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Retired Marine Paxton Mills likes working from the shadows, but a high speed bridesmaid rescue brings him to the forefront as he takes over a tricky case while on vacation in South Africa. It's hard to keep his attention on the job when his partner is the sexiest woman he's ever met.

Coco De Jong likes animals more than people. Navigating the social waters of her best friend's wedding gets even more complicated when she finds herself in the arms of a guy who looks like an action hero come to life. Her one night stand is one of the truly dangerous ones: an animal lover.

What should have been a hot wedding fling turns serious as Paxton and Coco are drawn into a poaching investigation with ties to one of Coco's old flames. Paxton has to face the reality, that he's begun to care for Coco. As they get closer to their answers they find a new question. Are they ready to say goodbye when the vacation ends?

Explore the whole Aegis world in these series...
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To my angel, Nina.

I hope to be there for you how you’ve been there for me.



Table of Contents

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

1.

[image: image]


Wednesday. Mlilo Animal Reserve, South Africa.

Paxton Mills peered out at the passing landscape from behind his sunglasses. There was far too much sunshine after spending twenty-seven hours on planes. All for a wedding. His first wedding, to be exact. He still wasn’t entirely sure why he’d agreed to come to this one when he’d avoided every other wedding to date.

It was the animal angle. He was intrigued.

In a few days’ time he and the rest of the guys would head out and assist the park staff and other conservationists in ensuring the safety of the wildlife. Namely, from poachers. It was essentially the same job he always did as a bodyguard. Only these bodies would weigh a couple tons or have fangs and claws or who knew what else.

Silas reached over and flicked Paxton’s sunglasses, causing them to fall in his lap.

“What the fuck, man?” He turned his head and glared across the aisle at his best friend. When they’d been paired up in the Marines as a sniper pair Paxton hadn’t expected to like Silas. Now he was the only family Paxton claimed.

Silas grinned. “Thought I saw a bug.”

“Asshole.” Paxton snorted.

“Nerd.”

Brett Jones twisted in his seat and glared back at the two of them. Chances were they’d gotten carried away on that last flight after one too many drinks.

“You’re both asshole nerds,” He said. Brett was a former CIA agent and current fresh meat recruit seeing as he’d gotten fired after helping one of Aegis’ own save his girlfriend from a tight spot.

“That’s Mr. Asshole Nerd to you.” Silas wagged his finger in Brett’s face.

Paxton choked back a laugh. After this many hours traveling together, they were all a little punchy. The other two fresh meat guys were passed out in the back of the bus while their other buddy and roommate Vito did the smart thing and tuned them out with headphones.

They should almost be to the reserve and resort.

Paxton wasn’t sure what to expect. There were roughly thirty other guys from Aegis Group attending, plus their significant others and children in some cases. Then there was everyone from the bride’s side of things, and she’d trekked all over the globe. From what Paxton understood, this was an international event. Lots of people and noise and color. It made him want to find a dark, quiet room and hole up for a while.

He wished he didn’t have this strange sense of foreboding. Every time someone got hitched this knot of tension took up residence between his shoulder blades and just under his skull. It was why he’d never gone to a wedding. They just weren’t for him.

Maybe there’d be so many people no one would notice if he didn’t sit for the actual ceremony?

He pulled out his phone and unlocked the screen. He was beyond ready to be at the resort.

Six phones began ringing at once.

That was never a good sign.

Paxton’s vision narrowed to the name on the caller ID.

Zain.

What was their boss and tech-god calling all of them for? Wasn’t he at the resort already? Had something happened? Some sort of poacher attack?

“Got it,” Paxton said and tapped the speaker button on his call. “What’s up, man? You’re on speaker.”

“Who is this?” a woman asked. Her voice was tight with anxiety and she panted, as though she were running or had just been running. “I mean, which are you?”

“This is Paxton, ma’am.” He glanced at Silas. “Who is this?”

“It’s Lacey.” The bride. Her voice vibrated with fear, anxiety, pent up frustration. “One of the reserve employees snuck a baby pangolin out and my maid of honor just went after the guy by herself. You’re not far out. She just left. I’m hoping you’re about to pass her or something.”

The atmosphere in the bus had shifted. The fresh meat guys were awake. Luggage was being opened, gun boxes unlocked. Silas jerked his head at Paxton, signaling he’d handle their gear freeing him up to focus on the call.

Paxton got out of his seat and approached the front of the bus so he could peer out at the road. “How am I supposed to know what we’re looking for?”

“If you see her you’ll know it’s her. Teal shirt, teal boots, probably attacking a group with a rock or something. That’s Coco.”

He chuckled despite the seriousness of the situation.

“No, Pax. Here.” Silas pressed the cool metal of a handgun into Paxton’s palm.

He slid the gun in the waistband of his jeans and lowered himself to sit on the steps. “We’re looking for her, Lacey.”

The line clicked, and the call ended. Paxton didn’t need more information, they had their marching orders. He’d worry about getting a hold of Lacey later.

The bus rolled through another little town, these homes were a bit nicer than some they’d passed. They didn’t look like a strong wind would knock them over. Kids kicked a soccer ball around in a field.

Up ahead a cluster of people gathered on one side of the road.

Paxton tapped the driver’s shoulder. “Hey, will you slow down, man?”

“You don’t want to stop here, man.” The driver glanced back at him.

“Just slow down.” Paxton strained to see over heads.

The light glinted off reddish curls.

Was that a bit of teal?

One side of the crowd parted as a man crashed to the ground, giving Paxton a visual of a goddess with golden honey skin baked to a beautiful brown color, a halo of reddish curls wearing a Bride Tribe teal tank top, jean shorts and shit kicker teal boots. And yes, she was wielding a tree branch like a weapon, all the fury of some female deity imbuing her with supernatural strength as she cracked a guy over the head with her makeshift weapon.

This had to be Coco.


Lacey had her pegged.

“Stop!” Paxton shoved at the doors, forcing them open despite the driver’s protests.

Paxton’s boots hit the asphalt, and he darted around the bus, assessing the situation. There were maybe two dozen on-lookers ranging from children to older men. Quite a few looked ready to throw a few punches. Paxton could feel the tension even if he couldn’t understand the words people were yelling.

He didn’t want to draw his weapon here unless he had to. That was only going to escalate the already tense situation.

“Hey. Hey!” he yelled, drawing attention to him and not the woman.

The two men she’d already gifted welts to glared at him as they rose to their feet. Paxton rushed past them toward Coco, his hand on the gun at his waist.

He finally glimpsed something small, brownish-gray cradled to her side. She hadn’t yet glanced at him, her whole attention on a young man who couldn’t have been more than sixteen. They were trading heated words Paxton didn’t have to understand.

He turned his attention to the people crowding around them. More were joining those he’d seen from the bus. She might have her direct conflict under control, but it was the crowd that made him nervous.

Where the fuck were the others?

He glanced back at the bus and saw the five guys watching them from the road.

What were they waiting for?

Paxton couldn’t worry about them. His focus needed to be here.

“Coco?” He closed in on her, turning so that they were both watching half the circle.

“Who the hell are you?” she demanded. It said something that she only spared him a token glance.

“Paxton. Lacey sent us.”

Coco lifted her chin. She really had this warrior queen thing down. It was damn hot. “I don’t need to be rescued.”

“Obviously.” He chuckled. “I’m just back-up. In the interest of getting us all out of here safely, I think it’s time to go.”

She ignored him and let loose a flurry of words, using her branch to gesture at the young man. Was this the now former employee who’d stolen from the reservation? Lacey’s words were a blur.

Paxton eyed the crowd. Some of them looked like curious onlookers; just people watching some sort of fight go down. But there were others who stared at Coco like a problem to be tackled. Those were the ones Paxton didn’t like, and there were more of them now. The rest of his team was too far away to do anything if these people pounced.

“Coco, it’s my professional opinion that we get out of here now.” He slid his hand under his shirt to grip his weapon.

At that moment a man in the crowd lunged forward.

Paxton didn’t think. He moved, darting into the guy’s way and landed a punch. Someone else grabbed Paxton from behind.

The situation was deteriorating.

It was time.

He twisted away and pulled his gun from his waistband. A coldness gripped him. It had been a long time since he’d had to point a gun at someone. He could have gone his whole life without having to do this again.

“Easy. No one has to get hurt,” he said.

“Let go!” Coco ordered.

Paxton pivoted and aimed the weapon at a man who’d emerged from the crowd to grab Coco.

Paxton locked eyes with the man. “You heard the lady.”

Coco wrenched her arm out of the man’s grasp. Paxton didn’t want to have to fight these people and his asset when it came to getting her out of there. If he could just get her moving toward the bus, the others would be there.

“Ma’am, do you agree it’s time to leave now?” he asked.

“I’m done here.” Coco held her head up high and marched toward the street.

People scattered out of her way save for two men.

What were the chances they’d attack? If they wanted whatever it was she’d taken back from the boy, if it was valuable enough, odds were they’d go for it.

The bigger man sneered and said a few words to Coco, who responded with something that sounded snappy. She brushed past them without incident and approached a silver Honda Translap motorcycle.

“I think it would be better if you rode in the bus.” Paxton glanced over his shoulder. Others had joined the two men. Whoever they were, they were not fans of Coco.

She glanced back at him. “I’m not leaving my bike here.”

Paxton kept watching the group. At that moment a car pulled up and the two guys got in, but they didn’t go anywhere. They just sat there watching them.

“We’ll handle this. We just need to get out of here.” Paxton grabbed the bike before she could protest and steered it across the road toward the bus.

Silas jogged to meet them.

“Where the hell were you?” Paxton asked.

Silas shrugged. “You had it handled.”

“Here.” Paxton pushed the bike toward Silas.

“Keys?” he asked.

Coco dug in her pocket and handed over a collection of silver and brass keys. “I have to get this back.”

“Understood.”

Until they were on the reserve, Paxton wasn’t going to leave Coco’s side. It was standard operating procedure, whoever had the most rapport with an asset stuck closest to them. At this point he doubted she could tell them apart, but that didn’t matter. She was now his responsibility, and he wasn’t going to let her out of his sight.

Coco let out a deep sigh and her nose wrinkled. “Lacey didn’t have to send you. I was doing fine on my own.”

She allowed Paxton to guide her into the van where the others were waiting. Brett and Vito had their windows cracked, guns out of sight, watching the crowd.

“We were just passing by. Here.” He gestured at the seat Silas had vacated.

That was when he saw the rust red marks on the side of Coco’s tank top as she adjusted whatever the hell she was holding. It looked like an armored basketball.

The bus lumbered forward, following the silver motorcycle zipping ahead.

“You’re bleeding.” Paxton leaned toward her.

“I’m fine.” She bent her head toward the ball of scales. The fierce warrior melted away as she cooed soft words to the ball. “Everything’s fine now. You’re safe, Sushi.”

Paxton glimpsed the cuts on Coco’s arm. They weren’t bad, but he still wanted to clean them up.

The ball of scales quivered.


“What is that thing?” Brett leaned over the seat.

Lacey’s words and a nature documentary Paxton had seen as a kid collided and everything clicked.

“Pangolin.” He snapped.

Coco glanced up. All the sharp edges were softer. Her smile was warm and inviting. “Correct. Sushi Roll here is a ground pangolin. Her mother was rescued from poachers right before she gave birth.”

Paxton propped his elbows on his knees. Was that a little, dark eye looking at him? “Mama’s going to be happy to see you?”

Coco ran her hands over the baby’s scales. “Sadly, no. Her mother escaped her enclosure after about two weeks. She was badly traumatized. I’m not surprised.”

“Damn. Poor little girl. She going to be okay?”

The tail of the creature slapped out, smacking Coco in the knee and revealing the animal’s soft underbelly along with claws as long as his little finger. Sushi stared up at him with her long nose and dark eyes.

“Oh, there she is.” Coco ran her fingers along the animal’s stomach.

Brett shook his head and eased back into his seat. “That’s weird, man.”

Sushi rocked sideways, almost throwing herself off Coco’s lap.

“I know, I know. You’re hungry.” Coco picked the animal up under its front legs and draped it over her shoulder, almost like a baby. The armored tail lay flat against her chest while its nose led its head swaying back and forth.

“What’s she eating?” Paxton asked.

Coco studied him for a moment.

A guy couldn’t be interested in animals?

He’d grown up in the backroom of the bar watching nature documentaries, pretending he was the guy narrating the scenes. It had given him a world outside his own private hell. And now he was here. He wanted to see all of it during the handful of weeks they’d be on site.

“A little formula but mostly she forages for her own ants. Want to hold her? She’s not scared so she won’t hurt you.”

Paxton was surprised by the offer, but he sure as hell wasn’t passing it up. “Yeah. Is that okay?”

“Sure. I can get this arm cleaned up. Just reach over and take her.” She leaned toward him.

Sushi’s little nose twitched nonstop.

“Hey, Sushi. Come here, girl.” He found the animal’s stumpy front legs, hooked his thumbs under them and lifted.

Sushi’s tail swayed, but she otherwise didn’t protest moving from Coco’s shoulder to his.

“Hey there. Hey.” Paxton ran his hand down the scaled back of the creature.

It was weird, almost bone-like in texture.

Holy shit this was cool.

Sushi’s long nails dug into his back. It didn’t hurt, but he could see how if scared or attacked she could use those things to great harm. But she seemed content with her new perch.

He chuckled. “It’s kind of like an armored kitten.”

“She’s just as much of a nuisance as a whole litter.” Coco sighed and tugged at her tank top. “Lacey’s going to kill me for getting blood on this shirt.”

“Here.” Vito leaned forward with a couple of alcohol swabs and bandages.

“How bad is it?” Paxton asked.

“It’s not. See?” Coco showed him the inside of her arm. “I’ll clean it better when we get back.”

She finally relaxed, draping her arm over the seatback and watching Sushi or him. He couldn’t really tell.

“You’re one of the Aegis Guys, yeah?”

“We all are.” Paxton nodded at the others. “I’m Paxton. The guy on your bike is my partner Silas. This is Vito and Brett. Back there we have Quinton and Kage.”

Coco’s eyes never left Paxton. “Nice to meet you.”

This trip was looking up. In fact, the knots of dread were gone.
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Wednesday. Mlilo Animal Reserve, South Africa.

Coco De Jong flopped down on the padded bench and watched her best friend carry on an animated discussion with the man who would officiate tomorrow’s wedding.

This was all so surreal.

She should have said no and run away when Lacey asked Coco to be the maid of honor. If she’d been in her right mind she would have, but at the time she’d been floored that out of everyone Lacey knew she wanted her. Coco. All her life she’d been picked last or not at all, and now someone made her their first pick.

It’s no big deal, she kept chanting to herself.

Except tomorrow she’d be standing front and center with her crazy, unruly hair alongside these beautiful women. On one side would be Lacey, blonde, slim, perfect in white. On Coco’s other was Omarosa, a model gorgeous woman who worked for National Geographic with skin so dark it glowed. And her hair. Coco had so much envy over the woman’s sleek, a long curtain of jet-black hair she could scream.

Story of Coco’s life. Stuck in the middle with her crazy curls that never cooperated and skin too light to be black and too dark to be white. But this was what Lacey wanted. Coco had few enough people in her life she considered friends. She wouldn’t back out now because she was self-conscious about what people might think of her in a fancy dress. At least Lacey wanted them to all wear flats. Coco wasn’t sure what she’d do if she had to wear heels.

“You!” Lacey dropped down next to her, invading her personal space by almost mashing Lacey’s nose to Coco’s cheek. “Oh my God, Coco. What the hell were you thinking?”

Lacey wrapped her arms around Coco in a tight squeeze. She patted Lacey’s hands, not quite sure how to take these ping-ponging emotions. Coco had grown up with few enough friends she never was entirely sure what to do. With Lacey it was usually easy. She flew her feelings like flags. Eventually Coco gave in and leaned into the hug.

“I wasn’t thinking,” she admitted under her breath.

“What? What was that?” Lacey cupped her head at her ear and chuckled.

“You heard me.” Coco slapped Lacey’s hand away.

“Okay, but what happened? One minute you’re going to join us for drinks and the next you’re chasing down a poacher? What the what, Coco?” Lacey curled her leg under her. Like her bridesmaids, she wore a tank top, shorts and boots, only hers were white, befitting her role as a bride.

“The new kid. Cameron?” Coco sighed. “They hired him despite my reservations. He scooped up our baby pangolin and took off with her.”

Lacey stared at Coco.

“What do you want me to say?” She threw up her hands. “I knew if he got Sushi into town we’d never find her. There wasn’t time to waste organizing who was going to look for her, I had to go.”

“And nearly get yourself killed?”

“I did not. Who told you that?” She frowned. There at the end it had been tense. It had hit her during the drive to Mlilo how in over her head she’d been.

“No one had to. I know you. What? Happened?”

“I caught up to him, ran him off the road just outside of town. I took Sushi back, but by then there were more people...” She swallowed. She’d never forget the next bit, but she couldn’t tell Lacey the truth. “I had some words with them, then this bus stops, some men get out and we all went on our way.”

More like Coco had done something stupid, picked a fight with the wrong group, and when she’d needed a lifeline, the crowd parted and in strode an honest to God action movie hero with a crooked nose. The blond hair, blue eyes and bulging muscles just enhanced everything else about him. She’d never forget locking eyes with him in that first moment. It was clear to her at a glance that Paxton would have taken on the whole crowd and probably won because of what was in his head. He was a trained weapon who did his job well.

“What’s that look for?” Lacey narrowed her eyes.

Coco pulled her head back into the moment. “What look? I didn’t have a look.”

“You had a look.” Lacey smacked Coco’s thigh.

“I was just thinking... The men who stopped and gave me a ride were very nice.” She could feel a fresh sheen of sweat breaking out despite the cooler temperatures. Guys and relationships were nothing but embarrassment waiting to happen in her world.

“Nice?” Lacey snorted. “I wish you could see yourself right now. So, which one was nicest? This is your chance to tell me now before I go find out for myself.”

Coco swallowed and reminded herself that this was Lacey. She might rib Coco ‘til her dying breath, but it wasn’t mean spirited. She wouldn’t use Coco’s words against her. Lacey was her friend. Coco hadn’t had many of those so it was easy to forget that Lacey was on her side.

Her side.

Paxton hadn’t left Coco from the moment he’d come to her rescue. He’d even skipped getting checked in to go with her to put Sushi in the pangolin house. There was something about a big, strong man melting for the helpless little animal that did dangerous things to Coco’s insides. She wished she’d had a camera to snap a picture of Sushi curled up on his shoulder and the grin that had changed his face from handsome to devastating.

“Paxton was very helpful.” Coco stared at her folded hands, her body warming at the memory of him.

“Pax? He’s blond, buff, cute?”

She glanced sideways at her friend. “I thought you were getting married?”

“Just because I’m getting married doesn’t make me blind. My husband works with some hot guys who all happen to be really great people.” Lacey grinned.

Coco examined her nails, her insides writhing. Every bit of her wanted to know more about him, even if it wasn’t in her best interest. “Pax? You know him well?”

“Not at all, actually. I mean, I’ve met him, but we’ve probably only spoken a handful of times. If you like him, I totally approve.”

“Approve of what?”

“Whatever you want to do.” Lacey grinned.

“What is it you think I’d want to do?” Even as Coco asked she felt her cheeks flame fiery hot.

Lacey slid her arm through Coco’s. “Look, we talk once a week. I’ve never heard you mention dating or any guy. You told me you aren’t into women, but if you’ve changed your mind, I want to know. I get that working out here is not the environment to meet people. All I’m saying is it’s a chance to enjoy yourself with some heavily vetted, quality men.”

“You’re incorrigible.”


“And you like me this way.” Lacey pushed to her feet. “Come on. Dinner should have started and I’m starving. Did you decide what you want to do with your hair tomorrow?”

Coco groaned and stood. “Nothing has gotten this red out of my hair. And I missed my appointment to get it straightened.”

Lacey frowned and her gaze lifted to Coco’s hair. “What’s wrong with the red and curls? I love it.”

“Everyone else has long, straight hair. I have this.” Coco gestured to her curls. Each spiral curl had a mind of its own and ideas about where they should be and how tight they curled on any given day. She’d felt so out of place during the rehearsal next to the goddess of beauty that was Omarosa with her long, silky hair.

Lacey blinked a few times, a little wrinkle on her brow. “You do whatever makes you feel beautiful. I’ve told you a hundred times I’m obsessed with your hair. I think it’s amazing. But it’s not my hair, it’s yours.”

“Are you sure?” Coco cringed. Most days she let her hair do its thing or wrestled it back into a bun or something. It was just easier to go natural than try to keep up with something elaborate. Besides, as Lacey had pointed out, it wasn’t like Coco was out there trying to impress anyone.

Lacey slid her arm through Coco’s and steered them toward the rehearsal dinner that was already in full swing. “What I care about is that my best friend is going to be there to hand me tissues as I cry off all my make-up. Don’t worry, everyone will look amazing next to me and my inevitable raccoon face.”

“You will not have a raccoon face.”

“You watch. It’s going to be ugly. There will be eyeliner and mascara everywhere. I got this lipstick that’s supposed to be smudge proof, but watch it get on everything. It’s okay. I know I’m a hot mess. Shane is fully aware of what he’s marrying. The only difference is that now the whole world will know.”

They snickered and laughed as they walked the path. Being friends with Lacey was easy. She made it that way, and Coco was grateful for it. The sound of music and laughter drifted toward them along with the smell of food. Her stomach growled, reminding her she had barely eaten anything that might be considered lunch.

By the time they reached the lawn where the buffet was set up, the mood was lighter. Coco knew she’d dread tomorrow until it happened. But she’d get through it, because Lacey really was the best friend she’d ever had. No matter how much distance separated them, she was always there when Coco needed to talk. Coco wanted to be there for this big day. 

Lacey split off to go say hello to people who’d arrived that afternoon while Coco made straight for the food. The fare she’d get here was ten times better than anything she’d cook for herself. She planned to take advantage of the next two days and eat her fill. Coco didn’t see anyone she knew well enough to join, so she took her plate off to a far table on the edge of the party where it was quieter.

She was content to observe the party and the mix of people. That was how she’d survived most of school, though she’d had her twin to lean on then. Her thoughts shied away from thoughts of her brother. She didn’t want his sourness to spoil this beautiful celebration.

Coco put her drama aside and focused on all the sights, sounds and smells of the party. It was remarkable how one person could bring such a diverse group together. There was a marine biology team from Mexico. A married couple with their kids who lived to research iguanas in the Philippines. Some mountain climbers Lacey had worked with way back when from Nepal. Each group was different from the last.

Her gaze snagged on the blue eyes of a man looking back at her. She shivered and despite the distance between them she knew exactly what those baby blues were like up close.

Paxton held her gaze a moment longer before turning his attention to the bartender.

Lacey was right. Coco had been alone a long time. She’d made a study out of watching people. Growing up on the outside of two racially-divided worlds had given her a lot of material to process about how people hurt people. She knew what she wanted when it came to a partner. To date she hadn’t met that kind of man. But she knew he was out there. The question was would she ever find him?

Coco wasn’t sure about her action hero guy. He’d waded into a conflict he hadn’t fully understood. Did he do that sort of thing often? What if things could have been resolved without violence? He hadn’t paused to ask. But he also hadn’t hurt anyone in the process of rescuing her. No, she’d been the one to swing her tree branch and crack skulls. And then there was everything that came after. He’d put that side of himself away and got lost in Sushi just like Coco would.

Paxton turned from the bar with two green drinks in hand, complete with cherries and decorative umbrellas.

She chewed her food slower as he headed straight for her table. There was no mistaking his destination. He’d seen her when everyone else looked past her. She wasn’t invisible to him and she didn’t know what to think about that. On one hand, she was caught. But on the other, she wasn’t going to be alone on the outside watching in a few moments.

Was this what Coco wanted? Her lady parts tingled as if to say hell yes. But her mind wasn’t so sure. What about when he left? What then? Were a few moments worth it?

“This seat taken?” Paxton gestured to the chair on her right.

“Nope.”

“May I?”

“Sure.”

“Didn’t know if you like these, but I figured I shouldn’t come over empty handed.” He offered her one of the drinks.

She picked it up, eyeing the green liquid. “Liquoring me up, huh? What’s in it?”

“Nothing like that.” He held up his empty hand. “And I have no idea what it is.”

Coco took a sip and tasted citrus and melon flavors, nothing she could easily identify. It was tangy, sweet and if there was any alcohol in it she didn’t notice it.

“That’s not bad.” Paxton set his glass down.

“I do believe that’s dangerous.” Coco scooted her glass a little away from her.

“Don’t like it?”

“I think I might like it too much and with all this going on, that could be a bad mix.” She gestured at the party while taking him in. He’d changed his shirt, but otherwise he was the same guy as before. Just as alluring.

Paxton turned his head a bit more and frowned. “Is that a giraffe?”

Coco followed his gaze and sure enough a long neck stuck up against the night sky, the animal’s head doing a little side-to-side motion Coco knew well.

“Is something wrong with it?” He squinted.

“That’s Blinky. She’s blind.” She smiled fondly at the animal as it found its bearings and ambled away from the party. “My theory is that she does this to listen to where things are before she heads to her next destination.”


“Blind? And she’s survived this long?” He glanced back at her.

“She’s perfectly healthy otherwise, so no reason she wouldn’t live this long. We found her as a calf, wandering by herself, and took her in.” Coco gestured across the lush lawn. “The resort fence keeps predators out and her in.”

He frowned. “By herself? That’s lonely.”

Be still my heart...

Coco swallowed and took a deep breath before replying so she didn’t say something crazy like, want to see my panties? “She’s not alone. We have two other giraffes inside the fence. One is a captive born female that wouldn’t survive in the wild and a male who had a broken neck, among other injuries. You’ll see them wandering around together. Blinky is just more independent.”

Paxton grinned first at the giraffe then at her. “I like her.”

And I like you.

Coco drowned out the thought by turning her attention on Paxton. “You enjoying yourself?”

He made a face, not quite a grimace, but it wasn’t unpleasant.

“Don’t like crowds? Weddings?” she asked.

He stared up over the main resort building, looking into the distance. “I’ve never been to a wedding.”

“Never?”

“Nope.”

“Any particular reason?”

Paxton shrugged and found somewhere else to stare. He didn’t want to talk about it. That much was obvious.

“Keep a secret?” Coco reached for the deadly green drink and took a sip.

“I think I can.”

She plucked the cherry off the ice and took a moment to eat it. This was something she hadn’t told Lacey. Coco didn’t want to spoil her friend’s week with drama. “I’m a bit sour on the whole wedding thing myself right now. My twin—who I haven’t spoken to in years—called me up about two weeks ago to say he’s engaged now and wants to patch things up so I’ll come to his wedding. Gave me this whole spiel about how we need to be a family again.”

The bastard.

Coco wrapped her lips around the straw and drank to stop herself from going deeper.

“That sucks,” Paxton said.

“Yeah.” She set her now empty glass on the table.


“Why’d you guys stop speaking?”

The old wound throbbed deep in Coco’s chest. “That’s a long story. Maybe another time? That’s not the kind of thing I want to dwell on the night before my best friend’s wedding.”

“I hear that. His loss.” Paxton held up his glass.

His words soothed a rawness inside of her she hadn’t been aware of. It was her twin’s loss. He’d made the choices and Coco had to pay for them.

Maybe Paxton was the kind of guy she should take a chance on?

She turned from her mostly empty plate to face Paxton. Her family drama was with her every day. This man was only around for a little while. And she wanted to know more about him. What brought him to this point? What shaped him?

“Tell me something about yourself.” Coco draped her right arm over the back of the chair and crossed one leg over the other.

“Like what?” He turned so they faced each other. Though the party was only yards away, it was suddenly as though it didn’t exist. They might as well have been alone.

“Where are you from?” Might as well start there.

“Kansas.”

Coco chuckled. “Like Dorothy?”

“Yup.” He shook his head.

“How’d you get involved with this?” She nodded at the milling bodies.

“Not so fast.” His gaze narrowed. “Don’t I get a question?”

“I suppose,” she said slowly, not so certain she wanted to divulge her past.

“You get your arm looked at?” He reached over and held out his hand.

Caught off guard by the question, she didn’t think twice about putting her hand in his. “Yes.”

He turned her arm this way and that, examining the bandages.

She’d had some idea that he could be gentle. Watching Paxton with Sushi Roll had told her as much, but it was a completely different thing to feel that touch on her own skin. His fingers were rough from use and he cradled her forearm like a man who knew his way around a body.

They were just scratches, but he took his time looking her over. And she let him.

When was the last time she allowed a man to touch her like this?

Most of her contact was with animals.

Maybe Lacey was right and what Coco needed was a man. Even for a few nights. It didn’t have to be anything serious. Just someone to hold her and remind her that she was a woman.

Coco licked her lips. She wasn’t exactly good at this sort of thing, but she’d never been one to back down from a challenge.

“Paxton?”

“Hm? Sorry.” He let go of her arm and perched one elbow on the table, the other on the back of his chair. His eyes were so blue she almost couldn’t believe they were real.

“I was thinking about heading over to my place.” She gathered her meager courage. “You want to take a walk with me?”

Was that too subtle? Too forward?

The feel-good vibes fizzled out, leaving him staring at her with an intensity that left her confused. Did she run from him? Or clench her thighs? Because hot damn that was a powerful stare.

“Coco...that’s not a good idea,” he said.

His rejection stung, but this time she felt it deeper. This wasn’t the first or last time a man had turned her down, but she’d thought there was a tiny spark between them.

“Oh. Well, I guess have fun tonight.”

“Coco.”

She picked up her plate and stood, too dazed to properly wrap her head around his reply. He kept talking, but she tuned him out. She’d heard all she needed to hear.

Not a good idea?

It wasn’t as though she’d said point blank what she was thinking, but maybe he’d realized where her head was. Whatever his reasons, she didn’t need to know them. She had enough going on without the complications of a man, anyway.

What was she thinking?
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God damn it.

Paxton’s head was too fuzzy and his mouth wouldn’t work properly to get his thoughts out before Coco bolted from the table. He pushed to his feet then had to wait for the ground to stop spinning.

He really should have eaten before that first round of drinks. Or the second.

One foot got tangled in his chair and he tripped, barely regaining his balance before he face planted on the lawn. In that short amount of time Coco was gone.

“Shit,” he muttered and looked around the party.

Except she’d said she was leaving.

He turned toward the west. He caught a glimpse of a shadow that looked an awful lot like a curvy woman passing under the boughs of a large tree.

Paxton took off, keeping to the level ground until he found the path Coco had taken. She easily outdistanced him, but he was determined. At least he hadn’t finished that last drink.

The lights grew farther apart, and the music faded. The resort sat inside a sizeable portion of fenced-in land. It was cultivated and kept lush in contrast with the wild growing landscape beyond. Trees and bushes lined the paths, giving Coco plenty of cover to hide from him.

The footpath turned onto a concrete drive wide enough for a vehicle and that was barred by a wide gate with a key code pad. Out there, on the other side of the hill, was the research facility where they’d taken the baby pangolin.

Was that where Coco was heading?

Only one way to find out.

It took Paxton a minute to scale the fence. His limbs didn’t quite want to work as they should, but he made it over without incident. He jogged down the steep incline, vaguely remembering the bus ride back over following his pangolin adventure. He didn’t yet know how he’d find her once he got to the other site, but he’d figure it out and make up for his liquored up tongue.

“What are you doing outside the fence?” A figure moved in the shadows, separating itself into Coco’s form at the base of the hill.

That was unexpected.

“Looking for you.” He stared at her.

She waved her motorcycle helmet at him. “You can’t be out here on your own.”

“You are.”

“Because I’m going home.” She gestured at the path.

Alone.

Paxton had rules when it came to drinking. Very strict ones, which had unintentionally hurt her. He’d seen the sting on her face. She was too expressive to hold it all in and his brain wasn’t working fast enough to stop the train wreck. If he were sober things would be different, this conversation wouldn’t be necessary. But it was.

Coco remained standing there, lit only by the moon and stars. He closed the distance between them, losing himself in her eyes. When he’d touched her earlier, he’d known he was pushing a rule, but now he’d break it entirely.

He lifted his hands and cupped her face letting his fingers stroke her skin, revel in the soft beauty of her.

“I’ve drunk too much,” he whispered.

She kept staring at him, those walls of hers up. He didn’t like that look, not when she’d been open with him before.

“I don’t do drinking and sex. It’s a bad combination. What I want to do...” His gaze dropped to her mouth.


Yeah, he’d like to kiss her, to follow up on that invitation, but he’d only go so far. This was his new line. One he’d make an exception for just her.

“Who said anything about sex?” She stared up at him, all defiant and sensual.

“Me.” He should take his hands back. She was giving him clear fuck off vibes, and yet he didn’t want to.

This was why rules were important.

Paxton had seen firsthand the destruction men could do. He’d always promised himself he wouldn’t be anything like those men. Nothing like his father. But his adherence to those rules had hurt her, and that had to be fixed.

That solemn vow was enough for Paxton to force himself to take a step away from her. “You’re a beautiful woman, Coco.”

“Why does it always have to be sex?” She turned toward the motorcycle he hadn’t seen before. “What if I just wanted to make out? Or what if I needed you to lift something heavy?”

“I know me.” He backed up the road. “I know what I like. And I know what I want.”

Coco pivoted and glanced over her shoulder at him. Once more their eyes locked. Was it wishful thinking or did he see a spark of interest? Answering desire?

“So you’re saying it’s all about you here?” she asked.

He stopped. “No. But if you invite me back to your place, I know where my head’s going to go. After as many drinks as I’ve had that’s a line I’m not crossing.”

Coco leaned against her bike. “Why not?”

“Because...” The answer beat at the mental doors he kept it locked up behind.

“Because?”

“It’s not a nice story.”

She stood there, examining him. He knew withholding the truth only brought up more questions, but telling her—anyone—always changed how they looked at him. So he’d stopped telling people. They didn’t need to know.

“Try me.” Those two words rolling off her lips sounded like a challenge.

“Coco.” He took a few steps toward her before he stopped himself.

“Now I have to know.” She folded her arms over her chest.

Either he kept this secret, and she continued to distrust him. Or he told her the truth, and she came to whatever conclusion she wanted to.

“I think people make mistakes when they’re drunk.” He shied away from the deeper truths. “Makes any decent human being really think about things.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t want to be that guy who goes too far because I had one too many.”

“You are not that kind of guy.”

“You don’t really know me.”

“No, but I’ve met that guy and you aren’t him. There’s something you aren’t telling me.” She kept staring at him with those hard eyes.

Paxton hooked his thumbs in his pockets. He sure as hell hadn’t seen tonight taking this path.

“I was going to go check on Sushi, then do my evening rounds. Want to come?” She tilted her head down the road.

Did he?

“You trust me enough to let me tag along?” he asked.

“I’m curious about you. Come on before I change my mind.” Coco turned the bike around and pointed it down the hill.

She swung one leg over the seat and cranked the engine.

Was this a good idea?

He wasn’t interested in going back to the party. If he didn’t go with her, he’d crash, and it seemed a wasted opportunity if he didn’t seize every moment he could here. Hanging with her would get him the backstage view on all the parks current patients.

Paxton settled himself on the back seat of the bike.

“You sober enough to do this?” she asked over her shoulder.

“Yeah.”

“But not sober enough to kiss a girl. Got it.” She chuckled.

Before he could answer the bike zipped forward. He found the pegs for his feet and held onto the underside of his seat as Coco pushed the bike faster, only pausing to enter the code to admit them to their destination.

The conservation part of the park was located in the old resort area. What he’d read online had impressed him. The operations side of the resort had moved into the old, main building. They’d opened up research facilities for different teams on the grounds, allowing several studies to be conducted at once. Most animals inhabiting this part were temporary patients on the road to recovery and re-release. Those animals that couldn’t be released were kept until a suitable new home could be lined up. It was all rather impressive.

Here lights chased away the shadows. There weren’t any people around, unlike earlier when it had been bustling with activity. 

Coco steered them toward a cinderblock building with a corrugated metal roof just like any other set of buildings. The bike slowed to a stop, and he got off first, only a little unsteady on his feet.

She spared him a glance before unlocking the building, allowing them entry.

The pangolin building smelled a lot like damp earth. Probably because its inhabitants were always digging around in their enclosures. Coco had explained earlier that these were all wild animals here for one form of care or another as part of an ongoing research project. They would be released back into their habitat chipped and monitored.

He followed her to the corner enclosure and together they leaned over to peer down at the littlest pangolin.

Sushi stood on her back two legs, tail extended for balance and looked up at them, her two front paws folded together like some sort of well-mannered child. She walked to stand on the other side and stretch her little arms up toward Coco.

“Don’t do that.” She groaned.

“Why not?”

She sighed and turned toward him. “At this rate Sushi won’t be able to be released. She’s just too used to humans. In the wild a poacher could just walk up to her and pick her up. She wouldn’t know to be afraid.”

“What will you do with her?”

“It’s not up to me. Maybe find a place that focuses on pangolins? There’s a few. She could have a happy life, have babies.” Coco sighed. “In a perfect world she would be released. But I knew when we took on an infant that wasn’t a real possibility anymore. At least she’s safe and healthy. Her water’s good. I’ll check the others and we can move on.”

She spent a moment topping off water dishes then they were on to the next building and the next after that. They didn’t talk much, and he was okay with that. It was a lot to take in from the pangolins to an injured rhino and even a lioness.

He mostly stood back, watching Coco or helping when she gave direction. She spoke softly to the animals and moved with confidence. This was what she was good at, it was her world, and she was in it.

Paxton had never belonged anywhere like that. Even with Aegis or Silas, he was always a bit off. Different. It had taken Paxton a long time to come to terms with who he was and he owed that self-discovery to the years spent in the Marines. He’d gone in as a lost teenager, looking for direction and found it.

Eventually her rounds came to an end. They stood near the resort building on a path shaded by trees. The lights were off, which made seeing Coco’s face near impossible.

“Thanks for letting me tag along,” he said.

“It was nice to have company.”

“You stay in the old resort?”

“One of the villas.” She waved past him where the path curved out of sight.

They lapsed into silence.

He didn’t want to leave her, and though he’d sobered up quite a bit, he wasn’t ready to circle back to her offer.

“Why the rules? What’s the real story?” she asked.

Paxton grimaced and turned to stare off over the fence at the wilderness beyond. “Back to this?”

“Yup.”

“My dad’s not a good person. He did things when he drank. To my mom mostly. You know what Stockholm syndrome is?” He hadn’t until he’d seen another documentary. He’d been a pre-teen at the time, riveted to the screen, ticking off the points that portrayed his mother so accurately.

“Your dad kidnapped your mom?”

“Not exactly.” He sighed. Might as well get it out there. He’d never share some of his theories. Reality was cruel enough as it were. “As a kid you hear how your parents met. Mom always told this story that was generally the same. She was twenty, got a job in a bar, then this older guy buys her drinks and they fall in love. Except the details, little things always changed. It took me a while to piece together what I think is the truth. My dad got my mom drunk, among other things, and she was too young and naïve to know better. Now she survives by living in a fantasy version of reality where dad is her prince charming.”

What he wouldn’t voice was that the words Mom used, how her face got when she recounted those stories, they weren’t good. There was always a bit of fear in her eyes, as if deep down she knew it wasn’t right.

Coco was quiet a moment. “That must have been hard.”

Paxton shrugged. It was the past.

“I’ve seen a lot of men like that. They think they need to beat their wives. My twin called the cops on our neighbor once. The police came and laughed it off. Nothing happened.” She paused for a moment. “Your father sounds like a terrible person, but he isn’t you.”

She took two steps, closing the distance between them. Her smooth hands cupped his face, much like he’d held hers. Then she lifted up on tip-toe and everything slowed. His gut tightened. He grasped her by the hips, but couldn’t convince himself to keep space between them before her lips found his.

The first kiss was chaste enough. Skin to skin. Then her lips parted and rational thought ceased. She suckled his lower lip between hers. He felt the suction all the way to his balls. He groaned and pulled her up against him. It was the first time he’d truly felt her, all the curves and toned muscle. She leaned into him and wound an arm around his shoulders. He parted his lips and teased her with his tongue. The world spun faster as all the blood left his head to go south.

Something rustled in the bushes not three feet from where they stood.

Paxton broke the kiss and glanced toward the noise while Coco clung to him, kissing his neck.

“Ignore it,” she mumbled.

He kissed her cheek, keeping it sweet despite his now raging hard-on wanting far more carnal things.

She sighed and peered up at him. By now his sight had adjusted enough he could see her, though not as well as he wanted. “I can’t do anything to convince you to stay awhile?”

“Didn’t you say you had something heavy to lift?”

She chuckled and slapped his shoulder. They both knew that was a lie, but right about now he’d let her fleece him.

He lowered his head and found her mouth, sinking into the deeper kiss, her hands holding him tight. This time she broke the kiss.

“You’re a good man,” she whispered.

Paxton knew a few people who’d argue that point. He liked hearing that statement from her though, so he didn’t refute it.

“I’m not going to lie to get you to my place. If you want to come over, you’re going to have to go in knowing I want you.”

“Fuck,” he muttered and squeezed his eyes shut.

She chuckled again. “And then that.”

Could she be any clearer?

They wanted each other. She’d been more than clear about that and he didn’t know if he had it in him to turn her down a second time. He wasn’t that good of a person.

He squeezed her to him and bent his head so he could whisper into her ear. “Show me your place?”
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Coco hadn’t expected deep and meaningful from Paxton. The only thing they could have was a hot fling. Knowing more about him, that he was a genuinely good guy under the good looks and rough edges, had her liking him more. If only it did anything for her nerves.

Her hands were sweating as she led him up the walk to her home. The red brick villa lacked the sophistication of the new resort. It was just a couple of rectangles fitted together, but this was her home.

She fit her key in the lock and glanced back at the man looming over her.

He braced his hands on either side of the door and bent his head to her shoulder where he pressed the gentlest kiss to her bare skin.

Who was this man? How could someone raised among so much bad turn out so good?

She twisted the key and pushed the door in, flipping on the two lamps with the door switch.

“This is it.” She stepped to the side and gestured at the furniture she hadn’t changed from when she’d moved in.

How did this look to an outsider? To him?

The living room was a long rectangle, with the bedroom to the right running the width of the villa. Her tiny kitchen was ahead on the left. And a set of double doors opened up onto a patio area where she had gear laid out to dry. Everything was decorated in beige, maroon and white.

Paxton never glanced at their surroundings. His eyes remained on her. There was an intensity to him now, a focus. He braced one hand on the wall, crowding her back until he had her caged against the cool surface with an arm on either side of her.

He leaned in until his nose bumped her cheek. She held her breath, ready for his kiss, but it never came. Instead he stared down at her and it felt as though he looked into her. She hadn’t thought she’d have much in common with him, but after a small glimpse into his world she wondered if they were more alike than different. But that was a question for later.

Coco slid her hands up his chest, marveling at the feel of him. It had been so long since she was held, since she touched another human being for pleasure. She was skin starved for more than just sex. Tonight she intended to indulge herself.

“You’re beautiful,” he whispered.

His words startled a chuckle out of her. Warmth spread inside her chest and her toes curled in her boots.

She didn’t often feel pretty, but the way he was looking at her, she was ready to believe him. Even if it was just for tonight.

He bent his head, and she tipped her chin up meeting him in an open-mouthed kiss. His tongue thrust between her lips and she groaned, her body pulsing with want.

Fingers traced the hem of her shirt from hip to her stomach and back. She shivered and leaned into him, sliding her hands back up over his shoulders.

“I want to say I have a condom,” he said against her lips.

“If you don’t, I do.”

“Awesome.” He pulled back just enough to allow her to look up at him. “And I don’t have anything. You’re safe with me.”

“You, too.” Her mind was past caring and straight to wanting. At least one of them was thinking clearly, and it wasn’t the sober girl.

He grasped the bottom of her tank top and tugged it up over her head. If she’d have known this was happening when she’d dressed for the day she’d have worn something besides the plain tan, satin bra. She wanted his hands on her, to feel him touch her.

The bra had to go.

She reached behind herself only to get pinned to the wall by the press of Paxton’s body. He grasped her wrists and pulled her hands up over her head.


“Hands there.” His voice was a low, rough growl that made her shiver.

“Or what?”

He grinned at her. “Do you want to find out?”

“Do you always have to be in control?”

His gaze left her face and traveled down to her chest. “No, but I have ideas.”

“Care to share?”

“How about I show you?” He traced a bra cup with his finger.

Her nipple tightened at the promise of his touch. He kissed down her chest to the valley between her breasts. She closed her eyes and leaned her head back. In truth, she’d stand here all night like this if he kept this up.

All at once her world shifted.

“Paxton!” She scrambled to hold on to him.

Paxton hoisted her up into the air, giving her legs no other option than to wrap around him. His face remained between her breasts and he groaned something that sounded like bed but she couldn’t be certain.

“Put me down,” she said between laughter.

He pivoted and edged through the door into her bedroom. She was glad she’d done a blitz clean so there wasn’t anything to trip him up on his way to the king-sized bed hogging her bedroom. He set her down on the edge and lifted his face to hers for a quick kiss.

“Better,” he muttered.

“Better?” She grinned back at him. There was something about him that was just plain fun.

“Yup.” He crowded her back until she lay on the mattress legs dangling off, him over her.

She reached down and grasped his hips, pulling him to her. His cock was long and hard, ready for her.

He groaned and ground his pelvis to hers. “Not yet.”

“Not yet?”

He pushed up, robbing her of the pleasure that came from touching him. “Is there an echo in here?”

“Get down here.”

An evil gleam she wasn’t sure she liked flashed in his eyes. “Oh, I intend to.”

What was he up to?

Paxton dropped his head and kissed down her chest, silencing her questions. She ran her fingers through his fine, silky hair, luxuriating in the way each kiss and touch made her react. She gasped when he explored a new spot. She groaned when he figured out where she was most sensitive. All while keeping her bra and shorts on.

She didn’t realize he’d returned to her face until his lips caressed her ear as he asked, “Can I taste you?”

“Yes.” He could do whatever he wanted so long as he kept touching her.

He pushed up and undid the button on her shorts then yanked those and her panties down her legs and over her boots. She didn’t even have the presence of mind to be self conscious it all happened so fast. And then Paxton was leaning over her again, touching her stomach, kissing her chest then her hip. Her mind was awash in pleasure and sensory overload.

A kiss on her mound made her jump, both from surprise and because it was too much. He pressed his palm to the spot, as though he understood her nerves were too raw. But the respite only lasted a moment.

He sank to the floor, his arms under and around her legs holding her prisoner, and then she felt his tongue. A very intimate touch against her folds. She reached down and grasped his wrist in a vain attempt to pull him up. He pressed against her, exploring her sex with his tongue and mouth, kissing her in a far more intimate way.

His blunt fingers probed at her entrance, circling her, sending off zaps of pleasure. She moaned and grasped him by the hair, unsure if she wanted him to keep going or if it was too much.

He thrust his fingers inside of her and her spine bowed off the bed. She cried out, her body adjusting to the intrusion. He licked her, his tongue pressing to her clit.

“Oh—oh, God,” she muttered while he finger fucked her.

It felt too good to last, but damn it she wanted this to.

She slid her free hand up to cup her own breast, pushing her bra out of the way. Her nipples ached from arousal. Her sex throbbed. And then Paxton did something inside of her, curling his fingers, rubbing her channel walls. All at once it was too much. The pleasure of it coiled too tight, and she hit the breaking point.

Coco cried out, her body going tight as the orgasm took over. She clawed at the sheets, as if that would anchor her. Her muscles spasmed, and all the while Paxton stroked her. He kissed her sensitive skin, gently easing away and out of her. She shivered as he separated their bodies.

“Mm.” That single sound was all the warning she had before he kissed her nipple.

She yelped, all her nerves raw after that, and wiggled way.

Paxton chuckled and grabbed her around the waist. He dragged her to the middle of the bed and lay with her tucked up against him, his jean clad leg over hers, caging her in. He kissed her shoulder and took her hand, threading their fingers together.

“Too much?” he asked.

“Less talking.” She allowed her eyes to shut.

Dear God. Even now the aftershocks shot through her. And that was just from his mouth and fingers. No man had ever done that to her.

He slid his hand over her stomach and pressed a kiss to the back of her neck.

They weren’t even done yet. This was just the beginning.

She turned until they lay face to face.

“You left my boots on,” she whispered.

“And your bra.”

She chuckled and traced his lips. Those magical lips. And here she’d thought their best skill was kissing.

He covered her one exposed breast with his hand.

She arched her back, luxuriating in his touch. “I can work with that. Take my bra off.”

“Come here.” He rolled, taking her with him so that she sprawled over his chest.

Coco laughed against his shoulder while he freed the catch of her bra. “Do I get to take my boots off?”

“No. They’re sexy.”

“My boots?”

“Yup.”

She pushed up, straddling his thighs. “Fine, but I want you naked.”

“Happy to oblige.”

He sat up and pressed a playful kiss to her lips.

This man was the dangerous kind. Not physically. No, Paxton was a danger to her heart. In the few short hours that she’d known him he’d come to her rescue, shown her his sweet side, let her glimpse what made him into this man and now he was showing her all his other talents.

She distracted herself by helping him strip off his T-shirt. The moment it was off he pulled her flush against him and to her mouth in a hot, hard kiss while cupping her breast. He toyed with her aching nipples despite her groans of protest.

Coco rocked against him. The hard line of his erection pressed against her, ready for what came next.

Once more, Paxton picked her up without warning, treating her like some sort of doll. It was thrilling in a way she’d never experienced. He was strong and forceful, but not too much.

She landed on her back among the fluffy pillows looking up at him. His hair glinted gold in the light from the living room and he grinned down at her. He wasn’t just the action hero. He had this softer, funny side and damn if it wasn’t far more attractive.

“Is this where you tell me to stay right here again?”

“Almost.” He grabbed her hands and placed them on the headboard, then kissed the tip of her nose. “There. Don’t move.”

He dropped his head, pressing kisses to her collarbone, her right breast, stomach and hip before sliding off the bed. She followed him with her eyes, taking in the finely sculpted body, the scars, everything. But her gaze zeroed in on his hands as he unbuckled his belt. Gravity pulled his jeans dangerously low on his hips. He undid the button and eased the zipper down, then jeans, underwear and shoes went in a flurry, leaving him naked at her bedside, wallet in hand.

Damn, but he was beautifully built, right down to the cock jutting toward her.

“Got it.” He held a condom between his fingers.

When had that happened?

She was too focused to care at this point.

