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      “I thought you were retiring from the hard stuff of being a Navy SEAL.” Jacob “Rooster” Fowler clapped a hand on his friend’s back.

      “I thought so, too.” Jace “Hawk” Hawkins snorted. “Not so sure I’m completely out of that business. Seems like there are a lot of homegrown terrorists to deal with, and we have to play by a different set of rules when we’re conducting ops in the States.”

      Jacob nodded. “Guess I’ll find out soon enough.”

      “When are you planning to separate from the military?” Hawk asked.

      “Not until I have my twenty.” Jacob glanced around the bar at the men who made up his family. “Besides, I like being a SEAL. Where else can I play with guns, get paid to stay in shape and shoot bad guys?”

      Hawk’s lips twisted. “It’s a great life, but some day you’ll want to marry and settle down.”

      Jacob frowned. “Why would I want to do that? You know this life…it’s not made for marriage.”

      Hawk grinned. “True. And speaking of marriage…I can’t believe I’m getting married Saturday.”

      “You still have time to change your mind,” Jacob said. “I can have you out of here in a nanosecond.”

      “No way.” Hawk stared at the entrance to McP’s Irish Pub, the bar the SEALs frequented near Coronado, California. A smile spread across his face. “You see that woman?” He nodded toward the exotic woman with long, wavy black hair coming through the door.

      Jacob nodded. “She’s a woman. There are lots of women out there. You could have a new one every night of the week.”

      “That’s exhausting. No, Kalea’s the one for me.” Hawk smiled and tipped his head toward her. She returned his smile and held up a finger. “I never thought I’d fall for someone as hard as I fell for Kalea. Sounds corny, but she completes me.”

      Jacob didn’t get it. He never had. “How can one woman have that effect on a man?”

      “She’s amazing,” Hawk said. “I’ve never known a woman as determined, courageous and stubborn as she is. I can’t wait to marry her and make her a permanent part of my life.”

      Kalea Parkman turned to speak to someone coming into the bar behind her.

      A smaller woman with dark, straight brown hair pulled back in a ponytail secured at the nape of her neck entered, carrying a clipboard, her cellphone attached to the board. Pretty, petite and fierce were the three adjectives that came to Jacob’s mind. “Who’s the other woman?”

      “That’s Casey Wesson, Kalea’s wedding planner and best friend. They met in a self-defense class while attending college.” Hawk smiled. “She’s a dynamo, and she doesn’t put up with much. The woman demands perfection the first time and gets it. I don’t know how we could have pulled off a wedding in just under a week without her.”

      “That’s it?” Jacob raised an eyebrow, his gaze taking in the diminutive brunette, impressed with Hawk’s assessment of Casey’s abilities. “One week? I thought most women took months to prepare for a wedding.”

      “Not Kalea,” Hawk said, shaking his head. “The only reason it’s taking a week is that she wanted Casey to be there. Those two are like sisters. Kalea wouldn’t consider getting married without her being there. And Casey’s a wedding planner. This wedding is giving her the opportunity to display her talents to a high-dollar client who’s considering Casey for her wedding planner.”

      “You’re telling me this wedding is a showcase for Casey’s business?”

      “Yes, and no. Even if she didn’t have a client watching, she’d be doing all this for Kalea. She wants our wedding to be perfect.” Hawk sighed. “It’ll be perfect once Kalea says I do, and I get that ring on her finger.”

      Jacob shook his head. “Seems like a lot of hassle for a single day.”

      “Maybe, but if it makes Kalea happy…?” Hawk shrugged. “I’m okay with it. I’m just glad it’s only taking a week. I want to get it done and go on to our honeymoon. I was surprised her father didn’t insist on having the wedding in Hawaii. He’ll be here late Friday night. He has a meeting in Los Angeles tomorrow he couldn’t miss.”

      “Isn’t her father John Parkman, the owner of the Parkman Ranch on the Big Island?”

      Hawk nodded. “He is.”

      Jacob’s eyes widened. “I am surprised he let you two have the wedding here in San Diego.”

      “Kalea wanted it to be small. She knew if she had it back on the Big Island, she’d have to invite the entire island. So, we’re doing it here and fast.” Hawk grinned. “I’m okay with whatever she wants. Big or small.”

      Another woman followed Casey into McP’s. Dark hair, olive-toned skin and brown-black eyes, she wore a tailored white dress that fell down to mid-calf. She towered over Casey and walked with her head held high, a sneer pulling her lip back on one side as she surveyed the interior of the bar.

      “That must be Casey’s potential hoity-toity client from Mexico. I hear she’s a real bridezilla,” Hawk said.

      Jacob chuckled. “She acts like she smells something bad.”

      Hawk’s lips twisted. “Well, the place is full of SEALs. And we tend to sweat.”

      “Surely, Kalea’s Casey warned her about what she was getting into, coming here.”

      “I don’t know why Kalea’s here anyway,” Hawk said, his brow furrowing. “This is supposed to be the bachelor party.”

      “No females allowed,” Jacob said, nodding.

      Kalea started toward them, Casey and her client in tow. When she reached Hawk, she leaned up on her toes and brushed his lips with hers.

      “What’s that all about?” Hawk pulled her into his arms and deepened the kiss. When he set her back at arm’s length, he grinned down at her. “That’s more like it.”

      “You might want to save some of that for after the wedding,” Jacob teased.

      Kalea turned toward him. “You must be Rooster. Hawk’s told me all about you.” She held out her hand and gave him a direct look.

      Jacob took it and received a firm handshake. “I hope he didn’t tell you all my secrets.”

      Her lips tipped upward. “He told me enough. He told me you’re not keen on weddings or marriage. I get that. But…” her eyes narrowed, “as his best man, you have two jobs. I’m counting on you to keep him out of trouble at this bachelor party and get him to the church on time. I’m only doing this once. I want it done right the first time. There will not be a second time.”

      “We’ll get it done,” Casey said, checking her list. Then she looked up at Jacob and held out her hand. “Casey Wesson, wedding planner.”

      “Pleasure to meet you, Casey Wesson, wedding planner,” Jacob said with a tight grin. He wasn’t entirely sure he liked this woman. Regardless, he took her small hand in his larger one, a ripple of electricity jolting him to awareness. He cleared his throat. “Who’s your friend?”

      Casey shot a glance over her shoulder at the woman. She turned and gave her a brief nod. “Sylvia Rodriguez. One of my clients.”

      Jacob continued to stare at the other woman, waiting for an introduction. When one wasn’t forthcoming, he held out his hand to her. “Hi, I’m Jacob.”

      The tall, thin woman gave a brief nod and took his hand.

      “So, what’s the plan?” Jacob said when Sylvia released his hand after the barest of contact.

      Casey gave a brief nod. “The bachelor party begins when we leave,” she said. “And you will be responsible for Hawk during that time. I have the entertainment scheduled, your room booked in the hotel nearby and a courtesy call scheduled to wake you up in time to get Hawk to the church on time for the rehearsal. Your tuxedoes, shirts and shoes are staged in your room for Saturday. The boutonnieres are in the mini refrigerators. All you have to do is get to the church for rehearsal and the following day for the wedding.”

      “Who needs a best man when you’re running the show?” Jacob shook his head. “Don’t worry. I’ll have him there, if that’s what he wants.”

      Kalea’s eyes narrowed.

      Hawk raised his hands. “It’s what I want. I love this woman.” He pulled Kalea up against his side. “I’ll be there come hell or high water.”

      “I know what the entertainment is,” Kalea said. “Save the lap dances for the guests.” She pointed a finger at Hawk. “The only lap dances this guy gets are from me.” She winked at her fiancé and turned a stern glance toward Jacob. “I’m counting on you to keep my man safe from strippers and anyone who would interfere with him showing up for our special day.”

      Casey’s eyes narrowed in Jacob’s direction. “Including you. As best man, you’re in charge of the bachelor party and getting the groom to the church.” She poked a finger into his chest. “That’s only two things. Don’t screw it up.”

      “I think I’ve got it.” Jacob grabbed her finger. “Are you always this bossy?”

      When she tried to pull her hand free, he held tight.

      “Only when it means a lot to me.” The woman was small, but she didn’t appear to suffer fools kindly. And the way she was looking at him, she probably considered him a fool.

      That didn’t bother him. Well, not the way she intended. If anything, it turned him on. He lifted her hand to his mouth and pressed a kiss to the tip of her finger. “I like a feisty woman.”

      Her eyes rounded.

      Kalea chuckled. “Casey is feisty enough for two people. I’d take her into any fight with me.”

      “Hello,” Casey said. “I’m standing right here in front of you. You don’t have to talk about me like I’m not here.” This time, when she tugged to free her hand, he let go. She rubbed it down the side of her trousers. With her hand safely behind her back, she lifted her chin. “Just do what I said. Two things. That’s all, and we’ll get along just fine.”

      Jacob crossed his arms over his chest. “I think I can get my friend to his wedding on time. Especially since you’ve got everything pre-arranged.”

      Casey snorted and glanced down at her clipboard. “You would be surprised at how many grooms don’t make it to their wedding on time. Even when everything is laid out for them. They either get too drunk to haul themselves out of bed, or they forget how to get to the church.”

      “I’ll be there,” Hawk said. “I’m not letting this amazing woman get away. I love her.” He bent and kissed Kalea again.

      Kalea cupped his chin and returned the gesture. “I just know things are never boring around us. Something always happens.”

      “Rest assured, your groom will be there—and not a minute late,” Jacob said, giving Casey a challenging glance.

      “Okay then,” she said and checked off a box on her list. “Then we’ll leave you men to have fun with the bachelor party. I’ve got it all planned.”

      “Just not too much fun.” Kalea gave her fiancé another kiss. “I’d like you there tomorrow in one piece.”

      “I’ll be there.” Hawk kissed her again and finally let go.

      Jacob was happy for his friend, even if marriage and weddings weren’t his own thing. He’d do his part and make sure Hawk made it down the aisle to the woman he loved.

      The ladies headed for the exit, pausing at the door for a mini conference.

      Casey spoke to the tall potential client, pointed back toward the bar full of Navy SEALs and waved toward the rear exit.

      Jacob turned toward that exit but didn’t see anything to look at but a door. He shrugged and clapped a hand to Hawk’s shoulder. “Can I buy you a beer?”

      “Make it a pitcher,” Hawk said. “I think I’ll need more than one mug to get me through the evening.”

      “Let’s join the others. They look like they can’t wait to razz you about getting married. I don’t want you to miss out on any of that.” Jacob steered him toward McP’s back patio where the rest of their team was already partaking of the beer.

      As they approached, beer mugs rose, and the men shouted in unison, “Hip, hip, hooray!”

      Hawk sank into a seat and C-Note passed him a mug full of beer. “Drink up, buddy. It’s your last night of freedom.”

      “You mean, the last night on the meat market,” Hawk corrected him. “I don’t envy you single guys. It’s hard to find just the right woman who’ll make you happy.” He chuckled. “I went through a few doozies before I found Kalea.”

      Jacob glanced around the bar. “Hopefully, none of your doozies show up here tonight.”

      “Yeah, whatever happened to your stalker?” Pretty Boy, the best-looking guy on the team asked. “Never understood why she went for you when she could have had me.” He spread his arms wide. “She was hot.”

      “And crazy,” Hawk said. “Trust me, you don’t want that kind of attention.” Hawk glanced around the bar. “She used to hang out here, waiting for me to show up.”

      “I remember,” Trigger said. “Didn’t she hide out in your Jeep one night?”

      Hawk nodded. “I didn’t know she was there until I got to my apartment and she jumped me from behind.” He shook his head.

      Jacob grimaced. “How did you get rid of her?”

      Hawk grinned. “I separated from the military and went to Hawaii on my first assignment for Hank Patterson.” Again, he glanced around the bar.

      “Expecting her to show up?” Jacob laughed.

      “Seriously,” Hawk said with a worried frown. “I wouldn’t put it past her. She was like a leech. I dated her twice, which was my mistake. She thought that made our relationship permanent.”

      “If you see her, point her out. I’ll have Ray escort her off the premises,” Jacob said. The grizzled old, retired Navy bartender was good at keeping the peace at McP’s.

      “I’m counting on you,” Hawk said. “She’s trouble. She might even be connected to a drug cartel. I didn’t stick around long enough to verify.”

      “We’ve got your six,” Jacob assured him. With Casey’s warning in mind, he kept an eye out for the female stalker and started counting the number of beers Hawk drank. He’d be damned if Casey came back to him with an I told you so. And Kalea looked like she could take him down if anything happened to her groom.

      The night appeared to be more of a chore than he’d expected.

      

      Casey walked with Kalea and Sylvia Rodriguez to where they’d parked their cars, speaking in Spanish to Ms. Rodriguez about the options she offered for planning a wedding. She switched to English to include Kalea. “I knew they were on a tight schedule, so I planned the bachelor party for them, knowing this was their favorite hangout. I worked with Ray, the bartender, to make sure it would be okay to bring in a stripper to pop out of a cake. It’s just cheesy enough to make the boys happy.” She held up a hand to stop Kalea’s protest. “I’ve spoken with the stripper and made her promise not to lap dance with Hawk. She can collect all the tips she wants from the rest of the men.”

      “Good,” Kalea said. “I don’t want sloppy seconds on my honeymoon,” she said with a wink.

      “I did not realize you also planned the bachelor party.” Sylvia said with a heavy Spanish accent. “Is this necessary?”

      “If you want to make sure your man stays out of trouble, I suggest you let me do this. I hire the venue and the support personnel and give them strict instructions. If you leave it up to the men, they might end up in a sleazy dive bar, in a fight, mugged or…murdered.”

      Sylvia’s eyes widened. “I do not want that. My fiancé is a very important man. He could easily be targeted.”

      Casey shrugged. “That’s why you let me handle it. I can hire security for the event as well.”

      Sylvia nodded. “I like.”

      Kalea frowned. “Should we have hired security for McP’s?”

      Casey smiled. “I did. There will be a couple of off-duty police officers standing guard at the front and rear entrances. They’re looking out for trouble, although I don’t anticipate any. Most people don’t mess with Navy SEALs. They’re lethal weapons in and of themselves.”

      Kalea nodded. “True. But drunk, they might not be as effective at taking care of themselves.”

      “A point I’m aware of. The off-duty policemen will also drive the guys to their hotel if they’re too drunk to call for a cab.”

      Kalea crossed her arms over her chest. “You thought of everything, didn’t you?”

      “I do my best,” Casey said.

      “You’d do well to hire my friend,” Kalea told Sylvia. “She’s got this wedding planning down to a science. I didn’t have to do anything but get fitted for the dress. Casey handled everything from the flowers, photographer, music, venue and everything else.”

      Sylvia nodded. “Muy bien.”

      “But don’t make up your mind until after the wedding,” Casey said. “By then, you’ll have the whole picture of what I do.”

      Again, Sylvia nodded toward Kalea. “Thank you for allowing me to attend.”

      “The more the merrier,” Kalea said with a smile. “Now, I don’t know about you, but I could stand a glass of wine and to kick my feet up.”

      “I have some loose ends to attend to here and at the wedding venue,” Casey said. “I’ll see you in the morning, bright and early.”

      Kalea hugged Casey. “You get some rest. You’ve been working hard to make this happen.”

      Casey hugged her back. “I can rest after the wedding. Now, go. You have to get some beauty sleep. Tomorrow’s spa day and rehearsal. Saturday’s the big day. I have everything set up. Nothing for you to worry about.”

      “Thank you, Casey,” Kalea said. “I wouldn’t have done this without you. We would’ve gone before a JP and called it done.”

      Casey shook her head. “Oh, sweetie, this is supposed to be the happiest day of your life. It should be magical. A day you’ll never forget.”

      “All in a good way, I hope.” Kalea said with a grin.

      “Only the best,” Casey assured her.

      Her friend slid into her rented car. “Tomorrow.”

      Sylvia held out her hand. “I will see you tomorrow as well. I look forward to being at the wedding.”

      “And I look forward to making your special day perfect.” Casey shook Sylvia’s hand, walked her to her Lamborghini and held the door for her. “Thank you for coming this evening.”

      As Sylvia drove away, a delivery truck arrived. She smiled. The cake had arrived. She glanced down at her watch. “Right on time.” A frown puckered her forehead. Where was the dancer?

      At that exact moment, her cellphone vibrated on her clipboard. She answered the call and put it on speaker. “Casey, here.”

      “Ms. Wesson,” a female voice said and then a cough came across, blasting Casey’s eardrums. “This is Bambi, I can’t make it tonight. I’m sick.”

      Casey drew a deep breath. Relax. It’s just a hiccup. “What happened to your stand-in? I asked you to provide a backup in case you couldn’t make it.”

      “Candy’s sick too. Same crud.” Bambi coughed again. “I’d come, but I don’t want to get the guys sick.”

      “No, of course you can’t come. But is there anyone else you can send?”

      “I’m sorry, but everyone else is working other jobs. I could get someone tomorrow night, but not tonight.”

      “Tomorrow is too late,” Casey said, her mind already spinning with alternatives, none of which were viable at this late hour. “I need someone tonight.”

      “I’m really sorry, Miss Wesson.” Bambi coughed a wet, awful sound. “I hate to disappoint you.”

      “Get some rest. I’ll figure out something.” Casey ended the call and watched as two men unloaded the cake Bambi was supposed to jump out of. She started toward the truck. “Don’t unload it,” she called out. “The cake needs to go back to the rental company.”

      “Sorry, lady, we were only paid to deliver it. Someone else is scheduled to pick it up in the morning,” the biggest guy said.

      “But I can’t use it. I don’t have a stripper to go inside.”

      “Can’t help you there,” the other guy said. “You’ll have to take it up with the party rental company in the morning.”

      The big guy paused long enough to look at her, his gaze sweeping her from head to toe. “Or you can jump out of the cake yourself. You’ve got the goods, if you don’t mind my saying.”

      “I do mind you saying,” she grumbled. “Fine, leave it at the back door.”

      “The cake’s door in and out gets stuck a little. You have to give it a good shove to open it from the inside. Or so the party store owner said.”

      Casey stared at the monstrous papier mâché cake. What the hell was she going to do with it? Without the stripper, it was useless. The men would be disappointed. She’d made the mistake of letting it slip that they would get a stripper. The perfect bachelor party would be ruined. Her client would know that her planning was fallible and lose confidence in her. Snagging Sylvia Rodriguez as a client, was a huge chance to make it big as a wedding planner in the wealthiest San Diego circles. And it all hinged on this party and this wedding.

      Casey had brought the CD with the song selection, the costume of little white go-go boots, white strip-away shorts, white thong, white shirt and a white bra with a long blond wig to be topped with a white Navy hat. The stripper was supposed to jump out of the cake, dance around the men and collect all the tips they wanted to give. She’d be done after three songs. Three songs, nine minutes, tops. Nine minutes that could ruin the entire event if they didn’t happen.

      Casey stood in the parking lot, staring at her SUV, scrambling for a plan. Any plan to pull her out of this disaster.

      A purple car pulled up with mag wheels and a pair of hot pink fuzzy dice hanging from the mirror. A dark-haired woman climbed out, wearing a dress that was too short and tight, high heels tall enough to risk her life and makeup enough to cover her original identity.

      For a brief moment, Casey considered asking the woman if she would consider donning the outfit and dancing for the men. One glance at the woman’s bosom made her rethink the request. The costume wouldn’t cover all that, and the woman would think she’d gone batshit crazy.

      Not that anyone would recognize her in the blond wig and heavy makeup…

      Who said it had to be someone else? She didn’t know that woman, or what she’d do in the costume. Who was the only person she could trust to play nice and not get the guys into trouble? Whenever someone working for her didn’t show, who filled in the gaps?

      Casey’s heartbeat fluttered against her ribs. Could she do it? Could she put on the wig, layer on enough makeup to hide her true self and jump out of a cake?

      The plan hatched and formed, tumbling through her mind with the logistics of what it would take to fill the gap of a missing stripper. How hard could it be? All she had to do was jump out of a cake, dance for nine minutes and get the hell out of McP’s before anyone recognized her beneath the wig and warpaint.

      Before she could let logic remind her that she was a terrible dancer and the costume was miniscule when she had to tear away the shorts to expose the G-string thong, she dove into the back of her SUV, grabbed the bag with the costume, her expansive makeup kit and followed the moving men and the papier mâché cake to the rear entrance of McP’s.

      They had the cake; she might as well give the guys what they came for. Why not?

      All she needed was a good stripper name.
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      “Hey, is this a bachelor party or what?” Pretty Boy called out.

      “What do you mean?” Jacob asked. “Of course, it is. We have beer and a groom. He’s still a bachelor, what more do we need?”

      “Strippers!” Ringer called out.

      “That’s right,” Tuck said. “Where are the strippers?”

      “I promised the bride we’d keep it clean,” Hawk said.

      “And I promised the bride we’d keep the groom out of trouble,” Jacob reinforced.

      Pretty Boy blinked. “Seriously? You can’t have a bachelor party without strippers.”

      “I only came because I heard there’d be strippers.” C-Note crossed his arms over his chest. “If there aren’t going to be any women, I might as well go find some fun for myself.”

      “Hey, C-Note,” Hawk raised his mug, “speaking of fun…I hear you’re going to Vegas.”

      C-Note, nodded. “Damn straight. Heading out after the wedding. I’m leaving this motley crew of miscreants to the younger studs, while I live it up.”

      “We’re going to miss the old man,” Cowboy said.

      “That’s right.” Pretty Boy grinned. “Who’ll keep us straight?”

      C-Note snorted. “It sure as hell hasn’t been me.”

      Jacob was glad attention had been diverted from the lack of female entertainment. He was fine without that kind of distraction. Strippers could make his job as the best man even harder. Keeping these guys out of trouble would be an impossible task with alcohol involved. Add women to the mix, and it would make protecting the groom even more of a chore.

      Tuck elbowed Trigger in the gut. “I hear you got a sweet deal down in New Orleans.”

      Trigger nodded. “My terminal leave started today. I’m going to work for a security firm, where I get to carry a gun.” His chest puffed out and a grin slipped across his face. “Headed there after the wedding. Life’s good. What about you, Ringer? Hear anything from the medical review board?”

      Ringer frowned and set his mug on the table. “Not yet.”

      Pretty Boy clapped Ringer on his back. “Got our fingers crossed for you, dude. Already lost Hawk. Trigger is bailing on us. Can’t afford to lose another.”

      “Maybe it’s time I started looking for a backup plan,” Ringer said. “Don’t know too many who go before a medical review board and stay on active duty.”

      Jacob’s lips pressed together. “Hate to say it, but you have a point. Wouldn’t hurt to have that backup plan.”

      “Good luck finding a job as good as this one,” Viking said. The big, blond-haired man stretched his long arms above his head.

      Cowboy grinned. “Yeah, where else can you play with guns and shoot people without someone judging you or wanting to throw you in jail?”

      “Guess I’ll find out, while you losers are still hoofing it out on ops,” Ringer said.

      “What about you, C-Note? Aren’t you retiring soon? Do you have a plan?” Jacob asked.

      He shrugged. “Shut the hell up. I’m not that old. I have a few more good years left in me.” He downed the last of the beer in his mug and reached for the pitcher. “Vegas is just for the weekend.”

      Pretty Boy laughed. “For whoring and gambling?”

      C-Note filled his mug and lifted it in salute. “Whatever.”

      “You should find a woman and get married,” Hawk said. He grinned and patted his chest. “Like me.”

      “Not in this lifetime, pal.” C-Note snorted. “I refuse to be pussy-whipped and trade freedom for sex once a month…if she’s in the mood.”

      “It’s not all about sex,” Hawk said.

      C-Note’s lips twisted. “Ain’t that the truth?”

      “What about friendship and love?” Hawk asked.

      Jacob shook his head. “A dog can serve the purpose and cost a lot less in the long run.” He tipped his head toward C-Note. “Don’t listen to Hawk. He’s already well on his way to being pussy-whipped. Go to Vegas and have fun. Worry about your future after you’ve blown off some steam. You’ve earned a little downtime.”

      “Thanks, Rooster.” C-Note grinned. “I knew you’d understand.”

      The men poured more beer and reminisced as much as they could without violating gag orders on their top-secret missions. They talked about some of the tight situations they’d found their way out of both on operations and during their off time.

      Several pitchers of beer into the party, Hawk stiffened and clamped a hand on Jacob’s arm. “Damn.”

      “What?” Instantly on alert, Jacob set aside the one mug of beer he’d been nursing since he’d arrived. “What’s wrong?”

      Hawk shook his head. “I can’t believe it. It’s been a couple of months since I’ve been at McP’s. How did she know I’d be here tonight?” Hawk scooted his chair backward, placing himself behind Jacob. “There. By the door. It’s Camila…the crazy stalker.”

      Jacob followed the direction of Hawk’s pointed finger.

      A beautiful woman with dark hair and brown eyes, wearing a short, tight dress and impossibly high heels was heading for the bar. She leaned over the counter, exposing a vast amount of cleavage Jacob could see from yards away. After a few words with the bartender, she turned her attention to the party on the patio.

      “Shit.” Hawk ducked his head behind Jacob. “She’s headed this way.”

      Jacob rose as the woman made a beeline for the group on the patio. “Viking, block our groom. We’ve got incoming.”

      Viking’s head spun toward the entrance and the woman headed their way. “Have the strippers arrived?” He grinned and scooted his chair in front of Hawk. “She can give me a lap dance anytime. I haven’t got a woman keeping tabs on me.”

      “She’s not the stripper,” Jacob said. “She’s the enemy and must be neutralized.” His lips twitched at his own joke.

      “You aren’t going to shoot her, are you?” Cowboy asked, his words slurred. “Hell, we’re not in Iraq.”

      Jacob shook his head. “No, but I’m going to head her off at the pass.” He nodded toward the bartender.

      Based on the signal Jacob had set up with him an hour earlier, the bartender left his duty station and ducked out the front door, going for the off-duty police officer.

      All he had to do was keep her away from Hawk until the cop arrived to escort her from the building. As she stepped out onto the patio, Jacob ducked in front of her. “Can I help you?”

      She tried to look over his shoulder toward the group of Navy SEALs now gathered in front of Hawk, effectively blocking him from sight. “I’m looking for Jace Hawkins, my boyfriend. I understand he’s here tonight.” She tried to move around him.

      Jacob sidestepped, again, standing in her path. “This is a private party. I’m afraid you’ll have to leave.”

      She lifted her chin and stared at him down her nose. “This is a public bar. I have just as much right to be here as you. Now, move aside.”

      Jacob crossed his arms over his chest. “No can do. You’ll need to leave.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “I’m not leaving until I see my boyfriend. He’s scheduled to marry another woman Saturday. I’ve come to tell him he doesn’t have to. She’s not the one for him.” She leaned up on her toes. “Do you hear me, Hawk? That bitch isn’t the one for you. You and I…we’re made for each other.”

      Hawk pushed to his feet and stood over the heads of the men sitting in front of him. “Camila, I told you more than once, you’re not my girlfriend. We’re not together.”

      “But we made love,” she said. “Surely, that means something.”

      He shook his head. “It means I made a mistake,” he said. “I don’t love you. I’ll never marry you. I love my fiancée, and I’m marrying her Saturday. Please, you deserve to find someone who loves you and wants to be with you.” He lifted his hands palms upward. “That’s not me.”

      Her brows furrowed, and her lips pressed into a thin line. “She has you bewitched. You and I are one. We belong together. I can’t let you go through with this wedding. You don’t belong to her. You’re mine.”

      The cop showed up in his uniform. “Ma’am, you’ll have to leave the premises.”

      “I’m not leaving without my man.” She scowled at the policeman and Jacob blocking her path.

      Before he could guess what she’d do next, she punched Jacob in the gut and faked to the left.

      Stunned, Jacob froze for a second, and then moved left to keep her from getting past him.

      Camila changed directions surprisingly fast for a woman in platform heels and dove to the right, making it past Jacob and across the floor toward Hawk.

      Jacob caught up with her and grabbed one of her arms. The policeman grabbed the other, and they brought her to a halt before she could get her sharp-tipped fingernails into Hawk.

      “Let go of me,” she yelled. “You have no right to stop me.”

      “I could haul you into the police station and have you explain why you attacked this man,” the police officer said.

      Jacob rubbed his belly. The woman had a hard punch, but he hadn’t been seriously harmed. Still, she didn’t have to know that. If he needed to press charges to keep her from going after Hawk, so be it. He had two jobs…keeping Hawk safe through the bachelor party and getting him to the church on time. If he had to take a punch for the team, so be it.

      “I won’t press charges, if you promise to leave McP’s and the surrounding parking lot immediately,” Jacob said. “If you don’t, I’ll go with this nice police officer and you to the station and file a complaint. That should keep you tied up through the rest of the evening and into tomorrow. For that matter, I might do that anyway to be sure you’ll miss the wedding on Saturday.”

      Her forehead wrinkled, and her eyes narrowed to slits.

      Jacob could practically see the cogs of her brain churning as she mulled over her options.

      “Fine,” she finally said. “I’ll leave.” She looked past Jacob to where Hawk stood with his friends. “But this isn’t over. I will never give up on you. We have something. I know it. You couldn’t have made love like you did and just walk away.”

      “That was months ago. Before I met my fiancée. And I’d had too much alcohol. I don’t even remember it, other than the fact you followed me around for weeks.”

      “I only followed you to tell you that I love you and want to be with you.” Her eyes filled with tears. “We had a connection.”

      “No,” he said. “We didn’t because I didn’t.” Hawk shook his head. “Give it up, Camila. I’m not the one for you.”

      “Come on.” The cop gripped her arm and guided her toward the exit.

      No sooner had she left through the front entrance than the rear door burst open, and a huge fake wedding cake rolled onto the patio to the lyrics of Pour Some Sugar on Me.

      A roar of approval came from the guys, and they clapped in time to the music.

      “All right,” C-Note yelled. “Bring on the stripper!”

      “Yeah, baby,” Ringer shouted. “About time we got some action.”

      “I call dibs on the first lap dance,” Viking called out.

      With Camila out of their hair, Jacob focused his attention on the entertainment, wary but ready to relax a little. He waited for the woman to pop out of the cake.

      And waited…

      Two minutes into the song, the stripper still hadn’t come through.

      The men chanted, “Come out! Come out!”

      Jacob frowned. When the stripper still hadn’t made it out, he started toward the cake, concerned that she had suffered a fall, suffocated or injured herself and bled out. About the time he reached the cake, the stripper punched a hole in the top with a tight fist and widened the hole before she stood, wearing a white hat like the Navy SEALs wore when they were in their full, dress whites. She had long blond hair, and her face was covered in a thick layer of makeup, her eyes surrounded by blue and pink eyeshadow and thick, fake lashes. Her lips were a bright red. Some of the lipstick had smeared on her rise through the top of the cake, and her blond hair was slightly cockeyed.

