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The mission: Don’t die.

Retired Marine Grant Anderson is used to tough situations. He's never shied away from putting in hard work. Perhaps he should have known a secret romance with his fellow team leader, Melody Nguyen, would be his toughest job of all.

Melody has had it with alpha men and secrets. After a year-long romance that went nowhere, she ended it and is determined to make the most of her career.

When an old enemy attacks, Melody and Grant will have to put aside their differences to save the team. But that's easier said than done when their lives and their hearts are on the line.
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The other Smith brother takes us to the Texas SWAT series, a small town suspense series.
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For my sweet husband who put up with every crazy day.




If you want to see the sunshine, you have to weather the storm.
―FRANK LANE




Dear Readers,

A quick author note about this book. I’m sorry about the names. I try to carefully select characters names so that there isn’t confusion. This book had so many existing characters that it became impossible to avoid confusion. I hope I made it clear enough.

-Sid
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Wednesday. Safe House, Playa d’en Bossa, Ibiza.

Melody Nguyen stared longingly out of the windows of the safe house at the crystal beaches beyond. She wished she was headed out for a relaxing day on the sand. Hell, she’d take a day of cleaning her bathroom and kitchen over what she was about to do.

Her co-leader, Grant Anderson, herded the rest of their team out the front door. He’d been practically growling at them to leave for the last hour. Because Grant expected them to fall into their routine.

“You guys stay out of trouble.

Melody gripped the back of the tall chair and watched her last glimpse of the four men headed out to enjoy the day.

She really wished she were going with them.

Grant closed the door. The thunk of the deadbolt was loud in the sudden silence.

She held her breath as he turned to look at her. Her skin prickled and her traitorous body warmed at his attention. After all this time she should be used to it, but she wasn’t.

Grant was an attractive man. Tall. Muscular. Dark brown hair. Gray eyes. Chiseled features. He’d have problems keeping women off him if it weren’t for his near-constant sour expression. But even that lemon face of his had grown on her.

Just looking at him she was nearly overwhelmed by a cocktail of emotions. Desire. Sadness. Longing. Anger. Lust. Denial. The list went on.

Things between them had never been simple. Why start now?

To think, two years ago when she’d accepted the job at Aegis Group, Grant had pretty much hated her on principal. They’d verbally sparred, he’d undercut her authority, they’d even been hauled into their boss’ office on several occasions. Despite their boss’ ultimatum to figure it out or he’d fire both of them, the only thing that had fixed them was sex.

God, that night. She could still remember it with such clarity.

The op had gone wrong there toward the end. They’d salvaged it, but Melody along with their assets had been taken prisoner for a few short hours. She’d drawn on all her training to manage the situation as best she could, but deep down she’d expected this to be her end.

And then there was Grant, swooping in to save her. He’d been her every silly fantasy of him, right down to the over-protective way he’d followed her home, checked on her, bossed her around until she’d snapped.

While they both claimed that first kiss was mutual, she knew she’d made the first move. She’d set them down this path, because this was what she did. She had a type, and Grant was it.

Once more Melody was making the same mistake she had before.

At least this time she was woman enough to realize what she’d done and fix it.

Grant turned a heated look her way. She swallowed and willed her knees to not buckle. The last thing she needed was for him to come to her rescue again. She might not survive it. Her already knotted stomach twisted tighter.

She’d been avoiding conversation with him, ducking him whenever he might catch her alone, putting this off while she sorted out what she wanted. Because she knew she was going to break them. She had to. And if that ultimately meant quitting and finding a job elsewhere, she’d do that, too.

It was her fault she’d broken her rule about no more alpha hole boyfriends.

At least she’d survived him for a year before giving into temptation. And could anyone blame her? Brushes with mortality gave a girl a pass.

Grant couldn’t help who he was. He was the storm, powerful, unyielding. Nothing could stand in his way. Not even her, and the destruction he left in her heart and life couldn’t be ignored any longer.

They weren’t good for each other.

Her knees wobbled at that idea and her mind supplied a few elicit memories of just how useful Grant could be. But life was more than great sex.

He took a step toward her, his heavy boots thudding on the marble floors.

Melody straightened her spine. She knew what she had to say, though of course her mouth chose this moment to go dry.

Damn him. It wasn’t fair that he affected her this way. She couldn’t turn her awareness of him off. There wasn’t a switch for that. He barely seemed to notice her unless he wanted something. She didn’t factor into his life the way he did in hers. They were unbalanced, unhealthy and it had to stop.

“I missed you last night.” He came to stop at the other end of the long dining table.

She kept holding the chair as if it were a shield. “Grant...”

“What?” He rounded the end of the table. “I can’t tell you I missed you?”

Melody tipped her chin up. She’d faced down scarier people, been in far more dangerous situations and always knew what to say. That was why she was good at her job, be it hostage negotiation or what she did now, liaising with clients. But Grant didn’t know about her past, what she’d done to get to this chapter of her life. All he knew, all he cared about, was getting the job done and sex.

He didn’t really want her, and that was the hard truth she hadn’t yet accepted.

She feared she’d learn that lesson soon enough. He’d find someone else to fill his bed, and that would be the real moment he broke her.

“I’ve been wanting to talk to you about this.” She said the words, just like she’d practiced, but they sounded wooden, clumsy.

“This? You mean us?”

She grit her teeth, a bit of the anger and resentment rising to the surface. “There is no us, Grant. We sneak around behind our team’s back and have sex occasionally. We can’t keep doing this. I won’t keep doing this.”

He stopped a few feet away from her, brows drawn down, mouth open.

She’d surprised him.

Sorrow stabbed at her heart.

It just went to show how little he knew about her.

“There is no us? Sneaking around?” His brow furrowed deeper with each sentence. “You were the one who said we should be discrete and not let the team know.”

Melody drew in a deep breath. She’d rather handle a twelve hour barricaded person situation than this conversation. At least she had a guidebook to follow, precedent she could fall back on, people she could call for help. There was nothing to help her through breaking up with Grant. This was the problem she’d made. She couldn’t walk away from it.

“You’re correct. I did say we should be discrete until we knew where this was going.” She tipped her chin up and looked at him. “The fact is, I don’t want to be in a relationship with you anymore.”

Grant’s frown deepened and he took two steps, coming to the corner of the table, now just feet away from her.

Melody’s chair was never going to protect her from him. Physically she had nothing to fear from Grant. That had never been her concern. He wasn’t the type to hurt people, not physically anyway. But emotionally?

He’d already wrecked her heart and soul, and he didn’t even know it.

She was the one who’d jumped into the deep end, fallen in love, while fully aware he wasn’t in the same space. So she’d bided her time, waited for him to realize what they had, but his eyes were still closed to it. Maybe he’d never see her in that light.

She couldn’t keep waiting around for him to love her.

“What went wrong?” he asked.

She pivoted to face him and let go of the chair with her right hand, letting it fall to her side. “It’s more that nothing has gone right.”

Grant kept staring at her. She knew him. He was already strategizing, working out a move, trying to figure her out, how to get what he wanted. Their arrangement was neat. Tidy.

They spent a couple nights together when they weren’t working. She didn’t bug him, ask him to do things he wasn’t interested in. And when they were working, occasionally they had sex.

“We have always had problems, Grant.” She licked her lips and braced herself to lay it all out there. “From the beginning until now. You’ve accepted me being part of this team, but it had to be on your terms and only after we’d slept together. You don’t view me as your equal, though that’s what I’m supposed to be on paper.”

He planted a hand next to hers on the chair and leaned in closer, derailing her train of thought. “You didn’t complain last week when you came to my room.”

Her cheeks heated. “We’re good at sex, Grant. That’s it. I want more, and you aren’t going to give it to me. I’m not sure I’d want it at this point if you decided it’s what you wanted. We’re just too...messed up for this to work.”

Melody’s phone lying on the table lit up and vibrated, flashing the name Merida, the Seattle branch’s office manager and Melody’s best friend. She knew it wasn’t work related, but Grant didn’t.

This was her opportunity to say the last word and flee.

Things were over between them. Words wouldn’t change that.

“I have to take this.” Melody reached for the phone.

Grant grabbed her hand, giving it a squeeze. “This isn’t over.”

She looked into his eyes. Her heart wanted to believe him, but the rest of her was siding with her brain. He had a proven track record, and none of it told her to trust him.

“Yes, it is, Grant.” She pulled out of his grasp, grabbed the phone and tapped the answer button.

Melody might want him, in bed everything was perfect, but she needed more. And if Grant couldn’t give her that, she’d do herself a disservice staying with him.

“Merida, hi.” Melody grabbed her tablet and turned toward the hall leading to the bedroom she’d laid claim to. The floor to ceiling windows and view of the pool had made it ideal in terms of avoiding Grant last night. She didn’t have the hope of privacy. “What time is it in Seattle?”

“It’s eleven. I’m off the clock. Spill. Did you two talk yet?”

“I have those in my bag. One moment?” Melody picked up the pace, nearly diving into her room and shutting the door behind her as her knees began to wobble.

“Is he there? Are you talking right now?” Merida whisper-spoke despite being on the phone and not present.

Melody couldn’t respond. That last glimpse of Grant’s face was frozen in her mind.

The determination didn’t bode well for her if he decided to push her.

She pressed her back to the door and sucked down a breath as her heart seemed to finally realize this was happening. She was breaking up with him.

“Oh, my God,” she muttered.

“Talk to me, damn it!”

“It did not go well,” Melody whispered.

“Can’t say I’m surprised.” Merida’s tone softened. “How are you doing?”

Melody had no idea how to answer that question.

She slid her feet out of her heels and flexed her ankles, willing some feeling back into her toes, all the while her heart began to break apart at all the places it was weakest.

She’d worn the tall, black ones because they gave her that last added oomph she’d needed. They let her almost look Grant straight in the eye, only now she wished she’d been barefoot. She could run faster and maybe then she wouldn’t have had an up-close look at his face.

“Mel?”

“Oh, God.” Melody crossed to the bed and flopped down. “He did not take that well.”

“Who cares about him? He’s a crappy boyfriend. How are you doing?”

She grabbed a pillow and clutched it to her chest. Her heart was breaking apart. She was smart enough to know her self-preservation instincts had kicked in. The real pain wouldn’t begin until she was home, where she didn’t have to wear a mask. That was when she’d cry and grieve for everything she’d wanted, all the things she’d dreamed about.

The reality was that Grant was not the man she wanted him to be, and she wasn’t foolish enough to think he’d change for her. Not for all the stars in the sky.
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GRANT ANDERSON STARED down the empty hall, still reeling from his exchange with Melody.

What the hell just happened?

He’d known things were off between them lately, but he hadn’t seen this coming. With their last job wrapping up so fast, he’d made plans. A God damn private chef was supposed to be here in half an hour to cook lunch then a masseuse. He’d warned the guys to stay away, that he and Melody would be working. In reality what Grant really wanted was to lay his claim on her publically. Let everyone know they were together. But he’d never done that because that wasn’t what she wanted.

And now she didn’t want him.

How was it they were breaking up? And she didn’t even want to talk about it? She’d just decided how it was and that was it?

Grant pushed off the chair and strode to the other side of the house where the neatly manicured lawn butted up against a high fence dividing this property from the neighboring one.

It was a tropical paradise, and he’d thought if they scheduled a little downtime here maybe he could use it to—what? Bridge that ever-present gap he couldn’t figure out a way across?

“Fucking hell,” he muttered to himself.

Had he been blind? And where did she get off saying that shit about him?

This wasn’t over.

Sure, yeah, he could fully admit that in the beginning when he’d shown up for a job and there was Zain with this petite Asian woman who was now Grant’s co-leader, he’d been pissed. Despite Zain vowing that it was to offer a better level of service to their clients, it had felt like a slap in the face. Like Grant couldn’t do his fucking job. So yeah, he’d been an ass in the beginning. But that was before he realized just how good Melody was with people. She really did improve the team. He’d been the problem which he realized and dealt with.

After that, there was no way he could deny his attraction to her. It had frustrated him to no end.

He knew he couldn’t act on it. He wasn’t stupid. There was no way she’d be receptive after the way he’d treated her in the beginning. So he’d been professional. They’d figured out working together, and so what if he went home frustrated and hard?

She was wrong about one thing. He’d accepted her before they’d slept together. Granted, they hadn’t done much sleeping that night.

No, when he’d taken her home after that op, the one where she’d gotten kidnapped and hurt, he’d more than accepted her as part of the team. He’d begun to lean on her. Need her. Privately he thought more of the teams should have a co-leader structure. It was hard always being the person in charge. Melody brought out the best in them, and when he needed help, she was there.

The sex, well, that had begun as the clash of biology and chemistry.

All of this was coming out of left field.

From the beginning he’d followed her lead, letting her set the pace, their boundaries. He’d thought they were building toward something. And all this time she saw him as a problem.

Grant turned from the windows and headed upstairs.

Maybe he should grab his trunks and go down to the beach with the guys? Give Melody space to think about this. She couldn’t just decide they were done for, could she? What about his feelings? What he wanted?

Two black crates sat on the landing outside the bedrooms.

Crap.

He couldn’t leave Melody in the house with all their gear here. That wasn’t fair.

Grant braced his forearms on the railing and stared out the floor to ceiling windows overlooking the pool.

Where had he gone wrong? How were they at this point? Could he fix it?

The truth—Grant’s truth—was that he was falling in love with Melody. But she didn’t feel the same about him. Had she ever? Was the reason she wanted to keep their relationship quiet because she never intended them to be more than fuck buddies? Had he been blinded to the truth all along?

His heart thudded painfully against his ribs.

Grant had always been about duty. Doing what he needed to, what was right. He’d been raised in a career military family with clear expectations about where he’d go and what he’d do. His decisions leading up to that day were all made by asking the question, what serves the greater good?

Except, with Melody, it was about them, and he’d foolishly thought that for once he could be selfish. He could be with someone because he liked them, he enjoyed being with them. For once he’d relaxed, let himself carve out a bit of a personal life.

Grant had been prepared to have a conversation about going to the next level. Getting closer, opening up. Not ending things.

He was blindsided, stunned and he still didn’t know what to think about any of it.

The doorbell rang, breaking into his thoughts.

The chef.

Fucking hell, this was a shitty day.
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WEDNESDAY. PRIVATE Yacht, Ibiza.

Liman Fahed peered through the binoculars at his team getting into place to breech the mansion positioned just off the coast of Ibiza. It was a beautiful day for an assault mission. Blue skies. Not a cloud in sight. A brisk breeze.

It was as if nature were celebrating Liman’s victory with him.

Everything was falling into place.

Finally.

“Sir?”

He turned his attention on the monitors.

They’d spent weeks, months gauging where to strike, how many people they would need, and now it was happening.

With any luck, Liman would have Elio back before the end of the week. It had rocked their whole team when the Americans kidnapped their top officer. Liman wasn’t about to leave his man there to rot. Elio was too valuable, too unique.

One monitor showed four men walking shoulder to shoulder down an old path winding between homes. They had no idea what was coming for them.

“The teams are waiting for your signal, sir,” Khaled said.

He was new to the department. Liman didn’t entirely trust him. For all he knew, Khaled was reporting unflattering versions of the truth to his superiors.

Liman had managed to place the blame for Elio’s abduction firmly on the Americans and the lack of information coming down to him. Liman had escaped blame, this time. But if he didn’t get Elio back, he knew who would pay the price.

“They took their stims, yes?” Liman asked.

“Three minutes ago, sir.” Khaled never looked away from the monitors.

“Go then. I want those four alive, not dead, understand?” Liman crossed his arms over his chest and focused on the other monitors.

Khaled relayed to the teams lying in wait. It would all happen simultaneously and be over before anyone realized what had started.

The smaller monitors that showed the body camera feeds jostled. A few of the men were still taking their stim pills, so either Khaled was lying or more than likely the order had been ignored.

Liman breathed a sigh.

He couldn’t wait to have Elio back. The man was a machine, he followed orders, there weren’t any problems with him now. Not like in the beginning.

The rest of the agents weren’t on the same level. Despite their best efforts they hdn’t been able to replicate the science that had evolved Elio. They’d only managed to produce the stim pills. They worked for a quick boost, were fast acting, but they would never be on Elio’s level. For today it would give their team the upper hand.

Liman picked up a headset and listened to the terse orders while watching the monitors.

The four men rounded the corner, heading down the stone lane toward the street. They’d be blindsided and pinned down.

Now.

The targets were in position.

As if Liman’s team had read his mind, they moved.

The stationary cameras captured those first few moments.

The van skidded into the frame, stopping in the target’s path. Any normal person would be caught off-guard and likely stand there. Not these four. They moved, two going one way, the other two sprinting out of the frame. The men on the ground divided in two, intent on their targets.

Muzzle fire erupted, in the headset.

“Who is firing?” Liman demanded.

Orders drowned him out, men shouting.

“Damn it,” he muttered.

On the screen, one target was on the ground, two men on top of him. A second target was disarmed and trading punches with one of Liman’s men.

“Where are the other two?” He leaned forward, studying the body cameras.

“Still in pursuit,” someone heaved.

Shit.

Liman snapped and pointed at Khaled. “Tell the other team to go. We can’t risk those two slipping through our fingers and warning them.”

“Yes, sir.”

The day wasn’t over. Liman intended to win this day.
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Wednesday. Safe House, Playa d’en Bossa, Ibiza.

Grant really should have called the chef as soon as Melody had walked away from him. Now he was going to be on the hook for the rest of the payment. He couldn’t imagine eating the meal he’d hoped to share with her by himself. Or leaving it by her door to enjoy the meal cold, if she’d take it at all.

The doorbell peeled again.

“Coming,” Grant called out as he jogged across the floor to the entry.

He paused to peer through the peephole. Some habits just didn’t go away.

A man stood on the other side, his head bent, the sun glinting off his dark head of hair. He wore a dark jacket. A chef’s coat?

Had Grant ever gotten a picture of the person that company was sending over?

He blew out a breath and mentally kicked himself.

The op was over.

He shook his head, banishing the paranoia that came with every job, and unlocked the door. There was no reason for a retaliatory attack. Besides, they’d ensured the last assholes could barely drift to shore much less pursue them.

Grant gripped the handle. “Hey, man—”

The door was shoved back, ramming into Grant’s knee. Pain radiated up and down his leg.

“Get down,” a man bellowed.

Grant was forced back, away from the door to avoid getting rammed with it again. Two more figures dressed in black from head to toe barged into the house wielding guns.

Melody.

Grant stopped breathing for a second.

She was all that mattered.

He couldn’t let them hurt her. Whoever these people were, they were armed, geared and outnumbered the two of them.

Grant held his hands up and backed away, watching the two other men proceed into the main area of the house.

How many of them were there?

The first man through the door advanced on Grant.

Now, before the others got to Melody’s room.

He moved fast, grabbing the man’s right arm by the wrist and moving with him. Grant kneed the guy in the groin, then delivered a hard right hook against the guy’s face. His attacker lost his grip on the weapon. Grant grabbed it from the man’s hand.

A fourth figure darted into the house, yelling something that Grant couldn’t understand.

“Melody,” he bellowed and prayed she was already moving.

He took a step back and fired at the man charging him, hitting him in the leg where body armor didn’t protect him. The man went down hard.

The first attacker was still bent double, but his twisted, angry face was focused on Grant.

Grant squeezed the trigger.

Blood splattered the wall behind the target as the body dropped to the floor.

He shifted his aim, back to the downed man and fired again.

Whoever these people were, he’d kill them before they got to Melody. Grant didn’t know who sent them, what they wanted or anything. But none of that mattered so long as Melody was at risk.

A heavyweight hit Grant from behind, knocking him forward. His feet flew out from under him and he went down hard, almost face first, on the cool tile. A muzzle pressed against the back of his skull and a knee drove into his back.

The man over him barked out orders, speaking to the other man across the room.

That wasn’t English.

Arabic?

Who were these people?

Why were they here?

Lepta Team’s last job was rescuing a pampered socialite from Algerian pirates. She’d stiffed payment for some sort of yacht and the pirates had come to collect the money.

Were these men Algerian? Were these the next step up from pirate enforcers?

If they wanted the socialite, she wasn’t here. But maybe they didn’t know that? Could Grant negotiate with them? Hold them off until the rest of the team got back or they could signal Zain?

A door banged open. A door that sounded like it was just down the hall past the kitchen.

Grant’s body went cold.

Melody...

Three gunshots fired in rapid succession. Glass shattered and a man let out a gurgled cry.

Grant turned his head even while the gun pressed harder against his skull.

“I’ll kill him,” the man said.

A gun fired.

Grant felt the warm, sticky blood on his cheek as the body slumped over him.

“Mel?” He shoved the dead man aside and scrambled to his feet.

Melody stood at the entrance to the hall, her hair pulled back and a gun in hand. She still wore her blouse from earlier, but she’d changed into sweatpants. The gray, loose fitting ones he’d bought her when she’d spent the weekend at his place unexpectedly. He hadn’t wanted her to leave to go get clean clothes, so he’d done one of those order online and have it delivered in two hour things.

“Are you okay?” She didn’t lower the weapon, but kept it trained on the front door.

“Yeah. You?” Grant turned his attention to the driveway.

“Fine. What the hell?”

He peered out at the van idling in the driveway. He shoved the door shut and locked it.

“I don’t see anyone else,” he said.

Melody was already kneeling over the first man she’d dropped, feeling at his pockets. “We have to get out of here.”

Grant nodded. “There’s probably more outside, waiting for us to go out the front.”

“I’ll grab our bags.” Melody straightened. “We should leave out the door in my room.”

He jerked his head in a nod as he continued to strip the other bodies of any identifiable information that would help them determine just what the hell was going on. Melody returned from their gear stash with two uniform black bags.

This was a no-win situation.

If they left, and they were, their full complement of gear and munitions would be just sitting here waiting for someone to scoop it up.

If they stayed, Grant had no doubt that a second wave would take them down and then it wouldn’t matter who had their gear because Grand and Melody would be captured or worse.

“We need to warn the others,” Melody said.

Grant checked his sidearm, ensuring it was loaded. “After. Come on.”

With luck, the guys were safe at the beach for now. There was time to signal them later.

Melody didn’t offer any argument. She slung both bags across her shoulders, refusing his help when he tried to take one.

“You need to be unencumbered,” was all she said.

He grit his teeth for the millionth time today and headed for her room.

When Melody had laid claim to the pool-side suite, Grant had been irritated. This distance she’d put between them lately was noticeable. But with the guys horsing around in the pool until the early morning hours, Grant hadn’t been able to get a private word with Melody before she went to sleep.

The room was just as neat and tidy as Melody liked things.

He edged his way through the room to the floor to ceiling glass wall and peered out.

The pool patio was mostly flat stones. That area was bordered by cultivated greenery and palm trees. There was a beach twenty yards out, but it was rocky and the sand course.

The bonus? No cover for their attackers to hide in.

Without needing to speak, Melody unlocked the sliding glass door and stood aside, gun pointed at the ground, waiting for Grant to take the lead. They might have struggled in the beginning with becoming co-leaders, but they’d figured out a rhythm.

Grant stepped out onto the patio. The late morning sun beat down on them. Only a few fluffy clouds flitted across the sky. Out in the water, a large luxury boat was anchored fairly close to shore.

He turned toward the front of the house, visually sweeping the grounds, but no one moved. As expected, with little to no cover on this side of the house there was no one lying in wait. The real test would come when they made a break for it.

Melody shut the door behind them as Grant began creeping toward the back of the house. There was a small section of ground shaded by trees with large, leafy bushes offering some cover.

A shadow stretched across the grass in front of Grant.

Someone wasn’t paying attention to the position of the sun.

In that moment he made a decision. Instead of coming around the corner, brandishing his weapon, he reached blindly, grabbing the man by the front of his clothes. Grant yanked the man forward, clocking him in the head with the butt of his weapon.

“Look out!” Melody sidestepped Grant and fired so close to him that his ears rang painfully.

“Run.”

Grant took off, Melody staying close at his side. They kept pace with each other across the partially sheltered ground. He skidded to a stop at the wall, going to a knee and boosting melody up and over the fence before hauling himself over and onto the neighbor’s property.

“Go. Keep going,” Grant said when she paused.

There could be more men out there. Melody kept close to the trees lining the property on this side, using them as cover.

They reached the narrow lane serving the beach front homes just as a farm truck rounded the bend. Grant shoved his borrowed gun back into the waistband of his jeans, pulled his shirt over the weapon and held up his hand. The truck lumbered to a stop.

“Hi. Hello.” Grant did his best to smile at the man. “Can you, uh, give us a ride? Into town?”

“Here.” Melody shoved cash into his hand.

“We’ll pay. Just a ride into town?” Grant offered the cash to the farmer.

The older man eyed the money than them.

He probably thought they were vacationers.

The man nodded at the back of the truck and took the cash.

“Thanks.” Grant placed his hand on Melody’s back, just below the bags. “Come on.”

They climbed into the truck bed, hunching low as the truck picked up speed and headed into the heart of Ibiza Town.

Melody already had her phone out. She met his gaze. “Riley’s not answering.”

What the hell was going on?
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WEDNESDAY. KOOL CAFE, Ibiza Town, Ibiza.

Melody retreated to a small table at the back of the café while Grant got them drinks. Neither of them had been able to reach Riley, Nolan, Vaughn or Brenden. She knew Grant had tried to reach their boss, but hadn’t gotten through either. Her battery was just about dead so she’d turned her phone off to conserve battery.

She dumped the contents of the side pocket of her bag out on the table and stared at the collection of random stuff they’d taken from the men who’d attacked them.

A couple phones.

Bottles of unmarked pills.

Bits of paper.

Some local currency.

And a wad of bills with the words BANQUE DU LIBAN printed across the top.

“Shit,” she muttered.

“What?” Grant sank down across from her and set two bottles of water and two wrapped sandwiches down.

She picked up the wad of cash, Lebanese pounds, and handed looked at Grant.

For several moments he stared at the money. His brows drew down and his lips parted.

“They weren’t after the girl?” He finally looked at her.

“What?”

“I thought—they weren’t Algerian?”

God, she wished the answer was that simple. If they were dealing with retaliation for rescuing their last client, she’d know what to do. But if these men were Lebanese, their problems were a whole lot bigger.

“I don’t think so.” She picked up one of the stolen cell phones. She’d powered them off earlier, but now, she wanted answers.

“Wait.” Grant covered her hand.

Despite the heat, she welcomed the feel of him. If it weren’t for him being there, acting as fast as he did, they could both be dead.

“Is that a good idea?” he asked.

“We can’t get the team. We haven’t been able to reach home. We need to know what we’re dealing with.” It sounded rational, but they both knew turning on the phones—hell, having their own phones—was a risk.

Grant grimaced and grabbed the sandwiches, tucking them into his bag.

“If we do this, we have to dump and run,” he said.

“Okay.”

“We should head for that big hotel, the one with the pink balconies?”

Melody nodded. She’d hate being there, but staying at one of the most popular hotels on the island would also provide them with good cover. Anyone carrying a gun couldn’t get close to them without being utterly obvious. It was hard to hide a gun in swim trunks or a bikini.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

Grant double fisted two phones while Melody focused on one. The moment the screen powered up it asked for a code.

“Shit,” she muttered.

“Got this one.” Grant dropped the phone in his right hand and focused on the one in his left.

He laid it down and Melody bent over it as he tapped the screen. He randomly activated an app.

The photo gallery.

Four rows down was an unmistakable image of a young man wearing a uniform with a Lebanese flag stitched to his shoulder.

It all made sense now. Horrible, terrible sense.

This was about Ethan.

“We have to go,” Grant said in a hard voice.

Melody stood, sweeping all non-electronics into her bag before grabbing the phones. Grant tucked their water away and they picked their way out of the busy café through a back entrance.

She pried the back off a phone, dropping the case, then the battery before attacking the SIM card. Grant did the same. They systematically tore apart and destroyed the phones as they walked, leaving crucial elements in abandoned drinks, tossing them in gutters or down storm drains. And that was just the beginning.

Grant tossed his smart watch.

Melody dug her back-up tablet out of her bag and dropped it, screen down, on the stones.

The sun beat down on them. Sweat soaked her back. Her skin crawled as if a hundred pairs of eyes were focused on her.

She knew they weren’t. Training told her that. But when Grant reached for her, she let him take her hand. Because holding onto him felt comforting. So long as he was with her, she knew they’d get through this.

The lobby of the Hard Rock Hotel was busy with people heading out to the pool to enjoy whatever pulsing music was being pumped through the speakers. Grant checked them in using cash and a pair of false IDs. It wasn’t documented procedure, but most Team Leaders traveled with an alternate ID in case of emergencies like this. Only Zain would know the names to look for.

It took her complete control to not mad dash for the elevator. The few minutes it took to get up to their floor was painful. By the time they reached their room she was eyeing the housekeeping staff and wondering if they were in on the deal as well.

Their room was small. A queen bed, a bathroom, balcony, TV and a table with two chairs. She reminded herself that people didn’t come to stay at the Hard Rock for the rooms. They came for the party, and she was here to hide in plain sight.

Melody sat on the bed and reached for the remote, curious if the attack had made the local news.

“I’m going to try Zain again,” Grant said.

The news flipped on, but the cameras weren’t showing their safe house. They were instead focused on a section of familiar road with yellow police tape.

“Grant?” She turned the volume up.

The news reporter spoke with an English accent. “Ten are badly injured and two dead in a shoot-out on the island of Ibiza this morning.”

“That’s...” She pointed, the words failing her.

The phone clattered back into the cradle and Grant came to stand next to her as they watched the news reporter struggle to spin a story about partying getting out of hand.

“That’s less than half a mile from the house. The guys would have taken that path to get to the beach.” She sucked down a breath as the pieces clinked together.

“This was all a set-up.” Grant sank down to sit on the bed next to her. “This is about...”

Melody nodded even though he wasn’t looking at her.

It all led back to the man they’d rescued a few months back.

Ethan Turner had been abducted by the Lebanese government years ago. He’d been presumed dead due to a bombing and both his family and Aegis Group told his body was cremated according to custom. Zain had said something about getting a bag of ashes.

Who or what had the Lebanese sent to Ethan’s widow?

The Lebanese had done things to him. When the Lepta Team found him, he clearly didn’t know who he was. Hell, he’d almost killed Melody. It was only dumb luck that Vaughn and Brenden had managed to get the best of Ethan, truss him up and take him home unwillingly. Now, the Lebanese government was after them. Because they wanted Ethan back? They wanted to shut the team up? Why?

“We can’t call anyone,” Grant said.

“What about the others?” she whispered.

“They know the drill.” His voice wobbled saying that.

After Lebanon, they’d instituted measures in case of dire emergencies. No one had thought they’d be using them, but here they were, stuck on an island, cut off from their team, no resources, totally on their own and blind. This was planned, organized and patient. Melody knew that whoever was behind this wasn’t done with them yet.

Grant reached over and took the remote. He powered the TV off, leaving them in silence, listening to the beach music for several moments.

“Our guys are still alive,” he said softly.

“How sure as you?”

“Because I know my team.” He turned to face her. “You guys are the best. My money is on you, not them.”

Damn him.

Melody drew in a deep breath. She was rarely in danger herself. Her role was behind the scenes, this wasn’t her part to play, and yet here she was. Freaking out wasn’t going to help find their people. It was time to dig deep and remind herself that she used to be a cop. A damn good one, and she knew what it was like to perform under fire.
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3.
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Wednesday. Hard Rock Hotel, Ibiza Town, Ibiza.

The day stretched on; the hours seeming to last days as the party raged outside. The news hadn’t told them anything new since the first newscast except the names of the victims were bystanders who’d gotten caught in the crossfire. Wherever his team was, Grant had to believe that they’d gotten away and they’d all connect in the morning.

It was going to be a long damn night.

Grant glanced at Melody sitting at the table bent over a book of some sort she’d found in a drawer. They hadn’t spoken much, not since she’d recovered from the initial shock of it all.

Melody’s strength, her resilience, was something Grant admired about her. She was cool under pressure. He hated that it had taken him almost a year to realize how valuable she was not only to the team, but him. He’d been an ass in those early months, but he’d said his apologies. He’d believed they were past that.

So where had they gone wrong?

He studied the back of her head, how she’d pulled her silky, long hair into some sort of twist held in place with a pencil. The first time he’d touched her hair he’d been fascinated by how soft it was. The other memories from that night were just as sweet.

And she wanted to walk away from that?

Grant swung his legs off the bed and stood.

He’d followed Melody’s lead from the beginning, allowing her to set the pace, how often they saw each other, what she wanted to tell him. He didn’t push, because deep down he’d known she was ready to erect the barrier she’d kept between him before they’d fallen for each other.

This wasn’t an ideal time to have relationship issues. Their problems were serious enough as it were. But he’d also never have another opportunity to talk to her where she couldn’t leave. They were stuck with each other, and he was enough of a bastard to force the issue.

Grant circled the bed and crossed to the table.

“We need to talk,” he said

Melody turned the page of her book and didn’t acknowledge him.

He pulled out the other chair and sat facing her, his knees bumping hers under the little table. She didn’t yield space to him. Melody had never challenged him, but he knew she wouldn’t give up what she had. Like leg room under a table or the arm rest on a plane.

Grant intended to use that against her.

“Button?”

Her chin came up and she regarded him coolly. “Don’t call me that anymore.”

He leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Why not?”

“Because this, us, it’s not working out. That’s it.” She tilted the book up. “We should focus on more serious matters. We have a few.”

“They aren’t going anywhere and neither are we.” He used a finger and flattened the book to the table. “Give me one reason. One valid reason why, and I’ll back off.”

“I don’t want to be with you anymore,” she said slowly, never breaking eye contact.

“That’s not a reason.”

“It’s not a reason you like.” She shut the book with a thwap. “That doesn’t make it invalid, Grant.”

He grit his teeth. There was no logic behind her so-called reason. It was a thinly veiled excuse she was lobbing at him to avoid the topic. What made her change? What had he done?

She was giving him classic Melody, showing him a perfectly serene face, no emotion. He knew her well enough now. Inside, behind all this, she wasn’t as calm as she wanted him to believe. He couldn’t accept that the woman he’d made love to a week ago was rejecting him now.

She couldn’t just turn her emotions off. The body didn’t work that way. Whatever he’d done to piss her off couldn’t have rewired her in such a short time.

None of this made sense.

“I don’t have to explain myself to you,” she said.

“Fine. Okay.”

Melody’s gaze narrowed.

She was right to be suspicious.

He leaned back and smiled at her. “I’ll stop asking you to explain why we’re breaking up if you kiss me one last time.”

“Do you hear yourself?” She crossed her arms over her chest.

He was playing with fire and fighting dirty. Yeah, he knew it, but damn it, he didn’t know where this was coming from.

“You do know you sound like a manipulative asshole? I could go to Zain—”

“And what? Tell him about the time you used company issue handcuffs while I was—”

“Stop,” she snapped.

Her chest rose and fell faster. She was worked up a little. Good.

So was he.

“One kiss. Show me you don’t have feelings for me.”

The cold stare she leveled at him had his insides twisting in dread. What if something really had changed? What if he’d thought there was something else, but it was only an act?

Shit.

Melody flipped the book shut. “Fine, but then you leave this alone.”

“Okay.” He knew that agreement was a lie, but right now he’d say and do just about anything to get past this silence.

She stood and smoothed her hands down the gray sweat pants as if she were wearing one of those pencil skirts she favored. He loved those, how they showed off her ass, her calves. The sweatpants were better only because they were easy to get out of and he’d bought them for her. Maybe she’d forgotten that detail, but he hadn’t.

He turned to the side as she came around the table to stand between his knees. Melody was petite, short, cute as a damn button when she forgot to be this polished version of herself.

She looked down at him and licked her lips. He fought the urge to groan and reach for her. This wasn’t like normal. If this wasn’t the most perfect kiss in the world, she was leaving him and he’d have to honor his promise, even if he didn’t want to.

“None of that quick peck business either,” he added.

One corner of her mouth twisted up. Her mask was slipping.

He lived for these moments, when she forgot to shield this delicate person she hid from the world. It was the her he wished she’d share with him, that he thought he was getting to know.

“One kiss.” She planted her hand on his shoulder.

“That’s what we agreed on.”

Melody bent at the waist.

He reached up and cupped her face, falling into the spell of her dark eyes. Her breath warmed his cheek and her hands settled on his shoulders. His dick hardened just looking at her, knowing with a certainty he couldn’t trust that she wanted him, too. That it couldn’t just be over so easy.

Her lips touched his, soft at first. He reached up and cupped the back of her head, opening his mouth to tease hers. Melody’s body was tense and he could feel her holding back.

That wouldn’t do.

He curled his fingers in her hair, tugging just a little. Her muscles tightened further and he could feel her holding back a groan. He nipped her lower lip, focusing all of his desire on this one point of contact.

Melody’s hair fell down her back, the pencil not strong enough. He wrapped a lock around his left index finger and tugged her forward.

A sweet moan filled the air and her fingers bit into his shoulder.

Yes.

He leaned away, just a tiny bit, and she followed. Her mouth moved against his, her kiss eager and hungry.

Grant wanted to grab her, haul her on the table, but he didn’t. All he’d asked for was a kiss, a tiny bit of proof she wasn’t truly done with him. He wouldn’t ask for more, but he also wasn’t going to stop kissing her.

Melody gripped both shoulders now. She straddled one thigh, then the next until she sat on his lap. This was his favorite position. It mitigated their difference in height, allowing him to kiss and touch all of her. He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her up against his chest and kissed her deeply, putting everything he felt into it.

She was his person. The one who saw him at his best and worst. He trusted her when he didn’t trust himself. He knew they were good together.

Grant released her hair with his left hand and trailed his fingers down her back to the hem of her shirt. He slid his fingers underneath, teasing the skin just north of the waistband of her sweatpants.

It would be so easy to slid his hand into her pants, then her panties. He could cup her, touch her like this, drive her to orgasm on his fingers. But he wouldn’t.

This was just a kiss. A litmus test. Nothing more.

His dick twitched in protest.

Her hips shifted, grinding their sexes together. He groaned his appreciation but forced his hand to still against her skin.

This was just a kiss.

Melody pulled back just enough for their lips to break contact. She was breathing heavily. This close he could see just how dilated her eyes were.

She wanted him. He knew it. He was right.

This was the proof he needed. One way or another, he was going to win her back. So long as she wanted him, there was hope.

Melody fisted his shirt, dragging it up his chest.

He held his arms up and let her strip the T-shirt off him. Her gaze left his face, she looked down at him, running her fingertips along the tattoo just under his collar bone. Out of their whole team, she was the only one who’d seen it. They were words he didn’t share with anyone but her.

She flattened her hands on his chest, smoothing them down to his ribs while her hips did this little figure eight thing that made his vision haze and words impossible.

Grant pulled her to him, crushing his mouth to hers. Their tongues tangled, a sense of urgency descending upon them.

Her spine bowed as she created room between them, her nimble fingers making quick work of the buttons on her shirt. He’d long since learned to leave things like buttons to her.

The blouse went sailing off onto the floor.

He wrapped his arms around her, smoothing his palms down her back even while her tongue fucked him. She grasped the short strands of his hair, using that to guide his head. He kissed down her neck to her chest.

She’d let him take care of her after her breast augmentation surgery was fixed. He hadn’t known until then that her breasts weren’t natural, not that he cared either way. She’d trusted him to care for her. That was what mattered. All he needed to do was get them back to there.

Grant wrapped his lips around one nipple and sucked. She whimpered and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. He switched breasts, using every trick from the tongue flick to a slight press of teeth. All the things she liked.

His only goal was to drive her crazy. Maybe then she’d realize how good they could be. How right they were together.

Melody’s hand gripped the end of his belt. His already hard dick leaped to attention.

She undid his belt and pants enough to free his erection. Her little hands wrapped around him, pumping his cock while he continued to kiss her body, bestowing his attention on every inch of skin he could reach.

“Condom?” she said.

He lifted his hips and let go of her long enough to slap his wallet on the table.

Melody pulled away from him then, rising to her feet only to shove her sweats and panties to the floor, leaving her gloriously naked. The early evening sun and strobing lights bathed her in color.

Grant snatched up his wallet and yanked the condom out. He ripped it open and rolled the latex on while Melody sauntered toward him.

She didn’t hesitate when it came to what she wanted. Her gaze locked on his and she straddled his thighs. He gripped his erection, holding it as she lowered onto him. Her hips shifted, finding the perfect angle while she braced her hands on his shoulders.

He groaned as the tight vice of her pussy enveloped him.

It was always so damn good. Even from the beginning.

She used his shoulders to lift herself a bit before sliding back down, all the way to the root. He leaned forward, taking her mouth in a wet kiss. Her hips rocked forward then back, her muscles working him over.

“God, Button,” he groaned against her lips.

She didn’t say anything; then again she rarely spoke during sex.

He gripped her hips and helped her rise over him. Without warning she lowered, fast and hard, impaling herself on him.

“Fuck,” he muttered.

So that was how it was going to be? Fast, hard and without mercy?

He sat up and wrapped an arm around her waist, the better to steady her and guide her. She gripped his shoulders, rising and falling, her pussy stroking him. He ducked his head, kissing her, touching her breasts, all those sensitive spots he’d memorized. He knew her body, knew what she liked, how she came.

Grant sucked on her nipple even as her nails dug into his skin and over old scars.

He wanted her in his life. He couldn’t imagine them not together.

She cupped his face, forcing him to look at her.

“Make me...?” she whispered.

Her request took him by surprise, but he didn’t hesitate.

Grant stood, taking her with him, and sat her bare ass on the table.  With their positions reversed, he had greater access to her body. He cupped her mound, sliding his fingers through her curls to the slick bundle of nerves there.

He thrust. “Whatever you want, Button.”

Her head tilted back and she groaned.

He drove into her, praying that this was enough, that she’d see.

Melody’s head tilted back and her grip on his shoulder’s tightened. Her face creased in bliss and pain. Her clit always was hyper sensitive. Her spine bowed and she whimpered as her orgasm rippled through her.

Grant looped his arm around her waist and pistoned into her, swiping his thumb back and forth. She jerked each time, her nails digging in to the point of pain now. He dropped his head to her shoulder, breathing in the scent of her shampoo, the body spray she wore and their sweat mingling together.

A tingling started at the base of his spine. His knees wobbled a bit, but need drove him on. He rocked into her, his hold tightening as release surged through him.

He held her tight to his chest, praying she saw what they had, too.

