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He lives by the rules. She’s the one he’d break them for.

Hudson Steele lives by the book—because in his world, breaking the rules gets people killed. As the rock of SEAL Team Blackout Charlie, nothing rattles him…until the night Izzy Cruz walks into his life. She’s all curves, camera-ready confidence and fierce drive to dig up the truth—no matter the danger. But Izzy’s latest story has made her a target for someone who would rather see her silenced than be exposed.

Surviving a hostage crisis was supposed to be the hardest thing Izzy would ever endure. She’s spent years reclaiming her life and her career—until one story puts her in the crosshairs again. The threats are real, the danger closer than ever, but she refuses to hide. The problem? Her new shadow is a hard-muscled SEAL with a Southern drawl. He makes her feel safer than she’s ever felt, yet sets her pulse racing in ways that have nothing to do with fear.

When bullets fly and the walls close in, Steele’s ironclad resolve to follow orders shatters—because losing Izzy isn’t an option. Every brush of his hand, every protective growl, chips away at her defenses. And when the enemy strikes, Steele won’t just risk his career to save her…he’ll put the one thing he’s never given anyone on the line—his heart.

If you crave high-octane danger, sizzling romance, and off-the-charts chemistry between a strong-willed heroine and the protector who’d lay down his life for her—and can’t keep his hands off her—STEALTHY SEDUCTION is your next 1-Click! Binge the entire SEAL Team Blackout Charlie series!
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ONE

Hudson Steele tossed a poker chip into the pot and leaned back in his chair, shooting his teammate a lazy grin that dared him to fold.

The dining room of the SEAL base was thick with the scent of peanuts and the brand of trash talk that only happened in a break between ops.

Beside him, Sinclair gave an elaborate stretch, but Steele knew he was really trying to steal a look at his hand.

“Don’t even try it, Sinner,” Steele drawled in his smoothest Southern accent.

“Just trying to work this kink out of my neck.”

“Won’t work. You’re never going to un-kink yourself,” he jabbed.

Sinner flipped him the finger without looking up from his cards. “Funny coming from the guy who hasn’t blinked in five minutes. You guarding your hand or your reputation, Steele?”

Steele shifted in an attempt to ease the tension across his shoulder blades. Poker was about rules—knowing the odds, reading the man across from you, never letting emotion cloud the game. He was a damn rock. Unshakable. Always had been.

“Man’s a stone wall,” Mason muttered, shaking his head. “No poker face, just a poker soul. Cold, calculated…boring as hell.”

“Boring keeps you alive,” Steele shot back, pushing a neat stack of chips forward. “Without rules, there’s chaos. And chaos gets you killed.”

The table erupted in groans and jeers. It was just another night with his brothers, another hand…another pot to take.

“Steele does everything like a Southerner. Did you see how he leaned back in his chair?” Mason liked to trash talk during poker, but Steele wasn’t rattled. Ever. Besides, they were only trying to shake him because he was on a winning streak.

He didn’t glance away from his cards. “No point in moving fast until you need to. Conserve your energy.”

Mason snorted and slapped down his card with a force that couldn’t shake the heavy, expensive dining room table, one of the few pieces of furniture left over from the mansion’s previous owner after it was seized by the government and handed over to the Blackout Charlie team as their base.

The place was a fortress of tight security and routines like poker games and pizza nights. Steele liked it that way.

So when the adjoining kitchen flooded with women, he tried to forget that poker night coincided with hot tub and margaritas night for the women who lived on base with some of the guys.

Their voices grew louder as they crashed their poker game. All attention shifted to the women.

Sensing that their game was on pause until things settled, Steele glanced up—

At a pair of bare legs. Toned. The color of honey.

Slowly, he lowered his cards and let his gaze linger for a beat too long on those fine legs, before raking over the rest of the newcomer…ending in the black hood over her head.

The hood was protocol and must be worn by all newcomers to the base. But even with her face hidden, Steele knew every line of her as much as he knew the sway of her hips as one of the ladies led her into the room.

Then there was the telltale habit she had of tucking her thumb inside her palm.

“What’s Izzy doing here?”

Silence crashed over the group.

“Take the hood off her,” Con ordered.

Alyssa Vargas, who was living on the base under their protection after being targeted by a terrorist, reached up and pulled the hood off the guest.

Loose, glossy brown curls tumbled over Izzy Cruz’s shoulders. She blinked to adjust her eyes to the sudden light.

And her gaze fell on Steele.

Mason was staring at him too. “How did you know that was Izzy?”

Unruffled, he tore his attention from the stunning woman wearing what could only be a beach cover-up for hot tub night and glanced at his cards. “You guys were all trained the same as I was to profile a person.”

“That doesn’t answer my question. How did you know it was Izzy?” Mason’s lips were quirked as if he suspected Steele was hiding something.

He tipped his jaw toward the woman. “Look at her.”

That body.

“Her height. Five-four. The scar on her left thumb.”

She tucked her thumb inside her fist once more and her amber eyes flashed to him.

For a beat, he soaked in the warmth of Izzy Cruz’s gaze. It was like standing in a patch of late-afternoon sun after weeks of cold, the heat sinking through his skin straight to places he’d sworn were untouchable. It was dangerous, that kind of warmth—tempting him to step closer when he should be holding the line.

“Hi, Izzy.” Steele’s South Carolina drawl sounded somehow thicker in his ear.

She gave him a flat look. “Special Operative Steele.”

A few of the guys said hello to her. He couldn’t help but noticed that she offered them smiles and greetings that were more personal than repeating their name and title.

In the kitchen, the blender started up.

Alyssa touched Izzy’s arm. “Come on, Izzy. Kennedy is making her famous margaritas.”

“Ooh, count me in.” Dante sprang to his feet at the mention of Kennedy, his significant other, but their leader, Constantine aka Con, pointed at the chair.

“You’re not going anywhere. And alcohol is off-limits while we’re on duty.”

Even though they all knew the rules, a grumble rippled around the table. Dante dropped back into his seat.

Steele couldn’t stop his gaze from flicking to Izzy’s legs as she followed Alyssa out of the room.

The game resumed, but they had to raise their voices to be heard over the blender and the talk of the women who were all gathered—Sophie, May, Alyssa and Kennedy.

And Izzy.

He’d only seen her once before, when one of the guys on the team tracked her down and brought her back into Alyssa’s life. While he knew the pair spent time together on occasion, he hadn’t crossed paths with her again until today.

The woman even looked good in a damn blackout hood.

She drifted into his view, framed by the doorway, that gauzy white dress that he knew was most likely covering a swimsuit floating around her curvy thighs.

A vision of Izzy in a bikini flashed through his mind. Tiny laces crisscrossing her bare skin, itty bitty triangles over each full breast…and lower.

His gut gripped at the private slideshow scrolling through his head.

May said something to her, and she swung around to answer, which put her in profile and gave Steele the chance to study her without her taking notice.

He wasn’t exaggerating when he told the guys he memorized everyone he saw in passing. The skill had come in handy more than once in his career, but Izzy Cruz’s legs were pretty noteworthy. The last time she’d been on the Blackout Charlie base, she had been wearing shorts, and he recalled every inch of those legs.

“Taking your time to study that scar on Izzy’s thumb some more?” Mason gibed from across the table.

“He’s taking his time, all right.” Dante grinned and then laid a card down.

“Conservin’ energy,” Mason added.

He got his head back in the game and made a good play that wiped the grin off Mason’s face when he was forced to fold.

He shot his buddy a smug glance.

The hand finished with the poker chips stacked in front of Steele. It helped a lot that Izzy moved out of view.

By the time the new hand was dealt, he was just hitting his stride. The ladies went off to soak in the hot tub, which meant they could really get down to business. Steele won two hands, and Mason one.

When the women filed in again, some sporting swimsuits with towels wrapped around them, his stare went straight to the only woman he didn’t want to see—yet couldn’t take his damn eyes off of.

It had been too long since he’d seen any action that didn’t involve a sniper rifle.

Izzy trailed in last, a colorful beach towel swaddling her hips, the end twisted and tucked in at the smallest part of her waist. And that bikini top Steele had envisioned.

It wasn’t exactly the same, but damn close. The bright orange color, almost red, made her skin glow. The cups weren’t triangles but still left little to the imagination.

Kennedy walked straight over to Dante and leaned over his shoulder. Alyssa passed behind Steele and he quickly lowered his cards so she couldn’t see his hand. But the next minute her lover, Julian Chase, won the round.

And Izzy stood on the outside of the group, margarita in hand and one hip cocked outward. He always suspected the woman saw too much, could read undercurrents most people didn’t pick up. She’d once been an investigative journalist. Her job was digging up dirt and spreading it out for the public to see no matter how filthy it was.

He stared at her for a moment too long, and Mason noticed. Of course he did.

“Hey, Izzy. You good at poker?” Mason called out.

“Yes.”

No boasting about her skills. Just yes.

Mason pointed to a vacant seat, which happened to be beside himself. “Deal her in, boys.”

As soon as she’d settled and had cards fanned in her slender fingers, Steele ripped his stare away from her bikini top long enough to catch her eye. “You can’t be good at poker.”

“Why is that?”

“You don’t have a poker face.”

But she did have freckles.

She gave a small toss of her head that sent her loose curls dancing along her sleek shoulders. “Are you kidding me? I paid half of my rent in college from poker winnings.”

“So you do have a poker face.”

She looked straight at him. “No. It’s my boobs.”

The table erupted in laughter, but more than one of the single guys were staring at her breasts.

Laughing, Alyssa returned to the kitchen and came back with a glass of water. Kennedy slipped into Dante’s lap. When Kennedy leaned closer to whisper something to Izzy, Steele straightened. “All right, y’all stop cheating. No whispering with the players. Alyssa has walked behind me three times now. She got a good look at my cards and everyone else’s.”

Alyssa chuckled. “What reason would I have for looking at your terrible hand, Hudson?”

At her use of his name, Izzy’s eyes flashed to him.

“No one is cheating, Steele. You’re just on a losing streak.” Mason threw a look at Izzy.

Christ, that enticing plunge of Izzy’s bikini top was driving him to distraction.

“Wouldn’t you be more comfortable with a shirt on?” Steele blurted.

The room went dead silent.

Izzy leaned forward, giving him—and everyone else—a better view of her cleavage. “I don’t know, Steele. Would you be more comfortable if I had a shirt on?”

“You know what this game needs?” May broke the tension. “More snacks.” She took off to the kitchen and returned with bowls overflowing with peanuts and pretzels.

The moment passed, but the throb in Steele’s cock didn’t. He lost another hand, and every last chip he’d won ended up in front of Chase.

“I still say Alyssa’s feeding you information about our cards,” he muttered.

Con tossed down his hand. “I’m out. And I’m turning in for the night.” As he stood, he reached for Sophie, who was never far away from their leader.

Lucky for Steele’s wallet, the game broke up. The ladies drifted off with their men, and a couple of the single guys headed to the home theater to watch sports.

Steele stepped out of the dining room and caught sight of Izzy in the kitchen cleaning up.

He stopped. “You don’t have to do that. You’re a guest.”

Her gaze settled on his. Warm amber. Like the sunset over the desert.

She didn’t speak.

He stared at her for a long heartbeat. Before he knew his own intentions, he crossed the room and took her hand.

Her lips popped open in surprise.

“You haven’t seen my room yet.”

Her eyelids drooped over those smoldering eyes and then her stare fixed on his face. “Maybe you could give me a tour.”

* * * * *

Steele’s rough fingers closed around Izzy’s, warm and solid. The dark glitter in his eyes sent her heart racing and heat trickling into her veins.

Neither of them moved a muscle, but his gaze traveled over her face, her hair…down to her breasts.

And she couldn’t help but drink in the span of his broad shoulders just made for a woman to cling to, the sharp angles of his jaw…or the hunger in his eyes.

They were the color of steel, just like his name. Silver, gray, unyielding flint—the kind of eyes that had seen too much war and didn’t flinch when the world burned.

During the poker game, she had cataloged him the way she did a story, making mental notes on the man. Shit-talking Southern drawl, hands steady on the cards, mouth unsmiling even as his teammates laughed around him.

Hudson Steele was a fortress of a man. Solid. Impenetrable. The type you wrote about in clipped sentences, because no amount of adjectives could describe his mere presence.

And yet…when those eyes cut to her again, the air in her lungs stuttered. Heat flickered low in her belly, chasing out the cold that had lived inside her since Syria.

She told herself being alone with him was just research. After all, she was curious about the SEAL team based in a huge, rambling mansion nobody was allowed to visit without wearing a black hood.

But her pen would never put to paper the truth about how her breath hitched when Hudson leaned close—because the story she was telling herself about the man was far too dangerous to print.

She inched closer.

In one quick jerk, he latched on to her waist and yanked her flush against his chiseled body. She brought a palm up to rest on his chest, a gasp lingering on her lips.

“Hudson…”

“If you don’t want this, I’ll stop.” His tone was grit and Southern charm rolled into one enticing temptation.

Her breath came out in short puffs as her gaze fixed on his hard mouth surrounded by short brown facial hair sprinkled with threads of blond.

Her toes curled into the marble floor. “I want this,” she whispered.

The words barely rolled off her tongue before his mouth crashed over hers. The kiss was brutal from the start—claiming, punishing and laced with the kind of hunger that didn’t ask permission.

He backed her against the counter and pinned her, hard muscles pressing into every curve until she had nowhere to run.

As if she even wanted to.

His hands were everywhere—skimming her hips, sliding up her ribs, dragging her closer. The edge of the counter dug into her spine, but the sting only fueled the fire.

His kiss deepened, tongue tangling with hers, all dominance and heat. She moaned into his mouth, and that single sound broke something in him.

He drew away, chest heaving, eyes glinting in a way that made her thighs clench and her pussy flood with want.

When she arched into him, he groaned low in his chest, gripping her thighs and hauling her up onto the counter like she weighed nothing. The cool marble hit her skin, a shocking contrast to the molten burn between them.

Empty margarita glasses rattled, but all she could think about was getting Hudson where she’d wanted him since the minute she first set eyes on him months ago.

Hudson wedged himself between her knees, dragging her closer. She locked her legs around his hips, pulling him into her. The towel she wore around her waist loosened and dropped, one less barrier between them.

He crowded in and settled the bulge of his arousal flush against the spandex bikini covering her pussy.

“Jesus, Izzy…” His drawl rumbled through her, rough and ragged. “You’re drivin’ me outta my damn mind.”

Her only answer was a moan as his hand slid under her bikini top, palming her breast with possessive heat. She gasped into his mouth, the spark turning to wildfire as his thumb stroked her nipple until she was trembling.

Everywhere he touched, he left her unraveling—her body no longer her own but his to command. She’d never been manhandled like this, never wanted to be. But Steele’s hands weren’t careless—they were desperate. And that desperation matched her own.

He yanked her bikini straps down, baring her. She should’ve cared, should’ve thought about where they were, but all she could focus on was the blaze in his eyes when he looked at her, like she was the only thing he’d ever needed.

His mouth left hers only to trail fire down her throat, across her collarbone, until he closed over her nipple with a growl. Her head fell back against the cabinet, breath coming in quick gasps.

“Hudson…” Her voice cracked, half plea, half warning.

“Not stoppin’, honey. Not when you’re this wet for me.” That drawl again. And his hand slipping between her thighs, dragging her bikini bottoms aside and plunging his fingers into her slick heat.

She cried out, clutching at his broad shoulders as he worked her, each stroke rougher, deeper, urging her higher until she was rocking against his hand shamelessly.

“Please,” she whispered.

He lifted his head, gaze searing. “Please what? You want me to stop?”

“Never.”

The word was barely out before he lifted her off the counter, her legs clamping around his waist. He took two steps toward the doorway, toward the room he promised to give her a tour of, but halted in his tracks. He pinned her against the wall, devouring her mouth as he ground against her, the thick press of his erection making her dizzy with need.

A low growl rumbled through his chest. He fisted her hair, angling her head back as his lips trailed pure white-hot fire down her neck. With a ragged exhale, she clutched at his shoulders, uncaring that her nails bit into his muscle. He groaned against her throat, the sound guttural, animalistic.

The need between them spiked—too wild to contain. Their mouths clashed again, hot and messy, her hands roaming down the hard plane of his chest. His palm slid under her ass, hitching her half up into his arms, trying to bring her toward the stairs.

But she wasn’t ready to move, not when every nerve ending screamed for him right here. She caught his jaw in both hands and kissed him like she’d die if she stopped. Their bodies pressed tight, their breath ragged.

He broke the kiss just long enough to rasp against her lips, voice low and shredded with need, “Stairs. Now.”

Somehow, they staggered toward the staircase, his lips never leaving hers, her fingers tangled in his hair. Each step was a battle between restraint and raw hunger, and his control felt like it was hanging by a thread.

By the time he kicked his bedroom door shut, she was already stripping his shirt off, her nails raking down his chest. He tossed her on the bed and followed, braced over her, his eyes dark with possession.

“You sure about this, Izzy?” His voice was a gravelly warning, but his hand was already tugging her bottoms down, his chest rising and falling with the force of his need.

“Yes.” She held his gaze, panting. “God, yes.”

He pushed off her, all testosterone and athletic prowess. She watched through hooded eyes as he crossed the dim room, his tall frame outlined by the moonlight streaming through one window.

He rummaged around for a moment. When he returned, he had a condom pinched between two fingers.

Her stomach plunged with desire, and liquid heat pooled in her core. She rocketed upward, locking her arms around his neck and her legs around his middle. Dragging him down on top of her, she let out a heated cry as his bare skin scorched hers.

In a flurry, he stripped her bikini top off, navigating the strings with far more skill than she ever could. She tore into his fly, fingers shaking as she popped the button and worked down the zipper.

The metal teeth barely harnessed the throbbing length of his erection. Curling her fingers into the elastic of his underwear, she tugged until her fingertips grazed the solid heat of him.

“Christ, honey.” He took her mouth again, obliterating any thought of taking this slow.

He kicked off his clothes. When he hovered over her, fingers teasing the strings holding up her bikini bottoms, his throat worked as if that body part was just as tight as others.

“Do it,” she whispered.

In one smooth glide, he yanked her bottoms off and flung them over the side of the bed. Before she could register the next move, his fingers were buried inside her again. Thick. Stretching. Fucking her with an insistent possessiveness that her body needed more than air.

Her inner walls clamped around his long, talented fingers. Each time he pulled them free, he would claim her moans with another kiss.

A spike of sensation struck, and she soaked his fingers again. Her hips rocked upward with a mind of their own, meeting his every thrust. When he pressed down on her clit and gave it a light rub with his callused thumb, she shattered.

Wave of bliss blanked her mind like no spiritual meditation ever had. She cried out, her fingers biting into his shoulders again as her orgasm struck with the force of a storm breaking.

Pleasure ripped through her, wave after wave, until she was writhing against him, clinging to the only anchor she had—Hudson Steele.

“Fuck, honey…” His voice was a guttural growl against her throat. He rolled away, tearing into the condom and rolling it over his throbbing, impressive cock with a jerk of his fist.

Then he was back, bringing her thighs around him, arrowing his erection toward her needy, still-pulsing center.

“Take me now!” Her voice broke on the demand.

He met her stare, and in one hard, slow shove, filled her.

They shared a deep moan, and she found his lips, kissing him as they fell into the eye of the storm created from their attraction and lust.

He drove deep and withdrew slowly, making her insides clench and her eyes roll back in her head.

She angled her hips upward, taking him deeper, and felt him tense.

Hudson ground his hips harder, chasing his own release. And she was already splintering for him.

Her body convulsed around him, milking him, driving him closer to the edge.

Every thrust was a claim, every groan a vow, and Izzy couldn’t get enough. She wanted more—wanted all of him. Her nails scraped down his back as he surged deep, the thick, relentless push of his body making her cry out again.

That was all it took. His jaw locked, his muscles tensed, and he buried himself deep with a savage thrust that stole her breath. His release tore from him in a hoarse, broken sound, his entire body shuddering as he emptied inside her, his warmth filling her in hot pulses.

For a long moment, they stayed locked together—her legs still wrapped tight around his waist, his chest pressed to hers, their hearts thundering in sync.

When his breathing finally eased, he kissed her slow and deep, nothing brutal now—just tenderness.

She hadn’t slept with anybody in ages. Since before her ordeal in Syria. She didn’t move, letting the moment between them linger.

Around them, the mansion was still. Suddenly, she realized that in his arms, she felt safe.

She hadn’t felt safe in many places for so long. But the few times she’d visited the base and was surrounded by the special ops team, it was impossible not to feel safer than ever before.

She’d spent a lot of time working on getting in touch with her feelings. So it didn’t take more than a minute to conclude that here she could relax. Be herself. Unmask, even.

Her friend Alyssa had been the negotiator that horrible day when men in terrifying masks took her and other Americans hostage. If not for Alyssa, Izzy would never have walked away from that alive.

Between the SEAL she was still tangled with, and the woman she shared a history—and now friendship with—Izzy didn’t really want to return to her solitary apartment.

But she had to.

She forced herself to roll away from Hudson.

In the faint light, she took in his long, muscled body…and his cock that was still half stiff.

She sucked in a deep breath. “I need to go home.”

“I’ll take you.”

They cleaned up and dressed, taking their time while tossing each other glances. When he led her through the quiet house to the front door, he told her to wait for him. A moment later he returned carrying the black hood.

“I need you to wear this.”

She stared up at him. “Seriously? I can’t be trusted after what we just did?”

He gave her a small shake of his head. “It’s the rules.”

“Fine.” She pulled in another deep breath, fortifying herself to draw the hood over her head.

He led her by the hand out of the house. She took in the grating sound of her shoes on stone, felt the edges of the pavers underfoot. The warm snap of late autumn wrapped around her.

When he guided her into a car, she gripped the edges of the leather seat while he strapped the seatbelt across her.

Though she couldn’t pick up smells through the hood, the scent of Hudson’s skin was still swirling through her head.

As soon as she heard the driver’s door close, Hudson spoke. “Give me your address. I’ll put it in my phone.”

“I can give you directions.”

“No you can’t. You don’t know where we are.”

She recited her address, and a moment later, the car was rolling. After a short spell, he said, “You can take off the hood.”

She ripped it off. Her hair was wild after their romp, but now it held static electricity too. She smoothed her hands over it and swept a look at the street and dark buildings around them.

Hudson sent her a look, the angles of his handsome face more chiseled in the blue lights of the dashboard. “Okay?”

“I’m fine.” Her insides were still tumbling from the two orgasms.

He held out his phone. “Enter your contact info.”

She looked at the device on his big palm. “If you wanted my digits, you could have just asked.”

He shot her another look but his lips twitched at the corner.

She took his phone and made a new contact for herself.

She hit save and handed his phone back, her fingers brushing his. Even that tiny contact sent another spark through her already overstimulated body, and she hated how much she wanted him to grab her again, to drag her back into that reckless, consuming heat.

Instead, Steele set the phone in the cup holder. The engine’s low rumble filled the silence, grounding them in a reality far less thrilling than the one they’d created together.

Her chest squeezed as she turned to the window. Neon signs glowed in the distance, casting fractured color over the street. Darkened shops, cracked sidewalks, and the echo of some drunk yelling in the night reminded her she wasn’t in the safe cocoon of Steele’s arms anymore.

She was back in her world—the one where life could change in a blink, where shadows lurked in every alley. And in her experience, shadows meant fear.

The high from Steele’s touch ebbed, leaving behind an ache she didn’t know how to name. She’d fought so hard to get her career back, to prove she wasn’t broken after Syria. But the truth hit her like a sucker punch—she would never feel safe in her own world again.

Her reflection in the glass looked hollow, eyes too wide, hair wild from his hands. Her skin still burned from his kiss, but beneath the warmth was a shiver that wouldn’t let go.

Hudson glanced over at her, his slow drawl softer now. “You’re quiet.”

“I’m fine,” she lied again, forcing a smile she couldn’t maintain.

Because no matter how good he made her feel, no matter how deep his touch sank into her bones, the night reminded her of one hard truth—safety was a fantasy. And once she stepped out of his SUV, she’d be on her own again.


TWO

As soon as Steele shouldered through the door of the war room, he rumbled a low growl.

Every seat worth a damn was already taken. His team lounged in their chosen spots, spread out like kings in their own castle, which left him with the single chair no special operative ever wanted—back exposed to the door.

He muttered a curse under his breath, jaw tightening as he scanned the room. He hated being late. Hated being forced into the weak seat even more. A man could get a bullet in the skull before he even twitched. Not that it would happen on base, but he still didn’t like it.

Con lifted his gaze from the laptop in front of him, a lazy grin tugging at his mouth. “Well, look who finally rolled out of bed. Nice to see you up bright and early, Steele.”

“Yeah,” Steele drawled, heavy on the sarcasm as he yanked the chair away from the table. “Didn’t get the group text until two minutes ago. Surprised you even asked me to join y’all.”

The legs scraped loudly across the floor as he dropped into it.

Chase smirked at him across the table. “We all hate that chair. Don’t worry, Steele. We’ll protect your six.”

“Hell of a comfort,” Steele shot back, grabbing a pen to occupy his hand and flipping it between his fingers before fixing his eyes on the big screen on the wall.

Mason arched a brow at him. “Maybe the reason our buddy Steele is stuck with the shittiest seat has something to do with Izzy Cruz.”

Inside, he jerked at her name. On the surface, he remained cool and unreactive.

Chase eyed him as if he already had a bead on what actually happened. “Alyssa got up this morning to take Izzy home. But she wasn’t in the guest room. Apparently, she left in the night.”

Steele fixed his gaze on his buddy. “I saw her up and about, cleaning up the kitchen. She asked if I could take her home. She gave me her address; I made her wear the hood. I walked her to her door. She’s safe. Don’t worry—I followed all the rules.”

Chase exchanged a look with Dante as if the pair had some private joke about him.

Mason leaned back, eyeing up Steele. “Maybe we need to put you in the truth chair.”

It was a common joke around the Blackout Charlie base. The chair read a person’s body like a damn lie detector.

Chase and the others were laughing. “Doesn’t matter if your face is stone cold, Steele. If your sphincter tightens, the chair knows you’re lying.”

Mason snorted. “Your face can hide it, but your ass never lies.”

The group burst into laughter, and Steele joined in despite him being the “butt” of the joke.

Not only had he arrived late to the briefing—something he never did—but he felt out of sorts after what happened between him and Izzy. He could use a reset, even if the team was laughing at his expense.

Con pushed away from the table and stood, his presence cutting through the lingering laughter like a blade. “All right, settle down. Time to get serious.”

The shift was immediate. Steele felt his shoulders square automatically, muscle memory kicking in as the team transitioned from razzing each other to operational mode.

It was a hell of a lot easier than thinking about soft skin and whispered demands in the dark.

“Dante, you’re up.” Con clasped his hands behind his back, legs braced wide, at the ready for the report.

Dante King, intel and tech specialist for the team, tapped a few keys, bringing up streams of data on the wall-mounted screens. His voice took on the clipped, professional tone he always used during briefings. “I’ve got the daily intelligence update on Cipher’s activities.”

Steele leaned back in his chair, pen still rotating between his fingers as he focused on the feed. The familiar rhythm of the briefing helped settle the restless energy that had been crawling under his skin since he’d woken up with Izzy’s scent lingering on the sheets.

“There are questions about whether any recent incidents are tied to Cipher.” Dante scrolled through surveillance photos and data streams. Several big recent events around the country flashed across the screen.

Steele folded his arms. “Looks like some car bombings. Explosives discovered on a dock. Nothing like what we’ve seen from the terrorist in the past.”

Cipher thrived on making a spectacle. His signature was chaos that splintered through governments and civilians alike—planes grounded, cities burning, operatives buried under twisted wreckage. Every mission they’d run had shown the terrorist’s hunger to dominate and reminded them that no one was beyond his reach.

His current silence didn’t give any of them relief. A storm was gathering.

Mason shook his head. “No mass killings.”

Chase blew out a breath. “No Blackout teams going down in a chopper crash.”

Everyone fell silent as they remembered Echo team. Chase was the last man standing from Echo, which placed a target on his back.

After a long beat, Dante continued, “I’ve got alerts set up across multiple channels. I’ve done a deep dive on financial systems too—I’m looking for large amounts money being moved, or multiple small sums. I have a pulse on all communications between persons of interest who we suspect had dealings with Cipher in the past, as well as alerts for dark web chatter.” Dante looked up at Con, who picked up where he left off.

“Sophie’s still working through the cryptograms we recovered from the last op. She’s uncovering new pieces daily, but nothing definitive that points to his next move.”

Steele nodded, filing away each kernel of information. Cipher was like smoke—always there, always dangerous, but impossible to pin down.

But not for long.

“However,” Dante continued, his tone sharpening, “I did confirm something significant about Daniel Sheen.”

Their attention zeroed in at the mention of Cipher’s real name. The man had lost his mother in a bombing in Syria. But the grieving son wasn’t only targeting the people who failed his mother. He was picking off everyone who, in his mind, prevented people from saving her—SEAL teams and anybody involved in a hostage situation going on at the same time, as well as those even remotely tied to her death.

And Daniel Sheen—Cipher—wouldn’t stop until the entire chain of command had bled dry.

“Sheen worked for the CIA for six months before faking his death. He escaped notice by using a back door he built into the CIA’s system, probably before he quit. He was able to alter records, create a false death certificate, the whole nine yards.”

Steele’s pen stopped mid-flip. He leaned forward, shrewd eyes fixed on the screen. “And the back door?”

“I closed it,” Dante confirmed with a nod. “The back door’s been sealed, and I’ve added an alarm system that’ll alert me if anyone tries to access it again. No new breach attempts detected since I shut it down.”

A collective exhale went around the table. One less vulnerability was always good news, but they knew better than to relax. Cipher was like a virus—close one entry point, and he’d find another.

The briefing shifted. They discussed world events and unusual patterns, anything that might indicate Cipher could be behind it.

Steele tapped his pen on the table. “Patterns are there if you look for them. He might be making small moves on different continents. Keeping busy while staying off our radar.”

His mind circled back to Izzy.

She was one of the hostages held during the time Cipher’s mother was killed.

“He’s not done. Not even close.”

The words hung in the air, heavy with experience. The fact that things had been quiet lately didn’t mean safe. It meant he was planning.

Con tipped his head toward Dante. “Keep us posted on everything you dig up.”

“Copy.”

As Con wrapped up the meeting, Steele felt the familiar gnaw of frustration in his gut. They had intelligence, they had suspicions, they had pieces of a puzzle—but nothing actionable. Nothing that would let them go on the offensive instead of constantly reacting to situations.

The team began to disperse, chairs scraping against the expensive marble floors that ran throughout the mansion. Even though Steele’s back faced an open door, he remained seated for a moment longer, his mind already turning over contingency plans. His protective instincts were running hot, honed by everything they’d just discussed and everything he couldn’t say.

Izzy’s face flashed through his mind, trusting and vulnerable as she’d stared at him in the darkness.

He pushed back his chair. “Con, can I talk to you?”

“Sure.”

He circled the table to stand before his commanding officer. “Izzy was one of the hostages during the time Cipher’s mom was killed.”

He nodded. “Already noted. Chase is keeping tabs on her.”

“Is that enough?”

Con folded his arms. “Let’s just say that I knew you walked her to her door before you told us.”

So they had eyes on her. Good.

But was it enough?

He had to keep his distance. The team couldn’t know what went down last night. Not because he was ashamed, but because the fewer people who knew about his connection to her, the safer she’d be.

But that didn’t mean he was going to stop thinking up ways to keep her protected without her even knowing she needed protecting.

* * * * *

Izzy stood outside the newsroom, shoulders squared. Anxiety flickered along her nerves, the exact sensation she dreaded when she made the decision to come here.

Breathe.

She drew a slow breath in and held it for three beats before exhaling through her nose.

I’m steady. I’m safe.

The exercise was supposed to quiet racing thoughts and lower her heart rate. Some days it worked better than others.

She had to do this. If she didn’t keep moving forward, she knew what would happen—she’d slip back into the shadows, live behind a peephole, waiting for the food delivery guy to leave before she dared to step outside.

That wasn’t living. That was prison.

She drew another breath and squared her shoulders before pushing through the glass door of the newsroom.

She wasn’t going to let fear cage her, not again. Fake it till you make it, she told herself.

At the SEAL base, she’d felt safe—nothing to be afraid of there with hardened special operatives watching every corner.

Nothing to be afraid of in the throes of ecstasy in the arms of Hudson Steele.

Her insides clutched, and then she remembered she was stepping into the big, scary world of reporting again.

The SEAL team wasn’t here. In the bright chaos of the newsroom, it was all on her.

The morning meeting was already underway, her producer handing out assignments. Everyone liked to joke about him being more of a traffic controller than storyteller, because he controlled who got airtime.

Izzy slid into the room, smoothing her skirt and lifting her chin.

His gaze landed on her, and she saw a flicker of interest behind his eyes.

Sitting in this room again felt surreal. The last assignment he gave her, she ended up as a hostage.

It took her years to reach this point in her healing journey. And months after she made the decision to return to journalism to decide that she was going by her old journalist name.

Callie Northwood.

The syllables had weight, recognition. People knew that name. She’d covered countless pieces, but what people remembered was that she’d once been held hostage overseas, her face splashed across headlines.

Maybe she really should use her real name now. Start fresh.

No. Callie Northwood was the one who survived, the one who kept standing. And if she had to step back into the fire, she’d do it as her.

Several people, old faces and new, nodded at her in greeting and recognition. She folded her hands in her lap and listened to the roster of assignments being handed out around the table, from breaking news to an exposé on local crime and a feature on the mayor’s budget.

The meeting wrapped up, and everyone left with their assignments in hand.

Everyone but her.

Heart sinking, she started to get up and leave, but he called out, “Izzy. Stay a minute.”

She settled once more. When the producer leaned across the table, pinning her with his stare, Izzy’s stomach dropped.

Oh no. Now what?

“You’re comfortable with this, Callie?” He slid a slim folder her way. “You’ve only just come back into the field. I don’t want to push you too hard.”

Her pulse spiked, but she forced a smile. “I’m good. I’ve got therapy. Medication. I’m not going to crack on air, if that’s what you’re asking.”

He studied her for a long second, then tapped the folder. “This is a charity piece.”

“A fluff piece?” She held out a hand for the folder, and he passed it to her.

“Call it what you want, but I need you to interview the new head of a well-known charity. Human interest, soft edges. Good reentry story.”

Yup. A fluff piece. She should’ve been insulted, but instead, relief poured through her. She could do fluff. She could do charity.

She took the file without even glancing at the contents. “Thank you. I’ll give it my best.”

His smile was warm. “I know you will.”

She started out of the room, just like she was one of the team again.

“And Callie,” he called out.