He rolled the protection on. Their gazes met, and she noted how much deeper blue his eyes had become. A product of lust?

“Paxton.” She reached out a hand when he didn’t come to her sooner. Was he having second thoughts?

He took it and kissed her palm. “Thought I told you to keep your hands where I put them?”

“Fuck your silly rules. Get over here.”

Paxton climbed onto the bed, straddling her legs. He kissed her knuckles then slid his palm against hers, fingers woven together.

“You’re beautiful, you know that?” he whispered.

Right now she felt it. It was how he looked at her, these little kisses. They did her in.

He lowered his head and set his mouth against hers in a slow, languid kiss. She defied his rules and reached down to where his erection lay against her hip. She grasped his length, mapping it with her fingers. He nipped her lower lip hard enough she jolted a little.

Paxton rose up over her, gaze narrow. It would have been an intimidating look if it weren’t for the smile.

“You just don’t take orders well, do you?” he asked.

With both hands free now she was able to stroke him better, root to tip. “Nope.”

“You want this dick?”

“I did invite it over to play.”


“Fuck.” He shook his head. 

They were both affected. It wasn’t just her here.

Paxton shifted, driving one knee then the other between her thighs, wedging her legs apart. He hooked one arm under her leg, bending and lifting it. She gasped and fought against the urge to cover herself in such an exposed position.

He leaned over her and nuzzled her nose, dropping little kisses on her cheek and chin.

“I want you to come again. Okay?” He wasn’t the least bit shy about his request.

Coco couldn’t answer. Everything in her was wrapped up in anticipation, waiting for him.

He kissed her lips and pressed his hips to hers, his erection sliding along her folds. She shifted, wanting him inside of her but it was the wrong angle.

“Put me inside you.” Once more, his voice was lower, rougher.

Far too eager, she grasped his cock and guided him to her entrance. He pressed into her a little bit then stopped to kiss her with that same, slow purposeful manner as before. Her body loosened, and she felt him ease deeper.

“God damn,” he whispered.

She groaned in response.

“I knew you were tight, but—fuck.” He let his head drop forward.

They watched him withdraw almost completely. She held her breath as he eased back in, rubbing long-ignored nerve endings.

He bent his head to her beast and teased her nipple with his tongue. She moaned and lifted her hips, driving him deeper still. At long last he was fully seated inside of her. She had one leg wrapped around him, her nails digging into his ass. The feeling of fullness, their two bodies coming together, sparked something inside of her.

Paxton relaxed his hold on her leg and pressed her down into the mattress for a long, slow kiss. She curled her limbs around him, wanting to hold on to this forever.

His hips moved, and she saw stars.

Holy sweet mother of—

“Damn,” he groaned and drove into her.

She shuddered with pleasure.

“I need—I’m going to try—”

Coco crushed her mouth to his, silencing him for a moment while her body processed the feel of him.

“Fuck me,” she whispered against his lips.

He pushed up, rising over her. A bit of sweat beaded his brow. His pupils were blown out, so dark in contrast to the blue. And then he moved. She acted on instinct, bracing her hands on the headboard like he’d showed her. The first thrust almost made her arms buckle. There was a tightly controlled power inside of him, and now he shared that with her.

Coco undulated with him, but her mind was awash in pleasure so complete it was hard to do more than feel. He pushed up and watched her.

He’d called her beautiful.

Her.

Coco.

The awkward, introverted girl who liked animals more than people. She was beautiful.

Panton bent his head and kissed her breast, her sternum and throat. It seemed like his mouth was everywhere.

His arm slid under her waist, changing the angle of her hips and pulling her to him with each thrust.

“Oh—God,” she groaned as a new wave of sensation hit her.

She was not going to last much further if he kept this up, that was for damn sure.

Already she could feel the tightening of her abdomen. Her toes curled into the sheets. She let go of the headboard with one hand because she had to touch him.

Coco grabbed him by the back of the neck and pulled him down for a kiss, needing that connection. Deep inside her the pleasure was building. She could feel it coming.

“Pax-Paxton,” she groaned.

“Come on, baby,” he whispered.

She hiked one leg up around his hip and thrust up to meet him, needing just a little more.

He took the hint and drove into her, deeper harder.

Coco lost the ability to breathe. The light seemed to fracture into a million colors and her body pulsed with pleasure. She hadn’t thought she could come again. It was different this time, deeper, as if he’d reached into her soul. She heard him groan words as his motions became jerky, different. She let go and folded her arms around him, hugging him to her as her orgasm milked his cock.

She was spent. Physically. Emotionally. Mentally. The day had done her in, and it was ending in the most spectacular of ways.

Paxton’s mouth crashed into hers and he rocked his body against her, holding her so tight it was hard to breathe.

Holy shit. That was far more than she’d bargained for.

The aftershocks went on for what felt like minutes. Paxton continued to kiss her, whispering sweet words while she caught her breath.

Talk about more than she’d bargained for.

Paxton bumped her nose with his. “I don’t want to move.”

“Then don’t.” She hugged him to her, greedy for his touch still.

He grinned against her mouth. “Eventually this is going to get uncomfortable, or I’m going to need a new condom.”

“Fine.” She sighed.

Paxton cupped her cheek. “I said eventually. Not right now.”

Was it too soon to ask him to stay the night? The week? Was she in over her head?
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Wednesday. Mlilo Animal Reserve, South Africa.

After two days of travel, Paxton was enjoying lying in a big, comfortable bed. The only thing missing was Coco. He kept his eyes shut, listening to the subtle sounds of her going through her evening routine behind the bathroom door. The minutes stretched on.

Was she stalling? Had he done something?

He sat up and frowned at the door, replaying the last hour in his head. His dick twitched, getting the wrong idea.

Should he go? Was he not reading the signals right?

The truth was he didn’t fully trust himself even if the evening had gone well. With a lineage like his he had to be careful. His earliest examples of how to be a man were toxic.

Paxton ran a hand through his hair.

If he were at home and if this night had happened with a girl from a bar or one of the hangers on that used to get brought to their former bachelor pad, this was the moment when he’d find somewhere else to be. A reason to end things before the girl got the wrong idea. And yet, that was the last thing he wanted to do now.

The bathroom door finally opened, backlighting Coco with a soft glow.

She huffed and gestured to her head where she’d piled her curls and contained them within a silky looking wrap. “I’m ready for this wedding stuff to be over.”

This was exactly where he wanted to be.

The restlessness ceased, and he was at peace.

Paxton chuckled and eased back onto his elbow, his concerns abating at the sight of her. For one thing, Coco’s pale pink oversized sleep shirt was so thin the light made it nearly transparent. He decided that he liked that garment a lot. A few errant curls stuck out of the wrap, but he didn’t say anything. He liked the look. And besides, it fit her.

“What?” She lifted a hand to her hair.

“You’re beautiful.” He patted the bed next to him. He was ready to be here. With her. Because when it was them it felt right. Good. And he’d had so little of this he didn’t want to let it go. “Come here.”

Coco regarded him for a moment longer. Were her eyes narrowed? It was hard to tell.

The light flipped off, and he felt the bed dip as she slipped in. He reached for her, finding her wrist then her waist.

“What’s the hair thing for?”

She sighed and scooted closer, moving his arm higher on her waist. “I’m trying to convince my hair to look nice for tomorrow. Normally I just wash and go, but I thought for the two weeks leading up to the wedding I’d try this.”

“Oh. Cool.”

“You have no idea what I’m talking about, do you?”

“Not really. Longest my hair got was to my shoulders for a while.”

“Why’d you cut it?”

“Too much trouble.”

“See? Maybe bald would be a good look?”

Paxton tried to see Coco in his mind without the curls, but he couldn’t picture it. There was something about even the errant corkscrews that seemed so her. Full of life. Defying gravity. She was just the type.

“Nothing to say about that?” she asked.

“First, that question sounds like a trap.” He tightened his arm around her waist, dragging her closer. “Second, I’m thinking about it. I’m tired. My brain’s slow.”

“Oh, sorry, Paxton’s brain.” Her fingers slid up his cheek to his temple.


“Not sure I can see you without the curls. But what do I know? I bet you’d be beautiful no matter what.”

She sighed and her lips pressed to the corner of his mouth.

“Did I say something right?”

“Yes.” She chuckled. “Good night.”

Yes, it most certainly was.

Coco turned so her back was to his front and pulled at his arm, tucking it around her, as if he were her human blanket. Paxton didn’t mind one bit. He fought the urge to nuzzle the back of her neck. It would be far too easy to get lost in her. Tomorrow was a big day for her and he didn’t want to keep her up too late.

He shut his eyes and listened to the foreign sounding bugs and the wind. Something creaked outside. The sheets rustled a bit as Coco shifted her legs.

It really was a nice, comfy bed.

Was the one in his room this nice? Was Silas bunked down for the night? Should Paxton have checked in with him?

“I can hear you thinking,” Coco whispered.

“Sorry,” he muttered.

Paxton tried to quell the questions and instead thought about a wide, open, inky black sky full of stars. As a kid he’d sometimes taken refuge on top of their mobile home where he’d lay and try to count all the little pinpoints of light.

Coco blew out a breath.

“Sorry, still too loud?” he mumbled.

She twisted and wiggled back around to face him. “I’m nervous about tomorrow.”

He kept his arm draped around her waist, enjoying the feel of her curves. “Nervous? Why?”

“It’s a lot of people. Lacey wants me to make a speech.” There was something she wasn’t saying. Hadn’t she mentioned something about her twin getting married? “Tell me about yourself.”

“Is this how you get to know people? Ask for details?” He chuckled. “What do you want to know?”

“I’m not the best people person. Sorry.” She wrinkled her nose. “How’d you end up here?”

“Well, I got on a plane—”

She smacked his shoulder before returning her hand to his waist. “That’s not what I meant.”

“Made you laugh.” He chuckled. “How’d I end up here?”

There were many things that had funneled him here to this moment. It was hard to pick one or a specific time or place.

“Didn’t have many opportunities after I graduated high school, so I went into the Marines. It seemed like a way out. Became a sniper. Got paired up with Silas as my partner. Spent the next few years going where I was told and not dying. Now we work for Aegis Group.”

“I get the feeling there’s a lot more to that story.” She drew on his side, her fingers tracing patterns.

Paxton’s insides tightened up. It didn’t matter how much time and distance separated him from his biological family, they would always haunt him. Poison the good in his life, if he gave them half a chance.

He lifted his hand and stroked her cheek with the back of his finger. “You don’t want to hear about my fucked-up family or the people I lost doing my job.”

She was quiet a moment. Her hand at his side stilled, then she squeezed him ever so gently. “Okay.”

“What about you? What’s your story?”

“My story?” She chuckled, but he felt her stiffen. Seems they both didn’t much care to talk about their past.

“Yeah, how’d you end up here?” he asked, lobbing her question back at her.

“Well, I’ve always gotten along better with animals. My twin’s dog totally ignored him for me. I think Cane’s still bitter about that. We were living right outside an upper-class suburb when I was in high school, and I found out there was a boarding stable. I started hanging around there, got a job cleaning stalls.”

“Did you get to ride the horses, too?”

“No. I never rode one.”

“What?”

She chuckled. “I was too scared then.”

“Wait. You? Scared? That happens?”

“Shut up.” She pushed at him, but he could hear the smile back in her voice.

“How’d you go from stable hand to wildlife wrangler? Hm?”

“There was this vet. Matthew Pedersen. He’d come by every couple of weeks. I volunteered to help him and when his assistant retired, he asked me if I wanted a part-time job after school and on the weekends. He’s the one who first brought me out here. The cook at the cantina is his wife. Was. She was his wife.” Coco’s voice grew thick with emotion.

“What happened?” He hugged her a little closer.

“He died a year ago.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“Yeah.” She sighed and leaned her cheek on his shoulder. “I miss him.”

“I didn’t realize you were a vet.”

“I’m not. I wasn’t able to go to school. But I learned a lot from him. My dad wasn’t really in the picture much and my step-dad was never interested in being our dad. Matthew was probably the only real father figure I ever had.”

“I get that. Silas’ family treats me like I’m their kid. It’s nice.” Paxton hadn’t wanted to like Silas’ family, but they hadn’t given him much of a choice. They’d smothered him in love until he accepted them as his own.

Coco snuggled closer, tucking her head under his chin.

He didn’t know her story, but he didn’t need to. She, like him, came from a broken background. They were different and the same.

Paxton kissed her forehead.

“It’s nice finding people you click with,” she whispered.

“Mm.” He slid his hand up and down her back.

He lay there in the darkness, listening to her breathing even out and felt her body relax in his arms. If his life had taught him anything, it was to live in the moment. Appreciate the good when he had it, because it rarely lasted.
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WEDNESDAY. JOHANNESBURG, South Africa.

Luke Nodorf stalked around his desk. The office was too small. He was too far up to pace out to the street and take a walk. Times like these, he missed the little home he’d grown up in. He’d been something of an anomaly in those days, a white boy in the ghetto, but it was the best his family could afford. Even now he’d buy his parents a real home if they’d let him, but they just turned their nose up whenever he offered to help.

The simple fact was that Luke didn’t need them anymore. He’d offered out of respect. If his parents wanted to ride their high horse into the grave, so be it. That was their dying wish.

Luke had bigger problems to worry about.  Like the National Council of Provinces.

Two more of his loyal men were out. This was after nearly a dozen representatives Luke had counted on lost their elections. At this point there were less than twenty-four sitting representatives for him to ply with cash and promises to sway votes his way.

And what a time to be on the outs with so many. Sometime in the next week they were voting on new laws spearheaded by one person that would seriously damage Luke’s ability to do business.

The obnoxious prick Cane De Jong.

To think, Luke and Cane used to hang, back in the day when they’d lived in Soweto. For a short time, Luke had considered the De Jong twins friends. Hell, Luke had even taken Cane’s sister to the Matrik Dance. With a history like that Luke should have some sway over Cane, some insight into what made him tick, his weaknesses. But Luke was coming up blank.

If Cane had his way, he’d destroy Luke’s ability to run his business. He’d make half of what Luke did criminal. If the other measures passed, sentences for minor crimes would be extended. That meant more of his uncle’s men stewing in prisons.

Luke could not allow these measures to be passed. He had to stop them no matter the cost.

“Sir?”

Luke turned toward his assistant. The man had been with Luke since he started hustling as a teen. Along the way he’d learned that good people were worth keeping around.

“I have the reports for you.” Joshua gestured to the computer.

“Thanks. How’s our bottom line?”

Joshua winced.

That bad?

Shit.

“Don’t tell me.” Luke turned toward the window to hide his grimace.

The new anti-corruption laws were tightening his belt. If he didn’t figure this out soon, his uncle would be on his case. Luke was far too aware that everything he’d been given could be taken away.

Uncle Johann was not a kind man. The only reason there was room for Luke was because his cousins had fucked up. With records as long as theirs, they couldn’t pretend to be on the up and up. Which was where Luke came in.

Publically he was a lobbyist, petitioning the National Council of Provinces on special interests of those he represented. Some of his clients were who and what they said they were, but the bulk of Luke’s clientele was as dirty as the day was long. In this new day and age every criminal had to play politics to survive. And that was where Luke came in.

The common man knew street politics. The gangs understood how things worked in the ghetto. But they were at a loss for how to handle the legal system. For a fee, gang leadership could retain Luke’s services to either lobby for the interests of his clients or warn them what was coming down the pipeline.

His family was born to generations of hustling. Some might call their operations criminal. The way Luke saw it, he was doing the disenfranchised of South Africa a service. He provided representation for the common man beyond a vote that may or may not have been recorded. And if he had to exert a little pressure on some people to get things done, so what? Luke was looking out for the little guy, at the right price. And Luke commanded a hefty fee.

His father had left this, for what? To work in some office, earning someone else a mountain of money?

Mom called it an honest pay for honest work.

Honesty didn’t fatten up Luke’s bank account. He wanted a life of comfort, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to get that if he did things his father’s way. Which was why he’d returned to the fold and worked with his uncle.

If Luke didn’t change the course of things from this anti-corruption angle, he knew it would be his neck on the line.

His phone vibrated.

What now?

He glanced at the screen.

Mia Jola.

Luke snorted and tapped the answer button. The universe was a funny thing.

“Hello, Mia.”

“I can’t do this anymore,” she whispered.

Luke stared down at the street below. “What’s he doing?”

“Cane wants me to buy a wedding dress. This has gone on long enough. I can’t do this anymore.” Her voice rose to cracking.

“Calm down. You’ve got a debt to repay and you still owe me.”

She sobbed into the phone. As if that would change his mind. “I’ll find another way to get you the money.”

“Did you get a look at his phone like I asked you to?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“And I wrote it all down. It’s nothing but work calls.”

“I need to know who he is talking to, for how long and about what. Sweet talk him into telling you about his day. Understood?”

If Luke knew who Cane was working on, then Luke could offer up a counteroffer. It was going to cost him a lot of his personal cash, but if these measures passed and they limited what lobbyists could do, then Luke was done for.

“Stay the course, Mia. I’ll be in touch.”

He hung up the phone and turned it off.

Mia was a strong woman. She’d do what had to be done. There was too much riding on her for her to fail.
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THURSDAY. MLILO ANIMAL Reserve, South Africa.

Coco couldn’t keep hiding in the bathroom, but beyond that door was a man. A man she’d allowed to sleep in her bed, hold her and do unspeakably pleasurable things to her.

What had she been thinking?

She hadn’t. She’d been feeling. And that was a very deep pool she didn’t know how to get out of. The truth of it was that Coco had allowed herself to get swept up in all those feel-good things. She’d been touch-starved, and he’d offered her a buffet.

Now what did she do?

Coco had never brought a man to her place before. Her previous boyfriend had fizzled out years before and the few, brief romantic interludes were always the sort of thing where she had to go to them. All of which left her totally unprepared for what the hell she should be doing now.

She paced the length of the bathroom. In the light of day it was easier to examine the things she’d felt and thought. Her heart had gone way over the line. While he might have drunk too much, she’d been drunk on feelings.

He had to go. She needed space to think, process and prepare for tonight.

How did one ask their one-night stand to please leave without offending him? Last night might have been more than she could handle, but it has also been good. She didn’t want to shut the door on doing that again, just not right now.

Her stomach growled, providing her with the perfect excuse.

She only had a few things to eat at her place. Mostly granola bars and stuff she could eat on the go. Nothing like the fare he’d get up at the resort. She’d just take him back under the guise of dropping him off for breakfast. That would give her at least two hours to decompress from last night before Lacey expected her to report for wedding stuff.

It was a plan. A good plan. She could do this.


Coco opened the bathroom door and stopped.

Paxton laid in bed, shirtless, the sheets pooled at his waist and his phone in hand. It was the kind of image she wanted to capture and hold on to, but didn’t want to live in right now.

“You mind if I use your shower?” he asked.

“Actually, I need to get to work. Want me to drop you at the resort? I don’t think there’s a shuttle going this early.”

“You’re working today? What?” He rolled off the other side of the bed and onto his feet so fast, like a cat. “You don’t even get a day off for your best friend’s wedding?”

Coco kept her smile in place. She had the day off, but she desperately needed a few moments alone. Though standing there watch him pull up those jeans, she was briefly tempted to change her mind. Except she knew herself. Coco had always preferred animals to people. Crowds weren’t her thing. And today she wouldn’t just be in a crowd, she’d have to speak to one and be looked at. No, she had to preserve a little bit of time to herself so she’d make it through the day.

“Ready,” Paxton said while pulling on his shirt.

“Shoes?” She chuckled to hide the pang of guilt. If she told him the truth would he be as quick to get dressed?

Times like these she missed her twin. She and Cane were different, but they’d always gotten each other. Too bad her brother was the world’s biggest asshole.

Paxton wiggled his feet into his boots and jerked at the laces. His hair stuck up on one side and there were still lines on his face from the sheets, but he was dressed. He came to stand almost toe-to-toe with her, his eyes traveling from the top of her head down to her mouth.

“You’re going to do great today,” he said.

“Are you going to actually show up to the wedding?” She hadn’t forgotten his comment about never going to one before.

“I have a vested interest now.” One side of his mouth hitched up.

A wave of warmth swept Coco’s body from head to toe. She turned to keep from kissing that mischievous mouth.

“Come on,” she said over her shoulder.

She grabbed her keys from the coffee table where they’d wound up last night and opened the door for Paxton. He stepped outside, and she locked the door. They’d slept in late enough her coworkers shouldn’t be around to see their exit. She knew what some would say about her and while she didn’t care, she was very aware that her position here was not as secure as it had once been.

“Hey?” Paxton said.

“Hm?” She turned and froze.

“Coco! Coco.” The head of the reserve’s security jogged toward her. His green uniform was too dark in places.

She forced herself to swallow. Despite the heat setting in for the day, she felt a chill. Daluxolo never came to see her for good reasons.

“Who is it?” She remained on the stoop, clutching her keys.

Daluxolo stared up at her, his eyes filled with grief. He was such a peaceful man. Sometimes he didn’t seem cut out for the job.

“Utata,” he said.

“No.” Coco turned, anger and pain warring inside of her.

“Come on. We might be able to save him with your help.”

She mentally did the calculations. Utata was a massive, old Southern white rhino. He’d made his home in the park. Based on his injuries at the time, the theory was that he’d been driven away by younger males. Here, Utata had thrived. His gentle nature made him the perfect partner to accept rehabilitated females into the wild. Conservationists came from all over the area, bringing them young females in the hopes of transitioning them back into their natural habitat. Utata was also smart. He knew humans and how to avoid them.

“Coco?” Paxton touched her elbow.

Now wasn’t the time to fall apart. If Utata could be saved, Coco had to try. “I need my kit from—”

“I’ve got it.” Daluxolo gestured at the truck rumbling down the narrow lane between the villas.

She leaped down the three stairs, Paxton at her side. Daluxolo climbed into the cab, leaving Paxton and Coco to get into the back of the truck. The big one they used to transport their larger residents.

They sat with their back to the tool box bolted to the cab, knees drawn up, and watched the buildings of the old resort fade from view. Paxton reached over and squeezed her hand, but didn’t say anything.

Utata was well over five thousand pounds and somewhere near forty years old. It would take considerable power to bring an animal like that down, and Utata wasn’t the kind to go quietly. He’d have run, outwitting poachers.

Coco shut her eyes. There wasn’t a good scenario in her head. They were all bad.

The truck bounced and jostled them. The driver wasn’t being careful. They were running up against a clock she feared might not be on their side.

They kept driving. At a guess, Coco figured they were a good five to eight miles away from the resort, somewhere along the shorter safari route, right in the middle of Utata’s territory.

Coco hauled herself up, gripping the sides when the truck began to slow.

That was when she saw him.

Utata lay on his side, a great, gray mound in the tall grass. Two security guards stood one at either end of the body, their all-terrain vehicle sitting ways off. Utata wasn’t moving. She vaulted out of the back of the truck before it came to a full stop, hit the ground and jogged toward them.

“How is he?” she called out.

Daluxolo was right behind her, carrying the heavy medical kit.

The closest guard lifted his face and shook his head.

“No.” Coco staggered forward.

The smell hit her before she saw the damage done to the body. She circled around Utata’s big, square head, taking in the gore.

“He just went,” the guard said.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Paxton muttered.

Coco’s knees gave way, and she knelt at the front legs of the once powerful, graceful animal. He’d been stubborn, hard to treat, and an absolute joy to watch any time she caught a glimpse of him. There were generations of babies fathered by this one rhino, but none of them would ever replace him. Utata was one of a kind.
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THURSDAY. MLILO ANIMAL Reserve, South Africa.

Ebrahim peered through the binoculars at the figures clustered around the dead rhino. Stage one had been a close escape. A few more minutes and the security guards would have caught Ebrahim’s team, but they’d made it out with the prize.

Was that his cousin?

It was hard to tell at this distance who the guards were. Even if it was Ebrahim’s cousin it wouldn’t matter. As far as he was concerned that part of his family was dead to him. They served thieves and had the audacity to call Ebrahim a criminal.

He was a survivor.

Ebrahim clenched the nylon strap over his shoulder and embraced the weight of his rifle.

Owning a gun had changed his fate. His skills as a hunter were what got him hired by Bekker to lead this team. Bekker had seen potential in Ebrahim. The test today was to prove his worth to Bekker.

Ebrahim had the horn, now he would eliminate the pain in his ass.

Coco De Jong was not long for this world.



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

6.
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Thursday. Mlilo Animal Reserve, South Africa.

Paxton wrapped his arm around Coco’s shoulders from behind and knelt with her in the grass. Sobs shook her. Hell, just looking at the wounds that had taken down such a magnificent creature made him want to weep. But he had a job to do. Aegis Group had volunteered to come down and help with the poaching problem and here it was for him to see.

He pressed a kiss to the silk turban still containing her curls then stood.

Before leaving home, Paxton had sat in on a seminar like everyone else on the basics of poaching and what they were up against. There were many similarities in the methods used to combat the crimes that ran parallel to Paxton’s current work, both making use of his training from the Marines. He dusted off his hands and pushed the animal loving kid inside of him to the side so he could examine the scene.

He circled the body.

Several tranq darts stuck out of the animal’s thick hide. He wasn’t a good guess at the rhino’s weight, but it had to at least weigh over two tons. The amount of sedative to take the creature down if it got an adrenaline high would be massive. Paxton circled around to the legs. A couple of bullet wounds to the chest.

It had taken a team to do this. People watching for security, tracking the animal, then taking it down and cutting off the horn. If he had to guess, it wasn’t a small operation. They were looking at a dozen people.

Paxton turned toward the three security men now clustered together by the truck.

Coco had pulled herself together a little and was checking the body, listening for any signs of life. Blood was smeared up to her elbows and her mouth set in a determined line. The only way Paxton could make this better for her was to do what he’d been brought here to do.

He finished circling the body and joined the men.

“You must be from Aegis Group.” The dark-skinned man with the sad eyes who’d rushed to Coco’s door held out his hand.

“Yes, sir. I’m Paxton.” He shook each of the three men’s hands in turn.

“I’m Daluxolo, head of security.” He gestured to the other two men in green. “These are two of our anti-poaching staff.”

“Wish we were meeting under better circumstances.” Paxton glanced over at Coco still lost in her grief. “Do you have usual suspects? People who are repeat offenders? Sorry, not trying to step on your toes.”

“We appreciate the help.” Daluxolo shook his head. “Unfortunately there’s a long list of usual suspects.”

“This...” Paxton glanced around. “This would take a lot of people. Anyone who could do this with a dozen men and equipment? We’re only a couple miles from the resort. That’s practically under your nose.”

Daluxolo glanced at the other two who shuffled their feet and found somewhere else to look.

“There’s two groups, maybe three with those resources,” he said slowly.

“Daluxolo?” Coco turned toward them.

“We’ll talk later,” Paxton said, pitching his voice lower. Today was supposed to be a happy day for Coco. He didn’t want to bring her any more sadness.

She joined their group, swiping her forearm across her brow. “Do you think you can extract the bullets and darts? I’d do it, but...”

“I’ll see that it’s done,” Daluxolo said.

“Good. I heard about a group that’s willing to do ballistics, see if we can’t trace whoever did this. Take pictures of the ground, anything out of place. These guys are going to have a big head start on us.” She glanced out over the grass. “After that, if we can move the—the carcass somewhere off the safari route...”

Paxton wanted to reach for her, offer her comfort, but she hadn’t seemed to want it before. It still tore him up inside to not be able to make this better for her.

“And...” She cleared her throat. “If we can keep this on a need-to-know basis until after the wedding?”

“Of course.” Daluxolo nodded. “No one outside of us here need to know for now.”

“God, I just want to stay with him.” Coco turned and shielded her eyes against the sun. “It won’t bring him back. I thought he was the one who’d make it.”

“Utata had a long life and many children,” Daluxolo said.

“I know.” Coco blew out a breath. “Okay, I have to go back. If Lacey knows I’m gone, she’ll ask questions and I’m not letting anything ruin her wedding day.”

She strode past Paxton to the back of the truck and got in.

“I know where to find you later,” Daluxolo said in a lower voice for Paxton alone.

“Thanks.” He jogged to catch up with Coco.

She was already sitting on the bed of the truck, knees drawn up. Her gaze was sad, distant.

He eased down next to her. She leaned her head on his shoulder as the truck started up. He wrapped his arm around her and closed his eyes, allowing himself to share in her sadness.

The drive back was as much a blur as their trip out. The wind and rattling of the truck made it impossible to speak and be heard, which saved him from having to come up with something to say. He’d been too far too many funerals to count and still didn’t have the right words. That was the thing about loss, nothing ever made it better. Time was the only cure.

Back at the conservation part of the resort they were dropped off at the bottom of the hill where Coco lived. One look at her and he knew he couldn’t leave her by herself. She was in shock, mourning, hurting. Someone needed to be there for her.

Paxton nudged her in the direction of her house. He kept one hand on her back while she continued to show nothing but a numb face to the world.

At her door, he took her keys and opened the house, locking it behind them. Taking her hand, he led her into the bathroom and turned on the tap. Death was hard and when life was stolen, it was that much more difficult to weather.

He found a washrag and soap then set about cleaning the blood off her skin. The longer the silence went on the heavier it felt. As though he could feel the weight of her grief. He finished washing her arms then turned his attention on her face. She’d gotten a few smudges on her brow and cheek that came off easily enough.

Coco stared up at him, tears clinging to her lashes. Her lower lip quivered.

“I’m sorry.” He set the washrag down and reached for her.

She brought her hands up and shut her eyes tight.

“Please leave.”

“Coco...”

“Leave,” she snapped.

He opened and closed his mouth, unsure what the right thing to say was. Her grief was going to drown her, but she’d also made her request clear.

“Okay. You know where to find me.” Paxton turned and walked out of the villa.

All around him people went about their day, none the wiser about the tragedy that had just befallen the world a few miles away.
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THURSDAY. MLILO ANIMAL Reserve, South Africa.

Coco pulled her phone out of her pocket as she walked up the lane toward the honeymoon villa at the new resort. Still no new texts or missed calls. Not a single notification.

Why was she disappointed she hadn’t heard from Paxton after kicking him out the way she had? Could she blame him?

She slid her phone into her pocket then covered her face in her hands, muffling her groan. A half hour alone had helped her find her calm, but it also made room for the guilt.

Paxton had been kind, considerate, sweet, even gentle with her at times. And how had she repaid that? By snapping in his face and yelling at him to get out.

Had she yelled?

It had been so quiet and her voice was loud in the small space. It had felt like she’d yelled.

There was no changing her introverted nature. Sometimes she just needed to be away from people. It was a fact and it wouldn’t change anytime soon, but she could have been nicer. Now she wasn’t sure if she should reach out of what the correct thing to do was. For now it was joining the rest of Coco’s problems on a mental shelf to deal with later.

She stopped at the bottom of the stairs leading up to the luxurious new villa and stared up at the cheerful red door. It was time to put on her smile and be the best maid of honor she could be. She pushed her shoulders back and took the first step toward the villa

The red door burst open revealing Lacey decked out in a long, satin robe over another white Bride Tribe tank top with matching shorts.

“Coco! You’re here.” Lacey practically squealed the words.

The gray cloud hanging over Coco was no match for the intensity of Lacey’s joy. For no reason at all Coco laughed and grinned.

“Am I late?” she asked.

“You’re the first one. Shane left a little while ago. Come inside.” Lacey snatched Coco’s hand and pulled her into the villa.

Normally the little house was a tidy place with minimal furniture. Lacey had turned it into the wedding headquarters and commandeered folding tables, extra chairs and all sorts of things.

Four long dress bags hung from the ledge just under the windows at the vaulted peak of the roof. Three were black. The fourth was white.

“Wow,” Coco muttered.

“Mimosa?” Lacey crossed to the kitchenette and bar area.

“Sure.” Hell, it might relax Coco’s nerves enough so she could enjoy today.

Lacey handed over the fluted glass, one side of her mouth hiked up. “We never got to have a drink together last night. Cheers.”

They clinked glasses and sipped.

She kept her gaze on Coco, eyes twinkling. “So?”

“So?” She echoed Lacey.

“So.” Lacey waved her hand. “Last night you’re there, then you’re gone. I didn’t see Paxton either.”

Right.

Coco should have expected this.

She lifted her glass to her lips, buying herself a few moments by taking another drink.

“Your options are talk about it now when it’s just me, or I can keep bugging you about it when the others get here. Then you have to tell all of us what you got up to last night.” Lacey’s smile was deceptively sweet.

“Oh my God.” Coco closed her eyes and her skin heated. Not in a good way. “I totally screwed it up.”

“What? No.” Lacey took her hand and led her to the small sofa not covered in bags.

She shoved several off unceremoniously, prioritizing Coco and this conversation over the contents now dumped on the floor

“Tell me everything,” Lacey demanded.

Coco gave Lacey the highlights of last night, but when it came to this morning, she lamely picked up at the worst possible moment. “And then this morning I kind of freaked out on him, cried and told him to leave.”

“Well. That happened?” Lacey blinked at her.

“Yes.” Coco groaned. “I mean, I’ve never brought a guy over. Every other time I leave when I need to. This time... I just freaked out on him and all he was doing was being a decently nice guy. I’m not cut out for this, Lacey.”

“Okay, but everything up until then sounds like it went really well, right?” Lacey curled her leg under her and drained the last of her mimosa.

“Yeah.”

“Then just tell him the truth. Trust me, these guys have seen people at their worst. He’s going to understand when you tell him you’re a need-your-space kind of girl. And if he doesn’t, fuck him. Well, don’t really fuck him, not unless you want to again. You know what I mean. There are still plenty of other guys. His dick might have been good, but I promise you there are other just as talented men.”

Coco sputtered a laugh and wiped at her eyes.

“Do you want me to get him over here now?” Lacey grabbed her phone off the top of a box. “I’m sure I can round up one of the guys to find him and walk him over.”

“No!” Coco snatched at her friend’s phone.

“Are you going to talk to him later or are you going to hide?”

Coco glanced down at her glass. Truth was she’d be more inclined to avoid Paxton than seek him out. She didn’t exactly like to relive her mortification. “I don’t know.”

“Well, I guess it depends on if you were interested in him for one night or five.”

She turned her head and stared at the wall over Lacey’s shoulder. Did Coco want to see Paxton again like that? She knew he’d be around during the next two weeks.

“If I don’t talk to him, things are going to get weird, aren’t they?” she asked.

“Maybe. You don’t owe him an explanation if it was a onetime thing.”

And there was the kicker. Coco didn’t want it to be just once, even if that was the safer option. “I’ll talk to him later.”

“Promise?” Lacey held out her pinky finger.

Coco sighed and hooked her little finger with Lacey’s. “Promise.”

“Awesome.” Lacey grinned. “Okay, you want to start getting ready? The others should be here soon.”


“Yeah.” Coco lifted a hand to her hair wrap. “Let’s see what happens.”

“I really love that red on you. I’m glad you didn’t get rid of it.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Really?”

“Yes. What are you using? That red is incredible.”

“It’s a henna dye. I tried it on a whim. My hair just sucks it up.” Coco unwound the scarf, freeing her curls. She’d spritzed them with water earlier in an effort to get rid of the dust.

Lacey sighed. “The things I’d do for hair like yours.”

“You say that now. One day with this mop and you’d be singing a different tune.”

Coco pushed to her feet and crossed to the decorative mirror hanging next to the bedroom door. By some miracle, her hair wasn’t a total disaster. Her curls had a nice spring to them. One side wasn’t noticeably flatter than the other. She also didn’t see any noticeable dust.

“I’m calling today a hair win,” Coco announced.

“I’ll say. You look amazing.” Lacey hugged her from behind.

And Coco felt pretty darn good, too. It helped having her best friend there and Paxton’s attentions didn’t hurt either. Normally Coco did her best to fade into the background, but for today she was going to be front and center.

A knock at the door brought the moment to an end.

Lacey’s older sister, Jessica, and Omarosa filed in, giving the bride-to-be hugs before closing in on Coco. Though none of them had known each other before Lacey put the wedding together, they were fast becoming a friend.

“Okay.” Lacey turned to look them each in the eye. “Do we want to start getting ready or can I give you guys your presents?”

“Presents?” Coco asked.

“Yes.” Lacey clapped her hands together. “I got you each something.”

“I want to know what my present is,” Jessica said. “Well, what I really want is to give you this.” She thrust a package into Lacey’s hands.

“Jess, I told you not to do this.” She gave her sister a look filled with meaning.

Coco glanced away. It was too painful to see how well Lacey and Jessica were doing after years of not speaking. Coco wasn’t sure if she and Cane would ever get back to the way things used to be. There was too much stuff between them now and no remorse on his part.

“Okay, I’m too excited.” Lacey grabbed one of the many bags on the sofa and pulled out three small boxes and an envelope. “I really struggled with what to get you three. You’re so unique and different and nothing really fit you guys. So this girl I met through the zoo’s student program—just open them.”

She handed out the square boxes with their shiny silver paper and teal ribbons.

Coco slid the ribbons off, taking care to not rip the paper.

“Lacey, this is beautiful.” Jessica stared down into her already opened box, shreds of paper on the floor.

“Isn’t it?” Lacey clapped her hands together. “This one student makes these, and I thought it was perfect.”

Coco finally tugged the top of the box off. The inside was velvet, cradling a bracelet that glittered with silver beads, set between larger ones in shades of orange, yellow and green with charms dangling here and there. She held it up to get a better look at the charms, each one a lifelike animal, with the details painted on so fine she had to squint to see them. A little watch face hung off one side, ticking off the time. It was beautiful, and so her.

“So there’s one more thing,” Lacey said.

“What?” Coco glanced up and found the three women looking at her.

Lacey grinned, holding an envelope in her hands. “Check the time on your watch.”

Both Jessica and Omarosa had identical smiles.

What was up?

Coco turned the watch face up. “One in the morning? That’s...”

Seattle time.

Why was that important?

Lacey held out the envelope. “This isn’t from me, but I kind of bullied everyone into letting me give this to you.”

Coco had the strangest urge to run away, but she was hemmed in on both sides by women she’d grown to trust.

How bad could this be?

Coco took the envelope and broke the seal. Several sheets of paper were folded together. She smoothed them out and read the first few lines.

“Congratulations on a job well done. You have been selected through your hard work and determination to receive the...” Coco’s eyes snapped up and she looked at Lacey.

“What is it?” Jessica leaned over. “Lacey wouldn’t tell me the details.”

“It’s a full-ride scholarship to the exotic animal vet school at Washington State.” Lacey jumped up and down, her excitement bubbling over.

“What?” Jessica gasped.

“That’s amazing.” Omarosa slung an arm around Coco’s waist while Lacey kept talking.

“It all started when Dr. Pedersen’s wife was going through stuff. She found this letter of recommendation he wrote just before he died and never sent off. So she reached out to me and I said send it. She got everyone to write to them for you, because you so deserve this, Coco. There’s no one who works harder and wants it more than you do, and now...” Lacey wiped at her face. “Selfishly, I’m also excited that for a few years you’ll be right down the road and I can come see you.”

She kept talking, but Coco’s brain stopped listening.

A scholarship.

This was a good thing, and yet her insides were cold.

If the world was a fair place, she wouldn’t need this. Her brother wouldn’t have taken her college fund, and she’d be living life on her own terms. A part of her knew she should be grateful to everyone who’d made this happen, but a bigger part of her resented that it was necessary in the first place.
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Thursday. Mlilo Animal Reserve, South Africa.

Paxton kept his hands on his knees, tapping his fingers against his shins.

There was still time to leave. Lots more people than he’d anticipated had shown up for the wedding. No one would miss him.

Probably not even Coco.

He didn’t like admitting that, but it was the truth. Why did that truth bother him? He wasn’t in the habit of letting people get to him this much.

Fuck it.

He was going.

Paxton stood as a man wearing clerical robes accompanied Shane to stand under the spread of flowers and leaves that had been hung from the trees overhead. Lights twinkled behind him as the sun cast a riot of color across the late afternoon sky.

“Sit, man.” Silas chopped the back of Paxton’s knee, causing his leg to buckle.

He sat down hard as the first strands of music hushed the crowd.

He’d waited too long.

His throat tightened, and he clenched his fists. He really didn’t want to be here.

The stragglers rushed to their seats and most people turned to watch back up the aisle. Paxton wasn’t sure he wanted to do that. The less time he spent watching Coco on the arm of another man, the better.


What the hell had gone wrong that morning?

A blonde woman who could have been Lacey’s twin progressed past Paxton on the arm of one of Shane’s Alpha Team buddies. They reached the end of the aisle and parted ways to stand at opposite ends of the dais. A few moments later a tall, graceful black woman walked by again on the arm of another Alpha Team guy.

Paxton felt an itch between his shoulder blades.

She was there.

He didn’t have to see her to know.

Against his better judgment, he glanced over his shoulder and froze as Coco chuckled at something her escort said. A camera flashed, and she seemed to sparkle.

Damn if she wasn’t the most beautiful creature he’d ever seen.

Her hair was held back from her face with little crystal clips that matched the necklace. Her teal gown showed off a figure he’d gotten intimately familiar with last night. He fisted his hands as she walked forward, her eyes set on a spot in the distance. She didn’t look right or left and she sure as hell didn’t see Paxton. But he saw her.

Like the others, she proceeded to the end of the aisle then parted ways to stand with the other women, clutching a bouquet of white flowers in front of her. She kept her smile in place, but it wasn’t quite authentic. He wouldn’t like to be the center of attention either.

The music changed and those in front of him rose, blocking his view. Paxton stood, but instead of turning to see the bride, he kept watching Coco for another few moments.

Her head turned and the next moment their eyes locked. He could feel her tension, the nerves that no doubt had her primed to run screaming from the ceremony to hide. He got it.

Paxton smiled. It was the only thing he could do. The corners of her mouth twitched and maybe it was his imagination, but he thought he saw real light flicker in her eyes. Something that wasn’t just abject terror at being on display.

Lacey swept up the aisle on the arm of her father and in moments Paxton was seated along with everyone else. Coco didn’t look back at him, but she seemed more at ease. Or was that his imagination? Again, what the hell had gotten into him?

As the ceremony began, Paxton knew he should be watching the bride and groom. They were, after all, why the guests had hauled themselves here. But try as he might, the only thing Paxton wanted to see was Coco.

Talk about out-shining the bride.

She wore the same, flowing teal dress as the other two bridesmaids, only better. He couldn’t say what it was, only that of the four women up there, she was the one who drew his eye. She seemed to glow.

Beautiful wasn’t the right word.

God, he wished he’d known the right thing to do that morning. He’d replayed those moments in the bathroom a dozen times in his head. Where had he gone wrong? Would she let him make it up to her later? Or did he need to keep his distance?

The crowd cheered, interrupting his thoughts and drowning out the minister’s words as Shane and Lacey turned to face everyone. Silas elbowed Paxton then stood, rising to his feet with the crowd. Paxton followed his friend’s lead and swallowed down the punch of jealousy as Shane’s best man took Coco’s hand and led her down the aisle.

It was over.

Paxton had sat through his first wedding, not that he had any idea what happened. He’d been too focused on that slight wrinkle at the corner of Coco’s mouth. Her smile had softened her eyes, but he could still see the stress and he didn’t like not being about to do anything about it. In time they’d find the poachers, but that didn’t make today better for her.

“Come on let’s get to the bar before there’s a line.” Silas slapped Paxton on the shoulder.

“I’ll be there in a minute.” Paxton had no intention of drinking. He wasn’t even sure he was going to the party.

He caught Daluxolo’s eye from across the room. The other man nodded, and they both began meandering toward one side of the grassy area that had served as the site for the picture-perfect wedding. The crowd filed out toward the reception and party that would no doubt go late into the night leaving Paxton and Daluxolo in relative privacy.

“Find anything?” Paxton asked.

“Not much. Couple rifle slugs and knife wounds. There’s a clear trail leading away from the body. My men followed it for as far as they could. One of the darts still had the drug in it. We’re hoping to know more once it’s analyzed.”

“Is there a reason we can’t start tracking these guys now?”

“No, but I only have so many people at my disposal.”

“Okay. I’ll see what we can do on our end, if that’s okay with you?”

“Please.”

“It’ll probably be late tomorrow before anything can happen.” He glanced off toward the party where the sounds of music were already cranking up.

Daluxolo slapped Paxton on the shoulder. “Tonight we celebrate life and love.”

Paxton nodded. He knew a lot about life and less about love, but he wasn’t going to begrudge Lacey and Shane this new chapter. It was clear they made each other happy.

Daluxolo headed toward a group of other park employees leaving Paxton to walk alone. This morning had driven home all the reasons why he was here. Poaching was this thing talked about on the internet and touted in gruesome pictures until it was in front of him.

He hung a left and took the meandering path around the garden area of the resort. If he went along with the others, he’d no doubt see Coco. He didn’t know what to do or say around her, and tonight wasn’t the time for that. Besides, she’d made it clear she didn’t want his attention earlier.

Maybe he’d get a plate and head up to his room, draft out a plan for when the boss was up tomorrow. If there were any guys who hadn’t gotten shitfaced, maybe Paxton could take them out and try to pick up the trail.

A bit of teal floated between the manicured bushes ahead.

Paxton stopped under the shade of a tree and watched Coco pace away from the party. She’d dropped the smiling act. Worry lines marred her brow, and she stared at the ground without seeing it.

His first instinct was to go to her. Do what he could to ease the strain. But that wasn’t right. No, he should back off. Give her space. That was what she’d wanted from him.

No sooner had that thought entered his head then Coco turned toward him and their gazes locked.

Shit.

He was the last thing she wanted to see right now, and he didn’t want to make tonight any more difficult for her than it already was.

Paxton thumbed over his shoulder. “Hey, sorry, I’ll—”

“Don’t go.” She took a step toward him, holding her skirt up off the ground in one hand and her phone in the other. Her gaze slid to the ground again. “I, um, keep trying to think of something to text you and I’m coming up blank.”

“It’s all good—”

“I’m sorry. About earlier and everything...” Her mouth moved, but nothing came out. Her brow furrowed deeper. The lines were back, worse now than at the beginning of the ceremony.

“Hey? Hey, it’s okay.” He closed the distance between them and saw the tears clinging to her lashes.

Coco wrapped her arms around him, but leaned her head back. “It’s a lot of make-up.”

“I don’t care. Come here.” He pulled her in closer and she squeezed him tight.

They stood like that for several moments. He didn’t like seeing her upset, but it did sooth a part of him to know that she’d hugged him first. She took deep, shuddering breaths as she regained her composure. When she’d caught her breath, she placed her hands on his chest and tipped her chin up.

“Apparently I suck at the morning after stuff.”

“It’s okay—”

“No, it’s not. Just shut up for one second.” She took a breath, her gaze never leaving his. “I’m better with animals than I am with people. When we woke up, all I wanted was an hour or two by myself to...mentally prepare for today. And instead of telling you that like a reasonable, rational person, I freaked out. I’m sorry. It was me, not you.”

Everything fell into place. He could see the answer now that she’d laid it out there for him.

“To be fair, you had a lot more going on,” he said.

“Yeah.” She blew out a breath and glanced down.

“How you doing?”

“Honestly?” She looked into his eyes.

“No, lie to me.” He tugged on a curl. “Of course I want you to tell me.”

She looked up at the sky, her lashes once more damp with unshed tears. “This is just about the worst day and all I’m trying to do is smile through it for my best friend when what I really want to do is run away and hide.”

“Why?”

“Utata, for starters. He was right here. I checked his tracking data from the microchip we put in him, and he was so close to us early this morning. Which means they were outside our fence, and we couldn’t stop them. How are we supposed to make a difference if we can’t help the animals on our own land?” She pulled away from him and began to pace the width of the path.

Paxton kept his mouth shut, doubting she wanted answers.

“And then everything else.” She threw her hands up and turned to face him. “My twin’s engaged. We haven’t spoken much in years, but all of a sudden, he’s calling me, showing up here, telling me it’s time to put the past behind us and be a family. All so he can feel good about his wedding day. Fuck that.”


“What happened between you two?” It wasn’t the first time she’d mentioned him.

She stopped and stared at him.

Was that the wrong thing to ask?

Coco heaved a sigh and took his hand. She led him a dozen or so yards down the path to a shaded bench and sat down.

“It’s a long story,” she said softly.

“That’s what you said last night. You don’t have to tell me. It might not help, but I’m here.” And deep down he wanted her to trust him with her story.

She twisted to face him. “It’s a lot to explain to someone who didn’t grow up here.”

Paxton took her hand in his, ready to sit through whatever she decided to tell him.

“You might have noticed I’m bi-racial,” she said in a dry tone.

“You are?”

“Stop.” She chuckled and a bit of the light snuck back into her eyes, but it didn’t last. “There were a lot of rules back then made to keep everyone in their place. My mom and dad fell in love despite the danger of being together. It didn’t last. The world was too toxic back then, and it was stacked against them, but they’ve both always loved Cane and I. Our father looked out for us, making sure we could go to good schools even after he remarried. He even had a college fund, something he started the day he got his first job. Both Mom and Dad agreed that the key to a better future was education. They always stressed school.”

Paxton lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles. Whatever was coming, it was painful for her.

“After high school Cane knew exactly what he wanted to do. To him, the only answer to making our lives better was to change it. He had plans to study, go into politics. I...wasn’t sure if veterinary medicine was a good idea. My school would be a lot more expensive, so I dragged my feet. Cane... He went to our dad and told him I wasn’t going to school. Dad gave him our combined scholarship fund, so a few weeks later when I made up my mind it was all gone. And Cane to this day believes it was the right thing to do because his plans are about improving the country and not just helping a couple sick animals.”

“What a dick,” Paxton said.

“Exactly. Thank you.” She chuckled, but it was a bitter sound. “Deep down my brother is a good person, but his way is always the best way.”

“Has he done anything?”

“He’s what you would think of as a senator, I think. He ran on an anti-corruption platform. The media loves him. I know he does good work, and I get that our college fund made this possible. It’s just not fair. And now...” She shook her head.

“You’re right, it’s not fair.” And Paxton knew first hand just how unfair the world could be.

“Lacey gave me my scholarship acceptance today.” Coco smiled, but it was full of pain. “I know I should be happy and thrilled and excited, but instead I have this crushing guilt that I even need it, that I haven’t started school, other than a few classes. I’m angry. This shouldn’t have been necessary.”

“Hey, stop that.” He took her other hand in his.

Her phone began to vibrate and flash Lacey’s face on the screen.

“Oh, God,” she groaned and sucked in several breaths.

“Give it to me.” Paxton picked up Coco’s phone. Right now he was going to take care of her whether she wanted him to or not. Someone needed to be in her corner. He held the phone to his ear while looking into her eyes. “Hey, Lacey. This is Paxton.”