Before Melody, Grant hadn’t thought much about the future. He’d always been a soldier, life was about the job, saving people. Falling for her had meant wondering what else he’d been missing out on. She brought balance to his life. What they had was special.

Grant gathered Melody into his arms and carried her spent body to the bed. He laid down with her spread across his chest, her slight weight comforting. Her hair spilled over his shoulder, tickling his skin.

No other woman had made him think about settling down. With Melody, she understood him. She didn’t fault him for living for his job because she did the same thing. But she also reminded him that there was more to life. Lazy nights eating pizza and watching movies.

Whatever had come between them, they could fix it. This, them, was too good to let go.

He smoothed her hair off her face. “See? You still feel something for me.”

Her body tensed.

He smoothed his hand down her back.

They could come back from this.

Melody pushed up, sliding off him to sit on the mattress. Her hair fell over a shoulder, partially obscuring her breasts. The pink and blue lights from the party outside cast ominous shadows on her serene face.

“Our problem has never been chemistry. It’s that we don’t have anything else, no substance. A kiss, sex, doesn’t change that, Grant.” She swung her legs off the bed and stood.

“What do you mean, we don’t have anything else?” His rubbery legs weren’t keen on standing, but he got up anyway, following Melody toward the bathroom.

“I mean, you don’t know anything about me. And it’s been a year.” She paused in the doorway and glanced over her shoulder. “We’re still over.”

“The hell we are,” he muttered.

He knew plenty about her. What her favorite foods were. How she liked to be touched. The odd cleaning quirks she had. She was scared of something and he wasn’t going to let her run away from him.
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WEDNESDAY. PRIVATE Yacht, Ibiza.

Liman stared down at the two men bound and gagged, secured to a bulkhead.

“Where are the other four?” he asked Khaled.

The man fidgeted. It appeared even he was feeling the pressure. Good. “The men are still looking, sir.”

Liman grimaced. This plan only worked if he had all of them. He needed bodies to barter with, to prove his point.

He kneeled next to the big one, the one who’d nearly taken out four men.

Liman switched to English. “Where are your friends?”

The man just stared at Liman.

“This will go easier for you if you cooperate.”

They both knew the prisoner wasn’t going to speak.

Liman patted the man’s cheek then straightened. It was time to handle this personally.

“Move them to the shore. I want a report ready by the time we land.”

“Yes, sir.”

Khaled scurried off to relay the order, leaving Liman alone.

He took the stairs back up to the deck and stared out at the ocean. A few years ago when he’d been approached about heading this secret group, he’d thought it sounded like bad science fiction. Super soldiers augmented by science. It was ridiculous. And yet, they’d achieved something singularly amazing with their test subject.

A test subject who’d become Liman’s most valued agent and who was now missing. He’d been pissed to learn Elio’s history that had been kept from him.

If Liman had known Elio had once been employed by this Aegis Group company in his former life, Liman would have never used him for that mission. Anyone else could have done what Elio did. Granted it might take five to his one, but they had the numbers.

There was only once Elio, and Liman intended to get him back, if for no other reason than the American government could never know what they’d done to the man.
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Thursday. Hard Rock Hotel, Ibiza Town, Ibiza.

Melody stared out of the windows, soaking up the impossibly blue ocean.

This was paradise, and she was miserable. Not only was her team missing in action, but she’d let Grant lure her in with kisses last night.

There was no denying that they had chemistry. He was a generous lover, but sex wasn’t everything. She needed more.

Grant sighed in his sleep and rolled over.

He’d sat up late last night, long after she’d given in and gone to sleep herself.

The man was the definition of stubborn. He was determined for the world to fit his order, how he wanted it. There wasn’t room for any other way. Which made his assertion that she didn’t just get to break up with him all the more annoying.

Grant wasn’t her boss, he didn’t own her, she could break up with him if she damn well wanted to. She didn’t have to have a good reason and she didn’t have to justify the decision to him.

A little part of her wanted to. Maybe if she did that he’d understand how much he hurt her and change.

Yeah, right.

Grant was as immovable as a mountain. He was who he was, and while she cared for him, she knew he couldn’t be the man she needed. It was better for her to end things. Move on.

Her heart ached at the thought of losing him. This would be so much easier if she wasn’t in love with him. But she’d already been through this with men like him before. She loved him. She wanted him to be invested in her, but instead he treated her like a houseplant. He’d water her when she needed it, ensure she was safe, but that was it. Sex was the only time she felt close to him, the only time he opened up to her.

Hadn’t she promised herself she wasn’t going to do this to herself anymore?

Grant wasn’t the first alpha hole guy she’d been with. After Melody had quit being a cop, all she’d dated were men with badges. Though calling what she’d done at the time dating was probably generous.

That was a whole chapter of her life Grant knew nothing about, because he’d never asked. He couldn’t be bothered to question what she’d done before joining his team.

The bedside clock buzzed.

Grant’s hand slapped out, silencing the alarm.

“Any word?” he asked.

The man went from asleep to awake in three seconds. It was both useful and annoying.

“No. I was waiting for you.” She braced herself and turned toward the bed. He lay with the sheet up to his waist, all that bare skin to admire. The tattoo at his collar still surprised her. It just didn’t fit his clean-cut image.

Grant sat up, running a hand through his hair and over his face. He tossed the sheet back, revealing his underwear. “I’ll head downstairs, get us some breakfast and a phone.”

“I need something else to wear.” She gestured at her sweats and blouse.

“Any preference?”

She didn’t expect much of an option at a hotel gift shop. “I’ll take what I can get.”

“Okay.” He stretched. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Melody glanced back at the windows to keep from watching him dress in the clothes she’d neatly folded for him.

It was time to put these emotions away. This business between them could and would wait until they’d found the rest of their team and got the hell out of here. She wasn’t going to breathe easy until they were on a plane.

Grant dressed and left the room without further comment.

She had to start thinking proactively. With any luck, Zain was aware of their situation and sending help. Or at least new passports.

Melody busied herself with packing up their things and checking over her guns. Typically she didn’t carry a weapon. It helped her build rapport with their assets. The more they saw her as another civilian the easier they found it to trust her. That didn’t mean Melody was incapable of protecting herself.

She’d been one of the best sharpshooters in her police academy class. Given her size and stature, she’d had to be the best at everything else just to make it to graduation and earn her badge.

Ten minutes later she was making up things to do when a familiar knock sounded on the door.

Grant.

Only he did that pattern.

The door beeped and he stepped in carrying three bags with him and two large coffees.

“Food or clothes first?” he asked.

“Did you get a phone?”

“Yeah. Picked it up off some kid sleeping on a bench.” Grant handed the phone to her.

She hated stealing like this, but they couldn’t risk being found.

Melody perched on the bed and tapped the internet browser icon. The phone wasn’t even locked. It was far too easy.

She navigated to a popular news site, clicked an article from the previous day and scrolled down to the comments. It took her three articles before she found one from a guy calling himself 4BeachBum2.

“Found it,” she said as she scanned the comment. It was a bunch of gibberish. The first two lines were somewhat related to the article, but after that it was pure code.

“What’s it say? Who posted?”

“Hold on.” She mentally did the translation in her head. “Two of them and an address.”

“Two?”

Melody glanced up, her stomach in knots.

If only two of their team had checked in, where were the others? What had happened to them?
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THURSDAY. PRIVATE RESIDENCE, Ibiza Town, Ibiza.

Grant glanced up and down the well-kept suburban street. It was late morning, almost early afternoon, and there wasn’t a soul to be seen other than him and Melody in this part of town. Not awake and coherent at least. He had counted at least four people sleeping on lawns and a few signs advertising rooms for rent.

How had Nolan and Vaughn wound up all the way out here? Had Melody read the note right?

The address the internet comment had led them to was clear on the other side of the city from where they’d been attacked.

“This is it.” Melody gestured at a large, square white house.

Unlike some of its neighbors, this house appeared recently renovated. The exterior was pristine, almost spotless. A few palm trees swayed in the breeze. Wooden pergolas created exterior living spaces, one of which appeared to be a bedroom for people who didn’t mind sleeping on lawn chairs. A collection of beer bottles circled them like some kind of boozy arcane ritual.

He eyed the twenty somethings passed out still wearing yesterday’s party clothes, drenched in sweat and alcohol. There hadn’t been a day in Grant’s life when he could have let loose like this. From the time he’d been little his parents had instilled a sense of responsibility in him. It wasn’t him to do this kind of stuff and he couldn’t begin to understand it. But that was the beauty of it. He didn’t have to comprehend other’s choices. He just respected their right, did his own thing and moved the hell on.

Grant stopped on the sidewalk and peered at the house, considering their approach.

“Do we just go inside? Knock? What?” Melody glanced up at him, her face half hidden by the large floppy hat and sunglasses she’d donned to help disguise herself.

He squinted and considered the options. The owners were probably not awake and they didn’t exactly what to be remembered. “The fewer people we disturb the better. Come on, let’s go around back.”

He stepped off the sidewalk and onto the manicured grass. There was no fence to bar their way, so they circled the large home under the shade of more mature palm trees to the back yard.

This was where the party had been.

Blow up rafts did double duty as mattresses for those guests who hadn’t wanted to leave the pool. Speakers were set up along the veranda and an empty table identified where the DJ had been at some point. A table full of empty beverage containers stood as a testament to the debauchery that had gone on, like an alter to the party gods.

The back door to the house stood open. The pull-out sofa accommodated at least three partially dressed bodies. The cushions were now a pallet for another couple. More bottles and cans littered the floor. This was so not his scene, and quite possibly the best cover their guys could have found.

Grant glanced at Melody. She’d pulled her sunglasses off and was peering into the house, a frown curving her lips.

Anyone could walk in there, steal stuff, mess with people. There was no security, nothing to stop a person with ill intent.

“Stay close?” he whispered.

“I think we in more danger of stepping in vomit than getting jumped. Come on.” She sighed and headed toward the house.

“Can you believe these people?” he said for her ears alone.

Melody glanced up at him. “I’ve been one of these people.”

Grant’s mind came to a screeching stop as he tried to picture Melody, always perfectly styled and put-together, as one of the passed out bodies littering the lawn.

He managed to step into the house just before she did. “Seriously?”

“Yes. I was young and stupid once. Not everyone was born with the weight of the world on their shoulders.” She turned from him and they both surveyed the house.

“Hey.” He grabbed her arm, stopping her in the doorway. “That was a stupid thing for me to say.”

She looked up at him. “It’s how you really feel.”

He kept staring at her. “That’s not what I meat.”

“I know what you mean.” She put her hand over his, gently removing it from her arm. “How can they be so careless? So reckless? It’s because their lives are perfectly safe. Because someone like you makes it that way. You’ve never been that careless.”

“And you have?” His brow furrowed and he tried to imagine what it might be like to trust his surroundings—strangers—that much.

“Yeah.” She nodded. “I can’t see myself doing this kind of thing now, but as a fearless kid? I’ve been here before.”

Grant considered her words as he looked around the house.

If it weren’t for the party carnage, it would be a pretty nice place. The updates were more obvious here, from the modern, stainless kitchen to the sleek floors and furnishings.

The cleaning bill was going to be astronomical.

Thank goodness it wasn’t his place.

And Melody used to party like this? How had she never told him that?

She reached over and tugged his hand. “Come on, let’s find them.”

They tip-toed through the first-floor rooms finding nothing but passed out partiers. Their missing team members were nowhere to be seen.

“Upstairs?” Melody whispered.

Grant ground his molars together. He wasn’t keen on being boxed in, but if that was where their people were, that was where they were going.

He palmed the gun in the waistband of his shorts and wished once more for the comfort of his jeans and boots.

Together they climbed to the second floor. A toilet flushed. The faint sounds of music came from one of the rooms along with a few hushed voices.

The house wasn’t going to be quiet for long.

They needed to find the guys and get out. There was an itch developing between Grant’s shoulder blades. Nothing good ever came from that kind of funny feeling. He couldn’t put his finger on what it was bothering him, he just knew he didn’t want to be on this stairwell with Melody as a target.

He pulled his weapon from his shorts and rounded the landing to the second floor.

The first thing he registered was a gun pointed at him.

Grant’s arm snapped up at the same moment he recognized the blond hair glinting in the morning light.

His gut tensed and his scalp tingled.

“Nolan? Jesus.” Grant lowered his weapon immediately and blew out a breath.

“TL? Oh, thank God.” Nolan rose from the crouching position he’d been in at the top of the stairs.

“Nolan? Is it just you?” Melody pushed her way up to stand next to Grant.

Nolan’s face went dark, his brows drawing down and mouth screwing up. He glanced over his shoulder, concern tightening his features. “No, Vaughn’s here. He’s not in good shape.”

Oh, no.

No, no, no.

Grant steeled himself against more bad news.

“Show me,” Melody ordered.

“What happened to you two?” Nolan asked over his shoulder.

“Long story, tell you later,” Melody replied.

Nolan went to the second door on the right then tapped out a rhythm on the door.

“Come in.” Vaughn’s voice was weak, but his words were clear.

Nolan glanced back at Grant and Melody. For a moment his face was creased in worry, then it was gone, covered by a mask that said everything was fine. They all had it, they had to. It was part of the job.

He pushed the door open and held it. “Hey, look who I found.”

Melody edged into the small bedroom, then Grant.

It was more white on white on white decorating, which only made the blood stand out even more.

Vaughn lay in the middle of the queen bed on the bare mattress.

God, it was a lot of blood.

The sheets were balled up on the floor. The top sheet had been shredded into strips and used to staunch the bleeding. Vaughn’s typically golden tan was an ashy gray-green color. His shoulders and head were propped up by the available pillows. A few bottles of liquor sat on the nightstand. The booze was probably the only disinfectant and pain relief he’d had. Most telling was the lifeless way Vaughn lay there. Feet drooping to the side. Hands lying open, lifeless. Grant shut the door. Nolan circled to the other side of the bed where a basin of murky water sat on the nightstand. Melody perched on the edge and took Vaugh’s hand in hers.

Shit.

Grant could not lose these guys. He’d lost men before, but not these ones. This couldn’t be happening. He’d promised himself he wouldn’t allow it.

“It went straight through,” Nolan explained to Melody, his voice deceptively calm. “He was fine up until a little while ago. He’s got a little bit of a fever and some bleeding. Not a lot, but I don’t like it.”

Melody glanced over her shoulder at Grant.

This complicated things.

“He’s going to have to go to a hospital,” she said, stating the obvious.

“No,” Vaughn said. He wasn’t even opening his eyes.

A light sheen of sweat made his brow glisten.

The fabric pressed to Vaughn’s side was awfully bright red looking for something that was supposed to be old blood.

If Grant had to guess, their main concerns were infection and internal damage.

Melody was right. Vaughn had to go to a hospital. Which would make him an easy target for whoever it was trying to kill them. There weren’t an abundance of medical facilities on the island. A place like this would likely only have one place that handled serious injuries.

Getting Vaughn the help he needed would become a race. Would he get patched up or would the Lebanese find them first?

Melody leaned over him and took his hand between hers. She was the heart of the team, that glue that kept them working as one. “Vaughn, I don’t want to explain to Carla why you died of a treatable injury. We’re going to the hospital. But first, just what the hell happened out there?”

Nolan picked up a fresh strip of the sheet, folding it several times until it was the right size for the wound. “You saw the news?”

“Yes,” Melody said.

He reached over and pealed the bandage back, grimacing at the damp flesh.

The wound was still oozing.

Fuck.

Nolan pressed the new bandage while tossing the other into a pile on the floor. “We were walking, four abreast, when this van comes out of nowhere. We weren’t ready, okay? These guys jump out. I threw the cooler at the first one, managed to take him down. Vaughn and I went right. Vaughn got the guy’s gun. He says he saw two guys grab Riley. I never saw that, or Brenden. Then there’s shooting. Vaughn and I take off down a side street. They shot him a few blocks later. We got off the street, stopped the bleeding then wound up here.”

It was a bare bones retelling. There were no doubt details missing, things that would become clearer once Nolan had some rest and they got Vaughn’s side of things.

“Has there been any word from the others?” Vaughn asked, his voice rough and strained.

“No, only from you two,” Melody replied.

“So they got them then.” Nolan shook his head.

“We don’t know that,” Melody said slowly.

“Let’s worry about that later.” Grant glanced at her. The most realistic option was that both Riley and Brenden had been taken, but they didn’t know that. “Let’s focus on Vaughn right now, then the others.”

“What happened to you, two?” Nolan asked.

Melody related the events from their side in sparse detail, bringing them up to last night when Grant and Melody had made their discovery about their attacker’s nationality.

“We think,” she glanced at Grant, “that this is about Ethan and Lebanon.”

Nolan frowned at them. “Seriously?”

“One of the phones we took had the man in a Lebanese uniform. Several men were carrying Lebanese pounds.” Grant lifted his shoulders. “If it’s not, someone wants us to think it’s them.”

“Did you call Zain?” Nolan asked.

“We tried to,” Melody said slowly.

“Once we figured out that it might be them, we killed everything and split.” Grant’s stomach knotted.

During their last disaster of a job in Lebanon, they’d learned about a new type of technology, one that allowed the government to monitor most every call. Even secure lines. It made any piece of tech a potential tracking device. Bad for their team. Good for the government.

If the people after them were able to utilize this same tech, any call they made from any phone could give up their location.

Somehow they had to get Vaughn medical care, locate their two missing team members, signal for help and get off the island. They’d had worse odds, but not by much.
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5.
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Thursday. Hospital Can Misses, Ibiza.

Melody paid the driver using some of the cash they’d lifted off the bodies. It was the only disposable money they had.

She could feel Grant’s displeasure rolling off him. What with the attacks yesterday he was in hyper cautionary mode. That did not work well with Vaughn’s delicate health situation. Things in the cab had gotten very tense when they’d clashed over where to be dropped off.

Melody had won that argument. There was no way Vaughn was going to walk a block to the hospital just so they could have the distance to observe people loitering around the doors. Melody had overruled him on the grounds that Vaughn was getting worse by the minute. Plus, if there were people stationed outside the emergency department looking for them there wasn’t a thing they could do about it. This way they had the best chance at getting inside the hospital where people and security officers might offer a little protection.

The main hospital on the island was a structure that looked like stacked shipping containers. There wasn’t a lot of traffic in or out at this early hour, but she knew that could change at any moment.

“We’ve got to go now,” Grant announced from the back seat. He was peering out into the parking lot.

“Okay, come my way.” Nolan pushed open his door and slid out.

He was able to reach back in and assist Vaughn in moving his upper body, while Grant assisted with Vaughn’s left leg. Between the three men they got Vaughn out and standing.

She said a final thanks before getting out, eyeing both the upholstery and Vaughn’s shirt for blood.

There wasn’t any, which meant he really had stopped bleeding or the bandage was holding its own.

Grant and Nolan each took one of Vaughn’s arms and walked him in through the sliding glass doors to the emergency department.

The waiting room had the typical tourist fare. Lots of hungover twenty somethings. Some sporting injuries. There were no locals here, which meant they blended in rather well.

Melody hadn’t lied when she told Grant that tidbit about her past earlier. He’d just been so holier-than-thou. Normally she’d have let a comment like that pass. If he didn’t want to put in the work to get to know her, to understand the world outside his bubble, she wasn’t going to force it on him. But there’d just been something about the way he spoke, how he looked at those kids that irritated her. She knew he probably hadn’t meant it that way and he couldn’t change who or what he was.

Nolan handled Vaughn’s paperwork and chatting with the nurse at the desk so Melody took the opportunity to walk the waiting room, scouting out the exits, windows, vending machines and bathrooms. She knew they were all aware that this put them squarely in the path of those hunting them, but it couldn’t be helped. Either they got Vaughn the medical attention he needed and he lived, or they remained in hiding and Vaughn died.

None of them were willing to let one of their team die. They’d just have to figure out an exit strategy, hope a doctor saw him soon and move fast when the bad guys caught up with them.

She stopped and stared out of the large windows in the waiting room. Those made her nervous. Yes, they could see out, but there was also the chance that someone could see them.

The guys finished checking in and got Vaughn settled in the chairs closest to the front desk. Grant caught her eye and gestured for her to join them.

She gave the windows one last glance before crossing to where Grant stood.

He wrapped his hand around her elbow and bent his head. Her instinct was to lean into that touch, use this otherwise ordinary moment to soak up body contact, draw strength from him. But that wasn’t what she wanted from him any longer.

Melody grit her teeth and mentally held onto her irritation. She had to, or she’d fall under his spell, wanting what she couldn’t have.

“I’m going to stay here with Vaughn. I’d like you and Nolan to go across the street to that store and stock up on supplies, okay?”

She nodded. “Sure.”

When she went to pull away, he tightened his grip.

“Be careful?” he whispered even softer.

Melody looked up at him. Grant was in full-on leader mode, his face stony with his trademark I-just-sucked-a-lemon mouth scrunch going on. She wanted to smack him and melt into a puddle. It was a frustrating state of being, but she couldn’t fault him for caring. Grant was this way because he didn’t know how to be any other way. He was a protector to his core, and he was trusting her to not need him. It had taken them a long time to get here.

She put her hand over his. “We’ll be back in a few minutes. Promise.”

He nodded and let go.

Melody glanced at Nolan and nodded toward the doors. He jerked his head, the exhaustion showing through. He fell into step with her and together they left the hospital.

“How you holding up?” she asked.

“Okay.” His sigh said otherwise.

“Are you worried about Vaughn or Yvonne?” She figured as a new dad he had a lot of options when it came to worry and that was before this job.

“Both.” He glanced over his shoulder. “If we can catch a break, Vaughn will be fine.”

“Yvonne and the baby aren’t doing well?” It was the first Melody had heard of this.

“No, they’re great, just...some shit went down with Yvonne’s best friend. Tabby? It has her shaken.”

“Tabby...the red head? The one Vaughn dated before he met Carla?”

“Yeah. Know who she’s dating now?”

“Who?”

“Jamie from Troy Team.”

“Really?”

Melody rolled that news around in her head.

Vaughn and Jamie were alike. She could see the spitfire red head meshing well with Jamie where things had fizzled with Vaughn.

If only Melody’s love life were so easy.

“Everything okay with you?” Nolan asked, dragging her thoughts away from the company gossip.

“Yes,” Melody replied.

Nolan eyed her.

She frowned. “What?”

“It’s something Priscilla said.” Vaughn heaved a sigh.

Priscilla was the latest edition to the teams growing family structure. The woman with her own traumatic past had somehow gotten past Brenden’s walls. She was bringing Brenden out of his shell, reminding him that life should be lived, not just survived.

“What’s Priscilla saying?” Melody asked.

“She’s convinced something’s going on with you and Grant. We’ve all told her she’s wrong, of course.”

Melody’s gut tightened and she had to force herself to keep her head up high.

Priscilla knew the truth, or at least suspected it.

She kept going, one foot in front of the other. The men were easy to fool. They saw what she wanted them to see. She should have known that at some point at least one of these brilliant women would see through her act.

At least she was ending things with Grant now as opposed to later, when it would be harder to hide her true feelings for him. It would crush her spirit to have someone else realize how in love she was with Grant all the while the object of her affections was oblivious to her.

“Mel?”

“Hm?” She realized too late she’d been quiet.

“Is there something going on with you and...?”

“Of course not. I didn’t think I needed to dignify that with a comment.” She managed to huff a bit, as if it were an outrageous idea that she and Grant might actually be something to each other.

She glanced away, staring up at the sun, willing her tears to dry.

How right he was, and he didn’t even know it. No one could.

Once Grant accepted that they were over, things could settle into a predictable routine as far as their team dynamic was concerned. No one had to know that deep down, she was in love with Grant.
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GRANT PACED THE WAITING room. He had different points to hit. If he walked over to the fountains, he could see the shop across the street. There still wasn’t any sign of Melody or Nolan, but they had a lot of shopping to do. If he paced to the vending machines, he had a clear line of sight into the parking lot. When he walked back to the entrance, he could peer down the halls, deeper in the hospital. All of this without ever losing sight of Vaughn.

Not that he was going anywhere.

The man had barely moved a muscle since sitting down. His head was tipped back, hands pressed to his stomach. Grant was pretty certain he’d never heard so much silence from Vaughn, even when he was sleeping. The guy was always running his mouth.

How many times had Grant prayed for a little peace and quiet?

He’d listen to all of Vaughn’s bullshit right now if it meant he was well.

This was a disaster.

What was taking Melody so long?

He wheeled around and peered toward the shop. He should have never sent Melody off. Having her out of sight made the skin between his shoulder blades itch. Right now his attention should be on Vaughn, but all he was thinking about was Melody.

What if something happened to her? Someone grabbed her on her way back?

This was killing him.

During most jobs, she was at a hotel or their next safe house. She wasn’t typically at risk. But lately she’d gotten hurt more than he liked.

Her bloodstained shirt lying on the tile floor came to mind.

Nope.

Grant squeezed his eyes shut, banishing the memory.

He couldn’t think about Lebanon. Not when Melody wasn’t in his line of sight.

Two figures stepped out of the shop and into view.

There she was.

The tight fist around his heart eased.

She wore a pair of swimsuit cover-up capris in bright blue, a bedazzled tank top with Ibiza printed against a backdrop of flowers, her hat and glasses. The backpack she’d grabbed to swap out for the black go-bags completed her look as an average vacationer on the island. Except she was his Melody. She would never be average to him.

Grant remained where he was, poised on the balls of his feet, watching their slow progress back toward the hospital. Every car and person who passed them was a possible threat in his book.

Eventually both Nolan and Melody made it back to the waiting room without incident. They both had a few plastic bags of supplies. Some food. Minor first aid stuff. Burner phones. Water.

Melody handed Grant some kind of hot sandwich thing then sat next to Vaughn. She spoke to him, her voice so soft Grant couldn’t overhear.

Nolan stopped next to Grant, looking at his friend.

“See anyone out there?” he asked in a low voice.

“There was one guy on a phone. He kept looking at us. Melody pointed him out to me on the way back.”

“Shit.” Grant sucked in a deep breath. They’d expected this.

The timer was ticking.

“We need a plan,” Grant muttered.

“I’m not sure what we can do,” Nolan said.

A car whizzed past far too fast. Grant frowned at it and watched the window where he’d last seen it.

Not a minute later two men with dark, olive complexions strode down the sidewalk toward the hospital doors.

“Those two?” Nolan muttered.

“I see them,” Grant said.

The two guys stepped inside the sliding glass doors, their gazes on the nurse at the desk. Neither glanced left or right, they just walked straight up to the desk and spoke to the nurse on duty. There wasn’t anything visibly wrong with them either. More than that, it was the fact that they wore dark cargo pants and button-down shirts with only a few buttons done up. It was the kind of thing Grant would do to conceal a weapon.

Nolan nudged him.

Grant turned and saw a third man enter from the hospital proper dressed similar to the other two.

Three on four, Grant liked those odds. If they moved now, he had no doubt they could get away. But what about Vaughn?

If they couldn’t get him help here, they’d be forced to do something drastic. Like hold up a veterinary clinic and hope for the best.

Grant went to a knee and looked up at Melody. “We need to decide what we’re doing, right now.”

Before that decision was made for them.

She dipped her chin in the barest acknowledgement.

“Hernandez?” a woman called out.

Vaughn held up his hand. “Here.”

Shit.

Grant grabbed Vaughn’s arm and helped hoist him to his feet.

Another sketchy looking man took a drink from the water fountain.

That made four on four.

“You’ve got to get out of here,” Vaughn said as he limped toward the nurse waiting on them.

Grant shook his head. “We aren’t leaving you.”

“I’m no good to them. You should go, now. Leave me here. It’ll be hard to drag me out of a hospital.”

Grant ignored Vaughn’s protest.

The nurse eyed him with speculation. Grant wasn’t sure what Nolan had jotted down as their reason for visiting the hospital, but he doubted the whole bullet wound part had been disclosed.

The young nurse showed them into a bay. Grant helped Vaughn sit on the gurney while the nurse told them someone would be in shortly then left.

“We aren’t going to have long,” Grant said. He turned to face the others and realized it was just Nolan standing there. No Melody. “Where’s Mel?”

Nolan turned around, as if he expected her to be right behind them.

“Shit.” Grant froze, torn between caring for the team in front of him and going after Melody.

They must have grabbed her while they were focused on Vaughn. An experienced operative could likely do that, just steal her out from under his nose.

“Go, leave me,” Vaughn said again.

“Shut up,” Nolan snapped.

The curtain rose a bit on one side and Melody stepped in, holding her backpack to her chest like a baby.

“Where were you?” Grant took a step toward her.

Melody shoved the backpack at Nolan. “Here. See if we have anything that might help him. There are more of those guys out there now.”

Nolan took the backpack and peered inside. “Holy... Did you raid their medicine cabinet or something?”

“Yeah.” Melody turned to face Grant. “There’s no easy way out. That car came back around and is sitting at the curb. We can probably assume they’re watching all the exits and have people inside.”

He turned and eyed the window looking out on a small courtyard between the hospital wings. “Through there.”

“Does it even open?” Melody’s face scrunched up.

“There’s no central air. This has to open.” Grant reached over and felt along the side if the window. The way he figured, most places in this part of the world needed open windows to survive the warmer seasons.

“Just stick me already,” Vaughn groused.

“How’s it coming? Anything good?” Melody asked Nolan.

“Well,” Nolan said, “he isn’t going to like me in about half an hour, but this’ll get him on his feet.”

Vaughn chuckled painfully. “I hate you already.”

Grant flipped the catch and forced the window open a little at a time until the opening was wide enough for a human body. He turned toward the others.

Vaughn sat straight up, his spine arched. “Holy fucking shit.”

“In half an hour he’s going to crash,” Nolan said.

“What did you give him?” Melody stared wide eyed at Vaughn.

“You have to go, now,” Grant snapped.

He grabbed Melody by the wrist, pulled her to him and grasped her by the waist. “Go. Get Vaughn out of here.”

She glared at him. “What are you going to do?”

“Buy you some time.” He committed her face to memory, aware that if things went badly, this might be the last time he saw her. It was the same risk he always took every time he walked out the door on a job.

“Grant!”

He didn’t give her a chance to argue. He picked her up and pushed her out the window. She swung her legs to the other side and dropped to the ground.

Vaughn shouldered past Grant and gingerly climbed up using a chair.

“What—what are you doing?” a woman called out.

Grant whirled to face a nurse gaping at them.

“Move!” A man yelled somewhere beyond her.

Someone else cried out.

Grant gave Vaughn a last shove. “Go!”

Two of the men Grant had seen earlier in the lobby shoved the nurse aside. The curtain shielding the bay half ripped off its rings, falling haphazardly on the floor.

For half a second Grant stared at the men.

The men stared at Grant and Nolan.

Grant grabbed the gurney and shoved, using it like a battering ram, knocking the closest man back. The second man brought his arms up, gun in hand. Nolan reacted first, squeezing off a round.

People screamed.

Staff and patients in the hall beyond scattered.

Grant darted out into the hall, past the curtain.

More men in nearly uniform cargo pants and lose button-down shirts rushed toward them.

Nolan shoved at Grant.

They dove through a pair of doors about to close, into a hall beyond. Nolan kept his hand up under his shirt, weapon concealed. Grant took off at a jog, knowing something as simple as a badge controlled door wouldn’t keep those people off their tail for long.

A red exit sign beckoned Grant.

“This way!”

He dodged left.

The sooner they got out of the building and cleared the area, the better their chance of escape. If they could get away at all.

A side entrance loomed ahead.

Behind them feet pounded the tile. Men called out orders in a language Grant couldn’t make out.

He hit the door going at full speed, Nolan right behind him.

A late model sedan screeched to a stop at the curb, the driver’s side window down, Melody staring at them.

“Come on, get in!”

Grant had never been so happy to see her.

He vaulted over the trunk and got into the back seat on the passenger’s side. He and Nolan flattened themselves as low as they could while Melody got them out of there.

To say it was a close call was an understatement. They weren’t going to be so lucky a second time.
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THURSDAY. LIMAN’S HEADQUARTERS, Ibiza Town, Ibiza.

Liman flipped through the report Khaled had brought him on the progress of their drug enhancement trials. Just before they’d left for Ibiza all of their participants in the program had undergone regular tests. Each set of results were matched against Elio’s, and each set came up short.

What were they missing? Why had no one demanded more oversight the first time around?

There were side effects, things that should have been worked out by now. Some of the participants weren’t even reacting to the stims any longer. They’d become immune, for lack of a better word.

What was it they didn’t have? Couldn’t see?

Liman hadn’t been around in those days. He’d been managing another operation at the time. But he’d heard stories.

Mysterious men showing up with promises and a briefcase full of documents. They’d sold their abilities to those much higher up the food chain, convincing them to make a go of it.

Elio had been their first test. It stood to reason that their first go at the program needed to be a disposable body. From what Liman had heard, no one had taken it seriously. Not until a mostly dead Elio got up and rammed his fist through a cinderblock wall.

Whatever they’d done, it had worked.

Shortly thereafter Liman had been tapped to work with Elio. He didn’t know what happened to the man before him and hadn’t asked. Liman had never met the briefcase carrying man who’d brought them the science. His entrance and their exit had happened at roughly the same time. All he knew was that there was a crucial step in the science to reproduce the results they’d gotten with Elio. And now even Elio was lost to them. All they had were these pills, and they weren’t as good. Hell, it seemed like most of them were failing.

Khaled stood in the doorway to the dining room. Liman wasn’t sure how long he’d been there, only that the man was watching him. Assessing. Waiting.

Liman’s stomach knotted up. A spy for those above him?

“What? Any word from the hospital?” Liman asked.

“Yes, sir.” Khaled stepped into the room, no apologies made for the hovering.

Liman put the report down and locked his gaze on the other man. “And?”

“They got away. Sir.”

He leaned forward. “What?”

“They were at the hospital like you suspected, but they got away.”

“How?” he demanded.

“I’m not sure.”

Liman swept the dishes off the table and onto the floor.

He had a dozen medically enhanced men with him. How was it a rag tag team was getting the best of them? How?

He stood and went to the windows, staring out at the crystal blue waters.

Ibiza wasn’t a large island. There were limited ways off and onto it. Eventually he’d find them and get Elio back.
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6.

[image: image]


Thursday. Ibiza Town, Ibiza.

Melody used one of her hair clips to secure the hotel curtains shut and block out all the light. An ancient window unit chugged cooler air into the pay-by-the-hour room. They’d fled to an older part of the town that pre-dated the tourist boom and nightlife. She wouldn’t call it a bad part of town, just a lot less glossy and polished. The people who lived here were born from generations of fisherman before they became something else. Before the rest of the world told them to be unhappy with their lives.

“Oh, God. Fucking hell.” Vaughn groaned.

She glanced at the bed and bit her lip.

Whatever drugs Nolan had given Vaughn to get him mobile had worn off a good half hour ago. Melody hadn’t said it, but she was worried about a variety of medical complications that weren’t infection. Blood loss, sepsis, internal bleeding, organ puncture. The list went on. If they didn’t get a real doctor to look at Vaughn soon, he could very well die.

“It’s okay. This will make it all better,” Nolan muttered as he bent over the other man’s arm.

“What are you giving him?” Grant paced the room, his energy tightly coiled. He was in full disaster mode, ready to make a decision in the blink of an eye.

“Something for the pain, then we’ll do that first dose of antibiotics.” Nolan glanced up. “After that, I’m going to do a blood transfusion.”

“What?” Melody frowned at them. She hadn’t grabbed blood. She didn’t know what the hell she’d scooped off the shelf besides bottles, some supplies and three bags of saline. It sure as hell hadn’t been blood.

Nolan focused on his task, administering an intravenous dose of something. “Vaughn and I are the same blood type.”

“You can’t...” Melody’s mouth stopped working.

Vaughn breathed a sigh and shut his eyes, the drugs taking effect.

“I can,” Nolan said. “And I will.”

“Can we just think about the bigger picture for a moment?” Melody asked. “The best thing for Vaughn is to get off this island. Can we agree on that?”

Grant’s mouth twisted up and she could already hear his protest. She knew him too well. Nolan just stared at her.

“I know. You won’t leave Riley and Brenden.” She swallowed and straightened her spine. It was time to me some tough calls. “We have to stop reacting.”

“Agreed,” Grant said. “Our next move needs to be communicating with Zain. Somehow.”

Melody crossed her arms over her chest and wished their bags had included Kevlar vests. “How likely do we think the Lebanese can trace our calls? Do we think they have the same capability here that they did in their own country?”

“It’s not likely.” Grant locked gazes with her. “But I don’t want to risk it.”

Melody didn’t like taking risks either, but she needed to examine this situation from all sides. One of them had to be mentally out of the trenches. “Let’s be reasonable. Would the Lebanese government be able to hack into, say, the island’s phone system?”

Grant shook his head. “That’s not the end I’m worried about. If they’re after us, then they’ve likely targeted Zain’s phone. That way they don’t have to worry about how we call home, they just have to watch the one person we’d call.”

“Shit,” Melody muttered. “Then we call someone else.”

Nolan chuckled a bitter sound. “How many of us know phone numbers anymore? I barely have Yvonne’s number memorized, and I’m not positive I’m right. I can’t call her and tell her all of this.”

Melody had to agree with Nolan, there weren’t many phone numbers she knew by heart that weren’t tied to their work. But there was one.

“I know Merida’s cell phone number,” she said.

“You do?” Grant’s brows rose.

“Yeah.” Melody hadn’t meant to memorize the number, it just repeated enough that it had stuck.

“Then that’s who we call.”

“How are we doing this?” She gestured to Vaughn. “We can’t call from here. He needs to rest.”

Grant took a step toward the door. “You and I go a couple blocks over and find a pay phone, if we’re lucky. If not, we play the stupid tourist card.”

Melody nodded. “Okay. Yeah.”

Nolan pushed to his feet. “Vaughn’s got painkillers and antibiotics in him. His veins are pretty shrunk up. I think the best thing to do is get that IV bag in him, then do the transfusion. I’ll do the saline while you guys are gone, hold off on the transfusion until you’re back.”

“After we get back we should move again,” she said. “Find somewhere to hide Vaughn.”

Grant bobbed his head. “Agreed.”

“He can’t wait long, but we need a secure base of operations.” Nolan sank into one of the rickety chairs. “I’ll get him as good to move as I can, but I’m not a doctor.”

“We’re also going to need a car.” Grant focused on her. “Think you can handle that, Grand Theft Auto?”

Melody opened and closed her mouth, aware the two men were staring at her. There were skills she’d learned during her days as a cop that she hadn’t needed to use in many years. She was just glad it had come back to her when she needed it.

She tipped her chin up and kept her voice level. “Yes, I believe I can handle that.”

Nolan chuckled. “I have questions, but they can wait.”

Melody focused on Grant and keeping calm. She would not blush, not here, not now=. “Are we doing this or what?”

Grant studied her a moment.

There was coming a day when they would all know her past. She knew there would be questions. It had always been a matter of when.

At the time she’d been hired, she hadn’t wanted the men to think less of her because she’d quit being a cop. That job had gotten to her in a way that she couldn’t escape. No matter what she did, the next day or the next week, she saw the exact same stuff. So she’d had to move on, to something different, but no less demoralizing.

Here, on this team, she felt like she’d finally found her calling. What she did mattered. They helped people and changed lives.

“Let’s go,” Grant said finally.

Melody nodded and smoothed her hands down her sides. “I am going to need a bag. I can’t exactly hide a gun wearing this. We probably need to pick up a change of clothing for all of us now that they’ve seen what we’re wearing.”

“Agreed. Let’s do that while we’re out.” Grant shifted some of the contents out of his bag and offered it to her.

The atmosphere in the room was tense, half in part to Nolan’s muttered cursing as he tried to get the IV bag going. The rest was coming from Grant. He didn’t like not knowing.

If he had any idea what he didn’t know things would be more than tense.

She hoped this worked, that she was able to call Merida and get this whole thing magically sorted out. These men didn’t deserve to get attacked. They were good people.

Melody and Grant left the hotel room in silence. She watched the street, the people, looking for anyone paying them too much attention. All she saw were locals going about their day.

And it was a beautiful day.

Blue skies. No clouds. Brisk breeze.

It was picture perfect weather.

Too bad her insides were knotted up. For now, they were okay. But how long would that last?

Grant picked their path, setting their course for a line of shops a few blocks away. They stopped in two different stores, using them as both a shopping opportunity but also to watch the street. Grant picked out some T-shirts and hats, commenting to her about his friends back home that’d get the souvenirs. They fell into the faux tourist roles easily enough, playing their parts.

He didn’t ask her the questions that were no doubt burning his mind. The ones she knew were coming. Instead they kept going, kept up the rouse, postponing yet more conversations they needed to have.

At long last they stopped at a payphone that had seen better days.

Melody ticked off the hours.

It was just past midnight in Seattle.

Merida was not going to be happy to hear from her.

Melody fed money into the phone then dialed Merida’s number.

The line began to ring.

Melody blew out a breath and turned to look up and down the street. She’d exchanged her floppy hat for a baseball cap that was easier to manage with the breeze and didn’t block her line of sight like the other hat had. It wasn’t as good for ducking Grant’s stare.

“She hasn’t picked up?” He braced his hand against the top of the phone, crowding her a bit.

“No.” Melody bit her lip.

She knew Merida kept normal hours. Someone in the office had to with Zain up around the clock sometimes.

Did that mean Merida had turned her phone off?

“Hello?” a sleep roughened, groggy voice said.

“Merida?”

A beat of silence.

“Melody?”

“Yes.” Melody looked up at Grant. Could their luck be changing?

Merida’s voice was only groggy for a moment before she was in action mode, barking out demands. “Where are you? How are you? Are you okay? Oh my God. Why are you calling me? Start talking.”

Melody wished she could answer all those questions, but there wasn’t time. “Look, we don’t have long. I’m assuming you’ve seen the news?”

“Yes. Zain’s still at the office trying to—I don’t know. He’s staring at your trackers pulling his hair out.”

“The trackers are still working?” Melody stared up at Grant, hope bubbling up inside of her.

“Yeah. The new ones—”

“I need to know where Brenden and Riley are, Merida. These men, they’re the same ones who had Ethan. We think they have Brenden and Riley. Vaughn is in bad shape. They’re watching the hospitals. We have to get off the island, but we don’t have any money or passports. We’re worried these guys can track our phones. That’s why I didn’t call Zain.”

“Smart. Okay. I’ll three-way Zain’s wife. I think she’s up there with him tonight.”

“Oh, thank God.” Melody said a silent prayer of thanks that Zain had the most patient, understanding woman for a wife.