She swung around.

“Welcome back.”

Her insides warmed as she returned to her cubicle. It wasn’t the same one she had years ago, and there was nothing remotely personal about it. No photos on the walls, no trinkets on her desk. Just her and the assignment.

It was a start. For now, it was enough.

Izzy opened the file and started the research. With each minute she searched, she felt the old throb of excitement.

The charity director she would interview was actually a medical doctor. He’d traveled the world helping people, and had now broadened his focus to help the charity raise nearly two million dollars in its first year.

Some of that money helped rebuild schools in war-torn countries. It provided clean water projects and even gotten veterans back on their feet through a therapy program in Wyoming. All the glossy bullet points she needed to string everything together into a feel-good package.

She jotted questions—how many people they’d helped, what partnerships they’d formed and how others could get involved.

By the time she closed her laptop, her nerves had steadied. She had an assignment. A goal. Tomorrow, she’d sit down with the doctor and run through her questions.

A small bubble of hope flickered in her chest. Maybe she could do this. Maybe this was her first step back to…normal.

When a shadow of dread curled in her stomach, dark and low, she pushed it aside.

It was just a charity story. Just a feel-good piece.

Nothing dangerous about that.


THREE

Steele shoved through the base’s gym door, the bitter taste of yet another meeting about the elusive terrorist still lingering on his tongue. He needed iron and sweat, the acid bite of strain in his muscles—anything to drown out the nonstop reel of Izzy Cruz’s face playing behind his eyes for the past two days.

Her toned thighs…

Wrapped around him.

Her bikini riding high on her curvy hips…

Which he shoved aside so he could bury his fingers in her tight heat.

He stifled a groan. Stealing one night of pleasure with the woman had been a mistake. It didn’t slake his lust for her one bit. If anything, his balls were bluer than ever.

Nothing a hard workout wouldn’t fix.

Lucky for him, the gym had top-of-the-line equipment and was empty. He wouldn’t need to answer any questions about why he was pushing himself harder than normal.

He loaded the bench bar heavier than usual. Steele told himself it was for mission readiness, but he knew the truth. If he didn’t push his body to the edge, he’d keep thinking about Izzy’s soft mouth, the way she’d said his name like she trusted him when he questioned how she could ever trust another human.

The bar came down, nearly chest-crushing, then he shoved it back up with a grunt. Again. And again.

“Christ, Steele, you training for the Olympics or making up for all the poker money you lost?” Con’s voice carried as he and Chase strolled in.

“Man’s got a death wish.” Chase grabbed a dumbbell. “Or maybe he’s just trying to impress whoever he was mystery-texting at midnight.”

Fuck. Chase caught him texting with Izzy.

He told himself it was only a courtesy after sex text.

Except he wasn’t even kidding himself. He never texted women he slept with. He hit it and quit it, then slept like a baby afterward.

But he had to know that Izzy was all right.

Her reply had been short. I’m good. You don’t have to check on me.

But the second text, a few minutes later, had gotten under his skin. Still, thanks. No one ever asks.

That was the one that stuck in his chest like a blade.

Steele racked the weight with a hard clang. “I don’t wanna know what you were doing at midnight,” he shot back.

The identical smirks his brothers-in-arms tossed him said they weren’t easily diverted.

He took up the bar and pumped ten reps of his record weight then racked it again. Breathing hard, he sauntered across the gym, shaking out his arms as he did, and straddled the rowing machine.

Steele let the rhythm carry him until snippets of Con and Chase’s low voices cut through. They were talking perimeter security again, specifically the tweaks to the system around the mansion.

“Rear entrance still feels light.” Chase was doing burpees with the physical grace of a three-legged donkey. The man was built for speed with sleek muscles, but burpees weren’t his thing.

Steele slowed his pulls, then spoke without looking up. “Add an extra camera. Motion trip. Better coverage for anyone trying to slip in through there.”

It sounded like a general precaution, but every man in that room knew the rear path led straight past the hot tub where the women hung out no matter the weather.

“Good thinking, Steele.” Con grunted through a few squats with a heavy bar of weight.

“I’ll get on it today,” Chase said.

No one brought up the topic again, but Steele felt the weight of their silence on the matter. The men in Blackout weren’t supposed to have relationships or families. Charlie wasn’t the first team to break the rules, but that came with waves that rippled outward.

Having women on base with them meant they needed to ensure they were safe, especially when each of them had been targeted by Cipher in their own way.

After the guys cleared out, he stayed behind, burning himself out on pull-ups until his shoulders screamed. Cipher’s name gnawed at him. The terrorist was too damn quiet. A man like that didn’t vanish—he waited.

Steele’s grip tightened on the bar until his knuckles popped like gunfire.

His phone buzzed. He released the bar and dropped to the floor. The pulse of hope in his chest that it might be the same person he was mystery-texting at midnight—the sexy woman he couldn’t forget the taste of—faded when he spotted the text from Dante.

Steele blew air from his nostrils.

The message was short.

Chatter. Money moving. Can’t pin it.

Particulars? he fired back.

Nothing solid. Just whispers.

Need help?

Not yet. But stay close.

Henner, who they called Chickie, entered the gym, stopping in his tracks when he saw Steele. “You look distracted today, Steele. Chase told me you’ve been texting a lot lately. Got your head in the game, or somewhere else?”

“Texting Dante.”

Chickie’s grin faded. “Everything good?”

“Nothing to report. Yet.” He slung a towel around his neck and brushed past Chickie, hating that he was rising to any of the guys’ taunts about Izzy.

Truth was, he was pissed off at himself…because his head was full of Izzy.

Back in his room, he set the towel aside and went straight for his go-bag. His hand lingered in the inner pocket where the foil square of a condom caught the light. He counted them. Too many for “just protocol.”

Too many not to think of using every last one with Izzy.

He told himself it was readiness.

He emptied the bag and reloaded it, double-checking every piece. Sidearm cleaned and oiled, mags topped off.

He told himself it was just professionalism.

But his gut said Cipher was stirring again, building up to something big. And when it blew, none of them would be safe from the fire.

* * * * *

The lobby of the medical center buzzed with quiet efficiency, but Izzy knew beneath it all was controlled chaos. She clutched her leather bag that held her recorder and her notepad. When she slipped her fingers inside to check her equipment one more time, her fingers trembled just slightly.

First day back. First real interview since…

She pushed the thought away before it could fully surface.

“You’ve got this,” she whispered to herself, straightening her shoulders. The crystal pendant at her throat felt warm against her skin, a tangible reminder that she was safe. Here. Now. Not there.

She’d bought the amethyst from a healer during her retreat in South America—a woman with weathered hands and knowing eyes who’d pressed it into Izzy’s palm without explanation. Whether it was the stone itself or simply having something concrete to hold on to, it had become her tether in moments when the world felt too sharp around the edges.

In quick steps, she made her way to the hospital café to meet with the man she was here to interview. As she approached the café doors, Dr. Samuel Webb emerged from the elevator, his salt-and-pepper hair slightly mussed and his scrubs bearing the telltale signs of a long shift. But his eyes were bright, alert, just like the photos of him she’d found during her research.

When he spotted her, his smile was genuine.

“Ms. Northwood? I hope you haven’t been waiting on me. Emergency surgery ran longer than expected.”

“Not a problem at all, Doctor.” Izzy extended her hand. His grip was firm and confident—the hands of a man who saved lives for a living. “I appreciate you making time for this interview.”

His eyes crinkled pleasantly at the corners when he smiled. “Please, call me Sam. And honestly, I’m flattered anyone wants to hear about our little operation.”

They entered the café. Hospitals always tried for a quaint coffeehouse vibe for the patrons, but to Izzy, the walls felt too close and the lighting too harsh. Still, it beat the third-world countries she’d reported from in the past.

Dr. Samuel Webb paid for her latte and a black coffee for himself. Then he gestured toward a quiet corner with two chairs pushed haphazardly around a small table. “Will this work?”

“Perfect.” Izzy settled into her chair with her drink in front of her. She pulled out her video recorder and placed it between them. “I hope you don’t mind if I film this?”

“Not at all.” Sam leaned back, relaxed despite the exhaustion etched around his eyes. “So, you’re interested in my charity work?”

Izzy had prepared her standard questions—funding, patient demographics, success stories. But as Sam began talking about his work, something in his voice caught her attention. There was a passion there, a fire that went deeper than professional pride.

“You speak about this work like it’s personal,” she observed, pen poised over her notepad. “What drew you to this particular field?”

Sam was quiet for a moment, his gaze growing distant. “I suppose it is personal. I’ve seen what happens when people don’t have access to basic medical care. When politics and geography determine whether someone lives or dies.”

The way he said it, with such quiet conviction, made Izzy lean forward. This wasn’t a rehearsed sound bite. This was real.

“Can you tell me more about that?”

“I spent three years working with Doctors Without Borders.” His voice took on a reverent tone. “Mostly in conflict zones. Syria, Yemen, Afghanistan. Places where the need is…” He shook his head. “Overwhelming doesn’t begin to cover it.”

The location hit Izzy like a physical blow.

Syria.

Her chest tightened, and suddenly the café felt far too small, too warm. She forced her expression to remain neutral—in the professional mask she knew very well how to slap on even as her palms began to sweat.

“Syria,” she repeated, proud that her voice remained steady. “That must have been challenging.”

“Challenging is an understatement.” Sam’s eyes grew haunted. “The things I saw there…... the people we couldn’t save…”

Izzy’s vision began to blur at the edges. The familiar sensation of walls closing in, of oxygen becoming scarce.

Men in masks aiming automatic weapons at the people around her.

Aiming at her.

She touched the crystal at her throat, running her thumb over its smooth surface as her therapist had taught her. Ground yourself. Count five things you can see. Four things you can hear. Three things you can touch.

The camera on the table. Sam’s concerned expression. The potted plant by the window.

The hum of the air conditioning. The distant sound of a phone ringing. Someone’s soft footsteps across the café.

The cool surface of the crystal. The texture of her notepad. The armrest beneath her palm.

“Ms. Northwood? Are you all right?”

She blinked, refocusing on the doctor’s worried face. “I’m fine. Sorry, just…taking notes mentally. Please, continue.”

But even as she tried to listen, her mind was pulling her backward, to that cramped room where she spent three terrifying days surrounded by the stench of fear and unwashed bodies. The sound of gunfire echoing through the compound where she and several other Americans had been held hostage.

The way her captor’s voice had sounded when he talked about the American journalists they’d caught and what they planned to do to her.

“I was one of the first on the scene at a Red Cross station after it was bombed,” Sam was saying, his words filtering through the fog of Izzy’s memories.

“Can you tell me more about that?” Her tongue was dry, and she took a sip of the latte but didn’t register the taste.

He sipped his drink too. “They had maybe thirty seconds’ warning before the whole building came down.”

The crystal grew warm beneath her fingers. She pressed harder, using the slight discomfort to anchor herself in the present.

“The woman in charge—Miriam Sheen—she was trapped under debris. I stayed with her, tried everything I could, but…”

Izzy’s professional instincts kicked in despite her internal struggle. “What happened to her?”

“She didn’t make it.” His voice was barely above a whisper. “I held her hand while she died, promised her I’d continue the work we’d started there. The whole thing was captured on someone’s phone, went viral on social media for about five minutes before the next crisis pushed it out of the news cycle.”

The mention of social media sparked something in Izzy’s journalistic mind. A bombing at a Red Cross station, a doctor’s heroic efforts caught on camera but ignored by major outlets—that was the kind of story that should have made headlines.

“When I came back to the States,” Sam continued, “I honestly wasn’t sure what to do with myself. Everything here seemed so…trivial compared to what I’d left behind. But then, about six months later, I got a call from a lawyer representing an anonymous donor. Someone had seen the footage, been moved by what happened and wanted to fund a charity under my direction and to honor Miriam’s memory. That’s when I founded Rescue Health Alliance. We have clinics in three cities along the East Coast.”

Alarm bells began ringing in Izzy’s head, cutting through the lingering fog of her panic. Anonymous donors with enough money to fund entire medical facilities didn’t just appear out of nowhere. And the timing—six months after a viral video—felt calculated.

“That’s incredible,” she managed, her reporter’s instincts now fully engaged. “You must have been amazed by such generosity.”

“I still am. The donor has been completely hands-off, never even wanted to meet me. Just wanted to make sure the clinic serves the people who need it most.”

Izzy made a note, her handwriting steadier now that she had something concrete to focus on. Anonymous. Hands-off. Red flags were practically waving in her peripheral vision.

“Well, Dr. Webb—Sam—this has been incredibly enlightening.” She clicked off the camera and began gathering her things. “Thank you so much for your time.”

“That’s it?” Sam looked surprised. “I thought you’d want to tour the closest facility, maybe talk to some of the staff?”

“I think I have everything I need for now.” Izzy stood, perhaps a bit too quickly. “I may follow up with some additional questions later, if that’s all right?”

He smiled again, eyes crinkling. “Of course. Anytime.”

The drive back to the station gave Izzy time to process what she’d learned. By the time she reached her desk, her panic had faded, replaced by the familiar thrill of following a lead.

She pulled up a new search on her computer and began digging.

The law firm representing the charity account was easy enough to find—Hartwell and Associates, a midsized firm specializing in estate planning and corporate law. The attorney handling the charity was James Hartwell himself, the senior partner.

But as Izzy dug deeper, the trail became even more interesting. Hartwell and Associates managed an unnamed trust that donated to the charity. A trust that had been formed just seven months ago. Right around the time Dr. Webb would have received his mysterious phone call offering him a place at his own facility.

She leaned back in her chair, staring at the screen. Shell companies weren’t uncommon in charitable work—plenty of wealthy donors preferred anonymity. But something about this felt off. The timing was too convenient, the paper trail too clean.

For a moment, she considered backing away. She could write a nice fluff piece about the charity, focus on the good work they were doing without digging into the funding source. It would be safe. Easy. No one would question her if she just…let it go.

The thought was tempting. She could feel the familiar urge to retreat, to find somewhere safe and quiet where Syria and anonymous donors and investigative journalism couldn’t touch her.

But that was exactly why she couldn’t walk away.

Izzy had built her career on trusting her instincts, on following stories that felt important even when they seemed impossible. And right now, every instinct she had was screaming that this was bigger than a simple charitable donation.

Webb’s mention of Syria, the viral video that had somehow escaped major news coverage, the anonymous donor appearing at just the right moment—it all felt too orchestrated to be a coincidence.

And if there was one thing her time in captivity had taught her, it was that coincidences were rarely innocent. Even if the charity and Dr. Samuel Webb seemed to be doing important work. Good work.

She picked up her phone and dialed Hartwell and Associates.

“How may I direct your call?”

“Hi, this is Callie Northwood from Channel 7 News. I’m working on a story about Rescue Health Alliance, a charity founded by Dr. Samuel Webb, and I was hoping to schedule a brief interview with Mr. James Hartwell about his client’s charitable contribution.”

There was a pause. “I’ll need to check with Mr. Hartwell and confirm with the client’s power of attorney that they’re comfortable with media attention. Can I call you back?”

“Of course.” Izzy left her number, then leaned back in her chair.

If the donor truly wanted anonymity, Hartwell would shut down the interview request immediately. If he agreed to meet, it could validate her suspicions that there was more to this story.

She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, the way her therapist had taught her. The familiar weight of the amethyst against her chest was comforting, a reminder that she’d survived worse than whatever this story might uncover.

What she needed was girl time with Alyssa and the others at the special ops base.

She picked up her phone and shot a text to Alyssa.

Wanna hang out? I could use some girl time.

Her mind spun in a loop around what she really needed—safety. To feel less alone in the big, frightening world.

Her phone buzzed with a text, and she glanced down, expecting her friend’s response. Instead, she saw a message that made her stomach flutter.

So, you’re ready for a rematch?

Relief flooded  her so completely that she actually laughed out loud, earning curious looks from her coworkers in the nearby cubicles.

Chase told us you reached out to Alyssa. Figured you might be bored enough to give me a chance to win back my money in another game of poker.

Of course. Alyssa was under heavy guard after being targeted by a terrorist. She was also romantically involved with Chase. His team probably tracked every phone call and text message that came through their secure channels.

She typed back. I feel like I should be practicing my poker face right now.

Oh yes. Your boobs. You can bring those too. Devil horns emoji.

Despite everything—her panic over Syria, the mysterious donor, the growing certainty that she was walking into something dangerous—Izzy found herself smiling.

Your poker face won’t help you. I can read you like a headline, Cruz.

Her grin widened. She texted back a fake headline. Local journalist crushes Navy SEAL at poker.

The flirtation in his message was obvious, and it sent an unexpected warmth through her chest. After the night they’d shared, she’d convinced herself it was a one-time thing. A moment of weakness after too many margaritas and irresistible muscles.

But texting with Hudson now, feeling that spark of connection even through a screen, made her realize how much she’d needed this. Something normal. Something that had nothing to do with the constant fear that followed her everywhere.

Having his number in her phone felt like a safety net. If her investigation into the charity went sideways, if she found herself in over her head again, she’d have someone to call. Someone who could handle himself in a crisis.

Bring it on, Cruz. Whenever you’re ready.

I might be interested in taking your money, she texted, adding a playful money mouth emoji with a green bill in place of a tongue.

Tomorrow.

Be prepared to pay, she responded.

She smiled. Tonight, she might actually sleep without dreaming of Syria.

And if things went wrong…if her instincts were right and this story was more dangerous than it appeared…at least she wouldn’t have to face it alone.

Her phone buzzed once more, the screen lighting up with his final reply—six words that stole the breath from her lungs. If it’s you, I’ll pay anything.


FOUR

Steele was staring down at the phone in his hand when he walked into the war room for the afternoon briefing. Instead of the usual banter between his teammates, he was met with silence.

He glanced up, surprised to find he was the first to arrive which was even better news. He wouldn’t be stuck with his back to the door.

The text he sent had his lips twitching and heat sweeping his veins.

Morning, Cruz. I’ve been thinking about your poker face…among other things.

Izzy’s response came immediately. And here I thought you were into my technique…at cards.

His lips quirked higher as he thumbed a reply. Your game was…memorable. Though I had you figured out by the end of the night.

You think you know my tells? That’s adorable. Maybe you should focus less on reading me and more on your own hand management.

He stopped a snort before it burst out, and good thing too. At that moment, three of his teammates sauntered in.

Quickly, he shifted the phone to his lap, out of view, and texted Izzy back. Oh, I manage just fine. Question is whether you can handle another round when the stakes get higher.

Bring your A-game, SEAL. I promise to go easy on you…at first.

“Here’s our buddy Steele with that goofy look on his face again.” Mason attempted to drawl in Steele’s own twang and completely missed the mark. Mason ducked his head, stealing a peek at the phone he had concealed under the table. “And big surprise, guys—he’s texting.”

“Bro.” Dante dropped into his usual seat near the head of the table and automatically drew the laptop toward him. “I’ve never seen Steele so glued to his phone.”

Con entered and circled to the head of the table. “I caught Steele walking around the kitchen wearing that goofy smile too. I called out to him and couldn’t get his attention.”

Steele placed the device face-down on his thigh and scanned the group. “At least I’m here on time. Where’s the rest of Charlie?”

Mason looked over at Dante. “Now he’s deflecting. Con, are you going to do anything about this?” He jerked a thumb in Steele’s direction.

Con grunted and settled with his own laptop and the reports he’d share as soon as they were all present. “It’s no big deal. Just national security and lives at stake.”

Mason and Dante shared a chuckle, and Steele forced himself not to react. He wasn’t about to discuss Izzy with any of his brothers. Hell, he hardly understood himself why he felt the urge to check on her.

He loved each brother on the team, but living on top of each other didn’t mean he had to share everything with them. Plenty of them kept their personal lives separate, Con and Dante included.

Chickie and Chase entered, talking between themselves, and took their usual seats. Within a minute, the whole crew was there, Sinner coming in last. He groaned at being stuck with his back to the door but rested his arms on the table with a resigned sigh.

Con quickly got down to business, beginning with current events. There was a small skirmish in South America between one of the Blackout teams and some renegades, but nothing pointed to Cipher.

Steele’s phone vibrated against his thigh. Though he was quick to silence it, Dante looked up at him.

Unruffled, Steele met his gaze with a steady one of his own before turning his attention to the monitors playing news reels on the wall behind their leader.

But Izzy’s text was tempting as hell. He rested a hand over his phone but would have to wait to read her message.

“Ahh,” Dante broke in suddenly.

“You have something to share?” Con asked.

“I see what has that smile pasted on Steele’s face.”

He jerked his attention to Dante.

“Looking at the phone logs, I can report ninety-four text messages between Steele and Izzy Cruz since 1800 hours.”

Con eyed Steele.

“I’m just giving her moral support.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Sure.”

“Izzy is fine as hell. But I’m sure the man who took her home noticed how attractive she is,” Mason said.

The muscles along Steele’s spine stiffened, and he shot Mason a flat look that was almost a glare.

“She’s getting back into the game. Journalism. And she’s a little nervous,” he clarified, though he had no obligation to explain his actions to anyone.

Every man in the group sobered at his announcement. They might be dickheads, but they were protectors first. Luckily, the teasing ended. For the moment.

They all turned their attention to the monitors. The sound was off, but images of bombed-out buildings and mangled, blackened cars flashed on the screen.

Suddenly, a beautiful woman appeared on the feed, and Steele’s entire body went rigid.

Izzy.

She stood outside what looked like a medical facility, microphone in hand, her warm brown hair pulled back in a professional bun. Even through the silent screen, he could see the composure she wore like armor, the way she held herself with that particular brand of confidence that came from years of facing cameras.

But Steele knew her tells. The almost imperceptible flattening at the corners of her eyes. The way her left hand moved slightly toward the necklace at her throat before she caught herself and let it fall back to her side.

He’d bet anything that her thumb was tucked inside her fist.

“Stop!” His sharp tone cut through whatever Con was saying. “Pause that. Rewind it.”

Con looked over his shoulder at the screen, then back at Steele with raised eyebrows. “Looks like Izzy’s first story broke.”

“Turn the sound on.” Steele leaned forward until he was clinging to the edge of his chair.

Dante’s fingers flew over his keyboard, rewinding the news feed and cranking up the volume. Izzy’s voice filled the room, professional and smooth.

“—generous donation has allowed Dr. Samuel Webb to expand his services to the city’s most vulnerable populations. The anonymous benefactor, working through Hartwell and Associates, has provided funding that will keep the clinic operational for the next five years.”

The camera panned to show the new medical facility behind her, then cut back to Izzy’s composed face.

“This is Callie Northwood, Channel 7 News.”

The feed moved on to the next story, but Steele’s blood had turned to ice water in his veins.

Anonymous donor. Hartwell and Associates. The same nervous tells he’d watched her try to hide.

“Son of a bitch,” he muttered.

“What?” Chase leaned forward, eyes alight. “Steele, what is it?”

Steele’s mind was racing, connecting dots he wished he couldn’t see. “She told me she was working on a fluff piece about a charity. Said it was nothing important, just getting back into the swing of things.”

The room went deadly quiet.

“But she reached out to Alyssa yesterday,” Steele continued, his voice getting harder with each word. “She said she needed girl time. I think she reached out because she’s scared.”

Con’s expression shifted from casual interest to full alert. “Dante, find out everything you can on that doctor.”

His teammate’s fingers moved over the keys. The room throbbed with thick anticipation. Steele flipped over the phone and read Izzy’s last text, simple banter that didn’t point to her discomposure about doing the piece on the charity.

“Something’s off,” he muttered almost to himself.

Dante nodded. “Steele’s right.”

He felt the air sucked out of the room. Out of him.

Dante put up an image of Dr. Samuel Webb, the doctor Izzy interviewed about the charity.

“He was in Syria.”

Steele clenched a fist on the table, wishing he could yank every word out of Dante at once.

“He was first on the scene after the Red Cross bombing. You aren’t gonna believe this. He personally attempted to resuscitate Miriam Sheen.”

“Cipher.” The hot whisper scalded Steele’s tongue. “Izzy was one of the hostages. One of the reasons his mother wasn’t saved.”

“Call her,” Con ordered him, but he already had his phone to his ear. The phone rang once, twice—

“Hey,” Izzy’s voice came through, slightly breathless as if she was walking fast or climbing flights of stairs. “What’s up?”

“Tell me you dropped this story,” Steele said without preamble.

There was a pause. “What story?”

“The charity piece. The anonymous donor. Tell me you’re not pursuing it further. Tell me you walked away from it.”

Another pause, longer this time. “Hudson, what are you talking about? It’s just a fluff piece about a medical clinic and some donor with deep pockets. No big deal.”

“Izzy—”

“Look, I’ve got to go. I’m about to head into a meeting and drinks.”

“Wait, Izzy. What restaurant?”

“Two to Tango.”

The line went dead.

Steele stared at his phone, frustration and fear warring in his chest. Around the table, his teammates were watching him with the kind of focused attention that meant they’d all reached the same conclusion he had.

“Well, fuck,” Mason said quietly.

Con was already moving, his commands cutting through the tension. “Dante, I need everything you can find on Hartwell and Associates. Financial records, client lists, companies they work with—everything.”

“On it.” Dante’s fingers were already flying over his keyboard.

Con barked out more orders. “Chase, you and Chickie get to that restaurant. Find out everything you can about this meeting she’s walking into.”

“Copy that.”

Con turned to Sinner and Mason. “You two hit the medical center. I want to see those financial records, track where that money’s really coming from. Cipher’s money goes to killing everyone associated with his mother’s death. If he’s the anonymous donor, we need to know his motive.”

“What about me?” Steele was already standing, adrenaline coursing through his system so hard he felt his temples pounding. “I should be the one going to the restaurant. I should be guarding Izzy.” His voice grated on the words.

Con fixed him with a steady look. “You’re staying here with Dante.”

“Like hell I am.” He rooted his feet in place, forcing himself not to advance toward his leader.

“Your tie to her has you compromised,” Con said bluntly. “Your head’s not in the game, and I can’t have you making decisions based on your dick instead of tactical assessment.”

Heat flared in Steele’s chest. “This isn’t about—”

“Isn’t it?” Con’s voice was calm but implacable. “When’s the last time you’ve been glued to your phone during a brief?”

Steele’s jaw worked, but he couldn’t argue the point. Con was right, and they both knew it.

He raked his fingers through his hair. “She’s walking into a trap. Anonymous donors don’t just appear out of nowhere to fund medical clinics. Not unless they get something in return.”

“Which is why Chase and Chickie are going to make sure nothing happens to her,” Con replied. “And why you’re staying here where you can think with your brain instead of your emotions.”

The logic was sound, but it didn’t make the decision any easier to swallow. Steele sank back into his chair, fists clenched, every instinct screaming at him to go after Izzy himself.

Her background, her time as a hostage, the trauma that still made her tuck her thumb with the scar from Syria into her fist—it all painted a target on her back.

“Steele,” Dante called out, not looking up from his screen. “You need to see this.”

He didn’t like the tone of Dante’s voice. At. Fucking. All.

He looked up at the screen as Dante filled the remaining team members in on what they were seeing.

“Hartwell and Associates’ client list. There were three other anonymous charitable donations in the past two years, all to organizations with ties to conflict zones. Medical facilities, refugee assistance programs, trauma counseling centers.”

Steele’s blood chilled further. “This benefactor isn’t funding random charities.”

“No,” Dante agreed grimly.

Con was already reaching for his radio. “Chase, Chickie—be advised, this may be bigger than a simple meet-and-greet. Approach with extreme caution.”

Steele pulled out his phone and fired off a quick text to Izzy.

Let me know you’re safe. Please.

He stared at the screen, waiting for the three dots that would indicate she was typing back.

They never came.

“She’s not responding.”

“Steele.” Con’s tone was a warning.

Reeling, he gripped the table edge to keep from disobeying orders. He was never rattled. Not even in the heat of battle.

But his next thought made his blood run cold.

“What if Cipher’s got access to her communications the same way he did with Kennedy?”

Dante’s stare flashed to his. He knew better than anyone about that.

If Cipher was monitoring Izzy’s phone, every text Steele had sent, every flirtatious message, every hint of connection between them—all of it could be used against Blackout Charlie.

“We’ll handle it,” Con said quietly, picking up the fear in Steele’s statement. “But I need you focused on the mission, not on worst-case scenarios.”

Steele gave a jerky nod, but his gaze drifted back to the silent phone in his hands. Somewhere across the city, Izzy was walking into a meeting with people who might want her dead, and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it except wait.

And pray that his teammates got there in time.

* * * * *

Izzy’s heart beat a little too fast. Felt a little too fluttery.

And her palms were sweating.

She touched the crystal around her neck and drew a deep breath as she entered the restaurant.

Nothing bad was going to happen to her. She was surrounded by people talking and laughing as they enjoyed their meals. She had successfully completed her first assignment after a long hiatus and was on to the next.

She spotted the man seated at the corner table she had reserved for the meeting and made her way toward him. As she moved past tables, she picked up snippets of conversations. None of them made any sense to her.

She touched a fingertip to the crystal, sending it swinging lightly between her breasts.

“Mr. Drysdale,” she breezed out in a voice filled with false cheer as she reached the table.

The man dressed in a dress shirt and tie pushed away from the table to greet her. She took his hand, drinking in everything from his shrewd green eyes to his suit jacket draped over the back of the chair and the gold cufflinks glinting under the lights.

“I’m Callie Northwood.” She pumped his hand in a firm shake before slipping into her seat across from him.

This was the donor’s power of attorney. Hartwell and Associates had contacted him at her request, but she could already tell that pulling information from this man wasn’t going to be easy. She saw the secrets locked behind the steel vault of his eyes.

Still, she felt compelled to dig deeper because it was associated with Syria.

Ever since that traumatic event, she’d chased down every shred of knowledge about the country, the people and the stories no one dared to put into words.

Her therapist would tell her it wasn’t healthy, that she needed to find a way to cope with the trauma.

Instead, she slapped a smile on her face and made small talk with the person who acted on the anonymous donor’s behalf.

As soon as she shifted the topic to what she really wanted to know, Drysdale responded to her questions with basic answers that told her nothing.

She settled back in her chair, hoping to disarm him more with her relaxed body language, even though she felt far from relaxed. Curling her fingers around her glass of pinot noir, she offered him a small smile.

“Why does a person wish to keep their role in the charity—a charity that does wonderful works for the community—a secret?”

He flicked his gaze over her as if he’d already answered this question a dozen times. “Some people don’t need to get anything out of people knowing, Ms. Northwood. Some people don’t need a pat on the back for the things they do.”

“Ah.” She took a sip of her wine, more to cover the unsteadiness wisping through her like smoke. “I wonder if the person is so influential—for instance, a celebrity—that influence might be good for others. Generate more interest to bring in even more donations.”

“Certainly those with influence could do so.”

He was very good at this game. In fact, the guy was evasive as hell and clearly didn’t wish to be here. He’d barely touched his drink before, but lifted it to his mouth now. “Of course, if a lot of people know you have money, people come out of the woodwork to get some.”

Izzy forced another smile, recognizing a dead end when she hit one. The man across from her was a professional wall built to keep information in and reporters out. She’d gotten all she was going to get, which was essentially nothing.

“Well, Mr. Drysdale, I appreciate you taking the time to meet with me.” She closed her notebook and slipped it into her purse, the movement practiced and smooth despite the disappointment churning in her stomach. “I know your client values their privacy, and I respect that.”

“I’m sure you understand.” He reached for his jacket, sliding it on with efficient movements. “Some stories are better left untold.”

The comment sent a chill down her spine, but she kept her expression neutral. “Of course. Shall we walk out together?”

“That’s fine.” He stood, straightening his tie. “After you.”

They made their way through the restaurant, exchanging polite pleasantries about the weather and the quality of the food neither had eaten. Normal conversation that felt anything but normal given the tension humming beneath Izzy’s skin.

The evening air nipped her face as they stepped outside, and she drew her long camel-colored wool coat around herself to cut the chill. What she wouldn’t give for some hot tub time at the SEAL base now.

The street was busy with the usual dinner crowd—couples strolling hand in hand, businesspeople hurrying to catch buses. All the comfortable chaos of a city evening.

“Well, thank you again.” Izzy paused and extended her hand for another professional handshake. “If your client ever changes their mind about speaking…”

“I doubt that will happen.” Drysdale’s grip was firm, final. “Good evening, Ms. Northwood.”

He turned to head down the sidewalk toward the parking garage, his stride confident and unhurried. Izzy watched him go for a moment, her journalistic instincts buzzing with frustration. Dead ends were part of the job, but this felt different. More deliberate, constructed.

She was reaching into her purse for her car keys when she heard the beat of footsteps.

She whipped around again and saw two men sweatshirts with the hoods up closing in on Drysdale, quick and with purpose.

Their movements were too coordinated to be casual.

Izzy’s gut coiled.

“Hey!” one of them called out. “Hey, man, you got the time?”

Drysdale turned, his expression mildly annoyed. “It’s just past six—”

The first man moved with practiced efficiency, grabbing Drysdale’s coat sleeve while the second one stepped closer. But instead of running like any normal mugger would, the second man’s hand came up. In his grip, something dark and metallic gleamed.

Time slowed.

Izzy’s mouth opened to scream a warning, but the sound stuck in her throat as the crack of gunfire split the evening air.

Drysdale jerked backward, his hands flying to his chest as dark stains bloomed across his tailored shirt. He hit the sidewalk hard, his body convulsing once before going terrifyingly still.

The two men were already moving, disappearing into the crowd with the kind of smooth efficiency that spoke of military training.

Not muggers. Assassins.

Izzy’s knees nearly buckled as the familiar taste of copper flooded her mouth. Her vision tunneled, the sounds of the street fading to a distant roar as her body tried to decide between fight or flight.

A man was just murdered right in front of her.

People around her were screaming now, some rushing toward Drysdale’s body while others scattered. Someone was shouting about calling 911. The chaos was immediate and overwhelming, and all Izzy could think was that she needed to get away from here. Now.

Without conscious thought, she stumbled backward, then broke into a run. Her boots clicked against the pavement as she fled, her purse clutched tight against her chest. She didn’t stop until she reached the corner, where a yellow taxi was idling at a red light.

She yanked open the door and threw herself inside.

“Drive,” she gasped. “Please, just drive.”

The cabbie, a middle-aged man with concerned eyes, glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “You okay, lady? You look—”

“I’m fine. I just need to get out of here.” Her hands were shaking as she dug through her purse for her wallet. “Take me to Maple and Thornton.”

It wasn’t where she needed to go—it was nowhere near the SEAL team base—but she couldn’t risk giving the driver the real destination. Not if someone was watching. Not if they’d planned this whole thing.

She wasn’t supposed to know anything about the base at all. Explaining how she knew the location was going to be another difficult chapter in her already complicated life.

