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      Hiring on with the Jordanian camera crew as their interpreter hadn’t been all that difficult. With Jasmine Nassar’s ability to speak Arabic in a Jordanian dialect and also speak American English fluently, she’d convinced the Jordanian camera crew she had the experience they needed to handle the job. However, the resume she’d created, listing all the films she’d worked on, had probably lent more weight to their decision.

      Not that she’d actually worked on any movie sets. Her ability to “be” anything she needed to be, to fit into any character or role, was a talent she exploited whenever needed since she’d been “released” from the Israeli Sayeret Matkal three years earlier.

      Her lip curled. Released was the term her commanding officer had used. Forced out of the special forces unit was closer to the truth. All because of an affair she’d had with an American while she’d been on holiday in Greece. Because of that week in Athens, her entire life had upended, throwing her into survival mode for herself and one other—her entire reason for being. The reason she was in Jordan about to steal the ancient copper scroll.

      The Americans arrived on schedule for the afternoon’s shoot at the Jordan Museum in Amman, Jordan. The beautiful film star Sadie McClain appeared with her entourage of makeup specialists, hairstylists, costume coordinators, and a heavy contingent of bodyguards, including her husband, former Navy SEAL Hank Patterson.

      Sadie was in Jordan to film an action-adventure movie. All eyes would be on the beautiful blonde, giving Jasmine the distraction she’d need to achieve her goal.

      Much like the movie heroine’s role, Jasmine was there to retrieve a priceless antique. Only where Sadie was pretending to steal a third-century BC map, Jasmine was there to take the one and only copper scroll ever discovered. The piece dated back to the first century AD, and someone with more money than morals wanted it badly enough he’d engaged Jasmine to attain it for him.

      Up until the point in her life when she’d been driven out of her military career, she’d played by the rules, following the ethical and moral codes demanded by her people and her place in the military. Since the day she’d been let go with a dishonorable discharge, she’d done whatever it took to survive.

      She’d been a mercenary, bodyguard, private investigator and weapons instructor for civilians wanting to know how to use the guns they’d purchased illegally to protect themselves from terrorist factions like Hamas.

      Somewhere along the way, she must have caught the eye of her current puppet master. He’d done his homework and discovered her Achilles heel, then taken that weakness in hand and used it to make her do whatever he wanted her to do.

      And she’d do it because he had her by the balls. He held over her head the one thing that would make her do anything, even kill.

      Her contact had timed her efforts with the filming of the latest Sadie McClain blockbuster. The museum was closed to the public that afternoon but was filled with actors, makeup artists, cameramen, directors and sound engineers.

      The American director had insisted on an interpreter, though Jasmine could have told him it was redundant as nearly half the population of Jordan spoke English. Part of the deal they’d struck with the Jordanian government had been to employ a certain percentage of Jordanian citizens during the production of the movie. An interpreter was a minor concession to the staffing and wouldn’t interfere with the rest of the film crew.

      Plus, one inconsequential interpreter wouldn’t be noticed or missed when she slipped out with the scroll in hand.

      For the first hour, she moved around the museum with the film crew, reaffirming the exits, chokepoints and, of course, the location of her target. She’d visited the museum days before as a tourist, slowly strolling through, taking her time to examine everything about the building that she could access, inside and out.

      The scroll was kept in a climate-controlled room away from the main hallways and exhibits. Since the facility was closed to the public, there wouldn’t be anyone in the room.

      While the crew set up for a scene with Sadie McClain, Jasmine slipped into the room to study the display cases once more.

      The copper scroll had been cut into multiple pieces. Each piece had its own display case with a glass top, and each was locked. She’d brought a small file in the crossbody satchel she carried, along with a diamond-tipped glass cutter in the event the locks proved difficult. Cutting glass was the last resort. It would take too much time and could make too much noise if the glass shattered.

      She’d honed her skills in picking locks and safecracking as a child, one of the many skills her mother had taught her. She’d insisted Jasmine be able to survive should anything ever happen to her parents.

      Her mother had been orphaned as a small child in the streets of Athens. To survive, she’d learned to steal food and money, or valuables that could be sold for cash or traded for food.

      From picking pockets and swiping food from stores and restaurants, she’d worked her way up to stealing jewelry, priceless antiques and works of art from the rich all around the Mediterranean. She’d used her beauty and ability to quickly learn new languages to her advantage, infiltrating elite societal circles to divest the rich and famous of some of their wealth.

      She’d gone from a starving, barefoot child, wearing rags in the streets of Athens, to a beautiful young woman, wearing designer clothes and shoes and moving among the who’s who of the elite.

      Her life had been what she’d made of it until she’d met Jasmine’s father, a sexy, Israeli Sayeret Matkal soldier, at an Israeli state dinner attended by wealthy politicians, businessmen and their wives. She’d just stolen a diamond bracelet from the Israeli prime minister’s wife.

      The special forces soldier outfitted in his formal uniform had caught her with the diamond bracelet in her pocket and made her give it back as if the woman had dropped it accidentally.

      Rather than turn her in for the theft, he’d kept her close throughout the evening, dancing with her and pretending she was just another guest.

      Her mother had fallen for the handsome soldier and agreed to meet him the next day for coffee. Less than a month later, they’d married.

      For love, her mother had walked away from her life as a thief to be a wife and mother. But she’d never forgotten the hard lessons she’d learned on the streets. She’d insisted her daughter learn skills that could mean the difference between independence and dying of starvation or being reliant on someone who didn’t give a damn about her health or happiness.

      Her mother had taught her what school hadn’t, from languages, dialects and staying abreast of the news to learning skills like picking locks, safe cracking, picking pockets and hacking into databases for information. She’d learned skills most parents didn’t teach their children or warned their children to avoid.

      Jasmine had earned her physical capabilities from her father. As an only child, she’d been the son her father never had. As an elite Sayeret Matkal, her father had kept his body in top condition. Jasmine had worked out at home with him and matched his running pace, determined to keep up with the father she loved so fiercely.

      He’d taught her how to use a variety of weapons and the art of defending herself when she had no weapons at all. Because of her dedication to conditioning, her hand-to-hand combat skills and her ability to speak multiple languages, when she’d joined the Israeli military, she’d been accepted into Sayeret Matkal training soon after.

      After the Athens affair and her subsequent release from the elite forces, she’d continued her training.

      Now, due to circumstances out of her immediate control, she was on the verge of stealing from a museum the priceless copper scroll the Jordanians were so proud of.

      Her jaw hardened. If she had to steal every last item in the museum, she would—anything to get Eli back alive.

      She pulled the file from her satchel, glanced toward the room’s entrance and then bent to stick the file into the little keyed lock. She fiddled with the lock until she tripped the mechanism, and the lock clicked open.

      Jasmine tested the case top by lifting it several inches and then easing it back down. One down, several more to go. She’d work them a few at a time. When she had all the locks disengaged, she’d take the scroll and walk out of the museum or leave with the Jordanian film crew.

      She cringed at the thought of waiting for the crew to head home. They could be there well into the night, filming take after take until they perfected the sequences.

      No, she’d head out as soon as she could. She had a deadline she would not miss—could not miss—if she wanted to see Eli again.

      Jasmine jimmied the locks on a few more of the displays and then returned to where the crew was staging the next scene with Sadie McClain.

      In the shadow of a statue, one of Sadie’s bodyguards shifted, his eyes narrowing. He wore a baseball cap, making it difficult to see his face.

      Something about the way he held himself, the line of his jaw and the dark stubble on his chin struck a chord of memory in Jasmine. A shiver of awareness washed over her. She hurried past him without making eye contact.

      When she looked back, the space where he’d been standing was empty.

      Jasmine shook off a feeling of déjà vu and stood near the Jordanian camera crew, interpreting when needed but basically remaining quiet and out of the way.

      With the preparations for the big scene complete, the camera crews stood ready for the director to shout action.

      All other personnel were to move out of the line of sight of the cameras. This gave Jasmine the opportunity to slip back into the room with the copper scroll. When she heard the director shout, “Action,” Jasmine went to work quickly and efficiently, lifting the tops off the glass cases one at a time, wrapping each piece of the copper scroll in a soft swatch of fabric she’d brought in her satchel, handling them carefully so as not to break the fragile copper.

      Jasmine placed each piece inside a box she’d designed specifically for transporting the delicate scroll. Once all the pieces were stored, she closed the box and slid it into her satchel.

      Taking the extra time, she returned all the tops of the glass cases to their original positions so they wouldn’t draw attention until a museum employee just happened to notice the cases were empty. That should buy her time to get the items out of the museum and out of Jordan before anyone became suspicious.

      With her satchel tucked against her side, Jasmine hurried out of the room. At that moment, the director yelled, “Cut!” He motioned to the film crews and gave orders to the American and Jordanian cameramen.

      Some of the Jordanians looked around for their interpreter.

      Ready to get the hell out of the museum, Jasmine had no choice but to approach the cameramen and provide the necessary translation for the director. All the while, her hand rested on her satchel, anxiety mounting. The longer she stayed in the museum, the greater the chance of someone discovering the copper scroll was missing.

      Short of racing out of the building and drawing attention to herself, she remained, forcing a calm expression on her face when inside she was ready to scream. A life depended on her getting out of the museum and delivering the scroll—Eli’s life.

      

      Ace Hammerson—Hammer back in his Navy days—thought he recognized the interpreter as soon as she’d stepped through the museum doors with the Jordanian camera crew. The more he studied her, the more he was convinced it was her.

      Jasmine.

      The woman with whom he’d spent an amazing week in Athens. A week he could never forget.

      Had it really been four years?

      Granted, she looked different from the last time he’d seen her. She’d changed. Her dark hair peeked out from beneath the black scarf she wore over her head and draped around her shoulders. Her curves were hidden beneath a long black tunic and black trousers. Her face was a little thinner, but those full, rosy lips and her eyes gave her away. There was no mistaking the moss green irises that had captivated him from the first time he’d met her at an outdoor café in the Monastiraki district of Athens.

      He'd come to Antica Café on a recommendation from a buddy who’d been there a year earlier. The place had been packed, with no empty tables left. Tired and hungry after the twenty-hour journey from San Diego to Athens, he’d just wanted to eat, find his hotel and crash.

      Rather than look for a less crowded café, he’d looked for an empty seat. A beautiful woman sat in a far corner, a book in her hand, enjoying a cup of expresso. Ace had approached, hoping she wouldn’t blow him off, and asked if she spoke English.

      She’d looked up at him with those amazing green eyes and smiled. In that moment, he’d felt a stirring combination of lust, longing and... strangely...homecoming wash over him. It could have been exhaustion, but more than hunger made him want to join this woman at her table.

      She spoke English with a charming accent he couldn’t place as either Greek or Arabic. When he’d asked if he could share her table, she’d tilted her head and stared at him with slightly narrowed eyes before finally agreeing with a relaxed smile.

      That had been the beginning of the most incredible week of his life. His only regret was that he’d had to go back to work after that week. Before he’d had time to look her up, based on the phone number she’d given him, he’d deployed for several months to Afghanistan, where the mission had been so secret, they’d gone incommunicado to avoid any leaks.

      By the time he’d returned to his home base, her number had been disconnected.

      He hadn’t known where to begin looking for her. In all their conversations, she’d barely revealed much about her life other than both her parents were dead, having been killed in a Hamas strike in Israel.

      Because of her reference to her parents being killed in a Hamas strike, he’d assumed she was from Israel. She’d talked about her mother having been from Greece and her father from Israel. Like him, her father had been on vacation in Athens when he’d met her.

      Ace had searched for her online, hoping to find out something about her whereabouts, but failed miserably. On his next vacation, he’d gone back to Greece, to the same restaurant where they’d met, hoping by some strange coincidence he’d find her there. He’d walked the same paths they’d walked through the city, looking for her. He’d stayed in the same hotel where they’d stayed, even insisting on the same room.

      She hadn’t been there. He’d gone to Tel Aviv and talked with some acquaintances he’d met during joint training exercises with the Israeli military. They hadn’t heard of her.

      As many people as there were in Israel, Ace hadn’t expected to find her just by asking around. But he’d hoped that the same magic that had brought them together the first time would help him find her again. After a year, he’d admitted defeat and tried to forget her.

      That had never happened. Every woman he’d dated after Jasmine had never sparked in him the fire and desire he’d felt with the woman he’d met in Athens.

      Now, here he was, freshly out of the military, working with Hank Patterson and his team of Brotherhood Protectors in Amman, Jordan. Nowhere near Athens and four years after that fated affair, she walked back into his life.

      New to the Brotherhood Protectors, Ace had agreed to accompany Hank and members of his team to Jordan to provide security for the film crew and actors who were friends of Hank’s wife, Sadie McClain, on her latest movie set. He’d be an extra, there to observe one of the team’s assignments.

      They didn’t always provide security for film crews, but since significant unrest existed in the countries surrounding the relatively stable Jordan, the film producers and studio had budgeted for a staff of security specialists.

      Hank had worked with the studio and cut them a deal to ensure his people provided security for his wife and the crew there to make movie magic. Brotherhood Protectors were the most qualified to provide the safety net they might need if fighting spilled over the borders from countries surrounding Jordan.

      Though he’d been excited and curious about the mechanics of making a movie, Ace’s attention had shifted the moment Jasmine entered the museum.

      His gaze followed her as she moved among the Jordanian film crew, standing between Americans and Jordanians, interpreting instructions when needed.

      As the camera crew set up, Jasmine left them to wander around the museum, looking at ancient artifacts on display. At one point, she disappeared into a side room and remained gone for several minutes.

      Ace started to follow when Hank approached him. “It’s amazing, isn’t it?”

      Ace nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      Hank grinned. “I never imagined the amount of people it takes to produce a film until I accompanied Sadie on set for the first time.”

      Though Ace would rather focus his attention on Jasmine’s movements, he gave his new boss all his attention. “I never realized there was so much involved.”

      “Right? It takes an incredible amount of coordination to set up a gig like this, from securing a location to getting permission, in this case, from the government to film here, to transporting all the equipment. Not to mention hiring people to do all aspects, including lighting, sound, video, makeup and costumes.”

      Ace’s gaze remained on the door through which Jasmine had disappeared. “And that’s just the filming,” he commented, mentally counting the seconds Jasmine was out of his sight.

      Then, she emerged from the room and rejoined her camera crew.

      Ace let go of the breath he’d been holding.

      Hank continued the conversation Ace had lost track of. “After the filming, there’s the editing, music, marketing and more.” The former Navy SEAL shook his head, his lips forming a wry smile. “I have so much more respect for all those names that scroll across the screen in the movie theater when they show the credits.” He chuckled. “I always wondered, and now I know, what a key grip is.”

      Jasmine worked with the cameramen once more, then stepped back into the shadows.

      Once the cameramen were in place, the lighting guy gave a thumbs-up. The director nodded, spoke with Sadie and then stepped back.

      “They’re about to start filming,” Hank said.

      When the director raised a hand, everyone grew quiet.

      The director looked around at the placement of the cameras, Sadie and the lighting, then nodded.

      Ace felt as though everyone took a collective breath, waiting for it...

      “Action!” the director called out.

      Ace’s attention was divided between Jasmine, the actors, the cameramen and the supporting staff.

      The beautiful, blond actress, Sadie McClain, did not command his attention like Jasmine.

      Sure, Sadie was gorgeous, dressed in khaki slacks that hugged her hips, boots up to her knees and a flowing white blouse tucked into the narrow waistband of her trousers.

      Her mane of golden hair had been styled into a natural wind-swept look with loose waves falling to her shoulders. She worked her way through the museum corridor, pretending to be a patron until she arrived at a golden statue encased in a glass box.

      As Sadie studied the statue, her character assessing her chances of stealing it, Jasmine slipped out of the main museum corridor into the side room again.

      What was she doing in there?

      Ace wanted to follow her, but to do so, he’d have to pick his way through the camera crews and lighting people. He didn’t want to get in the way while the cameras were rolling. God forbid he should trip over a cable, make a noise or cast a shadow and make them have to start all over again.

      So, he stood as still as a rock, all his attention on that room, counting the seconds until Jasmine came out or the director called, “Cut!”

      Finally, Jasmine emerged from the room.

      At the same time, the director yelled, “Cut!”

      The crossbody satchel she’d worn pushed behind her now rested against the front of her hip; her hand balanced on it. Her head turned toward the museum entrance and back to the organized chaos of camera crews shifting positions and responding to the director’s suggestions. An American cameraman approached the Jordanian crew and spoke in English.

      Members of the Jordanian camera crew frowned, looking lost. One of them spotted Jasmine and waved her over.

      Jasmine’s brow furrowed. Her gaze darted toward the museum entrance once more before she strode across the floor to join the cameramen. She listened to the American cameraman and translated what he was saying for the Jordanians, who, in turn, grinned, nodded, and went to work adjusting angles.

      Jasmine stepped back into the shadows.

      Ace nodded to Hank. “Excuse me. I want to check on something.”

      Hank’s eyes narrowed as his gaze swept through the people milling about. “Anything to be concerned about?”

      Was there anything to be concerned about? Ace’s gut told him something was off, but he didn’t see a need to alarm Hank until he had a better idea of what. “No, I just want to look at some of the displays.”

      “Are you a history buff?” Hank asked.

      “A little. I’m always amazed at artifacts that were created centuries much earlier than our country’s inception.”

      Hank nodded. “Yeah, some of the items in this museum date back hundreds of years before Christ.” He gave Ace a chin lift. “Explore while you can. It looks like they’re getting ready for another take.”

      His gaze remained on Jasmine as Ace strode across the smooth stone floors to the room Jasmine had visited twice in less than an hour.

      The room was climate-controlled, with soft lighting and several display cases positioned at its center. At a brief glance, nothing appeared out of place, but as Ace moved closer to the display cases, he frowned. They appeared...

      Empty.

      His pulse leaped as he read the information plaque beside the row of cases.

      Copper scroll. 1st century AD.

      He circled the cases and found that they all had keyed locks. He didn’t dare lift the tops off the cases. If he did, he’d leave his fingerprints all over the glass and possibly be accused of stealing what had been inside.

      His stomach knotted. Jasmine had been in here. Had she come to steal the copper scroll? Did she have it stashed in that satchel she’d carried around all afternoon?

      Ace spun on his heels and left the room. His gaze went to the last place he’d seen Jasmine. She wasn’t there.

      His pulse slammed into hyperdrive as he scanned the vast corridor where the film crew worked.

      She was nowhere to be seen.

      Ace strode toward the museum’s entrance. As he neared the massive doors, someone opened the door and slipped through it.

      That someone was Jasmine.

      What the hell was she up to? If she’d stolen the scroll, he had to get it back. If he didn’t, the museum would hold Hank’s team responsible for the theft, especially considering they were the security team.

      The copper scroll was a national treasure. If he didn’t get it back, it could cause an international incident as well as delay film production.

      Ace slipped out of the museum and paused to locate the thief.

      Dark hair flashed as Jasmine rounded the corner of a building across the street from the museum.

      Ace had to wait for a delivery truck to pass in front of him before he could cross the road. As he waited, two large men dressed in black entered the side street, heading in the same direction as Jasmine.

      Once the delivery truck passed, Ace crossed the street and broke into a jog, hurrying toward the street Jasmine had turned onto.

      As Ace reached the corner of the building, he heard a woman shout, “No!”

      He turned onto the street.

      A block away, the two men in black had Jasmine by her arms. She fought like a wildcat, kicking, twisting, and struggling while holding onto the satchel looped over her neck and shoulder. One man ripped the scarf from her head and reached for the satchel’s strap.

      “Hey!” Ace yelled, racing toward the men.

      Jasmine used the distraction to twist and kick the man on her right in the groin. When he doubled over, she brought her knee up, slamming it into his face.

      The injured man released her arm.

      Jasmine turned to the other man, but not soon enough. He backhanded her on the side of her face hard enough to send her flying.

      As she fell backward, the man grabbed the satchel and yanked, pulling it over her head as she fell hard against the wall of a building.

      Clutching the satchel like a football, the man ran. His partner staggered to his feet and followed.

      Ace would have gone after them but was more concerned about Jasmine.

      The men ran to the end of the street. A car pulled up, they dove in, and, in seconds, they were gone.

      Jasmine lay against the wall, her eyes closed, a red mark on her cheek where the man had hit her.

      Anger burned in Ace’s gut. He wanted to go after the men and beat the shit out of them. But he couldn’t leave this injured woman lying in the street.

      He knelt beside her and touched her shoulder. “Jasmine.”

      Jasmine moaned, blinked her eyes open and stared up into his face, her brow furrowing. “Ace? What—” She glanced around, her frown deepening. “Where am I?” She met his gaze again. “Is it really you?”

      His lips turned up on the corners. “Yes, it’s me. You’re in Jordan.” His brow dipped. “You were attacked.”

      She pinched the bridge of her nose. “What happened?”

      “Two men attacked you,” he said.

      “Two men...” She shook her head slowly. “Jordan...” Then her eyes widened, and she looked around frantically. “My satchel! Where is my satchel?”

      “The men who hurt you took it.”

      She struggled to get to her feet. “Where did they go? I have to get it back.” As she stood, she swayed.

      Ace slipped an arm around her narrow waist. “They’re gone.”

      “No!” She raked a hand through her hair. “I need that satchel.” Jasmine pushed away from Ace and started running back the way they’d come, then stopped and looked over her shoulder. “Which way did they go?”

      He tipped his head in the direction the men had gone.

      When Jasmine turned in that direction, Ace stepped in front of her and gripped her arms. “They’re gone. You won’t catch up to them now.”

      “Why didn’t you stop them? They stole my satchel!” She tried to shake off his grip on her arms.

      His lips pressed together, and his grip tightened. “What was in the satchel, Jasmine?”

      “Something important. I have to get it back. Please, let go of me.”

      “Was the copper scroll in your bag?” he asked quietly so only she could hear his words.

      Her gaze locked with his. For a moment, she hesitated, as if deciding whether or not to trust him. Then she nodded. “I had to take it. If I don’t get it back, someone I care about will die.”
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      “Please,” Jasmine begged. “You have to let go of me.”

      Ace, the man she’d dreamed about for the past four years, shook his head. “I can’t let you go. You stole the copper scroll from the museum. To do the right thing, I should turn you over to the Jordanian police.”

      She held her hands out, palms up. “But I don’t have the scroll. How will you prove it? The thieves are getting away as we stand here. We have to go after them.”

      He shook his head. “I’m taking you back to the museum, where you’ll tell them what you’ve done.”

      Jasmine’s heart twisted in her chest. “If I do that, they’ll put me in jail. I won’t get out in time to stop what will happen. Did you not hear what I said? I have to get the scroll back and hand it over to them in the next forty-eight hours, or they’ll kill him.”

      “Kill who?” Ace asked.

      “Eli.” She swallowed hard on the lump forming in her throat, her eyes burning with unshed tears. “They’ll kill Eli!”

      Ace frowned. “Who’s Eli? Your boyfriend?”

      Jasmine shook her head, afraid to tell him but more afraid of losing Eli if she didn’t. “Eli is someone I love more than life itself.”

      Ace’s eyebrows dipped lower on his forehead.

      “Please.” She touched a hand to his arm and stared into his dark eyes. “You have to help me.”

      “Is he being held hostage?” Ace asked.

      She nodded.

      “By who?”

      “I have no idea,” she said. “All I know is that they have Eli.”

      Ace crossed his arms over his chest. “Start from the beginning.”

      She looked past him in the direction the assailants had gone, her shoulders sagging. Her gaze came back to him. “A week ago, while I was away with ...work... three men broke into my home and took Eli.”

      “Didn’t you see who they were?”

      She shook her head. “I was away on a job. My housekeeper contacted me immediately, but it was too late.”

      “Did she call the police?”

      Jasmine shook her head. “The note they left with her said that if anyone contacted the police, Eli would die. With the note, they left a burner cell phone. I was to wait until they called with instructions regarding what I had to do to get Eli back alive.”

      Ace’s lips pressed into a tight line. “How long was it from the time they took Eli to the time you got the call?”

      “It was an hour before I got home. As soon as I walked in the door of my apartment, my housekeeper handed me the phone, and it rang.”

      “They must have been watching you or your home.” Ace nodded. “What did they say?”

      “A man told me to get the copper scroll, or they’d kill Eli.” She looked around, a sense of hopelessness washing over her. “Now, I have no way of knowing where it went or if I can get it back in the next forty hours—my deadline to deliver.” She raised a hand to Ace’s chest, laying it flat against his solid muscles. “Please, let me go after them. I didn’t steal the artifact for the money. I took it to save Eli.”

      Ace stared into her eyes, his own narrowing. “I’ll help you find the men who took your satchel if you promise to return the copper scroll to the museum.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t make that promise. If it comes to a choice between Eli’s life or an ancient artifact, it really isn’t a choice. I’ll do anything to save Eli,” she said, her tone low, her fingers clenched into fists.

      “How about this? I’ll help you find who stole the scroll from you. I’ll also help you find and free Eli. Then we’ll return the scroll to the museum.”

      She chewed on her bottom lip. “All I want is to get him back safely. What happens to the scroll is not at all important. But if it works out, I’ll give the scroll back to the museum.” She drew in a deep breath and let it out, her heart banging against her ribs. “Now, can we please go after those men?” Tears welled in her eyes. “I can only imagine how terrified Eli is in the hands of his captors. I hope they aren’t hurting him, that they’re feeding him, and that he has a warm place to sleep. He doesn’t deserve this.” Her heart squeezed hard in her chest.

      Ace’s jaw hardened. For a long moment, he stared into Jasmine’s eyes. Then he drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “If I help you, I’ll be aiding and abetting a thief who has stolen a national treasure.”

      She nodded. “Then don’t help me. But let me go after those men.”

      He shook his head. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t help. But to catch them, we’ll need more help than I can provide by myself.”

      Jasmine shook her head. “I can’t go to the police.”

      He pulled his cell phone from his pocket. “I’m not going to the police.”

      She touched his arm. “They said that if I notified any law enforcement agency, they’d kill Eli.”

      “I’m not notifying a law enforcement agency.” He selected a contact and sent a text. Moments later, he received one in response.

      “Who are you texting, and what did you say?”

      “My boss. I told him I had a mission I need to take care of.”

      “You told me you were a Navy SEAL. Your boss is the president of the United States.” She shook her head, worry stirring acid in her stomach.

      Ace gave her a tight smile. “I’m not in the Navy anymore. I work for a security agency headed up by Hank Patterson. He’s in the museum now, watching over the movie star and the film crew.”

      Jasmine shook her head. “He already has a job and needs to be there for the film production. How can he help?”

      Ace grinned. “He has an entire team of people who can help locate those two thieves. I’m contacting his computer guy, Swede. He knows how to tap into surveillance systems at airports, train stations and anywhere else those men choose to travel through.”

      “But your Swede doesn’t know who he’s looking for.”

      Ace glanced up at the corner of the building closest to them. “There’s a camera on that building. All we have to do is talk to the building owner, tap into his surveillance footage and send the images to Swede.”

      “That all takes time,” Jasmine cried. “I don’t have time.”

      Ace cocked an eyebrow. “What else do you have?”

      She glared at him. “If you’d let me go, to begin with, I could’ve caught up with them.”

      He shook his head. “They were moving fast, and a vehicle picked them up at the end of this street. You wouldn’t have been able to keep up on foot.”

      She pouted. “You could’ve mentioned they’d been picked up.”

      His lips twitched. “Come on. Let’s ask this building owner if we can tap into his surveillance system. I’m sure they’ll want to help a damsel in distress.”

      She frowned. “You’re not going to tell them what was in the satchel, are you?”

      He shook his head. “All he’ll know was that those men stole your purse. Of course, he’ll want to help you get it back. If we can get facial scans of those men, we’ll have something to start with.”

      She didn’t like involving any more people than already were, but what choice did she have? Eli’s life hung in the balance.

      Ace led the way to the front of the building and held the door to let her into a gold and jewelry shop that sold high-end items.

      Ace approached the man behind the counter. “Sir, do you speak English?”

      The man shook his head. “Very little.”

      Jasmine touched a hand to her cheek and looked as pathetic as she felt as she stepped closer. In Arabic, she told him that she’d been attacked on the street outside his building and asked if his surveillance camera worked.

      The man’s eyes widened. Answering in Arabic, he said, “I will contact the police. They will want to know about the theft and to be on the lookout for the two men.”

      Jasmine gritted her teeth. This was just the situation she did not want to happen. “Sir, I’m afraid they will be long gone if we wait for the police. If we could review the recordings of your surveillance cameras, I might be able to identify them. My people have a way of dealing with individuals who harm family members.”

      The store owner’s eyes narrowed. “Yes, indeed. My store was robbed last year. The police never caught the thief.” He stepped back and waved toward the door at the rear of the shop. “Come with me. We will find those men.”

      Fifteen minutes later, they had images of the men who’d accosted her, had sent them to Ace’s computer guy, Swede, and thanked the shop owner for his help.

      He took both her hands in his and gave her a kind smile. “I have a daughter close to your age.” His glance went to Ace. “Like your husband, I would want to find those men before the police.”

      Jasmine smiled at the man, feeling awful that she’d stolen an artifact his country valued dearly. When she got it back and traded it for her son, she’d find a way to steal it again and return it to Jordan.

      As they stepped out of the shop, Ace looked both ways. “Now what?”

      “We go to the airport,” Jasmine said.

      “Why do you think they would’ve gone to the airport?”

      “Jordan is more or less landlocked and surrounded by Syria, Israel and Saudi Arabia. They would be foolish to cross into those countries given the current state of affairs in each. And when I was attacked, one of the men said páre to portofóli.

      Ace’s brow twisted.

      “It’s Greek for get the purse.”

      “Greek, huh?” He waved down a taxi. As the driver pulled up to the curb, Ace leaned close to Jasmine. “When we get a moment alone, I want the whole story about this Eli and why they would take him to get you to steal the artifact.”

      She nodded. What did she have to lose? He wasn’t a member of law enforcement, and two heads were better than one in this game someone was playing with her and her son.

      On the ride to the airport, Ace’s cell phone chirped with an incoming text. He read it and passed it to her. “Good thing we’re on the way to the airport. The two men who attacked you showed up there a few minutes ago.”

      “Was he able to identify the flight they were getting on?”

      “No, but he’s tracking them,” Ace said. “Hopefully, we’ll get to the airport before their plane takes off.”

      Jasmine leaned forward and spoke in Arabic to the driver, “How long until we get to the airport?”

      The driver shrugged and answered, also in Arabic, “Twenty minutes.”

      Jasmine met the man’s gaze briefly in the rearview mirror. “I’ll pay you one hundred more dinars if you get us to the airport in ten minutes.”

      The man frowned, glanced at the speedometer, then pressed his foot down on the accelerator, getting more aggressive in passing slow-moving traffic.

      “What did you say to him?” Ace asked.

      She leaned back in her seat, looking for a seatbelt. “I just gave him a little more incentive to get us there quicker.” When she couldn’t find a seatbelt, she reached for Ace’s hand.

      The taxi driver wove in and out of traffic, throwing his passengers from side to side across the back seat.

      Jasmine braced her empty hand on the back of the seat in front of her and counted the seconds until they arrived at the airport.

      The driver came to a screeching halt in front of the departure terminal.

      Jasmine let go of Ace’s hand, pulled a wad of over two hundred dinars from her pocket, tossed it into the front seat of the taxi and dove out the door.

      Ace was right behind her.

      Once inside the doors, she looked around frantically. “Where would they go?”

      A chirping sound had Ace glancing down at his cell phone. “They’re at the gate, boarding a plane for Athens.”

      Jasmine ran to the closest departures display board and searched for the soonest plane leaving for Athens. “There!” She pointed at the one leaving in less than ten minutes. When she turned toward security, a hand gripped her arm.

      She spun toward Ace. “What are we waiting for? They’ll leave soon. We have to stop them.”

      Ace shook his head. “You won’t get past security without a passport and a boarding pass. By the time we get through that line,” he nodded toward the line to get into the airport through the security checkpoint, “they will be well on their way.”

      She looked left and right, desperation making her want to scream.

      Ace draped an arm around her shoulders and leaned close. “And you don’t want to draw any attention to yourself from the security guards, or we won’t get in at all.” His cell phone chirped again. “And now, we have a bigger problem.”

      Jasmine’s belly clenched. “What?”

      He guided her back out the doors. “The museum was just notified that the copper scroll has gone missing. Hank is working with the curator and their security staff, going over surveillance videos to determine when it happened and who is responsible.”

      “Damn,” Jasmine muttered beneath her breath. “They’ll know it was me.”

      Ace nodded, his brow knitting. “Most likely, they’ll forward your image to the police and security personnel at airports, train stations and security checkpoints.”

      At that moment, a tour bus stopped in front of the terminal, and tourists started to disembark, laughing and talking with each other. The bus driver and a porter pulled suitcases from the storage area beneath the bus and stacked them by the curb. As they exited the bus, tourists searched among the cases for theirs.

      “I’ll be right back,” Jasmine said. She left Ace’s side, waded into the clump of men and women and grabbed a black suitcase that looked much like many of the others but had a bright pink bow on the handle. She covered the bow with her hand and rolled the case away from the others before all the people had made it off the bus.

      She kept rolling the case, heading back into the terminal.

      Ace followed. “What are you doing?”

      “We have to get on a plane to Athens,” she whispered, ducking her head as she passed an airport security guard.

      Following closely beside her, Ace waited until they were past the guard before saying, “How are you going to do that when they’ll know you were the interpreter?”

      “I’ll explain in a minute,” she said, then ducked into a ladies’ bathroom.

      She entered a stall, closed the door and locked it. Then she held her breath as she opened the suitcase. “Thank God,” she breathed as she stared down at a bright array of ladies’ clothing. After riffling quickly through the contents, she selected a pair of khaki slacks, a white blouse and a navy-blue blazer.

      She quickly stripped off the dark tunic and trousers she’d worn to the museum and stepped into the trousers she’d selected. Thankfully, she’d worn the pouch she carried with her everywhere, tucked beneath her clothes. In it were a number of passports she’d acquired over the last four years and the burner phone that was her only link to Eli.

      She extracted a passport with her American identity, tucked it into her front pocket, then pulled the blouse over the pouch, tucking the hem loosely into the waistband of the trousers.