Grant tapped the top of the phone with his knuckles. “We need to keep this call under five minutes.”

Melody nodded.

The line rang again, a bit distorted this time.

She held her breath and hoped Zain hadn’t given up on them.

“Hello?” another woman’s voice said.

“Hey, Andrea, are you still at the office with Zain?” Merida asked.

Melody kept quiet.

“Yeah, I’m here,” Andrea said slowly.

“Can I speak to him? I know this is weird, just go with it, please?”

“Okay,” Andrea said slowly.

There was a bit of silence, then muffled voices.

“Merida?” Zain’s voice was tired and tight, full of the same strain Melody was feeling.

“Melody’s on the line. She called me and doesn’t have much time,” Merida said in a rush.

“Hey, Grant’s here with me.” Melody glanced up at him. “I need to know where Riley and Brandon are. We were attacked by men we believe work for the Lebanese government. The ones who had Ethan. We are also worried they’ve targeted your phone, which is why we went through Andrea to get to you.”

“Shit,” Zain muttered. “This is not what I wanted to hear. Brenden and Riley haven’t moved more than a dozen yards in the last twelve hours. You ready for the address?”

“Yes.” Melody grabbed a Hard Rock Hotel pen that Grant held out for her and scrawled the address down for them on the back of a receipt.

Zain followed the address up with more questions. “What do you need? What can we do for you?”

Melody squinted at Grant. “We’re going to need to get out of the country fast. We don’t have passports anymore.”

“I’ll handle it,” Zain said with certainty.

“Vaughn is seriously injured. However we get out, a hospital will have to be our first stop.”

“Understood. I’ll get a new phone and number. When you can, contact Merida again to update her and get that number, okay?”

“Okay.”

“What’s your next move?” Zain asked. She heard the click of keys in the background.

“Finding a place to set Vaughn up, then supplies and going after the others.”

“I’m pulling up our resources on the island now. There’s a place. I know the guy who runs it. He’s not officially on our list of associates, but I can ask a favor. Orion Doukas. Special Forces. He opened up a high-end hostel for rich kids wanting to play pretend and party. They have security and it’s not the kind of place that can be easily targeted. Plus, knowing Orion, they have panic rooms. I wouldn’t put it past him to have a nurse or doctor he could bring in on the DL.”

Melody wasn’t sure who she could or couldn’t trust right now beyond her people. She was relying on Zain to lead them straight. “If you think it’s a good idea, we’re open to it.”

“Sure thing. Ready for the address?”

“Ready.”

Zain rattled off the other address and she jotted it down.

Grant tapped his watch, his lips set in a grim line.

The skin between her shoulder blades was beginning to itch. She wanted out of there, too. The longer they were out in the open, the greater their risk of being seen or caught.

Zain blew out a breath. “We’re watching you and working on a way to get you out of there. I’ve got people working on resources, equipment, exit strategies, everything.”

“Good to know we aren’t exactly alone.” Melody swallowed. “And Zain?”

“Yeah?”

“Wherever Ethan is, make sure he’s safe? I don’t know how, but he’s involved.”

“On it.”

“We need to go,” Grant said.

Melody nodded. He took the receiver from her and hung up. Her hands only shook a little. Grant didn’t even seem to notice.

He took her by the elbow and guided her down a side street, pushing her to walk as fast as she could without jogging. “Now, about getting us a car?”
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THURSDAY. LUXE IBIZA Hostel, Ibiza.

Grant eyed the four story building behind the tall fence. The early evening light threw long shadows stretching away from them and painted the sky a vibrant riot of color .

This was where Zain was sending them?

Whoever had designed the exterior had included lights that threw a rainbow of colors across the pale structure making it look more like a club. Several uniformed men were stationed at regular intervals around the perimeter indicated this really wasn’t a hostel at all.

This wasn’t a hostel. It was a hotel for kids who wanted to pretend they were roughing it.

Grant hung back and let Melody led their group past the main entrance and down a side lane. It was likely for the best that she do the talking here. He just didn’t have the patience to make nice with people right now. Plus, someone had to watch their tail.

Vaughn was looking better and even walking steadier since getting antibiotics and fluids in him, but he wasn’t ready for duty yet. They were essentially a two-man team. If that.

Ahead of him Melody stopped at a gate speaking to someone he couldn’t see.

Grant gave the road one last look before joining the group. They’d been lucky since leaving the hospital and losing their tail, but he didn’t anticipate their luck holding out.

As he approached, Melody turned to gesture to him. “This is Grant, my fellow Team Leader.”

The man standing in the gate fit Zain’s description of Orion Doukas.

Grant disliked him on sight.

Orion looked like his name sounded, like a bad joke. He was as Grant would expect from someone who’d been part of Special Forces. Tall, buff, aware of his surroundings. But that was where the soldier ended. Doukas had clearly left his military days behind him as was evident by the tattoos curling down his arms, the long hair pulled back and his ridiculous all-white clothing. Whatever soldier had been under all that was gone, and in its place was the beach bum.

Orion regarded Grant with disinterest, focusing mostly on Melody. “Let’s get you settled. Follow me?”

“Thanks for doing this,” was the last thing Grant heard her say before they stepped past the fence.

Vaughn braced a hand on the gate and bend his head.

Nolan edged closer. “You going to make it?”

“Yeah, let’s just get this over with.” Vaughn glanced back at Grant. “Don’t cut me from the team yet, okay?”

“Wasn’t thinking of it.”

Vaughn straightened and headed after Melody and Orion, who had their heads together in conversation, completely oblivious to the rest of them. Grant grit his teeth and followed, nodding at the silent man waiting to close the gate.

Orion led their team down a path shielded by shrubs that blocked the ongoing pool party from view. The evening festivities were in full swing judging by the shrieking women, the water splashing, music and the scent of grilling meats.

The path led them to a small bungalow set off to one side of the property overlooking the rocks and sand below the small bluff. A wide, wooden walkway led to what appeared to be a private beach. The bungalow was somehow tucked away from everything else. It was, in a word, ideal.

Yeah, this was no hostel, just another rich kid’s paradise.

Grant had stayed in hostels. Not many, just a few, and it had been ages ago. He’d taken six weeks to traipse around Europe with his younger brother. The one thing he recalled was how hostels always seemed to smell the same no matter what country they were in.

Orion held the door to the bungalow, looking each of them over as they entered.

Grant paused and offered the man his hand. He might not care for the guy, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t appreciative of what he was doing. “Thanks for putting us up.”

Orion grinned and took his hand. “It’s nice to be owed a favor.”

Owed.

Three men’s lives were hanging in the balance and this guy was crowing about debts?

Yeah, Grant didn’t like this guy one bit.

He swallowed his thoughts and followed the others inside.

The bungalow was comfortable, with a small living space and kitchen that opened up to a patio through a set of double glass doors. Like much of the island, it was decorated in light, airy colors and splashes of blue. All of which seemed inspired by the general island life vibe.

“Bedrooms and toilets are down that way.” Orion gestured to a hallway. “Do you still want medical?”

“Are they going to do anything besides slap a Band-Aid on?” Nolan asked.

Orion grimaced. “At this hour? Not likely.”

“Then don’t bother. The fewer people that know we’re here, the better.” Nolan nodded at Vaughn. “Come on, let’s get started.”

Grant, Melody and Orion watched the two men disappear down the hall.

“How bad is it?” Orion asked softly.

As if he cared.

The guy was probably more concerned about the clean-up.

“Bad,” Melody replied.

Orion turned toward her. He reached out and brushed his knuckles down her arm, as if they weren’t strangers.

“We’ll get you all home,” he said.

Grant grit his teeth and crossed his arms over his chest.

Who was this guy to promise Melody something like that?

“How are we doing that?” Grant asked with maybe a bit too much edge in his voice.

Orion turned toward him, brows lifted. “Zain’s handling it.”

“I see, so we aren’t doing it. Zain is?”

He shrugged. “It’s a team effort.”

Grant and Orion studied each other. Orion was one of those guys, the self-assured ones who always thought it would work out, the bad stuff never happened to them. He didn’t live in reality. Grant did.

Melody broke the moment by stepping between them. “Thanks so much, Orion. I think my team and I need to discuss our next steps, and it is best if you aren’t involved.”

Orion held Grant’s gaze a moment longer before smiling at Melody. “Of course. I’ll be by in a bit with dinner. Unless you’d like to join me in the main house instead?”

Grant balled his hands into fists. That didn’t sound like a group invitation to him.

Melody returned the smile, but it was cool and professional. The same one Grant had watched her give plenty of other men. “Thanks, but the fewer people who see us, the better.”

“Alright then.” Orion headed for the door. “I’ll see you later.”

Neither Grant nor Melody moved a muscle until the bungalow door shut. Even then Melody crossed to the door and drew the curtain across the glass without uttering a word. She turned and leveled a glare at him, still not speaking.

Nolan emerged from the hallway. His steps were heavier and he swayed on his feet. The backpack was gone and so were the sacks of supplies. He had dark circles under his eyes and the visible bruises were beginning to turn spectacular colors.

“Vaughn’s getting the last IV bag, then we’ll try for a transfusion,” he announced.

“Is that really a good idea?” Melody’s face creased in concern.

Nolan leveled a flat stare at her. “You saw how tired he is. I don’t think there’s enough in him to keep him going. He loses much more and he’s done for.”

Melody held up her hands. “Okay. You know what you’re doing better than I do. I just want to make sure we’re making the best decision possible.”

“What’s our plan?” Nolan glanced between them.

“That’s what we have to decide.” Grant gestured at the sofas. The other two followed his lead, taking a seat. “Zain said during that last call that he’s got a guy who will have us passports by tomorrow. They won’t be good. Likely just get us on a plane here. The problem will be getting home. We can tackle that problem later. It’s not what I’m worried about.”

“We need to do surveillance on where they’re keeping Brenden and Riley,” Melody said, proving that she was on the same track he was.

“Yeah.” Grant grimaced.

Nolan nodded. “Okay, so let’s do this. After we do the transfusion, you and I will go scout.”

“Not so fast.” Melody held up a hand. “You’ll have just lost blood. Besides, of the three of us you’re the one with the most medical knowhow. You have to stay with Vaughn. That’s not up for discussion.”

That was the line of logic Grant didn’t like.

Where was she going with this?

Nolan looked at Grant.

Melody kept talking. “Besides, I’m not certain we should go near this address until we’re ready to move. Let’s look up pictures online. I bet there’s something.”

Grant resisted the urge to dismiss her suggestion and instead spent a moment mulling it over. These days everything was on-line.

“That’s not a bad idea,” he muttered.

Melody narrowed her eyes at him. “Of course it isn’t.”

“There’s also timing to consider.” He so did not want to have this conversation. “We can’t get off the island until three tomorrow. Do we run the risk of having nowhere to go? Or do we plan this so we get the guys and go? Get out of here?”

“Wait.” Nolan held up a hand. “So what we’re saying is that we’re leaving Riley and Brenden with these people, and sometime tomorrow you and Melody are going to go bust them out?”

Yeah, Grant didn’t like saying it, but they were working with limited options.

“I think that’s our best plan,” she said slowly, meeting his gaze.

Nolan opened and closed his mouth a few times.

Grant stared back at her. Moments like these, having a co-leader to stand with meant everything. He didn’t have to second guess if he was making the right call because she’d be there to question him. Or, like now, back him up.

“This isn’t right,” Nolan finally said.

“We have no resources, no backup, no quick exit strategy.” Grant turned his head to look at Nolan. “We have to work with what we have. I don’t like it either.”

“Isn’t there something we can do?” Nolan asked.

“We’re doing it,” Grant said.

Nolan slid a hand back over his head.

Melody pulled out one of the fancier burner phones they had used strictly for web surfing, helping them navigate the island. Grant watched her tap at the screen. How she managed to stay so serene was beyond him. He wished she could teach him that skill.

“Found it,” she announced and set the phone on the coffee table.

Grant and Nolan bent over the screen, peering at pictures from a dozen different angles, all featuring the house at the coordinates where Riley and Brenden currently were. They showed everything from the landscaping and four-foot fence around the house to views of the interior.

There were a lot of windows and French doors. Plenty of ways to slid in without being observed.

“Fuck, that’s creepy,” Nolan muttered.

“Looks like some kind of rental,” Melody said.

“With pictures this thorough we don’t even need to do surveillance.” Nolan shook his head.

“We still don’t know how many of them there are,” Grant said.

“More than us.” Melody folded her hands in her lap. “Do we really need to go count them?”

“No.”

They already knew they were out-manned, out-gunned, out-everything. Tomorrow they were going to rely on luck, determination and opportunity.

Grant and Melody would have a better time of it if they got some rest and took care of the guys they had.

“I don’t like this plan,” Nolan announced.

“You don’t have to like it.” Grant leveled a stare at him. “You aren’t the Team Leader. This isn’t your call to make. It’s mine.” And if they lost two of the best men Grant had ever served with, that would be on him, too.

Nolan shoved to his feet and stalked from the room.

Melody sighed and lowered into Nolan’s spot. “Was that necessary?”

“Yes. We can’t lead by committee, Mel. Not during a time like this.”

They looked at each other for several moments before she nodded and sighed.

She was in cotton shorts and a far too large black T-shirt now. Her hair was pulled up into a messy bun that was so not her. Even relaxed she was put together, not this. Despite the long day, stress and running for their lives, she was still as beautiful as she’d been the first time he’d laid eyes on her. He just liked her a whole lot better now than he had back then.

Grant could still recall the moment he’d first seen her in Zain’s office. She’d been standing at the rain splattered window looking out on Seattle. Her gray suit had almost matched the color of the clouds. Melody was a beautiful woman, no doubt. But it wasn’t just physical. At that moment he hadn’t known about her quiet confidence, the spine of steel, how she didn’t back down or let anyone intimidate her. All he’d known was that his dick was hard and he didn’t like it. If he were honest with himself, part of the reason he’d been determined to not like her then was because of that first gut-punch reaction he’d had to her.

She still did it to him, and he liked it.

Grant’s job was saving people. He didn’t want a woman he had to keep saving, too. Melody wasn’t that girl. She’d damn well save herself, and on the rare occasion she couldn’t—which he did not like to think about—he would be there for her. Because she was his girl. His Button.

Melody frowned at him. “Stop that.”

His body had gone warm, his groin tight. Yeah, he knew what she meant, but he wasn’t above playing dumb.

“What?” he asked.

Her frown turned into a glare. “You know what I mean.”

Melody didn’t give him a chance to answer. She pushed to her feet and retreated from him through the French doors out onto the patio.

Grant frowned at her backside. She didn’t run from anything, especially not him. She’d worn him down with all her standing her ground. This wasn’t like her. He wasn’t going to let that change now. They could fix this, them, whatever the problem was.
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Thursday. Luxe Ibiza Hostel, Ibiza.

Grant waited another three seconds, just long enough for Melody to take a deep breath and clear her mind before following her out onto the patio.

The sun had fully set. The party was a constant backdrop, but thanks to the creative landscaping they couldn’t see the pool and people in the pool couldn’t see them. No, if it weren’t for the noise it would just be them, this bit of earth and that spectacular view of the ocean.

Melody sat on a sectional sofa in the corner. Probably because she’d been blocked from view by him inside the bungalow.

This chasm that had opened between them couldn’t remain.

He wouldn’t let it.

They had to figure out a way through this.

“It’s not like you to walk away from me,” Grant said.

“Maybe I’ve learned my lesson?” She kept staring out at the ocean glittering under the moonlight.

He stepped into her line of sight, forcing her to look at him. Her gaze flicked to his face and he took the full brunt of her glare. “What’s your problem, Mel?”

“My problem?” One delicate brow arched. “You’re the one having a semantics argument with or host. Our very gracious host that did not have to stick his neck out for us.”

“He wants to take credit for things he isn’t doing.” And Grant hadn’t liked Orion touching Melody.

“He was being nice. He babysits rich kids. He’s probably used to coddling people.”

Grant’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t need coddling. You don’t like coddling.”

“Don’t I?” Now both brows were arched.

“No.”

“And how do you know that?”

“I’ve been around you.”

“Have you ever asked me?”

“I didn’t have to. I tried it, and you nearly snapped my head off. What’s this really about?” Grant dared sit on the sectional and twisted to face her.

Her glare burned him. She wasn’t hiding her wrath now. No, she was pissed.

Well, so was he. So she’d just have to deal with it.

“You. You’re the problem, Grant.” She lifted her hands to her hair, scraping the loosely held locks up into a tighter up do, winding the long tail into a more securely held style. “This idiotic male posturing has to stop. I broke up with you. I can speak with another man if I want.”

“I don’t accept that you really want to break up.”

“Do you hear yourself?” Her gaze narrowed. “You won’t let me break up with you? What kind of asinine, manipulative bullshit is that? Let’s get one thing straight here, if I am done with you that’s my call to make.”

“If.” Hello, hope. He eased back onto the cushions and stretched his arm out toward her.

She frowned at him. “What?”

“You said if you’re done with me. Which means you aren’t. Not really.”

She drew herself up a bit more. “I am.”

“Why?”

“Because you’ve never truly seen me as your equal. You’re always the one who has to be right. It must be your way or no way. You undermine me. When you do things like tonight, when you try to see a way to make sure I stay behind even though I am the best person to have your back tomorrow, that hurts my position on this team. Sleeping with you was the biggest mistake of my career. Letting this go on was the second. You just can’t turn this off. You can’t.”

Grant fisted his hand on the cushion to keep from reaching for her. Was that really what she saw? What she understood of him? What the hell?

“Are you finished?” he asked.

“Maybe?”

He jerked his head in a nod. “First, you are my equal.”

She rolled her eyes.

He reached for her with his left hand, gripping her knee. “No, listen. There is no other woman who could keep it together like you do under pressure. And then there’s how you manage me. You’re more than my equal.”

“Yeah right,” she huffed.

“I’m serious.”

“Okay.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

He had to be right. That’s what she’d accused him of.

Attacking her points would only prove them. He had to come at this another way.

“Mel? I never meant to make you feel this way. No, I didn’t want a partner in the beginning, but now that I have you? I can’t see this working any other way. Professionally speaking? You were the best thing that happened to this team. Personally? You’re the best thing that’s happened to me.”

“Oh, is that it?” She was unmoved.

Grant blinked at her a few times. “What do you want me to say?”

“That you can let this go.”

“I can’t.” He edged a little closer and leaned toward her. “Do you care about me? Do you have feelings for me? Anything?”

Her arms were wrapped tight around her middle now. “This doesn’t have to be an emotional decision.”

“Mel, Button, what I’m trying to tell you is that this isn’t casual for me. This isn’t convenient. I care about you.” He loved her. “I want you in my life. You make me fucking crazy sometimes, but you always have a reason. There isn’t anyone I trust to be reasonable and rational more than you. I know that when you say something you’ve thought it through from every direction. You aren’t just my work partner, you’re my partner. I don’t have to second guess you. I can trust you. You want to know why I can’t accept this is over? Do you?”

Her wide eyes were locked on him.

“Because I care about you. Because I want this, us, to work out. I’ll admit we didn’t have the best beginning, but that’s changed. The idea of losing you scares me shitless. I like spending time with you. I want to do more of it, but I know you need your space. You need your time. If you want me to back off, tell me. Don’t shut me out. Don’t end this. We can fix it. Figure out a way to do it better. I’ll be more patient. I’ll do whatever you need me to do.” Just don’t break up with me.

Yeah, he was pathetic, but when it came to her, he wasn’t above begging. And if that meant they proceeded at a glacial pace, so be it.
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MELODY STARED AT GRANT. She’d never seen him so alive, so full of feeling. It was strange, almost like she’d been dropped in another dimension. One where Grant had emotions and shared them.

In all the time they’d been together he hadn’t told her half that stuff. Normally it seemed like he could take or leave her. The idea that under that stoic exterior he had this kind of passion simmering for her was a surprise. It also turned her on. Then again, a lot about Grant did that.

“Say something, damn it,” he muttered.

“I’m taking it all in.” One thing just didn’t fit. “What do you mean, my space, my time?”

“Just, how you are, you know? You don’t always like me in your space and how you like to take things slow. There’s nothing wrong with that. That’s what I’m trying to say.”

Her world shifted dangerously.

That wasn’t her at all. It wasn’t what she wanted.

“Grant, I hate that we only do us things maybe once between jobs.” She wanted a better word for hate, but right now that was all she had.

His frown deepened. “You—what?”

“You’re always doing things with the guys. I’m supposed to like that?”

“But, you said you liked your peace and quiet...”

“When did I say that?”

“That one time in the kitchen...”

She blinked at him as his voice trailed off.

Melody tilted her head. “And because I said that once about a situation I don’t even remembered you translated that to mean I like to be left alone?”

He stared at her, mouth slightly open in an uncharacteristic, befuddled expression.

She didn’t want space. Not from him. No, she wanted him to be around, to hang out doing nothing or everything. As it stood, most of the time she was starved for him, only getting the scraps he could offer her when no one else was looking.

And he was telling her this was how they were because he thought it was what she wanted?

Her head hurt. 

If they weren’t at such a tense point, she might even have a drink.

“Grant, part of the reason I broke up with you is because we don’t do anything together. A relationship can’t just be sex. I need more. I want more from you.” Hope blossomed in her chest. She knew she shouldn’t feed it. Spending more time together wouldn’t cure all their problems, it wouldn’t make him open up to her or be interested in her.

“Fucking hell.” He groaned. “I thought that’s what you wanted.”

“I hate it.” She hunched her shoulders.

They didn’t have a thing. Most couples after a year should have things that were uniquely them. Songs. Hobbies. Something. Not her and Grant. Okay, they had one show, but she secretly hated it and only looked forward to it because it meant Grant was going to be around.

“Oh, Button.” He reached for her then, holding her face in both of those big hands of his.

Her insides melted at the pet name.

Okay, so they had that one thing that was them. It was a word, a silly name, and yet when he said it her whole body reacted.

She was in love with this man. Before now she hadn’t realized he’d cared about her this much. She’d been convinced he barely listened to her. Really, she’d thought this whole chest banging reaction to the break-up was because it wasn’t his idea. Now, she knew it wasn’t. She didn’t know if he was the kind of still-waters-run-deep man who just didn’t show his emotions, but she had a taste of them now. Grant was her favorite flavor. And he had sort of said in a roundabout way that he was crazy about her.

He leaned in, pressing his forehead to hers. His thumbs massaged her temples then tight muscles at her jaw. It was a tender touch, and it undid her.

Before this moment, this conversation, she’d been resolved to end this. They were still strangers. But he wanted to spend more time with her. Was it too much to hope that he’d finally show some interest in who she was beyond the scope of her job and sexual preferences?

In her dream world, this was the moment where it all worked out. Where the switch was flipped and Grant became her Prince Charming in combat boots.

Was it silly to think this conversation would change everything?

Yes. She knew it was. But hope demanded that she try again, because she was in love with him. Even if it didn’t work out, even if in a month she left him again, she wanted to know what it might be like to have his focus. To be greedy with his time.

Grant pressed his lips to hers in a quick, chaste kiss.

“You really want this to work out?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper now.

“I do.” He bumped her nose with his. “I’m crazy about you.”

Wow.

She liked hearing that.

It wasn’t, I’m madly in love with you, but she’d take it.

“I had no idea.” Her voice broke, the words barely coming out.

“Oh, Button. I’m an idiot.”

“You kind of are.”

“Come here.”

Grant leaned forward, slid his arm under her knees and dragged her onto his lap.

She reveled in his strength, that this man actually felt something for her.

Melody cupped the back of his head and pulled him toward her. His mouth crashed against hers in an impassioned kiss. Maybe it was a mistake to kiss him. They never lacked for chemistry or heat in the bedroom. But right now she wanted to feel those words. He needed to show her.

Grant’s hands slid over her body. One hand coasted up her bare legs to the hem of her shorts. The other slipped under the hem of her T-shirt to stroke her back. He touched not only her body, but her heart. Did he have any idea how wrapped up in him she was? How much she wanted this simple admission to mean so much more?

She gripped his shoulders and shifted until she straddled his thighs. Grant hummed his approval, gripped her hips and pulled her toward him, right over his erection.

Melody dug her hand into his hair, forcing him to look at her.

“Do you mean it?” she asked.

“What?”

“That you want to spend more time together?”

“I told you.” He sat up straighter until her breasts brushed his chest. “I’m crazy about you.”

She was silly for taking his words honestly. Right now she was susceptible to him. He could feed her any line of bull he wanted and she’d take it. Because she was greedy for more of him, for all the crumbs and bits he’d give her. The promise of more, of having that ideal relationship was too much of a temptation for her to pass up.

Melody kissed him and gave herself over to the fantasy. Everyone deserved a second chance. If Grant didn’t make the most of it, at least she’d explored their options. At least she’d tried.

His hands slid up the back of her thighs and under her shorts and underwear to cup her ass. She shifted over him, grinding their sexes together.

This was a touch more crazy than usual.

Okay, a lot more crazy.

Normally they had a door, some privacy, the assurance that their secret was safe. Right now, she didn’t care. Their job was always dangerous, but this was different. They were the targets. People had been shooting at Grant. They’d hunted him.

If Grant had hesitated, if she hadn’t gotten the car, if a hundred things hadn’t gone as they had—it could be Grant who was slowly dying or captured. She wanted to hold on to the moment they had, love it, experience it. Because tomorrow might be a different story.

Melody had spent the last year wanting him to feel for her, and now she knew he did.

She broke the kiss just enough to say, “Make love to me. Now.”

The rational thing would be to rush to a bedroom or take this somewhere else. But she didn’t want to wait a moment longer.

Her normally restrained man answered her request with a kiss. His hands kneaded her ass, moving her over him. She groaned against his mouth. Her breasts ached, her body hummed with arousal and need made her desperate.

Melody managed to get a hand between them and hooked her thumb in the waistband of the ridiculous swim trunks he was wearing. The one nice thing was that they made accessing easy. She was able to get her hand inside his clothes and fist his cock with no belts, buttons or zippers. Maybe the trunks weren’t such a bad idea.

It was Grant’s turn to groan.

She loved that sound. It was honest, full of want and when she heard it she knew he was going to pounce.

Sure enough, Melody’s back hit the cushions a moment later. Grant pinned her to the sofa with his hips, his cock still in her hand.

“Slight problem with this plan.” He lowered until his nose bumped hers. “No more condoms.”

Her head buzzed.

Okay, that wasn’t a deal breaker. She had an IUD. They’d only been with each other.

“You didn’t mind last time we skipped the condom.” She stroked his cock and decided she didn’t want anything between them. It seemed appropriate.

His gaze dipped to her mouth. “I didn’t want to assume, seeing as that’s how I screwed myself over. You mean to tell me I could have been waking up next to you a lot more?”

“Yes,” she said on a sigh.

“God, Button. Things are going to be different. I promise.”

Her insides were goo. Mush. Insubstantial and prone to believing whatever he said. Her rational brain would chew her out later, but for now she wanted the fantasy.

Grant braced himself on one hand then reached down and pulled both her panties and shorts aside.

His dark gaze was molten hot. “Put me in you. Go on, just like this.”

Fully dressed?

Within ear shot of a pool of people?

And their team inside?

It went against all the privacy they’d striven for, but maybe that needed to change, too. They needed to change. And it began right now.

Melody guided his cock, all while watching his face. His cheeks sunk in and he got that predatory focused look in his eye. The blunt head of his erection slid between her folds until he was right—there.

Grant thrust. She sucked in air as he surged into her. It didn’t matter that they’d done this a dozen times, they all felt good. She gripped his biceps and let her eyes close, surrendering to the way he made her feel.

It was different without the condom. Not much, and maybe it was silly, but she felt closer to him. As if that bit of latex really mattered in the grand scheme of things.

He lowered, cupping her face in both his hands, and stared into her eyes.

All this time, had this feeling she’d seen when he was inside of her the truth? Was this how he felt about her every day?

If it was, her hope wasn’t unfounded.

Grant sealed his lips over hers and thrust hard enough she slid along the cushions a bit. He wrapped an arm around her waist, using that to anchor her in place as he glided in and out of her. Her nipples ached for relief so bad she slipped her hand under her shirt.

“Are you touching yourself?” he asked.

“Yes,” she hissed as he changed angles.

“When this is done, I want to spend a week in bed naked.”

Oh, that sounded good to her. Grant could be a very thorough lover given the time, which they did not have right now.

Something rustled in the bushes and a shriek of laughter was cut off by a loud splash.

Her body tensed up at the reminder that they were not alone.

Grant groaned and dropped his head to her shoulder. He thrust, harder this time.

“Oh, yes,” she murmured.

He lifted her hips off the cushions, their bodies joining harder now. Her breathing hitched as he hit a pleasure spot deep within her.

They had a chance. That was all she could ask for.

“Come on, Button,” he whispered in her ear. “I need you. I want you to come.”

Melody’s body was attuned to him, his orders. She didn’t think he knew it, but she did.

His hand closed roughly over her breast, his weight settling on her. His hips worked, rubbing that spot.

The orgasm started in her toes. They curled. Her knees tried to bend, her legs moving restlessly. Her hips were under his command, but her spine, that bowed. She dug her nails into his bicep, tipped her chin back and groaned her release just as Grant’s body went tense.

Too damn perfect.

She pulled her hand from her bra and wrapped her arms around him and wished she could forget reality. This moment was so much better.

It lasted about as long as it took for her to realize the beep followed by a squeak was someone opening the front door to the bungalow. Grant tensed, no doubt hearing the same thing.

“Hello?” Orion called out.

“Shit,” Grant muttered.

He eased away from her, tucking himself away, the moment gone. Before she could fully right herself, Grant grabbed a towel off a stack of them stowed under the ottoman and wiped at her inner thigh and pussy. She hissed at the touch, not yet ready for it. He pressed a kiss to her thigh before tugging her clothes back into place.

She watched him do all of this with a sense of wonder. Grant had always been attentive, but she’d taken it for manners, not a show of affection.

Had she truly been blind this whole time to what he was trying to show her?

She’d wanted words. He’d given her actions.

They weren’t speaking the same language until now.

“Anyone around?” Orion called out.

“Yeah.” Grant tossed the towel into the bushes and stood.

Melody reached for him, grabbing his hand. He glanced down at her.

“I’m not interested in Orion. He’s not my type.”

“What is your type?” Grant’s fingers curled around hers.

“You.”
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THURSDAY. LIMAN’S HEADQUARTERS, Ibiza Town, Ibiza.

Scene break.

Next paragraph here.
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DAY. LOCATION, CITY, State.

Liman was losing his patience. Fast.

He stalked through the house. Blood still clung to his fingers and knuckles.

The captives were no use. They didn’t have anything to say, and he was positive if they’d known something they would have told him.

One of the nice things about developing drugs to make the human body work more efficient was that they also had the science in their pocket to manipulate the same bodies to other purposes. Heightened pain response, slipping reality. He could remake a man into whatever he wanted.

“Update,” he barked.

“I’ve established a map tracking their whereabouts,” Khaled said. The man sprang to action, gesturing at an enlarged map of the island with colorful dots at various points around Ibiza Town.

This was all well and good, but it didn’t tell Liman anything without context.

“When did we last see them?” he asked.

His assistant hesitated. “Two hours.”

“Two hours?” Liman turned to the three men who’d arrived a short while ago. “You let them get away, then you can’t find them?”

He glared at each of them.

“What? Nothing to say for yourselves? Did the latest batch of drugs fry your brains? Huh?”

The three soldiers kept staring at him.

They weren’t machines. They couldn’t be programmed. And they could only work with what they had. Just because they took Liman’s drugs that made them faster and more deadly didn’t make them infallible. No, only Elio had attained that level of mastery.

Liman pulled out his gun, aimed and fired before any of the three could react.

“I want results,” he bellowed. “Find them. Bring them to me, or I’ll replace you. All of you, understand?”
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Friday. Luxe Ibiza Hostel, Ibiza.

Grant soaked up the silence. In this moment, just after dawn, when the world was still quiet he could almost believe the lie that everything was fine. Soon enough the bubble would burst. Reality would intrude, but he wanted to hold on to this moment.

Melody’s fingers swiped across his skin, just under his collar bone, tracing the tattoo.

“What does it mean?” she whispered.

He was surprised she hadn’t asked sooner. Truth was, he felt kind of silly having a tattoo in the first place. He didn’t regret it though.

“Laugh now, cry later,” he said, but it wasn’t his voice he heard.

Grant breathed in the salty air, holding tight to the present.

Melody kept quiet, waiting him out as if she knew this was something he had to come at slowly.

“First deployment there was this guy, real loud personality. We didn’t much like each other in the beginning. Whenever someone would start complaining about pushing too hard or things getting too tough he’d say, laugh now, cry later. We got into some pretty bad scrapes, but somehow we always came through. He was the heart of our unit right up until he and half a dozen other guys got killed. There weren’t a lot of us left after. I forget who had the tattoo idea. I just went with it.”

Melody propped her chin on her hand, looking down at him in the dim light. “Loss is tough.”

“Yeah, it is.” He squeezed her a little tighter.

Did she know she was their heart?

A door opened and shut somewhere else in the house, signaling that it was time to start moving. He bent his head and kissed her brow.

“I should get up,” he muttered.

“Probably.” She gave him a squeeze then untangled their limbs.

“Question?”

“Yeah?” He sat on the edge of the bed, half-dressed, and waited for her to speak.

She rolled onto her back, the sheets tucked under her arms and finally opened her eyes. “Will you be unhappy if I stop watching Land of the Fearful?”

Grant just stared at her. Land of the Fearful was a cable show that had kicked off a year ago. It followed two undercover agents infiltrating a terrorist group with a mad plan to destroy the country. They’d unintentionally watched the first episode together and it had become their thing.

“I thought you liked the show?” he asked.

“Not really.”

Grant closed his eyes, took a deep breath and grabbed her hand. “You mean to tell me we’ve been recording and scheduling nights to hang out so we can watch a show neither of us like?”

Silence.

He stared down at Melody looking up at him.

“You turned it on,” she said.

“I turned the TV on.”

“You said we should check it out.”

“Yeah, maybe the first episode. Then you recorded the second one.”

“Because you seemed like you liked the first one.” She sat up. “You laughed.”

“At how bad it was.”

“Oh my God,” she said slowly.

Grant shook his head.

They’d wasted a lot of time not saying what they thought or felt, waiting on the other to move first. Well, he was done with that.

Voices in the hall signaled that their time was over.

“Go.” Melody nudged him off the bed.

“I’m going, but this isn’t over.”

Grant grabbed his shirt and shoes. He parted the curtains and peered out onto the lawn but didn’t spy any movement. Never in his life had he snuck out of a girl’s room before, but here he was, on the worst job of his life doing exactly that. All while two of his men were being held prisoner.

He quickly slipped back into his own room, changed into cargo pants, a white shirt and a blue button-down shirt courtesy of Orion. Maybe the guy wasn’t all bad, but Grant still didn’t like him.

Grant finger combed his hair and checked his reflection in the mirror. There were no marks, no outward sign of last night, and yet he felt the change in him. Melody had stopped pushing him away. They weren’t officially back together, but they were more than they had been.

When they got home and this trip was behind them, he was going to win her back. Totally and completely. Whatever it took. If he had to camp out on her doorstep and give her a running commentary on what he thought or felt, it was happening.

But first, they had some guys to save.

Time to start the day and end it with an ass kicking.

Grant padded down the hallway into the kitchen. Vaughn was posted up on a barstool overlooking the kitchen while Nolan and Orion stood around the counter. All three of them were frowning at a plate full of little pink pills.

“What are those?” Grant asked.

Nolan glanced up. “Hey, TL. We were just looking at those pill bottles you and Melody took off those guys.”

“Yeah? Any idea what they are?” Grant zeroed in on the carafe of coffee.

“Not a fucking clue,” Orion said.

“Bag it and we’ll let Zain figure it out.” The way Grant saw it, the pills weren’t a problem they had to figure out.

Orion picked one up and frowned at it. “I see a lot of pills come through here, but I’ve never seen these.”

Grant had to wonder if pills were on the menu of what Orion served his guests, but decided to abstain from asking a question he didn’t want to know the answer to. Some things were better left asked and unknown.

Orion shrugged and put the pill down.

Grant gave Vaughn a once over. He looked better than he had yesterday, that was for damn sure. “How you feeling?”

“Human,” Vaughn replied. “I can hold a gun.”

“No,” Grant said.

“No way,” Nolan chimed in.

Orion just laughed.

Vaughn muttered in Spanish, likely calling them all sorts of names.

“When are we heading out?” Orion asked.

“We?” Grant lifted his brows, surprised by the question.

Orion held up his hands. “I’m not part of this, but you’re going to need someone to drive the getaway vehicle.”

Nolan pinned him with a look. “TL, are you sure want to do this with just you and Melody?”

“I don’t need a baby sitter,” Vaughn said.

Orion focused on Vaughn. “Maybe not, but what happens if you start bleeding again and no one’s around? If Nolan’s with them and I’m waiting with the car where does that leave you? I’ll bet you feel pretty good now with that pain pill in your system, but what happens when it wears off? What if these people track you down?”

Grant kept his face as stoic as possible. He hadn’t expected an assist from Orion. Maybe he wasn’t a bad guy.

“Morning.” Melody’s voice broke the tension in the room. She strolled in, wearing some kind of short-suit thing that was all one piece.

He wanted to touch her. Reach for her. Kiss her. But they were back in their roles.

For now.

“What are we discussing?” she asked as she helped herself to coffee.

“The plan,” Grant replied.

“Oh?” She glanced at him. “Any changes?”

“Nope.”

“I brought you a few toys. Figured these might be useful.” Orion bent and grabbed a case off the ground and set it on the counter.

Melody chuckled. “Presents first thing in the morning?”

Jealousy nibbled at Grant, but he ignored it. Orion hadn’t taken Melody to bed last night. That was Grant’s privilege, and he intended to enjoy the hell out of it in the near future.
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FRIDAY. IBIZA TOWN, Ibiza.

Melody wasn’t a fan of wigs. At best they were itchy and hot, especially with her long hair to contend with. She liked wearing one even less in the tropical heat. But necessity dictated that her appearance needed to be as far from what was expected as possible. So she’d donned the blonde wig with its chunky bangs, sunglasses and too bright lipstick.

Spy craft wasn’t something she’d learned much about as a cop. Her specialty was in hostage negotiations. Once she’d achieved that level her time as a beat cop was over. But spy craft was a large part of their job and it was of the areas she was most intrigued by. Given that one of their chief operations officers was a former Mossad spy, Melody knew she was learning from the best. One of the rules she’d been taught was that the goal was never to just change clothes. If she went from wearing a dress to jeans and a T-shirt, she still looked like herself. The challenge was in changing roles. Shape. Take the expected and turn it around.

For her that meant avoiding fitted clothing and straight hair. Anyone who’d been studying her would recognize that silhouette. The best tools to help her blend in were wigs, hats, glasses, oversized clothes. Anything that gave her a different shape turned her into someone else. Someone the Lebanese weren’t expecting.

“Coming up on the house now,” she called back to Grant.

Their hunters were looking for two to four people.

They weren’t expecting one.

Which was why Grant was hunched down, out of sight in the back of the SUV. One of Orion’s employees had allowed them to borrow the vehicle. The darkly tinted windows made it near impossible to see Grant from the outside. She hoped they were able to return the SUV in one piece.

She blew out a breath, her gaze focused on the house a few blocks up. She knew it from all the pictures she’d looked at on-line. If Zain was right, Riley and Brenden were in there somewhere. The question was, were they dead or alive?

In all the time she’d worked for Aegis Group, they’d done some pretty risky rescues in some very high-risk situations. This was the craziest rescue they’d ever attempted by far, and it had to work. There wasn’t room for failure.

Melody eased her foot off the accelerator, dropping to just under the speed limit.

The house was big, with a four-foot wall surrounding the property. Lush greenery and shrubs adored the lawn, enough to provide cover for a sneak approach. Trees shaded the front of the home, blocking several window’s view of the street. If Melody couldn’t see in, those people couldn’t see out. The house was painted a pale, creamy yellow color. It didn’t have the modern architecture vibe. No, it was an older property with a structure that echoed the styles she’d seen during their jaunt through the less tourist areas of town. Which meant that the materials used to build it weren’t steel beams. The windows were tall and arched to capture as much breeze as possible. If they broke one it would make for a decent entry point. The tile roof was shiny, new looking, and probably secure if they had to climb across it. Wrought-iron balconies ringed the second floor, sturdy to the point they might could climb up on one if need be.

Under different circumstances she imagined it was probably a nice place to stay.

Today was not that day.

At a glance she saw four guards. They weren’t holding their weapons, but from the way they stood watching the street, she knew they were armed.

For every man she saw, she had to assume there were twice as many she didn’t. And those were just the ones keeping watch.

How were they going to get Brenden and Riley out of there without causing a huge incident?

There were homes around them.

Whatever they did, it had to be done carefully.

She turned at the corner, giving them a second look at the place, before heading off to their staging location. Orion had suggested they head for a vacation rental one block over. He knew the owner and had managed to get them the code. For now, it would serve as their base while they decided what course of action to take and a safe place to leave the SUV.

The address they’d been given was for a corner condo. She pulled the SUV into the back alley and found a spot along the fence to park, then killed the engine.

“Looks clear,” Grant said.

Melody grabbed the bags from the passenger seat. “Let’s go.”

Neither she nor Grant spoke as they got out, leaving the SUV locked with the keys inside.

It was a tense dozen or so yard walk to the back door of the condo that let into a garage. Grant gestured for her to wait while he did a quick walk-through of the house, ensuring they were alone. Once she heard him give the all clear, she headed into the main room with its view of their target location.

“I got pictures and we have an excellent view from the upstairs guest bedroom,” Grant announced as he came down the stairs.

“Did you get a look at the balconies? That might be our best chance at entry. Maybe a window on the side of the house facing away from the street?” She set her gear down. “I only saw four guards. You?”

Grant blinked at her a moment as if he were surprised she’d noticed such things. “Yeah, four.”

“It’s safe to assume there’s at least four we aren’t seeing, so eight or twelve in total. Then again, if they have everyone out looking for us, there could only be four armed guards there.” She wagged her finger at him then shook her head.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Tell me.”

“It’s a bad idea.” She sighed and pulled the wig off. “I was just thinking if they saw, let’s say Nolan, they’d empty the house of a few extra guys. But I wouldn’t want to make them a target, you know?”

“Right.” Grant nodded, but he was still looking at her funny.