The taxi pulled away from the curb, and Izzy slumped back against the seat, her heart hammering against her ribs. Drysdale was dead. Shot right in front of her, minutes after their meeting. That couldn’t be a coincidence. That was a message.

Or maybe it was meant to be a double murder, and she’d just gotten lucky.

The thought made nausea roil in her stomach.

“Actually,” she said when they were still several blocks from her destination, “this is good. I can walk from here.”

“You sure? It’s no trouble to—”

“I’m sure.” She shoved a twenty at him through the partition and bolted from the cab before he could argue.

The evening air felt too thin as she stood on the sidewalk, making it difficult to catch her breath as she watched the taxi disappear into traffic. She was alone now—truly alone—and every shadow seemed to hold a threat.

There was only one place where she would be safe.

The walk to the base took forty minutes of careful route-planning and frequent glances over her shoulder. She stuck to well-lit streets, avoided alleys and changed direction twice to make sure she wasn’t being followed, all the while grateful that she hadn’t worn silly high heels to the meeting and opted for her sensible boots instead.

The entrance to the mansion loomed into view. She’d never actually seen the base, only the inside of the blackout hood.

Thick trees and dense hedges concealed the mansion, and heavy metal gates barricaded the driveway. Now, her legs were shaking with exhaustion and adrenaline, but she ran forward, aware of the security camera mounted above the call box that tracked her movement with a blinking red light.

Breath hitching, she pressed the button and waited, staring directly into the camera lens.

“It’s Izzy Cruz. I need sanctuary.” Her voice broke slightly. “Please let me in.”


FIVE

The war room had fallen into the kind of tense silence that preceded a breakthrough…or a catastrophe.

Steele sat rigid in his chair, phone clutched in his white-knuckled grip, staring at the blank screen that mocked him with its lack of response from Izzy.

Radio silence from all fronts was making Steele’s skin crawl with unease.

“Still nothing from Izzy?” Dante glanced up from his laptop where streams of data cascaded down the screen.

“Nothing.” Steele’s voice came out rougher than he intended.

Every minute that passed without word from her felt like he was counting down to disaster.

“I know she throws every ounce of energy into her work, but she should have texted back by now.”

She wouldn’t ghost him.

Steele jolted to his feet and crossed the room in stiff strides, his usual calm demeanor showing cracks around the edges. “Where the hell is she?”

Before anyone could answer, an alarm began blaring throughout the base—abrupt, insistent beeps that made every man in the room galvanize.

“Perimeter breach,” Dante announced, his fingers flying over the keyboard. “Someone’s at the main gate.”

The overhead monitors flickered to life, showing multiple camera angles of the entrance. At first, Steele saw nothing but empty pavement and the imposing steel gates that protected their unit.

Then a figure moved into frame.

“Jesus Christ,” he breathed. “Izzy’s at the gate.”

Izzy stood before the call box, her chestnut hair disheveled and her professional composure nowhere to be found. Even through the grainy security footage, he could see the way she kept glancing over her shoulder.

Not Izzy’s tell.

But the sign of someone running scared.

Everyone moved at once, with Steele in the lead.

Dante yelled, “Wait! Just give me a minute! Give me a minute!” His hands danced over a secondary laptop, pulling up additional camera feeds that showed the streets leading to their location. “Checking to make sure she wasn’t followed.”

But Steele already reached the door. Every instinct he possessed was screaming at him to get to her, to bring her inside where she’d be safe.

The tactical part of his brain knew Dante was right—they needed to verify she was alone, needed to ensure this wasn’t some elaborate trap to pull Charlie team out of hiding.

The human part of his brain, the part that had been going slowly insane for the past two hours, didn’t give a damn about protocol.

“Steele, hold position!” Con’s bark seemed to come from very far away, drowned out by the thud of Steele’s boots. “Steele! Goddammit, that’s an order!”

His bellow brought Steele jerking to a halt with his hand already on the door handle. He twisted to meet his commanding officer’s stare. “If she was followed, I’ll deal with it. But I’m not leaving her out there.”

He was through the door and running for the gate before anyone could stop him. Behind him came shouts—Mason calling out camera positions, Con barking orders—but it all faded to background noise.

Too late for worrying about being followed. Izzy was in trouble or she wouldn’t be here.

The night air hit him like a slap. Suddenly, the security lights snapped on. He blinked but rushed faster over the harsh shadows cast across the pavement.

When he spotted her, adrenaline flooded his veins. In heartbeats, he closed the distance between them. Izzy stood before the call box still with that lost look that made his chest tighten from something he didn’t want to name.

“Izzy!”

She spun toward his voice, and he saw her usually calm façade crack completely. The mask of strength she wore so well shattered, revealing the fear underneath. Her thumb was tucked inside her palm in the gesture he knew she used to soothe herself when she was nervous.

“Hudson?” Her voice was smaller than he’d ever heard it, threaded with relief and something that might have been tears.

He reached the gate controls and punched in his access code, the heavy steel barriers beginning their slow creep open. The moment there was enough space, Izzy slipped through, and he caught her against his chest without thinking.

She melted into him, her body trembling with exhaustion and adrenaline. Then she seemed to remember herself and pulled back, but not before he felt the rapid flutter of her pulse against his throat.

The gates swung shut behind them as his teammates took over.

“What the hell happened?” He pulled her toward the building, scanning the darkness beyond the gates for any sign of pursuit. The street was as dark and still as ever in this wealthy neighborhood. “How did you even find this place? The blackout hood—”

“I’ll explain inside.” Her voice sounded steadier now but still carried that edge of barely controlled panic.

“You’re safe.” The words came out with more conviction than he’d felt about anything in years. “I’ve got you.”

When they reached the front door, one of his teammates whipped it open for them. Steele heard the low undercurrent of questions no one asked him as he ushered her down the corridor toward the interrogation room—not because he suspected her of anything, but because it was the closest private space where they could talk.

He wanted to yank her back into his arms, but he only let his hand hover over her shoulder, not quite touching it, as he catalogued every detail of her appearance.

No obvious injuries. No blood. Her beige blouse was wrinkled like she’d been running, and her hands shook slightly when she reached up to push hair away from her face.

Mason attempted to follow them into the interrogation room, so Steele whipped out an arm to slam it in his face. As soon as it was closed, Steele turned to her.

“Izzy, what happened? You were supposed to be at the restaurant.”

She looked around the sparse room—the plain white walls, metal table, chairs that had seen better days—and fear flickered in her amber eyes.

He took a step toward her, as much to assure himself that she was real as to offer her comfort. “It’s okay, honey. This is just somewhere we can talk privately. You’re not—”

The door opened with a pronounced bang, and Con swept into the room like an avenging angel. His expression was all business, but Steele knew his leader. Concern caused the brackets around his mouth.

“How did you know the way here?” Con demanded without preamble. “Could you see through the hood we used on you before?”

“No.” Izzy’s response was immediate, automatic.

“How then?”

“Con—” Steele stepped forward, his protective instincts firing on all cylinders.

His leader rifled another question at her. “Did Alyssa tell you how to get here?”

“Definitely not.” Izzy’s voice carried absolute certainty. “She’d never compromise all of you, not even for a friend. I know that much about her.”

She ran her fingers through her hair, pushing the slightly frizzy strands away from her face, and Steele caught the slight tremor in her hands. She was more shaken than she was letting on, and the sight of her trying to hold it together when she was clearly falling apart made something protective surge through his chest.

“Then how?” Con pressed.

Izzy’s shoulders shook. “I heard the changes in the road.”

Steele and Con went still. “What do you mean?” Steele asked.

“When I was taken hostage, they blindfolded me for the first two days.” Her voice was clinical now, detached in the way people got when they were discussing profound trauma. “All I had was my sense of hearing, and that sense has been heightened ever since. I can hear the tires on different road surfaces. Feel which way we turn. I heard the bridge we crossed, felt the bump in the road right before we stopped at the gates...”

She broke off, her throat working convulsively. Steele took an involuntary step toward her, but stopped himself when she held up a hand.

“I heard the same sounds when my captor was coming to...” She didn’t finish the sentence. Didn’t need to.

Steele felt his hands clench into fists. The idea of her lying in darkness, listening for footsteps that meant pain was coming—it made him want to hunt down every bastard who’d ever touched her and show them what real fucking fear looked like.

“I made an educated guess after the fourth time I visited Alyssa,” she continued. “Then I followed some logical inferences and looked it up on a satellite map. I saw the pool and the patio and the gazebo.”

Of course. He thought back to when he brought her home and how she’d argued about putting on the hood. Now he saw it for what it truly was—she was almost amused by their security precautions. The blindfold wasn’t doing any good for anyone. She’d already memorized the route.

Con’s radio crackled to life, and Chase’s voice filled the room with staticky urgency.

“Base, this is Charlie 3. We’ve got a situation at the restaurant. It took us a while to cut through the red tape with the local authorities, but there was a man down. Looks like our guy—the POA for the donor. Shot outside the building about an hour ago. Multiple witnesses, but the shooters are gone.”

Steele felt the blood drain from his face. Slowly, he turned to look at Izzy.

Her expression confirmed what he already knew.

Con stepped toward the door, his voice grim. “Copy that. Steele, bring her to the war room.”

“War room?” Her voice broke, and she lifted her hands as if to bury her face in them, but dropped them abruptly.

He caught her hands and stepped closer. “It’s all right. You’re not in any trouble. We just need to discuss what happened.”

Con walked out of the room, his voice carrying from other parts of the house as he barked orders to the team.

The moment they were alone, Steele gently stroked her fingers. They were ice cold. The wind on the East Coast at this time of year could be harsh, but he recognized her cold skin for what it was—shock.

“Izzy, what happened at the restaurant? You were there.”

“He was killed right in front of me. Shot.” Her voice was steady, but he could see the horror in her eyes. “It wasn’t a mugging—it was professional. Clean. I didn’t use my phone after. Turned it off. I didn’t know if I could be tracked.”

The woman didn’t know the half of it. For now, that was good. For now, it had to be this way.

Con returned then, his expression grim. “Team’s back. We need to debrief, figure out our next move. Take Izzy to the kitchen. Alyssa and Sophie are there.”

Steele nodded, but his attention remained on Izzy. She looked fragile in a way that had nothing to do with physical strength and everything to do with someone who’d been pushed too far, too fast.

“I’ll make you some tea,” he said quietly. “Then we’ll figure this out.”

Her smile was small but genuine. “Thank you.”

Minutes later, the team had reconvened in the war room. Izzy sat at the counter, her hands wrapped around a steaming mug, while Alyssa hovered protectively nearby and Sophie cut her a slice of lemon cake.

Izzy looked steadier now, but Steele caught the way her eyes tracked every movement, every sound.

She was on high alert. Waiting for the next threat.

* * * * *

As the warmth of the tea seeped into Izzy’s system, a tremor rolled through her despite the kitchen’s cozy atmosphere. This space felt familiar. Safe. Filled with happier memories than her desperate trek through the darkness that reminded her far too much of Syria…of being left alone in the dark.

Alyssa sat across from her at the bar, concern etched in the furrow between her dark brows as she cradled her own mug. Sophie hovered nearby, sliding a plate of cake toward Izzy with the kind of gentle care that made her throat tighten with unexpected emotion.

“Thank you,” Izzy whispered, managing a soft smile as she reached for the fork.

It slipped from her trembling fingers, clattering against the plate with a sound that seemed to echo through the quiet kitchen.

“Oh no! I’m so sorry.” The words tumbled out in a rush as the carefully constructed walls she’d built around her composure finally cracked. “I messed everything up! I never should have come here. I didn’t even think—what if I was followed?”

She pressed her hands over her face, fighting the tears she’d managed to hold back through everything. Even when Drysdale’s body had hit the pavement. Even during her panicked flight through the city. But here, surrounded by warmth and safety and people who cared about her, the dam finally burst.

Alyssa was around the counter in an instant, wrapping strong arms around Izzy’s shoulders.

“I messed up this whole thing,” Izzy continued, her words tripping over each other in their desperation to escape. “I should have been more careful, should have seen this coming somehow. I shouldn’t have pushed so hard on the story, shouldn’t have agreed to meet with him, shouldn’t have—” Her voice broke. “I shouldn’t have come here. I’ve compromised everything—your home, your safety, Hudson’s team.”

“Hey,” Alyssa said firmly, her hand rubbing soothing circles on Izzy’s back. “Stop right there.”

“But I—”

“What choice did you have?” Alyssa’s voice cut through her spiral of self-blame with gentle authority, the sound of her friend’s voice taking her back to Syria. Instead of the memory of that day making Izzy’s spiraling even worse, it soothed her.

Izzy looked up through her tears, meeting Alyssa’s steady gaze. The question hung in the air between them, and for a moment, Izzy couldn’t think of an answer.

“I could have gone home,” she said weakly. “Or found a hotel, or—”

“Gone home to your apartment where you’d be completely vulnerable?” Alyssa’s eyebrows rose. “Checked into a hotel where anyone with a credit card scanner could track you down in minutes?”

Sophie moved closer, her voice soft but certain. “She’s right, Izzy. Where else would you have been safe?”

“They found Kennedy.” Alyssa’s statement made Izzy’s skin prickle again. “They found her at a safehouse in the middle of nowhere that was supposed to be completely off the grid, and they got through Dante to reach her.”

She sucked in a breath. She hadn’t heard this story before. In fact, she didn’t know anyone’s story except her own, but it was clear that the women around her were strong as hell.

She could be strong too.

Alyssa’s dark gaze caught hers. “If Cipher can penetrate that kind of protection, what chance would you have had anywhere else?”

Cipher? The terrorist was completely unrelated to this event. Had nothing to do with her.

Guilt still gnawed at Izzy’s chest. “But bringing danger here—”

“You didn’t bring danger here,” Alyssa said with conviction. “I’m not entirely sure what happened to you tonight, but to me it’s clear that danger was already hunting you. At least here, you’re with people who know how to fight back.”

Izzy wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, trying to process the kindness being offered so freely. With the exception of Alyssa, these women hadn’t known her very long, yet they were treating her like family.

“You were right to come here,” Alyssa added softly. “This is where you belong when you’re in trouble.”

The words settled something restless in Izzy’s chest, but underneath the gratitude was a growing urgency. She needed to do something, anything, other than sit here feeling helpless while the people she cared about planned her course of action without her input.

“I need to talk to Hudson,” she said suddenly, the words escaping before she could think them through.

She was up and moving before either woman could react, her bar stool scraping against the floor as she headed for the door. Behind her, she heard Alyssa call her name, but her feet were already carrying her down the hallway toward the sound of voices emanating from the war room.

Her heart hammered against her ribs with each step, but her purpose was clear. Whatever they were discussing in there, she needed to be part of it. This was her story, her investigation that had led to a man’s death on the street.

She wouldn’t be shuffled off to hide in a corner while others dealt with the aftermath.

The corridor seemed longer than any others in the mansion, each step echoing. As she neared, male voices grew clearer, so she could make out words from the low rumble about resources and timeframes.

“—safehouse in Virginia,” Con’s voice projected through the partially open door. “Isolated location. Full surveillance capabilities. We can have her relocated by dawn if we move fast.”

The word “safehouse” hit Izzy like a physical blow, and every muscle in her body tensed in rejection. She wouldn’t be hidden away, wouldn’t be made to disappear while the people she cared about fought a battle that had started with her.

She didn’t hesitate. Her hand hit the door with enough force to send it banging against the wall, drawing every eye in the room to her sudden entrance.

“No.” Her voice sounded stronger than she felt. “I’m not going to a safehouse.”

The war room fell into absolute silence. Ten pairs of eyes turned toward her. The pressure of their collective attention should have been intimidating, but Izzy found herself searching for one particular gaze.

Hudson sat at the far end of the table, his intense gray eyes already locked on hers. In that look, she found something that steadied her—not pity or concern, but belief that she had a right to be here, to have a voice in decisions about her own life.

Con’s expression remained carefully neutral, but she could see the calculation happening behind his eyes. “Ms. Cruz, this is for your protection—”

“There is no safehouse,” Izzy interrupted. She stepped farther into the room. Her gaze flickered to Hudson again, drawing strength from the slight nod he gave her. “Don’t you see? Alyssa says they found Kennedy, even in a safehouse!”

“We need to move you to a new location.” Con’s tone brooked no argument.

“This is the most secure location you have.” Izzy’s voice grew stronger, more certain with each word. “This is the safest house there is.” She met Hudson’s eyes again, seeing something there that made her pulse quicken. “I feel safe here.”

Mason shifted in his seat, his expression skeptical. “But if you led them here—”

“I didn’t.” Her quiet confidence surprised even her. “I’ve developed skills that most people never have to use.”

Her hand moved unconsciously toward her throat, fingers brushing the crystal that hung there. The gesture was automatic now, something that grounded her when memories threatened to surface.

“Two days blindfolded in captivity teaches you things.”

Everyone silenced at her painful admission.

“Things about awareness, about listening, about knowing when you’re being watched or followed. I would have known if someone was tailing me tonight.”

Hudson leaned forward slightly, his intense gaze focused entirely on her. “You’re certain?”

The question carried weight. They couldn’t make life-or-death decisions based on incomplete information.

“I’m certain.” She met his stare without flinching. “I took precautions. Multiple precautions. Changed routes, used a taxi for part of the distance, walked the rest through well-lit areas, backtracked. I checked every reflection in shop windows, every shadow, every sound behind me.” She paused, her throat working slightly. “I’ve been doing it for three years. It’s second nature now.”

“Dante, check all the cameras.”

He gave a nod and got to work.

Con’s expression was a mix of caution and something else—like he might just be impressed by what she said. “Even so, having you here puts the entire operation at risk. If a connection is made between you and this location—”

“Half the people on this base are targets. We aren’t moving them,” Hudson interrupted, rising from his chair with fluid grace.

All eyes turned to him as he stepped around the table, and Izzy felt her heart stop as he positioned himself at her side. The move wasn’t what she’d call protective, but it was an unmistakable show of support.

“And splitting up the team right now would be a terrible idea,” he continued with confidence. “We know more about…” He paused before going on in a vague fashion, “Our target than we ever have before. We’re close—closer than we’ve been to any major breakthrough since this whole thing started. What happened to Izzy tonight was terrible, yet it provides even more clues.”

Dante nodded slowly from his position at the tech station. “He’s got a point. The pattern of those donations, the Syria connection—it’s all starting to come together.”

“We should be pressing our advantage,” Hudson added, his gaze moving between Con and the rest of the team before settling back on Izzy’s face.

Her breath caught in her throat. He looked at her like…

Like she belonged here.

“Besides,” Hudson continued, “if we send Izzy away now, we lose our primary source of information about tonight’s events.”

A murmur rippled around the table as the special operatives agreed with him.

“What did you see?” Dante asked, his fingers already hovering over his keyboard. “We need descriptions, timeframes, anything you can remember.”

Izzy took a shaky breath, forcing herself to relive those horrible moments. Before she spoke a word, Hudson took her hand and drew her to a seat.

She knit her fingers together under the table and began. “Two men approached Drysdale as we were leaving the restaurant. They looked like they were in their thirties, both wearing dark hoodies.” The scene played out in her mind’s eye, and she tried not to cringe away from the details. “One was taller—maybe six feet.”

“Skinny? Can you guess his weight?” Dante typed in what she was saying.

She shook her head. “He had an athletic build. The other was shorter, stockier and with broad shoulders. They moved like…” She paused, searching for the right words. “Like soldiers. I’ve seen soldiers in Syria. These men were the same—their movements were coordinated. Professional.”

“Race?” Dante’s tone was gentle but focused.

“Both appeared to be white. The taller one had dark hair visible under his hood, and he was clean-shaven. The shorter one wore a baseball cap underneath the hood—I couldn’t see much of his face.” She wrapped her arms around herself, the memory making her skin crawl. “They asked Drysdale for the time, like they were just random people on the street. But the way they positioned themselves, the way they moved… I know now it was tactical.”

“How long from approach to the shooting?” Con asked.

“Maybe thirty seconds. The tall one distracted him with the question while the shorter one moved to his blind spot. The gun…” Izzy’s voice wavered slightly. “It looked like a small pistol. Dark colored. A single shot to the chest, then they disappeared into the crowd like they’d never been there.”

Dante was typing furiously. “I can pull street cam footage from that area, cross-reference with the timeline. I’m sure the cops already have most of the work done for us. I’ll tap their systems. But if the shooters cased the location beforehand, we might get clearer shots of their faces.”

“It happened right outside the main entrance.”

Beside her, Steele’s jaw flexed as if he was chewing over what she told them. On the surface, his expression gave nothing away. But when she glanced down at his arm, the tendons were popping from the fist he made. Every vein stood out in stark relief against his skin.

“I can help.” The words were out before she could second-guess them. “I’m good at research. Really good. I know how to dig into financial records, trace patterns and follow paper trails that most people would miss.”

She looked directly at Hudson as she spoke, needing him to understand that she wasn’t asking for charity or protection. She was offering to be an asset.

“You need someone who can think like a journalist, who knows how to find the stories that people try to bury.”

Hudson’s lips curved in the slightest hint of a smile. Approval and something warmer that made her pulse quicken glimmered in his eyes.

“Let her stay,” he said simply.

The room fell quiet again as all eyes turned to Con, waiting for his decision. Izzy held her breath, her gaze moving between the commanding officer and Hudson, trying to read the silent communication passing between them.

Finally, Con’s shoulders relaxed slightly, and he gave a reluctant nod.

“Against my better judgment, you can stay. But you follow orders without question, and if the situation becomes too dangerous, you go where we tell you to go. No arguments.”

Relief flooded through Izzy so completely that her knees may have buckled if she hadn’t already been sitting. “Thank you.”

She was staying. She was part of this now, for better or worse.

And somehow, with Hudson looking at her like that, it felt like it was going to be much, much better.


SIX

The backyard patio glowed with warm, golden light from string lights that May and Kennedy had strung in crisscrossing patterns. The bulbs created soft pools across the pavers, and the flickering flames from the propane heaters stationed around the seating area added to the glow.

Steele stood near the outdoor bar, nursing a glass of sweet tea and watching his teammates make dinner.

The outdoor kitchen hummed with activity, and one of the guys had the idea to fire up the brick pizza oven. It was their thing, making homemade pizzas after a successful op.

They hadn’t completed an op, but Steele felt the morale in the group lifting just from the buzz of having a common goal along with the scent of pizza sauce in the air.

Tonight felt different. After everything that happened with Izzy, with Drysdale’s murder, with the growing threat of Cipher closing in, they all needed this. A moment to breathe. To remember what they were fighting to protect.

Across the patio, Mason was arguing with Chickie about sauce distribution while Sinner worked the pizza oven with the kind of intense concentration usually reserved for defusing bombs.

Steele’s attention kept drifting to Izzy.

She sat at one of the wrought-iron tables with Alyssa and Sophie, the light catching the auburn highlights in her hair. The women were chatting quietly, their voices mixing with the hum of the heaters.

But Izzy wasn’t interacting with them. She just sat there, her hands wrapped around a mug of something hot, staring off into the darkness with that hollow look he was beginning to recognize and those cute freckles standing out starkly in the pale moon of her face.

Worry gnawed at his chest as he watched her. She’d been through hell tonight—witnessed a murder, fled through the city in fear, forced her way into their base seeking sanctuary. Most people would be a wreck.

Izzy wasn’t totally losing her shit, but she wasn’t totally okay either. She seemed to be holding it together with the kind of brittle composure that made him think she was about two seconds away from shattering.

He couldn’t take it anymore.

Setting his tea aside, he crossed the patio with purposeful strides, the heaters warming his face as he passed them. The conversation at Izzy’s table quieted as he approached, and he caught Alyssa’s knowing look before she and Sophie found excuses to drift away.

“Hey.” He settled into the chair across from Izzy. “How are you holding up?”

She blinked, as if coming back from somewhere far away. “I’m fine.”

“Bullshit.” The word came out gentler than usual, tinged with concern rather than challenge. “You’ve been staring at nothing for the past twenty minutes.”

Izzy’s fingers tightened around her mug, and for a moment he thought she might actually talk to him. Tell him what was going on in that sharp mind of hers.

Instead, she stood abruptly, her chair scraping against the pavers.

“I can’t do this anymore.” Her voice was tight with frustration.

Steele’s stomach dropped. What the hell? Was she talking about leaving? Or about the thin thread that connected them? Had he pushed too hard, moved too fast, made her feel trapped when she was already dealing with—

She marched across the patio with determined steps, heading straight for Sinner, who was in the process of adding what looked like an entire bag of cheese to his latest creation. Then he realized she was staring at the pizza station with the kind of horrified expression usually reserved for natural disasters.

She stopped directly in front of the big man. “Hi, I’m Izzy,” she announced.

Sinner looked up from his pizza, blinking in mild confusion. “Hi, Izzy.”

“No,” Izzy said with the patience of someone addressing a particularly slow child. “This is the part where you say your name.”

“Hi, I’m Sinner.”

She looked him over. “I bet you are.”

Sinner’s massive hands paused in their cheese distribution efforts.

“The real sin is how you’re making that pizza.”

He gave her an amused glance. “I know how to make pizza.”

“I bet you put pineapple on it, don’t you?”

Sinner’s eyes narrowed dangerously, and Steele’s amusement deepened. Izzy had just unknowingly stepped into one of the team’s longest-running debates.

“What’s your role on the team?” Izzy tilted her head in the most charming gesture Steele had ever seen in his life. She was also clearly oblivious to the building tension.

“I make the pizza,” Sinner replied with the kind of straight-faced delivery that suggested he was either completely serious or the world’s best comedian.

“What’s your real role?”

“Told you. I’m the pizza maker.”

Izzy stared at him for a long moment, as if trying to determine whether he was messing with her. Finally, she sighed in defeat.

“Okay then. Pizza maker.”

Steele found himself grinning as Izzy crowded in so Sinner had to step aside.

Watching Izzy take charge, even over something as mundane as dinner prep, was like seeing her come back to life. The hollow look was gone, replaced by the fierce determination he was beginning to recognize as pure Izzy.

He loved watching her don a pair of food prep gloves and then roll out the dough on a pizza stone with the skill of a master. Clearly, she’d done this a time or a thousand.

As she worked, she demoted Sinner from pizza maker to assistant to the pizza maker. Soon, he was passing her bags of cheese and bowls of toppings.

Steele kicked back in his seat to admire her.

But seeing her talking to another man—even if that man was Sinner, who had about as much romantic inclination as a block of concrete—and Steele’s amusement curdled into something hot and uncomfortable in his chest.

“Are you hearing this?” Mason appeared at his elbow, nodding to the ongoing pizza debate between the pair.

“Yeah.” Steele didn’t take his eyes off Izzy.

“She’s got balls, I’ll give her that. Nobody questions Sinner’s pizza authority.”

Con materialized on Steele’s other side, his presence commanding even in the relaxed atmosphere of the patio. “I see why you wanted her to stay here.”

“So she’s protected,” Steele said automatically, though his attention remained fixed on Izzy as she gestured emphatically at whatever monstrosity Sinner had in the oven.

“Mm.” Con’s tone was neutral, but Steele caught the undercurrent and knew he was being assessed, analyzed and his motives appraised. “You’re too close to this.” Con’s voice was matter-of-fact but didn’t carry the bite of authority.

“I’m not too close,” Steele protested, even as part of him recognized the truth in Con’s words.

“Then go inside.”

The order was delivered casually, almost conversationally, but Steele felt the strength behind it.

He glanced back at Izzy, who was now apparently giving Sinner a lecture on proper sauce-to-cheese ratios…and hesitated.

Should he leave her out here with Sinner? The big man was harmless enough, but—

Con read his reluctance. “That’s an order.”

“What for?” Frustration bled into his voice.

Con’s lips twitched in what might have been amusement. “Someone has to stock the drinks if we’re having pizza.”

Steele stared at him. He recognized the manufactured excuse for what it was. Con was testing him, seeing whether he could follow orders when they involved walking away from Izzy.

Steele never bucked an order. He executed every single one he’d ever been given.

But if Con couldn’t trust Steele to maintain professional distance, he couldn’t trust him with anything related to her protection.

That didn’t make it any easier to swallow.

“What does Sinner even do?” Steele asked, grasping for reasons to delay his departure. “I mean, really do. On the team.”

Con followed his gaze to where Sinner was now allowing Izzy to rearrange toppings on his pizza, the big man’s expression suggesting he was either deeply offended or grudgingly impressed by her audacity.

“He makes the pizzas,” Con replied with perfect seriousness.

Steele gave him a flat look.

“And occasionally he kills people,” Con added as an afterthought. “But mostly, he makes the pizzas.”

With a reluctant grunt, Steele headed inside, the warm glow of the patio lights fading behind him. Even as he walked away, he could hear Izzy’s voice carried on the evening air, animated and alive in a way that made his chest tight with things he didn’t want to name.

He was definitely too close to this.

And he was beginning to think that might not be entirely a bad thing.

* * * * *

The minute Hudson walked into the mansion, Izzy’s entire body went on high alert. This awareness of him, of every twitch he made, every look he sent her way…it wasn’t something she’d ever experienced before.

She continued rolling out dough and exchanging insults with Sinner about who was better at making pizzas.

“Where do you get your dough?” she asked as she pressed it into a deep-dish pan.

“I make it myself.” Sinner sounded insulted that she would ask such a heinous question, as if SEALs were known for their Chicago-style.

She glanced over her shoulder at the door. Hudson didn’t reappear. “Where did you learn how to make dough?”

“Grew up in Chicago. Worked for my uncle’s pizza shop since I could lift a sack of flour.” He scattered ham and sausage over the surface of another pizza. “Who taught you how to make pizza?”

“I worked at a place in Brooklyn all through high school. They’re world-class.”

“Hmph.”

She inwardly smiled at Sinner’s reaction to her. Talking about something as silly as pizza wouldn’t erase what happened to her today—but it was helping it fade to the backdrop.

Now if Hudson would come back out, she would feel even better.

They fired three more pizzas before her lover finally stepped onto the patio.

His intense stare hit her with a force that she felt to the tips of her toes. She gripped the granite edge of the counter to steady herself. But that tightness in her lungs eased, allowing her to draw a deeper breath.

For three loaded heartbeats, she couldn’t look away or focus on the story Sinner was sharing about his uncle’s pizza shop.

Especially when Hudson crossed the pavers to her in measured steps, oozing confidence.

As he passed behind Izzy to the brick oven, she inhaled deeply, her head filling with his masculine scent. The memory of him opening the gates and him yanking her into his arms surfaced all over again.

Now she couldn’t quit thinking about burying her face against his chest. How safe he felt. How good he smelled.

He leaned past her to peer into the brick oven, and her insides clutched with want.

As Sinner concluded his story, she offered him a smile. “Thank you for sharing your family stories with me. I think it’s time to test your recipe for myself.” She nudged the next pizza in their assembly line toward the SEAL, and he whisked it up on his fingertips, spinning it as he showered it with cheese.

Izzy felt the burn of Hudson’s stare on her as she peeled off her gloves and dropped them in the wastebasket. Her hands were slightly unsteady, but for once, the cause wasn’t her nerves.

He scooped up one of the deep-dish pizzas and snagged two plates from a stack. Then with a slight twitch of his head, he led the way to a vacant table.

The late-autumn evenings were cool, but here on the patio, it was toasty thanks to the heaters providing enough warmth that she didn’t even need a coat.

She watched as he expertly served her a slice of the pie. Not exactly looking at her, but completely aware of her—as aware of her as she was of him.

They picked up their slices and began to eat in companionable silence. At the first bite, her stomach woke up and reminded her that she hadn’t eaten for hours, and her mad dash across the city had expended every ounce of energy she had. For the past hour, she’d been running off pure adrenaline.

Suddenly, a muscled form hovered over her. She looked up to see Sinner.

“Well?” He tipped his square jaw toward the pizza in her hand.

She sat back, pressing a palm over her stomach. “Oh my god. The cheese?”

He groaned. “Don’t tell me it’s too much.”

She chuckled. “I was going to say it’s a moving experience.”

A cocky grin spread over his face. He gave her a single nod and walked away with an entire pie of his own.

Hudson sliced a glance her way. “You just created a monster.”

“Well, if his only job is making the pizzas, he should at least feel good about it.”

They shared a smile.

Then Hudson looked deeper into her. “Izzy—”

A sudden holler from the other side of the patio was accompanied by a splash as somebody dived into the pool. Several more people jumped in.

“Hey, Steele! We could use you on our team!”

He twisted in his seat and called back, “Not tonight.”

A ball sailed over the net stretched across the center of the pool. Izzy reached for another slice of pizza—surprising when only an hour before, food had been the furthest thing from her mind.

She arched a brow at Hudson. “Pool volleyball?”

“The pool’s heated, as you probably know.”

“Does no one just sit still around here?”

“We work hard, we play hard.” He held her stare for a beat longer, making her mind dart to a different kind of play.

She chewed thoughtfully, appreciating the delicious blend of cheeses Sinner had heaped on. “That’s a great philosophy, but does no one believe in dessert? I could go for some ice cream.”

His eyes gleamed from more than the twinkle lights. “You’re in luck. Losers scoop ice cream sundaes.”

She looked toward the pool crowded with SEALs and some of the women, all laughing and having a good time.

Each woman had carved out a role here, contributing in ways that made them indispensable.

In the end, Izzy got her prize even though she didn’t compete in the volleyball game—two generous scoops topped with whipped cream and a bright red cherry, courtesy of Chase’s team losing to Con’s.

After the patio emptied and the team members drifted away. The couples murmured quiet goodnights as they headed to bed.

Izzy found herself alone. She stared at the closed French doors, uncertainty creeping through her chest as she wondered what came next—where she fit in this carefully coordinated world.

A warm, rough hand closed around hers.

She looked up and tumbled headlong into Hudson’s burning gaze, her pulse immediately quickening at the intensity she found there.

“I’ve been trying to get you to myself all night.” His tone was low and rough with promise. “It’s time.”

Her pulse stuttered. “What are we doing?”

“I’m taking you to bed.”


SEVEN

Even though Izzy had been in Steele’s bedroom before, she stood a few steps inside the door, taking it all in. From the depths of her amber eyes, he could see how she catalogued every corner.

She turned in a slight arc, staring at the footlocker in the corner that held pretty much everything he owned, then moving to the bed, the covers so tight you could bounce a quarter off them, thanks to the first commanding officer he ever had.

“You don’t have much.” Her quiet words pulled him a step closer to her.

“I don’t need much.”

“I admit, the first time I came to your room, I didn’t look around much.”

Ducking his head, he bit back a grin. “Are you surprised by what you see?”

“I thought there would be more camo.”

He couldn’t help it; he chuckled. The woman was pure, bubbly joy even when she wasn’t trying.