“Paxton?” Lacey drew his name out several beats. “Hey. This is a surprise. Where’s Coco? Everything okay?”

“Yeah, she just ran to the ladies’ room to catch her breath and I’m holding her stuff.”

Coco mouthed, Thank you, to him.

He nodded at the phone and replied soundlessly, Can you hear?

She nodded.

Lacey continued without missing a beat. “Good. I was getting a little worried. Tell her we’re going to push speeches back a bit, so take her time. In fact, why doesn’t she tell us when she’s ready? The dinner line’s really long anyway and we want everyone to have at least one shot at food before we start talking.”

“I’ll let her know.”

“Is it safe to assume you two are good now?” Lacey asked.

Coco winced and covered her mouth.

“We’re good.” Paxton lifted their still clasped hands to his lips and pressed a silent kiss to her knuckles.

“Good. I told her you’d get it. Don’t let her ball busting fool you, she’s a born introvert. It took her a long time to tell me she needed space. And this is the part where I tell you as her best friend, you hurt her and you will regret it for the rest of your life, got it?”

Coco took her hand back and used it to cover her mouth, stifling laughter.

Paxton resisted the urge to chuckle. “Loud and clear. Congrats, Lacey.”

“Thanks. Don’t keep my maid of honor too long.”

“I won’t.”

He ended the call and Coco burst out laughing.

“I am so sorry,” she said between breaths.

“All good.” He handed her phone to her.


Coco sighed. “I guess I have to go back.”

“She said to take your time.”

“Yeah, but...I feel better now that we’ve talked. Nothing is going to truly prepare me for making that speech. And thank you. For everything today.”

“Glad I was there. Want an escort back to the party?”

“You weren’t trying to slip out early?”

“Thought hadn’t crossed my mind.” He pushed to his feet and held out his hands to her.

She let him pull her up. The worry wrinkle was gone and though he knew she didn’t have any more answers than before, she at least seemed lighter.

“Thanks for listening,” she said.

“Any time.” He slid his arm around her waist and tugged her closer.

“And, um...” She placed her hands on his shoulders, swaying with him, and stared at his tie. “I don’t want to give you the wrong idea, so I’ll go ahead and say this now. I want to go home alone. It’s not you, it’s—”

“Coco.” He cupped her chin and waited for her to look at him. “We’re more alike than you realize. I get it.”

“Oh.”

He turned them in a slow circle to the beat of the song piping through the speakers. “Think I can beg a pity dance to make up for it?”

“Just one?” She leaned into him.

“I’m not pushing my luck here.”


Coco lifted up on tip toe and pressed her lips to his. Warmth unfurled inside of him and he allowed himself to sink into her, explore her mouth with his until they were both breathless. It was going to be one hell of a dance.
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Friday. Soweto, South Africa.

Coco stared out at the activity spread out in what was typically a parking lot. The Aegis Group guys had turned it into a command center with a huge tent, housing their planning areas and equipment storage. Today their teams were upgrading and installing cameras around the perimeter of Mlilo. It was astounding to see so much change happening.

And all because Lacey had gone off and fallen in love with the right guy.

Coco shook her head and smiled. Lacey was a force of nature. Nothing should surprise Coco anymore when it came to her friend.

She pulled out her phone and checked the time.

Just after lunch.

Technically she was still on holiday, but she didn’t trust many people with her pangolins, so she’d been up at first light to tend to their injured and Sushi Roll.

She had enough time.

Daluxolo had said she could use his car rather than take her bike into Soweto.

If she was going at all, she needed to go now. Before too much time had past.

She was doing it.

Coco turned and headed toward the parking lot.

“Coco, hey,” a deep, masculine voice called out.

She shivered, the sound of him bringing back all those sensual memories.

The gravel churned under Paxton’s feet as he jogged to catch up with her. She glanced up at him and her mouth went dry.

He’d showered recently enough she could still smell the overpowering scent of soap. Water clung to his hair. He was out of his molted green pants and solid colored shirt and now wore jeans and a baby blue T-shirt that looked soft enough to pet.


“Where you off to?” he asked.

“Soweto,” she replied before she could think better of it.

“Any particular reason?”

She swallowed in an effort to make her mouth less dry. God, she wanted to lick him. Was that normal?

“I am headed there to see Cameron,” she finally said.

Paxton’s frown transformed his face, and she almost took a step away from him. “Who is Cameron?”

“Cameron. The kid?”

“The kid?”

“Yeah, the kid who stole Sushi Roll?”

“Why are you going to see him?”

“To get some answers, namely who put him up to it? A kid his age doesn’t have the resources to sell a pangolin on his own. Which means there was someone working him and I want to know who.”

“Want some backup?”

“I don’t think you’re the best person to try to coax some answers out of a kid like that.” She didn’t know how to point out that Cameron was a poor, black boy and Paxton was the white guy with a gun. It wasn’t a good look, but she didn’t know him well enough to articulate those thoughts.

“Yeah.” He winced. “Last time that kid saw me was... No, I get it. You shouldn’t go alone though.”

Paxton got it.

Her heart did a funny thing just then and her mind was made up.

“I’m not going alone. You’re coming with me, but just stay in the car, okay?”

“It’s a deal.” He grinned. “Let me grab my stuff from the tent and I’ll be right there, okay?”

“Okay. Grab some water, will you?” Because boy oh boy was she thirsty. The water would have to do for now.

Fifteen minutes later they were headed down the highway toward the city, Paxton behind the wheel. It almost didn’t feel fair. She was the one with the great view. They’d cracked the windows and Paxton had pulled on a baseball cap and sunglasses, which only seemed to highlight how crooked his nose really was.

“How’d you break your nose?” she asked.

“Which time?” he answered without missing a beat.

“All of them? How many times have you broken it?”

“Hell if I know.” He shook his head. “First time was in middle school playing football. Then in high school my dad popped me in the face. I broke it during training during a really stupid accident. Last time I was breaking up a drunk fight between some guys I knew.”

“Wow.” She shook her head.

“What is it you do at Mlilo?” he asked.

Coco blew out a breath and glanced away. “Well, I used to be the assistant to the medical director, but when Mr. Pedersen died that position went away. Since I’d done a lot of work with the pangolins and we bring a lot of them in, that job got slid to me. I guess I’m a senior caretaker, technically?”

She turned her head and stared out of the window. There wasn’t a real place for her at Mlilo. She did a lot of the odd jobs across the whole park. In a pinch she’d do as a vet until one of the professionals could arrive, but that was the extent of her professional skill.

Paxton seemed to sense her unease. He reached over and fiddled with the dial for the third time. “Let’s try a new station...”

Some new rap song on one of the local channels blared through the speakers.

“That’s my jam.” He twisted up his lips and bobbed his head.

She laughed at him. He’d said that about every song he’d heard so far from the spirituals Daluxolo had his stereo tuned to, to the modern pop music they’d tried next.

“Do you really listen to rap?” she asked.

He reached up and turned the music down. “Being friends with Silas doesn’t give me much choice. He’s big on what he calls Mexican rap.”

“Charming. Is he from...Mexico?”

“Not him, but his great grandparents were. Abuela tells this story her mom used to tell about how she was like seven months pregnant and got smuggled across the border in a barrel so she could be with her husband and how angry he was with her.”

“In a barrel? At seven months?” Coco couldn’t imagine how that would work.

“Yeah. All she wanted was to have her baby with her husband. I think they were still teenagers, too. So, when Abuela was born she was a US citizen, and according to her, her mother didn’t realize that was what would happen.” He held up his hands. “That’s just the story as Abuela tells it.”

“You’re pretty close with Silas then?”

“Believe it or not, he’s my best friend.”

“I’d believe it.” She stretched out in the seat.

Paxton launched into a story about their crazy antics whenever they visited Silas’ large family in New Mexico. The way Paxton spoke about these people, it was with warmth and joy, whereas he’d been hesitant and even bitter talking about his own. It was interesting learning the layers to this man. When she’d first met him, he’d been the soldier. He’d surprised her with how much tenderness he was capable of showing toward Sushi Roll. Then he’d shown her yet another side when they were alone.

It was clear to her that Paxton would never fit just one mold. He was capable of such depth and insight. She was the one unprepared for him and it was one hell of a pleasant surprise. He wasn’t just attractive, he was a genuinely good person.

By the time they reached Soweto she felt like she knew Silas to some degree. She wasn’t entirely certain she liked him as much as Paxton did, but she understood their bond better.

“Where we going?” he asked.

She pulled out her phone and gave him directions.

“How’d you find this kid?”

“Cameron had references. I called and asked around.”

“What are you going to do if you find him?”

“A lot of that depends on him.” She glanced at Paxton. “I didn’t have a good feeling about hiring Cameron on in the beginning because of how he was acting. That doesn’t mean I didn’t want it to work out. There are few enough opportunities as is. I get why he did what he did.”

“Is this it?” Paxton peered up at a four-story apartment building.

“Yeah.” She popped her seatbelt. “Stay in the car. I’ll be back. Do not get out, okay?”

“I’ll be right here.” He placed his hands on the steering wheel.

She paused and glanced at his backpack. “Are you, I mean, do you carry...?”

“Do I have a gun with me?” He turned his head toward her, his eyes shielded by the sunglasses.

“Yeah.”

His whole demeanor was serious now as he slid back into soldier mode. “I do. I have a permit to carry here. It’s a provisional license sort of thing done through Aegis Group. It’s a safe assumption that I am always carrying.”

“That’s probably for the best.” She hated that was her answer, but with how common it was to get held up or car jacked in the city she was glad he would be able to protect himself.

He spoke as she reached for the door. “If you don’t check-in after ten minutes, I’m coming to find you.”

“I’ll text you.”

Coco got out of the car and stepped into a world full of smells and sounds she wasn’t accustomed to. She’d lived in Soweto a good chunk of her life. There was always someone burning garbage, music blaring, someone yelling. The car horns barely registered anymore.

She turned her attention to the apartment building and the collection of young men haunting the steps.

This was going to be fun.

She put one foot in front of the other, walking past the twenty-somethings with nowhere to be and stepped into the dim interior of the building. The hallway was hot. The fans bolted to the walls moved some air around, but it didn’t touch the stifling heat.

Cameron lived on the second floor, if her source was correct.

She climbed to the next floor and studied the numbers before turning right.

There.

This was the door.

She stood there staring at the stickers making up the number for the apartment. This was it. She knew what she wanted to hear, but feared the truth more than anything else. Still, she had to know. If there was anything she could do to put Cameron on a different path, she had to do it.

Coco lifted her hand and knocked. She tilted her head, the sound of a TV reaching her ears.

Something thumped on the floor. Footsteps?

They came closer.

Her stomach knotted up. Mom had always said Coco didn’t know how to avoid confrontation to save her life. It was how she wound up doing things like chasing a kid down with nothing but a stick and some rage.

The door swung open, and she stared at the seventeen-year-old boy who’d briefly worked with her.

He recovered first, shoving the door shut. She slammed her hand against the surface, bracing it open.

“Cameron, I just want to talk,” she said in a rush.

He staggered back from the door, eyes wide with fear.

Shit.

“Cameron, please?” Coco stepped into the apartment and shut the door. Last thing she wanted was a nosey neighbor coming around.

“What do you want?” the boy asked, glancing around the apartment as if a new exit would suddenly appear.

She held up her hands. “Can we just talk? Please?”

“Talk about what?”

“Why don’t we sit down and talk?” She gestured behind him at the square kitchen.

“Are you going to try something?”

“I didn’t bring a stick with me, if that’s what you’re asking.”

Cameron backed up one step then turned. She followed slower, edging into the kitchen, glancing around just in case he surprised her. Instead, he sat at a Formica table with mismatched chairs.

“This is nice.” She glanced around. The place was clean. He and whoever he lived with obviously kept things tidy.

Cameron stared up at her. “My mom will be home in an hour. Are you going to tell her?”

“She doesn’t know you got fired?”

“I told her that.” He sighed and scrubbed his hand over his face. For a moment he looked older than his years. “Just not...how.”

Coco sat in the chair across from him and leaned her elbows on the table. “Will you tell me why?”

“My dad died a few months back. Mom, she’s struggling to feed all of us. She sent my little sister to live with our aunt for a bit...” Cameron stared at his hands. “I didn’t come there trying to get a job thinking I’d do what I did.”

Coco was relieved to hear that. Her worst nightmare was that someone pushed this kid to deceive them into working there. “Who put you up to it?”

“I don’t know his name, okay? He just came up to me. I was staying at a cousin’s place to work out there, and one night this guy is just there. He offered me a lot of money if I could get him a pangolin.”

“I see.” Coco hated the story. Knew she was going to hate it no matter what, but at least Cameron hadn’t come to Mlilo with the intent to steal from the beginning.

She could understand the pressure to provide. It was why she’d gotten a job in high school at the stable. The need to eat drove many people to do things they might not have done otherwise.

“Are you going to turn me in or something?” Cameron regarded her warily once more.

“No.”

She hadn’t considered that in the first place. A young man like Cameron would have many options in life cut off to him if he wound up in prison. He wasn’t the problem, after all. He was just another victim.

Coco’s phone buzzed.

Paxton.

She pulled it out and tapped out a quick message, then laid the phone face down on the table.

“How are you and your mom getting by now?” she asked.

He shrugged. “Okay, I guess.”

“You eating enough?”

“We get by.”

Coco turned her head and spied a list stuck to the refrigerator. A grocery list.

“I’ll make you a deal.” She turned her attention back on Cameron. “If you’ll make one phone call, I’ll take care of that grocery list.”

“A phone call? What’s the catch?” His eyes narrowed.

“It’s to a friend of mine. Mlilo won’t rehire you, but I know someone who needs help he can trust. You have a good work ethic, you just made a mistake. How’s that sound?”

“Too good to be true.”

She held out her hand. “Sometimes the good stuff is true.”
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SATURDAY. OUTSIDE MLILO Animal Reserve, South Africa.

Ebrahim swung his arm, batting at the tall grass with his stripped-down stick.

Where the fuck was she?

They’d killed the rhino and left a trail a child could follow. So why was no one looking for them?

Every other time he’d poached from the Mlilo land, they’d had security up their ass within minutes. But not this time. Why? Had they been too careful?

Other than a pair of Mlilo security guards, Ebrahim’s men hadn’t seen anyone poking at the trail. Bekker had given Ebrahim one task, to take care of the Mlilo bitch. He couldn’t be happier to take on his first job for his new boss. Except his perfectly laid plan wasn’t working out as he’d intended it to.

“Does anyone know what the fuck is going on?” Ebrahim turned toward the four men lounging by the campfire.


They all found somewhere else to look.

Ebrahim muttered under his breath and turned back toward the trail.

This should be over with by now.

She was the one behind the police reports. It was her fault the cops had come after Ebrahim’s family.

So where was she?

They’d taken the prize rhino bull to make sure she gave chase. If she didn’t come after Ebrahim he’d have to go after her.

He turned his head toward the Mlilo resort, hidden among the hills out there in the distance. The sky had gone an inky black dotted with a hundred million pinpoints of light. Insects chirped and sang, creating the song of the land.

It was her or him, and he intended to win the day.
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Monday. Mlilo Animal Reserve, South Africa.

Coco gripped her phone in both hands, eyes shut, and allowed the grief to wash over her.

Four days since Utata died, and no one outside a small circle of people knew about it. They didn’t talk about it and so far, no one had asked about the rhino. But now Coco knew who killed him and possibly where to find the remains.

The ballistics weren’t official. It was a preliminary report, but because the bullets they’d found matched other poaching cases, the identification process would be faster.

The person who’d shot Utata was a repeat offender when it came to poaching. It wasn’t the first time this crew had targeted the animals at Mlilo and it wouldn’t be the last. But this time Coco needed to do something about it.

She had to talk to Paxton.

Her feet began walking before she’d finished the thought.

The last few days were a whirlwind of action. Coco hadn’t truly been prepared for what was going to happen. Sure, she’d known the Aegis Group was donating new equipment, but no one was prepared for how much. The trucks had begun rolling in while everyone was still groggy from the party that had lasted until almost dawn. Coco hadn’t stayed that long, which in hindsight was a good thing.

She and Paxton had fallen into an easy rhythm, which was surprising. Coco didn’t warm up to people quickly. It was a product of the environment she’d been born into. But he’d slipped past those barriers and she didn’t have a minute in her days to worry about what that meant. He was here now, and that was what mattered.

Coco pushed her sunglasses up her nose and cut across the paths leading toward the big tent that had been erected on the south lawn of the old resort.

“Coco, wait up,” Daluxolo called out.

She glanced to her right and slowed her pace a bit as the head of security jogged over to join her. Her insides twisted up even more, making it hard to speak.

“Mrs. Pedersen was asking about you. Said you haven’t been to see her,” Daluxolo said.

Coco glanced away, shame making it hard to look at him.

Most days it was still too painful to visit her mentor’s widow. It was the reason why she rarely ventured to the staff kitchen because Mrs. Pedersen was always there tending the stove.

“Yeah.” Coco cleared her throat. “It’s been busy, you know?”

“I know.” Daluxolo shook his head.

She stared at his profile. “We need to talk about Utata.”

He turned to look at her, brows lifted. There was hope in his eyes. “You have news?”

“Yeah. Come on.”

They sped up, walking in silence while others bustled around. It was easy to pick out the staff. They were all wearing similar expressions of disbelief. Everyone who’d worked at Mlilo for even a short amount of time knew that their goals were always about providing land for the animals to thrive on. Diverting funds from directly benefitting the animals to build the new resort had caused a lot of problems, but the end result was to bring more people to their park to spend their tourist dollars. The investment in a nicer resort meant more people and more money in the long run. Many of the departments were running on fumes as they awaited these first fully-booked months to bring an influx of cash to simply keep operations going.

The Aegis Group gifts were going to put their security and anti-poaching teams years ahead of where they had hoped to be. Using state-of-the-art equipment would give them the edge they needed to make deaths like Utata’s rarer.

Daluxolo pulled the tent flap aside and held it for Coco. She stepped into the field headquarters for the Aegis Group team. Her gaze went straight to Paxton.

He had his back to her facing a map, talking to Silas and two familiar faces. The security guards who’d found Utata.

Coco’s heart wept, but now wasn’t the time for tears.

She circled the other two areas and headed for the back of the tent.

Last night she’d been very close to asking him to stay at her place, but she’d chickened out moments before he stepped on the last shuttle to the resort. Now she was going to have to accept that their chance to spend time together was dwindling as their focus changed to that of the poachers.

Then again, maybe it was better this way.

They’d had one night, a memorable evening, and some stolen moments including a hot interlude over lunch. It was more action than she’d gotten in a while and she wasn’t sure that she’d ever had as easy of a relationship with a man as she did with Paxton. But all things came to an end.

Except things didn’t have to stop if she took the scholarship, a voice whispered in her mind.

Coco slammed the top on that can of worms shut.

One thing at a time.

Paxton turned and glanced her way. Their gazes snagged and butterflies fluttered in her stomach. It was a strange thing to be flustered, aroused, guilty and sorrowful all at once. Her hands didn’t know what they should do and her feet chose that moment to find a rock to stumble over.

“Easy.” Paxton caught her by the elbow and offered her his coffee. “You might need this more than I do.”

“Thanks.” She took the cup and drank a bit, giving her a mind a moment to focus.


He let go of her arm and slid his palm down her back. It was a brief touch, nothing more, then it was over.

Paxton lowered his voice. “We were just discussing going out and taking a look at where Utata was killed.”

“Actually, I wanted to talk about that.” She glanced at Silas and found him looking at her.

“He told me,” the man said.

“Oh.”

Coco wasn’t sure what she thought about Paxton’s best friend. The two men couldn’t look more different. Where Paxton was tall and broad, fair and golden, Silas was shorter and stocky with reddish brown skin that made her think of the red sand dunes out at Kalahari Desert. His brown eyes were nearly black, and he kept his dark hair shorn military short. During the few times she’d been around Silas all he did was stare at her.

“You were saying?” Paxton asked.

“Sorry.” Coco pulled out her phone. “They called to let me know their preliminary assessment on the bullets. The gun is linked to a man named Ebrahim who has been charged with poaching in the past.”

Daluxolo shook his head and muttered words.

She kept going. “We know him because he’s part of a crew we’ve had a lot of issues with in the past.”

“What about the tranq darts?” Paxton asked.


“Those are going to take longer. Whatever they used to bring Utata down isn’t something we’ve seen before. It’ll take weeks to be tested, track down who made it...” Coco shrugged. She knew that whoever was behind the dart would be long gone by the time they were ready to go after the poachers legally.

“Got it.” Paxton grimaced. “What do you want us to do?”

“Let’s go take a look at the...the spot.” Coco tipped her chin up. Today wasn’t a day for feelings. It was a day for action. “I want to look around, see if we can follow their trail. Maybe we can figure out how they’re getting past our security.”

“You got it.” He glanced at Silas sitting by the map taped to the tent wall. “Coming?”

A slow smile spread across Silas’ face. “Someone’s got to watch your back, nerd.”

“Jerk.” Paxton looked back at her. “We’ll grab our gear and be ready in a few minutes, okay?”

“Uh, okay.” Coco frowned at Silas. She was growing to like the man less.

“We’ll get the truck and meet you.” Daluxolo gestured to the other two security team to follow him.

Paxton strode away, leaving Coco with Silas. The other man stared at her, his hands clasped behind his head.

“Can I help you?” Coco asked.

“Just trying to figure you out.” He pushed to his feet, eyes narrowed.

She arched her brows. “Figure me out?”

Silas took a step closer to her and popped a piece of gum in his mouth while his eyes searched her face, studying her. “Pax is a good guy.”

“And you’re saying I’m—”

“I’m not saying anything about you, señorita.” He held up his hand, speaking over her. “Pax is a good guy, and he needs good people looking out for him. Got me?”

She crossed her arms over her chest. How many times had she been made out to be the problem? “No.”

Silas muttered words she didn’t understand. “Look, Pax grew up rough. If he was anything like his dad, he’d be in prison for unspeakable crimes. But he’s not. Somehow that dork over there is one of the best people I know. We look out for each other. He likes you. Which means he’s probably going to do something stupid, like pick a fight with a gang he can’t win because he wants to make you happy. As his best friend sometimes I have to think about what’s best for him—”

“I didn’t—no.” Coco shook her head. Sure, she’d daydreamed about busting up a poacher group, but that wasn’t real. She grabbed Silas’ arm and pulled him further from the others, speaking quieter for him alone. “I would never. Never, you understand me?”

“Good.” Silas nodded. “It’s okay to want the bad guys to get what they deserve. I do that every day. Pax...”

They both glanced across the tent where Paxton was talking to another man wearing the Aegis Group polo shirt.

“Pax is that guy, the one who’d go to the end of the earth for the people who matter to him. I was a real dick to him in the beginning then he saved my sorry ass,” Silas said in a low voice. “Don’t ask him for the moon, okay?”

“What would I do with the moon?”

“Great, the nerd found a smartass.” Silas grinned at her and this time there was a friendly glint in his eye.

Had she passed some test?

Coco swallowed and glanced back at Paxton. She knew a little about his parents, what Paxton had told her that first night. It was clear there was more to the story. She didn’t need to know it all to see that Paxton was a good person. It was evident in how he listened, the way he showed up first and left last. She might have been attracted to his looks in the beginning, but it was the man who had her wanting to come back for more.

He made her feel safe. Even when he followed her around, it wasn’t like he was smothering her. It was as though they were a team.

Did she feel this way because she’d been alone too long?

She didn’t see how anything could happen with Paxton. Her life was here, his was everywhere else. Unless she took the scholarship. But even then, what could they have? What did she want?

And there was the question Coco had been avoiding for years. It was easier to hide out, do her job and focus on tomorrow.
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PAXTON STRETCHED HIS arm along the back of the padded bench seat, gripping the bars that protected the passengers in the safari truck. Silas and the two security guards sat facing Paxton and Coco. No one spoke, mostly because it would be too hard to be heard over the wind and engine.

Back in the tent he’d turned around to say something to Silas, only to spot his best friend inches away from Coco talking at her. Paxton wanted to know what the hell had been going on, but there hadn’t been a chance. The only thing that’d stopped him from demanding answers was that Coco didn’t seem the least bit bothered by whatever Silas had said.

There was no telling what Silas might have told her.

Usually Paxton didn’t mind Silas’ sense of humor. Sure, they were sometimes over the line and Silas went too far with things, but he wasn’t all bad. But this was Coco, and Silas didn’t know her. Paxton was still very much a stranger, but he knew enough. Until she told him to back off, Coco was his girl. No, they hadn’t agreed on it in clear-cut terms, but she had told him she was interested in him, she came looking for him and she kissed him just as often as he kissed her.

Silas wiggled his eyebrows at Paxton.

Why?

What did that mean?

He wanted answers, damn it.

The truck slowed.

Paxton’s questions would have to wait. Getting to the bottom of Utata’s death was first on the list.

Coco was up and out of the truck before it had come to a complete stop. While he appreciated her tenacity, he also wished she’d meet things a little less head on.

Paxton leapt out after her, pausing to scan the area, look or any sign of movement—either human or animal. It would be easy to forget that while they were hunting humans, there were other things out there that could be hunting them.

“Scavengers have been here,” Coco said.

He turned and followed her to the spot. The grass was still beat down from where Utata had lain. The tracks from another vehicle weren’t as clear, but even Paxton could tell what direction they’d gone.

Daluxolo joined them. “Based on the limited footage we have and the tracking data from Utata’s chip, it looks like they came in on foot then drove him away from the resort.”

“When we came out here three days ago, I saw signs that someone set up a perch over there.” Paxton gestured to a cluster of trees with sturdy branches. “There weren’t any casings and I don’t think that person did any firing. All the rounds in Utata were close-range.”

“What are you saying? And when did you have time to come out here?” Coco pushed her sunglasses up on her brow.

“You were supervising the pangolins. The guys were coming out anyway, so I hitched a ride.” He shrugged.

Daluxolo nodded at him. “Paxton and I share the same theory. Utata ran away from them in the beginning because they caught him unaware. He was always too smart. They let him run too long, and he figured out how to get away from them. He got shot either as a way to slow him down or because Utata charged one of them. Once he was stunned and injured, they darted him and...”

“How’d they get past security to begin with?” Coco glanced from Daluxolo to Paxton.

“Don’t know yet.” Daluxolo shrugged.

Paxton glanced down at Coco. “I was talking with the guys earlier about seeing how far we could go with the tracks.”

“Let’s go.” She strode off through the grass, her teal boot a lone splash of vibrant color.

A sweat broke out along Paxton’s spine. His knee jerk reaction was hell no. But this was Coco’s home. She knew these grounds and had walked them long before Paxton arrived.

Silas slapped Paxton on the shoulder. “Don’t get left behind, bro.”

He kept pace with Silas, Coco drawing a little ahead of them. The others returned to the truck, lumbering after them.

“What was that about earlier?” Paxton asked, pitching his voice lower for Silas’ ears alone.

“Just getting to know her. That’s all.” Silas thrust Paxton’s backpack at him.

Great.

Just what he needed. Silas giving Coco the family treatment.

The Herrera family was a lot to take in. As a whole, they were a big, boisterous family constantly busting each other’s balls. Paxton had gotten used to it after a while, but at first it was an acquired taste.

“What did you say to her?” He glanced at Silas, his face shadowed by a baseball cap and sunglasses.

He nodded ahead of them. “She’s going to be a lot to handle, isn’t she?”

Coco had drawn farther ahead of them. She’d picked up a long stick and tapped the ground as she walked, somehow continuing to outdistance them.

It was a picture that captured everything Paxton knew about her.

She was strong, unafraid to push ahead, but he had this idea that she was all alone in the world, because she never paused to look at all the people cheering her on. He’d known her a few days and he could see how much of an impact she made on others. And yet she was blind to it. Paxton had been like that, and then the Herraras got a hold of him. He hoped someday she realized she wasn’t as alone as she felt.
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MONDAY. CANE DE JONG Office, Johannesburg, South Africa.


Mia didn’t have long. Cane’s receptionist was an older woman who ran the office according to her master schedule. Any interruption, including Mia showing up unannounced, was a major infraction. As soon as the woman learned Mia had slipped in, she’d be detained and penciled in accordingly.

She was desperate.

For months she’d played this role, flirting with Cane, drawing his interest. When Luke had offered her this as a means to pay her debt to him it had sounded so easy. After all, politicians were one and the same. They were dirty, corrupt and using their power for personal gain.

And then she’d met Cane.

Part of her wanted this fantasy life with him where she was on the way to becoming his wife. But he didn’t really know her. This life they had was a lie. He didn’t even know she had children. Their lives were what kept her pushing forward and why she was here today.

She pulled file folders out of drawers, flipping them open and snapping pictures. Luke was after something specific, but he wasn’t confiding the details. At this rate she’d take whatever she could find. Deep down she knew she was doomed. Cane was one of the last decent humans on the planet, and she was going to screw him over to save her own skin.

That knowledge sucked, and if it were just her, she might be willing to pay the price. But she had to think about her children. Other than Mia and her mother, they had no one. If Mia died, or worse happened to her, she didn’t think they’d survive without her.

The true crime in all of this was that Cane believed Mia was everything she said she was. Someday he’d learn the truth. She didn’t know what would be worse, his forgives or hate. Knowing him he’d still try to help her, even after she broke the man’s heart.

What had he said last night?

It was a slip of the tongue. He’d mentioned kids. Their baby.

God, she was a terrible person.

Voices drifted closer.

Mia shoved the desk drawer shut, jostling one of the framed pictures on the corner. She snatched at the photograph before it toppled over.

Cane stood with an arm around a petite, pretty woman with dark, umber skin that glowed almost as bright as her smile. A woman with Cane’s face stood on the other side, both her arms around their mother.

It was striking how much Cane and his sister looked alike.

Mia studied their mother, Naomi. With Cane on the outs with his sister, Naomi should be Mia’s target. But she couldn’t bring herself to point Luke in that direction either. Naomi was a good, warm woman. Much like her son.

Maybe Mia could aim Luke at Cane’s other family, the white half? But what would he do to Cane’s little brothers?

What would Luke do to Mia if she kept failing?

The office door opened.

Mia gasped and whirled to face the person.

She stared into the tawny golden eyes of the man she was deceiving.

“Mia,” Cane said, recovering first. “Babe, what a nice surprise.”

He set his briefcase down by the door and crossed the room, drawing her into a hug so tight. Whatever meeting he’d come from hadn’t gone well. She’d learned to dissect everything about Cane.

“How’s your day?” she whispered.

“Better now that you’re here.” He leaned back and smiled down at her.


Damn if her heart didn’t flutter a bit.

A life with him would be beautiful, but it wasn’t in the cards for her.

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

“Well...” She reached over and picked up the picture. “I was going to surprise you for lunch, then I saw this. What if we gave them a call? See if they’d join us?”

A bit of the brightness dimmed from Cane’s eyes. His twin was, and always had been, a sore topic. He cared about Coco, though he hadn’t seen her in years.

Maybe that was his weakness? Could Mia exploit his sister? Would it be easier, since she’d never met the woman?
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Monday. Unknown, South Africa.

The swish of the grass as they moved forward had Paxton cringing. It was too much noise. This was all wrong. They had to go back.

He was glad to have his rifle cradled in his arms. Talking Coco into pausing long enough for him and Silas to gear up properly had nearly been a fight. If it weren’t for the other guys being on their side Paxton would be out here with nothing more than a pair of SIG Sauers in hand. The sun was beginning to dip toward the horizon. There were only a few hours of daylight left and so far they hadn’t seen anything other than tire tracks.

It had been a long day spent in the sun trekking over rough terrain. Paxton was impressed with Coco. She’d set the pace and kept it going even through the worst of the heat, only slowing down a little.

Silas drifted closer until they were walking shoulder to shoulder following Coco.

He glanced at Paxton, speaking softly. “We’ve walked at least ten miles in a straight line with tracks a blind person could follow.”

Paxton couldn’t unclench his jaw enough to respond. He’d been thinking as much ever since they crossed off the Mlilo property.


“Either these guys are the biggest idiots or we’re walking into an ambush. I know you like this girl, but you’ll like her a whole lot better if she’s alive.”

“Yeah.” Paxton didn’t volunteer that he’d already tried to talk Coco into turning back twice with no luck.

He heaved a sigh and picked up the pace, leaving Silas behind him.

Coco’s shirt was darker and drenched with sweat. She’d bound her curls up into a bun. A few had slipped the elastic and bounced at the nape of her neck with each step she took.

“Hey, hold up one second, will you?” Paxton figured it was better to announce himself this time.

“I’m not going back. Not until I know something.”

“Coco. Hey.” He caught her hand and gave it a tug.

Stopping her was asking for a fight, but she did slow her pace.

He peered down at her mouth set in a determined line. She kept staring straight ahead. Yeah, she was prepared to dig in her heels again and fight him on whether going back was a good idea or not.

“What’s the point in me and Silas being here if you won’t listen to our professional advice?” he asked.

She huffed. “You think you know everything?”

“No, but I know combat. I’ve seen enemy traps. I’ve set them.” He glanced around. The terrain was different, but he’d been here before. “I was in a convoy once through some mountains. We set off a couple IEDs ahead of us, but it caused a rock slide. Our vehicles took too much damage and we couldn’t fit everyone in the trucks we had. So we sent the injured back and the rest of us set a trap. We knew we had very little time to work with, so we laid tracks, brought them right to us in a straight line with no cover. It was us or them.”

His mind skipped over the next details. It was a blur of numbness.

Coco glanced up at him, lips parted. He couldn’t read her expression, but he didn’t see a change to that stubbornness of hers.

“I’m not going back.” She pulled her hand from his.

“Damn it, Coco.”

Paxton grit his teeth. He was close to a line. Coco was playing with her life and he wasn’t going to let her get caught in a trap if he could stop it. If he couldn’t get through to her why this was dangerous, he was going to pick her up and carry her back to Mlilo himself.

“Go,” she waved him off and stalked toward the trees.

Paxton glanced over his shoulder at Silas, who hung back with Daluxolo and the others. Silas shook his head.

Everything in Paxton said to shadow her, stay close, but maybe that was wrong?

There were no rules for a hunt like this. They were out here chasing something he was growing more certain didn’t exist.

He came to a stop and swallowed, watching Coco draw ever farther away.

Footsteps came closer as Silas and the others joined him.

“Well?” Silas asked.

“The longer we follow her the more determined she is to keep going.” Paxton hated what he had to say. “If we’re going to put a stop to this madness, we let her go alone.”

Daluxolo shook his head. “That won’t work. She’ll keep going.”

Paxton closed his eyes. “Fuck.”

Silas lifted his binoculars to his face and peered at the trees. “D, where are we? Anyone live around here?”

Daluxolo gestured to their left. “There’s a village due west of here, but all of this? No. No one is here.”

Paxton reached over and took Silas’ binoculars.

“Hey,” he barked.

Paxton looked through the lenses, focused on a bit of darker space in the shadow of a tree up close to some rocks. The hair on the back of his neck rose.

How far was that?

“Coco!” He tossed the binoculars at Silas and sprinted forward, churning up the ground, his entire focus on that little bit of space above her right shoulder in the distance.

She turned, walking backward and spread her arms. “What else is there to talk about?”

Metal glinted off the late afternoon sunlight.

Unnatural light flared in the shadows.

Paxton launched himself through the air, grabbed Coco around the waist and the both went down into the long grass. Coco grunted and her arms flailed. Paxton hugged her to him and rolled, doing his best to protect her as bullets hit the ground only a few feet away.

They came to a stop, his whole left side throbbing, but they were both okay.

Coco stared at him, her eyes wide with fear, body frozen.

Now she got it.

A familiar sound ripped through the air overhead. He’d know Silas’ gun any day, anywhere.

“Pax?” Silas called out, still some distance away.

“Yeah?”

“This is bad shit, man.”

The rest of Silas’ words were drowned out by more gunfire hitting the ground between where Paxton lay and Silas returned fire.

Coco clutched Paxton’s arm. He could feel her trembling.

This was the trap. It had been set, primed and ready for them to walk into it. They would be outnumbered. Anyone who went to these lengths wouldn’t leave anything to chance. Now Paxton had to figure out how to get them out of this alive, and that meant no retreat. The only cover for them to hide in was ahead, in those trees and up in those rocks.

Coco flinched as a bullet fell closer than the others.

“Listen to me.” He cupped her cheek even as the numbness settled in. “Stay low, stay out of sight, I’ll get you out of this, understand?”

He had to even the numbers out. Only then could he make a break for it with her.

Engines revved to life in the distance.

Shit.

“Pax, buddy, you got to move,” Silas bellowed.

“Stay right here. Stay low, understand?” Paxton cupped Coco’s face.

She nodded.

He committed everything about her to memory. The stained shirt. The scratches on her arms. That bit of grass in her hair. The wide eyes. She was the objective, the target to keep safe, and he’d bring her through this or he’d die protecting her and trust his best friend would finish the job.

Paxton let go of her and crawled on hands and knees for several yards until he couldn’t see her.

Headlights moved overhead in the fading light.

He crouched and pulled his rifle up, fitting it against his shoulder and into the familiar position. Ahead of him, in the trees, men yelled. Some fired. There were at least two vehicles. He had to take at least one out or they’d never get away.

Paxton rose to his knees, taking in the lay of the land.

Silas and the others had fallen back and to the east. A Land Rover bore down on them while a second hung back, three men hanging out of the windows, searching the grass. But they were looking in the wrong direction. They were watching the other group.

When they’d set out today, it had been with the understanding that they were gathering information. If the tracks led them somewhere, they’d regroup and figure out what happened then.

The rules had changed.

Someone had opened fire on them, and Paxton would respond in kind. He didn’t want to. He took no enjoyment from this.

Paxton bolted forward while he had surprise on his side. He lifted his gun and fired once, then again. A body fell out of the passenger side of the Land Rover. Another passenger jerked around, the man’s eyes wide. Paxton adjusted his aim, going for the big, black tires. The hiss of air was drowned out by the roar of the engine as the vehicle swung around.

He stood his ground and waited.

The second shooter hadn’t learned. He leaned out of the window.


Paxton squeezed the trigger.

Another mark on his soul.

The Land Rover jerked around and its headlights aimed right for Paxton. He dodged left, the vehicle following him toward the trees and away from Coco. The driver shot the truck past him, as if to cut Paxton off, but all it did was give him a straight shot through the driver’s side door.

He stopped and pulled the trigger again, holding his breath as the Land Rover swerved. The vehicle lurched and the sound of an impact preceded the truck pitching sideways and rolling.

This was it. Their window. The chaos would hide them.

“Coco? Come on,” he called out.

Her head popped up over the grass.

“Come on.” He waved to her, staring at the trees.

The others were gone, out of sight to the east, hidden by the trees and failing light. He could trust Silas to make it through this. The bastard wouldn’t die. He was too stubborn for that.

Paxton grabbed Coco’s hand and pulled her forward, trusting that the darkness would hide them.
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Coco stared at the back of the den where she and Paxton had taken refuge. The tiny cave, if it could be called that, had a very narrow entrance that a human could barely squeeze through. It was the perfect hideaway for any number of animals to birth young. In fact she could smell fresh musk in the air. There weren’t babies here, but it was clear to her a mother—their luck, a predator—was preparing this site.

“Pax? Paxton?”

“Sh,” he whispered.

“We have to go.”

“It’s not safe out there yet,” he said over his shoulder.

“It’s not safe in here.” She didn’t want to be squatting when the residents came back.

Best-case scenario this was a serval den. The cats were predators but not much of a threat to humans. Worst-case scenario they were standing in a leopard’s den. On a normal day Coco wouldn’t be terribly concerned about a leopard, but a pregnant mother about to give birth? That was a creature Coco didn’t want to run into.

Coco pushed at Paxton’s shoulders. “Now.”

“Fine.” He glanced over his shoulder. “I go first. You wait until I tell you to come out. Understand?”

“Okay.”

“We keep low and move west. D said there was a village out that way. Hopefully that’s where the others went and we can call for a pickup.”

“Fine.”

Whatever got them out of this den.

He inched out of the space, moving with no hurry whatsoever, all the while Coco practically danced in place.

Paxton held his rifle out then squeezed through the space. His gear caught on the rocks and several times he had to wiggle this way and that, but he finally cleared the rocks and went to a knee. She breathed a slight sigh of relief. Except they weren’t out of danger yet.

The sun was almost gone, making him harder to pick out in his molted green clothes. It was his blond hair that stuck out, glinting under all those stars.

God, they’d almost died because she’d stubbornly refused to give up. He’d told her what he saw, that he’d done this exact same trap, but she’d refused to listen.

Paxton had nearly died for her.

What about the others?

He lifted his left hand and waved at her, to follow.

She shoved that fear deep down. It was for later. Right now they had to keep going.

Coco shimmied out from between the rocks and crouched, keeping close to him. She peered into the growing shadows, searching for the glint of feline eyes or the figure of a human. In the distance she heard a throaty growl that had the hair on the back of her neck rising.

“They circled back, I think. If we keep moving this way, I’m hoping we move out of their search perimeter,” Paxton said softly. He reached for her with his left hand, his right keeping the muzzle of his rifle pointed at the ground. “Let’s go. Keep close.”

She griped his hand tight between hers. Her heart pounded in her throat and it was hard to breathe. Her mind was a buzz with all the things that had just happened, but she couldn’t think about them now. If she paused to really take in the fact that she’d been shot at she didn’t know what she’d do, but it wouldn’t be moving forward.

Paxton pulled her forward, still crouched.

The growls erupted into snarls.

“Keep going. Come on.” Paxton urged her into a jog.

Coco should have paid more attention to where they were. The whole day she’d just put one foot in front of the other, Utata’s still form burned into her mind. When Paxton had tried to deter her from going on, she’d known he was right. His reasoning was solid, but she’d been leading with her heart and fleeing from her problems. It was easier to focus on Utata than why she’d avoided Lacey the last few days.

The sound of the large cat faded the farther they went. She kept straining to hear a scream or a gunshot. Instead the song of the insects rose to a swell around them.

Paxton and Coco picked their way through the brush. It was slower going without the sun and in the overgrown area. Her limbs felt too heavy and her mouth was dry. She was paying the price for pushing them too hard.

And where were the others?

“Coco, what’s wrong?” Paxton turned around so fast she walked straight into him. He gripped her by the shoulders and stared down at her.

She covered her mouth with her hands to keep the fear from bubbling out of her.

“Hey, we’re going to be okay, got it?” he bent his head, giving her no option but to look at him. “Remember, I said you can’t kill Silas? He’s good at what he does. We’re all getting through this. I don’t have cell service and Silas had the SAT phone, so we have to find that village and let someone know where we are. Got it?”

Coco nodded.

“This was scary, but we’re okay. I need you to hold it together a little while longer. Think you can do that?”

“Y-yeah.” Her voice broke and she could feel the tears threatening, but she held them at bay.

“That’s my girl.” He squeezed her to his chest. “Come on.”

Paxton pushed forward, making a way through the brush when there wasn’t one. They stumbled onto a dirt path completely by accident. Only then did he pull out a flashlight.

“Why not use that sooner?” Coco asked, glaring up at him.

“Didn’t want to make us targets. Now, I don’t want to walk up on someone and surprise them.” He gestured to his clothes and gear. “I don’t exactly look friendly.”

“Oh.”

“Know anything about where we’re headed?”

“Not really. Most of the little villages in this area are Sotho. I can get by decent enough if no one speaks English.”

“How many languages do you speak?”

“Six.”

“Six?”

She chuckled at his reaction. “Unlike your country, mine has eleven official languages.”

“What do you speak?”

“Well, English was the common language my parents spoke growing up. Mom made sure we could speak Xhosa.”

“That’s her...tribe?”

“Yes. Dad spoke Dutch. I’m not good at it. There wasn’t much reason to know how to speak it after my grandmother on my dad’s side passed away. She was the only one who required we speak it. I’d wager I understand more than I can speak now.”

“Okay. So what else?”

“Zulu, Afrikaans and Sotho. I know enough to get by in a handful of other languages.”

“How’d you learn so many?”

“It was kind of necessary growing up.” Coco shrugged, more to keep the claws of memory from holding her back. “South Africa was still heavily segregated, even after apartheid ended. Language was what kept so many apart. Being able to speak to someone, to hear them out, it helps break down that barrier. You see each other as people.”

“How was that?”

She opened and closed her mouth. How did a fish describe the ocean or a bird the air?

“Complicated. Hard. As a country we still aren’t over it. You don’t stop seeing dividing lines just because some laws were changed. The walls that kept tribes, blacks, whites—everyone—apart were built too well and there for too long. There are no quick fixes for this. Animals are easier. They’ve followed the same instincts since the dawn of time. I think I like them better than people.”

Paxton chuckled. “You think?”

Coco laughed softly. For the most part, she did prefer animals. They were predictable. People weren’t.

For a moment she thought maybe he’d move on, talk about something else, but then he circled back and asked, “What was all of that like for you?”

She swallowed and kept her eyes focused on the path.

“It was...life. What am I supposed to say? I knew we—Cane, and me—were different growing up. I don’t have any memory of living in Amsterdam—”

“You lived there?”

“That’s where we were born. It was a crime to have mixed babies, so Dad convinced Mom to move to Amsterdam so she could have us and be safe. I think Cane’s still mad at her for that.”

“Mad? Why would he be mad? What would have happened if you’d been born here?”

“She might have been put in prison. He’s upset because on our birth certificates, we’re Dutch. There’s no tribal affiliation. Here a child isn’t just South African, they’re Zulu or Xhosa... Identity was always important to Cane. He felt like us being born in another country stole something from him.”

“And you?”

“I guess I’m more practical. What would having Xhosa on my birth certificate do for me? What would it have cost me? Most people don’t see me as black or white. I’m something else they either want to be or want to hate. I get why most women left South Africa to have their kids if they were colored. I’d much prefer to have my mom as a kid than her be in prison because she fell in love with a white man.”

“Colored?” Paxton snorted. “You can’t say colored in America without sounding racist.”

Coco shrugged. “What am I then?”

“What do you feel like?”

She blinked at him, surprised by the question. No one ever thought to ask her that. “I relate more with my black side. To grow up white here meant you had money and options. We were a poor, black family. I identify with that side because that’s how I lived.”

“That must have been scary for your mom to risk everything like that. Did your dad realize what was at risk for her?”

“He did. Dad’s always been a very kind man. Mom was his only friend when his family moved here. I guess you could say she was a bad influence? She was the maid. They were the same age. Back then, grandma preferred Dad’s brother to him. Dad was bookish, shy, quiet. Lonely. Dad says Mom felt sorry for him. Mom says she wanted to get one over on Grandma, so one night she snuck him out to go to this illegal party in the city where black and white people would go just to hang out, listen to music and dance. I think he was the first man who treated Mom as an equal.”

Coco tipped her chin up and inhaled the evening air. Was that smoke? They had to be close to the village.

“Man, those stories must be something else,” Paxton said.

“Oh my God. They’re crazy.” Coco laughed, her mother’s expressive face coming to mind. “One time, Dad borrowed Grandpa’s car. Something happened on the way home and Mom had to hide in the trunk so they’d get through check-points. But when Dad got home Grandpa was waiting for him, so Mom spent half the night locked in the car’s trunk.”

“No...”

“Yes. And that was normal for them.” Coco could picture Mom and Dad sitting at the old kitchen table in one of the homes they’d lived in before Dad remarried. They’d shared stories from their younger days and laughed. Oh, they’d laughed so hard.

“It’s a shame they didn’t make it.”

“Yeah. Maybe in another time and place they would have, but not here. Just for us to move back here, they had to get a divorce. We couldn’t live with Dad. Mom split her time between his place and being with her family. It was hard.”

“What did his family think about you guys?”

“Oh, they hated us in the beginning. Fired mom when they discovered she was pregnant. Dad rented her a flat and put her up for about a month before his parents found out. I still think the only reason they ever liked us was because Mom agreed to go to Amsterdam which allowed them to push Dad into going to school where they wanted him. When his brother died, he was ready to come back here and take his place.”

“He didn’t help you guys out or anything?”

“He did. From when we were little, he always paid for us to go to private school. Mom was too proud to accept any more help. Sometimes he’d come by after school and give Cane and I a little money, tell us to keep it a secret and buy ourselves something.”

“How are things with you two? After the scholarship stuff...?”

“We’re okay. His only crime is loving his kids and trusting us. I should probably talk to him more. It’s just... He has a new wife. Their kids are ten and eight. I feel like if I come around, I’m bringing up the past by existing. Staying out of their way just seems easier.”

For several moments neither of them said anything. They trudged through the grass, listening to the night noises.

Paxton’s voice was low and thoughtful when he spoke again. “I don’t know anything about healthy family relationships. Silas would have something to say, I bet.”

Coco remembered the serious way Silas had spoken to her about Paxton. Silas’ words rang true in every way the more she learned about Paxton.

Dad would like him.

That thought took Coco by surprise. She’d never mingled the different spheres of her life. Everyone had their respective area and her dating life had never crossed over before. But now she had the picture in her mind, Dad in his slacks, loafers and sweater vest sitting down across from Paxton in his boots, jeans and T-shirt, the two of them having a drink and talking quietly.

“Hey. Look up there,” Paxton said.

The trees had thinned a bit and she could glimpse the warm, beckoning lights of homes in the distance. Her relief was short lived. If the others weren’t there what were they going to do?



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

11.

[image: image]


Monday. Unknown, South Africa.

Paxton hung back, following Coco as they approached a group of men on the outskirts of what looked to be a tiny village comprised of a few dozen homes. The structures were a combination of old and new. Some were circular and built from stones that looked as if they’d been dug out of the earth. The homes were topped with thatched roofs. A few had satellite dishes perched on top. Still others were a mix of cinderblock and thatch. A few others were nothing more than sheet metal over a frame.

Coco began speaking to the men, her hands moving, words coming fast. He wanted to listen and understand the words coming out of her mouth. They were interspersed with pops and clicks, creating a melodic way of speaking that left him dumbfounded. He couldn’t speak two languages let alone six. She turned and caught his eye, stretching out her hand toward him.

Paxton took her hand, unsure what the purpose was, but allowed her to pull him forward.

“Hi.” He nodded at the men eyeing him with interest, not fear or wariness.

What was she saying?

Two of the men rose, replying and gesturing past the outlying houses.


Coco looked up at him, her eyes turbulent with emotion he wished he could comfort. “They haven’t seen anyone else.”

“It’s okay.” He squeezed her hand.