“What?” It was her turn to ask.

A slow smile spread across his face. “I’m surprised is all. You’ve picked up a few things.”

And just like that Melody’s irritation with him was back. Hot sex and feelings only solved part of their problem. He was still very much a stranger to her.

“Grant?” She braced her hand against the kitchen counter. “Just what do you think I did before coming to work for Aegis Group?”

Melody had intended to keep this information to herself, at least until Grant asked her. After working with the team for this long she was prepared to brave their opinions of her work history. She’d just wanted him to show some interest in her beyond sex, the job and the little time they spent together. But he never had.

“Uh, didn’t you do public relations for a company?” His brow furrowed.

She knew he didn’t know. He’d never asked and Zain had vowed to keep her secrets. The only other person who knew was Merida, and she was even more trustworthy than Zain.

Melody kept watching Grant, his face contorting as he tried and failed to find an answer.

“I used to be a cop. Not just a cop. I was a hostage negotiator. I was trained for situations like this. I’m probably even more qualified to deescalate this situation than you are.” She threw her hands up. “You know what? This is why we aren’t working out. You don’t care. Not about me, who I am, just what I can do for you. There isn’t one of you who has ever asked me about my past or why I picked this job. I’m scenery to you, except when you want a fuck.”

Tears she did not want pricked her eyes.

Last night she’d reveled in the words she’d wanted to hear, how he made her feel, and completely forgotten all the other reasons they were wrong for each other.

This relationship wasn’t going to work. There wasn’t enough super glue to hold them together. She couldn’t pry his heart open and make him truly care about her. Once again, she was making the same mistake over, and over, and over again.

Well this time it was well and truly over.

Melody would not be Grant’s dirty secret.
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GRANT STARED AT MELODY, her revelation hitting him like a bunch of rocks.

She’d been a cop? His Button?

She was maybe five foot five and if he had to guess somewhere around one-hundred-and-twenty pounds. They let people that petite be cops? He honestly didn’t know.

Had Zain mentioned that?

Grant honestly couldn’t say. The introductory meeting had been a blur. He had some vague impression that Melody had handled PR for a few different companies. She’d never talked about her old jobs, just like she didn’t talk much about anything. She didn’t share, never let anyone in. And this was somehow his fault?

She made a disgusted sound and spun away from him.

“Wait.” Grant grabbed her by the wrist and spun her back around to face him.

Her glare was full of anger.

He let go of her and held his hands up. “How was I to know that when you never tell me anything?”

“Never tell you anything?” Each word built up heat until he felt the full blast of her anger. “How about you never showing any interest in who I am outside the bedroom or apart from work? You treat me like...like a robot that gets turned off and put away when you don’t need me. I have a life, Grant. I’m more than your sex toy.”

What. The. Fuck?

Where was this coming from?

He shoved his hand over his head, knocking the cap off and onto the floor. “I never said you were. Hell, how is it my fault you never open up and share anything with me?”

“We never talk, Grant. That’s my point. We’re strangers.” She took a step closer. “What’s my favorite movie?”

“Uh...” He visualized her movie collection. “Princess Bride.”

“Wrong. What’s my favorite ice cream?”

That was easier. They’d grabbed ice cream a few weeks ago. “Cookie dough.”

“No, that’s yours. What’s my favorite color?”

Grant began to sweat. He thought he knew this one, but now he wasn’t certain. “Maroon?”

“Wrong. These are basic questions, Grant. What do we know about each other? Really?”

That wasn’t fair. He might not know those specific things, but that didn’t mean he didn’t care. “You know what I do know about you?”

She tilted her chin up.

He took a step closer and leaned down a bit. “You’re an intensely private person. You don’t let just anyone in.”

“I let you in, and you didn’t care.”

“The hell I don’t.” I love you. Now wasn’t the time to put that out there. She wouldn’t believe him.

Melody held up her hands and took a step away from him. “Whatever. We have a job to do and arguing about who cares how much isn’t going to help Riley and Brenden.”

That was a point he couldn’t argue with.

“This isn’t over.” Grant turned and stalked toward the balcony where he could glimpse the house at the corner.

He didn’t know every event in Melody’s life, but he still knew—and loved—her. When they got home, when they were safe, he was going to show her that.

Grant took a deep breath, gathered all his frustration into a mental ball and squeezed it down tight to deal with later. He peered at the building and the three men he could see from this angle.

They didn’t have a lot of time and they still didn’t have a concrete plan.

Whoever these people were, their team couldn’t be that big. Grant and Melody had killed at least four who’d come to the house yesterday. According to Nolan, they thought another one or two had died during their skirmish on the street. There’d been maybe six at the hospital yesterday. If those men were still out there and there were the four to eight Melody estimated at the house, how many more could there be?

Grant cleared his throat. “We should set a trap, lure them into it and make a trade. Our people for theirs.”

“Are we sure these men aren’t disposable?” Melody countered.

“You think we’re going to get into that house without a fight?” He glanced at her standing at the window a little distance from him.

She sighed. “No.”

“Any other plan?”

“Not really. Breaking into the house counts on a sizeable distraction.”

“Which we don’t currently have any way of making.”

She glanced at him then. “How much C4 do we have?”

“Not a lot. Four pounds?”

She snorted. “Not a lot?”

“What other plan do we have? Even if all we do is thin their numbers, it’s something.”

Her mouth compressed into a tight line. “Okay. Let’s make it happen.”

That was easier said than done.

“Any idea how we do that?” she asked.

“Nothing that doesn’t sound crazy. You?”

“I think all we’ve got going for us is crazy.” She turned to face him. “It makes more sense for you to be available to go in if baiting them away doesn’t work.”

“You want to be bait?” Grant wasn’t so sure he liked this plan now.

“I’m fast and if I need to get away, I can fit places they can’t.”

Inwardly he wrestled with the urge to tell her no, that she was going to sit here and wait. She’d done a lot of that since hooking up with their team. However, if she was telling him the truth about her past, then it was a disservice to her and them. She’d never given him cause to doubt her. He wasn’t going to start now.

“Okay,” he said slowly.

She arched a brow at him. “How much did that hurt?”

“I’m trusting that you’re being honest with me about your abilities. I’ve never known you to embellish the truth. Do I want you to be at risk? No. I’m never going to like it. Can I deal with it? Yeah.”

Melody blinked at him a few times.

His answer had surprised her.

Well, good. He was sick of surprises.

“Okay, Team Leader, let’s do this,” she said.

Yeah, he hated this plan.
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Friday. Ibiza Town, Ibiza.

Melody stared down at their hostages. The first poor soul who’d been stupid enough to follow her. She’d walked straight up to the guy, flirted, touched his arm and the man had gone with her.

Grant had come out of nowhere and clocked the hell out of the guy so hard she’d thought he was dead.

Their second hostage hadn’t gone down as easy. He’d seen where his friend had gone, followed and though Melody and Grant thought they were ready for him, they hadn’t been. They’d taken a bit of a beating before getting the best of the guy.

The third they’d grabbed on his way back to the house, catching him completely unaware.

They all had those pills on them.

“I can’t understand what they’re saying.” She held out the hand-held radio to Grant.

He shook his head. “I’m not going to understand either.”

“Is this enough?” She glanced at their prisoners sitting bound on the garage floor of the vacation house. It was hard to gauge the worth of a man she didn’t know to a bad guy she’d never met.

Grant grimaced, clearly no more assured than she was. “Maybe?”

Melody feared they were going to have to do a lot more than just kidnap a few people to make this exchange happen. If she were thinking clearer, if she could accept the risk, she might try to hold the guy’s attention while Grant snuck in and rescued their team.

It sucked not having more back-up. She knew Grant had to be feeling it. While she was accustomed now to working alone, he always had four men at his back.

Grant nodded at the radio in her hand. “Go on. Let’s get this started.”

“Are you going to let me handle this?” She stared at him, not quite ready to believe he would relinquish control.

“You’re the negotiator.”

“This isn’t going to be fast.”

“I know. Just, do what you can.”

Color her surprised.

She lifted the radio to her face and squeezed. “I’d like to speak to who is in charge.”

Melody let go of the button and they listened to the crackling silence for several seconds.

“Who is this?” a man asked. His English was good, accented, but clear.

She swallowed, licked her lips then replied. “This is Melody Nguyen, but you already know that. Who am I speaking to?”

“The man who has your friends,” the man replied.

She grimaced. Whoever this was, he wanted her to know he thought he was in charge. “Is that so? Can I speak to them? Can you prove that my friends are there?”

She glanced up at Grant. There was always the chance that Riley and Brenden were dead and they were risking themselves for nothing. Proof of life would help determine their path.

Grant mouthed, Good job, at her and crossed his arms over his chest.

Melody’s lowered the radio and focused on Grant for a moment. “He knows we’re close. That we have a radio. He might send people out to look for us.”

“I’ll keep watch.” Grant went to the small window that looked out on the narrow lane granting access to the garages behind the condos. He turned his body and she knew he was watching both the road and her.

“You may not speak to your friends,” the man on the other end of the radio finally said.

“Really?” Melody crossed to the bound men. She tried to not let the refused request get her down. This man wasn’t a novice. She had to remember that whoever he was, he had people and resources, which meant he was likely a professional. “That’s a shame because I’m sitting here with your friend. What’s your name? Anyone? Names?”

All three men remained silent.

“What is it you want, Melody Nguyen?” The man sounded bored, maybe a little amused. He was overly confident, that was for sure.

“I want a trade. Your men for our friends.”

“And what of the man you call Ethan Turner?”

Melody’s eyes went wide. She pulled the radio away and stared at it.

Ethan?

The man they’d rescued? The one that was hardly human?

“I’ll return your two friends for Ethan Turner,” the man replied.

She looked at Grant who was scowling back at her. He shook his head.

Melody knew without asking that she couldn’t agree to those terms.

There was no way they were going to do that. Ethan had been a prisoner for years. God only knew what the Lebanese had done to him to make him forget who he was, his wife, even his kid.

“Well, Ethan isn’t here with us. He can’t really participate in this exchange.” Somehow Melody managed to keep an even tone.

“But you know where he is,” the man said.

“No, actually, I don’t. So I’m incapable of giving you what you want.” Melody cringed inwardly. Did they really want to admit that? “Why don’t we talk about what we can do for each other?”

“I’ve got movement,” Grant said. He flattened against the wall.

She held the radio away from her.

“If this guy has brought all these people here, to go after us, he knows Ethan isn’t with us.” It all clicked. “This isn’t about us giving him Ethan. It’s about him getting us to get Ethan.”

Grant met her gaze.

This was a bad idea.

They’d been out played before they’d made their first move.

“We have to get out of here. Now,” she said.

“Not going to happen without a distraction.”

“What do you want to do?”

“Go back into the kitchen. Get me half a pound of C4.” Grant pulled a curtain across the window, blocking their view out but also anyone else from looking in.

She hoofed it into the main part of the house, Grant following after her.

“Melody?” the man asked, his tone hitting notes of pleasure. “Why don’t we discuss what we can do for each other in person?”

“He knows where we’re at.” She grimaced.

“Good, that means we’ll get the most bang for our buck.” Grant ripped tape and wielded a pair of pliers, creating something with a tiny bit of plastic explosive. “Keep him talking.”

Melody put whatever Grant was doing out of her mind and focused on their new contact. She cleared her throat and calmly said, “I’m not really a face-to-face girl. Have you reconsidered allowing me to speak to my friends? Or did you kill them and now have no leverage? That’s what it sounds like to me.”

“There.” Grant set the device down next to the far wall of the garage.

It looked like a bomb.

She swallowed. Were they really going to do this? Set off a bomb and kill these people?

“Melody?” a rough, familiar voice said.

She sucked down a breath.

Brenden.

His voice had never quite healed from the trauma he’d survived during his time as a POW. It wasn’t that long ago that he’d gone under cover as another hostage.

“Brenden, hey. How are you?” she managed to get out.

“Green, three-two, ready—” Riley’s snarl of a voice was cut off.

“You have your proof, Ms. Nguyen, now I want my man back,” the as of yet unnamed man said.

Melody ignored the man and focused on Grant. “Green, three, two, ready—what?”

“He sees something green. There are three armed men, two we shouldn’t worry about. And they’re ready to go, I think.” Grant picked up his bomb and took it to the other side of the house, the very far corner. “This should just make a lot of noise.”

“Are we really doing this?” She pictured a dozen different accidents.

A man yelled and something hard hit the garage door.

“They’re here. Come on.” Grant bent and grabbed the bags of gear. He pulled out a familiar silver canister, yanked the pin out and threw it into the open doorway into the garage. Then another.

Melody bolted for the front door, Grant on her heels.

They rushed out onto the quiet street. There wasn’t any traffic, no people. Nothing.

Grant sprinted diagonally away from the house.

How long was the fuse? Would they clear the house in time?

They darted into an alley as the boom shook the windows up and down the street. She felt the concussion blast sweep through her

It was done.
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FRIDAY. LIMAN’S HEADQUARTERS, Ibiza Town, Ibiza.

Liman flinched as the video feeds went fuzzy. The glass panes rattled in the casements and everyone in the room turned to face the direction of the explosion.

For several moments Liman just stared.

That had gone vastly out of control.

His initial assessment indicated that the men known as Vaughn and Brenden would be the ones to put up the biggest fight. It was why they’d staged that first hit the way they had, to catch those two unaware. Everything Liman had on this woman and Grant Anderson indicated they were capable, but not as deadly or problematic as the others.

Whoever had made that report was going to lose their job.

Liman stared around the room. “What are you all waiting for? Someone go find them. I want their bodies. And I want everyone on their stims. Now.”

Fuck.

What was the body count at now?

Five, possibly six if the one upstairs didn’t pull through, Liman could explain away. There were always casualties. Given that these men were also part of their program, testing the enhancement drugs, if Liman didn’t come back from this with Ethan Turner he was in real trouble.

He turned to look at his two prisoners. The men were bruised and bound, but alive.

Would they be enough?

Liman’s plan had been to capture all five. If he had them, one of them could possibly tell him where Ethan was. If they didn’t know, well, he then had five bargaining chips to use to get his soldier back.

It was time to weigh his options. Did he take the two hostages he had and use them, or did he push his luck?

It all depended on whether or not Melody had just blown herself up. He should know soon.

“When they get back, I want us to pack up and move.” Liman felt more certain about that decision once the words left his mouth. “We can’t stay here any longer.”
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FRIDAY. TARGET’S HIDEOUT, Ibiza Town, Ibiza.

Grant was grateful for the time they’d spent studying the streets surrounding their target’s location. He and Melody dashed through alleys, cut across two yards and now crept through the dense, leafy plants running along the neighbor’s property.

Sirens wailed in the distance.

People were out on the street.

No matter what happened, there would be witnesses. Whoever was behind this couldn’t shut all these people up. That would work in their benefit.

They came to a stop at the fence. He turned back to look at Melody.

“Up and over,” she said.

“I’ll go first.”

She nodded and went to a knee, weapon drawn, looking through the narrow slats in the fence.

Grant surged to his feet, using his momentum to vault over the fence. He hit the ground and went low, guns up.

Not a soul stirred on this side of the house. All the activity was on the street side.

Melody landed softly next to him.

“Up through that window.” She gestured at the open second-floor balcony doors.

“How do we get up there?” he asked.

“Come on.”

Melody stayed low and darted across the narrow strip of lawn to the side of the house. She holstered her weapon and turned her attention to a small, decorative tree.

She had to be kidding.

He watched her nimbly climb onto a lower branch, then one above. From there she straightened and walked out to where the limb had been shorn off. All she did was reach out and grasp the balcony floor.

“Mel, I don’t think—”

Before he could voice his concern she launched herself, dangling from the balcony by her hands. She swung her legs, building a little momentum which she then used to grasp the bars. From there she lifted herself until she could get a hold of the top rail.

“Christ,” he muttered.

How had he never seen this side of her? What she was capable of? Why had she never shared it with him?

This whole business about him not showing any interest was bullshit. He’d wanted to hear, to know her. Just because he respected her privacy didn’t mean he didn’t care.

Melody disappeared from view before he could tell her to sit tight.

He had to go up and in now.

Grant hoisted himself into the tree and followed the path she’d taken. The limbs creaked under his weight. Unlike her, he was able to muscle his way up the balcony with sheer brute force.

“Mel?” He grunted as he bent over the railing.

A gut-churning thwack had fear stabbing at him. An answering grunt spurred him to act.

Grant scrambled over the railing as Melody pitched into view. One arm flew out and she landed hard. A man stood in the doorway, a gun in his hand.

There wasn’t time to pull his own weapon. Grant grabbed the closest thing he could—a decorative vase—and hurled it, catching the man unaware. The heavy ceramic bounced off the man and onto the thick carpet where it split in half.

Melody kicked out, her heel connecting with the side of the man’s knee resulting in a truly disgusting crunch.

Grant rushed in, wrapping his arms around the man and taking him to the floor. They couldn’t let him alert anyone else. The man twisted in Grant’s arms, driving his knee into Grant’s stomach.

“Hold him,” Melody ordered.

“Trying.”

Shit.

If Grant’s knee had just been blown like this guy’s, he’d be out. The pain would be excruciating.

Suddenly the man stopped struggling.

Grant glanced up at Melody standing with her weapon planted against the man’s skull. The fierce look on her face told him, she’d pull that trigger.

Had she ever shot someone and killed them before?

That was a question Grant could no longer answer with certainty.

“Tie him up,” Melody said.

Grant shrugged out of the gear bag and found some plastic restraints. They’d do for now.

He secured the man’s hands, but hesitated when it came to the guy’s legs. He and Melody stared down at the guy. His foot was pointing the wrong direction. Blood dampened his pants.

It was wrong.

“How is he not in pain?” Melody muttered.

“I don’t know. He’s probably on something. Those drugs maybe?”

Grant grabbed a tie off one of the drapes and used it to gag the guy.

Downstairs, someone started yelling.

Melody crept toward the door, leaving Grant behind.

“Hold up.” He scrambled to his feet and grabbed her arm, swinging her back around to face him. “Are you okay?”

Her brow just above her temple was red and had a lump forming, but there was no blood.

“Fine,” she said.

Grant didn’t think she was, but he also couldn’t confidently say he was being objective, so he let her go.

“Me first,” he said.

“Okay.” She gestured for him to lead.

He strained to understand what he was hearing.

Footsteps.

Raised voices.

Doors banging.

He reached the landing between the two floors, crouched and peered at the first floor. Light flooded in through windows. Papers were on the floor.

The voices were coming from the front of the house.

Grant crept down the stairs, conscious of the shadow at his back. Melody moved without sound. She really was a credit to herself.

They reached the first floor. They were in some kind of sun room, entertaining area. There were containers of food, forgotten drinks and other minor signs that people had been here.

A door slammed. Grant swept his arm out, flattening both himself and Melody to the wall.

“Look,” Melody whispered so softly he almost didn’t hear her.

Across the room a mirror reflected one of the open garage doors. Several men were throwing bags into a van.

They were getting out of here.

A figure stepped into view.

The man turned his head at the same moment Grant’s focus latched onto him.

They both reacted at the same moment.

Grant lifted his weapon.

The man swung out with his left arm in a sweeping gesture moving faster than Grant anticipated. Before Grant could adjust, the man threw a right punch, landing a glancing blow on Grant’s jaw. He staggered back, vaguely aware of Melody darting past Grant, gun out.\

The man upstairs with no pain response.

This man with his inhuman speed.

Ethan. They moved like slower versions of Ethan.

“Mel!”

The man grabbed Melody by the arm and twisted. She went with him, crumpling and turning.

Grant rushed them, but the man kicked out, hitting him square in the chest.

A single gunshot made Grant’s blood go cold.

He hadn’t fired.

He wasn’t shot.

“Melody?” He pushed off the wall and stared at the man slumped over Melody.

She shoved the dead man off her, wiping blood from her chin.

“They know we’re here,” she said.

She was right. Grant didn’t have the luxury of worrying about her.

Together they moved down the hall and through the house. The dining room and kitchen opened up on their left. Grant aimed at a flash of movement.

A man in a suit stood in a doorway staring at them.

Grant knew that face. He’d seen it.

It was the man Vaughn had seen in the lobby of the building they’d stayed in last time they were in Lebanon. The one who wound up being part of the group that had kidnapped their client and held Ethan.

“You fucking bastard!” an all too familiar voice yelled.

Riley.

“Grant, come on,” Melody said.

The suit wearing man darted out the doorway.

Grant could go after the man, or save his people.

The team came first.

He turned and rushed after Melody.

A man staggered backward out of a room on their right. Melody moved in first, going low. She fired, taking out the man’s right leg. He cried out, going to the ground.

Riley staggered through the door, his face black, blue and swollen.

“Riley!” Melody rushed to his side. “Where’s Brenden?”

“About fucking time.” Riley moved back.

Melody and Grant crowded into the room where Brenden had a choke hold on a man. While they watched, the man lost consciousness.

Brenden, like Riley, had been in better shape last time they’d seen each other.

“That man, the suit, he’s getting away.” Grant whirled.

Riley limped after Grant. “I want that asshole.”

“Guys!” Melody managed to infuse that one word with so much frustration.

A loud crash and yelling from the entry had Grant going to a knee and aiming his weapon—at Nolan.

Orion crowded in behind the blond man, both wielding shotguns of all things.

“Where’s Brenden?” Nolan demanded.

“Here,” Brenden called out.

“What did you do with Vaughn?” Melody pushed past Grant.

“He’s in the van,” Orion turned. “Come on, cops are on their way.”

That was all they needed to hear to make their move. Grant glanced through the windows toward the now empty garage.

Their opportunity to get the guy was gone.

He grabbed Brenden’s arm and together they hobbled out the front and into an idling van. Nolan climbed behind the wheel, Melody taking shotgun. Vaughn was laid out on the back seat, his eyes shut. His color wasn’t as good as it had been earlier.

No sooner had they gotten in than Nolan took off. Grant barely managed to get his ass in a seat.

Orion thrust a stack of passports at him. “Here. You’re on standby for a London flight leaving in an hour. It’s that, or wait until later for your scheduled flight. I’m not sure these passports will pass inspection, but you have to try.”

Grant took the booklets.

Why did it feel as though the real danger had just begun?
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Friday. Ibiza International Airport.

Melody shuffled forward in the security line and tried to not stare at Vaughn leaning on the security agent’s desk while his passport and boarding pass were examined. Riley and Nolan had cleared without incident. She’d looked at the documents herself, and while they appeared like a normal passport, the devil was in the details.

The pictures weren’t clear enough.

There was some smudging on the print from the rush forgery job.

And the leather cover was a slightly darker blue than it should be.

The woman handling Vaughn threw her head back and laughed at whatever it was he said.

Melody blew out a breath and glanced at Brenden in the other line going through the metal detector.

Their people were one step closer to escaping this island.

Grant was behind her and would bring up the rear in case anything happened.

Vaughn wavered on his feet as he straightened. His new girlfriend, Carla, was going to demand answers. Melody wasn’t sure what to tell her. The reason their team had been targeted was because of Carla’s friend. When they’d rescued him, they’d knocked over the first domino leading them to this moment.

Melody kept watching Vaughn. He was moving slowly. She could see the pain here and there. The meds were wearing off and before much longer they’d have to do something to help him travel more comfortably. London wasn’t a terribly long flight, but with his injuries it wouldn’t be fun. Besides, they still had no idea what other internal damage he might have.

Vaughn had to get to London. His life depended on it.

Brenden paused just out of the way at the entrance to the terminal, seeming to stare at his phone. Melody knew what he was actually doing.

Waiting for Vaughn.

They’d agreed to all enter the airport individually with the hope that they would draw less attention to themselves. People looking for a group of five guys and one woman would be thrown off having to identify the individuals, and that was how they hoped to blend in and escape detection.

The line inched forward until it was almost Melody’s turn. This close she could see the dangly earrings the security guard wore, the sheen of her lip gloss. Out of her uniform she’d be a beautiful, stylish woman.

The green light flipped on and the uniformed woman met Melody’s gaze. She pasted on a smile and approached the counter, offering her passport and boarding pass.

“Hello,” the woman said with a lovely sing-song voice.

“Hi.” Melody smiled a bit too much. “Those earrings are gorgeous.”

The woman glanced up from the boarding pass and slid the passport under the scanner with practiced ease. Her face transformed into stunning as she smiled.

“Thank you,” she said in accented English. “My brother bought them for me.”

“He has very good taste.” Melody sighed. “I wish I could wear something like that. My luck? They all hit my shoulders.”

The woman frowned a bit, zeroing in on Melody’s ears and neck—not her face. There was only so much drugstore makeup could cover-up when it came to the knot on her forehead. “I think you could pull these off.”

“You think so?”

The woman nodded with authority. “Yes. Here you go.”

She handed Melody’s passport back to her without ever having truly looked at it. Distraction was a tool, a subtle one, but this time it was going to get her on the damn plane.

Melody took the documents and smiled. “I’ll have to go shopping.”

“Enjoy. Have a good flight.”

She turned her back, but didn’t breathe a sigh of relief until she’d made it all the way through security and was on the other side. Once she’d gathered her meager belongings, she popped into the ladies room for a quick outfit change. The romper Orion had supplied her with wasn’t ideal for traveling, but once she’d put a sheer cardigan on over it, tied her hair up and added a bit more lipstick, she looked different enough that anyone hunting for a Melody might not recognize her.

Spy craft was still new to her. It was one of the areas she found fascinating about her new job. Quick changes that altered facets of her appearance were key. So going from a frumpy sweatpants and T-shirt to a sleek romper was enough to help evade detection. Disguises didn’t always have to be elaborate to work.

Melody tossed her previous outfit in the garbage then left the restroom almost at the same moment a man in slacks and a blue button down strode past.

“Oh, sorry,” she muttered, and looked up at Grant.

She wasn’t prepared.

He’d changed clothes, too. And damn if he didn’t look good. Something about a dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up just past the forearm did it for her.

He held her elbow for a moment longer than was necessary before letting go.

“It’s okay,” he said then gestured for her to go ahead of him.

She pivoted and began to walk, but remained conscious of Grant following just far enough away they didn’t appear to be together.

The Ibiza airport was small, but boasted plenty of shops and food options to allow for blending in. Melody ducked into a store selling clothing and found a rack that allowed her to watch for any sign that she’d been followed.

She mindlessly flipped through a few T-shirts, pretending to consider a few.

“How’s your head?”

Grant’s voice startled her. She hadn’t been aware that he’d followed her into the store until he spoke. She glanced sideways at him standing at another rack.

“Fine,” she replied.

He broke character and looked at her, focusing on the caked-on make-up.

“I’m fine. Really,” she said softer, well aware that he’d worry himself.

Melody couldn’t fault him for caring. She was the one who’d moved in without waiting for him, yet she knew he’d still blame himself for her injury.

He jerked his head in a nod.

“Think we’re good to board?” she asked and turned toward a different rack.

“I hope so.” He, too, shifted his attention. They stood with their backs toward each other now. “You did really good out there. We couldn’t have pulled this off without you.”

His words rang with honesty that surprised her. She swallowed down the unexpected warmth his compliment inspired.

“Careful,” she said instead. “I’ll be after your job next.”

“I don’t know about that.” He chuckled good naturedly. “But maybe we should talk about you having a more active role in asset recovery? Could be good to have a woman who can go in, draw less attention.”

Melody stopped her mindless search through the racks.

Was he serious?

Field work wasn’t what Melody signed on for. She liked her job and being in the background suited her. That didn’t mean she didn’t miss being out there, facing danger.

Regardless of what happened, Grant’s ready acceptance of her and even forward thinking about the future of their team meant something. At least for their working relationship.

She wasn’t ready to think about them as a couple. It was too complicated and she didn’t know where to start, if she wanted to or if it was best to walk away. They’d invested a year. Any more than that and she needed to know this relationship was heading somewhere for the both of them. But she just didn’t think it was going to work out the way she wanted it to.

Melody was old enough and wise enough to know that she had to love the man as he was, not who he could be.

“Hey?” Grant bumped her.

“Can we talk about that later, please?” she said in a rush.

“Sure, but—we’re boarding.” He flashed her his screen. “Riley says we’re all being called onto the standby flight.”

Melody’s cheeks heated. Here she was thinking with her heart and Grant was being practical. God, she wanted to get home.

“You go first,” Grant said.

She jerked her head in a nod and left the racks of clothes. It was a short walk to the terminal for the London bound flight. Sure enough, the rest of their people were standing off to the side while the plane finished loading. Despite the guys doing their best to look as though they weren’t traveling together, it wasn’t working. Men of that stature were clearly cut from a very specific cloth.

The minutes ticked by.

Melody began to glance around, wondering if they shouldn’t split and wait for their guaranteed flight later.

A flight attendant appeared and called both Vaughn and Brenden’s names, escorting them onto the plane.

Her breathing came a bit easier.

Riley was called next.

Then her and Nolan.

She held back, not wanting to board before the others.

“Go,” Grant said and gave her a little nudge.

Melody glanced back at him and knew she couldn’t push the issue without creating a scene. One of the things that attracted her to Grant was how he cared about others. It might be gruff and downright rude at times, but he did what he did with the best intentions.

She nodded and followed the uniformed man onto the plane.

The others were crammed into middle seats that would no doubt make for an uncomfortable trip, but they were on.

“Here you are, ma’am.” The man gestured at an aisle seat.

Melody stared at it longingly before gesturing to Nolan. “You should take it.”

“You sure?” he asked.

“Yes. Sit.” She couldn’t enjoy the seat with its semblance of freedom knowing the others were uncomfortable.

The flight attendant led her to the very last row where two seats were open next to a guy who looked to be in his teens already passed out with his face pressed to the window. Melody turned to ask about her other seatmate only to see Grant headed for her.

The relief at seeing him had her knees going weak. Melody sank into the middle seat and watched Grant come to her.

“Thanks,” he muttered to the attendant.

She busied herself fastening her seatbelt and stowing the large purse under the seat in front of her while Grant got situated.

They’d made it almost off the island.

Grant reached over and wrapped his big hand around hers.

She wanted to hold on to him, to give into that, but her feelings were too confusing.

Melody pulled away, only for his grip to tighten. He leaned over.

“Don’t. Please? Today was hard,” he said for her ears alone.

She froze, his unexpected vulnerability taking her by surprise. Grant was nothing if not confident and in control. He’d been frustrated, but that was it. Or at least that’s how he appeared.

She relaxed, fitting her hand in his more comfortably, and blew out a breath.

Hello, complicated and messy.
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FRIDAY. SAFE HOUSE, London, UK.

Someday Grant wanted to come back to London and get a chance to see the city. He’d been in it several times, but never for pleasure. During that short stint backpacking with his brother, they’d never made it to the UK. There were lots of things he hadn’t seen or done. Today was not that day.

He stood at the windows, staring out on the city lit by millions of twinkling lights. The flat felt a world away from the chaos that had tried to kill them.

His team was safe.

A doctor had seen Vaughn, Brenden and Riley. Vaughn was pulling through and things were beginning to look up.

Still, whatever had begun on Ibiza was far from over.

Someone had watched them, planned for this. Which meant they’d been targeted, followed.

Melody’s reflection in the glass made his body tighten. That man, the one on the radio, had known who she was. Grant was supposed to protect her, and he’d failed. The lump on her forehead was proof enough of that.

“The doctor has no idea what these are.” She rattled the container of pills at him.

He turned to face her.

She’d changed into a pair of standard, black yoga pants and a plan black T-shirt, the kind they carried for the people they rescued. It wasn’t her typical business attire. For him it was jarring to see her like this. She wasn’t a victim, she wasn’t an asset. She was Melody, always in charge, cool, calm and collected.

She grimaced, unaware of his ongoing thoughts. “Riley hasn’t said anything, but Brenden made a comment about how strong the men were. How fast they moved. He saw Ethan up close.”

Grant rubbed a hand over his face. The last thing they needed was to face off against a small army of super soldiers. Ethan alone had nearly killed them all, a fact Grant didn’t want to think about. He’d had nightmares about all the blood Melody had lost. Sending her off, not being with her had nearly killed him.

“Have you eaten?” Melody asked.

“I did.” He glanced down the hall.

Riley and Nolan were keeping Vaughn company while another bag of antibiotics and fluids got pumped into him.

Brenden was likely calling home to talk to his girlfriend. Normally Grant would have been worried about the guy given his history, but the new woman in his life had brought a balance and healing. Brenden was going to be okay.

That left Grant and Melody on their own.

She turned, no doubt ready to go to sleep. They hadn’t really gotten a chance to rest since setting out to rescue the heiress from the pirates. “Okay, well—”

“Can we talk?” Grant asked.

She glanced over her shoulder. “We haven’t done enough of that?”

“Clearly we haven’t.” He pushed his hand through his hair to keep from touching her. He didn’t think she’d be receptive right now. “Look, obviously there was a lot of miscommunication between us. I never meant to hurt you or make you think I didn’t care. I thought I was being respectful, going at your pace. You thought I didn’t care. Doesn’t that warrant a conversation?”

Melody blinked a few times then glanced down the hall.

“Come here.” He took her hand, grateful when she didn’t pull away from him, and led her into the master suite off the living room.

Her things were organized, set on the dresser. A few discarded clothes lay rumpled on the floor.

Grant shut the door and turned to face her, fighting his urge to pull her in for a hug.

She stood looking at their clasped hands.

“I care about you. I know I screwed up. I made you feel like I didn’t care, but I promise you that’s not the case.” He edged closer, ready to argue all night if she’d let him.

Melody lifted her chin and looked up at him. Her eyes were troubled. “I don’t know right now, Grant. A few days ago, it was clear. You were who you were, and I didn’t think you’d change for me.”

“I thought I was changing for you, Button.”

“I know that’s what you think now. But what does it say about us that we watched a show we both hated because we never once said something to the other person? We aren’t honest with each other. There’s clearly a break-down of trust between us. What kind of a future does that give us?”

He nodded. She made sense, and yet he wasn’t ready to give up. “I can see your point, but I don’t... I think we can do better. I want to do better. I care too much about you to say I screwed up and stop trying.”

“It’s not up to just you.” She tugged her hand from his.

He tightened his grip. “I know that. What if we gave it one more shot? You could set a timeframe. A month or two? If we aren’t on the same page by then, we call it quits.”

She finally pulled away from him, sighing heavily. “I don’t know, Grant. I don’t know.”

Her brow wrinkled like it did whenever she had a bad headache.

He wished he had some of that peppermint oil she liked, the stuff she’d rub on her temples. He’d do that for her if she’d let him.

“I’m not ready to call it quits, Button.”

“I think... I want to get some sleep and I think we should get some distance from this week before we decide what to do next.” She dropped her hands to her side.

She wanted him to leave. Grant didn’t like that, but he also had no fucking clue what else to say to her. The one thing he could take away from this was that she wasn’t giving him that we’re over and done with line anymore. Her ideas about time and distance were proof of that. They still had a chance.

Today had been rough for them as a couple. He’d learned things about Melody that he should have known. It was obvious now that he’d hurt her, he just wasn’t sure how to fix it or if he could.

Melody tipped her chin up and looked at him, her eyes shining in the bright lights. “I just want to sleep, Grant. It’s not  me saying we’re over, it’s me saying I’m tired and I’d like some space. Okay?”

He nodded, and though he believed her, his instincts said to stick close.

Melody took a step, went up on tip-toe with her hands braced on his shoulders and gently kissed his lips. Before he could reach for her, she backed away.

He grit his teeth, both frustrated and hopeful all at once.

“Good night,” she said.

“Night, Button. Sleep tight.”

Her eyes narrowed.

Yeah, so maybe he was using the name more often. So what? He was going to remind her at every turn what they were to each other, how much she mattered. At least she was telling him what she wanted. That was some kind of start.

Grant let himself out of Melody’s room and shut the door behind him. The main space of the flat was empty and there wasn’t much sound coming from the other rooms. They were all ready to drop from exhaustion, Grant included. And yet he wasn’t ready to let this rest. Couldn’t, really.

He pulled out the burner phone he’d picked up at the airport and hit dial on one of the three numbers in his address book.

“Merida speaking. Who is this?”

Grant glanced at Melody’s door then strode across the room. “It’s Grant.”

“Hey, something wrong?” Merida’s voice tensed.

“No, nothing’s wrong.” He paused, then continued slower. “This isn’t a work call. You are Melody’s best friend.”

There was a beat of silence before Merida responded. “Is that a question?”

Grant hadn’t told a soul about them, mostly because of Melody’s insistence that they keep it quiet. But had she told her best friend? Surely she had?

“I need help,” he said.

For once, Merida didn’t have an immediate statement or answer. She was the woman with all the solutions, but suddenly even she was silent.

He cleared his throat. “As Melody’s best friend I’m making the assumption that you know...about us?”

“Yes, I know. I’m also at the office right now,” Merida said in an even tone.

“Can you listen then?”

“This I have to hear.”

Grant paced into the kitchen. With the ground work laid, he jumped right in. “We’ve hit a road bump and I don’t know how to get over or around it. Melody thinks I don’t care about her because I haven’t pried into her life. I’ve been waiting for her to open up to me. We’ve both been doing the wrong thing. Now I need to do the right thing and I’m not sure I know what that is.”

“Jesus. Grant... Hold on. Let me go somewhere private.”

He leaned against the counter where he could stare across at Melody’s door.

Grant loved her. He knew that with a certainty. Now he had to figure out how to prove to Melody he deserved another shot. He knew he could make her happy if she’d let him in, past her defenses.

“Okay.” Merida blew out a breath. “Look, this is my best friend. I don’t think I can get involved. I really want to have this conversation, but I’m not sure I can. It’s killing me inside right now.”

“That’s what I was afraid you’d say.” Grant’s shoulders slumped.

“What have you done so far?”

“Told her I screwed up. That we both should have talked. Been honest with each other. I’m willing to change, to have a trial period, whatever she wants to do.” Grant straightened, still staring at the thin strip of light under her door, as if he could discern her movements.

“Wow,” Merida said. “You really like her?”

“I do.” More than he could admit to anyone right now.

“Listening to her... I shouldn’t say anything. Never mind.”

He’d played his cards too close to the vest. Melody didn’t know how he felt about her, that he was madly in love with her, and he might lose her because of it. That was on him. It was time to put it all out there, maybe be a bit reckless.

The only thing he had to lose was Melody, and she already had one foot out of their relationship.

“Here’s what I’ll say based on what you just told me,” Merida said slowly. “It sounds like you’re on the right path. All women want to know their guy cares about them, that they matter. Don’t expect things to change overnight. I love Melody, but she’s a slow mover. Just, show her what you’re willing to do, how you really feel about her. Okay? Think you can do that?”

“Yeah,” he muttered.

“I really hope you two work out. I’ll admit, I didn’t see it in the beginning, but you two actually make sense.”

“Thanks, Merida.”

“No problem. Now, I’ve got to stop hiding in the supply closet. Get some rest and take care of our girl, okay?”

“Will do.”

Grant hung up the phone.

He should sleep. At this point he was running on fumes, and yet the fight was just beginning. His team wasn’t safe. Someone was likely out there tailing them, watching to see where they’d go. But he also needed to figure out how he was going to win Melody’s heart.

She didn’t think he cared, that he knew her. He was ready to admit that some things he hadn’t known, but he did pay attention. It was time to show her.
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SATURDAY. PRIVATE YACHT, Ibiza City, Ibiza.

Liman had half as many men as he had when he arrived. Some of the bodies couldn’t be recovered from the blast, but he’d made sure those men were dead before heading to the yacht. This situation had seemed manageable yesterday. After all, it was only a matter of time until he cornered his prey.

He’d underestimated their bite.

These Aegis Group people were resourceful and stupid.

They also highlighted the fact that the stim pills could only do so much. What good did it do to make an idiot faster and stronger if they weren’t worth the oxygen they were breathing before they took the stims?

“Sir? A call for you.” Khaled held out the bulky satellite phone.

Liman took it. “Yes?”

“The Americans. I know where they are. My man saw them in London.”

“In London? What part? Where were they going? How long ago? This information isn’t useful without context.” Besides, Liman had a pretty good idea about where the American team was going.

“I have two guys sitting on them now. They’re in a fancy hotel. Forget the name of it.”

“Have your men follow them. Let me know when they leave the country and where they’re going.”

Liman was already working on a new plan. His previous intent to capture and trade for his man had fallen through, but that didn’t mean that the Americans wouldn’t still be useful.

He was willing to bet that if he followed them and their associates long enough, they’d lead him to Elio, eventually.
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Saturday. Aegis Group Headquarters, Chicago, Illinois.

Melody didn’t think she’d ever been happy to see the original Aegis Group campus. It reminded her of summer camp what with all the painted cinderblock dorm style rooms. After fifteen hours spent at airports and in the air, she’d be happy for a stationary cardboard box.

She nudged the door to her private quarters for now and shut behind her and blew out her first easy breath since...she couldn’t remember when.

For weeks she’d been in a state of anticipation, waffling on what to do between her and Grant, which had made both her personal and professional time tense.

After breaking up with Grant at the beach house on Ibiza, she hadn’t experienced the kind of relief she’d hoped for. She’d been sad, morose and regretful that things hadn’t turned out differently. And then there was everything that had happened between then and now.

It was over.

At least her role in getting everyone home safe.

The responsibility for their safety and health was officially on the Aegis Group leadership now.

They were here.

The Lebanese were now a problem for the owner of Aegis Group, Admiral Crawford, and the State Department. Vaughn was getting top notch care.

Everything was fine.

She set what passed for her purse on the desk and glanced over the room. Used to, all of the Aegis Group teams operated out of this facility, but that was ages ago, before the Seattle office. Melody had only been by twice to meet the owner and handle a few sensitive assignments. Now that she was here, she had to wonder if the bones of the facility weren’t some kind of defunct summer camp.

Melody closed her eyes and pushed that line of thought out of her mind. It didn’t matter and honestly she wanted her brain to check out for a while.

All she wanted was a shower and sleep.

Her burner phone rang from the depths of her purse.

She cringed and fished the device out.

Merida.

Okay, so not entirely bad.

Melody swiped her thumb across the screen and held the phone to her ear.

“Hey, we’ve made it to headquarters,” she said.

“I know,” Merida replied.

“Okay,” Melody said slowly. It made sense Merida would be tracking their location, keeping an eye on things especially given the sketchy nature of their passports. “Is there something—”

“Grant called me.”

“What?” She frowned. “When?”