“And MREs stacked in the corner.”

That had him laughing more, and he felt her body relax.

“You don’t have much of a life outside the team, do you?” She tipped her face up to his.

He stopped. How to explain Blackout to somebody on the outside? Hell, some days he woke up questioning how the hell he’d become a dead man walking—a ghost.

He shook off the questions rolling through his mind. Now wasn’t the time for such a discussion. Tonight was about Izzy, about making sure she felt safe and cared for.

Clasping her hand, he gave it a slight tug. “Come sit down.”

There was a chair in the corner. Not a metal folding chair, but not high-end comfort either. Still, it served as a place to sit.

To his surprise, she didn’t head for the chair. She sank to the edge of his bed instead.

His gut clenched at the memory of her on his bed, warm chestnut curls tumbling over his sheets and her lips parted in an O of bliss.

He perched beside her, close but not touching.

“You read?” She gestured toward the thrillers and military histories in stacks next to the bed. He read during the boredom between missions or to wind down after the more stressful ones.

“Yes.”

“Like, you read actual books.”

He snorted. “Are you suggesting I can’t read because I have all this?” He waved a hand down the front of his body, pointing out the toned machine he’d built his body to be.

Though he caught the way her eyes dipped over his chest, she only smiled in return. “And you apparently have a thing for soft sheets. That much I remember.”

He barely controlled the growl building in his throat. “Then I didn’t do a good enough job distracting you. As for the sheets, after sleeping on dirt and rocks, good thread count becomes a top priority.”

For a long minute, neither spoke nor moved. The silence wasn’t uncomfortable, but it was loaded with something he couldn’t guess was coming. Until it did.

She inched her hand along the mattress. Her pinky bumped his.

Christ, he shouldn’t be feeling that hard tug on his heart from such a small touch.

She settled her pinky over his for a beat. Then in a swift move he really didn’t see coming, she jumped off the bed and plunked into his lap, straddling him.

Unable to take this slow, he cupped her beautiful face. Their breaths mingled as their foreheads met. His eyes slipped shut.

In the same moment, in sync, they moved. He crushed his mouth to hers, and she kissed him with a desperate force that sent him reeling.

He sank his fingers into her hair, trapping her mouth to his. The taste of her, the feel of her soft curves pressing against his, left him aching for more. So much more.

But he forced himself to hold the caress, lips unmoving on hers.

Izzy was having none of it. She threw her arms around his neck and parted her lips on a throaty moan.

He plunged his tongue inside, sweeping the interior, gathering her groan as he clutched her tighter. Her breaths came in rapid pants. Her nails dug lightly into his shoulders as she rolled her body against his.

“Honey. We don’t have to do anything. I brought you here prepared to tuck you into my bed.”

A faint bead of wetness slicked her plump bottom lip. “I want this, Hudson. I want you.”

In a quiet rustle, he lifted her off his lap and lay her on the bed with all the care that he would use for a precious artifact. Braced over her, he held her gaze. “I want to make sure you’re all right. That you know you’re safe.”

“I know that. You make sure I know.” She hooked her arms around his neck, dragging him down.

His heart flexed as he captured her mouth once more, and this time he didn’t hold back. He kissed her deep and slow.

A claiming that told her everything he couldn’t say out loud.

His tongue tangled with hers, drinking her in until she was arching beneath him and whimpering into his mouth.

Steele braced one arm beside her head, his body caging hers in, but careful—always careful. He could throw men twice his size across a room without breaking a sweat, but with Izzy, every move was measured.

The world had already threatened her once, and he swore that it wouldn’t get the chance again.

But the way she tugged at his shirt, the press of her curves to the hard, throbbing bulge behind his jeans, shredded his restraint. She wanted him. Maybe she needed him to give her an escape for one night.

And Christ help him, he needed her just as fiercely.

“Izzy…” His voice came out rough, scraped raw from holding back. “Tell me again.”

She knew what he was asking.

“I want you,” she whispered, breathless and trembling, though not with fear. Her eyes burned with a fire he’d never seen the whole world over. “I want to feel alive. I want to feel you.”

Her words detonated inside him. He yanked his shirt over his head, and her hands went instantly to explore—skating over his chest, his scars, tracing the grooves of muscle like she was memorizing every inch. Each stroke left heat blooming across his skin.

He dipped his head, trailing kisses down her throat, across her collarbone, tasting the sweetness of her skin, the faint hint of pure Izzy. She gasped and arched, offering him more. Steele groaned, losing himself in the curve of her body beneath his mouth.

Her fingers fumbled with his waistband, and he caught her hands, pressing them to the mattress. “Slow,” he ground out, searching her gaze. “If we do this, it’s not just a distraction. Not just because you were scared tonight. To me…it’s more, Izzy. A hell of a lot more.”

Her expression softened, all the teasing banter gone, leaving behind pure truth. “Hudson…I know. And I’m not afraid of that. Or of you. I’m only afraid you’ll stop.”

The lump in his throat nearly choked him. He released her wrists and kissed her again, fierce and unrestrained. His body surged against hers, eager and aching. She answered with the same fire, tugging him down, wrapping her legs around his hips.

He slid a hand under her shirt, palms hot against her skin, feeling the tremble of her stomach muscles under his touch. She shivered, but her lips parted on a sigh of welcome. After he worked the whole row of dainty buttons on her blouse, she maneuvered to let him strip it away.

The sight of her laid bare beneath him, chest rising and falling, eyes wide with trust, nearly undid him.

“Beautiful,” he rasped, lowering his mouth to her curves, worshipping every inch with slow, hungry kisses as he worked at the clasp of her bra.

Her fingers threaded into his hair, holding him close, urging him on with hoarse pleas that turned into cries when he clamped his lips around her nipple.

Every sound she made sank deeper into his chest, stripping off years of armor he hadn’t realized he wore until now.

Years of living rough, of being as hard as his last name, of being the most reliable member on the team, had placed a shield around him, one that nobody penetrated.

Izzy did that without even trying, by just being Izzy.

He wanted her pleasure like his own mission. He wanted her safe, adored, wrung out by bliss in his arms.

He worshipped her breasts with his lips and tongue, sucking until she rocked off the bed to a primal rhythm. It was something neither of them could run from.

He moved down her body, kissing and tasting every dip and curve with dark hunger. She arched under him, her breath breaking on little cries that made his blood surge hot. Steele dragged his lips lower, mapping her with tongue and teeth until she writhed against him.

“Izzy,” he groaned, lifting his head long enough to catch her gaze. “Tell me what you want. I need to hear it.”

Her cheeks were flushed, amber eyes blazing. “You. All of you. Don’t hold back.”

Christ, that undid him. He kissed a path down her stomach, slow and torturous, his hands skimming her sides until he hooked his thumbs into her waistband. She lifted her hips in unspoken invitation, and he stripped her bare, drinking in the sight of her spread out on his bed.

He ran a hand up the inside of her thigh. “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

Her breath caught, and then she gasped when he lowered himself between her thighs. Steele flattened his tongue against her hot pussy, savoring her taste, her heat, the way she arched so responsively at the first stroke.

He gripped her hips to hold her steady as he licked her again, slower, deeper, until her hands fisted the sheets.

“Oh my god—Hudson—” Her voice broke on his name, and he smiled against her, greedy for every sound. He worked her with his tongue, circling, teasing, then delving into her slick heat, giving her no mercy and no escape. Her thighs quaked against his shoulders, her body shivering under the force of his touch.

“You’re safe,” he murmured against her, sliding a finger inside, curling it just right as his tongue continued its relentless strokes. “Safe, and so damn perfect. Let go for me, Izzy.”

Her cry tore through the room as she shattered, arching high off the bed, trembling hard while he guided her through the wave, drinking in her release like a man starved. Steele didn’t stop until she fell back against the sheets, panting.

When he finally rose over her, his lips glistened with her taste, his chest heaving. Her eyes fluttered open, dazed and shining with something more than lust. Something that dug deep into his chest and squeezed tight.

She reached up, caressing his jaw with trembling fingers. “No one’s ever—” She cut herself off, swallowing. “No one’s ever made me feel like that.”

A fierce surge of pride lit him from the inside. He kissed her gently, slowly, letting her taste herself on his lips. Then he tore off his remaining clothes, donned a condom and pressed against her, groaning at the slick glide of her body welcoming him in.

He slid deep inside her, filling her in one long thrust that left them both gasping.

Izzy clutched his shoulders, legs wrapping tight around him. “Hudson!”

The sound of his name on her lips wrecked him. He drove into her, solid and steady, every thrust more than pleasure, every kiss more too.

She met him stroke for stroke, her cries mixing with his groans, their rhythm building into something wild and consuming. He buried his face against her throat, breathing her in, holding her like he’d never let go.

Her body tightened around him. Christ, he felt the tremors of her orgasm starting again.

He reached between them, finding her swollen bud with his callused thumb, pressing, circling, demanding her release. “Come for me again, Izzy. I want to feel you fall…apart…around me.”

Her scream was muffled against his shoulder as she broke, clutching him with frantic strength. The rippling squeeze of her body pulled him over the edge, and he thrust once, twice, before spilling into her with a growl that shook his chest.

For long moments they lay tangled, breaths ragged, bodies slick with sweat, hearts pounding as one. Steele pressed his forehead to hers, easing her damp curls back from her face.

“You’re everything I never thought I could have,” he murmured.

Her smile was soft, sleepy, but filled with something fierce. “Can’t have? Pretty sure you just laid claim to every inch of me.”

This was so much more for him than sex. He could talk to her.

He held her close, the weight of the world lifting from his shoulders for the first time in years. In this bed, with her wrapped around him, there was no mission, no danger—only Izzy. And he knew, deep in his bones, that he’d burn down the world before letting anything touch her.

* * * * *

Izzy lay tangled in Steele’s soft, high-thread count sheets, the warmth of his body pressed along her back, his arm heavy around her waist.

The mansion was hushed, and she tried not to think of the silence as almost eerie after the night she had. But for such a big house filled with so many people, no footsteps tapped down the halls, no clatter of someone grabbing a late-night snack came from the kitchen. Just the steady rise and fall of Hudson Steele’s chest against her shoulder.

The sex had been good. Better than good—the kind that left her boneless and trembling and her mind reeling…

Her heart hammering in ways that had nothing to do with simple physical release. She should’ve been floating on the aftershocks of bliss and drifting off into sleep wrapped in his arms. And part of her was. But another part, the part that never seemed to shut off, kept spinning.

Good sex was easy to explain. Good sex with a man like Hudson was a tangle she didn’t know how to unravel.

She shifted slightly, trying to settle her thoughts. His arm tightened, pulling her closer until his lips grazed her hair. “Where are you going?” His voice was rough from sleep and sex, that deep gravel that always seemed to scrape her insides raw.

“Nowhere.” Her murmur wrapped around them. “Just thinking.”

“Dangerous habit.”

She huffed a laugh, but it was quiet. “I’m a reporter. Thinking is literally my job.”

“Good point.” His lips ghosted over the back of her shoulder, and the rush of warmth sent another ripple of goose bumps across her skin, confusing her even more. Because while her body screamed to just melt into him, her brain lined up questions like bullets.

“Hudson…” She hesitated, his name heavy in her mouth. “I need to understand something.”

His sigh was low, patient, but she could feel the tension creeping back into his muscles. “That sounds like the start of an interrogation.”

She rolled halfway toward him, propping herself on one elbow so she could study his face in the low light spilling from the cracks in the blinds.

His expression was shadowed and unreadable except for the faint pull of exhaustion around his mouth.

“It’s not an interrogation. It’s just…this.” She gestured between them, at the bed, at his body still pressed against hers. “It’s good. Really good. But it’s also confusing. I need to know what’s going on.”

His gaze searched hers for a long moment before he sat up against the headboard, dragging her easily with him until she was tucked under his arm again. “Confusing how?”

“Your life.” Her voice came out sharper than she intended. She softened it, but the frustration lingered. “This team. What it means. I’ve been trying to analyze you all since the moment I got close enough. And I can’t get a clear picture. I’m used to digging and finding the truth, but with you…” She exhaled, the sound full of exasperation. “It feels impossible.”

Hudson was quiet for a long beat. Then the words came, low. “You want me to define us.”

“Yes.” Her chest tightened. “I don’t do well with gray areas. I tell stories for a living—I need beginnings, middles, endings. Facts.”

He tilted his head against hers, lips on her temple. “Izzy, what I do doesn’t come with definitions. Hell, most of the time it doesn’t even come with rules I get to make.”

“You’re black ops.”

He exhaled through his nostrils. “Yes. You want a definition, but maybe you don’t want to hear it.”

“I do.” Her words came with a quiet conviction. No matter how difficult a story was—even her own—she had to hear it.

He sighed. “Black ops means operating in the shadows. It means being a ghost. Sometimes…it means being dead.”

She flinched at the bluntness of his words, her breath catching. “Dead?”

“That’s what the world thinks,” he said quietly. “That’s the only way we can operate. Our names don’t exist. Our missions don’t exist. And that makes it hard to have…” He broke off, dragging a hand through his hair. “Hard to have anything outside of it.”

“Like wives,” she whispered. “Families.”

His silence was answer enough.

Izzy pulled back just enough to see his face. Her chest burned with a strange mix of anger and grief. “So what are we doing then? Because I finally—” Her voice cracked, and she swallowed hard before pushing on. “I finally found someone I actually want to connect with. A place I feel safe. And now you’re telling me it’s impossible?”

He winced, his big hand coming up to cup her cheek. “I’m not saying impossible.”

“It sounds like you are.”

“I’m saying hard.” His thumb skimmed over her skin, gentle. “But you should understand this better than anyone.”

Her brows drew together. “How?”

“You’re a reporter,” he said simply. “You know what secrecy feels like. You can’t tell me everything you uncover. Sometimes you have to protect your sources, hold back pieces of the truth because putting them out there would ruin people or cost lives. You live with that. You understand the rules of silence.”

She stilled. He was right.

Dammit, he was right.

Before Syria and her long break from the world, she lived every day walking the line between what she could reveal and what she had to bury to protect someone who’d trusted her.

“And I understand the flip side.” His eyes glittered at her through the darkness. “I can’t tell you every detail about missions. About the team. About the things I’ve done. But I can give you the parts that matter. Just like you do when you choose your words.”

She stared at him, torn between fury and reluctant understanding. Because he’d laid it out in a way she couldn’t ignore. They lived in the same world, just different sides of it.

Still, her throat tightened. “But you’re telling me that you’re supposed to be dead, Hudson. How do I reconcile that? How do I build something with a man who doesn’t technically exist?”

The vulnerability in her voice felt foreign, almost frightening to her own ears after all she’d worked for to heal. But she needed him to hear it.

Hudson pulled her closer, tucking her under his chin, his heartbeat steady against her ear. “I exist.” His words were low and firm. “I exist here. With you. In this bed. That’s real.”

Tears pricked her eyes, hot and unwanted. She blinked them away. “You make it sound simple.”

“It’s not.” His grip tightened around her. “It’s the hardest damn thing in the world. But I’ll take hard if it means I get to keep us.”

For a long time, she let the silence stretch, the only sound the faint whisper of their breaths. She wanted to believe him. Wanted to believe that she could balance her job, her truth, her hunger for answers—with this man who was nothing but shadows and secrets.

But the journalist in her screamed. How could she keep digging, keep doing her job, if she was tied to him? Wouldn’t it always be a conflict? Wouldn’t she always be caught between telling a story and protecting him?

The anger rose again, distinct and bitter. “You make it sound like I should just accept it. Accept being in the dark.”

“I’m not asking you to stop being who you are,” he said gently. “I’m asking you to trust me the way I trust you. With boundaries. With lines we don’t cross. That’s how the team works. That’s how we stay alive.”

She let out a shaky laugh. “Team dynamic and rules. You even talk about this like it’s a briefing.”

“Maybe it is.” His mouth swept over her hair. “Rule one: protect the mission. Rule two: protect each other. And you…” His hand slid down her arm, fingers twining with hers. “You’re not just another mission to me, Izzy.”

Her chest ached, torn between hope and despair. Because she wanted to believe it. Wanted it so badly that it scared her.

She finally whispered the question burning her throat. “So what are we?”

Hudson exhaled, a sound that rumbled through her bones. “We’re whatever we can be, as much as we can be. And if that’s not enough…I’ll understand. But I’m not walking away.”

The words settled between them, solemn and terrifying and beautiful all at once.

Izzy lay there in his arms, her heart pounding against his chest. The sex had been good—better than anything she’d ever known. But it was this—this messy, confusing, impossible conversation in the dark—that might undo her completely.

Because she wanted him. She wanted them. And she didn’t know if wanting was going to be enough.


EIGHT

Steele’s hand hit empty sheets before his eyes even opened. The space beside him was cool, which meant Izzy had been gone for a while. He rolled over, squinting against the morning light filtering through his bedroom windows, and tried to shake off the disorientation that came with waking up alone after the night they’d shared.

Christ, what a night.

The memory of her moving beneath him, the soft sounds she’d made against his throat, the way she’d looked at him afterwards—it all crashed over him with an intensity that made his chest tight.

He’d slept with plenty of women over the years, but none of them left him feeling like the world had shifted on its axis.

None of them had made him want to wake up and immediately start planning how to keep them in his bed.

Permanently.

He dragged a hand through his hair and forced himself upright. For a moment, he questioned if she had left the Blackout base. No, she’d risked everything to get here.

She’d probably gone to get coffee. Maybe she was in the kitchen with the other women. Izzy didn’t seem like a kiss-and-tell type of woman, but the idea of her laying claim to their previous night’s activities made him want to thump his chest and bellow in victory.

Quickly, he threw on a fresh pair of jeans and a T-shirt. The base was quiet.

Too quiet.

Too tense. The kind of energy that preceded either very good news or very bad news—and in his experience, it was usually the latter.

He found the source of the tension in Con’s office.

Through the partially open door, he could see Izzy seated across from his CO, her posture straight and professional despite the early hour. She’d dressed in some clothes one of the ladies must have loaned her—dark jeans and a sweater that made her look somehow more vulnerable than the polished journalist he’d first met.

But it was the phone in her hand that made his blood run cold.

“I understand your concerns, Rick, but I’m fine,” she was saying, her voice carrying that calm authority he recognized from her television work. “The story is solid. More solid than anything we’ve had in months.”

Rick. Her boss.

Con sat behind his desk, his expression unreadable as he monitored the call.

“What’s going on?” Steele demanded, stepping fully into the room.

Izzy whipped around, her gaze locking on him. “Rick, could I ask you to hold for a moment? Thank you.”

Con immediately leaned forward and hit a button on his desk console. Then looked up at Steele with the kind of measured expression that meant he was about to deliver news Steele wouldn’t like.

“Izzy needs to check in with her boss at the station. I told her it was happening here, in a controlled environment where we can monitor the conversation.”

Steele’s gaze shifted to Izzy, taking in the determined set of her jaw. He glanced down at her hand resting in her lap. Her thumb wasn’t tucked in. No nervous tell.

His gaze flashed back to hers. “Check in about what?”

Before Izzy could respond, Con cut in. “She’s going back to work.”

“Like hell,” he barked out.

“Hudson, this is important.” She tilted her jaw in a small show of defiance.

“It’s important to keep you alive. You came here to let us protect you.”

“I want to do my part. If I can draw out the people who shot Drysdale—”

The words hit Steele like a physical blow. “Are you out of your goddamn mind?”

“Hudson—” Izzy started.

“You’re using her as bait.” He turned his attention to Con with the kind of flat stare that made his enemies reconsider their life choices. “That’s what this is, isn’t it? You want to dangle her out there and see who comes hunting.”

Who, being Cipher. Which Izzy didn’t know.

Con’s expression didn’t change. “It’s a calculated risk—”

“Calculated?” Steele’s voice rose despite his efforts to keep it level. “Her contact was killed right in front of her. What part of that says ‘safe operation’ to you?”

“Which is why she’ll have full tactical support.” Con returned his flat stare. “She’ll have audio surveillance, tracking devices and backup. She won’t be alone.”

“She won’t be alone because she won’t be doing this at all.”

The words came out with more authority than Steele had intended, and he caught the flash of something—surprise? anger?—that crossed Izzy’s face. He didn’t even dare look at his commanding officer after challenging his order for the second time.

Izzy scooted to the edge of her chair. “I’m a grown woman perfectly capable of making my own decisions about my career and my safety.”

“Your safety is what I’m talking about—”

“Enough.” The command in Con’s voice cut through the mounting tension. “Steele, if you can’t handle this professionally, then step outside while we finish the call.”

The dismissal stung, but Steele recognized the ultimatum for what it was. He could either be part of the solution or get kicked out of the room while they made decisions without him.

Wordlessly, he dropped to a seat and braced himself for what else was coming that he wouldn’t like.

After Con gave Izzy a nod to go on, she resumed the call with her producer.

It was over within minutes, and he was right—he didn’t like it.

Steele’s lips firmed along with the rest of his muscles. “He just gave you an assignment to attend a protest.”

She nodded.

“A protest seems like the worst possible place for Izzy.” He was watching Con’s face and already guessed that his CO was behind the suggestion.

Izzy was quiet, composed. Thumb tucked.

But as soon as she lifted her stare to Steele’s, he saw the undercurrent in the depths of her eyes. She knew the danger.

He had to tread carefully or he’d be sidelined like last time.

“Requesting permission to act as Izzy’s PPO.” No one could be a better personal protection officer. “Whatever surveillance setup you’re running, I’m part of it.”

Con studied him for a long moment, then nodded. “Done. But you follow orders without question, and you keep your personal feelings out of tactical decisions.”

“Copy that.”

Izzy looked between the two men, something unreadable flickering in her amber eyes. After a long minute, she pushed to her feet with fluid grace. “I need to shower and change. If I’m going to get this story, I should probably look the part.”

She headed for the door but paused to glance back at Steele once before she disappeared from view.

Steele waited a full minute to ensure she was out of earshot before meeting Con’s assessing stare.

His CO got straight to the point. “What’s your endgame here, Steele?”

The question was too casual not to carry any weight.

“Keep Izzy safe.”

“And after that?”

The words stuck in his throat for a moment, the honest answer feeling too big, too dangerous to voice. But Con’s stare was relentless, and Steele found himself speaking before he could think better of it.

“I guess it’s Izzy.”

“You guess?” Con’s eyebrows rose. “If you’re going to blow everything up on this team, you can’t do it for an ‘I guess.’”

He didn’t guess. He knew. The force of his emotions was a hot blast through his system.

Con leaned back in his chair, his expression thoughtful. “I’ve seen good operatives fall apart because they couldn’t compartmentalize. The risk is too great when you have someone you care about in the line of fire.”

“I can handle it.”

“Can you? Because from where I’m sitting, you look like a man who’s about two seconds away from going rogue to protect a woman.”

The assessment was brutal in its accuracy. Steele had always been the easygoing one on the team—steady, reliable, the guy who could be counted on to keep his cool when everything went to shit. But sitting here now, knowing Izzy was about to walk back into Cipher’s crosshairs, he felt anything but steady.

She’d gotten under his skin in a way no one else ever had, reached places in him he’d thought were permanently sealed off after he signed his Blackout papers. And the idea of losing her—watching her get hurt because he’d failed to protect her—made something violent and frantic claw at his chest.

“Never thought it was for me,” he admitted quietly. “Love, relationships, all that. Figured it was for other people, people who had safer jobs and more predictable lives. But her…” He shook his head. “She’s different.”

“Different how?”

“She makes me want things I never thought I’d want. Makes me think about a future that doesn’t involve jumping out of planes and getting shot at for a living.” He met Con’s eyes. “There is no ‘I guess.’ I’m sure.”

“Sure enough to risk everything? We can’t afford to lose another man on Charlie team. Denver’s replacement is in the works, but we’re still a man down.”

He gave his CO a brisk nod. “Sure enough to do whatever it takes to keep her alive.”

Con nodded slowly, but his expression remained troubled. “All right. But if you lose your objectivity—if you put the mission or the team at risk because you can’t think past your feelings for her, I’ll pull you from the op. Are we clear?”

“Crystal.”

Steele was almost to the door when he heard Dante’s voice in the hallway, low and concerned.

“—questioning whether this is a good idea,” Dante was saying to someone. “Steele’s normally got nerves of steel, but now? He’s like TNT waiting for a spark.”

“I know,” Mason replied from outside the door.

“Can we trust him?”

Steele paused, waiting for his teammate’s response.

“Do you want him here losing his shit while we try to run a complex operation?”

“Fair point.” Dante’s tone was thoughtful. “I always knew he needed to meet someone who could shake him up. I just hope none of us end up as collateral damage when it happens.”

“What do you mean?” Mason pitched his voice lower, but there was nothing wrong with Steele’s hearing. Each word echoed inside him.

Dante went on, “We’ve always liked that he’s predictable. We need him to be the steady one, the guy who doesn’t let emotions cloud his judgment. If he’s compromised…”

“Then we adapt,” Mason said firmly. “Same as we always do.”

Steele forced himself to move, to push open the door and step out into the hallway as if he hadn’t heard every damn word. He walked straight past his brothers-in-arms. Hell, his brothers. The only family he had left in the world.

Family whose words echoed in his head with uncomfortable accuracy.

They were right to be concerned. He was compromised, had been from the moment Izzy looked at him across that poker table and smiled like she’d found something worth winning.

The steady, predictable operative they’d relied on for years was gone, replaced by someone who would burn down the world to keep one woman safe.

The question was whether that made him a liability or an even more dangerous asset.

He supposed they were all about to find out.

* * * * *

“I can’t believe you still made me wear this damn hood even though I know where the base is.” Izzy’s voice was muffled from the depths of the blackout hood.

When Hudson just continued to drive, not bothering to respond to her, she folded her arms over her chest and tapped her foot on the car floor.

“Well?” she demanded.

“Well what?” Was that a smile she heard in his voice? Damn the irritating man.

Even though she couldn’t see him, she whipped toward him. “Why am I wearing the hood?”

“Because we never know who is watching, Izzy.”

A sliver of fear zigzagged down her spine. “Like?”

“CIA, FBI. Not to mention about a thousand cameras that can follow a man who’s supposed to be dead and a woman who has a target on her back through the city.”

She gulped. “Then why don’t you wear a disguise? Anybody can see you.” A thought struck her. “Unless…you’re already in disguise.”

He chuckled, low and deep. A familiar sound that made her picture his ruggedly handsome face…and how it looked when he shook apart inside her.

“You think this isn’t my real face? That I had plastic surgery to alter my appearance?”

“I’m talking to a dead man. Anything seems possible.”

He snorted. “That’s fair. But this is the real me.”

She started to fire another question at him, but at that moment, the car stopped.

She curled her fingers around the seat and held her breath, anticipating what was to come.

“You can take off the hood in a second. There’s a woman walking a dog.”

She tentatively moved a hand upward.

“Okay, all clear.”

She whipped it off, gasping for air as if she were suffocating under the hood, even though that wasn’t the case. She blinked at her surroundings.

The familiar street lined with a few shops—the small grocery, drugstore, coffee shop. The gray brick of her apartment building was steps away.

“What are we doing at my place?” She turned her head to meet Hudson’s gaze.

His eyes were warm. Bright. Maybe too bright to not mean something.

He reached up and gently smoothed a curl that had a mind of its own after being squashed by that hood. “If you’re reporting on the protest, you can’t just show up in the same outfit you wore yesterday, can you?”

Her lips popped open. She hadn’t thought of that.

His eyes took on a gleam. “Though I’m not sure the viewers would notice the difference between your three beige blouses and black pants.”

“You’re so cute.” She balled a fist and took aim at his arm, but he caught it, his warm hand enveloping hers.

He gave her a smoldering look. “You think I’m cute?”

She issued an exasperated sigh even as her insides clenched with desire. When he brought her hand up and skimmed her knuckles with his lips, need knifed straight to her pussy.

He released her. “Wait for me. I’ll come around and get you.”

His words impacted her, a reminder that she was in danger.

That a man had been killed right in front of her.

With her hand firmly clasped in Hudson’s, they entered her building. When he punched the security code into the keypad, she froze.

“How did you know the code?”

“It’s my business to know everything about you.”

A different brand of warmth, this one much higher up, spread through her.

He led her directly to her apartment door as if he’d been here a dozen times. Just when he thought he couldn’t shock her more, he pulled out her key.

“You stole that from my purse!”

He didn’t respond, just opened her door with an edge of caution that set her nerves humming. As he entered, he kept her behind the protective wall of his muscled body.

“Close the door. Stay right there while I check things out.”

She gave him a jerky nod and did as he said, frozen to the floor as Hudson vanished into her space.

A moment later, he returned, his shoulders shifting in that cocky—and insanely hot—way he had of walking.

“I guess I’ll change and pack.”

“Mind if I have a look around?”

“No.” It wasn’t like she had anything to hide. Unless thirty self-help books on her shelves and a collection of candles she used for meditating counted.

She grabbed some clothes and shut herself in the bathroom. Everything was the same.

Was she?

She didn’t feel like it.

Even her reflection told her that she was different. Her eyes too bright. Her bottom lip swollen.

And was that beard burn on her throat?

She tipped her head back to study the pink streaks. No wonder Hudson wore that cocky, self-satisfied look on his face whenever he glanced her way.

“Izzy?” he called through the door.

“Uh…yes?”

“Can I get your suitcase for you?”

She tugged open the vanity drawer and began pulling out her travel toiletries. “Top shelf of my closet,” she called back.

“Gotcha.”

She filled a travel bag with the things she needed and then hastily changed out of the clothes Alyssa had kindly loaned her.

“You have books hidden everywhere.” Hudson’s voice projected through the door again.

“I like to read.”

“Who’s the woman in this photo on your dresser?”

He was near her dresser? She prayed he didn’t peek inside her top drawer and find BOB, her Battery-Operated Boyfriend.

“That’s my sister Angelina.” She yanked up her black trousers and buttoned them with all haste.

“I see the resemblance. But you’re prettier.”

She paused, hands stilling on the buttons of her beige blouse. Her sister was always considered the beautiful sister. Any boyfriend Izzy had flocked to Angelina, even though her sister wanted nothing to do with the boys she liked.

When Hudson let out a grunt, she rushed through dressing and ripped open the door to see him standing at her open closet, staring at her clothes.

“I don’t remember giving you permission to go through my closet!”

He swung toward her, a grin stretching his face. When he waved at her wardrobe, she saw what he was seeing. The beige tops. The black pants and skirts.

“So?” She settled a hand on her hip.

The quirk of his lips turned into a grin. “I like your panty drawer better.” In two strides, he reached her dresser and eased open the drawer. When he hooked a pair of zebra-print panties on his index finger, she didn’t know if she wanted to tackle him to the bed or sink into the floor in embarrassment.

“Stop that! Put those back.”

She saw he had set her small suitcase on the bench at the foot of her bed. “Maybe I own a lot of beige tops. It happens to be one of my best colors for TV. It’s part of the job description to look the part.”

The zebra panties arced past her head and landed in the open suitcase. She gave Hudson a glare that only had him chuckling.

Luckily, he moved away from her underwear drawer—BOB tucked away in the bottom—and came to perch on the edge of the bed, watching her pack.

After only a few minutes, she zipped the suitcase and lowered it to the floor.

“That’s all you need?” He arched a brow.

“Yes. Why?”

“You pack the same way I do.” He shook his head as if in disbelief. “You just might be the perfect woman.”

Reeling at his statement, she blinked. “Why do you say that?”

“You could pack in a moment’s notice and fly to another country.”

Her insides quivered. She didn’t need to hear that because there was no hope for going on any trips with Hudson Steele.

No hope for a them.

Their gazes locked. Her heart gave a hard pulse.

Suddenly, he shot off the bed and grabbed her. In three steps, he had her backed against the wall, his lips hovering a whisper away from hers.

“Hudson—”

His mouth crashed down on hers, swallowing whatever protest she was about to make.

The kiss was nothing like any of the others that came before it—this was pure, hungry, raw need that seemed to consume all the air in the room. His hands framed her face, fingers threading through her hair as he angled her head to deepen the contact.

Izzy’s knees went weak. Every nerve ending in her body came alive as he kissed her like he was trying to memorize the taste of her, like he was afraid she might disappear if he let go. She could feel the controlled desperation in the way his body pressed against hers, pinning her to the wall with delicious pressure.

Her hands fisted in his shirt, pulling him closer even as her rational mind screamed warnings about letting herself believe in impossibilities.

But God, the man could kiss. He turned her insides completely upside down, made her forget every reason why this was complicated and dangerous and bound to end badly.

When he finally lifted his head, they were both breathing hard. His forehead rested against hers, his silvery-gray eyes dark with the kind of intensity that made her stomach flip.

“Izzy—”

Her phone buzzed on the bed where she’d left it, the tone sharp and insistent in the heated silence.

Hudson’s jaw tightened as he reached for the device before she could move. He scanned the screen, and she watched his expression shift from frustrated desire to the mask of a SEAL.

“Your producer.” He handed her the phone. “Says you need to meet the film crew.”

She glanced at the message, her heart sinking as reality crashed back in.

The investigation.

The dangerous game they were all playing by putting her on display.

“We better get to the rally,” she said softly.

Hudson’s hand came up to cup her cheek, his thumb brushing across her lips with devastating gentleness. “This isn’t over, Izzy. Not by a long shot.”

The promise in his voice made her shiver, even as she tried to ignore the voice in her head telling her that it had to be over. That there was no other way this could end.

But looking into his eyes, feeling the heat still radiating between them, she almost believed him.


NINE

The late afternoon sun reflected off the massive digital billboards towering above Times Square, beaming into Steele’s eyes. He blinked, adjusting the audio equipment slung across his shoulder, trying to look like he belonged among the news crew setting up their shots.

The healthcare rally claimed the plaza, and a couple hundred protesters with handmade signs crowded together, competing for space with bewildered tourists clutching shopping bags and taking selfies.

It was exactly the kind of public spectacle that would draw media attention.

Steele didn’t like this. At all. And although Izzy was left in the dark about who could really be after her, he was all too aware that Cipher enjoyed media attention.

She was never out of Steele’s sight. Never more than two steps away. And he was still uncomfortable with this arrangement.

The iconic billboards flashed advertisements for Broadway shows and fast-food chains above their heads, while the constant flow of yellow cabs and the distant sound of police sirens created a symphony of urban noise that would make surveillance both easier and infinitely more complicated.

“Who the hell is this guy?”

Steele looked up to find Rick, Channel 7’s news producer and Izzy’s boss, staring at him with the kind of suspicious scrutiny that came from twenty years in television journalism. The man was built like a fire hydrant—short, stocky, and apparently immovable when he wanted answers.

Steele continued to check connections on his wireless mic system. “Sound technician,” he told the guy. “Covering for Esposito while he’s out sick.”

