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The only person who can save her is the one man she told to stay away…

SEAL Crew Spence is in desperate need of a dangerous, high-stakes adventure to help him forget that his wife left him. So when he’s sent on a mission to rescue a captured spy from a terrorist group, he thinks it’s just what the doctor ordered. Until he finds out exactly who he’s supposed to save…

Teigen Spence wouldn’t mind a new mission, either.  Being held captive in a dank cell is hardly her idea of a good time. Now, her estranged husband is the only person daring enough to get her out of this mess. Too bad their marriage is in even worse shape than her current op…

They’ve always pushed each other’s buttons in the worst—and most pleasurable—ways. But with their lives and marriage on the line, can Crew and Teigen come together when it matters most?  
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PROLOGUE

Crew Spence hoped he lived through the night.

Then again, he had nothing to lose. No home, no family. Being on SEAL Team Blackout meant he didn’t even have a life outside of this team.

And his wife had fucking left him.

Through his night vision goggles, he scanned the bunker they were about to raid. No matter how many times he told himself the school was abandoned, he struggled to remember who really was inside.

The front doors with the name of the school and the orange brick practically rang with the echoes of young kids playing in the schoolyard, their high-pitched voices carrying on the mountain wind.

The school doors were shuttered and everyone had been shipped off to some other school due to downsizing in the district. The playground equipment was still here, though—dark, looming shapes like monster aliens in the night.

As if what was going on inside those walls wasn’t eerie enough.

When the Blackout team got word that Mashala Abubakar and his terrorist cell were hunkered down in an old school in middle-class America, none of them were surprised. And Crew was the first one out the door of Blackout headquarters. Anything to get away from his own thoughts.

Flattened against the cold, damp ground, he stared at the doors. As fucked up as it sounded, he was sort of glad he had bad guys to fight. It kept him going during those days he was stir-crazy and the nights he ached so bad for his wife that he could hardly breathe.

Teigen’s face flitted across his mind. But after five months, her features were beginning to blur in his memory. He couldn’t remember the exact slope of her nose, only that it was delicate and fine. When he closed his eyes at night, his mind was flooded with dreams of her—laughing at some stupid joke he made, tossing her reddish-brown hair…or in his bed.

Yeah, nighttime was the worst. Yet he didn’t want to let go of the dreams of her long legs twined around him or how good it felt to sink into her hot pussy.

Ever since she called him to say she was finished with him, he’d replayed their moments together a thousand times. It wasn’t just the sex either. Sure, they’d married during a whirlwind weekend after he completed BUD/S training. They’d celebrated him becoming a SEAL with lots of wine, food and sex. When he looked at Teigen, he felt like she latched on to his soul. She was the freaking one for him, and he didn’t need months of dating or living together to know it, either. He asked her to marry him within hours. She said yes, and they never looked back.

Those were some of the best moments of his life. But all the long weekends that came after were really packed with all the fun they missed out on when he was away on ops. Movie marathons, trying out every restaurant in the city.

Pushing their limits between the sheets.

He shook the scattered memories away and focused on the school-turned-terrorist-bunker. His skin crawled with the need to jump up and blast through those halls.

“On my signal, Blackout.” The order came into his ear through his comms device. His commanding officer Sparrow’s gruff voice had his adrenaline surging and his grip locking around his weapon.

On Crew’s nine, Lachlan nudged him. “Ready, Mustang?”

The nickname the team had given him felt right from the start. They’d dubbed him Mustang because they claimed he ran wild and held nothing back.

And that was when he still had something to lose.

They hadn’t seen anything yet.

“I’m fucking ready.” Every muscle tensed in readiness.

The signal came, and he shoved off the damp earth. His legs ate up the ground to the front door. When Sparrow was handing out duties, Crew asked for the job of breaking down the door. It came with the most risk, as the terrorists inside would rush to defend the entrance. Meanwhile, the Blackout team would be infiltrating the school from all other entry points.

His boots drummed the ground. He hit the sidewalk and raised his weapon, shooting the lock off the door. The silencer on his weapon meant the sound was muffled, and he and Lachlan made it to the second set of doors before the guys inside knew they were there.

Bullets whizzed past them. Crew tossed a tear gas bomb and ran into the building. Two guys dressed in military camo but who definitely weren’t military greeted him with raised weapons.

The mask he wore protected him against the tear gas, but the guards dropped to their knees, hands plastered to their faces. Crew took out both guards and pushed deeper into the building with Lachlan on his six.

The cacophony of breaking glass and screams filled the air underneath the blast of weapons. Crew fixed his focus on the banter in his ear between his teammates as he stormed the corridor.

His goal? Find Abubakar and end his reign of terror lasting more than two years. The terrorist had taken the lives of Americans and civilians overseas. He was responsible for lethal attacks on Washington, DC and even threatened the world with a biochemical weapon that attacked the human nervous system and was created in a lab.

The man more than deserved the bloody end Blackout would give him. But Crew had a personal vendetta with Abubakar.

He was the reason that Crew never got away to see his wife. For the past five months the team had been hunting the terrorist without pause. In his eyes, the terrorist had started the breakdown in his marriage, and now he only had vengeance in his soul.

He swung his weapon right and left, picking off people hiding in rooms that no longer looked like classrooms. Black blinds drawn over the windows and crates of weapons and ammo were stacked to the ceiling in places.

They came across a room of heavy artillery—enough of it to start a war.

Crew saw no one and rushed to the next door, passing some of his teammates who were checking this wing of the building. When he paused at the next opening and took in the massive TV screens and dozens of computer monitors, fury welled in his chest.

Maps of the country had red targets circling not only cities but entire regions. What the fuck were they planning? An attack of this level wouldn’t just cripple the country, it would shut down the world as they knew it.

“Mustang!” Lachlan’s alert came just as a body slammed into him from the side.

He brought his rifle up but the guy jumped him. Locking his legs around Crew, he struck at him with a hard object.

A roar ripped from Crew’s throat. All reason and the need to stay alive fled in a spark of rage.

He bashed the man with his rifle. His assailant rolled off and came back at him just as hard.

“Stand back so I can make the shot, Mustang!” Lachlan’s bellow filled his ear through the comms device and the airwaves too.

He ignored Lachlan. He was taking this motherfucker down with his bare hands.

“Mustang! Stand down!”

The man he was grappling with went for Crew’s throat. Rage and fury didn’t begin to cover what he felt. He felt…atomic.

They struggled for supremacy for several heartbeats. Crew wasn’t going to lose this fight.

He detonated, and when he was finished, the man lay crumpled on the floor.

Crew spun and neutralized two other threats, saving one of his teammates.

What felt like hours passed before the gunshots ceased and Crew walked out the doors into the darkness. Rain was falling now, and he tipped his head up to the sky to let it wash over his hot, sweaty face and ease the bruises and cuts he’d taken in the fight.

A hand clamped on his shoulder. He whipped around and caught Lachlan’s thunderous expression.

His eyes glittered in the dark. “What the fuck was that, Mustang? Do you have a death wish?”

The question sank into his brain, digging like barbs through layer upon layer of frustration, remorse, guilt and a hefty amount of pain he wasn’t willing to talk about.

“I’m already dead. We all are, last I checked. That’s why we’re Blackout.”

“You were fucking berserk, man. I’ve never seen you like that. I’ve never seen anyone like that and I’ve been black out for three years.” Lachlan shook his head. “Next time you decide to go off the rails, warn the guy on your six first.” He turned and walked back inside.

Crew watched him go but wasn’t really seeing anything. Or feeling anything either. All the cuts and bruises he bore had no meaning.

He could wear down his body, throw himself into a hundred deadly hand-to-hand combat brawls…nothing would help him get back the woman he loved.


ONE

“Full house.” Lachlan smirked as he slapped his cards on the table.

With a groan, Crew tossed his cards down and rocked back in his chair. “I’m finished for the day.”

Lachlan gathered up the cards and began to organize the deck to shuffle. “You sure? We can play another hand. We got nothin’ but time.”

Yeah, time. Fighting bad guys was preferable to battling the urge to rip the clock off the wall, smash the glass and tear the hands right out of it.

He couldn’t get out of there fast enough. When he shoved his chair back, it almost flipped, and he put out a hand to steady it before he walked out of the rec room.

Blackout HQ felt too damn small these days. Since the raid on the school-turned-terrorist-hideout, the team had been sitting on their thumbs waiting for the next order.

Three fucking weeks with nothing to do but catch up on sleep, eat three square meals a day and get well acquainted with the sofa and the remote. He’d watched so many games on ESPN he’d lost track.

He’d also played more poker and Monopoly than he had in his entire life, even as a kid growing up with two annoying younger brothers who always needed entertained. The Spence brothers were latchkey kids and since Crew was oldest, he had to come up with ways to keep his brothers out of trouble. His brothers were little shits back in the day and if Lachlan thought Crew was out of control, he could count himself lucky that neither of Crew’s brothers had joined the military.

He strode to the end of the hall, ignoring the joking voices coming from the kitchen as well as the smell of whatever Lena was cooking today, and ran down the flight of stairs. He’d hit the gym twice a day every day for three weeks, but the only thing it was doing was keeping him out of trouble. It didn’t diminish a bit of anger at his situation with Teigen.

His wife left him, but on the surface nothing had changed. He was still here in Washington, DC awaiting orders. Teigen was in an apartment in Virginia Beach—their cozy love nest—working her translation job from home.

Their life together—what little time they had of it—was at an end. She would keep the bungalow that he’d only visited on swift weekends of leave and he would be here with his team.

He loved the guys, but if he didn’t get a respite from them soon, he’d probably end up picking a fight just to break the monotony.

The small gym was empty, thank god. He didn’t want to chat while powering through reps. Arm day and leg day had merged into one, and that blurred into one longer, more endless blur.

After adjusting the weights to his liking, he took a seat on the equipment and grabbed the pull-down bar. His chest was still sore from pushing himself to the limit yesterday and taking no break at all. He didn’t care. The pain felt good. He needed it to block out the other pain of losing Teigen.

When he hit the weights, he could think about her with less emotion. Somehow using his muscles to work out—or fight—kept him disconnected from the real world he no longer lived in and hadn’t since joining Blackout.

Damn, had that been more than a year ago now? The day he and his first SEAL team tore through an army of renegades in the Congo seemed like a lifetime ago. That op got Crew recruited by a Navy general who pulled him into his office and asked him to join the Blackout team.

At the time, he understood that he’d be deep underground, off the grid, without a life of his own. The guys were forced to leave everything they knew behind. They were given Blackout papers—a death certificate—and told where to report for duty.

But while the rest of the guys had to leave family members behind, Crew hadn’t been forced to give up his wife of less than a year. He told the guys it was because he was just that good. But privately he wondered what made him different. He figured his newlywed status had won him favor, and he agreed to keep Teigen in the dark about his new situation.

Now he saw how isolated she must have been. He didn’t have many chances to see her. Looking back, he wished he’d spent more time on his leave asking her about her feelings than making her scream his name.

Even if she was insatiable in the sack.

They never had any issues in the chemistry department. One look would have them both on fire. Two, and their clothes would fall off. Three required a safe word.

He pumped the weights faster, pushed harder. Sweat broke out on his brow and trickled down his spine. After counting fifty reps, he paused to peel off his shirt.

He draped it over the bench, cranked up some heavy, driving rock music and threw himself into his workout.

While he could do without the spell of peace for Blackout right now, at least he could work on bulking up. His body was ripped and lean, but his physique wasn’t naturally stacked with muscle. Back when he played high school football, he never could make it on the defensive team because he lacked the bulk. But he didn’t mind being quarterback either—it got him more than enough girls.

Women on the brain. At least one woman.

The minute he clapped eyes on Teigen at a party at an old friend’s house, he’d arrowed through the crowded room to reach her. She met him halfway, a smile lighting her beautiful face, and they didn’t quit talking until dawn, when he’d taken her to the nearest hotel and taken her to bed.

They didn’t come up for air the entire next day or night. His leave was short. He’d just completed BUD/S training, and there wasn’t much time before he needed to report for duty.

Neither he nor Teigen wanted it all to end. So they decided the only way to continue was to get hitched.

He let out a growl and poured more energy into pushing his muscles to the point of no return. Was it smart to exhaust himself? If they were called out right this second, he’d already be at half steam. But that wasn’t going to stop him. He could always go harder, longer—

Moving to curl another rep, he met with resistance. He stopped and looked up to find Sparrow standing there, a hand on the bar.

He met his commanding officer’s eyes and set down the barbell. Sparrow walked over to the radio and cut the music.

“I didn’t miss something, did I? Sorry, I got into my workout,” Crew said.

Silence rang in his ears. Sparrow moved to one of the benches and sat down. Crew watched him warily, sensing he was in for a come-to-Jesus moment.

He fought the urge to grab his phone and check the tracker app. He had forced Teigen to install the app on her phone even though it broke all the rules of Blackout. Every night he was able to look in on her and see the little red dot in Virginia Beach.

But ever since she called to tell him she wanted to end their marriage, he couldn’t see where she was. She’d deleted the tracker and changed her number.

For three weeks, he’d been calling, trying to text. He even contemplated asking Gunnison’s wife Kit to hack some databases and find her. But he hadn’t stooped that low.

Yet.

Sparrow examined him with a crease between his brows. The line was beginning to cut a permanent fissure into his face.

“We both know this can’t go on, Mustang.”

Using his forearm, Crew swiped some sweat off his forehead. He could try to deny knowing what Sparrow was talking about, but he didn’t dodge problems.

Sparrow pointed at a bench.

Crew sank to it. “I’m working through it, man.”

Sparrow cocked a brow. “Are you?”

“Yeah.”

“Working out several times a day—”

“Twice.”

“Looking at your phone nonstop, hoping to find a message from her.”

Crew didn’t bring up the tracker he wasn’t allowed to have on the wife he wasn’t supposed to have either. “There’s nothing else to do. Unless you count watching the game or playing Go fucking Fish.”

Sparrow’s mouth twisted.

Crew looked away. “I’m doing my best here. Isn’t there a side op I can take? Put me on Charlie team for a while.”

“Charlie’s sitting too. And most of us are enjoying the break. We’ve been hunting terrorists and smashing skulls for years, damn near nonstop.”

Another way of reminding Crew that he was the newbie on the team. They all accepted him, but he always felt the weight of taking Bridger’s spot…and the reason for it.

“Look, I get it,” Sparrow went on. “A mustang’s gotta run. But we all see how much you’re struggling. Maybe you should—”

Crew cut across him. “If you say the words ‘take a break,’ I can’t make promises about my actions.”

Sparrow inflated his chest. Crew couldn’t help but see him as a father figure with his headstrong child. It was how Crew’s own father would act in a similar situation—if he didn’t believe Crew was dead. Some rules of Blackout still held true for him—he gave up his parents and his brothers.

But not Teigen.

“I get how you must be feeling.”

Crew barely bit back a snarl of rage. “How can you when you have your wife?”

Sparrow leveled a stare at him. “We’ve all faced losses on this team. Every. Single. One of us. We gave up our families just to be here.”

He sliced his fingers through his hair, damp with sweat. “So did I. It’s just that with Teigen, I’m losing my mind. All I want to do is talk to her and ask her what went wrong. I just…” His throat closed and he gurgled, “want my wife back.”

Sparrow started to speak, but Crew broke in again.

“And if I can’t have her back, then I want an op. Now.”

Sparrow looked at him for a drawn-out heartbeat. Then he stood. “This is why we don’t have wives. They’re a distraction. And you look like hell.”

“Yeah, well, how would you feel if you couldn’t get in touch with Gia?”

Sparrow moved to the door. “I’d feel the same way. When she was in danger, I was losing my goddamn mind, Mustang. But your situation is different.”

Pain slammed into Crew. Yeah, Teigen wasn’t being hunted by Abubakar or caught in the crossfire. She just didn’t want him anymore.

Sparrow stopped and turned to him. “How long were you together?”

“Not even a full year before I signed Blackout papers.”

“And your courtship?”

He swallowed the lump that kept forming in his throat. “I was on short leave.”

“In other words, the world’s fastest courtship.”

“They don’t call me Mustang for nothin’,” he grumbled.

“No, that’s because you’re reckless. Which is what scares me, Spence. If you mess up, someone can get killed. I need you sane. Work on it.” Without another word, Sparrow left the gym.

Crew blew out the hot, pent-up breath he’d been holding, but his chest only seized more. His commanding officer was right. He couldn’t keep hashing through all this. He had to let Teigen go.

It would be a hell of a lot easier if he had someone to fight. Anything was better than his own personal, internal war.

* * * * *

The hot desert air stirred around Teigen’s loose-fitting clothes. She was rushing. She needed to slow down.

The first rule of these clandestine missions was not to draw attention to oneself, and running through the market stalls of Port Said, Egypt would definitely draw attention of the wrong kind.

A heated prickle on the back of her neck had adrenaline pouring into her veins. Someone was following her.

No, she was just being anxious. These marketplaces were full of crooks and pickpockets. She was only being paranoid.

Her main objective was to get back to the hotel. Was it her or was the crowd edgier too? She’d flown to Port Said for many missions over the course of the past year. She knew every inch of the market. Some of the vendors in the stalls even remembered her. She didn’t think that was a good thing, and her handler would kill her if he found out, even if nobody knew her real name.

Nothing about Teigen was real. Not even her hair. She’d dyed her naturally red-brown hair a darker shade, trying to blend in more with crowds just like this. Brunettes were a dime a dozen in the world. People with reddish-brown hair tended to stick out.

She paused at a stall with piles of rich, beautiful fabrics. The handwoven cloth in bright colors didn’t hold a bit of interest to her, though. As she flipped through the stack, she sent a sidelong glance at the street.

Her whole body went numb with fear. The man was still following her.

He’d stopped to examine some wooden trinkets a few stalls away, but Teigen had been trained to recognize someone on her trail when she saw it.

A group of men stopped to talk in the middle of the market, and their loud laughter jolted her, but she managed not to jump.

Ducking her head, she continued to examine fabrics in bright saffron yellow and crimson red, using the time to concoct an escape plan.

A stream of people cut off her view of the man she’d seen far too much of since she entered the market. This was her chance.

She darted away from the fabric stall and toward the first alleyway she saw.

But the minute she started into it, she saw her error—it was a dead end.

Being cornered in an alley by the man following her was a very, very bad idea.

Pulling out her phone, she pressed speed dial. Her handler’s gruff voice came on the line.

“I’m being followed,” she whispered.

“Describe the person.”

Her mind tripped over the details. Did she get a good enough look at the guy to find any defining features?

“Egyptian. Approximately five foot nine. Brown hair and eyes.”

“You’ve just described most of the men in the market.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t ask him to remove his clothes so I can check for birthmarks!”

“Calm down. We’ll get you out of this. I can see you on the cameras right now. Are you able to look over your shoulder so I can get eyes on the man following you?”

She was wired for exactly this reason, and she couldn’t be more relieved that her handler insisted she wear a camera hidden in a small jewelry pendant.

Despite the fact that she was able to be seen on a screen in some other part of the world, she still missed the reassurance that Crew always knew her whereabouts. However, she didn’t want him knowing, she had ways of tricking the tracker.

Their marriage was never going to work. Too many secrets.

He was a SEAL and she was…screwed.

She hurried back toward a food stand in order to circle around and get the man in view of the camera. The strong spices of cooking meat turned her stomach, and she breathed even more shallowly.

“Got him. I’ll send his photo through the facial recognition program. Now get out of there.”

“How?” She battled to keep her tone even.

“Take a left up ahead. That will lead you to the next street. Catch a taxi back to your hotel.”

“Got it.”

“Check in once you reach your room.”

“Copy that.” She ended the call. The left her handler told her to take was only steps away. She felt the scorch of eyes on her back but resisted the urge to turn and look at the man again.

What did he want? She hadn’t blown her cover. She hadn’t even met with the person who was supposed to hand her a flash drive containing secret files to decode. Yet somehow, this man was on to her.

She turned the corner…and was cornered.

Oh fuck. She always knew this was going to go badly.

Three men bore down on her, and not one of them was the guy following her. She looked between them, making sure the necklace cam picked up their faces.

“Excuse me. I’m just trying to get to the next street to meet my husband,” she said in Arabic. Good thing she hadn’t taken off her wedding band. It would work to her advantage now.

One man pushed closer to her while his cronies closed in from behind. Panic swept her, but she coolly cast a glance around, searching for a way out of this.

She repeated herself in French. When that didn’t work, she switched to English.

Three sets of eyes drilled into her.

Her lungs felt as if they were stuffed with sand. She could hardly get any air in.

Again, she tried to talk herself out of the situation. “Please let me pass. I’m just here to find artisans for my business. I sell jewelry.”

When she was met with more blank looks, she went through French and English again.

She darted to the right, and the men moved with her. She went left.

They moved again.

“Fuck!” she hissed out under her breath.

Of course, that word they recognized. Their eyes narrowed. Hers flew wide as hands clamped down on her arms. One slid around her mouth, cutting off her scream.

She was more screwed than she’d first thought.

She wasn’t going to walk away from this.


TWO

Crew stared at the blank screen of his tracker app. Where the hell was she?

For the past three days since Sparrow told him that he needed to get a grip on reality, he’d been trying to stay off his phone. Stop checking on Teigen.

Now he could say he’d failed at two things in his life: keeping his vow to stop searching for her, and his marriage vows.

His fingers tightened on the device, and he pulled his arm back to hurl it into the street filled with rush hour traffic. But before he launched the phone under the next set of passing tires, he shoved it deep into his jeans pocket instead.

Having a place of his own in the city would be a nice escape, but he’d never bothered to rent an apartment. Blackout headquarters always worked for him. He only required a bed and a shower. Besides, he always had the beach house to run to. The bungalow a block from the beach had a blue front door that he’d carried her through their first day there, and the beautiful redwood deck with a gorgeous view of the water more than made up for the small rooms.

He shook himself and tuned back in to his surroundings. No crash of waves or ocean air. He faced concrete and car exhaust.

Maybe what he needed was a place of his own to bolt to. Ramsey had his warehouse he turned into a home to rival those in an architecture magazine. Sparrow and Frost and some of the others had more humble lodgings with their wives and girlfriends.

And he had… He looked up at the blocky sign hanging over the entrance to the establishment across the street.

He had Jack Daniels, Jim Beam and any other buddy who wanted to keep him company tonight.

He looked both ways and started into the street, not giving a shit if drivers honked at him for jaywalking. Hell, he didn’t care if somebody ran him over. He was feeling more self-destructive than normal.

He walked into the bar and blinked as his eyes adjusted to the interior. It was one of those old joints given a modern update with wood, glass and lights everywhere. He commandeered a stool and ordered a double. When he tossed it down his throat, he barely gasped at the burn of alcohol.

He ordered another double. The bartender eyed him but poured the drink. Crew gave him a nod and tipped the whiskey into his mouth. Stretching his lips over his teeth, he glanced around.

Of course there was a TV with the game he never seemed to be able to escape these days. People in suits enjoying happy hour after what was most likely a long, shitty week. At least he didn’t have an office job like his kid brothers. Both worked in IT for two different firms. Christmases with them were always a drag because their dad shared their interest in technology and their mom was proud as hell of the professions her sons had chosen.

At first, they supported Crew’s decision to join the Navy. Later when he went to SEAL training, they stopped being so supportive. Why did he want to do that when he could go into business the way his brothers did?

It had been hard as hell to sign those Blackout papers and let his family believe he was dead, but it would have been worse on his parents to lose one of his brothers instead.

He tapped two fingers on the slightly sticky wood top to get the bartender’s attention. He walked over, eyeing Crew’s empty shot glass.

“Gimme another.”

“You need to slow down, buddy.”

Settling his most intimidating glare on the man, Crew slowly nudged the glass across the bar.

He snatched up the bottle of whiskey. “Last one for an hour,” he warned him as he poured.

Crew didn’t leave. He drank that shot and sat there until the bartender agreed to serve him another. By the time he was starting to feel the buzz, the game was over and a news report came on. He watched the screen, hoping to see bombs and air raids—any threat that would drag him off this barstool and put a weapon in his hand.

But it was just the same old news stories, so he ordered another drink.

He started to raise the glass to his lips but a hand gripped his forearm.

He sent a glare at whoever was stopping him and focused on Sparrow.

“The fuck you doing here?”

He let out a menacing noise. “I’ll let that go for now.”

“Time to go, Mustang.” The female voice from behind could only belong to Lena, the only woman on the Blackout team.

He swung his head to see Lena standing next to Sparrow. “I’m not going anywhere. Not drunk enough yet,” he mumbled.

“Get him,” Sparrow ordered Lena.

Together, they dragged him off the stool. He could have sworn he saw the bartender nod in thanks right before his teammates shoved him through the bar and out the door.

Cooler air washed over him but it still reeked of exhaust and garbage too.

They propelled him toward a car and shoved him inside. “You can sober up on the plane,” Sparrow said as he started the engine.

His ears perked up. “Plane? Where are we going?”

“We have an op.”

Ten minutes later, Crew had half a coffee Lena forced on him in his system and he’d burned off enough alcohol to pack his gear and head out with the rest of his team.

Once he was on the plane, he was even more aware of the way his teammates found him. Hell, he’d be embarrassed if he actually gave a shit anymore.

After the seatbelt sign switched off, the team headed into a room at the tail of the plane where meetings were held. He collapsed into a chair and Lena put another coffee in his hand. When he took a sip, he made a face.

“It’s instant. What, you thought you’d get a good quality brew? Suck it up, buttercup,” she told him.

Sparrow and Bishop started briefing them on the op. Rescue. A woman. Great.

She was a codebreaker, knew lots of stuff. Highly trained.

She was also deep undercover, so no picture to share.

By now, Crew was sober and locked into his orders. Find a woman, rescue her from her captors and get her out of Egypt.

He pushed away the half empty cup of watery instant coffee and centered his attention on Sparrow. He would apologize for his actions later. Right now, he was ready to break up the monotony of the past three and a half weeks by doing some good again. Something besides wallowing in his shitty private life.

“You good now, Mustang?” Sparrow asked.

When he turned his head to look at his commanding officer, he caught Lachlan’s shit-eating grin.

“I’m good.” He shot Lach a glare. “How do we confirm the identity of this woman without a photo?”

“There’s a safe word,” Sparrow said.

Crew went still. “Safe word.”

“Yeah.”

“What is it?”

“Wasabi.”

The word blasted Crew right in the chest. If he’d still been sitting on that barstool, he would have crashed onto the floor.

That furrow settled between Sparrow’s brows. “Think you can remember that?”

Remember it? He’d been using that safe word ever since he married Teigen. It was her safe word in case things got too rough in the bedroom.

He’d never be with her like that again.

He fended off image after image of his wife.

It couldn’t be Teigen, though. She was back in Virginia, pretending they hadn’t been so damn in love from first sight that they couldn’t live without each other another day. For all he knew, it was all a sham and she’d been swept away by the excitement of being married. Hell, she might have picked up that safe word from a woman’s magazine. Half of America could be using it.

Crew snorted. “Yeah. I think I got it.”

He was glad for the mission…but why did everything have to remind him of what he lost?

* * * * *

When Teigen was recruited by the CIA to do some translation work, she should have asked for more pay. Also “some translation work” really meant breaking codes. She was okay with that…but being tied up in a dank cell in a bunker was not in her job description.

She cracked open her swollen eye and peered around. Through her blurred vision she made out impenetrable stone walls and a heavy metal gate trapping her inside. The only light came from a window somewhere outside of her prison, and that cast everything in a strange orange glow.

She pushed off the floor she was lying on and worked her sore, bruised body into a sitting position, which was pretty damn hard when her hands were chained together. She couldn’t stop shivering either. The stone was cold even in the hot climate Egypt was known for.

With a groan, she stretched her legs out in front of her. When she was hurled into the back of that van, she’d fallen on her knees. Her thin pants ripped and blood rimmed the edges of the cloth. After the interrogation, they tossed her in this cell.

For countless hours now, she’d been performing a head-to-toe self-assessment.

What she counted without the ability to look in a mirror was a throbbing spot on the side of her head and a swollen eye. Her lip was ragged inside from being smashed against her teeth. Pretty much everyplace that could feel stiff and bruised did.

The low rumble of male voices echoed through the stone hall to her cell. Growing up with four brothers, she liked to believe she was tough. But just the sound of those voices made her insides shrivel with fear.

The longer those men stayed away from her, the more time she’d have to find some strength. She was one interrogation away from her breaking point.

She was trained not to give up information if she was ever captured. They taught her how to avoid questioning or to tell lies that were as close to the truth as possible. She never thought she’d need such training, but ever since breaking things off with Crew, she’d been feeling off-balance. Not herself.

Her stomach clenched as the voices got louder, the footsteps closer. Then a loud clank sounded, followed by a soft grunting noise.

Her lips parted on a silent gasp. It sounded as if she had a neighbor and that person had just been tossed into their cell.

Tongue dry, she attempted to speak but failed. She tried again and managed to rasp, “Is somebody there?”

No one answered. Teigen tried again. “Is somebody—”

“I heard you,” came a wisp of a woman’s voice. A cough sounded, deep and watery. The woman was sick…or choking on blood.

A shiver ran through Teigen, and she drew her knees closer to her chest, huddling into what warmth she had left after lying in this chilly cell for… How many days had it been? Three?

“Are you okay?” Teigen’s voice gained strength from using it.

“Yes.”

“Who are you?”

“My name is Sophia Müller.”

“You’re German?”

“Yes.”

“My name’s Teigen.” She stopped short of using her surname—maiden or married.

“American?”

“That’s right,” Teigen answered. “How long have you been here?”

“Nine months.”

Teigen stuffed her knuckles against her cut lips to keep a cry from bursting out. Nine months? She couldn’t stay here that long. She wouldn’t last a month.

Shaking with the tears she held trapped inside, she battled for a moment to master her emotions.

The woman went on, “I’m a scientist. I was working on a project for the past two years, but I was snatched the minute I left the base.”

Sucking in a breath, she steeled herself. “A project?”

“Yes. I was working on a new technology for missile accuracy.”

Her mind turned over this information. Did their captors target Sophia because they wanted details about her project?

Did they kidnap Teigen because of the top-secret information she was supposed to be handed back in that market? Or because of her skill?

She had to know more. “What is this place?”

“A house. People live upstairs.”

“Wait—they just live upstairs knowing there are people in cells down here? How many of us are in here, anyway?”

“A few more. But in this hall there are two—you and me.” She coughed again.

“You’re sick,” Teigen said.

“The cold got into my lungs about a month ago. Sometimes they take me outside and let me sit in a garden watched by an armed guard. I think they’re trying to keep me from dying.”

Oh god.

Teigen lifted her bound hands and dug her fingers into her eyes. They ached from crying. “Someone has to be looking for you.”

“No one has come for me. No one is coming for me.” Hopelessness echoed hollowly in her voice.

All the regret she’d tried to ignore spun through Teigen, creating a thick web she was caught in the middle of. She’d done this to herself by accepting the position with the CIA. She should have just kept her job doing simple translation work for government agencies and never gotten involved in dangerous missions or breaking codes.

It all happened so fast, though. One minute she was translating a bunch of pamphlets for the welfare office and the next she’d come across some scrambled files. On her own, she managed to find a pattern, decipher the file and send it to the correct place.

Then the next thing she knew, a CIA agent was cornering her in a parking lot and handing her a card with a number on it to call.

Her handler claimed the CIA planted the scrambled file just to see if somebody could crack it. In her opinion, it was a risky way to recruit workers, but the offer was too good to pass up and deciphering secret codes beat the dull work she was doing. Her husband Crew wasn’t the only person who could save the world from terrorists. He was a SEAL. It didn’t get more dangerous than that. What she did helped the government uncover dangerous plots and schemes, and she was proud to do her part.