Merida spoke in a rush. “Last night your time. You texted and said you were going to bed so I figured I wouldn’t bother you with it then, but I wanted you to know. Girl code and all that.”

“What did he call about?” She asked slowly. She knew it couldn’t be about work or Merida wouldn’t have mentioned it.

“You. He wanted to talk things out, get some ideas for how to show you he really cares.”

“And what did you say?” Melody crossed to the twin bed and sat on the edge.

“I told him I couldn’t in good conscious have that conversation with him because I’m your friend.”

“Oh.”

Melody wasn’t sure what she thought much less felt about that development. Grant was tenacious. Part of the reason she’d tried breaking up with him when she had was because the team put a natural buffer between them.

He was trying though. There was a difference between the him of now and the him of a few days ago. He was no longer telling her what they could be. He’d listened.

Merida spoke slowly. “I really think he wanted help. I think if I’d given him any ideas he’d have run with them. It sounds like he’s really crazy about you, in a good kind of crazy. You really sure you want to break up with him?”

“I don’t know.” Melody flopped back on the bed. “Just when I think he could change, he shows me he hasn’t, then he surprises me.”

“That’s two positives and a negative. The pros are winning.”

“Is it enough though?” She stared at the popcorn ceiling.

“You’re the only person who can decide that.”

“You have an opinion though. I can hear it in your voice.”

“I do.”

“And?”

“And I think you should give your relationship with him one more chance.” Merida’s voice went all wistful.

Melody couldn’t help but smile. Her friend might play the tough bitch role, but deep down Merida was just like any other woman. “I’m not sure I’m going to get a choice about giving him another chance.”

“See?” Merida said. “You sound hopeful. So, have hope. That’s not a bad thing.”

“Maybe.” Melody heaved a sigh.

A knock at the door halted her thoughts. She pushed herself to her feet and hobbled toward the door, her muscles protesting.

“One sec,” she mumbled to Merida and cracked the door open.

Grant stood on the other side. He held a paper sack cradled against his chest. He was still wearing the slacks and button down rolled up to his elbows.

Those forearms.

They made her mouth go dry.

Grant’s brows rose and his gaze flicked to her phone.

“Mel? Melody?” Merida called out.

Melody stared up at him. “Uh, yeah, sorry, Merida. I’m going to have to call you tomorrow, okay?”

“He’s there, isn’t he?” Merida cackled a laugh. “Have a good night. Later!”

Melody didn’t get a goodbye out before Merida was gone.

“Merida?” Grant asked.

“Yeah.” Melody let the door open a bit more. “What’s up?”

“May I come inside?” he asked.

A few of the new recruits slid past Grant on the landing outside her second floor room, reminding her that there were quite a few people who lived on site and were around to overhear whatever they said. She did not want to have any conversation out here.

“Sure.” She stepped back and allowed him entry. “Everything okay?”

Melody hadn’t seen Grant since they arrived, which she thought odd, but hadn’t spent too much time pondering. Now she wondered if she should have.

Where had he been?

He set the paper bag down next to her purse then turned to face her.

For a moment they just looked at each other, the air growing charged with electricity and more than a little hope.

“I was hoping we could hang out. Just for half an hour?” Despite his strong delivery his body betrayed him. Grant rubbed his palms on his slacks and there was a little wrinkle on his brow.

“I guess. What’s in the bag?”

“I brought you a few things.” He reached inside and pulled out a familiar plastic bag. “I had to run into town and I thought since you were still stuck here I’d grab a few things for you.”

He pulled out three very familiar boxes.

Her face wash.

A new bottle of toner.

And the moisturizer she’d recently switched to. She’d started using it maybe a week or two ago. And he’d not only noticed, he remembered.

The thoughtfulness of the gesture was surprising. She stared at the coveted boxes, her knees going a little weak. What did she say to that?

He set the items down then reached into his bag of tricks.

What else did he have?

“Then I thought you might want a drink and some junk food,” he said.

He pulled out an assortment of snacks, some small bottles of watermelon liquor and cans of Sprite. She couldn’t remember ever telling them that these were her go-to junk foods, but he’d known. Because even when she hadn’t thought he was paying attention to her, he had been.

She swallowed down the lump of emotion in her throat.

Maybe Merida was right? Maybe she should give them another shot.

[image: Scene Break.png]

GRANT KNEW HE WAS deviating from their routine. Until this op, they’d been strict about keeping a distinct line between professional and personal time. But even that personal time had set expectations. They did specific activities, almost always followed by sex.

The long flight had given him plenty of time to think about that fact.  The bedrock of their relationship was built on a couple hate fucks. They hadn’t particularity liked each other in the beginning, but after they’d been together it changed.

He liked sex with Melody, but he also liked her as a person.

It was time they did something else. Started a new routine. And for that, he had a plan.

“Mind if I sit?” he asked.

Melody gave her head a little shake then glanced around the room. There was a desk chair or the bed.

“Sure.” She gestured at the mattress.

“Want a drink first?”

Melody perched on the edge of the bed, staring at him with a kind of shocked expression. He’d surprised her. Good.

“I’d like that, yes,” she said.

Grant knew these rooms well. He’d lived here for about six months while he was sorting out his future with Aegis Group. Each room had a unit that supported a microwave, housed a coffee machine, mini fridge, and had four cups, plates, bowls, and a smattering of utensils. He grabbed two glasses and mixed up the sprite and watermelon liquor. He’d prefer a beer, but hadn’t wanted to push his luck.

“I also got those pajamas you like. You didn’t have the...uh, narwhale print, did you?” He capped the liquor and turned toward the bed.

Melody was still staring at him with a funny look on her face.

“What?” he asked.

“You got me pajamas?”

“Yeah.”

“And face wash?”

“Yes,” he said slowly.

“And toner and moisturizer?”

Shit. Now he began to sweat a bit. “Was that the wrong thing to do?”

“No. I’m just surprised is all. I wouldn’t have expected you to know what face wash I use.” A small smile curved her lips.

“That’s just it.” He handed her one of the drinks. “You don’t talk much. You’ve never told me much, but I was paying attention. I got to know you through little things.”

“face wash and pajamas?” She lifted her glass.

He clinked his cup against hers. “Yeah, I guess so.”

They both sipped the fizzy, fruity drink. He wasn’t completely confident about his plan, but it appeared that he had done something right.

Grant toed off his boots then crawled up on the bed to sit with his back against the wall much like Melody was doing. He took a deep breath and felt much of the strain from the last week leech away.

“Some week, huh?” He lifted the glass and drank again.

She turned her face and looked at him. “That’s an understatement. You think they believe us? About Ethan and the Lebanese and all of it?”

“There isn’t a reason not to. They might not want to accept that’s what happened, but we all have to face reality here. Whoever did this shit to Ethan wants him back.”

“Have you seen him? Since Beirut, I mean?”

“No. You?”

“No. I’d just wondered if you knew something we didn’t.”

He stared at her. “I’d have told you.”

Melody shifted, not meeting his gaze, and drew her legs up under her.

“I would have, Mel. You got to believe me.”

She lifted her gaze and looked at him. “I do, I guess I’ve just always wondered if we were really honest, you know?”

Her question hit home. How many times had he wondered the same thing?

“Yeah.” Grant nodded and lifted his glass. “Let’s make a pact, for as long as we work together we don’t keep secrets about work stuff. No matter what happens between us.”

“Deal,” Melody said without hesitation.

Once more they clinked glasses and sipped.

Grant was done talking about work, stressing about keeping them alive, or what the next threat might be. No, he wanted to discuss normal stuff. He’d asked for a half hour. He wanted to spend what was left of it talking about her.

“You’ve never told me much about your family,” he said by way of changing the conversation.

Melody tilted her head to the side. “No, I guess I haven’t.”

“I know you have a sister. That’s about it.” He’d seen photographs at her apartment, but she’d never offered up commentary about them.

“What do you want to know?”

“What’s there to tell?” He reached over, placing his hand on her knee for a moment. “I want to know everything. Whatever you’re willing to share.”

Her smile changed, growing warmer. “Okay, well, Mom and Dad were childhood sweethearts. They grew up in the same apartment building, fell in love. I think they bonded because most of the kids they grew up with were first generation Americans while they were third and fourth generation.”

“That makes that much of a difference?” he asked.

“It did for them and I could see it, too. Or family is very American despite our Korean ancestry. My mom has more in common with suburban housewives than she does with people who look like us. But that’s because we were lucky and fortunate.”

“What did they think about you becoming a cop?” he asked slowly, fully aware he could be walking into a mine field after the other day.

One side of Melody’s mouth quirked up. “They weren’t crazy about it. My mother’s very proper. She hardly ever yelled at us, but that day was the only day in my whole life she yelled at me in Korean.”

“They didn’t like it?”

“Of course they didn’t.” Melody gestured to herself. “I don’t look like what you expect a cop to look like. But I had a plan.”

“I bet you did.” Grant chuckled. He could always count on her to have something lined up if he didn’t.

“I thought I wanted to be a hostage negotiator.” Melody stared into her cup. “One came and talked to us when I was in middle school and she was like this real-life superhero that didn’t need powers or size...”

Grant held his breath and watched Melody stare off into space. She was damn smart and could have done anything she wanted, but she’d chosen to do something that helped people.

“Unfortunately for me I learned very quickly that the job takes a lot out of you. During my first year I had an above average save rate. I got better, figured out how to talk to people, but it kept happening. No matter how good I was, these things kept happening. I burned out. I’m not proud of that. I made a lot of mistakes, namely letting the job get too personal. In the end, I had to do something else.”

“And then you wound up here. Your mom must love that?”

Melody’s smile was swift and unexpected. “She does, actually.”

“Really? I’d have thought she’d like you working a desk more.”

“She did, in the beginning. But it was slowly killing me.”

“How’d Zain find you? Or did you find him?”

“Zain contacted the recruiter I’d worked with previously. I’d just sent an email to him about possibly looking into other career paths. He got us together and the rest happened fairly quickly.”

Grant grimaced. “I was an ass back then. I took Zain hiring you personally.”

“It wasn’t, you have to know that.”

“I know what he said, that he was spending too much time coddling clients so I could work. It just didn’t seem that way to me, you know?”

Melody scooted a little closer. “You’re too hard on yourself. You take responsibility for things you can’t possibly control.”

“Yeah.” He nodded. “I know.”

“And Zain could have handled things better, it just happened so fast.” She reached out and took his hand.

Grant squeezed her back. He was beyond caring about Melody being part of his team now, he was more concerned with how to keep her. This conversation was perhaps the most personal she’d ever been with him. He’d like to think this was the way things should have been all along.

“What do you think they’re going to have us do tomorrow?” she asked.

“Hm?” Grant glanced up, aware he’d been caught daydreaming. “Oh. Well, this is a sticky situation. I don’t honestly know why we’re here. That wasn’t really what I was thinking about until you mentioned it.”

“What were you thinking about?” Melody narrowed her gaze.

Did he tell her? Should he be that real?

They were in this situation because they’d held back. He wasn’t going to do that anymore.

“I was thinking about how I could maybe convince you to give me another chance. Once we knew Vaughn was fine and we were headed straight to Chicago, there wasn’t much for me to think about. The big boss would have everything figured out, which left...you.”

One side of her mouth quirked up. “face wash and pajamas? That’s what you came up with?”

“Yeah.” He swallowed. Was that lame? Should he have gone with flowers? Something more romantic?

Melody leaned over and kissed him. It was a brief, quick meeting of lips, but it confirmed that somehow he had managed to not fuck this up. He’d finally made the right call.

During the flight he’d outlined a few plans in his head. Romancing and winning Melody’s heart was going to be a campaign. He’d lost the first half because he hadn’t understood her. Now he knew what he’d done wrong.

He gave her hand one last squeeze then let go. “I’ll get out of your hair so you can get some rest.”

“Wait.” Melody’s hand tightened on his. For a moment they stared at each other. Her mouth opened and closed a few times. “About us?”

He stroked her knuckles and glanced down at their joined hands. “I know what I did wrong, and I hope you’ll give me a chance to show you I can do better. Mel, this isn’t just about sex, you know that, don’t you?”

“I didn’t,” she said slowly.

“We both messed this up. You held back. I didn’t ask, I didn’t show you I was interested. We didn’t give this a fair shot.”

“You’ve sure changed your tune from, you will not break up with me,” she said dryly followed by a chuckle.

“Hey, I’ll admit that wasn’t the best reaction.” He held up a hand. “I do learn from my mistakes though.”

Melody stared at him, her brow and mouth wrinkled up. She wasn’t convinced. “I want to believe you. I want you to prove me wrong.”

“What’s holding you back?” he asked out of frustration.

“Me.” She ducked her head. “I have a type. I like assertive personalities, strong men. Men like you. In my experience, men don’t change much. You are who you are.”

“You could say that of any human being. Are women really that much more inclined to change?”

“I think so.”

“What if you aren’t the one who needs to change? What if it’s me?”

“Then we’re back to where this began. No one should have to change themselves. You can’t fall for who someone could be or who you want them to be. You have to fall for who they are.”

“I hear what you’re saying, but I think there’s room in there for improvement. The only thing that’s changing is how we approach us. That’s not a fundamental personality change. That’s...learning how to do something better. Give us one more chance.” He knew he needed to prove himself to her, that he’d failed a test he hadn’t known he was getting. “Face wash and pajamas?”
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Saturday. Aegis Group Headquarters, Chicago, Illinois.

Melody stared at Grant, her heart doing cartwheels while her head tried to be reasonable.

Her brain was losing.

Grant had listened to her. He’d just shown her he knew more about her than she’d given him credit for, and all that had taken was one paper bag. It took real self-control to not just throw herself at him and tell him she loved him.

But was he telling her the truth? Did he intend to change? Or was this a bait and switch? Would things go back to the way they’d been once this was over?

“It’s up to you, Button. You are right, I can’t tell you what to do and I don’t get to make the final decision about us. You do. Selfishly,” he smiled a bit, but it didn’t reach his eyes, “I want this to work out. But seeing as how much of an idiot I’ve been I’m not entirely sure I deserve that chance.”

Her throat was completely dry. She couldn’t speak. His words undid her.

He wasn’t doubling down, telling her how things were going to be anymore. He’d listened. He’d heard her. All while she’d been part of creating that problem.

Grant lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles. “I’m going to head out. Get some rest, okay?”

She pulled their clasped hands to her. “Wait. You can’t say all that then just leave.”

His gaze was focused on her face. She was fairly certain there wasn’t an eyelash he didn’t have memorized at this point.

“Half hour’s almost up,” he said.

She set her glass on top of the nightstand and glared at him. “I never agreed to that arbitrary time limit.”

“Button.” He barked a laugh that had no humor in it. “I’m trying here...”

“And I hear that.” She cradled his hand in both of hers now. How did she begin to put all her feelings into words? How did they edge past this? What could she say that wasn’t I’m sorry, I love you, I want to spend the rest of my life with you?

She had nothing.

Both she and Grant, they were people of action. They did things. Which was how they’d wound up falling into bed in the first place, which eventually brought them to this moment.

Screw it.

Or more accurately, him.

She took his glass from him, set it next to hers then crawled onto his lap. His arms wrapped around her, settling her more comfortably on his thighs without complaint. Not that she truly expected to get one from him.

This was where she wanted to be. Where she was meant to be.

Deep down she knew she was a goner. Even the tiniest bit of effort on his part would win her over. Face wash and pajamas? This was just nails in her proverbial coffin.

Grant owned her heart. Whatever chance she’d had to get out of this relationship was gone. She loved him, and if he was serious, if he meant what he said about being better for them, she’d love him the rest of her life.

He leaned forward and kissed her forehead while his hands stroked her back and shoulders.

“You’ve wound up on my lap a few times lately,” he said against her skin.

She tipped her chin up and smiled. “I know I have your attention this way.”

His fingers trailed down her arm to her elbow. “You always have my attention. It’s everything else I struggle with.”

Melody swallowed, lost in his eyes. She couldn’t remember a time before when there was so much emotion in them. It wasn’t like Grant to be this open, this vulnerable.

Had she ever given him the chance?

Neither of them were innocent when it came to the last year of mistakes. The proof was staring at her now. If she’d have asked for more, he’d have given it to her.

Melody leaned in, pressing her lips to his, drinking in his kiss. His grip on her tightened and she felt his body stir.

“This was not my plan,” he muttered and lifted his face from hers. “I want to show you we have more than sex.”

“I know, and it’s a nice plan, but I think this is better.” She pulled him back down for a deep kiss. “This is one thing we do well, and...I need you, Grant.”

His lips quirked up. “How can I say no to that?”

“I’m hoping you don’t say no.”

She hooked her finger in the V of his button-down shirt and slid the first one free. Normally he’d wear an undershirt. Grant was that kind of guy, put together, orderly. But he’d had to take what he could get in terms of their disguises.

She kind of liked being the only one who knew what was under his shirt.

The first bit of his tattoo became visible. She smiled, even though her heart hurt for his loss. It meant more that he’d shared that story with her.

Melody leaned forward and kissed the point where his collarbone and sternum met, just above the first ink.

“I really like you in a dress shirt. It’s hot. Have I ever told you that?”

“Now you want me for my body?” he said completely serious.

Melody couldn’t help but laugh. Grant wasn’t one to make jokes. He also wasn’t the kind of man who yielded control. But he was—could—change. He was right, deep down he was still the same guy. She didn’t expect him to become someone else, she wouldn’t want that.

This gave her hope for their future, for what came next.

One by one she unbuttoned his shirt until he had to pull it from his very tented slacks.

He shrugged out of the shirt while she traced the words again.

Laugh Now, Cry Later.

Melody wanted to enjoy what they had, to savor it. There would be time to sort out the messier details in their own time, when they weren’t picking up the pieces from nearly dying. But for now, she wanted this man, to love him, to be with him.

Grant’s hands dug into her hair, curling around the strands and holding tight. Just the way she liked. She sighed and her lids drooped.

He didn’t go for her mouth, no, he kissed up her neck to her jaw then across her face. But not her lips. He trailed kisses down the other side of her neck. Goose flesh broke out on her arms and her nipples puckered.

Melody closed her eyes and gave in, focusing on the feel of his hand in her hair, the one at her back, his lips and breath on her skin.

Intense was the word she’d used to best describe Grant. Everything about him was intense, from the way he worked to how he made love. That was why it had to be all or nothing with him. There were no half measures, no in-betweens. Which was why, deep down, she hoped this worked, that he was truly serious.

He let go of her, but only to tug her shirt up and over her head, leaving her in the much abused bra she’d been wearing for the last few days.

“This has got to go,” Grant muttered.

She couldn’t agree more.

He released the catch and she shrugged out of it, letting it fall to the floor.

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

“Now that’s a lie.” She wound her arms around his neck and smiled. “If I were perfect, don’t you think we’d be in a better place?”

“Sh.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “You’re perfect. No arguing with me.”

She smirked. “Yes, sir.”

“Hey.” He tweaked a nipple.

She gasped and her vision hazed, her toes curled and dampness soaked her panties. He kept the tortured flesh in his grasp and added the gentle swipe of his thumb back and forth.

“Oh—Grant,” she whispered.

“Hm.”

The next thing she knew his tongue was swirling around her other breast, all while his thumb kept up that back-and-forth action. The two different sensations vied for her attention.

“God,” she muttered.

Grant turned, taking her with him and laid her on the mattress, her legs draped across his lap. She sucked down air, watching him through her lashes as his hand slid down her chest and stomach.

He sat there, studying her in a way he knew well.

He was making his battle plan.

She’d surrender now, except it was more fun this way. The only area in their relationship where she’d felt as if she had his full attention, as though he were really dialed in, was sex.

What would happen when and if he approached the rest of their relationship like this?

Melody hoped he meant it, because she could see herself happy with him.

Grant shifted out from under her legs to his knees, hands braced by her hips. Again he bent and kissed her stomach, down to the waistband of her yoga pants. He glanced up, their gazes locking for a moment and she stopped breathing.

She loved this man. Under all the gruffness, he had a heart of gold.

His fingers hooked in the waistband of her pants, tugging them down a bit. He pressed a kiss to the newly exposed skin and then another. He pealed her panties and pants off her, his lips worshiping her skin as it was revealed, as if he’d never seen her naked before.

The way Grant looked at her, how he kissed and touched her, always made her feel beautiful.

He sat back on his heels at the foot of the bed looking up her body.

Her heart strained against her ribs, swelling too big for her body. Because of him.

Grant leaned forward, sliding a knee between her calves. The other forced her legs apart.

“Missed a spot,” he said.

Heat swept through her a moment before he ducked his head and planted a kiss against her folds. Her body was already pulsing with need. That touch, it was just too much.

She lifted her hips, shifting away from him, but he braced his forearm across her abdomen while his tongue delved into her.

“Fuck,” she groaned.

Her hands clutched at the blanket and her legs shifted restlessly.

His fingers joined his tongue as he thrust into her.

Melody reached down, but his hair was too short to get a good grip on and he’d taken off his shirt. Her hands moved restlessly over him, unable to get a hold.

His deft fingers circled her clit. He knew her body too well.

She panted his name, coherent thought fading away. All she was aware of was the rushing sensation, as though she were standing in the surf and a great, big wave was bearing down on her.

The pleasure hit her, tightening her body. Her spine bowed up off the bed and her thighs clenched around his shoulders. Her hand tightened on the back of his head, holding him to her pussy as the orgasm shuddered through her.

She hissed and moaned at the attentions of his tongue and fingers, drawing the climax out, wringing every bit of pleasure from her.

And it wasn’t enough. It didn’t satisfy her need for him.

Melody’s limbs were jelly, but she reached down deep inside herself and found the strength to push Grant away then sit up. She might have wobbled a bit, but she was focused on her task.

Grant sat back on his heels, his erection straining at the front of his slacks now.

She crawled toward him and ran her fingers down the hard line. He sucked in a breath at her touch, proving that it wasn’t just her. He was affected, too.

Melody undid his belt and the button, causing the slacks to sag on his hips. She didn’t bother with the zipper, just slid her hand inside and touched his hot flesh.

“Christ,” he groaned.

“Exactly.” She chuckled. “Grant, I want you naked. Now.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

He climbed off the bed. Gravity did most of the work, robbing him of the pants while he pushed his underwear down, toed off his shoes and lost the socks.

She sighed, taking in the sight of him. He was all lean, hard muscle, scars—and those shoulders. Some days she thought he literally carried the weight of the world on them. She knew most people never got past his resting sour face, most never realized that what caused that was a heart that didn’t stop. He cared.

Grant crawled back up on the bed toward her. She grabbed his hand and laid back, pulling him on top of her. Right now she wanted his weight, to feel him all around her.

He settled against her, their bodies fitting together perfectly. He braced himself on his elbows, staring down at her.

She loved him with her whole heart, her body, everything.

“You’re special, you know that?” he muttered.

Melody sighed and wrapped her arms around him.

“There isn’t anyone else like you.” He dipped his head and kissed one corner of her mouth, then the other, and finally her lips. “I’m sorry I didn’t say that enough.”

She shook her head. “Don’t. Don’t say that. If we’re going to move forward, if we’re going to do better, I don’t want to waste time apologizing about the past. I just want to live in the present.” With him.

He kissed the tip of her nose. “Okay.”

“Now, sir?” She arched her hips. “I want something else.”

“Do you now?”

“Yes.” She grinned up at him.

He paused, lips parted.

“What?” she asked.

“Last time... Condoms...”

She shook her head. “I just want you.”

The fire in his gaze burned brighter.

This was their new chapter, a real beginning.

Grant reached between them and the next thing she felt was the head of his cock sliding between her folds.

“Is this what you want?” he asked with a rare, sexy smile.

“Yes.”

She tightened her leg around him as he flexed his hips and slid into her.

Skin to skin.

There was nothing between them anymore.

Grant pressed his forehead to hers, holding her tight to him. It was her turn to kiss his cheek then the tip of his nose and lips.

Somehow they’d found each other. They were each that one person the other didn’t have to be strong for. They could share the burden, their fears, wants and desires. She’d felt like he as her future months ago, and she’d nearly ruined that.

There was only one more secret she was holding back.

Her throat dried up.

She should tell him the truth, that she was hopelessly in love with him.

Grant’s hips moved, rocking into her and once more her brain went mushy and all she could do was feel. The depth of her love for him only made this, the joining of their bodies, more intense. What they had now was a world away from what they’d had that first time.

“God, Mel. You feel so fucking good.” Grant buried his face in her neck, his powerful body moving over her.

She couldn’t speak, so she just held onto him. Her nerve endings were still afire with sensation, making the pleasure of this skin to skin joining that much better.

Melody turned her head, finding Grant’s gaze on her.

She opened her mouth and before she could say anything, her second orgasm ripped through her. She was vaguely aware of Grant’s shout of pleasure, the way his body tightened and curled around hers. More than anything she knew she wanted to do this again and again with him. Ideally in a much larger bed, but that could be arranged.

Grant recovered first, taking a turn in the bathroom before she got her boneless body to cooperate. She shuffled into the miniscule bathroom after he was done, pausing when she saw the skin care products on the counter.

Her heart was going to break her ribs at this point.

Very soon she wanted to take that next step, to tell him she loved him. But maybe not tonight.

She spent a moment washing her face and using the other products before opening the door.

Grant was once more wearing his boxers. He had the pajamas he’d bought her in hand and his knife, removing all the tags.

She had to brace her hand on the doorframe to steady herself and give her knees a little pep talk.

“Thought you might want to wear these.” He held out the top.

“I do.” She took the spaghetti strap top and slid it over her head. The silky material felt good on her skin, still too sensitive from orgasm.

He sat on the edge of the bed and held the shorts out for her to step into. It wasn’t like him to go this far, to do this much, but a part of her liked it. Maybe even needed that extra bit of care.

When she was dressed, he wrapped his arms around her then rolled them both onto the narrow bed. She chuckled and snuggled closer.

“Will you stay?” she asked before she could think better of the request.

“Are you sure about that?” he asked slowly.

Until the other night, they’d always slept separately while working. It wasn’t uncommon for the guys to rouse Grant in the middle of the night due to an emergency. They’d been focused on keeping work and private separate maybe that needed to change too?

“Yeah, I want you here,” she said.

“Then you’ve got me. At least until I get booted onto the floor.” He glanced over his shoulder.

“You will not.” She tightened her grip on his waist. “I’ve got you.”
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Sunday. Aegis Group Headquarters, Chicago, Illinois.

Grant could remember his first time being led through the main building housing the original Aegis Group offices. He’d angled for an invitation since the day he’d been forced out of the SEALs. Since he wasn’t ready to be done with the type of work that involved high-risk situations he’d been pleased to get the referral to the company. There were plenty of companies that had set up shop in the last few decades, but they weren’t all equal. Aegis Group was one of the best.

It had been the right call for him, even now all these years later. Only, it was better because he had Melody.

She sank into the wooden chair next to him as they settled in to wait for Admiral Crawford to see them.

“I thought I heard that he was retiring for good,” Melody said under her breath.

Grant didn’t reply immediately. Two people walked out of the office, their heads together, expressions serious.

“I think the news of his retirement is premature,” he said.

She shrugged. Being on the team meant they operated apart from the rest of the organization, in their own little bubble. Half the time Grant had no idea what everyone else was doing. His team was his world.

The amount of traffic in and out of Crawford’s office was intense though. In the few moments they’d been in the office they’d seen one the leader of Omega Team and two different groups cycle in and out. Most of them were completely unknown to Grant, but he caught their energy. The place buzzed with it. Something was going down and Grant had to wonder if it had anything to do with what they’d just gone through.

A tall man with a ruddy complexion and thick black hair that hung to his jaw paused in front of them. “Grant, Melody? Hi, nice to see you.”

The man held out his hand.

“Marco,” Grant said as the name sprang to mind. He’d only met the guy a few times. “It’s been a while.”

Melody stood and offered Marco her hand. “Marco, is it? I’m not sure we’ve met.”

“Maybe not?” Marco let go of Grant’s hand and took hers. Marco’s gaze was sharp, full of meaning. “I’m Marco Benally. My friend helped get your team home from that little incident in Beirut.”

This was the contact? The one who’d made magic happen?

The pieces were starting to click. Everything was beginning to make sense.

This morning wasn’t about a debrief. Grant had expected to meet with the higher up’s, talk about what went wrong, get a little pep talk then be sent on home. Involving Crawford had seemed like an extreme measure, but Grant wasn’t going to second guess the top brass’ call.

If the admiral was pulling them into a briefing along with Marco, this had to be about Ethan. And not just a debrief.

The shit storm wasn’t over.

The office door opened and another batch of people left the admiral’s office.

The woman manning the desk like some kind of stapler wielding guard glanced up. She had a fierceness about her that made Grant think of Merida. They were clearly cut from the same cloth. “You may go in now.”

“Come on.” Marco nodded at the door.

Grant brought up the rear, not looking forward to this chat. He wanted nothing more than to take his team home and look after them. Somehow he didn’t think that was going to happen for a while.

The admiral’s office was a large room with wood-paneled walls, rich blue carpet and dominated by stately furniture.

Much like the old man behind it all.

Admiral Crawford was a dignified gentleman in his senior years, though his smooth, black skin belied his true age. It was his silvering, short trimmed hair that betrayed him. He stood when they entered, rising to well over six feet and dressed just as sharp as if he expected a full inspection in slacks, a button down, tie and vest.

“Anderson, Nguyen, glad to have you back in one piece.” Crawford gestured to the round, six seater meeting table at the other end of the room. “Have a seat, please?”

The four of them settled at the table, Grant and Melody on one side, Marco and Crawford on the other.

“There’s not time for small talk.” Crawford braced his elbows on the arm rests and looked from Grant to Melody in turn. “We need to discuss Ibiza and how this relates to the Ethan Turner situation.”

Grant nodded and put his knotted up stomach out of mind. “Brenden confirmed that the man we saw on Ibiza was the same one who kept tabs on us while in Lebanon. It might help to talk to him or Vaughn if you want more details?”

“We will.” Crawford nodded.

“We have kept the circle of who knows about Ethan small since we recovered him.” Marco set his phone on the table and leaned forward. “What we need now is outside perspective on Ethan and his situation.”

“Okay,” Grant said slowly.

Marco stared at him. “Ethan is just as aggressive and uninclined to communicate with us as when your team brought him home.”

“He was brainwashed,” Melody said. Not a question.

“Thoroughly.” Marco glanced at her. “We’d hoped when we brought him back that if he were introduced to familiar surroundings and we let whatever drugs, he’d been given work their way out of his system he’d come down from all that. Seeing familiar faces, his family might bring it all back, but...”

“Ethan’s disposition and condition remain the same,” Crawford said.

“You think whatever they did to him is permanent?” Grant asked.

“That’s what it appears to be,” Marco said slowly.

Melody leaned across the table. “What about your friend?”

Marco shook his head. “He stopped responding to my messages the next day. Chances are whatever dust storm this caused created problems for him and he’s gone underground or simply wants nothing more to do with me. He’s more than repaid his debt to me.”

“Where’s Ethan now? Didn’t he have a family?” Grant asked.

Marco nodded. “Yeah, his wife remarried about six months after Ethan was ruled dead. Their son is in high school now. They don’t know Ethan’s alive. We haven’t informed them because...”

“You don’t want to put that family through an experience like that,” Melody said.

“Yeah.” Marco grimaced. “We took him to his house not long after. He was renting it from Crawford so it’s still about the same as it was when Ethan lived there. Nothing.”

“Where are you keeping him? He isn’t here, is he?” Melody asked.

“No,” Crawford said quickly. “There’s a private medical facility that we’ve contracted with to help us with Ethan’s care.”

Red flags waved in Grant’s vision. “Whoever these people are. they want Ethan back. They’re willing to have a gunfight on a public street to make that happen. Tell me this facility has security? Real security?”

Marco shrugged. “Not much. Couple rent-a-cops.”

“That’s not going to cut it.” Grant focused on Crawford. “Sir? These people wanted to trade for Ethan. That’s why they went after us, to force a swap. If they find out where Ethan’s being held, they’ll break him out and Ethan will go with them willingly.”

Crawford frowned. “We have a contingency plan, but that means moving him.”

“We should do that,” Grant said.

“Do we really think intelligence agents from Lebanon are going to come here?” Marco glanced from one man to the other.

“They made him like this. He’s clearly worth a lot of money to them and think what one guy like Ethan could do?” Grant shook his head. “Whatever we do, they can’t get Ethan again.”

Marco looked pointedly at Crawford.

Admiral Crawford leaned back, his lips twisting into a grimace. “I don’t like the idea of moving Ethan. There’s too many moving parts. Keeping him sedated is a constant guessing game of, will it or won’t it work? Not to mention we’re most vulnerable during transport.”

“He can’t come here,” Melody said. “The Lebanese know who we are. Let’s face it, they’ve most likely been following us. They definitely have to know where we have offices.”

Grant wasn’t fond of that idea. He agreed with Melody though. The Lebanese had been watching them. Did that surveillance extend to their homes? Their off hours? How long had this been going on?

“We have been in talks with another facility, more secure,” Admiral Crawford said slowly, his lips curling around the words with distaste. “There’s no good solution, but leaving Ethan where he is... No, you’re right. We’re risking innocent people’s lives by dangling him out there. It’s only a matter of time until these people find him.”

“It’s not worth discussing a set-up?” Marco asked.

Crawford shook his head. “No, too dangerous.”

Grant propped his elbows on the table and glanced around at them. “We haven’t even mentioned the fact that we don’t want the Lebanese to have Ethan back because he’s a one-man army. I know when we brought him back this was a celebration about finding our guy. But if what you say is right and he doesn’t remember who he is, this is just as much about keeping a weapon out of the hands of people who might use him against us, our people, our country, not to mention the situation in Syria and how Lebanon has a vested interest there.”

It was easy to think of this as an isolated, personal problem, but the reality was that Ethan had nearly taken out their entire team. If it wasn’t for quick-thinking and luck, he could have demolished them all and this whole conversation wouldn’t be happening because Grant, Melody and everyone else would be dead.

They weren’t just talking about one man’s freedom. They were talking about the lives of hundreds or thousands of potential victims should Ethan be unleashed like the weapon he was.
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SUNDAY. SAFE HOUSE, Chicago, Illinois.

Liman wished he didn’t need to be this prepared, but he was glad he’d thought ahead. He didn’t want to think about the money they’d spent setting up surveillance, but it was going to pay off now.

Initially he’d secured this site to watch the main Aegis Group location, search for Elio and serve as a staging point if his plan to swap prisoners had worked. It was close enough and yet far away that he was reasonably confident no one had noticed them yet. Unfortunately, his team had next to no answers for him either.

In all these months, they hadn’t heard a hint of a rumor about Elio. Their man still eluded them to the point that Liman almost wondered if they knew where Elio was at all?

Liman glanced across the suite at his unassuming assistant.

That was his other problem, the silent threat.

Khaled was not his man. Liman had walked into his office a few weeks ago to find Khaled was now assigned to him. Khaled didn’t owe Liman any loyalty. He couldn’t trust Khaled.

In fact, the only thing Liman could know for certain was that Khaled was passing along regular reports about Liman’s failure to those higher up.

The cost of recovering Elio was growing. There was no doubt that Elio was an invaluable resource. There was no possibility for another like him, not since the science used to enhance him had been taken away as quickly as it had been given. But Liman hadn’t been involved with that. No, Elio and the other volunteers for the stim program were Liman’s focus.

He wasn’t naïve enough to think a loss on this scale would be so easily forgiven if he had nothing to show for it. Each of his plans had been turned upside down since they began this campaign to bring Elio back into the fold.

It was time for Liman to think about himself. If this went sideways and there was no way to recover, what were his options? Did he have a chance of reaching his stash and fading away into obscurity?
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SUNDAY. AEGIS GROUP Headquarters, Chicago, Illinois.

Melody felt better for having clothes that actually fit her. Merida had totally looked out for her and sent a delivery with the works including everything from jeans to a bra. There hadn’t been any face wash or her favorite pajamas. Those were things Merida didn’t know about her. But that’s what Melody had Grant for.

The grass swished around her feet as she strolled across the lawn behind the main buildings. Trainees and teams used the area to work out first thing in the morning and in the afternoons it was blocked off to use for training purposes. But for this window, it was just her, her thoughts, the crisp air and a couple birds overhead.

Well, almost.

“I always think it’s strange how we call this the Chicago office, but the Chicago suburbs are half an hour away.”

Melody turned her head and watched Grant walk toward her. She’d been wondering when he’d find her again. It hadn’t taken that long.

“It is a bit misleading, isn’t it?” She slid her hands into the pockets of her light jacket and waited for him to reach her.

He nodded. “A bit.”

“How is Vaughn?” Melody had intended to go with Grant to check on the unruly patient, but seeing as Vaughn was just getting out of the shower she’d opted to pay him a visit later. There wasn’t a lot  of the guys she hadn’t seen. Close quarters on some jobs made it hard to preserve any sense of decency, but there were limits.

“Causing hell. It’s Riley I’m worried about.” Grant’s face creased with concern.

This was one of the things Melody liked about Grant. He took the well-being of their team personally. The guys didn’t talk about it, but any time they were sick or hurt, Grant always offered to lend a hand. In her case, he just showed up. When she’d taken time off to have her botched boob job fixed, she’d wanted him there with her. Then there was the long recovery period following Beirut and the gunshot wounds she’d gotten courtesy of Ethan. Grant had practically slept on her floor for fear of jostling her.

For all that he appeared gruff, he had a good heart.

“He’s torn something, but just keeps saying it needs ice and a few days off.” Grant shook his head. “Idiot’s going to hurt himself even more.”

“I could call Erin? I think she’s at his parent’s place. It wouldn’t be a long flight for her to get here. She’d manage him.”

“Manage him?” Grant chuckled and his eyes took on a new light. “Is that what you do with me?”

“Why do you think I was hired?” She quirked a brow at him.

Grant outright laughed. The way it transformed his face stole her breath. He was such a serious man. He didn’t laugh near enough.

Even a year ago that crack would have gotten a scowl and a sharp word. They’d have fought a bit about it before finally moving on. His laugh was a marker of growth.

She really hadn’t given him enough credit.

He edged closer. “Keeping me in line is a full-time job.”

“I’m afraid it is, but that’s why they pay me the big bucks.” She sighed heavily and did her best to not smile.

“I guess I’m lucky you’re good at your job?”

“Very lucky.”

“You should get a raise or something.”

“I’ll take one. Going to put in a good word for me?”

“Always.”

Grant was now standing very close. They weren’t touching, but they could be. If she swayed toward him even a little.

She couldn’t count the number of times he’d stayed over and she’d woken up sharing a bed with him, but last night and this morning were just different. It could be because the twin sized bed meant they were sandwiched together, but she hadn’t minded. Waking up, looking at him, she’d felt peace, happiness, and other things that boiled down to love.

Did he realize how much of a goner she was?

If he was serious, if he changed how he approached their relationship even a little, if he showed her more surprise paper bags with her favorites in them, he’d win her heart forever.

Would that be enough? Could she be happy?

Her heart said yes. Her brain just didn’t know.

“I was thinking that when we get back, what if you came to my place?” The laughter was gone and in his eyes was something else. “I was thinking we could do something that’s not watching TV.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. Any ideas?” He tried to smile and failed. “This has been hard between us and the guys. I just think a quiet night at home doing something would be nice.”

“Yeah, okay.” If he was going to make an effort, so could she. “There’s a farmer’s market on Saturdays I like to go to. Maybe next weekend you come to my place and I cook you something different?”

“As long as the food doesn’t move, I’ll try it.”

She chuckled. “It’ll be cooked, I swear.”

Two dates, no TV, new things. It was a good start.

“I’d really like to kiss you right now, but I can’t.” He sighed.

Melody inwardly preened, but she wasn’t ready to break their rule about private and personal. “I like knowing you think about me. You compartmentalize so well sometimes I wonder if you switch that part of yourself off.”

“Me?” His brows rose then he shook his head. “I’m the one who compartmentalizes? Have you looked in a mirror? You have got to have one of the best poker faces I’ve ever seen.”

“Do I?” She chuckled. “I never turned that in when I stopped being a cop.”

“They issue poker faces?”

“They did to my class. Special issue.”

Grant reached out and grasped the edges of her jacket, tugging her just that much closer to him. “Things are going to be very different after we get home.”

God, she wanted them to be different.

She tilted her chin up then decided, what the hell?

Melody lifted up on tip-toe and pressed a soft, brief kiss to his lips.

So what if anyone saw?

Maybe they needed to be more open about things, stop compartmentalizing, start being more honest.

“I’m looking forward to that,” she said.

“One thing has to happen first.” His smile faded. “I asked to be part of the team moving Ethan. Omega Team just left on a time sensitive job so it’s going to be a whole batch of fresh meat guys, me, Nolan and Brenden.”

She laid her hand on his chest so she could feel his heart pulsing under her touch. “And me. You aren’t the only one who needs to see this through till the end.”

Because when she got home, she had plans and she didn’t want Grant distracted by an unfinished job.
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Sunday. Private Medical Research Facility, Chicago, Illinois.

The white and beige hall stretched out ahead of Grant as he followed behind Admiral Crawford to where Ethan Turner had taken up residence, albeit against his will. Grant hadn’t seen much of the facility, but seriously doubted their ability to protect Ethan. A trained team would bust in and mow through the staff with next to no problems. There were too many points of entry. Not enough reinforced doors. Too much glass. It was all round a bad location.

Moving Ethan was the right call.

“Here he is.” Admiral Crawford gestured at the last door on their left.

He led the way into the small room preceding Ethan’s holding cell. Two techs were monitoring devices while through the window a familiar man sat slumped forward over his meal. An IV bag was positioned next to him, feeding liquids and hopefully sedatives into him.

“How did you knock him out?” Melody asked.

Grant grimaced. “Drug his food?”

“No. A method of sedation only works once before Ethan figures out how to avoid it. This time they pumped gas into the room to knock him out.” Crawford turned to look at Grant. Crawford’s expression was pained, troubled. “I don’t like doing this to him. What alternatives do we have? If we let him go, we don’t know what he’ll do, hurt or kill. If we turn him over to the government, will they do any better for him?”

Crawford glanced at the sleeping body of Grant, so much pain on his face.

It had only taken Grant one meeting with Crawford to know he was the kind of leader Grant wanted to be someday. What Crawford said, he meant. Ethan’s predicament really mattered to him.

“We aren’t judging you, sir,” Grant said into the silence.

Melody took a step closer to the door. “If I were in Ethan’s shoes, if that were me, I’d hope you’d do the same for me.”