      She pulled the hair back in place and smiled. “Hey, boys! I’m Candy.” Then she reached back inside the cake with one hand and fumbled with something. The other hand followed while the music blared on. Her smile morphed into a concentrated scowl as she worked on whatever was inside the cake that wasn’t working according to plan.

      Finally, she looked up, caught his glance and gave a crooked grin. Something about her face was familiar, even with all the makeup covering her skin and eyelids. “I can’t get out,” she said quietly, where only he could hear. “The door is jammed.”

      “Can you get up to the top of the cake?” Jacob asked.

      She frowned and braced her hands on the rim of the top layer. “I think so.” Pulling herself up, she sat her bottom on the edge. “Now, what?”

      Jacob studied the contraption. “Climb down the layers like a staircase.”

      “I don’t think that’s possible. It’s a wire frame covered in papier mâché.”

      “Can you reach my shoulders?” Jacob asked.

      Candy bit her bottom lip, smearing red lipstick across her teeth. “Maybe.”

      Jacob leaned as close to the cake as he could.

      The stripper laid her hands on his shoulder. “I’m losing balance,” she said, her body tipping toward him.

      As she fell toward him, he caught her around her waist and swung her out of the cake. Her momentum sent him stumbling backward. Jacob struggled to keep his feet under him but couldn’t. Falling backward, he let go of her waist, but not in time to brace for impact. He crashed to the floor, landing flat on his back. If the impact with the floor hadn’t knocked the air from his lungs, the stripper landing on top of him finished the job.

      He lay still for a moment, unable to draw in a breath.

      The guys roared with laughter, not realizing he couldn’t breathe, and were absolutely no help. Their attention was riveted to the woman splayed across his body, pushing to a sitting position, straddling his waist, her bottom connecting with his groin.

      The song ended, and the next one that played was Save a Horse Ride a Cowboy.

      “Ride him, baby,” Hawk called out.

      “That’s right. Save a horse, ride a cowboy,” Ringer said.

      “Lucky bastard,” Viking groused.

      “That should be me,” Cowboy said.

      The woman on top of him struggled to keep upright. When she saw that the men were watching, she looked around, her eyes wide. A moment later, she rocked her hips and raised her hand like a bronc rider.

      One of the men recovered her hat and slipped it into her hand. She held it high and rode Jacob in time to the beat of the music.

      Finally able to catch his breath, Jacob started to sit up.

      A firm hand on his chest pushed him back to the ground. “Take one for the team,” Candy said. “It’s you or the groom, and I have strict instructions not to touch the groom.”

      Lying back on the floor, he played along. Since she was already in position to entertain, it might as well be him. The others would get too rowdy and demand lap dances of their own.

      As she rocked over his crotch, another problem arose, making him more aware and uncomfortable with each move. He gritted his teeth in an effort to keep from embarrassing himself in front of his buddies. He feared that would be an impossibility. When the stripper got up, it would obvious to his friends how he felt about being ridden.

      Candy clutched his shirt like the rope around a bronc and leaned back. “Am I hurting you, big boy?”

      “No,” he said through clenched teeth when in fact she was hurting him a lot. The effort to contain his arousal was becoming more painful by the moment. At this rate, he’d go back to his hotel room blue-balled.

      “Hey, save some of that for the rest of us,” Tuck said and waved a five-dollar bill at the woman. “And I’ve got more where this came from.”

      Ringer yanked a twenty out of his wallet and held it up triumphantly. “Don’t go for the small stuff. Mine’s bigger.”

      C-Note snorted and pulled a one-hundred-dollar bill out of his pocket. “Skip the kids. What you need is a real man.”

      The song ended, the stripper rose to her feet, and reached out a hand to Jacob.

      He ignored it, rolled to his side and jumped up, afraid his reaction to the “ride” would set off a round of razzing from his friends.

      Thankfully, their attention was fully glued to Candy. The next song started, and the men all clapped in time to I Kissed A Girl.

      Candy swayed back and forth, snapping her fingers.

      “Dance,” Tuck encouraged.

      “Show us what you’ve got,” Ringer said.

      “Whatcha hiding beneath that shirt?” Cowboy asked.

      Viking gripped her around the waist and lifted her to the top of the table. “There. Now we can see you.”

      Jacob started forward, ready to defend the stripper from the men getting too familiar with her.

      Viking stepped back and smiled. “Go ahead. Dance.”

      Candy swayed, got her balance and stepped side to side. Sadly, she wasn’t that good at dancing. Not like the usual strippers.

      Again, something about her niggled at the back of Jacob’s mind. He felt like he knew her. But the name Candy wasn’t ringing a bell. He studied her as she moved from side to side, rocking her hips back and forth. It wasn’t the hips or the dancing he remembered.

      His gaze traveled up her body.

      Nor was it the narrow waist and swell of her breasts.

      He took in her hair and face.

      The blond hair wasn’t right and kept slipping sideways a bit, like a wig. If she wasn’t a blond, what color was her hair?

      “You’re a stripper,” Ringer said. “Take it off.”

      “Yeah, take it off,” Tuck echoed.

      Candy’s hands went to the knot of her shirt at her midriff, fumbling to untie it. When she finally had it loose, she shrugged out of the shirt, swung it over her head and tossed it at C-Note.

      The men whooped and laughed when it landed on the man’s head.

      C-Note pulled it down to his nose and inhaled deeply. “Oh, yeah. One hundred percent female.” He stuffed the shirt in his pocket and clapped his hands. “More!”

      “More!” the others repeated.

      Candy’s moss green eyes narrowed.

      In that moment, it came to him. Candy was the little wedding planner he’d met earlier. Jacob straightened. What the hell was she doing as a stripper?
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      Casey had never in her life performed in front of a crowd, had never worn a bikini at the beach, and had never had so many men staring at her like wolves ready for their next meal. It was at once terrifying and exhilarating.

      Her body was on fire from her ride on the poor man who’d helped her out of the cake. And, if she wasn’t mistaken, he was just as affected as she was. Her gaze went to the hard ridge behind the fly of his jeans.

      Heat traveled up her neck into her cheeks.

      Oh, yeah. She’d gotten him that far, all by pretending to ride him like a horse. Or, as the song went, a cowboy. Now that she was on a table in front of them, she was at her most vulnerable. She’d never been a good dancer. Dressed as a stripper, she would be expected to bump and grind with overly exaggerated hip movements and, maybe, touching her toes to give them a view of her rounded bottom. Hell, she didn’t have the body to pull this off. Her hips were too broad, and her thighs touched. Not to mention, her breasts were overflowing the tiny white bathing suit bra she’d worn beneath the midriff shirt.

      Casey twitched her hips back and forth the way she thought strippers would. Gripping the Velcro tabs on the sides of her shorts, she hesitated. Beneath the shorts was nothing more than a G-string up the crease of her butt cheeks with a tiny triangle of material covering her front.

      She dropped her hands to her sides and shook her head. No. She couldn’t do it.

      “Take it off!” the men yelled as one.

      She caught Jacob’s stare.

      He shook his head. “Don’t do it, Candy,” he said softly.

      The guys didn’t seem to hear him.

      One started the chant, “Take it off!” The others joined in. “Take it off!”

      She was supposed to be a stripper. In order to do it right, she had to take it off.

      Again, Jacob shook his head.

      Casey’s eyes narrowed. Did he think she wouldn’t, just because he’d told her not to?

      Her gaze swept the small crowd of rowdy men, smiling, laughing and nudging each other with their elbows to get closer to her and the table she danced on. What did she have to lose? They thought she was the blond-haired stripper named Candy. When they saw her the next day, she’d be back to her usual brown-haired, neatly prim and proper wedding planner, Casey. The two women were so diametrically opposed, they’d never guess. Her fingers found the tabs. Her gaze met Jacob’s, and she yanked the shorts off her hips and swung them around her head. Aiming for him, she let loose.

      Jacob’s hand shot up into the air and caught the shorts in his fist.

      Casey lifted her chin, swallowing her pride and turned her back to him and the men, showing her ass in the G-string. Then she bent to touch her toes giving them what they’d come for and thanking her lucky stars that she’d chosen that morning to shave her legs all the way up to her hoo-hah.

      Fingers touched her bottom as bills were tucked into her G-string, startling her into straightening too fast. Unsteady as she was on the platform heels, she wobbled, teetered and tumbled toward the ground.

      Arms reached out to catch her. She fell hard against a black T-shirt, her face smashed into a rock-hard chest. When she glanced up to see who’d caught her, she was glad to see it was her cake rescuer, Jacob.

      Changing her voice to sound like a Candy, she said, “My hero.” She batted her heavily lashed eyelids.

      Jacob stared down into her eyes. “Those shoes are killers.”

      She gave him what she hoped was a coquettish smile. “You like them?”

      “No.” His gaze shifted from her eyes to the other side of the patio in the direction of the bar and the front entrance. His brow furrowed. “Damn.” He set her on her feet. “Gotta go. I’m sure the guys will take good care of you.” He hurried past her, breaking into a jog.

      Casey looked from Jacob to the men and back. Without him to catch her when she fell, she felt exposed and vulnerable. When the men started toward her with money in their hands, Casey turned and ran after Jacob.

      “Hey, babe,” Ringer called out. “Where ya going?”

      “Don’t leave yet.” C-Note waved his one-hundred-dollar bill. “I got money burning in my hand.”

      Casey called over her shoulder. “Keep it.” She ran after Jacob and caught his arm. “Did I offend you?”

      He looked down briefly. “No, but the groom is leaving. I’m his designated driver.”

      Her eyes rounded. “Of course. Go.” Then she frowned. “Wait. How much have you had to drink?”

      “One beer,” he said, still moving and picking up speed.

      She shook her head and ran faster, the heels making it more difficult. “I’ll drive.”

      “No way,” Jacob said over his shoulder.

      “I was paid to make sure the groom got back to his hotel safely,” she said. “Give me a minute to get dressed, and I’ll drive you two in my vehicle.”

      “I haven’t had enough to impair my driving.”

      She met his gaze, her eyes narrowing. “I’m driving.” Casey hurried ahead to catch up with Hawk as he waved down a taxi pulling up to the curb.

      “Hawk,” Casey called out. “Wait. I’ll drive you to the hotel.”

      With his hand on the open door of the taxi, Hawk paused and glanced over his shoulder, his brow furrowing when he saw her running toward him.

      Casey leaned into the open passenger window of the cab and handed the driver one of the twenties she’d plucked from her G-string. “I’ve got this. Go get a burger.”

      The taxi driver grinned, his gaze going straight to her cleavage. “I might just stay for the show.”

      She gave him one of her eat-shit-and-die glares and jerked her thumb. “Get going.”

      Hawk backed away a step, swaying slightly. “I might have had a few too many, but I’m not too drunk to know that I’m not getting into any vehicle with you. I promised Kalea I wouldn’t touch the stripper. I’m keeping that promise.”

      “Glad to hear it. She’ll be impressed.” Casey pulled her key fob out of her bra and clicked the unlock button on her SUV. “I’m driving. You can sit in the back seat. If you’re worried Kalea will find out, you can tell her I’m going to the hotel with this guy.” She tilted her head toward Jacob.

      “Is that so?” Hawk’s lips spread into a wide grin, and he clapped a hand onto Jacob’s shoulder. “Good for you, man. I didn’t think you were going to let me out of your sight long enough to enjoy the evening.”

      “And I’m not going to let you out of my sight until you’re tucked into your own bed in your hotel room,” Jacob said.

      Thankfully, he didn’t deny Casey’s claim that he was taking her back to his hotel room. “I’m driving,” she said. “My SUV is over there.”

      “I have my own vehicle.”

      “Play it safe. Even if you haven’t had much to drink, I’d rather you didn’t end up in jail when you have a wedding to attend on Saturday.” She drew in a breath and let it out. “Casey tasked me with making sure the groom and groomsmen got back to the hotel to sleep off whatever mischief they might have gotten into. Please, let me do my job.” Again, she tried batting her lashes, a skill she’d never quite mastered. Something big and wispy fell into her eye, making her blink uncontrollably.

      Jacob reached out and plucked the offensive item from her cheek. He lifted her hand and laid one of her fake eyelashes in her palm. “You can drive after you remove the other one.”

      She stared down at her lash, her cheeks burning. Then with a quick movement, she ripped the other lash off, wincing when the glue held on a little longer than she expected. “There,” she said and lifted her chin toward Jacob.

      “That’s better.” He nodded toward the SUV. “Lead the way. And oh,” he held out the shorts she’d flung at him, “you might want to put this on. If we are pulled over, we wouldn’t want our driver charged with indecent exposure.”

      She grabbed the shorts and covered her naked butt with them, pinching the Velcro into place. “Now, can we go?”

      Jacob glanced at Hawk. “You all right with letting Candy drive?”

      “As long as she’s better at driving than she is at dancing,” Hawk said, a slow smile spreading across his face. “No offense.”

      “None taken,” Casey said. “Follow me.”

      “Gladly,” Hawk said.

      Jacob frowned.

      “What?” Hawk held up his hand. “Kalea said I couldn’t touch. She didn’t say anything about looking.”

      Casey shook her head and marched as best she could in the platform heels to her SUV. She removed the shoes before climbing in behind the steering wheel. No use risking a wreck because she wasn’t wearing the proper foot gear. Thankfully, she’d stored all her clothes in the trunk and wouldn’t have to return to the bar to get anything. She was afraid that if she left the two men alone, they’d leave without her. She wanted to make absolutely sure the groom made it to his hotel room okay before she let him out of her sight. Her promise to the bride, her best friend, hinged on her making this wedding perfect.

      Her business depended on it. Nothing like a little pressure to make her night more complicated. She resisted the urge to pluck the string out of her butt crack and slid into the driver’s seat of the SUV.

      Jacob held the door for the groom to drop into the back seat. Then he shut the door and climbed into the passenger seat beside Casey.

      She would rather have had him sit with the groom in the back seat. Already, she’d been too close to this man too often that evening. Every time they touched, she felt tingly, like an electric current was coursing through her veins. The more distance between them, the better she could concentrate on what needed to be done to pull off this short-fused wedding.

      Yes, distance between her and Jacob was what she needed.

      As soon as she saw Hawk to his door, she’d skedaddle back to her own apartment and get a restful night’s sleep. Thankfully, all the preparations were scheduled or done. All she had left to do was a rehearsal and to make sure the bride and groom arrived at the church on time.

      She had this wedding in the bag.

      What could go wrong?

      

      Jacob sat in the passenger seat wanting to call Casey out on her disguise. He bit down hard on his tongue to keep from doing it in front of Hawk. Kalea had hired Casey to plan her wedding. Did she know Casey was taking on more than wedding planning? Did she know her wedding-planner best friend moonlighted as a stripper?

      “You have a ten sticking out of your…” Jacob pointed to her crotch and then sat back, his gaze on the windshield in front of him.

      Casey glanced down at the juncture of her thighs, ripped the bill from beneath the shorts and looked like she would fling it at Jacob. At the last second, she retracted her hand and stuffed the bill in the cupholder. She pulled out of the parking lot and onto the main drag in front, headed in the direction of their hotel.

      “Don’t you want to know where we’re staying?” Hawk asked from the back seat.

      Casey glanced into the rearview mirror. “I know.”

      “Good, because I’ve already forgotten,” Hawk said.

      Jacob shot a glance over his shoulder.

      Hawk leaned back his head and closed his eyes.

      Jacob let go of the breath he’d been holding. As long as Casey got them to the hotel all right, the rest of the night should be a slam dunk.

      A black cat darted out into the road.

      Casey slammed on her brakes in time to spare the cat’s life, but not in time to keep it from crossing in front of them.

      She shot a look in his direction. “You’re not one of those people who believes in bad luck, are you?”

      Jacob frowned. “No.”

      “Good.” She pressed her bare foot down on the accelerator, and the SUV lurched forward.

      Though he’d said he didn’t believe in bad luck, he’d been in operations that had gone south for no apparent reason. No matter how much they’d planned and trained, nothing seemed to go right. But a black cat crossing his path? He shook his head. Nonsense. At the same time, a cold chill rippled down his spine. It was just a cat.

      A black cat.

      The ride to the hotel went smoothly from that point. When they arrived, Jacob got out, opened the back door and woke Hawk, who’d tipped over in the back seat and was snoring louder than a freight train. “Kalea has no idea what she’s getting into,” he murmured.

      Hawk sat up and rubbed his hand over his face. “Is Kalea here?”

      “No, she’s in her room getting her beauty sleep for your wedding Saturday,” Casey said, hopping on one foot as she pushed her feet into her high-heeled platform shoes. “She has her spa day tomorrow. Come on. Let’s get you to bed, so you can sleep it off.”

      “I didn’t drink that much,” Hawk said.

      “Sure, you didn’t,” Jacob said. He hauled Hawk out of the back seat, looped the man’s arm over his shoulder and wrapped his own around Hawk’s waist. “Think you can make it to the elevator?”

      “Seriously, Jacob. I’ve got this.” Hawk drew his arm away from Jacob and squared his shoulders. “Need sleep. Getting married Saturday to the best girl ever.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Tying the knot. But sleep first. You can’t show up to your rehearsal drunk. Kalea would have my hide.”

      Hawk grinned. “She’s one tough cookie. You don’t want to make her mad.”

      “No, I don’t.” Jacob turned Hawk toward the front entrance of the hotel and gave him a gentle nudge. “Come on, Romeo. It’s time for bed.”

      Casey smiled at the friends. “Need a hand?”

      Jacob cast a glance over his shoulder at the pretty wedding planner. He liked her better as a brunette. The blond wig did nothing for her. “We’ve got this, if you want to head home.”

      “If you don’t mind, I’d like to see Hawk to his room. I promised to make sure he got back all right.”

      “Don’t you trust me?” Jacob asked.

      “I trust you.” She smiled. “After all, you rescued me from the cake.” She tipped her head toward Hawk. “It’s him I’m not so sure about. How much did he have to drink?”

      “I only had one beer.” Hawk held up two fingers.

      “I saw him pour three. But I was a little distracted.” His gaze raked over her body. A little distracted? He’d been more than a little distracted by the wedding planner who’d played stripper for the night. If his hands weren’t full of his best friend, he’d be tempted to take Casey in his arms. “The guys might have helped some more while I wasn’t monitoring.”

      She nodded, followed him into the building and past the front desk to the elevator.

      The night clerk’s eyes narrowed as she moved past him. “Uh, miss, we don’t…uh…we don’t allow…” He shoved a hand through his wiry red hair. “We’re a family hotel. I can’t let you…you know. You can’t go in with them.”

      Jacob shoved Hawk into the elevator and reached out to grab Casey’s hand. “She’s my fiancée. Put your tongue back in your head, boy. She’s taken.” Then he pulled Casey into the elevator with him and punched the button to close the door.

      The clerk followed them to the elevator, his brow furrowed, his face a splotchy red. “But, sir, she can’t go with you two. It’s against the rules.”

      “I told you, she’s my fiancée. We’ve been to a costume party.” Would the door ever close?

      “If you’ve been to a costume party, where’s your costume, sir?” The young man put out his hand to stop the door from closing.

      Jacob glared at the clerk. “I don’t do costumes. And she’s with me. Don’t fuck with me, if you know what’s good for you.”

      The clerk pulled back his hand. “My manager isn’t going to be happ—”

      The door finally closed, and the elevator car moved upward to the fifth floor.

      “Whew,” Hawk said. “I thought you and the punk were going to trade fists.” He leaned against the rail and scrubbed a hand over his face. “I was gonna have to leave it to you, this time.”

      Jacob frowned. “You feeling all right?”

      “I’m fine. Just fine.” Hawk smiled and slid down the wall of the elevator to sit. “I just need a little sleep. Gettin’ married Saturday. Rehearsal’s ’morrow.” He tipped over sideways and closed his eyes.

      The bell rang, and the door slid open.

      “I’ll get his feet, if you can get his arms,” Casey said. She squatted and grabbed Hawk’s ankles.

      “Don’t bother. I’ve got this,” Jacob said. “Just dig his room key out of his pocket and hold the door.”

      Casey rummaged in Hawk’s back pocket for his wallet, extracted the hotel room key card and held the elevator door.

      Jacob pulled Hawk up by the arm and hauled him across his shoulder. He grunted with the dead weight but held steady enough to get him out into the hallway.

      “What’s his room number?” Casey asked.

      Jacob gave her the number and followed her to the door. She waved the card in front of the reader, and the light turned green. She pushed the door inward, stepped inside and held it open for Jacob to carry Hawk inside.

      He dropped the man onto the king-sized bed and straightened. “Should we pump him full of coffee?”

      Casey shook her head. “No. Let him sleep it off. The wedding isn’t until Saturday afternoon.” She pulled off his shoes and tucked a pillow beneath his head. “He should have plenty of time to work off the hangover.” She walked toward the door. “I’d better get going.”

      Jacob followed her out of the room and closed the door behind him, slipping the key into his front pocket. “Wait just a minute.”

      Casey stopped with her finger poised over the button of the elevator. “Excuse me?”

      He stalked toward her and stopped when he was standing toe to toe with her. “I wanted to say thank you for helping me with a man you barely know.” He leaned an arm against the wall behind her and touched the long strands of blond hair. “You really take your job seriously, don’t you?” His fingers curled around one long strand, and he twisted it up to brush the ends against her cheek.

      “Everything I do, I do with purpose,” she said, her voice a little breathless.

      “Including pretending you’re a stripper?” he asked.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she whispered, her eyes widening.

      He tugged on the hair, and the wig slipped sideways.

      She reached up too late to stop the wig from falling off. Instead, she patted her hair, which was held in place by little pins and clips.

      Jacob chuckled. “Well, hello, Casey the wedding planner.” He pulled one of the pins loose, and a lock of dark brown hair fell to her shoulders. “I like you better as a brunette.”

      She stared up into his eyes. “You don’t have to like me at all.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “And what if I do, anyway?”

      “I…uh…” She shook her head and licked her lips.

      The motion of her tongue sweeping across her bottom lip blew his self-control.

      He leaned down and brushed his mouth across hers, tasting her. When she put up no resistance, Jacob leaned into her, pressed the length of his body against hers and deepened the kiss.

      Her body stiffened, her palms rising to lay flat against his chest.

      Jacob continued the kiss, prepared to withdraw if she pushed against him.

      Her hands curled into his shirt, her fingernails digging lightly into his skin. Then she raised her hands to encircle his neck and tug him closer.

      That was all the encouragement Jacob needed. He swept past her teeth to caress her tongue with his. He bent to run his hands over her buttocks and down to the backs of her thighs, lifting her to wrap her legs around his waist.

      Her crotch rested on the ridge beneath his jeans, making him swell even more.

      “Do you know what you’re doing to me?” he said, his mouth hovering over hers.

      “I kind of have an idea,” she murmured and shifted against his arousal. Her tongue shot out and connected with his, bringing him back into her. What had started as a way to “out” her had moved into more than just a reveal.

      He spun, carried her across the hallway to his door and leaned her against the panel. Lifting his head, he stared down into her eyes. “Where are we going with this?”

      She held out her hand. “Where’s your key?”

      He fished beneath her leg for the wallet in his back pocket and flipped it open. She removed the hotel room key and a foil packet, a smile sliding across her face. “Do you always come prepared?”

      “Always,” he said.

      She felt for the card reader and ran the key card over it, never once losing eye contact with him.

      Jacob saw the light blink green and pushed the door handle down, releasing the latch. “Last chance to change your mind.” He hesitated in the open doorway, holding his breath.

      Casey cupped his cheek. “I’m not going to change my mind, but I have conditions.”

      His brow dipped. “Conditions?”

      She nodded. “They’re easy.” Her finger brushed across his lips. “Never kiss and tell.”

      “My lips are sealed.” He captured her finger and sucked it into his mouth.

      She met his gaze directly. “And no strings.”

      In most situations, Jacob wouldn’t have hesitated a moment with her second condition. Something about this woman and her dedication to the plan made him hesitate for a nanosecond.

      Her brow furrowed. “Is there a problem with my conditions?” She smiled. “I would have thought it was a slam dunk.”

      “No problem,” he said when he came back to his senses. “I’m on board.”

      “Then let’s kiss on it.” Her smile spread across her face. Then she wrapped her hand around the back of his neck and pulled him in for a kiss that sealed the deal.

      Jacob pushed through the door and kicked it shut behind him.

      For a man who wasn’t into weddings, Jacob was well on his way to fulfilling his promise as his friend’s best man. He’d gotten through the bachelor party and brought Hawk back to the hotel unharmed. All he had to do was get the man to the wedding on time on Saturday.

      The rest of the night was his, and it was looking up.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      The incessant sound of a phone ringing dragged Casey out of a deep, deep sleep. She reached over to her nightstand for her cellphone only to touch warm skin and hard muscle.

      What the—

      She blinked and opened her eyes, staring up at a ceiling she didn’t recognize. Where was she?

      The phone rang again, the bed shifted beside her, and a deep voice answered, “Fowler.”

      Digging her way out of the fog of slumber, Casey looked to her right at a naked back of solid, tanned male.

      “Casey?” A female voice came from the cellphone. “Who is this? Where’s Casey?”

      Casey shot to a sitting position and reached for the device. “Give that to me,” she demanded.

      Jacob handed her the phone and flopped back down on the pillow.

      “This is Casey,” she said.

      “Casey, where are you?” Kalea wailed. “Why aren’t you with me? I can’t get hold of Hawk. He’s not answering his cellphone. And who was the man who answered your phone?”

      Casey pushed the hair out of her face, pulled the sheet up to cover her naked breasts and focused on the question she had the best chance of answering. “Take a deep breath, Kalea. What do you mean Hawk isn’t answering his phone? He could be in the shower.”

      “I called an hour ago,” she said. “I thought the same thing, so I gave him time to shower, and then called a few minutes ago. The call went straight to his voice mail.”

      Casey’s pulse leaped. “Are you all right?”

      “No. I’m a little freaked out.” Kalea paused, inhaled and let the breath out loud enough Casey could hear. “This is a big step, and I needed to talk to Hawk. We should have gone to a JP instead of doing this wedding.”

      “Breathe, Kalea,” Casey said. “I’ll check on him. You know everything that needs to be done today. It’s all set up. All you have to do is relax at the spa. The facial and massage will make everything better. I’ll let you know what’s going on. Have a Bellini, the fixings are in the refrigerator along with finger food to keep you from passing out.”

      Kalea sighed. “Thank you. I needed a voice of reason. And when you find Hawk, tell him to call me. And after that, you can tell me who the guy is that answered your phone. I want all the details.”

      “I’ll talk to you soon,” Casey said, avoiding that particular conversation. She ended the call and looked down at Jacob. Her first urge was to toss the sheet aside and run down the hallway to check on the groom. Being completely naked, she wasn’t comfortable moving about the room in the presence of a man she’d known for less than twenty-four hours, even if they’d made love all night long and into the early hours of the morning. “You’re the best man. Your groom is AWOL and not answering his phone. Go. Check on him.”

      “He’s a grown-ass man. I’m sure he’s fine.” Jacob reached out and tugged a strand of Casey’s hair. “Meanwhile, we have the whole morning.” His hand slid down her back and around to circle her hip, dragging her backward to lie beside him.

      She kissed the side of his neck, not wanting to move from the bed. When Jacob cupped her breast in his palm, her core ignited. “We need to check on Hawk.”

      “We will.” His lips found the hollow at the base of her neck and moved lower, over her collarbone to capture a peaked nipple between his teeth. “In a minute.”

      Casey arched her back, wanting him to take more.

      While his mouth teased her breast, his hand slipped over her belly and down to the tuft of hair over her sex.

      She parted her legs and covered his hand with hers, urging him lower.

      He obliged, dipping a finger into the slick entrance to her channel.

      Casey moaned and lifted her hips to his gentle strokes.

      His fingers slipped upward into her folds and swirled around the little strip of highly sensitive flesh, packed with all the right nerves to set her on fire.

      She closed her eyes, and her breath hitched in her throat. “Yes,” she gasped. “There.”

      He played with her for another minute. Then he lifted his hand.

      “Wait,” she said, her eyes opening.

      Jacob leaned up on his elbow. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m not done yet.” To prove his point, he rolled on top of her and kissed his way from one breast to the other then downward until he came to the juncture of her thighs.

      Parting her folds, he thumbed her clit, dipped into her wetness and thumbed her again.

      Casey forgot how to breathe, absolutely sure she couldn’t until he touched her there again.

      He bent and flicked her with his tongue.

      She sucked in a gasp.

      Another flick sent her skyrocketing out of the stratosphere. Tingling turned to spasms as she rocked her hips to the rhythm of his tongue stroking her there. She climaxed, crying out his name, “Jacob!”

      As she floated back to earth, he climbed up her body and captured her mouth in a crushing kiss.

      Casey wrapped her arms around him and parted her legs, eager to have him inside her. “Your turn.”

      He chuckled and shook his head. “We have a groom to locate.”

      She frowned. “Surely, that could wait.”

      Again, he shook his head, his hard cock nudging her entrance. “Nope. I’m out of the condoms I had in my wallet, and your bride is having a meltdown.”

      “Sweet Jesus.” She inhaled deeply and released the breath. “Out of condoms. It’s a travesty.”

      “Yes, indeed. And all the more reason to get up, get dressed and wake our groom.” He rolled out of the bed, smacked her bottom and grinned. “Get up.”

      Casey pulled the sheet up over her head. “I can’t even bask in the afterglow?”

      He yanked the sheet down. “Not when your bride is panicking.”

      Casey’s lips twisted. “You’re right. Damn you.”

      Already, Jacob was pulling on his jeans and slipping his feet into his shoes. “I’ll go down the hall and check on the groom.” He winked. “Maybe Hawk has a spare condom.”

      “Good point.” A glimmer of hope made her smile. “I’ll just wait here.” She pointed to the key card he’d left on the nightstand. “Take his key in case he’s still passed out.”

      Jacob grabbed the card and disappeared through the door.

      After a few seconds, Casey couldn’t just lay there waiting for him to return. She got up, found a Denver Bronco’s T-shirt and pulled it over her head. It hung almost down to her knees. She propped open the door to the room with the night latch and stepped across the hallway to Hawk’s room.

      About that time, Jacob emerged, his eyes wide, his brow creased in a frown. “He’s not here.”

      “What do you mean, he’s not here? Where would he be?” Casey pushed past him. Once inside they room, internal alarm bells went off. The comforter was on the floor, Hawk’s suitcase had been dumped, the contents strewn throughout the room, and the nightstand lamp lay in the middle of the floor. “What the hell happened here?”