“They can put us up for tonight and give us a ride in the morning. I guess there’s someone with a truck that makes rounds and they’ll be here first thing tomorrow.”

“You think it’s safe here?” he asked, keeping his tone light.

“Yeah. Come on.” She pulled him after their hosts and into the village. “These people, they live off the land. Poachers threaten their way of life. They’re going to be big fans of you.”

Paxton grit his teeth. He didn’t want to be the center of attention for something he hadn’t done. Thus far, they hadn’t stopped anything. A rhino had died on his team’s watch. And now he was trudging into a family village dressed for an op. This wasn’t where he belonged. He didn’t want to disrupt these people’s lives. If it weren’t for Coco, he’d have stayed out there somewhere on his own and figured a way back. But she was banged up, probably hadn’t even realized it yet, and if he was going to look after her, he needed her somewhere safe.

The two men led them down the lane between the homes to a large house in the middle of town. Women and children were gathered around, laughing, playing, talking. People eyed them with interest and curiosity.

Coco stepped forward, greeting three women, each older than the last, first with handshakes then hugs. A little girl tottered forward and wrapped her arms around Coco’s leg, grinning with the most beautiful, toothy smile. One of the women bet and picked up the child, cradling her to her chest.

Paxton glanced over his shoulder at the people, the homes.

The setting was different, and yet familiar.

He’d grown up in a rundown trailer park that was a lot less welcoming than this place. Hell, with the holes in the floor and roof, his home hadn’t been half as nice as the ones around him now. It was the atmosphere that did it. The smiling children were a sign of love, that they were well cared for, wanted. He’d have done anything to grow up in a place like this.

“Pax?” Coco smiled up at him, her face a touch strained.

“Yeah?”

“So, the men want you to go have a drink with them and hang out a bit.”

“Not going to happen. I’m not leaving your side.” He didn’t like to think about how close they’d cut it today. If he hadn’t had seen the shooting perch when he had, she could be dead.

“I’ll be fine.”

“No.”

How did he explain to her this was for him? Did he even try?

They stared at each other for a moment. Coco’s mouth curled up, and she sighed.

“Okay.” She turned and spoke to the man who’d led them here now standing with his arm around the woman holding the little girl.

The man grinned and laughed, his gaze jumping to Paxton before he said something that sparked a smile from the woman.

Paxton smiled back.

The woman gestured at some plastic chairs and a table nearby up against a cinderblock home. He didn’t have to speak the language to understand the invitation to sit. He ducked his head in thanks and went to the table, taking a moment to secure his rifle. The last thing he wanted was for a curious kid to tug on it and something happen. Once he was satisfied, he did the same with his handguns.

Coco sat in one of the chairs, watching him. “How many guns are you carrying?”

“Four.”

Her brows rose.

“Always be prepared,” he muttered.

Only once he was satisfied with the precautions did he allow himself to turn his attention on Coco. Dried blood smeared on her arms and face from cuts, not all of which were from traipsing through the brush. He dug into a pocket and pulled out a tiny first aid kit. Three alcohol-soaked wipes would have to do the trick. He opened one and took Coco’s arm in his hand.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“I want to make sure these cuts are clean.”

“I’m fine.”

He held her arm and swiped the cool cloth over her skin, aware they were drawing more than a little attention. One of the women from earlier sank into the other chair, propped her chin in her hand and began speaking to Coco. Coco shifted in her seat and replied, making the woman laugh.

“What’s so funny?” he asked.

“This isn’t the kind of thing men do,” Coco said in a low voice.

Paxton looked at the woman and smiled. She might not understand his words, but he hoped she got his meaning. “It’s the kind of thing a man should do.”

The woman’s eyes sparkled, and he was pretty sure she understood him despite the language barrier.

Coco continued to carry on a conversation he was pretty sure she didn’t want to have. She had her free hand clenched between her thighs and her knee bounced.

“They think we’re married,” she said after he’d turned his attention to her scraped knee.

Paxton glanced up at her. If it let him stay close to her, he’d run with it. “Is that a bad thing?”

“No,” she said slowly.

“Okay then.” He pulled her hand out from between her knees and pressed a kiss to her knuckles.

The woman sitting across from Coco howled a laugh and slapped his shoulder.

“Oh my God.” Coco pulled away from him and covered her face. “Just stop.”

Paxton grinned at her then their hostess. The other woman were all watching him with similar expressions. Approval. Amusement. This was a safe space for Coco. They’d welcomed her into their circle, even if only for tonight. As someone who’d always been on the outside looking in, he knew this moment mattered.
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EBRAHIM SHONE THE flashlight through the trees, searching for movement. So far all he’d found was the eye shine of a cat. A large cat.

Two of their vehicles were out of commission. The third could only transport a few of them and half of his men were wounded.

This was not how this night was supposed to go down.

They should have seen Coco’s approach long before they did. The lookouts had grown lazy. Their pinch attack hadn’t captured their target. And what did they have to show for it?

Nothing

Fucking hell.

Ebrahim did not want to go back to Bekker with this news. This was supposed to be his big break. It wasn’t supposed to break him.

He needed to spin this. To do something. Bring something back to show for all they’d lost. The rhino horn didn’t count. That was part of the job.

There was a guy who had a lead on some skins. It would mean a six-hour, round-trip ordeal, but it might be enough to grant Ebrahim some time. He would also have to stop searching the night for Coco.

She could be anywhere by now.

His gut knew it was better to go with a sure thing. He’d spent too much time and resources trying to trap Coco. It was time to make the most of what he had.
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MONDAY. JOHANN NODORF Home, Johannesburg, South Africa.

Luke smoothed his hand down the front of his shirt. It was never a good thing to be summoned to his uncle’s house. These visits were never to praise Luke for his work or to congratulate him. Uncle Johann demanded Luke’s presence to account for a job not done well enough and there was no question what Uncle Johann was upset about. Luke had heard about the raid on one of their warehouses and knew that was going to be his fault. Somehow Luke should have known.

He was the easy scapegoat, had been since he showed up on his uncle’s doorstep.

Time to face the music.

Luke approached the front door of the large home. Uncle Johann could afford to move into one of the wealthiest neighborhoods in the city, live in luxury, and yet he chose to remain here. The men who’d been his neighbors back in the eighties when he’d bought the house were Uncle Johann’s underbosses, each running their own crew and jobs. They practically owned the whole neighborhood. Their wives all played Bunko together, and it was widely considered one of the safest neighborhoods in Johannesburg. Because who was going to fuck with Johann Nodorf?

A pair of teenagers sat on the front stoop, phones in hand. They wore designer labels and a uniform sneer on their faces. They looked so much like their mother, Uncle Johann’s daughter whom no one spoke of since she’d run off with one of the help. Luke found the whole thing entertaining. Unlike his uncle, Luke had a more modern view of the racial divide. He didn’t care one way or another who could do what or with whom. Luke cared about getting paid. Money was the same no matter whose hands touched it. 

Which was probably why he was better suited to his role in things. His cousins shared their father’s antiquated views.

“Hey, boys.” Luke nodded at them.

Neither spoke a word to Luke.

Those two were going to be trouble. Luke just hoped they weren’t going to become his problem.

Luke let himself into the house.

His aunt must have redecorated recently. The floors were a dark, polished mahogany and the walls a pristine white. The sofas were a pale gray while bright, coral pillows decorated nearly every flat surface.

The glass doors leading out onto the patio were shut so he couldn’t hear the men outside, but he could see them.

Uncle Johann sat back at the wicker table, a cigar in hand. Overhead a fan spun, creating a bit of a breeze. Several of his friends were gathered around, enjoying their own cigar or drink.

From somewhere deep in the house Luke could hear a video game being played. His cousins, no doubt.  They were Luke’s age, and yet they lived at home, doing nothing more than a pittance of work to earn their keep.  And somehow, they occupied a place of preference in the scheme of things.

It wasn’t fair, but everyone knew how things worked. At the top was Uncle Johann. The wealth trickled down from him to his family, then everyone else. Luke lived in a between space, not quite family and not quite a grunt.

Uncle Johann spied Luke and waved him out.

Great.

There was going to be an audience.

Luke let himself out onto the porch. His aunt must not be around or she’d have pushed food on him.

“What you got for me, boy?” Uncle Johann finally asked.

“Just a little something.” Luke set his offering on the table. The expensive bottle of whisky was a gift from one of the representatives who knew Uncle Johann’s tastes. Too bad Luke was going to get the credit for this.

That got Uncle Johann’s attention. “Trying to butter me up?”

“Not at all, sir.”

Uncle Johann leaned back, his attention fully on Luke now. “I hear you’re losing control.”

“From who?” Luke snorted.

“Lots of people.”

“Lots of people who know the same people I do and the things I’m doing?” Luke shrugged. He couldn’t let on that things weren’t that great. He knew he was an easy target for blame because people didn’t see his work or what he did.

“I invested a lot in setting you up, boy. I expect more from you.”

“Am I not delivering? Have I not done what I said I would do? I’m promised you—”

“I don’t want your promises. I want results. Besides, the way I hear it, they’re about to have you by the balls.”

“They” being the National Council of Provinces. But it was Coco De Jong who was really coming for Luke.

“I’m handling it,” Luke said.

Uncle Johann pulled the cigar from between his lips. “Cops took our shipment headed to Asia. I thought you were taking care of it.”

“I am.” And if anyone had confided in Luke about where the shipment was being held, he’d have greased the right hands.

“One of your clients is very upset. Came to me about it.”

“Who?” Luke grit his teeth.

“Bekker and his gang.”

“The ones who deal with the arms dealers I told them would land them in hot water? Okay. Yeah. That’s my fault.”

“I thought you were going to bend some ears, make some changes.”


“And I have. These things take a while.”

“You better smooth things out. These boys talk. If you don’t take care of them, they’ll stop payment.” Uncle Johann leaned back.

Truth was, more and more of Uncle Johann’s money came from extorting other gangs, be it for protection or smoothing things out for them. The kind of negotiating the old man did wouldn’t work in this new day and age. He needed Luke he just couldn’t see that.

Which meant Luke needed to do something his uncle could see. It was time to go after Cane De Jong for real.
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Tuesday. Mlilo Research Center, South Africa.

The sun was barely peaking over the horizon. Grit was still stuck in Paxton’s eyes. He’d barely slept between wanting to keep an eye on Coco and listening for danger. He shouldn’t have played with the kids. The visions of danger were all the more terrifying when he could put names to the precious faces in those nightmares.

Coco squeezed Paxton’s hand as they walked the distance from the main road toward the old resort where she’d made her home.

There was going to be a lot to account for once they crossed through the gates. He needed to enjoy these fleeting moments of calm before the storm. Somehow, despite all the bad going on, they’d landed in a really good place. Sure, they’d had to sleep on the floor of someone’s kitchen on a thin mattress, but the atmosphere and kindness had made up for that. The only other place he’d ever felt welcomed like that was with Silas’ family. Paxton had been a stranger to those people, and they’d treated him like a long-lost friend. And then there was the fact that he’d gotten to sleep next to Coco. She’d curled up next to him, snuggling closer in her sleep. He’d liked that.

“You think the others are okay?” Coco asked.

“I’d bet on it.” Paxton wouldn’t allow himself to think otherwise. Silas dead or injured just wasn’t an option.

They reached the curve in the hill and the newly renamed Mlilo Research Center came into view.

Was it too much to hope for a shower and an hour of sleep before they had to account for their whereabouts yesterday?


The gates opened and one of the shuttle busses shot out, headed straight for them. Coco slowed, and they stood on the side of the road as familiar faces grinned at them from the front seats. Daluxolo sat behind the wheel and Silas shotgun.

“Oh thank God,” Coco muttered.

The cold fist he’d clenched around his doubt released and he nearly staggered as relief surged through him. He’d believed his buddy was fine, but now he knew.

Silas stepped out of the open-sided shuttle bus before it came to a complete stop. He wrapped an arm around Paxton’s shoulders and beating his back.

Silas let go of him and grinned. “I told you they were on the move.”

“When’d you guys get in?” Paxton asked.

Coco stepped up into the first row of seats. “Is everyone okay?”

Daluxolo twisted to stare back at her. “You were the two missing.”

Silas climbed into the back with them and sat facing Paxton, his face serious. “You two okay?”

“Fine, just tired.” The full weariness was finally hitting Paxton. His thoughts were muddy and his limbs heavy. “Headed to that village D told us about, the Sotho one? Stayed there till a delivery truck ran by and gave us a lift.”

“Thank God for those trackers, am I right?” Silas gestured at the seat next to Coco. “Get in. You’ve got two hours before Zain’s hauling our asses up for an account of yesterday.”

Two hours was plenty of time.

Paxton slid in next to Coco, looping his arm behind her shoulders.

“Trackers?” she peered up at him.

“Most of us opted to have tracking devices implanted, in case something happens in the field.”

A lot of somethings had happened over the last few years to push them to make this call. It was good to know someone back here had been monitoring them the whole time.

“What happened with you guys?” he asked, pitching his voice louder, over the breeze as the minibus headed back into the research facility.

“We cut east, took their Land Rover and got out of there.” Silas twisted to look back at them. “Circled around looking for you two, but couldn’t find you.”

Paxton ran his fingers along the back side of Coco’s arm, easing the memories with the feel of her skin, reminding himself she was okay. “We wound up in some kind of animal den. Holed up there for a bit until we realized that wasn’t a good spot to hang out in. You get anything on those guys?”

“No.” Silas grimaced. “We got out of there.”

Paxton nodded. They’d been outnumbered at least three to one, if not more. Add in the terrain and no escape vehicle, the best thing for each of them to do had been to flee.

Daluxolo eased the bus to a stop outside Coco’s. Paxton wanted to follow, but he was fairly certain after the last twenty-four hours, she’d want some time alone.

“Thanks. You said we have something in two hours?” She leaned forward, her hand on his knee.

“Yeah.” Silas pulled out a phone charger and passed it to Paxton. “Boss had some guys head out at first light to go look at the ambush point and then go find you if you didn’t show back up. He’s going to want to talk to all of us.”

Coco sighed and glanced at Paxton. “Okay. We’ll be there, right?”

He nodded. 

She gave his knee a squeeze. “Come on, let’s sleep while we can.”

Paxton didn’t have to be told twice. He nodded at Silas as he slid out after Coco. “Later. Thanks for the ride.”

By the time he was out of the minibus Coco was at her door, twisting the lock free and pushing the door open. He followed her inside, watching her calm features for any clue, a sign of what had changed, why she wanted him here now.

She turned toward him, her brow furrowed.

“You don’t have any clothes here. Shoot. I didn’t think about that.”

“It’s fine.” He unclipped the strap securing his rifle to his vest. “Mind if I put this stuff on the table?”

“Go for it.” She stepped out of his way, clearing the path to the little writing desk that only had a lamp on its surface.

Paxton crossed to the flat surface and laid out his rifle and handguns. An itch developed between his shoulder blades. The rules had changed.

He watched her face in the mirror above the desk. “I would have thought you’d want some time to yourself.”

Coco crossed her arms, staring at the floor, and shrugged.

He pealed his vest off for the first time since they’d gotten out of the truck yesterday and set it on the floor. The cool air tickled the soaked fabric.

Paxton turned to face her.

Coco had held it together like a champ. She’d been afraid, but she’d pushed on when others would have fallen to pieces.

He reached out and hooked his finger in hers, prying one arm from across her chest and tugging her toward him. She came willingly, wrapping her arms around his waist. He bent his head and kissed her brow.

This was his life. People shot at him on a regular basis. Not exactly normal, but he’d weathered this before. It was all new to her.

“Let’s get you cleaned up and in bed, okay? Come on.” He took her hand and led her through the bedroom and into the bathroom.

Once he was satisfied she was okay, he could pass out himself.

Paxton turned on the shower and cracked the window to let the steam out. That done, he sat Coco on the vanity long enough to help her out of the teal boots and socks. Her shirt came next. Her movements were weary, weighted with the kind of exhaustion that came from running for your life. She slid to her feet, and he stepped back. He wasn’t enough of a gentleman to look away as she stripped off her sports bra, shorts and underwear.

He swallowed and looked her over, admiring the curve of her body, the tight furl of her brown nipples. Damn, but she was beautiful.

She glanced up and caught him watching her. She lifted her hands to her hair while her eyes traveled up from his chest to his face. “You’re wearing too many clothes.”

His mouth dried up.

She tossed the elastic band on the vanity, freeing her curls, then dug her fingers into her hair, massaging her scalp.

“Coco, I...” He swallowed, trying to find the words.

Facts were he didn’t get involved with women the way some of the guys did when he was on a job. There were no clear-cut rules when it came to Coco’s role in all of this, what they could be to each other. Escorting her into danger had ridden the fine line of his control. He wanted to scoop her up, lock her away, assure himself that she wasn’t hurt, that yesterday hadn’t left a mark on her. He didn’t know how to be on the job and with her.

She grabbed a handful of his shirt and pulled it up over his head. He lifted his arms, allowing her to strip him of the T-shirt.

“Are you going to make me ask?” She tipped her chin up and looked at him.

Whatever she wanted he’d give it to her. Short of helping her risk her life again, he knew he’d do anything she asked of him.

He loosened the catch of his jeans.

Coco took a step back, then another, before turning and stepping into the deep tub.

He didn’t want to ask, because then she might change her mind. Right now he wanted to be near her, to assure himself she really was okay.

Paxton’s boots hit the floor, socks still inside, laces barely undid. He got undressed in record time.

A small voice in the back of his mind asked, what are you doing?

Truth was, he didn’t know. From the moment that crowd had parted, and he’d first seen Coco, he’d been caught in her orbit. They were from different parts of the globe, and yet so much of their stories was the same. She was a lost, lonely soul just like him looking for a place to belong, and right now that was with each other. He knew that might not always be the case, but for now it was. And he intended to hold on to her.

Paxton stepped into the tub and was treated with the best visual ever. Coco had her hands in her hair, frothy white soap suds running down her dark arms and stomach as she rinsed her hair. He hated the angry red scratches that stood out as a reminder of everything she’d been through yesterday, the reason her eyes still looked haunted every now and then.

Paxton grabbed a bottle of soap and poured some in his hands, lathering them up before he set his palms on her shoulders and stroked down her body. Coco’s eyes drifted shut, and she dropped her arms, letting the water and Paxton do the work for her.

He bent his head and brushed a tender kiss across her lips. She leaned into him and for several long moments they stood there, him holding her, her leaning against him. They’d survived. Together. It was all he could ask for.

“Your turn,” she muttered.

“You’re what I care about.”

The corner of her mouth quirked up. She pushed at his shoulder and reached past him for the soap. Paxton grit his teeth as she swiped her slick palms down his chest and arms, the suds taking away the grimy, sticky sweat feeling.

Coco’s lips curved up, and the shadows retreated from her eyes. She edged closer until her breasts pressed against him. His stiffening cock drew lines on her hip. She lifted up on tip toe and kissed him under the spray of water.

Was this what she wanted?

When he’d brought her in the bathroom she’d retreated into her head. He could see it in her distant gaze, the way her fingers fumbled. Now she was reaching for him. The only brain cells he had still operating were quickly losing out to his desire to keep that smile on her face regardless of the reason behind it. He couldn’t question her actions, only go along with them.

Her hand wrapped around his cock and slid slowly to the tip. He groaned into her mouth, wanting nothing more than to lose himself in her, hold her, give her something better to think about. They were alive after all. Yesterday could have had a much different ending.

Coco leaned back, breaking the kiss and let go of his erection. She reached up and swiped her thumb across his lower lip. “You need to wash off.”

He didn’t want to touch her, not when he still had sweat and grime on him though.

She slid past him and he backed under the spray of water, doing a quick scrub down with a single-minded determination to get it over with. He borrowed her shampoo, pausing to inhale the fragrance he’d thought of as hers. It was now on him and he didn’t care. Coco slipped past the curtain and into the bathroom, leaving him to finish his shower. He tipped his head up, letting the cool water douse his body. It did nothing to tamp down on the heat inside of him.

She did things to his insides. He wanted her with an intensity he didn’t fully understand.

He turned the water off and shook his head. Coco hummed on the other side of the curtain and for a moment he wondered, what would it be like if this was normal? If this was his life? It was a crazy idea, and yet he liked it.

Paxton jerked the curtain back a little too hard. Coco stood at the vanity, doing some female magic stuff with her hair. This was when she was the most beautiful to him, these moments when she wasn’t even conscious of how fucking amazing she was.

He eased up behind her and kissed her shoulder. She straightened, leaning back against him, her ass cradling his cock. He slid his hand around her waist, pulling her back, hugging her tight for a moment.

She was safe.

Coco reached back and took his other hand, guiding it to cup her breast. He kissed a trail from her shoulder up her neck. The fragrance of her shampoo and something else tickled his nose.

“What are you putting in your hair?” He toyed with her nipple, enjoying how it tightened under his fingers.

She tensed. He might not have noticed it if she weren’t pressed up against him. “Jojoba oil. Why? Do you not like it?”

He inhaled, drawing it in. “Makes me think of you. I like it.”

“Oh.” She shivered. “Lacey sends it to me.”

Paxton slid his other hand up to lavish attention on her other breast. She groaned and turned her face toward him, but he was too intent on exploring her.

While he teased her nipple he reached down and cupped her mound, stroking her damp folds. Coco gripped his arm, her nails digging into his skin.

Did she want him to keep going or stop?

“Pax?” she whispered in his ear.

“Hm?” He glanced at the mirror, her face lax with pleasure.

Oh hell yes.

He had a good idea what she wanted and how she wanted it.

Coco was the fast results kind of woman who liked it a bit rough. Someday he wanted twenty-four hours to do all the slow, sensual things to her, but that was not today.

She cracked her eyes and stared at him in the mirror, burning want looking back at him.

God, did she have any idea what she did to him?

He bent his head and kissed the juncture where her head and shoulder met.

“Bottom drawer,” she muttered.

He gave her pussy one last stroke before he bent his knees and kissed a trail down her spine. As he sank to his knees, he palmed her ass, pressing his lips to both of the dimples there on either side.

Paxton opened the bottom drawer of the vanity and there was the unopened box of condoms she’d told him about. He opened it and ripped off a packet.

Coco turned and for a moment all he could do was kneel there looking up at her.

He didn’t know what celestial being had brought them together, but he was grateful.

Paxton leaned forward and kissed her thigh then her hip. He braced his hands on the vanity and rose, finding other places to worship her until they were nose to nose.

“Like what you see?” One side of her mouth quirked up.

“Very much.”

He stepped back and ripped the condom open then rolled it on, all while she watched.

He put one foot between hers and leaned in, kissing her mouth with all the pent-up desire from the last few days. Seeing her, being around her, but not getting to hold her the way he wanted did things to his head, leading to this moment when he could touch her in every way he wanted.

Her arms wound around his neck and he lifted her, sitting her on the vanity and stepping between her thighs.

“Very soon we’re going to do this my way,” he said against her mouth.

“Something wrong with this way?”

He chuckled, but it was strained. “Not enough damn time.”

“How much time do you need to get the job done?”

Paxton stared into her eyes. “A good job takes time.”

And they had less than two hours.

“I guess I’ll find us a day,” she whispered.

“You do that.”

“Come here.” She reached between him and grasped his cock, pulling him to her.

Paxton’s balls tightened. He loved her like this, confident, assured of what she wanted. He Held his breath as his erection pressed against her pussy. She tipped her chin up and groaned.

He wasn’t even inside of her yet.

She slid an arm around his shoulders and he hugged her to him, his cock sliding into her.

“Jesus,” he muttered, his voice drowned out by her moan.

It was like he was made to fit her.

He eased out a bit then thrust, sliding deep into her. Her head tipped back, and she hooked her leg around his hip, giving herself up to the pleasure they shared. Her breasts slid against him as he thrust, easing in and out of her.

“You feel so damn good,” she muttered.

He’d say something if he could, but he couldn’t.

Paxton bent his head, kissing her shoulder, her neck, her cheek. He turned and met him in an open-mouthed kiss, her hands tangled in his hair, holding him there.

Behind her something fell into the sink, but they ignored it, lost to the pleasure of their joined bodies.

He needed more of her.

Paxton lifted her off the vanity, turned and pressed Coco’s back to the door.

“Oh, God,” she groaned and blindly grasped for the hook over her head.

She settled on his cock, the new angle forcing him deeper.

“Fuck, yes,” he muttered.

He covered her mouth with his, drinking her in, loving the needy moans she couldn’t hold back on. Her nails dug into his shoulders. He could feel all of her like this, each tremor of her body.

Paxton drove into her. The door rattled with each thrust as he fucked her. Another day, he’d show her the pleasure of slow, but not right now.

Coco’s hand fisted in his hair and she tore her mouth from his letting out a keening cry, her pussy quivering around his cock.


So. Damn. Good.

He bent his knees and thrust into her tightness, needing more of her. Always more.

Paxton bent his head, burying his face in her hair, breathing in the scent of jojoba mixed with shampoo. He thrust deep, her slick channel tightening around him.

A tingling sensation started at the base of his spine. Paxton groaned and thrust again, driving into her as his orgasm rolled up through him, nearly robbing him of the ability to stand. He rocked into her, muttering words, kissing her.

If only these moments could last forever. He’d live in a world like this, just them, holding onto each other.

Paxton was fucked. This woman had gotten under his skin and now he didn’t know how to stop wanting her.
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13.
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Tuesday. Mlilo Animal Reserve, South Africa.

Paxton could have used seven more hours of sleep. Hell, he’d have taken seven more minutes in bed curled around a soft woman. She’d done that thing again, where she used him like a human blanket. Paxton hadn’t minded one bit. Too bad they had to get out of bed.

It was time to address why someone had set a trap and then waited days to spring it.

He opened the door to the former resort turned research facility and held it for Coco. Since the powers that be wanted to keep yesterday under wraps until they’d properly dug into it, they weren’t heading to the tent. No, they’d been instructed to report to the conference room. At least that meant cold water and air conditioning.

Coco led the way down a hall and to the spacious room with its long table and chairs. Several familiar faces were already seated, including Shane and Lacey, Zain, Daluxolo and his team, plus a woman at the head of the table Paxton had only seen in passing.

At a glance, he knew this was a person he didn’t want to tangle with. It was the way she carried herself, the air around her, that set her apart. She was a leader, one who didn’t suffer fools. Her dark hair was done in braids, with a scarf wrapped around her head. Her clothes were the same as Daluxolo’s except she wore a collection of pins on her shoulder.

“Pax.” Zain pushed to his feet, his calculated gaze dissecting and putting Paxton back together in a matter of moments. “Mandisa Rhoyi, this is my man, Paxton Mills. Ms. Rhoyi here runs Mlilo.”


“Nice to meet you, ma’am.” Paxton circled the table and gave the woman his hand.

“Glad you made it back safe.” Mandisa clasped his hands between hers. A slight smile curved her lips before it was gone.

This was all business.

“Sit?” Zain gestured to open seats across from him.

Mandisa leaned back in her chair, a pen clasped between her fingers, and stared at Coco, then Paxton. “Daluxolo filled us in on what he saw happen, but I want to hear from you two what happened.”

He glanced at Coco and found her staring at the wall across from her.

“If Daluxolo has briefed you, then you know about...?” Paxton didn’t want to breathe a word of Utata’s death in front of Lacey or Shane if they didn’t know.

Lacey leaned forward, her tone soft. “We know Utata was killed the morning of the wedding.”


Paxton nodded. At least Coco had been spared that responsibility. He launched into a bare bones account starting from when Daluxolo had delivered the news up until they returned to the reserve, just as he would in any debrief report.

“What’s your assessment of these events?” Zain asked once Paxton had related their hours in the field.

This was where Paxton hesitated. He had a lot of thoughts, but how biased was he? Did he see threats where there was only happenstance?

“My assessment?” He leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Utata was targeted. We know based on the tags that there were other mature rhinos located farther out, less risk to get to. But they wanted Utata. To get to him and avoid the Mlilo security took research and planning. No one I’ve spoken to can identify the darts or drug used to bring him down, which makes me think this is something new. That means this was a sophisticated, calculated attack geared toward not just acquiring Utata’s horn, but sending a message and laying a trap.”

“For our security? Or who?” Mandisa’s tone was sweet, curious. It put Paxton on edge.

He had his theories after seeing Coco wield a tree branch like a bat, but was he seeing a threat to her when it was more generalized? “I can’t say who the target was without better understanding the circumstances and people involved.”

Mandisa’s gaze slid off Paxton and to his left. “Coco?”

“Hm?”

“What do you have to add to this?”

“Paxton’s the professional.”

“A few days after you threatened to beat a boy, you walk into a trap?” She leaned back in her chair.

“Ma’am?” Paxton didn’t need any kindling for his theories. “We can guess at their goal, but we’re never going to know anything for certain. I was thinking our best course of action is going to be sending out teams, looking for traps.”

Zain slid a pair of photographs to the middle of the table. “If those gunmen hadn’t been there, you’d have walked into this.”

Paxton took the images and studied them. He’d seen enough improvised explosives to recognize them on-sight.

Zain turned his attention toward Mandisa. “There were six of these buried out there. Our guys dismantled them and removed them, but Pax is right, there could be more. With your permission, I’d like to do what Pax suggested and send out a couple teams.”

Mandisa nodded and reached for the pictures.

“That’s not going to fix anything,” Coco said.

All eyes turned toward her, including Paxton’s.

Coco sat up, hands gripping the edge of the table. “Is anything we do really going to stop them? Every time we come up with a new way to deter poachers, they figure out something else. We need to confront them. Make them see the harm they’re doing... It still might not change their mind, but—we can’t keep doing the same thing.”

Mandisa’s eyes narrowed. “What would you propose we do? Hit them with a stick? Hm?”

Coco’s eyes flashed and Paxton could feel the heat of her temper. She inhaled a deep breath before answering in a calm voice with a simple, “No.”

“Then what? Sit them down with a slideshow presentation about the harm they’re doing?” Mandisa shook her head. “The only way poaching will go away is if people find a better way of making a living. That’s a bigger problem than we can fix on our own. If we make the job too hard, too expensive, too dangerous, they’ll do something else. We focus on keeping our charges safe and doing the research we set out to do. We won’t debase ourselves by going to their level. Our aim is research and conservation. That’s it.”

Zain cleared his throat. “And we’re here to help however we can. Pax, Shane, if you two will help me round up our guys, we can send some teams out immediately.”

Paxton could feel Coco’s anger coming off her in waves, but he didn’t know how to fix it. This was a problem bigger than any of them.
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TUESDAY. MLILO ANIMAL Reserve, South Africa.

Coco shoved the conference room door open, keeping her head down, and made straight for the side entrance. Right now she wanted to avoid everyone. Except Paxton. She’d found his quiet presence comforting. But he had a job to do, unlike her.

Someone had no doubt done her rounds this morning. Coco hated when Mandisa noticed her. One of these days she was going to realize how superfluous Coco really was in the day-to-day activities and she’d be out of a job. Anyone could do the work she did. Sure, she had above average medical knowledge and would do in a pinch when an emergency cropped up, but that didn’t make Coco special enough to stay on.

She pushed open the side entrance and stepped out into the morning sun. She tipped her head back and drew in a deep breath.

Without an education and training, this was as good as Coco could hope for. She had a little money, but not enough for an expensive degree. Eventually Mlilo would fire her or she’d get moved to another position she didn’t enjoy as much. She’d move to another facility, then another, always chasing a dream.

“Coco, wait up!” Lacey called out.

Coco cringed and began walking.

Lacey was on the short list of people Coco really didn’t want to talk to. Lacey would ask about Utata, why Coco had kept the knowledge from her, the scholarship, Paxton or any number of topics Coco couldn’t handle right now.

“Hey.” Lacey huffed a few breaths as she caught up with Coco.

“Oh, hey,” she said lamely.

“Hey.” Lacey grabbed Coco’s hand and pulled her to a stop in the shade of a tree. Lacey peered at Coco’s face, her own lined with worry. “Are you okay? Really?”

“Yeah.”

“Oh my God. Coco.” Lacey wrapped her arms around her and squeezed. “I was so worried when Silas got back and...”

Emotion clogged Lacey’s throat. Coco felt her friend shudder. Here she was, so wrapped up in how she felt about things that she’d forgotten her friend would be worried, too. 

“I’m okay,” Coco whispered.

“Really?” Lacey leaned back and stared at her. “That had to have been so scary.”

“Scary? Coming from you?” Coco had heard stories of the harrowing adventure that had brought Lacey and Shane together.

“Uh, yeah. Scary. Heading back to your place?” Lacey let go of her.

“Yeah, I guess.”

She slid her arm through Coco’s and laid her head on her shoulder. “I’m going to hug you at least a dozen times. I didn’t sleep at all last night. God, I was so worried.”

Emotion clogged Coco’s throat. Of all the things she’d been prepared for, her friend’s concern wasn’t one of them. It was touching.

They took the shortcut, cutting across paths to Coco’s home without saying much. She let them into the villa and went straight to her mini-fridge for some water.

“Wow, I guess Paxton’s been here.” Lacey crossed to the desk where Paxton had left his rifle.

“Oh... Yeah. He said...” Coco couldn’t remember, but he’d sounded reasonable.

“I guess that’s going well?” Lacey sank down on the sofa and accepted the water Coco offered her.

Coco shrugged. Paxton was easy to be around. He didn’t demand attention, even when he crowded her. He was just there, a comforting, strong presence at her back.

“You cannot clam up now.” Lacey tossed a throw pillow across the sofa at her. “You like him.”

Coco hugged the pillow to her chest. She did like Paxton, but saying as much felt dangerous. Reckless. So she bit her lip instead.

“Fine.” Lacey held up her hands. “Don’t say anything. But when you want to talk about him you have to promise I’m top of the list, deal?”

“Deal.” Coco sighed, grateful for the out.

“Okay. So. Change of topic.” Lacey kicked off her boots and took a moment situating herself cross-legged on the sofa facing Coco. “You’ve been avoiding me.”

She cringed. “I have not.”

Lacey pinned her with a flat stare.

Okay, so Coco had been avoiding Lacey. But what was she supposed to say? How did she begin to talk about it?

“Let me start with saying, Shane warned me you might not like the scholarship idea. You’ve always been the kind of person who does stuff on your own terms. I love that about you, and I think my excitement about getting to be around you more might have blinded me to your real feelings... I’m sorry.”

Coco opened and closed her mouth. Without a doubt, she knew that Lacey’s intentions were good. But how did Coco roll a lifetime of struggling to be her own person into one sentence that Lacey would get?

“I really appreciate you, Lacey. I hope you know that? You’re the best friend a girl could ask for. School... I just don’t know what I want to do. After everything that happened with Cane, I’ve always meant to do it on my own. I know that’s an impossible dream for someone like me. I just don’t know if I’m ready to accept it.” Scholarship was a pretty word that felt like a handout. Maybe she was being too proud? Too something?

“Whatever you decide, I hope you know I support you.”

She swallowed. This conversation was going so very different from how it had played out in Coco’s mind. It just went to show that sometimes she didn’t give Lacey enough credit as a friend.

“I, um, I’m sorry, too.” Coco cleared her throat. “About not telling you about Utata.”

“I get it. After Shane talked me down, he pointed out that I would have blown the whole day. I’m sorry you had to go through it by yourself. Well, I guess not entirely by yourself. Paxton was there.” Lacey’s sly smile started a laugh out of Coco. Circling back was one of Lacey’s gifts. “I owe you. First, I ask you to give a speech in front of the whole wedding, then you had to keep this secret? I know it must have been tough on you. I’m sorry you had to go through that and I wish I would have realized something was up.”

“Well.” Coco’s cheeks heated. “As you said, Paxton was there. He’s very...supportive.”

“Supportive?” Lacey arched a brow. “I have so many questions.”

Coco covered her face with a hand and grinned, a dozen stolen moments with her blond haired, broken nosed action hero guy playing through her mind. Including several turns around the dance floor in his arms. He wasn’t a gifted dancer, but what he’d lacked in skill he’d made up for in effort. And that was all she could ask for.

Lacey reached over and grabbed Coco’s wrist, pulling her hand away from her face. “You have to tell me something. Please?”

“I, um...”

A knock at the door followed by the jostling of the doorknob stalled Lacey’s demand for an answer.

“Coco?” Paxton called out.

She scrambled off the sofa while Lacey squealed.

Coco opened the front door and stared up at Paxton. He had both hands braced on the doorframe. Despite wearing the same clothes two days in a row now, he still looked damn good.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hi, Pax,” Lacey called out.

He peered past Coco. “Hi, Lacey. Sorry to interrupt. I was just stopping by to get my gear.”

Coco scowled up at him. “You’re going out?”


“Not really. I just thought you’d like your desk back.” His eyelids were heavy, and he looked tired.

She had the strangest urge to sit him down and feed him, then tuck him in her bed. The last thing she wanted was for him to go back to the resort.

Coco stepped out on the stoop and closed the door behind her. Paxton didn’t back up an inch. A few days ago he would have, but there was something different now. It was the way he looked at her, this yearning inside of her for him. And then this morning...

“You guys okay?” he asked, breaking her train of thought.

She lifted a hand and touched his cheek. It was nearly an involuntary action. She just had to touch him sometimes. “Yeah. What about you?”

“I’m good.”

And yet his eyes were heavy, not quite awake. She could feel the exhaustion pulling him down. “No, you’re not. You’re tired. You need to rest.”

“I’m headed up to sleep after I talk to the team.” His gaze searched her face. “Any chance I’ll see you later?”

Days ago she’d have sent him on his way, needing her space. And now the last place she wanted him was out of arm’s length.

“After you talk to your team.” She slid her hand around the back of his neck and the other to his side, just under the Kevlar vest where she could feel him. “Maybe pick up a change of clothes? I bet they’d make you a pizza to go.”

Coco could always take him to the cantina, but that would mean facing Mrs. Pedersen, and Coco wasn’t ready for that. Eventually she knew she’d either be summoned to the kitchen or go there on her own, but not right now.

Paxton blinked at her a few times. “Are you saying—”

“Just stay here. Okay?” Coco wasn’t going to question her feelings or why they were changing. She didn’t know how long Paxton would be around, but she wanted to make the most of this time. He’d protected her, taken on bullets for her. The least she could do was be a little transparent about what she wanted.

“Okay. You change your mind let me know.” Paxton leaned down and pressed a chaste kiss to her lips. “Do you have any idea what you do to me?”

It felt as though someone yanked the doormat out from under her. She opened and closed her mouth, fully aware of what he did to her. But her to him?

The blue of his eyes seemed sharper, intent. “I’m going to back up now and not kiss you again.”

Her body heated from the inside out and she pressed her thighs together. “Save that for later.”

He grinned at her and pushed off the door. “I’m saving a lot more for later, babe.”

“Go.” She chuckled and opened the door.

Lacey yelped and jumped out of the way.

Paxton laughed. “Bye, ladies.”

Coco shoved the door shut while Lacey squealed.

“I heard it all,” she said. “Damn girl, I’m proud of you. High five.”

Coco lifted her hand, caught between sharing Lacey’s sentiment and wanting to crawl under the sofa.

“You like him. Admit it.” She pushed Coco back toward the sofa.

She sat down and hugged the throw pillow to her chest, staring at the coffee table.

“That face.” Lacey plopped down. “Do you more than like him? Are you serious-serious? You have got to tell me something. Please?”

“I don’t know what it is.” Coco shrugged but kept staring at the sun streak on the coffee table. “What can it even be?”

“Love?”

“No way.” Coco snorted. That was absurd. “How could that happen so fast?”

“Speaking from experience, it just happens. And do not make that face. You are fucking amazing, beautiful, intelligent, driven and fierce as hell. I will not stand for you thinking any less of yourself.”

Coco swallowed past the lump in her throat. Damn Lacey and her words. She would never understand what it was like for Coco, how she’d always been less than, not good enough or lacking because she didn’t fit a mold. The very things Lacey celebrated about Coco were the ones she’d been belittled for while other girls were celebrated.

But wasn’t that the problem?

For too long Coco’s world had been made to fit antiquated rules with no other purpose than keeping her down. It was the kind of thing her twin railed against, creating a fairer world where everyone got to live as they pleased.

“Where’d you go just now?” Lacey asked.

“Just—you’re right.” Coco shrugged.

“I am? Hell yes, I am. And Pax would back me up on all of this. I’m really warming up to him.” Lacey grinned at her. “You know, if you did decide to take the scholarship, he wouldn’t be that far away. That’s the last I’ll say about the scholarship business, I promise. Just putting it out there.”

Coco twisted the cap off her water and took a drink to cool herself off. She and Paxton were a limited time deal. It was a truth Coco wasn’t going to deny, even if she didn’t like thinking about him leaving. Her life was here. His was everywhere else.

Lacey picked at the label of her bottle of water. “I suppose you know Mrs. Pedersen’s been asking about you?”

“Yeah?” Coco glanced away, the guilt nipping at her.

“You’re avoiding her and she knows it.”

She found a spot on the tile, a little chip in a corner, to stare at.

“Coco?” Lacey leaned forward and touched her knee. “Talk to me?”

Coco shook her head and breathed a sigh. “I miss him.”

“He was like a dad to you. Of course you still miss him.”

“Which only makes me feel guiltier. I mean, my dad’s still alive. My step-dad’s a great guy. It’s just...”

“They never understood your life because they didn’t have to live it. I know you said your mom and dad were married for a bit, but from what you’ve said, he never really understood what having the two of you was going to be like for you. Right?”

“Back then? No. He gets it now. I can see it in how he tries to talk to me, but...it’s too late to fix the past. It’s not like we have a bad relationship, we just don’t always understand each other.” Coco’s father would never relate to Coco’s life quite like Matthew Pedersen did.

During high school and up until Matthew’s death, the Pedersen house had become the home Coco felt the most comfortable in. The Pedersen’s were living Coco’s reality in a time when interracial couples were not common. They knew better than most what it was like for her to straddle the lines that divided much of the country, because they faced the problems head on any time they went out together.

Coco hadn’t just lost a mentor when Matthew died, she’d lost the father figure she’d needed. Even now, a year later, she still hadn’t come to terms with losing him.
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WEDNESDAY. MLILO ANIMAL Reserve, South Africa.

Paxton strode toward the tent while his mind was still back on the little porch looking into Coco’s eyes. He didn’t know what was happening there, but he wanted it. Life was too short to ignore the good when he had it.

He pushed through the flaps into the tent. Someone had pulled out chairs and a little over a dozen men were gathered facing the wall with the projector casting a square of light. Zain stood to one side, frowning at a tablet. Shane caught Paxton’s eye and waved him over.

“Where we at?” Paxton asked.

“Can you confirm this timeline?” Shane nodded at the tablet.

“Sure.” Paxton took the tablet from Zain and glanced over it, noting the times and pieces of information Zain had collected onto one screen.

And right there, at the beginning was Utata’s death followed by the wedding.

Shit.

“I’m sorry we didn’t tell you sooner.” Paxton glanced up. “This wasn’t how Coco wanted Lacey to find out.”

“That news was never going to be easy.” Shane shook his head. “Thanks for keeping it under wraps and handling it. We’ve got more to go on because of you.”

“You know the most about our suspect.” Zain pinned Paxton with a calculating stare. “Think you can give everyone the rundown?”

He stood there a moment staring at Zain. Paxton had always been a behind-the-scenes guy. He went where he was told, did what he was told, and knew his role as part of a team. He wasn’t the lead guy, and yet here he was.

“Sure. You have something for me on this Ebrahim?” Paxton swiped and found himself looking at a mug shot. The man’s stats were there. Late twenties, long history of charges, intelligent eyes, mean mouth.

“Not much to tell,” Zain said.

Shane smacked Paxton on the shoulder. “It’s all you.”

He swallowed and swiped through the rest of the information, taking in the added details Zain had unearthed, filling in a few gaps.

It still wasn’t much.

Paxton lifted his gaze to look at the men waiting on him. These were the same guys he worked with every day. This briefing was only unusual in that he was the one doing the talking.

Silas sat front and center, legs stretched out, arms crossed over his chest. He caught Paxton’s gaze and did that little head-jerk-nod-thing.

“Morning.” Paxton approached the folding table the projector sat on and laid the tablet down. He tapped a button, and the timeline filled the screen. “Since I’m not sure what everyone knows I’m starting at the beginning, then we’ll cover what we’re going out to do.”

He turned to talk through the timeline, from Utata’s death up until last night when he and Coco had escaped the trap. Once he got going, it wasn’t as strange being in front of the group as he’d have thought. After all, when they were on jobs they regularly updated each other. This just happened to include a dozen guys instead of two or three.

“Let’s pause there.” Zain stepped forward. “Any questions?”

Jamie from Troy Team held up his hand. “You mentioned sending bullets off. How long’s that going to take?”

“Preliminary tests were a match. Officially, nothing is in yet, but the bullets we recovered came from a gun tied back to this guy.” Paxton tapped his screen. “Ebrahim Khumalo. How he isn’t in prison is a mystery to me. He’s a repeat poaching offender and has two charges of assault on his record. I’ll say this, if they pass these new laws cracking down on repeat criminals, this guy is fucked. So far he’s our link. After talking to Daluxolo, the head of security, there’s really only two outfits that have the kind of manpower and resources to pull off a job like this. Ebrahim works for a group that operates out of a little town not far from here.”

“Legally, what can we do?” Jamie’s gaze narrowed.

Aegis Group always did their best to operate within the confines of the law. From time to time, in the interest of saving lives, they had to bend rules. It was the nature of their job. Which was why this whole gig was so different. They weren’t protecting one body or rescuing a kidnapping victim. They were here to assist and equip the existing anti-poaching professionals to do their job better. And on their watch something terrible had happened.

Paxton had no answer for Jamie. He glanced at Zain, who shook his head and sighed.

“Guys, this is where I take a water break.” Zain glanced around the room. “Make good choices.”

Fuck.

Their boss might as well have just said, do what’s right, not what’s legal.

Silas whistled, brows arched.

“Just so we’re clear,” Paxton mentally grabbed hold of his resolve, “no one dies.”

Silas muttered something and shook his head.

Yeah, their partnership was all about cutting off a problem before more people died, but things were different now. They worked in a field to prevent the loss of life, they didn’t orchestrate it. Paxton wasn’t going back there.

“What are you thinking?” Jamie asked.

Paxton rolled the idea around in his head. He’d have liked to talk to Coco about it before pitching this to the group.

“Reality is, the guys like Ebrahim, are into poaching because they need to feed their families. They see a fraction of one percent of the product they bring to market. Anything we do to them directly doesn’t get at the problem.” Paxton’s documentary binge watching was paying off.

“We want to go after whoever funds these guys.” The ex-CIA agent leaned forward. Brett Jones was a good one to have in on this. His connections could prove valuable.

“Long-term, yes.” Paxton nodded. “Today—tonight if possible—the best thing for us to do is make sure they can’t operate. Take out their equipment. We know it’s not theirs. Whoever funds them provides this stuff. We make it too expensive for them and they’ll find another way to earn a living.”

What he’d learned about South Africa bringing whatever documentaries he’d found between jobs the last couple of months made it hard to see one villain in this. Yes, poaching was wrong. The lack of jobs and gainful employment available to everyone was also problematic and wrong. Paxton had first-hand experience what being backed into a corner like that would make a person do. When his dad had kicked him out at seventeen, there’d been nowhere for Paxton to go and the only ways for him to get a meal hadn’t been legal. The difference was that Paxton had found a way out that was built into the system. Enlisting likely saved his life. But that wasn’t an option here. These people didn’t have the same resources.

It wasn’t a great solution, but it was what they had.

“Okay, so what’s this going to look like?” Jamie frowned.

“We have a couple drones.” Brett pushed to his feet. “Bring the map up? We could get two teams to do recon, show their base and then go in either tonight or tomorrow. It’s going to depend if they’re going out tonight or not.”

“If that’s the plan we should get people out there now.” Jamie turned toward Paxton, looking at him for approval? “That good with you?.”

“No, that sounds great.” He held up his hands.

“Guys, I think Pax here is beat.” Silas thumbed at Paxton. “Why don’t the two of you head up recon? Pax can get some sleep. The rest of us will do a round, look for any signs our poachers are back. Everyone meet up just before dinner to decide our marching orders. Good?”

“Yeah.” Paxton was going to owe his partner one, and he didn’t even care.

“Then get out of here.” Silas threw a crumpled water bottle at Paxton, nailing him in the thigh.

Paxton stepped aside and watched the others circle up. Jamie and Brett picked the two fresh meat guys, Quinton and Kage, to help while Silas headed up the other group.

It really was amazing what they had here. When Paxton had received the offer to work for Aegis Group he’d brushed it off. Silas was the one who’d seized the opportunity and hauled Paxton with him.

He didn’t know how tonight would go, if they were doing the right thing or not, but something needed to be done.

Paxton turned and stepped through the tent flaps, nearly walking into a familiar, curvy figure.

Coco yelped and jumped sideways, her eyes open wide, staring up at him as if she didn’t know him.

“Hey...” Paxton let the word die on his lips.

“You’re going after them?” she asked.

“How long have you been standing here?” He glanced over her shoulder, looking for Zain or anyone else.

She took a step closer, her eyes widened. “You’re really doing it?”

Shit. Was this the wrong call?

“It’s an option that’s on the table,” he said slowly.

Coco wrapped her arms around him and squeezed. “Thank you.”

Paxton swallowed down the knot that had formed in his throat. He wanted to do what was right, but reality was complicated.
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14.
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Wednesday. Mlilo Animal Reserve, South Africa.

By the time Coco helped Paxton collect his things and a pizza it was past noon. It was easy to see how jet lag combined with the work from the last week had taken a toll on him. His eyes were staying shut longer and longer. He was unsteady and loosing focus. There was no way she was letting him go anywhere except a bed for several hours.

She glanced at him again. He’d taken the opportunity in the minibus to lean back and stretch out. Once more, his eyes were shut, and she knew he’d passed out the moment his head touched the seatback. Her heart did that thing again where it felt too big for her chest, as though it might burst from her ribs. She hurt, and yet this felt good, if uncertain and strange.


What the hell was she doing?

Coco shook her head, but there was no dislodging these warm, fuzzy thoughts about Paxton.

She and Lacey had gone to the tent, their curiosity getting the better of them. At least Coco had been able to say with some honesty that she was concerned about Paxton and not just nosey. When they’d gotten caught by the Aegis Group guy in charge with the flashing arm, Lacey had fallen on the sword and distracted him, leaving Coco free to listen in while Paxton laid out his plan.