      The clothes were large on her narrow frame, but the thin red belt she found among the woman’s accessories helped her cinch the waistband of the trousers so they wouldn’t fall off. Her dark shoes were serviceable runners a tourist might wear.

      She pulled her hair back, tied it with a flashy blue and green scarf at the base of her neck and fit a white floppy hat on her head. Satisfied with her transformation from dark to light, she zipped the suitcase and removed the luggage tags that indicated the tourists were headed for Egypt next. She tucked the tags and the pink bow inside the case and zipped it closed.

      The entire transformation took less than five minutes.

      Before she left the bathroom, she dropped the tunic and trousers into a waste bin and added enough wadded paper towels to cover them.

      When she emerged, she found Ace leaning against the wall beside the door.

      She grinned when he did a doubletake.

      He pushed away from the wall and shook his head. “You wanna clue me in?”

      “Are you ready for our trip to Athens, darling?” she asked, using her best New England elitist accent.

      His brow twisted. “How?” His eyes narrowed. “Oh, wait. You didn’t give them your real name when you worked on the set, did you?”

      She shook her head. “They’ll be looking for Rania Hussein, not Julia Lordsworth.” Jasmine cocked an eyebrow. “Do you have your passport with you?”

      He nodded.

      “Good,” she said. “We need to purchase tickets on the next flight to Athens.” Though her words were light and flippant, her gut knotted at the thought of the copper scroll making it to Athens before her.

      “Swede can make the reservations for us. That way, it looks like we came to the airport for the flight.” He held out his hand. “Your passport?”

      She handed over her passport, a frown pulling her brow low. “I prefer to make my own arrangements to avoid full-body scanners.”

      “Swede can do that—and we won’t have to go to a counter.” He sent a copy of her passport in a text and keyed in his request.

      Minutes later, a text chirped on his phone. He smiled down at the response. “I have our boarding passes. Our plane leaves in forty minutes. They board in fifteen.”

      Jasmine’s mouth pressed into a tight line. “Let’s just hope we’re not searching for a needle in a haystack of millions of people for those two bastards. I’m running out of time.”

      Eli was running out of time.
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      Ace put on his best poker face as he and Jasmine approached the security checkpoint to get into the airport. Inside, he was tense, ready to... What? Run? That was a surefire way of looking guilty or getting shot.

      “Go ahead of me,” Jasmine whispered. “Like we’re not together. That way, if I don’t make it through, you will.” She slid the burner phone into his hand. “No matter what happens, you have to find that satchel. The people holding Eli will contact me with instructions regarding the exchange. If I don’t make it through now, they’ll contact you.”

      She squeezed his hand. “Trust me when I tell you Eli is worth saving. He’s special.”

      The intensity of Jasmine’s tone hit Ace in the gut. She loved this man so much she’d do anything to get him back. What would it feel like to have someone love him that much? He’d spent four years looking and wondering what had become of this woman, only to find that she was in love with another man.

      Her desperation and the strength of her emotions for Eli made Ace jealous. At the same time, it made him all the more determined to find the scroll and make the trade to ensure the survival of the man who meant the world to her. He didn’t wish for Eli to die. Jasmine would be heartbroken. Even if she ended up with Ace, he’d only be second best or a consolation prize. He wanted to be her one and only love. Either way, if he could help her reunite with Eli, he had to do it because he loved her, even if she didn’t love him.

      Ace pocketed the burner phone and showed the security guard his boarding pass and passport.

      The guard looked at his passport and then at him, comparing his picture with his face. He snapped the passport closed and handed it back, tipping his head, indicating Ace could go through.

      Ace moved into the fast-track aisle Swede had gotten them in on their boarding passes. He didn’t have to take off his shoes, belt or jacket to pass through the metal detector. He dropped the burner phone into a bowl, along with the change in his pocket and his watch. They went through the scanner while he walked through the metal detector without setting off any alarms.

      After clearing security, he kept walking as if he wasn’t with Jasmine, stopping when he reached the corner to put on his watch. Out of the side of his eye, he could see Jasmine placing the suitcase on the conveyor belt and waiting for her turn to walk through the metal detector.

      When she finally reached the detector, his breath lodged in his throat. He fully expected the alarms to go off and armed guards to rush in.

      Nothing happened. She walked through, no problem. Her suitcase remained under the scanner for what felt like an eternity. Eventually, it moved through, emerging on the other side.

      Ace let go of the breath he’d been holding the entire time. He walked around the corner and waited for her to catch up.

      Jasmine sailed into sight, a smile stretching across her face as if she was a woman on vacation, not a thief on the run from Jordanian law enforcement agencies and maybe even their military.

      They walked silently to the gate. Boarding had already begun. They blended into the mob and moved slowly to the boarding pass scanner.

      Not until he and Jasmine were seated on the airplane did Ace’s tension ease. But only a little.

      Jasmine reached for Ace’s hand and squeezed it. “See? No one’s looking for me.”

      Though he liked having her hand in his, he couldn’t help but think they weren’t in the clear yet. They still had to get off the ground and make it to and through Athens’ airport.

      Most of the people had boarded, placed their carry-on luggage in the overhead bins and had taken their seats when there was a commotion at the front of the plane.

      Two men dressed in security uniforms, wearing armor-plated vests and carrying guns came on board.

      Jasmine’s hand tightened around his for a second, but then she released her hold and folded her hands in her lap.

      After a brief stop with the flight attendant, the guards marched down the aisle toward Ace and Jasmine.

      Ace fought for calm and an innocent expression as the guards neared his seat.

      They slowed, fierce frowns on their faces.

      Drawing in a deep breath, Ace held it, waiting for them to yank him and Jasmine out of their seats and take them to jail.

      One guard looked at Ace and Jasmine, then up at the seat number. He and his buddy moved past Ace and stopped at the seat immediately behind them.

      The trailing guard said something in Arabic. The man in the seat behind Ace replied in Arabic, speaking urgently.

      Again, the guard spoke sternly in Arabic and jerked his thumb, indicating the man should get up and go with them.

      Instead of going quietly, the man behind Ace grabbed the back of Ace’s seat, pulled himself up and dove past the guard. In his hurry, he tripped and fell against Ace.

      Ace grabbed the man to keep him from knocking into Jasmine, giving the guards time to get a grip on the man’s arms.

      They yanked him out of Ace’s lap and dragged him struggling down the narrow aisle and off the plane.

      Once the drama was over, someone clapped, another person joined in and soon all the people on the plane were clapping.

      A flight attendant came down the aisle smiling and stopped beside Ace. In heavily accented English, she said, “Thank you for helping. To apologize for the disruption and to show our appreciation, we’d like to offer you and your wife a seat in first class.”

      The last thing Ace and Jasmine needed was to be the center of attention. He opened his mouth to decline the offer.

      “That’s so very kind of you to offer,” Jasmine said in her weird American accent. “We’d love that, wouldn’t we, dear?”

      Ace nearly choked on his own response but managed, “Yes, of course. Thank you.” He rose, collected the suitcase from the overhead bin and followed Jasmine up the aisle.

      The flight attendant led the way to the first-class section and showed them where to sit. She was back a moment later, offering drinks as another attendant closed the cabin door.

      Jasmine opted for wine.

      Ace asked for whiskey and downed it in two swallows.

      The plane moved back from the terminal and taxied out onto the runway.

      Not until they were in the air and well on their way to Athens, and the whiskey kicked in, did Ace’s pulse return to normal.

      Jasmine leaned close to him, the scent of her shampoo reminding him of a time when life had been a whole lot simpler.

      He inhaled deeply and closed his eyes, his memories carrying him back to his hotel room in Athens with her lying beneath him, warm, soft and so very sexy.

      “You haven’t changed much in four years,” she whispered. “The beard is new, but you’re still...you. By the way, I like the beard.”

      He touched a hand to his chin; glad he’d had his beard neatly trimmed before joining the Brotherhood Protectors.

      He’d let it get shaggy while on missions as a Navy SEAL. After he’d tried and given up hope of ever finding Jasmine, he hadn’t much cared how he’d looked. For the first few weeks after he’d left the military, he’d stopped working out, rarely showered and wondered what he’d do with his life.

      When he’d gotten the call from Hank Patterson, offering him a job, he'd cleaned up, gotten back into a workout routine and purchased nicer civilian clothes. He’d reported for duty, looking less like a homeless guy and more like a man ready to provide security services for whoever might need it.

      As he sat beside Jasmine, he was glad he’d shaped up. At least he represented himself well if she happened to compare him to her guy, Eli.

      Not like she would. Jasmine was so worried about her man she hadn’t mentioned much about their time together four years ago.

      “Do you remember that little restaurant where we met in Athens?” she asked as if reading his mind.

      “Antica Café.”

      “It was the best,” she said. “Best food. Best view.”

      “The best,” he agreed. Ace remembered the café, the day, the way the sun had glinted off Jasmine’s dark hair. He couldn’t remember the food they’d eaten or the view, other than Jasmine. He wasn’t sure he’d eaten at all. He’d been too busy staring into her pretty green eyes, watching how they sparkled when she laughed.

      She turned to meet his gaze, her brow creasing. “Do you ever think about that week?”

      Every day since.

      He nodded, biting down on his tongue to keep from saying the words. She had a new man in her life. She didn’t need to know he’d spent over a year looking for her, haunting the places they’d been together.

      “So, why would someone take your guy and force you to commit a crime?” he asked quietly enough no one else could hear him over the noise of the aircraft engine.

      Jasmine sat up straighter, her gaze shifting to the window overlooking the Mediterranean Sea. “A lot has changed in the past four years,” she said quietly.

      “Why you?” Ace persisted.

      She sighed, still looking out the window. “When we were together, did I tell you what I did for a living?”

      He had to lean toward her to hear her words. “Not really. You said you worked for a very demanding boss and that you were on vacation, trying to remember how to relax.”

      She chuckled. “I wasn’t lying.” Jasmine turned to face him. “After you told me you were a Navy SEAL, I didn’t feel comfortable telling you that I was a member of the Sayeret Matkal.”

      He frowned. “The Israeli special forces?”

      She grimaced. “I don’t know why, but I didn’t want you to act differently toward me. I was on vacation. Just a girl with a cute boy.”

      He sat back in his seat, stunned by her confession. “Wow.”

      “See?” Jasmine shook her head. “Even now, you’re probably thinking I’m not a woman but a soldier.”

      Ace breathed in and out for several breaths before he could respond. “Not at all.” He pressed his lips together for a moment, then continued. “I’m disappointed you didn’t feel like we’d made a connection. You didn’t feel like you could tell me you were a badass special ops type.” He snorted. “That would explain why you were in such excellent physical condition and could easily keep up with me when I jogged in the morning. I thought you were just a health-conscious woman who worked out in your spare time.”

      “I was. Or I am.” She leaned her head back and closed her eyes. “After I returned to my unit, I left the military.”

      He frowned. “Why? Leaving the Navy was one of the hardest decisions in my life.”

      Jasmine lifted her head, looked him in the eye, then pressed her lips together. “That’s a story for another day.”

      He wanted to press the issue, but he recognized the hard set of her jaw and let it go—for the moment.

      “After the military, I tried to find work. The only skills I had were the ones I’d learned for combat, along with my ability to speak different languages.”

      Ace nodded. “I know the feeling. I had the same struggle coming off active duty.”

      “It’s hard to sell yourself to a corporation when all you know how to do is shoot, kill and repeat.”

      Ace’s lips curled on the corners into an ironic smile. “Civilians don’t value that kind of resume. Never mind you served your country, putting your life on the line.”

      She nodded. “I needed money. I had to work. So, I took on work as a private investigator, as well as providing security for wealthy people and some jobs recovering stolen jewelry and artwork. I never advertised. My reputation and abilities spread by word of mouth. Mostly through the ranks of the rich and extremely private. I was good at blending in. Recovering stolen objects was walking a fine line between theft and legitimate retrieval.”

      “I can see that,” Ace said. “Then again, that could be a bonus. Stealing from a thief makes it hard for the original thief to call the police.”

      Jasmine’s lips twisted. “But no less dangerous. I researched the jobs before I agreed to take on the more difficult assignments. I studied the location, the people and the security. Then I got in and out before anyone knew I’d taken anything. No one knew who’d done the job except the ones who’d hired me.”

      “Apparently, one of your clients spread the word to someone with less scruples and a proclivity toward violence,” Ace concluded.

      “They studied me, found my weakness, and now they hold all the cards.” She sighed. “And I have none.” She stared straight ahead, her eyes glazing over with unshed tears. “And because of my life choices and the work I performed, Eli could die in less than forty-eight hours.” She shook her head slowly, side to side. “I can’t let that happen. He deserves a long and happy life despite my failings.”

      “What failings?” Ace took her hand and held it gently. “You’re doing the best you can to get him back. What more could a person ask?”

      “To actually get him back alive,” Jasmine whispered. A tear slid down her cheek. She didn’t lift a hand to brush it away. “None of this would’ve happened if I’d settled for a job as a secretary or full-time interpreter.”

      “After being a member of the Sayeret Matkal, I can’t imagine you being content to sit in an office for hours on end. I’d go insane.”

      She laughed. “I tried and couldn’t do it. But I should have,” she said, her voice fading. “For Eli’s sake.”

      “We’ll get the scroll.” He squeezed her hand. “And we’ll get your Eli back.”

      She stared at where their hands connected. “There’s something you should know,” she whispered.

      Her voice was so soft that Ace leaned toward her. “What?”

      She hesitated for a moment. “About Eli⁠—”

      A voice sounded over the intercom, announcing that the plane would be landing soon, and passengers should take their seats and fasten their seatbelts.

      The first-class flight attendant appeared beside Ace to gather their glasses and take any trash. “Is there anything I can get for you?” she asked, smiling.

      Frustrated by the interruptions, Ace smiled tightly and shook his head.

      The attendant left, and he turned back to Jasmine. “What about Eli?” he asked.

      As she opened her mouth, the airplane shuddered and shook, hitting thermals like speed bumps or ruts on gravel roads.

      A voice on the intercom directed the flight attendants to take their seats.

      By the time the announcement ended, they were approaching the airport in Athens.

      Ace turned back to Jasmine. “You were saying?”

      Jasmine shook her head, her lips twisting. “It can wait.” She looked out the window as the ground seemed to rush up at them. A crosswind made the plane’s tail shift to the left as they came in for the landing. At the last moment, it righted itself, and the tires hit the ground hard.

      The reverse thrusters engaged, slowing the aircraft and forcing the passengers to lean forward in their seatbelts. Then, they were taxiing to the terminal.

      Ace tensed. If word and an image of Jasmine had spread, it was possible they might have a security team waiting as they disembarked from the plane.

      The aircraft rolled to a stop, the Fasten Seatbelt sign blinked off and passengers rose to gather their belongings from the overhead bins.

      Ace couldn’t relax until they’d cleared the airport. His breath caught and held as the aircraft door was pulled open. The flight attendant stepped back with a smile. “Thanks again for helping.”

      Jasmine smiled, passed the attendant and stepped off the plane.

      Ace followed, ready to make a run for it if the need arose.

      It didn’t.

      They made it up the ramp, through the airport and outside, following the signs for ground transportation.

      “Where to now?” he asked.

      Jasmine’s brow furrowed. “I don’t know. I need to know who the men were who attacked me.”

      As if on cue, Ace’s cell phone chirped. He fished it from his pocket along with the burner phone Jasmine had given him before they’d boarded the plane. He handed her the burner phone and glanced at the screen on his cell phone, a slow smile pulling at his lips before fading again. His gut knotted.

      “What?” Jasmine’s eyes narrowed as she stared at Ace.

      “Swede ran your guys through several facial recognition databases.”

      “And?”

      “He got some hits.” Ace shook his head. “Your guys are Boris Sokolov and Artyom Petrov.”

      Her brow twisted more. “Russians?”

      He nodded. “But they’re not working for a Russian. “They’ve been seen in connection with one of the most powerful Greek mafia bosses.”

      Jasmine’s face paled. “Demopoulos.”

      Ace’s eyebrow cocked. “You know your mafia bosses?”

      “It pays to know who’s who among the rich across the Mediterranean,” she said softly, glancing around as if expecting bad guys to leap out of nowhere. “Athanasios Demopoulos took over the Greek criminal underworld after Vangelis Zambounis was gunned down in Athens. Rumor has it that he was behind the killing and answers only to the Ndrangheta.”

      Ace frowned. “Isn’t the Ndrangheta mafia organization the most powerful in the world?”

      She nodded, her lips pressing into a tight line.

      “Do you think this Demopoulos dude stole the scroll for Ndrangheta? Or could he be working on his own?”

      She shook her head. “The only way to find out is to ask Demopoulos.”

      “And where do we find him?”

      She nodded toward the taxis. “Here in Athens. Only it won’t be easy getting to him, especially after he had Zambounis murdered.”

      “We need a plan,” Ace said.

      Jasmine shook her head. “We have—” she looked down at her wristwatch, “forty-two hours to recover that scroll. We don’t have time for a plan.”

      Having been a Navy SEAL, Ace was used to moving on limited information, getting into tight situations fast and hitting hard. He texted Swede.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ace: Need everything you can find on Demopoulos, his address, his personal connections, preferences and anything else that will lead us to him. We have a less than forty-eight hours to recover the scroll, or a man dies.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Swede: On it. Will pass on anything I find, as I find it. Do you want backup?

      

      

      

      

      

      Ace glanced at Jasmine. “Do you want me to call in for backup?”

      She bit down on her bottom lip, her brow twisting. “I’m afraid that if we get too many people involved, it’ll raise a red flag for those who are holding Eli. I don’t want them to know I don’t have the scroll.” She lifted her chin. “And Americans are too easy to spot in Europe.”

      Ace nodded and sent a text in response to Swede’s question.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ace: Only if we could get people who aren’t so obviously from the US.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Swede: Will see what we can do.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Ace cast a glance at Jasmine.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        They were next in line at the taxi stand. She raised a hand to wave for the next taxi.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        While her back was to him, Ace sent another text to Swede.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Ace: Also, run an identity check on a guy named Eli, connected to Jasmine Nassar from Israel, former Sayeret Matkal.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Swede: Jasmine, the woman who took the scroll?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Ace: Yes.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Swede: Eli the person who could die?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Ace: Yes

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Swede: On it. Stay safe.

      

      

      

      

      

      As a taxi pulled up to the curb, Ace pocketed his cell phone, guilt gnawing at his gut. He should direct his questions about Eli to Jasmine, not Swede. If she wouldn’t share information about him, he’d be justified in asking Swede to look for information about the man.

      That tug of jealousy kept him from openly questioning Jasmine about the man she’d fallen in love with. If he asked about him, she might realize he still had feelings for her. And damn it, he did.

      That one-week affair hadn’t been a fluke easily forgotten. Being with her again reminded him of all the reasons why he’d fallen for the woman.

      As Ace held the door, Jasmine slid into the back seat of the taxi. He slid in beside her, wanting to be open and honest with her.

      Deep down, he could sense she wasn’t being completely open and honest with him. She was holding back secrets.

      What was so special about her man, Eli? Why couldn’t he defend himself? Why did he need a woman to come to his rescue? Then again, Jasmine wasn’t any woman. She was a trained Sayeret Matkal soldier, with skills most women didn’t possess. Or men, for that matter.

      “Where are we going?” he asked.

      “Until I can get more information on our destination, I want to get away from the airport. Any suggestions?”

      Oh, he had a suggestion, all right. It immediately popped into his head. Ace leaned over the back of the seat and spoke to the taxi driver. “Antica Café.”
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      As though she’d been punched in the gut, Jasmine sat back in the taxi, pressing her hand to her belly.

      That Ace had suggested the café where they’d met could mean something or nothing at all. Not as familiar with Athens as she was, he could have said the only place he remembered.

      Or was the café as dear a memory to him as it was to her? It was the place they’d met. The place where everything in her life had changed the moment Ace had sat at her table and turned her world upside down with his smile.

      She didn’t want to read too much into his choice but couldn’t help it. She’d tried twice to tell him about Eli while they’d been sitting on the plane. Twice, she’d been interrupted, finally feeling like it was a sign that she wasn’t supposed to tell him yet.

      When she’d been accused of treason and booted out of the army, she’d felt so alone. Her first thought had been to contact Ace. Shame had made her hesitate. Wanting to establish herself in another profession first, she’d gone about looking for work only to discover she wasn’t suited for anything in an office.

      Her search had become more desperate when she’d learned she was pregnant. At her lowest, running out of money, having moved into a smaller apartment and scraping by, a chance encounter with a friend of her mother’s had led to her decision to become a private investigator. Who would suspect a pregnant woman of spying on them?

      She’d wanted to tell Ace he had a child on the way but hadn’t wanted him to feel obligated to marry her because of it. When she’d finally tried to get in touch, he hadn’t answered the phone number he’d given her, and she hadn’t left a message, figuring he might not be answering because he didn’t want to hear from her.

      Life became a daily battle to keep her head above water with work, pregnancy and then baby Eli.

      Her heart swelled with the love she had for her child—the boy who looked more like his father every day.

      Her fists clenched. She had to get her son back. He was everything to her. When she’d thought she’d never see Ace again, her entire world had focused on Eli. She’d done her best to provide for him, wanting to give him everything to make up for the lack of a father.

      She glanced at Ace, still shocked that he’d just appeared in her life again. His timing couldn’t have been better…or worse. Better because she needed all the help she could get to save Eli. Worse because she couldn’t find the words to tell him who Eli was to her...as well as him.

      Jasmine knew she should tell him and opened her mouth to do so.

      His cell phone chirped at that moment, drawing his attention to the device. “It’s Swede.” As he read the text, his body stiffened beside hers.

      When she leaned over to see what he was reading, he pulled the phone up to his chest and stared into her eyes, his brow dipping low. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Her heart dropped like a lead weight into the pit of her belly. “Tell you what?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. She knew before he answered.

      “Eli,” he said, his jaw tight. “Why didn’t you tell me he was your son?”

      Jasmine could feel the blood draining from her face. “I tried to tell you,” she said. “On the plane. Twice.”

      He shook his head. “You should’ve told me from the beginning.”

      “I wanted to,” she said, tears welling in her eyes. “I just didn’t know how.”

      Ace took her hands in his. “You must be beside yourself from worry.”

      She nodded, confused. His concern and understanding were the last things she’d expected. “You’re not mad?”

      He shook his head. “I’d be frantic if my son were kidnapped.”

      Jasmine’s gaze shot up to Ace’s, and she frowned. In that moment, she realized Ace only had half the story right. She’d assumed he knew her son was also his son when he only knew that she had a son.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he said, holding her hands tighter, his chin lifting. “We will get him back.”

      Jasmine opened her mouth to set him straight, then closed it. Once again, the timing seemed wrong. She’d wanted to tell him from the very beginning and, more recently, on the plane. With him being so gentle and reassuring about losing her son, she just couldn’t do it.

      Her chest ached so badly with the need to hold her child that she wasn’t sure she could handle Ace’s wrath when he finally discovered Eli was his son.

      The taxi pulled up in front of the café.

      Ace paid the driver with his credit card, thanked him and stepped out of the cab. He met Jasmine at the rear of the vehicle and pulled the stolen suitcase from the trunk.

      After the taxi driver left, Jasmine stared at the café where she’d met Ace. Since that fateful day when she’d invited the handsome American to share her table, her life had never been the same.

      The café was every bit as cute now as it had been four years earlier. It had the same little bistro tables sitting out front, and a busy waiter was weaving between tables and chairs to deliver glasses of wine and plates of food.

      Jasmine’s chest swelled as she stared at the empty table in the far corner of the grouping.

      “Our table is available.” Ace turned that killer grin toward Jasmine, and the sun seemed to shine a little brighter as it had that day so long ago. For a moment, she stared into his eyes, unable to look away.

      The waiter approached and spoke to them in Greek, pulling Jasmine back to the present, back to the fact her son was missing and that she was still withholding information Ace deserved to know.

      Was withholding that information like lying? Because she felt as guilty as if she’d flat-out lied to the father of her child.

      The waiter addressed them again, asking if they wanted to sit inside or outside.

      Jasmine answered him in fluent Greek that they would sit outside. She nodded toward their table.

      The waiter told her to take a seat and waved a hand toward the table sitting in the far corner of the space. He promised to be back soon with menus.

      Jasmine led the way.

      Ace pulled out a chair for her. Once she was seated, he dropped into the chair beside her.

      Jasmine couldn’t stop the rush of déjà vu washing over her. She’d managed to revisit the little restaurant in Athens on several occasions. Each time, she’d imagined what it would be like if Ace just happened to show up at the exact same time, asking for this table.

      In her mind, they’d smile cautiously at each other, then sink into their chairs and into the same familiarity they’d enjoyed the last time they’d been together.

      Her imagination had come up with a lot better reunion than the one they were having now. She was too tense to relax and too worried to think beyond getting Eli back in her arms.

      Jasmine pinched the bridge of her nose and squeezed her eyes shut.

      Think. What contacts did she have in Athens that would know where to find Athanasios Demopoulos?

      A hand touched her arm.

      Jasmine didn’t have to open her eyes to know whose hand it was.

      The electric shock ripping across her nerve endings told her it was Ace.

      “Are you okay?” He spoke softly, the rich timbre of his voice melting into her skin and her heart.

      “No,” she admitted. “My son has been kidnapped, time is running out and I don’t know where to find Demopoulos to get back what he stole from me.” Her lips twisted. “And, yes, I realize the irony. He stole what I stole from the museum and the people of Jordan.” She shook her head. “And I’d do it again to save my son.”

      He covered her hand with his. “I’m waiting for Swede to get back to us with information on Demopoulos’s location.”

      Her brow dipped. “We need an insider in the criminal underground. I might know someone who can help.” The first time she’d been back to Athens, she’d been hired by a wealthy Greek shipping tycoon to follow his wife to see if she was cheating on him.

      The tycoon had introduced her to a man with connections throughout the city and beyond who could help her with anything she needed, from access to elite country clubs to entrance into exclusive gambling halls.

      Jasmine pulled out her cell phone and scrolled through her contacts to Dmytro, hoping he still had the same number since the last time she’d contacted him had been over six months ago.

      A lazy, gravelly voice answered in Ukrainian on the second ring. “Moya lyubov, yak spravy?” My love, how are you?

      A smile spread across Jasmine’s face. “I hope you, your wife and your daughter are well,” Jasmine responded in Dmytro’s native Ukrainian. “I need your help.”

      “Anything for you,” he said.

      Jasmine’s chest swelled. She’d spent some time with the man after her job had ended with the tycoon. He’d invited her to his home for dinner and poker with his wife and daughter.

      She’d learned how he and his family had escaped Ukraine when Russia had ravaged his hometown in an attempt to bring Ukraine back into the Russian borders. They’d lost loved ones and had to start over in a country where they hadn’t spoken the language. Dmytro had done his best for what was left of his family.

      Jasmine suspected she’d reminded Dmytro of his daughter Ana. He’d taken her under his wing and helped her get her feet on the ground as an international freelancer and entrepreneur.

      He’d even hooked her up with a man who made fake passports. By the time she’d returned to Israel and Eli, she’d had passports for Russia, Italy, Greece, Spain, Germany and the UK. And she had a friend she could count on when she was in Athens.

      “I need to get to Athanasios Demopoulos. He stole something from me that I need to get back.” She paused for a breath, then continued, “My son’s life depends on getting the items back.”

      “Does Demopoulos have Eli?” Dmytro’s voice went from lazy to tight.

      “No. Someone else does. If he doesn’t get the item Demopoulos took from me, he will kill Eli.”

      “No, no,” Dmytro said. “We cannot let that happen. You need to know where you can find Demopoulos. I will text his address. He has a compound just outside Athens. It is heavily guarded. You will not get past his security.”

      “Does he leave the compound often?” Jasmine asked. “Is there a place he frequents daily? I don’t have much time.”

      “No, but his son, Christos, is a gambler. You can find him at the Olympus Casino every afternoon. His father has threatened to disown him for the debts he accrues.”

      “I need to get to the father,” Jasmine insisted. “Not the son.”

      “The son lives on the compound with his father,” Dmytro’s voice softened. “A cunning woman could find a way to be invited into the compound by the son, especially if the son is known to have a great love for all women. You will find him in a private poker game. You play poker, yes?”

      Jasmine nodded with a grin, though Dmytro couldn’t see. “I have. With you.”

      “Then you learned from the best. I will arrange for you to play to win. You will have to take it from there.”

      “It has to be today,” Jasmine urged. “I don’t have much time.”

      “I will ensure it happens. Christos will be there within the next two hours.” Dmytro chuckled. “The boy cannot resist a high-stakes poker game with an elite player he has yet to match his wits against. I’m sure he’ll be eager to test his skills against the notorious daughter of a wealthy Italian family.”

      A grin quirked at the corners of Jasmine’s mouth. “A certain Francesca Giordano?”

      “Si, bella mia,” he said in his flawless Italian before switching back to Ukrainian. “Now, let me set it up. Can you be at the casino in two hours?”

      “We can be there in fifteen minutes,” she said, her jaw tightening.

      “Two hours, assuming I can connect with the right people.” Dmytro paused. “Bodyguard?”

      “Francesca Giordano wouldn’t go anywhere without a bodyguard,” Jasmine said in her haughtiest tone.

      Dmytro chuckled. “Is he to be trusted?”

      “With my life.”

      “And Eli’s?” Dmytro persisted.

      She looked up into Ace’s eyes. “Absolutely.”

      “Good,” the Ukrainian said. “Otherwise, I would arrange for someone to go with you. Demopoulos is not to be trusted. Once you’re inside the compound, you will find it almost as difficult to get out as it is to get in.”

      “I’ll bear that in mind.” Jasmine drew a deep breath and let it out. “I have to do this. I can’t lose Eli.”

      “Understood,” Dmytro said. “We do whatever it takes for family.”

      “Thank you, Dmytro,” she said softly. “Ty sim'ya.” You are family.

      “As are you and Eli,” he responded and ended the call.

      Jasmine glanced up at Ace.

      “I take it that was your insider,” he said.

      “It was.” She glanced down at her watch. “We have two hours to get ready.”

      “Ready for what?”

      Her eyes narrowed as she studied him. “You’ll need to wear something a little more intimidating, and I need a new dress and shoes.”

      Ace frowned. “What’s happening in two hours? And what do you mean I need something more intimidating?”

      “I’m going to play poker,” she said and waved toward the waiter. “You’re going as my bodyguard. Let’s eat quickly. We need enough time to go shopping and still arrive at our destination on time.”

      They ordered light sandwiches and a glass of wine. Though they needed to fuel their bodies for whatever was to come, it was about more than keeping up their physical strength. Being with Ace gave Jasmine the emotional strength she needed to weather this storm.

      If her son wasn’t being held hostage, Jasmine would have enjoyed the meal with Ace. She’d dreamed about it for so long that it was surreal having him there, sitting across the table, barely looking a day older. Yes, the lines were deeper around his eyes, and his shoulders might have been a little broader, but he was the same man she’d fallen in love with four years ago.

      Was she still in love with him?

      Jasmine stopped in mid-chew.

      Was she?

      With her eyelids lowered, she studied him through her lashes.

      Her heart skipped several beats as she absorbed the impact of him. When he touched her, she got the same little jolt of electricity shooting through her. He made her catch her breath so often she feared she might pass out.

      If only Eli was safe, she’d explore their relationship. She felt 99.9 percent certain her feelings remained strong.

      What about Ace?

      He’d never answered her calls. After he’d left Greece, she hadn’t seen or heard from him until now. What did that say about his level of commitment to whatever they’d shared for that one week?

      A week had been long enough for her to fall in love. Maybe it hadn’t been for Ace. Obviously, it hadn’t been enough, or he would have answered her calls or looked her up.

      She laid her half-eaten sandwich on the plate, no longer hungry. The wine had taken the edge off her anxiety without dulling her senses.

      Ace finished his sandwich, drank the last of his wine and met her gaze across the table. “Ready?”

      She nodded and waved to the waiter.

      He arrived with their check.

      Ace insisted on paying for the meal. Once the transaction was complete, he stood and held Jasmine’s chair as she rose.

      His arm brushed against hers. A ripple of awareness spread through her body, and heat coiled at her core. A flash of memory filled her mind.

      Her lying naked in his arms after making love in the middle of the afternoon. She’d never felt so sexy and utterly decadent.

      The overwhelming longing to make love with him again filled her soul. She turned away, afraid he’d somehow read her mind and see her lusty thoughts written plainly across her face.

      Ace cupped her elbow and led her through the maze of tables until they stood on the curb by the street.

      When a taxi slid to a stop in front of them, Ace opened the door, handed her in, stowed the suitcase in the trunk and slid in beside her.

      Jasmine fought the urge to reach for his hand and hold on, never to let go again. She’d lost him once. She wasn’t sure her heart could handle losing him again.

      Jasmine gave the driver the address of the clothing store she’d used the last time she’d been there. It would have what she needed in the way of a sophisticated dress and shoes. She’d speak with the proprietor and ask where they could find a leather jacket to fit Ace.

      Ace leaned close and took her hand. “Are you all right?”

      “Why?” she quipped. “Don’t I look all right?”

      “No. That’s not it.” He ran a finger along her forearm, sending shivers across her skin and down her spine. “You look amazing. And very worried. I wish I could tell you that we’re getting Eli back tonight.”

      “You can’t tell me that,” she said, sadness weighing heavily on her shoulders. “We don’t even know exactly where he is.” She held up the burner phone. “This is my only link to my son.”

      “Would they know that you lost the scroll?”

      Jasmine shrugged. “For all I know, they might have spies watching my every move.”

      “They might not have caught the plane we got on,” Ace pointed out. “We barely caught it with Swede making the reservations.”

      “True.” Her lips pressed together. “They knew enough about my movements and whereabouts to know when I was away, and my son was with the nanny.” The phone call she’d received from the nanny still echoed in her memory.

      Ace sat back in his seat. “I’d think they’d call if they thought the scroll was in jeopardy.”

      Jasmine nodded. “That’s what I hope.”

      “Okay.” Ace clapped his hands together. “What’s this about poker?”

      Jasmine told him what Dmytro had said about the compound being heavily guarded with no way in other than by invitation. “Athanasios doesn’t get out as often as his son, Christos. He’s our target. Apparently, he has a gambling habit.”

      Ace’s brow wrinkled. “He plays poker?”