      “I don’t know.” Jacob shoved a hand through his hair. “He’s not here.” He held up a cellphone. “I found his cellphone on the floor, and his wedding tuxedo and shoes are missing.”

      “Would he have taken his suit to the church already?”

      “Without his cellphone?” Jacob held up the device. “He never leaves a room in a mess. And his cellphone goes with him everywhere. The man is OCD.”

      Casey looked around the room. “Do you think he was kidnapped?”

      “Who would kidnap him?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. He’s been in Montana. Has he made anyone mad out there, that you know of?” Crossing to the doorway, she examined the frame. “It doesn’t appear that the door was forced open.”

      “I know Hawk,” Jacob said. “He wouldn’t have left with someone without a fight.”

      Casey waved at the mess in the room. “Thus, the state of the room. But who would take him?” She shook her head. “There has to be a better explanation.” She stepped out into the hallway and spied a security camera at the end near the stairwell. “Let’s talk to security. Maybe they have footage of what happened in this hallway last night.”

      Jacob tipped his head toward her T-shirt. “Maybe you should get some more clothes on before we do.”

      “You don’t happen to have a pair of shorts or sweats I can borrow, do you?” She wrapped her arms around herself. “Just until I can get to my car and my own things.”

      “I have some shorts.” He led the way back to his room and rummaged through a duffle bag until he found gym shorts.

      Casey took them into the bathroom, closed the door and slipped them on, drawing the string tight to keep them from falling off. One glance in the mirror made her grimace. The heavy makeup from the night before had smeared and her hair was a wild mess around her face. With a washcloth and soap, she scrubbed off the makeup and finger-combed her hair until it wasn’t a wild mess. “It will have to do for now.”

      When Casey emerged, Jacob had dressed in shoes and a T-shirt and had combed his hair.

      Feeling extremely underdressed, wearing a T-shirt she’d knotted at the waist, the gym shorts and her platform heels, Casey headed for the door, her chin held high. Fake it until you feel it, she always said. So, she faked confidence she wasn’t feeling.

      Jacob followed her into the elevator, and they went down to the ground floor.

      “Check with their security. See if we can get in to see the camera footage,” Casey said. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

      She left him at the desk in the lobby. The clerk frowned at her as she hurried out the door. Casey couldn’t help the judgmental looks, but she could get her own clothes and feel more prepared to face the day. After digging a brush, a pair of jeans, a soft, rib-knit pink sweater, panties that were more than a thong and sensible flats out of the rear of her vehicle, she climbed into the back seat, hunkered low and dressed in under three minutes, thankful for the tinted windows and empty parking lot. She pulled back her hair into a neat ponytail and secured it with an elastic band at the nape of her neck.

      When she climbed out of the back seat, she felt a lot more like herself and not the stripper, Candy. Tossing the platform shoes into the back, she rolled the shirt and shorts into a tight ball and entered the hotel.

      Jacob was nowhere to be seen. “Excuse me,” she said to the woman who’d given her that judgmental look. “There was a man standing here a few minutes ago. I presume he was asking about video footage. Could you tell me where he went?”

      The woman’s gaze raked over her from head to toe. She frowned briefly then jerked her head toward the door behind the desk. “He’s in there. Says his friend is missing.”

      “Yes, he is. Do you mind if I join him?” Casey asked.

      “Go ahead. Night shift didn’t report any issues. I don’t know why you think you need to see surveillance videos.”

      “The missing man is supposed to be at the rehearsal this afternoon. His bride is worried about him,” Casey explained as she walked around the desk to the door behind the woman. Mention of the bride reminded her that she hadn’t called Kalea to give her an update. What would she say to calm the bride?

      Hell, nothing she could say would calm Kalea. They didn’t know where Hawk was, and by the look of his room, he hadn’t left it willingly.

      As long as Kalea wasn’t calling, demanding to know where Hawk was, she’d let that sleeping dog lie. She needed time to find the missing groom.

      Jacob hovered over a young male hotel worker as they scrolled through the video footage for the past seven hours.

      “Anything?” Casey stood beside Jacob.

      “We just got to the right camera and started through the images from the approximate time we left him around eleven o’clock last night,” Jacob said to her. He touched the young man’s shoulder. “Can you increase the speed?”

      “Sure.” The hotel worker clicked the fast-forward arrow, and the video zoomed through an hour, then another. For the most part, the hallway was empty, with a couple arriving after midnight and nothing for the next couple hours. Then a blur of movement emerged in the corner of the video. A man wearing a black ski mask appeared, and he held something up to the lens of the camera. A moment later, the image went dark.

      Casey’s heart skipped several beats.

      The hotel worker gasped. “He sprayed the camera with black paint.” He fast-forwarded through the rest of the footage. All four hours were dark. “Now, why didn’t I notice this on the monitors this morning?” He glanced up at the two monitors in front of him. Each had and array of images from different locations across the property. The far left corner square was dark. The hotel worker cursed. “I can’t believe I didn’t notice.”

      “Sometimes, we see what we want to see,” Jacob said.

      “Yeah, but that’s pretty important.” He shook his head as he studied the remaining video squares.

      Casey leaned over his shoulder, her heart sinking into the pit of her belly.

      Jacob leaned in and did the same. “All the rest are intact and projecting images.”

      “Yes, they are.” The clerk brought up the early morning recordings from another location in the hotel. “The next image is taken from the lobby.” He played the four hours in triple-time. Nothing out of the ordinary jumped out.

      Jacob dropped into a seat beside the clerk. “Is there a back door used by the service personnel?”

      The man nodded and clicked on the keys, bringing up another video of what appeared to be a service elevator. He forwarded quickly to the time just after the man blacked out the camera lens on the floor where Hawk’s room was located. Two men dressed in coveralls, with hats pulled down low over their faces, rolled a laundry cart between them out the back door. A light shined over the loading dock. They pushed the cart into the back of a service van and closed the door.

      The clerk stopped the video. “That’s not our usual laundry service,” he said. “We have our own washers and dryers. The only laundry we send out is our draperies.” His brow furrowed as he squinted at the image. “And we wouldn’t have had anyone here at three in the morning. I’m surprised the door alarms didn’t alert us.” He let the video continue.

      The two men moved around to the front of the truck and climbed in.

      “Stop,” Jacob said.

      The clerk hit the pause button.

      Jacob leaned closer. “Can you print that image?”

      “Sure.” The clerk hit the command to print and a sheet of paper slid out of the printer beside him. He lifted it, looked down at the page, and then handed it to Jacob.

      “I think we can get a license plate number off this,” he said.

      Casey looked over his shoulder. “It’s really blurry.” Her eyes narrowed. “And it doesn’t look like one of ours. It looks like a Mexican plate.”

      “All the more reason to get on this quickly.” He nodded toward the clerk. “We need to call the police. I think our groom has been kidnapped. And if it is a Mexican plate, we need to hurry before they get him across the border.”

      “If they left here at three in the morning,” the clerk frowned, “they could already be across the border.”

      Casey sank into a chair beside the hotel clerk. “Holy cow. Who would have done this?” Her eyes widened. “How am I going to tell Kalea?” She shook her head, her jaw hardening. “I’m not going to tell her. At least, not until we have a better handle on what’s going on. Hell, I’d rather not tell her at all, if we don’t have to. Which means, we have to get him back. Soon. He’s getting married in less than thirty-six hours!”
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      Jacob placed his hands on her shoulders. “What are you talking about? This is a crime scene. We’re not qualified to launch our own investigation. We need to get the police involved to run this license plate and locate the owners of that delivery van.”

      “Those plates are Mexican. The police aren’t going to be able to run them to find who owns that truck. They don’t have access to the Mexican vehicle registration system.”

      “No, but there has to be someone who does.” As if on cue, a cellphone rang.

      Casey glanced down at hers. “Not mine.”

      Jacob pulled his cellphone from his right pocket and frowned. “Not mine.”

      The hotel clerk shook his head. “Not mine.”

      Another ring reminded Jacob of Hawk’s phone in his other pocket. As he dug it out, he muttered. “If it’s Kalea, what do I tell her?”

      “Nothing,” Casey said. “We’re going to get Hawk back.”

      Jacob glanced at the caller ID on Hawk’s phone and breathed a sigh. “It’s his boss, Hank Patterson.” He slid his finger across the screen. “Hank, Jacob Fowler.”

      “Rooster? That you?” Hank asked.

      “Yes, sir,” Jacob said.

      “Where’s Hawk?” Hank asked. “Is he getting ready for the big event?”

      “No, sir.” Jacob’s gaze met Casey’s. “We have an issue. You might be able to help us.”

      “Okay. Sounds serious. Give me a sitrep,” Hank commanded, all business now.

      “Hawk is missing. We think he’s been kidnapped by Mexican nationals.”

      “Damn,” Hank said. “And here I was calling to get directions to the wedding venue.” Hank paused. “Tell me everything you know so far. Have you called the police?”

      “Not yet.”

      “As soon as you hang up with me, call them,” Hank said.

      “Will do.”

      “Now, give it to me,” Hank said and let Jacob tell him about leaving Hawk in his room and the men coming at three in the morning to cart him away.

      “We can’t be certain they took Hawk in the laundry cart, but there weren’t any more videos of anyone leaving the hotel between the time we left him in his room and this morning when we discovered he was missing.”

      “He’s been in Hawaii for the past couple of months. I don’t recall him being sideways with anyone over there. Does he have any enemies in San Diego that you can recall?”

      Jacob couldn’t think of anyone. “Not that I’m aware of. We’ve only been in town for a day. The bachelor party was last night. He had hoped you would make it.”

      “I couldn’t get a flight out soon enough. I’m in San Diego now. Where do you want to meet?”

      “Come to the hotel for now.” Jacob gave him the address. “I have an image of the back of the van that took him. It has a Mexican license plate on it.”

      “Shoot that my way in a text. I’ll get Swede, my computer guy, on it right away.”

      “Swede’s working for you?” Jacob remembered the tall blond SEAL from when they’d worked together on some of his first missions.

      “You bet he is. Brotherhood Protectors would be nothing without him,” Hank said. “He’s amazing with the computer and has some contacts in places you don’t want to know about.”

      “Good. Maybe he can tell us who owns the van. I’m sure the California police don’t have access to the Mexican DMV.”

      “No, they don’t,” Hank said. “Look, let me get this to Swede. Get the police working on what they can do. I’ll be there in less than twenty minutes.”

      “Will do. Out here.”

      “Out here,” Hank echoed.

      Jacob ended the call. “Hank’s on his way.”

      “Hank’s Hawk’s boss?” Casey asked.

      Jacob nodded. “Hopefully, he can help.”

      The hotel clerk rose from his chair. “You ready for me to call 911?”

      “Yes,” Jacob said.

      The clerk left the back office for the front desk and his manager.

      They could hear him as he placed the call to 911.

      It wouldn’t take long for the police to arrive.

      Casey paced in the small room behind the hotel’s front desk. “Who would have done this? Kalea didn’t say anything about old enemies. From what I got from her, he helped solve some problems she had in Hawaii. But they put that issue to bed.” She stopped in front of Jacob. “Did anything happen at the bachelor party before I arrived? Was there an argument? Did Hawk get into it with another patron?”

      Jacob’s brow dipped. “He was there to celebrate his upcoming wedding. No one else was with us on the back patio.” His eyes widened. He looked up at Casey. “Camila.”

      Casey’s eyes narrowed. “Camila?”

      “His stalker.”

      “Stalker?” Casey shook her head. “What stalker?”

      “He had a one-night stand with her.”

      “What?” Casey’s jaw tightened. “Last night?”

      “No. No.” Jacob’s lips twisted. “Before he left San Diego to go to work for Hank. Before he met Kalea. He slept with this woman, Camila. They dated twice. She thought that was enough to make them an item.”

      “Hawk dumped her?” Casey asked.

      “Yes. Apparently, she didn’t take it well.”

      “How so?”

      “She didn’t consider it final. In Camila’s mind, she came to McP’s last night to rescue him from a wedding that shouldn’t happen.”

      Casey pushed a hand through her hair. “Do you think she had something to do with Hawk’s kidnapping?”

      “She’s a woman. Those guys who wheeled the cart out were big and burly. Definitely not Camila.”

      “But she could have hired those men to take him.” Casey resumed her pacing. “What’s Camila’s full name. We need to tell the police about her.”

      Jacob shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean, you don’t know?”

      “I mean, Hawk only called her by her first name. He never told me a last name.”

      “How the hell are we supposed to find her, if we don’t have her full name? We’re in southern California.” Casey flung her hands in the air. “There could be hundreds of Camilas.”

      “Maybe Hank’s computer guy can help us narrow down the search.”

      Casey glanced at her watch. “Thirty-five hours, forty-nine minutes and counting. We have to find Hawk.”

      “You’re telling me? I promised I’d have him to the church on time.” Jacob scrubbed his hand down his face, feeling the bristles of a day’s beard growth. “Kalea will skin me alive.”

      “And me.” Casey buried her face in her hands. “She’s my best friend. I talked her into having the wedding here. She wanted to have a simple ceremony in front of a Justice of the Peace and be done with it.” Casey leaned back her head. “This is all my fault.”

      Jacob gripped her arms. “Did you kidnap Hawk?”

      She looked up into his eyes. “No.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Yeah, but if I hadn’t been so preoccupied last night with making everything perfect, I might have seen what was happening with this Camila woman.”

      Jacob frowned. “You weren’t even supposed to be there. For that matter, why were you the stripper in the cake?”

      Casey’s lips pressed into a thin line. “My stripper called and cancelled, just as the delivery men unloaded the cake.” She shrugged. “When your help doesn’t show, you do what has to be done.”

      “That’s taking your business a little too seriously.”

      She glared at him. “No one was supposed to know it was me.” She poked a finger into his chest. “And as far as everyone else goes, they better not ever know.”

      Jacob held up a hand. “I’m not going to tell a soul.” His lips twitched and spread across his face. “It’ll be our secret.”

      “Damn right, it is.”

      “Do you own the costume?” Jacob asked.

      “Why do you want to know?”

      “It’s not rented or anything is it?”

      “No. I bought it because I wanted the show to have a Navy theme.”

      “Good. Keep it. I wouldn’t mind seeing you in it next time.”

      Her brow furrowed, and she lifted her chin. “Who said there would be a next time?”

      Jacob cupped her cheek. “After we get Hawk back and married, I’d like to take you out on a real date.”

      Casey shook her head. “I told you before we…before we…well…before, that one of the conditions was no strings.”

      Jacob’s gut knotted. He liked Casey. She was feisty and sexy. “I’m not asking for strings. Just a date.”

      “And I’m not interested in a long-term relationship. Especially with a Navy SEAL.”

      “What do you mean, especially with a Navy SEAL.”

      Her nostrils flared. “I’ve lived in San Diego all my life. Many of my friends have dated, married and divorced Navy SEALs. They have a reputation for having a woman in every port. At the very least, they’re not known for staying married for long.”

      “Have you ever considered that the women who married them might have been the ones who couldn’t handle the relationship?” He stepped up close to her, standing toe to toe. “We don’t have easy jobs. We’re not accountants who can go to work and come home every night of the week and be there on the weekends. Women who marry a Navy SEAL should understand what they’re getting into before they marry. It’s not easy watching your husband leave for weeks or months at a time and not know when he’ll be back. It’s not easy raising children on your own because your spouse has a duty to his country. Is that the real reason you don’t want to get involved with a Navy SEAL? You don’t have the stamina to deal with the separation and worry?”

      She stared up into his face, her eyes glassy as if holding back tears. “I know what it’s like to be the one left behind. My father was a Navy SEAL. I never want to be a woman like my mother, always waiting for her man to come home. Dreading a visit from a uniformed chaplain, coming to tell her that her husband was killed in action. I watched her cry so many nights I lost count. So, no. I don’t want to get involved with a Navy SEAL.” She drew in a deep breath, her chest rising beneath the snug pink shirt she wore.

      He could picture her pert breasts naked. Which didn’t help his cause. He wanted to go out with her again. But she had a point. They could never be more than just lovers. “I didn’t say I wanted a long-term relationship. What if all I want is someone to hang out with for a few dates?”

      Her gaze held his for a long moment. She opened her mouth to say something, but before the words came out, the hotel clerk poked his head back into the office. “The police just arrived.”

      Casey snapped her mouth shut. “We’d better go fill them in. Maybe there is something they can do to help find Hawk.” She started for the door.

      Jacob stopped her with a hand on her arm. “I’m not finished with this conversation.”

      She stared at the hand until he dropped it. “I’m not sure there’s a point to it. And now isn’t the time.”

      “Agreed. Hawk is our priority. Until we find him, we’re on hold.”

      “We’re not—” Casey shook her head. “Never mind. Let’s do this.” She hurried out the door and met the police as they exited their patrol unit.

      As Jacob, Casey and the hotel clerk gave the police an account of what had happened the night before, an SUV pulled into the parking lot.

      A tall, muscular man dropped down from the driver’s seat and headed toward them. His hair was longer, and he wore a button-down shirt and dress slacks, but Jacob would’ve known the man anywhere. He held out his hand. “Hank, I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Rooster.” He took his hand and pulled him into a hard hug. “Good to see you, man.”

      “And you.” Jacob turned to Casey. “Hank Patterson, this is Casey Wesson, the wedding planner.”

      Casey shook Hank’s hand. “I’ve heard a lot about you from Hawk’s fiancée. You did a lot to help Kalea out when she was in a tight spot.”

      “We were just glad we could. Hawk was the one who pulled it off. Between him and Kalea, they make a great team. I hope to get her to come to work for me at the Brotherhood Protectors.”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “I thought you only hired former military.”

      “I do, for the most part. But I’d make an exception for someone as talented and determined as Kalea. She’s sharp.”

      “I was hoping she’d move back to San Diego,” Casey said. “But with Hawk missing, I’m not sure she’ll want to put him at risk again, after we get him back.”

      Hank nodded. “We’ll get him back. And, if I know Hawk, he’ll be fighting his way back. The man’s been chomping at the bit to marry that woman before she gets away.” Hank chuckled. “I have my guy, Swede, working on the license plate. Have you learned anything else?”

      “As a matter of fact,” Jacob started, “there is something that happened at the bachelor party that might bear looking into.”

      “Yeah?” Hank raised his eyebrows.

      A policemen entered the building with the hotel clerk.

      “Let’s go with them. You might want to see the room.” Jacob waved Hank ahead of him as he entered the building. The police and hotel clerk took the elevator. “We can take the stairs.” As they climbed to the fifth floor, Jacob told him about Camila’s drama at McP’s.

      “Does she have a last name?” Hank asked.

      “I don’t have it. Hawk only told us her first name,” Jacob said.

      “I’ll get Swede on it,” Hank said. “Maybe he can access some criminal databases. She might have a record.”

      “It might be worth heading to McP’s to see if Ray knows who she is,” Jacob said. “She might be a regular.”

      “How is Kalea taking it?” Hank asked Casey.

      Casey’s cheeks reddened. “I haven’t told her. I’d hoped we could find him and get him to the church on time without informing her. She called this morning freaked out when he didn’t answer his cellphone. I can’t imagine how she’ll react when she learns he’s missing.”

      “She needs to know,” Hank said.

      Casey inhaled and let go of the breath in a long sigh. “I know. But could we hold off a little longer? He might turn up.” She gave Hank a weak grin. “It could happen.”

      Hank nodded. “Okay. I won’t tell her. If we don’t find him in the next couple of hours, you need to be the one to break it to her.” They emerged onto the fifth floor and hurried toward Hawk’s room where the police were investigating.

      Hank stood outside the room, looking in at the mess, a frown denting his brow. “He didn’t leave of his own volition.”

      “That was our guess,” Jacob said. “The two guys in the video were pretty big.”

      “Still can’t imagine them getting the drop on Hawkins.”

      Jacob exchanged a glance with Casey. “He was pretty drunk when we left him in bed. And why would they take his tuxedo?”

      Casey crossed her arms over her chest. “Camila. Maybe she has some half-baked idea that he’ll marry her, if she gets him away from Kalea.”

      “The woman is out of her mind. Hawk’s crazy about Kalea,” Hank said.

      “And she’s crazy about him,” Casey said. “We have to find him.”

      The police officers dusted for prints. The one in charge asked Casey and Jacob to drop by the station to give them their prints so they could rule theirs out when they were comparing with those they found.

      “I’d better get there and on to McP’s,” Jacob said. “They don’t open until eleven, but Ray gets there early to prep for lunch.”

      “I need to find a place to set up a command center,” Hank said.

      “You can use my place,” Casey dug her keys out of her purse and slipped one off the ring, handing it to Hank. “My apartment isn’t big, but I have a large white board and high-speed internet. I’ll have Jacob text the address to you.”

      “Great.” Hank took the key. “If Swede or I come up with any leads, I’ll check them out. And I’ll gather my contacts for a possible extraction team.”

      Jacob had forgotten just how good Hank was. He was glad the man was on their team and working to get Hawk back. “Good. We might need a full team to make it happen.”

      “Are you headed over to see Kalea?” Hank asked Casey.

      She shook her head. “I’m going with Jacob. If Ray knows anything, I want to be on it immediately. I feel responsible for losing the groom.”

      Hank’s brow furrowed. “Why? You couldn’t have known those men would show up to kidnap him.”

      Casey’s cheeks flushed a bright red. “I’m the wedding planner…I should know where the wedding party is at all times.” She turned to Jacob. “Are we going? Your vehicle is parked at McP’s. We’ll have to take mine.”

      Hank’s gaze went from Casey to Jacob and back to Casey, a smile tugging at the corners of his lips.

      Jacob almost laughed, but he held his humor in check. Casey would not be amused to know Hank had figured out there was something between the two of them. Why else would she be at the hotel still with Jacob’s vehicle parked at the pub?

      “Let us know if you find anything,” Jacob said.

      Hank nodded. “You do the same.”

      Jacob followed Casey out of the hotel and climbed into the passenger seat of her SUV.

      Casey gave him her address.

      Jacob keyed it into his smartphone and texted it to Hank. A moment later, he looked up. “He got it.”

      For a moment, Casey sat still with her hands on the steering wheel, her lips pressed into a tight line. “How could we not hear someone abducting Hawk right across the hallway from us last night?” She smacked her palm on the steering wheel. “How?”

      “Uh, sweetheart, we were making our own noise most of the night. By the time we fell asleep, we were pretty wiped out.”

      She closed her eyes, started the engine and opened her eyes again. “We shouldn’t have.”

      Jacob reached across and covered her hand with his. “I can’t regret it. Even if I’d been alone, I doubt I would’ve heard the commotion. Those rooms and doors are fairly well insulated. They had to have used a key, since the door wasn’t damaged. Hawk was out before we dropped him in his bed. He never saw them coming.”

      “Still…we shouldn’t have.” She shifted into reverse and backed out of the parking space, shifted into drive and pulled out of the lot onto the main road.

      “Well, I for one am glad we did. And I’m all for doing it again.” He grinned and stared at the road ahead. “I know. The focus is on Hawk. I’m all about getting him back and to his bride before the wedding march plays. So, step on it. We have a wedding to save.”

      Casey hit the accelerator hard, sending the SUV leaping forward. The drive that should have taken twenty minutes only took fifteen. They arrived at McP’s and drove around to the rear, since it wasn’t eleven yet.

      An older man wearing a white apron came out of the back of the building carrying a bag of trash.

      “That’s Ray,” Jacob said.

      Casey parked the vehicle and jumped down at the same time as Jacob.

      “Ray,” Jacob called out.

      The bartender looked around but continued moving toward the large trash bin, tossed the bag inside and then turned. “Can I help you?”

      “We were here last night with the bachelor party.”

      “Hawk’s party.” Ray nodded. “Did you lose something?” He came to a stop in front of Jacob.

      “Actually, we did,” Jacob said. “The groom.”

      The old Navy man’s brows rose. “You sure he didn’t decide to skip out on the wedding? You know…cold feet?”

      “No,” Casey said. “We think he might have been kidnapped.”

      Ray’s brow dipped. “From McP’s?”

      “No,” Jacob said. “From the hotel he was staying at.”

      Ray crossed his arms over his chest. “What does that have to do with McP’s?”

      “The woman the off-duty policeman escorted out last night,” Jacob said. “Do you remember her?”

      “Camila?” Ray asked.

      “That’s her,” Casey said.

      “It’s a long shot, but we think she might be involved.” Jacob waited for Ray to respond.

      The man’s eyes narrowed, and he stared at the corner of the building. “I’m almost sure she mentioned her name at one time. She used to be a regular in here. Always hanging out when the frogmen came to visit. She liked those Navy SEALs.”

      “Think,” Jacob urged. “It’s important that we find her.”

      “The sooner the better,” Casey added. “Or a bride will be left standing at the altar, while her groom could be in real trouble.”

      Ray pinched the bridge of his nose. “Heard a rumor one time that she was related to some pretty bad characters in Tijuana.” He dropped his hand. “Some drug cartel that’s pretty big down there.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry. I can’t remember her last name. But the drug cartel is pretty well known. You might start there and see if they have relatives this side of the border.”

      Jacob stuck out his hand. “Thanks, Ray. We appreciate your help.”

      Ray held up his hands. “I’ll spare you the shake. My hands are pretty dirty. But if I remember anything, leave a number for me to call.”

      Casey pulled a business card out of her purse and tucked it into the pocket of his white apron. “Call the number on the card. It’s my cellphone.”

      “Will do.” Ray gave a mock salute. “Good luck finding your guy. I hope he makes it to his wedding on time.”

      “So do we,” Casey murmured. “So do we.”

      If Hawk had been taken across the border, they’d be hard pressed to get him back in time for the wedding. It would take an act of God or mission-ready SEALs to pull it off.

      Jacob prayed Hank was more successful gathering a team and the necessary equipment they’d need if a raid into Tijuana became necessary.
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      Casey climbed into her SUV. “Do you want to get your vehicle, or will mine do for now?”

      “Yours will do.” Jacob pulled out his cellphone and punched in Hank’s number.

      “Where to?” Casey asked as Jacob made his call.

      Jacob raised his hand. “Hold steady. I need to talk to Hank.”

      She waited with her hand on the shift, her foot on the brake.

      Ray had gone into McP’s, leaving them alone in the back parking lot.

      “Fowler, here,” Jacob answered. “Yeah, Hank. I just talked to Ray at McP’s.”

      Casey leaned close to Jacob, straining to hear what Hank had to say.

      Jacob took the cellphone away from his ear and put it on speaker so they both could hear. “You’re on speaker,” Jacob said.

      “Good. I have a little information.”

      “We do, too. Not much, but anything could be better than nothing,” Jacob said. “Ray didn’t know Camila’s last name, but rumor has it she’s related to a big drug cartel across the border in Tijuana.”

      “Perfect,” Hank said.

      “What do you mean, perfect?” Casey asked. She could think of lots of adjectives to describe the situation and perfect wasn’t one of them. “I can’t imagine drug cartel relatives being a good thing.”

      “No, but it helps narrow down the search. Did you know there are over three thousand Camilas in the San Diego area? Fortunately, Swede hacked into the Mexican DMV and managed to track down the license plate of the van that left the hotel. It’s registered in the Mexican state of Baja California to a delivery service that provides cross border transfers. The service is thought to have connections with the Cartel Tijuana Nueva Generación. Hold on, I’m getting a text from Swede.” Hank paused.

      Casey held her breath.

      “He’s found members of the extended cartel family this side of the border, one of whom is a U.S. citizen by the name of Camila Torres. I’ll forward the address he found on the California DMV.”

      A pinging bell sounded on Jacob’s cellphone. He brought up the text and the address of Camila Torres. He entered it in his GPS map application.

      Casey glanced at the directions, shifted into drive and headed for Camila’s residence.

      “Anything else?” Jacob asked.

      “If Camila is who the web says she is, her closest relatives are her brothers, and they’re some nasty hombres,” Hank said. “I’ve got calls out to a number of Navy SEALs I’ve worked with in the past. I hope to hear back within the hour. I take it you’re headed to Camila’s?”

      “We are,” Jacob confirmed.

      “You might want to wait until I can send backup,” Hank warned. “If those bruisers brought Hawk to Camila’s place, they might still be there.”

      “We’ll recon the place and report back without moving in. I doubt they would’ve taken him there, but if Camila is home, she might shed some light. For all we know, we could be way off on our assessment of the situation.”

      “I doubt it,” Hank said. “It’s too much of a coincidence that the delivery van is connected to a cartel that Camila’s family does business with.”

      “And I don’t believe in coincidence,” Jacob said.

      “Neither do I,” Casey agreed. “This has to be the right wild goose to chase.”

      “We’ll let you know what we find.” Jacob ended the call and looked at the road ahead.

      “You don’t happen to have a gun on you, do you?” Casey asked softly.

      “No. It’s in my truck back at McP’s.”

      “Should we go back?” Casey asked, slowing her SUV.

      “No.” Jacob nodded toward the road ahead. “We’re just looking. If we need to, we’ll call in reinforcements. I won’t put you in danger by taking you into a hostile situation.”

      Casey nodded. “Those cartels play for keeps. I hope they haven’t hurt Hawk. Kalea will be devastated.”

      “If Camila wants him, I don’t think they’ll hurt him.”

      “We can hope so. But why else would she have them take the tuxedo, unless she plans to force him to marry her?”

      “He won’t do it,” Jacob said, his lips pressing into a tight line. “Let’s just hope he leads her on long enough for us to rescue him.”

      “Yeah. I’m afraid that if he tells her no way in hell,” Casey gulped, “Camila’s family might terminate him.”

      Jacob sat up straighter, staring at the road ahead. “We’ll just have to get to him before that happens.”

      Casey focused on the road. Jacob gave her the directions, indicating each turn well before she had to make it. The homes were close together and built into the sides of the hills, with views of the San Diego Bay.

      As they neared the address, they descended into a neighborhood where the homes were not as well cared for, and they didn’t have the views of the ones high on the hills.

      “Slow down,” Jacob said. “Camila’s is three doors down on the right.”

      The house he indicated had a high stucco fence surrounding a terracotta one-story house. A solid wooden gate didn’t invite strangers to enter. A package lay against the gate, and mail spilled out of the mailbox. When they’d rolled past the address and several more doors down the block, Jacob said. “Stop.”

      Casey hit on the brakes. Though she was already moving at a snail’s pace, she hadn’t expected him to want to stop.

      Jacob rocked forward and then back against the seat. He didn’t say anything but got out of the vehicle.

      Casey’s pulse leaped. She leaned across the console toward him. “Where are you going?”

      “Doesn’t look like anyone’s home,” he said. “I’m just going to look around to make sure.” He captured her gaze. “I’ll be all right. But it wouldn’t hurt for you to drive around the block.”

      “I’m not going anywhere without you,” she said. “Get back in the vehicle.”