Now look where it got her.

She had to get out of this. She wasn’t spending nine months locked in this cell waiting to be used and abused.

The heavy clomp of footsteps startled her from her dark thoughts. She curled into a tighter ball and scooted into the corner, hoping the shadows concealed her. But if they were coming for her, there would be no hiding.

A low moan escaped from her prison neighbor. The sound shot terror through Teigen.

Were they coming for her or the scientist?

Panic fluttered in her chest.

The feet stopped in front of Teigen’s gate. She forced back a cry with her fist.

“Get up!” her captor snapped in Arabic. “We have more questions for you.”

Teigen could sit here trembling in fear or get up and face it like a strong badass who’d taken a risky job with the CIA.

He unlocked the gate and started toward her.

Before he grabbed hold of her and dragged her out, she swayed to her feet, head held high and her spine erect. But when she didn’t move to leave, he latched his steely fingers around her arm and hauled her out of the cell.

When they threw her in here, Teigen hadn’t noticed the scientist in the cell beside hers, but she had barely been conscious.

As the man shoved her ahead of him, she glanced through the bars and saw a woman crumpled on her side in one corner on a thin mattress. At least she had a few scraps of cotton to lie down on—Teigen didn’t.

Their eyes met through the bars. “Any advice?” Teigen asked.

Sophia twisted her face into the dingy mattress as she responded, “Yeah. Try to protect your head.”


THREE

Crew was the first guy off the transport. Time to get this party started.

Egypt always had a unique smell in the air. Exotic. It brought to mind half a dozen other times he’d been in the country, fighting for Blackout. Because Abubakar often traveled from Nigeria to Egypt, Blackout had a lot of contacts there, and they’d smuggled more than one hostage across the border.

After the long flight and a long, hot ride across the city in a cramped van with his teammates, he needed to stretch his legs. He was so damn ready for someone to point him in the direction of the fight.

He was halfway to the building before Lena caught up to him and grabbed his shoulder.

He cast a glance down at her. She was tall for a woman at almost six feet, and those long legs were fast.

“You need to slow down, Mustang.” Her voice was pitched low.

He shrugged and continued toward the door of the small, slightly modern building. “What for? We’re all going inside, aren’t we?”

“Yes, but you can’t make up your own rules. And you’re going to get yourself—and us too—in trouble if you don’t follow protocol.”

He slowed his steps in sync with hers, allowing Sparrow, Bishop and some of the others to stride ahead of them and reach the door first.

Mustang cocked a brow at Lena. “Happy?”

“Better, but you could lose the attitude too. You’re starting to get on everyone’s nerves with your Rambo act.”

Ignoring that, he put on some speed, leaving her behind, and entered the building. Sparrow was already talking to their contact, a guy by the name of Aarons they’d met in the States. He didn’t go by that name in this country, though.

Bishop waved the team closer, and they gathered around. Lena eyed Crew but didn’t offer more advice he didn’t want. He had nothing against any of his teammates, but all this concern they were showing him rubbed him wrong. He didn’t need them to tell him how to act or keep from getting in trouble—again.

After Teigen dumped him, he’d gone a little off the rails and ended up getting grounded by Big Papa Sparrow and forced to sit out a mission. But that was in the past.

Aarons glanced around the group. “No time for a sit-down briefing, men. We need to address this situation immediately.” Behind him, a screen lit up with a shot from a camera. The image was distorted, as if snapped through a fisheye.

Aarons continued, “This image was taken from a small camera our agent was wearing. You can see here”—he clicked to another screen—“that she was cornered in the market in Port Said by three men.”

He clicked through three more screens, each revealing a headshot of the kidnappers. “You’ve probably seen them on the wanted posters.”

Everyone on the Blackout team nodded. Those guys were known affiliates of Abubakar’s, and the team memorized every face.

Aarons flipped to another screen. “This is footage from a camera on a building near the spot where our agent was taken. Here, you see they’re putting a hood on her.”

The woman could have been any nationality. She was average in all ways and wearing the business casual dress that many people in Port Said wore. And with the hood on, they couldn’t use hair color as a way to distinguish her from any other woman in Egypt.

“Here you see where they find her camera and rip it off.” Aarons flipped quickly through several more screens, the last one a shot of the ground.

“But we have views of the van they put her in from cameras all over the city.”

“Do you have a definite location?” Sparrow asked him.

“No. But we know the direction they went and narrowed it down to the building where we believe she’s being held.”

More photos. Mustang studied the building from base to roof, his mind already working over how to get inside before the terrorists suspected a thing.

“The building was an abandoned government project. Nothing else is out there.”

“The perfect place to hold a prisoner. No one around for miles,” Sparrow added.

Aarons clicked back to the shot of the woman wearing the hood. Anyone could see she was fighting for her life, but with three against one, she didn’t have a prayer of getting free.

“All right, Blackout, let’s plan this extraction.” As Sparrow walked them through their arrival at the abandoned bunker and assigned them their positions, Crew’s gaze kept wandering back to the photo of the agent.

He was never into art, but his mom had dragged him and his brothers to enough art museums that he was able to break down a painting. Or in this case, break down a photo.

The woman’s panic was evident in the way her arms and legs were splayed outward. But determination stiffened her spine. She meant to cause harm to any of the men bundling her into the back of that van.

For some reason, knowing how hard she fought left a hollow in his gut. He had to twist his gaze from the image. He focused on Sparrow.

His commanding officer leveled Crew in a look. “No heroics. We work as a team.”

Goddamn, he hated being singled out like that. He may not feel himself right now, but that didn’t mean he’d lost the ability to follow orders.

He stared back at Sparrow until he gave Crew a slight nod.

Then Sparrow turned to Aarons. “Anything you want to add?”

“Yeah. We don’t want an international incident on the news. We just want our agent. Don’t blow up the place, either—there are likely other hostages being held there.”

“Remember, we need the woman to use the code word I shared with you on the flight. If you ask someone and they don’t answer correctly, you move on, Blackout. No exceptions. Got it?” Sparrow looked from one special operator to the next until he met Crew’s gaze again.

He nodded that he understood. “Copy that.”

“Good. Use the facilities before we load up and head to that bunker. You’ve got five minutes.”

Everyone split off to use the restroom. Since there was no gender separation on Blackout, Crew ended up waiting for Lena to exit the bathroom stall before he could use it.

When he came out, the rest of the guys had left the restroom—all but Lena.

He strode to the sink to wash his hands, avoiding her stare. “You have something else to say to me?”

“I just want to make sure you’re good to go on this op, Mustang.”

He paused in lathering his hands with soap. “If you’re implying I’m going to go ‘Rambo,’ as you called it, and get the rest of my team killed, you can quit worrying. I’m fine.”

“You don’t act fine.” When she folded her arms over her chest and gave him that look, he wondered how she had ended up here instead of being somebody’s mother.

He rinsed his hands and shook the water off. “Look. My wife left me. It’s no big deal, okay? I hadn’t even seen her in months.”

She didn’t respond, and that made him swing toward her. He wished he hadn’t—her eyes were too full of compassion.

“I’m finished with this conversation, and for the record, we won’t be having it again. Copy?”

“Copy.”

He walked outside and boarded the transport. Lena slipped into another vehicle taking them to the bunker, and he was relieved as hell not to have her harping on him anymore about his wife or his behavior.

He wasn’t a live grenade—far from it. He was as in control as the rest of them.

And now that he had even less to live for, he could focus on his duty. Today, it was finding that special agent with the same damn safe word Teigen used in the bedroom.

What were the chances? Maybe good. For all he knew, a lot of women used wasabi for more than a way to season their sushi.

He resisted the urge to pinch the bridge of his nose and stave off all the images bombarding him. But he kept his hand fisted on his knee and watched the buildings fly by the window.

He was in control, dammit. And he was determined to show his team just how much.

* * * * *

Teigen poked her tongue around her mouth, feeling for loose teeth, but all she tasted was blood.

Protect your head. Sure. Great advice. Not that easy when her wrists and ankles were both tied so tight that if she fell off the chair her attackers sat her in, she’d only wiggle around on the floor like a worm left out on a sidewalk.

What kind of advice was that, anyway? The scientist—Sophia—had looked pretty terrible too. Teigen ran over the image of her in her mind, focusing on her face. Though she was ill and looked horrible after nine months of captivity, her face really wasn’t bruised and battered. Teigen couldn’t say the same.

The two men who’d been interrogating Teigen for hours now paced in front of her. Their questions were all the same. Their threats as well. Tell them why she was in the market or they’d kill her.

So far, she hadn’t given them what they wanted and they hadn’t acted on their threat. She was feeling a little cocky over it. They might have beaten her, but it could be worse. Much worse.

A pair of dark eyes bored into hers. There were no sparks of humanity in their depths. They were black holes burning into her like evil suns.

He took a step toward her, and she braced herself for the next blow. It hit with tremendous force, nearly rocking her chair backward. She clamped her lips to hold back the cry they wanted from her.

“Who were you meeting in the market?” His demand came with the sharp sting of a snakebite.

She was beginning to break down.

She couldn’t. Would not.

Head spinning with pain and mouth filling with fresh blood from her cheek that had been smashed against her teeth countless times now, she lifted her head and stared straight at him.

“I told you. I’m in business. I was there to buy jewelry. I have no idea what you’re talking about. I wasn’t meeting anyone.”

“You know something!” His roar echoed through the room and her bones and into her brainwaves. Her training informed her that yelling was a tactic to break a person, and she never wanted to hear another person raise their voice again.

“You were there to meet a person. Who was he?”

She wagged her head back and forth more to get away from the pain than in answer. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Then why did you speak to us in several different languages?”

Her stomach flexed, thick nausea filling it. “I speak several languages for my business. I travel all over the world to buy jewel—”

His knuckles sank into her stomach, cutting off her words and forcing all the air out of her lungs.

She doubled over, clinging to the edge of consciousness. Why didn’t she just give up and tell him everything? Why hold back? Sure her handler instructed her not to give up anything about the files she was meant to be cracking, but were they worth her life?

What did she have left anyway? She’d shoved away the only person who meant anything to her.

Oh, Crew. Where are you now? Are you failing at life as much as I am?

Air flooded into her lungs, and she made a godawful braying noise. She sucked in another breath, then another. Panting at the pain and fighting the nausea caused by a fist to the stomach, she glared at her captor.

“I buy jewelry. I can’t tell you what you want to know because I don’t know anything.”

“Put her back in the cell!” he barked.

The other man who’d done his own bit of torturing her lunged forward and yanked her off the chair. With no ability to use her bound feet, she fell on her face. She hit hard and next thing she knew, he dragged her up again. He cut her bonds, freeing her wrists and ankles, and began dragging her out of the room and down a hallway.

More of that orange light filled the place. She knew by now that it couldn’t be sunlight. It had to be some strange light bulb choice or a bad paint decision.

She almost laughed at the idea of terrorists having no design sense, but she managed to cut off her laugh before it got out.

The guy pushed her past Sophia’s cell. The woman let out a gasp, and Teigen whipped her head around to see her, but too late. He shoved her in the back, and she crumpled into her cell.

The gate slammed shut. She pressed her hot, swollen, bruised cheek against the cold floor and tried to figure out how to make it back to the corner. Right now, she wished she’d been given a dingy mattress like Sophia. Anything to cushion all the painful bruises on her body.

How could she escape these walls? Did anyone know where she was? The pendant with the camera was long gone. They’d taken her phone. They’d see the last person she called was her handler. Men like her captors liked to boast. They’d probably called her handler and told him they had her. That meant somebody had to be searching for her.

She still had a little hope to cling to.

But the scientist had been here nine months. How would Teigen survive nine months in this place?

Sophia let out a deep, racking cough.

Teigen squeezed her eyes shut and focused on the cold seeping into her bruised skin. And to think, last year around this time she and Crew were on a beach sipping drinks.

Her mind retreated into the memories of sun and sand. They’d built sandcastles that day, and when it got too hot, they jumped into the waves. The feel of his muscular arms locking her to his body made her feel like the most cherished woman on earth.

When they came out of the water and returned to their bungalow, they made love far into the night. Her fingers curled at the memory of digging them into his thick, muscled shoulders as he made her come over and over again.

A single tear slipped from the corner of her eye—the only one she’d released, even when they were torturing her. Good, that meant she wasn’t totally detached yet. She could still cry for Crew.

She hoped he was on a beach somewhere, even if he was sitting in a lounge chair alone, looking out at the waves. She wanted the best for him, and that was her motivating factor in breaking things off.

Her inkling that this job of hers might become more dangerous than she could handle had proved prophetic. She knew she did the right thing in calling her marriage quits. She couldn’t bear the thought of lying here and knowing her captors were after her husband too.

Ex-husband.

A word she never thought would be associated with her. After only one night with Crew, she’d known he was a forever kind of guy. Her forever guy.

If she hadn’t been so ambitious, she wouldn’t be here. She’d still be back home waiting for Crew’s phone call filled with all the sweet talk her romantic heart craved and all the dirty talk she missed when he was gone.

She’d really messed things up.

She couldn’t think about her failed marriage now. She was alone here and needed to hold on to her wits. She needed them to survive until her handler got her out of here.

She may have passed out for a while. When she opened her eyes, she didn’t know where she was. Only when she cast a glance at the bars and saw the never-ending orange light did the painful truth come flooding back.

“Teigen?” The call sounded from the next cell. “Can you hear me?”

“I’m here.” Her tongue felt too thick in her mouth. Her cheek was cut to hell.

“Are you okay?”

A dozen answers popped into her head. But she couldn’t give any of them if she was going to hold on to this life raft of hope.

“Yeah,” she finally told Sophia.

Far from okay, but she would not be broken.

Besides, now she had a mental map of the place. She’d counted the footsteps when they dragged her to the interrogation room and she memorized where all the hallways and other rooms branched off.

“You were gone a long time. I was starting to worry,” Sophia broke in.

Teigen pushed off the cold floor, starting to shiver. She slid into the corner with her back to it and knees curled up. She wrapped her arms around them and thought once more about that beach with the man she loved.

A man she’d never quit loving until the day she died.

“When I first got here, I thought about my parents a lot. What they must be feeling, knowing I was missing,” Sophia went on.

“I’m sure it’s hard on them.”

“Teigen?”

“Yeah?”

“Is there anyone important to you?”

The salty lump bobbed into her throat, and she nearly burst into rough, noisy tears. For a minute, she battled with her emotions.

At last, she said, “Yeah, there is someone important…Crew.”

Her eyes slammed shut and she let the silent tears for all she gave up roll.

For what she’d never have again.


FOUR

“Coming up on the gate,” Sparrow announced from the front of a small delivery van the Blackout team was using as cover.

The plan to follow another delivery van already cleared for entry at the bunker had to work. Their backup plan of climbing the thick stone walls surrounding the place and infiltrating on foot, probably while being shot at by guards, wasn’t as much of a sure thing.

Crew and the others were crowded in the back. The van smelled like rotting produce and the floor was littered with stray bits of fruit that were left behind.

The vehicle geared down, the motion rocking everyone. They were prepped for a raid, with assault rifles and enough ammo to take out an entire block of bunkers. From what they knew, there weren’t that many people inside. Blackout would be in and out and back on a flight for home within the hour.

They rolled over a few hard bumps. Crew engaged his ab muscles to keep from pitching into Ramsey. Their equipment rustled.

“Always a party. Stuck in the back of a hot, smelly van waiting to jump out and get shot at.” Ramsey’s sarcastic drawl broke the tension, and a couple of them laughed.

Crew didn’t, though. He wasn’t sure he was capable of joking these days.

Ramsey’s gaze fell on him and his expression sobered. Crew gave him the smallest nod, which his brother-in-arms returned.

The van continued to bump along the drive leading to the building.

“Get ready, Blackout.” Sparrow’s order projected into their ears, and they all snapped to attention. Two men near the back door perched at the ready to shove open the doors and jump out.

“Now!”

Crew went into autopilot. His boots hit the ground and he ran straight for the front. A guard stepped out, weapon aimed at Crew’s head. He took the guard out before he could be mowed down by a bullet.

“Go, go, go!” someone bellowed.

Crew took point with Frost on his six as they entered the building. Shouts sounded from somewhere deeper inside.

Blackout was looking for the woman. The codebreaker. Finding her in a maze of corridors wouldn’t be easy. He took a right then a left, rushing past rooms. A guy leaped out and poked a rifle at them.

Crew swung his weapon up just as Frost did. The man crumpled, and they continued on. At the end of the hall there was a ring of orange light.

“Want to find out where that’s coming from?” Frost asked.

“Let’s go.” Crew ran through the corridor all the way to the end. “There’s another level below. Going in.” He started down a short run of stairs leading to a basement level. But once he was down there, he realized the earth under the bunker had been dug away by hand, probably over the course of months.

“What the—” Frost broke off, his breaths coming heavier as they searched the area. The orange light was coming from a few bare lightbulbs hanging from the low ceiling. The bulbs were low wattage but the earth had an orange cast.

The place smelled damp and musty. Under the echo of gunfire on the floor above them came a low sound like ripping paper.

He paused. “Hear that?”

“Sounds like we have company,” Frost replied.

On the defensive, they hurried along the passage. It branched off to the right and came to a dead end. A rat scurried by Crew’s boot.

He wouldn’t be surprised if they were keeping prisoners down here.

The sound of tearing reached them again. Frost spun and headed toward it. On his heels, Crew’s adrenaline fueled his every step. Sweat trickled down his nape.

He slowed. Along one wall small cells had been dug out and bars were fitted in the openings. “Oh, shit.”

“I hope we don’t have to leave a bunch of fucking prisoners here to die,” Frost muttered.

“I was thinkin’ the same thing.” Crew switched on his head lamp to shine a light into the first cell. Exposed to light, rats skittered.

Empty. They moved to the next and the next. All empty. When they turned a corner and cell after cell lined both walls, Crew’s gut sank with sickening dread. What the fuck was this place? Why were they holding so many prisoners here?

“We found the prisoners. A lot of them,” Crew announced to the team.

“We’re only looking for one,” came Sparrow’s reply.

“Fuck.” Frost’s low voice had Crew pivoting to see where he was.

Frost’s light beamed into a cell, and in one corner huddled a man in ragged clothes. Even in the dim light and the orange glow, Crew could see raw sores on his bare shins.

They weren’t looking for a man. They needed the codebreaker.

“Goddammit!” He strode to the next cell. Another man was curled on a mattress in the corner. More rats crawled over a tray holding the meal it appeared he didn’t have the strength to eat.

Quickening their pace, he and Frost searched both sides of the hall. When long, dirty brown hair came into view in one cell, Crew stopped.

“Safe word?”

She stared at him with blank eyes.

“Do you know the safe word?” he asked again.

She shook her head.

Disgusted that he had to keep moving, keep searching for the woman he was ordered to save, he continued on.

“It will take a ton of aid workers to get these people out,” Frost said quietly.

“I know.” They wouldn’t be left behind. Someone would come for them. But for a few, it might be too late.

Another hall cut to the left. The ripping noise grew louder. Crew realized that they were hearing someone coughing. And by the higher tone of the noise, it was a woman.

With weapon raised, he hurried into the hall. From behind him, Frost fired on an armed man coming to stop them.

Crew ran to the cell. His light panned over a woman on a mattress, coughing her lungs out.

“What’s the safe word?” he demanded.

She couldn’t quit coughing long enough to tell him. He waited for her shoulders to stop shaking with the force of the cough. Then she shook her head. Weakly, she said, “I don’t know a safe word.”

She had a light German accent under the reedy wheeze emitting from her.

In two ground-eating strides he reached another cell. The woman’s head was bowed. Brown hair trailed into her eyes but couldn’t conceal the swelling in her face. She’d been beaten and recently.

Above them, gunfire exploded. Screams sounded.

“We don’t have much time,” Frost said.

“What’s the safe word?” Crew forced out.

She lifted her head, eyes wide in the light shining on her from his head lamp.

Another scream, this one closer.

“Fuck, they’re shooting the prisoners!” Frost whirled to the head of the corridor, prepared to blast the first man who stepped out.

“Do you know a safe word?” Crew barked at the woman.

Her voice cut through the blast of gunfire and the new coughing fit of the woman in the next cell.

“It’s wasabi, Crew.”

He blinked. His heart gave a hard heave, and he stared harder at the prisoner, searching her swollen and bloody face for the woman he’d married on a whim that had turned out to be the best decision of his life.

“Teigen?”

She lurched forward but almost fell on her face. On her hands and knees, she started toward the gate.

“No! Stay back! I have to shoot the lock.”

She scrambled backward and huddled in the corner. His gaze washed over her, and he tried not to react but seeing her hands thrown over her head to protect herself from any flying debris ripped his fucking heart out.

“We got her,” he heard Frost say just before Crew blew off the padlock. The rough metal gate swung outward, and he whipped it open, lunging toward his wife.

His mind couldn’t wrap around how she got here. Or why she was sitting in a cell in Egypt instead of back home in Virginia Beach.

The codebreaker. My wife’s the fucking codebreaker?

No way.

Even if he was wrong, he wasn’t leaving her here to die.

* * * * *

Teigen’s mind was blurry with shock. Or maybe she was about to pass out again. She was not looking at Crew, the man she’d married after one weekend together. She must be hallucinating.

She’d taken more than physical blows and was probably nearing her breaking point.

Crew couldn’t be here because he was off fighting for his country.

Her traumatized brain was making her think Crew was standing in front of her decked out in military gear. More likely she was actually looking at one of her kidnappers or her handler or even Santa Claus.

She was losing it. No wonder she’d blurted the safe word they used in the bedroom.

He tried to enter but was too tall for the low ceiling of her cell. Folded in half, he moved toward her.

Through the slit of her eye, she peered at his face. He had the same rugged features as Crew. The straight nose and hard lips. Why was she even questioning whether or not it was her husband who’d come to save her? It didn’t matter. She just needed to get out of here.

“Jesus Christ. Teigen!” His hands closed on her upper arms. He lifted her into his arms and twisted for the gate.

Her cheek pressed against his steely chest, and she dragged in a deep breath.

He smelled like Crew.

As he ducked through the opening with her cradled against him, reality struck.

“No!” She threw out a hand, locking it on the doorway like one of those cats that refused to go into a carrier. “I can’t go with you.”

“We can negotiate terms later. This is about saving your life.”

“I’m not going—”

“Teigen,” he rumbled in warning.

“Without the scientist!” she finished.

Now that they were out of the cell, he straightened to his full height and let her slide to her feet. With an arm locked around her waist, he started dragging her down the hall.

“Crew! Listen to me! I can’t leave without the scientist!”

“We have to get her out of here. Who knows how safe this place is or how determined the guys we’ve left alive are to keep their prisoners from being rescued?” he was muttering to the huge man barreling ahead of him.

“Crew, stop!”

He towed her another few steps, no matter how much she dug in her heels.

He was still playing the big protector card. But oh, he looked so damn good and rugged in his gear, that thick, muscled chest strapped with ammo.

How did he look more muscular than when she’d seen him last? When was the last time she set eyes on her husband?

Five months. Back before she realized she was going to get him killed with her work.

She dug her fingers into his muscled arm. “Crew! Listen to me! We have to get the woman in the cell next to mine! Go back now!”

He stopped and glared down at her.

A man appeared at the end of the hall, blocking the entire entrance with his enormous body. He took one look at them and ran forward. “Get her out of here. They’ve got the place wired to blow.”

“Blow? Oh, god!” Teigen cried out.

Crew yanked her another step. When she didn’t come easy, he whipped his head toward her. “You’re going to listen to me and run out of this goddamn building or I’m going to throw you over my shoulder and carry you.”

“The scientist! She’s been here nine months!”

A low growl vibrated from him. He jerked his head toward the two men with him and they turned back. Relief swept through her in a hot rush. Her knees felt like two limp noodles but she managed to run through the maze of hallways.

They rounded a corner. Crew kept his rifle up. The fact that he was prepared to shoot anybody barring their way made her stomach quiver.

Behind them came a blast and then the creak of metal that was all too familiar to Teigen after mere days in this place. They’d freed Sophia.

“No! Leave me!” came the scientist’s desperate cry.

Teigen’s chest flexed. With all her strength, she ripped free of Crew’s grasp and ran back to help her friend.

“Goddammit!” Crew’s roar felt like it vibrated the air, but Teigen ignored his wrath.

She could barely see through her swollen eye but managed not to smash into any walls. Two men on Crew’s team blocked Sophia’s cell.

“I can’t leave!” She went into another coughing fit.

She pushed her way to her cell. “Sophia, you have to come with us now!”

“Leave me. I’ll only slow you down.” She met Teigen’s eyes. “Tell my parents I love them.”

“We’re not leaving you.”

“Take both of them,” came Crew’s command. Two arms closed around Teigen like a vise, and someone hauled her off her feet.

As they turned a corner, she caught a glimpse of one of the other big men carrying Sophia.

Where was Crew? He wasn’t behind them.

“Crew!” She couldn’t help the cry that broke from her.

The man carrying her plastered a hand over her mouth, cutting off all sound.

The light changed when they ran up a short flight of stairs. Next thing she knew they were out of the building and running across a dirt yard. Jostled in her rescuer’s arms, she looked back, waiting for Crew to exit the bunker.

They threw her and Sophia into a van. Doors slammed.

Men surrounded them, all shouting and talking over each other. She crushed her back against the van wall and tried to make sense of what they were saying.

“Leave him—”

“There’s still time. Go back!” another guy barked.

She stared at their faces filled with anger and disbelief.

“Mustang ordered us to leave him. We’ll rescue him when we have backup.”

Mustang? They weren’t talking about Crew. What about Crew?

“You said the place is rigged to blow!” Another man sliced a hand through the air.

“I cut the wires and took their detonator. It can’t blow now, not without a lot of work to put that bomb back together.”

“Oh, fuck.” The dude who’d carried her out bowed his head and dug his fingers into his eyes.

“Where is Crew?” she burst out into the lull of silence. Her cry had an edge as rough as Sophia’s cough coming from beside her.

Teigen found Sophia’s chilled fingers and gripped them tight without taking her eyes off the men. “You saved us, but where the hell is Crew? Where the hell is my husband?”

Six sets of eyes drilled into her. But no one answered.
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He was this close to reuniting with his wife. Then he lost his focus for one damn second. The guy got the jump on him and now he was a prisoner.

He was so busy enduring two brutal beatings and having a gallon of water forced down his throat and sometimes into his lungs that he forgot about Ramsey saying the bunker was wired to blow until he realized the explosion never came.

At least they got Teigen out. He knew that much. Right before that asshole jumped Crew, he’d heard Sparrow order Frost to put her in the van.

Crew only had a second to scream for them to leave him behind—that he was captured—before the guy ripped the communication device from his ear and stomped it to pieces.

He told them to go, and they did…but the team would return for him. Blackout didn’t leave any of their guys behind.

He just had to stay alive long enough for them to rescue him. The cell and the beatings he could handle. Even the waterboarding he got a taste of back during SEAL training. He’d suffered worse pain in the line of duty. But how had his sweet wife survived this?

The bigger question was why she was here in the first place. Obviously she was the codebreaker…but how the actual fuck?

Someone got to her. When was she recruited?

A wave of nausea hit Crew’s stomach. After ingesting all that water, they’d punched him repeatedly while he coughed and choked and fought for air. Did they do the same to Teigen?

She’d definitely taken a beating, and that left him burning with the rage of a thousand fires. He felt like a nuclear bomb had gone off and his insides were the wasteland.

How? Why? Teigen…Jesus Christ. Who did this to her?

Questions slammed into him over and over. He leaned forward and vomited more water and spent a good minute afterward feeling more miserable than he had in his whole life. Not because of what they did to him—because he’d finally set eyes on his wife and may never do so again.

Pain racked his chest. The noise of a door opening jerked his head up.

He calculated how close he needed his captor to be to land a kick. If he could knock the guy off his feet, he could possibly snap the wooden arms of the chair he was tied to and free himself.

Then a second guy entered the room and Crew had to start plotting their deaths all over again. Plunge the splintered chair arm into one man’s neck while he—

They whipped the hood over his head and picked up where they left off, pouring water on his face until he was gasping for air.

“Who are you with?” one of the guys yelled at him.

Crew clamped his lips and refused to answer.

“Are more armies coming?” another asked.

When he didn’t respond at all, a boot crashed into his shin. He felt the bone flex, but it held.

“You’re not going to break me,” he said with all the strength he could muster.

A frustrated roar reverberated in the room. Then in Arabic, the man ordered the other to pin his hand down.

Oh fuck. Here goes.

Something metal bit down on a blunt fingernail. The pain of it being yanked out was brief and fleeting, but his mind still swirled from it and his stomach, full of water again, churned. Breathing shallowly, he transported himself to any place but here in this moment.

His mind drifted to the last weekend he and Teigen spent together. Lying in bed. Naked. He stroked her warm reddish-brown hair over her bare shoulder.

Either she’d changed her hair or it was caked with filth and blood. He didn’t want to think of that, so he returned to his daydream of lying tangled together after sex and having their usual talk about the future.

Only he couldn’t recall discussing any vacation plans or anything else beyond what they’d order for dinner.

Why hadn’t they discussed anything more?

Because she knew we didn’t have a future. She was already planning it even when my cum was still warm in her pussy.

The blow of knowing he’d missed the signs that something was off hurt more than the next half hour of interrogation and torture that followed. They yanked another fingernail. Stabbed something hot and sharp into his shoulder.

“You’re American! Who sent you?”

His head rolled on his neck. “Jesus.” He wasn’t sure if that was his answer or a blasphemy or a prayer. The sharp, searing metal easing into his shoulder made him shake with pain.

“You can’t lie to us. We will make you tell us the truth. How did you find us?”

“We dialed a hotline—1-800-DUMBASS. Your ugly fucking picture came up.” Crew grinned. “Then your wife texted us photos of her tits.”

Wham! Wham, wham!

Crew damn near fell off the chair. Blood trickled down his cheek.

He did the total opposite of what they wanted—he laughed. It felt good, so he laughed again. But it cut off immediately when they jabbed that goddamn piece of metal back into his shoulder.

Crew bit off all sound, bottling it up in his chest for the moment he was free and alone. He’d never let anybody hear him scream.

Eventually they left him alone, slumped in a chair with the hood back over his head. Now he knew how everybody felt when they visited Blackout headquarters and were forced to wear a hood to prevent their knowing Blackout’s position.

The team was nothing but fucking secrets, and so was Teigen. She was breaking codes for who? How did she hide it from him all this time?

Was everything a lie? He’d just completed SEAL training when they met. Had she targeted him to help with her cover? A married translator in a condo didn’t draw as much attention as a single spy traveling to foreign countries.

They both had a lot of secrets. He’d totally kept her in the dark about Blackout. It had to be that way, though.

Maybe it had to be that way for her too.

All this left him questioning how much was real and how much of their life together was a lie. He thought about wasabi—how they both liked it rough in the bedroom. Pushing each other to the limit had become their love language.

She especially liked the feeling of his palm coming down on her firm ass while he plowed his cock through her wet pussy and deep into her core.

His cock might be stiff right now if his gut and lungs weren’t half full of water and about ten bruises throbbing. Just thinking about the night Teigen brought out a set of handcuffs and told him her safe word was wasabi had him wishing he could get that time with her back.

He deserved a chance to know the truth—and to tell her his truths, too. He might not know anything about the woman he married, but he wanted a chance to remedy that…to learn what was real and what was fake.

The terrorists had left him alone. The bunker was silent, but a clock ticked somewhere in the room. He counted the ticks to sixty, and sixty again.

His team would come back for him if they could. And if they couldn’t? At least he’d saved Teigen.

Crew had to prepare for the worst.

