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He’s all action. She’s all brains. But when danger heats up, their hearts might just be the biggest risk of all.

Navy SEAL leader Ryan “Con” Constantine never planned to fake a marriage with a brilliant, offbeat cryptologist to stop a terrorist plot. But Sophie Edwards isn’t just cracking codes—she’s cracking his carefully guarded heart.

For Sophie, puzzles are easy, but pretending to be the wife of a brooding, muscle-bound SEAL? That’s a challenge she didn’t see coming. His smoldering glances and searing kisses blur the line between their mission and the emotions simmering between them.

As the clock ticks down, the stakes climb higher. Can Con protect the woman who’s become his lifeline? Or will Sophie risk it all to save the man she can’t imagine living without?
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ONE

The helicopter blades slashed through the air, a relentless rhythm in sharp contrast to the chaos inside Ryan Constantine, aka Con’s, head. In his ear, static hissed and popped, cutting out for the sixty-fifth time of the seventy minutes he’d been in the air. Worse than the crackle that was driving him crazy, he was cut off from his SEAL team.

Con clenched his jaw. Without communication with his SEAL team, he was flying blind. The mission was already on thin ice. Without intel, it felt as if he was skating right into enemy territory.

He glanced at the digital clock on the control panel of the chopper.

13:24:07

Not enough time.

He adjusted his headset over his ears and spoke to the pilot. “ETA to Blackout Alpha base?”

“Nineteen minutes. Tailwind’s on our side. Hang in there, Con.”

“I lost communication with my team.”

“It happens sometimes in this flight path. You’ll pick it up again when we land.” The pilot’s job wasn’t to stress over the nuances of the life of a SEAL. His job was to get Con from point A to point B.

Con stifled a growl that built in his throat. Every single second mattered. When it came to matters of national security, they were always fighting an uphill battle while racing the clock.

Without more information, he was standing on a cliff in the dark.

What was taking place back at JFK Airport was anyone’s guess, but he knew better than to jump to conclusions. All he knew was that he was tasked with getting a phone into the hands of an expert.

A phone that authorities confiscated from a man about to board a flight to Turkey and held the key to the suspect’s activities while he was in the United States. Con had limited time left to get the device to SEAL Team Blackout Alpha’s base in Washington, DC.

He fisted a hand on his knee, willing voices into his ear rather than the occasional crackle of interference. Nothing came.

This wouldn’t be the first time he jumped into an op without a plan or backup. Plans could change in a split second—he had the experience to wing it.

A deep voice blasted into his ear, making him jolt. “Blackout Charlie 1, come in.”

“Blackout Charlie 1.” Before he lost contact with his commander again, he got straight to the point. “Who do I give the phone to at Alpha HQ?”

“Kit. She’s the best.”

The device stowed away in the depths of his tactical vest pocket felt like it was ticking. Like it had a heartbeat all its own.

A second later, the comms unit crackled in his ear again. His commander was gone.

At least now Con had a directive. He’d hand over the phone to Kit, the in-house tech and cyber specialist for Blackout Alpha.

The chopper dropped altitude, hovering over the roof of Alpha’s base. When the landing gear touched down, Con wasted no time. He opened the hatch door and ducked out under the whirring chopper blades.

He strode straight for the hatch in the roof and entered a universal keycode to unlock it. When he pulled open the hatch, revealing a flight of stairs leading into the base, he rushed down them at a fast clip that matched the urgency of his mission.

A big man suddenly loomed up, blocking his path.

“Get out of my way, Ramsey.” Con wasn’t taking any crap from a guy who thought his name was cooler than Con’s.

“Nice to see you too, Con.” The other operative folded his arms over his chest, stretching the sleeves of his black T-shirt.

“I need Kit.”

The stairs emptied into a long hall lined with doors leading to other parts of the multi-storied base. His words echoed down the empty hall.

Through one of the open doors, a man emerged. He stepped into the hall, and in long strides, made his way to Ramsey and Con.

“You say you need Kit?” Gunnison gave Con a grim once-over.

Con wasn’t surprised. When it came to his wife, Gunnison was very protective. But he didn’t have time for this shit.

Using the flat of his hand, he brushed Gunnison aside—or tried to. The muscular man didn’t budge.

“What do you want with Kit?” Gunnison narrowed his eyes.

Con leveled him in his stare. “I have orders.”

Without another word, he took off down the corridor toward the room that served as the brain center for much of the Blackout operations. When he walked in, his gaze landed on the small brunette seated in front of a plethora of monitors. She held a phone and was texting so furiously, that he wondered if she’d already learned of the matter he’d flown here to address.

“Kit.”

She glanced over her shoulder, saw him and twisted to give him her attention. “Con. I didn’t know you were here.”

“Just landed.” He directed his gaze at the ceiling where the chopper was still humming in preparation for the moment he needed to be on the move again.

He walked into the office. The lights were kept dimmed to keep the glare off the many screens. Gunnison was right on his tail.

Kit shot a look at her husband and waved a hand. “It’s all right, Drew. Con, what do you have for me?”

He withdrew the device from his pocket and held it out to her. “I need in this phone.”

She looked up at him in surprise. “No one else has managed to hack it?”

He shook his head. “They have a guy detained at JFK. We’re running on borrowed time. They delayed the flight to Turkey, but this guy was in the system as being under suspicion.”

She took the phone and started hacking into it, a little crease of concentration between her brows. “What’s he suspected of?”

“He was captured on CC cam taking photos of the entrances of the Federal building.”

Gunnison made a noise in his throat. “There are murmurings about the Federal Building. A bomb threat was made.”

Con nodded. “All the authorities are in place, prepared to stop it. But we need what’s on this phone.”

Kit lifted her focus from the phone to Con. “Give me a minute.” She spun her chair back to the desk and set the device on the wood surface. Swiping a finger over the screen, she set about working the magic she was so well-known for.

Con turned his attention to her husband hovering over him. “I’m not the enemy, Gunny. You don’t need to babysit me.”

A grin stretched over Gunnison’s face. “Where Kit is, I am.”

Deep in her work, Kit didn’t respond.

Con grunted. When it came to Alpha and Charlie teams, they worked together just fine, but the strong personalities created tension too. Hard feelings still existed on Charlie’s part when it came to a certain member of their team who’d crossed over to Alpha.

“I don’t have much time. This guy is in holding. We have him on video but we don’t know for certain that he took any photos or if he was just playing on his phone. Without physical evidence that he committed these acts, security will have to let him board that plane.”

Kit twisted back to Con. “There’s nothing on this phone.”

He stepped up to the desk. “Show me.”

She held out the device. He took it and skimmed through the photos. “So where could they be?”

Kit’s expressive eyes took on a faraway look as if she were scanning the inside of her brain for the answer. “In a cloud.”

“So how do you get into the cloud? If he took those photos, we need to find out if he sent them to anyone.”

“I’m checking into his logins now.”

He gave a brief nod. “That’s more than airport security could do. They could only get him to unlock it.”

He loomed over her shoulder, watching her run through all the places where he could have stored photos. When that came up short, she hacked the cloud.

“Oh, damn!” Her sudden soft outburst made Gunnison rocket right to her side.

“Are you all right, Kit?”

She lifted a hand and touched his jaw without shifting her attention away from the phone. “I’m fine. I found the folder with the pictures! And a bunch of different people accessed the folder.”

Con leaned in to see. “We can track the IP addresses from the logins.”

She bobbed her head in a nod, dark hair bouncing around her shoulders. “I’m shooting the addresses to myself so I can do a deep dive on everyone who logged into this cloud.”

“So there is proof that the photos exist. I’ll report back to Commander Barrett.”

Kit stilled. “Then there’s this.”

Con braced a hand on the desk, leaning close to see what she was pointing out: a jumble of letters made no sense to him.

“Is that—”

“A cryptogram,” Kit cut him off.

He turned his head and locked stares with Gunnison.

This was bigger than any of them thought.

He whipped back to Kit. “Any chance you can go to Jersey with me? The team and Barrett need to see this.”

She gave him a skeptical glance. “You don’t have a good hacker in Jersey? They’re everywhere.”

“Yeah, but they don’t have security clearances like you.”

“Then Charlie needs to expand their team.”

“Brilliant tech people with the skills we need aren’t just going to submit resumes to work for a branch of the military no one knows exists,” he argued.

She shook her head. “Sorry, Con. I can’t go. But I’ll walk you out.”

She stood up, and he finally spotted the huge bump of her pregnancy jutting from the front of her body.

“Oh damn!” How could Con have missed that?

Gunnison reached out to steady his wife and curled a protective hand around their growing child. “She can’t travel.”

“No shit. She’s about to pop.”

Gunnison sent him a dark glower, but Kit giggled.

For being so heavily with child, she was quick on her feet and led the way out of the room with her husband at her side, Con trailing behind a step. At the base of the stairs that led to the roof, he stuck out a fist to his brother-in-arms.

“Congratulations, man.”

Finally, some words to wipe that pissed expression off Gunnison’s face. He flashed a grin and bumped knuckles with him. “Thanks, man.”

He started up the stairs but swung back. “Keep me in mind when you go to pick the godfather.”

Without another word, Con was up the stairs, rushing to the waiting chopper. As soon as he switched on the comms device, he demanded to be connected to their commander.

A moment later, Commander Barrett’s voice filled his ear, a relief after all the static he listened to on the flight to DC.

“What do you got, Con?”

“A cryptogram. I need someone to crack it.”

A beat of silence followed. “I only have one option for you. You’re going to Princeton.”

* * * * *

Sophie Edwards stood at the front of the lecture hall, a felt-tipped marker poised over the whiteboard she was drawing diagrams on. As she scribbled and drew arrows, she explained her process to her students.

The hall that held three hundred seats was packed this afternoon, and while she’d love to believe the students of Princeton were excited to hear her lecture today, she had a feeling that the rainy weather had driven them in from the lawn and the friends they’d rather spend time with.

She swept a look across the hall. “Technology has become a great equalizer, but it’s also a great divider of our time. It allows humans to connect across countries, continents, even from outer space. On the flip side, it’s also made us more isolated from connections we would have made in person before.”

She wrote the words out in note form for the students to copy.

A murmur rippled throughout the hall, and she half turned from the whiteboard to scan her audience.

She stopped. The dean had entered, along with another man.

A huge man.

Tall and broad-shouldered with chest and arms that looked powerful enough to take on a dozen opponents in a fight. Next to him, Dean McCall looked like a shrimp.

They were both staring at her. And her students were staring at them.

“Can I help you?” Sophie placed the cap on her marker and set it on the tray.

Dean McCall was a man who never seemed to age. His hair was shot with gray strands but still mostly brown. And the creases around his eyes never seemed to get deeper—except for today.

Her stomach dipped.

“We have a matter we’d like to speak to you about, Ms. Edwards.”

She slanted her gaze from the dean to the buff guy. He wasn’t just big. She was pretty sure he came with his own rocket boosters. His dark brown, nearly coal-black, eyes settled on her and didn’t move.

She gulped and gathered herself. “I take it this can’t wait until after class?”

Dean McCall jumped in. “No. You’d better speak with…uh…this gentleman. I’ll take over the class for you.”

She blinked at him. “Okay.” She turned to the front row where her teaching assistant sat. “Margaret, if you don’t mind updating Dean McCall about where we left off?”

The young woman nodded, but she shot a nervous smile at the “gentleman.”

Sophie craned her neck to look up at him. He just twitched his head toward the exit and turned without any display of that gentlemanly behavior the dean alluded to.

His legs were as long as tree trunks, and just about as thick. The black pants he wore molded to his muscled body, and his black long-sleeved shirt spanned tightly across his back and wide shoulders.

She sped forward to keep up with him as he led her out of the lecture hall and into an empty classroom next door. As soon as the door swung closed, he turned to her.

“My name is Con.”

“Con?”

As in ex-con?

“Stands for Constantine. My last name,” he clarified before she could ask.

“Oh.”

“I’m here because you’re an expert in cryptology.”

Her credentials were the furthest thing from her thoughts at the moment. She stared up at him for several seconds before collecting herself again.

“Some people call me that.”

“You’ve been an expert in documentaries and on TV.”

“Yes.”

“And you’ve written four books on the topic.”

“Again, yes, but what brings you to me?” She lifted a hand and brushed her long bangs off her face.

With confidence she’d seen very few men able to carry off without appearing self-important, he stood tall and still, like his feet had planted roots deep down in the terrazzo floor.

“I’ll get right to the point, Ms. Edwards. I am part of a special ops team and am here to address a matter of national security.”

She sucked in a breath.

“A man was detained at JFK airport under suspicion. We have his phone.”

“Okay.”

“And there’s a cryptogram we need to decipher.”

Interest oozed into her scholarly veins. Ever since she was a child, she’d loved puzzles, and the thrill of a new one made her heart pick up a beat.

“How soon do you need it cracked? Sometimes it can take weeks, months, years—”

“Now. We need it right now. And I need you to come with me.”

Her lips popped open on a little intake of air. “I have classes to teach. Young minds to fill with knowledge. I can’t just leave.”

“We need you. In fact, I’m not asking. I have orders to bring you to our headquarters to begin work.”

“Who do I look like, Indiana Jones?” She sputtered. “I can’t just run off to work with you.”

Those dark eyes never shifted. The black centers were invisible within the deep granite black of the irises. He stared back at her like he gave zero fucks what she said—like he’d take her by force if necessary.

For a moment, Sophie envisioned Con throwing her over his shoulder caveman-style and hauling her outside.

There didn’t seem to be much choice.

She had one more argument to pose before she conceded defeat. “If this is a matter of national security, clearances are needed. How do you know you can trust me?”

“We have a file on you.”

Her jaw dropped. For a long beat, she didn’t have anything to say.

“Someone with your credentials, we keep an eye on.”

Again, she directed her overgrown bangs off her face. She was growing them out, not that he would care. And she was doing it for all the wrong reasons, namely so she didn’t resemble another person who had bangs. And looked twenty-five.

Because that girl was twenty-five.

“Ms. Edwards, I have orders—”

She waved a hand. “Yes, I know all that. But why are you trusting me? There has to be somebody more qualified for this job.”

“You have all the accolades. Also, you worked on the Valero manuscript case.”

Her eyes widened. He knew about that?

“It only took you three hours to crack the code in that ancient book that led to a lost artifact.”

“Well, yes.”

“You were brought in to assist on a case when a spy was caught with a notebook filled with codes that led to stolen data. Which kept a lot of people’s credentials out of the wrong hands.”

“Um…yes, but—”

“You won the Cipher Award five years in a row.”

Sophie let out a sigh. “All right, so I have the credentials. But I already have a job.”

Those granite eyes settled on her. “We can pay you more. We’re the government.”

“That actually means you’ll pay me less.”

He gave her a flat look. “Not for this work.”

“I can’t just leave my position at the university. I need to speak with Dean McCall and clear it with him first.”

“He already cleared it. You have no more excuses, Ms. Edwards. We have to go now.” Up until this point, he’d been standing dead still, like a soldier in front of a commanding officer. When he moved toward the door, she saw the raw power harnessed in his muscular form on full display.

He stepped into the corridor, and she trotted after him like a small dog.

“What do I pack?”

He threw her an exasperated look. “What does that matter? Pack whatever you want.”

“It matters. I need to know our destination. Do I need lightweight linen or a parka?”

He stopped walking and gave her a once-over. Suddenly, she felt as if her outfit was under scrutiny. The fitted trousers and blouse that buttoned up her neck and ended in a frill of lace felt like the perfect mix of masculine and feminine that morning when she put it on. In a man’s world of male colleagues, all sporting doctorate letters, she enjoyed flaunting that a woman could be seen as their equal.

Now she felt as if that frill of lace circling her throat was choking her.

“Do you live on campus?” Con asked.

“A few blocks away. I drive to work.”

He eyed her. “Fine, go home and pack a bag with everyday clothes. Make sure it’s small. We don’t have much room. Meet me back here in twenty minutes.”

With a nod, she took off at a fast clip. Her car was parked a few lots over, and she was a little winded by the time she reached it. As soon as she was behind the wheel, she swiped her rain-wet bangs off her face again.

When she woke up this morning, she did not think she’d be leaving to decipher a cryptogram. Her brain was so occupied by the turn of events, she reached her small rental home on the corner of a quaint, quiet street in no time.

Luckily, she didn’t have anybody to answer to, not even a pet to take care of. Sophie tuned in to her task. In minutes, she had a few belongings tossed into a weekend bag and was back in the driver’s seat.

When she returned to her parking space, she inwardly groaned at the rain that was falling faster. She reached behind the seat and felt around for her umbrella, then she remembered she lent it to a coworker and they’d never returned it.

She opened her door into the overgrown bush that crowded her crappy parking spot and shimmied past it, hoping the cold, wet branches didn’t snag at her clothes. But they still did, leaving a trail of wetness along her top.

Who cared about that? It was raining, and she was already wet anyway.

After she finished packing, she strode across campus to the building where she’d left the special operative. In the movies, the people who were asked to crack codes were always glamorous, but she was far from it. She was damp, her boots squishing in the wet grass, and lugging a bag.

As soon as she reached the lecture hall, she spotted Con. He resembled a statue standing sentry outside the door. When he saw her, he switched into motion. His long strides ate up the distance between them.

“Follow me. There’s no time.”


TWO

In the two minutes they’d been walking, the rain had settled in for the day and came down in heavy plops that left wet polka dots all over her blouse. She already felt her hair starting to frizz.

He walked too fast to keep up with him easily, and she found herself jogging alongside him. “Where are we going?”

“You’ll be given that information on a need-to-know basis.”

“I need to know.”

“No, you don’t.”

Could he be any ruder? But what did she expect from a man named after a Roman emperor?

“Can you at least tell me how we are getting there?”

He waved a hand toward a golf cart with a roof that belonged to the grounds crew of the university. When they reached it, he took up the entire vinyl seat.

“We can’t just take this.”

He gave her a level look. “Get in.”

With no other choice, she slid onto the hard bench. He wrapped long fingers around the wheel and they shot forward, zooming across the lawn to a part of the campus she didn’t spend much time on.

When she spotted the helicopter sitting in the middle of the grass like a giant bug about to take flight, reality smacked her.

This was the real deal.

Con stopped the cart a short distance from the chopper. “Give me your bag.”

She looked down at the brown leather bag she had tucked between her feet and passed it to him. When he took it, he stopped, a frown between his brown eyebrows. “What do you have in here? Books?”

She stared at him. “Of course not. Who needs books?”

He let out a groan. “So you brought books. Fine. C’mon.” He extended a long leg to the ground and climbed out of the golf cart. He waited for her to catch up before taking off at a fast clip to the waiting aircraft.

Sophie gulped. If she had any doubts that this was really happening, the sleek black helicopter waiting for them with its blades spinning shocked her into reality.

He ushered her forward, head ducked. She followed his example and climbed into the helicopter.

He dropped the bag at her feet and handed her a set of earmuffs to protect her hearing, then showed her how to strap into the seat.

“Just a short flight and we’ll be there. Okay?” His dark eyes lingered on her face for a beat, but she didn’t have time to analyze why the man had such amazing lashes for a guy because they immediately lifted off.

Sophie gripped the seat so hard that her fingers started to ache. She quivered with tension, and her rain-damp clothes didn’t help the shivers.

Clenching her teeth, she breathed slowly through her nose in an effort to get control of her body. She wasn’t afraid of flying, but she’d never been in such a small craft.

She’d also never been asked to work with the government on a level like this seemed to be. Part of her shivers might actually be from excitement.

The hum of the helicopter blades sliced through the air as the sleek chopper zipped through the sky. The blue of twilight mixed with a deep purple on the horizon they seemed to be heading right toward.

At her side, Con swallowed up most of the cramped interior. Since it was so loud, they didn’t speak, and he didn’t say a word to the pilot either.

He wasn’t exaggerating about the short flight. When they began to descend, whipping over a few big houses, she had to question where this military base could be located. They were still in Jersey, by the looks of it. She recognized the mansions and estates as some of the prominent ones only a certain type of wealth could buy.

When the chopper hovered over a big orange circle drawn on the lawn, she held her breath.

Here? They were landing on the lawn?

The pilot set the aircraft down as light as a feather.

Con unfastened his seatbelt and removed his hearing protection. Sophie did the same and looped her arm through the handle of her bag. Without a single word to her, he tugged the bag from her, opened the door and jumped to the ground.

As she moved to follow, he gripped her hand. The rough, strong fingers wrapped around hers for only a blink before she was safely on solid ground. He strode away with her bag, leaving her no choice but to rush after him.

Each step she took toward the front of the house had her blinking to see if this was a mirage. She had to be hallucinating the luxury home. Even in the falling darkness, she picked out a majestic driveway lined with trees that were all pruned into the exact same size and shape.

The exterior had a Colonial flair, with two gables linking the pale gray brick expanses in between. Off to one side was a section that resembled half a castle tower, complete with crenelated top and fitted with three big bay windows, indicating there were three stories.

At the door, Con glanced back, catching her expression.

Sophie waved a hand. “The government uses this as a base for a black ops team?”

In answer, he opened the door.

“Oh.” She scanned the interior that boasted grand windows and moldings. But the place was completely empty.

“My office is this way.”

She didn’t get time to geek out over the architecture or interior design of the home, but she hoped she would have a chance later.

She followed Con. His heavy boots thumped on the marble floors. Her own rubber-soled boots that were good for hoofing it across campus made no sound as she tailed behind.

He pushed open a door and set her bag on the floor inside the room.

Okay, there was furniture here at least. But it was the cold, hard, metal, government-issue variety. A spartan desk was centered in the space with a closed laptop on the surface and two metal chairs on the opposite side.

She looked around at the high dark wood bookcases built into two walls. Tipping her head to eye the shelves she was already coveting for her own home, she issued a low whistle. “This place must hold a thousand books.”

Con shrugged. “I wouldn’t know.”

She spied his desk chair. “Ooh. This is a really nice chair.”

The black leather had thick padding. She ran her fingers over the arm. “Adjustable arms? And tilt and recline features?” She touched the back.

Con stared at her as if he wasn’t sure what to make of her questions.

“You don’t have to tell me if it’s top secret.”

Amusement creased his eyes for a moment, but vanished just as fast. “I bought the chair. It’s for gamers.”

“Do you game?”

“No. But if I’m spending time at my desk, I wanted something besides hard metal.”

She straightened from inspecting the lever that raised and lowered the chair and shot him a look. “When do I get to see the cryptogram?”

He nodded toward his chair. “Sit down.”

“Here?”

He offered her a flat look that warned her just how grumpy this man could be even as the expression made her lips twitch. She bit down on her bottom lip to hold back a smile.

When she sank to the plush depths of the chair, the scent of rich leather enveloped her. Con leaned over her, and she drank in another scent.

The notes were fresh and masculine, carrying a note of pine. Her mind shot to images of pine shavings and a lit flame, a curl of smoke as the tinder caught.

He flipped open the laptop and put his fingers to the keys. A minute later, he twisted the computer to face her.

She blinked at what she was seeing.

The cryptogram.

Her heart responded with a skittering beat as she stared at what would just be a jumble of letters to anyone else.

“It’s handwritten.”

He turned his head to pierce her in his gaze. “It is?”

Eyes glued to the screen, she nodded. “Many cryptograms are written by hand. See here, how the letters are neat but vary just a little bit?” She pointed at the screen.

“Yes.”

“This character presents more of a puzzle.”

“How so?” His voice had an edge that reminded her that he wasn’t one of her Princeton colleagues. What he did for a living was very, very different. It was harsh. Hardened. Con was honed into steel by battle.

She glanced down at his hand planted on the desk next to hers. Tendons and veins snaked over the back. His long fingers sported a dusting of crisp hair as masculine as the owner. And a jagged, white scar ran along the outer edge of his hand up to his wrist.

Darting her attention back to the cryptogram, she continued to explain. “The minute differences in the letters can have different meanings.”

“Explain.”

Excitement flurried in her belly as she went down the rabbit hole of the topic she loved. “The cross on this A starts in the middle. Here, it starts low and angles up to the right. See the difference?”

“So that could be an A and the other stands for something else?”

She bobbed her head. “It could be a different letter, a word, a phrase…anything!”

“So where do I get the cipher?”

She drew her lip between her teeth. “Can you open the file where you found this?” She looked up at his face to find his stare riveted to her mouth.

A small bubble of awareness ran through her body and was gone just as quickly when he yanked the laptop toward himself. With a few more taps on the keys, he pulled up a file folder that contained only one item—the cryptogram.

“The answer’s not in this file. I’m not surprised. He wouldn’t keep the solution and the puzzle in the same place.”

“But you can figure it out?” He shifted. Each move of his muscles released more of that piney scent to her senses.

She met Con’s expectant stare. “We need to know more about this guy. It will help me figure out how to go about unlocking the puzzle.”

His dark eyes glinted like obsidian, hard and flinty. “We need to get him in for questioning.”

* * * * *

Con pushed off the desk. “I have to make a call. You stay here and see what you can figure out about the cryptogram.”

Sophie was already so absorbed in staring at the screen that she didn’t even flutter an eyelash at his departure. When he walked out of his office, he automatically listened for sounds in other parts of the house. With twenty-three bedrooms spread across several wings, his teammates could be anywhere.

He caught the rumble of voices coming from the kitchen, then heard the sizzle of something hitting a hot pan.

When they weren’t on a mission, they all took turns cooking dinner. He racked his brain to recall whose turn it was. Maybe Henner—aka Chickie. He hoped it wasn’t Mason. The man’s skills on the battlefield were impeccable, but when it came to wielding a spatula, he could use some work.

Con stepped into an empty room that hadn’t been claimed for any special purpose yet and closed the door. He placed a brief call to Commander Barrett.

Soon he learned that the person who was detained at JFK airport had to be released according to the law—but he didn’t have his phone. Con was still in possession of it.

They discussed getting the person of suspicion back in the country, even as Con knew how impossible it would be. Outside of US jurisdiction, the man was untouchable. Still, they had to try.

When his commander’s assistant answered the call, Con stifled a groan, already knowing Barrett was out of the office and he wouldn’t be getting the answers he needed now.

“Commander Barrett isn’t available at the moment,” came the reply.

He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Requesting a call back from him.”

“I’ll make a note.”

As he ended the call, he pushed a sigh through his nostrils. When he inhaled again, he smelled spicy tacos. He hoped the professor liked tacos, but he didn’t see her eating anything that messy.

Sophie was refined and serious in the way scholars tended to be. But several times now he’d spotted excited, childlike wonder in her eyes, like when she looked at the tall bookcases in the study he’d claimed as his office.

When he walked into the hall, the clink of someone moving around in the kitchen reached him. A loud clatter of a pan hitting the floor made him cringe.

Mason.

Whether or not the food would be edible was anyone’s guess. Last time his brother-in-arms cooked, the chicken was raw in the middle.

Con returned to his office to find Sophie standing at the tall window, looking out at the dark landscape of the expansive grounds surrounding the base.

At his entrance, she turned from the window to look at him. “I’m surprised I didn’t have to be blindfolded for you to bring me here.”

“You didn’t have to be blindfolded because it was almost dark. I didn’t think you’d be able to find the base again.”

Amusement lit her eyes. When he first saw her, he noticed how deep and dark they were. His were equally as dark, a throwback from some Spaniard in his bloodline. But his were dark and hard, while Sophie’s were as warm and inviting as hot chocolate.

What the hell? Why was he thinking about her eyes? Or comparing them to sweet drinks he didn’t even like?

She moved to lean against the desk, resting her backside on the side and gripping the edge. Until now, he’d hardly noticed her body. Her position accentuated the way her trousers hugged across her hips but flowed down her legs to the sensible brown boots she wore. Her chest was also pushed outward, allowing him to trace the curve of her full breasts with his eyes.

Realizing he was staring at her breasts, he whipped his gaze up to her throat. But that little frilly bit of lace around her neck only made him wonder what she wore next to her skin.

Luckily, her question broke his focus on her body. “How do we get the guy who had this cryptogram in his cloud back for questioning?”

“I have a call in to my commander, but that’s out of my hands for the time being. We know he’s on a flight to Turkey. You should prepare. We’ll likely be flying to Turkey very soon.”

She tucked the dainty point of her chin to her chest in a jerk of surprise. “This was a mistake. I can’t go to Turkey. Dean McCall didn’t grant me that much time off.”

“He gave you the time you need to do the job.”

“But I don’t have my passport.”

“You don’t need a passport. You’re with me.”

Silence fogged the air, a thick wall that he was having trouble navigating and she didn’t seem to know how to scale.

“You have that kind of pull.” It wasn’t a question.

He gave her a single nod in answer.

Through the door he’d left open a crack came a shout. “Come and get it!”

Sophie pushed off the desk and straightened to her full height. She wasn’t tall, but she wasn’t petite either. If he stepped up to her, he could easily tuck her head beneath his chin.

“What does that mean? Come and get what?” Concern sounded as a breathless puff in her tone.

His lips quirked at one corner. “Food. Are you hungry?”

“Uh…yes?”

He felt his smile hit his eyes. “You don’t know?”

“I can eat. Lead the way.”

He took her through the base, down three different hallways to reach the big, airy kitchen. When they entered, he was surprised to see Henner at the stove rather than Mason. He must be off his game to drop a pan.

She stopped in the doorway, staring at all the accoutrements a chef’s kitchen could want. “Tell me again how the military acquired such a building?”

Con grunted. But her question made Henner turn from the enormous granite-topped island where he was setting out the food. He took one look at Sophie and a grin broke over his face.

He came forward wearing an apron that said: I make pig butts and I cannot lie.

Sophie eyed the apron and a quick smile twisted her lips. “Hello. Nice apron.”

“I didn’t know there was female blood in the house.”

“I’m Sophie.” She extended a hand with all the confidence of a woman used to working with men.

“AJ. They call me Chickie.” He enveloped her hand with his own, swallowing her small fingers. For a long moment, he didn’t release her.

A rumble gathered in Con’s chest. He leveled a look at AJ, who wasn’t paying any attention to him.

Con cleared his throat to cut the moment. “I heard you drop something.”

Henner released Sophie’s hand and waved at the food. “Just a pan.”

“I thought Mason was on kitchen duty tonight.”

Henner tossed a wink at Sophie. “Just butter-fingered it.”

She smiled back at him. “Are those tacos I see?”

“Yup. I make the best. Momma’s recipe.”

Con snorted. “You’re so full of shit. You were raised by your grandparents.”

“Okay, then Grandma’s recipe.” He grabbed a paper plate and held it out to Sophie. “Ladies first.”

Just then, two more guys from Charlie team sauntered in. They both stopped dead when they saw Sophie.

Mason and Steele sized up the atmosphere in a blink.

Mason moved toward the island. “Did I hear you shit-talking me, brother?” He aimed the question at Con.

“Not you—just your cooking. Guys, this is Sophie Edwards. She’s helping with something.” He pointed at each man. “Sophie, Mason and Steele.”

“Nice to meet you both.” She gaped at the men. “Are all of you this big?”

All three of his teammates laughed at her question.

The rumble of irritation in Con’s throat tried to surface as a growl. He bit it off and reached a long arm across the island to snatch up the big spoon Henner had set out to serve the taco meat.

“Here.” He thrust it at Sophie.

Mason crossed the kitchen to rifle through the refrigerator for drinks, while Steele went right to the radio in the corner of the kitchen and cranked up the volume. An older song from a decade before blasted through the space.

“Oh Christ.” Con couldn’t contain his groan. The guys used mealtimes as a way to unwind, but that usually escalated fast. The professor shouldn’t be subjected to this.

True to form, Steele crossed the kitchen, doing his best bump-and-grind dance everyone else was used to seeing and ignored. But Sophie burst out laughing.

Whether the feminine sound brought more men to the kitchen or the smell of food did, Con couldn’t guess, but suddenly, the whole team was there, introducing themselves to Sophie and pulling out chairs for her to sit down.

She carried her plate to the long table and accepted a seat from Steele, who’d danced his way over. “Thank you. What did I walk into?”

He rolled his hips and chest in opposite directions. “You have to love the beat of this song.”

“Isn’t this a cover from another band?”

Steele stopped dancing and looked at Con, brows raised high. “Not many people know that.”

“No. They don’t.” Con wasn’t much of a music buff, but he’d spent enough time with these guys that some trivia had stuck. He stalked over to grab a plate and filled six hard taco shells with fixings. When he returned to the table, two of his men had taken positions on each side of Sophie and were chatting her up like they were at a bar on Friday night.

He set his plate down at the head of the table but remained standing. “This is a working dinner. We have things to discuss.”

Everyone silenced and gave him their full attention. Sophie sat with her hands in her lap, those dark eyes sucking it all in.

“You’ve all met Ms. Edwards.” He waved a hand toward her.