      He smiled. “I’ll be all right. But you look really conspicuous in that vehicle.” He tipped his head toward the road ahead of her SUV. “Go. Ride around the block. I won’t put myself at risk.”

      “And if you don’t come back out?” Casey shook her head. “Don’t go,” she pleaded.

      “Really, I wouldn’t go if I didn’t think it’s a non-issue. She’s not home.”

      “Yeah, but her neighbors might be. They might take exception to a stranger poking around Camila’s house.”

      “I’ll be careful.” He shut the door and walked away.

      Casey glanced in the rearview mirror as she drove slowly away. Jacob was walking down the side of the street toward Camila’s house.

      When she reached the stop sign at the end of the street, she put her blinker on to turn left and looked back. Jacob had disappeared. Her heart leaped into her throat.

      She craned her neck around, searching for him, with no luck. He’d ducked behind a bush, a vehicle or a house.

      A horn honked in front of her. An angry driver shook a fist at her and drove past her shaking her head.

      Casey made her turn and hurried to the next block, which was farther than she’d expected. When she finally was able to turn left again, her stomach had knotted, and her hands were sweating. Was Jacob all right? Had he run into trouble?

      Damn him for getting out of her car. Didn’t he know the cartel didn’t mess around? They’d just as soon shoot you as look at you.

      By the time she got back around to the street Camila’s house was on, Casey was in a full lather of worry.

      She turned onto the street and crept along as slowly as she could go without actually stopping.

      Four men stood beside an older model car that had been converted into a lowrider and painted a dark purple with orange and black flames running the length of the sides.

      Casey was so intent on finding Jacob, she didn’t see one of the guys step out in front of her.

      She turned in time to slam on her brakes and come to a complete stop inches away from hitting the guy. “What the hell?” she said out loud, her heart slamming into the wall of her chest.

      “Hey, pretty lady.” Another one of the men stepped up to her window. “What’s a chica like you doing in the barrio?” He sneered. “Get lost?” He switched to Spanish and turned to the others. “Look what I caught. It must be my lucky day.”

      Casey let the man think she couldn’t understand him, but she was fluent in Spanish since her daycare provider had spoken Spanish to her for the first twelve years of her life. She understood every word and inuendo. Her belly clenched, but she put on a blank face and forced a smile to her face. “I’m not lost.”

      “Didn’t you drive through here a few minutes ago?” One of the other men stepped up to her window. “And a man got out.” He looked around her SUV. “Where’d he go?”

      Casey shrugged. “I don’t know. My boyfriend got out because he was mad at me. You haven’t seen him, have you?”

      “You don’t need him, when you can have me, chica,” the first man said. He had a tattoo of a buxom woman on his right shoulder, and he wore a wife-beater shirt, the waistband of his pants hanging low enough Casey could see his black, gray and red boxer shorts.

      She wanted to tell him to pull up his pants before they fell off. Clamping her teeth shut, she resisted and shook her head. “Trust me, I don’t want him back until he apologizes to me. It’s just that he left his cellphone in my car. I wanted to return it to him.” She gave them a faint smile. “I’d better get back to work before my boss misses me.” Casey eased her foot onto the accelerator and let the vehicle roll forward a little at a time, not wanting to hurt the men. The one who’d stepped out in front of her to begin with was still there and not moving.

      Casey jammed her foot on the brake again, stopping before hitting the guy. If push came to shove, she’d run the bastard over. She hoped it didn’t come to that, but she wasn’t stupid enough to stick around when she was outnumbered. And she wasn’t dumb enough to get out of the vehicle.

      “Don’t leave now, chica.” The guy at her window reached in to touch her hair. “Things are just starting to get interesting.”

      Casey jerked back, glad her doors locked automatically. “Gotta go.” She started to roll up the window when the man standing at the rear of the others came at her car with a wooden baseball bat in his hand. He cocked his arm and started to swing when a shout sounded behind them.

      The four men all looked behind her vehicle, their brows dipping.

      Casey’s gaze shot to the rearview mirror.

      Jacob jogged toward her, his biceps flexing, his thighs thick and powerful encased in denim. He appeared to be someone who was fit and capable of defending himself against his foe. But four against one would be impossible odds.

      Casey glanced down at the locking mechanism on the door handle. She could unlock the SUV long enough to let him in on the passenger side, but to do that, her side would be unlocked for that second it would take for him to get in.

      Instead of coming up on the passenger side of the vehicle, Jacob charged right into the thick of the men gathered around her.

      She rolled her window down again and thought fast. “Have you come to apologize to me?” she demanded.

      His brow furrowed, as he stared into her eyes. Hesitating for only a moment, he nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” He dipped his head, appearing contrite. “I’m sorry.”

      “Is that all I get? A simple I’m sorry?”

      He smiled. “I’m sorry, darlin’. How can I make it up to you?”

      She narrowed her eyes, wanting to get him into the car and drive away as fast as she could. “These nice men were more than willing to be with me without being rude to me about my mother.”

      He turned to the men. “Clearly, their mothers all taught them how to treat a lady.” He dipped his head toward them. “Thank you for looking out for my woman. I promise to be a better man for her.” When he started to go around the men and the car, the man with the baggy pants stepped in front of him.

      “What were you doing in the barrio, white man?” He stood so close to Jacob, there was no going forward.

      Jacob took one step backward. “I considered walking home, and I’d started that way when my girlfriend came back. I assumed it was to give me another chance to do right by her.” He shot a glance her way. “Is that right, hun?”

      “If you’re big enough to admit you were wrong,” she said, “I can be big enough to forgive you.” She tipped her head toward the passenger seat. “Get in.”

      Jacob cocked an eyebrow at the man with the saggy pants blocking his path. “Excuse me,” he said.

      “You got someplace you wanna be?” the man asked.

      “Yeah. With my woman.” He puffed out his chest and looked down at the man standing in his path. “You got a problem with that?”

      “I don’t, but mi amigo might,” he lifted his chin toward the man standing by Casey’s window.

      The other men closed in on Jacob.

      Casey shifted into park and started to get out of the vehicle.

      “Stay in the car,” Jacob said without looking her direction, his tone brooking no argument.

      Casey automatically sat back in her seat, her pulse racing. Four against one.

      Jacob shoved the sleeves of his shirt up his arms. “I don’t have a lot of time, so I won’t be able to go easy on you.” He clapped his hands together. “Who’s first? Come on. I’ve had Hell Week instructors who scared me more than the lot of you.”

      The men exchanged glances at the mention of Hell Week. Anyone who lived in San Diego or Coronado knew what Hell Week was—one of the most grueling weeks of Navy SEAL BUD/S training.

      The man who’d stood beside Casey’s vehicle door snorted. “You gonna let one pussy SEAL scare you?”

      The others looked from their apparent leader to Jacob and back.

      Casey prayed they’d back down and let Jacob go without throwing any punches.

      The three men stood silent.

      Their leader snorted again and approached Jacob. “Come on. Just because you can swim, doesn’t mean you can fight.” He kept coming, cocking an arm as he closed the distance between him and Jacob.

      As the man swung, Jacob ducked, drove his fist into the man’s gut and shoved him hard, making him fall backward, landing hard on his back.

      “Next,” Jacob brought his fists up and curled his fingers in a come-hither motion.

      The man closest to him held up his hands. “The girl ain’t worth the trouble.” He bent, pulled his leader to his feet and shoved him toward the other side of the road. “Let’s go.”

      The others followed, leaving Jacob standing in front of Casey’s SUV.

      He waited until they were far enough away he’d have time to react if they changed their minds. Then he rounded the vehicle.

      Casey hit the unlock button as he reached for the door handle.

      Once Jacob was inside the SUV, she locked the doors, shoved the shift into drive and hit the accelerator. She ran through the stop sign at the end of the street and left the barrio behind.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to leave you exposed to those jokers,” Jacob said, rubbing his fist.

      Casey wanted to rail at him for putting himself in danger. Instead, she tamped down her adrenaline-pumped anger and asked, “Did you find anything?”

      “I jumped over the fence around Camila’s place and got into her house.”

      “That’s breaking and entering,” Casey said. “It’s a crime.”

      “And kidnapping is a crime.” He shrugged. “I was able to get a piece of her mail with an address from Mexico on it.” He pulled the envelope from pocket and held it up. “And I know, that’s stealing. I figure we don’t have time to play by all the rules. So, I bent a few of them.”

      Casey drew in a breath and let it out slowly. “Okay. I can’t fault you there. I’m sure we’ll be breaking a few more before the day’s out.”

      “I hope not,” Jacob said. “But, if it means getting Hawk back, I’ll do whatever it takes.”

      Though she balked at breaking laws, Casey was glad she had Jacob helping her recover the missing groom. The SEALs were a tight-knit band of brothers. They had each other’s backs.

      If anything ever happened to her, she’d be out of luck. Casey had no doubt that Kalea would turn over every stone in the world to find her, but to have an entire Navy SEAL team at your back…well, that was pretty powerful. She hoped it would be enough to bring Hawk back alive, and more…in time for his wedding.
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      Jacob sat back in his seat, staring at the document in his hands. The address on it was from a place in Mexico. It appeared to be a personal letter from a loved one. It could be a starting point for their search for Hawk across the border. “Let’s go back to McP’s. I need my truck.”

      “Your truck…or your gun?” Casey asked, shooting a glance in his direction.

      He looked up at her. “Both.”

      Her fingers gripped the steering wheel until her knuckles turned white. “You think they’ve taken him across the border?”

      “At this point, we don’t have enough information to know what’s happened to Hawk. If Camila is involved, that would be my guess. Either way, I’d like to have my truck, and what’s inside it, in case I need to get somewhere quickly.”

      Casey nodded. “We’re going to find him.”

      “Yes. We are,” Jacob said. “Sooner rather than later.” He looked out the side window. “I’m wracking my brain for any other reason someone would want to kidnap Hawk. I’m coming up with nada. It might be time to get Kalea in on this search. If Camila isn’t the one who had him kidnapped, Kalea might have an idea of who else might be after him. Kalea ran into some trouble recently that Hawk helped her resolve. They might have left some loose ends lying around that have come back to haunt them.”

      Casey sighed. “I think you’re right.” She glanced at her watch. “Kalea’s at the spa right now. They should be finishing up her nails and facial. After we get your truck, we could run by there and bring her up to speed.” She shook her head. “She’s going to freak out.”

      “Can’t be helped,” Jacob said.

      “I know. And she’d want to know.” Casey grimaced. “She’s going to be mad that I didn’t tell her sooner. Hell, if it were my fiancé, I would be livid.” She shot a glance toward Jacob.

      He met her gaze. If someone had taken Casey…if she were his fiancée… He shook his head. The woman was practically a stranger. One night of fabulous sex wasn’t commitment. Nor had she intended it to be. He was an active duty Navy SEAL. Casey knew what that meant. An absentee boyfriend, lover or husband. No. Just no. He couldn’t do that to her. He shook his head to clear his thoughts of that dangerous path he didn’t want to go down. Dating was one thing. Anything deeper was off limits until he was off the SEAL team.

      “Well, it can’t be helped now,” he said. “You have to tell her. We need any information she might have that could assist us in finding him.”

      “I know.” Casey came to a halt in the parking lot at McP’s and started to get out.

      Jacob placed a hand on her arm. “You might want to stay with your vehicle.”

      “Where you go, I go.” Casey frowned. “We’re in this together. We both need to get Hawk back. If we hadn’t been—”

      Jacob placed a finger to her lips, loving how soft they were to his touch. “Like you said. We don’t know that for sure. I could have slept right through it all. I mean, who would’ve predicted that our groom would be a target for kidnapping?” He cupped her cheek in his palm. “Don’t beat yourself up over this.”

      She leaned into his palm, breathed in a deep breath and met his gaze. “What if they hurt him?” Casey’s eyes filled with tears. “I don’t think I could forgive myself.”

      Her tears made his heart contract. “You have done nothing to be forgiven for.”

      “I talked Kalea into this wedding taking place here. They might not even have come to San Diego to make it happen. Her father wanted her to have it in Hawaii.”

      Jacob gave her a crooked grin. “Hawk was excited to share his bride with his teammates. He couldn’t wait for me to meet her. They would have come to San Diego, eventually. Wedding or not.”

      Her brow twisted. “You think?”

      “Definitely.” Jacob pushed open his door. “I’ll follow you to the spa. Then we can swing by your apartment. Hopefully, with what we know so far and anything Kalea might recall, Hank and Swede can use the information to dig up more leads on where we can find our groom.”

      Casey stayed in her SUV as Jacob climbed into the driver’s side of his black, four-wheel-drive pickup. He checked the hidden compartment beneath the steering column for his Glock 9-millimeter pistol. It was there with a magazine full of bullets. Reassured by the solid feel of the weapon in his hand, he shoved it back in the compartment, started his engine and followed Casey to the spa and Kalea.

      Casey parked, got out and waited for Jacob.

      He joined her and they walked into the spa together.

      The white columns and lush greenery on the outside were nothing compared to the extravagance of the marble floors and soothing water features on the inside.

      They had just stepped up to the reception desk when a door opened and Kalea emerged, her face clean of makeup, her hair piled high on her head in a loose bun. She smiled when she saw Casey. “That massage and facial was amazing. And look…” She held up her hands to display her fingernails.

      Jacob wasn’t sure what she was showing them that was any different than what he’d consider normal.

      Casey took Kalea’s hands and smiled. “They do the best French manicures in the state. Your nails look wonderful.”

      “I know, right?” Kalea hugged Casey. “Thank you for the wedding gift.”

      “Only the best for my favorite bride.” She hugged her back, and then set her at arm’s distance. “Kalea, we might have a problem.”

      Kalea’s smile faded. “I knew it.” She drew in a deep breath. “What is it? Did my father miss his flight?”

      “No,” Casey said.

      “Thank God. Did the florist not order the right flowers?” She laid her hand on Casey’s arm. “I’d be okay with a bunch of wildflowers at this point. Don’t get all worried that the ceremony won’t be absolutely perfect.” She smiled at Casey. “You’re doing a great job.”

      Casey shook her head. “No, really. You see…” She glanced toward Jacob. “The thing is…”

      “Hawk’s missing,” Jacob said, cutting to the chase.

      Kalea’s eyes rounded. “He’s what?”

      “Missing,” Casey said, her tone flat. She gripped Kalea’s arms. “We’re working on finding him now.”

      “Wait.” Kalea held up a hand. “Let me get this straight. When I called him this morning, he didn’t answer because he’s missing?”

      Casey nodded. She opened her mouth.

      Jacob jumped in before Casey could speak. “We thought we’d find him before we alarmed you.”

      “Did he cut out because he doesn’t want to marry me?” Kalea asked. “If that’s the case, he could have just told me.”

      “No,” Jacob said. “He was very much looking forward to marrying you. So much so, he didn’t want a lap dance from the stripper.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “I should hope not. But if he didn’t skip out, I don’t understand.”

      “We checked his room after your call this morning.” Casey brought her hands together and looked down where she clasped them in front of her. “He wasn’t there.”

      “Not only was he missing, it appeared that he’d put up a fight.”

      Kalea frowned. “And you’re just now telling me?”

      Casey nodded. “I’m sorry. That was my fault. I didn’t want to worry you on your spa day.”

      “I couldn’t give a rat’s ass about spa day. If Hawk’s in trouble, I needed to know about it.” She started for the door. “We have to find him.”

      “We’re working on it.” Casey hurried after her. “We have the police searching, and Hawk’s boss has his computer guru searching his sources.”

      Kalea stopped. “Hank’s here?”

      Jacob nodded. “He’s here, and he’s connected online with his computer guy back in Montana.”

      “Swede?” Kalea pressed a hand to her chest. “Thank God. If anyone can find Hawk, Hank and Swede can. When was the last time you saw him?” Kalea asked, all business, again.

      “Last night we took him to his room and got him to bed,” Casey said.

      Jacob reached the door before the ladies and held it open. “He’d had a few drinks. But he seemed fine.”

      “Apparently not fine enough to defend himself.” Once outside, Kalea looked right then left. “Damn. I took a taxi to get here.”

      “We’ll take my car.” Casey hooked her arm and led her toward her SUV.

      “Where?” Kalea threw up her hand. “I don’t even know where to begin.”

      “We’re going to my place,” Casey said. “I offered it as command center to Hank, since I have high-speed internet.”

      “Okay. We’ll go there.” Kalea slid into the passenger seat and glanced up at Jacob preparing to close her door. “Wait. Aren’t you coming with us?”

      “I’m driving my truck,” he said. “We’re all going to the same place. It’s okay. We’re going to find Hawk. Casey will fill you in on what we’ve done so far.”

      He would rather have had Casey with him, but he needed to keep his truck close at hand, and Casey had to drive her vehicle back to her apartment. For the first time since they’d made love, they would be separated. Jacob hadn’t realized just how much he liked having Casey around. She was sexy, smart and…well…she smelled good.

      He hurried to his truck. The sooner they got to her apartment, the sooner he could be with her again. His need to be with Casey was worrisome and intriguing. Once they found Hawk and got the lovebirds through their wedding, Jacob could focus on whatever it was he was feeling for the pretty little brunette.

      

      Kalea waited until Casey got into the driver’s seat. “I’m still mad at you for not telling me earlier.”

      “I understand,” Casey said. “And what would that have accomplished?”

      Kalea shrugged. “I could have helped.”

      “You would have been breathing down our necks. Instead, you enjoyed a massage, a facial and you got a fabulous set of nails.” Casey gave her a crooked grin. “That has to count for something. And I’m confident you’ll both be there at the church on time tomorrow.”

      “I don’t care about the wedding.” Kalea pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’m just worried about Hawk. Who would have done this?”

      “We have some ideas, but we wanted to hear from you.” Casey shifted into drive and pulled out of the parking lot of the spa. “Were there any loose ends in the case he helped you solve at your home in Hawaii? Is there anyone who might still have a bone to pick with him or you?”

      Kalea shook her head. “We got the woman who tried to kill me, and the hired assassins she employed. There weren’t any others. What did you two come up with? What are the police doing?”

      “I’m not sure what the police are doing,” Casey said. “We told them everything we knew. Apparently, Hawk had a stalker when he lived here at Coronado. He dated her twice. She took that as a commitment. He didn’t. She showed up at McP’s last night and made a scene. The off-duty cop I hired had to escort her out.”

      “That bitch,” Kalea said through clenched teeth. She turned to Casey. “You think she had something to do with Hawk’s disappearance?”

      Casey chewed on her bottom lip. “Maybe.” She explained about the getaway van and the connection to the Cartel Tijuana Nueva Generación. “Hawk’s stalker, Camila Torres, is related to members of the cartel.”

      “By the gods,” Kalea murmured. “Sounds like Camila could be responsible.”

      Casey nodded. “We went by Camila’s place here in San Diego. She wasn’t at home, and there was no sign of Hawk there.”

      “Any idea where they might have taken him?” Kalea asked.

      “No,” Casey said. “I’m hoping Hank Patterson and his computer guy have come up with some ideas. I’m fresh out.”

      Minutes later, Casey pulled into the parking lot of her apartment building and parked.

      Jacob slid his truck in beside her vehicle and got out.

      Together, the three of them entered the building and climbed the stairs to Casey’s apartment on the second floor.

      She hoped Hank had something for them to go on. The longer Hawk was missing, the more likely he would be hurt or even…

      Casey refused to go down that route.

      Hawk would be all right. He had to be.

      

      Jacob held the door for the women to enter the apartment.

      As Casey walked past Jacob, she could smell the tantalizing scent of him. She could still smell his cologne on her skin after the night they’d spent together. Finding Hawk was a goal, not only to get his friend back safely, but so that Casey could then focus on what she was feeling toward the handsome SEAL. Not that she would take it any further. The man was on active duty. As a Navy brat herself, she knew the kind of life a girlfriend or spouse would be subject to.

      No way. That life wasn’t for her.

      Inside, Hank sat at Casey’s dining table, his laptop in front of him, a cellphone on the table near his hand. He looked up as they entered. “Good. I’m glad to see you brought Kalea.” He stood and held open his arms.

      Kalea walked into them. “Hey, Hank. Thanks for being here.”

      “After everything that happened in Hawaii, wild horses couldn’t have kept me away.” He hugged her tightly then set her at arm’s length. “Sadie sends her love. She’s in LA with her agent and Emma. She plans on being here tomorrow by noon.”

      Kalea smiled. “That’s sweet of her. She’s a busy lady with her career. I didn’t expect her to come.”

      “She insisted. After you and your father had us out to the ranch, she feels like you and Hawk are family.”

      “We feel the same.” Kalea smiled. “And Emma is such a little doll. If you need a babysitter while you two go on vacation, you can count on me.”

      Hank chuckled. “You and a dozen other people we know. Emma has a fan base that rivals her mother’s.”

      Kalea’s brows rose. “You better watch her. If she’s half as beautiful as Sadie, she’ll be as famous as your wife.”

      Casey still couldn’t believe Hawk’s boss, Hank “Montana” Patterson, was married to the megastar Sadie McClain. As it was, Hank was every bit as gorgeous as Sadie, in a masculine, sexy way.

      Hank’s brow descended. “I know. I’ll be waiting at the door with my shotgun loaded when the boys start coming around.” He nodded toward his laptop. “In the meantime, we have a groom to locate.”

      Kalea drew in a deep breath and let it out. “Casey told me what’s happened so far. Do you have any more news?”

      Hank glanced toward Casey and Jacob. “Swede has been going through the data he can find online. We learned two things that might help.”

      Jacob moved in closer. “Swede’s amazing,” he said. “What’s he got?”

      By clicking the mouse, Hank woke the monitor. “Swede tapped into the monitoring system the border patrol uses for vehicles crossing into and out of the US. Specifically, the crossings into Tijuana. He spent some time going through the images between the time the delivery van left the hotel and sunrise, to start with. He found the van matching the description and the license plate crossing the border at four o’clock this morning, heading into Tijuana.” He brought up a blurry image of the van going through the border checkpoint.

      Kalea pressed a hand to her chest, tears welling in her eyes. “If he was in that van, the drug cartel could have him as we speak.”

      Hank nodded. “As soon as Swede found that, he started searching for the location of the cartel’s compound. So far, he’s got nothing. He’s even working with the DEA and ATF folks who specialize in following cartels and drug traffickers. They had some leads, but the cartel has been targeted, not only by the drug enforcement agencies, they’re being targeted by rival cartels. They move their compounds on a regular basis to avoid being ambushed.”

      “In other words, you’re telling me we have no idea where they would’ve taken Hawk.” Kalea sank into the chair beside Hank. “Won’t that make it impossible to find him?”

      “Don’t give up on Hawk,” Casey said.

      “That’s right,” Hank said. “We’re still working on it. That brings me to the next bit of information we dug up. Actually, I found this because of my lovely wife. Since Emma was born, Sadie’s been all into our heritage and wanting to know where we came from so that we can pass that information down to our children. She joined one of those ancestor sites that lets you enter your information and find relatives you never knew existed.” Hank gave Kalea a twisted grin. “I entered Camila’s name, hoping I’d find something.” His grin broadened. “I hit pay dirt.”

      “Yeah?” Casey frowned. “What did you learn?”

      Hank clicked the keyboard and brought up the ancestor website. “I entered Camila Torres and her address.” He demonstrated what he was saying, and the monitor blinked and brought up a huge tree of names and how they were related. “Apparently, one of Camila’s relatives is an active member of this application and has documented aunts, uncles, cousins, brothers, sisters and grandparents. Camila has several cousins this side of the border. The cousin who entered the data is here in San Diego. Her name is Mina Perez. I was able to get her home phone number. Her grandmother answered, and said Mina was at work. She’s a licensed cosmetologist. She has a beauty salon a couple miles away from here.”

      Jacob frowned. “And you think she might know where the compound is?”

      Hank’s brow twisted. “I don’t know about that, but she might know who does.”

      Jacob pulled out his cellphone and brought up his map app. “Address,” he demanded.

      Hank gave him the address.

      Jacob keyed it into his phone. “I’m going.”

      “I’m going with you,” Kalea said.

      “It might be better if you stayed with me,” Hank said. “I’m waiting for Swede to get back to me with whatever information he’s able to get from the DEA and ATF. They have a better chance of giving us the information we’re looking for.”

      “Hank’s right,” Jacob said to Kalea. “It would be better if you stayed here. The shop is close. I won’t be gone long. And if I learn something, I’m not going to go off half-cocked. I’ll need a team to extract him. I’ll be back shortly.” He headed toward the apartment entrance.

      Casey followed, her heart in her throat. She didn’t want him going without her. “I’m going with you.”

      “Last time you went with me to question someone, you were almost accosted. I don’t need that kind of excitement again. I can defend myself against four men but having you in the mix makes me lose focus. Which, in turn, could put you in danger.” Jacob tipped his head toward Kalea. “You should stay with your friend.”

      Anger bubbled up inside Casey. “I can take care of myself. And if you can’t focus because I’m there…well, that’s your problem, not mine. Besides, Kalea has Hank to look after her.” Casey tipped up her chin. “And you’re headed into a salon. That’s my territory. I deal with salons on a daily basis, getting my brides ready for their big day. If Mina is working in her salon, she’s more likely to talk to a female than a male.”

      Jacob studied Casey. “She might cater to both sexes. In fact, she might prefer talking to a man than a woman, since she has to do that every day.”

      “To make sure she talks to someone, we both need to go.” Casey walked to the door, her head held high. She opened it and turned to Jacob. “My SUV or your truck?” she challenged, refusing to back down.

      His lips pressed into a thin line. “My truck.”

      She nodded and headed for the parking lot and Jacob’s truck. Hawk’s disappearance was partially her fault. She’d be damned if Jacob left her behind.

      As they hurried toward the truck, Jacob hit the key fob to unlock the doors.

      Casey rounded to the passenger side.

      Jacob beat her there and opened her door.

      As she stepped up on the running board, he leaned close. “We might be in a hurry, and you might have invited yourself along, but I can still be a gentleman.”

      “Thank you. But it’s not necessary,” Casey said as she climbed in, her shoulder brushing Jacob’s chest, sending shivers of awareness throughout her body.

      “Maybe not to you,” he said, his breath warming the back of her neck. “But in my book, it is to me.” He closed the door and jogged around the front of the truck to jump into the driver’s seat. In seconds, he was out of the parking lot and into the street.

      Jacob handed Casey his cellphone where he’d entered the address for Mina Perez’s salon, the Clips Ahoy.

      Casey had managed to go along with him this time. Jacob wouldn’t let her bulldoze her way into the next. They were dealing with a beauty salon in this situation. When it came to storming a drug cartel’s compound, Casey might have to leave it to the trained professional combatants.
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      They arrived at the Clips Ahoy hair salon a few short minutes later.

      Casey touched Jacob’s arm before he got out of the truck. “Let me start with the questions.”

      “Okay.” He opened his door and got out.

      Before he could get around to the other side, Casey was standing on the ground, closing her own door.

      “You make it really hard to be a gentleman.” He held up his hand. “I know. You don’t need anyone to hold doors for you. You’re perfectly capable of holding your own.”

      “It’s really a matter of patience,” she said with a smile. “I lack that virtue.” She led the way to the shop.

      Jacob chuckled. “In that case, shouldn’t I be the one to ask the questions?”

      “You know what I mean.” She frowned at him, her brow dipping low over her pretty brown eyes. “I can be patient when I need to be.”

      “Uh huh,” he murmured as he reached for the salon door.

      Inside, the shop smelled of shampoo, conditioner and chemicals Casey was familiar with, having been to beauty shops to get her hair cut and on occasion to have her dark hair highlighted. She’d given up the highlights when her budget got tight, but she still visited when her hair needed to be trimmed.

      A dark-haired woman, wearing a white shirt, white skirt, white heels and matching apron, swept strands of clipped hair into a dustpan and dumped it into a trash bin before she looked up with a smile. “Can I help you?”

      “Are you Mina Perez?” Casey asked.

      Her brow furrowed, and she answered with a wary, “Yes.”

      “I’m Casey Wesson.” Casey stepped forward, holding out her hand. “I understand you’re big into tracing your ancestry.”

      The woman nodded again, her frown deepening. She took Casey’s hand in a brief but firm grip and released it. “I’m Mina. Are you with the DEA, ATF, FBI, CIA or some other government agency?” She set her broom aside and crossed her arms over her chest.

      “No, we’re not,” Casey said. Before she could explain why they’d come, Mina advanced on her, pointing a finger at her chest.

      “If you’re a reporter or something, you can leave now. I don’t have time to answer questions about the Cartel Tijuana Nueva Generación. Yes, we’re related. No, I’m not involved. No, I don’t kill people and leave their bodies in unmarked graves. You two can leave now.” She waved toward the door. “If you stay, you have to make an appointment to have your hair or nails done. Time is money.”

      Casey shot a desperate glance toward Jacob. “We’re not any of those things.”

      “If your time is money…here.” Jacob pulled a couple of twenties out of his wallet. “Please, take this. We’re here because a good friend of ours is in trouble. We’re just looking for any information that can help us find him.”

      Mina looked at the money Jacob held out and propped her hands on her hips. “I won’t take your money unless I’m working for it.” She jerked her head toward a chair. “One of you sit. If one of my less reputable relatives sees me talking to someone without doing hair, they might drag me back to Mexico and make an example out of me.”

      Casey hurriedly sat in the stylist’s chair. “We don’t mean to cause you any trouble. We’re worried about our friend. You see, he’s supposed to be getting married tomorrow. We think your cousin Camila is trying to sabotage his wedding by stealing the groom.”

      “Madre de Dios,” Mina muttered. She pulled the ponytail out of Casey’s hair and ran a brush through the long strands. “That woman is muy loco.”

      “I believe it,” Jacob said. “She showed up at the bachelor party last night to tell our friend he couldn’t get married tomorrow because he loved her, not his fiancée.”

      “I’m sure he doesn’t.” Mina shook her head. “I think Camila has been smoking some whacky weed.” Mina sighed. “Every other month, she’s in love with someone new. And it never fails that they break up with her. I’d be suspicious of them, if they didn’t. I’m speaking truth. That woman is bat-shit crazy.”

      “Crazy enough to have two burly men load up a man in a delivery truck and send him across the border?” Casey asked, meeting Mina’s gaze in the mirror.

      Mina’s hand paused in mid-stroke. “Are you sure that’s what happened?

      Jacob and Casey nodded at the same time.

      “We have video from the hotel and images of the same van crossing the border,” Jacob said.

      “Madre de Dios.” Mina grabbed the curling iron, tested it for heat and grabbed a strand of Casey’s hair. “Why would they do that?”

      “I don’t know if it means anything,” Casey said, “but they took our friend’s tuxedo he was supposed to wear for the wedding.”