The door opened again. He braced himself. No matter what came next, he’d face it head on.

He had his marriage to keep him going, and no way was he quitting that. No matter what Teigen said, he’d seen the flare of hope in her eyes when he pulled her into his arms.

* * * * *

Teigen gripped the edges of the blanket someone had thrown around her shoulders, but it didn’t stop the shivers from overtaking her.

The dozen or so people who made up the SEAL team that saved her clustered in the middle of the room, all talking over each other. Their clipped, harsh tones scared her as much as what they were saying.

It sounded like they weren’t going back for Crew.

A few feet away, Sophia sat in a chair one of the guys provided her. She was huddled in her blanket, face pale. She continued to shake with hard, deep coughs.

She probably has pneumonia, Teigen thought offhandedly. She needed a doctor. No doubt the team would provide that too.

But would they get her husband back for her?

The huge guy who’d carried her out of the bunker folded his thick arms across his chest. Even from here, Teigen could see his glare.

“We’re not just leaving him there. We’re going back. Now,” he said.

Another guy equally stacked with muscle shook his head. “It’s not that easy, Frost. Ramsey might have defused one bomb, but that doesn’t mean they won’t rig another. There are too many prisoners in that bunker for us to risk all of them. We need a strategy. And backup.”

“Man, this is our brother. He might not be alive by the time we get—”

One of the guys next to Frost jammed an elbow into his ribs, cutting off the end of Frost’s sentence.

But Teigen already knew. Crew might not be alive by the time they returned.

The lump in her throat burned like a hot coal. She couldn’t just stand here doing nothing, saying nothing. She had some pull too. Her handler could help.

She had to let Crew’s team know.

Barreling forward, she pushed through the outer ring of the group. The blanket swirled around her calves.

All eyes turned to her.

“We have to go back for Crew,” she said with the hard edge of command.

The man who’d denied Frost’s demand to return to the bunker swung toward her. “I’m Sparrow, commanding officer of this team. Miss…?”

What name did she give them? If she wanted her husband back, she needed to let them know what was at stake.

She raised her jaw and looked Sparrow straight in the eye. “Mrs. Spence. Teigen Spence. Crew’s wife.”

A dozen gasps sounded around her, along with the rustling of gear as the guys shifted in shock at the news.

“Yes, you just rescued your teammate’s wife from that compound. And yes, I’m the codebreaker you were after. Crew had no idea it was me, and the last person I thought I’d see in that place was him.”

Sparrow’s gaze locked on her face. His thorough examination gave her the impression that he didn’t believe her.

“If you don’t believe me—” she began.

He cut her off. “I do. That doesn’t change the fact I can’t just send my team in after Spence. I’m trying to avoid an international incident and spare the lives of all those prisoners we left behind.”

“You can’t leave a man behind. You’re SEALs!”

“Actually, we’re black ops.”

She drew back under the blow of those words, of knowing what her husband was—and what he’d hidden from her all this time.

Secrets. So many secrets. He wasn’t the only one keeping them, either.

“That explains…” Her voice broke and she cleared her throat. “A lot.”

Like all the times he said he would call and didn’t.

Some of the guys were speaking among themselves, mumbling under their breaths while throwing her looks through narrowed eyes.

Suddenly she realized they probably all knew about her breaking things off with Crew. And of course they’d be on his side—they fought with him in the trenches and she was the woman who’d wronged him.

Sparrow turned away from her and addressed his team. “We need to call in Team Charlie. This could take a minute.”

Teigen pushed forward to get his attention again. “By ‘minute’ you mean…?”

He looked down at her, a crease between his brows. “Days.”

She shook her head. “That’s unacceptable! We can’t leave him for days. He won’t make it in that place!”

Frost tipped his jaw toward the wall. “Your friend over there was in that bunker for nine months, according to you. Crew’s a warrior. He’ll hang on until we get there.”

“But I might be able to help. If you let me contact my handler, he might have an idea.”

Sparrow shook his head. “Too sensitive. We do this our way.” He looked past Teigen and addressed a tall woman decked out in the same gear the rest of the team wore. “Lena, take our two guests and find them showers, food and beds.”

Lena moved through the group, and the guys parted to allow her to reach Teigen. She possessed the same toughness as the rest of the team, but there was an underlying light of compassion Teigen hadn’t seen in Sparrow or Frost’s eyes.

They were all tactics and war. This woman, Lena, was part of their team but still able to help her sisters of the world.

“Come with me.” She walked across the room to where Sophia was slumped in the chair, head resting against the wall at her back. Her eyes were closed.

Teigen snaked an arm from under her blanket and cupped the scientist’s elbow. “Sophia, can you walk? We’re going to find you a bed.”

Her eyes popped open, the green depths bright with fever, yet her skin was clammy and cold to the touch. She gave a weak nod and Teigen and Lena helped her to her feet.

As they made slow progress out of the main room where the men of the black ops team were still hashing out the particulars of a reconnaissance mission, Teigen took in how dark and empty all the rooms were.

“What is this place?” she asked Lena.

She looked at Teigen from across Sophia, who they supported between them. “Safehouse. We didn’t plan on coming here, but things didn’t go as planned. Don’t worry. You’re safe here.”

“And Crew? You’ll go back for him, right?”

Her lips tightened so slightly that Teigen might have missed the gesture if she hadn’t been staring at Lena so intently and willing her to answer in Crew’s favor.

“We’ll give it our all. Crew’s one of ours. We won’t give up easily.”

It wasn’t exactly the answer Teigen wanted. She wanted to hear the team would grab their weapons and head back to the bunker that very minute. But Lena’s words infused her with a little hope.

Sophia started coughing and they had to stop and hold her upright through the ugly, bone-racking noises. Even in the dim light of the hall, Teigen saw how drastically pale Sophia became.

When the coughing stopped, they pushed her to continue to a room. Lena flipped a switch, casting light over two beds with simple gray blankets on top. “Why don’t you lie here and rest a while, Sophia? When you wake up, I’ll show you to the shower,” Lena told her.

She nodded faintly, and they assisted her into bed. The woman’s eyes were shut before Teigen even pulled the covers over her.

She stood back, gripping her own blanket tight again. “She needs a doctor.”

“I’ll have Frost come in and look at her. He’s our team medic and carries some supplies. I think she might have pneumonia. He can’t start her on antibiotics until we get her to a hospital.”

“She’s in danger too. Those men who took her won’t be happy that she escaped.” Teigen kept her voice to a whisper.

Lena nodded that she understood the weight of the situation and pointed to the door. Teigen followed her to the next room, a bathroom with a single shower stall.

“All the supplies you need to wash up are here. I’ll bring you some clothes and set them on the sink.”

Teigen looked around. “I can’t believe I’m doing this while Crew is being held captive in that bunker. God knows what they’re doing to him!”

Lena’s stare traveled over Teigen’s face. She had no clue what she looked like but could guess. Every bruise still throbbed.

“What’s the story about the other woman?” Lena’s question took her by surprise.

“Her name’s Sophia Müller. She’s a scientist from Germany and was working on a missile tracking project when she was taken by those terrorists.”

“I see.” Lena’s voice sounded as though she was holding something back.

Turning for the door, she said, “I’ll be back with some clothes, and I’ll speak to Frost about Sophia.”

Teigen watched her leave, thinking too late she should have asked her for a phone to call her handler, no matter what Sparrow said. It was only a matter of time before the team’s commanding officer would expect answers from her too. She’d have to tell him why she was in Egypt, as well as her reason for being kidnapped.

They already knew she was the codebreaker. After all, they found her.

Oh, Crew, I’ll find a way to get you out of there.

A tear trickled down her cheek. With each dirty, bloodstained garment she stripped off, more tears flowed. When she stepped under the shower spray, her tears dried up, though.

A hollow feeling filled her insides as she scrubbed away the grime of being in that cell. The bruises were all tender and she didn’t even want to look at herself, but she got out of the shower and faced the small rectangular mirror over the sink.

Seeing the state of her swollen eye made her grimace. She bore several cuts on her face that were scabbed over. By the time she dressed in the set of clean clothes Lena left for her, Teigen had once again located her core of steel that got her through so many information exchanges and meetings in dicey places.

She returned to the room and found Sophia still asleep. Teigen stopped and stared at the woman’s face.

While the scientist was clearly ill, her pale face bore no cuts or bruises at all. It looked like they had totally different captivity experiences. Teigen was battered and Sophia’s face was just…pale.

Not that she couldn’t bear hidden wounds or scars on the inside. And maybe their captors had given up on beating her months ago.

Teigen shuddered to think of what could have happened to her in that bunker but didn’t.

Her mind turned back to Crew. Was he in a cell just like hers—maybe even in the very cell he’d broken her out of?

No, he shot the lock off the gate. They’d imprison him elsewhere.

Her chest burned with the pain of knowing she was the reason he was there at all. He’d come to rescue her. Now she had to find a way to save him back.
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They thought they could break him. They were fucking wrong.

Crew had nothing and everything to lose.

He’d gotten acquainted with four different men who switched off torturing and interrogating him. But he guessed there were at least thirty other men living in this bunker.

From what he gathered, the government knew they were here, and what they were doing, but didn’t give a damn. During his time in Blackkout, Crew had met more than a few corrupt government officials. It didn’t surprise him that they’d turn a blind eye to what went on here. Abubakar was known for keeping government stooges on his payroll.

They dragged him out of his cell several times a day for what he’d come to think of as the “agony sessions.” The typical methods to break a man were used—blaring screamo music, pain, threats.

He’d been forced to strip and been blasted with water a few times. Damn near froze to death afterward when they threw him back in the cold cell too.

What kept him going was Teigen. If she’d endured even a fraction of this hell, he could too.

They had him in chains again. He swayed on his feet, his ankles bound together and his arms raised over his head. He was starting to lose feeling in his fingers, but give him a chance and he’d still find a way to make a fist and beat the first man who got close enough.

They took his shirt a few days before, and blood trickled down his bare chest. They’d used that heated, sharp instrument on him so many times he felt like a science experiment and a pin cushion rolled into one mean, ornery bastard.

His ears rang from the blaring death metal music they thought would drive him insane enough to give up some intel. What they didn’t know was Crew liked heavy music. He’d attended more than a few concert festivals that lasted for days. Hearing it now, even at high decibels, was far from unpleasant.

He grinned at the camera aimed at him across the room. Seconds later, the music cut off, leaving his ears ringing.

Two of his captors entered the room. He knew their faces from wanted posters back in one of the war rooms of the Pentagon but couldn’t remember their names. All he needed to know was that they were under Abubakar’s employ.

“Have you had enough yet?” one asked him.

Swaying in his chains, Crew managed to unfold his numb middle fingers and shoot him a double bird.

The man’s eyes were already cold and dead but they grew colder and more lifeless at Crew’s response.

“I suppose you don’t have anything to care about now that your team has left you.”

“They’ll be back.”

“They’re dead,” he said in a soulless tone.

Crew knew they were lying, but his gut clenched anyway.

“We killed them all.”

“Lies,” Crew bit off.

The man sauntered over to him as if they were about to have a leisurely chat. Widening his stance, he eyed Crew. “We found where they were staying and we blew them up.”

“Why should I believe you?”

His lip curled. “You came after the codebreaker.”

They kept pummeling him for information about Teigen. Fact was, he probably knew less than they did. He only knew she was taken from the market and tossed into a van. The image of her flashed in his mind in regular intervals, though—her arms and legs captured in motion as she fought her kidnappers.

Now that he knew he’d been staring at his own wife, he wondered how he ever missed it. Maybe it was that phenomenon of seeing a person who didn’t belong there. In his mind, Teigen was in Virginia, leading a quiet life while she waited for his next leave. Or would have been.

Fuck, no wonder she’d ended things. What kind of marriage did they have when he hadn’t seen her in five months and almost never called her?

The guy’s sneer etched his entire face in the likeness of evil. “The codebreaker is a whore who exchanged sexual favors for kinder treatment. Maybe you should consider what she really is.”

Crew’s stomach heaved with the pain of those words. Was it true? He didn’t know what Teigen was capable of anymore.

Then he remembered her face. Beaten, bloody. Her eye swollen shut.

She didn’t talk.

When Crew didn’t respond to the taunt, the man went on. “We blew her up too. Along with the airport runways. The ports are all closed. Nobody will ever come for you.”

“Why go to all that trouble for one man? You must think I’m worth far more than I am.”

The door opened again and a third man entered. He crossed the room with measured steps as if he was in no hurry and that seeing tortured victims chained up was just part of his nine-to-five. A regular day on the job.

He reached the guy harassing Crew and leaned over to whisper something to him.

Without a word or even a glance at Crew, he turned and walked out, with the other two following him.

Crew had no prayer of freeing himself, and when he said he had nothing and everything to lose, it was true.

He didn’t have a wife, but he still had a chance to set things right with her. His team had left him behind, but they’d be back. And when they got here, the wrath of Blackout would descend on these motherfuckers.

It was hard to gauge how long he’d been in this place, but he guessed three days. More than enough time for reinforcements to reach Egypt and rally with Blackout. If he were in command, he’d call for Charlie, Blackout’s second platoon. They didn’t often work with Charlie team, but united they were doubly lethal. The men in this bunker didn’t have a goddamn prayer.

From beyond the door, he heard a commotion and men running.

Whatever they found out stirred them up like hornets in a nest.

Hope built inside Crew until he almost felt powerful enough to yank down the chains holding him prisoner.

He had no doubt that his team was coming. And when they did, he’d fight alongside them.

The door opened and two men rushed in. Crew braced himself for a beating—or worse.

They reached for the chains. He expected the yank on his bruised wrists but when he felt the heavy metal go slack, surprise rippled through him.

His deadened arms dropped uselessly to his sides and he staggered. His captor gave him enough chain binding his ankles to allow him to walk.

When they dragged him out of the room and down the hall at a swift pace, he saw why they’d loosened his bonds and released his arms.

They needed him to move fast.

As he passed several cells full of moaning and injured men, he wished that he’d gotten a chance to hear those men’s stories, to learn how they got here and who was missing them.

The chains around his feet clanked with every step. As they passed a cell, a stream of foul excrement ran across the stone floor.

Crew looked straight ahead. They took his boots and all he could do was hope he didn’t step in human filth.

Whether they planned it or not, the orange light down here was torture in itself. It meant they couldn’t sleep in darkness. Or wake with the sun on their faces. It left them in an endless limbo.

His captor shoved him from behind. Crew stumbled in a bent position into the cell, and the door slammed behind him.

He turned in time to give the man a knowing grin. “It’s over and you know it. Get ready to meet your maker.”

His brown eyes drilled into Crew. Holding his stare, Crew let him see the force of his belief.

His team was on the way. They’d get him the hell out of this godforsaken place.

Then Crew would have another battle on his hands—to get his wife back.

All the things they’d told him in the torture room played through his mind. Teigen’s appearance was proof that she never exchanged sex for kinder treatment.

On the other hand, the woman Teigen insisted they save had unblemished skin. If she was willing to do anything to save herself from pain, what else was she prepared to do? And what could that mean for Blackout?

What had he sent back with his wife?

He gripped the metal bars and stared out at the stone wall opposite his cell.

The light never even flickered. Unending orange. He felt as if he’d dropped onto another planet that didn’t share the same sun as Earth.

Bowing his head, he pressed his forehead to the cool metal. He had to keep his wits. He only had himself to rely on down here.

They were trying to mind-fuck him with lies that they killed his team. Even the tale that they’d blown up the roads and as a result the ports were closed was more believable than his team being wiped out.

Not Blackout.

From above came clanking noises. He knew the sound of battle preparations when he heard them. It sounded as if his captors were reinforcing the entrances, not that anything could stop Blackout.

Once he got out of here, nothing would stop him from getting answers from Teigen either. He would demand she spill the story of how she got into this dangerous line of work. How did she know how to break codes, anyway?

And why did she hide it from him all those months? There had been plenty of chances to tell him the truth.

But you didn’t tell her everything either, did you? He never told her the rules of Blackout—that he didn’t exist on paper. At the time, it didn’t seem to matter since she was living on her own and using her maiden name.

She didn’t know just how dark and dirty his world was, how much blood was on his hands. He kept that from her so she didn’t worry. What man wouldn’t?

Now he could see it was wrong of him. If he’d told her about his work, it would have opened a door for her to confide in him.

Shouts and thudding echoed through the bunker.

A grim smile spread over Crew’s face. This was his path to freedom. He only hoped that on the way out the door, he got to personally finish off the men who’d given Teigen those bruises.

* * * * *

Frost straightened from Sophia’s sickbed. “Your lungs sound clearer. The antibiotics I managed to get for you are working.”

Sophia nodded. “I have more air.”

“Good. Any issues taking the steroids I gave you?”

She shook her head.

Teigen sat on her bunk nearby, watching the SEAL with a better bedside manner than most doctors she’d visited. The big man might be tough and dangerous, but he treated Sophia with the utmost care and put some color back in her cheeks.

He stood back to assess his patient. “Did Lena talk to you about where you want us to move you?”

“She did.”

“And?”

“If I return to Germany, the men will only find me again. I’m going to go to America with you and talk to somebody from your embassy about helping me find a safe place to live.”

Frost’s expression was unreadable as he studied her. “That will need to be cleared with Sparrow.”

“Lena said she would suggest it to him.”

Frost dipped his chin in a hard nod. “Then I’ll leave it to him. Keep drinking fluids and take all your medicine.”

He started out the door. Teigen leaped off the bunk and ran to follow.

“Frost!” She grabbed his arm.

He pivoted to face her. “What is it?”

Casting a look over her shoulder, she moved away from the door with Frost in tow. She pitched her voice low. “I don’t want Sophia to hear this.”

He stared down at her with as much interest as he might show a bug on the sidewalk. He might be good with Sophia, but he was cold to Teigen. She thought she knew why too, but there was nothing she could do about his view of her.

“I know you’re planning something. Something big.”

Not an eyelid twitched on the huge man.

“I know you can’t tell me anything. But you can get me access to Sparrow. I need to talk to him.”

When he didn’t respond, she added, “Please.”

He jerked his head for her to follow him. The sound of voices came from the main room where the team had argued about whether or not they were going back to rescue Crew and was once more packed with more people than made up the Blackout team.

Frost lengthened his strides and cut across the room. They reached a couple of guys standing around shooting the breeze.

Hand out, Frost grinned. “Heyyy, Overstreet. Good to see ya, man. Been a while.”

The two men gripped hands and Frost brought the tall, built man with light brown hair closer and thumped him on the back.

Teigen scanned Overstreet’s uniform. It was identical to the badass black the rest of Blackout wore.

The team they called in for reinforcement had arrived.

That meant they were going to the bunker soon. Maybe even within the hour.

She had to find Sparrow.

Skirting the perimeter of the group, she craned her neck to see over all the tall, broad men. She spotted Lena and tried to catch her eye, but the woman was looking at someone, a crinkle in her brow but a small twist to her lips.

Teigen pushed through two bodies. “Excuse me. Excuse me, please.”

A guy looked down at her, head cocked.

She marched around him before he could ask the question she saw plain on his face—what was she doing here?

I’m saving Crew, that’s what. She’d broken off their marriage in order to protect him from this exact thing. Now she had to fix it.

She ducked under another’s arm and scanned the faces of the men surrounding her on every side. Where was Sparrow? She felt like a toddler in a family reunion, searching for a familiar face amid a sea of strangers.

She spotted Ramsey. The man’s Roman god features would stand out to any woman who clapped eyes on him. He was chatting with another man, a bottle of water in hand which he gestured casually with. To anyone looking on, they might look like they were discussing football or the best barbecue joint in town, not preparing for a black op.

She made a beeline to him, hoping he could tell him where Sparrow was, but just then a muscled torso cut off her view. By the time she managed to get around the dude, another man had moved into the spot where Ramsey had been standing.

This was ridiculous. Sparrow had to be around here somewhere.

She stopped in front of one of Crew’s teammates. They called him Bishop.

He looked down at her, eyes crinkling, not with a smile but in concern. “What do you need?” he rumbled.

She wasn’t going to cower in front of anyone, let alone someone who was going to fight for Crew.

Lifting her jaw, she said, “I’m looking for Sparrow.”

Something moved behind his eyes that resembled a worm of disapproval. But Bishop glanced around the group. He pointed. “Off to the right.”

“Thanks.” She whirled and bumped into what felt like a solid brick wall.

A hand steadied her as she bounced off the man who had the most strikingly vivid blue eyes she’d ever seen. “Sorry. Who are you looking for?”

“Sparrow,” she said, struck by just how blue those eyes were.

He jerked his thumb. “Back there. Want me to pick you up so you can see?”

Oh dear god.

“No, I don’t want you to pick me up. I just want to get past you please.”

“Name’s Henner, by the way.” His eyes lit with amusement, but she wasn’t sticking around to talk to him more about his demeaning question. She hurried where he pointed and finally broke through a cluster of three men chatting about weapons.

“Sparrow!” She strode up to him.

He cocked a brow. “What are you doing?”

“I’d like to talk to you. It will only take a minute.”

He stared at her as if deciding if it was worth listening to what she had to say. She’d heard all the whispers from Crew’s team. She only caught snippets but it was enough to piece together their belief that she was responsible for him being taken hostage. Not only had they come to rescue her, but he was captured after she insisted they take the scientist.

Finally, Sparrow broke away from the group and walked across the room.

She followed and braced herself in front of the commanding officer. He wasn’t any scarier to look at than Crew was, but he lacked the warmth in his eyes when he looked at her.

She shook herself. “You’re going after Crew.”

Sparrow issued a noisy breath, probably exasperated with her. “I might as well tell you that we are.”

“When?”

“Soon.”

“I want in.”

His brow shot up. “In?”

“Yeah. I have training. I can help. Plus, I know the bunker. I can find where they’re keeping him.”

Sparrow let out a low grumble. “Are you a SEAL?”

“No.”

“Then you stay. With the scientist.” He started to turn away from her, but she jumped in front, barring his way.

“I need to see Crew. I can’t leave things like this.”

His intense stare left her with no doubt that he understood her meaning.

She dragged her fingers through her hair. “You know what I did. What I did to him. And now you know why.”

“I always knew there had to be a reason you broke things off with him. I figured you’d come to your senses and realized you couldn’t be together. It places both of you in danger.”

Her insides flamed with shame and remorse. She didn’t like how Crew’s team looked at her, as if she was the enemy because she ended their marriage. But they were vicious and loyal to the core—which put them squarely on Crew’s side. She couldn’t blame them really.

“I need to see him. I’m afraid that if you guys go to that bunker without me, that you’ll send someone else to take me and Sophia out of here and we’ll never see your team again.”

He sent her a long look.

“I’m not wrong, am I?”

“Look, you made the right call in breaking things off with Mustang. You’re both in more danger together. On your own, you’ll have a chance to go back to whatever life you were leading. I don’t suggest going back to breaking codes, though. That gets you kidnapped.”

He took a step around her. She threw herself in his path again.

“I don’t know what I’ll be doing or where I’ll be. I only know that I have to go with you to that bunker and rescue Crew.”

“What are you going to do there?”

“I don’t know. Help find him.” She dragged her fingers through her hair again, scraping it off her face. “I don’t know anymore….”

His dark, intense stare penetrated her. “I do. And I’ll tell you—love is not enough.”

She jerked as if he’d slapped her. All the breath whooshed from her lungs, and she floundered for a comeback but the pain of his words hit the bullseye of her heart.

Before she made that call to Crew that ended their marriage, she’d asked herself so many times if she was doing the right thing. And the answer always circled around to the same conclusion Sparrow had just hit her with.

Love was not enough. It couldn’t keep him out of the danger she willingly threw herself into every day of her life. It wouldn’t keep her safe from the things he encountered either.

She opened her mouth and closed it. No words came out.

Wrapping her arms around her middle to hold in the pain, she rushed away from Sparrow and the teams that were finished with their reunion and calming down to talk tactics.

She arrowed toward the room she shared with Sophia. She had no desire to talk about why she was holding back tears, so she hurried on to the bathroom and locked herself inside.

Oh, Crew. I’m so sorry this is how things turned out. I do love you. I always will.

She stared at her reflection. Hurt twisted her bruised face.

Her voice came out as a hot whisper. “Come back to me safe.”


SEVEN

Something big was going down in the bunker. Whether Crew and the other prisoners would live to see another day was anybody’s guess.

Gunfire blasted through the upstairs, each loud retort echoing through the underground prison where Crew was kept.

From the cell beside him came the low chant of prayer. He couldn’t make out the garbled words but caught the meaning—the prisoner was praying for his life.

Crew put all his confidence in his team. Sparrow, Bishop, Ramsey and the rest. They’d saved his ass more than once and he’d returned the favor on occasion.

He gripped the bars, waiting. A blast thrummed through the building. Dust shook loose from the ceiling, and several prisoners cried out. The man in the cell next to his prayed louder.

Shouts and screams followed. He’d been tortured and starved, but damn if his muscles acknowledged the abuse. They strained with the need to fight. Sweat poured off him.

The thud of boots on the stone floor had his chest on fire. He tightened his hold on the bar and tried to see who was coming, but he couldn’t see more than a few feet down the hallway.

“Mustang!”

With a jerk, he shook the gate in his grip. Metal clanged on stone.

“Here!”

Elation mingled with adrenaline. Men stormed into his line of sight—dressed in black and their faces smeared with paint.

Blackout.

Sparrow spotted him and lowered his weapon. Their gazes met, and the stupid line from one of the movies from the Kevin Costner marathon during their three weeks off dropped onto his tongue.

“Robin, you came for me!” he called out in his best Maid Marian from Robin Hood voice.

Sparrow grunted. “I guess that makes me Kevin Costner. Yeah…I’ll always come for you. Or I might if I have orders.” He pulled out a long shank of metal and jammed it into the gate lock.

“You’d wait for orders? I’m hurt.”

“You’re hurt. And that means I can trust you.”

Crew understood, but Sparrow was taking too damn long. “Why not just shoot the lock?”

“Can’t risk a ricochet. I’m not here to carry out a bleeding teammate.” Sparrow flicked the shank downward and the lock clicked.

He ripped open the gate and Crew rushed out, fully aware he was covered in dried blood from the wounds they inflicted on him and had no shirt or boots anymore.

“Gimme your sidearm,” he demanded of Sparrow.

“I can do better than that.” He swung down a second rifle slung around his body and yanked it over his head.

The minute Crew had that weapon in his hands, he knew he was going to make it out of here. Nobody would stand in his way.

“What about the other prisoners?” he called to Sparrow.

“We’ll get them out. We’ve got aid workers on their way.”

They reached the upper floor. Dust and debris fogged the air and one corner of the building was nothing but rubble.

“I see Lena got to use her grenade launcher.” Crew stepped over a chunk of stone wall and out the hole punched into the side of the building.

Sparrow eyed him. “Get yourself to safety. Let us finish this fight.”

He took a step to follow his commanding officer, but Sparrow threw up a hand. “You’re in no shape to fight, Mustang. Stay alert. Guard yourself.”

“I see you had to bring in Charlie to take my place.”

Sparrow huffed in reply.

Striding across the dirt yard took longer than it should have. He leaned against the stone wall with weapon at the ready. Slowly, his team along with Blackout Charlie dragged the terrorists outside.

These men had tortured Crew.

He gripped his weapon tighter, itching to line them all up and spray the whole group with bullets.

His head spun. He had to get a grip on himself.

Vehicles pulled up and medical personnel jumped out just as the prisoners started being escorted out of the compound.

From this distance he couldn’t see the shape they were in other than that those who could walk stumbled around. Suddenly, he was glad he didn’t know their names and stories.

“You’re injured.”

The statement made Crew look over. A short, thin man stood there.

His brown eyes were kind. “I’m a medic. Come with me.”

A short time later with the worst of his injuries cleaned and bandaged, the medic let him go. Crew searched the yard for his team. They stood in small clusters talking while the prisoners were ferried off to hospitals and the rest of the men found alive after the attack were taken elsewhere to be interrogated.

He didn’t move for a moment, searching for Teigen. But of course the team wouldn’t allow her to come with them. She’d be hidden away someplace safe. Thank god she wouldn’t see him like this, covered in bandages and probably hollow-eyed from all he’d endured.

He set off to join his team. As soon as he got a few yards away, Frost glanced up. A slow grin crossed his face.

“Damn, it’s good to see you in one piece.” He held up a hand and Crew grasped it hard.

Lachlan and Gunnison crowded in for their turns.

“What took you assholes so long?” Crew asked.

“Sorry we couldn’t get here sooner.” Lachlan gave him a once-over. “You don’t look any worse for wear.”

After what he’d been through, Crew hadn’t expected to feel the urge to laugh for a long time, so the bubble rumbling up his throat felt damn good. “Dickhead.”

Gunnison nodded at Crew. “Good to have you back, man.”

“Where’s that CO of ours? I need to talk to him.” Crew spotted Sparrow coming their way.

“Would you look at this motherfucker?” Sparrow gripped Crew’s hand hard.

Crew thumped him on the back, but Sparrow didn’t return the gesture, probably because he sported more bandage than visible skin.

When they pulled apart, Sparrow scrubbed a finger over his upper lip. “So…Maid Marian, huh?”

Crew laughed. Damn, it felt good, even with bruised ribs. “It was the first thing that popped in my head.”

“What’s this about Maid Marian?” Lachlan asked.

Sparrow jerked a thumb at him. “When I found Mustang, this crazy bastard quoted a line from Robin Hood to me.”

They all broke into laughter. The sound chased away the shadows Crew would be living with for some time. Then he remembered what his captors told him.

“Can we still get out of the country? They told me they blew up the airstrips and cut off the ports.”

They all sobered. Sparrow eyed him. “I haven’t heard that, so I guess they lied or the plans to stop us at the border haven’t taken place yet.”

Crew leveled him in his stare. “Can I talk to you privately?”

“Yeah, man.” Sparrow only had to twitch his jaw for the others to leave them alone. “What’s up?”

“Teigen. Is she all right?”

“She’s in a safehouse. For now. She’s okay.”

Crew’s throat clamped with more emotion than he was willing to show his teammate. “They told me she slept with everyone to get kinder treatment,” he mumbled.

Sparrow’s expression grew stony. “You saw her face. Don’t believe it.”

“I didn’t,” Crew said. He’d only mentioned it to Sparrow to rid himself of the dark, ugly thought of his wife performing sexual acts to save herself.

But he didn’t know what she was capable of, did he? He didn’t know her as well as he thought.

“For now? Do you plan on moving her?”

Sparrow eyed him. “I was, but I know you want to see her.” He gripped his shoulder in the only spot those bastards hadn’t touched. “You good to walk to the van? We’ll head back to the safehouse in a few.”

“Yeah, I’m fine.” His voice wavered with a faint rasp but Crew proved his word was good by turning and walking over to the van.

An hour later, they pulled up in front of the safehouse. The guys’ chatter was typical post-mission talk, with all of them carefully avoiding the shit they’d seen and done back in the bunker. It comforted Crew that things hadn’t changed in the days he’d been held prisoner.

But as he climbed out he was edgy as hell.

The sun had just been dawning when he left that hellhole. Now it angled halfway up the sky, blaring into his eyes. He welcomed the heat on his face and light that wasn’t the orange glow from the tunnels.

He looked toward the front entrance of the safehouse and stopped dead.

Teigen stood there, next to the scientist he’d been captured trying to rescue.

All the air seemed to be sucked out of the world. How did he deal with Teigen now? Pain oozed from the unhealed wounds of her ending their marriage. But he still loved this woman. In his heart, nothing had changed.

But everything was different.

In slow steps, Crew approached his wife. Her gaze swept over him. She took in his injuries and compressed those full lips that he’d spent more than minutes kissing, nibbling and sucking on.

