grant crossed his arms over his chest.

Nolan knew he could trust the others, he just didn’t like things getting so muddy. Professional and personal should not coexist, but they were.

“I didn’t know the woman I met in Vegas and our client was the same woman until I met her along with everyone else. I’d rather not explain why. She’s a private person and I don’t fuck around with clients.” At least he hadn’t before yesterday.

“Okay. Keep it that way. Come on.” Grant strode past Nolan and into the formal dining room.

Melody was the only one present, and she didn’t seem to have overheard.

“I’ll get the others,” she said without looking up.

Nolan took a seat at the table.

The shoes.

He pulled out his phone and turned.

What did he know about women’s shoes?

They liked things with red soles far outside his budget.

What had Yvonne worn that night?

Sparkling dress, next to nothing underneath and—that’s right—strappy black heels. He’d unbuckled them for her when she couldn’t get them off herself.

Were shoes a good apology present? Was that appropriate?

Fuck if he knew.

Vaughn shuffled in, looking like the living dead with how red his eyes were. He’d already changed into basketball shorts and a T-shirt. Brenden and Riley entered together, both dressed in their uniform for this op of slacks and polos followed by Melody. She took up a spot standing across the room from Grant.

“What are we here for?” Vaughn hid his mouth behind his hand and yawned.

“To discuss our assets.” Grant tapped a tablet on the table. “The Krieger family is no longer cooperating with us, but our job here hasn’t changed. To that end, we need to know everything we can about each of them.”

Nolan bit the side of his mouth. He wasn’t going to volunteer what Yvonne had said to him because it was information they already knew and arguments they’d already had. She hadn’t been able to tell him anything the team didn’t already know.

The family didn’t trust their team.
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Wednesday. Grimaldi Place, Chevy Chase, MD.

Yvonne tip toed into the kitchen. She could hear Theodore’s voice echoing off the walls, doing his best to capture the attention of the family. He really was a great brother.

She grabbed bread, peanut butter, a banana and knife, stacked it on top of her laptop and headed for the stairs. Her to-do list was full of things she couldn’t write down like, find a doctor that wouldn’t tattle on her to her parents.

Loaded down with her bounty, she scurried across to the rear stair and up to the second floor. She held her breath all the way to her bedroom door and didn’t breathe until she’d ducked inside.

She dumped her things on the desk then changed back into her pajamas and out of her dusty wrap dress. So much for looking nice enough to escape criticism today. That done, she set about making herself a sandwich.

Or tried to.

She got as far as opening the jar of peanut butter before the scent had her stomach churning. Her shaking hands slid on the lid as she twisted it closed again.

Yvonne had always been sensitive to odor or strong fragrances, but peanut butter? This was getting pretty extreme.

A single tap at her door was all the warning she got it before it opened and her mother stepped in. Yvonne froze with the peanut butter in hand.

Mom had ditched her cardigan and wore the blue shift dress. She turned toward Yvonne, smiling far too sweetly.

“Back in pajamas? Vee, dear, are you still not feeling well?” Mom crossed the room, her cloud of perfume proceeding her, and pressed the back of her hand to Yvonne’s forehead.

“I’m getting better.” She set the jar down on her desk.

“Well, you don’t have a fever. I can have someone come to the house if you like?”

“No, thank you. No need to make that much fuss.” And Yvonne wanted confidentiality she wouldn’t get from the half dozen doctors Mom might call.

“Always my easy child.” Mom turned and gestured at the window seat. “Sit?”

She hadn’t mentioned the food, which was expressly forbidden in these rooms.

What the hell?

Yvonne’s better sense told her to run, but she couldn’t come up with a reason to explain bolting. She set the peanut butter down and followed her mother to the window.

Mom reached over and patted Yvonne’s knee. “We do always have to take care of the boys, don’t we?”

Yvonne’s mouth went dry and her hands clammy.

“I’m afraid it’s going to fall on us to help Doug this time. Your father is very upset with your brother.” Mom leaned toward Yvonne. “It’s up to us to fix this.”

“Is that even possible?” And what crazy plan had Mom hatched this time? Yvonne was curious, sort of like a person rubbernecking at a wreck. Except she was along for the ride on this disaster.

Mom smiled and her eyes lit up. “Of course it is. We can fix anything. All we need to do is go to the police and tell them you were the one doing the Lyme demonstration. Just tell them you let those people take the drone and then they did horrible things with it you’re only now learning about.”

Yvonne stared at her mother. Was she serious?

Mom smiled back, her eyes bright and far too many teeth on display.

“Mom, that’s not logical. All they have to do is look at my schedule—”

“Don’t make problems.” Mom waved her hand. “They’ll take your story. They’ll be sympathetic. Nothing will happen to you. It’s Doug we have to worry about. With that ugly business over New Year, we have to protect our family.”

“Why me?” Yvonne blurted.

Mom blinked at her as though she didn’t understand the question.

“Why not have Theo do it? Why me?”

“Don’t be silly.” Mom patted Yvonne’s knee. “Theo can’t be connected. It will look bad for the company.”

Yvonne stared at her mother in sick fascination. What was worse, Mom had no idea how deeply those words would sting later. She was proving Nolan right. Because while Mom thought protecting the family was an honorable thing for them to do, she was also proving the point that in the grand scale, Douglas and Theodore mattered more. Their reputations were valuable. Yvonne lived to serve.

“What do you say, dear?” Mom squeezed Yvonne’s hand, practically bouncing with joy.

“You think this will work?” Yvonne felt as though she were in a tunnel, headed somewhere she didn’t want to go.

“Of course it will.”

“When?”

“I’d like for it to happen today, but tomorrow or the day after will give us time to plan.”

Yvonne nodded. That part of her mind that was always working out problems spun away, an idea already taking form.

She had a little time to put things in order.

“Well, if that’s all settled I’ll be off. Things to do and all that.” Mom leaned over and kissed Yvonne’s cheek. “The things we do for these boys, am I right?”

“Right.”

Mom stood, smoothed her dress down then walked toward the door, talking about something Yvonne wasn’t listening to.

Yvonne pulled her feet up onto the cushions, made the appropriate farewell sounds and stared at a spot on the wall.

She’d always been content playing her role, being in the background, because she was part of the great family business. The thing her father had created from nothing at his kitchen table after work because he had a solution no one would listen to. It had been her dream growing up to be part of that.

Was she happy? Were her dreams worth all of this?

Before she answered any of those questions she needed all of the information. And that meant going to a doctor. But she couldn’t make an appointment herself. The Krieger last name was well-known enough that she couldn’t just call up a clinic.

Would Nolan—?

No. She didn’t want to think about him right now. He’d been right, and that stung.

Melody.

She’d been Yvonne’s go to in Kyoto. With any luck the woman would help Yvonne now.

She got up and retrieved her phone, then shot off a text. Her insides were too shaky to trust her voice. Within a minute she’d received a reply from Melody and a promise to be there in five minutes.

Five minutes to decide how to share information Yvonne was still denying.

Two out of three tests had been positive.

Those odds weren’t...what? Good? Bad?

She wasn’t sure one way or the other what she wanted.

If she was pregnant, her whole life would change focus. She didn’t want to spend all her time working, like her father had, and leave someone else to raise her child. That was, in her mind, the first step that had gone wrong with Douglas. Dad had focused more time on work and been around less.

If she was simply sick, well, she had to consider what she really wanted. She was twenty-eight. Young enough to reinvent herself and figure out what fit her better than her father’s dream.

The five minutes flew by. A soft tap at her door signaled the end of Yvonne’s respite. It was time to take her head out of the sand and face reality.

She opened the bedroom door and Melody stepped in. Like before, she wore a blouse, jacket, slacks and heels Yvonne’s mother would be proud of.

“Ms. Krieger, is there something I can do for you?” Melody asked.

Yvonne shut the door and blew out a breath. She was entrusting this woman—a stranger—with a lot. Did they have to be so formal?

“Please, call me Vee?” She gestured at the window seat. “I’d offer you something, but...”

“It’s perfectly fine.” Melody crossed to the window seat and perched on the edge.

Yvonne remained standing. She’d sat and lain around enough today pondering her life and what she wanted. It was time to do something.

She pushed her shoulders back and stared at Melody. “I need your help for something completely unrelated to your job. Mostly.”

“The parameters of my job are fairly broad.” Melody laced her fingers together.

“I need to visit a doctor who won’t go running to my parents. I need to try to not use my real name. Everyone here is related or knows someone and I want my private business to be private. This needs to happen as soon as possible and that means I need to leave the property without letting my family know.” Yvonne paused. There was one last bit, but did she trust Melody with it?

“That shouldn’t be a problem.” Melody didn’t bat an eyelash.

“Would it be a problem if it was just me and you going? No one else?” No Nolan. Not yet.

“That’s not ideal.”

But Melody wasn’t saying no.

Yvonne remained standing, saying nothing, while Melody studied her.

She had to know why Yvonne was going in secret to a doctor. Buying pregnancy tests pretty much pointed all fingers at one conclusion.

Melody’s shoulders dropped a bit, and she leaned forward. “I can do it, but we go to the clinic I pick and we come straight back.”

“Yes. Agreed.” Her knees nearly gave way, and she sat on the side of her four poster bed.

“Is there anyone else you want me to call? Track down?” Melody asked slowly.

“No.” Yvonne wasn’t ready to involve others.

“The father? I could find him for you.”

“I know where he is.” Yvonne stared at the carpet while the room seemed to shrink. “I want all the facts before I tell him. It’s going to be one hell of a surprise.”

And she still wasn’t sure how he’d take the news.
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WEDNESDAY. LOCATION, City, State.

Lee stared at the six thugs lined up staring back at him.

Christ.

These guys didn’t know what they were part of. If he had to guess, his contact had shoved money at these guys for them to show up, not ask questions and pull a trigger a few times.

He could work with this.

He had to.

What his team needed were a handful of warm bodies to distract while he did the real work. His plan was taking shape, all he had to do was be prepared for the opportunity to strike.
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WEDNESDAY. GRIMALDI Place, Chevy Chase, MD.

Nolan stared up at the ceiling.

He’d gone to bed fixated on one thing, the image of Yvonne’s face, the surprise and hurt etched into her features at his words. It was clearer now that he’d had some sleep.

Why did he have to open his God damn mouth?

He rolled out of bed and onto his feet.

Yvonne was under his skin. He didn’t know how or when it had happened, but that was the truth. There were no rules for how to handle this situation. At least not rules he knew.

He checked the time.

Dinner was scheduled to be there soon, which would leave a few hours for him to do other things before he went on shift.

The need to talk to Yvonne ate at him. But she’d never shared her phone details, and he wasn’t keen on talking to her through a device. No, he wanted to see her in person.

None of the guys had cracked on him about the activity report findings, but the way they looked at him said they’d all drawn their own conclusions. If he were Vaughn, he’d saunter into the house in full view of the cameras and maybe even the family. But that wasn’t Nolan.

What would he even say to her?

Sorry, obviously, but what else?

His plan for replacement shoes were a bust. He didn’t recall what size she wore.

He stretched and put on shorts and a T-shirt. A run might be the best way to sort out his thoughts.

Nolan passed through the kitchen, grabbed a water and paused by the floor to ceiling chalk wall. Someone—Melody if he had to guess by the neat handwriting—had drawn out a grid with duties, their names and a blank spot.

Across from Riley’s name someone had scrawled jog.

Nolan grabbed the calk, added is an asshole below Vaughn’s name then jog on his own line.

That done he headed toward the front door. He could hear the sounds of voices and a TV but wasn’t yet in the mood to be around the others.

Outside, the sky was still overcast. The light hadn’t yet begun to fade.

Riley stood on the sidewalk outside the brick and wrought-iron fence stretching. Nolan blew out a breath and joined Riley.

He pulled his ear buds out and glanced at Nolan. “Hey, just get up?”

“Yup.”

“How far you going?”

“Don’t know.” It depended on what path his thoughts took.

“I’m doing the long loop if you care to join.” Riley slid his ear bud back in and turned right.

Nolan wasn’t keen on company, but a longer run would give him more time to formulate a plan. He set off after his team mate and fell into pace with him. Riley didn’t invite conversation. They just kept putting one foot in front of the other, but still Nolan’s thoughts remained jumbled in his head. It was like trying to pick apart a knot that had four different ends sticking out of it.

He had no idea how to continue with Yvonne.

Riley slowed his pace to a walk after two miles. His face was splotchy, and he breathed harder. They each took long draws on their water bottles.

“Someone’s not hitting the gym enough.” Nolan glanced sideways.

“Fuck you.” Riley swiped his hand across his brow.

“Two miles?”

“Shut it.”

Nolan chuckled and let it drop. He had other things to think about and as much as he didn’t want to discuss his personal life, Riley was the only person he could ask.

“You’re gonna bust my balls, but I’ve got a question.” Nolan knew he had it coming, and he deserved it.

“I’m not sure I want to hear it.” Riley pulled the other ear bud out and glanced at him. “What?”

“You and Erin? How’d you make that work while we were extracting her?” Nolan needed guidelines, a model, something that told him where all the pieces fit.

“Fuck, man.” Riley grimaced. “I try to not think about that week.”

Nolan frowned.

“I lost my fucking mind, is what happened. I’m not proud of the shit I did.” Riley glanced at him. “This about you and...?”

Nolan didn’t answer.

“I didn’t know Erin before we rescued her. You and Yvonne have a whole other thing going on. Not sure what to tell you. Something happen?”

“I opened my mouth.”

“Fuck.” Riley drew that one word out.

Yeah, Nolan occasionally said too much or went too far. Like back when he’d called Riley pussy whipped or told Yvonne she was Cinderella.

“Well, in your shoes, I apologize, accept blame and grovel.” He shrugged. “Even if I didn’t do it.”

Nolan snorted. “You really are pussy whipped.”

“Yeah, well, takes one to know one. Any other questions?”

“Nope.”

Riley picked up the pace, and they dropped the conversation.

Nolan was going to have to accept that this job blurred the lines. He didn’t like it, and there were no rules for how to move forward. He’d just have to watch his mouth. But first, he had to fix things with Yvonne, and that meant going to her.

He and Riley finished the run, but neither spoke again. Nolan left Riley doing his cool down stretches with another goal in mind.

Nolan had to do this carefully. His team might be aware that he’d known Yvonne prior to the job, but her family didn’t. And he wasn’t keen on informing his team just how well he knew her. There was one person he’d gone to for help, and he hoped she’d be willing to cover for him once again.

He found Melody in one of the sitting rooms with her laptop. She didn’t immediately acknowledge him so he waited until her fingers stopped moving.

“Something I can help you with?” she asked without looking up.

He spoke slowly, still uncertain about how to execute this plan. “I was hoping you might take a turn watching the cameras.”

Her gaze went from her laptop screen to his face.

Melody was a hard woman to read. She had this professional mask that hardly budged, even when Grant was on his worst behavior. Nolan grit his teeth and forced himself to stand there as she studied him.

“You met Yvonne six weeks ago in Vegas, is that correct?” Melody asked.

“What I do on my personal time—”

“Yes or no. The cost of my cooperation is an answer.”

“Fine. Yeah, it was something like six weeks ago. Why?”

“Curiosity.” Melody shut her laptop. “I’ll go relieve Brenden.”

“Thanks. I’m going to clean up then head over.”

“I recommend avoiding the pool and kitchen entrances. This time of night the family congregates there.”

“Thanks.”

Nolan doubted Melody wanted to know the details of his life. This was probably for some write up in her files on the job and now he was a footnote. Nolan didn’t like it and he didn’t have to. What mattered now was putting things to rights. After all, he couldn’t allow their one cooperative family member to shut down on them because he’d decided to speak out of turn.

He made it back to his room without running into the others. After a quick shower he was presentable enough to go make his apology. His ugly mug could have done with a shave, but he wasn’t willing to lose the window of opportunity Melody’s assistance offered.

His cell buzzed with a text from her as he tightened the laces on his nicer boots.

You have fifteen minutes.

That was nothing, but he’d have to make do.

Nolan slipped out a side door, secured it and hoofed it across the lawn, through the trees and on to the house. Sure enough, the windows around the living room and kitchen were lit up. He could see figures moving around, but not who they were.

A few other windows were illuminated, including the three pane bay window on the second floor.

Yvonne’s room and hopefully his destination.

There were three stairs that led to the second floor. One in the kitchen, a sort of servant’s stair. The main stair leading from the foyer up. And one that served the wing where the family resided.

His plan formed, Nolan cut right through the grass. A small utility entrance put him into the house’s laundry facilities. Much to his annoyance, the security system didn’t even beep. He checked it and found that the whole system was disengaged.

The Kriegers had ousted their team from the house and couldn’t be bothered to turn on their measly security system. It was like they were asking for something to happen.

Nolan would make note of it to bring up to Grant later. Right now Nolan had another objective just one floor up.

He tip-toed through the darkened room and peered out on the hall. Voices drifted from the kitchen, one rising above the others.

“I’ll just stick this in the wash.”
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Wednesday. Grimaldi Place, Chevy Chase, MD.

Yvonne stared at her phone, waiting for Tabby’s next message. She wished she could talk to Tabby, but twelve hours time difference and shoddy reception in the remote part of Japan Tabby was currently in made that impossible.

Yvonne scrolled back through the messages from the last half hour.

I can’t believe you didn’t tell me!

I’ve checked all flights. There’s no way I can get back before Sunday.

I wish I could be there for you tomorrow.

Tabby was really the best friend a girl could ask for. Yvonne wished Tabby could be there at the clinic, but the need to know was more pressing than her need for a hand to hold.

Maybe Yvonne could video chat Tabby in on the appointment when it was time to get the results back. Even that virtual hand holding might be better than nothing.

A rhythmic knock on the door brought Yvonne back to the present.

She powered her screen off, locking the phone, and slid it under her pillow.

“Who is it?” She glanced down at her pajamas, not terribly keen on having to put a bra back on.

Instead of answering, the door swung open and a large figure stepped in, whirled and gently shut the door once more.

Yvonne sat up and blinked at the man currently standing in her bedroom where he did not belong.

Nolan turned toward her, finger across his lips, head cocked to the side.

“What are you doing here?” She grabbed the throw blanket across the foot of her bed and pulled it up over herself.

He tapped his finger to his lips again.

“Vee?” Theodore called out.

Nolan locked gazes with her. What had he done?

“Yeah?” she replied.

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you want me to bring you up a plate?”

“No, thank you. I’m still not feeling all that great.” Yvonne glared at Nolan. There went her chances of trying for a real meal tonight.

“Okay, well, let me know if you change your mind?”

Theodore’s footsteps faded, leaving Yvonne staring at Nolan staring at her. He’d changed into a different polo, this one black instead of white. The same stitch work was on his shoulder.

She pulled the blanket up a bit higher, wishing she were wearing more than a T-shirt and shorts. It wasn’t fair for him to break into her private place looking like that while she’d been rolling around in her personal misery all day.

Damn Nolan for being right.

She wanted to throw something at him and fling herself into his arms. She did neither, choosing the safe cocoon she’d made for herself on the bed.

Why was it he seemed to have this aura around him? It was masculine, powerful, potent and totally scrambled her brain.

“What are you doing here?” Yvonne finally asked.

“I needed to see you.”

“Need?” She arched a brow.

Nolan held up his hands. “Wanted?”

Yvonne bit her cheek.

He took a few steps toward her that deep green gaze of his focused completely on her.

“I wanted to apologize about earlier. I was out of line,” he said.

She crossed her legs and folded her arms over her chest, hugging the blanket to her.

Except he’d been right. He’d spoken the uncomfortable truth and warned her. But she couldn’t tell him any of that.

“Vee, sometimes I open my mouth and I say stupid shit. I’m sorry. Usually...” He ran a hand over his hair. “This is why I don’t get involved with people from work. It’s easy for me to flip the switch if you’re just an asset, but...”

His mouth twisted up, and he dropped his hands to his sides.

“But, what?” She didn’t know what answer she wanted to hear.

“We don’t just work together, and—I’m sorry. I open my mouth and stupid comes out.”

If she bit her cheek any harder she was going to taste blood. She didn’t want him to think he couldn’t talk to her or that he was totally in the wrong—he wasn’t—but how did she explain to him without revealing too much?

A lot rested on tomorrow and the outcome of her test. Their whole relationship could change.

“It’s okay,” she said once she thought she could trust herself. “I might have overreacted earlier.”

“I don’t exactly have a great track record so far.” He circled the foot of the bed, coming closer.

Her skin heated, and she prayed for any reason whatsoever to remain under the blanket. Her nipples were hardened peaks and all he’d done was walk in the room.

Nolan stopped at the foot of the bed, one hand clasped around the top of the wooden post. The cloud around him had dissipated, leaving just the man standing there watching her.

“Did you really just break into the house and sneak up to my room to tell me all of that?” she asked.

“I did.” One side of his mouth hitched up.

Yvonne blinked at him, unprepared for the warmth bubbling up inside of her that had nothing to do with his sex appeal. In her grand history of relationships, the most any man had done for her was fetch a meal or send her flowers. And most of those men had fallen for her mother’s bullshit. Nolan, on the other hand, saw through her family and he got her. Each grievance she’d had with him was met with a swift, genuine apology.

What wasn’t to love about a man like that?

Not that she loved him. She barely knew him, but those were all points in his favor.

“Oh. Well then.” She smoothed the blanket over her thighs and knees.

Nolan let go of the bedpost and took another step toward her. “Am I forgiven?”

Her heart rate jumped and her throat tightened. She tipped her chin up, admiring how the light cast a golden halo in his hair.

“I suppose,” she replied after her moment of study.

“That’s a relief.”

Nolan came to a stop next to her. He lifted a hand and cupped her right cheek, sliding his fingers back into her hair.

Yvonne sat there, frozen.

She wanted to pull him down, beg for a kiss and the escape he promised her for a few hours. But was that the right thing to do?

Should she instead rebuke him for trespassing in her private space and send him off?

If she were pregnant, it would be a lot harder to explain her actions later.

He bent and her mind screeched to a halt. Her whole focus was on the diminishing distance between them and the hand in her hair.

His mouth was warm against hers. His stubble scraped her chin and cheek. A thrill shot through her and she reached for him, running her fingers over the short hair on the sides of his head.

Nolan broke the kiss, but remained bent over her, one hand braced on the edge of the bed. Her hand slid down his shoulder to his forearm.

“Thanks for hearing me out,” he whispered.

“That’s it?” She didn’t want him to leave yet.

“Yeah. I go on shift in a few hours.”

“All night again?”

“Yup.”

You can’t stay for a while?

Her throat froze and her mouth wouldn’t work to ask the question.

“I also only have cover for about fifteen minutes before one of the guys takes over watching surveillance from Melody. They’ll see me leaving the house and...”

His team would draw the obvious conclusion.

Yvonne didn’t mind, so long as her family was kept in the dark. For now. She didn’t mean to hide Nolan from them, she just wanted to escape their opinions for a while. Until she knew where everything stood. Which was another reason why she should let him go out the door.

“When did you leave?” She craved his nearness. It was hard enough to find someone who enticed her to lower her guard to the point that she could be intimate with another person.

Nolan straightened and pulled out his phone. He grimaced. “Twenty minutes ago.”

“Then it stands to reason your window is gone. No reason to run off.” Her cheeks heated, but damn it. She wanted his comfort and his presence in a totally selfish kind of way.

“Is that your fancy way of asking me if I’ll stay for a bit?” He had one hand in his pocket and the other hung at his side, holding his phone.

She tipped her chin up and met his gaze. “You did just sneak into my bedroom.”

“I did.” He set his phone on her nightstand then cupped her face. The corners of his mouth quirked up.

“It seems a shame to leave so fast.”

A grin spread across Nolan’s face.

“How red am I right now?” She chuckled.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” The laugh vibrating in his voice betrayed him.

“Liar.”

He kissed the tip of her nose then her lips. “I’ve just dug myself out of one hole. I’m not crawling into another.”

“Well, that’s too bad.” She sighed, but it turned into a snicker.

“Yvonne, did you just make a dirty pussy joke?”

She ducked her head and laughed. “I changed my mind. You should go.”

“I just got here. Move over.” He tugged at the throw blanket covering her.

She let him peal the blanket off her, exposing the so not sexy plaid sleep shorts and gray T-shirt she’d dug out of the drawers while the rest of her clothes were washed. Nolan didn’t comment on it. He removed his boots then slid onto the bed next to her. He hooked an arm around her waist and pulled her back to his front, fitting them together perfectly.

Yvonne wished they were anywhere else, and that she had the luxury of being with Nolan the right way. With honesty and a clear conscience.
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NOLAN SHOULD BE HAPPY with Yvonne’s forgiveness. Getting to hold her was a boon he hadn’t expected. He was fairly certain if he’d kept kissing her she’d have melted in his arms, but he couldn’t do that when he knew she was holding back from him. Under the blush and flirty looks was a wary shadow he didn’t know how to chase away. He could only stick with her and hope that he’d prove—what? Where did he think this was going?

They’d had a great time in Vegas. Yesterday and today proved that they had chemistry. But what did that amount to? Or was sex her goal? Was she only interested in him for the orgasms?

He lifted a hand and smoothed her hair behind her ear, giving him a clear view of her face. Her lashes were dark against her pale skin. This close he could see a faint smattering of freckles over her nose and cheeks.

She reached for his hand and pulled it back around her waist.

Nolan chuckled and kissed her hair.

If sex was what she wanted that made things a lot easier.

His cock twitched in agreement with that idea, but he couldn’t ignore the feeling that he was missing something. The thing she wasn’t talking about.

“Vee?”

“Hm?” She turned her head and shifted so she could look up at him.

“You know I’m in your corner, don’t you?”

“Sure.” The shutters slammed shut.

That severed connection killed his boner.

“Whatever you aren’t telling me, it’s okay.” He squeezed her waist.

Yvonne’s gaze slid down to his shirt. She lifted a hand and traced the short sleeve of his polo cutting across his bicep. She didn’t deny she wasn’t telling him things.

He couldn’t do this, be twisted around her, and not have his hands in her life. Too many secrets.

She wiggled around until she could face him, though all she did was stare at his chest, her lower lip pinched between her teeth.

Nolan wanted her trust, but he couldn’t take it. She had to give it to him.

“You might have been right about my mother, at least,” Yvonne said softly.

Fuck.

Nolan wrapped his arms around her and held her tight, pressing a kiss to her brow.

She laid her head on his shoulder. “It’s just—I’ve been thinking...”

“And?”

“It’s given me a lot to think about. I can’t tell you, obviously, but...” Her voice cracked at the end.

Yvonne’s loyalty was still with her family. He wouldn’t ask her to break those ties. But she had given him this much. That was a good sign even if he didn’t know what to do with it.

They lay there for several moments, her delicate sniffles muffled by his shirt.

“What are you going to do?” he asked softly.