      Mina twisted another strand of hair into the iron. “They stole the groom and the tux?” She shook her head, released the strand of hair, gathering another in her hand and wrapped it around the barrel of the iron. “That has Camila written all over it.”

      Casey stared at the stylist in the mirror. “What do you mean? Has she done this before?”

      “Not exactly. She had her brothers pick up a man she liked and bring him to a villa she frequents on a beach in Los Cabos, Mexico.

      “The brothers got him there, but they couldn’t make him stay. He eventually got away from them and headed back to the US. When he tried to cross the border, he didn’t have his passport. The border patrol gave him hell until he had a family member bring it to him.” Mina shook her head. “The woman is insane. Her brothers are even more insane for encouraging her.”

      “Do you have any idea where they might have taken him?”

      Mina shrugged. “Maybe they took him to the villa she uses in Los Cabos.”

      Casey’s heart sank to her knees. “They’d take him that far? Do they have a house or compound closer where they might hole up until they move him again?”

      Mina turned her chair away from the mirror and twisted another strand of hair around the iron. “I really have no idea. I do know that they visit our abuela, grandmother, on a regular basis. She lives in Tijuana, in a nice cabaña, purchased with money she suspects is drug-related. She doesn’t ask. They don’t tell.”

      Casey cringed. “I would hate to ask, but would she know where they would have taken our friend?”

      Mina shook her head. “No. But one of the cousins might visit, and then go back to their compound. It’s not much to go on.”

      “At this point,” Jacob said, “anything would be better than nothing.”

      “If you promise not to disturb mi abuela, I’ll give you her address. You could stake out the house, wait for someone to visit and let them lead you back to their hideout.” She shrugged. “I wish I could help you more, but I stay blissfully ignorant. It keeps me out of trouble. For the most part.”

      Casey touched her arm. “We appreciate anything you can do.”

      When Mina turned her back to face the mirror, she said, “You have beautiful hair. It’s nice to find someone who has her own natural hair color. It’s so soft and undamaged.” She stood behind Casey and fluffed the loose spiral curls she’d crafted around Casey’s head.

      “Wow. I’ve never seen my hair look this good. How much do I owe you?” Casey dug in her purse for her wallet.

      Mina shook her head. “Nothing. I feel bad about your friend.”

      “Really. You should let me give you something for your time,” Casey said.

      “If you like what I do, spread the word. I always have room on my schedule for walk-ins and new clients.” She smiled and walked with them to the door.

      “I’ll take a business card, if you don’t mind,” Casey said, snagging one from the counter.

      “Here, let me write mi abuela’s address on the back.” Using a pen from a cup near the register, she wrote down the address and handed the card to Casey.

      Casey slipped it into her purse and grabbed one of her own cards to give to Mina. “If you think of anything else, give me a call at this number. And thanks again for the information and the beautiful hairstyle.”

      Mina hugged Casey. “I hope you find him in time to get him to his wedding.”

      “We will,” Jacob said, his jaw hardening.

      Casey nodded. “Damn right, we will.” She prayed she was right. It was bad enough to be kidnapped. But to be taken by a brutal Mexican drug cartel didn’t bode well for Hawk.

      All the more reason to get across the border and start their search in earnest.

      Somehow, Casey didn’t think Jacob would let her go with him on that particular information-gathering mission.

      She’d have to figure out how to do it and make him think it was his idea.

      

      Jacob drove back to Casey’s apartment deep in thought. They had so little to go on, he was beginning to feel desperate. The longer Hawk was missing, the more likely he was to be hurt or killed.

      As soon as they arrived in the parking lot of the apartment complex, he jumped down and hurried around to the other side of the truck.

      Casey was already on the ground, shutting the door behind her.

      Without saying a word, he took her hand as he walked into the building and up to her apartment. She felt comfortable beside him. They didn’t need to talk when they didn’t have much more to go on. Hopefully, Hank and Swede had come up with more information about the cartel. Surely, their contacts with the FBI, DEA and ATF would have given them some idea of where to begin their search.

      Jacob heard the low hum of male voices before they even opened the door. He glanced at Casey. “I think you have more company.”

      Her eyes widened, and her face brightened. “Do you think they found Hawk?” She shoved open the door and stared at the men gathered in the small space.

      “Who are all these people?” she asked.

      Jacob grinned. “My team.” He cupped her elbow and ushered her in.

      “There you are.” C-Note detached from the others and crossed the short distance to the door. “We heard. And came.” His brow dipped low. “I can’t believe it. Kidnapped. Who does a thing like that to a man about to get married?”

      “A nut job,” Jacob said. He gripped C-Note’s hand and pulled him into a hug. “Glad you came.”

      “Hank put out the word, and we all came,” Cowboy said. “On the eve of Hawk’s wedding. It just isn’t right.”

      “That’s right. You should have called us this morning. We could have been helping,” Tuck said.

      “Well, we’re here now.” Viking crossed his arms over his chest, looking like the conquering Nordic warrior he was. “Let’s find our groom.”

      Hank pushed his way through the men, Kalea following behind him. “We got info from Swede’s contact with the DEA. They have a fairly recent location where the cartel has holed up. Their source says they might be getting ready to move again. We need to make our move tonight. They have sentries on all entrances into the compound and out further along the road leading in.” Hank’s face split in a grin. “The good news is…it’s on the coast.”

      A whoop went up from all the men gathered.

      Jacob couldn’t help his own grin. “That is good news.”

      “Why is everybody smiling?” Casey asked. “What does that mean?”

      “It means the extraction won’t be by land.”

      “I don’t understand,” Casey said. “Are you going to fly in? If so, where are you going to find someone who’s willing to take a plane or helicopter across the border into Tijuana?”

      “They’re not going in by air.” Kalea took Casey’s arm in hers. “They’re going in by sea.”

      Casey’s gaze went to Jacob. “By water? But I’m not that good a swimmer.”

      Jacob frowned. “Sweetheart, you don’t need to know how to swim.”

      Her eyes rounded for a moment and then narrowed. “Oh. You’re not going to take me.”

      He shook his head, his heart squeezing hard in his chest at the look of disappointment on her face. The mission would be far too dangerous to take her. “I wouldn’t take you even if it was by land. The cartel is known for being ruthless. They are equal opportunity bastards. They’d just as soon kill women and children as grown men.”

      Casey gave him a tight-lipped smile and a nod. “I get it. And I’d be a distraction.”

      “A beautiful distraction, but a distraction, nonetheless. And we’re going by water. That, in itself, will create all kinds of challenges you’re not trained for.”

      Again, she nodded. “I’m convinced.”

      “Besides, we need you to stay here with Kalea,” Hank said. “The two of you can look out for each other while we get in, get our guy and get out. We’ll have to do this all on the down-low. We can’t wait for the government to sanction this. By the time it goes through channels, it might be too late to save Hawk.”

      Kalea gasped and pressed a hand to her lips.

      “We’re not going to let red tape bog down our efforts to save our friend,” Jacob added, his jaw tight, his hands clenched in tight fists.

      “So, what’s the plan?” Cowboy asked.

      “We meet at C-Note’s place,” Hank said. “As we speak, I have some of my guys flying in from Montana on a private jet. Some of you might remember Brandon Rayne.”

      “Boomer?” Cowboy laughed. “He’s still alive?”

      “Very much so. And he has a baby girl.” Hank grinned. “And Maddog Maddox.”

      “I haven’t seen Maddog since our raid outside of Fallujah,” C-Note said.

      “I have a couple of Deltas coming with them, as well,” Hank said.

      “Better find some water wings for the Deltas,” Viking said. “I hear they don’t float.”

      The other men chuckled.

      “They assured me they can swim quite well,” Hank said. “They’ll be here in another couple of hours. That will give us time to put together a plan and collect the necessary arms and watercraft.”

      Jacob turned to Casey. “Are you and Kalea going to be all right here by yourselves?”

      Kalea nodded. “We’ll be fine. Are you sure there isn’t anything we can do to help?”

      Hank shook his head. “The best thing you can do is remain safe and stay behind a locked door. We don’t know exactly why they took Hawk. The only information we have to go on is conjecture.”

      “Do you have a gun?” Jacob asked Casey.

      She shook her head. “No.”

      Jacob’s brow furrowed. “Do you know how to use a handgun?”

      Casey nodded. “I’ve been practicing at one of the local indoor gun ranges. I was going to purchase a small handgun for self-protection.” She gave him a crooked grin. “Guess it’s a little late for that.”

      “You can have mine. I know for a fact that C-Note has a veritable arsenal at his place. I can pick up a weapon there.” Jacob left the apartment and hurried out to his truck, returning with his nine-millimeter Glock.

      Casey took it, her hands shaking slightly. “I’ve only held a gun at the range.”

      “Don’t worry.” He held up a magazine full of bullets. “It’s not loaded. Show me what you learned.”

      She turned the weapon over and pointed to the safety features. “That’s the trigger safety, the firing pin safety and the drop safety. I keep them on until I’m ready to fire the gun.” She cupped it in her hand the way the instructor had shown her with her finger alongside the trigger, not on it. “Once I’m serious about firing, I line up my sights.” She raised the gun and closed one eye. “When I’m ready to shoot, I disengage the safety features, and I squeeze the trigger.”

      “You have the basics. Just remember…once you pull the trigger, you can’t take back that bullet.”

      “I know. Be absolutely sure of what I’m aiming at.”

      He took the weapon from her, slid the magazine full of bullets in the chamber and handed it back to her. “If you’re being attacked, shoot to kill. If you wing someone, it might not stop him. You’ll only make him mad.”

      She nodded. “Hopefully, I won’t have to use this. You guys are the ones going into danger. Are you sure you don’t need to take this with you?”

      “I’ve got him covered,” C-Note said. “Rooster’s seen my collection.”

      “I always thought C-Note’s love of guns was overkill,” Ringer stepped up behind C-Note and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Right now, I’m thinking he had the right idea. I mean, I own my own rifle and handgun, but he has all the bells and whistles.”

      “Let’s get over there and formulate a plan,” Hank said. “I have a call out to a friend of mine who owns a boat.”

      “What kind of boat?” Jacob asked.

      “I’ll fill you in when we get there,” Hank said. “We only have a few short hours until dusk. We need to get moving.”

      The men filed out of the house one by one until only Kalea, Casey, Hank and Jacob were left.

      Hank held up his cellphone. “I’ll have this with me on silent. You have my number. If you need us, text.”

      Kalea and Casey both nodded.

      “You can ride with me.” Jacob tossed Hank the keys to his truck.

      Hank caught the keys and left Casey’s apartment.

      “Seriously, keep the door locked and don’t go anywhere until we get back. I don’t like leaving you two unprotected.”

      “We’ll be all right. Kalea and I took the same self-defense class. We have skills and code words we can use if we’re attacked at the same time.” Casey held up his gun. “And we have protection, should the need arise.”

      Jacob took the gun from her and set it on the table beside the door. Then he took her in his arms.

      Kalea cleared her throat. “I think there’s something in the oven I need to check on.” She performed an about-face and hurried into the kitchen, leaving Jacob and Casey alone in the hallway.

      “I know we’ve only been together for a short time,” Jacob said, brushing one of the curls Mina had so carefully placed back behind her ear. “But I want you to know, I like you. A lot. And I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.”

      She smiled up at him and cupped his cheek. “I like you, too. Please, don’t let those cartel dudes wreck your pretty face.” Casey winked at him. “Or any other part of you. I’m looking forward to that date we’re going on after the wedding.” She leaned up on her toes, cupped his cheek in her hand and pressed her lips to his. “I like kissing you.”

      “You call that a kiss?” He gathered her in his arms and crushed her to him, his mouth descending to take hers in a hard, hungry kiss that left them both breathless.

      When he set her back on her feet, he stepped away. “I’ll be back for more of that.”

      Casey pressed her fingers to her lips. Her cheeks were a charming pink, and her eyes glazed with what he suspected was desire. “I’ll be waiting.”

      Jacob left before he couldn’t. He took the stairs to the ground floor two at a time and jogged out to his truck where Hank sat in the passenger seat.

      When he slipped in behind the steering wheel, he turned to Hank. “Let’s get this done. I have a date with a pretty lady I’d like to get to know better.”

      Hank gave him a crooked grin. “Thought there might be something going on between the two of you.”

      “I hope so.” For the first time since he’d become a Navy SEAL, he was thinking past a single date or one-night stand. Casey was a beautiful young woman with drive, determination and fearlessness. She knew what she wanted and went after it. He understood her reluctance to date a Navy guy. It was very much the same reason he’d refused to get involved with someone for a long-term relationship. He’d be gone more than he’d be there. If anyone could handle that kind of lifestyle, Casey could. The question was, could he handle being away from her? At the moment, all he could think about was getting back to her as soon as possible.

      “Just so you know,” Hank said. “I understand how hard it is to focus when you have someone you care about waiting at home.” He grinned and stared out the window. “I have two someones—Sadie and Emma. But they know how important it is for me to help others. It’s part of who I am. Sadie is one of the strongest women I know. She worries about me, but she doesn’t try to stop me from doing what I do.”

      “But you’re no longer on active duty. You can choose when you take on a case.”

      “Sometimes. Other times, I have to do what’s right.” He waved his hand. “Like now. Hawk is one of my guys. I have to be here. Even though I have others who can do the work, I need to be there, too. It’s who I am.”

      Jacob nodded. “That’s how I feel. My team is my family as well. They’re my brothers.”

      Hank turned to Jacob with a serious expression. “We don’t call it a brotherhood for nothing.”

      Jacob’s jaw tightened. “And we don’t leave a brother behind.”
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      Casey paced the length of her apartment, passing Kalea along the way.

      “I want to call my father,” Kalea said, shaking her phone in the air. “But he’s in the air right now. He’s supposed to land this evening after the scheduled rehearsal.”

      Casey snorted. “At this rate, the rehearsal isn’t going to happen. Not if we don’t have a groom.”

      Kalea choked on a sob.

      Feeling like a heel, Casey wrapped her friend in her arms. “I’m sorry. That was insensitive of me.”

      “But it’s true.” Kalea clung to Casey, tears soaking her shirt. “What if they don’t get to him in time? Hell, I don’t give a damn about the wedding. I just want Hawk back.”

      “Sweetie, we’ll get him back. In one piece.” Casey stroked Kalea’s thick dark hair, praying what she’d said was true. “With an entire SEAL team on the job, the drug cartel doesn’t stand a chance.”

      “What if they don’t get there in time?” Kalea cried again.

      “As my mother always told me, don’t borrow trouble.” Casey set her friend at arm’s length. “You can’t worry about what might or might not happen. Besides, you can’t cry all afternoon. You’ll wreck your face for the wedding tomorrow. And you want to be at your best for your man.”

      Kalea nodded, swallowed a sob and straightened her shoulders. “You’re right. I have to look great for tomorrow.” She gave her friend a watery smile. “I’m getting married.” Another tear rolled down her cheek.

      Casey frowned. “We’ll have no more tears.” She looked around the apartment. “You know, I’d planned on finishing up the tiny bags of birdseed to be used tomorrow. Why don’t you help me?”

      Kalea scrubbed her hands down her face, wiping away the tears. “I thought you had everything done.”

      She’d had everything in place, done and complete two days ago. Making a few more bags of birdseed would help pass the time and keep Kalea’s hands occupied.

      As they poured birdseed into little squares of white tulle and tied them with small strips of white satin ribbon, Casey tried to think of something to talk about other than Hawk and what the SEALs were planning.

      “Have you decided where you’re going to live after you and Hawk are married?” Casey rolled her eyes. “Of course, it’ll be Hawaii, but will you stay on the Big Island, or will Hawk need to move to Oahu where he can set up that other branch office of Hank’s Brotherhood Protectors?”

      “We’re staying on the Big Island,” Kalea said. “I’m working with my father on managing the ranch. Eventually, I’ll take over when Dad retires. Hopefully, not anytime soon. Hawk will have an office on the ranch and another in Honolulu that he’ll travel to several times a month. He’s going to recruit more retired or separated special operations folks to man the Honolulu office.”

      “I think it’s a great opportunity for the guys coming off active duty,” Casey said. “They can continue to utilize their combat training while protecting their clients.” She tied a little bow and set her bag in a basket quickly filling with the birdseed favors.

      “I hope he’ll be happy in Hawaii,” Kalea said. “He’d had his heart set on moving to Montana before he was assigned to protect me.” She smiled. “No one seems to know about the big cattle industry we have in Hawaii. Parkman Ranch is one of the largest ranches in the United States. It just doesn’t happen to be on the mainland.”

      Casey chuckled. “And it has perhaps the best weather of all the ranches. I can’t imagine anyone moving to Montana for the weather.”

      Kaley smiled. “He does love the weather.”

      “And you,” Casey reminded her.

      “I hope he’s okay,” Kalea whispered.

      “Me, too,” Casey echoed.

      For a moment, silence reigned.

      “What about you?” Kalea said, breaking through the quiet. “What’s this thing between you and Rooster?”

      Casey shrugged. “What thing?”

      Kalea’s lips twisted. “Seriously? You’re going to pretend he means nothing to you? After all that sucking face in the hallway before he left?”

      “We’ve only known each other for a day.”

      “Haven’t you ever heard of love at first sight?” Kalea asked.

      “Heard of it,” Casey said. “Don’t believe in it.”

      “No?”

      “Is that what happened between you and Hawk?” Casey asked.

      Kalea laughed. “Not hardly. I resented him. He followed me around, until I called him out on it. My father had hired him to protect me, without my knowledge or permission. He irritated the hell out of me.” Her lips twisted into a wry grin. “But he was darned sexy, and a real cowboy. How could I resist?” A frown pulled her brow low. “And he saved my life.”

      “I thought you saved his when you had to crash land the plane on that deserted island.”

      Kalea shrugged. “I saved my life. It was a bonus that I saved his as well. I’m a trained pilot. I had to land that plane, with or without him.”

      “I imagine you gained his respect when you did that.”

      “We’re lucky to be alive.” She stared down at the tulle and birdseed in her hand.

      Casey laid a hand on her arm. “He’s going to be okay. You two didn’t go through all that hassle in Hawaii to come to California and have it end here. He’ll be back. You’ll get married, and we’ll all converge on Hawaii for the celebration after your honeymoon.” She squeezed Kalea’s arm and went back to work on the bag she was making. “Speaking of honeymoons, where are you two going? Many people go to an exotic island. But wait, you two will be living on one.”

      Kalea laughed. “Right. Hawk is taking me to a mountain hideaway in Eagle Rock, Montana, for two weeks. Hank and Sadie have a friend who is letting us stay at her ranch retreat. It has everything. A pool, horses to ride, trails to hike, an incredible view, a chef and a large master bedroom.” Kalea sighed. “What more could I ask for? I’ve never been on a ranch in the states. I’m looking forward to it.”

      “You should love it. I hear Montana is gorgeous in the summer.”

      Kalea nodded. “And we’ll get to ride horses, something Hawk and I have in common.” She smiled across at Casey. “Who would have thought I’d fall in love with a cowboy?” She looked down at herself. “Who would have thought a cowboy would fall in love with this Hawaiian? I’m not the usual rodeo queen.”

      “Sweetie, you’re gorgeous. Any man would be lucky to have you. I’d give my eyeteeth for your skin, your wavy hair and the way you move to music.” Casey sighed.

      “You have gorgeous dark hair.”

      “Yeah, but I can’t dance to save my life.” The memory of her dancing like a stripper made her cringe inwardly. She must have been a disappointment to the men at the bachelor party.

      “You don’t have to know how to dance to attract a lover,” Kalea said.

      “Obviously. If Jacob is any indication.” Casey smiled. He’d seen her dance and still wanted to make love to her.

      “Back to you and Rooster,” Kalea started. “I thought you never wanted to get into a relationship with a military guy.”

      “I didn’t.” Casey frowned and corrected. “I don’t.”

      Kalea laughed. “What’s with you and military guys? Did you have a run-in with one that I don’t know about?”

      “You could say that.” She poured more seed into a square of tulle. “You know I grew up a military brat, right?”

      “Yeah, I knew that. But your parents stayed together.”

      “Unlike so many marriages that couldn’t withstand the pressure of constant separation.” Casey shook her head. “I watched my mother cry every time my father left and shed more tears while he was gone. I never wanted that kind of relationship. I wanted a man who had a regular job. Who came home at night and was there on weekends.”

      Kalea hiked an eyebrow. “How’s that working for you?”

      Casey shrugged.

      Her friend nodded. “None of those nine-to-five guys are as attractive as the men in uniform, are they?”

      “Not hardly. And they don’t have the work ethic to stick to a job until it’s done. They wouldn’t work day or night to see it through. Wherever they left their work at the office at five in the afternoon was where they’d pick it up again the next morning at nine.” Casey’s brow puckered. “I like a man with work ethic and a sense of urgency to get the job done.”

      “Like our military guys, who do whatever it takes to make things happen,” Kalea said.

      “Yeah.”

      Kalea shaped a bow on the bag she’d finished. “So, all military guys aren’t that bad.”

      “No,” Casey admitted.

      “Am I hearing that you might make an exception for Rooster…?” Kalea met Casey’s gaze.

      Casey couldn’t look away. “I think so.” She lifted a shoulder. “At least for a date. Maybe two.”

      “Glad to hear it. Hawk says he’s a really great guy. He saved my man’s life on a number of occasions in battle. I owe him.” She paused, staring down at an empty square of tulle. “I hope they don’t run into too much difficulty getting Hawk out.”

      “I hope Hawk is where they think he is,” Casey said. “As long as he is, they’ll get him out. With a team stacked with all that SEAL talent, they can’t be anything but successful.”

      “I’m glad you’re so sure. Did you notice that there’s a storm rolling in off the coast? What’s that going to do to the guys out there on the water?” Kalea shook her head. “I’m worried about Hawk and the rest of the men. The storm isn’t supposed to hit until early morning, but we don’t know how long it will take to get in, out and back on the water.”

      “They’re experienced operatives. I’m sure they know to check the weather as part of their planning process.” Now that she knew weather could be a factor on the water, Casey’s anxiety level ratcheted up a notch, or ten. She finished the bag she was working on and jumped up. “Are you hungry? I could cook something.”

      Kalea shook her head. “Not really, but cooking might help calm my nerves.”

      “Now that I offered, I hope I have something edible in the refrigerator.” She led the way to kitchen and started pulling out vegetables, a package of chicken breasts, pans and spices.

      They smothered the chicken breasts, bell peppers, onions and zucchini in Cajun seasoning. While it baked in the oven, Kalea and Casey chopped lettuce, tomatoes, carrots and red onions for a salad.

      When it was ready, they set the table with Casey’s best dishes and wine glasses. The sun was setting, casting the dining area in shadows. Casey switched on the chandelier over the table, and they sat down to eat.

      Kalea stared at the plate of food in front of her. “It looks great.”

      Casey did the same, the scent of all the food tantalizing, but not enough. She captured Kalea’s gaze. “Are you feeling as guilty as I am?”

      Kalea nodded. “We’re sitting here with a pile of food in front of us, comfortable, safe and warm while the guys might be out on the sea, being splashed by cold Pacific waves, heading into a potentially hostile situation. And who knows what Hawk might be enduring?” She set her fork beside her plate. “I can’t.”

      Casey’s stomach knotted. “Me either.” She set her fork on the table, gathered her plate and Kalea’s. “I’ll put this into a storage container. When we know the guys are safe, we can nuke it and eat it then.”

      Kalea nodded. “I like that idea.” She helped Casey scrape food into containers and place them in the refrigerator. “I’ll wash, if you want to dry, since you know where everything goes.”

      “I have a dishwasher,” Casey said.

      “I know. But this will take more time. And we have way too much of that on our hands.”

      “True.” Casey got a dishtowel out of a drawer, while Kalea filled the sink with soapy water. She was reaching for a wet plate when her cellphone rang. Laying the towel on the counter, she hurried into the dining room, her heart fluttering against her ribs. It couldn’t be Jacob. They wouldn’t be at their destination already.

      She didn’t recognize the number on the screen and almost didn’t answer, thinking it might be a spam call. At the third ring, she answered. With all that was going on with the men, and a wedding that might or might not take place the next day, she couldn’t afford to ignore a call.

      “Casey?”

      “Yes,” she answered.

      “It’s me, Mina Perez,” she said, her voice low and rushed.

      Casey frowned. “Hi, Mina. What’s up?”

      “I had a visit from my cousin Camila. She left just a few minutes ago.”

      Casey’s hand tightened on her cellphone, and she glanced across the bar at Kalea.

      Kalea had paused with her hands half out of the water, soap suds up to her elbows.

      “Camila came to your salon?” she said loud enough for Kalea to hear. She moved the phone away from her ear and hit the speaker button.

      Kalea dried her hands on the towel and came around the bar.

      “Yes. She shows up on occasion without an appointment and wants me to drop everything and do her hair. This time, she wanted me to fix it in an updo. She said she’s getting married.”

      Kalea gasped.

      “Did she say who she was marrying?”

      “No. But she said she was in a hurry and had to get everything together before she headed home to her family for the ceremony.”

      “Home?” Casey asked. “And where is her family?”

      “In Mexico.” Mina paused. “I thought you’d want to know. And she said something else that concerned me.”

      As if getting married in Mexico wasn’t enough, considering she’d professed her love for Hawk the previous night. “What else did she say?” Casey asked.

      “She said, she had one other thing to do before going. Something about insurance to make sure her groom didn’t bail on her.”

      Casey met Kalea’s gaze and frowned. “I’m not sure what she meant by that.”

      “Me either. But it didn’t sound good,” Mina said. “I thought you might want to know. Maybe you could figure out what kind of insurance she’d need if she was planning on marrying your friend. I hope you find him. Good luck.” Mina ended the call.

      “What kind of insurance does one get to make sure a man marries her?” Casey asked.

      “I’d like to get my hands on this Camila woman,” Kalea said, her face set in grim lines. “My hands around her throat, that is.”

      “I’m betting she’s having trouble getting him to agree to marry her,” Casey said.

      “He won’t do it,” Kalea said. “Even if his life depended on it.”

      Casey’s heart dropped to her belly. “But what if Camila threatened the life of someone he loved?”

      “I know Hawk. He’d move heaven and earth, risking his own life to protect a loved one. I mean, he could have been killed when he was protecting me.” Her eyes widened. “You don’t think…”

      Casey not only thought it, she would bet her favorite clipboard on it. “If she wants to make sure he says yes, she has to hold a carrot over his head.” She pointed a finger at Kalea. “The biggest carrot she can find is Hawk’s bride. Holy hell, Kalea, she’s coming for you.”

      Kalea’s eyes widened. “Get the gun.”

      Casey and Kalea hurried toward the door and the hall table where Jacob had laid his nine-millimeter pistol.

      Before they reached it, the entry door crashed inward, the wooden doorframe splintering into a hundred jagged pieces.

      Two men dressed in dark clothes and ski masks stormed in, pointing handguns at Casey and Kalea.

      With her own gun out of reach, Casey had two choices, throw herself at the gunmen and pray they didn’t shoot, or raise her hands and pray they didn’t kill them anyway.

      She shoved Kalea to the ground and launched herself at the gunmen, screaming like a banshee.

      The lead man fired one shot. Casey expected to feel the bullet slamming into her body. She didn’t change her trajectory, ducking low like a football player on the defensive line, plowing into the quarterback.

      As she neared the lead man, she shoved his hand holding the gun, tucked her shoulder and rammed into his belly with as much power as she could muster in the short distance she’d crossed.

      The man grunted and stepped back one step. He raised his gun hand and brought it down hard, hitting her on the side of the head with the flat side of the metal, sending her flying across the hallway.

      Casey hit the wall and sank to the floor, her head spinning, a gray fog consuming her. She fought to stay conscious.

      Kalea screamed somewhere in the cave of her apartment, and then she heard nothing.

      Rough hands lifted and threw her over a hard-muscled shoulder. As she was carried out of her apartment and into the night, darkness consumed her.
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      Surf splashed in Jacob’s face as he leaned forward on the bow of the dive boat they’d commandeered from a friend of a friend of Hank’s to make the trip along the coast under the cover of darkness.

      Each Navy SEAL wore a wetsuit to guard against the cold water of the Pacific and to blend into the night once they made it to the shore. They’d brought along a spare wetsuit for Hawk, once they extracted him from the cartel’s compound.

      From the intel they’d received from Swede’s contact with the DEA, the compound was more of a resort home, perched on the side of a cliff overlooking the ocean. They probably assumed they wouldn’t be attacked from that direction.

      The cartel had never gone up against the Navy SEALs.

      Jacob welcomed the cold water that soaked his hair and face. It kept him focused and charged for what would come next. As they neared the GPS location several yards off the coast, they could see the lights streaming from the floor-to-ceiling windows of the home that was surrounded by a concrete wall. All they had to do was scale the cliff, while carrying weapons, climb the wall and storm the building.

      Piece of cake.

      He prayed the cartel didn’t kill Hawk before they got inside. They’d timed their arrival for a couple hours past dusk, hoping the inhabitants of the structure would be lulled into a false sense of peace and security that sometimes comes with nightfall and the lack of overt attacks from land.

      Hank stood beside the captain of the boat as he brought the craft to a halt. They’d carefully snuffed all onboard lights to avoid detection from the building the DEA had indicated as the cartel’s current stronghold.

      Jacob removed the monocular from inside his wetsuit and fit it over his right eye, focusing on the structure clinging to the side of the cliff. The walls around it and the cliff rising out of the sea made it a veritable fortress. Thankfully, they’d known what they were up against before attempting the extraction from this direction.

      The dive boat had come fully equipped with some of the latest equipment. The captain, a former Navy SEAL, was more than willing to lend his boat, equipment and time to get the SEALs to their location to rescue one of their own.

      Hank, C-Note and Jacob would carry waterproof bags full of weapons. They would operate diver propulsion vehicles (DPVs) that would propel them and their heavy bags through the water at speeds up to three miles per hour. The other SEALs would follow at their own pace. Once they arrived at the base of the cliffs, they’d deploy the grappling hook launcher C-Note had among his collection of weapons and equipment. Once they had several ropes anchored at the top of the cliff, they’d work their way up the cliff and into the cartel’s compound.

      As soon as the boat stopped, the SEALs went into action. They slipped the buoyancy control devices (BCDs) with the attached scuba tanks over their shoulders and buckled them across their chests. Regulators fit in their mouths, and they slipped their feet into fins.

      The waterproof bags, or “dry” bags, loaded with their weapons and the grappling hook launcher, were lowered into the water off the back of the boat.

      Jacob, Hank and C-Note hooked the dry bags to their BCDs and let them float alongside them.

      Once the diver propulsion devices were lowered into the water and the engines started, they were ready to go.

      Hank gave the thumbs-up and slipped beneath the surface.