      Jasmine nodded. “Yes. At a local casino in one of the back rooms. Invitation only.”

      “Your contact is getting us an invitation?”

      “Not us,” she said. “Wealthy Italian heiress Francesca Giordano and her bodyguard.”

      His lips quirked as he held back a smile. “Bodyguard, huh?”

      “Unless you want to wear a dress and shave your legs, you’ll be the bodyguard.” Jasmine challenged him with a cocked eyebrow.

      “The dress, I might be all right with,” he said, touching a finger to his chin. Then he shook his head. “I draw the line at shaving my legs. I’ll be the bodyguard. You can be Frances what’s-her-name.”

      “Francesca Giordano,” Jasmine corrected though she suspected Ace knew exactly how to pronounce the name but was poking fun at her. “The idea is to get Christos to invite me to the compound.”

      “And if he doesn’t?” Ace asked.

      “Not an option. I have to make him want to invite me to the compound, one way or another.”

      “He might expect more than a chance to share a drink with you.”

      Jasmine snorted softly. “If he gets me onto the compound, he can expect all he wants. I don’t plan on delivering anything more than, Thank you, give me my scroll and I’ll be on my way.”

      “If it’s so hard to get into the compound, it has to be equally hard to get out.”

      Her jaw hardened. “One step at a time. I need to locate and obtain that scroll.”

      “I’m used to planning ingress and egress on a mission,” Ace said with a frown. “It can mean the difference between life and death.”

      “You forget.” Her chin rose. “I was with the Sayeret Matkal. I’ve learned that no matter how expertly you plan and practice, nothing ever goes according to the plan. You have to roll with the punches and reevaluate on the fly.” She laid a hand on his arm. “We don’t have much time.”

      He covered her hand on his arm and squeezed gently. “No. We don’t have much time.”

      “How are you with all this?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “I’m here to help any way I can. You heard me...I’d even wear the dress if it gets me into that compound.”

      The taxi stopped in front of the store Jasmine had requested.

      Ace slipped out of the back seat, rounded to the other side and opened Jasmine’s door. “Madame.” Ace held out his hand.

      Jasmine laid her palm in his.

      He wrapped his fingers around her hand and helped her to her feet.

      She stumbled on the curb and pitched forward.

      Both of Ace’s arms encircled her and held on until she’d regained her balance.

      Her cheeks heated as she stared up at Ace, in no hurry to leave the safety of his arms. She had no desire to step out on her own. This was her place, her person. If she could, she’d stay there forever.

      Forever.

      Eli didn’t have forever.

      “We need to hurry.” Jasmine stepped around Ace, grabbed her suitcase handle and rolled it into the store as if shoppers always rolled their suitcases into stores.

      The clock was ticking on Eli’s life. She had to get her hands on that scroll. It was her only bargaining chip.
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      Ace followed Jasmine to the store, moving slowly and looking around at the people on the sidewalks or passing by in cars.

      He’d been shocked when Swede had informed him that Jasmine’s Eli was her son.

      What had he expected? He hadn’t seen the woman in four years. She wouldn’t have waited around for him.

      He rubbed a hand against the ache in his chest. Inside, he laughed. The irony wasn’t lost on him. He’d gone from jealousy of the stranger named Eli, who Jasmine was so obviously in love with, to being jealous of Eli’s father.

      Ace had always imagined a future with a wife and children in it. After meeting Jasmine, his imagination had filled in the blank faces with hers, a little girl with black hair and green eyes like her mother’s and a little boy with brown hair and brown eyes like his.

      Even after he’d given up hope of ever finding Jasmine, his dreams of a family had included them.

      Jasmine disappeared into the store.

      Ace stepped inside moments later to find her with a sales associate, quickly selecting garments.

      She seemed to know what she needed, collecting several pairs of slacks, a blouse, a blazer and a couple of dresses. The saleswoman carried her selections to a fitting room.

      Ace stood in the middle of the store, not exactly sure what to do with himself, while Jasmine tried on the clothing.

      Before entering the dressing room, Jasmine looked over the saleswoman’s shoulder toward Ace. When his gaze met hers, she motioned him over.

      He hurried across the floor.

      As he neared Jasmine, the clerk turned and smiled. She motioned toward a cushioned chair positioned outside the fitting room and said something in Greek.

      Jasmine’s lips twisted. “She wants you to have a seat so I can model the outfits for you. You don’t have to. I won’t be long. I just need something befitting the heiress to an Italian fortune, not the vacation ensemble of a suburban housewife.” She winked and ducked into the dressing room.

      Ace would have gone on to find his “something more intimidating,” but he didn’t feel comfortable leaving Jasmine alone. If the people who held Eli hostage were keeping an eye on her, they might make a move on her to collect the scroll. When they found that she didn’t have it, who knew what they’d do?

      No. He’d stick with Jasmine until they got Eli back. If that meant hanging out in a ladies clothing store, he’d make the sacrifice. Although sacrifice, it wasn’t.

      One by one, she slipped into the outfits, starting with the pants, blouse and blazer combination.

      She’d gone into the fitting room in her ill-fitting, brightly colored slacks and shirt and came out in a sophisticated trouser and blazer combination that fit her curves to perfection. The high-quality material and sleek lines accentuated her figure. The white silk blouse and camel color of the pants and jacket provided a stunning contrast to her dark hair, making her look like the heiress she was to portray.

      “Wow,” he said, amazed at the transformation.

      “Thanks.” She blushed as she stood in front of a full-length mirror, turning right then left to examine the way the cut of the blazer fell across her waist and hips.

      Jasmine ducked back into the dressing room and came out moments later in an all-black pantsuit. She’d secured her hair in a loose ponytail at the back of her neck. The stark color and lines of the clothing gave her a mysterious, badass appearance.

      “That one,” he said. “You look...dangerous.”

      Her eyebrows winged into a V over her nose. “Dangerous like an heiress about to beat a man in a game of poker? Or a like an international jewel thief?” She faced herself in the mirror. “I don’t want to make him turn and run.”

      The blouse she’d chosen to go with the blazer and slacks was black silk with a V-neckline that dipped low between her breasts.

      Ace’s gaze found it difficult to look away from the tempting display of cleavage. “Trust me,” he said. “He won’t turn and run. He’ll want to get to know this beautiful, mysterious woman.”

      She frowned at herself in the mirror. “I don’t know.” After one last look, she stepped back into the dressing room. “Two dresses, and I’m done.”

      Ace glanced at this watch. They were good on time. It wouldn’t take them long to find him something more intimidating to wear once Jasmine made a decision regarding her “heiress” attire.

      She emerged seconds later in a black dress with three-quarter-length sleeves and a deep V neckline that hugged her body from breast to mid-thigh. Jasmine turned her back to him, clutching the open back of the dress together. “Could you zip it, please?”

      Ace was out of his chair in a heartbeat.

      His pulse quickened as he reached for the zipper tab low on her back and slowly drew it up to just below her shoulder blades.

      Holy shit. She wasn’t wearing a bra. His groin tightened as his knuckles brushed against her naked skin. He remembered how smooth and warm it had felt to his touch when she’d lain in his bed during that week so long ago. Ace swallowed hard on a groan rising up his throat, stepped back and forced his hands to fall to his sides.

      “You look amazing,” he said, his gaze meeting hers in the mirror’s reflection.

      Jasmine ran her hands over her hips. “The dress is amazing, and it might be the ticket to get me inside.” She sighed. “But not conducive to a quick getaway, especially if any running, climbing or jumping is involved.”

      “Good point,” he said. “But what a shame to pass on something that looks like it was made for you.”

      “It is an amazing dress.” Jasmine studied her reflection a moment longer, then shook her head. “But no to the dress.” She performed an abrupt about-face before Ace had a chance to move.

      He’d been standing close.

      When she faced him, her breasts brushed against his chest, shooting fire through his veins.

      Her breath caught on a gasp, and she backed away so quickly she stumbled.

      Ace grabbed her arms and pulled her against him to steady her.

      She rested her hands against his chest but didn’t push him away. For a long moment, he stared down into her green eyes, the years apart fading away.

      They were the two young people who’d met on vacation at a café in Athens and kissed for the first time in the moonlight on the steps of the Parthenon.

      His gaze moved from her eyes to her full, rosy lips, the kiss as fresh on his mind as that first evening in Athens. As natural now as it had been then, his head lowered until his lips were but a breath away from hers. Just like then.

      He wanted to kiss her. If she wanted the same, she’d rise to meet him. She had...back then.

      A second passed.

      Jasmine drew in a breath, let it out and rose on her bare feet until her lips brushed against his.

      A sound behind Ace broke through the trance.

      He spun and braced for attack.

      The sales assistant stood with her hands pressed over her heart, her face creased in a happy smile. She said something in Greek and backed away, waving her hand.

      Jasmine chuckled. “She apologized for interrupting and wishes us to carry on.”

      When he turned back to do just that, Jasmine had ducked back into the dressing room and closed the door between them.

      Ace wanted to follow her into the dressing room, take her into his arms and finish the kiss. He took one step in that direction and stopped.

      What if the brief brush of her lips was all she’d wanted? What if it was enough to tell her there wasn’t anything left in her heart for him? The fact she’d gone into the dressing room made it obvious she didn’t want to pick up where they’d left off before the clerk’s interruption.

      Thoughts, doubts and regrets whirled through Ace’s thoughts as he stood staring at the closed door.

      The door opened, and Jasmine stepped out, wearing the black trousers and blazer and carrying the tourist’s clothes, her face devoid of emotion. “All I need is shoes, and we can work on your disguise.” She stepped past him and found the flustered clerk. The woman appeared to be apologizing all over again.

      After stowing the clothes she carried in the suitcase, Jasmine affixed the luggage tags she’d saved to the handle. Speaking in Greek, she pointed to the suitcase. The clerk nodded and rolled it behind the counter, then led Jasmine to the shoe display.

      The helpful woman selected a shiny black, high-heeled pump. Jasmine nodded, and the clerk disappeared through a door, returning a minute later with a pair in her size and fitted them on Jasmine’s feet.

      Her outfit complete, the former Sayeret Matkal soldier paid the clerk with a wad of cash she’d magicked from somewhere and headed for the exit.

      At the door, she paused and waited for Ace to catch up and open the door for her like a good bodyguard would.

      Once again, he was amazed at how she’d transformed from the quiet interpreter on the movie set to the happy tourist from the States to Francesca Giordano, the Italian heiress.

      He grinned and pushed open the door.

      When she started to walk through, he held out his hand, stopping her. “Me first.” He walked out into the late afternoon Athens sunshine and scanned the street, sidewalks and shadows. When he was certain no threats awaited his “client,” he held the door for her to emerge from the store.

      “Did you give the suitcase to the clerk?” he asked as she turned to the right.

      Jasmine nodded. “I asked her to have it sent to the airport lost luggage and have it shipped to the address on the tag.”

      Ace shook his head. The woman’s son was being held hostage, and she’d made the effort to get the suitcase back to its rightful owner. He’d bet she’d tucked some of the wad of cash into the case to help make up for the trouble she’d caused the unsuspecting tourist.

      “Where are we going?” he asked as they walked along the sidewalk.

      “Dmytro said there was a men’s clothing store two blocks from here,” she said, walking surprisingly fast in the high heels. “We’ll need to hurry. He arranged for a limousine to pick us up at the men’s store in thirty minutes. It will carry us to the casino.”

      “Is there anything Dmytro can’t do or arrange?” Ace asked.

      “He can’t get us into the Demopoulos compound.” She stopped at the door to the men’s clothing store and waited for Ace to hold it open. As she passed through to the interior, she continued with, “That’s up to us.”

      Once inside the store, Ace glanced around. “What did you have in mind that would appear more intimidating?”

      Her eyes narrowed as she swept her gaze from his head to his feet and then turned to study the store’s offerings. “Your trousers will work, but we’ll need a different shirt and a jacket.”

      He glanced down at the black polo shirt with the Brotherhood Protectors winged logo embroidered on the left breast and the black trousers Hank had asked his team to wear as part of the security detail for the movie set.

      Jasmine motioned for a salesclerk and spoke to him in Greek. The clerk led them to a rack of button-down shirts. He pulled a measuring tape from his pocket and measured Ace’s neck, shoulders and arms. Then he selected a black shirt and tie and carried them to a fitting room.

      Ace and Jasmine followed.

      The clerk hung the shirt and tie in the small room.

      As Ace stepped into the room, Jasmine and the clerk headed toward a rack of suit jackets.

      Not wanting to let Jasmine out of his sight, Ace came back out of the room and stood where he could see Jasmine. He pulled the polo shirt from the waistband of his trousers and over his head, tossing it back into the fitting room. He grabbed the shirt off the hanger and stepped back out of the room, his gaze going to Jasmine and the clerk.

      Jasmine glanced toward him at that moment, her eyes flaring as she took in his naked chest.

      Ace fought the urge to grin at her interest. He took his time fitting his arms into the black shirt and shrugging it over his shoulders. He was just beginning to fasten the buttons when Jasmine returned, clerk in tow, with a solid black suit jacket.

      He chuckled. “When you said we were going for something more intimidating, I imagined a black leather biker jacket, not a suit jacket.”

      Her lips twitched. “You would look very intimidating in black leather, but trust me, you’ll look even more intimidating when we’re done.” She took the jacket from the clerk and waited while Ace finished buttoning his shirt and tucked it into the waistband of his trousers.

      Then he reached into the room for the black tie and looped it around his neck.

      “Here,” she said and handed him the jacket before he could knot the tie.

      He slipped his arms into the sleeves and shrugged into the jacket.

      Jasmine fit the necktie under his collar and expertly tied it.

      “You’re good at that,” he said, liking how close she was.

      “My father taught me.” When she finished, she stood back and nodded. “Better. Just one more thing.” She handed him a pair of dark sunglasses.

      He put on the sunglasses and turned toward the full-length mirror. “Okay. I see what you mean.”

      Jasmine stood beside him, all in black like him. They made a striking and, yes, intimidating pair.

      “I think we’re ready,” she said and glanced at her cell phone. “The limousine has arrived.”

      Ace pulled out his credit card to pay the clerk, but Jasmine held up her hand. “I already paid him. Let’s go.”

      Ace didn’t like that she’d paid for his shirt, tie and jacket. They’d been expensive. With a limousine waiting outside, he didn’t have time to argue. They hurried toward the exit. Ace went first, checked for threats, glanced into the rear of the limo, then the front of the vehicle at the chauffeur, looking for any indication he wasn’t what he was supposed to be.

      When he returned to Jasmine, he frowned. “How do we know your guy sent this limousine?”

      “He did,” Jasmine said and strode past Ace to the waiting car.

      Ace hurried to get ahead of her and open the rear door.

      She slid onto the back seat and scooted over, making room for Ace.

      He bent to slide in beside her and closed the door before he realized they weren’t alone in the back of the limousine.
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      Jasmine nodded toward the man sitting across from them. “Ace, this is Dmytro. Dmytro, this is Ace.”

      Twenty-five years her senior, Dmytro personified the word intimidating. The man had a wicked scar across his left cheek that he’d earned during his time in the army. Another scar slashed across his eyebrow, giving it a disjointed, wicked slant. He’d said he’d earned that one as a mercenary.

      Dmytro had given up his wild, marauding life when he’d returned to his hometown and fallen in love with a pretty Ukrainian girl. For her, he’d settled into a tame existence as a lineman for the state-owned national electric company.

      He'd assimilated into the quiet provincial life. They’d had a baby girl and were happy—until the leader of Russia destroyed his home, his town and many of his friends and family.

      He’d taken his wife and daughter and left the war-torn nation, knowing they wouldn’t be safe as long as the war raged on.

      As Jasmine stared across at her old friend, she could feel Ace tense beside her. Knowing Dmytro wouldn’t hurt her, she laid a hand on Ace’s knee as she addressed the Ukrainian in his language. “It’s good to see you, old friend.”

      Dmytro nodded and responded in heavily accented English. “You look well, Senorita Giordano.”

      Jasmine’s lips curled in a smile. Dmytro’s daughter had chosen that name for her Italian passport. “How is Ana?”

      He snorted, his heavy eyebrows forming a V over his nose. “She is in Los Angeles.”

      Jasmine’s eyes widened. “When did that happen?”

      His frown deepened. “When she decided she wanted to become a movie star and bought a one-way plane ticket to California.” He shook his head. “Her mother is not happy. I am not happy.” The older man shrugged. “But what can we do? She is a grown woman with a mind of her own.”

      “Like her father?” Jasmine teased.

      “Too much like her father,” Dmytro admitted. “Beautiful like her mother, stubborn like me.” He sighed and focused on Jasmine. “We are not here to discuss my daughter. What is important is to get your son back.”

      Her joy at seeing her old friend dampened at the mention of Eli. “Is Francesca on track to play poker with Christos?”

      Dmytro nodded. “When the casino informed him of a special guest in their exclusive game room, he demanded a seat at the table. He’ll be there along with four other regulars.”

      “Good,” Jasmine said. “Should I be concerned about the others?”

      “I’ve played with some of them before,” Dmytro said. “Nikolai Thanos is a retired real estate broker. No connection to the Greek crime families, just likes to play poker with people who know how. Angelo Remes made his fortune as an action-adventure movie star. Now in his seventies, he plays poker for the challenge. Klaus Müller, a German game developer, sold a game for enough money to retire comfortably but enjoys poker twice a week. He’s Christos’s friend. The last man, Jon Anders, I’m not as familiar with him. My source says he’s a U.S. ex-pat who inherited his money and likes spending it on fast cars, women and taking risks.”

      “Charming group,” Jasmine commented.

      “The casino likes to keep it friendly. They’ve had games between underground crime leaders where they check their weapons at the doors. Since you’re a special guest, the casino manager chose the least dangerous players.”

      “Nice to know,” Ace said.

      “The source says Christos has been known to overextend his bets, relying on markers from the cashiers. Lately, he’s been slow paying back the markers. The cashier and the dealer have been instructed not to extend a marker past the initial one to buy into the game.”

      Jasmine nodded. “Which means I have to win enough to exceed his limit by a significant amount.”

      Dmytro nodded. “The dealer will allow you to extend your own marker to Christos,” he said. “When he loses, he will ask to pay you back the next day as he has done in the past with other special guests.”

      Going along with the storyline, Jasmine said, “I’ll insist he pay me tonight as I leave for Canada early tomorrow morning.”

      “He’ll have to tap into his father’s cash to pay you before morning,” Dmytro said. “When he suggests that he go to his family home for the money, you can insist on going with him.”

      “With my bodyguard,” Jasmine added. “After all, I don’t know him well enough to trust his word.”

      Dmytro leaned across the space between them, extending his hand. “Take this,” he said, handing her a ring with a shiny black sapphire setting.

      She took the ring and stared down at it, her brow puckering. “A ring?”

      “A special ring,” Dmytro said. “You will need time to look for the artifact. That would be hard to do with Christos watching.” The Ukrainian lifted his chin. “The sapphire is attached to a tiny spring. Flip it up on one side.”

      Using the tip of her fingernail, Jasmine flicked the edge of the stone.

      The black sapphire flipped up, revealing a tiny compartment filled with a fine white powder.

      Jasmine shot a glance toward Dmytro.

      Dmytro’s lips curled. “Do not worry. It is not poison. It will only make a man sleep. Deeply. He will not wake until morning.”

      Jasmine slid the ring onto the ring finger of her left hand.

      “My source tells me that anyone entering the Demopoulos’s home must pass through a metal detector.” Dmytro handed a knife and sheath to Jasmine and another to Ace. “These knives are made of ceramic materials and will not set off the metal detector.”

      “Thank you, Dmytro,” Jasmine said. “I was considering my high heels as weapons, but this is easier to handle.”

      “Athanasios has a gallery containing his collection of art and artifacts. My source suspects the scroll will be on display there. From what he said, the gallery has a security system. If the alarms are set off, the security team is mobilized, and a pair of rottweilers are released automatically from their kennels to patrol the grounds.” Dmytro’s eyes narrowed as they met Jasmine’s. “They are trained to kill.”

      Jasmine’s heart skipped several beats. “Do you have some of this sleeping medicine I could throw at the dogs as they leap for my throat?”

      Dmytro shook his head. “All I can do is caution you to do your best not to set off the alarms. The other alternative is to leave in a vehicle, not on foot. The fence surrounding the compound is eight feet high and made of concrete blocks topped with concertina wire. Going over the fence will prove difficult.”

      Jasmine snorted. “And everything up to that point will be easy?”

      The Ukrainian shook his head. “Athanasios had all the security put in place after his predecessor’s assassination in the streets of Athens. Up to now, no one has tried to breach his compound.”

      Jasmine laughed shakily. “Let me guess. As much as your source has described, he must have helped install that security system. Did he have any tips or tricks for breaching the gallery without setting off the alarms?”

      Dmytro’s lips tipped upward. “He did.” The man paused for effect.

      Jasmine waited patiently, knowing the Ukrainian had an occasional flare for the dramatic.

      “There is a secret panel hidden behind a replica of the ancient Greek painting of the Birth of Venus,” he said, his lips curling. “You have to enter a code to disengage the alarms in the room. Athanasios wanted to be able to enter the gallery whenever he liked.”

      “I don’t suppose your friend gave you the code?” Ace asked.

      Dmytro’s hands spread out. “What else are friends for?” He leaned close and whispered, “The code is 1485,” he said. “The year the original Birth of Venus was completed. Though Demopoulos is now the leader of the Greek underground crime organization, he has always been interested in art and archeological treasures.” Dmytro’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Thus, his desire to claim the copper scroll you so conveniently removed from the Jordanian Museum.”

      Jasmine sighed. “So, you know.”

      “There are no secrets among the Greeks,” he said.

      Jasmine crossed her arms over her chest. “If that’s the case, perhaps you know who is holding Eli hostage.” She held her breath, praying her friend could tap into his network to locate one small boy being held hostage.

      The Ukrainian ex-pat shook his head, a shadow descending over his face. “He must not be Greek. However, I am working on that information. I will let you know what I learn.”

      Jasmine let go of the breath she’d been holding. She hadn’t expected Dmytro to know where Eli was being held. He’d have told her immediately.

      “Okay, then.” Jasmine lifted her chin and squared her shoulders. “We will succeed. As they say in the movies...failure is not an option. Eli’s life depends on it.”

      Though she put on a strong front, inside, Jasmine was terrified. Not of being caught by the Greek crime boss or mauled by killer dogs. She was afraid they wouldn’t find the scroll. And if they did, she feared they wouldn’t get back out with it to make the exchange. If they died trying, what would happen to Eli?

      She looked across at her friend. “We will succeed,” she repeated.

      Dmytro reached out to take her hand. “Should something happen, and you don’t make it out, I will do everything in my power to find and free Eli. He will be cared for.” He squeezed her hand. “I have complete faith in you and Ace. I am too old to raise a small boy the way his father could, but I would do my best.”

      Tears welled in Jasmine’s eyes. Though the Ukrainian dealt in illegal activities, Jasmine trusted him with her son’s life. “Thank you, Dmytro.”

      He gave her a single nod. “Be safe, Moya lyubov.” He turned to Ace and held out his hand. “Jasmine is a good woman. Do right by her and the boy.”

      Ace shook the man’s hand. “I will.”

      Dmytro released Ace’s hand, then pushed open the door, stepped out of the limousine and closed the door.

      The vehicle pulled away from the curb and merged into traffic.

      Jasmine sat in silence. Inside her head, her thoughts roiled over the information her friend had imparted. Everything that could go wrong threatened to overwhelm her.

      It all boiled down to Eli. If they failed, he died.

      She drew a deep breath and let it out slowly, deliberately, her spine stiffening and her resolve hardening. Her hand closed around the ceramic knife encased in its sheath. She bent and strapped it to her calf, comforted to know she had a weapon. She’d rather have a submachine gun, hand grenades and an entire platoon of soldiers backing her, but the knife was better than nothing.

      Jasmine stared through the side window at the buildings they passed. She hadn’t played poker since she’d spent time with Dmytro and his family.

      Though they were a highly competitive threesome, they’d taken the time to show her strategies they used to win. She’d have to make use of those strategies to be sure she won. Yes, the dealer was primed to help, but she had to make it look like she won fairly.

      The limousine pulled to a stop in front of the casino.

      Jasmine’s pulse quickened. She drew in a deep, steadying breath, using the same techniques she’d employed to calm her racing heart when going into battle as a Sayeret Matkal. She couldn’t show fear, nervousness or any other weakness. As a wealthy heiress, she needed to be collected and slightly disdainful. To her, the game must look like a diversion from boredom.

      “It’s showtime,” Ace whispered and slid out of the backseat. Once his feet were firmly on the pavement, he held out a hand to Jasmine.

      She laid her palm in his and let him pull her out of the vehicle. Without thanking him, she walked past him, her head held high.

      The casino manager emerged from the building and met her before she reached the door. Speaking in halting Italian, he welcomed her to the Olympus Casino. “Everything is as requested by your assistant.”

      She held up a hand and addressed him in Greek. “Please stop. You’re butchering my native language. Address me in your own unless you’re equally inept with it.”

      He quickly switched to Greek, his cheeks flushing a ruddy red. “My apologies, Miss Giordano. If you’re ready, I’ll take you to the private room set aside for this evening’s game.”

      “I’m ready to be out of this heat,” she said. “The room is air conditioned?”

      “Absolutely. We can adjust the thermostat to your desire.” He led the way to the building.

      As Jasmine passed through the automatic sliding door, she glanced back.

      Ace followed a few steps behind, sunglasses in place, hiding his eyes. As tall and broad-shouldered as he was, wearing the black suit, black shirt and tie, he carried just the right amount of intimidation.

      Jasmine hid a smile and strode through the casino.

      Customers sat at slot machines, pressing buttons, watching the displays spin, hoping to hit a sizable jackpot. The clamor of ringing bells filled the room.

      The manager led her past the slots, through the table games of roulette, blackjack and craps and into a hallway. At the end, he turned to the left and continued until he came to a door marked Private. A peephole like those found in hotel rooms was in the middle of the door.

      He knocked three times and stood back.

      A moment later, the door opened, and a big man dressed in a black and gold casino uniform held it wide.

      The casino manager waved his arm toward the door. “After you.”

      Jasmine entered, expecting to see the poker table and the dealer inside. Instead, they passed through a sitting room with a bar to one side, complete with an impressive selection of alcohol, a coffeemaker, a refrigerator and a microwave.

      The casino manager led her to the door at the opposite end of the sitting area and opened it wide. “The final player is here,” he announced in Greek. “Gentlemen, Miss Giordano.” He swept his hand toward the door.

      Jasmine entered the room, narrowing her eyes as she studied the other five players. Before they introduced themselves, she had in her mind who was who. One by one, they approached her, confirming her assessment.

      Nikolai Thanos, the retired real estate broker, was a tall man with a full head of silver hair. He wore a casual tailored jacket over a white polo shirt. “Nikolai Thanos,” he introduced himself in flawless Italian. “My friends call me Nik.” His grip was firm as she shook his hand, and his smile was practiced from years of sales experience.

      Jasmine replied in Greek. “Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Thanos.”

      The older man’s eyes narrowed for a second before he dipped his head, acknowledging that she didn’t consider him a friend.

      A slender young man, wearing a brown leather jacket over a black T-shirt with a scene out of a post-apocalyptic video game emblazoned across his chest, held out his hand and mumbled his name, “Klaus Müller.”

      When she shook his hand, he barely gripped hers and let go almost as soon as they touched. She’d had a friend like Klaus growing up in Tel Aviv. Socially awkward, especially with girls, but technically brilliant. She knew how difficult it was for him to extend social niceties. “Schön, Sie kennenzulernen,” she replied with a gentle smile.

      A man with salt and pepper hair, wearing a charcoal gray blazer, white button-down shirt and a gray and blue ascot draped loosely around his neck, flashed a too-white smile at her. “Angelo Remes. You might recognize me from the silver screen.” He spoke in his native Greek.

      She replied, also in Greek, “Sorry. I don’t.”

      His smile twisted. “You’re probably too young to remember my movies.” His smile returned. “Nice to have a woman playing with us today.”

      “I hope I don’t bore you.”

      “You’re too pretty to bore anyone,” he replied, moving aside for the next player.

      A tall man with auburn hair and hazel eyes grinned broadly and held out his hand. “Jon Anders. Do you speak English? Sadly, I’m hopeless with other languages. The best I can do is order beer and ask where I can find the toilet.”

      As Jasmine shook his hand, she wondered at this man. She couldn’t quite place his American accent. And most Americans said bathroom, not toilet.

      “Where are you from in the Americas?” she asked in English.

      He grinned. “Kansas City, Missouri. Have you been to the States?”

      She nodded. “I’ve been to New York City a number of times, Los Angeles, Miami and Dallas.”

      “You like poker,” he said. “Have you played in Vegas?”

      She shook her head. “Not yet, but I’m planning on it—thus, this little practice game here in Athens. Do you play here often?”

      Jon shook his head. “This will be my first time at this casino. I was asking about poker when I ran into this guy.” He turned toward the man Jasmine was there to manipulate. “He said it was for players with a big bank account. Lord knows I have the money, thanks to dear ol’ Dad. I asked to be included.” He spread his arms wide. “Now, here I am.”

      She cocked an eyebrow rather than respond to American’s exuberance.

      Jon grimaced. “But don’t let me do all the talking.” He dragged the man beside him forward. “This guy got me in the door.”

      Jasmine recognized the man from the photograph Dmytro had sent through text less than twenty minutes before.

      Christos was a handsome man dressed in tailored slacks, a white button-down shirt open at the neck and a wine-red velvet jacket. He stepped forward, a smile lifting the corners of his lips. “Miss Giordano, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said in Greek and held out his hand.

      Jasmine frowned at the young man and his outstretched arm. “And you are?” she asked with haughty disdain though she knew who he was.

      “Christos Demopoulos,” he said.

      She raised one eyebrow. “Any relation to Athanasios Demopoulos?”

      Christos nodded. “He’s my father.”

      “Will he be playing?” she asked.

      The younger Demopoulos frowned. “No.”

      “A pity,” she said, moving past him without shaking his hand. “I came to play, not talk. Shall we?”

      Jasmine took a seat at the center of the poker table opposite the dealer, who was expertly shuffling a deck of cards.

      The casino manager waved at the other players. “Gentlemen, if you’ll take your seats, we can begin.” He walked around the table to where Jasmine sat, tapping her fingernail against the green felt. The casino manager leaned over Jasmine’s shoulder. “Your assistant wired your buy-in to our cashier. We’re all set to begin. Would you like a drink?”

      She continued tapping her finger, assuming the expression of an extremely bored and impatient rich woman. “Dirty martini.”

      He nodded, pivoted on his heels and headed for the exit.

      “Make it very dirty,” Jasmine added.

      “Yes, ma’am,” the manager said, hurrying out of the inner sanctum into the kitchenette without asking what the other players might like.

      Christos sat to the left of the dealer. The other players took seats around Jasmine, Jon on her right, between her and Christos, Klaus on her left, Angelo beside him and then Nikolai.

      The dealer pushed stacks of chips toward each player.

      Jasmine had expected to front the money for her buy-in when she’d arrived. Apparently, Dmytro had done it for her. She fought the urge to gulp when she realized the stack of chips was a combination of one hundred, two hundred and five hundred euro denominations. There had to be around five thousand euros in her stack alone. Each player had an equal stack, totaling thirty thousand euros.

      Her pulse kicked up. She glanced across the room to where Ace stood with his back against a wall, far enough away he couldn’t read cards but close enough he could step in if someone threatened her. Just his being there helped calm her. Their gazes met for a moment. Then she focused on the game and the people, willing the dealer to deal and set this plan in motion.

      For the next hour, the dealer dealt, and the players played. Jasmine lost the first three hands, noting the barely concealed smile on Christos’s face. The dealer had given her good cards, as Dmytro had promised, setting her up to win.

      But she couldn’t make it look that easy.

      She won the next hand with a flush, beating Christos’s three-of-a-kind and Klaus’s two pair, taking back some of the chips she’d lost.

      Klaus won the next hand, depleting her stack of chips to a mere one thousand euros.

      Jasmine glanced down at her watch. While they’d played, the afternoon had waned into evening. Darkness was always good cover to escape a bad situation. The later, the better, preferably after people retired for the night. In the next hour, she needed to wrap up the poker game, claim her victory and demand that Christos pay up, even if it meant taking her to his family’s estate to get the cash.

      Was she being ridiculous thinking they could push this young, entitled boy into taking her to his father’s stronghold and raiding his father’s stash of very liquid assets to repay her marker?

      For a moment, Jasmine doubted their plan, doubted the ability to maneuver their way into Athanasios Demopoulos’s compound and his room full of artwork and ancient artifacts.

      What other choice did she have? What alternative?

      She had to retrieve the copper scroll. Eli’s life depended on it. She couldn’t stop until her son was safe and out of the hands of his kidnappers. Her arms...no... her heart ached to hold her small son. To tell him everything would be all right. To read him a story as his eyes drifted lower and he slept in her arms, knowing he was safe and loved.

      Her heart pinched hard in her chest, and her gut knotted. Eli had never been away from his home in Tel Aviv. He’d never spent time with strangers. He’d had Maria, the housekeeper, and his mother to hold him and tell him all would be well.

      Until now. For the past few nights, he hadn’t had his mother or Maria to reassure him. To let him know he was loved, and someone would always be there for him.

      How was he? Did he fall asleep crying every night? Had they hurt him?

      Her gut clenched at the thought of anyone hurting a three-year-old.

      Jasmine’s jaw clenched, and her resolve hardened. Damn it. She’d get through this challenge, find her son and make a new life for them. She’d take Eli away from people who would use a boy to get his mother to commit a crime. She’d take him somewhere he could be content to run and play with no worries about being snatched, abused and separated from the people who love him.

      As the dealer dealt the next round, Jasmine focused on winning. It was time she took control of the situation and Christos Demopoulos. The sooner she got that scroll, the sooner she could negotiate a trade to get her son back.

      The dealer dealt the hand.

      Jasmine collected her cards, hope souring as she stared down at the hand dealt to her.
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      From his position on the other side of the room from Jasmine, Ace could do nothing to affect the outcome of the poker game. He had to wait and hope Jasmine and the dealer orchestrated a win that would ensure her invitation to the Demopoulos compound.