She tipped her chin up, the pain there for him to see. “I think this thing with Douglas needs to unfold and after that I’ll have some decisions to make.”

“You’re far too reasonable, you know?” He gave her another squeeze and damn if he wasn’t proud of her. It was the exact same thing he’d have done.

She countered with her own question. “How do you think this is going to end?”

Damn if she didn’t go to the heart of the matter.

“That’s an asset question I shouldn’t answer,” he said.

“Asset? Why do you call us that?” She drew circles on his chest over his heart.

“Clients are the ones who sign the contract and pay the bill. Assets are those in the field we protect or retrieve.”

“Talk to me like I’m neither. Tell me honestly?”

“If someone is going to go after Doug for his part in the assassination, they’d do it within seven days. Two weeks, maybe. After that it’s all about information and motive.”

“If Douglas survives through the weekend you think his chances of getting off increase?”

“Yes. Every passing day we don’t hear chatter about him means the likelihood he won’t be linked to Ito’s assassination grows.”

“But you don’t share that because until that week is up, we’re still in danger. Possibly.”

“You are as smart as you are beautiful.”

“Is that what you think will happen? Nothing?”

“It’s what I hope happens.” He didn’t want to get into the rest of it. She deserved to sleep peacefully.

“Thank you for telling me.”

“I’m going to keep you safe.”

“Don’t you mean my family?”

“You wanted me to talk to you like you weren’t an asset, and I’m telling you that I’ll keep you safe.” Professionally he shouldn’t value one asset over another, but personally he had a bias. Talking to Riley hadn’t shed any light on how to deal with it, so Nolan was going to embrace it.

“Hopefully, I’m not the one you have to worry about.” She sighed and relaxed further against him.

This was bliss.

Nolan closed his eyes and breathed in her smell.

A buzzing noise under his head interrupted the moment far too soon.

Yvonne’s eyes went wide, and she wiggled a hand under the pillow. She pulled out her phone, glanced at it then pitched it over her shoulder on the bed.

“Your other boyfriend?” he asked.

“Tabby.”

Nolan hadn’t expected an answer. He liked that she didn’t hesitate to trust him.

“I should probably get back.” He bent his head, their noses bumping.

“You can’t stay a little bit longer?” Her knee slid up over his thigh. Yvonne might be shy in the beginning, but once she was warmed up, it was like she became a totally different person.

“That’s not a good idea, babe. I don’t have a condom and you’re too damn tempting.”

“Is the lack of a condom your only hesitation?” She kissed his jaw, her fingers rasping across his stubble.

“Vee...” He slid his hand up into her hair and held her there.

“Nolan?”

He was certain there were reasons other than a condom why he should go, but whatever they were he couldn’t think of them anymore.

“Yeah, okay?” his voice was rough to his own ears.

“I can solve that problem if you’ll let me.” Her toes pressed against the back of his knee.

He felt her heat through his slacks and knew from experience just how hot and wet she could be.

Yvonne pushed up, straddling his hips, his erection rubbing against her through the layers of their clothes. He followed her, chasing her mouth until he caught it with a kiss.

Her fingers slipped between them, pressing to his lips. He felt the vibration of her chuckle and knew she was smiling. This was what he liked, making her smile, giving her a reason to laugh. He hadn’t known how special that was when they first met, but he did now.

“I’ll be right back.” Mischief danced in her eyes.

She shimmied off his lap and onto the floor, then darted into the bathroom.

Nolan stared at the doorway for a moment, his entire body straining toward that point.

That woman was going to own him.

He sat up and glanced at the clock.

He had a little more than an hour till he needed to report for his shift. He wanted a good twelve hours with Yvonne, but he’d take what he could get. For now.

Yvonne stepped out of the bathroom, completely naked, holding a strip of three condoms.

“Fucking...”

His mouth dried up and his body went tight. All his blood rushed to his groin.

Yvonne hid a luscious body under all those conservative outfits. Generous breasts and a round ass, she was made for a man’s hands.

She sauntered toward him, her hair curling down over the tops of her breasts.

“You’re over-dressed,” she said.

The hell he was.

He reached down and yanked his polo over his head.

Yvonne tipped her head to the side and stared at his Kevlar vest. “That’s new.”

“Not really.” He yanked the straps securing it into place then slid out of it and placed the vest on the foot of the bed.

“Do these work?” She placed her fingertips on the vest.

“Yeah.”

“Good. I like you without bullet holes.” Her hands flattened to his chest, the condoms trapped between them.

Nolan bent his head. “Me, too.”

Yvonne’s lips spread into a sly grin.

She shoved him backward, and he sat down on the edge of the bed with a little bounce.

The shyness he’d had to spend time wearing away was lifting faster and faster. She wasn’t afraid to share the sex kitten side of herself with him. It took all of his restraint not to grab her and haul her up on the bed with him.

“Ms. Krieger, you’re going to give me ideas.” He fisted the comforter, determined to let her play with him.

“Ideas? I must not have been clear enough, Mr. Thompson.” One side of her mouth hitched up, and she braced a hand on the tall post at the foot of the bed. “I mean to have my way with you.”

His mind went blank.

Words failed him.

All the blood in his body rushed to his groin, giving him a nearly painful boner.

Yvonne set the condoms on the bed then reached for the button on his slacks. Her nimble fingers slid it free, then she was lowering the zipper.

She wasn’t the only one who could touch.

Nolan cupped her breasts, rubbing his thumbs over the stiff peaks of her nipples. Her hand slid into his underwear and wrapped around his cock. He applied just a bit of pressure, grasping her stiff flesh between his fingers and tugged. She leaned toward him and he kissed her, swallowing her groan.

He slid his knee between her thighs, forcing her to widen her stance for him. Satisfied, he let go of her breasts and shoved one hand into her hair, wrapping it around his fingers. He cupped her mound with his other hand, stroking his fingers through her folds as he thrust his tongue between her lips. She shivered and her hips bucked. It was his turn to groan at the tight sheath of her hand.

“Not yet, okay?” She panted for breath.

“What do you want?” He had a serious need for her.

“To taste you. You never let me.”

For good reason. If he was going to come he wanted to be in the best damn pussy he’d ever felt around his cock. But he couldn’t deny her that request.

“A taste,” he growled.

“Just one?”

“It might only take one.”

Nolan gave her folds one last stroke then released her. He shoved his underwear and pants down, kicking them off.

Yvonne braced a hand on his thigh and lowered herself to her knees. This powerful woman who yielded to no one wanted him.

That was the last coherent thought before her hot, wet tongue licked him from root to tip and scrambled the rest of his thoughts. He heard himself grunt something out, then there was just the sweet suction of her mouth and the sensual slide of her hair.

He grit his teeth, torn between enjoying this hell and holding out for what he really wanted.

Nolan had only promised her a taste. He wasn’t generous enough to turn her lose.

He reached down and hauled her up off the floor. She came willingly, crawling up to him and straddling his lap. Their hands tangled reaching for the condoms and she laughed, a giddy sound that reminded him the sex had been fun, too. They’d have time for that another day. Probably not tomorrow, but eventually.

The condom was barely on his dick before she was lifting up, ready for him. He held the base, guiding himself to her core as she lowered. Their gazes locked as she pressed down, her slick channel allowing him to penetrate her deeply.

“Yes,” he hissed.

“Nolan?” Yvonne whispered and leaned toward him, her hands sliding up his arms to his shoulders.

“Yeah?” He gripped her hips and tried to think about something other than her body to keep his orgasm at bay.

“Tell me you want me?”

“Babe, you have no fucking clue how much I want you.” He wrapped an arm around her waist.

Her sigh was soft, but he didn’t miss the slight upturn at the corners of her mouth. She kissed his cheek and her eyes fluttered open.

Nolan wrapped a bit of her hair around his fingers in case she thought to hide from this moment.

“Your pussy is the best God damn thing I’ve ever felt. There hasn’t been a day I haven’t thought about you and don’t get me started on how pissed I was when I couldn’t find you later.”

Her eyes went wide with shock at his words. Was that too much?

“You looked for me?”

“I did.” But he’d been searching for a woman named Kim. “I wanted to feel your sweet pussy again.”

Her cheeks flushed and her eyes were blown out, dilated with pleasure.

Nolan tugged her toward him and whispered, “Ride me, babe.”

That was all the invitation she seemed to need.

Yvonne’s hand on his shoulder tightened, and she rose over him, her hips undulating with the movement, working him in and out of her. He took the opportunity to toy with her breasts and kiss her chest—careful to avoid her neck. Her delicate skin would betray them if he got carried away.

She threw her head back, chasing her own pleasure, granting him this unrestrained, beautiful view of her. She sucked in a breath and her nails dug into his skin. Her muscles quivered around him and then she groaned. He reached between them, finding her clit with his thumb and stroked her through the orgasm until she whimpered and her brow creased in pain.

“So fucking beautiful,” he said against her cheek.

He wrapped his arms around her and stood long enough to turn. He put one knee on the bed, then lowered her to her back.

“Oh—Nolan.” She arched her back and ran her hands down his chest to his hips. “More.”

Yvonne pulled him forward, sliding his cock inside of her.

“Too soon?” He didn’t want to fuck her senseless.

“Not enough.”

Nolan wanted to ask her what she needed. Slow, fast, soft, hard? His need was too great.

He pulled back and thrust. The old bed squeaked with the driving force of their joining.

“Yes,” she whispered and tossed her head back.

Fast and hard, he pistioned into her. Her body wrapped around him, nails digging tracks down his back while her heels urged him on. She cradled him perfectly, their bodies fitting like two halves meant for each other.

He dropped his head to her shoulder and whispered, “I wanted you the moment I saw you.”

Her body felt as though it rippled under him. Her head tossed back, and she groaned, crying out her release. Her tight pussy clamped down on him and his vision blurred. All at once he was lost to the pleasure of her body milking him of every last drop.

Nolan gathered her to him as a single word whispered through his mind.

Mine.
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Thursday. Grimaldi Place, Chevy Chase, MD.

The only thing Yvonne had ever snuck out of was a party. If she’d known giving her parents, the slip was so easy she might have tried it a few times growing up. Too bad today’s excursion wasn’t about having illicit fun.

She tugged at the seatbelt across her chest.

Melody hadn’t yet said a word to her, but the professional veneer had rubbed off a bit. She kept glancing at her phone, the rearview mirror. Her anxiety was going to rub off on Yvonne.

“Are we sure they won’t have seen me get in the car?” she asked.

“It’ll look like you went for a walk. When they can’t get you back on camera, they’ll call you and you can tell them you went back to the house. Your tracking device will support that claim. They’ll spend the rest of the day doing tests to figure out the blind spot we don’t have.”

“Oh.” Yvonne slid down in her seat a little bit. “Thank you for doing this.”

The bubble of tension in the car seemed to pop and Melody glanced at her.

“I hope you get the news you want today,” Melody said softly.

“I don’t know what I want.”

“Are you sure I can’t track anyone down for you?” She asked the question slowly, the words carefully selected.

Nolan had told her that his team was aware they’d been in Vegas at the same time. Melody was a smart woman. Yvonne had to assume that Melody was perfectly aware that if Yvonne was pregnant, Nolan was the father. Then again, Melody could assume that Yvonne slept with everyone, so maybe it was only obvious to Yvonne.

If Nolan had knocked her up, he shouldn’t find out in a doctor’s office. She should break the news to him personally and not waylay him with the shocking information. Plus Yvonne wanted to wrap her head around whatever the news was on her own. The truth was that Nolan had a choice whether or not he wanted to be in the child’s life. She didn’t.

“No, thank you,” Yvonne replied after a pause that stretched across minutes.

Her phone rang.

Yvonne froze looking at the number she’d recorded as Lepta Team in her phone.

“That’s Grant. Tell him you’re at home,” Melody said.

Yvonne cleared her throat.

Grant was a trained body guard and badass. There was no way she’d get away lying to him.

She hit the answer button. “Hello?”

“Ms. Krieger, would you mind sharing your location with me?” Grant asked.

“I’m in my room. What do you mean?” She swallowed down her nerves.

“Thanks. We had a blip in our system. Nothing to worry about, just wanted to confirm everyone is safe and sound.”

“Thank you.”

She hung up and blew out a breath.

“See? Easy,” Melody muttered.

“Again, thank you,” Yvonne said.

Melody didn’t respond.

Yvonne leaned her head back, her mind strangely blank as they made the rest of the drive to a small medical practice. Melody parked in a garage and escorted Yvonne into the building as though she’d been there many times before. When they got to the clinic Yvonne hung back, letting Melody handle the details.

Yvonne turned to study the walls. Photographs of families and babies stared back at her on the feature wall of the waiting room. They weren’t arranged, more like tacked up there by patients sharing bits of their lives. She ambled closer, peering into the eyes of sleepy babies.

For the first time in her life she didn’t recoil at the idea of a baby.

She’d always been about the vision and her goals. Maybe she’d had it all wrong.

“Mrs. Kim?” a woman called out.

Melody prodded Yvonne in the arm. “That’s you.”

“Oh. Right.” Yvonne whirled to face the tall, dark skinned woman with a thick braid trailing over her shoulder. “That’s me.”

“This way.”

The woman confirmed basic information before giving Yvonne a cup and leaving her at a bathroom.

Melody had assured Yvonne that if she was unhappy with another urine test, she could have a blood test run. An internet search had given Yvonne another alternative.

She was six weeks along if this was really happening. That meant there would be a heartbeat.

If the doctor said she really was knocked up, she wanted to hear that baby’s heart. That was about the only thing that would make this real.

Yvonne delivered her sample to the cubby hole in the bathroom then let herself out. The same nurse escorted her to a patient room and there Yvonne waited, perched on a chair, to find out her future.

It was all rather routine. In her mind this visit was bigger, scarier. Instead, it was like any other doctor’s visit so far.

Yvonne checked the time. Tabby had said she would try to get to some place with better signal by now, but so far Yvonne had no messages. She was doing this alone.

Tabby had listed out half a dozen options for Yvonne last night from termination to adoption. The one memory that kept playing over all those ideas was that night two—or was it three?—years ago. Yvonne and Tabby had been at some cocktail thing and after a few glasses of bubbly Tabby finally opened up about her recent breakup. Yvonne had been prepared for her friend to spill her guts, but she hadn’t been prepared for the direction the conversation took. One statement stuck in her mind now.

My biggest regret, Vee? I wish I still had my baby.

It was the last thing Yvonne had expected to hear from her best friend.

The clock continued to tick.

Would Yvonne regret it if she didn’t have this child?

Some part of her was already attached to the idea of it, and that alone was enough to tell her she needed to think long and hard about what she did.

When Yvonne began to think she’d been forgotten, a brisk knock sounded at her door.

“Come in.” She clasped her hands together.

The door opened and a middle-aged blonde woman stepped inside.

“Mrs. Kim, nice to meet you. I’m Dr. Smithson.”

“Hello.” Yvonne shook the woman’s hand.

“I understand you’re visiting us today to find out if you are pregnant. Hop up on the table for me?”

“Am I or aren’t I?” Yvonne didn’t budge.

Dr. Smithson glanced at her tablet. “You took four home tests?”

“Yes.”

“Two of those were positive?”

“Yes. One was negative. The forth was a dud.”

The doctor’s gaze focused on her face. “According to our test, you are expecting, Mrs. Kim.”

You are expecting.

Expecting, such a pleasant word to mean pregnant.

Yvonne opened and closed her mouth.

Where was the rush of surprise? The oh-my-God moment?

Her insides were still in knots, but they were no tighter than before.

Had she already accepted this reality? Was it merely a formality to confirm it for the rest of her head?

“I want to hear the heartbeat,” Yvonne blurted.

“Mrs. Kim—”

“Dr. Smithson, I know I’m tramping all over your normal process, but the fact is I live in California. I’m probably never going to see you again after today. Whatever exam you do, my doctor is going to insist I go through again. I’d really like to hear the heartbeat for myself so I can be certain. I need to know beyond a shadow of a doubt that I’m pregnant so that I can plan.”

The doctor’s lips pursed together, but she showed no irritation. “Are you taking vitamins?”

“Not religiously.” Yvonne winced. That would have to change.

“How’s your nausea?” Dr. Smithson tapped her screen.

“Really bad.”

“What brings you to the area?” The question was innocent, but the doctor’s voice changed a tiny bit.

Yvonne went still. “Visiting family.”

“I’ve lived here my whole life. I might know your family.”

Shit.

This was what she’d been hoping to avoid.

She licked her lips, trying to come up with something.

Dr. Smithson glanced up, her gaze locking with Yvonne’s. “I hope yours supports you in this new chapter, Mrs. Kim. I’ll have a prescription for prenatal vitamins and something for the nausea waiting for you when the tech is finished. It’ll take a few moments to get the ultrasound ready.”

Yvonne was left staring at the door. That woman knew who Yvonne was. It had been a long shot. Now she just had to hope that she could make it out of here and find Nolan before word got out. The first person to know after Tabby should be Nolan. He deserved to know they were having a baby.

A pang spiked through her.

I wish he was here.

But that would have meant telling him before she was certain. There was no reason to distract with possibilities when they were dealing with a very real threat.

The nurse returned and showed Yvonne into another room for the ultrasound. The whole thing was a formality. The tech spoke, Yvonne made the right sounds, but mostly she listened to the thrumming heartbeat of her baby.

Yvonne was pregnant.

But she seemed to have known that. Today was merely about gathering the facts.

Now she could formulate a plan.

Yvonne was handling her bill and where to send the prescriptions when her phone began to ring.

Mom.

She ignored the call.

No sooner had it stopped ringing then it began again.

Yvonne ignored that one, too and marched out to the waiting room where Melody stood by, phone in hand.

“Finished?” she asked.

“Yes.”

Once more Yvonne’s phone buzzed.

“Something wrong?” Melody zeroed in on the phone.

“My mom’s stalker calling me.”

“You should answer it. We don’t want anyone going looking for you.”

Yvonne grimaced.

Did Mom already know? Had the doctor called to tell her?

“Fine.” Yvonne sighed and tapped the screen on the next call. “Mom?”

“There you are, darling,” Mom gushed.

Yvonne followed Melody out of the clinic.

Mom pitched her voice quieter. “I need to talk to you right away.”

“Can this wait?” Yvonne would need at least half an hour to get home.

“Remember that thing we talked about?”

Yvonne taking the fall for her brother’s poor decisions? How could she forget?

“I’ve lined up someone to talk to us in an hour. I need you to come downstairs now so we can make the appointment.”

She stared at the back of Melody’s head. The nausea was back, but for a whole other reason. “I can’t do that, Mom.”

“Don’t be silly. Of course you can.”

“No, Mom. What I mean is that...I ran out to do a few things. I’m not at the house.”

Melody turned eyes wide, brows arched, moth set in a line.

Yvonne shrugged. Either she fessed up or Mom went and found out, blowing their cover. Besides, a plan was beginning to form in the back of Yvonne’s mind.

“Really?” Mom’s gasp was tinged with excitement. “Meet me at Lou’s. We’ll handle this. Women always do.”

Yvonne dropped into the car.

“What was that?” Melody demanded.

“My mother. I’m trying to keep her happy so she doesn’t make us all even more miserable. We need to make one more stop and I need another favor.”

“This isn’t what we agreed to.” Melody snapped her seatbelt on.

“I know and I’m sorry. I’m just trying to do the best I can.”

Melody’s shoulders relaxed. “I can’t leave you alone. I’m your only protection. I’m not leaving your side.”

Yvonne wasn’t going to push.

She knew what her mother wanted. Today their goals aligned in a way, but after this Yvonne had a new priority in her life.
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THURSDAY. SURVEILLANCE Van, Chevy Chase, MD.

“Someone get eyes on her. Now,” Lee snarled into the radio.

He’d been playing catch-up ever since one of his warm bodies had reported the Krieger girl slipping off the property.

Yvonne Krieger was his second pick. Her role in the company was more operational and focused on number crunching. She wouldn’t have the information his clients needed, but she was at the top of the food chain. There was no doubt in his mind she had access to the codes he was after.

“I see her.” That was one of Lee’s men. The ones he could trust.

“And?” Lee bounced his knee.

“Surrounded by cops.”

“Fuck.”

Lee squeezed his eyes shut.

This job should have been easy.

Follow the family on their trip, assess the security, then do a snatch and grab absconding with both Yvonne and Theodore Krieger into Malaysia where they’d disappear as far as anyone else was concerned.

Lee wasn’t keen on doing a kidnapping on US soil with high profile targets. It wasn’t impossible, but it posed many more risks and complications. But for what he was being paid, those risks were worth it.

“How many cops? Where is she?” He’d spent too much time waiting for an opening that would allow them to move like ghosts, spiriting away their targets. The time to act was upon them.

“All of them. She’s at the fucking police station.”

“Christ.” Lee shook his head.

“Boss?” Another team member held out a phone to him.

Lee took the phone, but spoke into the radio first. “Stay on her. When she leaves, I want to know.”

“Yes, sir.”

He pressed the phone to his ear and prayed for good news. “What?”
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THURSDAY. GRIMALDI Place Guest House, Chevy Chase, MD.

Nolan rubbed the heel of his hand against his eyes. Riley and Brenden were in the kitchen sorting out breakfast. A new pot of coffee was brewing.

Vaughn tabbed through the camera feeds once more, Nolan staring mindlessly at them.

Soon enough he’d get to collapse in bed. He’d spent much of the night walking the grounds, doing rounds in the chilly darkness with nothing but his thoughts for company. And he had a lot on his mind, but it had all taken a back seat since a few hours ago when Yvonne had seemed to vanish.

Grant bent over Vaughn’s chair.

“There are no blind spots in that area,” he said for the tenth time at least.

“There has to be.” Grant straightened. “If you don’t find it, I will.”

“I do not want you fucking with my set-up.” Vaughn growled more than spoke. He’d been in a foul mood all night, ever since answering his mother’s phone call. Even a non-update about his brother was creating strife now.

Nolan ignored the guilty twinge. His own mother was still calling, still leaving messages he hadn’t yet listened to.

When this job was done, he’d tackle his own problems. Not before.

Riley poked his head into their command room. “Anyone seen Melody? I thought she was picking up creamer.”

“No,” Grant replied.

What time was it?

Nolan glanced at his watch.

Melody had left shortly before Yvonne’s stroll. That was well over an hour ago. Two hours?

“It shouldn’t take that long to get creamer.” Nolan grabbed his tablet and tapped the screen.

The whole team had subdermal tracker implants. New tech they’d volunteered for.

Nolan brought up the tracking software and after a click the screen zipped much farther than Melody would have to go to reach a store.

At that same moment Grant’s phone rang.

The hair on the back of Nolan’s neck rose. “Something’s up.”

Yvonne’s walk.

The nonexistent blind spot.

Melody’s long trip.

“What?” Grant whirled, phone to his ear, and snapped, pointing at Riley then the main house.

Fuck that.

Nolan didn’t care if he was supposed to be off. Yvonne was up to something and he wasn’t going to sit back, waiting to hear about it.

“Send video of Yvonne to my cell. Come on.” Grant led the way to the garage.

Nolan double checked the signal from Yvonne’s tracker. It showed that she hadn’t moved since the last time he’d looked in on her. All she’d have to do was slip it off or leave it behind. And then what? What had she gotten it in her pretty little head to do?

A few minutes later they pulled around to the front of the Krieger’s home. Both Robert and Theodore Krieger sprinted for the SUV and climbed in, squeezing the three of them across the back seat.

“Police station, now,” Robert barked.

“What the hell is going on?” Grant demanded.

“I thought you had eyes everywhere.” Theodore glared daggers at the back of Grant’s head.

“What is Yvonne doing?” Nolan asked over the three men.

Theodore met his gaze. “Making a mistake.”

Twenty minutes later, with no more answers, they pulled up in front of the local police station. Melody stood outside, chin up, her phone clasped in both hands. They parked illegally at the curb and got out.

Nolan might have felt sorry for her if this stunt hadn’t potentially put Yvonne’s life at risk. They were nearing the end of the first week since the incident and the sweet spot for someone half a world away to strike.

At exactly that moment Yvonne and her mother stepped through the doors, flanked by detectives in suits, badges hanging around their necks. Mrs. Krieger was all a titter, smiling and cooing at the men while Yvonne’s complexion was ashen, all the light snuffed out.

Was this what she’d mentioned last night?

Yvonne lifted her chin and her eyes locked with his as if she’d known he would be there.

“Fucking hell.” Grant did as he always did and moved to take charge. “Nolan, drive Mrs. Krieger’s car home. Take point. Melody, Riley, you’re the follow vehicle. Move.”

Nolan wanted to be near Yvonne, but he didn’t quite trust himself. The lines were too blurred. She wasn’t just work, she was his. And she’d possibly risked her life today. For what? To what purpose?

It couldn’t possibly be worth it.

So he didn’t look at her. He barely heard the words being spoken around him.

Grant thrust a set of keys at him and Nolan took off in search of the car. He found it a few rows back, unlocked it and dropped behind the wheel into the leather seat. Grant and the others were still speaking over each other in the comm unit.

What a fucking day.

And this happened on his watch.

The comm beeped.

“Guys?” Vaughn yelled over everything. “Douglas has left the house.”

Nolan snarled.

All the God damn problems happening at once.

“Where is he? What happened?” Grant asked, his voice hard.

“Not sure.” It was easier to hear Vaughn now. “I caught sight of him jogging out to the garage then he lit out of here in a sports car. I’ve got him heading out of town at a fast pace.”

“Brenden, Nolan, go retrieve the kid and bring him back,” Grant ordered. “Get Zain on it. See if he can’t kill the car remotely.”

“On it.” Nolan picked up the pace, leaving their little convoy behind.

A moment later coordinates chimed on his phone and he adjusted his course.

“Zain says he can kill the car, but it’s going to leave Douglas stranded on a stretch of low traffic road,” Vaughn reported back.

“I’m not far behind him,” Brenden said through the comms.

“Kill the damn car,” Nolan said. “I’m ten minutes behind you. I’ll wait for a tow”

“Agreed,” Grant said. “Kill it.”

Nolan listened to the drama unfolding over the comms. This was not the job he wanted. He didn’t want any job at all right now. And here he was being a fucking pick up boy.

What the hell was Melody thinking to let Yvonne and her mother go out like that? What were they up to?

He couldn’t help but think of what Yvonne had said yesterday when she’d said he was right. Was this somehow connected?

This whole job was pissing him off. How would he protect Yvonne if she couldn’t trust them?

By the time Nolan reached the stretch of road where Zain had killed Douglas’ car Brenden had long since made the pick up and was gone. Instead, a dark van idled just behind the fancy, yellow sports car.

No doubt someone looking to take advantage of an opportunity.

Nolan whipped around the road block and got out.

A man with sandy colored hair hand his hands braced on the roof, peering inside.

“Can I help you?” Nolan’s tone wasn’t friendly.

“This your car?” The man had a southern drawl. Sunglasses obscured much of his face.