“I’ve never seen you before.” Rick’s eyes narrowed. “How’d you get the job?”

Steele straightened, meeting the producer’s gaze with the kind of steady confidence that had gotten him through countless cover identities over the years.

He gave the guy a flat look to match his tone meant to throw the guy off-balance. Steele needed him to wonder whether he was telling the truth or making a joke. “I have national security clearance.”

The producer laughed, but it had an edge of uncertainty. “National security? For a sound guy?”

“You’d be surprised what kind of background checks they require these days.” Steele turned his attention back to the equipment while keeping Izzy in his peripheral. “Especially for jobs that put you in close proximity to public figures and sensitive information.”

Rick studied him for another moment, clearly trying to decide whether to push the issue while looking like he just might buy it.

Finally, he grunted and walked away, apparently deciding that some questions were better left unasked.

“Smooth.” Izzy appeared at Steele’s elbow with that slight smile that never failed to make his pulse pound. “Very mysterious sound guy.”

He scanned the crowd shifting and moving around her. “It worked, didn’t it?”

“Maybe a little too well. If I know Rick, he’s going to spend the rest of the day wondering if you’re CIA or FBI.”

Steele caught her arm gently, drawing her a few steps away from the bustle of the news crew. “Speaking of which, why did you volunteer me for sound duty?”

Her smile turned decidedly mischievous. “Would you have preferred camera operator? That would put you about fifteen feet away from me instead of right by my side.”

“Good choice.”

She studied his face, those amber eyes seeming to see straight through him. “I also figured that you would prefer to be the one handling my audio equipment instead of some random tech guy putting his hands all over me while he sets up my mic.”

The casual way she said it made Steele’s jaw tighten, because she was absolutely right. The thought of another man’s hands on her, even in a completely professional context, made something possessive and primitive rise in his chest.

Izzy stepped closer, close enough that he could smell the subtle scent of her perfume mixing with the crisp late autumn air. “You’d better get me wired up. The transmitter goes on my belt, and the mic wire runs up under my jacket.”

His eyes hooded as he raked his gaze over her smokin’-hot body. “I know how it works.”

“Do you? Because you’ll need to thread the wire up through my shirt and attach the actual microphone to my bra. Right here.” She indicated a spot just below her collarbone, her fingertip tracing along the edge of her blouse.

Steele’s hands stilled on the equipment. “Did I tell you what a good idea it was that you made me the sound guy?” His voice dropped to a murmur as he stepped even closer, using his body to shield them from the crew’s view.

Her breath came in faster puffs. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to handle watching some other guy run his hands over me…even for something as innocent as audio setup.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” He clipped the transmitter to her belt with efficient movements, then slid his hand under her jacket to find the bottom of her blouse. His knuckles rubbed against her warm skin as he fed the wire up along her ribs.

When his fingers found the edge of her bra, he let them linger for just a moment longer than necessary, his thumb stroking across the swell of her breast as he positioned the tiny microphone.

Izzy’s eyes fluttered closed, her head falling back slightly as a soft sound escaped her throat.

“You had issues with me just speaking to Sinner.” Her voice was breathy.

“You think I’m threatened by the pizza guy?”

“Yes, I do.”

He snorted. “Please. He’s not that important.”

Steele’s hand was still under her blouse, still touching her in ways that were making it hard for either of them to think straight.

She gave him a pointed stare, the look in her eyes smug because, yeah, she read him so perfectly it was almost unsettling.

The moment was broken by the pop of his earpiece coming to life.

“Charlie Five, this is Base. How’s our perimeter looking?”

Steele touched the nearly invisible communication device in his ear, his other hand reluctantly leaving Izzy’s warmth as he stepped back to a professional distance.

“Copy, Base. All as clear as it can be here.” He scanned the crowd again. He was trained to pick out anything strange or outside of the norm, but he didn’t like the size of the crowd.

Through his earpiece, he could hear Mason’s voice reporting from his position across the square. “Charlie Six, southeast corner. No unusual activity. Crowd’s staying peaceful.”

The area did look like organized chaos, Steele had to admit. The rally had claimed its corner of the famous intersection, where a woman with graying hair stood on a portable platform near the steps, her voice amplified by a crackling PA system as she spoke passionately about healthcare access, though her words were nearly drowned out by the rumble of traffic and the electronic jingles from the towering digital displays.

Around her, protesters held signs reading Healthcare is a Human Right and Fund Community Clinics, but they were vastly outnumbered by clusters of unconcerned tourists speaking a dozen different languages, street performers in costume and vendors selling everything from hot dogs to knockoff purses.

NYPD officers in riot gear were posted at strategic points throughout the square, their presence both reassuring and ominous. The Naked Cowboy strummed his guitar in his underwear twenty feet from a group of activists chanting about medical funding as a family took photos in front of the giant M&M’s store, completely oblivious to the demonstration happening around them.

Still, a chill iced down Steele’s spine, because despite all their preparation, despite the drones overhead and Charlie team positioned throughout the crowd, there were still too many variables.

Too many people, too many blind spots, too many ways for someone determined to slip through their net to get to her.

“Base, this is Charlie Five,” he said quietly into his mic. “Any movement on our suspect profiles?”

“Negative. Facial recognition is running, but with this crowd density, we’re getting a lot of false positives. Also, the woman giving the speech has been arrested nine times.”

He glanced over at the gray-haired lady wearing a thick quilted coat. She looked like she belonged at home with her cat instead of courting another arrest.

If he wasn’t so nerved up, he might have chuckled. “You never know who you’re really looking at.”

Steele felt his unease growing. It was the same feeling he got before missions went sideways—a prickling at the back of his neck, an instinctual awareness that something was wrong even when everything looked right.

He’d learned over the years to trust that feeling. It had kept him alive through more close calls than he could count.

Something was coming. He felt it in his bones, in the hyperaware state that his mind used to prepare him for whatever would happen.

He only hoped to hell he was ready when it hit.

* * * * *

Izzy took her position in the heart of the crowd, feeling the press of bodies from all sides as tourists and protesters created a human sea around her.

The energy was overwhelming—voices in many languages mixing with chanted slogans, the electronic jingles from billboards competing with street performers and car horns. But despite the disorder pressing in on her from every direction, she drew strength from Hudson’s presence just a few feet away, his steady gaze a reassuring anchor in the madness.

She could do this. She’d reported from war zones, from disaster areas, from places where chaos was measured in body counts rather than decibel levels. Times Square on a busy afternoon was nothing compared to what she’d survived.

Taking a deep breath, she smoothed her jacket and signaled to the cameraman that she was ready. The red light blinked on, and she felt the familiar shift into professional mode—the place where her fear took a back seat to the story.

“This is Callie Northwood reporting live from Times Square, where healthcare advocates have gathered to demand increased funding for community medical programs.” Her voice carried the practiced authority that came from years of reporting breaking news, even as she had to speak louder than usual to compete with the noise.

She turned toward a middle-aged woman holding a handmade sign about prescription drug costs, giving the cameraman time to adjust his angle. “Excuse me, ma’am, can I ask you a quick question?”

The woman’s face lit up with the eager expression of someone who’d been hoping to be interviewed. “Of course!”

Izzy positioned herself so the woman was fully in frame, Times Square providing a dynamic background. “Why are you here today joining the protest?”

“Well, my husband is diabetic, and the cost of his insulin has tripled in the past five years,” the woman began, her voice gaining strength as she spoke. “We shouldn’t have to choose between his medication and our mortgage—”

The woman’s words were suddenly drowned out by a sound unlike anything Izzy had ever heard. Every electronic billboard, every digital display, every screen visible in the famous intersection began emitting the same piercing tone—a frequency that seemed designed to burrow into human skulls and stay there.

Izzy looked up, her blood turning to ice water in her veins.

Every screen showed the same image: a masked figure from what looked like a futuristic nightmare.

The mask pulsed in LED-embedded hypnotic patterns, creating an otherworldly effect that was both mesmerizing and terrifying. When the figure moved, the lights shifted and danced, obscuring the wearer’s features and making the mask look alive—like something from a cyberpunk horror film brought to terrifying reality.

“Izzy.”

Her name echoed from every screen, every speaker, every electronic device in Times Square. The voice was electronically distorted, but there was something almost conversational about the tone, like the masked figures were greeting an old friend.

She stood frozen as hundreds of people around her began looking up at the screens, their confusion evident as they tried to process what they were seeing.

“A life for a life,” the voice continued, still at normal volume, almost nonchalant in its delivery.

The woman she’d been interviewing grabbed her arm. “What’s going on? Do you know what this is about?”

Izzy couldn’t answer. Couldn’t move. Could barely breathe as the screens displayed that ghastly LED mask, the lights pulsing in patterns that seemed to burn themselves into her retinas.

“Izzy! A LIFE FOR A LIFE,” the voice repeated, louder now, the electronic distortion making it sound like it was coming from inside her own head.

“A LIFE FOR A LIFE!” Even louder, the sound system straining to accommodate the volume as tourists began covering their ears and backing away from the screens.

“A LIFE FOR A LIFE!” The words screeched through the square with the force of a sonic weapon, causing people to stumble, children to cry, vendors to abandon their carts as panic rippled through the crowd.

Through her earpiece, she could hear Hudson’s voice cutting through the anarchy. “Shut it down! Shut it down, goddammit!”

He grabbed the camera from the bewildered operator and shoved both the equipment and the man toward their news van. “Move! Now!”

“What was that about?” the cameraman demanded, stumbling as Hudson pushed him along. “Who the hell is Izzy?”

Oh god. She’d forgotten—nobody knew her as Izzy. To the world, she was Callie Northwood.

To everyone except the man in the terrifying mask.

But Hudson wasn’t answering her frightened cameraman. His arm was around Izzy’s waist, half carrying, half dragging her through the panicking crowd as the masked figure’s voice continued to boom from every screen: “A LIFE FOR A LIFE! A LIFE FOR A LIFE!”

She was vaguely aware of being hustled toward a van, of Hudson barking orders to his team, of the crowd running away from Times Square.

But it all felt distant, muffled, like she was watching it through thick glass.

The screens.

The mask.

That voice saying her name like it knew her, like it had been waiting for her.

Because it was.

“Drive!” Hudson’s bellow cut through her shock as he shoved her into the van and slammed the door behind them. “Get us out of here, now!”

The van accelerated through the streets, taking a route that seemed deliberately circuitous—turning down side streets, speeding through neighborhoods, doubling back on itself in a pattern that would confuse anyone trying to follow.

“Dante, I need a route with no traffic cameras,” Hudson said into his comms unit. “And check for eyes in the sky while you’re at it.”

His voice projected in a strange echo through a radio the driver had on him. When he turned his head, Izzy saw Sinner was at the wheel. He wasn’t the pizza guy. Not today.

“Copy that,” came Dante’s response. A few moments later, his voice sliced into the tension. “Jesus, Steele, you called it. There’s a drone tracking your vehicle. Small, probably commercial grade, but it’s definitely following you.”

“Can you take it out?”

“Working on it… Almost there… Got it! Sending the signal now.”

Izzy twisted just in time to see a small explosion bloom in the sky—a brief flash of fire and debris that disappeared as quickly as it had appeared.

The reality of what had just happened began to sink in, and with it came a terror so complete it made her Syria captivity look like a minor inconvenience.

“Drones following us? What’s going on?” She barely recognized her voice as her own. “Here I thought Syria was the worst thing that could ever happen to me.”

“It’s tied to Syria,” Hudson said grimly, reaching for her hand with a steadiness that she desperately needed.

“Tied to Syria h-how!” The words came out higher than she’d intended, panic making her vocal cords crack. “What has this got to do with anything? What have I ever done to deserve this?”

She was collapsing into herself now, knees pulled up to her chest as the magnitude of the situation crashed over her. Someone had taken over every electronic billboard in Times Square.

Someone had called her by name, threatened her life…sent drones to follow her through the city.

Someone wanted her dead, and she had no idea why.

“Hudson, when I was a hostage…” She struggled to get the words out. “That person—my captor—he wore a mask sometimes. Not like that LED thing, but still… Why would someone be targeting me? I went underground, used my real name, tried to rebuild my life. Who wants me dead? How did he know my name?”

Hudson’s grip was solid and warm around her trembling fingers. She tried to hold on to the feeling, to connect herself to it or risk being washed out to sea.

“We’re going to work this all out, Izzy. I promise you that.”

“But why did he say ‘a life for a life?’” The question came out as a whimper. “What life? Whose life?”

“I don’t know yet. But I need the team in order to figure this out.” His thumb traced across her knuckles, a gesture meant to ground her, to remind her that she wasn’t alone. “We’re going to get answers.”

Sinner continued to drive in a serpentine route through the city. Hudson checked the mirrors constantly, his SEAL training on full display.

But even his competence, his obvious skill at keeping her safe, couldn’t quiet the voice in her head that kept repeating the masked figure’s words.

A life for a life.

What life had she taken? What debt was she supposed to owe? And why did the electronic mask remind her so viscerally of her time in Syria, of the darkness and fear…and the helpless certainty that she was going to die?

She pressed closer to Hudson’s side, drawing what comfort she could from his solid presence, but the terror remained. Whoever was behind that mask, whatever they wanted from her, she had the horrible feeling that her nightmare was just beginning.

And this time, she wasn’t convinced even Hudson and his team would be enough to save her.


TEN

With one hand on Izzy’s back, Steele propelled her through the back door of the Blackout Charlie base. Updates from his team channeled into his ear in rapid blasts.

Her steps were unsteady, shock making them disjointed and mechanical, but she didn’t falter as he ushered her toward the war room.

And to think he’d really believed that being Izzy’s sound guy at a peaceful healthcare rally would be a boring job. Nothing concerning Izzy was boring.

This was all the more reason why he couldn’t have a relationship with her. She had enough trauma, and being with him would only heap on more.

The war room doors were already open as they approached. Con’s tall form was braced in the opening as he coordinated their team’s response to what could only be called a catastrophic security breach.

The man’s expression was grim as he watched them approach, but Steele caught the flash of relief in Con’s eyes when he realized they were safe.

They cleared the doors and Steele guided her to the closest chair. As if out of nowhere, Kennedy appeared at Izzy’s side and pressed a steaming mug into Izzy’s trembling hands.

“Chamomile tea,” she said softly, her voice carrying the kind of gentle authority that reminded him that she had firsthand experience with trauma.

Izzy cradled the mug without speaking, gripping it like it was a lifeline.

Steele glanced up from her just as several of his teammates barreled through the door. Chairs scraped back and Con moved into his usual position at the front of the room.

“We’ve got a lot to figure out and not a lot of time to do it.”

Unable to think about sitting down when adrenaline still pulsed hard and fast through his veins, Steele shifted to stand behind Izzy, his fingers curling around the back of her chair. He expected to feel the warmth of her body seep into his fingers, but it never did.

In fact, she was shaking badly.

He whipped off his thick outer layer and draped it around her shoulders. She turned her head toward him in acknowledgement but didn’t speak.

The loose curls shook around her face as if there was a breeze. A strong urge to pick her up and hold her in his lap barreled through him.

But he couldn’t do that. Not yet.

Mason and Dante joined the group and sat upright, all business. Seconds behind their arrival came the tap of female shoes on the marble floor.

Sophie strode in with Alyssa right behind her. A second later, May joined them. All the ladies tossed concerned looks at Izzy but didn’t attempt to question her about her ordeal.

Some of the adrenaline leeched from his system. He drew out the chair beside her and sank onto it, settling a hand on her knee. She huddled deeper into his coat and continued to tremble.

Leaning closer, he pitched his voice low. “Try to sip some of the tea, honey. It will warm you.”

Kennedy returned with a throw blanket looped over her arm. She brought it over to Izzy. Steele took it with a nod of thanks and spread it over her lap, tucking it around her thighs.

He was totally aware of how everyone watched her. As if they would throw themselves in the line of fire to protect her. But his reasons had to do with the way she made him feel alive in a way he hadn’t felt in years. Like maybe he wasn’t just a ghost.

With a single sweeping glance around the room, Con brought the meeting to order. Then his gaze centered on Izzy. “Before we start, how are you doing, Izzy?”

“Not great. Thanks for asking.” Izzy’s laugh was hollow and edged with hysteria. “Do you have any idea what it took for me to heal after Syria? I tried everything—talk therapy, journaling. Women’s weekends in the mountains. Meditation. Ayahuasca ceremonies in Peru! I did shrooms in Costa Rica! I went to a retreat center that specialized in equine therapy.”

She started tapping each finger as she named a new therapy. “I tried acupuncture, reiki, sound baths. And I’m not gonna lie, the baby goat yoga was actually fun, but there aren’t enough baby goats in the world to fix what just happened out there!”

She set the mug down with shaking hands, her voice growing smaller. “This is a lot. And it’s all coming back to me—everything I worked so hard to overcome. I thought Syria was the worst thing that could ever happen to me. But this…” Her voice cracked. “Why does some guy in a creepy LED mask want me dead?”

Steele’s stare flashed to Con. His leader held his gaze as they battled silently with who would tell her.

After a long heartbeat, he dropped his gaze to the table, but his jaw tightened until it popped as he waited for the words to come.

“I told you it really is connected to Syria.”

Her voice came out faint, reedy. “How?”

He slipped his hand under the blanket and found her chilled fingers. “This isn’t the same people who held you hostage, Izzy. It’s connected to a bombing that took place at the same time.”

Con settled his palms on the table and looked straight at Steele. “Shut up!”

He started trying to explain more, but Con cut across him. “Shut up, Steele! Shut up now!”

Izzy jolted to her feet, prepared to take flight like a frightened bird.

“Jesus, Con. She’s been through enough!” Steele grabbed her, pulling her down next to him and keeping his arm around her shoulders. She was trembling all over.

Con sent him a glare. “We need her to swear in. Not another word until she swears in.” His eyes cut to Izzy.

“What? What am I swearing to?” Panic seeped into the edges of her voice, making it brittle.

Steele squeezed her fingers. “Izzy, what you’re asking is classified information. We need you to keep this under wraps.”

She let her eyes slip shut and when she opened them, he saw she was more grounded. “Okay. I’ll do it.”

Con pushed off the table. “Ms. Cruz, before we proceed, I need you to understand that what you’re about to hear is classified information vital to national security. By accepting this briefing, you agree to maintain absolute confidentiality about all operational details, personnel identities and tactical information shared in this room. You will not discuss or disseminate any portion of this intelligence to unauthorized individuals, including your colleagues, supervisors…or any media outlets. Violation of this agreement could result in federal prosecution under the Espionage Act. Do you understand and agree to these terms?”

She gulped, chest heaving. “I agree. Now somebody please tell me what’s going on.”

Steele leaned in, capturing her gaze. “There was a Blackout team in Syria working to protect Alyssa while she negotiated for your rescue. At the same time, there was a bomb threat—a delivery to the American Red Cross station.”

“The Red Cross… The doctor?”

He shook his head. “He plays a part in this, but we have cause to believe the guy in the mask is Cipher.”

“Cipher!”

He nodded. “His real name is Daniel Sheen. The woman running that Red Cross station was his mother.”

Izzy’s eyes widened as she began to process the information.

“One of her coworkers was being extorted,” Steele continued. “He knew about the bomb and sent an email warning to Daniel. Naturally, Daniel reached out to everyone he could think of to try to save his mother, but…” He paused. “They couldn’t risk compromising the hostage rescue mission to stop the bomb.”

Izzy went very still, her journalist’s mind working to connect the dots. When she spoke, her voice was slow, measured. “And the doctor I interviewed—Dr. Samuel Webb—it was Daniel’s mother he tried to save after the bombing.” She looked around the room, her amber eyes reflecting a growing understanding. “What are the chances that I was the one held hostage in Syria, then I’m the one who just happens to interview the doctor who tried to save Cipher’s mother?” She let out a hollow laugh. “Sheer coincidence. I mean, I’m like the guy who kept getting struck by lightning.”

“You’re not alone,” Alyssa said softly.

Izzy’s gaze moved around the table, and Steele could see her putting together pieces she hadn’t seen before.

“Chase and each of the women in this room is a target for Cipher,” Steele explained.

Chase picked up the thread, reaching for Alyssa’s hand as he did. “Alyssa was the negotiator trying to free the hostages in Syria. That placed a target on her, which you already knew.”

Kennedy shifted in her seat. After a pause, she made up her mind to share her story. “I needed my background as an exotic dancer wiped clean so I could get a government security clearance without embarrassment. Cipher is the one who erased my work history.” Her voice carried a bitter edge. “What are the chances of that? Another lightning strike, right?” She shook herself slightly before continuing. “And then he used that connection to plant spyware on my phone, which meant he always knew where Alyssa was.”

After a glance at Henner, May spoke next. “I became a target when I was working with AJ to locate a bomb. There was a military general being controlled by Cipher who was trying to move the device to a populated area.”

Sophie’s voice was quiet when she added, “I’m one of the few people capable of decoding his puzzles and cryptograms. He’s not my biggest fan.”

Steele took over once again. “It took us a while to figure out the connections. But the pattern became clear eventually.”

Con leaned forward. “The thing is, they’re all safe because there are protocols in place, and we have rules.” He fixed his gaze on Izzy. “The reason you’re safe right now is because Steele followed those rules.”

“Did you know Cipher was targeting me?” she asked.

Con shook his head. “Not definitely, but we had suspicions. We suspected you might be exposed at Times Square, and Steele mitigated the damage by getting you out of there as quickly as possible. The team used all available resources to ensure you weren’t followed. We stand together. That’s how we keep people alive.”

Izzy pushed out a breath as if releasing some of the air locked inside her. “What am I supposed to do now?”

“You’re here,” Steele said simply. “Until it’s over.”

“I can’t just be here.” Her voice gained strength. “I can’t go back to work either. I need to do something. I can’t just sit around and wait.”

Kennedy’s voice was gentle. “You said you tried journaling. Maybe you can do that again?”

“Forget the journal,” Izzy said with sudden vehemence. Her hand seemed to quiver a bit, then she clamped it into a fist, her thumb tucked in. “I’m writing a book. About my time as a hostage and how that created a snowball effect for so many people.”

Con’s mouth fell open. “Um—you were sworn to secrecy—”

“Not now, obviously,” she said quickly. “But trust me, you want me to have something productive to do with all this information.”

“Anything you write goes through me. This is classified information, Izzy. All of your friends are in jeopardy if the wrong thing leaks out.”

Steele could see her mind working, that sharp journalist’s brain trying to organize and process everything she’d just learned. The terror was still there, but it was being channeled into something else—purpose, maybe, or the familiar comfort of a story worth telling.

She looked around the room with new energy. “I need a pen. No, a laptop! I need to start getting this down while it’s fresh.”

Recognizing the look in her eyes, Steele stood. “I got this under control. Izzy, come with me.”

He led her toward the door, knowing that writing this out, reporting on it even if she was the only person to ever see it, was a way to work through the information in her own way.

He only hoped that having something to focus on besides her fear would help keep her sane until they could end this thing once and for all.

* * * * *

As Hudson led Izzy through the mansion, it was starting to look less and less like a home to her and more like a SEAL team base.

She didn’t know what changed. The walls, the expensive marble floors, the high windows that let in lots of natural light were the same. The furniture was still the minimal, military-issue equipment that was here before.

Maybe her view of what really went on here had changed. Now she saw the security cameras positioned at every corner, the reinforced door frames that couldn’t be easily kicked in, the way every piece of furniture could be moved quickly to create defensive positions.

The elegant chandeliers weren’t just beautiful but chased away all the shadows. The marble floors weren’t just luxurious—they were easy to clean blood from.

Those lazy evenings with margaritas and girl talk morphed from what felt like a sanctuary for friends to a fortress built for war.

Hudson’s grip on her hand was solid as they climbed the grand staircase leading to his room.

The place was quiet with only the sound of their feet on the marble treads. But her mind still boomed with the noises of Times Square.

First there had been the normal excitement—the woman speaking passionately about healthcare through the crackling PA system, her words barely audible over the noise of city life.

She’d even heard children laughing and squealing as they ran through the forest of adult legs, treating the whole thing like an adventure.

Then everything changed in an instant.

A LIFE FOR A LIFE.

“Izzy.” Hudson’s voice cut through the screech of dark alarm in her mind, and she jolted.

“Jesus, honey.” He pulled her through the open door into his room.

She looked around. “What’s the possibility of getting a desk moved in here, or a laptop? Also, I need notepads, pens.”

Slowly, he curled his fingers around her wrists. His eyes burned into hers with an intensity that made her body prickle. Made her want to get closer to him.

To be in his arms. To be safe.

The sound bursting past her lips was soft but might as well have been a gunshot for how Hudson reacted.

He hooked his arms around her body, wrapping her close as he turned toward the bed.

When he laid her on the mattress and tucked her against his chest, she realized just how much she was shaking.

“Hudson…” She curled her fingers into his chest, bunching his shirt, clinging to the one thing left that seemed solid in this world.

She broke. “I don’t understand any of this. I don’t understand anything anymore.” She shook her head, and his broad palm came up to cradle it. She sucked in a breath, filling her senses with her lover’s masculine scent mixed with a crisper tang, like leather.

When she shook her head, her nose brushed against his throat. “I thought I moved past all this fear. I was actually leaving my house again. I was ready to work again.”

“Christ, Izzy.” He pressed his lips to the spot between her eyes with a heated pressure.

She wished he could erase the memories from her with a simple kiss. “Now I’m being hunted because I was part of the event that stopped the militia from intercepting a bomb…that then killed the mother of a man who later became a terrorist?”

His breath rushed over her hair. “That’s the gist of it, yeah.”

She snorted, the sound bordering on hysteria.

Hudson cupped her face in his big hands. “Izzy, look at me.”

Just meeting his stare stripped away a layer of her panic.

“Breathe with me. Ready? Take a breath in.”

She did.

“One, two, three,” he counted. “Now let it out. One, two, three. Again, honey. In…”

For several minutes, he guided her through just taking one breath at a time. She’d been through half a dozen meditation workshops, but focusing on her breathing had never worked so well to calm her down.

She tumbled into the depths of his eyes. Each little steely gray ray grounded her in the present. There was something hypnotic about the way the colors shifted—pewter near his pupils, lighter silver at the edges, with faint specks of pale blue that caught the lighting he’d switched on over the bed.

She could lose herself in that steady gaze, let it wash away the questions and horrible certainty that her nightmare was far from over.

Hudson drew the pad of his thumb across her lips, and she released the breath she’d been holding in a puff. “Good. Better?”

“A little.”

He slipped his hand around her nape, his long fingers teasing into her hair. “I realize this is a lot to process. I just want you to know that you have time. You’re safe here.”

A shiver rolled up her spine, and she curled closer to him.

The thud of her heart began to slow to a softer thump…that turned into a patter.

His chest rose and fell against her cheek in a steady rhythm that seemed to reset her frantic heartbeat. His body heat was a shelter from the storm raging in her mind.

She’d spent three years battling to find peace within herself, to be her own anchor when the memories threatened to pull her under. But this—being held by somebody who was so familiar with danger, who faced it and survived it—felt different.

This was allowing herself to be vulnerable with someone strong enough to carry the weight of her fear without breaking under it.

Somewhere between their first poker game and this moment, Hudson Steele had become more than just her protector.

He’d become the person she thought about when she woke up and the last before she drifted to sleep at night.

And that realization scared her almost as much as the masked figure on the billboards, because caring about someone this much meant having something precious to lose, and she wasn’t sure she was brave enough for that kind of risk.

“Stockholm syndrome.” Her words were muffled against Hudson’s muscled chest.

He leaned back to look at her. “What?”

“That’s the only thing that makes sense.”

His brow crinkled in an adorable way that made her hand itch to smooth it. An impulse that made her even more convinced that she was losing her mind.

Over Hudson Steele.

No wonder. Between his hardcore protector big dick energy—and reality too—and this tender, supportive side, the man seemed pretty damn perfect.

Other than the fact that to the world, he didn’t exist.

She sat up and scraped her hair out of her eyes. “There’s nothing logical about you and me.”

As he pushed into a sitting position facing her, the ridges of his abs rippled under the thin cotton of his shirt. “Tell me what’s on your mind.”

She blew out a breath. “In times of great stress, people find someone to cling to.”

“You’re saying that someone is me,” he said slowly.

“Yes.”

“You’re not in captivity, Izzy.”

“I can’t go anywhere, can I? That’s the very definition of captivity. Besides, you’re dead. So this relationship can’t go anywhere. There’s no future.”

He gave her that smoldering look that tore apart every shred of her self-control and made her ovaries burst at the same time. As he ducked his head, she caught the twitch of his lips at one corner.

“All I heard is that you have feelings for me.”

Her jaw dropped. “That’s your takeaway?”

“I mean…I get it.” When he shifted, his biceps bulged even more. Was he flexing, or just that muscled?

“What do you get?”

“If I was stuck with someone as hot as me, I’d fall for me too.”

The one thing she never expected happened—she laughed.

A full, hearty, belly laugh erupted out of nowhere. She threw a punch toward his arm, but he caught it and hauled her into his arms.

The laughter felt foreign after everything that had happened, but also necessary—like her body was finally releasing some of the tension that had been coiled tight since Times Square. She relaxed against his chest, letting herself sink into the solid comfort of Special Operative Hudson Steele.

“That’s better,” Hudson murmured against her hair. “I was starting to worry you’d forgotten how to do that.”

“Laugh at your terrible jokes? Trust me, that is definitely a skill that requires training.” She tilted her head back to look at him. “So what exactly does one do at a secret SEAL base when they’re not, you know, saving the world or fighting masked psychopaths?”

“Well, there’s pizza making, as you’ve discovered. Pool—both the swimming and billiards variety.” His thumb traced lazy circles on her shoulder. “You are already well-versed in hot tub and margaritas with the ladies. Something about girl-talk, I think?”

“Now you’re speaking my language.” The idea was enticing—sitting in warm, bubbling water with Alyssa and the others, talking about normal things like favorite movies and weekend plans instead of terrorist threats and Syria flashbacks.

But so was the thought of staying right here in his arms.

“What about you? What do you do to unwind?”

His hard mouth quirked at the corner. “I play poker with beautiful journalists and let them take my money.”

“Let me?” She raised an eyebrow. “That implies I need your permission to kick your ass at cards.”

His smile was warm, heating those gray eyes in a way that made her stomach flutter. “Speaking of which, I owe you a rematch.”

“You’re on.” The words came out before she could think about them, but she found she meant it. The idea of sitting across from him again, watching him try to bluff his way through a hand—it sounded wonderfully, perfectly normal. “Very soon, you and me, cards on the table.”

“Is that a promise or a threat?”

“Both,” she said, and was surprised to find she was smiling again.

Maybe she couldn’t control what Cipher had planned for her, couldn’t predict when the next threat would come or what form it would take.

But she could look forward to something—even something as simple as a poker game against a man whose arms felt like home.


ELEVEN

The common room buzzed with the kind of casual energy that only came after a mission debrief.

Steele always thought of a debriefing as a time to unburden themselves, not unlike the religious practice of confession. Both rites provided a way to speak uncomfortable truths and even release themselves of guilt.

As a result, the guys were in rare form this afternoon. Steele sprawled in one of the leather chairs, sipping a strong black coffee and watching his teammates decompress in their own ways.

Mason already claimed the pool table, the stack of one-dollar bills he liked to lay bets with resting on the wooden edge. He racked the balls while bragging about how he’d have been a professional pool player if he weren’t a SEAL.

Chickie sat straddling a chair, shaking his head. “So what you’re saying, Mason, is that you’d rather play with your balls than dodge bullets.”

Several of the guys laughed at the banter.

Wielding the pool stick, Mason lined up to break. “You won’t be laughing when I take your money.”

“Your stance is shit,” Chickie jeered. “You’re leaning like a drunk tourist.”

“Or a one-legged flamingo.” Steele took a sip of the dark brew.

“My stance got me laid in Prague last month. Can you say the same?” Mason glanced at the group sprawled around the room.

Dante sidled up to the table and took a shot, sinking two balls before he scratched.

Mason chuckled at his bad luck, then sank the eight ball with precision mixed with a measure of luck. He turned to Dante and pointed at the stack of dollar bills.

With a groan, Dante pulled out a dollar and slapped it on the stack.

Sinner emerged from the kitchen carrying what looked like his fourth sandwich—something involving an alarming amount of meat and cheese that defied the principles of structural engineering.

“Jesus, Sinner.” Steele eyed the construction. “You planning to hibernate?”

“Protein macros,” Sinner replied with the kind of serious tone other people reserved for discussing national security. He took a bite that somehow didn’t cause the entire sandwich to collapse. “Unlike you pretty boys, I actually use my muscles.”

“Pretty boys?” Mason’s voice carried mock offense as he chalked his cue. “Speak for yourself. Some of us have to maintain our devastating good looks for undercover work.”

“Right.” Chickie snorted. “Because nothing says ‘covert operative’ like spending an hour on your hair every morning.”

“It’s called grooming standards, Chickie. Why don’t you go help Sinner make the pizzas?”

Con’s snort carried all the way across the room from the leather sofa he lounged on.

Steele couldn’t help grinning as he listened to the familiar rhythm of his teammates’ shit-talking. This was what they did—razz each other relentlessly as a way of processing the stress that came with their job. It was comfort food in verbal form.

“Speaking of undercover work,” Mason continued, lining up his next shot, “how’d it feel playing sound guy, Steele? Little different from your usual job description.”

“About as exciting as it sounds.” His mind immediately went to Izzy and the way she’d looked at him when he was setting up her mic. The memory of the feel of her warm, silky skin made his fingers tighten around the mug he held. “Until it wasn’t.”

“Cipher really knows how to make an entrance.” Chickie threw Steele a sympathetic look. He’d been in Steele’s combat boots before, when May was caught in the middle of a dark game involving a bomb.

Sinner paused mid-chew. “LED mask was a nice touch. Very sci-fi villain.”

“Guy’s got flair, I’ll give him that,” Mason agreed, sinking two more balls. “But seriously, Steele, you okay? That was some heavy shit back there.”

The question caught Steele off guard, not because it was unexpected, but because of how quickly his teammates had shifted from casual ribbing to genuine concern. It was one of the things he valued most about this team—they could joke around like brothers, but when it mattered, they had each other’s backs without question.

“I’m good.” He mostly meant it. “Just glad we got everyone out clean.”

“Everyone meaning Izzy.” Chickie aimed a knowing look his way.

“Everyone meaning everyone,” Steele replied, but he heard the defensive edge in his own voice.

Mason missed his shot, probably on purpose, and straightened up. “You know what? I’m gonna hit the gym.”

“Yeah, me too.” Chickie hooked his leg over the chair he sat backward on and stood.

Sinner gulped down the remaining half of his sandwich. “I’ll show you both how it’s done.”