It was easy for Coco to only see her side in all of this. This reserve was to provide a safe haven for endangered animals. Killing them was wrong, criminal even. But the reality was just as Paxton had painted it. Things weren’t simple. Life was complicated. And the only true solutions were a long way off. What they were doing now were stopgaps, trying to hold on until things got better. She thought his plans for tonight were fantastic. If he could make it happen, no one got hurt and it would be awhile before the group was able to poach again.

She was so lost in her own head that she didn’t realize the driver had passed the normal stop until he pulled up to her house. Embarrassed and grateful she thanked the kind, older man and managed to get Paxton and all of his things out without losing the pizza.

In the end, Paxton took her keys and his bag, opened the door and shuffled inside after her. She set the pizza on the coffee table and turned to face him.

“Go get in bed.” She could see the last flickers of energy fading in his eyes.

Paxton reached out so fast she didn’t have time to jump. He grabbed her now free hand and tugged. Coco chuckled and let him draw her in. There was something adorably heartwarming about a big, sleepy man. Especially this one.

He bent his head and nuzzled her cheek. “Not without you.”

Paxton kissed the corner of her mouth and her insides went wobbly. What was it about him that got to her?

She sighed and rolled her eyes. “Fine.”

As if she’d planned on doing anything else?

Paxton tossed his bag through the door toward the foot of the bed then walked backward, pulling her after him. Once more the butterflies in her stomach took flight. It was becoming harder and harder to not get wrapped up in these moments, how he made her feel.

He backed into the bedroom, pulling her after him. Weren’t they just here a few hours ago? Only then he’d been the one caring for her. Now it was her turn to care for him.

Coco planted her hands on his shoulders and pushed him down on the mattress. Paxton sat down hard, hands braced on either side of the bed.

“You’re about to pass out again.” She stepped between his knees.

“No I’m not.”

“Okay.” She chuckled and reached for the strap at his side that secured the vest over his clothes.


He lifted an arm and allowed her to rip the Velcro apart, but when it came to sliding the gear-laden vest off, he did that himself, carefully setting it on the padded bench at the foot of the bed. His dark green T-shirt was damp with sweat and dusty despite his attempts to clean up earlier. What he needed was another shower and clean clothes, but sleep came first.

Coco grasped the hem of his shirt and tugged up.

“Are you trying to get me naked, Ms. De Jong?” One side of his mouth quirked, and he lifted his arms.

She pulled his shirt up and off him. “If I was trying, you’d know.”

“That’s disappointing.” He grasped her by the hips and pulled her in closer, his chin tipped up and his eyes locked on her mouth.

He wanted her. She knew it by looking at him, the way he touched her, even the air was charged with that want. Their mutual attraction was more layered and powerful than it had been when he was just the guy here for the wedding. Now, she knew about him. Not everything, but what she did know was telling, and that made this so much more complicated.

Coco cupped his cheek and gave in, meeting his lips in a sensual slide of skin on skin. His tongue teased hers and she sighed. To think, a week ago she’d been starved for human contact. Now she couldn’t get enough of him. His hands slid up under her shirt to press against bare skin.

Paxton kissed the tip of her nose then let her go.

If he wasn’t utterly beat, she knew that kiss would have had a different ending.

She smoothed his hair down. “Take your boots off.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Coco chuckled and stepped back. When she’d first seen Paxton pushing through the crowd, coming to her rescue, she’d had one idea about him. Then he’d shown her another side, and another, and another. He wasn’t just the action hero type with his I’ll-take-on-the-world attitude, he was kind and gentle, funny and compassionate. She could understand Silas’ words to her better now. Paxton gave everything and expected nothing.

She ducked into the bathroom and pushed the door partially shut, giving herself a momentary respite from the surge of new emotions. This, with Paxton, was supposed to be a fling. She wasn’t supposed to get comfortable with him in her home or want anything from him, and yet here she was about to squeeze out a tear because he was tired.

What had gotten into her?

This wasn’t normal.

Paxton wasn’t normal either.

If Lacey asked Coco what this was now, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to answer. She liked Paxton and deep down a part of her wanted this to be serious, because a man who’d wipe her feet while a gaggle of women crowed at him wasn’t the kind of guy a smart girl walked away from. But where could things go? What could come from this?

She stripped out of her clothes and pulled her sleep shirt back on. The few hours of rest she’d gotten wouldn’t be good enough for tonight.

Coco took a deep breath then flipped off the light and stepped back into the bedroom.

Paxton was in bed, the sheet up around his waist, an arm thrown across his face. She smothered a chuckle and circled to his side, pulling the blackout curtains, plunging the room into comfortable darkness.

“Those were there this whole time?” He groaned.

She laughed and turned, just as two strong arms wrapped around her and hauled her onto the bed. Paxton rolled, taking her with him to the middle of the mattress. She wound up on her side, facing him, twisted up in the sheets. The light from the living room allowed her to see his face and one mischievous blue eye.

Coco hiked her thigh up over his and wound her arm around his waist. She wiggled closer, finding his mouth with hers. It was nice to not be in a hurry or driven by need. Kissing him, holding him, these were things she wanted to savor. This connection was what she would miss most when he was gone.

They had time still. No one was shooting at them, there wasn’t a wedding or any other things to get to. For the next ten hours they didn’t have to leave this bed. She wasn’t going to worry about the future or what came next. Right now she would live in the moment with this man and make memories that she’d hold on to when he left.

“I’ll let you sleep now,” she mumbled.

He tightened his hold on her. “You aren’t going anywhere.”

She squeezed his arm and sighed. “Of course not.”

He pulled her back a bit more, fitting her against him.

Oh, boy.

She shifted her hips, his growing erection sliding against her as she moved. He groaned and gripped her hip.

“Pax?”

He mumbled something into her hair and the pillow.

They had limited time, and she wanted to make the most of it. All of it.

Coco wiggled around to face him and ran her fingers through his short blond hair. How was it she couldn’t get enough of him?

She wanted him because it was him. They were past convenience and initial attraction. There was no substituting him for another wedding fling. Paxton was her pick, the man she hadn’t expected, the one who hadn’t needed to scale her defenses because from the moment they met he was on her side. And he wanted her.

“Am I bothering you?” she whispered.

He reached up, took her hand and pressed a kiss to her palm. “No.”

Coco slid her other hand under the sheets and down his abs. His semi-erect cock was easy to find. She wrapped her hand around it and he groaned.

“How about now?” she asked.

Paxton cupped the back of her neck and pulled her closer. He kissed her, his mouth demanding.

Coco’s head swam, lost in the lust of the moment. She wanted to take care of him this time. To put his needs first.

That was never going to happen if he kept kissing her like this.

She pushed up, breaking the kiss and let go of his erection. There was just enough light to see by thanks to the open door. Paxton stared up at her, his blue eyes glittering with arousal. She slid her knee over his thighs and settled there, him looking up at her.

What had she done to deserve this?

This time with Paxton, however short, was a gift. He was making her believe that there was more out there, that she had to stop living day to day and actually do something.

She leaned down and kissed his lips, then his chin. If she thought he’d allow it, she’d kiss him all over, but she doubted his bossy side would allow that. His hands coasted up her thighs then he drew the tips of his fingers along the hem of her panties, following it to her center. He didn’t touch her, didn’t caress her, but she wanted him too.

Except this was supposed to be about him. If she allowed him to touch her, she was done for.

Coco planted her hands on his shoulders and scooted farther back, allowing her room to kiss and explore the rippling planes of his chest and stomach. He kept touching her shoulders and face, the rough texture of his fingers at total odds with the gentleness he showed her.

What little she knew about Paxton painted the picture of a man pushed to do things for the safety of others. He risked his life. He was a protector. But who looked after him? Was it crazy to want to be that person for him?

They wouldn’t have long together, but for now she could do this.

Coco pulled his boxer briefs down, freeing his erection. Paxton groaned and tugged at her knees, but not hard enough to move her. No, she intended on taking her time.

She wrapped her hand around his length and bent once more to kiss his stomach then the deep slash of muscle at his hip. He tipped his head back, his body coming to life under her. The tendons on either side of his neck stood out, and she watched his mouth move.

This was her chance to make him crazy. Give him a bit of his own medicine.

Coco pumped his length and shifted farther down his body. She watched his throat, saw the flex as he swallowed. He was putty in her hands. This big, strong man, he was hers. She licked the head of his cock. His back bowed up off the bed and she heard the hiss of his breath.

She wasn’t the only one who could be undone by sex.

Before she could continue her attentions, Paxton sat up, all that intensity aimed at her. She stared, her breath frozen in her lungs at the way he stared at her. He wrapped his arms around her waist and dragged her up his body until their chests were plastered together. She could feel his cock against her stomach.

He kissed her, hard, holding her tight enough it was hard to breathe. He let go of her and cupped her face, kissing her as if it were his dying wish.

Coco wanted him now. She’d thought teasing and slow would be fun, but the need in his eyes made her hungry for him in a way that couldn’t be denied.

She leaned past him, breaking the kiss and yanked the nightstand drawer open. She’d tossed a few there after their shower that morning and was glad for the foresight. She grabbed one and sat back, it was only then that she took note of the strain lines around Paxton’s mouth and furrowing his brow.

“What’s wrong?” She froze, aware she’d missed a very important cue.

He slid his hand up her thigh and under her shirt. “Nothing.”

“Pax...”

“Later?” His features relaxed as he cupped her breast under her shirt.

She held tight to her thoughts, not willing to allow him to caress her into compliance. “You’ll talk to me?”

“Yes, just later, okay?”

Coco groaned as he toyed with her nipple, loving the feel of his rougher skin on hers. She groped on the sheets for the condom packet, finding it by touch. She’d barely ripped it open when he took the latex from her and rolled it on.

She couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something going on under the surface. Whatever it was, she hoped he’d tell her. She felt as though she’d bared her soul to him, letting him see all the parts of herself she didn’t always like.

Paxton glanced up at her. His features were more relaxed, more like her Paxton. She cupped his face and pressed her brow to his. Whatever was going through his head, she hoped he’d tell her. And if he never did, that was okay, too. For this short time, she’d be with him however that worked out.

“I want to be inside of you,” he whispered.

“Then be inside of me.” She kissed the tip of his nose, just like he’d done to her.

A smile curved his lips and her heart seemed to sigh. “Kind of hard to do when you’re still wearing panties.”

“Then help me get them off?”

Paxton leaned back a bit and hooked his fingers in the waistband of her underwear. They weren’t sexy or fancy, just plain cotton briefs. She wasn’t in the habit of owning nice clothes given her line of work.

His arms flexed, and she heard the pop of the seam then the rip of fabric.

Coco sputtered a laugh as he thoroughly destroyed her underwear.

“There. Better.” His hands slid down her hips to her thighs, around to her ass.

“Is it?” She rose up on her knees and kissed his lips.

“Much.” His fingers stroked her pussy, circling her entrance. “God, do you have any idea how sexy you are?” he muttered.

There was something in the way he said it, the reverent way he spoke about her, that made her feel girlish, nervous, as if this was all new. And maybe it was because it was with him.

No one had ever made her feel wanted and beautiful like he did. She wasn’t too this or not enough of that. He liked her just as she was.

The blunt head of his cock pressed against her.

She tilted her head back and sighed, sinking onto him. Paxton gripped her hips and kissed her neck as she worked his length into her a little at a time. She sighed and gave herself over to enjoying this.

“This needs to go.” Paxton grasped her shirt and pulled it up over her head.

She closed her eyes, concentrating on the sensation of his cock sliding in and out of her as she moved. His hands were everywhere, cradling her ass, palming her breasts. He kissed her neck and shoulder, her breasts. She still needed him, but it wasn’t the frenzied need from before. No, she just wanted him.

Paxton plumped her breasts in both hands and she arched her back. The new angle had his cock rubbing her insides in a delicious way that had her groaning. Lips caressed her nipple, followed by his tongue. A fresh wave of arousal flooded her.

“Oh—Pax,” she groaned.

He kept touching and kissing her while she clung to his shoulders, her mind narrowing until all she could think about was right now with this man who made her want things she had never wanted before.

This thing with Paxton was special.

“Fuck, babe. You feel too damn good.” His voice was strained, a lot like how she felt.

She was beyond speaking so she kissed him, pouring everything she felt and wanted into the kiss. His fingers dug into her skin and the tender nature of his kiss changed.

Paxton wrapped his arm around her waist, guiding her whereas before she’d moved to her own whims. He pulled her down, impaling her on his cock. She groaned in pleasure at the tremors coursing through her.

“I need you to come,” he said in a deep voice.

Yeah, she’d like that, too.

He slid his other hand between them to her mound. She dug her fingers into his hair, needing to hold on to him, and kissed him. His fingers circled her clit, growing firmer until she was grinding on him with each thrust.

“There you go,” he muttered. “Fuck, yes.”

Did he feel it? The way her insides seemed to shatter and tremble?

Coco whimpered as her body came undone at the seams. Her rhythm faltered and her limbs turned to rubber. Paxton continued to move her, his strength enough for both of them. She held tight, the pleasure robbing her of her senses for a moment. She was vaguely aware of Paxton clutching her to him, his face in her hair, and the jerky motions of his body.

The last bits of her strength were gone, and she sat there, boneless and draped around him. No part of her wanted to move. This? Right here? It was perfect, if a little uncomfortable.

Paxton had the presence of mind and ability to move. He twisted and lowered them to the bed, lying face to face, limbs entwined.

God, she wanted to have him in her life every day, not just for a vacation.


What was she going to do without him when he left?

No. She couldn’t think about that. Not yet. Not while she still had him.

Coco nuzzled closer and kissed his cheek, trying to convince herself to be content to be here in this moment with him. She hadn’t expected this to go past fleeting and fun. There were no rules for what they were to each other and for all she knew it was all in her head.

She traced a scar on his cheek, one of the faint ones she wouldn’t have noticed if she weren’t inches away from him.

“Are we going to talk about it?” she whispered.

He didn’t open his eyes, but she still saw the flinch of pain on his features.

Paxton hugged her tighter. “Later-later.”

“Okay.” She kissed the tip of his nose.

Maybe it was time she asked questions. Paxton had told her some of his past, but she was beginning to realize that there was more. She’d been so focused on herself that she hadn’t delved too deep into what made him tick, and now she wanted to know everything.

He stroked his hand down her side and back, peppering her shoulder, neck and cheek with little kisses.

“Now I’m hungry,” he said against her skin.

“There’s pizza.”

“And there’s you.” He pushed up, that sleepy smile of his doing things to her.

“Pizza, then we’ll see.” She pulled him in for a quick peck.

He patted her hip. “Bathroom. Ladies first?”

Coco untangled herself from his limbs and the sheets then ducked in the bathroom for a moment to tidy up. She paused to look at herself and found that the woman staring back at her wasn’t entirely familiar. She was smiling, and she...glowed? Was that a thing?

She could see her emotions on the outside. The way Paxton made her feel was bubbling out of her.

Did he know? Could he see it? Was this why Lacey had asked earlier?

Coco swallowed. It was too late to change things now. Besides, she wanted to keep going right up until Paxton left.

She exited the bathroom, nearly walking into Paxton. He caught her by the elbows and bent to kiss her cheek then handed her the oversized sleep shirt. She pulled it on, got a new pair of panties and only then ventured into the living room. After checking to make sure the curtains were drawn, she set about getting them drinks and heating up two plates of pizza. By the time Paxton appeared in only a pair of athletic shorts the no frills meal was ready to serve up.

“Here.” She handed him the food and bit her lip.

Her place wasn’t big enough for a dining table except for the one outside that still had clothes drying on it.

“Mm.” He plopped down and picked up a slice.

What was getting into her? Besides him, that was obvious.

Coco sat on the sofa, her stomach knotting up for no reason all of a sudden.

They had to talk, but not about sex. He wasn’t ready to talk yet, and she didn’t want to force the issue.

“Pax?” She bit her lip.

“Hm?”

“What do I need to know for tonight?”

“Tonight?” He frowned and swallowed. “What about it?”

“What do I need to do?”

He set his plate down on his thigh and stared at her. “You’re not going.”

“Yes, I am. You need me.” She set her piece of pizza down and pinned him with a stare. “You have to have someone who speaks their language, knows the town, the people.”

“Someone else can go. Daluxolo.”

“He won’t go. He’s not certain, but he thinks his cousins are in on it. He doesn’t go off the property on Mlilo business. He won’t help you.”

“Coco—”

“I’m not asking you, Paxton. This has been my fight since before you were here. It will be mine after you’re gone.” She reached over and covered his hand with hers. “I want to be there to make sure you’re okay.”

He leveled a very serious, very awake stare at her. “I’m not the one who goes after a guy with a stick.”

“I don’t want a gun. I just want to make sure no one gets hurt. You aren’t going to stop me.”

“I’ll tie you to this bed.”

She arched a brow at him. There wasn’t a cell in her body who believed he’d do that.

He glanced away, proving her right.

“I need to go with you, Pax. If they still have... I need to be there.”

Paxton reached over and took her free hand. He brought it to his lips for a quick kiss to her knuckles. “You have to obey my rules. I followed your lead yesterday—”

“And I was wrong. I know.”

He was very awake now and his stare had that intensity to it, the kind that made her think about hiding under the bed. “You wear a vest. You stay close to me. You listen to me and if I tell you to run, get down, hide—you do it. Your safety is not up for discussion, not after yesterday.”

They were reasonable requests, and yet she balked at the idea of being kept back, coddled. “And if I don’t?”

“Then I’ll put Silas on you and he has no qualms about hog tying you for your own safety.”

“Hey.”

Paxton squeezed her hand. “I will not allow you to make yourself more of a target when you don’t have to be. It would be best if these people have no idea who is responsible. One look at you, and they’ll know. I’m here now, but what about when I’m not? Who’ll look after you then? Watch your back? I’m not debating your safety.”

Coco swallowed, her stubborn resolve crumbling.

What would it be like to have this on a regular basis?

If she took the scholarship, they’d be closer. It wouldn’t be a typical relationship and school would demand a lot from her. But that would mean going to school on someone else’s terms, and Coco had lived her whole life following other people’s rules. For once she wanted to decide what she did, how she did.

Could she have both? Was there a way? Or would she be selling her soul?
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Wednesday. Soweto, South Africa.

Paxton hated this.

He’d slept in fits and bursts, his rest broken up with flashes of memory from last night running with Coco interspersed with twisted distortions projected forward on tonight. He was reconsidering his agreement with Coco. Silas wouldn’t blink if Paxton asked him to secure her, and he wouldn’t have to explain why. Silas was good like that. But Paxton couldn’t bring himself to go back on his promise.

Which was how he’d wound up in the back of one of the nondescript delivery trucks they’d borrowed with Coco by his side. It was late afternoon, pushing into evening. The sun was dipping below the horizon, but even at half strength the rays were turning the trailer into an oven.

This wasn’t the most absurd job he’d done. Hamstringing the poachers fell under preventative work, and while it was on the extreme end, it still wasn’t the craziest thing Paxton had ever done. But he’d never brought a civilian or client with him on the job. Though Coco wasn’t paying them so she also wasn’t a client. She had no defined role other than her knowledge and language skills.

He crossed his arms over his chest then stretched his fingers out, brushing her side where the Kevlar protected her vital organs. Coco glanced up at him. The black knit mask was pushed up on her forehead. Bits of her hair wrap stuck out as did a few curls. He stared into her eyes and prayed tonight went according to plan. If they could recover Utata’s horn and find evidence of either the tranq darts or Ebrahim’s involvement, they’d have something to go on. If not, at least they’d stall poaching for a while.

He knew that was what he should be focused on. After all, beefing up the anti-poaching and security teams was their primary focus. But it had all changed for him that first day when he’d seen her swinging that tree branch, a scaly baby nestled in her arms.

The truck slowed.

The men around them began tugging masks into place. They were all dressed alike in boots, dark jeans, black long-sleeved shirts, gloves, masks. Paxton had even applied a little grease to his face to help him meld with the shadows better.

He placed his hand on his rifle. It was loaded with bio-degradable rubber-like bullets. As soon as it rained all the evidence would be washed away. However, if they were shot at tonight, those doing the firing wouldn’t be using less lethal rounds. They’d have real bullets that would do very real damage, and Coco had already made herself a target.

The truck turned right. There was only one turn on their route after they got on the road, and that was to pull into the ready area. The poacher’s headquarters was down a back lane and on the right in an old, rundown garage. Paxton could see the place in his mind’s eye.

A two-man team had been sitting on the place, reporting numbers, activity, for most of the day. Best guess was there were less than ten people on the premises, which made their twenty-man contingent a bit excessive. At least they’d be able to hit hard and get out fast.

The truck came to an abrupt stop, jostling those who’d gotten to their feet.

Paxton stood and offered Coco a hand.

“Comms on.” Silas caught Paxton’s eye.

It was now Paxton’s op. These guys were looking to him. “Everyone knows their job. Speak only if necessary, otherwise we’re in and out. Let’s do this.”

Silas opened the back of the truck from the inside, revealing a desolate stretch of road with nothing much in sight other than an empty street and a pile of garbage waiting for pick-up.


Paxton filed out of the truck after the first four guys, then turned and helped Coco down. She wasn’t admitting it, but he’d watched her walk around enough to notice she favored her left leg. Soon enough their whole team was on the street, the darkening sky creating more shadows, hiding them as they moved toward their target.

Vito, one of Paxton’s roommates, spoke through the headset. “Seven suspects inside, three in the open bay, four in an inner room. Approach as planned.”

“Copy that.” Paxton glanced over his shoulder. “Getting into position.”

He took Coco’s hand and pulled her from the group, toward a ladder. This part she didn’t know. She wasn’t going to like it, but they’d made an agreement.

“Where are we going?” she whispered.

He tapped his comm, muting the microphone. “Up. Go.”

“What—”

“Move.”

He could feel her scowl, but he didn’t care.

Coco grabbed the rungs and climbed up a ladder leaning against the building across from their target. Vito and the others had scouted this earlier when Paxton had asked for ideas.

He followed her up to the top of the building, moving carefully across the flat surface until he reached the vantage point that let him look out over the street. The garage had one of the rolling doors open and three men lounged around a card table under the lights overhead. Three newer model Land Rovers and trucks sat out front. Statement pieces. No doubt other people looked at them and saw potential, what could be.

As a kid, Paxton would have seen the appeal.

“What are we doing up here?” Coco went to a knee beside him.

“Our job. You’re my lookout.” Paxton hadn’t brought his sniper gear with him, but he’d make do with their standard issue rifle.

“But we’re up here.”

He turned his head and even with the mask obscuring her features he could see the frown lines, the glare.

“I’m a sniper. This is what I do best.” He reached up and tapped the comm. “Team Leader in position. Sound off.”

One by one the four teams chimed in.

“I cannot believe this,” Coco muttered.

Paxton tuned her out and peered through the scope, finding his first target. “Go on my signal.”

Less lethal bullets still hurt, no matter their composition. He had to be mindful about his hits. These were still people with families, children who depended on them. The key was to cause as much disruption that they looked elsewhere, not to put them in the hospital or a grave.

Paxton blew out a breath and squeezed the trigger.

The first bullet sailed through the air, pinging against the leg of the card table, sending the game flying. He fired twice more, hitting the ground near the men’s feet as they pitched backward in their chairs and scrambled out of the way. Paxton adjusted and aimed through the broken-out window. His shot hit its mark, shattering the light overhead just as a dozen figures swathed in dark colors rushed forward.

One of the points they’d discussed was a sneak attack, taking hostages. Fear was a more powerful motivator. There was a reason shock and awe worked on the battle field. An overwhelming response often crippled an enemy. If they wanted to scare these people to new lines of work, they had to hit hard.

“Have they found anything?” Coco asked.

Paxton caught movement on the left and adjusted his aim. A figure had emerged from the garage, circling the team. He fired a warning shot at the man’s feet. The man went down, either from the ricochet or surprise.

“TL?” Silas’ voice broke the radio silence. “We’ve got cages in here. I don’t know what the fuck to do.”

Shit.

Gunshots punctuated that thought.

Paxton stood, slinging his rifle over his shoulder and glanced at Coco. “Secure the cages. I’m bringing Coco to you. She’ll tell us what to do.”

“Copy that.”

Paxton tapped his comm as muzzle fire lit up the inside of the garage. And that was where he was taking Coco.

“Meet me on the ground in front,” he said.

Instead of using the ladder, Paxton went over the front of the building, lowering himself to a window then dropping down, using the ledge to get low enough to make the leap to the ground.

He went to a knee, taking in the street, looking for reinforcements or even cops.

Some onlookers had gathered at the end of the block. Their countdown was ticking.

Coco sprinted around the corner, huffing.

Paxton shot forward, moving into her path, placing himself between her and the garage. They proceeded past the vehicles. Each and every tire was flat, a few windows were busted up. The guys had done a thorough job.

“Two suspects pinned down in an inner room. Returning fire.” Brett’s voice was calm. The ex-CIA agent had ice in his veins, that was for damn sure.

Paxton unmuted his comm. “I need to find those tranq darts. Someone bring me one.”

“Look out!”

Coco’s words were too late.

Something struck Paxton on the back. He staggered under the weight of the blow and his vision blurred for a moment.

The first coherent thought that emerged through the momentary haze was that someone had come between him and Coco.

He whirled just as his attacker drew back for another blow. In the darkness it was hard to make out the man, only that he had something that was the size of a baseball bat in his hands. Paxton swept his left arm out, knocking the weapon aside. At precisely that moment another figure launched itself into the fray.

“No you don’t,” Coco practically growled.

Paxton refrained from using her name as a curse. He grabbed the man by the front of his shirt and jabbed his gun into the man’s belly.

“Let him go,” Paxton said when he was nearly nose to nose with the man.

“What the fuck?” Silas called out with a heavy sigh.

Coco met Paxton’s gaze. She stared right back at him with that fierce goddess glint he’d seen the first day they met. She relented, releasing her captive to him. 

Silas was there a moment later. “I’ve got him. You two get in there.”

Paxton reached around the man and grabbed Coco’s arm, pulling her forward to jog at his side. He wasn’t letting her out of his sight. He’d hoped to keep her out of the garage, even if he’d known it was a futile endeavor.

Inside the garage others from their team prowled around the space, searching, looking.

A metal shipping container sat in the second bay, its doors open and unholy sounds coming from inside. Coco shot around Paxton and into it, a colorful array of words following her.

Brett emerged from the shadows and sidled up to Paxton, watching the open doors. “I haven’t seen darts or a horn.”

That was not what Paxton wanted to hear. All their intel had tied their main suspect to this group.

Paxton lifted his hand to his comm. “I’m going to need every available hand to move crates. Time to go.”

He breathed in deep and caught the acrid smell of smoke.

Shane dashed around the end of the container. “We need to go now. Those guys locked upstairs? They just threw Molotov cocktails everywhere. This place is going to go up fast.”

God damn it.

“Everyone to the bay, grab what you can, and get out.” Paxton whirled toward the container.

Four guys were already exiting, cages in each hand. It was hard to see what they had other than small moving things that weren’t happy.

He stepped into the space and saw Coco struggling with three short, rectangular, bright yellow enclosures.

It was decision time. They couldn’t over-think things. Their priority had to be the safe evacuation of everyone—including the animals.

“Here. Just point and shoot.” He shoved his rifle into her hands and lifted the three crates from below.

The smell hit him first. It was ammonia. Animals living in their own waste.


“Come on,” Shane snapped.

“Grab and go. Grab and go,” Paxton said.

He walked straight into Coco, forcing her out of the container. Guys dashed in, grabbed and were gone long before Paxton made it out with his unwieldy burden. The rest, the things that weren’t alive, they couldn’t be saved.

Paxton fled the building, keeping pace as best he could with Coco. Every couple of paces she stepped out of view ahead of him, blocked by the cages. The team began chiming in, indicating they had left the building, that all were safe.

“Look out,” Brett yelled from behind Paxton.

For a split second he didn’t know if he should go forward or backward. He couldn’t see.

A loud pop pop sounded followed by a crash directly in front of Paxton.

“Come on,” Coco ordered.

He opted to listen to her, following the sidewalk. He rushed past, following her, and glimpsed a man lying on the sidewalk holding his crotch.

That seemed about right for Coco.

At the truck a line had already formed helping load containers of scared, protesting animals onto the truck. Paxton handed the three over, then grabbed Coco and shoved her up into the truck.

In short order the others sounded off. They’d made it out without an injury. The truck lumbered on, the sound of the engine drowned out by the squawk and cry of God only knew what because there wasn’t a light to see by.

“Did anyone find the darts? Do we have the tranqs?” Coco asked.

No one answered.

It was the truth Paxton was dreading.

If this outfit wasn’t responsible, who was?
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WEDNESDAY. CANE DE Jong’s Home, Johannesburg, South Africa.

Mia needed to do something. The files she’d copied weren’t the right ones, not that she had any idea what those might be. Luke was in a rage. Mia didn’t know how much longer she could keep this going if she didn’t land on something.

She stood at the window and stared out on the balcony. He’d let her plant a few things there. She’d done it in the beginning of their farce of a relationship to give her a moment to breathe. Now the progress of the plants only tracked the length of this sham.

What was she going to do?

Cane was a good man. There was no doubt in her mind about that. Which meant her only solution was to create a trap. The weakest link in the De Jong family was Cane’s twin sister.

The question was, how did she bully Cane into fixing a divide that had spanned years with his twin just so Mia could use the relationship against him?

She picked up her cell.

Cane had been in meetings in Pretoria most of the day. Chances were he’d have stopped by to see his dad and half-brothers, because that was the kind of man Cane was. Family visits made him sentimental. It was the perfect time to push him.

Mia hit dial before she could think about her plan too much.

The line rang once, then twice.

“My sweet angel.” Cane’s voice was weary, yet warm.

“Hey, you.” She smiled, because it was hard to resist him. She could no longer completely separate herself from this lie she’d pledged herself to live.

“I’m just getting out of a meeting.”

“A meeting? With who? Where are you?”

“If I told you I’d have to kill you.” He chuckled.

“That sounds serious.” She’d gone over his schedule. There weren’t any meetings today.

“What are you up to tonight?” His silky rich tone implied more than his words.

Mia crossed her free arm over her chest and turned a circle, taking in his apartment. Where she wasn’t supposed to be. “Oh, stopping by my mom’s on my way home in a minute.”

“Will I see you tonight?”

“Maybe. Do you want to?”

“Always.”

Her heart pulsed, making it hard to speak. She swallowed and pushed on. If she saw him and had a moment with his phone, maybe she’d know who he spoke to today and what the meeting was about. “Hey, I wanted to ask you if you’d thought about stopping in to see your sister? You aren’t that far from her if you’re in the city.”

A beat of silence. Coco was a sore topic. Mia didn’t know the details, but she had a suspicion. Cane had never been quiet about much, but whatever this was to do with his sister, he didn’t want to talk about it. And that meant there was something in this world he was guilty of. Mia doubted it was the kind of dirt Luke wanted, but it was worth investigating. Mia was a desperate woman.

“It would just be nice if your family was involved with the wedding, you know?”

“Mom said she’d be there. She’s happy for me.” The warmth was gone from his tone.

“But your sister? She’s your twin, Cane. Isn’t it time you put the past behind you?”

“I’ll think about it. I need to go.”

Mia pulled the phone away from her face.

Call ended.

Cane’s few shortcomings were wrapped around the women in his family. Mia only knew some of their secrets, but she was certain the answers to her problems lay with those women. But if she couldn’t uncover those, there were other options. She wasn’t going to like them, but for her babies she’d do whatever she had to.
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Wednesday. Mlilo Animal Reserve, South Africa.

Coco stood amidst the noise and confusion watching the others unload the rescued animals. She’d been certain these were the people responsible for Utata’s death. Where was the proof? Where was his horn? “Hey?” Paxton grasped her by the elbow and stepped in front of her, blocking off her view of the veterinary team who’d been called in to care for the animals.

She lifted her chin, staring into his blue eyes.

“We did good tonight.” His hair stuck up from the mask and dark streaks smeared down his cheeks.

“Did we?”

“Yeah. You don’t think so?”

“We didn’t find the tranq darts.” She glanced at the truck, wishing someone would appear, holding a box of them. “What about Utata’s horn?”

“It’s been a few days. They could have offloaded the horn and used up the darts. Nothing’s certain.”

“What if it was the wrong group?” She swallowed. Deep down she’d wanted it to be these people, because the alternative was going up against one of the biggest, most organized poaching outfits in the country.

“Then we’ll figure it out. If we need to go after them—”

“No.” She shook her head. “We can’t mess with Bekker’s people.”

“Why not?”

“Bekker’s crew? They’re protected by powerful people.” She turned her back on Paxton and watched the staff carry the three new pangolins into the clinic.

“We’ll figure it out,” he said again.

Coco bit her lip.

Paxton slid his hand down to hers. “Is it possible Bekker’s crew could have hired Ebrahim?”

“I don’t know.”

“Pax? Hey, Pax, give us a hand?”

“You okay?” He edged closer.

“Go.” Coco shooed him away.

She needed a moment.

The burst of noise and activity was dying down as the animals were sorted into urgent care and quarantine. She wanted to help out, but knew this vet team worked like a well-oiled machine. There wasn’t a place for her with them.

Coco crossed to a bench situated up against the side of the main building and sat. She closed her eyes. That was the worst possible outcome she could imagine. And they’d just kicked one hornet’s nest. Did they want to tangle with the Bekker crew?

No. Because she knew who funded them and why they were untouchable.

Coco wrapped her arms around herself. She could still remember the day she’d come home feeling like she’d finally been seen, that she’d found a place. A boy had noticed her, and not just any boy, one of the cute, popular ones. She’d never forget gushing about him to Mom while they prepared dinner. Coco had been saying something, but then her twin had stepped into the kitchen and burst her bubble. He’d looked at her and told her to tell their mother her crush’s full name.

Luke Nodorf.

Mom hadn’t exactly forbid Coco from seeing Luke, but she’d never been happy when he came around. Coco hadn’t understood then what the Nodorf name meant, who they were. All she knew was that for a brief period of time, Coco was accepted by the popular girls. It hadn’t lasted long. When Luke broke up with her, Coco was right back to not having any friends. She’d learned that influence was power, and she wanted none of it.

It was some weird, twisted turn of fate that her first boyfriend was the man funding a poaching outfit that threatened everything she stood for. If she could go back and warn her younger self, she’d do it. Nothing good had come from knowing Luke Nodorf.

“Coco?”

That voice, was she imagining it?

She blinked a few times, focusing on the figure to her left. The lights only illuminated half his face, leaving the other cast in shadow.

What was he doing here?

He didn’t belong.

She gripped the edge of the bench and frowned, wishing this waking dream to pass.

He took a step toward her and slid his hands in his pockets. “I almost didn’t see you.”

This wasn’t a dream.

Her body went cold, and all that pent-up rage came boiling back.

Coco stood and stared at him. She wished this was a dream. “What are you doing here, Cane?”

“Looks like you’re busy.” He glanced at the cluster of black clad Americans then to her, also decked out in black clothing. At least she’d lost the mask. “I’m not going to ask what you’ve been up to.”

“Typical.” She planted her hands on her hips.

He leveled a serious stare at her. “Coco, don’t be like that.”

“Well you didn’t come here to actually see me or find out how I’m doing, so what do you want?”

“Can we not just have a calm conversation? We’re adults.”

“I am calm.” She dug her nails into her jeans. “What do you want Cane? It’s been a long day.”

“I want you to reconsider coming to my wedding. Mia wants you there. She wants to know the rest of my family. Don’t you think it’s time we moved on?”

“Depends. Are you ready to own up to what you did? How you stole my college money? Seems to me being an adult is a lot of owning your mistakes.” Coco could feel the gap between her and Cane growing.

This was the person who’d been through it all with her. As kids they’d been kept locked up in the apartment because of their mixed heritage. All those years they’d only had each other, and yet somewhere along the way Cane had changed. She didn’t know how or when, but he had.

“Coco—”

“I really do not have it in me to listen to you talk about how that money was put to better use getting you through school.” She held up her hands, as if she could fend off this conversation again. “You’re blinded by this self-righteous idea that you’re going to change the country with single-minded determination. There isn’t room for other people’s dreams around you. It’s suffocating. And I don’t want to be part of your wedding or your life, because you aren’t the brother I remember. You aren’t my Cane.”

“You aren’t even going to hear me out?” Now there was the anger, the answering rage they’d always been able to inspire in each other.

“Are you going to say anything new? Anything I haven’t heard before? Because unless the words are, I’m sorry I’m an asshole, what’s the point? You have everyone convinced you’re some kind of advocate, that you speak for the poor and disenfranchised, but look at what you did to your own sister.” She spread her hands. “If you’d steal from me—your own family—what else would you do?”

Coco had given in, she’d watched her brother on TV, the interviews, read the articles, and he always glossed over his family. People raved about him, and yet they didn’t know the truth. That Cane wasn’t the poster boy for a better tomorrow. He was human, just like the rest of them, but he couldn’t admit it.

“Okay. Clearly coming here was a mistake. Sorry.” He turned, and just as he had several times before, he walked away.

There was no fight, because he didn’t value their relationship enough to go toe-to-toe with her over it. They were just two people who’d shared the same womb and the first eighteen years of their lives. Nothing more.

She stared into the darkness, waiting for him to change his mind, turn around and fight her. But he didn’t. He never had. Family just wasn’t important to him.

Did his future wife know that?

Coco took a deep, shuddering breath. Her insides were breaking apart. She covered her mouth to muffle the first sob and turned away from the people unaware of her impending breakdown. She groped blindly for the side entrance door, the one that led into the canteen.

The cool air hit her tears, chilling them to Cane temperatures. Coco stumbled into the coffee cart already set up for the next morning. Something hit the ground. She blinked and was able to make out dozens of little white sugar packets.

Because of course she would make a mess. That’s all she ever did these days, even when she wanted to do right.

Coco went to a knee, her sobs sounding so much louder in the empty space.

“What’s going on here?” a familiar, warm voice said out of the stillness.

Guilt reared its head and sunk its teeth into Coco’s heart. She sat down on the tile, elbows on her knees and buried her face in her hands. Her brother was a stranger. Utata was gone. Everything she wanted was out of reach.

“Coco? Why you crying, child?” Hands rough from years of work grasped her arms, sliding up and down.

She didn’t deserve this kindness. For weeks now she’d avoided the canteen because she didn’t know what to say to Mrs. Pedersen. What could Coco say? How did she explain herself?

“Come here, sweet child. Get up off that floor. Come on.” The older woman coaxed Coco to her feet and wrapped an arm around her.

Mrs. Pedersen guided Coco through the eating area, past the serving line and into her domain. The kitchen. Mrs. Pedersen had worked at Mlilo almost since the beginning, cooking for thousands of people in this very kitchen. When they’d offered for her to move to the new resort she’d declined, saying this was where she belonged.


She guided Coco to a chair situated near the stove and pushed her down onto it. A moment later she pressed a tissue into Coco’s hands, then turned away again, shuffling around the kitchen. Stainless steel bins were laid out along with knives.

Meal prep.

How many times had Coco finished up a long day working with Matthew only to come back here and steal bites of raw vegetables, regaling Mrs. Pedersen with stories from their day?

Now Coco hardly came here at all. It hurt too much.

Coco bit her lip, but a fresh wave of tears hit her. She bent forward and sobbed into the tissue. Matthew was gone. Her dreams for a different future were gone. Her relationship with her twin was gone. And now Utata was gone.

What was next?

Mrs. Pedersen grasped her hand and pressed a warm mug into it. “Get it all out, honey.”

Coco inhaled the scent of peppermint. Another punch to the gut.

Matthew had loved peppermint tea.

Coco lifted the mug to her lips. She’d never cared for it, not until after he’d died. The taste was comforting, bringing back evenings spent discussing the books he’d had her read and the research she’d done.

She didn’t know how long she sat there. Eventually her cup was empty, the ceramic cool, and her knees hurt from driving her elbows into the muscle. Her tears stopped, leaving her with a hollow feeling in her chest.

The steady chop chop chop of Mrs. Pedersen’s knife helped ground Coco in the moment. She’d always been headed to this point, it was just happening amidst the onslaught of other things.

“All cried out?” Mrs. Pedersen asked.

“Yeah.” Coco set the mug on the counter and leaned back, stretching her still sore muscles.

She pushed to her feet and crossed to the sink, turned the tap on and gave her hands and forearms a good scrub. If she was here, she might as well be useful.

Coco circled the counter to the prep space. A knife and board waited for her along with a bag of avocados. It had been a month since Coco last showed up to help chop things.

“What got you upset like that?” Mrs. Pedersen asked softly.

“My brother showed up.” Coco sliced open the first avocado.

“Did he now? What did he have to say?”

“Nothing I hadn’t heard before.” Coco braced herself for the stab of pain. She might like to pretend she was okay with this divide between her and Cane, but she wasn’t.

“Lacey says you aren’t excited about the scholarship.” Mrs. Pedersen kept slicing, never breaking rhythm.

Coco glanced at the rear exit and for a moment thought about fleeing. But that would only put this conversation off even longer. And she was tired of not having this time with one of the few people who got her.

“I just... I wanted to do this on my own. Prove myself, you know?” And if she’d been worthy, wouldn’t Matthew have sent off his letter while he was still alive? Why had he waited?

“Who are you proving yourself to?”

“I don’t know. Myself?”

“And you don’t think you’re worthy already?”

“It feels like a handout, okay? Here, let’s give the poor girl from Africa a scholarship to make ourselves look good.” Coco pried the pit out of the avocado with a satisfying yank.

Mrs. Pedersen slapped her knife down on the counter and turned to face Coco. She was a tall woman, had always dwarfed her husband. He’d liked to say that it took a big body to contain her big heart.

Coco swallowed and stared up into the other woman’s eyes. The woman who’d made a place for Coco when she didn’t feel at home with her own family. Mrs. Pedersen had always welcomed Coco with open arms, which made this prolonged silence even harder to justify in her head.

“You are a stubborn child.” She swiped the apron over her hands. “I love you, but you’re so stubborn and determined to hurt yourself. I can’t watch you do this.”

“I’m not—what—” Coco sputtered.

Mrs. Pedersen leaned in closer. “What did Matthew tell us? Huh? When you’re hurt, you hurt others. I’m not saying your pain isn’t real, but you have to choose to heal. And that scholarship is well deserved. It’s not a handout. You’ve worked for it. You have no idea how many people pitched in to make a case for you, do you?”

“Uh, hm, Lacey said there was a letter...”

“Matthew had written a letter.” She crossed her arms over her ample chest. “He was going to hand-deliver it to someone he knew on the school board to talk to them about you, because he didn’t trust a written page to get his meaning across. You know who else wrote letters and made phone calls?”

Coco swallowed, and it became hard to breathe.

“Mandisa.” Mrs. Pedersen straightened. “She’s hard on you because she knows you want it. She believes in you. We all do.”

The woman who ran Mlilo? She’d spoken on Coco’s behalf? Most of the time Coco thought Mandisa was one second away from firing her.

“Daluxolo. Lacey. Every person who has worked here in the last eight years, they’ve all made a case for why we should believe in you. Why you deserve this chance.” Mrs. Pedersen thrust her finger in Coco’s face, leaning in close. “But you don’t see that because you’re convinced you have to do everything alone. I don’t know how my Matthew got through that stubborn head of yours, girl, but I wish I knew his secrets.”


Coco swallowed. She blinked. She’d had no idea...

“You act as if you’re a village of one, but you never turn around to see all the people who have your back. We’re here. We believe in you. But you don’t let us help you because you’re so stubborn.” Mrs. Pedersen reached out and wrapped her arms around Coco pulling her in for a bone-crushing hug.

She hugged the woman, squeezing her tight.

Mrs. Pedersen stepped back, holding Coco at arm’s length. “Baby, that brother of yours is a lot like you. You’re both stubborn, but here’s the deal. If you take this chance—and sweet girl if you don’t, my dearly departed husband will roll over in his grave—you have to let this thing with your brother go. He betrayed you and himself, but the only one hurting over it is you. That soft heart of yours is carrying around those toxic feelings, and I don’t want it to change you. You’re too good to change. It’s past time you woke up and saw that.”

Coco’s knees gave way again, and she sat down on the old tile floor of the kitchen, her eyes too cried out to squeeze out another tear.
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Wednesday. Mlilo Animal Reserve, South Africa.

Paxton knocked on Coco’s door again, but there was still no answer. She hadn’t responded to his texts or answered her phone. No one had seen her.

He didn’t like this.

She should have never gone with them. She was already an easily identified target. What if someone followed them? Or what if there was another person working here that informed the poachers?

His gut clenched at the idea Coco could be out there fighting for her life and he was here, searching for her in places she’d never be found.

He pulled out his phone again.

No reply. No missed calls.

It was time to phone a friend.

He tapped into his recent calls and hit Shane’s number. Paxton couldn’t remember speaking to Shane more than a handful of times before this trip. Now, it seemed like next to Silas, Shane was the guy Paxton spoke to the most. Hell, if it weren’t for the open invitation to anyone working for Aegis Group to come help after the wedding, Paxton doubted he’d been on the invite list at all. And that would mean not being around to meet Coco that first day or save her from the snipers or look for her tonight.


The line barely rang.

“Hey,” Shane said.

“Is Lacey with you?”

“Yeah. She’s right here. What’s up?”

“Has she seen Coco? Is she with you guys?” Paxton hadn’t considered that possibility. Coco had been avoiding her friend.

“Lacey?” The line rustled a bit as Shane spoke to his now wife. “It’s Pax. Have you seen Coco? I’m putting this on speaker.”

“What? No,” Lacey said, her voice growing louder and clearer. A note of worry struck in her voice. So it wasn’t just Paxton who thought this was weird. “When did you last see her?”

Paxton shoved his hand through his hair. “Just after we unloaded. I had to go—”

“Okay.” She drew the one word out a few beats. “You checked her place, the pangolin enclosures—”

“Yes,” he snapped, his frustration reaching a breaking point.

“Hm. Have you stopped by the canteen?”

“The canteen?” Did he even know where that was?

“Yeah.” Lacey blew out a breath. “She’s been avoiding Mrs. P for a bit. If she was upset and if you and I were busy or whatever, I could see her going there.”

“Okay, then that’s where I’m headed.” Paxton paused at a row of signs, searching for the canteen on the map.

“Will you let me know if you find her? If you don’t, we’re coming back.”

“I’m sure it’s nothing.” His words didn’t ease the knots in his stomach.

“You’ve met my Coco.” Lacey chuckled, but it was strained with no humor at all. “Call us back.”

“Will do.”

Paxton had met Coco. He’d gotten to know her, and her passion blinded her to her safety. She didn’t value her own well-being enough for his tastes. What good did a head full of knowledge and a heart full of determination do if she got herself killed?

He turned, heading in the direction of the main building, and slid his phone into his pocket. Given his limited knowledge of Coco’s history, he didn’t think it was absurd to fear someone retaliating against her for the work she did preserving animal lives. She was memorable, taking her down would be eliminating an icon, send a message. Yeah, he didn’t like her disappearance one bit.

The door leading to the canteen was well worn, the paint chipping from around the handle. It was clear this place saw a lot of traffic.

He grasped the handle and pulled it open, stepping into the dimply lit room.

A coffee cart sat up against the wall on his right. A few hundred sugar packets lay scattered on the floor. But it was the two women sitting across from each other at one of the long, cafeteria style tables that stood out to him. Well, one, actually. The room could have been full of people and he’d only have seen her.

Coco sat with her hands cradling a mug, her face creased with emotions.

She was okay.

He stopped and met their gazes and got the distinct impression that he’d interrupted something.

“Hello, ladies.” He knelt and scooped up the packets.

“Hey, what time is it?” Coco slid off her chair and turned toward the adjacent wall.

“Time for all good little girls to go to bed.” The other woman braced her hands on the table and pushed up with a groan.

Paxton finished collecting the sugar packets and set the container on the top. He glanced at the woman. Was this Mrs. P?

She was a shapely, older woman with a mass of salt and pepper braids bound back off her face. Her black apron carried the stains of the day, protecting the lavender dress she wore under it. She was looking at Paxton with the same kind of interest he gave her.

“And who is this fine young man?” she asked.

“Oh, sorry.” Coco winced and gestured at him. “Mrs. Pedersen, this is Paxton.”

“Nice to meet you, ma’am.” He crossed the room and offered Mrs. P his hand. From what he’d gathered, next to Coco’s mother and her mentor, Mrs. P was one of the few guiding lights in Coco’s life. He was glad to put a face to the name, and that Coco was here.

A slow smile spread across Mrs. P’s face and she clasped his hand in both of hers. “You’ve got a good spirit, don’t you?”

“Uh, I hope so, ma’am.”

Mrs. P wagged her finger at him. “I like this one.”

Coco came to stand at Paxton’s side. Her shoulders drooped and her eyes were puffy. He peered down at her, wanting to know what happened, but unsure if he should pry.

Mrs. P nodded at Coco. “Do me a favor and make sure she gets home okay?”

“I can do that, ma’am.”

“Ma’am.” Mrs. P clucked her tongue and shook her head, a dazzling smile spread across her face. She gathered the two mugs. “Looking at you two makes me feel old. Go on, get out of here.”

Paxton turned toward Coco, studying her face as if he could find answers written there. “Ready?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.” He reached over and placed his hand on her back, guiding her toward the door. “Good night, Mrs. P.”

The older woman waved them off without another word.

Paxton opened the door, shadowing Coco out into the night. She remained silent, thoughtful, withdrawn. Since he didn’t know what he should say or do, he tapped off a quick text to Shane to let them know Coco was fine and they were turning in. That done, he silenced his phone and focused on her.

The deep thought lines on her brow coupled with the thousand-yard stare concerned him. Paxton had the irrational urge to fix whatever was bothering her, but had no idea where to start or if it was his place to interfere. Coco was a quiet person. She didn’t necessarily like people, including him, prying into her life.

He reached over and took her hand, content to wait her out.

She swallowed and glanced at their joined hands, then gave him a squeeze.

What the hell was he going to do when it was time to leave?

In the back of his mind a voice whispered, it was always going to end this way.

The rational thing to do would be to distance himself. This was always going to be a vacation fling. And yet, he didn’t see how he could be with Coco in any capacity and not feel something for her. He’d rather have this than nothing.

In an odd way, they were similar. He recognized himself in Coco in the strangest ways. They might look totally dissimilar, but on the inside, they were both searching for a place to belong. And they’d found each other, even if only for a little while.

“My brother showed up.” Her raspy voice sounded strange to his ears.

“What?” He frowned and drew up the bits he knew about her twin.