“Yes.”

“Oh, well, it’s just sitting here.”

“Sorry about that. Taking care of it.” Nolan slowed to a stop a few feet away and crossed his arms over his chest.

“Alright. You have a good one, ya hear?”

Nolan watched the good old boy amble back to his van and chug past the two Krieger cars.

What a fucking day.

He pulled out his phone, but there were no new messages. No explanation from the woman who couldn’t be honest with him. What had he expected? She’d told him plainly that her top two priorities were her family and work.

Nolan shouldn’t care, but he did. And that was a problem.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

14.
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Thursday. Grimaldi Place Guest House, Chevy Chase, MD.

Yvonne knew she was in trouble. Bad trouble. Maybe the worst of her life.

And all for doing what mother had asked her to do.

She closed her eyes and willed her heart to slow down a bit. A deep breath in and she felt as though someone sucker punched her with a fistful of lavender. The candle was across the room on Dad’s desk.

Wasn’t one of the side effects of pregnancy a heightened sense of smell?

The silence in the room was absolute. Both of her brothers had retreated to the sofa.

Her feelings teetered back and forth. On one hand, she was ashamed that she’d allowed herself to be pulled into this deception. Her mother had asked her to do many things for the good of the family, but nothing like this. On the other hand, Mom had gift wrapped Yvonne’s way out. In the future, she would need to remember today. It would serve as a reminder why she was putting the best interests of her child above that of her family.

Because in the end, neither Yvonne or her baby would matter as much as Theodore or Douglas. They were the preferred children. The favorites. Yvonne would always be second best.

The library door hinges squeaked. Mom whispered something at Dad, but he didn’t respond. The door thunked shut without anyone speaking.

Yvonne clasped her hands together in her lap and stared at the gleaming surface of the table. She wouldn’t sit here and be a part of the board meeting any longer. It was hard to miss that testosterone party.

Dad’s footsteps on the hardwood came nearer. His shadow stretched across the room until he was beside her. He vibrated with anger, and worse—disappointment.

She’d always wanted to make him proud. Everything she’d ever done had been about that. Deep down, she was still that same daddy’s girl she’d always been. She’d made his dreams hers. All of her life’s choices were about making him proud.

“Vee, what were you thinking?” Dad braced his hand on the long table in the library and bent over her.

“She was thinking about this family,” Mom said from across the room.

Dad ignored Mom and lowered to crouch at her side. He wore jeans and a button-down shirt, which was about as casual as Mom allowed him to dress these days. The light glinted off the silver in his hair and there was pain in his eyes.

Yvonne loved her father fiercely. She’d do anything for him. Even lie to the police.

She couldn’t explain it to him. Not yet. In nine months or a year, maybe he’d understand her choices leading up to today, but right now she didn’t have answers for him.

“I don’t get the big deal.” Douglas sighed and sprawled on the sofa.

“Shut your mouth,” Theodore snarled.

“Vee?” Dad gripped her knee.

Yvonne had to tell him something. The easiest answer was to follow Mom’s reasoning, even if it went counter to everything Yvonne had ever done. “Mom’s right. If we say I did this, the worst that happens is they ask me questions, I make apologies...” She’d step down from her role as VP, but that was a personal decision more in line with her new trajectory.

“This is the best way for us to all be happy,” Mom said.

Dad straightened. “Everyone—out. Give me and your mother a moment.”

“Finally.” Douglas leapt to his feet.

“Yvonne, we’re going to talk more about this later. Theo, keep an eye on your brother,” Dad said.

Douglas groaned.

Yvonne knew Dad would want to talk to her one on one. She’d have to put that off for as long as she could until she came up with some foolproof answers for him. For now, she took the chance to slip out of the library and away from the others.

Normally she’d have resisted her mother’s attempts to meddle. Yvonne took after her father with her strict sense of right and wrong. But soon she would be removing herself from the family picture. Not altogether, but she would not have a role in these dramas. She’d quit the company. Her history wouldn’t matter much. She figured a baby didn’t care who she lied to so long as it got to eat, had its diaper changed and slept comfortably. There were years to go before her baby wanted to understand the events leading up to its birth.

Was her little bean a boy or a girl?

She slowed to a stop in the hall and placed her hand against her stomach.

It was an obvious question, and yet she stood there with two, mental images of a baby in her mind. One wore a little blue hat, the other pink. She’d never anticipated children of her own, so she had no preference.

Except...

She hoped the baby had Nolan’s eyes. The green was mesmerizing. Beautiful.

Theodore’s voice rose, carrying down the hall. She glanced at the kitchen. In no way did she want to get sucked into that. As of today she’d done her part in helping Douglas avoid the consequences of his actions. She was done.

Her mental to-do list nagged at her.

Yvonne needed to touch base with Melody, find out if the prescriptions had been filled. But that meant braving the guest house. Yvonne owed Melody an apology for dragging her into this.

Mom wasn’t nearly as good at sneaking around as she thought. Given how fast Dad had reacted, Yvonne thought it was safe to assume Mom had pitched the plan to Dad before she confided in Yvonne. Dad would have shot down the idea in a heartbeat.

It was going to hurt Dad to learn Yvonne’s motives later on, but she wasn’t willing to admit her secret yet. Not until she was farther along in the pregnancy.

Yvonne needed some air. The house smelled of lavender and citrus from the cleaning crew and it was all too much. She let herself out onto the patio by way of the living room and drew in her first breath of fresh air. The scent of freshly cut grass was a relief after the heavy fragrances inside.

Her relief was short-lived.

Sitting in a chair facing the house was Nolan. His sunglasses hid his eyes, but she felt the stare and his wrath. Inwardly she cringed, but she’d also expected this.

It was time to face the music.

She went to him, smart enough to know the angry beast inside of him had to be soothed. What she’d done was wrong and he would take it personally. Nolan was a protector, and she’d gone against him and in his mind put herself in danger.

Nolan pushed to his feet, towering over her, but he didn’t speak. He’d trusted her. Confided in her. And she’d still gone behind his back, breaking the trust they’d built.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“For what?” He crossed his arms over his chest.

Yvonne opened and closed her mouth. “This morning. Sneaking out. Making you worry.”

“What happened at the station? What did your mother talk you into doing?” His rage was palpable. It blistered her.

“I can’t tell you, but it’s the last time.” She was surprised by how much she wanted to tell him. Was it because he’d seen through the bullshit before?

Nolan threw his hands up in the air. “Addicts say that.”

Yvonne couldn’t respond to that. She couldn’t explain her reasoning to him right now. Not when he was angry with her. It wasn’t the time to drop the bomb on him that her whole world was shifting priority, and he was involved.

“I can’t believe you’re the one who ran off on us.” He shoved a hand through his hair.

“It was stupid.”

“Yes. For a smart woman I didn’t expect you do something so stupid. And you know.” He leaned toward her. “You know the risk.”

“That’s why I took Melody with me—”

“Melody is not a field operative. She didn’t make you wear a vest, and she didn’t even have a gun on her.” He slashed his hand through the air. “You should have told me. I’d have...”

“You’d have tried to talk me out of it. You were also on duty.” And there was no way she’d have taken him to the clinic.

“You’re damn right I would have. Fuck. I can’t do this if I can’t trust you. I thought you were better than that. I thought you were better than them.” He flung his hand out toward the house.

Yvonne bit the inside of her cheek, his words drawing blood.

“I have to go.” Nolan whirled and stalked off across the paving stones and the grass toward the guest house.

Was that the baby kicking her for being stupid? Or someone stabbing her heart?

She sucked down a shuddering breath.

Her emotions were all over the place. Fear. Sadness. Hope.

It was overwhelming to the point her body’s only reasonable reaction was tears she didn’t want to cry. But Yvonne couldn’t afford to wallow. This was a time of action.

Dad would come talk to her later likely in private. Mom might seek her out to reaffirm that Yvonne had done the right thing. Theodore would likely wait a day or two before speaking to her. And Douglas, well, she didn’t expect much of anything from him.

Yvonne had always tried to be more like Dad. Do the right thing. Work hard. Dedicate herself. But none of that mattered. Who she was only went so far. Her actions were what people would remember, and the damage was done. If the only thing she could do for her family was to take the fall to be worthwhile, then at least she was giving them this before she changed course.

As for Nolan, she couldn’t fault him or his words. There would always be a piece of her mother in Yvonne that drove her to protect at all costs. This time that protection meant doing the wrong thing for the right reason.

Yvonne turned toward the house and caught Theodore studying her from the kitchen. She wasn’t up for his questions so she turned and walked through the grass, willing her spine straight and her eyes dry.

Today marked the end of this chapter of her life. Changes were coming, and change always hurt. She just hadn’t expected Nolan to possess the barbs that would draw blood.
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THURSDAY. RONALD REAGAN Washington National Airport, Arlington, VA.

Samuel hadn’t stepped foot on US soil in well over a year. He’d have preferred to have other reasons for being back here, something work related on the above board side would be ideal. Until this threat to his inheritance had been taken care of he couldn’t move forward expanding the company as his brother had balked at doing.

One thing at a time.

And at the top of that list was taking care of anyone who might have accessed the drone’s video.

His analyst had made a report based on the project and people attached to it.

Top that list was the whole Krieger family.

He’d have their heads by morning.
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THURSDAY. GRIMALDI Place, Chevy Chase, MD.

Nolan opened the fridge, but it was empty.

“Who took the last water out of here?” He turned to glare at Brenden and Grant standing at the breakfast bar. “The rule is whoever takes the last has to refill the God damn fridge.”

Grant stared back at him. “You need to check your tone.”

“Fuck you,” Nolan muttered under his breath.

He grabbed the case of bottled water and began filling the door with the bottles.

When he’d finally crashed after another run to de-stress, he’d hoped that a little sleep would ease the anger and frustration knotting his back. Instead he’d woken with knots so tight it hurt to breathe.

All because of Yvonne.

He’d trusted her to be the reasonable one. The rational asset who wouldn’t take unnecessary risk. And she was the one who succeeded in getting off the property for hours without anyone the wiser.

It was salt to the wound to know that Yvonne hadn’t turned to him for help. He didn’t care if she’d decided some crack-pot plan hatched by her scheming mother was her only option, it was that she hadn’t come to him. She’d gone to Melody.

Grant picked up what was left of the water packaging. “Go back to bed, Nolan.”

“No.”

“It’s four o'clock. You went to sleep at noon.”

“Thanks for the math lesson.” Nolan twisted the cap off the bottle and tipped his head back.

Light footsteps made the hair on the back of Nolan’s neck rise.

Melody stepped into the kitchen, head up, not a bit of remorse on her face.

“I’m heading out,” she announced.

“Where the hell are you going?” Grant wheeled around to face off with Melody.

“To do my job,” Melody snapped. She pulled her phone off the charging station and slid it into her purse.

Grant crossed his arms over his chest. “Like you did this morning?”

Melody cut a glance sideways at the other man, but her polished exterior didn’t crack. Hardly anything fazed that woman.

Nolan took that opportunity to exit through the arch into the dining room. He was drawn to the surveillance set-up, as though it might give him a glimpse of Yvonne.

Riley glanced up from the monitors. “What’s going down in there?”

“Grant and Melody.” Nolan pulled out a chair and sat.

“They’ve been going at each other all day.” Riley’s eyes widened, and he dropped his chin, gaze on the screens.

Nolan grunted and sipped more water. “Anyone look into that van plate I saw?”

“Uh, yeah. Zain emailed back. It’s a rental.”

He nodded and told himself to let the incident go. The whole situation with Yvonne had him tied up in knots.

“Vaughn still asleep?” Riley asked.

“Do I look like his nanny?”

“You’re cheerful.”

Nolan opted to not respond.

His phone vibrated against his thigh. He pulled it out and scowled at his mother’s number blinking at him. She was up to four calls a day. He knew she wanted to badger him about something, but he wasn’t immune to the guilt of ignoring his own mother.

He still let the call go to voicemail then tapped his baby brother’s number.

The line barely rang once.

“You back in the country?” Nick asked.

“Yeah.”

“Still on a job?”

“Yeah.”

“Don’t answer Mom then.”

“What’s her deal?” Nolan scrubbed a hand across his face.

“Which day? She’s driving me nuts, man. Did you know she joined this new activity group?”

“Uh...” Nolan was the one who’d suggested it to his mother after an internet search. He’d been desperate for her to have an activity. Something that wasn’t calling him repeatedly.

“Uh—what?” Nick’s voice dropped. “You didn’t...”

“She needed to get out of the house. I thought finding her a group of friends was a good idea.”

“Oh, man. You have no idea what can you opened, do you?”

Nolan leaned forward and cradled his head in his hand. “No.”

“Well, she’s made friends and I guess they sit around and talk about their kids. She’s calling to make sure we’re all telling the same stories about how perfect our family is and to con you into coming to visit so she can show you off like a prize pony. I fell for it. It’s too damn funny to listen to her crazy stories about a fake family I somehow fit into. And it’s all your damn fault.”

“I’m sorry man.”

Nick blew out a breath. “Yeah, well, at least she’s not mad at us for no reason. I guess that’s something. Still, do yourself a favor and don’t answer until you wrap this job up.”

“Thanks for the tip. You talk to Dad?”

“No. I’m headed over to his place tonight to check on him.”

Nolan grimaced. Both their parents had broken the day Nathan died. Mom had been beside herself, trying to find someone to blame. She’d gone after all of them. Dad had numbed his pain the old fashioned way, with alcohol and sex. Eventually it had broken their family.

“You still there?” Nick asked.

“Yeah, sorry. Let me know if there’s anything I can do?”

“Will do. He’s probably passed out and his phone is dead.”

“Let me know?”

They changed topics, Nick using the time to vent about a case at work that got under his skin. Unlike Nolan who’d wanted order to his life, Nick had chosen the more difficult path of going into social work with a mind to help kids. As the youngest, he’d been left in the middle of the shit storm after Nathan’s death during Nolan’s first deployment. Nick said the experience had helped him grow up, learn about himself and set goals. Nolan had never shaken the guilt over leaving Nick in that situation.

After a while longer they hung up and Nolan stared out the windows and through the trees at the mansion.

It was easy to get pissed off with Yvonne for caving to her mother until Nolan’s own guilt came calling. Family was such messy business. And he didn’t work with his.

Fuck, he was an asshole. Once again he’d opened his mouth and spoken without truly thinking through what he was saying.

Would he ever learn?

Nolan pushed to his feet. “I’m going up to the big house.”

“Wait—what?” Riley blinked up at him.

“I’m going to go talk to Yvonne.”

“You sure that’s a good idea?”

“We’ll see.”

Besides, he’d better do it now before he got removed from this gig.

Nolan exited the house without leaving an update on the chalk board. He lifted his phone and tapped on the text icon.

He hadn’t messaged Yvonne yet.

Should he ask for permission or forgiveness for what he was about to do? And where was she?

He changed his mind and tapped her contact, activating the call as he walked.

The line rang once, twice, a third time.

She could be ignoring him like he was with his mother.

“Yes?” Yvonne’s voice was soft, maybe a little wary.

“I’d like to see you.”

“Why?”

“To apologize properly.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“I was an ass. Again.”

Silence.

“Vee?”

“I can see you just fine.”

He glanced at her windows, but from what he could see at this distance the curtains were shut.

“Not there,” she said.

There were too many windows on the house to search.

A bird twittered in the background through the phone.

She was outside.

Nolan kept walking, but now he examined the grass, the trees, until—there. Near the wall, almost under a huge tree supporting a tree house. She sat on a bench, her hair up.

“May I join you?”

“I suppose.”

He hung up and picked up the pace. By the time he reached the bench he still wasn’t sure what to say.

Nolan lowered himself to sit next to her. She hadn’t looked at him, her gaze aimed straight ahead. The pool? Or was she seeing something that wasn’t there?

“Don’t tell me it’s a bad idea to be out here, okay?” she said, breaking the silence first.

“I don’t think I’m in a position to tell you anything right now.”

“Oh?”

He turned his head, taking in her profile. She had this cute, little nose. If she spent more time outside, would her freckles become more pronounced?

“It wasn’t my place to lay into you earlier. I’m sorry.”

“Thank you.” Her tone was still that perfectly neutral note.

“You know, since being on this job I’ve been putting off talking to my mom. As a rule I try to not talk to her while I’m working. Most of the time she just wants to stir the pot or talk about drama. It’s easy for someone on the outside to criticize how you deal with family. It’s far more difficult to be in it.”

“Does anyone look in on her while you’re away?” Yvonne asked.

“My little brother, Nick. He was the youngest of us three. Poor bastard chose to stay close to home. He has to deal with her every day. Then there’s our dad.” Nolan grimaced and clamped his lips shut.

“Nolan and Nick,” she muttered.

“Nathan. He’s the one that died.” He shifted a bit to face her. “I opened my mouth when I shouldn’t have, Vee. Again. I swear most of the time I do better than this. It’s just hard.”

“Hard?” Now she turned her head and finally looked at him.

“Yeah. You’re an asset. This is work. But it’s not. We both know you’re hiding things for your family. Then you risk yourself. This is why I don’t do the mixing business and pleasure. I can’t... I don’t have an off switch. I’m not asking you to tell me things. I just wanted to say I’m sorry for being an asshole. Again.”

Yvonne’s gaze remained on his face. She had an unwavering stare that probably made plenty of people sweat.

“At least you know how to apologize. That’s more than a lot of men.”

“Will you forgive me?”

“Why does that matter?”

“I would have thought it was obvious.”

She frowned at him then and he wasn’t sure if she was serious or if Yvonne had drawn up her shields.

What the hell was he doing?

In that moment, it was as though he tipped forward into something he didn’t yet understand. All he knew was that sex had felt different with her. They might be little more than acquaintances, but in the time they’d had together there’d been sparks. He might still fuck this up, but wasn’t it worth trying?

“Because outside of all this,” he waved at the house, “we could be good together.”

“Could be?” Her brows lifted a tiny bit.

“You don’t think so?”

“We barely know each other.

“We could change that.”

She stared at him and this time he saw the reservations written in her eyes.

Nolan’s phone began buzzing. He didn’t have the luxury of ignoring it. He pulled the phone out and winced at Grant’s name.

“Yeah, boss?” Nolan glanced back at Yvonne, watching him.

“Get your ass back here, now. And tell her to go inside.”

“Copy that.”

He hung up before Grant could say anything else.

“You’re in trouble for coming to talk to me?” she asked.

“Maybe. Not like I’m breaking a rule or anything.” Nolan shrugged.

“Do you work tonight? Do you ever sleep?”

“I’ll start later tonight.”

“What do you do?”

“If you want to find out, you could always come check in on me.” Hell, she might even get out from under that cloud of stress if she did.

One corner of her mouth quirked up. “That would mean leaving the house, and I’m already in trouble for that.”

“You seem to enjoy being in trouble.” Nolan leaned closer. “Think you can forgive me?”

“I already did.”

“Can you forgive yourself?”

Yvonne glanced away, but it wasn’t her little off to the side. It was a troubled look. “I accept that today served a purpose. It’s done. I’m moving on.”

“Hey?” He reached over and placed his hand on hers.

Her fingers twisted until she held onto him. She was carrying a huge weight, and he couldn’t do anything to help her. But he could make it better.

“We’ll get through this.”

She turned her head toward him. “Promise.”

“Yeah. I promise.”

Nolan closed the distance, kissing her sweet mouth for a brief moment. They had an audience and he didn’t mean to put on a show.
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THURSDAY. SURVEILLANCE Van, Chevy Chase, MD.

Lee kept his eyes shut, his client’s verbal tirade washing over him. This whole job wasn’t going according to plan. He couldn’t be held responsible for that. They weren’t the only ones after the Kriegers. But his clients didn’t want to hear excuses. They wanted results, and Lee hadn’t delivered yet.

At the end of the day that was what mattered.

“I understand. I’ll have something for you tomorrow.” He hung up the phone, cutting off his client.

His thugs for hire had thrown him under the bus. Clearly they weren’t all what they appeared, and he didn’t want to waste time figuring out which one sold him out. His energy was best put toward assessing how to get his hands on Theodore or Yvonne Krieger.

Yvonne had gone to the police today.

Why?

Rich people only told one person their secrets.

Their lawyer.

Which was why Lee sat in wait outside the law firm for the Krieger family lawyer. Someone in that building knew the true story about what was going on, and Lee was going to find out And then he’d have his payday.
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15.
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Friday. Grimaldi Place, Chevy Chase, MD.

Yvonne woke with a start to the sound of something thudding against the hardwood next to her bed. She sat up, clutching the comforter to her chest, and blinked across the dim room at the hulking shadow hunched over at the side of her bed.

“Shit, sorry,” the shadow muttered.

Heart racing, it took a moment for the voice to register.

She knew that voice.

“Nolan?” She reached over and clicked on the bedside lamp.

“Sh.” He glanced back at the door.

The floor creaked out in the hall.

Someone was there.

Nolan braced his hand on the mattress and leaned toward her, mouthing more than whispering, “Doug might have seen me.”

Yvonne glanced at the clock.

She’d gone through so many time zones her body didn’t know what time it was.

Eight.

Nine hours ago she’d left the guest house after nearly laughing herself sick at Vaughn and Nolan carrying on. It had been one of the most relaxing, easiest evenings she’d spent out in...she couldn’t remember when.

Another long creak from the hall, then soft footsteps faded ending in the thud of a door.

Nolan blew out a breath and his shoulders dropped.

“What the hell?” She shook her head and chuckled.

“The guys wanted donuts, so I brought you some.” Nolan slid under the covers, still fully dressed, and sat up against the headboard next to her.

“Is this what we’re doing?” She adjusted her pillows then sat back.

Nolan passed her a small bakery box.

“What were you planning on doing? Sneaking in here and get into bed with me?” She narrowed her eyes. Maybe she should be offended by the idea, but compared to the pleasure of waking up with him wrapped around her, she couldn’t find it in her to be upset. What did that say about her?

“Sneaking in was about as far as my plan went.” He opened the top of the box. “Hungry?”

“I’m not sure I’m really awake enough to know.”

Two of the donuts were pink. Strawberry. The other two were blueberry cake.

She blinked a few times, caught off guard by the thoughtfulness of the gesture.

“I know you said you liked strawberry donuts last night, but I hadn’t forgotten how much you liked that blueberry thing at the hotel. Figured I’d gamble.”

Yvonne stared at the pastries more than a little stunned. Not only had he correctly guessed what she’d like, he’d carried through with the idea. “You got these from Mama’s Donuts down the street. Thank you. These really are my favorite.”

“The strawberry?”

She blinked a few times, her errant emotions getting away from her. “Both of them.”

They were just donuts.

And right now she wanted to eat a dozen of each.

Was that the baby talking or her emotions?

Yvonne took a bite out of the blueberry cake one before she said something without thinking it through. Last night had been good for both her and Nolan. They’d hung out, proving to her that they weren’t just good at sex. She liked his company, being able to laugh and with him, the easy way she could hang out with him. It still didn’t give her insight for how he’d take her news.

News...

Had she left the prenatal vitamins sitting on the vanity last night?

She finished the donut, her hunger quelled by her knotted up stomach.

“Quiet night?” she asked.

He settled in next to her, pulling the blankets up to his chest. “Not a peep.”

“Is that a good thing?”

“I hope it is.”

“We don’t know anything else, do we?”

“Our offices are keeping tabs on Sato Ito’s company. His brother has taken over and we’ve got people watching their movements, plus keeping tabs on the Yakuza and Lyme. So far they’ve reported nothing. I’m not willing to trust your family’s safety to that report. These aren’t our people. I don’t know how good of a job they’re doing, if they’re thorough or just selling us a story for a few billable hours.”

“How long is this going to go on?”

“Not sure,” Nolan said slowly, staring at the bedspread.

“What happens when Theo and I have to go back to California?” She set the pastry box aside and turned to face him.

“I don’t honestly know. This isn’t our typical kind of job.”

“What do you think will happen?”

He glanced at her then, his eyes a darker green, brows drawn down. “Our team’s too expensive to keep on the job for a long period of time. The US government isn’t going to continue footing the bill. I imagine if the threat remains there will be some kind of stipend made to employ regular personal security. Or they could tell you it’s your problem.”

“My understanding was that your team was retained because of our trip and the fear that something would happen while we were traveling.” And it had, just not the way they’d anticipated. “I guess we’ll wait and see what happens.”

“Eager to be rid of me?”

“No.” Yvonne slid her hand through the crook of Nolan’s arm then leaned her cheek against his shoulder.

Despite how pleasant and enjoyable last night had been, she couldn’t shake the gnawing fear that once she told Nolan the truth, everything between them would change. She barely knew him. It shouldn’t be that great of a loss. And yet in the short time they’d been reacquainted she’d begun to value his insight. She wasn’t as alone in the family with him around.

Nolan extracted his arm from her grasp then wrapped it around her waist, pulling her closer still.

“About yesterday?” he said.

Which part of yesterday?

“You’re a brilliant woman. I need to trust that you’re smart enough to know what you’re doing. You said yesterday served your purposes. Still believe that?”

She tipped her chin up to lock eyes with him. “Yes.”

“When all of this is over, will you tell me what the hell that means?”

When all of this was over.

That was a vague enough future date.

Yvonne could work with that. Ideally she’d tell him sooner.

She nodded. “Yeah.”

Yvonne would never be able to control how Nolan reacted. Just because she was growing to like the idea of them together didn’t mean he’d want the same thing when he knew it all. Which meant that until she told him, she wanted to enjoy this spark they had for as long as possible.

Was that selfish?

Probably.

Could she be making a mistake?

Yes.

Was that going to change her mind about waiting another day?

No.

She wanted another day or two so she could come to terms with the reality of it. Then she’d tell him and beg forgiveness. It was selfish and maybe that made her a terrible person. There wasn’t exactly a guide for her to follow.

Nolan’s fingers caressed her arm, drawing circles and meandering patterns. “I was thinking, I owe you a pair of shoes, don’t I?”

“You owe Tabby shoes. I borrowed hers.”

“Think you might help me make amends? Preferably in a way that doesn’t break the bank?”

Yvonne resisted the urge to laugh. Her best friend’s taste in shoes ran to the extremely expensive or dirt cheap. “I think I can help.”

“Do you own a pair of strappy, black shoes?” He was far too intent on her for the answer to not matter.

“No. Should I?”

“I think you should.” He slid his fingers between hers. “I don’t suppose you’d want to go out on a proper date when all of this is over? You could wear strappy heels and I could help you take them off.”

“You know what proper is?” Her lips curved into a grin. Hadn’t his friend said that exact same thing to him last night?

“Fucking Vaughn,” he muttered.

She laughed. “No, I haven’t done that.”

“You better not have.” His hand covered hers and squeezed. It was a possessive hold that made warmth unfurl within her.