      Jacob slipped in beside him on the left and C-Note flanked Hank’s right side. The other SEALs and Deltas adjusted their masks and stepped off the sides of the boat.

      Soon, they were all moving toward the shore and the cliff they’d have to scale in order to enter the compound, hopefully utilizing the element of surprise to overcome the opposition and get Hawk out alive. Their DEA undercover informant had noted several sentries on the road leading in but couldn’t vouch for the ocean side of the structure. They were on their own and would have to deal with whatever stood in their way. With a full special operations team, they should have no trouble taking the compound.

      Jacob focused on breathing and maintaining a situational awareness and direction. Each man had a dive watch with a built-in GPS navigation screen. It was a lot more than they’d had when they’d gone through BUD/S training.

      With the only noise the sound of the DPV and his own breathing, Jacob had time to think about the mission ahead and the woman he’d left behind.

      No, he didn’t have time to think about Casey the wedding planner. His entire focus should be on getting his friend out of harm’s way.

      No matter how hard he tried, Jacob couldn’t erase the memory of her body pressed up against his. Her skin was buttery soft, her hair soft and silky where it had brushed his shoulder. And Lord, how tight she’d been as he’d slid inside her…

      If he kept up that train of thought, he’d ram his DPV into Hank.

      As they neared the shore, Hank slowed. Eventually, he ran up on the ground, secured the DPV between some boulders and straightened.

      C-Note and Jacob emerged beside him and did the same.

      All three men removed the weapons and equipment from the dry bags.

      Once they had everything laid out, Hank looked up. “This is too tempting a strip of beach. There has to be a staircase leading up to the compound.” He nodded to Jacob and C-Note. “You two, recon. I’ll load the grappling hook on the launcher and wait for the others to surface.”

      Jacob broke off to the right, while C-Note took off at a jog across the sand to the left.

      The clear skies made it easy for them to see, but it would make it easy for the cartel to spot them, if they weren’t careful. Hugging the very base of the bluff, Jacob walked along the long stretch of beach until he’d almost come to the end where an outcropping of boulders blocked his path and ended the sandy haven. As he turned to head back, he saw indentations in the rocky face of the cliff. Rising at a gentle angle, the indentations formed steps, leading upward in a diagonal across the rocks with a cleverly disguised, short stone wall, indistinguishable by casual passersby who might bring their boats too close to the tempting stretch of sand.

      The entrance to the narrow staircase had a wrought-iron gate blocking the path with a chain and lock to keep honest visitors honest, while discouraging those who might have less than noble intentions.

      Jacob knew the staircase would be far quicker to ascend than using the grappling hook and ropes to get to the top. He hurried back to Hank.

      Ringer, Trigger, Tuck, Pretty Boy, Cowboy, Viking, Boomer, Maddog and the two Deltas had come ashore, shed their dive gear and stacked it neatly in the shadows of the cliff.

      Jacob hurried past the others, coming to a halt in front of Hank. “I found a hidden staircase.”

      Hank grinned. “Thank God. I haven’t operated one of these launchers in a long time. Did you detect any motion-sensor cameras?” He pulled a coil of rope from the dry bag.

      “No.” Jacob took a coil from Hank and slung it over his shoulder. “But that doesn’t mean there aren’t any tucked into the crevices.”

      “We’ll have to risk it,” Hank said. “If we move quickly, they might not have time to react.” He handed another coil of rope to C-Note and took one for himself from the dry bags they’d brought with them.

      Armed with AR-15 rifles, handguns and a few smoke grenades C-Note had acquired from an unknown source, they paused to check their communications equipment.

      C-Note only had enough radio headsets for four: Hank, C-Note, Jacob and Maddog. Once they were ready, Jacob insisted on being point man. Hank followed, with C-Note bringing up the rear. They would stage the ropes they carried over the wall and down the cliffside in case they had to make a quick descent on their way out. Having all of them on the staircase would leave them too exposed.

      Using the bolt cutter they’d brought with the other equipment, Cowboy cut the hasp on the lock securing the gate.

      Jacob hustled up the steps, taking them two at a time, praying they’d get to the top before the alarm went off. Hawk had to be there, alive and well.

      Clutching his rifle in his hands, Jacob edged around the corner.

      

      Casey woke for a few moments to utter darkness. When she tried to move, she couldn’t. Whatever she lay on shook and bounced, sending stabbing pains through her head. She slipped back into oblivion.

      When she woke again, someone had hold of her ankles, dragging her across a hard, cold surface. She’d been covered by some kind of heavy fabric. She was slid from beneath it and slung over a brawny shoulder. Unable to move her hands to balance and protect her face, her head bounced off the back of the man carrying her. Again, she passed out.

      The next time she came to was when she was dropped on a hard floor, her back hitting first, her skull banging hard, sending shooting pain through her head, again. She opened her eyes and blinked back the gray fog threatening to consume her.

      The ceiling above her wasn’t her apartment. The man who’d dropped her spoke to someone else in the room, but Casey couldn’t understand what he was saying. Through the pain in her head, she focused on the sounds. They weren’t speaking English. Spanish. A door opened, footsteps sounded, leading away, then a door closed, and the room became silent except for the sound of Casey’s heartbeats, pounding against her eardrums.

      As her vision and her thoughts cleared, the memory of being attacked flooded her consciousness.

      She tried to open her mouth to cry out, but something sticky and tight held her lips shut tight.

      Kalea. Dear Lord. What had happened to Kalea?

      Casey tried to sit up, but her arms were secured behind her, bound at the wrist by what felt like thick tape. When she moved her legs, they moved simultaneously, bound at the ankle much like her wrists.

      A moan sounded behind her.

      Casey rocked her body back and forth, and then rolled hard to her right, over her arms and onto her other side.

      Kalea lay beside her, her eyes wide. She tried to say something, but her words only came out as a garbled hum behind the tape sealing her mouth like Casey’s.

      Casey rolled back to her other side, scooted, inched and slid across the cool ceramic tile until her fingers were close to Kalea’s face. With her hands bound, she couldn’t maneuver easily, so it took her a while to pull the tape from Kalea’s face.

      Once it was off, Kalea gasped. “Oh, thank God. I was so worried about you after that asshole knocked you out.” She spoke in a whisper.

      Casey started to roll back to face Kalea.

      “Wait,” Kalea said. “Don’t roll over. Let me see if I can tear the tape away from your wrists with my teeth.”

      Casey could feel Kasey moving around behind her, and then her friend’s nose pressed against the inside of her arm, and her teeth scraped her wrist.

      It took Kalea several minutes of gnawing at the tape before Casey heard the sound of something ripping.

      “There,” Kalea grunted. “I got it started. Hold on. Let me rip it some more.” She worked at the tape, tearing it away a tiny bit at a time. As she worked the tape loose, Casey could move her wrists more and more. Finally, she pulled them apart as hard as she could and the rest of the tape ripped open. Then she twisted and turned her hands until she worked one of them free. Bringing them around to the front of her body, she peeled the remainder loose and threw it to the side. Then she eased the tape off her face. “Kalea. Are you hurt?”

      “Just bruised where they dumped me in the van and on the floor. I think I have a knot on my head, but nothing like you. Are you okay? You were out for a long time.”

      “How long?” Casey asked as she fought to tear the tape away from her ankles.

      “Long enough for them to get us past the border and into Mexico.”

      Casey froze with her fingers on the end of the tape. “We’re in Mexico?”

      Kalea nodded. “The bad news is that we’re in Mexico. The good news is that I think they brought us to where they’re holding Hawk. If we can get free, we might be able to get him out as well.”

      “Jacob and Hank are supposed to be on their way to extract Hawk,” Casey unwound the tape from her ankles. “The cavalry is on the way, as long as they know we need rescuing, too.” When she was completely free, she slid across the tile to Kalea and tore at the tape on her wrists. When she couldn’t find the free end, she gave up and tore at the tape with her teeth like Kalea had done. Once she had a tear started, she was able to rip through the rest and free her hands.

      She moved on to Kalea’s ankles. Together, they found the end and were able to unwrap the three layers of tape, one loop at a time.

      As soon as they were free, Casey pushed to her feet, ignoring the aches and pains of having been tossed and thrown several times over the past hour or more. The pain was a welcome reminder that she was still alive and able to think and come up with a plan to get out of this mess.

      She crossed to the only door leading into the room. Light shone through the cracks and beneath the door. Voices sounded beyond, all speaking Spanish.

      “Do you understand what they’re saying?” Kalea asked.

      “It’s too muffled. I can’t make out their words.” Casey pressed her ear to the panel and listened. “I hear several men and one woman.”

      Kalea snorted. “Probably that witch, Camila. I’d like to get my hands on her and rip her apart.”

      “You and me both.” Casey left the door. “Stand here and listen. Let me know if you hear anyone coming to the door. We’ll have to pretend we’re still bound and unconscious long enough for them to get close.”

      Kalea nodded. “What are you going to do?”

      “There has to be another way out of this room.” Casey felt along the wall, using the little bit of light coming from beneath the door. She stubbed her toe and banged her knee on something in her way and muttered a soft curse. When she bent to feel what it was, she discovered a small wooden table pushed up against the wall. It wasn’t very sturdy, with only narrow, spindly legs. Moving around it, she continued her fumbling perusal of the room and its contents. It didn’t take long. She didn’t find another door or window, but she did find a pile of rags and an old blanket. She rejoined Kalea at the door. “This is the only exit. The room must be a really small bedroom or a storage closet.”

      “So, to get out, we have to go through here,” Kalea said, testing the knob. It didn’t turn. “It’s locked.”

      “I don’t suppose you have a credit card or hairpin on you?” Casey asked.

      “Nothing. My purse is back in your apartment,” Kalea said.

      “Maybe we can pry open the door using one of the legs of the table I ran into.” Casey hurried back to the table against the wall. She flipped it over and wiggled one of the legs back and forth until it broke off.

      Kalea abandoned the door and joined her. “Even if we can’t pry open the door, they have to come back sometime. We can use the table legs and the tabletop as weapons.”

      “Good thinking.” Casey worked another leg loose, while Kalea broke off the other two. “The jagged ends will be good for spears.”

      Kalea lifted the tabletop, weighing it in her hands. “And the tabletop would put a dent in someone’s head.”

      They set their finds beside the door.

      “We could use the blanket to throw over someone.” Casey hurried back to the pile of rags. “The door opens inward, so if they don’t see us where they left us lying on the floor, they have to enter to find us. We’ll be ready.

      Kalea’s eyes widened, and she pressed her ear to the door panel. “Shh. I hear footsteps and voices coming this way.”

      “I’ll throw the blanket over his head. You hit him with the table,” she whispered and stood to the side of the door with the doorknob.

      Kalea lifted the tabletop over her head and stood on the other side of Casey.

      The scrape of metal against metal indicated someone pushing a key into the lock.

      Casey drew in a breath, raised the blanket in front of her and waited.
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      When Jacob reached the top of the stone steps, he pushed through a clear, plexiglass gate onto a massive tiled deck, overlooking the ocean. A bright moon shone. He’d just stepped through when a man bearing a semi-automatic rifle stepped out of a sliding glass door. His attention was on the ocean, not the steps, the gate or the men easing up the steps in the darkness.

      Jacob raised a closed fist and froze. Hank stopped behind him, and the rest of the men slowed their ascent.

      The gunman walked to the wall and spit over the side.

      Jacob eased across the tile, sneaking up on the man, hoping he didn’t turn until he was close enough to take him down.

      When he was within six feet of the guard, the man turned back to the house and blinked, his brow puckering.

      Jacob took advantage of the man’s momentary surprise and brought up the butt of his rifle in a lightning move, hitting the man in the chin and knocking him backward.

      He stumbled and fell on his back.

      Hank was on him in the next second, slamming the butt of his rifle into the man’s temple. He didn’t move.

      Pulling zip-ties out of his back pocket, Hank rolled the man onto his belly and secured his wrists behind his back, then tied his ankles.

      C-Note and Jacob dragged him into the shadows. Apparently, with the lights off on the deck, the people inside couldn’t see out. The odds were in their favor, so far.

      With one gun-toting man down, Jacob was feeling more confident they were in the right place. It was highly likely they were in the presence of a drug cartel. Hopefully, the one that was holding Hawk.

      All the men had made it to the top of the steps and onto the deck, hunkering down in the shadows thrown by the brilliant starlight.

      C-Note stood at the nearest floor-to-ceiling window, peering inside. “There are six men inside, all armed, and one female,” he whispered into the mic. “Looks like our party crasher from McP’s.”

      Jacob’s fists tightened around his weapon. Had he known Camila would have caused this much trouble, he’d have had her arrested for assaulting him. Maybe she would have had to stay a couple of nights in jail. At least until after the wedding.

      “Got two more men coming out of the hallway. There’s a man between them, dressed in a black tuxedo.”

      “It’s Hawk,” Jacob said.

      “Roger that,” C-Note said. “He’s struggling to be free, though his hands appear tied behind his back. They’re bringing him out into the room with the others.”

      Maddog’s voice came in through Jacob’s headset, “Got a side door to the south.”

      “What’s it to be, Hank? Go through the patio door or sneak around to the side door?” Jacob asked.

      “With six guns pointed at Hawk, we might want to get half of us inside before they notice us,” Hank said. “Jacob, you and Maddog take some men around the side. Check out the front as well, before you commit to going in. Give me a headcount of bogeys and let me know when you’re ready to breach.”

      “Roger.” Jacob grabbed Ringer, Trigger, Cowboy and Viking and headed around the side of the building. They met up with Maddog and spread out. Trigger and Cowboy stayed at the side door. Ringer, Maddog and Jacob continued around to the front of the building, Jacob on point.

      As he neared the front of the structure, he slowed and eased his head around the corner.

      Two men stood guard at the front entrance made up of a massive, arched double door. The concrete and stucco wall had a wrought iron gate that was closed for the night.

      The guards at the front of the house walked out to the gate and spoke in Spanish to two more guards on the other side. One of them offered a guard on the outside a pack of cigarettes. The man took them, shook out two and handed back the pack.

      A match illuminated the guard’s face as he lit his cigarette. He said something, laughed and returned to his post on one side of the gate. The other guard stayed to talk with the inside men for another moment before he lit his cigarette and went back to his post.

      Jacob slipped back around the corner and spoke to the men with him and into his headset. “Two guards on the front door. Two more on the exterior gate. Maddog and Ringer, get over the wall and take the exterior guards. Viking and I have the doormen.”

      “Careful not to alert the others,” Hank warned. “We don’t want to give the guys inside any reason to start shooting.”

      “Roger,” Jacob said.

      Maddog and Ringer were already at the side fence. Ringer cupped his hands, and Maddog stepped into his palms and pulled himself onto the top. Before Jacob or Viking could assist, Maddog reached down and pulled Ringer up beside him. The two men disappeared over the top, landing softly on the other side.

      Jacob peered around the corner again.

      The men at the door leaned their backs against the wall, their weapons hanging loosely by a strap around their necks. The man nearest to Jacob yawned. His head dipped until his chin touched his chest.

      “Closing in on door guards,” Jacob whispered into his mic.

      “Closing in on gate guards,” Maddog said.

      Viking touched Jacob’s shoulder. “Got your six.”

      With one of his team behind him, Jacob hugged the front of the building, treading as lightly as his water shoes could go. He slipped up on the guard closest to him. When he was near enough, he grabbed one of the man’s arms, twisted it up behind his back and clamped a hand over his mouth.

      At the same moment, Viking launched himself past Jacob and slammed into the guy on the other side of the door. He hit him so hard, he toppled over, landing flat on his back, the air knocked from his lungs. Viking flipped him over and shoved his face into the dirt. “Move, and I’ll break your neck,” he said, hoping the man spoke enough English to understand his intent.

      Jacob pulled out the small roll of duct tape he’d stuffed inside his wetsuit and slapped it over the guard’s mouth. With the zip-ties he carried in a pocket on the side of his calf, he secured the man’s hands behind his back. He moved to assist Viking as he bound his captive and covered his mouth with duct tape. Once their captives were immobilized, they dragged them back around the corner, out of sight of anyone exiting or entering the compound.

      Sounds of a scuffle came from the other side of the fence.

      “Maddog, report,” Jacob said.

      “Two bogeys secured,” Maddog said.

      A moment later, Maddog and Ringer opened the wrought iron gate and joined Viking and Jacob inside the compound’s wall.

      “Check the other side of the structure,” Jacob said.

      Maddog jogged to the other end of the front and disappeared around the corner. A moment later, he reappeared. “Clear. No other doors.”

      Jacob squared his shoulders. “It’s show time.” In his mic, he reported to Hank, “Going in.”

      “Will await your report or your cue you need help,” Hank said. “Let us know if you need a diversion.”

      “Roger.” Jacob placed his hand on the door and eased it open.

      The front entrance opened onto a marble-floored foyer with a two-story, cathedral ceiling and a sweeping staircase leading up to the second floor. Through a long hallway to the left, Jacob could see to the end where it opened into the living area where the drama was taking place. No one stood between the foyer and the living room.

      A female was shouting in Spanish.

      “What’s she saying?” Jacob asked Maddog.

      Maddog cocked his head and narrowed his eyes. “She’s mad because they can’t get her fiancé to agree to marry her. She wants to know why she has to do everything.”

      “I’m not going to marry you, Camila,” Hawk’s voice sounded.

      Viking grinned. “I knew he wouldn’t do it.”

      “That man would eat glass before he agreed to marry her,” Ringer said. “He loves Kalea.”

      “Shh,” Maddog canted his head toward the voices in the living area down the long hallway.

      The others fell silent.

      Maddog frowned.

      “What’s she saying?” Jacob’s chest tightened. “Are they threatening Hawk?”

      Maddog nodded. “Yes, but not directly. Camila just told her guys to go get the prisoners.”

      “Prisoners?” Jacob’s frowned. “I thought they had Hawk out already. They have more?”

      Maddog held up his hand as Camila continued talking. “She says she won’t hurt Hawk, but she will hurt the ladies he loves, if he doesn’t agree to marry her.”

      “What does she mean the ladies he loves?” The question was out of his mouth before his brain engaged. Immediately, he knew. “They got Kalea.”

      “She specifically said ‘ladies’,” Maddog said. “More than one.”

      Jacob’s heart plummeted to his belly. “If she has Kalea....then they also have Casey. We have to do something.” He took off down the hall. “Get ready,” he said into his mic. “We’re engaging.”

      

      When the door to the small, closet-like room opened, light flooded into the room and across the floor where they’d been laying when they’d been bound and gagged.

      A man cursed in Spanish and stepped through the door.

      Casey threw the blanket over his head, like a lasso, grabbed it tight and pulled hard, dragging the man over the threshold.

      At the last minute, she stuck out her foot, tripping him.

      He fell to the ground, landing hard. Casey jumped onto his back, grabbed the back of his head and slammed it against the tile.

      The man behind the first guy rushed in, also cursing.

      Kalea was ready for him, swinging the small, wooden tabletop so hard, it cracked over the man’s skull and split in two pieces.

      Casey dove to the side as the man fell like a tree, landing on top of his counterpart.

      Scrambling to her feet, Casey grabbed the handgun the first guy had dropped on the floor. Kalea pried the gun out of the second guy’s hand. As she was pulling it free of his fingers, he grabbed her wrist and yanked her to her knees, growling a low, feral sound.

      Kalea fought to free her wrist, but the man held on, refusing to let go.

      Casey took the gun in the palm of her hand and smashed it against the man’s head where he’d already been hit with the table.

      He growled and rolled over, backhanding Casey, sending her sprawling on her backside. She pushed to her feet again and came at the guy with one of the legs from the broken table, afraid to fire the gun and make the others in the house aware that their guards were under attack. She cocked her arm, ready to swing when another man appeared in the doorway, with a military-style rifle in his hands, pointed at her chest. He gestured with his weapon and shouted an order in Spanish, “Drop it, or I’ll kill you.”

      Casey had to drop the table leg and the handgun, or he’d shoot her. When she hesitated, he aimed the rifle at Kalea, who was still struggling to free her hand from the grip of the man on the floor beside her.

      Having heard how ruthless the cartels could be, Casey didn’t doubt for a moment that he would shoot Kalea if Casey didn’t give up her weapons. She could risk bringing up her handgun and firing into the man’s chest, but he was in position with his finger on the trigger. She had at least a couple of moves to get to a point she could fire. By then, he’d have pulled the trigger and killed her best friend.

      Casey tossed the jagged table leg to the side, dropped the handgun on the floor and kicked it out of reach of the other men lying on the tile near her. No use giving them more ammunition with which to kill her. It was likely they’d kill her anyway—if the SEALs didn’t get there soon.

      They were their only hope for getting out of this situation alive.

      The man holding the rifle barked a command.

      The guy on the floor released Kalea’s wrist and rolled to his feet with his pistol in his hand.

      Kalea stood, squared her shoulders and lifted her chin. When she moved toward Casey, the man she’d hit in the head with the tabletop stepped between the two women. Blood oozed from a break in his skin on top of his head, matting his dark hair.

      Kalea had hit him hard enough to bring down a two-ton bull. How could they have known the man had a seriously hard head? He grabbed Kalea’s arm and pushed her through the door.

      Casey started after her but was stopped by the man with the rifle. He waved the gun at her, indicating she should move back into the room.

      Kalea was being dragged away down a hallway. Casey couldn’t let them take her friend. She had to do something, and quickly.

      Her captor was leaned forward, his weapon tipped toward the ground, reaching for the door handle.

      Casey dove for the door, slamming it into the man’s face. He yelped, one hand leaving his weapon to clutch his nose. Blood ran through his fingers and dripped onto the floor. His eyes were watering, and he wasn’t concentrating on her.

      Casey leaped over him and out of the room. She turned, planted her foot in his back and shoved hard, sending the man sprawling onto all fours in the room. Then she reached in, snagged the door handle and pulled it close. The key was still in the lock. She twisted it and flung it to a corner. It slid behind a large potted plant.

      She looked around, frantically searching for her friend. Voices sounded at the end of the hallway. Casey followed the sound. Without a weapon, she wasn’t sure what good she would be, but she had to do something. They’d use Kalea to get Hawk to agree to marry Camila. Once he agreed, in hopes of saving her life, they’d perform the wedding and then kill Kalea anyway.

      All Casey could hope to do was provide a distraction to keep things stirred up until the Navy SEALs arrived to save their asses.

      Please, Jacob. Hurry.
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      Jacob barreled down the hallway, emerging into the open living area where half a dozen armed men stood guard over his friend, who wore the sleek black tuxedo intended for his marriage to another woman.

      Everyone came to a screeching halt when they realized Hawk and Kalea had large, wicked-looking knives pressed to their throats.

      Camila stood in the middle of the room, dressed in a long white wedding gown, cut low in the front. She shook a bouquet of blood-red roses at Jacob and his crew. “Get back, or I’ll have my men kill them both.”

      “You can’t mean that,” Casey burst into the room. “They’ve done nothing to hurt you.” Two men grabbed her by the arms. She fought to free herself, but they held tight.

      “No?” Camila gave a bark of laughter. “You call a broken heart nothing?”

      “You don’t love me, Camila,” Hawk said. “You’re in love with the idea of being married. You could care less if it was to me.”

      “You’re wrong,” she said, her voice rising to a squeaky screech. “I love you, and you love me. That’s how it’s always been.”

      “I don’t love you, Camila,” Hawk said. “You don’t want me to marry you. I could never love you.”

      “You’ll marry me to save your precious prometida.” Camila jerked her head to the side. One of her bodyguards grabbed Kalea by the hair, yanked her head back and pricked her throat with the razor-sharp tip of his knife.

      Blood oozed from the wound.

      Hawk broke free of the man holding him and lunged toward Kalea. Three men converged on him and dragged him back in place. His face flushed a ruddy red, and his eyes narrowed to slits. “I could never marry a woman who is so desperate, she has to threaten a man in order to get him to agree to marry her,” he said, his tone low, carefully enunciated and filled with rage. “Even if you made me say yes, you could never sleep at night. I’d kill you. And I’d take great pleasure in making you hurt.”

      Camila’s eyes flashed. “You would not. You’re an honorable man. That’s why I chose you.”

      Jacob stepped forward. “You want an honorable man…” He jabbed his thumb at his chest. “I’m an honorable man, a Navy SEAL, and I’m not scheduled to get married tomorrow.” He lifted his chin in challenge. “Why not marry me instead of Hawk?” Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Casey’s brow dip.

      Camila scowled. “I am not in love with you. I will marry Hawk. We will be muy contenta.”

      “We won’t be muy anything,” Hawk said. “What part of I. Don’t. Love. You. do you not understand?”

      Camila’s scowl switched to a twisted brow. She shook her head and turned back to Hawk. “You will learn to love me. I am very loveable. Is that not so, mis hermanos?” She looked to her brothers.

      They nodded, although their expressions never lost their fierceness and their grips remained tight on their captives.

      Camila faced Hawk. “You will marry me.” Her chin lifted. “If you continue to refuse, I will have my men kill your friends, one at a time, until you agree. Starting with her.” She pointed her finger at Casey.

      Jacob’s pulse leaped. With his men pointing their weapons at her men, and her men pointing at his team, it would be a blood bath should anyone let loose the first round. They had to keep that from happening. No one would win that fight.

      He inched closer and spoke loudly. “Camila, you don’t want Hawk. He’s not nearly as manly as I am.” He pounded a fist to his chest. “I’m a decorated war hero. I’ve fought many battles and saved his life on so many occasions, I’ve lost count. He’s nothing.” Focus on me, he willed her and her brothers silently as Hank, C-Note and the Deltas slipped into the room.

      “Why are you talking? You don’t even belong here.” She jerked her head toward him. “Kill him,” she said to her cartel minions.

      The men who weren’t employed holding onto the captives turned toward Jacob and his team. Jacob’s team raised their weapons as well.

      “I wouldn’t do that,” Jacob said. “If your guys shoot, mine will be forced to return fire. I’ll be the first to aim at you, Camila. Are you ready to die?”

      All focus was away from the windows and the patio entrance.

      Hank and his team chose that moment to slip through the door and inch closer to Camila’s men.

      “Of course, I’m not ready to die. I’m getting married.” She patted her beautifully coifed updo with the veil affixed to the back. “But you forget…I have his prometida. My men would shoot her first. Hawk would not want his fiancée killed,” she smiled at Hawk, “would you, mi amor? So, back to my demands. Hawk will say ‘I do’, or I will kill the other woman first. Then I will kill you,” she said, her finger now pointing at Jacob. “Then I will kill this woman he professes to love. If he truly loves her, and if he cares for his friends, he will agree to marry me.” She nodded to the man holding Casey. “She will go first.”

      Jacob met Casey’s gaze. He wanted to go to her, to hold her and protect her from the man who held a knife to her throat. His heart clenched in his chest. He was almost afraid to breathe, lest the man slip and dig the sharp metal blade into her soft skin.

      Casey gave him a hint of a nod and shifted her gaze to Kalea. “God, I wish I was in Panama.”

      Kalea’s eyes flared. She returned her nod. “Me, too.”

      Jacob frowned. Why would Casey say that at a time like this?

      While his little wedding planner’s gaze connected with Kalea’s, she cocked her arm and counted silently, moving her lips. Three…Two…One. At the same time, Kalea and Casey jabbed their elbows hard into their captors’ guts, then stomped on their insteps, ducked, twisted and shoved their palms hard at their captors’ noses and then grabbed an arm and yanked them forward fast, twisting the arm around and shoving it up between the mens’ shoulder blades.

      Everyone in the large room moved at once.

      Jacob rushed toward Hawk and his armed captors.

      While all attention was on Jacob, Casey and Kalea, Hank and his men moved in from behind. On cue, they swept in and took out the men holding weapons pointed at Jacob and his guys.

      Jacob reached the man holding a knife to Hawk’s neck and punched his fist into the man’s kidney. The man loosened his hold. Maddog dove for the man on Hawk’s other side, hitting him like a linebacker going for the quarterback. He knocked him backward. The man let go of Hawk to save his fall. He hit the floor flat on his back. Maddog pinned him.

      Hawk broke free, though his hands were still tied behind his back.

      Jacob wrestled with the guy still holding the knife.

      Cowboy and Ringer took over for Kalea and Casey.

      Shots were fired somewhere in the room.

      With his attention on his fight to gain control of the knife, Jacob didn’t have time to figure out where the bullets had gone, or who might be injured. The man refused to let go of the knife.

      Tired of wrestling him, Jacob pushed him backward across the floor until he slammed up against a wall. Then he beat the man’s hand into the wall until his hold loosened and he dropped the knife. Once the knife hit the floor, Jacob pulled his hand down, twisted him around by the arm and shoved his face into the wall. Quickly securing his wrists with zip-ties, he knocked the man’s feet out from under him and sent him sprawling across the floor. “Move, and I’ll shoot you.”

      The man remained on the ground.

      Jacob looked around and froze.

      Kalea was with Hawk, but Casey was being held at gunpoint by Camila.

      “Stop this madness at once!” Camila cried out.

      All fighting ceased, and every man looked toward her.

      “Out!” she yelled. “If you don’t want this woman to die, you will get out of here. Now.” She shoved the barrel of the pistol against Casey’s temple and had her other arm looped around Casey’s throat.

      “Don’t do it,” Casey said. “Get Hawk and Kalea out of here. I’ll be fine.”

      Jacob’s heart swelled at Casey’s selflessness. At the same time, he clenched his fists. He wanted to shout out, No, Casey. You can’t do this. You promised me a date. But he kept his mouth shut, knowing that if he showed any affection toward her, Camila would use it against them.

      Camila’s nostrils flared, and she looked down her nose at Casey. “You will not be fine. Not if I kill you.”

      “You won’t kill me,” Casey said. “It’s not how you work. You have others do your dirty work. Killing might ruin your nails. And my blood will make a complete mess of your wedding dress.”

      Jacob almost laughed at Casey’s logic. The woman held a gun to her head, and Casey was talking fashion? Only a wedding planner would say something like that.

      Camila frowned. “Madre de Dios. This is my wedding. I will not have you ruin it for me.”

      “Face it, Camila,” Casey said. “You’re not getting married to Hawk,” Casey said. “Not now, or ever.”

      “But he’s mine,” Camila wailed.

      “No. He. Is. Not.” Casey emphasized every word, speaking slowly as if to a dimwitted child. “And you leave me no choice but to go to Panama.”

      Jacob knew what was coming, even as Casey slammed her elbow into Camila’s gut.

      The woman’s hand shook, the weapon went off, and Casey fell to the floor.

      Jacob cried out, “Casey!”

      Kalea left Hawk and threw herself at Camila, batted the gun out of the woman’s hand, knocked her off her feet and sent her flying across the floor, sliding on the fabric of her wedding gown. She came to stop when her head hit the wall. There, she lay still, unmoving.