Steele pushed to his feet, prepared to dig through the refrigerator with thoughts of putting together a tray for him and Izzy to share.

“Hang back a minute, Steele.” Con’s request made him swing to face his CO.

“Sure. What’s up?” He swallowed the last of the coffee. He had a feeling that there wasn’t enough caffeine in the world to prepare him for a talk with his commanding officer.

“How’s Izzy doing?”

“She’s good, but…”

Con’s arched brow was the equivalent of a court martial.

“Has Sophie ever complained about Stockholm syndrome?”

Con’s brows lowered. “What?”

“Did she ever mention that she only fell for you because you were stuck together?”

“Nope.” He braced his legs apart and folded his arms. “She wanted to be here. Are you saying…Izzy has feelings for you?”

He pushed out a sigh. “Yeah. But she does make a valid point. How can I encourage this if we don’t have a future?”

Con eyed him. “How do you see it going?”

“I’m committed to Charlie team if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Look around. There’s proof here that you can be committed to the team and still commit to the one you love. And if Charlie isn’t proof enough…Alpha team should be.”

Steele let that settle in his mind for a long moment. A loud bark of laughter trickled down the hall as the guys made their way to the gym.

“Some members of Alpha have their own houses near base,” he blurted.

“That’s true. They have a rundown building. We have a mansion.” Con swept out a hand. “We can fit one more person. Hell, we can fill this place with kids.” He turned to the tall window. “Look out there—a swing set will fit right there.”

Stunned, Steele drifted to the window that overlooked a corner of the property, dappled with sun and shade from the thick branches of an old-growth oak. He turned to his leader, suddenly seeing Con in a different light. He’d led them through countless missions, life-or-death situations where split-second decisions meant the difference between coming home or coming home in body bags.

This conversation felt more personal than any firefight they’d survived together.

This was a whole different level of brotherhood Steele never expected…or knew existed.

They stood side by side, gazing out the window at the back yard.

“What if someone has kids who want a pony? Kennedy seems like she could be a horse girl.”

Con snorted. “I’m sure she already has the riding boots. And if some kid wants a pony, there’s plenty of room for a stable.”

Steele’s chest heated as he thought about the possibilities for the team.

For Izzy and him.

He and Con shared a look overflowing with understanding. Hell, he got the feeling that his leader knew what he felt more than he did himself.

All he knew was he needed to be with Izzy. To make sure she was safe and happy. To give her the space to feel in control…to heal.

He reached out and clapped Con on the shoulder. “If that’s everything, I’m late for a date.”

“A date?”

“Don’t worry. We’re not leaving base. As you said, there’s plenty of space right here.”

As he walked away from the window, Steele felt something shift inside his chest—a lightness he hadn’t experienced in years. The conversation with Con had opened up possibilities he’d never dared to consider before. Not just the idea of a future beyond the next mission, but a real future, one where he could have both the work that defined him and the woman who was rapidly becoming essential to his existence.

She’d spent three years rebuilding herself after Syria, learning to trust her instincts again. Reclaiming her independence.

With time and space and the safety his team could provide, they could actually explore what existed between them. She could write her book, process her ordeal, figure out her next career move—all while getting to know him as more than just the guy who’d jumped in to protect her during her latest crisis.

And he could learn who she really was beyond the quick-tongued journalist and survivor of unimaginable trauma.

They could take their time. Build something real and solid, something that could withstand whatever came after Cipher was neutralized and normal life resumed. Something that was their choice, not circumstances forced upon them by danger and desperation.

For the first time since Izzy had shown up at their gates, Steele felt genuinely optimistic about their chances. Not just for survival, but for something much better than that.

Something worth fighting for.

* * * * *

Izzy stood back to study her handiwork. The folding table she’d discovered in the storage cupboard was set up in the middle of Hudson’s room with two chairs positioned across from each other.

She’d managed to swipe a deck of cards and poker chips from the team’s stash. She was proudest of the finishing touches she just added to the setup. Bowls of mixed nuts and two cigars she’d managed to convince Sinner to give her after explaining her mission, by way of a promise of a replacement box as soon as she could get them.

The lighting was perfect too. She dimmed the overhead chandelier and pilfered a lamp from another room to place on Hudson’s bedside table. The result was a warm glow that set the tone for a cutthroat game of cards…while still managing to give the romantic vibe of a boudoir.

When she heard footsteps in the hall outside the room, she quickly darted to the table and took a seat, clasping her hands in front of her.

He stepped through the doorway and stopped short, taking in the transformation to his stark military-issue space. The surprise on his face melted into a smile that tugged at her insides with a sensation she was beginning to crave.

“What do you think?” She couldn’t manage to keep the nervous dip from her voice.

Slowly, he closed the door…and twisted the lock.

Her insides seized.

“You nailed it. This looks like a scene from a classic movie.”

“I thought if we were going to have a rematch, we should do it properly.” She gestured toward the cigars lying beside the bowl of nuts. “Sinner said these are the good ones. Cubans.”

Hudson neared the table, his brows shooting upward. “You convinced Sinner to give up his cigars? I’m impressed. The man guards those things like they’re made of gold.”

“I can be very persuasive when I want to be.” She waved toward the opposite seat, and Hudson sank to it with the grace of an Olympian. Her hands itched to touch him. To run her palms all over those hardened muscles and lean in and press her lips to the steely warmth of his flesh.

The intimate setup charged the space between them with possibility. To stay on task, she picked up the cards and began to expertly shuffle them.

He looked into her eyes for so long that her head started to swirl as all the blood rushed to a place much, much lower in her body. He dipped his stare to her breasts and the blouse she’d unbuttoned to reveal more cleavage than she would ever show on the six o’clock news.

“And here I thought you were out to take more of my money.”

She smiled into his eyes. “Oh, I’m definitely going to take more of your money.” The cards made a riffling sound as she sent the cards arcing. “But I figure if I’m going to crush your dreams, I should do it in style.”

Hudson drew up straighter, his chest expanding as he inhaled deeply. “I’ve been thinking about that since the first night we played.”

She tilted her head, giving him a slow flash of her eyes. “Have you now? Thinking about how I outplayed you?” She dealt the cards and arranged her own, pleased to find a decent pair in her hand.

“Thinking about how I knew I was in trouble the minute you smiled at me from across the table.”

Her breath hitched. His admission had her pulse beating faster. “Trouble how?”

He concentrated on his cards when he said, “The kind of trouble that makes a man forget everything else he’s supposed to be doing.” Over the fan of cards, his gaze met hers. “The kind that makes him start planning ways to keep that smile around on a permanent basis.”

Ohhh… Did she really hear him correctly?

“That sounds like a dangerous game, Hudson Steele.”

“The most dangerous game I’ve ever played. And I’m finding I don’t much care about the risks anymore.”

Her stomach tingled in response. Somehow, she won that hand with her pair of queens, but victory felt secondary to the way he was looking at her—like she was something precious he’d been searching for without knowing it.

“You’re getting predictable,” she teased, gathering the chips. “I can tell when you’re bluffing now.”

“Can you?” He leaned back in his chair, a challenge in his voice. “What about now? Am I bluffing now when I tell you that I’ve been thinking about kissing you since the moment I walked into this room?”

Her breath caught. “I’d say that’s not a bluff.”

“You’d be right.”

The cards forgotten, they stared at each other across the small table. The air between them thrummed with innuendo and desire.

She gulped. “We should probably finish the game.” Her voice came out slightly strained.

“Probably.” He made no move to pick up the cards.

“Unless…” She let the word hang between them, a question and an invitation all at once.

“Unless what?”

“Unless you’re interested in raising the stakes.”

His eyes darkened with interest, glittering with the dark lust that made her stomach coil. “What did you have in mind?”

“Strip poker.” The words came out with more confidence than she felt, but the way his lungs seemed to stop made her glad she’d taken the risk.

For a moment, he just stared at her, and she worried she’d overplayed her hand. Then that slow, devastating smile spread across his face again.

“Izzy Cruz.” His tone rough with something that made her stomach flutter. “You don’t know the half of what you do to me.”

His claim sent a stab of heat between her thighs. “Is that a yes?”

“Deal the cards.”

The game took on an entirely different energy after that. Each hand became an exercise in calculated risk and barely controlled desire. When she lost the first round, she took her time working the line of buttons on her blouse.

It hit the floor with theatrical flair.

“Your poker face isn’t helping you now.” He ran his tongue over his hard bottom lip as he stared at her breasts in her pushup bra.

“How did you know I was bluffing?” She sounded as if she’d run up ten flights of stairs.

He directed a look at her thumb.

She quickly slid her hand under the table, but she couldn’t be annoyed that Hudson had picked up on her habit of tucking her thumb into her fist whenever she got anxious.

The game resumed with an even heavier rope of tension between them. When he lost the next, his shirt followed, revealing the sculpted chest she’d been trying not to think about all evening.

When she won again, his belt joined the growing pile of discarded clothing. “You’re enjoying this.”

“Damn right I am.” She couldn’t keep the satisfied smile from her face. “Though I have to say, your game isn’t nearly as good when the stakes are personal.”

“Personal, huh?” He dealt the next hand with deliberate slowness. “Is that what this is?”

“What do you think it is?”

He set his cards aside without looking at them to study her face instead. “I think,” he said, standing slowly and moving around the table toward her, “that I’ve never wanted anything as much as I want you right now.”

Her heart hammered against her ribs as he approached, the intensity in his eyes making it hard to think. “Hudson…”

“I think,” he continued, his hands bracing on the arms of her chair as he leaned down, “that I’m tired of playing games.”

“Are you forfeiting?” she said on a sigh, tilting her head back to meet his gaze.

“I’m changing the rules.”

Before she could ask what he meant, his hands were on the edge of the table, and with one fluid motion, he sent the cards, chips, and untouched cigars scattering across the bedroom floor. The crash was loud in the quiet room, but she barely heard it over the sound of her own pulse thundering in her ears.

“Hudson,” she whispered, but he was already pulling her to her feet, his hands framing her face with a gentleness that contrasted sharply with the urgency in his movements.

“Tell me to stop.” His chest heaved as he rested his forehead against hers. “Tell me this isn’t what you want, and I’ll walk away right now.”

That statement was locked and loaded. In that moment, she knew he wasn’t only talking about taking her to bed.

Stopping was the last thing she wanted. After everything they’d been through, and with the growing certainty that he’d become essential to her in ways she was still discovering, being in his arms felt like coming home after a long journey through dangerous territory.

“Don’t you dare walk away.” She was already reaching for him. “Don’t you dare.”

Their lips met with a force that left her spinning. Passion raged between their lips and tongues, and she met him stroke for stroke.

Raking her fingers lightly down his back, she dragged him closer until skin heated skin. She gasped beneath his kiss, then suddenly, she was weightless, cradled in his arms as he carried her two steps to the bed and laid her down.

With his body braced over hers, she looked into his eyes. “You need to consider getting a bigger bed.”

“I’ve got everything I need. Right here.” He claimed her mouth again in a kiss that spiraled into something stronger, deeper, leaving her with an ache that stole her breath and bound her to him, body and soul, until the rest of the world faded away and there was nothing left but the two of them, tangled in need and the promise of more.

His kiss was fire and hunger, and threaded through it was something gentler, something that made her heart squeeze—complete ownership wrapped in tenderness.

The heat of his chest burned through her skin, and she arched, wordlessly begging for more contact. His hands skimmed along her sides, mapping her, memorizing her curves as if he’d been starved for this. Starved for her.

“Hudson,” she whispered against his mouth, half plea, half declaration.

In the aesthetic glow of the room, his gaze was molten with desire but glimmered with something else—something she didn’t dare name yet.

He brushed his thumb over her swollen lower lip. And then his mouth was on hers again, and the world fell away. The kiss spiraled into a deeper ache, into an urgency that had her gripping his shoulders, nails biting into his skin.

His groan was raw and guttural, and it sent a fresh wave of heat racing through her veins.

His kisses trailed down her throat, lips lingering at the hollow there, then lower still, until her back bowed off the bed in offering. In hurried movements, they tore off each other’s clothes.

His mouth was back on her before she could blink, his tongue tracing lazy circles around her peaked nipples, teasing, then sucking hard enough to make her cry out.

She tangled her fingers in his hair, guiding him, unable to keep still. Her body was a live wire, every nerve ending sparking under his touch.

“Hudson, please! I need…” The words spilled out, breathless, shameless.

He knew exactly what she needed.

In a swift move, he stretched out between her legs, his eyes gleaming up at her as he guided her knees apart, pressing them back and holding her there…

Then buried his tongue inside her. The tight clench of need stole her every thought. She barely contained her cries of bliss as he dragged his tongue through her slippery folds and applied pressure to her clit.

She rocked. Bucked. Raked her fingers along his scalp, urging, urging. The explosion inside her came swift and boundless. With a hard jerk, she came apart, shaking and begging.

Begging for what? She hardly knew. All she wanted was right here in this room. The man making love to her was all she’d ever dreamed of finding.

Her body pulsed on the waves until he brought her down with a final shuddering sigh.

He lifted his head, his mouth slick and hungry, his chest rising and falling with restraint. “I want to take my time, Izzy. I want to remember every second with you.”

Her heart clenched at the raw honesty in his voice. But her body screamed for more. Now.

She pulled him down again, kissed him hard. “Then don’t hold back. Not with me.”

The last tether of his control snapped. He yanked open the drawer of the nightstand and ripped open a condom packet. She watched through hooded eyes as he pushed onto his knees and slid the condom over his long, stiff cock.

She surged upward to capture his lips in a wild kiss as he lifted her off the bed. The broad head of his cock slid against her folds, and she moaned, lifting her hips in demand.

In one slick shove, he filled her with his cock.

“Hudson!”

“Oh Christ, honey.”

The way he drawled that sweet endearment had changed since he first used it. He’d made himself her protector. Then her lover.

Now…he was so much more.

He pressed forward, slow at first, stretching her, filling her until she gasped, clutching at him like she might shatter apart.

“God, Izzy,” he groaned, his forehead dropping to hers. “You feel so good. So damn good.”

The stretch gave way to a delicious fullness, and she wrapped her legs around his waist, anchoring him to her. “Don’t stop,” she murmured against his mouth.

He didn’t. Each movement drove him deeper, harder, until the bed creaked beneath them.

But for every ounce of force, there was equal tenderness—his hand cradling her head, his lips scattering kisses along her cheek, her jaw, her mouth.

Her body clenched around him, pleasure mounting higher and higher until she thought she might break. He reached between them, thumb finding her swollen bud, pressing, circling in time with his thrusts.

She splintered again. The climax ripped through her, fierce and unstoppable, her cries muffled against his shoulder. Her body pulsed around him, drawing him deeper, dragging him over the edge with her, where he belonged.

Hudson growled her name, the sound raw and possessive, and thrust one last time before he spilled into her in hot, hard jerks. He held her tight, his body trembling with the force of it, his breath ragged against her ear.

For long moments, the room was nothing but the sound of their mingled breathing and the pounding of two hearts beating in sync.

Finally, he shifted just enough to look at her. His face was damp with sweat, his hair sticking to his temples, but his eyes—God, his eyes—were open and unguarded in a way she’d never seen before.

Izzy cupped his cheek, her thumb scraping over the stubble there. “That was…” She trailed off, searching for words that didn’t exist.

“Yeah,” he said, his lips quirking in a rare smile. “It was.”

She laughed softly, pressing her forehead to his. But even as her body basked in the afterglow, her mind twisted with questions. What did this mean? What were they now?

As if he could read the jumble in her head, he kissed her softly, tenderly. “Izzy, I don’t know what tomorrow looks like. Hell, I can’t promise I’ll even have a tomorrow. But right now?” His voice roughened, his gaze locking with hers. “Right now, I want you to know you’re important. You’re…you’re something I didn’t know I needed.”

Her chest tightened painfully, hope surging in her throat. She wanted to believe him. She wanted to believe this wasn’t just sex, wasn’t just adrenaline after danger.

That it could be more.

Her hand slid over his heart, feeling its steady rhythm beneath her palm. “Then maybe we figure it out. One day at a time.”

His lips curved, soft and sure. He pulled her close again, wrapping her in his arms. “One day at a time.”

Wrapped in his embrace, Izzy let her eyes drift shut. For the first time in years, she felt something she’d nearly forgotten how to feel—hope.

And maybe, just maybe, love.


TWELVE

Steele pulled out his usual chair at the table and sank to it, never shifting his gaze from the big monitor on the war room wall.

“What are we looking at?” He aimed his question at Mason, who just studied the monitor for a moment, then shrugged.

Con stood at the head of the room with the same commanding presence he always carried himself with. But nothing on that screen made sense.

They weren’t looking at weapons schematics or satellite imagery. The screen displayed a chart with names.

Not their next targets—their women.

“Are we looking at…” Steele shook his head to clear it, but the chart was still the same, “relationship intelligence?”

Con picked up the laser pointer and indicated to the top line of the graph. “Gentlemen, tonight we’ll be doing things a little different here.”

Sinner grunted as he entered the room last and ended up in the chair with his back to the door. “What is that?” he asked Steele.

He shrugged as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Izzy’s name was fifth on the list.

Chase sat back with a groan. “Let me guess—this was Alyssa’s idea. She’s complained a few times about being stuck on base and now that it’s cold outside, we should be doing some ‘cozy’ things.” He made air quotes around the word.

Con eyed the group. “We have five women under our protection for an indefinite period. They’re away from their normal lives, out of their normal routines. It falls on the team to ensure they feel supported, not imprisoned.”

The top of the chart had words like snack, drink and color. Beside Izzy’s name he read the answers with extreme interest. He knew a lot about her, but he didn’t know these things about her. He didn’t even know he was curious about them.

Dante leaned forward, his fingers resting on the table rather than the keys of his laptop, a sure sign he was intrigued by whatever Con was about to propose.

“What you’re all looking at is a chart containing the name of each woman in residence. And a list of their favorite things.”

Sinner sat back with so much force that his chair creaked. “What’s this have to do with the bachelors?”

“Nothing. But you’re going to sit here and learn a few things.” Con turned to the screen.

“How did you gather this intel?” Steele asked what they were probably all thinking.

“Dante ran surveillance, including a half-dozen kitchen conversations. On the chart, we have favorite snacks, drinks, colors, comfort items and even their preferred type of movies.” He moved the pointer along each category, then pointed at Kennedy’s name. “Kennedy thinks cilantro tastes like soap. No cilantro martinis for her. Alyssa prefers sea salt on caramel. May likes salty snacks rather than sweet, particularly—”

“Nachos,” Chickie finished for him.

Con nodded.

“So what are we doing with all this, boss man?” Mason spoke with a slight edge of irritation, as if this was wasting his time. Steele could see his point—if Izzy wasn’t on that list, he wouldn’t give a damn either.

“Whatever it is, it’s either the most thoughtful thing any of us have ever done or the creepiest,” Chase said.

“This proves Blackout Charlie can conduct surveillance on anyone, including their houseguests.” Steele groaned.

“That isn’t the point. The plan? We set up the main living area for optimal comfort.” Con clicked to the next slide, which showed a detailed floor plan, wielding the pointer like he was conducting a black op. “Multiple seating options, appropriate lighting, temperature control and a snack station.”

The floor plan looked like something an interior designer might create, complete with all exits marked. Even during family movie night, old habits died hard.

“Sinner’s handling the popcorn situation,” Con continued. “Three different flavors, plus his special butter blend.”

Sinner looked a little lighter at the nod to his culinary skills.

“Mason’s on blanket and pillow duty.”

“Why does that have to be me?”

“Because you can use your undercover skills to go shopping.” Con’s tone brooked no argument, and Mason sat back with a sigh.

“Our master of all things tech, Dante, you’ll be managing the audio-visual setup and backup entertainment options. Chase, you’re coordinating with the ladies on movie selection.”

“What about me?” Steele asked.

“You’re on Izzy duty,” Con replied simply. “Make sure she’s comfortable, has everything she needs and doesn’t feel overwhelmed.”

The casual way Con said it, like it was just another tactical assignment, made Steele’s chest tighten with something warm and unfamiliar.

“I wonder if Alpha team ever did anything like this,” he mused.

“They can take notes from our playbook if they need them.” Con’s answer had everyone cracking a grin. All the Blackout teams might be fighting for the same thing, but they still wanted to be the top of the food chain, higher than the other units.

Sinner surveyed the room with his usual stoic expression, taking in the profiles on the screens and the earnest faces of his teammates. “I’m staying away from you guys. Don’t want to catch what you all got.”

“What’s that?” Steele asked, though his tone suggested he already knew the answer.

“Feelings.”

The word hung in the air like an accusation. Steele looked around the table at his teammates—Dante and Chase had their heads together, discussing the plans for the women they loved, then Chickie announced that he would scroll through romantic comedy movie recommendations. Dante suggested board games and books, which they all agreed would be a hit with the ladies.

Mason actually took notes on what stores to hit up for matching pillows and blanket options. And Con, their unflappable leader and the man who’d fallen first, wore an expression of intensity on par with what he brought to mission planning.

Sinner wasn’t wrong. They all had it bad.

The realization should have been terrifying. For years, their strength had come from their ability to compartmentalize, to separate emotion from duty, to function as a unit without the risk factors that came with civilian attachments.

But looking at this room—at grown men planning a movie night like it was a special ops mission, at the genuine care behind every ridiculous detail—Steele couldn’t bring himself to see it as a weakness.

Maybe this was evolution. Maybe this was what it looked like when a team of warriors finally found something worth fighting for beyond duty and country.

His thoughts drifted to Izzy, probably upstairs right now working on her book, channeling her trauma and fear into something that had meaning. The woman who’d survived captivity and built herself back up from nothing, who could beat a table full of Navy SEALs at poker and make him laugh even when the world was falling apart around them.

The woman he wanted to come home to.

The phrase hit him with startling clarity. Come home to. Not just someone to sleep with or spend time with when he wasn’t deployed. Someone to build a life with. Someone whose happiness mattered as much as his own survival.

Someone worth planning movie nights for.

“You know what?” He stood up from the table. “Sinner’s right. I’ve got it bad.”

His teammates looked at him with varying degrees of amusement and understanding.

“But I don’t care,” he continued. “If having feelings means I get to see Izzy smile when she realizes we know she likes extra butter on her popcorn, or that we picked a movie she’s been wanting to watch, or that someone actually cares enough to notice what makes her comfortable, then I’ll take the feelings.”

He headed for the door, then paused to look back at the room full of elite operators who were, at least for tonight, teddy bears.

He chuckled. “This is going to be the best damn movie night in the history of covert operations.”

As he left the war room behind, Steele found himself thinking about the future in a way he never had before. Not just the next mission or the next deployment, but years ahead. Christmases and birthdays and lazy Sunday mornings. Coming home from dangerous places to someone who understood the cost of what he did and loved him anyway.

Maybe Sinner was right about the feelings being contagious. But if this was what infection looked like—a team of hardened warriors learning to care for the people who mattered to them—then Steele figured they could do a lot worse.

* * * * *

Izzy’s fingers flew over the keys of the laptop that Hudson brought her. Each word she wrote felt like part of a new kind of therapy, one she hadn’t yet discovered on her healing journey.

Oh, she’d written plenty over the years—journaled her thoughts, kept a diary of her self-care, even written letters to the editors of several newspapers with her own accounting as a hostage in a foreign land.

None of that felt as…freeing…as this piece on Cipher. Maybe laying out the pieces of the story in such a factual way was finally putting things into perspective.

A quiet knock on the door had her pausing with her fingers over the keys, and it took her a beat to pull her mind out of the world she was creating and return to reality.

She twisted to face the door when she called out, “Come in!”

Her heart picked up a beat in anticipation as she waited to see her lover’s head pop around the frame. Instead, a swish of blonde hair announced a different visitor.

Kennedy peeked in. “Is it okay to come in? I’m not interrupting your genius?”

Izzy laughed. “I don’t know about genius, but come in.”

Kennedy stepped in and glanced around. “Wow. You haven’t decorated yet, I see.”

Her brow shot up. “Decorated?”

“One of the first things I did was add some cozy touches to Dante’s room.” She wrinkled her nose. “The whole military-issue chic vibe wasn’t doing it for me.”

Izzy laughed again. “Well, he does have high thread-count sheets. I just…”

Kennedy came to lean against the desk. “You’re not sure you belong here.”

Biting down on her bottom lip, she nodded. “Nothing has been said. It’s too soon…” She trailed off with a shrug.

“I understand. And when you’re ready for something more than that concrete gray blanket, you know where to find me. I’m really good at planning. I have a whole mood board app.”

“You’ll be the first person I come to.”

When Kennedy smiled, her entire face lit up with the sort of beauty that could only come from pure happiness. “Good. But I didn’t come in here to pick on you about sleeping in a man cave.”

“What did you come here for?”

The woman’s eyes took on a faraway look, a tension riding in the depths that had Izzy’s palms sweating. “I’m getting all the girls together. Are you free now?”

She was so curious about what was causing such worry in Kennedy that she couldn’t write more on her project if she were forced to. She pushed to her feet. “I’m free. Just tell me what you need me to do.”

Kennedy reached out and clasped Izzy’s hand. “Good. Come with me.” She towed her to the door and then down the stairs. When they entered a big, open room with the golden glow of sunset streaming through tall windows overlooking the back yard, she took in the group of women gathered there.

Her new friends.

A big cream-colored leather sectional sofa added a layer of that cozy comfort to the space that Kennedy mentioned, and there were layers of throw pillows in natural tones. A big round wooden coffee table with brass and glass accents had a big makeup box on it.

Sophie scooted over to make room for Izzy, and she took a seat with a smile.

“What’s going on, Kennedy? Does this have anything to do with the guys?” May got straight to the point. She pushed her long, dark hair over her shoulder in a nervous gesture.

Kennedy perched on the edge of the lounge portion of the sectional. “Yes. Things get tense around here when the guys go to the war room. Every one of us can feel it.”

The ladies all nodded…except for Izzy. She didn’t realize that the team was shut up in there. She had been so focused on herself that she didn’t see what was happening around her. What was happening to Hudson.

Looking toward the door, she felt that tension now, as if the whole house held its breath.

“What’s going on?” she whispered.

Sophie rested a hand on her arm, her expressive eyes filled with empathy. “We never know, but everything is going to be all right.”

Kennedy leaned forward and scooped up the box. “We’re starting a new tradition right now. Operation Distraction.”

Alyssa eyed her. “And we’re doing our makeup?”

Kennedy shook her head and popped the clasp on the box. Nail polish bottles were lined up in rows in all colors of the rainbow, from clear and nude all the way through vampy red and black cherry.

She beamed. “Anyone up for a mani?”

“Oh my god, yes.” May’s nervous energy immediately channeled into excitement as she reached for a deep burgundy shade. “I haven’t done my nails in months.”

Alyssa laughed. “You have to admit, May—being the weapons specialist for the team doesn’t exactly lend itself to manicures.” She was next to sift through the polish, selecting a soft pink that somehow managed to look both professional and feminine.

“We all need to take care of ourselves more. Our roles are vital to the team.”

Izzy dropped her gaze to her own fingers, her nails natural but shaped into the ovals she preferred. Except she wasn’t really seeing her nails. She was weighing what Kennedy said about being a vital part of the team.

Izzy wasn’t doing anything to support the team, her new friends…or the man who was becoming so important to her. She had spent so many years stuck in her own head—her own pain. It was high time that she made some changes.

The box made its way to her, and Izzy stared at the colors. She started to reach for the warm tan color that was her favorite, then pulled her hand back.

She darted a look at Kennedy, who unscrewed the cap on a shimmery gold polish.

Sophie held up two bottles, comparing a soft lavender against a bold coral. “I like the psychology behind this op. Colors can actually affect mood and confidence levels.”

Izzy found herself drawn to a molten silver-gray with a subtle shimmer that reminded her of Hudson’s eyes when he was being particularly intense. The color seemed to capture something essential about him—calm on the surface but with hidden depths that could pull her under if she wasn’t careful.

Maybe it was time she stopped treading so carefully. To stop moving through the world like she was waiting for the next bomb to explode, even though it was very, very possible that it would.

She twirled the bottle, watching how the hue picked up a new shimmer from the setting sun.

“That’s perfect for you,” Kennedy observed. “Very sophisticated, but with an edge.”

The ladies all added noises of agreement and approval. Kennedy laid out manicure pads around the coffee table, and they all sat on the floor around it.

As they settled into the comfortable rhythm of nail painting, the conversation flowed as easily as the polish. May regaled them with stories about trying to maintain any kind of feminine routine while working in various military facilities around the country, complete with dramatic reenactments of trying to apply mascara in a bunker without a mirror.

Her antics had them all laughing.

Sophie carefully painted her pinky nail a delicate shade of lavender. “I haven’t had my eyebrows done in so long that if I went now, the aesthetician would probably take one look at me and ask if I’m cosplaying as a gorilla.”

Alyssa blew on her own freshly painted nails, and her exhale turned into a snort. “Not true, Sophie. You’re lovely. Besides, natural brows are in.”

Even with the laughter and easy camaraderie, Izzy found her attention drifting toward the door every few minutes. The house did feel different when the men were in the war room—like the very walls were waiting for whatever decision or plan would be made.

Kennedy caught the direction of Izzy’s glances. “You’re worried about Hudson,” she said softly.

It wasn’t really a question, so Izzy didn’t bother denying it. “I just…I want to see with my own eyes that he’s okay. I know that’s probably silly—”

“It’s not silly at all,” Sophie interrupted in her calm, gentle manner. “When people matter to us, we worry. It’s human nature.”

“Plus,” Alyssa added with a knowing smile, “Hudson’s probably doing the exact same thing right now. These guys might be tough as nails, but they’re watchdogs when it comes to the people they care about.”

The observation made Izzy’s chest warm in a way that was both comforting and terrifying. The idea that Hudson might be sitting in that war room thinking about her, worrying about her emotional state the same way she was worried about his safety—it suggested a level of mutual investment that she hadn’t quite let herself acknowledge before.

May added a second coat to her burgundy nails. “We all know that our alpha males brood a lot when they think we’re not looking.”

Kennedy snorted with laughter. “Then they claim they’re evaluating threats.”

The absurdity of their situation—five women painting their nails while their Navy SEAL boyfriends planned tactical operations in another room—struck Izzy as both ridiculous and somehow perfect.

This was what normal looked like for them now, and despite everything, she found herself not wanting to change it.

“I think I’m in trouble.” The words escaped from Izzy before she could stop them.

“What kind of trouble?” Alyssa’s tone suggested she already knew.

“The kind where you start planning your whole life around someone else’s presence in it.” She watched the paint, called Forged Desire, dry on her nails. “The kind where you realize that all those therapy retreats and healing workshops only taught you how to be okay alone, but they never prepared you for wanting to be okay with someone else.”

The room went quiet for a moment, but it was the comfortable kind of silence that came from shared understanding rather than awkwardness.

“Welcome to the club,” Kennedy said finally, raising her gold-polished hand in a mock salute. “Population: all of us.”

Before Izzy could respond, the thud of boots on the marble floors made all of them look toward the door. But instead of the serious, post-meeting energy she’d been expecting, what emerged was something entirely different.

Hudson appeared in the doorway first, his face lit up with the kind of boyish excitement she’d never seen from him before. With the oxygen punched from her chest, she watched as one by one, the rest of the team crowded into view, all of them wearing expressions that seemed to hover between pride and barely contained enthusiasm.

“Ladies,” Con announced with the formal tone she’d heard him use for mission briefings, “you’ve been summoned.”

“Summoned?” May raised an eyebrow even as a suspicious expression stole over her pretty features.

Chase stepped forward, scooping Alyssa up from the sectional before she could protest.

She squealed. “My nails aren’t done!”

“They are now. To the theater room. We’ve got a surprise for you.”

Izzy looked up into Hudson’s eyes, then down at her own nails. They were close in color, but his eyes were so much better.

When he moved toward her, that familiar warmth spread through her chest, but this time it was accompanied by something else—a startling moment of absolute clarity.

She…

She was…

Definitely in love with him.

The realization should have been terrifying. But as he lifted her effortlessly into his arms, his eyes bright thanks to whatever plan they’d concocted, all she felt was a sense of rightness settling deep inside her.

When they entered the theater room, he turned his lips against her ear. “Family movie night. Complete with all your favorite snacks and a movie you mentioned wanting to see.”

She swept a glance over the plush leather theater recliners. Five chairs had blankets, one in her favorite color. When Hudson set her down in one and draped the thick hand-knitted neutral tan throw blanket over her lap, a carefree laugh burst from her.

He proceeded to slip off her shoes and ease matching slippers onto her feet. When he passed her a cup of her favorite flavor of margarita and a bag of peanut M&Ms, she shook her head in incredulity. “How do you know all my favorites?”

His smile was soft and devastating. “The beige I already guessed from your wardrobe. I admit, I thought it was a dull color…until I knew you. Now I see it’s not boring at all. As for the rest… Well, we have our ways. But now that I know what you like, I’ll remember forever.”

And there it was—the final piece clicking into place.

She was home.


THIRTEEN

Steele came awake instantly, his body on alert in a way that his mind hadn’t caught up with yet.

He lay perfectly still in the darkness, throwing out his hearing to learn what woke him from a deep sleep.

Voices. Low but urgent, coming from somewhere in the mansion.

Izzy was curled against his side, her breathing rhythmic, one hand splayed on his chest where it landed after they crawled into bed following the movie marathon. Her chestnut hair spilled across the sheet, her face peaceful in a way that made his chest tighten.

With extreme care, he began the process of extricating himself without waking her. Years of pre-dawn missions had taught him to move like a ghost. He slipped his arm out from under her head, replacing it with his warm pillow. Next, he bunched the blanket under her hand where his chest had been, giving her something to hold on to.

Then, inch by inch, he eased his weight off the mattress.

Izzy shifted slightly but didn’t wake.

The voices were clearer now, starting to make sense. He picked out the words his teammates spoke as they passed his room on their way to the stairs.

Con’s voice, definitely. Dante’s too. In a tone all wrong for casual late-night conversation.

They were heading toward the war room.

He pulled on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, moving on autopilot. Whatever was happening, it was important enough to drag his teammates out of their beds in the middle of the night.

At the bedroom door, he paused to look back at Izzy. She looked so vulnerable lying there, trusting in his strength and skill to keep her safe from harm.

The urge to wake her, to take her in his arms, was almost overwhelming. But in the end, he silently closed the door and headed for the stairs.

As he passed Mason’s room, the door opened and his brother stepped out. He sliced his hand through his messy hair. “Any idea what’s going on?”

“About to find out,” he drawled in a low tone.

Together, they strode toward the war room. As they entered, Con met Steele’s gaze and gave him a nod. “Alert everyone. Gear up.”