“It’s all so fucked up.” She groaned and sidestepped into him, their shoulders bumping. “So first, he shows up asking me to come to his wedding. I yell at him. He leaves. Doesn’t clap back or anything, he just leaves. Then Mrs. Pedersen tells me he was in on the push to get the scholarship.” She peered up at him. “She said everyone was in on it.”

“I could see it.” He wasn’t the least bit surprised. Each research team he’d spoken to only had good things to say about her, how hard she worked, what a great job she did. There wasn’t a single negative thing out there.

“What?” She pulled her hand from his and scowled.

“What do you mean what?”

She shook her head and shoved her hands in her pockets. “I keep thinking the director of Mlilo is going to fire me. Now I find out she recommends me.”

Paxton rolled her words around. He’d been there, certain that the guys in his unit didn’t like him, that he was alone despite being part of a team. Even joining Aegis Group had taken some convincing because he just wasn’t their type of guy and he knew it. Or he’d thought he’d known it until he accepted the job offer and really got to know the guys.

“When you grow up apart from everyone, it’s hard to see how you fit in.” He turned, and they strolled up the lane toward her house.

“What do you mean?”

“You said you spent a lot of your years growing up alone because you didn’t fit anywhere, right?”

“Yeah. But some of that was intentional. When we were kids and Mom left Dad, it was still illegal for us to be her kids.” She tipped her chin up and stared at the sky. “When we were really little, she split a flat with this prostitute who had a kid, too. She’d look after us during the day, and Mom had the nights. We were never allowed out of the flat.”

Paxton stared at her profile, taking the story in. Man, did he ever relate.

“Well, because of my dad, a lot of kids wouldn’t speak to me. They were told to not play with me. When my mom kept me home from school because she was lonely or couldn’t take me, no one came to make sure I went to school. Later on, when she went back to work at the bar, I spent most of my time in the storeroom with a TV, empty bottles and crates to play with. No kids. Being alone like that, it does something to you.” He glanced at her. This was one of those things that they had in common, that defied geographic and racial boundaries. “We aren’t made to be alone, even if that’s how we were raised. We’re so focused on what we’re doing we don’t realize we’ve become part of something bigger than ourselves.”


Coco’s eyes widened. “Your mom kept you home from school?”

Was that all she’d heard?

“Yeah.” Paxton turned and gestured up the stairs leading to her little house.

She took one step up then turned to look down at him. “And the school let her?”

“They were afraid of my dad.”

Coco blinked at him.

Had he not explained his father well enough in the beginning?

“I don’t understand.” She turned and proceeded to her front door, unlocked it and stepped inside.

Paxton followed slower, aware that he was very likely walking into a discussion he wasn’t going to enjoy.

Coco was in the bedroom, changing out of her jeans and long sleeves. He did the same, stripping down and donning a pair of shorts with a T-shirt.

Where did he start if she asked?

Given what she’d shared about her own story, it was fair he answer any of her questions. Just like her, the past was not a place he wanted to live. It haunted him some nights. The things he’d seen, what had been done to him, it was all in his head.

Coco cornered him in the bathroom, watching him wash his face. She’d freed her hair and put on the oversized sleep shirt with a pair of shorts.

“Your dad wasn’t a good person,” she said softly.


Paxton swiped the washrag over his face one last time. “No, he was not.”

“Was he... Last night...?” She stared up at him, the thought lines deeper as she tried to muddle through the pieces he’d shared.

He swallowed.

So much for postponing their later-talk indefinitely.

Paxton took a deep breath then turned to face her. He hoped she could see he wasn’t his father. Just because they shared blood didn’t mean they were anything alike. At least that was the truth Paxton was still struggling to believe. Sometimes, when he looked in the mirror, he saw that old bastard staring back. “My dad is the worst kind of person. He did things—terrible things—to my mom, me, whoever, because he could.”

“And last night...?”

He opened his mouth to answer honestly, but his throat wouldn’t work. He couldn’t bring himself to explain it, to speak that evil here. This place, with her, it was good. His Dad couldn’t infect them here. “Let’s just say, I saw too much growing up. What he forced my mom to do. Can we leave it at that?”

Coco’s jaw dropped and her eyes went wide. Even without saying it, she got it. “Oh—I—Pax...”

He glanced at the window and considered throwing himself out of it. Would he even fit?

She grasped his hand and stepped in close, her other arm going around his waist. “Maybe we should talk about it?”

“I’d prefer not to.”

“Not like, in detail, but... I don’t want to bring up stuff like that, you know?”

It was the tenderness in her voice that undid him. No judgment. No blame. Just, how do we work around this?

He nodded and gave her a gentle squeeze. The rational side of his head said that was smart. Pointing out the pitfalls would prevent moments like last night from happening. He certainly didn’t want to relive those moments if he could keep from it. The scars were already on his soul and body. He just wanted to get past it. The other side of his head didn’t want to acknowledge his demons at all. He’d sat through therapy sessions and poked at the shadows of his past to know that they would always plague him. This was what he lived with.

Coco took his hand and glanced up at him, those beautiful, warm eyes of hers drew him in. He knew in that moment he’d tell her whatever she wanted to know. Even if it destroyed their budding bond.

Instead of sitting on opposite ends of the sofa as they’d been accustomed do, she pushed him down then sat next to him, tucking herself up against his side and guiding his arm around her. The scent of her hair products was new. He’d never smelled anything quite like it, light and floral, totally her. It was like she knew he needed a physical anchor for this conversation.

What had he been doing when Silas asked him questions about the past?

Oh.

Right.

They’d been at the gun range.

Paxton still had what was left of those targets somewhere in an envelope. He’d done some seriously great shooting.

He bent his head and inhaled Coco’s scent again, rooting himself in the now then kissed her shoulder where the neckline gaped.

“Talk to me,” she whispered.

Where did he begin? How much did he tell her?

“I don’t—oral. Me doing it is fine, but not the other way around.” His mind went blank, dampening the memories from coming back to the forefront.

“Okay. And no alcohol. I got those two.” She slid her hand up his chest and neck into his hair. She gave it a little tug until he lifted his head and met her gaze. “What else?”

“That’s it, really.” She didn’t have the necessary equipment to trip his other memories.

Her gaze searched his face.

Did she doubt him? Fear him?

Paxton’s insides writhed. “I wouldn’t hurt you. You know that, right?”

“Of course I do.” There was no hesitating. She even snorted and one side of her mouth hitched up, as if it was totally absurd to think him capable of harming her. “I’ve run across enough bad ones. I can see a good one.”

He wasn’t good, but he tried. That was what mattered, wasn’t it?

Paxton stroked his hand down her leg curled up against his thigh. He was ready to stop talking about him and focus on her. “Tonight was tough. You okay?”

“Not really.” Her gaze went distant again. “Utata’s horn is probably gone. This other group? Bekker’s crew, they’re way more dangerous.”

“We know what we’re doing.”

Her head snapped up at that and she stared at him. “I don’t want you messing with them, understand?”

Paxton picked up her hand and kissed her palm. He wasn’t promising anything like that. Those people had set a trap and fired at her. That wasn’t allowed. No one was going to hurt her. Not even him.

That seemed to appease Coco. She relaxed against him. “Mrs. P wants me to rethink the scholarship.”

“Oh?” Paxton was in favor of that plan. He knew school would take years, but having her a few hours away rather than half a world away was a hell of a lot better on their chances.

“I just... I don’t know.”

He kept his thoughts to himself. She was thinking about it. That was what mattered. The rest could be figured out in time. But she had to want it first. None of them could make Coco do a damn thing if she didn’t want to.
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WERE COCO’S GUT reasons for not accepting the scholarship really wrapped up in Cane?

She laid her head on Paxton’s shoulder, Mrs. Pedersen’s words playing on repeat.

Why hadn’t Cane told her about his involvement with the scholarship?

It wasn’t like he was actually paying her back. She knew he wouldn’t have the money for that. But he had reached out on her behalf to fix this mess.

“What are you thinking?” Paxton whispered.

“About Cane.” She kissed his shoulder then glanced up at him.

There was a wariness in Paxton’s eyes, the kind she saw in wild-caught animals who didn’t understand their surroundings. She always loved setting those free. But she didn’t know what to do for Paxton. She was beginning to understand some of his silence, the looks, his hesitation. He hadn’t come out and said it, but she knew the shadows an abusive family left on a person and could assume the rest.

“And you,” she whispered.

She reached over and put her hand over his.

“Mom remarried briefly when Cane and I were about to be ten. She said it was a whirlwind romance sort of thing. She just...fell for him. Problem was, she didn’t really know him. She turned up pregnant with my little brother, married the guy, and then for about eight months we lived in hell.”

The arm around her shoulders tightened. For her, the story was mostly vague, barely there memories. Mom had shielded them from the worst of it.

“He hated us. See, he was Zulu and Mom was Xhosa. That doesn’t mean anything to you.” She shook her head. “He wanted a very traditional, stay at home, do his bidding kind of wife. That’s not who my mom is.”

“What happened?” Paxton asked softly.

“She tried to make it work. I mean, she’d just had her third child. We were living with her family again at the time. Having him meant more income, our own home.” Coco stared at the floor. That night. She could still hear their voices yelling if she thought about it long enough. “He came home and dinner was cold or something. She’d been back at work. The baby was crying. I know Cane and I came out to try to stop them fighting. He pushed Cane and I on the floor and took off his belt. That’s when Mom went after him with a fly swatter.”

“Ouch.”

“Right?” Coco chuckled. Oh, the times she’d gotten popped with one of those things. “She came back inside and told us he was never going to hurt us again. I think he stayed gone two or three nights. Mom kept a pot boiling almost constantly. Looking back, I know she was waiting for him. He showed up, and she threw that very pot of boiling water on him and told him to never come back again. Then when he tried to get up, a neighbor came running out with some hot oil and Mom threw that on him, too.”

Paxton gaped at her. “Are you fucking me?”

“Nope.” Coco shook her head. “It was kind of a thing that happened. Everyone knew when you got a pot of boiling water, things were bad at home. The oil was, well, it was the end. But we were too poor for oil. I think our neighbors were waiting and watching, too.”

“That must be tough on your little brother.”

“I wouldn’t know.” Coco grimaced. “When they got divorced, he wanted the baby. Mom couldn’t fight him, so he took the kid and to my knowledge, they hate us.”

“That sucks.”

“It does. That brief period also makes me grateful for how quiet and boring our lives were. We might have been poor most of the time, but Mom kept us safe. I’m sorry you didn’t have that.”

Paxton’s head bobbed, and he glanced away. He really didn’t want to talk about it. She wished he would trust her, open up to her more. Maybe in time he’d share it with her? But how much did they really have?

If she stayed here, they were limited to a week.

If she took the scholarship...

“Mrs. Pedersen thinks Cane’s the real reason I’m hesitating about the scholarship.”

“Yeah?” Paxton turned back toward her.

Coco’s heart ached for him. Whatever had happened to him, whatever he’d seen, it was bad.

How had she been blind to this?

He focused on everyone else, but never himself.

She wanted to crawl onto his lap and shake him. Except she couldn’t make him open up to her and share every corner of his life with her. Just because she’d decided to open the doors and pull him in didn’t mean he had to do the same thing. After all, she’d given him no reason to invest more in her. And the kind of trust he needed wasn’t easily given.

Coco wanted that trust.

“Why do you call her Mrs. Pedersen when everyone else calls her Mrs. P?” Paxton asked.

“Oh, uh, I don’t really know.” She frowned. “They were always Matthew and Mrs. Pedersen to me.”

“And she thinks this scholarship and your brother means what?”

“Right. Sorry.” She chuckled to hide her embarrassment, but the sound died a quick death. “I guess, outside of the money issue, what other reason do I have to be upset with Cane?”

“Even if you take the scholarship, you don’t have to forgive him. What he did was wrong. You don’t have to allow bad people in your life just because they’re family.”

“Yeah.” She sighed and twisted to face him fully. “But Cane’s not bad. Stubborn, yes. And he gets blinders when he thinks his way is the best or only route. That’s what happened back then. I was wishy washy. He knew what he wanted to do. To him, his plan had the most merit, the chance for greater impact, so it made sense. It was logical, even if it wasn’t right. And, if we’re being honest, he’s done a lot of good.”

No matter how hard she held onto the resentment toward her brother, deep down, she was proud of him. Sure, when she was angry, she still held the theft against him, but more than anything else, he was a nebulous figure she’d blamed every bad thing on because it was convenient.

“I tell myself I’m fine without my brother, but... With Matthew gone and Mom remarried, Cane’s the only family I really have left. I mean, both Mom and Dad make time for me if I come around, but they’ve moved on Cane and I, we’re the same.”

“Stubborn. Blinders. Determined.” Paxton ticked the three off on his fingers and grinned. “That doesn’t sound like anyone I know.”

“Shut up.” She smacked his shoulder.

“What do you want to do about all this?” His warm hand stroked her thigh. It was comforting having him there, listening to her.

This was the trap she fell into every time. He was such a great listener she forgot to listen to him. Tomorrow she’d change that, and maybe over time she’d hear more things from him in bits and pieces.

Accepting the scholarship meant the chance to finally realize her dreams and maybe get to be with Paxton. Why has she seriously thought this was a bad idea?

Right.

Stubborn blinders.

“I think I want to sleep on it tonight. It’s a lot of change, you know?”

“Yeah.”

They sat there, staring at each other. She couldn’t read his stormy blue eyes, but they were growing more familiar to her with each passing day.

It had taken him crashing through that ring of people, coming to her defense, to make her realize she wasn’t truly alone. With Paxton’s light, she’d been able to see past the blinders to a world she’d been living in rich with people who cared about her.

A man who did that, who made her life better, he was the kind she didn’t want to let go of.
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18.
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Thursday. Mlilo Animal Reserve, South Africa.

Paxton gave Coco’s hand one last squeeze before reaching for the tent flap and pulling it back. She let go of his hand and stepped past him, into the tent with its combined audience of Aegis Group and Mlilo’s anti-poaching team.

He wasn’t sure how today was going to go. He’d lain in bed this morning mulling the problem over with no solutions.

Now what?

Zain stood in the corner with Shane and Daluxolo. Zain glanced toward Paxton, catching his eye and jerked his head. Paxton changed directions and strode across, joining the three men already in discussion.

“What’s up?” Paxton asked.

Zain’s gaze was serious, all business. “I just want to confirm that you didn’t see anything last night that proves Utata’s death?”

Paxton hooked his thumbs in his pockets and glanced at Shane. “I thought you didn’t want to know about last night.”

“Did you find any of the darts?” Zain asked.

“No.” Paxton grimaced. “We looked. I brought Coco in and we didn’t see the horn. Then the fire started up and our focus was getting the live animals out. What’s going on?”

“I think this Ebrahim guy was recruited by this other outfit led by a guy named Bekker. They’ve got someone funding them and protecting them. Word is that they are also under the protection of the Nodorf family.”

“Who is that?” And why did Nodorf sound familiar?

“The Nodorf family are one of those old families. They’ve got a mafia-like thing going on. They run more blue- and white-collar crime, but one of their biggest rackets is bleeding other gangs for money. They serve as a sort of middle man between these other gangs and government officials. The big corruption scandal last year? The Nodorfs were all over that, but because they’ve paid off the right people, their names were never officially connected. They’ve got their hands in a lot of different pies.”

“Coco was pretty adamant we don’t want to tangle with them.”

Daluxolo glanced at Zain then Shane. The other two men didn’t say a word.

What was Paxton missing?

“Want to clue me in on the secret?” he asked.

Daluxolo shifted and glanced over Paxton’s shoulders, his lips screwing up into a grimace. Paxton followed the man’s gaze to where Coco stood with Lacey, their heads bent over something on a table.

How did Coco figure into this?

Paxton focused in on Daluxolo. “What is it?”

“The Nodorf are dangerous. You don’t mess with them.” The tone of Daluxolo’s voice betrayed him.

Paxton crossed his arms over his chest. “What aren’t you telling me and how is Coco involved?”

Daluxolo’s shoulders slumped. “She dated one of them. The Nodorf, I mean.”

Paxton didn’t like hearing about other men, especially a gangster, but he’d known Coco was no virgin. Neither was he.

Daluxolo continued to stare at Paxton. “She dated a Nodorf. Not the old man or one of his sons, I think it’s the nephew. Luke.”

A Nodorf.

Realization dawned on Paxton, the full implication of what the other man said sinking in.

She hadn’t just dated a gangster. She’d dated one of the heirs. Someone who mattered in the scheme of things. Fuck.

Which meant she’d never just be a face to them.

Paxton grit his teeth. He wanted to know everything, but not from Daluxolo. Paxton wanted to hear it from Coco herself.

He swallowed down the knee jerk urge to rip this Luke limb from limb and focused on the problem at hand. “What are our options? How much manpower do the Nodorf have? What are we up against?”

Shane shook his head. “Not sure we have a plan. The Nodorf really are mafia like. Old, white money founded them and it looks like they use the racial and tribal divides to their benefit when they make alliances. Which means everyone knows someone who owes the Nodorf a favor for something they’ve done. No one will turn over on them. No one snitches on them. They’ve been practically untouchable because even their rivals owe them.”

“What you’re saying is, to take care of the problem means creating a lot more problems.” Paxton didn’t like this one bit. It was another solution that created a dozen more problems. There would be no quick fix to this. “We can’t go after them directly. That’s clear. What long-term options do we have?”

Zain blew out a breath. “The real change needs to be laws. Enforcement. These people need jobs that pay better than working for a gang.”

Daluxolo finally met Paxton’s gaze. “A lot of people hustle and turn to crime because they can’t earn a living anywhere else. For every person who has a job that pays them an honest salary, there’s at least two more who don’t get that opportunity. And of those two, at least one owes a Nodorf.”

“Okay. Then we’re looking at the long-term game here.” He glanced at his boss. “Zain, what’s our commitment to Mlilo?”

Zain crossed his arms over his chest. “The big boss has committed to this. He said his roots trace back to this part of Africa as best he can tell. He’s pretty motivated to do something.”

Paxton only had a few run-ins with Admiral Crawford. It was Zain who’d hired Paxton on. Still, Crawford was the kind of man who left an impression on those he met. He was an imposing figure even in his latter years. Paxton knew the stories, that Crawford was one of the first black men to be promoted to the upper ranks within the Navy, that he’d been one hell of a leader. It was moments like these that Paxton was grateful he’d been recruited into this company with these people.

“Long term. Okay.” He sorted through his early morning thoughts. “First, we want to know all we can about this poaching outfit. What did you say they were called again?”

“The Bekker crew,” Daluxolo said.

“Right. The Bekker crew. We find out who supplies them with guns, equipment, tech, and cut those out. I’m sure we can research it and throw a wrench in the works, make things harder for them.”

“Reading my mind,” Zain said.

“These other guys, the Nodorf?” Paxton studied Zain. “You have a plan for them?”

“I might.” Zain didn’t offer more.

Honestly, Paxton didn’t want to know what dirt Zain could dig up on the Nodorf family. They probably knew how to bury a body so it was never found, but if those bodies were digital? Zain would find them all.

“What about...” Paxton licked his lips. “What about Cane De Jong?”

There was a moment of silence as the others absorbed that name.


Daluxolo spoke first. “His platform is corruption and crime, not conservation.”

“But isn’t poaching a crime?” Paxton countered.

“Cane’s never been interested in helping in the past.”

“But what if...” He resisted the urge to glance at Coco. “What if Cane is motivated to care?”

The guy had come to see Coco. He’d stepped in to fight on her behalf. Was he completely evil? Or was there a good guy under some bad decisions?

“Why are you talking about my brother?” Coco’s voice made Paxton wince.

He turned and saw Lacey and Coco just behind him. Shit.

This was not an idea he wanted to throw at her with an audience.

He nodded toward the tent flap. “Walk with me?”

Coco stared at him a moment, her gaze wary, but she didn’t refuse his request. She started toward the tent entrance and he followed. They emerged out on what had been the lawn area behind the old resort. The pool was covered and much of the decorative greenery was cut back, allowing more traffic and the addition of a few more buildings to be built in the central area.

Paxton strode alongside her for a few moments before daring to speak.

“Zain thinks Ebrahim was recruited by the Bekker crew.”

“I assumed as much last night. They’re protected. You can’t mess with them,” she said.

“I’ll agree with you there. We don’t have a short-term solution. What we have are long-term plans.”

She glanced up at him, a wrinkle marring her brow. She’d let her curls go free again, held back by a headband. “What do you mean?”

“Kill them slowly. With Zain’s resources, we’ll identify the arms dealers supplying them. We can work with governments, suppliers, shut them down. Make it harder for the Bekker guys to stay on top. Meanwhile, we’re going to dig up some dirt that will stick on the Nodorfs. If they’re fighting their own battle, they won’t have as much muscle to protect others. Something’s got to happen here, and that’s when Cane’s name came up.” He glanced at her, relieved by the disappearing wrinkle.

“But conservation isn’t his platform. He’s never been interested—”

“You said so yourself, his campaign is anti corruption and crime, right? Well, poaching is a crime.”

“Not the kind of crime he’s focused on.”

“Okay. But what if you asked him?” He slowed a bit.

She stopped and turned to face him. “Me?”

“There’s two ways to approach this. Both are up to you. Do you want to foster a relationship with your brother and possibly get results? Or do you want to focus on results?”

“I’m listening.” Her frown said she wasn’t happy about it.

“Cane’s made an effort. If you went to him with an open mind, if he saw what you’re doing, I bet he’d catch your passion. He’d at least be someone who would vote for the necessary changes.”

“I assume that’s the nice approach.”

“Yeah. If you want to be mercenary about it, tell him you’d go to his wedding if he worked on this for you. Rolled it into his platform or whatever.”

Coco slid her hands into her back pockets and lowered her gaze to his chest. She was wearing shorts again with a loose, gray T-shirt that had seen better days.

“Yesterday if you’d have asked me about this I’d have said no. There’s no point.” She bit her lip and lifted her gaze to his face. “Today... Maybe it’s worth a shot?”

“Have you reconsidered the scholarship?” Paxton clapped a mental lid on the bubbling hope that she’d be headed his way soon. He didn’t want to taste disappointment.

“I’m considering it still,” she said slowly. “Would you go with me? To talk to Cane? I might chicken out if I go alone.”

“Yeah. Totally. Yeah, I’ll go with you.”

Maybe it was selfish, but he wanted this for her. Because it meant that maybe there was a hit of a chance for them.

[image: Scene Break.png]

FRIDAY. PRETORIA, SOUTH Africa.

Luke slid into the back seat of his Mercedes, the leather cool against his skin.

Uncle wanted results. He wanted to see some profits.

Fine.

Somehow Luke would have to turn a pretty profit and fix a vote all in the same few days. He could do this. One thing at a time.

Money was the easiest option.

It was time one of his investments began paying him back.

Sometime last year a man by the name of Bekker had come to see him. Several of his crew had gotten arrested while trespassing on a rhino farm. Luke had only been able to help Bekker a little. The case against his men was airtight and there was too much evidence. Without the manpower Bekker was going to have to close up shop. And there was where Luke had seen the opportunity.

He’d made Bekker a deal. Luke would negotiate an arrangement between an arms dealer to get Bekker the best equipment possible. In exchange Luke got a small percent of the profits.

Bekker wasn’t close to paying Luke back what he owed, but he was about to pay Luke a lot more than what he’d been paying. With any luck this payout would be enough for his uncle to shut up for a while.

The car began rolling toward his destination in Soweto.

He pulled his phone out and checked the messages.

None from Mia.

He’d followed a few leads courtesy of her, but none had given him the in he needed. Somehow Cane was making headway on these new laws and Luke didn’t know where the vote stood. People were understandably mute around him seeing as he was what some like Cane considered part of the problem.

He tapped her contact, frustrated now more than ever that this woman made him chase her. And not for any reason he could enjoy, either. He’d tasked her with what was turning out to be the impossible.

The line rang several times.

Was she ignoring him again?

“Yes?” a woman answered, tone short.

“What do you have for me?” Luke asked as he watched the buildings roll by.

“I’ve given you everything—”

“I need to bend Cane now. Not later.”

Mia was quiet a moment. “Then it’s Plan B. The brothers.”

“The kids?”

“Yes.” She sighed. “I’m supposed to meet with his mother this afternoon. I can make it look like something happened, take the kids...”

It wasn’t perfect, but Luke needed a win. Something. Right now he’d have to settle for the low-hanging fruit or it would be his head rolling.
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FRIDAY. DE JONG RESIDENCE, Johannesburg, South Africa.

Mia hated herself.

She gripped the wheel of her car. No, scratch that. It belonged to one of Luke’s thugs, but to maintain Mia’s story it was now hers on occasion.

There was no going back after today. Up until now she could have lived the lie, figured some way out if she had to, but not anymore. This was too far over the line. There would be no saving her relationship with Cane.

Did they even have one? A real one?

He didn’t know her. He might not love the real Mia. But she loved him. Her children had to come first. Before her heart, before anything else.

She pushed the driver’s side door open and stood.

The De Jongs lived in one of the old neighborhoods of Johannesburg where wealth mattered. The homes were large, the lawns immaculate. The back half of the property was protected by a twelve-foot wall, while the front was a bit more open with wrought iron fencing painted white with flowers lining it on both sides.

Mia forced herself to stare straight ahead and walk toward the narrow gate. She’d never been here without Cane and could count the number of visits on one hand. 

This was it.

She could hear footsteps, felt their approach, but she didn’t look at them. Couldn’t without giving the plan up.

Her last chance to change her mind was right now. As soon as she plugged in those numbers, it was out of her hands.

If she didn’t, what would Luke do to her? Would her babies have to grow up without a mother?

Mia’s mind was made up. She plugged in the code and unlocked the front gate, granting her entry to the property, and gripped the gate in her other hand. Her eyes shut and she waited.

Hands grabbed her from behind.

“Ready,” the deep male voice said.

Mia walked forward, her heart going numb. This was for her children. Their father had abandoned them all, but she wouldn’t. She was doing this for them, because she had to.

“Let’s go,” she whispered.

The tremor was real.

The men pushed her forward, treating her just as they would a hostage. She tripped up the three stairs leading to the porch and stumbled into the door. Her fingers mashed at the doorbell and the sound pealed through the house.

A blonde woman wearing a flowing, baby-blue tunic over leggings stepped into view, her wide, warm smile holding steady for a moment.

Mrs. De Jong had always been kind to Mia.

The woman’s eyes went wide.

Something hard cracked against the back of Mia’s head and the world went fuzzy.

It was out of her hands now. All of it. She could lie to herself that she had no choice, that she could have done something different, but this was her idea. She’d set this in motion.

I’m sorry, Cane...
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Coco couldn’t actually believe she was here.

Johannesburg was such a world away from her daily life at Mlilo. Concrete buildings rose into the sky. Sleek cars went on their way with little to no dust covering the exterior. Purple Jacaranda trees were in bloom here and there. Tall, digital billboards of chocolate skinned goddesses advertised products Coco had never heard of.

She took a deep breath, and it was as though she couldn’t get enough air. There were too many people, too much noise.

A warm hand wrapped around hers.

She glanced at Paxton, grateful he’d offered to drive her into the city. Lacey and Shane were in the back seat, and Coco knew her best friend would offer the same comfort, but it was Paxton she wanted. She focused on his profile, the bumps in his nose, those tiny scars at his temple, rather than the world passing them by.

How was it they’d found each other?

There’d never been a man in her life who she wanted to be with all the time. Until Paxton. She was beginning to understand Lacey more, how she’d changed her whole life to be with Shane. Coco was having much the same thought herself right about now. But could she trust those feelings?

Things were crazy right now, and it made sense she’d cling to the one constant in her corner, which was Paxton right now. Time would tell. That was all she could do.

“This is us.” Paxton eased the SUV to the curb of a tall building with a sparkling granite exterior. “Not sure where to park.”

“We’ll stay down here with the truck,” Shane said.

Paxton twisted to peer back at the other couple. “You sure?”

“Probably better if I don’t show up with an entourage.” Coco smoothed her skirt with her hands. She’d broken out one of her few dresses for this little disaster.

What the hell was she going to say?

She had talking points she’d written on her hand. Cane was better with words. Always had been. She was the doing stuff twin.


Her door opened and Paxton held out his hand. He looked good in slacks and a polo shirt. There wasn’t anything to be done about his crooked nose, but she liked that about him. No matter what he wore, he was still a little rough.

She gripped him tightly and let him pull her to her feet and guide her into the building.

Their check-in with security was a bur. Without Paxton she’d have stood on the stairs, staring at nothing. She’d have preferred to talk to Cane in private, but the truth was she didn’t know where her brother lived. She hadn’t wanted to call Mom given the likelihood that this would fail.

Paxton guided her to an upper floor and into an office suite with Cane’s name prominently displayed out front.

An older woman sat at the receptionist desk, her shrewd eyes locking with Coco’s and dragging her back to the moment

This was it.

Coco let go of Paxton’s hand and stepped forward, pushing her shoulders back.

“I’m here to see Cane. I’m his sister,” she said.

“He’s not taking appointments right now. You’ll have to schedule something later,” the woman said.

“I’m his sister.” Coco had hoped getting in to see her brother for five minutes would be easier.

“And I manage his schedule.” The woman regarded Coco coolly.

What had Cane said about her?

Before she had it out with this woman, she needed to know if it was worth picking a fight. “Is he here? Or is he out? Can you at least tell me that?”

The woman opened her mouth at the same moment one of the double doors across the room opened and Cane leaned out.

“Mrs...” His gaze locked with Coco’s and his voice trailed off. He was in camel colored slacks with a blue and white striped button down rolled up at his sleeves and a burgundy tie hanging loosely around his neck. The way he looked at her, it was like someone had just stunned him.

“Hey.” She pressed her hands to her thighs to keep from holding on to something—or someone—else.

“Coco.” Cane frowned. “I wasn’t...”

“Yeah, I know.” She gestured at the receptionist. “I guess I’ll make an appointment and come back later.”

“No. Uh, come in.” He stepped back and waved her into his office. “Both of you. Please? I’ll be one second.”

Coco glanced at Paxton then her brother. This wasn’t the reception she’d been expecting, but she couldn’t really complain either. She stepped forward, Paxton shadowing her every move, and together they entered Cane’s office.

Cane swung the door shut, muttering “One second,” before he shut them in.

Coco blew out a breath she’d been holding and turned toward Paxton. “That was weird, wasn’t it?”

“You haven’t had a relationship in years. It’s going to be weird.”

“But that was really weird.”

Paxton’s lips compressed into a tight line.

He thought the same thing, but didn’t want to mention it.

Coco turned and took in the office. Books lined one wall. He had a desk covered in papers. Picture frames were positioned behind his chair on a credenza.

She circled the desk, her gaze on one photograph in particular. It was them. They were maybe twelve. She and Cane sat in their back yard, their two dogs lying across her legs. The dogs had bonded with her because she’d spent time with them, while Cane was studying or at the computer or doing something else school related. In the end, the dogs had belonged to Coco.

The door opened and Cane stepped inside. “Sorry about that.”

She glanced over her shoulder.

There wasn’t anything overtly obvious, no real sign what was going on, but she just knew. It came from knowing Cane, being linked to him.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Nothing,” he said far too fast.

“Cane.”

He gestured to a comfortable arrangement of plush chairs around a glass table. “Did you come here for something?”

She remained where she was. “I wanted to talk to you, but I don’t know where you live or what your phone number is, so...”

“Maybe we should get together one night? What are you doing Sunday? We could talk then. My day’s really slammed.” He smiled, but it was nervous. Wrong.

“What’s going on?” She frowned.

“I’m in the middle of something big. It’s not that I don’t want to see you—I’m thrilled—it’s just bad timing.” He spoke in a rush, as though there weren’t enough time.

“I was really hoping we’d talk today, before too much time passed, you know?” Plus, the sooner she could make him see how poaching fit in his platform against crime the better.


The nerves in his gaze tightened, solidifying. “Look, Co, I’ve got some big things on my desk right now and I don’t have time to go back and forth with you. I’ve tried reaching out to you, and I’m glad you’re here now, but this isn’t the time or place to discuss our issues.”

“What’s really going on? You’re acting weird.”

“Like you would know?” he snapped.

Coco held up her hands. “I’m just pointing out what I’m seeing.”

“You haven’t been part of my life since we were—what? Nineteen? Twenty? You think you know when I’m acting weird?”

She did. She knew him just like she knew herself. They were twins. Had always gotten each other, and right now she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that something wasn’t right. But he had a point. They’d been dealing with their lives separately for years. Maybe they were better off this way after all.

“My bad,” she said. “We’ll just leave.”

“Coco.” Cane shut his eyes.

“No, don’t bother yourself. We’ll get out of your hair. Carry on.”

She turned and stalked out of the office. The door banged on the wall. She didn’t care one bit if it scratched his precious paint.

He’d been at her for over a year now to patch things up and the one time she finally decided to make an effort, she inconvenienced him. Well, she wouldn’t make this mistake again. Everything had to be on Cane’s terms in his time.

What about her?

“Coco. Coco, wait.” Paxton jogged after her.

She jabbed the button to the elevator, refusing to look toward her brother’s office.

Fuck. Him.

The doors opened and Paxton herded her inside. He wrapped an arm around her and pulled her close. She didn’t know if she wanted to hold on to him or punch something. So she stood there, head on his shoulder.

“Something’s not right,” she said.

“Yeah, it looked like he was having an off day, so maybe don’t hold it against him?”

She pushed against his chest. “That’s just it. Cane’s always the important one. It’s about him. What he needs. What’s good for him. What about me? Huh? When do we talk about what’s good for me? What I need? He took all that fucking money; the least he can do is make time for me.”

And just like that she went from hurt to angry.

The elevator reached the ground floor, and the doors opened.

Coco stalked out into the early afternoon air. She drew it in, almost tasting the noxious fumes from the cars and industry.

She spied the SUV sitting at the curb, Shane and Lacey leaned up against it eating ice cream sandwiches.

Paxton came up alongside Coco, his hand a warm press on her backside.

Change would never happen if she waited for someone else to make it. No one would care unless they were shown how to.

Wasn’t that what Lacey had said about her streaming channel?

One of the reasons she’d traveled as extensively as she did, showing the world all kinds of animals and human interest stories, was because people never realized what problems were out there unless they were on display.

An idea took root, growing as she crossed to the car.

Lacey and Shane stopped eating, watching her with wide eyes.

Coco stopped a few feet away, the idea bouncing around in her head like a hot potato.

“Do you have your filming equipment with you still?” she asked Lacey.

“Uh, yeah,” she said slowly.

“Even the tiny body cam thing?”

“What are you thinking about doing?” Lacey asked slowly.

“Cane doesn’t care about hearing me out. No one who matters wants to hear. So, we need to make the people they do listen to care. Because maybe then things will change.”

“Fuck,” Paxton muttered.

Lacey’s full attention was on Coco now. “How do you want to make that happen?”

“I’m going to go see the Bekker crew. I don’t care if they’re protected. If people can see what they’re doing, how it’s hurting things, maybe change will happen.”

“That’s going to make you a target,” Shane said.

“I’m already a target. Might as well make it work for me, right?”
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Friday. Soweto, South Africa.

“What the fuck, man?”

Paxton thrust one of the handheld cameras into Silas’ hands. “Don’t start.”

Ex-CIA agent Brett Jones was slower to join them.

“Seriously, what the fuck?” Silas flipped open the view finder then glanced at Paxton.

“A lot’s happened.” None of which he was happy about. Once Coco and Lacey had gotten going, there was no stopping them. As Shane had pointed out, they could either try to stop them and then scramble to catch up when the ladies struck out on their own, or they could orchestrate this.

Silas held his hand up to his ear. “Did I hear you right when you said we’re going to confront this ultra deadly poaching group that’s protected by the South African version of the mafia?”

“Yeah. Any questions?”

He glanced at Brett then Paxton. He and Silas stared at each other, and Paxton knew whatever his friend was about to say he wasn’t going to like it.

“Why, dude?” Silas asked.

“Because someone has to watch her back.” It was the answer that fit, the one Paxton could bring himself to say.

“What the hell did she do to deserve your loyalty like this? You barely know her and we’re going to risk our necks doing—what, exactly?”

“We’re insurance.” Paxton’s plan was simple. They walk in, cameras rolling to both capture what was there but also to protect themselves. These poachers couldn’t act if they believed they were on live stream.

Silas edged closer. “Why are you risking your neck for this girl?”

Paxton stared back at his friend.

“Is she worth it? Do you really know each other?” Silas asked his questions slowly.

What he meant was does she really know you?

Paxton glanced away.

No, he hadn’t shared his history with her in detail. Why? There wasn’t anything good in it. He didn’t see a reason to hand her a bullet point list of why she should run from him.

“Are you coming or are you staying?” Paxton glanced at Brett. “Because the girls are going to march in there with or without us.”

“What’s the plan?” Brett held out his hand for the other camera.

“Both Lacey and Coco are wired with body cams. Hopefully no one will notice them. You two will have these hand cameras. I’m carrying the sound equipment and Shane’s acting as some kind of clipboard boy. Get as much on camera as you can.”

“Can do.” Brett took the camera from him.

“You packing?” Silas asked.

Paxton jerked his head in a nod. “Yeah.”

Silas glanced at Brett. “And here you tried to tell me I was over prepared.”

“You?” Paxton glanced between the two men, hoping they were both armed.

“Yeah.” Brett sighed. “So much for playing tourist.”

“Come on.” Paxton turned and led the pair down the side street.

They’d left the bustling city for a suburb. Soweto was a mix of urban industrialization, small homes and huts cobbled together with pieces. The roads were more treacherous, where the laws of the road were more suggestion than law.

Shane glanced up from where he’d been frowning at his wife. Lacey and Coco had their heads together.

They were the picture of trouble, and he was enabling them.

“Ready?” Shane asked.

“What the hell are we doing?” Silas asked.

“They’re set up in an old market.” Shane nodded across the way a bit.

A set of double doors stood open and a few teenagers loitered around, doing their best to look intimidating.

Shane kept his back to the gates as he spoke. “According to Zain’s drone footage, there’s an old, open air vendor area where they keep trucks, some big cages. Our guys are inside that two-story building, the orange colored one.”

“It’s kind of a faded pumpkin spice,” Lacey said.

“What’s our approach plan?” Brett asked.

“Through the market,” Paxton said. “We want as much on camera as we can get.”

“Great. Let’s do this.” Silas flipped his viewfinder open.

Paxton gathered the hand held audio equipment along with the microphone that completed his disguise. He wished he had more than one nine mil on him. Hell, he wished he had a tank to roll up in there with, but he’d make do with his best friend and a former CIA spook.

“Are you boys done chatting?” Coco asked. She had this badass stare locked on the gates. If Paxton wasn’t concerned about how this was going to go down, he’d call it hot.

“Lights, camera, action,” Silas muttered.

Coco and Lacey took the lead, striking out with the guys behind them. Paxton watched the top of the building, the windows, searching for a sniper. They were still working on the assumption that these were the people responsible for the trap laid for Coco.

The teens at the gates drew back, their wary gazes proof that they still had some intelligence in their skulls.

“Fuck me,” Silas muttered.

The once open market was now a collection of stalls. Skins were strung up, drying. The cages they’d had on surveillance were nowhere to be seen. A man sprayed water at a puddle of blood, washing it into the hard-packed earth.

A man approached them, his hand up words spilling out of his mouth.

Coco kept going, talking over him.

The men left their tasks, their attention gathering on this group of interlopers.

“I want to speak to Bekker and Ebrahim,” Coco said, switching to English, and pitching her voice for all to hear. She lifted her gaze and stared around those gathered, dismissing the man who’d approached them.

“Are you guys getting this?” Paxton said over his shoulder.

“Yeah,” Silas muttered.

“Ebrahim, where are you?” Coco called out.

A door to their right banged open and a bald black man stared out, his gaze hostile. He said something, smacked his palms together, and the thugs began moving. Some went back to their tasks, while a few tightened the circle around Paxton’s group. It made for better odds. Not great, but better.

Coco glanced over her shoulder at Paxton. “Coming?”

“Yup.”

They proceeded toward the bald man and through the door into the orange building. A collection of chairs sat around a table where three men were seated in the midst of a card game.

A familiar man with what looked like a 90s flat top pulled a cigarette from between his lips. “You looking for me?”

They’d found Ebrahim.
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Coco stared at Ebrahim. She knew his name and had seen his handiwork, but this was the first time they’d locked eyes. Or at least that’s what she’d have expected.

She knew this man, but not by the name Ebrahim.

It wasn’t uncommon for the larger poaching operations to get someone hired on at a place like Mlilo. They’d get an inside view on security, a leg up. She remembered working with Ebrahim, even if he hadn’t been there long.

“Decided you didn’t like the name Isaac anymore?” She crossed her arms over her chest and swallowed down the burning sensation in her chest.

Ebrahim wrinkled his nose, a smile curling his lips. “It didn’t fit.”

Someone across the room shifted and their foot scraped.

Coco glanced at the person and her heart fell.

The boy, Cameron, the one she’d run down on her motorcycle for taking Sushi Roll, stood holding a backpack, staring at her. So much for their bargain over groceries.

“Is this what you do? Groom people so you can murder a whole species?” She gestured at Cameron.

“Don’t be so dramatic.” Ebrahim tossed his cards down on the table.

“Dramatic?” Coco could feel her blood beginning to boil. “Do you want me to recite numbers to you? Statistics?”

Ebrahim stood, his chair scraping the concrete as he rose to his full height. The taunting smile was gone, and in his eyes was something more sinister.

“Ebrahim,” the man on the other side of the table said, a note of warning in his voice.

Ebrahim bent his head and stared straight at her. “You know nothing, little girl.”

“I know what you’re doing risks lives. It kills endangered species, making it harder for them to survive. Is it worth it?” She directed that question to the one-word man.

He still had his cards in one hand, a cigar smoldering from between two fingers. He was older, with lines and scars creating a story across his face. There was intelligence in his eyes. This was a smart man. A dangerous one, too.

“Answer me this.” He folded his cards and set them on the table then leaned back. “Where did the land to create Mlilo come from?”

Coco blinked then frowned. She knew the original resort dated back to the seventies because of a sign in the lobby.

“Before there was a Mlilo, there was a village. My village. My home.” The man planted the burning end of his cigar into an ash tray, his gaze never leaving hers. “A few people got together and decided to take the land from us. They forced us to move, for the benefit of the animals.” He smiled and spread his now empty hands.

It wasn’t an unusual story. Coco had heard it before and she hated what had been done. What mattered was what they did going forward. She didn’t think this man wanted to hear that from her.

“That was my land. It should still be my land.” He tapped the table with his index finger. “I will take what I want from my land to feed my people.”

There were too many wrongs here. The injustice of villages being forced to move couldn’t be corrected by a few blood sacrifices. The problems had barbs and there was no easy answer for a complicated situation. And Luke Nodorf made it worse by equipping these people to do the most harm. He locked them into this lifestyle.

Coco stared into the man’s cold eyes. She wasn’t going to get through to him, but maybe Lacey could show his story. “What are you going to do when there aren’t any animals left that people want to buy? What then?”

He shrugged. “I’ll probably be dead and then it won’t be my problem.”

Coco wanted to blurt out that this wasn’t how they fixed things, this mindset only caused more problems, but she knew this man wasn’t going to hear that message coming from her. To him, she was the enemy. She didn’t look like him and she’d come in here with her white friends to tell him how he’d been doing things wrong.

There was no simple solution, and neither of them were totally in the right. Coco’s passion blinded her to the human factor in all of this.

“Now, unless you have something else to talk about?” He waved her off. “Off you go.”

Something clanged and hit the ground behind her.

Coco whirled and saw Lacey, hands up, wincing, a metal canister of some kind at her feet.

“Sorry,” Lacey said.

“Careful, babe.” Shane pulled her to him.

Paxton was righting the canister, but his gaze was on Coco. His left brow quirked, just a bit and so fast she almost didn’t know what she was seeing.

A signal of some kind?

She never did know when to stop.

Coco glanced back at the man. “We need to find a new way.”

“I agree.” The man eased back in his chair. “Move off the land and let my people come home.”

She doubted he would be so kind. A man like this, who thought nothing of risking lives or taking them, wasn’t going to be charitable. He wasn’t going to find the solution to make a better future.

People like Cane would.

That thought smacked her upside the head and for a moment she was utterly stunned.

“Babe?” Paxton took her hand.

Coco swallowed and blinked at him, still taking in those four words.

Had she just become a believer in Cane De Jong?

Shit.

Paxton drew her to his side and hustled her out of the building.

Anti-poaching training and equipment didn’t solve the problem. Neither would reparations to a displaced village. No, the change they needed was much bigger than that. There were too many dominos.

“We need to clear out now before one of them takes a shot,” Paxton said over her head.

“Did you get it?” Lacey asked.

“Yeah.”

Coco tuned them out, focusing on putting one foot in front of the other as they passed through the former market.

A sleek, black Mercedes pulled up between the gates, blocking their exit. Paxton tugged her to one side as the rear door opened and a face from her past emerged.
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Luke stared at the offering fate had brought him. Maybe his luck was turning around?

He’d come here to see about making a penny and found the other De Jong.

She’d changed for the better since their high school days. Gone was the scrawny girl and in her place was a shapely woman with shoulders that would carry the world.

Back then, he’d first noticed Coco in a science class. It was impossible not to notice her with the way the teachers always called on her to give the correct answers, and she never failed. With his grades slipping, he’d sought her out, trading snacks for tutoring. He’d liked her, but at that early age he’d let the social opinion of her cloud his advances.

Except for their last year. He’d given in and asked her out. But like so many other parents, hers had intervened, telling him to stay away because his last name was Nodorf.

And his parents thought he could escape that? That if he worked hard enough, studied enough he’d be able to be his own man?

That was the lie.

Luke was a Nodorf. That would always define him.

“Coco De Jong.” He buttoned the top button of his jacket and took a few steps toward her and the entourage at her back.

She blinked up at him. “Luke. What...?”


“What am I doing here?” He stared down at her, noticing how her curls glinted red in the sunlight. It was a nice color on her.

Her back went straight, and those walls came up. “I know why you’re here.”

“Do you now?” he cocked his head to the side.

If Mia was right, Coco was still estranged from her brother. And that meant she had no idea what was going on right this very minute. But Luke knew family would always be Cane’s biggest pressure point. Luke hadn’t exploited that. It was the sort of thing he’d only get one shot at and what he was after was the long game.

What would she do when she did know? And could Luke use that to his advantage?

“We’re going,” the gruff American at Coco’s side said.

Luke stared at that man with his possessive hold on Coco. “Don’t let me stop you.”

“I don’t intend to,” the man said.

Luke pulled his sunglasses out of his pocket and slipped them on as the cluster of people around Coco parted, going around him as they scurried back to whatever rock they’d crawled out from underneath.

How could he use this?
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Paxton glanced back at the tall, lean form of Luke Nodorf, committing the guy to memory. Tall, thin build. Light brown face. The tan was fake but the suit and Rolex were real. Paxton didn’t know yet if Luke had ordered Coco killed, but he was part of the organization that had tried to murder her. And for that, Luke had to go.

The guys kept it tight around the ladies as they cleared the area without being followed.

He wasn’t sure he liked how they’d been allowed to waltz in and out. Judging by what they’d seen, there was a sizable operation being run out of those buildings.

They finally slowed when they reached the SUV. Paxton hit the unlock fob and opened Coco’s door, juggling the audio equipment he was still carrying. Instead of climbing in she stared into space for a moment.

“Coco?” Paxton grasped her hand.

She lifted her chin and found his eyes.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Easy answers aren’t my thing, I guess,” she said.

“We’ll figure this out. Get in.”

“We didn’t even do anything in there.” She glanced back.

“Yes, we did.”

“What?” She frowned at him.

“While you were talking, keeping their attention on you, Lacey and I got this.” He transferred the audio stuff to his left hand and held up the long, slim dart in his right.

They’d have to test it, but visually it was a match for the ones they’d found under Utata, the ones the poachers hadn’t recovered.

Coco gasped and her eyes went wide.

“Get in. I want us out of here.” He nudged her inside the SUV and placed the equipment in the floor board.

Within moments they were on the road, all six of them piled into the SUV. There was some hushed conversation from the back seat, but silence reigned up front. Paxton could see the wheels moving in Coco’s head. She’d had a moment back there. Some realization, and he wanted in on it.

Silas leaned forward. “We know these are the assholes who shot at us and killed the rhino. What happens next?”

“Probably nothing,” Coco replied.

Paxton gripped the wheel harder.

“We can go to the police, but I’m not sure it’ll do anything.” She twisted and glanced back at the others. “Half the police are going to have some family member that works for someone who is loyal to Luke’s family.”

“Then what are we doing?” Silas asked.

“I don’t know anymore.” Coco slumped in her seat.

Paxton focused on the road ahead of him leading back to Mlilo. He understood that some problems were just too big to be solved with one solution. There were many pieces and steps. But there was always something that could be done.

They reached the reserve, heading to the resort side at Lacey’s insistence.

The guard at the gate waved them in, but they didn’t get to go far before Blinky the blind giraffe ambled in front of them. That got a chuckle out of Coco.

“I swear she does this because she can,” she said.

“I saw the other two.” He glanced around, but didn’t spy the crooked neck companion.

“This time of day they’re probably down by the north fence.”

“Hey, Coco?” Lacey leaned forward. “I have that spa thing. Want to go cash that in with me?”

Paxton bit back the answer he wanted Coco to give her, but maybe he wasn’t what she needed right now.

Blinky moved out of the way and he proceeded toward the resort entrance. A safari bus was loading up for a regular tour so he parked out of the way and left the keys for the valet.

Coco met Paxton in front of the vehicle, her troubled eyes searching his. She needed time to process, but she’d still come to him.

He reached out and pulled her to him, hugging her tight.

“Go with Lacey. When you’re ready to talk, let me know.” Plus, there was the mystery of the dart. That was something Paxton could work on.

“Okay. Later, my place?” She tipped her chin up.

“Yeah.”

“Thank you.” She lifted up on tiptoe and kissed his cheek.

Paxton watched her join Lacey and walk arm in arm into the resort.

“Dude.” Silas landed a light punch on Paxton’s shoulder.

“What?” Paxton wasn’t in the mood to talk right now.

Any one thing from this morning was enough to cause concern. Cane’s behavior. Visiting the poachers. The appearance of Coco’s ex. But altogether? It was a lot to process.

Silas glanced behind them toward Blinky. “We’ve got to talk?”

“About?” And could it wait?

“This thing with Coco.”

Paxton didn’t reply.