It hadn’t been an illusion back in that bunker—she’d changed her hair. The coppery-brown color was replaced by a deeper shade of brunette. He studied her features—narrow face, sharp jaw but delicate chin and that fine nose any artist would love to render.

Her face was puffy and tri-colored from healing bruises, but her eyes were the same toffee color with a chocolate outer ring he remembered.

“Crew…” She took a quick step toward him and stopped at what she saw on his face.

He looked past her at the scientist. The woman might be a little pale but was completely untouched.

Suspicion rippled through him.

Teigen placed a hand on his arm, drawing his attention. He stared down at her soft, familiar fingers curled around his forearm and just about lost it.

He fought to keep it together.

Suddenly, the scientist mumbled something about lying down. She didn’t meet his eyes or Teigen’s either as she turned and disappeared inside.

He looked down at Teigen. “Does she look like she was treated well to you?”

Her hand fell away from his arm. “A little too well.” Her stare fixed on his chest. Her throat worked and her face crumpled. “Oh, Crew. Look what they did to you!”

Bowing his head, he battled the need to take her in his arms and comfort her. But he wasn’t touching her without showering first.

“I’m okay,” he said gruffly. “Come inside with me. I’ll grab a shower, then we can talk.”

She looked up at him, eyes bright with the tears spilling down her cheeks. “I’ll make sure there’s something ready for you to eat.”

His lips quirked at the corner. He didn’t want to tell her that the team’s number one MO after any op was getting food in their stomachs. She seemed eager to do something to help him, but he couldn’t read into the gesture that all was healed between them.

The guys were filing past them into the safehouse, acting as if they weren’t witnessing two people floundering through a broken marriage, both of them in pretty rough shape after their ordeals.

A million unspoken words flew between them with lightning speed, yet when they turned and walked inside, he knew just as little about what came next for them as he had a month ago.

Crew had learned that skill and determination were the only traits he could rely on in this life.

But damn if he could stomp down the hope rising inside him.

* * * * *

Teigen always knew what to do. Her car broke down? Call for a tow truck. Her bathroom faucet leaked? Call the plumber.

She received a complicated code that needed cracked or people would die? She made a pot of coffee and didn’t sleep until the job was done.

But when it came to dealing with Crew after he’d been captured and clearly tortured because of her? She was so lost.

The team dispersed throughout the safehouse, leaving her alone in the middle of the front entry.

All these months apart after their marriage dissolved, and Crew’s first words were to ask about the scientist.

Okay, the fact that Sophia was unharmed had been eating at Teigen too. She’d chalked it up to their captors only beating the newbies coming into the bunker. But what if there was more to it?

In the few days they’d been under the protection of the Blackout team, she had several opportunities to question Sophia about it, but she’d shied away from bringing up the subject. After all, Sophia was still healing. She was pale and weak from malnutrition and illness. She needed time. Or so Teigen told herself.

She looked at her surroundings but pictured Crew. How was he going to shower with all those bandages? Some of the ones on his back he couldn’t even reach to peel off. Should the injuries even get wet?

She should go to him and at least offer to help.

Or maybe not. She chewed her lip.

If he required help, his teammates were hitting the showers too. Someone else could help Crew.

Feeling like a castaway drifting on an old door in the middle of a vast sea, she went to the room she shared with Sophia.

Before she entered, she saw Sophia sitting on the edge of her bed, looking down. Teigen took another step through the open door and spotted the phone in Sophia’s hand.

She paused, her mind catapulting in several directions. First, where did she get a phone? Perhaps one of the team had provided one. Several times Sophia voiced her concern about her parents and it was natural that she’d want to get in touch with them.

But the flip side was that Lena told Teigen that they weren’t supposed to make calls, use a phone or do anything to give away their location or plans. They hadn’t even let her contact her handler, who was far more likely to be familiar with black ops.

Sophia was so engrossed in her phone that she didn’t see Teigen in the doorway. Slowly, Teigen backed out and went into the bathroom. She needed to think. Her wits weren’t as quick as they were before being captured. It felt as if someone had thrown a thick film over her brain, leaving her a little duller than before.

But she had to think fast. What did she do? Walk back in there and demand Sophia hand over her phone and tell her exactly what she was doing? Or go straight to Sparrow and tell him what she saw?

Sparrow was a busy man. He’d just led a mission to recover Crew and probably freed some of the other prisoners too. She wouldn’t bother him with this problem—yet.

She walked out of the bathroom and right into the room she shared with Sophia. Hearing Sophia’s soft voice as she spoke on the phone, Teigen stopped dead.

“I don’t know everything, only that they rescued him,” Sophia said.

Who was she talking to? Teigen’s heart zapped with terror. She had to find Sparrow.

Wheeling around, she ran to the common room. Ramsey was there, still in his gear, pacing. As she burst in, he looked up, and she saw he too was on the phone.

She started to apologize, but he pulled the phone from his ear.

“What is it?” he asked.

“I’m looking for Sparrow.”

“He’s in the room he set up as his office. He’s probably on the ph—”

She spun and took off for the room near the back of the safehouse. She didn’t know why she didn’t think to look there for Sparrow first. Her feet pounded the floor in time with the thump of her heart.

Reaching a closed door couldn’t stop her. What she’d overheard could mean life or death for all of them. She rapped on the door and shoved it open in the same move.

Sparrow was sitting at a desk with the phone to his ear. His eyes leveled on her. Whatever he saw on her face deepened the crease between his brows.

“I need to call you back.” He ended the call and shot to his feet. “What’s going on? Is Mustang okay?”

Her mind tripped over the nickname, but then the fog cleared and she realized he was talking about Crew.

“I just caught Sophia on the phone,” she blurted.

He rounded the desk so fast that she stepped back to avoid him plowing into her. “What?” he barked.

“I don’t know who she’s talking to, but I heard her tell someone that she…doesn’t know everything, only that they rescued him.”

“Goddammit. Is she in her room now?”

All she managed was a nod before Sparrow bolted out the door. She heard him call an order to one of the team as he strode to the room she shared with Sophia.

Teigen lifted a shaky hand to her brow. Her stomach wobbled with nerves, and she felt sweaty. Did she make the right decision? Sparrow would grab Sophia and interrogate her, and Teigen started it all. What if she was wrong?

But she’s not supposed to be on the phone. Orders.

She could have been talking to her parents.

Even still—orders.

On unsteady legs, she started to leave the office when quick, heavy footsteps sounded. The doorway filled with a huge, muscled man. Gunnison. They called him Gunny.

“We’re loading up immediately. I need you to come with me.”

Her jaw dropped. “What? Why? Is this about—”

“There’s no time. We’re leaving, and if you want in that transport, you go now.”

“Oh my god!” She’d either messed up or done something right. She was becoming wary of how swiftly her life was turning on a dime. One minute she was in a marketplace waiting for her contact and the next, tossed in a cell.

In this case, Sophia was the victim and the next she was the enemy.

As she reached the front of the safehouse, men carrying weapons and backpacks filed out the door at a quick pace. She’d arrived here in ripped and filthy clothes. The garments on her back had been provided, and she owned nothing to take, so she simply jogged out the door.

The vans were waiting with open doors. Men tossed items into the back and slammed liftgates. Frantic, she glanced around.

Hard fingers bit into her elbow. A squeak left her, and she looked up to find Crew grabbed her and was dragging her to a vehicle.

His face was white but his cheeks, red. His wet hair told her he’d at least gotten a shower before she kicked the hornets’ nest.

“Crew—”

“Don’t talk. Just get in.”

“I think I did this!”

He didn’t meet her eyes as he practically tossed her into a van and shut the door in her face. She pressed a hand to the tinted glass he probably couldn’t see through, but then the vehicle lurched forward and she rolled away. She kept watching Crew, but he’d turned away from the transport and headed back into the safehouse.

Fear ripped through her. Why was he going back inside? Why wasn’t he coming with her?

Would she ever see him again?


EIGHT

Crew stormed through the safehouse. His fists curled at his sides and fury pounded his system. Ramsey came out of nowhere and stepped in his path.

“Where the hell is she? Where’s the scientist?” Crew’s low growl burned through his throat like flames.

Ramsey set a hand on Crew’s chest, right over a bruise. Crew didn’t wince and pushed into his hand.

“You won’t stop me from finding her. She’s a fucking rat, isn’t she?”

“Mustang, Sparrow’s handling it. Just turn around and get into one of those vans headed for the airport.”

“You don’t have any rank over me,” Crew challenged.

“No, but you’re not thinking straight and I am. Kind of. Now turn your fucking ass around and get in the van!”

Crew glared at his teammate, who glared back. What did he mean by “kind of?”

“Are you even cleared for duty? You’re a fucking mess, Mustang.”

“Frost says I am.”

“Good, then you can fucking walk to the van.”

When he didn’t move, Ramsey shoved him, sending him back a step. With a huff of anger, Crew pivoted and strode out. Goddammit. He’d put Teigen in a van without him all so he could have a go at that scientist. The woman was aiding terrorists and had endangered Teigen, and every cell in his body screamed for him to act against her.

But if he wanted to get on that plane with his wife, he had to leave the scientist to Sparrow and get out of here.

He jumped into the back seat next to Frost. “Somebody tell me what the fuck’s going on,” he demanded.

Lachlan gripped the steering wheel. “Close the door, Mustang. Oh shit, wait. Here comes Sparrow and Ramsey and…the scientist.”

“Fuck that!” Crew reached for the door, ready to leap out and get answers himself.

The door opened. Ramsey looked at him. “Move over.”

With no choice, Crew shifted to the other side of the bench seat. Ramsey crowded in beside him and placed the scientist next to the door. Sparrow jumped in the front and they took off in a peal of tires.

“What the fuck did we bring her for?” Crew blasted his team.

Sparrow threw him a look. “There’s more to this that you don’t understand, Mustang.”

“Then fill me the fuck in because I’m dying to hear why we’re bringing a dirty traitorous whore with us!”

A soft sob slipped from the woman seated on the other side of Ramsey.

Sparrow’s glare drilled into Crew. “I said…not now.” The words were spoken in that deadly calm that always made Blackout listen. No matter how deep they were in the trenches, if they heard that tone, they stopped and took the order.

He fisted his hands on his thighs and stared straight ahead. The guys were talking around him, and he picked up that they really were headed to the airstrip. He accepted they had to get out of Egypt immediately—but they were bringing the scientist who’d tipped off their enemy?

He couldn’t see the woman around the wall of Ramsey’s body, but that was a good thing. If he saw her, he couldn’t count on holding back.

From the beginning, his gut told him to steer clear of the woman, to leave her in that locked cell. But his wife pleaded with him to free the scientist too, and now look where they were.

He didn’t know every detail of the situation, but he damn well knew something was off with her from the start. First, the fact she didn’t bear a single mark, at least on her face said a lot.

On the other hand, she might have performed those sexual favors for leniency but that didn’t mean she wanted to. Some men and women offered themselves as a way to survive. Could he really fault her if she had?

His molars ached from grinding his teeth. By the time they reached the airstrip, his fingers throbbed from gripping them so tight. Still, he wouldn’t relax until he had Teigen beside him again. He’d put her in the van to save her. But that meant getting split up from her again.

No more. Tonight, he’d have her in his arms, safe.

They turned onto the road leading to the airstrip just as a bright light flashed. Dirt and rock erupted into the air.

“Oh fuck! Airstrike!” Lachlan veered the van in a U-turn.

“They’re bombing the airstrip, just like they threatened.” Crew twisted to see the destruction behind them as they careened away.

He searched the area for another dark van. For the rest of the Blackout team.

For Teigen.

He blew. “Where’s the rest of the team?”

Sparrow rounded on him. “Mustang, if you don’t get control, we’re going to duct tape your goddamn mouth shut!”

“That’s my wife in that van!” he roared back.

“Exactly why it’s a Blackout rule to not have a wife!” Sparrow returned. “One more explosion from you and you’re off the team. Got it?”

Pulse hammering, he pressed his mouth shut on any more outbursts. He needed this team. Without it, what was he? He had nothing left.

An oily black cloud mushroomed into the sky behind them as the airstrip was ruined. They drove faster, but their exit was cut off.

“What now?” Lachlan hit top speed.

Sparrow touched his ear, activating his comms device. “New plan. Head back to the city. Bishop,” he said to his second-in-command, and relief blasted Crew that the other van was still on the road, “find us a safe place to rally and plan.”

Crew bottled up every word that jumped to his lips. His body grew rigid and his fingers throbbed even more as he balled his fists tighter.

What felt like hours later, Lachlan stopped the van. Sparrow ordered them into a house that looked little more than a shack. Not a single light lit the front entrance or came from the small windows cut into the stone walls.

Crew noted that Ramsey kept a firm grip on the scientist’s upper arm. When he walked in, Teigen’s gaze locked on his. His heart turned over but he veered away from her and walked up to Sparrow.

“If you’re interrogating the scientist, I want in on it.”

Sparrow locked stares with him as if they’d clasped hands in an arm-wrestling match. Neither looked away.

“You know what that woman cost me. What she could have cost me. I want to be there,” Crew pressed.

Sparrow issued a low rumble. “Fine.”

“Teigen comes with me.”

Sparrow skidded a knuckle along his jaw. “Get her and follow me.”

Crew was going to suck all the information out of the scientist. And he wanted his wife to hear everything.

When he walked up to her, she tilted her head to search his eyes.

God, he just wanted to bundle her soft body into his arms and fill his nose with her familiar scent.

He held back.

“We’re going to talk to the scientist.”

Worry washed over her lovely face, and his heart performed weird acrobatics in his chest.

He waited for her response to his statement. When she closed the gap between them and flung her arms around his waist, and pressed her cheek against his chest, his world tilted sharply. He no longer knew right from wrong or up from down anymore.

The world was fucked up. A seemingly innocent woman was plotting against them, yet the Blackout team brought her along with them to safety.

But none of that mattered…because Teigen was in his arms.

* * * * *

Teigen’s head spun. First their tumultuous escape to the airstrip, just barely missing being blown up. After that, a mad dash through the city that ended in this house that the natives would refer to as a “poor hut.”

It consisted of a big open room where all of the Blackout team crowded. She overheard Crew asking about the Charlie team and was told they hadn’t made it to the airstrip before the strike. They were safe.

Her insides quivered. If she and the Blackout team had been a minute ahead or a minute behind, they all would have lost their lives.

Crew had given her a straw mat to sit on in the corner of the room. When he started to move away from her, she clung to his hand.

His stare hit hers. Electricity surged between them and her body hummed with its potency. He wasn’t looking at her like he was angry. He looked at her like he wanted her. Naked. Under him.

Ramsey led the scientist to the corner where Teigen sat. Sophia wasn’t given even a straw mat to sit on. She took a seat on the floor, head bowed and fingers tangled in her lap.

Sparrow dropped to a crouch, and Crew did the same. She expected him to release her hand but he clutched her fingers. The warm, callused fingers closed around hers stabilized Teigen in a way she hadn’t known since she broke things off with him.

“Let’s get this over with,” Sparrow said into the leaden silence. “Sophia got hold of a phone and called the men who held her prisoner for the past nine months.”

Shock and horror blasted through Teigen. Her lips parted on a silent gasp.

Crew wasn’t so silent. “Why?”

Sparrow looked from Crew to Sophia, who said nothing, and back to Crew. “She’s admitted that she was trying to help them.”

“Jesus Christ,” Crew spat. “I told you she’s on their side.”

“She is…and she isn’t. She’s fucked up from her ordeal, Mustang. Brainwashed.”

Teigen’s jaw dropped as she stared at Sophia. She hadn’t picked up any of those vibes back in the cell or the few days they’d shared a room in that safehouse. Yet now she understood everything.

“Torture will do that to a person,” Sparrow said about the woman. He tossed a look at Teigen, and his face softened. Maybe he was through giving her the tough love treatment for what she’d done to Crew.

“And we’re just supposed to ignore that she gave away our position and god knows what else?”

“Gunny recovered the conversation. We know what she gave up—and what she didn’t.”

“Or didn’t have time to,” Crew interjected.

Sparrow sent him a silencing look. Teigen could feel their wills locked in a fierce battle. Both men were so hard and unbending. If she knew Crew at all, she knew he wouldn’t back down without being forced.

“She’s staying with us, under total lockdown. We can’t take any chances. If we release her, she will run straight back to them because that’s what they programmed her to do. We’re taking her to someone who will handle it from there.”

Sparrow looked up and caught Lena’s eye. He gestured for her to join them.

The woman crossed the crowded space to his side. “Yeah, boss man?”

“Take Sophia over there and keep an eye on her. Take shifts guarding her.”

“Copy.” Lena gripped Sophia’s upper arm. Teigen noted that she wasn’t mistreating her in any way and still offered the same kindness she’d shown back in the safehouse. For some reason, that was a relief to Teigen. Maybe because she’d like to be treated with the same leniency for her personal crimes against Crew.

Sparrow and Ramsey left the huddle too, leaving her alone with Crew. Her husband.

She stared at their linked fingers. Her face tingled and the hair on her nape quivered as she realized his hot stare was burning into her.

He tugged her hand. “Come on.”

“Where are we going?”

“Just come on.” He pushed to his feet and drew her up behind him. They moved toward the exit. As they passed Lena, she clamped a hand on Crew’s shoulder.

He swung his attention to her.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“To debrief Teigen.” He directed his gaze to Teigen’s. A hungry look passed between them.

Lena pitched her voice to a murmur. “And when you say ‘debrief,’ you mean asking her questions…or taking off her panties?”

Crew grunted, not answering her question at all.

By the time Teigen and Crew were outside, alone, she was a tangle of nerves. She felt like one of those rubber band balls, layer after layer that needed untwisted before it would bounce into its normal shape, ready to snap if subjected to more stress.

She was a mess.

She was scared.

Crew drew her across a patch of dirt yard and around the side of the building to the deep shadow cast by the stone hut. Before she could think, he grabbed her waist and pinned her to the warm stone wall with his even warmer body.

“Should we be…” She wet her lips. “Out here?”

His head bowed lower and he curled forward, shielding her with his chest. Breathing fast, he just stared down at her. He dug his fingers into her waist as if he couldn’t find control. Electric desire shot through her body.

“Crew—”

He trapped her with his searing gaze. Oh god, he was going to—

His lips sealed over hers. Soft. Gentle. At the seeking brush of his mouth, her insides melted into a slick river of need.

This was a reunion. A reawakening.

How starved had she been for a touch from Crew?

She wanted him to kiss her harder, deeper, longer. But he didn’t increase the pressure and she wondered if he was being gentle with her after her beating or if he needed to go lightly for himself.

A shudder ran through her, and she pressed her palms in the barest touch against his chest.

He broke the kiss and stared down at her, panting. “Touch me. I won’t break.”

“But you’re hurt—”

He took her hand and flattened it to his chest, over his hard pec. “Touch me. I need you to.”

So much meaning echoed in those words that her mind spun with desire, regret and pain. She’d broken Crew.

That meant she could heal him too.

Gently, she molded her hand to his chest and searched his eyes for any hint that she should stop.

The gray depths darkened with a hunger—the same hunger that made her safe word for the bedroom pop into her head. She slipped her other hand around his nape and pulled him down again.

Their lips met with the same soft, seeking caress. She let out a purr, and he echoed it, pressing more firmly into the kiss and swinging his hips into hers, keeping her against the wall.

Crew. I missed you so much.

She stroked her tongue over his bottom lip and he groaned. With a rumble, he angled his head and sank his tongue deep, taking her every protest and brain cell with a toe-curling kiss.

God, this was so good. They were so good. Why did she ever break things off in the first place?

To keep him safe. But look how that turned out.

Every strum of his tongue over hers ignited her. Her heart pounded faster. Ribbons of lust curled in her lower belly and yanked a cord between her thighs.

Heartbeats turned into minutes while their kisses raged out of control like they were making up for all five months and countless missed encounters. She curled her fingers into his pecs and dragged her tongue over his.

When he broke the kiss, she issued a moan. Their gazes locked.

“I want you so damn bad, angel.”

The pet name he used for her sent a stab to her heart. Only Crew ever called her angel. Until she met Crew, she never considered herself a girly girl and definitely not somebody’s angel. Somebody’s wife.

Her eyes flitted shut on the term of endearment.

Rough knuckles skimmed under her chin as he lifted her head to meet his gaze. “I want nothing more than to fuck your brains out…angel.”

She shivered. She’d missed this so much. The dirty talk, the gritty promises of pleasure. She missed her husband.

His eyes blazed down at her. “But I want to hear what you have to say first.”

Her body tried to catch up and understand his words. All she could think about were his hot lips sealed to hers and his thick cock buried in her pussy.

He let out a groan. “You keep looking at me like that and I’ll forget about the talking part.”

She laughed, throaty and low. “We both have some confessions to make. But I’d rather have you fuck me.”

Another hot groan crashed through his chest and he slammed his mouth over hers, ignoring swollen lips. She no longer cared about cuts and bruises and ripped at his fly.

When she reached into his briefs and stroked the silk of his erection, he grabbed her shoulders and whipped her around to face the wall. She barely had time to gasp before he yanked her pants and underwear down.

She tipped her ass toward him, and he nudged her feet into a wider stance. The feel of his bare, mushroomed cock head set against her pussy’s folds ripped a cry from her.

“You’ll always be mine.”

In one slick shove, he filled her.


NINE

How many times would Crew have fucked his wife in the past five months since they’d been together? Once a day at least, but Teigen was always in the mood.

He rolled his hips, dragging his cock through her slick, clenching walls. Had she always been this goddamn tight? Wet?

Fuck, he wasn’t going to be able to hold out long. Her soft cries were husky in his ears, and he automatically sent out his senses beyond the cocoon of passion they stood in. He was confident he could protect her and pleasure her at the same time.

He sank deep inside her again, grinding his cock against her G-spot to drive her crazy. She flattened her hands on the wall and rocked into him, swishing her hips with that dainty little flick that made him crazy.

They might both have secrets from each other but this wall never went up. She could always get to him, and it seemed he could still get to her, too.

Passion blasted him, and his balls throbbed, on the verge of blowing. He had to get her off before he shot five months’ worth of cum inside her.

His hands anchored on her hips as he drove into her with swift strokes. He slipped one between her legs and found her soaking seam. As he dug his fingers between her plump lips and found her straining clit, a louder cry broke from her.

He set his lips at her ear. “Shh. Don’t make any noise. We don’t want the team to come running.”

“Ahhhh!” she gasped.

Swirling his fingertip around her clit, he tuned into Teigen’s body. All cues pointed to her being close to coming too. He flattened his finger on her clit, grinding it into her body as he pumped his cock into her in a steady rhythm.

He felt her body sag. Juices slicked his fingers, and he pressed her clit into her body at the same moment he shoved deep.

Her ass cradled his. He squeezed his eyes shut and waited for the pulse of her pussy to let go.

He came with her in long, teeth-grinding spurts. Guttural sounds burned on his lips and soft pants wringing from Teigen filled his ears. The lust morphed to passion…tenderness…love.

All the emotions flooded back. He fucking loved this woman. Nothing would make him let her go. Not when he could still own her body. Because if he owned her body, he owned her heart. Teigen would never fuck for pleasure alone. Not with him, not like this.

He buried his face against her throat, breathing the sweet scent of her. His orgasm faded but he kept his cock rooted deep inside her. She didn’t move away, only turned her head.

Trailing his lips lightly over the succulent spot below her ear, he took the time to woo her just like he had from the start. If she gave him another chance, he’d never stop.

He drew a line with his tongue up to her earlobe. “I’m still hard enough to take you again.”

She shuddered. “I feel you.”

With a testing rock of his hips, he drew his cock out and thrust inside her again.

“Oh god,” she rasped.

He’d keep her coming for him throughout the rest of the day and the night too. But first he needed answers.

Planting one more soft kiss on the side of her neck, he withdrew from her pussy and pulled up his pants. She regained her wits and did the same. Slowly, she pivoted to face him, her back pressed to the wall.

He took in her appearance. Even swollen and bruised, she was the most beautiful woman alive. Her face could only be described as lovely. If she were an actor, her looks would cast her in historical roles with her fine bones and almond eyes. Her lips—

Christ, he’d made the wrong decision to stop fucking her.

She fixed her stare on his chest. Struggle played over her features.

“Teigen.” He tangled his fingers with hers. In the early days of their relationship, he discovered that when they were touching, even hard words came easier. He didn’t know why it happened, but if one of them saw the other struggling to find the words to say, a touch opened the trust to let the words flow.

She met his stare. “This is all my fault, Crew.”

“Start at the beginning. Tell me how you got involved in all this.”

Her fingers squeezed his. “I didn’t lie to you about the translation work. I really started there.”

He searched her face. “Okay. What happened?”

“I came across some files with a lot of scrambled information. I figured it was just part of my job, and I unscrambled them and sent the files to the correct places.”

His chest burned. This didn’t sound good. “Go on.”

“A guy approached me in a parking lot. I was at the store to pick up a few supplies. He told me that he knew about the files.”

Crew had to concentrate to keep from squeezing her hand too hard. He wanted her to keep talking…but he wanted to punch something too.

“He said he worked for the CIA and those files were planted as a test. I don’t know if they thought I could really decode them or they just place random files in front of random people in order to find their next employee.”

Fucking hell. They’d headhunted her. The way he’d been recruited into Blackout wasn’t much different. Could they both have been targeted?

“He gave me a business card with a phone number.”

“And you called it,” he said in a low voice.

She nodded. “It was interesting work. A challenge to unscramble those words and find the real meaning in them. So I agreed to try it again, just to see if I could.”

It didn’t surprise him that she went for a challenge. She was competitive to the core. Even a simple game of Monopoly with Teigen turned into an hours-long battle of wills, usually ending with him tossing her legs over his shoulders and licking her pussy just to distract her from the gameboard.

He smoothed his thumb over her knuckles. “What happened next?”

“He took me on and became my…”

“Go on,” he urged.

“Handler,” she breathed out.

The word stabbed him with fear. It was the kind of shit he dealt with daily—meetings in dark alleys and stalking terrorists from continent to continent. Something he never, ever wanted his wife to get dragged into.

But here they were, standing outside a safehouse after he’d just rescued her and been captured too.

“So all this time you’ve been doing this work?”

She bit down on her lower lip and nodded.

His stare snagged on that plump lip. He hadn’t spent nearly enough time ravishing it.

He planned for her to wrap them around his cock too.

“So how does unscrambling codes get you kidnapped from a marketplace in Egypt?”

She shivered. “I was here to meet someone.”

“Why?” His voice was sharp.

“I don’t know who these people are.”

“These people?” He practically blew like a bomb. “Why is a person who unscrambles codes doing fieldwork? How many times have you done this?”

She released his hand.

She was pulling away from him, both physically and emotionally.

He had to calm down.

Taking her hand again, he meshed their fingers so she couldn’t withdraw. “I’m sorry. Please tell me more.”

After a moment, she nodded. “My orders were to meet a person. They told me where to go but not what to look for. Usually these people are given my description—”

His gaze jerked up to her darker hair.

She reached up and twisted a lock with her free hand. “My real color’s too recognizable. I needed to blend.”

“You could never blend, angel. You’re too fucking beautiful.”

Her lips opened on a puff of air.

He couldn’t resist another minute. Leaning in, he brushed his lips over hers. The overpowering need between them sparked and she swayed into the kiss, curling her hand around his nape to drag him down.

By the time he came up for air, his cock was pounding and he had her nipple pinched between his fingers. She gulped at his touch, and he only applied more pressure, knowing just how she liked it.

Wasabi.

Goddammit.

He tore from the kiss and skidded his hand back to her waist. It took moments for her eyes to register that he wasn’t giving her the mind-blowing foreplay she needed.

“You use our safe word for your work.”

Guilt rippled over her delicate features. “I had to give him something on the fly, and it was the only thing I could think of. Don’t be angry, Crew. It brought you to me.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Did you want to bring me to you? After breaking apart our marriage?”

She sucked in a deep breath. “I had to do it, Crew. I was getting in too deep and couldn’t drag you into danger.”

“I was already in danger,” he practically thundered.

A door closed behind her eyes, cutting him off from the emotion he needed to see.

“I couldn’t know that. You weren’t exactly truthful with me either,” she said.

“I didn’t have a choice. I’m black ops, but deeper underground.”

She lightly shook her head in apparent confusion. “What does it mean to be deeper underground?”

“It means not one of us is on the radar anymore. Not on any map. We don’t exist, Teigen. They call us dead men walking.”

Confusion blasted through her eyes. “But if you don’t exist…how can you be married?”

Jaw flexing, he cupped her cheek. “That’s just it. I’m not supposed to be. Now we need to find out why they let me be the exception.”

* * * * *

Teigen was so tired, even her hair felt limp from exhaustion. She didn’t even care that she was sitting on a dirt floor in a hut with only a few pieces of furniture. The stone wall was as good as any pillow in a luxury hotel.

As soon as she got a chance, she needed to thank Sparrow for allowing her to remain in that safehouse until they got Crew back. She also needed to gain his agreement for her to contact her handler, or at least get word to him that she was alive, even if her op was in the toilet.

She closed her eyes and let the murmur of male voices lull her.

From what she did hear, they weren’t saying anything sensitive—who could blame them after Sophia’s betrayal?

For the hundredth time she wished she’d never begged Crew to rescue the scientist. And while she understood Blackout had no choice but to keep her close, Teigen could barely stand to look at the woman after what she’d done.

The scent of food—garlic and tomatoes—wafted under her nose. Her eyes popped open and she stared at a small tray of food.

A military ration.

She followed the strong, capable hand holding the tray up to a thick wrist and then to a forearm roped with veins and sinew.

Crew.

“Here, angel. You need to eat something.”

She roused and accepted the dish. “Spaghetti? You made me spaghetti, baby?”

The endearment flowed off her tongue so easily that she didn’t realize it until she caught the flash of Crew’s smile.

“Your favorite.” He produced a fork like a magician pulling a quarter out of nowhere.

With a small smile, she took the utensil and raked the tines through the pasta coated with red sauce.

Crew plopped to the floor beside her, long legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles. He tore open his own ration.

She took a test bite, rolling the flavors around in her mouth, and found it wasn’t as unpalatable as she expected.

“How is it?” he asked.

Mouth full, she made a noise of approval. When she swallowed, she said, “It’s been a while since I ate my favorite dish. While traveling, I always promise myself that when I get home I’ll order spaghetti with meatballs and garlic bread from Michelangelo’s.”

He glanced up at her, his stare direct and intense. “But you don’t?”

“I don’t get much downtime.”

Creases of concern ringed the outer edges of his eyes. “I could choke whoever recruited you into this dangerous game.”

Her insides fluttered at his harsh yet empty threat. It was never so evident to her that Crew was dangerous as it was right now.

“I could have backed out anytime. I chose not to.”

He narrowed his eyes on her. “Why?”

She took another bite while mulling over how to respond. How many times had she asked herself why she did this work? Teigen wasn’t a thrill-seeker. She hated amusement park rides and haunted houses, and cracking sensitive correspondence for the government was about as terrifying as it got.

Sure, she enjoyed the thrill of breaking a code. But that didn’t make up for the cloud of fear hanging over her every single day of her life.

She met Crew’s gaze. “You weren’t happy just being a Navy officer. You had to push yourself and become a SEAL. Then you took the offer to move to Blackout when you could have remained with your SEAL team.”

His chest inflated and he stopped stirring the sauce packet into his own pasta. “I knew I could do more good.”

She nodded. “So did I.”

She twirled the pasta on her fork but didn’t bring it to her lips. “I feel guilty, Crew. This is all my fault. We wouldn’t be hiding out if I hadn’t insisted you rescue Sophia.”

She threw a look across the space to the corner where the woman lay on her side facing the wall. Teigen wanted to feel sorry for her, but she was too angry.