      Even then, Ace wasn’t sure they’d get in. If they did manage to get past the gate guards, would they eventually get the hell out of there with the scroll and their lives?

      If they were shot and killed in the process, who would save Eli? Ace and Jasmine were the boy’s only hope.

      Ace had heard horror stories about the people murdered by warring crime families in Italy and Greece. They were brutal, shooting each other in the streets and taking out innocent women and children in the process.

      Of course, there were mass shootings in the US all the time. Only, this time, Jasmine was setting herself up as a target in a very dangerous game that had nothing to do with cards.

      The game dragged on at a glacial pace.

      Subtly shifting from one foot to the other, Ace prayed the players would hurry the game along. The sooner they secured an invitation onto the Demopoulos compound, the sooner they could find the scroll and get the hell out of there.

      Leaders of the Greek crime ring were ruthless. They didn’t hesitate to kill people who got in their way, including some of their own—possibly evidenced by the assassination of the previous kingpin who’d been gunned down in the streets of Athens.

      Given the fact Demopoulos had taken over as the head of the organization, Ace would bet the man had something to do with his boss’s demise.

      If only they knew who had Eli, they might have a chance of rescuing him without the scroll.

      As it was, the only chance of luring the kidnappers out into the open with Eli was to dangle the carrot and show them the copper scroll.

      The plan was complicated, with too many moving parts and the possibility of glitches along the way.

      The scenarios roiled around in Ace’s head.

      What if Jasmine didn’t win the poker game? She was down on her chips. One hand could wipe her out. Granted, other players’ winning hands were also helping to deplete Christos’s stack of poker chips.

      Ace watched Jasmine’s face from his position. She gave little clues about her cards along the way, and he suspected she did it on purpose. When it came time to go in for the win, she’d have to school her expressions to give away absolutely nothing. Or she could send him mixed singles, bluff her way through and score big.

      Another possibility could happen if the dealer didn’t set her up to win. She’d be on her own to make things happen the way she needed them to happen.

      Again, too many places for things to go wrong.

      The plan was too complex. Sneaking onto the compound without securing an invitation might have proved easier. What was a little concertina wire to a couple of special operation types?

      The dealer dealt a new hand. Each player held two cards, and he laid three cards on the table.

      Jasmine stared down at the cards in her hand and then at those on the table. Her eyes flared slightly, and the corners of her lips twitched.

      For a brief second, Jasmine’s gaze met his.

      Ace read in her face that this was the hand that would start Christos down the road to being beholden to her.

      Ace tensed.

      Christos pushed half his stack of chips into the pot.

      Jon folded.

      Jasmine raised Christos’s bet.

      Klaus and Angelo folded.

      Nikolai met Jasmine’s bet.

      Christos pushed more chips into the pot.

      Jasmine glanced between Christos and Nikolai. Then she met Christos’s bet.

      Nikolai met Christos’s bet.

      The dealer laid out the next card.

      Christos added more chips to the pot, leaving very little left in his stack.

      Jasmine met his bet.

      Nikolai stared at his two cards and those on the table and then met the bet.

      The dealer laid the last card on the table.

      Christos pushed all but five chips into the pot.

      Jasmine deliberated for a full thirty seconds and then met Christos’s bet.

      Nikolai met the bet.

      Christos laid his cards on the table. Between the two in his hand and the ones on the table, he had three of a kind.

      Nikolai shook his head and laid out his two cards. His highest combination gave him two pairs.

      Christos smiled.

      Then Jasmine laid down her two cards. She had a flush, beating both their hands.

      Christos frowned as the dealer pushed the pot toward Jasmine, giving her the greatest number of chips among the players.

      Christos waved the casino manager over and asked for a whiskey. He whispered to the manager something Ace couldn’t hear.

      The casino manager shook his head.

      Christos’s brow furrowed. He spoke in angry Greek.

      The casino manager again shook his head.

      Jasmine raised a hand for the casino manager. He disengaged with Christos and hurried over, appearing thankful for her interruption.

      Jasmine spoke softly to the casino manager.

      He frowned, nodded and then left the room. Moments later, he returned with a martini and the whiskey Christos had requested.

      He left the martini with Jasmine and carried the whiskey to Christos, setting it down on the table. He leaned close to Christos and whispered something to the younger man.

      Christos’s gaze shot to Jasmine, and his eyes narrowed.

      The bait had been cast. Would he bite the hook?

      Christos spoke to the manager and then sent a nod and a tight smile across the table to Jasmine.

      She acknowledged by briefly raising her martini glass and then taking a sip.

      More chips were added to Christos’s five, giving him a decent amount to continue in the game.

      The next hand was dealt. When the dealer laid out the three cards on the table face up, Jon made his bet, Jasmine met it, Klaus raised the bet and Angelo folded.

      Nikolai raised Klaus’s bet, and Christos raised Klaus’s bet.

      Jasmine, Jon and Klaus met Christos’s bet.

      The dealer laid the next card on the table.

      Jon checked.

      Jasmine added chips to the pot.

      Klaus met her bet.

      Angelo folded.

      Christos studied his two cards and those on the table. Then he met Jasmine’s bet.

      At that point, Jon didn’t have enough chips to match. He folded.

      When the dealer laid the last card on the table, Jasmine pushed half of her chips into the pot.

      Klaus didn’t have enough chips remaining to match her bet. He folded.

      Christos looked at his two cards, those on the table, and then his gaze went to Jasmine, his eyes narrowing. Then he pushed all his chips into the pot, matching the bet.

      He laid down his cards.

      Between his two cards and those on the table, he had a flush.

      Jasmine’s brow dipped. She hesitated another moment before laying out her cards.

      Four of a kind.

      Christos cursed.

      The other players congratulated Jasmine as the dealer pushed the pile of chips toward her.

      Jasmine smiled at the others and stood. The others stood as well.

      The game was over. Jasmine had won.

      Now, all she had to do was get Christos to pay up.

      The casino manager and another waiter brought drinks. One by one, the players approached Jasmine to shake her hand and congratulate her again on her win.

      Christos was last to approach her. As he crossed the room to Jasmine, he wore a crooked smile.

      Ace moved close enough to eavesdrop. He didn’t trust Christos.

      The crime boss’s son said something in Greek.

      Ace didn’t know enough of the language to understand.

      Before and throughout the game, Jasmine had maintained an unreadable expression. After winning, she allowed her face to relax into a friendly smile.

      Christos said something.

      Jasmine’s smile slipped a little, and she shook her head.

      When he spoke again, Jasmine shook her head again. He motioned toward the door and back to himself.

      Jasmine shook her head with a hint of a smile, cocking one eyebrow.

      Christos shrugged and waved his hand, encompassing Jasmine, Ace and himself.

      Jasmine gave the man one of her beautiful smiles that made Ace just a little bit jealous.

      She met Ace’s gaze briefly and tipped her head in an almost imperceptible nod.

      Christos had fallen for the bait.

      

      Jasmine collected her winnings and tipped the dealer and the casino manager, thanking them both.

      Though the tension of the game was over, she couldn’t let her guard down. Their mission wasn’t over yet. She’d only made it past the first hurdle. This marathon wouldn’t be over until she had the copper scroll and traded it for her son.

      The other players moved toward the door, talking and laughing about the game.

      Jon Anders paused near Jasmine. “I hope we can play again. I’d like a chance to win back some of that money.”

      “Perhaps we’ll meet again,” she said.

      “I’m sure we will.” Jon nodded toward Ace and left the room.

      Christos offered Jasmine his arm.

      She slipped her hand through the crook of his elbow, ready to get to the compound.

      As he led her through the casino to the front entrance, the electronic bells and jingling of the slot machines barely registered with Jasmine. She focused completely on the task ahead.

      Ace followed a few steps behind.

      Having him there gave her a sense of security she hadn’t experienced since her time in the Sayeret Matkal. Knowing Ace had her back bolstered her courage.

      As they exited the casino, a black limousine waited at the curb.

      Night had fallen over Athens, and city lights blurred the stars overhead.

      The driver stood beside the rear door. As they approached, he opened the door and held it as Jasmine got in and slid across the seat.

      Christos sat beside her. The driver opened the front passenger door and motioned for Ace to sit there.

      Ace frowned, his gaze meeting Jasmine’s as she leaned around Christos.

      “You can ride up front,” she said to him in English. “I’ll be all right.” Jasmine would rather Ace rode with them in the rear of the vehicle, but that wouldn’t be conducive to lulling Christos into letting down his guard. She wanted him to think she was no threat and that he had a chance at seducing her.

      Ace hesitated a moment longer, leveling a hard look at Christos. Then he climbed into the front seat of the limousine, where he could neither see nor hear what was happening in the back of the vehicle.

      Jasmine suspected he wouldn’t be happy about it. But it couldn’t be helped.

      Once both doors were closed, the driver climbed into his seat and drove the limousine away from the casino into night traffic. He maneuvered through traffic, heading out of the city into the countryside.

      Jasmine watched through the side window as the density of buildings thinned on the outskirts of the sprawling metropolis.

      “Do you live very far from the casino?” Jasmine asked.

      “Our home isn’t in Athens, but it won’t take long. The view is worth the drive,” Christos said. “Can I offer you a drink?”

      She nodded. “Some water would be nice.”

      He leaned forward and opened the door to a mini bar with a refrigerator, extracted a bottle of water and handed it to her. He selected one for himself and closed the door.

      Jasmine twisted the cap off the bottle and drank, glad for a distraction that would limit, if only briefly, her ability to answer questions should he ask.

      “Where did you learn to play poker, Miss Giordano?” Christos asked.

      She swallowed before answering, “Please, call me Francesca,” she said. “I learned to play poker from a friend. And you?”

      “My father.” He twisted the top off his bottle and drank before continuing. “He likes challenges.”

      “Do you play with him often?”

      His smile twisted. “Not anymore. We played a lot when I was younger. He’s a very busy man with many responsibilities.”

      “Will you take over the family business someday?” she asked. Though she pretended to look out the window, she observed Christos in her peripheral vision.

      “Perhaps,” he said.

      “Are you not interested in what he does?”

      “We are very different, my father and I.” He remained silent for a minute, then turned to her. “Do you come to Athens often?”

      She tilted her head, thankful she didn’t have to lie, knowing it was hard to keep track of too many lies. “I have, in the past.”

      “Do you think you’ll come back again soon, Francesca?” He smiled. “I like the way your name sounds.”

      “Thank you.” She shrugged. “I travel all over the world. I like to visit places I haven’t been before.”

      “I like to travel as well,” he said. “What has been your favorite place you’ve visited?”

      She smiled. “Ireland is one of my favorites. What’s yours?”

      “Ireland, as well.” He smiled. “I love to hike along the Cliffs of Moher and climb among the rock formations of the Giant’s Causeway. Have you been to either?”

      Jasmine nodded. “Both. Nature never ceases to amaze me in its beauty and complexity.”

      The driver drove up into the rocky hills overlooking the city lights below.

      Jasmine would rather have taken their own vehicle. They’d discussed it briefly and agreed it would be easier to get past the gate guards, and Christos would be more comfortable allowing them onto the compound if he brought them himself. Once they exited the compound, they’d have to figure out how to get back into Athens. They’d worry about that after they retrieved the artifact and got out of the compound.

      The vehicle left the main road and wound even higher into the hills, eventually slowing to a stop.

      Jasmine leaned toward the window. Just as Dmytro had indicated, a six-foot high wall covered in white stucco and topped with concertina wire surrounded the compound. A closed metal gate stood between the vehicle and their entry. “Are we here?” she asked.

      “We are,” Christos said.

      Moments later, the gate slid open, and the limousine drove through.

      As the vehicle passed through the entrance to the compound, Jasmine made note of the guards armed with a machine guns on each side of the road. A video camera was perched on the wall closest to the driver’s side of the vehicle, probably allowing Demopoulos’s security element to verify identities of those wanting to enter.

      After the car passed the wall, the gate closed behind them.

      A thrill of success rippled through her. They were inside the compound. One step closer in their plan to retrieve the scroll.

      The driver proceeded along a paved driveway, winding ever upward. Soft lights at the bases of trees lit their way, casting beams and shadows across manicured hedges, trailing bougainvillea and lush lawns.

      At the top of the hill, the driver turned into a wide, circular driveway and eased up to the front of a mansion of white stucco and massive windows overlooking Athens’ city lights.

      Jasmine noticed the two guards at each corner of the building, armed with the same machine guns as those at the gates. Two more guards stood on either side of the huge double door. These men carried handguns holstered at their hips.

      If she and Ace planned to leave through the mansion's front door, they’d need a major distraction to divert their attention. They’d be better off sneaking out a side or rear door as long as they had cover and concealment to hide their exit.

      Jasmine’s stomach knotted. Their plan might be more difficult to carry out with only ceramic knives strapped to their legs. They were severely outgunned.

      Her lips twitched. What she wouldn’t give to have one of those machine guns.

      She wished they’d had more time to locate the kidnapper. They could have avoided the Demopoulos family entirely and the danger that now surrounded them.

      With no idea who had taken Eli, they had to secure the scroll in order to make the trade for her son’s life. She’d do anything, risk everything to save him. Though she was glad he was with her, Jasmine wished she hadn’t put him at risk as well.

      When the limousine stopped, the front doors opened. The driver and Ace got out.

      Ace opened the back door before the driver could make it around the vehicle.

      Jasmine leaned forward and gave him a slight nod as if to let him know she was okay.

      Ace stood back as Christos stepped out of the vehicle, turned and extended a hand to Jasmine.

      She laid her palm in his and let him help her out of the limousine. He turned, sliding a hand behind her back, and walked with her up to the front door.

      Ace followed several steps behind.

      As they approached the door, one of the guards produced a metal-detecting wand.

      Christos leaned toward Jasmine. “Forgive me. It is only a formality.”

      Jasmine nodded and smiled, praying they didn’t conduct a pat down after running the wand over her person. She held her arms out to her sides.

      The guard waved the wand over her right arm, her shoulders, the left arm and down her torso and legs. Thankfully, he didn’t attempt to frisk her.

      The guard nodded.

      Christos stepped through the door.

      Jasmine entered after him, stopping just inside. She turned to Ace.

      The guard performed the same wand ritual over Ace’s body. When the wand didn’t beep, the guard straightened and stepped back.

      Ace started to step past the guard, but the man held up a hand, halting his progress. He nodded to his counterpart.

      The second guard stepped up behind Ace. Starting at his neck, he ran his hands across Ace’s shoulders, moved to his right arm and back across to the left. He smoothed his hands over Ace’s back and around to his front, patting his pockets.

      Jasmine pasted a smile on her face. Inside, she tensed as the guard started down Ace’s leg.

      “Are you going to offer me a drink?” Jasmine asked Christos.

      “Absolutely,” he answered. To the guard, he said. “That’s enough. No need to take all night.”

      The guard straightened and stepped back, allowing Ace to enter the house.

      Jasmine hadn’t been terribly worried about the guards finding the knife. She would have laughed and said no bodyguard worth his weight would go anywhere completely unarmed. They’d have confiscated the knife, and Ace would still go into the house. Still, she let go of the breath she’d been holding and turned to slip her hand through the crook of Christos’s arm.

      Once they were all inside, Jasmine glanced around the entryway with the cathedral ceiling, polished marble floors and expensive decorations. “Your home is lovely.”

      “Thank you,” Christos said.

      “I’m considering renovating my estate on Sardinia.”

      “Perhaps you’ll be inspired by our home. We recently completed a massive renovation of the ground floor and several of the rooms on the next level.”

      “I love what you’ve done here in the entrance. I’m also considering marble tile. I’m going back and forth between modernizing or embracing traditional décor. I’d love to see all you’ve done.”

      “I’d be delighted to show you. My father gave me carte blanche to choose the designs and oversee the work.” He waved a hand forward. “I’d be happy to give you a tour. Would you like that drink first?”

      She shook her head. “Let’s tour first and relax afterward.”

      He led her into the living area with its twenty-foot ceilings, a solid wall of windows and a massive rock wall on one side with a modern gas fireplace stretching halfway across the length of the wall.

      “I chose to go with a more modern look in this room, with the primary focus being the view and a secondary gathering area centering around the fireplace.

      He led Jasmine across the living room. When they reached the opposite side, Christos turned back to Ace, frowning. To Jasmine, he said, “You know you’re perfectly safe while you’re inside the compound. Your bodyguard might enjoy refreshments in the kitchen.”

      Jasmine patted Christos’s arm. “I pay him well to protect me.”

      “To protect you from me?” Christos asked, raising an eyebrow.

      She smiled reassuringly. “To protect me from any threat. Don’t worry. Once we settle, I’ll have him stand guard at a discreet distance.” Jasmine gave Christos a seductive wink. “For now, I’d like him to keep an eye on me. I trust you, but I don’t know who else might be in the house.”

      And she needed Ace close for when they made a move to steal the copper scroll. The sooner they got to it, the better. But she had to play it cool until she incapacitated Christos. Until then, she’d use him to locate the copper scroll.
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      Eager to get on with their plan, Jasmine smiled. “My bodyguard will not be an issue. Shall we continue?”

      “Absolutely.” Christos led her down a hallway and stopped at the first door. “This is my father’s study. He wouldn’t allow me to remodel here. The man likes the traditional wood paneling and rich colors. My father did allow me to replace the dusty old drapes with new ones. Other than that, this room has not changed much in the last hundred years.” He pushed the door wide and walked in.

      While Ace hovered in the doorway, Jasmine stepped inside. “I have great respect for a traditional study. The wood is warm and inviting. Do the curtains cover windows, or is that a door?”

      Christos crossed to the drapes, pulled them back and secured them in a metal hook. “My father pulls the drapes when the afternoon sun shines through the French doors.”

      “How nice.” Jasmine smiled. “Do the doors open onto the lawn or a garden?”

      “A garden. My mother wanted him to remember why he worked so hard, so she planted roses and other flowers outside his office.”

      “I bet it’s beautiful.” Jasmine joined Christos at the French doors, peering out into the night. “Does your father walk in the garden?”

      “Rarely, since my mother passed.”

      Jasmine touched his arm. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you.” Christos turned his back on the garden. “Anyway, this is my father’s study.”

      Jasmine noted the locks on the French doors before turning her back on them to study his father’s domain. Two walls bore floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. Another wall held a display of ornamental swords.

      “Does your father collect swords?” Jasmine asked.

      “Among other things,” Christos said.

      “I have collections, as well,” Jasmine said. “What else does your father collect?”

      “Besides these swords, he has a collection of artwork, including paintings and sculptures. He’s also collecting ancient artifacts.”

      “How interesting,” Jasmine said. “I have an artwork collection, including an original Van Gogh. Part of my remodeling effort is to establish a display room with a robust security system. Some of my pieces are very valuable.”

      “My father’s primary input into our renovations was to require a room where he could display his artwork and collectibles as well as protect them from climate and theft,” Christos said.

      “I’d like to know more about it,” Jasmine said. “And maybe you could give me a recommendation as to who you used to design and install the necessary infrastructure. Do you think they’d come to Sardinia to install a system for me?”

      Christos smiled. “I’m sure they would, for the right price.”

      “Right now, I have a very rudimentary system,” Jasmine said. “I want something more high-tech and harder to breach.”

      Christos laid a hand on Jasmine’s back and urged her toward the study door. “Let me show you what we did. It could give you some ideas for your design.” He stepped out into the hallway, where Ace stood beside the door, staring at the wall in front of him.

      Christos’s brow dipped briefly as he passed Jasmine’s bodyguard and continued down the corridor with her at his side. He stopped in front of another door that looked much like the others with inlaid panels and matching hardware.

      “This door might look like the others, but...” He lifted his hand and tapped his knuckles on the door, making an odd sound for a knock on wood. “It’s solid metal. You can’t break it with an ax like you can a wooden door. It would take a long time for a torch to cut through it. We access the room by using an electronic keypad.” He reached his hand toward a painting on the wall. “Do you like this painting of the Birth of Venus?”

      Jasmine nodded. “It’s lovely. Is it part of your father’s collection?”

      Christos’s lips twisted. “In a way. It’s not an original, but it serves a purpose.” He slid the painting to the side, exposing a keypad. “My father wanted the keypad. I suggested disguising it behind the painting.” He cocked an eyebrow. “Clever, don’t you think?”

      “Very,” she responded with a smile.

      Christos rested his fingers on the keypad. “We have a biometric scanning system on backorder. It’s taking a ridiculous amount of time to get it. As soon as it arrives, we’ll have it installed. Then we’ll have fingerprint and retinal scanners. Only my father, our chief of security and I will be able to access the room.” He turned to Jasmine and cocked an eyebrow. “Do you mind turning around?”

      Jasmine’s eyes widened. “Oh. Of course, I don’t mind.” She turned her back to him.

      “And your bodyguard?” Christos said.

      Jasmine spoke to Ace in English. “He wants you to turn around so he can enter the code.”

      Ace nodded and turned his back.

      Christos entered the code, and the metal door slid open.

      Jasmine peered into the dark interior. “Is there a light switch?”

      Christos stepped over the threshold, and lights blinked on. “The lights are equipped with motion sensors.” He held out his hand. “Come see my father’s collection. You might find it interesting.”

      Jasmine entered the room.

      When Ace started to follow, Christos held up a hand. “He’ll have to wait in the hall.”

      “Guard the hall,” she said.

      Ace nodded and stood with his back to the door.

      Jasmine fought a grin. Ace looked stern and robotic, so different from the warm, caring man she knew and loved.

      Her heart fluttered.

      Loved.

      After all the years apart, were her feelings still as strong as they’d been that week they’d spent together?

      Her chest tightened. She’d dreamed of finding him again. Now that she had, she didn’t want him to disappear. But did her feelings change anything? Were they destined to part again?

      When she finally got around to telling him her secret, she seriously doubted he’d walk away from his son. If Eli weren’t in the picture, would he walk away from her?

      These questions occupied space in the back of her mind. At the moment, she had more important priorities to pursue.

      The door slid closed between her and Ace.

      “As I was saying, the lights have motion sensors and are carefully positioned so as not to further damage delicate old paintings. The art must be protected from harsh lighting and humidity.”

      “Exactly what I need for my collection,” Jasmine said softly.

      “My father has ancient papyrus paintings with hieroglyphics he doesn’t want to fade any more than they already have over the centuries.”

      As Christos led Jasmine deeper into the room, her gaze swept through the contents that she could see from where she stood. Paintings lined the walls, some encased in glass.

      Other collectibles were displayed in glass cases or on shelves or pedestals. It was an impressive collection of gold jewelry, decorative pottery, miniature figurines and carved statues.

      “My father has been collecting paintings for as long as I can remember. His more recent obsession is artifacts from ancient Egypt.” Christos stopped in front of a carved statue of an Egyptian god. “Take this statue of Isis, for example. It dates back to around 1045 BC.”

      Jasmine stared at the statue, amazed that anything could stand up so well against time. “That’s old. And yet, it remains intact.”

      Christos nodded. “It is. Egyptians clung to their beliefs in their gods and goddesses. My father became interested in the Egyptians after joining an archeological dig with a friend, Louis Bertolli, who was deep into Egyptian history and lore a couple of years ago. Even more recently, his interest has been peaked by a new discovery in the Valley of the Kings of a recently-discovered tomb. In that tomb, the hieroglyphs tell of a treasure the king hid. He left clues throughout his kingdom in the form of gifts he'd sent to the leaders of various outposts of his empire.”

      Jasmine frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “He sent gold jewelry, mosaics, stone tablets inscribed with stories in hieroglyphics and statues like this one of Isis. In each, he left a clue as to the location of the treasure.”

      “Fascinating,” Jasmine said, and she meant it.

      “My father became obsessed with finding and collecting the artifacts described in that king’s tomb.”

      Jasmine wondered how the copper scroll fit into Athanasios’s treasure hunt. The copper scrolls only dated back to 65 AD, nearly a thousand years after the dead king had included the story of the hidden treasure. “Has he had any luck finding the artifacts?”

      “Some,” Christos said. “Take this statue of Isis… Its clue is the inscription on the base. It doesn’t make much sense on its own. The theory is that when all the clues are collected, the clues will make sense.”

      “Where did your father find this statue?” Jasmine asked.

      Christos snorted. “He found it in the estate of the late Ronald Westbury III. His grandfather, Ronald Westbury, Duke of Westbury back in the late 1800s, funded a dig near Giza. Because his dig produced significant finds, the government of Egypt gifted him with this ancient statue to thank him for all he did in recovering more of their history.”

      “Nice of them to gift the duke,” Jasmine said.

      “My father studied the king’s hieroglyphs, which included giving a gift to one of his trusted outpost leaders in charge of managing the outpost near what is now modern-day Giza. My father looked through records of digs near Giza and found the dig the Duke of Westbury had financed. The gift of the image in the king’s tomb resembled a statue of Isis. The cataloged finds included a statue of Isis.”

      “And did it also record where the statue was sent?” Jasmine asked.

      He nodded.

      “How did your father come to own the statue?” Jasmine asked.

      “My father made a trip to the UK and found the Westbury estate up for auction. The last surviving relative had died with no heirs. The estate was for sale, including everything in it. He bid on the statue and bought it for practically nothing.”

      “It’s amazing it still exists,” Jasmine said. “Especially after all these centuries.”

      “Westbury’s discovery was buried beneath the rubble of a church. As the rubble was cleared, the tomb was unearthed, all its contents intact.”

      Jasmine had read about the looting of tombs and how many Egyptian treasures no longer resided in Egypt, having been taken to other countries by private collectors or governments to fill national museums.

      “My father has spent the past few years studying the records of a number of archeological digs at the locations inscribed on the dead king’s tomb.”

      He led her to a case that displayed an intricate tile mosaic. Several tiles were missing, but the image was clear of the god Horace handing a scroll to the king. “My father says this is another clue; however, I have no idea what it means. He seems to think there was a scroll passed from Horace to the king, and that scroll was passed from the king to a priest near the Dead Sea who was to preserve the scroll. It's supposed to hold the key to all the gifts, thus the location of the treasure.”

      “The Dead Sea Scrolls?” Jasmine asked.

      “The Dead Sea Scrolls are said to contain messages about treasures. The same goes for the copper scroll,” Christos said. “Anyway, my father is obsessed.”

      “How was he able to obtain a mosaic?” Jasmine asked. “I would assume it was attached to a building somewhere as a floor or design on a wall.”

      Christos shrugged. “I don’t ask. Some things just appear in this room.” He moved away from the mosaic. “Personally, I think he’s chasing the wind. If there was truly a treasure, it would have been looted centuries ago like all the great pyramids. If you like paintings, my father has several from world-renowned artists. He used to be a more avid collector of art, but he hasn’t purchased any recently as he’s so obsessed with this treasure hunt. He did manage to acquire a little-known Monet from a private collector fifteen years ago. It’s his favorite of the paintings.”

      Athanasios’s son stopped in front of the Monet and stared at the vibrant colors on the canvas. “In all his collection, this is my favorite.”

      “It’s beautiful,” Jasmine said. And it was. But she only pretended to study the work of art as she continued to scan the room out of her peripheral vision, searching for the copper scroll. She moved on, her gaze moving from the paintings on the walls to the glass cases below.

      At the far end of the room was a table with a large lighted magnifying glass bent over it. What was lying on the table gave Jasmine’s heart a jolt.

      The box. Her box. The case she’d had designed to transport the fragile copper scroll.

      It was here. Within reach.

      She pointed at the box. “What’s this?”

      Christos’s lips twisted. “I think it’s my father’s latest find.”

      “How exciting.” She tilted her head. “Do you know what’s inside it?”

      Christos shook his head. “No idea. Probably some dusty old jewelry or a stone statue. I’m surprised my father isn’t here, looking over it like a child with a new Christmas present.”

      Jasmine glanced around. “Where is your father? I would like to have met him.”

      “There was trouble at one of his warehouses near the port earlier,” Christos said. “He was called away to investigate.”

      “Nothing serious, I hope,” Jasmine said, happy to know the older Demopoulos was nowhere nearby.

      “I don’t know. It was something about an explosion. I heard about it as I was going into the casino. It must have caused significant damage since he hasn’t returned. As late as it is, he should be home soon.”

      All the more reason for Jasmine to set their plan into motion.

      She smiled. “It is getting late. Are we still good for that drink?”

      Christos perked up, appearing happy to leave the artifact room and get on with his plan to woo her. “Let’s go to my suite. I have a fully-stocked bar. And you might be interested in the renovations I did there.”

      “Sounds lovely,” Jasmine said.

      He led the way to the door of the secure room and waved his hand over a red light on the wall. The door slid open.

      Christos stepped out and waited for Jasmine to cross the threshold. Once outside the room, the metal door slid closed behind them.

      Ace fell in step behind them as Christos guided Jasmine down the hall and back to the main entryway. They climbed the curved staircase to the second level. On the landing above, he turned left and walked to a set of double doors. He pushed the doors open and stood back for Jasmine to enter.

      When she passed him, Christos blocked Ace from entering.

      “I’d hoped we could be alone,” Christos said to Jasmine.

      Jasmine nodded and spoke to Ace in English. “You can stay outside. I can take care of myself.”

      Ace nodded and took up a position in front of the door as Christos pulled it closed.

      Alone with the young man, Jasmine cocked an eyebrow. “Shall we take care of business first?”

      Christos nodded. “Of course. Let me get you a drink. You can relax and enjoy the view while I get your money.”

      “Perfect,” she said and turned away. “I do have a plane to catch early tomorrow morning. I have a meeting with my board of directors in Rome. They don’t like it if I’m late.”

      “I can have my driver deliver you to the airport in plenty of time to catch your plane,” Christos said. “That would give us all night to get to know you better.”

      “Mr. Demopoulos, do you presume to seduce me?”

      His lips curled upward. “The thought did cross my mind.”

      “Get me that drink, bring me my money and I’ll think about it.”

      “I’ll get you that drink.” He hurried across the floor to the bar against the wall.

      Jasmine looked around the sitting room. He’d decorated it tastefully with white leather furniture and glass-topped tables. The best part of the room was the view through the floor-to-ceiling windows of Athens below.

      “What would you like to drink?” Christos asked.

      “I’ll have whatever you’re having,” she said.

      “Do you drink scotch?”

      She nodded. “I do.”

      He lifted a bottle and pulled off the top. “I bought this from one of my favorite distilleries the last time I was in Scotland.” He poured amber liquid into two tumblers and dropped a couple of ice cubes into each. He swirled the liquid around inside the glass as he carried it across the room to Jasmine.

      She took one of the glasses and softly tapped it against the rim of his. “To the highlands of Scotland.”

      Christos shook his head. “To getting to know each other.” He tapped her glass again and then tipped his glass back, drinking half the liquid in it.

      Jasmine touched her glass to her lips and pretended to take a sip. She didn’t dare in case he’d laced it with a date rape drug. Not that she thought he would, but why risk it? Because of the urgency of her mission, she couldn’t get sloppy and let herself be incapacitated. Her son’s life hung in the balance. She had to keep a cool and smart head on her shoulders to free him.

      Her actual thoughts winging ahead to the point in time she’d be back in that artifact room, Jasmine smiled secretly. “Mmm...is that the aged oak barrel that I taste?” She acted as if tasting Scotch was the only thing on her mind.

      Christos drank another long swallow from his glass. “Precisely.” He smiled. “Nothing but the best for my guest.”

      “I’ll need the distillery's name to order some for my home.” Jasmine took another pretend sip.

      “I’ll get that for you.”

      Jasmine cocked an eyebrow. “Money first.”

      “Of course,” he said. “I’ll get that now.” He set his tumbler on a glass table in front of the sofa.

      Jasmine set hers next to it and walked with him to the door.

      He paused before opening the door. “I have to go into my father’s quarters. You can stay here and finish your drink.”

      “I will,” she said with a smile. “I would like to speak with my bodyguard and let him know I’ll be a couple of hours and that no one is to disturb us.”

      “By all means,” Christos said with a smile and left the room. He passed Ace and hurried across the landing to the double doors on the opposite end.

      Jasmine remained just inside the door.

      Ace approached.

      She lowered her voice to a whisper in case Christos’s room was bugged with listening devices. “Clear your throat when he’s on his way back.”

      He gave a slight nod.

      In a louder tone, she said, “You’re to remain outside these doors for the next few hours. We’ll require complete privacy.” She winked.

      Ace dipped his head once and took up a position beside the door, his arms crossed over his chest.

      Jasmine left the door open and returned to the glass table where the two tumblers stood. She twisted the gem on the ring and dumped the powder into Christos’s half-finished drink. She poured some of her drink into his, lifted it, swirled the liquid around and was in the process of placing it back on the table when Ace cleared his throat.

      She picked up her glass and walked toward the windows. When Christos walked into the room, Jasmine stood at the window, her drink half-empty. She looked out at the night sky, keeping Christos in her peripheral vision.

      He entered, closed the door behind him and twisted the deadbolt lock. “Is your bodyguard good to go for a while?”

      Jasmine nodded. “We’ll have complete privacy for the next couple of hours.”

      “Good.” He held out a stack of currency. “I have your money.”

      She tipped her head toward the glass table where his tumbler stood. “You can leave it on the table for now.”

      He dropped the bills on the table, retrieved his glass and joined her at the windows.

      She stared up at him. “Most men are intimidated by a woman who can beat them in a competition. I hope you don’t mind that I beat you at poker.”

      Christos shook his head. “Not at all. I admire strong women. My mother was a strong woman.”

      “How did she die?” Jasmine asked.

      “Of breast cancer,” he said, staring down into his drink.

      “That must have been a difficult time for you and your father.”

      He nodded. “It was. They didn’t discover it until it was too late.”

      She raised her glass. “Let’s drink to your mother and all mothers who love their little boys.” She lifted the glass to her lips and pretended to drink as long as Christos did.

      He downed the rest of the liquid in his glass. “We’ve talked a lot about me. What about you?”

      She smiled, wondering how long it would take for the drug to take effect. “What would you like to know?”

      “To start with,” Christos stepped closer. “You’re a beautiful woman. Why aren’t you married?”

      She raised her eyebrows. “It all goes back to being a strong woman. I have yet to find the man I’m willing to give up my independence for.” Except one. The guy standing in the hallway.

      “You need a man who compliments your independence. An equal with whom you can share your life, not burden it.”

      “Are you such a man?” she asked.

      He lifted one shoulder. “Perhaps.” Christos tilted his head. “Do you like to dance?”