Whatever this was, they were sharing it. She wanted to hold on to these moments, cherish them, for as long as she could. When everyone else saw the picture perfect family, he’d seen the truth and didn’t let her hide from it. He might protect her body, but he didn’t coddle her. That was why she forgave his harsh words because at least he cared enough to say them.

Yvonne shifted, sitting up enough so she could slide her knee over his thighs and sit facing him. Nolan’s heavy lids and tired smile tugged at her heart. He hadn’t slept much yesterday because of her and instead of going to bed now he’d snuck in here to bring her breakfast.

Under the rough exterior he presented to the world, he had a good heart. One that had been beaten up a few too many times.

She bent her head and kissed him, tasting coffee and sugar.

“Are you trying to get fresh with me, Ms. Krieger?” he whispered against her lips.

“You wouldn’t really complain, would you?”

He grasped her by the hips and pulled her forward, fitting their bodies together in an almost intimate fashion.

“Nope,” he said.

She slid her arms around his neck and he took her mouth. The kiss was possessive, branding. His stubble scraped her chin and though she might have initiated contact, he was taking over. Her nipples pebbled, growing harder until she wanted to rub against him to find some sort of relief, like a cat in heat.

“No,” Nolan rumbled against her mouth.

“No?” She panted for breath, head spinning.

“You should eat something first.” He flicked the top of the donut box open.

“I could eat later.”

“You’ll eat now.” He plucked a strawberry donut from the box.

“Bossy.”

“Yup.” One side of his mouth kicked up. “I bet you spend most of your days telling people what to do. Maybe taking orders is good for you?”

“Maybe you’re delusional?”

“I am a guy. I like my delusions.” He held the donut to her lips, drawing a line across her mouth with the frosting.

Yvonne had to hand it to him. He was right. She was the woman in charge at work and she chafed at being on the receiving end of orders at times when she knew Theodore hadn’t done his homework. Yet again Nolan seemed to know her better than her own family.

She took a bite of the donut, giving into him once more.

He’d decided to trust her. That meant something.

Bite by bite, he fed her the donut. More than a little of it got on her chest and top. The pastries weren’t known for being a neat meal to begin with and Nolan seemed to take joy getting the icing on her. She was almost sad to have the last bite, but then he held out his fingers.

She wrapped her lips around his thumb, swirling her tongue against him, licking off every bit of sugar. Then his index finger and the tips of two other fingers.

“Your turn,” she said when she was done.

Nolan’s gaze traveled down her chest to study her nipples.

“I think...”

His eyes glinted.

She knew that look.

He wrapped one arm around her and yanked the blankets off him with the other.

She clutched his shoulders and chuckled as he stood, lifting her with him as though she were nothing.

“I’m going to clean you up the right way.” He kissed her lips, the tiredness in his eyes giving way to heat.

Her breath caught in her throat.

The shower from Vegas was one memory that still made her blush. While her bathroom might not be as spacious, she knew they could make that work.

“You like my idea, huh?” He grinned and carried her around the bed.

“What gave it away? Do I glance away and look up?”

“You blushed.”

She couldn’t help that.

Nolan stepped into the bathroom and set her down on the vanity.

The vanity.

She kept her eyes on his back as he turned toward the shower with its glass walls. She blindly groped for the vitamins and nausea tablets behind her, shoving a hand towel over them.

There would be time enough to deal with that later.

Steam began billowing out of the shower.

Nolan turned back toward her.

“You getting your hair wet this time?” he asked.

“Uh, yeah.”

“Good.”

He pulled his polo and under shirt off then draped them over the towel bar. The Kevlar vest went next, a reminder that not everything in their world was right. He closed the distance between them and bent, pressing his lips to hers even while his hands slid under her shirt, up her ribs and cupped her breasts. She arched her back, pressing her aching nipples against him. His thumbs found the stiff peaks, and she whimpered.

Yvonne yanked her shirt up over her head then shimmied off the vanity. She was still trapped by Nolan’s body, but that was where she wanted to be.

“Get naked,” she whispered against his mouth.

“Who said you got to call the shots?”

She grasped the tail of his belt and worked it through the loop. “We can make it a team decision.”

“Team decision. I like that.”

Make all of this better

He let her loosen the catch on his belt but took over when it came to unzipping. His pants fell to the floor with a clang and he stood there in his underwear and socks, erection straining the front of his boxer briefs.

She hooked her thumbs in the waistband of her pajama pants and panties then pushed down, swiveling her hips to help the material along the way.

Yvonne placed her hands against his chest and tipped her chin up. He kissed her, gripping her hips and pulling her up against him. She wiggled her hand between them and palmed his cock through the material.

They turned in a poorly synchronized dance, her backing toward the shower. Between the two of them they got his underwear off. She had the presence of mind to grab a condom from the drawer before stepping into the shower.

She stood under the spray, water drenching her hair, the heat building inside of her.

Nolan stood back, his gaze a deeper green now than before.

“You really are amazing, you know that?” he asked.

“Tell me later.” She reached out and took his hand. “I want you now.”

He took a step and ran into her, using his body to walk her back against the wall. The cool tiles had her hissing and standing on tiptoe.

Once more he kissed her, the kind of all-consuming kiss that seemed to possess her body, override her mind until all she could think about was him. She wrapped her hand around his cock and pumped his length.

“God damn,” he muttered against her mouth.

He pulled at her hair, forcing her head back. She closed her eyes and surrendered, ready and willing to do whatever he asked.

Part of her still couldn’t believe she’d gone back to his room that night. Her nerves had nearly made her run from the encounter. She’d been gambling on whether or not he’d be a good partner. In the end she hadn’t been prepared for how thorough he did his job.

He nipped her lower lip. “Spread your legs?”

“Is this when I say yes, sir?” She shifted, widening her stance.

“You don’t want to start that game.” His eyes sparkled with amusement.

“Maybe I do?” She was willing to bet even obeying him would be pleasurable.

“You don’t like being told to do anything.”

“I might give you a pass every now and then?”

“I’m going to need that in writing and notarized, Ms. Krieger.”

She chuckled, but the sound was short lived. Nolan cupped her mound, his fingers stroking through her folds. She groaned and shifted, enjoying the feel of his skin on her.

“I wished we had all day,” he said against her mouth.

“Later.”

Nolan ripped open the condom and rolled it on.

When she pushed off the tile to turn, he stopped her then picked her up. She gripped his shoulders, her head spinning. Once again she was pushed up against the tile, this time Nolan was totally in charge.

He kissed her as his cock pressed against her opening. She shifted her hips, helping him find the best angle until he slid inside of her, helped along by gravity and her arousal.

Nolan thrust into her. She groaned and dug her heels in, urging him deeper.

Yvonne cupped his face and stared into his eyes. They might have come together through random happenstance, but this was special. Two people with chemistry and similar history brought together was remarkable. What they were doing wasn’t just sex and pleasure anymore. It hadn’t been after the first time. No, what he did to her, the feelings he drew out, that was unique to him.

Nolan made her feel safe, wanted, desired.

She was glad they’d found their way back to each other, because she could grow to love him. It wasn’t a realization she’d been prepared for, but it had been there ever since he’d called her out under the trees. Love wasn’t just the good, it was the uncomfortable, too. And he’d never shy away from calling her on it.

“Vee?” he whispered.

She kissed him, desperate to keep her words inside for fear that she’d say too much.

Her insides seemed to stretch tight. The release of her orgasm had her gasping for breath, moaning while he continued to thrust into her, his face buried in the crook of her neck.

Yes, she could very well be in love with this man already.
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FRIDAY. GRIMALDI PLACE, Chevy Chase, MD.

Nolan spared Yvonne’s bed one last glance. He didn’t want to trudge back to the guest house and pass out on the hard-as-a-rock mattress there. Things with Yvonne were too new to push for some sort of privilege. Plus, he should be present to do his job with the others should the need arise.

He clipped his gun on his hip and was ready to go.

Yvonne sat in the middle of the bed, wrapped in a fuzzy robe, her wet hair piled on top of her head.

“Plans today?” he asked.

“I really need to do some work.”

“How much longer can you remote in?”

“Maybe a week or two?” She grimaced. “There’s some things I just need to handle personally. Ready?”

“Yeah.”

Yvonne swung her legs over the side, giving him a glimpse of her thighs and the maroon and teal plaid shorts she’d put on after the shower. He watched her pad to the window and peer out.

“Coast clear?” He circled the bed and came up behind her.

She leaned back against his chest without urging. He let his chin rest on the wet mound of hair and hugged her to him.

Great sex was what had try to find her, but that wasn’t the only thing they had. He’d been right that a connection like that in bed could mean more. If things worked out, maybe he could see her again and where this went. He sure as hell hadn’t been looking for more, but he was smart enough to recognize it when it landed in his lap. He’d have to go slow, ease her into the relationship. Maybe what they had would rate up there with family and work someday, but he could be patient.

Good things were worth waiting.

“Wait.” Yvonne rocked forward, bracing a hand on the window and squinting. “What’s that?”

He leaned over her, following her pointed finger to the neighbor’s yard.

A man in tactical black wearing a ski mask sat with one leg on either side of the stone fence holding an Aegis Group camera in his hand.

For a split second all Nolan could do was stare, every hair standing on end and his gut tightening into a cold, hard knot.

It was happening now. The retaliation attack they’d feared was going down under his very nose, and the rest of his team was in the guest house.

“Get your family together in the utility room. Go. I’m right behind you.” He yanked his phone out of his pocket and jabbed Grant’s number.

A second figure sailed over the wall, landing in a crouch.

“Where the hell are you?” Grant asked by way of a greeting.

“Two hostiles just took out a camera on the north side of the property. Gathering the family in the utility room to wait for extraction.” Nolan turned his back on the windows and jogged after Yvonne.

“Grant,” Riley yelled in the background.

“I know,” Grant snapped. “We’re on our way. Hold your position and wait for us.”

Nolan slid his phone back in his pocket without hanging up.

Yvonne stood in the hall with Theodore and Douglas, both wearing athletic shorts and sporting rumpled hair. Neither appeared awake enough to comprehend what their sister was saying.

Great.

Nolan had an incoming threat and five assets to secure.

“Come on.” She grabbed Douglas and Theodore’s hands and tugged.

“Move.” Nolan drew his weapon and began down the servant staircase leading to the kitchen. “Where are your parents?” 

Douglas gaped at him with wide eyes. “I don’t know.”

“Library,” Theodore said. “Dad would be up by now.”

“Keep your heads down. These people will shoot to kill, understand?” Nolan reached the bottom of the stairs putting them out in the little cut-through that connected the kitchen, pantry and laundry room.

There would be a wall of windows to contend with that might give them away, but that couldn’t be helped. This was their most protected point of decent. He wouldn’t chance the other two stairs because they would leave the younger Krieger’s open to attack.

Nolan stepped into the kitchen.

Mrs. Krieger stood with a coffee cup in hand, staring at the gun in his hand with wide eyes. Nolan barely registered the woman. His gaze was on the figure stepping out from behind the column supporting the patio over-hang.

“Mom!” Yvonne dashed past him, wrapped her arms around her mother and both women disappeared behind the cabinets.

Nolan fired. The blast of gunfire in the marble and tile kitchen sounded far louder than it really was. The bullet shattered the glass panes. He fired again and his bullet bit into its target, sending the would be intruder to the ground.

“Get your dad,” he yelled over his shoulder.

“What—what on earth? He’s trying to kill us,” Mrs. Krieger wailed.

“He’s protecting you, Mom.” Yvonne yanked her mother into a sitting position.

“We need to move. Now.” Nolan doubted that man was either of the two he’d seen, which meant there were more out there.

He stepped around the island, gun still aimed at the doors. He hooked his arm under Mrs. Krieger’s armpit and hauled her to her feet.

“Honey? What was that?” Mr. Krieger crowded into the kitchen.

Nolan caught sight of two figures approaching from the north wall. Those were the interlopers he’d seen from the second story. They were no doubt moving in to check on their fallen friend.

“We have to go, now.” Nolan half-dragged, half-carried Mrs. Krieger into the hall.

The sound of glass shattering at the front of the house was not good. It took minutes for the rest of Lepta Team to get from the guest house to the main house and they were under attack now. Nolan should have fought the issue. He should have done something.

A telltale hissing sound reached his ears.

“Move, stay with me, look at the ground.” Nolan powered forward.

A loud boom and flash of light sent smoke pouring out of the foyer.

Flash grenade. They were breeching the house right fucking now. Sheltering in the utility room was not happening. They’d be sitting ducks.

They had to get out of here. Now.

He spared a glance over his shoulder.

Yvonne was on his heels.

Theodore and Douglas brought up the rear with their father between them, practically dragging the stunned man.

If the attackers were breeching from one point, perhaps he could slip the family out the side or the back?

It was that or hope he had enough bullets to take out all of the intruders.

Voices echoed off the marble.

There was no time.

He had to get the family out now.

Nolan darted into the living room. “Shut the doors behind us. Yvonne, take your Mom.”

“I’ve got her.” Yvonne looped her mother’s arm around her shoulders. The woman cried big, tears accompanied by even louder sobs.

Nolan proceeded across to the windows, keeping low, and peered out on the back yard.

One man on the patio, another at the corner. That left one unaccounted for. He doubted the man at the corner was one of the two he’d seen jump over the fence.

“I’ve got two hostiles. Grant, if you can hear me, we’re changing plans. Everyone, get ready to follow me.”

Nolan couldn’t even pause to properly update his Team Leader. Things were moving too fast. He went to a knee and cracked the patio door open. He stared down the gun while listening to the shouts of men coming closer in the house. On an exhale he squeezed the trigger.

The man in black standing on the patio went down.

Nolan threw the door open, swung his gun toward the second figure watching the corner of the house. That man locked eyes with Nolan, but Nolan fired first. The man went down, but it wasn’t a clean kill shot. The target flopped around in the grass, arms waving.

“Move. Come on, follow me.” Nolan ushered Yvonne and her mother out before darting past them to take the lead.

The downed man rolled over and scrambled behind an air-conditioning unit and out of sight.

Shit.

“What is going on? Who are those men?” Mrs. Krieger kept asking over and over again.

They made it twenty or so feet before a bullet whizzed past Nolan.

He sprinted forward, rushing the man. There was no where for Nolan or the others to take cover. His only option was eliminating the shooter.

Another shot ricocheted off the stone.

Nolan fired once, twice then rounded the large unit. He fired a third time at close range and saw the fear in the man’s eyes.

“Go, go, go!” Douglas shoved at Nolan. The other man sounded desperate and panicked.

Nolan whirled to face the threat, pushing the others behind him as two men stepped out from the living room doors.

Nolan fired blindly. All he had to do was keep the other shooters at bay. If he could be their shield and give them a shot to make it to the SUVs, he’d do his job.

A woman’s scream made his blood run cold.

There were too many of them.

Nolan turned and the sight nearly stopped his world.

A man in black had hold of Yvonne’s arm. Her face was a twisted mask of pain.

Her father hauled back and punched the man while her brothers leapt to her aid, kicking and pummeling the attacker.

“Forget him.” Nolan snatched the downed man’s weapon. “Run. Go.”

If he could get them off the property, away from here, they’d have a fighting chance. Or at least be able to hole up and wait for help.

Nolan fired behind them, doing his best to keep the men inside the house from picking them off.

Two dark SUV’s screeched to a stop in the driveway.

Four familiar men jumped out, their rifles up. Grant even had a ballistic shield.

“Get in. Get in.” Nolan ushered the family forward.

The three men dove into the first SUV. Nolan stayed with the women and piled into the second while the rest of his team laid down cover fire.

He got behind the wheel and shifted into reverse a moment before Brenden and Vaughn leapt back inside the truck.

“Hang on,” Nolan said.

He punched the gas, and the SUV shot backward into the street, cutting off a sparkling white Escalade.

Bullets pelted the stone wall, giving them some cover.

Nolan cranked the wheel and gassed it, watching in his rearview mirror the whole time.

The other SUV bounced over the curb then roared past the Escalade.

“Safe house,” Brenden said.

“What just happened?” Yvonne’s voice shook.

“You okay?” Nolan’s hands trembled a bit at the memory of that man grabbing her. “Vaughn, check her.”

“Who were those men?” Mrs. Krieger leaned forward. Some of her hair had come out of the elegant twist.

“We don’t know, ma’am.” But Nolan had seen a distinctly Asian male take his last breath. He could guess. He didn’t like either answer.

“Where are we going?” Yvonne’s voice was stronger now.

“Safe house,” Nolan replied.

That was standard procedure. Extract the assets, get somewhere safe, assess wounds and ongoing risk.

Nolan needed to touch Yvonne and make sure for himself she was okay, but first, they had to get out of here. They were under attack and a team like that didn’t just try once. This was only the beginning.
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FRIDAY. GRIMALDI PLACE, Chevy Chase, MD.

“What the fuck just happened?” Lee sat behind the wheel of the white Escalade watching two more SUVs burn rubber down the street.

The two other men in the Escalade didn’t answer.

Lee shoved his door open and stalked up the driveway of the Krieger home. It even had a pretentious name that showed up on internet map searches of the area.

He’d set up surveillance in a nearby house. The owners were off vacationing somewhere, which gave Lee’s team an excellent place to stage their plan. Their plan that was supposed to be executed tonight.

Who the hell were those amateurs?

Sirens wailed in the distance.

“God fucking damn it,” Lee raged.

They had to clear out now before the cops started going door to door.

A figure in black shoved up from the grass.

Someone left behind?

Lee turned toward the Escalade and waved at the two waiting men. One jumped out and jogged to catch up with Lee.

“Get him in the truck. I want answers.” He whirled back toward the street and pulled out his phone.

These Kriegers were more trouble than they were worth.
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Friday. Chevy Chase, MD.

“Where are they? Where did they go?” Samuel pounded his fist on the dash.

Everything had gone perfectly.

They’d arrived, spent an hour confirming their information about the property, then it was go time. By all accounts they should have taken the family unaware and with no security presence to speak of inside the home.

Now Samuel was down at least four men. Six hadn’t made it back to the vehicles before they’d left to try following the targets.

This was supposed to have been easy clean-up. He was supposed to be enjoying this new chapter of his life. Instead he was rushing around a country he hated trying to squash bugs.
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FRIDAY. SAFE HOUSE, Huntington Terrace, MD.

Yvonne’s head spun. Her knee had stopped bleeding, but the cut on her left arm still oozed blood. She stared down at the slowly seeping wound soaking her robe, the voices in the SUV melding together.

How had she gotten that cut?

She couldn’t remember.

Everything had happened at once.

The SUV came to an abrupt stop. She braced her good arm on the back of the driver’s seat and blinked out of the window at the single story ranch house set under mature trees in what looked like an average, DC suburb.

Her door opened, and she blinked up at Nolan.

He had such pretty eyes.

“Fuck. I need the med kit. Now.” His voice was hard, commanding. At least until he bent and took her hand in his. “Vee, it’s going to be okay.”

“I’m fine. It’s a scratch, really.” In the back of her mind she knew there were more important things to worry about. Her wounds were minor.

He held her hand up. “Babe, this is a bullet graze.”

Bullet graze?

“Here. We’re going to get you inside and I’ll tend to this.” He reached across her and unfastened the seatbelt.

“Mom...?” Yvonne glanced to her right, but her mother and Vaughn were gone.

“Hold on to me.” Nolan slid his arm around her waist.

“Need a hand?” Vaughn popped around the door, his face grim.

“I’ve got her. Get everything in the garage, will you?”

Nolan scooped her out of the back seat and strode up the walk and through the open front door into chaos.

Mom was crying and wailing incoherent words. Theodore and Dad were competing in volume. Melody hand her hands up, mouth moving.

“Everyone—quiet!” Grant bellowed.

Yvonne winced at the noise, but his command had the desired result. Everyone shut up.

“Ignore them. I’ve got you,” Nolan whispered.

He crossed to a dining table situated at the back of the open concept space comprising the home’s living room, kitchen and eating area. He set her on the table and she got her first glimpse of the team and her family since their escape.

Theodore and Douglas were both barefoot and wild-eyed. The only difference was that Douglas paced, a nervous energy emanating from him while Theo leaned up against the wall, his complexion ashen. Dad had Mom held tight to his chest, whispering into her ear while she cried, her makeup streaking down her cheeks.

The Aegis team moved around her family each with a purpose.

“Melody—status?” Grant turned toward the woman.

Melody glanced at her phone before speaking. “I’ve contacted the family’s lawyers and prepared a statement that they were not at home at the time of the break-in. We should have receipts to prove the family was out last night and stayed at a hotel so we can lay the story that this was a home invasion, couple of kids, that sort of thing no one will be interested in.”

“Equipment?”

She slid her phone into her pocket. “I verified our security is on-line. Cameras not including.”

“Good. Vaughn, get on that.” Grant nodded.

“I want some answers.” Dad pivoted to face Grant, one arm around Mom.

“I’d like some answers, too,” Grant replied.

“Here.” Nolan popped the top on a can of Coke and pushed it into Yvonne’s hand. “Drink this. No objections.”

She took the can in her right hand while Nolan bent over her left arm. She put the can to her lips and gulped down several big, fizzy gulps. The carbonation tickled her nose, but the cool liquid seemed to wake her mind up from the stupor that had settled during their mad dash out of the house.

“We need to stop the bleeding then clean this,” Nolan muttered.

“Vee—what the hell?” Theodore crossed the living room to stand in front of her.

“She’s hurt?” Dad let go of Mom, pushed past Grant and crowded in around Yvonne.

They were all so big, looming over her with demanding stares, as though she needed to do something for them right that moment. Except there wasn’t anything for her to do. She was the one who’d been hurt.

“Step back, give her some air.” Nolan flung his arm out and glared at the two men. “Breathe, Vee.”

“Get an ambulance here.” Dad pivoted, glaring at Grant and Melody, using that voice that made peons wet themselves.

“No,” Yvonne snapped. The wheels in her head were creaking, turning slowly, but at least they were turning.

“No? What?” Dad frowned at her. “Vee, baby girl, you’re hurt.”

She took another sip of the Coke and glanced at Nolan. He stared back at her, mouth set in a line, his entire focus on her. It might have been unnerving if she didn’t know him.

“It’s a flesh wound. I scraped my arm on the patio glass. An ambulance is a bad idea if our goal is to keep this quiet. Am I right?” Yvonne stared back at Nolan, daring him to correct her. “An ambulance also means more people know where we are, and that seems like a bad idea to me.”

“Yvonne’s right.” Grant either picked up on her hint or was taking the baton she so neatly handed off.

“Is anyone else hurt?” Dad turned toward his other children.

“I’m fine,” Theodore said.

Douglas shook his head. His coloring was off. Too pale with a touch of green.

“Doug?” Yvonne toed a chair out from the table. “Sit.”

The fact he crossed the room and parked his butt where she told him was enough for her to know her little brother might look okay, but his head was all jumbled up. She passed him the Coke figuring it had helped her.

“What are we doing here? Who were those people? What’s happening?” Dad paced the room. Every couple of paces he shoved a hand through his salt and pepper hair.

“We’re containing the situation, Mr. Krieger.” Grant watched her father.

“Those men—who were they after? Why?” Dad paused long enough to glare at the team.

“That man who grabbed us, he didn’t speak English. I want to say he was Asian, but...” Theodore opened and closed his mouth, then shook his head.

Nolan tipped his head forward.

This was the attack he’d feared. The retaliation.

Yvonne could see the banter unfold in her mind. Dad would continue to demand answers without sharing what they knew. Grant would make decisions based on their limited information. Nothing good would happen without a little honesty.

She closed her hand around Nolan’s forearm, his hands still applying pressure to the graze on her arm.

“Grant?” She turned her attention on the team leader. She was the only one who knew both sides. She didn’t have the luxury of being hurt and out of it right now. “If you had to guess, were these Yakuza or could they be employed by the man who was killed? Sato Ito?”

“Vee.” Theodore frowned at her, eyes wide.

Dad and Douglas both went still.

Grant grimaced, but he answered without hesitation. “They were too well-equipped to be that Yakuza gang. If I were to guess, these are Ito’s people. But that doesn’t make sense. He’s in the same business we are. Kind of. They aren’t mercenaries. They don’t do hit jobs.”

“But they might be out for revenge.” She swallowed.

“What are you getting at Vee?” Theodore still had that wary look on his face.

She stared back at her brother, weighing her options.

They had to trust someone.

Once more Yvonne directed her gaze at Grant. “We have video evidence that Douglas’ drone did not kill Sato Ito.”

Her mother gasped. “Yvonne!”

“Be quiet,” Dad snapped.

“Vee.” Douglas turned to stare up at her.

“What?” Grant took a step closer.

Nolan’s grip on her arm tightened.

She held up her good hand. “There was another man on the terrace. He shot Sato a moment before the drone fired. Sato was already down.”

“I need to see that video,” Grant said.

“Absolutely not!” Mom quick-stepped across the room, her flats tapping on the hardwood.

“Douglas can show it to you,” Yvonne said over her mother.

“You will be quiet.” Mom grabbed for Yvonne’s hand.

Nolan’s arm shot out, keeping Yvonne safe.

“I will not.” Yvonne glared at her mother. “We are in this mess because at every corner we have chosen to cover up, deflect, evade the truth. That hasn’t fixed anything. Now our lives are still at risk. I won’t sit back and do nothing. Someone else killed Sato Ito and we have evidence of it.”

Her stomach tightened. She knew what had to happen. It was the only choice since she’d let her mother walk her into the police station.

“I know what we’re going to do.” Yvonne slid her good hand between her thighs and stared at a spot on the floor where the mid-morning light cast a glare. “Yesterday morning Mom and I went to the police station. We made a report that a drone I demonstrated while on a trip was later stolen, used and recovered partially damaged. We’re going to do the right thing and go to the...FBI? CIA?”

“We have a contact with the FBI,” Grant offered.

Yvonne nodded. “Then we go to them. We tell them everything we know. Give them the video. But we stick to the story that it was me who operated the drone. Douglas will stay out of prison. It won’t cause as much of a stir. Tabby can probably back the story up. Everyone knows we are friends. We spin the story this way, and worst-case scenario, I step down or take a hiatus from the company. In a few months, this is all behind us.”

“That’s not going to work,” Douglas blurted out.

Theodore’s mouth worked silently, his brows drawn down. “You can’t be serious, Vee.”

“Grant?” Yvonne didn’t allow herself to look at her parents. She was afraid of what she’d see. “Can we count on your team backing up this story?”

Grant’s face was twisted up, like he’d chewed on a particularly sour lemon. After a few moments he said, “Yeah.”

Yvonne nodded. Her gaze caught on Mom’s.

She was beaming at Yvonne, her smile so big and bright you’d have thought Yvonne just inked a huge deal, won a title or saved children from a burning building. She glanced at Dad, now standing behind Mom. His eyes were sad. Disappointed in her again? It was something Yvonne was getting used to.

“No.” Theodore said, his voice reverberating in the silence. “No, you can’t do this.”