“You thought it was right. You’re not the first person to make a mistake.”

“I also feel responsible for her calling the terrorists. I saw her with the phone; I should have run over and ripped it out of her hand. But I’ve been making a lot of wrong decisions lately, and I thought that would only add to the list. Besides, I thought she was calling her parents even though we were ordered not to.”

He swiped some sauce off his hard lips with his tongue. The manly action had her pussy contracting with need all over again. One quickie up against a wall with Crew was not enough.

Focus on the conversation, she told herself.

She took a bite and chewed thoughtfully. “How does one even go about getting phone numbers for terrorists, anyway?”

Crew’s jaw muscle flexed, a dead giveaway that he was holding his anger inside. “I don’t know. Maybe in the course of sleeping her way through the terrorist organization, she exchanged digits with a few.”

Her jaw dropped. “That’s a little mean.”

“What did you want me to say? She called 1-800-TERRORIST? I hear they have a safe word to make sure you get through to the right operator.”

She bit down on her lip but a small giggle escaped anyway. “It’s mayo.”

His eyes gleamed with amusement. “Not everyone’s safe word is a condiment, angel.”

She couldn’t hold back another laugh. Several of the guys turned their heads to look at her, smiles on their faces. She ducked her head, hiding her happiness that they were thawing toward her.

Crew nudged her arm. “You should finish eating. Rule one of Blackout is you eat when you get the chance.”

“I’m not in Blackout.”

“You are today.” In one big bite, he devoured most of the slice of bread that came with the meal.

She watched him chew for a moment, thinking of touching Crew. He was bigger and more intense than when she’d last seen him. She felt like she didn’t know him at all and yet knew everything.

She fought back a shiver of desire. God, she missed her husband. The way he walked, talked, ate and fucked made her fall for him at first sight. Then the emotional stuff came in a rush as soon as they started sharing their hopes and dreams. The whirlwind didn’t fade even after their first year of marriage.

Her head was still spinning just being in his presence.

But those hopes and dreams they’d shared were different now. What did a man who wasn’t even supposed to have a wife dream of? Did he long for that house on the beach they shared on the rare times he came home on leave? Did he want kids or a dog anymore? Could he even have a real family?

He ran the last bite of bread around the pouch, swiping up the remainder of the sauce. He popped the food in his mouth and smiled at her around the bite.

When she was alone, butterflies never lived in her stomach. But the minute Crew stepped into a room, a hundred of them fluttered around. And if he smiled at her? She couldn’t even think straight thanks to the feelings flapping around her insides.

After she finished, he took the tray from her. Then he took her hand and pulled her to her feet with him. Their gazes locked and all the breath whooshed out of her.

Oh god, the man even commanded the air in her lungs. How would she ever be able to walk away from him a second time?

Some of the guys sitting on the floor shifted their long legs out of the way to let them pass. Crew tossed the trays into an empty cardboard box and led her to the door.

“Mustang,” someone called out.

Crew swung around at the sound of the name.

“Watch yourself.”

Crew gave his teammate a two-fingered salute before leading Teigen outside.

It did something to her, hearing the name his teammates called him. Like he was a totally different person, with skills and a past she knew nothing of. It shocked her…but it also turned her on.

Once more, he caught her hand and tugged her across the dirt yard to the side of the house. Hours had passed since their encounter out here. It only took Crew minutes to be hard and ready to go a second time. Not that she was going to end up riding his cock again.

She’d chosen a life without Crew in it. She needed to stick to her plan to go it alone for both their sakes. She didn’t want him targeted because of her. He was already in enough danger.

The Egyptian sun hung lower in the sky, a fiery ball over the city that looked dusty and made of stone even though many of the buildings weren’t. She flinched at the orange glow cast over the world.

Crew followed her stare upward. Then he pressed her against the wall and chafed his hands down her arms. “I know what you’re thinking. The—”

“Orange light,” they said together.

God, of all the things to share a hatred of, she was so sorry it was the light in those tunnels. She was responsible for his capture. For the torture he’d endured.

“Angel, look at me.”

His voice pulled on her senses. She couldn’t deny his request if she tried. His voice hooked her.

The power he held over her—that they held over each other—was too strong to fight.

What he saw on her face etched those creases she was becoming more and more familiar with around his eyes again.

“Sit with me.” He sank to the hard ground and leaned against the wall. She looked him over—black T-shirt stretched across the span of his six-pack and hard pecs, black pants clinging to his steely thighs… molded around his bulge.

This was crazy. She couldn’t let him take her again—out here in the open where any of his teammates could walk out and see them.

She gave his huge size twelve boot a playful kick. It made him smile, and he opened his arms to her.

This wasn’t in the plan.

The plan was holey at best and it sank like a rock the minute Crew walked into that tunnel to rescue me.

She slipped into his lap and finally, at long last, was able to take a deep breath when his strong arms locked her against his chest.

With her head pillowed on his shoulder, she tried to figure out how they’d gotten here—together. All those lonely nights after she told him she was through with their marriage, she’d dreamed of crossing paths with her husband once more. And here they were.

“You aren’t wearing your wedding band.” His statement jarred her.

“I was. They took it from me.”

He didn’t say he’d buy her another. Their lives were too uncertain right now.

“How did we get here, angel?” He propped his chin on her head and let out a deep sigh.

Maybe she’d wished on enough stars hanging over the foreign countries she visited. She didn’t say that, though.

He slid his hand down her back in a slow swipe, taking his time as if learning her shape again. She hadn’t changed much besides the color of her hair.

Then again, her life experiences had made her into a different person. She was tougher, smarter, sneakier.

If she wanted to, she could destroy Crew. She knew how to evade the truth and outright lie. Her position demanded those skills. But she didn’t want to ever use them against Crew.

The man she once loved.

Who was she kidding? He still held her heart and probably always would. Trouble was, loving each other put them both in danger. The CIA warned her this could happen. She took their advice to heart and broke off her marriage.

If she didn’t let Crew go—for good this time—she could get him killed.

She tilted her head up to meet his stare. His stormy eyes weren’t silver, but they weren’t steel either. They made up the sea, the sky and her own heart.

“Kiss me.” The murmur barely left her lips before his mouth sealed over hers.


TEN

Teigen’s solid ass molded to Crew’s lap. Each time he stroked his tongue over hers, she made a little wiggling motion that had his cock hard enough to pound nails.

He splayed his hand across her back and slid it up to her nape to tangle in the soft strands of her hair. Though he loved her coppery brown hair and missed seeing it, the darker color gave her a more exotic look.

Like an international spy with no ties to anyone.

Of course that was what she was going for. But in seeking to blend in, she only made herself stand out as a dark, mysterious beauty.

As he settled his fingertips into her scalp, she issued a soft moan. Her mind might be trying to shove him away, but her body wanted him closer.

He rocked his hips up into her ass. She shuddered and pressed down on him.

Twisting his fingers in her hair, he yanked her head back, exposing the delicate column of her throat. Her pulse beat wildly.

“Crew!”

He covered that throbbing spot with his mouth, kissing gently at first then applying pressure until he was sucking her skin. With each pull of his mouth, she arched. Her hand worked over his chest and found the disk of his nipple through the black T-shirt. When she grazed the sensitive area, he groaned and doubled his assault on her senses.

He wanted her breathless, begging for him.

She bunched the cloth of his shirt in her hand until she was able to slip her hand underneath it. The brush of her warm fingers over his chest ripped another low rumble from his throat.

“Why do we…always end up…wanting to fuck?” she rasped.

He dragged his lips up her throat to her ear. Swirling his tongue around it once, he whispered, “Because our bodies were made for each other.”

She twisted into his lips. He didn’t want to hurt her already bruised mouth, but she wouldn’t let him slow down or go gentle. She kissed him the way he dreamed about when he was alone.

Passion roared through his system. He knotted her hair around his fist and claimed her for dizzying minutes.

When they broke free, she went for his fly and he fumbled with hers. He wanted her naked, in a bed, all night long. The best he could do was make her straddle him on the hard ground with small rocks digging into her knees.

It wasn’t sexy music and a plush mattress, but she didn’t seem to mind at the moment, and he was too far gone to give a damn. As long as he was buried inside her, making her drench his cock with her cum.

He had to have her—now.

“Slide your pants down and straddle me, angel,” he whispered between kisses.

She pulled back, eyelids lowering in that come-fuck-me way that revved all his engines from the first time he set eyes on her. Then she shifted to the side and worked her clothes off her hips while he reached into his briefs and drew his cock into his fist.

Biting her lip, she watched him squeeze the aching length until a bead of precum appeared on the mushroomed head.

“You don’t know how much I want to suck that right now.” Her words burned through him.

He ground his back molars to distract himself from the need to explode. “Later, angel. The minute we have the time and place. Right now, straddle me and sit on my cock.”

“Oh god, Crew!” She threw her leg over his. It was awkward with her pants trapping her feet, but it gave him access to her pussy.

Wet folds met his cock, and then she was sinking over him, taking him to the hilt.

They froze, breathing hard. She only gave him a second to gain his wits before she began rocking on him, hard and fast, taking what she wanted or maybe needed during all those months he was absent. Leaving her alone was his biggest regret in life, but he planned to make it up to her now.

Grasping her hips, he tried to slow her, but the angle and the rhythm were too damn good. Too damn…

“Fuck, angel! You’re squeezing me so damn…tight.”

She planted her hands on his chest and moved faster.

“I want my mouth on your breasts.” He cupped them, and she moaned. “Biting these.” He pinched both her nipples hard enough to tear a cry from her lips, which he silenced with a kiss.

He plunged his tongue into her mouth and continued pinching and teasing her nipples while she slammed her hips down on him again. Her pussy was so damn hot and wet for him.

“I want to sixty-nine you for an hour and then fuck you all night.”

“Yes!”

“And in the morning, wake up and shower with you. Then soap up your ass.” He slid his hand around the curve of her cheek, inching toward her seam. “And claim that too.”

“Yessss! Crew, I’m com—”

He cut off her scream with another kiss. He only made it through two tight clenches of her orgasm around his cock before his own release hit. He spurted deep inside her again and again, distantly wondering if she’d quit using birth control since they weren’t together anymore, but not giving a damn if they made a baby either.

She collapsed into his chest, and he curled his arms around her, holding her tight. He wasn’t letting go of her this time or ever again. This woman belonged to him.

And when he found the man who recruited her, he would get some answers. It wasn’t a coincidence that those files had fallen into Teigen’s hands.

She shifted her weight. “My knees.”

He guided her off him and she shimmied her clothes back into place. He shoved his stiff cock into his pants and fought to zip his fly.

“I think I have a rock embedded in my shin,” she said.

Their gazes met, and they burst out laughing. It wasn’t at all funny that she was hurt, but the situation and the fact they were together again hit, and pretty soon they were both shaking with silent laughter.

He pulled her into his lap. His chuckles faded, and her giggles came in spurts. Then she cuddled into him and let out a sigh.

“I didn’t know how much I missed laughing with you until just now,” she said.

“I did.”

She drew away to look at him. “You did?”

He nodded. “You’re the only thing I have left, angel. When I lost you…” His voice broke.

Tears flooded her toffee-brown eyes. “Oh, Crew. I’m so sorry I hurt you. I thought it was best to break away, to shut you out of what I was dealing with.”

He cupped her face and searched her eyes. “We’re always better together. Our own team. Don’t you know that?”

“I…guess I do.”

“What makes you doubt it?”

“I doubt everything I do these days. I jumped into this work and sometimes I wonder how I thought I’d ever be able to handle it. I’m not clever enough to evade people or meet in markets to exchange information.”

“You proved you’re clever enough. But it’s dangerous work, angel. It was only a matter of time before you got caught.”

“Is that how you see yourself? It’s only a matter of time before…” She swallowed before continuing in a whisper, “Something bad happens to you?” She eased her fingertip beneath a bruise on his temple.

He caught her hand and kissed her fingers. “That’s nothing. It’s not the first time I’ve gotten a cut or bruise. It’s part of the duty.”

“What are we going to do, Crew?”

He didn’t know if she was asking about the situation or their relationship.

“Right now, we stay together and focus on getting out of here alive.”

Her shiver made him regret his choice of words.

“Then once we’re back in the States, we’ll figure it out.”

“It?” She arched a fine brow.

“Us,” he corrected.

“I feel like I hardly know you, Crew. You’re not even Crew Spence when you’re with Blackout. You’re Mustang.”

He nodded.

“How did you get that nickname?”

Although she shifted, he wouldn’t let her move off his lap. As long as they were touching, he felt like they were connected. They could face anything together. It was splitting up that got them in trouble.

He gave a little shrug. He hated talking about himself, and he was trained not to speak about anything to do with his team or ops.

“When I came to the team, they said I was a little wild like a mustang.”

“And were you?”

He sighed. “I guess I felt I had something to prove. I came in as the new guy to take the place of another.”

Worry glowed in the depths of her eyes. “And what happened to him?”

Crew pressed his lips together. Telling her that Bridger had lost his life in the line of duty wasn’t something a wife would want to hear, whether she was finished with him or not. But he couldn’t lie to her either. There were enough secrets and things unsaid between them.

“He died in the line of duty.”

He watched all the light fade from her eyes and felt a mental door slam between them, shutting him out.

“We’d better go back inside. We’ve been out here a long time.” She slid off his lap and stood. Before she could walk away, he caught her wrist and held her while he gained his feet.

“You knew when you married me what I was, angel.”

“You’re right. But I didn’t know all I was getting into at the time.”

His jaw ached from gritting it so hard. Several heartbeats ticked by. “Are you saying you’re still through with our marriage? Even after what’s happened since we saw each other again?”

She yanked her wrist free of his grasp. When she gave it a little rub, remorse flooded in. He gently encircled it again, massaging it lightly to soothe any pain he’d caused.

“You say you don’t know who I am anymore. How do you think I feel?” he asked.

She didn’t speak, only stared up at him, her emotions hidden behind a mask.

“When did the secrets begin, Teigen? When did everything change?”

“This isn’t all on me, Crew.”

“I didn’t say it was. I take full responsibility for my part.”

“I guess it started with you switching SEAL teams. When you were gone so much, I just…immersed myself in work.”

“I couldn’t tell you.”

“You were in a relationship they forbade you to have, Crew!”

“They knew I had a wife and they took me anyway. I told you that.”

Goddammit. He’d started this nightmare for her.

“Angel, I think we need to face the facts. They recruited me and trained you as a codebreaker and a spy. Whether you want to admit it or not, we’re still in this together.”

* * * * *

Teigen drew a shaky hand to her brow. “You’re right. I don’t understand it all, but it does sound like they made the exception for you having a wife because they had plans for me too.”

They stared at each other.

Inside the hut where the Blackout team was hunkering down until they could get safe passage, the guys weren’t dealing with these questions. Out here, she and Crew were the only ones who could make guesses as to their role in this game.

“I don’t think the government set out to screw us over,” she said after a minute.

“I don’t get that feeling either. They just knew what we were capable of.”

“I think they allowed us to stay together to make up for it all.”

He nodded. “Seems that way.”

He didn’t add that they were no longer together. It was clear that, in his mind and heart, Crew still held out hope that they could make their marriage work. But if they did give it another shot, how long before one of them got spooked and ran to protect the other? How long before one of them went off the rails because they found out the other was in danger?

Suddenly, he turned his head toward the corner of the building. When Ramsey stepped into view, she questioned what kind of Spidey senses her husband had developed. What other skills did Mustang possess that she didn’t know about?

Ramsey’s gaze moved between them. Thank god he hadn’t walked out a few minutes before when she was riding Crew’s cock.

“We’re shipping out.”

Crew took a step forward. “Of the country?”

He shook his head. “Moving places. Sparrow thinks this won’t be the only time we’ll have to move locations before we get transport out of here.”

Crew caught Teigen’s hand and drew her with him to the front of the building. The team was already filing outside. Crew continued to grip her hand, not caring about the looks the guys were throwing them.

When Sophia stumbled out with a blanket clutched around her shoulders, Teigen briefly met the woman’s gaze. Whatever feelings of friendship had kindled in that bunker were long gone after what she’d done.

Teigen tugged on Crew’s hand, and he leaned in. She went on tiptoe to whisper, “Is it really safe for her to come with us?”

“She has no access to the outside world, and we’ll make sure it stays that way,” he said in a low voice.

“It worries me.”

“Sparrow knows what he’s doing.”

A second later a van pulled up. This time Crew made sure they were in the same vehicle and Teigen didn’t need to worry about being separated from him, maybe forever is she chose it.

She was so torn. She loved him just as much as ever. Under different circumstances, she would be thrilled they were together again.

But those guys who snatched her from the market were on to her. The Blackout team might have neutralized those threats, but in this business, there was always another bad guy.

They didn’t drive far before stopping at a second house, this one larger. Men were already there, carrying their gear inside.

From the seat in front of Teigen and Crew, Lena turned her head to look out the window. “Is that Team Charlie?”

“Yup. We’re sharing a place until we get passage,” Bishop said.

Teigen studied Lena. Something in the woman’s tone had her own Spidey senses prickling.

They all went inside and Crew led her through room after room, looking for a private spot to call theirs. This place was big with a lot of rooms, the opposite of the hut they’d left. They walked into one and two men were already there, curled up on the floor with their bulky backpacks under their heads. One man was already asleep and the other barely cracked an eye at them.

Crew nodded at him before moving on to the next space.

The scent of cooking food began to fill the air. She sniffed. “That smells good.”

Crew tossed her a grin. “Lena is cooking.”

“How do you know it’s Lena?”

“Trust me. It is. C’mon. Let’s grab it while we can still get some.”

Bags and gear had already been dropped here too, claiming the room for other team members.

“Freakin’ Charlie’s got everything taken,” Crew muttered and led her back out into the hallway.

“Hey, what was that about Charlie?”

They turned.

A tall guy roped with muscle had his legs braced wide and a scowl on his face. But as soon as he and Crew locked eyes, the men broke toward each other.

“Overstreet. Damn, it’s good to see your face.” Crew held out a hand, and the man Teigen had seen before gripped it.

“Mustang. Glad to see you in one piece.” They thumped each other on the back with genuine affection.

When they drew apart, Overstreet’s stare landed on Teigen.

“My wife,” Crew introduced without hesitation.

Overstreet’s brows shot up. “Wife? I’d heard rumors.”

“They’re true.”

“Teigen.” She extended a hand to him.

As he clasped her hand, his smile was something out of a toothpaste ad, with white, straight teeth. But that was where the perfection ended—he bore scrapes and bruises. She realized suddenly that Charlie team had been part of the op to recover Crew and he’d sustained injuries getting her husband back for her.

“Thank you for what you did for Crew,” she said softly.

He dipped his head but said nothing more about it. “I smell food.”

“Yeah, Lena likes to cook when she gets a chance. Someone said it calms her to slave in the kitchen for all of us ingrates.” Crew flashed another grin and cocked his head toward the front of the house where the scents of garlic and onion were wafting from.

“Lena…” Overstreet brushed his knuckles over his stubbled jaw. “I heard she likes to cook.”

“Better get to the kitchen before there’s nothing left.” Crew dropped his bag on the floor. “Looks like we’re bunking with you, Overstreet.”

“As long as you don’t snore.”

“Oh, he does.” Teigen’s announcement made both of them laugh.

Crew tugged her hand and led her into the hall.

“Sorry we have to share a room,” he said to her.

“It’s no problem.” Actually, she was a little relieved. They shouldn’t be alone until they straightened things out between them. All their alone time was confusing her even more.

The simple, sparse kitchen was packed with SEALs, each as big and tough as the next. One hovered near Lena, who was in fact at an old stove. When the guy leaned a little too close, she slapped him with a wooden spoon.

Several guys guffawed at the antics, and she went back to stirring whatever delicious food she had cooking in several pots. Teigen wasn’t into gender roles like women always standing at a stove, but she felt she should offer Lena some help.

She pulled her hand free of Crew’s and crossed the room to stand beside her. Lena looked up, spoon poised to attack.

Teigen laughed, palms up in surrender. “Don’t slap me. I’m here to help.”

Lena’s expression softened. “I don’t know why I bother cooking for all these cavemen. They’re so impatient.”

“Crew mentioned that you enjoy cooking? It calms you?”

Lena stirred a pot with vegetables. “It breaks up the routine. I don’t get a lot of downtime, and it helps.”

“Where did you get these ingredients?”

Lena shrugged. “Guess it’s the magic of Blackout. A phone call can get you a chopper, reinforcements…or enough beans and tomatoes to make chili for two platoons.”

Teigen smiled. “I understand.”

Lena eyed her. She knew what Teigen was and why she’d been kidnapped. “I think you actually do.”

Teigen started to say more, but Lena looked over Teigen’s shoulder. What—or who—she saw made her lips compress. She twisted back to the range and concentrated on dumping more onions and garlic into the pan.

Covertly, Teigen sent a look behind her and saw Overstreet standing frozen in the doorway, his stare locked on Lena’s back.

Oh yes, there was more going on between teams Alpha and Charlie than good-natured rivalry.

As if everyone else sensed the tension in the kitchen, talk quieted. Lena didn’t bother looking back at Overstreet again, and he broke into conversation with one of the other guys. Slowly, chatter resumed.

Teigen sensed some internal struggle taking place in the woman. And no wonder. If Teigen’s job was filled with danger and secrets, Lena carried an even heavier burden as the only female special operator on the team.

Lena reached for another pot of beans soaking in water and Teigen picked up the pot. “Let me. We’re making chili?”

“For a crew this big, we need a lot of food. Besides,” she stole another look toward Overstreet, “I need something to keep me busy.”

Teigen felt the hairs on her nape prickle and found Crew staring at her hard. That little twist of his mouth told her the man was having some very lewd thoughts.

Her insides tremored with those butterflies again. No matter how much she tried to outrun her husband, there was no denying his hold over her…or how much she wanted him.


ELEVEN

Crew stepped up to the open door and rapped. Through the crack, Sparrow spotted him.

“Mustang. Come in and shut the door.”

When Crew entered, he swept his gaze around the space. Sparrow, Bishop, Gunnison and Ramsey were all here.

Pressing the door firmly shut with his palm, Crew turned to Sparrow. “When I asked to speak with you about a matter, I didn’t expect you to call in backup.”

“You said you have concerns about the scientist and I figured these guys have what we need. Sit down.”

An empty wooden chair sat against one wall, and he took it. Now that he had the attention on him, he needed a minute to gather his thoughts.

Sparrow and the others waited. Finally, Crew just blurted it out.

“Teigen keeps bringing up the scientist, and I think she has good reason to.”

“We’re listening,” Sparrow said.

“We already know she can’t be trusted. She betrayed us to the people who held her prisoner. I realize she’s fucked up from her ordeal and feels some twisted sense of loyalty to her captors, but I think we should be putting pressure on her.”

Ramsey bobbed his head in agreement. “We’ve been holding her for the time when we can unload her on the CIA or some other alphabet group, but we could be pumping her for information in the meantime.”

Sparrow scrubbed a hand over his face. “I know you’re right, but it goes against the grain to push her for information when she’s already clearly suffered enough abuse.”

Crew cleared his throat. “My wife has good instincts. It’s why she’s in the position she’s in. It’s eating at her that the scientist is still here and is basically being allowed to rest and relax despite her actions. We rescued her but when she called the terrorists and told them our moves, she became our prisoner, but we’re not treating her like one.” Crew’s statement settled over all of them with a weighty silence.

After several seconds, Sparrow straightened on his seat. He nodded. “Ramsey, bring the scientist here.”

Ramsey stood at once and walked out of the room. Crew listened to his boots thumping on the floor and wondered if he’d done the right thing. He saw Sparrow’s point—the scientist had been through a lot. After nine months of captivity, enduring God knew what at the hands of terrorists, she was fucked up. But twice now Teigen had brought up the scientist and Crew couldn’t continue to ignore his wife’s worries. Not after everything they’d been through.

Minutes ticked by and nobody spoke. Tension mounted.

When Ramsey appeared leading the woman, Crew automatically stood. Her stare met his, the fear obvious in her eyes.

“Please come in and talk to us.” Sparrow’s request made Sophia jolt. She took a hasty step forward.

Crew waved her toward the chair he was using, and she hesitantly took a seat.

“Why am I here? What problem do you have with me?” Her clipped tone thickened her accent.

“We just want to ask you some questions, Miss Müller.”

When Crew had broken her out of that cell, she wore the ragged clothes she had on when the terrorists kidnapped her. Since then someone had given her a new set of clothes. The garments were too big and hung on her slight frame, but at least they were clean. Also, she’d had access to a shower.

There was no denying the toll that nine months in captivity had taken on her physically, though. Her brown hair was lank and her face, wan. Malnutrition, lack of activity and sunlight wreaked havoc on her body.

She twisted her hands in her lap, drawing Crew’s attention to her nails, which appeared chipped and brittle.

“What do you want to know?” she asked.

Sparrow leaned forward slightly, inviting trust as he questioned her. “What are the names of the men who held you in that bunker for nine months?”

Her blue-gray eyes shifted from Sparrow to Crew, who leaned against the wall facing her. “I told you their names before.”

“I’d like to hear them again.”

Her jaw set. “Ibrahim and Hassan.”

“Had you ever met these men before the day they kidnapped you?”

“No.”

“But you became close with them during your time there.”

Again, she slid her stare to Crew and back to Sparrow. “Not close, no.”

“You say you’re not close with them…yet you called them and told them our location.”

Her fingers whitened. “I did.”

“Why, Miss Müller?”

She struggled a moment. “They…told me to tell them everything.”

Crew watched her closely. Her body language suggested she was telling the truth and really was combating the months of brainwashing they’d spent conditioning her.

“You were able to secure a phone and call them. How?”

“You asked me all this. I told you the truth then.”

“I’d like you to tell us again,” Sparrow pressured.

“I did take the phone. But they told me that if I was ever outside the compound that I had to tell them. I didn’t have a choice!”

“How did you know the number to call?”

“They made me repeat it back to them until I memorized it. I gave you that number when you spoke to me before.”

Sparrow nodded. “You told them our plan to leave the country. And then they blocked the ports and trapped us here.”

Her throat worked. Bowing her head, she struggled, chest heaving. A single tear dripped into her lap. “They told me I had to share all information in the event that I left.”

“They made you believe you were obligated to them,” Crew stated.

She looked up but came short of meeting his eyes. “I don’t know.”

Sparrow glanced at Crew. “But you did tell them of our plan to leave the country.”

She gave a jerky nod. Another tear fell onto the back of her pale hand.

“What else did you share with Ibrahim and Hassan, Miss Müller?”

With a jerk, she lifted her head and looked at Sparrow. “I told them nothing more. I didn’t even tell them more about the project I was working on.”

“They already knew that, though, didn’t they? That’s why they took you. They wanted you to give them your secrets.”

“They didn’t know everything about the project. I kept parts to myself.”

Ah, so she did still hold some moral code toward humanity—she wouldn’t impart secret strategies on new, deadlier ways to launch missiles.

Crew pushed away from the wall and winced as hot pain speared through his side. He quickly masked the discomfort but Ramsey’s eagle eyes were fixed on him.

Crew moved again, purposely acting nonchalant even though it hurt just as much. He needed to get to a mirror and have a look at his side, but he hadn’t gotten a moment alone. He had a feeling one of the injuries those fuckers had given him was festering. Nothing some antiseptic and a clean bandage wouldn’t fix.

Sparrow continued questioning Sophia. When it became apparent she wasn’t giving them anything new, he told Ramsey to see her back to her room. As soon as she was out of the office, Ramsey said, “What’s going on with you, Mustang?”

He arched a brow. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Your side. I saw you make a face when you moved. You’re in pain.”

Sparrow threw him a sharp look. “What didn’t you tell us?”

“Frost cleaned me up and bandaged me, but I think one of the cuts might be infected.”

“Find Frost. Now. We don’t have time for hauling a sick man out.”

“Copy.” He headed to find Frost. He’d probably find him in the kitchen having seconds of Lena’s delicious chili.

As he reached the door, Sparrow called out, “And Mustang?”

He swung around, controlling his expression this time.

“You did right with the scientist. We can’t trust her no matter how she was treated. I’ll find a way to get her out of here fast and then she’s someone else’s problem.”

He nodded that he understood and continued on. While he searched the rooms for Frost, his mind was on Teigen—and the pain in his side too. It made his anger over what was done to him flare to life again.

He clenched his fists and fought the building rage. He hated being helpless. A few days in a cell didn’t help matters, nor did the torture methods he’d suffered.

He gently rubbed a finger over the nail those bastards ripped out of him. It still stung but he embraced the sensation because it proved he beat them. He got out of there, and those terrorists who hadn’t been shot down in that bunker were carted off to be interrogated and then imprisoned.

Passing an open door, he spotted Frost’s broad frame and backed up.

Frost looked up. “You need something?”

“Yeah. Need you to look at one of my cuts.”

“Sure, man. Have a seat. I’ll be back in a minute with my kit.”

Frost skirted past him, and Crew entered the small space. These places they stayed in were all the same. Nothing notable about this one except one thing—Teigen was in a room waiting for him.

As soon as Frost cleaned him up, Crew planned to find her, touch her soft body and her silky hair that was a different color but still just as beautiful. Then he’d look into her eyes and claim her sweet lips.

Fuck, he’d missed her mouth the most. Kissing her was more than physical. It was a connection of their souls.

He was lost in daydreams when Frost reentered. He set the bag down with a heavy thunk on a nearby table and unzipped it.

“Take off your shirt.”

Crew snorted. “You’re not even going to buy me a drink first?”

Frost grunted. “Nope. You don’t get lube for this either. How long have you been in pain?”

“Couple years. Ever since I joined Blackout.” With a chuckle, he yanked up his shirt and carefully peeled it off.

He cast his shirt aside and faced Frost. His teammate eyed the various bandages across his torso, sides and then back.

“Which one’s giving you trouble?”

Crew pointed to it.

“Yeah, I see the redness around the top of the bandage. Hold still.”

Crew waited while Frost removed the bandage.

“Definitely infected. I’ll put some salve and a clean dressing on it. Can you swallow some pills or do you need pink liquid?”

He started to laugh, but a sharp gasp from the door made them both look up.

Teigen stood in the opening, gaze locked on his body.

Frost wasn’t gentle about removing the old bandage. He adeptly smeared some salve over his wound and slapped a bandage in place. Then he dropped a pack of pills on the table. “Take two of these today and one every day after until they’re gone, even if you feel fine.”

“Thanks.” Crew didn’t glance at Frost but continued to watch Teigen.

She was trying hard not to show her reaction to seeing him without a shirt, but he knew her too well. She stepped aside to allow Frost to pass through the door.

Crew and Teigen were alone, but still she wouldn’t meet his eyes.

“Angel.”

She held up a hand. “Don’t, Crew. Please.”

He considered pulling on his shirt to hide his wounds from her but thought better of it. He was done hiding things from her.

Holding out his arms to his sides, he said, “Look at me.”

“I can’t. Crew…” She pressed a hand over her mouth.

He walked up to her. “I’m not trying to scare you, angel. I’m showing you that I’m fine. I’m strong.”

She shook her head. “I just need a minute, Crew.”

He walked up to her but didn’t touch her, giving her time to gather herself.

“You endured some shit too, Teigen. It didn’t break you, and it came nowhere near breaking me.”

When she lifted her gaze to his, he saw a new spark in the light brown depths—a determination to jump more hurdles and overcome more obstacles.

He reached for her hand. As their fingers clasped, the sound of men running resounded all over the house. Teigen jerked toward the door and Crew reached for his shirt.

He yanked it over his head and pocketed the pill pack. “Something’s happening. Let’s go.”

They rushed out. Team Charlie all seemed to be on the move, their leader barking orders.