      Jasmine nodded. “I love dancing.”

      “Then we need music.” Tipping his glass, he drank the last of the scotch, turned, set the tumbler on the table and retrieved a remote-control device from a pocket on the side of the sofa. When he touched a finger to one of the buttons, music filtered through hidden speakers throughout the room.

      He set the remote on the table beside his empty glass and held out a hand. “Dance with me.”

      She laid her palm in his and let him draw her into his embrace.

      For several moments, they swayed to the rhythm of the music.

      Christos’s hand resting on the small of her back sank lower to span her bottom.

      Jasmine reached behind her, gripped his hand and moved it up, on level with her waist. How long would it take for the drug to work?

      The man’s brow wrinkled. “I thought you wanted this.”

      “I want a lot of things,” she responded. “All in good time. Right now, I want to enjoy the music with a man who knows how to dance.”

      He grinned. “Some say dancing is a form of foreplay.” Before she could guess his intentions, he twirled her away from him and back into his arms, dipping her low to the floor.

      While he had her at a disadvantage, he briefly brushed his lips across hers.

      When he straightened, he staggered a little, almost dropping Jasmine.

      Jasmine regained her balance, steadied herself and then helped Christos regain his balance.

      “I feel a little dizzy,” he said and pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “We don’t have to dance,” Jasmine insisted. “Come. Sit.” She led him to the white leather sofa and urged him to sit. When she tried to sit close to him, he swung her around.

      Jasmine lost her balance and sat across Christos’s lap.

      “You’re a beautiful woman, Francesca,” he said, nuzzling her neck.

      “Thank you,” she said, trying to ease off his legs and onto the cushion.

      His hands gripped her hips and refused to let her go. “I don’t know why, but I’m....sleepy. And... you’re beautiful. I want to...make...love...to you.”

      She chuckled softly. “Then let me do all the work.”

      He leaned his head back. “Mmmm. That sounds wonderful.” His hands fell to his sides. “I’m all yours.”

      She slipped off his lap and tipped him sideways until he lay across the sofa.

      He closed his eyes, smiling. “I’ve never...been beat...by a woman.”

      “Sweetheart, you’ve never met me before.”

      He lay on his back, his lips curled. “Do as you want,” he said, his voice fading.

      Though she wanted to get moving, Jasmine waited another minute or two to ensure Christos was well and truly asleep and wouldn’t follow her to the artifact room.

      When Christos’s chest rose and fell in a slow, easy motion, Jasmine reached for the money on the table and shoved it into the pouch beneath her shirt. Then she stood and crossed the room to the locked door.

      She twisted the lock and opened the door.

      Ace stood there with a frown creasing his forehead. When he saw it was her, he pulled her into his arms. “Are you all right?”

      She nodded, loving how warm and secure she felt wrapped in his arms. “Yes.” For another moment, she allowed herself to revel in his embrace. “I’m okay,” she said. “The drug worked like a charm.”

      “Good.” He set her at arms’ length, looked down into her face and then kissed her quickly. “We need to get moving.”

      “Right,” she said, pulling herself together, wishing she could stay longer in his embrace, but knowing she couldn’t. Maybe, when she had Eli back, safe and sound, they could pick up where they’d left off all those years ago.

      She snorted softly. And if wishes were horses…
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      Ace wanted to hold Jasmine so much longer, but they didn’t have much time.

      “Athanasios could return at any moment,” Jasmine said, echoing his thoughts. She stepped free of his embrace. “We don’t want to be caught in his highly secure artifact room.”

      “Agreed,” Ace said.

      He led the way back to the staircase and down to the first floor. With no time to spare, he hurried down the corridor to the artifact room and shoved aside the painting of the Birth of Venus. After keying in the code Dmytro had provided, he held his breath, praying the code was still the same one Christos had used.

      The heavy metal door slid slowly open.

      Ace released the breath he’d been holding. As soon as the gap was wide enough, he slipped inside.

      Jasmine rushed past him. “This way.”

      Once they were both over the threshold, the door closed behind them.

      “Where’s the scroll?” Ace asked, looking around at the large room full of so many things.

      “Follow me. It’s at the far end of the room.” Jasmine led him to the back of the room, where a table stood with some kind of lamp hanging over the tabletop. A box lay on the table. It was there that Jasmine led him. She opened the box and showed him what was inside.

      He stared down at several pieces of thin copper nestled in soft foam. “Is it all there?” he asked.

      She nodded, quickly closed the case and slipped it into the satchel she found looped across the back of a chair. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Let me carry that,” Ace said.

      Jasmine didn’t argue. She handed over the satchel and headed for the door.

      Ace looked around for a doorknob and didn’t find one. “How⁠—”

      “I think he waved his hand over this.” Jasmine lifted her palm and held it over a red light on the wall. It turned green, and the door slid open.

      With Ace leading the way, they ran down the hallway toward the front of the mansion. As they neared the front entrance, voices echoed in the foyer.

      Ace stopped short and glanced around. He found the door to Athanasios’s study, twisted the knob and pushed it inward.

      Jasmine dove through.

      Ace followed, his senses on high alert, sure the voices they’d heard belonged to the returning owner of the mansion. He closed the door softly behind him.

      Once inside Athanasios’ study, Jasmine hurried toward long curtains hanging on a wall. She drew them back to expose French doors and reached for the door handle.

      “Wait,” Ace whispered. “What if the doors are connected to a security system?”

      “We don’t have much time,” Jasmine said, “and really no other choice.”

      Ace nodded and braced himself, ready to run.

      Jasmine twisted the lock, turned the handle, hesitated another moment, then jerked the door open.

      A screeching alarm sounded, echoing off the shelves of books and the ceiling. Shouts sounded from down the hall.

      Jasmine shoved the door wide and ran out into a garden.

      Ace followed close behind her.

      The path twisted and turned through rose bushes, manicured shrubs and other flowering plants and vines. When the path curved back toward the house, Ace stopped and looked around for a way out. When he didn’t see an obvious exit, he plowed through a small gap in the hedges, emerging onto a lawn.

      Jasmine pushed through behind him. She paused only long enough to slip the high heels off her feet.

      They ran toward what appeared to be a garage.

      A black SUV stood outside the building, possibly the vehicle that had delivered Athanasios to his home.

      If they could steal the SUV, they might be able to crash through the gate. Ace started that way.

      He hadn’t gone three yards before Jasmine caught up with him, grabbed his arm and pointed to the side of that building.

      Armed men came running out a door, possibly living quarters or barracks for the Greek crime boss’s army of thugs. Each man carried a rifle or submachine gun as they raced for the house.

      Ace and Jasmine changed directions, heading downhill, moving from shadow to shadow across the carefully maintained landscape toward the wall and the gate.

      As the wall came into view, Ace slowed to a stop in the shadow of a low-hanging olive tree and stared up at the wall topped with concertina wire.

      Jasmine leaned close and whispered. “If they didn’t take things out of my satchel, there should be a pair of wire cutters in one of the pockets.”

      “Wire cutters would take too long to get through concertina wire. There has to be a way to open the gate from this side.” He edged along the wall toward the gate, where he searched for a mechanism that would trigger the gate to open.

      The deep-throated sound of large dogs barking sounded from the direction of the house up the hill.

      Ace’s stomach clenched. “Fuck.” Getting caught was one thing. Being ripped apart by attack dogs was not an option. They had to find a way out before the dogs reached them.

      The rumble of what sounded like a truck engine approached the gate from the other side.

      As it neared, the engine revved and sounded as though it was speeding up rather than slowing to stop. The truck was coming toward them fast.

      Machine-gun fire pierced the air.

      Ace grabbed Jasmine up in his arms and leaped backward, away from the gate, seconds before a huge truck slammed through the metal gate, knocking it flat to the ground.

      More gunfire sounded.

      The driver’s door swung open, and the familiar face of poker player Jon Anders leaned out and yelled, “Get in!”

      When Ace hesitated, Jon said, “Hank sent me.”

      More machine-gun fire sent Ace, with Jasmine still in his arms, running around to the other side of the truck.

      Jon pushed the passenger door open.

      Ace tossed Jasmine up into the seat, threw the satchel into her lap and scrambled up after her.

      “Stay down!” Jon cried. He shifted into reverse and slammed his foot onto the accelerator, sending the big truck backward out of the gate.

      Ace pushed Jasmine low and covered her body with his.

      As they cleared the gate walls, the truck was pummeled with machine-gun fire, shattering the windshield and sending slivers of glass flying through the cab.

      Jon didn’t slow the truck as it careened backward down the hill. He kept going until they rounded a bend in the road, and they were well out of range of the gunfire. Then he slammed his foot on the brakes, and the truck skidded sideways, stopping in the middle of the pavement and blocking the road entirely. He killed the engine and yelled, “Get out!” Jon dove from the driver’s seat to the ground.

      Ace pushed open the door and jumped down. He reached for Jasmine and helped her to the ground as she clung to the bag carrying the scroll. She slung the satchel over her neck and across her body.

      Ace and Jasmine rounded the back of the truck. He stopped near a stand of hedges, searching the darkness for the poker player.

      “Over here!” Jon called out from behind the hedges.

      Ace ducked around the hedges to find Jon mounting a motorcycle.

      “I hope you know how to ride a motorcycle,” Jon called out, tipping his head to another bike behind him. He started his engine and twisted the throttle, revving the RPMs.

      Ace nodded, mounted the other motorcycle parked behind the bushes and started the engine.

      Jasmine climbed on behind him, tucking the satchel between their bodies.

      Jon glanced over his shoulder, goosed his throttle and leaped out onto the road.

      “Hold on!” he yelled.

      Once Jasmine’s arms clamped around his middle, Ace twisted his throttle. The motorcycle leaped forward with more power than he’d anticipated.

      Jasmine clung to him as he steadied the bike on the pavement.

      Ace briefly glanced upward.

      Headlights glared further up the hill, coming down fast.

      The truck stretched across the road would slow them down, hopefully long enough for them to reach Athens and blend into the city traffic.

      Ace followed Jon’s taillight, racing down the winding road to where it intersected with the highway leading back into Athens.

      Jon turned toward Athens.

      Having no idea where the man was leading them, Ace followed. Since Hank had sent him, he trusted the man. He’d gotten them out of the compound alive; he had to have a plan to keep them alive.

      Thank God for Hank and his network of friends that extended beyond the United States.

      As they neared the city, traffic thickened. Jon weaved in and out of the stream of vehicles. Ace kept up, feeling more confident of the machine beneath him with each passing mile.

      When Jon left the main road, Ace followed.

      They zigzagged through a residential area into a more run-down district of older commercial buildings that had seen better days.

      Jon slowed in front of what appeared to be an auto repair shop. The overhead door rolled up automatically as Jon approached. He drove in and parked his motorcycle beside an older model car.

      Ace drove in and stopped beside him.

      The overhead door lowered. As it touched the ground, lights blinked on inside the garage.

      Jon dismounted and brought his bike up onto its stand.

      Jasmine slipped off the back of the motorcycle, and Ace swung his leg over, pulled the bike backward onto its stand and straightened.

      Jasmine stood behind Ace, holding the satchel close to her body, her eyes narrowing.

      Jon grinned and extended a hand to Ace. “Fearghas Gordon,” he said, his accent completely different from the one he’d used during the poker game. With the way he rolled his Rs, he sounded... Scottish. “And you must be The Hammer. As I briefly mentioned, Hank sent me.”

      Ace grimaced at the call sign he’d used as a member of his SEAL team. He gripped the man’s hand. “Ace Hammerson. Thanks for getting us out of the compound.”

      “You’re quite welcome,” he said. “It was a wee bit of a challenge, but we made it.”

      Jasmine’s brow dipped lower. “You’re not from the US.”

      Jon nodded. “No, I’m not. Born and raised in Scotland.”

      Ace dropped the man’s hand, a smile pulling at his lips. “You fooled me. How do you know Hank?”

      “We met on a joint mission between the SAS and the US Navy SEALS. He saved my arse from the Taliban. I owe that man.”

      “Sounds like Hank,” Ace said. “Are you still with the SAS?”

      Fearghas’s smile disappeared, and he shook his head. “No. I tired of the politics and left a couple of years ago. I’ve been living the life of an ex-pat here in Athens ever since. As you know, when you’re a member of special forces, you have little time to spend the money you make. What I saved, I invested wisely. It allows me to live my life the way I want. When I get bored, I take on freelance work, similar to what Hank’s organization does.”

      “Security, rescue, bodyguard?” Ace filled in the blanks.

      Fearghas nodded. “I’ve been following Hank since he left the Navy SEALs. I must say, I’m impressed with what he’s done. The Brotherhood Protectors is getting quite the reputation. I’m surprised he hasn’t established an office in Europe.”

      “I imagine it’s only a matter of time,” Ace said.

      Fearghas nodded. “Likely so. When I left the SAS, he asked me to join him. At that time, I wasn’t ready. But I must admit, getting you out of the compound was a challenge. The kind of challenge I miss from my days in the SAS. I might reconsider his offer.”

      Fearghas clapped his hands together. “Now, where are my manners?” He turned to Jasmine. “Miss Nassar, tis a pleasure to meet you. I believe I’ve met my match in poker.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You know who I am.”

      He nodded. “Hank filled me in. Jasmine Nassar, former Sayeret Matkal before you were ousted for sharing secrets with an American, from what he said. One of your own blew the whistle on you after your vacation in Athens four years ago. From what Hank’s computer guy said, they could never come up with enough evidence to prove it, but they let you go anyway.”

      Ace’s gaze met Jasmine’s. “Is that what happened? Is that the reason you were released from Sayeret Matkal?”

      She shook her head. “That was an excuse. I was the real reason I was released. I was in line for a promotion. My commander didn’t like the idea of a woman being in charge of the unit. He blamed me for a leak in information that led to a botched mission he was responsible for. I took the fall; he got the promotion.”

      “That sucks,” Ace said.

      Jasmine shrugged. “It didn’t matter. I needed to get out at that time.”

      Fearghas nodded toward the satchel looped over Jasmine’s shoulder. “I assume you retrieved the copper scroll?”

      She nodded, her hand tightening around the satchel’s strap.

      “It must be important for multiple factions to want to steal and kill for it,” Fearghas said.

      “Jasmine was forced to steal it as a ransom for her small son,” Ace said.

      Fearghas frowned. “And you still have no idea who has your son?”

      Jasmine sighed. “No. They left a burner phone with my housekeeper when they took my son. I’m to wait for a call to arrange for the trade. I had forty-eight hours to retrieve the scroll from the time they called me the first time with their demands.” She glanced down at her watch. “If they wait the entire forty-eight hours to contact me, I have less than twenty hours left to keep it safe.”

      “A lot can happen in twenty hours,” Fearghas said.

      “I know.” Jasmine’s lips pressed together. “Especially since we know Demopoulos wants it.”

      Fearghas’s brow creased. “And he owns the city.”

      “And he’s probably pissed that we took it,” Ace said. “Why did you bring us back to Athens?”

      Fearghas shrugged. “Demopoulos doesn’t own everyone in the city. I have some contacts that could get us out should the need arise. And it can be easier to hide in a city of over three million people than in the country where everyone knows when strangers pass through.”

      Jasmine turned to Ace. “Christos mentioned his father became interested in ancient Egyptian artifacts when he went with a friend on an archeological dig in a king’s tomb. Apparently, the king had hidden a treasure. He dispersed clues in the form of gifts to leaders in different locations throughout his kingdom. One of those gifts was a mosaic with an image of Horace giving the king a scroll. That scroll was passed to a priest who lived near the Dead Sea. He was tasked with preserving the scroll.”

      “You think the scroll was one of the gifts?” Ace asked.

      Fearghas’s brow twisted. “The Dead Sea scrolls?”

      Jasmine’s lips pressed together. “The Dead Sea scrolls are said to contain messages about treasures. The copper scroll dates back to 65 AD,” Jasmine said. “The king’s tomb dates back almost a thousand years earlier.”

      “If the priest was tasked with preserving the scroll, he could’ve passed that task down to his successors,” Ace said.

      “Scrolls fade,” Jasmine said.

      “The successors could have transcribed the messages, thus preserving them,” Fearghas offered.

      Jasmine nodded. “And the copper scroll could’ve been the medium they chose to ensure the preservation of the messages.”

      “Tis all supposition,” Fearghas said. “It would help if we could ask Athanasios why he needed the copper scroll.”

      Jasmine snorted. “That’s not an option.”

      “Did Christos mention the name of his father’s friend?” Ace asked.

      Jasmine’s gaze met Ace’s. “If we could find that friend, he might be able to shed light on Demopoulos’s need for the scroll. He might also know who would’ve taken my son.”

      Ace’s hands curled into fists. “He might be the one who took your son.”

      Jasmine pressed a palm to her chest. “It would be too obvious, but I had the same thought. Christos said the name of that friend was Louis...” Her brow furrowed. “Bertolli or Bertolini. I was too busy looking for the scroll. I should’ve remembered.”

      “That might be enough of a name for Hank’s computer guy to look him up,” Ace said.

      “This Louis Bertolli and Athanasios Demopoulos could be in competition to get to the treasure first,” Fearghas said. “Which puts you and the scroll in the middle of it.”

      Jasmine nodded.

      Ace pulled his cell phone from his pocket. “Maybe Swede can figure that out.”

      “In the meantime, Demopoulos will be eager to get that scroll back,” Fearghas said.

      “If he knows who coerced me into stealing it in the first place, he’ll know where that man lives.” Jasmine’s face paled. “He has one step up on us.”

      Ace nodded. “Demopoulos might be on his way to that person to take the scroll from him or to intercept you before you can make that trade for your son.”

      “Tell your friend Swede to hurry,” Jasmine said.

      Ace selected the number and pressed the phone to his ear.

      Swede answered on the second ring. “Dude, I assume you made it out of the compound all right.”

      “Thanks to Hank for sending backup.”

      Swede chuckled. “I assume you met Gordon?”

      Ace’s gaze went to Fearghas. “I did.”

      “And all of you made it out all right and are safe?”

      Ace nodded. “We did, and we are. I’m putting you on speaker with Fearghas Gordon and Jasmine Nassar.” He pressed the button and held the phone out for the others to hear.

      “Did you retrieve the artifact?” Swede asked.

      “We did,” Ace answered.

      “I’m glad you made it out of there. I look forward to hearing the story,” Swede said. “I saw that emergency services were sent to one of Demopoulos’s warehouses in Athens due to an explosion earlier today. Was that you, Fearghas?”

      Fearghas grinned. “It provided a good distraction, allowing me to borrow one of Demopoulos’s trucks for a joy ride.”

      “How did you manage to get them out of the compound?” Swede asked.

      Fearghas’s gaze met Ace’s. “I loaded a couple of motorcycles into the back of the truck and drove it out to the compound, stopping short of the gate. I unloaded the bikes, then drove the truck through the gate.” He grinned. “It seemed appropriate to sacrifice one of Demopoulos’s trucks to help retrieve what he’d stolen to begin with.”

      Swede chuckled. “Well done.”

      “Swede, with Demopoulos eager to get the scroll back, we might not have much time,” Ace said. “We need you to look up a Louis Bertolli or Bertolini. He was or is a friend of Demopoulos’s who got him interested in Egyptian artifacts to begin with. We think he might be the other person interested in acquiring that scroll.”

      “He might be the one holding my son hostage,” Jasmine said.

      “Louis Bertolli or Bertolini,” Swede said. “Got it. Do you have a place to lay low while I research this?”

      Ace’s gaze went to Fearghas.

      “They’re at my place in Athens,” Fearghas said. “Not many people know my place even exists. Hopefully, they’ll be safe for a while.”

      “I’ll get back with you ASAP,” Swede said. “Out here.”

      Ace ended the call and pocketed his phone. He looked at Jasmine. “What now?”

      She shook her head and pulled her cell phone out of her pocket. “I want to get my contact working on it as well. He might know people who know Demopoulos.”

      She selected a number and pressed her phone to her ear, her gaze meeting Ace’s. “All I know is that Demopoulos is going to be furious when he realizes that scroll is missing.”

      Ace nodded. The Greek crime boss would have all his people looking for them at the airports, seaports, and train stations. If they’d thought it was difficult to get out of Jordan, it would be even more challenging to leave Athens.

      His gaze rested on the woman who’d turned his world upside down four years ago. He’d spent years looking for her. His jaw hardened. Now that he’d found her, he couldn’t lose her again.
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      Jasmine paced the garage floor with her phone pressed to her ear as it rang. “We need more information,” she murmured aloud. “We can’t wait for Swede to search the internet to find who is in competition with Demopoulos.”

      “Moya lyubov, yak spravy?” he answered on the first ring.

      She answered in Ukrainian, “I am well.”

      “Did you get it?” he asked.

      “We did,” she said. “It all went according to your plan.”

      He chuckled. “I understand you had some plans of your own. My source said the dealer had to do very little for you to win that game.”

      “Then luck must have been on my side.”

      “He also said that Demopoulos’s people are looking for the Italian heiress Francesca and her bodyguard. They’re questioning all involved, including all the players.”

      Jasmine’s gaze went to Ace and Fearghas.

      “If you’re not out of Athens, you might want to get out quickly,” Dmytro warned. “If my casino source is discovered, he might be forced to point me out. I sent my wife and daughter to Switzerland on vacation. They left on the last commercial flight out of Athens.”

      “I’m so sorry, Dmytro. I didn’t mean to bring this down on you and your family,” Jasmine said. “And, though I hate to ask, I need one more favor from you, Dmytro.”

      “It is okay,” he said. “I understand. My wife and daughter agreed that it is more important that you get your son back. Now, what is it you need me to do?”

      “Athanasios Demopoulos was on an archeological dig a couple of years ago with a man named Louis Bertolli or Bertolini. I need to know if he’s as interested in the copper scroll as Demopoulos.”

      “Do you think this man might be the one who took your son?”

      “Maybe. And if he is, Demopoulos knows I’ll be taking that scroll to trade for my boy.”

      “He’ll try to intercept you before you can make that trade,” Dmytro concluded. “I’ll see what I can find out before I leave to join my family.”

      “I thought you said your family left on the last flight out?”

      Dmytro snorted. “Who said I was flying commercial? I have my own helicopter and earned my pilot’s license years ago.”

      Jasmine shook her head. “You are a man of many talents, Dmytro. I’m proud to call you my friend.”

      “You are a good person, Jasmine. You don’t deserve to lose your son. If there’s anything else I can do to help, I will.”

      Jasmine’s heart swelled with her love for this man and his family. “Thank you.”

      “It’s not safe in Athens,” he said.

      “I know,” she said. “I’ve stirred up a hornet’s nest with the Greek crime organization.”

      “Get out as soon as you can,” he said and ended the call.

      Jasmine slid her cell phone into her pocket and met Ace’s gaze. “Demopoulos is looking for Francesca and you.” Her gaze shifted to Fearghas. “He’s also looking for the players at the game for questioning. My contact sent his wife and daughter on vacation to Switzerland to keep them safe. He will ask around about Louis Bertolli and see what he can learn, but then he’s leaving Athens as well.”

      Ace nodded. “With Demopoulos’s people out looking for us, there’s no use in trying to get out of Athens until we know where we’re going.”

      “You might as well get comfortable,” Fearghas said. “You can shower, sleep and eat. My refrigerator is stocked.”

      “This is where you live?” Jasmine asked, looking around the garage.

      Fearghas smiled. “My living quarters are upstairs. The garage is a good cover. No one knows that there’s an apartment above it. You both are more than welcome to make yourselves at home.”

      “I don’t know if I could sleep,” Jasmine said, “but it would be nice to take a shower.”

      Fearghas led them up a set of rusty-looking stairs to an ugly metal door. He produced a key from his pocket, unlocked the door and held it open for them to enter.

      Jasmine stepped into what appeared to be a closet or very small office with a metal desk and an old metal chair.

      Fearghas stepped in behind them and pulled the door closed,

      “I don’t understand,” Jasmine said, looking around the small, cramped room.

      Fearghas grinned. “Hold on.” He locked the door from the inside, then squeezed around Jasmine and Ace. He grabbed the string hanging from the ceiling and pulled it once. The light switched on. He pulled it a second time, and a panel on the wall slid to the side, exposing the room beyond.

      Fearghas stepped to the side and waved an arm. “Welcome to my humble abode.”

      The contrast between the garage below and the room in front of her left Jasmine speechless.

      Ace grinned and stepped into the room. “I never expected this.”

      “Precisely,” Fearghas said. “It’s my own little oasis. Only I and a few select people know of its existence.”

      “Are you hiding from someone?” Jasmine asked.

      Fearghas shrugged. “When you’re in the freelance security business, you never know who you’re going make an enemy of.”

      Jasmine’s lips tightened. “Or who will do anything to get you to do their dirty work for them.”

      Fearghas nodded. “I like doing my jobs and then disappearing. If I want to be found, I make myself findable. Just not here. This is my safe house.”

      “What about the workers who helped build this,” Ace asked. “Aren’t you afraid they’ll reveal your location?”

      “For the first year or so after I left the SAS, this is what I did.” He spread his arms wide, encompassing the room and all its décor.

      “You did this?” Jasmine asked, nodding at the tile on the floor.

      “You’d be amazed at what you can find on the internet. If I didn’t know how to do something, I learned by watching videos. Once I had this place the way I wanted it, I ran out of things to do. That’s when I picked up freelance work.”

      He led them across the living room with its cool, marble tile floor and thick shag area rugs. A large sectional sofa in bomber-jacket brown leather faced a gas fireplace with a television mounted on the wall.

      The living area opened into a dining room and then a kitchen with shining appliances and granite countertops.

      Two doors led off the main living area. Fearghas crossed to the first and flung the door open. “This is the guest bedroom with its own bathroom and shower.”

      Jasmine leaned in to find a queen-sized bed with a white duvet and fluffy white pillows and tasteful modern paintings adorning the walls.

      “You’ll be the first guests to use this room,” Fearghas said with a smile.

      He moved to the next door and pushed open the door. “And this is my room. You’re welcome to use the bathroom in this room as well.

      Jasmine peeked in to see a sitting area equipped with a desk against one wall. Over the desk was an array of monitors attached to the wall. “You work in here?”

      “I do.” He walked to the desk and tapped the keyboard. The monitors sprang to life, displaying different angles of the building, from outside the garage where they’d entered to inside the garage and what appeared to be the back of the building. “I work here, but I can also monitor everything inside and outside the building. If I want to check the status, I just tap the keyboard.”

      Jasmine wondered what kind of freelance work he’d done to warrant the security setup he’d installed.

      Fearghas tipped his head toward an open door on the far side of the sitting room. “The bathroom is on the right, the bedroom on the left.” He glanced at Ace, his gaze sweeping him from head to toe. “You and I are about the same size. You’ll find clothes in the bedroom closet. Feel free to choose whatever you want.”

      Ace nodded. “Thanks.”

      Fearghas glanced at Jasmine. “You might find something in my closet as well.”

      Jasmine cocked an eyebrow. “I doubt it.”

      Fearghas’s lips twisted. “A former lady friend left some of her belongings here. You might find something to fit among them.”

      “Won’t she be unhappy that some of her things are missing?”

      Fearghas looked away. “She won’t be back. I just haven’t had time to box up her things and donate them.”

      Jasmine suspected there was more to the story than Fearghas was willing to share, and she wasn’t going to push him to explain. He’d already done so much to help them, placing himself at risk. “Thanks.”

      “There’s plenty of food in the refrigerator, fresh towels in both bathrooms and clean sheets on the guest bed. You can fight over who gets the bed and who gets the couch, although the couch is quite comfortable. I’ve slept on it a number of times.” He backed out of his bedroom. “I’m going to step out for a while.” He started to turn away, stopped and frowned. “One other thing. Please, follow me.”

      He led the way into the guest bedroom and opened the closet. He pointed to where a string hung down close to a light bulb on the ceiling. “If this building is compromised,” he grabbed the string and pulled. Instead of turning on the light bulb, a folding staircase descended.

      “This is an escape hatch that leads into the attic,” he said. “There’s a door that opens onto the roof. You can climb down the trellis on the back of the building. If the building is surrounded, there are only three feet between this building and the next to the left. You can jump across to that building and keep going for another four buildings. When you come to the fourth, there’s a ladder on the side of that building that’ll get you almost all the way to the ground. You’ll have to drop eight feet from the end of the ladder.”

      “And you know this because…?” Ace prompted.

      Fearghas grinned. “I’ve tested the options. You never know when you need a quick escape route.”

      Jasmine shook her head. “You thought of everything.”

      “I doubt that. But hopefully, I’ve thought of enough to get out of here alive should someone want to get to me badly enough.”

      “It’s good to know we have options,” Ace said.

      “Hopefully, we won’t have to exercise those options.” Fearghas strode out into the living area. “As I said, I’m going to step out. Help yourself to anything you need.”

      “Fearghas,” Jasmine held out her hand, “thank you for everything. Especially for getting us out of the compound when you did.”

      He shook her hand. “My pleasure. Like I said, I owed Hank. I would not be alive today if not for that man.”

      They followed Fearghas to the sliding door that led to the garage below. He pressed a button on the wall, and the door slid open. “I should be back in two hours.”

      “And if you’re not?” Jasmine asked.

      He met and held her gaze. “You might consider using the escape hatch and getting out of Athens.”

      A shiver of apprehension slithered down Jasmine’s spine. She wrapped her arms around her middle and nodded. “Understood.”

      Fearghas stepped into the closet-sized fake office, and the door slid closed between them.

      Ace walked into Fearghas’s bedroom.

      “What are you doing?” Jasmine asked, following him through the door.

      “These monitors blinked off as Fearghas was telling us about the clothes in the closets. I just wanted to see if the camera has motion sensors.” He nodded to the monitors. “The garage interior monitor was on. Apparently, they come on when there’s motion.”

      Jasmine watched the monitor that displayed the garage interior. Fearghas descended the stairs into the garage. He touched a button on the wall, and the overhead door opened. He mounted his motorcycle and drove out, then the overhead door closed behind him. Another monitor blinked to life as Fearghas exited the garage, turned left onto the road in front of the garage and sped away.

      “I don’t know about you, but all these security and alternate escape hatches have me spooked,” Ace said.

      Jasmine nodded. “At least we can check the monitors periodically to see if anyone’s near the building.”

      The monitors blinked off.

      Jasmine left Ace’s sitting room and walked out into the living area. “Do you want to eat first or shower?”

      “Let’s grab some food,” Ace answered.

      “Sounds good,” Jasmine said, her stomach rumbling. “After I shower, I want to try to rest for a little while. We don’t know what will happen next or where we’ll be tomorrow morning.

      Ace led the way to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. Inside, they found deli meat and cheese.

      Jasmine located a loaf of bread on a shelf.

      Ace found glasses in a cabinet and a bottle of red wine. He worked on opening the bottle while Jasmine made sandwiches and carried them to the dining table.

      Ace brought two glasses of wine and sat next to Jasmine.

      To Jasmine, it was all surreal. Playing house when the world seemed to be on fire around them.

      Jasmine lifted her glass. “To getting Eli back.”

      “To Eli,” Ace said and touched his glass to hers.

      After taking a sip, Jasmine set her glass on the table and lifted her sandwich. “Thank you for being there for me. I don’t think I’d have been able to get into the compound, retrieve the scroll and back out without your help.” She grimaced. “I’m sorry I dragged you into this.”

      Ace stared into her eyes. “I’m not. I’m glad I was in that museum when I was and that I recognized you.”

      They ate in silence for a few minutes while Jasmine mustered the courage to ask him what was burning in her mind. “Did you ever think about that crazy week we spent here in Athens?”

      He’d taken his last bite of his sandwich when she asked the question. He spent a moment or two chewing, then swallowed and met her gaze. “I thought about it all the time. I tried to look you up.”

      She frowned. “You did?”

      He nodded. “I did.”

      “When?”

      “I was deployed as soon as I returned to my duty station. I couldn’t call for a couple of months because we were on a mission, incommunicado. When I finally was able to call, the phone number you gave me didn’t work.”

      “That would explain why I couldn’t get in touch with you,” she said. “I tried calling, but I got no answer.”

      He shook his head. “We had to leave our phones behind.”

      Jasmine’s chest tightened. “I thought you didn’t want to answer,” she said. “That week went by so fast, and we never talked about the future.”

      “When we got back from our mission and your number was disconnected, I wondered if what we had was only a dream.”

      She smiled sadly. “When I left the military, I had to turn in my cell phone and get a new one.”

      “Maybe it was a dream. Now, you have another life. A son.”

      Jasmine opened her mouth to tell him that Eli was his son, but before she could, Ace set his glass on the table and stood.

      “I’m going to get a shower,” he said and carried his plate to the sink. “Leave your dishes in the sink. I’ll take care of them after I shower.”

      Jasmine stood and carried her plate with the half-eaten sandwich to the sink, bumping shoulders with Ace as he turned.

      “Sorry,” he said and stepped back to allow her to place her plate in the sink.

      Before he could walk away, she blurted, “I hate leaving dishes in the sink. It won’t take long to clean up. I’ll wash if you’ll dry.”

      He hesitated, then grabbed the dish towel hanging on a hook.

      Glad she’d keep close to him for a little longer, Jasmine scraped the sandwich into the garbage can at the end of the counter and filled the sink with warm, soapy water. She washed the two plates and glasses, rinsed them and then handed them to Ace one by one. They finished all too soon.

      “You can have Fearghas’s shower. I’ll shower in the guest bedroom,” Ace said, his voice gruff.

      She took the towel from his hands and reached around him to hang it on the hook, her arm circling him in the process.

      Ace turned to face her and pulled her into his arms.

      Jasmine couldn’t resist what her body and soul craved...his touch...his arms around her. She leaned into him. “I missed you.”

      His arms tightened around her, pressing her body closer. “I missed you, too.”

      She leaned her head back and stared up into his eyes. “Do we miss what we had, or did we build it up in our minds to be greater than it was?”

      Ace shook his head. “All I know is that it was the best week of my life, and I didn’t want it to end.”

      “When you didn’t return my phone calls, I thought it meant nothing to you,” she said.

      “I couldn’t,” he said. “I was deployed.”

      “I know that now.”

      “I tried to call you when I got back,” he said. “I tried looking you up. It was then I realized I didn’t know all that much about you. You didn’t tell me you were in the Israeli military.”