Several guys nodded in response.

“Today a man was detained at JFK airport by security before boarding a flight bound for Turkey. He was on a watch list. During his visit, he was caught on camera. It appears he took photos of the Federal Building, which has received a recent bomb threat.” He swept a glance over the group.

When he stated these facts, he was looking at Sophie. Her lips compressed into a line. Con could almost see the weight of what they were asking her to do settle over her. Until now, he hadn’t given her the entire story. She didn’t know why deciphering that cryptogram was imperative.

“They just let the guy go?” Henner asked from a few places down the table.

“They didn’t have any physical evidence of the photos until it was too late and he was onboard that plane. But more than photos were hidden in a cloud—there’s a cryptogram.”

Henner set his taco on the plate. “What the fuck?”

“Hey—language! There’s a lady present,” Mason cut in.

“It’s fine,” Sophie hurried to assure them.

“What’s the cryptogram say?”

She cleared her throat. “I haven’t figured it out yet. A little more information on the man’s background can make a big difference. For instance, the person who created the puzzle could speak either Turkish or Kurdish. It will help if I know how his mind works before I dig in.”

“Good thing we’re right on the coast—” one of the guys started to say.

Con issued a low growl of warning, and his brother-in-arms snapped his mouth shut as he realized his error.

Sophie picked up her taco. “You don’t need to worry about me giving away your location. I already know we’re in New Jersey. It’s not like I spend a lot of time in this area, but I’ve seen neighborhoods that are similar on TV, and more than a few professors have homes here.”

Con’s head snapped toward her. “How do you know we’re in Jersey?”

She gave him an ingratiating smile. Like he was some kind of idiot trying to pull one over on somebody with smarts like hers.

“Come on. The flight was too short to go anywhere else. Plus the multimillion-dollar house gave it away.” She took a bite of her taco and chewed, eyes lighting up as she tasted the spicy food.

“Maybe I should have blindfolded you.” He sank to his seat and dragged his own plate closer.

Some of the guys chuckled. The other Blackout team did blindfold every person without clearances when they brought them to their base in Washington, DC. Con had heard more than one amusing tale about how people reacted to that requirement. But since they’d just relocated to this base a couple months before, no outsiders had visited. Sophie was the first.

She flashed a smile at Con’s grumble. “Oh, blindfolding me wouldn’t have helped either.”

“So what’s next, Con?” Henner picked up his bottled water and took a big gulp.

“I have a call in to Barrett, but I’m not hopeful that we’ll get the guy back for questioning. I think we’ll need to go to him.”

Sophie stared at him, her expression serious and solemn as she again processed this bit of information she hadn’t been a fan of the first time he told her.

“You’ll need fake IDs.” Henner set down his water and brought a taco to his mouth. Lettuce fell out onto his plate.

Con shifted his focus to Sophie. He could practically see the professor’s mind working over this new revelation.

What few people in the world knew was that being on SEAL Team Blackout meant giving up their identities. When they joined the team, they were given blackout papers including a death certificate and a list of instructions including to never use their real names again. To the outside world, they were dead. They only used their names with each other.

He hadn’t shared his name with the dean…but he had given it to Sophie.

He’d slipped with her. He’d have to watch himself from now on.


THREE

Con led Sophie to a vast room filled with only a hard wooden bench and some metal chairs. Against the backdrop of ornate moldings and a high ceiling showcasing what was most likely an original art deco chandelier, the furniture looked harsh and out of place.

“Make yourself comfortable.”

She swung toward Con, feeling incredulity spread across her face. “Comfortable? Here?”

“You know what I mean. I need to make some phone calls and get my orders. Just wait for me here.”

She nodded and crossed the marble tile floor to the bench. As she sank to the wooden seat, Con performed a rigid about-face and walked out.

Sophie gathered her scattered thoughts. The conversation over dinner had jarred her. This wasn’t a life she knew much about. She went to bed early most nights just so she could delve into her book of the week. And she got up early to drink coffee and watch the sunrise. Her life was mapped out in blocks of time separated into routine and work.

These people were military. Didn’t they thrive on order? Yet this operation she’d been dragged into didn’t seem to follow that protocol. One minute she was looking at the cryptogram, the next she was watching muscled men gorge on tacos and dance to popular tunes around a high-end kitchen fitted with appliances worth tens of thousands of dollars.

On the bright side, military men were much more easygoing. They didn’t approach her with the snobbery that her Ivy League colleagues did.

Or were anything like her ex-husband.

They’d all been very nice and accommodating to her, fetching her drinks and offering more tacos even after she was full.

Minutes ticked by. She wiggled toward the end of the bench to lean on the wooden armrest. This day seemed to be never-ending. Right now, she’d be at home, performing the simple chores that kept her life orderly, and getting ready to slip on her nightgown and crawl between the covers for some reading.

She thought of the books she’d shoved into her bag. Of course a man like Con picked up that she’d packed books. He probably thought she was pathetic.

But she always came prepared with something to read in her handbag in case she got a few minutes to escape into another realm. Her inner bibliophile geeked out for a minute remembering those bookcases in Con’s office. She could easily stuff them from floor to ceiling with what she had stowed in crates, closets and bookshelves at home.

Her backside was beginning to go numb from the hard bench when the door opened and Con walked in.

He carried a file folder and walked stiffly, as if he’d been stuck on a bench for most of an hour.

She popped to her feet. “What did you find out?”

“We can’t get the suspect back into the country. I was right—we need to go to him.”

“Mason said something about a fake ID?”

His stare fixed on her face for a beat too long. Then another.

When the third second throbbed by, worry tickled at her insides. She searched his face. “What aren’t you saying?”

Pushed into action, he opened the folder and withdrew a sheet of paper. A name was printed at the top, with a description below it. A quick skim of the contents made her heart thump.

“This is my alias?”

He nodded.

“Sydney Edgars.”

He nodded again. “Same initials as yours. One rule of lying is keeping the lie as close to the truth as possible.”

She gulped and read over the fake details of her life. Grew up in Michigan. Parents had a carpet cleaning business.

Then she saw the age.

“Thirty-six? How old you do you think I am?” She tried to keep the edge of outrage from her tone, but he heard it. His lips twitched in amusement, and he quickly compressed them.

“I know you’re younger than that, Sophie. This is just to pass you off under another identity.”

She brushed a fingertip over the spot between her brows. Lately, she’d been noticing that the fine line she got when she puzzled over something didn’t fade the way it used to when she was younger. But she wasn’t thirty-six yet!

She issued a sigh. “Fine. I’ll live with the insult of my alleged age. But what is this?” She ran a finger beneath the line halfway down that mentioned a man named Jeremy Edgars.

He stared at her. “That’s me.”

“But…” She peered at the page. One word popped off the paper at her. “It says you’re my husband!”

He gave her a long, appraising look.

She backed up a step, shaking her head. “No way. I’m not doing it. I’m going back to Princeton.”

“Sophie, you’re a logical person.”

“Exactly—my brain is telling me that marriage is a terrible idea. Even a fake one!”

“We have to do this.” He reached into the pocket of his black pants and pulled out a glimmering gold band.

She balked.

“Give me your hand.”

“Why do we have to pretend we’re married?” She darted a look at his hand and saw a matching thick gold wedding band on his fourth finger.

She broke out in a sweat. After the hell her ex put her through, she’d sworn to remain single for the rest of her days. If she happened to meet a nice guy, they could always cohabitate without paperwork binding them.

He thrust out the ring. “Put this on.”

She snatched her hand back. “No.”

“Sophie.” His deep voice was laced with a warning.

She stuck both hands behind her back. “Is this necessary?”

His chest expanded. “It’s the order I was given. So, yes. Give me your hand. Please.”

Sucking her lower lip into her mouth, she slowly held out her hand. He closed his fingers over hers and turned it palm up. Then he dropped the ring into the middle of it.

Her logical mind couldn’t wrap itself around what he was asking of her. To pose as his…wife?

And to make it worse…

“Did I read that we’re newlyweds?”

He nodded. “We’ll appear to be absorbed in each other while we honeymoon in Turkey—and get closer to our guy.”

She clenched her hand into a fist. In the middle of her palm, the ring felt strange and fragile.

Like her heart had been after she finally took off her wedding ring following her split from Benjamin.

Could she pull off this farce?

Did she have a choice? Despite the pressure of the military breathing down her neck to decode that cryptogram, she couldn’t, in good conscience, walk away. She could do some good here.

And after learning that the man had photographed the building a terroristic threat was made against, she was even more determined to find out what that puzzle meant.

She extended her fingers and shoved the ring down the length of her finger.

It fit.

It looked…

Well, she wasn’t going to think about that right now. She had bigger issues at hand.

“When do we fly?” She shoved her hair over her shoulder.

He eyed her like he was waiting for another outburst. Maybe she did have another in her—the day wasn’t yet over.

“Now.”

* * * * *

That damn ring fit her. And the warm gold metal caught the light when she flipped her long, thick brown hair over her shoulder.

Con’s throat was still tight from the bellow he held in check when his superior officer informed him that he and Sophie would be traveling to Turkey as newlyweds. He’d been in battles with less risk than dragging a woman who wasn’t trained in espionage halfway around the world and expecting her to perform under pressure.

He gave her outfit a once-over. “Change into something comfortable for flying all night.”

She straightened her shoulders that had slumped the minute she put that ring on her finger. “All right. Where is my bag?”

“Come with me.” He led her to a bathroom where her bag was already waiting. “You can shower too if you wish. You’ll find everything you need in the cabinets.”

“Thank you.”

As he walked away, he heard the door close with a quiet snick. By the time he reached the end of the hall, the low strains of the shower reached him.

Con started thinking about Sophie peeling her business clothes off her body.

Thinking about how she might look with nothing on.

Nothing but that ring.

His steps faltered. What the hell was he doing?

The whisper of the shower drove his steps faster, and he turned the corner that led to his own quarters.

Since the house was so large, they all had their own quarters and didn’t have to share with a teammate, but that didn’t mean the furnishings weren’t military issue. He had a set of bunk beds, for Christ’s sake. Each time he walked into the room, the bunks were a fresh insult.

With annoyance plucking at his already enflamed nerves, he walked over to his footlocker against one wall and started pulling out gear. Besides the usual things he needed for an op—body armor and weapons—he required civilian clothes.

He tossed in clothing any which way, but when it came to his gear, he packed more carefully. This wasn’t just any go bag, and required a bit more thought.

He double-checked his weapons and ammo, then showered and changed into a fresh set of clothes. After he tucked his sidearm in the waist of his jeans along his spine, he felt more himself than he had all day.

By the time he walked out, bag in hand, he knew they didn’t have much time left to catch that plane.

He found Sophie emerging from the bathroom in a pair of loose pants and a casual sweater. Her hair wasn’t wet, but the strands were smooth and glossy. Her cheeks had a rosy glow, probably from the heat of the shower.

He was not getting on that train of thought again.

They eyed each other.

To make this work, they needed to find some common ground and get much more comfortable with each other. Good thing they had an entire flight across the Atlantic.

He reached for the bag she gripped in front of her body like a shield. “Ready?”

She let him take the bag. “As I’ll ever be.”

He huffed a laugh. “Funny—you were much more eager to dig into a cryptogram than to go to Turkey.” He took off toward the back door of the house where Mason would be waiting with the SUV.

“The devil I know and the devil I don’t, I guess you could say.”

“That is the saying.” He slowed his quick pace to allow her to keep up. He’d do well to remember that husbands didn’t walk ahead of their wives, at least not in this country.

“You’ll have time on the plane to memorize the information on the sheet I gave you.”

“Oh, I already did that.”

His steps slowed. He cast a glance at her. “You memorized it?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Okay then.” He shouldn’t be surprised to learn her mind worked like a computer. He could see it in the depths of her eyes whenever he gave her a new scrap of information to process.

They reached a heavy metal door.

“This isn’t original to the house,” she remarked with a shake of her head.

“No.” He pushed through it into the cool night. The bushes planted around the walkway released the scent of earth and the spice of green things. Through the screen of small evergreens, the pool glimmered, reflecting the moon in the sky.

The hum of the SUV drew him forward. Mason had the headlights cut, plunging the black vehicle into complete darkness where it was parked in the shadows.

Con opened the back door for Sophie.

“Shouldn’t we blindfold her?” Mason’s voice projected from the shadows of the front seat.

“No. She already knows where we are, remember?”

Mason gave a grunt, and Con gestured for Sophie to get in.

She did, and he placed the bags in the rear before climbing into the passenger seat. Mason zoomed out into the night. No words were exchanged, but Con could feel the tension coming off Sophie in thick waves.

He floundered for a way to put her at ease, and fast. Discussing the op with her and Mason wouldn’t calm her down. Small talk about her job would only remind her that she wouldn’t be returning to the classroom until her job with Blackout was completed.

He glanced down at his hand where it rested on his knee. His left hand bore the very unfamiliar gold band that would be his constant reminder of what they were doing, and why.

He’d been in this game long enough to know the cryptogram was the key to saving lives. They needed that guy.

And they needed Sophie.


FOUR

Sophie prided herself on being a levelheaded human being. Over her years at the university, she’d learned how to go with the flow, to change and adapt as her students needed.

But boarding a jet bound for a foreign country while posing as somebody’s wife was not a thing she wanted to adapt to.

She wrapped her arms around herself and let her head fall back against the airplane seat. Seats flanked a wide aisle in pairs. She’d taken a window seat, expecting Con to sit anywhere but beside her.

She was wrong.

The big man crowded the space with his long legs stretched out so his boots disappeared under the seat in front of them. And did his muscled forearm need every inch of the armrest?

She sighed. This was going to be a long flight. Sleeping was probably off the table too. One thing Sophie needed for good rest was her routine, and she wasn’t getting that here.

Con shifted in the seat. His elbow bumped hers.

She whipped her head to glare at him. “Do you need the entire armrest?”

He looked down at his thick forearm that took up the whole thing. He twitched it minutely, presenting her with a sliver of tan vinyl. “Is that better?”

“Sure, if my arm were the size of a noodle, but it isn’t!” She held up her arm, turning it side to side so he got a good look at the limb.

“I’m big. I take up more room.”

“Does that mean you deserve more room? No,” she answered her own question. “It does not.”

“What would you suggest, Sophie?”

She shoved a sigh through her nostrils. “You can sit somewhere else. Or let me find a different seat.”

“We need to talk.”

She stared at him. “Now? About what?”

“About how we’re going to pull off this act.”

He didn’t need to elaborate on what act he referred to. The wedding ring was a hot brand on her skin every second she’d been wearing it.

She dropped her face into her hands and then raked her fingers through her hair in an attempt to gather her emotions. “Look, this is all moving too fast.”

“We don’t have time to wait. You need to be decoding that cryptogram. In fact, as soon as the plane hits cruising altitude, I’ll give you a computer to get to work.”

She gave a little shake of her head to clear out the emotional clutter. “I take it I don’t need to worry about security leaks over an insecure network?”

“No. We’re the government.”

“So you’ve said.”

“I know you hold a doctorate in computer science and a doctorate in mathematics. We understand that you know what you’re doing, and we’re going to accommodate you.”

“I appreciate being able to do my job without worrying about some hackers tapping into what I’m doing. That still doesn’t give me an armrest of my own.”

He stared at her for a heartbeat that stretched on and on.

Maybe she’d gone too far. In the name of self-preservation, she sometimes ended up being too blunt. A lot of guys didn’t appreciate that behavior from a woman, but she wasn’t just any woman.

Still, she tried to smooth things over. “I realize this is important.”

“I don’t doubt that. I don’t claim to know what you do—so don’t try to guess what I do. I’m in the trenches, Sophie. I’ve seen things. Done things.” Those deep eyes shuttered, closing her out of whatever he was thinking. Or feeling.

“Right now, you are seeing things through one lens. The one you know.”

She tipped her head, studying his face to gauge how far she could push her boundaries before Con would snap. She knew from the boys’ club that was academia that arguments with know-it-all males created hard feelings. That, in turn, made for tough working conditions.

She stole a look at Con’s hand. Seeing the gold band on his left ring finger unnerved her. Seeing the matching one on her own finger left her feeling like a trapped bird, even if it was just pretend.

“We don’t have time for this now.” She twisted forward in an attempt to ignore him.

“Yes. We do.”

“We’re going to Turkey. How many hours is that?” She looked around. “Does the government give you a supersonic jet, because if not, we’re stuck together for about nine more hours.”

His brows drew into a V over his eyes. “How do you know this? Do you study flight times for every destination in the world?”

“No. But I read. A lot.” She closed her eyes, counted to ten, then opened them again, a fraction calmer. “If you want me to pretend we’re newlyweds, you’re going to have to give me something to work with. I have to look like I like you. Right now, I don’t like you.”

She darted a glance at his ring and created a fist around her own.

The main reason for her dislike was Con’s natural bossiness, which probably came from being in the military.

The other issue…was all on her. She was so against marriage, she didn’t even want to be involved in a fake one, and that was making her act bitchier than she typically was.

“What’s not to like?”

She blinked rapidly at his question. “That right there. The cockiness. The way you deflect my questions and act like I don’t know anything because I only ‘see it through my own lens.’ Heads-up—if you want me to know something, you need to tell me. For instance, say…the cryptogram possibly pointing to a potential bombing.”

“I have a level of clearances you do not, Sophie. I cannot share everything I know with you.”

“Aren’t we going to locate this man so I can find out more about him and decode the cryptogram faster?”

“That’s one hundred percent correct—for your part of the op. The orders I received are to bring him in no matter what it takes.”

She swallowed hard, realizing how shrill her voice had become. She shook her head. “You read my file. I’d like to read yours too.”

His brow flicked up with a devil-may-care attitude that made her stomach do a nosedive. “It’s classified.”

“Are you telling me that I don’t have the right security clearances as your pretend wife? Hand it over.”

His mouth twisted—he knew she was using the link she had bucked so hard to her own ends.

“What do you think you’re going to see?” he asked.

“Oh, how about the fact that you operate almost entirely off memorization?”

The narrowing of his eyes was almost undetectable, but she caught it. She would bet her whole book collection—besides the signed copies, of course—that Con’s mind worked like an advanced computer.

“I’ve been teaching for a long time. I know how to figure out the way people learn. I’d say that you can memorize a detail or fact just by seeing or hearing it.”

He didn’t respond.

“I think you masked some learning problems when you were in school.”

He shoved to his feet and strode toward the back of the plane.

She leaped up and followed. When he plopped heavily into a seat, she dropped into the one beside him.

“Haven’t you said enough?” His low voice sounded calm but had an edge as sharp as a blade.

“You didn’t let me finish.”

They stared at each other. They seemed to do that a lot.

“You must have a very high IQ to even be in special ops. I’d say if I’m right, your way of adapting by memorization has served you well, Con.”

He let out a snort as if he didn’t buy into what she told him.

“Not to mention special ops training is the most difficult in the military. Only twenty to twenty-five percent ever complete it.”

He gave a small shake of his head. “And you say I’m the one with memorization skills.”

“I told you, I read a lot.”

“Now you want to read my file.”

“Fine, I’ll compromise—let me see my file.”

Though they were sitting down, she got the feeling they were standing toe-to-toe. On even playing ground. Maybe her little outburst had leveled things up. She hoped so because she deserved more than commands to do this, go here, follow him, get in the vehicle.

He waved a hand in dismissal. “You want to see it now? Like you said, we have hours before we land.”

“If you want me in—and I mean all in—I want to see my file.”

He shifted his jaw in contemplation, creating a small bulge in the crease.

She squeezed her fingers into a fist to keep from reaching over and smoothing it.

He tipped his jaw toward the aisle. “Let me out and I’ll grab my tablet so you can see your file.”

When she slipped out to let him pass, his big arm brushed against hers. He was hard. And warm.

The skin on her arm hatched into gooseflesh under her cotton sweater.

She’d barely recovered from her body’s reaction or the view of his hard backside moving up the aisle before he was back, computer tablet in hand.

He passed it to her and took a seat across the aisle.

“Thank you.” She lowered herself to the chair and settled in to read the file on herself.

A doctorate in mathematics and computer science. There were details about her lesson plans and how she lectured on how technology changed society.

That was all to be expected. What she read next had her throat tightening.

Her ex-husband, Benjamin Maloy, was also a professor at Princeton, and taught in the same field as her.

Yes, and that caused a lot of problems.

She took the Cipher Award—five years running—and professional jealousy reared its ugly head in Benjamin. He couldn’t handle having fewer accolades than Sophie, and to make up for his shortcomings, he cheated on her. With his assistant, who was a grad student at the time. A grad student with cute bangs that she flipped all the time.

Sophie skimmed over the rest of the information about her upbringing and where she went to school. It even had her height and weight, which she blushed at.

When she swiped a finger over the screen to close out the file, she didn’t meet Con’s stare that she felt lasering into the side of her face.

She held out the device for him to take. Did he read all this? Did he know about her relationship with Benjamin?

“This is just data. It doesn’t show who a person is. It has my resume, addresses I’ve lived at, awards and accolades. But you can’t quantify a person on paper. This isn’t the whole story.”

Suddenly, she felt all the energy go out of her like air from a balloon. This had been the longest day. After getting up so damn early and teaching several classes on top of all that happened since then, she needed a little break from it all.

Only there was nowhere to go but to Turkey.

With Con.

* * * * *

Con was used to jet lag. He could land on foreign soil and hit the ground running on no sleep.

Sophie was made of softer stuff.

After she got the computer tablet back into her capable hands, she worked on the cryptogram for five long hours. He pulled the puzzle up on his phone screen too, trying to see if he could make any connections. He quickly gave up, while Sophie labored on until she finally declared her eyes were crossing and she was going to take a nap.

After wrapping a thick black shawl around herself, she promptly fell into a heavy sleep. She slept through the turbulence they hit somewhere over the Atlantic, but he checked on her several times. The plane only jostled her side to side, while she slumped into a more comfortable position and slept on.

Meanwhile, he’d battled his way through her file. And yeah, she totally had him pegged. He was dyslexic, and though he’d taught himself how to read—no thanks to his teachers throughout the years—he didn’t like doing it. He relied on his brain to remember everything he heard or was told.

Words were like cryptograms to him—a jumble of letters that were painstaking to figure out. But he read Sophie’s file from top to bottom just trying to read between the lines.

Everything seemed cut-and-dry. Facts, as she said. So what made her so on edge when she read it?

She’d been sleeping for about four hours now, slumped in a seat with her head twisted hard to the side, giving him a view of her usually animated features in repose.

Her small nose and pouty lips made her look like a doll. Long, dark lashes fanned over her pale cheeks. He’d traveled the world several times over and if he had to guess, she had European DNA, probably French.

Watching her sleep made him feel like an intruder, but they wouldn’t be in the air for much longer. The plane was beginning its descent. Before they landed and Sophie was asked to play the role of a new wife she hadn’t prepared for, he should wake her. Give her a chance to get her bearings.

He watched her face for any flickers of waking. When he saw none, he dropped his gaze to her chest, watching it rise and fall too rhythmically to be on the verge of getting up anytime soon.

If it were one of his guys, he’d ruthlessly shake them. He couldn’t bring himself to do that to Sophie.

He reached across the aisle and gently nudged her shoulder. She jolted, eyes snapping open. For a minute, they rolled wildly as she took in their surroundings.

Then she leaned forward and ran her palm over her face. “Where are we?” Her voice was a harsh rasp.

He handed her an unopened bottle of water, he had on the seat next to him. “We’re starting to descend. I thought you may want to freshen up before we land.”

She nodded, stretching her fingers through her brown hair. While she slept, he noticed how it wasn’t just boring brown but several shades of the color, from dark honey to deep chestnut.

The shawl had slipped down her body and pooled on her lap. She drew it off and set it aside before uncapping the water and taking a long drink.

“How long was I out?” Her voice sounded smoky from sleep.

“Four hours, give or take.”

She groaned. “I’m going to use the restroom.” She slipped into the aisle, her purse in hand.

While she was sleeping, he’d formed a loose plan of action, and he needed to catch her up on it. Even with the CIA working to locate the person of suspicion, he and Sophie had a lot of work ahead of them.

First thing was sitting her down with a laptop to work on that cryptogram some more. Second, they needed to find this guy and make him talk.

He was sifting through the steps when a scent hit his nose—something sweet and delicious.

Twisting, he looked toward the rear of the plane to see Sophie coming toward him, appearing much more bright-eyed. She had to be the source of that smell.

He watched her jaw to see if she had popped some gum into her mouth, but she wasn’t chewing.

A hard candy, then.

As she got within a foot of him, he drew a deep breath to pick up the scent. Sweet fruit and a natural freshness like a burst of summer air.

The smell wafted over him as she slipped into her seat. He glanced at her. She’d smoothed the flyaway strands of hair that he’d noticed got more unruly as she slept, even though she was completely still.

Why was he looking at her hair? He was a SEAL, not a fucking hairdresser.

“You need to prepare for what happens when we land.”

She grabbed the shawl and wrapped it around her shoulders once more. “What happens when we land?”

“You always respond with a lot of questions. You know that?”

“A trait of a lifelong learner. Shall I rephrase my thoughts?”

He sucked in another breath, then another. What was that smell she was wearing? It was driving him crazy.

“When we land, there’ll be a car waiting for us. We’ll go to the hotel and settle in, but we don’t have time for sightseeing or anything like that.”

“I’m not here to be a tourist, Con.” Her brows pinched. “I mean…Jeremy.”

The name on his ID had been his father’s name, and for that reason, was easy for him to remember.

“That’s right, Sydney. Good.”

She rolled her eyes. “I don’t require a pat on the back, but thanks. When can I get back to work on the cryptogram?”

“Once we land, I’ll set you up on another secure connection. Meanwhile, I’ll be doing my own footwork to find our guy.”

She flipped her hair over her shoulder, and he caught the scent again.

It was perfume. On her, it smelled friggin’ amazing.

If she smelled this good with an aisle between them, he couldn’t imagine how she would smell when he took her in his arms and enacted step two of his plan.

Acting like newlyweds in public.


FIVE

“Edgars. Jeremy and Sydney.” Con slapped a sappy smile on his face and stared down into Sophie’s eyes. “Mr. and Mrs.”

The woman at the hotel desk made a sound of appreciation for his little performance. Sophie looked shell-shocked. Who could blame her? Besides telling her that she was posing as his bride, he hadn’t warned her how far he’d go to pull this off.

While the clerk checked them in, Con slipped a hand around Sophie’s back.

She stiffened at his touch but allowed him to lean in close. He dipped his nose to her throat and took a big whiff of that perfume he couldn’t stop thinking about.

She squirmed but that only played to the amorous moment.

“You smell amazing,” he murmured, suddenly unable to stop breathing her in.

When she lifted a hand and cradled his jaw, a dart of desire hit him square in the groin. And why should he be surprised? Sophie was a beautiful woman. She was single. And it had been a long time since he had a woman in bed.

He brushed his lips across the pulse in her throat, and she issued a low humming noise that only amped up…well, whatever she was doing to his body.

She tipped her head up to his and darted a little sideways look at the clerk. “Honey…we should take this to our room.”

“Of course, doll.” The words rolled off his tongue with far too much ease. Considering that he’d been watching her sleep and thinking that she had doll-like features, his choice of endearment wasn’t surprising.

He stepped back but kept his hand on Sophie’s spine. The minute he dropped his face to her neck, his cock was throbbing hard. The urge to yank her into him—and show her just how this could be—became an internal struggle.

Damn, he needed to ask for extended leave ASAP. Acting for the sake of this op was one thing. Acting on his own desires? Quite another.

He twisted to look at the clerk. She smiled and nodded at him, pushing a card with an access code across the desk to him.

He thanked her and shifted the strap of his duffel bag over his shoulder in a secure position before he bent to pick up Sophie’s bag. “This way, my bride!”

They didn’t take two steps before Sophie was calling out his behavior in a hiss. “Don’t you think that was going a little far?”

The notes of her perfume tormented him as the air conditioning in the hotel wafted it right at his face.

“We have to make everyone believe we’re who we say we are,” he whispered back.

As they moved toward the elevators, they passed a large atrium with huge plants native to the area. The big windows stretched across the ceiling, opening the space up to the blue sky.

Sophie slowed her steps, head tipped back and an expression of awe on her face. “Your…employer…sent us here?”

“I’m willing to bet the room has better furniture too. We’ll explore later.”

They passed through the space that held a bit of the tropical heat and seemed to unleash the full impact of Sophie’s perfume.

He had to get her to the room. Get some space. Clear his head.

Once they entered the room, she let out a strangled noise. Her hand fluttered to her chest, and she stared at the light, airy space. “Oh my god! This is our room?”

She drifted through the spacious suite, her steps quiet on the marble floor. Turkish rugs in deep hues of red and blue broke up the room into smaller areas and invited them farther in. He dropped their bags and trailed behind her, taking in the luxury accommodations while experiencing her delight.

They passed a sitting area with a cozy sofa that was low to the floor in a warm brown leather. Glass doors showcased one hell of a view and something that made her gasp.

“A private pool?”

“Pretty sure the government wouldn’t have chosen that. My guess is whoever booked the room got the last one available.” The deep blue tile of the pool made the water into a turquoise mirage.

They stood there a moment, soaking it all in. Then, at the same time, they turned to face the bed.

The king-sized bed.

The ornate headboard and high-end bedding in calming shades of white and tan didn’t make the bed any less of an obstacle.

“One bed.” Sophie’s throat worked on a delicate gulp.

He caught her stare. “We’ll create a wall down the middle with pillows.”

“If we’re sharing a bed, I’d at least like to know your first name.”

“Ryan.”

She nodded, folding one arm across her body and pressing her fist to her lips. She swept into the adjoining bathroom and let out a little cry.

“Con! You have to see this bathtub!”

He followed. That space was even more opulent with marble vanity tops and double sinks sporting gold taps. The serene colors against the deep sapphire blue tub made it stand out as the crowning jewel.

She switched on the tap and gave a little squeal of delight as water flowed from a faucet designed to mimic a waterfall.

When she straightened, she caught his gaze on her. Whatever she saw on his face made her freeze.

His stare lingered on her mouth. The plump rose pout had been driving him crazy since the plane. Now her lips parted on a silent sigh.

A long heartbeat pulsed between them.

Sophie broke the moment. “I’m sure we have details to settle before we get to work.”

He gave her a no-nonsense nod like he would give to any of his men. She was no different from the men he served with or anybody else he worked with to ensure the country was a safer place.

Only the crystal chandelier caught the warm brown hues of her hair, she had a banging body…and she smelled like heaven’s own candy store.

Swinging out of the bathroom, he strode to the front of the suite where he’d dropped their bags. He snatched up his own and carried it to the table for two set in front of the glass doors, ignoring the backdrop of Istanbul and a private swimming pool on a terrace that was cantilevered off the side in an infinity pool.

In swift, economical movements, he unzipped the bag and located what he was looking for.

Sophie followed him and stood two feet away, watching him. When he held out a card to her, she accepted it. Their fingers brushed in the exchange, which had his body aware of her all over again despite his determination to keep their dealings professional.

She looked down at the card in her hand. “A fake ID.”

He nodded.

“Where’s yours?”

“In my wallet. In fact, give me your real ID. I assume you brought it?”

She nodded and unzipped her purse. She passed him the ID for safekeeping, and he took it outside.

“What are you doing with it?” She rushed after him.

He pulled out a lighter and held the flame under the card until her name and images melted off.

“Is that necessary? How am I going to drive?”

“I should have thought of you keeping it before now.” He continued to melt the plastic until it was warped and unreadable, then he tossed it in the outdoor fireplace near the pool. Later, he’d light a fire and finish it off.

“What about your real ID?” she asked.

“Don’t have one.” He swung to face her, debating how much to share. But if she was to trust him implicitly and without question, he needed to show her some trust too. “To the world, I’m dead, Sophie.”

She blinked up at him. “What do you mean?”

“My SEAL team is black ops. Deep black ops. As in six feet deep.”

Her stunned expression and the way her lips popped open propelled him closer.

Then the warm breeze washed over her, sending the notes of her perfume dancing into his head.

In one step, he brought his body up against hers. She gasped even as she went on tiptoe to meet him halfway.

He hadn’t kissed a woman in a long time, but the minute his mouth brushed over hers, he knew it was the biggest goddamn mistake of his life.

Because he was never going to get enough of her.

The drugged sensation in his veins spread through every corner of his body. When she hooked her arms around his neck and pressed her breasts against his chest, they shared a moan.

He took advantage of her parted lips by swiping his tongue across the full bottom one. Fuck. She even tasted like heaven.

He was, in military terms, FUBAR’d.