Crew spotted Overstreet. “What’s going down?”

With his heavy pack slung over his shoulder, Overstreet paused to answer. “Abubakar’s twin died. The one with kidney disease.”

Crew processed this news in a blink. “That means now we’re only hunting one man. No more mistaking the twin.”

“Sounds like it, but there’s going to be a huge funeral and probably some unrest. They don’t want all of Blackout holed up together, so they’re shipping us out.”

Crew knew better than to ask where. Overstreet either couldn’t tell him or didn’t know. He held out a hand, and Overstreet gripped it.

“Watch your six, man.”

“You too.” Overstreet continued on at a fast clip. When he reached the end of the hall, he turned back. “Tell…everyone…I said goodbye. I didn’t have time to.”

Confused, Crew nodded. His own teammates congregated to toss out a few words of farewell. When they were all gone, the house felt empty and silent.

Teigen spun to him. “Crew, we need to leave too. Now.”

His brows shot up. “I can’t just leave, not without orders.”

“Not just us—everyone. If there’s a funeral, everything’s going to be shut down. There will be a mourning period.”

He stared at her, not understanding what she was getting at.

She cut a hand through the air, exasperated with him. “Don’t you understand? It means there will be less people guarding the borders.”

Her words clicked into place and he grabbed her arm. “We need to talk to Sparrow. You’re right—this could be our only chance.”

* * * * *

Sparrow and Bishop had phones locked to their ears, talking to Blackout commanders and anyone else who’d listen to get them in the air or on a ship. Gunnison, who seemed to be the tech guru of the team, sat tapping away on a tablet and never looked up from his screen.

Crew asked Teigen to stick close to him, so here she was, in the way and with nothing to offer. Unless one of them came across a code that needed broken, she was just as useful as an Easter hat in a blizzard.

The space set up as headquarters was loud and busy. Men walked in and out in random intervals. When Ramsey paused beside her to take a call, her instinct was to move away, but not before she caught a few snippets of his conversation.

“The little guy’s all right, though? Getting used to his arm being in a cast?” A long pause and then he said, “I’ll be in touch. I love you both.”

Teigen tried not to stare at Ramsey’s back as he walked out of the room again.

“You look stunned. Everything okay?” The female voice brought Teigen around.

Lena smiled. The woman had a radio in hand and looked to have come with the purpose of handing the device off to someone.

Teigen shook her head. “I thought I just heard…”

Lena looked at her harder.

“Does Ramsey have kids?”

She broke into a smile. “Yup. Little Kobe. Why?”

“I think he broke his arm. He said something to the person on the phone about his arm being in a cast and asked if he was all right.”

“Oh. He’s young, so I’m surprised he broke something, but it is Ramsey’s kid and they have that huge house with lots of stairs. Who knows what the kid got into.” She shrugged as if this was all commonplace in the Blackout world.

A world they weren’t even supposed to have wives in, let alone kids. Yet the universes weren’t only colliding—they were overlapping. Ramsey could check in on his son in the middle of them planning their escape.

She glanced around and found Crew. He was leaning over Gunnison, their conversation animated with lots of hand waving and pointing at screens.

Suddenly, hearing about a special operator having a son and looking at her own husband opened the floodgates of Teigen’s hormones.

Annnd now my ovaries are exploding.

The possibility of actually having that family someday—with Crew—was within reach, and boy did her body want to take action.

She tore her stare away from his chiseled chest and the hot way he sliced a hand through his hair when he was deep in thought to focus on Lena once more.

“We ran into Overstreet when he was leaving with his team,” she spoke up.

“Oh. Yeah, they had to scramble.” Lena’s response was too nonchalant, too careful.

“He said to tell everyone goodbye.” Teigen watched her face.

Lena blinked. “That was nice of him. I’d better give this radio to Gunny. It’s not working right and we’re gonna need it.”

“Sure.” She stepped away, allowing Lena to go on with her business.

She spent another moment standing there before she realized she really was in the way. She’d just return to the room where she and Crew were staying and rest while she had the chance. Who knew what would come next?

The funeral for the terrorist’s twin could block off several roads through the city. She didn’t know a lot about the family in question, but she was trained in several culture’s practices and customs and knew that sometimes funerals could last days.

When she passed a doorway, she cast a glance inside. Sophia sat in a chair, her head bowed as if she were asleep. Teigen automatically looked at her hands just to make sure she didn’t have another phone, but they were joined in her lap.

Satisfied that they were safe from more sabotage for the moment, she continued to her own room. A single blanket was spread out in the corner. A month ago, it might look like a sad comfort but after all she’d been through, a blanket in a corner looked better than the fluffiest cloud.

After stretching out on her side with her head pillowed on her arm, she stared at the space. Crew’s go-bag was zipped up and sitting near the door for the order to scramble. Teigen took in the silence here. She hadn’t been alone in several days, which was quite different from how she normally operated.

Her work was solitary. When she was in Virginia, she lived alone. It wasn’t that she disliked the chaos of the Blackout team, but it didn’t give her many chances to think about her current state of affairs.

There was the not-so-small matter that her handler would expect to hear from her soon. By now, he must have heard the news of what happened to the bunker where she was held. Maybe he even thought she was dead. For now, she’d leave it that way—she wasn’t ready to pick up her failed op. She didn’t want to travel into another dangerous territory to pick up confidential information.

Actually, what did she want?

She let her mind drift over the question. The picket fence with Crew? The dog and the kids? The idea appealed, especially after learning that Ramsey had those things. He proved it was possible.

The mother of his child must always be in a state of worry for her SEAL, though. Who wouldn’t be? And after seeing those wounds on Crew’s body, she should want to run for the border and hop the next flight home.

Yet she had no intention of doing that. In fact, she wanted him more than ever. Right decision or wrong one? This inability to make up her mind was getting old. She needed to pick a path and stick to it—at least until shit went sideways and she was forced onto another.

Question was…where did she want to end up when this was all over?


TWELVE

Early in his military career, Crew learned there weren’t extra seconds to waste. You ate when you had the food and the time. Same with sleep.

He just never thought he’d be searching for a few moments alone with his wife in the middle of an op.

Sparrow and the others were putting the finishing details of their plan into action. In a few hours, they’d have a way out of Egypt and be headed back to the States. That left Crew with a small window of opportunity when no one needed anything from him and he could spend time with Teigen.

Hopefully alone.

Since Charlie shipped out, they could really be alone, with a door that closed, and he already had half a dozen lurid fantasies running through his head.

Teigen with her long, shapely legs wrapped around him in the back of his muscle car. Teigen spread out on their bed back in Virginia, the sweet folds of her pussy juicy and wet with desire, just begging for him to plunge his tongue deep.

The last time they were together, she’d surprised him with a black slinky dress and nothing underneath. Oh yeah, he’d made her come so many times that night they’d both lost count. And when he woke up, she’d tied his wrists to the bedposts using a pair of her thong panties.

As he reached the room they were sharing, he had to stop and readjust his hard dick. Then he pressed a palm against the door.

It swung silently inward, and he saw his wife curled up on the blanket on the far side of the space. Her eyes were closed, her lips parted, her face even more delicate and angelic in sleep.

Seeing her this way was what prompted him to start calling her angel.

Quietly, he closed the door. Some guys would leave her to get her rest, but he had no intention of going another minute without her in his arms.

He bent to untie his boot laces, toed them off and stole across the room to his wife.

When he sank to the floor next to her, she rolled right into his arms. All soft and pure and good-hearted. She’d jumped into breaking codes in order to make the world a better place.

She let out a soft sigh and snuggled closer to his chest. His heart flexed with love for this woman who knew even in sleep that he was a safe haven.

He tucked her head beneath his chin. Just holding her like this brought up a lot of burning questions about their future…and that throb in his cock still hadn’t gone away.

She shimmied her breasts against his chest. He forced down a groan and fought to keep from waking her up by toying with the small but sumptuous pair. He pictured her nipples, straining and rosy, a perfect fit for his lips.

As if his fantasy was projected into her dream, she rubbed against him again, and this time rocked her hips too.

He bit back a curse. What he wouldn’t give for more than a thin military-issue blanket on the floor. The minute he got a chance, he’d take her to a hotel with a luxury king-sized bed and all the soft, fluffy pillows he could fill it with.

She pressed her hips into his, and this time he couldn’t swallow the low growl in time.

Her eyes popped open. The light brown depths blurred with sleep and quickly sparked with lust.

Wordlessly, he leaned in and claimed her lips. The soft pout compressed under his seeking kiss that quickly turned carnal.

She slipped her tongue across his. He returned the fervor and tongue-fucked her while gyrating his hips against hers.

Skating a hand under her top, he stroked her silky skin. She rolled against him. Letting his hand roam up to cup her breast, he tore his mouth free to watch the pleasure play over her beautiful face.

Her lips fell open on a silent gasp. When he swished his thumb over the crest, it sharpened at his touch. Unable to hold back from tasting her, he rolled her onto her back and lifted her top.

She wore one of the sports bras that Lena gave her. Black and tight and sexy as hell.

He thumbed it up her ribcage and dragged the callused pads of his thumbs over her peaked nipples. She tossed her head and moaned. What he wouldn’t give to take his time with her and drive her to the breaking point before he let her come, but they didn’t have that much time.

He worked the bra off and settled in sucking her nipples. They shrank into tighter buds with each pass of his tongue. Teigen threaded her fingers into his hair and yanked at the strands as she directed him where she wanted him.

As he grazed one tip with his teeth, she muffled a noise.

He lifted his head and gave her a slow, cocky grin. “That’s it, angel. Don’t make a sound. Understand?”

Her breath whooshed out and she nodded.

Slowly, he worked a path of kisses over her breasts and stomach, stripping off her pants and underwear as he went. When he had her bare, he slid his hands under her firm ass and lifted her pussy to his mouth.

Their gazes locked.

“Good girl. You remembered not to look away when I take the first lick.”

A shudder rolled through her, and his cock and balls were pounding, throbbing, aching for release. But he wanted her sweet taste on his tongue, and only after she bucked against his lips in orgasm would he take out his cock and drive into her tight heat.

Holding her gaze prisoner, he delivered a soft lick to her slick seam. Her eyes squeezed shut. She clamped her fingers on his head and parted her thighs to give him total access.

Crew lapped a line right to her clit. Trapping it beneath his tongue, he ground her core into her body just the way she loved. Her stomach dipped on her sharp intake of air and her thighs trembled as he tasted her over and over again.

Only when he sank his tongue into her sweet channel did she make a noise. The soft hum just about stole his last thread of control.

Somehow, he pinned her hips where he wanted them and fucked her with his tongue. On each withdrawal, she squeezed. Goosebumps broke out on her hipbones where he held them. And he was beginning to question who would blow first.

Her breathing changed its rhythm and then she rocked wildly with her first orgasm.

He released his hold on her hip and sank two fingers deep in her channel. She choked on a strangled noise and splintered on his tongue and hand. God, he loved having his angel like this again.

And he was never giving her up.

Ever.

Moving his weight onto one arm, he shifted to get at his fly. In a few tugs, he had his pants open, and Teigen helped him push them down and off.

Sliding a hand under her ass, he lifted her to meet the jerk of his hips. In one hard shove, he filled her.

She found his lips and kissed him with all the passion he’d missed.

He threw himself into the moment, drawing his cock through her tight, grasping walls over and over again. She tilted her hips to the rhythm. Need slammed through him, taking his mind to all the places she didn’t want to go when they were discussing their relationship.

But this time he’d make her see just how important she was to him.

He was not letting her break up their marriage.

* * * * *

Teigen sank her teeth hard into Crew’s lower lip just to hear that animalistic snarl she loved. The noise that got her engines revving and stole the last bit of her mind.

She grabbed his solid ass and bucked into him, taking his length deep into her core. Her nipples were tight and aching. Her pussy on fire. She needed to come again—this time on her husband’s cock.

His gray eyes blazed down into hers. “Your fucking pussy is so hot for me,” he gritted out between strokes.

“Deeper, Crew!” Her whisper was urgent.

“Oh, I’ll fuck you deeper, angel. While I suck on these perfect…fucking…nipples.” He captured one between his teeth. The rough graze shot her need higher.

Her mind blanked for long seconds while he swirled his tongue around her bud. He lifted his head and trapped her in his white-hot stare.

“You’re not fucking finished with me, angel. Not by a long shot.” To punctuate that promise, he slammed his cock into her hard.

“More!” she rasped.

He crushed his mouth over hers in another of those drugging kisses. When he tore away, his eyes glittered. “I don’t mean finished with my cock. You’re not finished with me.”

A shiver ripped through her. Emotion and fear all balled into one hurricane that shook her. She knew what he was asking of her.

He wanted her to recommit to their vows. To pick up the shreds of whatever this life they had together was and find a way to make it work.

Could she get through the wall of anxiety barricading her in from all sides? She couldn’t even scrape her fingernails down his back for fear of hurting him.

But could she go on without Crew in her life?

“Say it, angel. Say you’re mine.”

Panic struck. Suddenly, it was all too much.

She looked up at her husband’s handsome face and said something she never in a million years thought she’d say to him.

“Wasabi.”


THIRTEEN

Crew rolled off Teigen.

Of all the times for her to use their safe word, he never expected it to be in the middle of some hot—yet vanilla—sex.

His chest heaved and his cock stood stiff on his abs, waiting for him to finish.

But that wasn’t possible.

He reached for his clothes and got to his feet, working his pants up and over his still-hard—still wet—cock.

She sat up, looking beautiful but as if he’d just slapped her instead of the other way around. “Crew! I’m so sorry.”

He didn’t respond. Everything inside him itched for a fight right now. Not with his wife—he needed a weapon in his hand and a terrorist to hunt. Maybe even the bastards who’d done this to her in the first place.

He pulled his shirt over his torso, heedless of the bandages and sore spots.

Jumping to her feet, she drew the blanket over her naked body and faced him, hair wild, eyes wild. The look of fear on her face cut him like a well-honed blade.

“I’m sorry you didn’t have a chance to…”

He held her stare. “I’m not worried that I didn’t get off, Teigen. I went five months waiting for you. I think we have more to discuss than our sex life.” He looked her over and then walked to the door. With a hand on the knob, he said, “I’ll come back to talk when you’re dressed.”

He shut the door and felt a terrible ripple of relief to be away from that worry in her eyes. Goddammit, why did the CIA have to recruit her? Make her fear being with her own husband?

He walked down the hall and tossed a look in the room where he’d seen the scientist not long ago. When he didn’t see her on the bed, he pushed the door wider. She wasn’t there.

Even the blanket she carried around with her and the bottles of pills Frost provided were gone.

With a jerk, he whirled and strode toward the front of the building where he knew the guys would still be deep diving into the escape plan. When he barged in, everyone looked up at him.

“Did you already move the scientist?” he burst out.

Sparrow shot to his feet. “The—no. She has to be in the house somewhere. Search!”

Crew rushed back the way he came, thinking that Sophia might have taken her pills into the bathroom and he’d jumped to the worst conclusion. But after searching every single room, it was clear he wasn’t wrong.

She’d skipped out.

Teigen opened the door, her eyes wide. “Why are all of you running around?”

“The scientist is gone.”

She let out a gasp. “Fuck!” She ran into the hallway and to the room he’d already checked. After a sweep of the sparse space, she dropped to her knees and searched under the bed.

He watched her, stunned that she’d go to those lengths to look for a woman. But who knew what had gone on in that bunker—a grown woman very well might hide under a bed.

When Teigen popped up and ran her hand under the thin mattress on the bunk, she made a choked noise.

In one stride, he reached Teigen. “You found something.”

She held up a small slip of paper that looked to be torn from a book.

Teigen started to read. “She’s going back to the terrorists.”

Crew sliced his fingers through his hair. “Fuck, I’m not rescuing her again.”

Teigen’s eyes flashed. “You didn’t let me finish. She’s going back because she has some information she wants to get for us. To prove herself.”

“Hell.”

“She says she doesn’t like people looking at her like she’s a terrorist too.”

He groaned. “Dammit. I’m going to rescue her again.”

He grabbed Teigen by the arm and started out the door with her. She dug in her heels and stopped him.

Their gazes met, and a million things passed between them.

“Later, angel. Right now we need to make sure Sophia’s telling the truth and didn’t somehow overhear our exit strategy and carry it back to the terrorists.”

She squeezed Crew’s arm. “There’s something I need to say to you.”

As he clenched his jaw, it gave a small pop. He wanted to hear what she had to say, but at the same time, he couldn’t bear it if she was going to tell him it really was over.

“Later,” he roughed out and continued on to update the team.

They were all still combing the house and exterior perimeter for the scientist. Sparrow was on the phone, barking orders, and Gunnison had surveillance camera footage up on two screens while some guys hovered over them, searching for signs of the woman.

“How is it possible that she just slipped by us?” Lena paced in front of Crew as he entered, long legs stalking to the opposite wall.

“She waited until we were distracted.” Crew took the blame for this. He should have been more concerned with what the woman would try next instead of stealing a moment with his wife. “She had free rein of the safehouse.”

“But after the phone thing, one of us should have been watching her closer.” Lena sliced a hand through the air in agitation. None of them liked fucking up, least of all getting the slip from a hundred-pound woman who was still sickly and malnourished.

“We fucked up,” came Sparrow’s hard voice. “Now she’s going to fuck us over.”

Teigen waved the slip of paper in her hand. “That’s not what her note says. She says she went to get some information and to bring it back to us. To prove that she’s not a terrorist.”

Crew thought of what sorts of looks she’d been receiving to push Sophia to feel the need to do this.

“If she really did return to those men, they’ll kill her.” His statement dropped on them all, silencing every last man and woman.

“Or she hopes we’ll follow her right into a trap.” Bishop always played the bad cop, and many times it kept the team alive.

Lena whirled and paced back to them. “Don’t tell me we’re going back for her. Not when we’re close to escaping ourselves.”

Sparrow eyed her. “It’s more than a matter of saving a human life. Those men probably talked in front of her, said things they didn’t think would go anywhere. Since all the men in the bunker are in custody or dead, she must know of others holed up around the city. Those men could lead us into a trap—or lead us to Abubakar.”

Bishop shook his head. “We can’t let the opportunity pass us by. Abubakar will be in the city for his brother’s funeral. We’ll have the best chance of getting him—and ending this now. I’m in.”

“So am I,” added Ramsey.

“Give the order and I’m there,” added Lachlan.

Gunnison looked up from his monitor. “I found her. She walked to the closest road and flagged down a passing vehicle.”

Sparrow strode over to see for himself. “Sorry, guys, but you won’t be kissing home soil just yet. New plan.”

“Sparrow.”

He turned his head to pierce Crew in his sharp stare.

“Requesting permission to stay behind and guard Teigen.”

She grabbed Crew’s hand. “I can’t let you do that. You need to be with your team.”

“I need to be with you. They know we have you, and now they have double the reason for getting to you.”

Sparrow must have seen a marital dispute in the making and made the final call. “Mustang, you stick like glue to your wife until I give you the next move.”

He nodded, chest burning with relief.

Teigen tugged on his hand, and he let her drag him to a corner. In a low voice, she said, “I can’t let you do this, Crew.”

“It’s already done. Can’t go against my orders.”

“But—”

He held up a hand to stop her. “Sparrow didn’t say I wasn’t joining them on the op. He just said to stick to you until further notice. We have a lot riding on the scientist. If she can lead us to Abubakar, we can end this.”

She shook her head. Her soft hair trailed over her shoulders, making his gut lurch with the need to wrap the mass around his fist and pick up where he left off.

“There will always be another terrorist,” she said.

“There will. And there will always be another code to crack. But that doesn’t mean we only live for those things.” He took a step closer to her, hovering over her, hands fisted at his sides and voice pitched low. “Don’t you see? You’re putting all the importance on duty and none on the fact that I fucking love you and I’m not letting you go!”

His words rang through the suddenly silent room. Everyone stopped. Several guys threw them looks before resuming their work to find the scientist.

He focused on Teigen. Her eyes were deep pools of emotion. Too many emotions to figure out even if he had all the leisure in the world to do it.

“What now?” she whispered.

He curled his fingers around her elbow. A shiver ran through her as he worked them up her arm.

“I’m going to do what I can to help the guys form a rescue mission…and whatever else comes. Then you and I are going to have a talk. A real talk.”

* * * * *

The sound of the ceremonial funeral drums echoed through the streets. The ominous rhythm came right on time, just like Teigen told Blackout to expect, claiming Nigerian funerals were a mixture of African traditions and religious customs.

Crew’s fingers ached from gripping his weapon so tight. He concentrated on loosening each digit, but by the time he reached the last, the first finger was locked tight again.

He couldn’t calm down, not when so much was on the line. They had a real shot at getting Abubakar. Blackout lives were at stake, but that was necessary and the norm.

But throw in thousands of people dancing in the streets to mourn the death of a man Abubakar only used in life—along with the scientist and Teigen—and a lot of shit could go sideways.

He turned his head and searched the packed street for the vehicle Teigen was in. He didn’t see the lookout car or Henner behind the wheel, but his brother-in-arms was the best of the best. Crew trusted him with his life—and Teigen’s too.

They wouldn’t be having that big talk until after the mission. He’d laugh at the situation if not for the fact that it all hurt like hell. The idea of any outcome other than him getting out of this godforsaken city alive and with his marriage intact wasn’t something Crew was willing to entertain.

His chest was tight just knowing she was even coming on this mission. Part of him wanted her safely across the border and on her way back to the States. The other part feared that being separated could mean disaster to one of them—or both. She could handle herself if things got dicey…but Henner wouldn’t let that happen.

“This waiting is getting on my damn nerves,” he ground out.

“Rein yourself in, Mustang,” Frost said from beside him. “We can’t have you going off.”

“I’m not going off,” he said in a calm voice he didn’t feel attached to in any way. “I just wish we’d get this party started.”

Sparrow’s tone came, as ominous as a death knell. “Now’s your chance, Alpha Niner. On my mark, Blackout. Three, two—go time!”

They blasted out of the vehicle, leaving the doors open as they hit the ground running. Crew’s orders were to stick to Frost’s six and get the team inside the house they’d tracked Sophia to.

His boots pounded the ground all the way to the side door. Frost beat him there by one step and was already aiming his weapon at the lock.

Crew gave the nod that they were good to go. The noise of the door being shot open would have everyone inside speeding toward them with the order to wipe out their entire unit. But Blackout wasn’t leaving a single man behind this time.

Frost shouldered the heavy wooden slab door open and Crew followed on his right to sweep the space. A man appeared, weapon in hand. Crew didn’t ask questions—he just did what had to be done. The man was knocked off his feet by the force of the bullets slamming into his chest.

Frost took out two more. Then the entire team was inside and on the hunt for two people—the scientist and Abubakar.

Shouts of “Clear!” boomed from behind him, but he was already steps ahead, barreling through the rooms.

People flooded toward them. Crew and Frost took out several. Another stepped in front of Crew, barrel pointed right between Crew’s eyes.

His heart thumped. His card might be up today, but he didn’t think so. He wasn’t ready to call it quits.

Gauging the number of seconds he had left, he swung his weapon up. Suddenly, the man’s expression shifted from disgust to shock. Blood bloomed on his chest, and he fell facedown at Crew’s feet, a lethal knife sticking out of his back.

Lena walked up to the man she’d just killed and ripped the knife out of his back.

“Thanks,” Crew said.

“Don’t mention it.” She stuck the knife back into her belt and the three of them rushed on.

They reached a set of locked double doors.

“We’ve got a barricaded room!” he announced to his commander and got Sparrow’s immediate response.

“Get in there!”

Crew didn’t hesitate. He peppered the lock with bullets. A shrill female scream reached their ears just as Frost kicked one of the doors open. It struck a heavy piece of furniture the occupants had pushed up against the opening. It was no match for Frost’s power, though. He put his muscle into the task and forced his way in.

They knew from other SEAL teams hunting terrorists that they would hide behind their followers, and their trained militias who were more than happy to die for them.

The room was filled with women and children. “If he’s here, he’s in this room,” Crew bit off.

“Don’t kill any of the women or children!” Lena commanded.

Crew barreled forward. Kids shrank against their mothers’ sides and were shielded by protective hands. His heart wrenched. “The scientist. German,” he said in Arabic.

No one moved.

“We’re looking for a woman.” He held up his hand at Sophia’s head height, but a blast coming from behind him made him turn.

“Get down!” Lena screamed to the women and children as bullets sprayed over the room.

Crew went into full battle mode. His brain blanked on everything but duty, being the weapon the US government had turned him into. He was a fighting machine and no match for the men swarming into the room.

Lena had her weapon up, taking out her fair share.

Frost’s shout hit his ear. “I got the scientist!”

Crew glanced to the side to see Frost dragging a woman out of the fray. They had a hell of a way to go until they got her to safety, but Crew would blaze the way.

He took aim at the doorway and dropped bodies until they were piled high. When they stopped coming, he stepped over them. In other parts of the building, his teammates were dealing with their own skirmishes, and their fire covered him long enough for him to turn back to the door.

“Hand me the scientist!” he yelled to Frost.

Frost swept the woman off her feet and practically threw her into his arms.

As soon as Crew felt her limp body, he knew something bad had happened. Supporting her with one arm, he looked down at her white face. That was when he felt the sticky, hot blood.

“She’s hit!” he called.

“The snake’s not here. He was spotted on the street in one of the processions. Get the scientist and get out, Blackout!”

Crew didn’t stop to think—he just acted on Sparrow’s order. He fought his way out with Lena and Frost bringing up the rear. Sophia hung in his arms. At this point, he didn’t even know if she was alive.

“Teigen is not going to be happy with me,” he muttered.

Her distinct voice filled his comms device. “Why not? What happened?”

Who the hell wired her with comms? Henner must have been sweet-talked into it.

He set his sights on the street, searching for the vehicle and wondering how this was going to end.

“I’ve got the scientist. She’s been shot.”

A volley of voices exploded in his head, and he couldn’t make out exactly what was happening until he heard Henner say, “Goddammit, you’re not getting killed on my watch!”

Frantic, Crew jerked his gaze over the cars lining the road and people dancing in the streets to the drums, unaware of how many more funerals they’d be attending, all for the assholes that Blackout had just taken out.

He scooped up Sophia around the hips and tossed her over his shoulder, heedless of her blood wetting him. He picked out Henner and followed the man’s muscled arm down to find it locked around Teigen.

She spotted Crew and tried to break away from Henner, but he didn’t let that happen. Crew reached an empty car and dropped to his knees behind it. He eased Sophia off his shoulder and to the pavement.

“Oh my god! What happened?” Teigen cried, hitting the ground next to him.

Sophia saw Teigen and waved a hand in the air. Teigen captured it and held it tight.

The women exchanged a long look. Teigen’s breaths gusted just as loud as the gurgling one in the scientist’s lungs.

“You’re not dying alone. You have friends here,” Teigen said.

“Thank you,” she said with another faint gurgle. She patted her chest.

“I know. I know, Sophia. You were shot. I’m not sure how bad, but—” Teigen broke off as the woman patted her chest again. “I know it hurts. We’ve got you. We’re going to help as soon as—”

“She’s trying to tell us something,” Crew broke in. “Check her clothes.”

Teigen kept hold of Sophia’s hand in a tight grip while she gently swept a hand over the woman’s chest. She paused and patted the spot Sophia showed them.

Teigen reached between the layers the woman wore and pulled out a folded paper. Another slow gurgle came from Sophia’s chest and then she went completely still.

The paper shook in Teigen’s hand and she rasped, “No!”

“Give me the paper.” Sparrow’s command made Crew rock forward. He grabbed the note from his wife’s hand and passed it to his commanding officer. Then he gently pried her fingers from the scientist’s.

“We have to get out of here,” he told her.

She didn’t budge.

He locked an arm around her waist and jerked her off the ground to her feet. She swayed against him, gaze fixed on the woman’s blank face. A strangled noise broke from her chest.

“C’mon. We have to move!” The team was already scrambling back to their rally point.

“We can’t leave her in there!” Teigen cried.

“We’ll send someone from the German embassy back for her body. Let’s go!”

They made it to one of the vehicles. Henner was already on the street ahead of them, pushing his slow path through the funeral attendees.

Crew practically tossed his wife into the back of a van. The door slammed and they hit the gas.

In the front of the vehicle, Sparrow took a swift head count. As soon as Crew heard the last man sound off, he felt his shoulders slump in relief. They all made it out.

Well, almost all of them.

He twisted to look back at the street toward where the scientist lay. When he focused on Teigen again, he found her head bowed.

“The plan wasn’t for her to die,” she muttered.

He drew her against his side. His throat tightened. “No.”

They rolled along the road far too slow. He glanced up to see the frustration on Lachlan’s face that they weren’t able to move faster. Up ahead, he saw the other vehicle Henner drove break free and put on speed.

Just a little bit farther until they reached freedom.

Sparrow unfolded the paper Teigen had taken from the scientist. He stared at it for a long minute.

“What is it, boss?” Lachlan asked.

“It’s not intel. It looks like…it’s useless,” he spat in a hard tone.

Teigen jerked, her back stiff. “It looks useless?”

“Yeah.”

“Can I see it?”

Sparrow twisted to hand the paper to her. She took and flattened it on her thighs. Crew heard her soft intake of surprise.

“It’s not useless.”

The air in the vehicle seemed to ripple.

She looked up at Sparrow. “It’s in code.”


FOURTEEN

Sweat rolled down Teigen’s spine. She was used to working under pressure, but all these big men staring at her while she worked out the letters of a complex code in Arabic was really laying it on thick.

Letters floated through her head. She mentally scratched some out and replaced them with others. She wasn’t getting far enough fast enough, and her frustration was mounting.

Next thing she knew, Crew laid a hand over hers. Belatedly she realized the vehicle had stopped.

“This is where we get off, angel. We’re boarding a helo.” His eyes burned into hers with a new light in them. She got trapped in the steely depths for a long heartbeat.

He moved to take the paper from her, but she snatched it up and folded it, tucking it close to her chest as they climbed out of the vehicle that had zoomed past barricades and closed routes, through hostile territory to reach this small rendezvous point.

From here she could see the water and the port city spread out behind it. She couldn’t even remember when she stopped hearing those funeral drums, she’d been so caught up in her work.

“Come with me.” He grabbed her by the arm and led her across the dirt plot at a jog. “Duck your head!” he called above the whir of chopper blades.

She clasped the paper tighter, afraid if it were ripped from her hand that all hope would be lost. And the legacy Sophia had tried to leave behind would be forever stolen.

With a boost from Crew, she was in the helicopter. She hardly noticed when he fastened her into the seat and they took off because she spread out that sheet of paper and set to work again.

Before long, he transferred her to a jet and it wasn’t until they were in the air for several minutes that she processed what happened.

She looked around at the interior of a plane. Not commercial, but not one of those military carriers either. Something in the middle. Crew sat next to her, that gleam in his eyes again.

“Where—” Her mouth was so dry, she had to pause to swipe her tongue over her bottom lip.

He handed her a bottle of water. She uncapped it and swigged. The cool water felt like heaven in her parched mouth. She was so far into this code, yet not nearly where she wanted to be. She’d also lost all track of time and space.

“How did we get here?” She faintly recalled another jog to a waiting plane while her head buzzed with cyphers.

He let out a low chuckle, the kind that woke up her body and told her to get ready for a night of searing, no-holds-barred pleasure.

Her nipples prickled, and she looked at him harder. Why would he laugh like that? Surely he couldn’t be thinking the same lewd thoughts, not when there were codes to crack and they were in a jet hurling across…Europe? The ocean? She looked at the window but it was shuttered.

Lowering the bottle from her lips, she met Crew’s stare. Oh yes, he was thinking about doing naughty things to her. Maybe even planning how to execute their dual fantasy to join the Mile High Club.