“I’m not trying to rain on your parade, just—fuck, man. You’ve been all up her skirt since we rolled in here. That’s not like you.” Silas turned his attention on Paxton, studying his profile while Paxton stared at the glass doors of the resort. “Where’s this going? Huh?”

He considered not answering, but this was Silas and if Paxton didn’t answer he’d start getting calls from Mrs. Herrera then Silas’ sisters. “I don’t know.”

“You couldn’t pick one of the other bridesmaids? The ones who are just lounging by the pool, could you?”

Paxton hadn’t exactly picked Coco, but he hadn’t resisted her either.

“Look, you’re going to do whatever the fuck you want to do, all I’m saying is that this girl is tied to some dangerous shit. I wouldn’t be your best friend if I didn’t point that out to you. Are you serious about her? Because it’s looking serious. Then again I don’t know what you being serious about a girl is.”

“I told you, I don’t really know where this is going.” Paxton grimaced and finally turned away from the resort doors. If he couldn’t talk to Silas, he couldn’t talk to anyone. Paxton gathered his thoughts then said quietly, “It all depends on her.”

“You’ve got it bad for her, don’t you?” Silas shook his head. “I wish, for your sake, she was some suburban, ultra basic chick. But that’s not how you roll, is it, man? I’m not saying she’s bad for you, just... Not everyone is cut out to be with someone like us, you know?”

Paxton knew what Silas meant without him having to speak the words.

There was a lot of baggage in Paxton’s past before adding in what he’d seen and done during his days as a Marine. Out here, it stayed safely boxed up. But there were times when his demons came calling, when he didn’t handle his shit well. Coco needed someone in her life that would give her stability and support. They were two battered people, and that didn’t always mix well.

“You know this is going to make my niece cry, don’t you?” Silas smirked.

Paxton shook his head. Silas’ four-year-old niece had glued herself to Paxton from the day she was born. He liked the kid, even if he didn’t understand how something so precious and pure could be drawn to him. Then again, he didn’t get why Coco liked him either.

Silas continued, chuckling to himself. “You’re going to break her heart when you tell her you’re in love with someone else.”

In love with someone else.

Paxton’s insides went molten, then frigid.

Was he falling in love with Coco?

What he felt was different, all-consuming, powerful. But was it love? Did Paxton even know what love was like?

“This is the last I’ll bring it up, man. If you like her, if she makes you happy, great. You two are a lot alike. I mean, do you even talk when you’re together? Or is it a bunch of sitting around in silence?”

Paxton snorted. “Fuck you, asshole.”

“I’m curious, nerd.” Silas snickered, but the sound died and his face grew serious. “I hope she’s ready for you.”

Paxton caught movement to their left. A smaller giraffe peaked around a tree.

Truth was, he hadn’t shared a lot about himself with Coco. He’d stuck to the better stuff, the kind of things that were easy to discuss, but the rest was still locked up inside of him.
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Friday. Mlilo Animal Reserve, South Africa.

Coco stared out at the private pool outside Lacey’s honeymoon villa. Guilt ate at Coco for begging off the spa treatment. She couldn’t relax and the thought of someone leaning into her personal space made her want to crawl under a table and never come out.

“Here.” Lacey pushed a cold bottle of water at her.

“I’m really sorry,” Coco mumbled.

“Stop.” Lacey grasped her by both shoulders and turned Coco to face her. “Do not apologize, got it?”

Coco stared miserably at her best friend.

“Talk to me. Tell me what’s going on.” Lacey nudged Coco toward the sofa. “Lunch will be here any minute.”

She retreated, sinking onto the cushions and curling her legs under her.

Where did she start?

“How can I be mad at people like Ebrahim for poaching when what happened to them was equally bad?” Coco asked.

“Two wrongs don’t make a right. Before you say anything else, yes, I realize this is a complicated situation. We’ve been over that. The darts were there. That means Ebrahim is probably also behind that trap you nearly walked into. Are you telling me that is okay because something bad happened before he was born?”

“No. It’s just—”

“It’s complicated. I know.” Lacey took Coco’s hand in hers. “I think if we’re going to be mad at anyone, we should be pissed at Luke. I mean, isn’t he the one taking advantage of people like Ebrahim?”

“Maybe? I don’t know. I still can’t really wrap my head around him being the guy I went to high school with.” Coco’s memory of Luke didn’t match the present.


“Did you see Paxton’s face? I thought he was going to punch him.”

“What?” Coco wrinkled her nose.

“That was man jealousy.”

“Why would Paxton...?” Coco couldn’t picture Paxton wanting anything Luke had. That wasn’t who Paxton was.

Lacey waved her hands in Coco’s face. “Hello, I’m pretty sure he knows that you two dated.”

“Dated is a really generous word. We hung out for a few weeks. He took me to a dance. I think we might have kissed?”

“I’m going to tell you right now, all these Aegis guys fit a type. They’re alpha guys who think they can do it all themselves, they don’t ask for help when they need it and every one of them gets super possessive about their gun, their job or their girl. You can quote me, I’ve been around them enough to see it happen over and over again.”

The doorbell rang and Lacey jumped up to let the lunch delivery in with their order.

Coco used those moments to process Lacey’s words. Paxton was quiet and laid back, but when he wanted his way, there was no arguing with him. Granted, the only times he’d insisted on being in control and telling her what to do was when her life was in danger.

What about today? That moment with Luke?

She couldn’t recall anything other than the numb sensation inside of her and the feel of Paxton’s hand in hers. He’d been with her through every step, ever since he’d arrived.

“No serious talk while we eat.” Lacey lifted the lids off their meal.

“What constitutes as serious?” Because Coco needed to talk a few things out.

Lacey arched a brow. “What do you want to talk about?”

“Paxton.”

“Oh, God yes, please let’s talk about that.” She twisted to give Coco her full attention, food forgotten. “We can be not serious after this and food.”

Coco balanced her plate on her thighs and stared at the meal. What was he eating right now? Was he eating?

“I really like him, Lacey,” she said softly.

“I gathered as much. You’re letting him stay with you. That’s a pretty big deal. You never even let me stay with you.”

“You talk too much.”

“Guilty.” Lacey grinned, not the least bit repentant. “Do you two just sit around not talking? What is it like when it’s just the two of you?”

“Uh, well...” Coco shifted.

“Besides sex, because it’s clear you’re getting laid. I approve, by the way.”

Her cheeks heated, and she lifted a hand to shield her face. “We talk. Sometimes we don’t. I don’t know.”

“I’m curious what a normal relationship would look like for you two. You know, if all this crazy stuff wasn’t going on. So, what are you thinking about?” Lacey popped a fry in her mouth and tucked into her food.

Coco’s cheeks cooled. This was serious talk, because she had a lot to consider. Big, life changing things.

“What is it like with Shane’s schedule?” She asked slowly. “How often do you see each other?”

Lacey nodded, as though she’d been expecting that question. She took a moment to chew her food and get a drink before settling in to answer. “It’s hard. I’m not going to sugar coat it. He does a rotation, couple weeks on, a week off. Now, just because he’s on call doesn’t mean he’s gone or that he has a job, so he might be around. He might be across the globe. It’s hard to have plans. But I also recognize that what Shane does saves lives, and it’s an important job he is very good at. And he likes it. You can’t argue with passion. I think it also helps that we’ve agreed on a timetable for when it stops.”

“You have?”

“Yeah. I mean, not any time soon. Shane likes what he does, but this isn’t the kind of job he can grow old doing. We were thinking, let’s see where things go. AG is expanding. There’re always new opportunities. One of them might end up perfect for him and takes him out of the field. Eventually though, I think we’d like to end up here. Shane’s really gotten into the anti-poaching measures. He’s talking to Zain about the possibility of opening time on his schedule to do contract work like what we’re doing here. I really think that might be our later in life step.”

Coco nodded along with what Lacey said. It made sense, but it also made Coco realize how little he knew about Paxton’s life. “Does Paxton do what Shane does?”

“I don’t think so.” Lacey frowned. “See, Shane’s on a specialized team called the Alpha Team. There are four other guys he works with all the time and they do one type of job. I think—and don’t quote me on this—that Paxton works more with general security, doing bodyguard stuff. It’s not as dangerous, if that makes you feel better.”

“Oh.” Coco liked the sound of that.

“What are you thinking? Try this with him? See how the long-distance stuff works out?”

“Actually.” She licked her lips. “I had a long talk with Mrs. P last night and I think... I think I want to take the scholarship.”

The words made her skin tingle in a good way.

Lacey’s eyes went round. “Really?”

“Yeah.” Coco smiled and she couldn’t deny the joy bubbling up inside of her at the idea of following her dreams. Even if she was years behind where she’d like to be.

“Seriously?” She bounced, her food forgotten in her lap.

“Yes.” Coco chuckled, some of the dark cloud finally dispersing. It was impossible to not feel Lacey’s joy. It was infectious.

“Wait.” Her smile flipped off and her gaze narrowed. “Are you doing this because you want to, or because of Paxton?”

“Fair.” Coco sipped her water, her hunger waking up with a vengeance. “Both, if I’m being honest. I mean, I want to go, but it’s a bonus if Paxton is closer because of it.”

“Aw.” Lacey pressed her palm to hear heart. “You are so into him. In a week you’re going to call me and tell me you’re in love.”

“Stop.” Coco’s heart was already running away from her. It didn’t need ideas.

Lacey’s grin widened. “Paxton and Coco sitting in a tree.”

Coco picked up a French fry and threw it at Lacey, nailing her in the chest.

“I need someone to talk me into being rational here.” Not to mention this was a big move.

Coco had never wanted to be with someone like this. Her priorities had always been clear, with no deviation. But then Paxton landed in her life and she wanted something she’d never had. A partner. Someone to love.

Lacey waved her finger under Coco’s nose. “Girl, I’ve got all the newlywed mushiness in my head. I am not the person to talk rational to anyone. My sister or Omarosa are better suited to that role.”

“Are you ever rational?”

“Nope. That’s usually your role. We’re both screwed, my friend.”

So screwed.

Coco sucked in a breath and closed her eyes.

Could she be in love with Paxton? Not now, but in the future?

Her insides twisted around. Her skin warmed. God, she wanted him to be there, rest her head on his shoulder, lean against him.

Her phone rang to life. She picked it up and frowned.

Why were they calling her?

“Who is it?” Lacey asked.

“The main desk.” She pressed the phone to her ear. “Hello?”

“Coco?”

It took a moment for the voice to register. She frowned at Lacey and said, “Cane?”

“Are you here? Where are you?” The desperation in his voice gave Coco pause.

Lacey smacked Coco’s thigh. She jabbed the speaker button then asked, “What do you want?”

“Please, I need to talk to you. Coco, you can hate me, just give me five minutes. Please?”

Lacey covered the phone with her hand. “Something’s not right.”

Coco mouthed, “Let’s go,” to Lacey before answering her brother. “Cane, where are you now?”

“The lobby. They wouldn’t let me in over by you, so I came here.”

“I’m on the public side of the resort. I’ll meet you in a few minutes. Stay put.” Coco ended the call, her insides feeling rattled around.

“So much for getting a full meal.” Lacey picked up her burger and set the rest aside. “What do you think he wants?”

“What has Cane ever needed from me?” Coco wrapped her burger in a napkin then followed Lacey out of the villa.

Today was about as strange as they came.

“Maybe he wants to apologize about earlier?” Lacey suggested.

Coco took a bite to keep from automatically saying no. Cane was a man of resolve. When he decided something that was it. It was that determination that inspired people to believe in him.

“Earlier, when I was talking with Ebrahim, I was thinking about how Cane’s way is the real solution to everything. Change from the top down, you know?” Coco glanced at her friend.

“That’s a good way to make things better for everyone. It still doesn’t mean you’re wrong, and he’s right. It just means you both want the same end result.”

They scarfed their burger as they walked the distance from the villas to the main resort, neither saying much.

Coco had met Lacey during her second year at Mlilo. They’d both been finding themselves, sorting things out. It was funny to think that after all these years they were still close.

“Is that him?” Lacey asked as they neared the pool area and could see inside the lobby.

Coco squinted at the figure pacing back and forth. There was a bar and grill taking up part of the lobby, so it could be anyone. But she knew those clothes.

He was wearing the same thing as earlier, but his sleeves were rolled and his shirt was wrinkled. That was very unlike him. Cane was neat, tidy, precise. A rumpled and rolled shirt shouldn’t be cause for concern, except this was her twin and she knew him. Something was very wrong.

The moment their eyes locked Cane rushed toward her. There was a glint in his eye. Fear? Was he afraid?

Coco was so taken back she just stood there as her twin crowded into her space and gripped her shoulders.

“Coco. Thank God,” he muttered.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“Look, please don’t ask why, but can you just go somewhere? For the weekend. A week. Take one of those trips you’ve always talked about. I can hook you up with a great place to stay—”

Coco gaped at him. “I’m not leaving.”

“What exactly is going on here?” Lacey shouldered between them, glaring up at Cane. If she’d had hackles, they’d be up. This was Lacey in protector mode.

“Who are you?” he asked.

Lacey jabbed her finger at Cane. “Her best friend, so start talking.”

Coco knew she should intervene, say something, diffuse the situation, but she was still knocked off kilter by the difference in her brother from that morning to now.

“I can’t—” He opened and closed his mouth. “This is between my sister and I.”

Lacey waved what was left of her burger under Cane’s nose. “This is about to be between you, me, my husband, her boyfriend and her if you don’t explain yourself.”

Coco followed Lacey’s hand and saw Shane, Paxton and a whole group of guys watching them.

Oh, boy.

“Coco.” He focused in on her, ignoring Lacey. “Please.”

“Please, why?” Coco asked. She was torn. She wanted to help him, but she couldn’t allow herself to be taken in by Cane without knowing what was going on.

“Just—please,” he pleaded.

“What happened? Why do you want me to take a trip?” Coco’s stomach rolled at the words.

Something was very, very wrong.

“Alright. We’re getting to the bottom of this.” Lacey waved and called out, “Husband of mine. Over here.”

“Shit.” Cane grabbed Coco’s hand and pulled her in close. “Please. Go somewhere.”

She stared deep into her brother’s eyes. The fear coming off him was palpable. He was genuinely afraid for her. Whatever shit had wedged them apart, she wasn’t going to leave him right now.

“Not until you tell me what happened.” And why did she get the sinking feeling this was going to be more bad news?

“What’s going on here?” Shane asked.

Coco felt Paxton’s presence before she felt his hand on the small of her back. She glanced up and saw Paxton, his gaze on Cane. She pressed her other hand to Paxton’s chest.

“Cane?” She gave him her full attention, aware of how tightly he held onto her.

He spoke softly, which only made his words more ominous. “Someone forced their way into Dad’s house and took Mia and the boys.”

Cane stared at him a moment, those words processing. “Patrick? James? Is Dad and Olivia okay?”

“Yeah. I mean, Dad wasn’t home. They locked Olivia in the pantry, but she’s okay. Just some bruising.” Cane’s hand trembled. “The police are looking into it, but... I’m sorry. I think this is my fault.”

Coco glanced at Paxton, feeling as though someone had punched her in the gut. He didn’t say anything, just crossed to her and wrapped an arm around her waist.

“What is it?” Paxton said softly. “Who are Patrick and James?”

“Our brothers.” She tipped her chin up and stared at him. “Someone took them. And Mia.”

“When?” His head snapped up, and he stared at Cane.

“Earlier. Just before you came to my office. I got a call from our step-mom and...”

Paxton’s whole energy changed. It was like he’d just stepped forward and grabbed the wheel of a car careening out of control. “Are the cops involved?”

“Who are you?” Cane finally seemed to pull himself together a little.

“Paxton Mills. I work for Aegis Group. We help people, Mr. De Jong.” He squeezed Coco a little tighter. “Start at the beginning.”

“He wants me to go somewhere for a week. Do you think I’m a target?” Coco asked.

Cane nodded. “Yeah. This is all my fault.”

Panic rose, sharp and vicious in Coco. “Mom—”

Cane held up his hands. “Is visiting family.”

“From the beginning,” Paxton prompted.

“Come over here.” Shane herded them to a seating area.

Cane began speaking before they sat. “I’ve been pressured since I was elected to lean certain ways. You’d think with the bribery scandal people would be more careful, but no. It’s still a thing. I’ve been... I have had a certain interest group pressuring me to favor them, and I haven’t. I ignored their threats and now... I think this is my fault.”

“What exactly happened, Cane? You’ve got to spell it out.” Paxton was so serious, dialed in. As if he knew what to do.

“I don’t know. Olivia, our step-mother, was meeting with my fiancé this morning. Mia. They were going over some wedding stuff. Olivia said when she answered the door two men jumped Mia, forced their way inside and knocked Olivia out. When she came to, the boys and Mia were gone.”

“And since then has anyone contacted you? What about the police?”

“The police aren’t going to do anything.” Cane’s shoulders slumped. “He owns them.”

And in that moment Coco knew who Cane was talking about.

The Nodorf family.

Luke.
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FRIDAY. SOWETO, SOUTH Africa.

Mia held tight to Patrick and James, her heart pounding against her ribs.

This was not what they’d discussed. This was not the plan.

The hours ticked by. The shed grew hotter, the boy’s skin was sticky with sweat. They’d stopped asking her questions, which was a relief. It wasn’t like she could explain what the plan had been to them without incriminating herself.

The less she said the better. She knew she was going down. Whatever Luke was doing, someone had to take the fall, and she still owed him. Hell, she deserved to go down for what she’d done to Cane.

She bent her head and kissed the top of James’ head. He was the same age as her oldest, and it was easy to envision herself sitting in the dark with her own babies trapped in this nightmare.

“Someone’s coming,” Patrick whispered.

“Stand. Come on.” Mia pushed to her feet, helping both boys up.

She took their hands, holding on tight, and stared at the line of light under the door.

First one shadow bisected the line then another. Voices reached her, one all too familiar. Luke.

A thin, fragile cry reached her hears.

Mia knew that sound.

Her heart leapt up into her throat and she froze.

No.

No, this wasn’t the deal.

If she played her part her babies were supposed to be left out of this.

The door opened, light blinded her.

“Mama!” her oldest cried out.

James and Patrick whimpered, one chanting no, no, no a dozen times. She knew she should do something, but she was frozen in horror at the sight of her terrified children.

Do something, her heart screamed. Her body just wouldn’t listen.

Rough hands grabbed Mia before she could snap out of it. The men dragged her away from the boys while her two children were carried into the shed by two of Luke’s thugs.

“No. What are you doing with my babies?” She whirled, throwing her weight toward the shed, but the big white man holding her was too strong.

“Shut up,” Luke snapped. He reached out and grabbed her braids, craning her head back. “Nothing happens to your precious brats if you keep doing your part. Understand?”

Tears streamed down Mia’s face.

This was not how things were supposed to happen. This should have been an easy way to repay her debt, but it was going to cost her soul. She knew it.

Luke stared down at her. He’d always come off as cold, but right now she might as well have been a bug to him. She knew he’d sacrifice her. When this was over, she’d bear the brunt of the wrong. She was smart enough to know that. But her children shouldn’t have to account for her sins.

“Whatever you want, I’ll do it. Just don’t hurt my children or those boys.” She blinked back tears, but they kept coming.

“You’re going to make a phone call.” Luke held out his hand and another big, beefy white guy handed him her cell phone. “You’re going to call Cane. You’re going to tell him you’re hurt, his brothers are with you and you’re in fear for your life. Understand?”


She snatched at the phone, but he pulled it away from her.

“Stick to that script, understood?”

Luke was up to something. She didn’t know what, and she didn’t care. Not when her children’s lives were in the balance.

Mia was going to hell. Nothing she did would bring herself back from the line she was about to cross.

She powered on her phone, holding her breath in an attempt to contain her sobs. The instant it finished booting up the device nearly vibrated out of her hand with notifications coming in fast and furious. She ignored them and tapped the phone and Cane’s contact.

She was hurt.

The boys were with her.

She feared for her life.

Easy enough.

“Mia? Mia, are you there? Hello?”

“C-Cane?” She covered her mouth, a sob shaking her body.

“Where are you? Are my brothers with you? Are you all right?”

“N-n-no,” she practically wailed.

“No you aren’t all right? No the boys aren’t with you? Where are you, baby?”

“I don’t know. J-James and Patrick are here...” And her children’s lives depended on her performance.

“Give that to me,” Luke muttered. “Cane De Jong. It’s been a minute.”

Mia’s knees buckled. This was it. Everything was coming to a head and there was no stopping it now.

“Let me make this clear, Cane. If you want to see your girlfriend or your brothers alive, you will do what I tell you to do.” He turned, his words drowned out by her own sounds of grief.

Part of her had grown to love Cane. Today that love died. She had no illusion of coming out of this unscathed. She’d realized that after only a few months. She was a sacrificial lamb. There was no changing things. Cane would learn of her deception somehow and this wonderful fantasy she had where they became a family was over.

“It’s done,” Luke announced.

“What did you do?” she asked.

“I’m playing the short game.” Luke pocketed her phone and glanced at the men. “Someone get Bekker for me. Load them all up. I want them off my property in less than five, understand?”

“What are you doing? Where are you taking us?” Mia asked.

Luke barely glanced at her. His lip curled, and he ignored her questions. She was a bug to him. Insignificant. She didn’t matter. But her babies mattered. And she’d gotten them caught up in this.

She was the worst mother ever.
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Friday. Mlilo Animal Reserve, South Africa.

Paxton took Cane’s phone from him, the call end screen going dark. He turned toward Zain tapping furiously at his laptop. It was a minor miracle they’d all been at the grill grabbing lunch at the same time.

“Did you get anything?” Paxton asked.

“A lot.” Zain’s tone didn’t mean anything good.

“The vote happened this morning.” Cane’s voice shook.

Paxton glanced back at the man. He could see the resemblance to Coco in the cheek bones, nose and mouth.

Cane stared at Paxton from where he sat at the conference table that was now their war room.

“What do you mean?” Coco asked. She sat next to her brother, her hand on his arm, proving that she wasn’t quite done with him yet.

“I mean...” He turned to look at her. “So many of the things we need to do get stalled or warped because of special interest groups. Lobbyists are polluting the process and we can’t get things done that are in the best interest of the everyday man and woman. The reason I’ve been traveling back and forth between here and Cape Town and everywhere else is because so many representatives are over a barrel. They owe someone. They have to vote a certain way to stay in office. We can’t do our job if we’re subject to the whims of others.”

“I saw this on the news.” Zain leaned back in his chair.

“Six months ago, I introduced a plan to reduce what lobbyists and special interest groups can do. Right now it’s too easy—and legal—for them to literally buy votes. That’s not the way to enact change. So I’ve been meeting with people, getting them on board and this morning we did the vote.” Cane glanced at his sister. “I was waiting to hear back when you came by.”

“Did it pass?” she asked.

“Yeah.” Cane’s face was a twisted mask of torture, his brow furrowed, mouth screwed up. This should have been a major victory. Instead it was their personal tragedy. “But Luke doesn’t know that yet. He wants me to throw the vote, to let it fail. And I can’t. I can’t take it back.”

“How long have you known Mia?” Zain asked.

Paxton didn’t like how his boss asked that question.

Cane frowned. “We’ve been dating a while now.”

Zain frowned at his screen. “I’m looking at her call logs...”

Paxton did not want to know how Zain could find these things out. It probably wasn’t entirely legal. Then again, what did Paxton know? Zain had contacts all over the world.

“What? Tell me,” Cane demanded.

Zain turned his full attention on Cane. “Mia has been in regular contact with Luke going back since she got this phone seven months ago.”

“What? No. No, that’s not possible.” Cane shook his head.

“These records don’t lie.” Zain turned his screen around. “This number I’ve highlighted? I traced it back, and it goes to a line registered to Luke Nodorf.”

Cane’s mouth hung open. The woman he was supposed to marry wasn’t who she said she was. Not at all.

“But we’re getting married...” Cane blinked.

“Mia was bait all along,” Paxton said. “This Luke guy sounds like a real dirty bastard. If I was him, I’d want to know your secrets. Exploit your weaknesses. But I’m guessing that’s been the problem. You might be a shitty brother, but you’re a good politician.”

“Cane would never take a bribe.” Coco nodded. “So when Luke realizes he’s about to lose out to a new law and that he can’t buy Cane off he goes for the jugular.”

“Exactly.”

“I can’t believe Mia’s in on this. I just can’t. She’s a victim in all of this. She has to be.” Cane shut his eyes, not wanting to hear the truth.

“Patrick and James are still missing.” Coco reached over and took her brother’s hands. “Regardless of how guilty she may or may not be, we have to think about our brothers. What can we do for them?”

“Call the cops.” Paxton wondered if Lepta Team was around. Didn’t they have a former hostage negotiator on their roster? “With what we know, they’ll have no problem finding Luke and the kids.”

“No,” both Coco and Cane said in unison.

Coco shared a look with her brother. Just a look, and yet it said so much more. They were still twins, still shared a bond. “The cops aren’t an option. Either they’ll tell Luke we know or they won’t dare go up against him.”

“Then we go get the kids.” Paxton glanced at Zain. “This is what we do, right? All of our licenses are in order to work within South Africa. We’ve practically got a private army on the ground. We can have at least a dozen guys suited up to go before we nail down a plan of attack.”

“Would you?” Cane stared at him, completely serious.

Paxton had the sudden feeling he’d walked into a trap. “You knew who we were when you came here.”

“Yeah. I might have.” Cane set his mouth in a grim line and stared at the table. “When my sister shows up with some GI Joe looking guy, I ask questions. So yeah, I know who you are and I thought... What are my options?”

“You didn’t really come to ask me to hide then, did you?” Coco pulled her hands away from him.

Cane snatched her hand back, “I did. Coco, the last thing I want is for you to get involved.”

Paxton didn’t—couldn’t—care about Cane’s motivations. What Paxton understood was that there were two boys out there who were caught up in shit that didn’t concern them. Bad people were doing bad things to children. And Paxton wasn’t going to allow that to happen.

“Boss?” He glanced up at Zain.

“Fine. Yes, God damn it. Get whoever is around together. I’ll grab a mobile command station and we’ll be on the road in ten, got it? We have to be quick. Right now Mia and Luke’s cells are transmitting from the same location. I can’t imagine he’d stick around there long. If we want to get both of them, we move now.”

“Coco?” Paxton caught her eye and nodded toward the hall.

She got up, pulling away from her brother and walked to Paxton, spine straight, head up.

He wrapped an arm around her waist and guided her out of the room, then pulled her behind the door where they had some measure of privacy as the others filed out.

“Don’t blame him, okay?” he stared into her troubled eyes.

“He’s using us. He’s using you.”

Paxton cupped her face. “To save your brothers. Remember that.”

“He manipulated—”

“You and Cane have a lot to work out. But right now, be there for each other. Okay?”

“I want to go with you.” She leaned toward him, her hands on his sides.

“No.” He shook his head, recalling two close calls at the garage. “I can’t focus on your brothers if I’m worried about you. And Cane’s right, you’re a target. Just stay here. Please? For me?”

“Fine.” She tipped her chin up and lifted her hand to run her finger down his nose. “Don’t get hurt.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And don’t break your nose again.” She lifted up on tiptoe and kissed his lips.

“I’ll do my best.”
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FRIDAY. MLILO ANIMAL Reserve, South Africa.

Ebrahim pulled his baseball cap low on his face.

This was too easy.

The security around Mlilo was focused outward, not inward. All he’d had to do was hop on a delivery truck, keep his head down and ride it on in. Once inside, so long as he kept his hat and sunglasses in place, no one recognized him. There were enough research teams working alongside each other that it was possible to stroll the grounds and be completely anonymous.

Where was the bitch?

She’d had the audacity to come to his home after what she’d done to him?

His family were practically forced out of their home from being harassed by the cops. Ebrahim couldn’t hardly show his face anywhere. If it wasn’t for Bekker offering him a job if he jumped ship, Ebrahim didn’t know where he’d be. He owed that man a hell of a lot.

But this?

This Ebrahim was doing for himself.

The harassment would never end until he made it stop.

Today was that day.

Coco wasn’t the only person who had it out for him, but she was the one who most often phoned the police. He was positive she’d followed him, stalked him even.

Turnabout was fair play. Only this time he was going to finish the job Bekker had given him. Coco was going to die, just like her precious pangolins and rhinos.

Now, where was she?

“If I were a rat where would I be?” Ebrahim paused and turned in a circle.

He knew Coco lived on the Mlilo grounds and rarely left. But where? And would she be there now?

For all he knew she could still be in Soweto. He’d seen her just after noon. It was creeping toward evening now. That was a lot of hours.

No, he was willing to bet she was here. He just had to keep watching.

Pangolins were her thing. She was always shadowing the animals like a nursemaid. He’d check there first.

Ebrahim skirted the busier areas, taking a meandering path toward the pangolin hut the kid had told him about. The workers were beginning to thin out as they left for the day. There was no one around to see him slip inside.

He turned on the lights and took in the building. From what he’d gathered, few of the pangolins in Mlilo’s care would remain here. They were mostly injured or relocated adults. He strolled down the center row, peering into the enclosures.

There were easily six full grown pangolins.

Such a damn waste.

He could make a year or more worth of profit out of this room alone. But he had no way to get the pangolins out. It would take crates, people, muscle he didn’t have with him.

No, best to not get distracted from his goal.

Ebrahim’s phone vibrated at that moment. He pulled it out and winced when he saw Bekker on the screen. Great.

“Yeah, boss?” Ebrahim peered once more into an adult pangolin’s enclosure. Could he get one out?

“Where are you?”

“I’m out working on a thing.” Ebrahim didn’t want to count his chickens before they’d hatched.

“Are you at Mlilo? One of the boys said you were running your mouth about the woman.”

Fuck.

Who’d heard?

“I might in the area,” Ebrahim replied.

“Luke wants the girl. If you get her, bring her here.”

Anger kicked him so fast he couldn’t think straight. “What? No.”

A single beat of silence.

Ebrahim wanted to stick those words back in his mouth.

You didn’t tell Bekker no.

When Bekker spoke, it was with the growl of a tiger in his throat. “You will bring Coco here and I won’t kill you for fucking up. Understand?”

Ebrahim was out of options. He stared at the cinderblock wall, his blood boiling and said words that damned himself. “Yes, sir.”

“Good.”

The call ended.

“Fucking. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Arg!” He paced the building, rage making him consider all kinds of things.

But the truth was, Bekker had offered Ebrahim a better life. He was able to protect Ebrahim and his family because of that stuck-up white boy. Ebrahim would get another shot. Today wasn’t the end of it.

A muffled voice reached him through the door.

He glanced over his shoulder in time to see the doorknob rattle.

Shit.

Ebrahim planted his hands on the top of the enclosure and vaulted inside, pressing his back to the cinderblocks that made up the animal’s habitat.

The muffled voice grew clearer as the door swung open.

“Weird. Why are the lights on?” a familiar voice said.

Coco.

A man sighed. “Maybe someone left them on?”

“No one asked you to comment,” another woman said. “Here, start filling water.”

Ebrahim glanced down.

A very small pangolin, maybe a few months old if that, pawed at his knee, its beady eyes looking up at him with an air of expectancy. It wasn’t old enough to be without its mother. Hadn’t that kid tried to bring a baby pangolin in?

The pieces were falling into place.

Ebrahim reached under his shirt and drew his revolver.

The little pangolin nuzzled his knee. He reached down and rolled the creature to its back, the thick tail thumping the ground.

“What?” Coco called out. “What is it, Sushi Roll? I don’t have a bottle for you yet.”

Footsteps came closer.

It was now or never.

Ebrahim stood and used his momentum to vault back out of the enclosure. He hit the ground, landing on his feet, almost nose to nose with Coco. She gasped and stared at him. Before she could react, he grabbed her and pulled her in front of him, pressing the business end of the revolver to her head.

His day was beginning to look up.
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FRIDAY. SOWETO, SOUTH Africa.

The atmosphere in the van was tense.

Paxton tipped his head back, his gut knotted up, and wished he could call Coco for some wisdom. Right now he just didn’t see a good way out of this.

“Fifteen minutes out,” Zain announced.

As soon as they’d loaded up from Mlilo and left the park both of the cell signals moved. For almost an hour the signals were in transit, working their way west into Soweto.

Each time Zain updated them the lower Paxton’s gut sank.

The signals had come to a stop inside the open-air market, in the heart of the Bekker crew.

Paxton had no problem going after Luke Nodorf. The guy was scum of the worst kind. Paxton knew Bekker’s guys were criminals. Most of them weren’t anything close to what could be called good people. But then Paxton recalled seeing Cameron there, the pangolin thieving kid backed into a corner. How many of the people who worked for Bekker were like that kid? How many didn’t have a choice?

There were a lot of things Paxton could say about his dad. He’d been abusive in every sense of the word. He was cruel. He had no conscience, no problem taking what he wanted, and yet Paxton had never gone hungry. His father might use him like a punching bag, but Paxton always had a meal at home. He had a bed. Clothes. No, they weren’t the greatest, and he’d even shared his mattress with a mouse nest for a while.

What about the families these people provided for? What about them?

Paxton reached up and tapped his headset, unmuting it.

“Zain? Boss? We’ve got to talk.” He knew Coco would want him to do this.

“Yeah, what’s up?”

Paxton closed his eyes and went with his gut. “If these guys are in there with Bekker’s people, we can’t go in there. I reviewed the video from this morning while we prepared, and we’ll be walking into a death trap, for us or them. And I don’t know about you, but I can’t help but think this Luke guy is using Bekker’s people as meat shields. That’s shitty.”

“I see what you’re saying, and I’m not keen on sending you guys in there. This isn’t our way.”

No, it wasn’t.

Sure, some jobs meant they were going to have to kill some bad guys. The difference was that they tried to limit the loss of life and injuries as much as possible. They’d lay in wait, they’d ambush, they could bide their time for the right opening. Running into a situation just because things were going down and their first instinct was to respond was the best way to get their people—and the hostages—killed.

“What do we do then?” Zain asked.

That was another defining factor. Zain was the boss. Besides Admiral Crawford, who was just about retired, Zain was it. What he said went. And yet, he always listened to what they had to say.

They tried to do the right thing. Always.

What was the right thing now? “Luke is going to find out about the vote. Someone is going to tell him. What’s he going to do then now that he has hostages?” If Paxton were Luke, what would he do?

“He’ll either want to kill the witnesses or pay them off to keep quiet,” Silas said.

“Your mike’s muted,” Paxton said.

“Sorry.” Silas tapped his headset and repeated himself for the rest of the team.

“Bekker’s guys are collateral damage. Meat shields,” Paxton muttered. “If they think Luke’s not going to benefit them anymore, they might hand him over if there’s enough heat. We need to call this in. Bring in the cops. The best insurance for the hostage’s lives is to make the cost too great. Luke is going to want to avoid prison time and once it’s blasted all over the news that he kidnapped some white kids he’s done for.”

It wasn’t a foolproof plan. There was still a big risk to the children, but the way Paxton saw it, this was the best way to get those kids back alive.

“I’ll make the call,” Zain said.

Paxton blew out a breath and retrieved his phone from his pocket. Coco needed to be told. He had to warn her before this got on the news. It was probably going to be a long standoff. And he just wanted to hear her voice.

He tapped her contact and pressed the phone to his ear.

The line rang a few times, then went to voicemail.

Dang.

Probably some shit with her brother.

“Hey, Coco. The situation has changed. Stay away from the TV. Call me back and I’ll explain everything.” He wanted to say more, to tell her he wished she was there, that he hoped he was making the right call, but voicemail wasn’t the place to talk.

The minutes continued to tick by, but it felt like he could breathe again. The tension was bleeding out.

Silas leaned over. “You made the right call, man.”

“I hope so. Those kids...”

“This Luke guy, he knows how this can go down. He’s smart. He won’t kill the kids. It’s not in his best interest.”

Yeah, but what if Luke made one of Bekker’s guys do it? What if things went sideways?

Paxton leaned his head back and rode the rest of the way in silence.

By the time they neared the area controlled by Bekker’s crew, police had already arrived on the scene. Whoever Zain had called certainly got people moving.

“Team, listen up,” the boss said. “We are here in a support capacity. Whatever the Soweto police need, we provide. Understand?”

Paxton grit his teeth. They were people of action. Having to sit back and do nothing wasn’t exactly their strength. But in this situation, that’s what was required of them.

Whenever possible, they always followed the letter of the law. And today that meant letting someone else handle a hostage situation. He might not like it, but this was the best thing to do. And, he liked to think it was what Coco would want.

If the cops were involved, if enough media attention was on them, there was hope that Luke couldn’t wiggle out of this. And maybe, just maybe, someone would nail his ass to the wall.

Paxton slid out of the van along with the others. It was chaos. The police cruisers were parked haphazardly in front of the market. Onlookers ran past, phones up. Some men leaned over the top of the building, guns in hand.

“We need a perimeter,” Paxton said before he realized his mike wasn’t muted.

“Yes,” someone else said.

“You heard the man,” Zain barked. “Get those onlookers back, clear the area, let the cops do their job.”

“And move the vans.” Paxton eyed the streets. “Park them across the street.”

With any luck stray bullets, if it came to that, would hit the vans and not pedestrians.

Zain rolled up in his SUV along with an Asian woman and a sour faced man Paxton knew were the co-leaders of Lepta Team.

The hostage negotiator.

Hell yes.

Something was going right.

“Someone needs to go around to the other side of the building,” Silas said off the mic to Paxton.

“Yeah.” He jerked his head. “Can I get two guys to meet up with Silas and I on the north side of the building?”

“Vito and I are on our way,” Brett answered.

Perfect.

There were few people Paxton would want watching his back besides his other roommate, Vito, and the ex-CIA agent. They were solid under pressure.

Paxton fell in line with Silas and together they jogged the perimeter that was being steadily pushed back. This sure as hell wasn’t their typical kind of job, but so far every guy he saw was taking their role seriously.

Brett and Vito met Silas and Paxton near the north-east corner of the building, away from the action. A single, solitary police cruiser blocked traffic, but there was no officer in sight, no stand-off going down here. And why not?

A large, rolling door was big enough for a delivery truck to back into. It was plenty big enough for a lot of people to escape through.

No sooner had that thought crossed Paxton’s mind than the door began to rise.

The three men at Paxton’s side zeroed in on that movement.

“Bring it in,” Paxton said.

He lifted his rifle and aimed.

A pair of headlights flicked on, the high beams making it hard to see the color, make or model of the car, much less who was inside.

“Stop,” Paxton bellowed.

The car revved its engine and shot forward.

He fired, aiming for a tire, then sprinted out of the way.

“Dark Mercedes headed north with suspects inside,” Brett said over the headset.

Paxton sprinted after the car.

A Mercedes?

Hadn’t Luke been driving a dark colored Mercedes earlier? Had they just allowed Luke to escape?

“Paxton? Anyone seen Paxton?” Zain said in a rush.

“We’re here on the north side of the building.” Paxton stopped and bent forward, breathing in deep breaths. “I think Luke just got away.”

Zain’s voice was grim when he spoke. “That’s not our biggest problem right now.”

“What? What is it?” Paxton turned toward the Bekker building, as if he could see Zain if he looked hard enough.
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Friday. Soweto, South Africa.

Coco leaned against the front passenger seat, her arms tied to the headrest with a collection of zip ties that were cutting into her skin.

Ebrahim was quiet now. He’d spent well over half an hour yelling at her as he drove the stolen car toward the city.

If she’d just gone to check on the pangolins by herself like she’d wanted to, maybe this wouldn’t have happened. In the split second when she’d first seen Ebrahim, she hadn’t thought about herself. No, she’d first thought about Lacey. How she’d confided that maybe she wasn’t as anti-baby as she’d been. That maybe her and Shane would start a family. Then there was Cane. He was her twin and regardless of what he’d done to her, he did good things. People believed in him.

Coco could not risk their lives.

There’d been no choice for her except to go with Ebrahim, for their sake.

From the man’s ranting, she’d gathered she was the source of all his life’s problems. From why his family had been forced to move to why his plans hadn’t worked out and all the way to him being in trouble with his boss. It was her fault.

So she saved her effort and didn’t bother speaking to him. Her mind was better put to thinking of a way out of this.

If he ignored her for a few minutes, she could get the headrest to come up, out of it’s fastening and she’d be free. At that point it was just a matter of throwing herself out of the car and hoping for the best. There was no point making such an escape on the highway. When she hit the ground, she’d get far to hurt to escape and just do Ebrahim’s job for him. No, she had to wait, bide her time until he got off the highway and was on a city street. That was when she’d make her move.

All she had to do was be patient.

Paxton would be proud of her. She wasn’t just thinking about reaching for the nearest blunt object, she had safety in mind. Because she wanted to get home and see him.

“What?” Ebrahim barked into the phone.

He grumbled words she couldn’t understand and grunted. The conversation was one sided in nature, giving her no idea what he was up to.

“Fine. I’ll be there.” He tossed the phone into the passenger seat.

Should she say something?

He glanced at her in the rearview mirror and she swallowed.

Silence was better.

“Your luck is running out,” he said.

What did that mean?

She didn’t give him the pleasure of her asking.

With any luck, Paxton and the others had her brothers. They’d find out Ebrahim had her and they’d come looking. If her luck was holding, they’d cross paths and force Ebrahim to stop. It would be a lot like how she’d first met Paxton. But the car kept going. No van pulled out in their path to stop them. No help was in sight.

They drove for another ten minutes before Ebrahim changed course, heading not for Soweto, but Johannesburg.

“Where are we going?” she asked before she could stop herself.

“Someone wants a word without,” he said.

Who? And why?

She hunched her shoulders and wished she hadn’t spoken.

At long last Ebrahim turned off the highway.

This was going to be her chance.

She slid her elbows as far back as the zip ties would allow then felt around the base of the headrest for the buttons. It would be awkward to press them and lift the headrest, but it was her only chance.

The car whipped into a parking lot and a shadow stretched over her window. She glanced up into the face of a large, white bald man.

Her stomach knotted and without asking she knew.

This was one of Luke’s men.

“No.” She jabbed at the buttons and yanked at the headrest, but she couldn’t get it out.

The door opened and strong hands grabbed her. A knife slid along her wrist, freeing her hands. She twisted, kicking and hitting the man, but she didn’t faze him one bit.

Luke had taken her little brothers. If he was coming after her, that meant they were free, right? She couldn’t allow herself to become his next piece of leverage. Because Paxton would come after her and she couldn’t allow him to get caught up in whatever this was.

“Quit fighting,” Ebrahim bellowed.

It was the metal click of the hammer being drawn back that stopped her struggling.

The bald man grabbed her by the wrists and hauled her out of Ebrahim’s car.

A familiar, dark Mercedes sat idling nearby. The man opened the front passenger seat and shoved her inside. Coco sucked down air and locked eyes with the man in the back seat.

Luke had a small, black boy on his lap. The poor child had passed out. Luke held one arm securely around the child, but in his hand was a gun aimed toward the middle of the car. Luke’s other arm was slung around the shoulders of Coco’s younger brother, and the youngest was on his lap. She’d glimpsed a woman she assumed was Mia in the back seat.

What the hell was happening?

Where was Paxton?

“Nice of you to join us.” Luke stared back at her.

“What have you done, Luke?”

The driver got back in the front seat and in a moment, they were gone.

“I just rescued you. Show a little gratitude?” He snorted and smiled that narrowed eyes, sultry type of smile. She’d swooned over it in high school. Now it just made her sick.

“I should thank you for kidnapping me? I should thank you for beating up my step-mother? I should thank you for scaring my little brothers?” She twisted in her seat and stared at James and Patrick, willing them to hold it together.

They were precious boys. Fair skinned, blonde hair. The spitting image of their mother, but with Dad’s nose and mouth. They were Coco’s blood. Her family. Even if they were night and day.

“You guys okay?” she asked softly.

James nodded.

“This is your brother’s fault, you know? If he’d just fall in line.” Luke’s gaze narrowed. “You’re a smart woman, Coco. Maybe we could work something out?”

“Like what?” She snorted. “You already tried that with Mia. It didn’t work. What in the hell do you think I could do for you?”

That made Luke frown.

“Your brother needs to learn a lesson,” Luke growled.

“He did.” Now Coco twisted to stare at Luke. “He learned his lesson so well he out-smarted you. This vote you’ve been so worried about? He never wrote down his meetings. He didn’t send an email or even write it down. He talked to people, and you know what? He won. Because he will never be a puppet to someone like you.”

Cane was too good. He’d always do the right thing if he could, and he’d die before he let someone like Luke make him into a patsy. She’d never been prouder of Cane than she was in that moment. They had their own hills, the things that were important to them, but now she got it. She saw what her brother was trying to do, and she believed in him.

Luke tipped his chin up. “He hasn’t won het.”

“Hasn’t he? Then I guess you haven’t heard the news yet.” She chuckled, fully aware she was drawing Luke’s wrath out.

But if he was mad at her, if he took that out on her, he wouldn’t bother the boys. They’d be safe so long it was her Luke was mad at.

“What?” he snapped.

“The vote you wanted to stop? It’s already happened, you butter faced dick socket.”

Luke struck out so fast she didn’t see his fist coming. She was vaguely aware of her body, her head falling back against the dash and sliding out of the seat as her world faded to black.
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FRIDAY. SOWETO, SOUTH Africa.

Paxton sprinted past the perimeter, past his friends.

Coco had been taken by the very man who’d already tried—and failed—to kill her. That time Paxton had been there to save her. This time he hadn’t been there for her.

“Pax? Pax!” Silas bellowed.


Paxton ignored him and kept going, past the cop cars.

He caught sight of Zain standing behind a police van speaking with two officers. A short distance away the SUV Zain had ridden in idled, the windows down, one of the fresh meat guys at the bumper watching the crowd.

That was Paxton’s ride.

He changed his course and in three strides he was at the driver’s side door. He pulled it open and climbed inside, pausing only to unclip his rifle from his vest and slid it into the passenger seat.

Silas ran straight into the hood of the SUV, staring at Paxton.

He leaned out the window and yelled, “Move.”

Silas shook his head and Paxton didn’t have to hear him to know he was cursing a blue streak, probably in Spanish. Silas always did go bilingual when he was really annoyed with Paxton.

In the moments that Silas and Paxton stared at each other, Vito and Brett caught up. Silas glanced over his shoulder and said something to them.

Paxton shifted the SUV into reverse. He was getting out of here.

Silas jogged around to the passenger side as Paxton let off the brake and climbed in. Vito and Brett scrambled to get in the back.

Paxton should probably tell them to get out, but he wasn’t in the presence of mind to do that. All he could think about was that someone had taken Coco while he was here and he had to find her.

The SUV rolled back the way it had come. The crowd jumped out of the way, parting for him. The stunned face of the Fresh Meat guy would have been funny in any other situation.

Paxton reached up and pulled his comm out. He had one focus.

“What the fuck are we doing?” Silas twisted to face him. “Where are we going?”

“The Mercedes, that’s Luke. I find him—”

“Christ,” Silas groaned.

“Uh, guys?” Brett leaned into Paxton’s field of vision holding what looked like a brick of a laptop.

Silas tapped his ear, probably muting his comm. “Zain’s pissed.”

“This is his laptop.” Brett shifted and a bright light illuminated the back seat.

“Can you tell me where Luke is?” Paxton cleared the crowd and made the first right turn he could, pointing the SUV north.

“Uh, probably,” Brett said slowly as he typed. “Do we know if Coco had her phone on her? Who took her? What all do we know about her abduction?”

“How do you know Zain’s password?” Vito asked.

Paxton knew that was a good question, but he didn’t really care right now. He handed his phone to Brett. “Recent calls.”

“Yeah, I’ll relay all that,” Silas muttered. He cleared his throat and turned his attention on Paxton, aimlessly driving north. “Ebrahim took her. He ambushed her, Lacey and Cane in the pangolin house. He left Lacey and Cane tied up and got almost an hour head start on us.”

An hour?

Coco could be dead already.

“Shit, this stuff is way better than the toys I had in the CIA,” Brett said.

“Can you find her?” That was all Paxton cared about.

“It’s triangulating her now. This is going to take a minute.”

“Then where’s Luke?”

“That I can tell you now... I think this is the button that sends the data to users... Fuck. Fucking...”

“What?” Paxton snapped.

“Fuck—look out!” Silas flailed his arms.

Paxton yanked the wheel left, swerving around a car slowing down to turn.


Brett glanced up, his gaze meeting Paxton’s in the rearview mirror. “Their signals are together. Luke has Coco.”

That news actually made the tension in Paxton’s chest ease for a moment. Ebrahim wanted Coco dead to appease his wrath. Luke wanted something and so long as he thought Coco could get that for him, she was safe. Paxton could save her.

“Where are they?”

“Here, I’ll program the GPS. Send the tracking data to me.” Silas pulled out his phone. “So, what are we going to do once we find Luke?”

That was easy.

Paxton inhaled, but nothing would ease the ball of tension in his chest. “Get Coco and the kids back.”

“Yeah, but how?” Silas finished programming the GPS, allowing the dash navigation system to guide Paxton.

Silence.

Paxton didn’t know how, only that he’d do it.

“Let’s be real clear about the ramifications, okay?” Silas was staring at the side of Paxton’s head. “Fuck getting in trouble with the boss, the cops, whatever. I’m talking about you, man. You.”

He grit his teeth. He knew what Silas was getting at.

No one spoke. The only sound was the roar of the engine and a few car horns blaring as Paxton continued to swerve through traffic.

There was a reason Paxton and Silas worked boring jobs.

“I’ll be fine,” Paxton said after the silence had gone on for too long.

“Why don’t we call the cops?” Silas glanced at the others in the back seat.

“Yeah, we could call the cops,” Brett said. “Or we could see if there are extra guys to divert to wherever Luke is taking her. We’re a team, right? Isn’t that what you guys keep saying?”

“I have to do this,” Paxton said.

Silas shoved his hand through his hair. “I know you like this chick, but Pax? Dude...”

Like.

It was such a weak word for what Paxton felt. Yeah, he’d only known Coco a short while, but it felt as though he’d known her his whole life. They came from completely different parts of the world, and yet their lives were so similar. He knew her like he knew himself, and it was something he wanted to keep discovering. With her.

Because...

“I love her, Silas. I can’t let anything happen to her, because...” Paxton swallowed, searching for the words that defined a feeling. “Without her I’m not whole.”

“Bullshit. You’ve always been whole, you’re just love-drunk. You think you—”

“I love her and if you say one more fucking word about it, I’ll—”

“Easy.” Silas held up his hands. “I didn’t mean you didn’t—whatever. Look, we’ve been through some shit. You’re looking out for her? Great. It’s my job to look out for you, nerd.”