      She grimaced. “Most men were intimidated when I told them I was Sayeret Matkal. We were in Athens. I was on vacation. I wanted you to stay.”

      “I wouldn’t have walked away.”

      “I didn’t know that. I wasn’t willing to risk it.” She leaned her forehead against his chest. “I didn’t think it mattered.”

      He rested his cheek against her temple. “I looked for you. I even came back to Athens, hoping I’d run into you.”

      “You did?” She raised her head, her eyes wide, tears welling, blurring her vision.

      He nodded.

      “Every time I returned to Athens, I ate at our café. I walked along the steps of the Parthenon near sundown, wishing you were there.” She laid her cheek against his chest. “Perhaps our timing was off. Maybe it is now,” she whispered.

      “Or maybe not.” Ace tipped her chin up and claimed her lips in a kiss that was everything and more than what Jasmine had remembered and dreamed of. If it was wrong to think of her own desires when her son was missing, Jasmine didn’t care. She was where she’d always wanted to be. In the arms of the man she’d fallen in love with four years ago and had never stopped loving since.

      Her hands crept up his chest and locked behind his neck, deepening the kiss.

      When he came up for air, Ace said, “I could do this all night.”

      Jasmine bit down on her tongue to keep from saying, I could do this for the rest of my life. She still thought their timing was off, but she wasn’t going to question the gift they’d been given.

      He kissed her again, his tongue sweeping over hers in a long and languid caress. When he broke away, he drew a deep breath and slowly released it. “Where do we go from here?”

      She smiled, took his hand and led him into the guest bathroom, where she turned on the water in the shower.

      Jasmine faced Ace and shrugged off her jacket, letting it fall to the floor. Her fingers rose to the buttons on her blouse only to be brushed aside by Ace’s hands.

      Had she read him wrong? Did he not want to make love to her? Was he going to stop her from stripping naked in front of him? Her heart sank to the pit of her belly.

      Ace cupped her cheeks between his palms and kissed her hard and fast. Then he reached for the buttons on her shirt and slipped them free.

      Jasmine’s heart soared. It was going to happen. They were going to make love again. After four long years of dreaming about him, Ace was back in her life.
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      Ace was so caught up in his need to hold this woman that all the years melted away, and it was as if they’d never been apart.

      She fit him. No other woman had ever come close.

      When all the buttons were free, he pushed the blouse over her shoulders, and it floated to the floor.

      She reached for his jacket and pushed it over his shoulders, letting it fall to the floor, then worked the buttons on his shirt, her fingers fumbling.

      His body on fire, Ace couldn’t get naked fast enough. He took over and ripped through the remaining buttons, shucked the shirt and then unbuttoned and unzipped his trousers. He toed off his boots and stepped free of the pants, kicking them to the side. Lastly, he unstrapped the ceramic knife, leaving it lying on the tile.

      While he shed his clothes, Jasmine slipped out of her pants, panties, bra and knife sheath.

      As they stood before each other naked, Ace drank in her beauty. He reached for her at the same time she reached for him. They came together like sparks to tinder, igniting a bonfire of desire.

      He crushed her to him, claiming her lips, feasting on her like a man wolfing down his last meal.

      Her calf circled his leg, and her sex pressed against his thigh, hot and wet.

      Ace bent and hooked his hands beneath Jasmine’s buttocks and lifted her.

      Her legs wrapped around his waist, her ankles locking behind his back.

      As he kissed her again, he stepped into the shower, the warm water drenching them. He pressed her back to the tile and slid into her, pulling out almost as soon as he entered.

      “What?” she gasped.

      “I forgot.”

      “What?” she demanded, her voice breathy, her breathing ragged.

      “Protection.”

      She shook her head. “Do you have some?”

      “In my wallet,” he said.

      She leaned her head back, drawing in a deep breath. “Put me down.”

      His fingers tightened on her buttocks. He didn’t want to let go. Deep down, he felt that if he did, he’d wake up from this incredible dream to discover none of it had happened.

      Jasmine cupped his cheek. “I’m not going anywhere.” She brushed her lips across his. “Just hurry back.”

      He lowered her feet to the ground and stepped out of the shower. Dripping water across the floor, he dove for the pants he’d kicked to the side moments earlier. Ace dug through his back pockets to find his wallet, yanked it out and flipped it open. He riffled through the pockets, cursing. Surely, he had at least one condom.

      He'd about given up hope when he dug behind his driver’s license, the tips of his fingers encountering a cool, plastic package. When he pulled it out, he nearly shouted for joy.

      He tossed his trousers aside, stepped back into the shower and gathered Jasmine into his arms. Ace buried his face in her wet hair, holding her body close to his, desire burning from every point of contact with her, from her breasts to her hips and lower to her thighs against his.

      “See?” she whispered in his ear. “I’m still here.”

      He laughed. “I thought this couldn’t possibly be happening. You were part of my dreams.”

      “And if you let go of me, I’d disappear?” She nodded. “I felt the same, holding my breath until you came back to me.” She wrapped her arms around his neck. “Now, where were we?”

      He handed the packet to her. “Protection.”

      She snorted. “I’ll take that.” She plucked it from his fingers and laid it in the soap dish.

      Ace frowned.

      Jasmine smiled. “We’ll get back to that in a minute. It’s been a long time. I want to remember everything about you.” She leaned into him and kissed him, pushing her tongue past his teeth to stroke his.

      She tasted so damned good that Ace clutched the back of her head, deepening and prolonging the kiss until he had to break away to drag air back into his lungs.

      Her lips moved from his mouth to his chin and down the length of his neck.

      When she didn’t stop there, he leaned his head back, letting the shower spray pepper his face with droplets, the water running down over her head and chest.

      Her lips pressed kisses over his collarbone and lower to claim one of his nipples. She flicked one tip with her tongue and sucked it hard before moving to the other, her arms circling his back. As she flicked the nipple with her tongue, her hands roamed lower to cup his ass.

      She pulled him into her, his cock pressing into her belly.

      Every touch, every nip, everywhere her hands slid, further enflamed his desire. He wanted her so badly, it hurt. She prolonged the sweet agony, moving even lower.

      With water streaming over her shoulders, she knelt in front of him and wrapped her hands around his length, caressing him from the tip of his cock to the base, then fondling his balls.

      He laced his fingers into her hair, wanting to bring her closer but resisting, letting her set the pace. The last thing he wanted was to scare her.

      But oh, he wanted to drive into her so deeply. To feel her channel convulse around him, slick and tight.

      With her hands around his dick, he could almost feel that sweet friction.

      Then she took him into her mouth, wrapped her hands around his ass and brought him all the way in until he bumped into the back of her throat.

      The air left his lungs.

      Her tongue swirled around him, licking and flicking in frenetic movements as if she were every bit as excited as he was. She pushed him backward, almost to the tip of his dick and pulled him back into her mouth, fast and hard. Then she shoved him out and back in again, moving him in and out at a steadily increasing pace.

      Unable to hold back, he took over, pumping into her mouth again and again, holding her hair, thrusting until he teetered on the very edge.

      When he tried to pull free, she clasped his buttocks and kept him deep, holding him close, refusing to set him free.

      He held on as long as he could, then he had to let go, coming in her mouth. She didn’t back away, taking all of him, her fingers digging into his flesh.

      His cock pulsed his release as he rode the sensations for as long as they lasted.

      Jasmine rose from her knees, dragging her breasts up his body. When she kissed him, he could taste himself on her tongue.

      Then she stepped back, reached for the packet and tore it open. With deft movements, she rolled it over his still-engorged shaft.

      Though he’d come, he was nowhere near done making love to her. He gripped her behind her thighs, lifted her and pressed her against the tile.

      She wrapped her legs around him and lowered herself over him.

      “You’re so tight,” he murmured. “Go slow. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You won’t,” she breathed. “I want you. All of you. Inside me. Now.” She seated herself fully on him and drew in a long, shaky breath. “So good.”

      “Oh, yeah. So fucking good.” He held her there for a moment. “But it’s my turn to do you.”

      When he tried to lift her off, her legs tightened around him. “Stay,” she said.

      “I want you to come. To feel what you made me feel.” He shut off the water and stepped out of the shower, still holding her, his cock buried inside her.

      As he moved through the bathroom, she snagged a towel and wrapped it around his back.

      They were still dripping wet when he carried her into the bedroom.

      “As much as I want to stay inside you,” he whispered against her neck, “I want to see you orgasm, to see you come apart as I touch you there.”

      He lifted her off him and stood her on the floor. Taking the towel from her hands, he dried her body, moving slowly, touching her everywhere until she squirmed and stole the towel from him.

      She dried his body, taking her time when she came to his rock-hard cock.

      He finally ripped the towel from her hands and flung it across the room. Then he walked her backward until the backs of her legs bumped into the bed.

      Ace kissed her and eased her back until she lay across the mattress, her legs draped over the side. Nudging her knees apart, he stepped between them and leaned over her. “I want all of you, Jasmine.” He kissed her again, his mouth moving over hers briefly before he moved lower, trailing his lips and tongue across her chin and down her neck to the pulse beating wildly at the base.

      Her hands went to his shoulders, her fingers digging in as he claimed one of her nipples. He sucked it into his mouth and rolled it between his teeth until it puckered into a hard little button.

      He moved to the other, flicking the tip until she groaned and pulled him closer. He sucked that tit into his mouth and pulled hard.

      Her back arched, her breast pressing into him.

      He left that beaded nipple and worked his way down her torso. His hands led the way, tracing the line of her waist, the curve of her hips and finding the apex of her thighs. His mouth followed.

      Ace traced his thumbs through the tuft of curls and parted her folds. He dove in, flicking her clit with the tip of his tongue.

      Jasmine moaned, her hands clutching his scalp, pulling him closer, urging him to take more.

      He did. Swirling that nubbin of tightly-packed nerves, he worked her there until she sucked in a breath, her hips bucking beneath him.

      Her back arched off the mattress, and her knees tightened around his ears as her body trembled with her release. Her hips rocked in tight little movements, taking the wave all the way to the end.

      When she finally fell back against the bed, she drew a shaky breath and let it out in a rush. “You shatter me,” she said softly.

      Ace chuckled and rose to his feet. “It’s not over yet.”

      Her eyes flared, and she quickly scooted back onto the bed, her knees falling to the sides, leaving her open to him.

      He climbed up over her and bent to take her lips in a gentle caress that grew more demanding as he slid inside her.

      Her pussy was slick and tight around him.

      He eased in, letting her adjust to his girth.

      Jasmine’s legs wrapped around him, her heels digging into his ass as she pulled him in, sheathing him all the way to the hilt.

      Once there, he reveled in the sensations, drinking them in, savoring everything about being inside this woman.

      Then he moved out.

      Her heels dug in, bringing him back to her.

      He moved out again and returned quickly. Soon, he was pumping in and out of her.

      Her feet dropped to the mattress, her heels digging in. She rose to meet his thrusts, her fingers curling into the flesh of his hips.

      Ace’s body tensed as he raced to the top. With one more thrust, he shot over the edge.

      He buried himself inside her and dropped down, gathering her close, his cock pulsing.

      Her arms wrapped around him, and her lips brushed his neck. “I missed you,” she whispered, tears welling in her eyes.

      “I missed you,” he said and kissed her hard. It was as if he’d come home.

      For a long moment, he lay there, soaking in that feeling and everything about her. Then he rolled onto his side, taking her with him.

      He held her in his arms, afraid to let go. Afraid she’d disappear again. But they were in Fearghas’s apartment. The Greek crime ring was searching for them.

      Ace sighed. “We’d better get dressed.”

      She nodded. “Fearghas should be back soon.”

      Ace kissed her again. “Now that I’ve found you, I don’t want to lose you again.”

      She cupped his cheek. “I feel the same.”

      “Then let’s make that trade and get Eli back. We’ll figure out where to go from there.”

      She nodded.

      Ace rolled out of bed and held out a hand. “I’m going to rinse off. Would you like to join me?”

      She laid her hand in his, and he pulled her into his arms. Then he scooped her up and carried her into the bathroom.

      They rinsed quickly and dried off. Jasmine retrieved her bra from the bathroom floor and hooked it in place. She secured the ceramic knife in its sheath around her ankle.

      Ace strapped his knife around his ankle.

      Then, wrapped in towels, they hurried to Fearghas’s closet for clothes.

      Ace found trousers that fit a little loosely around his middle and a pullover polo shirt.

      “His lady friend had good taste in clothes,” Jasmine said, pulling a black, form-fitting, ribbed-knit shirt over her head, smoothing it down her body. She stepped into a pair of gray trousers, buttoned and zipped. “I much prefer wearing underwear, but I’ll have to do without for now.”

      Ace grinned. “I’ll imagine you naked beneath the borrowed clothes.”

      Jasmine’s lips twisted and a thrill of lust made her core heat all over again. As much as she’d love to stay in bed all day with Ace, her son took precedence.

      She tugged at the waistband of the trousers. “They’re a little snug, but they’ll work.” She dug out a pair of running shoes and tried them on. “I need to meet Fearghas’s lady friend. We’re almost the same size, though I think she’s a bit taller.” Her lips twisting in a wry grin, she stared down at the hem of the trousers that would drag a little on the ground.

      Ace had put on socks he’d found in one of Fearghas’s drawers and pulled on his boots. He straightened and shook his head. “We’re getting dressed when we should be resting.”

      Jasmine squared her shoulders. “We can rest fully dressed. We can’t run easily, half-clothed and without shoes.”

      “Good point.” He led the way out of Fearghas’s bedroom. A light blinked on, catching his attention from the corner of his eye. He turned toward the set of monitors on the wall. The external camera displayed a man on a motorcycle speeding toward the garage.

      “Fearghas’s back,” Jasmine said as she came to stand beside him.

      The man on the motorcycle skidded sideways to a stop. As soon as the door was high enough, he raced in.

      By then, the monitor showcasing the garage interior had blinked on. Fearghas leaped off the bike and ran for the staircase. At the base of the rusty stairs, he smacked his palm on the wall. The garage door rolled downward. Fearghas ran up the stairs, taking the steps two at a time.

      Ace’s pulse kicked into high gear. “He’s in a hurry.”

      “I can see why,” Jasmine pointed at the external screen.

      An SUV screeched to a halt in front of the garage. Men leaped out carrying rifles and machine guns.

      “Get to the escape hatch,” Ace said, his voice tight, his pulse now hammering through his veins. “I’m going to let Fearghas in.”

      When Jasmine hesitated, Ace said, “Go!”

      She jumped and ran out of Fearghas’s bedroom and into the guest room.

      As Ace raced across the living room, he heard pounding on the garage door below. He waved his hand over the light beside the sliding door panel, and it slid open.

      Fearghas dove through. “We have to go.” He waved his hand over the light, and the door slid closed.

      Ace spun and ran toward the guest bedroom.

      The attic stairs were down.

      Jasmine leaned down from above, the satchel looped across her body. “Hurry!”

      Ace clambered up the stairs. Once at the top, he looked back. Fearghas wasn’t behind him.

      A couple of moments later, Fearghas appeared, carrying a backpack. He started up the stairs.

      As he neared the top, Ace held out his hand.

      Fearghas grabbed it, and Ace yanked him up into the attic.

      Fearghas leaned down, snagged a rope beside the stairs and pulled them up.

      Jasmine was already at the door on the far side of the attic. She pushed it open and stepped out into the night.

      A large crash sounded below.

      Fearghas muttered a curse. “They’ve breached the garage. It’ll take them a minute to get into the apartment.” He pushed past Ace and ran for the attic door.

      Ace raced after him.

      Outside on the roof, Jasmine met them near the attic door. “They’re coming around the sides,” she whispered. “Going down this trellis isn’t possible.”

      Fearghas nodded and crept toward the edge of the building.

      Ace and Jasmine joined him, and they peered into the shadows between the buildings.

      “Clear,” Fearghas said quietly. He backed up several steps. Then he ran toward the edge and leaped to the next building, landing easily on the other side.

      Ace touched Jasmine’s arm. “Go.”

      She nodded, backed up a few steps and leaped over the edge. When she landed, she stumbled. Fearghas caught her and held her until she had her feet fully under her.

      As soon as Jasmine was out of the way, Ace launched himself over the edge, landing easily beside the others.

      Fearghas took off, running across the roof, and leaped onto the next roof.

      Jasmine followed.

      They ran across one...two...three rooftops. As they landed on the fourth building, the thumping sound of rotor blades filled the air.

      A helicopter swept down from the sky, hovered over the rooftop, then descended to land lightly there.

      Ace pulled Jasmine back, ready to jump back to the third building.

      Jasmine dug her heels in and brought him to a stop, pointing toward Fearghas.

      The man waved for them to follow, ran for the helicopter and leaped into the side door.

      Jasmine and Ace ran after him and dove in.

      As soon as they were all on board, the helicopter lifted off the roof and soared into the air.

      Ace glanced out the open door. The men who’d crashed into Fearghas’s garage ran out into the streets, aiming their weapons toward the sky, but the helicopter quickly moved out of range.

      Fearghas settled into the copilot’s seat and settled a headset over his ears.

      Ace found two more headsets, handed one to Jasmine and slipped the other over his ears.

      A familiar, heavily accented voice filled his ears. “Welcome to Air Dmytro. Buckle your seatbelts. We are headed for the islands.”

      Jasmine laughed. “Dmytro?”

      “Tak, kokhannya moye,” he said. Yes, my love.

      “How did you know to pick us up?” she asked.

      He leaned his head toward Fearghas and spoke in accented English. “I was just powering up my bird when I got information about Louis Bertolli. I was about to text you when I received a distress text from my friend, Fearghas.” He shrugged. “Of course, I came immediately.”

      Ace laughed. “Is there anyone you don’t know?”

      “A few,” Dmytro said.

      “Thank you, my friend,” Jasmine said. “That was close. What about Louis Bertolli?”

      “He is an Italian national who inherited millions of euros from his mother’s family estate. My source says he is at his summer home on the island of Corfu.”

      “And Eli?” Jasmine reached for Ace’s hand. “Does he have my son?”

      Ace squeezed Jasmine’s hand gently as he held his breath, waiting for Dmytro’s answer.

      The Ukrainian nodded. “He has a small boy with him.”

      Ace released the breath he’d been holding, his gaze on Jasmine.

      Tears filled her eyes and slipped down her face. “Is he okay?” she asked, choking on her words.

      “He told his staff the boy is his nephew, staying with him while his parents are on vacation. They are treating him like family.”

      Jasmine brushed the tears from her cheeks. “Good. Now that we know where he is, we can get him back.”

      “One problem,” Dmytro said.

      Jasmine tensed. “What is it?”

      Ace’s gaze went to the back of Dmytro’s head, his heart pinching hard in his chest.

      “We are not the only ones who know where Bertolli is.” Dmytro paused. “Athanasios Demopoulos flies there now in his private jet. It can take him there in one hour. It will take us three hours in Air Dmytro.”
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      Jasmine willed the little helicopter to go faster and for a tailwind to speed them along. It didn’t matter; the aircraft could only go so fast compared to a jet airplane.

      Demopoulos would arrive well before they would.

      She worried that Demopoulos would steal Eli from Bertolli and use him as leverage to get the copper scroll.

      The rumble of the engine eventually lulled her into an exhausted sleep.

      A hand on her arm woke her hours later.

      Ace pointed out the window.

      The helicopter descended toward an island. The mainland wasn’t far away. Lights shone from both.

      When the helicopter slowed over the water and dropped low, Jasmine gripped Ace’s hand. What was Dmytro doing? He couldn’t land in the water.

      Lights blinked on, illuminating a helicopter landing pad on a yacht moored off the coast of Corfu.

      Dmytro sank lower, hovering a few feet over the pad before gently touching down.

      As soon as the chopper landed, Dmytro killed the engine. The spinning rotor blades slowed.

      Before the blades stopped completely, Dmytro’s voice came over the headset. “You need to move quickly. Demopoulos has people monitoring ATC. He knows we landed and probably has coordinates by now. My friend will see us to a boat that will take us to shore.”

      Ace unbuckled his harness and then Jasmine’s. He flew out the door, turned and held out his hands.

      Jasmine leaned out.

      He gripped her around the waist and swung her, satchel and all, onto the yacht’s deck. Fearghas dropped out of the chopper beside them.

      A deckhand handed Ace a backpack and Dmytro a satchel similar to Jasmine’s.

      Dmytro held up his satchel. “These might save your lives. If Demopoulos does not know who is carrying the artifact, he might instruct his men not to shoot for fear of hitting the scroll.” The Ukrainian shrugged. “Or not. We will hope it will deter his men from shooting at us.”

      The men slung the bags over their shoulders.

      The deckhand waved them toward a set of stairs leading to a lower deck and ladder that dropped over the back of the yacht. A small motorboat bobbed in the water at the base of the ladder, with a man at the throttle, waiting for all to climb aboard.

      Ace dropped into the boat and helped Jasmine down the ladder, guiding her to a seat on the other side of the driver's seat.

      Fearghas was next, followed by Dmytro.

      “You shouldn’t come,” Jasmine said to Dmytro. “You’ve done more than enough to help me get this far.”

      “And miss the action?” The Ukrainian shook his head. “I am with you until you get your son back.”

      Jasmine touched his arm. “Thank you.”

      As soon as Dmytro was on board, the boat’s driver released the line holding them to the yacht and swung the boat around, heading toward shore.

      He shoved the throttle all the way forward, sending them bouncing across the waves.

      Ace leaned forward and yelled over the roar of the engine. “Let me have your bag.”

      She handed over the satchel with the scrolls.

      Ace transferred the box from the satchel into the backpack he’d been given. Then he stuffed a small life jacket into Jasmine’s bag and zipped it closed. When he was done, he passed the bag with the life vest back to Jasmine.

      “If anything happens to me,” she stared into Ace’s eyes and then shifted her gaze to Dmytro and Fearghas, “I expect you three to get this scroll to Bertolli and free my son.”

      Ace frowned. “Nothing’s going to happen to you.”

      She shook her head. “You don’t know that. If I can’t do the job, promise me you’ll free my son.”

      Ace’s frown deepened.

      “Promise,” she said again.

      Ace’s lips pressed into a tight line. “Okay, I promise.”

      Jasmine turned to Dmytro. “You, too.”

      Dmytro nodded. “I promise.”

      When she faced Fearghas, her brow twisted.

      Fearghas nodded. “I promise.”

      Jasmine stared at each of them. “Thank you.”

      Then she looped the satchel over her neck and held onto whatever she could as the driver attacked the waves.

      Jasmine rose off her seat several times, landing hard. She watched Ace as he was tossed about with the backpack over his shoulders.

      Was she wrong to hand off the scroll to him?

      With everyone searching for her, she hoped entrusting the scroll to Ace would ensure its safety. One way or another, someone had to make that trade for Eli.

      Undeterred by the darkness of the early hours of the morning, the driver plowed forward, aiming for a light strip of sandy beach near a high-rise hotel.

      As they neared the shore, a jet ski raced across the swells, coming at them from their starboard side. Another emerged from the darkness into the starlight, approaching from the port side of the little boat.

      Bullets hit the water near the boat. Warning shots.

      Ace wrapped his arms around Jasmine, shielding her body with his. Fearghas, Dmytro and the boat driver ducked low.

      As the first jet ski approached, their driver suddenly veered into his path, bumping into the waver runner. The rider flew from his seat, landing in the waves. Immediately, he swam toward the jet ski.

      The second jet ski zoomed up close to the boat.

      Fearghas waited until the rider came alongside the boat and then launched himself out of the boat onto the rider.

      The jet ski tipped over, dumping the driver and Fearghas into the water.

      Jasmine cried out.

      A moment later, the machine bobbed upright. A man climbed onto the back, settled onto the seat and raced off after the other jet ski.

      “Was that Fearghas?” Jasmine asked.

      “It was,” Dmytro responded.

      The boat’s driver pushed the throttle forward, resuming their mad dash toward the shore.

      Jasmine glanced back at the two jet skis.

      Fearghas reached the other device as the man was mounting and ran his jet ski into it, once again unseating its rider. He used his machine to push the other away from the man in the water and further out to sea until it was too far for the man to reach.

      Jasmine watched until she couldn’t see Fearghas or the bobbing heads of the attackers in the water. Then, she focused on the shore.

      Their driver didn’t slow until they powered through the waves and then only slightly as he drove the boat onto the sand.

      Ace and Dmytro leaped out. Jasmine followed.

      Ace was there to steady her, and then all three helped push the little boat back out into the water, and it sped back to the yacht.

      The roar of another engine sounded as the little boat sped away.

      A jet ski shot toward them and slid onto the sand beside them.

      Fearghas leaped off and ran toward them.

      Dmytro tipped his head toward the hotel. “I know someone who works here. He will know how to get to Bertolli’s summer home.”

      “Will he be awake at this hour?” Jasmine asked as she jogged beside him toward the building.

      Dmytro nodded. “He works the night shift. I texted him earlier to let him know we were on our way in.”

      Jasmine’s lips quirked. She realized she’d only scratched the surface of Dmytro’s network. She would be forever grateful he was her friend.

      As they approached the hotel, men surged out of the shadows.

      Trained as special forces operatives, Jasmine’s team of four had no other choice but to meet them head-on.

      “I count four coming in from our right,” Fearghas said.

      “Four more from the left,” Ace said, his voice tight. “All are armed, their weapons pointed at us.”

      Jasmine held up her arms and shouted in Greek. “Don’t shoot! I have the copper scroll.” She patted her bag with one hand and then raised it again.

      “What are you doing?” Ace asked in a harsh whisper.

      “I told them not to shoot,” Jasmine said, still holding up her hands. “And that I have the scroll.”

      “Brilliant,” Fearghas said. “They can’t shoot and risk hitting the scroll. Ace, repeat what I say. It’ll be Greek for No, I have the scroll.” He held up his hands. “Óchi,” he shouted, also in Greek, “Echo ton chálkino kýlindro.”

      Ace’s brow twisted.

      Dmytro shouted, “Óchi, echo ton chálkino kýlindro!”

      “Say it,” Fearghas urged softly.

      Ace shouted in stilted Greek, “Óchi, echo ton chálkino kýlindro!”

      The enemy moved forward, their weapons drawn, closing in on them.

      “Be ready,” Jasmine whispered.

      “I’ll take the two on the right,” Dmytro said in English.

      “I’ve got the two next to them,” Fearghas claimed.

      “I’ll take the two men on the left,” Jasmine said.

      Ace shook his head. “For the record, I don’t like the odds. I’ll get the two unclaimed.” He shot a glance at Jasmine in the starlight. “You sure?”

      She gave him a tight smile. “They won’t shoot. We just have to be better at hand-to-hand combat. We’re all trained to fight.”

      “Did I mention I have a gun?” Dmytro said in a low tone.

      “As do I,” Fearghas said, his hands still raised.

      Jasmine tensed. “Only use it as a last resort. Once someone starts shooting, it’ll be a free-for-all.”

      Jasmine braced for combat.

      As the men closed in on them, Jasmine kept her hands in the air.

      They stopped short. The guy in charge called out four names and told them to retrieve the bags while the other four men held their weapons trained on Jasmine, Ace, Fearghas and Dmytro.

      The four men who moved forward lowered their rifles to reach for the satchels, bags and backpacks.

      As soon as they reached for the bags, Jasmine’s team of four sprang into action.

      Jasmine grabbed her guy’s rifle and slammed it upward, catching him in the nose. She shoved him backward into the man holding a gun on her.

      They fell to the ground in a tangle of arms, legs and weapons.

      Ace had one guy twisted in a knot with his arm yanked up his back between his shoulder blades. He was marching him forward into the man holding his rifle aimed at Ace, but now at his comrade. The man Ace had incapacitated yelled at his buddy to help him.

      Short of shooting his friend, the guy could do nothing.

      Fearghas and Dmytro’s targets were in similar straits. All their focus was on staying alive.

      When Jasmine’s conquests struggled to rise to their feet, she planted a foot in the middle of the closest one and shoved hard. Then she kicked their rifles out of their reach.

      They were angry, cursing her as they crab-walked backward, away from her, toward the stand of trees and brushes. She just wanted to laugh at their stupidity and ineptness.

      Until an arm wrapped around her arms, pinning them to her sides, and something cold and sharp pressed into her neck. A voice said into her ear in Greek, “Scream, and I’ll slice your throat. Your son will never know the love of his mother again.”

      She froze. Where were Ace, Fearghas and Dmytro?

      “Move. Now,” the voice said. The cool metal of the knife against her throat pressed ominously.

      Something warm and wet dripped down her neck onto her chest. “I’m moving,” she said, walking into the shadows made by trees and brush that the two men she’d schooled had just disappeared into.

      They were waiting there, wicked knives drawn and ready to slice into her sides. They marched through the hotel gardens, through a gate marked in Greek, authorized personnel only and across a paved reception ramp, where deliveries were received by the hotel staff. An SUV stood in the middle of the pavement.

      With a knife pressed to her jugular, Jasmine didn’t dare move. The man holding it to her skin only had to dig it in, and her life ended. Eli would be an orphan because she hadn’t told anyone his father was Ace Hammerson.

      She cursed herself for being so stupid. Ace deserved to know Eli was his son. At least then, if she died, he’d have one parent to see him through life. Jasmine believed with all her heart that Ace would make Eli a wonderful father.

      She was shoved into the SUV. The man who’d held the knife to her throat had to release his hold long enough to push her into the vehicle.

      Once the knife was removed from her throat, Jasmine dove into the SUV, scooted across the seat and tried to open the opposite door.

      The door was locked, apparently with the child lock feature. She was trapped inside the SUV.

      The door she’d attempted to exit through jerked open, and one of the men who’d attacked her back in Jordan slid in.

      Bunching her hand, she shoved it upward, hitting the man in the nose. Blood erupted from his nose and spilled down her face and into his mouth. He roared, grabbed Jasmine’s hair and slammed her face into the back of the driver’s seat.

      Though the seat was cushioned, the blow made her dizzy and her head spin.

      Another man slid into the seat on her opposite side.

      When she turned toward him, she looked down the barrel of a pistol aimed at her face. The man holding it had salt-and-pepper gray hair and looked very much like Christos Demopoulos.

      “Just give me the scroll, and you can go free,” the man said.

      “Athanasios Demopoulos,” Jasmine breathed.

      He nodded. “You have caused my people and my son a lot of trouble. Give me the scroll, and I won’t let my man pull you apart, limb by limb.”

      Jasmine glanced at the man she’d hit hard in the nose.

      His eyes bulged, his cheeks flushed a ruddy red and he clenched his fists, ready to slam them into her face.

      She lifted the satchel strap from around her neck and handed it to Demopoulos. “Here. Take it. I only wanted to get my son back from Bertolli. Now, let me out of this vehicle.”

      She glared at the man with the bloody nose, hoping that, by staring him down, it would somehow make him open the door.

      Ha! When she’d hit him in the nose, she’d made an enemy out of the guy, and nothing short of beating her into a pulp would make the man happy.

      “Not yet,” Demopoulos said. “Before you are released, I want to see the scroll for myself.”

      Jasmine bent over as if she needed to tie her running shoe, which she did. At the same time, she removed the ceramic knife from the sheath around her ankle and slipped it up her sleeve.

      If they didn’t let her go, she’d have to fight her way out of captivity in order to find and rescue Eli.

      Thankfully, Ace had insisted on taking the scroll. If she’d had it with her, Demopoulos would have taken it back to his home near Athens.

      Then she’d be stuck on Corfu empty-handed. Bertolli wouldn’t have accepted her sob story about how she’d lost the scroll to his former friend, and now rival, Demopoulos. In which case, she might as well have said, Just shoot me.

      She prayed Ace, Fearghas and Dmytro had succeeded in subduing their attackers and that the scroll was safe.

      No matter what happened to her, Ace would go after Eli. He wouldn’t give up on the little boy.

      “What is this?” Demopoulos blurted. “This is not the copper scroll.” He pulled the small life preserver out of the bag and flung it across the interior of the SUV. He shook the bag as if it might contain more. When he accepted it was empty, he flung it aside as well.

      His lips curled back into a feral sneer. “Where is my scroll?”

      “I don’t know,” Jasmine said.

      Demopoulos gave a slight chin lift.

      The man behind her wrapped his arm around her throat and squeezed hard, cutting off her air.

      “You’d better know,” Demopoulos said. “Otherwise, you are useless to me.”

      “I... don’t... know,” she eked out, barely able to force air past her vocal cords. With the ceramic knife gripped in her hand, she could shove it into Demopoulos’s neck or stick it in the ribs of the man behind her, but that would only make it worse. She was trapped inside the SUV with a bigger man who would rip her apart as his boss had indicated.

      For another long moment, Demopoulos stared at her as his thug squeezed her throat.

      Little oxygen made it to her brain. Jasmine’s vision blurred. If he didn’t release her soon, she’d pass out and maybe die.

      Demopoulos’s eyes narrowed. “Your man will give me the scroll in exchange for you.” He lifted his chin. “Don’t kill her,” he said to the man whose arm remained tightly locked around her neck.

      For a long moment, the man didn’t loosen his hold.

      Light faded from Jasmine’s vision.

      “Let her go,” Demopoulos said as if from the end of a tunnel.

      The arm around her neck loosened.

      Jasmine dragged in huge gulps of air, oxygen filling her lungs. Her vision cleared.

      Demopoulos nodded. “You will be my bargaining chip. But I will need you alive to negotiate.”

      Jasmine slumped back against the seat, breathing air into her lungs, thankful to have a little more time to figure a way out of captivity and get back to her son.

      Then she realized that in the process of being choked half to death, she’d dropped the ceramic knife. She felt around on the seat but couldn’t find it.

      Now, with no weapon to defend herself and a pissed-off crime boss with all his henchmen, she’d have to be more creative to make her escape.
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      While Ace hammered his fist into one man’s face, the other came at him, swinging the butt of his weapon, aiming at Ace’s face.

      Ace grabbed hold of the man he was punching and pivoted in time for the weapon to hit the man he was holding instead of his own head.

      The man slumped in Ace’s hold.

      He shoved him at the other guy.

      That guy staggered backward.

      Ace leaped toward him and tackled him to the ground. The man hit hard. He lay for a moment, his eyes wide, mouth open as if trying to take in air.

      Ace sat on the man, pinning him to the ground.

      “Ace, catch!” Fearghas yelled.

      Ace looked in time to see several white strips flying toward him and land at his feet.