“You’re still willing to ride with him?” Crawford asked Melody.

“Yes,” she said without hesitation.

Grant restrained himself from offering his opinion about that. Ethan would be restrained and drugged, but according to Marco it was a constant guessing game of what would keep Ethan under. The man’s biology was no longer natural. Drugs didn’t work on him as they should.

“How long until we’re ready to move him?” Grant asked.

“About fifteen minutes,” one of the techs replied.

“Okay. If you’ve got it all handled here, I’m going to check in with the team.” Grant glanced at Melody.

She nodded at him and briefly caught his hand for a squeeze.

The sooner this was over, the sooner he could work on them. He just wanted to put all this behind him and move on already.

He let go of her hand and stepped out into the hall.

Somehow he’d wound up in charge of the team on the ground running Ethan’s security detail. Marco and a few select others would be at the new facility, ensuring it was secure for their arrival. A team had been on site since that morning to beef up security and ensure the new location was able to hold Ethan.

At least Grant knew some of the new guys he’d be working with besides Nolan and Brenden. There was Brett Jones, a former CIA agent who’d lost his job when he’d put the life of an American informant over that of the orders. Then there was Quinton and Kage whom Grant had met and worked with in South Africa during a destination wedding event for one of the Alpha Team guys that had gotten tricky. The rest of the team hadn’t yet distinguished themselves enough for their names to stick in Grant’s mind. What mattered was that they took orders and acted quickly.

He strode out to the loading area where the armored van waited. Crawford wasn’t taking any risks. Even the medical staff riding in the van were former military medics from different branches.

Grant paused to speak with the van staff before proceeding to his guys. They’d be split between a lead and follow SUV, five guys to a vehicle. Word was their tech guru was also on hand with drone support that would keep up with them so long as they stayed at or under sixty miles on the highway.

“Everything’s good to go,” Nolan told Grant after he ran down the pre-op check-list for this move.

“Good.” Still, Grant didn’t like any of this, even if he knew it was the right thing to do.

He paced out to the fence line and stared at the road leading away from the facility.

They were in a suburban area close to a hospital. The local community college wasn’t far away. There was lots of traffic, plenty of people coming and going.

Grant didn’t like it, which was just another reason to get the move over with.

The new location was rural, with layers of security. No one would get in to Ethan who didn’t belong.

“Anderson,” Crawford called out.

Grant turned.

Melody strode out of the building next to the gurney carrying Ethan. She was back in clothes that looked like her. Gray slacks. Black blouse. He knew she was wearing a Kevlar vest, but wasn’t armed on the off chance Ethan got hold of the weapon. Her hair was up in a bun, another fashion choice made so that there was less to grab.

It was time.

This was happening now.

Just a few hours and all of this would be over. He could take his guys and Melody home. They could heal.

Grant turned his head toward the guys.

“Load up, let’s get ready to go,” he called out.

They jumped to action at his words, dividing into two groups and heading for their SUVs.

It was up to Grant to perform the final security check. He headed for the van, walking around it once more, kicking the tires. He even double-checked with the driver that they had a full tank of gas. By the time he’d finished his inspection the paramedics had Ethan secured.

Grant climbed inside and looked at Ethan.

Passed out like this, his head lolling to one side, he looked like an average kind of guy. He was tall, a bit lanky and lean. Someone had trimmed his hair recently, giving him a high and tight look. Nothing about him said homicidal maniac. At a glance, Grant would never have imagined this guy could mow through his team like they were nothing.

Grant gave the restraints a tug, easing his conscience.

“You guys think you’ve got everything you need to keep him out cold?” Grant asked one of the medics.

“Yes, sir,” the man said without hesitation.

Grant finally glanced at Melody.

She sat in a chair bolted to the metal grate separating the back of the van from the front. She was armed with nothing more than a tablet and an earpiece. She wouldn’t even have a pen for protection.

God, he hated this plan.

“You good?” he asked her.

“Yes.” She smiled, albeit briefly.

Ethan had nearly killed her. It was a fact Grant was still grappling with, but she appeared to have put it behind her. So he opted to follow her lead.

“Okay, let’s roll,” he said.

Grant climbed out of the fan, shut the doors and waited.

The locks engaged.

Not even the driver could unlock the back of the van now. The only people who could were inside.

With any luck, they wouldn’t need these measures and it would all be over-kill.

Grant blew out a breath and headed for the lead vehicle.

This was like any other job.

He had to deliver the asset from one place to another. They did this all the time.

He climbed in the passenger side of the lead vehicle driven by Kage. He’d opted to have Brenden and Nolan in the follow vehicle. Grant could trust them should problems arise.

Grant picked his earpiece up, slid it in his ear then turned it on. The soft voices of the guys from the other SUV drifted to him, along with the regular beeps of the heart monitor.

“Take us out,” Grant said staring at the gate barring their way.

Kage nodded and the SUV eased forward. “Follow the leader.”

Grant turned his head as the gate slid aside and opted to watch the van keeping pace with them.

This was as simple a job as he’d ever done. So why did he have a bad feeling about it?
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SUNDAY. SAFE HOUSE, Chicago, Illinois.

Liman watched the live stream from the cameras mounted on the cars. There were four teams trading off tailing the Americans. It took a lot of coordination, but this way they were guaranteed to not alert their targets.

And boy had it payed off.

“What’s that facility?” he demanded.

“Some kind of medical research lab,” Khaled said.

This was it. The break Liman has been waiting for.

There was only one reason a convoy of heavily armored vehicles be at a place like this.

Elio had to be there. They were moving him.

“I need a tracker on that van and a plan.” Liman pointed at the screen. “Whoever brings me a plan gets rewarded.”

“There’s only one route out of this area.” Khaled turned to face him. “If we hack the traffic lights, we can control their speed. Slow them down, give us enough time to come up with a plan.”

“Can you do that?” Liman asked.

Khaled tilted his head. “Depends, is the person with the plan the only one getting a reward?”

Liman knew Khaled could only be trusted to a point. It was a gamble he’d have to take. “You hack those lights and we’ll talk.”

Liman would have Elio back and on a plane tonight and all of this would be over.
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SUNDAY. PRIVATE MEDICAL Research Facility, Chicago, Illinois.

Grant drummed his fingers on his thigh.

The late afternoon traffic was heavy, keeping their pace painfully slow, but they eventually made it to the back roads they’d opted to take instead of the highway. While the highways would be ten minutes faster it was also impossible to gauge whether they were being followed or not. Out here with nothing but a few houses and trees, cars stood out.

Kage turned the SUV onto the long, country road they’d take for the next ten miles. Grant heaved a breath and finally allowed himself to relax a tiny bit. They were almost at the halfway point to their destination and Ethan’s new home. With each mile it was increasingly less likely that they would be attacked out here. Besides, no one outside their core group knew the route or what they were doing. The other vehicle and the drone hadn’t tagged any suspicious vehicles. It appeared that for once things were finally going their way.

The secret was safe.

Ethan would be kept under wraps and remain someone else’s problem.

So why was it Grant couldn’t sit still?

He glanced at the side mirror and wished he could ask Melody for another check-in. Once every ten minutes wasn’t too bad. He knew she was fine, that the paramedics were watching him like a hawk. Even if Ethan woke up, he was restrained three different ways. The worst he’d be able to do was spit on someone and even that wouldn’t go far with his head strapped down.

Just a little while longer and this circus would be over.

Grant leaned his head back and forced himself to watch the road ahead of them.

It was a beautiful day. White, fluffy clouds blocked the summer sun making it a cooler day. The breeze was at that just right spot. It was the kind of day where he’d want to be out, doing something.

Like ride a bike or hike.

Did Melody like either of those?

He didn’t know.

Grant made a mental note to talk to her about that later. There were lots of bicycle trails around Seattle and he knew there had to be plenty of areas to go hike, be outside.

Yeah, he liked this idea.

A baby blue semi-truck topped the hill ahead of them. Grant’s gaze skipped over the white trailer and on to the road behind it. He’d seen motorcycle gangs use big rigs like that as a shield.

The truck drifted into their lane, not much, but quickly corrected.

Even if Melody wasn’t keen on bikes or hiking, he was fairly certain he could come up with other outdoor activities they’d both like. She was athletic. They had to have something in common.

The blue semi jerked sideways, into their lane, bringing Grant back to reality.

“Shit!” Kage swerved and stomped on the brakes.

Grant He braced his feet on the floorboard, grabbed the center console with one hand and the door with the other. It was all he had time to do before the side of the semi-truck glanced off the driver’s door.

The SUV jolted sideways, the front nose swinging around.

Gravity tilted. Grant’s stomach dropped, much like it would were he riding a roller coaster, then the whole vehicle tipped over. The window at Grant’s right shattered. The airbag deployed. All he could hear was the crunch and scream of metal on asphalt as the SUV came to an abrupt stop.

He sucked down air, tasting the burned rubber and gasoline. Or tried to.

The seatbelt held Grant in place, so tight it nearly cut off his oxygen.

Holy shit.

His mind was still scrambled, trying to orient himself.

A blood curdling sound rent the air. A woman’s scream. The sound punctured the haze around him, spurring Grant to action.

Melody.

The other vehicles.

“Mel? Melody? Nolan?” Grant pushed at the airbag with one hand and felt of his ear with the other. His earpiece was gone. “Kage?”

A loud pop sounded on Grant’s right, then again as Kage used a knife to rip through the airbag.

Another pop sounded, but this one had nothing to do with airbags.

Grant’s blood went cold.

That was the sound of gunfire.

“Everyone okay up there?” That was Quinton.

“No,” Grant snarled.

His body ached, but it was all peripheral.

He reached down, his fingers fumbling to get past the hem of his pants. He finally managed to get a grip on the knife from his boot and pull it out. He lost no time hacking through his seatbelt. He crouched there, standing on what had once been the door, and looked up at Kage.

The other man was free, hauling himself up and out of the window. The door was too badly damaged to open, now or ever. The other three in the back seat were already moving into action.

Kage reached down. Grant grasped his wrist, pushed the stabbing pains out of his mind, and crawled up, out of the SUV. Grant scrambled past Kate and stood on the back panel of the SUV, staring back at the carnage.

The medical van carrying Melody and Ethan was turned over in the ditch. From this angle he could see that one of the doors had been blown off. It sat a dozen yards away on the grass.

The other SUV was blocked from sight due to the jackknifed truck. And in the distance a van turned out of view.

“Go, I’ll get them out,” Kage said.

Grant nodded and dropped to the ground, his ankle protesting. He drew his sidearm and limp-jogged toward the van, his heart pulsing in his throat.

This wasn’t a random accident. Those things didn’t happen, not to him and not while they were transporting one of the deadliest men on the planet.

One of the paramedics lay in the grass. The bullet wound through the man’s skull wasn’t one he could come back from.

“Mel? Melody?” Grant slipped and staggered down to the ditch.

No answer.

His heart thudded in his throat as he circled around to the back of the empty van.

There was no body.

Not Melody. Not Ethan.

They were just gone.
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SUNDAY. SAFE HOUSE, Chicago, Illinois.

Liman stared down at the dazed woman.

Why the fuck had they grabbed her?

He shook his head. If only the stims could make men smarter.

Just because he’d wanted the woman back on Ibiza didn’t mean she was valuable now. In fact, she was a liability now. He wasn’t keen on leaving behind more dead bodies. It just made more evidence they’d been here, and they were already running the risk of pissing off a super power.

Maybe the woman would be useful in getting out of the country?

If she wasn’t Liman figured, they could always take her with them and dispose of her later. Still, it was an unnecessary complication.

“Sir?”

“What?” Liman turned.

“He’s waking up.”

“Good.” A bit of tension eased out of his shoulders. “It’s time for something to go right. I want us ready to move out as soon as he’s awake.”

Liman turned and strode from the windowless inner room they’d turned into a sort of holding cell.

Elio lay on a sofa, eyes shut, breathing even. There wasn’t any visible indication he was waking up. A man trained as well as he was shouldn’t give away something like that. Liman kept his distance, watching Elio’s chest rise and fall.

He’d lost some weight, but was still lean. In all the time Liman had known Elio, he’d always been very focused. Liman had seen the earliest videos from when Elio hadn’t even known how to speak or walk. He’d been full of determination, and he’d carried that on into his training.

With any luck, Elio would be ready to get back to active duty soon. No matter how many stim candidates they had, they couldn’t replace Elio.

The medic they’d brought with them moved in, pressing the smooth end of a stethoscope to Elio’s chest.

That was when Elio moved.

It happened so fast, like a snake striking. He grabbed the medic, sat up and pulled the man in front of him, wrapped his legs around the medic’s and pressed a steak knife pressed to the man’s throat.

Impressive.

Liman held up his hands and grinned.

Where had the knife come from? When had Ethan managed to grab it?

“You are still fast and deadly, I see,” Liman said.

“What did you do to me? Who am I?” Elio demanded, his words more like snarling.

Liman’s smile slipped from his lips.

This was what he wasn’t looking forward to.

When Liman had taken over the project, there’d been much his supervisors couldn’t or wouldn’t tell him. Elio’s history, where he’d come from, were all details Liman hadn’t known until it was too late.

“Why don’t you let that nice young man go before he pisses himself? We can talk. I miss our chats,” Liman grabbed a rolling chair from one of the nearby desks and sat.

Elio didn’t move. The hand at the medic’s throat didn’t waver. It appeared that captivity hadn’t dulled him in the slightest.

“What did they tell you?” Liman tilted his head to the side. There were several ways to go about dispelling the damage that had been done to Elio in the months since he’d been taken. Discrediting the Americans was by far their best route. He wanted to destroy whatever bonds Elio might have built while he was here. “What lies did they make you believe?”

Elio stared back. “It wasn’t what they told me.”

Liman didn’t know what to say to that. The drugs used to enhance Elio’s body had wiped his mind. He couldn’t remember what he didn’t know.

“And that was?” Liman finally asked.

“Who am I?” There was a certainty in Elio’s eyes Liman didn’t like. As if he knew something Liman didn’t.

Had something happened? Were there memories coming back to him?

“You’re my man, same as you were before.” Liman pushed those doubts to the side and doubled down on his practiced line of thought. “These people want to use you, to turn you against your people. They’d say and do anything, including drug you and make you think you had another life.”

“It wasn’t what they told me that matters, it’s what I saw, what I remembered,” Elio snarled.

“It’s all a lie, my friend.” In the corner of Liman’s eye he could see through the side door where the others were gathering.

He didn’t want this to come to a violent clash. It might be Liman who died.

“You just want to put me in another prison.” Elio shifted, his face now half behind the medic’s. “You want to cage me.”

“Elio.” Liman held up his hand, both to stall the gathering forces and draw Elio’s attention to him.

“No!”

Elio moved then, shoving the medic aside. He bolted to his feet and lunged at Liman. Liman pushed back, his chair toppling over. Before Ethan could get to him, the others grabbed Elio.

Fucking hell.

Elio snarled and spat curses. He thrashed, but there were too many hands holding him back.

“Put a collar on him.” Liman shoved to his feet. “Secure him in the other room.”

God damn it. This was exactly what they didn’t need.
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Sunday. Unknown, Chicago, Illinois.

Melody groaned. She hurt worse than the second day of spring booty boot camp. That was always the worst day of her year, no matter how physically fit she’d kept herself.

What the hell had happened?

Her head was groggy with that wrapped in cotton feeling and her mouth was impossibly dry. She rolled her tongue around and squeezed her eyes shut.

Who’d left the lights on?

Grant?

Just thinking his name brought back memories.

Ibiza.

The chair at the Hard Rock Hotel.

Vaughn nearly bleeding to death.

Brenden more furious than she’d ever seen him before.

And Grant again, last night. Face wash and pajamas.

They’d gone to manage the move of Ethan from one facility to another, and then...

She stopped breathing and started listening.

The air conditioner chugged, drowning out softer sounds, but she could still hear voices. None of their words made sense.

Something heavy and cold weighted her wrist down. She resisted the urge to curl her fingers and touch it. There was no need. She knew she was handcuffed to something.

A sigh disrupted the quiet and if possible she went even stiller.

Melody wasn’t alone.

There wasn’t anything for her to do. Her lungs were burning with the need for oxygen. She had no way to call for help. Her best bet was the subdermal tracking device the entire Lepta Team had consented to have implanted.

Her people—Grant—would find her. She just had to survive.

A door clanged open.

Melody’s eyes snapped open despite her attempt to play possum.

The man they’d seen first in Lebanon then where Brenden and Riley were being held walked in. He still wore a suit that screamed, I don’t get my hands dirty. He was followed by another man. They both stopped, looking across the room from her.

At Ethan.

He sat on the concrete floor, his arm above his head fastened to the wall by a pair of handcuffs. He glared up at the man spitting words at him in what sounded like Arabic.

Weren’t these people saving Ethan? Wasn’t he trying to get back to them?

Melody remained where she was, watching the suit wearing man rant.

Ethan, on the other hand, seemed bored. From the relaxed posture to his gaze roaming off the other man, he just didn’t seem to care.

The suit hauled back and kicked Ethan’s leg. He reacted, lunging toward the sit, but stopped short by his restraint. The suit pulled out some sort of baton and smacked Ethan with it, the crackle of electricity charging the air.

If Ethan wasn’t loyal to these people, who was he loyal to?

The suit wheeled around.

Melody closed her eyes and forced herself to breathe shallow as the two men left the room.

The door shut.

Ethan spoke, his voice still full of venom as he said words she had no hope of understanding.

She opened her eyes and found him looking straight at her.
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SUNDAY. ABDUCTION SITE, Chicago, Illinois.

Thirty minutes.

That was how long it’d been since Grant had last checked in with Melody. Since he’d last heard her voice.

If they were still on schedule, this would almost be over.

Except the nightmare had just begun.

A dark SUV slowed to a stop a few yards from the lead vehicle Grant had been in.

He knew that truck. He’d seen Admiral Crawford and Marco get in it earlier.

Garth stalked over to the vehicle, opened the back seat and hauled himself into the SUV. Marco was at the wheel, Admiral Crawford sitting shotgun.

Thirty minutes and no one had news for him.

“What the hell happened?” Grant demanded. “Where is Melody?”

According to the others, paramedics and cops were still on their way. While most of the injuries were scratches and whiplash, that didn’t mean there wasn’t more damage to the team. Not to mention the two bodies from the van and their missing people.

Marco turned to glance back from the driver’s seat. “We don’t know.”

“What?” Grant snapped. “Her tracker...?”

“We aren’t getting a signal,” Marco said.

“Here.” Admiral Crawford handed a tablet back to Grant. “Drone footage.”

Grant took the device and watched the blue semi-truck plow down the hill and glance off the first SUV. The ambulance had swerved wildly to avoid the collision and instead gone off the road. It was the second SUV that had been knocked off the road by the truck before it jackknifed.

While Grant’s vehicle was still coming to a stop, three vans skidded to a stop. Two teams of four converged on the ambulance while two men got the driver out of the semi. Between the eight men they hauled Ethan out still strapped to his stretcher.

And draped over him like a sack of flour was Melody.

“Drone followed them for as long as it could keep up. We have plates,” Admiral Crawford said.

“And?” Grant would have expected more by now, especially if Zain were on the case.

Marco blew out a breath. “They were rentals, stolen off a lot.”

“You mean to tell me we have no leads?” Grant glanced between the two men.

“Not yet,” Marco said.

“We’ll find them,” Admiral Crawford said.

“Like you found Ethan’s body the first time?” Grant regretted the words as soon as he’d said them.

Admiral Crawford met his gaze. “We learn from our mistakes, Anderson. That’s what makes us the best.”

In the moment Grant could barely hear the other man’s words. He’d known something was wrong. His gut had been screaming at him, and now Melody was going to pay the price.
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SUNDAY. UNKNOWN, CHICAGO, Illinois.

Melody pulled her knees up to her chest and stared back at the man across the room from her. At first his unwavering gaze had made her uneasy. That was until she realized how.

She wasn’t sure how long she’d been here, but in that short time she’d committed the room to memory. It was roughly sixteen feet long and ten or so across. The floor was exposed, unpolished concrete. She had to wonder what a room like this was intended for when it was built. She highly doubted it was supposed to be a cell. The popcorn ceiling was dated, older, as was the wooden door.

The drywall had been covered in the two corners with sheets of metal. She was secured to the wall with a four foot length of chain that fastened to rings set into the metal siding. Unlike Ethan, she had about four feet of chain that allowed her freer movement. Understandably, their captors hadn’t given Ethan quite so much freedom.

She’d never seen Ethan coherent, except when he’d been trying to kill her. He very nearly succeeded. That op in Lebanon was the only time she’d been truly injured while working for Aegis Group beyond a few bumps, bruises and scratches.

Ethan hadn’t moved as much as a finger. He just sat there staring at her. It was unnerving to say the least, but right now he wasn’t the threat to her life.

The enemy of my enemy is my friend.

How did she make friends with a guy who couldn’t understand her? Who’d already tried—and failed—to kill her? Given the opportunity, would he finish the job?

“It seems like we’re in a bit of a situation, you and I.” She spoke softly, and yet her voice was still too loud, amplified by the concrete and metal. “You probably don’t remember me, do you?”

Ethan deigned to reply.

“You shot me twice in Beirut. Do you remember that? Did you even know?” She tilted her head back. “They had to evac me. I had surgery in Cairo, then got sent home as soon as I was stable. My co-leader, Grant, hovered over me for weeks after that. He wasn’t able to be there with me for surgery. He was still trying to deal with you and our clients. But when he got home? He wouldn’t leave my side.”

Her heart twinged.

Was Grant okay? Was he alive?

She had no idea.

“That was the third time in my life I got shot. Did you know I used to be a cop?” She tilted her head.

Ethan still said nothing.

“I was. First time I got shot was a ricochet, stupid, should have never happened kind of thing. Second was a man who’d taken his family hostage. I misread the situation and stepped out to have a face-to-face moment with him. He shot me in the arm.”

Melody let her gaze slid away from Ethan, recalling that day.

She’d begun rethinking her career path right about then. Getting shot had just tipped her over the edge.

Funny, when Ethan shot her she’d just been annoyed and determined to get back to work as fast as she could.

“You know?” She refocused on Ethan. “I forgive you. I don’t know what they did to you or why, but I don’t blame you. Whatever these people did to you, you have no idea who you used to be. Maybe if things were different, we’d have been friends?”

Ethan blinked. It was like talking to a cat. He had no fucks to give her whatsoever.

“Your poor wife. Your son. They don’t know you’re still alive. They buried you. I wish you could understand me. I don’t want to hurt you. We only want to help. We’re on the same side, Ethan.”

His stare never wavered.
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SUNDAY. AEGIS GROUP Headquarters, Chicago, Illinois.

Grant yanked open the door leading into Aegis Group Operations. He’d wasted nearly two hours at the abduction site talking to one cop after another. None of them were much help. Most had no idea what they were dealing with. He could only hope that someone here at headquarters had managed to get a lock on Melody’s location.

Wasn’t this why they’d all agreed to be tagged in the first place?

It would be night soon. With the sun setting the abduction site would reveal fewer and fewer clues. It would also be harder to find the stolen vans or identify people in low light.

They were facing the reality that Melody might not be found. Today or tomorrow, the longer she was missing the less chance they had of ever getting her back.

He stopped short, taking in the changes to the room. When he’d last been here, the room had a couple maps on the wall, a few computer terminals, a large conference table and some communications equipment. Now, there were easily a dozen people working at various stations, all very intent on what they were doing. He knew some of the faces, like Marco, Luke, Abigail, and Gavin, who’d taken over the tech department when Zain shifted to management in Seattle. Two or three other people he recognized, but couldn’t remember their names. Other than that they were strangers.

“TL.” Riley pushed to his feet.

Grant glanced at his second in command. Vaughn remained sitting next to Riley’s chair up against the wall out of the way.

“Any word?” Grant asked.

“None that we’ve heard.” Riley grimaced. “How’s Nolan and Brenden?”

“Fine. They should be here soon.” Grant scanned the people, searching their faces for any spark, any sign that they’d landed on something.

“This is, fuck...” Riley sank back into his seat.

Grant knew this was not his domain, that he wasn’t any good in this environment. He was a man of action. He did things. He wasn’t the one who’d ferret out some detail, he didn’t investigate. Those weren’t his strength. Never had been. He executed plans, followed orders, kept his team safe. His place right now was sitting in one of those chairs waiting for news.

He just couldn’t make himself do that. Not with Melody out there in enemy hands with a mad man.

“I need to know what’s happening,” he said.

Grant headed for Gavin. The kid wasn’t really a kid anymore, though that’s how Grant thought of him. The little Grant knew about Gavin’s story involved a far-too intelligent teenager who’d gotten himself into hot water the recruited by the Navy before he was even legal to do what amounted to tech magic in Grant’s book. No doubt Gavin had been lured away by the more lucrative private sector pay, and here he was.

Gavin had his head bent, looking at a tablet a young woman was holding.

“Yeah, see if you can pull any data from there. We could get lucky,” he said.

Grant had no intention of being polite. He didn’t stop until he was arm’s length away.

Gavin glanced up at Grant, lips parted, brows lifted.

“Where are we?” Grant asked.

Gavin glanced at the woman. “Work on that then let me know, okay?”

“Yes, sir.” The woman didn’t pay Grant any mind, just went on her way.

“Well, there hasn’t been much in the way of developments.” Gavin planted his hands on his hips and glanced at a projected map with red pins. “We’ve established what we know and are looking into tracking the Lebanese presence, figuring out where they’ve been, how’d they get here, who approved their visas.”

“None of that tells me how we’re going to find Melody.” Grant edged closer, his vision narrowing to Gavin’s face. “I don’t give a flying fuck how this happened. I just want to know how we’re going to fix it.”

Gavin stared right back at Grant. “To get to the end, we have to know the beginning.”

“I don’t have time for your fortune cookie bullshit,” Grant snarled.

“Hey? Hey, back off.” Marco grabbed Grant by the shoulders.

Grant shrugged the other man off. Or tried to. Marco’s grip was tight. Grant turned, planted his hands on Marco’s chest and shoved. The other man took a few steps back, caught off guard.

“You need to calm down,” Marco said, his voice pitched over the drone of voices.

“You need to do your job,” Grant replied.

“Hey.” A very pregnant Abigail came to stand between them, one hand on her distended belly. “Take this outside.

Abigail’s husband, Luke, came to stand next to her. Normally Luke was the first to crack a joke. Right now he was staring at Grant as if he’d like to crack some skulls. “You two, with me.”

Rationally, he knew this wasn’t the way to get things done. He just couldn’t help himself. Everything was so out of control, there were no answers, and at the heart of it, he knew Melody could already be dead.

They hadn’t gotten the chance to sort things out between them, not really. Last night, pajamas and face wash, it was a step, not the journey. And he wanted the chance to have that with her.

“Now,” Luke snapped.

Grant glanced around to find almost all activity had stopped. They were all staring at him and not looking for Melody.

Fuck.

How had this gotten so out of control?

“Sorry, everyone.” Grant held up his hands. This wasn’t like him. He didn’t do these things.

Marco headed after Luke leaving Grant to bring up the rear.

They didn’t stop in the hall. Instead Luke walked them out of the building. Both Riley and Vaughn followed after him. Grant wished they’d stay put, but he wasn’t in the right mind to give orders.

Luke came to a stop near some picnic tables that had been placed on a gravel pad under a tree. He turned to look at Grant, his dark eyes assessing him.

Not Grant’s proudest moment.

He turned toward Marco. “Sorry, man...”

Grant’s throat closed up. It wasn’t that he didn’t know what to say, he just couldn’t make the words come out.

“It’s cool.” Marco smacked his shoulder then gestured at Luke. “We’ve been there. We get it.”

Did they?

Both men were married now and though Grant knew a little about Luke’s wife and how she’d come to work for Aegis Group, he was clueless about Marco’s lady. Then again, it seemed common that life threatening danger brought men like them to the point where they realized just how important their women were to them.

Grant loved Melody. He knew it in his bones.

“Wow,” Vaughn said. “Does she know?”

Grant turned his head and stared at Vaughn now sitting at a picnic table. Riley was beside him and both Nolan and Brenden were walking up, their eyes wide.

“What?” Grant said.

“Does she know you feel that way about her?” Vaughn’s brows lifted.

Had Grant just said that out loud?

Fuck.

He glanced at the four men he worked with, taking in their wide-eyed shock. Marco and Luke didn’t appear phased in the least.

“We’ve been there,” Marco said again. “I get what you’re going through. It’s scary as fuck to be this powerless, but you have to know everyone in there is doing their best to find her. That’s what we do. We save people.”

Luke nodded. “He’s right.”

“What about your friend?” Grant focused on Marco. “The guy that called himself Ghost?”

Marco blew out a breath. “He’s been radio silent since. I’ve tried every way I know to get ahold of him. If he doesn’t want to be found, we won’t find him. And he won’t answer us.”

“Did you tell him about Melody? That her life is on the line?”

Marco nodded.

Luke shifted, drawing attention back to him. “Like I said, we’re all doing what we can.”

But somehow it wasn’t enough.
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SUNDAY. SAFE HOUSE, Chicago, Illinois.

Liman stared at the door, still trying to wrap his head around Elio attempting to attack him.

The man had been tested and found to be loyal to the point of death at one time. He’d been tortured and had three fingers mostly severed to determine if he had a breaking point. They’d only stopped because even with Elio’s enhancements there was only so much a body could take before it expired.

There had to be a reason for Elio’s behavior. Maybe it was the prolonged imprisonment, exposure to things from his past? Who knew?

Liman scrubbed a hand over his face.

He had to decide what to do.

When they returned home, he’d have to give an account of why the body count was so high. He would also have to explain why it was worth it.

The cost would not be acceptable if their expensive weapon couldn’t be trusted. And he knew who would be blamed. It all came to rest on his shoulders.

Liman drummed his fingers on a table, rolling the options around in his mind.

Ethan knew he wasn’t who they’d told him he’d been.

Liman didn’t know if he could overcome this.
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Sunday. Aegis Group Headquarters, Chicago, Illinois.

Grant stared at his new phone. Zain had a bundle of them delivered via a courier about an hour ago. Since Aegis Group hadn’t contacted Lepta Team’s family beyond a few of the guy’s girlfriends, it was imperative they have a means of communicating.

The gut-punch had been opening up his photo gallery to see pictures of Melody. They’d gone to a nice dinner last week before leaving on the job. She’d looked beautiful in a goldish-pink dress that had shimmered. She’d rolled her eyes when he took a picture of her with the city lights behind her.

Zain was nothing if not thorough. Of course their new phones would be updated with all their information and preferences, right down to the custom sound Grant had picked for Melody’s texts.

He tipped his head back and stared at the ceiling.

Following the outburst earlier Grant had opted to wait in the hall where he wouldn’t be tempted to stick his nose in things and slow people down.

Vaughn and Riley were over checking in with the doc.

Nolan and Brenden had been given muscle relaxers and ordered to bed.

Grant had refused the drugs, opting to feel the strain, the bruises, because it kept him present.

If Melody were there, she’d give him that flat, no-nonsense glare of hers and order him to medicate or she’d pull rank. Chances were he’d make her do it. The need for control often over rode his better sense.

She balanced him in ways he hadn’t known he needed. With her by his side he’d learned to enjoy time off, to do something other than just work.

He couldn’t lose her.

The doors to his left banged open. Marco strode out. He glanced at Grant even as he picked up his pace.

“Come on,” Marco called out.

“What’s happening?” Grant shoved to his feet, clutched his phone and ran down the tile hall to the doors leading out into the breezeway.

Had they made progress? Did they know where Melody was?

Given that it was just Marco, Grant did his best to keep his hopes in check.

Marco slowed to a stop as they reached the sidewalk leading out to the main parking lot. The guys who trained or lived here had a separate lot over by the dorms, leaving this lot for employees and guests. Tonight there were easily two dozen vehicles still there, but only one that grabbed Grant’s attention.

A Land Rover sat next to the curb, under the tree on the left side of the parking lot. Three figures stood in the deepest shadows, while a fourth strode toward them.

The man was a little taller than average height, dark hair and eyes. He was dressed in jeans and a black T-shirt under a blue and gray plaid button down left half-open.

Marco stopped and Grant followed his lead. They both watched the man approach them, as if his arrival was significant.

The man stopped a few feet away, still on the asphalt. For a moment he stared at Marco, never once glancing at Grant.

“You’re never going to lose my number, are you?” the man asked.

Marco held out his hands. “I tried.”

“Clearly not hard enough.”

“What are you doing here, Ghost?” Marco asked.

Ghost, as in the mystery man who’d gotten Vaughn and his girlfriend out of Lebanon along with the others and Ethan? That Ghost?

“It appears we have a problem.” Ghost gestured at the doors. “You going to invite me in?”

“Who are your friends?” Marco asked.

Ghost finally glanced over his shoulder. “Interested parties. They won’t be joining us.”

If this guy was half as good as Marco said they needed him on their side.

Grant took a step forward. “We need all the help we can get.”

Marco brought up his hand, keeping Grant back. Marco’s attention never left Ghost. “Why now?”

“It’s complicated.”

Grant was tired of pussyfooting around. “Try explaining it.”

Marco nodded at him. “What he said.”

Ghost blew out a breath and glanced once more to the three waiting men in the shadows. “We figured out how your guy was changed. We also know who was behind this, and it’s not the Lebanese. They’re pawns in a much bigger game. And let’s just say I have a vested interest in stopping this. Okay?”

“Good enough for me.” Marco took a step back. “Come on.”

Grant studied Ghost as he stepped fully into the light. He was taller than Grant first assumed, and if he had to guess, the too-large clothing hid a body honed to do dangerous things.

Ghost turned his head and focused on Grant as they began to walk. “You were the one who took down some of their men?”

“Yes.”

“Marco said you brought back pill bottles with you.”

“Yeah,” Grant said though it hadn’t been a question. “You know what those were?”

Ghost merely grunted.

Great.

Marco led the way back into the control room.

There was decidedly less conversation than earlier. More than a few stared or darted glances their way.

Clearly those in this room knew who had just arrived.

They stopped at the long table set up on one side of the room. A gallon sized, clear plastic bag had the pill bottles Grant and Melody had taken off the men on Ibiza. Ghost picked up the bag and peered at the bottles.

“Stims,” he announced after no more than thirty seconds of study.

“Stims?” Grant echoed.

“They call them stimulants, but that’s not what they are.” Ghost tossed the bag back onto the table with clear disdain then focused on Grant. “They’re pre-encoded CRISPR pills.”

“Crisper?” Grant echoed. The word tickled the back of his mind.

“CRISPR,” Marco said softer. “Fuck.”

“The Lebanese shouldn’t have these.” Ghost pushed the bag farther from him as if it were distasteful. His lip curled and Grant could practically feel the man’s barely contained fury. “This shouldn’t be possible for them and now I know how they did it.”

“From the beginning,” Grant said.

Ghost jerked his head in a nod. “Every global power, everyone who wants to play on the global scale, they’re always after the thing that will make them faster and badder than everyone else. It’s how it’s always been. From breeding the best warriors to having the most deadly tools, that’s how it is.”

“You aren’t talking about an arm’s race.” Grant braced a hand on the table. He figured he was going to need this.

“No.” Ghost blew out a breath and kept staring at those bottles. “Twenty years ago the next chapter of the arms’ race began. Who could develop the most deadly soldier? That was when CRISPR was really discovered. They had to figure out how to edit genes to create people who were faster, stronger, smarter. To do that, they needed a system for how to edit the human genome.”

“And you know this how?” Grant knew he wasn’t going to like this answer.

Ghost just looked at him. “Because they did it to me. Voluntarily.”

“Shit.” Marco rubbed his face. “I didn’t want to know.”

“Then you shouldn’t have called me,” Ghost said without looking away from Grant.

“How many countries have this technology?” He asked.

“Maybe half a dozen,” Ghost answered without hesitation. “The US, Russia, the UK, South Korea, Japan, Germany. The Israelis know how, they just refuse to. These countries aren’t the problem though they are the source.”

Ghost began to pace the length of the table, glancing over the various bits laid out.

“Someone stole the tech for how this was done. I’m still working on the who, but I think they used the Lebanese as a test rat. They wanted to know if they could take the science and apply it on their own to create a product. Ethan was the end result of that experiment.” Ghost grabbed the pill bag again. “This is evidence that the relationship has ended.”

He tossed the bag down once more with such force it skidded across the table and nearly off the other side.

“What do you mean?” Grant asked. “Spell it out for those of us run-of-the-mill humans.”

Ghost stopped, that unwavering stare of his meeting Grant’s gaze. “If you take the drugs, the effects are temporary. For an hour, you’re super human. But Ethan doesn’t need the pills. There are missing steps in the science that the Lebanese don’t have to make another Ethan. That’s why he’s valuable. He’s the only one they have.”

“If this was done to him, can it be undone?” Marco asked.

Ghost’s mouth screwed up. “I don’t know. I was led to believe the changes once made are permanent.”

“This is all good to know, but how does this help us now?” Grant glanced from the two men to the onlookers. “How do we find Melody now? Can we stop Ethan?”

“The only thing that’s going to stop Ethan is a bullet to the head. Anything else, he’ll recover from,” Ghost said.

That wasn’t comforting news, but at least Grant knew where to aim next time.

Ghost refocused on Marco. “You said Ethan didn’t recognize anything or anyone from his life before, correct?”

“Yeah. Pictures of his wife, kid, friends...” Marco shook his head. “Nothing.”

“That’s the part that doesn’t make sense to me. I remember my life from before. It’s like a dream, like something that happened to someone else, but I still remember it.” Ghost frowned.

“Again, not to keep beating the same drum, but how does this help us find Melody?” Grant asked.

“I’m here,” Ghost said. “We’ll find her. I promise. And, if possible, we’ll recapture your man.”

Grant didn’t find comfort in any of it, but maybe with someone like Ghost on their side they’d have a better chance of finding her alive.
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MONDAY. UNKNOWN, CHICAGO, Illinois.

Melody knew she was dozing. She hadn’t actually fallen asleep, even if the odd, twilight state between sleep and wakefulness made her question that knowledge. Exhaustion had won out, more or less. But she couldn’t relax enough to become totally unaware.

A soft jangle of metal lured her consciousness back into the land of the living. It wasn’t a suspicious noise. More like she’d moved and maybe disrupted the coil of chain. Or Ethan had finally decided to stop playing at being a statue.

Thinking the man’s name caused Melody to shiver. She opened her eyes, blinking into the relative darkness. The light filtering in around the door from the next room over provided enough light for her to make out shapes.

Ethan was no longer sitting.

He stood. Judging by the way his shoulders hunched, his back was to her, his attention on the handcuff securing him to the wall.

The chain jangled again. He grunted.

The hair on the back of her neck stood up.

What was he doing?

She lay as still as she could, her entire body now hyper aware.

Ethan straightened and sucked in a deep breath. She heard his teeth grind together. He bent and she heard a soft grunt.

Was she more afraid of Ethan or these other people?

Truth was, she didn’t know. When she’d gotten shot she’d been in a moving vehicle. He hadn’t aimed at her, and they’d all been doing their jobs. It wasn’t personal.

A sick pop made her stomach churn.

Ethan hissed and more metal jangled. He turned in place, his arms free.

Did he just...?

Her gaze met Ethan’s in the dark and she knew he could see her.

He was loose.

She was still chained up.

Melody slowly pushed up into a sitting position.

Either he’d just popped his thumb out of its socket or broke his own hand to escape the handcuffs. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

He glanced past her at the door. The sounds from the building beyond had died down over the hours. She hadn’t heard a voice in quite some time.

Ethan crossed to the door and tried the knob.

It twisted, the mechanisms clicking and sliding.

He cracked the door open and peered out.

Melody held her breath.

Ethan opened the door and stepped out, leaving her line of sight. He also didn’t shut the door.

Shit.

This was so not good any way this happened.

She pushed to her feet, gathering the chain as quietly as she could. It was the only thing she had to use to defend herself.

A man grunted and something banged against a wall just on the other side from where she was. She took a step back, staring at the corner as if she could see through it.

The soft sounds of a struggle faded into silence.

She leaned forward, straining to hear anything else.

Nothing came to her.

Ethan was no doubt making a straight line out of here, leaving her behind. She hadn’t expected him to take her with him. Which meant she was now firmly in the Lebanese’s clutches. She was a captive in a no-win situation for herself.

She turned her attention to the ring her chain was fastened to. Earlier she’d tugged at it, but hadn’t tried very hard to escape. Now her life very likely relied on it. If Grant and the others hadn’t shown up already that probably meant her tracking signal was blocked somehow.

The chain was secured with a padlock. A new, very sturdy one.

The plate attaching the ring to the metal siding was also anchored well. Her nails couldn’t slide under it one bit.

A flash of movement in the corner of her eye drew her attention to the door, and the man standing with the light at his back.

Ethan.

He hadn’t left.

“You’re free. You can leave,” she said despite knowing he hadn’t uttered a word of English.

He took a step toward her.

She side-stepped and took the chain in both hands. It was hard and there was enough length she could get some momentum to use it as a defensive weapon.

But Ethan didn’t come at her. He went straight to the wall and with his one good hand fit a key into the padlock. With a twist of his wrist he had her chain in his hands.

He looked at her and said something. A single word that didn’t make any sense, then tugged.

He was taking her with him.
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MONDAY. SAFE HOUSE, Chicago, Illinois.

Liman gripped the steering wheel with both hands. It was the only way to keep from shaking.

He’d left to try to figure out how they were flying out of the country. They couldn’t just load up in regular passenger seats, not with Elio ready to rip their throats out.

What fresh hell had happened now?

The security team hadn’t checked in.

“Heard anything?” Liman asked Khaled.

The man glanced at him, phone pressed to his ear. “No.”

Liman cursed under his breath and pushed the car faster. Whatever happened, whatever went wrong, it was on him. A few blocks later they skidded into the lot. He killed the engine and stared at the front door gaping open.

No one reached out to shut it. There was no guard on duty. Nothing.

Liman drew his handgun and glanced around the parking lot.

“One of the cars, the black one, it’s gone,” Khaled said.

Liman got out, keeping his weapon concealed under his jacket. The brisk morning air burned his lungs as he edged toward the front door. The hinges needed to be oiled. They squeaked. He did his best to slide in through the open space and not cause any more noise. The lights were still mostly off, but he didn’t need his eyes to see what had happened. He could smell the blood.

Khaled entered after him and flipped the lights on.