* * * * *

In Con’s strong arms, Sophie felt completely safe. In her new reality of jet-setting across the world, deciphering cryptograms that may or may not lead to a future bombing and melting IDs, she clung to him like a tree to the ground in a hurricane.

The feel of his mouth sent need skittering between her thighs. And his hands roving down her sides to latch on to hips, that she always thought to be a little too wide only set her on fire.

His tongue swept over hers, pulling groan after groan from her. He walked her back into the suite, and she just knew if she didn’t stop this, they’d wind up in bed together.

Her body was totally on board. Her logical brain told her it was a terrible idea. They had to work together, and look how things ended up with Benjamin. Not that she’d be winning any awards “out from under” Con, but she knew better than to get involved with a man that…

Well, he was hot. And smart. Masculine as hell. And the best kisser she’d ever had the pleasure of kissing back.

When he slid his hand up her spine and plunged his fingers into her hair, he tore from the kiss and buried his face against her throat. She angled her head, inviting him closer though she knew with every pulse in her veins that this couldn’t happen.

He fastened his lips on her earlobe and sucked it lightly. Liquid heat soaked her panties, and her nipples pinched into pebbles.

“Sophie…god, you’re delicious.” He spattered kisses up her throat to her jaw and around to her mouth.

She twisted into the kiss, deepening it by stroking her tongue over his. The growl rumbling through his broad chest was the best response she’d ever received.

Running her hands down his back, she drank in the hard planes of muscle riding under his shirt. What would he feel like naked? Against her?

Inside her?

With a gasp and some supreme willpower, she broke the kiss. She cast a glance around for any form of distraction that would keep her from ripping off her clothes and riding him into the beautiful Turkish sunset.

Her gaze landed on the pool, shimmering beneath the bright blue sky.

“Maybe we should…cool off. Take a swim.”

“Great idea.” He promptly whipped off his shirt and tossed it toward the lounge chairs. It slid to the ground with a careless whisper.

Wow. Tattoos.

Her insides clutched at the new view before her eyes. Ryan Constantine.

Her first thought was he was bigger than she thought. The second was that all those beautiful tattoos were just begging for her tongue.

They were doing this.

Were they doing this?

Not to be outdone by any man, she gripped her hem and pulled off her top too.

The brush of her hair cascading around her bare shoulders and tumbling down to the tops of her breasts made her even more aware of how long she’d gone without being touched by a man. If they went through with this, her Friday night special of a toy and some lube were never going to be enough.

His eyes were hooded but didn’t mask the dark depths glittering with desire. “I don’t know when I’ve wanted a woman this bad.”

Her breath caught. “I know I’ve never wanted a man this bad.”

The corner of his mouth hitched into a bad-boy smile that sent her reeling. Her hands lifted like someone else held puppet strings attached to them. When her palms stretched over the warm, velvet steel of his pecs, she let out a mewl of need.

He yanked her flush against him and kissed her until she was dizzy. Until she’d never be able to think straight again. Forget the cryptogram—she didn’t know her own name, and she’d never be able to read it on her destroyed ID anyway.

She kissed him back with a fervor she’d only heard existed until now. When he cupped her breast and swiped his thumb over the stiff point, she knew she was a goner. Swim or not, she’d never cool down.

Reaching for his belt buckle, she began to navigate the very foreign territory of undressing a man she hardly knew. But Con had no trouble unhooking her bra or divesting her of her loose pants.

She kicked off her shoes and stepped out of her clothes, leaving her standing in her underwear. Thank god she never bought cheap, ugly undergarments and preferred the beautiful French brands. Surviving in a man’s world and knowing what she wore underneath her suits and stuffy blouses gave her a small thrill that few would understand.

She dug her fingers into Con’s shoulders and grazed her teeth across his jaw, which yanked a growl from him. He dropped a hand between them and finished with his fly that she’d forgotten to unzip the minute her clothes fell off.

“Sophie. Christ. I need you.” He took her hand and pressed it over the open V of his jeans. Over his long…thick…hard… Did she say long and thick? She did. Her mind looped as she learned his size and shape.

Would all that fit inside her? She was going to find out—to hell with coworker boundaries. He was different from her colleagues. After this was over, she’d never see him again.

She slid her palm down his length, feeling his cock stretch as though trying to fit her hand.

He ducked his head to her throat again and kissed and sucked until she shook with desire.

When he released her to remove his boots and shuck off his jeans, her mouth started to water at just how good he looked. This couldn’t be happening—not to her. She was a nerd. She didn’t get guys like Con.

I’m about to.

Before she could catch her breath, he stepped out of his boxer briefs, picked her up and jumped into the pool with her in his arms.

She sputtered at the shock of water, though it was warm from the sun. Con pinned her to the side of the pool and claimed her mouth once more.

She looped her arms around his neck and levered her body into his hard erection, wishing she’d had a chance to remove her panties before he threw her into the pool.

Suddenly, the kiss slowed. He lifted his head and looked at her.

Some of the sexual haze in his eyes flowed away. “What’s different about you?”

She blinked. Her academic mind cast around for answers to his question. What was different about her now that she was wet besides her hair hanging around her face in thick, soaking wet locks?

All at once, it struck her. The perfume she’d spritzed on in the airplane bathroom.

She’d thrown it in her bag as a last-minute impulse. Then applied it on the plane because she felt tired and grubby and thought it may energize her.

“Oh god.”

His gaze locked on her. “Sophie.”

“It’s…I mean… It’s a natural mistake.”

“What is a natural mistake?” He bit off the words through his teeth. Water beaded on his neck and shoulders, reminding her all too well of what they’d been so close to doing.

When she didn’t answer, he growled, “Sophie.”

In a rush, she explained. “It must be my perfume. It’s a pheromone perfume.”

“What does that mean?”

“I bought it because I was thinking about going on one of those dating sites. You know, getting out there again. I thought the pheromone perfume might make things easier, give me a little jump on dating.”

“What is it supposed to do?”

She peeked up at him. “Simulate human pheromones that attract a person to another person.”

“I see.” His jaw flexed so hard she waited for a popping sound as it snapped.

“I’m sorry, Con. I didn’t actually think it would work.” But of course it had. A beautiful god of a man like Ryan Constantine couldn’t possibly want a mousy bookworm like her otherwise. Her ex had pounded that into her brain time and again with his cheating.

He drifted toward the steps and hauled himself out of the water, leaving her to stare at the perfect planes of his backside she would never get a chance to grip in the throes of bliss.

There went her chance.

It was probably for the better.


SIX

Sophie’s eyes burned from exhaustion and overuse. It didn’t help that she’d been staring at a computer screen for most of the night—or was it day? She didn’t know anymore.

Jet lag had left her restless in that big king-sized bed. The fact that she was forced to share with a man she’d practically jumped for sex didn’t leave her feeling comfortable either.

Along with the sting in her eyes, her cheeks heated at the memory of the swimming pool. Could she be any more embarrassed? That perfume was one of the worst ideas she’d ever had, and she could name a lot revolving around her ex.

Now she could add giving in to her crazy desire and kissing Con to the list.

Even with a wall of pillows between them, lying in bed beside him was not happening. They could sleep in shifts.

Right now, she had a cryptogram to work on.

She refocused on the screen where three precise rows of letters were written. On the plane, she’d spent time splitting up the code and categorizing the letters into groups of size, shape and inconsistencies. So far, she’d noted the letter C had been written in four different ways, which rarely happened in everyday handwriting. The odds had to be one in one billion.

She settled into the plush leather sofa with the laptop on her knees and stared like an owl at the screen until the little letters swam in and out of focus.

She shook her head. Maybe she should go to bed. It was around four in the morning in Turkey time. That meant it was eight in the evening back in the States. At home, she’d be finishing up her chores, such as filling the dishwasher or folding a load of clean towels, eager to settle into bed with her book.

The prospect of going to bed with the big, sexy SEAL who’d had his hands all over her was a hard no. It was bad enough that she could still feel the echo of his touch, of his mouth moving over her throat…and his hands on her bare skin.

Con had been everywhere, kissing and fondling. Sophie had been eagerly responding too.

Then he had to throw her in the pool.

Was pool sex a fantasy for all guys?

She nibbled her bottom lip in contemplation, reliving that moment over and over again when she told him about the perfume. He’d looked at her like she’d just told him that Santa Claus wasn’t real.

Then he’d gone into the hotel room, leaving her to make her way inside, naked and wet.

From a scientist’s standpoint, she was pleasantly surprised at the outcome of using the perfume. If it lured in a man as hot as Ryan Constantine, then it was deserving of the hype.

From the perspective of a divorcee about to dabble in the dating world…she would definitely not recommend.

She’d been so close to sealing the deal with Con, and then it fizzled out the second that perfume washed off her skin. Dammit.

Without the perfume, he didn’t want her. But she wasn’t here to have a fling with a big, hot guy.

“I’m here to use my brain,” she muttered under her breath.

Too bad the man was a walking god. She’d never seen a man like him in person before, let alone been touched by one.

She gave herself a stern talking-to. “Focus.”

After another half an hour of toying with different variables in the cryptogram, she set aside the laptop and picked up the man’s phone that Con had given her. She wasn’t trained to go through phones, but it was no different from a computer, and she’d hacked a few in her day. To know how to fix something, you had to know how to break it. Or so the motto went.

She swiped through the guy’s browsing history. A lot of gaps revealed that either he didn’t use the device for long stretches or he deleted the history. A short while later, she switched to searching his maps and locations.

Their guy didn’t seem stupid enough to pin his locations. However, he had entered a few destinations into his GPS, both of them in the US.

Her brows puckered in concentration as she explored the addresses. One belonged to a hotel. If he’d stayed in that place, he enjoyed none of the bells and whistles of an establishment like the one she and Con were staying in right now.

The other address was for a gas station.

Hmm. That must mean he needed gas. Which meant he rented a car.

She did a search for any payment apps that could possibly tell her where he’d been over the past month and located one instantly. Hunched over the phone, she continued her search, aware of the silence and only the thump of her own heart in her ears. At least Con didn’t snore the way Benjamin did.

She scrolled through receipts for meals and gasoline purchases made in Turkey.

She researched the addresses and felt a tingle run down her spine.

These purchases were all made right here in Istanbul. The city where they were currently staying.

Pushing into a better sitting position, she tucked her legs beneath her and began her deep dive into his very detailed purchase history.

She shook her head in wonder. Dear god, this was almost too easy. Either the guy was missing a few brain cells or he was cocky enough to believe he wasn’t leaving a big glaring footprint everywhere he went.

Or it was a decoy trail.

She paused with a finger hovering over the screen, over a receipt that had been photographed as verification it had been paid in full.

That was a lot of money to pay for a dinner. Over eight hundred US dollars—

She sucked in a gasp. At the bottom was a scrawled signature.

Berkant… Was that Berkant Bayar? That wasn’t the name of the man detained at the airport. The discrepancy could mean another person was involved…or that their guy had an alias and fake passport.

Excitement flowed through her veins like she’d taken a double shot of espresso. All of a sudden, she was wide awake. Only the faint hum of the ceiling fan cut through the silence.

Unfolding her legs, she bounced to the edge of the sofa and cradled the phone. She didn’t know how long she leaned over the device, but her neck grew stiff.

She pulled Bayar’s contacts. All two hundred thirty-three of them. She rifled through his phone history, leaving no stone unturned.

Outside the french doors, the sky was beginning to fragment into that space between night and dawn.

Finally, she broke into the cloud again.

Clicking open every single file revealed more and more leads to search. Then she saw it.

She made a connection.

“Oh. My. God.”

Some of the files were named with a single letter.

A code of their own.

Her hands tremored with a fresh hit of adrenaline. She jumped to her feet and took off for the bedroom. And the king-sized bed where Con slept.

She padded up to his side of the bed. He slept on his side. One long tree trunk of a leg had plowed through their pillow barrier and now took up her side of the bed.

Reaching down, she nudged his thick shoulder. He’d donned a T-shirt for sleeping out of respect of her sensibilities. Or possibly he feared she’d attack him the minute she spotted that manly flesh.

She swallowed her groan and gave him a small shake. “Con! Wake up.”

“Eh?” He cracked an eye at her.

“I found something important.”

“You need to sleep.” He whipped out an arm, snagging her around the thighs. He tugged. She had no choice but to bend to his will. Against his strength, she was helpless as he hauled her into bed with him.

“Con—no. Wait!”

He pinned her against his chest, covering her back from her head that he tucked beneath his chin to her toes that hovered somewhere around his strong calves.

Heat enveloped her. Oh gawd. He was toasty warm.

This wasn’t why she’d come in here at all.

She wiggled to free herself from his hold. They had work to do. They had to find this guy and—

He nudged his hips against hers, cradling her backside.

Spooning her.

And she wasn’t wearing the perfume.

Against her will, a sigh trickled past her lips, and her eyes slipped shut.

Con didn’t seem to be in a working mood.

* * * * *

Con woke with a start, skipping over any morning grogginess as he fully registered a very unfamiliar warmth against him. Sophie was plastered against his chest, her slender legs tangled up with his.

If he wasn’t eagle-sharp and wide awake, he’d question the whys. But he remembered the moment she walked into the room with an important find, and how he’d cracked an eye, seen fatigue lining her pretty face, and dragged her into bed, forcing her to sleep.

Only he’d wrapped himself around her and passed out with the careless abandon of a person with much less responsibility on their shoulders.

Now he had to make the difficult decision of whether to wake her up to discuss this important finding or let her continue to sleep.

Listening to the deep, rhythmic breaths, and the sensation of her chest rising and falling against him, gave him the answer he needed.

He carefully disentangled his legs from hers and rolled over, coming up against the pillow barrier that had gotten kicked around and flattened during the night. As soon as he reached the opposite side of the bed, Sophie’s soft voice reached him.

“What time is it?”

Christ. That dusky tone of her voice helped his morning wood almost as much as the echo of her he still felt in his arms.

Even if the golden light filtering through the curtains already told him it was an hour or so past dawn, he passed a hand over his face and glanced at his watch he was rarely ever without. He croaked out, “Seven.”

He scrubbed his hand over the stubble on his jaw in an effort to dispel the feel of Sophie’s soft hair that had been caught in the rough growth of his five-o’clock shadow. But moving his arm only reminded him of how it had been curved protectively around her.

He faced the other wall, but he knew when she clambered out of bed. The mattress jostled beneath him, and a second later, she appeared in front of him. After the pool debacle, she’d changed into lounge pants that skimmed over her rounded hips and a dark green tank top that emphasized her figure. Her hair hung in straight glossy strands over her bare shoulders.

Hell. He knew all too well what her skin felt like under his hands…his mouth.

He bit back a growl.

“I found something important.”

“So you said.” He had to get some pants on. His shirt would never cover his massive erection. “Give me a minute and we’ll talk.”

Her eyes widened. The wide depths burned with understanding and that burn shifted to her cheeks. Redness bloomed across her skin—a hook in his gut.

Though she stood close, he jolted to his feet. The move brought his body close to hers—too damn close. Dangerously fucking close.

She quickly backed away from him, and he skirted around her and shut himself inside the bathroom. Relieving himself was out for the moment, so he brushed his teeth and splashed cold water on his face.

Part of him was still aching for a different kind of relief. Sophie was the first woman he’d laid a hand on in a long time. But she’d tricked him, and he was still annoyed by that.

He was a SEAL trained to withstand torture, and he’d been reeled in by some women’s perfume. Goddammit.

When he exited the bathroom, Sophie wasn’t in the bedroom. Con didn’t know whether to enjoy the reprieve or be more irritated that he couldn’t seem to predict her next move.

He yanked his jeans on, and barefoot, walked out into the sitting area. Her attention was already wholly fixed on the computer screen. As soon as he entered, she twitched her head to the sofa cushion beside her.

For a beat, he hesitated.

She flicked her gaze from the screen to Con. “I know you’re used to giving the orders, but I’m asking you to please sit down.”

“Can’t we even do this over coffee?”

She studied him. “I pegged you as a morning person.”

He could think of about ten different ways to peg her.

Damn. He had to get a grip. He didn’t want Sophie—he had been tricked by her damn perfume and his cock got fooled into thinking that having a soft, plump ass nestled against it meant it was getting some action.

He stomped over to the small counter that held a luxury coffee machine. Beside that was a mini bar. For a blink, he contemplated something harder than coffee but then he decided to do the right thing.

That’s me. Doing the right thing. Not fucking my cryptologist after waking up with her in my arms.

He fixed himself a cup of coffee and carried it back to the sofa. Sophie now held a phone in her hand.

The one that had been confiscated by airport authority.

Con sank to the sofa beside her. “What did you find?” He brought the coffee to his lips and gave it a tentative sip. It still scorched his mouth, but he forced it down his gullet.

She bubbled with excitement, squirming on her cushion. “This. It’s big, Con. It’s huge.”

He fought back his first response to her outburst about something else that was huge—he’d lived with rough men too long—and took the phone from her. After a quick glance, his gaze snapped to her.

“You should have woken me up for this.”

“I tried. You…” That flush was back, and she ducked her head to hide it from him.

He knew damn well what he’d done. His cock wasn’t going to let him forget.

He eyed her. “How did you find this when Kit didn’t?”

“Kit?” Confusion lit her pretty face.

“A hacker who works closely with our team.” He turned his attention back to the screen. “Sophie, this is bigger than we thought. This gives us proof of that. We knew he had taken an interest in the Federal Building, and again, this is proof that will hold up in a court of law. But there are more codes.”

“I know and I think I might have one solved!”

His eyes bugged. “Well, what does it say?”

She had set the laptop aside and drew it into her lap now, twisting the device so he could see. She’d pulled up a blank document and typed a series of letters into it.

Tick-tock—by now you’ve felt the first tremor of my message.

Con gripped Sophie’s thigh. “How did you do that?”

She tripped over her words. “Studying the first cryptogram allowed me to unravel this one much quicker.”

“You did this last night?”

“No, it came to me while you were in the bathroom.”

He blinked. “You’re joking. Sophie, I couldn’t have been in there more than five minutes.”

She tucked her chin down and averted her gaze to the screen as if embarrassed by her own prowess.

He grabbed his phone. “We have to get this to my commanding officer. We’re going to transfer everything we know in a secure file. Start compiling everything you have into a document. The names you have, the signature, everywhere he was, every step he took in the US.”

She shook her head. “He didn’t have maps history on while he was in the US. We only have a couple addresses and charges on his digital wallet. And hotel records.”

“We have an entire team of FBI and CIA agents behind us to dig up more.”

She got to work as he put in a call to Commander Barrett.

The call revealed far more than he was expecting. As he ended the call, Con slid a glance to Sophie.

She had moved to the table and continued digging through the phone. He could see this was fun for her. A puzzle to be solved.

He approached her. “I have news.”

She looked up from the phone, waiting.

“There are more bomb threats that match with the intel the CIA has already uncovered.”

“I was afraid of that.” Some of the rosiness in her cheeks faded under a new layer of paleness. “I need to get back to work.”

He settled at the table to work through the information Barrett had provided. Long minutes passed in silence.

Suddenly, Sophie sat back in her seat, a stunned look rippling over her beautiful features. “My god. I don’t know how I didn’t see it before.”

“See what?”

“I know how to find him now.” She snatched up the phone again. After a few taps, she synced the phone that she held with the new one that he had obviously replaced it with.

Apps popped up all over the screen.

“Holy shit.”

Her words tripped out. “He thought he buried them. But there are footprints. Look at this! Hotel booking. Uber Eats!”

He leaned over her. “Or he wants us to believe this is his information.”

She bit down on her lip. “I considered the possibility.”

He skimmed the screen. “Jesus. We can see he had Thai food at three in the morning. Are there records from lifts he got from point A to B too?”

She dug around for a long, silent moment. Finally, she shook her head. “He didn’t catch a ride from this hotel to the next. So how did he get there?”

“He rented a car. Or he has a friend who picked him up.”

Their gazes locked as they both processed what that could mean. Men like this didn’t work alone. They had whole groups of people helping their cause.

“The even bigger question,” Sophie’s voice wobbled, “is where was he in between?”


SEVEN

Sophie raised a hand to brush a lock of hair away from her cheekbone. It trembled for a moment before she folded her fingers and hid her hand in her lap. She didn’t want a man as strong as Con to see her as the weak link in their team.

He saw it, though. Reaching over, he plucked the phone from her hand. “You’ve been working on this a lot. Take a break. Get cleaned up and I’ll make you some coffee.”

She snatched the phone back. He clamped his grip on it tighter, leaving them in a tug-of-war. She narrowed her eyes.

He narrowed his own back.

“Take a break, Sophie. I’ll order us room service.”

The mention of room service reminded her that they were posing as newlyweds who couldn’t leave each other’s arms—or bed—long enough to even feed themselves.

Seeing the lines deepen between his brows, she realized she wasn’t going to win this hand. She pushed away from the table and went into the master suite to dress. Just one glance at that rumpled, unmade bed had her tingling in places she definitely had no business tingling.

Quickly, she grabbed her bag and carried it into the huge bathroom. She started pulling out clothes for the day. But a glance at the enormous marble-walled walk-in shower made her change course.

Digging up more information about Bayar or whoever he was could surely wait five minutes while she took a shower.

The warm water trickling from the waterfall faucet was well worth her decision. When she had more time, she was going to spend a lot more of it enjoying this shower experience. Stepping out and wrapping herself in a thick, fluffy towel was a reward for her self-control in switching off that faucet long before she was ready.

Through the door came the rumble of Con’s voice as he spoke to someone on the phone. She had a huge case of FOMO—fear of missing out—and rushed into her clothes and ran a brush through her hair.

When she stepped out, he was just lowering the phone from his ear. He swung to look at her.

His stare traveled over her face and damp hair, down her body to her bare toes. She curled them into the floor as if they could keep her from floating away on some wild daydream.

She’d thrown on a dress. It was simplistic in design and hit her in all the right places, which to her meant skimming over her hips. Since her divorce, she’d put on a few pounds, and every ounce seemed to show up on her hips. She kept telling herself that if she felt too uncomfortable in her own skin, she’d hit the gym, but so far that day hadn’t come.

“I ordered food.”

She nodded. “Thank you.”

“And made you coffee.” He twitched his angular jaw toward the table where a steaming mug sat.

“I appreciate it.”

As she skirted around the big SEAL who seemed to take up the entire room, the fabric of her dress swished around her calves. When she sank to the chair she’d abandoned, she took a sip of the coffee, which was surprisingly brewed to perfection.

With a little buzz of caffeine in her veins—not to mention one she got after being under Con’s deep, dark gaze—she picked up the phone again and continued where she left off.

As usual when Sophie got involved in a project, she jumped in feet first. At one point, she was aware of Con setting food in front of her.

“Sophie.”

“Hmm?”

“You have to eat.”

“What?”

“You need to eat.”

She waved a hand to shoo him away. She was so close to uncovering something—she could feel it.

Con’s face flashed in front her eyes right before he took the phone away from her and replaced it with a fork.

She stared at the utensil, trying to understand what just happened. “You’re pretty bossy, you know that?”

He let out a low growl. “You don’t know how much restraint I’ve been exercising, Sophie. You didn’t sleep all night long. I should force you to bed.”

Her stomach fluttered with the memory of what little hours of sleep she’d had—plastered against Con’s hard body.

“You haven’t drunk or eaten anything since you’ve been here. I’ve seen what happens when people ignore their needs.”

His low, rough voice skittered over her senses.

Needs.

She ran her gaze over him. Now that she knew how those hard lips felt against hers, she saw them differently. Her fingers curled into her palms on the sensation of how his broad shoulders had moved under her touch.

She cleared her throat.

He straightened. “Your brain will work better with sleep and food.”

Seeing there was no point in arguing further, and knowing he was right about taking care of herself, she drew the plate of food toward her. The spiced lamb smelled delicious, as did the dish made of chickpeas and the flatbread. She took a nibble of the bread and found her appetite again.

She dug in with relish. Con took a seat adjacent to her and did the same. He polished off his food in no time and took over with the phone.

“The CIA found a new photo in the cloud.”

She bobbed her head in answer as she swallowed her bite. “I saw it.”

“What importance would a photo of Henry VIII have to our suspect?”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out. I mean, it could be part of the cipher.”

A dark brow hitched upward, giving Con a devilish look. “To the cryptogram?”

She nodded and dabbed her lips with the napkin. “Can I see the photo again?”

He passed her the phone. This time their fingers only brushed, without the tug of war.

“This painting was hanging in the New York City Met at the time that the suspect was in town.”

“Okay?”

She shifted her gaze to his. “Wasn’t there just a bombing near the Met?”

He ran his fingers over his short hair. “Of course. You know that.”

“So why would he only take a picture of that painting?” Her question hung in the air for a long beat. “I think he’s feeding us information as he wants us to receive it. Which is scary as hell.”

“It’s also very likely.”

“What interests him about old Henry?” she asked aloud.

She blinked and held the phone at arm’s length.

“What are you doing?” Con asked.

“Either my eyes are going wonky from staring at screens too long or… No! I’m right. Look!” She held up the device in front of his face. “One of Henry’s eyes is off the tiniest bit. See?”

“I guess so. But maybe that’s just how the artist painted it.”

“No,” she said slowly.

Then it hit her. She quickly sent the photo to the laptop and enlarged it.

“My god,” Con whispered close to her ear as he hovered over her shoulder to see the screen.

She thumped a hand on the table. “I knew it! This appears to be a photograph of the original painting—but it isn’t. It’s been altered.” She created a square around the eye and blew it up larger to reveal a bunch of smaller photos making up one larger composite. Just like the answers to the cryptogram had been in the names of each file, each puzzle had an answer.

She issued a squeal. “Each picture tells a story. It’s a puzzle within a puzzle.” She looked up at him, excitement thrumming through her. “Con. Each of these photos could have metadata.”

He swiped an arm over the table, shoving their empty plates to the other side. When she set her fingers to the keyboard, they were shaking so much that she made several typos.

Long fingers stretched over the back of her hand. “Sophie. Calm down. Take your time.”

She bit into her bottom lip and tried to focus on the puzzle instead of Con’s touch…but her body gave her away by breaking out in goose bumps.

* * * * *

Con’s gut clenched when he looked down at Sophie’s arm and noticed that her skin had erupted in goose bumps.

Every guy knew what happened when a woman got goose bumps—her nipples got hard too.

He yanked his hand away, but he could still feel those small bumps. To dispel the sensation, he hooked his hand around his nape and rubbed.

He had to get some fresh air. He’d step outside for a minute.

He didn’t even take a step before realizing what a mistake that would be. Just seeing the pool through the glass door was a reminder of stripping off his and Sophie’s clothes and throwing them both into the sun-warmed water.

She had to be wearing the perfume again.

Taking a deep sniff of the air, he tried to detect any trace of it on her. He couldn’t pick it up, so he leaned over her, pretending to stare at the screen while surreptitiously sniffing her hair.

She smelled good, like body wash and shampoo, but it wasn’t driving him out of his mind the way that perfume had.

When she let out a gasp, he jerked upright, thinking she had a problem with his closeness. But she was jabbing a finger at the screen.

“One block…is nine blocks!” She clicked on one photo and they both froze.

Nine tiny photos opened on the screen. The top left corner was a street sign. She clicked on it, and opened the properties of the image.

“Con, it’s an address!”

He grabbed his phone and plugged it in to his own GPS. When the location hit his phone, he held it up for her to see.

“Oh my god. Con…” Her eyes were wide, filled with awe and fear at the same time. “Isn’t that the location of the bombing on the West Coast?”

“Jesus Christ, Sophie. This is what the CIA is looking for too. You did it. You have to keep going.”

“I’m on it!”

The small photos weren’t all complete images. In some cases, they were just fragments. A cornerstone of a building. A portion of a traffic light.

“Are those more puzzles? Are there photos within the photos?”

She blew up the traffic light to test that theory, but the image only pixelated into a blur. “Nope. But you’re right that each photo means something else. I’ve never seen anything like this. Whoever made this is a genius.”

“And a threat to society.”

She met his stare. A light pink flush coated her cheeks as if she was embarrassed by her praise of a mind that was so diabolical.

“I just meant…”

“I know what you meant, Sophie. You’re not wrong.”

“This guy enjoys making these puzzles. This is huge, Con. He’s way more dangerous than I guessed.”

“Keep up the search. I’m going to step into the bedroom and phone this in. If you find anything else, call out. Okay?”

She nodded and turned back to the image expanded on the screen. When he glanced at her, her teeth were set into her full bottom lip in total concentration.

He barely got the bedroom door closed and took out his phone before she yelled.

“Con! Come back in here! Hurry!”

He rushed into the room. She was on her feet, gripping the edge of the table, fixated on the screen. “This photo is of a van. Wasn’t a van used for the bomb in California?”

“You’re right.”

“And this.” She pulled up another photo. “This cornerstone belongs to a bank near the bombing site. This is how they’re communicating the moves, Con. Through this photo or others just like it.”

The light of exhilaration in her chocolate eyes danced, enhancing her beauty so much that he almost gave in to his urges and pulled her into his arms.

“You’re brilliant, Sophie.”

“I-I’m just analyzing data.” She glanced away.

Suddenly his body realized a very beautiful woman sat on eye level with his dick, and that appendage began to swell. He stepped away from her before she could notice the huge erection tenting his jeans.

“Keep working on it. Write everything down. I’ve got to get my CO on the horn and share this. We need a whole team to break this thing open.”

She nodded in response but she didn’t immediately return to work. She simply stared up at him, a new light in her eyes.


EIGHT

The infinity pool shimmered turquoise under the cloudless sky, the smooth water feeling like a calm against the chaos that Sophie and Con chased.

She rested against a plump lounge chair cushion and let out a small sigh of contentment. “What a view.”

In the chair beside her, Con looked up from the laptop he was working on and gave the Istanbul skyline his full attention.

If the view was arresting, Con’s rugged profile was heart-stopping.

She studied his fine, straight nose and the hard angle of his cheek and jaw, his eyes fixed on some horizon as if he were able to see much more than most humans did. With his training, she didn’t doubt his mind analyzed everything from ways to defend them in the hotel room to potential threats by air.

She set aside her laptop and stood with a stretch. She’d been staring at screens for endless hours now. While her inner type A personality pushed her to complete the job she’d started, her logical mind told her there was no way she could do that without taking a break.

“I’m going to take a swim.”

He didn’t respond to her announcement, not that she was waiting for one. She crossed the textured concrete to the edge of the pool and dropped the thin cotton swim coverup.

A faint noise like car gears grinding fluttered on the breeze toward her. She pivoted and shot Con a glance from the corner of her eye. The man hadn’t budged from his chair. Unlike her, who’d come outside prepared for the hot weather in a swimsuit and coverup, Con was fully dressed in jeans and a T-shirt.

She eyed him, unable to envision him in tourist attire of shorts or lightweight linen pants. Not Con’s style.

His gaze seemed to hover around her knees. Before he could catch her gawking at him, she dipped a toe in the water and found it surprisingly warm.

She issued a low chuckle. “I’m used to cold swimming pools. Growing up, we swam in lakes in Massachusetts.”

He made a humming noise in his throat but didn’t seem to want to engage. She adjusted the straps of her black one-piece, walked to the deep end of the pool and performed a perfect dive.

She sliced through the water and came up with a light splash. Okay, she might have been showing off her diving skills just a bit. She’d practiced enough to try to outdo her big brother, and she swam on the high school team when her nose wasn’t in a book.

In smooth strokes, she crossed the pool, did a swift turn and swam the length back. After only a few laps, she lay on her back, floating, and stared up at the sky.

Even though the sky was empty of clouds, her mind was far from blank. She’d memorized the letters of that first cryptogram, and they played through her head in a loop. She’d looked at them left, right and upside down and still hadn’t come to any answers about what they meant.

When she grew tired of floating, she swam another couple laps and then climbed the steps out of the pool. A stack of thick towels was on a rack against one wall, and she had to pass in front of Con to grab one.

As she did, she swore she felt the heat of his gaze burning into her. The sensation made her stomach dip, and she hurried to wrap herself in a towel. She stretched out on her lounge chair in the sun to soak up the rays and allow that puzzle to roll through her mind.

“I’m going to place a call to my team.”

She opened her eyes and lifted her head off the chair to peek at Con. “Do you need me to go inside?”

“No.” The tendon in the crease of his jaw was balled up tight again. She couldn’t think what might be annoying him, but if she’d learned anything from her divorce, it was that it wasn’t her job to figure it out. She wasn’t responsible for Benjamin’s emotions, or Con’s or anybody else’s. Only her own.

“As long as I’m not bothering you,” she said and let her eyes drift shut once more. The heat sank into her pores bit by bit, relaxing her body. She wished her mind would relax too—she’d have a much better chance of solving that cryptogram if she could just get out of her head.

“Chickie. I’m just checking in to see if you heard anything new.”