      Jacob rushed toward Casey who also lay still on the floor, blood dripping for somewhere on her head. He rolled her over in his arms to find she’d been hit near her temple. A bump was rising on the opposite brow, and she blinked up at him.

      “Hey, beautiful,” he said, pressing his hand to the wound to stem the flow of blood. “Looks like you took a bullet for the team.”

      “I did?” she said, her voice shaky.

      His heart tightened in his chest. This woman had risked her life for them. “It’s just a flesh wound. You’ll have a battle scar with full bragging rights.”

      “Good. I can put that on my resume.” She smiled up at him. “Wedding Planner. Willing to do anything for a wedding, to include taking a bullet for the bride and groom. That option will cost extra.” She chuckled and winced.

      “How do you feel?”

      “Like I got hit by a truck.” She struggled to sit up. “Kalea?”

      “Is fine. She tackled Camila after she shot you. I think we need to recruit the two of you into the Navy. The SEAL teams could use people like you two. You’ll have to show me this move you call ‘The Panama’.”

      Casey looked across the room at Kalea, held close in Hawk’s arms, and the other men of the team, herding the cartel into the room where Casey and Kalea had originally been held. “Is it over?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Jacob said.

      She frowned, her gaze sweeping the room. “Anyone hurt?”

      “Nothing but a few scrapes and bruises. And mostly between you and Kalea.” He brushed the hair back from her face. “You had me worried there for a minute.”

      She looked up into his eyes. “You had me worried.” She turned her face into his palm. “I thought you were going to marry that crazy witch.”

      “No way,” he said. “I go for the smaller, petite wedding-planner type.”

      “Then what were you doing? Taking Camila for the team?”

      He laughed. “I was distracting her while Hank and his team came through the back door.”

      “Oh, is that what it was?” She leaned into him. “I guess that’s okay. I was beginning to question my sanity.”

      He laughed. “Your sanity?”

      She nodded. “How could I fall for a guy who would marry someone obviously as crazy as Camila?”

      Jacob’s heart skipped several beats. “So, you’re falling for me?”

      She shrugged. “It’s not completely off the books.” She cupped his cheek with her hand. “You’re pretty sexy in a wetsuit and carrying a gun.” She leaned close and whispered in his ear. “And you’re even sexier in nothing at all.” She brushed her lips across his. “Any chance of that happening again?”

      “Sweetheart, roger that.” He pulled her close and deepened the kiss until he couldn’t remember the last time he inhaled. He raised his head, drawing in a deep breath, then leaned his forehead against hers. “Now, all we have to do is get back to San Diego.”

      Casey frowned. “But we don’t have our passports. How are we going to get across the border?”

      “Not to worry,” Jacob said. “We’ll skip the border patrol and return by sea.” He rose to his feet, pulling her up with him.

      “I didn’t bring a swimsuit or wet suit.” She swayed when she was fully upright.

      Jacob slipped an arm around her, holding her steady. “Not to worry. Our boat captain has a skiff he’ll bring to shore. We’ll get everyone back in time for the wedding.”

      She smiled into his eyes and leaned up on her toes. “That makes me happy.”

      He leaned down and claimed her lips. She felt so right in his arms, he could kiss her all night long.

      “If you two are finished sucking face,” Hank said, “we need to get out of here before Camila and her cartel thugs break down that door. I’ve radioed the captain. He’s sending the skiff as we speak.”

      Jacob raised his head to see that the room was clear of people and his team. Hank stood at the patio door. “Come on, we have a few hundred steps to get down to where the skiff will pick us up.”

      “I’m ready,” she said.

      He took her hand and hurried through the door and out into the most beautiful night he could remember. The stars shone so brightly, they didn’t need flashlights to find their way down the stone staircase.

      When they reached the bottom, the first load of SEALs and Deltas had been ferried back to the boat, and the skiff was on its way back.

      Hank glanced up at the structure above, his brow furrowed. “As soon as the skiff lands, get in. That door isn’t going to hold those men long.”

      Jacob stood with his arm around Casey. They stayed close to the cliff, out of sight of the patio above.

      Tuck and C-Note stood at the bottom of the staircase, holding their weapons at the ready in case the cartel members gained their freedom and came after them.

      “Come on,” Ringer murmured, his gaze on the skiff headed their way across the swells.

      As the skiff slid up on shore, a shout sounded from above.

      “Get in,” Hank said. “We’re right behind you.”

      Jacob ran with Casey across the beach. Maddog had just turned around the skiff for a quick getaway.

      Jacob helped Casey in, moving as far forward as they could get. Moments later, Ringer, Tuck, Pretty Boy and Cowboy dove in behind them. Hank and C-Note brought up the rear, helping drag the skiff out into the water before they rolled over the side into the craft.

      “Go!” Hank said.

      Maddog gunned the throttle, sending the little boat skimming across the swells as fast as it could go.

      Jacob leaned his body over Casey’s as they moved at what he felt like was an incredibly slow pace. He could hear the sound of gunfire over the rumble of the engine. If they didn’t get out of range soon, they’d be nothing more than target practice for the cartel, the rubber skiff could be sunk and they’d all go down with it.
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      Casey held on to the side of the rubber skiff, praying it would move a little faster. She didn’t like that Jacob was using his body as a shield to protect her from the gunfire, but she couldn’t make him move when all she could do was hold on and pray.

      Minutes that felt like hours passed. Soon, she could see the outline of a boat ahead. Hope swelled in her chest. They were going to make it.

      The skiff slowed and came up to the back of what appeared to be a dive boat. Half the team that had been inside the compound stood on the deck, cheering as the skiff came to a halt. One of the men grabbed the line and tied it to the side of the boat.

      A big blond-haired man held out his hand and pulled her aboard.

      Jacob scrambled up on his own, wrapped his arm around her and guided her inside. Kalea and Hawk were seated on a bench.

      Kalea opened the blanket she was wrapped in. “Come. Sit by me. The Pacific is cold at night, even this far south.”

      Casey sat on the bench beside her and pulled the blanket over her shoulders. She hadn’t realized how cold she was until that moment. Her teeth chattered, her head throbbed and she couldn’t seem to get warm.

      Jacob sat beside her and slipped his arm around her back. “I suspect you’re going into shock after all you’ve been through. Hold on. We’ll get you back to San Diego as soon as we possibly can.” He scooted closer, sandwiching her between himself and Kalea.

      She could feel the movement of the boat beneath her. The gentle rocking motion lulled her into semi-consciousness.

      What seemed like only minutes later, Jacob nudged her awake. “We’re back.”

      She blinked her eyes open to the lights of a marina.

      The SEALs and Deltas had stripped out of their wetsuits and wore street clothes. Sometime during the ride back, Jacob had changed into jeans and a T-shirt. The men climbed off the dive boat, laughing and joking as they carried their gear to the vehicles that would transport them back to C-Note’s house.

      “Hawk, you and Kalea can ride with me,” Jacob said. “I’d like to run all three of you by an urgent care clinic to make sure you’re all okay. I want a doctor to make sure there are no wounds that need stitching or internal injuries that will bite you later.”

      “I’m okay, just bruised and maybe a cracked rib. I don’t need to see a doctor,” Hawk said. “But I’m all for the ladies getting a good once-over from a physician.”

      His bride frowned. “I’d rather you saw one, too. Can’t have my future husband passing out at the altar before he can say ‘I do’.”

      “Well, when you put it like that, I guess I could see a doc to put your mind at ease.”

      Kalea sighed. “Thank you.”

      They stopped at a twenty-four-hour urgent care clinic where the doctor on duty checked them over, bandaged Casey’s head wound, and pronounced them fit for a wedding, if they took it easy and watched for signs of shock.

      “I’ll drop you two off at the hotel before I take Casey to her apartment,” Jacob said as they left the urgent care clinic.

      “That works.” Hawk took Kalea’s hand in his. “I don’t care how much bad luck it might bring to see you before the wedding. I’m not letting you out of my sight until we’re back in Hawaii.”

      Kalea laughed. “Seems like we’ve already lived through the bad luck. It’s about time for some good luck.”

      “Agreed,” Casey said.

      Jacob slipped his arm around her waist and led her to the parking lot where he’d left his truck. He hit the button to unlock the doors and helped her up into the passenger seat while Hawk and Kalea climbed into the back seat.

      Once they were on their way through town toward the hotel, Hawk asked, “How did you find me?”

      “It was a team effort between Hank, his computer guy, Swede, Casey’s dogged determination and a hairdresser with attitude.”

      “A hairdresser?” Hawk laughed. “I want to hear all about it. Later. Right now, I just want to sleep for eight hours straight.”

      “Me, too,” Kalea said. “My father will have gotten to the hotel by now. I don’t think I have the energy to stand up to his inquisition. He’ll have a fit when he finds out what happened.”

      Casey glanced at the clock on the dash. “You guys sleep. I’ll take care of everything.”

      “Will you?” Kalea asked. “I thought you had my entire day blocked out with wedding preparations I needed to be a part of.”

      “I did, but we can adjust.” Casey’s thoughts went through her mental list of tasks to be accomplished. It was a lot, but she could get it done. A few phone calls, and she might even get a couple hours of sleep herself. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll make sure everything comes together.”

      “You’re an angel.” Kalea sat back in Hawk’s arms. “After I sleep, I’ll be ready for anything.”

      “Oh, please,” Casey pressed a hand to her chest. “Don’t jinx us.”

      Kalea laughed. “Sorry. I’ll be ready for the wedding. I don’t suppose Hawk’s tuxedo is salvageable.”

      “I have a suitable outfit I can wear,” Hawk said. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be there. Wild horses and drug cartels couldn’t keep me away.”

      “I love you, Jace Hawkins,” Kalea whispered in the back seat.

      Casey’s heart swelled for the couple. She cast a glance in Jacob’s direction, surprised to see him looking at her.

      Heat rose up her throat and filled her cheeks. He couldn’t possibly be thinking the same thing she’d been thinking.

      And what would those thoughts be?

      That she could see herself telling Jacob that she loved him. It was too soon. They barely knew each other, but in that short amount of time, they’d been through so much. Jacob was a true hero who’d come to her rescue and to Hawk’s and Kalea’s. Yes, he was active duty military like her father had been. Yes, a relationship with him would be foolish and filled with many lonely days and nights.

      But when they were together, it would be amazing. She knew that from the one night they’d been together. He was a gentle and thoughtful lover. He wanted to make certain she was as satisfied as he was.

      And Casey was strong enough to be on her own. She’d done it for years. Why not give it a shot? Why not give them a chance?

      Her heart blossomed with hope.

      She was ready for when he’d ask her to go out on a date.

      That was…if he would.

      Dear Lord. Her heart fluttered against her ribs.

      After all the years of telling herself she’d never date or marry a military man, she’d finally let herself move past that personal roadblock. What if Jacob didn’t want more than to date? He understood the downfalls of being in the military. As a Navy SEAL, he knew how often he’d be gone from home. He’d probably watched his buddies marry and divorce often enough to make him gun-shy of long-term relationships.

      They dropped Kalea and Hawk at the hotel.

      When they arrived at Casey’s apartment, her stomach knotted, and she couldn’t think of anything to say. What did one say after being rescued from a drug cartel?

      He parked in front of her building and got out.

      Casey’s fingers fumbled with the seatbelt. By the time she released it, Jacob was holding her door open. He held out his hands to help her down.

      She started to put her hands in his, but he bypassed her fingers and reached for her waist. Jacob lifted her out of the seat and let her slide slowly down his body until her feet touched the ground.

      She was on fire with need.

      The hard contours of his chest felt good against her palms, and her hips pressed against his. Oh, yeah. He was as aware of her as she was of him, if the ridge beneath his jeans was anything to go by.

      “I’ll walk you up to your apartment,” he said, his voice gruff. Yet, he didn’t seem in too much of a hurry to move.

      Casey tried to say something, but she couldn’t push words past the tightness in her throat. She swallowed hard. “Thank you for coming to our rescue.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t believe you threw yourself at a man with a loaded gun.” He cupped both sides of her cheeks with his palms and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I’m glad you weren’t hurt any worse than you were.” He brushed his thumb across the bandage the doctor had applied to her temple at the urgent care clinic. His lips replaced his thumb, and he kissed the bandage.

      Casey closed her eyes, leaning into him.

      Jacob dragged his lips along her jawline to finally claim her mouth with his.

      Opening to him, she met his tongue with the urgency of her own.

      The kiss deepened as they stood beside his truck in the apartment complex’s parking lot.

      Yeah, Casey could like kissing this man, again and again.

      When he raised his head, she followed him upward on tiptoe, until he broke contact.

      Casey sank back flat on her feet, her lips tingling from the kiss in the late-night air.

      Jacob drew her arm through the crook of his elbow and walked her into her building and up to her apartment.

      Casey gasped when she saw the door hanging half-open, the doorframe split where the cartel gang had forced their way inside.

      “I’d forgotten about the damage they’d left,” she whispered, looking over her shoulder, half-expecting to see them returning to finish the job. When she was sure no one was following them, Casey stepped inside her apartment and took stock of the damage.

      “It could have been worse,” she admitted. Her tote bag was still where she’d left it on the kitchen counter. She looped it over her shoulder and mentally inventoried the contents.

      “It appears they weren’t after things,” Jacob said from the living room.

      Casey shivered, joining him in front of the sofa. “Just people.”

      Jacob slipped his arm around her and pulled her close. “Let’s lock up the best we can. You can stay with me at the hotel. I still have a room there.”

      Casey frowned. “Are you sure? I’m not your responsibility.”

      He chuckled and held her closer. “Like Hawk, I don’t want to let you out of my sight for a moment. I was going to stay here, if I had to sleep on the couch.”

      Her cheeks burned. “You wouldn’t have been sleeping on the couch. And what makes the hotel any safer? That’s where they took Hawk.”

      Jacob sighed. “All the more reason to stay at the hotel. I failed him the first time. I won’t let it happen again.”

      “You didn’t fail him,” Casey said. “Who knew Camila would send her brothers out to collect him? What woman, in her right mind, has to kidnap a man to marry her?”

      “That’s just it. She’s not in her right mind.” Jacob gave Casey a crooked smile. “I could almost feel sorry for her, if she hadn’t caused so much trouble.”

      Casey’s lips firmed into a tight line. “I’m not feeling that charitable. I’d like to see her in jail for what she did. Any one of us could have been killed.”

      “Yeah, but we weren’t. Look, I have a walkie talkie set in my truck. We could assign one to Hawk and keep one in our room, in case Camila decides to make another attempt to get her man.”

      Casey stared up at Jacob. “Do you think she’ll try again?”

      “That woman is a few fries short of a Happy Meal. I wouldn’t put anything past her and her idiot brothers. How they built up an influential cartel is beyond me.” He took Casey’s hand in his. “Come on. There’s not much left of the night, and I know you have a million calls to make first thing in the morning.”

      She nodded. “Give me a minute to get some things.” Casey snagged the bulky satchel from the floor by the door and added to it a toiletries kit and a change of clothes. “Ready,” she said, and walked with him out of the apartment.

      Jacob pieced the doorframe back in place, twisted the lock and pulled the door shut.

      “It won’t take much to push it open, but it will at least keep the honest people honest.”

      “There’s not much in there that I care about. Everything important to me and my business is in here.” She patted her heavy bag. “You’re right. The sooner we get them married and off on their honeymoon, the better I’ll feel.”

      Casey let Jacob help her into his truck, even though she was perfectly capable of getting in on her own. Any chance she could get for him to touch her was fine by her. And everywhere his fingers brushed left her quivering in anticipation of what might happen when they got to his hotel room.

      

      Jacob sped through the streets of San Diego to the hotel. Yes, he was concerned about his friend Hawk. However, an even more immediate need was getting Casey to his room and naked.

      As soon as he came to a halt in the hotel parking lot, he killed the engine and hopped down from his truck.

      Casey was already out on the other side, carrying her oversized tote bag. “I texted Kalea. They’re in her room.”

      He held out his hand.

      She took it, and they entered the building, walking briskly.

      Moments later, they passed the walkie talkie through the door of Kalea’s room to Hawk. The man was shirtless and eager to close the door as quickly as he opened it.

      Jacob grinned, glad the happy pair hadn’t wanted them to stop to share a nightcap and chat.

      By the time he and Casey reached his room, Jacob was past ready to be alone with Casey. As soon as they were inside the door, he kicked it closed and slipped the tote bag from her shoulder, surprised at how heavy it was. “You don’t have to stay with me, if you don’t want to. I could get you a room to yourself,” he said as he gripped the elastic band that held her hair back in its perpetual ponytail.

      “Are you trying to get rid of me?” she asked, her fingers bunching in his T-shirt, tugging it loose from the waistband of his jeans. “If you are, tell me now, before it’s too late.” She yanked the shirt free. “Oops, sorry. It’s too late.” With a grin, she pulled the shirt up over his head and tossed it to the side. “I don’t know about you, but I could use a shower to get the saltwater off my body.”

      He pulled her shirt over her head and flung it across the room. “There’s only one shower.”

      “Darn. Guess we’ll have to share.” She flicked the button loose on his jeans and carefully ran the zipper down, until his cock sprang free.

      Jacob sucked in a breath, his heart pounding against his ribs. “Guess so.” He bent, caught her behind her thighs and lifted her.

      Casey wrapped her legs around his waist and bent to cover his mouth with hers.

      They kissed all the way into the bathroom, their tongues twisting and darting, as if they couldn’t get enough of each other.

      Jacob set her on the floor, turned on the shower and the stripping began in earnest. Moments later, they were naked and standing beneath the spray.

      He squirted bodywash into his hands and rubbed it across her body, covering every inch with sweet-smelling suds.

      After smoothing away the soap, he stopped to tweak the tight little beads of her nipples. Then he took one into his mouth and sucked hard while he pinched the tip of the other, gently.

      She moaned and writhed beneath his mouth and fingers.

      Flicking and nipping at her nipple, he took all of the rounded globe into his mouth and sucked hard. Then he moved to the other breast, treating it to the same, his hands sliding lower, over her ribs, along the curve of her waist and past the indentation of her bellybutton.

      He paused when he came to the tuft of hair at the apex of her thighs.

      She moved to widen her stance, allowing him to part her folds and stroke her there.

      Her head tipped back. “Oh, Jacob. Yes.”

      He stroked her nubbin of flesh, flicking and teasing her until she raised her leg, wrapping her calf around his thigh.

      He slipped a finger into her channel.

      She sank a little, urging him deeper.

      Slipping in two more fingers, he drove as deep as he could, stretching her entrance.

      Casey rested her hands on his shoulders. “Sweet Jesus. I want more.”

      He laughed and swirled, and then removed his hand. “I left protection in the other room. If you want more, we have to take it to the mattress.”

      “Hell, what are we waiting for?” She squirted soap onto her palms and rubbed them together into a bubbly lather. Then she went to work, touching him all over his body, slowing when her hands curled around his shaft.

      He moaned. “Protection?”

      “Don’t need it for what I’m about to do.” She leaned back and let the spray rinse the soap from his body. Then she dropped to her knees on the tile and took his cock in her hands.

      Water poured down on her, making long snakes of her hair, the rivulets running down her back and sloping off the tips of her breasts. He smoothed his hands over her wet hair and cupped the back of her head.

      She took him into her mouth, transferring her hands from his shaft to his backside to bring him all the way in until he bumped against the back of her throat.

      Her tongue swirled around him as he backed out, until her lips caught on the rim of his cock.

      She flicked him and tapped the tiny hole at the end, then she sucked him back into her mouth, her hands going to his hips, setting the pace of his movements in and out. She took him in over and over, water running over her body, making her slick and shiny.

      When he couldn’t hold back anymore, he pulled free, drew her to her feet and kissed her long and hard, the taste of him in her mouth more than he could handle. Then he reached behind her and shut off the water, grabbed a towel and started drying her body, memorizing every inch as he went. He wanted to know every scar, every birthmark, everything that made Casey so amazing.

      She worked another towel to dry him as well. Still damp, he lifted her in his arms and carried her into the bedroom, laying her on the bed. He dug into the nightstand for the box of condoms he’d pun in there earlier that day. The box had been in his truck console on the off chance he found a willing woman at his buddy’s wedding.

      And he’d found one. A beautiful woman he was falling for. Hard.

      She was everything he could ever want in a partner. Strong, determined and sexy as hell. Not to mention fierce and courageous. She’d handled herself like a seasoned warrior when confronted by the cartel.

      His fingers curled around a foil packet, and he held it up. “Success.”

      She laughed. “Not until you use it.”

      “And we will. After.”

      Casey leaned up on one elbow. “After what?”

      He stalked her like an animal going after his prey.

      Her eyes flashed, and her legs parted as he crawled up on the bed and leaned over her.

      “After I make you come apart.”

      She stared up at him, her breathing already ragged. “Promises, promises.”

      “I keep my promises.” He laid the condom on the pillow beside her and kissed her, thrusting between her teeth, caressing her tongue with his. When he’d taken his fill, he trailed his lips along the firm line of her jaw, down her long, slender neck to the base of her throat where her pulse beat hard and fast.

      He paused there, reveling in the thunderous rhythm of her heart. He did that to her. That was the only kind of power he wanted over a woman. The power of sheer desire.

      Jacob moved downward to capture each of her nipples, one at time, between his teeth, tempting, teasing and flicking them until she writhed beneath him. Abandoning them, he moved down her torso, to his goal.

      Parting her folds, he flicked her clit with his thumb, dipped into her channel and dragged her thick juices up to that nubbin of nerve-packed flesh and swirled until she wove her fingers into his hair.

      “Please,” she whispered.

      “Please what?”

      “Please….” she sucked in a breath, “me.”

      He chuckled and blew a warm stream of air over her heated flesh. Then he touched her there with his tongue.

      Her back arched off the mattress. “Yes!”

      When he flicked her again, she raised her knees and dug her heels into the mattress, lifting her hips, bringing her up to meet his next touch.

      His body burned to be inside her, but he wanted her to come before he slaked his own thirst. He tapped, flicked, swirled and licked her there, a relentless onslaught to her senses.

      Casey’s body tensed, her muscles tightening. Then she froze, her breath catching and holding. For a long moment, she didn’t move as he continued his campaign.

      Then her fingernails dug into his scalp, and her hips rocked in the jerky, unsteady rhythm of someone lost in release.

      When she drew in her next breath, she said. “Now. I want you. Inside. Me. Now.” She pulled on his hair, dragging him up her body. She grabbed the condom he’d left on the pillow beside her, tore it open and rolled it down over his engorged staff.

      As soon as she’d sheathed him, he positioned himself at her entrance. “Are you sure about this?”

      “For the love of—” She gripped his hips and brought him home in one long, swift thrust.

      Buried deep inside of her, he held steady for a long moment, allowing her channel to adjust to his girth.

      Unwilling to wait another second, Casey guided him, increasing the pace of his thrusts until he moved like a piston, in and out.

      Tension built, filling him, pushing him to the edge.

      The next thrust sent him shooting toward the stars. He drove deep, his shaft pulsing, his body on fire. A flame that burned so hot it threatened to consume him.

      When he finally came back to earth, he collapsed on top of her, took her in his arms and rolled onto his side, taking her with him. He was still buried inside her. If he could, he’d stay right there forever.

      “That was amazing,” she said.

      Jacob chuckled. “That’s exactly what I was going to say.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead, each eyelid and the tip of her nose. “Do you know the only thing that could make it better?”

      She cupped his cheeks with her hands. “Nothing could be better.”

      He shook his head. “The only thing that would make it better, is if you would go out on a date with me first.”

      Her mouth stretched into a wry smile. “I think that can be arranged.”

      “You don’t have a problem dating a military guy?”

      She smoothed her hand over his jaw. “I swore I never would.”

      “And now?” he asked, holding his breath. Almost afraid she’d change her mind.

      “Now, I know. I’m strong enough to live on my own. But I can choose to be with someone when he’s there, and be happy even when he’s not, knowing he’ll be back.”

      He kissed her lips hard. “You don’t want me to quit the Navy?”

      “No way. You are who you are in part due to the Navy and the training you completed. I wouldn’t ask you to give up something you love so much.”

      He gathered her close. “Sweetheart, I think I’m in love.”

      She laughed. “Isn’t it a little soon to know?”

      “I think we’ve lived a lifetime in the past thirty-six hours.”

      “No kidding,” she said. “But let’s take it a little slower and get to know each other before we make any rash decisions.”

      He nodded. “Okay. I’ll give you until after the wedding. Then all bets are off.”
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      Casey woke to her alarm at eight o’clock that morning. After a mere two hours of sleep and performing some pretty rigorous mattress gymnastics with Jacob, she was exhausted. Despite being tired, she’d never been happier. She rolled onto her side and stared at the man who’d done some amazing things to her the night before. His chin was covered in the sexy stubble that had abraded her skin so deliciously the night before. She brushed a kiss across his lips ever so lightly, not wanting to wake him. He needed the sleep, and she needed the uninterrupted time to coordinate.

      Asleep, the man was tempting. Awake, he’d be impossible to ignore.

      She slid out of the bed, grabbed her tote bag and padded to the bathroom where she applied her makeup, smoothed her hair with her flat iron and dressed in the clothes she’d shoved into her tote the night before.

      Today was the big day. Her best friend was getting married to the man of her dreams, and Casey was going to make her wedding so memorable Kalea would smile every time she thought about it.

      So, things weren’t going to go exactly as intended, but that’s what a wedding planner did. She made arrangements, and then rolled with the inevitable changes.

      Her dress and the bride’s dress were at the chapel. She hoped Hawk was able to find something suitable to wear in place of the tuxedo that had been ruined in the scuffle with the cartel.

      She glanced at her watch. First call needed to be to the photographer to ask her to come later in the afternoon. It wouldn’t be an all-day affair of watching the bride prepare for her wedding, surrounded by her friends, or friend, in this case. The photographer was fine with the change of plan and promised to be there two hours before the wedding to shoot the bride and groom getting ready for the big event, the wedding and the reception that followed.

      Next call was to the hair and makeup artists.

      She leaned against the counter, speaking softly so as not to wake Jacob in the next room.

      “Layla’s Beauty by Design,” the receptionist answered.

      Casey explained who she was and who was scheduled to be at the wedding venue at eleven, and that she needed to move the time to four o’clock that afternoon.

      The receptionist asked her to hold.

      Casey checked her planner as she waited for the woman to come back on the line.

      “Miss Wesson, I’m sorry, but that time will not work for our stylist and makeup artists. Eleven is the only time they can make it. If you can’t work with that time, I’m afraid you’ll have to find someone else.”

      Casey straightened, her pulse pounding, her stress kicking up a notch. “Do you have anyone else?”

      “I’m sorry. Everyone else is booked along with your original artist,” the receptionist said. “Do you want to cancel?”

      Having promised Kalea she could sleep in, Casey hated to go back on her word, but the time just wouldn’t work. “Yes. Cancel my appointment.” She ended the call and tapped her cellphone against her chin.

      A knock on the door made her jump.

      Jacob poked his head in. “Everything all right?”

      Casey’s lips pressed together. “Mostly.”

      “Anything I can help you with?” He stepped into the bathroom, wearing only a pair of jeans with the button hanging loose.

      “Mmm. Can you do hair and makeup?” Casey asked.

      He crossed to her and pulled her into his arms.

      She rested her cheek against his naked chest and inhaled the scent of him, relaxing a little.

      “I can’t, but what about Camila’s cousin?”

      Casey’s head came up, and she smiled. “Mina Perez. That’s a great idea.” She turned away from Jacob and pulled Mina’s card out of her tote and dialed the number.

      While the phone rang on the other end, Jacob slipped his arms around her waist, pulled her back against his front and nuzzled her neck with his lips.

      “Clips Ahoy,” a familiar voice answered.

      “Mina, Casey Wesson here.”

      “Oh, Casey, I’m so very glad to hear from you,” Mina said. “Rumor has it the family had a bit of a clash last night in Tijuana. I hope you weren’t in the middle of all that.”

      “As a matter of fact, we were. But that’s not why I’m calling.”

      “Oh, dear. I’m so sorry. What can I do to help?”

      “Are you busy around three this afternoon? I need someone to do a bride’s hair and makeup.”

      “If I was booked, I’d reschedule. I’d love to help you out. Maybe it will make up for my idiot family. I swear, I’m going to change my name to Smith and move to the Midwest, someplace my relatives would never think to look for me.” She sighed. “All I need is an address. I’ll be there.”

      “Bring a dress. I’m sure Kalea would like for you to stay for the wedding. Unless you have other plans.”

      Mina snorted. “Seriously, I’d do the bride’s hair for free. Yours is the best offer I’ve had in a long time. I’ll be there fifteen minutes before three to set up. Tell your bride I’m in, and I’ll even help at the reception.”

      “You’re a lifesaver. Thank you so much.” Casey gave her the chapel address and ended the call. Immediately following, she ordered food to be delivered to Kalea’s room, to keep the bride’s strength up.

      “What else can I help you with?” Jacob turned her in his arms and nibbled on her ear.

      “I need to doublecheck with the bakery providing the cake, also with the florist, caterer and DJ.” Her eyes widened. “Right now, someone needs to find her father and make sure he’s okay—and not a word to him about what happened last night. He’ll pack up Kalea and take her right back to Hawaii in an instant.”

      “I’ll take care of her father. What do you want me to tell him about why Kalea isn’t up and getting ready?”

      “I don’t know. You can come up with something.” She leaned up on her toes. “I’ll need a ride to my SUV. I have some decorations I need to deliver to the reception hall.”

      “We can help with the decorations,” Jacob offered. “I have an entire SEAL team, not to mention Hank and his guys, who can pitch in.”

      “Really, if you can keep Kalea’s father entertained for the day, that would be the best thing you can do.”

      “I can do that,” Jacob said. “Speaking of Hank, I just got off the phone with him. He notified the DEA of what happened after we left Tijuana. They caught Camila’s brothers with drugs coming back across the border, but Camila wasn’t with them. We’ll want to keep an eye out for her in case she shows up again.”

      “Damn.” Casey’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Surely, after what happened last night, she won’t make another attempt to stop the wedding.”

      “You never know,” Jacob said. “Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned…or something like that.” He kissed the tip of Casey’s nose.

      Casey reached up and wrapped her hand around the back of his neck. “Did I tell you how wonderful you were last night?”

      His eyebrows waggled. “Are you talking about Tijuana? Or are you talking about this morning in my hotel room?”

      She laughed. “I forgot. It was this morning. But yes, you were pretty wonderful on both counts.”

      “You weren’t half bad yourself.” He pulled her close and tipped her head up so that he could kiss her thoroughly. “Care to make a repeat performance?”