“On it.” Steele was already swinging away with Mason on his six.

“I’ll take the second floor, you get the third,” Mason said.

He gave him a nod before taking the stairs two at a time. Within minutes, the entire Charlie team was assembled in the war room, locked and loaded and prepared for anything.

Thoughts of Izzy echoed along the back of his mind. For the first time since she came to stay on base, she would wake to find him gone. Would she worry for him? He didn’t know if that made him feel good or terrible, so he firmly pushed the notion away and focused on Con.

“Dante intercepted a message on a dark web board. One Cipher has used before for his criminal activities.”

A rustle ran around the room, but they zeroed in on what he was saying.

“Sophie deciphered the message. There’s a huge convention that starts tomorrow. Finance bigwigs from all the major corporations are going to be there. And Cipher was hired to blow up the venue and wipe them all out.”

Silence met his words. The enormity of the situation landed square on Charlie team’s shoulders. And they were more than prepared to face it.

“What do a bunch of financial nerds have to do with Cipher?” Steele asked.

Dante cleared his throat, shredding through the last vestiges of sleep. “He likes hurting people. There are a lot of people out there willing to pay for his expertise. He’s gotta get money to finance his own agenda.”

“Chopper arrives in five. We’ll be on it.” Con’s words sent everyone rushing to the kitchen to grab last-minute drinks or food.

But food was the furthest thing from Steele’s mind. He sprinted up the stairs to his room.

Being quiet in full battle gear in silence wasn’t easy. Part of him hoped that Izzy woke so he could look into her eyes before he walked out that door.

He edged close to the mattress and leaned over her. The scent of her shampoo filled his head, and he let his eyes slip shut, locking the aroma into his memory.

Not only would Izzy wake for the first time to find him gone…but he would be separated from her. The base was the safest place for her—no one could penetrate these walls. But that didn’t slow the wave of worry overtaking him.

He brushed his lips lightly over her brow, and she started awake.

“Hudson.” Her voice was raspy with sleep. She opened her eyes and took in his appearance. Body armor under his performance shirt and every strap of his vest pulled tight. He didn’t have his weapons on him—not yet—and he was glad he had left his helmet rigged with night vision and his comms headset downstairs.

Alarm lit her eyes, dark with fear. “What’s going on?”

“We’re deploying.”

She jolted upright and grabbed him, clinging to the straps of his vest, her hair a wild tousle of curls. “For how long?”

“I can’t say. But I’ll be back as soon as possible. Just promise me you’ll stay here with the other women. Don’t leave the base.” He emphasized every word to impress the importance on her.

“Where are you going?”

He gave her a long look that told her he couldn’t share that information. She gulped with understanding.

“Oh, Hudson!” She flung her arms around his neck and buried her face against the plates on his chest. “Come back to me safe!”

His heart flexed at her words, each one slipping past the armor. He cupped her head and kissed the top of her head, then her forehead, her nose and her lips. “I’ll be home soon.”

With that, he released her, turning for the door. Before he crossed the threshold, she cried out.

“Wait!” She scrambled out of bed, all toned, honeyed legs in tiny sleep shorts and flashing a sliver of skin where her top rode up at her waist. She lunged for an object on the nightstand.

“Izzy, I have to go. I can hear the chopper.”

She let out a small cry and thrust something into his hand. “My crystal. I’ve been wearing it since Costa Rica. It’s a grounding thing, and they say it’s lucky. When I’m anxious, I touch it and it calms me.”

He closed his fingers around the small crystal on a leather cord that she only took off to sleep. Leaning in, he stamped her lips with his—hard, claiming.

Then he was gone, boots thumping down the stairs. From all over the base, more boots echoed in response—teammates emerging.

Answering a call to arms.

* * * * *

The spacious, airy kitchen felt smaller than usual when Izzy entered, the familiar warmth replaced by an undercurrent of anxiety that seemed to vibrate in the air itself.

The women were gathered around the island, but their usual morning chatter was absent, as if they were all moving with the careful precision of people trying not to break under pressure.

Kennedy stood at the coffeemaker, looking like she hardly slept, her complexion wan and her movements mechanical as she filled a mug and handed it to Alyssa. “Here. You need the caffeine.”

Alyssa accepted the cup with a grateful nod, but when she lifted it to her lips, her face went pale. She set it down quickly, pushing it away with a grimace.

“Can’t stomach it this morning,” she muttered.

Kennedy’s eyes sharpened with concern as she studied her friend’s face. “I’ll make you some tea instead. Chamomile might be better.”

Meanwhile, Sophie paced near the windows, her usual calm demeanor replaced by restless energy. Her hands twisted together as she walked back and forth, back and forth, like a caged animal sensing danger none of them could spot.

Izzy set up her laptop on the countertop, but any research she’d planned to do for her book was impossible. After several long minutes of watching Sophie, Izzy couldn’t take it anymore.

“Sophie, what’s wrong?”

Sophie paused midstride, head bowed as if she could find the answer in the marble veins on the floor. “It was too easy.”

May looked up from where she’d been staring at her untouched breakfast. “What was too easy?”

She brought her fist to her lips, pressing it against them as if she could stop the words that wanted to flow out. “The cipher. The code. It was too easy to break.” Sophie’s voice carried an edge that Izzy hadn’t heard before.

“You got intel that sent the men on the op,” Alyssa breathed out.

Sophie nodded.

May shifted uncomfortably. “You’re getting better at knowing his moves. You’ve been dialed into his patterns for months now.”

“Could be,” Sophie said, but her expression remained troubled. “But something feels off. He’s too quiet, too…patient. That’s not his style.”

Silence hovered between the women, but soon Sophie poured herself a mug of coffee and settled with it cradled between both hands, staring at the creamy depths. The teapot bubbled, and Kennedy fixed some chamomile tea for Alyssa. May nibbled on a scone.

And Izzy tried to find some balance in all of this, which right now meant working on her research.

The light conversation the women forced out faded to background noise as Izzy logged in using the private browser that Dante had set her up with.

So when an email from her newsroom account landed in her private inbox, she blinked at the screen.

What in the world was that? She always kept her work and personal emails separate.

Maybe it was a message from her director or one of her colleagues, asking about her after the Times Square incident?

But the subject line made her blood run cold.

Tip About Anonymous Donor

She shouldn’t open it. She should tell Sophie. Or any of them.

With a nervous glance at her friends sitting around the island, each looking worried and drawn, she couldn’t bear to add to their anxiety level.

She would do anything to help them capture Cipher; to end this nightmare so she could go back to some semblance of a normal life. If someone had information about the anonymous donor funding Dr. Webb’s clinic…

She didn’t make it as a journalist by not pursuing things even when it wasn’t one hundred percent safe.

Her heart hammered against her ribs as she opened the email.

It contained a video file. No text, just an attachment with a timestamp from earlier that morning.

She clicked play and watched grainy drone footage of a helicopter landing. Military personnel disembarked with practiced efficiency, their faces too distant to make out clearly. It could have been old footage—after all, Steele’s team had flown countless missions, and helicopters were standard transport.

But then the camera zoomed in, focusing on one particular figure, and Izzy’s world tilted off its axis. An ice-cold geyser of terror made her stomach plummet and her mind whirl.

A flash of light caught the morning sun—and something reflective around the man’s neck, glinting against his tactical gear. The image was brief, lasting only a second, but it was enough.

The crystal. Her crystal, hanging from its leather cord around Hudson’s neck.

Oh god.

Through her fogged vision, she scanned the timestamp on the video. The footage was from today. This morning. Which meant…

Another email notification popped up, and she opened it with trembling fingers.

A life for all of theirs. You have thirty minutes to decide. - C

The C stood for Cipher.

Her lungs threatened to explode in short, panicked, barely-controlled gasps as the implications crashed over her. He had eyes on their helicopter, knew about the mission, about Hudson, about all of them.

And he was offering her a choice—her life for theirs.

She replied quickly. What do you want?

The response came almost instantly. You. Alone. Pier 47, thirty minutes. Come alone or watch them all die.

Thirty minutes. She looked at the clock on her laptop screen—7:05 a.m. Dawn was breaking outside the windows, painting the sky in shades of gold and pink.

Beautiful and terrible.

Like the last sunrise she might ever see.

The women were still talking about anything to take their minds off the men they loved being away from them.

They didn’t know. Hudson didn’t know. The team was out there, exposed, thinking they were hunting Cipher when he was actually hunting them.

She had to act fast.

Her fingers flew over the keyboard as she opened a new document and began typing:

If you’re reading this, I’ve gone to meet Cipher. He has surveillance on the team’s current location and threatened to kill all of them unless I come alone. I couldn’t risk their lives. Hudson,  I love you more than I thought possible. Please don’t blame yourself for this. Take care of each other. One life for all of theirs. - Izzy

She saved it on the desktop where it would be visible to anyone who opened the laptop, then closed the computer and stood on unsteady legs.

“I need some air,” she said to the room in general. “I’m going outside for a little bit.”

The words sounded normal enough, but Kennedy looked up abruptly. “You okay? You look pale.”

“Just need to wake up a little. The fresh air will do me some good. I won’t be long.”

She made it to the doorway before Alyssa called out, “Don’t forget to grab a coat, Izzy.”

She gave her friend a nod and slipped out on a mission of her own.

The mansion’s corridors felt like a maze as she made her way toward the rear exit. Her plan was simple—jog to the nearby fast-food restaurant where she could call an Uber to take her to the pier. It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was all she had.

Dawn was breaking properly now, the sky filled with gold and coral light that should have been beautiful. Instead, it felt like a countdown timer, each new ray that streaked the sky bringing her closer to whatever fate waited at Pier 47.

She found her wool coat in a closet and paused at the back door, her fingers on the handle, trying to gather courage she wasn’t sure she possessed.

Three years of therapy. Of rebuilding herself after Syria. Of learning to trust her instincts and find strength in survival—it all came down to this moment.

She was going to be brave. She was going to save the people she loved, even if it cost her everything.

The security camera mounted above the door tracked her movement as she stepped outside. She looked directly into its lens, knowing that this moment would be recorded.

“Hudson,” she said quietly, her voice steady despite the fear coursing through her veins. “I’m sorry. I love you.”

Then she turned and ran into the golden morning light, leaving behind the only safety she’d known since Syria, racing toward an uncertain fate with the desperate hope that her sacrifice might be enough to keep the people she cared about alive.

Behind her, the mansion grew smaller with each step, but the weight of what she was about to do pressed down on her shoulders like lead. Thirty minutes to reach the pier. Thirty minutes to say goodbye to the life she’d been building with Hudson.

Thirty minutes to be brave enough to face whatever Cipher—Daniel Sheen, she would use his name, dammit—had planned for her.

The morning air burned her lungs as she ran, but she didn’t slow down. Couldn’t slow down. Time was running out, and somewhere out there, the man she loved was walking into a trap only she could save him from.

Even though it meant walking into one herself.


FOURTEEN

The convention center stretched before them like a concrete monument, the glass façade reflecting thirty or so rescue units that had rushed in at Charlie’s call.

Steele stood at parade rest between Dante and Mason, watching the NYC bomb unit clear the last of their equipment from the scene.

The device that Charlie team discovered in a centralized area that would have brought the entire urban structure down, and wiped out the rest of the block with it, had been neutralized about forty minutes ago. But it had taken the squad three hours to defuse one of the most sophisticated explosives they’d ever seen.

“This is Charlie One. Explosive disposal is complete.” Con’s voice filtered into their comms devices.

“Copy that. Initiating secondary sweep.” Steele waved a hand at the K9 unit, and the handlers and their eager dogs entered the evacuated convention center.

He shifted, the familiar weight of his gear a comfort, a reminder that he’d lived through another mission. These were moments he always catalogued as victories—another successful op completed, another threat eliminated, his brothers all still standing.

Con’s second order came through, and three of his teammates moved to do another sweep of the perimeter.

Cipher was too smart to rely on just one bomb, which meant they were all waiting for the other combat boot to drop.

Within ten minutes, the team reported back that the perimeter was secure. Every inch of the building and surrounding grounds had been checked out.

It was a textbook execution. But the whole scenario felt wrong to Steele. Maybe he was just being paranoid. While he was anxious as hell to return to base, and to Izzy, he didn’t have an easy feeling about this.

He reached up and touched the tip of the crystal dangling on the leather cord around his neck. As soon as the chopper landed, he’d tucked it inside his vest for safekeeping. He didn’t want to lose Izzy’s method of comfort, after all.

Strangely, the small lumpy stone gave him a measure of peace too—that he’d return to her very soon. That together, they were stronger.

Con broke away from the huddle of government agencies on the scene. As he neared Steele and the others standing around waiting for orders, his phone started buzzing.

The sound rarely signaled good news, especially during times like this. But this noise cut through the calm like a buzzsaw because it was Con’s civilian ringtone, so out of place among tactical radio chatter and barked commands.

Who the hell would be calling during an active operation? Steele’s sixth sense was already prickling.

Con stopped feet away from Steele and pulled out the device. His expression shifting from annoyed to concerned as he read the display. “Fuck. The call’s coming from base.”

His stomach dropped. “The only people there are the girls.” His lips felt wooden, barely allowing the words to pass through them.

Con answered on the third ring, putting it on speaker and stepping close to Steele to allow him to hear. “This is Con.”

Sophie’s voice came through in a rush, words tumbling over each other with barely controlled panic. “Ryan, thank god! I knew something was wrong. I told them it was too easy, the puzzle was too—”

“Sophie, slow down. What’s happening?”

There was a muffled sound, voices in the background, then Alyssa came on the line. Her negotiator’s training kept her voice steady despite the underlying tension.

“We can’t find Izzy anywhere,” she said without preamble.

Steele’s world dimmed to a pinprick of pain.

“She’s gone,” Alyssa continued, in a hurry now. “She left a note on her laptop.”

“What does it say?” Steele rasped.

She read it to them, ending in one line that made his blood chill.

One life for all of theirs.

The world seemed to tilt sideways. Steele felt his knees threaten to buckle as Alyssa’s words crashed over him like a tidal wave.

“Dante,” Con barked into his comm, “I need eyes on the base, now.”

“Copy that, accessing feeds… Fuck! Steele, this is for you.”

Steele snatched the phone out of Con’s hand to stare at what Dante sent.

Izzy’s beautiful face loomed on the screen. She stared directly at the camera when she gave the most haunting message he could ever hear.

“Hudson, I’m sorry. I love you.”

The words hit him like fists. The resignation echoing in Izzy’s voice made his chest constrict with something he’d only ever felt once before, in the middle of Times Square.

Panic.

“We’re shipping out,” Con announced to the team. “Pack it up, double-time.”

The ride back to the base passed in a blur of radio chatter. Steele sat rigid, all too aware of the amethyst nestled against his chest that couldn’t stop his mind from cycling through every worst-case scenario while his teammates coordinated the emergency response around him.

When they burst into the mansion, Dante wasted no time sprinting to the war room. By the time Steele entered mere seconds behind him, he was already hunched over Izzy’s laptop, his fingers flying across multiple keyboards as screens filled with data streams and surveillance footage.

“Found the email,” Dante announced without looking up. “Video attachment showing our helicopter insertion this morning. Timestamp indicates it was sent forty-three minutes after we deployed.”

“How did he get eyes on our insertion point?” Con demanded.

“It wasn’t drone surveillance—we had a pulse on everything in the area. I’m not sure how this was taken.”

They traded a look. New intelligence was never a good thing, not to a SEAL.

Steele moved to look over Dante’s shoulder, and what he saw made his blood freeze. Grainy aerial footage of their team disembarking from the helicopter, but the camera zoomed in on one specific figure—him, with something glinting around his neck in the morning sunlight seconds before he tucked the item into his vest.

His hand moved instinctively to his throat, and he yanked the crystal pendant free, his fingers closing around the small amethyst hanging from its leather cord.

“Jesus Christ,” he muttered.

Con’s voice was harsh when he saw. “I thought you knew better than to wear personal items during operations.”

He didn’t have any excuse to give…could only wonder what Izzy was going to do without her crystal.

Dante’s screens shifted, showing rideshare tracking data, street camera feeds, traffic monitoring systems. “Got her pickup location…and drop-off. Following her to the next vehicle now.”

More screens. More footage. A woman with chestnut hair climbing into a taxi, then another vehicle, each transition tracked through the city’s electronic eyes.

“Oh god,” Steele said, watching his worst nightmare play out in real time. “She’s trying to save us. One life for all of ours.”

“Cipher’s using her as bait,” Con said grimly. “He knows we’ll track her movements, knows we’ll want to mount a rescue operation.”

Slowly, Steele swung toward his commanding officer. “Why do you sound like you won’t do exactly that?”

Con silenced, his gaze fixed on the screen for so long that Steele’s blood ran cold.

“So we’re not rescuing her?” The words came out in a shout, carrying a note of incredulous rage. “What the fuck, Con? We can’t just leave her!”

“If we go after her, we’re putting the entire platoon and all the women at risk. It’s what he wants—”

Steele was already moving, his body responding to a primal need for action before his mind could catch up. He strode out of the war room, down the corridor, his boots echoing off the walls like gunshots.

The base’s shooting range in the basement was empty, the fluorescent lights humming overhead as he grabbed a Sig from the weapons locker and loaded a fresh magazine. The first shot punched through the center of the target downrange, followed immediately by fourteen more in rapid succession.

Each shot was precise, controlled.

Each shot was also completely inadequate for relieving the rage and terror coursing through his system.

He blew through one magazine and was loading a second when Dante appeared in the doorway.

“What do you need?” Steele barked at him.

“This isn’t you, man,” Dante said quietly. “Steele doesn’t go rogue. Steele follows orders, thinks about the team. Charlie counts on that to keep us all alive.”

“Could you walk away if it was Kennedy?” Steele asked without turning.

The silence stretched long enough that he finally looked over his shoulder. Dante’s expression was pained, conflicted.

His friend finally dropped his head. “Fuck. No. But you can’t just charge in there and kill Cipher. He’s too smart for that, too prepared.”

“Then what do you suggest?”

Dante was quiet for a long moment, his analytical mind clearly working through possibilities. “You’ll need eyes and ears. Someone to coordinate intelligence, monitor communications, provide support.”

“Are you volunteering?”

“I’m saying that if you’re determined to disobey a direct order and risk your career, your life and potentially the safety of everyone on this base…you shouldn’t go in blind.”

Steele felt something ease in his chest—not relief, but the knowledge that he wouldn’t be entirely alone in this insane maneuver that might be the biggest mistake of his life.

“Dante. You said it—I need eyes. And you’re the best there is. Help me. Help me get her back.” His grating voice was edged in apprehension.

Several long seconds passed. Every moment that Dante remained silent carried Izzy farther away from him.

Suddenly, Dante moved to the weapons locker and began selecting equipment. “I’m risking my career for going against orders.”

“Then what are you doing with all that comms equipment?”

He didn’t look at Steele when he answered. “Kennedy’s upstairs right now, probably pacing and worried sick about what’s happening to her friend. And if I let you go out there alone…if we lose you both…I’ll have to explain to her why I didn’t do everything I could to help.”

For the first time since hearing Izzy’s recorded message, Steele allowed himself to hope.

It wasn’t much—two operatives against unknown odds, charging into what was certainly a trap—but it was better than abandoning the woman he loved to whatever fate Cipher had planned.

* * * * *

The shipping container smelled of rust and fetid water. Its corrugated metal walls wept condensation in the humid air of the Hudson River pier.

Izzy’s wrists burned where a thick cord cut into her skin, her hands bound in front of her, but the post made her back ache from sitting so stiff in the metal folding chair that had become her prison.

Through the partially open container door, she could see the Manhattan skyline glittering in the distance—so close she could almost touch it, yet impossibly far from the safety of Hudson’s arms.

The man she’d sacrificed everything to meet sat across from her in another folding chair, looking nothing like the monster she’d built up in her mind.

Her journalist’s eye took in every detail about the man who called himself by a name meant to inspire terror—Cipher.

Yet Daniel Sheen was nothing at all like she pictured when she sat inside the safe walls of the Blackout Charlie base and researched him.

He was younger than she’d expected—early thirties, with sandy brown hair and the kind of unremarkable features that easily disappeared in a crowd. He could have been anyone: a tech worker, a graduate student, someone’s neighbor who kept to himself and never caused trouble.

Except for his eyes. Those were the eyes of someone who’d already died inside, leaving behind something cold and calculating that wore human skin like a costume.

“You’re really him.” Her voice came out much steadier than she felt. “Cipher.”

She was maybe the first person to see him since he faked his death.

Daniel smiled, and the expression was all wrong—too bright, too pleased with himself. “I have to admit, Izzy, this is working out even better than I’d hoped. I can’t wait for your SEAL boyfriend to charge in to rescue you. You thought you were smart, didn’t you? Poor, sweet Izzy.” He shook his head in mock admiration. “That was beautifully stupid.”

“You know they’re coming for you.” She lifted her chin despite the fear clawing at her throat. “They’re going to rescue me.”

“Oh, I’m counting on it.” Daniel’s smile widened. “That’s the whole point.”

The words hit her like ice water. “What?”

“Did you really think this was about you? That I’d go through all this trouble for one washed-up journalist with PTSD?” He leaned forward, his eyes bright with malicious glee. “You’re bait, sweetheart. The perfect lure to bring everyone I want to kill right to me.”

“No.” The word tore from her throat as the horrible truth dawned on her. “It’s supposed to be just me! Take me! Take my life for a life!”

“A life for a life?” Daniel laughed, the sound echoing off the container walls. “Oh, Izzy. I’m not interested in one life. I want all of them. Your boyfriend, his team, maybe even those pretty girlfriends they all think they love—as if love is real. Everyone who played a part in letting my mother die.”

The consequences of her mistake tightened around her throat like a noose. She hadn’t saved anyone.

She’d doomed them all.

After a long moment of crushing despair, something else kicked in—her journalist’s instinct that had kept her alive in Syria. She’d watched several lives of Americans get snuffed out right in front of her eyes, but she’d managed to stay alive, and she chalked it up to her quick wits.

If she was going to die here, if Hudson and his team were walking into a trap because of her choices, she was damn well going to understand why.

“Give me this much.” Her voice found a strength she didn’t know she still possessed. “If you’re going to kill me, if this is my dying wish—let me understand. Let me interview you.”

Daniel tilted his head, studying her with the fascination of a scientist observing an interesting specimen. “You want to interview me?”

“I count on you wanting to boast about your actions. Most killers do, given the chance.”

“Most killers,” he repeated thoughtfully. “I suppose that’s what I am now, isn’t it?” He settled back in his chair, looking genuinely delighted by the prospect. “You know what? Why not? We have time to kill before your rescue party arrives.”

Izzy took a steadying breath, slipping into the professional persona that had carried her through war zones and hostile interrogations. Izzy Cruz morphed with Callie Northwood in a smarter, savvier version of the two personas she claimed.

“Let’s start with Alyssa. It doesn’t make sense to target her. She was just doing her job, trying to negotiate the release of the hostages. She was trying to save lives.”

“My mom was just doing her job too.” Daniel’s casual tone was at odds with the darkness in his eyes. “Look how that turned out for her.”

“So you blame everyone who was involved in the hostage situation in Syria? What about the soldiers on the military base? Those servicemen failed to respond to the Red Cross bomb threat too.”

He shrugged with chilling nonchalance. “Their time will come.” He smiled. “Just like the journalist who needed someone to free her instead of just dying like the rest.”

The evil oozing from him sent goosebumps rippling over her skin. But she refused to react to him, to show him a single weakness.

His smile was as sharp as broken glass. “Do you know what it’s like to see your mother’s burned body, knowing that if a bunch of Americans had just done their jobs properly, she’d still be alive?”

Izzy forced herself to ask the next question, though every instinct screamed at her to stop. “What did you feel when you killed the man you hired to act in your stead when you donated to the charity? What did you feel when you had Drysdale killed?”

“Relief,” Daniel said immediately. “Like finally scratching an itch that had been bothering me for years. He was just a loose end, really. I saw him die, you know. The men I hired to kill him were wearing body cams. Watching the life leave his eyes...” He paused, seeming to savor the memory. “It was remarkably satisfying.”

She gulped down the bile in her throat. “And Dr. Webb? The man who tried to save your mother? Will he die like the rest?”

“Oh, I’m not going to kill him.” Daniel’s expression brightened. “He may still serve my purposes.”

The casual way he discussed murder and psychological torture made Izzy’s skin crawl, but she pressed on. “What about the people who had nothing to do with Syria? The innocent bystanders who might get caught in your traps?”

“Collateral damage.” Daniel waved his hand dismissively. “Every war has casualties. The difference is, I’m honest about what I’m doing. Your government friends like to pretend their hands are clean while they order drone strikes on wedding parties and call it counterterrorism.”

“You really believe you’re justified in all this?”

“I believe in consequences.” His voice took on the fervor of a true believer. “My mother dedicated her life to helping people in war zones. She saved hundreds of lives, and what did she get for it? A bomb delivered to her workplace because someone decided her facility was a good place to make a name for their resistance group. No one was held accountable. No one even remembered her name six months later!”

Izzy felt sick listening to him, but she couldn’t stop. This might be the only chance anyone would have to understand the mind behind the terror. “So you decided to become judge, jury and executioner?”

“I decided to balance the scales.” Daniel’s eyes glittered with conviction. “Every person who failed my mother dies. Simple as that. And if other people get in the way…” He shrugged.

The container went still except for the distant sound of water lapping against the pier and the musty stench of wrack. It had been hours since she left the Blackout base. Since then, she had watched the sun climb in the sky until it began its descent down the other side of the skyline and cast shadows along the ground.

Where was Hudson? Did he even know she was gone? He might still be in the thick of that op. He could be—

She cut off the thought, unable to let it seep into the cracks of her mind. Otherwise, what was she even doing this for? She had sacrificed herself to save him and the team and the women she called friends.

No, they were all her family now.

In the gathering shadows, Daniel looked even younger, almost vulnerable. But Izzy could see the madness behind his façade—the broken mind of someone who’d taken grief and twisted it into something monstrous.

“You know what the beautiful thing is?” he said suddenly, leaning forward again. “Your boyfriend is probably planning his rescue mission right now. Gathering his team, checking his weapons, all of that tactical preparation they love so much. And he has no idea that every step he takes toward this pier brings him closer to joining Echo team.”

Izzy closed her eyes, thinking of Hudson’s face the last time she’d seen him—fierce, his eyes filled with emotion, holding her close in the early morning darkness.

She’d never told him she loved him, not to his face. Only as she left the base, on her desperate rush to meet Daniel Sheen at the pier.

And oh, Hudson deserved to hear those three big words as she gazed into his eyes with all the love bursting inside her.

Now she never would.

“He’s going to come for me.” She barely got the words out without them breaking. “And when he does, you’re going to try to k-kill him.” She squeezed her eyes shut.

“I’m not going to try, Izzy.” Daniel’s voice was soft, almost gentle. “I’m going to succeed. And the last thing Hudson Steele sees before he dies will be your face, knowing that you’re the reason he’s here. That your choices led him straight into my trap.”

“You’re wrong about one thing.” Izzy opened her eyes to meet his gaze directly.

“What’s that?”

“He’s not going to die. And when he kills you—and he will kill you—it won’t be for his team or his mission or his country.” Her voice grew stronger with each word. “It’ll be for me. And that’s something you’ll never understand, because you’ve never loved anyone enough to die for them.”

Daniel’s smile faltered for just a moment, and in that brief crack in his mask, Izzy saw something that might have been human once. Then it was gone, replaced by cold calculation.

“We’ll see about that,” he said. “We’ll see about that very soon.”


FIFTEEN

Steele swiped the keys to the fastest vehicle Blackout had, and he never looked back.

The car cut through New York traffic like a blade, and Steele’s knuckles whitened on the steering wheel as Dante’s voice crackled through his earpiece giving real-time intelligence updates.

“Drone’s in position over the pier.”

Steele could almost see Dante hunched over his laptop, brows lowered in concentration.

“I’ve got eyes on the target location. Northwest corner of Pier 47.”

“Is she in a warehouse?” His throat clamped on the words. Too many things went sideways in warehouses. Shots went wild; people took hits from ricochets.

“No,” Dante said so slowly that he might think his teammate was mocking his Southern drawl. “Jesus, Steele—I can see her. She’s in a shipping container.”

Steele’s heart hammered against his ribs. For a moment, he couldn’t catch his breath to speak. Finally, he grated out, “Status?”

“She’s alive. Sitting in what looks like a modified shipping container. Hands are bound.”

“Look at her thumb. Is it tucked inside her fist?”

“Yeah, it’s tucked. But Steele…” Dante’s voice carried a note of grim recognition. “The guy with her—it’s not one of Cipher’s lackeys. It’s fucking Cipher himself. Holy shit, man. We’re looking at Daniel Sheen in the flesh.”

The confirmation slammed into Steele like a physical blow. His blood chilled, as if evil had stroked a finger through his veins. Then it heated in a flashing scald that left his face burning.

Bad enough that Izzy had been lured in, but knowing she was face-to-face with the architect of so much death and destruction made his vision blur with rage.

He swallowed against the painful brick in his throat, and his voice sounded as a rough rasp. “How’s she look?”

“Can’t see her face well. She’s turned away. But I can see her profile. Looks like she’s talking.” Several beats of silence passed. At last, Dante said, “I can’t believe this. She’s actually talking to him. Oh…fuck.”

“What happened!” He stomped the gas pedal to the floor.

“She turned her head. That look on her face. I’ve seen it before—Steele, she’s interviewing him.”

Despite everything, Steele felt a surge of fierce pride. Even in captivity, even facing a monster who’d orchestrated the deaths of countless innocent people, Izzy was being Izzy—asking questions, seeking truth.

Refusing to be cowed.

“The bastard’s enjoying it,” Dante continued. “Cold as ice, completely relaxed. This guy’s a stone-cold psychopath, Steele.”

Which meant Cipher wouldn’t hesitate to kill her the second he thought they were closing in.

Steele took a hard right onto the highway, the city lights blurring past as he pushed the vehicle to its limits. “I need details. What’s my best approach?”

Dante didn’t waste a second. “There’s a warehouse complex about two hundred meters east of the container yard. Five-story brick building, flat roof with clear sight lines to the target. If you’re going to take a shot, that’s your best bet.”

“Range?”

“Uh… Four hundred thirty meters, give or take. Moderate crosswind from the northwest. You’ll have to account for the harbor breeze, but it’s doable.”

Steele’s mind shifted into the cold, analytical state that had kept him alive through hundreds of operations. Four hundred thirty meters was well within his capabilities with his sniper rifle.

One shot, clean and precise, and this nightmare would be over.

As he pulled into the industrial complex surrounding the warehouse, his commanding officer’s voice exploded through his earpiece.

“Steele, where the hell are you? GPS shows you’re nowhere near base.”

Fuck. The last thing he needed.

“I’m handling it, Con.”

“You’re ordered to stand down and return to base immediately. That’s a direct order.”

“Negative.” The word came out flat, final. “I’m going to get her back.”

“Goddamn it, Steele! You’re compromising the entire operation. This is what Cipher wants—he’s using her as bait to draw us into a trap.”

“Maybe. But I’m not walking away.”

There was a pause, then Con’s voice came back harder than Steele had ever heard it. “You do this, you’re on your own. No backup, no extraction, no support. You understand that?”

“Copy that.”

“And if you get killed out there, I’m going to personally explain to Izzy why her boyfriend decided to throw away his life on a suicide mission instead of trusting his team.”

The line went dead.

Steele sat in the vehicle for precisely three seconds, letting the importance of his decision settle on his shoulders. He was abandoning everything he’d sworn to uphold as a Navy SEAL. His career was over. His relationship with his team might be irreparable. And Con was right—this could very well be a suicide mission.

But the alternative—leaving Izzy in the hands of a man who’d already killed dozens of people—wasn’t an option he could live with.

“Dante,” he said quietly into his comm. “You still with me?”

“Where else would I be?” came the immediate reply.

He blew out a heavy breath of dread about what would come after…and what would come now.

The car engine screamed as he pushed it harder, weaving in and out of traffic, passing cars at a speed that, growing up in the South, he’d call Mach Jesus. When you grabbed your balls and said a prayer that you’d live to see another sunrise.

“Approaching the pier. I’ve got eyes on the warehouse. What’s the best route to the roof?”

Dante was his lifeline. He gave him the coordinates and Steele slowed the vehicle on the approach, coming in as quiet as possible.

With fluid movements, he slipped out of the car. The click of the door shutting was drowned by the slosh of water against the pier supports.

The sun had been swallowed by thick clouds. A few noises came from far down the pier as a few laborers started their shifts.

He grabbed the rifle, moving with the fluid efficiency of his years as a SEAL. The warehouse’s fire escape was rusted but solid, and he scaled it quickly, his boots silent on the metal rungs despite his haste.

The roof offered what Dante had promised—clear sight lines across the industrial waterfront to the shipping container yard. Through his scope, he could see the partially open container in the northwest corner. Thankfully, not all of the interior was cast in shadow.

“I’m in position,” he reported, settling into a prone shooting position.

“Copy that. Adjusting drone position for better angles. Steele, they’re still talking. She’s tense…but so is he. I can’t tell who’s asking the questions.”

Steele adjusted his scope’s magnification, and suddenly Izzy’s face filled his field of vision.

Christ. His heart exploded with emotion, pangs of love bursting in sync with the terror of her being in there with a cold-hearted killer.

Barely breathing, he stared at her. She was pale but alert, her posture straight despite having her hands bound, a pose he knew firsthand made your muscles scream in pain, but she didn’t show it.

Even from this distance, he could see the intelligence in her eyes, the way she was studying Cipher like he was a puzzle to be solved.

“She’s trying to understand him,” Steele murmured.

“What?”

“She’s doing what she does best—getting inside the story, figuring out what makes him tick. Even now, even like this, she’s still a journalist.”

The crosshairs centered on Daniel Sheen’s head. From this angle, Steele had a clean shot. One squeeze of the trigger, and the man responsible for Echo team’s deaths, for at least three major terrorist attacks and maybe a few they hadn’t yet uncovered the truth of, for the terror he rained down on Times Square…for everything that had torn Izzy’s life apart…would be gone.

But Cipher was sitting close to Izzy—close enough that any movement, even a flinch, could put her in danger.

“Wind’s picking up,” Dante reported. “Gusting to about eight knots from the northwest. You’ll need to compensate.”

Steele made the adjustment, his heart rate slow and controlled. This was what he’d trained for, what he’d done in hostile territory from Afghanistan to Syria. One shot, one kill, mission accomplished.

“Wait!” Dante’s voice carried sudden urgency. “Movement in the container. Cipher’s standing up, he’s—shit, Steele, he’s got a weapon.”