“Man, are you by the pool? It looks like you have a tough gig. Really in the trenches there. Is that a tan I see on your face?”

Sophie stole a peek at Con. When he said he was making a call, she didn’t realize it would be a video call. And what kind of phone did he have, anyway? She’d never seen tech like that.

He set his feet flat on each side of the chair, pushing into a sitting position. That meant the phone shifted in his hand, giving the guy on the line a new view.

“Is that your bride sitting next to you?”

“Sophie is here. You know that.” Con sounded like he could grind nails with his molars.

“Dude, did you compliment her? She looks smokin’.”

With a grunt, Con swiped the big pad of his thumb over the screen and mashed an earbud into his ear, cutting off the team from her hearing.

She lay there in shock. Her? Smokin’? She was practically prudish in her black swimsuit that came up high on the neck and had wide straps, not strings. By definition, Sophie had never been the pretty girl.

Only blonde bimbos ever attracted her ex, and he’d run through several Barbie doll grad students before he finally took one to bed. Those young women with perfect bodies were nothing like Sophie.

Con seemed to take control of the call from that point forward, and it was all talk of the next step of the mission. Sophie stole another look at that phone. She really wanted to check it out.

As soon as he ended the call, he removed the earbud and pushed off the chair. He started to pocket the phone.

“Hey, can I see that?” She jumped up.

He cut his gaze over her body. The sun had dried what the towel didn’t, and her suit was only damp. Even the ends of her hair were beginning to dry where they trailed over her shoulders.

“See what?”

“Your phone. Is it a SAT phone?” She reached out to take it, but he jerked his hand back in a game of keep-away.

“You can’t see it. It’s classified.”

Her brows puckered. “I’m given clearances to dig through sensitive information about a terrorist, and listen in on your conversation with Chickie, but I can’t look at a phone?”

He twitched his jaw left, then right in a definite shake of his head.

“I’m not going to break it, and those secret photos you keep in a locked file are safe from me. I just want to have a look at how it works.” She made another grab for the phone.

He switched the device to the other hand and grabbed her shoulder, holding her at arm’s length.

About the time she realized how ridiculous this entire exchange was, she felt the heat of his warm skin blazing through her flesh. Every callus on his fingers seemed to brand her.

His dark eyes captured hers so she couldn’t look away. “Professor.”

The way he said that sounded like a caress.

“Con.” Why did her voice sound like she’d swum a mile rather than a few measly laps?

“Goddammit, woman.” He hooked his arm around her waist and yanked her onto tiptoe.

She tilted her face up, heart hammering beneath her swimsuit so hard she was certain he must see it.

With a will of their own, her arms lifted. Toward the end of her marriage, hugging Benjamin felt as if her arms were bound in heavy chains. With Con, they were as light as feathers.

“Sophie,” he said much, much softer.

He leaned in and claimed her mouth.

Her initial gasp of surprise was swallowed by the rumble of his groan. He yanked her flush against him and kept on tugging until there wasn’t a sliver of space between them.

How had she ended up in his arms? Oh yeah…the phone. Then she forgot all about the phone in favor of Con’s lips.

She closed her eyes to relish their perfect hardness even as she applied more pressure with her own. When he responded by pressing his fingertips into her spine, she gave in to the pull he had on her.

He angled his head.

She parted her lips. The sweep of his tongue across hers drew a moan from both of them. Cupping his jaw with both hands, she threw herself into kissing the SEAL as though she had nothing to lose.

Well, there was her pride to be crushed, but that wasn’t even a factor considering he’d kissed her first.

Deepening the caress, he plunged his free hand into her damp hair and shifted her where he wanted her. Each delve of his tongue alternating with slow, shallow flicks made her pussy squeeze with desire and her nipples throb to be touched.

He ran his hand down her spine, raising more tingles in his wake. When he skimmed a fingertip under the curve of her buttock, her mind splintered.

Then he followed the line of her swimsuit, moving slowly up to her hip. A shudder of desire ripped through her.

She wanted this man—badly.

A buzzing noise like a pesky fly filled her ears. She raised a hand to swat it away and suddenly realized that something was vibrating between her and Con.

He ripped his mouth away. The gleam in his eyes slowly faded like a candle being carried down a long hallway and then snuffed out.

His phone was buzzing.

Releasing his grip on her, he stepped back to gain more distance. He grabbed for his phone and snapped it to his ear. When he answered, “Con,” the syllable held a grating edge.

“You’re sure?” he asked the speaker on the other end.

Sophie dragged in a steadying breath. Should she stay? Go?

Definitely go.

While he spoke in monosyllables, she hurried to the edge of the pool and retrieved her abandoned coverup. She was just about to slip through the glass doors leading into the room when Con’s words floated to her.

“Count us in. Copy.” He ended the call, but she continued into their room.

“Sophie, come back here.”

Why did that sound like she had done something wrong? She spun around and nearly tripped because he stood so close.

He reached across her and pulled the door shut. “We need to talk.”

She raked all ten of her fingers through her hair. “There’s nothing to say, Con. It was just a-a…moment. We don’t need to hash out—”

He broke across her. “It’s not about the kiss, Sophie. We have orders. For tonight.”

She blinked up at him. Wasn’t about the kiss? Who could think about anything but the kiss?

“We’re going out tonight, Sophie. I hope you brought a nice dress.”

* * * * *

Even that prissy black swimsuit that came up to Sophie’s neck somehow manage to look sexy on her.

Dammit, Con’s cock still thudded with the heated blood in his veins. He swiped his tongue across his lips and tasted her. He was going to come unhinged if he didn’t stop thinking about getting her into his bed.

Without a wall of pillows between them.

Without a stitch of clothing between them.

After she scraped her fingers through her damp hair, it looked even sexier. Tousled in a way that made him wonder how she would look after she came.

Fuck.

He cleared his throat with a forceful gust. “There’s a party.”

“We’re going to a party?” Her expression was skeptical but her eyes were luminous with the same light he’d seen right before he lost his mind and kissed her.

“Yeah. Diplomats, politicians and a lot of wealthy businessmen will be there.”

“I have a dress.”

He stared down at her for a beat, trying to force his mind to follow what she’d said about a dress when all he could see was that silly black swimsuit.

She gazed up into his eyes for three full heartbeats before she pushed open the door and disappeared inside.

Christ, her round ass and the sway of her hips made his cock like pure steel.

He stood there a moment, wondering if he had time to jack himself to completion before the party.

Before he could claim temporary insanity, he stepped off the terrace into the room. Luckily, Sophie was already out of sight.

If he could drink on the job, he’d consider snagging one of the mini bottles from the bar on the way to the bedroom. Hell, he might need it. Walking in on Sophie in a state of undress would surely send him over the edge.

He discovered her in the bedroom—wearing that filmy swimsuit coverup that didn’t leave much to the imagination. She was rifling through her suitcase.

“You can hang your things up in the closet.”

“I didn’t have time before. I don’t now either.” She trapped her bottom lip between her teeth. “Aha!” She plucked a high heel from the depths of her bag. The strappy shoe was nothing like what he’d expect from a stuffy professor. Up until now, he’d only seen her in simple clothes that all pointed to Sophie being modest.

Except her bra and panties were feminine and sexy as hell. And when he’d gotten her clothes off and thrown her in the pool, she’d been all over him like a second skin.

His cock jerked against his fly, hard as nails.

He had to quit watching her. “You take the bathroom first. I’ll dress in the other room.”

“Okay,” she sang out. With a liquid black dress draped over her forearm and those high heels in the other, she hurried into the bathroom.

He stared after her.

The thump of the door slamming behind her felt like a goddamn challenge.

He scrubbed a hand over his face to erase the image of the loose fabric swishing around her calves.

Really, man? Her calves? Are you going to get turned on by a little ankle too?

He grabbed his suit and tie and went into the sitting room to dress. Even getting five feet away from Sophie allowed him a little more space in his brain for what mattered—the ops.

Intel had uncovered a few names connected with their suspect. He went by Bayar in his phone, but Con had seen aliases before. Any person involved in deep terrorism like they suspected he was didn’t show off his real name to the world.

Their order was to get to the party and find a certain businessman linked to Bayar and make contact. Their guise of being a couple would make it easier to blend in with the crowd.

He adjusted his tie by feel alone, then reached for a pair of glasses.

“Whoa.”

Sophie walked in, looking like she was about to walk the red carpet in that dress. He skimmed his gaze over her. The high neck was no surprise, but it acted like more of a necklace around her throat and her arms were bare except for a line of gold bracelets circling one wrist.

He let his gaze continue down her body. At her feet, his gut clenched.

Jesus. He was going to get turned on by a little ankle. The dress ended a few inches above the straps of her high heels, which made her ankles look slim and sexy as hell.

He shook himself.

“You look really different in glasses.” Her breasts pushed against her dress in a small heave.

He faced her fully. “Different good or different bad?”

“Different good…” She peered closer. “Oh my god. Are those recording glasses?”

“That’s the only reason I’d need glasses. I have perfect vision.”

“Can I see them?” Just like the incident with the SAT phone earlier—the one that almost got his dick buried nine and a half inches deep inside her—she was extremely curious about the glasses.

He pulled off the glasses and held them out to her. “Knock yourself out. I’ll just be a minute.”

She took the glasses from him, and he walked into the bedroom. He stopped in his tracks as his gaze fell on the top of the dresser. A little glass bottle sat there next to a hairbrush.

In three strides he reached the dresser and snatched up the bottle. Lure Noire.

The perfume. He gripped the glass and brought it to his nose. A single sniff had his mind sparking with interest.

Had she put it on? Why else would it be sitting on the dresser?

He let out a little groan and stalked to his bag to grab his wallet.

After slipping the thin leather bifold into an inside pocket of his jacket, he was set. Well, except for the thickening of his cock. He glanced in the mirror to check if he was tenting his pants, but he didn’t think Sophie would notice.

She definitely would never know that one sniff of her perfume had done that to him.

When he walked into the sitting room again, Sophie swung toward him, the glasses perched on her small, upturned nose.

Fuck.

How many times was he going to mentally curse in reaction to her?

She gave him a sheepish glance and slipped the glasses off. “Sorry.” When she handed them back to him, the bracelets clinked softly.

“Do you have everything you need?” He forced himself not to step forward and try to catch a whiff of that perfume. She was already driving him crazy with her damn shoes, that dress… Dammit, everything about her.

Between the bedroom and now, he’d made up his mind about what was going to happen tonight. The minute she was asleep, he was going to pump out a load just to work the woman out of his thoughts.
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“I’m all set, Con. I mean…Jeremy.”

Whatever name he went by didn’t matter—he was still walking sin poured into that suit.

And the glasses had given her a little thrill, way down low in between her thighs, even if they were fake lenses.

She tipped her head, studying Con. “Should we speak in code? If we’re doing spy stuff, maybe we should have spy codes for each other.”

He gave her a flat look. The flare of his nostrils was the only reaction he had to her suggestion.

She crossed the room to the mini bar.

“Sophie, what are you doing?”

“I’m doing agent shit.”

He issued one of those grinding noises he seemed so fond of making deep in his throat.

“One week I’m a professor, next week I’m this…” She struck a pose, arms angled out to shoot the pretend gun formed by her fingers.

When Con didn’t react, she struck a second pose, angling the other direction.

“Sophie.”

She straightened and tossed a smile his way. “You’re going to have to lighten up a little, Con. You can’t act stiff at a party.”

He made another growling sound.

“You make that sound so often, I’m beginning to think you need to see a doctor.”

“I don’t need a doctor.” His eyes flashed like black steel. “What do you need code words for? You’ll never be far enough away from me to need a code word. Especially in that dress.”

She blinked, any words she was about to say flying from her mind at his mention of her dress. “Is that your way of giving a woman a compliment, Con?”

She swore she saw his eyelid twitch. The man was never going to pull off this newlywed farce if he was acting so stiff. She was only trying to loosen him up a bit.

“How about this for a code? Newlyweds often have discussions about money. Our code for the bank is ‘I need that money, honey.’”

“I’m sure no one will ever figure that out.”

“A restaurant is nom-nom time.”

He snorted. “Cute. But I’m never saying that.”

Her shoulders slumped in defeat.

“But I meant it about the dress. You look gorgeous.”

Now she made a noise in her throat. A soft, feminine mewl that wasn’t like her at all.

Sophie Edwards was levelheaded, especially around men. She dealt with male colleagues, and over the years, she had to shut more than a couple of them down. But knowing that Con thought she looked good made her want to take off all her clothes.

He broke the moment by waving a hand toward the door. “Shall we go?”

She nodded. “We’re catching a lift?”

“We have a car waiting.”

“How did you manage that?”

He shoved the glasses back on his face, and she was pretty sure her ovaries exploded right there and then. If Con wanted, he could read the book of her body in Braille.

She couldn’t be thinking about her temporary partner this way. Or maybe she should—it would definitely make things easier in this pretend role of his wife.

No one would be quizzing her about how her “husband” tasted, but ohhh, she could describe that in detail.

When he guided her out of the hotel, she was completely aware of how tense he was because the fingers he stretched along her spine felt like five iron daggers. They passed swiftly through the lobby where people milled around checking in to their rooms or passing through to the fine dining restaurant.

Outside, Sophie was stunned to see the sun sitting low in the sky. She’d lost all track of time here in Turkey.

A sleek black car was parked in front of the glass double doors, and without even checking to see who was behind the wheel, Con led her to the back and held open the door for her to slip inside.

She immediately looked at the driver. He didn’t speak to her but simply gave Con a nod of greeting.

Suddenly, her joke of being a spy didn’t seem so funny anymore. Nom-nom time? What was she thinking? She was really playing this dark, frightening game.

At her side, Con sat at ease, his arm resting along the back of the seat behind her. She fiddled with her small handbag that held her fake ID and a tube of lipstick. If she was actually a trained spy, she’d have a little gun stowed in her bag too.

A shiver rolled through her.

Con turned his head to look at her, and she gave him a small smile to show that nothing was off. Nothing amiss at all as they headed to a party filled with strangers who would see straight through her and Con’s act if they made one mistake.

Was this even a job for a SEAL? She thought only the CIA performed tasks like this.

The city streaked past her window, and she barely had time to take anything in before they pulled up in front of a huge estate. Three other couples were getting out of cars too, each more luxurious than the last.

Without a word to the driver, Con climbed out, one long leg clad in excellent Italian lightweight wool extending to the ground. He reached out a hand for Sophie, and she took it.

Her stomach did a little somersault at the brush of his rough fingers, and then he was drawing her out of the car to her feet.

She looped the thin strap of her bag around her wrist and glanced at her surroundings. A white limousine pulled up behind them, and the chauffeur got out to open the door for his passengers.

Leaning toward Con, she whispered, “You didn’t give me any directions for when we get inside.”

He dipped his head to catch her words, his nose hovering inches from her ear. Was he smelling her?

She’d grabbed the perfume bottle but stopped short of spritzing herself with it. She didn’t need her partner distracted again. Besides, what happened in the pool had been a huge hit to her ego. She didn’t want a repeat.

They entered through a set of grand doors carved in intricate geometric patterns. Music carried through the space, loud enough to make it a party but not intrusive enough that they couldn’t hold a conversation.

Everywhere Sophie looked, well-dressed men and women mingled with each other. What was she doing here? She was just a professor. She didn’t have anything in common with these people—or even Con.

A tall fountain spilled golden champagne into tiers that emptied into glasses at the bottom. She started toward the display, but Con grabbed her arm and led her into an open area where couples swirled to the music.

When Con drew her into his arms and positioned his hand perfectly on her waist to guide her in the dance, she couldn’t be more shocked.

“Is this part of your training?”

“No.” He looked down at her, making her aware that she was being recorded by his glasses.

“How did you learn how to dance?”

“Navy balls,” he said in a low voice meant only for ears. He shifted his gaze to the other couples surrounding them.

“Who are we searching for?”

“One of those smaller photos is of a businessman. The head of a shipping company.”

She glanced around too, but since she’d never seen that particular photo, she didn’t know what the man looked like. “Do you have a picture of him on your phone?”

His gaze flicked back to her. Then he reached into his pocket and withdrew his phone. Holding it between them, he flashed the photo up for a split second for her to see.

She nodded.

He pocketed the device again and continued spinning her around the floor with precision and ease and even a good amount of skill.

“You’re actually a good dancer. I don’t know why I’m surprised—you seem to be a ‘Jeremy’ of all trades.”

He gave a soft snort. “Nice one, Sydney.”

All of a sudden, this seemed fun. She got into the music, swaying her body with Con’s as they navigated the entire dance floor. She had to admit, it was a great way to move quickly through the crowd to search for this businessman.

The music trilled on a long note. Con whipped her over his arm, dipping her low enough to the ground that she felt the ends of her hair brush the floor.

She cast a look at the crowd from this new, foreign angle.

Her stomach dipped right along with her body, but for another reason.

There he was—the businessman, standing at the edge of the floor, not ten feet away.

* * * * *

“Oh my god. She’s so hot.”

Con withheld a deep growl at the Henner’s comment projecting into his ear. Whose bad idea was it for him to stay connected via comms? The tiny device was imperceptible to anyone who looked at him. But Con wished he could get away from his team for a few hours.

“Dip her again, Con. I think her boob was about to fall out of the side of her dress.”

He whipped Sophie upright just as Mason jumped on the bandwagon with Henner.

“Yeah, man! Dip her again.”

Con swallowed another noise of warning that made Sophie’s wide eyes even wider.

“Shut up,” he bit off in a low mutter meant for his teammates. “I’m going to break your necks when I get back.”

“Jeremy!” Sophie’s urgent whisper brought his attention back to her.

She was paler, and her eyes held a glint of fear. “He’s behind us. I saw him when you dipped me!”

He purposely whirled her in a wide arc that carried them within footsteps of the edge of the dance floor. He looked straight at the man who stood talking with two other men.

“That’s our guy,” Henner said into his ear.

“Where’s his wife? Why isn’t she with him?” Mason added.

At that moment, the businessman dressed in a smart, dark suit and tie like everyone else, broke away from the others and disappeared into the crowd.

Con released his grip on Sophie’s waist and pulled her into the crowd behind him. He kept one hand clasped tightly around hers. He meandered past people drinking and talking, his gaze fixed on the back of the businessman.

Facial recognition software had named him as Ahmet Deniz. And Con’s team was right—he had a wife who should be with him at an event as big as this.

Casually, Con guided Sophie in his wake. The huge room was set up in sections according to activity—dancing, dining, and drinking.

Deniz made a beeline to the open bar and ordered a drink. Con and Sophie passed by the champagne fountain that had interested her on the way in. He paused a foot away from the bar and snagged a flute of champagne for his bride and one for himself.

She clasped the glass by the stem and searched his eyes. “He’s right over there. I’m right, aren’t I?”

“Yes.”

Into his ear, Henner added, “Man, did you get a look at her lips?”

Con automatically dropped his stare to Sophie’s mouth, then realized what he was doing and shook himself. “Focus,” he gritted out to his team.

Sophie caught on that he was speaking to someone else. She tilted her head, studying his glasses.

He lifted a hand and touched his ear to indicate that he had a device.

Her lips formed a small O of understanding, and she quickly covered the reaction by taking a sip of her champagne.

Then her eyes rounded again as she looked past Con. “He’s leaving.”

Under pretense of moving closer to his “wife,” Con looped his arm around her and angled them both to see Deniz sauntering around the guests to reach the front door.

“Get the car ready. We’re following him,” Con ordered his men.

Suddenly, Deniz tossed a glance over his shoulder, his focus landing right on Con.

Deniz was on to them.

He set his untouched flute down on the wood of the bar. Any clink of his glass was swallowed by the noise of the party. Sophie did the same, tossing him an indulgent smile as if she was so enamored with him that she couldn’t wait to be alone.

Outside, the car was waiting, just as he ordered. Sophie hopped into the back and Con slipped in right behind her.

“Follow that man,” he told the driver.

In unaccented English, the man said, “Got it, Con.”

They rolled forward on the tail of the black Porsche. Sophie’s fingers curled into the edge of the seat, and she sat stiff with nerves.

“Con, he saw us. He knows we’re following him.”

“I know.”

Seeing her affected this way made him tense too. Reaching over, he covered her hand with his.

Her gaze shot to his. He saw her throat move in a delicate gulp.

She wasn’t cut out for this work. Christ, whose idea was it to force a university professor like her into a role like this? She should be tucked up in her quiet home back in Princeton reading her books, not following an international businessman out of a party.

Gently, he pried her fingers out of the seat. With a soft gasp, she twisted her palm up and threaded her fingers with his.

His heart gave a hard pinch at the realization that she was seeking comfort from him.

She gained comfort from his touch.

He stroked his thumb across the back of hers and heard the quiet release of air she’d held trapped in her lungs.

They wove through a mosaic of streets filled with old-world charm meshed with modern extravagance. The fading evening light cast shadows along cobblestones and the last rays of daylight glinted on the glass-sided buildings of new architecture.

Down one narrow alley, several vendors were packing up their wares for the day, called home to prayer. One cart was stacked high with colorful textiles and another held crates of roasted chestnuts.

Sophie’s gaze swung from the view through the side window to the taillights of the Porsche. He suspected she wanted to ask a million questions—that was how her scholarly mind worked—but she held her tongue, most likely unnerved by the driver.

Con knew the driver personally. He was a plant in this city, and worked closely with the American embassy. He was confident that the man was trustworthy.

Up ahead, the spire of a mosque caught the magic of twilight, even as the deepening shadows spoke of darker things that would take place in the city.

Sophie’s grip tightened on his, and he glanced down at their twined hands, too late realizing that Charlie team could see everything through his glasses.

He didn’t care. She was under his protection, and he was offering her a safe haven. He caught a deep chuckle through his earpiece but ignored it.

As the car made several turns, their driver hung back at a distance to make it look like he was just going the same direction. He paused to allow a group of pedestrians headed to a night club across the street to cross. Music from another car shook the windows.

The Porsche headed from one nice section of the city where the party had taken place to another. The opulence in this area wasn’t understated at all. The enormous home that Deniz turned toward was befitting the position of the shipping merchant he was.

They watched one of five garage doors open, and Deniz drive inside. Their driver knew what to do—he turned down another street.

Sophie let out a shaky breath. The ragged sound pulled at Con’s heartstrings.

“Where to, Con?” the driver asked.

“The hotel.” He wanted to get Sophie back to her comfort zone quickly. She shouldn’t be placed into a high-stress role like this.

As soon as they entered their hotel room, Sophie whirled toward him, her face alive with excitement.

“We did it, didn’t we? We found out where that businessman lives!”

God, she was stunning. And smart, and filled with life.

Whatever she saw on his face made her step closer.

He leaned down. “Yes, Professor. We did it.”

Her eyes hooded as she sidled even closer. “Maybe we can find something in the mini bar to celebrate with.”

He reached for her, pressing his fingertips into her lower back. “We should celebrate.”

She issued a husky laugh and curled one hand around his nape.

“Take off those glasses, Con.”

He plucked them off his face to resounding groans of protest in his ear. “Goodnight, guys.”

“I just made popcorn!”

Con was going to peel those strappy shoes off Sophie and throw her extremely sexy ankles over his shoulders.
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Sophie’s stomach quivered with tentative excitement. Con was looking at her the way he had back in that pool, and she wasn’t even wearing the perfume.

This time, she was going to get what she wanted from the big, hunky SEAL too. From the minute she spotted him in that suit, she set her sights high.

With a small flick of his wrist, he tossed the glasses safely onto the sofa cushion and locked his arms around her.

A soft moan burst past her lips as she went on tiptoe and pressed her lips firmly to his.

A growl that was becoming very familiar to her rumbled through his chest and vibrated into her body. She parted her lips for his tongue, and he swept it across hers in an urgent quest.

Her nipples tightened into sharp points. Liquid heat soaked her thong as he…

There was only one word for what he was doing.

He plundered her.

She scraped her nails over carved shoulders that were made even broader by the lines of his perfectly tailored jacket as he skated his hands up her spine. When he dipped her over his arm and thrust his tongue deep into her mouth, she gasped at the delicious seduction of it all.

She’d read all the romance stories, knew how it should go. She might have lived a watered-down version with Benjamin for a time, but had she ever felt her pulse hammering in her clit before? The answer was no.

Her insides tremored with desire and the tight pull that his mouth seemed to have on her pussy.

Tearing from the kiss, he stared down at her, want pooling in his eyes. “I’d say our evening out was a success.”

“Not as much as our evening in will be.” Was that even her voice? And when did she suddenly get so bold?

She was in her thirties.

She hadn’t been with a man since her divorce.

She was in a foreign country, and people did stupid things in foreign countries.

Sophie was no fool, though. Actually, she’d say that she was going to score by getting between the sheets with a man like Con.

She ran her hands down his muscled chest to the navy tie he wore. While she went in for another kiss, she unknotted the silk. His strong fingers worked at the tiny hooks that held the collar of her dress closed.

When he breached them in seconds, she gasped in surprise. She didn’t expect man hands the size of his to manage such dainty hooks in so little time.

He answered with a deep groan…and ruched her dress up her thighs.

Oh god. His warm, rough fingers working up the flesh of her inner thigh had her soaking wet and squirming in his arms.

Finally managing the knot of the tie, she whipped the fabric off his neck and let it drop to the floor.

He skimmed his fingers around her outer thigh and up to the slim string holding her panties in place. Working in reverse of their encounter at the pool, he traced the line downward.

Following the curve of her thong that would ride along her backside—if there were a backside of a thong.

He went dead still. Lifting his head, he gazed at her, his eyes burning with torment. “Christ, Professor. I’ve got to see you. No clothes. Now.”

Her body reacted to his Neanderthal grunts in ways she didn’t even have words to describe. And Sophie could find words for anything.

“I want you, Con.” She worked her hands inside his jacket and shoved it off his thick shoulders. When she removed the jacket and revealed the crisp dress shirt molded to his muscled body, excitement blazed in her core.

Then he slipped a finger under the string riding along the seam of her buttocks. The tiny tug sent shockwaves through her pussy. Her inner walls clenched.

Maybe it was because no man had touched her in such a long time, or her past lovers were nowhere near as hot as Ryan Constantine, but the level of her desire was the highest she’d ever known.

And why shouldn’t she take what he was willing to offer her? He was single, she was single. Both of them wanted this to happen.

He slid a finger under the strap of her thong again, sending a new jolt to her clit.

She panted, leaning into him. “Ry…Ryan.”

He stilled once more. “What did you call me?”

Tilting her face up to his, she met his gaze. “Ryan?”

“Fucking hell, Professor.” He gripped her ass in one hand and her cheek in the other and kissed her. Hard. Long. And deep.

As he ravished her, he walked her backward. She gave herself up to the mind-blowing, toe-curling kiss and allowed him to move and shift her body into whatever position he wanted it. He could twist her into a pretzel as long as he didn’t stop making her feel so good.

He spread his hands across her spine, and then she felt why—he cushioned her as they came up against the wall.

Nudging his thick thigh between hers, he stared down at her mouth for a heavy heartbeat. “This is only going to happen between us one time.”

“Yes.” Her chest heaved with desire.

“We have to work together.”

“Of course.” She stared at his mouth too, aching for him to kiss her again.

He issued another one of his sexy rumbles and then claimed her lips. She threw her arms around him and bowed into him. That brought her pussy up against his steely thigh.

She cried out.

He broke from the kiss and brought his hand under her dress. Hooking his fingers in the sides of her thong, he shimmied it downward. The silky fabric slipped down her calves and pooled around her ankles.

Before she realized what was about to happen, Con dropped to his knees. He bunched the skirt of her dress around her waist and nuzzled his nose over the mound of her pussy.

Her breathing hitched.

“You wax.” His tone harsh, gritty. Dark with possessiveness.

“Y-yes.”

“For who?”

“For myself.”

She watched as he closed his eyes and rubbed his nose down her pussy to her clit. When he flicked out his tongue and delivered a heated stroke to her bundle of nerves, she stopped breathing.

With each soft swirl of his tongue, her mind spun faster. Tingles of lust claimed her entire body. Her fingers started to ache from being knotted at her sides, so she clasped his head instead.

When she urged him deeper, closer, he let out a growl. The air trapped in her lungs exploded out on a cry.

Nudging her thighs wider, and stretching the elastic of her thong around her ankles to the snapping point, he delved his tongue into her pussy and began to slowly fuck it.

She rocked on his tongue. Juices flooded out, and he curled his tongue into her entrance as if to gather every drop.

God, had any man ever done this to her? The answer was no.

Sparks of passion blended with the shivers of bliss taking over her system. She ran her thumbs along his jaw, feeling the flex of sinew as he tongued her.

“Oh…god…Ryan!”

She was close. Oh, so close. Right there. On the verge.

“Yes!” She tipped her face up to the ceiling and moaned as her release washed over her like a tide. Drawing her under its depths, tossing her. She was shaking apart. She was boneless.

Sliding down the wall.

She engaged her knees to support herself. Con delivered one last slow, thorough lick to her pussy and lifted his head.

The gleam of her juices on his lips and the dark look in his eyes promised more to come.

Much more.

In a sleek move, he glided to his feet, gathered her in his arms and kissed her. The flavor of herself mingled with his own masculine flavor sent another shock through her.

Pressing herself against his hard body, she started throbbing for him all over again.

“Just one time, Sophie.”

At that moment, she didn’t care what she agreed to. As long as she had this man as her lover, she would be a very, very happy woman.

* * * * *

Con’s cock couldn’t get any harder. The length pulsed with want. His balls were full and blue as hell.

He stepped back from Sophie, extending a hand to her. She clasped his with a level of trust that shouldn’t make his chest tight, but it did.

She took one step and stopped. Both of them glanced down to see her thong still around her ankles. And he thought nothing could be hotter than the sexy straps of her high heels.

With a little quivery laugh, she delicately stepped out of her panties and abandoned the scrap of fabric on the floor.

As they moved this private party to the bedroom, he was well aware of how slippery her thighs moved. She was soaking wet for him. After coming on his tongue, she was drenched.

He couldn’t wait to get inside her, to bury himself in that clenching heat and make her scream his name.

As soon as they made it to the bedroom, Sophie whirled toward him and attacked his shirt buttons. As she ran down the line, she surged onto tiptoe and kissed him.

A forceful sound of desire gathered in his throat. His instinct was to toss her on the bed and strip off his clothes, but he did something he had never, ever done before.

He gave up that small measure of control to her.

She nibbled at his lips in teasing kisses that set his blood on fire. When she freed every last button from its hole, she gripped the edges of his shirt and tore it off his body. His skin rippled at the force of her action, and his cock thrust against his fly, pushing for escape.

She broke the kiss and stepped back. Her dress hung on her shoulders, loose where he’d unfastened the hooks at the back of her neck.

God, he couldn’t wait to get that dress off her and explore every. Last. Inch. Of her. Body.

Their gazes locked. He reached for his belt and flipped it open.

She flattened her palms on her thighs and tugged up her dress, exposing her beautiful bare pussy. Finding her smooth and waxed had damn near made him come on the spot.

Seeing the wetness glistening on her smooth lips had him almost coming again. He gripped his erection through his pants and tried to force his body to cooperate with the designs he had on Sophie. But it wanted to race ahead and get her on her back with her legs over her head.

As she slipped the dress off, leaving her in nothing but two small stickers covering each nipple, he couldn’t hold back his groan anymore.

“Fuck, Professor.”

“Let’s get you out of these pants.” She stepped up to him and took over again.

Standing so close that warmth waved off her toned, silky body, she held his stare while she unbuttoned his fly.

She slid the zipper down with a precision that was true to the way she worked.

As she reached the final barrier between his cock and her warm, soft hand, time seemed to stand still. His heart drummed against his chest.

She hooked her hand in the sides of his pants and slowly worked them down his body, taking his boxer briefs with them.

His cock bobbed in the air, stiff. If he could look away from her stunningly beautiful face, he’d see his shaft was purple and ridged with veins that beat in time to his heart.

She didn’t shift her gaze from his but encircled his cock at the base with her slender fingers. “You’re thick.”

His cock reacted to the praise with a swell. Precum pooled at the tip.

When she curled her fingers into a tight ring and gave him a slow jack, his eyes rolled up in his head.

“Sophie.”

She worked his stiff cock through her clamped fist.

“Professor.”

She wiped her thumb over the tip of his cock, slipping through the slickness there.

He grabbed her hand, stilling it. Then in quick moves, he bent to untie his dress shoes and toed them off. He stepped out of his clothes and peeled off his socks.

The instant he was free, she stepped into his arms. The dark curl of lust inside him took over, and he hauled her up against him. Turning for the bed, he spattered kisses over the delicious column of her throat.

He lay her down on the plush mattress and continued kissing her breasts.