Three of their stim project soldiers lay in pools of blood. There hadn’t been enough beds for everyone, so they made use of every available surface when it came to sleeping arrangements. These three had slept on the sofas in the front room.

“Was no one on watch?” Liman shoved his left hand through his hair.

“They were watching the door,” Khaled muttered, his face going pale.

The two of them advanced through the building, finding more of the same as they worked their way to the holding cell.

Sure enough, it was empty. All that was left was a single set of cuffs still attached to the wall.

“Damn it,” Liman spat.

Khaled turned in a circle. “This isn’t going to go over well.”

Without thinking, Liman lifted his arm and leveled his gun at the man’s head, then pulled the trigger.

Khaled’s lifeless body slumped to the ground.

There was no coming back from this for Liman.

The project was dead. Elio had killed them all. The only thing for Liman to do now was look out for himself.
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MONDAY. AEGIS GROUP Headquarters, Chicago, Illinois.

Scene break.

Next paragraph here.
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DAY. LOCATION, CITY, State.

Grant kept staring at the map, as if it would suddenly reveal where Melody was. He knew it wouldn’t, but as the hours ticked by his hope was beginning to wane. Eventually they’d get a lead. They always did. But would it be too late for Melody?

“I know who he is,” Gavin announced.

Grant straightened and stared at the younger man holding his tablet up like a beacon.

“And?” Marco prompted.

Gavin referenced the tablet screen. “Liman Fahed. Intelligence officer for the General Directorate of General Security.”

“And that tells us, what?” Grant asked.

“A name is a start,” Ghost said.

Grant ground his teeth together and focused on the map.

A name was just a name, especially when they didn’t know how to find the man.

He’d hoped that with Ghost’s arrival, they might make some sort of forward movement on locating Melody, but they were still stuck in a holding pattern.

They needed a lead.

“So I guess it’s not useful to know that a cell phone registered to Liman Fahed pinged a Chicago cell tower a few hours ago?” Gavin asked.

“What the hell?” Grant stared at the kid. “Why didn’t you say that?”

“Look,” Marco snapped, pointing at the map.

Grant glanced back in time to see a little red dot flash on the screen, then off.

“What was that?” he asked.

“A tracker,” Gavin said. “Move.”

The kid shoved people out of his way as he made straight for one of the terminals. His fingers flew over the keys.

“She’s there?” Grant pointed at the spot where the dot had been.

“That’s where the system triangulated her location, but she was only there long enough for it to happen once.” Gavin kept at the keyboard.

“Where is that?” Grant turned toward the door. “You know what? Just send it to my phone. I’m going to go take a look.”

“Like hell you are.” Marco moved into Grant’s path and stopped.

“If anyone’s going, it’s me,” Ghost said.

“That’s my teammate out there.” Grant gestured at the screen. “I’m going.”

Marco held up his hands. “No one is going. We don’t know what’s there.”

“Which is why I am checking it out.” Ghost came to stand next to Grant. “I’m not asking permission. I’ll take him with me, but it’s not my fault if he gets himself killed.”

“Fucking hell.” Marco stared at the ceiling.

“Go,” Luke said, finally chiming in. “We need to know what’s there, and we need to know where Melody was. Maybe that will help us find where she is now. Just look around, don’t do anything, understand?”

“Car?” Grant asked. He didn’t have wheels.

Luke dug in his pocket. “Here. Bring it back in one piece.”

“Come on,” Ghost said.

Grant took the keys then followed Ghost.

“Your guys coming with us?” Grant asked.

Ghost spoke lower. “My guys aren’t going if they don’t have to.”

“Then why bring them?”

“It’s complicated and they don’t want to be here. Bad things happen when we’re all in the same spot.”

Grant wanted to know, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to ask. Sometimes ignorance was better.

The sun was creeping over the horizon, burning off the mist still clinging to the earth. He held the keys up and clicked the unlock button.

A smaller SUV’s lights flashed up near the curb.

Moments later they were loaded up and on the road headed toward the city.

“Kind of funny how that signal came from a place not all that far from here,” Ghost said.

Grant glanced at him. “They were watching us. They knew who we were when we were in the country. It’s not like our offices are top secret. So they came here and set up a place where they could watch and search for Ethan.”

And somehow Grant’s team had played right into their hands.

“How does this end for Ethan?” He glanced at Ghost. “You think your department might take him in?”

“My department?” Ghost snorted. “Technically speaking I’m AWOL.”

“What?”

“Yeah, when I learned that my last op was the kind designed to kill me, I packed up and left. That’s the thing about being engineered. When the next model comes on the market, what do you do with the old ones?”

Grant let that sink in.

He really was better off not knowing.

“This is the turn.” Ghost sat forward.

Grant fought his urge to get there fast and pulled his foot off the accelerator, making the final turn at a slower rate.

They were in a shopping center. A strip mall type area with boutiques and salons. At the very end of the lane was a square structure. It looked like an old house that had been converted to some sort of store, but wasn’t in use. Or shouldn’t be. The cars sitting around it made the shutdown theory suspect.

Ghost pulled a gun from under his jacket and checked the chamber. “Let’s go see if anyone’s home.”

Grant studied the map for a moment.

This was the spot.

Melody had been here. But was she still inside?

Grant clenched the gear shift to keep from killing the engine. “Luke wanted us to check it out. I’m pretty sure he didn’t want us to go knock on doors without back-up.”

“You really just want to sit here and see if she sticks her head out and waves? Because we can do that. We can also stick our thumbs up our asses and do nothing if that’s your speed, too.”

“Anyone ever tell you that you’re an asshole?”

Ghost barked a laugh and grinned. It wasn’t a friendly expression and Grant doubted the man smiled often.

“Only every day of my life,” Ghost said. “Come on. Tell the bastards you were just keeping me in check.”

Ghost got out, leaving Grant no choice but to kill the engine and follow.

The silence was eerie given the location. Not a soul stirred and the only sound was that from the main road a quarter mile away.

Grant and Ghost circled the small building, but the windows were dark and nothing moved. They returned to the front door.

Ghost moved in, grasping the front door and pulling it open.

It wasn’t even locked.

Grant only had a moment to process that before the metallic scent of blood and human waste drifted to him. His insides knotted up and he crowded in behind Ghost who flipped on the lights.

“Shit,” he muttered and dragged a hand over his face.

“What?” Grant glimpsed no fewer than three bodies.

“Ethan’s lose.”

“What? How do you know?”

Ghost gestured to the carnage. “No bullet holes, all clean cuts to arteries. It’s what I’d do if I were trying to take out a large number of people without making a sound.”

“We don’t know that.” Grant grit his teeth and moved forward, staying out of the blood.

Ghost followed behind him, muttering more curses every time they found a new cluster of bodies.

Some of these men Grant recognized from Ibiza.

They went room by room, finally ending in the only one that didn’t have blood.

The silver handcuff hanging from the wall was enough of an indicator to know that this really was where Melody had been. But where was she now?

“Did she get away?” Grant wanted to believe that.

Ghost shook his head. “Ethan either killed her or took her, for God only knows what reason.”

“Then we find him. Ethan doesn’t speak English. He has no passport, no money, no way out of the country. How hard can it be to find him? That must be why he took Melody.”

Ghost just looked at him, and deep down Grant knew that Melody’s chances weren’t good. But he had to believe, he had to hope.
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Tuesday. Unknown.

Melody’s toes hurt.

That was her first coherent thought as her mind rose from the groggy sleep of the dead. She remained exactly where she was, as if even her subconscious was aware that there was a predator nearby.

The handcuff secured to her left wrist bit into her skin and her fingers were numb, no doubt from the way she’d been laying.

She strained to listen harder. There was no sound of traffic or horns. She couldn’t even hear someone walking around, the whish of fabric or the soft sounds of someone breathing.

If she didn’t know better, she’d think she was alone.

What did she smell?

The air was musty and she recalled a vague memory from last night that included a sneezing fit.

“I know you’re awake,” a man said slowly.

He was so close his voice seemed to rumble across her skin.

Melody sucked in a breath and her eyes popped open.

Ethan sat next to the bed, his clasped hands resting on the edge of the mattress. He was watching her.

“Jesus.” She pushed up and glanced around the room, praying for an escape.

They were in a small bedroom. The flat surfaces were dusty. Even the bare mattress she lay on had a thin layer of dust.

The chain attached to her wrist clanged as she moved, reminding her that she was still a prisoner. A glance down at her body proved that she hadn’t been accosted while she slept.

How had she managed to sleep?

She lifted her free hand to her neck, the soreness alerting her to an ugly reality. She at Ethan.

“You drugged me,” she said.

“I had to.”

She touched the bandage on the back of her neck where the subdermal tracker had been.

“Yes, it’s gone,” he said.

Melody leaned against the headboard. She’d been going somewhere with her thoughts before she’d passed out. It took a little effort to find the wisps of memory and continue following them.

Ethan hadn’t hurt her, but he also hadn’t released her, which meant he wanted something. Her life had value to him.

She could use that.

“When did you learn to speak English again?” she asked.

Ethan shrugged. “I listened.”

“And you never replied? Never told them you understood them?”

He frowned. “I can’t trust you.”

“But you need me for something otherwise I wouldn’t still be alive.”

“Killing you serves no purpose.”

“You mean this time? You almost killed me once.” She watched his face, the way he didn’t react to even that statement.

“If I did, it wasn’t personal.”

“What do you want?” she asked.

“I want answers. And I want to do to Liman what he did to me.” Now there was feeling behind those eyes. Ethan was angry.

“What did he do to you?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“Surely someone’s told you? Or tried to tell you?”

Ethan pushed to his feet and paced across the room toward the closet. He opened it and stared at the empty space.

She needed Ethan to see them as the same. She had to become a person to him. Someone he could identify with. “Your name was Ethan Turner. You know that much at least? You worked for the same company I do.”

“Shut up.” He shoved the doors closed and turned to look at her. “You’re going to help me. I’ll let you live.”

That sounded like a good bargain to her. But what was the catch?

“Help you do what?” she asked.

“Weren’t you listening?” Ethan frowned at her. “I’m going to destroy Liman.”

“And then what?”

“I guess I’ll figure out who I really am after that.” Ethan reached down and picked up a plastic bag. “Here. Eat quick. We need to move.”

“Where are we going? Where are we?”

Ethan lunged at her, planting his hands on either side of her hips and getting up in her face. “Do what you’re told.”

Melody slid down a bit. Her heart raced as she was reminded that this man, despite his familiar face, wasn’t someone she knew or could trust.

[image: Scene Break.png]

TUESDAY. AEGIS GROUP Headquarters, Chicago, Illinois.

Two days.

The last time Grant had seen Melody was Sunday when he’d watched her climb into the ambulance.

He knew the statistics. Every hour that passed decreased the chances he’d find her alive, but he had to hope. Had to believe that so long as they hadn’t found a body, she was out there.

The Lebanese’s safe house hadn’t revealed much, not that local authorities were sharing a lot. Understandably they were under the gun. The house store front was obviously some sort of covert operation. Of that there was no denying.

Gavin and Zain had teamed up, scouring security footage from every available source. They’d found the car Ethan had stolen ten miles away. There’d been blood and Melody’s tracking device in the back seat. Or what was left of it. Ethan had dropped the device into a bottle of coke and the rest was history.

Grant paced the jogging path around the PT yard. He was banned from the ops room for now, at least until he’d had some rest.

Rest.

How could he?

He rounded the corner and saw a few of the girls who worked in the offices standing on the back patio near the grills. He doubted they had anything to share, but he headed toward them, anyway.

“Hey, Grant,” Hannah called out. She was the daughter of one of a former employee and engaged to a guy who’d worked his way into the unique position of scouting safe houses and securing resources all across the world.

“Morning.” Grant nodded and joined the ladies. “Anything new today?”

Hannah smiled, but it was sad. “Nothing that I’ve heard, but I’m not in-the-know.”

Grant nodded. It was as he suspected. “How’s Mason doing?”

“Good.” Hannah’s smile brightened. “He’s on his way home from Panama. I’ll have to go pick him up later.”

“Tell him thank you? I don’t know how he finds these places.” Grant shook his head.

“He just knows good people.” Hannah grinned.

“Hey, so, not to change the topic at all.” The other girl flashed Hannah a smile. “But, last night on my way home I saw lights in the old Turner house. You think Crawford is renting it again? I’d love to get out of my place.”

“That’s weird.” Hannah frowned. “I haven’t heard anything about renting the place. Maybe someone went over there considering...?”

The hair on the back of Grant’s neck rose.

“The Turner house?” he asked.

“Yeah.” Hannah nodded. “So this place used to be a summer camp way back when, right? There are a couple houses over on the west side of the property that used to be for camp employees and staff. Crawford and his family lived in the houses when they first opened the place, and later on he rented the houses to guys with families. But after what happened to Ethan he never let anyone move in there.”

“Where is it?” Grant asked.

Hannah frowned and studied him. “What’s wrong?”

“Hannah, where is the house?”

Her face grew pale. “You think Ethan went back there? I’ll drive you.”

Hannah took off, Grant on her heels. She had her keys in hand before they rounded the building and nearly ran into Nolan and Vaughn.

“Someone was at the Turner house,” he called over his shoulder as he pushed past Nolan.

“What?” Vaughn called out.

Grant ignored them and dove into the passenger side of Hannah’s car. She slammed the car into reverse and whipped the two seater around so fast he nearly slid out of his seat. The tires screeched as they took off, down the drive and to the main road.

“If you look through the trees, you can almost see the houses. That’s where Ethan and Travis both lived. It’s where my dad lived, too.”

“Which one was Ethan’s?”

“The first one.”

“Stop at the road here and let me out, then you go back.” He reached for the door.

“What? No way.”

Grant turned to look at her. “Hannah, this man shot and nearly killed Melody once. I don’t want to explain to Mason how you got hurt. Understand?”

Hannah turned onto the lane and slowed the car. Her face was twisted up in frustration.

“Fine,” she said. “Go. But I’m calling the office.”

“Good.” Grant got out and drew his sidearm. He hadn’t taken the gun off since the crash.

He began jogging toward the house, knowing full well he was a human target if Ethan wanted to blow his brains out.

The house was a single story brick structure. The grass was trimmed short and the exterior maintained. He’d have never known it was vacant.

Grant reached the side of the house and peered into the windows, but the blinds and curtains blocked his view.

He circled around to the front door, but it was still firmly secured, so he continued his exploration of the property. All of the windows were uniformly locked down. It wasn’t until he got around to the back yard that he saw how someone—presumably Ethan—had gotten inside.

The back door’s window was broken, glass scraped to one side of the stoop.

Grant swallowed and reached out, opening the door. He stepped to the side as the door swung open and listened.

No scuffling or rush of movement. No shots fired.

“Ethan?” Grant called out. “Melody?”

No answer.

Grant turned, gun up, and stood in the doorway.

Dim light filtered through the windows, making the footprints on the linoleum stick out even more.

Someone had been in the house.

Grant reached in and flipped on the lights. He moved from room to room, doing his best to not touch anything or disturb more of the dust. By the time he’d searched every room it was clear.

Whoever had been there was gone.

Was it Ethan? And if it was, why return to the home he didn’t remember? Or was he remembering? Was that why he’d killed his former team? What the hell was going on? And why did he have Melody?
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TUESDAY. HOTEL, CHICAGO, Illinois.

Liman laid out everything he’d spent the last thirty-six hours gathering. When he’d left their safe house he’d wanted to take supplies with him, but didn’t dare beyond some cash. All he’d had was what he was wearing, some jewelry and a couple things he knew he could hawk at the pawn shop around the corner.

It had taken some work hustling the goods he had, turning them into more profitable items, but he had a couple thousand in US dollars, three new to him guns and a small collection of ammunition, and if all went as planned, in another day he’d have a passport that would grant him an escape from this dammed country.

He knew he couldn’t go home. That bridge was burned. As soon as his government learned about the utter disaster, they’d want to bring him in for questioning. It wouldn’t end in a simple debrief. There were no answers he could give his superiors that they’d accept. The only true end would be Liman’s death.

He had no intention of dying any time soon.

Like any proper intelligence officer, he had plans in place that would ensure his survival. Of course he’d hoped to never need those.

If only he’d known Elio’s whole history. Liman should have pushed, demanded to know. That ignorance was going to cost him everything. And the worst part was that it didn’t have to.

It would have been easy to send someone else after the Aegis team in the beginning. Of course it would have been a five or ten-man team rather than just Elio, but that was the point of having the manpower. It gave them options. Instead they’d flirted with disaster, and in the end got burned.

Liman picked up the three pill bottles he’d salvaged, each near bursting with the stims. He’d taken a single pill once, just to see what it was like.

Without the proper gene therapy prior to taking the pills, the enhancement was minimal. He’d been a little stronger, seen the world a little clearer, but that was it. However, with Elio out there, if it came down to living or dying, that added edge could be the deciding factor.

Someday he was going to find Elio and kill him for this, but today was not that day.
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TUESDAY. CHICAGO, ILLINOIS.

Melody sat in the passenger side of the car, alone, and briefly considered how easy it could be to call out for help. Of course the real danger was that anyone who answered her might end up dead.

And that was why she continued to sit here, a silent prisoner in an unlocked car.

She’d been on scene for many a kidnapping, barricaded person and hostage case. Nothing she’d ever seen was as crazy as the situation she now found herself in.

Melody had at least convinced Ethan that he didn’t need to drug her for traveling. Of course that was before he’d pulled out of the driveway and Melody realized that they were just a few hundred yards from Aegis Group Headquarters and Grant.

God, she’d felt so stupid and hopeless in that moment.

She sucked down a breath then blew it out.

If she’d known could she have signaled someone? Made a run for it? How far would she have gotten? Who else could have been injured if she’d done something like that?

Melody lifted her right hand and rubbed at her temple. She was keeping her left under a jacket she’d found in the backseat of their latest stolen car. The facts were that Ethan had decided he needed her. If she got away, if someone helped her, she risked their lives and she wasn’t about to do that. Even the lives of her own people.

Either she got away on her own or she saw this thing through. Maybe once Ethan had caught up to Liman this would all be over?

She leaned her head back and peered around the parking lot.

Where was Ethan?

He’d left her here almost twenty minutes ago with no order or warning. He’d just gone.

A bit of movement in the side mirror had her turning around, right as Ethan opened her door.

“Jesus.” She pressed her hand to her chest.

“Come on.” He gestured for her to get out. His English was good, without accent, clear.

What were the chances he wasn’t re-learning as much as remembering?

“Where are we going now?” She kept her arm and chain concealed as she slid out of the car and straightened. She kept her leash as far from Ethan as she could given how he’d blocked her in.

“This way.” He took off, not once reaching for the chain.

Well, that was minor progress.

Ethan led her across to another row of cars. A white pickup idled just under a street light. He opened the driver’s seat and gestured. “Get in.”

“I’m...driving?”

His cool stare made her skin crawl. “Don’t make me regret letting you do this.”

“Understood.”

She climbed into the seat and waited for him to shut the door.

It would be so easy to lock the truck and take off. But again, if she did that, who paid the price? What would he do?

Right now Ethan viewed her as an ally. In the bigger picture, maybe that meant they were a tiny bit closer to helping him remember who he really was? She knew this was so beyond her skill set to deal with, and yet, if they’d taken her or Grant, wouldn’t she want someone to try to help?

Ethan had a family out there somewhere. They should know he was still alive. He should get to see them again someday.

He got in the passenger side and buckled his seatbelt.

“Drive,” he said.

“Where to?”

“Doesn’t matter.” He reached down to the floorboard and pulled out a laptop.

Melody cringed inwardly, but shifted into drive and eased into the light traffic. The truck, just like that laptop, were obviously stolen. With any luck, they were crimes of opportunity and no one else had gotten hurt.

She drove in a continual S pattern, winding through city blocks, working her way steadily south and closer to Aegis Group Headquarters. She didn’t think they’d get there, but if she was picking their destination, that’s where she was going.

After a half hour of complete silence save for the tapping of keys, she gave in to her need for information.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Finding Liman.”

“How?”

He glanced at her. “Are you going to understand?”

“Your English is very good for someone who claims to not understand it. If you can explain what you’re doing, I bet I’ll follow.”

He refocused on the laptop. “Liman took over much of my training a few years ago. He taught me therefore I know what his next move will be because it’s the same thing I would do.”

“And that is?”

“Exit the country as fast as possible. To do that, he needs a new passport and identity. As a Middle Eastern brown man, his papers have to be perfect or your TSA will stop him.”

“Your government?” She glanced at him. “You’re an American, too. Even if you don’t remember it.”

“Maybe. That’s not the point.” He lifted a shoulder. “Documents like what he needs, done quickly, will be expensive. He’s also limited to the funds he had on him or could take off the bodies. His first move was to no doubt come up with more cash. There are a couple ways he’d do that, but those are a waste of time to dig into. Chances are he’ll reach out on the dark web or through a network of expats here in Chicago to find someone to help him. I find out who he’s hired, I find him.”

There was no hesitation in his words, no stumbling. Ethan hadn’t just learned English. Somehow that memory had been unlocked, and that meant his other memories could be recalled, too.

“You think you can do that?” she asked to keep him talking.

“I know I can.”

“How?”

“I’m telling them that Liman is an American spy trying to trap them.”

“Wait.” Melody turned to look at him as they stopped at a light. “You’re doing it now?”

“Yes.”

Someone laid on their horn behind them, startling Melody into driving once more. She stared ahead of her. This was going to come to a head far sooner than she’d expected.
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18.
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Tuesday. Aegis Group Headquarters, Chicago, Illinois.

Grant pushed up off the cot. Some thoughtful person had brought four of them into the ops room at some point. He’d actually managed half an hour of sleep. It was better than he’d gotten trying to crash back in his room. Something about being near the constant buzz of activity helped ease his mind.

He stretched, paying attention to the twinges of muscle protesting. The soreness was worse now post-crash.

How was Melody feeling? Did she have any injuries?

Watching the video, the ambulance had more or less driven off the road and tipped over. With any luck she wasn’t badly injured.

Grant gave Marco and Luke a wide berth. Both men had chewed his ass out for potentially risking Hannah and running into a situation by himself. Grant wasn’t keen on rehashing that. Instead headed for the computer in the corner where Ghost had set himself up. Most people avoided him, which was fine for Grant. He didn’t have to like the guy to use his skills.

“What?” Ghost said upon Grant’s approach.

“How’s the search going?” He leaned against the corner of the desk.

“The man has no internet presence, no credit cards, no cell phone records. He doesn’t technically exist. Finding him is going to take a very long time.” Ghost pulled his hands from the keyboard and swiveled to face Grant.

There was something about the way Ghost looked at him.

“You have another idea?” Grant asked.

“I do, but I don’t think you’re going to like it.” Ghost leaned back, elbows on the arm rests, hands in his lap.

“Give it to me.”

“We refocus on Liman. We find him, he can show us how to find Ethan.”

“How do we know that?”

“Because Liman has been Ethan’s handler for the last two or three years.”

Grant frowned. “How do you know that?”

“Because I’ve heard things about an operative in that part of the world who was too good to be true. And because people like us,” Ghost gestured to himself, “don’t deal with change well. If Ethan was working with Liman, it’s because he’s worked with the man for a long time.”

“Why would I like this idea less?”

“Because we’d need to refocus everyone on finding Liman. That means no one’s looking for Melody.”

Grant’s knee-jerk response was a big hell no to Ghost’s proposal. Melody was the focus, not Liman or Ethan. Melody.

Ghost leaned forward. “Think of it this way? We’re relying on dumb luck right now to get us a hit on either Ethan or Melody. Every trick we’ve tried, cameras, stolen vehicles, bank records, they’ve yielded nothing. The only way we find Ethan is if he screws up. The man’s had months of thinking through this escape. He’s not going to be easy to catch.”

“Why take Melody in the first place?” Grant asked.

“My honest opinion?” Ghost flopped back and dragged his hand across his mouth. “He’s used to working with someone. Liman. Ethan doesn’t know how to be on his own. Liman and his team were Ethan’s only tethers to being human. Without that, he’s a seal on land, or something. He’s an alien here. Melody at least knows him, she’s familiar in a way. I’m sure he’s rationalized some reason he needs her, but the truth is humans aren’t solitary creatures. No amount of genetic fuckery can change that about us.”

Grant let Ghost’s words roll over him. He couldn’t begin to understand what Ghost and Ethan had gone through, but he understood the concept of wanting to be with someone.

Melody was his someone.

Grant stared at Ghost, watching for any hint that the guy wasn’t being honest. “You think she’s safe? With him?”

“Safe? I never said she was safe, but so long as she cooperates and is smart about it, he should see her as part of his team. Even if she’s not willingly with him.”

“She’s a former hostage negotiator and cop.”

“Then she’s probably better equipped to be in that situation than anyone else.”

Grant nodded. “Then let’s do it. Let’s look for Liman. You think that’ll be easier?”

Ghost spun toward the computer. “He’s a government official visiting another nation. He’s going to be much easier to track.”

“Who’s your human tether?”

“If I told you that, I’d have to kill you.” Ghost glanced up. “Literally speaking.”

Who was it that Ghost was this protective over? So far the man had been more machine than human. It was interesting to learn otherwise.

“Anything I can do?” Grant asked.

“You can shut up and leave me alone?”

“That I can do.” He chuckled.

“Actually.” Ghost paused and glanced up. “Find out about census records, where there’s clusters of Middle Eastern immigrants. Liman will probably want to deal with people he’s familiar with.”

“On it.”

Ghost muttered, “I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s dealing with the same contacts I’ve used now that I think about it.”

Grant perked up at that. “You looking into it?”

“I will if you stop bothering me.”

Grant backed up, hands held high then strode across the room, glad for a job he could do.

His strengths might be in the field, but he knew how to work a computer, too.
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TUESDAY. HOTEL, CHICAGO, Illinois.

Liman sat up, the ringing sound waking him from a deep sleep. He scrubbed a hand over his face and reached for the room phone. Without saying anything, he picked it up and held it to his ear. He held his breath and listened.

“Your order is ready ahead of schedule.”

The line clicked dead.

He pulled the phone away from his face and frowned at it.

So early?

He’d been told tomorrow was the quickest it could be done.

Liman grabbed the burner phone and checked the date.

Still Tuesday.

He had said he’d pay extra if the job could be completed ahead of schedule. Perhaps that was the difference?

Whatever the reason was, he didn’t have the luxury of going elsewhere. He needed to get out of this country and fast.

He packed up his few belongings in a backpack and donned the oversized clothes. Lastly, he put one of the pill bottles in his pocket. They were his secret weapon, his last resort if he was truly out of options.

Liman checked out of the hotel and headed for the L-train. He used that time to make a flight reservation under his new alias leaving later tonight. So long as his papers were as good as he’d been led to believe, his hours here were limited.

Two stops later he got off the train and headed into the northern part of Chicago. It was a poorer neighborhood where being brown man didn’t make him stand out. He was just one of many.

Good.

He’d taken a taxi to the shop before. It was a different experience walking to it. The smells of the restaurants were similar to home. Even some of the conversation he caught as he walked was in his native tongue.

This was his future.

Liman knew he couldn’t return home. He was going to have to live the rest of his life as an expatriate somewhere else. Of course he’d planned for this. Anyone who worked in intelligence had, but he didn’t like it.

The first stop he’d make would be to Switzerland. His smallest savings account was there and he had contacts that would help him, no questions asked. If he could lie low for six or eight months his chances of survival increased.

He almost didn’t spot the sign for the notary’s office. The neon lights were switched off.

Strange.

It was getting late in the day.

Maybe this was normal?

He glanced up and down the street once more. Nothing was out of place, no one was paying him any mind.

Liman opened the store door and stepped inside. Half the lights were off. A bottle of water and a half eaten bagel sat on the counter, as if someone had just stepped away.

This was normal.

“Hello?” he called out.

“Come on back,” a man called out.

Liman put his hand in his pocket and gripped the Taser. Just in case. A gun was more ideal protection, but he wanted to get in and out of the shop without drawing attention. Though he wasn’t sure a single shot in this neighborhood would garner much attention.

“I was surprised to hear from you so soon.” He strolled past the counter and through the doorway. A short hall connected the front and back of the shop with a small bathroom between them.

The moment his gaze met that of a familiar Asian woman standing with her hand on a stereo Liman knew he’d been played. The gun pressed to his temple was just a confirmation that his student had out maneuvered him.

“Elio, I was wondering where you were.” He kept looking at the woman, noting the chain still attached to her wrist.

What were the chances he could even the odds? Take Elio on without her interference?

“Hands,” Elio barked.

Liman’s heart beat in double time, adrenaline pumping through him.

He slowly lifted his hands from his pockets, waiting until the last possible second. He ducked and brought the Taser up, connecting with Elio’s stomach and pumped a million volts through the other man.

Elio barely flinched. He grabbed Linman by the wrist and yanked.

Fuck.

Liman drew back and punched Elio, aiming low and for the throat. He connected with soft flesh. Ethan staggered back and Liman darted into the bathroom. There was no escaping Elio. Even without supplemental stims the man was at least twice as fast as Liman could hope to be. No, there was only one way he was getting out of this.

He shoved the door shut, locked it, grabbed the short bookcase and dragged it in front of the door not a moment too soon. Something—Elio more than likely—rammed the door.

Liman whirled toward the sink, turning the tap on and pulled out a bottle of the stims.

There was one last loose end to tie up.
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TUESDAY. FORGERY FRONT, Chicago, Illinois.

Melody stood frozen to the spot, the visual of the crackling electricity up lighting the faces of Ethan and Liman burned into her mind. It was like something out of an action movie.

Ethan hauled back and rammed the bathroom door with his shoulder. He roared his rage.

Liman was trapped. There was no way out of that bathroom. Eventually Ethan would get in or Liman would have to come out. Either way, it was going to be an explosive conflict.

This was her chance to get out of here. The back door was unlocked. She could slip out and be gone. Call the cops, Grant, anyone more capable to deal with this. And yet she remained rooted to the spot, unable and maybe a little unwilling to move.

They’d already left Ethan once and look where that got him.

Ethan planted his back against the wall and kicked. She heard the pop of hinges. Another kick and the door clattered to the floor. Her stomach clenched. Ethan shoved off the wall, only to be hit with a small bookcase. Leather volumes flew left and right.

The attack took Ethan by surprise. He staggered sideways under the weight of the wood.

Liman lunged out of the bathroom and grabbed Ethan by his shirt before he could recover from the attack. She caught a glimpse of Liman’s face, the bulging veins and red hue of his skin wasn’t right. He picked Ethan up by his shirt with inhuman strength and throat then threw him sideways.

Ethan landed half across a desk, scattering bins, pencils and other odds and ends.

That was not a thing a normal person did.

Liman hadn’t struck her as the beefed up kind of man.

But if he’d taken those pills? The ones the men she and Grant had faced off against? Would those give him this kind of strength?

Ethan rolled sideways, striking out at Liman’s legs. He took the blow, hardly reacting. Ethan kept moving, using the momentum of his escape to land a powerful blow to Liman’s jaw. He staggered back, Ethan following him, driving his fists into Liman’s face and chest.

Melody winced and took a step back. Ethan had this. She had to think about herself. That was the smart thing to do. Nothing good would come from her getting involved in this clash of titans.

Except, hadn’t they got into this situation because they’d left Ethan behind in the first place? Could she really do that to him again?

Liman bashed Ethan upside the head with something, forcing Ethan back. Liman brought up his hand wrapped around a gun and fired, hitting Ethan directly in the chest.

“No!” she screamed.

Before she could think through what she was doing, she grabbed a stapler off the nearby desk and hurled it, hitting Liman upside the head.

Those years of softball growing up sure did pay off.

Only, the blow barely seemed to register to Liman. He turned his head, swinging his arm toward her.

Melody gasped and training kicked in. She ducked and dove behind the desk at the same moment Ethan launched himself at Liman all over again.
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TUESDAY. FORGERY FRONT, Chicago, Illinois.

Grant braced one hand on the dash. He gripped the door handle with his other hand.

No one spoke.

The atmosphere in the SUV was tense.

Ghost had hit on something not twenty minutes after he’d changed his focus. One of his contacts had mentioned a friend, someone who did forgeries, having an odd client. Someone new and suspicious.

It was a long shot.

Chances were they were about to go make an unwilling new friend very unhappy.

But they were at the point where they couldn’t afford to leave any stone unturned.

“This is it,” Ghost announced from the back seat.

Nolan pulled the SUV to the curb.

Grant jumped out before the vehicle had come to a complete stop.

The notary office was sandwiched between a payday loan and pawn shop. With the lights off it mostly blended into the other two businesses.

He planted his hand on his weapon under his coat and pulled the front door open.

The sound of a crash had every alarm in his head going off.

Grant moved forward, gun up as he approached the doorway.

The back office was in shambles. A desk and bookcase were in pieces. Stray books and office equipment was everywhere.

Ethan pushed up off the ground, his attention on the other two people.

Across the room facing them was Liman, his arm around Melody’s throat and a gun pressed to her head. Grant sucked in a breath as his gaze met Melody’s. Her eyes were wide, fearful, but she wasn’t panicking.

Liman spat words. Ethan replied in kind. Neither looked at him or acknowledged his presence.

Grant ignored them all and edged farther into the room until he stood almost shoulder to shoulder with Ethan.

“Mel, you okay?” Grant asked.

“Yeah,” she said softly.

“I should have killed you all when I had the chance,” Liman snarled at Grant.

“You’re right,” Ethan said. In English no less. “You should have.”

Liman focused on Grant. “You take care of this dog and I’ll make sure you get her back in one piece.”

But would that piece be alive?

Grant didn’t intend to take the deal, but they had to do something to end this stalemate.

“How do I know I can trust you?” he asked Liman.

“You either trust me or I kill her in front of you.” He pressed the gun to Melody’s temple so hard she winced. “I know your secret. I know you’re fucking her.”

Ethan shifted slightly, turning, so he faced them both.

Melody’s eyes bored holes into Grant. He hated seeing her like this. Not being able to end this stand-off was killing him. What if she got hurt? Or worse?

Her gaze slid from Grant to Ethan’s. She mouthed what looked like the word, One.

What? Seriously?

What were they planning?

“Do we have a deal or not?” Liman demanded.

Grant needed to drag this out, let whatever Melody and Ethan were trying to do happen.

Two, she mouthed.

“When and where would you deliver her?” Grant asked.

Melody’s mouth didn’t move. She did. Her body dropped like a lead weight straight through Liman’s grasp. Her knees hit the floor and she covered her head. Grant squeezed the trigger, his aim landing the bullet straight in Liman’s chest.

Ethan dove forward, going for Melody.

“No,” Grant snarled.

Too late, he realized he’d taken his eyes off the target. Liman was barely phased by the wound. Instead his arm lowered at the same moment Ethan’s body landed on top of Melody’s, taking the brunt of the shot.

Grant fired again, then again and again.

Finally Liman staggered back, the blood staining his white undershirt red.

Ghost stepped up next to Grant and fired straight into Liman’s head.

“Adrenaline and stims makes the body forget what pain is. If you want to stop someone hopped up on stims, aim for the head.” Ghost glanced at Grant. “Think zombie survival.”

At that moment the back door sprang open. Nolan and Brenden were there, converging on the now lifeless form of Liman.

Grant barely heard Ghost or the others. His attention was on Ethan and Melody.

He moved forward, his aim still on Ethan as he pushed up and off Melody. The man clutched his chest where another bullet had torn through him and coughed.

“Mel? You hurt?” Grant circled them, watching Ethan, but the man didn’t make a move to grab her or the chain attached to her arm.

“I’m fine.” She straightened and looked at Ethan. “Oh, my God.”

Ethan held up a hand, brushing off her attempt to reach for him.

“He’s fine,” Ghost said from just behind Ethan.

Grant reached down and wrapped an arm around Melody’s waist, hauling her to her feet and dragging her away from the man who’d almost killed her twice now.

“I know you,” Ethan said squinting at Ghost.

Ghost held out his hand. “I think we should get to know each other better.”

Ethan stared at the offered arm for a moment before clasping Ghost’s wrist and letting himself be hauled to his feet.

Grant turned, putting himself between the others and Melody. He looked down at her, taking in the scratches, a couple bumps and bruises. She looked exhausted, but she was alive.

She was alive.
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19.
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Tuesday. Forgery Front, Chicago, Illinois.

Melody wanted nothing more than to let Grant take over. He was good at that. It was kind of his thing. But she knew he wasn’t on Ethan’s side. No one was. They didn’t understand him. Not that she did either, but after spending a few days around him she had some insight to the man, he’d become.

But first...

She took Grant’s face in her hands and pulled him down for a quick, hard kiss.

“I missed you,” she whispered.

“You’re safe.” He squeezed her.

She nodded then let go of him and turned her attention on Ethan.

The man had taken two central mass bullets. He needed a damn doctor.

She grabbed Grant’s hand. No matter what came next, she wanted him by her side. She marched across the small space to where Ethan leaned on the only still-standing desk. Nolan had his gun trained on Ethan while a man she didn’t recognize spoke to him.

“Who are you?” She stepped between Ethan and the newcomer. “Why aren’t you getting him a doctor?”

“Mel, what the hell?” Grant asked.

The newcomer just stared at her. He had this unnerving, unwavering stare thing going on, but she wasn’t about to back down.

“We’re even,” Ethan said in a hoarse voice.

She glanced back at him. “We’d only be even if I got to shoot you. You’re lucky I don’t play that kind of game.”

“I see you two got friendly,” the newcomer said.

“Who the hell are you?” Melody had expended all her patience on Ethan. She had none left for this man.

Grant nodded at the man. “Mel, this is Ghost.”

“Ghost? As in...?”

“As in the only person who can probably help your new friend here.” Ghost looked past her at Ethan. “You’re about to become the black market’s most wanted. You can either face that on your own, and good luck to the idiots who come after you. Or you can come with me. Know that I don’t trust you. You might have played well with Rambo Barbie here, but I can tell you’re barely human anymore.”

In the distance sirens wailed.

“What’ll it be?” Ghost asked.

“Are you allowed to make this call? Shouldn’t Ethan be with his family?” She glanced back at Ethan. “You had a family once.”

“If I did, I don’t remember them.” Ethan pressed his hand to the oozing wound on his chest. “I don’t want to be in a box again.”

Ghost shrugged. “I can’t promise I won’t do that for your own good, but at least you’d get out regularly. You’d also get answers. Now or never. I’ve got other people to think about.”

Melody didn’t know much about this Ghost person other than what she’d heard in rumors or from Vaughn and Brenden. There was something familiar about him. Something that made her think of Ethan.

“Go,” Grant said. “Get out of here before the cops want to know why a dead man is still alive.”

Melody held tight to his hand as Ethan headed for the back door following Ghost.

It was over. This whole twisted drama was done. Everyone who’d attacked them was gone, leaving just her and Ethan.

She turned and walked into Grant’s arms, breathing in the scent of old coffee and him. She’d known he’d come for her, that eventually he’d find her. And she’d been right.

Grant was always in her corner.
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FRIDAY. MELODY’S APARTMENT, Seattle, Washington.

Grant carried the small bag of things Melody had flown home with in one hand and the large box he’d picked up from the post office. She’d given him a funny look when he swung by there after leaving the airport, but hadn’t asked for details.

Melody hadn’t said much of anything the last few days that wasn’t in direct response to questions about her kidnapping.

The story they’d settled on for the police was that Liman ran a group of criminals who had a vendetta against their company and had attacked them. There was plenty of evidence and the explanation neatly tied up the situation for the Lebanese government, not that anyone had heard a peep out of them. Nowhere had anyone mentioned Ethan as part of the picture, and for all intents and purposes he was still dead.

Grant reached the door to Melody’s apartment and turned to wait on her.

They were both exhausted. The days spent at headquarters weren’t physically demanding, but mentally? They’d been run through the wringer so many times.

Melody unlocked her apartment and pushed it open, gesturing for Grant to enter first.

He stepped inside and paused, looking around, searching for any sign that her home had been tampered with.

It was just as they’d left it.

He stepped out of the way and nudged the door shut after her.

“Hungry?” he asked finally breaking the silence.

“I should be.” She turned in a slow circle. “It feels like I haven’t been here in a month.”

“Some jobs seem to take that long.” He set the bag down next to the kitchen island then placed the box on the bar near the rest of her mail.

They hadn’t had much time to talk in private. And by the end of the day Melody was so exhausted Grant would just tuck her in and head off to his own room. He wanted to stay with her, but those twin beds weren’t made for two people to sleep comfortably.

He knew they were still on uncertain ground, that Melody wasn’t sold on the idea of them. He still needed to prove himself.

“How about I order us dinner?” He pulled the drawer of takeout menus open.

“Maybe in a bit?” She pulled one of the barstools out and sat. “I just want a moment to take a breath.”

“Okay.”

She eyed the package. “What’s in the box?”

“It’s not important right now.”

“What is it?” She leaned forward on her elbows.

Grant wasn’t sure if this was a good idea or totally stupid, but he’d gone with his gut. He placed a hand on top of the box. The return label read Mom with little hearts around the word.

Why the hell not now?

Grant grabbed the pair of dull scissors used for opening and breaking down boxes, sliced the multiple layers of decorative tape with their sunshine faces. He folded the box flaps back and revealed what looked like a small wooden chest. Old rags were tucked around it to protect the hand-carved keepsake, or maybe more accurately protect other packages from the unbreakable object.

Melody grabbed the box and slid it out from under the chest, clearing the way for him to set it on the counter.

It was clear to Grant that Mom had given the chest a good cleaning before sending it off. She’d asked why, but he wasn’t ready to tell her yet.

“What is it?” Melody tilted her head to the side.

Grant just looked at her.

A week ago he’d thought he’d known her, then he’d learned the hard way that they were still strangers. But in the important ways, he still knew her. When she’d gone to protect and fight for Ethan, he hadn’t been surprised. Okay, so he had, but after the fact it was less jarring.

Melody was a good person who’d only wanted to do good her whole life. It told him a lot about her. And now, he wanted to share more of himself with her.

“My dad’s a woodcarver.”

Melody smiled. “You’ve shown me some of his pieces. They’re beautiful.”

“When each of us kids were born he made us each a chest.” He placed his hand on the one in front of him. “They’re supposed to be little hope chests and Mom’s used them over the years to save stuff about our lives. Milestones.”

Her eyes widened. “And this one’s yours?”

“Yeah.”

“Are you going to open it?”

He placed his hand on the metal catch, still cool to the touch. “You said we were strangers, that we didn’t really know each other. It made me realize how much we didn’t talk about.”