“Asshole,” Paxton muttered automatically.

Silas’ concerns were not without merit. Toward the end of Paxton’s career in the Marines he hadn’t been totally grounded. He’d gone to a dark place inside his head, but that was what it took to get the job done. His confirmed kill number was something he never thought about. Because he couldn’t. Those were souls on his hands. Blood he would have to live with, even if it was justified or to save hundreds of thousands of lives.

Paxton had no illusions about what a showdown with Luke would be like. The guy had goons, thugs and gangsters on call. Given what Luke was wrapped up in now, it made sense he’d barricade himself with his only leverage and begin working angles with plenty of bodies between him and danger.

A familiar coldness unfurled inside Paxton. His inner monster. That part of him what was his father’s child. His ability to kill and be good at it. As the tendrils wrapped around him and his vision narrowed to the road ahead, he thought he could almost hear a voice whisper, hello, old friend.
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Paxton stared at the old money houses. Each one was surrounded by a tall fence, some topped off with wrought iron spikes. Gaining access to the property where Luke was holing up would be their first problem. After that he was fairly certain it came down to available bullets and bodies to put them in.

Brett broke the silence. “Johann Nodorf, up here on the left, that’s the house where the cell signals are transmitting. All three of them.”

Paxton eyed the collection of guys from Henchmen R Us hanging out front of the Nodorf house. Getting in there wasn’t going to be easy. The moment they made their move, if Luke was smart, he’d grab for Coco.

“Okay, how we doing this?” Silas glanced at the side of Paxton’s head. “We aren’t just going to roll up to the fence, get out and see what happens.”

Paxton wanted a perch and his rifle. He’d pick off the whole lot of them. But that was asking a lot.

“If it was me?” Vito shifted, leaning into Paxton’s line of sight in the rearview mirror. “I’d toss a couple flash grenades over the rear wall, then blow a hole and go in.”

“Yeah, but where would we get that stuff?” Silas threw up his hand.

“I have DetCord,” Vito said.

“You—what?” Silas turned in the seat to gape at the former Italian gangster.

Vito unclipped a pouch from his belt. It had a red square sewn onto it.

“Fuck. Me. You just carry that shit around?” Silas stared wide eyed.

“I do.”

“I’ve got questions.” Brett closed the laptop and eyed the bag. “I’ll save them for later. So, we doing this?”

“Yeah.” Paxton was already steering the SUV around to the main road running along the back of the houses.

“We aren’t going to discuss this, make a plan or anything?” Brett asked.

Silas glanced back. “Nope. Welcome to the Wonder Team. OoRah.”

Brett turned toward Vito. “He says that like we should do it with him.”

Vito shrugged.

“Vito, you ready?” Paxton stared at the stretch of wall and eased off the gas.

“Yup,” Vito replied.


“What—what are we doing?” Brett asked.

Paxton didn’t answer. He shoved the SUV into park. Somehow Vito was already around the vehicle, the little pouch open and a coil of what looked like yellow wire spilling out of his hands. Paxton didn’t wait around to watch or ask questions. He ripped one of the flash grenades off his belt, pulled out the pin and tossed it over the wall.

They would need the cover of gas to get them inside the property without taking fire. If they were lucky, the guys holding Coco would be too surprised and blind from the initial flash, not to mention the DetCord explosion.

“I can’t believe we’re doing this.” Brett stopped next to Paxton after just having tossed a second flash grenade over the wall.

Silas chunked his. “Get ready.”

The first bang went off. A few men cried out. The second and third went off one after another.

“Behind the SUV,” Vito ordered.

Paxton and the others hunched behind the SUV.

Brett gaped at Vito. “How did—?”

“Later.” Vito covered his ears.

Paxton followed suit and closed his eyes not a moment too soon.

The DetCord ignited. Paxton knew from experience that the cord would go up fast, leaving destruction in its wake. It was glorified explosives packed into a plastic casing. He didn’t know the specifics of how it worked, only that it was one hell of a surprise that Vito was just walking around with some strapped to his hip.

The concussion wave hit the SUV, shoving it back several feet. Silas was knocked onto his ass. Bits of rubble hit the street.

Paxton’s ears rang from the close proximity. He scrambled around the SUV and got a glimpse of the hole blown into the back of the property.

Only three men lay groaning on the ground.

What truly terrified Paxton were the metal shutters descending over every window and door.

He had to get inside there, or Coco was lost to him.
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Friday. Johannesburg, South Africa.

Where was her action hero guy now?

Coco shifted. At least she was more comfortable zip tied to a length of chain anchored into the floor of the garage than she’d been earlier.

She focused on breathing deep, nice and slow. She’d come to in the car to them screaming and crying that Luke had killed her. While her head hurt like hell, she wasn’t substantially banged up. He’d just gotten her just right on the temple and she’d blacked out. There’d be a knot later, but chances were that wasn’t what could kill her.

Right now she had to remain calm for her brothers. They were in this mess because of Cane and her. They were innocent.

What about Mia?

She glanced at the other woman. Mia had pulled as far away from Coco and her brothers as possible, the other two children clinging to her and whimpering.

This was the woman Cane wanted to marry? Did he even know her?

So far Mia hadn’t said anything to Coco beyond a few muttered words. They didn’t meet each other’s gaze, they might as well be in two different rooms.

Did she have any idea what she’d done?

Coco had to get the boys out of here. Luke could do what he wanted with her, but the boys shouldn’t be involved. If she could just get them free.

What were her options? What did she have?

Think.

She rose up on her knees and peered around. The garage was big enough for three cars, but only held two right now. It was neat, no storage boxes or junk stashed around. A few tools hung on the far wall, way outside Coco’s reach.

What else?

She twisted and looked above her at the shelf. What was up there?

It didn’t matter because it was too far out of her reach.

Her keys jangled in her pocket.

The key.

She wiggled her hand into her jeans pocket and pulled out the keyring. The heavy, old brass key to her villa home had sharp teeth. They got caught on all of her pockets, inevitably tearing a hole in them.

“Yes,” she whispered.

“What?” James edged closer.

“Boys? Patrick? Come over here.” Right now Coco wished she’d made more time for these boys. They shared the same Dad. They were part of her, and because she’d allowed herself to get mired in her own funk, she’d forgotten she was part of a much bigger world. Mrs. Pedersen was right about her. She’d allowed herself to become blind to all those around her.

“We’re going to get out of here. I need for both of you to listen to me, do what I say. Got it? This is going to be scary.”

Jesus, she sounded like Paxton.

Her heart clenched.

She couldn’t think about him right now. If she did, she’d become a blubbering ball of feelings.

Coco slid the house key under the zip tie and began sawing. Her already raw wrists protested and ached, but she kept going.

One snapped free.

“Okay. Okay. This is good.” She turned her attention to the other wrist. “Boys, I’m going to find something to cut you loose, then we’re figure out where we’re going from there. Got it?”

Her other tie popped.

She pushed to her feet, her muscles protesting.

“What are you doing?” It was the first thing Mia had said to her.

Coco crossed the garage to the workbench area and there, sitting in a labeled bin, was a box cutter. She grabbed the plastic handle.

“No. What are you doing?” Mia demanded.

Coco went to her knees in front of her brothers. She spared a glance at Mia, sitting with both her boys in her lap. They had to be her children. Their faces were miniatures of her own. Cute kids, but did Cane know?

“Why are you even in here?” Coco didn’t understand that part.

Mia’s jaw dropped and for a moment Coco wondered if Zain had been right. “He wants to use me to get to your brother.”

She sliced through Patrick and James’ makeshift handcuffs then got to her feet and stared at Mia. “Cane and I both know you’ve been talking to Luke.”

“What?” Mia’s large eyes went big, round. Her jaw dropped.

That was fear.

Zain had been right.

Mia was working with Luke all along.

But damn it, those kids.

Coco couldn’t leave them here. Like it or not, Mia was a victim right now and Coco couldn’t turn her back on the mother and her children. But she also couldn’t risk James and Patrick for the sake of her conscience.

She held the box cutter out and locked eyes with Mia.

“How long have you been working for Luke?” Coco asked.

Mia sniffled and big, fat tears rolled down her cheeks. She buried her face against the smaller child and sobbed for several seconds.

“I don’t have time for this, Mia. How long? Recent? Since the beginning? Why?”

She lifted her head and glanced at the boys. “Cover your ears, sweethearts.”

The two boys did as she asked, trading looks with each other.

“My husband worked for Luke. He died doing his work, so Luke told me if I ever needed anything to come to him.” Mia’s throat flexed. “I just... I didn’t realize those favors had price tags.”

“What did you ask him for?”

“Money.”

“So the favor was that he’d lend you money?” Coco grimaced.

“It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Just a couple dates, find out a few things and that was it.” Mia took a deep breath, the pain on her face so sharp Coco actually felt sorry for her. “But Cane, he...”


Coco had listened to her brother talk about Mia twice. Each time he said it was love at first sight. That he’d just known this woman was for him. And he didn’t really know her.

“I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.” Tears were falling freely from Mia’s eyes.

This wasn’t an act. If it was, she was sorely underutilized in her current role.

Coco bent and slid the box knife to Mia. Coco wasn’t going to get close to the woman if she didn’t have to. She didn’t trust her, just felt for her.

Before Coco tried to get them out of here, she had to know what they were dealing with.

There were no windows in the garage. No way to see out and what was facing them if they went out under the garage door.

She tip-toed across to the entrance leading into the house and pressed her ear against it. People were talking, but what were they saying?

Coco gripped the handle and turned it ever so slowly until she could crack the door open.

“What the hell were you thinking?” an unfamiliar man yelled.

“Uncle Johann.” That was Luke. “Please—”

“You fucking idiot!”

Okay, so Luke and this Uncle Johann weren’t on good terms. How many other people were around? Could they get through to the street?

She eased the door shut again and turned to look at the garage doors.

“James, Patrick? I’m going to need you to—”

A boom so loud she felt it shook the house. She threw out her arms, her heart suddenly beating a mile a minute.

What the hell?

The lights flickered once.

A hum started up, all around her.

“What’s going on?” James dared to ask.

“I—I, uh...” Coco glanced around.

Above her, what she’d assumed was the ceiling began to move. The garage door groaned a bit, but otherwise she didn’t see a change.

“They’re locking us in here,” Mia said as she got to her feet, her youngest cradled in her arms.

“What?”

Coco rushed toward the garage door, wedged her fingers under it and lifted. Four armed man whirled to face her. She dropped the garage door and staggered back.

Shit.

If there were security doors lowering into place, they really were trapped.

“Come on, boys.” Coco reached out and took both brothers by the hand.

She couldn’t think too much. Windows and doors were closing. She had to act now.

“Where are you going?” Mia asked.

Coco didn’t reply. She went to the door and pulled it open, peering out onto a dark, short hall with not a person in sight. There wasn’t time to wait and see if it was safe. She had to go.

She opened the door and stepped into what looked like a kitchen space between a pantry and the garage.

“This way.” She slid them to the left, away from the yelling and down a hall.

The last few inches of light were being cut off from a window just a few feet away.

“No,” she whispered and dashed forward.

Coco grabbed the metal sliding down on the inside of the window, hooked her fingers under and tried to lift. The mechanisms in the walls whined, but it was a losing battle.

She gave up, stumbling back against a wall.

“What the hell is going on?” A groggy, masculine voice called out.

Coco whirled toward an open door just as a shirtless man stepped into her line of vision.

For a split second they stared at each other, then they both moved. He rushed forward. She struck out with her fist and kicked, sending the man to his knees.

The unmistakable sound of gunfire tore through the house. The sound had accompanied a few nightmares she’d had, but those always ended with Paxton hugging her, kissing away the dreams and telling her it would be okay.

“Go!” She whirled and pushed the boys the other way.

Straight into Luke looming in the hallway like some angel of death with a too pretty face.
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Paxton was the first through the wall. He had his rifle in hand, a ball of coldness in his chest. His finger twitched to pull the trigger, but he wouldn’t take that first shot. It mattered. He’d do what he had to so that Coco was saved, but he wouldn’t fire first.

“The girl. The girl, where is she?” Silas bellowed, charging into the lush back yard of the Nodorf home.

The man on the porch rolled to his back and lifted a gun.

“Do not shoot,” Paxton roared.

The man’s arm flinched, and the muzzle lit up with the first shot.

Paxton squeezed the trigger.

“Pax! Pax, the door!” Silas yelled.

Paxton glanced at the door where a metal barrier was lowering into place. He could just barely hear the motors humming.

A window to his left shattered, blowing glass and bullets.

Paxton rolled forward, hiding behind a short stone wall surrounding the grill area.

“Go, go, go,” Brett called out as he reached them. “I’ll cover you.”

Paxton didn’t hesitate. He shot forward, his gaze on the narrowing space between the bottom of the security door and the ground. He only knew that Coco was in there.

He crouched and ducked under the door with only three feet of space to go, Silas hot on his heels. Paxton’s eyes took a moment, adjusting to the low light. Before he could make out his surroundings a heavy weight crashed into him with a roar.

A man had his arms around Paxton. He twisted, ramming the butt of the gun against the man’s ribs. Then Silas was there. He grabbed the man’s hair, jerking his head back. Paxton jabbed with his elbow then whirled.

He caught the flash of metal out of the corner of his eye before he could react to his would-be-tackler. Instinct drove Paxton, and he fell back on years of training. His gun came up, and he fired even while bullets drove into the wall beside him.

The man in Silas’ hold cried out as his compatriots’ bullets went wide.

An older man wearing a straw hat and mouth clenched around a cigar stepped into view, a shotgun in hand. Paxton sighted and fired before the old man finished the ca-chunk slide action of the weapon. Blood sprayed backward from the wound on the man’s leg.

“Kitchen,” Silas shouted.

Paxton turned as his buddy took cover.

Too late he caught a glimpse of the two thugs. Paxton felt the graze of the bullet before he hit his knee. The coldness was there, wrapping around the fiery hot pain, drowning it out, allowing him to focus.

Paxton and Silas hunched behind the sofa, bits of fluff flying up and sticking to their sweaty skin. The shooters kept going, emptying their ammunition into the sofa and wall, even managing to dent one of the now secure window coverings.

He met Silas’ gaze. “We have to find Coco.”

“We will.”

Click.

Click. Click.

Silas grinned at him.

Paxton stood, his friend moving with them. The two dumbfounded men stared at their weapons.

Guns only had so many bullets.

He fired, and the coldness seeped into his bones.

A woman cried out, whimpering from another room.

“Coco?” Paxton called out in the semi-stillness.

From somewhere else in the house, a motor whined.

“The garage,” Silas said.

Paxton moved first, heading toward the kitchen.

The downed shooters groaned, but made no move to stop them. They weren’t cut out for this, unlike Paxton who came from a murderer.

Silas reached around Paxton and without audibly counting, he knew Silas’ count of one, two, three.

The door opened and Paxton stepped inside, gun up.

The Mercedes idled on one side of the garage.

Mia and two sets of boys huddled in the corner near the water heater while Luke had a gun to Coco’s head while she struggled to lift the security door. Luke’s head snapped up, eyes going wide.

Paxton wanted to take the shot, but he couldn’t.

What if Luke fired?

“Get the kids,” Paxton said, his voice flat.

He couldn’t feel, would not allow fear, love or any other emotion into his cold bubble. There wasn’t room for it, not when he had to do this. He couldn’t even meet Coco’s gaze. Not now, not when she was seeing him like this. She’d realize just how much of a killer he was, how he’d been groomed for this from childhood, and she’d hate him. Even if this was all to save her life.

Silas kept his gun pointed at Luke as he crossed to the other hostages.


“No. No, they stay there.” Luke pulled Coco up in front of him as a shield.

“They’re leaving. Now.” Paxton took a step forward, drawing Luke’s attention.

Silas kept his body between Luke and the children, his soft voice full of comfort. Hell, he was probably telling them a joke. Silas always was cool under pressure while Paxton...went numb.

“They stay there,” Luke demanded.

Silas ignored him as did the children. He hustled all five of them out then shut the door, locking Paxton into his personal hell.

“Did you leave anyone alive?” Luke licked his lips.

“A few.” Paxton was fairly certain only the first shooter was dead. He hadn’t shot to kill the others. If he had, the house would have a new color scheme.

“You know what?” Luke flashed Paxton a fleeting smile. “Why don’t we make a deal?”

“No. You let her go. You live. That’s your deal. Take it or leave it.”

Luke was an urban terrorist, playing off fear and poverty. He was part of the problem.

“You listen to me.” Luke made the mistake of leaning out from behind Coco just a fraction of an inch too much.

Paxton fired. He knew before the bullet left the rifle that it would be a clean shot.

Everything slowed down the moment the recoil hit his shoulder, each second burning into his mind. He followed the trajectory of the bullet and he couldn’t help getting snared by Coco’s wide, fear-filled eyes looking at him.

Because at the end of the day, he was just as much of a monster as his father.
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Friday. Johannesburg, South Africa.

Coco sat on the bumper of the ambulance. She knew she’d been sitting here for a while, staring at the asphalt but she couldn’t make herself move. It was all a blur. She wasn’t even sure how she’d wound up here, just that here she was.

The last clear thing she remembered was locking eyes with Paxton and then...


Her mind shied away from it. Her skull ached. She was impossibly cold despite it being early evening still.

“Coco!”

The sound of her name had her chin jerking up.

Paxton?

The man jogging toward her had her face. No blond hair. No broken nose. He was familiar, just not the person she wanted to see.

Cane closed the distance between them at a run. When had her intellectual brother taken up running?


There was so much they didn’t know about each other anymore. She was clueless when it came to her other brothers, too.

Brothers.

Oh, God.

Her throat tightened. How could she have forgotten?

Cane reached for her, his hands gripping hers.

“James? Patrick?” Their names came out as squeaks, not real words.

She was the worst sister.

“You got them out. They’re safe. Olivia and Dad are on their way here.” His eyes roved over her face, wide with fear. “Are you...?”

“Shock. They said I’m fine, I just...” She waved at the side of her head. It felt sticky despite what the paramedics had done to clean her up.

“Oh, God, Coco.” Cane wrapped his arms around her and hugged her gently. “I’m so sorry.”

She pushed him back enough to stand. Her heart needed more than tenderness right now. Mrs. Pedersen was right. She’d held onto the wrong things for too long.

“I’m so sorry,” Cane kept chanting.

She leaned back and looked at him. “Stop.”

He stared at her with a feeling she knew all too well. Regret. The wish she could have done more. Despite the wedge that had come between them for years, she still knew him. He was her twin in everything.

“We would piss off people in the same circles, wouldn’t we?” She chuckled.

“If it weren’t—”

“Ebrahim already tried to kill me once this week, and it didn’t work.”

“What?”

“Yeah.” She chuckled again, and a tear slid down her cheek. Why? “I could argue that you saved me. If it weren’t for Luke wanting me, Ebrahim might have killed me already.”

He gaped at her, eyes wide. “I—I had no idea...”

“Because we don’t talk. That has to stop. Yeah?”


He nodded. “Yeah.”

“I’ve really messed up.” She swiped her hand across her cheek.

“No. No, you didn’t. This was me, too.” He kept her other hand clenched between his.

“We need to promise, now, before anything else happens, that we’re done with this bullshit. I miss you and I don’t care who was wrong or right I just... I need...” Paxton. She needed Paxton.

A fresh wave of tears rolled down her cheeks. She wiped them away with the back of her hand.

“Here.” Cane passed her a tissue.

“Where’s Paxton?” Her throat was tight, making the words come out in an unnaturally high voice.

“I don’t know.” Cane glanced around. “I haven’t seen him.”

“I need to find him.” She didn’t understand why he wasn’t still with her.

“Okay, let’s go find him.” Cane turned, keeping a hold on her.

“I’m sorry about Mia.”

Cane blew out a breath. “Thanks. I think that’s a problem to figure out later.”

“What’s to figure out? She lied to you about everything.”

“I love her.” He glanced at Coco.

How did Cane begin to forgive a deception like that?

His fiancée had a hand in kidnapping their little brothers. In helping to kidnap her. How was that something he could come to terms with?

“What are you doing up?”

Coco blinked at Silas now blocking her path.

Finally someone who could help her.

“Where’s Paxton?” she asked, ignoring his question.

Silas stared down at her, that stony expression of his firmly in place. “He left.”

Those two words didn’t make sense.

Paxton had stuck by her. He’d saved her when no one else had.

“I don’t understand,” she said slowly. “Left? Why? Without... Why?”

Her thoughts grew mired, slowing.

Paxton couldn’t leave her. He was hers. Her partner.

She loved him.

They should be together.

Silas glanced away, dragging his hand across his jaw. He muttered something under his breath then looked at Cane.

“Can we get a second?” Silas asked.

“Talk,” she snapped before Cane could reply.

“I’ll be with our brothers.” He gave her hand a squeeze then let go.

Coco couldn’t say where Cane went. Her world was contracted, smaller. Things were happening all around her but she couldn’t see them for the sake of this one question.

Where was Paxton?

“Why did he go? Where is he?” Realization dawned on her. “Is-is he in trouble?”

“What? No. Well, it’s very unlikely.” Silas sighed. “We did use excessive force, but I believe the situation warranted it. I think right now the cops are way more interested in how Zain is giftwrapping the Nodorfs for them.”

“Paxton?”

“He left. Probably heading back to Seattle soon.”

“I don’t understand,” she said slowly. He couldn’t be serious about Paxton leaving. They had another week. Time they needed to talk, to figure things out, to plan.

Silas made a face and once more glanced off into the distance.

“What do you know? What aren’t you telling me? Why would Pax leave like this? I don’t understand, Silas.”

“First, take a deep breath. You’re still in shock.” He turned, wrapped an arm around her shoulders and guided her toward one of the vans Aegis Group had rented. The back was open, and he nudged her toward it. “Sit.”

She did as he ordered, hoping it would get him talking sooner.

Silas perched on the edge and twisted to face her. His brow furrowed, and he frowned. When he spoke it was soft, “You still don’t really know him yet.”

“I know what matters.” Her answer came from her gut, a knee jerk reaction that she just knew.

He shook his head and sighed. “Pax does a great job keeping you talking and all the while telling you nothing about him. I’ve never seen him open up to anyone as much as he has this week with you. I don’t get it. I really don’t. It’s nothing against you, I’m just... I’m processing it.”

“Process faster.” Whatever he needed to tell her, he didn’t want to say it.

“Pax and I chose to leave the Marines for a reason.” Now Silas was looking at her. Staring. His gaze so cold. “We were very, very good at what we did. But over the years it started doing something to Pax. He was...retreating. Getting colder. Numb to what we were doing.”

Coco nodded. She hadn’t thought too much about what Paxton said about his role in the Marines. He’d told her he was a sniper, and that was it, save for that one story. His face when he’d told her, cold and numb were the words she’d use to describe it.

“Here’s something Pax doesn’t know, and I’m trusting you to keep this secret,” Silas said slowly.

“I don’t want to keep secrets from him.”

“Fucking hell. Of course you wouldn’t.” Silas glanced up at the sky and muttered something under his breath. He finally looked back at her. “Zain didn’t intend to recruit both of us. He just wanted me. I told Zain that Pax and I were a package deal. I went in hard on why I thought they were after the wrong guy. I mean, Pax is the one who has literally waded into a bloodbath to pull people out. He’s that guy.”

Her heart ached, and she held her breath just imagining a story like that. Paxton had survived, she knew that, and yet she feared for him.

“Zain showed me everything he’d pulled on Pax. Whatever he told you about his life before the Marines, it was a hell of a lot worse. The things Pax has lived through...” Silas shook his head. “I thought I knew Pax. All the years we worked together, I really thought I knew him. But I didn’t. Because I never listened.”

“I think I know. I mean, you’re right. He doesn’t say things. He doesn’t share, but... His dad abused him, didn’t he? And things with his mom...”

“Between you and me? Just you and me?” Silas’ stare was fierce.

“Of course.” She pressed a hand to her chest, as if she could ease the ache.

“He’s never said it, but yeah. I think Paxton’s dad abused him in every sense of the way because he could. The Pax we have now? That’s a different man from when I met him. It hasn’t all been good. We got out of the Marines because I could see my best fucking friend coming unhinged. You know we don’t do dangerous work? Me and him, we do the boring shit. Except for a few extenuating circumstances, this is the first time he’s picked up a gun for anything besides target practice.”

“What? Wow...”

“I think, for him to do this today, he went back to that place where he used to go when we were in the Marines. He really cares about you, you know that?”

Silas’ words, his recounting of his history with his best friend, it wasn’t entirely new information. Sure, there were events Paxton hadn’t told her about. But the parts that mattered, the insight into the man she loved, was stuff she’d already known or guessed at.

To save himself, Paxton had walked away from a career in the Marines. Something he was good at.

To save her, Paxton had gone back to that place.

It was her turn to save him. Because Paxton didn’t expect anyone to be there for him. He’d said far too often how their lives were similar, how they were similar. Mrs. Pedersen was right, both she and Paxton acted like they were alone in the world, adrift on a solitary ocean, completely unaware of the people following behind them wanting to pull them to safety.

She sucked down a breath. Her heart swelled until she thought her ribs might break.

“Silas?” She reached over and put her hand over his.

“Pax isn’t a guy you have fun with, so—”

“I love him, so shut up and tell me where he’s gone.”

He stared at her a moment, mouth hanging open, eyes squinting, brow furrowed.

She didn’t care who Paxton had been, what his dad made him do, or what he’d had to do in the Marines. What she cared about was the sweet, sexy man who’d utterly surprised her. She didn’t know when or why or how it had happened, but he was her person. And it was time she was there for him.
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FRIDAY. MLILO ANIMAL Reserve, South Africa.

Paxton should have already been gone, but he couldn’t exactly show up at the airport covered in blood and expect to be allowed to board a plane. No matter how much his mind screamed at him to go, to get out of there before Coco returned, he couldn’t just leave his things there.

She wasn’t going to understand any of this. Part of his head screamed at him to stop, slow down, think it all through. But his gut knew better. What he’d done today had been easy, except for the part where he feared Coco might have been injured or dead.

Coco was fine. She was alive. The cops and Silas would watch out for her.

Paxton, on the other hand, needed to go home.

The guys would be here for another week. He’d have the house to himself for seven whole days. He couldn’t remember the last time he spent that much time alone. It would be good for him.

So why was he moving so slowly? And where the hell were the rest of his dirty clothes?

Something jostled the front door.

He froze, listening for the slightest movement.

There wasn’t a creak. Someone had greased the hinges too well for that, but he could feel the pressure change, the ambient sounds of the South African wildlife and the smell of old blood.

Paxton stared at the windows. He couldn’t even make himself turn around.

What was Coco doing here? Where was Silas?

Paxton couldn’t be around people right now. He just couldn’t. But neither could he force himself to run from Coco again.

She stepped past him and set her phone down on the night stand.

Physically he knew she was okay. He’d checked himself. The bruises on her face and wrists had pissed him off, but until Ebrahim was caught, there was nothing else to be done about it. Paxton knew it was the stuff in her head that would take the longest to figure out. He didn’t know how to help her heal.

Coco stood next to him facing the bed for a moment. It was still neatly made, just as she’d left it when they’d gotten up. The only difference was his suitcase lying open.

She reached past him and slid the big case toward her then flipped the lid shut. She tugged the zipper around, securing it just enough it wouldn’t spill open, then slid the wheels off the bed and to the floor.

The sound of the rollers coasting across the tile was far too loud in this little bedroom. He clenched his hands into fists and focused on his breathing, keeping it even, not snatching her up to hold her.

Small, firm hands pressed against his bicep and chest. He didn’t know how to resist her, so he gave in, turning as she directed until he faced her.

Her face was freshly washed and her hair was covered in another one of those wrap things she’d worn to bed a few times. He liked how it sat on her head, like a crown, giving her a regal, queen-like look. She wasn’t wearing the same shorts and T-shirt as she had when he’d left her either. Someone had gotten her new clothes.

Coco planted her hands on his chest and pushed. Not hard, but it was firm.

He sat down on the mattress, wishing she’d say something, but afraid to break the silence.

What if she’d seen too much of him? What if she was finally realizing what he was? What if she didn’t like it?

He hadn’t begun to tell her everything.

Coco crawled up onto the bed next to him then slid her arms around his waist, squeezing him tight.

The tightness in his chest expanded until it was all he could do to breathe.

He turned his head and bent his neck until he could rest his chin and lips on the turban-crown. It smelled just enough like her that it helped.

She took his right hand in hers and brought it to her waist, then his left before going back to hugging him.

The last bit of coldness lodged in his chest began to melt.

How could he resist her warmth?

He swallowed down the lump of fear in his throat. She could have died tonight, but she hadn’t. She was safe. And she was here.

Paxton tightened his hold around her and turned, dragging her farther up onto the bed with him as he stretched out. She chuckled and there was some arranging of limbs as they figured out how to lie face to face, arms and legs entwined. Her nose bumped his. This close, she nearly filled his vision, blocking everything else out with her smile, her big heart, that beautiful face.

She had no idea what she did to him. How important she’d become to him.

He was terrified he’d fuck it up, that he had already by showing her what he could be.

“Talk to me,” she whispered.

What did he say?

“Your brothers, they okay?” That was a safe topic.

“Yes.” She lifted her hand to his face, running her fingers over his cheek. “I don’t want to talk about them. I want to know how you’re doing.”

“I’m fine.”

“Then why are you trying to leave me?”

He opened his mouth, but couldn’t make himself give her an answer.

Coco had come to him when she should worry about herself. She was the one who’d gone through something terrifying today. Not him. Because at her heart she was a healer and at his core he was a broken man.

“It’s time I went home.” It was a lame answer, but the shortest.

“Is that what you want to do?”

Paxton couldn’t answer that, because he was exactly where he wanted to be right now.

“I don’t want you to leave,” she whispered as her fingers drew circles on his face.

“You don’t really know me, Coco.” And how would she unless he told her the unvarnished truth?

She slid her hand down his chest, just over his heart. “Maybe not, but I want to.”


“You say that, but you don’t really.”

She smirked. “I think I know my own mind.”

But she didn’t know him.

He steeled himself and dove in. “Then you want to hear about the five guys my dad killed in front of me when I was six? He was able to tell the cops the guys were trying to rob the bar, but they weren’t. That was the first time I saw someone killed.”

Her brow creased and he could practically hear her platitude.

He’d been a kid.

How horrible.

The same shit he’d heard before.

“When I was fifteen my dad made me hold a gun to a man’s head. Told me to do it or he’d cut Mom’s throat.” That was the day Paxton had learned the price of love. He’d been willing to take another man’s life because of how much he loved his mother.

It was also the day he’d realized he couldn’t stay there, that living with his parents would destroy him. He hadn’t left immediately, but that was the day he saw what he had to do.

Paxton’s mouth kept going. If he was going to let it out, might as well hit on all the big points. “You know what else my dad did to me?”

Coco reached up and gently pressed her fingers to his lips. “I can guess. How long are you going to try to scare me off? Hm?”

He blinked at her. Was that what he was trying to do? He just didn’t know anymore.

“You’ve said several times how much alike we are, and I think today I finally realized it. Paxton, bad things happened to you that shouldn’t have happened. Your mom and dad aren’t good people. I’m sorry for what they did to you, but you aren’t them. You’re so much more. You’re a good person.”

“I killed two men today.” Two more to add to his body count.

“Yeah, one. How many did you shoot to injure? Silas talked to me a little about that, how good you are, that you hit each target where and how you intended to. That’s why there were only two dead.”

“Mrs. Pedersen told me the other night that I forget to look around and realize that I’m not alone. You aren’t either, Paxton. You don’t realize how much your team cares about you, how much I care about you, because like me you’re so used to being by yourself. It’s easier that way, isn’t it? You don’t have to consider another person’s feelings or what they want or anything else. It’s when you start to care that things get scary and you start to want to run away. Maybe to Seattle?”

“I’m not running.” His reply was automatic and hollow. He was running, and she’d caught him. “I’m going home.”

Coco peered up at him, not the least bit convinced.

Yeah, that sounded lame to him, too.

“Here’s the facts, Pax. While you haven’t come out and said any of this stuff about your family or why you got out of the Marines, I heard you. I know you. And I accept that not all of it is or was good, but it’s part of this amazing man who keeps saving me when I’m in over my head. And I’m falling in love with him. The bad, the good, the messy, the fun—all of it. Because that’s what love is. It’s accepting a person for who they are, who they were and who they will be.”

Paxton remained where he was, hardly daring to breathe.

Was this a dream?

If he moved would it shatter?

Coco rose up on one elbow and cupped his cheek.

“That’s probably a lot to throw at you right now, but if you’re serious about going home, I thought I should lay it all out there.” She ran her fingers through his still-damp hair. “I’m going to miss you.”

“I don’t want to leave,” he said. It just came out.

One side of her mouth quirked up.

That was his Coco.

She was fierce and funny. Her heart was too big for her body. And he thought she was the most beautiful soul he’d ever met.


Coco’s eyes sparkled, and she leaned down until their noses bumped. “Then don’t leave. But I’m biased, so maybe don’t listen to me?”

There was too much in his head trying to get out all at once. It was a jumbled mess of thoughts and feelings.

Coco loved him.

He slid his hand around the back of her neck and rolled. She laughed and held onto him as he settled over her, the zip of awareness bringing his mind fully into this moment with this woman. This amazing woman he didn’t want to let go of.

“Say it again,” he whispered.

“Whatever do you mean?” Her smile widened.

Paxton bent his head and kissed her, tasting cherry lip balm and minty gum. Her back arched and her hands held onto him. He turned his head, sucking in oxygen.

Her lips whispered against his neck then his ear. “I love you, Paxton.”

He turned his face to look at her, still astounded by everything that made up his Coco.

“I love you, too,” he whispered back.

Epilogue.

A year later. Cane De Jong’s Home, Johannesburg, South Africa.

Coco didn’t know how her brother had pulled this off. She couldn’t remember both sides of their family having ever been in the same room before.

Her father and step-dad were snickering like kids and fiddling with Cane’s stereo.

Mom, Olivia and Mia had taken over the kitchen, fussing over the food.

The boys were sprawled on the sofas, taking turns on the two hand-held gaming devices.

It had taken Coco moving half a world away for her to really get to know her family. She’d talked to each of these people more in the last twelve months than she had in years.

And the cherry on top? Cameron and his mother were here.

Cane had really stepped up after everything went down with Luke. One of the things Coco had been most touched by was how Cane went to bat for Cameron. He’d not only hired a lawyer and got the boy free, he’d found Cameron a job with one of his peers in Soweto handling social media and administrative tasks. Every couple of weeks she’d get another email from Cameron thanking her for helping him and giving him a chance when most others were prepared to write him off.

Cane caught her eye, grabbed her drink off the counter and came out to the patio where she’d retreated to catch her breath.

“Nice, isn’t it?” He nodded at the blended family inside.

“Yeah. Never really thought I’d see the day this happened.”

“Tell me about it.”

She glanced at her twin, dozens of questions swirling in her head.

“What?” He didn’t even look at her. “Spit it out already.”

“You and Mia?” How did Coco even begin to ask?

The wedding was postponed. Mia still wore her engagement ring. It was clear both she and the boys were very familiar with Cane’s apartment. They’d all gone out together multiple times this week.

“What about us?”

“Nothing.” Coco shook her head.

“No. Ask. Go on.” He sipped his beer.

“How are you two still together? How does that even work?” Those two questions had buzzed around in her head since the day she’d learned about Mia’s deception.

Cane glanced at Mia. “I didn’t love what she did, but I still loved her. She broke my trust in a lot of ways, but that didn’t change how I felt about her. A lot of what happened between us was real. Won’t lie, it’s been a rough year, not all of it good. We have a very different relationship now.”

“Still engaged?”

“Yup.” Cane shifted closer. “We’re discussing moving in together. Don’t tell Mom and Dad though, okay?”

“That’s a big step.”

“I want to be around more for the boys. And I still love her. I don’t want anyone else.”

His words made Coco’s insides warm and mushy.  She’d been feeling a lot of that lately, which was a regular byproduct of getting to spend real time with Paxton.

“What’s that smile for?” Cane grinned and nudged her.

“I just relate, okay?”

“You two are awfully serious. How’s it working with school?”

Coco sighed. “I don’t see him near as much as I’d like to. Basically once a week each month I know he’ll be around. It’s not great with my schedule, so I spend three weeks trying to get caught up and ahead for him to be around again. It’s worth it, even if it makes me totally crazy.”

“Totally crazy. Yeah, I can relate.” He chuckled.

She lifted her glass, and he clinked his bottle. They sipped their beverages in silence.

Where was Paxton?

He’d gone down to pick up some drinks. It shouldn’t have taken him this long to grab things from the car.

Should she go check on him?

“So, you think he’s the one?” Cane asked, interrupting her thoughts.

“One what? Oh. The one?” Her cheeks heated and her stomach did a flip-flop.

Cane jostled her with his elbow. “That smile says it all.”

“Yeah.” He ducked her head and chuckled. “I mean, I don’t know how it happened. The moment we met it was like I found an old friend I’d always known. Half the time I know what he either is going to say or wants to say. He’s my person. I love him.”

She glanced up and caught Cane’s eye. His grin widened, and she knew Cane understood.

If Mia was Cane’s person, Coco understood how they could fix things. When it was right, when the love was there, so long as both people wanted to make it work, they could do it. That didn’t mean it was easy, but the end results were worth it.

The front door opened.

“Finally,” Coco muttered.

Paxton walked inside the apartment slowly, a bag of drinks on one arm and a familiar face on the other.

Coco gasped and tears welled up in her eyes. “Mrs. Pedersen?”

Paxton caught her gaze and smiled.

Once more, he made her dreams come true.
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PAXTON STEPPED BACK as Coco and the other women swarmed Mrs. Pedersen to either make introductions or hug as old friends. He’d known Coco was crushed when they’d learned about Mrs. P moving to live with her sister and help care for ailing family. Which was why Paxton had worked so hard to make tonight happen.

After all, it wouldn’t be perfect if Mrs. P weren’t included.

Paxton turned and glanced around the room. The dads were on the sofa listening to the kids explain whatever game it was they were playing. Cameron interpreted from time to time. Cane had taken the drinks and was putting them in the ice bucket. Paxton crossed to join him.

“That’s some surprise,” Cane said.

“Was a little worried it wasn’t going to happen. Sorry for keeping you in the dark.”

“Don’t be.” Cane chuckled. “I can’t ever keep a secret from Coco, anyway.”


That was a fact that had concerned Paxton at the beginning of this trip, but with how things were working out, he needn’t have worried so much.

“Can I have a word?” Paxton nodded at the patio done up with lights and candles for the festive evening.

“Sure. Beer?”

“No, thanks.”

“Sorry. I forgot.”

“Not a big deal.”

Paxton’s decision to forego alcohol altogether hadn’t been a big decision. There’d been no underlying reason. He’d just stopped. If he ever went back to a therapist, they’d probably have theories. For Paxton it came down to having too much to do what with work and traveling four hours one way to be with Coco.

“Sorry about having to cancel on you the other day,” Cane said as they pulled out chairs and sat.

“It’s all good.” Paxton’s palms were a touch sweaty, but he’d expected that.

He’d nearly thrown up when he’d taken Coco’s mother, Naomi, to breakfast while Coco was still passed out. This, by comparison, was much easier.

“What do you want to talk about?” Cane asked.

Here it went.

“I’m going to ask Coco to marry me. Tonight.” Paxton nodded at where Coco stood in a circle of their family, no doubt regaling them with some story from her semester at school. “I’d like your blessing.”

Cane snorted a laugh and shook his head. His eyes twinkled a lot like Coco’s did.  “And here I was going to ask you how serious you were. She’s the one, huh?”

Paxton nodded and his gut tightened with certainty. “Yeah, without a doubt. From the moment I saw her I think part of me knew.”

“Well, congratulations man. Welcome to this crazy family.” Cane reached out, and they slapped palms then bumped fists. It was something Coco had shown him, something their family did, and now that included Paxton. “When do you think you’ll do it? Get married, I mean.”

“Not anytime soon. Probably after she’s done with school. I’m just tired of these kids flirting with her because she’s the pretty girl with the accent.” Paxton grimaced. He’d met two of her classmates that were bad at taking hints and set them straight.

A ring wouldn’t change things. He knew that. And yet, it was a promise. A symbol that no matter how tough things were when they were apart, they were going to be together.

Cane sighed and Paxton tuned back into their exchange. Cane was staring at Mia, who had her youngest in her lap, her cheek resting against his head.

“I can relate. When I asked Mia to marry me, I got so flustered, I mixed up our names,” Cane said softly. He glanced at Paxton. “Tonight, huh?”

Paxton drank a gulp of water. “Now. Before I lose my nerve.”

With any luck he’d keep their names straight.

Paxton pushed to his feet then patted his pocket. Lacey had helped him pick it out by doing the actual shopping and sending him pictures and links of what she thought Coco would want.

In the end, he’d decided to go with a hand made, one of a kind yellow topaz ring set in sterling silver. Diamonds didn’t reflect the woman he’d come to know. The topaz made him think of her warmth, the fire she kept burning inside of her.

Cane slipped inside and pulled his phone out.

Paxton’s focus narrowed to the beautiful woman in the black dress. She’d finally gotten the red out of her curls, leaving the ends more blonde than brown. As she spoke her hands moved.

He paused to take her in.

Coco had always been confident, but over this last year she’d become more self-assured. It was in how she spoke, how she carried herself. She was truly amazing.

The room erupted into laughter. He took that as his signal and edged past the others to join Coco as the center of attention.


“Hi, you.” She reached for his hand.

He lifted it to his lips instead of allowing her to draw him in.

“Now that we’re all here.” He spared a glance at Mrs. Pedersen, who was already wiping at her eyes. “Coco, I’m not good with words.”

“I’ll say.” She smirked and her smile widened.

“Thanks.” He grinned. The butterflies settled a bit, and he drew in a deep breath. “There’s something I’ve said a lot this week that I haven’t yet said to you. Coco, from the moment I saw you swinging a tree branch at Cameron, I think a part of me knew I was going to love you.”

Coco dipped her chin and chuckled. She glanced right then left, finally catching the drift that something was going on.

“I knew in that moment that I was going to love you and want to spend the rest of my life with you.” Paxton eased down onto his knee and pulled the ring out of his pocket with his right hand.

Her eyes went wide, and she covered her mouth.

Waiting until tonight to talk to Cane had been the right call. Coco would never have been surprised if Cane knew beforehand.

Paxton grinned up at her. He couldn’t wait to make all their dreams come true. “Coco, will you marry me?”

“Y-yes,” she stammered.

Paxton held his breath and slipped the ring onto her finger.

It fit.

Just like her.

––––––––
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You can stay up to date on the whole Aegis Group team in Dangerous Attraction, Dangerous in Training, Dangerous Games, Dangerous Assignment, Dangerous Protector, Dangerous Secrets and Dangerous Betrayal. Stay tuned for the next chapter in the Aegis Group series.

Sign up for the New Release Newsletter at www.SidneyBristol.com to get inside scoops and free books. Follow Sidney on BookBub and Amazon.

EXPLORE THE WHOLE AEGIS world in these series...

It all began with the Aegis Group.

	Dangerous Attraction

	Dangerous in Training

	Dangerous Games

	Dangerous Assignment

	Dangerous Protector

	Dangerous Secrets

	Dangerous Betrayal

	Dangerous Heat

	More Coming Soon!


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

	Dangerous in Love

	Dangerous in Action

	Dangerous in Transit

	Dangerous in Motion

	Dangerous in Charge 


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

	Dangerously Taken

	Dangerously Involved

	Dangerously Deceived

	Dangerously Broken

	Dangerously Entwined (2019)


In Dangerous Games it continued with the Gone Geek girls.

	Beauty and the Geek

	Mr. Purr-fect and the Geek

	The Jock and the Geek

	The Gamer and the Geek

	The Adorkable Girl and the Geek

	The Fake Boyfriend and the Geek


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

	The Origin Story


	Alpha Prince

	Her Prince

	Bad Boy Prince

	Noble Prince


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

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

	Heart for Danger

	Mind for Danger (2019)

	Soul for Danger (2020)


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

	Fighting Redemption

	Stolen Redemption

	Reckless Redemption (coming soon)


See where it all started...

Blind: Killer Instincts

Available Now

He recognizes the darkness in her. It’s in him, too.

Detective Jacob Payton knows the clock is ticking down. Someone is about to die, and his best suspect is also his only source of information. He’s known Emma Ration’s story for years—after all, a brutal serial killer left his mark on both their lives when they were still young. Meeting her is another experience altogether. She challenges his control and entices him in ways no other woman has. 

But is she the killer? As the bodies pile up and their passion ignite, Jacob runs the risk of losing his control. Falling for Emma was never in his plan, but now that she’s part of his life he’s not about to give her up. Not even to the FBI on the trail of the very same killer. 

Jacob must figure out if it’s Emma in danger, or himself. If he can’t uncover the identity of the copycat killer, it could be the end for both him and the woman who has fast become the center of his life. 

Blind, a new romantic suspense book for fans of Criminal Minds and The Following, from New York Times and USA Today Bestselling author Sidney Bristol.
Dangerous Attraction

Ex-Navy SEAL Travis Ration is an expert hunter. Whether his prey is criminal or victim, he always gets his mark. He's no hero, just a man doing his job. It’s all he has after a felony conviction after a bad judgment call. When the FBI call in a favor and ask him to look into a serial killer over the holiday break, he jumps at the opportunity to fill the long, cold days with something besides regret and bad movies. In Las Vegas, he's on the hunt for a prolific serial killer no one wants to admit exists. The leads are dry and the evidence gone, until she walks into his life. Bliss Giles—curvy, sassy and everything he can't have. 

What’s worse, Travis knows Bliss’ sister is the killer's latest victim. She fits the profile. Time is running out and the fastest way to retrace the killer's path is with Bliss at Travis' side. In the seat of danger. He vows to keep Bliss safe and his hands to himself, after all, a nice girl like her doesn't need a guy like him in her life. Too bad no one told Bliss Travis was off-limits. She tests his boundaries and pushes his control every minute they're together until he can't remember why wanting her is a bad idea. 

The hunters become the hunted in this tale of serial killers and SEALs for hire. One broken man must unpack his baggage, a woman has make a leap of faith and a sister chooses to live in this new, romantic suspense serial by NYT & USA Today bestselling author, Sidney Bristol. 

Warning: Hold onto your panties, because nothing is safe.
Dangerous in Training

Disgraced Navy SEAL Mason Clark knows how to track his prey. He is an expert operative with a history of wrong-place-wrong-time luck. Landing a gig as a vacation bodyguard should have been an easy job—if he wasn't supposed to be protecting her body. 

Hannah Stevens. His boss's virgin daughter. Their lust is forbidden and a relationship is out of the question—but what happens in Mexico is their secret. Getting lost between the sheets is their one and only goal, until Hannah's friends are brutally kidnapped by a human-trafficking ring. Things quickly spiral out of control when the kidnappers put Hannah in their cross hairs. 

Mason is a man ready to put it all on the line to rescue the woman he loves. Love and honor are put to the test in this new, romantic suspense series by NYT and USA Today bestselling author, Sidney Bristol. 

Warning: Deflowering virgins doesn't come with volume control.

Dangerous Games

Ex-Navy SEAL Zain Lloyd is good with his hands and even better with his head. As the chief intelligence officer for the private security firm, Aegis Group, it's his job to tackle problems before they costs his friend's their lives. Which is why R&R time away from the high-stress environment is always a top priority, and a week at ComicCon is just what this closet-geek wants most, until a fateful elevator ride with the woman of his internet fantasies. 

Andrea Clark can't trust anyone, least of all the mysteriously sexy man she meets outside of her trashed hotel room. But Zain might be her only hope of making it through the convention and home alive. He's her very own superhero, made of all the stuff to make her fall fast and hard. With no safety net in place, she can only pray that Zain will catch her when she falls. 

A web of lies and deceit ensnare two lovers. Zain must use more than his brain and quick fingers to put a stop to the doxxing and death threats before a killer emerges from the ranks of Andrea's friends. 

Warning: The geeks do it better.

Dangerous Assignment

Veteran Navy SEAL Luke Briar has a solution for every problem, except when his latest job goes sideways. Things were so much simpler when all he had to worry about was how to put a smile on Abigail's face, though nothing he does chases the shadows from her eyes. Now Luke and his lovely new partner must protect a pair of criminals from people trying to kill them. 

Abigail is a lie. Everything about her is false, but keeping the truth from her partner is becoming increasingly difficult. Her mission was simple, kill two internationally wanted criminals and get out. But she wasn't counting on him. Luke. He awakens parts of her she long thought were dead. But people like her don’t get second chances at life, and her betrayal will crush any happiness they might have had. Falling for Luke can't happen.  

When the tables are turned and someone else gets to Abigail's targets before she can, all hell breaks loose. Luke doesn’t know if the woman he’s fallen for is a terrorist or something worse. Explosive desire isn't a license for murder, but he can’t live without her. With the authorities closing in, Luke must decide who to trust—law or love. 

Warning: Explosive chemistry ahead.

Dangerous Protector

Retired Navy SEAL Marco Benally knows the cost of right and wrong, and he's willing to pay the price. After his family's home is stolen out from under them by a company covering up their illegal activities, Marco takes matters into his own hands. No cost is too great to reclaim the generational homestead. Even if that means someone else has to take the fall. Or that's what he tells himself until he meets her. The woman with the tight skirt, tall heels and darkness in her eyes. One night, one lie to get the evidence he needs and then it's over. Or at least that's what he tells himself.

Fiona Goero survives by following very careful rules. She's lived more of her life in Witness Protection than out of it. As one of the Internet's Most Wanted for helping the FBI put away a group of hackers, she is never safe. She's the traitor. The hacker who turned against her own. For one night she wants to indulge her every desire. To be held. To feel again. What should have been a passionate encounter becomes a snarled mess of lies and spies. Someone close to her is not only using her, they're trying to kill her. Her one-night-stand might be the only thing between her and being six foot under.

Marco is a man on a mission to set things right before Fiona discovers that not all of the danger can be laid at her enemies' feet. The greatest danger Fiona faces just might be from Marco—the man she's falling for.

Warning: Stubborn heroes fall the hardest.

Dangerous Secrets

Retired Marine Ryan Scott’s drunken playboy lifestyle catches up with him in a sobering way when a woman shows up on his doorstep—claiming to be carrying his baby. Vowing to be the father his child deserves, Ryan welcomes Carson into his home...and heart. A decision he may not live long enough to regret when he discovers she’s embroiled in a dangerous fight for her life.
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