“What are these?”

“Pasties. I didn’t want everyone at the party to see my hard…” She let out a gasp as he sucked on her flesh, drawing it into his mouth. She gave a full-body shudder. “Nipples,” she finished her train of thought.

He wanted to fuck her until her mind was blank and she pulsated for him over and over again.

“How do we get them off?”

She lifted her head off the bed and stared down at the flesh-colored circles covering each nipple. Not being able to see them had his cock throbbing even more. But he already knew from their first encounter in the pool what color the flesh of her tiny, perfect nipples was.

She slid her finger under the edge of one and loosened the adhesive holding it in place. When it came free and he saw those sweet little peachy-pink nipples, his gut gave a hard clench.

He needed inside her. Now.

With a groan, he popped off the other pasty. Her nipple shriveled to a tight point.

Ducking his head, he captured one in his mouth and pulled softly with his lips.

“Ryan. Oh god, Ryan!” She ruffled her fingers through the short hairs on the back of his head.

Her throaty tone fanned the flames already shooting high inside him. Closing his thumb and forefinger around her other nipple, he pinched as he sucked on the other.

Her nails raked lightly over his scalp, down to his shoulders. When she flattened her palms over his spine and pulled him even closer, his heart did that thing again. The warm, hard pulse was as unfamiliar as having sex with someone he’d actually spent more than a few fleeting moments with.

“I want you. You’re so big.” She slipped her hand between them and gripped his cock. “So hard.”

Dammit. Of course he forgot to grab one of the condoms he carried in his go bag. He had some at all times, but seldom used them.

His bag sat by the dresser a few feet away, but that meant leaving the bed—and the beautiful woman stretched out there.

He pushed upward, hovering over her. Looking down into her eyes, he took in the dark brown hues that made him think of kaleidoscopes from his childhood. The coffee and chocolate colors seemed placed by an artist in a pattern that he could study for hours and hours.

“Sophie…”

“Yes?” Her response came out a bit breathless.

“Do you pleasure yourself?”

He felt surprise ripple through her.

She tucked her chin down in shyness. “Yes.”

Damn, that was fucking adorable. And hot. He drowned in images of what she must look like giving herself release.

“Show me how you pleasure yourself.”

She blinked down at him. “Is that an…order?”

His lips quirked at one corner. He rolled to the side of the bed and gained his feet. While he crossed the bed to locate his stock of condoms, he kept her trained in his gaze.

“That’s an order, Sophie.”

Her ribs inflated on the deep inhalation she took. Slowly, she twitched her fingers down the flat of her stomach, toward that enticingly bare mound. With his focus riveted to her, he unzipped the bag and plunged a hand into an inside pocket where he knew the condoms would be.

Without shifting his gaze from her, he grabbed a handful…just as Sophie dipped two fingers into her pussy.

He froze, hand half out of the bag and his tongue halfway down his throat after damn near swallowing it.

Seeing her arch under her own touch would kill him.

In two strides he reached the bed. He dropped the condoms on the nightstand and ripped one open just as Sophie plunged her fingers back into her pussy.

A soft moan escaped her. “Like…this?”

When she scissored her fingers apart, stretching her pussy, he almost shot his load right there.

“Fuck! You’re so damn sexy.”

As though encouraged by his words, she pulled her fingers free and swirled them around her clit, over and over again, until he could stand it no more.

In one quick jerk of his fist, he slid the condom in place and then braced himself over her. With their lips inches apart, he studied the flush of pleasure and probably a bit of shyness on her cheeks.

She reached between their bodies and gripped his cock at the base, angling it between her splayed legs right where they both needed it most.

When the heat of her pussy brushed the tip of his cock, he bit off a groan. She rocked her hips to take him.

And he slid home.

The first thrust claimed his mind with a swiftness he never saw coming.

She wrapped her arms around his neck and drew him in with a seeking kiss.

The tight knot of desire settled in his gut yanked even tighter. With a slow glide, he withdrew from her.

Sucking in a gasp, she tightened her inner walls to hold him inside.

“Fuck, Professor.” He gritted his teeth against the urge to blow.

Every roll of his hips, she matched with a soft thrust of hers. Their moans increased with the tempo. He drove his cock deep. She let out a cry.

When she skated her fingers down his spine, he thrust harder, faster.

Her inner walls contracted around him, gripping him. Milking him.

He was right on the edge, and Sophie’s sharp cry threw him over the edge. She bucked into him with each contraction that unraveled him.

A jet of cum burst out in a hard pulse, then another. Leaning in, he fused his mouth with hers and let go.

After long seconds, what they’d just done slammed him back to reality.

They’d agreed—one time only.

Or was it one night?

Did he care about keeping Sophie at arm’s length? What they did in private was nobody’s business but their own. His only order was to find the man behind the cryptograms, and Sophie’s, to decipher them. Whatever they chose to do in the hours between shouldn’t matter.

She stared up at him, her eyes hooded with the pleasure they’d just shared. “I like it when you call me professor.”

His chest welled with warmth he should not be feeling at those words. Hell, he shouldn’t be calling her any endearments at all.


ELEVEN

Con stood at the side of the bed, staring down at the woman lying there. The sheet was smooth as silk, pulled up over her breasts, but one bare arm extended above her head.

He pressed a fist to his lips. Sophie was a striking woman. Awake, her features came alive, her eyes sparking with intelligence and her face expressive. In sleep, her features were equally as stunning. Long lashes fanned across her cheekbones. Her plump lips pouted invitingly, and that small crease between her brows that she got whenever she was puzzling over something was smoothed flat.

For the past few hours that Con spent working, he contemplated the best time to wake her. They were on a mission, after all. He’d kept her away from her duties long enough, and they didn’t have time to spare.

She looked so peaceful, though. Shaking her awake to the harsh reality of deciphering a cryptogram, believed to be linked to a future act of terrorism, felt wrong to Con. He’d spent his entire military career keeping people like Sophie in the dark about the ugliness and cruelty of the world.

He reached out and touched her arm where it rested over her head. Her skin was cool. He inwardly groaned. He could guess how good she would feel against his own naked body right now.

He wasn’t going to find out. They’d had their fun. The previous night was a one-and-done. He only allowed himself one slip.

“Sophie.” He shook her arm gently but couldn’t stop himself from trailing his fingers over her skin.

Her eyes flew open wide and fixed on the ceiling. After a heartbeat, the fog in the depths cleared, and she turned her head to look up at him.

Swiping her tongue over her bottom lip, she rasped, “What time is it?”

“0500. I mean, five a.m.”

“I know what 0500 means.” She pushed into a sitting position, grasping the sheet against her nudity.

Knowing that all he needed to do was draw that silky sheet off her body to get her soaking wet and ready for him brought an ache to his groin.

“What’s going on?”

Her question jolted him back to his reason for waking her. He took a step away from that inviting mattress and the sensual woman on it.

“I didn’t want to wake you, but we need—”

“To get to work.” She started to slip a foot out of bed but stopped with her foot dangling midair as she realized she wore nothing but a sheet.

That feminine arch of her foot and ankle made him want to dive into bed with her.

Hell. If the guys ever learned that he was getting turned on by banal body parts like a foot arch or ankle, they’d harass him for the rest of his days. He’d have to leave Charlie team.

He moved to the door in order to escape the lurid images and lust crashing against his brain and groin in waves.

Sophie avoided his gaze, but the flush of roses in her cheeks spoke of her level of discomfort.

“I’ll just get dressed.”

“Of course.” He turned in an about-face that would have made his commanding officer back in basic cry. Hurrying to the coffeemaker, he made a mug for himself and one for Sophie. If they were going to work together after what they’d done the night before, they’d both need the caffeine to stay on their toes.

Carrying both drinks to the table, he carefully set them down and took his seat behind the laptop he was working on. Several screens were open with various information about the man detained at the airport. Several agencies in the US government had provided him with enough dirt on the guy to give Sophie that it should spark the insights she needed.

When she emerged from the bedroom in a pair of trousers and a Princeton T-shirt, he met her stare. Should he bring up last night? Would it be better to ignore what happened and throw themselves into work?

Should he compliment how beautiful she was the day after?

Fuck.

“You need to have a look at this intel.”

She dipped her head in a nod and hurried over. As she eased into the seat, he caught her natural feminine scent.

“Sophie, were you wearing the perfume last night?”

She snapped her head away from the screen and blinked at him. “Do you think I was trying to trick you into sleeping with me?”

He scrubbed his knuckles over his jaw, creating a rasping sound. “No. I mean…”

She sat back in the chair, arms folded over her chest as she studied him. Like she didn’t already have him figured out, dammit.

“You’re trying to find a reason for having sex with somebody you’re working with. I get it.”

She made him sound like a cad…because he was a cad.

Moving the other chair away from the table, he took a seat facing her. “Last night wasn’t like that, Sophie. I don’t know why I asked about the perfume. I know you weren’t wearing it.”

“How do you know?” She arched a delicate brow.

“I would have smelled it on you. I took you to bed because I wanted to. It wasn’t some hormonal urge brought on by a perfume.”

She dragged in a deep breath. “Thank you for that, Con. I enjoyed my time with you as well. Now we both better focus on what we’re here to do.” She leaned forward and set her fingers to the keys, dismissing him.

Con studied her face for a beat before he took over at the other laptop set up adjacent to her.

“I made you coffee.”

She looked around the desk, wrapped her hand around the mug and drew it to her lips with a soft, “Thanks.”

Soon she became so engrossed in the information he provided about their suspect, he thought a bomb could go off in the building and she’d never lift her gaze from the screen.

He sucked down his coffee and made another, stronger this time. Every move Sophie made, he was too aware of it. How she shifted in her chair. How she leaned close and flipped her hair behind her shoulder.

With each move, he found himself trying to guess how her mind analyzed the information.

He wanted to be inside her head.

Hell. That couldn’t be good.

When his phone vibrated on the table, he snatched it up and brought it to his ear. “Con.”

“So did you score?”

He could almost see his second-in-command’s cocky smile. “That isn’t a matter of importance, and I know that’s not why you called me. What’s going on?”

Henner’s chuckle made Con smile out of reflex. The guy had a laugh so contagious that, once he got started, nobody on Charlie could resist laughing with him.

“Let’s hear it, Chickie.”

He felt Sophie’s focus on him.

“We have a little more intel on our shipping agent.”

“I’m listening.” He didn’t bother to pick up a pen or type it out on the computer. He could lock anything into his mind.

“Deniz is definitely married. There was a question about whether they were still together because nobody’s seen her in a while.”

“That sounds questionable.”

“Exactly. Turns out, nobody’s seen her in weeks.”

“Any clues as to her whereabouts?”

“We’ve checked out all her relatives. She isn’t staying with them and none of them have heard from her.”

“Someone’s holding her?”

Sophie gripped the edge of the table.

“That’s our guess. Which is why we’re on our way to Turkey.”

“I didn’t get word about any order from Barrett.”

“There wasn’t time. He just called and told us to get in the air. We’ll be at the safe house around 1200.”

“Got it.”

“Deniz has a routine we need to lock into. He wakes around 0600 and leaves the house by 0700. He stops off at his local coffee shop then arrives at his office at the shipping dock fifteen minutes later. He attends all five calls to prayer per the Islamic religion. He leaves the office two more times during the day. He meets with a childhood friend for lunch.”

“And the other time?”

“He walks the dock. Alone.”

Con let out a grunt. As Sophie listened to his end of the call, her eyes widened.

“Right.”

“Think he’s pining for his missing wife?”

Sophie let out a soft noise.

“Might be. Or he’s happy to be rid of her. We don’t know more than that. But now you have Deniz’s schedule, and you can pay him a visit.”

“Copy that, Chickie.”

“I’ll let you get back to that beautiful woman now.”

“Chickie,” he said, with a growl of warning.

More of that laughter sounded in his ear before they cut the call.

When he gave Sophie his attention, he waited for her to ask about Deniz’s wife. Instead, she asked, “Why do you call him Chickie?”

“It’s for his last name—Henner. Hens and chicks.”

“He’s the one with the blue eyes?”

Con didn’t like that she had noticed his eyes.

“Yeah.”

“What’s the plan?”

“Who said anything about a plan?”

She tipped her head to the side, giving him an exasperated look. “Why else would they call?”

He pushed air through his nostrils. “We’ve got Deniz’s routine.”

“We’re going to follow him?”

He shook his head. “You’re not doing anything but staying right here, working on that cryptogram. Did any of that intel help you get in the suspect’s head?”

She nodded. “I have enough of a history that I can make some guesses that will help me decipher the cryptogram. And there is the matter of this email that just arrived in his inbox.” She pointed at the screen.

He gave her a sharp look. “You didn’t mention an email.”

“It arrived right as you answered your call.”

“What’s it say?”

“It’s another cryptogram.”

He leaped up to look at her screen. Sure enough, the email only contained a single long line of code.

“Who sent it?”

She wagged her head in answer. “That’s the thing. The IP address is hidden by a VPN. The email address was a disposable temporary one that deletes after it’s used. The sender also used an encrypted, secure account. There’s no way of tracking it.”

“I wouldn’t expect anything else.”

“Right.”

“I’ll make sure the appropriate people get control of this guy’s emails. It’s not what we hired you to do.”

She didn’t answer, absorbed in what she saw on the screen again, leaving Con to study her profile. Feminine. Lovely.

And that Princeton T-shirt was driving him crazy.

When he and Charlie team went to intercept Deniz, Con had to make certain that Sophie was left with an armed guard. He wouldn’t take any chances that she could be snatched.

It was protocol—not personal. While he didn’t want any harm coming to a woman on his watch, it definitely was not because he cared about her.

Definitely not.

* * * * *

When the knock came at the door, Sophie jumped. Con automatically reached out and touched her arm.

“That will be one of my guys.”

She twisted her lips the same way she did while she worked on those cryptograms—as if she was trying to puzzle him out too.

“What’s going on?” She didn’t miss a thing, did she?

“He’s going to stay with you while the team and I pay a visit to the shipping agent.”

Under his fingers, her arm tensed. Then he realized he was still touching her long after he needed to be. Or should be.

He slowly drew his hand away and clenched his fingers to keep from reaching out and caressing her again.

“How long is this going to take?” she asked.

“I can’t say for sure. We’re making initial contact with him.”

“What am I supposed to do while you’re gone?”

He didn’t like the worried wobble in her voice. He walked over to the mini fridge and got her a water. “Stay hydrated while you work. Take breaks. Okay?”

She took the water with a nod. “I’m close on the latest cryptogram sent by the CIA. But I think it cross-references the big one we received.” She bit down on her lip in a way that had his gut clenching.

Another rap on the door jerked him out of his absorption with a woman he had no business fantasizing about. He already had his one shot. He wasn’t going to touch her again.

In a few strides, he reached the door. When he opened it to find Henner standing there, he groaned.

“I don’t know how comfortable I am leaving Sophie in the hands of Mr. Blue Eyes,” he muttered.

“Come again?”

“Nothing. Get in here.” He pulled the door wider to allow his teammate’s bulk into the room.

Henner was dressed in street clothes and looked rested, while he had been up all night.

Didn’t matter. Con was always going to be better.

As soon as he turned to see Sophie on her feet, a pleasant smile on her face, Con liked leaving her in Henner’s hands even less.

He closed the door a little too hard. “Sophie, you remember Henner.”

“Hello.”

“Ms. Edwards.” To Con, he shot a glance over his shoulder. “The guys are waiting for you in the car.”

“Got it.” He didn’t budge.

Sophie’s stare shifted to Con. “I’ll be fine.”

Great—now he felt like he was hovering.

“She’s in great hands, boss man.”

It wasn’t that Con thought Henner would make a move on her. Or that Sophie would end up in his teammate’s bed the way she had his. So what was stopping him?

With no good reason to stand there anymore, he walked out.

Once outside the hotel, he dragged in a gulp of the breeze that carried notes of exotic things on it—spices, flowers and the sea. Sophie needed to get outside more and soak all this in.

God, he was really losing it over this woman, wasn’t he?

He found the car waiting right where he expected it to be. As soon as he slipped into the front seat, Mason and Steele greeted him with big-ass smiles that made Con feel like he was coming home to his family.

“Are you gonna tell us what happened after you shut off the glasses?” Mason asked.

“No.”

“Come on. Share with the class.”

“Just drive.” He fought the urge to smile even as a growl rumbled up his throat. What he did in private with Sophie was his business. It was bad enough that the guys had known something was about to go down between them. If he had to do it over again, he would have ripped those glasses off long before they ever came close to the point of no return.

As Mason navigated the streets of Istanbul, Con asked Steele for an update. Meanwhile, he swung his head left and right, taking in everything they passed. The market—Sophie would love the brightly colored fabrics and ripe produce on display. The modern architecture of a library—oh, she’d adore that.

What was wrong with him? He needed to get a grip.

They parked outside of the mosque their target was known to frequent. The low chant of the prayer echoed across the square. They’d timed it well—the chant ended just a minute later. Con scanned the group of faces leaving and immediately picked out Deniz.

“I’m on him.” He took off through the crowd of men returning to work, knowing his teammates were on his six.

As he stepped up to Deniz, the man stopped walking. His gaze flicked past Con to the others.

“Can I help you, gentlemen?” Deniz asked in impeccable English.

“This is about Zehra.”

On the surface, he didn’t react to his wife’s name. But the flicker in the depths of his dark brown eyes told Con that he understood the significance behind the words.

Deniz held his gaze. “Come to my house. After dark.”

He nodded.

“You know where I live, I assume?”

Again, Con gave a nod.

“You have to come in over the water so you aren’t followed.”

“We will.”

Without another word, Deniz continued walking. Con watched him until he reached the end of the street and turned the corner.

Tonight. At dark.

Mason stepped up beside him. “We could be walking into a trap.”

Con scoffed. “I don’t think so.”

“What makes you so sure?”

“The man loves his wife. I saw it in his eyes. He’s going to do anything he can to get her back.”

Con didn’t have a wife or even a girlfriend. He wasn’t allowed to have anybody in his life. The closest he’d gotten to having someone in his life was his one night with Sophie.

What would he do if somebody got to her? His chest grew tight at the thought.


TWELVE

Sophie struck a pose with her finger guns.

“Sophie, are you—” Con’s voice projected from two feet behind her.

She dropped her hands and whirled to face him.

“You’re not ready.”

“I don’t have enough black.” She shot a look at her open suitcase on the bed. Clothes in neutral shades of brown, white and gray spilled out. “But I did download this.”

She hit play on a music track on her phone. The theme song to a James Bond movie filled the room.

“Sophie.” His lips twitched. Then he strode to his own bag and pulled out a black garment. When he returned to her and held it out, she clasped the cloth, swearing to herself it was warm from his body even though he hadn’t even worn it.

“I’ll be just a minute.” She hurried into the bathroom and changed out of the Princeton shirt and into Con’s very large black T-shirt. The long sleeves hung off the tips of her fingers and the hem almost reached to her knees.

She tucked it into her trousers, but it only created a lumpy spare tire around her middle, so she knotted it in the back the way she’d seen her students do instead and rolled the sleeves.

When she stepped out of the bathroom, she met Con’s stare. “I’m ready.”

He gave her a once-over.

Feeling self-conscious, she smoothed her hands down her middle, and his gaze tracked the movement.

The way his eyes hooded had her insides gripping. The last time he looked at her like that, she had two fingers buried in her pussy, showing him how she pleasured herself.

“The guys are waiting.”

She eyed him. “You’re sure I can go with you?”

“Yes,” he said with a brusque edge as he led the way to the hotel room door.

Following close behind, she battled with her nerves at being asked to join him and the team for this special visit to the shipping agent. She asked Con twice why he was asking her to go along rather than just leaving her in the room, but he only gave her a few indiscernible noises.

Once they were alone in the corridor, she finally let the smile she’d been holding back take over her face.

“What’s that for?”

“I’m enjoying this. It’s stimulating. The life of a professor isn’t so exciting.”

Con studied her for a beat too long. “It doesn’t surprise me that you enjoy this sort of thing.”

“How do you know?”

“Because the way to you is through your mind.”

The breath shoved from her lungs. Surprise floated through every inch of her body. Not even her ex had figured that out. If Benjamin wasn’t the smartest person in the room, he took offense. In those early years together, Sophie had actually dumbed herself down to let him have the spotlight. Then she realized that was stupid—if Benjamin couldn’t be an adult and let her share the spotlight sometimes, that was his problem.

The next few minutes were pretty exciting by the standards of a woman who went to bed early with a book. The city at night was stunning. Con’s team was full of jokes when they could be and serious when they had to be.

Even so, by the time they stopped on a dock and Con ushered her into a boat, Sophie’s stomach fizzled with a mix of nerves and excitement. The water was a ripple of small waves created by other crafts. She gripped the side and watched the lights twinkle and streak on the surface depending on how rough the water was.

At her side, Con stood like a strong sentinel. His mere presence gave her a measure of calm. With him, she felt safe. With him, she knew nothing would happen to her.

The boat engine slowed. Black shapes came into view, and she realized they were approaching a dock.

Beyond it was the dark outline of a very impressive villa. The expansive home had a few lights on outside—their only greeting. Or so she thought. Once Con assisted her off the vessel, she spotted two men standing on the dock.

One introduced himself as Mr. Deniz’s servant. The other was his personal bodyguard.

Sophie’s stomach fluttered with a fresh hatching of butterflies.

While the members of Con’s team stood on the dock with them, the servant addressed Con. “This way, sir.”

He placed a hand on her spine to show that he was going nowhere without her.

The servant nodded to her. “Madame.”

Nobody protested when Mason came with them too.

As Con took her by the hand, her fingers tightened on his. He would keep her safe. Things would be okay.

When they entered the house through a back door, and were led down a long hallway to a spacious study decked out in expensive furnishings, another man sat there waiting for them.

Deniz.

He stood when he saw them, waving a hand to the leather armchairs and sofa. Con led the way and tucked Sophie close at his side. She felt Mason’s stare on her for a moment before Deniz turned their attention.

“My wife has been kidnapped,” he said without introductions.

A ball of dread sank like a stone to the pit of Sophie’s stomach.

“Do you know who took her?” Con asked him.

Deniz sliced a look at Sophie and then back to Con, obviously reassured that she would remain silent.

“People who are forcing me to work for them. They contracted me to ship items for them. I sent a few shipments before I realized I didn’t want to be part of their actions.”

“Who is forcing you? Can you give me a name?”

He shook his head. “I have no names, only faces.”

Con nodded. “We’ll get you some photos to see if you can identify. What were you shipping for them?”

He met Con’s stare. “In exchange for that information, I ask that you get my wife back.”

Sophie heard the break in Deniz’s voice. Looking around the room, she spotted several photos of the couple together. They were in various poses with different backgrounds, but all of them revealed the same thing—the Denizes were in love.

Con’s expression gave nothing away. “I can arrange a rescue mission.”

The man gulped, dropping his head for a moment as if to master his emotions. After several heartbeats, he lifted his head. “Thank you. They are shipping explosives and other parts to create bombs.”

“Have you been asked to do anything else?”

“Yes.” His voice tremored.

“What else?”

“I was asked to transfer money to a bank.”

“How were you contacted?”

“Email. I tried, but I couldn’t track them to figure out where they took my wife. I don’t know where she’s being held.” Again, he dropped his head. A sob shook his shoulders.

Clearly, the man was broken and desperate. It yanked Sophie’s heartstrings. She realized suddenly that she never had that kind of love with Benjamin. The kind that would send you to the depths of despair the minute it was gone.

Tears of empathy filled her eyes.

She squeezed Con’s hand, and he turned his gaze on her for a beat.

He looked back at Deniz. “Here’s my contact info. Write it down.”

The man rushed to grab a pen and paper.

Con recited a number, then added, “That’s a secure line.”

Deniz nodded.

“When was the last contact you had with these people?”

“Yesterday. They told me to go to the concert tomorrow night.”

Con looked over her head at Mason in a silent exchange.

Their meeting seemed to be over. Con stood, drawing Sophie to her feet with him.

They made haste getting out of there. On the return to the dock, the servant and guard escorted them. Once she stepped onto the boat again, her jitters took hold. The night wasn’t chilly, but she shook from nerves.

When they reached the car again, she was bundled into the back seat with Con. The feel of his hard thigh against hers offered comfort in ways she didn’t want to examine. She was getting too attached to him, and in such a short time. She had food in her refrigerator that would last longer than this…whatever it was. Surely it wasn’t a relationship.

“What he said lines up with what the email in that cloud says.” Mason’s voice broke into her thoughts.

Con’s body hardened against her. “It does.”

“Wait—you guys already read the email Deniz received?”

“Not us—our intelligence did. He’s telling the truth. Someone asked him to go to the concert.”

“For what?” Her insides shook more.

“We don’t know yet. Some meeting or exchange.” Con placed a hand on her knee. The warmth of his fingers spread through her, taking her nerves down a notch.

Mason twisted in his seat. “What’s the plan?”

Con looked to her. In the dim lights of the car interior and the few streetlights they passed, she saw his eyes glitter. “We’re supposed to be on a honeymoon. It looks like we’re going on a date to the concert.”

* * * * *

Con glanced at Sophie over the lit candle in the center of their table. Around them, restaurant workers bustled past tables, and behind the bar, the bartender clinked glasses as he racked them up.

Sophie toyed with a gold necklace at her throat. Her slender fingers brushed over the pendant before she let it drop. It fell between her breasts, settling over the neckline of her simple dress. Though it was a shade of tan, and some would consider it boring, it suited her in a classy, sophisticated way and skimmed her curves in all the right places.

“This is a beautiful place.”

“Mm-hmm.” He fixed his gaze on her lips. Pouty. Outlined in red lipstick. He’d like to see her wearing nothing but that lipstick.

He’d like to see his cock ringed in that lipstick too.

“I know this isn’t really a date, but it’s nice to dress up and go out. I don’t get to do this often in academia. And I spend my days in pants and sensible shoes I can hoof it across campus in. Not to mention the parkas I need when it’s freezing.”

“I’m glad you’re enjoying this side of the job.”

She cocked her head, reminding him of a small bird with her curiosity piqued. “Do you enjoy this part?”

His stare hovered over her lips. “I do. I don’t get to do it much either.” His voice came out too rugged. “What’s it like being a professor?”

“It’s like hosting a party where no one shows up until there’s a test.”

He chuckled.

“Oh, you do smile.” She threw him a teasing glance.

“It’s been known to happen.”

She picked up her water goblet and sipped. “You have a nice smile.”

“I wonder how someone could let you go.”

She stilled, goblet halfway to her lips for another sip. “You mean my ex.”

Seeing her discomfort about the topic, he quickly switched the focus to himself. “In Blackout, we’re not supposed to get married. Not supposed to have families.”

But…the other team had. The guys on Alpha were married or had significant others. Some had even had kids.

His mind drifted to Kit, heavily pregnant with Gunnison’s child.

Sophie met Con’s stare. “That must be hard. Lonely.”

“Are you lonely?”

She shrugged. “Not really.”

“You said you were thinking about joining a dating site.”

“I miss doing things couples do. Like this.” She raised her glass to him, and he picked his up to do the same.

Clinking glasses with her sent a shockwave to his chest. He got turned on by ankles and his heartstrings were tugged by clinking his glass with hers. God, when did he get so old-fashioned in his tastes?

About the same time Sophie walked into his life.

She sighed and set down her glass again. “My marriage did not end well. Benjamin was threatened by me and my success. It made home life difficult. The worst was how he gloated. God, that man could gloat.” She rolled her beautiful eyes. “He always got a better assigned parking spot than me. Every year, I get stuck by this huge, overgrown bush. It’s too tight to back into, which means I have to pull in and shimmy around the branches. They snag on my clothes, so I’m always wet or covered in snow and ice. The last straw for me was when he saw me soaked from the wet shrub, and he called out, ‘You might get the awards but I get the better parking spot!’”

Bastard.

Why did the best women pull in men like that?

If Con ever saw the guy, he’d punch his teeth out of his stupid face. He kept his thoughts on Sophie’s ex to himself because she seemed uncomfortable sharing what happened to her.

“What did you do?”

“I flipped. Told him I had enough of him and his snarky remarks about me winning the awards that I deserved. I called my lawyer that day and filed for divorce. It was high time, considering he’d been cheating on me with several of his blonde grad students.”

She tossed her brown hair over her shoulder as if proving that blondes didn’t have more fun, especially with her ex.

Her cheeks grew pink as she noticed him watching her. “I’m surprised no one has ever snagged you, even if you’re not supposed to have a wife or family. You don’t seem like a man who follows all the rules.”

He cracked another smile. “You’re right about that. You don’t get to the top of this career by not taking risks now and then. But honestly, I travel a lot. I’m married to my job.”

He wouldn’t say—couldn’t say—that marriage wasn’t his thing. It was a gray area that he’d keep open for a very, very special case. Team Alpha had changed the rules for themselves.

Con could too.


THIRTEEN

“Take this.” Con held out a small flesh-toned item on his palm.

“Hearing protection for the concert?” Sophie’s stomach flipped like an Olympic gymnast as she plucked the device from his palm.

“I guess it could double as that. It’s a comms device. You’ll be connected to me and to the guys too. In case.”

Her gaze flew to his. The dark depths were unreadable. “In case of what?”

“Just in case. I never take chances. There’s always a plan B.”

He surely said that to make her feel better, but now her overactive imagination was all over the place.

She pressed the bud into her ear.

“Tap it to switch it on.” He demonstrated.

She did the same.

“Testing.”

His voice filling her ear shouldn’t make her think of him rumbling her name as his orgasm struck…but it did.

“Copy!” She struck the pose with her arms extended in finger guns to lighten the moment and to distract herself from the scorching-hot man in front of her. They’d shared an amazing dinner and a fabulous, stimulating discussion. And his compliment about the way to her being through her mind had made her practically swoon at the table. She still needed smelling salts.

“This is much more fun than Princeton!”

“Sophie, be serious.” The grin that split his usually solemn countenance directly contrasted his stern words.

She began humming the Bond theme song again.

“Sophie, stop.” Con hooked an arm around her waist and yanked her flush against him.

Oh god. He was so big and hard—everywhere.

He backed her up one step and then another, until her spine came up softly against the building that flanked the alleyway.

She tipped her face up to his and saw the want burning in his eyes.

Her heart rate tripled, and her breaths came in small puffs in anticipation of his kiss.

She shouldn’t want him to kiss her. They had a job to do.

Or maybe they should practice their role in public. After all, they were posing as newlyweds.

Con’s head dipped lower. His warm breath passed over her lips.

Suddenly, his eyes cleared. He un-banded his arm from her middle and stepped away. “Come on. It’s time to get to the concert.”

The earbud was still on, sending his deep tone into her ear again. She skimmed a finger over the device to switch it off before following him out of the shadowy side street outside the restaurant. As they reached the sidewalk, he grasped her by the hand.

When they neared the corner, a dark car pulled up. Oh god. Sophie had seen all the movies. A car always drove up before someone jumped out and tossed them into the back.

With confidence, Con led her to the car and opened the back door.

As soon as she spotted Mason at the wheel, relief flooded her hot veins. She slid inside and slumped in the seat as her adrenaline washed through her system, leaving her wiped out before the concert even started.

Upon their arrival, the opening act took the stage. The thump of the bass had her nerves even more on edge, but she gritted her teeth and gripped Con’s hand tighter as he plowed a path through the throng of people with his sheer size.

She saw him reach up and purposely touch his ear.

Having the communication device on would be helpful. If they needed to communicate, they couldn’t exactly yell their moves to each other. A mere whisper would be enough.

At the thought of Con whispering into her ear, Sophie’s body reacted. Her nipples pebbled and her lower belly gripped. The man could read a grocery list to her, and she’d be turned on.

The outdoor amphitheater was packed. She took a moment to brush her hair behind her ear, switching on the device as she did.

“I’m surprised we got tickets. This place looks sold out.”

At her comment into his ear, he threw her a glance. All at once, she realized how they got tickets. With the power of the CIA behind them, they could get anything that would aid them in this operation.

Her heart thudded faster. This was no game. They weren’t here for personal fun. Every step she took carried her deeper into danger. But with Con’s hand around hers, she felt safe.

She dropped her gaze to his waistband where she knew he concealed a weapon, tucked along his spine. She only prayed that he wouldn’t need it tonight.

The music thumped on and on. As they reached a row with two empty seats on an aisle, she knew these seats were too good to be true. Con ushered her in first and took the seat on the end.

For a moment, she got caught up in the concert. The lights onstage and the performers were really good. Then she scanned the rows in front of them.

She blinked. “Is that…?”

“It’s him,” came Con’s gruff response.

Deniz sat a few rows in front of them. If Sophie moved a certain way, she no longer had a clear view of the man, but Con was head and shoulders taller than most people and probably had a perfect shot.