      “Would love to, but I’d prefer to take a raincheck for after the reception.”

      Jacob kissed her again and set her at arm’s length. “Gotcha. Go do what you do. I’ll take care of Mr. Parkman. Let me know when you’re ready to go get your vehicle.”

      Casey spent the next hour on the phone with the various vendors, ironing out delivery details and making certain they were on their way to the chapel and reception hall to set up for the celebration.

      At noon, she stopped by Kalea’s room. “Everything okay?”

      “Perfect,” she said. “Thank you for having food delivered to my room.”

      Casey looked past her into the room. “Where’s Hawk?”

      “He left me to get ready in my own time. I plan on taking a long hot bath, filled with essential oils, and shaving my legs. Then I’m going to wash my hair and blow it dry.”

      “Take your time, relax and have a glass of that wine I sent up.”

      “I plan on it,” she said. “After all that happened yesterday, I refuse to be rushed or stressed.”

      “Good.” Casey hugged her friend. “I’ll be by to pick you up at two-thirty. I’ve scheduled the hair and makeup artist to be there close to three. I think you’ll like her.”

      “I’m sure I will. If she can do miracles, and I don’t have to do my own hair, I’m happy.” Kalea walked her to the door. “Now, go. My tub is filling.”

      Casey went in search of Jacob and found him in the hotel bar with Hawk, Mr. Parkman, Hank and Maddog.

      She smiled at Hank. “What happened to your Deltas?”

      “They’ve never been to San Diego,” Hank said, “so they’re out playing tourist, until this afternoon, when they’ll show up clean and pressed for the wedding.”

      “We’re all very familiar with the area,” Maddog said with a grin. “Been there. Done it. Have the scars from BUD/S training to prove it.”

      Jacob slipped off the bar stool. “Ready to get your vehicle?”

      She nodded. “I’ll see the rest of you later. If you could be there around four-thirty, that will give you enough time to dress and for the photographer to get pictures while you’re getting ready.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Hank said. “We’ll be there.”

      Jacob dropped her off at her SUV and followed her out of the apartment parking lot, before he went one direction and she went the other.

      Casey dropped off items at the wedding venue where she supervised the finer details of the decorations, making certain the florist had placed the arrangements in the chapel and the reception hall exactly as Casey had envisioned. She checked with the venue’s sound guy to make sure he had the correct music loaded and ready to go when the bride walked down the aisle. Kalea had gone with pre-recorded music instead of a vocalist or string quartet. She’d chosen the songs she wanted, including a traditional Hawaiian song called “White Sandy Beach.”

      When she was sure everything was in order, she hurried back to the hotel to collect Kalea.

      She wore the silky robe Casey had left for her. They sneaked out through a side door to keep the men from seeing her before the wedding.

      They arrived at the chapel twenty minutes later and entered the rectory where Mina had set up shop for the afternoon. They spent the next two hours on makeup for Kalea and Casey. When Mina finished, Hank’s wife, Sadie, and little girl, Emma, showed up to help them get dressed. The photographer arrived early, snapping pictures of Kalea at various stages of preparation. When the bride was dressing, the photographer had Casey and Sadie pose with Kalea in place of her mother.

      Casey hugged her friend. “Your mother would be so proud of you. You’re absolutely stunning.”

      Kalea blinked back tears.

      “Don’t cry,” Casey exclaimed. She grabbed a tissue and held it out for Kalea. “You’ll smear your makeup. And Mina did a wonderful job.”

      After the bride was dressed in her simple white dress, Mina appeared carrying a beautiful white Haku Lei, the traditional Hawaiian headdress worn by Hawaiian brides.

      Again, Kalea’s eyes filled with tears. “I didn’t know…”

      “Your mother would have insisted,” Casey said.

      Mina settled the wreath of flowers in Kalea’s dark hair, blinking back her own tears.

      Casey grabbed several tissues and passed them around to all the ladies, including herself. “You’re beautiful,” she said and sniffed. “Hawk is a very lucky man.”

      The photographer snapped photos of the bride and the ladies assisting her. “I’ll be back. I need to get photos of the men getting ready.”

      Casey held Kalea’s hand. “At this point, I always ask the bride if she’s absolutely sure this is what she wants to do. But I can see by the happiness in your face, this is so right.”

      Kalea nodded. “Hawk is the man for me.” She squeezed Casey’s hand. “I hope to be at your wedding next.”

      Casey wrinkled her brow. “I’m not even engaged.”

      “I think it’s only a matter of time.” Kalea winked. “Rooster only has eyes for you.”

      Casey’s stomach filled with butterflies.

      “And how can he resist you when you look so beautiful in that dress?”

      The reflection in the mirror showed two beautiful women. “You’re the beauty today. This is your day to shine the brightest.”

      Kalea laughed. “Sadie McClain is here.” She smiled at Hank’s wife. “No one can compete with you.”

      “Honey, there is no competition here,” Sadie said. “You’re absolutely stunning.” She lifted Emma in her arms. “You’re the star of this show, sweetie.”

      Emma stared at Kalea, her eyes wide. “You’re a princess.”

      Kalea laughed. “I feel like one.”

      The door opened, and Sylvia Rodriguez, Casey’s potential client, entered. “I hope you do not mind, but I could not resist. I had to see what was going on behind the scenes.”

      “Please, come in,” Kalea said. “Casey has done a fantastic job pulling this wedding together. You can’t go wrong with her as a wedding planner. She goes above and beyond the call of duty.” Kalea winked at Casey, sharing their secret.

      Casey glanced at the clock on the wall, and her heart skipped several beats. “It’s time.”

      As the words left her mouth, Kalea’s father appeared at the door. “The groom is in place. Is the bride ready?” He stopped when he spotted his daughter, and tears filled his eyes.

      Casey handed him a tissue.

      He wiped his eyes as he held his daughter’s hand. “You’re beautiful. Just like your mother.”

      Kalea hugged her father.

      The music started. The cue that the wedding was about to begin.

      Casey handed Kalea her bouquet of white flowers that matched her headdress. She took her smaller bouquet and handed the basket of rose petals to Emma.

      Sadie left the room, holding Emma’s hand. She would escort Emma down the aisle as the little girl spread flower petals in front of the bridal procession.

      Casey was next. “Remember to breathe and look around. Commit this moment to memory. Otherwise, it’ll all be a blur.”

      Kalea nodded. “I’m ready.”

      Casey left the rectory and walked down the aisle toward Hawk and the best man.

      Instead of the black tuxedo that had been ruined by the cartel, he wore his US Navy Dress Blue uniform, with its shiny gold buttons and several rows of ribbons hanging on the left side of his chest. Jacob stood beside him, also wearing his Dress Blue uniform, clean shaven and standing at attention.

      She’d never seen more handsome men.

      Their Navy teammates filled the chapel pews, also wearing their dress blues, hair neatly combed and all brass shining.

      Casey’s heart swelled with pride and gratitude for these men, who’d given so much to the defense of their country.

      She stopped at the front of the chapel as the wedding march played, and Kalea appeared at the end of the aisle on her father’s arm. Her hair was wreathed in flowers, and her face was wreathed in a huge smile. Her gaze locked with Hawk’s as she walked the aisle, and then her father gave her over to her soon-to-be husband.

      As the preacher looked out at the audience consisting mostly of SEALs, he cleared his throat and started, “We are gathered today to join this man and this woman in holy—”

      A piercing screech echoed from the back of the chapel, drawing all gazes toward the sound.

      Casey spun toward a woman flying down the aisle her hands outstretched like claws.

      “Camila,” Kalea cried out.

      Anger erupted inside Casey. “Oh, no, you don’t.” She flung down her bouquet like a gauntlet and leaped into the aisle, ducked her shoulder and plowed into Camila, tackling her to the ground. She straddled the woman, pinned her arms to the ground then spoke through gritted teeth, “You will not ruin my friend’s wedding.”

      Navy SEALs leaped to their feet and helped Casey rise. Hank and Maddog escorted a kicking and screaming Camila out of the chapel.

      Sylvia Rodriguez rose from her seat. “Miss Wesson, you’re hired!”

      Grinning, Casey smoothed her dress down over her legs, lifted her chin, patted her hair and returned to the front of the chapel where she retrieved her bouquet, and took Kalea’s from her for the duration of the ceremony.

      The rest of the wedding went perfectly.

      Hawk and Kalea shared vows they’d each written for the other, and they exchanged rings. It was all beautiful and poignant. And it all passed in a blur for Casey.

      She didn’t breathe until the preacher pronounced them husband and wife, and they were on their way back down the aisle together.

      Jacob approached her and held out his arm.

      She’d never been so happy to lean on someone as she was at that moment. Casey was glad Jacob was there, and that he would escort her back down the aisle.

      As they waited for the bride and groom to leave the chapel, Jacob smiled at her, that one gesture making everything right with her world again.

      “You are a remarkable woman,” he whispered. “I don’t think an NFL linebacker could have pulled off such an incredible tackle as you did today. And in a dress, no less.”

      Casey fought a hysterical giggle. “It was an instinctive reaction. I didn’t even think.”

      “Your instincts saved the day. The rest of us were too stunned to move fast enough.”

      Her cheeks burned as she imagined what she must have looked like flying down the aisle at Camila. “Any one of you would have stopped her.”

      He shook his head. “Not in time.” Jacob squeezed her arm against his side. “I didn’t get a chance to tell you how beautiful you are, Casey Wesson.”

      She smiled up at him. “You look amazing in your uniform. You took my breath away when I came out of the back. A man, dressed like that, could sweep a girl off her feet.”

      “Then I’m glad I chose to wear this.” He leaned close. “Is it too soon to ask you to marry me?”

      Casey shot a glance toward him, her gaze meeting his. “You’re kidding, right?”

      Jacob shook his head. “No. I never believed in love at first sight…until I met you.” He held up a hand. “Don’t answer me yet. I can see you need time to get to know me. But I’m sure you’ll learn to love me. I’ll make sure you do. Because I know in my heart, you’re the woman for me, and I’ll do everything in my power to prove to you that I’m your guy.”

      Casey’s heart pounded against her chest, and her vision blurred. “Jacob, I don’t need time to get to know you. I love you now, and I know in my heart I always will.”

      Jacob smoothed his hand down her arm to grasp her hand.

      They’d been speaking in whispers, but now that the bride and groom had left the chapel, all eyes were on them.

      Casey’s face heated, and her heart swelled. “How fast can you run?”

      “Faster than you. I’m not wearing heels.” He winked. “Ready?”

      She nodded.

      Holding hands, Casey ran down the aisle and out of the chapel, eager to start her new life with the Navy SEAL of her dreams. Who knew she’d fall for a military guy?

      Hell. She of all people should have known.

      Who could resist a man in uniform?
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      Jacob rolled onto his side, pulling Casey with him. They lay naked in the bed in Casey’s apartment after hours of exploring every inch of each other’s bodies. Yeah, he could see himself with her for the long-term. He could get used to waking up every day with her beside him.

      The wedding reception at McP’s had been rowdy with lots of beer and many toasts to the bride and groom. They’d seen Hawk and Kalea off in the rented limousine. The bride and groom’s next stop had been the airport for their flight to their honeymoon in the Crazy Mountains near Eagle Rock, Montana.

      “Mmm.” Casey moaned. “What a night.”

      “Which part?” Jacob asked. “The part where you tackled the woman who was ruining your wedding plans? Or the part where we ditched the wedding party and came back to your place?”

      She chuckled. “Both.”

      He pressed a kiss to her forehead and then each of her eyelids. “Did I tell you Hank spoke to the police and the DEA after the wedding?”

      She leaned up on one elbow, a frown furrowing her pretty brow. “No, you didn’t.”

      He grinned sheepishly. “I guess I forgot.”

      She playfully slapped his bare chest, her hand coming to rest over his heart. “How could you forget something that important?”

      “I had my mind on something else…rather…someone else.” He pulled her over until she lay on top of him and then kissed her thoroughly.

      Casey returned the kiss, breaking it off first. “You’re stalling. What did Hank say?”

      “He said Camila’s brothers confessed to the kidnapping, and that Camila put them up to it.”

      “I thought they were a tight-knit family.” Casey’s brow wrinkled. “How did they get her brothers to confess?”

      Jacob’s lips twisted in a wry grin. “In exchange for leniency on their drug trafficking charge.” His grin broadened. “They said they were tired of her loco behavior.”

      Casey’s frown melted away, replaced by a smile that lit the room. “That’s funny. I think we were all tired of her crazy obsessiveness.”

      Jacob’s grin disappeared. He reached up and brushed his thumb across the bandage on her temple. “I’m just glad you weren’t hurt any more than you were. I kinda like having you around. Think you could put up with a frogman for the long term?”

      She stared down into his eyes for a long moment, making him wonder if she was having second thoughts.

      “I don’t think…” she paused.

      His breath caught and held. Had she changed her mind?

      Then she continued with, “I don’t think I could live without this particular frogman. I kinda like having you around, too.” Her lips curled upward. “Is it too soon to say yes?”

      Jacob’s heart swelled. “No, ma’am,” he said and crushed her in his arms, kissing her until he had to let go so that they could breathe.

      When she was settled beside him in the curve of his arm, he asked, “Does this mean you’re going to be planning another wedding?”

      “Could be,” she said, running a finger over the hard muscles of his chest. “Have you thought of a date?”

      He touched his lips to her bandaged temple, careful not to hurt her. “How’s tomorrow sound to you?”

      She laughed. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “You’re the expert wedding planner.” He leaned back and gave her a narrow-eyed glance. “Are you telling me you can’t plan a wedding in a day?”

      “I could do it, but I’d like to take it a little slower.”

      His stern glance turned into a worried frown. “Are you having second thoughts?”

      “No. Not at all. But I’ve found my prince, who happens to be a frog. Or frogman.” She grinned. “I’d kinda like to have the fairytale wedding to go along with that scenario, if that’s all right with you.”

      “Darlin’, whatever your heart desires. As long as I’m part of what it desires, I’m okay with anything.” Again, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her, long and hard.

      When they came up for air, Jacob pressed his forehead to Casey’s. “As for the bachelor party, do you think you could get that same cake? And the stripper…yeah…the same stripper.”

      She smoothed her palm across his cheek. “It’ll cost you.”

      “A price I’m willing to pay,” he whispered, and kissed her again.
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      “As you all know, William Reed escaped from a prison transport yesterday.” Sheriff Barron stood in front of a group of men and women who’d gathered around him at the side of the highway in the foothills of the Crazy Mountains on a blustery cold day in early April.

      He continued, “We have security camera footage showing him stealing a car from a convenience store in Bozeman. The license plate of the vehicle he stole matches the license plate of the vehicle behind me.” Sheriff Barron turned to the side and waved toward a vehicle half-hidden in the brush behind him. “The state police are on their way, and they’re also sending a helicopter from Bozeman. But they aren’t as familiar with the mountainous terrain as you are, and the weather might keep them from using the chopper. That’s why I’ve asked you to bring your horses and ATVs. All of you know these mountains better than anyone. And you are the select group of people I trust most to handle this situation.”

      James McKinnon tugged up the collar of his coat around his chin to keep a blast of wintery wind from snaking down his neck. He listened silently as the sheriff explained why they were there. With each breath James took, he blew out a little cloud of steam.

      Rucker, his bay gelding, pawed at the ground impatiently.

      James had chosen Rucker because he was the most sure-footed of the horses in his stable. For the manhunt they were about to conduct, the gelding was the best bet. The Crazy Mountains could be as dangerous as the man they were searching for. And the weather wasn’t helping.

      The sheriff gave them a steely glance. “We don’t know at this point whether or not Reed is armed but assume that he is.”

      James’s hand went to the pistol in the holster he had strapped to his hip.

      “Sheriff, what do you want us to do?” one of the men in the crowd called out.

      The sheriff straightened, with his shoulders pushed back and his mouth set in a firm line. He stared at each of the people gathered around, making eye contact with each person. “Bring him in.”

      “And how do you want us to do that,” another man called out.

      The sheriff’s chin lifted. “Most of you follow the news. Reed was in prison for multiple counts of murder. He killed two guards during the armored truck robbery. When he was cornered, he killed two cops. The man was serving a life sentence without parole.

      “While being transported to a high-security prison, his transport vehicle ran off the road. The driver was killed on impact, but the guard in back with Reed wasn’t. He was injured. Reed finished him off. Now, I’m not telling you to kill Reed, but if at any time you believe your life is in danger, shoot to kill the bastard. If at all possible, don’t engage…report. Our primary goal is to bring Reed in before he hurts anyone else.”

      James’s hands tightened into fists. He hadn’t killed a man since he’d been a member of Delta Force more than two decades ago. Not that he’d become squeamish about killing a man in his old age, but it was just that he’d thought his people-killing days were over when he’d left the military.

      The only killing he’d done lately was the occasional coyote in the chicken coop and deer or elk while hunting in the fall.

      From the news reports he’d been following, he knew Reed had turned into a really bad character. James was glad the bastard had headed into the mountains instead of the city. He reckoned that if the convict was cornered, he would take whatever hostage he could to get out of a situation.

      James had left instructions with his wife and daughter to stay inside the ranch house and keep the doors locked. But he knew they were stubborn women and wouldn’t stand by and leave the animals to fend for themselves, especially in bad weather. They’d venture out into the barnyard to feed the chickens, pigs, horses and goats to keep them from going hungry. With the winter weather making a reappearance, they’d likely put some of the livestock in the barn.

      Which would leave them at risk of being captured if Reed circled back to the Iron Horse Ranch. Hopefully, they’d be smart and enlist the help of their ranch foreman, Parker Bailey.

      Sheriff Barron held up a paper with an image of William Reed. James didn’t need to see the picture. He knew Reed. However, others amongst them were newer to Eagle Rock and the county. “This is our man. Right now, we think he’s up in the mountains. The longer he’s free, the hungrier he’ll get. It’s imperative we bring him in quickly. All of our families’ lives are in danger as long as he runs free.”

      “Then let’s stop talking and start tracking,” Marty Langley called out.

      The sheriff nodded. “All right, then, gather around the map. We’re going to split up into different quadrants so we’re not shooting at each other.” Sheriff Barron spread a map over the hood of his SUV, and the group gathered around him. He gave instructions as to where each person would be during the hunt and what signal they should give if they found something. He handed out as many two-way radios as he had, distributing them to every other quadrant.

      Once James had his assigned area, he mounted Rucker and rode into the mountains, his knee nudging the rifle in his scabbard, his hand patting the pistol on his hip.

      He’d known Reed for years. When you lived in a small community, everyone knew everyone else. Some were better at keeping secrets than others but, for the most part, everyone knew everyone else’s business.

      Reed had been a regular guy, working in construction and hitting the bar at night. He’d been a ladies’ man with a lot going for him. How had a guy like that ended up robbing an armored truck and killing the people driving it? What had driven Reed down the wrong path?

      James could have been home with his wife of thirty-five wonderful years, holding her close in front of the fireplace, instead of riding out on a cold winter’s night in search of a killer.

      He knew he had it good. After twenty years in the military, he’d settled in Montana on the land his father had passed down to him. He’d wanted his kids to have what he’d had growing up. Ranching had made him the man he was—unafraid of hard work, determined to make a difference, able to take on any challenge, no matter how physically or mentally difficult.

      He’d been damned proud of his sons and daughter and how they’d taken to ranching like they’d been born to it. Even Angus, who’d been twelve when they’d moved to the Crazy Mountains of Montana. He’d been the first to learn to ride and show the other boys how wonderful it could be to have the wind in their faces, galloping across the pastures.

      A cold wind whipped into James’s face, bringing him back to the present and the bitterness of an early spring cold snap. Just when they’d thought spring had come and the snow had started to melt at the lower elevations, the jet stream had taken a violent shift downward, dipping south from Canada into the Rocky Mountains of Montana, dumping a foot of fresh snow all the way down into the valleys.

      He nudged Rucker in the flanks, sending him up the path leading to a small canyon that crossed over a couple of ranches—including his, the Iron Horse Ranch.

      He knew the area better than anyone, having lived on the ranch as a child and as an adult since he’d returned from serving in the Army. As his father’s only child, he’d inherited the ranch upon his father’s death. Now, it was up to him to make it sustainable and safe for his family and ranch hands.

      Again, he thought about his wife, Hannah, and his daughter, Molly, and worried for their safety.

      Clouds sank low over the mountaintops, bringing with it more snow, falling in giant flakes. The wind drove them sideways, making it difficult to see the trail ahead.

      About the time James decided to turn back, he’d entered the canyon. Sheer walls of rock blocked some of the wind and snow, making it a little easier to see the path in front of Rucker.

      James decided to give the hunt a little more time before he gave up and returned to the highway where he’d parked his horse trailer.

      He knew of several caves in the canyon suitable for a fugitive to hole up in during a brutal winter storm. They weren’t much further along the trail, but they were higher up the slope. Snowcapped ridges rose up beside him. He was careful not to make any loud noises that might trigger an avalanche. Spending the next couple days in a cave wasn’t something he wanted to do.

      If he survived an avalanche, he could make do with the natural shelter until a rescue chopper could get into the canyon and fish him out. But Hannah and Molly would be sick with worry. James tried not to put himself in situations that made his sweet wife worry. Unfortunately, the Reed escape had worry written all over it. The man had escaped. He’d already proven he’d kill rather than go back to jail. He wouldn’t go peacefully.

      Rucker climbed higher up the side of the canyon wall, following a narrow path dusted in snow. The wind blew the majority of the flakes away, keeping the rocky ground fairly recognizable.

      The trail had been there for as long as James could remember. His father had told him it was a trail created by the Native Americans who’d once used the caves for shelter over a century ago.

      Rucker stumbled on a rock and lurched to the side.

      James’s heart skipped several beats as he held onto the saddle horn.

      Once Rucker regained his balance, he continued up the slope, plodding along, the snow pelting his eyes. He shook his head and whinnied softly.

      James patted the horse’s neck. “It’s okay. Only a little farther, and we’ll head back to the barn.” The weather in early April was unpredictable. It could stop snowing altogether or become a white-out blizzard in a matter of minutes.

      The first in the row of caves James remembered appeared ahead and up the slope to his left. He dropped down from his horse’s back and studied the dark opening. If he recalled correctly, the cave was little more than five or six feet back into the mountain side. Not enough to protect a man from the cold wind and driving snow.

      James grabbed Rucker’s reins and moved on to the next cave, glancing up the side of the hill as he approached.

      The hackles on the back of his neck rose to attention. Had he seen movement in the shadowy entrance?

      He stopped beside a small tree growing out of the side of the hill and looped Rucker’s reins loosely over a branch. The horse wouldn’t attempt to pull free. Rucker knew to hold fast. A loud noise might scare him into bolting for the barn. Otherwise, he’d stay put until James returned.

      Pulling his handgun from the holster, James started up the incline toward the cave, his focus on the entrance and the overhang of snow on the slope above the cave. With the recent melting and the added layer of fresh snow, the snow above the cave could easily become unstable. Anything, including a gust of wind, could trigger an avalanche, sending snow and rocks crashing down the hillside.

      James hoped he’d left Rucker well out of the path of the potential avalanche. If the snow started down the side of the hill, James would be forced to run for the cave and take shelter there. Possibly with a killer.

      More reason to get up to the cave, check it out and get back down to Rucker as soon as possible. He should have turned back when the snow got so thick he could barely see the trail. If one of his sons or daughter had continued on, he would have reamed them for their irresponsible behavior. And here he was doing what he would expect them to avoid.

      However, since he was there, he would check the cave. Then he’d head straight back to the highway and home. The search for the fugitive could continue the next day, after the snowstorm ended. Reed wouldn’t make much headway in the current weather, anyway.

      With his plan in mind, James trudged up the hill to the cave. He had camped in this particular grotto one fall when he’d been caught in a storm while out hunting elk. It went back far enough into the mountain to protect him from the wind and rain and was open enough to allow him to build a fire. He’d even staged additional firewood in case he ever got caught in a storm again. Then at least, he’d have dry wood to build a warming fire.

      If Reed was up in this canyon, this cave would be the perfect shelter from the current storm. The next one in line was harder to find and had a narrower entrance.

      As he neared the mouth of the cavern, he drew on his Delta Force training, treading lightly and keeping as much of his body out of direct line of fire as possible as he edged around the corner and peered into the shadows.

      The sound of voices echoed softly from the darkness near the back of the cave. He smelled wood smoke before he spotted the yellow glow of a fire, shedding light on two figures standing nearby.

      “Where is it?” one voice was saying, the tone urgent, strained.

      “I’m not telling you. If I tell you, you have no reason to keep me alive.”

      James stiffened. He remembered having a conversation with Reed outside the hardware store in Eagle Rock several years ago. That husky, deep voice wasn’t something a person forgot.

      His pulse quickening, James knew he had to get back down the mountain to the sheriff and let him know what he’d found. They weren’t supposed to engage, just report.

      But he hadn’t expected to find Reed with someone else. If he left and reported to the sheriff without identifying the other man and the two men managed to get out of the canyon before they were captured by the authorities, no one would know who was helping Reed.

      “I got you out of there, the least you can do is share your secret.”

      “I put it somewhere no one will find it. If I die, it goes to the grave with me,” Reed said. “I did that on purpose. I can’t trust anyone. If you want to know where it is, you’ll have to get me out of Montana alive.”

      “I told you I would. You have my word. But you can’t leave Montana without it.”

      “No, but I can leave Montana without you. If I’ve learned one thing in prison,” Reed’s voice grew deeper, “the only person you can trust is yourself.”

      “Damn it, Reed, we don’t have time to dick around. Sheriff Barron has a posse combing the mountains. The only thing keeping them from finding you is the storm moving in. Get the money, and let’s get the hell out of here.”

      James strained to see into the darkness, but the man with Reed had his back to the cave entrance and appeared to be wearing a knit ski hat. The voice was familiar, but he couldn’t put his finger on who it was. He leaned into the cave a little more, waiting for the man to shift into a position where the fire would light up his face.

      “You know, there’s a bounty on your head,” the man told Reed, in a threatening tone. “Maybe I don’t want your bag of money. It’s probably marked anyway. I could turn you in and collect the reward. I’d have the money and be a hero for saving the world from a killer.”

      Reed lunged toward the other man, knocking him back, his face even deeper in the shadows, or was it covered in a ski mask? “You dare threaten me?” He lifted the man off his feet and shoved him against the wall. “Do you know the hell I’ve lived in for the past thirteen years? I’ve seen men like you who’ve had their tongues carved out with a spoon. I didn’t get out of prison to put up with the likes of you.”

      The man being held against the wall gagged, his feet scraping against the hard rock surface behind him.

      James couldn’t let Reed kill the other man, even if the other man happened to be the one who’d helped him escape from prison. Taking a deep breath, he called out, “Drop him, Reed, or I’ll shoot.”

      The convict froze with his hand still gripping the other man’s throat. “Guess you’re gonna have to shoot.” Then he spun, dragging his captive with him, and using his body as a shield.

      Since his back was still to James, James couldn’t see who it was.

      “Go ahead,” Reed taunted. “Shoot. This piece of shit deserves to die.”

      The man he held fumbled in his jacket pocket, pulled out something long and shiny and then shoved it toward Reed.

      Reed gasped, his eyes widening. “Bastard,” he said, his voice more of a wheeze. His grip loosened on his captive.

      The man slumped to his knees and bent over.

      Reed stood for a long moment, his hand curling around the knife protruding from his chest. He gripped the handle and pulled it out. He stared at it, and then at James, and collapsed on top of the man he’d almost killed.

      James rushed forward, jammed his handgun into his holster and felt for a pulse in Reed’s neck. He had one, but it was faint and fluttering erratically.

      The man beneath him, grunted and pushed at the bulk of the dead man weighing him down. “Help me,” he said.

      James grabbed Reed’s arm and pulled him off the other man, laying him flat on his back.

      Reed stared up at James, his eyes narrowing. He whispered something.

      James leaned close, barely able to hear.

      “Where the…snake…threads…needle’s eye,” Reed coughed, and blood dribbled out of the side of his mouth.

      James pressed his hand to the wound in Reed’s chest. Having seen similar wounds in Iraq, he figured the knife had damaged a major organ, and Reed wasn’t going to make it out of that cave alive.

      Reed raised a hand and clutched his collar in a surprisingly strong grip. “They’ll never find it.” He chuckled, a gurgling sound that caused more blood to ooze from the corner of his mouth. Then his hand dropped to his side, and his body went limp.

      James pressed two fingers to the base of Reed’s throat, feeling for a pulse. When he felt none, he started to straighten.

      Something cold and hard pressed to his temple. “Move, and I’ll shoot.”

      His heart hammering against his ribs, James reached for the gun at his side. A cold feeling washed over him that had nothing to do with the gale-force winds blasting down through the canyon outside the walls of the cave.

      His holster was empty. He couldn’t believe he’d helped the other man, only to have him take his gun and turn it on him.

      “What did Reed say before he died?” the man behind him demanded.

      James held up his hands, shaking his head. “I don’t remember.”

      “You better start, or you can join him in his cold place in hell.”

      “Seriously, I couldn’t hear what he said. It was all garbled.”

      “He said something about a needle. I know you heard him. Tell me.” The angry guy behind him fired the gun, hitting James in the right arm.

      Pain knifed through his arm, and it hung limp against his side.

      “Tell me, or I’ll shoot again.”

      Outside, a rumbling sound made James forget about being shot at again. “If you want to get out of this cave alive, we have to leave now.”

      “I’m the one with the gun. I say when we leave.”

      “Then you’ll have to shoot me, because I’m not going to be trapped in this cave by an avalanche.” James lurched to his feet and started for the entrance.

      Rocks and snow started to fall from the slope above the cave’s entrance.

      “Avalanche,” James called out.

      The entire hillside to the south of the cave seemed to be slipping downward toward the floor of the canyon.

      “Stop, or I’ll shoot again!” the man in the ski mask yelled.

      “That’s what got the avalanche started in the first place. If you shoot again, even more will come crashing down on us.” James kept moving toward the cave entrance, looking north at a narrow trail leading out of the other side of the cave from where he’d entered. “If you want to live, you better follow me, and for the love of God, don’t shoot again.” He’d figure another way out of this mess, if he didn’t bleed out first. For now, James knew he had to get the hell out of there. If they stayed inside the cave, they’d be trapped. If they hurried out the north end, they might make it away from the avalanche.

      Rocks and snow pelted his back as he hurried across the slippery slope, praying the bulk of the avalanche was well on its way to the south. But more snow and rocks rushed toward him and the man holding a gun on him. His head light from blood loss, James ran, stumbling and skidding across loose gravel and tripping over small boulders. A rush of snow and debris scooped his feet out from under him and sent him sliding down the slope. He fought to keep his head above the snow. Then he crashed into something hard and everything went black.
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