“If we don’t stick to the plan, then yesterday I made a false report to the police.” Yvonne looked at her big brother, the person she’d always emulated, and willed him to understand something he couldn’t.

Nothing Yvonne did mattered.

When this was over, her plan was still the same. She was resigning her position in the company, taking on a smaller role, training her replacement. And in three months, when she could no longer hide her pregnancy, she was leaving Krieger, Inc behind to start a new chapter of her life. One where her baby was the first thing she thought about every day.

This was her parting gesture to her family. They just didn’t know it yet.

Nolan’s thumbs massaged her. She lifted her chin and looked him in the eyes. Instead of judgment she saw acceptance. He was trusting her, just like he’d said he would.

What would he think of her plan if he knew all of it? Would he approve?

She hoped so.
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FRIDAY. SAFE HOUSE, Huntington Terrace, MD.

Nolan twirled the pen between his fingers while the hold music continued to play. The last thing he wanted to be doing was his job as the team’s Communication Officer. Coordinating bullshit was tedious when Yvonne sat across the room.

She was still staring into space. Her color wasn’t right. He hated the sight of the bandage on her arm and knowing how close she’d come to getting seriously hurt.

And for what?

To avoid the spotlight for the sake of stock prices or some other bullshit?

If he could scoop her up and walk out of here, he just might do it. But Yvonne had a plan, and damn it, he’d said he was going to trust her. Now he had to prove it. Whatever secrets she was keeping, he’d get them out of her, eventually.

Somewhere in the last two days he’d changed his tune completely. They’d gone from barely being able to stand each other to something more. Now that he had a chance to do this right, he wasn’t going to allow anything to get in his way.

“Hello? Hello?”

Nolan shook his head and glanced down at the pad of paper. “Yeah, I was waiting on details for tomorrow.”

The woman began rattling off names and times.

This was going to be a shit show.

He jotted it all down then after he hung up transferred his notes into the program that would populate mission data onto each team member’s device. Melody kept harping on him to just put the notes straight into the program, but Nolan liked the feel of a pen in hand.

“Nolan?”

He glanced up at Grant standing in the entrance to the garage.

“When you’re done?” Grant nodded at the empty space behind him.

“Be right there,” Nolan said.

This house wasn’t laid out the best for their needs. There was nowhere to have a private discussion. Even the office at the front of the house wasn’t ideal with the decorative doors that didn’t do anything to keep sound in.

Nolan slid his tablet under his arm, spared Yvonne one last glance, then headed toward the garage.

Grant stepped back and let him enter. Melody stood leaned up against a deep freezer, arms crossed over her chest.

Vaughn, Riley and Brenden were nowhere to be seen.

“You slept yet?” Grant asked.

“No.” Nolan hadn’t even tried lying down after this morning’s close call.

“Grant and I were talking.” Melody pushed off the deep freeze. “First, what is the nature of your relationship with Yvonne?”

“None of your business,” Nolan said without hesitation.

“Watch your tone,” Grant snapped.

“What we’re getting at,” she said over Grant, “is that we want someone to stay close to Yvonne. You and her appear to have a relationship that might mean she’d trust you more than others.”

“That’s a safe guess.” Nolan crossed his arms over his chest.

They hadn’t been that discrete last night. Yvonne had pulled up a chair right there in the guest house and hung out with them. No, he hadn’t kissed her or made any sort of move. He’d been on duty and that meant something to him. But neither had he hid that they had a spark.

“Okay.” Melody’s gaze narrowed a bit. “Your assignment is to stick close to her. She sleeps, you sleep. That sort of thing. This plan of theirs is going to blow up in our face, and I want someone there to pull her out of the fire. Are we all agreed?”

“Yeah,” Grant said.

“I can do that.” Nolan pulled his tablet out and powered on the screen. “Did you see tomorrow’s itinerary?”

“I did.” Grant glanced over his shoulder. “You think half an hour is long enough to get the others out of here?”

“Should be.” Nolan tapped the screen. “Seven thirty, the lawyer team arrives. Eight, the car service gets here. Everyone except Melody and I guess myself will ride with the family. Eight thirty the FBI arrive and we begin.”

“What about that new guy?” Grant scowled. “The one who we scooped up from the CIA? Is he any use to us in this situation?”

“You mean the one the CIA fired because he helped us? Nope. He’s currently doing off-grid training.” Nolan had looked into that already.

“Damn.” Grant blew out a breath. “Do we know who the FBI are sending over?”

“The Behavioral Analysis Team. I guess we have history with them?” Nolan hadn’t paid much attention. It seemed unusual that a team with that kind of specialization would respond to their situation.

“Yup. We’ve worked with them a few times.” Grant glanced at Nolan. “You and Melody will be running point with them. I need you and Yvonne rested and good to go tomorrow. I don’t want to see your face for the next eight hours, understand?”

“Got it.”

“Then get out of my sight. Melody and I need to talk.”

Nolan turned on his heel. It was still fairly early, but he was going to get Yvonne alone. He wanted to hold her. To check over her wounds again.

Today could have had a much different ending.

He stepped into the kitchen and shut the door.

Douglas stood in front of the refrigerator staring at its contents. “You were in my sister’s room this morning.”

Nolan stopped, studying the smaller man. Douglas had smoothed his hair down and wore flip-flops now courtesy of Melody. The younger man shut the door then turned to stare at Nolan. Or was that supposed to be a glare?

Douglas pitched his voice lower. “Whatever you think you’re doing, stop.”

That was rich coming from this kid. Was he playing the protective brother role? Or was he trying to cover his ass?

Nolan took two steps, closing the distance between them. To Douglas’ credit he didn’t back down or break eye contact.

“I’ll do what I damn well please,” Nolan whispered.

Theodore rounded the partial wall blocking the front of the house from view. “Doug, Dad needs you to show him something.”

Douglas remained where he was.

Huh.

The little troublemaker really was protective.

Nolan had to respect that even if he didn’t much care for anything else the kid did.

“Doug,” Theodore said, his tone sharp.

“Yeah, yeah. I’ll help him with his phone.” Douglas turned and stalked out of the kitchen.

Theodore took up Douglas’ post, leaning against the stainless steel fridge, studying Nolan.

“Your turn to say something?” He set the tablet on the counter then leaned on the island, arms crossed.

“Mom and Dad haven’t picked up on it. If it wasn’t for Doug insisting he saw you head up to Vee’s room, I wouldn’t believe it. Whatever you’re doing, don’t fuck with my sister.”

“I don’t think I could fuck her over more than her own family has.” Nolan couldn’t help the anger bubbling up inside of him.

Theodore nodded. “Yeah, these last two days suck. She doesn’t deserve it.”

Nolan had spent time observing the siblings. There was a closeness between Yvonne and Theodore that she didn’t share with Douglas. Was it possible her oldest brother wasn’t on board with the bullshit?

“Answer me this?” Nolan shifted his weight and pivoted, bracing a hand on the counter in front of Theodore. “Why? Why all of this?”

Theodore drew in a deep breath and stared at the marble countertop. “Vee... She always thinks she needs to do something to earn her place. You can’t tell her otherwise.”

Nolan nodded. From the outside, things looked complicated. At least Theodore knew it wasn’t all right even if he wasn’t admitting how bad it could be..

“Go. Get her to rest, will you? She’s still not well.” Theodore jerked his head toward the living room.

Nolan stepped past Theodore and rounded the breakfast bar. Douglas was bent over his father’s shoulder, looking at a phone. Mrs. Krieger was nowhere to be seen.

Yvonne glanced from the TV to Nolan.

He tilted his head toward the hall.

She didn’t acknowledge his suggestion. She just pushed the fluffy blanket off her lap and got to her feet. At some point she’d changed into yoga pants and a sweatshirt Melody had provided for her. Yvonne padded down the hall in the direction of the four bedrooms.

Nolan walked to the front door and peered out at the darkening sky.

Not a peep since they rolled in.

He glanced into the office where Riley sat staring at a monitor.

“I’m crashing,” Nolan said.

“About time.” Riley waved him off.

Nolan turned and headed down the hall. A door was open, a soft light glowing inside. He glanced over his shoulder, ensuring no one from her family saw him then stepped into the room. Yvonne shoved the door shut revealing her hiding place and walked straight into him, wrapping her arms around his waist and burying her face against his chest.

“Hey, it’s okay. It’s alright,” he whispered.

Nolan kissed the top of her head and squeezed her back.

“You haven’t slept yet, have you?” Her voice was practically a mumble.

“What’s with everyone worried about when I sleep?” He stroked her hair. “I was hoping I could convince you to rest, too. Theo said you still weren’t feeling good?”

“I’m okay. He’s just worrying.” She relaxed her hold and glanced up at him. “Where are you going to sleep?”

“Not sure. Any ideas?” Nolan wanted to stay with her, but they were still keeping a secret.

“Stay with me?” Her voice cracked at the end.

“Hey?” He cupped her face. “Whatever you’re feeling right now, it’s okay. Got it? This morning was scary and dangerous. You were hurt. It’s okay to fall apart.”

She nodded. Tears gathered on her lashes, threatening to fall.

“Get in bed. Go on.” He nudged her away from the door.

Yvonne turned and crossed to the queen bed. She pulled the blankets down and crawled in, still fully dressed. This morning would affect her for a while, but at least Nolan could help her through it, explain her reaction.

He stripped off his shirt and the Kevlar vest, then his boots and jeans, down to his underwear. He placed his handgun on the nightstand with his phone, both in easy reach. Only then did he slide into bed behind Yvonne.

She curled up against his chest, clinging to him.

“Are you ready for tomorrow?” he whispered.

“Yes. I don’t expect you to understand it—”

“I don’t have to.” He kissed the top of her head again. “You know I don’t like it. I also don’t know all the reasons why you believe this is the best course of action. I’m trusting you.”

Please don’t let me be wrong.

He remembered a long ago night when his younger brother had asked Nolan to trust him. It was the same night he’d died.

Yvonne leaned away from him a bit. “This is how I make sure I never get put in this spot again.”

“Do I get to ask questions?”

“Not yet, no.”

“Will you explain it to me later?”

“As much as I can, when I can.”

“Okay. Then I’ll trust you.”

Nolan prayed it wouldn’t turn out bad this time.
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FRIDAY. LANDOVER, MD.

Lee stood in the kitchen of the modest, two-bedroom house considering his options.

In the garage, he had the law clerk. That man had already wet himself.

In the spare bedroom, he had the hit man. That was going to be a tougher nut to crack, even with the man loaded full of bullets and slowly dying.

He wasn’t going to get anything useful out of the hit man, but he was still a tool. Something Lee could use to make his canary sing.

“Bring the Asian guy in the garage.” Lee needed to make this happen today. With someone reporting back on him, it was only a matter of time until his clients once more came calling.

There had to be progress soon.

He pushed open the door to the garage.

The man handcuffed and hooded on the chair in the middle of the room whimpered.

So far the guy had volunteered the location of his cash, his social security number, available credit card balances and that his mother was on vacation.

Two of Lee’s other men dragged the Asian hit man into the garage. He nodded at the man standing behind the clerk. The man reached forward and snatched the hood off the clerk. The man flinched, hunching his shoulders further and squeezed his eyes shut.

Lee took two steps toward the man, drew his gun and used the muzzle to lift the clerk’s chin.

“Look at me,” he demanded.

The clerk stank of sweat and piss. The man cracked one eye open, then the other.

“The Kriegers. Where are they?” Lee asked.

“I—I don’t know.”

Lee turned, aimed his weapon at the hit man then fired. Even with the silencer, the bang was loud in the enclosed space.

The hit man’s body lay on the concrete, a growing pool of blood around him.

“Oh, God. Oh my God. Oh fuck. Oh my God,” the clerk chanted.

“Let’s try this again. Where are the Kriegers?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know, honest. But...” The clerk stared up at Lee, eyes wide with hope. “My boss. He was on the phone with the FBI all afternoon. Lately he’s just been dealing with the Kriegers. Whatever he was talking about, it’s got to be for them, right?”

That made sense.

The news hadn’t reported the attack, which meant the Kriegers were likely keeping the whole event a secret via their lawyers. Rich fucking people couldn’t do a God damn thing without their lawyers.

“My boss has a meeting with them tomorrow. I think. At least that’s what he was saying.”

Finally, something he could work with.

Follow the lawyer, find the Kriegers.

Easy enough.

“Thanks. You’ve been very helpful.” Lee holstered his gun.

The job would be an ugly snatch and grab. He couldn’t plan for a smooth abduction like he’d been doing in Japan. But he’d get the job done, acquire the information and deliver it all wrapped up in a nice, neat bow. Then he was getting the hell out of this country and lying low.
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Saturday. Safe House, Washington, DC.

Samuel stared out the window toward the airport. Dawn was just coloring the horizon a dismal gray.

It was almost twenty-four hours since they’d failed to capture the Krieger family. Samuel’s contacts had run into a wall. No one knew where they were. It was as if the family had vanished.

Karuki’s face reflected back in the glass.

“What?” Samuel snapped. “Do you want me to say you were right? That we should go home and hope this dies?”

“That’s not an option,” Karuki said.

Samuel turned to face the man. “Why?”

“Police showed up at the office today. They wanted to ask you questions about your brother’s death. It would appear it’s not wrapped up.”

“Fucking hell.” Samuel dragged his hand over his face.

If he could go back and tell his old self to wait sixty seconds to pull that gun, Ito might be dead anyway and none of this would be Samuel’s problem. Instead, here he was chasing his tail.

Now he had no choice but to tie up the loose ends and return home to feign ignorance about who his brother’s true killer was.

“May I make a suggestion, sir?” Karuki asked.

“Spit it out.”

“I’d like to reach out to my cousin. He... He has connections here.”

“Throwing in your lot with me? Are you sure you want to do that?” Samuel chuckled. He was corrupting a good man. If he had a conscience, it would be screaming at him now.

“You took away my choice when you threatened my family.”

“Talk to your cousin. Go.”

Samuel dismissed the man and turned back to watch the sun rise on a new day.
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SATURDAY. SAFE HOUSE, Huntington Terrace, MD.

Nolan watched the black SUVs ease out onto the street. The house seemed to finally breathe now that everyone save him, Melody and Yvonne were gone. The atmosphere had been decidedly tense ever since he’d woken up at the crack of dawn. From the pointed stares it was easy enough to infer that things had gone down between his team and the Kriegers last night while he slept.

Whatever happened, Nolan didn’t care. His focus today was keeping Yvonne safe. Their most dangerous windows were the half hour blocks before the FBI arrived and when they left. For now, it was just the three of them.

Melody had donned a Kevlar vest under today’s blouse and jacket. He’d even seen a holster concealed under her blazer, which was new. To his knowledge, Melody rarely carried her weapon. And that meant he wasn’t the only one who didn’t like the way things were going.

Soft footsteps padded down the hall. The hair on the back of his neck rose and his skin seemed to tingle.

He turned his head just enough so the moment Yvonne stepped out of the hall he caught a glimpse of her.

She sighed and stopped barefoot on the tile. “Do I really need to wear this?”

“Yes.” He didn’t have to look to know she was talking about the bullet-proof vest.

Melody stepped in, playing the good cop. “We want to be extra careful, Vee. Here, I got you a pair of flats.”

“We aren’t going anywhere.” Yvonne’s irritation pleased Nolan. If she was feeling good enough to be annoyed, she was back to being herself. “If this place isn’t safe, shouldn’t we go somewhere else? A hotel?”

Melody never missed a beat. “We can’t control who comes and goes at a hotel. It’s a risk for all the same reasons you might want to go there. Plus, hotels are public. If something happened today and your name was associated with it, don’t you think people would begin asking questions about what happened at your house, too?”

Yvonne didn’t answer immediately. “Will the FBI be here soon?”

Nolan snorted. Answering questions with a question. She was in her VP role today, ready to give orders, not take them.

“Soon.” He pivoted, keeping one eye on the street and sparing Yvonne a glance.

Melody had dressed Yvonne from her clothes for today’s meeting. The skirt was a little tight across Yvonne’s hips, but the billowing top did nice things for her figure besides just hiding the Kevlar vest underneath. Voluptuous. Curvy. He wanted to get his hands on her right now.

“I’m going to make coffee,” Melody announced and disappeared into the kitchen.

“Come here.” Nolan held out his hand.

Yvonne crossed the foyer, wrapping her arms around his waist. Her hair was back up in a twist, but she wasn’t as put together as before. Something was off. Something he knew he wouldn’t like. Soon he hoped she’d tell him everything. Against his better judgment he’d grown to care for her. He’d been right. From the moment he accepted he couldn’t get her out of his head, he’d known that they had something special. Something that went beyond great sex and compatible bodies to something deeper. He didn’t know how long this would last or where it would take them, but he’d be an idiot to let her go so long as she was willing to put up with him. Or made time for him. When they were both married to work, it was hard to see how this could last. But he had to try.

“What are you thinking about?” Yvonne asked.

“Trying to decide where I’m going to take you on our first, real date.”

“You think we’re going on a date?” She peered up at him, a brow arched.

He turned his attention from the street to her. “You think we aren’t?”

Yvonne’s lip quirked and her eyes danced.

He kissed her forehead.

Yeah, moments like these were why he was going to cut his heart out and give it to her to do what she wanted with it. Maybe he was crazy for going in knowing how things would end, but he’d never been one to hold back from a challenge.

Tires squealed out on the street. He glanced at the window and frowned as a distant engine roared closer.

Warning bells clamored in the back of his head.

“Mel? Melody?” Nolan took a step back, then another, dragging Yvonne with him.

Melody rounded the breakfast bar. “What?”

A dark SUV slammed to a stop out front of the house. Another one screeched to a stop behind it.

Men poured out, armed and masked.

They were outnumbered.

Everything slowed to a crawl while Nola’s mind raced.

There was only so far Nolan would get Yvonne on foot followed by that many people. The fences on either side were too exposed. The house backed up to a drainage ditch with a thirty-foot drop, which had been appealing at the time of selecting this safe house because it ensured one side of the property was protected. Now, that fact put them in a no-win situation.

These men were going to take Yvonne. Alone, he couldn’t stop them. The best thing he could do for her was to ensure she could be tracked and followed as soon as possible.

Yvonne clutched him. “What—”

“Vee?” Nolan shoved her away from the door. He ripped his Lepta Team bracelet off his wrist and shoved it down the neck of her shirt.

“Shit,” Melody spat catching sight of the small army out front.

“Mel, hide. Get Grant on the phone. We need backup.” Nolan dragged Yvonne to the hall closet and backed her into it. “Whatever happens, cooperate with them. Buy us time to find you. I will find you. Do you understand?”

Yvonne stared up at him, her eyes wide with fear.

He loved her, and she was about to be ripped from him.

“They’re coming,” Melody said from the office.

Nolan committed Yvonne’s face to memory. This might be the last time he saw her, and he still didn’t know her secrets.

“I will find you.” And if he didn’t, his team would.

He shut the door on her then turned toward the front of the house. “Mel, I thought I told you to hide.”

“Hide where?” She stood with her back flat against the wall in the office staring out the window.

Shadows moved on the other side of the front door.

Something hit the solid wooden door. Screws popped off the hinges.

He side stepped to the left and lifted his gun.

Once more something—it had to be a door ram—slammed into the wood. This time the front door broke free of the hinges, toppling inward before pitching to the right.

Nolan fired.

Something hard connected with his head. He pitched backward, staggering as his vision swam. A hissing sound and smoke filled the room. Some kind of gas.

Hands grabbed Nolan. Pain blossomed in his right arm and he dropped his gun.

“Hold him,” a man barked out.

That voice was familiar.

Where had Nolan heard it before?

“Find the girl,” the same man said.

Nolan blinked his blurry eyes.

These men were also dressed in black, but these were not the Yakuza who’d attacked the Krieger home. Whoever these men were, they were different. And they were after Yvonne.

Figures dispersed through the house. Doors banged open.

“Let go of me. No.” Melody coughed and her heels skidded on the floor.

“She’s not here, sir,” a different man called out from the hall.

“She’s here,” the man with the familiar voice said.

Nolan’s eyes stung, and it was hard to breathe. He still strained to look at the man.

The guy in charge approached Nolan, staring down at him from behind a gas mask. For a moment Nolan and the man stared at each other.

There was no point in issuing threats. That would only inform the man how important Yvonne was to Nolan, and he wanted this enemy to underestimate him. Let him think Nolan was simply a bodyguard.

“Someone point a gun at the woman’s head.”

Nolan’s gut knotted.

At least four men lifted their weapons to aim at Melody. To her credit she barely flinched.

“Don’t tell then anything,” Melody said.

“Wasn’t planning on it.” Nolan wouldn’t give Yvonne up.

The coat closet door banged open.

“Stop,” Yvonne yelped.

“No,” Nolan snarled. He pushed to his feet.

The butt of a rifle connected with the side of his head and he pitched sideways.

“Get her into the SUV. Tie these two up,” the leader said.

The car.

This was the man who’d been eyeing Douglas’ sports car.

They’d been so blinded by the family drama that they’d allowed whoever this man was to get close enough to pull this off. And now Yvonne would pay.

Nolan kept his mouth shut when he wanted to call after Yvonne.

I’ll find you.

We’ll bring you home safe.

I love you.

But he couldn’t say any of that.

The familiar man crouched next to Nolan while Melody’s hands were bound to her ankles. His face was obscured by a knit mask, but it was the eyes Nolan remembered.

“No cops. No FBI. No media coverage. Anyone comes sniffing, she dies. Understand? I’ll be in touch.” The man patted Nolan’s cheek. “Let’s get out of here.”

Two men shoved Nolan to the ground.

This man wasn’t leaving them dead. He wanted Yvonne for a purpose, and that meant she had a higher chance of living through this. If she gave the man what he wanted.

“What the fuck, Nolan?” Melody spat as the men fled the house.

“What?” He twisted his wrist, wiggling his watch around.

“You barely put up a fight. We could have—”

“What? We could have—what Mel? Get ourselves killed? Put Vee’s life in more danger?”

There.

He felt the snick of the spring release along the watch give. Now he hooked his fingers into the band and shifted it until he found resistance. The little hidden blade wasn’t good for much but it was sharp.

“Where did those men come from?” Melody asked.

“The ring leader’s that guy I told you about. The one who was interested in Doug’s car.” Nolan grit his teeth and sawed harder. “We have to get free before the FBI show up.”

“How?”

Nolan flexed his arms.

The restraint popped.

He sat up and reached for the knife in his boot.

“How the hell?” Melody gaped at him.

He sliced the bonds around his ankles then the one dangling from his wrist.

There were minutes to spare and the front door was busted.

How were they going to pull this off?

Nolan cut Melody’s wrists free then thrust the knife into her hands to release her ankles. “Let Grant know. Send them to the next safe house and start tracking Yvonne. We need to get on their tail as fast as possible.”

He shoved to his feet and sprinted across to the front door. He grabbed the slab of wood and propped it on its end.

Did he think he could sell this?

A black SUV pulled up then into the drive.

No time.

Nolan let the door drop to the ground then strode out to meet the agents. A version of the truth would have to work.

A man in a suit got out of the passenger seat. He studied Nolan, one brow slightly lifted, mouth in a line.

“You must be Nolan Thompson. I’m Ryan Brooks.” The man extended his hand.

“The family’s location has been compromised. Meeting is off,” Nolan said.

“Is everyone okay? Where are they?”

“That’s on a need to know basis.” Nolan crossed his arms over his chest.

For now he’d play along with this mystery man’s rules, but soon they’d be playing Nolan’s game and he intended to win.
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SATURDAY. UNKNOWN LOCATION.

Yvonne couldn’t stop shaking. She wasn’t cold, but that didn’t matter.

What had Melody said that first day about what to do if kidnapped?

The words slipped away from Yvonne. At the time she’d been annoyed. She hadn’t properly listened. Now she couldn’t recall the first thing Melody had said.

Nolan had promised her he’d find her. Yvonne wanted to blindly trust those words, but she didn’t know if he was still alive or dead.

Were these people connected to the Yakuza who’d attacked the house? The same ones who’d kidnapped Douglas?

She wasn’t going to do herself any good if she kept panicking. She had to calm down. Maybe if she did, she’d be able to remember the presentation Melody had given them.

Deep breath.

Her shakes subsided a bit.

Yvonne drew air in through her nose.

Her head stopped buzzing and her field of vision began to grow from the narrow tunnel. Then again, being aware of everything else wasn’t necessarily a comforting thing.

She was alone and relatively unhurt. The masked men had cut her clothes off, removing the vest and both the tracking device Nolan had shoved at her and the one she’d worn attached to her bra since day one. Now she wore ill fitting sweatpants and a T-shirt.

The room was clean. It wasn’t like something off TV or the movies with dank corners and the ever-present sound of dripping water. The cinderblock walls had been painted. The floor was laminate wood. Someone had taken effort to make the ceiling look tidy.

Besides the wooden chair she was tied to there was a futon, three other chairs and a card table.

If she had to guess, this was a basement somewhere.

How long had they driven?

It had felt like ages with that bag over her head.

The men hadn’t spoken to her once except when they’d stripped her down to her underwear, and even then it had been short and to the point.

They didn’t want to violate her. At least not yet.

Her stomach knotted up.

What about the baby?

She didn’t know the first thing about what might hurt it.

Nolan had told her to buy time. Cooperate.

More time passed.

Her stomach began to growl. Muscles ached from being forced into one position. Her tailbone went numb. Her shivers stopped. Even her fear subsided to the point that her mind began to wander.

Where was Nolan now?

What if she didn’t survive?

What if he was dead?

She should have told him about the baby. Her fear wasn’t a good enough excuse. She’d allowed herself to put it off, and now she might never get the chance.

Something banged overhead.

Wood squeaked.

She turned her head toward the stairs and held her breath as someone descended the stairs. Her mouth dried up, and a tremble shook her.

A pair of black boots came into view.

Dark jeans.

A black knit shirt.

A bag.

A cup.

And finally a face. Or actually, a mask with a face painted on it with red lips and rosy cheeks.

“Sorry about the wait.” The man’s voice was muffled.

He set the brown paper bag and the cup on the card table.

They hadn’t been violent or threatening. She held tight to those facts.

The man turned to face her. “Do you need to use the restroom?”

She needed to buy as much time as she could. “Yes.”

“Before I do this, be aware that there are four men watching the door upstairs. Their orders are to shoot to kill. Understand?” He spoke calmly, casually. As if they were discussing meeting details.

“Understood.” Yvonne’s voice only shook a little.

The man pulled a knife out of his pocket and circled her. He sliced the bonds away without hurting her.

“Bathroom is through there. You have a minute. Go.” The man lifted his hand and looked at a watch.

He was literally counting the seconds.

Yvonne got to her feet. Pins and needles stabbed her calves. She hobbled across to the bathroom and stepped inside. It was small, barely room for a shower, toilet and vanity.