She adjusted the earpiece and accidentally shut it off. Panic swept through her at being disconnected from Con. She threw out a hand to grab hold of him. He gave her a questioning glance, and she fumbled to switch on the earpiece again.

As soon as the small metallic sound filled her ear, she breathed out.

Then in.

God, she would make a terrible spy. What was she even doing?

He squeezed her hand as if to tell her to calm down. “You’re supposed to be enjoying yourself, Sophie. Try to relax.”

When she glanced up at him, he looked every bit the concertgoer. His shoulders loose, at ease. While she looked on, he extracted the recording glasses from his breast pocket and slid them on.

God, he really was hot in those glasses. She pictured him walking across the university campus on his way to the library to study…well, any subject.

She pictured him walking across an English moor, coming for her like Mr. Darcy walked toward Elizabeth Bennett.

Her ovaries were about to rupture. She wasn’t paying attention to the concert or the crowd or Deniz. She only had eyes for Ryan Constantine.

Oh god. She wasn’t having those feelings again, was she? This wasn’t even real, it was a job.

So why did the way he looked at her feel real and his hand in hers feel possessive?

It’s all an act.

She forced her attention to Deniz. The crowd suddenly surged to its feet to cheer on the performer, and he did the same.

To him, this was all an act too. From what she’d seen, Deniz would do anything to be home with his wife, safe and sound. Instead, he was trapped in a terrifying game and his wife was missing.

Sophie leaped to her feet along with the crowd, and Con wrapped his arm around her, pulling her close.

This would be sweet and romantic if they weren’t playacting.

Just then, Deniz twisted around.

Con dipped his head and kissed Sophie.

The ploy caught her completely off guard, and she gasped out, the sound inaudible over the loud music and screams of the crowd.

Their cover of two lovers out enjoying a night on the town demanded it, she told herself. The reality was much scarier and couldn’t be further from reality.

Then why did his lips make it feel like a real kiss?

She sank into the caress, bringing one palm up to his muscled chest to steady herself.

Pitching onto her tiptoes, she angled her head to deepen the kiss.

“Ew, they’re making out again.”

She jerked. Con ripped his mouth from hers.

She blinked at the flashing lights onstage, registering that the guys had seen everything through Con’s glasses.

“Oh god.” She scrubbed a finger between her eyes.

A low chuckle filled her ear.

“Charlie 3, drop and give me fifty.”

At Con’s order, more laughter burst from several listeners on the line. Sophie pressed her fist against her lips to stifle a giggle, but it bubbled out anyway.

Con wagged his head like a disappointed dad and slipped an arm around her again. The warmth of his arms. The music. The atmosphere. Sophie forgot all about Deniz as the second band took the stage, and she threw herself into the experience.

She’d been to a few concerts in her high school and college days, but she couldn’t recall the last time she’d enjoyed music so much.

She looked up at Con and found him watching her closely. She smiled, and his eyes lit up. His fingers stretched along her back, sending tingles through her lower belly.

As she returned her attention to the stage, she remembered the shipping agent. He still stood with everyone else in the crowd, but he wasn’t swaying to the beat the way everyone else did. He appeared to be separated—in his own world.

She spent a long time watching him, but no one approached the man. Nobody spoke to him.

The last song began. Sophie felt the clock running out fast. Each beat that carried them nearer to the end seemed to speed by faster and faster.

After the final notes carried through the amphitheater and the crowd went wild, her stomach dropped in disappointment. Unless the shipping agent got stopped on the way out of the venue, nothing happened.

Turning to Con, she realized that half of her disappointment was the letdown that her wonderful experience…shared with him…was over.

Into her communication device, he rumbled, “We have to hurry.” He grabbed her by the hand.

She craned her neck to catch what he was seeing, but it was impossible. She was swallowed by the crowd and people much taller than her. With no choice but to rush behind in Con’s wake, she clutched his hand and let him pull her along.

“I got eyes on him,” came into her ear from one of guys on Con’s team. “He’s alone.”

Several tense beats of silence thudded. Then he said, “He just got into his car and left. Nothing to report.”

With her free hand, she grabbed at Con’s arm. He sent her a sideways glance and a short shake of his head. “Not here.”

The minute they were in the car with Mason behind the wheel again, Sophie turned to Con. “Is this what the job is like? Nothing happened.”

“It isn’t unusual. Sometimes we sit for days and nothing happens.”

“Do you think it was a trap? To catch us out?”

“I considered that, but we’re hidden deep enough. I doubt we stood out in that crowd—there were a lot of Americans there.”

She compressed her lips. Up to this point, most of this job had been fun. Deciphering codes and jet-setting around the world, dressing up for nice dinners… having fun sex with Con.

Even the strangest cryptograms had logical patterns. Her current state did not. Her scholarly mind didn’t work like this.

She was in Turkey.

With a Navy SEAL so deep undercover he didn’t exist in any records.

Pretending to be his wife.

She didn’t belong here.

Worse were the questions lobbing through her mind—and the biggest blast was her growing feelings for a man she’d slept with one time.

Okay, he was the first in a very long time. While it may seem like she’d hopped into bed, it was so uncharacteristic for her.

Men needed a place to have sex. Women needed a reason. What was hers?

City lights panned over his rugged face.

She liked him. A lot.

Much, much more than she should.

* * * * *

Con felt the shift in Sophie the minute it happened. She closed off, stopped talking. More uncharacteristic, she stopped asking questions.

He knew body language and he knew how people reacted to fear. He’d seen Sophie run the gamut tonight.

Mason pulled up in front of the hotel.

“Head back to the safe house.” Con climbed out of the car and drew Sophie to her feet.

“Copy.”

Before he closed the door, he ducked his head into the car. “Henner’s in command tonight. Keep me updated.”

“Got it.” Mason narrowed his eyes. “You’re not going back out there without one of us on your six, are you?”

“No.” He glanced over his shoulder at Sophie. “I have something else to take care of.”

Understanding filled Mason’s eyes. Con closed the door, and Mason drove away.

He led the way into the hotel, on alert for anything suspicious. Even though he had one hand securely on Sophie’s spine, it wasn’t enough protection in his eyes. She was worried. Scared.

Sophie didn’t utter a word until they reached their room and the door was closed.

She whirled to face him. “I think I’ve wasted enough time for one day. I need to get to work on that cryptogram.”

He gave a brief nod. “You’re right.”

Though he didn’t like the way she avoided his gaze, he didn’t press her to talk about their failed op tonight. She moved to the table and started up the laptop.

He watched her for a moment before going into the bedroom to shower and change. When he stepped out of the shower, he received a check-in from his team with an update on Deniz. The team had set up outside his residence, watching for anyone coming or going, but so far, all was silent.

Con told them to keep watch. Then he threw on a pair of jeans and a black T-shirt, worn to softness from so many washes.

A soft cry from the other room had him whipping open the door and rushing out. His gaze darted right and left in search of danger.

His stare landed on Sophie still seated at the table, tapping wildly on the keys. In two strides, he reached her side. “What happened?”

“I got it. I solved another. Con!” She spun to face him, her eyes huge. “I was able to take Bayar’s name and fit the letters into these spots. See?” She pointed at a B-A-Y-A-R in various locations in the encoded message.

He gaped at the screen. “What does the message mean?”

Her eyes sparked with excitement. “I did a brief search, nowhere near as deep as I need to in order to fully grasp the meaning, but I think it’s pointing to this.” She brought up a map on the screen.

Leaning in, he fixed his focus on the location of a place in New York City’s Chinatown. He jerked. “Bayard Street.”

She nodded emphatically. “I think it’s a target.”

He already had his phone in hand and was shooting off a call to report to Commander Barrett.

As soon as he finished, he dropped his phone on the table and yanked Sophie out of her chair. She issued a noise of surprise, but when he hugged her hard, she embraced him in return.

“Sophie.” He buried his nose in her sweet-smelling hair. “You’re brilliant.”

“Just doing my job.” Her voice sounded raspy.

She drew away from him, avoiding his gaze once more.

He grabbed his phone and placed a call to the front desk. “Send champagne and strawberries. Please,” he added as an afterthought. Manners were rarely required in his line of work.

After he set his phone aside, Sophie blinked up at him. “Champagnes and strawberries, Con?”

“You had a long night. You deserve some self-care.”

Her eyes glazed over for a moment, then she shook her head as if to clear away thoughts. “We attended a concert. A great concert.”

“Yeah. Undercover. Trying to catch the person controlling Deniz. I know you were on edge.”

“How do you know?” She tipped her delicate jaw in defiance.

He balled his hands at his sides and took a step closer. “I felt it,” he grated out.

They stared at each other for three heartbeats. Then five. Ten.

Finally, she broke the connection by running her fingers through her thick hair. “Con…”

“Whenever I touched you, I felt you tremble, Sophie.”

Her mouth opened and closed. “Because…I was reacting to being with you.”

His quick intake of air didn’t stop the whirl of his brain. Was she serious? He’d seen her playful side, but she didn’t appear to be toying with him now.

“Jesus, Sophie.” He started to reach for her, but his phone buzzed with an incoming message.

Sophie took a step toward the bedroom, but he caught her arm before she could walk away. “Stay here. Please. We’re not finished.”

As he responded to the text, she kept her stare trained on his face. Arms folded, her breasts pressed upward as though on offer.

“Let’s try this again.” He purposely set the phone face down on the table and reached out to take her in his arms.

A knock at the door stopped him cold.

With one hand, he swept her off to the side, out of the line of sight of whoever was at the door—and out of the range of fire. He didn’t take chances. Especially not with her.

Shooting a warning glance toward her, he answered the door. A server held a tray containing a bowl of strawberries and an ice bucket of champagne with two flutes.

He took the tray with a nod, kicked the door shut and twisted the extra locks. Then he started toward the table.

On second thought…

He took a detour to the bedroom. The patter of Sophie’s feet behind him made him smile.

With a flourish, he set the tray on the bed.

Holding out his arms to her, he said, “Third time’s a charm?”

“Now who’s asking questions?” Her smoky tone matched the hooded look of her eyes as she slipped into his arms.


FOURTEEN

The plump, juicy berry skimmed across Sophie’s lips, raising a moan to her throat.

“Open your mouth.”

She did, and Con dipped the berry between her lips. She bit into the delicious ripeness and released the moan trapped inside as flavors burst on her tongue. Crisp champagne mingled with the sweet fruit.

Before she could say anything, Con kissed her.

Oh god. Her stomach pitched with desire. Need pooled between her thighs, and her pussy clenched hard.

Throwing her arms around his neck, she yanked him down on top of her. His weight made her cry out at the exquisite pressure.

When he swept his tongue over her lips, she parted them for him, accepting, needy. He plunged his tongue inside, dancing it across hers and leaving tingles in her soul.

She hooked her ankle around his hip, tugging him closer. The bulge in his jeans crushed into her pussy.

“I want you—now!” She clawed at his T-shirt.

In a graceful move like a football player on the field, he maneuvered to allow her to strip it off him. As their lips crashed together again, she trailed her fingers over the warm steel of his chest.

Tearing from the kiss, she rasped, “I thought we were only doing this one time.”

“Less talk.” He took control of her mouth. Her body. Her heart.

Walking his fingers up her bare thighs, he caused shiver after shiver in her. His dark eyes locked on hers. “Sophie…what’s happening between us?”

“I don’t know.” She wasn’t lying or avoiding the question—she had never felt anything like this before. The pull between them was magnetic. He was a dark, forbidden universe and she’d been sucked in.

“Take me.”

“Give me my name.”

Her heart thumped hard against her chest. “Ryan.” The syllables emitted as a breath of air heated with passion.

He captured her mouth again. Covering her pussy with his palm, he stroked the edge of his thumbnail up the seam to her clit.

A muffled cry escaped her. Her pussy squeezed and flooded with juices. The soft glide of his fingers through her panties left her aching. When he dipped a finger under the elastic and located her soaking center, she throbbed.

Wiggling, she tried to get closer. Needed it. Needed him.

There was only one word for what he was doing.

He owned her.

As she bucked into his hand, he stared down into her eyes until her head swam. She went for his fly and in short order, pulled out his cock. The hard steel in her palm set her on fire.

“I want to taste you.”

He stilled. In a sleek move, he pushed onto his knees. She did the same. Her chest heaved.

At the same time she reached to strip off her dress, he shoved his jeans and underwear down his hips.

He finished before she did and lunged for her, pressing her back on the mattress.

“My panties!”

He hooked a finger in the side and snapped it like it was made of nothing more than a web. “What panties?”

Their kiss consumed her. She lost herself in the dizzying feel of Ryan on top of her. Roaming her hands over his chest, shoulders and spine, she finally dug her nails into his carved buttocks.

In another of his unpredictable moves, he threw himself on his back and yanked her on top of him in the sixty-nine position, straddling his face.

When his hot breath washed over her soaking folds, she gasped out. Then he burrowed his tongue deep…and Sophie gave herself up to him.

* * * * *

Sophie’s sweet flavors coating his tongue stole his damn mind. He could stay here all night and never come up for air.

Her round bottom swirled in the air, the movement sending him too close to the edge. He grasped her hips to still them, but she continued to churn her ass, grinding her clit onto his tongue.

Her hard rasps of pleasure turned into throaty moans. He eased a finger inside her.

She stopped breathing.

He withdrew it and damn near lost it as her inner walls gripped at his digit to keep it there.

Adding a second, he plunged both back in.

She thrashed her head. “Ryan!”

On the next thrust, he filled her with three fingers.

“Oh…my…god!” She rocked faster, taking what she needed.

When she ducked her head and swallowed his cock to the root, he was sure he died. Twice.

He had plenty of sex in his life, but nothing compared to this. The right time, the right place…the right woman.

Everything fell into place like tumblers of a lock.

He threw himself into making her come while forcing back his own release. If she didn’t stop doing that thing with her mouth, he was going to lose it too soon.

With a sucking pull on his cock, she blew his mind. He doubled down on his tongue action and fucked her with three fingers until he felt her body bow.

On a sharp cry, she came in pounding waves. The contractions of her orgasm damn near sent him over the edge too.

He grasped her by the waist and rolled her flat on her back.

“Fuck!”

She stared up at him, eyes hazy with passion and the release that must still be coursing through her. “What’s wrong?”

“Condom.”

He moved to climb off the bed and locate one.

Before he could move an inch, she hooked her legs around his back and yanked him in with surprising strength.

He could have resisted her. He didn’t.

“Sophie…”

“Take me with no barrier, Ryan. I’m clean and I’m on birth control.”

He bit back a growl. Hell. He’d never been inside a woman without protection before. Doing so now, with her…

“I don’t know if I’ll survive you.”

She huffed out a laugh while dragging him in even closer. He dropped his forehead to hers, fighting—

What? Only himself.

He sank into her pussy. Balls-deep. The tight squeeze of her hot pussy had him just about bursting. He claimed her mouth with a fierce possessiveness that he’d never displayed before now, and sure as fuck never felt until this beautiful woman.

He took her hard and fast—there was no other way. The bed shook and his balls clutched with each shove deep inside her. When he felt her juices slick his stiff cock, and heard her breaths come faster, he lost himself to the moment.

He drove deep. Withdrew with a shudder. Thrust in. Out.

“Sophie. I’m coming. I’m—”

“Come inside me, Ryan. Fill me!”

The first jet shot from him with a swiftness that stole his sanity. Tossing his head back on a bellow, he churned his hips and poured his seed into her in swift spurts.

Her lips trailed across his jaw. Grazed down his neck.

With a final growl, he took her mouth for his own again. The instant their lips brushed, he softened the kiss. Tenderness spread through his body, pulsing just as hard as the release still hammering in his veins.

Her fingertips clung to his spine as their kiss spiraled on.

When he lifted his head and studied her eyes, he realized his mistake.

The biggest mistake—and greatest glory—of his life.

In that instant, he gave up his heart to the most perfect woman alive.

And then everything came crashing down as he realized the worst part.

Her reaction to their fake relationship was enough to tell him exactly how she felt. She didn’t want something permanent in her life, even if he could give it to her.

He couldn’t keep her.


FIFTEEN

Sophie emerged from the shower with a towel in hand, drying the ends of her wet hair. Body parts she didn’t know she owned still tingled from the last hour with Con. Add in the lingering flavors of champagne and strawberries on her tongue, and she couldn’t wait to climb back into bed with her big, hunky, hot SEAL.

When her gaze fell over the bed, she stopped. Lowering the towel, she swept her gaze over the room in search of her lover.

“Ryan?”

Standing at the glass door that overlooked the pool, he had his back to her. Beyond him, the sun had dropped behind the horizon hours ago, and most of the lights of the skyline had blinked out, casting the world beyond the broad-shouldered man in blackness.

One hand was lifted to his face and the other clutched his phone to his ear. As she moved closer, she saw that he pinched the bridge of his nose.

At her quick intake of air, he turned and saw her. His hand dropped to his side.

She tilted her head in an unspoken universal question, used by couples everywhere, but he held up a finger to indicate he needed a moment longer.

He issued a few grunts into the phone, followed by a muttered, “I’ll be in touch.” And ended the call.

He faced her fully. At the expression in his dark eyes, dread spiked through her.

Quickly, she closed the gap between them. “What is it?”

“Our suspect—Bayar. They just found him dead.”

She plastered her hands over her mouth, but it didn’t silence her gasp of shock. “What? How? When?”

“I don’t know much, only that they’ve been looking for him the entire time we’ve been in Turkey. We had a lot on the guy—location, access to his phone records and emails, but they still hadn’t found him as of yesterday. They finally pinned him down to bring him in for questioning, but when they entered the apartment, he was already dead.”

“Did he take himself out to keep from being arrested?”

“Not likely. He had a bullet in his back and no weapon found on the premises.”

“Oh god, Ryan. That’s so scary. What happens now?”

This was all so real. So raw. And too close to home for her.

“Maybe I can help.” She made a shift toward the laptop on the desk. “One of those cryptograms might reveal something.”

“No, Sophie. We’re going to the safe house. Get your things together.”

At his sharp tone, worry and fear balled in her stomach. She stood frozen for a moment, unsure where to start.

All at once, her feet unglued from the floor and she hurried to the bedroom. Tossing a look around the room, she located her bag set neatly against one wall. She grabbed it and began tossing everything she had scattered around into it. High heels, the discarded Princeton T-shirt. The black shirt that Con loaned her was balled up on top of her bag, and she hesitated about whether to give it back to him but finally stuffed it into the bag with her belongings.

She was just exiting the bathroom, both hands full of toiletries, when Con walked in and started packing his bag.

“The car will be here in three.”

Her gut clenched. She let out a noise, and he stopped, turning his head to look at her. Whatever he saw on her face made him abandon his task and cross the room to her.

He drew her against him. “You’re safe with me. With Charlie team.”

She nodded against his chest.

He smoothed a hand over her hair before releasing her.

“Should I change?” She looked down at her loungewear.

“You’re fine.” He zipped up his bag. She stuffed her toiletries in her luggage. Con grabbed both of their bags and headed out.

As they passed by the glass door, she sent a look into the darkness, wishing for one final glimpse of the beautiful pool and terrace. Both were obscured from view, and she caught only the faint outlines of her and Con’s reflections in the glass. Con standing close behind her.

“I wish we’d had more time here. Together,” she whispered.

Saying nothing, he just squeezed her hand before urging her out of the room, out of the hotel and into the night. This time Mason didn’t have the car waiting for them. Another man sat behind the wheel.

Con looked inside, and Sophie saw his shoulders tense. “Jesus Christ. Denver.” Con’s voice rumbled with surprise as they jumped into the back seat. “What the hell, man? When did you get out of the hospital?”

The man was mostly obscured by darkness, but the faint lighting from the dashboard skimmed along the angled planes of his face. “Two days ago. They were going to send me Stateside, but I heard y’all were in Turkey, so I made my way here.”

“Without orders from the cake eaters?”

The codes they seemed to be speaking in didn’t make sense to Sophie, but she was too scared for even her overactive curiosity to pique.

Denver Malone waved a hand in dismissal. “I wasn’t going back to base without my team.”

“Glad to have you. Damn, it’s good to see you, brother.”

“You too, boss man.” The car sped through the sleepy city. When they reached a tall, narrow building perched on the corner of two streets, Denver pulled around behind it.

When Sophie stepped out, she had the dizzying sensation of stepping into a black hole. The inky darkness seemed to swallow every lumen of light. She clung to Con, trusting him to lead her. Out of the darkness, a faint orange light loomed up, revealing the outline of a door.

Only Con’s arm around her kept her feet moving. Her body wanted to freeze in fear.

Sophie hunched her shoulders. Her mind knew that Con would never lead her into the path of danger, but everything felt too frightening.

Denver entered the building that appeared to be unoccupied at first glance. Con placed a hand on her spine, guiding her inside next.

She paused in the space. Darkness closed in around her.

Con’s voice brushed over her ear. “It’s okay, Sophie. We’re safe here.”

Safe. Why did that word feel so hollow? Was anything safe anymore? Not even Bayar, a criminal welded deep in this terrifying underworld, had survived.

She kept her gaze fixed on Denver’s back as he navigated several dark rooms. At one point, she caught the scent of something earthy, like dust settled in the crevices of old wood.

Finally, he opened a door. Light flooded out, and Sophie blinked, taking in a knot of men, all enormous and familiar to her. Their conversation stopped abruptly, and they looked from Denver to Con and finally at Sophie.

She was looking at Mason when his attention dropped to where her hand was joined with Con’s between their close bodies.

He flashed a smile at her that lit up his eyes. “Welcome to the safe house, Sophie. I’m guessing you’ll be sharing a room with our leader.”

* * * * *

Con poked his head into the kitchen and centered his gaze on Denver. His brother-in-arms was raiding the refrigerator.

“Good to see some things never change.”

Denver quirked a smile, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. After the injuries he’d sustained in Italy just weeks before, it was no wonder. He had more healing to do, but fact was, on Blackout, none of them had much time for nursing wounds, physical or otherwise.

It still surprised the hell out of Con that he’d made his way back to them. None of them thought Denver would survive his injuries let alone make such a quick recovery.

Denver met his gaze. “When you grow up with so many siblings the way I did, you eat before there’s nothing left.”

Con flicked his head toward the door. “Meeting.”

His brother-in-arms crushed the top slice of flatbread onto his sandwich and gathered it off the plate to take with him.

Con led the way into the living area, the nerve center of the safe house. A battered coffee table sat in the middle of the room, encircled by a mishmash of chairs ranging from heavy leather upholstery to a rickety one that appeared to be hand-constructed of wood. Maps and satellite images were spread out on the table.

He joined his team that was already gathered around, waiting to hear the plan. When he dropped into a seat, Denver took one adjacent to him and dug into his sandwich like they didn’t feed him in that hospital, but Con knew firsthand that Swiss hospitals tended to take very good care of American military.

He looked around, making sure that Sophie hadn’t slipped in when he wasn’t looking. He’d tucked her into bed with a lingering kiss between her brows and a promise that he’d return as soon as he could.

As he started to straighten to leave her, she’d gripped his shirt front and held him there. “When you come back, I would like some answers too.”

Who knew what questions his beautiful little professor had come up with. Even though he didn’t know what he was agreeing to, he nodded.

After he pondered the conundrum for a beat, he kicked off the meeting. He cleared his throat, and all eyes snapped to him.

On the coffee table was a map of Istanbul. Using a knife blade—all he had at hand—he pointed to a spot in the right corner. “This is where Bayar was recently found dead.” He picked up a photo of how the man was found.

Nobody winced or turned their gazes away from the photo. They were well accustomed to death and gore, but this was one example of why he didn’t want Sophie present.

“The CIA is investigating Bayar’s—”

His phone buzzed, cutting him short. He set the knife on the table to take the call.

The caller’s tone wavered. “This is Deniz.”

Con put the call on speaker. “Go ahead, Deniz.”

“I attended the concert as I was instructed. Nobody approached me there. No contact was made.”

“Yes, we know.”

The man’s words tumbled out in a rush. “When I took off my jacket, my housekeeper took it away. She goes through my pockets at the end of the day.”

“What did the housekeeper find?” Con leveled a look at Mason and muted the phone for a brief moment to say to his teammate, “Look into the housekeeper.”

Mason gave a short nod in response.

Deniz continued, “A note. Somebody must have slipped it into my pocket during the concert.”

“What does the note say?”

“I have a new task. It tells me to prepare for a shipment. It must arrive at the destination by a particular date and is time-sensitive.”

“Take a picture of the note. I’m sending you a secure link to upload it to.”

“I will do that.” Deniz was silent for a bit as he did what Con asked.

After the photo came through, Con skimmed it. Sophie was right that he always had trouble reading as a kid, and reading still wasn’t his favorite. But he had no trouble whatsoever seeing that the clock was ticking.

“I don’t want to ship more bad things.” Deniz’s voice broke. “I only want my wife back.”

Con detected the pain in Deniz’s tone. He considered himself to be a hard man—one of the hardest. But his heart gave a pang at the sound of the man’s suffering.

That didn’t mean he couldn’t be lying. He’d have his guys look into it.

“We’ll get her back for you. Give me ten minutes. I’ll call you back. Keep your phone close.”

“I will.”

As soon as he ended the call, he addressed his team. “All right, listen up. The shipping agent received this note.” He held out his phone to Henner. He took it from Con and with a few swipes of a fingertip, had the photo on the screen of the computer tablet.

Henner held it up for all to see.

“Mason, get on this. See what you can find out, and if what Deniz says is true.”

“Got it, boss.”

“While Mason works on that, we’re going to create a plan of attack in the event that Deniz is telling the truth.”

Denver shook his head, brushing away crumbs left by the sandwich he’d gulped down. “We don’t have much time if we’re going to make this happen on their terms.”

The people pulling Deniz’s strings had ordered the agent to meet them at the dock before dawn. If he did as they asked, they would tell him where his wife was being held.

They all knew what would happen if he didn’t show.

Con issued a breath that felt too hot in his tight chest. “I don’t believe for a minute that they’ll make good on the bargain. We aren’t going to give them a chance to get away. Two teams.” He stabbed a finger toward Henner, indicating he was responsible for splitting them up into teams balanced by their strengths.

Mason’s voice broke in. “It’s all true. Our contact at the CIA confirmed that they know about the wife being held.”

Con gave a hard nod. “That decides it. Team One intercepts the shipment at the dock. The minute we get the intel about the wife’s whereabouts, Team Two goes after her.”

Everyone nodded that they understood.

“We have two hours till sunup. Gear up.”

At that moment, the patter of quick footsteps moving their direction brought Con’s head up. Sophie came skidding around the corner, her face glowing with the excitement he’d seen several times when she figured out a puzzle.

“Ryan! I mean Con.” She shot a look at the guys. “I found something!”

“Ry-annn,” Henner cooed under his breath. The guy sitting beside him laughed.

Con let out a growl to silence them and shoved to his feet. “What did you find?”

She rushed into the room. It was then that he saw what she was wearing—and everybody else saw too.

The long-sleeved black T-shirt he loaned her for their stakeout.

And nothing else.

Her bare thighs, shapely calves and those sexy ankles he couldn’t seem to quit thinking about were on full display for all of Charlie Team to see.

Several guys traded appraising looks, and more than one man was staring at her.

She must have donned the shirt for bed.

The thought of her sleeping in his shirt had his gut clenching…and someplace much higher, in the vicinity of his chest, tightening.

In quick steps, she reached his side, tipping her head back to look at him. Her words tripped over each other. “The composite photo of Henry VIII. One of the pictures is a geometric image of black lines on a white background. But I saw the same thing in a tattoo on somebody at the concert!”

He reached out to take hold of her. Not to steady her—simply because he wanted to touch her.

A soft snicker came from his right where Henner sat. Later, Con would rearrange his friend’s teeth but he ignored him for the moment.

“Where was the person in the crowd?”

“He was sitting in the row in front of Deniz. I noticed the tattoo on his forearm when they panned the crowd with those flashing lights.”

He remembered the lights. He also remembered how Sophie’s face had glowed with genuine pleasure in that moment. Meanwhile, Con hadn’t seen any guy sporting a tattoo sitting a row in front of Deniz. Maybe it was his vantage point. Or maybe he’d been too distracted by the woman he was with. Reason two why this relationship had to end after they no longer needed a cryptologist.

She leaned into his hand on her arm. “It stood out to me because, well, it’s not as popular for men in Turkey to have tattoos. And you did say there were a lot of Americans in the crowd.”

He waved a hand at Henner. “Pull up the footage from those glasses I had on. We need to see if I caught the guy Sophie saw.”

Moments later, the footage filled the tablet screen. The recording stayed trained on Deniz for several minutes…then panned to Sophie. Con’s focus lingered on her face, her features alive with excitement…then dropped to her breasts as they swayed with her light movements to the beat.

“Give me that.” He ripped the tablet out of Henner’s hands. His second-in-command held up both hands in surrender and took a seat again, but not before Con spotted his grin and several others from his teammates.

Con glared at the recording. Hell, he might as well hand in his resignation now. He’d been more absorbed in Sophie than the op. Nothing was more important than the op. That was practically the first rule of Blackout.

If he wanted to lead these men, he had to set a good example. He couldn’t let himself get distracted again…and he sure as hell planned on destroying most of the footage.

When he finally quit looking at her breasts and beautiful face and focused on Deniz, he zoomed in for a better look. He crooked a finger for Sophie to come closer. Holding the tablet where she could see, he asked, “Is this the guy you saw?”

“Yes! In the blue shirt.”

As they watched together, the man appeared to be dancing. He moved his arms close to Deniz—close enough to drop a note in his pocket.

“There!” She pointed to the screen, and he paused the video with the tattoo clearly in view.

He stretched it on the screen and held it up for the guys to see. “Somebody find out what that symbol is. Search photos of tattoos for it too.”

He hit play again, but his own focus at the concert returned to Sophie. Henner snorted, and Matthews gave a forceful cough to cover what Con guessed to be snickering.

“Keep working,” he ordered. Grabbing Sophie by the hand, he towed her out of the room with him.

“Hey, Con?” Henner called as they reached the doorway. “We’re going to need the tablet.”

“You’ll get it when I give it to you. You have other devices.” His growl didn’t have the effect he hoped for—his team’s laughter followed them out the door.
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Con led Sophie into the bedroom and closed the door.

She turned to him, eyes wide. “I can help the guys find out more about the tattoo.” She threw a glance at the cot where she’d left her laptop open on the images of Henry VIII and the geometric design. “I need to keep working. There’s so much more to decode.”

He stared at her thighs and the enticing way his shirt swirled around them. “Can you put some pants on?”

Her face blanked. Suddenly, she looked down at what she was wearing. Red splotches of color spread over her cheeks. “I-I didn’t realize what I had on. Or didn’t have on. My only thought was to show you what I found.”

“I know, Professor.” His mouth dried out, and he swallowed hard. “We all have work to do. I need you to be ready to move if we have to.”

“Of course.” She moved to her bag. He watched her for a moment before realizing if he didn’t go now, he would never leave.

The emotions slammed straight into his chest. Into his heart.

He was falling in love with her, if he hadn’t already. Since he wasn’t known for his depth of feelings, maybe he was wrong—

Who the fuck was he kidding? He knew everything in his mind, inside and out. There was never a time he questioned himself. And he wasn’t questioning this either—he wanted Sophie.

“After you get dressed, bring your devices to the living room. We’re all going to be working there. You should be close in case you find something else.”

“Okay.” She grabbed a pair of pants draped over the end of the bed.

“Sophie. One more thing.”

She turned just as he grabbed her.

She melted into him.

As he lowered his mouth to hers, she surged onto tiptoe and claimed his kiss with as much force as he claimed hers.

Dark desire wove through him, and his cock throbbed with want.

Want that couldn’t be satisfied at this moment. He needed to stop kissing her.

He couldn’t stop kissing her.

Their mouths clashed again and again. He slanted his over hers, sinking his tongue inside in slick sweeps. She dug her fingers into his shoulders and arched her body toward him, pressing her hips against his stiff cock.

Realizing that the fate of too many lives rode on his shoulders, he broke the kiss. He released her and stepped back. Chest heaving, he sliced his hand through his hair to keep from grabbing her again.

“Come join us.”

She nodded, looking just as dazed as he felt. “I’ll just be a minute.”

When he collected himself, he returned to the guys. The tablet was still in his hand, and he stared down at the geometric pattern of that tattoo. It wasn’t a symbol of any gang or group that he’d ever encountered, but new things popped up every single day. New criminals met with old and conspired to break people down.

In no time, they all got down to business. Sophie entered a few minutes after him and sank into her own world. Con took three phone calls in a row with new orders each time. He’d just brought the phone back to his ear when Henner jerked his head up from the screen he was researching the tattoo design on.