      Zip ties.

      Ace grabbed the one closest to him. He rose off the man beneath him, flipped him onto his belly and secured his arms behind him by zip-tying his wrists. He flipped the other man, who lay unconscious, onto his stomach and secured his wrists. Not leaving things to chance, he secured their ankles as well.

      Fearghas had his two guys either dead or secured with zip ties and was staggering to his feet. He launched himself at one of the two men Dmytro was struggling to subdue.

      Ace turned toward Jasmine. She’d shoved her guys toward the shadows the last time he’d seen her.

      “Jasmine!” he called out.

      When she didn’t answer, his breath lodged in his throat. He stumbled to his feet and ran toward the last place he’d seen her at the edge of the beach where trees and bushes cast shadows.

      He hurried through the brush and trees, emerging near the loading ramp at the back of the hotel.

      As he came out into the open, taillights flashed as a dark SUV sped away.

      Ace ran after it, but it was gone before he could catch up. Not that he could have stopped it.

      “Fuck!” Ace yelled.

      “What happened?” Fearghas asked as he ran up beside Ace. “Where’s Jasmine?”

      “An SUV just pulled away. She has to be in it.” His hands clenched into fists. “Demopoulos got to her.”

      Dmytro arrived in time to hear Ace’s words. He was breathing hard when he asked, “So, the Greek has Jasmine?”

      Ace nodded.

      “And the copper scroll?” Fearghas asked.

      Ace jammed a thumb toward the backpack strapped to his shoulders. “I have the scroll. I switched it out of her bag and put it in mine.”

      Dmytro muttered something in Ukrainian.

      Ace’s heart sank to the pit of his gut. “He’ll kill her when he finds out she doesn’t have the scroll.”

      Fearghas stood staring at the empty loading area. “He won’t kill her.” He faced Ace. “Not as long as you have the scroll.”

      Dmytro nodded. “Jasmine is their leverage with you. Demopoulos will want to make a trade. Her life for the scroll.”

      “And if I give Demopoulos the scroll to get Jasmine back, her son could die,” Ace said aloud. She’d never forgive me.

      “Do we go after Demopoulos or Bertolli?” Fearghas asked.

      Ace’s jaw hardened. As much as he loved Jasmine, if anything happened to her son, she’d never forgive him or herself.

      “We go after the kid,” Ace said. “As we all promised Jasmine.”

      Dmytro’s brow furrowed. “Are you going to trade the scroll for the boy?”

      “Not if I can help it,” Ace said. “We’ll get the boy out, then go after Demopoulos.”

      “What if he demands the trade before we get the child out?” Fearghas asked.

      “We’ll think of something.” Ace turned to Dmytro. “You said you have a contact here?”

      Dmytro nodded. “I do.”

      “Then let’s find him. We’ll need to know how to get into Bertolli’s compound, preferably before sunrise. I could use a weapon. And if your contact has any idea where Demopoulos has taken Jasmine, that would be more than great.”

      Dmytro tipped his head toward the hotel. “I will meet with my contact. You will stay out here…?”

      Ace nodded. “We’ll wait here.” He met Dmytro’s gaze. “I don’t have to tell you to hurry.”

      Dmytro nodded and sprinted around the side of the hotel.

      Ace and Fearghas stepped out of the open and back into the shadows.

      “What about the guys we left tied up on the beach?” Fearghas asked.

      Ace’s lips pressed into a tight line. “I’d kill them, but then we might get tied up with the local authorities.”

      “If they catch us,” Fearghas reminded him.

      “I’d rather not be charged with murder just yet. However, if Demopoulos harms a single hair on Jasmine’s head...murder is back on the table.”

      Fearghas nodded.

      Ace paced the length of the loading area, sticking to the shadows the surrounding trees provided. As each minute passed, his anxiety mounted. He prayed Dmytro was right, and that Demopoulos would leverage her for the scroll.

      First, they had to get Eli away from Bertolli. If he didn’t have the boy, he had no leverage over Jasmine. Once Eli was safe, they’d go after Demopoulos and get Jasmine back.

      If he had to trade the Jordanian artifact for Jasmine, he would. His stomach roiled at the thought of what could be happening now.

      If he hadn’t insisted on taking the scroll from Jasmine, Demopoulos wouldn’t have hesitated to kill Jasmine. He’d have what he wanted, and he’d kill her as payment for the amount of trouble she’d caused at his compound.

      Still, they never should have captured Jasmine. If Ace had been a little faster taking out his two guys, she wouldn’t have gotten far enough away that she was snatched.

      As he passed Fearghas, the other man said, “Don’t beat yourself up. They outnumbered us and would have gotten to us anyway.”

      Ace shook his head. “We could have stayed in the boat and circled around to another landing location.”

      “They knew we were coming into Corfu. They probably had the helicopter in their sights,” Fearghas said. “Besides, what is done is done. No amount of kicking yourself will change what has happened.”

      He knew that, but it didn’t make him feel any better about failing her. “I have to make this right. By Jasmine as well as her son. She was counting on me to help.”

      “We’ll make it right,” Fearghas insisted. “Dmytro has an amazing network he can tap into.”

      “God, I hope so.” Ace stared at the side of the hotel where Dmytro had gone, willing him to return.

      A shadowy figure appeared at that corner and stopped.

      Fearghas chuckled. “Speak of the devil, and he shall appear.”

      They hurried over to Dmytro.

      Dmytro grinned and held out the bag he’d been carrying since they’d left the yacht. “My contact sent this for you.” He handed Ace a pistol and an extra magazine full of bullets.

      Ace took the weapon and popped the magazine out. It was full of bullets. He reinserted the magazine, checked the safety and tucked it into the waistband of his trousers. “Thanks.”

      “My contact says there is no secret entrance to Bertolli’s compound. The walls, like Demopoulos’s place, are topped with concertina wire.”

      “So, we take some bolt cutters and cut the damned wire,” Ace said, ready to do anything rather than stand there twiddling his thumbs.

      Dmytro shook his head. “That might not be necessary. My contact says there is a laundry delivery scheduled for early morning. The gate guards allow the truck to enter to exchange dirty for clean laundry.”

      Ace frowned.

      “Are you suggesting we stow away on the laundry truck?” Fearghas asked.

      “That could be hours from now,” Ace said. He wasn’t willing to wait that long. Not with Jasmine’s life at stake.

      Dmytro shrugged. “Or we do as Ace suggests and climb the wall?”

      “The longer we wait, the sooner Demopoulos will demand the trade for Jasmine,” Ace pointed out. “I opt for climbing the wall.”

      “And if the house is wired for security?” Fearghas asked. “We’ll set off the alarms as soon as we attempt an entry.”

      “Can’t be helped,” Ace said. “We have to get inside to find the boy.”

      “We could use a distraction,” Fearghas said. “One that would draw people out of the house, thus shutting off security while they’re going out.” His lips curved into a secretive smile. “I might have something we can use for a distraction.” He rummaged in the backpack he’d carried from his place. He pulled out a small block of what appeared to be clay and a device that looked suspiciously like a detonator.

      Ace laughed. “You just happened to have a stash of plastic explosives in your apartment?”

      The former SAS operative shrugged. “You never know when it will be necessary. I like to be prepared.”

      Fearghas stuffed the explosives back into his bag. He rummaged around some more and came out with other devices. “I also have a couple of radio headsets.”

      “Perfect.” Ace clapped a hand on Fearghas’s shoulder. “I’m glad you’re on my side.” He turned to Dmytro. “Directions and transport?”

      Dmytro nodded. “My contact offered his car, and I have directions.”

      “Bolt cutters?” Ace asked.

      He nodded. “He keeps some in his car.”

      He took one of Fearghas's radio headsets, hooked it over his head and settled it over his ear.

      Dmytro took the other and adjusted it to his head.

      Fearghas put on his headset and walked several steps away. “Can you hear me?”

      “I hear you,” Dmytro said.

      “I hear you,” Ace echoed. “Can you hear us?”

      “Aye,” Fearghas said, turning back to the others.

      Ace clapped his hands together. “Let’s go find Jasmine’s son.”

      Dmytro led the way to his contact’s car, which was parked in the employee parking lot of the hotel. An older model Mini Cooper.

      Ace stared at the little car.

      Dmytro claimed the driver’s seat.

      Fearghas climbed into the backseat, turning his long legs to the side to fit.

      Ace dropped onto the front passenger seat. He bit down on his tongue to keep from saying anything about the small size of the car. Beggars couldn’t be choosers. If it got them close enough to Bertolli’s compound, he didn’t care if it was a horse and cart. Actually, the Mini would get them there faster.

      He focused on the road ahead, glancing down often at the map on Dmytro’s cell phone. He told Dmytro of the turns and warned him of tight curves.

      With Ace giving him the directions, Dmytro drove out of the city and up into the hillside, zigzagging around hairpin curves.

      When they were within a quarter mile of the turn-off into Bertolli’s estate, Ace had Dmytro slow the vehicle. At the next turn-off, Dmytro pulled off the main road and tucked the little car behind some scrubby bushes.

      Ace was out before Dmytro or Fearghas. He opened the hatch at the rear of the little car and glanced down at every tool a man could possibly need in case of a vehicular or home emergency. Ace had to dig beneath hammers, wrenches, saws and plumbing fixtures to locate the bolt cutters buried at the bottom.

      The other two men joined him.

      “Do we need anything else?” Dmytro asked, staring down into the chaos of tools.

      “I’ll take a screwdriver, an adjustable wrench and a hammer,” Fearghas said.

      Ace held up the bolt cutters. “Unless he has a ladder hidden in there, I’ve got everything I need.”

      Ace led the way back to the road, carrying the bolt cutters and the pistol tucked into the belt around his waist. He moved along the road, sticking to shadows cast by overhanging trees while staring down at the map on his cell phone.

      When they were within fifty yards of Bertolli’s address, Ace veered off the road and moved into the trees, aiming away from the gate.

      Ahead, the compound wall loomed above them.

      Ace stopped and listened for the sounds of humans. When he heard none, he checked right and left for any guards patrolling the exterior of the wall.

      As far as he could tell, there were no guards this far along the wall.

      Working against time, Ace, carrying the bolt cutters, stepped into the open and hurried toward the wall.

      Fearghas followed.

      When they reached the stucco wall, Fearghas got down on his hands and knees.

      Ace stepped up onto his back with the bolt cutters. He could just reach the concertina wire. Careful not to lose his balance, he slipped the bolt cutters over the thick wire and pressed the handles together as hard as he could. When it didn’t cut all the way through, he pressed again, applying all his strength.

      Snap!

      The concertina wire sprang apart and curled away to the next metal anchor holding it in place. What was left was a gap wide enough for Ace to pull himself up and swing his leg over. He studied the interior of the compound as far as he could see, which wasn’t far at all. Nothing moved. He reached down for Fearghas.

      Fearghas let Ace pull him up the wall until he landed with his belly over the top.

      Fearghas swung his leg over and straddled the wall. “Go,” he said softly to Ace. “I’ve got Dmytro.”

      Ace dropped to the ground inside the wall and moved through the trees and brush to get a good look at the house standing on a slight rise. He could see the side and the front corner. “Two guards on the front entrance,” he reported to the other two members of his team. “No side entrance until the second floor.”

      Fearghas spoke into Ace’s headset, “Headed to the back and beyond to the other side.”

      “Going to circle around front to the other side,” Dmytro said.

      “Be careful,” Ace said.

      Moments later, Fearghas said, “Back side is a no go. It’s built on the edge of a cliff. Headed back to Ace.”

      Ace waited patiently for Fearghas to join him and for Dmytro to weigh in.

      “One entrance through a garden on this side,” Dmytro said into Ace’s headset.

      “On our way.” Ace edged further away from the house and then ran in a circle around the front, crossing the paved road leading in and out.

      Fearghas followed, keeping pace.

      On the other side of the house, Ace and Fearghas inched forward until Dmytro found them.

      The Ukrainian pointed toward the garden and a trellis leading up the side of the house to a balcony.

      Fearghas glanced up at the trellis. “That’s the entrance?”

      “There are two. From what I saw, one leads into a sunroom on the first floor. The other probably leads into a sitting room or another sunroom on the second floor.”

      “Did your contact give you an idea of where Bertolli might have the boy?”

      Dmytro nodded. “He said that his wife’s sister is Bertolli’s housekeeper. She told his wife she had prepared a tray of food for him several times and laid it on a table beside a room on the second floor. No one is allowed into that room except Bertolli. He told them the boy is his nephew and is sickly. He doesn’t want anyone spreading their germs around him.”

      Ace’s chest tightened. “Poor kid is all alone in there. He’s only three.”

      Dmytro nodded. “All the more reason to get him back svoyiy mami.”

      Ace frowned.

      “To his mama,” Dmytro said. “The sister said that the boy is locked in the nicest guest room in the house. The one that gets the early morning sunlight.”

      Fearghas stared up at the room above the trellis. “Morning sun would be on the east side of the house.”

      “This side,” Ace said. “I’m going for the trellis if it will hold me.”

      “We’ll follow once we know it’ll hold you,” Fearghas said.

      Ace glanced right, then left. He didn’t see any guards or any movement of any kind. Hunkering low, he ran across the open space and into a garden with a stone path, winding between decorative bushes and fragrant flowers.

      When he reached the trellis, he grabbed the wooden slats and shook them gently. The trellis held. Placing one foot into the diamond shape created by the overlapping slats, he pulled himself up several feet and shook the trellis, now holding his weight.

      One by one, he worked his way up to the base of the balcony and peered through the balcony railing into the room beyond.

      As Dmytro had suggested, it was some kind of sunroom or sitting room. Whether it was off a bedroom, he couldn’t be sure. He prayed it wasn’t off Bertolli’s bedroom.

      He climbed the trellis a little higher. The trellis shuddered ominously but held long enough for him to step over the railing onto the balcony.

      As soon as Ace cleared the trellis, Fearghas ran across the open area and started climbing.

      Ace held the trellis flush against the wall to make sure it didn’t detach with Fearghas on it.

      It shook violently as Fearghas slung his leg over the balcony rail and landed beside Ace.

      Dmytro was next.

      Once again, Ace held onto the trellis, feeling it shake a lot more than when he’d come up.

      When Dmytro was halfway up, a splitting sound cracked the air. Dmytro’s foot gave on the lower diamond. He clung to the trellis until his foot found purchase on the next diamond rung.

      Ace held onto the upper end of the trellis with all his might as it threatened to shake loose of its mooring.

      Dmytro was almost to the top when the trellis seemed to disintegrate beneath him. He reached for one of the balcony rails as the trellis crumbled to the ground.

      Ace released his hold on the trellis and leaned over the rail to grab Dmytro’s free hand.

      Between Ace and Fearghas, they pulled Dmytro up high enough he could get his foot on the edge of the balcony and help himself over.

      As soon as Dmytro was safe, Ace turned to the door. Knowing opening the door could set off alarms, Ace hesitated a moment, then twisted the knob. It was locked. He stepped back, ready to kick the door.

      Fearghas touched his arm. “Let me.”

      Ace frowned as Fearghas pulled a thin file from his backpack that looked very similar to the one Jasmine carried in her satchel. He stepped aside and let the former SAS operative work his magic on the lock.

      A moment later, the lock clicked.

      Fearghas straightened and pulled the door open.

      Fully expecting an alarm to go off, Ace rushed through, eager to find the boy and get out of the house before all the guards converged on them.

      A door stood open to the right. It led into another room with a desk and bookshelves. On the desk lay a large print drawing of ancient Egypt and the countries surrounding it. Several points on the drawing were labeled in handwriting that looked like Italian.

      A display case stood beside the desk containing various ancient artifacts, presumably from Egypt.

      Ace passed through the room and out into a hallway.

      Dmytro and Fearghas emerged into the same hallway from the sunroom. They turned left. Ace went right to the next door. As he was reaching for the knob, Dmytro spoke softly in his ear. “This one is locked.”

      Fearghas already had his file out and was working the lock by the time Ace crossed to where they were.

      Fearghas disengaged the lock in less than three seconds.

      Ace made a mental note to learn how to pick a lock. It might come in handy as a Brotherhood Protector.

      Dmytro pushed open the door and stepped inside.

      Ace entered behind him.

      Fearghas stood fast at the door. “I’ll keep watch.”

      From what Ace could see, the room was small but nicely decorated, with starlight shining through sheer curtains hanging over the window.

      In the far corner of the room was a single bed with a small bump in the middle.

      Ace’s pulse quickened.

      He hurried across the room to the bed, bent over and pulled a thin blanket aside.

      A small child with dark, wavy hair stared up at him with wide, almost black eyes.

      Ace pressed a finger to his lips and spoke in a whisper. “Eli?”

      The boy nodded.

      “Your mama sent me,” Ace said.

      Eli’s eyes widened even more.

      “Do you want to see your mama?” Ace asked.

      The little boy nodded.

      Thank God Jasmine had taught her son to speak English. If he had only spoken Hebrew, he could have been even more afraid of Ace than the man holding him captive.

      Ace held out his hand.

      Eli placed his hand in Ace’s. “I want my mama.”

      “I know,” Ace said and gathered the little boy into his arms. “Let’s get you out of here and back to her. Can you hold on tight?”

      Eli nodded, wrapped his arms around Ace’s neck and buried his face against his throat.

      Ace turned toward the other men.

      Boom!

      A nearby explosion rattled the windows.

      Eli flinched and burrowed closer to Ace.

      Fearghas dove into the boy’s room with Dmytro and Ace and softly closed the door.

      Seconds later, footsteps pounded past in the hallway.

      “Who?” Ace stared from Fearghas to Dmytro and back.

      Fearghas held up his hands. “Not me.”

      Ace met Dmytro’s gaze. “Demopoulos.”
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      Demopoulos took Jasmine to a house in the city, tied her to a chair, stripped her of her cell phones and attempted to contact Ace to negotiate a trade.

      Thankfully, Jasmine hadn’t added Ace’s number to her list of contacts. For that matter, they hadn’t been apart since he’d come to her rescue in Jordan.

      Thwarted yet again, Demopoulos slapped Jasmine across the face several times, demanding to know how to contact the man. When she wouldn’t answer any questions about Ace, he demanded information about Fearghas and Dmytro.

      She lied. “I don’t know their phone numbers. I don’t even know them. The man called Fearghas called in his friend to fly us. I didn’t even catch his name. You say it’s Dmytro?” She shook her head. “Is that Russian? Why would I know a Russian?”

      “You lie!” Demopoulos slapped her again.

      “I only wanted to get my son back. I stole the copper scroll to trade for my son. I knew the man helping me from four years ago. He just happened to be at the museum when your thugs attacked me. Did you know I’d be there to steal the scroll?”

      Demopoulos gave her a purely evil smile. “My old friend Louis wants what I want—the treasure. I have my spies watching his every move. I was arranging my own heist. Louis just happened to move on the scroll before I could, which made it easier for me by acquiring it from his thief.”

      The older Demopoulos paced the floor of the living area, frowning heavily. “It was easy until you and your boyfriend tricked my son into bringing you into my home. Did you have to drug him?”

      “I didn’t want to hurt anyone. I only want my son back,” Jasmine insisted. “Bertolli is holding him hostage until I bring him the scroll.”

      “Yes. Yes. Your son.” He turned to face her. “Your boyfriend probably absconded with the scroll. If he knows of the treasure, he’ll keep it. If not, he could sell it on the black market for a lot of money. Now you have no scroll and no son.”

      “My guy doesn’t care about the scroll,” Jasmine said. “He’s helping me free my son. He’s probably taking it to Bertolli as we speak.”

      Demopoulos’s frown sank even lower. “If he trades the scroll for your son, he will have nothing with which to negotiate your freedom.”

      Jasmine lifted her chin and stared at the Greek. “All the more reason to get to Bertolli before my man makes that trade.”

      Demopoulos stared down at Jasmine, where she sat tied to the chair. A few seconds passed before the crime boss spun on his heels. “Take this woman to the SUV,” he said to the man with the bloody nose.

      As the man approached her, he flipped out a switchblade knife and pressed it to her throat.

      “No, you can’t kill her,” Demopoulos said. “Not until we have that scroll.”

      The man with the knife snarled at Jasmine, walked around the chair and sliced through the ropes securing her wrists, nicking her with the sharp blade.

      Jasmine bit down on her bottom lip to keep from crying out. She pushed to her feet and brought her hands in front of her.

      He’d nicked the inside of her left wrist. Blood dripped from the cut.

      She covered the wound with her other hand to stem the flow.

      The bloody nose man grabbed her elbow and marched her toward the front door.

      As she passed Demopoulos, he was on the phone, speaking low and fast.

      Jasmine could swear she heard him say something about bringing an RPG. She suspected he was talking to a local who could sell him contraband weapons. Or he could have contacted one of his guys guarding his plane to bring whatever weapons he had on board.

      But an RPG? She hoped the man wasn’t going to fire it at the house where her son was being held hostage.

      The grip on her arm tightened as she was shoved out the door.

      She glanced around. The only person she had to worry about was the man with the bloody nose. She didn’t see his other men.

      Then again, they could be hiding in the shadows, ready to take her down should she try to escape.

      Knowing it could be suicide, she spun to face the big man holding her elbow and kneed him in the crotch.

      The man hunched over, groaning.

      His fingers slipped just enough for Jasmine to jerk her arm free of his grip.

      She tore out, racing past the SUV and out into the street.

      She hadn’t gotten three yards before four men emerged from the shadows and converged on her.

      Jasmine braced herself, ready to take on all four men.

      They stood back as the man she’d just kneed in the groin marched into the center of them and grabbed her arms. She tried to break his grip by shooting her hands up through the gap between them.

      The man wasn’t letting go.

      She tried kicking him, but he held her at arm’s length away from him, his grip so tight it hurt.

      He nodded toward the men standing around.

      One of them approached and reached for her ankles.

      Jasmine thrashed her legs, refusing to let him snag her ankles.

      Another man hurried forward and grabbed her right leg. The other guy grabbed her left leg and yanked her feet out from under her.

      They secured her legs with a zip tie and dropped her feet back to the ground.

      Then, bloody nose guy let go of his grip on her arms, grabbed her wrist, and twisted it up behind her.

      With her legs bound at the ankles, Jasmine could only spin around.

      Between the three men, they secured her wrists behind her and tossed her belly down onto the back seat of the SUV.

      She struggled to turn and sit upright, only managing to fall onto the floorboard in the process.

      When Demopoulos joined her, he snorted softly. “You’re lucky they didn’t kill you.”

      “A girl’s got to at least try to escape,” she muttered.

      “I don’t know why you’d bother. I’m taking you to see your boyfriend. How that turns out is up to you and him. If he gives me the scroll, I’ll give you to him. If he’s already handed over the scroll to Bertolli, I’ll have all of you killed and take the scroll.”

      Jasmine lay still on the floorboard. He was right; she didn’t need to fight him. Not if he was taking her exactly where she wanted to be.

      Where she’d find her son and Ace—if he was carrying out his promise to free her son.

      The driver pulled away from the small house and raced through the city streets.

      At one point, he slowed to a stop.

      Demopoulos got out, leaving the back door ajar.

      They were in a parking lot. A car stood beside the SUV.

      The back hatch opened on the SUV, and something was laid inside.

      A shiver of fear rippled through Jasmine. As she shifted to get into a better position, her bonds brushed against something smooth and cool. Could it be the knife she’d dropped earlier?

      She ran her fingers across the sharp edge.

      It was. She almost cried with her relief.

      Demopoulos shut the back door without getting in. The front passenger door opened. The Greek crime boss got in and murmured something to the driver. Then he leaned over the seat and stared down at Jasmine. “Soon, you’ll be reunited with your son. If not alive, then in death.”

      Not if she could help it.

      Jasmine gripped the knife behind her back and sawed as best she could at the zip tie.

      The driver set the SUV in motion and drove a long way. Soon, the vehicle was climbing and maneuvering around tight curves.

      All the while, Jasmine worked at breaking the zip tie binding her wrist. At last, it broke, and her hands were free.

      She brought her knees up to her chin and worked on the zip tie around her ankles. She was able to break through it far easier.

      Free from bondage, all she had to do was wait for Demopoulos to reach Bertolli and pray Bertolli hadn’t harmed her son. Better yet, she hoped Ace would get her son out before Demopoulos arrived with the RPG.

      The SUV climbed up into the mountains and slowed to a stop.

      Both the driver and Demopoulos got out, leaving the front doors open.

      Jasmine sheathed her knife and dared to sit up to study her surroundings.

      Demopoulos stood beside the man who’d thrown her into the SUV.

      Another SUV was parked behind the one Jasmine was in. Four men stood beside it.

      With these five men and Demopoulos, there were six men ready to storm Bertolli’s estate.

      The man with the bloody nose raised an RPG to his shoulder.

      Jasmine tensed. If she wanted to make a break for it, she should do it when he fired the rocket propelled grenade.

      She climbed up onto the back seat and tested the door handle. It was locked again with the child safety lock.

      While Demopoulos and his guys were all focusing on the RPG, Jasmine got ready to make her way to freedom.

      The man with the RPG adjusted his position, aimed and fired toward a gate.

      Jasmine crawled over the console.

      A loud explosion sounded.

      Jasmine slipped out the open door of the SUV, dropped to the ground and crawled on her hands and knees toward the side of the road. No one shouted or came running toward her.

      She crept behind a bush, looked for the next shadow and launched herself toward it, running fast to put as much distance as she could between herself and Demopoulos’s men.

      A shout sounded behind her, but she didn’t slow down.

      When she looked back, the SUVs were moving toward a hole where the gate had been.

      Jasmine lay low until the vehicles rolled into the compound.

      She scanned the area where the SUVs had been parked, searching for anyone Demopoulos might have left behind.

      Nothing moved.

      Shouts sounded from inside the wall. Several bursts of gunfire echoed in the darkness.

      Her heart hammering, Jasmine ran toward the gate, desperate to find Eli before he was caught between the two warring factions.

      She eased up to the hole in the wall and peered around the ragged edges toward the house sitting on the hilltop.

      Inside the compound, the SUV doors were open, and the vehicle appeared empty.

      Jasmine darted through the opening and into the compound, clinging to what shadows she could as she made her way toward the house.

      Where was Eli? Was Ace here? Had he gotten to Eli and moved him somewhere safe?

      She had to know and had no way to contact Ace for confirmation.

      Gunfire sounded from inside the house.

      Her pulse was pounding so loud inside her ears that Jasmine could barely hear anything else.

      She focused on calm, breathing in and out, until she was in control. Then she ran toward the house, coming at it from a side with a garden. She ran along the twisting path through bushes and flowers until she reached a set of French doors. A pile of broken slats and vines lay on the ground, partially blocking access to the door.

      Jasmine twisted the handle. It was locked.

      More gunfire sounded.

      She glanced around, found a decorative stone about the size of a soccer ball and tossed it through the glass beside the handle. The sound of the crash coincided with more gunfire, muffling the sound of the splintering glass and the loud thump of the stone hitting the floor.

      Footsteps sounded through the broken glass.

      Jasmine ducked back a little and peered through the other glass panels on the door.

      A man carrying a rifle stepped through the door at the opposite end of the room. He looked around, pointing his gun as he went. When he paused in front of the stone and looked at the broken window, Jasmine eased back, away from the door.

      If the man came out, she’d launch herself at him, knock him down and take his weapon.

      A shout from deeper inside the house made the man turn and run out of the room, back into the corridor.

      Hunching low, Jasmine moved back to the door, reached her hand through the broken glass and twisted the deadbolt.

      She carefully brought her arm back through the glass and pushed the door open.

      Walking lightly over the broken glass, she hurried to the other side and peered around the doorframe into a hallway.

      More gunfire sounded at the rear of the house.

      Jasmine eased through the rooms nearest her, searching for any sign of her son and finding none.

      With the fight going on toward the opposite end of the house, she headed for the staircase. A man lay crumpled at the base of the staircase, blood pooling beneath him, his eyes open, staring into space. Dead.

      Jasmine’s stomach roiled. She hurried past the dead man and climbed the stairs to the second floor. She moved from one room to the next.

      The first room she came to was directly over the one through which she’d entered the house. It was a small room with comfortable chairs and large picture windows—and no indication that her son was there.

      She went through a door on the side of the sitting room and entered an office. A large desk sat in the middle of the room. Bookshelves lined the walls, along with glass cases containing ancient artifacts. The desk had a map of Egypt and its surrounding countries lying across the wooden surface.

      The map and artifacts had to be Bertolli’s efforts thus far in locating the hidden treasure.

      Jasmine walked from that office back out into the hallway and entered the room beside it.

      The massive bed in the center barely filled the huge room. There was a chaise lounge in one corner, a table and chair by the window and a long low dresser against a wall.

      She hurried through to the adjoining bathroom with its marble tile floor, a free-standing tub and a shower.

      It had to be the master suite. Not a place where he’d hold a little boy hostage.

      Jasmine left the bathroom, crossed the bedroom and moved on to the next.

      This door was locked.

      How she wished she had her file to pick that lock. Instead, she looked around for a key. She ran her fingers over the top of the doorframe and felt something cool and hard.

      The key.

      She fit the key into the lock and turned it. The lock clicked, and she was able to open the door.

      A sound close by made her step through the door and close it most of the way. When she turned, she found a much smaller room than the master suite. This one had a single bed pushed up against the wall. She crossed to it and found her son’s favorite blanket that had gone missing with her son. She dropped to her knees and looked under the bed, praying her boy was hiding there like he did when he had bad dreams.

      Eli wasn’t there.

      As she rose to her feet, she swallowed hard to keep from sobbing aloud as she clutched the blanket to her chest. She felt the bed. The sheets were still warm.

      Where was Eli?

      A noise outside in the hallway made her tiptoe toward the door and wait beside it.

      Footsteps came closer and stopped in front of the door.

      A man carrying a rifle pushed the door open with the barrel of his weapon. When he stepped inside, Jasmine didn’t move until he was fully through the door. Then she jumped him from behind, slung the blanket over his head and face and shoved him hard. At the same time, she hooked a foot in front of him.

      He fell to the floor. His rifle clattered free, sliding across the wooden floor out of his reach.

      The man lay still, out cold.

      Jasmine leaped onto his back, yanked the blanket free from his head and used it to tie the man’s hands behind his back. She made sure to pull the knot tight enough he couldn’t easily free himself.

      She grabbed the sheet off the bed and used it to tie the man’s ankles. If she wasn’t mistaken, it was the man whose nose she’d broken.

      Jasmine grabbed the gun, pointed it at the man and hesitated. She wasn’t there to kill anyone. She was there to free her son.

      She left the room, closed the door and turned the key in the lock. Then, she removed the key from the lock and stuffed it into her pocket.

      Then she turned, not knowing where to go. Her son had been in that room recently, or the bed would have been cool to the touch.

      She continued down the corridor toward the back of the house and the sound of men shouting at each other.

      A set of double doors was opened wide, leading out onto a tiled patio larger than all of Jasmine’s apartment back in Tel Aviv.

      Two bodies lay at odd angles in front of the door. Both men were dead.

      Jasmine squatted down behind the bodies and looked out at the open doors.

      The gray light of dawn had just begun to lighten the darkness.

      Three men stood close to each other at the far end of the patio.

      The one in the middle made Jasmine’s heart pinch hard in her chest.

      Ace.

      Demopoulos stood on one side, leveling a gun at Ace.

      The other man had to be Bertolli. He, too, held a gun pointed at Ace.

      Ace held his backpack out over the railing, his face tight and angry.

      “If you try to shoot me or come another step closer, I will drop the copper scroll over the cliff,” Ace said. “I’ve seen it. It’s delicate and will not survive the landing.”

      Bertolli held out his hand. “No, no. Do not destroy it,” he said in English, heavily laced with his Italian accent. “The scroll is the key.” In his other hand, he held a pistol. “Give it to me. I am the only one who can decipher its message.”

      “No, you must give it to me,” Demopoulos said, also in heavily accented English. “If you do not, I will have your lover killed.”

      “I don’t believe you have her,” Ace said. “I want proof of life.”

      “If you give it to him,” Bertolli said, “I’ll kill Jasmine’s son.”

      Ace shook his head. “You won’t. Because you don’t have him anymore.”

      Bertolli frowned.

      “He’s safely away from your compound.” He turned to Demopoulos. “I want proof that Jasmine is still alive, or this box hits the rocks below.”

      “If you drop the scroll, we will shoot you,” Demopoulos said.

      “If you’ve killed Jasmine, I won’t care. It took me four years to find her. If she dies, I have nothing left to live for. So, if you’re going to shoot me, I won’t give a rat’s ass. And I could care less about the copper scroll. It’s been nothing but trouble. It won’t break my heart to lose my grip on the box.”

      Jasmine glanced at the other four men standing on either side of the patio, each representing their bosses. Each aiming at the one opposite them.

      She dropped to the prone position, stretching out on her belly in the shadowy interior of the house. She laid the barrel of the rifle she’d confiscated over the body in front of her and pressed the stock to her shoulder.

      They hadn’t spotted her yet, and, hopefully, they wouldn’t until after she did what she had to do.
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      Ace held the backpack over the edge of the cliff. Demopoulos had yet to prove Jasmine was still alive.

      To Ace, that made him think Demopoulos had already killed her or she’d escaped.

      He prayed she’d escaped and wouldn’t come anywhere near this house. She’d find Dmytro and Fearghas and be reunited with her son.

      Ace, on the other hand, understood the risk he’d taken when he’d walked out among the two men, holding the backpack to his chest.

      “I have the scroll,” he’d shouted over the gunfire, holding the backpack out in front of him with the box containing the scroll pulled halfway out for Demopoulos and Bertolli to see.

      Immediately, Demopoulos and Bertolli had shouted for their men to cease fire.

      Ace had marched to the edge of the patio, holding the backpack in front of him like a shield.

      He’d counted four gunmen standing close by. Ace would bet the others lay dead inside the house or somewhere on the grounds.

      He was still outnumbered. The only leverage he had was the copper scroll.

      The time had come to make a decision. He wouldn’t give it to Demopoulos until he produced Jasmine alive.

      Bertolli had no leverage other than the gun he held pointed at Ace.

      “Last chance,” Ace said. “Show me Jasmine, and I’ll give you the scroll.”

      “He can’t,” Bertolli said. “He doesn’t have her.”