She didn’t need to go, she needed time. She turned on the tap then opened the medicine cabinet.

Empty.

She knelt and checked under the sink.

Also empty.

There wasn’t anything to use to protect herself.

“Time’s running out,” the man said on the other side of the door.

Yvonne pulled at her clothes then flushed the toilet. She’d just stuck her hands under the water when the door jerked open. The flinch she couldn’t help, but after that she stood her ground, splashed a little water on her face and the back of her neck.

“Come eat and we’ll talk,” the man said.

“If all you wanted to do was talk, we could have scheduled a meeting.”

The man barked a laugh. She flinched and a cold sweat broke out under her arms.

“You’ve got some nerve. I like that.” He gestured to the card table. “Sit.”

She considered standing, but trying the man’s patience didn’t seem wise. Not when he was otherwise being pleasant to deal with for a kidnapper.

Yvonne perched on the indicated chair. The man reached past her and pulled two hot dogs and a couple condiment packets out for her. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten a hot dog.

“Yvonne, I may call you by your first name, can’t I?” He sat across from her and leaned his forearms on the table.

“What should I call you?” She tore open the ketchup and daubed the hot dogs with it.

“You shouldn’t. It’s better that way.”

She didn’t want to take a bite, but he did anyway. Chewing would give her enough reason to think through any answers he wanted her to give.

“Look, Yvonne, I know you don’t have what I want, but the truth is you’re the person I could get.” He spread his hands.

“What is it you want?” She took her first bite.

“Access codes, obviously. I mean, who doesn’t want those? Am I right?” He chuckled and paused.

She kept chewing.

“I understand Theodore’s the one who has access to the codes. It’s him I really wanted, so I guess I’m sorry we’re going to have to go down this route.”

Yvonne didn’t like the way he was staring at her or how he was speaking. She swallowed then asked, “What route?”

“Well, I’ll have to scare your brother into giving me the codes now, and that means torturing you enough that he gives me what I want.” The man spoke calmly. There was such a disconnect between his words and his body language that it was hard for Yvonne to wrap her head around all of it.

He was going to torture her even though he couldn’t get what he wanted to prove that he would do terrible things.

Think.

“Those codes are going to be useless,” she said as logic kicked in. “The FBI was about to arrive to meet with me. When they know I’m missing, all the codes will be changed. Theo won’t have them to give to you.”

“Eh.” The man shrugged. “I think your bodyguard will take care of that for us.”

“Nolan?”

“I’ve been watching you two. He’s really into you. I bet he has the FBI eating out of his hand by now.” The man crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back.

“I can get the codes for you,” she blurted.

“Desperation doesn’t look good on you, sweetheart.”

“I can get them.” She dropped the hotdog to the table and leaned forward. Her baby’s life depended on selling this story. “My family doesn’t know this, but I’m about to leave the company. I don’t care what happens to the business. I’ll do whatever you want.”

“This isn’t a negotiation, Yvonne.” His voice lowered, his tone so cold it had her shivering again. “I’m going to show you how serious I am about this, and after that, we’ll have another conversation about what you might be able to do for me.”

She pressed her hand against her stomach, mind scrambling for something she could give this man that would stop him before they’d begun.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

18.

[image: image]


Saturday. Arlington, VA.

Nolan knew whatever waited for him at the little, red blip wasn’t something he was going to like. Since he’d stonewalled the FBI, they’d been running balls to the wall trying to catch up with Yvonne’s tail.

Three tracking devices and this was the last one.

No one had said anything, but it was obvious that her kidnappers had stripped her of each device. Nolan had found the bracelet tracker on a sidewalk. The tracker he’d shoved inside her vest was in some bushes. Their last hope was the tracker Yvonne had kept clipped to her bra strap.

Melody kept pace with him, her phone pressed to her ear and Grant no doubt tearing her a new asshole.

This was on him. He’d been the operative in charge of Yvonne’s safety for that half-hour window, and he’d failed her.

There was no question in his mind he’d find Yvonne, but would he be in time?

The masked man had given Nolan a list of rules. That told Nolan that the guy wanted something. There would be an exchange of goods, intel or money, and that meant Yvonne was valuable.

“Grant and Riley will be here in a minute,” Melody said.

“What?” Nolan stopped and whirled. “The rest of the family is a target.”

“And the FBI showed up at the hotel ten minutes ago demanding answers for Yvonne’s calling off the meeting.” Melody slid her phone into the pocket of her jeans. It was a rare day when she wore anything except slacks or a skirt. Today was clearly not going according to schedule.

“Whatever. My focus is Yvonne.” He glanced at his phone and adjusted his direction.

“I can see that.” Melody kept pace with him. “Nolan?”

“What?”

“We’re going to have to talk.”

“So—talk.”

“You aren’t hearing me.”

“I can hear you just fine.”

Melody blew out an exasperated breath.

A familiar dark SUV rounded the end of the street before whipping into the small parking lot of a donut shop. Grant and Riley climbed out, their gazes scanning the street, the businesses.

Nolan stepped through a fence and into a pay-by-the-hour parking lot. This time of day it was full.

The signal was close.

Nolan tuned out the others. The only thing he saw was the blinking red dot on his phone screen. Deep down he knew Yvonne wasn’t going to be there. His heart wasn’t listening to that logic.

He jogged between the cars, cut left then between two vans and stopped at a light pole.

Sitting on the concrete foundation was a lump of something swathed in the silky material of the top Melody had loaned Yvonne.

Nolan balled his hands into fists and stared at the object.

“What did you find?” Grant joined him and they both stared.

“Move.” Melody nudged them aside. She pulled out a pair of rubber gloves, wiggled her hands into them then reached for the object.

“Wait,” Riley blurted. He was the last to join their little ring of people. “Is that a good idea?”

“No.” Melody tugged at an end of the fabric, forcing the object to unroll until they could see what it was.

A cell phone. Likely a burner.

Melody picked it up and powered on the screen.

There was one text message.

“What does it say?” Grant asked.

Melody tapped the screen. “Video.”

Nolan did not want to see this.

She found a video file saved on the phone.

He couldn’t move. All he could do was ball his hands into fists.

The screen perfectly framed Yvonne sitting in a chair. Normally Nolan would zero in on things like distinguishing characteristics in the background, anything that would help him identify where and when it had been taken. But all he could do was stare at Yvonne’s face. Her eyes were round and fearful. Her body shook. Sweat and blood trickled down the side of her face. Her lower lip was swollen. She was wearing different clothes, oversized sweats.

“No, please.” Her voice was faint. “You don’t have to do this.”

She pressed back in the chair as if she could escape something on the other side of the camera.

A figure entered the frame.

Sparks flew from a hand-held Taser.

“Theodore Krieger will supply us with access codes and a window of twenty-four hours to use them. In four hours we will begin removing fingers and toes, one each hour, until our demands have been met. After that the pieces will get bigger.”

“No!”

The video cut off mid-scream.

“God damn it.” Nolan whirled and punched the side of a pickup truck.

The vehicle’s alarm blared.

“Fuck. Nolan.” Grant grabbed Nolan by the arm and hauled him out from between the cars.

Melody followed along behind them. “This is bad.”

“It’s a standard, store-bought Taser. That things more scary than harmful.” Riley came up on Nolan’s other side. “Her wounds were superficial. They’re scaring her to make a good video for the family.”

Nolan should see all of this, but the thing on repeat in his mind were Yvonne’s fear-filled eyes. “We can’t show this to the family.”

Riley glanced at Nolan. “We need to be honest with the FBI.”

Nolan shook his head. “No. We find her ourselves.”

“Guys?” Melody called out. “Guys.”

There was something about the note Melody’s voice hit that stopped all three men in their tracks. They turned to face the petite woman who’d stopped a few feet back. She glanced away from them and shifted her weight from foot to foot.

“What is it?” Grant asked.

“I believe Yvonne is pregnant.” Each word sounded as though it were dragged from Melody’s depths.

That last word hit Nolan in the solar plexus.

Pregnant?

His mind turned it over, not comprehending the meaning at first.

Pregnant.

With child.

A baby.

Yvonne’s voice whispered in the back of his mind, replaying one of their private moments. I haven’t been with anyone but you in two years.

“How sure are you about this?” Grant asked, taking it all in stride.

“Fairly certain.” Melody glanced at Nolan then away.

“Certain enough—”

“She’s pregnant, okay?” Melody took a step forward and glared at him. “No question about it. Yvonne is pregnant.”

Nolan swallowed. Or tried to. His mouth was too dry.

All those moments when Yvonne had looked like she was holding something back he’d assumed it was related to her brother or the threats against the family. Was it this? Or had she never intended to tell him? Maybe she had other plans for the pregnancy?

“Fuck,” Grant spat. “We need to load up, get back to the hotel, circle in Zain and figure out what the hell we’re doing.”

“Come on, man,” Riley muttered and nudged Nolan back toward where they’d parked.

Nolan could barely manage to put one foot in front of the other. His mind was too stunned to process what he’d just been told. Melody and Grant spoke, Riley chimed in, but if they said to Nolan, he didn’t hear them. He didn’t even wait to speak to the others before heading to where he’d parked the SUV.

“Nolan—wait.” Melody’s footsteps slapped the concrete behind him.

He stopped in front of the truck and turned to face the woman who was supposed to be part of his team.

“How long have you known?” he asked.

“I don’t know anything for sure.” Melody held her hands up. The gloves were gone. “Let’s get in the SUV and we’ll talk on the way.”

“No. I want some fucking answers, Mel.”

“Fine. The facts. You were with Yvonne six weeks ago in Vegas. She asked me to get four kinds of pregnancy tests in Kyoto. She’s been nauseous and vomiting since I met her. Odors bother her. Then a few days ago she begged me to help sneak her out of the house to see a doctor. An OBGYN. I’ve asked multiple times if I can help her track down the father and she only says no, thank you or that she knows where the father is. She’s a client. An asset. Whatever. I couldn’t break that trust even though it’s obvious to me who the father is.”

“You wouldn’t have told me if she weren’t kidnapped.”

“No. It’s not my place, Nolan. What I want to happen and what’s her right are two different things.”

“I should at least get to know. Shouldn’t I? How did this happen?” He shoved a hand through his hair.

“If you need me to explain that one—”

“Shut up,” Nolan snapped then winced. “Sorry. Just get in the car.”

Melody nodded, and they each climbed in the SUV. He gripped the wheel, but didn’t yet crank the engine.

Nolan had to put his feelings aside. They were getting in the way of seeing how to rescue Yvonne. Getting worked up about the likelihood she was pregnant wasn’t going to bring her home. If she were another asset, he’d have been evaluating the video, parsing out what was said, how they presented their demands. He’d have seen what Riley saw—that the video was flashy, for show, to scare the family into cooperating.

Well, Nolan intended to get Yvonne back alive. They had a lot to talk about.

He reached over and buckled his seatbelt. “First, we can’t let the family know about the baby. That is going to cloud their judgment.”

“You think so?” Melody asked.

“Yes. Think about it. Mrs. Krieger manipulated all of this so that Douglas would be kept out of the fire. I don’t trust her to make decisions based on what’s best for Yvonne if Mrs. Krieger has ulterior motives.”

“Yvonne seemed very concerned about not letting her family know about visiting the doctor. She had me book the appointment under a pseudonym.”

“Let Grant know?”

“Texting him now.”

“Next, I want to get Yvonne’s friend on the phone. Tabby. If Yvonne told anyone about the results, it would be Tabby. We need to know how fragile Yvonne is, how far along, if the doctor told her anything.”

“Tabby, got it. Actually, I think I have her number.”

“Whoever these guys are, they’ve been staking us out. They saw Douglas’ car. They knew where we were. That means we probably have them on video somewhere and just didn’t pay them any mind because we were distracted by Douglas’ bullshit.” He turned the wheel and got them out on the street, riding the accelerator hard.

He’d been right all along.
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SATURDAY. SAFE HOUSE.

Lee watched the map. The circle denoting the burner phone’s location shifted a block, then disappeared.

It hadn’t taken long for the tracking devices to be found. This team was good. Lee knew they were lucky to have had a big enough head start on them. With any luck, Yvonne was correct and her family and the security team would spend considerable time chasing their tails.

If only every mark was as cooperative as Ms. Krieger.

“It is done,” he announced and powered off his phone screen.

“You think they bought it?” Yvonne turned her head and looked at him. She’d cleaned the blood off her forehead, but the bruising had already begun to darken her delicate skin.

“You’d better hope so.”

“I could have pretended, you know?”

“But then, how would you know I was serious with my threats?” Lee grinned at her even though she couldn’t see his face for the mask.

She stared at him, her unspoken emotions written on her face. He could hear her spat the words monster, terrorist, and a dozen others.

“Blindfold.” He tapped the silken sleep mask on her lap.

She picked up the accessory and fit it over her face. “There.”

Lee reached over and waved his hand in front of her eyes.

She didn’t move.

He flicked the end of her nose.

She jumped and batted his hand away. “Ouch! Hey.”

“Just checking.” He pealed his mask off then signaled his team.

They’d have a short amount of time to pull this off, but if they were lucky, he’d have the codes in an hour or two. Then he had to decide which end of the bargain he’d uphold. The one his clients had paid for, or the one he’d made with Yvonne.
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SATURDAY. WASHINGTON, DC.

Samuel tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. He’d divided his remaining men and had them out, hitting up contacts, checking out Krieger properties, places they frequented. If he was going to skate out of this free of his brother’s death, that video had to be destroyed. It was his smoking gun, the only thing that could give him away.

If he didn’t find the Kriegers today, Samuel expected his men to turn on him. They were jackals. They were about survival, and right now Samuel was their weak one. This video, this thing with the Kriegers, it was about fighting for survival.

The disposable cell phone in the cup holder rang.

He answered it without checking who it might be.

“What?”

“Found then,” Karuki said.

“Where?”

“If I tell you, I get to leave and you never think about my family.”

“Yes.” In the long run Samuel didn’t want anyone on his side that didn’t want to be there. Karuki was a means to an end.

“My cousin’s contacts identified the Krieger family checking into The Madison, one of those Hilton Hotels.”

This was Samuel’s break.

He wouldn’t waste it again.
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SATURDAY. THEODORE’S Condo, Bethesda, VA.

Yvonne stared at the brick face of her brother’s condo. Theodore hardly ever stayed here. He rented it out to friends that needed somewhere to stay for business trips more than he used it. To her knowledge the only time he spent there was around the holidays, otherwise he was in California, just like her.

She didn’t know if she should hope they pulled this off, or that Nolan would find her. If she got in there and accessed the security codes with her brother’s secure connection to the company’s servers she would be giving bad people unrestricted access to the government’s systems and millions of people’s computers. If she failed and Nolan cornered them, Yvonne might die in the conflict.

If she weren’t pregnant, it would be an easy decision. She’d hold out. But she had more to think about than just her own well-being. Her moral compass was confused. All she knew was that she’d chosen a path of action and now she had to stick to it.

The only way to tell her family where she was, was to play along.

There were easily a dozen different things that could go wrong. System administrators could change the codes just to be safe. The connection to the servers could be down. People could be staying there. But she had to try.

A man rounded the corner, head down, hat pulled low. He paused then waved a hand.

“All’s clear,” her driver and the leader of this bunch said.

He shifted the SUV into drive and eased around behind the condo to the garage. Safely out of sight, he turned toward her and leaned in.

Her nose still hurt from earlier.

“You fuck us over, I fuck you up. Understand?” His gaze bored into the side of her head.

“Understood.”

“Let’s go.”

Yvonne waited for one of the masked men to open her door. Her legs still felt like jelly from the electrical shocks.

She pushed those memories aside. Now wasn’t the time to get lost in fear.

Yvonne let herself into the tiny backyard attached to the condo. It wasn’t more than a few feet of grass butting up to a raised patio. She tip-toed her way into the small flower bed and picked up a decorative fake rock. The plastic concealed a bottom that slid out and a key to the condo.

Her kidnapper took the key from her and went to the back door, letting them into Theodore’s home. She listened to the beeps that meant he was disarming the security system with the code she’d given him.

“Bring her in here,” the man called out.

One guy grabbed her elbow, wrenching her arm up as if she’d refused to cooperate.

“Hey.” She glared and did her best to keep up with him, twisted oddly to one side.

“Easy,” the leader said when they were through the sliding glass doors. “She’s going to need that arm. Here. You’ve got fifteen minutes.”

He passed her the laptop bag.

Yvonne took the bag to the front office where Theodore had an Ethernet cable that would allow him direct access to work. She was the only other person who knew his logins, a fact neither had shared with anyone before. She whispered a silent apology to her brother as the laptop booted up.

If Theodore had his phone on him, he’d know someone was in the house. He’d be able to send Nolan and the others here. Now, the question was—would she finish before anyone could get to the condo or not?

She still didn’t know what outcome to hope for.
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SATURDAY. THE MADISON, Washington, DC.

Nolan paced the swanky DC hotel while the Kriegers bickered. Against Nolan’s judgment Grant had showed the family the video. Their responses were varied.

Mrs. Krieger wanted to wait for orders.

Mr. Krieger and Douglas advocated for telling the FBI, getting more help.

Theodore thought they should send Nolan and the others after these guys.

Nolan was beginning to like Theodore.

Sadly there wasn’t much to do. Zain had pulled in their other IT guy, Gavin, to comb through surveillance videos surrounding the parking lot. Whoever had dropped the phone off had picked an excellent spot. It was only partially visible, but even that glimpse of a figure in dark clothes hadn’t helped them identify the target.

They were in a holding pattern until something happened, either they got lucky or the kidnappers reached out with more demands.

Would electrical shock harm the baby?

His mind shied away from the question as soon as it materialized.

It was all too much to wrap his head around right now. He had to remain focused on getting Yvonne back. Once they’d accomplished that he could worry about the other thing. If he went down that road now he’d lose his focus.

His tablet chimed. He picked it up off a side table and glanced at the message.

Gavin had dug deeper into the van Nolan had seen and the SUVs captured on their surveillance. Both dead ends.

“Fuck,” Nolan muttered.

“What is it?”

He turned toward Theodore, who’d extracted himself from the family bickering.

“Nothing.” Nolan set the tablet down a bit too hard.

“Can’t you track her?”

“They took the trackers off her.”

Theodore ran his hand through his hair and turned toward the window. “If you keep waiting on us to decide something, we’re going to get Yvonne killed.”

“I won’t let that happen.”

He turned to look at Nolan. “Promise?”

“I’m going to pretend you didn’t ask me that.”

“She’s my sister,” Theodore practically snarled.

He shoved his hand into his pocket and glanced at the screen, a frown curving his mouth.

The hair on the back of Nolan’s neck rose.

“What is it?” He leaned over to look at Theodore’s phone.

“The alarm at my condo in Bethesda was just disarmed.”

“Do you have cameras?”

“Yeah. Here.” Theodore clicked the notification then brought up a camera feed. “Fuck.”

Two figures in black wearing ski masks stood in his kitchen.

Nolan took the phone and swiped through the feeds.

Six men and—there.

Yvonne sat at a desk, a laptop in front of her. He could see a swollen lump on the side of her head. The light coming in from the front windows showed off the bruise that had begun to discolor her pretty face.

“Grant. Guys.” Nolan turned and caught their gaze. “Let’s go.”

“Go? Where?” Douglas glanced from Nolan to Grant.

“Suit up, load out.” Grant didn’t ask, he just grabbed his equipment bag. “Melody’s in charge.”

“You can’t just leave,” Mrs. Krieger squawked.

Theodore grabbed Nolan’s arm. “Bring her back.”

“I will.”

Nolan shook off Theodore’s hold, snagged his bag and joined the others filing out of the room. Melody stood at the door, jacket off and weapons visible. It was easy to see her as only the suit wearing, pretty talker. Even Nolan had forgotten that under that she’d trained for this role and how to pull her weight in an emergency. Building security was on hand in the hall to back her up, but she was holding the line for them. Which was why it was important they get Yvonne back as soon as possible.

They’d fallen victim to a threat they hadn’t anticipated. Now they knew they were facing several fronts of assault with a limited team. Not great odds, but they’d come through worse.

“Where?” Grant asked as they filed down the stairs rather than wait for the elevator.

“Theodore’s condo, ten miles from here. Looks like she’s on a computer there.”

“On a computer?” Riley took the stairs two at a time. “Shouldn’t we let the family know so they can—”

“And fuck up her buying herself time?” Nolan didn’t spare Riley a glare.

Within minutes they were back in their SUVs, weaving through traffic. Though only ten miles separated them, it took much longer to traverse the busy city. Nolan wanted to hold on to the phone, watch Yvonne’s progress, what happened, but he was better use behind the wheel.

“What’s our plan?” Vaughn asked, his voice also coming through the comm. Nolan had in his ear.

“Gavin here, filling in for Zain.”

Grant must have looped the guys back home in on the feed. That was a relief to know they had eyes out there on them.

“Best I can tell is that we’ve got six inside on camera and two watching the street.” Keys clicked in the background from wherever Gavin was working. “I’m sending you a staging location. My suggestion is to come at the condo from two sides, take down the look-outs, then proceed inside.”

“I agree that’s our best approach,” Grant chimed in. “We want to avoid them barricading inside the house. Whoever these guys are, they want something. They’re professionals, which means they want to live through this to get a paycheck.”

“What about communicating with Yvonne?” Nolan wasn’t on Gavin or Zain’s level of techno-whiz, but he had a good idea what their capabilities were.

“I thought about that.” Gavin’s voice was grim. “Hacking this home network is going to take time we don’t have.”

“Is there another option? Anything in the house that we could compromise? A home assistant? Ice maker? We have his phone—”

“You what? You have the owner’s phone and didn’t fucking say so?”

Grant broke in. “I didn’t realize that made a difference. Sorry.”

Gavin and Grant spent a moment rigging the phone to communicate with the Aegis network. By the time it was done, Nolan was pulling up to the street a block away where they’d stage their approach.

“Okay.” Gavin’s voice was upbeat, optimistic. “Just get within range of the house and I should be able to at least signal Yvonne so she can get down or something.”

Nolan wasn’t sure how they’d pull this off, but he was bringing his girl home.
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19.
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Yvonne wasn’t familiar with the structure of the secure server. It was slow going, but so far she’d known all of her brother’s security questions at every checkpoint. It was nice to know that he didn’t have blind access to everything after a single log-in. She was disappointed that there was a way around the two-step authentication process. Then again, being able to get through that with an answer about ice cream was potentially saving their lives.

Their.

Plural.

Her and the baby.

It was crazy how fast her thinking was changing. Like she’d been absorbed into a team or something.

“How much longer?” the group’s leader demanded. His patience was beginning to wear thin.

“I’m getting closer. Want to watch?” She glanced up at him standing in the doorway.

“No.” He turned and stalked out of sight.

She kept at it.

The codes would be stored deep in their system under layers of security. She knew they changed, but not how often. With any luck, the security system had alerted Theodore to their presence. If not, she’d have to hand over the codes to her kidnappers and pray that was all they wanted.

Were the others okay?

What happened to Nolan and Melody?

The home assistant in the office chimed.

“Who did that?” One of the men asked.

“I just touched it,” someone else said.

An upbeat song began pumping through the speakers all throughout the first floor.

Was this what Theodore listened to? It sounded kind of old.

She kept plugging away, too focused to mull over her brother’s taste in music.

“Viva Las Vegas,” the singer crooned.

Las Vegas.

Her fingers froze.

The hair on her arms rose.

She swallowed and glanced at the window framing the sidewalk out front where one of her kidnappers loitered smoking a cigarette.

Yvonne stopped breathing.

Large arms wrapped around the smoker, taking the man down to the ground.

She knew those arms.

She’d woken up in them this morning.

Nolan was there.

The song was her warning.

She glanced through the door.

Four of the men were clustered around the home assistant in the living room, totally unaware of the drama unfolding outside. Any minute that conflict was coming in here and she had nowhere to run or hide. She had to be prepared to protect herself.

She reached over and grabbed the hefty, marble paper weight off the corner of Theodore’s desk and the letter opener shoved under a stack of papers. She’d been caught unaware once, never again. She could not let these men take her again.

Something or someone rammed the front door.

Yvonne slid out of her chair and to the ground.

“Incoming,” a man bellowed.

“Fucking hell,” the leader snarled.

She felt the pounding of his footsteps against her knees.

He would not take her.

The man rounded the desk, his eyes full of rage. He reached for her. She didn’t think. She reacted.

Yvonne swung her left hand, hefting the paperweight. She connected with the side of the man’s head. He staggered sideways and went to a knee.

Adrenaline surged in her. She jabbed with her right hand. It was just a letter opener, but she wanted to stop him. A bit of her wanted him to feel the same pain she’d felt.

“Bitch,” he snarled and struck out.

Something cold and hard hit the tender side of her head and Yvonne’s world went black.
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NOLAN HAULED BACK AND with Vaughn at his side they kicked the front door to the condo open together.

Riley darted past them, gun up, and fired, laying down cover.

The patio doors were shattered and Nolan caught a glimpse of Brenden and Grant at the rear of the house.

The office.

Nolan stepped in and whirled to his right, just in time to see a masked man send Yvonne to the floor. She lay crumpled in a heap, not moving.

“No,” Nolan snarled.

He lifted his gun and fired, once, twice. The bullets went wide, sinking into the back wall. He rushed the desk, vaulting over it and kicking out at the man. He landed between the man and Yvonne, swinging his left fist, forcing the man back another step.

Nolan fired once. Then again and again. Three shots, close range.

The masked man hit the wall and went down. Nolan closed in, gun up and secured one wrist then the other before checking for wounds.

A vest protected the man’s vital organs.

He’d live to face a jury for these crimes.

Nolan wasn’t sure how he felt about that.

“Vee?” He turned his head and everything else ceased to matter.

She lay where she’d fallen.

“Vee!”

“What’s wrong?” Grant stepped into the doorway, gun pointed out of view, but otherwise calm.

Nolan went to a knee next to Yvonne and felt for a pulse. It was strong and steady. He shifted her to lie on her back so he could get a proper look at her injuries.

The knot on her head was bigger than it looked in the video. From how she lay, he was willing to bet she’d been hit in the same spot again.

Concussion? Whiplash?

“Vee? Vee, babe.” Nolan cupped her cheeks and whispered her name.

Sirens wailed.

“House secure,” Riley called out.

Nolan stroked Yvonne’s cheeks and willed her to come back to him.

As if on cue she groaned, her face twisted into a mask of pain.

“Sh. Sh. Babe, you’re okay. Don’t move.”

Her eyes popped open. Her irises were too large and her gaze wandered over his face as though she couldn’t focus on him, but she was there.

“You came,” she muttered.

“Of course I did. I told you I’d find you.”

Her hand covered his, and she sighed.

More voices yelled. Nolan peered up at Grant directing officers.

“I need a medic in here,” Nolan yelled.