“Hold on a minute,” he told the caller. Muting the phone, he said to Henner, “What do you got?”

“I think that design points to an organization.”

“A terrorist group?”

“I’m not entirely sure yet—I didn’t find much. Only that a group of people right here in Istanbul all sport that same symbol in the form of a tattoo.”

“Do you have a location?”

“There’s a building near the dock, two blocks from Deniz’s shipping headquarters.”

“Send a drone in for a closer look.”

From the corner of his eye, he saw Sophie turn her head and look at them, taking in their discussion.

He met her gaze for a beat before turning to another man. “Chickie, we need a drone.”

“On it, boss.”

“We don’t have much time left. Deniz’s deadline is soon.” He returned to his call. The CIA provided more intel they required about the organization and what crimes they’d been connected to. Moments later, they had approval from their commanding officer to go forward.

Con moved around the group, checking in on their progress. When he reached Sophie, he hovered over her shoulder, watching her work.

She was testing letters and numbers to decipher the latest cryptogram. The way she worked was a reflection of her mind as she quickly pieced together things and then discarded them to begin again.

“Drone at the ready, Con.” Henner’s voice made him straighten away from Sophie.

Con took stock of the maps. As he fired off coordinates, Henner sent in the drone. Everyone stopped to watch the big screen.

The drone swept across several city streets, headed toward the compound. The landscape was filled with the bustle of the dock in the distance, but directly beneath the drone was an eerie stillness that had everyone in the room going silent.

Just then, an armed guard walked out of the stone building and strolled at a leisurely pace toward the gate. Another guard made an appearance and joined him. They stood talking for a minute, rifles resting on their shoulders, unaware of the drone overhead watching them.

“Move in,” Con ordered Henner.

“On it.” With a few clicks, he hovered closer to the building and switched on the infrared. Blotches of colors that represented heat signatures popped up on the screen.

Con stared at the cluster of people in one part of the building’s interior. Then something else caught his eye. “What’s this?” He pointed to a single small blotch in another corner.

“Moving closer.” Their view of the western corner sharpened, revealing barred windows. Behind it, the single small heat signature stood. Alone.

“I think that’s her. Deniz’s wife.”

Sophie leaped out of her seat and ran over, pushing her way close to Con. She wrapped her arms around herself the same way he imagined Deniz’s kidnapped wife must be doing.

“The walls are twice as thick here as the ones on the other side of the building. They definitely don’t want anybody getting through them,” Con noted.

Henner grinned at his statement. “I can get through anything.” As breacher for the Charlie team, he wasn’t exaggerating.

It was time. He shifted his gaze from the screen to Sophie when he gave the order. “Team One—get to the dock. Now!”

Six men scattered so fast that Sophie gripped Con’s shoulder as if to steady herself.

“Time to shine, Team Two. Let’s go!” He jerked to his feet and turned to Sophie. “You’re coming with us.”

She shook her head. “I can’t go! I’m not trained.”

“You can’t stay here without protection. As of right now, it’s only a surveillance mission.”

Not yet. Even if they saw that Deniz’s wife was being held in that building and he made the call to go in after her, one of the Blackout team could guard Sophie.

She clutched his hand, and with all the trust in the world, let him lead her out of the safe house into the shadows.

* * * * *

Sophie’s stomach pitched as she watched Con adjust the binoculars he held firmly to his eyes. The breeze coming off the sea blew warmly at her back, carrying the scent of wrack and loads of spices that sat on the dock awaiting shipment.

“Anything?” she whispered to Con.

He shook his head. “No.”

Dawn spread across the horizon in an explosion of pink and gold. Sophie would give anything to be back on that hotel terrace with Con, watching the sun come up, and not here, playing this waiting game.

The tight knot in her chest only yanked tighter the longer they sat there. So far, there was absolutely no sign that Deniz’s wife was inside that building. The guards they’d seen by drone were nowhere around now, and according to Con, there was no movement inside the building either.

Con suddenly twisted his head away from her, listening hard to the comms device in his ear. “Go ahead, Charlie 2.”

Sophie’s nerves snapped. She didn’t have access to their communications the way she did at the concert, and not knowing was making her crazy.

He looked to Henner crouched behind a vehicle a few feet away and performed a series of hand signals. A moment later, Henner sent the drone on another flyover. From this position, Sophie couldn’t see what the drone revealed onscreen, but she did see Henner shake his head.

“Roll out,” came Con’s order.

Sophie blinked. That was it? They weren’t blowing off the door of that compound and searching the place for Deniz’s wife?

Con’s fingers under her arm, lifting her, were tender compared to the grating edge of his tone just now. Left with no other choice, she allowed him to pull her to her feet and propel her at a fast clip to the SUV that brought them here.

He guided her into the back seat, and the team piled in. All four doors shut. They took off down the street.

“What was that?” Sophie broke the silence.

Con looked at her. “What do you mean?”

She threw up her hands. “Nothing happened! We didn’t get the wife!”

“No one showed up at the dock, which means Team One didn’t get the intel. One was reliant on the other.”

“But couldn’t you guys have gone into that building after his wife? You know she was in there!”

He shook his head. “No, we don’t know she was in there. We know somebody was in there when we first flew the drone over. This time, the drone showed no heat signatures at all. If they ever had her in there, they moved her.”

Her eyes bulged the longer she stared at him, and she ran a finger between her brows, praying for patience. “So we just give up?”

Con’s gaze moved over her face as if trying to figure out why she was getting so upset. “We never give up until the very end. Sometimes nothing happens, Sophie. It’s a waiting game.”

“So unsatisfying,” she muttered and turned her head to look out the window.

“Sophie.”

She whirled to face him again. “This is why we could never be together. You don’t have the same feelings about romantic relationships that I do. To you, this is all work. To me, people’s hearts are on the line.”

He stared down at her, his expression giving away no sense of what he might be thinking or feeling.

One fact stood out to her like a blinding neon sign: they were too different.

She really wasn’t cut out for this kind of adventure. She could never have a future with Ryan. She’d be stuck in a classroom while he was out saving the world and getting shot at. She was crazy if she entertained a single thought that they could make this work.

Wait—when did she ever say that they could? When did she ever think about a future with him? Never.

On several occasions, her emotions had swept her away, confusing imagination with reality. She was only here to solve those cryptograms—nothing more.

Long fingers stretched across her thigh, making her jolt with surprise. She looked down at the very familiar long fingers, sprinkled with dark hair on the back of each knuckle, and drew in a hitching breath.

Logic told her that this was just a fling, but her heart…

Oh, her poor heart would never recover.

Once this all ended, and she was back to her small and humble life, she knew that she would be replaying moments like this in her head.

Little moments when Con didn’t have to show that he cared…but he did.

After they reached the safe house, the men piled out of the vehicle. Sophie climbed out more slowly. In the daylight, the place was actually quite quaint and not nearly as scary as it had been upon their arrival the night before.

The guys headed straight to the kitchen, bantering about who was responsible for fixing breakfast. But Sophie felt the slump of exhaustion and couldn’t care less about food. How could she think about eating when Deniz’s poor wife was still somewhere in captivity?

Con walked into the kitchen, probably expecting her to follow, but she turned the corner and headed for the computer.

She only got a few feet before a hand wrapped around her wrist. Before she glanced over her shoulder, she knew it was Con by the feel of the way his rough skin raised shivers inside her core.

He pulled her to a stop. When she didn’t turn to face him, he moved in front of her and ducked his head to peer into her eyes. Quickly, he moved her into a vacant room.

“You’re not okay.”

She bit down on her lip. What else was there for her to say about the situation?

“It’s been a long day.”

“You haven’t slept enough. Why don’t you—”

She waved a hand. “I’m not tired. I’m going to work on the cryptogram.”

“Sophie.” He quickly closed the door, giving them privacy.

“That woman’s life depends on it. It may not matter that much to you and your guys, but Deniz is broken without her.” Her voice cracked. Bowing her head, she struggled for a long moment before meeting Con’s gaze again.

“Professor.” His soft tone sank into her psyche, seducing her without a single touch. “It’s important to my team that we find his wife. If it were you…”

She stared at him harder. “If it were me what?”

“You always respond with more questions, even when one isn’t needed.”

“Answer me, Ryan. Please.”

“Is this the same answer you wanted from me earlier?”

She pressed her lips together tight. When it became apparent that he wasn’t going to back down from this, she sighed. “When you kissed me earlier in the bedroom, so many emotions flooded in. The way you looked at me when you broke the kiss made me question…”

“Tell me.”

“I wondered if you’re feeling the same things I’m feeling.”

His chest heaved as he filled it with a deep breath. His eyes glinted with a brand-new light, making her lean closer in order to study them.

He closed his hands on her upper arms. “I am feeling things, Sophie. But I’m not a man who jumps into relationships. Hell, I don’t know the last time I had one, and I’m not supposed to have one now. But dammit if I don’t want to claim you as mine.”

The breath whooshed from her lips and she gaped at him in shock.

At the same time, they surged toward each other. She pushed onto her toes even as he lowered his head and captured her mouth.

She tore at his shirt. He whipped her pants down and whirled her to face the wall. She heard the clink of his belt a split second before the thick head of his cock teased across her wet entrance.

Cupping her breasts, he placed his mouth to her ear. “Take me, Professor. Take me deep.”

There was only one word for what he was doing.

He owned her.

In one quick shove, he sank balls-deep. Muffling her cry, she twisted her face for his kiss, her mind spinning out of control from the passion and love pulsing through her body.

He retreated with a shuddering intake of air and then slammed home again. And again. Her inner walls tightened on his every inch, milking him like never before.

She loved him. How? That was a question that had never been answered. In all the ages, nobody knew exactly how to define love.

But she felt it with each powerful thrust of Ryan’s cock inside her.

Pleasure had her hovering right on the edge of sanity. Her insides gripped him, and he issued a low growl that made her break out in goose bumps.

“I’m going to come!” she rasped.

“I’m there. Right fucking there!” He punctuated his words with hard plunges that took her straight to the summit.

Ecstasy blasted through her body. She curved into him, pleasure stealing her every sense until she felt that first jet of his cum filling her.

He let go. And so did she. No pheromone perfume required.
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Returning to the hotel might be the worst idea yet. Being alone with Sophie after all that she’d said about his lack of feeling when it came to relationships made both of them tense as hell.

He tried to focus on anything but the beautiful woman who was driving him crazy.

Fat chance of that happening.

The muted hum of city life below the hotel terrace mingled with the sound of Sophie tapping away at the laptop. Returning here was definitely the right call, he had no doubt. Con’s gaze was drawn away from the beautiful view of the pool and terrace to Sophie.

She had her hair pulled back into a sleek bun, the warm brown strands smooth and glossy. Watching her work was far too distracting—and enjoyable for him too.

She worked in spurts of genius. One minute attacking the cryptogram and making substantial progress. The next, she sat back in her seat, lip trapped between her teeth, just staring at the code.

Through the open glass door came the faint knock, announcing the arrival of room service. Sophie glanced at him, a question in her dark brown eyes.

“That will be the food.”

“When did you order food?”

He pushed off his lounge chair and crossed the terrace to the door. When he passed by Sophie, he couldn’t resist touching her shoulder. The way she moved into his caress made his chest tighten.

Approaching the door, he twitched a hand toward the weapon seated along his spine. He checked the peephole before opening the door. The staff member gave him a slight bow in greeting.

Con accepted the small, wheeled cart with a tray of several covered dishes on it and closed the door again. After he locked it, he pushed the cart to the terrace doors. Filmy curtains danced in the breeze. A few steps away, Sophie was back to her mad tapping.

He abandoned the cart and carried the tray outside, setting it on the table. He knew better than to interrupt her when she was deep in the decoding process, so he simply took the other seat and removed one of the silver covers over a dish.

A chopped salad with tomatoes, cucumbers, onions and peppers was drizzled with fresh dressing and sprinkled with herbs. He lifted another lid to see what looked to be meatballs and bread with a rich sauce.

Sophie stopped typing. “That smells delicious.”

“Can you break to eat?”

“Now’s as good a time as any. I’m stuck.”

She pushed the laptop away and eyed the tray. He picked up a plate and began dishing out food. When he passed it to her, she smiled—a genuine smile that lit up her face in ways that made his chest tighter still.

She stared down at the meal in front of her. “Wow. I can’t believe I’m getting paid to eat by this beautiful pool with this beautiful view.” She looked out at the horizon, but Con stared at her.

When he informed his men that he and Sophie would be returning to the hotel where she could focus on the cryptograms, he received more than one knowing grin. At least they thought they knew what was going on between them.

He glanced at the pool shimmering in the sun. “We only enjoyed the pool one time together.”

Her gaze flicked from her meal to his face. “You had to bring that up, didn’t you?”

His lips quirked. “That perfume really was something.”

She issued a low groan. “I told you I bought it thinking I might get back into the dating scene. The perfume gave me a boost of confidence, whether or not it worked the way the advertisement claimed it would. Like a guy taking a shot before a date.”

His smile widened. “I love the way you think.” He leaned in to study the stars glimmering in her eyes. “And I loved the way it smelled on you.”

A flush rose into her cheeks. Her eyes hooded, and she dipped them down to her plate and then back up to Con. “Maybe we should test it out again. You know, purely in the name of research.”

“Spoken like a true professor.” His feelings for Sophie were like nothing he’d experienced before. They felt big. Too big to be a simple case of lust.

“Actually, I have something to talk to you about.”

She paused with her fork midair. “I’m listening.”

“All the Blackout teams have their own computer specialist.”

She tipped her head in interest. “And yours doesn’t?”

“No. For some reason, Charlie pulled the short straw on a handful of things.”

“I’d say you won the lottery with that amazing house for your base.”

He nodded. “That’s true. It was seized from a big drug lord during a tax evasion lawsuit.”

She chuckled. “And you get to enjoy it!”

He snorted. “I spoke at length with my commander, and he is in agreement that we could use someone like you working with us on a permanent basis.”

Those beautiful eyes rounded with surprise. “You’re offering me a…job?”

“Kit says we need someone.”

“Okay,” she said slowly.

“I can see I took you by surprise.”

“You did. Ryan, I thought this was only a short gig. I thought that after I deciphered the cryptograms, I’d be back in the classroom.”

He eyed her. “If we spend more time together, we could…move to the next level.”

“Is this about a relationship?”

He shifted his shoulders. He wasn’t out of his element in most areas of his life, but he didn’t know how to navigate these unfamiliar waters. “You’ll get away from Princeton. You said this is more exciting. You can also get away from your ex.”

She took a bite and chewed for a moment. “You mentioned someone suggested that your team needs someone like me.”

“Kit.”

“Isn’t she qualified for the job?”

“She’s great. But she isn’t available to us right now.”

“Why not?”

“She’s pregnant.”

Her eyes shot wide again. “By you?”

He didn’t know whether to be offended or not, but in the end, he chuckled. “No. It’s not my child. She’s with one of the guys on Alpha team.”

She scrubbed a hand over her face. “I thought you said you guys aren’t supposed to have families.”

A squeezing sensation in his chest made speaking difficult. How to explain this anyway? Alpha team had created their own rules. Charlie, by contrast, adhered to those set for them.

There was a reason for the rules. When they went into dangerous situations, a SEAL’s loved one could be used as a pawn to draw them out. After it had happened several times, the rules got stricter.

They were dead men walking. And they walked alone.

“We can’t have families, Sophie. But if you work with Blackout, we’ll be near each other.”

The small tightening of her lips was one he’d seen from her a lot while she worked. It meant she wasn’t going to jump in without a lot of consideration.

“It’s a really good offer, Ryan. I’m flattered that your boss thinks enough of me that I made the cut. But I need time to think.”

“You don’t have to answer immediately.”

She turned her attention to the horizon, shot with swirls of translucent clouds in the sea of blue. “I’ll give you an answer by the time the mission is over.”

His stomach twisted at the thought of her walking away.

* * * * *

Sophie lifted her fingers from the keyboard and picked up a pencil instead. She turned to the notepad next to her and began scratching out letters, then scribbling them out.

Drawing her lip between her teeth in concentration, she began again. After fitting several of the letters into spots, she shook her head and drew a dark X through them.

For hours she’d been chasing these patterns around and around, going in circles and getting nowhere. The half-drunk coffee that Con had brought her sat at her elbow. She picked it up and took a sip, wrinkling her nose at the bitter flavor.

Walking away, taking frequent breaks, was part of the process, but she was glued to this table on the terrace by relentless determination.

“I have to be missing something,” she murmured, leafing through pages of notes. Her fingers trembled. The coded message was written across several of the pages. It wasn’t only a jumble of letters—it was a breadcrumb leading to something huge, something that would result in deaths if she couldn’t interpret it.

She flipped a page over, then stopped. Suddenly, it all clicked into place. She snatched up the pencil again, plugging letters into the coordinating spots.

“Aha!” Sophie lifted the paper and waved it wildly at Con where he sat across from her.

He shoved aside his laptop to take the paper from her. “You got it?”

“Yes!”

He looked at her over the top of the sheet. “What took you so long?”

She rolled her eyes at his question and rushed around the desk to stare at the words she’d written.

He stared at the paper too. “Jesus Christ. This is another location.”

She chewed on her bottom lip. The entire time she’d been deciphering the latest cryptogram, her stomach was sinking by degrees. She wasn’t even sure she was on the right track until the final piece of the puzzle snapped into place…and she saw it was a military base.

“Fort Leonard Woods. Where is that?” she asked.

“Missouri. It’s in the Ozarks. They train Army and Marines.”

“I don’t like the sound of that.”

They stared at each other.

“Do you think it has something to do with that shipment? The one they set up with Deniz but never came through on?” She was probably shooting in the dark with the question, but Con nodded.

“It could be. Our intel located several ports that he ships to.”

“Is one of them close to Fort Leonard Woods?” She leaned over the paper, questioning all the work she’d done.

“Best port option is Virginia.”

“Do we know when Deniz sent the last shipment there?”

He had all the information locked in his head and plucked it out without hesitation. “Ten days ago. But it was diverted by that tropical storm and arrived in New Orleans instead.”

Her brows pinched. “It would need to go by land to Missouri, whether it went to Virginia or Louisiana. Ryan…what was in that shipment?”

He shook his head. “Deniz didn’t know—he just took the order. The authorities know the shipment was diverted, but as of two days ago when I received intel, they didn’t have eyes on it.” He snatched his phone off the table. “I have to call this in.”

“Fort Leonard Woods wasn’t a base that Bayar visited or took pictures of. Maybe I’m wrong about the cryptogram.”

“Why do you say that?”

“The person who created this isn’t stupid. Only a stupid person would target a military base with all that security.”

“You’re not wrong, Professor.”

His gruff way of saying the word left her with tingles. Whenever Con said that, she got an entirely different meaning from the word professor—like he was speaking in his own code.

“I’ll be right back.” He stood and walked into the hotel room, leaving her outside to puzzle over the implications.

She slipped her fingers through her hair. She wasn’t an investigator. She was a puzzle-solver. And none of this made any sense. Targeting specific buildings or even streets in Chinatown was stupid. Targeting bases was a fast track to prison.

Could the group with the geometric tattoo be behind it? With Bayar dead, they had few answers.

She moved toward her seat, but her nerves were firing too much to sit still. She could strip off her clothes and do a few laps in the pool, but that wasn’t the wisest decision either—she had to be ready to work when Con needed her.

She paced in front of the pool, gaze fixed on the skyline and her mind rioting.

So much happened since their arrival in Turkey. So much time working to solve the cryptogram. They’d gone to stake out that building where they believed Deniz’s wife was held, the concert…the sex.

Followed by Con’s job offer.

She whirled to walk the length of the pool again.

Working for Blackout Charlie doing things that she loved sounded like a no-brainer, but nothing was that easy.

She began a short list of pros and cons in her head. Cons. She huffed out a chuckle.

Con number one—she enjoyed teaching. Filling eager minds was one of her passions.

One pro of leaving the university was getting away from her ex. And surely she’d get a better parking spot at the Blackout base. That mansion was huge. Heck, she’d probably get her own spot in the enormous garage.

There was no denying that she’d be closer to Con—at least in proximity. But he wouldn’t always be in New Jersey at the Blackout base. He’d be gone a lot, and it was unlikely that she’d be traveling with the Blackout team.

Was that a pro or con? Right this minute, she couldn’t tell if being close to him was a good idea or a bad one.

It would be a catastrophe for her heart. Hot sex was nice, but she was already getting far too attached to the SEAL.

Maybe they weren’t that far apart. He’d taken the time to learn how she ticked. Few people did, and she’d never encountered a man who got her the way Con did.

But she wasn’t a woman who dipped her toes in the water—she jumped in headfirst. Hell, she’d already done that with Con.

Fallen in love. Could he say the same?

Decision made. She was going to turn down the offer. She’d rather go to bed early with a book than not know where she stood with Con.

When she paced back to the door, she saw him inside, his back to her and his phone to his ear. God, he was a beautiful man. Intelligent in ways that sparked her brain, and his body made hers come alive.

As soon as this was over, she would head back to her humble, solitary life. She’d deal with her terrible parking spot and her snarky ex.

But when she left Turkey—and Ryan Constantine—she would be leaving her heart with the man who owned it.


EIGHTEEN

As Con lowered the phone from his ear, he swung toward the patio door. Beyond the glass, Sophie walked into view. He watched her measured steps as she paced in front of the pool. She left his view for a moment before coming back the other direction.

Fuck. He had orders. And Sophie couldn’t go with them, not this time. He only had two options, and a decision had to be made now.

With no time left, he opened the patio door and stepped out.

Sophie stopped pacing.

“Ryan—”

“Sophie.”

They stared at each other.

“You go first,” he told her.

Turning to him, she took a deep breath. “I considered your job offer, but I think at this time, I’m going to decline it.”

Hell. Not what he wanted to hear, but he didn’t have time to consider how she’d arrived at the decision.

He gave her a slow nod. “I’d like to talk more about this, but right now, I can’t. I have orders.”

Her brows arched upward.

“I have to leave for the dock. The people controlling Deniz want him to move the shipment. Now. I have to leave. It’s our only shot at getting these people, finding Deniz’s wife and getting closer to untangling this web with Bayar and the cryptograms too.”

“What do you want me to do?” Her voice had an edge of worry that sent his body into protector mode.

He took a step toward her and took her hands. “You can go to the safe house and stay there. Or stay here.”

“Alone?”

He nodded. “I can’t spare a man to guard you. Fuck, Sophie.” He hovered over her, head bowed as he battled with what he wanted to do and the order he had to take.

“Where do you think I should stay?”

“Here. At the hotel. There are guards at the door and security onsite. If you lock the door, no one can get to you. This place is a fortress, which is why so many important people stay here.”

“Okay.” She stepped back, withdrawing her hands from his but holding his gaze. “I’ll be here, Ryan.”

“I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“I’m scared. Just come back to me.”

He grabbed her, snaking his arm around her waist and yanking her flush against him. He planted a hard kiss to her lips that didn’t last long enough.

Then he released her just as quickly and strode through the room straight to the front door. He’d only made it a few steps before he heard her twist the extra deadbolts, securing herself inside.

By the time he met the team at the safe house, they were locked and loaded. He threw on his gear and grabbed his rifle. As he ordered them into the vehicles and headed to the dock, his mind zeroed in on the op.

“ETA?” he barked at Mason.

“Three minutes out.”

Con’s phone vibrated, and he brought it to his ear. His commander’s voice filled his ear. “Hang back.”

His gaze darted around the street. They were only a few blocks away from the dock. “What changed?”

“I’m working with an analyst to see if rescuing this woman is going to become an international matter. We’re not going to start a war over one person.”

Commander Barrett was right, of course. Con understood, but he couldn’t help but think of how Sophie would react to knowing they were going to allow an end to Deniz’s love story.

It was probably best that she turned down the offer to work with Blackout. She wasn’t cut out for the harsh realities of this game.

He pointed to an alley. Mason took the silent order and pulled into the shadowed spot.

“I await your orders,” Con told Barrett, and they ended the call.

Mason turned his head to look at Con, looking for his own orders.

Into his comms unit and to those teammates surrounding him, he said, “We’re on hold, waiting for word from Barrett. They’re analyzing every move we make to ensure we don’t start a war.”

Everyone in the vehicle was still and silent. Not even the rustle of the gear they were decked out in sounded in the cramped space.

Con wagged his head. “A man is detained for taking photos, and one photo is the site of a recent bombing. His phone cloud is full of coded messages.” He ticked the list off on his fingers. “Someone kidnaps a shipping agent’s wife after he refuses to keep shipping bomb parts to the US. And the people pulling Deniz’s strings are part of a gang that sports a geometric tattoo, which also is seen in one of the coded photos we found in the cloud. This is a lot of shit for one op. This is ten gallons of shit in a five-gallon bucket. What the hell are we missing?”

“Nothing is ever easy, but there are a lot of moving parts here.” Mason’s gaze was fixed on the end of the alley. “We never got the intel back on that tattoo. I handed it all over to our contact, but he hasn’t given me anything yet.”

Con looked at him and then twisted in his seat to address Denver. “Follow up on that. It might not be as important as the rest of the details, but anything can help us get closer.”

Denver reached into one of the many pockets on his vest and extracted his phone. While he worked, Con’s only choice was to wait on word from Barrett.

Someone walked past the alley pushing a cart—a street vendor selling food. He watched him, but his mind volleyed between all the data he’d been given, including Sophie’s latest discovery. He sank deep into thought about the military base and jolted when his phone buzzed.

He snapped it to his ear. “Con.”

He listened to Barrett on the other end. “Copy that. I’ll be in touch when it’s over.”

Everyone looked at him.

Con ended the call and gestured for Mason to drive. “Roll out. We hit the docks first and stop that shipment. Then, if all goes to plan, we rescue the wife.”

* * * * *

Sophie’s bare feet pattered lightly on the cool floor of the hotel room. After Con left, she moved her tech indoors and set up on the table to continue work on the cryptograms. There were more puzzles to uncover than a single person could complete in a solid year. If she was going to continue working on the codes, she’d need a team.

She passed by the glass doors overlooking the pool, reached the wall and did an about-face to set off in the other direction. The movement helped clear her mind. All this nervous energy wasn’t helping her concentrate on her work. Not when her lover was out there fighting to keep the world safe.

As she moved past the laptop set up on the table, she threw a glare at the tiny clock. She couldn’t see the time from here, and it didn’t tick either. But she was certain that time was speeding by with absolutely no word from Con.

She huffed out a sigh. She never experienced this with Benjamin. This waiting…this worrying. The only thing she had to worry about with him was who would get the antique books they’d collected during the years of their marriage. In the end, she did, and she loved seeing them on her bookshelf.

But who gave a damn about material possessions when the man she loved was out there in danger?

He didn’t tell her when he’d check in. She could have a long wait ahead of her.

After several more trips from one side of the room to the other, a familiar ping jerked her out of her spiral.

She darted to the computer, placing both hands on the table to lean in.

It wasn’t an incoming message from Con or another member of the Blackout team. It was a new email, not from the CIA.

It was in the cloud.

She dropped into the chair and ran the email through a quick security check to make sure it wouldn’t wipe out her system using some virus. When it checked out, she felt a flutter of excitement. Having something to occupy her mind would make the time pass by quicker.

As she opened the email, her heart beat faster. It was another picture.

A puzzle of many images making up a larger one.

With her stare fixed to the screen, she absentmindedly reached for her notepad and pencil. A few papers floated to the floor, but she ignored them as she hurled herself into her work.

When she enlarged the photo, she issued a soft noise of surprise. If the last image contained a lot of photos, this puzzle had twice as many. She pulled her chair closer to the table for a better view and began scribbling notes.

This image wasn’t a painting but a modern piece of photography. The big photo of a cold, gray building against a stark sky left a chill in her veins. The overall feel of the photo wouldn’t have anybody feeling warm and fuzzy.

She clicked on the right top corner and began skimming over the smaller images that comprised the piece. The first image she saw was a sheet of paper. A closer look revealed it to be a last will and testament, but the name of who it belonged to was blank. The one right beside it was a gray granite headstone.

A third photo was of a dark SUV.

Her blood turned icier the more she studied the piece.

Another photo was an outline of a shooting target, a human with bullseyes on the head and heart.

These were definitely open threats. But to who?

Her breaths came faster. She moved through several more images, all with a similarly ominous feel. As she flipped, she spotted the American flag.

“Oh god.”

Surrounding the flag were military men.

The base flashed through her mind—Fort Leonard Woods.

She was getting close. She could feel it. She could almost taste—

She stopped on a cry as an image flashed on the screen. Her blood ran cold.

A photo of Con.

A much younger Con, fresh out of basic training. His stern expression was unchanged, but he still had the promise of youth in his eyes that had been stripped away by the years of service and replaced by a harder glint of steel.

Except when he looked at her, and his eyes warmed.

Beneath that was another image. This one a death certificate.

When she enhanced the screen to read the name on it, she let out a sharp cry and clapped her hands over her mouth.

Ryan Constantine’s name was on that death certificate. Whoever sent this had been following Con.

To the direct right of that was an image that sent her into a dead panic. A more current photo of Con, standing tall and proud, his legs planted in the wide, confident stance she’d seen him adopt many times. Though he wore a pair of dark glasses and was looking away from the camera, she knew it was him.

So did the person who snapped the photo and added it to this collage.

Her fingers trembled as she panned downward, over the image to the bottom. A single word made her blood freeze in her veins.

Target

Her body jerked from the terror coursing through her. Her nerves shook so hard she wouldn’t be surprised if they tore loose like a tornado wiped out power lines.

She couldn’t contact Con at all. She wished she’d given him a harder time for not sharing the secure number with her rather than giving it to Deniz instead.

She did know the way to the safe house. If she could get there, she would wait for him. And pray nothing happened to him.

Quickly, she snapped a photo with her phone of the images on the screen before she grabbed her purse and stuffed her feet into her boots. She burst out of the hotel room.

The hallway was empty and silent, and she ran the entire way to the exit. She needed to get to that safe house and pray that the team returned soon.

Outside, she spotted a taxi and ran forward, her hand in the air to hail it. It rolled up next to her, and she whipped open the door to launch inside.

“You speak English?” she shot out.

“Yes,” the driver said with an accent.

She sputtered. She didn’t know an address, only local landmarks. “There’s a stone building. On the corner of a square. Do you know it?”

“I think so.”

“Can you get me there? I’m in a hurry!”

“I will get you there fast.”

She perched on the edge of the back seat, her heart slamming. Her hand began to ache and she realized she was gripping her phone hard enough that it dug into her flesh.

The driver took off, traveling away from the hotel. At an intersection, she recognized the building. Denver had turned here.

“Turn here.”

The driver ignored her.

“Can you make the block and go back? We passed the turn.”

He didn’t give her so much as a glance to acknowledge her directions.

At the next road he took a turn that she was pretty sure would lead them away from her destination.

He wasn’t taking her anywhere she wanted to go.

Her gut clenched.

Stay calm.

Though her logical mind gave that bit of advice, her body was short-circuiting in panic. Black spots formed in front of her eyes, and she realized she’d stopped breathing.

She sucked in a deep inhalation and fixed her gaze on the street, locking every turn the driver made into her brain. As they sailed past a sign, she plugged the street name into her mind too.

She stared at the driver’s profile. He didn’t look back at her, but his hands were clamped tight on the steering wheel.

“How much farther?” she asked him, forcing her tone to remain steady and not give away the fact that she knew she was being kidnapped.

“Not far.” He turned his head a little, giving her a good look at his profile…and a tattoo on his neck.

Not just any tattoo.

The tattoo.


NINETEEN

The tactical maps and computer tablets were spread out on the coffee table again, and the Blackout team had all gathered around in preparation for the debriefing. Con didn’t take a seat. He was too keyed up after that op, and not for the right reasons.

When it came to rescuing Deniz’s wife, they had won the day. But they failed to stop that shipment from leaving port.

“Tell me what happened,” Con addressed Henner. The SEAL’s clothing and gear were dusty from when he blew the door of that compound where they initially believed Deniz’s wife to be held.

“The insertion went as planned. We reached the target building without detection and located the hostage. I assessed the entrances and chose a back door as our point of entry. I wired the door with explosives and we entered with no incident.”

“You saw no guards?”

“Not at that time. We made it to the west wing before Mason spotted an armed man.”

Con turned his attention to Mason. “You neutralized the threat?”

Mason gave a stiff nod. “A single shot fired. No more were needed. We didn’t encounter any more threats. We located the hostage and verified her name before we got her out safely. She was moved to the nearest American embassy and then medevacked to the closest hospital.”

“Has she been reunited with her husband?” Con swept his gaze over the group of guys, almost prepared to see Sophie slipping in. It was too bad she was back at the hotel. She would want to hear this part.