A knot tugged in her core, but she didn’t have time for such things. Not now. Not when there was so much on the line.

“You’ve been pretty occupied with that piece of paper.” He nodded toward her lap where she held the item. “You’re like a dog that dug up a prized bone.”

She made a face. “I don’t really appreciate being compared to a dog, Crew.”

He chuckled again. This time the sound dragged invisible fingers up her inner thighs. One more of those and she’d have her legs wrapped around his waist and her lips on his.

She sucked down more water. The bottle crinkled before she lowered it again. She stole another sidelong look at her husband. Yes, her husband. The man she fell so deeply in love with she couldn’t bear to wait another day to marry him. Neither of them had ever looked back with a single regret.

She still didn’t.

She just had no idea how to move forward on this new road they were on. People were dying around her.

“I wish you’d stop looking at me like I’m a snack,” she whispered to him.

His perfectly hard lips cut upward at one corner. That super-sexy smirk seduced her panties right…off…every…time.

He ran his fingertip over the back of her hand. “I’m amazed that this is what you do.”

“Amazed?” Her brows shot up.

He nodded. “And terrified.”

She gulped.

He went on, “You’re so fixated. So intense. Not at all like the woman I know. But then again, I can see how it’s who you were all along.”

She swallowed. “I don’t know what to say.”

When he withdrew his touch from her hand, she missed the warm, callused feel of his fingertip gliding over her skin. “Keep working, codebreaker. When you come up for air next time, I’ll be here with food and drinks and…” He nudged his fly and the very evident bulge there.

She sucked in a breath and bit down on her lower lip. She forced her mind back to the task at hand and soon fantasies of riding her husband at ten thousand feet faded.

Her brows furrowed at one line of text. She picked up a pen that had magically appeared on the fold-down tray in front of her and started scribbling on the notepad next to it. She muttered a few words and then stopped.

Throwing herself back into the unknown language that no one had ever taught her and few people had probably ever read before, she was swept under a deep wave of panic.

Oh, god. This can’t be.

She froze, pen hovering above the paper. Then she wrote down part of the message in blocky letters.

When she looked up at Crew, his stare was fixed on the letters.

A place.

WASHINGTON, DC

Her heart took off at a wild clip. “The next attack, Crew. They’re coming for DC.”

“Again?”

“We have to alert someone!” She started to unfasten her seatbelt, already searching the faces of the other passengers for Sparrow.

Crew put a hand on her thigh. “I’ll get him. Keep at it. We need to know what they’re planning.”

She gave him a jerky nod of reply and forced herself back into the zone where only words, numbers and several variations of the alphabet swirled in her head.

When she looked up again, she’d written out all of it, and Crew, Sparrow and Bishop were all gathered around her.

She dropped the pen to the tray and lifted a shaky hand to her brow. “They’re planning a big attack. Bigger than 9-11.” She let out a whoosh of air, pitching forward in her seat in an effort to escape her own panic.

Sparrow nodded. “I’ve already sent ahead what you wrote out, Teigen. National Defense has been alerted. We’re on full-scale military alert.”

“Will we get there in time?”

“Blackout Charlie’s already in the US, ready to roll, along with every other platoon on land, air and sea.”

“But you’re not there.” She slid her gaze to Crew.

“We land in a couple hours, angel. We’ll get there before the attack.”

“I’ll never understand why they write this all out or meet in person for intel exchange. Why risk the information falling into the wrong hands—like Sophia’s?” Her voice wavered.

“Transmitting it online, even on the dark web, would alert every agency in the world of their plan. They weren’t going to take that chance,” Crew said.

“It’s likely they were going to use the cover of the funeral and a grieving city to slip the note to the person who would get this all rolling. We’re ahead of the game, Teigen—because of you.” Sparrow eyed her with nothing but respect.

Stunned that the hard looks and blame aimed at her were behind them, she gave him a slow nod. “But what if we’re wrong about all that? What if the attack is going to happen sooner than we think?”

“Like the code itself is coded?”

“I don’t know…” She stared at the scribble on the paper. “Maybe.”

“Keep working at it. Please. We need your expertise. Let us handle the fight,” Sparrow said.

She gave another nod, already swept up in second-guessing everything she just deciphered.

She had to get them all out of this. The prospect of an event just like this had spurred her to jump into this dangerous line of work. She had people to save.

One of them was Crew. No way was she letting the man she loved walk into an attack blind.

* * * * *

The flurry of activity at the front of the jet had Crew shifting in his seat so he could stare up the aisle. Sparrow and Bishop crowded together, speaking in clipped, hushed tones.

Though Crew couldn’t make out the words, he’d heard similar enough times.

Something was going down.

He glanced at his watch  and calculated the estimated arrival time in DC. They’d land in mere minutes.

Slender fingers wrapped around his wrist just above his watch. He looked up at Teigen’s beautiful face, and his heart flexed.

Unable to wait another minute—they might not have another minute to spare—he cupped her delicate jaw.

“I love you, angel. Know that above anything else.”

“Crew, you’re scaring me.”

“Don’t be scared. We’re both strong. Whatever is about to happen, we’re going to need to hang on to that. Understand me?”

Fear ticked her eyes open a bit wider. She slid her gaze over the seat to the front, where Sparrow and Bishop were still in a deep, urgent discussion. When she returned her stare to Crew’s, she nodded.

He dropped his hand from her face and got up. When he navigated the aisle to the front of the jet, he tuned in to Sparrow and Bishop’s voices.

“Resistance—”

“Border—”

He stopped beside them, and they stopped talking, both eyeing him with serious expressions.

“I sense some shit’s going down,” Crew said.

“You sense right. National Defense has the US borders closed,” Sparrow told him.

Crew stared at him. “They can’t deny us entry.”

“They can.”

“We need to be in DC before anything happens. We can stop it.”

“Charlie’s already in position.” Sparrow’s jaw clenched into a sharper angle. “It’s out of our hands. We might not be there to defend during an attack if it comes to that.”

“Fuck!” Crew grazed his fingers through his hair.

Just then, a gruff voice projected from behind Crew. He swung around to see the copilot making his way to them. The man was older, with salt and pepper at his temples. He was probably riding out his final years of duty by pond-hopping with a bunch of SEALs.

Sparrow gave the man his full attention. “You have news?”

He nodded. “They’ve agreed to let us land. But I should warn you about what you’re walking into. It’s a war zone down there. Traffic’s backed up for miles outside of DC in all directions. I can get you a vehicle waiting on the airstrip, but I can’t guarantee you’ll get to headquarters.”

Sparrow digested this. “Don’t worry about us. I’ll call for a helo. Just set this bird on the ground.”

The copilot tipped his head in agreement and returned to the cockpit. Crew looked between Sparrow and Bishop.

“At least we know what we’re facing. And it’s as bad as we thought it would be,” Crew remarked.

Sparrow went into tactical mode. “Locking down a nation is bound to be messy. Bishop, find us a chopper. The minute we touch down, I want it waiting for us.”

“Got it.” Bishop whipped around, phone in hand.

“Mustang, you need to know when we get in that helo, your wife won’t be with us.”

He stared at his commanding officer.

“You know it’s right. We can’t be responsible for her. She’ll be safe on the ground until it’s all over. Then we’ll send for her.”

His chest burned at the thought of leaving Teigen behind, but he knew Sparrow was right. “I’ll tell her now.”

When he headed back to the row where Teigen sat, she twisted to look at him.

He dropped to the seat beside her and took her hands. “We’re facing some crap once we land. Sparrow’s got a helo coming for us…but you’re going to remain at the airstrip until it’s safe for me to send for you.”

She issued a low rasp. “No, Crew! I don’t want to be separated from you. I’m sorry for everything—absolutely everything. After today I realize I never should have kept what I was doing from you. I never should have told you it was over, because I love you so damn much. You’re my world.”

That was exactly what he hoped to hear from his wife. Heart tripling in size, he wrapped his arms around her and yanked her close. The confines of the cramped row made it difficult to hold her the way he wanted to, but he’d have time enough once they took care of this threat.

Pressing his lips against her forehead, he murmured, “The minute I get you alone, I’m finishing what we started back in that safehouse. But it’s going to be in a bed. With you tied to it, taking every inch of my cock.”

She let out a soft laugh that sounded like it was tinged with tears. “Then we can talk about our future.” She pulled back enough to meet his stare. “Because I want one with you, Crew.”

“I want one with you too, angel. I never stopped.” He thumbed a stray lock of hair off her temple and gazed into her beautiful eyes.

The plane tilted in descent. Crew took the only chance he’d get for a while to kiss Teigen. Really kiss her.

He slammed his mouth over hers, angling his head to deepen the caress with a swipe of his tongue. She opened to him and returned each thrust with her own. As some of that throb in his chest moved to his groin, he knew it was time to stop.

He broke the kiss. She stared up at him, love in her eyes. “Go be a hero, Crew. I’ll come when you call me.”

The landing gear touched down. Before they’d rolled to a full stop, Sparrow had the team on their feet. The plane taxied for a short distance then came to a halt.

Crew threw one more look at Teigen, who stood to watch him go. Their eyes locked.

One by one the guys were exiting the jet in a stampede to the helo. The throb of the blades in the air mingled with the jet engines that were whirring to a stop.

A hand came down on his shoulder, and he realized he was still staring at his wife. Her beautiful face etched deep into his soul.

He twisted to the door. Air rushed against his face.

And a bright light flashed on the ground in front of where his team was gathered.

“Incoming!” someone bellowed.

In a blink, he took in the small craft speeding over the airstrip on a return pass to drop more explosives on them.

“Get back! Fuck, it’s an armed drone. They were waiting for us to land!” one of the guys yelled.

Crew swung his weapon up. “I’m on it! I’m taking the shot!”

“I’m on it too!” called Ramsey. “Taking the shot!”

Crew unloaded on the machine. His bullets, along with Ramsey’s and five others who all had their weapons at the ready, blasted the craft. The drone wheeled in a wide, out-of-control arc before dropping out of the sky. It crashed to the airstrip.

Crew didn’t wait for another strike. He pushed his way back into the jet. Teigen ran down the aisle to him.

He dropped his pack and ripped open the top. He located a spare bulletproof vest and threw it at her. “Put this on.”

“What happened out there?”

“They were waiting for us. Someone is close enough to be watching. They flew an armed drone at us.”

Her expression blazed with fury. “They knew we were landing!”

“My guess is they expected us to get the nod to land. They only had a few options for airstrips. For all we know, they’ve got more drones at other sites. I’m not taking any chances leaving you behind, angel. Get that vest on fast and come with me.”

He threw a look over his shoulder to see the rest of the Blackout team had exited the plane. The chopper was whirring louder.

Teigen heard it too and rushed to slide the vest over her head. He didn’t even want to contemplate why she knew how to put on the armor, but he was damn glad she didn’t need instruction. There wasn’t time.

He grabbed her by the hand, and with his weapon in the other, he stepped out of the plane with Teigen in tow. They hustled into the waiting chopper. He gave her a shove up and into the opening and threw himself in behind just as the thing lifted off.

Gripping the doorframe, he swung into the closest vacant seat and landed next to Lena.

“I’m not surprised that you’d take the risk and turn back like that, Mustang,” she called loud enough for him to hear over the noise of the helo.

As they zoomed through the sky toward the next threat, Crew looked at his team. What he saw in their eyes spoke loud and clear.

He wasn’t the only man who’d turn back for the woman he loved.

In that moment, he felt the team rally around him in a way he’d never felt before.

His stare landed on Teigen where she was crammed between two of his huge teammates. Love poured out of her eyes.

Everything was going to be all right—after they found Abubakar. His reign of terror ended today.


FIFTEEN

Okay, first Teigen was kidnapped. Next, she was tortured for information she didn’t even have. Then Crew suffered captivity and more torture.

Now drones were coming out of the sky and shooting at the Blackout team on the ground? This was not what Teigen signed up for.

She huddled against the back of the helicopter to give the men on either side of her as much room as possible. Their bulky biceps, shoulders and thighs pushed into her tiny chink of space, but that was okay. She didn’t expect in-flight movies and hot towels for her face, and besides, their size offered her a feeling of safety.

She threw Crew a look. He was sandwiched between Frost and Lena. While he wasn’t staring directly at her, his gaze was fixed somewhere around her knees. His chiseled jaw was set and the lines etched around his eyes would unnerve even the toughest of men.

A shiver ran through her.

Her man was freakin’ hot as hell. Every time one of his teammates called him Mustang, her body perked up and begged to experience firsthand a bit of that wildness he was known for.

As soon as people stopped trying to kill them, she was going to make it all up to Crew. She carried a lot of guilt for the breakdown of their marriage. She thought of the times she lied to him and said she didn’t answer her phone because she was in the middle of a difficult translation and couldn’t get distracted. The times she left the country and her phone behind in her apartment so he couldn’t find her with that tracker app.

Sure, he’d kept things from her too. All that was going to end. She hadn’t told him yet, but she’d thought hard about her future. And she was finished with these missions. If the government still wanted her to crack codes for them, she’d be doing it on her terms—from the safety of her own home. She wouldn’t be traveling to foreign countries to make any exchanges. Never again would she risk being nabbed by the bad guys.

Lena said something to Crew, drawing him from the moment he’d been caught in. He lifted his head and looked at her. They shared a laugh and then performed a fist bump.

The moment made Teigen smile. Everyone loved and respected Crew so much. Seeing him with the SEALS showed her something she hadn’t noticed before.

They were a family.

All of a sudden, she envisioned how it must be for Ramsey’s wife and son, belonging to such a unit. The Blackout team might not be bound by genetics but they were connected by spilled blood. They fought, and came through the fiery flames.

They’d lost men like Bridger. She wished she had a chance to know the man Crew replaced. But she was honored to know each and every man and woman on this Blackout team.

Crew caught her eye. His intense stare burned through her, leaving her feeling as though he’d stripped off her clothes and licked every inch of her skin. She returned the look, sending him silent, dirty promises.

I can’t wait to get you in the shower, Mustang. To take your thick, hard cock in my hands and jack you off nice and slow before I drop to my knees and show you exactly what kind of woman you married.

The corner of his lips quirked as if he’d heard every word.

A small smile tipped her own lips. For a moment, she felt as if they were the only two people in the chopper—in the world.

And everything was going to be all right.

Frost nudged him from the side, breaking Crew’s concentration. Frost signaled to his ear, and Crew touched a finger to his comms device. Lena did the same.

Sparrow must have been giving them orders for when they reached the ground. She watched the SEALs tense and shift in their seats. The guys around her grew restless too. A big boot that looked to be even larger than Crew’s slid past her own small foot. If ever she felt useless and out of her element, it was right this minute.

Clearly, they were all being briefed on the plan of action and she was left in the dark. In the end, Crew would ensure her safety, but she didn’t like being the weak link.

She didn’t even have a weapon. Why hadn’t she thought to ask for one? She was trained.

Remembering the vest she wore, she dipped her head and sniffed at it. It didn’t exactly smell like her husband, but it was his vest and she’d take what comfort she could from it. Just like wearing his favorite Navy T-shirt or a pair of his sweats that were far too big for her and she had to roll at the waist several times to keep them up.

A longing for those comforts of home—of married life—rose inside her. She clung to them while the helicopter changed directions. She didn’t know what was coming but braced herself.

She couldn’t see where they were headed or what was coming at them. She was truly flying blind.

The Blackout team knew, though. Hands gripped weapons tighter. Jaws locked in determination.

Crew captured her gaze and gave her a nod. She threw him a questioning look. He pointed a finger at his chest and then at her.

Relief made her head swim. She was with him. He’d take care of her.

And that was all she needed.

When the whine of the helicopter changed pitch, she knew they were setting down. But where?

Without any windows, she couldn’t make out any surroundings. For all she knew, they were landing on top of the White House. Unlikely, yet after running around with Blackout, her mind was good at coming up with action scenarios. Nothing would surprise her at this point.

Crew nodded at something spoken into his comms device. She watched his lips form the word: “Copy.” Then he looked at her.

He was getting an order about her. Nerves kicking up, she bounced one knee. The action drew the notice of the SEAL next to her, and he gave her a brotherly nudge with his elbow.

Seconds later, the man jumped up and threw open the door. Blackout started piling out of the helicopter, but Crew came straight for her. What happened next, she never could have prepared for.

He threw a piece of cloth over her head and bundled her out of the aircraft. She sucked in a breath and tasted air through the fabric. A scream tore from her throat but the noise of the helicopter drowned out the sound.

Crew’s strong arms picked her up and carried her. Confusion warred with panic in her brain. What was happening? She didn’t even know which direction was up until he planted her feet on the floor and ripped the cloth off her head again.

Her hair zapped around her head, electrified from the abuse. She blinked at the dark room she suddenly stood in and made out not one but several women clustered around her, each of them throwing her sympathetic looks.

She whirled in search of Crew, but he was already gone.

“It’s all right. Mustang will be back,” said a petite woman with oversized glasses balanced on her pert nose and her dark hair in an updo.

“Where am I? What was”—Teigen waved a hand—“all that?”

Another woman stepped forward with a black T-shirt in hand. She was taller than the first, with glossy black hair and the most expressive brown eyes Teigen had ever seen. They looked like the deepest pools of chocolate that under any other circumstance would have her going on a hunt for a chocolate donut or the richest hot cocoa in the city.

She held out the shirt that had been tossed over her head. “Mustang had to do it. I’m very sorry, Teigen.”

She jolted at her name. Fight-or-flight took over, and she took a step backward, throwing glances to each side in search of an escape route.

“Now you’ve gone and scared her to death. Poor woman.”

She whirled to look at a third brunette behind her.

Now that her eyes had adjusted, she made out that the room held equipment—a lot of computer equipment. Monitors blinked with numbers that had the codebreaker inside her taking notice.

“You’re at Blackout headquarters,” the woman said to Teigen. “My name is Gia.” She waved at the shorter of the two women. “This is Kit. And Indika. She works with the team behind the scenes sometimes.”

None of this explained her situation. Teigen was even more confused.

“Headquarters? What city?”

“We aren’t supposed to tell you that,” Kit said.

“Kit…she can probably guess. She was on that helo with the team,” Indika spoke up. She looked pointedly at Teigen. “You’re in DC.”

Teigen nodded. “And the…shirt over my head?” Remembering that her hair was still crackling around her face, she reached up to smooth it down.

“Mustang used the shirt as a blackout hood. It’s usually a real hood, but this was the best Mustang could do under the circumstances. No one is allowed to see the location of HQ,” Gia said.

“Where did the team go? I can’t stay here! I belong with Crew.”

Gia put a hand on her arm. “Let’s get you a drink. You have to be parched. Flying always makes me feel dehydrated. Come with me.”

Teigen started to say that she wasn’t going anywhere without answers, but a huge man walked into the room and severed the connection between her lips and brain. He was enormous and layered with muscle. He wore a dangerous black beard and his eyes glittered with menace.

“Oh my god!” Kit slapped a hand over her mouth.

Gia’s eyes bugged out. Slowly, she swung to look at Indika, who stood frozen. Her expression was so blank it frightened Teigen, and she didn’t even know the woman.

His deep voice rumbled through the silence. “Indika. Just who I was looking for. I need you to come with me.”

“Apollo!” Kit burst out.

Gia and Kit exchanged wide-eyed stares of shock.

Teigen had no clue what was going on. She only cared about her husband’s whereabouts.

Indika threw her shoulders back. Her slight form seemed to tremble. Then she walked right up to the man who had a foot of height and a good hundred pounds on her and slapped him across the face.

The crack must have stung. The sound bounced through the room, over the hum of electronic equipment.

Kit and Gia sucked in loud gasps. Teigen’s eyes flared wide as she stared on.

The man shook off the slap that left surely would have left red fingerprints on his face if his bushy beard hadn’t cushioned the blow. “I deserve that. But you can tell me off later. I need your help, Indika. This is about Abubakar.”

As if the request to take down a terrorist outweighed her anger with this man who’d appeared out of nowhere, Indika gave him a nod. Then she looked to Gia and Kit.

Without another word, she went with the man called Apollo and the pair walked out of the room. Heavy metal doors slammed in other parts of the building.

Teigen wrapped her arms around her middle. “What the hell is happening?”

Gia rushed forward. “Oh god. I forgot about you. I mean, I didn’t forget about you. It’s just that…Apollo is dead. Or he was supposed to be. Everyone thought he was dead, but then he kept being spotted. For that matter, the CIA believes you’re dead too.”

Teigen let out a loud gasp. “They do?” Her head whirled. Now she wouldn’t have to talk to her handler and tell him she was finished. She could just fade into her life again.

Kit placed an arm around Teigen’s shoulders and led her to a sofa at the side of the room. “You’re making a mess of this, Gia. Teigen, sit here and we’ll bring you a drink. Are you hungry? There’s always food here.”

She shook her head, dumbstruck after the whirlwind meeting of three women and…a dead man? And they were after the terrorist too? Crew had tossed that shirt over her head and carried her into a building she wasn’t supposed to see while he went off to save the world?

She raked her fingers through her hair and sat back as Kit thrust a bottle of water into her hand.

Gia and Kit dragged chairs over to face her.

“You’ve got to be confused. Let’s start at the top.” Kit spoke with so much enthusiasm that Teigen wouldn’t be surprised if the woman broke into a musical number.

She took a sip of water and tried to gather her scattered knowledge of the world. “Yes. Please start at the top. First, I need to know why Crew brought me here.”

Kit and Gia both smiled at her—genuine smiles that she needed right now more than she even knew.

“Because he knows you’ll be safe here,” Gia said.

Kit’s smile spread. “We always knew the woman who married Mustang must be tough. Welcome to Blackout, Teigen. We’re so glad you’re here.”

* * * * *

Teigen was going to be irate with Crew. He couldn’t blame her after what he did. He didn’t have any choice, though—the order to get her into Blackout headquarters without her seeing their location in the city came straight from Sparrow’s mouth.

And even though she knew she was in Crew’s arms, she’d still put up a fight. She even screamed as he carried her down the stairs running from the rooftop where the helo landed.

The other ladies would take care of her. Gia and Kit were part of Blackout, both through the men they loved and by helping the team in various supporting roles. Kit was a mastermind computer hacker, and Gia worked for the FBI before making the switch to Blackout.

His mind spun ahead to what they knew about the situation unfolding here in Washington. Teigen broke the code about an attack on the nation’s capital, and though they didn’t know what they were looking for, the entire district was on lockdown.

The streets were crammed with first responders. Firetrucks and police cruisers blocked off intersections and traffic was rerouted to other parts of the city that were also barricaded.

“This feels too much like getting out of Egypt for my comfort,” he muttered.

At his side, Lena nodded. She looked at the rest of the team. “Does anyone know if the funeral for the twin has wrapped up?”

“It hasn’t,” Bishop responded at once, mouth tight. “It’s no coincidence Abubakar planned a strike at this time. He thinks it will look like he’s too distracted by his brother’s death to be behind this.”

“What is this?” Crew asked. “Are we talking strikes by air? More armed drones? Biowarfare?” He looked at Lachlan, who’d almost lost his life when he became contaminated with an engineered substance not long ago.

“Abubakar and his group have tried to take us out using a lot of different methods, but we’ve always beaten him before,” Bishop said.

“And we’ll do it again,” Lena spoke up in a hard tone that stirred Crew’s fighting instincts as much as any order from a general.

“Damn straight we will,” he agreed.

The Blackout SUV barreled up to a police barricade. Sparrow jumped out and walked up to one of the officers. Two more guys in SWAT uniforms spoke to him for a long minute. Then Sparrow jerked his head for Ramsey to continue driving through the blocked street.

“This is it.” Crew could feel it. Tension mounted inside him, and a hit of adrenaline surged into his veins.

“It looks like the cops and SWAT know something.” Lena leaned forward in her seat to get a better look.

Ramsey parked and cut the engine. All the doors were yanked open, and the team climbed out. Sparrow angled his way through the milling group of men in various uniforms to reach the team.

“The K-9 unit located explosives,” he announced.

Crew looked at him sharply. “Where?”

“The Library of Congress.”

“Fuck.” Crew turned his head to look at the building.

“It’s been evacuated. But if it’s wired, it could bring down the whole block.”

“Is the bomb squad in there now?” Ramsey shifted his weapon to his other hand as if preparing for the war to come.

“They sent in a robot to destroy it.”

“This has to be a decoy. Abubakar’s much smarter than this. He wouldn’t plan out a strike with anything less than his entire arsenal and an army.”

Just then, Crew caught movement from the corner of his eye. He turned his head to look and his stomach dropped. Sparrow was still talking, but he pointed at the man walking their way—along with a very familiar woman.

A woman Crew left Teigen with not an hour ago.

Blood freezing to ice, he broke away from the team to meet Indika—and Apollo.

“Jesus Christ,” Lachlan bit off. “I knew I didn’t see a ghost back in Paris.”

In seconds, the team surrounded Apollo, the lost man from Team Charlie.

Sparrow walked right up to him, chest to chest and nose to nose. “What the fuck game are you playing? Whose side are you on?”

Apollo’s brown eyes remained calm. Not the eyes of a man who’d turned traitor and worked with the terrorist they’d been hunting for years. “There isn’t time to explain. I know some of the attack plan, and we have to act now. I brought Indika because she can assist us.”

“Why should we believe you?” Sparrow didn’t back down. When he breathed, his chest bumped against Apollo’s. The man didn’t step away or break eye contact.

“He’s telling the truth,” Indika spoke up in a voice loud enough for them all to hear. “We don’t have time. In three minutes, suicide bombers will be popping up all over the capital.”

“How many we talkin’?” Sparrow’s voice adopted a harder edge.

“Hundreds,” Apollo stated. “An army’s worth. They intend to die today, and to take as many US citizens, political figures and military as possible down with them.” Apollo gripped Sparrow’s shoulder.

A heartbeat passed before their commanding officer reached out and grabbed Apollo’s in turn. Then at once, they released their holds.

Sparrow barked an order. Crew and the others jolted to action. Hundreds of suicide bombers scattered around the city. Fuck, they could be anywhere, hidden in plain sight. They could be wearing a police uniform.

A deafening blast came from a few streets over. Screams and shouts echoed. Then Crew heard the roar of a building falling.

Sirens cut through the air. Sparrow waved a hand, and the team ran for the blast. The air was clogged with thick black dust and people were running in all directions away from the explosion.

“Where the hell is Abubakar right now? We need to put a bullet between his fucking eyes and end this once and for all,” he bit out.

The answer came into his ear through his comms. The voice didn’t belong to any of the guys on his team, but to Apollo.

“He left Egypt before his brother’s funeral. He’s somewhere in this city, and today we’re going to hunt him down and kill him.”

The hair on the back of Crew’s neck prickled at the statement. Apollo seemed to know where to find the terrorist, and Sparrow was allowing him to take point, which meant the Blackout team followed in a state of blind trust.

What choice did they have? Apollo’s allegiance had been questioned over and over again since he faked his death. But Crew knew there was always another darker, more lethal layer hidden underneath the surface. The next question, though, was why he was here with Alpha and not Charlie. Could he be the binding link between both teams?

Lena let out a low cry. Crew looked over to see her sprinting straight at a man in a firefighter coat and pants.

“Lena!”

“He’s strapped! I saw the vest on him when his coat flapped open.”

“Lena, stand down now!” Sparrow blasted her.

She took another few long strides and stopped. Then she started toward the man again.

“Stand the fuck down!” Sparrow’s order had her jolting to a halt again.

“Someone else will take care of him. We need you.”

She twisted to run back toward the Blackout team. A few men wearing protective bomb gear rushed the man, closing in on him from all sides. Crew didn’t get to see what happened next because they were on the move at a punishing pace, boots pounding the pavement as they searched for the terrorist Apollo claimed was in the city.


SIXTEEN

“I can’t just sit here.” Teigen planted her hands on a desk and bowed her head. Her hair tumbled forward to conceal her face from the other ladies, and she was glad of the screen.

She hated feeling so out of control, but she’d been trained to never allow it to show on the surface.

Even though she knew Kit and Gia had her best interests at heart, they didn’t understand the things she and Crew had been through so far. How could they?

The tapping noise of Kit’s fingers on a keyboard was broken up only by Gia taking the occasional phone call. Every time the phone buzzed, Teigen and Kit would look at her with wide eyes.

Maybe these ladies knew what Teigen had been through after all. They all loved Blackout men. SEALs. Warriors.

When she pushed away from the table and walked over to plop on the couch again, something crinkled in the crack between cushions. She reached in and pulled out a bag of half-eaten corn chips.

She held it up for a moment.

Kit chuckled, her voice ever so slightly strained. “Yeah, the guys leave food sitting around all the time. You gotta be careful where you sit.”

She set the bag aside. “Back in the safehouse, they devoured everything in sight. Especially when Lena cooked.”

The ladies traded a look.

“Oh. Maybe that’s confidential. I shouldn’t have said anything,” Teigen hastened to say.

Gia waved a hand. “Don’t worry about it. You’re among friends.”

She dug her fingers into her scalp and lightly massaged the ache of tight muscles. She could probably tell these women stuff that would give them nightmares for a month. Then again, they most likely had their fair share of secrets.

“How do you guys do it?” she asked before she could think better of it.

Kit spun her chair in an arc to look at her, and Gia eyed her too.

“I mean…loving them.”

Gia pushed out a sigh. “It’s not easy. They’re tougher than the toughest SEALs. And they have nothing, so they have nothing to lose.”

“Well, they have you. That’s far from nothing,” Teigen put in.

Gia tipped her head, contemplating her.

“Go ahead and ask me. I know you heard the rumors. All the guys did. Even some on Charlie knew about me and…Mustang.” She’d never used the nickname for her husband out loud. It seemed foreign and yet familiar all at once.

Kit pushed her glasses up her nose. “None of us understood how it happened. Why Mustang was allowed to keep his wife when all the other guys had to give up their lives, their pasts and any future they ever dreamed of.  Why he was recruited at all, with a tie like that.”

“Crew and I discussed it. He believes the government knew what we were both capable of and targeted us.”

Gia’s brows shot up. “Interesting theory. A package deal.”

She nodded.

“So it’s true that you work undercover,” Kit said.

After being taught to never give up her identity, it was difficult for Teigen to admit to anything. But she finally nodded.

“I’m finished with it, though. I can’t face being kidnapped again. And Crew would never stop until he found me, which could mean he’d lose his life too.” Her throat clamped off.

“Well, Blackout’s always looking for qualified people with interesting skill sets.” Kit threw her a smile before pivoting back to her computer.

Teigen mulled over the idea of working here in Blackout headquarters. That was, if a position were offered to her.

A gasp ripped from Gia. She leaped to her feet and pressed her hands to her cheeks. Her eyes were wide with shock.

Kit jumped up too. “What happened? What did you hear?”

“Half the city is on fire!”

Teigen and Kit pounced on her in a blink. “Where did you hear that? Who told you?” Kit plied her for information.

“It just came in. See?” She held up her phone, and they looked at the screen. Red pins dotted a map of Washington.

“I’ve gotta find out what’s going on.” Kit dropped to her seat again and put her fingers to the keys.

Teigen’s heart pounded hard and fast. So she’d been right about the attack. She wished she had read all that code wrong.

“What’s starting the fires?” she asked no one in particular.

Gia threw her a look. “I don’t know for sure, and Sparrow will probably never tell me, but I’d say there are bombs planted around the city.”

A shudder of fear broke through Teigen. Her man was out there while things were blowing up all around him. Those red dots on the map were so close together. Could he even be alive?

I would have heard. I’d know if something happened to him.

Her anxiety level kicked up another notch. What would she do if something happened to the man she loved? She’d just found him again. She hardly had enough time to make up for all the mistakes she’d made, first hiding her job from him, and then breaking off their marriage.