Through the scope, Steele watched Daniel Sheen rise from his chair, something metallic glinting in his hand. A pistol, held casually at his side as he paced around Izzy’s chair like a predator circling prey.

Steele’s finger found the trigger, muscle memory taking over as his breathing slowed to the deliberate rhythm he’d perfected over years of precision shooting. The crosshairs tracked Cipher’s movement, waiting for the perfect moment when Izzy would be completely clear of the line of fire.

“Steele,” Dante’s voice was tight with tension. “Whatever you’re going to do, you need to do it now. This bastard’s working himself up to something, and I don’t think it’s going to end well for Izzy.”

Time seemed to slow as Steele watched Cipher raise the pistol, pointing it directly at the woman he loved. Through his scope, he saw Izzy’s face clearly—frightened but defiant, meeting her captor’s gaze without flinching.

She was magnificent.

Even facing death, she refused to give this monster the satisfaction of seeing her break.

“I love you too,” Steele whispered, knowing she couldn’t hear him but needing to say the words anyway.

* * * * *

“You could have built something beautiful.” Izzy’s voice carried the weight of genuine conviction despite facing a man holding a gun he fully intended to use on her.

“With your intelligence, your resources? Your obvious ability to coordinate complex operations? You could have created a foundation in your mother’s name, funded medical clinics all over the world. Saved thousands of lives. Instead, you chose destruction.”

Daniel paused in his pacing, turning to face her with that unsettling smile that never reached his cold eyes. “How wonderfully naive. You think the world runs on good intentions and charity galas? My mother spent her entire career trying to build something beautiful, trying to save lives, and where did it get her? A bomb delivered to her in a crate of supplies.”

“So you became exactly like them,” Izzy pressed.

Every inch of her spine blazed with pain. And her hands…she’d stopped feeling them half an hour ago.

“You became someone who delivers death to innocent people. How does that honor her memory? How does killing Drysdale—who was only doing his job—in cold blood on a crowded street or terrorizing families in Times Square bring your mother back or make the world safer?”

“It doesn’t bring her back.” His voice took on a philosophical tone that was somehow more chilling than outright rage. “But it creates consequences. It ensures that the people who fail in their duties, who make choices that cost innocent lives, understand that actions have prices. The government calls it acceptable losses. I simply apply the same logic on a more…personal scale.”

Izzy’s stomach turned, hot with nausea, but she recognized the twisted logic that allowed him to sleep at night. She didn’t just want to keep up her end of the philosophical argument—her life depended on it.

Each minute that Cipher was arguing with her, he wasn’t lifting that gun and pulling the trigger.

“The difference is accountability.” She tried not to glance down at the weapon in his grip. Or let her lip tremble with tears she was barely holding at bay. “The military has rules they have to follow. They try not to kill innocent people when they can help it. You’re just a man with a grudge playing God with other people’s lives.”

Daniel’s expression darkened, and for a moment she thought she’d pushed too far. But then his phone buzzed against the metal chair where he left it, the electronic chime seeming to echo off the container walls.

He twisted his head and glanced at the screen. Then that frigid smile returned, wider than before—the expression of someone who’d just received the news he’d been waiting for.

“Well”—he picked up the device with obvious satisfaction—”it looks like we’re about to have company after all. Your boyfriend really is as predictable as I hoped he’d be.”

Terror flooded into her body, taking over every corner and making it impossible to breathe. Hudson was here. Oh, god. He could save her.

Or lose his life trying.

That was the opposite of what she wanted.

With a smile that made her think of horror-movie clowns and robots, he placed the phone on her knee, within her reach. The weight of it, knowing who just touched it, made her stomach pitch.

She lifted her stare and fixed it on his face. “What do you expect me to do with that?”

“Call your boyfriend.”

Panic swept over her like a cold tide. “How do you expect me to dial with my hands tied?”

“I gave you enough use of your hands. Call him.”

“I don’t know the number.” Which was the truth. “Who remembers numbers anymore?”

He swung the gun up and aimed between her eyes. “Remember the number,” he bit off.

Her mind reeled. Nausea knotted in the pit of her stomach. If everything came down to her ability to recall a number she’d never even glanced at when she called Hudson, they were all goners.

His finger twitched toward the trigger.

“Stop! I know a number!”

“Better make it a good one.”

She slowly inched a numb fingertip toward the screen and punched in the only number she could remember in her moment of acute fear.

Alyssa’s voice projected through the speaker, sounding so close that Izzy’s eyes flooded with tears. “Izzy! Where are you? Are you okay?”

“Put the team leader on the phone.” She carefully avoided using Con’s name—he was already too close to Cipher’s radar for her comfort.

Not one more life for a life.

Only three heartbeats passed before Con’s voice filled the shipping container through the phone’s speaker.

“So we finally meet, Daniel Sheen.” His voice cut through the metallic space with deadly calm.

“Cipher to you.”

“I have to warn you, Cipher—you’re about to be killed by the best sniper I’ve ever seen in twenty years of special operations.”

Cipher’s laugh was genuinely amused. “No, I’m not. Because if he kills me, there will be mass destruction all over the globe.”

Izzy’s blood turned to ice water in her veins.

“I have associates in twelve major cities.” Cipher sounded like he was having a conversation with a dear friend. “London, Paris, Tokyo, Sydney, Mexico City and so many more—each one with a device that makes what happened at the former Echo team base look like a child’s fireworks show. My network has their orders—if I don’t check in every twenty-four hours, they detonate their packages.”

“For how long?” Izzy whispered, her mind racing through the outcomes.

Cipher’s smile was serene as he looked directly at her. “Until I feel like stopping.”

A contingency plan. Of course he had one. Men like Daniel Sheen didn’t operate without multiple layers of insurance against this situation.

“Warn Steele!” Con’s voice exploded through the speaker.

The gunshot came a split second later—a distant crack of thunder that shook the very walls of the container. Cipher jerked backward, his body spinning as he crumpled to the floor, dark blood already spreading across his shoulder and chest.

Izzy didn’t wait to see if he was dead. Her chair toppled as she threw her weight sideways, rolling away from Cipher’s motionless form and struggling to her feet with her hands still bound. She ran for the container’s exit, stumbling in her determination to reach daylight.

When she burst out of the shadows, she jerked her head left and right, searching for the fastest escape.

Hudson was close enough to take that shot. She had to find him.

She ran between a long alley formed by shipping containers. When she came face-to-face with a concrete wall, panic clawed at her throat. She spun, off-balance, her tied hands making every move she made clumsy.

She ran back toward where she came from and kept on running, gasping in the heavy air of the waterfront, frantically looking in all directions for any sign of Hudson.

In a dead panic now, she twisted her wrists and yanked in an attempt to free her hands. But the cord knotted around them was too tight.

Just then, she heard the light thud of boots on pavement, and he was there, emerging from between two shipping containers like a ghost made solid. His face was tight with concern as he ran toward her, rifle slung across his back and sidearm drawn.

“Are you hurt?” His hands moved over her, checking for wounds even as his gaze darted around them, on high alert.

“Oh my god! Hudson!” Every inch of her was shaking as she drank in the face of the man she loved. “I’m okay, but we have to see if he’s dead. We have to go back! He’s got bombs in twelve cities—if he doesn’t check in, they all detonate.”

Hudson’s expression darkened as he moved close to examine the cord binding her wrists. His tactical knife made short work of the restraints, but she could feel his strain in the careful way he worked.

“This knot,” he muttered, studying the intricate pattern of loops and securing points. “This isn’t standard restraint technique. This is art.”

One more layer to Cipher’s twisted personality—even his methods of imprisonment were elaborate, designed to impress and intimidate.

Once she was free, she reached for him, but stopped herself, seeing that this wasn’t her Hudson right now—this was Steele. A SEAL. Part of the Blackout Charlie team.

A dead man walking.

Hudson led the way with his weapon ready. But when they reached the shipping container, it was empty except for a spreading pool of blood and the overturned chairs.

“Son of a bitch.” Hudson dropped to one knee beside the blood trail that led toward the exit. “I got him in the clavicle, did some damage, but not enough.”

“Thank god.” She couldn’t believe she was happy that Cipher was still living—or had been when he dragged himself out.

Hudson’s jaw was tight as he stood. “I need to follow him, but I can’t leave you unprotected.”

She gulped. Then a crazy idea struck. “Lock me in the container while you search for him.”

His grim expression and the darkening of his eyes told her that he would reject the plan before he ever shook his head.

She reached for him, grabbing his shoulders. The solid, warm muscle reminded her of how far they’d come together and how far they could go.

“Do it, Hudson. I’ll be fine.”

When he didn’t react, she squeezed his shoulders, her hands tingling with the rush of blood flow. “Please.”

Moments later, she was enclosed in the blackness of the container, the door firmly shut. It was impossible not to think about Syria, how she’d been locked in a dark space with the rest of the hostages.

She thought she would break then, but she hadn’t. Now she was even stronger.

She could survive this too.

What felt like an hour but could have only been minutes later, the door screeched open. She backed against the wall, blinking at the sudden brightness and the tall form of Hudson.

“He’s gone. Tracked the blood. Looks like he took off in a vehicle.”

She felt weak with relief, though what she was relieved over was confusing as hell.

She stumbled forward, and Hudson met her. When he wrapped his arms around her, she gripped him with all the strength she had left.

“Where’s the team? Mason and Sinner and Chase? The others?”

He cradled her head against his chest. “I came alone.”

“W-what?” She lifted her head to look up at him.

“I disobeyed a direct order. Went rogue. And didn’t even bring in the terrorist.” He looked at her with something like regret. “Dante was in my ear telling me to take the shot clean, but then Con ordered me to stop.”

“Because Cipher told him about the other bombs he’d detonate if he’s killed. A chain that would go all around the world. Hudson…I’m so sorry I put you in this situation. That I put myself in danger and you had to go against orders to save me.”

Hudson met her gaze, and in his eyes she saw every choice that had led them to this moment. “I would do anything for you.”

The simple words carried more weight than any declaration of love, more meaning than any promise he could have made.

But they also carried the bitter taste of consequences that hadn’t yet come due.

Slowly, he withdrew the crystal necklace she’d given him and slipped it over her neck.

One hand came up to clasp it, then she dropped it and cupped his jaw instead. “Thank you…but I’m not sure I need it so much anymore.”

He lifted her in his arms, his lips trailing lightly over her hair for a heartbeat before he carried her out through the maze of shipping containers to a waiting car.

After he slipped her into the passenger seat, he searched her eyes with so much love glowing in his eyes that her heart skittered.

“When we get back, I need you to go to our room. Wait for me while I handle things with Con and the team.”

Izzy nodded, but she could see it in his eyes—the knowledge that whatever came next, their brief moment of happiness was about to be tested in ways neither of them was prepared for.


SIXTEEN

Izzy’s hand was warm in Steele’s, their fingers interlaced. He held on to the moment of peace he felt at getting her back. Safe.

But he knew that the peace was going to shatter the minute they walked through the door of the Blackout base and he had to face not only his CO but all of his brothers that he’d let down.

He was the rock of the team. Nothing shook him.

Until Izzy came along.

Now he was holding his breath, waiting for everything to go sideways.

The moment they were inside, she remembered what he asked of her. She turned and kissed him with desperate intensity, her hands framing his face like she was trying to memorize the feeling of his skin beneath her palms. It lasted maybe five seconds, but in those heartbeats he tasted relief and gratitude…and something he hoped to fuck wasn’t goodbye.

“I have to go handle things,” he said quietly when they broke apart.

She nodded, understanding flickering in her amber eyes. “I’ll be in our room.”

Our room.

The words hit him squarely in the chest, a reminder of what he’d fought to protect and what he might have jeopardized in the process. He watched her disappear up the stairs, her posture straight despite everything she’d been through.

A heat that had everything to do with the woman who’d just called his bedroom theirs settled in his chest.

Then reality kicked in, and he turned toward the supply closet.

The cleaning supplies were where they’d always been—industrial-strength disinfectant, rubber gloves, scrub brushes and a yellow mop bucket that had seen better days.

Steele loaded everything into the bucket with the methodical precision he did with everything. He already knew his punishment. He just hoped it was enough.

This wasn’t punishment in the traditional sense; it was reintegration. A way to demonstrate that despite his rogue decision, he was still part of the team, still willing to accept the hierarchy that kept them all alive.

The war room’s lights were on when he approached, armed with the bucket in one hand and the rubber gloves tucked under his arm. Through the partially open door, he could hear the low murmur of voices—his teammates discussing the aftermath of a one-man op that had gone both completely wrong and entirely right, depending on your perspective.

He entered without waiting for permission.

The room fell quiet. Con sat at the head of the table, his expression unreadable in the way that meant he was either planning Steele’s court-martial or his commendation. Chase, Mason, and Chickie occupied their usual seats, their faces a mixture of relief and concern. Dante sat slightly apart from the others, looking like a man who knew he was about to face the music for his own choices.

“Special Operative Hudson Steele reporting, Commanding Officer.” He set the bucket down with a soft thud that seemed to echo in the silence.

“Cipher got away,” Con said without preamble.

“Yes, sir. Target was wounded but mobile. Lost the trail after approximately fifty meters.”

“You don’t miss, Steele. We know why you took that high shoulder shot. How badly is he hurt?”

“Hit him in the clavicle, probably damaged the subclavian artery based on the blood loss pattern. He’ll need medical attention within six to eight hours or risk bleeding out.” Steele kept his voice professional, clinical. “But he’ll live long enough to activate those contingencies he mentioned.”

Con nodded grimly. “And you decided that taking matters into your own hands was worth the risk of global terrorism?”

The question hung in the air like smoke after an explosion. Steele met his commander’s stare directly.

“I decided that leaving Izzy in the hands of a psychopath wasn’t an acceptable outcome, sir.”

“And you dragged Dante into your personal crusade.”

“That was my choice,” Dante interjected from his corner of the table. “Nobody dragged me anywhere.”

Con’s gaze shifted between them, and Steele could practically see the disciplinary calculations happening behind his eyes. In a regular military unit, this would mean dishonorable discharge or possible criminal charges.

But the Blackout teams operated in the spaces between policy and the good of the brotherhood. Their first duty was to their country, but often the lines were blurred when it came to protecting each other.

Yes, Steele had operated in his own interest. Though what he’d done by injuring the terrorist felt like a victory. He’d spilled Cipher’s blood. That had to be a win for Blackout.

The question was whether Con saw it the same way.

“Two months of bathroom duty,” Con said finally, his voice ringing with official judgment. He sliced a look at Dante. “Take Dante with you.”

His teammate gave a light shake of his head, his shoulders slumped in resignation.

Steele firmed his jaw. “Yes, sir.”

“All the bathrooms.”

“Understood.”

“And the kitchen.”

“Copy that.”

“And the pool area.”

“Roger.”

“I’m starting you at two months of punishment, but I can always add on more if you test me.”

Dante made a sound that might have been a stifled groan, but Steele felt nothing but relief washing through him. Cleaning duty. Two months of scrubbing toilets and mopping floors in exchange for Izzy’s life and his continued place on the team. It was the bargain of the century.

“Understood, sir,” he said. “We’ll get started immediately.”

Con’s expression softened slightly. “For the record, the shot you took was exemplary. Four hundred thirty meters, crosswind, moving target with a hostage in close proximity. I couldn’t have made it.”

He swallowed hard. “Thank you, sir.”

“Don’t thank me yet. You’ve got sixty days of explaining to your girlfriend why you smell like industrial disinfectant.”

Steele couldn’t help the grin that tugged at his mouth. “I think she’ll understand.”

Twenty minutes later, he and Dante stood outside the first bathroom on their punishment rotation, armed with rubber gloves and enough cleaning supplies to sterilize a small hospital.

Knowing the state of the base bathrooms, they’d need it.

The door bore a handwritten sign that read “Property of Chase and Chickie - Enter at Your Own Risk.”

“Two months won’t be so bad.”

“Is it worth it though?” Dante pulled on his gloves with the resigned air of a man facing a very unpleasant afternoon. “I’ll tell you right now, Steele—I’m not doing the second floor. The single guys’ bathrooms are absolutely disgusting.”

Steele considered the question seriously. Sixty days of cleaning duty seemed a small price to pay to clear his record and fix the damaged relationship with Con and the team.

At the end of the day, Izzy was safe, and that made everything else worth it.

She was upstairs in their room, alive and unharmed because he’d chosen her over orders, over protocol, over everything he’d been trained to prioritize.

He pushed open the bathroom door to reveal what could generously be described as a biohazard. “Were we ever this gross?”

“I wasn’t.” Dante followed him inside. “I don’t know about you.”

They both laughed, then immediately groaned as the full scope of their punishment became clear.

“You know what?” Steele rolled up his sleeves and reached for the heavy bristle scrub brush. “It’s completely worth it.”

And it was. Every minute of the next hour spent on his hands and knees, every chemical burn from the disinfectant, every moment of this ridiculous punishment was worth it for the knowledge that Izzy was safe upstairs, probably writing in her journal or researching her book, alive and whole.

The love of his life.

“Next bathroom.” Dante hefted the bucket with obvious reluctance.

“Copy that,” Steele replied, already thinking about the moment when he could shed these rubber gloves and go upstairs to the woman who’d called his room theirs. “Let’s get this done.”

* * * * *

Izzy stood at the window, arms wrapped around herself, staring at the sprawling lawn of the Blackout base. Every small bump or footstep she heard in the house had her nerves crackling.

What was happening downstairs with Hudson? If they kicked him off the team, she would never forgive herself. Taking away his team would be like stripping away his very essence. He was Blackout.

A soft knock sounded on the door, and she whipped around, heart lodged in her throat. “Y-es?” Her voice cracked. She cleared it and tried again. “Yes?”

The door opened, and a face popped around it. “Can we come in?”

She waved for Alyssa to enter, and the rest of the ladies spilled into the space. Izzy drew in a breath so deep she felt her ribs expand. Steele wasn’t the only one with a betrayal. She had broken a code between friends by leaving. By putting those creases of worry on their faces.

“I’m so sorry.” The words came out as a whisper.

In measured steps, Alyssa crossed the room and faced Izzy. Their gazes locked, and Alyssa let out a quiet cry as she threw her arms around her.

“Oh, Izzy! Thank god you’re okay! You scared us so bad.”

She wound her arms around her dear friend and held on tight. “I know I scared you all. I’m so sorry.”

Alyssa stepped back, giving Izzy a chance to sweep her gaze over the others in the group. Sophie, May and Kennedy all stared back at her with grim expressions.

Alyssa, always the ambassador, took control of this meeting. “Izzy, we need to talk.”

She nodded. “Go on.”

“You betrayed our trust,” Sophie said immediately.

May nodded. “We thought we were friends.”

“We are!” A sharp sting poked at her conscience.

Kennedy’s deep brown eyes held a trace of hurt. “You didn’t trust us to tell us what was happening.”

She spread her hands. How to make them understand? “I did it for all of you. He was going to kill everyone!”

Alyssa bowed her head, dark hair swinging forward to conceal her face. To Izzy’s dismay, she sniffled. In the gray light coming through the window, she caught the glimmer of a tear dropping from Alyssa’s eye.

Unable to bear that she had caused her friend so much pain, she wrapped her arm around Alyssa’s shoulders.

“Please believe me. I wasn’t trying to frighten any of you or hurt you in any way.”

Alyssa looked up. “It felt like the thing with Kennedy all over again. Talk about a trigger…” She coughed a teary chuckle.

Kennedy rushed over, arms out to draw Alyssa into a big hug. “We’ve endured a lot. Every one of us.”

Sophie and May pressed forward, passing out hugs like they did margaritas on girls’ night.

Tears trickled down Izzy’s face. “I couldn’t live with the guilt of everyone dying for me.”

Alyssa pressed her hand against her stomach, her face pale in the window light. “This whole thing has me sick to my stomach. The fear, the not knowing…I can barely keep food down.”

Kennedy moved closer to her. To Izzy, the bond between the women was clear. She just hoped she hadn’t jeopardized her own possibility of growing just as close to them.

“We understand why you did it,” May said softly, her voice carrying the weight of someone who’d faced impossible choices herself. “But that doesn’t make it okay.”

Sophie nodded, moving closer to the group. “You made a decision for all of us without giving anyone else a voice. That’s not how family works.”

“Family?” The syllables, the meaning behind it, shocked Izzy. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

“That’s what we are now, whether we planned it or not.” Kennedy’s own voice was thick with emotion. “We’re all stuck in this crazy situation together. We all love men who put their lives on the line every day. We have to lean on each other.”

Alyssa straightened, her negotiator instincts taking over despite her emotional state. “The guys have their brotherhood. They trust each other with everything—their lives, their secrets, their worst fears. They know that no matter what happens, they’ve got each other’s backs.”

“We need that too,” May added, her eyes bright with emotion. “We need to know that we’re not facing this alone.”

Sophie smoothed a hand over her hair, messier than Izzy had ever seen it, escaping from her usual neat twist on the back of her head. “When you left without telling us, it felt like you didn’t trust us. Like you thought we were too weak or too scared to handle the truth.”

“That’s not—”

“I know that’s not what you intended,” Sophie continued gently. “But that’s how it felt. And it made us realize that you’ve been trying so hard to be strong, to not be a burden, that you forgot we are here to support each other.”

Kennedy moved to stand beside Sophie, her expression thoughtful. “When I was taken by those men, when they used me to get to you, Alyssa—I spent weeks afterward thinking I should have handled it differently. That I should have been stronger, smarter, braver.”

“You were all of those things,” Alyssa said firmly.

“But I didn’t feel like it. I thought it made me weak.”

May nodded slowly. “After the bomb incident, I kept telling myself I was fine, that I could handle anything because I work with deadly explosives every day. But inside, I was terrified that next time, I wouldn’t be fast enough or smart enough.”

“We all carry that fear,” Alyssa said, her hand still pressed against her stomach. “The fear that we’re not strong enough for this life, that we’ll be the reason something goes wrong. But keeping it to ourselves just makes it worse.”

Izzy looked around at these women—they were all her friends, she realized, in a way she’d never experienced before. Not work colleagues or casual acquaintances, but people who understood the unique terror of loving someone whose job was to run toward danger.

“I was so scared,” she admitted in a whisper. “Not just for myself, but for all of you. When I saw that video of Hudson getting off the helicopter, when I realized Cipher was watching all of them…I couldn’t breathe. I just knew I had to do something.”

“And we would have felt the same way,” Sophie said. “That’s what any of us would want to do in your position. But we need to talk about it together, figure out a plan together.”

“A circle of trust,” Kennedy said suddenly. “That’s what we need. Complete honesty, no matter how scared or crazy we think we sound.”

“Yes.” Alyssa straightened despite her obvious discomfort. “No more protecting each other from the truth. No more trying to handle everything alone.”

May extended her hand toward the center of their circle. “Sisters?”

“Sisters.” Sophie placed her hand on top of May’s.

Kennedy and Alyssa added theirs to the pile, and finally, Izzy placed her palm against the warmth of their joined hands.

“We’re a sisterhood now.” Alyssa’s voice was steady despite the tears still clinging to her lashes. “Just like the guys have their brotherhood. We trust each other with everything, even when it’s terrifying. Especially when it’s terrifying.”

“No more secrets.” Something settled in Izzy’s chest that had been fractured since the moment she’d walked out of the Blackout base alone.

They stood there for a moment, hands joined, creating something that felt bigger than friendship. They were women who’d chosen to love dangerous men. They’d accepted lives filled with uncertainty and risk. But they didn’t have to face it alone.

They had each other.

And just like the brotherhood that bound Hudson to his team, this sisterhood would be their strength, their anchor, their promise that no matter what came next, none of them would have to face it without the others standing beside her.


SEVENTEEN

The hot shower had been absolutely necessary.

Three hours of cleaning bathrooms had left Steele smelling like a toxic combination of bleach and things he preferred not to identify. Dante hadn’t been exaggerating—those bathrooms were disasters that belonged in a hazmat containment facility, not a mansion masquerading as a military base.

After scrubbing himself raw with soap that could probably strip paint, he strode down the hallway toward his room.

Their room, he corrected himself, remembering how Izzy had claimed the space with those two simple words earlier.

The door was cracked open, spilling warm light into the corridor. He expected to see her seated at the desk with the laptop in front of her. To his surprise, he could see her silhouette against the window, her arms wrapped around herself in that protective posture he was learning meant she was processing something difficult.

His chest tightened with the familiar urge to shield her from whatever thoughts were putting that stiffness in her shoulders.

“Hey,” he said softly, pushing the door open wider.

She turned, and the smile that crossed her face was like sunrise after the longest night of his life. “Hey yourself. You showered.”

“You don’t even wanna know what I’ve been doing,” he drawled, crossing the room to her, drawn by the same gravitational pull that had been operating between them since that first poker game.

He raked his gaze over her beautiful face. She looked like Izzy. His Izzy.

“How are you holding up, honey?”

“I’m okay.” She studied his face with those keen amber eyes that missed nothing. “Do I have to go?”

The unexpected question hit him like a physical blow. “What?”

“You weren’t supposed to break the rules, Hudson. I know that much about military protocol.” Her voice was steady, but he could hear the brittleness underneath. “So do I have to leave? Is that your punishment?”

Steele felt something cold settle in his stomach. Of course she’d assume that. Of course she’d think his decision to save her would result in her being removed from his life entirely.

“Izzy, you’re still in danger.” He curled his fingers around her wrist and tugged her toward the bed. He sank to the edge and pulled her down beside him. “If anything, you’re in more danger now because you’re the first person to actually talk to Cipher face-to-face. Con’s going to want to debrief you extensively about that conversation.”

Understanding flickered in her eyes. “So I’m stuck here until he’s caught.”

The way she said it—like she was accepting a prison sentence—made his chest constrict. “You’re safe here until he’s caught.”

“Right.” She nodded, her expression carefully neutral. “I’ll keep that in mind. Try not to get too attached to the place.”

“What are you talking about?” The words came out harsher than he’d intended. “You’re going nowhere, Izzy. Not now, not when this is over, not ever if I have anything to say about it.”

“But the rules,” she said quietly, lifting a trembling hand to her brow. “You broke them. For me. And now you’re facing consequences, and I’m the reason—”

“Stop.” He caught her hands in his, forcing her to meet his eyes. “The rules say we can’t get involved with civilians. The rules say we maintain a professional distance and don’t let personal feelings compromise mission objectives.”

She was quiet, waiting.

“But you’re not just any civilian, Izzy. You’re the exception to every rule I’ve ever followed.” He brought her hands to his lips, pressing a soft kiss to her knuckles. “You said it yourself on one of our first nights together—how can someone have a life with a person who’s supposed to be dead? The answer is that you can’t, unless that person is the perfect person for you and you’ll do anything to be with her.”

Her breath caught, and he could see the war happening behind her eyes—hope battling with self-preservation, love fighting logic.

“Izzy…Christ, honey. You make me want to break all the rules. You’re worth risking my career, my standing with the team, everything.”

“Hudson…” His name came out as barely a whisper.

Suddenly, he stood, pulling her up with him. Taking her in his arms, he brushed his lips across hers once…twice…a third time, until they were both shaking with the desire for more.

When he drew back, her eyes were fogged with need. He squeezed her tight against him and buried his nose in her hair. “I want to continue this so damn bad, but Con is waiting to talk to you.”

She drew in a quick breath. Then a moment later, she nodded, cheek against his chest. “What am I supposed to tell him?”

“The truth, from a journalist’s perspective.”

She blinked as if what he said surprised her.

“Tell him everything about your conversation with Cipher—every detail, everything that seemed important or strange or off.”

She nodded slowly. “And after I talk to Con?”

A slow smile spread across his face, the kind that had probably gotten him in trouble many times. “After you talk to Con, we celebrate the successful completion of my first unsanctioned mission.”

“How exactly does one celebrate an unsanctioned mission?”

“Very carefully.” He chuckled. “And very thoroughly,” he drawled.

The space between them seemed to crackle with electricity. Izzy’s eyes went wide, her lips parting slightly as she processed the promise in his words.

“Hudson…”

“Izzy…” He cupped her beautiful face and searched her gleaming eyes. “Life is short and dangerous and unpredictable. And I don’t want to waste another damn second pretending that what I feel for you is anything less than completely life-changing.”

She was quiet for a long moment, as if analyzing the reasons why this was complicated and risky and potentially catastrophic.

Then she smiled—that brilliant, take-no-prisoners smile that first caught his attention across a poker table—and looped her arms around his neck, leaning into him.

Izzy melted against him, her body fitting perfectly against his, as if they’d been designed specifically for each other. Her fingers tangled in his hair, tugging slightly in a way that sent electricity straight down his spine.

Their lips met in a seeking kiss of new beginnings and more promise than he ever believed could happen to him.

When they finally broke apart, both breathing hard, he rested his forehead against hers.

“I should go talk to Con,” she said, though she made no move to step away.

“You should.” He traced lazy patterns on her back. “Once we’re alone again”—his voice came out rough with promise—“I’m going to show you just how thoroughly I intend to celebrate.”

She shivered, and he felt her pulse jump against his throat where she’d pressed closer.

“I’ll hold you to that,” she whispered.

“I’m counting on it.”

One more kiss—quick and sweet and full of anticipation—and then she was stepping back, smoothing her hair and straightening her clothes with the efficiency of someone preparing for battle.

“Con’s probably in the war room?” she asked.

“Most likely. And Izzy?”

She paused at the door.

“I love you.”

He watched her face transform, watched hope and joy and something deeper than both settle in her amber eyes.

“I love you too,” she rasped. “So much it scares me.”

“Good scared or bad scared?”

“Good scared. The kind that makes you want to be braver than you think you can be.”

He crossed the room to kiss her again with a lingering tenderness. “That’s how I feel about you.”

After she left to see Con, Steele stood in the empty room for a moment, processing the enormity of everything that happened in the past twenty-four hours.

He’d changed since the moment he first saw Izzy’s face on that security monitor. The woman he loved was still in danger from a terrorist with global reach and a network of contingency plans that could level cities.

But one truth cut through all the uncertainty and fear.

Their love would carry them through whatever came next.

* * * * *

The war room felt different during Izzy’s debriefing with Con. Less intimidating, somehow.

Maybe it was because she’d finally contributed something valuable—her detailed recounting of every word Cipher had spoken, every shift of his expression she’d memorized during their twisted interview.

Con listened with focused intensity, and for the first time since arriving at the base, Izzy felt like more than just a burden to be protected.

“You’ll need to speak with the FBI soon,” Con warned as she prepared to leave. “The agents will come to us. We can’t risk exposing you until Cipher’s neutralized.”

“So now what?” She slowly untucked her thumb from her fist, her reaction to anxiety and nerves, the thing that Hudson had picked up about her first thing.

Con actually smiled—a rare occurrence that transformed his usually stern expression and left Izzy with a better understanding of how Sophie felt about her SEAL.

“Now we follow tradition. Pizza on the patio after any successful op. Even ops involving one rogue operative and his backup.”

Walking toward the patio now, Izzy marveled at how her perspective had shifted. She wasn’t just Hudson’s girlfriend hiding out at a military base anymore. She was someone who’d looked a terrorist in the eye and lived to provide intelligence that might prevent global catastrophe. She was part of this strange, dangerous family in her own small but significant way.

The familiar sounds of the team’s post-mission ritual filled the air—Hudson’s laugh mixing with Dante’s good-natured complaining about extended bathroom cleaning duty, the sizzle of dough hitting the hot pizza stone.

Izzy headed toward where Sinner stood manning his pizza station with the intention to pitch in.

“What can I do?”

Sinner looked up from where he was stretching pizza dough with the same methodical precision he probably applied to ops. He shook his head.

“What?” Izzy blinked in confusion.

“You’re wanted elsewhere.”

“What could possibly be more important than pizza?”

Sinner’s expression held the faintest hint of amusement. “Trust me.”

Before she could ask what he meant, a loud beeping sound filled the air. The distinctive warning tone of a large vehicle backing up. At that moment, everyone on the patio froze—then took off for the front of the building.

Hudson caught her by the hand. “C’mon.”

“What’s going on?” Izzy was forced to rush along in his wake.

What she saw made her jaw drop.

Alyssa, Kennedy, Sophie and May stood near the gate wearing matching yoga outfits, their faces bright with barely contained excitement. Behind them, a livestock transport truck was maneuvering into position, and Chase was driving it, carefully backing toward the grassy side yard.

The truck’s gate lowered with a metallic clang, and suddenly the most adorable chaos Izzy had ever witnessed emerged from the back of the truck.

Baby goats.

A dozen at least, in every color from pure white to spotted brown, tumbling out of the truck like furry, four-legged confetti. They immediately began exploring their new temporary playground with the enthusiasm that only baby animals possessed, bouncing off each other, investigating the yoga mats already set up on the grass.

“Oh my god!” Izzy squealed. “Baby goat yoga!”

She turned to race back toward the house, needing to change into something more appropriate for what was clearly going to be a much-needed therapeutic activity.

This was definitely going in her book—the chapter about how black ops celebrated successful missions with pizza and baby farm animals would probably be her editor’s favorite.

She was halfway to the patio doors when strong arms caught her around the waist, spinning her around until she was facing Hudson’s grinning face.

“Where are you going in such a hurry?” His eyes bright with the kind of joy she was learning to associate with moments when their dangerous world felt almost normal.

“To change! I can’t do goat yoga in jeans.” She laughed, gesturing toward the adorable chaos unfolding behind them. “Did you know about this?”

“Kennedy may have mentioned something about therapeutic animals being good for stress relief,” he admitted. “Con wasn’t hard to convince once she explained the mental health benefits.”

“You realize this is completely insane, right?”

“Completely.” He settled his hands on her waist in that possessive way that still made her pulse quicken. When his thumbs stroked the dips of her hip bones, her insides flooded with heat. “But I love seeing you this happy.”

The simple statement hit her with unexpected force. Happy. When was the last time she’d felt genuinely, bubbling-over-with-joy happy? Before Syria, certainly. Maybe not since college, when life had been simpler and the worst thing she’d had to worry about was deadline pressure and student loans.

But looking at Hudson’s face, hearing the sounds of her chosen family laughing as baby goats wandered around the yard…she realized she was more than happy.

She was home.

“I’m happy with you.” She framed his face with her hands and went on tiptoe to meet his lips with her own. “I love you, Hudson Steele. I love your ridiculous team and their ridiculous traditions and the fact that you somehow convinced your commanding officer to rent baby goats for therapeutic purposes.”

“I love you too. Even if you’re about to abandon me for a bunch of farm animals.”

“Only temporarily. Save me some pizza. This is going to be the best chapter in my book yet.” She gave him another quick kiss that melted into a much, much longer one.

Some stories, she reflected, were worth all the danger in the world.

Especially the ones that ended with a happily ever after.
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