Henner provided more information. “We were able to make contact with Deniz and he met us en route to the hospital. The couple will be provided with security courtesy of the CIA.”

“Good. Now.” He swept his gaze over the rest of the men who’d been assigned to stop that shipment. His gaze centered on Denver. “Tell me what happened.”

Denver Malone was always cool and calm. Even when he was bleeding out and they didn’t think he’d make it, he never batted an eye at what they were doing to save his life. It was almost as though he didn’t have anything to lose, therefore there was little to get upset over.

“We arrived on the dock on schedule with three minutes to spare. Upon arrival, several armed men jumped us, and we engaged in hand-to-hand combat.” Denver swiped a finger over the cut on his jaw and came away with a small smear of blood. He cleaned it on his tactical vest.

Con eyed him. He was there on that dock and he knew how everything went down. Why did he think that asking Denver for an accounting would give him another answer for why they’d missed that shipment? He didn’t have a better vantage point than Con did.

Denver went on, “I believe they were there to stop us from detaining the barge containing the shipment.”

He pushed out a breath. “That’s my take too.” He didn’t like making mistakes, but dammit, he should have guessed that the people sending that crate weren’t going to let them reach it so easily.

By the time they finished the skirmish, and several men lay dead—men with tattoos—the ship had left port.

Denver eyed him. “Should I continue?”

Con shook his head. “I made a bad call. The captain of the barge refused to stop, and until they’re in neutral waters, the Navy can’t stop them and board the vessel or search that crate. I’ll take the heat from Barrett when I debrief with him. At least we got the intel we needed about the group with the tattoo.”

Mason shifted his weight on the hard wood chair. “You captured one of the members of the gang.”

He nodded and folded his arms across his chest.

“Con made him sing,” Denver piped in with a grin that had all the other guys sharing the victory.

“Those guys are a bunch of common street rats. Thugs someone paid to do his dirty work. But they don’t have any idea who is giving them orders—they receive emails and texts anonymously and are paid the same way via a money app. I got his phone to hand to the analysts, but that group isn’t our focus now.”

Now that they were debriefed, Con wanted nothing more than to speak to Commander Barrett and put this mission to bed. So he could go back to the hotel and take a certain beautiful professor slash cryptographer to bed.

“Get out of your gear. Grab some food.”

His order made the men disburse to various parts of the safe house. Con didn’t hesitate to find an empty room and make the call to Barrett. While he got his ass chewed for the mistake on the dock, it wasn’t nearly as harsh as he expected.

It helped that Con already had a fix for his mistake. He shared the idea with his commander to get a team together to intercept the shipment before it reached its destination. Barrett agreed that it was a good plan B and told Con that he would put extra manpower on the task.

He stripped off his gear and took a brief shower. After an op, they all rode an adrenaline high for a short time, so the guys were in rare form, cracking jokes and bantering with each other.

Con would typically join in, but he had one goal in mind right now, and that was to return to Sophie.

Her words reverberated in his mind. Just come back to me.

The tender look in her eyes was something he’d carry in his heart for the rest of his life.

What would happen if he burned the rule book created for Blackout and claimed Sophie for his own?

He found Henner in the kitchen cutting vegetables. He had his earbuds in and was bobbing his head to music. Con walked over and plucked a chunk of tomato out of the bowl and popped it into his mouth. The ripe flavor burst on his tongue, reminding him that he hadn’t eaten in hours.

Once he got to the hotel, he’d order room service for Sophie and him. Maybe have a picnic on the terrace and then swim as the sun set and the stars blinked in the evening sky.

Henner removed his earbud and focused on Con. “What’s up, man?”

“I’m going to the hotel. I won’t be back tonight, so I’m leaving the team in your hands.”

He eyed Con. “You’re head over heels for this woman, aren’t you?”

His chest grew tight. “What makes you think that?”

“I’ve seen the guys on Alpha. They have women in their lives—even families. Plus, Apollo was one of our own not too long ago.”

Apollo had served with Charlie. Then an op went south and he faked his own death in order to go deep undercover and find the terrorist they’d been hunting. A woman got caught in the middle and suffered just as much as Charlie team at Apollo’s loss. When he returned from the dead, he got a second chance at love.

He’d also turned to the dark side. He chose to keep serving with the Alpha team instead of Charlie, and that left a sour taste in a lot of their mouths, even as they wished him the best.

Apollo had been Con’s closest confidante. As far as he was concerned, he’d betrayed his trust.

“I’m nothing like Apollo.”

Henner eyed him, brows drawn together. “We all know you’d never abandon us, Con. I only meant that I’ve seen Apollo with Indika. They’re made for each other. And I see the same thing with you and the professor.”

At the sound of the endearment he used with Sophie, Con’s chest heated. His heart felt too full to fit behind his ribs. There could be only one reason for this sensation.

He loved her.

He couldn’t deny it anymore. Couldn’t lie to himself.

“I’m going to the hotel.”

Henner flashed a grin and then stuffed the earbud back into his ear. Con left to the sound of him singing offkey and the thump of the knife on a cutting board.

He couldn’t get to the hotel fast enough.

When he entered the room, he froze.

She’d locked the deadbolt. He’d heard her.

Heavy silence greeted him.

“Sophie?” he called.

She wasn’t seated at the table, and a glance at the terrace doors showed that she wasn’t outside either. He strode to the bedroom, expecting to hear the hiss of the shower, but it wasn’t running. She wasn’t here.

“Sophie!” He ran back to the main room, his gaze landing on the laptop still set up on the table. Slowly, drawn to the screen by the burning electric fear lashing through his body, he stared at the image on the screen.

A picture of him with the word “Target” underneath it.

“Fucking hell!” He whirled, searching for Sophie’s boots, but they weren’t by the door where she usually took them off. Her purse was gone too.

She’d seen that picture and left to find him or warn him. Where did she go?

She would never go to the dock, knowing what was about to go down.

But she might go to the safe house.

He raced out of the room and downstairs. He knew exactly where to find the security footage and burst into the small security guard’s office, barking orders at the guard sitting there.

Guilt blasted through Con like a missile strike.

She left because she was trying to save me.

In a few short sentences, Con explained what was going on. The guard scrambled to pull the footage of Sophie leaving the hotel.

As soon as her image popped onto the screen, a knot constricted Con’s throat. Sophie ran outside, purse tucked close to her body. She looked around and then took off toward a taxi, hand raised to hail it.

“What’s that taxi company? Get them on the phone now!”

The guard grabbed the phone and made a call. The man brought his gaze to Con, his face pale. He lowered the phone from his ear and swallowed hard. “The taxi company doesn’t have a car with that number.”

* * * * *

Sophie wasn’t a fan of dimly lit rooms. Or the prison-chic décor in this space. A single bulb hanging from a peeling ceiling was not her style at all. Nor was the splintered wood chair her captor plunked her on and tied her hands to.

Voices echoed from another part of the house, too faint to make out even if she could have understood the language.

She should have studied languages more. That knowledge would have come in handy. Instead of reading through Con’s file on the plane, she could have been working on a language app and learning something useful.

She glared at the door they’d left partially open, willing the driver of that car to come in here so she could find a way to kick him in the balls. Anger rolled through her like battle tanks flattening every scrap of hope inside her.

While a burning fury raged at her captors, she was just as angry with herself. She should have known better than to leave the hotel. What was she thinking? She knew exactly the kind of people they were dealing with.

Was Con even in danger? For all she knew, she’d been taken in by a scheme to draw her out. She’d fallen straight into the trap, too.

No way would she ever work for Charlie team now. Even if she had agreed, she would back out. She wasn’t cut out for spy games. She was a professor. She’d stick to her whiteboard and her midterm exams. She’d keep her crappy parking spot and deal with wet clothes and an awful ex.

She’d be safe.

She’d also be lonely. Having Con drop into her life was the most thrilling thing that ever happened to her. Working with the special operator was exhilarating. His mind, stimulating. She didn’t want to let that go, no matter how terrifying it was to love him.

Light footsteps on the plank floor signaled that someone was coming. She gripped her fingers together where they were secured behind her back and lifted her jaw in defiance just as her captor cleared the doorframe.

He was thin with a delicate bone structure and hunched shoulders. What he didn’t have in physical presence he made up for with a cruel streak.

When he paced toward her, she braced herself. He whipped out a fist aimed straight at her face. His knuckles glanced off her cheekbone.

Pain exploded through her, and she felt skin split and the hot trickle of blood. She bit back a cry—she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction he was so blatantly searching for. Holding it inside took a supreme force of will. Tears burned at the back of her eyes. Keeping them from falling took effort worthy of a Navy SEAL.

The man stared at her face, eyes narrowed as if she was pulling something over on him.

“You have a call,” he said in a broken accent.

Her mind reeled from the blow and pain echoing inside. But she latched on to what he was saying. A call? Her stomach pitched. It had to be Con. Nobody else could find her.

When she nodded that she understood, stars flashed across her vision. She could not pass out. Would not.

“Untie me.”

He stared at her impassively. She glared back. When he moved forward, she caught the scent of body odor and spicy food. Her stomach clenched in abhorrence, and bile lingered in her throat.

He held out a phone. “Talk.” He pressed the phone to her ear with a painful bite.

Sophie’s breaths came fast and furious. “Hello?”

“Professor Edwards.” The person spoke English. He sounded American.

But it wasn’t Con.

It might be one of his teammates.

“Who is this?”

“This is how this works, Sophie. I talk. You listen. You’ve been traded for the shipping agent’s wife.”

“They…rescued her?”

A curt laugh filled her ear and pushed fear through her. “The only reason they have her is because I allowed it.”

Her mind tripped over what he was saying. This was a person who had power. Controlled things, controlled situations. He had to be the person responsible for those cryptograms.

“I’m not worth near as much as the shipping agent’s wife. What can I possibly do for you?”

“You’re the insurance policy that will ensure my bomb reaches the destination.”

Bomb? Her brain wanted to shut down, but she forced it to keep firing.

“What do you want from me?”

“That man standing in front of you is going to keep you on the phone while I add you to a three-way call.”

“With whom?”

“With your boyfriend.”

Her stomach bottomed out. She felt as if somebody grabbed it and twisted. Con was alive. But he was about to be lured into this horrifying game. She knew him—he’d never stop searching for her once he learned she was kidnapped. His inner hero would storm in here with guns blazing.

It would get him killed.

“I’m putting you on the call now. My man is going to give you a script to read. Stick to the script, Sophie. No deviations.”

She listened hard for any trace of an accent that would place him in a region of the United States, but she couldn’t pick up on one.

“Understand?” His biting tone, coupled with the way the man in the room fisted his hand when she didn’t answer, made her pulse pound.

“I understand.” She darted her tongue over her dry lips.

When the man produced a folded piece of paper and held it in front of her face, new tingles of fear slithered thickly through her. She recognized the writing from the first cryptogram she’d deciphered.

“Who are you?” Her voice wobbled.

“I’m called Cipher.”

She stared blankly at the wall on the opposite side of the room. The man had given himself some kind of villain name. He was also the mastermind behind the cryptograms.

Her stomach gripped. She’d spent too much time in this man’s head. Talking to him felt like she was experiencing evil up close and personal.

“If I read this the way you have it written, he’ll know that I’m being forced to say these things. I need to embellish a little to sound natural.”

“You’re not auditioning for a part. Do as I say!”

She squeezed her hands behind her in an effort to keep them from shaking so badly. “Okay.”

“I’m getting your boyfriend on the line now. If you misbehave, my men will hurt you.”

She swallowed the bile bubbling in her throat. “I understand.”

The line was silent. Then she heard a click as Cipher connected a third party to the line.

“Who is this?” Con’s sharp voice flooded her ear—and her heart.

“It’s Sophie.” Her gaze darted to the script in front of her.

“Sophie! Jesus Christ, where are you?”

“Con.” She kept herself from blurting all the things she hadn’t said to him. Now she might never get a chance.

The man in front of her thrust the script closer to her face.

She gulped in a breath. “I have to follow a script. I can’t deviate from the script.”

She placed emphasis on every word.

A beat of silence sounded on the line. Either he was flabbergasted by the situation or he knew to pay attention to what she was saying.

Taking a deep breath, she began to read. “You’ve cost us enough. Consider this your only warning: Stay away from the shipment. If you attempt to detain it or intercept it, you’ll never see your woman alive again.”

“Fuck!”

Her heart broke at that single word, uttered in such a broken way.

Too many seconds passed, and the man in front of her lifted a fist, threatening to make her continue if she didn’t do so on her own steam.

“This isn’t an idle threat. You might think your team is untouchable, but we will pick you off one by one. Don’t let her blood be on your hands. It’s your move.”

Her head whirled. She couldn’t let it end here. She couldn’t let Con go without giving him some clue. Any clue.

Back in the hotel, she’d acted silly, bantering with Con about code words and bouncing around the room striking spy poses.

If he was going to find her, she needed to give him a landmark to go by. When they brought her here, she’d taken in every single detail so she could recall it all later.

“I’d love to talk longer, but I have to go. It’s nom-nom time. I hope these guys can understand me—I’m pretty sure they only speak Lebanese.”

“Sophie—”

“Wave bye!”

As she sputtered the final words to the man she loved—maybe the last words she’d ever say to him—her captor snatched the phone away. She could only pray that Con heard her crazy code and understood it.

With his gaze trained on her, the man brought the phone to his ear for a moment, listening to whatever Cipher said on the other end of the line.

A gleam came into his eyes, dark and evil. “I have orders to strike you.”

She didn’t have time to brace herself. The blow rocked her. The wooden chair creaked under the hit. Pain threw her head back and snapped it forward again. Blood dripped in fat splats onto her lap.

She stared at the spots in a daze.

Sophie didn’t care if she’d incited Cipher’s wrath because she deviated from the script. It was well worth it if what she told Con gave him enough information to find her, or prevented that bomb from reaching the US and killing innocent people.

She looked at her captor…and smiled.


TWENTY

Con’s face felt numb as the line went dead in his ear. Sophie. They had her. They had his woman.

He whirled to face his team. The minute he walked through the door of the safe house, the phone rang with an unfamiliar number and he answered it only to hear Sophie’s voice. Too bright and too brittle.

“Mason, you drive. Denver, I need a map app. Now!” He barked orders as he strode out the door.

Everyone jumped to do his bidding. Mason jumped behind the wheel of the vehicle, and he took shotgun. From the back seat, Denver thrust a hand between the seats, a phone with a map on the screen in hand.

Con snatched it from him. “Drive. Toward the dock.”

“What the hell’s happening?” Mason shoved the vehicle in gear and stomped on the gas pedal.

“They have Sophie.”

“Holy fuck. Who does?”

“Our mark. The one we’ve been looking for. They made her read off a script. Saying that if we attempted to stop that shipment from reaching the States, we’d put targets on her back and ours too.” He stared at the screen, moving the map along the coast.

“And she gave you a location?”

“No.” He skimmed one portion of the waterfront twice.

“What are you looking for then?” Denver asked.

“A Lebanese restaurant on the waterfront.”

“How the hell do you know that?”

“She was playing around one night, making up code words. She was speaking in code to me.” He didn’t look away from the screen but felt Mason, Denver and Henner’s attention on him.

He looked up at them. “I know how her mind works. These are clues, goddammit!”

“Tell us everything, Con. We need to know what to look for.” Mason cut off a driver, and a cacophony of horn blasts sounded behind them.

“You’re telling us that you and Sophie made up a secret code?” Henner sounded as much amused as he did stunned.

“She made it up. She said, ‘I’d love to talk longer, but I have to go. It’s nom-nom time. I hope these guys can understand me—I’m pretty sure they only speak Lebanese.’”

Mason jerked his head to pierce Con in his stare. “And you got a location from that? What the fuck is nom-nom time?”

“It means that she’s near a Lebanese restaurant. Then she said, ‘Wave bye.’ She’s on the waterfront.” He brought the phone closer to his face. Triumph blasted through his chest.

“Here! I got it!” He held up the phone.

“Why would they hold her in a restaurant? Con, you’re not thinking straight.” Concern seeped into Denver’s tone.

“It’s a landmark—something she saw. She’s feeding me a clue. Just get there, dammit.”

He ground his teeth in frustration. When it came to Sophie, his feelings might be at play, but the plan was crystal clear.

Mason had the coordinates dialed in. As they neared the location, Con searched for spots where someone would hold a woman against her will.

“Henner, quick. Are any of these places connected to that gang?”

“The one you detained has a brother with an auto shop around here. Let me get the address.”

“That has to be it.” Con gripped the armrest until his fingers ached. When a full minute had passed, he whipped around in his seat. “This is why we don’t fucking get involved with people. Give me your phone, Chickie!”

Henner held out the device to him, and Con ripped it out of his hand. Silence throbbed in the vehicle as he searched the streets for the garage in the vicinity of the restaurant Sophie had seen.

When he spotted it on the map, relief flooded into his veins. “Turn right here!” He stared at the building. The block seemed to be crumbling from age and lack of upkeep. A sign that had been painted by hand hung crooked on the side.

“This place isn’t open for business.”

“No. It’s a hangout.” He reached for the door handle, prepared to leap out the instant Mason stopped the vehicle.

“On my signal. Chickie, you take down the door. Denver, go left. Mason, right.”

“Copy,” echoed each man.

The street in front of the building was too narrow for more than one car to pass.

“Odd for an auto shop; there’s no place to pull in.” A garage door was pulled down, and nobody appeared to be around.

He spotted a door to the side. “There.” He jabbed a finger at the entrance.

Mason whipped the vehicle to the front and parked half on the street, half on the bit of walkway in front of the building.

“Go!” Con threw open his door and rushed out, weapon at the ready.

Sophie was in there. He could feel it in his bones. He could sense her.

Henner rushed the door. He lifted a boot and delivered a hard kick over the lock. The splintering noise of wood filled the air, followed by a short scream from within.

Henner thrust his shoulder into the door, busting it in completely. It hung on the hinges. Con didn’t hesitate. He blew inside, head swinging left and right as his other men peeled off behind him and with Henner on his six.

A series of small rooms that probably served as offices at one time when the business was still operating were empty. But they’d heard somebody scream—people were here.

They reached a closed door. He kicked it in with a violence he rarely fully let loose on the world. Nobody was going to fuck with the woman he loved. He was getting Sophie back.

He led with his weapon, sweeping the space. Boxes were piled up in every corner of the room. One teetered as if about to fall.

“Come out! Hands in the air!”

For a beat, nobody moved. Con rushed in, prepared to shoot to kill.

Hiding in the corner was a woman. Crouched down, her hands over her head.

“Out!” he barked in Turkish.

She whimpered and stumbled forward.

“Check her,” he ordered Henner.

He pushed forward and frisked her. “Clear.”

“Tie her up.”

Henner pulled out several zip-ties and made quick work of it while Con turned for the door. He threw out his hearing. Silence seemed to pulse. He knew from experience, that was never good.

“Charlie 5, come in.”

“Copy.”

“Got anything?”

“Negative.”

A sudden shout broke the silence.

Con shot forward with Henner on his six. Then he heard the shrill scream of a woman.

Chills broke out all over Con. Fury ignited in his veins. His feet pounded the floor as he followed the sound. There were no basements in this part of the world, so where were they holding her? His team had combed every inch of the place.

“There must be a hidden room,” he ground out as he began to kick at walls and shove his shoulder into anything that looked remotely unstable. He would rip this building apart with his own two hands if it meant getting Sophie back.

Another scream sounded from Con’s left, but in his comms unit, he heard it even louder. Closer.

Denver and Mason were closing in on her. He moved in their direction, every sense dialed in. There was no room for error. No option to fail.

“Help!” Her cry was cut off by a series of thuds.

Someone was beating her.

Con threw himself at the center of a wall between two wooden panels. It gave way, and he smashed through the false wall.

He took aim at the man holding Sophie prisoner. One glance showed him that she was tied up to a chair and bleeding.

And alive.

* * * * *

Con snaked out a long, strong arm past Sophie and pushed open the door of the safe house. He guided her forward. Her legs wobbled, but she was determined not to collapse. She’d withstood everything up to this point. She wasn’t going to wimp out now.

She stood swaying in the entryway, trying not to wince from the pain. Blood from one of the blows her captor delivered to her had clotted at her hairline and the wound tugged when she made a face.

Three guys from the Blackout team appeared in the doorway, stopping short.

“Somebody get the first-aid kit,” Con barked.

One man disappeared to do his bidding while the others moved aside, allowing Con to lead her to the kitchen.

“Chickie, bring that stool.”

A moment later, a stool appeared in front of her, and Con led her to it. Her knees gave way, and she plopped down hard. Con locked his arms around her, holding her against his chest.

“Matthews!”

“Here, Con.” Matthews pushed through the group of guys watching everything that was going on.

She hated being the center of attention in such a negative way. Having so many bad-ass men witness her frailties left her feeling even lower.

Matthews moved closer. Con let out a low growl of warning.

Matthews looked up at him. “Con. You’re going to have to actually let me examine her.”

Still supporting her, he moved behind her and wrapped his arms gently around her chest. She rested against him while Matthews checked out her cuts and bruises.

“Do you have a headache?”

“Yes.” Her dry throat rasped the words.

“Somebody get her water!” Con ordered.

She heard the refrigerator opening and closing. A moment later, an opened bottle of water hovered in front of her face. She took the bottle, drawing calm from the coolness of the plastic. When she raised the drink to her mouth, her hand shook.

Con wrapped his around hers, steadying it while she sipped.

This man…was here for her. Someone she could rely on. A partner.

She never thought that she’d get a second chance with love. She always figured that if she found someone, they’d cohabitate without the paperwork, but Con made her think about real wedding rings and sharing lives.

“I feel like a weak Victorian child.” Her soft words brought a few laughs from the men around her.

Matthews prepped some gauze with antiseptic cleaner and dabbed at the cut on her hairline. She winced at the sting but remained still while he worked.

“Any problems with your vision?”

“No.” She had seen all too clearly the look on her captor’s face when he struck her. He enjoyed hurting her.

“What’s your name?”

“Sydney Edgars.”

Con made a noise in his throat. “That’s the fake name we used in the hotel and at the party.”

She issued a short chuckle. “It’s Sophie.”

“Do you know who this guy behind you is?” Matthews gently swabbed the gauze over the cut to clean the clotted blood away.

“The man that I love.” She didn’t even realize that she’d blurted the words in her head until she looked up from Matthews’s face to see all the men wearing stupid grins.

“Jesus.” Con’s gritty voice washed over her ear. She felt him bury his face in her hair.

Did she care who knew her feelings? Not anymore. She’d been kidnapped and beaten. She could have gone to her grave without anyone knowing how she felt about Ryan. She wasn’t about to ever let that happen.

He covered her hand with his bigger one, and she relaxed at the feel of his warm, rough fingers. Drawing strength from his presence.

After Matthews moved from the cut on her hairline to the one on her cheek, she felt much more herself. Some of the fear that had knotted her up was fading as she realized she was safe.

“You probably have a mild concussion. Lots of rest and minimal screen time.” Matthews flicked his stare upward at Con behind her as if daring him to challenge the medical advice.

“She’s not going to be working for a while.”

She had so much to do still. So much work on those cryptograms. “If I don’t get back to work, people are going to die. If I hadn’t seen that image of you in the photo, Cipher could have reached you before I could warn you.”

“Cipher?”

She blinked. Nobody knew what had really happened.

Before she could explain, Con cut across her. “When you’re ready, you’ll debrief. Your only job right now is to let Matthews patch you up and then we’re going to make sure you eat something.”

“Okay.”

Not one man left during the time Matthews worked. The cut on her cheek required a butterfly bandage and he said one of her molars was loose, but he thought it would heal fine.

“Are you finished?” Con tightened his hold on her.

“Yes.”

“Somebody fix food for Sophie. Soup. I’m going to take her to the shower.” Without warning, Con circled her and lifted her in his arms as gently as if she was made of vintage glass.

“Don’t get those bandages wet,” Matthews called out to his back as he swept out of the kitchen with her cradled in his arms.

“Con, this isn’t necessary. I can walk.”

“We’re doing this my way, Sophie.”

He carried her to the bathroom and started the shower. Steam began to fill the space as he stripped her. A dark blue bruise splotched her arm where it had dug into the back of the chair she’d been tied to.

He trailed his fingers alongside it, careful not to touch it. His dark brows were drawn downward in a sharp V.

“Con.”

He lifted his gaze to hers. She reached up and slipped her hand around his nape, drawing him close. A shiver racked her.

“I meant what I said back there. I want everyone to know that I’m in love with you.”

“Jesus, Sophie. I was so fucking scared I’d lost you. I can’t lose you.”

“I don’t want to be your coworker. I want to be your partner.”

“Professor, forget what I said before. I was stupid not to come right out and admit how I feel about you. I’m not going to let you go.”

“But the rules—”

“To hell with the rules. The other team broke them. I can too, goddammit.” He leaned in and very tenderly brushed his lips over hers. A rough shudder rolled through her. She wanted nothing more than to throw herself at him, to strip off her clothes and find the nearest bed. But she felt pretty battered.

When he lifted his head, their gazes held. After that, he did strip her and then himself so he could assist her in the shower. She let the warm water pour over her, easing some of her aches and pains.

After he helped her dry off and dress in one of his T-shirts and a pair of shorts that were much too big and hung halfway down her shins, he took her hands. He rubbed his thumbs over her knuckles.

“Think you can talk now? It’s important that it’s fresh in your mind.”

She nodded. “I’m ready.”

Just minutes later, Sophie was seated in the living room around the coffee table. Only this time, all the maps and devices had been removed. The men all gathered around, listening as she began to speak about what happened beginning with the moment that Con walked out of that hotel room.

When she got to the part where she was forced to speak to the man calling himself Cipher, she could have heard a pin drop for how silent the men were.

“Did you happen to see a contact name or number on the phone?” Con asked.

“I wasn’t holding the phone. I was tied up, remember? My captor held the phone to my ear.”

“Did you recognize the voice?”

“No. I’ve never heard it before.”

“Could you tell how old he was?”

She considered the question. “He wasn’t young or old. Everyone in the middle sounds the same. All I know is that this man is angry. I heard it in his voice. I sensed it when he talked. He has a drive for vengeance that he didn’t explain to me, but it’s got to be revealed in some of those photos and cryptograms. If you’ll just get me to a computer—”

Con gripped her hand. “No. That’s all we need for now.” He turned his head and looked at Henner sitting feet away. “Relay all that to Barrett. I’m taking Sophie to bed.”


EPILOGUE

Con never viewed any one place as a home base. He’d been stationed all around the world and fought in the farthest corners of almost every continent. But when he and the team, along with Sophie, rolled up to the expansive home down the Jersey shore, it felt shockingly like a homecoming.

Reaching over, he took Sophie’s hand. She looked at him, a soft smile gracing her full lips, and squeezed his hand.

Having her back on US soil sent a ripple of relief through him. But he knew it would only last until she finished working on those cryptograms. Even though they’d declared their love for each other, no plans were made. At the rate she could decipher those puzzles, he had weeks with her. A month, tops.

Then she’d return to Princeton, and he would go wherever he was sent.

The guys piled out of the two SUVs that had been waiting for them at the airstrip. He climbed out more slowly, reluctant to begin this chapter of his time with Sophie. The final chapter.

Yeah, he loved her. He wanted to spend his fucking life with her. He just couldn’t see how to make things work. Long-distance relationships never panned out. He knew plenty of military men who attempted it and failed. His life was even more difficult. Hell, according to every record the government had on file, he wasn’t even alive.

He reached through the door for Sophie’s hand. She slipped hers into his. The clasp of her smooth, cool fingers shouldn’t make a hard man like him feel so out of his element, but it did.

She planted her boots on the paved driveway and turned to face the mansion. “God, it’s good to see this place. Don’t you agree?”

Why was his chest suddenly tight?

“Yeah,” he said gruffly. “Come on. Let’s get you settled in.”

He had no idea what he even meant by that. He could get her settled in one of the spare rooms with a computer system and a cot for her to sleep on. He could settle her in his room, but question was, who got the top bunk?

He could settle her on his cock.

At the thought, his dick started to swell behind his fly. Not the time, he told it. A lot of good it did trying to reprimand his own body reacting to thoughts of slipping between Sophie’s soft thighs and driving into her sweet, tight pussy.

If he didn’t halt this train of thinking now, he’d end up putting her back in that SUV and driving them to the nearest motel so he could make her scream his name without his men overhearing.

By the time they walked in, one of the guys had music blasting in the kitchen as they got busy fixing a meal. Everyone else seemed to vanish to their respective quarters to kick back after the op.

Con was never out of his element, but right now, he didn’t know up from down. He only wanted Sophie.

He stopped in the middle of the grand foyer. Surrounded by ornate moldings decorating the walls and running along the top of the high ceiling, Sophie didn’t even look out of place.

She smiled up at him. The cuts and bruises on her face seemed softened in the light of the chandelier that some designer had probably chosen for the sole purpose of making the woman of the house look good.

“Show me to your room?”

He gave her a jerky nod and strode to the expansive staircase leading to the second level where he slept. He didn’t dare touch her. If he felt her skin, he couldn’t promise that they’d end up in bed together. Ever since he confessed that he loved her, his body wanted nothing more than to seal that declaration by joining with hers, and making her cry out on orgasm after orgasm.

He should try to distance himself from her, but damn if he could. He took her hand and led the way to his quarters. As he pushed open the door and faced the stark space, he sighed.

“After our luxury hotel room, this place is depressing as hell.”

With her fingers still meshed with his, she looked around. One window, a door, four walls, a set of military-issue bunk beds and a footlocker against one wall.

From outside came the rumble of an engine. He released her hand to look at what was going on. Two of the guys got into the SUV and drove away.

“They must be going for supplies,” he commented.

She came to stand next to him, staring out at the grounds below. Walkways connected a covered patio to a fountain nestled in the center of flowerbeds that overflowed with blooms in the summertime.

“Sophie.”

She pivoted to face him. “Before you say anything, I need to say what’s on my mind.”

Oh god. This was where they decided they should go their separate ways. That their lives were far too different. Hell, they might as well live on different planets.

He swallowed against the dry lump in his throat and had to try twice to force it down enough to speak. “I’m listening.”

“I’ve made a decision.” Her deep brown eyes rested on his. No sign of worry or pain filled the depths, which had him wondering just what this decision could be.

“About?”

“Your job offer.” She inched a step closer, bringing her lush curves closer too.

“No, no. That’s off the table. I can’t have you placed in danger like that ever again.”

“No. You need me. Charlie needs me.”

“We’ll find someone else.”

She went on tiptoe, looping her arms around his neck and leaning into him. Her soft breasts pressed into his chest and ignited the passion that was never far away when she was near.

“You need me, Ryan. You never could have gotten this far without me.”

“We still don’t have eyes on that shipment.”

“We know it’s going to Missouri, but we don’t know where it is currently. The bomb squad’s already on standby at the base.”

“How do you know?”

She gave him a small smile. “I heard you order it yourself when you talked to Commander Barrett.”

Damn. Did she have to be so sharp? So beautiful?

So…perfect.

“I’m officially accepting the job. I start tomorrow.”

He started to protest, but her last sentence brought him up short. He stared down at her, brows pinched. “Tomorrow?”

“Yes. Because we’re going to spend tonight in each other’s arms. In bed.”

He darted a look at the bunks. “That bed?”

She followed his line of sight and let out an adorable laugh. “There’s going to be some changes around here. This entire mansion could use a woman’s touch. Especially since I’ll be moving in.”

Heat flared in his chest. “Since when?”

“Since now. The guys just left with the key to my house. They’re going to get some of my things and bring them back here.”

He gaped at her. “When did you start giving my men orders?”

She shrugged. When she skimmed her knuckles over his jaw, that look of desire burning in her eyes, he would take any order she gave him.

Rubbing her breasts against his chest, she leaned closer. “I want you, Ryan. I want you between my thighs. Pounding your cock in me. I want you filling my—”

He slammed his mouth over hers, taking control of the kiss and leading her to the bottom bunk that would never be enough space to have her the way he wanted, but damn if he wasn’t going to make it work tonight.

As he ran his hand under her top, skating his fingertips over her warm, silky skin, he took control of her body too.

Even though the woman had him wrapped around her little finger.

She let out a soft moan, and he fed her one in return as she tugged at his clothes and he stripped off hers. At the moment when he slid his hard cock inside her, their gazes locked.

“You are mine now, Professor.”

“I love being yours…SEAL.”

He shoved his cock deep.

She let out a cry, arching to take his every inch. Their mouths fused in a lingering and passionate kiss.

At the end, it was Con who cried out her name. And he didn’t give a damn who heard.
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