Melody reached for him, taking his other hand in hers and pulling him around the bar to stand in front of her stool.

“I said a lot of things because I was hurt, Grant. I was living in my feelings.” She clasped his hand between both of hers. “I know who you are. You show me all the time.”

Her brows rose and her mouth opened and shut. He read alarm there and he didn’t like it.

“What?” He glanced around the apartment.

Melody slid off the stool, gave his hands a squeeze then let go. She circled the bar into the kitchen, kneeled and reached into one of the lower cabinets. She pulled out a wicker basket with a canvas lining then smiled at him sheepishly.

“What’s that?” he asked.

She set it on the counter in front of him.

Top of the pile as the card from the flowers he’d sent her a few weeks back. Next to it was a fortune from a cookie they’d shared. He reached into the random assortment of stuff and pulled out a receipt for one of their fancy dinners. On the back was a note that read, You’ve never looked more beautiful than you do tonight.

He’d said that. To her.

“I was wrong, Grant. You were showing me all along that you do care, that you pay attention, that this is important to you. I just wasn’t listening because you weren’t telling me in the way I wanted to hear.” She lifted a hand and wiped at her eyes. “You didn’t want to push me or invade my privacy, so you held back. I wanted you talk to me, to ask me about my life, so when you didn’t I stopped speaking. We were both so scared of messing up we created the problem.”

Grant nodded. That was exactly what he’d done.

“I don’t want to be with anyone else, Grant. All I wanted was to know this was important to you. To feel like I mattered. And you were telling me. I just didn’t listen.” Her eyes searched his face, her brow wrinkled. “The reason it upset me as much as it did is because...I love you.”

He couldn’t take this distance between them anymore. He reached out and wrapped his arms around her, pulling her to him. She clung to him, her face buried in his jacket. All the tension he’d been carrying around inside of him relaxed.

Grant knew some of Melody’s concerns about them were well-founded. But he could be different. He felt like he was already making changes. And if she let him, he’d continue to work on those things, to be the man she deserved.

Wait.

He let go of her only to cup her face.

The one lesson he’d taken to heart was that he had to say things. Ask them.

“Mel? I love you, too. I’ve always loved you, I just didn’t know how to say it.”

She chuckled and grasped his forearms, leaning into his touch. “But it’s easy. It’s just three little words. I. Love. You.”

“Yeah. Those.” He rest his forehead against hers. “I’m going to be a better man, Mel.”

“I like you just the way you are.”

He cupped her face and kissed her, then got around to his favorite part—the show and tell.
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Epilogue.
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Three Months Later. Aegis Group Offices, Seattle, Washington.

Melody placed her service weapon in the case and clicked the lid shut. This was the real moment for her when she got to switch off from a job. Used to it was when they turned a newly rescued asset over to whoever had paid to have them rescued, be that family, coworkers or other loved ones. However, after Ibiza everything had changed.

She smiled at the newly hired munitions clerk and slid the case over. Unlike the guys she didn’t feel the need to keep her weapons at home.

“I’m done with this. Thanks,” she said.

“There’s the sharp shooter,” Vaughn said coming into the small room, Nolan and Riley bringing up the rear.

Melody flushed and inwardly preened. That had been a rather exceptional shot there at the end.

“It was just a shot.” She rolled her eyes and leaned an elbow on the counter as the guys all requested their own secure cases. “What are you three doing?”

“Carla’s birthday,” Vaughn said as if that explained everything.

“We’re headed down to some island.” Riley shrugged.

“Right.” Melody nodded, everything making sense now. Of course the guys wouldn’t want to leave their weapons at home while they were away for a week. It made more sense to leave them here, under layers of security.

Nolan squeezed in next to her, turned his head and said in a voice meant for her alone, “You sure you don’t want to go?”

“Can’t, sorry.”

Nolan wasn’t even pretending to pack away his stuff. “Grant said you two didn’t have plans.”

Guys really were just as gossip hungry as women. She smiled sweetly and took a step back. “Mind your business.”

“Fine.” Nolan held up his hands. “If you change your mind, let us know?”

Somehow Melody had managed to forget her convenient little plan. Probably because she’d been jumping from nerves before leaving for this job. It really was too bad Carla wanted to do her trip this weekend. If it wasn’t for Melody’s deadline, she’d have dragged Grant right along with her.

The last three months were night and day to the way things had been.

For starters, they no longer watched TV. If it wasn’t the news or whether they didn’t pay attention to it because they were too busy doing things. They’d picked up hiking and even a little bicycling. At her urging Grant was even trying new foods. They’d taken a couple classes together. Things were easier, happier and she felt freer.

“You guys have fun. Drink something fruity for me, okay?” Melody headed out of the munitions room.

“Hey.” Merida nearly bumped into Melody carrying three boxes.

“Let me help.” She grabbed the top box.

“Thanks.” Merida blew out a breath. “I swear I’m about to lose my mind.”

“Anything you can tell me about?”

She shot Melody an apologetic look. “No. I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine.”

These days Aegis Group was getting bigger and bigger jobs, some of which came with several layers of security. It was good business and everyone would reap the rewards. Melody had been around long enough to know that Zain, Admiral Crawford and everyone else who headed up the decision making arms of the company would do what was best for their people. That was one of the great things about working here and why Melody wasn’t keen ongoing anywhere.

“Just put those there.” Merida led Melody into the conference room and set the boxes on the table. “Have you asked him yet?”

“No. I told you, not yet.” Melody glanced over her shoulder at the door.

Merida groaned. “Come on, the suspense is killing me.”

“You?” Melody placed her hand against her chest. “Think about what it’s doing to my poor heart.”

“You and Mr. Lemonhead need to hurry it up,” Merida groused.

Melody merely shook her head. Merida had theories about how men were all like candy. It was a theory she wisely kept to herself. Melody didn’t think half the guys would find her names for them complimentary. But Grant’s fit. He was a bit sour on the outside, especially with his perpetual lip-scrunch, but she’d gotten past that to the sweet man under all of the sour. The truth was, under that stern exterior he was hiding a huge heart that cared.

“Speak of the devil,” Merida said in a sing-song voice.

Melody glanced over her shoulder at Grant. He’d showered after getting coffee spilled on him at the airport. His hair was still slicked to his face and she could smell the foresty scent of his soap.

“Hey,” he said.

Warmth unfurled in Melody’s chest. It was a feeling she hoped didn’t go away any time soon. Living in love was quite possibly the best thing ever.

“Ready to go?” he asked.

Melody glanced back at her friend, still grinning.

Here went nothing.
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GRANT’S CONDO, SEATTLE, Washington.

Grant slid his hand down Melody’s very bare backside then up to her shoulder. Secretly he was glad she’d declined the tropical trip in favor of staying home. It felt like they were always on planes, trains and driving somewhere. He just wanted to be still. With her.

He bent his head and kissed the top of her head. She tipped her chin up and pressed her lips to his.

“I need to unpack,” she mumbled.

“You need to start leaving more stuff here,” he said.

She pushed up off the bed, shaking out her long, silky hair.

He kept waiting, but there was no dismissal of the statement. He’d suggested it before, but had been met with reasonable replies about why it wasn’t ideal. It hadn’t stopped him from saying as much after returning home from any job.

Facts were facts, her place was too small and too expensive. His condo had rooms he didn’t even have furniture in.

He got up, took his turn in the bathroom for a post-sex clean-up, then followed Melody’s lead by unpacking his things.

The guys had taken the news about Grant and Melody’s relationship in stride. Mostly. There’d been more jokes at his expense than he expected, but all in all it was a smooth transition. The greatest benefit, besides getting a regular roommate, was Melody’s contribution to the team was more tactical and less support focused now. He understood she’d had her reasons for holding back, but even she couldn’t deny that she was damn good in the field.

“Oh, I didn’t throw this away.” Melody leaned against the bathroom vanity and waved the tiny scrap of paper at him. “Love, because it is the only true adventure.”

He reached over and took the fortune cookie saying from her hand and smiled at it.

Love was more than just an adventure.

Grant took the paper into the living room. The small chest he’d had sent over from home sat on the mantle over the fireplace. He lifted it down and set it on the coffee table.

Melody had paid a crafty person to take all his childhood keepsakes and make a memory book that was a work of art, thereby leaving the chest empty to begin collecting new bits and pieces.

He opened the lid, and sitting on top of the cards, notes, receipts and snapshots was a ripped open envelope.

Grant frowned at the piece of mail. He couldn’t remember putting that in there.

He set the fortune down and picked up the envelope.

Melody sat on the sofa, wearing leggings and his old hoodie. He glanced at her, taking in her serene face.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“Read it,” she said.

He pulled a couple pieces of paper out, including a smaller envelope that wasn’t yet sealed. He focused on the sheets first.

“They want you to re-up on your rent? That’s a pretty big price hike—”

Melody glared at him. “Keep reading, will you?”

Grant finished the letter then flipped to the next, but it was a summary about floor plans and upgrades. He then looked at the smaller envelope. It was addressed in her neat handwriting. Inside was a single sheet of paper.

He re-read the two sentences three times before he needed to say them out loud. Maybe that would help them sink in faster?

“I am not renewing my lease. I’m moving out on...”

Grant glanced at her, still not sure which way this was going. Things with them were good, but sometimes he still wondered if he knew what the hell was going on with them. She’d blindsided him once.

“Okay, so I’d hoped for a bit more of a happier reaction.” She patted the sofa next to her. “Sit.”

He did as she ordered, holding his breath.

She reached over and took his hand in hers. “You keep telling me to keep more stuff here. I’ve heard you, and I think that’s a good idea. Except I need to move and do we really want to keep switching between two places?”

“You want to move in here?” He tightened his hold on her hands.

“Yeah. I was hoping we could have this weekend to talk about it.”

“I think that’s a great idea.” The tightness inside of him relaxed and he heaved a sigh. “Jesus, you had me worried there for a moment.”

She winced. “Really?”

He shrugged, but denying it was pointless.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m happy. I really am. Maybe I should have pitched the idea to you better...”

“You planned this?” He bopped her on the head with the letter.

“Remember I forgot my phone when we were headed to the airport?” She smiled. “I came back in and put the envelope in there. I thought... Well, I guess I thought it would be cute. I mean...”

“Button, it’s fine. You mean the world to me.”

She scooted closer, her face serious. “I’m not going anywhere. That’s what I want to tell you.”

Her words soothed him. He knew his fears were unfounded, that if he really examined the last few months, there was every indication that they were both excited about their future. Together.

“Sure about that?” he asked.

“Grant, the reason I wanted to break up with you was because I didn’t feel like we knew each other.” She gestured to the box. “That’s not the case anymore. You know all of me, even the parts I don’t like, and you still love me.”

“Every day,” he whispered.

“So, what I’m saying is, I want to wake up every day with you.”

There was hope for so much more in her eyes.

Grant wanted so badly to ask her to marry him there in that moment. But he’d promised her family he’d wait. Just a few more weeks. She wasn’t the only one with a plan to get what she wanted.

“I like that plan,” he whispered and kissed Melody, his future bride and wife. She just didn’t know it yet.
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Dangerously Taken

Aegis Group Lepta Team #1

The mission: Rescue an executive translator being held hostage in Iraq without falling in love.

Erin Lopez never thought her life would be more dangerous as a civilian. She hoped she'd put her days dodging bullets behind her. Now, her only salvation is in the arms of a slow-talking man who makes her heart remember what it's like to love again.

Retired Army Ranger Riley Smith knows what it's like to fight the past every time he closes his eyes. Erin's dark, haunted eyes only tell a fraction of her story, and when she reaches for comfort, he can't tell her no. She makes this broken man want to be whole again.

The closer Erin and Riley get to the truth behind Erin's kidnapping the more dangerous their path becomes. Someone wants Erin silenced at any price. Riley can’t let that happen, but keeping her alive means facing that their no strings attached arrangement is a lie.




Dangerously Involved

Aegis Group Lepta Team #2

The mission: Protect his one-night stand from being kidnapped and tortured.

Nolan Thompson doesn't mix business with pleasure. Too bad his latest job has him protecting the sweetest body he's ever touched. There's nothing about the cool, calculated business woman that makes him think of the sensual, shy sex kitten he met in Vegas. It shouldn't be difficult to keep his hands to himself when she's sending him "get lost" signals, but the rules change when her brother is kidnapped.

Yvonne Krieger is hiding a ticking-time-bomb of a secret with a nine-month fuse. Her unforgettable Vegas night left her with a lot more than pleasure and a memorable walk of shame with only one shoe. The very man who charmed her into bed is now the man charged with keeping her body safe and getting her troublesome little brother home. Under the growing pressure from her family to help cover up the kidnapping, Yvonne finds that the only person she can trust is Nolan.

In the face of danger, Yvonne and Nolan become unlikely allies as they attempt to piece together the mystery surrounding her brother's kidnapping. Every step brings their walls crumbling down until the line between their work and private lives is blurred. Nolan knows Yvonne is holding out on him, and he's determined to get to the bottom of the mystery and capture Yvonne's heart.




Dangerously Deceived

Aegis Group Lepta Team #3

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

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

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

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




Dangerously Broken

Aegis Group Lepta Team #4

The mission: Pull a stubborn woman out of the fire without getting burned.

Navy SEAL Brenden Taylor knows what it's like to be caught behind enemy lines and the invisible scars it leaves on a person's soul. When the team is dispatched to rescue a woman with a past that mirrors his own, Brenden knows he'll do whatever it takes to bring her home. He just wasn't counting on her getting under his skin.

Priscilla Yilmaz has survived one nightmare, now she's living another. The only difference is that this time she has him on her side. The brooding SEAL who keeps her fears at bay and holds her at night. Brenden is the first man who treats her as an equal both in and out of the bedroom. A smart woman wouldn't let that go.

Before Priscilla can follow her heart their rescue op goes down in flames. Priscilla knows too many secrets and Brenden suspects her kidnapping wasn't a matter of opportunity at all. Now he must keep her close while not falling for her. Because his heart is already broken beyond repair.




Dangerous Attraction

Aegis Group 1

Ex-Navy SEAL Travis Ration is an expert hunter. Whether his prey is criminal or victim, he always gets his mark. He's no hero, just a man doing his job. It’s all he has after a felony conviction after a bad judgment call. When the FBI call in a favor and ask him to look into a serial killer over the holiday break, he jumps at the opportunity to fill the long, cold days with something besides regret and bad movies. In Las Vegas, he's on the hunt for a prolific serial killer no one wants to admit exists. The leads are dry and the evidence gone, until she walks into his life. Bliss Giles—curvy, sassy and everything he can't have.

What’s worse, Travis knows Bliss’ sister is the killer's latest victim. She fits the profile. Time is running out and the fastest way to retrace the killer's path is with Bliss at Travis' side. In the seat of danger. He vows to keep Bliss safe and his hands to himself, after all, a nice girl like her doesn't need a guy like him in her life. Too bad no one told Bliss Travis was off-limits. She tests his boundaries and pushes his control every minute they're together until he can't remember why wanting her is a bad idea.

The hunters become the hunted in this tale of serial killers and SEALs for hire. One broken man must unpack his baggage, a woman has make a leap of faith and a sister chooses to live in this new, romantic suspense serial by NYT & USA Today bestselling author, Sidney Bristol.

Warning: Hold onto your panties, because nothing is safe.




Dangerous in Love

Aegis Group Alpha Team 1

He follows orders.

A good SEAL, Shane York values chain of command. Following the rules means staying alive. All of that is wrecked when his team is sent to Jamaica on a hostage rescue. She’s not the mission, but they leave no one behind.

She breaks the rules.

Travel blogger Lacey Miles lives for today. Thanks to her unexpected rescue from certain death, she has a shot at tomorrow. She wants her mercenary captors to pay, and she has the evidence to ensure it—if she lives long enough to deliver it.

Opposites spark an unlikely romance in the heat of danger.

Delivering the intel and keeping the hostages alive becomes priority one for the Aegis Group Alpha Team. The last thing Shane and Lacey have time for is love. As the team races home and bullets fly, rules fall by the wayside and lines begin to blur. With a traitor in their midst, will love be a distraction or a strength?
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Continue reading for a sneak peak at Dangerously Taken, Aegis Group Lepta Team #1...

Prologue.

Monday. Aegis Group Offices, Seattle, Washington.

Days like today Jamie Silva was glad he lived across the country from his family. He took the stairs two at a time while his oldest sister regaled him with his brother’s indiscretions at family dinner. Mainly, their little brother had the nerve to be anything but a Cowboys fan.

There were worse crimes in Jamie’s book, but he wasn’t about to tell his sister that. She’d switched to Spanish, which was never a good thing.

“Hey? Hey, I’ve got to go into the office.” He smothered a chuckle. “I’ll call him and we’ll work this out.”

More like Jamie would call their brother and convince him to lay off the shit talk. It was football, not World War III.

“You do that. When are you coming home? And when are we meeting this latest girlfriend of yours?” his sister demanded.

“Soon, I hope.” Jamie had a good feeling about this one. Maybe she was the one?

They ended the call as he reached the floor that comprised the whole of the Aegis Group offices in Seattle.

It was late enough that the building practically deserted. Team meetings at this hour weren’t unheard of, but unusual enough that Jamie had to wonder just what kind of job the Department of Defense was throwing at them this time.

For the last few years the Troy Team had worked one job or another for the government, doing what the military couldn’t, assisting in emergency situations and other jobs. The really dangerous, off the books kind. It was like being active duty but with better pay and much better insurance.

Jamie grinned as he caught the sound of voices.

He had the best damn life.

“Silva, get in here,” his Team Leader Logan Muller called out.

Unlike the other teams that made use of the conference room, Troy Team ops were of a more sensitive nature. For that reason, most of their briefings happened within the confines of the SCIF or Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility room. It was a glorified broom closet off the operational room outfitted with the proper security to allow them to deal with classified material on site.

Jamie squeezed into the tiny space, lamenting that the three chairs lining the back wall were already taken up by his more punctual team members. Besides the other four guys, their boss Zain Lloyd had joined them. Again, not unusual, but the grim set of his mouth wasn’t the norm.

This job must be pretty damn bad.

“Thanks for joining us, asshole.” Harper Wright, the team’s communications officer, lobbed a balled up, empty water bottle at him.

“You’re welcome.” Jamie blew a kiss at Harper, caught the bottle then dropped it in the waste basket.

“Guys,” Logan barked.

“Sorry,” Jamie muttered.

Logan leaned against the wall opposite Jamie and directed his attention to Zain. “What do you have for us?”

“Nothing normal.” Instead of turning on the project or pulling out a tablet, Zain slid his hands in his pockets and glanced at each of them. “This isn’t a onetime job. You guys have an opportunity I can’t in good conscience pass up on, but I also can’t take the contract without allowing each of you to opt out of it.”

Fucking hell.

Jamie crossed his arms over his chest. They took on some scary jobs. That was the nature of their business. Just what kind of work was this?

“It seems that Troy Team has impressed the DoD so much that you have been recommended for a very special job.” Zain’s normal seriousness was ramped up to ten. “The DoD wants to retain the team and use you for a special, joint task force between DoD, CIA, FBI, NSA and probably a few others. There is no end date. You would start immediately. All of your support would come from the task force, not us. I couldn’t even be your emergency call. They were very clear that you would not know the nature of your missions except the objective. And you would all have to move to DC in the next week to be available to start in seven days.”

The room was quiet as they each processed the information.

Someone at the DoD thought they were good enough to include on a task force like that?

Hell, talk about a boost to the ego.

But pack up his life and move across the country?

A sick sensation knotted his gut. Jamie had a life here. A girlfriend, pool league, friends. Hell, buying a house had even begun to sound like a good idea. He couldn’t just pack up and leave all of that.

If the rest of the team went and he chose to stay here, that would be the end of the Troy Team he knew. He’d go into the pool of guys farmed out for random assignments or have to wait for a spot on another team to open up. His whole life would change.

“What would you have us do?” Logan asked, as always speaking for their team.

“From a business perspective, it’s good. Real good for us.” Zain’s mouth twisted up. “But not being able to watch over you guys? To make sure you have everything you need? I’m struggling with that. I’ve pushed them on it, but they aren’t going to budge. Whatever this task force has been put together to handle has to be pretty serious if they aren’t sharing information. And that’s not even touching on what you all would be giving up.”

Logan pushed off the wall. “Do you trust them?”

“I trust you guys. And Agent Clark. She’s good people, but she’s the assistant to the director of the task force on this one, she’s not the one calling the shots.”

“How long do we have to decide?” Harper asked while the others remained quiet.

Zain grimaced. “I need to give them an answer by tomorrow morning. I suggest you each think this over and let me know as soon as you can what your decision is.”

The room was quiet for a few moments.

Tucker, the team’s second in command, got up and left the room without saying a word. Something was up with him, had been for a while, but he wasn’t talking about it with anyone.

Logan glanced after the man then at the rest of them. “I’m headed to the pub if anyone wants to go talk this out?”

“Come on, Silva.” Harper smacked Jamie’s shoulder.

He remained where he was, his gaze on the floor. “I might pass, guys.”

What was he going to tell his girlfriend?

He was thinking about taking her home, to meet his family. This was getting serious. And yet, if he said no, if he didn’t take this job, he’d lose the best team he’d ever been part of. There was no doubt in his mind they’d replace him permanently.

“Talk this through,” Zain said again. “See you guys in the morning.”

Their boss left them in silence.

“Evan?” Logan turned his gaze on the remaining team member.

Evan nodded and got to his feet.

“I’m in,” Harper said and stood.

Jamie pulled out his phone.

Was it too soon to ask his girlfriend to move with him?

Logan and Evan filed out of the room. Harper came to a stop in front of Jamie.

“What’s your hang up, man?” Harper asked.

“This is all happening so fast.” Jamie met his friend’s gaze. “I can’t make a decision like this in an instant. What do I tell my girlfriend?”

Harper’s face twisted up, his nose wrinkling and brow furrowing. “Her? You’re going to pass this up for her?”

Jamie scowled at Harper.

He held up his hands and took a step away from Jamie. “Look, she’s a nice girl and all, but you’re way more into her than she is into you.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Okay.” Harper backed toward the door, hands up.

“You don’t fucking know that,” Jamie mumbled as Harper turned.

This could be the girl. The one Jamie would spend the rest of his life with. And if he felt that way, she probably did, too. Then why not take a chance? Ask her to move with him? Start this exciting new chapter together?

Yeah.

He’d do that.

Jamie swallowed, a new set of nerves setting in.

Okay, so this was fast, but if it was right, it was right.

He paced out into the lobby of the office and hit dial on his girlfriend’s number.

Sometimes the best things happened when you had to make the leap of faith. What if this was one of them?

“Hey.” That one, short word conveyed so many things.

“Did I catch you at a bad time?” He knew those notes. She was distracted, probably doing her nails.

“No.” Her sigh said otherwise. “What’s up?”

Okay, so he’d have preferred it if she were in a better mood, but maybe his news would change that.

“Listen, something came up at work today and I want to run an idea by you.” He glossed over the new opportunity in as few details as possible. It wasn’t like he could convey the actual nature of what they’d be doing since it was more than likely classified up the ass.

“I think you should go,” she said.

He paused. They hadn’t even gotten to the part he was most anxious about.

“About that...” He licked his lips.

“Look, Jamie, I know how much you love your job and you sound really excited about this. You shouldn’t pass this up because of me. And—fuck. I don’t know how to say this without hurting you. You’re a really sweet, nice guy, but I think we just want different things. So maybe this is the universe telling us it’s time to end things.”

Jamie stood there in the lobby, staring out at the Seattle skyline, while the woman he’d been trying to talk into leaping with him left him on the edge alone. She kept talking, calling him sweet and nice, talking about the universe, but never coming out and saying it.

She wasn’t as into him as he was into her.

Harper was right.

How blind had Jamie been to not see this?

Movement in the glass caught his attention and he glanced back to see Merida, the company’s office manager, at her desk, watching him with wide, knowing eyes.

Shit. Had everyone seen this coming except him?

At long last his now ex-girlfriend took pity on him and ended the call.

Jamie turned his back on the window, staring at the carpet. He’d been thinking about a life together, a future, something to build on. And this whole time the woman he’d thought he’d do that with was looking for a way out.

There wasn’t any reason for Jamie to not go to DC now. Except he’d be going it alone.

“She break up with you?” Merida’s face creased with sympathy.

Great.

Jamie tapped his phone against his palm. This moment was oddly familiar.

Because he’d been caught in exactly this same situation, the last time a girl broke up with him. He’d been called in for a job and on his way into a briefing his then girlfriend had broken up with him.

“Am I the only one who doesn’t see this coming?” He kept staring at the carpet.

“Yes,” Merida said.

“Ouch.” He glanced up and grimaced at.

“Would you prefer I lie to you?” Merida arched a brow. She might be a petite woman, but there wasn’t a man who worked for the company that wasn’t a little scared of her, Jamie included.

“No.” He dropped into a chair. “I just thought we were...”

“Oh honey, you think that about every girl.” Merida reached into her desk drawer and pulled out a chocolate bar, tossing it to him. “That’s you.”

Jamie held the chocolate and frowned at her.

“Silva, you’re a great guy. You’re sweet, thoughtful, nice. If you were candy, you’d be a milk chocolate bar. Comforting, good...”

“Is there something wrong with that? What the hell are you trying to say?” Jamie scowled. All he did was treat women like his parents had taught him. How was that a bad thing?

Merida blew out a breath and rolled her chair around the desk until they were facing each other. She patted his knee. “There’s nothing wrong with being the nice guy. You just don’t look like one. The packaging doesn’t match the inside, and the kind of girls you attract, well, they aren’t looking for the same thing you are.”

Jamie tore the corner off the wrapper and broke off a piece of the candy. There wasn’t anything wrong with chocolate. Why would someone throw chocolate away?

“Can you answer me a question?” Merida tilted her head to the left, her ponytail swaying with the motion.

“Sure?”

“What do you feel about being broken up with? Right now?”

Jamie frowned and considered the question. “Disappointed, I guess? I was going to ask her to move to DC...”

“That’s my point. Sitting here right now you’ve shown more emotion about being labeled a milk chocolate kind of guy than you did over her breaking up with you.”

Shit.

He ate another bite of the bar, mulling that point around in his head. Was Merida right? Had he been wrong about this last relationship the whole time? Did he even know what love felt like?

“May I make a suggestion?” Merida folded her hands in her lap.

“Am I going to like it?”

“Probably not.”

“Go ahead.”

“Stop picking up girls in bars or clubs. Stop with the dating apps. Just stop for a while. I know for a serial monogamist like you that’ll be hard, but it will also be good for you.”

“Serial monogamist?” He frowned at Merida.

“Silva.” She held up her hand. “I swear every time I blink you’re in a new relationship saying this is the one. You don’t know that. You’re so codependent on having a girlfriend you don’t really know why you want one in the first place. So stop trying to fit square pegs in round holes. And do not look at me like that. I am not interested in you. I don’t like milk chocolate guys either. Maybe dark chocolate with nuts, but not milk chocolate.”

Jamie couldn’t help snorting a laugh so hard he doubled over. “What kind of guys do you like?”

“Not you.” She nodded at the door. “Go. Logan and the others are probably at Trinity Hall Pub now. Figure out what you want to do, and for the love of God, no new girlfriends, okay?”

Jamie handed the half eaten bar of chocolate back to her and stood. Despite the fresh wound, part of him really was excited about this opportunity. So maybe the universe really was trying to tell him to take this risk?




1.

Two weeks later. Wednesday. Washington, DC.

Jamie swiped a rag across his brow in an attempt to mop up some of the sweat. A whole damn week of twiddling his thumbs and the day he decided to go for a mid-afternoon run the Team Leader summoned him to the Task Force Headquarters. There wasn’t even time for a shower or a change of clothes based on how terse the phone call had been.

Whoever had planned out this whole operation had been thorough.

A new set of apartments sat directly beside a small business complex that outwardly appeared to be limping along. On the inside, however, it was a state-of-the art black site. Jamie and the other Aegis Group guys lived in the building closest to the site, their apartments paid for and furnished.

Jamie swiped his key card at the side entrance and stepped into the frigid building, shivering as his body temperature dropped. He paused by the bathroom to wash up as best he could before heading toward the Assistant Director’s office.

“Silva,” a man barked.

Jamie paused and glanced over his shoulder. Logan Muller was the kind of guy who stood out in a crowd. He was tall, with arms like tree trunks, calculating eyes that could strip a person of their dignity without ever saying a word and one of the best damn tacticians Jamie had the pleasure of working with.

He waited for the man to catch up to him. “We have orders?”

Logan Muller stared straight ahead and kept walking. “Not the kind you’re going to like.”

You?

As in Jamie?

He sped up, matching his TL’s stride. “Come on, man. What are we in for?”

Logan merely shook his head, that grim look getting more ominous with every step.

Jamie let Logan enter the office of Supervisory Special Agent Zora Clark first. She might only be the task force’s assistant director, but he’d seen a hell of a lot more of her than he had the man in charge.

“Jamie, thanks for coming so soon.” SSA Clark closed a file and pulled another toward her. She was an unexpected figure among the mostly male crowd. Early thirties, she exuded an authority and maturity beyond her years. Her short, cropped hair set off a delicate face and skin the color of rich mahogany.

“Agent Clark, TL says you’ve got a job?” Jamie remained standing, acutely aware of the new leather smell of her furniture.

“Zora, please? Yes.” She opened the folder revealing a glossy professional headshot of a woman with the smile of an angel. “You’re familiar with HiTech Inc, correct?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jamie said slowly. He’d done more than a little work with the company’s guidance systems used on a variety of weapons during his days in the Special Forces.

“This is Tabby Grissler, the founder’s daughter. She’s poised to take over, which means she’s working on the executive level of HiTech, but before that she worked in their research and development department. We need their help, but given the nature of our operation, we can’t ask for it. What we,” Zora nodded at Logan who merely scowled harder, “would like you to do is get close to her tonight. We need access to her phone so we can ascertain a possible threat.”

“Say what now?” Jamie cocked his head to the side. Was he hearing this woman correctly?

He was an operative, but not that kind. Sure, he’d done a little covert work. Most Special Ops guys had. It came with the territory. But this sounded like it crossed lines he wasn’t sure he wanted to trample.

Zora set her hands on the top of her desk and pushed to her feet, staring him in the eyes. “I know how this sounds. We would not resort to these methods if there was another way.”

“Are we sure we haven’t thought of one? Asking another agency to bring her in?”

“That will take time we don’t have. I cannot stress to you how dire this situation is. We need Ms. Grissler’s cooperation yesterday but we can’t get it without miles of red tape. This is the most economical method at our disposal.” Once more she glanced at Logan. “It’s my understanding you have a way with women. All you need to do is get your hands on her phone and plug this device in for thirty seconds.”

Zora pulled a device out from her drawer. It was the size of his damn thumb nail. She set it next to the photograph.

Jamie couldn’t look away from the image of a smiling Tabby Grissler. Hair that red should be criminal. Her hazel eyes danced, even in the photograph and her smile invited you to laugh along with her. Even from the picture he could tell she was a smooth, polished woman, and yet she didn’t cover up the generous smattering of freckles across her nose.

“TL?” He kept staring at Tabby’s eyes.

Logan blew out a breath. From that sound alone it was clear to Jamie that Logan didn’t like this job any more than Jamie did.

“Boss told us to trust Zora. She’s telling us this is what needs to happen, then it needs to happen.” Logan turned from Jamie to Zora. “I’m trusting you until you give me a reason not to.”

“Thank you, Logan. I know we are trying your team’s patience. What we’re doing is important, I promise you.”

Jamie shut his eyes.

In the week that he’d been here, he’d turned down two dates and twice as many phone numbers. He was following the advice he’d been given, be single. This job would be a lot easier if he had a girlfriend he could fall back on, explain that he couldn’t do it. And yet, here they were.

“I imagine you have a plan?” He sank into the chair, no longer giving a damn if he was sweaty and gross.

“Tabby will be attending a fundraiser tonight.” Zora slid an envelope across to him. “We’ve secured you a seat at the same table as her.”

“What’s the fundraiser for?”

“Um.” She frowned and opened the envelope. “It doesn’t say.”

“I can’t exactly go to something and not know why I’m there.”

“I’ll make sure someone pulls the information.”

Jamie lifted his gaze and stared at the agent. “So, let me get this straight. You want me to go to a fancy function, do whatever it takes for this woman to let me have her phone for a minute all in the name of national security?”

Zora had the good sense to at least look apologetic.

When he’d accepted this job, he hadn’t expected this.
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WEDNESDAY. FUNDRAISER, Washington, DC.

Tabby Grissler glanced at the empty seat next to her and sighed. Days like today were when she missed the presence of her best friend the most. They’d often made the charity circuit together. As executives of large companies, someone had to do it and if they had each other, well, they’d often made a night out of these things. But now Tabby’s best friend and partner in crime had a new life, a fiancé, a baby. Everything Tabby had always wanted.

She reached for her glass of water. It wouldn’t fill that void inside of her, but it would keep her from ordering something stronger. Without her best friend around Tabby didn’t enjoy these events as much. The less she drank, the earlier she would go home and get to video chat with her adorable goddaughter. Not that the baby did much besides sleep these days. Looking at that little human with its ten little fingers and ten little toes filled Tabby with equal parts joy and misery.

The sleepy baby was everything Tabby wanted. Men so often were a disappointment. They envied her money, her family connections, or maybe wanted bragging rights for having slept with her, anything except the future Tabby yearned for. She’d been groomed and raised to lead. If she were a man, it wouldn’t be a problem. But as a woman? She just wasn’t family material. She was too assertive, too successful, too much for the men she’d dated.

This just wasn’t her day. Her melancholy mood had no business being here. Maybe she needed to cut and run early?

It had started before she’d even gotten out of bed. In her not-quite-awake state she’d knocked her open water bottle off the nightstand, soaked her favorite leather sandals in the spilled water, put a foot through her panty hose, poked her eye with her liquid liner causing her to cry black tears and ruin what makeup she had applied, stained her teeth with her lipstick and she’d been out of coffee. The rest of the day had followed suit. It was probably a minor miracle she hadn’t ripped her dress or crashed her car.

“Evening,” a smooth, deep voice said just behind her.

Tabby glanced up at a man she’d never seen before as he pulled out the chair next to her. And damn if she didn’t appreciate the view. He had one of those faces that looked as though it had been carved from marble, all sharp lines, strong jaw. His skin was a warm brown that spoke of time in the sun and at least a touch of Latin genes. His hair was dark and luxurious, the kind she wanted to run her fingers through. And his eyes. God, even when they weren’t looking at her she could tell he had those piercing brown eyes. The kind that knew how to make her panties wet.

“Hello,” she said slowly.

On one hand, he was even more delectable up close. He smelled of something masculine, something she’d want to wake up to. On the other hand, that was her best friend’s seat.

In that moment Tabby could see the next few weeks of her life playing out. She’d tell herself to behave, but at some point she wouldn’t be able to help herself. They’d make small talk. She’d order wine. So long as he wasn’t a terrible human being she’d give him her number. Things would progress, she’d have butterflies for a week. If he was genuinely good, there might be a week or a month where she’d wonder how she’d been so lucky, was he the one, and just when she’d settled into being in a relationship, he’d dump her.

If she wanted a different kind of man in her life, the change had to start with her.

She mentally told her lady bits to stand down then leaned over to the man.

“Are you sure you have the right table?” she asked.

He glanced at her, brows lifted. Their gazes met and her stomach did that funny loopy thing where it felt as if she were on a rollercoaster.

Handsome wasn’t the right word, but it was the best her muddled brain could supply.

He looked away first, pulling out a ticket stub. “This is table nine, seat one, right?”

“Oh. You are correct, sorry. My misunderstanding.” Tabby let that information wash over her and felt another pang of loss.

Her bestie had left her family company to raise her baby out from under the oppressive umbrella they’d both grown up under. But Yvonne’s family company had continued to purchase the normal seat next to Tabby at all of the functions even if no one else went. Until tonight.

“This is some place.” He tipped his head back and took in the venue.

“Yeah, it’s a nice change from stuffy old rooms.” Tabby followed his gaze to the exposed brick, hanging lights, fabric swathing portions of the wall to create a backdrop for the slideshow of faces.

He twisted in his seat just enough to give her his full attention, and damn if she didn’t like it. “You come to these things often?”

Tabby chuckled.

He winced. “I just said that, didn’t I?”

“You did.”

He hung his head and chuckled.

A man who could laugh at himself? She dug that.

“I do come to these things often.” She lifted her shoulders. “I figure supporting causes is the least I can do.” Tabby had more complex thoughts about supporting charities, but she wasn’t going down that route with a total stranger.

His lips curved up into a warm smile. “Very admirable.”

“Says the man who paid five hundred for that seat.”

“Guilty.” He perched his elbow on the back of his chair.

There was something about him that was a breath of fresh air. He was untainted by politics. He didn’t strike her as the schmoozing type.

Who was he?

“Tabby.” She held out her hand.

His fingers wrapped around her palm, his hand enveloping hers in a firm, warm shake that sent tendrils of warmth throughout her body, chasing away those bad day blues.

“Javier.” His lips curved with the word, making it sensual.

“So, Javier, what do you do?”

“Well, right now I’d like to get us a drink. What will you be having?”

Him?

She knew his question was simple on the outside. It was just a drink with a good looking man. But on the inside it was a much deeper question. If she accepted this drink, she was staying. That meant leaving herself open to wanting something she might never have with this man, because under her corporate polish she was a hopeless romantic. It had taken her best friend finding the forever kind of love to wake Tabby up to that realization.

Javier held up his hands. “Is that question too hard? Should I have started with something easier?”

“No. Sorry, it’s been a very long day. A white wine would be lovely, thank you.”

“I’ll be right back.”

He got up and strode toward the bar closer to the front of the room where the line was shortest. A tightness she hadn’t been aware of released her ribs and she sucked down a deep breath.

What the hell was she doing?

Tabby had no answer for herself. All she knew was that maybe tonight might have a better ending than its beginning.

She watched Javier from across the room. He was tall, somewhere over six feet. Despite his suit, there was a slightly rough around the edges quality that screamed ultra-bad boy, the kind that would burn a girl like her. There was no way a guy like him was into politics and he lacked the shark quality of a business man. So who was he? What was his story?

Javier tapped the bar then glanced around, not at anything in particular, just looking.

Military.

It was the way he carried himself, that muscular build. She could almost always spot it. Judging by the length of his hair, he wasn’t active. Retired? Something else? He was an enigma. Sexy, but a complete mystery.

She had a type, didn’t she?

Her last serious boyfriend had also been a Hispanic man, retired military turned private contractor. She’d thought he’d been different, that maybe she’d found the one. In the end, he just hadn’t felt the same way about her. It was one of the rare relationships she’d broken off because she’d known she was setting herself up for failure. Now here was Javier.

If she didn’t lie to herself, if she were honest, would it hurt?

He turned toward her, drinks in hand, and began walking back to her.

She didn’t have an answer by the time he reached the table and handed her the glass.

“Oh, I think I love you.” She swirled the liquid in the glass and smiled up at him. “Sorry, hope it isn’t too soon.”

His lips curled into a slight smile and her stomach did a little flip. Was that an I-have-a-sense-of-humor smile? Or a lecherous I-know-what-I-want-to-do-to-you smile?

“It’s a great start to a relationship.” He lifted his own glass and clinked it with hers.

Hello sense of humor.

Rawr.

“Tell me, how’d you end up here?” She gestured at the venue, guests slowly trickling in.

Javier gestured to himself. “I’m the son of immigrant women. What’s not to support?”

“Most men just write a check instead of coming to something like this.” She sipped her wine, watching him.

“I’m not that rich.” He held up his hand.

No inflated ego there. That was a change.

“What other charities do you grace with your presence?” He was turned toward her now, all that focus aimed at her like a spotlight.

“That’s an odd question to lead with.” She tilted her head. Usually men came at her with something obvious.

“Is it?” He matched her head tilt.

Tabby had never made her contributions private, but she was also passionate about those charities she gave to from her own funds. In that moment, she realized how vulnerable that made her to a stranger. She was revealing her soft underbelly to a man she knew nothing about. “Personally, I try to make time and money for any charity that supports women and children. Professionally, our company gives to a number of organizations.”

“That’s admirable. I’d like to be more like that. You. I just...” He shrugged and glanced away, his face losing a bit of the light.

She reached over and touched his hand resting on the table. “You’re here now. And besides, sometimes what these organizations need isn’t more money. It’s people who believe in what they’re doing.”

Javier lifted his chin and met her gaze once more, only this time it was serious. He was truly wrestling with being a better person. Doing more.

How much of a better world would this be if there were more of him?

Whoever Javier was, he was one in a million, that much was clear to her. If Tabby was going to take another chance on a man, why not him?

“This conversation is getting far too serious for two people who have just met.” She lifted her glass. “When you’re in a funk, what do you do to feel better?”

“I play pool.”

“Pool?”

“Yeah. You play?”

“I have held a stick and hit a few balls but I would not say I have played.” She chuckled, more than ready to own up to her failings.

The sexy smile came back, warming his eyes. “Well I’ll have to show you how then.”

“Will you now?” She arched a brow at him. “What’s the craziest rule you’ve ever had to follow?”

“Wait. You don’t have to answer?”

“Oh. Sure. When I’m in a funk I either shop or convince my best friend to send me a video of her baby. And the craziest rule I ever had to follow... God there’s so many.” She tilted her head up.

“My mother has this rule that we have to speak Spanish at the dinner table.”

“Really? That’s so random. Or is it?”

“She thought we were losing our ability to speak both languages, so when I was almost a teenager she made the rule. We also had to sit down when Dad sat, and couldn’t get up until Mom was done eating. So she’d take forever to eat. Some meals she wouldn’t even touch her plate until everyone else was done.”

“That is a determined mama. Did it work?”

“Absolutely.”

Tabby’s cheeks hurt she was smiling so hard. She would be useless at a table like that. Her grasp of other languages began and ended after a few necessary phrases.

If she didn’t say something soon she’d keep sitting here, staring at him, wondering where the hell he’d been her whole life.

“What’s the most beautiful thing you’ve ever seen?” she asked.

Javier’s smile widened and his lids lowered just enough to spark an answering warmth low in her belly.

He leaned in just a bit and she stopped breathing.

“I’m looking at it,” he whispered.

––––––––
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TO READ MORE ABOUT Jamie and Tabby, check out their story in Stolen Risk, available now!
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