When she concentrated, she could see his handsome face—his steely eyes twinkling with silver so she still didn’t know what color they truly were, even after all this time. His rugged features were branded on her soul. She never wanted it any other way.

“What can we do?” she grated.

The other ladies looked as fretful as she felt. Gia clenched the phone in her hands and stared at the screen as if waiting for news. And Kit continued to pound at her computer. Map after map with street views of the city popped up. She’d tapped into several cameras and appeared to be trying to locate the Blackout team. Meanwhile, her knees bounced under the desk.

“This is the worst part, Teigen. The waiting game sucks,” Gia told her.

“There has to be something I can do. Some secret to decode or—” She broke off as both women swung their stares on her. “What?”

“You’re a codebreaker?” Kit asked.

“Why didn’t you say so?” Gia whipped out a desk chair and spun it on offer to Teigen. “Some things came in. Kit passed them on to people at the FBI, but if you don’t mind having a look—”

Teigen was already sinking into the chair, grateful to have a focus besides her worry for Crew. “Point me in the right direction.”

“Just watch your monitor. I’ll pop them onto the screen for you.” Kit’s fingers beat the keyboard and seconds later a string of numbers appeared in front of Teigen.

Her mind clicked into high gear.

Long minutes passed while she sank into the numbers, rolled them around her mind and got a feel for them. Already a few were starting to connect in her brain.

“Can you talk us through what you’re doing?” Kit broke into her thoughts.

“Uh…it’s hard to explain. I have to sort of get a taste of what I’m looking at, if that makes sense.”

She sank deep into it again. One of the ladies might have been asking her more questions but stopped when she realized Teigen wasn’t going to answer.

Numbers flashed in her mind. She correlated them to letters, swapped them around.

She let out a gasp. “Someone give me a pen and paper!”

She wrapped her fingers around the items thrust into her hand and began scribbling. A set of numbers stuck out to her at the bottom of a row. “Are these coordinates? I think they might be metadata from the phone this message was sent from.”

“Tell me the numbers. I’ll do a search.” Kit pushed off the floor, sending her wheeled chair swooshing back to her keyboard.

Teigen spouted off the digits.

“Running them through the system. God, my man is a genius for setting this up. The system is trying all the locations in the DC area first. Okay, a few are already coming up as possibilities.”

“Give them to me!” Teigen’s brain locked in again. She scribbled the digits and compared them to other number strings.

The veil tore away from her mind, and she clearly saw reality right there in front of her.

“Kit, tell me the locations. Are they away from the fires?”

Kit stared at her screen for a long heartbeat. When she turned her head and looked at Teigen, her eyes were wide. “They are.”

“We got him!” She scribbled on the notepad and held it up for the ladies to see.

“Ibis? What is that? Does it stand for something?” Gia asked.

“It’s not an acronym. It’s a bird. A sacred bird in African culture.”

When they just stared at her, she tapped the notebook. “Don’t you see? This refers to an ibis—it’s revered there, used for rituals…and as a symbol.”

They continued to stare at her.

“It might be considered the equivalent of an eagle in our country. Something that points to the head of it all. Our leader.”

Gia jumped to her feet. “You’re saying this message came from a phone in one of those locations.” She waved at Kit’s screen, where the system was still flipping through digits and weeding out possibilities.

“Yes.”

“And that the ibis…”

“Is mentioned several times in the message. Yes. I’m sure it’s the terrorist leader,” Teigen finished.

Kit pressed her fingers to her lips. Her eyes huge. “Abubakar,” she whispered.

Teigen nodded. “He’s hiding in one of those locations. Watching it all. And this message was transmitted only a short time ago. He may still be there. If we can get this information to Blackout, they can hunt down Abubakar.”

She met Kit’s gaze and then Gia’s. Both of them stared back at her, fear and worry in their depths.

It came down to whether or not these women believed in her skill. Or believed her at all.

“I’ll get a message to Commander Barrett.” Gia snapped up her phone again.

So much was riding on Teigen’s discovery. If she was wrong, their men could walk into an ambush.

If she was right, they’d capture Abubakar.

Come back to me safe, Crew. We have a whole life ahead of us to plan.

* * * * *

A light flashed so brightly white that a sharp pain stabbed Crew’s eyes. He didn’t even have time to blink before he threw himself behind a cinderblock wall. His shoulder struck concrete, spearing a new pain into his joint.

With a loud grunt, he rolled onto his side, away from the explosion.

Another body pitched up next to him. He looked over to see Apollo, eyes closed, bleeding from a cut on his forehead where he’d bashed his head.

Fuck, they weren’t going to lose this man again. Pushing through the pain and the ringing in his ears, Crew sat up and leaned over his friend. “Apollo! Can you hear me?”

The man’s eyes remained closed. The never-ending shriek of sirens seemed to grow louder as more backup was sent to the site. Yet another suicide bomber had done his job.

Blackout failed to stop him before he took his own life and those of everyone around him.

The clanging in Crew’s ears quieted enough that he could tune in to his comms device.

“Mustang! Alpha Niner, answer me, goddammit!”

He fought for air that had gusted out of his lungs when he dove behind the wall. With a forceful pull, he managed to draw breath. “I’m here!” He expected his tone to be stronger, but they heard him.

“Give your location, Alpha Niner!”

“Apollo and I are behind a wall. He’s knocked out.” He double-checked the man’s chest and pressed two fingers against the pulse point in his neck. “He’s breathing.”

“Try to get him up. We need you both outta there,” came the order from Sparrow.

Crew mustered all his strength to get himself to his knees. He slapped Apollo’s face, and his eyes popped open.

“Can you stand? We need to split.”

Apollo’s eyes registered that he understood. It took his body a second to follow. With a rough grunt, he rolled onto his side and pushed to his knees. Crew gripped him under the arm and hauled him to his feet. They clutched at each other for a second before Crew got his bearings.

“Follow me. I think we can circle the building and rally with our team!” he told Apollo.

He gripped his weapon and gave a small nod, along with a wince that told Crew that Apollo might be sporting one hell of a headache after taking that fall. He may even be concussed.

Crew took off at a jog, throwing glances over his shoulder to make sure Apollo was with him. They bolted around a corner and almost hurtled right into their team clustered there.

Crew came to a stumbling halt, but Lachlan threw out an arm to stop Apollo. “I think he has a head injury!” Crew shouted.

That brought Frost forward. He gripped Apollo by the shoulder and swung him around, already examining his eyes and the cut on his head.

Lena jumped in front of Crew. Her face was streaked with dirt and the thick, powdery dust that hung in the air clung to her eyelashes. “What the hell happened back there?”

“We couldn’t get to the bomber in time.”

“Thank god you weren’t standing closer to the guy when he pushed the button!”

“Yeah.” He looked to Apollo. “It was a close call.”

“Too close. This places looks like the apocalypse hit.” She swiped a hand across her forehead, streaking the dirt and adding more to it.

Crew looked up at the city block. Black smoke boiled in the sky. Very few people moved around on the street. Thanks to Teigen cracking that code on the plane, they’d given the city enough warning to evacuate in time.

Frost handed Apollo a couple pills, which he forced down without a drink. Then Frost clapped him on the shoulder, obviously deeming him fit to continue with Blackout.

Just then Sparrow lifted his phone to his ear. Crew was staring at his face, and when it rippled with surprise, Crew knew shit was going down.

He tightened his muscles, ready for the next order. Sparrow finished the call and faced the team.

“We know Abubakar’s location. He’s hiding in one of the buildings on the east side, away from all this.”

Holy fuck. After all this time, they had a bead on the guy? Or was this just another close call or a trick from the terrorist?

“Is it real this time? This isn’t the first time we thought we had him,” Crew said.

Sparrow locked his stare on him. “A talented woman broke their coded messages. It’s him.”

The hair on Crew’s forearms stood up in a wave all the way up to his nape. Teigen had done this? Fuck, he should be very afraid of her capabilities, but he only ballooned with pride.

“How do we get there?” Lena asked.

“Tunnels.” Sparrow jerked his thumb toward a building that was included in the hidden underground network built beneath the capital. He took off running, leading the team into a basement level. They located the door to the tunnel swiftly and dropped into the dim space.

“There are usually lights down here,” Gunnison said from up ahead of Crew. “Must be knocked out by the fires.”

“Guess it’s night vision for us, Blackout,” Crew said, positioning his.

Apollo was a few steps ahead of him and steady on his feet at least. It was damn good to be fighting alongside a legend. None of them knew what pushed the SEAL to go rogue and hunt Abubakar on his own, but he was sure they’d find out in time. For not being able to talk about shit, rumors still spread pretty damn fast.

Like the one he’d been hearing about Lena and Overstreet from Charlie team. The guys said the pair acted off whenever they got in the same room together. But Crew knew Lena pretty damn well, and he didn’t see it.

In minutes they reached an intersection. “This way!” Gunnison called back to them.

“What are we walking into here? Is Abubakar holed up in an office, in a van on the street? Anybody know what the hell we’re looking for?” Lena’s voice projected from a few steps ahead of Crew.

“We’ll know it when we see it,” Sparrow responded.

Crew’s gut roiled. “Usually that means shit can go to hell in a handbasket.”

“Can’t it always?” Lena shot back.

A few chuckles sounded.

What felt like mere seconds later, they reached a wall. “This is it.” Gunnison ran a hand over the surface.

“You better be right, Gunny.”

“I am.”

Then they were breaking down the thin layer of plaster concealing a door. When they crawled out into a building, the team was prepared for a fight.

“Time to go hunting,” Crew drawled, weapon at the ready. “Let’s end this here. Now.”


SEVENTEEN

Teigen jumped at the hard clang of a metal door slamming shut. Blackout headquarters had been quiet with the team gone and only her, Kit, Gia and a few support people left in the building. Hearing a sound that wasn’t made by the three of them had Teigen leaping off her chair.

Kit careened out of the room, three steps ahead of the other women. “They’re back!”

Gia rushed after her.

Teigen wavered on her feet. Fear prickled all the way from nape to the base of her spine. Did it ever occur to the women who loved these guys that they might one day be running out to meet a man who never came home from an op?

She couldn’t make her feet follow the ladies. She couldn’t move or breathe.

Then she remembered Crew’s words about them both being strong. And stronger together.

He needed her right now; she wouldn’t let him down.

As she walked into the corridor, she spotted two members of Blackout strutting toward her. Kit let out a cry and ran to Gunnison, who yanked her off her feet and slammed his lips over hers.

More men entered the corridor from some unseen place. Gia greeted every one of them with a warmth that Teigen could only hope to someday express to the guys she had grown so fond of.

She held her breath, watching every face. When she saw Apollo’s, her stomach quivered a little at remembering how he’d just taken that slap from Indika.

Indika. Where had the woman gone? She left with Apollo but didn’t seem to be with the team now.

Then Teigen didn’t have another second to spend on that thought because her gaze landed on Crew.

The love of her life. Her husband.

“Crew!” She broke into a run. He lengthened his strides and caught her in his open arms.

He smelled like smoke and chemicals but when she pressed her cheek against his chest, he felt like Crew.

His big palm cupped her head. She tipped her face up to search his eyes. He bore a few more bruises, but his steel-gray eyes were clear, as if all the ghosts had been wiped out in one mission.

His callused thumb brushed over her chin. “It’s so fucking good to see your face, angel.”

“I’m so glad you’re safe!” She surged onto her tiptoes and crushed her lips to his. This was just the beginning of their second chance, but she couldn’t wait to get started.

* * * * *

The scent of sea air washed through the window, and the white gauzy curtains billowed into the bedroom. Crew fucking loved the smell of the beach, and first thing he did when he got in the door of the little bungalow where he and Teigen started their life together was throw open those windows and French doors and let in the breeze.

He pulled in a deep breath of fresh air and caught the scent of strawberries. A plate of them rested on the nightstand next to the bed. Several candles were lit too, their flames flickering in the breeze swirling through the space.

When his gaze landed on his wife, his heart squeezed hard in his chest.

“Fuck, you look beautiful, spread eagle and waiting for me.”

She made a soft noise behind the soft black leather gag he’d tied around her mouth. She could still make enough noise to show him what pleased her. And she could still moan out their safe word if it came to that, too.

He didn’t think it would.

As he approached the bed, he cut his gaze over her beautiful naked body. Teigen was handcuffed at the wrists, but the chain between the bonds was long enough that she could still move her arms a little.

He slipped his focus to her small breasts. The tips were dark pink and hard. They jiggled slightly with the quick inhalations of air she took. His gaze roamed lower, to her soft belly and rounded hips. Her thighs were spread wide, her ankles cuffed to each bed post.

And her pussy, after waiting for him in this position for several minutes, was soaking wet.

He came within reach of her, and she shifted her bound hands to touch him. Fingers splaying over his abs, she stared up at him with a plea in her eyes.

She made a noise of want and grazed her hand lower, over his heavy erection. He knew she loved a slow burn, and so did he. Getting worked up was half the fun. But it had been too long since he had her naked, in a bed, with no one around. He may have taken it a bit far and now he was in danger of blowing his load the minute those silky fingers of hers wrapped around his cock.

He swung his hips out of her reach, and she let out a moan of disappointment.

“Don’t worry, angel. You’ll get what you want and more.”

He circled to the foot of the bed and stared at his beautiful wife spread wide and waiting for him. Those juicy pink folds begged for his lips and tongue, and hell yeah, he couldn’t wait to dive in and eat that pussy until she was screaming and pulling at her bonds.

He looked up into her eyes. Her chest heaved.

“You want to use the safe word?”

She shook her head back and forth on the pillow.

He settled a knee on the mattress. “You sure?”

She nodded frantically.

He crawled up the bed and stretched out between her legs. The scent of her mingled with the sea air, made his balls throb even harder.

When he flicked his tongue over her straining clit, a soft squeak escaped Teigen. Sliding his hands under her, he cupped her curvy ass and lifted her to his lips. She bucked into his lips and tongue with soft moans breaking past the leather gag over her mouth.

With a growl, he focused on driving her crazier than he ever had. Since they arrived in Virginia, Crew had taken her in a half-dozen different ways. But they’d all been leading up to this moment when he could tie her up and make her scream.

The tension building inside him had his cock surging against the mattress. He resisted the need to fist it, jack it hard until he exploded. That was Teigen’s job.

His angel. The name never fit her as perfectly as it did right this minute. With her eyes wide and fixed on his face as he licked her pussy, her warm brown hair tumbling in waves around her, she would have once been the muse of a master painter.

But Crew knew how strong and tough and smart she was too, which made her all the more beautiful in his eyes.

Slicking his tongue down her seam, he reached her entrance and drove his tongue inside her. She bowed off the bed. Chains rattled as she strained against the bonds holding her legs apart.

He tongue-fucked her five times…six…then replaced his tongue with two fingers. She bucked harder, and juices flooded over his fingers. He scissored them apart, stretching her to take his cock while he latched on to her hard clit and sucked.

“Crr! Crr!” she cried his name behind the leather.

He applied more pressure while burrowing his fingers deep and pressing upward. Her muffled cry told him she was close at the same time her pussy clamped down hard on his fingers.

He rumbled against her, swept up in her pleasure and wanting to give her more. If he could find a way, he’d move the earth and sun if it meant she was happy.

She came with a full body shudder. Her stomach dipped, the muscles tensing. He continued to alternately lap at her clit and suck it, plunging his fingers deep into her core. Her orgasm pulsed on and on. When her hips collapsed onto the bed and she closed her eyes, he knew she was savoring the aftereffects of her release.

Slowly, he edged his fingers out of her pussy and painted her juices over her swollen folds. Then he pushed off the bed. Fisting his cock to stave off his own release, he circled to the top of the bed.

God, she was gorgeous like this. Their sex life would never be dull when they could play and explore. And now that they had a future together, he’d never allow her to feel so alone again.

He brought the mushroomed tip of his cock to her lips. Her eyes sprang open. He teased his cock over the soft leather. Then, seeing the eager light in her eyes, he reached under her head and tugged the tie holding the gag in place. He pulled it free. She wet her lips and parted them to take his length in her mouth.

Eyes slamming shut on the bliss, he eased inside her warm, sweet heat. She sucked him into the back of her throat. They shared a moan.

“You suck my cock so good, angel. Do you like how I taste?”

She cried out around his length. He pushed into the back of her throat and she swallowed around him. He pumped into her twice before drawing his cock out again, over her wet tongue. Cupping his balls in one hand, he jacked his length with the other until a bead of precum pooled at the tip.

“Lick it off me, angel.”

His commands always made her eyes burn with lust. It drove him crazy that she loved this kind of play and he could make her feel beautiful and sexy and fulfilled after anything from vanilla sex to light bondage.

Her tongue darted out and she swiped it over the crown of his cock. The sticky wetness vanished into her mouth and he tossed his head back on a growl. He couldn’t last much longer. He needed inside her.

* * * * *

Teigen’s core throbbed to have her man fucking her deep. When he climbed up the bed and settled himself between her splayed thighs, she looped her bound wrists around his neck and held him close.

As he nudged his swollen cock against her entrance, their gazes locked.

“I love you, Crew,” she rasped.

“I love you, angel. Always.” In one hard, slick shove, he filled her. A shudder rolled through his muscular shoulders. She felt the ripple under her hands and reveled in the happiness that she could make him feel good.

The flavor of his cum still lingered on her tongue when she found his lips and kissed him. Passion flowed between them. His muscles flexed around her as he did a pushup and ground his hips into hers. His cock nudged her neediest spot, and her pussy flooded.

His body knew exactly how to please hers, and just a single look from him could turn her on.

Breaking the kiss, he stared down into her eyes. Love sparked between their gazes. He sank into her again and rolled his hips. She rocked upward to meet his thrust the best she could with her legs cuffed to the bottom of the bed. Her muscles burned, but after this, she knew Crew would spend long minutes massaging her, making sure she was okay, right before he brought her off with his fingers again.

The thought of what was to come was just as hot as what was happening right now. Her pussy squeezed, ripping a groan from her husband’s chest.

“I’m so close!” she whispered.

He answered with another primal moan.

“Fuck me with your thick cock, baby. Feel me squeezing you.”

Her dirty words did as much to him as his did to her, and she used her power to drive him wild.

“Fuck me harder!”

He jerked his hips.

“Faster! You’re so deeeeep!” She came with a rough cry and felt the first splash of his release hit her inner walls.

Their lips slammed together in an endless tongue-tangling kiss. Her orgasm crashed over her in waves, cresting and falling before peaking once more. His cum filled her pussy and his loud groan mingled with hers.

Shaking with the need to have her hands free to touch him and her legs free to wrap around him, she rode out the last of her release. Ecstasy bloomed through her system, taking her to a higher place of euphoria. She hardly noticed when he released her bonds until his callused fingers worked over her wrists in soft caresses.

She opened her eyes and stared at her lover. Her husband. Her best friend. Her partner in saving the world, too. She didn’t know what would come next for them, but she knew as long as they were together, her life would be complete.

Holding her stare, he raised her wrist to his lips and pressed a tender kiss there. Her pulse raced faster. Digging the fingers of her free hand into his hair, she dragged him down for another kiss.

Long heartbeats later, they rolled apart. He moved to the end of the bed to massage her ankles, calves and thighs.

“You’re all right?” Concern roughened his voice. “I didn’t hurt you?”

She shook her head and arched in a languid stretch. “Do I look hurt to you? That was…amazing. And freeing.”

His silvery steel eyes burned into hers as he moved up the bed to lie beside her. He took her in his arms, and she cuddled against his broad chest. Most of his injuries were scabbed over or faded to mere darker marks on his flesh.

She traced her fingertip lightly over one spot. “I think it’s time for that talk we keep putting off.”

He huffed a laugh. “Well, we were pretty busy saving the world.”

She made a humming noise. “We did do that, didn’t we?”

He brushed his lips over her brow. “We wouldn’t have found Abubakar without your skill, Teigen.”

She molded her palm to his hard pec. “You never did tell me what happened when you found him.”

His lips compressed. “I can’t tell you that, angel. But know that it was over swiftly and this time we know it really was him, not a cousin, twin or other relative mistaken for the terrorist.”

A soft smile tilted her lips. “It really is over then.”

“Abubakar’s reign of terror is finished.”

“But there will be others.”

He paused a moment before speaking. “There will always be someone else to fight.”

It was time to tell him her decision. “I’m not staying here in Virginia anymore, Crew. Not without you. I’m coming back to DC where we can at least see each other more often.”

He trailed his fingers over her shoulder and down her arm. In response, her skin prickled with goosebumps. “We can’t give up this house. It’s perfect.”

“Then we’ll find a way to keep it as a weekend getaway spot. But I’m not staying here alone.”

“I guess I’ve put off telling you long enough.”

She went dead still, heart flipping. “Tell me what?”

He set his knuckle under her chin and raised her gaze to his. “The request came down from Commander Barrett and through Sparrow.”

Her eyes widened. “What is it? Are they sending you away? Crew, tell me what’s going on!”

Trapping her legs beneath his muscled one, he held her in place. “They want you to join us, angel. In Blackout. We need skills like yours. You bested the guys who crack codes all day long at the FBI and found where Abubakar was holed up.”

Energized by what he told her, she pushed up onto one elbow and stared at him. “Want me…to join Blackout?”

“You don’t have to answer. I know you’ll want to think it over. But it means we can get a place in the city close to HQ. You’ll have friends there—Blackout family—when I’m on an op. Your handler already approved it.”

Joy struck her. She let out a cry. “Are you serious? They want me? And I can stay close to you?”

“I can sleep beside you every night I’m not away, angel.”

“I’m so…happy!” She threw herself into his arms, and he caught her with a low chuckle.

“I take it I can tell Sparrow that you accept.”

“I’ll tell Sparrow myself!”

He issued another low laugh that sent other ripples to parts of her body that were awakening again.

Looking into his eyes, she ran a hand down his washboard abs and watched his eyes darken to steel when she gripped the base of his hardening cock. “We’ll keep the beach house as our love nest.”

“I’ll have more sex toys shipped here for next time.”

Her nipples peaked with desire. “About that. I have something I’ve been wanting you to do for a while now.”

He narrowed his eyes at her. “What’s that?”

She rolled over and reached into the nightstand drawer, coming out with a bottle of lube. “You always promise to claim my ass, Crew. I think it’s time to make good on it.”

A wicked smile tipped his lips at one corner, and the creases around his eyes told her that he’d deliver on that promise and give her all the gentleness and pleasure at the same time.

He popped open the lube. “On your hands and knees, angel. And stick that perfect little ass in the air.”

She obeyed his command, tossing him a coy look over her shoulder because she knew that in this relationship, they were both in control.


EPILOGUE

Reggae music floated across the patio. Ramsey had really pulled out all the stops for this barbecue. And no wonder—Blackout had a hell of a lot to celebrate.

Crew kept his arm around Teigen, anchoring her to his side as he led her across the paver stones to the bar set up on a table near the grill. Smoke curled in wisps from the lid of the big grill, and the scent of steak had Crew’s mouth watering.

“Hey, Mustang. Glad you could make it.” Ramsey appeared carrying his son Kobe in the crook of his arm. The little boy had the roundest head Crew had ever seen on a kid, along with big eyes like his momma.

Farah wasn’t far away from her little family unit. She held out her arms and Kobe tipped out of his father’s arms into hers. “Ooh, you smell much better. Daddy did a good job.”

He flapped his little orange arm cast.

Crew lifted his jaw toward the boy. “You never did fill us in on what happened.”

Farah shifted the boy to her other hip. “He’s a climber. He was on a chair when I wasn’t looking, and before I could catch him, he fell off. Basically, he did a handstand, and when he went over, it broke a bone in his wrist. It’s called a buckle break. I think his daddy was more upset than Kobe.”

Kobe gave them all a wide grin, displaying a few square white teeth. Drool oozed from the corner of his lips.

Teigen was drawn to the little boy and extended a finger to him. He latched on to it and Kobe started babbling at her as if they were long-lost friends.

“Well, it seems like you two have some things to catch up on.” Farah held out the boy. “Would you mind taking him for a bit while I finish bringing out the food?”

Teigen’s jaw dropped. She glanced at Crew and he saw the light in her beautiful eyes. They’d been discussing their future a lot, and they both wanted children. As soon as possible, too. If recent events taught them anything, it was how quickly life could change. Neither of them wanted to miss out on a single moment ever again.

“Of course I’ll take Kobe. We’ll walk around and see everyone.” She cradled him against her like a natural.

Kobe’s parents hurried back into the huge warehouse Ramsey had converted into their home. Kobe babbled at them in garbled syllables, and Crew answered him as if they were holding a real conversation.

“Yeah, you have a ton of toys, don’t you, Kobe? I’ve seen your room. Don’t try to tell me your parents are prison wardens.”

Teigen issued a throaty laugh that floated with the notes of the reggae. Crew couldn’t resist hooking her close again and skating his lips over her forehead. “You look so damn natural holding a baby. I can’t wait to get started, angel.”

Her eyes glowed with happiness. “I’m so excited too. I’m really excited for the practice.”

“Mmm. Not in front of the baby.” He kissed her again.

Just then, a flat baby hand splatted against his cheek.

They drew away, laughing that Kobe had slapped him.

“I guess he has to break up his parents a lot,” Crew mused. He rubbed a finger at his cheek, which was slightly damp and sticky from whatever Kobe had on his hand.

A squeal sounded from behind them. They turned to see Gia and Sparrow making their way across the patio. Gia rushed up to Kobe and made a fuss over his cast, which he flapped like a penguin.

While the ladies fawned over the baby, Crew and Sparrow faced off. These parties were for the Blackout family, and right now, Sparrow wasn’t his commanding officer—he was his brother.

He clapped Sparrow on the back. “You look rested.”

“I was gonna say the same. We had one hell of a run, didn’t we?”

Abubakar had kept them on the chase for years, and all of them were relieved to sink into a spell of peace. This time, Crew was looking forward to time off. He already had plenty of alone time planned with Teigen, but the following night they’d been invited to a Kevin Costner marathon at Gunnison and Kit’s place.

Crew nodded at Sparrow’s question. “Wanna grab a drink?”

“Yup.”

They headed over to the coolers and each grabbed a beer. They were officially on leave for the next few weeks, something that rarely happened. In fact, it had never happened before in Crew’s time with Blackout.

Crew set his bottle cap on the edge of the metal bar top and gave it a smack to pop the cap. It fell perfectly into the bucket below. Sparrow chuckled and did the same. His cap hit the rim and fell to the paver. After that, more guys joined them to try the game too.

Pretty soon, they were all laughing and joking. Ramsey came out carrying several covered dishes and set them down so he could hurry to the grill and save the steaks from burning.

A loud scream sounded that had them all turning. Crew clapped eyes on Teigen and saw that Kobe’s face was screwed up in anger and beet red. Panic swept her features, and Farah darted forward to rescue her from her offspring.

“Don’t worry. He’s starting to get separation anxiety and screams if he realizes he can’t see me.” Farah plucked the boy from Teigen.

Laughing under his breath, Crew grabbed another beer for her and carried it over. She met his eyes with a look of relief. “I can crack any code, but I have no clue what to do with a screaming child.”

He handed her the ice-cold beer.

She wrapped her fingers around his, and they smiled at each other. God, she was gorgeous. He loved her with any color hair, but since she’d changed it back to her natural reddish brown, he couldn’t stop looking at her.

“You’ll make a great mother. I have total faith in your skills, angel.”

“Whoa. Look who showed his face. Talk about a dead man walking!”

The statement had everyone turning to see Apollo entering the patio. He had another case of beer tucked under his arm, and he was wearing a Hawaiian print shirt and a pair of shades.

“I never turn down a steak.” Apollo walked over to the cooler and set the case of beer next to it.

He didn’t push up his shades, though, and Crew knew it was because of the concussion he was still recovering from after that blast.

Slipping his arm around Teigen’s waist, he led her over to Apollo.

“Hey, Mustang. How’s it goin’? I see you brought your lovely wife.” Apollo’s grin spread.

“Teigen,” she said, holding out a hand for him to shake. “We met briefly when you barged into the office and asked for Indika’s help. You caused quite the surprise that day.”

He shrugged and looked around as if searching for the woman everyone knew had once been linked to him, before news came that he died in the line of duty. But Indika wasn’t there, so he swung his stare back to Teigen and grasped her hand.

“You two caused your own sensation when everyone heard Mustang was married and they still gave him Blackout papers,” Apollo said.

Crew nodded. “Surprised us too. But after talking to Commander Barrett, I learned that my suspicions were right. They already had Teigen in their sights at the time my SEAL team pulled off the big op that got me on Blackout’s radar. Guess we were a two-for-one deal too good to pass up.” He gazed at his wife’s profile, his heart stirring with all the love for this woman.

“Who wants a steak?” Ramsey called out.

Everyone made a rush to grab plates and hurry to the grill. When Crew got that sizzling slab of beef on his plate, he was eager to dig in.

He and Teigen took seats with Lena on one side of them and Apollo on the other. The conversation was good, the food, great. Crew couldn’t feel more satisfied with the way his life was headed.

Glancing around the table at the other smiling faces, he could hardly believe how far he’d come in a few short weeks. From his sullen attitude to the way he felt now, a lot had changed. Of course it mostly had to do with having his wife back in his arms…but it was also knowing that the world was rid of one more terrorist too.

They’d made the world a better place for future generations. That was Crew’s whole reason for joining the military, but never in a million years would he have thought he’d be sitting here in the sunshine, listening to steel drums, with the Blackout family.

He didn’t know what was to come for Apollo, but he seemed to fit right in with both Alpha and Charlie teams. Who knew where he’d land or if he’d leave Blackout altogether.

Loud laughter coming from the end of the table brought him from his thoughts. He looked up to see Lachlan on his feet, all the buttons open on his floral shirt, doing a hip gyration to the music. Beside him, the love of his life Anastasy was pink-cheeked and laughing at his antics.

Yeah, they were all in a good place right now. There would always be another fight, another op to come, yet they had each other’s six.

Teigen’s hand roamed along his thigh under the table. He reached down and covered it with his own, lightly smoothing his thumb across her knuckles.

Her eyes twinkled up at him, making his heart thump faster.

He leaned close and rumbled in her ear, “You better quit eyeing me that way or we’ll have to leave the party early.”

She dug her fingers into his thigh muscle. “Is that a promise?”

“Maybe we can find a private spot around here somewhere, angel.”

She gave him a playful slap but pressed her hand to his chest and searched his eyes. “I’ll never get enough of having you around, Crew.”

“I’m the luckiest man alive.”

Their hands intertwined on his leg. “No more secrets between us.”

He searched her eyes. “What does that mean?”

“It means…I have something to tell you. At least I think I do.” She pressed her palm over his heart harder.

“Teigen, what’s going on?”

“After I broke things off with you, I kind of stopped taking my birth control. There didn’t seem to be any point.”

Understanding struck him. He shifted his gaze to her beer and saw the line of liquid through the glass. It was still full. She hadn’t taken a sip.

He clamped his hand over hers tighter. “Does that mean you’re…”

“I might be…” she pitched her voice to a whisper, “pregnant. I made an appointment at the doctor for tomorrow. My cycle’s late, but with all that’s been going on in my life, I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s just stress—”

He cut her off with a kiss. The tender sweep of his lips over hers wasn’t enough, but he hoped it showed her exactly how he was feeling right this minute.

In love. Excited for their future and the possibility of their own child.

When they broke apart, Lena jabbed him in the side with an elbow. “Congratulations, you two. I’m really happy for you both. No one deserves a happily ever after more than Mustang and his equally wild wife.”

Teigen burst out laughing and hooked her hand around his nape, pulling him back in for another kiss. “To us.”

“Forever.” He pressed his lips to hers.
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