Moments later two paramedics stepped into the room. They glanced at the prisoner than them.

“Get over here,” he snarled at the two men.

The older of the two men snapped to action, crowding Nolan out of the way and going to a knee. “What’s her condition?”

“She was kidnapped. We know she was electrocuted.” Nolan smoothed hair off her forehead.

Yvonne’s gaze was on his face.

“She’s also pregnant.”

Her mouth went open, eyes wide.

Yeah, they’d have to talk about that later.

“I need you to move,” the man said.

Nolan didn’t want to leave her, but she needed the paramedics more.

Another pair of medics crouched over the downed man Nolan had restrained staring at the now prone man.

A knife stuck out of his stomach.

Yvonne?

Had she fought back?

Damn that woman just kept surprising him.

Nolan hung back, watching Yvonne get secured to a board then lifted over the desk before they set her on a gurney. His role in this was as her protector. There would be time for everything else later.

Cops passed him by. They hardly seemed to recognize his presence.

“Hey.” Grant came to stand next to him. “Krieger’s lawyers just got here. We’re clearing out, heading back to the hotel.”

Nolan rocked forward for a better look at Yvonne being carefully slid into the ambulance.

Grant shoved at his shoulder. “You going with her or what?”

“What?”

“Go,” Grant snapped. “Before I tell you otherwise. Keys? Gun?”

Nolan reached in his pocket and tossed the keys at Grant then his firearms. He couldn’t take those to a hospital and he was sure as hell going to stick close to Yvonne.

“Check in later, but turn your comm off, you hear me?” Grant called after him.

Nolan jogged out of the house and bolted toward the ambulance.

The older paramedic waved him over. “You Nolan? She’s asking for a Nolan.”

“That’s me.” Nolan leapt up into the truck.

The younger man pressed a stethoscope to Yvonne’s stomach.

Nolan reached up and gripped the edge of the truck. His gaze locked with Yvonne’s. Fear tinged her eyes and lined her brow. Every time he’d seen that look, he assumed it was because of whatever bullshit her family was doing. Now he knew.

“I’ve got a strong heartbeat.” The man glanced at him. “Nolan?”

“Yeah.” Nolan had to force that word out.

“What’s your relation—”

“I’m her husband,” he said without hesitation. It was a lie, but Nolan wasn’t going to allow anyone to come between him and Yvonne.

“Okay. We’ve got to check out a few others, then we’ll head out.” The younger paramedic got to his feet then joined the other man outside.

Yvonne smoothed the sweatshirt down over her stomach and didn’t look at him.

She was safe.

He could check that off.

Now, what the hell did he do?

Nolan needed to touch her. Hold her if she would allow him. The moment he’d known she’d be taken from him was the worst one of his life right after he’d realized both she and their child were at risk of being killed.

He side-stepped to the rolling chair the paramedic had vacated at Yvonne’s side and sank into it. Her hand was cool to the touch, a little sweaty, but he didn’t mind. He wrapped his finger around her palm and lifted it to kiss each knuckle.

Yvonne was safe.

“He said there was a heartbeat. Does—is the baby okay?” Nolan’s throat tightened up until it was hard to speak.

“I don’t know. I guess so?”

“It sounded like a good thing.” He pressed her knuckles to his cheek and turned his head to look at her. “We could do with more good today, huh?”

Tears pooled in her eyes.

“Hey. No. Don’t do that.” He grabbed something that looked like a tissue out of a box on the wall and swiped at her cheeks. “You’re safe.”

“You know?”

“Know what?”

“That I-I’m—I’m...”

“Pregnant?” Fuck that word was scary. “Melody told us.”

“I was going to tell you. I swear. But everything—it all kept happening. There wasn’t a good time. We had too much to deal with.” Her pupils contracted, and she stared at him, those fear lines deeper now.

She’d shouldered this realization on her own, all while trying to do what she needed to for everyone else. She was a damn super woman in his book. Half the shit she’d handled would have broken a lesser woman.

“Hey? Hey.” He dared to reach over and cup her cheek. “Right now all that matters is that you’re safe, baby’s okay, and you’re going to get better. Understand me?”

She nodded.

“Good.”

He leaned in and pressed a gentle kiss to her lips.

The paramedics returned and everything became a blur. Nolan was pushed to one side while they made the drive to the hospital. She even gave her name to the paramedics as Yvonne Thompson. The sound of those two words together had Nolan’s gut clenching. He hadn’t recovered by the time they wheeled Yvonne out of the ambulance and into the hospital, leaving Nolan standing on the sidewalk.

What the hell was he doing? Him? A dad?

He and Yvonne had something special, but this was a lot to take in.

Nolan had never counted on a family. It was a future he wasn’t sure fit him, what with his history. He hadn’t exactly had great role models when it came to parenting.

His phone vibrated, and he pulled it out.

Vaughn.

Probably checking in.

“Yeah?” Nolan’s voice was thick, the single word unwieldy.

“How is she?”

“They just took her back.”

“The baby?”

“Not sure. Strong heartbeat. Don’t really know what that means.”

“I hope the kid takes after her. If it looks like you, I’m sorry.”

Nolan dragged a hand over his face.

A kid.

“You there?” Vaughn asked.

“Yeah.”

His voice went hard under the jovial tone. “You aren’t chickening out on her, are you? Because this is at least half your doing.”

“I can’t be a dad,” Nolan blurted out.

“The fuck you can. You did this. You can’t bail.”

“I wouldn’t. I just—”

“I will kick your fucking ass, Thompson. You understand me?”

And Nolan would let him.

“You don’t get to wimp out now,” Vaughn kept going, thoroughly worked up now. “You and me, we know what it’s like to have shit dads. It’s your fucking duty to do better.”

“Yeah.”

“I can’t be a dad? Bullshit.” Scorn dripped from Vaughn’s words.

Panic welled up in Nolan. “I don’t even know if she wants it. What if...”

The future was complicated. Unknown. Scary.

Deep down a spark of hope lit the inner darkness of Nolan’s mind. He didn’t want to give Yvonne up, no matter if it was just her or her and the baby. He wanted them both in his life as much as it terrified him.
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SATURDAY. THE MADISON, Washington, DC.

Samuel was going to pull this off.

He checked his reflection in the mirror, ensuring the stack of towels concealed his gun.

The men already upstairs had confirmed that there were only two cops on the floor where the family was staying.

This would work.

“Everyone is in position,” Karuki said.

“On the move,” Samuel whispered and headed out of the staff area and toward the service elevator.

The remaining team echoed Samuel’s comment.

In five minutes they’d all converged on the all. Two wrangled a maid trolley. One had a luggage cart.

The two cops sat outside the suite, looking at their phones.

Too easy.

“Now,” Samuel whispered.

He dropped the towels and lifted the gun.

Two shots rang out from behind him, the bullets hitting their targets. Both cops toppled over. The silencers made the shots quieter, but there was no mistaking the sound to the trained ear.

Samuel reached the suite door, knelt and pulled a keycard from the officer’s pocket. He handed it to the other men then flattened himself to the wall and watched the four men rush through the door.

A woman screamed.

Glass shattered.

It was over in moments.

Samuel pushed off the wall and stepped into the room.

Four Kriegers and a woman he didn’t recognize.

One daughter was missing, but that wasn’t the Krieger he was concerned about. He had his prize, now he just needed the drone video and all of this could go away.
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SATURDAY. PRIVATE RECOVERY Facility, Bethesda, MD.

Yvonne was both exhausted and wired all at once. Physically she was sore, aching, worn out, but her mind was still twisted around the day. She hooked her fingers together and stared down at the plush blanket draped over her lap.

This talk with Nolan, the one about the baby, she wanted it over with already. The sooner she knew where he stood, the sooner her heart and mind could decide what she felt.

They’d told the people at the hospital she was his wife. The stolen moments between doctors hadn’t been the right time to discuss anything. Mostly they’d sat in silence, his hand wrapped around hers, waiting for the next doctor or specialist.

Yvonne had a concussion, minor whiplash and bruising.

The baby was fine.

Where was Nolan?

The family lawyers had arranged for Yvonne to be moved to a private recovery facility in the hopes that it would be both safer and private. The aim was still to keep them out of the news, so here she was, shuffled off to a luxurious prison. To her knowledge, no one had passed along the news of her pregnancy.

Had Nolan left now that she was tucked in? How did she begin to talk to him about the future? Did he care about her plans?

The room phone next to her bed rang, breaking the silence. She jumped then glared at the offending piece of technology.

Was it Mom again calling to make sure Yvonne didn’t speak to anyone? Or maybe Theodore? It could always be Dad. Or even Melody to tell her that Nolan was gone.

Yvonne leaned over and lifted the phone out of the cradle.

“Hello?”

“Vee?” Tabby’s voice was distorted and distant, but there was no mistaking it.

“Tabby?” Tears prickled Yvonne’s eyes, and she covered her mouth.

“Oh, Vee. You’re okay? God, you scared me.”

“You—what?”

“Nolan sucks at updating, by the way.”

“Nolan...?”

“I want to reach through the phone and hug you. Later I’m going to smack you, but mostly I just want to hug you right now. You’re really okay? God, when Nolan called earlier today I was this close to calling every contractor in my book to find you, Vee.”

“I’m sorry.” Yvonne’s mind was hooked on that one little fact. “Nolan told you?”

“Yeah. Last night—well, earlier today for you—he called and told me. I also learned you’ve been holding out on me.” Tabby’s voice flashed hot and sassy.

Yvonne could picture Tabby’s glare, that finger jab-wiggle thing she did.

“Why didn’t you tell me your bodyguard was your Vegas boyfriend? And last I heard you hated that guy.”

She chuckled and slid further down in the bed. “That morning was a lot of misunderstanding.”

“He seems crazy about you. Like, legit crazy. I need to see him for myself to decide if it’s cute-crazy or I’m-going-to-buy-you-a-gun-crazy.”

Yvonne sputtered a laugh and her eyes began to water. She covered her mouth, but a sob broke free.

“Oh, Vee—what’d he do? I’ll throat punch him.”

“I don’t know where he is.” Yvonne’s voice broke. “We got to the recovery center and then he was just gone. We haven’t really gotten to talk. I don’t know what to say. He’s just—gone.”

Someone knocked at the door, but she ignored them. Whoever it was could wait.

“That’s weird. Okay. Well, I’m going to be there tomorrow. Ideally by the time you wake up. If he’s still missing, I’ll go hunting and then we can both kick his ass.”

The door creaked open.

“Hold on.” Yvonne turned to glare at the person interrupting her call.

A nurse held the door for Nolan, who had his hands full with a tray heavily laden with serving dishes. His brow was furrowed, and he walked slowly as though his entire focus was on making it across the room.

“Vee?” Tabby said.

“Nolan’s here.” Yvonne’s voice was more of a squeak. “Talk to you later.”

“Bye!” Tabby’s laugh was cut off by Yvonne hanging up the line.

Yvonne hung the phone up and glanced at the door. It was shut once more.

“They lied when they said if I hurried I could squeeze in a dinner order.” Nolan grumbled a few other things while setting the tray down on the rolling table. “I wasn’t sure what you’d want to eat, so I talked the guy into giving me a little of everything.”

“Talked?” She sputtered a laugh and wiped away a tear.

The way Nolan looked right now she was willing to bet he’d tossed out a threat or two, including nonverbal ones.

He was there.

He hadn’t left her. At least not yet.

“This place is fancy.” He glanced around the room that looked more like a studio apartment with the queen sized bed, sofa and dinette set. “You want to eat in bed or at the table? Or are you even hungry? Shit.”

She leaned forward and inhaled the aroma leaking around the domes. “Starving and too tired to move.”

“Good. Well, dig in.” He gestured at his clothes. “I’m going to wash up real quick.”

Yvonne watched him step into a bathroom she hadn’t paid attention to. He was there. And they weren’t talking about the elephant in the room. Yet.

She pulled the tray toward her and peered under the domes.

Soup.

A salad.

Some chicken pasta thing.

Cheesecake.

Way more food than she’d actually eat, but it all smelled so damn good. Besides, it had been an age since she’d managed a whole meal.

Yvonne crossed her legs and sat up a bit straighter. She picked at one plate after the other while listening to the sounds from the shower.

She wanted to stay in this bubble where she could pretend it was all perfectly okay.

The bathroom door squeaked.

She held her breath and watched as inch by inch, Nolan came into view.

He wore clean sweatpants and a black T-shirt that molded to those arms of his. He dragged a towel over his hair, one eye peering at her.

“Food good?” he asked.

“Yeah.” She set her fork down, no longer hungry.

He tossed the towel over the back of a chair then crossed to the bedside. He perched next to her, picked up her fork and stabbed a bit of the pasta. She twisted her hands in the sheets, both hungry for his nearness and dreading what came next.

“Are we going to talk?” she blurted when the pressure in her head grew too much.

“Sure.” He set the fork down then twisted toward her, stretching his left arm along the headboard. “I don’t know where to start, so I keep finding things to do. We’re both good at doing things, huh?”

That unexpected insight startled a chuckle out of her. “I’ll say.”

He reached over and wrapped his hand around hers, his green eyes stormy.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked softly.

Oh, boy.

This question.

She ducked her head. “At first, I guess I didn’t believe it. I did four at home tests, two positive, one negative, one dud. I didn’t want to tell you with everything else going on in case it was a false positive. Then it was real, and it just wasn’t the time. Then I chickened out. Then...it was too late. And here we are.”

“What did you think I’d say?” His thumb drew circles on the back of her hand, soothing the fear she’d carried with her.

“Which time?” She lifted her shoulders and glanced away, needing to look at anything but him. She wasn’t ready for the truth yet. “I mean, at first I was just scared. It’s a baby. Shouldn’t I be scared? What if you were angry? What if... What if you didn’t want anything to do with it? What if you didn’t want anything to do with me because of it?”

This pregnancy wasn’t her fault. It wasn’t anyone’s fault. But she’d made up her mind what her course of action would be. She’d come to peace with it. Now, Nolan had a decision to make.

She lifted her chin and stared into those green eyes she’d come to love.

“I’m keeping it,” she said.

“You sound like your mind’s made up.”

“It is.”

“And you just found out?”

“Yes.” She swallowed. Nolan knew many things about her. She’d trusted him and now she was going to give him another piece. “What I’m going to tell you, it stays between us, okay?”

“Sure.”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I.”

She studied him for a moment. Her heart wanted so badly to just put it all out there and believe he’d pick it all up and help her with the next step. But life wasn’t always so neat.

“Tabby got pregnant in college. Her parents pressured her into getting rid of it. She’s always said that was her life’s greatest regret. I don’t want to make the same mistake. I don’t want to get backed into a corner.”

“No one is going to force you to do anything,” Nolan muttered.

She squeezed his hand in return. It was a nice thing to say, but she knew what would happen when Mom heard. “This isn’t what I planned, but this week? It’s made me question if my priorities are right, and I don’t think they are. A lot of the plans I made for myself were because I wanted to be Theo. I wanted Mom and Dad to look at me the way they do him. I wanted to be just like him. But I’m not. And I’m tired of trying.”

“You shoulder a heavy burden.”

“You were right about Mom. About that. And that’s when I had this plan. It’s crazy and manipulative, but everyone wins.” She swallowed, in too deep to stop now. “The reason I decided to take the fall for Doug is that, I’ll have to step down as VP. I’ll make my apology letter, I’ll say and do all the right things—and then I’ll train my replacement. I figure, if Mom and Dad don’t know about the baby I’ve got a few months to get everything in order to phase myself out. I have my own money. A trust fund. I can downsize. I can figure out what comes next and how to be...”

Mom.

How to be Mom.

“Is this what you want to do? Think you’ll get bored?” Nolan was still so calm, maybe a little distant, but he was there and holding her hand. That had to be a good sign, right?

“I don’t know.” She shrugged. “It’s scary, but for the first time I’m not thinking—how to be more like Theo? I’m thinking—what do I want? What’s going to be best for us?”

Her throat closed up.

Us.

Did that include Nolan? How did he fit into it all?

“What is best for us?” He shifted, leaning closer and stretching a leg out on the bed.

It was time. She had to just rip this off and go with it. “Which us? What do you think us means?”

“I don’t know.”

“What do you want it to be?” She dropped her gaze to the blanket and picked at a few crumbs. “I know you’re getting thrown into this and I’m making decisions without including you. I want you to decide how or if you want to be in the picture. I don’t want to force you into this or anything. I guess what I’m saying is, if you’d rather walk away, that’s an option, too.”

“What the fuck, Vee?” Nolan sat up and glared over his shoulder at her. “Is that what you think I’d do?”

“No, I just—”

“You must really think I’m shitty if I’d just walk off and leave a kid like that.” He pushed up off the bed.

“Nolan—”

“I’m not walking out on my kid.” He was pacing now, face red.

Yvonne sat there, stunned, unsure how she’d set this off.

His phone blared. He cursed and grabbed it from his pocket.

“What?” He stopped, a scowl etched onto his face. “When? Where are you? ... I’ll be there.”

“Nolan?”

He hung up the phone and looked at her. “Your family’s not at the hotel. It looks like there was a struggle.”

The hits just kept coming. “What are you saying?”

“They’re gone.”
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Saturday. Private Recovery Facility, Bethesda, MD.

Nolan met Grant and the others in the lobby of the recovery facility. He’d practically walked a hold in the carpet runner, his mind ping-ponging from the paused conversation he’d been having with Yvonne to the disappearance of her family.

“Do we know where they are?” Nolan asked.

His gaze skipped over the guys.

Melody was missing. She’d been left with the family. He had no doubt that it was Samuel Ito come calling to protect himself. He’d hit at the perfect moment, too.

“No. Zain and Gavin are on it. The FBI want answers.” Grant stopped toe-to-toe with Nolan. “We need to know what’s really going on here. No more lies.”

Yvonne knew, but she was still fragile.

“Come on.” Nolan turned and strode toward the elevators.

“How is she?”

“How do you think?”

They filed into the elevator. Nolan used their code to gain access to the floor. The nurses on duty gave him the stink eye, but they’d been doing that since Yvonne had begun crying.

“Knock, knock?” Nolan tapped on the cracked door with his knuckles, then opened the door.

The room was as he’d left it, except Yvonne wasn’t in bed any longer. She sat on the sofa, the lights dimmed, and the rest of her food untouched.

“Did you find them?” she asked, looking past Nolan at Grant.

“Not yet.” Grant crossed to the sofa and perched next to Yvonne. “We need to know everything. I’m not going to sugar coat it. This is bad.”

Nolan came to stand in front of them and crossed his arms over his chest. “Except they took her family. They didn’t outright kill them.”

“What does that mean?” Yvonne darted a glance at Nolan, but she didn’t meet his eyes. He’d hurt her. Once again words had flown out of his mouth and he couldn’t take them back.

“It means they want something,” Grant said.

Yvonne’s eyes went wide. “The video.”

“Shit.” Nolan shook his head.

“The drone’s video? Are you going to share that with us?” Grant’s tone hardened.

“Do I have a choice?” Yvonne blew out a breath. “I don’t know how to access it. Doug was doing this project with my friend Tabby as a favor. She’ll probably know, but she’s on a plane.”

“Have you seen it?” Nolan asked.

“Yes.” She still looked at Grant.

“What’s on it?” he asked.

“The drone shows streets, trees, a garden, and then it focuses in on two men. One—one shoots the other right before the drone began to fire.”

“Fuck. How sure as we this is Samuel Ito?” Grant turned toward Nolan then Riley.

“Zain confirmed half an hour ago Ito is in the country,” Riley said.

“Ito is trying to tie up loose ends. He won’t kill the family until he has what he wants.” Nolan’s stomach knotted. “Where’s Melody?”

No one answered.

She was collateral damage in all of this. A perfect example if Samuel Ito wanted to show everyone how serious he was about killing people.

“Douglas will cave,” Yvonne said. “They scare him a little and he’ll give them what they want.”

“He does that?” Nolan glanced at Yvonne and finally she looked at him. “Samuel will kill them.”

“Except.” Yvonne held up her hand and glanced around. “I need a phone or a tablet.”

“Here.” Nolan thrust his at her.

“Tabby’s systems, any access at all is logged. When Douglas logs in, we would know. We’d see it. The IP address, geo-location data, the device he’s using, what carrier provides the internet, everything.”

Riley stepped forward. “If they’re somewhere away from the city Samuel could get the video and be gone before we got to them.”

“I’m texting Tabby. If she doesn’t answer I’ll call her assistant and she can put me in contact with someone who can help.” Yvonne tapped away.

“Do we have a better plan?” Nolan asked.

“No.” Grant grimaced. “They took down all the hotel security cameras, and it’s impossible to tell what vehicle they left in. Zain and Gavin are still trying to track cars, but it’s taking too long.”

“Then this might be our best shot.” Nolan didn’t like it, but that was their truth.

“They’ll want to leave a soon as it’s done,” Brenden said.

All eyes landed on him.

He shrugged. “It’s what I’d do.”

“Do we know if Samuel’s booked a flight out?” Nolan asked.

“No, but I bet Zain does.” Grant pulled out his phone.

“Aliases, company flights, anyone who works for him.” Nolan ticked off ideas.

“He’ll be close to the airport then?” Yvonne’s voice was steady, betraying none of the fear she had to be feeling.

“That’s where we need to be.” Grant pushed to his feet.

“You have my equipment still in the truck?” Nolan asked.

Grant glanced from Nolan to Yvonne and back before saying, “Yeah,” as though it were drug out of him.

“Good. I’ll change and we can go. Building security here is tight. Vee will be fine.”

Besides, the threat to her was eliminated. Her kidnappers were in custody. His best gift to her at this point was to help the rest of her problems go away. Maybe then they could sit down and have a real conversation.

“Yvonne, let us know when you have the information. We’ll be outside.” Grant waved at the door. “Guys?”

Nolan remained rooted where he was. He had a lot to say to Yvonne, but now wasn’t the time.

“Tabby?” Yvonne turned away from him, phone pressed to her ear. “Hey, I need your help.”

Listening to her voice break, hearing that fear, he hated it. But right now he couldn’t allow himself to be distracted by feelings or new developments in their lives. He had a job to do.
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SATURDAY. RONALD REAGAN Washington National Airport, Washington, DC.

Samuel stood over his prisoners.

He’d have never guessed his plan to seize control of the family company would result in him being back in America to tie up loose ends, but here they were.

Samuel locked eyes with Douglas Krieger.

“The drone video. Where is it?” Samuel asked.

“I d-don’t have it.” Douglas hunched his shoulders.

“What is it that you want?” The woman who wasn’t part of the family sat up straight. Despite being tied up and forced to kneel, she carried herself in a way Samuel rather admired. Confidence was sexy.

“Nothing you can give me right now.” Samuel glanced back at Douglas. “The video, or I’ll start killing your family. Who should I shot first?”

“No,” Mrs. Krieger wailed.

Samuel pulled out his gun and pointed it at the blonde woman. “Your mom?”

The woman whimpered and buried her face against her husband’s shoulder.

“No,” Mr. Krieger snarled.

“Your dad?” Samuel watched Douglas’ face, so full of fear. “Your brother?”

The kid flinched.

Interesting.

Samuel leveled his gun at Theodore Krieger’s head. “You tell me what I want, or I put a bullet in your brother’s head.”

“No.” Douglas shook his head.

“Three,” Samuel drawled.

“Don’t do it,” Mrs. Krieger screeched, tears streaming down her cheeks.

“I’ll pay you,” Mr. Krieger promised.

“Two.” Samuel stared holes into Douglas’ head.

“Okay. Fine. I can-I can get you the video. Just leave my family alone.”

“That’s the spirit.” Samuel adjusted his aim and fired.

The bullet resounded in the metal building.

Several people screamed.

Theodore Krieger howled and pitched sideways on the concrete.

“Next time I ask for something, don’t make me wait.” Samuel slid the gun into its holster.

He was going to get everything he wanted, and it wasn’t even Christmas yet.
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SATURDAY. RONALD REAGAN Washington National Airport, Washington, DC.

Nolan had thought after putting Yvonne into the ambulance that today had gotten as bad as it could get.

He’d been wrong.

Driving around the airport knowing he’d left Yvonne pissed off and hurt was worse and compounded by fact they all knew her family might very well not come out of this alive.

“FBI is calling again,” Grant said via the headset.

“We should use them.” Nolan kept his gaze on the street. It was complete bullshit their only possible action was driving around aimlessly waiting for a lead.

“And tell them what?” Vaughn glanced at him. “How long would it take to get them up to speed?”

“Fuck. FBI again.”

“Answer it,” Nolan said.

“I am.” Grant cleared his throat. “Hello? ... Yes, Agent Brooks, I—what?”

Nolan’s muscles tensed and he eased to a stop at the curb, every fiber of his being wanting good news.

“Ito’s at the airport, private hangar.” Urgency vibrated Grant’s voice.

Nolan twisted the wheel and cut through traffic. Cars blared their horns. He ignored them and pushed the accelerator down.

The rest of Grant’s garbled words melded into the traffic sounds.

They might know Ito was in the airport, but there were till hurdles in the way.

How did they gain access? Which hangar? Were the Kriegers alive?

So many things could still go wrong.

Nolan didn’t want to fail Yvonne. He wanted to bring all her family home safe. He knew how losing even one person could shatter their lives. It was the last thing he wanted for her.

He turned the wheel.

The security entrance to the private area of the loomed ahead.

“Slow down,” Grant barked.

Against Nolan’s instinct, he did as ordered and lowered his window as he reached the guard shack.

“You the Aegis guys?” The uniformed security officer frowned.

“Yes,” Nolan ground out.

“I’m told to let you through.” The man didn’t appear happy about it, but he reached back and the arm rose, granting them entry.

“Someone is accessing the drone footage now,” Gavin’s voice broke the silence. “From your position, go north.”

Nolan maneuvered the SUV, following the tech’s guidance until they nearly ran into the side of a metal building.

“They must be right in front of you,” Gavin said.

“Everyone—out. Let’s end this,” Grant ordered.

Nolan left the SUV running and got out, drawing his sidearm before his feet hit the pavement.

“Look out is down,” Riley whispered through the comm.

Nolan approached a side entrance, one that might get overlooked. “Heading inside.”

Vaughn was at his back, Brenden not far behind.

Nolan pulled the door open and went to a knee. Hushed voices echoed in the enclosed space, but no one sounded an alarm. Nolan crouched and darted inside, behind a stack of crates.

Under a pool of light, Mr. and Mrs. Krieger sat on the ground, clinging to each other. Douglas knelt, a tablet in hand. Melody leaned forward, whispering to the couple, no doubt trying to keep them calm.  And standing off to one side was Samuel Ito with the muzzle of a gun pressed to Theodore’s temple.

God damn it.

Their window was closing.

Three other men stood around the cluster, weapons in hand. They were the war weary, the experienced soldiers, dangerous people.