      “Shut up,” Demopoulos shouted. “You don’t have the boy. My men will find your lover. As soon as they do, they’ll bring her to me. And you will give me the scroll in exchange for the woman.”

      Ace shook his head. “You don’t have her. Therefore, neither one of you will have the scroll.” He stared at the backpack for a moment, then released it.

      The backpack disappeared over the edge of the patio.

      Ace dove to the ground.

      A shot rang out. Ace wasn’t sure from which direction.

      Demopoulos jerked and cursed. He aimed at Bertolli and fired a round at the same time Bertolli fired one as well.

      The two men on each side of the patio opened fire with their rifles at the same time.

      All four of the gunmen fell.

      Bertolli pressed a hand to his chest, his eyes wide. He opened his mouth to say something but dropped to the ground before he could. He lay still.

      Demopoulos clutched at his groin and cursed in Greek. He sank to his knees and fell on his face, blood pooling beneath him from the shot to his groin.

      Ace rose to his feet, dusted his hands off on his trousers and bent to roll Demopoulos onto his back.

      The man’s face was white, the color completely drained.

      As Ace straightened, he glanced toward the double doors he’d strode through minutes earlier.

      Had he imagined it, or had he seen Jasmine?

      A figure rose from the ground, stepped over a couple of bodies and came toward him.

      “Jasmine,” he breathed. He opened his arms wide.

      The woman he loved more than life itself ran into his embrace and buried her face in his shirt.

      “They could have killed you,” she cried, tears soaking his shirt.

      “But they didn’t,” he said and stroked her hair. He pressed a kiss to her temple, then gently lifted her chin to stare down into those beautiful green eyes.

      “When Demopoulos arrived without you, I nearly lost my mind.” He kissed her eyelids, then the tip of her nose. “I looked for you since our affair in Athens. I’m not going to waste another minute without telling you I love you, Jasmine. I’ve loved you since you invited me to share your table at that little café in Athens.”

      She smiled up at him through tear-filled eyes. “I fell in love with you that same day and haven’t stopped loving you throughout the last four years.”

      Ace refused to remind her that she must have forgotten him a little if she’d gotten pregnant by another man. At that moment, he didn’t care. He loved this woman with all his heart.

      “Mama,” a little voice called out.

      Jasmine’s eyes widened, and a smile filled her face.

      Ace released his hold on her.

      Jasmine spun to face her son.

      “Eli,” she said, her voice choking on a sob.

      They ran toward each other.

      Jasmine scooped the child up in her arms and hugged him to her chest, tears running down her cheeks. She kissed his hair and his cheek and finally stared down into his face. “Are you all right? Did that man hurt you?”

      Eli looked over his mother’s arm at the man who’d taken him hostage. “No, mama. He didn’t hurt me. But he wouldn’t let me come home to you. I tried to be brave. I only cried a little.”

      “Everything is okay now,” Jasmine said. “I love you, baby. Everything will be okay.”

      Eli caught her face between his little hands and stared at her with a frown denting his forehead. “If everything is okay, why are you crying?”

      “These are happy tears,” Jasmine said. “We’re together, and that’s all that matters.”

      Eli smiled and laid his head on his mother’s shoulder. “Is it okay if I cry happy tears?”

      She laughed. “Yes, sir.”

      Ace stood back, letting the mother and son have their reunion.

      Dmytro and Fearghas joined him on the patio.

      “All clear,” Fearghas reported. “Bertolli and Demopoulos’s men all managed to kill each other. Either that or some ran away,” he shrugged. “Without their leaders, I’m sure they won’t be coming back.”

      Dmytro smiled at Jasmine and Eli. Then he turned to Ace. “What happened to the copper scroll?”

      Ace tipped his head toward the railing, overlooking the hills beyond. “I dropped it over the edge.”

      Fearghas blinked. “After getting it this far?”

      Ace laughed and strode to the railing, reached over and brought the backpack up by a strap. “There’s a ledge on the other side of the railing. I dropped it for effect.” His gaze went to the two men lying dead at his feet. “Dropping it served a purpose.”

      “And that was?” Fearghas asked.

      “Demopoulos and Bertolli were so set on each owning it that they blamed each other for allowing me to drop it over the side of a cliff. Once the first shot was fired, it was all over in minutes.” Ace’s brow dipped. “Only, I’m not sure either one of them fired that first round.” His gaze went to Jasmine.

      Her eyes met his, and she smiled. “I figured once you released that bag, they’d start shooting anyway. I didn’t want them to aim at you, so I shot Demopoulos in the leg, banking on him assuming it was Bertolli. He shot Bertolli at the same time Bertolli shot him.” She hugged Eli close. “I’m glad they’re both gone. Hopefully, we won’t have to look over our shoulders anymore.”

      “Mama, could that nice man hold me?” Eli asked.

      Jasmine’s brow wrinkled. “Which nice man?”

      Eli pointed to Ace. “That one.”

      Jasmine met and held Ace’s gaze. “If he wants to hold you, yes.”

      Ace opened his arms to the little boy.

      Eli leaned out of his mother’s arms and into Ace’s. “Thank you.”

      “For what?” Ace asked.

      “For helping Mama find me.”

      Jasmine smiled. “You’re a natural with children.”

      “I could get used to this,” Ace said. “He’s a great little guy.”

      “You think so?” Jasmine said, her eyes welling again with tears.

      “Yup.” Ace glanced down at the little boy’s face. “Do you think he’d let me marry his mama? How about it, Eli—can I marry your mama?”

      Eli smiled. “Would you be my daddy?”

      Ace smiled. “Yes. If you want me to be.”

      The boy smiled and wrapped his arms around Ace’s neck. “I always wanted a daddy.”

      More tears spilled down Jasmine’s cheeks. “He’s a miniature version of you, Ace.”

      “He could be. He has brown hair and brown eyes like me.” He grinned at Eli.

      “Eli, tell the nice man how old you are,” Jasmine said.

      Eli held up three fingers.

      “Eli is three years and three months old,” Jasmine said.

      Ace smiled at Eli. “You’re a big guy.”

      Fearghas snorted. “How long has it been since you and Jasmine were together last?”

      “Four years,” Ace said. “Why?”

      Dmytro chuckled. “Do the math.”

      Ace frowned. “What math—” He shot a glance toward Jasmine.

      She nodded, a smile spreading across her face.

      “He’s mine?” Ace stared down at the little boy’s face. “He has brown hair like mine, not black like yours, and he has brown eyes.”

      “Like yours,” Jasmine concluded.

      Ace felt like he’d been punched in the gut. In a good way.

      Holding Eli on one arm, he gathered Jasmine close in the other. “I woke up not long ago alone, single and with no prospects of finding the woman who got away.” He kissed the top of Jasmine’s hair. “Now, not only have I found the woman I’ve loved all this time, but I also have a family.” He grinned. “Life doesn’t get much better than that.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” Jasmine said, more tears spilling down her face.

      “Mama, are those happy tears?” Eli yawned.

      “Yes, baby,” she said. “They’re the happiest tears.”

      “Then my daddy must be happy, too.” Eli stared up at Ace’s face.

      Ace nodded, his heart so full it might bust out of his chest. “You and your mama are everything I could have dreamed of. Yes, sir, these are happy tears.”
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      “I can’t get over how you managed to replace the copper scroll in the Jordanian museum without anyone catching you at it.” Hank Patterson shook his head.

      The rest of his security team covering the filming in Jordan had gone back to their hotel rooms, leaving Hank, Sadie, Ace, Fearghas and Jasmine at the table in the restaurant in Amman.

      “I don’t know how you convinced the Jordanian government to allow you to finish filming at the museum,” Ace said.

      “My beautiful wife did most of the convincing.” Hank lifted Sadie’s hand and kissed the backs of her knuckles.

      “An apology and a promise to pay for a more robust security system goes a long way,” Sadie admitted. “I’m glad the scroll was returned. No worse for the journey it went on.” She gave Jasmine a sweet smile.

      Jasmine sat beside Ace with Eli stretched across their laps. “I’d do it all again, just to get my son back,” she said softly so as not to wake him. “And I couldn’t have done any of it without help from your team, Hank.”

      Hank laughed. “Or one in particular?”

      Jasmine’s cheeks turned a pretty pink.

      “We were blessed with the help of two other people,” Ace said. “Fearghas and Dmytro were amazing. Have you considered hiring protectors other than from the US?”

      Hank grinned. “As a matter of fact, yes,” he said. “Meet the newest member of the Brotherhood Protectors, Fearghas.”

      Ace glanced across the table at Fearghas. “Seriously?”

      Fearghas chuckled. “Hank’s a very persuasive man. I only agreed when he said we could open an office in Europe.”

      Ace turned to Hank. “What do I have to do to be attached to the European office of the Brotherhood Protectors?”

      Hank cocked an eyebrow. “You have to agree to be in charge of the Brotherhood Protectors International.”

      Ace’s brow lowered. “In charge?”

      “I’ll rely on you to staff it with other men...” Hank’s glance went to Jasmine, “and women.”

      Ace spun toward Jasmine. “You’d work for Hank?”

      She grimaced. “He asked. I said yes on one condition.”

      Ace met her gaze. “What condition?”

      “You hire Dmytro.” Jasmine gave him an expectant smile. “So, what’s it to be?”

      “Are you going to take the lead on the latest branch of Brotherhood Protectors?” Fearghas asked.

      Ace glanced around the table. “Am I the only one who wasn’t included in this conversation from the beginning?”

      “That’s my fault,” Sadie said. “I told Hank not to bother you for a couple of days so you could bond with your son. But now that he’s asked, are you going to do it?”

      Ace hesitated for another moment and then said, “I’ll do it.”

      Hank held out his hand.

      Ace shook it and laughed. “So much for easing me into the Brotherhood Protectors. It was more like baptism by fire.”

      Hank chuckled. “It seems to be that way more often than not. You’ll do great, and you’ll have all the support you need. Swede and I are only a phone call away, even on the other side of the pond.”

      Ace reached for Jasmine’s hand. “I love the idea of being in Europe, especially if it means being with you.”

      Jasmine smiled. “We make a great team.”

      “In addition to hiring protectors, you’ll need to establish an office in a central location,” Hank said.

      Jasmine grinned across at Ace. “I have an idea.”

      “I do, too,” Ace said with a grin.

      “I hope it’s what I’m thinking you’ll say,” Fearghas said.

      “Switzerland,” Ace said.

      “Any city in particular?” Hank asked.

      Ace nodded. “Zurich is a good hub for commercial flights and travel by train.”

      Hank nodded. “Zurich, it is.”

      Jasmine grinned. “I already have Dmytro looking for the perfect office space.”

      “I’d like to be involved in the renovations, if it needs any,” Fearghas said. “I’m fairly handy with a hammer.”

      “You’re on,” Ace said, “in between assignments. I assume Hank has some he’s thinking about already.”

      Hank nodded. “I put out feelers. It’s only a matter of time before you’re inundated with requests for protector services.” He pushed to his feet. “Keep me informed. I’ll have Swede set you up with funding for the new office and a few leads for staffing purposes.”

      Fearghas, Ace and Jasmine pushed back from the table and stood.

      Sadie rose from her seat at the table. “All three of you will be great additions to the organization.”

      Hank nodded. “Welcome to the Brotherhood Protectors.”

      Fearghas’s cell phone chirped. He glanced down at the screen and frowned. “Excuse me. I need to take this.”

      He hit the receive button and pressed the phone to his ear as he walked a few steps away.

      “We hope you can bring Eli to Montana soon,” Sadie said. “Emma and McClain would love to have someone new to play with.”

      “We’ll work on that,” Ace said. “It might be a while before we can get away.”

      Hank nodded. “There’s a lot to do to get a new office up and running. Again, if you need help, you just have to ask. Some of the regional leads in the States could give you some pointers as well. I encourage you to talk with them.”

      Ace nodded. “I will.” He grinned. “I’m looking forward to getting started.”

      “Hank and I are calling it a night,” Sadie said. “We move to a new location tomorrow to continue filming. We hope to wrap it up in two weeks. I miss my babies.”

      “Thanks, Hank,” Ace said, shaking the man’s hand again. “I appreciate the opportunity.”

      He nodded. “I only hire the best.”

      After Hank and Sadie left the restaurant, Fearghas turned back to Ace. “I just got a call from an old friend who’s in trouble. I need to catch the first flight available to Brussels, Belgium.”

      Ace clapped a hand on Fearghas’s shoulder. “Sounds like your first assignment as a Brotherhood Protector.”

      Fearghas nodded. “Maybe I should send someone else to help her. I don’t know if I can be objective where she’s concerned.”

      Jasmine’s lips curved in a smile. “Is this the lady friend who left all her clothes in your closet in Athens?”

      Fearghas’s lips pressed together in a tight line. “It is.”

      “Do you want Jasmine or me to take it?” Ace asked.

      Fearghas’s eyes narrowed for a long moment. Then he shook his head. “No. She’s expecting me. And this might be the closure I needed. I’ll bid you good night.”

      “If you need anything—” Ace started.

      “I’ll ask,” Fearghas promised. “Congratulations on the new position. I look forward to working with you.”

      “Same,” Ace said. “I’ll bring Dmytro on board ASAP as our back-office help since he has all the network connections.”

      “Brilliant,” Fearghas turned to Jasmine. “You’ll be a great addition to Hank’s crew. I’d serve with you any day.”

      Jasmine smiled over her son’s head. “Same. Now, be sure to let us know if you get in a tight spot.”

      “I will.” Fearghas left the hotel restaurant.

      “Here, let me carry him,” Ace said.

      Jasmine eased sleeping Eli into his Ace’s arms.

      Ace inhaled the scent of his little boy. “I’ll never get tired of holding him.”

      Jasmine chuckled. “Wait until he’s a teen.”

      “I look forward to it,” Ace said. “And I look forward to being with you for the rest of my life.”

      Jasmine wrapped her arms around them. “I love you both, and I love the life we’ll have together.”

      “I’m thinking we need a special license to get married as soon as possible,” Ace said.

      “I’m ready to start our life together,” Jasmine said with a laugh and stood on her toes to kiss Ace over Eli’s body. “Let’s do it.”
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      On his first solo mission with Brotherhood Protectors International, former British SAS operative, Fearghas Gordon is attacked and left for dead, floating in a canal in Bruges, Belgium. He’s fished out by the Russian spy he's determined to bring back, dead or alive.

      In search of the truth about the murder of her family, Catya Rominov follows a trail of lies, deceit and cover-ups exposing the corruption of the government to which she’d sworn allegiance. The path of deception has led her to a picturesque town on the coast of Belgium and the man she reluctantly betrayed.

      When she pulls Fearghas out of the water, she promises to nurse him back to health in exchange for his promise to help capture a former MI6 agent gone rogue. She’s certain he might be the key to discovering who was behind her family’s extermination and why.

      Together, Fearghas and Catya navigate a hostile trajectory on trains across Europe and a passion that threatens to crash through the barriers of their hardened hearts.
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      “Hawk, you old son of a bitch. I can’t believe you’re jumping ship on us.” Nitro clapped Hawk on the back and shook him hard. “The team won’t be the same without you.”

      Jace Hawkins, or Hawk to his friends, stood in the lounge of a small municipal airport southeast of San Diego. He glanced around at the members of his team who’d come to see him off, nostalgia kicking in. Damn. And he hadn’t even left yet. Still, the thought wasn’t lost on him. This would be the last time he’d be with SEAL Team 3, his friends and brothers in arms.

      “Seriously,” Dutch said. “Who’s going to cover my six when we’re out on the town? I can’t depend on Zach and T-Bone.” He elbowed T-Bone in the gut. “They’ll ditch me for any girl shortsighted enough to go after them.”

      “You’re a grown-ass man, Dutch, you know how to call for a ride back to your apartment.” Jace glanced down at his watch. In exactly five minutes he’d be on a chartered jet to Bozeman, Montana to meet up with his old friend and new boss Hank Patterson, owner of the Brotherhood Protectors security agency.

      God, it would be good to be back home. San Diego had great weather year-round, but Hawk liked his home in Eagle Rock with its wide-open spaces and snow-covered mountains.

      Being a Navy SEAL had been his dream for as long as he could remember. After thirteen years of constant deployment, never being able to put down roots or find someone who could put up with his absences, he couldn’t wait to settle into a real house on a ranch. He looked forward to working with cattle and horses and riding for long stretches without another soul in sight.

      He could already smell the pine trees. How nice would it be not to fight California traffic and inhale smog every day? Or to actually see the stars at night instead of all the light pollution caused by streetlights, parking lot floodlights and security lights hung on every front porch? Montana was as close to paradise as a man could get. And if ranching wasn’t enough to keep him busy, his new occupation should be a lot less dangerous than being a Navy SEAL, fighting the good fight all over the world.

      Home sweet home.

      He sighed.

      “You know, after you’ve given civilian life a shot, you’re gonna get bored.” Dutch crossed his arms over his chest. “I bet the Navy would take you back.”

      Hawk shook his head. “Have you ever been to Montana?”

      Justus raised his right hand. “I have. I stopped at one of the insanely few truck stops on my way through from Minneapolis to Seattle. Montana was a long, straight stretch of absolutely nothing.” He snorted. “Until I hit the mountains. They don’t call it the Big Sky state for nothing. On the plains, that’s all there is, flat land and blue skies. Not a single tree for hundreds of miles. The only saving grace is the mountains in the far western part of the state. That’s where it got interesting.”

      Hawk grinned. Justus’s description sounded like pure heaven. “And that’s where I’m headed. The Crazy Mountains and the little town of Eagle Rock.” Hawk inhaled deeply. “Can’t wait to get there. Just a few more hours and I’m there.”

      Zach shook his head. “I don’t like that you and Compass are breaking up the team.”

      “All good things come to an end,” Compass said. “Savannah has been on my mind for so long, it’s time to go.”

      “Nothing will be the same,” Justus grumbled. “We’ll have to train some new guy. It took me years to train you two.”

      Hawk laughed at the youngest man on the team. “The fuck, you did. We trained you. It’s your turn to initiate some poor, dumb bastard into the team.”

      Justus frowned. “Is that all I was to you when I came on board? Some poor, dumb bastard?”

      “Damn straight, you were.” Hawk punched the guy in the shoulder. “All our training⁠—”

      “—hazing,” Justus corrected.

      “—came in handy,” Hawk continued. “You saved my ass on more than one occasion.”

      “And mine,” Zach Browne added.

      “Mine, too,” Dutch contributed. “But it goes both ways.”

      Justus rubbed his shoulder. “Yeah, well at least it’ll be nice to have someone else to pick on.” He nodded toward the plane taxiing toward them. “That your ride?”

      Butterflies swarmed in Hawk’s gut as he stared out at the shiny white plane stopping in front of the building. The hatch dropped down, and a man dressed in a pilot’s uniform stepped out.

      Zach whistled. “Patterson must be making a mint with his security agency to afford a plane like that.”

      Hawk frowned. He’d expected a much smaller, single prop plane to pick him up. “Might not be my plane.”

      Hawk’s teammates stood beside him as the pilot entered the building, carrying a leather portfolio. His gaze swept the faces of the men in front of him. “One of you Jace Hawkins?”

      Hawk’s pulse leapt. “That’s me.” He stepped forward.

      “Hank Patterson sent this for you.” He handed the leather folder to Hawk, bent to collect Hawk’s suitcases and started for the sliding door out to the tarmac. “Follow me, please,” he said over his shoulder.

      Hawk stared down at the black folder and up at the pilot passing through the door. “Well, guys, I guess this is it.”

      “Damned impressive, if you ask me,” Zach said. “When you see Patterson, put in a good word for the rest of us. Might not be a bad gig when we’re done with the Navy.” He wrapped his arms around Hawk in a tight hug then stepped back. “See ya around.”

      Justus was next. “Don’t fall off any cliffs in those mountains of yours.”

      “Ride ’em hard and put ’em up wet,” Nitro said, hugged him and then gave him a fist bump.

      T-Bone held out a hand. Hawk took it and was pulled into a bone-crunching hug. “Laissez les bon temps rouler,” T-Bone said in Cajun French. “Let the good times roll. You will be missed.”

      Once he’d said his goodbyes, Hawk slung his backpack over his shoulder, waved and followed the pilot out the door and up the steps to the waiting jet being fueled by a tanker truck.

      Hawk was amazed at the luxury of the interior. “Are you sure you’re here for me?” he asked the pilot who’d handed him the folder.

      The man retracted the steps into the plane and sealed the door. “Patterson said everything you need to know is in that folder. And he wants you to call him before we take off. That gives you about five minutes until we’re done refueling and get clearance. Sit anywhere you like. The flight will be about five and a half hours.” He stepped into the cockpit next to another pilot.

      “It takes that long to fly to Bozeman?”

      The pilot frowned. “Bozeman?”

      Hawk felt like a character in the Twilight Zone. “Yeah, Bozeman. As in Montana.”

      The man was shaking his head before Hawk finished talking. “I don’t know anything about Bozeman, Montana. We’re flying from here to Kono, Hawaii. As I said, everything you need to know should be in that brief. If you have any questions, save them for Hank Patterson.”

      Hawk glanced at the now sealed hatch. Was it too late to get off the plane? Kono, Hawaii? What the hell was going on? He had his heart set on going home. And home sure as hell wasn’t on the Big Island of Hawaii.

      In a state of shock, Hawk sat in one of the white leather seats and pulled out his cell phone. Patterson’s number was at the top of his favorites list. He punched the number and waited for the man to answer, opening the briefing materials at the same time.

      “Hawk, you should be boarding the jet about now. Am I right?” Hank Patterson’s voice sounded in his ear.

      “What the hell’s going on?”

      “Didn’t the pilot give you the brief?” Patterson asked.

      “I’m opening it now. But give me the bottom-line up front. Why am I headed to Hawaii? I thought I’d be working in Montana.”

      Patterson laughed. “You will. But I had an emergency assignment come up, and everyone else is assigned. Sorry I couldn’t be there to welcome you to the Brotherhood Protectors in person, but I’m on babysitting duty with my little girl and baby boy, while my wife is on the set of her latest movie shoot.”

      “But…Hawaii?” Hawk said, hoping to bring Patterson back to the point.

      “Right. I actually got a call from one of your buddies on SEAL Team 3. His girlfriend’s family friend from back in Hawaii is in a tight spot. Someone attempted to kidnap the daughter two days ago. They failed, but her father is afraid they’ll try again.”

      “And why am I the right man for the job?” Hawk shook his head. “I know nothing about Hawaii, other than it has palm trees and hula dancers.”

      “You know more than you think,” Patterson chuckled. “The Big Island has a massive cattle ranch smackdab in the middle of it. The family owns the ranch, all one hundred and thirty thousand acres.”

      Hawk blew out a stream of air. “You’re kidding me.”

      “I kid you not.” Patterson continued. “We think whoever tried to kidnap the daughter wants to use her for ransom. The family is loaded. Her father chartered the plane. He’s pretty desperate.”

      “I’d say.” Hawk stared around at his luxurious transportation. “So, all I have to do is play bodyguard to the man’s daughter?”

      “Yes…and no.”

      “You’re not making sense.” Hawk stared down at the first sheet in front of him with a description of Parkman Ranch. “Either I’m a bodyguard, or I’m not.”

      “You’ll be the daughter’s bodyguard, but you can’t let her know you’re a bodyguard. Her father says she’s a bit of a free spirit and has slipped free of every bodyguard he’s hired. He wants you to come on board as a ranch hand, working with the horses. She’s not to know you’re her bodyguard.”

      Hawk frowned. “She sounds like a spoiled brat. What doesn’t he just spank her and make her behave?”

      Patterson laughed out loud. “You’ll have to ask him. I take it he’s not into disciplining his daughter.” A baby cooed in the background on Patterson’s end of the communication. “Having a daughter of my own, I can understand his hesitation to discipline. Isn’t that right, Emma.”

      “Oh, Daddy,” a little voice said, and a tiny giggle sounded in Hawk’s ear.

      Was Patterson the same badass SEAL he’d known back in BUD/S training?

      “Has the plane taken off yet?” Patterson asked.

      “Not yet. They’re fueling up.”

      “You have the opportunity now to change your mind, if you don’t think you can do the job. But you’re the only man I have available at this time, and Parkman’s desperate to protect his daughter…” Patterson paused, giving Hawk time to reconsider.

      Hawk blew out a breath. “No, I’ve got this. Hell, it’s a free trip to Hawaii. Who’d be stupid enough to turn that down?” Someone who’d prefer to be in Montana. Given that this would be Hawk’s first assignment as a Brotherhood Protector, he couldn’t turn down work. He had to prove he was ready, able and, most of all, willing to do whatever it took.

      “I know how much you wanted to get back to Montana,” Patterson said. “I wanted to get back home when I left the Navy. I could juggle my guys and switch one of them off a current assignment if you’d like.”

      “No. I’m on the plane, it wouldn’t make sense to disrupt anyone else on your team,” Hawk squared his shoulders. “You can count on me.”

      “Thanks, Hawk. You’ve got my number. If you need anything, call, and enjoy Hawaii as a civilian.” Patterson ended the call before Hawk had a chance to change his mind.

      For better or worse, he’d just accepted his first assignment. In Hawaii. Not Montana.

      Hawk sat back against the plush leather, buckled his seatbelt and prepared himself for the long flight over the water to the Big Island.

      He tamped down his disappointment and looked down at the information Patterson had provided. In it was a map of the Big Island and a plat map of Parkman Ranch. So, it wasn’t Montana. Lots of people would love to fly in a private jet to Hawaii. Also included was the Parkman family tree, dating all the way back to the mid-1800’s. The last person on the tree was John Parkman III’s daughter Kalea. From the dates on the tree, Kalea’s mother had passed several years earlier. Which explained why John Parkman struggled with disciplining his only daughter. If Hawk had only one living relative, he’d probably feel the same.

      He sighed. Hell, he was usually pretty good with the kids of his teammates. How hard could it be to protect little Kalea Parkman from kidnappers?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Interested in more military romance stories?  Subscribe to my newsletter and receive the Military Heroes Box Set

        Subscribe Here

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      
    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      ELLE JAMES also writing as MYLA JACKSON is a New York Times and USA Today Bestselling author of books including cowboys, intrigues and paranormal adventures that keep her readers on the edges of their seats. When she’s not at her computer, she’s traveling, snow skiing, boating, or riding her ATV, dreaming up new stories. Learn more about Elle James at www.ellejames.com

      
        
        Website | Facebook | Twitter | GoodReads | Newsletter | BookBub | Amazon

      

        

      
        Or visit her alter ego Myla Jackson at mylajackson.com

        Website | Facebook | Twitter | Newsletter

      

      

      
        
        Follow Me!

        www.ellejames.com

        ellejamesauthor@gmail.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: X (Twitter) icon] X (Twitter)

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Elle James

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Brotherhood Protectors International

        Athens Affair (#1)

        Belgian Betrayal (#2)

        Croatia Collateral (#3)

        Dublin Debacle (#4)

        Edinburgh Escape (#5)

      

        

      
        Brotherhood Protectors Hawaii

        Kalea’s Hero (#1)

        Leilani’s Hero (#2)

        Kiana’s Hero (#3)

        Maliea’s Hero (#4)

        Emi’s Hero (#5)

        Sachie’s Hero (#6)

        Kimo’s Hero (#7)

        Alana’s Hero (#8)

        Nala’s Hero (#9)

        Mika’s Hero (#10)

      

        

      
        Bayou Brotherhood Protectors

        Remy (#1)

        Gerard (#2)

        Lucas (#3)

        Beau (#4)

        Rafael (#5)

        Valentin (#6)

        Landry (#7)

        Simon (#8)

        Maurice (#9)

        Jacques (#10)

      

        

      
        Brotherhood Protectors Yellowstone

        Saving Kyla (#1)

        Saving Chelsea (#2)

        Saving Amanda (#3)

        Saving Liliana (#4)

        Saving Breely (#5)

        Saving Savvie (#6)

        Saving Jenna (#7)

        Saving Peyton (#8)

        Saving  Londyn (#9)

      

        

      
        Brotherhood Protectors Colorado

        SEAL Salvation (#1)

        Rocky Mountain Rescue (#2)

        Ranger Redemption (#3)

        Tactical Takeover (#4)

        Colorado Conspiracy (#5)

        Rocky Mountain Madness (#6)

        Free Fall (#7)

        Colorado Cold Case (#8)

        Fool’s Folly (#9)

        Colorado Free Rein (#10)

        Rocky Mountain Venom (#11)

        High Country Hero (#12)

      

        

      
        Brotherhood Protectors

        Montana SEAL (#1)

        Bride Protector SEAL (#2)

        Montana D-Force (#3)

        Cowboy D-Force (#4)

        Montana Ranger (#5)

        Montana Dog Soldier (#6)

        Montana SEAL Daddy (#7)

        Montana Ranger’s Wedding Vow (#8)

        Montana SEAL Undercover Daddy (#9)

        Cape Cod SEAL Rescue (#10)

        Montana SEAL Friendly Fire (#11)

        Montana SEAL’s Mail-Order Bride (#12)

        SEAL Justice (#13)

        Ranger Creed (#14)

        Delta Force Rescue (#15)

        Dog Days of Christmas (#16)

        Montana Rescue (#17)

        Montana Ranger Returns (#18)

        Brotherhood Protectors Boxed Set 1

        Brotherhood Protectors Boxed Set 2

        Brotherhood Protectors Boxed Set 3

        Brotherhood Protectors Boxed Set 4

        Brotherhood Protectors Boxed Set 5

        Brotherhood Protectors Boxed Set 6

      

        

      
        Iron Horse Legacy

        Soldier’s Duty (#1)

        Ranger’s Baby (#2)

        Marine’s Promise (#3)

        SEAL’s Vow (#4)

        Warrior’s Resolve (#5)

        Drake (#6)

        Grimm (#7)

        Murdock (#8)

        Utah (#9)

        Judge (#10)

      

        

      
        Delta Force Strong

        Ivy’s Delta (Delta Force 3 Crossover)

        Breaking Silence (#1)

        Breaking Rules (#2)

        Breaking Away (#3)

        Breaking Free (#4)

        Breaking Hearts (#5)

        Breaking Ties (#6)

        Breaking Point (#7)

        Breaking Dawn (#8)

        Breaking Promises (#9)

      

        

      
        Hearts & Heroes Series

        Wyatt’s War (#1)

        Mack’s Witness (#2)

        Ronin’s Return (#3)

        Sam’s Surrender (#4)

      

        

      
        Hellfire Series

        Hellfire, Texas (#1)

        Justice Burning (#2)

        Smoldering Desire (#3)

        Hellfire in High Heels (#4)

        Playing With Fire (#5)

        Up in Flames (#6)

        Total Meltdown (#7)

      

      

      
        
        Take No Prisoners Series

        SEAL’s Honor (#1)

        SEAL’S Desire (#2)

        SEAL’s Embrace (#3)

        SEAL’s Obsession (#4)

        SEAL’s Proposal (#5)

        SEAL’s Seduction (#6)

        SEAL’S Defiance (#7)

        SEAL’s Deception (#8)

        SEAL’s Deliverance (#9)

        SEAL’s Ultimate Challenge (#10)

      

      

      
        
        Texas Billionaire Club

        Tarzan & Janine (#1)

        Something To Talk About (#2)

        Who’s Your Daddy (#3)

        Love & War (#4)

      

        

      
        Billionaire Online Dating Service

        The Billionaire Husband Test (#1)

        The Billionaire Cinderella Test (#2)

        The Billionaire Bride Test (#3)

        The Billionaire Daddy Test (#4)

        The Billionaire Matchmaker Test (#5)

        The Billionaire Glitch Date (#6)

        The Billionaire Perfect Date (#7) coming soon

        The Billionaire Replacement Date (#8) coming soon

        The Billionaire Wedding Date (#9) coming soon

      

      

      
        
        Cajun Magic Mystery Series

        Voodoo on the Bayou (#1)

        Voodoo for Two (#2)

        Deja Voodoo (#3)

        Cajun Magic Mysteries Books 1-3

      

      

      
        
        The Outriders

        Homicide at Whiskey Gulch (#1)

        Hideout at Whiskey Gulch (#2)

        Held Hostage at Whiskey Gulch (#3)

        Setup at Whiskey Gulch (#4)

        Missing Witness at Whiskey Gulch (#5)

        Cowboy Justice at Whiskey Gulch (#6)

      

      

      
        
        Boys Behaving Badly Anthologies

        Rogues (#1)

        Blue Collar (#2)

        Pirates (#3)

        Stranded (#4)

        First Responder (#5)

        Silver Soldier’s (#6)

      

      

      
        
        Warrior’s Conquest

        Enslaved by the Viking Short Story

        Conquests

        Smokin’ Hot Firemen

        Protecting the Colton Bride

        Protecting the Colton Bride & Colton’s Cowboy Code

        Heir to Murder

        Secret Service Rescue

        High Octane Heroes

        Haunted

        Engaged with the Boss

        Cowboy Brigade

        An Unexpected Clue

        Under Suspicion, With Child

        Texas-Size Secrets

      

      

    

  
OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Athens Affair
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Author’s Note
      


      		
        Athens Affair
        
          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


          		
            Chapter 15
          


          		
            Epilogue
          


        


      


      		
        Belgian Betrayal
        
          		
            About Belgian Betrayal
          


        


      


      		
        Kalea’s Hero
        
          		
            Chapter 1
          


        


      


      		
        Afterword
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Also by Elle James
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Also by Elle James


    


  


OEBPS/images/militaryheroesboxedset.jpg
New York Times & USA Today BestsellmEAuthor

ELLE

MIILI'IAIIY HEROES

MONTANA SEAL, SEAL'S HONOR, SOLDIER'S DUTY, WYATT'S WAR
< .
.? 5 '\

AL
ELLE TAMIES






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/social-x-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-instagram-screen.png





OEBPS/images/belgian-betrayal-kindle.jpg
BELGIAR BETIIIIHII[

New York Times & USA Today Bestselling Author

ELLE JAMES






OEBPS/images/image-1---broprointerationalathensaffair.jpg
:NTERNAT:ONAL

ATHENS AFFAIR

New York Times & USA Today Bestselhng Author

ELLE JAMES






OEBPS/images/image-1---broprohawaiikaleashero.jpg
BROTHERHODD PROTECTORS HAWAII

New York Times & USA Today Bestselling Author

ELLE JAMES