If Nolan and the team were going to bring the family back safe, they’d have to take down all of Ito’s people at once. No mistakes.

Nolan glanced at Melody. Her gaze swept the room’s perimeter. The hair on the back of Nolan’s neck rose, and he held perfectly still.

Melody’s gaze met his.

“Guys? Pick your target,” he whispered.

“I’ve got the one on the west,” Riley replied, so soft it was hard to make out his words.

“Bandana dude,” Vaughn muttered.

“Ready,” Brenden said.

Nolan held up three fingers.

Melody didn’t nod. She inclined her head, ever so slightly.

“Counting down, three...” Two fingers. “Two.” One finger. “One.” Go time.

Three shots ripped through their targets. Screams followed in the chaos.

Nolan sprinted forward.

One of the guards wasn’t down. He whirled, but not fast enough. Melody came up off the floor, kicked the man’s legs out from under him and took his weapon in a move so smooth Nolan barely processed it.

“Wow. Wow. Wow!” Samuel held Theodore tight to his chest and backed up, turning to check his escape route.

“Samuel Ito, you are surrounded,” Nolan said. “It’s over.”

“Is it?” The man grinned, a wide, crazy expression. “I don’t think it—”

His words were cut off by a gunshot.

Theodore pitched forward, going to his knees, hands over his head.

Samuel stumbled sideways, revealing the one person he’d underestimated.

Melody kept her stolen weapon up, face emotionless, eyes on the target.

If Nolan had time, he’d be impressed. Instead he rushed in with the others. While Grant went to the Kriegers, Nolan checked Samuel for a pulse.

The man was gone.

It really was over. This whole nightmare, the lies, the secrets, they were done.

A huge weight slid off Nolan’s shoulders. At long last he could focus on what really mattered.

Melody remained standing in the shadows, hands bound.

Nolan rose to his feet. “Mel?”

“Hm?” She shook her head and glanced at him.

“You did good.” He stared at her, willing her to know that.

“It was a clean shot,” she said.

“I didn’t know you were that good of a shot.” He holstered his weapon.

“Melody, what the hell?” Grant stalked past Nolan.

Before his temper could flare, Grant cut Melody’s wrists and wrapped an arm around her in a never-before-seen show of affection. Grant just wasn’t that guy. Melody’s eyes went wide, and it seemed she was just as taken off guard by the act as Nolan.

He turned, weariness latching onto him as he watched the Kriegers huddle together.

And to think, he had a lifetime of being around these people ahead of him.

Nolan’s phone vibrated. He reached into his pocket, but it wasn’t the rehab center. He pressed the phone to his ear and pulled his comm out.

“Hey, Mom.”

“Nolan! You answered. What have you been doing? Where are you?” She pelted him with half a dozen other questions.

“I can’t talk right now, Mom. A job just wrapped up, but I’m going to come see you soon, okay?” Nolan might not like his mother, but he had a feeling he was about to understand his parents in a way he’d never expected.

Nolan managed to get off the phone without concrete promises of when he would call or visit. By then lights were flashing outside the hangar and he knew the next few hours were going to be a mess, but he had one last call to make.

He jabbed in the number to Yvonne’s room and prayed she wasn’t asleep.

The line sort of rang.

“Hello?” Yvonne’s breathy voice was wrapped up in nerves, fear, and everything he wanted to protect her from.

“They’re safe,” he said.

“They are?” her voice broke now.

“Yeah.”

“And you? Are you okay? Melody? The others?”

“We’re all fine.”

“Oh, thank God.”

“FBI,” someone bellowed.

“Listen, I’ve got to go. I’ll be there when you wake up. Promise.”

He ended the call, then held his hands up.

It was going to be one hell of a long night.
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Sunday. Private Recovery Facility, Bethesda, MD.

The aches and pains had set in. Yvonne’s head hurt. The night nurse had encouraged her to take some pain pills. Yvonne had declined. It was already too hard to stay awake.

She turned the faucet on and splashed cold water on her face. The icy needles shocked her awake again. She straightened and looked herself over in the mirror.

Boy, she was a sight.

The lump on her head was going down, thanks to whatever miracle cream the nurses had given her. There wasn’t anything that could be done about the bruising. It looked far worse than it felt. The electrical burns on the other hand hurt far worse. But she would heal. The physical hurts always did.

It was the ones she couldn’t see that worried her.

Nolan hadn’t called her back. There was no word except for a short phone call from Dad. She had no idea what happened where they all were. With the early morning hours creeping onward, they were probably sleeping.

Yvonne turned the lights off and paced into the room.

Her head was still fuzzy. She couldn’t recall Nolan’s exact words, but she couldn’t forget the hurt and anger in his eyes. That was her fault.

What if he never came back?

What if that was his answer?

Her heart ached and tears prickled her eyes.

She sank down on the sofa and turned to stare out the windows at the city. Any moment now the sun would begin to rise, starting with a little gray, a tiny bit of light in all that darkness.

Yvonne would get through this. She was too tough not to. But she didn’t want to be alone. Nolan had become her partner, the person she could trust, and she missed that. She missed him. He was right. They’d shared something special, and now it was dying because she’d been too scared to trust him all the way.

She had no one but herself to blame.

He’d told her about his mother, the lies. It didn’t take a genius to understand that he would see her hesitation as deception.

She buried her face in the crook of her elbow and let her tears fall onto the couch cushion.

When she’d told Nolan work came first, and then everything else, she hadn’t known she’d been in love with him. Or would be. She still didn’t know when it had happened, only that it had and now the idea of him not in her life scared her.

Someone tapped at her door.

Yvonne was in no mood for the nurse’s regular check-in.

“I’m awake. I’m fine. I don’t need anything,” she called out and hoped the woman took the hint.

The door creaked open anyway.

Yvonne lifted her head and stared out the window, doing her best to stealth-wipe the tears away.

A large figure reflected back at her, too big to be the petite nurse.

Yvonne’s heart twinged and for a moment she forgot to breathe.

Nolan was there. She wanted to be happy, but the truth was, she didn’t know what his presence meant.

“No one needs apology donuts,” he said and shut the door behind him.

She dried her cheek then turned, only now noticing the white bakery box in his hand.

“I think best when I can just drive, and I figured I shouldn’t show up empty handed.” He remained standing by the door, all that space between them.

Yvonne swallowed. What did he need to think about? Why a gift?

“Your family is going to stay in a FBI safe house for the night, probably tomorrow. Everyone has questions. Best they can tell right now, the people who kidnapped you were doing it on a competitor’s dime. An agent will be by to bother you tomorrow, but the most important thing is that everyone is okay.”

“A competitor? Who?” Yvonne gaped at him. They worked in IT security, nothing crazy.

“Don’t know. It’s just a theory right now.”

“Is Melody okay?”

“Yeah.” His brows rose, and he shook his head.

“What does that mean?”

Nolan ambled toward the bed and set the donuts on the rolling tray. “I’ve worked with Melody for about a year and a half now. I knew she had a license to carry a gun, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen her with one until last night. She’s always behind the scenes. I guess I didn’t realize she’s not just there to handle things for us.”

“Why is Grant so mean to her?” It was a question that had bugged Yvonne.

“You know, that’s been bugging me for a while. They’re almost always at each other’s throats behind the scenes. You don’t see how they get into it when you’re not around.” He shook his head. “I’m wondering if there isn’t something going on we don’t know about?”

“You mean, are they together?”

“Nah.” Nolan shook his head.

Yvonne wasn’t so sure. Melody was a strong personality despite her quiet exterior. If she wanted to take Grant on, Yvonne’s money was on Melody. But not everyone wanted a challenging partner.

Nolan was challenging.

They remained where they were, studying each other.

“Can we rewind?” he asked.

“To when?”

“To the part right before my phone rang, when I realized my mouth was moving but my brain wasn’t working?” Nolan took a few steps closer.

“Okay.” Yvonne clasped her hands in her lap.

“I was pissed because all I heard was that you didn’t expect me to be involved—”

She sat up straighter. “That wasn’t—”

“Let me finish?” He held up both hands. He was only a few feet away now, creeping closer. “Because that wasn’t what you said.”

“No.” She’d specifically led with other options for that reason.

“You were being you, planning for every inevitable outcome, but all I heard was, I don’t need you.” Nolan perched on the edge of the sofa, a little ways away from her. “You’ve had a little time to wrap your head around all of this. My first reaction is not always my best one.”

Yvonne could attest to that. Nolan reacted. He was passionate. She didn’t have to wonder what he thought because it popped out of his mouth, wanted or not. And what had struck a chord in him was the idea that she didn’t want or need him in her life. That was the exact opposite of her intentions.

He wanted to be part of it. This. Whatever was happening.

Nolan scooted closer. Yvonne stopped breathing as that fact sunk in.

He was willing to fight her to be in their child’s life.

He reached over and wrapped his hand around hers. She could smell soap on his skin. He wasn’t wearing the same clothes he had from earlier. His jeans and T-shirt were different. Under that, he was still Nolan. The man she hadn’t expected.

“I don’t know what I’m doing,” he said. “I’m totally out of my depth here. But I’m not abandoning any kid of mine or you. You got that? Now, we said we’d see where things went after all this. So it’s a little more complicated? Big deal. I know Vegas was a bad way to make you believe that I’m not a guy who walks away from things, but I promise you that’s not who I am.”

“Oh.” The one word stuttered out of her and her heart squeezed. She needed him to say exactly what he meant because she’d fallen off a cliff into something she wanted so badly.

His face went serious. Hard. “I don’t want your parents jerking your strings. I’ll play nice right now but you have got to know I’m not putting up with that shit.”

“Deal,” she said around the lump in her throat.

“My parents aren’t much better. We’ve got shit role models to go off. I’m going to fuck up a lot. I have to work on thinking before I react. I’m stubborn and hardheaded which means our kid is probably going to be a tough shit.”

A laugh bubbled up out of her and a tear trickled down her cheek. She could work with this. If he wanted to give her a chance, maybe she could show him he could love her like she loved him.

“Come here. I need this.” Nolan gently tugged her to him until he had her tucked up against his side, his arms sheltering her. “God, Vee, today is the best and worst day of my life.”

She felt his lips kiss the top of her head.

“It has been a roller coaster, hasn’t it?” She laid her cheek on his shoulder, her heart swelling so much her ribs hurt then whispered, “I’m sorry.”

“No more secrets, okay?”

Her throat closed up. She couldn’t speak, so she nodded. Except she was lying already.

Yvonne was hiding one more thing. She’d gone off and fallen in love with him.

[image: Scene Break.png]

NOLAN CLOSED HIS EYES and breathed in the scent of shampoo, soap and disinfectant.

She hadn’t tossed him out. She’d listened to him. Maybe he’d get her to forgive him, too?

He’d never forget staring into her wide, fearful eyes right before he’d shut the closet door on her.

I love you.

He bent his head and kissed her brow again, so damn grateful everything had worked out.

She tipped her chin up. Her hand rose to cup the back of his neck. His whole world shrunk to her lips, the sweetest ones he’d ever kissed. When he would have pulled back, she shifted closer, holding him tighter. All he wanted was her in his arms, his life, his heart. He was powerless against this tiny woman.

Yvonne slid onto his lap, her fingers weaving through his hair.

This could get out of hand fast. As much as his cock wanted to sink into her, there was more to discuss. He groaned and broke the kiss, burying his face in her hair.

She laid her head on his shoulder and wrapped her arms around him.

How lucky was he?

On a random night in a flashy bar, he’d run into this amazing woman, and his life was better for it.

“I want to be part of this, Vee.” He cupped her cheek and stared into her eyes. She had to know he was serious. He didn’t want any misunderstanding between them.

“I don’t want to do this alone. I’d like you to be part of it, but I don’t want to force you, either.”

“I’m sorry for how I acted last night. The whole day—fuck.” He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment.

“That’s not how I’d have preferred for you to find out.” She ran her hand down his chest, her palm coming to rest over his heart.

“I was an idiot, overwhelmed, scared, stupid. I knew the day I left Vegas you were a good thing. No matter what shit I say, I want to be part of this next chapter. Even if I’m bad at it.”

She chuckled. “It’s okay to be imperfect parents. I don’t think anyone has it all together.”

“I think you’re pretty damn perfect.”

Yvonne smiled and glanced away.

He cupped her cheek and gently turned her face until she looked at him.

“No more secrets, right?” he whispered.

“That’s the deal.”

“Okay, well, I’ve got one I have to share.”

“Oh?”

“My priorities have changed. Work will always be important, but you’re my number one. I love you, Vee. I knew you were something special when we met, I just didn’t know how special you were going to be to me.”

She blinked a few times and pressed her hand to her mouth. Tears pooled in her eyes and her face creased.

“Too soon?” He winced.

She shook her head then kissed him. Her tears fell on his cheek. Her arms held him close.

“I love you, too,” she whispered against his lips.

“Really?” He grinned and for the first time in a long time a sense of peace wrapped around him.

“Really.”

“We’re going to make this work.” He stroked his fingers through her hair.

“I’d also like to know how we wound up here, for future reference. Do you have super sperm I should know about?”

Nolan sputtered a laugh. Usually that was her thing. “Not that I’m aware of.”

“We did use protection, didn’t we?”

“Every time. I think? Part of that night is a little hazy.” He squinted at her.

She stared at him, eyes bright, the morning light giving her a soft glow. “I don’t think I care one way or the other how it happened. I’m...excited. My whole life, I’ve tried to be Theo. But I’m never going to be him. Now, I get to be me.”

“I like you a lot.” He tugged her closer for another kiss. “So, what’s our plan?”

“Well, I’ll issue a resignation notice Monday. I figure I’ve got three months before I can’t hide my bump. That’ll give me time to train a replacement. When I’m satisfied I’ll quit. And that’s when I’ll tell everyone about the baby. Not before.”

“You don’t think they’ll be mad?”

“Probably, but...I don’t want their input. I don’t want to raise a child the way I was raised. I want things to be different. And I have the money to do it how I want to. I’ll sell my New York condo, move out of L.A., downsize...”

Nolan wasn’t a fool enough to think emotions magically fixed everything. He and Yvonne might love each other, but they had a tough road ahead.

“Where do you think you’ll move?” he asked.

“Well, there’s this guy who said he loves me. I’d kind of like to be closer to him, see how things go.” She traced his lips with a tip of her finger.

“You don’t have to move to Seattle. I don’t have to stay with Aegis Group. I can do something different.” Right now he’d give up just about anything if she asked.

“No. Oh, no.” She shook her head. “Only one of us can be in massive life revamp, and right now that’s me. If that’s what you want to do, you have to wait at least a year or two before we do anything crazy like that.”

“So, we’re doing this?”

“If you want to.”

“I want to. Right now.” He grinned and sat up.

“Now?” She glanced at the door.

He whispered into her ear, “You’re good at keeping quiet.”

Yvonne laughed and twined her arms around his neck. She’d opened up to him, granted him the heart of this beautiful woman she didn’t share with the world. And now she was giving him so much more.

Life wasn’t always neat lines. Their love was messy, imperfect, and it destroyed all his orderly boxes.

Totally worth it.
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Epilogue.
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Three Months Later. Krieger Inc Company Garden Party, Los Angeles, CA.

Yvonne adjusted the flowing shawl she’d draped around her torso and glanced around the entry to the party. Her baby bump was only noticeable because she’d dressed to show it off. Today was, after all, Baby Day.

The calendar she kept on her desk at work had a secret code countdown to this weekend. By some magic, she’d found the perfect candidate to replace her. The woman was a whiz, handled Theodore like a champ and didn’t back down. For the last month Yvonne had mostly been warming a seat, doing a pittance amount of work, while wanting to be anywhere else.

Her mind was made up, and she had no reservations about today.

A warm hand came to rest on the small of her back. She glanced up at Nolan and smiled. He and Vaughn had flown in at three that morning straight from a job he still wasn’t ready to talk about just to be with her.

“Okay.” Tabby strode through the doorway leading to rooms closed off for today’s company event. 

“You look nice. Cute shoes.” Yvonne eyed the familiar strappy black heels. She’d picked them out as Nolan’s apology present.

“Thanks. A certain unavailable man gave them to me. I don’t hold it against him.” Tabby grinned. “They’re waiting for you.”

Yvonne nodded, her mouth going dry.

“Want us to tag along?” Tabby asked.

“No.” Yvonne glanced up at Nolan.

They’d talked about this. She had to face down her family alone, or else Mom would forever say that Nolan was behind this, driving a wedge between them.

“You got this.” He bent and kissed her cheek. “We’ll be outside.”

Nolan slapped Vaughn on the shoulder and the two men ambled off, out into the party around the pool.

She sighed and smiled. Nolan looked damn good in a suit.

“You are so in love it’s gross.” Tabby elbowed Yvonne and chuckled.

She shook the moment off and glanced at Tabby. “What happened with you and Vaughn? I thought...”

Tabby’s smile turned sad. “It was fun while it lasted, but...I’m not the woman for him.”

“Sorry.” Yvonne winced.

“Don’t be. The sex was amazing. He and I, we just didn’t connect. And that’s okay.”

“You really liked him though.”

“I did. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that you can’t make a man be the person you want them to be. You have to like who they are already.”

“True.”

“You’re doing that smiling thing again.” Tabby nudged her. “Go. Get this over with.”

Yvonne nodded, pushed her shoulders back then strode through the door. Once she was out of sight she pulled the shawl from around her shoulders and left, it draped on the back of a chair.

She was ready to move into her little bungalow with Nolan and figure out what their future looked like, imperfections and all.

Yvonne locked eyes with her mother through the open door leading into the more comfortable living room of Theodore’s L.A. home.

“There you are, darling.” Mom spread her arms wide.

Yvonne stepped around another chair, then into the room.

They were all there. Mom. Dad. Theodore. Douglas. And now they were all looking at her.

The gray knit dress didn’t hide anything.

Yvonne cupped her hands just below the bump, something that had become habit the last few weeks.

“We have a few things to talk about.” She pasted on a smile, looking each person in turn.

Mom’s face was pale.

Dad’s eyes took up his whole face.

Douglas merely smirked and sipped his beer.

Theodore’s brows were crawling into his hairline, but his lips curved into a smile.

“I’ll say.” He rubbed his hand across his jaw.

She sucked down a deep breath before beginning. “First, before anything else, I want to tell you all that I love you very much. What I’m about to say, it’s personal. It’s for me and the family I’m starting.”

“Yvonne...” Mom’s voice wavered.

Theodore crossed the room and wrapped his arm around Yvonne’s shoulders before giving her a gentle hung.

“Do what you have to,” he whispered.

Tears sprang to Yvonne’s eyes, and she clutched her older brother’s waist.

“Today I’m giving my final notice, in writing, to both Dad and Theo.” She glanced from her brother to their father. “I know this is a surprise to you and you probably have questions.”

“What is it?” Theodore gestured to her stomach, his hand hovering in the air as if he didn’t quite know what to do.

“This is a baby.” She took his hand and placed it against her. “And in five months someone besides me will get to hold it.”

“That’s some secret you’ve been keeping.” Theodore grinned at her. “Congrats, Vee.”

“Thanks.” She smiled then dared a glance at the rest of her family.

Dad had his arm tight around Mom’s shoulder, whispering in her ear. She nodded, but otherwise seemed to shell-shocked to say anything.

“I guess you’re serious about your boyfriend then?” Douglas walked over. He eyed her stomach, but didn’t show Theodore’s interest.

“I am.” Yvonne wouldn’t rock the family boat any more than this today. She’d ease them into her new world order later.

Douglas nodded. “He’s a good guy.”

“Don’t think that just because I’m gone things are going to get easier for you.” Yvonne had been surprised when Douglas applied for an entry level position at Krieger when the dust settled after DC.

“Shit, I wish.” He shook his head. “That woman you hired busts my balls daily.”

“She knows you’re going to take her job someday. I give it two or three years if you work hard enough.” Yvonne reached over and smoothed her little brother’s tie.

Dad steered Mom across the room. Yvonne didn’t expect Mom to accept this development well. Yvonne was ruining that picture perfect family Mom had always tried to control. The best part was that Yvonne no longer cared. She was her own person, with her own future.

Dad let go of Mom then pulled Yvonne in for a hug, the kind of tight, lift her off her toes she missed.

“I’m proud of you,” he whispered.

His words caught her off guard. At best, she’d hoped he would accept her decision. But pride? She didn’t begin to understand why, but she’d take it. Because Yvonne was damn proud of herself for figuring out that even though she was on the path, she told herself she wanted, she’d been unhappy. Until now.

“I’m proud of me, too,” she whispered back.
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NOLAN TOOK A LONG pull on the beer. He kept his eyes locked on the house. No part of him liked sending Yvonne in there alone to have this talk with her family, but she’d had a dozen points why she wanted and needed to do this on her own.

“She’ll be fine. Here.” Tabby handed out a new round of beers to him and Vaughn. “To our girl kicking ass.”

Nolan took the third beer Tabby had pushed on him and set it on the rock retaining wall with the others. And here he’d thought he would be the nervous one. Tabby was about to come apart at the seams.

“There she is,” Tabby blurted.

Yvonne stepped out onto the patio, a hand up shielding her eyes. Her other arm was tucked into the crook of Theodore’s arm.

“God, why did you let her wear wedges?” Tabby smacked Nolan’s shoulder. “What if she falls?”

Yvonne locked eyes with Nolan across the party.

His heart did that funny thing in his chest and damn if he wasn’t a lucky bastard.

Theodore led Yvonne across the party to join them. Judging by her older brother’s smile, it hadn’t all been bad.

“Well?” Tabby asked.

“You knew?” Theodore frowned.

“Yeah. I called it before she even knew.” Tabby planted her hands on her hips.

Yvonne shrugged. “I think Mom and Dad are too shocked to say much of anything right now, and Doug doesn’t care.”

“Dad’s happy,” Theodore said with a knowing nod.

“Whatever. It’s done.” Yvonne grinned and glanced at Nolan.

“You’re really leaving me, Vee?” Theodore pressed his hand to his heart and gave her a pathetic whimper.

“You’ll survive, or you’ll finally hire an assistant who can do the job right.” She kissed her brother on the cheek then let him go and stepped to Nolan’s side.

He wrapped his arm around her, everything right in his world.

“Okay, so, are we good to start planning?” Tabby held up her hands. “I’m dying to start shopping for you two. When are you moving? Officially?”

“You’re moving?” Now Theodore looked panicked.

Yvonne glared at Tabby. Nolan laughed and Vaughn muttered something under his breath.

“Yes, I’m moving. Thanks, Tabs.” Yvonne glared at Tabby, but there was no heat in it. She was too happy.

Nolan still wasn’t entirely certain the house Yvonne had her heart set on would work. It was small compared to her other homes. They’d be downsizing a lot. But she kept saying it was what she wanted, for them, for their little family. And he’d trust her.

“Where and when are you moving?” Theodore zeroed in on Nolan. “And when were you going to ask permission to steal my sister?”

“I stole her.” Nolan shrugged then kissed the top of Yvonne’s head. “I’m not going to ask permission.”

Yvonne spent a moment catching Theodore up on the impending sale of her LA home. Her condo in New York was long gone. Tomorrow they’d close on the bungalow. And then things would move on.

“I need to go find the bathroom,” Vaughn announced.

“Oh, don’t go to the pool house. That’s where everyone goes.” Yvonne wrinkled her nose. “Come into the house and I’ll show you. I need my phone, anyway.”

Nolan shifted his weight to follow Yvonne, but Tabby grabbed his arm.

“We’ll be here,” she said with a smile.

Nolan remained rooted to the spot when he really wanted to tag along after Yvonne. He’d begun to crave her presence between ops. Her calm soothed him, balanced him out.

“The three of us should talk,” Tabby said when Yvonne was halfway to the house.

“I’ll say.” Theodore turned to face Nolan. “This serious?”

“Yup.” Nolan was prepared to weather the gauntlet ten different ways.

Theodore nodded and glanced away.

“My question is do you plan on marrying her?” Tabby asked.

Nolan clenched his jaw. He’d promised Yvonne to consider his words before he spoke and telling Tabby to fuck off might only set her off. Tabby pissed off was something he’d like to avoid.

“I’d like to know that, too.” Theodore crossed his arms over his chest.

“I think that’s something that’s between me and Yvonne.”

They still had to talk about his drunken phone call. He’d had a tight window between jobs and had a few too many beers blowing off steam. Once more, he’d spoken before he thought. Telling Yvonne to marry him hadn’t exactly worked out. He doubted she’d ever respond well to orders. It was a good thing she’d never enlisted. She had appreciated the donuts he’d sent to her office the next day.

“That’s fair,” Theodore said.

“Seriously?” Tabby gaped at Theodore.

Theodore kept staring at Nolan. “Just putting this out there, Yvonne once said if she ever got married she wanted to use our grandmother’s ring. Mom never liked it, so Dad has it in a safety deposit box. I could get it.”

Well hell. That was the kind of lifeline he needed. Rings and the sort weren’t his forte. Tabby would enthusiastically help him shop, but he doubted they’d agree on anything.

“I suppose we should trade numbers. Just in case.” Nolan pulled out his phone.

“You’re lucky she likes you.” Tabby huffed and crossed her arms over her chest.

“I am.”

“Put a girl out of her misery and tell me if you’ve at least brought up the topic?” Tabby huffed and crossed her arms over her chest.

“Don’t make her break out her little black book.” Theodore thumbed at Tabby. “She’s persistent.”

Nolan sighed. “Does it count if I was drunk?”

Tabby gasped and clapped her hands while Theodore chuckled.

“That totally doesn’t count.” Tabby grinned. “But as far as drunk dials goes, that’s acceptable.”

“I knew Yvonne was up to something, I just didn’t think it was this.” Theodore locked eyes with Nolan. “I’d give you the warning about our family, but I think good luck is more in order.”

Theodore extended his hand and Nolan clasped it in a firm shake.

“Welcome to the family,” Theodore said.

“And speaking of family,” Yvonne announced returning on Vaughn’s arm. She smiled up at Nolan, lashes fluttering. “Just so you know, your mother has decided to tell her friends she is the one who introduced us.”

“How...?” Nolan squinted, unsure how his mother had come to that conclusion.

“I don’t know, but it might be a better story than Vegas?” She slid her arm into Nolan’s. That beaming smile of hers made his heart do funny things. He loved that she was doing that more, smiling, laughing, enjoying herself.

He bent his head and kissed her cheek. “That’s an awesome story.”

“Do you really want to tell your daughter she should go to Vegas to find her Prince Charming?” Her brows rose.

“Wait.” Tabby squealed. “You’re having a girl?”

Horror struck Nolan at the thought of his baby following in their footsteps. “Mom’s story is better.”

“We don’t know if it’s a girl—yet. I’m just saying...” Yvonne shrugged.

Nolan wrapped his arms around her for a gentle hug.

His forever Vegas girl.

They were perfectly imperfect in every way, and he loved it.
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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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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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